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Genesis 22:1-2, 9, 10-13, 15-18; Romans 8:31-34; Mark 9:2-10; Psalm 116,I will walk before You, O God, in the land of the living. 

I want to start our reflections on the scriptures today with a brief meditation. First of all, just close your eyes. Then just breathe quietly, and in your mind, repeat after me:
The deepest part …

The deepest part of me …

The deepest part of me is …

The deepest part of me is GOD.

The deepest part of me is GOD.

The deepest part of me is GOD.

And just sit with that for a few seconds.

I hope you were able to begin to sense at a deep level the enormity of those words spoken by St. Catherine of Genoa, and offered by Joan Chittister  as a mantra for our prayer during the first week in Lent. As simple as they are, I imagine they are about as difficult for us to take in as any words are. Just to think … and let it sink in … that at my core, at the deepest part of my being, I already am what I say I desire – the deepest part of me is GOD. That’s difficult to hear, let alone truly believe.  


And yet, the deepest part of me is the GOD whom I know is pure WISDOM, unadulterated COMPASSION, MERCY, HEALING, LOVE. That is who I am at my core. And that was who Abraham was at his core when he was asked to sacrifice his son Isaac, although it may have taken Abraham some time to realize it.

The story of the sacrifice of Isaac is not an easy one for our ears to hear. But we remember that in the culture Abraham lived in, thousands of years ago, most everything that happened was believed to be outside the control of human beings. Good weather, bad weather, feast or famine, births and deaths, storms, floods, droughts …  they all seemed to just “happen” with no discernible cause.  
However, as human consciousness evolved, people also began to understand the concept of cause and effect. People figured out that the sun brought the warmth that caused the pants to grow. The rain made the earth soft and rich, and that rich soil  caused the plants to grow. And yet that sun and that rain were still beyond the control of human beings. So without a direct way to control forces beyond their control, humans made those forces gods, powerful force outside themselves, and invested them  with human attributes. Thus, if the gods could be kept happy, we would be happy. If the gods were not kept happy, we would not be happy. And if we were happy when we were offered gifts, why wouldn’t the gods feel the same way? 
So we see the evolution of the practice of sacrificing to gods – the very meaning of the word sacrifice comes to us from the words sacrum + facere, to make a holy gift.  Perhaps I can’t control the gods outside myself. But I can appease them with gifts. The more gifts, the better the outcomes. The higher quality gifts, the more predictable the outcomes. And so it was only a small step from offering grain sacrifices … to first-fruit sacrifices … to burnt animal offerings … to human sacrifice. Yes, the Israelites did have high places and on them, they did sacrifice human beings. It was simply the logic and theology of the day as far as they had evolved. 
So it would have come as no surprise to anyone to know that Abraham was “called” by GOD to sacrifice his son – remember, that would have been Abraham’s understanding of the deepest part of himself. Abraham may not actually have heard a voice. But he did hear the deepest part of himself, the GOD at his core, calling for the sacrifice of his son. At the same time, apparently Abraham was also deepening in his understanding of who that GOD was. A verse in the story of Abraham and Isaac that was left out in our reading today tells us … 

On the third day of his travels, Abraham looked up and saw the high place in the distance. Then Abraham said to his servants, “Stay here with the donkey. The boy and I are going up there; we shall worship and then come back to you.”     
Did you pick that up? Did you catch it?  Here it is again …  Abraham said “The boy and I are going up there; we shall worship and then come back to you.”


So we can legitimately wonder – what happened in between Abraham’s call to sacrifice his son, and his eventual sacrifice of the ram in the bushes instead? My interpretation of the story is that Abraham – representative of all humanity at the time -- was evolving in his understanding of that deepest part of himself that was GOD. In the story of Abraham, we see the story of the human race as he came to realize that GOD did not demand the sacrifice of his son as much as the rending of his human heart. Don’t be afraid to go deeper. Don’t be afraid to rethink what you have come to believe. It’s been our theme since Lent began back on Ash Wednesday. Rend  your heart and not your garments. Offer me your love as the holy gift of sacrifice, for I do not delight in death. And I will shower blessings upon you because you have done this. 

Abraham came to see what was really at the depths of his being, as did Jesus in today’s Gospel. Mark tells us that Jesus was also on a mountain, perhaps even a high place where  human sacrifices had been offered hundreds of years before. But this time there was no human sacrifice. There was only Jesus, transfigured as he came to know GOD at the depth of his being,  and inviting his  friends to know GOD there as well. In the Gospel, GOD calls Jesus the Beloved One because he knows at his depth that he is the Beloved One. And Jesus invites his friends – as he invites us – to know that just as surely as he does. He is the Beloved One; we are the Beloved Ones because the deepest part of us is GOD.

 
Later in the Gospels, Jesus will teach his disciples to pray. Do you remember what we heard on Ash Wednesday? It was Jesus saying When you pray, go to your room, and pray to GOD who is in that secret place. And your Abba God, who sees all that is done in secret, will reward you. Go to your room, that secret place deep within you. Believe that place is GOD. Don’t talk about it. Don’t externalize it. Don’t build three tents to concretize the experience of GOD. Just dwell in it, and believe. Catherine of Genoa said it: My deepest me is GOD.
And  so as we move into the second week of Lent, we are challenged by Teresa of Avila. The mantra that Joan Chittister offers us  for the second  week in Lent is this: Authentic prayer changes us, unmasks us, strips us,  indicates where growth is needed. When we pray authentic prayer – prayer that truly believes that the deepest part of us is GOD --  we are in that secret, deep place where we know GOD dwells, and we see the world through the eyes of GOD. We are Abraham coming to know that  GOD is within. We are Jesus coming to know that GOD is within. And we are Lenten journeyers looking at the world through the eyes of the GOD within, and praying every day to know what we are called to do about what we see.  
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