Homily – 2nd Sunday of Lent (B) 2021
Gen. 22: 1-2, 9-13, 15-18;  Rom: 8: 31-34  &  Mk. 9: 2-10
	This might seem to be a strange way of describing them, but I think there are three great “epiphanies” in Mark’s gospel. Not “epiphanies” in the sense of Matthew’s visit of the Magi or Luke’s adoring shepherds at the manger – but rather three great moments of “attestation” in Mark’s narrative. The first is in c.1. Immediately after Jesus’ baptism, he sees the heavens torn open, the Spirit descending and hears the Father’s voice: ‘You are my beloved son; with you I am well pleased’ (Mk.1.10-11). The second is today’s gospel story – the Transfiguration – where again the Father’s voice is heard: ‘This is my beloved Son; listen to him’ (Mk.9:7). The last, and perhaps the strangest, comes right at the end of the gospel, in c.15. Jesus, hanging on the Cross, utters a loud cry and breathes his last – and the Centurion who was a witness to his death proclaims: ‘Truly this man was the Son of God!’ (Mk.15:39). 
	Those three “epiphanies” are, in a sense, progressive. At least in Mark’s account, the revelation at Jesus’ baptism is private – it is Jesus alone who hears the voice of his Father – and in the strength of that new relationship, that new knowledge of who he is, he begins his public ministry. The revelation at the Transfiguration is more public – for Peter and James and John, Jesus’ closest friends, are there with him, and the Father’s voice is addressed to them, especially in his instruction: ‘Listen to him’ – an instruction echoed in our Opening Prayer this morning. The last revelation is the most public of all. Jesus, suspended between heaven and earth in full view of the crowds and the whole city of Jerusalem, is proclaimed ‘Son of God’ not now by the Father, but by a pagan soldier, the representative of the Roman Empire, the representative of the whole world. Jesus’ life and death is not a random collection of events – there is a shape to that life, a plan of progressive revelation which reaches its culmination only when, in human terms, failure seems complete.
	And today’s gospel seems to be seeking to underline that “hidden plan” in the story of Jesus. The Transfiguration narrative is not a “stand-alone”, rather it is part of a “triptych” at the core of Mark’s gospel. The first of the “panels” is Peter’s confession of faith at Caesarea Philippi: ‘You are the Christ’ (Mk.8:29). The second “panel” follows immediately, with the Lord’s first prophecy of his death and then his teaching on discipleship: ‘If anyone would come after me, let him deny himself, and take up his cross, and follow me’ (Mk.8:34). Only then comes the Transfiguration and the Father’s voice – it is as if, in the centre of the gospel, both Man and God have only one voice and one truth to proclaim: Jesus Christ is the Son of God. But between those two panels, between Peter’s confession and the Transfiguration comes the Cross – and it is only the Cross which brings that truth to full actualisation, that makes Jesus’ life make sense, that makes Jesus’ life bear full fruit.
	And Peter and James and John are not the only witnesses. There, with Jesus on the mountain, are Moses and Elijah, the witnesses to the Law and to the Prophets. This hidden plan of salvation goes back to the beginning of time – it is God’s single purpose, the purpose he has worked out from the very beginning of Israel’s relationship with him. Even in that story of Abraham which was our first reading, we see foreshadowed the self-offering of Christ in the “sacrifice” of Isaac. Abraham’s willingness to offer his only son, the son through whom all the promises of inheritance had been made, his willingness to act in the obedience of faith is blessed by God, and Abraham receives Isaac ‘back from the dead’ as it were. Only God goes further in his self-offering – sacrificing not the ram in the thicket, but the Paschal Lamb, his only-Begotten Son. God always gives more of himself than he ever asks of us. It is all God’s plan, that we might have life.
	The current success of the vaccination programme, the falling case numbers, and even the Prime Minister’s “roadmap” announced last Monday have all started to re-enkindle hope. I think the Prime Minister even mentioned the “crocus of hope” breaking through the Covid-19 frost. Even these human plans for gradually restoring our society have brought comfort and encouragement to many – no matter that it will still be a long and uncertain path towards the 21st June.
	How much more, then, should God’s plan for new life and salvation enkindle hope in us? And we do need that hope in these difficult times – when all our Covid “groundhog days” look so similar, and when what change there is – and it is real enough – is so slow as to be imperceptible. Yet we are called into God’s plan. Unlikely though it often may seem to us, God has called us to be part of his plan for salvation. We may not fully understand that yet. We may not yet see which part we are being asked to play, how we fit into God’s grand design. Yet, we can be certain of this, that if we do listen to God’s Son, if we do deny ourselves, and take up our cross and follow him in obedience to his voice, then our little lives will take on the “shape”, the pattern of the life of Christ, and we will, little by little, be shaped into the children of God and, as our Opening Prayer concluded, rejoice to behold the Lord’s face and the Lord’s glory. May it be so. Amen.
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