
Holy Week 2013 

The Raising of Lazarus   Posted on April 27, 2013 by Fr. Ted 

 

Orthodox biblical scholar Fr. Paul Nadim Tarazi comments on the Gospel Lesson of the raising of Lazarus 

(John 11:1-45): 

“Lazarus’ tomb represents the Jerusalem temple. In order to be resurrected 

by Christ the Jews must ‘come out’ of the temple figuratively by rejecting it 

and the Judaism it represents and giving their allegiance to the Lord 

instead. John offers a clear hint that he has the temple in mind by calling 

the tomb a ‘cave’ (spelaion) in verse 38. This noun in the singular occurs in 

the New Testament only in Mark 11:17 and its parallels (Mt. 

21:13,Lk. 19:46), in a quotation from Jeremiah criticizing the Jerusalemites 

for making out of the temple a ‘cave’ of robbers (Jer. 7:11 translated ‘den’ 

in the RSV). Thus, when the dead Jew ‘comes out’ of his cave, he 

symbolically ‘comes out’ of Judaism (Jn. 11:43-44). Nevertheless, the 

salvation of the Jews is part and parcel of the salvation of all, and so the 

periscope about Lazurus’ resurrection is linked directly to the one about Jesus’ own crucifixion and 

ultimately his resurrection.”   (The New Testament Introduction: Johannine Writings, pg. 203) 

 

Think About Things Beautiful and Lovely 

Posted on April 27, 2013 by Fr. Ted 
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The Epistle for Palm Sunday in the Orthodox Church is 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.“ 

Father Sergius Bulgakov writes about beauty: 
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“‘God saw everything that he had made: and, behold, it was 

most beautiful’ (Gen. 1:31). God is good; he is goodness itself. 

God is true; he is truth itself. God is glorious, and his glory is 

beauty itself. Beauty is an objective principle in the world, 

revealing to us the divine glory. The divine source of objective 

beauty is also the source of the human creation of beauty, that 

is, of art. God created man in his image, granting to this image 

three gifts: a will directed towards the good, the gift of reason 

and wisdom, and the gift of aesthetic appreciation. Man is 

meant to be the wisdom of the world, just because he 

participates in the Logos; he is also meant to be the artist of the 

world, because he can imbue it with beauty. 

Man must become not only a good and faithful worker in the world; he must not only ‘dress and keep it’ 

(Gen. 2.15), as he was commanded in paradise, but he must also 

become its artist; he must render it beautiful. Because he has been 

created in the image of God, he is called to create. Things are 

transfigured and made luminous by beauty; they become the 

revelation of their own abstract meaning. And this revelation 

through beauty of the things of earth is the work of art. The world, 

as it has been given to us, has remained as it were covered by an 

outward shell through which art penetrates, as if foreseeing the 

coming transfiguration of the world. Man has been called to be a 

demiurge, not only to contemplate the beauty of the world, but also 

to express it. Does this not speak of a new service of the Church ,one 

that has not yet been fully revealed in the heart of man and in his 

history: the service of realizing the work of human participation in the transfiguration of the world? Is it 

not of this that the words of Dostoevsky speak, ‘Beauty will save the world?’ ” (in The Time of the Spirit: 

Readings Through the Christian Year, pg. 11) 
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We begin Holy Week with the reading about things of beauty on Palm Sunday and we are asked to think 

about them.   St. Ephrem of Syria penned some beautiful words about Paradise.  Paradise created by 

God to be populated by His chosen human creatures, was emptied by the sin of Eve and Adam.  Paradise 

like all creation groaned for the day when it would be filled again with humans, and thus fulfilled 

(Romans 8:19-22). 

“Blessed is the person 

      for whom Paradise yearns. 

Yes, Paradise yearns for that person whose goodness 

     makes them beautiful”   

(St. Ephrem the Syrian in TREASURE-HOUSE OF MYSTERIES, p 38) 

As we enter Holy Week, we are to think about things true, pure, lovely, 

noble, just and of good report, so St. Paul tells us.  Passion Week is a period 

in time for us to especially focus on God and His work to save the world. 

