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PRAYER. 

We come this morning to a gospel story that you might say falls under the heading of, “And now for 
something completely different”!   I don’t know about your experience, but one seems to hear very 
few sermons on it.  Protestant churches and Biblical scholars have long struggled with this story and 
proposed far-fetched theories to cope with it. Modern readers tend to find it sticks out of the earthly 
Jesus narrative like a sore thumb. There is no doubt that it seems one of a kind.  

But what sort of story is it? What might it mean to say that Jesus took three disciples on a hike up a 
high mountain, where they saw him conversing with two men identified as Moses and Elijah, and 
where they finally heard the voice of God naming Jesus as the Son of God?  

Readers in the early church saw in this story a visionary event for which the disciples needed to be 
granted an exceptional divine gift of perception. Icons depict the disciples as confused and unsure 
where to look. It wasn’t a public event open to curious passers-by, like you can walk up to gawk at a 
traffic accident or watch a hot air balloon touching down. This vision really did present for those 
three disciples an astonishing encounter with the glorified Jesus, but it doesn’t seem to be an event of 
the sort that might do much for the cameras of the News at Ten. 

The story is not included in John’s gospel – and yet in a way if the point is Jesus showing his glory to 
the disciples, the testimony that “we have seen his glory” is a theme explicitly and richly spread like 
Nutella all over the Johannine toast.  Perhaps John doesn’t need the Transfiguration because it is 
everywhere. 

But the story is clearly pivotal to all three of the other gospels. Luke seems concerned to reassure us 
that this is not some weird hallucination or dream: he tells us in verse 32 that it was when the 
disciples were fully awake that they saw the glory of Jesus and the two men standing with him.  
Given that those two lived a thousand years earlier, it seems clear that Luke wants us to grasp the 
reality and truth of what is happening in this divinely granted vision.  

In Luke as in the other gospels, visionary experience of God is a regular staple of the ministry of 
Jesus. Jesus saw heaven opened at his baptism, he saw Satan falling from Heaven as the sick were 
healed and Demons were driven out, and later in the gospel he invites even the High Priest to see the 
Son of Man sitting at the right hand of the heavenly Power. 

We can easily see that this story in the very centre of the gospel narrative connects the beginning 
with the end: it follows the divine voice at the Baptism with God’s declaration that he alone is the 
Beloved Son who is in fellowship with Moses and Elijah but also superior to them. And the 
transformation of his face and clothes into brightly shining glory anticipates his heavenly glory that 
Luke speaks about in the Resurrection (24.26) and Ascension of Jesus (cf. Acts 7.55).  

The reference to Moses and Elijah pointed clearly to the fact that this is not a sideshow in the 
Galilean ministry of Jesus, but it is a powerful “whole Bible” story – a story about the role of Jesus 
in God’s plan for his people’s redemption in history. 

Moses and Elijah were Israel’s two greatest prophets, and in the first-century context they also stand 
for the two parts of the Hebrew Bible or the Old Testament, the Law and the prophetic books. The 
books of Moses and the books of the prophets point to Jesus and speak about him; he is the promised 
prophet like Moses and he is the one whom the promised return of Elijah announces. In a similar 
way the apostle Paul talks about the law and the prophets ‘testifying’ to Jesus. Ancient Jewish stories 
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repeatedly feature Moses, Elijah and other biblical figures conversing with famous rabbis or with the 
coming Messiah.  

There is a powerful significance in the fact that Moses and Elijah turn up “in glorious splendour” to 
discuss with Jesus “his departure which he was about to bring to fulfilment in Jerusalem”. The word 
“departure” in Greek is the word “Exodus” – the same word that describes the liberation and 
redemption of Israel from slavery in Egypt. The law and the prophets are in important ways about the 
future hope and liberation of Israel, and therefore also about the Messiah. 

In the Old Testament both Moses and Elijah ascend Mount Sinai to receive revelation and worship in 
the presence of the Lord. In Exodus 24 Moses is instructed to take the three men Aaron, Nadab and 
Abihu up the mountain where they see God and worship him. On that occasion 70 elders of Israel are 
also present to observe from a distance – perhaps a little like we as the readers of the story observe 
the amazing events of the Transfiguration.  

In Exodus as in our story, the voice of God is heard directly to speak on the mountain.  

