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“LISTEN, LISTEN!”

Peter, an Apostle of Jesus Christ, to those who have longed for the transfiguring power of God in their lives. Grace and Peace to you all.  I write today to remind you of a most marvelous experience to which I was an eye‑witness during those days when our party traveled through the land following Jesus. As I recall, we were traveling northeast from Caesarea Philippi, en route to the Galilee. It was about a week after I had, through God’s grace, identified our savior by saying, “You are the Christ,” and then heard the foretelling of his blessed crucifixion and resurrection.

Approaching the foothills of Mt. Hermon, we set camp for the night. Jesus invited John, James and myself to come with him up the mountain to pray. We followed, half awake, trudging up the path until the master stopped. John, James and I collapsed to rest on an outcropping of rock. Jesus went on up the path a bit, not far, just out of earshot. The three of us remaining tried to stay awake, tried to listen, but our strength was gone. We dozed side by side on the rock. Time passed, how much I do not know, then something woke us: a sound, a light? But what greeted our awaking I well remember, for up the path in a flat place, just beyond a scraggly tree stood Jesus: much the same, yet somehow different. There was a glow about him which I cannot describe. Truly, this was frightful enough, but then we recognized two old men with him basking in the glow. They had no special markings, still somehow we were given to know who they were: Moses the Law Giver, and Elijah the Chief Prophet. Now we were fully terrified. To make things worse, a cloud covered us, but the cloud itself was bright, and a voice from heaven said to us, “This is my Son, my chosen, Listen to Him.” When the voice grew silent, Jesus was there alone, no longer shining, but somehow different. There was a calmness and strength that had not been there. He was like a fisherman who had re‑figured his course in a boat and, turning the bow, knew he was going the right way. Jesus came closer, and tried to calm us down a bit. We soon left that place, knowing we were not supposed to talk about it until the events to come were over. We did not know then what those events were to be, but we were hushed about the whole affair. In truth, the happenings on the mountain would not make sense to us until after the resurrection.


That’s pretty much the way it went, except that I made a foolish suggestion that we camp there for the night, so we could visit with Moses and Elijah. Jesus admonished me with a silent look and we began our descent. Such are the memories of an old man. Those were hard yet glorious days we spent together. I miss them. But enough, tomorrow I am off for Rome and, before I leave, I want you all to know how it looked to me. Remember me in your prayers and hope that my temper doesn’t get me in trouble. Our great God’s blessing on you all. Peter

Of course this apocryphal letter was never written by the hand of Peter. But it may reflect his recollections of the transfiguration, the change in how they saw Jesus afterward. Whether it happened this way or that is not important. What is important is that it happened. The transfiguration is not illusion or distortion, it is the truth. For, in it the true identity of Jesus, the Christ, was, for a moment at least, glimpsed by his followers.

When we are really honest with ourselves, we know the light they saw there, we know that in moments when our guard is down we feel its warmth and we see its brightness. We know this divine light has something to do with our creation, something we cannot quite remember, and we know that it will be with us long after we evacuate these mortal bodies. We know that somehow we belong to that light, and that to find it again will be to find ourselves. I’m afraid that, being human, I spend a lot of my time pretending that other things are more important than the light. Rather than living into the mystery of the light, I become mostly content to gather up earthly stuff, to fool myself into thinking that I am better than my neighbor because of what I have, or what I can do. Confronted with the stark light of Christ, I mostly cover my eyes or look the other way, so that I can go on playing my very human games, uninterrupted by a vision of Christ bathed in glory. Instead of looking for Christ in other people, I can look for the shadows in them. Instead of expecting to meet Christ in the Church, I can dwell on the things that keep us from becoming what we are intended to be. It is easier not to look at Jesus, because when I really see him transfigured, I have to look at myself, at me as I really am, in the light of what I can become. Looking at ourselves is uncomfortable, because Jesus keeps telling us that to really accept his kingdom and its gifts, we have to put away our silly human games and live in the light.  Here is another mystery. God accepts us as we are. Remember Peter, called from the boat and the nets? God doesn’t make us change before we are loved and given life and hope and salvation. Yet, once we accept God’s reign, the very focus of Christianity becomes change, whether we call it reaching Christian maturity, or growing in Christ, or gaining spiritual vision, what we mean is coming to see Christ more like he appeared to those disciples on the mountain in that moment of glory and light.  Now, that doesn’t mean that God expects me to be something more than human; on the contrary, God has gone to a lot of trouble to take on human flesh, to bless it, and to show us the grace and power and majesty of what humans can be when we are honest with ourselves and choose to live in God’s transfiguring light.

We humans, in our fear of the light, tend to block it.  But, none of this blockage, none of this shadowing behavior is truly or essentially human.  What is truly and essentially human is to allow God to be God. What is essentially human is to turn our faces toward the Son, expecting God to reveal a divine self to us and to all people in such a way that—if we will keep our pride and prejudice out of it, investing instead our gifts and our openness—God’s will may actually be done on earth as it is in heaven.  Not so much in spite of us, as through us.  Imagine, God’s transfiguring light shining though us, revealing us to be not the bane of the ecosystem, but rather the only hope for creation, if we will but live lives transparent enough to focus Jesus’ transfiguring light into the world. 

God’s light also challenges, for when the resplendent light of the transfiguration falls on us and on those we love, we see that the people around us are not just extensions of ourselves and our own wills, but that they exist to be as much in communion with God as we ourselves.  That means that every interaction I have with others must in some way honor them as equal shareholders in God’s truth, and equal inheritors of God’s bounty. 

When that resplendent light falls on the church, we see that this sacred place is vastly overrated as merely a factory of good works, or as a bastion of the sinless.  In Transfigured light we come to see it more as a school for the faithful, a refuge for sinners, each trying to learn more how to live into God’s will, we see it as a place that lives to serve others, a place where ordinary gifts are brought, given, blessed, broken, and returned to us as so much more than we brought in the first place.  In transfigured light we see the church not as an escape from the world, but the very thread that holds the world together in our lives.  


Today stitches together the seasons of Epiphany and Lent. Epiphany’s light, light of the star, light of the world, light of the transfiguring power of Christ. The focus of Lent bends that light so that we may look within ourselves, to prepare our hearts and minds to witness Christ’s mighty acts and an Easter resurrection. Today I am reminded that to really look within, I must depend on the light of Christ’s transfiguration.  Not that I may despise what I find inside of me, but that I may find new life there, life transfigured in the light of Christ. Which, according to God’s promises, according to the apostles and the law and the prophets, is all the light we ever really need.  Alleluia!
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