Palm Sunday: Ushering in God’s Kingdom   Posted 

on April 28, 2013 by Fr. Ted 

“Thus, for example, if one understands the meaning 

of Palm Sunday as being the great messianic feast, 

the solemn liturgical affirmation of Christ’sLordship in 

the world, and, therefore as the inauguration of the 

Holy Week, which is the fulfillment of Christ’s victory 

over the ‘prince of this world,’ if one has, in other 

words, the vision of the whole – the interdependence 

of the Lazarus Saturday, the Palm Sunday and Pascha, 

one has the key to all the proper ‘recreation’ of the 

liturgy of Palm Sunday. One sees, first of all, the 

central position and function within the service of the 

messianic greetings: ‘Hosanna’ and ‘Blessed is He that 

cometh in the name of the Lord,’ the theme of Jerusalem as the Holy Sion, as the place where the 

history of salvation is to find its fulfillment, the constant reference to Zacariah’s dichotomy: 

‘King’ and ‘lowly’ as reference to the Kingdom of peace and love which is being inaugurated, 

and, finally, the leit motiv of the whole service ‘Six days before the Passover’ by which this feast 

is set as the ‘ante-feast’ of the Holy Week, the real entrance of the Messiah into His 

glory.”  (Alexander Schmemann in St. Vladimir’s Seminary Quarterly: Volume 8, Number 4, 

pg.182) 
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A Walk Through Holy Week (2013)   Posted on April 28, 2013 by Fr. Ted 

 

In the Orthodox liturgical experience 

of Holy Week, we read a small portion 

of the book of Exodus (Exodus 1:1-20; 

2:5-22; 12:1-11; 13:20-15:19; 19:10-19; 

33:11-23) in preparation for the 

celebration of Pascha (Pascha means 

Passover).  The Exodus and Passover 

are the background and the typology 

for understanding the death and 

resurrection of Christ.  Salvation in the 

Orthodox Church is a liberation, like 

the Israelites experienced out of Egypt to the Promised Land, so now all of us follow Christ from death to 

life and from earth to heaven.  The Church also uses Holy Week to prepare catechumens for 

baptism.  This is an ancient tradition kept in our liturgical celebration of Holy Week.  The early Church 

Fathers saw many images in the Old Testament to prefigure Christ and so they read these old stories 

Christologically.   Origen the great biblical commentator of the 3rd Century already holds ideas which we 

find today in our services of Holy Week.  He sees in the Old Testament texts we read as prophetic signs 

prefiguring Christ the Lord. 

“In the Homilies on Joshua Origen  (d. 254AD) takes up …  the 

crossing of the Red sea and the Jordan …  The crossing of the 

Jordan recalls to us Baptism. . . . the whole of the Exodus is 

thus conceived of as a type of the entry into the Christian faith, 

from the departure from Egypt, symbol of the break with 

idolatry, to Baptism, typified by the crossing of the Jordan. 

‘And you who have just abandoned the darkness of idolatry, 

and wish to give yourself to the hearing of the Divine Law, then 

it is that you begin first to leave Eqypt.  When you have been 

included in the number of the catechumens and begin to obey 

the precepts of the Church, you have passed over the Red 

Sea.  And if you come to the sacred font of Baptism and if in 

the presence of the orders of Priests and Levites you are initiated into those venerable and noble 

mysteries which are known only by those permitted to know them, then, having passed over the 

Jordan while the priests are ministering, you shall enter into the land of promise….’”(Jean 

Danielou, FROM SHADOWS TO REALITY,  pp 269-270) 
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As the ancient Israelites had a special meal for their Passover, so too we Christians commemorate the 

Mystical Supper of Christ instituted on Holy Thursday and part of our own Paschal celebration.  St. 

Ephrem the Syrian (d. 379AD)  poetically commemorates that Last Supper before Pascha: 

“Blessed are you, O Upper Room, so small in comparison in the entirety of creation, yet what 

took place in you now fills all creation—which is even too small for it. 

Blessed is your abode, for in it was broken that Bread which issues from the blessed Wheat 

Sheaf, and in you was trodden out the cluster of Grapes that came from Mary to become the Cup 

of Salvation. 

Blessed are you, O Upper Room, no man has ever seen nor ever shall see, what you beheld: Our 

Lord became at once True Altar, Priest, Bread, and Cup of Salvation. 

