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Year B – Last Sunday after Epiphany (Transfiguration Sunday) 
2 Corinthians 4:3-6 
Mark 9:2-9  
Psalm 50:1-6 
 
With Eyes Unveiled 
 
In her book Pilgrim at Tinker Creek, Annie Dillard has a chapter on seeing. She recalls reading a 
collection of accounts about people blind from birth who undergo surgery to correct their vision. 
She focuses on their reaction to seeing for the first time. It’s not what you’d expect. At first many of 
them don’t seem to know what to do with their newfound vision or a world of sights known before 
only by touch and sound. Many of them react with terror, confusion, or ambivalence. They’re unable 
to process the new sensations. 
 
Seeing is just about what happens with the eyes. Our minds process every input—they take a 
flattened field of light, color, and shadows, and give us the impression of depth, distance, and 
perspective. Like the ability to walk or talk, seeing is something that develops over time in the first 
few years of life. The mind needs to be trained to make sense of the world of perceptions. In those 
who have never seen and for whom there’ve been no inputs to process, the mind isn’t given a 
chance to develop those skills. 
 
These folks who were suddenly able to see,  their descriptions of the world are unfamiliar, strange—
they describe it with a wide-eyed innocence, a simplicity that I found challenging my assumptions of 
what it means to see. One girl looked down at her hand and described it as “something bright and 
then holes.” Another boy looked at a bunch of grapes and said— “It is dark, blue, and shiny...It isn’t 
smooth, it has bumps and hollows.” But the image that stands out and—and the one that Dillard 
herself latches onto—is that of a girl standing mesmerized before a tree. She can only tell its a tree 
after touching it, wrapping her arms around the trunk. She pauses before it, looks up, and says—
“the tree with the lights in it.” With her nascent sight, the image is flattened into patterns of light 
and dark. The light between the branches is as present and immediate as the tree itself. There’s no 
separation—they’re part of the same plane, a single continuous life. The vision sounds like an 
encounter with a thing transfigured, lit as if from within. 
 
Our minds are processing machines, taking in vast quantities of information, consciously and 
unconsciously. Sensory perception is constant, and so is the world of impressions that our mind 
offers to us. How many scenes pass by our eyes, ears, and minds without a second thought? How 
often is the work of sight, sound, and smell just the background noise to our mind turning over 
whatever anxieties have gripped us that day? Dillard’s vision of “the tree with the lights in it” is one 
of silencing all the background noise, stepping out from the world of intention, purpose, and worry, 
and being present to the miracle of the world presenting itself to us. It’s about receiving a gift, the 
gift of transformative immediacy and connection, and seeing the world unveiled and exposed. 
 
“And [Jesus] was transfigured before them,  
and his clothes became dazzling white,  
such as no one on earth could bleach them.” 
 
The scene of the Transfiguration is an arresting moment in Mark’s Gospel. In a book that seems so 
matter of fact about everything, the image of Jesus glowing white and the appearance of Elijah and 
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Moses stands out from the comings and goings of Jesus and the disciples, the healings, exorcisms, 
and teachings. Mark’s language is never elevated. Even when he’s talking about demons and spiritual 
forces, they seem very grounded in this world. But the transfiguration of Jesus, the clothes that glow 
white, the cloud that overshadows everything, the voice of God, they break through the story, as if 
trying to embody the supernatural character of what is happening. I suspect that the Gospel-writer 
was intentional in that. What happens on the mountaintop is a moment of revelation—or to use 
Paul’s language, an unveiling. On the mountain, Jesus reveals his true nature to his disciples. They 
see him not only as their friend, teacher, and mentor, but as the Son of God, sharing in divine 
nature, embodying the light of God. It’s a powerful encounter with new depths of who Jesus is. 
 
It’s understandable why Peter would want to remain on the mountaintop, and why he was left 
terrified and uncertain. As Jesus was transfigured, so was the disciples’ understanding—in him they 
saw the the divine shining through a human person. I imagine Jesus, lit from within, glowing like the 
tree with the lights in it, so beautiful that the disciples want to remain in that moment, or turn away 
in terror. 
 
I think about that image of Jesus, what it was like for the disciples, and what it means for us. 
What would it mean for us to see Jesus unveiled? To encounter God, transfigured, exposed? Would 
we react with terror like Peter? Or in awe and amazement? When I think of the times I’ve 
encountered Jesus, what always comes to mind are the icons of him. One icon in particular—Christ  
Pantocrator, Christ the Almighty. The icon focuses in on the figure of Christ, his right hand raised 
to give a blessing, and his left hand holding an open Bible. I’m always surprised by the intimacy of 
the painted icon. Those images that look strangely flattened, can serve as powerful vehicles of 
spiritual reflection.In my experience, it has everything to do with the eyes. The eyes, 
disproportionately wide, are places of incredible depth. They draw me in, challenging me to look 
towards God, and to become acutely aware that God is looking at me. 
 
