St. Mary of the Angels    Sunday    Lent II B    2/28/21
Genesis 22:1-2, 9a, 10-13, 15-18;  Romans 8:31b-34;  Mark 9:2-10

My Brothers and Sisters,

Today is the last day of February, the last day to celebrate Black History Month, and, hopefully, the last day of the winter season.

Looking ahead, -- in just three months, Brian will be leaving us as he looks to 1) the end of studies in May, 2) his ordination to the priesthood on June 12th, and 3) his future priestly ministry in July.

Before he goes, however, he has a very ambitious goal to achieve.  You may or may not know that, in the Presidential Mountain Range of New Hampshire, there are 48 peaks above 5,000 ft.  Before Brian leaves, he wants to climb all 48 of those peaks.  Already, since last July, he has climbed 30 of those 48.  – only 18 to go!  Can he do it?  We will see.  
Each weekend, weather permitting, he and a couple of other Jesuits, leave at 6:00 am, drive 2 to 3 hours, to a mountain base, and climb one or two peaks.  It is both beautiful and challenging: beautiful because of some amazing vistas on clear blue sky days; challenging, because there can be rain or snow on the way, and cloud and fog on the summit.  But. It’s worth all the effort as I see Brian and his companions refreshed and energized for the work week ahead.

Jesus was a mountain climber too.  In Matthew’s Gospel, Jesus climbed four mountains, each one very significant.  

First, the Mount of Beatitudes, where He gave us God’s blueprint for a happy, fulfilled life.  (If only we followed it more carefully!)
Then, there is today’s mountain, Tabor, where he was transfigured into light.

Soon, on Good Friday, he will climb Golgotha, where he will be crucified, 

and finally, after the resurrection, he will meet his disciples on a mountain in Galilee to send them forth to make disciples of all the nations.

How important it was for Jesus and for us that he climbed those mountains!
How important that we climb those mountains too!
We need to keep going back to the Mount of the Beatitudes to reflect on and take in those guiding lights of the Beatitudes:  Blessed are the poor in spirit, the merciful, the peacemakers, those who work for justice ...

We all have to climb Golgotha at some time in our life.  Many of us have already done so, -- and maybe more than once.
And from his last mountain, Jesus sends all of us – no exceptions – to preach the Gospel by our lives and by our actions.

But let us focus, today, on Mt. Tabor.
Why was Mt. Tabor so important?

There, on Mt. Tabor, Jesus’ divinity, which was hidden in the desert of last week’s Gospel and which will be hidden again on the cross at Golgotha on Good Friday, is flashed brilliantly before his disciples and before us who read the story.  The disciples needed to see Jesus’ glory to strengthen them for the rocky road ahead.  That road was going to pass through betrayal, denial, fear and flight.  They needed some brilliant light to remind them who Jesus was.  They needed to hear God re-affirm that Jesus was his beloved Son. And they needed to hear God’s command to them, “Listen to Him.”  You know, last words are very important, and those words, “Listen to Him” are God’s final words in the Holy Scripture.  They were spoken to Peter, James and John.  They are also spoken to us: “Listen to him.”
So, we had better pay attention.

My brothers and sisters, we, too, have mountains to climb, and the mountains are far higher than the peaks of the Presidential Range.

First, there is the mountain of Corvid-19.  Five hundred thousand Americans have already died on that one.

Others mountains are: the twin peaks of Poverty and Inequality, the mount of Inadequate Education for all our children.  There are towering mountains like Mount Global Warming and Mount Domestic Violence – the latter made even higher by the addition of 20 million guns this year.  But the highest and most challenging mountain is Mount Racial Prejudice, a mountain whose peak is lost far up in the clouds.

Brave people have climbed that mountain, people like Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr, who saw his dream from the top when the clouds broke for a brief moment.

All the people of the Civil Rights Marches in the 60’s climbed that mountain, and many died doing so.  And those of the Black Lives Matter protests of today have and are climbing this mountain right now.  And make no mistake, the attack on the nation’s Capitol on January 6th was much more about racial prejudice than about protesting an election result.  
As a nation, with the help of vaccines, masks, and social distancing, we will soon  conquer Mt. Covid-19.  But, as a nation and as a church, we are still at the lowest levels of Mount Racial Prejudice.
The Transfiguration on Mt. Tabor offers us hope.

There, Jesus reminds us that beyond suffering and crucifixion there will be resurrection, the blinding light of justice and equality.  Yes, there will be sacrifice and suffering along the way, but there will also be spreading peace and joy.  And, as we are bathed in God’s love and covered by the shadow of God’s care, we can move forward with greater confidence and hope. 
On the way, we need to call out to one another when we see signs of privilege or prejudice.  (They usually go together!)
We need to listen to the experience of hurt and deprivation among our community and neighbors.

We need to support one another by more affirmative action, and
we need to walk closely together – as closely as we can in this time of pandemic .
Twelve years ago, in 2008, I climbed my last mountain.  That one was in Norway and had twin peaks.  It was beauty and terror.  I had never seen such beauty of miles upon miles of snow peaked mountains, with blue lakes and green glaciers.  The terror was descending.  I was exhausted and my legs were cramping, and  I never would have made it down if my two friends had not grasped my hands and guided me down. 

That day, I learned two important lessons:1) when climbing a mountain, just look ahead to the next step. Always looking up towards the peak ahead can be too discouraging.  2) I think that I can face anything in life if I have helping hands to hold me.
As we climb Mount Racial Prejudice in this year ahead, -- and we must, -- it will help to focus on each step and keep moving step by step – no matter how small the steps are.  And we need to hold each other’s hands, actually or virtually, as we climb together.  We can do it if we do it with Jesus and with one another. And we need everyone to be involved in the climbing.
So, now we end where we began.  Will Brian climb the 48 peaks of the Presidential Range?  Knowing Brian, I think so,   -- and I will let your know from week to week -- but, more importantly, he is committed, very committed, to climbing Mt. Racial Prejudice and to gathering as many climbers as he can along the way, whether that way is here at St. Mary’s or in New Orleans where he will be ordained, or Colorado where he is from, or Brownsville, Texas where he will be missioned. The mountain of Racial Prejudice spans every state!
Brian will always be a climber of this mountain wherever he goes.  

And may all of us always be Mt. Racial Prejudice climbers too!

Together, we can do it!

                                                             Kenneth J. Hughes, SJ

                                                             Brighton, Mass, 2/28/21
