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From Trcmsflgurahon to
Transformation

“Begin with Lord, Make Me an Instrument”

As I awaken, the living Christ in me..
as1 glve love love I recelve

movement of our progress through Lent: As you all know, every

Lent begins with Ash Wednesday and then proceeds through the
Sundays of Lent to the 'I‘riduum—;Holy Thursday, Good Friday, and
the Easter Vigil. We always begin in the-desert; progress to:the
Mount of Transfiguration, and then we have some variety depending
on the year, and we tyrn to thesolemn: celebratlon of the Passion of
Jesus and his Resurrection. -

l N THIS STUNNING LITTLE CHANT, we can discover the entire

The Scripture stories and liturgical rituals move -us from place
to place geographically and symbolically. Lent is often character-
ized as a “‘journey” from the Desert to the Cross and Resurrection.
I would like to consider these mysteries. of the life of Jesus as our
own mysteries. I would like to consider them through the lens of
transformation. We might think of this as something of an inner
transformation, exploring and discovering our Christic identities.

From Transfiguraton to Transformation

“Born of Fire”

Lent begins on Ash Wednesday with a voluntary embrace of our
human condition. We sign one another with ashes. Some of you are
old enough to remember that the words once were “Remember you
are dust and unto dust you will return.” And later an alternative,
“Repent, and believe the Good news.” Both are profoundly true in
deep and abiding ways. We humans are truly earthlings. Our physi-
cal selves literally are made from “stardust”—in the new cosmology
our planet earth evolved out of a dying star. As a poet friend in my
community once wrote to me, “You, too, are also born of the fire.”

The entire poem might serve us well as we consider the journey
from transfiguration to transformation.

The Flower—also born of the fire

The grandparents-of each flower
soil - water air

Yet every bloom
finds it roots in fire

~ The crimson petals of a rose
o its delicate softness
have endured the-furnace

Each emerging daffodil
is another sunrise

Near Anacortes, Washington
fields of tulips are burning

Fire awakened first
called to fill the emptiness
with a unifying

YES!

From the hand of creator God, fire awakened first and became
the beginning of this amazing creation of which our original star-
dust became us. Throughout our méiny Lents and Easters, we are
invited ever more deeply into a spiritual transformation that leads
us to participate ever more intimately and ever more deeply in the
very life of God’s own self. We sing Kurt Van Sickle’s deeply moving
chant, “Make me an instrument, Lord, of your peace...as I awaken
the living Christ in Me.” This awakening of the living Christ in me
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is one way of describing just how it is we participate in' God’s life.
We continue to be changed—transformed, metamorphasized—from
merely, yet astonishingly, stardust, dust, earth to becoming fully
incarnated spiritual beings. And it is Jesus who shows us the way to
this transformation in his life, death, and resurrection. The pattern
of our lives is the same as his, and I want to talk about how that
takes place in consciousness supported by Lenten practice.

What Does .lesus Commumcute

What is:it J esus—thls man of Spirit and awisdom teacher—trles
to commun1cate to us in words and symbols; healings, and meals,
even as the Creator God hhd been communicating this.same in-
vitation prior to Jesus? Over and over again, Jesus points us to
communion, union, a full sharing in God’s own life: .

I have come that you may have life and have it to the full. Do you
understand what I have done for you? So you are to serve one
another.... Live in my love.... As I have loved you, so you are to
love one another.... The kingdom of God is in your midst.

We have a Jesus who shows us the way. We have a Jesus who lived
everything he taught. These are all themes of'the mysterious trans-
formation God works in each of us throughout our lifetimes, as well
as in the community of believers. Over and over again, we discover
deeper and more pervasive-ways of entering into this mystery of
becoming Christ, of becoming divinized so that we might fully share
God’s Trinitarian life. Love burns, love transfor_ms, love turns star-
dust into us—living beings who are so filled with the God life that we
can reciprocate this very love from a place of transformed freedom.
We who are born of the fire, born of stardust, learn over the course
of our lives how much God loves us, and we learn how to receive and
respond to that love. We become lovers of God by allowing God to
transform us, so that God can truly awaken the living Christ in us.

On Sunday We Heard Mark’s Version of the Transfigurdtion
(Mk 9:2-9) ’ S

Six days later, Jeeus took with him Peter and James and John_,
and led them up a high mountain apart, by themselves. And he
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was transfigured before them, and his clothes became dazzling
white, such as no one on earth could bleach them. And there ap-
peared to them Elijah with Moses, who were talking with Jesus.
Then Peter said to Jesus, “Rabbi, it is good for us to be here, letus
make three dwellings, one for you, one for Moses, and one for Eli-:
- jah.” He did not know what to say for they were terrified. Then a
cloud overshadowed them, and from the cloud there came a voice,
“This is my beloved, listen to him!” Suddenly when they looked
~-around, they saw no one with them any more, but only Jesus.

