2nd Sunday of Lent – Matthew 17:1-9
Transfiguration
In Matthew, as in Mark and Luke, the Transfiguration takes place after Jesus’ first Passion Prediction and Peter’s refusal to accept a suffering Messiah.  Ironically, we all have difficulty with suffering, let alone a suffering Messiah.  The same privileged three who would be present for the prayers in Gethsemane witnessed it, except they had stayed awake this time.  Its first purpose was to encourage the disciples to persevere with Jesus by a glimpse of the glorified Christ.  The brightness of his face did not belong to this world but was like that of the just in the world to come.  The presence of Moses, the Law giver, and Elijah, the Prophet, confirmed Jesus’ mission to fulfil both the Law and the Prophets.  Peter, who had protested at the first passion prediction, proved his lack of understanding again by his proposal to build three tents.  Tents were dwellings of the world to come; Peter wanted the vision to last and to withdraw Jesus from this earth.
The whole episode is not only fantastic but confusing to the apostles, and maybe to us?  It is interesting to note that in Matthew’s gospel, Jesus is the new Moses.  Hopefully you recall that when Moses came down from the mountain, his face glowed so brightly that he covered his face with a veil.  This veil was translated by Jerome as horns, that is as horns of light coming from his head.  And thus, Michaelangelo depicted his famous statue of Moses with horns coming out of his head.  Saint Paul at least gets it right.  He sees in this a symbol of the failure of the Jews to recognize Jesus as the promised Messiah.  The true spiritual meaning of the writings of Moses and the prophets is still veiled or masked from the unbelieving Jews.
Joe Sica writes in his commentary, “Few people see the real us.  We have special masks for work, home, and church.  We’re terrified of criticism, rejection, and intrusion.  Our strongest urges are to control, to be loved unconditionally, and to have approval in every situation.  When we go deep inside ourselves we can catch a glimpse of who we truly are, underneath the mask: God’s child, spectacularly fashioned as a unique creation, splendidly crafted with authenticity and genuineness, stunningly designed to live life with joyfulness and wholeness.”
And he continues, “Once you take off your mask and see the real you, you change completely.  It’s your moment of personal transfiguration, when your fears, feelings, desires, excitement, thoughts, and dreams—the sum total of which absolutely define you—are crisp and clear.  It’s contagious once you remove your masks, others are likely to do the same.  Your genuineness and authenticity build a bridge from one person to another.”
In Greek plays the actor wore a mask in a larger version of the person they were playing so the audience could see and recognize the character they were playing better.  The mouths were shaped somewhat like a megaphone so that they could be heard better by the audience.  This mask was called persona.  The Transfiguration of Jesus is where he dropped his mask, his persona, and revealed who he really was, at least as Matthew understood him to be.  
What would it take for us to drop our masks?  Forty day of fasting?  Forty days of contemplation?  One good friend?  My friend Alice Camille from seminary days in California, writes commentary for the Sunday readings.  She wrote that in Last Sunday’s reading Jesus was in the desert talking with the devil.  This week Jesus in on a mountain in conversation with Moses and Elijah.  In each encounter involves the element of prayer.  She challenges us with, “What are our demons?  Who are my saints?  How does prayer prepare me for the company of each?”
If we extend what Alice wrote to our “persona” or masks, the devil wants us not only to keep our mask on but to identify with it.  But our real self is underneath our masks.  This is where the saints help us and encourages us to remove our mask and discover our real selves in and through Christ and to live it.
I am giving talks on Prayer in the undercroft.  In those talks I mention having someone to share about our own prayer life, such as a Spiritual Director or Guide.  The talks hopefully will encourage us to remove our masks before the Lord who sees through them anyhow and to stand before our God in love who is ready to transfigure us in his love.  This is where a spiritual director helps us to be genuine and walk with us the journey through prayer to a deeper identification with Christ.
Fr. James McGivney, a Jesuit writes in their collection of Lenten Reflections, “There are moments when God invites us to see our lives differently, to step back, breathe, and recognize that here is more to us, more to our journey, than what we notice each day.  The transfiguration is that reminder.  It tells us that beneath the ordinary routines, the struggles, and even the failures, there is a deeper truth: Christ is at work transforming us.”
