
HOLY WEEK (2012) 

The Raising of Lazarus 

Posted on April 7, 2012 by Fr. Ted 

As a human being 

you wept for Lazarus; 

 

as God you raised him up. 

You asked, 

 

‘Where have you laid him, 

dead four days?’ 

 

And so, good Lord, 

you gave proof of your incarnation. 

 

By your word in the beginning, 

O Word of God, 

 

you breathed life into the clay 

and joined dust to spirit. 

 

Now by your word 

you have raised up 

your friend 

 

from death’s corruption 

and the depths of the earth. 

      (Compline Hymn) 
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Palm Sunday (2012) 

Posted on April 7, 2012 by Fr. Ted 

Palm Sunday Epistle:  Philippians 4:4-9 

Rejoice in the Lord always. Again I will say, rejoice! Let your gentleness be known to 

all men. The Lord is at hand. Be anxious for nothing, but in everything by prayer and 

supplication, with thanksgiving, let your requests be made known to God; and the 

peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and minds 

through Christ Jesus. Finally, brethren, whatever things are true, whatever things are 

noble, whatever things are just, whatever things are pure, whatever things are lovely, 

whatever things are of good report, if there is any virtue and if there is anything 

praiseworthy – meditate on these things. The things which you learned and received 

and heard and saw in me, these do, and the God of peace will be with you. 

 

St. John Chrysostom says about our Palm Sunday Epistle: 

“The whole of time is a festival for Christians, because of the abundance of good things 

that have been given…The Son of God was made man for you; He freed you from death 

and called you to a kingdom. Therefore, you who have obtained and are still obtaining 

such things, how can it be less than your duty to keep the feast all your life? Let no one 

then be downcast about poverty, and disease, and craft of enemies. For it is a festival, 
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even the whole of our time. For this reason Paul said: ‘Rejoice in the Lord always, 

again I say, rejoice.’” (St. John Chrysostom in The Way of Christ: Gospel, 

Spiritual Life and Renewal in Orthodoxy, pg. 28) 

 

 
Great and Holy Monday (2012) 

Posted on April 9, 2012 by Fr. Ted 

Fasting, abstinence and self denial are not the goal of Great Lent nor are they   the 

Spiritual Fruit which we seek to produce.  Rather they are the labor we apply to the 

garden of our hearts – they are the gardening we do in order to enable the spiritual gifts 

of God to produce the abundant spiritual harvest in our lives.  We do not fail at Great 

Lent if we fail to fast.  Rather we fail if our fasting and attendance at the Lenten services 

doesn’t produce the fruits of love, peace, patience, kindness and humility in our lives. 

 Strictly keeping the  fast without producing the fruits of the spirit, is like the tree that 

blossoms with beautiful and fragrant flowers but never produces any fruit. 

http://www.amazon.com/The-Way-Christ-Spiritual-Orthodoxy/dp/1885652593/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1332905887&sr=1-1
http://www.amazon.com/The-Way-Christ-Spiritual-Orthodoxy/dp/1885652593/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1332905887&sr=1-1
http://frted.wordpress.com/2012/04/09/great-and-holy-monday-2012/
http://frted.wordpress.com/author/bobosht/


 

“If we do not see abundantly present in ourselves the fruits of love, peace, joy and 

meekness, of humility, simplicity and sincerity, of faith and long-suffering, then we 

have labored without profit and in vain: for the whole purpose of our labor and toil 

was to gain these fruits. If the fruits of love and peace are not in us, then our entire 

labor has been useless and in vain. 

 

The Wise and the foolish Virgins 

Those who toil in such a way, on the day of judgment will prove to be like the five 

foolish virgins who were called foolish because they did not yet have in the vessels of 

their hearts the spiritual oil, that is, the virtues which we mentioned; and so they were 

shut out from the marriage feast, gaining no profit from their virginity. Husbandmen 

who work in a vineyard undergo all their labor and care in the hope of obtaining fruit, 



and if there is no fruit all their work proves to no purpose; and in the same way, if we 

do not see in ourselves, through the action of the Spirit, the fruits of love, peace, joy, 

humility, and all the other virtues enumerated by the Apostle (Gal. v. 22), if we do not 

feel in full assurance and spiritual perception that they are present within us, then all 

the labor of chastity, prayer, psalmody, fasting, and vigil will prove in vain and 

profitless.” (St. Theophan the Recluse in The Art of Prayer: An Orthodox 

Anthology, pgs. 131-132) 

