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 This story we hear every year the Sunday before the beginning of Lent, the story of 

Jesus’ Transfiguration, always leaves me feeling a little baffled. It represents a moment in the 

gospels when the veil is pulled aside and we get a fleeting glimpse of the real Jesus. It’s a pivotal 

story; after it happens the narrative moves Jesus closer and closer to Jerusalem and the cross. So 

I understand its importance. But I’m always a little surprised by how little it seems to affect the 

people who witness it.  

 

 This story should fill them with confidence but they seem just as confused as ever. 

Confusion is one of the motifs in all the gospels. When Peter asks if he should build shelters for 

Jesus, Moses and Elijah he clearly isn’t getting the significance of the moment. A rule of thumb: 

if the voice of God needs to tell you to shut up and listen, you’re missing something kind of 

important. And if we read a little further in the story, we’ll discover that these three seem to have 

no more understanding of what Jesus is doing at the bottom of the mountain than they did at the 

top.  

 

 I don’t think the Transfiguration occurs for the benefit of the people in the actual gospels. 

If it’s some expression of Jesus’ triumph, then why do it in secret? Why not in the middle of the 

temple or on the steps of Pilate’s palace? It seems to me rather than giving evidence of who Jesus 

is this story is meant to be a sort of icon or tableau, something we’re meant to observe and soak 

in. It’s what the writer of Peter’s letter calls a lamp shining in a dark place. And when we 

meditate on this story, some of its contours really begin to take shape. 

 

 For instance, why Moses and Elijah? Moses, of course, is the great lawgiver and liberator 

of Israel. He leads the people out of bondage and brings them to the Promised Land. He 

establishes the foundations of their society through Torah. Elijah is the prophet who doesn’t die. 

He’s the one who’s taken up into the heavens in a fiery chariot riding on a whirlwind. And he’s 

the prophet expected to return to herald the Messiah. So, these are two iconic figures in Jewish 

life. Any story that includes them resonates deeply in the Jewish soul.  

 

Over the years the church has often interpreted their presence to mean that they’re 

handing the reins over to Jesus. In fact one of our hymns puts it: “Sing of God made manifest on 

the cloud-capped mountain’s crest,/where the law and prophets waned so that Christ alone 

remained.” That sounds to me like Jesus is replacing Moses and Elijah, which I don’t really find 

in the story. What makes more sense to me is to understand Jesus taking his place within the line 

of tradition with Moses and Elijah. This story represents a continuity of tradition and not a break 

from it.  

 

Another important feature that stands out when we study the story closely is the disciples’ 

reaction. Peter’s first impulse is to build a shrine. He sees this as a destination of some kind. In 

Israel there are shrines all over the place to various events in the gospels: the church of the 

Loaves and Fishes; the Church of the Annunciation; there’s even a church built over an 



excavation of what might be the house where Peter’s mother-in-law lived in Capernaum. We 

love to build shrines. We love to capture moments and control them. But even as Peter is trying 

to do just that, the voice of God interrupts and insists the disciples stop frantically trying to build 

something and listen. 

 

Lately I’ve been reflecting on and reading about the Civil Rights movement in the ‘60s. 

The leadership of the movement was at times criticized for failing to listen to the needs of folks 

they were trying to lead. That happened especially with some of the white leadership who had 

trouble hearing the concerns being raised by their African American counterparts that the 

movement needed to empower black people to take the lead and set the agenda. Some white 

leaders became insulted and disillusioned when it seemed like they were being prevented from 

building the movement their way.  

 

Listening to what Jesus is saying and really seeing what Jesus is doing will be the great 

challenge for his disciples as he approaches the cross. And it’s a challenge for us. Jesus’ 

teachings about compassion and love and acceptance are hard for us to hear in a world where 

there’s so much division and conflict. His acts of justice and generosity are hard for us to 

emulate in a world where those actions are often ignored or ridiculed or even reviled. 

 

Finally, meditating on the Transfiguration brings the words used by the writer into 

sharper relief. When Jesus goes to Peter, James and John as they’re cowering on the ground he 

tells them to “rise.” The word in Greek is egerthete. We come across that word again when the 

women go to Jesus’ tomb after his crucifixion and encounter the angels who tell them Jesus has 

“risen,” egerthete. Is it possible Jesus isn’t just telling his disciples to stand on their feet but to be 

resurrected, to live in a new way now that they know who he is?  

 

It’s easy for us to gloss over those words and miss the connections in our translations that 

often lose those nuances of meaning. But the gospels are always about the possibilities of new 

life and resurrection. Discovering Jesus’ true identity naturally leads to resurrection and the 

promise that holds. So, even though the disciples may not have been changed much by the 

experience we can be. When we allow the image of Transfiguration to wash over us and shape us 

we become a new people, we rise with hope and determination to go back down the mountain to 

bring good news to the poor, sight to the blind, healing for broken lives. 

 

What might seem like an esoteric story, some kind of fantasy, is actually a window into a 

deeper reality. As the writer of Peter’s letter understood it reveals not just who Jesus is but who 

we are. We are the lamp shining in a dark place; we are the instruments of Christ’s presence in 

the world, the very glory of God. And if we’re willing to allow that light to shine through us we 

can change the world. We can rise to new life. 

 

Amen 


