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To the Editor, Kevin Flaherty
“Moses who saw God, and Elijah who rode in the chariot of fire, passing across the heavens unconsumed, beheld Thee in the cloud at Thy Transfiguration, O Christ, and they testified that Thou art the Maker and the fulfilment of the Law and the Prophets. With them, count us also worthy of Thy Light, O Master, that we may sing Thy praises unto all ages.”  (Byzantine Vespers)
This weekend when 6th August falls on Sunday, the beautiful feast of the Transfiguration of Christ supersedes the normal Sunday readings.
The apostles were granted the vision of Jesus, transfigured in glory upon Mount Tabor, in order to strengthen them for the day when they would behold his mutilated, tortured body, cold and dreadful upon Calvary. This sublime experience was to underpin their faith for the great trial, that they might not lose hope in the midst of their grief and shattered dreams.
“Thou wast transfigured upon the mountain, and Thy disciples beheld Thy glory, O Christ our God, as far as they were able so to do: that when they saw Thee crucified, they might know that Thy suffering was voluntary, and might proclaim unto the world that Thou art truly the brightness of the Father. (Kontakion from Matins)
The Roman Preface expresses a similar insight:

“He revealed His glory to the disciples to strengthen them for the scandal of the cross. His glory shone from a body like our own, to show that the Church, which is the Body of Christ, would one day share His glory.”

Christ “the Light that shone before the sun”  revealed to his disciples upon Tabor the splendour of His Godhead.

“When the chosen Apostles beheld upon the mountain of the Transfiguration the overwhelming flood of Thy light, O Christ who has no beginning, and Thy divinity unto which no man may approach, they were caught up into a divine trance. The cloud of light shone round them on every side, and they heard the voice of the Father confirming the mystery of Thine Incarnation: for even after taking flesh Thou dost remain the Only-begotten Son and the Saviour of the world.”

The three Apostles saw Jesus glorified in the way that all will behold Him when He returns at the end of time to judge the living and the dead. According to Old Testament symbolism the cloud which covered them represented the Divine Presence. Some of the church fathers go further and suggest it is a symbol of the Holy Spirit overshadowing the apostles. 

The voice from the cloud was the voice of the Father: “This is my Son, the Beloved. Listen to Him.” As St Peter would write in his second Epistle many years later: “We heard this ourselves, spoken from heaven, when we were with Him on the holy mountain.”
Thus in some interpretations, all three persons of the Trinity are manifest in the transfigured Light of  Tabor. It is a promise of  the vision of the Trinity which we hope to enjoy in the hereafter.
In a sense Transfiguration and Death are polar opposites: the one speaks of glory, the second of corruption. The first of heaven, the second of earth or Hell. The one of immortality and divinity; the second of mortality and weakness.

My mother’s death last week brought home to me forcefully an idea of death as a type of retro-Transfiguration, a backwards-Transfiguration from life to decay and corruption. There is such a sudden transformation between the last minutes of life, and the coming of death.

The body, the physical expression of the person, through which on earth we give and receive care and love, remains after death as but a shell, an empty casing. The spirit, the person themselves, has been taken to God. If they have trusted in Christ as their Merciful Saviour, they will not have to face Him as their awesome Judge.

Death after all comes from Satan, a murderer from the start, who deceived and lured humanity into his trap, his own rebellion against our loving heavenly Father. “It was by the devil’s envy that death entered the world.” 

Death sunders body and spirit. It tears apart  the spirit and the flesh in a process which can be painful, harrowing and difficult to watch – the agony of death.  It is like the last spiteful blow of Satan’s malice.

How he has long harassed, to tempted, tried to destroy the confidence of the just soul. It is as if, finally realising his defeat, he gives up in exasperation and smites the person with one final, appalling blow of death, therewith exhausting his power over that person. The wages of sin is paid, and Satan has no more hold upon them. The angels take them to the throne of the Most High.

Just as an epilogue to my account last week of my mother’s dying and death: something else happened which I was not aware of at the time, and only found out a day later. To some extent I am reluctant to mention it, but it does in a way complete the narrative.
Kathy Baldwin was the parishioner who came to sit with me for what turned out to be the last hour of my mother’s life. She is a lovely person, very gentle and joyful. A few years ago she was crippled with arthritis, but thanks to healing prayer made a remarkable recovery. She can now go cycling and walk up our local hills at Rivington. She helps in visiting couples for baptism, and in counting the parish collection – a member of what we jokingly refer to as the “Guild of St Matthew.”

On Monday evening, she came across to the presbytery with another of the parish counters. She asked me, “Father, did you smell anything when your mother died.” Odd question, I thought. Well, I hadn’t, neither unpleasant nor pleasant.  She went on to explain that from when she bent over to kiss my Mum as she died, she sensed a lovely fragrance, light and sweet. 

The unexpected and unexplained fragrance had remained with Kathy as I drove her back in the car to Adlington – but I was completely unaware of it. She had assumed I could smell it, because at one point she had said – “You mother is still with us now,” but I just looked at her quizzically. The scent stayed with her all day back in her own home, and even twice when she got up during the night. However, the third time, at 4.30 am, the mystery fragrance had disappeared, and she was disappointed.
It surprised her because she has very little sense of smell – she can rarely make out the scent even of carnations and wallflowers in the garden. She suffers from asthma and heavy perfumes can provoke an attack. She was delighted at the fragrance because she thought: Perhaps I’m getting my sense of smell back. I did test Kathy with the baby powder which had been in my Mum’s bedside cabinet in hospital, but she could hardly smell it!
Immediately when she told me this, I thought of Padre Pio, to whom Mum used to pray quite a lot. Kathy however thought of St Therese of Lisieux, whose picture was beside Mum’s bed as she died. Others have suggested that when the Rosary is prayed and Our Lady comes there can be a beautiful, inexplicable perfume.  Interpretations may differ, and I don’t imagine the saints quarrel over such occurrences, but the experience seems inexplicable on a natural level. 

There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio

Than are dreamt of in your philosophy!

Still, it is a lovely consoling sign from God, that one of the saints came to meet my Mum and to take her home. Even in death comes a little promise of Transfiguration.
To be present at a good death is to walk upon holy ground.

