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The Epiphany: Feast of Lights

by the Rev. Archimandrite Eusebius Stephanou, Th.D.

The event of Christ’s baptism in the Jordan can be both
amazing and mysterious at times, which some early Church

Fathers had given their

theologoumenon, (theological

hypothesis) on the subject.
Their input helps future gener-
ations explore important points
in studying this extraordinary
event. Fr. Stephanou had writ-
ten this article almost 50 years
ago. Sincerely, Joseph Abbate /
President.

The Christmas Tree is down and
hauled away by the day after New Year’s
celebration, and with it usually goes the
festive spirit.

But for Orthodox Christians,
Christmas marks only the beginning of
the Nativity season. In fact, Orthodox
Christians regard the Epiphany Day (Jan-
uary 6) as the peak of the holiday season.

Too often, however, this holy day
passes by almost unnoticed. Too many
deprive themselves of the blessings that
are made available to them at the solemn
Epiphany services.

In early centuries the two feast
days (Christmas and Epiphany) were
observed on the same day — January 6.
Rome introduced Christmas as a separate
day in the 4th century, and later the East-
ern Churches adopted the same practice.
The emphasis for Protestant and Roman
Christians still remain with Christmas
Day, and it appears that Orthodox liv-
ing in western countries have been in-
fluenced in such a way that Epiphany is
regarded simply as just another ordinary,
weekday service.

Pentecost before Pentecost

Few, if any, are aware of the fact
that Epiphany is second to Easter in
importance. Epiphany is an anticipa-
tion of the descent of the Holy Spirit
on Pentecost Day. It is so to speak,
the Pentecost before Pentecost. The
Church Fathers spoke of it as the
Feast of Lights, because on this day,
as we sing in one of our hymns, “the
Sun, which knows no setting, has
arisen, and the world is illuminated
with the light of the Lord; Paradise is
opened to men, and the Sun of Righ-
teousness has illuminated us”.

The Feast of Lights marks the
manifestation of the Holy Trinity at
the baptism of Jesus in the Jordan
River. The triune nature of the God-
head was made manifest: God the
Father declared. This is my beloved
Son in Whom I am well pleased.
God the Son was baptized, and God
the Holy Spirit appeared in the form
of'a dove.

Those in pastoral positions in
the church would do well to reaffirm
by every possible means at their dis-
posal the historical and theological
importance of Epiphany for the max-
imum spiritual profit of our people.
Parash priests should spend more
time providing the necessary teach-
ing on the meaning of the feast day.

There is no better time to allude

to the Epiphany than in the Christ-
mas sermon itself. There is no bet-
ter Christmas sermon than one that
prepares the people for the Epiphany
observance. It is an example of the
pastoral usefulness of sermons that
are geared to the festive seasons of
the liturgical year.

More effort should be taken
in involving a larger number of our
people in the practice of drinking the
“Greater Blessing” (the Holy Water)
and of having our homes blessed with
it by the priest. The custom of tak-
ing home the “Greater Blessing” in
the bottles is an aid in strengthening
godliness in an Orthodox household.

At a time when Americans way
of life has become so secularized, it
is so comforting to know that God’s
presence is active in restoring and
sanctifying His material creation. It
is important to teach and to relearn
that the blessed water becomes a ve-
hicle of the sanctifying Spirit and a
banishment of evil spirits.

We are reminded during this
holy feast of the vivid and realistic
Orthodox understanding of the “de-
monic invisible phantoms of the air,”
that constantly surround us and aim at
devouring us.

Especially are we reminded that
our Lord Jesus Christ has won the
victory over Satan on the Cross. It is
ours to enjoy when we seek it in faith
and submission to His Divine will. It
was on Annunciation Day — not on
Christmas Day — that the “Logos be-
came flesh”.

The moment the Blessed Virgin
assented to the Divine will, saying:
“Behold the handmaid of the Lord.




Let it be done according to thy word,”
the Holy Spirit descended into her
womb where Jesus was conceived in
His human nature.

The mystery of the Incarnation
had taken place at that moment. In
fact, the Epiphania of the redemption
mysterium begins with the union of
the divine and human at the Annun-
ciation which is celebrated on March
25.

From the Annunciation
to the Epiphany

In the Orthodox Church the
Annunciation holds far greater sig-
nificance than the Nativity. It is for
this reason that we sing on March 25:
“Today is the beginning of our sal-
vation and the manifestation of the
mystery which is from eternity. The
Son of God becomes the Son of the
Virgin!” It is incidental whether the
Incarnate Logos is inside or outside
of the Virgin’s womb.

