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(b) The Homily on the Transfiguration of the Lord 
John's homily on the Transfiguration takes its place in a long tradition of interpretation of the Gospel mystery. 22 From the very beginning the Fathers were fascinated by this mystery: Irenaeus's famous assertion—Gloria enim Dei vivens homo, vita autem hominis visio Dei, 'the glory of God is a live human being, and a truly human life is the vision of God' 23 —occurs in a chapter in which, without explicitly mentioning the Transfiguration, Irenaeus draws together all the themes brought into focus in that mystery: the unknowability of God, his manifestation in the Incarnation, and the transformation of the bodily seen there and offered to those who acknowledge the manifested glory. It is already apparent that, as they seek to understand the Transfiguration, the Fathers are not talking about an event confined to the life of Jesus, but about an experience known and experienced in the life of the Church. So we read in the late-fourth-century Macarian Homilies: 'as the body of the Lord was glorified, when He went up into the mountain and was transfigured in the divine glory and the infinite light, so are the bodies of the saints glorified and shine like lightning'. 24 
In the Greek tradition, it was Origen who established the pattern of interpretation of the Transfiguration. For him, certain features of the Gospel account were significant. 25 Jesus is said to have been transfigured 'before' the three disciples he took with him up the mountain (traditionally, Mount Tabor): why before? why only three disciples? Origen answered these questions by seeing in the Transfiguration an example of what was, for him, a principle: namely, that in the Incarnation Jesus appeared in different forms to different people according to their spiritual aptitude. This, the clearest manifestation of his divine glory, demanded the greatest receptivity, hence it was granted only to the inner three among the disciples. The Transfiguration was seen, then, as the summit of Christian experience of Christ, and the Apostles could provide clues as to the qualities required. Then there is the assertion that it took place after six days (so Matthew and Mark) or eight (so Luke). Here a contradiction needed to be reconciled, both historically and, more important, spiritually. The discrepancy was generally resolved at the historical level by pointing to the difference between inclusive and exclusive counting. But contradictions in Scripture were, according to Origen, signs to seek a deeper meaning, which he duly did: six days indicated the six days of creation, and therefore the world perceived through the senses; eight days go beyond the limit of six (a perfect number, too, Origen points out), so the suggestion is that the Transfiguration takes place to those who have passed beyond the created order. Again this points to the idea of the Transfiguration as a lofty spiritual experience. The face of Jesus, 'altered' (Luke) or 'shining like the sun' (Matthew), and his garments, radiantly white, all beg for interpretation: the shining face indicates that the transfigured Lord appears only to 'the children of light', while the whitened garments indicate the transparency of the Scriptures to those of deep enough spiritual experience. The presence of Moses and Elias points to the harmony between the Old Testament (the Law and the Prophets) and the New Testament of the Lord. Peter's words to Jesus—'it is good for us to be here, let us make three tabernacles. . . '—Origen interprets as an attempt by Peter to deter Jesus from his mission, parallel to the words after his confession of faith, when he sought to dissuade Jesus from the passion and death he had prophesied (Matt. 16: 22-3), explaining that before the Resurrection, the disciples were far from being perfect. Such a negative interpretation had few echoes in subsequent tradition. The cloud descends: the cloud of the divine presence, the Shekinah. The disciples fall to the ground in awe and confusion, and when they raise their eyes, they see 'Jesus alone' (Matt. 17: 8). 