In His own person He could fulfill all these roles, none other was capable of this: Whole Offering 

and Lamb, Sacrifice and Sacrificer, Priest and the One destined to be consumed.”  (in Sebastian 

Brock’s THE LUMINOUS EYE, p 102) 

St. John Chrysostom reminds us of the mystical nature of 

the Eucharist and how it transforms us individually and 

collectively into God’s people, the Church: 

“Let us learn the wonder of this sacrament, the purpose of 

its institution, the effects it produces.  We become a single 

body, according to Scripture, members of his flesh and 

bone of his bones.  This is what is brought about by the 

food that he gives us.  He blends himself with us so that 

we may all become one single entity in the way the body 

is joined to the head.” (in Olivier Clement’s THE ROOTS OF 

CHRISTIAN MYSTICISM, p 115) 

Spiritual Vigilance in Holy Week  Posted on April 29, 2013 by Fr. Ted 

The Lord Jesus told us the Parable of the Bridegroom (Matthew 25:1-13) : 

“Then the kingdom of heaven shall be compared to ten maidens who took their 

lamps and went to meet the bridegroom. Five of them were foolish, and five 

were wise.  For when the foolish took their lamps, they took no oil with 

them;  but the wise took flasks of oil with their lamps.  As the bridegroom was 

delayed, they all slumbered and slept.  But at midnight there was a cry, ‘Behold, 

the bridegroom! Come out to meet him.’  Then all those maidens rose and 

trimmed their lamps.  And the foolish said to the wise, ‘Give us some of your oil, 

for our lamps are going out.’  But the wise replied, ‘Perhaps there will not be 

enough for us and for you; go rather to the dealers and buy for 

yourselves.’  And while they went to buy, the bridegroom came, and those who 

http://orthodoxwiki.org/Holy_Week#Holy_Thursday
http://orthodoxwiki.org/Ephrem_the_Syrian
http://orthodoxwiki.org/Ephrem_the_Syrian
http://www.amazon.com/Luminous-Eye-Spiritual-Cistercian-Studies/dp/0879076240/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1365604455&sr=1-1&keywords=the+luminous+eye
http://www.amazon.com/Roots-Christian-Mysticism-Patristic-Commentary/dp/1565480295/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1366895871&sr=8-1&keywords=the+roots+of+christian+mysticism
http://www.amazon.com/Roots-Christian-Mysticism-Patristic-Commentary/dp/1565480295/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1366895871&sr=8-1&keywords=the+roots+of+christian+mysticism
http://frted.wordpress.com/2013/04/29/spiritual-vigilance-in-holy-week/
http://frted.wordpress.com/2013/04/29/spiritual-vigilance-in-holy-week/
http://frted.wordpress.com/author/bobosht/
http://farm7.staticflickr.com/6049/5875166489_2328f55327.jpg
http://farm3.staticflickr.com/2522/3754756949_e22514974b.jpg


were ready went in with him to the marriage feast; and the door was shut.  Afterward the other maidens 

came also, saying, ‘Lord, lord, open to us.’  But he replied, ‘Truly, I say to you, I do not know you.’ 

Watch therefore, for you know neither the day nor the hour.”  (Matthew 25:1-13) 

LET US LOVE THE BRIDEGROOM, BRETHREN. 

LET US KEEP OUR LAMPS AFLAME WITH VIRTUES AND TRUE 

FAITH, 

SO THAT WE, LIKE THE WISE VIRGINS OF THE LORD, 

MAY BE READY TO ENTER WITH HIM INTO THE MARRIAGE 

FEAST. 

FOR THE BRIDEGROOM, AS GOD, GRANTS UNTO ALL AN 

INCORRUPTIBLE CROWN.   

(Hymn of Bridegroom Matins Holy Tuesday) 

 

Holy Week: A Call to Use our Spiritual Gifts   Posted on May 1, 2013 by Fr. Ted 

One of the amazing things about the hymns of the first 

couple of days of Holy Week is the diversity of themes 

found in them.  They don’t just focus on the passion of 

Christ, but in some ways show an increased attention 

to the spiritual lives of Christians and the development 

of local church community.  For example, the hymns 

below from Matins of Holy Tuesday explore the 

concepts of spiritual gifts and talents received from 

Christ, AND explore the concept of Christian ministry to 

meet the needs of others.  Jesus said, “I came that they 

may have life, and have it abundantly.” (John 

10:10)  We are not only to receive this abundant life 
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from Him with thanksgiving, but joyfully to share in it, and to generously give it to others. 

