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 Of all the stories in the gospels, I think the Transfiguration is the most mystical. In it we 

discover Jesus revealed as one with God which is the goal of all mysticism, to experience unity 

with the Divine and the whole creation. In a writing titled “The Mass on the World,” I call it a 

writing because it’s not really an essay or sermon, it’s more a painting in prose, composed on the 

Feast of Transfiguration in 1923, Teilhard de Chardin writes, addressing God, “Yet in the very 

depths of this formless mass you have implanted—and this I am sure of, for I sense it—a desire 

irresistible, hallowing, which makes us cry out, believer and unbeliever alike: ‘Lord, make us 

one.’” It’s this deep desire that Jesus reveals as fulfilled on the mountain with Peter, James and 

John.  

 

 For Paul that unity is expressed as light. Light enters the world in the face of Jesus Christ 

and every darkness is overcome. For Paul that darkness was evident in the world of the Roman 

Empire but also closer to home within the community of Corinthians itself. This letter is 

agonizing and full of tears. He is pleading with the people in this community with an intensity he 

really doesn’t show in other letters. Scholars believe he is arguing against other apostles who are 

undermining his teaching and trying to influence the community away from his expansive, 

inclusive understanding of the gospel toward a more narrow teaching that insisted Gentile 

followers of Jesus must first be Jewish converts.  

 

 Paul believed that view was part of an old paradigm that had perished. He believed it 

represented darkness and rejected the light revealed in Christ. For Paul all that divides us is 

darkness because in Christ we are all one.  

 

 Yet division continues to challenge us. Darkness is descending everywhere. I read about 

it in places like Poland, Hungary and Russia where ethno-nationalism has taken hold or in Syria 

and Yemen where civil wars are raging. And we can see it here in our own country where the 

politics of division prevent meaningful dialogue so no one is enlightened or illuminated but just 

wandering around in the dark. That feels like the natural order of things. It seems as if we are 

wired to live divided. We’re constantly creating tribes and camps and castes; it doesn’t seem to 

matter what culture we’re from or what religion we practice, it’s a common thread that runs 

through humanity. We prefer the darkness to the light.  

 

 So when it shines, as it does on the mountain, we’re left like Peter, fumbling and foolish. 

He and the others are awestruck; they don’t know what to think or say. So often this story is 

presented as a lesson in obedience for the disciples. “Listen to him,” they’re told. If that’s its 

main purpose, though, it doesn’t seem to make much of an impression. They don’t seem any 

better at listening to Jesus afterward than they were before. That’s one of the ironies of the 

gospels. Most of the time the people closest to Jesus have the least understanding of what he’s 

saying.  

 

 It’s also common to focus more on the end of the story, the need to come back down the 

mountain. Peter’s offer to build shelters for Moses, Elijah and Jesus indicates our tendency to 



want to stay in that moment of spiritual ecstasy. But of course we can never do that; we always 

have to go back to the mundane, back to the grind of the real world.  

 

 But surely we don’t go back the same as we were. Surely exposure to the light allows us 

to see the world in a new way. After seeing Jesus in union with God don’t they see others around 

them in a new light? In his book Conjectures of a Guilty Bystander, Thomas Merton collects 

journal entries from the early 1960s. One of them recounts an experience he had one day while 

walking around Louisville, Kentucky. He writes, “At the corner of Fourth and Walnut, in the 

center of the shopping district, I was suddenly overwhelmed with the realization that I loved all 

those people, that they were mine and I theirs, that we could not be alien to one another even 

though we were total strangers….And if only everybody could realize this! But it cannot be 

explained. There is no way of telling people that they are all walking around shining like the 

sun.”  

 

 Merton discovered in that moment that Transfiguration is our natural state. It’s darkness 

that is foreign to us. We’re made for union. We’re made to be one and not divided from one 

another.  

 

 That’s what Paul is trying so hard to convey to the Christians in Corinth. At times his 

frustration gets the better of him, but I think we can forgive him that considering how high the 

stakes are. Living in the light may be our natural state but it’s not easy to maintain. We are easily 

distracted by the allure of division and darkness, places where we can hide. So even though we 

can’t stay on the mountain with Jesus forever we can look for the light revealed in him all around 

us, see his face shining in the faces of those around us, light in our darkness. 

 

 We see light in the stories of refugees who come to our community and build a new life 

where their children can grow in safety and they can pursue meaningful work that contributes to 

our society. They bring a diversity that makes us stronger and reminds us how important 

immigration is for the health of our country.  

 

 We see light in our willingness to address white privilege and engage in real dialogue 

about racial justice. When we are able to acknowledge our prejudices and the ways our skin 

color determines our status, we can finally step out of the darkness of disparity and live in the 

light of true equality. 

 

 We see light when we join people of other religions—Jewish, Muslim, Buddhist, Sikh—

and learn from one another the depths of spiritual awareness. We discover there is so much more 

that unites us than divides us. We are spiritual creatures and all have a share in the full 

consciousness of God but none is complete apart from the others. We need each other. “Lord, 

make us one.” 

 

 These are some of the ways light can penetrate the darkness of our lives. That’s what 

Transfiguration is all about. It doesn’t reveal something about who Jesus is only. The unveiling 

that occurs on the mountain exposes our true identity before God. We discover who we’re meant 

to be and are invited to leave the darkness behind.  

 



 This week we begin the journey of Lent. On Wednesday evening we gather to be 

reminded of our mortality, the condition that marks us all. And as we make our way through the 

season, light will dawn more and more brightly as the days lengthen and spring arrives. It’s a 

time for introspection and renewal; a time for taking stock and paying attention. As the light 

shines in our darkness we can see the presence of Christ all around us if we’re willing to look. So 

listen to the voice of the One who calls from the darkness and says “Let there be light!” and let 

God’s light shine through you. 

 

Amen 


