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There is an age-old tradition, much less prevalent now than when I first came into 

ministry, that brides wear a veil, and only draw it back once the marriage has been 

solemnised. One theory is that the veil is a relic of the days when a groom would throw 

a blanket over the head of the woman of his choice when he captured her and carted 

her off. Another is that during the times of arranged marriages, the bride's face was 

covered until the groom was committed to her, when it would be too late to do a runner 

if he didn't like the look of her! 

 

Drawing back the veil is not an act limited to marriages. I remember, in the dim distant 

past that when the Austin Metro car was first released it was placed in a prime spot in 

dealerships for a few days, shrouded by a cover, to gain maximum interest and 

curiosity. What was behind the veil? I wonder… 

Anyway, the act of drawing back the veil isn’t limited to brides or new car models. 

Throughout the Bible there are stories describing the revelation of God’s glory. Today’s 

gospel reading from Matthew is known as the Transfiguration, a term which describes 

the transformation of a person.  

 

Matthew tells how in the presence of his close friends, Peter, James and John, the 

face of Jesus shone like the sun and his clothes becoming dazzling white. The event 

first amazes and then frightens the disciples, but what can we, today’s disciples, make 

of it two millennia on?  

 

Firstly, looking back, the Transfiguration has echoes of events that took place in the 

Hebrew Scriptures. In Exodus there is a story of another mountain top revelation. This 

story follows an agreement between God and the people of Israel known as the 

Covenant. Moses, together with Aaron, Nadab and Abihu and seventy of the Elders 

went up to the God of Israel. Moses is then called on further and sets out with his 

assistant Joshua, to climb the mountain of God. The mountain was covered by a cloud, 

which was understood to represent the Lord. On the seventh day God, whose 

presence was described as a devouring fire, called Moses forward to give him stone 

tablets inscribed with laws, thought by many to be the Ten Commandments.  

 

Matthew’s story of the Transfiguration of Jesus has a number of links to this story. 

Jesus also takes with him three friends, in his case Peter, James and John. Like the 

story in Exodus the Transfiguration takes place six days after the preceding event, and 

Matthew’s account also describes a cloud, out of which God speaks. There is also a 

connection between those who feature in the Transfiguration. Matthew records that 

alongside Jesus the disciples see Moses and Elijah.  



 

The echoes of the past symbolise the continuity of the ministry of Jesus in the line of 

Moses and Elijah. It continues the ministry of Moses through whom God gave the law 

and the ministry of Elijah who is understood to be the forerunner of the Messiah. The 

detail is important, for it helps the reader understand that this Jesus of Nazareth is 

none other than the long-promised saviour. 

 

Secondly, the Transfiguration of Jesus gives the disciples a glimpse of the glory of 

God. The illuminated face of Christ and brightness of his clothes not only reveal God’s 

glory, but also confirms the special place that Jesus has in God sight, for such glory is 

reserved for the long-awaited Messiah.  

 

Thirdly, there are signs of the nature of the ministry of Jesus, signs that become clearer 

through future events. The Transfiguration of Jesus takes place after Jesus has told 

the disciples that he must go to Jerusalem, suffer, die and rise to new life. Approaching 

the mountain Jesus 

chooses three disciples to accompany him, and as they return from the experience he 

instructs them to tell no one about what they have witnessed until the Son of Man has 

been raised from the dead. The same three will be asked again to be his companions 

when he prays in his moment of agony in the Garden of Gethsemane and resolves to 

do his Father’s will. Even in the glory of the Transfiguration, the shadow of the cross 

is cast, a shadow maintained from the obedience of the Son to his Father.  

Through the Transfiguration of Jesus, a veil draws back to reveal the glory of God, a 

glory that rests on Jesus, which confirms his status as Messiah, and points to his 

ministry of obedience and suffering. The disciples found it first an awe-inspiring 

moment, and then, perhaps when the implications of the vision began to sink in, a 

frightening one. It was a revelation that confirmed their life-changing belief in Jesus. 

 

Anyway, getting back to that Metro – when it was first released it was placed in a prime 

spot in dealerships for a few days, shrouded by a cover, to gain maximum interest and 

curiosity. What was behind the veil? Looking back, we might wonder what all the fuss 

was about. God’s revelations though are different; whilst sometimes brief in time, their 

impact can last beyond a lifetime. They can leave people awe-struck, deeply touched, 

disturbed, and ultimately changed. I have to say that I have been on the traditional site 

of the Transfiguration in Israel when a person in the group there with us was 

transformed by the experience of feeling God’s presence there and the whole of the 

rest of her life has been affected by that – for good I hasten to say. Whilst God’s 

revelations feature in many Biblical stories, they can also be experienced in life. 

 



George MacLeod, the founder of the modern day Iona Community described Iona as 

a thin place, thin because there is just a fine veil between the place and God, a 

gossamer so fine that people can see through it glimpses of God’s glory.  

Visitors to Iona have found that the experience of worshipping in the Abbey, wandering 

around the island or just sitting and looking out to sea can give them a refreshing 

sense of the nearness of God and glimpses of God’s glory. Many of us who have 

travelled there can echo that. The connectedness of the community on Iona to the 

realities of life also confirms the suffering of Christ in situations of injustice and 

absence of peace. For a few days, God can seem closer, God’s pains can be felt, 

God’s glory sensed more so in a way that doesn’t always happen in the routine of life. 

Perhaps it is that Iona is one of those thin places, where the veil separating God from 

our earthly life is a little more transparent.  

 

Whilst some may sense such glory of God in beautiful or peaceful places, others can 

sense the same in the look of a loved one, the uninvited kindness of a stranger, or 

surprising us in moving music or worship. 

God’s veil can become very thin, or even be drawn back, or is it God’s glory behind 

the veil pressing to burst out?  

If, like Peter, James and John we have sensed God’s veil being drawn back, we too 

can find our lives being changed. A veil drawn back to reveal God’s glory can be awe-

inspiring, frightening, and, strengthening us by a glimpse of heaven, can encourage 

us in discipleship. It can also give us a sense of peace. Remember Simeon in the 

Temple as he cradled the infant Christ: 

 

“Master, now you are dismissing your servant in peace, 

according to your word; for my eyes have seen your salvation, which you have 

prepared in the presence of all peoples, a light for revelation to the Gentiles 

and for glory to your people Israel.”  

 