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: 

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 above hymn explores the nature of spiritual gifts and how they are to 

be used in Christian community.  They present to us that we are to work in 

service of one another and thus of the Christian community to which we 

belong.  In Holy Week we encounter Christ who makes Himself a servant of 

His disciples in the foot washing of the upper room.  He gives us an 

example and tells us to imitate Him.  We do this not by literally washing the 

feet of others, but by becoming a servant to others and in service to others 

in their needs today do we imitate Christ: through wisdom, good works, 

charity, teaching, evangelism, etc.   We all have been entrusted by God 

with these spiritual gifts and together are to be stewards of these various 

graces.  We each are responsible for using the spiritual gifts given to the 

church by Christ and the Holy spirit and we all are accountable to one 

another for using them appropriately, timely and generously. 

BEHOLD, THE MASTER HAS ENTRUSTED YOU WITH THE TALENT, MY SOUL. 

RECEIVE THE GIFT WITH FEAR. 

REPAY THE ONE WHO GAVE BY GIVING TO THE POOR, 

AND GAIN THE LORD AS YOUR FRIEND, 

SO THAT WHEN HE COMES IN GLORY, 

YOU MAY STAND AT HIS RIGHT HAND AND HEAR HIS BLESSED VOICE: 

ENTER, MY SERVANT, INTO THE JOY OF YOUR LORD! 

EVEN THOUGH I HAVE GONE ASTRAY, MAKE ME WORTHY OF THIS, SAVIOR, 

THROUGH YOUR GREAT MERCY. 
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The above hymn is perhaps even more unusual because it is more 

individually personal rather than just communal in its focus.  We each 

are to use the “talent” entrusted to us personally.  We are to use this 

gift, the talent, “by giving to the poor.”  I think the tone of the hymn 

suggests more than one meaning.  While literally we are to give to the 

poor from our resources, I think the hymn doesn’t limit the talent we 

each receive to money.  We each are gifted with skills, resources, 

personalities, training, which we can use to serve any in need – and all 

those in need are impoverished in some way (which is why they are in 

need).  It is not just meeting financial needs, but also educational 

needs, emotional and health needs, spiritual needs, needs for basic 

human care – subsistence. 

If all we do during Lent is focus on our personal spiritual lives and our 

personal salvation, then we have lost the very meaning of Christian 

asceticism.  Self-denial is not meant to make us more self-centered and self-absorbed.  The hymns of 

Holy Week draw attention to the fact that spiritual asceticism is to help us become sensitive to the 

needs of others so that we can serve them as Christ serves both them and us. 

 

 

 

The Godly Ruler: To Serve as Christ Did 

Posted on May 1, 2013 by Fr. Ted 
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Following the Forty Days of Great Lent, we enter intoHoly Week in which 

we realize Jesus is modeling for us what it is to be a leader/ruler in His 

church.  Setting an example for what constitutes the proper (Orthodox!) 

behavior for church leaders, Jesus, the Son of God, humbles Himself, 

making Himself a servant, and washes His disciples’ feet (John 13:1-

17).  In theBridegroom Matins of Holy Monday and Holy Tuesday, we 

proclaim two Gospel lessons in which Jesus teaches about the true 

nature of Christian leadership (Matthew 20:20-28 and Matthew 23:1-12, 

both quoted below).  The Gospel lessons are in Holy Week intentionally, 

for even the hymns of Holy Monday and Holy Tuesday not only reference 

them but emphasize them.  Holy Week, also know as Passion Week, is 

the week in which Orthodox clergy and leaders of any kind are supposed 

to contemplate the behavior of leading/ruling in the Church.  We read in Matthew 20:20-28 about how 

Christ understood leadership to mean being a servant not being an overlord :  

Then the mother of the sons of Zebedee came up to Jesus, with her sons, and kneeling before him 

she asked him for something.  And he said to her, “What do you want?” She said to him, 

“Command that these two sons of mine may sit, one at your right hand and one at your left, in 

your kingdom.”  But Jesus answered, “You do not know what you are asking. Are you able to 

drink the cup that I am to drink?” They said to him, “We are able.”  He said to them, “You will 

drink my cup, but to sit at my right hand and at my left is not mine to grant, but it is for those for 

whom it has been prepared by my Father.”  And when the ten heard it, they were indignant at 

the two brothers.  But Jesus called them to him and said, “You know that the rulers of the 

Gentiles lord it over them, and their great men exercise authority over them.  It shall not be so 

among you; but whoever would be great among you must be your servant,  and whoever would 

be first among you must be your slave; even as the Son of man came not to be served but to 

serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.” 

