
Interpreting the Transfiguration
Introduction TC \l1 "

This paper explores the interpretation of the biblical texts prescribed by the Roman Catholic Lectionary for Mass for the feast of the Transfiguration. Beginning with a historical-critical approach to the texts, it will go on to discuss the differences in interpretation that result from reading the texts from within a liturgical context.
Historical-Critical Approach TC \l1 "
First Reading: Daniel 7:9-10,13-14 TC \l1 "

This excerpt from the seventh chapter of the book of Daniel is part of the first of four apocalyptic visions found therein. The book of Daniel itself is thought to have been put together at a time when the people of Israel were under the rule of the Seleucid Antiochus IV Epiphanes.

The arguments for a date shortly before the death of Antiochus IV Epiphanes in 164 are overwhelming… The work was written primarily for the purpose of encouraging the Jews to remain faithful to their ancestral religion at a time when they not only felt the allurement of the higher worldly culture of Hellenism, which was intimately connected with Hellenistic paganism, but also were suffering a bloody persecution to make them abandon the law of Moses and accept the religion of Antiochus IV Epiphanes. The author of (Daniel), therefore, is particularly concerned with demonstrating the superiority of the wisdom of Israel’s God over the merely human wisdom of the pagans, and with showing his immense power, which can and will rescue his faithful ones from their persecutors” (New Jerome Biblical Commentary (NJBC), 408, 409).


Chapter seven presents an apocalyptic symbolic vision, in which the successive overthrow of four beasts is described, along with its interpretation. “All exegetes now agree that the four beasts of this apocalyptic vision stand for the four successive pagan empires of the Babylonians, the Medes, the Persians, and the Greeks…” (NJBC, 416). The text itself can be distinguished into a “primary stratum,” written before Antiochus IV Epiphanes began his active persecution of the Jews toward the end of 167, and a “secondary stratum” that was added between the second half of 165 and the end of his persecution in December 164 (cf., NJBC, 417). 

The message of the whole chapter… is perfectly clear: When the last horn of the fourth beast is broken – i.e., when the reign of the persecutor, Antiochus IV Epiphanes comes to an end – ‘then the kingship and dominion and majesty of all the kingdoms under the heavens shall be given to the holy people of the Most High, whose kingdom shall be everlasting (v 27) (NJBC, 416).

The description of the… (“Ancient One”) is fanciful and impressive, suggesting an old man with great authority… surrounded by miraculous signs of power, like light and fire… other biblical images certainly verify that these ideas were already well known in Hebrew circles… especially, portions of the ‘enthronement of God as king’ theme in Psalm 97:1-3 (New Interpreter’s Bible (NIB), vol. VII, 103).


The description of the celestial court and the coming of “one like a Son of Man” in this first reading constitutes the climax of the vision. All except verse 11a is from the primary stratum (cf., NJBC, 416).

Scarcely any passage in the Hebrew Bible has engendered as much controversy as this phrase (“Son of Man”)… The meaning in the context of Daniel’s vision must be established in the light of the angel’s interpretation (Daniel 7:15ff.), especially in light of the ‘holy ones of the Most High’ (Daniel 7:18) (Collins, 304).

One approach takes a collective interpretation, according to which the image of one resembling a human being contrasts with the preceding images of four beasts.

Just as the beasts are figures of the pagan kingdoms, so also the one in human form symbolizes ‘the holy ones of the Most High’ (v 18). In the context, therefore, the one in human form is not a real individual but a symbol. However, because in Daniel the thought of ‘kingdom’ often shifts imperceptibly into that of ‘king,’ the concept of the ‘son of man’ eventually shifted from a figure of speech for the theocratic kingdom into a term for the messianic king himself (NJBC, 416-417).

That the New Testament drew on this image of a powerful authority under God is clear. But one must not allow the later Christian use of the term (Son of Man) to affect one’s understanding of what is meant in the context of the vision of Daniel 7 (NIB, vol. VII, 104).

However,

Fundamental to this view is the equation of the ‘one like the son of man’ with the holy ones and with the people of the holy ones, both of which are assumed to be identical with the Jewish people. The equation with the holy ones is by no means self-evident, and indeed traditional exegesis has assumed a distinction for nearly two thousand years… There is no doubt that the exaltation of the ‘one like a son of man’ represents in some way the triumph of the Jewish people. The question is whether the collective interpretation does justice to the fullness of the apocalyptic symbolism with which this triumph is portrayed (Collins, 309).