Origen's interpretation of the Transfiguration provided a basis for later interpretations. But these could take very different forms. Eusebios of Cæsarea, the Church historian, appealed to the Transfiguration in responding to a request from the Emperor Constantine's sister, Constantia, for a picture of the Lord. This, he says, is not possible, for Christ is now risen, so his bodily form is now transfigured, and even the disciples could not bear to look at the transfigured Lord. 26 Such an interpretation was probably unusual, but the letter became part of the arsenal of the iconoclasts (probably later, as John seems not to have known of it). A rather different development of the Origenist interpretation of the Transfiguration is found in Maximos the Confessor, who uses Dionysios's language of apophatic and cataphatic theology to interpret the mystery. The light irradiating his body and his clothes, so that the human aspect of Christ becomes transparent to the divine nature, speaks to Maximos of the transparence and limpidity of Scripture and creation to those whose understanding has been purified and attuned to Christ. That is the cataphatic side, as Maximos puts it, the affirmative side of the Transfiguration. But the face, the face altered and shining like the sun: that draws us into a mystery beyond anything we can understand, into the mystery of the person of Christ, the divine Person who assumed our human nature. The face of Christ—face and person being the same word in Greek: prosôpon—speaks of the 'characteristic hiddenness of his [divine] being'. 27 This is the face-to-face encounter with Christ, it is that to which all the radiance draws us, but it is an unfathomable mystery. We simply gaze, and are struck with awe at the ineffable personal encounter that lies behind all that is revealed in the radiance flowing from his body and his clothes. What we find here in Maximos is a fusing together of a mysticism of darkness and a mysticism of light, an assimilation of the two mountains of divine revelation: Sinai and Tabor. The light of the Godhead irradiates the created humanity of Christ, and draws us into a state where the whole cosmos is revealed as shot through with the light of the Godhead; but the light itself, because it is the light of the uncreated Godhead, and therefore itself uncreated, cannot be grasped by our human faculties. 

This is the background for John's interpretation of the Transfiguration in his homily. In this homily John displays his skills both rhetorical and theological. It is addressed to what seems to be a monastic congregation (philotheon systêma: Transfig. 1. 1), and is punctuated by appeals to them to celebrate the mystery of the Transfiguration and meditate on its meaning. Where John excels is in his theological meditations, principally on the Trinity and Christology. His theology is expressed with precision, much as we find it in On the Orthodox Faith. If we think that such precision belongs to a theological treatise, rather than a homily, we should perhaps recall that even Byzantine liturgical poetry, written to be sung, delights in language of similar precision. Compare, for instance, this passage from the beginning of the sermon: 

For whom is this feast and celebration? For whom this gladness and rejoicing? For those who fear the Lord, who worship the Trinity, who reverence the Father, the Son and the coeternal Spirit, who confess with soul and mind and mouth one Godhead, acknowledged undividedly in three Persons, who know and say that Christ is acknowledged to be the Son of God and God, one person in two undivided and unconfused natures with their natural properties. (Transfig. 1. 4-10) with a Theotokion (a liturgical verse, or troparion, addressed to, or concerning, the Mother of God) for Saturday evening vespers: 

Who does not bless you, all-holy Virgin? Who does not hymn your giving birth without travail? For the only-begotten Son, who shines out timelessly from the Father, the same went forth, incarnate ineffably from your pure blood, being God by nature, and becoming by nature human for our sake; not separated into two persons, but acknowledged unconfusedly in two natures. Beseech him, august all-blessed one, to have mercy on our souls. 28 
The homily begins with a repeated invitation to celebrate the feast: 'Come, let us celebrate, O God-loving assembly! Come, let us feast together with the heavenly powers that love to feast!. . . Come, let us cry out loudly with our lips, accompanied by well-sounding cymbals! Come, let us dance in the spirit!' (Transfig. 1. 1-4) He then defines who should join in this celebration: those who rightly confess the Trinity and Christ (see the passage quoted above). 

The celebration then begins (Transfig. 2). The subject of the celebration is recalled in an anaphora, beginning 'Today'. We are in liturgical time; we are present with the disciples on the Mount of the Transfiguration: 

Today, the abyss of unapproachable light. Today, a limitless out-pouring of divine radiance is clearly seen by the apostles on Mount Tabor. Today, Jesus Christ is recognized as Master of the Old and New Testaments. . . . Today, the exarch of the Old, Moses, the divine lawgiver, is present with Christ, the granter of the Law, as with his master, on Mount Tabor and discerns clearly His dispensation, into which of old he was initiated figuratively—this, I might say, was when he saw the behind of God—and sees plainly the glory of the Godhead that he once beheld from a hole in the rock, as Scripture says. And the rock was Christ, God, Word and Lord made flesh. . . . Today, the supreme leader of the New Testament, who confessed Christ the Son of God most plainly with the words, 'You are the Christ the Son of the Living God', sees the exarch of the Old, present with the one who granted the Law to them both and talking to him clearly. (Transfig. 2. 1-19) 

