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SUMMARY
The apostle Paul wants us to pull back a veil so that we may see the transforming power of God.

AT A GLANCE
We might see a veil at a wedding, or covering the faces of people of different religious faiths. We might even veil a painting or a sculpture before it’s unveiled to the public. The apostle Paul tells us about a certain veil that should come off … and stay off!

ALTERNATE READINGS
For material based on today’s Old Testament text, see “God’s Area Code,” February 22, 2004. 

The primary metaphor in today’s reading from 2 Corinthians is the veil. In verses 13-18, the word or a form of it occurs five times, seven if you include verse 4:3 in the reading. 
The word veil is not a common word, but it’s not unfamiliar either. Attend enough weddings and you’ve probably seen a bride at the altar, her face obscured by a veil. When the reverend says to the groom, “You may now kiss the bride,” he eagerly lifts the veil, revealing the bride in all her shining and smiling glory. 
Fewer brides wear veils these days, but many — especially those who love tradition — put on the veil, only for it to later be taken off.
This recalls the Old Testament wedding of Jacob and his fiancée. He thought he was marrying his beloved Rachel. But when he lifted the veil, he saw that the woman he’d married was Leah, Rachel’s older sister! Although the Bible says that she had “lovely eyes,” that’s about all that was lovely as far as Jacob was concerned; he was horrified and outraged. 
The story is told in Genesis 29, where we learn that, truth be told, it wasn’t actually Leah’s veil that was lifted, but her virginity. But there’s no doubt that during the marriage ritual, Leah’s “lovely eyes” could not be seen. Perhaps this is why subsequent grooms began to insist that the bridal veil be lifted. The groom wanted visual certification that he was marrying the correct person before it was too late. 
The veil was common in the ancient and medieval worlds — Egyptian, Greek and Roman women wore some kind of veil — and religious women cloistered in a nunnery began their careers by “taking the veil.” The ceremony was and continues to be highly ritualistic. The attention to detail is borderline OCD. The marital link is obvious. The postulate wears white; she takes a new name; she is veiled; she is a sanctimoniale, a bride of Christ. The veil also symbolized the postulant’s death to the outside world and her rebirth in a new, sanctified and separated world.

The Problem of Fading Glory
All of this seems very far from where we’ve living today, unless we’re brides-to-be or among the religious devout.
Yet, the metaphor is not that strange to us, is it? For the past two years, we’ve been wearing masks, and even though some stores no longer require them, for the time being hospitals, airlines, and other places still do. And for many concerned citizens, it’s still a “mask it or casket” world. And what is a mask but a variety of a veil? Most masks do not cover the eyes, but some do. So, in a sense, we’re used to wearing face coverings.
Moreover, some professions require a covering for the eyes. And if we ever have an opportunity to see a solar eclipse, there are special glasses we need in order to see the sun safely. The sun is that bright. These are variations of a veil.
Moses had twin problems related to mask-wearing. First, the brightness of God’s glory. Moses found himself in the presence of God, and the glory of God was so astonishingly brilliant that his eyes could not deal with it. The brightness of the glory required something like solar eclipse glasses. He could not see the brightness of God and do so safely. So, the Bible tells us that he hid his face with a veil. We don’t know anything else about this veil. Was it made of an animal intestinal membrane? A piece of fine, woven linen? Did he use part of his robe? We don’t know. What we do know is that in the presence of God, he needed some kind of eye and face protection.
The experience of Moses on Sinai is a check on our imagination that pictures God as someone who looks like George Burns, Jim Carrey or Michelangelo’s depiction of God in the Sistine Chapel. The tendency to fashion God in our own image, to demystify God so we can better relate to God, is understandable.
This story reminds us that God does not have a body — or at least God didn’t have a body when Moses was alive. The only time God had a body was during certain theophanic Old Testament appearances (see, for example, Genesis 18) and when God appeared in the flesh a couple thousand years ago in a small village of Judea. 
God is an intense vortex of energy and fire. The Ground of All Being. God is a howling wind, the voice in a burning bush, the Creator of all that is and ever will be. God is eternal, ineffable, transcendent. In being, God is so infinitely beyond mortals that we might say that humans are to God as ants are to humans. 
It’s all well and good to think of God as a best friend, or as an elite form of Siri or Alexa, always standing by to help us with a question or difficult problem. But if we were to stand in the actual presence of this cosmic ball of energy called God, we would not be standing for long. We’d collapse, cover our eyes and beg for mercy. We’d be a mess, if, indeed, we survived at all. 
When Moses first saw that the people could not bear to look at him, he veiled his face. But now Moses had a second problem. He also needed a veil to keep “the people Israel from gazing at the end of the glory that was being set aside” (v. 13). The people at first needed to shield their eyes because the face of Moses was almost as gloriously bright as the glory of God, but now the glory was fading. Rather than allowing the people to notice, he veiled his face again. 
Which problem do we have? The first or the second? 
Is our problem that we have been in the presence of God and lived to tell about it? Do our lives bear the unmistakable marks of being in the effable presence of a holy God? 
Or, is our problem the second one: the glory is fading, and we’d prefer that no one sees the decline?

