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Mark 9:2-9 
 
O Christ, you were transfigured on the Mount, God revealing your glory to your disciples, insofar as 
they could comprehend. Thus, when we see you crucified, we may understand your voluntary passion, 
and proclaim to the world that you are truly the divine glory of the Father. Amen. 
 
 They say a picture is worth a thousand words, so I want to 

continue to take advantage of video taping our services and look at 

the Orthodox icon for the Feast of the Transfiguration. This one is 

from Russia, near the city of Novgorod and was written in the 15th 

century. In some ways, icons are like movie stills, capturing an entire 

film in one image. In this case, the icon captures an entire theology 

depicting the Orthodox tradition of the essence and the energies of 

God.  

According to St Basil the Great (c. 329-379), 'We know the 

essence through the energy. No one has ever seen the 

essence of God, but we believe in the essence because we 

experience the energy.’ The essence of God of God is his otherness and transcendence, 

his inner life and being with will always remain hidden from us; the energies of God are 

the ways in which God makes himself know to his creation, the ways in which he is 

present to his created world [John Baggley, Festival Icons for the Christian Year, {Crestwood, NY: 

SVP, 2000} 63]. 

What Basil is saying is that we know God through God’s activities and actions in the world, God’s 

energies, but we never know God’s essence, who God is as God. We can think of the essence of God 

as Trinity, 3 persons as one, but we really can’t comprehend God. God is beyond our understanding, 

but we can perceive God at work in the world. This theoretical, theological digression helps us 

understand the central image of this icon: the mandorla surrounding Jesus. In this icon, it isn’t an 

almond shaped aura surrounding Christ but a series of blue-green concentric circles becoming 

increasingly darker as they approach the center. The dark center symbolizes the unknowable essence 

of God while the lighter colors reflect the luminous splendor of God’s energies. Golden rays shine 



out against the dark background. The three rays proceeding from the mandorla united the disciples, 

Peter, John and James with Christ. While Moses and Elijah stand within the light of Christ. Above 

Jesus in the halo is a cross and the Greek words Ho on, the One who is. Above are the initials for 

Jesus Christ. Jesus’ white robe reminds us of his baptism in the River Jordan when he heard God 

declare him his beloved son, a declaration repeated in the Gospel this morning as the Father instructs 

the disciples to listen to Jesus. Moses and Elijah symbolize the Law and the Prophets, and also both 

had direct epiphanies of God. In Luke’s Gospel, we learn that they are discussing Jesus’ departure, the 

term is actually Exodus, and that sets the stage for the heart of this moment. They both bow towards 

Jesus and their bent backs echo the circles of light. Like most icons, there is a stately, eternal calm to 

the presentation of Jesus in the central top portion of this image. 

 This contrasts with the hectic energy at the base of the icon. It’s like a bomb has exploded. 

We see James on the left thrown down to the ground on his back, shielding his eyes from the 

brightness of God’s glory. In the center, is John putting his hand out to break his fall and also covering 

his face. In his haste, John has lost one of his sandals.  On the right is Peter who looks directly at 

Jesus, but he appears to have stumbled and is looking backwards towards Christ. Each of the disciples’ 

robes are fluttering in their haste to shield themselves.  

This icon captures that moment 2,000 years ago, when Jesus took his 3 closest disciples with 

him as he went up the mountain to pray. Here on Mount Tabor, while he was praying, he was 

transfigured before him. They saw Jesus with Moses and Elijah and they witnessed the blinding light, 

the glory of God. Jesus is showing his divinity to these disciples so they will know at his crucifixion 

that it is God dying for them. It was only after Easter, that they began to understand what had 

happened to them on that mystical moment on the mountain. In his Second Letter, Peter writes:  

For we did not follow cleverly devised myths when we made known to you the 

power and coming of our Lord Jesus Christ, but we had been eyewitnesses of his 

majesty. For he received honor and glory from God the Father when that voice was 

conveyed to him by the Majestic Glory, saying, “This is my Son, my Beloved, with whom 

I am well pleased.”  We ourselves heard this voice come from heaven, while we were with 

him on the holy mountain [1:16-18, NRSV]. 

In his Letter, James talks about God as the Father of lights and John’s prologue to his Gospel conveys 

the glory of this night: 



In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He 

was in the beginning with God. All things came into being through him, and without him 

not one thing came into being. What has come into being in him was life, and the life was 

the light of all people. The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not 

overcome it [1:1-5, NRSV]. 

With Peter and James, John experienced the light of Christ shining in the darkness and the darkness 

did not overcome it. I imagine this moment sustained these disciples for the rest of their lives. They 

knew they had seen God and lived to tell about it. And I imagine each one of us has a God moment 

that sustains us when our faith wavers, a moment when we knew how much God loves and cares for 

each one of us. We are all created in the image and likeness of God and just as we can never know 

God’s essence, so we really can never know anyone. We can know about people, but our true essence 

is in our relationship with God. Which is why we seek the face of Christ in every person as a way of 

honoring that person and honoring the light of God that shines through all of creation, especially all 

human beings. On Mount Tabor, we witness our true humanity in the person of Jesus and our 

heavenly destiny as we become like him through the Holy Spirit. We are all made for Transfiguration. 

Thanks to Jesus, the light of God can shine through us his followers into the darkness of the world 

and help others to see the energies, the love of God. In Christ’s Holy Name, amen. 



 


