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“I believed even when I said, ‘I am completely crushed.’”  Psalm 116: 10

The story of the Transfiguration of Jesus is told in all three of the Synoptic gospels, that is the gospels according to Matthew, Mark and Luke. That this is true tells us a good deal about how important this story was in addressing the concerns of the early Christian community. Jewish and Gentile Christians were caught up in the euphoria of Jesus as the resurrected and vindicated Messiah who led the way for all of them to the glory of the reign of God. The image of Jesus on the mountaintop in dazzling glory with Moses and Elijah served to make the “good news” believable. But, as Jesus pointed out on the way down from the mountaintop, experiencing that kind of glory wasn’t all there was to the story. Following Jesus does not mean that life is without its trials.

I am reminded of a dear friend of Spencer’s and mine, someone we had known from young adulthood. He was a bright and perceptive young man, a fine and dedicated naval officer who left a promising career in the Navy to go home to help his parents. He married and became a wonderful husband and father. He was ethical in his banking career even when many around him were not. He got caught up in the savings and loan scandal through no fault of his own, and found himself having to move his family from Nashville, Tennessee to the Washington area to find a good job to support his family. He worked long and hard, and succeeded very well in his work of managing the IRA’s of the many employees of the Inter-American Development Bank in Washington, DC. Then, having saved carefully for many years, at the age of 73, he retired. He had been a popular figure, so many colleagues attended his farewell party given by the bank. Finally, it was time to retire and enjoy the good life! Only, it happened that six weeks later, he was rushed to the hospital with what appeared to be a stroke (from which he seemed to recover miraculously and very quickly). His hospitalization and emergency surgery occurred on a Sunday, and the following Wednesday (Ash Wednesday), he was phoning me and asking me to bring him ashes at the hospital! Ten months later, while visiting his new granddaughter in Tennessee, he collapsed and was rushed to the hospital on Christmas Eve with what turned out to be diagnosed as a glioblastoma – a nearly always fatal tumor of the brain. Euphoria over the “miraculous recovery” had turned to fear and dread over the reality that he was to suffer and to die.

Jesus, coming down the mountain wrestled with his reality - that he was both son of Adam (tha tis, human) and son of God (divinity incarnate); jesus wrestled with the reality that he was destined for suffering and contempt as well as for the glory that goes with messiahship. The newly founded church, for its part, was struggling mightily with how to reconcile their own incertitude, their own suffering at the hands of detractors – how to reconcile this with their solid belief that Jesus was the Way to God and God’s reign of justice and peace. As it is written in Mark’s gospel, “What could this rising from the dead mean?”

What is Jesus trying to tell the disciples about this? Is he perhaps saying that as his followers we need to make room for paradox in our lives as we live out our faith? Is he reminding us that Christians are not exempt from complexity in their lives? And that the truth is that questions really and truly actually belong at the very center of our faith lives? 


Looking at the reactions of the disciples to Jesus’ unsettling words, let’s try to imagine the memories, and the questions of the disciples as they made their way down the mountain. Perhaps they were remembering the high moments of Jesus’ ministry – the healings, the crowds and all the affirmations of Jesus during the course of his ministry; the calming of the waves and the storm; maybe they thought of their own risk-taking in following Jesus, and the fact that they did not always quite understand what he was about. And now, this appearing of Jesus in dazzling white with Moses and Elijah! What a whirlwind of experiences – even this magnificent but also terrifying experience on the mountaintop. Rather like a rollercoaster ride! Then, on top of everything else, Jesus tells them not to tell anyone! So much mystery! So many unanswered questions! All of a sudden, the disciples begin to realize that the glory manifest on the mountaintop does not reveal the full identity of Jesus or of his messiahship. What is also foreshadowed is sacrifice, suffering, loneliness and rejection. And it means that discipleship invites Jesus’ followers to participate in that suffering too. This kind of discipleship is not easy to embrace. But this challenging teaching also offers comfort. It reminds listeners that suffering does not indicate the absence of God. It can, in reality, encourage faithful servants and reassure them that the one who suffers with them is also the Holy Anointed One who reigns in glory. The disciples get a brief glimpse of this glory on the mountaintop; Jesus’ post-Easter followers know the glory of his resurrection. And that knowledge of resurrection and the promise it contains can sustain all believers down through the ages through times of suffering. My friend Tom knew that, and was able to persevere through his time of suffering with the glioblastoma – living each day to the fullest and rejoicing that God was in it with him. Suffering may be part of the story, but it is not the final word.

We Christians are being challenged by today’s scriptures not to resist the idea of a suffering Messiah and its implications for our discipleship. In the words of St. Paul, “If God is for us, who can be against us?....Who can separate us from the love of Christ?” Yes, it is true that a cloud overshadowed the dazzling moment of glory experienced by the disciples on the mountaintop, but that is only to say that living the life of faith can be a bit like traveling in a cloud. The life of faith can be called a life that entails becoming increasingly at home with the sometimes hiddenness of God!