The Problem of Veiled Minds
Until now, the apostle Paul has spoken of a veil as a real thing. Moses put on a real veil in the presence of God; he grabbed an actual veil when he saw that the people of Israel had to shield their eyes because of his reflected glory.
But now, Paul begins to speak of veils metaphorically. The minds of the Hebrew children, recently of Egypt, “were hardened. Indeed, to this very day, when they hear the reading of the old covenant, that same veil is still there … Indeed, to this very day whenever Moses is read, a veil lies over their minds” (vv. 14-15).
Do you know people who, despite irrefutable evidence and the advice of friends or family members, cling to an irrational and possibly dangerous belief? It is as though there’s a veil over their eyes that prevents them from seeing reality. They live in an alternative universe of conspiracy theories, rumors, and ad hominem arguments, vulnerable to the faithless creed of the suspicious and angry. It’s a veil that’s hard to lift. 
“A veil lies over their minds” (v. 15). The events described here took place more than 3,000 years ago, and sometimes it seems as though nothing has changed.
That said, the apostle was referring to the veil of the “old covenant,” or in other words, the Mosaic Law, the Torah. Paul is not an enemy of the law, but rather suggests that the old covenant cannot be properly understood and interpreted until its veil is lifted and one turns to God in Jesus Christ. “When one turns to Christ, the veil is removed” (v. 16). 
This is Transfiguration Sunday. The gospel reading from Luke 9:28-36, (37-43a) tells the story of Jesus’ tête-à-tête with Moses and Elijah. Perhaps he and Moses discussed their respective covenants, the covenants of law and grace.
What we learn (among other lessons) is that God is all about unveiling. And here we learn that through Jesus Christ, the veil of the old covenant has been removed and torn away.
We still observe the moral obligations of the law, but the good news is that our obedience to these laws does not ultimately result in our salvation. This is by the grace and mercy of God only. And when we “get” this, we will see the glory of God as we’ve never seen it before.
The glory and radiance of Jesus on the Mount of Transfiguration is just a glimpse of the glory of God. Peter and the disciples could scarcely bear to look upon it. Some day we shall live in the presence of God, worshiping God when we get to heaven or, as some people put it, when we go to glory, or get to gloryland.
In the meantime, we need to reaffirm that the veil has been lifted. This does not mean we can throw caution to the wind and live like hellions. Rather, lifting the veil results in transformation or transfiguration, even for us! “And all of us, with unveiled faces, seeing the glory of the Lord as though reflected in a mirror, are being transformed …” (v. 18). The word “transformed” in Greek is a word suggesting a metamorphosis. We are new creations in Christ, Paul says in this same letter (5:17); that is, we have undergone a morphological change. We are indeed new creatures in Christ! As newly transformed, re-morphed and unveiled Christians, we continue to behave with common sense, with due respect and obedience to the moral laws of God and our faith. But we do so not from obligation, but because it is now what we do. It’s who we are. It’s how we roll.
It is in the context of this new, unveiled reality that we can now continue our ministry. Paul writes, “We do not lose heart. We have renounced the shameful things that one hides; we refuse to practice cunning or to falsify God’s word; but by the open statement of the truth we commend ourselves to the conscience of everyone in the sight of God.” 
“We do not lose heart.” How easy it has been over the past 24 months to lose heart! Our way of life has been radically altered. But we do not lose heart. We continue to work in the vineyards of the Lord, as those who have been unveiled, and see, as in a mirror, the ineffable glory of God.
—Timothy Merrill and Carl Wilton contributed to this material.
Sources:
Mingren, Wu. “The origins of the bridal veil and its protection from evil spirits.” Ancient Origins website, ancient-origins.net, February 14, 2019. Retrieved July 15, 2021.

