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I wonder if you’ve ever worn a veil.  Maybe you got married wearing an old-fashioned bridal dress 
and your bridesmaid rolled back the veil once you’d walked down the aisle to meet the man of your 
dreams.  Maybe you played Salome in the school play and did the dance of the seven veils to seduce 
King Herod into executing John the Baptist.  Maybe you were once a Muslim of a conservative 
stripe and you wore a niqab that covered all but your eyes or even a burka that covered your whole 
face.  A veil can be a sign of modesty, or a method of creating mystery.  In other words a veil is a 
temporary barrier.  It can either keep something in, or prevent something getting out.  Every veil 
assumes a moment of unveiling, and creates suspense and tension until such a moment arises. 

I want to explore with you how education is an experience of unveiling.  Let me tell you about a 
young woman called Michaela.  Michaela was born in Sierra Leone in 1995, in the midst of a civil 
war.  Her father died in the conflict and her mother died of starvation.  Aged 4 she was in the hands 
of her uncle, who sold her to an orphanage.  In addition to her poverty, she suffered discrimination 
because she had a pigment condition that created spots on her skin that attracted ridicule and 
ostracism.  One day in the orphanage a magazine was blown by the wind into Michaela’s hands.  On 
its cover she saw a ballet dancer.  Her face looked so happy.  Michaela said, ‘I want to be as happy as 
her one day.’  She folded the picture and never let it go.  From the orphanage Michaela was taken by 
a dangerous road across the border to Guinea, from there to Ghana, where she was adopted by an 
American family and began a whole new life in New Jersey.  Through extraordinary dedication and 
the constant support of her adoptive parents, Michaela fulfilled her dream of becoming a ballet 
dancer, and today, still only 21, she’s a principal dancer with the Dutch National Ballet. 

We can read Michaela’s story as a narrative of four kinds of unveiling.  The first and most obvious is 
the unveiling of deprivation.  It’s hard to imagine anyone facing greater social disadvantage.  She 
was an orphan, she was in utter poverty, she was growing up in the heat of civil war in one of the 
poorest nations of the world, she was at the mercy of men who bought and sold her and could take 
any and every kind of advantage of her.  This seems more than a veil – more like a dungeon.  But 
somehow through a mixture of chance, accident, kindness and benefaction she escaped her prison 
and the veil was drawn back. 

The second unveiling was the unveiling of apathy.  For Michaela, the central moment in her story 
was the day she saw that magazine picture of the smiling ballet dancer.  That kindled in her an 
ambition, a longing, a dream – and that aspiration led her to strive, to work, to persuade, to study, 
to practise, to strain every sinew to reach her goal.  It turned out she had talent, but that talent 
would have come to nothing without the sacrifice and dedication that turned it into achievement.  
She overcame adversity through a burning passion. 

The third unveiling was the unveiling of prejudice.  Michaela faced prejudice from the very 
beginning of her life because of the vitiligo skin condition that gave her an unusual appearance.  But 
she faced a more subtle kind of prejudice in America where it seemed the whole ballet 
establishment was set against black dancers, regarding their physique as too athletic and not 
sufficiently artistic.  This third veil isn’t just the bad luck of being born into terrible circumstances; 
it’s about the prison of social attitudes and racism and discrimination that stifle even a person 
determined by every means to rise above their disadvantages. 
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And the fourth unveiling is the unveiling of isolation.  It’s no use just having determination and 
dedication if everyone’s against you.  Orphaned Michaela somehow found friends.  Some like her 
uncle and the orphanage owner were more concerned about themselves than about her; others like 
her orphaned friend and later adopted sister Mabinty, and her adopted parents in New Jersey, were 
like angels of mercy in a world of fear.  

Think about these four veils – deprivation, apathy, prejudice and isolation.  Education is about 
finding ways to remove each of these veils.  Deprivation can make education almost impossible: but 
if the other three veils are removed, change can still come about.  Apathy can kill education in any 
circumstances – but the right kind of encouragement can create inspiration in almost everyone.  
Prejudice can poison anyone’s aspirations: but it can’t kill them, and all prejudice can sooner or 
later be exposed or dismantled by concerted action.  Isolation is the biggest one of all: none of us 
can say that what we achieved was done alone; Michaela would have got nowhere without people to 
help her.  Neither would we. 