The first of these icons I came to know hung to the left of the altar in the Chapel at the St. Mary’s 
Convent. Every morning and evening we gathered for prayer in that chapel, and there it was—the 
eyes of Christ looking outward at the congregation, looking at me. That year was full of highs and 
lows. At my best I felt a depth of spiritual connection, and a heightened sense of God’s presence. At 
other points I was going through the motions, using my spiritual disciplines as an excuse to not do 
much soul searching. I used the outward forms of religion to avoid doing any of the interior work. I 
have a vivid memory of the end of one of those periods. At the morging Eucharist my eyes stopped 
on the icon. I realized that it had been a long time since I had REALLY looked at it. It had become 
a part of the wallpaper. I also realized that I had been avoiding the eyes. I was afraid to look into the 
eyes of Christ, afraid for my heart to be peered into. I didn’t want to acknowledge what was inside 
of me, the depth of feelings I was working through. I was afraid that looking into those eyes would 
strip away whatever defenses I had built up. I was afraid of lowering the veil— of seeing and being 
seen. 
 
I knew at that point that I had no other choice. I had to look. 
 
The tradition of icon veneration in the Eastern Church sees icons as both a window and a mirror. 
They’re windows that open outward towards God. They direct our vision heavenward, focusing not 
on the image but what lies beyond it. But they’re also mirrors. The eyes of Christ, of Mary, of the 
Saints look back at us, drawing us deeper into ourselves, challenging us to confront what is in us, 
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To stand unveiled. They penetrate through all our anxieties, defenses, insecurities, revealing us as we 
are at our core. 
 
I wonder if something similar was going on in the Transfiguration. I wonder if part of Peter’s 
reaction of terror was a fear of confronting something in himself. I wonder if what he saw in 
Christ’s face was a window to the divine, to God, and also that mirror. I wonder if in the face of 
Christ, Peter saw the possibility of what he himself could be, the glory of God shining from a 
human fully alive, and in seeing it feared that he had fallen short— the he was unworthy of the 
vision. 
 
More than anything, that feeling of unworthiness keeps us veiled from each other, from the world, 
and from God. The veil works both ways. It keeps others from seeing us clearly, and us from seeing 
others. At the times I’ve felt most veiled, most guarded, I’ve been afraid that if I let someone in too 
deep I’d be exposed as not being worth their time, their love, or their care. That’s one of the biggest 
obstacles to authentic relationship— the fear of being exposed, the fear of not being worthy, the 
fear that if I let someone else in, I will only be hurt. 
 
And that, I think, is one of the aspect of being human that the Christian story deals with most 
explicitly. Paul’s language about veiling and unveiling and light and darkness focuses on the 
challenge of letting ourselves see and be seen, letting ourselves be vulnerable with others. At its best, 
the church should be a place where we come together in community, where we feel like we can 
bring our whole selves, those parts of us we love— our gifts, talents and passions, but also our 
brokenness— the fears, insecurities, and struggles that are also a part of us. 
The church should be a place where we love and are loved, not in spite of who we are and what we 
carry, but with all of it. The church should be a place where we form authentic relationships, where 
we can connect on a deeper level. It should be a place where we see each other transfigured, where 
the same light that shined in Christ on the mountaintop shines from each of us. It should be a place 
where we let that light shine unveiled, not afraid of what we might see or what might be seen in us, 
but trusting that the bonds we share in the love of Jesus Christ will support us and sustain us. 
 
But what the church should be isn’t what it always is. I’m sure that many of us could point to times 
and ways the church—as an institution and as a community of human beings—has let us down or 
violated the trust we’ve put in it. With vulnerability and with authentic relationship, there is the risk 
of getting hurt. There’s also the risk of joy. And that, I think, is one of the messages of the 
transfiguration. In Christ the disciples caught a glimpse of what was possible. They saw what a 
human consumed by the glory of God looks like. And they saw themselves reflected in the face tof 
the transfigured Christ. In that moment they encountered “the tree with the lights in it.” The veil 
was removed from their eyes, and for a few seconds they themselves were wholly present, wholly 
alive, andwholly transfigured. It was a fleeting moment of joy surpassing all imagining, a joy that was 
possible for them, if they would only open themselves to it, and open themselves to each other. 
 


