FEAST OF TRANSFIGURATION 
(SERMON, 11 JULY 2010) 

“Six days later, Jesus took with him Peter and James and his brother John and led them up a high mountain, by themselves. And he was transfigured before them, and his face shone like the sun, and his clothes became dazzling white. Suddenly there appeared to them Moses and Elijah, talking with him. Then Peter said to Jesus, ‘Lord, it is good for us to be here; if you wish, I will make three dwellings [tents] here, one for you, one for Moses, and one for Elijah.’ While he was still speaking, suddenly a bright cloud overshadowed them, and from the cloud a voice said, ‘This is my Son, the Beloved; with him I am well pleased; listen to him!’ When the disciples heard this, they fell to the ground and were overcome by fear. But Jesus came and touched them, saying, ‘Get up and do not be afraid.’ And when they looked up, they saw no one except Jesus himself alone” (Matt 17.1–8).

The feast of the transfiguration is one of the Five Great Feasts of the Armenian Church. This feast’s message is crystal clear. God the Father exhorts us all: “This is my Son, the Beloved; with him I am well pleased; listen to him!” (Matt 17.5).

The feast of the transfiguration is an invitation to constantly remember our baptismal calling, our being sons and daughters of our Heavenly Father. Why? Because of four reasons:

First, by being transfigured before his three disciples –Peter, James and John– Jesus showed them his divine glory and made them his witnesses. This reality was affirmed when the apostles received the Holy Spirit at the Pentecost and Jesus comforted them: “You will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth” (Acts 1.8). Do we not conclude the Lord’s Prayer, the Hayr Mer, by saying: “For yours is the kingdom, the power and the glory?” This divine glory is given to the church and will be reinstated at the Second Coming of Christ “When the Son of Man comes in his glory, and all the angels with him, then he will sit on the throne of his glory” (Matt 25.31). Ephesians 1.18 invites us to be partakers of this glory: “With the eyes of your heart enlightened, you may know what is the hope to which he has called you, what are the riches of his glorious inheritance among the saints.” 

Second, Jesus showed his three apostles the ever-presence of the Holy Trinity –Father, Son and Holy Spirit– in their and our lives. The Father said: “This is my Son, the Beloved; with him I am well pleased; listen to him;” the Son was transfigured (according to Apostle Matthew “his face shone like the sun, and his clothes became dazzling white”); and the Holy Spirit overshadowed “as a bright cloud.” In Matthew 28.19–20 after his resurrection Jesus appears to his disciples on the mountain in Galilee and commissions them: “Go [therefore] and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything that I have commanded you. And remember, I am with you always, to the end of the age.” This is the first Gospel passage read during the sacrament of baptism in the Armenian Church. “The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God, and the communion of the Holy Spirit” (2 Cor 13.13) dwells in the church and in us, because we are the temples of the Holy Spirit (cf. 1 Cor 6.19).

Third, Moses and Elijah appeared to Jesus and to the three apostles to confirm that Jesus is the Lord of the living and the dead. This is what we call the inclusive communion of the church, which is the bond of the living and the dead with their Lord and with each other. What does Apostle Paul teach us on this communion? “Christ died and lived again, so that he might be Lord of both the dead and the living” (Rom 14.9). To become the Lord of all –both the dead and the living– Jesus “bought us with a price; therefore we have to glorify God in our body” (1 Cor 6.20). This is the spark of the divine glory in us and it needs to shine forth to also make us witnesses in discipleship of Christ.

The transfiguration of Jesus is the sign and assurance of our heavenly blessed transformation in the Kingdom of God, where we will eternally enjoy the luminous presence of God and his saints. Saul experienced this transformative surprise on his way to Damascus, when he was sent to persecute Christians. Jesus appeared to him and made him a new man –– the Apostle Paul. Paul narrates this unique experience in the Book of Acts by the following words: “While I was on my way and approaching Damascus, about noon a great light from heaven suddenly shone about me. I fell to the ground and heard a voice saying to me, “Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting me?” I answered, “Who are you, Lord?” Then he said to me, “I am Jesus of Nazareth whom you are persecuting.” Now those who were with me saw the light but did not hear the voice of the one who was speaking to me. I asked, “What am I to do, Lord?” The Lord said to me, “Get up and go to Damascus; there you will be told everything that has been assigned to you to do.” Since I could not see because of the brightness of that light, those who were with me took my hand and led me to Damascus” (Acts 22.6–11). While Apostle John confirms: “This is the message we have heard from him and proclaim to you, that God is light and in him there is no darkness at all. If we say that we have fellowship with him while we are walking in darkness, we lie and do not do what is true; but if we walk in the light as he himself is in the light, we have fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus his Son cleanses us from all sin” (1 John 1.5–7). Therefore, “you should lead a life worthy of God, who calls you into his own kingdom and glory” (1 Thes 2.12). 

I would like to conclude by underlining that our baptismal transfiguration is the gift of God which we need to treasure every day. God the Father had the same fatherly attitude at Jesus’ baptism, when he said: “This is my Son, the Beloved, with whom I am well pleased” (Matt 3.17). And we see that the Armenian Church, our spiritual parent, teaches us how to receive the same affirmation of being God’s children all the way through our birth and baptism to our death and resurrection. 

When an infant is dedicated to the church before her or his baptism, the priest prays: “Lord Jesus Christ, make this child worthy to be baptized and to be reborn from the holy font. And through the communion of your holy body and blood, and the assurance of receiving the Holy Spirit, let this child join the body of your holy church. Make this child worthy along with your chosen ones to be heir of the heavenly riches under the protection of your right hand” (The Rituals of the Armenian Apostolic Church, Los Angeles, c1997, p. 10). 

Then, in the first prayer of baptism, the priest prays: “By leading a righteous Christian life in this world may this child attain all the promises of the heavenly kingdom along with your saints, glorifying your unalterable dominion” (Ibid., p. 18). 

And, finally, during the funeral service the priest prays: “Benevolent and merciful Father, rank your servant, who completed his exile on earth, among your saints in your heavenly kingdom from which pain and lamentations are excluded, and where your chosen ones rejoice in everlasting happiness, illuminated through your divine glory” (Ibid., p. 112). 

My earnest prayer is to God to incorporate us in the glory of his Son and our Savior Jesus Christ with the power of the Holy Spirit on this earth and in the everlasting glory of heaven and make us transfigured children of God created in his image and likeness (cf. Gen 5.3). 

Bishop Nareg Alemezian


1