THE OTHER TEXTS 
Exodus 34:29-35 
What Does the Text Say?
The setting for today’s reading is the wilderness around the base of Mount Sinai, where the Israelites have camped after their miraculous delivery from Egyptian slavery. Moses has received the original charter of Ten Commandments (v. 29) that would allow his people to live as a holy commonwealth. The core idea of the Mosaic covenant — indeed, of all biblical covenants — is that beneath all the specifics lies a voluntary agreement entered into freely by both parties for their mutual benefit (identity, security and prosperity for the Israelites, glory for God). As evidence of his authority, his physical appearance changed. He unself-consciously became radiant with the divine presence (v. 30). The Hebrew word for “shining” is related to the word for “horns” (the meaning here being “rays” or “shafts” of light), which, through translations and misunderstandings, gave rise to the bizarre artistic tradition that Moses grew horns as a result of his encounter with the Divine (famously sculpted by Michelangelo in 1515 and now in the basilica of San Pietro in Vincoli in Rome). The divine presence has always evoked feelings of fear as well as joy, mystery, love and awe. Moses’ godlike appearance in today’s reading evoked such a response in Aaron and the “leaders of the congregation” of Israelites (vv. 30-31).
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
The Transfiguration of Moses. Two people chatted with Jesus on the mountain of his transfiguration [Luke 9:28-36, (37-43a)]. One of them was Moses who, according to the OT reading, had his own transfiguration in which his appearance was altered. His face glowed after he’d been in God’s presence. This transfiguration is pivotal for Moses as the leader of the children of Israel. It is his second encounter with the divine presence in a manner that’s vaguely similar. The first was at the “burning bush” after Moses had retired from public life and was living happily with his wife and children, tending sheep in the backwater districts of Midian. This encounter at the mature age of 80 launched Moses into his leadership role. From that point until now — Mount Sinai — Moses had been the leader of the Hebrews. Yes, there’d been miracles along the way, but, as he had shepherded sheep in the wilderness, his role had been to shepherd the sheep of Israel. But Mount Sinai elevated him to a status he had not known before. Moses had seen the face of God.

Psalm 99 
What Does the Text Say?
Psalm 99 is an ascription of praise to the LORD God of Israel. God is called king in verse 1 and Mighty King in verse 4. God is called holy (qadosh) in verses 3, 5 and 9. God is great (v. 2) and his “great and awesome [to be held in awe/revered] name” is to be praised (v. 3). There is a connection between the trembling and quaking of verse 1 to holding our holy God in awe (v. 3). God loves justice (mishpat); further, “You established equity [fairness]”; and “You executed justice and righteousness.” Also prophetic is an emphasis on obedience to God’s law and corresponding forgiveness or punishment (see vv. 7-8). In verse 1, cherubim (a Hebrew plural) were carved representations of scary, winged beings who, in covering the ark of the covenant, formed a throne for the Lord’s glorious presence with the people of Israel. “Pillar of cloud” (v. 7) is another allusion to God’s protective and guiding presence. An inference the original hearers of the psalm likely drew is that just as the Lord God answered the prayers of faithful ancestors, so those who now praise and call upon God can anticipate God’s similar presence and provision. The psalmist suggests that the only appropriate response to our mighty God the King is to praise and worship him at his footstool or his holy mountain, Zion or Jerusalem.
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
God, Our Certified First Responder. The text: “They cried to the LORD, and he answered them. ... O LORD our God, you answered them” (vv. 6, 8). A CFR is a person who “has completed a course and received certification in providing pre-hospital care for medical emergencies. They have more skill than someone who is trained in basic first aid but they are not a substitute for advanced medical care rendered by emergency medical technicians (EMTs), emergency physicians, nurses or paramedics” (Wikipedia). All firefighters and police officers are CFRs. These are people who get to an accident scene first and are trained and empowered to respond first and provide immediate assistance. It should not be difficult to flesh out a full-blown sermon using examples from the biblical narrative, to describe God as the best CFR in the universe.

