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Undoubtedly, everyone here has heard the old adage, “you can’t judge a book by its cover.”  By which we 

mean that things (and people) should not be judged by their appearance because we also know, from another 

adage that “looks can be deceiving.”  My parents pulled out these old chestnuts mostly when I was 

judgmental about other people; I can remember my grandfather very earnestly encouraging me to ask out girls 

who wore glasses, though I don’t recall that ever being a real issue.  At any rate, we likely tell each other this 

because, in fact, we do judge books and lots of other things by appearance. 

 

I grabbed these from my library this morning, and if I told everyone here that you had to read one of them, 

you likely would immediately begin sorting them by appearance.  Some wouldn’t want one that’s too thick, 

others wouldn’t want one that looked either too serious or not serious enough – surely this big thick hardcover 

one is better than this floppy one with the cheap paper cover, right? 

 

Appearance is important to us, amidst the staggering amount of stimulus in our world, in order not to go mad 

we have to develop the ability to make quick decisions.  Our very ancient ancestors needed the ability to 

quickly decide whether or not to run away from that loud noise in the bushes just over there or whether it 

might just make a tasty snack instead.  But that’s not to say that our snap judgments are always or even 

usually right.  It also leaves unquestioned the assumption behind the need for quick decisions – our ability to 

quickly get through our day and focus on our own concerns. 

 

In our haste, it seems likely that we merely bolster our own assumptions about reality.  We may not see things 

as they truly are, but as we would wish them to be, to accept things uncritically.  And in our readings from 

Scripture today, we are presented again and again with the idea of things hidden and things seen.  Moses face 

is shining and the Israelites are afraid to come near to him.  Why?  Of what are they afraid?  Is it God?  Is the 

sign of God’s grace, of God’s reality too great a burden to bear?  Perhaps holiness is like a kind of radiation – 

powerful stuff, but you want to keep your distance.  Maybe that’s why no one sits in the front pew – but I 

stand up there, behind the altar every week and I haven’t got burned yet, honest. 

 

But we see the dichotomy of the perceived versus the reality most clearly in the story of the Transfiguration, 

where Peter, John and James go to the mountaintop with Jesus and while there they see the reality of Christ, 

bright and shining, undeniable in glory and authority.  And in seeing this, their minds cannot reconcile it with 
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the Jesus they know, the itinerant preacher and healer, without a home, with dirt under his fingernails – the 

Jesus of earthy reality. 

 

But of course, Jesus is both, he is the earthy man who walked around Palestine two millennia ago, living just as 

we live, knowing human life in its most intimate detail – the joys and the sorrows.  And he is also the 

Resurrected one, begotten of the Transcendant Father, through whom all things were made and who by his 

acceptance of the cross and death, defeated death, that we all might know abundant life. 

 

The story of God and the people of God, the selection of one righteous man, Abraham to be the father of a 

nation, the deliverance of Israel from slavery in Egypt, the words of the prophets and the kingship of the 

House of David, and finally the birth of Jesus from the virgin Mary are all designed that we might be freed 

from the prison of ignorance, that we might begin to see the world not from our own perspective but from 

God’s.  That we might know truth. 

 

Christianity is not about the imposition of a strict moral code, it is not about judging who’s a good person and 

who’s not, it is not about identifying who’s in or who’s out, and it’s certainly not about retreating into enclaves 

of self-righteousness, divorced from the world.  It’s about opening our eyes to see the glory of God in God’s 

creation and in one another.  It’s about being able to look, without blinking, at the truth of the world and not 

an unthinking, self-imposed and self-serving façade.  In baptism we receive the Holy Spirit that we might die 

to the old falsehoods and arise anew amidst the Truth and true life. 

 

Here’ another adage, “the truth shall set you free.” (That one’s from the Bible, btw)  God’s efforts have always 

been to the end that we might be free.  Free from bias, from ignorance, from prejudice and free from hate.  

Jesus went willingly to a horrible death so that we might see the truth of an unjust world that would rather 

execute God than admit of its own failings. 

 

God’s efforts are not for the sake of God.  God does not our praise, God does not need our sacrifices or our 

prayers.  But you and I need them in order to pull us out of our personal truths and face THE truth.  And we 

are not called to the practices and disciplines of faith in order to feel bad about ourselves.  We do not 

remember Christ’s death so that we might feel guilty, but that we might be freed to take action to undo the 

injustices which we find. 
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And we have come so far since Christ’s time.  Compared to the people to whom Jesus ministered, we here live 

in paradise.  And yet there is still more to do, we have not built the kingdom just yet, nor will we wholly by 

our own efforts.  But God is always there, waiting, beckoning us forward to take up the task, to fearlessly and 

boldly commit our selves, our souls and bodies, to be Christ’s hands and feet in the world. 

 

So which book would you choose from amongst my pile?  Does one look easier than another? The truth is that 

they’re all the same book – they’re all Bibles.   

You truly can’t judge a book by its cover.  God is the light that enlightens the darkness and illuminates the 

Truth of the world, and the truth shall set you free. 

 

 