I wonder if you can think of a moment when a veil was removed from your eyes.  When whatever 
deprivation you might have known was overcome; when any apathy you may have embodied was 
healed; when a level of prejudice you were subject to was subverted; when a person reached out to 
you, understood you and appreciated you, and you were no longer alone.  You didn’t become a 
different person; but all the veils came down, and it was like for the first time you were standing in 
the light.  Christians have a word for this.  We call it transfiguration. 

Let’s look at the story of Jesus’ transfiguration in this light.  The transfiguration is the hinge story in 
the gospel: it’s a combination of the baptism, which happens at the beginning of the gospel, and also 
involves a voice from the cloud, and the resurrection, which happens at the end of the gospel, and 
also involves dazzling light and Peter making a big discovery.  It’s the crossroads moment in the 
gospel, where Jesus turns from ministry in Galilee to death in Jerusalem, from being a prophet who 
teaches and heals to being a priest who suffers and dies.  

You have to remember that the Israelites were taught that God was so holy that anyone who saw 
God would die.  So even though Moses didn’t die when he received the Ten Commandments from 
God on Mt Sinai, he still veiled his face afterwards so the Israelites wouldn’t suffer from the sight of 
his holiness.  So for the Israelites, a veil was a form of protection from being overwhelmed by God.  
St Paul turns that round.  He says that that veil prevented the Israelites recognising Christ until the 
Holy Spirit took the veil away.  

The Holy Spirit takes away the veil of deprivation because Peter, James and John have no social 
advantage, not even a home to call their own, but Christ is revealed to them in glory anyway.  The 
Holy Spirit takes away the veil of apathy because even though the disciples had no idea what they 
were saying or doing and said nothing to anyone, afterwards – after the resurrection – they realised 
they’d seen a prefigurement on the Mount of Transfiguration and here the story is in the gospel 
anyway.  The Holy Spirit takes away the veil of prejudice because this story comes straight after 
Jesus has had a fight with Peter because Peter told him the messiah could not suffer and die but 
Jesus said this was God’s way of saying ‘I will be with you always, whatever happens.’  The Holy 
Spirit takes away the veil of isolation because in being surrounded by Elijah and Moses Jesus is 
surrounded by Israel and in being accompanied by Peter, James and John he’s surrounded by the 
church; and so the story’s telling us that when we are about God’s business we’re never alone. 

You’ll know the expression ‘the scales fell from my eyes.’  You may not remember where the phrase 
comes from.  Just as the transfiguration comes in Luke chapter 9, in Acts chapter 9 there’s another 
transfiguration, creating just as much a hinge of that story when Jesus appears to Paul and Paul 
turns from oppressor of the church to its greatest advocate.  In that case the veil is represented by 
Paul’s blindness.  This is what transfiguration does: it dazzles us with the wonder of God, so much 
that the veil is removed from our eyes, the veil of deprivation, of apathy, of prejudice and of 
isolation, and our lives are changed as deeply and wonderfully as Michaela’s was from lonely orphan 
to principal ballerina. 



And that’s what education is all about.  It’s not about stuffing your head full of facts so you can get 
through exams.  It’s about, either as pupil or teacher, being part of an activity together that involves 
the scales falling from your eyes.  It’s about seeing transfiguration.  It’s about removing the veil of 
deprivation, apathy, prejudice and isolation and turning people from frightened refugees into 
dancing angels. 

I wonder if there’s a veil over your eyes today – a veil imposed by circumstance, by another’s 
cruelty, by tired habit or your own inhibition.  Is this a moment when you resolve, through 
education or another form of transformation, to let the Holy Spirit remove that veil from before 
your face, and begin to imagine that, like Michaela, impossible as it may seem, you were made to 
dance. 

 

 