This recollection of where we are and whom we are among on this day of the Transfiguration closes with the claim: 'Today the virgin of the Old [Elias] proclaims to the virgin of the New [John] the Virgin from the Virgin' (Transfig. 2. 23-5). John then turns to his audience: 'Today therefore, persuaded by the prophet David, “Let us sing psalms, let us sing psalms to our God, let us sing psalms to our King” ' (Transfig. 2. 26-7), an exhortation that closes: 

Let us also sing psalms in the Spirit that searches all things, even the ineffable depths of God, seeing the unapproachable light, the Son of God, in the light of the Father by the Spirit that enlightens everything. Now things beyond beholding have been seen by human eyes, an earthly body shining forth divine radiance, a mortal body the source of the glory of the Godhead. (Transfig. 2. 31-5) 

John moves on to make his first theological point: 'O marvel surpassing all understanding! The glory does not come from outside the body, but from within from the Godhead of the transcendently divine Word of God, united to it hypostatically in an ineffable manner' (Transfig. 2. 38-40), a marvel to be understood thus: 'What was human became divine, and what was divine human by the mode of exchange and unconfused mutual coinherence and the strictest hypostatic union. For that which was eternally and this which became later were one' (Transfig. 2. 47-50). 

John continues introducing the circumstances of the Transfiguration (Transfig. 3). The name of the mountain, Tabor, recalls the verse of the psalm: 'Tabor and Hermon shall rejoice in your name' (Ps. 88: 13). The verse is interpreted as if Hermon witnessed the first time Jesus was called 'beloved Son' by the Father in the presence of the Spirit (in the form of a dove) at his baptism, whereas Tabor witnessed the second occasion, at the Transfiguration: 'Whence [Tabor] skipped and rejoiced and imitated the leapings of lambs, having heard the same witness to sonship from the cloud, that is the Spirit, that the Father addressed to Christ, the giver of life' (Transfig. 3. 30-3). This can hardly be meant literally, since Hermon is about 100 miles north of where Jesus was baptized. 'Hermon' might, as the source of the river Jordan in which Jesus was baptized, be a metonymy for 'Jordan'. A further possibility, suggested to me by my colleague Crispin Fletcher-Louis, is that John might here betray awareness of a tradition of the cultic identity of Lebanon-Hermon and Jerusalem. 29 The joy of Tabor leads to a repeated apostrophe: 'O, rejoicing beyond understanding given to us! O, this blessedness beyond hope! O, the gifts of God conquering longing!' (Transfig. 3. 38-44). 

There follows a contrast between Sinai, the mountain of revelation in the Old Testament, and Tabor, the mountain of revelation in the New: the one wreathed in smoke and darkness, the other filled with light and radiance. In the description of what happened on Tabor that follows, John lays stress on how the Incarnation transcends the original creation (Transfig. 4). John turns again to his congregation, and calls on them to follow the disciples on to Tabor, which is presented as the mountain of virtues (Transfig. 5). He now comes closer to his exegetical task. First, we are taken to Caesarea Philippi (which he says is the same as Paneas, though he does not say that it is at the foot of Mount Hermon, something he can hardly have been ignorant of, as Hermon lies between Damascus and Paneas), to Peter's confession, which leads to an encomium of Peter (Transfig. 6. 29-34). Then John turns to Matthew 16: 28 (= Mark 9: 1 = Luke 9: 27), which immediately precedes the account of the Transfiguration (Transfig. 7). 30 This is the verse in which Jesus prophesies that 'there are those standing here, who will not taste death, until they see the Son of man coming in his kingdom'. John's treatment is tantalizing. What he draws out of it is that not all are equal, that some are chosen for higher revelations. The three chosen for the Transfiguration are the same three who will witness Gethsemane, their number being a symbol of the Trinity. John curiously suggests that, had Andrew been included in the inner group, Judas might have felt excluded and made that an excuse for his betrayal; but, because Andrew was not included, Judas could have no ground for feeling excluded! But he does not make at all explicit what relationship he sees between this verse and the account of the Transfiguration; he does not seem to follow the Latin tradition in seeing the Transfiguration as the fulfilment of this prophecy. 

