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TRANSFIGURATION OF THE LORD
Fr. Ambrose Bennett, O.S.B.

Today’s gospel tells us of the Transfiguration of Christ, when he took Peter and James
and John to a high mountain and there revealed to them his divine glory. This was a
foretaste of the glory of his risen body and a sign of the dawning of Christ’s Kingdom.
This was true of Jesus’ other miracles, for they were all signs of the Kingdom and
manifestations of his power: yet in his other miracles, Jesus’ majesty was veiled in his
humanity. At the Transfiguration, the veil is lifted for a moment, and the apostles behold
Christ, not in his humiliation but in his splendor as Light from Light and true God from
true God.

Now for the apostles, the Transfiguration was part of their training, an experience that
was meant to lead them to belief in the divinity of Christ and to cling to it, even in the
face of his coming Passion and Death. We know that they were overwhelmed by what
they saw: not only was Jesus transfigured before them, so that his face shone like the sun
and his clothes were brilliant in their whiteness, but Moses and Elijah also appeared in his
company and conversed with Jesus.

Why Moses and Elijah? Because Moses represents the Law and Elijah represents the
Prophets: that is, they represent God’s revelation to Israel, recorded in the Scriptures.
Moses and Elijah also point us to the Resurrection of Christ. Of Elijah, we read in the
Second Book of Kings (2 Kg 2.11) that he was taken up to heaven in a whirlwind, with
chariots and horses of fire. Of Moses, it was a pious belief among Jews that, shortly after
his death, he was also assumed bodily into heaven since, as the Book of Deuteronomy
tells us, no man knew the place of his burial (Dt 34.6). The Letter of Jude (Jude 9) in the
New Testament seems to allude to this pious belief concerning the assumption of Moses
into heaven.

Like Jesus himself, Moses and Elijah, by being taken into heaven, body and soul, had in
some way anticipated the general resurrection. And now, these two, Moses and Elijah,
appear in Jesus’ company, testifying that Jesus is even greater than they; and the very
voice of God speaks out of the cloud, saying: “This is my Son, my Chosen; listen to him”
(Lk 28.35).

According to Catholic tradition, the saints of the Old Testament would not yet have had
the beatific vision of God since Christ had not yet opened the gates of heaven by his
death and resurrection. So the vision of Christ’s glory would be for Moses and Elijah the
foretaste of a supreme joy that would soon be theirs: for they had at last seen the Messiah.

Why, you may ask, did Peter then suggest building three tents or tabernacles on the
mountain? Peter did so because this is what Jews did when they celebrated the Feast of
Tabernacles: they would build tents or temporary dwellings or tabernacles in memory of
the Israelites’ journey through the wilderness on the way to the Promised Land. Devout
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Jews believed that when the Messiah would come, this miracle would be renewed, and
Israel would again dwell in such tents and the presence of God would be manifest among
them once more. Now it may seem strange that they would be nostalgic about that time in
the desert. From a human standpoint, it was a time of great suffering and sorrow: the
Israelites were afflicted with hunger and thirst, they were bitten by serpents, they rebelled
against God and Moses and were punished for it. And yet, despite all that, the Jews
remembered with longing that time when God was so incomparably close to them, when
God led them through the desert in the form of a cloud by day and a pillar of fire by
night, and when God fed them with manna, the bread from heaven. It was that nearness
of God’s presence that was forever burned into Israel’s memory, and which they longed
to see once more in the Messiah’s kingdom.

And so we see what Peter meant: that the age of the Messiah had come at last, that Christ
is the new Moses, and that like the elders who accompanied Moses up to the holy
mountain, so the apostles, too, should remain there with Christ.

St. Luke says that after Peter had spoken, a cloud overshadowed them. The Greek word
for overshadowing is episkiazein; it appears earlier in Luke’s gospel, in the words of the
angel Gabriel to Mary:

The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will
overshadow you; therefore the child to be born will be called holy (Lk 1.35).

The divine overshadowing by the Holy Spirit began with Mary at the Annunciation. At
the Tranfiguration, we see that this overshadowing by the Spirit now includes the saints
of the Old Testament and the apostles of the New Covenant, as well. Peter does not need
to build the Lord a tabernacle, a tent: by becoming man in the womb of Mary, the Lord
has already overshadowed us and pitched his own tent among us. That is the literal
meaning of St. John’s words in the Prologue of his gospel: “And the word became flesh
and pitched his tent among us--tabernacled among us--full of grace and truth” (Jn 1.14).
We see also that salvation in Christ is not liberation from an evil or illusory body, as
many religions have held, but the redemption and sanctification of both body and soul.
This integral redemption and sanctification of mankind began with Mary, when she
assented to the angel’s message, and it has been fulfilled in Our Lady’s bodily
Assumption into Christ’s heavenly glory.

In this life, we are still pilgrims and must still bear the Lord’s Cross, knowing that “our
commonwealth is in heaven, and from it we await a Savior, the Lord Jesus Christ, who
will change our lowly bodies to be like his glorious body, by the power which enables
him even to subject all things to himself” (Phil. 3.20-21). St. Benedict in the Prologue of
his Rule tells us that

if we wish to dwell in the tent of this kingdom, we will never arrive unless we run
there by doing good deeds. But let us ask with the Prophet (Ps. 15.1), Who will
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dwell in your tent, O Lord; who will find rest on your holy mountain? (Rule of St.
Benedict, Prol. 22-24). After this question, brothers, let us listen well to what the
Lord says in reply, for he shows us the way to his tent... Let us open our eyes to
the light that comes from God (the deific light), and our ears to the voice from
heaven that every day calls out this charge: If you hear his voice today, do not
harden your hearts (Ps. 95.8).

Still today, the voice speaks from the luminous cloud, telling us, “This is my beloved
Son; listen to him” (Lk 28.35). At the Transfiguration, we catch a glimpse of the glory of
Christ and of our own destiny: what St. Paul sums up simply as “Christ in you, the hope
of glory” (Col. 1.27).