 

Monday of Holy Week 

Posted on April 10, 2012 by Fr. Ted 

Orthodox hymns throughout the year give us some 

insight into how our spiritual forefathers and 

mothers in the faith interpreted the Scriptures and 

what lessons they drew from them.   Hymns from 

the Lenten Triodion do this as well often focusing on 

particularly Lenten Themes.  

 

 The Kontakion for Holy Monday focuses on part of 

the Genesis story dealing with the aged Jacob and 

his son, Joseph, who had been sold into slavery by his brothers  (Genesis 37, 39-46).  

[During the weekdays of  Great Lent portions of Genesis are read liturgically, and only a 

tiny portion of the Jacob and Joseph story is read in the Orthodox Church (small 

portions of Genesis 43, 45 and 46 are read).]    The Kontakion lyrics read as follows: 
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Patriarch Jacob's dream 

JACOB LAMENTED THE LOSS OF JOSEPH 

BUT HIS NOBLE SON WAS SEATED ON A CHARIOT AND HONORED AS A KING! 

FOR WHEN HE REFUSED TO BE ENSLAVED BY THE PLEASURES OF THE 

EGYPTIAN WOMAN, 

HE WAS GLORIFIED BY THE LORD WHO BEHOLDS THE HEARTS OF MEN, 

AND BESTOWS UPON THEM AN INCORRUPTIBLE CROWN! 

 

The portion I think of most interest for Great Lent comes from Genesis 39 in which 

Joseph now a slave to an Egyptian courtier is sexually harassed by his master’s wife.  

Joseph refuses her sexual advances but then is unjustly punished due to false 

accusations made against him.  The hymn upholds the virtue of Joseph in refusing the 

illicit sexual advances of his master’s wife.  The story is unusual at this point in the 

Scriptures because there is not a lot of sexual purity mentioned in Genesis.  Joseph is an 

exceptionally moral man in a very immoral world. 

What the hymn uniquely brings out is that Joseph, though a 

slave, behaves like a free man.  Joseph is not physically enslaved 

by pleasure or his own passions, nor by the bonds of his 

Egyptian master or the passions of his master’s wife.  He 

behaves with the free will and determination of a king.  He is the 

perfect example of a Christian during Great Lent.  For the 

Lenten season is one in which we can demonstrate that we too 



will not be enslaved by anything, including our own appetites.  Fasting is freedom from 

bondage to the body or the self.  Fasting enables us to say no to any desire and to live as 

free men and women, doing as we want rather than as our bodies demand us to behave.  

Fasting is a great sign of freedom. 

Another hymn from Matins (the Canon Ikos) picks up on this same theme of Joseph and 

freedom: 

 

Patriarch Jacob 

TODAY LET US ADD LAMENTATION TO LAMENTATION.  LET OUR TEARS FLOW 

WITH THOSE OF JACOB WHO WEEPS FOR HIS CELEBRATED AND SOBER-

MINDED SON; FOR THOUGH BODILY JOSEPH WAS INDEED A SLAVE, HE 

PRESERVED THE FREEDOM OF HIS SOUL AND WAS LORD OVER ALL EGYPT.  

FOR GOD PREPARES FOR HIS SERVANTS AN INCORRUPTIBLE CROWN. 

 

Once again we see Joseph though a slave preserves the freedom of his soul by practicing 

abstinence.  Joseph doesn’t allow Potiphar’s wife to determine his own morality or 

sexual activity.  Joseph rules over his body and his passions. Again, a very Lenten 

message – fasting isn’t self denial so much as asserting one’s free will to rule over one’s 

own body! 

