
Second Sunday of Lent: The Transfiguration 

St. Matthew’s Gospel; 17:1-9 

St. Patrick’s feast day is this coming Friday and years ago I read a wonderful story regarding his great 

ability evangelizing the pagan tribes of Ireland to Christianity. During the baptismal rite of one tribal king and 

his household to the faith, St. Patrick processed through rows of tribal members with his miter and large 

shepherd’s staff. To make an impression on all the tribes people, he would lift his staff and pound it onto the 

ground as he processed through.  

At one point, passing the king, he unknowingly pounded his staff into the king’s foot breaking some 

bones. Patrick unaware of what had happened continued the ritual while the king stood stoically beside him. 

When the Mass had ended, Patrick asked why the king hadn’t said anything, the king responded, “I thought it 

was part of the ceremony.” 

St. Paul writes to Timothy in the second reading this weekend, “Bear your share of the hardship for the 

Gospel with the strength that comes from God.” He may not have imagined a broken foot as a price for 

baptism, but interesting how the King would have endured whatever was asked to be baptized and enter into 

the life of the church.  

Perhaps it signifies what can happen when we have an encounter with the Living God, an epiphany 

that begins to move our heart and soul, shake the foundations of our life, refocus our priorities and move us in 

entirely different directions. This encounter ultimately is the experience of love, divine love that charges our 

entire being from head to toe and everything in between.  

In many ancient cultures, mountain tops were considered the border between heaven and earth. 

Remnants of that thought continue to live with us in our own day and we often refer to “heaven” as “up” and 

“hell” as “down”. Mountain tops were significant for ancient Israel and many of their epiphany moments took 

place on the mountain top. Both Moses and Elijah encountered God on the top of Mount Horeb.  

Moses, a fugitive from Egyptian justice, was shepherding the flock of Jethro his father-in-law when he 

witnessed a bush aflame but not consumed by the fire. God revealed himself to Moses from the burning bush 

and his vocation of liberator and leader began from there. Elijah was also a fugitive from an evil king of Israel 

and sought refuge on Mount Horeb. Elijah already knew God, and God consoled him and protected him from 

the evil that hunted him down. 

In the gospel, Jesus brings three of his disciples to the mountain top and is transfigured before them. 

There is one point to be made clearly. This gospel passage is not about Jesus having an epiphany experience of 

God on the mountain top. Rather, this gospel passage is about the three disciples having an epiphany 

experience of God on the mountain top. Jesus is their epiphany experience of God. Moses and Elijah appear 

witnessing to them that the Lord God they experienced on Mount Horeb is the Lord God the disciples are 

experiencing as well.  

The revelation of God calling Moses from a daily life of shepherding and returning to Egypt 

shepherding an enslaved people to freedom is the same revelation the disciples experience on the mountain 

top. The revelation of God to the Prophet Elijah on the mountain consoling him as a tiny whispering wind, is 



the same revelation of God the disciples experience as Jesus’ touches them and tells them “Rise and do not be 

afraid”. 

Moses and Elijah captivated in awe with God in their life on earth remain in such captivating awe in 

heaven for all eternity. The disciples witness Moses’ and Elijah’s continuing immersion in divine glory. For 

centuries, Catholic theologians referred to this as “the beatific vision”, the souls of saints gazing upon the face 

of God; divine glory of pure love. The experience of overwhelming divine love moved all our protagonists off 

the mountain and letting go of everything, to go where God sent them.  

Abraham moved from the familiarity of his tribe and village to the unknown and unfamiliar after 

experiencing God. Moses moved from Mt. Horeb back to Egypt after his encounter with God. Elijah moved off 

the mountain and back to confronting corrupt and evil monarchs after his encounter with God. Peter, James 

and John move down the mountain and back to following Jesus after their epiphany with Jesus.  

Moses and Elijah, Peter, James and John, and now the Apostolic Tradition and millennia of faithful 

witness to all of us the God they encountered on mountain tops and along the paths and roadways from 

Galilee to Jerusalem is the God we worship today. The God they encountered as Risen and glory following the 

horror of Calvary is the same God we encounter today.  

The encounter that fulfilled all their dreams, desires and aspirations in their day and time is the same 

encounter that can and will fulfill all our dreams, desires and aspirations as well. The vision on the mountain 

top is also rich in baptismal imagery as well bringing its importance into the Lenten Season. The voice from the 

heavens repeats many of the same words spoken from the heavens at Jesus’ baptism in the River Jordan, “This 

is my beloved Son in whom I am well pleased.” For the disciples’ sake are the added words, “Listen to him.” 

The God we encounter in the sacramental life of the Church is the same God they encountered. The 

God we worship most especially in The Eucharist is the same God they worshipped and continue to worship in 

the halls of heaven.  

The Catholic Church’s sacramental life serves to open our mind’s imagination to the powerful 

movements of God in the ordinary and extraordinary moments of daily life. Our rituals, rich in imagery, also 

utilize the basic substances of daily life: bread, water, oil, wine, fire, language and human touch.  

All this helps open us to divine presence within and around us. As the late Father Andrew Greeley 

wrote, “Catholicism has always stood for the accessibility of God in the world. God is more like the world than 

unlike it.” 

There is no doubt that many experience God powerfully in their daily lives. God encounters folks on 

mountain tops and at kitchen tables; in daily walks, visits with family, spending time with a dying loved one or 

friend, in the workplace and at the vacation spot. God is everywhere and is revealed in both ordinary and 

extraordinary life moments. 

But the sacramental life of the Church continually holds the memory of all the Risen Lord’s saving 

actions, making them present and accessible, especially at the Eucharist. Here the Church encounters the 

Living God both as community and as individuals. The sacramental life of the Church blurs the border between 

heaven and earth, letting our lives and the lives of the saints remain in communion while not visible. 



The glory of divine love revealed to Moses and Elijah; as well as Peter, James and John is the same 

divine glory poured out into the sacraments, most especially the Eucharist. From this we draw the meaning 

and purpose of our life, the vocation for our life and from this we draw the hope of eternal life, of life never 

ending.  

Our baptism gives us hope at the same time it makes a claim for our lives. Remaining on the mountain 

top as Peter suggests is not an option. The sacramental life is meant to accompany us in our daily life, 

faithfully living out our baptismal commitments. As we prepare to renew our baptismal promises at Easter, let 

us spend the remainder of Lent paying attention to the Lord’s presence in our daily life by opening the ears of 

our hearts and listening to the beloved Son of the Father in heaven.  

 

 

 

 

   