Thus an alternative view adopts a “two-tiered understanding of the eschatological struggle” that sees the final triumph of the Jewish people as related to and coming via the triumph of the heavenly host (Collins, 319). According to this view,

(T)he understanding of the holy ones as angels is the interpretation most consistent with the undisputed instances of the use of the term in Daniel and the predominant usage in the contemporary literature… (And this) conclusion… strongly supports the view that the ‘one like a human being’ should be identified with Michael, the leader of the heavenly host (Collins, 318).

 Responsorial Psalm: Psalm 97:1-2, 5-6, 9

“Psalm 97 is an enthronement hymn emphasizing the supremacy of Yahweh as ‘Lord of all the earth’ and the joy his reign brings” (NJBC, 542). In the context of the psalter, “Psalms 93-99 (except Psalm 94) are a collection grouped by a common topic (God’s kingship) and are followed by Psalm 100, a thanksgiving psalm that serves as a conclusion to this sequence of psalms” (NJBC, 524). “The final form of the psalter suggests that Psalm 97 and the others (enthronement psalms) should be heard eschatologically… (and), as part of the collection including psalms 93-99, (psalm 97 also) participates in the response to the theological crisis of exile” (NIB, vol. IV, 1068).

Second Reading: 2 Peter 1:16-19 TC \l2 "

Scholars consider the second letter of Peter to be “a pseudonymous letter… probably written around the turn of the first century… confirming traditional doctrines for all churches everywhere for all times.” Written in “good Greek” to a “pluralistic church of Jewish-Christian and Greek converts,” the letter “addresses the problem of theodicy” (NJBC, 1017). In particular, the present section is taken from a first apology in which the author defends the Christian belief in the parousia. The authority relied upon is that of Peter the apostle. “The letter constitutes Peter’s testament, given on the occasion of his impending death (1:14); it bequeaths a legacy to the church of accurate remembering of the doctrine of God’s judgment and Jesus’ parousia” (NJBC, 1019).


 In an effort to counter the rejection by some of the belief in Jesus’ future parousia as being a myth “made up by human beings to control the lives of others,” the author relies upon Peter’s “own experience of the giving of the parousia prophecy, the transfiguration of Jesus” (NJBC, 1019). The passage highlights the “honor and glory” received by the transfigured Jesus “from God the Father” (1:17). In the context of 2 Peter,

The transfiguration functions not only as the occasion on which Peter was instructed about Jesus’ parousia and future judgment, but also as a prediction of that future event. It is this sense of the transfiguration as prophecy of the parousia that the author appeals to in the argument in 1:17-18… The transfiguration prophecy of the parousia is confirmed because spoken by God, so that it can function as a light in darkness for those waiting for the final light… to rise with Christ’s parousia” (NJBC, 1019).

Gospel Reading (Year C): Luke 9:28b-36 TC \l3 "
Writing in pluralistic Syrian Antioch in the first years of the ninth decade of the Christian era, Luke addresses a primarily Gentile audience with well-to-do members who are painfully rethinking their missionary thrusts in a hostile environment (characterized by) internal and external controversies… The key question of Luke’s communities deals with theodicy… Luke’s answer demonstrates that God through Jesus was faithful to promises made to Israel, but in an unexpected way” (NJBC, 676).

Luke portrays Jesus as a rejected prophet who ultimately triumphs because of the fidelity of God who “did not allow God’s Holy One… to see corruption (Acts 2:27), and will surely be faithful to promises made to Jesus’ followers” (NJBC, 677).


In Luke’s gospel, although “interpreters are far from a consensus as to its historical roots” (NIB, vol. IX, 205), the account of the transfiguration (9:28b-36) is closely associated with Jesus’ first prediction of his passion and death, and his description of discipleship in terms of the cross (9:22-27). “The teaching that Jesus has given in 9:22-27 is so different from what he had taught in 4:16-9:6 that it needs divine sanction” (NJBC, 700). This connection is expressed in the introductory words of the transfiguration pericope: “Now about eight days after these sayings Jesus took with him…” (1:28a) (cf., NJBC, 700).


