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In the Name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 

 

The Church uses lots of big Greek and Latin words that are hard 

to translate into simple, self-explanatory English terms. And it’s 

the same in Scripture. In most cases there just isn’t a simple 

English word that will translate a Hebrew or Greek word that’s 

loaded with meaning. It just goes to show, as one theologian (J.I. 

Packer) has said, that you need a dictionary close by when you 

read your Bible. And in the case of the ten-dollar words the 

Church attaches to just about everything, we need to stop and 

define them every so often just to make sure everybody knows 

what we’re talking about.  

Transfiguration is our word for today, even though it’s not used 

anywhere in today’s readings. Matthew and Luke both do use it 

in their telling of what happened to Jesus—“he was transfigured 

before them,” they both say—but Luke keeps it pretty simple. 

By strict definition, transfigure and transform mean pretty much 

the same thing, which is that the appearance of something or 

someone is changed, that it doesn’t look the same as it did 

before—the figure/form has been changed. But in everyday 

speech, transfigure means something slightly different. When we 

say something has been transformed, it usually means that it’s 

been changed for the better. HGTV is all about transformation. 

Most of the shows on that channel are about flipping houses, or 

putting people in nicer homes than where they were. But when 

something is said to be transfigured, it usually means that the 

outward appearance of the thing has been changed in a way that 

reveals its hidden glory, something beneath the surface that’s not 

normally visible.  

Now here’s another definition just to confuse you even more: 

When something has been completely changed on the inside, not 



the appearance, the outer form, but the inner substance– that is 

called transubstantiation. When Jesus turned water into wine, it 

was transubstantiated. He didn’t simply transform the water so 

that it only looked like wine; he actually caused it to become 

wine. There are various theories and doctrines about what 

happens to the bread and wine in the Holy Eucharist, based on 

the fact that Jesus himself declared that they really do become 

his Body and Blood, even though they still look like bread and 

wine on the outside. They haven’t been transformed, their 

appearance hasn’t been altered, but a change in substance has 

taken place. We’ll never know for sure in this life exactly how 

that happens when Jesus (or his priest) speaks his words over 

them. But we do know that in some miraculous way God fills 

the bread and wine with the life of Jesus. But getting back to 

transfiguration… 

Today’s readings present us with a very nice contrast between 

transformation and transfiguration. Every time Moses spent time 

in the direct presence of God, he came away with an unnatural, a 

supernatural, glow. He was surrounded by the full glory of God, 

which was so intense that it stayed with him for a long time after 

he had left God’s presence, and slowly faded away. It’s kind of 

like some light bulbs and a lot of electronic devices. Unlike the 

incandescent bulbs that most of us grew up with, which when 

you turn them off, the light instantly goes out, some of the newer 

technology fades to black over a few seconds. The brilliance of 

God’s glory that was reflected in the face of Moses was so 

intense that the people couldn’t look at him directly. They made 

him wear a veil until the glory faded. The ancient Church 

Fathers teach that it wasn’t because their eyes couldn’t take it, 

but because of their sinfulness that they couldn’t look directly at 

the glory of God, not even as it was reflected in the face of 

Moses, not even with sunglasses, because it wasn’t that kind of 

brilliance.  

In the scene just before what we read today, Moses had said to 

God, “Please show me your glory.” And God said, “I will make 

all my goodness pass before you and will proclaim before you 



my name ‘The Lord.’… But you cannot see my face, for man 

shall not see me and live” (Exodus 33.18-20). So even though Moses 

spent loads of time in God’s presence, he wasn’t able to look 

directly at him because nothing impure can survive that kind of 

experience. And Moses, great and godly man that he was, was 

still a sinner. 

But he was transformed, his appearance was changed, by his 

time spent in the presence of God. It was the holiness that he 

absorbed there that put people off. They should have wanted to 

be transformed in the same way, and many of them did want to. 

That was the purpose of the forty years they spent going in 

circles in the wilderness. Before they were fit to cross over into 

the Promised Land, they had to learn to cast off the old ways, the 

attitudes, the cynicism, the despair and all the other things that 

are common among slaves; and they had to learn the new way of 

living and the new attitude of those who have been redeemed, 

freed from slavery. They needed to be transformed in the way 

they thought and in the way they lived, into a people who 

reflected the glory of the living God, inside and out. But at that 

point they hadn’t learned how to deal with their sins. They 

hadn’t yet learned that a penitent spirit is what makes God’s 

glory attractive rather than repellent. 

In today’s gospel, Jesus isn’t just transformed, not simply made 

to look different; he is transfigured, so that he looks greater and 

more glorious than the ordinary man he appeared to be before. 

He unveiled his true nature. The big difference between what 

happened to him and what happened to Moses is that, whereas 

Moses reflected the glory of God on the surface, what Peter, 

James and John saw was the full glory of God shining directly 

from the source. What was revealed to them on that mountain is 

that the man Jesus is also the true and living God. Moses veiled 

his face to hide the glory of God that he reflected. Jesus kept 

hidden under the veil of his humanity the full glory that he 

possesses as God.  At that moment, he only allowed the inner 

circle of three disciples to see it. The rest of the time he had to 

keep it under wraps in order to carry out his ministry most 



effectively. He wouldn’t have been able to do that had he 

revealed to the whole world what he showed Peter, James and 

John. And his enemies wouldn’t have been able to lay hands on 

him, much less nail him to the cross as the perfect sacrifice for 

all our sin, if they had seen that unveiled divine glory for 

themselves. They would have been terrified. But Jesus doesn’t 

convert people by terror, but by love. 

