Feast of the Transfiguration August 6

Our deepest longing is to be in love, giving and receiving love. We can love only to the
extent that we are open to God who is love, and sin weakens and can even destroy this
openness. Today we look at this basic desire and longing which is in every human heart.
We speak of it as a longing to ‘see God’ or to ‘behold the face of God'. It is a longing for
a profound love-communion with God and so with all whom God loves and with the
world made in love by God.

It is traditional to imagine our search for God in terms of climbing a mountain. As man,
Jesus, too, was on a journey to see God’s face, and so Matthew pictures him climbing a
high mountain, taking with him three of his first disciples: Peter, James and John. It is
important to note where this scene appears in the Gospel. It is immediately after Jesus
has spoken of his coming death and resurrection (Matthew 16:21) and of the fact that
his disciples will have to walk the same road with him (16:25). It is no accident that it is
Peter, James and John who are with Jesus again on another mountain, the Mount of
Olives, as Jesus enters into his agony (26:37). Suffering comes into everyone’s life in one
way or another. Jesus is showing us that there is a way through suffering. It need not
impede our journey as we are drawn into God’s loving embrace.

Moses is pictured in the scene. In fact Matthew’s scene is based on the portrait of
Moses found in the book of Exodus. There we see Moses ascending Mount Sinai (Exodus
24:12, 24:15-18; 34:3). A cloud descends on him (Exodus 24:15-18; 34:5), and God
speaks to him from the cloud (Exodus 24:16). Moses becomes radiant (Exodus 34:29-
30,35) and those who see his radiance become afraid (Exodus 34:30). Matthew clearly
intends to make a comparison between Jesus and Moses. We shall return to this shortly.

Elijah is in our scene for the same reason. In the Book of Kings we are told that he
wanted to see God and so he journeyed ‘forty days and forty nights’ to the mountain of
Moses. On his arrival he was instructed by God: ‘Go out and stand on the mountain
before the Lord, for the Lord is about to pass by.” Now there was a great wind, so strong
that it was splitting mountains and breaking rocks in pieces before the Lord, but the
Lord was not in the wind; and after the wind an earthquake, but the Lord was not in the
earthquake; and after the earthquake a fire, but the Lord was not in the fire; and after
the fire a sound of sheer silence. When Elijah heard it, he wrapped his face in his mantle
and went out and stood at the entrance of the cave’(1Kings 19:11-13).

On the mountain of transfiguration, Jesus is gazing on God’s face and listening to God’s
voice. His whole being is caught up in God’s glory, ‘and his face shone like the sun’(see
Exodus 34:29). It is Jesus who brings the Law represented here by Moses, and the
Prophets, represented here by Elijah, to their fulfiiment, but he also goes beyond them,
for he is God’s ‘Son, the beloved’ with whom God is ‘well pleased’.



Peter, James and John are told that it is to Jesus that they are to listen (see
Deuteronomy 18:15). So it is that when the three disciples looked up ‘they saw no one
except Jesus himself alone’(‘alone’ is emphatic in the original Greek text). Moses and
the Prophets prepared the way for Jesus. Now, however, God’s word is revealed fully in
him. We are to listen to Moses and Elijah now only as their words are reflected in the
life of Jesus. We are to see them through Jesus’ eyes and listen to them with Jesus’
heart, for we need to hear all God’s words come to us now through him.

To read the Old Testament in any other way runs the risk of our failing to listen to God.
This was the warning Paul gave to the community at Corinth. Speaking of his Jewish
confreres who were opposing Christianity, Paul writes: ‘To this very day whenever
Moses is read, a veil lies over their minds; but when one turns to the Lord, the veil is
removed. ... And all of us, with unveiled faces, seeing the glory of the Lord as in a mirror,
are being transformed into the same image’(2Corinthians 3:15-18). It is by looking at
Jesus and by listening to him that we see the face of God and hear God’s word.

The reaction of the disciples to God’s word is instructive: ‘they fell to the ground and
were overcome by fear’. We should resist the tendency to take God’s presence and
action in our lives for granted. Love is always a gift and somewhat of a surprise. It should
always fill us with a sense of awe and wonder. This is especially true of God’s love
however it comes to us. This sense of awe is not meant to paralyse us, and we are
certainly not meant to be afraid of God, our Father. This is made clear by the touching
conclusion of our scene. Jesus comes up to his disciples and touched them gently and
says: ‘get up and do not be afraid’. Jesus’ touch is always healing (see Matthew 8:3;15;
9:20,21,29; 14:36). Jesus is about to be even more intimate with us, for in communion
he approaches us and enters into the very centre of our being, there to draw us into
communion with God and heal us from the effects of sin.

As we spend some time today accepting Jesus’ invitation to go with him to the mountain,
may his love be upon each of us. May we place our hope in him and may we experience
the wonder of God’s love embracing our lives.