The next verse says that the Transfiguration took place after six or eight days, as we have seen. John's commentary (Transfig. 8) is a reworking of Origen's: six is a perfect number (he explains why: its factors, 1, 2, and 3 add up to 6 itself), which is why creation took six days, but the perfect are promised the vision of divine glory, which is beyond everything. Eight is a figure of the age to come, this life consisting of seven ages. And on Tabor the final vision of God was anticipated. In support of this exegesis, John cites Gregory Nazianzen and Dionysios the Areopagite. 31 
The three apostles are now introduced (Transfig. 9): Peter, the one to whom the Father revealed his confession of Christ; James, the first martyr; and John, the 'virgin of theology' (Transfig. 9. 7-8). He does not, however, allegorize them, as, for instance, Maximos did. 32 Then the mountain itself (Transfig. 10): the idea already broached of the mountain as a symbol of the virtues is reintroduced, for 'love has been constituted as the summit and citadel (akropolis) of the virtues' (Transfig. 10. 2-3). In Luke's account, it is remarked that the Transfiguration took place while Jesus was at prayer. John picks this up now, prayer being implicit in the virtuous life that leads to the vision of God: 

For the one, who has come to the pinnacle of love, goes out of himself in a certain way and beholds the invisible, and flying beyond the intervening darkness of the bodily cloud, he comes into the clear air of the soul, and reaches out more distinctly to the sun of righteousness, although he is not able to be filled with the vision, going aside by himself to pray; for quietness is the mother of prayer, and prayer the manifestation of divine glory. For when we lull the senses to sleep and hold converse with ourselves and God and, freed from the turmoil of the world outside, we enter within ourselves, then clearly within ourselves we shall see the kingdom of God. (Transfig. 10. 11-20) 

Notice how John uses the metaphors of going out of oneself and entering into oneself in a complementary way. But the prayer of the Lord cannot be quite the same as our experience of prayer, and he deals with this, drawing on the same ideas he put forward in On the Orthodox Faith (Expos. 68). He concludes this discussion with an example of the contrast between Moses' and Jesus' experience of the divine glory: 'What happens to the one who beholds [God] in prayer recalls the radiant face of the glorified Moses. But Moses was glorified with a glory that came to him from outside, while the Lord Jesus does not have an acquired brightness of glory, it comes from the implanted radiance of the divine glory' (Transfig. 10. 39-43). This leads into further Christological meditation (Transfig. 11), which in turn leads to the Transfiguration itself, and the meaning of Christ being transfigured 'before them' (Matt. 17: 2 = Mark 9: 2). John's treatment of this (Transfig. 12) is very different from that of Origen, for whom, as we have seen, it refers to the way in which the Incarnate Word appeared in different ways to different people. John's interpretation, on the contrary, is that the Transfiguration involved no change in Christ: what happened was that the disciples came to see the enduring truth about the Incarnate Word. Both allow that Jesus appeared to people differently, but John insists that the reality they all encountered was the same, the truth: He was transfigured then, not, assuming what he was not, nor changing into something that he was not, but what he was was revealed to his own disciples, opening their eyes and changing their blindness into sight. This, therefore, is what is meant by 'he was transfigured before them': remaining the same in himself, he now manifested himself to his disciples in another aspect than that in which he had manifested himself before. (Transfig. 12. 17-22) 

John now comes to the transfigured Christ himself (Transfig. 13). Jesus' face 'shone like the sun'. John's interpretation is very like that of Maximos, though he presents it differently. The radiance of the face is the radiance of the divine Person he is: 'For he is the true light begotten eternally from the true and immaterial light, the Father's Word existing personally, the effulgence of his glory, the natural stamp of the person of God the Father. His is the face that shone like the sun' (Transfig. 13. 3-7). (In Greek, the echo of the Nicene Creed, 'true light from true light', is much clearer.) John then launches into an apostrophe of the evangelist. He follows this with a corollary important for his understanding of the icon, which, in fact, anticipates the objections of the iconoclasts of the Synod of Hiereia: 33 
The holy body is therefore circumscribed—for, standing on Tabor, it did not stretch outside the mountain—the Godhead being uncontained by anything and beyond everything. And the body shines like the sun; for the radiance of light comes from the body. For all the properties of the one incarnate Word of God have become common, those of the flesh and those of the uncircumscribable Godhead. (Transfig. 13. 23-8) 

