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2nd Sunday of Lent, Year A
God’s Tabernacle
Once again, I turn to Pope Benedict to help explain today’s Gospel event.  His book Jesus of Nazareth clarifies the mystery of the Transfiguration better than any commentary I have read and shows us what we need to take away from this episode in Jesus’ life.  

The first detail is a mysterious statement which occurs in the Gospel just before the selection we read.  The Gospel actually says “After six days Jesus took Peter, James, and John his brother, and led them up a high mountain by themselves” (17:1).  Our question should be “six days after what?”  The last event in the Gospel before the Transfiguration was the declaration by St. Peter that Jesus is the Messiah.  Now, only six days later, Jesus reveals his full glory to Peter as well as James and John—his glory as Messiah and as Son of the Living God, as Peter had said.  
But honestly, why does it matter so much that these events happened six days apart?  Why does St. Matthew even give us this detail?  Remember, Matthew’s Gospel is written primarily to Jewish Christians, and they would have picked up on this detail.  In the calendar of the Jewish feasts, two special days are celebrated six days apart during autumn, when this part of the Gospel takes place.  

The first is Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement.  On this day, the High Priest prayed for the sins of the people to be taken away.  He went into the Holy of Holies in the Temple, the place of God’s living presence among the Chosen People, and spoke the name of God, normally forbidden to speak.  St. Peter’s confession of Jesus as the Messiah and Son of the True God would have occurred on this day.  The Messiah was to bring true atonement to the people by forgiving sins once and for all.  St. Peter speaks his name and gives his true identity: the Son of the Living God.

Six days later, the Jewish feast of Tabernacles began.  For an entire week, the people built tents, also called tabernacles, and lived in them.  This observance reminded them of the time when their ancestors lived in tents in the desert after the Exodus from Egypt—a time when God was powerfully present to them.  They looked forward to the arrival of the Messiah, when the just would live with God again in a new age of the world.

With this in mind, St. Peter’s strange comment about building three tents makes more sense.  He is saying “our longing is fulfilled.  The messiah is here at last to dwell with us in a new age of the world!”  St. Peter sees that the purpose of this feast is accomplished, and he wants to stay there to celebrate.  
But Jesus makes them leave instead, and even tells them not to speak about this to anyone until after his resurrection.  The work is not done, and Jesus wants them to stay focused.  Remember, Jesus was talking to Moses and Elijah.  St. Luke’s Gospel gives us the topic of their conversation, which was the “exodus that [Jesus] was going to accomplish in Jerusalem” (9:31).  Jesus was going to lead the people not out of a land of slavery, like Egypt, but out of a state of slavery to sin.  He was going to liberate the human race.  

Our situation in Lent, and in fact throughout life, is the same as the apostles.  Our work is not done, and Jesus wants us to stay focused.  Jesus has in fact accomplished his exodus, freeing us from sin, and he is glorified in heaven as the apostles saw him at the Transfiguration.  Still, the world has not accepted him.  Even we Christians, whom he freed from sin, go back time and again into slavery.  We make ourselves slaves over and over by continuing to sin.  
The sorrow of Lent reminds us of how much we still need to do.  We must grow holier.  We must teach more people about Jesus.  We must learn more about him.  We must talk with him more in prayer.  

To encourage us for the work ahead, Christ has shown us his glory by making his tent or tabernacle among us.  Here in church he is always dwelling with us.  “It is good that we are here.”  Let us draw strength from Christ’s presence for the work ahead.
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