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“And while he was praying, the appearance of his face 

changed, and his clothes became dazzling white.” 

May I speak to you in the name of God: Father, Son, and 

Holy Spirit. AMEN 

 One of the earliest iconographic representations of the 

Transfiguration, the event detailed in today’s gospel, still in 

existence is located in the apse of St Catherine’s monastery, 

Sinai. The mosaic spans the vault above, Christ in the center, 

flanked on his far right and left by Moses and Elijah, with the 

three disciples cowering in fear below. The image dates back 

to the late sixth century, unique in that it survived the two 

iconoclasms which would wrack the Byzantine world in the 

next two centuries. It is also noteworthy in that this icon 

represents the establishment of one key artistic feature which 

has become essential in the visual telling of the 

Transfiguration.  

 I refer, of course, to the mandorla. Literally Italian for 

‘almond’, the sharp oval, usually blue, surrounding Christ 

might initially be perceived as an oversized halo, but this 

distinctive feature is not decorative in function. Rather, the 

mandorla is an instruction to the viewer to perceive the event 

depicted as one which transcends space and time, occurring 



in the eternal Now, representing an eternal Truth breaking 

through the veil between Heaven and Earth. The presence of 

the mandorla in an icon is a statement that the event 

depicted is imminent, unbound by any barrier which might 

keep the light of Transfiguration from reaching our own eyes. 

The mandorla is an instruction to us that the light of the 

Transfiguration reaches us too, even now.  

 A few years ago on this last Sunday in Epiphany, I 

shared with you the words of Maximus the Confessor as he 

made meaning of this text.  

Maximus suggests with others that many of us 

misunderstand what is happening here, when Jesus is 

transfigured into dazzling figure. We imagine a switch in 

Heaven was flipped to turn on the lights, or, more seriously, 

that Jesus in some way summoned the Divine Light which is 

his by nature and chose to shine. No says Maximus; it was not 

Jesus who changed, but his sleeping, bumbling disciples. 

More precisely, one might say it was the eyes of the disciples 

which were transfigured to see the Light which was already in 

their midst, a light which they did not have eyes to see. The 

startling flash of the Transfiguration was, for the disciples, 

both a physical and spiritual awakening. 



In the words of Paul in 2 Corinthians, the 

Transfiguration is the lifting of a veil to see what truly *is*, a 

recognition of a deeper spiritual reality underpinning our 

existence which lies beyond the immediate, the physical, or 

the visible. It is the knowledge that the sacred is not confined 

only to temples, behind veils in a hidden chamber, but is 

active and present among us in the most ordinary aspects of 

our lives. To go further, this Transfiguration is in some ways 

the realization of the presence of the sacred and the luminous 

in the parts of our lives which feel profane and shrouded in 

darkness, completely antithetical to what our senses or 

emotions might tell us.  

 It’s for this reason I find the scene which immediately 

follows the Transfiguration to be so striking. No sooner have 

Jesus and his disciples descended the mountain, their eyes 

still seeing sunspots perhaps, when they are met by the 

distraught father of a demon possessed boy.  

The immediate contrast between the two scenes in this 

text is wonderfully captured by Raphael’s final painting 

produced, one of the Transfiguration. No mandorla is to be 

seen like in eastern iconography. Rather, the top two thirds of 

the painting are filled by a radiant Christ and his retinue, 



while the lower third depicts the scene to follow, with the 

remaining disciples and the father and his troubled son 

shrouded in deep darkness. The events which occur at the 

bottom of the mountain exist in direct correspondence to the 

Transfiguration at the top. Let me rephrase this: The 

Transfiguration on the mountaintop happens precisely 

because of and for that which is to happen in the darkness 

below. Jesus makes this clear when he refuses Peter’s request 

to build dwellings and stay up on the mountain; 

transfiguration does not occur for its own, or our own sake 

exclusively. We are given new eyes, new light precisely because 

we are called to be present in the darkest moments of life. 

 This imperative is why Jesus has such sharp words 

when the father of the troubled boy approaches him: “You 

faithless and perverse generation, how much longer must I be 

with you and bear with you? Bring your son here.” The words, 

I would suggest, are not for the father but for the disciples 

who had waited down below, the ones to whom the father 

refers when he says: “I begged your disciples to cast it out, but 

they could not.” In the face of great darkness, they did not 

have eyes to see the Light which was there; the veil remained. 

Perhaps their faith was hindered by shock, or fear, or a 



rational assumption that nothing they could do would have 

any impact. They were not yet transfigured. 

 I fear that most of the time, I am more like the 

disciples at the base of the mountain, the disciples which 

could not heal, could not act in the face of such darkness.  

So often I am paralyzed by cynicism or despair in the 

name of realism, the veil of what surrounds me prohibiting 

me from seeing what truly IS and WILL BE. But by virtue of 

my baptism, I am, we are called to more. We as the Church 

are called to be ambassadors of Christ, God’s pledge to the 

world that we are not forsaken. 

Just a few nights ago, I watched  as Ukrainian 

president Volodymyr Zelensky, in encouraging his people to 

defend their capital, Kyiv, promised that the night would be 

long and difficult, but that the dawn would still come. I hear 

a distinct echo of the words of Paul to the Romans, words we 

read in Advent: “The night is far gone, the day is near.” 

Christians are called to be people of resolve and service, 

people over whom despair has no power, especially when the 

days are dark.  

The gathering darkness is easy to see. I’ll admit I am 

tired of living in historic times, but these are the moments for 



which we are called, for which we are transfigured…when 

darkness looms and we do not know the way forward. 

John Yoder describes the way forward in the darkness 

in his book, ‘The Priestly Kingdom’: 

 “We still do not see that the world has been set 

straight. We still have no proof that right is right. We still 

have not found a bridge or a way to leap from historical 

uncertainty to some other more solid base that would oblige 

people to believe or make our own believing sure. “As it is, we 

do not see everything in subjection to him. But we do see 

Jesus, revealing the grace of God by tasting death for 

everyone.” 

 We see Jesus, a Jesus who is transfigured, a Jesus who 

descends into the darkness, even the darkness of death for us. 

We see Jesus in the darkness with us.  

 May our eyes be transfigured to see Jesus when our 

world is dark and threatening, when light seems to have 

abandoned us completely. May we receive the gift of faith to 

serve and heal anew as we make our prayer: “I believe. Lord, 

help my unbelief.”  

AMEN. 
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