
Transformation 
 

[Once], 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.  Then Peter said to Jesus, “Rabbi, it is good for us to be 

here; let us make three dwellings, one for you, one for Moses, and one for Elijah.”  He did not 

know what to say, for they were terrified.  Then a cloud overshadowed them, and from the 

cloud there came a voice, “This is my Son, the Beloved; listen to him!”  Suddenly when they 

looked around, they saw no one with them anymore, but only Jesus.  

       Mark 9: 2-8  

 

Edward Bloom is a character in the movie “Big Fish” that came out in 2003.  He is a 

raconteur, a teller of autobiographic stories of epic proportion.  Over the course of the movie 

Edward’s son Will, who has been somewhat estranged, comes to a sense of reconciliation not 

only with his father, but also with the fantastic bedtime stories he has been told—stories about 

a giant named Karl, a secret town called Spectre, a circus ringmaster who is secretly a 

werewolf. 

Traveling back home to Ashton, Alabama, to be with his father during his terminal 

illness, Will tells his new wife one of the outlandish stories that he remembers.  When Edward 

was about 10 or 11, he and a group of his friends made their way late one night to a creepy-

looking old house, with an overgrown yard.  It was said that the woman who lives there was a 

witch with a glass eye that had mystical powers.  One of the boys tells them that if you look 

into that glass eye, you will see how you are going to die.  All but three of the boys beat a hasty 

retreat from that dark swampy place.  Clearly not everyone is interested in seeing how their 

demise will play out. 

So, if you could learn when and how you would die, would you want to know?  Musing 

on this this story in a different sermon context, Scott Black Johnston wonders whether, if given 

this opportunity to see when and how our end comes, we would want to know.  He says, “To 

glimpse that sight—to watch a film-clip of our final breathing moments—seems so very 

threatening.  No doubt, we too would run from the spectacle. It is frightening to imagine what 

our final scene will look like. Will I die gracefully? Awkwardly? Tragically? When death comes 

for me. . . Will I be alone? Or surrounded by loved ones? Will I die unexpectedly with countless 

items left on my to-do lists? Or will I die at peace—satisfied with this life?”  He wonders if 

knowing how our life will end would disturb our whole approach to life.  “Yes, of course, we 

know that we are all going to die some day,” he says, “but we don't live each day with pictures 

of our final, fated moments propped up next to our computer screens or taped to our 

dashboards.”  And then he wonders whether “our choices—our day-to-day decisions— depend 

on our forgetting that we are finite.”  (Scott Black Johnston, “Looking Death in the Eye,” Journal for 

Preachers, Easter 2007, p. 8. 
The gospel story we read every year on the Sunday before we enter the season of Lent 

tells about how the appearance of Jesus was mysteriously transformed on the mountain in the 

presence of Peter, James, and John, with cameo appearances by Moses and Elijah.  

And we usually read that story by itself, out of its larger context.  We rarely, if ever, consider 

the scenes that lead up to this fantastic story.  But in all three of the gospel depictions, in 



Matthew, Mark, and Luke, the story of the transfiguration is preceded by Jesus predicting his 

own death.  He begins by asking the 12 disciples who the crowds say that he is.  And when he 

asks them who they say that he is, Peter takes the lead, proclaiming Jesus as the Messiah.  From 

there Jesus begins to tell them about how he will go on to Jerusalem where he will face death 

and then be brought back to resurrection life.  The story says that Peter stopped Jesus there 

and took him aside to object to this line of thinking.  Clearly, a vision of the death of their 

Messiah is something that the disciples are not prepared for.   

Then Jesus turns to the crowd around them, and says that anyone who wants to be his 

disciple must take up the cross and follow him.  And he lays out that paradox that is at the 

center of Christian discipleship: that those who try to save their own life will ultimately lose it, 

but those who give their life away, give themselves away, will save their life, will find life in its 

deepest and truest sense. 

So, you might say that Jesus is inviting them, and through this gospel story, inviting us, to 

take a look into that glass eye that shows you how your death will come. 

In the movie, Edward is the one who takes up the dare to go knock on the door of the 

dark, vine-covered house.  As he warily inches across the porch, suddenly the door opens and 
he is confronted an old woman dressed in black, with ratty gray hair and a black patch over one 

eye.  Edward summons up the nerve to tell her that his friends would like to see her glass eye.  

She follows him back to where they are cowering in the brambles, takes a quick look at these 

two frightened boys, and flips up the eye patch to reveal a milky eye that glows with a greenish 

light.  The first boy looks and, sure enough, he sees an old man falling off a ladder, dead as he 

hits the ground.  The second boy sees a middle-aged man clutch his chest and keel over from 

an apparent heart attack.  Having had their fill of death predictions, they bolt, leaving Edward 

alone with the witchy woman.   

Before he takes a look into the glass eye, Edward tells the woman that he has given 

some thought to this notion of knowing how you are going to die.  He says, “On one hand, if 

dying was all you thought about, it could kind of screw you up. But it could kind of help you, 

couldn't it? Because you'd know that everything else you can survive.”  Edward finally takes a 

look into the glass eye, but unlike his startled friends, we don't see what he sees.  We see only 

his face, transfixed by the vision.  “Huh.  That’s how I go?” he says.  And then he calmly turns 

and walks away.  The scene cuts to the adult Edward telling his son Will, “From that moment 

on I never feared death.” 

Maybe the gospel writers preface this story of a vision of the glory of Christ with a 

reminder of his death not to terrify us, but to help us.  Maybe they want us to see what they 

see reflected in a different kind of glass eye.  Peter, James, and John must still have this troubling 

vision of the death of Jesus in their mind when they are confronted with the startling vision of 

Jesus bathed in light and standing alongside Moses and Elijah.  What they see in this brief 

moment is the story of God’s covenant relationship with us in its entirety, from the foundation 

of the law and the prophets through the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus. 

And it’s not just an impartial story of the world.  It is the story of each one of us.  And 

it’s not just about the single, final moment of our lives.  Taken together with what leads up to 

this vision, it brings together all the moments of our lives, all the little deaths we suffer, the 

losses and separations we have been experiencing this past year.  It contains the loss of those 

we will never see again in this world. 

Jesus once said that he didn’t come to abolish the law and the prophets but to fulfill 

them.  And as he stands there glowing with light and love, he pivots our vision in a different 



direction.  If Moses and Elijah point back to our origins, the glory of Christ points forward to a 

culmination in resurrection.  What this vision reveals is that the end of it all—our world, our 

life—is not an end at all, but a culmination and a fulfillment of it all.  And what our lives and our 

world culminate in is a light and a love that permeates our body and soul, our very being.  And 

what we hear, or maybe what we sense, is what that source of this life and love speaks to Jesus, 

“You are my child.  And you are loved.” 

Ash Wednesday, which we will observe this week, is not about seeing into some kind of 

glass eye that reveals when and how we will die.  But is an equally sobering reminder that we 

are finite creatures.  From dust we have come and to dust we all return, we say as we smudge 

our foreheads with the very dust and ash we are created from.  Maybe it is fitting that on the 

Sunday before Ash Wednesday, before embarking on the journey of self-examination during 

Lent, we begin with this vision of where we are heading, and a reminder of who stands at the 

end of our journey—the transfigured Christ who has come through the darkness of evil and 

death, who redeems our lives, our losses, our grief, and our world, and who invites us to follow 

without fear through our own transformation from death into abundant and radiant life. 

May it be so. 
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