
      The Church is a spiritual union of all those who keep the true faith, headed by Christ Himself, 
and its goal is the spiritual perfection of its members. The earthly part of the Church, in preparing 
its children for passing into the heavenly part, needs pastors and other servants for the achieve-
ment of its goal. It will not be prevailed upon by the gates of hell, its grace is inexhaustible and 
shall never want for that which it needs. 
       Great is the mercy of God to be called to be among them, but not all who achieve it are wor-
thy, and many who are called are not chosen. It was not only Judas who fell from the ranks of the 
apostles. From among the first seven deacons appointed by the apostles, one—Nicholas of Anti-
och—fell from the Church and became a pagan priest who established his own sect. From the 
ranks of the seventy apostles, four lapsed from Christianity, but the Church did not suffer this 
loss and remained whole. The vacated places were taken by those more worthy. 
      Despite the falling away of Nicholas, the deaconate established itself in the Church and it 
multiplied, existing to this day. 
      Despite the falling away of bishops, priests and other servants of the Church in later times, it 
did not suffer harm, and their places were taken by others. 
Nestor, the Patriarch of Constantinople, fell into heresy, and he was replaced by one more wor-
thy, St. Anatolius. Dioscurus of Alexandria fell into monophysitism, other hierarchs fell into oth-
er heresies, but the Church remained undamaged, and the places of those who fell away were 
filled by those more worthy, and often by holy men. 
      Many clergymen renounced Christ during persecutions, and many even in peaceful times left 
the priesthood for earthly reasons or for personal weaknesses, departing the life of the cloth to a 
lay existence. 
       But whatever the motivations or reasons for this: whether the servants of the Church be-
trayed the Christian faith or simply left their rank, the Church was never left in need. Those who 
fell away were always replaced by others, whom no one had even considered before, and upon 
whom those who departed looked with derision. 
      God's Church will never lack the number of bishops, priests, deacons, readers, singers and 
altar boys it needs. For this reason, those who were called to serve at the altar or on the kliros 
must bear in mind that they must not become unworthy and must not be cast out. The history of 
the Church shows that the Church does not have indispensable people, and the Holy Spirit will 
always find another who will take the place of one who becomes unworthy. It is a great mercy of 
God to be allowed to serve or to help serve in Church, to enter into the earthly heaven—the al-
tar—to approach the holy Mysteries, to sing or intone church prayers. 
       That is why those who earned that mercy must fulfill their work with reverence, remember-
ing the words of the psalm-singer: "Worship the Lord with reverence and rejoice with trem-
bling" (Ps. 2:11), as well as those other terrible words: "Cursed be the one who does the Lord's 
work negligently" (Jer. 48:10). "See that ye refuse not him that speaketh," that is, do not turn 
away from him that speaks to you (Heb. 12:25). "Hold that fast which thou hast, that no man take 
thy crown (Rev. 3:11). 
It is a fearsome thing to become unworthy of the sacred place, or, faltering, to leave it. After de-
parting, many sense what they have lost and desire to return to their previous worthiness, but 
these doors are closed, as they were for the five unwise virgins. 
        May the memory of Apostle Matthias and his prayers strengthen us in serving without blem-
ish, so that we do not lose our priestly place on earth, and in heaven that we may be worthy of the 
Kingdom of God, where even now stands at the Throne of God he who filled the ranks of the 
twelve, Apostle Matthias. 



SEEING THE LIGHT OF GOD 
Tenth Sunday after Pentecost † Fourth Day of the Transfiguration Feast 

 
“I AM THE LIGHT OF THE WORLD” (Jn 8:12). These familiar words of the Lord Jesus reflect one of 
the most popular images in the Scriptures, but what do they mean? How is Jesus the Light of the world? 
 

The rest of this verse sheds light on what is meant here. “I am the Light of the world. He who follows 
me shall not walk in darkness, but have the light of life.” Here and in a number of other places, Jesus is 
portrayed as a Beacon: one who guides along a right path, who illumines the way for us. He is the 
“Giver of light,” the One bringing light to our hearts. To say that He is light in this way is to talk about 
what he does. 
 

But there is another way to see Christ as light. He is light, not only because of what He does for us, but 
because of what He is. “God is light, and in Him is no darkness at all” (1 Jn 1:5). God is not described 
here as light illumining our minds or hearts, but as He is in Himself: Light in His innermost being. 
 

Based on the Gospel message, the Church proclaims the Lord Jesus as “Light from Light” (Nicene 
Creed), the “Joyful Light of the holy glory of the immortal Father, the Heavenly, the Holy, the Blessed: 
Jesus Christ” (third-century Vespers hymn). As God is Light in Himself, so too the incarnate Christ is 
the Light of the Father. “I and the Father are one” (Jn 10:30). 
 

As far back as the third century, the Fathers used our experience of the sun to illustrate this mystery. 
Like others before him, St Cyril, the ninth-century teacher of the Slavs, reflected, “Do you see in the 
heavens the brilliant sphere of the sun and how light is begotten and warmth proceeds from it? God the 
Father is like the sphere of the sun, without beginning or end. From Him is eternally begotten God the 
Son, like light from the sun; and just as there comes warmth together with light, the Holy Spirit pro-
ceeds. Each one is distinguished separately: the sphere of the sun, the light and the warmth – these are 
not three suns, but one sun in the heavens. So also, in the Holy Trinity: there are three Persons, but God 
is one and indivisible.” 
 

