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2 Corinthians 4:1-10

Transfiguration Sunday

February 14, 2021

“Six days later, Jesus took with him Peter and James and John, and led them up a 

high mountain apart, by themselves.  And he was transfigured before them.  And his 

clothes became dazzling white, such as no one on earth could bleach them.  And there 

appeared to them Elijah with Moses who were talking with Jesus.”

...

Siblings in Christ, what if I had a time machine? What if I took you back to 54 

AD, plopped you down in front of some early Christians in a Corinthian house church 

and said, “Explain this story to us.” What would you say?

Would you quote a hymn about staying on the mountaintop versus going back into

the valley? Would you compare Jesus’ ministry to Moses’? Would you note that we are 

poised on the edge of Lent, less than two months from Easter Sunday? Would you quote 

from Mark?

I think you might struggle a little, and you have the benefit of two thousand years 

of Christian thought. You stand on the shoulders of countless Gospel writers, hymn 

writers, theologians, Sunday School teachers, mystics, and poets.
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Standing before the Corinthian church in 54 AD, Paul has none of this. The first 

Gospel account, Mark’s, will not be written for another ten years. Paul has some stories 

about Jesus, his rabbinic training, and his own mystical experience of the risen Christ. 

From these he tries to found and form a Church. He has to tell, and to interpret, the 

stories of Jesus.

It isn’t easy, and he has competition.

Those who Paul refers to as “super-apostles” preach a gospel of power and glory. 

The Christian life, to hear them tell it, is a endless series of peak experiences. They go 

from strength to strength. Asked to interpret the Transfiguration, I imagine they might 

interpret the blinding light of the transfigured Christ as a promise: “You too can have 

this power!” 

In comparison to their message of power and glory and blinding light, they laugh 

at Paul’s struggles and sneer that if Paul’s Gospel has any light to shed, it is dim, and 

veiled by his own shortcomings. 

Their Gospel sounds much more appealing. I could do with some light. I could do 

with some power and glory and unqualified success.

Couldn’t we all?
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Our doctors and nurses and hospital staff across Canada are stretched to the limit 

and beyond by the pandemic as critically-ill patients pour into hospital wards, some of 

them cursing the staff and insisting that the disease which is crippling them is a hoax.

Our teachers are either trying to revamp lesson plans and deliver them remotely, 

or are teaching twenty to thirty maskless children in a classroom during a pandemic

Meanwhile our children themselves are adapting and trying to learn and grow 

while all the adults around them are coping with unprecedented stress.

I’m tired, you’re tired, we’re all tired.

But to be a Christian is to be powerful and successful.

We’re pretty poor Christians. We’re pretty pathetic.

We’re...a lot like Paul, actually.

We’re fallible, we’re human, we’re doing our best to make sense of a situation 

that’s unprecedented in our lifetimes.

So Paul does his best to interpret the new thing that God has done in Christ. Paul 

knows the story of Jesus’ transfiguration. He also knows that, instead of descending 

from the mountain still glowing like a sun and laying waste to the Roman army, Jesus 

instead died naked and alone on a cross. And Paul knows that, like us, most of his fellow

Christians live lives of mixed success and failure, happiness and grief, two steps forward

and two steps back. 
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Thinking about Moses and Elijah’s presence with Jesus on the mountain, he 

recalls the veil over Moses’ face. During the Exodus from Egypt, when Moses went up 

the mountain or into the tabernacle to speak with God, he would emerge with his face 

shining with the reflected glory of God. The people were awed and frightened by this 

display of power, and so he veiled his face. If the light of God was not visible to them, it 

had nothing to do with Moses.

Similarly, if the light of the Gospel is not visible in Paul’s face, it is no fault of 

Paul’s. Many of us are not able to see this light. We are blinded, says Paul, by the god of 

this world. Paul doesn’t explain this phrase, but I wonder if it’s not the systematized 

power of sin: that is to say, our Pandemic exhaustion, our fear of loss, and not least, the 

pernicious idea that if we are not always on top of our game and on top of the heap, then

there is something wrong with us.

This veil, in fact, is the idea that we are the source of our own light. But we are 

not. Paul takes seriously the Transfiguration story and its Hebrew parallels in ways that 

the superapostles do not. Moses shines with the reflected light of God. Elijah, perhaps 

the greatest prophet of the Hebrew bible and the prophesied forerunner of the Messiah, 

preached with the power of God. If Jesus stands in their august company, then he too is 

illuminated not by his own light, as a remarkable human being or as a god in his own 

right, but is illuminated by the glory of God.
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If Paul is merely and very human, with faults and failures like the rest of us, then 

his contrast with the glory of God makes that light reflect and shine all the more 

brightly. If we are not powerful and living glorious lives, that does not disprove the 

glory of God; rather it highlights the glory of God because it makes it clear that the light 

does not come from us.

With the benefit of two thousand years of faith and meditation and experience, we

know that this is not the light of glorious and untarnished victory, but the light which 

shines in the darkness. It is the light of the journey in the wilderness. It is the light that 

shines in the hospital room, in the classroom, in our children’s eyes and our parents’ 

tears, in our Lenten journey, in the cross.

It is the light of God. It is the light of hope, and it shines all the more brightly in 

the midst of our fear.

Amen.
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