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FROM GLORY TO GLORY
Sermon at the Eucharist on the Sunday next before Lent
Readings: 
Exodus 24. 12-end; II Corinthians 3. 12 - 4.2 (substituted for II Peter 1. 16-end);  St Matthew 17. 1-9.
‘T
HERE’s no art to find the mind’s construction in the face’, says King Duncan in Shakespeare’s play, Macbeth, having just been betrayed by a trusted ally. ‘There’s no art to find the mind’s construction in the face’ – there’s no way to tell from a person’s expression what they are really thinking or feeling or planning to do. 
These are words with which I have some sympathy. Since about the age of twelve I have been aware that I have the sort of face which makes strangers come up to me in the street and say, ‘Cheer up, it may not happen’.  People like me have their facial muscles so constructed that when we are at our happiest, happy with a deep, serene contentment, positively bathed in bliss, then our faces relax into an expression that appears to other people to be one of the deepest gloom.  Because there’s no art to find the mind’s construction in the face. 

Unless – unless it is the face of God. If we could see the face of God, if we could see that dazzling countenance, resplendent with glory, radiant with love, then we should truly see right into the heart and mind of God, and know it to be the heart and mind of love. 


There’s a good deal in Scripture about seeing, and not seeing, the face of God. In the reading from Exodus, we heard how Moses went up the mountain to be given the ten commandments and found himself in the presence of God. As we read on in this ancient tale we are told that he came so close to God that he was in danger of seeing God’s face, so God hid him in a cleft of the rock and he saw God from the back, but was saved from seeing God’s face. Nonetheless, when he came down from the mountain his face shone so much with the glory that he had encountered, that he had to cover his face. 

Fast forward to this morning’s gospel reading, and we read of Jesus going up the mountain to God.  After that tremendous event, his face shone like the sun, and his clothes glowed white (‘white as snow’, adds St Mark, ‘as no fuller on earth could whiten them’). And Moses was there with Jesus on the mountain; and so was Elijah, who also had an overwhelming encounter with God on the summit of a mountain. 


What are we being told here? That there are rare souls who have had an overwhelming encounter with God that can only be described as an encounter with fire, and whose appearance seems to change, and their faces reflect the blazing glory of what they have seen?  Yes, but more than that.  These great meetings with God are stages on the journey of God’s people. Moses goes up the mountain to receive the law. Elijah, the first and foremost of the prophets, goes up the mountain to be commissioned to speak the words of God. Jesus, the Messiah, goes up the mountain to be acknowledged as the Son of God. These are representative meetings with God on behalf of God’s people, bringing God’s people into a deeper knowledge of him; first through the law, then through the prophets, finally through the gospel. These are not random episodes, but progressive revelations of God to humankind, and the transfiguration of Jesus is the definitive one.

To understand this a little more, we need to turn to this morning’s epistle: a passage from Paul’s second letter to the Corinthians.  Paul picks up that story of Moses veiling his face so that people were not dazzled by the glory that shone from it. ‘But’, he says, ‘when one turns to the Lord the veil is removed’.  The time of Moses was a time of partial revelation, partial veiling: there was a hint, a glimpse of God’s glory in the face of Moses, but nothing compared to the glory that shone from the face of Jesus. 
So let’s add up the argument of this morning’s readings so far. God is beyond our understanding; he dazzles our minds as the sun dazzles our eyes. But there’s a partial glimpse of God in the commandments, the moral law; and there’s a further sighting of God in the prophets, the words of God to his people down the ages. But only Jesus can go into the presence of God, and look his heavenly Father in the face, and come back to his disciples with his own face shining with the glory of his Father’s face.
And now, says St Paul, in this passage from Second Corinthians, this is where the rest of us come in. ‘All of us, with unveiled faces, see the glory of the Lord as though reflected in a mirror’. This is how we can see God, and live; this is how we can look into the heart and mind of God, and survive. We see the face of God reflected in the face of Jesus.  (There is a kind of mirror which filters a dazzling light – the sort of mirror you no doubt have in your car.  The face of Jesus is that kind of mirror: his face reflects the face of God in a way we can bear to look at it.) ‘No one has ever seen God’ says St John in his Christmas gospel; ‘it is God the only Son, who is close to the Father’s heart, who has made him known’. 
So far, so good; but still there’s a problem. How do we see the face of Jesus? We are not Peter, James, and John on the mountain top. We are not any of those first disciples, sitting at his feet, hearing his voice, looking at the expression on his face. If we cannot see the face of Jesus, how can we see in his face the face of God?

There are, however, ways to see the face of Jesus, ways to draw close to him, ways even to enter the mind of Jesus. We enter the mind of Jesus when we read the Scriptures he read (what we call the Old Testament). We draw close to Jesus when we sing the psalms which he sang, and take his own words on our lips when we say the Lord’s Prayer. We begin to see the face of Jesus when are baptized as he was baptized, and when we celebrate the supper he commanded us to celebrate. Like the disciples on the road to Emmaus, our hearts begin to burn within us when he opens to us the Scriptures, and when we recognize him in the breaking of the bread. We begin to see the face of Jesus when we read the gospels and the epistles left us by the earliest Christians. And when we read those gospels, we learn that we see the face of Jesus in other ways as well: in the faces of the hungry and thirsty, the naked and the stranger, the sick and those in prison. In all these ways, as we persevere in these spiritual disciplines (and the season of Lent is nearly upon us), we draw closer to him, we begin to enter his mind, we begin to see his face, and there we see the face of God. 
Now back to St Paul’s second letter to the Corinthians. What happens to us, the more we see the face of Jesus – and the more we see the face of God reflected in the face of Jesus? St Paul tells us.  ‘All of us’ he says, ‘with unveiled faces, seeing the glory of the Lord as though reflected in a mirror, are being transformed into the same image from one degree of glory to another’.  We cannot see the face of God, mediated through the face of Jesus, without becoming more like God, and reflecting more of his glory ourselves. ‘All of us, with unveiled faces … are being transformed into the same image from one degree of glory to another’. The older translation, which I much prefer, was ‘from glory to glory’. 

This whole thread of scriptural imagery has been to do with faces: faces veiled, faces unveiled, faces reflecting glory from other faces, faces changed from glory to glory. I’m well aware that my face does not give off much glory; but thankfully this thread of scriptural imagery is just that, an image, a metaphor. It is not necessary for your face literally to shine; though sometimes I think we do see that in the faces of holy souls. But for most of us, the shining, the reflection of glory, is an interior thing, a thing of the heart.  Later on in the same chapter, Paul says: ‘It is the God who said “Let light shine out of darkness”, who has shone in our hearts to give the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ’. I am glad about that. Those of us whose facial muscles don’t quite work in the way they should are not disadvantaged in the task of changing from glory to glory. It’s not a question of our faces physically shining, but of our hearts burning within us when he opens to us the Scriptures, and when we recognize him in the breaking of the bread. At the end of this eucharist, we shall pray that ‘we who are partakers at his table’ may ‘reflect his life in word and deed’, so that ‘all the world may know his power to change and save’. That must be our prayer as Lent begins. To which we may add the words of Charles Wesley:

Changed from glory into glory,

Till in heaven we take our place;

Till we cast our crowns before thee,

Lost in wonder, love, and praise.
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