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      The Church calls today’s commemoration of Our Lord’s Baptism,  
“Theophany”. We are told that in the earliest liturgical texts it was called “the 
Theophanies”, plural. Theophany is a Greek word made up of two words, “theos”, 
God and “phaneia”, to appear. The early Christians recognized in St. John the 
Baptist’s testimony about what he saw and heard at the time of Jesus’ baptism, an 
appearing, or manifestation of God as Three Persons, Father, Son and Holy Spirit. 
Thus, they tend to refer to three Theophanies in this one event.

      This Feast, as the Church celebrates it, has two distinct themes. 

#1, the Appearing of the Holy Trinity within It’s Own Creation, the Un-Created 
appearing within the created world and the consequences of such an Appearing.

#2, The principal consequence of that Appearing being the Announcement of 
Christ to the public and the beginning of His Earthly Ministry.

      Last week, I tried to point out how the Nativity Fast, The Feast of the Nativity 
and the celebration of Theophany actualize, through the practice of our Orthodox 
Church life, what has been called the Orthodox Way. To make what is meant by 
this “Way” more clear I, somewhat jokingly, referred to it as our “noble three step 
path” of purification, illumination and theosis, or deification. A “way” in this 
context is understood as a kind of spiritual exercise or practice that one participates 
in with the expectation of gaining insight into spiritual realities by experience, as 
opposed to a purely scholarly or moralistic approach to religion.

      In our example of this Way in action, the Nativity Fast, a time of ascetic 
discipline and repentance constitutes Step 1 – Purification. The goal, here, is not so 
much physical purification but purification of the inner spiritual heart which has 
been crippled and darkened by evil thought and desires, sins of the mind and heart 
that predispose us to unrighteous behavior.

      The twelve day feast of the Nativity, Christmas, corresponds to Step 2 –
Illumination. Here the purified heart/soul becomes receptive to the radiant energies 
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of Christ. His Grace, if you will. The illumined person begins to see and 
understand spiritual truths that were, in his blinded state, inaccessible to his 
thought. Because of thispurified perception the reality of God’s Goodness, Love 
and Beauty becomes more visible. The Feast of the Theophany is the culmination 
of this dynamic process and represents the 3rd Step – Theosis or Deification. In this 
stage of the Way, real communion with the Divine Persons, Father, Son and Holy 
Spirit is experienced.    

      It would, probably, be good at this point to try and avoid a very common 
misunderstanding about all of this. The Orthodox Way is not something that 
happens just once. We experience this repeatedly on many different levels all 
throughout our lives as Christians. Like most exercise or training we begin rather 
clumsily without much strength or ability. Yet as we progress we experience a 
gradual improvement that is very much determined by the degree of effort that we 
commit to the practice. For the Orthodox, salvation is not something one gains by 
“becoming a Christian”, whatever that means. Rather, as one of our bishops put it, 
“I have been saved, I am being saved and I hope to be saved.” And salvation is 
communion, Deification.

      Our Orthodox Way is more like a three step dance, a waltz, perhaps. But one 
that does not just circle a flat dance floor but, rather, ascends upward in a never 
ending spiral of discovery and growth toward authentic personhood.

      There is another misunderstanding that I, also, feel I must address here.            
It is rather easy for people to get the idea that the second two steps of our waltz are 
only for the very advanced. They hop about on one foot (purification) and soon 
tire, even, of that. All purification, no illumination/deification makes Jack a very 
dull boy, indeed.

       All three of our steps happen even for the beginner, but Steps 2 & 3 are very 
subtle and we have to learn how to watch for them, which principally involves 
learning to be really, really quiet.

      In practice, the Three Step Way begins immediately, when we decide to 
become Orthodox Christians. First, there is preparation, what we call catechism, 
which, if it is to be effective must be ascetic, learning to fast, to pray, to stand 
during long services, to repent and to confess. 
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      Then comes step 2 – baptism/chrismation, which we call Illumination.  I have 
seen the faces of the newly illuminated glowing with light. They, themselves, don’t 
usually see this but others often do. Then, we receive Holy Communion which is 
the deified Body and Blood of the God-Man Jesus Christ. At that moment, as much 
as we are able, we are deified.Then what happens? This experience shows us how 
good God is. We experience His Love for us and that experience, also, reveals our 
need for further purification. So the cycle begins again. We should be doing this 
every week.

      We should, also, remember, however, that without proper preparation, i.e.,  
true ascetic repentance, neither the sacrament of Illumination nor the sacrament of 
Deification will have much effect upon our spiritual condition. The sacraments 
themselves are effective but their Graces will not impose themselves upon our 
carelessness. 

      So what does this have to do with the Feast of Theophany? The Fathers teach 
that there are two kinds of faith. There is the faith of belief and there is the faith of 
experience. In practice, both kinds should work together, building each other up.  
Too often, Christians get the impression that their faith must be maintained 
withourt any experiential confirmation, that it is a matter of belief only, and trying 
to live a moral life. But there is more.

      Our lives can be filled with theophanies, ongoing discoveries and experiences 
of the Purifying, Illumining and Deifying Energies of the Tri-Personal God.            
The Fathers did not just think about God. They experienced Communion with Him 
and, thus, our Orthodoxy is not founded upon theories but upon experience.        
We say, “Come, taste and see that the Lord is Good.” Certainly, there are times of 
dryness in our spiritual lives; deserts we must endure. Jesus is, as it says, “driven” 
by the Holy Spirit into the wilderness to be tempted after His Baptism. We, too, 
must expect to be tried and tempted. But as He is victorious over sin, the devil and 
death, so shall we be, if we cleave to Him, Who is, as St. John the Baptist declares 
to us, “the Lamb of God, Who taketh away the sin of the world.”

      May the Blessing of the Holy Trinity and of He, Who, by entering the waters 
cleansed them, enter each of us and cleanse us on this sacred day.


