TRANSFIGURATION OF THE LORD

Daniel 7, 9 – 10; 13 – 14

2 Peter 1, 16 – 19

Mark 9, 2 –10 

We do not know how John Snow might have reported what happened for the BBC.  We can only know it the way the disciples who were with Jesus understood it.  The story gives us lots of clues.  

The Transfiguration is one of those privileged moments when we see someone as they truly are.  As so often it means changing our focal length, and in this case it means a very long on indeed, including the whole sweep of Israel’s faith story and religious hope.  When Jesus is presented in clothes of dazzling whiteness, the description refers back to the picture we heard in the first reading from Daniel, a prophecy of the end of time, when a Son of Man would be brought to the Ancient of days, a heavenly figure in snow-white robes, and receive from him authority over the whole of creation.  Daniel is not an easy prophet to read, but a major part of it is a story about Jewish hope, that in the end God will prevail and will establish his Kingdom of justice, righteousness and peace.  The Transfiguration teaches us that Jesus is central to the realisation of that hope.

Moses and Elijah are in the picture too.    Both had met God face to face on the holy mountain – on a mountain known both as Sinai and Horeb: Moses when God made his covenant with Israel; Elijah after the showdown with Ahab and Jezebel, when God came not as wind or fire, but as a still, small voice – a desperate time, but one where God renewed his promise.  So here we are, again on an unnamed holy mountain (conventionally identified with Tabor, but in some ways Hermon in the north of Galilee is more likely) looking at Jesus the one in whom our hope of salvation is focused and at the one in whom God’s promise is forever made sure, God’s eternal covenant.

But if Jesus looks like God, there is more to it than that.  There is also the cloud, traditionally signifying God’s presence, comes on them all from above, and God speaks out of the cloud: ‘This is my Son, the Beloved, listen to him.’   ‘My Son’, the traditional description of the King of Israel, identifies Jesus as the Messiah; the Beloved, a phrase from Isaiah, links Jesus with the figure of the faithful, but suffering servant of the prophecies we listen to in Holy Week, the one in whom God’s spirit rests; and even the command to listen takes us back to Moses’ prophecy in Deuteronomy that God would raise up one like Moses at the end of time who will speak the words of God.  In a mysterious way, the Transfiguration shows Jesus not only as the divine figure looked to by the Law and the Prophets, but also as embodying the voice of the Father as well as the power of the Spirit.  The Transfiguration shows us Jesus within a revelation of the mystery of the Trinity of God.

We have a lot to learn on the holy mountain!  But why is it important?  In today’s second reading we were listening to part of the Second Letter of Peter.  Even in early times people felt this letter was certainly not by Peter himself, but, whatever its origins, the Church has definitely recognised it as part of Holy Scripture, not least for its teaching that all Christians are called to share in the divine nature.  At the start of the letter, it says: ‘Jesus’ divine power has given us everything needed for life and godliness through the knowledge of him who called you by his own glory and goodness… to become participants in the divine nature.’  The Transfiguration, then, is not just a demonstration of Jesus’ power; it calls us to join him on the holy mountain, and not just as spectators like the three disciples, but rather as people who share the life and spirit of Christ.  

This means courage.  There is a mountain to climb!  The letter is written to Christians at risk, and it teaches us that by facing challenges, and by perseverance in times of anxiety we are able to grow stronger as Christians, and develop the kind of character through whom Jesus’ glory can shine forth. 

There is another point here about prayer.  In the reading, it says we can rely on the prophecies of scripture; and when the Greek actually says ‘we have the prophetic word made more sure’ it means that we can see the Old Testament being fulfilled in Jesus Christ.  And it goes on to say – again the original is a bit clearer than our translation – ‘we do well if we apply ourselves to it as if to a lamp shining where the ground is rough’: which means we should apply our minds to all the scriptures and see Jesus as the fulfilment of their promises.  The scriptures read in the light of faith give us light and vision for our journey; but then it says: ‘until the morning star rises in our hearts.’  Jesus himself is the morning star.  And the letter is saying that as we dwell prayerfully on the scriptures, and as we try to focus on Jesus who is the heart of their meaning, Jesus himself shines on us in our prayer.  The light of the Transfiguration is not only a distant sign of our destination and hope; in our prayer we are called to behold Jesus and receive him as the love of our hearts and as the light of our minds.
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