The baptism of Jesus in the Jor-
dan marks the culmination of the di-
vine manifestation and the Epiphania
par excellence of the mystery which
began with the Annunciation and
reached its completion with the bap-
tism.

The Holy Spirit descended into
the womb of the Virgin. The same
Spirit descended and appeared in a
form of a dove over the head of Jesus
to declare that, as the New Adam, He
was “full of grace” and of the Holy
Spirit (John 1:14).

It is unfortunate, however, that
we are not told what it means that Je-
sus was “perfected.” The result has
been the stress on the Spirit’s descent
upon the waters of the Jorden rather
than on Jesus. The Epiphany prayers

extol the humility of Jesus in conde-
scending to be baptized rather than
on His being infilled and anointed
by the Holy Spirit. Only once in the
Matins Service is the event affirmed:
“Thou anointest and perfectest mor-
tal essence, O beginningless King, by
the communion of the Spirit.”

When Jesus was led into the
wilderness by the Spirit to fast for
forty days, he had just returned from
the Jordan “full of the Holy Spirit”
(Luke 4:1). We usually forget that
the Spirit “alighted on Jesus” — not
on the waters. It is very likely that
apprehension over the Adoptionist
heresy in the early Church prevent-
ed any elaborate Orthodox Christo-
logical inferences from being drawn
from the baptism of Jesus.

The Church Fathers, neverthe-
less, are in full agreement that Jesus
is anointed in His human nature. St.
Irenacus states: “It is the Father Who
anoints, but the Son Who is anoint-
ed by the Spirit, Who is the unction”
(Adv. Haer: 11I).

“For when He is said to be
anointed, as a man,” St. Athanasius
teaches, “it is we who are anointed
in Him; when He is baptized, it is we
who are baptized in Him” (Contra
Arianos 1, 48).

Jesus is the progenitor of the
new humanity. By faith and baptism
every child of the old Adam shares
in the generation of the New Adam
Who fulfilled the initial counsel of
the Creator: “Let us make man in our
image and likeness .

The Mystery in the Jordan

Jesus achieved what Adam had
failed to attain. Jesus was conceived
of the Holy Spirit and of the Virgin
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Mary, just as we confess in the Creed.
Jesus was true man and one with our
human nature, except for sin. His
growth, as man, followed the law
of human development to which all
men are subject. Ifthis were not true,
He could not have been the redeemer
of man. He redeemed what He as-
sumed. Like Adam, He was created
sinless and also was tempted in the
course of His growth, as Adam too
was tempted. The law of growth and
progressive perfection from infancy
to manhood was truly fulfilled in the
life of Jesus.

Does the baptism of Jesus have
any significance in terms of His hu-
man growth? Why did He embark
upon His earthly ministry at that par-
ticular moment of His life and not
earlier? The fact of the matter is that
we usually take the baptism in the
Jorden as too incidental in the life of
Jesus. If we examine this event more
closely, we shall see that it marks a
distinct stage in the growth of His
human nature.

We cannot do full justice to this
event by simply pointing to it as an
impressive example of humility on
the part of the Lord. To be sure, it is
a paradox that the eternal Logos of
God should condescend to join those
who confessed their sins to John the
Baptist and to be baptized. To John’s
dismay and near refusal, Christ re-
plied: “Permit it to be so now, for this
it becometh us to fulfill all righteous-
ness” (Matt. 3:15). To accept bap-
tism at the hands of God’s prophet
was only consistent with what he lat-
er said: “I have not come to destroy
the law and the prophets; I am not
come to destroy, but to fulfill” (Matt.
5:17). In order to fulfill the shadowy
forms of the Old Covenant between
Israel and God, He conformed faith-
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fully to its established practices and
institutions.

Under the guise of baptism, a
more dramatic reality can be dis-
cerned. Jesus was being ordained
as Israel’s new Prophet, Priest, and
King. All righteousness had to be ful-
filled. Following the example of the
Old Testament prophets and kings,
He, too, as the Son of David, had to
be anointed and officially proclaimed.
The words of the Prophet Isaiah were
fulfilled in Jesus, as He Himself stat-
ed directly after His temptation in the
wilderness when He embarked upon
His earthly ministry: “The Spirit of
the Lord is upon me, because he hath
anointed me to preach the gospel to
the poor; he hath sent me to heal the
broken hearted, to preach deliver-
ance to the captives, and recovering
of sight to the blind, to set at liberty
them that are bruised... This day is
this scripture fulfilled in your ears”
(Luke 4:18).

We know that Jesus revealed the
fulness of His nature progressively.
Even His disciples did not fully com-
prehend His mission until the day of
Pentecost. It would have been pre-
mature for the total significance of
the baptism to be made clear at the
Jordan.