Joseph is said to be sober-minded which gives all of us 

who live in a self indulgent culture of excessive eating and 

drinking something to think about.  The scriptural lesson 

drawn from the Old Testament story is about sobriety, 

watchfulness, vigilance and virtue. 
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Sobriety as a spiritual way of living is important for those of us in a church which 

doesn’t command prohibition.  We can imbibe alcohol but it is our spiritual combat to 

exercise self control like Jacob did and to free ourselves from passion, intoxication and 

addiction.     The need for each of us to exercise freedom from drunkenness and 

intoxication does not get enough emphasis in many Orthodox cultures and parishes. 

  

 

St. Paul and Old Testament Saints 

The above Ikos hymn also reflects another interesting element of Orthodox 

hymnography – namely it doesn’t follow linear time in its thinking.  Jacob 

is now weeping for his son whom he assumes is dead, and we are to join him in this 

lamentation.  The hymn doesn’t place Jacob in the past as a distant historical figure, but 

very much alive today with us (very reminiscent of Matthew 22:31-32 where Jesus says 

that God is the God of Jacob who was long dead at the time of Christ, but Jesus says He 

is God of the living and Jacob is alive in God).   Often in 

Orthodox hymnography linear time is completely 

ignored as past, present and future are all enveloped in 

the timelessness of eternity.  I think Metropolitan 

Hilarion Alfayev calls this an iconographic element of 

Orthodox hymnology because icons at times also ignore 

“history” and bring together in one icon saints 

and scenes separated by vast distances and long time 

periods. 

As another example of this non-linear time use, we pray 



in the Divine Liturgy of St. John Chrysostom: 

“You did not cease doing everything until You led us to heaven and granted us Your 

kingdom which is to come. 

For all these things we thank You and Your only begotten Son and Your Holy Spirit…” 

 

Thus we offer thanksgiving to God for the kingdom which is to come as if we have 

already received it!   God granted (past) His Kingdom which is still (future) to come.  

 We are no longer in the world of linear time, but rather experience in this world the 

relativity of time as we come to realize time is contained within and by the eternity of 

God. 

Great and Holy Tuesday (2012) 

Posted on April 11, 2012 by Fr. Ted 

“‘The Word became flesh and dwelt among us’ (John 1:14). 

By means of Christ who is man you proceed to Christ who is 

God. God is indeed beyond us. But he has become man. 

What was far from us has become, by the meditation of a 

man, very near. He is the God in whom you shall dwell. He 

is the man by way of whom you must reach him. Christ is at 

once the way you must follow and the goal you must reach. 

He is the Word who became flesh and dwelt among us. He 

put on what he was not, without losing what he was. In him 

humanity was revealed and God was hidden. Humanity 

was murdered, and God despised. But God disclosed himself 

and humanity rose again…Christ is himself both man and God…The whole of the Law 

depends on these commandments: ‘You shall love the Lord you God with all your 

heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind’ and ‘You shall love your 

neighbor as yourself. On these two commandments depend all the law and the 

prophets’ (Matthew 23:37-39). But in Christ you have everything. Do you wish to love 

your God? You have him in Christ….Do you wish to love your neighbor? You have him 

in Christ.” (Augustine of Hippo in The Roots of Christian Mysticism by Oliver 

Clement, pgs. 55-56) 

 

Great and Holy Wednesday (2012) 
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Posted on April 12, 2012 by Fr. Ted 

“A single good word made the thief pure and holy , despite all his previous crimes, and 

brought him into paradise (cf. Luke 23:42-43). A single ill-advised word prevented 

Moses from entering the promised land (cf. Num. 20:12). We should not suppose, then, 

that garrulity is only a minor disease. Lovers of slander and gossip 

shut themselves out from the kingdom of heaven. A chatterbox may 

meet with success in this world, but he will not do so in the next.[…]It 

has been well said: ‘Better to slip on the ground than to slip with your 

tongue’ (Eccles. 20:18). We should believe James the Apostle when he 

writes: ‘Let every man be swift to hear and slow to speak.’ (Jas. 

1:19).”  (St. John of Karpathos in The Philokalia, Volume 1, pg. 319) 

 

Holy Week: A Lesson in Ministry and Service to Others 

Posted on April 12, 2012 by Fr. Ted 

While there are many and diverse themes running through the 

hymns of Holy Week, one theme that may get lost because we 

focus on the events in Christ’s last week of life on earth leading 

to His crucifixion is the call to us to imitate Christ in service to 

others.  While we find emotionally powerful meditating on how 

Christ’s suffering saves ME, the hymns speak to us about what it 

means to be a disciple, a Christian, a follower of Christ, namely 

to love the other.  The crucifixion is not about self love or saving 

myself, it is about self sacrifice for the salvation of others.   

