
The Transfiguration,  Aug. 6,  2017, Year A

• I suppose that every theistic religious tradition has its own version of what it 
means to be holy. As we know from the Bible and church history, this is 
certainly true of Christianity. Even though the New Testament uses the word 
‘saints’ to refer to all of the baptized, and not just to a select few, some of 
them still seem to stand out. In the Church calendar, we remember notable 
people, in whom whom the presence of Christ has been seen in a special 
way. For some, it was because of their compelling bravery in the face of 
persecution; with others, it was their zeal for mission; with some, it was their 
faithful teaching; and with still others, it was their unquestionable integrity 
and purity of heart. In the end, regardless of their temperament and 
character, or the quality of their accomplishments, we especially remember 
those in whom Christ has been seen, and seen vividly. 

• Here is a curious thing to notice. It may not surprise us if we are sensitive to 
cultural differences. Speaking broadly, Western Latin Christianity, and 
Eastern Orthodox Christianity, have valued differing expressions of the 
presence of Christ, in the lives of those who have been considered holy. Last 
week, I reflected on the character of St. Francis in relation to two of Jesus’ 
parables.  One thing I did not mention about Francis, bears upon this very 1

point. As a mark of his holiness, and in a characteristically Western way, 
Francis bore the stigmata. That is, through his mystical experience of prayer, 
Francis received the wounds of Christ upon his own body. There are two 
things we should notice about this. First, Francis hasn’t been the only 
Western Christian to experience this sign. Second, the fact that some 
believers would bear Christ’s wounds fits very well with our Western 
emphasis upon Jesus’ birth in a human body, and—by extension—our 
absorption with his suffering and death. Our Anglican emphasis upon Jesus’ 
Incarnation, and his redemptive death on the Cross, reflects our heritage as 
heirs of the Western Latin tradition. 
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• By contrast, Eastern Orthodox Christians have had a differing but still 
complimentary emphasis.  They have valued an alternative expression of the 2

presence of Christ in those who have been considered holy. Instead of 
anticipating the marks of Jesus’ crucifixion on the body of a saint, Eastern 
Christians have looked for signs of his Transfiguration and Resurrection. And 
so, in devotions and in church art, we are more likely to find images of 
Jesus’ triumphant Resurrection in Greek and Russian Orthodox churches 
than we are to find crucifixion and death images of him. This is a rather 
profound contrast, but one which should not be pushed too far. For both of 
these two differing pietistic emphases are complementary. 

• At the risk of being overly-simplistic, we can learn from the dissimilarity 
we’ve observed here. At least until the time of the Reformation, Western 
Christians have associated holiness with suffering. We have then wanted to 
identify our suffering with Jesus’ suffering, in order to find meaning in it. We 
see this in our Western liturgies, as well as in the prayers and stories of our 
saints. By contrast, Eastern Christians have associated holiness with spiritual 
transformation. And they don’t hesitate to use a term that sounds dangerous 
to Western ears ~ deification or theosis. So, Western Christians have 
encouraged believers to seek a transformation of personal hardship and 
suffering into the pattern of Christ’s  redemptive suffering. Whereas Eastern 
Christians have encouraged believers to anticipate a different goal for 
transformation ~ from the earthly limitations of our physical humanity, into 
the unbounded parameters of Christ’s mystical divinity. 

• All this may sound abstract. But there is a profound and practical implication 
to the contrast I have sketched here. I can illustrate it with an example, and 
then with a question. The example is provided by the two images I have put 
in your worship bulletin handout. With Tissot’s painting on the left, we can 
look at a specific story based-image of Jesus’ Transfiguration, showing 
Moses and Elijah, as well as the disciples. And, with Tissot’s painting on the 
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right, we can look at a more thematic image. The righthand image shows us 
what the Transfiguration was all about, even if it does not provide a literal 
illustration of the event. [I find it interesting that Tissot’s portrayal of Jesus in the 

Transfiguration-image is far less mystical-looking than his depiction of Jesus alone at 

prayer.] Either way, here is the question: what are we looking for in the 
image? What do we see in it? The answer may be, that we are simply 
looking at an image which tells us only something about Jesus. But the 
answer may also be, that we are looking at an image which tells us about 
God’s hopes for us. Indeed, we may be seeing an image that illustrates the 
kind of transformation Jesus came to make possible within everyone, and 
for everyone. 

