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‘As he prayed, the fashion of his countenance was 

altered, and his raiment was white and glistering. 

‘And behold, there talked with him two men, which were 

Moses and Elias: 

‘Who appeared in glory, and spake of his decease which 

he should accomplish at Jerusalem.’ 

 

It is known as the Transfiguration. Matthew, Mark and 

Luke all include it. Today we are bidden to consider it,  

on this the Sunday next before Lent. 

 

And  I know I am not alone when thought of the 

Transfiguration carries my mind to Edwin Muir’s poem 

about the Transfiguration, and called The Transfiguration 

- a poem which asserts the goodness of creation, which 

Christian preaching seems often to have either denied or 

ignored, and which ends with the restoration and 

forgiveness of Judas, and the undoing of the betrayal of 

Christ. 

 

The poem begins 

 

‘So from the ground we felt that virtue branch 



 

 

Through all our veins till we were whole, our wrists 

As fresh and pure as water from a well, 

Our hands made new to handle holy things, 

The source of all our seeing rinsed and cleansed 

Till earth and light and water entering there 

Gave back to us the clear unfallen world. 

We would have thrown our clothes away for lightness, 

But that even they, though sour and travel stained, 

Seemed, like our flesh, made of immortal substance, 

And the soiled flax and wool lay light upon us 

Like friendly wonders, flower and flock entwined 

As in a morning field.’  

 

What was Moses doing in the vision?  Moses had been 

the great deliverer, leading the Hebrew people from 

slavery in Egypt, and Jesus was being presented as the 

new Moses, an even greater deliverer, who offered  

people freedom from a bondage more imprisoning than 

Egyptian captivity, the bondage of fear and sin and death.  

 

But Muir’s poem takes us further back than Moses and 

Egypt, to the origin of life, the Garden of Eden, the time 

when God looked on all that he had made, and saw ‘that 

it was good’ - an essential goodness which has too often 

been ignored or played down by a piety and a preaching 

somewhat obsessed with sin. 

 

Muir has the disciples ask 

                                                 ‘ Was it a vision ? 

Or did we see that day the unseeable 

One glory of the everlasting world 

Perpetually at work, though never seen 

Since Eden locked the gate that’s everywhere 



 

 

And nowhere? Was the change in us alone, 

And the enormous earth still left forlorn, 

An exile or a prisoner? Yet the world 

We saw that day made this unreal, for all 

Was in its place.’   

 

What were Moses and Jesus talking about? The death he 

was to accomplish, we are told; but by the time the 

Gospels were written the Lord’s Supper was established 

at the heart of Christian worship and Christian life. The 

sacrament had become the new Passover feast, as Jesus 

had become the new Moses. 

 

Religion involves ritual, or so it has always seemed; but 

our modern world appears to have elevated individual 

judgment above corporate activity.  I put it to you that 

Christian believing is a matter of what we do, and not 

chiefly a matter of what I think; and the ‘what we do’ 

includes behaviour, moral priorities, and religious ritual. 

 

On my first visit to the Holy Land, I was making my way 

along the Via Dolorosa in the direction of the Temple 

Mount, when a man kept offering to be my guide, 

presumably for a fee; and after turning him down 

monosyllabically several times, I asked him what his 

religion was. He replied, ‘We are Arabs from here.’  I 

immediately thought that the man’s reply had identified 

three elements of what had constituted  religious 

belonging for most people through the ages. The three 

elements were, first, that it was shared - ‘We are Arabs 

from here’;  second, that it had to do with group, racial, 

or tribal attachment -  ‘We are Arabs’; and third, that it 

involved place, location, geography - ‘We are Arabs from 



 

 

here.’ 

 

But our culture in recent centuries has tried to persuade 

us that religious belonging is a matter of individual 

judgment, even of personal decision. 