Christ actually said very little to us about forming sentimental or emotional attachments 

to or fixations on His life or His suffering.  He does however at the Last Supper wrap 

himself in the towel of a servant, wash His disciple’s feet and then tell us to imitate Him 

in serving others.  This is a major part of Holy Week, and at one point some considered 

foot washing to be a sacrament in the Church.  It is a sacrament, which like baptism, is 

lived out daily far beyond the bounds of the liturgical ritual. 

Consider for example the Holy Tuesday Aposticha hymn: 

COME, FAITHFUL, 

LET US WORK ZEALOUSLY FOR THE MASTER, 

FOR HE DISTRIBUTES WEALTH TO HIS SERVANTS. 

LET EACH OF US ACCORDING TO HIS ABILITY 

INCREASE HIS TALENT OF GRACE: 
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LET ONE BE ADORNED IN WISDOM THROUGH GOOD WORKS; 

LET ANOTHER CELEBRATE A SERVICE IN SPLENDOR. 

THE ONE DISTRIBUTES HIS WEALTH TO THE POOR; 

THE OTHER COMMUNICATES THE WORD TO THOSE UNTAUGHT. 

THUS WE SHALL INCREASE WHAT HAS BEEN ENTRUSTED TO US, 

AND, AS FAITHFUL STEWARDS OF GRACE, 

WE SHALL BE ACCOUNTED WORTHY OF THE MASTER’S JOY. 

MAKE US WORTHY OF THIS, CHRIST OUR GOD, 

IN YOUR LOVE FOR MANKIND. 

 

The hymn calls to mind Christ’s Parable of the Talents 

(Matthew 25:14-30) in which the servants are expected to 

do something with the gifts, wealth and resources the 

master gave them.  The hymn also ties in St. Paul’s 

discussions on the gifts of the Holy Spirit (1 Corinthians 

12; Ephesians 4:11-14).  Thus in the midst of Holy Week, 

we are reminded of our responsibility as Christians to 

serve one another, the Church and the world itself. We 

are not called merely to contemplate the life and work of 

Christ – we are called to imitate Christ through the work 

that we do to His glory.  We are called to use the gifts and 

wealth that God has bestowed upon us in service of 

others.  That is a lesson of Holy Week that can be lost while we are so busy thinking 

about what Christ has done for me. (We would do well also to remember Christ’s parable 

of the Last Judgment which we read as part of our preparation for keeping Lent).   

Consider the Holy Thursday Matins hymn known as the IKOS: 

Let us all approach the mystical table in fear 

and receive the Bread with pure souls; 

and let us stay with the Master so that we may see 

how He washes His disciples’ feet and wipes them with a towel.  

Let us do as we have seen Him do, 

submitting to one another and washing one another’s feet, 

for Christ Himself thus commanded His disciples. 

But the servant and deceiver Judas did not take heed. 
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[Take special note:  Judas did not take heed to the lessons being offered by Christ at the 

Last Supper!  Certainly we are being warned not to  be like or imitate Judas.  We are to 

imitate our LORD Jesus Christ and be a servant instead of being self-serving.] 

The liturgical commemoration of the Mystical Supper and 

the washing of the disciples’ feet in the hymns does not just 

focus on the historical events but calls us to imitate Christ 

in becoming servants one to another.  The hymns remind us 

not to get lost in the beauty of the services or in 

contemplating past history, but to learn the lessons offered 

to us by Christ about being servants and to get up and 

imitate Him in our relationship to the Church and our 

fellow Christians.  [Unfortunately, in current Orthodox 

liturgical practice and in many Orthodox parishes the 

commemoration of the Mystical supper and the foot 

washing (done at Holy Thursday Vespers) is given secondary status as the pious focus 

has become the crucifixion of Christ as commemorated in the Holy Friday Matins 

service – a piety which seems more Western and Protestant than Orthodox.  It is 

Western piety, particularly Protestant, which places almost exclusive emphasis on the 

crucifixion of Christ as beingthe act of salvation.  This emphasis is true to Western 

Christian theology's focus on justification and the substitutionary death of Christ, but 

totally downplays the incarnation and ignores salvation as the union of God with 

humanity.  It turns a blind eye and deaf ear to the theology of the incarnation, to 

sacramental theology and to salvation as deification.  But I digress.] 

