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Oil & Wine  Second Sunday of Lent  8 March 2009
• Gen 22:1-2, 9a, 10-13, 15-18  • Ps 116 (115):15-19  • Rom 8:31b-34  • Mark 9:2-10
In the Orthodox tradition, the first icon that the novice iconographers do by themselves is usually that of the Transfiguration of Christ, “the image (eikon) of the invisible God” (Col 1:15). The icon is ‘read,’ not ‘painted,’ because the mystery is one on which the iconographer must first gaze with the inner eye of deep contemplation. On the wood that is to be transformed the darkest colour is usually laid down first, and the many layers of paint then become progressively lighter. The progression from dark to light represents transformation in the uncreated and radiant light of God. To write this mystery of the Transfiguration of Jesus is to gaze on the transformation of his humanity so briefly revealed, and schools the iconographer in the mystery that must be written in all other icons. 

Mark has just laid down the dark colour of Jesus’ first passion prediction (Mark 8:31-38), but Peter doesn’t want to look at it; this isn’t what should happen to Jesus. “Six days later,” therefore, Jesus takes Peter, James and John up a high mountain to be alone with him. These disciples have already witnessed Jesus’ power over life and death in the raising of Jairus’ daughter (Mark 5:37), and will again be with him in Gethsemane as he wrestles in agony with the future that lies ahead of him. Physically, from a mountain top things look different; we can see further and with a new perspective. Biblically, the mountain is a privileged and symbolic place of revelation and new vision, and this becomes incarnate in the very body of Jesus as the dazzling glory of God erupts to clothe his humanity. It is such ‘white’ presence of God that clothed the Ancient of Days in Dan 7:9, the messenger who announces the resurrection (Mark 16:5) and the ascending Jesus (Acts 1:10). Then Elijah and Moses appear with Jesus, two mountain men and his own ancestors, who had experienced the heights of divine revelation and the depths of suffering at Sinai and Carmel (cf. Ex 34:29-35; 1 Kgs 18-19). They are also representatives of the Mosaic teaching/Law and prophets that will sustain this most faithful Israelite in the ordeal to come. 

Peter and his companions gaze on the transformed Jesus but cannot ‘read’ him. Before this glory Peter panics and does what we so often do when faced with the unexpected and inexplicable: he retreats into the comfort zone of the known and familiar. From childhood, Jesus and the disciples have celebrated the Jewish Feast of Booths (or Tabernacles). This is a many-faceted feast that not only celebrates the dwelling of the Hebrews in fragile booths or tents in the wilderness but also, after they had settled in the Land, became a memorial of the glory of the shekhinah, the cloud of the Presence in the Jerusalem Temple. After the destruction of the first Temple and the failures of kingship, the feast also expressed a longing for the coming of the messiah who would again raise up the fallen booth (or house) of David and repair its ruin (cf. Amos 9:11-12). That such restoration and messianic glory would be revealed in the temple of Christ’s body, is beyond the imagining of the disciples. Jesus has to convince them that it is not beyond their faith. Peter’s exclamation that “Rabbi, it is good for us to be here…” is often read out of context. What Peter thinks is “good” is the glory, which he is quite ready to welcome, but not the suffering. Why not capture the glory and contain it in three tents/booths, “…one for you, one for Moses and one for Elijah,” and have a great, extended Festival of Booths! To make it quite clear that this is not a dazzling idea, Mark adds that: “He did not know what to say, for they were terrified.” We can surely sympathise with Peter, because every disciple in every age has to learn that discipleship is not about comfort and security but about learning to hammer the tent pegs of our lives into the mystery of Christ, crucified and risen, with readiness to strike camp and move on when he calls.
Now as always, it is God who takes the initiative, tenting over and covering the terrified and obtuse disciples with the cloud of his loving and sustaining Presence, and affirming for them what was heard by Jesus only at his baptism: “This is my Son, the Beloved; listen to him!” This is also God’s call to us to gaze and listen with the eyes and ears of our hearts and to recognize the deep mystery of Christ under surface realities. Then suddenly it is all over, and the disciples are left with “only Jesus,” a Jesus no longer transfigured. There is silence as they come down from the mountain, a silence of confusion, and Jesus commands them to tell no one about what has happened until he has risen from the dead. The Transfiguration is only a preview of his glory; another mountain has to be climbed, the Son has to be transformed and clothed with the naked pain of Calvary before he puts on the eternal glory of his resurrection. The disciples will have to come to terms not only with this apparent scandal but also with the scandal of their own desertion of Jesus, before they experience the ‘scandal’ of his forgiving love. Until then, Jesus is not known in his full truth by any disciple, ourselves included.
