
Readings: Exodus 34.29-35; 2 Corinthians 3.12-4:2; Luke 9.28-36 
 
Almost fifteen years ago, I returned to the UK after as many years away, and one of the first things I 
did was go to walking in the Lake District in northwest England.  I chose a route that I had first 
taken there when I was still a teenager.  After a steep climb from the head of Haweswater in the 
east, you reach the top of High Street with its old Roman road running along the ridge, and are 
rewarded with glorious views westwards of hills, and valleys, and lakes.  The morning of my walk, 
however, it turned out that I had picked a classic English summer’s day: cold, grey, damp, and with 
cloud cover starting at 1000 feet.  But I’d made my commitment, and so I headed up into the mist.  I 
won’t pretend to you that it was an entirely pleasurable experience – although at least I never lost 
my way, and never got too cold or wet.  But after I’d eaten my lunch in almost zero visibility, I 
decided to take a short cut back to the bottom.  Just as I set off, however, something remarkable 
happened.  Without warning, without any gradual thinning, the impenetrable mist suddenly lifted, 
and there, over a thousand feet below, a crystalline lake glistened in the sun.  Suddenly I could see 
for miles: jagged hilltops and sharp ridges; sheer cliffs and ragged screes; small tarns, and tumbling 
streams; and down, far below, in the valley of the river Kent, a comforting patchwork of green, green 
fields and dry-stone walls.  The scene was transformed – and so was I.  The satisfaction of a difficult 
walk, suddenly became joy at the world’s surpassing beauty.  The pleasure of a well-spent day, 
suddenly became pure wonder at God’s resplendent creation.  I stared transfixed for what seemed 
like hours.  And then slowly walked back to my car, and to my everyday life; but forever changed – 
however slightly – by that moment of revelation.   
 
The Gospel story that we heard today in many ways makes no sense.  This completely supernatural 
interruption into the earthy ministry of Christ makes us shake our heads.  We may also find the 
healing and the feeding miracles difficult to comprehend, but they are, at least, all woven into an 
everyday story of preaching and walking; of eating and sleeping, that we can at some level relate to.  
But this?  Moses and Elijah?  Disembodied voices and bright, radiant lights?  It seems more science 
fiction than New Testament.  And yet it’s there.  So what do we make of it?  Well, I think that rather 
than unpack the whole story, I want to make just two simple points.  The first is that this is one of a 
series of stories in the Gospels where God reveals the identity of Jesus as his Son.  And the second, 
related to that, is that for the first time, human beings – Peter, John and James – are the recipients 
of this message.  Although, Peter and the others are overwhelmed, we humans have for the first time 
been offered a glimpse of the ultimate truth.  What was hidden, now starts to become clear; and a 
vista, a line of sight, opens up into the future, and indeed to the end of time.  To be sure there’s a lot 
more to go – both in the Gospel story through to the crucifixion and resurrection; and in our own 
lives and our world, with its imperfections and heartbreak.  But from the Transfiguration onwards, 
even if the mist again closes in, even if darkness seems to fall, we humans have seen that vision of 
the future, that vision of our God.  We now have hope because we know what the future will be, even 
if the present is not what we wish.  We now have hope because we know what we will become, 
regardless of what we now are.  And that hope inspires change that starts with you and me right 
here, right now. 
 
So I want to explore that last thought about the change the Transfiguration inspires in three 
distinct, but related settings: in the life of this country, South Africa; in the life of the community 
that we call the Anglican Communion; and in our individual lives.  And to do that I want to move 
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from the Gospel story to our Epistle reading.  Because it is in St Paul’s contrasting of the old 
covenant and the new; of the veiled revelation then, and the unveiled revelation now; of what we 
were before, and of what we are becoming now, that we realise what the Transfiguration is and what 
it means.  Not some weird, one-off event that happened to Jesus and three disciples two thousand 
years ago, but something that is also happening to us – and to our world – right now. 
 
