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Matthew 17.4 
 
For now we see through a glass, darkly, but 
then face to face. 
 
We could understood that strange story of 
three of the disciples climbing up the 
mountain with Jesus and what they saw 
there—we could see it as a moment when 
the cloudy glass was taken away and they 
got a glimpse of glory, a sight of heaven.   
 
Mostly God hides his glory, he hides his 
presence rom us: but there are those 
moments when the curtain is thrown back, 
and we get just a hint of how things really 
are.   
 
And how natural it was for Peter to pipe up 
in the midst of that moment on the 
mountain with the light shining round him 
and to want to hold onto it. 
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‘Lord, it is good for us to be here; if you wish, 
I will make three dwellings here, one for you, 
one for Moses, and one for Elijah.’ 
 
Here is the most wonderful moment.  A 
moment when the veil is drawn back, when 
Peter is given a glimpse of glory.  A 
mountain-top experience par excellence. 
 
And what more natural reaction is there but 
to try to hold onto it somehow?  To try to 
keep Jesus, Moses and Elijah there ... to 
remain in that place where the glory of God 
shines through.   
 
… now we see through a glass, darkly, but 
then face to face 
 
Most of the life of a Christian is about taking 
things on trust, responding to what we 
understand of the love of God in Jesus Christ, 
setting out on a journey in obedience to a 
sense of the call of God, serving him by 
serving others as best we can.  All of it done 
in faith ... mostly not without a lot of 
uncertainty, questioning and doubt.  There 
may be people here who’ve never wondered 
just how much it all amounts to, and 
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whether it might be, after all, only a matter 
of words: excellent and heartening and good 
if you can believe in them, but that’s about 
it.  
 
Peter had seen the hungry fed, the storm 
stilled, the sick healed. His own life had 
changed forever through his encounter with 
this man, through listening to his teaching, 
through his companionship as they travelled 
together.  But even for Peter, much was 
uncertain; much was hidden, not at all 
understood. 
 
So when a moment came when he could see 
with his eyes the brightness of the glory of 
Jesus and he could hear the voice of the 
Father and it was no longer a matter of 
believing what he had been told ... he 
wanted to hang on to this mountain top 
experience and make a sort of tableau out of 
it. 
 
But he couldn’t.  There followed a descent 
from the mountain, and the first scene that 
confronted them was a scene of suffering, a 
father in despair at the grievous illness of his 
son.  And after that the road leads south 
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down the Jordan valley toward Jericho, and 
after that up to Jerusalem and to suffering 
and death.  Which is why this reading comes 
today, the last Sunday before Lent: a taste of 
the glory of God before we remember the 
way of the cross.  
 
It may be that for most of us for nearly all of 
the time, Christian discipleship is a matter of 
faith and obedience, putting one foot in 
front of the other.  But there are those 
moments when the veil is removed, when, 
however briefly, somehow we sense the 
presence of God.   
 
It might be during worship, it may not be.  It 
maybe that somehow something slips into 
place in our minds, and we begin to 
understand the gospel in a way which has 
been closed to us until now.  It may be a 
moment of prayer when somehow we get a 
sense of God right there with us.  It maybe 
that something believed until now simply 
with the head takes flight, and we see a 
glimpse of the glory that lies behind it.  We 
would call that the work of the Spirit. 
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You might think that this happened to clergy 
more than to anyone else, since they are, or 
rather they ought to be, close to God, pretty 
well all the time.  If you think that I want to 
disabuse you of that notion.   
 
Certainly I’ve known something like what CS 
Lewis would call the stab of joy: not often at 
all, very rarely in fact, but powerful just the 
same.   
 
To be overwhelmed for a short while by a 
powerful sense of the presence and love and 
joy of God makes it, if only for a moment, a 
very different matter from having simply to 
trust that these things are real. 
 
The Lord knows of what we are made, as the 
Psalmist says.   He understands our 
weakness and our need.  He therefore 
provides strength and comfort when we 
need it.  We have always the comfort (in the 
literal sense of ‘making strong’) of the 
scriptures, we have the pledge of the truth of 
God’s gift of himself to us every time we 
come to communion.  But just sometimes 
there are given to us glimpses of his glory 
and his love ... these moments confirm us in 
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our faith and strengthen us for what lies 
ahead. 
 
In my case that time when I was given an 
overwhelming sense of the love of God came 
just before the beginning of what turned out 
to be a reasonably severe time of testing.  
Not to say of course, that anyone here 
should extrapolate from my experience: the 
Lord deals with all his people according to his 
own will and his knowledge and love of 
them.     
 
Peter on the mountain wanted to hold onto 
the moment: and to keep Jesus and Moses 
and Elijah there in their places on the 
mountain.  This was not a healthy instinct, 
and showed that Peter misunderstood the 
reason that his glimpse of glory had been 
given in the first place. The way for him 
forward from there was the way to the cross. 
 
In a sense it is the same thing with any 
special moment in our lives.  The time I first 
heard the St Matthew Passion and was 
bowled over by it ... an encore by listening to 
a recording couldn’t recapture it precisely ... 
that moment was very important alongside 
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many others in making me the sort of 
Christian I am, but the moment itself has 
gone.  Or the discovery of a new writer, one 
whose mind seems to resonate with 
something deep inside us.  Perhaps above all 
the beginning of a new friendship, that 
moment when you discover that here is a 
meeting of minds, here is someone who is 
going to open you up to new things, new 
experiences, and new ways of thinking.   I 
can’t see what is wrong with seeing the 
handiwork of God in any of this or in any 
moment when just for a while we are given 
to see, perhaps, just a hint of the way in 
which God sees. 
 
Mostly however, the Christian life is a matter 
of simply putting one foot in front of the 
other, in trust and obedience. In the trust 
that our road leads us to that place when we 
shall know God no longer ‘through a glass 
darkly, but … face to face’. 
 
  
 


