SECOND SUNDAY OF LENT [C]

The Gospel of the Transfiguration is read annually on this Sunday.   In the Temptation (1st. Sunday of Lent), Jesus allies himself to the lowest state of the human condition;   in allowing the disciples to witness his Transfiguration, he offers them the highest state.   In these two Gospels the whole extent of the Lenten journey is traced:  human recognition of sinfulness and dependence on God, leading to a share in the light of the divine resurrection (depth>height).

As mentioned last week, in Lent the First Readings form a short chronological sequence charting God’s presence with his Chosen People in the Old Testament.   Last week’s reading, though set in the context of the arrival of the people in the Promised Land, was actually a brief summary of the whole early history of the people:  the call to Abraham to leave his own land and go where God told him, the exile in Egypt, the Exodus, the wandering in the desert, the arrival in the Promised Land.
Now we have four consecutive readings marking specific stages, and we begin with Abraham.   Abram (=Mighty Father”) has come to the Promised Land and his name is changed to Abraham (=”Father of nations”).   God promises that Abraham will indeed be the father of many peoples, and marks the promise by the covenant scene described today.

In the ancient covenant ritual, two parties would cut animals in two and walk between them.   The symbolism was that if either party broke the covenant, might they themselves die similarly [see Jeremiah 34: 18].    Here God (in the form of smoke and fire) passes between the two halves.   Abraham drives away the birds, seen as ill-omened, and falls into a sleep, traditionally the prelude to an appearance of the divine, as in dreams.   God promises to Abraham not only many descendants, but also the land, which at its greatest extent did indeed stretch from the “Brook of Egypt” to the River Euphrates.

The Second Reading is linked to the Gospel theme.   St. Paul’s letter to the Philippians is probably an amalgam of more than one letter, one of which deals with false teachers.   These teachers, as encountered in other communities founded by Paul, tried to insist that pagan converts to Christianity followed Jewish practices (such as circumcision, dietary laws, etc.);  this, Paul says, cancels out the free and universal gift of Christ.   In the first half of today’s reading [according to the longer version of the text given today] Paul repeats his warning against insistence on these practices.   He then reminds the Philippians that in Christ they have been transformed.   The transformation is not complete, but they are already, in anticipation, “citizens of heaven”, and have a share in the glorious risen Body of Christ.

The Resurrection of Christ has transformed the whole universe, bathing it in a new and glorious light.   This transformation applies equally to each individual believer.