The transfiguration occurs while Jesus is praying, an indication in Luke’s gospel “that something very important theologically is about to occur” (NJBC, 699). The divine sanction of Jesus’ way of the cross is variously expressed. That the whole event is a theophany is clear from its location – on a mountaintop – as well as in the appearance of the cloud (9:34), a “symbol of God’s presence”. Also, Jesus’ transfiguration is described in “symbols of the transcendent.” Moses and Elijah are also described as appearing “in glory” (9:31) “associated with the risen and heavenly life.” Their appearance indicate that “the road upon which Jesus is embarking is in accord with the law and the prophets… (Also) these two OT figures were rejected prophets.” In the voice from the cloud, recalling God’s voice at Jesus baptism (3:21-22), the “disciples are commanded to be attentive to this new phase of God’s revelation of who the Son is: one who returns to God via the cross” (NJBC, 700).


Summary TC \l1 "

The adoption of a historical-critical approach to the interpretation of our texts tends to highlight their diverse contexts. The second and gospel readings have the most in common. They both present the event of the Transfiguration of Christ within a framework of theodicy. Even so, the Transfiguration plays a different role in their respective arguments. In 2 Peter, the concern is to establish the veracity of the Christian community’s expectation of the parousia – thus a more eschatological focus, while the Transfiguration is used in Luke to express the divine sanction of the Cross in Jesus’ life.


There are also observable differences when one considers the first reading and the responsorial psalm. Although both have in common the theme of the kingship of God, they each respond to different historical events. The former addresses the experience of persecution under Antiochus IV Epiphanes, while the latter arises from the crisis of exile. Moreover, as might be expected, neither of these texts contains any explicit Christological reference in general, nor do they refer specifically to the event of the Transfiguration. And Psalm 97 exalts the kingship of God rather than that of Christ. However, in spite of their diversity, these texts have been brought together in the lectionary for use in the eucharistic liturgy. It is to this new context of interpretation that we shall now turn.

Context of the Eucharistic Liturgy


General Characteristics


 According to Chauvet, “the “liturgical assembly… is the place where the Bible becomes the Bible” (Chauvet, 212). And within the liturgical assembly, “texts taken ‘out of context’ now become texts in a new context, namely the communal act of memory that is liturgy” (Irwin, 98). Within this new liturgical context, biblical interpretation takes on several important characteristics. For example, the following excerpt from the Introduction to the Lectionary for Mass (ILM) highlights the Christological, salvific, doxological, Trinitarian, anamnetic and eschatological aspects.

In the celebration of the Liturgy… Christ is present in his word, as he carries out the mystery of salvation, he sanctifies humanity and offers the Father perfect worship… Moreover the word of God unceasingly calls to mind and extends the economy of salvation, which achieves fullest expression in the Liturgy… The word of God constantly proclaimed in the Liturgy is always… a living and effective word through the power of the Holy Spirit. It expresses the Father’s love that never fails in its effectiveness toward us… When in celebrating the Liturgy the Church proclaims both the Old and New Testament, it is proclaiming one and the same mystery of Christ… The more profound our understanding of the celebration of the Liturgy, the higher our appreciation of the importance of God’s word. Whatever we say of the one, we can in turn say of the other, because each recalls the mystery of Christ and each in its own way causes the mystery to be carried forward (ILM, vol. 2, #4-5, with emphasis added).

These characteristics are especially evident in the eucharistic liturgy, in which “is found the high point both of the action by which God sanctifies the world in Christ and of the worship that the human race offers to the Father, adoring him through Christ, the Son of God, in the Holy Spirit” (General Instruction on the Roman Missal (GIRM), #16).
Two important questions arise at this point. Given that “the historical-critical method is the indispensable method for the scientific study of the meaning of” the bible (The Interpretation of the Bible in the Church (IBC), 35), how are we to justify the adoption of a Christological reading? And how are we to reconcile such a reading with the historical-critical interpretation? One approach is to consider the bible as a classic, characterized by “the need for constant interpretation and a certain timelessness – even though the text is always rooted in its historicity… (arising) from its excess of meaning” (Baldovin, 102). We shall rely upon this notion in an attempt to arrive at a liturgical interpretation of the lectionary texts for the Feast of the Transfiguration.

