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Transfiguration


In our last Gospel sharing, Georges told us how he came to discover  that on Tabor, it was not Jesus who was transfigured, but his apostles. In reality, the mystery of Tabor is the mystery of a gaze transfigured. 

Today I would like to deepen this insight, starting from the question : How did Jesus experience and live his suffering and death ? In the midst of his agony of apprehension, Jesus’ first thought was not for himself but for his friends. During their farewell meal, he said: “You will be sorrowful, but your sorrow will turn into joy. When a woman is in labour, she has sorrow, because her hour has come; but when she is delivered of the child, she no longer remembers the anguish, for joy that a child is born into the world.” (John 16, 20-21) . Jesus saw his own sufferings as the pains of childbirth. And that transfigures everything. The essential distinction is between “suffering from” and “suffering for”. Suffering for nothing is meaningless, absurd. But suffering for a person can be fruitful and full of meaning.

Have you ever observed, yourself unseen, an expectant mother attending to some quiet task, or simply seated, her hands on her lap, as if in prayer? Painters have caught these magic moments and surrounded them with a mysterious halo. For a woman who has a new life within her is not so much shining as radiating, like a steel wire which glows as the current passes through it. Her light is not an exterior shining, but an internal radiance, coming from the depths of her being.

Survivors from the death camp of Auschwitz have spoken of a similar radiance coming out of the starvation hut where St Maximilian Kolbe accomplished his sacrifice. You remember no doubt the martyrdom of this Franciscan, a great apostle of Mary, who gave his life to save a father of a family. And many of us may have observed, now and again, a strange glow on the face of a dying person. 

It is within that mysterious radiance that I invite you today to contemplate the mystery of the Transfiguration in Luke 9, 28-36.

This episode in the Gospel is sometimes presented as a kind of show, a theatrical performance  intended to strengthen the apostles. Terrified by the catastrophe they feel is coming, they are reassured by this demonstration of the power of Jesus. It is one interpretation. But it may be better to regard the Transfiguration as a dress rehearsal for Golgotha. I beg to be excused for using the language of the theatre in speaking of a mystery which was the very opposite of a dramatic spectacle. I only wish to say that, in the final phase of his life, Jesus continued to assure his apostles that “he had to suffer and die”, it was something he could not avoid. He had himself accepted this as the mysterious will of the Father. Indeed he desired it fervently, “like a fire”, and he wanted his apostles to accept it also and to discover its deep meaning. At the time, neither St John nor the other apostles understood this mystery: “they did not understand”. But after the death of Jesus, thanks to the gift of the Spirit which this incomprehensible death won for them, the first believers saw the Cross illuminated with all the glory of God.

Was not this the same glory which the friends of Jesus perceived on his countenance and in his tenderness for them during his last days? It was an experience so profound, so inexpressible, that they could only speak of it by locating it “on a high mountain”, that is, far away in God’s own world.


The Transfiguration, then,  ceases to be a separate episode in the life of Jesus, a kind of marvellous interval, and is seen rather as  a sudden illumination of the depths from which the proclamation of the Kingdom issues, the depths, that is,  of Jesus’ intimate relationship with the Father.

When the Pharisees ask Jesus about the coming of the Kingdom and the signs by which it can be known, Jesus replies: “The Kingdom of God is not coming with signs that can be observed. It will not be possible to say, It is here, or it is there. For behold, the Kingdom of God is in the midst of you.” (Luke 17, 20-21). In all his teaching, and especially in the parables, Jesus stresses the hidden character of the Kingdom. It draws near, it comes, but it never makes a striking entrance, there is nothing spectacular or sensational about it. It is not only hidden in the mystery of the world to come, it is hidden here too. It comes under the veil of ordinary, everyday things, inserts itself into the details of daily life, like yeast in the lump of dough. The Kingdom is present in the familiar world of every day which everyone knows, with its sorrows and its joys. That is how the Kingdom comes, and it is unnoticed by those who are waiting for extraordinary and fantastic signs. The Kingdom is hidden beneath the daily and the familiar, but it is far from being itself something either daily or familiar. 
We have one further step to take if we wish to enter fully into the meaning of the Gospel accounts of the Transfiguration. The transfiguring power of the Kingdom is strongest where it is most hidden, that is, in the experience of suffering, humiliation and death, in the midst of failure and abandonment. The Gospels say that at the moment of the Transfiguration, Moses and Elijah appear in glory, speaking with Jesus. Luke adds the detail that  “they spoke of his departure, which he was to accomplish at Jerusalem.”  (Luke 9, 31) Here we truly reach the heart of the mystery. Jesus’ going up to Jerusalem, his suffering and death, are taken up in the glorious light which surrounds Moses and Elijah. And in that light they appear as the privileged place of the Kingdom. 
The transfiguration, just like the resurrection - both are the two faces of the one pascal mystery-, is not an isolated happening and not a happening of the past.  Transfiguration happens here and now, and everywhere, if only we have the eyes to see it. And only our own transfiguration experiences can help us to understand from within what happened on Tabor. Yes, Tabor is a face on television, the face of that Irish father whose daughter has just been killed by a bomb attack ; a face marked by an immense pain, but at the same time shining with a pardon and a love stronger than despair and hate. Tabor is in the wounded tenderness of that woman who takes care till the end of her husband who had abandoned her for years and who eventually came home to die. Tabor, is it not as well in the mild smile of Nelson Mandela, in whom hatred did not prevail, and whose victory refused to be a revenge ? 
In the history of Western Christianity, salvation has often been presented more in terms of liberation than transfiguration. But the liberation brought by Jesus can only be realized in transfiguration. Jesus does not cancel men’s weaknesses and sufferings, their loneliness and their death; but he transfigures them by taking them upon himself, so that the very poorest human condition becomes itself a sign of God’s new nearness to the world.
Constantine, it is said, had a shining vision of the Cross at the Ponte Milvio in Rome and saw the words, “In this sign conquer”. But this shining on the Ponte Milvio was not the light which shone on Mount Tabor. The light of the Transfiguration is the unbelievable love of God shining through suffering, humiliation and death. Tabor is the ultimate victory of God’s love that is already transforming the world. 
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