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TO THE EDITOR, CATHOLIC TIMES, CREDO FOR SUNDAY LENT II(B), 19TH MARCH 2000

FR FRANCIS MARSDEN


“The Lord will provide.” On Ash Wednesday the Lord provided a very good penance for this parish priest. Ten minutes after the school had exit-ed from the end of morning Mass, when the Rosary Group were up to their third decade, there was an rumbling crash at the back of church. We thought a bench had fallen over. But no. A great lump of laths and plaster, about eighteen inches diameter, had detached itself from the aisle ceiling and smashed down. Thank goodness it didn’t plummet down a few minutes earlier, when the church was full.


I can see the tell-tale tendrils of dry rot on the splintered laths. So it looks like Lent will be a season of surveyors and workmen and Cuprinol. As Abraham said: The Lord will provide.


Last week we looked at the Covenant with Noah. This week we turn to “our father in faith” Abraham. God promised Abraham that his descendants would be as many as the stars in heaven, and as the grains of sand on the shore of the sea. After the visit of the three angels – the meeting immortally depicted in the Rublyev icon - Sarah his wife conceived a son in her old age.


Abraham had an older son Ishmael by the slave-woman Hagar, but the half-brothers quarrelled. Sarah jealously insisted that Abraham sent Hagar and Ishmael away into the desert, which he did reluctantly. So it is all the more poignant when God asks Abraham to sacrifice his only remaining son, Isaac.


God leads Abraham and the boy Isaac to Mount Moriah for the sacrifice. This episode provides a prototype of God the Father who will truly sacrifice his only Son Jesus Christ to save the world. He will refuse nothing to the human race. 

Isaac is a symbol of Christ. He carries on his back the wood for the burnt offering, and the He is the innocent victim, who does not resist, but is submissive to death at his father’s hands. Abraham becomes the perfect examplar of total faith. He is willing to trust God’s word, surrendering to Him his most precious possession, his only-beloved son in whom reside all his dreams for the future, the promise of the Covenant fulfilled.


At the very last instant, as Abraham is poised to slay Isaac with the knife, the angel of the Lord stays his hand: “Do not harm him, for now I know you fear God. You have not refused me your son, your only son.” Abraham receives back from God that which he was willing to surrender: his only legitimate Son, bearer of the promise of a great multitude of descendants. Abraham is justified by his faith in God, long before the Law, the Torah, came into existence. 

The ram which Abraham substitutes for the sacrifice – caught by its horns in the thicket – also pre-figures Christ, pinioned upon the wood of the cross. “God Himself will provide the lamb for the holocaust.” Abraham named the mountain: “The Lord provides.”


Rabbinical tradition and 2 Chronicles 3:1 identified Mount Moriah with the site of the threshing floor of Ornar the Jebusite where David built an altar of holocausts. Here Solomon his son raised the first Jerusalem Temple on the highest point of the ridge. Today the Dome of the Rock stands in its place, and no orthodox Jew ventures near, lest he trespass upon the sacred zone which was the Holy of Holies.

Three years ago in Jerusalem, it was the Temple Mount (Haram-al-Sharif), which most fascinated me. As a Christian one feels one ought to be keenest on the Holy Sepulchre, site of Jesus’ crucifixion and resurrection, but it is crowded and higgledy-piggledy. The reality of what happened there is tangible in the Mass, and you don’t have to come to Jerusalem to experience the Mass.

Despite the Israeli military controlling Jerusalem, the Temple Mount is still very much a Muslim preserve. The Dome of the Rock is the third holiest site in Islam. They believe that from here Mohammed took a one-night trip to heaven. It is closed for prayer five times a day, when the non-believer “tourists” (Christians and others) must leave. In fact, pilgrims are ushered out one whole hour before prayer begins.

“Tourists” are forbidden to pray in the mosques here: one custodian kept looking at me very suspiciously as I walked up and down in the al-Aqsa, counting my fingers, as it were. Those who used rosary beads were asked to leave! Christian prayer is obviously considered a danger to the spirit of Islam.

Prayer times are interspersed between dawn and sunset. In winter that doesn’t leave many windows of opportunity. I failed on three separate occasions to visit the Temple Mount before at last I succeeded. Whatever is forbidden grows more mysteriously attractive.

The Dome of the Rock (Qubbat al-Sakhra) is the highlight, encrusted with blue, white and yellow marble in geometrical and Qu’ranic designs. Inside the octagonal structure the light is subdued, the atmosphere reverential. Two colonnaded ambulatories with thick red carpet encircle the central space, where beneath the golden cupola rests the floodlit Holy Rock, defended by a marble balustrade.

The Temple Mount has been a centre of religious worship for nigh on 3,500 years. Here was the very heart of Judaism, dating from Abraham’s time. Later the Romans occupied it, then the Muslims and for a while the Christian crusaders. It stands out starkly separate from the city, whereas the smaller domes of the Christian shrine of the Holy Sepulchre are visible a mile away, crowded in among the back streets. It provides an appropriate parable of the different religions. The God of Judaism and of Islam stands aloof, apart from, above confused and quarrelling humanity. The God of Christianity has become one of the human race. He is there in the heart of the muddle and the city streets. He became incarnate to share man’s burdens and his toil.

I have in front of me an unusual aerial view of Jerusalem, taken from above the Mount of Olives. It is a photo-montage which I bought in the Jewish quarter of east Jerusalem. The golden Dome of the Rock and the Al-Aqsa mosque on the Temple plateau are missing. The fountains and madrassahs, mihrabs and graceful arcades have disappeared.


The entire site within the Temple outer walls has been cleared, and in the centre rises a stern new Fourth Temple, to replace the lost temples of Herod, Ezra/Nehemiah and Solomon. Its tall rectangular structure rises high within the innermost of two walled, battlemented courtyards with square corner turrets.


This picture is the dream of modern day Jewish zealots: the destruction of the Muslim holy places and the rebuilding of the Temple, wherein animal sacrifice to Yahweh can be resumed on the very spot where Abraham nearly sacrificed Isaac. The Priests and Levites return to re-establish the Temple liturgy as prescribed in the Torah. 

However, However H  as Christians we realise that God rent the veil of the Temple from top to bottom: new and perfect sacrifice of the eternal High Priest, the Son of God on Calvary, communicated to us via the Mass, has supplanted the ancient Temple offerings.

Today’s Transfiguration Gospel reveals to us the “beloved Son” whom the eternal Father permits to be slaughtered for the human race. Unlike Abraham, the Father actually goes through with the sacrifice: “He did not spare his own Son but gave Him up to benefit us all”  (Rom. 8:31). Like Isaac, Jesus submits to the torture and death which bring redemption for others.

“In this, God has not merely given us something great, but He has given us everything He is and has. Now God is so completely on our side that any (juridical) indictment against us loses all its force. No one can accuse us before God’s judgment seat, because the Son of God sacrificed is such an irrefutable advocate that he silences any human charge against us.” (von Balthasar)

