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Abstract

Biblical and Daoist narratives bear witness a tradition of
transfiguration, in which spiritual transformation is revealed
through the appearance of the religious practitioner. In the
Biblical tradition this occurs in the context of encounters with
God, especially on mountains, in which the change in physical
appearance appeats to be a reflection of the proximity of the
practitioner to divine power. In the case of Jesus this
transformation prefigures his final apotheosis and ascension into
heaven. In the case of the Esoteric Biography of Perfected
Purple Yang (%FHI APAL, Ziyang zhenren neizhuan), his
spiritual life is marked by moments of physical transfiguration
that culminate in his vision of three resplendent immortal beings
who pave the way for his final ascension into heaven in a
dragon-pulled chariot. Comparative theological reflection on
these narratives involves a discussion of the role of the physical
body in the religious life, and invites discussion of themes such as

disability and transgender identity.

Keywords: Comparative theology, narratives, transfiguration,

Bible, Daoist, physical role, religious life
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James Miller: Transfiguration, Spirituality and Embodiment

1. Christian and Jewish Traditions

Transfiguration denotes a visible transformation in the physical
appearance of a religious practitioner. It is a tetm that, in the West, is most
clearly associated with the story of Jesus that appears in the synoptic
gospels (Matthew 17:1-8; Mark 9: 2-8; Luke 9:28-36; see also 2 Peter
1:16-18). In this story, Jesus led his disciples Peter, James and John up a
high mountain. There Jesus underwent a physical metamorphosis in which
his “face shone like the sun and his clothes became white as light” (Matt
17:2). The full episode is as follows:

1 And after six days Jesus took with him Peter and James, and John his
brother, and led them up a high mountain by themselves, 2 And he was
transfigured before them, and his face shone like the sun, and his clothes became
white as light. 3 And behold, there appeared to them Moses and Elijah, talking
with him. 4 And Peter said to Jesus, “Lord, it is good that we are here. If you wish,
I will make three tents here, one for you and one for Moses and one for Elijah.” 5
He was still speaking when, behold, a bright cloud overshadowed them, and a
voice from the cloud said, “This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased;
listen to him.” 6 When the disciples heard this, they fell on their faces and were
terrified. 7 But Jesus came and touched them, saying, “Rise, and have no fear.” 8
And when they lifted up their eyes, they saw no one but Jesus only.

(Matt 17:1-8 ESV)

This is a familiar episode in the life of Jesus, and has received

widespread interpretation and treatment by Christian theologians, liturgists
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