The Light of Mt. Tabor 
Christ was concretely manifested as light at His Transfiguration. “His face shone like the sun and His 
clothes became as white as light” (Mt 17:2) – “white and glistening” (Lk 9:29), “such as no launderer on 
earth can whiten them” (Mk 9:3). For a moment, His disciples glimpsed what had been hidden since the 
Incarnation: the Word of God, radiant with divine glory, in the person of Jesus. 
 

In icons of the Transfiguration, this radiance is depicted by a geometric figure behind the representation 
of the Lord, called a mandorla. While depictions of Christ during His earthly ministry show His head 
surrounded by a cross and a halo, icons representing Him in moments beyond time and space (e.g. the 
Transfiguration, the Resurrection, the Dormition) envelop His whole body in this light of glory. 
 

This same figure is found in icons of the conversion of St Paul. Christ, the “radiant Light” was manifest-
ed to Saul of Tarsus (St Paul) on the road to Damascus as “a light from the sky brighter than the 
sun” (Acts 26:13). While this light briefly blinded Saul by its brilliance, it ultimately enabled him to see 
even more clearly “the mystery which has been hidden from ages and from generations, but now has 
been revealed” (Col 1:26). 
 

In the Church, the light experienced by Saul has been identified with the light that shone on Tabor, the 
Radiant Light of the Father, Jesus Christ. As we sing on the feast of Saints Peter and Paul, “Christ, who  



had been radiant in light on the mountain, blinded your bodily eyes; but He allowed your soul to see 
the Trinity” (from the canon, ode 1). 
 

The “Uncreated Light” of God 
In the Gospels we find two seemingly contradictory understandings of our ability to know God. On 
the one hand, we are told, “No one has seen God at any time” (Jn 1:18). On the other hand we hear, 
“Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see God” (Mt 5:8). In the fourth century St Gregory of 
Nyssa showed how both statements are true. 
 

He taught that the essence of God was unknowable. Like the sun in the imagery cited above, God in 
His deepest being is unapproachable. The energies of God – His “Light” and “Warmth” – have been 
made known to us and we can truly know God in His energies. 
 

In the fourteenth century, St Gregory Palamas applied this teaching to the Transfiguration. He ex-
plained that, when the Apostles witnessed the Transfiguration of the Lord on Mount Tabor, that they 
were seeing the actual uncreated light of God. 
 

Reflecting the Divine Light 
We too, Palamas insisted, can experience God’s divine energies even though we can never know His 
essence: “for those who love ech other, all nature is filled with the light which seems to radiate from 
the other.” Many saints who have loved deeply have reflected this light. Perhaps the first was the 
Protomartyr St Stephen, who witnessed to Christ before the council of Jewish elders in Jerusalem, 
“And looking steadfastly on Stephen, they saw his face as it had been the face of an angel” (Acts 
6:15). 
 

St Simeon the New Theologian, writing in the eleventh century, described his own experience in sim-
ilar words: “He gives Himself totally to me, unworthy as I am, and I am filled with His love and 
beauty. I am sated with pleasure and divine tenderness. I share in the Light. I participate also in the 
glory. My face shines like that of my beloved, and all my members become bearers of Light.” 
 

The most compelling witness to such an experience comes from Nicholas Motovilov. In 1831 he 
wrote of seeing St Seraphim of Sarov transfigured with the divine light. They had been discussing 
how a person can acquire the grace of the Holy Spirit, but Motovilov was puzzled: “I do not under-
stand how I can be certain that I am in the Spirit of God. Finally, as he described it, “Father Seraphim 
took me very firmly by the shoulders and said, ‘We are both in the Spirit of God now, my son. Why 
don’t you look at me?’” I replied, ‘I cannot look, Father, because your eyes are flashing like light-
ning. Your face has become brighter than the sun, and my eyes ache with pain.’ 
 

“Father Seraphim said, ‘Don’t be alarmed, Your Godliness! Now you yourself have become as bright 
as I am. You are now in the fullness of the Spirit of God yourself; otherwise, you would not be able 
to see me as I am.’ 
 

“Then, bending his head toward me, he whispered softly in my ear: ‘Thank the Lord God for His un-
utterable mercy to us. You saw that I did not even cross myself; only in my heart did I pray mentally 
to the Lord God and said within myself, ‘Lord, grant him to see clearly with his bodily eyes that de-
scent of Your Spirit which You grant to Your servants when you are pleased to appear in the light of 
Your magnificent glory.’ And you see, my son, the Lord instantly fulfilled the humble prayer of poor 
Seraphim. How, then, shall we not thank Him for this unspeakable gift to us both!’” 
 

For a moment the Apostles on Tabor saw the light of God which is Christ’s by nature. Likewise, for a 
moment Nicholas Motovilov saw the light of God indwelling by grace in the person who is in Christ. 