Christological Focus


The liturgy approaches the books of the bible, in spite of their diverse social-historical contexts, as parts of a single narrative whose subject is the history of God’s salvific relationship with God’s people. And central to this narrative is the paschal mystery of Jesus Christ. Thus, although both Daniel 7 and Psalm 97 were composed before Christ, they are given a Christological interpretation when read in a liturgical context. Seeing these Old Testament texts as classics, allows the coming reign of God envisioned in Daniel 7 and Psalm 97 to be reinterpreted in light of the Christ-event. The traditional approach is to construe the figure of the “Son of Man” in Daniel 7:13 as a reference to Jesus Christ. Given that, as we have seen above, a viable historical-critical reading of Daniel 7 sees an individual heavenly being as the probable referent of the “Son of Man” figure, an reinterpretation of the text in light of the Christ-event, which replaces Michael with Jesus Christ does not seem to do violence to the text. 
As for Psalm 97, “the Lord” proclaimed as king “over all the earth” can be taken as referring to Jesus Christ the Lord. Or, alternatively, in keeping with the historical-critical reading, God might continue to be considered the referent with the understanding that it is in and through the Christ-event that God’s kingship becomes manifest and fulfilled. The more specific question of how Daniel 7 and Psalm 97 are to be related more specifically to the Transfiguration will be addressed below, in the discussion of the juxtaposition of texts.
Liturgy as Anamnetic and Eschatological Event

It is important to note, however, that the Christ event is not limited to the historical Jesus, but includes the continuing presence and action of the Crucified and Risen Christ in the world today. Viewing the Bible as a classic thus implies that Biblical texts must be reinterpreted in light of the contemporary experience of the liturgical assembly.
The Liturgy of the Word is an event of salvation through which the community of the redeemed is born anew, which birth is mediated through the act of proclaiming the Word… What is essential in the liturgy is the continual rediscovery of the meaning of the scriptural Word for the present world, as the contemporary community is called to engage in communal self-transcendence leading to a still unknown future in God… The repertoire of liturgical experiences is thus put in juxtaposition with the element of personal and communal history to form the tapestry that is faith experienced and deepened through the scriptural Word (Irwin, 90, 98-99).
Thus, within the liturgical context, the scriptural texts are read less to provide historical information than to enliven and inspire the assembly to a more faith-filled and faithful response to the divine address mediated by the texts. Such a response results from an anamnetic re-presentation of God’s salvific action in the past, and an appeal for continued divine intervention to strengthen and enable Christ-like praxis in the present, in hopeful anticipation of the final consummation of God’s plan in the end time.

Taken in their historical critical contexts, the texts prescribed for the feast of the Transfiguration can also be seen to evince the same anamnetic and eschatological characteristics. All three readings present a similar tension between the already and the not yet. Daniel 7 is a call for hopeful perseverance in time of persecution. 2 Peter 1 is a defense of the parousia in a time of religious dispute. And Luke 9 is a reassurance that the Cross of Christ is part of the divine plan of salvation. In their respective contexts then, the vision in Daniel 7 and the Transfiguration event referred to in 2 Peter 1 and Luke 9 serve to ground and inspire hope in the midst of, or in preparation for, experiences of suffering and stress.
Interpreted within the liturgical context, these texts present the contemporary liturgical assembly with what might be considered the enduring message of the Transfiguration: that even in the midst of the suffering that results from a life of fidelity to the gospel, it is possible for Christians to have, and to take courage in, an anticipatory experience of the glory of Christ. This perennial message must, however, be related to the contemporary situation of the liturgical assembly, addressing questions such as the following. In what ways is the assembly, both individually and communally, experiencing the same tension between the already and the not yet? In what ways is it experiencing the Cross? Where can hope be found? What are the Transfiguration experiences in its past and present? What are the practical implications of hopeful perseverance in the here and now? Such a contemplative correlation of text and contemporary context might then enable the assembly to appropriate Psalm 97 as an expression of its own faith conviction: that even (especially?) in the midst of suffering and stress, “the Lord is king, the most high over all the earth.”
Juxtaposition of Texts TC \l2 "

In speaking of the liturgical context, we have already begun to consider another context within which the biblical texts should be interpreted, namely, their arrangement in the lectionary. “All Scripture texts proclaimed at a liturgy, taken out of their context in the Bible and placed in relation to each other in the liturgy, influence how we hear them and how we ought to interpret them” (Irwin, 96, with emphasis added).

