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My first year in seminary I had a field education position at the State Prison in Trenton,
New Jersey. I didn't do very well at that job. It took a long time for the inmates to trust
me enough to talk to me. An(i one of the reasons I discovered, was that I was so rude.
Because when I would walk along the tier to visit the men, I would look them in the face.
I didn't look at the ground or off to the side, but looked at them right in the face. How
rude of me. That was not done. But faces are endlessly interesting to me. I would never
survive very long in New York City, I think. Every time I’m in a big city, walking along
the street, everyone is hustling along, looking straight ahead, or looking at their phones,
except for me. I can’t help looking at the faces, the beautiful ones, the ugly, the
mundane, the happy, the sad. I don’t mean to be rude, but I’'m sure it wouldn’t be long
before someone glared back at me saying, “Hey buddy, what are you looking at?” But I
do find faces endlessly interesting. I wonder what thinking is going on behind them. I
wonder what their lives are like, what gave them that smile, what makes them scowl,
what gives that one a dreamy look, what made that one look so bitter. But once in a
while there is a face that stops you in your tracks. Not necessarily by it’s beauty, but
maybe something else. In 1985 a photographer for National Geographic snapped a
picture of an unnamed Afghan girl with fiery green eyes which made the cover of their
magazine with a look that haunted many for the last 30 years. I remember seeing that

picture and wonder what was her story? Have you ever seen a face that just made you




stop in your tracks, or made you catch your breath? Maybe you were on the street or
looked out into a crowd and there she was, or there he was, a face that made you gasp.
Or maybe that old man or old woman in the nursing home, maybe full of wrinkles, but
also full of the wisdom that only comes with great joy and great pain, and you would give
a lot to hear their story. Or if you have been so lucky as to hold an infant on his first day
of life and you peer into his face and watch as he open his eyes and looks into yours.
And you want to say “Welcome to the world,” but you find yourself wondering what is
going on in those eyes and what does he know that I’ve long since forgotten? And you
see that little dent in his upper lip and you remember the old story of where that came
from, that as he was in his mother’s womb, the angels kept him company, whispering in
his ear of all the secrets of heaven and the glories of God, but then in the moment right

before his birth an angel touched his lips and said, “Don’t tell.”

Kathleen Norris, the Presbyterian author and poet, writes in her book “Amazing Grace,”
about an experience at an airport: “One morning this past spring I noticed a young couple -
with an infant at an airport departure gate. The baby was staring intently at other people,
and as soon as he recognized a human face, no matter whose it was, no matter if it was
young or old, pretty or ugly, bored or happy or worried-looking he would respond with
absolute delight. It was beautiful to see . . . because I realized that this is how God looks
at us, staring into our faces in order to be delighted, to see the creature he made and
called good, along with the rest of creation. . . . I suspect that only God, and well-loved

infants, can see this way.” (pp. 150-1)

Except sometimes. Sometimes, by the grace of God, we can too. We can see something

in the human face, the glory of the image of God in which we were created. When Jesus




was up on the mountain with Peter and James and John, the gospels say that he was
transfigured before them, and his face shone like the sun. Frederick Buechner says, “It
is as strange a scene as there is in the Gospels. Even without the voice from the cloud to
explain it, they had no doubt what they were witnessing. It was Jesus of Nazareth all
right, the man they'd tramped many a dusty mile with, whose mother and brothers they
knew, the one they'd seen as hungry, tired, and footsore as the rest of them. But it was
also the Messiah, the Christ, in his glory. It was the holiness of the man shining through

his humanness, his face so afire with it they were almost blinded.

Even with us something like that happens once in a while. The face of a man walking
with his child in the park, of a woman baking bread, of sometimes even the unlikeliest
person listening to a concert, say, or standing barefoot in the sand watching the waves
roll in, or just having a beer at a Saturday baseball game in July. Every once and so often,
something so touching, so incandescent, so alive transfigures the human face that it's
almost beyond bearing.” Sometimes, in the faces of one another, we can see something
shining through. Maybe it is the image of God, a left over from creation. Maybe it is the
Holy Spirit within us. Maybe it is the face of Christ shining through us. As we say
sometimes in the benediction, it is possible to see the face of Christ in the people we

meet.

There is one other place that we may see that kind of face, that we might see the glory of
God shining in the eyes, that we might get a glimpse of what the disciples saw that day.
But perhaps it is the rarest of places to encounter one of those faces that takes our breath
away. That’s when we look in the mirror. It is also in your face that someone may see

the glory of God and the face of Christ. And it is in mine. I don’t like to look in the




mirror. Because I see all the imperfections and mistakes, not on my face (although there
are many) but behind my face. When I shave I look at my chin, I don’t look myself in the

eye. But once in a great while, the grace of God comes through, even in my face.

If the face of Christ might be seen in the face of those around you, since the image of
God is right there for us to see in those singular moments, doesn’t that make us want to
treat each other with extraordinary respect and gratitude? And if it even happen in us,
that the face of Christ might be seen, doesn’t that make us want to treat ourselves with

extraordinary respect and gratitude?

We don’t really know what Jesus looked like on the mountaintop that day. We don’t
even know what he looked like on regular days. The gospel writers never give us a
description of his face. They tell us what he did and what he taught and what he meant to
them, but they never describe him. We don’t know what Jesus looked like. Except we

do. He looks like us. He looks like all of us.




