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We read the story of the transfiguration at the climax of Epiphany, as the bright 
blaze of glory on the mountain before we tread the sooty path of Lent. We read it on 
the day we baptize children into the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. The 
vision of Jesus transfigured is a flash forward for the even more brilliant 
resurrection.  

 
The transfiguration is intimidating especially if you are not mystically 

inclined. I am daunted by this peak experience of heroes Peter James and John who 
glimpse the celebrities, Moses, Elijah, at a summit meeting with Jesus.  

 
Scripture itself invites us into an experience of God. If we can enter into its 

world of sound and sight, explore within it, feel its texture and detail, it can become 
for us a means to see, a door of perception to walk through and a mystery to live 
into. The story does not just narrate the mystical experience of the disciples, but it is 
meant to evoke it in us. 

 
 Let’s begin by ascending the mountain, walking up it, climbing it with Peter, 
James and John with Jesus who took them. Up on the high places they would be 
nearer to the Holy One who gave the law to Moses where the glory of the Lord was 
like a devouring flame. Up to summit. 
 
I have not been to see Mount Tabor, where the transfiguration was said to have 
taken place, so I imagine another mountain, the South Rim, at Big Bend or a high 
point in the Himalayas. 
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As we walk up the steep grade with the disciples, let us remember what they had 
witnessed during their time with their teacher.   
They saw God enlist Jesus at the river Jordan and from the cloudy heavens name him 
“You are my Son, the Beloved; with you I am well pleased.” 
 
They saw Jesus retreat to the wilderness to be tested by Satan.  
 
When Jesus took them fishing in the deep, deep water, and filled their boats with a 
stupendous catch of fish, they went to shore, left everything and followed him.  
 
Jesus cast out unclean spirits and healed fevers and pox. Like Elijah he restored dead 
children to their parents. He made the wounded whole and healed the sinsick soul.  
 
People were amazed at his power. Like Moses he fed with bread in the wilderness, 
and conquered the sea, stilled the storm, and crossed over the water. People were 
impressed at his power to provide and his mastery over the flood.  
 
The kingdom of heaven was breaking in and God was remaking the world.  God’s 
victory was in sight. Coming with power and glory.   
 
Then in the midst of what looked like certain victory for God, and Peter 
acknowledged correctly, “You are the Messiah, the Son of the living God.”  
 

Jesus began to show his disciples that he must go to Jerusalem and undergo 
great suffering at the hands of the elders and chief priests and scribes, and be 
killed, and on the third day be raised. 
 

A dark shadow was cast over the future.  
 
“If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their 
cross and follow me. “ 
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So when they got to the top, these were the questions the disciples were asking: 
 
Where was the victory if there was suffering? Where was the glory if there was 
death? Will not God’s power and glory spare us from pain? 
 
What questions are we asking here at the peak of the mountain, knowing Jesus and 
knowing the suffering that surrounds us and awaits us?  
 
Where do we see divine glory in a world so desacralized, that we can not imagine 
how the earth can shake, people treble in the presence of the Lord upon his holy 
hill? 
 
In a world convulsed by hate and violence, where is Christ here? 
 
Is Jesus strong enough, real enough to overcome the distraction of our age, to bear 
opposition and hatred, ignorance, apathy, fatigue and to speak so we will listen? 
 
To the disciples’ questions and to ours, on that mountain crest, comes the vision:  
 

And he was transfigured before them, and his face shone like the sun, and his 
clothes became dazzling white.  

 
That’s all it says. It doesn’t explain what shape he took, only that his face changed.  
Perhaps he looked like someone else. Or like no one else. Perhaps his features began 
to shine like Moses’ did when he was speaking with God.  

 
In his book on praying with the icons of Christ, theologian Rowan Williams writes: 
 

“in the transfiguration the disciples see, as you might say, Jesus’ humanity 
opening up to its inner dimensions. It is rather like the Hindu story of the 
infant Krishna, told by his mother to open his mouth to see if he has been 
eating mud, she looks in and sees the whole universe in the dark interior of 
his throat.” 
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So the disciples look at Jesus and see him as coming out from an 
immeasurable depth; behind or within him, infinity opens up “the dwelling of 
the light”…1  

 
The dwelling of the light.  
 
This is the awesome intimidating, silencing wondrous vision, stupendously beautiful 
and utterly terrifying. Jesus’ humanity opened up, one with his holy, heavy divine 
glory.  
 
On that mountain Peter, James, and John saw that the Jesus who would suffer and 
die dwelled in heavenly glory. The executed Jesus abides in light. His death would 
make the people free. 
 
What they saw did not cancel the way of the cross but shed white light all over it.  
 
Wouldn’t it be great to be able to remember the vision, to summon it back? 
 

“Lord, it is good for us to be here; if you wish, I will make three dwellings 
here, one for you, one for Moses, and one for Elijah.” 

 
But before Peter could begin this project, they were enveloped by God’s holy 
nearness - a watery, dark concealing cloud cooling the light; Matthew calls it a 
“bright cloud” like the mist that watered the ground at creation and the cumulous 
firmament over his baptism. “A bright cloud came and overshadowed them.” 
 
They saw in the cloud of hiding and revealing, God’s protection, care and mercy, 
surrounding the child in a cloud, speaking of his parental powerful love, 
commanding attention to him. 

                                                 
1 The Dwelling of the Light: Praying with the Icons of Christ (Canterbury, 2003) 

(Job 38:19) 
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Then from the cloud came a voice that said, “This is my Son, the Beloved; with him I 
am well pleased; listen to him!”  
 

Now let’s make the steep trip down. In silence we ponder how this vision has 
changed us.  What we have undergone on the mountain has not answered our 
questions so much as blown us open. 
 
Divine glory does not deny death. To be Jesus’ disciple is to be human not hero.  
Christ is in the agony of the world creating it anew.  
 
Again Rowan Williams  
 

…. to be brought into such relation with Jesus that we live in his glory … 
ought surely to mean that we are kept safe, taken out of the world. But faith 
in Jesus appears to mean that we have to live in the world with all its risks, 
our lives open to the depths from which Jesus lives. 
  

Our lives open to the depths from which Jesus lives. 
 
Thanks be to God that we can remember this vision and return to it again through 
the doorway of scripture and know it in the sacred meal we share that shelters the 
presence of the transfigured and risen Jesus. 
 
May we enter Lent – open to the depth from which Jesus lives, in the dwelling of the 
light.    AMEN 
 
 
 
 
 