Seripture scholars are still qiiite unclear about this particular
story. Some believe it is a post-resurrection creation that clearly
anticipates Jesus’ resurrection in the light of persecution. But since
all Christians knew the ending of the story before the Gospels were
written, we who read this story now and hear it proclaimed as part
of the Lenten season understand it as being deeply meaningful to us
right now as well as to whatever way we identify with the disciples
who experienced this vision of the Transfigured Christ. The story

itself is infused with deeply symbolic meaning as Well as with a

profoundly theologrcal and even mystical meamng

Medltahng on‘the: Transflgurahon

They Synodal document on Vowed re11g10us life, Vita Consecrata
opened with a meditation on the Transﬁguratlon of Jesus as a deci-

sive. moment in his. ministry (VC # 15)2 and used it as the basis for

descr1b1ng vowed religious life as originating in discipleship of Jesus
that involves a special relationship with J; esus but also encompasses
a fully Trinitarian sensibility. The disciples in this story enjoyed a
profound moment of contemplatlve awareness. The disciples who are
present are given a vision of Jesus raptin  contemplative communion
with Abba God. In this communion with God, the Old Testament
prophets, Moses and Elijah, join him on the Mount of Transﬁgura-
tion.

These figures, as the synoptic Gospels work it out, fully conﬁrm
Jesus as a son of God and a prophet in the 11neage of those to whom
God granted such theophanles and through ‘which God conferred a
mission on them or confirmed a mission already given. In this story,

God is consoling and strengthening Jesus for his mission and his
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passion, which he knows lies ahead of him. Two other mgn of GOfl
who spoke to God “face to face”~——Moses on Mount Sinai and Eli-
jah who disappeared in a fiery chariot and was expected to return

again—became a symbol of mysticism ‘within Judaism. These are -

Jewish leaders to whom Jesus'was compared by Gospel writers and
whose appearance confirms Jesus in his mission.

Jesus—the evangelist knows, as does Jesus himself—is heading
to Jerusalem, to the cross and to the potential reversal ofhis missio'n
as he understood it. Did he get it right? Was he wrong? What do his

- disciples need? Jesus, this man led by the
Even Jesus need s Spirit, often withdrew to commune with God
h and and share God’s company. Jesus seeks and
Strengt ‘a.n . needs this intimacy with God that confirms
confirmation in he is still God’s beloved. Even Jesus needs
his call strength and confirmation in his call. Peter,
| James, and John accompany him. They, too,
become absorbed in this mystery of Jesus’ s’ggnning intimacy with
God and the prophets who have ’gone before him. ‘

They see, in two accounts, his face and clothing 1inini1%g, transfig-
ured, dazzling. The man they know and desperately love has become
a burning bush. He takes his place literally in the light of those who
have gone before him;-and his radiance indicates he alrgady fully
is son of God in God’s eyes. Even though the cross‘lies ahead, he
already lives in' intimate communion Wit’h God. ‘

Peter, impetuous as always, wants to 6rgai1iie something, tordq
something, and offers to make three booths for J esusjand his heav-
enly visitors. They receive instruction, a prpphetic Wgrd, a WO.I‘d of
revelation from a heavenly voice. In this theophany, once again ai
at the Baptism, they hear, “This is my belqved Son; listen to him.
Variants add, “with whom I am well pleased” or “my chosen” in place
of “beloved.” |

In this scene of the Transfiguration, this is God’s confirmation, not

. only for Jesus sake but also for Peter’s, James’s, iar‘ld John’s. They
receive instruction no matter what happens: “This is my belovec?.
Pay attention, listen. Believe.” They are afraid, awestruck ul}tﬂ
the vision fades and they see only Jesus. Jesus is strengthening
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and preparing them for what still lay ahead. They may sense the
impending danger, the extent of which they dare not imagine. They
need this vision, this experience on the holy mountain that will be-
come for them symbolically-a new Sinai (where God spoke to Moses)
or Horeb (where Elijah experienced God in a gentle breeze) to sus-
tain them in their future leadership of the community, just as Moses,
Elijah, and Jesus needed it.

