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Oil & Wine  Second Sunday of Lent 28 February 2010
• Gen 15:5-12, 17-18  • Ps 27 (26):1, 7-9, 13-14  • Phil 3:17–4:1  • Luke 9:28b-36

Last Sunday we were in the gospel wilderness; today we are on the mountain. This should remind us that not only the season of Lent is a journey, but so is our whole life, for ultimately we must pass through death to new life, when Christ “will transform our humble body so that it may be conformed to the body of his glory” (Phil 3:21). In between is the often tedious journey of our lives where our fidelity to Christ is most often tested, not in any spectacular way, but in the daily and mundane. 

The lectionary reading omits the first part of Luke 9:28 that puts the gospel in context: “Now about eight days after these sayings…” The sayings to which Luke refers are Jesus’ words about his suffering, killing, and rising again – not the career of a messiah for whom his disciples and the people of Israel were hoping. Even worse, was what seemed to be Jesus’ invitation to follow him into these dark and terrifying experiences (Luke 8:21-27)! Jesus knows this is a hard challenge, and that his disciples would need some light and hope to sustain their fidelity to him in such circumstances, some vision of truth about his identity that is as yet invisible in Jesus’ humanity, so he takes Peter, John and James, ‘the inner circle’ of his disciples, up a mountain. Mountains can give us a different view of the everyday landscape. We have to breathe harder, climb vigorously, before glimpsing the new perspective. Mountains can be dangerous as well as beautiful places, and in the scriptures they are symbolic of much more than the physical and geographical. They are also places of revelation and teaching.

Mark, Matthew and Luke all recount what we have come to call the ‘transfiguration’ of Jesus, but each of the evangelists has his own perspective on the event. Luke describes it as happening “while he was praying.” Prayer is an opening to the mystery of God and the divine presence, and the consequent transformation of the one who prays. In Luke’s gospel, all the major events of Jesus’ life are preceded by his praying: for example, at his baptism (3:21), before the choice of the Twelve (6:12), in Gethsemane (22:41). Soon Jesus will “set his face to go to Jerusalem” (Luke 9:51), and like his disciples, Jesus himself will need all the affirmation he can get in his struggle to continue to understand what it means to be the obedient Son of God. This was what he was proclaimed at his baptism, but he will have to face the reality of pain and suffering that will come before his messianic glory.

While he is praying, Jesus’ face and garments are changed, and for a passing moment the dazzling light of the glory of God, the personal truth of who Jesus is, is unveiled. Two of his ancestors, Moses and Elijah, appear in conversation with him. Like Jesus, Moses had experienced his own deep encounters with God, after which his face was described as shining (cf. Ex 34:29-34). Both Moses and Elijah were ‘mountain men’ and men of forty-day experiences of both suffering and joy (cf. Ex 24:18; 1 Kgs 19:4-9). Luke says that they were talking with Jesus about his “departure” or, according to the Greek word used, his “exodus,” which he would soon accomplish in Jerusalem. The term ‘exodus,’ recalls the memory of God’s liberation of Israel from slavery in Egypt. Jesus’ death will not only be an act of injustice by hostile and human power, but it will also be a divine liberation of humanity from the tyranny of sin and a glorious fulfilment of the exodus promises. Jesus’ ancestors offer him their support, and then they bow out of the scene. Jesus is left alone with his disciples for whom sleep rather than prayer has been the result of their mountain climb! Only gradually does something of the transforming encounter penetrate their consciousness. Peter then goes into typical, spontaneous and unconsidered action. As Moses and Elijah are leaving, he has his own moment of what he considers dazzling insight. He suggests that they ‘house’ the glory of Jesus, Moses and Elijah in three tents (or ‘tabernacles’) up here on the mountain. As observant Jews, from their childhood Jesus and his disciples had celebrated the Feast of Tabernacles/Booths, commemorating both the wilderness wandering of the Hebrews when they lived in fragile, portable tents, and also the later dwelling of the cloud of God’s glory, the shekinah, in the Jerusalem Temple. “It is good for us to be here,” says Peter. He would like to turn this event into one that is comfortable and familiar; for them to enjoy a continual, undisturbed Feast up here on the mountain. We surely all know the temptation: to want to control the mystery of God’s intervention in our lives which can be quite disturbing and unfamiliar. Nor does Peter recognise that Jesus is not just to be housed on a level with Moses and Elijah. He is someone more.

So God takes the initiative with the disciples. It is God who overshadows, or ‘tents’ over, them (cf. Luke 1:36). As they enter the cloud of God’s presence they are terrified, but then comes the reassuring voice that is spoken to disciples of every age: “This is my Son, my Chosen; listen to him!” The affirming word that at Jesus’ baptism was heard only by him, is now heard by his disciples. And then the vision is over; the cloud lifts and the disciples are left with Jesus alone. If we listen to him, we will become sons and daughters of transforming light; we will have the courage to risk the new and unfamiliar for his sake because we are enveloped in the security of God’s presence.