One final hymn from the Aposticha of Holy Thursday: 

INSTRUCTING YOUR DISCIPLES IN THE MYSTERY, LORD, 

YOU SAID TO THEM: 

MY BELOVED, SEE THAT NO FEAR SEPARATES YOU FROM ME. 

THOUGH I SUFFER, IT IS FOR THE SAKE OF THE WORLD. 

LET ME NOT BE A CAUSE OF SCANDAL TO YOU. 

I CAME, NOT TO BE SERVED, BUT TO SERVE, 

TO GIVE MYSELF FOR THE REDEMPTION OF THE WORLD. 

IF YOU ARE MY FRIENDS, THEN IMITATE ME. 

LET THE FIRST AMONG YOU BE THE LAST. 

LET THE MASTER BE LIKE THE SERVANT. 



ABIDE IN ME AND BEAR FRUIT, FOR I AM THE VINE OF LIFE. 

 

 

Christ the True Vine 

 

The hymn calls us to imitate Christ in servant leadership, in humility, in bearing 

spiritual fruit (see also my blog Hierarchical Power: Self-Appointed Tyranny? Which 

likewise looks at some hymns from Holy Week).   The hymns do discuss the historical 

events of Holy Week, but don’t direct our attention to the past, but rather tell us Holy 

Week teaches us how to live in the present: as imitators of Christ.  Sometimes Orthodox 

are tempted  always and only to look to the past, or to look to the future Kingdom of 

Heaven.  But our hymns tell us not to be so heavenly minded so as to be of no earthly 

good, as Oliver Wendell Holmes quipped.  Rather we are to live the divine presence 

today in our lives as we related to others.  We are called not just to meditate on Christ’s 

life, but to imitate it. Tradition is not a focus on how things were done in the past, but is 

a living Tradition – it tells us how to live in the present to prepare ourselves for the 

future. 
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Great and Holy Thursday 

Posted on April 12, 2012 by Fr. Ted 

 

“We must not forget that this commemoration is a commandment. At the Last Supper, 

when Christ imparted the mystery of His Body and Blood to His disciples, He 

commanded them to continue to ‘do this’ in commemoration and declarations of Him 

and His New Covenant with man.  […]  

 

This is the meaning and purpose of prophecy in the 

New Testament: to utter things which are eternally 

true and therefore eternally significant.  […]     As 

the cross was the commandment given to the Son 

for the redemption of the world, so when God gives 

us the commandment to ‘do this’ and we fulfil it, we 

are assimilated into the mystery of the Cross and 

Resurrection of His Son.” (Archimandrite Zacharias, Remember Thy First Love 

(Revelation 2:4-5) The Three Stages of the Spiritual Life in the Theology of 

Elder Sophrony, pgs. 214-216) 

 

Great and Holy Friday 

Posted on April 13, 2012 by Fr. Ted 

 

“At the Passover the Jews escaped the bondage of Pharaoh while 

we on the day of the crucifixion are delivered from the bondage 

of Satan. They sacrificed a lamb and were saved by its blood 

from the avenger, while we are delivered from evil deeds which 

we have done through the blood of the well-beloved Son. They 

had Moses for their leader; we have Jesus for our Head and 
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Saviour. Moses diverted the sea for them and made them pass through it; our Saviour 

opens hell and shatters its portals when he went down into it and opened and marked 

out the way for all those who were to believe in him.” [Aphraaates the Syrian (4th C) 

in From Shadows to Reality: Studies in the Biblical Typology of the 

Fathers  by Jean Danielou,  pg. 184] 
 

Mary the Mother of Life 

Posted on April 13, 2012 by Fr. Ted 

In John 19:26, Jesus dying on the cross sees together Mary, 

his mother, and John, His beloved disciple.   Jesus addresses 

Mary, his mother (Greek: metera, metri), with the words, 

“Woman (Gr: gunai), behold your son” (referring to John). 