 

 

There is an emphasis in evangelical Protestantism which 

insists on personal decision, and commitment, and a 

personal relationship with Christ.  I am concerned about 

that - not with those who believe they have a personal 

relationship with Christ but with those who feel guilty 

that they lack it, that their faith is incomplete. My hunch 

is that those of us who do not claim a deep personal 

relationship with Christ should be happy with shared 

activity and common worship, and especially with the 

Eucharist, the Lord’s Supper, the Holy Communion, the 

Mass. 

 

And if my hunch is right, that from the pulpits of 

Christendom, and the hymnaries, and pious teaching of 

the faith, people have been encouraged to regard their 

attachment to the heart of the faith as lacking an 

important and essential ingredient, summarised as 

personal faith and believing, then I  would want to blow 

a trumpet for what I believe to be most people’s 

Christianity across these centuries, a belonging which 

involves doing things together, with water and bread and 

wine and other things, more than it involves internal 

orthodoxy or approved sentiments. 

 

Did not the great William Temple say, ’That man alone is 

saved who is so immersed in the needs of his fellows that 



 

 

his own salvation  has  ceased to matter to him’ ? 

 

I would insist that evangelicals and sacra mentalists have 

something deeply important in common, namely, that the 

Cross of Christ is central to Christian faith, and 

forgiveness related to his death; but I would insist on 

behalf of the sacra mentalists that our drawing on the 

blessing of the Cross does not depend on what we feel or 

how our personal attachment to Christ is measured, more 

on what we do together in the sacrament with bread          

and wine. 

 

Returning to Edwin Muir, we follow the disciples in 

sensing in the vision of the glorified Christ a sight of the 

world’s essential goodness, things as they were meant to 

be. 

                                                           

                                                ‘The painted animals 

Assembled there in gentle congregations, 

Or sought apart their leafy oratories, 

Or walked in peace, the wild and tame together, 

As if, also for them, the day had come.’ 

 

 

And then he includes in the vision the restoration of 

those whose lives were messed in many ways. 

 

‘The shepherds’ hovels shone, for underneath 

The soot we saw the stone clean at the heart 

As on the starting-day. The refuse heaps 

Were grained with that fine dust that made the world; 

For he had said, ‘To the pure all things are pure.’ 

And when we went into the town, he with us, 



 

 

The lurkers under doorways, murderers, 

With rags tied round their feet for silence, came 

Out of themselves to us,and were with us, 

And those who hide within the labyrinth 

Of their own loneliness and gentleness came, 

And those entangled in their own devices, 

The silent and the garrulous liars, all 

Stepped out of their own dungeons and were free.’ 

 

The theologian, Paul Tillich, suggested that all churches 

should be both Catholic and Protestant, though he had his 

own understanding of what these terms meant.  By 

Catholic he meant the concrete embodiment of the 

Spiritual Presence, and by Protestant he meant ‘the 

conquest of religion by the Spiritual Presence and 

consequently an expression of the victory over the 

ambiguities of religion, its profanization, and its 

demonization.’ 

 

I can see that someone like me advocating the centrality 

of the sacraments as an alternative to evangelical 

sentiment and inner decision needs to remember that 

religious ritual, even the most central and dominical, is 

not absolute or perfect, and requires qualification and 

reinterpretation. 

 

It is maybe like a seagull on a seesaw, walking from one 

side, representing the faith of the church, to the other, 

representing my personal judgment on a matter, and 

perpetually making that journey backward and forward, 

in constant conversation. 

 

But let me give you Edwin Muir’s ending of his great 



 

 

poem: 

 

‘But he will come again, it’s said, though not 

Unwanted and unsummoned; for all things, 

Beasts of the field, and woods and rocks, and seas, 

And all mankind from end to end of earth 

Will call him with one voice. In our own time, 

Some say, or at a time when time is ripe. 

Then he will come, Christ the uncrucified 

Christ the discrucified, his death undone, 

His agony unmade, his cross dismantled- 

Glad to be so - and the tormented wood 

Will cure its hurt and grow into a tree 

In a green springtime corner of your Eden, 

And Judas damned take his long journey backward 

From darkness into light and be a child 

Beside his mother’s knee, and the betrayal 

Be quite undone and never m ore be done.’    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