Being children of the old Adam,
we must be cleansed of sin in the
baptism with fire, that is, of the Holy
Spirit. Each baptism is a moment of
Pentecost, and at each Communion
the Lord in His infinite love for us of-
fers us the opportunity to renew our
Pentecostal rebirth by renewing our
fellowship with His Spirit. We sup-
plicate to the Lord that His Body and
Blood “may be unto the communion
of Thy Holy Spirit.” And over the
Chalice the priest says at the time of
communion: “The fulness of the Cup
of faith and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.”
Following the communion, we ac-
knowledge gratefully and in praise:
“We have seen the True Light... We
have received the Heavenly Spirit!”
The Holy Spirit is invoked for the

consecration of the bread and wine.
Indeed, the epiclesis of the Spirit
is found in baptism, prayer-oil, and
chrismation. All of this is indicative
of the Spirit-centered, sacramental
and soteriological teaching and prac-
tice of the Orthodox Church.

The Church Fathers Input on the
Teleiosis of the New Adam

To say that Jesus became ‘‘full of
the Holy Spirit” demonstrates that the
descent of the Holy Spirit solemnly
confirms, so to speak, a marked stage
of completion in the process of His
human development. It is a finishing
or consummation of growth, termed
in Greek as Teleiosis, as we find both
in Scripture and the Church Fathers.
“Thou anointest mortal essence, O
Beginningless Sovereign, Thou mak-
est it perfect (teleiosis) with the com-
munion of the Spirit.”

There is a beginning and there is
a completion of fulfillment of growth,
however dynamic, and not static, that
terminal stage is. Man’s attainment
of the “likeness of God” marks the
completion of his nature in every as-
pect of his inner being, moral, mental,
and psychological. We have already
affirmed that innocence is imperfec-
tion. An infant is morally innocent,
but hardly morally perfect. Perfec-
tion is the result of moral testing.

In the prayer of St. Sophronius of
Jerusalem which is read at the blessing
of the waters on Epiphany, we find ex-
plicit reference to teleiosis: “In the for-
mer feast (the Nativity) we saw thee as a
babe, but in the present feast we behold
Thee as perfect (Teleion), the God Who
is Perfect and manifested from the Per-
fect One.” St. Proclus of Constantino-
ple wrote: “On the preceding feast He
appeared imperfect, showing our own
imperfection, in todays feast He is seen
perfect, hinting at the Perfect One from
the Perfect One” (Sancta Theophania
Oratio VII).

It is revealing, however, that Scrip-
ture testifies to a teleiosis that continues
and reaches its final stage in the garden of

Gesthemane and on the Holy Cross. We
read in Hebrews 2:10: “For it became
Him... to perfect the captain of their sal-
vation through suffering.” In addition,
we find in chapter 5:8, “Though He
were a son, yet He learned obedience by
the things which He suffered and having
been perfected (teleiosis), He became
the author of eternal salvation unto all
them that obey Him, called of God an
high priest after the order of Melchise-
dec.”

The moral test which He had un-
dergone in the wilderness with the three
temptations of the devil followed His
baptism, as did, of course, His passion
and crucifixion also, in view of se-
quence of these “perfecting” occurrenc-
es in the life of our Lord, it would be
legitimate to maintain that the teleiosis
in the Jordan was one of maturity of His
manhood. It was not so much a moral
or spiritual teleiosis, as much as one of
completeness of the development of the
mental faculties which every man for
that matter is endowed, so as to make
Him ready for His earthly ministry.

The teleiosis that is evidenced in
the wilderness where Jesus was tempted
of Satan and subsequently in the garden
of Gesthemene and Calvary is the result
of being tested. It comes with subject-
ing the human will to the will of the
heavenly Father. So, it is in the case of
every man who receives the Spirit at the
time of his baptism. To be filled with
the Holy Spirit in our own Pentecostal
experience is not to be immune from
temptation. Our own moral and spiritual
teleiosis comes with continuous testing.

There is much theology and Bib-
lical anthropology that remains hidden
in the historical event of the baptism of
Jesus. But Orthodox theologians from
early times have consciously or uncon-
sciously refrained from deducing all the
theological inferences inherent in that
one particular happening in the life of
Jesus. The reluctance in this regard very
probably stems from the memory of the
failures of the Adoptionist and Apolli-
narian heresies of the early Church.




Reflections on a New Year
by Joseph Abbate / President

The start of a new year has often
been a time of reflection. It has been
an incredible year. We have finally
seen a truce between the nation of Is-
rael and Hamas. We have also wit-
nessed an increase of Christian perse-
cutions around the world. Countries
such as Nigeria and Sudan stand out
as some of the worst lands in which
entire Christian communities have
been wiped out.

