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(Mt 17:1-9) 

 Jesus takes Peter, James, and John – the three apostles who will be the 
“pillars” of the early Church (Gal 2:9) – and strengthens them with a vision of his 
glory.  These same apostles will shortly witness his face transfigured in agony in 
Gethsemane.  Throughout history, God strengthens the saints He has chosen for a 
great work; He gives them a vision of Himself, an experience of heaven while still 
on earth.  This was true of the patriarchs and prophets in the Old Testament, 
especially Moses who entered the cloud of glory on Mt Sinai, but also Abraham, 
Elijah, Isaiah, Jeremiah, and many others.  In the case of Moses, the transfiguration 
experience left his own face shining with God’s glory, so that it had to be veiled 
(Ex 34:29-35).   

 It has also been doubly true for the saints of the New Testament, beginning 
with the disciples who witnessed Jesus in his Resurrection, St. Stephen at his 
martyrdom, and St. Paul at his conversion.  Famous among the saints who 
experienced profound mystical experiences of God in order to strengthen them for 
their work on earth were St. Catherine of Siena and St. Teresa of Avila.  Yesterday 
(March 7) the Church celebrated the memorial of SS. Perpetua and Felicity, two 
young women who were martyred by wild beasts in the arena of Carthage in 203 
A.D.  While in prison awaiting their death, God visited them with visions of glory 
to strengthen them, so that even on the day of martyrdom they were hardly aware 
of their surroundings and the terrible things being suffered.   

 In order to prepare for the passion, and take up the cross on the long journey 
to Jerusalem, Jesus prepares his closest disciples with a vision of strength and 
encouragement.  As stated in the Preface for this Sunday, he showed them by this 
vision that “the Passion leads to the glory of the Resurrection.”  Once a man has 
seen God’s glory more directly, or experienced more directly some taste of heaven, 
even if only briefly, he is forever changed on earth.  The world loses its luster and 
attraction, the devil loses his ability to easily tempt.  Obstacles and difficulties 
cannot compare to the pain of being without that mystical experience.   

 Peter exclaims, “Lord, it is good to be here!” And offers to set up permanent 
tents for Jesus, Moses, and Elijah.  Jesus says it cannot be so, they must descend 
the mountain and continue the journey.  However, if you go to the Holy Land 
today and visit the mountain where the Transfiguration took place, you will see 
that a community of Franciscans, as well as a monastery of Greek Orthodox monks 
live on the site permanently.  They are able to remain in the place that Peter could 
not!  And today there is in fact a great basilica erected for Jesus, with side chapels 
for Moses and Elijah.  The Transfiguration echoes to this day.   
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 Every Christian needs the Transfiguration, not just the great saints of old.  
Every Christian is called to change the world, even if only in his local community, 
and every Christian is called to take up the Cross and follow the Lord in his 
Passion and death, to the glory of Resurrection.  God strengthens every disciple 
according to his need, blessing him with the personalized vision of Himself needed 
to separate him from the world and fortify him against evil.  This takes place most 
especially through the Mass, and other sacraments.   

 Whenever we come to Church, it is like the invitation of Jesus to his apostles 
to come away from the world for a while and ascend to the presence of the Father.  
Every Mass is an opportunity to enter that sacred conversation between Jesus, 
Moses, and Elijah.  The first Scripture reading at Mass is always taken from the 
“Law and the Prophets” of the Old Testament.  It is followed by the Gospel which 
always gives the words of Jesus.  The biblical readings reveal to us the mystery of 
who Jesus is, and show us the glory of God shining through his deeds.  And in the 
sacrament of his Body and Blood we are brought into the communion of Father, 
Son, and Holy Spirit which the apostles experienced on the mountain.   

 For the most part, this experience remains veiled.  But every once in a while, 
as God determines and as the three apostles were fortunate to experience on this 
day, the “veil” is briefly lifted.  We do not know when that will occur for us, but 
we come to Mass every time with an open readiness, and an attentiveness to the 
word of God.  Most often, the strengthening vision takes place in our lives in a 
silent and gentle way, without any explicit awareness on our part.   

 As we continue this journey of Lent, let us be open to God’s invitation to us 
in the Mass, and let us be encouraged and strengthened every time we receive the 
Holy Sacrament.  God is with us, and we are chosen to share the glory of His 
beloved Son.   

 

  