Moses and Elias are introduced (Transfig. 14), demonstrating the unity of the Old Testament with the New. Moses further symbolizes the unity of God (John refers to the Shema (Deut. 6: 4), and Elias (to whom God appeared as a 'gentle breeze': 3 Kgd. 19: 12) his hiddenness (Transfig. 15). Peter's words—'it is good for us to be here'—are treated as an understandable response to the wonder of the Transfiguration, but out of place: 'if Adam had not sought deification before the time, he would have achieved his desire. Do not seek good things before the time, O Peter' (Transfig. 16. 29-30). 

The cloud descends—not a dark cloud as on Sinai, but a cloud of light (Transfig. 17. 7-8). And a voice is heard from the cloud: 'The voice of the Father has come from the cloud of the Spirit, “This is my beloved Son”: this man you see, who looks like a man, who yesterday became man, who humbly walked among you, whose face now shines. This is my beloved son, the one before the ages, the only-begotten, who alone came forth from the alone timelessly and eternally, from me, his progenitor, who is eternally from me and in me and with me, no later in his existence' (Transfig. 18. 2-9). The voice further proclaims his good pleasure in his Son: 

For by the Father's good pleasure, his only-begotten Son and Word was incarnate; by the Father's good pleasure, in his only-begotten Son the salvation of the whole cosmos was wrought; by the Father's good pleasure, in the only-begotten Son the harmony of all was welded together. For if human kind is a little cosmos, naturally bearing in itself the bond of all being, visible and invisible, being both one and the other, the master and creator and ruler of all was truly well-pleased in his only-begotten and consubstantial Son of divinity and humanity, and through this to bring about the harmony of the whole creation, 'that God might be all in all' (1 Cor. 15. 28). (Transfig. 18. 13-23) 

The cloud lifts: Moses and Elias have gone; only Jesus is seen by the disciples. As they descend, he commands them not to reveal what they have seen, for not all the disciples have yet attained perfection. John then draws his homily to a close by meditating on the rest of the words from the cloud: 'Hear him'. Hear him who said: 'You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart'; 'Be reconciled with your brother beforehand, and then go and offer your gift'; 'Love your enemies'; 'Judge not, and you will not be judged'. If we follow these commands, we shall ourselves be brought to taste the divine glory here on earth, and behold its fulfilment in heaven. 

It is a lengthy homily, though I do not think it would take more than an hour to deliver (which 'all ages have thought a competency', as George Herbert remarked 34 ). But it is a slow-moving, meditative sermon, full of repetition, which enables complex theological considerations to be developed. It moves back and forth from image to idea, building up before the minds of his congregation the implications of what is involved in the whole tableau of the Transfiguration. It is, in fact, a kind of audible icon, in which biblical imagery and the technical terminology of Chalcedonian theology are used to draw out the significance of the subject of our contemplation: the transfigured Christ. Here, in the contemplation of Christ, as Keetje Rozemond rightly remarks, we are at the heart of John's Christology. 

