SECOND SUNDAY OF LENT ‘C’

 Each year on the Second Sunday of Lent we hear an account of the Transfiguration of Jesus in the presence of his disciples Peter, James, and John.  This year we read from Saint Luke’s Gospel, chapter 9, beginning at verse 28.  Back in verse 22, Jesus tells them he will suffer greatly, be rejected by the elders, chief priests and scribes, be killed, and on the third day be raised.  In the next verse, verse 23, Jesus begins to tell them that life will not be easy for them, either, if they wish to follow him.  They must deny themselves, take up their crosses daily, and follow, losing their lives as well for Christ’s sake.

 We can imagine that this Good News of Jesus did not seem very good at the time.  In the Transfiguration, Jesus gives them the experience of the glory that awaits the faithful disciple, as well as the perspective to sustain and empower them to truly take up their crosses each day and follow.

 We do not experience Transfiguration, but transformation experiences, both good and bad, are part of the human condition.  Nature is sometimes beautiful and sometimes fearful.  The “For Better or For Worse” strip in last Sunday’s comics, for example:  Husband:  “In a perfect world we’d have a beautiful autumn, the snow would be here for the month of December and then the grass would be green.”  Wife: “Honey, did you listen to the news today?  If all we have to worry about is the weather, WE LIVE IN A PERFECT WORLD.”

 Things sometimes happen to people, maybe have even happened to us, which give us a glimpse of “glory” – occasional reminders that “our citizenship is in heaven”, as St. Paul tells the Philippians in today’s second reading.  We “Anglos” or “Gringos” are perhaps too practical in our culture to be very open to such, but for the Latinos or Hispanics it is a much more common occurrence.  They more easily sense God and the Virgin all around them.  Intellectually, they know that a statue is a statue.  But such images help them more in their spiritual lives than they help me in mine.  Sometimes a rock formation or the shape of a tree or even a design in a potato or a slice of bread will inspire them.

 Last July, a lady who attends the weekly Mass in Spanish and works at the egg production facility near Coulter noticed something strange on a small piece of eggshell and picked it up.  It actually resembles every image of Our Lady of Guadalupe that you and I have ever seen, and it has become very special to her and to others.

 When I was pastor in Marshalltown, my dentist had begun his practice in a downtown office and then built a new building on the south side of town.  At the time of his move to the new office, an elderly retired dentist in the parish was dying.  His funeral was on a Monday, and we had a private family service on Tuesday to bury his ashes.  At the burial, one daughter told how, during her father’s final hours, her brother said to him, “Dad, after you leave us, please give us some sign that you made it ‘up there’… just move my glasses a bit on the dresser; something simple like that.”

She then told us that, after the funeral Mass and luncheon on Monday, she went home and just wanted to be alone.  So she took the dog for a long walk.  As she was returning to her house, the wind blew a small paper from the street onto her lawn, so she retrieved it.  As she was throwing it away, she noticed some writing on it.  It said, “Dentist, Monday, 1:00 pm, new location.”  I recently saw her at another funeral and reminded her of that.  She said she is still baffled by it.

 Such experiences, if they ever occur to us, have hopefully touched us, caused us to wonder, maybe even have helped our faith.  We do not cause them; we cannot expect them.  Today Saint Luke describes Peter, James, and John experiencing the Transfiguration of Jesus.  This story can encourage us to take time apart, to allow ourselves to be open to the experience of God’s presence. 

 In Luke’s version of the Transfiguration, Jesus goes up a mountain to pray …goes to a place apart from others.  Luke’s description of the Transfiguration is an indication of glory, the wonder of the presence of God.  Jesus, Moses, and Elijah are discussing the Exodus that Jesus would accomplish in Jerusalem, something above and beyond the Exodus led by Moses in bringing the Chosen People back from 40 years of slavery in Egypt.  Jesus would accomplish the exodus or liberation and deliverance of all of us by his death, resurrection, and ascension into glory.  

 In the Gospels, we often read of Jesus sneaking away from the crowds and going up a mountain to pray.  Though he was also divine, he needed these moments apart in order to maintain his focus on his Father and be able to live his difficult mission to its conclusion.

 Recently, we are being reminded of the existence of a Retreat House in our midst and the opportunities it offers us to go up the mountain, apart from others, to pray, to put our lives back into focus in order to better live our difficult mission to its conclusion.  The facility has been in existence for fifty years and is less than an hour from here.  Retreat Houses have suffered the effect of the materialistic allurements that seek to enslave all of us.  In recent years, fewer people are taking time apart from their weekly routines to retreat, to step back for a couple of days and look at their lives and themselves and discover what is good and worth pursuing and what needs to be addressed, in order to be faithful to the mission we received in our baptism.

 It was Jesus’ inner being that changes his outward appearance in the Transfiguration.  His inner life and light became transparent in his outward appearance, just as our values and commitments become etched in our bodies over our lifetimes.  Through prayer, we find our way and face our struggles.

 God’s Word to us today allows us to consider the reality of death.  Life is a journey with hardships, just like the Exodus was for Moses and the chosen people, and the public ministry and passion was for Jesus.  But for the stalwart disciple, life will end in a glorious conclusion.

Let us remember to go up the mountain and come back down with our Lord as he takes up his cross and goes to Jerusalem.  Jesus must pass through the narrow passage of death in order to come to Easter.  Easter does not remove death; it transcends death, but it does not remove it.  Both deep sorrows and great joys can transform us.  Our commitment to live as Christ will one day result in our transfiguration into glory.

 
 