That the juxtaposition of texts is meant to influence interpretation is clearly the intention of those who put the lectionary together. Among the various assigned readings, a certain primacy is given to the Gospel. “The reading of the Gospel is the high point of the Liturgy of the Word. For this the other readings, in their established sequence from the Old to the New Testament, prepare the assembly” (ILM, #13). Also, the readings for a festive day like the Transfiguration are chosen according to the principle of “harmony,” the best instance of which occurs when “the texts and events recounted in texts of the New Testament bear a more or less explicit relationship to the doctrine and events of the Old Testament” (ILM, #67). 

Even so, it should be noted that the justification for an approach to scripture that takes the juxtaposition of texts into account goes beyond the intention of the composers of the lectionary. Rather, the theological warrant for such a reading might be found in “the patristic and traditional notion of the unity of Scripture” as rooted in the paschal mystery of Christ, as well as the contemporary idea of intertextuality (Kurz, 205). In this section we shall focus chiefly upon the unity of Scripture and discuss intertextuality in the next. As regards the former, for the Christian, all of reality, in its spatial and temporal dimensions, is conditioned by and hence should be reinterpreted in light of the paschal mystery of Christ.

In light of the primacy given to the gospel and the principle of harmonious reading, the Transfiguration event, as described in Luke 9, is taken as the hermeneutical lens through which the other passages are to be interpreted. Thus the reading from Daniel 7 is to be interpreted as somehow related to the Transfiguration of Christ (cf., ILM, #67). An interpretation that would render this relation especially clear is the one that sees the “Son of Man” in Daniel 7:13 as referring to Jesus. Following from such an interpretation, one approach would be to see Daniel’s vision as a foreshadowing or prediction of the Transfiguration of Jesus Christ, which is in turn taken as a historical event recorded in 2 Peter 1 and Luke 9.

Alternatively, the vision in Daniel 7 might be construed as a description of an experience analogous to that of the three apostles on the mount of Transfiguration. In the midst of persecution, the prophet sees the ultimate triumph of “the holy ones of God,” through the glory bestowed upon the “Son of Man” figure, and so is able to speak a word of encouragement to the people. Such an experience is consonant with what we have described as the perennial message of the Transfiguration, namely, that in the face of present or imminent experiences of the cross, one can yet experience a foretaste of the paschal glory that will see fulfillment only in the end time. From this perspective, the Daniel 7 vision might be seen as an expression of the paschal dynamic of Christian faith, which grounds the notion of the unity of scripture.

Further, 2 Peter 1 also contributes to the interpretation of both Daniel 7 and Luke 9. As we have seen above, in the historical-critical discussion, the message of Daniel 7 is meant for all the people of Israel, calling them to persevere in persecution, because they will ultimately share the triumph of the heavenly host. A similar call is to be found in Luke 9. When considered in its immediate context in Luke 9, the Transfiguration account (9:28b-36) is clearly meant for all Christians. For example, in Luke 9:23, Jesus is described as saying “to them all: ‘If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross daily and follow me’” (NRSV, with emphasis added). “What is striking here is that the demand for self-denial applies not simply to the extraordinary person, the sage, but ‘to all.’ Here is the essential pattern for Christian identity… Luke moves the sayings of Jesus in the direction of a Christian spirituality” (Johnson, 155).

However, extracted from their immediate biblical context, both the first and gospel readings then to focus attention respectively on the glory bestowed upon the “Son of Man” and Jesus. The crucial aspect of the universal call to self-denial in Christ might thus be easily neglected. Here, through its exhortation to its readers to “be attentive (to the prophetic message) as a lamp shining in a dark place” (2 Peter 1:19, NRSV), the second reading provides a useful reminder that the Transfiguration’s call to share in the paschal mystery of Christ is meant not just for the visionary prophet, or the three privileged witnesses on the mountain, but for all Christians.

Daniel 7 and 2 Peter 1 also contribute to a richer contemporary interpretation of Luke 9 in another respect. Both texts help to highlight the eschatological dimension of the Transfiguration. Although the prophet has a vision of the glory of the holy ones of God symbolized by the “Son of Man,” this is understood as something that is yet to take place. Similarly, in 2 Peter 1, “the transfiguration narrative is presented as a preview or anticipation of ‘the Son of Man coming in his kingdom…’ (T)he transfiguration functions as a prophecy of Jesus’ parousia…” (Harrington, 258). More than being just a story about Jesus, the Transfiguration account points to the possibility of an experiential foretaste of future glory, which should inspire Christ-like self-denial in the present, in expectant hope for what is yet to come.