It is very much a part of the tradition of Byzantine interpretation of the Transfiguration. Two ideas, however, he brings out more clearly than his forebears: first, the Trinitarian aspect of the Transfiguration (on the analogy, as his parallel of Hermon and Tabor suggests, of the long-standing Trinitarian interpretation of the baptism of Christ); secondly, that the radiance of Christ comes from within—which was to be of importance when the interpretation of the Transfiguration became a matter for dispute in the hesychast controversy of the fourteenth century. We also note the contrast, to which he returns again and again, between the Old Testament and the New, Sinai and Tabor, darkness and light. 
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(C) the Canon on the Transfiguration of the Lord 
Nikodimos prefaces his commentary on this canon 55 by referring to the icon of the Transfiguration, with Christ transfigured standing on a peak of the mountain, and Moses and Elias standing on either side on similar peaks, with the Apostles lower down, Peter and James still partly upright, while John is completely overcome by the vision. 56 The Transfiguration was a popular subject for icons, there being two famous examples from the sixth century: the apsidal mosaic in the church of the monastery of St Catherine at the base of Mount Sinai (originally, in the sixth century, the monastery was dedicated to the Burning Bush 57 ), and the apsidal mosaic in the church of Sant' Apollinare in Classe in Ravenna. The development of the icon is of considerable interest, Christ sometimes surrounded by light and sometimes irradiating light, and his aureole sometimes separating him from the prophets and sometimes embracing them. John's canon, together with his homily, is probably one of the factors affecting this development. Unlike in the Easter canon, John mostly used existing irmoi (save for the fourth ode) and composed troparia modelled on their metrical form; the initial letters of these troparia (including the irmos of the fourth ode) form an acrostic which reads: moses theou prosopon en thabor ide ('Moses saw the Face of God on Tabor'). Ode 1 (Song Of Moses). Troparia 

Moses of old saw prophetically the glory of the Lord in the sea, in the cloud, and in the pillar of fire, and he shouted out: let us sing to our God and Redeemer. 

Protected by the deified body, as by a rock, and seeing Him who is invisible, Moses shouted out: let us sing to our God and Redeemer. 

You appeared to Moses on the Mountain of the Law and on Tabor, of old in a dark cloud, and now in the unapproachable light of the Godhead. 

These verses serve to introduce Moses. The refrain sums up the burden of the first ode, the Song of Moses. The first troparion refers back to the events celebrated by the first ode, but does it by way of the Apostle Paul's summary in 1 Corinthians 10: 1-4, with its identification of the rock with Christ. This provides the first image of the second troparion, the 'deified body' being Christ's, identified with the rock; not, however, the rock Paul referred to, but the rock, in the cleft of which Moses hid, to see God's behind as he passed by: the nearest Moses got to seeing God in his lifetime (Exod. 33: 17-23). The last troparion draws the contrast between God's revelation on the two mountains, Sinai and Tabor: on Sinai in darkness, on Tabor in light (cf. Transfig. 4). 

Ode 3 (Song Of Anna). Troparia 

The glory that formerly overshadowed the tabernacle and spoke to Moses your servant has become a figure of your Transfiguration, O Lord, that shone forth ineffably, like lightning, on Tabor. 

The leaders of the Apostles went up with you, Only-begotten Word most high, on to Mount Tabor, and Moses and Elias were both present, as servants of God, only Lover of human kind. 

Being complete God, you have become a complete mortal, having mixed humanity with complete divinity in your Person, which Moses and Elias saw on Mount Tabor in two essences. 

The link between these verses and their ode, the Prayer of Anna, is quite slender, nothing much more than the fact that Anna was praying in the Temple, where the glory of God rested, referred to in the first troparion. But the glory of God that overshadowed the tabernacle, so central to John's defence of icons, is seen as a figure of the Transfiguration, here of the radiance that shone from Christ, later of the cloud that descended (cf. Transfig. 17). The canon begins, therefore, in much the same way as the homily: 'Today, the abyss of unapproachable light! Today the boundless outpouring of divine radiance is clearly seen by the apostles on Mount Tabor!' (Transfig. 2. 1-2). The second troparion introduces the witnesses to the Transfiguration, and the final troparion reflects on the dogmatic truth of the Incarnation that is revealed in the Transfiguration. 

Ode 4 (Prayer Of Avvakum). Irmos 

Lightning flashes of divinity proceeded from your flesh; those chosen from the Apostles and Prophets sing and shout out: Glory to your power, O Lord. 

Troparia 

You preserved the bush unharmed, though it was united with fire, O Master, and showed to Moses the flesh shining with divine radiance, as he sang: Glory to your power, O Lord. The visible sun was eclipsed by the rays of divinity, when on Mount Tabor it saw you transfigured, my Jesus. Glory to your power, O Lord. 

Seen as immaterial fire that did not burn the matter of the body, when you appeared to Moses and the Apostles and Elias, Master, as one, out of two, in two perfect natures. 

