
A Transfiguring Sonburn, March 3, 2019, St. Timothy, Burnaby 

Ex 34:29-35; Ps 99; 2 Corinthians 3:12-4:2; Luke 9:28-43a 

“And all of us… are being transformed into the [Lord’s]… image from one degree of glory to another;” 

Prayer 

It’s good to see so many people here today—and it’s good to be here as we are in March already. Hard 

to believe, isn’t it? But it’s good that February is over because it was not a pleasant month. There were a 

few days of sun, but far too many cold snowy days for my liking. Apparently it was the coldest February 

on record, as far back as they’ve been keeping track. My parents, sister, brother-in-law, and two of my 

nieces really dealt with the winter blues in the right way: they went to Mexico. They sent some pictures 

a few days ago—I’m sure it wasn’t just to gloat. My sister has the same complexion as me—red hair, 

very fair skin. We don’t do well in the sun. Very short exposures—or lots of sunscreen. When she and 

her family return home—to Yellowknife—you can be sure that she will stick out like a sore thumb. 

Everybody she encounters will know that she has been away, “down south”, spending time in the sun. 

And even those of us who don’t “take on” the sun in the same way as my sister and I do know people 

who show the telltale signs of how they spent their vacations (or weekends). The people who return to 

our offices or our neighbourhoods with that “glow” about them. We know they’ve been sunbathing—or 

maybe even just skiing—but the impact of the sun on them is unmistakeable. 

Moses, however, hadn’t been skiing on Cypress on a sunny day. He wasn’t sunbathing on a beach in 

Acapulco. But people could tell there was something different about him. He didn’t know that he looked 

any different, but he did. So different, in fact, that even his family was scared to be around him. 

The difference was that Moses had been in the presence of the Almighty God.  

For those of us who do get visibly affected by the sun, the effects fade, over time. For gingers, like me, 

just wait about a week and all the sun-burned skin will just peel right off and we go right back to pasty-

white. We only get to hang on to that glow for a little while. 

And that makes it easier on those around us. If we had that “I-just-went-skiing” glow all the time or if 

that “I-just-got-back-from-the-Caribbean” look never faded, it would be hard to be around us. We can 

be changed by our vacation—but we all have to climb down from the mountain, eventually. And when 

we get back to the “real world”, most of the people we meet haven’t been changed as we have. 

For Moses, the look was so extreme that he even covered his face so that it wouldn’t be so obvious. His 

face gleamed so much that it was a distraction. But what is perhaps most interesting about that story is 

the reaction of the people: their fear and their wonder of God and of Moses.  

When Paul writes to the church in Corinth, he says that the Israelites’ minds were hardened and that 

they were prevented from gazing at the end of the glory that was being set aside. Moses indeed had a 

special relationship with God—though it was one he was quite happy to share with others. Moses 

wanted all people to be able to speak to God—though God had chosen Moses as the representative of 

the people. Moses was the only one who went up the mountain to meet with God, and it was to Moses 

that God gave the ten commandments—the law for God’s people to follow. 



But what was it that happened to Moses on that mountain? Was it the same thing that happened to 

Jesus? And what does that mean for us, today? 

I think that if the writers of the scriptures had our scientific knowledge today, they might have used the 

metaphor of the sun and the moon. The sun, an incredible source of light and heat energy not only 

warms us and gives us light during the day, but it is so bright that it even gives us light at night! Most of 

us are familiar with how that works. The sun shines directly on the earth and we experience that 

depending on whether or not our part of the earth is facing toward the sun at that time. But there are 

times when the moon can provide a good deal of light, even when our part of the earth is facing away 

from the sun because of the light of the sun reflecting off the moon’s surface. This is an imperfect 

metaphor for what was happening to Moses on Mount Sinai. He was the moon—God was the sun. The 

people of Israel weren’t permitted to have that close encounter with God—though Moses was. As a 

result, when Moses came back down the mountain, the entire group of Israelites was illumined by his 

sun-burn. The sun’s effect on Moses continued to glow from Moses’ face, even after he left God’s 

presence. 

Now, is that what happened with Jesus on the mountain, at the moment of his transfiguration, with 

Peter and James and John by his side? 

There are many similarities between the two encounters. Both Jesus and Moses go up a mountain. Both 

Moses and Jesus encounter God. Both Jesus and Moses have important conversations with God. And 

both Moses and Jesus are physically changed as a result of their encounters so that their appearances 

are altered in the eyes of those who see them immediately afterward. 

But that is where the similarities end. 

If we’re paying attention, we notice that in the gospel account of Jesus’ transfiguration, Moses and Elijah 

appear talking to Jesus—but Luke says that they appeared “in glory” and were speaking to Jesus. Peter, 

James, and John, however, saw his glory, that is, Jesus’ glory—and the two men who stood with him. In 

this story, Jesus is the sun and Elijah and Moses are moons, reflecting the glory of Jesus. Like Moses in 

the story from Exodus, Jesus is changed by being in the presence of God, but unlike Moses, Jesus’ glory 

comes from within himself—he is not merely reflecting the greater glory of God. 

We don’t have to climb a mountain to speak to Jesus. We don’t have to look to Moses to reflect God to 

us. We, too, have the opportunity to be transfigured. We, too, can reflect the glory of God. Some of us 

are already very used to spending time with God, on a mountaintop or not—and have developed a 

“base tan” as a result. Paul describes this as seeing the face of God as though reflected in a mirror. To 

Paul, this is a huge improvement over the ways that people were “veiled” from seeing God. However, 

mirrors in Paul’s time were a far cry from what they are today. Mirrors were incredibly expensive and 

not particularly effective at reflecting the image that they attempted to convey. Paul wouldn’t talk about 

us today using one of our modern mirrors to look at the face of God—they would present a much 

clearer image than he would have thought possible.  

But there is a further problem with these analogies. Whether we talk about the reflection of a mirror or 

the way the moon reflects the light of the sun, we are missing a critical component of what happens to 

us as we spend time with God and as we allow God to be reflected in us. As we spend time with God, we 

don’t only pick up a bit of the glow that Moses did, but we are ourselves transfigured. We slowly 



become more like the image of God that we are reflecting. We change, ever so slightly, until over time, 

we take on, more and more, the image of God. We become more like God. We take on more of God’s 

glory. 

Most of us don’t have encounters with burning bushes. Most of us don’t have dramatic turning points in 

our lives, forever dividing our lives into “before” and “after”. Most of us don’t have a story like Paul’s 

conversion on the road to Damascus. And so, for most of us, the change in our lives is more gradual—it 

is less dramatic than Day-Glo Moses whose own family hid from him in terror—until he covered his face.  

But God continues to work in our lives, even in these less dramatic ways. God continues to beckon us up 

the mountain, to spend time in prayer, and to reflect God’s glory. To be astounded at the work of God. 

And to be changed—to be transformed, or, on this Transfiguration Day, to be “transfigured”. 

“And all of us, 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; for this comes from the Lord, the 

Spirit.” 