What does it mean that he was transfigured? First of all, it was a 

reaffirmation that he’s God the Son, and therefore the one who 

will usher in the Kingdom of God. The cloud that surrounded 

him at that moment is a reminder of the cloud that stood in the 

midst of God’s people when they camped in the wilderness and 

that they followed when they were on the move. So it represents 

the fact that God is present among his people in an extraordinary 

way. The appearance of Moses with Jesus at the moment of 

transfiguration represents the law of God, and points to the fact 

that Jesus is the fulfilment of that law. And the presence of 

Elijah, the greatest of the prophets, who didn’t die but was 

carried to heaven in a chariot of fire, represents the fact that 

Jesus is also the fulfilment of everything the prophets preached, 

that he’s the one that they all, from Moses to John the Baptist, 

pointed to. 

Now how does all this apply to us who are followers of Jesus? 

We don’t get to see firsthand the unreflected, unfiltered glory of 

the Lord the way the three disciples did. But we do have their 

testimony, as well as the testimony of St Paul who was blinded 

by the glory of God while on the way to Damascus to persecute 

Christians. And we have the testimony of Moses who reflected 

it, and of Elijah who was caught up in it, and of the rest of the 

prophets who pointed the way to it.  

The lives of people who believe all this testimony, and are 

drawn to Jesus by it, are gradually transformed by it. St Paul 

urges us to resist conforming to the ways of the sinful world, but 

instead to be transformed by the renewing of our minds (Rom 

12.2), by keeping foremost in our minds the love and mercy and 



grace of God, and the witness of his saints. And when these are 

the things that occupy our minds, and change our hearts, they 

will be manifested in what we say and do. We will demonstrate 

the will of God by living it and doing it. In today’s epistle Paul 

talks about how followers of Jesus, rather than hiding from the 

glory of God, will instead gaze on it as much as we can, and 

allow it to transform us into the very thing that we gaze on. In 

that way, the image of God we were created to be will grow 

more and more to resemble the face and the character of Jesus. 

The person who gazes adoringly on the glory of God as revealed 

in his Son will become more and more Christlike. 

That can be a scary thought for a lot of people, because what 

they’ll find is that the more Christlike they become, the more 

off-putting they may become to other people. In my own 

experience, I’ve found that wearing my clerical collar in public 

can prompt various reactions. When I was first ordained, we 

lived in a predominantly Irish, Roman Catholic area where most 

people are very clergy-friendly, much the same as here. Then we 

moved to a city where I noticed I was getting a lot of cold stares, 

and some would go so far as to move away rather than walk 

right past me. That’s because the black shirt with the white 

collar proclaims the Gospel even if the person wearing it may 

not. And even a symbol of the Gospel, like a clerical collar, can 

be off-putting. 

But I’ve also been in situations when I was out of uniform, in 

conversation with a person who uses language and says things 

that he probably wouldn’t if I were wearing my collar. I become 

embarrassed for that person because I know what’s going to 

happen, because it has happened plenty of times. That person 

eventually says, “So what do you do for a living?” When I say, 

“I’m a priest,” then comes the surprised look, and sometimes the 

red face. The veil has been lifted; the glory of the Lord has been 

revealed! Then I have to get pastoral, and do everything I can 

not to appear holier than thou, but to be sympathetic. And I can 

be, because I’ve been in that situation myself a time or two. 

There have been times in my life when I chose to appear more 



worldly than Christlike; and times when my sins got the better of 

me, and I avoided the glory of God because I wasn’t ready for it 

to reveal to me the reality of my own condition.  

And that still happens. I still have things I’m unwilling to let 

God transform for his glory, most Christians do. That’s because 

we’re all works in progress. We’re still in the process of being 

transformed by God’s renewing grace, of “being transformed 

into the same image from one degree of glory to another,” as 

Paul says. It’s hard work. It’s work that will take all our lives for 

God to accomplish, and then some. It’s hard because we’re so 

resistant to God’s transforming grace, because we’re still so in 

love with the way we are, so attached to things we should let go 

of. But it’s glorious work, because the goal is that at the last we 

will behold God face to face. St John says it isn’t perfectly clear 

what God is going to do with us, but when he appears once 

again, and we’re finally able to see him as he is in all his 

unveiled glory, we will recognize that the image of him that we 

bear will by then have been perfected (1Jn 3:2).   

So don’t be afraid of that veiled glory, of that image that you see 

in yourself or in your neighbor. Don’t shy away from it or be 

embarrassed by it. And don’t try to hide it from others, because 

they need to see it. To be able to see what God is doing in you 

will encourage them to do those things in themselves. So 

instead, do what you can to unveil the hidden glory even more. 

That requires above all spending time in the presence of God. 

Make this the most important place you come to, and the most 

important thing you do every week. Immerse yourselves in the 

Word of God. Allow him to fill you with his grace through the 

Sacraments. Learn from your brothers and sisters, and teach 

them too, how to be more Christlike in your thoughts, your 

words and your actions. And especially as Ash Wednesday is 

close, learn how to deal with your sins by participating in Lent 

as fully as possible, by engaging in the penitential disciplines of 

prayer, fasting and almsgiving, and most importantly by loving 

God above all others, and others as yourselves. In the Name of… 
a.m.d.g. 
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