
The story of the Transfiguration is a 
turning point in the Gospel narratives. It 
follows directly from Jesus’ question to 
Peter, “Who do you say I am?”, and Peter’s 
reply, “The Christ of God.” Mark places that 
event in Caesarea Philippi in the far north 
of Galilee, from which point onwards, 
Jesus and his disciples are travelling south 
towards Jerusalem and the fate that Jesus 
knows awaits him there. It’s at this point, 
too, that Jesus talks to his disciples about 
his approaching suffering and death and 
about how they, too, must embrace a life 
of hardship: “If any want to become my 
followers, let them deny themselves and 
take up their cross daily and follow me. 
For those who want to save their life will 
lose it, and those who lose their life for 
my sake will save it,” we read in the verses 
immediately preceding this morning’s text 
(Luke 9:23–24). Jesus tells his disciples 
that they must suffer for the kingdom, 
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give up their worldly ambitions and deny 
themselves: shockingly bleak, it must have 
sounded, not really what they wanted 
to hear. But then what? Jesus climbed a 
mountain to pray, taking with him Peter, 
James and John and before their very 
eyes he became a different person, rising 
above the rejection, the pain and suffering 
that faced him, and the glory of God was 
revealed in him. His dazzling white clothes 
and the radiance of his face showed them 
a heavenly rather than an earthly being. 
Yes, discipleship was to be a hard journey 
indeed, but this is what it would lead to: a 
vision of the glory of God.
Perhaps I should have said, this is what 
it would stem from. Witnessing the 
Transfiguration was the unforgettable 
experience that gave Peter his authority in 
the Church; it was central to his formation 
as a disciple. He was granted a vision that 
he didn’t at first understand, but later, 
after the Resurrection, its full import 
became clear to him. The Transfiguration 
is a foretaste of the Resurrection. And, as 
followers of Jesus, we share the inheritance 
of the light the first disciples beheld in 
Christ, which shows itself in our outward 
demeanour; we share hope and joy, love 
and peace, energy and action, all of which 
are signs of the glory of God in our lives.
American theologian John Caputo’s book, 
Hoping Against Hope, contrasts the grim 
physical reality of our world with the joy 
we are promised through Jesus Christ. 
Caputo was at one time a member of 
a Catholic religious order; nowadays 
he’s an academic who likes to challenge 
contemporary ways of looking at things. 
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The book was written in response to an 
atheist philosopher 1 who tried to impress 
on the world the terrifying fact that “the 
sun is expanding inexorably and. in four 
or five billion years will explode ... [by 
which time] the earth will be toast, burnt 
to a crisp by the solar expansion” 2 and 
the human race, of course, will have long 
ceased to be. Where, we might ask, is God 
in this hopeless scenario? How indeed, 
asks Caputo, are Christians to respond? 
Doesn’t such bleak science (and we can’t, 
of course, deny the reality of it) challenge 
somewhat our notion of a loving Creator? 
Well, the Bible contains apocalyptic 
scenes every bit as frightening as anything 
today’s cosmologists can predict; the 
gospels tell us that when the Son of Man 
comes again in glory the sun will go dark, 
the moon will lose its light and the stars 
will fall out of the heavens (Mark 13:24; 
Matthew 25:31), but this is no reason to 
give up living joyfully and hopefully as we 
do as Christians and. giving thanks for all 
the moments of grace: in fact, the story 
of the Transfiguration calls us to do just 
that, in preparation for the end of things. 
Eating the forbidden fruit of the tree of 
knowledge may have brought the human 
race a lot of doubt and anxiety; but God 
has sent Jesus as our great consolation 
in the midst of everything and insists that 
we simply enjoy the beauty of the world 
and all the gifts we’ve been given, without 
asking awkward questions about the final 
destination of the universe. In fact, says 
Caputo, it’s less important to able to prove 
that there is a God up there, that God exists 
at all, than it is to recognise that our God 
insists, insists that we savour all the beauty 
and the joy we’ve been given: “Glory be to 
the rose; glory be to dappled things.” 3
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The activities of God throughout the Bible 
are often very dramatic: Elijah is carried 
off in a whirlwind; Moses encounters God 
as a burning bush. No-one but Moses could 
look on the face of God and live, and so his 
face had to be veiled before he appeared 
among his people after encountering 
God on Mount Sinai. The brilliant light 
which shone from the person of Jesus 
on the mountain of the Transfiguration 
terrified the first disciples. We, however, 
are accustomed to living in a gentler 
light, a light that John Caputo describes 
as “a smile ... on the surface of the world. 
The time has come,” he writes, “to let God 
disappear into the world in order to allow 
the rose to blossom without why, off in a 
remote comer of the universe unseen by 
anyone anywhere.” Praise be to God that 
“the glory on the divine countenance is 
deflected ... [as] the glory on the face of the 
world. That deflection bends religion back 
into the toils and troubles of everyday 
life, so that it is not merely the stuff of 
Sabbath rest.” 4 It’s not all scary mountain-
top experiences but more participation 
in the bright landscape below. And also, 
says Caputo, we’re called to live more 
like Martha rather than Mary, not merely 
sitting in idle contemplation at Jesus’s 
feet, but busying ourselves in preparation 
for receiving and serving him in a host of 
different and practical ways. Our work 
and our worship are to go hand in hand. 
We’re called not to be blinded by the light 
of Christ, but to let it gently illuminate and 
enable our everyday existence.
The disciples were permitted to see 
the glory of God in the face of Jesus in 
preparation for a life of service and self-
giving. As Christians, we’re instructed not 
to hide our light but to let it shine in the 
world so that people might, through us, 
come to know the light of Christ. For Peter, 
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the Transfiguration was more than just 
the lamp of prophecy, placing Jesus in the 
prophetic line of succession from Moses 
through Elijah; it was the visible sign that 
Jesus really was filled with the glory of 
God – and, in the face of that, who could 
be fearful about the future? Peter was 
energised and swore he would willingly 
follow Jesus wherever he went: a promise 
that we know he found far from easy.
In the story of the Transfiguration, God’s 
glory breaks into the ordinary and the 
mundane, sometimes dazzling us with its 
radiance as sunlight can dazzle us when 
we emerge from a shady place, more 
generally transforming our reality with 
new brightness and promise. But there is 
more to it than that; this morning’s collect 
reminds us that being transformed “from 
glory into glory” is necessarily a journey 
we make by the grace of God. We pray 
for that grace to perceive Christ’s glory 
in places of suffering, so that we might be 
strengthened to suffer with him: and we 
should not be in any doubt that our lives 
will contain suffering; but we believe that 
in Christ our suffering will lead us to a 
place of resurrection where we too will 
reflect his divine glory.
The Transfiguration is about an encounter 
with a God who insists that we recognise 
the divine, the sacred, the heavenly, 
everywhere in the world around us. We 
need to hold on to our graced moments 
of vision to carry us through the difficult 
times, as Peter, James and John never 
lost sight of that vision of Christ in glory 
that was given to them on the mountain. 
Thanks be to God.
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The Collect of the Day
 Almighty and everlasting God, who 
revealed the glory of your beloved 
Son when he was transfigured 
on the holy mountain: mercifully 
grant us such a vision of his divine 
majesty, that, being purified and 
strengthened by your grace, we may 
be transformed into his likeness, 
from glory to glory; through the same 
Jesus Christ, our Lord, who lives and 
reigns with you, in the unity of the 
Holy Spirit, one God, world without 
end. Amen.
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