Homily, Gloria R. Carpeneto
2nd Sunday in Lent, Cycle A, March 3, 2020
Genesis 12:1-4; 2 Timothy 1:8-10; Matthew 17:1-9; Psalm 33, The Creator loves justice and right.
 
Our readings  today are all about transfiguration, and I don’t just mean the transfiguration of Jesus on Mount Tabor. Our readings are about transfigurations or transformations in the lives of others in scripture as well. So let’s talk a little about that transfiguration in the lives of Abram, of Paul, of Peter/James/John, and in our own lives as well. 

 
We don’t often think of Abram as being transfigured, but I believe he was. In the book of Genesis, there was no singular mountaintop experience for him the way there was for Jesus. Abram was a 75-year-old guy who was called by God d to pull up stakes and move to a new home in a new land where he knew no one and owned nothing. There was no written contract for Abram to fall back on if things went south. There was no guarantee that God wasn’t calling him to the equivalent of swamp property in Florida. Abram couldn’t be sure. But not unlike  any of us invited to transition to some new way of being – whether in our younger or our older years – Abram had only God’s promise to go on.  And the journey itself, that trek Abram took, became his transfiguration. Because of his willingness to  walk in faith, Abram became Abraham, transfigured from a simple farmer into the father of the Israelite nation. I want to emphasize again – no mountaintop experience for Abram … only his willingness to walk every day in the faith and trust that transfigured him.    

Paul, too, is a transfigured man. Writing to his protégé, Timothy, Paul tells  him that the grace of God has transformed him. Paul was willing to give up the life of a highly respected Pharisee and assume the life of a man who suffered  greatly because of his beliefs.. Whether or not Saul, as he was known then, was in fact knocked off his horse is highly debatable. What we know is Paul’s  response to his call transfigured him.  Saul encountered the person of Christ in his life.  And the journey that followed that encounter – Paul’s efforts to follow Christ through rejections and beatings and jailings  – made him a different man, transfigured from Saul the Persecutor to Paul the Apostle.     
And while we saw Jesus rather spectacularly transfigured today, I prefer to reflect on Peter, James and John and their transfigurations. We know from travelogues of folks who’ve  been there that Mount Tabor is not just another little hill. Going to the top of Mount Tabor isn’t like Taking a little hike in Rocks State Park.  As a matter of fact, buses need a special transmission to climb to the top. We’re told that the view from the top of Mount Tabor down into the Jezreel Valley is like the view from an airplane. So again, it was no small climb. It may have taken Jesus and his three friends two-to-three days to get to the top, carrying food, water, and other provisions.


And  I think therein lies the metaphor for transfiguration. There’s an old gospel song about the journey to heaven, and the first verse goes like this:
I’m comin’ up on the rough side of the mountain.

I’m holdin’ on to God and his powerful hand.
I’m comin’ up on the rough side of the mountain.

I’m doin’ my best to make it in.

Maybe we know instinctively that the smooth journey up a mountain  is not going to get us very far. We’ll backslide down a smooth mountain pretty fast. We need footholds and stones and little shrubs and vines to hold onto as we climb toward the top, and a smooth-surfaced  mountain isn’t going to give us any of those. The Gospel today makes it sound as though Peter, James and John just waltzed up Mount Tabor; saw the Divinity of Jesus; and then waltzed back down again – as though their spirituality was in one place (at the top), and their humanity in another (at the bottom). But that is so not true!

Transfiguration comes with the journey, which is why Jesus brought his friends up the mountain in the first place, touched them, blessed them, and then sent them walking back down again. It wasn’t that they were leaving a holy place; it was that the holy place travelled with them, so long as they continued on their journey into the heart of God
 If we desire our own transfiguration – if we truly want to invite the God who dwells in us to be more manifest every day -- we have to walk up the rough side of the mountain, and then back down again.  We have to set out like Abram for places unknown  and walk in trust until we are called Abraham.  We have to follow in Saul’s footsteps, and know that sometimes, as Paul, we will suffer for what we believe in. We have to walk with Jesus every day, up and down the mountain, as his friends did .
Maybe we’ll have moments like Peter, James and John had on Mount Tabor. Maybe we’ll be blessed to see Jesus in new and exciting ways. But in the end, we mostly travel up and down the rough side of the mountain, where our humanity and our spirituality are inseparable. As Teilhard said, We are spiritual beings on a human path. We are already transfigured; we need only begin to see that in ourselves and in each other. 

We walk the rough side of the mountain every day. We remember  what Catherine of Siena once said – All the way to heaven is heaven. And together with Peter, James and John, we say, God, it’s good to be here! 
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