THE TRANSFIGURATION (A) 6 August 2023

Perhaps you have had the experience when you suddenly see things or people differently. It
might be that you meet someone you know, but they look different. Maybe they have changed
their hair style; perhaps they are wearing clothes that are quite different to their normal
clothing. Maybe you are seeing them in a different context to the one where you normally see
them, and they are doing things differently. For a short moment you are working out who you
are seeing. It is not that you don’t know the person, but you are seeing them in a different
light. It might only be for a moment that you are unsure, but suddenly you realise it is the

same person that you know well.

The three disciples in today’s gospel — Peter, James and John — had just this sort of
experience. There is no doubt that it was an intense experience and that it lasted only a short
time. But they were seeing Jesus in a new light. We could say that this was literally the case,
because we are told that his face shone like the sun and his clothes became as white as light.
It was the same Jesus they had walked with and followed and listened to, but they were
seeing him differently. This was an experience of an encounter with God. They were present
on a high mountain. In the Old Testament, this was always a sign of being close to God,
because you were somehow in a place between earth and heaven. It was also the place where
people like Moses and Elijah encountered God and conversed with God. So, with Moses and
Elijah present on this mountain with Jesus, we have a further sign that the disciples were
encountering the divine. Then came the voice that declared that Jesus was the Beloved Son.
The three disciples were thus being drawn into an encounter with Jesus unlike any encounter

they had previously had with him. They were seeing him as God.

Yet while they were seeing him as God, they couldn’t let go of the fact that it was the same
Jesus who had been walking with them for a couple of years. In St Matthew’s telling of the
story of the Transfiguration, it comes just after Jesus had been telling these same disciples
that the Son of Man had to suffer and be put to death. Peter in particular, had strongly
objected to this. The experience now, at the Transfiguration, would have put Jesus’ words in a
new light. It would also likely have challenged the way Peter thinks about God. He would
only slowly come to realise that God was among his people; that God was suffering with his

people; and that God was drawing his people into a life with God.



Jesus tells the three disciples not to tell anyone about the revelation until the Son of Man has
risen from the dead. Their experience on this mountain would only begin to make sense to
them after they had encountered the risen Lord. Then they could tell everyone about their
experience. This, in fact, becomes the central message that all the disciples of Jesus will
proclaim. It is a message that Jesus has overcome the forces of evil. It is a message that Jesus
invites all people to share in his risen life. The message on the mountain of the
Transfiguration is not that Jesus will make all suffering go away. This is not a message that
suggests that people can somehow flee from the human condition. Rather, it is a message that

in all that every human being lives through, God is leading them to new life.

This feast has important lessons for us. The first is that there are moments in our life when we
will get a glimpse of Jesus in a way that we might not have seen him before. It is not likely
that we will have the same intense experience as those three disciples. But sometimes
something happens that makes us see things in a different light. This comes as a grace of

God; we don’t make it happen.

The second lesson follows from this. It is about being attentive to the grace of God. The
gospel gives us advice. Or perhaps more correctly, the voice of the Father gives us advice.
Recall his words when speaking about his Beloved Son. He told them to listen to him. This is
fundamental to being a disciple of Jesus. When we listen to him, we open ourselves up to
know him in ever new and deeper ways. The basic way to listen is to take time in prayer. This
will include hearing the Word of God in the Bible. It will include our celebration of the
sacraments. It will also include our prayer for others, entrusting them to God. In this way, we

make ourselves ready to encounter God in whatever way God chooses.

The third lesson we can take from the Transfiguration arises from Jesus’ command to the
three disciples to communicate their experience after the resurrection. In some sense, they
were also transfigured by their experience. We too are disciples, and we too hear his
command to be disciples in the world as people who have been transfigured by our encounter
with Jesus. The best way we do this is by the example of our lives. The Christian message is
always most strongly communicated by lives lived in imitation of Jesus. Let us show the

world how meeting God can change the world for good.



