
“Unveiled” a sermon preached at Knox Church on Transfiguration Sunday, 27 

February 2022, by Kerry Enright. The readings were Exodus 34:29-35, 2 Corinthians 

3:12-4:2, and Luke 9:28 – 36.  

 

I want to talk about spiritual experiences. Whatever is at the root of the story we 

heard today, there is an experience, an experience that opened people out to a wider 

view, and had such an impact that they wanted to talk about it. I have heard many 

such stories.  

The person who after the death of someone close to them was visited by them, in 

the night, assuring them that they were at peace. The minister who was driving 

through the suburb of a large city and thought of a person who lived in that suburb 

and was compelled to divert from their journey. After knocking on the door of the 

person’s house without answer, gently opened the door and found the person 

preparing to harm themselves. During the Communist era, I met a group of people in 

Hungary who told me of a time they were smuggling Bibles into Romania in a van 

with a false floor. They had a sense of foreboding that something would happen at 

the border but they persisted. The border guards drilled holes in the bottom of the 

van and found nothing. When the people arrived at their destination and looked for 

the holes, they found that every hole had been drilled between the piles of Bibles. 

They were, to use their words, struck dumb. Even people in the Saturday market, 

learning that I am a minister, have told me such stories.  

Some stories are less dramatic, but no less affecting. Having an overwhelming 

experience of being loved that changes how a person feels about themselves and the 

world in which they live. A person who went through a very tough time, amid which 

they felt so cared for that they look back to that time as a touchstone of the value of 

their life and the significance of care. 

Sometimes the experiences relate to the world of nature. The appearance of a 

particular bird at a particular time and place, that communicated a sense of being 

attended to, of being accompanied, of being noticed. Being in a place of 

magnificence, in the mountains, looking across the countryside stretched out before 

them, with a sense of the majesty of creation. At night, looking into the sky, and 

being overwhelmed by vastness and our relative puniness.  

 



Sometimes these experiences happen in worship. A child carrying the bread for 

Communion with such reverence that we have a sense of holiness. A piece of music 

that takes us beyond words. A message heard the previous Sunday that gives 

strength and guidance when a surprising event occurs later that same week, as if the 

preacher knew what was going to happen. 

These experiences humble us, helping us sense that there is more to life than what 

can be planned or manufactured. They often quieten us. They open us out to a 

greater reality. 

Let me use an analogy. About a year ago I had a hearing test that indicated I was not 

hearing higher sounds. So I bought hearing aids. For the first time, I began to hear the 

higher parts of the Knox organ. Music that had sounded dull became more 

interesting, richer.  

There are aspects of living that open us out to a fuller life, extending our hearing and 

seeing and experiencing. Faith expands our capacity to realise that life is wondrous, 

mysterious, precious. Faith trains us to sense transcendence. Speaking personally, 

such an approach involved at a young age a sense of how small I was amid the 

universe’s immensity as I looked on the night sky. As I got older, I became interested 

in life beyond the routine, the mundane. As I got older still, I experienced deep 

acceptance and care. All these seemed stages of growth, stretching horizons, 

deepening understanding, unveiling my mind. I could have dismissed these 

experiences as unusual, coincidental, exceptional. But in faith I came to believe they 

were connected in some way, disclosing a bigger richer wider world. I wanted to be 

with others who had a similar sense and so I was drawn into the church, to learn how 

to live this way. 

In her essay "Seeing," Annie Dillard recounts the experience of people who had been 

blind at birth, but had received sight as a result of restorative surgery. To begin to see 

the world, the newly sighted had to reconcile preconceived notions of the world with 

objects, colours and distances. Even with this radical new gift, it was easy to get 

wrong the meaning of what they were seeing. Even though they could see, they 

struggled to know how to use their gift of sight.  

Peter has the same struggle in the gospel today. He is invited to a wider, fuller, richer 

world, but he struggles to know what to do with this gift. The disciples go with Jesus 

to the mountain and there, they are able to grasp, for a moment, a transcendent 

reality. Such transfiguration includes learning to see ordinary things in a fuller way.  



 Christian Wiman is an American poet. He has described coming to Christianity as 

"colour slowly aching into things, the world becoming brilliantly, abradingly alive”. 

Here is his poem called “From a window”  

Incurable and unbelieving 

In any truth but the truth of grieving, 

I saw a tree inside a tree 

Rise kaleidoscopically 

As if the leaves had livelier ghosts. 

I pressed my face as close 

To the pane as I could get 

To watch that fitful, fluent spirit 

That seemed a single being undefined 

Or countless beings of one mind 

Haul its strange cohesion 

Beyond the limits of my vision 

Over the house heavenwards. 

Of course I knew those leaves were birds. 

Of course that old tree stood 

Exactly as it had and would 

(But why should it seem fuller now?) 

And though a man’s mind might endow 

Even a tree with some excess 

Of life to which a man seems witness, 

That life is not the life of men. 

And that is where the joy came in. 

 

Wiman begins unable to believe in anything, except what he calls the "truth of 

grieving." Seeing the truth of grieving is ordinary for him, an old habit, and he is stuck 

inside it. Looking out his window, he sees something that at first appears impossible: 

"a tree inside a tree/rise kaleidoscopically," as if leaves hidden inside the seemingly 

barren tree had suddenly taken flight. He feels, in a moment, like he is seeing the 

spirit of the tree, like he can see beyond it. "Of course," he writes, he knows the tree 

is just a tree, and that the "leaves" are birds suddenly taking flight. And yet the event 

changes his perception. The ordinary world is fuller, more real, endowed with an 

"excess/of life." He is helping to make this world. But that’s not enough. Instead, says 

Wiman, the life perceived through the tree and birds is larger than he is and is 

connected to the holy. And when he recognizes these connections, he experiences 



 

joy. His perspective has shifted--the limits with which he begins the poem have been 

removed. Life has been unveiled. His mind has been unveiled. 

So it is that the disciples come to believe that what they were experiencing revealed 

the essence of life to them, disclosed God to them. We begin with the provisional, 

the momentary, the fragmentary, with intimations, and we reach toward a fuller 

light, a greater unveiling. For many cultures it is normal to see life this way. It is a 

dimension of our being human, and faith awakens what is in us. But tragically, most 

New Zealanders have had this capacity to see more deeply trained out of them, 

educated out of them. 

We can help people see that there is a fuller, richer, wider life, a greater communion, 

a deeper connection, a mystery amid the mundane, into which everyone is invited. It 

changes how we experience the world, and how we see ourselves as part of the 

world. 
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