• Here’s another way to see this contrast in practical terms. Many of us, having 
been shaped by Protestant or Catholic Western piety, understand our faith 
in a particular way. I will put it simply. We’ve been trained to direct thanks 
and praise to Jesus, for all that he has done for us. And, consequently, we’ve 
been encouraged to focus on what we can do for him, in return. Our 
Western piety has tended to be Jesus-centered, with a particular emphasis 
on his humanity, and on our duty. 

• By contrast, many Christians have been shaped more by Eastern Orthodox 
piety and spirituality. They are disposed to focus on what—through the Holy 
Spirit—Jesus is doing within us. Consequently, they attend to what happens 
when we open ourselves to the grace of his divine presence. In other words, 
in Eastern Christian spirituality, we find a greater focus on participation in 
the community life of God. Eastern Christian piety tends to be Holy Trinity-
centered, with an emphasis upon engaging with the divine presence. 

• So, let’s return to our practical example and question, especially in relation 
to how we might approach prayer this week. How will I approach my 
devotions, and with what kind of focus? Will I see my prayers this week as 

© Stephen Holmgren 2017 / Sermon for the Transfiguration A 17, Aug. 6, 2017                                      !3



The Transfiguration,  Aug. 6,  2017, Year A

directed primarily to Jesus? And, if I do, will the focus of my prayers center 
on my requests for particular outcomes, and thanks to him for those already 
received? Will my prayers then involve promised commitments to Jesus to 
live in a different way, in order to demonstrate my sincerity? 

• Or, will my prayers this week also be shaped by a complimentary focus and 
intentionality? Will I see my prayers this week as an experience of the Holy 
Spirit praying within me, lifting me up and involving me in the love between 
the Father and the Son?  And, if I do, will I see my prayers as a means by 3

which God is transforming me, from selfishness to community, and from 
worldliness to holiness? 

• My point here is not to push a contrast between two differing spiritual 
outlooks, and then insist upon an either/or choice. The benefit of noting a 
historic contrast between Eastern and Western Christian spirituality is so that 
we can grow. It is so we can be blessed by both traditions. As Western 
Christians, we are not at first as likely to see Jesus’ Transfiguration as 
personally significant for ourselves, or for our own growth into spiritual 
wholeness. We are not yet likely to see how Jesus’ Transfiguration prefigures 
our spiritual potential. And yet, Jesus’ Transfiguration is a grace-given 
spiritual reality. His Transfiguration also marks our own spiritual destiny. 
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    James Tissot, The transfiguration 

       
          James Tissot, Jesus goes up alone to pray 
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Luke 9:28-36 

Jesus took with him Peter and John and James, and went up on the mountain to pray. And 
while he was praying, the appearance of his face changed, and his clothes became dazzling 
white. Suddenly they saw two men, Moses and Elijah, talking to him. They appeared in 
glory and were speaking of his departure, which he was about to accomplish at Jerusalem. 
Now Peter and his companions were weighed down with sleep; but since they had stayed 
awake, they saw his glory and the two men who stood with him. Just as they were leaving 
him, Peter said to Jesus, “Master, it is good for us to be here; let us make three dwellings, 
one for you, one for Moses, and one for Elijah” —not knowing what he said. While he was 
saying this, a cloud came and overshadowed them; and they were terrified as they entered 
the cloud. Then from the cloud came a voice that said, “This is my Son, my Chosen; listen 
to him!” When the voice had spoken, Jesus was found alone. And they kept silent and in 
those days told no one any of the things they had seen. 

Notes: 

 I made reference to Ian Morgan Cron’s book, Chasing Francis.1

 See the books of Kallistos Ware for a good introduction to Orthodox Christian spirituality, and its 2

history.

 See Romans 8:26-7.3
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