
 

Joshua M. Caler Epiphany Last Year C March 3, 2019 
Christ Episcopal Church, Pottstown, PA 
And all of us, with unveiled faces, seeing the glory of the Lord as though reflected 
in a mirror, are being transformed into the same image from one degree of glory to 
another. 
In the name... 
What does it mean to be a human being? What is the goal of human life? How 

does the individual relate to family, community and society? What responsibilities 
to each other are incumbent on every human being? How do we deal with profound 
difference within human communities? 
These are some of the most basic, fundamental questions human beings can ask 

about themselves and each other: building blocks of philosophy psychology ethics, 
political theory and religion. Now most of us, most of the time, don’t ponder them 
explicitly; we aren’t like Socrates walking around contemplating the nature of 
human existence. Nonetheless, most of us have at least implicitly come to some 
conclusions about them. Those conclusions become visible in how we live our 
lives. How we vote, how we parent, where we live, what we eat, with whom we 
pursue friendships, on what we spend our money what occupies our free time — 
these practical, daily activities express and solidify our views on fundamental 
questions. 
Now, it doesn’t take some brilliant cultural observer to tell you that these are also 

deeply contested questions in our day This is apparent, not just in our national 
political debates, but also in our lack consensus on big, significant questions within 
local communities, schools, churches, and within our own families. We 
increasingly live together without a shared vision for what human beings are, what 
a good life looks like, and how each of us is related and responsible to others. 
Drawing too many close, historical parallels between our time and that of the New 

Testament is a dangerous business. The world inhabited by the first generations of 
Christians is far more dissimilar than it is similar to our own. And yet, in this 
regard it seems to me there is more than a passing likeness: early Christians lived at 
a time of confusing, swirling, competing ideas about what made for a good life, 
individually and together. Especially in places like Corinth — major sea ports filled 
with people from every corner of the known world — increasingly diverse and 
incompatible views of fundamental questions filled the public square. Precisely 
because it was within this context that Paul was working to cultivate and shepherd 
a fledgling Christian community his letters to that young church are particularly 
instructive for us in our own day 
After initially living in Corinth for eighteen months or so and leading the church 
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there, Paul journeyed to Ephesus and beyond in his ongoing missionary work. Yet 
despite his physical distance from them, Paul nonetheless remained the spiritual 
father and pastor of the Corinthians, seeking whenever possible to encourage, 
guide, and nurture their faith and resolve their disagreements. In his apostolic role - 
a role that would evolve in time to be roughly that of a bishop - he sought to be a 
source of unity sound teaching, and pastoral care to the Corinthians. This was no 
small task and his letters — two of which are preserved in the New Testament — 
are a cornerstone of that effort. 
And so, in today’s epistle, Paul writes of the hope and freedom given by God in 

Jesus Christ, the same hope and freedom he is reminding the Corinthians that he 
has consistently proclaimed. He writes “Now the Lord is the Spirit, and where the 
Spirit of the Lord is, there is freedom.” 
And all of us, with unveiled faces, seeing the glory of the Lord as though reflected 

in a mirror, are being transformed into the same image from one degree of glory to 
another; for this comes from the Lord, the Spirit. 
For Paul, God’s full self-revelation in Jesus Christ means that the ways in which 

God was known to the people of Israel before Jesus, while not wrong, were 
nonetheless limited and incomplete. This veiled, partial understanding of what God 
is like is exemplified for him in today’s Old Testament lesson. Moses, who having 
spoken to God himself and whose face shone because of these encounters, 
nonetheless shielded Israel from the awful reflection of God in his face by covering 
it when he spoke to them. In Christ, however, the metaphoric veil has been lifted so 
that, in beholding Jesus, the people of God may behold God face to face. And this 
changes everything about what it means to be the people of God. 
Just as Moses, who once beheld God on Mount Sinai, was forever changed and 

transformed by that encounter, Paul writes that now, “all of us, with unveiled faces, 
seeing the glory of the Lord as though reflected in a mirror, are being transformed 
into the same image,” that is, into the likeness of Jesus Christ who is the perfect 
image of God. God has unveiled himself forever in Jesus so that humanity can gaze 
on him in the mirror of his Son. 
This unveiling — the revelation of God in Jesus — is the work of the Spirit. Paul 

here identifies it as a principally liberative work; that is, one in service of human 
freedom. In Christ, we are now not only free from bondage to sin but we are free to 
behold God unveiled, and thereby free to share a common aim and end with all 
other Christians who also behold God in Jesus and are being transformed into his 
likeness with us. That aim, of course, is the perfect knowledge and love of God that 
anchors and unites the people of God. And because he is a shared aim — the one 
mirror reflecting the glory of God on all together —Jesus is the shared means of 
our freedom. This is the paradox of Paul’s claim about freedom: fundamentally, 
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freedom in Christ takes the form on unity. True Christian freedom, in other words, 
isn’t the right of the individual to come up with his or her own answer to questions 
of fundamental importance for human living; true Christian freedom is the Spirit-
enable pursuit of a common, shared answer to questions of fundamental importance 
rooted in Jesus Christ and directed toward the perfect knowledge and love of God. 
In Jesus, in other words, freedom and unity are not oppositional but rather mutually 
reinforcing gifts from God. 
This was deeply counter-intuitive for the Corinthians, as it remains for us today. 

New Christians in Corinth came from every conceivable background — many were 
Jewish, of course, but others were drawn from Greek, Persian, Roman, Stoic, 
Pagan, Zoroastrian, and countless other ethnic, religious, political, and 
philosophical backgrounds. The temptation was always to fall back into their old 
tribal patterns of relating and making sense of the world. This is why Paul found 
himself writing to the Corinthians again and again to call them back to the Gospel 
of Jesus Christ, the shared life of freedom found in him. 
It occurs to me that the same temptation is ever-present for us. The church can so 

easily become little more than an association of individuals where private and 
personal agendas are pursued, where the confused and contested views of our wider 
culture assert themselves and supersede our calling to a common life rooted in 
shared pursuit of a perfect knowledge and love of God. 
What are our societal obligations to the poor? How should we respond to migrants 

and foreigners in our communities? What does good and holy sexual and family 
life look like? What does it mean to live and to die well? How should I spend my 
money? 
The Church is called to answers and patterns of living in response to all of these 

questions that are reflective, not of our current political battle line, or diverse social 
values, or our private inclinations, but of the unveiled face of God in Jesus Christ. 
For the Church is not one more interest group within the overcrowded public 
square of opinion vying for attention; the Church is a fundamentally different 
society that is the end of interest groups and vying opinions. It is an invitation from 
God to behold him in the perfect mirror who is his Son, Jesus Christ, and to be set 
free from the bondage of our own opinions and the slavery of division. In Jesus, we 
are set free from the need to chart our own course, free to gaze on the glory of God 
together and, with our neighbor, to be transformed into the same image from one 
degree of glory to another. 
I have said... 