The first reading is also about a beloved father and a beloved son: Abraham and Isaac. In both Judaism and Christianity, Abraham is a paradigm of faith, one “who when he was tested was found loyal” (Sirach 44:20), who was “hoping against hope” (Rom 4:18), and who  “by faith, when put to the test, offered up Isaac” because he believed in a God who could raise up the dead (Heb 11:17-19). Abraham is named in Eucharistic Prayer I as “our father in faith” because of his readiness to offer up Isaac in what is called in Judaism “The Binding of Isaac.” The language of the portion is stark, and for the reading to have its full impact we should read the whole story from which the Lectionary unfortunately omits vv. 3-8. Isaac is the child of the promise in whom dwells Abraham’s hope of descendants as many as the stars of heaven or the countless grains of the sand. With the call to sacrifice him it seems that the stars are blotted out, the sand washed away. After the prophetic double naming of Abraham by God and the terrifying command, we hear no conversation between Abraham and God, between Abraham and Isaac for most of the reading. We perhaps have experienced tragic news, such as the sudden death of a loved one, and in the days that follow we seem to be on automatic pilot, trying to anaethetize feeling with relentless doing. So with Abraham. He rises early, saddles his donkey, cuts the wood, takes his two servants and Isaac with him, and sets out for another place. It is as though he is leaving behind him all the promises of God, land and descendants – but not the Promise Maker. On the third day (a biblical clue that something significant is about to happen), Mount Moriah is glimpsed, the servants are told to stay behind, and the father and son go on alone and together. “My father,” “My son,” are the painful heartbeats of the climb. The verbs are relentless and pitiless: an altar built, wood and Isaac laid on it, Abraham’s hand reaching out for the knife… God takes the risk that Abraham will obey; Abraham takes the risk that God will provide. Neither will fail the other. 
We like the end of the story: the sacrifice stayed, the ram substituted for Isaac. We would much prefer to have the salvation and blessing part of the event without the testing, but that is not God’s way, then or now. We need to remember that God did not want the sacrifice of Isaac or any child, something that was considered an abomination in Israel (cf. 2 Kgs 3:27) and still is whether the one million Jewish children under twelve who died in the Holocaust, the hundreds in the recent Gaza violence, or the massacres in so many parts of today’s world.  What killed Jesus, the Beloved Son of the Father, what still kills is disregard for human life and dignity, lust for power, violence, greed. What gives life is faith and love. God wanted to know if he was the first in Abraham’s life. He still wants to know this about us. After this episode there is no more direct speech recorded between Abraham and God. Like two old lovers whose faith in one another has survived so many crises, silence is the most eloquent speech. Sometimes it may also be our most eloquent prayer.
The words of Ps 116 are a most significant response to the first reading: “I kept my faith, even when I said, ‘I am greatly afflicted.’ ” Psalm 116 is used in the celebration of the Jewish Passover, and has come to be used in the Christian Eucharistic liturgy, especially on Holy Thursday, when it is reread as thanksgiving for the Father’s promise of life given in the Son’s salvation from death. At our Eucharist today, the psalm becomes the voice of Abraham, of Jesus, of the assembly, as we praise God for his faithfulness.
In the Letter to the Romans, Paul says simply, and with profound and unshakeable faith, that because our promise-making God is “for us” no one and nothing can be against us. God’s love for his Son infinitely surpasses that of Abraham for Isaac. Such is God’s loving ‘vulnerability’ that what God did not require of Abraham, the giving up of Isaac to death, God suffers in the death of his own Beloved Son who is delivered into messianic dignity and eternal life only on the other side of life. This death and deliverance is an outreach of love “for all of us,” his sisters and brothers, Jew and Gentile alike. Here is an echo of the promise to Abraham as “the ancestor of a multitude of nations” (Gen 17:5) to which Paul has also referred earlier in this Letter (Rom 4:16-17). God has set the resurrection seal of approval on the life, passion and death of Jesus who now intercedes for us, and how could we be condemned with such an intercessor? This is the faith that sustains us as we travel towards Easter. It is what Oscar Romero communicated to his suffering people of El Salvador in one of his Lenten broadcasts: “This Lent, which we observe amid blood and sorrow, ought to presage a transfiguration of our people, a resurrection of our nation.”
For Benedict, all was centred on “only Jesus,” for nothing is to be preferred to his love (RB 4.21). It is the realization of his love for us that makes possible what Benedict lists in the next verses: not vague and fuzzy love, but concrete, practical love of our sisters and brothers that is not angry or grudging; words and actions that are sincere and from the heart; a readiness to turn towards, not away from, the person who is in any kind of need (cf. RB 4.22-28). After a lifetime of that had taught Benedict how much a deep and faithful response to Christ can cost, he writes in RB 72.11 that his communities should “prefer absolutely nothing to Christ.” Benedict derived these words from Cyprian who continues: “…for he (Christ) has preferred nothing to us.”  RB 72 ends with the hope that Christ may “lead us all together to everlasting life” (RB 72.12). “Together” is important; members of religious and local church communities need the support of one another; we all need the support of family and friends and ‘ancestors’ in the faith. Jesus needed the companionship of Moses and Elijah; Paul refers to Abraham as a great model of faith. When the climb becomes difficult we are blessed if others can help shoulder our burdens until we reach eternal rest on the holy mountain of God (cf. RB 72.5; Prol 23; Ps 15:1).