This mountain top experience of Jesus’ glory is offered to Peter, John and James so that they can catch their breath and strengthen their pilgrim legs for another harder climb up another mountain where the glory of God will be revealed in the pain and disfigurement of the crucified Christ who makes his exodus into the death that will liberate humanity. But for much of the time the disciples continue to remain half-asleep, obtuse about the transfigured One who stands uncomfortably and dangerously in the midst of broken and dehumanised reality. If we to pass judgement on the disciples, we pass judgement on ourselves…

The first reading from the Book of Genesis commences with the self-revelation of God: “I am the LORD”, the deep significance of which may easily be lost because it seems so matter-of-fact and familiar.  God is then proclaimed as an initiative-taking and promise-making God who ‘cuts’ a covenant with Abram (his name has not yet been changed to Abraham), promising to give him descendants as countless as the stars of heaven. Abram cannot know that one of his descendants will one day be the brightest Morning Star (Rev 22:16) which will shine in resurrection glory. Abram is a good listener, which does not mean he cannot ask questions of God, but his questions are not those of doubt but of searching faith in the midst of uncertainty. God’s response is to involve Abram in a ritual in which Abram gathers animals and birds and cuts them in half. Then God causes a deep sleep to overwhelm Abram – not a befogged half-slumber like that on the mountain of transfiguration that was the disciples’ own fault, but a deep sleep that is biblical sign that all the initiative in this covenant-making is to be with God (cf. Gen 2:21). With the symbolism of fire and smoke, God passes through the divided animals to enact an ancient ritual that announced that if the covenant promises are not kept, a similar destruction may fall on the failing partner (cf. Jer 34:18-20). But this is a covenant that is a divine unilateral promise, and God, of course, will be faithful.  

Today Abram is revered by the three great monotheistic religions: Christianity, Judaism and Islam. Yet in the bible, Abram has faith, is declared righteous, and is given a mission by God before any of these religions existed. As John R. Donahue SJ comments: “He (Abraham) is a symbol of the way God may touch people’s lives and set them on a journey apart from established structures of belief.” The last promise of God to Abram is the promise of the land to his descendants, and the tragedy is that probably nothing seems to separate these three religions more than the issue of the land. Today we might pray for some peaceful resolution to this ongoing and often violent struggle between Abraham’s descendants over the issue of the land. 

The responsorial psalm 27 (26) expresses great trust in God. All those we meet in today’s readings – Abraham, Paul and Jesus, trusted absolutely in God who was their “light and salvation.” Whether it is under the symbol of the light of a flaming torch, the dazzling glory of God which is revealed as the reality of the Beloved Son, or Paul’s deep faith in the transformation of our bodies to share in the glory of Christ’s risen body, we can gratefully pray with them: “The Lord is my light and my salvation.” Trust is active and real when we are aware of our vulnerability, and such trust transforms mere anxiety into prayer.

It is not presumptuous or arrogant of Paul to offer himself as a model for the church at Philippi. Paul has just written passionately that “whatever gains I had, I have come to regard as loss because of Christ” (Phil 3:7), and that he presses on in his journey of faith because “Christ Jesus has made me his own” (Phil 3:12). It is not because of any self-centredness that Paul wants the Philippians to take him as a model, but only as a humble witness to the empowering love and knowledge of Jesus. Other men and women who are likewise committed to Christ are also to be imitated because we all recognise the fact that one human life can form and influence others – for better or worse. Paul has been brought to tears by the self-indulgent who are enemies of the self-sacrificing life and death of Jesus Christ and have only an earthly mind-set. Paul reminds us that the homeland that God has promised us is the only one that really counts: the homeland of heaven, from which Jesus Christ comes as saviour, so that not only our humanity but also the whole cosmos may be transfigured into the likeness of his glorified body. Paul ends this reading on a note of tender care for this beloved church, an endearing call to steadfastness in their following of Christ, for the Philippians, as his “joy and crown,” are also a witness and encouragement to him. There are several themes in this reading that are obviously the reason for its Lenten choice. Imitation of Christ in his sufferings, or of other faithful Christians, encourages us to conform our lives to his cross and the hope of eternal glory rather than living self-indulgently. This is the purpose of the church’s traditional Lenten practices of prayer, fasting and good works. How are we making these more of a reality in our lives during these weeks? An ‘earthly’ lifestyle shows little capacity for restraint or self-denial, Paul suggests, especially in the daily human realities such as eating and drinking and our sexual relationships. Even as we live our lives here and now, Lent reminds us of our hope for a saviour who did not demand for himself a glorious body in his incarnation but whose body was glorified in his resurrection. God has an eternal purpose and promise of glory for our human body, and this means it is important how we use and care for it. The last enemy of the body – death – has been embraced and destroyed by Christ.  This is our body’s astounding potential and destiny, and our great and human hope.

Seeking God demands that we listen “with the ear of your heart” (RB Prol 1). God’s truth became incarnate in Jesus, and to listen to him was what God asks of the disciples on the mountain of the transfiguration. At the end of Luke’s account of the transfiguration he writes that Peter, John and James found Jesus alone. For Benedict, Jesus alone is the centre of a monk’s life, as he must be for every Christian (cf. RB 4.21). Nothing whatever is to be preferred to Christ (cf. RB 72.11); he is to be cherished above all else (cf. RB 5.2). Benedict says nothing of Moses and Elijah who come to offer Jesus their support, but he does stress the importance of counsel. In important matters, the abbot is to do nothing without seeking the counsel of the whole community, from the youngest to the oldest, and even in less serious matters he should listen to the advice of senior members of the community (cf. RB 3.12-13). The final decision rests with the abbot (RB 3:5), but he can never be exempt from taking counsel. Vatican II embraced the principle of collegiality, an expression of listening that the church needs to revisit today. No leader or person with authority, not only in the monastery but also in the universal church, family, community, parish or workplace, can continue in the seeking of God without the support and encouragement of their sisters and brothers. 