Of course, conflicts are nothing
new. Yet, as years go by, it is obvi-
ous that there is something which has
become very concerning with today’s
society. It seems as if madness is
overcoming a good portion of people.
Since the Internet has first appeared,
it amazed millions. It began as an as-
sistant to learning and became a faster
and more cost-efficient way of com-
municating with each other. Howev-
er, it has now come to the point that
people prefer to stay more connected
to the internet than with other people.
In fact, it looks as if most people don’t
wish to talk with anyone at all. We
may be increasing in technology, but
not in morality.

With the death of Charlie Kirk, as
well as a number of other attempted as-
sassinations of other figures, the words
of philosopher Karl Popper ring more
relevant than ever before: “You cannot
have a rational discussion with a man
who prefers shooting you to being con-
vinced by you.”

We have seen an increasing num-
ber of heated debates over the televi-
sion and internet. Many times, it ends
with someone being humiliated or
shamed. The result is not that a per-
son has learned historical truths and try
to apply them to their beliefs. Rather,
they only grow hateful, and proclaim
their bitterness or revenge. The goal
of debate is not necessarily winning
the argument or only proving a point,
but rather to make people think. The

result should be to have people ask
themselves important questions, such
as, who influenced me to hold such be-
liefs and bitterness?

Why are so many children not learn-
ing the basics of education? Many times,
they enter school with optimism and leave
angry. People are not born with hatred for
family, faith or country. Many times, it is
instilled by movies or in schools. The end
result is a division of society. The holi-
days used to be a time of friendly family
get-togethers. Now, many families don’t
even bother to invite people over! Such a
thing would have been unthinkable just a
few decades ago, and is not normal for any
society!

Some of these divisions have been
purposeful by design. I remember in
my youth seeing people who had es-
caped from the Soviet Union, speaking
about the dangers of how their former
nation had been taken over by Commu-
nism. They outright gave warnings to
the free nations of the world not to fall
for the same type of trappings. KGB
agents who had defected to Europe or
America would give public interviews
or live speaking events in which they
had described how many of the official
plans of their former government were
busy plotting to collapse the western
nations from within. This was through
tactics of “Active Measures” in which
their agents would infiltrate schools,
the media, or getting into government
positions. The past few generations
would have been much better off if
they would have listened to their warn-
ings. You may still view them over the
internet, such as ex KGB agent Yuri
Bezmenov. It will give you chills up
your spine! We are now seeing the
fruition of the seeds they had planted
years ago.

China has also been active in the
same plans. They just have different
names for them. A Chinese writing
nearly 400 years old, known as “The
Thirty Six Strategies” outline the dif-
ferent ways to infiltrate and weaken
their opponents. The names of some
of these plans are: “Kill with the bar-

rowed Sword”, “Hide Your Daggar
Behind a Smile”, “Replace the Beams
with Rotten Timbers”, and “Lure Your
Enemy on the Roof, then take away the
Ladder.” (China, The Next War. Strategy
& Tactics Quarterly, Issue #16 Winter,
2021). Yet, we know who our true ene-
my is: “We wrestle not against flesh and
blood, but against principalities, against
powers, against the rulers of darkness of
this world, against spiritual wickedness
in high places” (Ephesians 6:12).

The late Russian writer Alexander
Solzhenitsyn was asked how such a re-
ligious people such as the Russians had
fallen for Communism. He simply re-
plied: “We had forgotten God.” He tried
to warn the West: “Our life consists not
in the pursuit of material success but in
the quest for worthy spiritual growth.”
America has been so blessed through the
years with wealth. We can see this es-
pecially during the busy Christmas Sea-
son, when people are shopping for gifts.
What have these past few generations
done with this material wealth? Has it
benefitted today’s society?

Christmas and Epiphany should
make us aware of the greatest gift which
God had given us. Our Lord Jesus
Christ! Father Stephanou had written:
“Christmas comes every year to remind
us that man is not on earth by accident.
Neither is he the end result of blind forc-
es in nature. Man is the object of a lov-
ing God Who provides for the fulfillment
of his destiny and governs the whole of
history.”

Merry Christmas from St. Symeon’s

The Board of Directors of Saint
Symeon the New Theologian Ortho-
dox Renewal Ministry wish you and
your loved ones a Merry Christmas and
Happy New Year! We thank all of you
for your prayers and support which has
made it possible for us to continue to
reach the world with the Gospel of Jesus
Christ! We also wish to mention that
the calendars we normally would mail
out at this time are no longer printed,
since cell phone features have replaced
people’s dependence upon physical cal-
endars.




