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Just as on every 1st Sunday of Lent we hear some version of Jesus being tempted in 
the desert by Satan, on every 2nd Sunday of Lent we hear some version of Jesus 
being transfigured. Biblically what is going on in today’s gospel is called a 
‘theophany’ … an event in which God makes an appearance to a particular 
individual. Other theophany stories are God appearing to Moses in the burning 
bush, and God appearing to Elijah not in the mighty wind, not in the earthquake, 
but in the gentle breeze. I do not have any personal ‘theophany’ story to tell you, 
nor do I have a 'theophany story' from the life of someone else. I have read, 
however, that the reason such stories are so rarely reported is not that theophanies 
don’t happen in the lives of people today, but that we tend to block them from 
happening in our lives. Of course that made me wonder why I don't have anything 
to tell you from my own experience. 

So, today we can at least look at why theophanies do occur in people lives (at all). 
The answer to this is rather simple, it seems. God appears to us in these 
extraordinary ways because He wants to commission us to some new role or status 
on his behalf. After the burning bush experience, Moses would lead his people to 
freedom through the Red Sea. And after recognizing God in the gentle breeze 
Elijah was sent to anoint new leaders and kings to look after God’s people. When 
you and I do not recognize God in our lives today, we also cannot pick up on what 
God is calling each of us to do, …. what God is calling each of us to become. 

Just a couple of weeks ago, I asked us to think about when and how we know that 
we are in the presence of God. It is easy for us to feel and say this when things are 
going well. But I also asked that weekend, will I still know it is God when we see 
him on the cross … bleeding and dying. All of us have been shocked, and maybe 
even angered, by the atrocities of the ISIS beheadings, etc., as well we should be. 
There are other events in life that should shock us as well …the abuse scandal 
within our Church, the trafficking of people for slave-type labor and for 
prostitution, the high rate of abuse in our homes, etc. But are we as shocked by the 
suffering and death of Jesus? Do I acknowledge the pain and humiliation of his 
suffering and death enough to indeed be shocked by it? 

Many years ago while teaching at Wahlert High School I remember a student 
expressing such shock out loud in class. I do not remember the student’s name. I 
only that it was a boy, and that he was sitting very near the front of the classroom, 



maybe even in the front row. I also remember that he was new to the Catholic 
school scene. I don't know if he was a fully initiated Catholic or not. We were 
probably doing a unit on Jesus, .. his life, his teachings, his miracles, etc. One day 
when I mentioned that the people put Jesus to death, the boy made the connection 
between what I said and the crucifix that was on the wall in front of him. As soon 
as he made that connection, he just yelled out in a rather loud voice, “NO WAY!” I 
was startled, as was the rest of the class. He said it again, and maybe a couple of 
times more … “NO WAY”.  I said ‘no way what?” and he said “No way did they 
do that to him”. It was clear that the student heard what I was saying, and that he 
had made a connection. He recognized the tragedy of Jesus suffering and dying. He 
felt the abuse of an innocent and good man …. Hopefully someday he was also 
able to acknowledge that the innocent and good man was God. Obviously I have 
not forgotten that day, and it was maybe 40 years ago. The story of Abraham being 
willing to sacrifice his only Son is another NO WAY example.  

Living the life of Jesus involves hard choices. Most of our lives have the same 'ups 
and downs' as the lives of other people. But we are called to respond to the 'ups and 
downs' differently, because we are living in Christ. And this is why we are offered 
special moments with God. This is why we are offered special presences of God. 
We are offered 'theophany moments'  to be our strength in difficult times. Peter, 
James and John were invited to be with Jesus at His moment of Transfiguration 
because they were about to be commissioned with a new and deeper role on behalf 
of Jesus and His Kingdom. Peter, James and John were going to be key to Jesus 
when he would teach them and the crowds following him that “he would need to 
go to Jerusalem, and suffer grievously at the hands of the elders, the chief priests, 
and the scribes, and be put to death and then be raised on the third day.”           
(Mt. 16:21). And in some of the accounts of this prediction, Peter responded much 
like the young boy in my classroom did, NO WAY. And Jesus then reminded Peter 
that it was the only way. In one account, Jesus even says to Peter - “Get behind me 
Satan”.  

Lent is a season for us to be open to moments of God's presence. We are reminded 
that just as temptations like those of Jesus will be ours, so can moments of 
theophany be ours. The great Good News is found then in today's middle Scripture: 
  “If God is for us, who can be against us? Is it possible that he who  
 did not spare his own Son but handed him over for the sake of us all  
 will not grant us all things besides?   
 