Luke 9:28-36, (37-43a) 
What Does the Text Say?
It is not hard to imagine that the transfiguration of Jesus would stun a witness into silent gaping. Jesus’ clothes turn dazzling white. Jesus is flanked by Moses and Elijah — back from the dead! So how does Peter respond? “Master,” he declares, “it is good for us to be here; let us make three dwellings, one for you, one for Moses, and one for Elijah.” Peter’s first reaction is to do something, and, for that matter, to do so with a fairly inflated view of his own importance. His response is one big cautionary tale about the foolishness of rushing in without first keeping still enough and being alert enough to really know what is going on. Peter wants to build a kind of memorial that preserves a memory of a divine event. Memory, of course, is a profound dimension of how faith stays alive throughout the Bible and our Judeo-Christian heritage. God will have none of it: “This is my Son, my Chosen; listen to him!” This is God’s answer to Peter and all like Peter whenever they think they know how to handle the presence of the Divine. Be very still. Be very alert. Because, be assured, the presence of the Divine is far beyond our control, and God has plans far beyond what our memory can recall or our foresight can imagine.
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Mountain Climbing. The Lenten season is marked by two mountains, one at the beginning of the journey and one at the end. At the beginning, we climb Mount Hermon to catch a glimpse of Jesus in his glory; at the end, Good Friday, we climb Mount Calvary to see Jesus in his suffering for the world. The preacher might begin with a mountain-climbing tale, and then move to a discussion of the function of each of these mountains, i.e. from the one we see the glory, the possibilities, the future, the vision, and we also see that other mountain. From it, we see our salvation and we see the resurrection. And in between we know there’s a Lenten valley of temptation, suffering, discipline and confession.

ANIMATING ILLUSTRATIONS
##

She was dressed in rich materials — satins, and lace, and silks — all of white. Her shoes were white. And she had a long white veil dependent from her hair, and she had bridal flowers in her hair, but her hair was white. Some bright jewels sparkled on her neck and on her hands, and some other jewels lay sparkling on the table. Dresses, less splendid than the dress she wore, and half-packed trunks were scattered about. She had not quite finished dressing, for she had but one shoe on — the other was on the table near her hand — her veil was half arranged, her watch and chain were not put on, and some lace for her bosom lay with those trinkets and with her handkerchief, and gloves, and some flowers, and a prayer-book, all confusedly heaped about the looking-glass.
It was not in the first moments that I saw all these things, though I saw more of them in the first moments than might be supposed. But, I saw that everything within my view which ought to be white, had been white long ago, and had lost its luster, and was faded and yellow. I saw that the bride within the bridal dress had withered like the dress, and like the flowers, and had no brightness left but the brightness of her sunken eyes. I saw that the dress had been put upon the rounded figure of a young woman, and that the figure upon which it now hung loose, had shrunk to skin and bone. Once, I had been taken to see some ghastly wax-work at the Fair, representing I know not what impossible personage lying in state. Once, I had been taken to one of our old marsh churches to see a skeleton in the ashes of a rich dress, that had been dug out of a vault under the church pavement. Now wax-work and skeleton seemed to have dark eyes that moved and looked at me. I should have cried out, if I could.
—Charles Dickens, Great Expectations (Chapman & Hall, 1903), 44-45. Relating the first encounter between Pip, the story’s hero, and Miss Havisham, a bitter old woman who, decades earlier, had been jilted by her lover on her wedding day and who stubbornly continues to wear her wedding dress and veil.

