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Luke 9:28 -  

‘A man who looks on glass on it may rest his eye, or if he pleaseth through 

it pass and then the heavens espy’: words by the poet George Herbert. We 

can allow our eyes to rest upon a clear glass window in a house, on a train 

or in a car or we can let them look through, way beyond into other places, 

other worlds. As we look through, we deepen our understanding and we 

become transformed.  

 The Greek icon I have given you is attributed to Theophanes the Greek 

who painted in the late 14th and early 15th Century mostly in the Byzantine 

Empire. Icons painted in 2 dimensions, are traditionally seen as ‘windows 

to God’. In the Eastern church the icon is understood to teach truth through 

seeing. I invite you to look through the window, to step into and beyond, the 

moment of the transfiguration, to see truth and to espy the heavens.  

In the icon, we are shown the objective scene on Mount Tabor of Jesus, 

Elijah, Moses and the disciples, but looking through the glass, we see the 

mysterious presence of God. In the dazzling figure of Jesus and the words 

heard from God, we begin to understand that here is indeed the Christ to 

whom we must listen. With that understanding comes inspiration and a 

desire to take that bright light into this disturbed and broken world.  

 Looking closely at the icon, we see a rich gold painted background with 

flecks of light blue, both representing the heavenly realm. Here is a place, 

as with Jesus’ baptism, where heaven breaks through this world. The 

angels in the upper right and left insets, (although not mentioned in Luke), 

are also surrounded by the same colour of heavenly blue. In Orthodox art, 

the circular shape of the mandorla behind Jesus, signifies eternity – this 

timeless moment is somehow forever. The star and mandorla seem to be 

part of Jesus and yet emanate from him, capturing the mystery of a man 

who is the Christ, the son of God. It is during prayer that Jesus becomes 

transfigured: robed in shining bright white in the icon, Jesus seems to 

drown even the heavenly gold and blue around him. We begin to 

understand that Christ is the connection between heaven and earth – the 

meeting point.  

The transfigured Christ stands serenely looking neither at the disciples nor 
at Elijah and Moses but directly out at us: we are the visitors invited to look 
beyond the glass, invited to understand in this mysterious moment the true 
identity of Jesus. In one hand, Jesus holds a scroll, possibly symbolic of his 
role as the Lamb of God who opens the scroll in the book of Revelation and 
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his other hand is raised in a traditionally symbolic gesture of blessing. The 
geometric shapes around him are dynamic and full of movement shooting 
out of the icon yet drawing us towards him. Elijah and Moses representing 
the prophets and the law are deferential to Jesus: Elijah seems to be 
humbly gesturing towards Jesus and Moses on the right, gestures towards 
the book of Old Testament law in his hand. Jesus is the one who embraces 
and fulfils both the law and the prophets.   
The three figures are speaking about Jesus’ own exodus, or departure, his 
immanent crucifixion. The cross is symbolically represented in the crossed 
feet of Moses and the crossed arms of Elijah. During Moses life, his face 
shone after meeting God on Mount Sinai but here Jesus radiates a dazzling 
light all over.    
 There is a marked contrast between the order around the transfigured 
Jesus and the chaos of the disciples lying and crouching with arms and 
legs protruding in the foreground. They are powerless, weak, bent over and 
almost tumbling down the mountain – they represent humanity - us. Peter, 
on the left, is gesturing up towards Jesus, John is falling down head-first, 
and James is covering his eyes. In contrast to the blue and white above, 
they are in earthy colours, greens and browns. The patches or streaks of 
white and blue scattered over the disciples emanating from Jesus and the 
mountain surface, are symbolic of the divine on earth reaching out to 
humanity. The lines of light go straight to the disciples’ eyes. They like us, 
can choose to look objectively at the scene, or to look through the glass 
where they will find the divine, revealed in Jesus.  

 Peter is so overawed, that he fails initially to look through the extraordinary 

event into the truth. He suggests building a tent for the three great figures 

to live in so that it is permanent. But such timeless, glorious moments are 

only transitory in our own human experience. 
 

The small insets on either side of the icon show the disciples ascending 

and descending the mountain: a small group led by Jesus, in the darkness. 

The mountain top experience comes after a strenuous climb and then 

afterwards there is the downhill path where they come, literally, back to 

earth. 

 

 

We, like the disciples are searching for meaning and truth. We are invited 

to look through the glass, to experience God’s presence full of light and 
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with joy, to grasp a little of God’s great love through the unveiled Christ and 

then to return down the mountain into our usual world. The return is not the 

end. Our lives continue. Having deepened our understanding of Christ in 

the transfiguration, having been transformed, we must all travel on in our 

lives. 

 

 In a world where fleeing refugees are exploited by fellow humans, where 

adults and children drown almost weekly, where people are starving under 

siege in Syria, where the wealth of the world is owned by a minority and 

where greed often drives decision making, we are given in the 

transfiguration a glimpse into God’s glory – we are given knowledge of the 

identity of Christ and a deeper knowledge and understanding of love. It is 

then that we are stirred into action, to show such love to our neighbours. As 

we prepare for the journey through Lent, starting this Ash Wednesday, we 

take a God-given moment to allow our eyes to look through the glass, to 

glimpse God’s unveiled glory in the transfiguration of Christ and to pray that 

we might, through our actions, our words and our prayers be so 

transformed that we can reflect some of that light to those around us.  

I’d like to finish with a poem by Malcolm Guite as he too looks through the 

glass and responds to the transfiguration with hope. 
 
Transfiguration 
For that one moment, ‘in and out of time’, 
On that one mountain where all moments meet, 
The daily veil that covers the sublime 
In darkling glass fell dazzled at his feet. 
There were no angels full of eyes and wings 
Just living glory full of truth and grace. 
The Love that dances at the heart of things 
Shone out upon us from a human face 
And to that light the light in us leaped up, 
We felt it quicken somewhere deep within, 
A sudden blaze of long-extinguished hope 
Trembled and tingled through the tender skin. 
Nor can this blackened sky, this darkened scar 
Eclipse that glimpse of how things really are 
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