
 The ancient town of Ostia lies just fifteen miles southwest of Rome where the Tiber River 

flows into the Tyrrhenian Sea.  Today, it lies in ruins.  But in the ancient world, Ostia was a thriving 

seaport, the gateway to Rome, and it was there one day toward the end of the fourth century C.E. 

that a man and his long-suffering mother shared one of their last conversations. 

 We know them today as St. Augustine and St. Monica.  In many ways, they were an unlikely 

pair.  For much of his life Augustine had hardly been anyone’s idea of a saint, and Monica, patient to 

a fault, had probably spent most of her time thinking not of sainthood but of a more immediate 

desire:  the conversion of her dissolute son.  Day after day, year after year, decade after decade, 

Monica had prayed that her son, Augustine, would by the grace of God open the ears of his heart and 

hear the words of the Lord to the prophet Ezekiel:  “I take no pleasure in the death of the wicked … 

but rather in the wicked man’s conversion, that he may live.”1   

 A year before she died, Augustine’s heart finally did open, and he began a new life in Christ 

that demonstrated the truth of the old adage, “Every saint is a former sinner, and every sinner can be 

a future saint.”   

 How unlikely it must all have seemed, both to Augustine and to Monica, the long road that 

had led them there to Ostia, to be together one last time in this life. 

 Augustine records their conversation in his autobiography, Confessions.  As they gazed out at 

the waves just days before Monica’s death, Augustine says, “the two of us, all alone, were enjoying a 

very pleasant conversation, forgetting the past and moving on to what is ahead.”2 

                                                 
1 Eze 33:11 (NAB). 
2 Augustine, Confessions Bk. 9:10-11 quoted in The Liturgy of the Hours (New York:  Catholic Book Publishing 

Co., 1975), 1352. 
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 “Forgetting the past and moving on to what is ahead” — that’s a pretty good description of a 

Christian life because, after all, Christianity is about nothing so much as change.  That’s undoubtedly 

what sustained Monica year after seemingly endless year when her prayers for her son’s conversion 

were apparently going unanswered.   

 It’s no accident that one of the last verses of Scripture features the Lord teaching us, 

comforting us, reassuring us, that, “Behold, I make all things new.”3  Scripture begins with one 

creation and ends with a new creation.  The Lord is indeed creating “a new heaven and a new earth”4 

even now, today, though nowhere does He tell us He feels bound to follow our preferred schedule in 

doing so.       

 The familiar depiction of the Transfiguration that we hear in today’s Gospel is a story about 

Christian change, a story of the Lord making all things new.5  The Lord is made anew, He’s 

transfigured, before the very eyes of Peter, James and John.  We often cite this as a foreshadowing of 

His death and resurrection — and of our own — as indeed it is.   

 But there’s more to the story than that.  Jesus isn’t the only one who’s transfigured (a fancy 

word for “transformed”); Peter, James and John are being transfigured too, though they don’t realize 

it yet.  They too are being transformed, they’re being changed, by their encounter with Jesus. 

 We often read the story of the Transfiguration as if it’s a done deal — Jesus went up the 

mountain, became “dazzling white,”6 went down the mountain, and that’s that, a beginning, a 

middle, and an end.  Actually, though, Jesus tells the three Apostles — and tells us — that His 

Transfiguration isn’t complete; it isn’t finished, and it won’t be until He dies and rises from the tomb.  

                                                 
3 Rev 21:5 (NAB). 
4 Rev 21:1 (NAB). 
5 Mk 9:2-10 (NAB). 
6 Mk 9:3 (NAB). 
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That’s one reason why He tells Peter, James and John not to say anything, for the moment, about 

what they’ve witnessed:  they don’t know what they’ve witnessed, not yet. 

 They don’t know because of still another reason Jesus tells the three to say nothing.  Just as 

His transfiguration, His transformation, isn’t yet complete, neither is theirs.  They haven’t finished 

the change, the conversion, to which Jesus has called them.  He hasn’t yet completed His work of 

making them anew.  They’re only midway on their journey — and in fact the story of the 

Transfiguration comes almost exactly midway in Mark’s Gospel.  They haven’t moved on, let alone 

arrived, at what was ahead either for Jesus or for them. 

 The Lord wasn’t through creating them anew, something perhaps Monica had occasion to 

ponder when wondering why her prayers for Augustine’s conversion didn’t seem to be having any 

effect, at least as far as she could tell.   

 The fact that she couldn’t perceive their effect, though, didn’t mean they weren’t having one.  

The Lord simply wasn’t finished creating Augustine anew —  and sometimes this work takes a 

considerable amount of time, just as an artist may labor for months or years before unveiling her 

work.   

 Not only that, the Lord wasn’t finished creating Monica anew, either.  Whenever we place 

ourselves mindfully, intentionally in the presence of God — and that’s what prayer is, the deliberate 

placing of ourselves in the presence of God, something that may or may not involve words — 

regardless of whether or not the people or circumstances about which we pray are changed, one 

thing is certain:  we’ll be changed.  The more we pray, the more we’ll be able to pray, and, like 

Monica, the more trust and confidence in the Lord’s providential judgment (not to mention His 

timing) we’ll develop whether we always understand His timing or not.  Prayer changes us, prayer 
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transfigures us, just as it did Peter, James and John, just as it did Monica, one of the reasons that 

prayer is a fundamental Lenten practice.  

 To pray is to be changed, and that’s one of the reasons the Transfiguration is a perfect Lenten 

story, because Lent is a season of change, of conversion, of transformation.  It’s a season of 

transfiguration, in other words — our transfiguration, not just the Lord’s.   

 As is always the case with Scripture, the story of the Transfiguration isn’t simply a tale of 

what three long-ago people, Peter, James and John, saw one day when they accompanied Jesus to the 

top of Mt. Tabor in northern Israel.  It’s a story about us, too.   

 It’s a story about being called just like Peter, James and John were.     They 

were called doing what they did every day.  So are we.   

 They were called to follow the Lord without being told where He’d lead them.  So are we. 

 They were called not only despite their weaknesses, but perhaps because of them, for the 

Lord who makes all things new would transform even their flaws into powerful instruments of grace.  

It’s the same with us. 

 They were given a foreshadowing of the new, eternal life to which they were being led.  So 

are we.   

 We’re given a foreshadowing of it when someone loves us when we’re at our most unlovable.  

We’re given a foreshadowing of it when someone returns our anger with compassion, our despair 

with hope, our estrangement with reconciliation.   

 These things tell us that Christ is near, and whenever He’s near His presence transforms 

hearts and lives — “transfigures” them, if you will — hearts and lives that are being created anew. 
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 And when that happens, suddenly we too find ourselves on a “high mountain,” and someone 

whose face had just a moment before been that of a friend, or an enemy, or a co-worker, or a family 

member, or even a stranger begins to lighten a bit, maybe even to assume a dazzling hue, and it 

begins to look a lot like the face of Christ. 

 When that happens, we’ll finally start to free ourselves of the past and begin moving on to 

what’s ahead, moving on to embrace a new life in the Risen Lord, a new life in the right here, right 

now. 

 Something else will begin to happen, too.  Others will see in us a face that shines more 

brightly than it did and a heart more open than it was, and, seeing the Christ in us, they too will 

begin to move on to what’s ahead for them, moving on to their own Easter morning both in this life 

and the life to come. 