##

My name is Ela. I am seventeen years old. I am not Muslim, but my friend told me about her friend being discriminated against for wearing a hijab. So I decided to see the discrimination firsthand to get a better understanding of what Muslim women go through. 
My friend and I pinned scarves around our heads, and then we went to the mall. Normally, vendors try to get us to buy things and ask us to sample a snack. Clerks usually ask us if we need help, tell us about sales, and smile at us. Not today. People, including vendors, clerks, and other shoppers, wouldn’t look at us. They didn’t talk to us. They acted like we didn’t exist. They didn’t want to be caught staring at us, so they didn’t look at all. 
And then, in one store, a girl (who looked about four years old) asked her mom if my friend and I were terrorists. She wasn’t trying to be mean or anything. I don’t even think she could have grasped the idea of prejudice. However, her mother’s response is one I can never forgive or forget. The mother hushed her child, glared at me, and then took her daughter by the hand and led her out of the store. 
All that because I put a scarf on my head. Just like that, a mother taught her little girl that being Muslim was evil. It didn’t matter that I was a nice person. All that mattered was that I looked different. That little girl may grow up and teach her children the same thing. 
This experiment gave me a huge wake-up call. It lasted for only a few hours, so I can’t even begin to imagine how much prejudice Muslim girls go through every day. It reminded me of something that many people know but rarely remember: the women in hijabs are people, just like all those women out there who aren’t Muslim.
—Posted on Facebook, December 1, 2012.

##

Who could ever gaze on God’s glory directly? But we can glimpse it, reflected elsewhere. We see God’s glory reflected in the glories of creation, and in the faces of other people.
There’s a story of the great missionary doctor, Albert Schweitzer, who won the Nobel Peace Prize in 1953. Soon after winning the prize, Dr. Schweitzer was visiting Chicago. A gaggle of reporters and politicians had gathered at the train station to meet the famous man, who was the Mother Teresa of his day.
As Dr. Schweitzer stepped off the train — six feet four inches in height, bushy hair, large moustache, decked out in his trademark white suit — the news cameras flashed and city officials crowded around him for their photo ops. Just then, the doctor seemed to see something far off that attracted his attention. He asked if they would excuse him for a moment.
[bookmark: _Hlk82188888]This international celebrity walked right through the crowd — which parted to make room for him — until he reached an elderly African-American woman who was struggling under the weight of two large suitcases. He picked the bags up in his big hands and, smiling, escorted the woman to a nearby bus. Schweitzer helped her aboard, then wished her a safe journey. Meanwhile, the crowd had tagged along behind him. He turned to them and said, simply, “Sorry to have kept you waiting.”
A member of the reception committee turned and said to one of the reporters: “That’s the first time I ever saw a sermon walking.”
Christians like Albert Schweitzer have, deep within their hearts, a service ethic that quickly becomes apparent to all who look on them. Far from veiling themselves to keep from being burned by God’s glory, they cast off the veil of the law. In the joyful glow of their faces, others can sense the nearness of God.

##

There’s a story of a master violin maker who had the reputation for making the most exquisite instruments. They used to say that the sound that emerged from his creations was like no other.
One of the reasons his work was so good was that he insisted on overseeing the entire process of manufacture, beginning with the choice of wood and ending with the stringing of the instrument.
This violin-maker used to take on a small number of apprentices. One of his pupils proved himself skillful in every way but one: he didn’t have a good eye for wood. It was hard for him to learn how to select the very best tree in the forest from which the violin would come.
So the master resolved to teach him. He took his apprentice out into the forest one day, in the dead of winter. Snow was swirling all around and icicles hung from the tree-branches.
The two of them walked to the north, and the master started marking the trees.
“Why?” the apprentice asked him. “Why these trees, and no others?”
“These face due north,” the master replied. “They take the brunt of the wind, the chill and the ice. Their wood is strong, as a result. They make the best violins.”
“Master,” asked the apprentice, “doesn’t it bother you to think about the trees that you marked standing alone in the wind, against all this ice and fury? Have you no pity for them?”
The master looked at him and smiled. “No, not at all. You see, they are being tuned!”
That’s how transformation “from one degree of glory to another” happens, in this life. It’s not always a pleasant process, nor a comfortable one. Yet, we have from the Scriptures this promise: that the hand of the Master Carpenter is active in our lives, forming us into the instrument that will most movingly sing God’s praises.