Intertextuality TC \l2 "
The foregoing discussion of the ways in which the juxtaposition of texts contributes to their interpretation and appropriation by the contemporary liturgical assembly was grounded upon the notion of the unity of Scripture. As mentioned earlier, intertextuality provides another possible warrant for such an approach to interpretation.

It is reasonable to hold that every text utilizes and is related to other texts in its cultural context, and in turn makes its own contribution to meaning in that context… In other words, all written texts are necessarily intertextual in that they are constructed using preestablished language and cultural codes which were used in and influenced by other written texts… Intertextuality… might also apply simply to the mutual influence on contemporary readers of all the relevant texts in the corpus or canon of texts… (T)he intertextual intrabiblical interpretative approach… should also permit influence on one’s interpretation of related Old Testament and New Testament passages to flow in both directions (Kurz, 204-206, with emphasis added).

According to Kurz’s version of intertextuality, not only did the composers of New Testament texts share and draw upon a similar cultural context as that of the Old Testament authors, but these same texts, within the context of the biblical canon and the liturgy, also influence contemporary Christian readers/ hearers as they compose the texts of their communal and individual lives. As such, it is legitimate for the interpretation of Old and New Testament texts “to flow in both directions” (supra). Having already discussed the mutual influence of texts above, we shall present here some clues in Luke 9 (gospel text) that point to possible influence by Daniel 7 (Old Testament intertext), so as to provide some intertextual warrant for the interpretations given above.


In Luke 9:28, Jesus’ appearance is transfigured, “and his clothes became dazzling white” (NRSV). This description recalls Daniel 7:9, in which “the Ancient of Days had garments white as snow” (Johnson, 152). Also, in Luke 9:34 “a cloud came and overshadowed them” (NRSV). This reference parallels Daniel 7:13, where “the ‘Son of Man’ (comes) on the ‘clouds of heaven…’ when he (receives) from the Ancient of Days ‘glory and kingdom’ (Johnson, 153). On the whole, “the elements of white clothes, clouds, glory, and kingdom all recall Daniel 7:9-13, where the Son of Man receives a kingdom” (Johnson, 155). Also, two verses before the Transfiguration account, mention is made of the coming of the Son of Man “in his glory and the glory of the Father and of the holy angels” (Luke 9:26, NRSV). Here, 

It would seem that the coming of the Son of Man… is assimilated to traditional theophanies, such as Deuteronomy 33:2… The assimilation is most easily explained if the holy ones in Daniel 7 were understood as angels… and thought to accompany the ‘one like a human being,’ who was obviously not understood as a collective symbol by the evangelists (Collins, 318).

These references arguably provide grounds for interpreting Luke 9 in light of Daniel 7, and vice versa, as we have done above.


Collectively, these intertextual considerations and our proposed interpretations constitute an effort to arrive at a reading of the lectionary texts that simultaneously views them as a living divine Word to the contemporary liturgical assembly while paying close attention to their historical-critical interpretation. This effort is motivated in part by the first of David Power’s twin criteria “whereby the justness of interpretations… may be assessed,” namely, “critical validation” (Power, 47). According to this criteria, “respecting a text as text… is… to attend to the nature of the text as text, to take it in its proper literary form” (Power, 56).


In addition, Power also proposes a second criterion, that of “ethical assessment” (Power, 67ff.). As examples, he mentions the need to be wary of interpretations that manifest anti-semitic, homophobic and sexist tendencies (cf., Power, 68-69). Applied to our Transfiguration texts, we might note the possible danger of sexism if one focuses unduly upon the role of the three male apostles at the Transfiguration. Instead, we have chosen to highlight the universal scope of the message. 

Collects and Prefaces


Thus far, beyond their historical-critical readings, we have explored the interpretation of our texts as they are arranged within the lectionary and against the horizon of liturgical theology. The euchological or prayer texts for the Eucharistic celebration constitute yet another aspect of the liturgy that might contribute to their interpretation. Several observations might be made in this respect.