So, what might be the Transfiguration’s message of change for this country?  Well, I think it’s this.  
It’s the glimpse that it gives us of what a perfect South Africa not just might look like, but in fact one 
day will look like.  The Transfiguration points us forward to a future we could not have imagined, 
before we saw it.  But now that we have seen it, now that our imaginations have been released, we 
can envisage a time when what is broken is made whole; conceive a future where what is imperfect 
is restored.  It’s very important for us as Christians to remember the perfection to come is not 
simply an abstract reuniting of souls, of spirits, in a disembodied heaven.  It’s physical.  At the end 
of the Book of Revelation, St John sees a new heaven and a new earth; sees the new Jerusalem 
coming down out of heaven.  The world that was imperfect is made perfect at the end of time.  And 
that is the future for South Africa that we can glimpse in the Transfiguration.  Very obviously, we’re 
not there yet.  Perhaps we’re not even close.  1994 did not bring the new Jerusalem into being.  We 
had not reached that perfect end.  But 1994 was, perhaps, the moment of transfiguration; that lifting 
of the veil, when the future promise of that perfection was suddenly revealed – if only a glimpse; 
only for a moment.  But because we have now seen that perfect end in the transfigured face of Jesus, 
it is our job as Christians to work towards that future here, and now, and in this place.  It is our job 
as Christians, today, to help God in the healing of his creation in this land.  That may take much, 
much longer than we wish, but, now that we have seen, standing back is no longer an option.  And 
the message of the Transfiguration is that we will find as we seek to heal our communities, our 
businesses, our schools, our governments, wherever it is we live our lives, that while that perfect 
future may still be far off, through these acts of healing today, this country will begin to be 
transformed from one degree of glory to another. 
 
Moving from country to community, what about the Anglican Communion?  What is the 
Transfiguration’s message of change here?  Well, I think the recent Archbishops’ meeting shows 
both where we are, and where we might go.  St Paul, while reaching poetic heights in describing the 
glories of the new covenant, also has some sharp contrasts to draw with the old covenant.  Those 
who still adhere to the Law of Moses, he tells us, see the world – and God’s glory – only through a 
veil; clouded and darker.  And this is because their hearts are hardened.  We are commanded by 
Jesus to love one another, that is his new commandment, that is the “new testament”.  And having 
given us that commandment he then died to save us from our sins.  That is the glory revealed to us 
in his face.  And yet when we meet as a communion – and I want to make very clear that I am not 
speaking to any particular point of doctrine, sexual or otherwise – when we meet as a communion, 
it seems that we come all too ready to both administer harshly the old law, and to make new rules 
with hardened hearts.  If we could only focus on what we have been given and on what is yet to 
come.  If we would only come together with our veils removed in the knowledge that we are truly all 
sisters and brothers, all made in the image of our Maker, and all uniquely loved and cherished by 
him.  If we could only do that, how much might we achieve?  For what we see in the transfigured 
face of Jesus, is not just perfection at the end, but also love.  So while it is only a small thing, I give 
thanks to God that you have so graciously allowed me to be here with you today, and I give thanks 
for our two churches’ partnership together.  And I pray that we may model the message of the 
Transfiguration for our entire communion.  The message that by mutual love our church will begin 
to be transformed from one degree of glory to another. 
 
And, finally, what is the Transfiguration’s message of change for you as an individual?  Once again 
the point St Paul makes is that in the person of Jesus, in his face, you have for the first time seen 
God.  So, unlike the Israelites in the desert, there are now no intermediaries, there are no laws 
chiselled on rocks, no leader who has to veil his face to hide God’s glory.  Jesus allows you to look 
deep into his face and see God.  No longer is your heart hardened by the law, but, instead liberated 



by the knowledge that Jesus died and rose for you.  So the glimpse into the future that is the 
Transfiguration gives as its gift to you, to each individual, a deep and profound hope.  To be very 
clear, this hope is not a magic wand that will take away today’s troubles with a single, effortless 
wave.  Your life at home, at work, with family, with friends, still won’t be a straight and smooth road 
from here.  But that brief vision of what is to come, like that sudden view of lakes and hills, reveals 
to you a truth: that God will make all things perfect in the end.  And that truth brings you hope; and 
that hope brings you inspiration; and that inspiration changes you, enriches you, as you begin to 
love, and care, and live more deeply.  That is the message of Transfiguration at work in your life: by 
hope you will begin to be transformed from one degree of glory to another. 
 
When the mist lifted on that walk in the Lake District all those years ago and revealed the beauty of 
God’s creation, it was for me a transfixing, transforming, transfiguring moment, because it revealed 
a glimpse of God, and of a perfected physical world.  But St Paul reminds us that we humans, 
imperfect though we presently are, nevertheless being made in God’s image will also subsequently 
be perfected.  So, as I look today into your faces, and see the radiance which is growing in you, that 
is as transfixing, transforming, and transfiguring for me as any perfect physical landscape.  In the 
radiance of your faces I can see what God is doing for us today.  In the radiance of your faces I can 
glimpse still how much more he will do for us tomorrow.  In the radiance of your faces I can see 
God’s love at work in our lives, as you and I, today, are by his grace being transformed from one 
degree of glory to another. 
 
Amen. 
 
 
 