##

Fortunately, God is not what we think [God] is — not in any small way what I might think, nor in any big way the sum total of what a whole bunch of thinkers, great thinkers through the centuries, might think. And yet we have no choice but to try to think what God is, what and who God might be. At some point God comes to meet such thoughts. God arrives and appears as Surprise. Our efforts at thought are [God’s] foil. Shaken off them, [God’s] mystery shines. And something new is grasped in the surprise; something is learned; experience — it could be called experience with God — is gained. But God remains infinitely free, infinitely out of our control in whatever we come to know. …
—Jeremy Driscoll, OSB, A Monk's Alphabet: Moments of Stillness in a Turning World  (Shambhala, 2007), 169.

##

Nothing would have seemed extraordinary about Hildegard [of Bingen] for the first half of her long life. She did not wish to publicize the visionary experiences she had been having since the age of 3 when a blaze of dazzling brightness burst into her sight. A diffuse radiance which she called her visio filled her field of vision for the rest of her life without interfering with ordinary sight. Hildegard came to understand this phenomenon as “the reflection of the living Light” which conferred the gift of prophecy and gave her an intuitive knowledge of the Divine.
Hildegard’s visions were not apparitions or dreams. She scarcely ever fell into ecstasy but rather perceived sights and messages with the “inner” eyes and ears of her soul. She dictated what she “saw” and “heard” to secretaries while fully lucid. Because the astonishing images she described and directed artists to illustrate feature sparkling gems, shimmering orbs, pulsating stars, curious towers and crenellated walls, modern psychologists have suggested that Hildegard suffered from a form of migraine called “scintillating scotoma.” The debilitating illnesses that preceded or accompanied her visionary episodes might have been migraine attacks. … But [this] cannot explain away her experiences or the religious meanings she assigns to them. These were genuine occasions of contact between Hildegard and God.
In 1141 — on a date she was careful to record exactly — heaven opened upon Hildegard as “a fiery light of exceeding brilliance” and a mighty voice commanding her to “tell and write” what she sees of God’s marvels. Like Jeremiah and several other prophets, Hildegard quailed at her call. Pleading her sickly female constitution and lack of formal education, she fell ill. But she confided in the convent’s provost, who shared the matter with his abbot at Disibodenberg who urged Hildegard to accept her call. She rose from her bed and set to work on her first book. …
—Sandra Miesel, “Hildegard of Bingen: Voice of the Living Light,” Catholic World Report, January 25, 2012.
https://www.catholicworldreport.com/2012/01/25/hildegard-of-bingen-voice-of-the-living-light/.
Retrieved September 1, 2021.

##

Stand still and cover your eyes with your eclipse glasses or solar viewer before looking up at the bright Sun. After looking at the Sun, turn away and remove your filter — do not remove it while looking at the Sun.
Do not look at the uneclipsed, partially eclipsed, or annularly eclipsed Sun through an unfiltered camera, telescope, binoculars, or other optical device.
Similarly, do not look at the Sun through a camera, telescope, binoculars, or any other optical device while using your eclipse glasses or handheld solar viewer — the concentrated solar rays could damage the filter and enter your eye(s), causing serious injury.
Seek expert advice from an astronomer before using a solar filter with a camera, telescope, binoculars, or any other optical device; note that solar filters must be attached to the front of any telescope, binoculars, camera lens, or other optics.
If you are inside the path of totality on April 8, 2024, remove your solar filter only when the Moon completely covers the Sun’s bright face and it suddenly gets quite dark. Experience totality, then, as soon as the bright Sun begins to reappear, replace your solar viewer to look at the remaining partial phases. Note that this applies only to viewing without optical aid (other than ordinary eyeglasses). Different rules apply when viewing or imaging the Sun through camera lenses, binoculars, or telescopes; consult an expert astronomer before using a solar filter with any type of magnifying optics.
—American Astronomical Society, “How to View a Solar Eclipse Safely,” AAS.org.
https://eclipse.aas.org/eye-safety.
Retrieved September 1, 2021.