A Symbol

- Thavelong been captivated by this scene, this icon of J esus on the
Mount of Transfiguration, a symbol for the contemplative life that
Elijah also symbolizes—he who in a time of despair discovers God in
the gentle breeze. Moses, with whom God spoke face to face, had to
veil his face when he came back down the mountain to continue his
journey through the desert. But throughout the Exodus, God guided
the people by a cloud by day and: a pillar of fire by night. When the
people settled and David built the temple, God filled the Holy of
Holies with luminosity. :

--How might we contemplate this scene for ourselves? How might
we enter-into it as a symbol of our ongoing transformation into a
Christic self that God continues to effect in us?

I was introduced to Fra Angelico’s painting in Cell 6 of the San
Marco Monastery of the Dominicans in Florence—The Transfigura-
tion—on a visit to Florence in '1993. There is something about this
scene that sticks in my imagination and in my heart. Although this
fresco is not exactly an icon in the style of the Eastern Orthodox
tradition, it is nevertheless deeply symbolic. It is painted in a style
called European Gothic, and it is more symbolic than realistic. It is
a representation of a profound mystery, with such subtle details that

one. could never tire of looking at§it7 Fra Angelico-designed it as-an
aid to contemplation. ‘

He painted these scenes of the life of Christ, from the Annunciation
(placed at the entrance to the dormitory area) to the Resurrection
(in the cells of the friars). The painting in each cell became the
friar’s pictorial prayer book, coaching them about how to appropriate
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mystlcally each of these key moments in the life of Jesus: They are
a prlmer in prayer for people who were highly visual in their reli-
gious culture and experience. They understood all the symbols, and
periodically they changed rooms; living nlght and day with another
painting of a mystery. :

In The Transfiguration, Christ stands on a rock, the solid founda-
tion on which he will build his Church. He is transfigured, a hint of
resurrection in the pre-Easter Jesus. His arms are outstretched as

on the cross, but he is not-suffer-
They fU”y recogn’ze that ing. Moses and Elijah are shown as
.]eSUS will hGVe fo suf f er heads, beneath the arms of Christ.

We are reminded of the Old and
New Covenants and how the:New Covenant supersedes the Old We
are also reminded of other mountains—Sinai.and Horeb.

John, the beloved disciple, and Mary, his:mother, are present as:at
the foot of the cross. Both John and Mary-are able to take in Jesus’
transformed presence, because they are both:turned toward the lu-
minous transfigured Jesus. There is more. Saint Dom1n1c has been
added to the scene along with Mary Saint, Dom1n1c ‘and Mary were
not present for this Gospel event, we know. So Why are they here‘?

Fra Angelico was not aiming at historical accuracy when he il-
lustrated Holy Scripture. He painted images with a threshold for
visible recognition but also wanted to use it to indicate a number of
meanings contained in a passage of Scripture.-He was illustrating
doctrine, prophecy, and an image for contemplation

Mary Magdalene and Dominic are both entering the scene by
praying, standing on either side, contemplating the Gospel scene
and inviting the viewer, us, to join them—to step into the scene
ourselves. Unlike James and Peter, who turn away or protect them-
selves from the luminosity, John leans in:and adores. There is room
for many reactions and ways of entering the scene. '

We know the rest of the story. The disciples still need reassurance,
but Mary and Dominic anticipate Jesus’s reassurance: “Standup. Do
not be afraid.” They serenely stand like Jesus does and contemplate
the scene. They somehow have already assimilated this mystery.
They want to join Christ in it. They invite the movement from fear

From Transfiguraton to Transformation

to contemplation, to moving toward the outstretched arms of Christ
and an eventual embrace. They already possess the transformed
consciousness portrayedin the scene in which they stand. They ab-
sorb the whole mystery. They fully recogmze that Jesus will have
to suffer.

In another cell of the monastery, we will find Mary ‘and Dominic
.contemplating the crucifixion just as serenely as they contemplate
the transfiguration. The point is who God reveals Jesus to be on our
behalf, and the very real spiritual level of reality that we, through
grace, participate today in this same mystery. We too conteﬁnplate
and are transformed by that contemplation.

How do we hear those words, “Stand up. Do not be afraid”? What
does it mean for us to “stand up”? It can be the courage of our convic-
tions. We believe, we stand for something. When Jesus cures, he often
said, “stand-up” or “rise” or “get up ” Resurrection faith is 1mphed here

Jesus will rise again.