 He then says to John, “Behold your mother (Greek:  meter).” 

It is interesting to consider whether Jesus had in mind (or 

perhaps John the Evangelist understood the event) as 

bestowing a particular status on Mary and the Church. 

Mary is contemplating her son, Jesus, dying on the cross. 

 Jesus tells her John is her son. Was Jesus “transferring” 

sonship to His disciple(s)?  Did He want Mary to grow in her 

understanding that He, Jesus, was being exalted as her Lord, and that now her sons 

would be those born of His death on the cross?   Did Jesus want John to understand that 

a new relationship was emerging from His death in which the disciples would have a 

new mother – Mary, now the symbol of the church? 

The Greek word Jesus uses to refer to His mother –gunai – 

might well harken our attention back to the Book of Genesis 

and the creation/formation of Eve.  Adam calls the woman 

God made “gune” (Genesis 2:23) when God introduces her to 

him.  Then in Genesis 3:21 when Adam speaks her name, 

Eve, for the first time, this woman (gunaikos)   – 

Adam’s wife (!) – is declared to be the mother (meter) of all 

those who live. 

Mary’s role at the crucifixion is changing from mere mother 

of Jesus, to symbolically becoming the bride/wife of the 
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Crucified Lord and so she is being born, as is the Church from the side of Christ, as 

mother of all of God’s children, namely all Christians/disciples.  (Just as Eve came into 

being from Adam’s side).   Perhaps John has in mind (since themes from the Genesis 

creation story seem to pervade his Gospel) that Mary as the new Eve is the mother of all 

living. 

For in Christ, life is given to all, and so Mary the Theotokos 

is called rightfully the mother of life. 

“Mary, the mother of Jesus, is not only present at the cross 

in the Johannine narrative, she is addressed by Jesus.  She 

is called ‘woman’ only here (John 19:26-27) and in John’s 

account of the wedding feast at Cana (2:4).  This is the 

name given to Eve in Genesis when she is designated ‘the 

mother of all the living (Gen 3:20).”  (Roland Faley, “The 

Paschal Mystery: Reflections on John and Paul,”  THE 

BIBLE TODAY, March/April 2012, p 108) 

 

Great and Holy Saturday (2012) 

Posted on April 14, 2012 by Fr. Ted 

St. Cyril of Jerusalem wrote: “You must know that 

this type is found in ancient history. For when that 

cruel and ruthless tyrant Pharaoh oppressed the 

free and high-born people of the Hebrews, God sent 

Moses to bring them out of the evil thralldom of the 

Egyptians. The door-posts were anointed with the 

blood of the lamb, that the Destroyer might pass by 

those houses which had the sign of the blood. And 

so the Hebrew people was marvelously 

delivered…Now turn from the ancient to the recent, 

from the type to the reality. There we have Moses 

sent from God to Egypt; here, Christ sent by his 

Father into the world: there, Moses had to lead forth 

an oppressed people out of Egypt: here, Christ 

rescues mankind when overwhelmed with sin: there, the blood of the lamb was the spell 
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against the Destroyer; here, the blood of the unblemished Lamb, Jesus Christ, put the 

demons to flight: there that tyrant pursued to the sea the people of God; and in like 

manner this brazen and shameless demon follows the people of God to the very waters 

of salvation. The tyrant of old was drowned in the sea, and the present tyrant is 

destroyed in the saving water.” (St. Cyril of Jerusalem in From Shadows to Reality: 

Studies in the Biblical Typology of the Fathers by Jean Danielou, S.J., pg. 183) 

 

The Death of Death 

Posted on April 14, 2012 by Fr. Ted 

Pascha: The Resurrection of our Lord Jesus 

Christ from the Dead 

“But in fact Christ has been raised from the dead, the 

first fruits of those who have fallen asleep.  For as by 

a man came death, by a man has come also the 

resurrection of the dead.  For as in Adam all die, so 

also in Christ shall all be made alive.  But each in his 

own order: Christ the first fruits, then at his coming 

those who belong to Christ.  Then comes the end, 

when he delivers the kingdom to God the Father after 

destroying every rule and every authority and 

power.  For he must reign until he has put all his 

enemies under his feet.  The last enemy to be 

destroyed is death.”  (1 Corinthians 15:20-26) 

 

Clearly in Orthodox hymns and theology, Christ’s incarnation, death and resurrection all 

have to do with God’s own plan to deal with death, the last enemy to be destroyed.   