First, consideration of the prayers for Mass confirms us in our Christological, anamnetic and eschatological approach to the texts. For example, the Opening Prayer addressed to God the Father states that “in the transfigured glory of Christ your Son, you strengthen our faith… and show us the splendor of your beloved sons and daughters,” and asks that “as we listen to the voice of your Son,” we might “become heirs to eternal life with him” (Vatican II Sunday Missal (VSM), 1053). 


Second, the prayers highlight the aspect of repentance and transformation in Christ that is implied in the notion of “transfiguration,” as well as the belief that an appropriate human response to the call to Christ-like self-denial requires the workings of grace. For example, in the Prayer over the Gifts, the assembly asks God “by (Christ’s) radiant glory (to) free us from our sins” (VSM, 1059). And in the Prayer after Communion, we ask that “the food we receive from heaven change us into (Christ’s) image” (VSM, 1059). Again, rather than being just a story about Jesus, the Transfiguration event is seen as having crucial significance for the salvation of all.


Next, the Preface underscores the fortifying effect of the Transfiguration experience by stating that Christ “revealed his glory to his disciples to strengthen them for the scandal of the cross” (VSM, 670). This serves to confirm and explicate our earlier interpretation regarding the significance of the Transfiguration in relation to the paschal mystery of Christ. Finally, the Preface also presents an ecclesiological perspective on the Transfiguration by stating that Christ’s “glory shone from a body like our own to show that the Church, which is the body of Christ, would one day share his glory” (VSM, 670-671). 

Liturgical Time & Celebration of Feasts


One final aspect of the liturgical context within which the scripture texts for the feast of the Transfiguration are interpreted is that of the liturgical calendar.

Individual aspects of salvation are expressed in different feasts of the Lord throughout the year. The total context of the single economy of salvation ought not, however, to be overlooked. The individual feasts of the Lord… have as their theme the one who became man, was crucified and rose again (Kunzler, 422).

Within the Roman Catholic liturgical calendar, the feast of the Transfiguration is celebrated on August 6, in the middle of the segment of “Ordinary Time” between Pentecost and Christ the King. From this location in the liturgical year, the Transfiguration can be seen as providing a useful reminder, at more or less the mid-point of this period of Ordinary Time, of the eschatological glory that will especially be celebrated on the last Sunday of the liturgical year, the solemnity of Christ the King. Its message of hopeful perseverance in the midst of the trials consequent upon the following of Christ is an appropriate one for this “in-between” time. It is also noteworthy that in year B, the Sunday lectionary prescribes Daniel 7:13-14, part of the first reading for the feast of Transfiguration, as the first reading for the solemnity of Christ the King, thus indicating the connection between the glory of Christ in the Transfiguration and in the parousia.
Evaluation


One point of contrast stands out, when one moves from a historical-critical to a liturgical context for the interpretation of texts. Whereas the former approach is an analytical one, and thus tends to highlight the diversity in the texts, the latter approach is primarily a synthetic one, which tends to present a unified interpretation centered upon the paschal mystery of Christ. This shift from analysis to synthesis has the advantage of recovering the character of the biblical text as a living word by which the crucified and risen Christ continues to speak today.


Even so, it might be argued that contemporary interpretation of texts within the liturgical context cannot ignore the findings of historical-critical research and what it reveals about the background and integrity of biblical texts. The challenge is to continually struggle to correlate the text with its ever-changing context. Apart from the need for conceptual tools with which carry this out, this struggle also has practical implications for lectionary construction and interpretation. It includes, the need to consider the fluidity of Christian theological reflection, which has resulted in contemporary critiques of the liturgy in general and the lectionary in particular.

For example, warnings have been sounded that the way in which lectionary texts are arranged and interpreted present dangers of Marcionism, anti-semitism and sexism (cf., e.g., Sloyan, Procter-Smith and Stookey). On a practical level, these critiques call for constant review of the way in which lectionaries are constructed and used. But on an even deeper level, they also indicate the need for ongoing reflection and dialogue within the Christian community, in search of some consensus regarding its own Christian identity. However, even while this process goes on, it is crucial for those who seek to use and interpret lectionary texts to keep these critiques in view. This has been our concern in presenting an interpretation of the Transfiguration texts within the liturgical context.
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