Transfigured Life

- .Vita Consecrata, the Roman syhdodal document, uses this scene

as the primary symbol for the way religious life
is to make visible the marvels wrought by God in the frail human-
ity of those who are called. They bear witness to these marvels
not so much in words as by the eloquent language of a transfig-
ured life, capable of amazing the world. To people’s astonishment,
they respond by proclaiming the wonders of grace accomplished
by the Lord in those whom he loves. (VC # 20)

This document suggests that relig'iOus; through their life of prayer

~and their assimilation of the luminous mystery of the Transfigu-

ration, draw others to this same experience. Religious are merely
icons, like this painting, of a deeper mystery of Christian life to
which we are all called. We are all called to'participate in this trans-
formed life in Christ. This transfigured life is the result of having
been made an instrument of God’s peace—letting go, releasing oth-
ers in forgiveness, loving. '

All of these virtues are evidence of the living Christ in each of us. It
is a result of integrity of life, lived in the familiar and loving presence
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of the Holy One. Mountaintop :experiences root us in the holy mys-
tery, sensitize us to God and God’s ways, and strengthen us for our
mission in'the world, in our families, communities, and workplaces.
Those of us who let ourselves be guided by the Spirit can say with
Simeon the New Theologian,

I seethe beauty of your grace, I contemplate its radiance, I reflect

its light; I am caught up in its ineffable splendor, I am taken

outside myself as I think of myself: I see how I was and what I

have become. ...I do not know where to sit, where to go, where

toput these members which are-yours; in what deeds, in what

works shall T use them, these amazing divine marvels.2 (VC # 20) -

This transformation described by Simeon offers a glimpse of what

it might be like to be caught up into a mystical consciousness in
which our inner self enters into the fullness of its identity. It is so.fo-
cused on Jesus, so taken outside ourselves, that we are dispossessed
of our everyday ego consciousness, which is solely concerned with
me, myself, and I. From this new place of immersion in the Christ
mystery, Simeon says he is taken outside of himself—ecstasy is the
word we use for this. We are made for such ecstasy, self-forgetful-
ness, and self-transcendence. His response, much like John’s in Fra
Angelico’s painting, is deep reverence. He is drawn further into the
mystery of who Jesus is, almost mesmerized by it.

Transformation

This is, I believe, the transformation that God accomplishes
through our fidelity to contemplative prayer and through which God
gradually changes us. I believe God works this transformation in us
through our lives of service as well. I think, however, we often only
become gradually conscious of it and catch glimpses of this process
when we enter into s11ent and deep prayer.

Too often our Lenten practice is focused on external choices and
actions. What did:I decide to.give up? I may spend far too much
time focused on me and what I am going to.do or not do.for Lent. We
might do better if we focus more on how I am getting in the way of
the transformation Jesus is trying to bring about in me.
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From Transfiguraton to Transformation

Since Vatican II, Lenten practice has focused on growth in Chris-
tian life, practices that encourage us to contemplate the mysteries
of this life given us in such abundance in-Jesus and to live from this
transformed awareness as we move out into the world. Lent is about
the renewal and deepening of this life that is already ours—given us
even as we were born of the fire and symbolically again in Baptism,
when we were plunged into the baptismal waters, emerging as new
creations.

" Gregory of Nazianzen describes in a sermon God’s-desire and de-
light to transform us:

Nothing gives such pleasure to God as the conversion and salva-
tion of men [and women] for whom God’s every word and every
revelation exist. God wants you to become a living force for all
humanity, lights shining in the world: You are to be radiant lights
as you stand beside Christ, the great light, bathed in the glory
‘of him who is the light of heaven. You are to enjoy more and
more the pure and dazzling light of the Trinity, as now you have
received—though not in its fulliess—& ray of its splendor pro-
ceeding from the one God, in Christ Jesus otir Lord, to whom be
glory and power for-ever.Amen.?

Paul’s robust ChI‘lStlc mystlclsm plays off this transformative
theme of God’s work in us through the symbols associated with Mo-
ses speaking to Godface to face, which Jesus does to an even greater
degree: - -

All of us with 'unveiled faces, seeing the glory of the Lord as
though reflected in a mirror, are being transformed into the same
image from one degree of glory to another; for this comes from the
Lord, the Spirit (2 Cor 4:18). If anyone is in Christ, he or she is

a new creation; everything old has passed away; see everythmg
has become new (2 Cor 3:18, 5:17).

Moses spoke w1th God face to face, but God’s reflected glory shin-

~ ing on his face was-so intense that-Moses had to place a veil over his

face. Paul uses the mirror as the image through which the disciple
looks. When we look into the mirror; we see not ourselves but we see
our Christic reality, the becoming of our Christ nature. The glory we
glimpse in the mirror of Christ, whose image we are becoming, reveals
this transformed Christic identity. We are being transformed into this
reflected image of Christ, from one degree of glory to the next.

enkina 27N112 20
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For Paul, in Christo (in Christ) is another expression of this inner
Christic identity that we experience in contemplative prayer, but
which we also discover in ministry—preaching, teaching;evangeliz-
ing, healing, consoling, etc. Here and elsewhere, Paulis grasping for
images to show this deep oneness with Christ. He describes us as
a new creation, clearly the work of the Sp1r1t everything becoming
new in this Christic identity.