Some Christian theologies focus almost exclusively on Christ dealing with sin, and 

generally this means a retributive justice in which sinners are punished and the 

righteous are saved.  Some Orthodox writers thought a system in which Christ comes 

only to save the righteous is not much of a miracle at all.  As. St. Paul expresses it: 

“While we were still weak, at the right time Christ died for the ungodly.  Why, one will 

hardly die for a righteous man—though perhaps for a good man one will dare even to 

die.  But God shows his love for us in that while we were yet sinners Christ died for 

us.”  (Romans 5:6-8) 
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It is not the righteous who were in need of God’s mercy and forgiveness.  Thus on the 

cross, Christ dies not only for our sins but for us sinners.  He goes to the place of the 

dead to defeat that last enemy: death itself. 

WHEN YOU ASCENDED THE CROSS, O LORD, 

FEAR AND TREMBLING FELL UPON CREATION. 

YET YOU FORBADE THE EARTH TO SWALLOW 

UP THOSE WHO CRUCIFIED YOU, 

AND YOU COMMANDED HELL TO SEND UP ITS 

CAPTIVES 

FOR THE REGENERATION OF MORTALS. 

JUDGE OF THE LIVING AND THE DEAD, 

YOU HAVE COME TO GRANT LIFE, NOT DEATH. 

LOVER OF MANKIND, GLORY TO YOU! 

 

As the above hymn indicates when Christ “ascended 

the cross” (the implication being he chose to be lifted up on the cross; neither Rome, nor 

the Jews nor Satan nor death itself could force him to be nailed to the cross), Christ did 

not annihilate His enemies.  He did not command the earth to swallow them up – He 

didn’t send anyone to hell or kill anyone for what they were doing.  Not only did He not 

further populate hell with those who were murdering Him, He voluntarily went to the 

place of the dead, and emptied Hades of all the dead who were there – the righteous and 

the unrighteous.  Christ came to grant life not death to those who were spiritually dead. 

 This is the joyous celebration of Pascha. 

“In the second century the subject of Christ’s descent 

into Hades was an inseparable part of the paschal 

divine services. Secondly, it shows that, already in 

second century Christian hymnography, Christ’s 

redemptive sacrifice was viewed as pertinent for all 

people without exception. Thus it speaks not of 

Christ saving the righteous but of his forgiving all 

‘those who sullied themselves with sin.’ After 

destroying death, vanquishing the enemy, 

trampling down hell, and binding the devil, he calls 



them to himself in order to grant them forgiveness of sins and to lead them up to God 

the Father.” (Archbishop Hilarion Alfeyev, Christ the Conqueror of Hell: The 

Descent into Hades, an Orthodox Perspective, pg.36) 

 

As we in the Orthodoxy Church sing at Holy Friday Vespers: 

When You, the Redeemer of all, were placed in a tomb all 

Hell’s powers quaked in fear. 

Its bars were broken, its gates were smashed. 

Its mighty reign was brought to an end, for the dead came 

forth alive from their tombs, casting off the bonds of their 

captivity. 

Adam was filled with joy! 

He gratefully cried out to You, O Christ: “Glory to Your 

condescension, O Lover of man!” 

 

Adam, the first human and who together with Eve were the first sinners, are saved by 

Christ’s resurrection.  Adam is saved not because he is righteous – it was his sin that is 

considered to be the original sin of humankind.  Adam is saved because Christ defeats 

that final enemy – death, which held Adam captive as a result of that ancestral sin. 

 Christ destroys sin and death thus liberating all the dead, including all who had sinned. 

 God wishes not the death of the sinners but that we turn from our sin to Him.  The 

descent of the incarnate God into Hades makes it possible for everyone to experience the 

salvation of God.  
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