##

COMMENTARY 
2 Corinthians 3:12-4:2
Two fundamental principles of biblical exegesis should be called to mind when considering this passage from 2 Corinthians: Scripture is to be interpreted in terms of Scripture, and scriptural passages must be understood within their broader literary context. Regarding the first of these principles, in 2 Corinthians 3, Paul is directly engaged in an interpretation of Exodus 34:29-35, although his practice of interpretation is, as should be expected, far more like a rabbinic midrash than a historical-critical analysis. To understand his midrashic appropriation, we first need to consider the larger argument within which it is offered as a proof.
Paul’s relationship with the Corinthian Christians was continuously alternating between warm regard and open animosity. Most scholars agree that what we know as the single book of 2 Corinthians is, in reality, a series of short notes written by Paul over a period when the cycles between affection and disaffection were especially short. These particular verses are from a note when things were sour — and Paul was engaged in a vigorous defense of his authority as an apostle.
Second Corinthians 3 opens with Paul incredulously asking whether he must, to use a recent turn of phrase, push the reset button on their relationship. His particular metaphor is to liken himself to an ambassador who presents his diplomatic credentials, his “letters of recommendation” (3:1), to the Corinthians. He wryly notes the irony in the fact that, at this stage of his ministry, the Corinthian Christians themselves are the proofs of the validity of his apostolic ministry, written “not on tablets of stone but on tablets of human hearts” (3:3). He draws the contrasting images of things written on stone and things written on hearts from Jeremiah’s oracle about old and new covenants (31:31-34) and uses it as the basis for his extended argument about what counts as valid credentials (2 Corinthians 3:4–5:21).
The initial moves in that argument focus on “glory,” and Paul constructs his proof from the tradition about Moses radiating glory from his face following his encounters with God on Mount Sinai. A midrash is essentially a proof built upon analogies drawn between the events in a scriptural story and the present circumstances of the writer and readers. But the tradition Paul chooses for this particular midrash ultimately gives rise to one of the strangest images in Western art, namely of Moses with horns sprouting from the top of his head (see Michelangelo’s sculpture of Moses located in Rome’s San Pietro in Vincoli [“St. Peter in Chains”] Church). What is that all about? Well, it stems from literally depicting the description of Moses as it was found in the Latin translation of Exodus 34:29-30. According to modern English translations, “the skin of his face was shining” as the people looked at Moses after he had been in God’s presence. But the Hebrew is obscure, and so with some linguistic justification, Jerome had translated into Latin that Moses had sprouted small horns atop his head — horns being a symbol of supernatural power and glory in ancient cultures. (Some ancient coins depict Alexander the Great with ram’s horns on his head.)
So despite the sorry history of Jewish-Christian relations during the Renaissance and for much of European history since, the “horned Moses” isn’t some bizarre, anti-Semitic propaganda depicting him after the traditional likeness of Satan. Indeed, Paul’s argument about the greatness of Christ’s glory depends on a genuine glory in the covenant mediated through Moses. As glorious as the first covenant is between God and the Israelites, by comparison with the “greater glory” of the second covenant between God and all humanity mediated by Christ, it is as if “what once had glory has lost its glory” (3:10).
Every time Moses entered God’s presence, whether on Mount Sinai or in the inner tent of the tabernacle, the experience physically transformed him. And every time the people asked Moses to veil his face so they didn’t have to be confronted with the change. But according to later Jewish tradition, as time passed, Moses’ face returned to normal. Once again, Moses was just like everyone else. He could no longer lay claim to something of God’s glory for himself, and he worried about what that might mean for his own standing among the people. So Moses continued to put on the veil, no longer to hide the transforming glory of God in his life but to hide the fact that that glory had left him.
It is precisely at this point that Paul engages the story of Moses’ veil. He draws attention specifically to the tradition that Moses continued to wear the veil even after the radiance had begun to fade so the people couldn’t see “the end of the glory that was being set aside” (v. 13). Then Paul takes a rather unexpected turn. Instead of criticizing Moses for what might seem as an act of deception, Paul suggests the Israelites had in a sense transferred the veil to their own eyes. Consequently, they couldn’t see the even greater glory of Christ (vv. 15-16). Just as they refused to be transformed as Moses had been by God’s glory, so now with the coming of Christ “their minds were hardened” (v. 14) against the message of the gospel that can transform “from one degree of glory to another” (v. 18).
The analogy to the Corinthians’ circumstance is left implicit but becomes clear from the conclusion drawn from the proof in 4:1-2. Whereas Paul’s opponents may be guilty of “practic[ing] cunning or … falsify[ing]” the truth as Moses continued to wear the veil even after the glory had faded, whereas some among his readers may be guilty of hiding from view “shameful things” by placing a veil over their own eyes, Paul has instead offered an “open statement of the truth” and placed himself not only before them but also clearly “in the sight of God.” His purpose in doing these things isn’t because he believes he has any glory in himself but because it’s the only way that both he and his readers can be transformed by the presence of Christ’s glory (cf. 4:5-6). Paul’s challenge to the modern church would no doubt be similar. Are we hiding behind a veil in hopes that neither we nor others will notice that our past glory has faded? Are we willing to stand openly in God’s presence and allow Christ’s glory to transform us?

