Sermon Notes: 2nd Sunday of Lent:

Genesis 22:1-18;  Mark 9:2-10

Mark 9:2-10

This is a story in which it is easy to become bogged down in the details and that is an unfortunate distraction from what Mark is trying to say to us at this point in his Gospel.  This is why it is important to locate the story of the transfiguration within the wider context of Mark’s overall message.  

It comes just after the first prediction of the Passion (8:31-33) and just before the second prediction of the Passion (9:30-32).   It is also associated with Peter’s profession of faith (8:31-33) and Jesus pronouncement on the conditions that he imposes on those who seek to follow him as his disciples (8:34-38).  We could make a very simple interpretation of today’s Gospel by describing it in some way as the divine solution to the problems and challenges raised by these other text.

Keeping in mind that the story of the transfiguration is sandwiched between two predictions of the approaching death of Jesus we begin our reflections by noting Peter’s profession of faith which went something like this:  Yes, Jesus is the long awaited Messiah sent by God to fulfil all of the divine promises of old and to bring salvation to those who believe.   The problem for Peter was that his understanding of the role and mission of the Messiah differed significantly from the understanding of Jesus.  It turns out that God was not into reinforcing Peter’s theology but rather was calling on Peter to let go of his attempts to control divine mercy and instead to allow God to move him in new directions.   It seemed that Peter was prepared to follow Jesus as long as the path led him in ways of which he approved!  Hence the scandalous condemnation of the righteous Peter:  “Get behind me Satan!”

What was the problem with their understandings of the Messiah’s role?  Jesus had in mind a Messiah who was going to humble himself, to serve God’s will to the point of giving up his life.  His love for his Father and for the children of God was such that his own life counted as nothing.  He would suffer.  He would die and he would be buried.

Peter on the other hand held a more traditional and conservative image of what a Messiah should be like.  More than likely it was one of the prevailing Jewish concepts popular at the time and knowing something of Peter’s personality, the one that more than likely appealed to him was the one where the Messiah would be like King David of old:  a warrior messiah, a king filled with splendour and glory.  How disappointed he must have been.  The last thing he was going to be prepared to accept was a dead messiah, particularly one who would diminish the messianic image by dying as a criminal on a cross.  How uncouth!  How unacceptable!  Poor Peter simply could not trust God enough to let go of his own religious convictions.

It was after this that Jesus followed up with his teachings on what it means to be a disciple.  A follower of Jesus is one who also walks the way of the cross, who is prepared to die to themselves, even to the point of giving up their lives if that is what obeying the Father’s will require.  It is a radical demand.  If a disciple does not lose his or her life, then there is no way they can consider themselves to be genuine disciples.   The self has to go and with it all of the forms of behaviour that try to limit God into human ways and human expectations.  The mark of a disciple is the cross and the grave.

That kind of conversation and teaching must have left a heavy silence over the group as I can imagine that it was not the kind of thing that was in their minds when they set out on the challenging road of following Jesus.  The miracles, the crowds, the exciting teaching and the possibility of freedom from tyranny must have all drawn the apostles into a particular understanding of discipleship that was shattered by this latest proclamation by Jesus.   How were they to make sense of it all?  How is it possible for any human to achieve such high demands?  It is all too much and if it is all too much then how is salvation possible?

This is where the story of the transfiguration comes in.  Just as the empty tomb is the explanation of the cross, so the transfiguration offers an explanation of the way forward in this demanding vocation to discipleship.     There on the mountain the Father proclaims that Jesus is indeed his beloved Son.  They were to listen to him.   Their hope rests in Jesus and not in their own ability, their own strength and the clarity of their own understanding.    The transfigured Jesus is not just a reality on the lofty heights of the mountain.  The divine power and glory of Jesus is out there in Galilee as well and will be there on Golgotha, even if they cannot always see it.  This is the belief towards which their faith must be directed.   Can they truly believe that Jesus is the Son of God?  Do they believe Jesus is the Divine Messiah sent by God for the salvation of all?   If they believe this then why would they be anxious?

It is only by being Christ like that they can be disciples and they can only be Christ like when they let go of control over their lives and their vocations.  While they continue to determine and direct how and when they will serve God, they will remain mere shadows of discipleship, empty shells who bear the name Christian but who are far from the Kingdom.

Conclusion:

This is why this is such a wonderful reading for the beginning of the season of Lent.  It calls us to do a number of crucial things:

· Meditate on our own discipleship to work out whether we serve God more on our own terms or serve him without conditions, prepared to be led in ways that we no not necessarily understand or wish to follow.

· Work out just where and how we are dying to ourselves and opening ourselves up to new directions under God’s Holy Spirit.

· Ask just where the signs of the power of Jesus Christ at work in us are evident?

· Invites us to work out just how and where we might work on transforming our lives in the light of the demands of the Kingdom.

· Challenges us to make a commitment to take up those divine commands to change.  

It is in the light of this reading that we can now make sense of that awful reading from Genesis.  How difficult would it have been for Abraham to contemplate the sacrifice of his only son?  His hopes for the future, his expectations, his dreams, his whole life was in some ways represented by his son.   And what does God demand of him?  He had to give it all up in this most painful and horrendous of ways.  He had to trust God when common sense and experience told him otherwise.  Then and only then would the blessings promised by God flow to him and through him to the peoples of Canaan.

There is the promise of Lent.  We are called upon to sacrifice the “Isaacs” of our own lives for the sake of obeying the will of God.  If we are not prepared to do that or if we continually seek some compromises, then we cannot be his disciples.  If we wonder why the blessings offered to the Church at Pentecost are not as evident today as they were in those opening days of the Christian family, then perhaps it is in the message of these two readings we need to be looking for the answer.

Great are the promises we are given but great also are the expectations of God.   This Lent is a time when we are invited to pause and to honestly evaluate just where we are willing to stand in terms of our response to those demands and whether we have the will and the courage to repent, to transform our lives and allow God to do great things through us.
