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We’re not supposed to admit it.  We’re supposed to be bigger people than this, more 

spiritually evolved, but the truth is that people’s outside appearance matters a lot to us.  We make 

a lot of assumptions about people based on how they look.  Is there dirt under their fingernails?  

What’s their hygiene like?  Is this a person who shines their shoes and wears tailored clothes?  

Or are the clothes too tight, cut too low?  Does she have greasy hair?  Is he tall?  Is she 

overweight?  The truth of our world is that tall people are more often promoted to executive 

positions.  By sheer virtue of their height, they seem more commanding, more confident, more 

capable, so we make room for them in those roles.  And we do the exact opposite with people 

who are overweight, equating their girth with their level of competence.  Inches one way indicate 

aptitude; inches another way betray a lack of discipline.  It’s not PC to say this, of course, but all 

hiring data betray our biases when it comes to appearance.  I dare suggest that in this town – the 

thinnest city in America – the bias is probably even greater than it is elsewhere.   

So, maybe, the non-stop makeover shows on TV aren’t quite as vain as they first appear.  

We seem to have an unlimited appetite for those shows, for watching people drop the pounds, 

change their hair, update their look.  Of course, this perennial genre of entertainment isn’t just 

for adults.  There must be dozens of teen movies about the ugly duckling girl who is plucked out 

of anonymity, has her glasses removed, her hair and wardrobe updated, and suddenly everyone 

realizes that she was fabulous all along.   But they can’t see it until the outside reflects it. They 

can’t see that she’s not only the smart girl, but she’s also funny and wise and an incredibly good 

friend.  We can’t see it.  Which is why we use appearances as Cliff’s Notes for the rest.  And 

they cause us to get it wrong as often as we get it right.   

There is a play at the Denver Center for the Performing Arts that is making its world 

premiere right now.  It’s called “The Whistleblower.”  It’s about screenwriter in Hollywood, Eli, 

who is pitching a new TV show about a journalist who exposes dishonesty that lurks just below 

the surface.  Eli sells the show and is about to have his dream come true when he realizes that 

this might not be his dream after all.  He might have been chasing it for what it said about him, to 

be able to present himself to the world as a screenwriter.  This launches him into a spiritual crisis 

or epiphany – it’s not quite clear which – in which he decides he is going to start telling the truth 

to everyone in his life, and he starts by going home and breaking up with his actress girlfriend.  

“It turns out I never really loved you,” he says.  “I loved what people thought about me because I 

was with someone like you.”  “Are you okay?  I don’t even recognize you right now,” she says.  

It’s a refrain that’s repeated by Eli’s parents and sister and college friends as the audience 

wonders whether Eli’s commitment to telling the truth is brilliant or the sign of a mental health 

break.  Is it selfish to be that honest or is it healthy to be rid of all of the illusions?   

 Today, Jesus strips away the illusions.  As much as the ugly duckling is an constant teen 

trope, the Bible clings to the image of a veil.  Moses was the first to wander up a mountain and 

encounter God, to have one of those mountain top experiences like so many people have at 

summer camp or the summit of a great hike.  To experience one of those “thin places,” as Celtic 

Christians called it, where the veil between heaven and earth was especially easy to see through.  

It was an experience that changed Moses, made him radiant, so that when he climbed back down, 

people looked at him and said, “we don’t even recognize you.”  The discomfort was so great 



Moses started wearing a veil over his face to protect people from having to look at the change 

God wrought in him.  Later in our history, Paul wrote about this hardening, about people’s 

reluctance to look at Moses unfiltered, about how they were more comfortable with a veil.  

Today, Jesus strips it away.   

 And just like Moses, what Jesus reveals isn’t that things are worse than they seem; 

instead, he reveals a radiance, a beauty, a shining light, a hope.  Before trekking up the mountain, 

Jesus has been talking to his friends, his disciples about the end.  “This is going to go very 

wrong,” he tells them.  “We’re not going to succeed, not as you’re thinking about it.  Our 

movement is going to fail, and I’m going to be killed.”  We know what they don’t: it’s going to 

be ugly.  He’s going to be ugly.  He’s going to sweat blood.  They’re going to watch him being 

executed by politicians and the clergy.  They will have to live through a time when, by all 

appearances, it will seem to be the end.  When it will seem that ugliness and hatred and evil and 

power-hoarding will have won.  And in the midst of Jesus’ conversation about the end, in the 

midst of preparing them for that moment, he says, “Come with me.  I’ve got something to show 

you.”  And he reveals radiance, he exposes beauty.  And when Peter wants to stay in this place 

where all is right in the world – and God love him for that because who doesn’t want to set up 

camp in that place – Jesus says, “No, we’ve got to be getting back, but remember this beauty.  

When life is bleak and hopeless, remember the radiance.” 

 But we’re not just supposed to remember it.  We’re supposed to be reminders of it.  

We’re supposed to radiate something beautiful even when struggles and the cross are all around 

us.  The preacher Michael Renninger asked: “How would the world be changed if actually did 

that?  If we chose to radiate Christ’s beauty, even when everyone else in our family is filled with 

anger or impatience or judgment?  If we chose to radiate Christ’s beauty, even when our friends 

and neighbors seem filled with gossip and pettiness?  If we chose to radiate even when our 

spouse has withdrawn, hurt us, ignored us?  If we chose to radiate Christ’s beauty, even when 

everyone else around is passing judgment on the poor, speaking harshly of the immigrant, 

denying the dignity of human life?  If we chose to radiate Christ’s beauty, even when our 

colleagues at work have created a harsh and horrible environment?”1   

 But it’s not just in the hard or terrible times of life.  It’s also in the far more frequent, far 

more insidious ordinary times of life.  A number of years ago, I was at my parents’ house poking 

around, as I do, looking for food to eat and yoga pants to steal and books to borrow when I saw a 

book on my mom’s nightstand.  The title was After the Ecstasy, the Laundry.  I picked it up and 

thumbed through it, but I never took the time to actually read.  I can guess at what it’s about, but 

I don’t actually know.  All the same, I think about the title of that book all the time.  So often, 

that it’s almost become a mantra in my life, “after the ecstasy, the laundry.”  Because in so many 

ways, that’s the job description for the spiritual life: to continue to find meaning and significance 

when you’re folding one more basket of clean clothes, to continue to look for the sacred in the 

ordinary, to look through that veil until you can almost see a glimpse of beauty, a hint of 

radiance in that mound of children’s socks.  It’s not easy.   

 The Transfiguration – the official name for today’s passage – is such a weird, seemingly 

irrelevant story that I usually avoid it and choose to preach on something else.  But this week I 

got to wondering if maybe, just maybe, the Church puts it on the calendar every year for a 

reason.  That maybe it has something to say worth hearing.  But, in fact, I now think it actually 

has something to show worth seeing.  Something, that if we’re willing to look past appearances, 

if we’re willing to look through the veil, is so beautiful and so hopeful that we too will want to 

                                                           
1 “Let Me Put On My Lipstick,” A Sermon For Every Sunday, by Michael Renninger. 



set up camp and stay there.  But be forewarned: Jesus will evict us and send us back out, back 

down the mountain… to conquer the next load of dirty laundry.  Amen. 


