
“We will see face to face” (I Cor. 13: 12) 
 

*** 
 

Among the legends of King Arthur and the knights of the Round Table, there is a story 
of Elaine of Astolat lover of Sir Lancelot.  It is her token he wears in a great jousting 
tournament. And it is her story that led to a popular Victorian ballad called the Lady 
of Shalott. The story in Tennyson’s ballad concerns the lady who lives in a castle on an 
island in a river which flows to Camelot. She suffers from a mysterious curse which 
means she is unable to look directly out to the world. She works at her weaving loom 
day after day, able only to look at the world through a mirror which reflects the busy 
road and the people passing along.  Those reflected images are merely shadows of the 
world.  
 

One day, bold Sir Lancelot rides by and the Lady of Shalott cannot resist going to the 
window and looking out.  The mirror cracked from side to side.  She runs out, and 
takes a boat to float down the river to Camelot.  Her decision to participate in the 
living world proves fatal, for, sadly, she dies before reaching the palace. 
 

The story fascinated pre-Raphaelite artists. It has fascinated feminist critics. It 
fascinates me because its imagery suggests how we see the world.  As the Lady of 
Shalott saw everything through a mirror, so we see what happens around us through 
filters.    
 

What our two Bible lessons and the hymn we have just sung have in common is an 
attempt to answer a question:  what can we know of God?1  St Paul claimed to have 
had a vision of Christ on the road to Damascus, but in his first letter to the 
Corinthians we heard him asking, ‘How much of God can we see in this life?’   
 

The poets, like William Cowper, wrote of seeing perplexingly little of God.  God is with 
us like a beautiful woman whose perfume lingers as she leaves the room;   
 we see the twitching of the curtain that suggests someone is there but we don’t 
 see whom;  
  God is with us like the incense that hangs in the air as the chapel settles 
  into quiet emptiness after worshippers have left the room.   
We see puzzling reflections in a mirror, we see through a glass darkly, we see in what 
the anonymous medieval writer called a cloud of unknowing.  Or like Moses, we see 
God’s back but not God’s face. We have intimations of God’s presence, and we cling to 
them for we long to see face to face and know fully our God.      
 

This need not worry us, for that’s the way it is with all things.  Everything we perceive 
comes to us through filters.  Rarely do we have fully pure and perfect perception.  
News from our local streets is filtered through rumour, through exaggerations, 
through the perceptions of others, our own perceptions and our own assumptions.  
 

                                                           
1 These were Matthew 13: 10-13, 1 Corinthians 13: 8-13 and ‘God moves in a mysterious way’ 



Like the Lady of Shalott, who lived a second-hand life, in mirror image and through 
puzzling reflections, what we experience is filtered through commentators’ 
explanations, through our beliefs, through memory of previous experiences and 
through our expectations of future ones.   
 

The central belief of Christianity is that somehow, mysteriously and marvellously, 
God showed God’s self in Jesus of Nazareth, in his life, in his teaching, in his actions, 
in his humanity, in his entire being.  This means that the ordinary is the way to the 
extraordinary: an ordinary Galilean showed the world the majesty and mystery of 
God. So the ground of our hope is that the unsurprising can be a surprising place;  
 in unremarkable events we can see remarkable truths;  
  the mundane can show signs of transcendence.   
The everyday takes us to God.  This is how Jesus’s parables worked, too.  To some 
who heard Jesus tell his stories, it felt that Jesus spoke in riddles, that he painted 
intriguing pictures in words and that he gave them images to play with, but that they 
never quite grasped what he was saying.  So in today’s Gospel reading we heard him 
explaining why he spoke in parables.  It was because they required a particular way of 
listening, and when heard in that way they opened up the kingdom and let us catch a 
glimpse of God.    
 He told a story about a mustard seed and let it tell us something about the 
 kingdom of heaven;  
  he told stories about exacting masters, reluctant partygoers, patient  
  fathers and lost sons and they showed listeners what God was like and 
  how people behaved in God’s presence.   
Jesus’s stories held a mirror up for us to see ourselves, and when we see ourselves just 
a little more clearly, when we understand our lives a little better, we draw closer to 
God – until in the end we God’s face.      
 

One of the symptoms of our broken world is that too many people have second-hand 
lives.  Some live their lives through the mirrors of glamour, of reality TV shows and of 
z-list celebrities.  Many live their lives one step away from where they are:  watch 
friends or family at a restaurant table and see them avoiding each other’s gaze, not 
speaking to each other, ignoring the first-hand experience of engaging with the people 
who are actually with them in favour of the second-hand on their mobile phones and 
tablets. In one sense social media keeps people in touch with each other, but it also 
keeps them apart.   
 

So much so that, last week, the man who designed mobile phone features for updating 
Twitter feeds expressed regret for what he had done.  He said he had made 
smartphones more seductive and tempting than they had ever been.  Another who 
used to work on Facebook as an engineer remarked that everyone is distracted all of 
the time, as people are seduced into checking their screens every other moment for 
what he called “bright dings of pseudo-pleasure.” 
 



The Bible encourages us to take life full on, to avoid distraction and to find real 
pleasures not pseudo-pleasure.  In other words, notice the people around you and 
engage with them, drink in all the world, so that the extra dimensions of life are no 
longer missed. What extra dimensions? you might say. I think there are at least five 
dimensions.  The first three are height, depth and width, the fourth is time and the 
fifth is the spiritual dimension, what lies beyond and beneath the surface – the bit 
that is extra to whatever meets the eye – the marvellous, mysterious and remarkable,  
 the ungraspable and the intangible,  
  whatever is true, beautiful and good,  
just out of our reach, just beyond our gaze, but the trace of whose footsteps we can 
see, drawing us toward the ultimate end when all will be plain and we will see God.  
Tragically, the lady of Shalott entered the real world and died.  St Paul offers a more 
optimistic goal: “Now we see in a mirror, dimly, but then we will see face to face.”  
 

Let us then pray as we sing that our eyes be opened and our spirits stirred so that our 
minds receive new truths and our believing is deepened.   