The link with the ode, the Prayer of Avvakum, is to the verse that speaks of God's 'lightning flashes' that proceeded into light, to the astonishment of the sun and moon (Hab. 3: 11). This gives the words of the irmos, and also the incomparable contrast between the uncreated and the created that runs through the verses, and provokes the refrain: 'Glory to your power, O Lord'. But, though incomparable, the uncreated does not annihilate the created. The Burning Bush was unharmed (Exod. 3: 2); hence it is a prefiguration of the Incarnation, in which the divine presence did not harm the integrity of the human nature: a theme that runs through all the troparia. There is perhaps also a reference to the sun's being eclipsed by that other manifestation of the glory of the Son on the Cross (cf. Matt. 27: 45; John 12: 23-33). 

Ode 5 (Prayer Of Isaias). Troparia 

Even an eloquent tongue cannot declare your mighty works; for, ruling life and mastering death, you were present on Mount Tabor to Moses and Elias, who bore witness to your divinity. 

You made human kind in your image with your invisible hands, O Christ, and now manifest your original beauty in created humanity; not as in the image, but as you are yourself in essence, God who are also called human. 

In a union without confusion, you showed us on Mount Tabor the coal of divinity, that consumes sins, but enlightens souls, and you caught up Moses and Elias and the chief of the disciples in ecstasy. 

The link with the ode does not occur until the final troparion, and then it is a link to the prophet Isaias, rather than to his prayer. It refers to Isaias's vision of God, in which his lips are purified by a burning coal, brought by one of the seraphim. The first troparion reflects on the ineffability of God's mighty works, and draws attention to how what happened on Tabor transcended the frontier of death, as Moses and Elias appeared together with the Apostles. The second troparion sees in the Transfiguration the revelation of the true, primordial beauty of humanity, made in the image of God. For that image, in accordance with which human kind is made, is Christ himself, not 'in the image' but the original itself. Nikodimos, commenting on this revelation of beauty, quotes St Augustine's famous exclamation: 'Late have I loved you, beauty so ancient and so new, late have I loved you!' 58 (in a slightly elaborated form, found by Nikodimos in a volume bearing the title 'Lovers' prayers' 59 ). 

Ode 6 (Prayer Of Jonas). Troparia 

How great and fearful is the vision seen today! The visible sun shone from heaven, but on Mount Tabor there shone forth, beyond compare, the spiritual Sun of righteousness. 

'The shadow of the Law has grown weak and passed away, while Christ the Truth has plainly come': shouted out Moses, when he beheld your divinity on Tabor. 

As the pillar showed Moses Christ transfigured, so the cloud pointed most clearly to the grace of the Spirit, overshadowing Mount Tabor. 

John continues in these verses the theme from the last ode, and makes no reference that I can detect to the Prayer of Jonas. That theme is the contrast between uncreated and created, here the visible sun and the spiritual Sun of righteousness (cf. Mal. 4: 2). This gives way to another contrast, already noted by John, between the shadows of the Old Testament and the reality of the New, a theme he also develops in his homily. In the last troparion there is a hint of the Trinitarian interpretation of the Transfiguration, drawn out of the fulfilment of the types of the pillar of fire and the pillar of cloud that led the people of Israel through the desert (Exod. 13: 21-2) in Christ and the Spirit. 

Ode 7 (Prayer Of the Three Holy Children). Troparia 

Now the invisible has been seen by the Apostles, the Godhead shining forth in the flesh on Mount Tabor, and they shout: Blessed are you, Lord God, to the ages. 

Trembling with fear, and amazed at the majesty of the divine Kingdom on Mount Tabor, the Apostles shouted: Blessed are you, Lord God, to the ages. 

Now the unheard of has been heard. For the fatherless Son of the Virgin receives glorious witness from the paternal voice, that he is divine and human, the same to the ages. 

Not made by adoption, but being by essence from before all existence, the beloved Son of the Most High, unchangeably you dwelt with us, who cry out: Blessed are you, O God, to the ages. 

