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Texts: Exodus 33:12-23; Psalm 99; 1 Thessalonians 1:10; and Matthew 
22:15-22

“It’s a big spooky place when you’re in it alone. It’s like you can hear all 
the whispers of all the voices of all the actors who ever played here. Kind of 
creepy. Like a church can be creepy when it’s empty.” 

That is a quote by novelist Benjamin R. Smith, and its truth echoes like 
the voices he talks about. When I am in a show, I like to arrive about an hour 
early every evening (which is about an hour and a half before curtain). Like 
many creative and spontaneous people, I am grounded by ritual. My perfor-
mance ritual begins with walking into the theater and taking in the space: the 
hallowed stage, the warm and often blinding lights, the empty chairs, the deaf-
ening and rather haunting silence that will soon be broken with stage hands 
and fellow performers. 

When I am alone in this space it is hard not to feel the presence of those 
to come and those who have been before. It is hard not to feel the residue of 
all the laughter and tears that the space has heard, all the stories it has con-
tained, and all the magic that it has created. And, all at once, all of these voices, 
along with the strength and integrity of the planks beneath me, seem to engulf 
the soul of this performer and say, “We are here, we are with you.” This sense 
helps to calm my nerves and light the spark that, if I do my job well, will com-
pletely set my soul on fire during the play to come. 

It’s a peculiar thing that we do, actors. It’s slightly absurd, really. 
The best way I can describe the rehearsal process is like preparing a 

beautiful and rare dish with no recipe and the only ingredients you have are 
the imaginations of everyone involved. The playwright’s, the designers’, the 
director’s, the producers’, and the actors’ creativity have to be perfectly pro-
portioned and mixed together to create something ready to share with an 
audience. 

And, talk about too many cooks in the kitchen! 
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There are very few wallflowers in this line of work – plenty of chefs and 
not many sous chefs. This process is hilarious and terrifying, humbling and 
gratifying, maddening and soothing — and none of us would give up a second 
of it for the world.

Then, we are paid to nightly dress up in the craziest garb, plaster paint 
on our faces, and (for an average of two hours straight) do things in public (for 
the public) that most of the public would consider ridiculous. Most would not 
be caught dead doing what we do; but, we relish and stress. 

Are they laughing when they are supposed to?  
Are they crying? 
Are they sitting on the edge of their seat? 
Without using words, are they saying, “We are with you. Our presence 

will go with you?” 
We know when one person checks out, and it breaks our hearts and rais-

es our blood pressures. It is not uncommon to hear your fellow actor deliver a 
speech that brings a tear to your eye, only to have him gripe about the sleeper 
in the third row house left the moment he exits. There is nothing as upsetting 
as to give all of yourself to the deal you make with the audience and have the 
audience break the deal. 

The deal is, we will create for you a universe that is neither here nor 
there, a magic that will fade with the drop of the curtain; and, this magic will 
make you forget the mundaneness of your life as you enjoy the vibrant lives of 
these characters. 

But you must come with us. 
You must come with us for our work and our joy and our sorrow to 

mean anything. 
If you are not willing to walk the  road that we have already paved, then 

do not come at all. And, if you decide to come with us, show us. 
Prove to us that our labor was worth it in the end. 
Laugh, cry, applaud like crazy. 
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Be active in your part of the journey. 
While I do not believe that show business is equivalent to the Exodus, I 

do believe that the human condition for empathy, community, and assurance 
is shown beautifully in both Moses’s conversation with God and the actor’s 
non-verbal conversation with the audience. Moses both demands God to prove 
his presence and begs God to keep his word by remaining ever-present. For 
Moses, it is as simple as be with us completely or do not be with us at all. He 
proceeds to give God arguments as to why God should stay by reminding God 
that he has favor in God’s eyes, and that there are many people who are count-
ing on God being with them on this journey. 

God’s response is, “My presence will go with you, and I will give your 
rest.” 

It seems childish that after all God has done to prove to Moses that he is 
there that Moses should still need more proof. But, how often and how easily 
do we forget that we are not alone? That those who have loved us most love us 
still. That God, Himself, is constantly with us even when we don’t see him or 
even feel him.

 I believe this is because it is also too easy to forget that we are favored 
in His eyes. 

It is too easy to forget that we are his beloved. 
It is too easy to forget that with us He is most pleased. 
And, so we are too easy to hold God to his part of the covenant when it is 

we who have the wavering faith. 
When Jesus said, “Give, therefore, to the emperor the things that are the 

emperor’s, and to God the things that are God’s,” how many of us think, “Right. 
Pay my taxes and go to church. Check!” 

But, how many of us consider ourselves property of God? 
We are His. He already invested his constant love and patience and grace 

with us when He created us. And yet, day after day, we forget just how much 
we mean to Him. 
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Maybe this is because through our own eyes, we can seem pretty 
meaningless. 

But, the arts, they were created by the human soul needing to remind 
itself that it has meaning and it has worth. Our calling as artists is to re-
mind humanity that we are worth loving and we are worth fighting for. 

Shakespeare wrote that actors are charged with, “… to hold, as ‘twere, 
the mirror up to nature; to show virtue her own feature, scorn her own 
image, and the very age and body of the time his form and pressure.” 

In other words, actors are gifts from God that show us that we are not 
alone in our misconception of our worth, and to remind us that we are all 
supposed to be here for one another. Our job is to say to our audience, “We 
are with you.” We are with you in the joy and the zaniness and the tragedy 
and the rage and the loneliness that is this life.

 Sadly, when we do not receive the message back, as actors we too often 
forget to say, “We are with you,” to ourselves. We say, “We are with you,” to 
each other in the dressing rooms and in our own little ways onstage. Though, I 
admit, probably not often enough. We say it to our characters when we decide 
to dive head first into the black hole of their souls. 

But, when do we remind ourselves that we are not alone? 
When do any of us? 
Maybe that is why God showed part of Himself to Moses, and made Him-

self into human flesh through His Son, Jesus Christ. He gives us very literal re-
minders that He is still here and He is with us. 

Yet, as quickly as the curtain drops, the reality of God’s presence can 
fade and all that is left is faith. Faith that He is here. Faith that we are loved. 
Faith that we can see His face by looking into the face of our neighbors (be-
cause He is with them, too). And, faith that one day we can see His image by 
looking into our own mirrors and see what He sees. Someone worthy of the 
constant love of our God. Someone worthy of our God saying, over and over 
again, “I am with you. My presence will go with you, and I will give you rest.”
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In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, Amen.