Prophetic Task

Vita Consecrata fully expresses the unity between action and con-
templation and between contemplation and prophecy i in “Chapter 2,
The Manifestation of God’s love in the World.” This final section of
the document best describes apostolic or: ministerial religiouslife. It
is the first instance in an official Church document where prophecy
and re11g10us life ate exp11c1t1y 11nked

The consecrated life has the prophetlc task of recalling and serv-
ing the divine plan for humanity as it is. announced in Scripture
and as it emerges from an attentive reading of the signs of God’s
providential action in history. This is the plan for-the salvation

“and'reconciliation of humanity (cf Col 2:20=22). To carry out this
service appropriately, consecrated persons‘must have a profound
experience of God and be aware of the challenges of their time
and understand the profound theological meaning of these chal-
lenges through a discernment made with the help of the Spirit.
In fact, it is often through historical events’ that we discern God’s
hidden call'to work according to God’s plan byactlve and eﬁ'ectlve"
involvemerit in the events of our t1me ‘

Discerning the signs of the tlmes as the Council afﬁrms must
be done in the light of the Gospel, so as to “respond to the peren-
nial questions which people ask about this present life and the
life to come, and about the relationship-of the one to the other”
(Gaudium et Spes, 4). Itis necessary, therefore; to-be open to the
interior promptings of the Holy Spirit, who invites us to under-
stand in depth the des1gns of Providence.

[The Spirit] calls consecrated men and women to present new .
‘answers to new problems of today’s world. These are divine pleas
which only those accustomed to following God’s will in everything
can assimilate faithfully and then translate courageously into
choices which are consistent with the original charism and which
correspond to the demands of the concrete historical situation.
(VC #173)
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Within the mystery of the TransﬁguratiOn just as.at Jesus’bap-
tism, Jesus and the disciples hear, “This is my beloved. Pay attentlon
listen. Believe. " What ifwe. continued through this Lent, this penod
of springtime renewal really listening to what Jesus has to' saytous

i ~espec1ally through the Sunday Gospel readmgs and: the transforma— o
t1ve baptlsmal symbols of the’ RCIA, celebrated in many panshes

* This i s the Good: News of the liberation of the oppressed. This is

“the Good News of our Christic identity. This is the Good News that

God bnngs life out: of death. This is the Good News that we can join
in: 1nt1mate commumon with the very life of Christ, hidden in God.
Can we commlt ourselvesto live and" act in accordance with the
bea\, itudes, becomlng instruments of God’s.peace, love, forgiveness,
release‘? Can we dare to enter the fullness of being the sons and
daughters,of GodeGod’s_,Beloveds? ’
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NOTES

1. Patricia Ryan;-RSM, Also Born .of destined -to-become not only bearers
the Fire: A Book of Poetry (Denver: of divinity, but sharers in the divine
Outskirts Press, 2008), p. 19. nature (2 Pet 1:4). Only sin and time

2. Vita Consecrata, Post-Synodal Apos- impede our divinization. For most of
tolic Exhortation of the Holy Father, us, the leaching out of sin, such as no
John Paul II (Boston: Pauline Books- fuller’s alkali could accomplish, is
and Media, 1996). * spréad over a lifetime, “seventy years

3. Gregory Nazianzen, “The Baptism of _ or eighty for the vigorous” (Ps 90:10).
the Lord,” Christian Prayer: the Lit-~  * Slowly we aretransformed;eventually
urgy of the Hours (New York: Catholic we will become radiant. “My friends,
Book Publishing, 1976) p. 1967. ~ we are God’s children now. It is not

4. This disclosure of the hidden dignity yet apparent what we shall be [in the
of the man Jesus dramatically dem- -~ future] Weknow that when heappears
onstrates to us that there is nothing - we shall be like him because we shall
essentially ‘incompatible between see him as he is” (1 Jn 3:2). This is
humanity and divinity. Although he the goal of ourexistence. It is toward
was truly one of us, Jesus lived wholly this that our journey leads.: (Michael
in God. This paradox raises the ques- _ Casey, Fully Human, Fully Divine:An
tion of our own latent potential. If it: - -Interactive Christology [L1guor1 MO:
is true that “of his fullness we have . “Triumph, 2004]).

all received” (Jn 1:16), then we too are
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