HOMILY for the 2nd  Sunday of Lent, February 28th., 2010
“They went into the cloud”

At our friendly clergy lunch to welcome Monsignor Vincent Harvey to our city, the conversation got round to paranormal phenomena, ghosts and suchlike.   This was my opportunity to tell of a strange experience I had in my last parish.
I had gone out one day to meet a friend in a pub on the South Downs – I was not coming back from the pub, I hasten to add, in view of what follows.   I took my usual country route which at one point involved going down a single-track lane with the occasional passing places for cars.   I was just approaching a corner by a farm-gate and under some trees when a car appeared in the opposite direction.   As I had just passed a passing-place, it was obviously best for me to stop and reverse to let it pass by.   I reversed the car, turning my head as I did so, so that I could see through the back window where I was going.   I then stopped in the lay-by and faced the front again.    To my surprise, there was no other car in sight.    I could only assume that the other driver had also decided to reverse and was now round the corner waiting for me.   So I gingerly moved forward and rounded the corner.    There was no car to be seen.   I accelerated and drove on and on, between high hedges where there was no place to divert.    Eventually I reached the main road.   It was empty.   But nobody could have reversed that far and that fast and disappeared.
Over lunch I was telling my friend what had happened when to my surprise the landlord leaned over the bar and told me exactly where it had been.   “That’s where they got killed when they drove into the trees,” he said.

What does this mean?       There is a belief that, particularly in moments of crisis or intense emotion – anguish, fear, also joy - we do give off energies, energies which might cause things to happen (objects to move) or just possibly take some visible form.   Animals, after all, are able to smell our emotions before they see them.   This is not an answer, but a suggestion.    Some believe that energies are given off in other ways, for example by patterns on the surface of the earth, the so-called ley lines.
If it is possible to admit of unexpected energies at the human level, how much more when we are talking of God.    The strange experience of the Transfiguration involved, as we have just heard, an intense experience of light.   In fact it is a paradox:  there was a cloud of light, into which Jesus and the three chosen disciples went.   It wasn’t just light behind a cloud.   It was a cloud of light, a light-cloud.   And the whole experience was so sweet and delightful that Peter wanted it to last for ever.

If the Transfiguration describes an intimate sharing in the life of God, we may say it is a sharing in the ‘energies’ of God.    The Fathers of the Church speak of our human destiny as being to “become divine”, and frequently use the expression “God became man so that man might become God”.     However, we can’t become God in what is properly known as his ‘essence’.   That would make us sharers in God’s inner being, the Holy Trinity.     The Holy Trinity would then no longer be a Trinity, but an Umpteenity.    But we might say that we share in God’s ‘energies’.    These are uncreated energies, unlike human energy, which is created – as when we consume food to give us energy.    

It has to be said that this understanding of the ‘energies’ of God is one which is found fully developed in the Christian East, rather than the Christian West.   It was expounded by Saint Gregory, Archbishop of Thessalonika, who died in 1359.    Some Western Christian thinkers have condemned it as misguided, but it is becoming more and more accepted in the West, not least by the last Pope.

Last Sunday, the Sunday of Temptation, therefore gave us the image, through Jesus’ resistance, of what we are not meant to be:  greedy, bossy and showing off.    This Sunday, the Sunday of Transfiguration, shows us what we are meant to be:  creatures fully alive with the energy of God.
What convinced the disciples to follow Jesus?   Was it that he paid so much attention to unexpected people, fishermen and even tax-collectors?    Certainly.    Was it that he radiated a certain ‘aura’?   No doubt, though others also radiated an aura and proved to be false and deceptive.    Was it that he worked wonders – as in the recent account which we heard, from St. Luke’s Gospel, of the wonderful catch of fish?     That, too, must have been true.

But Jesus led nobody to follow him by being transfigured with light and causing them to become spellbound – a story which reminds us to a certain extent of the phenomena at Fatima in 1917.      

Jesus’  Transfiguration comes only in the middle of the story, when the disciples already knew him well and had been travelling with him along the road.

And this is where we come in.   For we will never know the divine energy if we do not travel with Jesus.   If we just sit waiting for something to happen, we will achieve nothing.   If we want to experience the radiance of Christ, we must follow him now.

True, we are not enveloped by a luminous cloud.   But in doing Christ-like things we may say that we share in Christ-like energies.   We radiate unsuspected energies.    To put it at another level, can our pet dog smell us being Christian?     And for us to be with others in unity – a proper unity – is to radiate a mighty energy.

So we must not doubt our capacity as humans, just because we cannot see a result.    Nor must we doubt the power of prayer.    People say:  “I have prayed and prayed and prayed and this or that hasn’t happened”.   And one can only reply:  “Don’t stop now!”

There is a story of the hermits in the Egyptian Sahara desert, the so-called ‘Desert Fathers’.    Abba Joseph was approached by Abba Lot, who informed him that he had kept his rule of prayer, fasted, purified his thoughts and lived peacefully – what else could he do?   And Abba Joseph held out his hands towards heaven, fingers extended.   His fingertips blazed like candles, and he replied:  “What else can you do?  You can become fire!”

Can we believe that, too?   As Hamlet said in a different context:  “There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio, than are dreamt of in your philosophy”.
And I could tell you the story of the ‘haunted’ house I went to bless where the milk bottle in the kitchen had shattered into a neat pyramid of tiny slivers, like closely compacted snowflakes.   But that must wait for another time ...

