
TRANSFIGURATION THAT LEADS TO TRANSFIGURATION
Dr. Spiros Lazarou

August 6, 2009
The celebration of the Transfiguration of our Lord Jesus Christ was formalized by the 5th century AD.  The Church did not discover something new at this time.  No, Her pastoral care led her to this event because by the 5th century many Christians had forgotten the purpose and end of their faith.  They were Christians in name only, worshipping Christ with their lips but their hearts were far from Him.  The age of which Paul spoke that people would prefer a form of religion but denying the power thereof had arrived.  Most follow the ideology of the day, most prefer to go where the winds of power are blowing and since the official religion of the state was now Christianity, it is this cover they used to mask their old idolatry, their unbelief.

Yet the Transfiguration is key to understanding the Christian faith and what Christ accomplished for us.  Jesus made possible for us our real participation in His uncreated glory, His life, His love, His light -- all synonyms for the same thing -- and this is our salvation.  And He gives us this foretaste now.  For we are all going to be raised -- we are all going, in this sense, to be saved --  and united to Him who is light and life and glory.  The sun sheds its rays upon all -- to the living tree as life and to the dead as fire -- so it is with the glory of God which will be freely and fully shed on all.   

Indeed, our whole life in the Church is exactly this preparation, that we might experience Him as joy and paradise and not as hell, fire and brimstone.  Indeed, this experience begins here and now, and if we have no experience of this now, then we have no certainty of our salvation.  For now the Lord allows us the experience to the extent that we are able to bear as the day’s kontakion tells us.  

This experience begins with a sense of the unity of all things in Him and the meaning of all things in Him.  As Peter tells us, in becoming partakers of His nature, we increase in faith, and in faith virtue, and in virtue knowledge, and in knowledge self-control, and in self-control perseverance, and in perseverance godliness, to godliness kindness, and to kindness love.  And who is it that Christ loved?  Those that despised Him and hated Him and treated Him unjustly and finally crucified Him.  If we do not love our spouse -- if we do not see in his or her face a saint, indeed Christ Himself -- we have no part in Him.  If in our neighbor we do not see Christ we have no part in Him.  If in our persecutor and enemy we cannot distinguish him for whom Christ died, ourselves -- Christ -- we have no part in Him.  

If the Transfiguration is the key to understanding the Christian faith then the discussion that immediately proceeds the Transfiguration is key to understanding the Transfiguration.  Matthew, Mark and Luke painstakingly give us the important details.  Here Jesus informs His disciples what will transpire in Jerusalem.  He will go there to offer witness to the Kingdom of God.  And for this, His people will despise Him, mock Him, reject Him, torture Him and condemn Him to a vicious death on a cross.  His people did not do these things to Him merely because of His spoken word anymore than I will suffer because I say these things to you.  No Jesus suffered because He is the Truth.  Most of us suffer derision because our words are not consistent with our lives.  But those live according to the Gospel will surely participate in the blessed suffering of Christ.

Peter responds by rebuking Jesus, but this sentimental response it turns out is from the devil -- as is typical of most sentiment.  Remember that when you are going to do something right, it will lead to suffering for Christ’s sake. Any one who attempts to deter you because of the possible consequence of suffering is talking the devil’s book.  And if you have been inclined as a supposed caring do-gooder to prevent someone from doing the good because it may bring suffering to that person, you too are talking the devil’s book.  No, a Christian may do well to remind one to count the cost of doing right, of being prepared to deal with the consequences of his actions, of taking responsibility for those things and being prepared to love his persecutors, of being sure that we does he does, he does for Christ’s sake, but not to deter.  

Then Jesus goes on to tell His disciples that there is no resurrection without a cross. That is, there is no salvation without the denial of the self.  No, without aligning our wills to Christ’s as He aligned His with the Father’s, there is no salvation.  And here is a secret.  Since this is our natural destiny, it is a cross and a suffering only because our egos, our sin-oriented wills so strongly rebel to this. Yet once we pass through this death, over and over again, and once it is Christ who lives in us, and we have embraced the freedom that results, the pain, alas, begins to subside and, lo, it is no longer quite the suffering it seemed to be at the beginning of our journey.  Like a mother’s initial suffering during and immediately after birth as she comes to grip with the reality of this new person who has intruded into her life, she must entirely devote herself to.  Once the decision is made that your life is no longer your own, the struggle takes an entirely different character.

As long as our ego is aligned with wills foreign to Christ’s, which is the Father’s will, as long our ego is identified with family or work or tribe, nation or state or any of a host of other ideologies and idols, our life will merely be a constant foretaste of hell, one that bares no lasting fruit and in which there will be little joy.  

Every time we come to the liturgy -- and every arrival is an uphill struggle -- we are arriving to the mount of Transfiguration.  Here, to the measure of our faith. We experience Christ in His uncreated glory.  This is not a passive reception of a vision but an active participation.  For we cannot see the light outside if it has not entered in us, in our eyes.  

And here we can finally begin to understand why this event is celebrated in the middle of Panagia’s fast, just prior to her feast.  For Panagia alone, among humans, first perfectly submitted her will to the Father’s. So, let us, like her, say, ‘Let it be done to me according to your word,’ that we too may become bearers of God that His light might shine forth from us as we are given His peace at the end of the liturgy and sent forth into the world to bare witness to Him who is life and light.  Amen.  