CHILDREN’S SERMON 2 Corinthians 3:12-4:2
Hold up a pair of running shoes and ask the children if they have ever heard of a runner named Eric Liddell. Say that he was called “The Flying Scotsman” and set an Olympic record before going to China to serve as a Christian missionary. Let them know that a movie (“Chariots of Fire”) was made about Liddell, and in it, his character says, “I believe God made me for a purpose, but he also made me fast. And when I run, I feel his pleasure.” Ask the children if they ever feel God’s pleasure when they are running or playing or drawing or singing. Emphasize that this is exactly how they should feel, for “the Lord is the Spirit, and where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is freedom” (v. 17). Tie the laces of the running shoes together and say that there are some people who think that religion is meant to tie us down. But say, as you untie the laces, that our Christian faith sets us free — free to go out into the world and show God’s love and grace to all people. Ask the children to name some talents they have that can be used by God. Encourage them to use their talents every day, as people who are free to serve God and to feel God’s pleasure.

WORSHIP RESOURCES
Calls to Worship — Special Days and Times
Leader: Just a taste of something wonderful,
People: Only a glimpse of something magnificent,
Leader: Just a glimmer of something holy in something so ordinary.
People: Yet, enough to know we are in the presence of God,
Leader: Enough to cause us to stop and stare in awe,
People: Enough to stir our hearts in wonder,
Leader: Enough to set our feet to dancing
People: And to prompt our voices to protest and praise.

Prayers — General
Life. That is what you offer us.
In a world filled with death, you offer life.
In a world overcome by sickness and disease, you offer life.
In a world consumed with taking life, you offer life.
In a world that is tired and weary, you offer life.
Life.
Do we even understand what this really means for us? Are we willing to receive the life you offer? Transform our hearts, O God, to desire the good, eternal life you so freely want to give us. Turn our minds from death toward your wonderful life. Amen. 

Benedictions — Special Days and Times
The good news of God’s love is not just a message for the mountaintop. It is a glorious charge and a holy calling. As we leave this house of worship, may we be transfigured ourselves, radiant, refreshed for God’s mission. Let us depart with fervent hope and renewed energy. Let our lives be witnesses to the gospel; let God’s spirit emanate from each of us!

MUSIC LINKS
Hymns
O Come and Dwell in Me
Christ, Whose Glory Fills the Skies
O Wondrous Sight! O Vision Fair
Worship and Praise* 
Celestial Flame (Sayburn, Johnson, Wilkinson)
Less Like Me (Williams)
Now I See (The McClures)
*For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The worship and praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

LECTIONARY TEXTS
Transfiguration Sunday, Cycle C
Exodus 34:29-35
Psalm 99
2 Corinthians 3:12-4:2
Luke 9:28-36, (37-43a)