The link with the ode, the Prayer of the Three Children, is found in the refrain: 'Blessed are you, Lord God, to the ages'. The theme here, possibly with reference to the miraculous deliverance of the three young men from the burning fiery furnace, is the paradox of God's works, pre-eminently the Transfiguration: the invisible seen, the unheard-of heard. And the response to this paradox of fear and awe. The 'majesty of the divine Kingdom' recalls, appropriately for the Transfiguration, the first verse of Psalm 92: 'The Lord reigns, he is clothed in majesty'; his majesty (euprepeia) manifest in the clothing that became 'white as the light' (Matt. 17: 2). The last two troparia reflect on the paradox of the Incarnation: 'the fatherless Son of the Virgin' acclaimed by his divine Father, the essentially divine Son living among those whom he makes children of God by adoption. 

Ode 8 (Song Of the Three Holy Children). Troparia 

Having heard, O Master, the witness of the Father, but unable to bear to see the lightning flash of your face, too strong for human sight, your Disciples fell to the ground, singing: Priests, bless, people, highly exalt Christ to the ages. 

Most fair king of kings, Lord of all who everywhere exercise lordship, blessed sovereign, dwelling in light unapproachable, which struck with wonder the Disciples, who shouted: Children, bless, priests raise a hymn, people highly exalt Christ to the ages. 

You hold mastery over heaven, exercise kingship over the earth, and hold lordship over things beneath the earth, O Christ, so there were present with you, from the earth the Apostles, from heaven Elias the Thesbite, and from the slain Moses, all singing in harmony: People, highly exalt Christ to the ages. 

Idle cares were left behind them on the earth by the chosen band from the Apostles, O Lover of human kind, as they followed you to the divine way of life that is far above this earthly world. Thus, accounted worthy of your Theophany, they sing: People, highly exalt Christ to the ages. 

The link with the eighth ode, the Song of the Three Children, is again provided by the concluding acclamation, which echoes the closing verses of the ode. The first troparion is based on a passage in Gregory Nazianzen's homily on baptism: 'The Godhead manifest as light to the apostles on the mountain, too strong for their little sight.' 60 Blinded by the light of the Godhead, they fall to the ground in awe (see above Nikodimos's comments on the icon of the Transfiguration). The second troparion reworks 1 Timothy 6: 15-16, adding to its description of Christ the epithet 'fair', taken, Nikodimos suggests, from Psalm 44: 3 ('fair with beauty beyond the sons of men') or Song of Songs 1: 16 ('Behold you are beautiful, my beloved, and fair'). 61 The majesty of Christ, expressed in 1 Timothy 6: 15, is developed in the next troparion, spelling out his sovereignty over heaven, earth, and Hades, manifest in the Transfiguration in the presence of the Apostles (from earth), Elias (from heaven, whither he was assumed on a fiery chariot: 4 Kgd. 2: 11-12), and Moses (from 'the slain': John, as is not uncommon, uses a rare literary word). The final troparion sees the Apostles, laying aside idle cares (an echo, perhaps, of the Cherubic hymn of the Byzantine Liturgy), and following Christ up Mount Tabor, to a new, divine way of life: a theme that recurs in his homily (e.g. Transfig. 5, 10). 

Ode 9 (Songs Of the Mother Of God and Of Zacharias). Troparia 

That you might show plainly your unutterable Second Coming, how God Most High will be seen, standing in the midst of gods, you shone forth ineffably to the Apostles on Tabor, to Moses with Elias; therefore we all magnify you, O Christ. 

Come and listen to me, people: ascending the holy and heavenly Mount, let us stand immaterially in the city of the living God, and contemplate with our minds the immaterial Godhead, of the Father and the Spirit, shining forth in the only-begotten Son. 

You have cast a spell of longing over me, O Christ, and changed me with your divine yearning; but burn up my sins in immaterial fire, and make me worthy to be filled with delight in you, that, dancing, I may magnify your two comings, O Good One. 

The troparia of the ninth ode dwell on the Second Coming in glory, of which the Transfiguration is an anticipation. For this we need to prepare by ascending the Mount of Virtues to behold the Trinity itself, manifest in the Incarnate Son. The final troparion is a prayer to be purified by longing for Christ, so that we can celebrate with delight the two comings of Christ, the first in humility, the second in glory. 
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