In addition to Exodus 24, there is then the powerful account in our Old Testament reading from 
chapter 34. You may remember that after the idolatry of the golden calf Moses had in anger smashed 
the original tables of the commandments at the foot of Mount Sinai. But then Moses went back up 
the mountain and worshipped as God descended in the cloud to stand on Mount Sinai, proclaimed his 
name as the merciful Lord and renewed his covenant with the people. The Ten Commandments were 
written again on two new tablets of stone. In our Old Testament reading Moses then descends from 
the mountain. And we hear that his face was “radiant” because he had spoken with the Lord – a 
radiance too bright to look at, reflecting the glory of the Lord (v 29).  

In the case of Jesus, both his face and his clothes are transformed into a bright light as he prays. The 
Transfiguration is clearly a “prayer event”: and it is almost as if the communion of the Father and the 
Son is manifested in a light that shines from the very being of Jesus. You might say in the case of 
Moses his face shines because God has spoken to him: the light that makes his face shine comes 
from the outside, from God who speaks to him from the cloud. In the case of Jesus, it seems as if he 
shines from the inside – the light is not a reflection but as the creed puts it he is “light from light”.1 
Christian art through the centuries has similarly presented Jesus as a source of light, from depictions 
of his birth to his death, resurrection and ascension.  

In the middle of his earthly ministry Jesus is transfigured in glory and the divine voice declares him 
(v. 35) to be “my son whom I have chosen; listen to him.” This is the gospel’s clearest confirmation 
of Jesus’s divine Sonship.  It is an astonishing glimpse of his heavenly light and future glory – in the 
midst of a story that is already full of the gathering dark clouds of conflict.  

You may have wondered about that strange statement of Peter in verse 33: “Master, it is good for us 
to be here. Let us put up three shelters—one for you, one for Moses and one for Elijah.” (He did not 
know what he was saying.)” What is that about? The reference to tents or shelters, and to the eight 
days at the beginning of the passage, has reminded many commentators since antiquity of the week-
long Jewish autumn festival of Tabernacles. Jews live in purpose-built outdoor shelters for the 
duration of the festival to remind them both of the temporary accommodation during the Exodus 
from Egypt but also of the heavenly shelters or “Tabernacles” in which God’s people would dwell in 
the world to come. Peter has seen a glimpse of the kingdom of God and it seems to him as if this is 
the only appropriate way to respond now that the time of the Messiah has clearly come. Just as 
John’s gospel says that the Word of God became flesh and “tabernacle” among us, so here it seems 
to Peter that it’s time to start the glorious final celebration of the heavenly tabernacles. 

                                                            
1  So Benedict XVI, Jesus, 2:310. 
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The story ends with Moses and Elijah departing and only Jesus being left when the heavenly voice 
from the cloud declares him to be the chosen son of God.  

But just as Moses and Elijah were talking about the departure of Jesus, so earlier in the chapter we 
have already heard that Jesus has come to the attention of his enemy Herod Antipas (9.9) and Jesus 
has alerted his disciples to his forthcoming suffering and rejection. In some ways this closing 
heavenly voice offers the most powerful answer to the question Herod asks: “John the Baptist I 
beheaded; but who is this about whom I hear such things?” The story shows not only that Jesus is the 
son of God, but that in becoming human and coming down from the mountain to die on the cross he 
does not cease to be divine. The Jesus of the gospels is not just a wise or gentle teacher, but the 
Messiah and the son of God whose heavenly glory shines its radiance into our lives through his death 
and resurrection.  

Just as Jesus calls the disciples up the mountain to pray with him and catch a glimpse of who he truly 
is, so his call in the midst of a busy life to pray with him on the mountain extends to us. He invites us 
with the disciples into the fellowship of his conversation with Moses and Elijah and the radiance of 
his face as God’s chosen Son. And he offers us his own transforming presence concretely in the 
physical bread and wine of holy Communion.  

He took Peter, John and James with him and went up onto a mountain to pray. As he was 
praying, the appearance of his face changed, and his clothes became as bright as a flash of 
lightning. Two men, Moses and Elijah, appeared in glorious splendor, talking with 
Jesus. They spoke about his departure, which he was about to bring to fulfillment at 
Jerusalem…  A voice came from the cloud, saying, “This is my Son, whom I have chosen; 
listen to him.” 

 

AMEN 