The Matins hymns deal with this Gospel lesson: 

THE MOTHER OF ZEBEDEE’S CHILDREN, LORD, 

COULD NOT UNDERSTAND THE INEFFABLE MYSTERY OF YOUR 

DISPENSATION.   SHE ASKED THE HONOR OF A TEMPORAL KINGDOM 

FOR HER SONS, BUT INSTEAD YOU PROMISED YOUR FRIENDS THAT 

THEY SHOULD DRINK THE CUP OF DEATH, A CUP THAT YOU WOULD 

DRINK BEFORE THEM FOR THE CLEANSING OF SINS. THEREFORE WE CRY 

OUT TO YOU: 

SALVATION OF OUR SOULS, GLORY TO YOU! 

Christian leadership is not despotic but fraternal.  Christian ministers 

serve their fellow Christians.  Note also in the above hymn that Christ’s 

death cleanses us of sin – His death is not merely some sacrificial price 

paid, but a cleansing and a healing for sin is a wound and disease which 
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Christ takes away:  by his wounds we are healed.  Christ ”himself bore our sins in his body on the tree, 

that we might die to sin and live to righteousness. By his wounds you have been healed” (1 Peter 2:24) 

What then does Christ-like leadership look like?  What are the signs by which we can recognize whether 

a Christian is leading/ruling as Christ would have him lead or rule? 

‘BY THIS WILL ALL MEN KNOW THAT YOUR ARE MY DISCIPLES: IF YOU 

WILL KEEP MY COMMANDMENTS, SAID THE SAVIOR TO HIS FRIENDS 

AS HE WENT TO HIS PASSION.  ‘BE AT PEACE AMONG YOURSELVES 

AND WITH ALL MEN.  THINK HUMBLY OF YOURSELVES AND YOU WILL 

BE EXALTED.  AND, KNOWING THAT I AM LORD, YOU WILL SING AND 

EXALT ME THROUGHOUT ALL AGES.’ 

Among the signs that will enable others to know if we are being 

faithful to Christ as His disciples: keeping His Gospel commands, being 

at peace with one another and with everyone else (!), and thinking 

humbly of ourselves and behaving in a humble manner toward 

others.  St. Paul says in 1 Corinthians 13:4-7: 

Love is patient and kind; love is not jealous or boastful;  it is not 

arrogant or rude. Love does not insist on its own way; it is not irritable or resentful;  it does not rejoice at 

wrong, but rejoices in the right.  Love bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all 

things. 

YOU TAUGHT YOUR DISCIPLES, LORD, TO DESIRE WHAT IS 

PERFECT, SAYING: BE NOT LIKE THE GENTILES, WHO OPPRESS THE WEAK. 

IT SHALL NOT BE SO WITH YOU, MY DISCIPLES. FOR OF MY OWN WILL I AM 

POOR.  LET THE FIRST AMONG YOU, THEREFORE, BE THE SERVANT OF 

ALL. LET THE RULER BE LIKE THOSE WHO ARE RULED.  LET HIM WHO IS 

FIRST BE LIKE THE LAST.  FOR I HAVE COME TO SERVE ADAM IN HIS 

POVERTY, AND TO GIVE MY LIFE AS A RANSOM FOR THE MANY WHO CRY 

TO ME: O LORD, GLORY TO YOU! 

It is interesting that these hymns of Holy Monday so focus on leadership in 

the church.  Besides the Gospel lessons they reference, we can call to 

mind what is said in Titus 1:7-8, referring to a bishop who “must be 

blameless; he must not be arrogant or quick-tempered or a drunkard or violent or greedy for gain,  but 

hospitable, a lover of goodness, master of himself, upright, holy, and self-controlled…“.  The Christians in 

the Apostolic age had strong ideals for those who were to become leaders within the growing Christian 

movement.  And in the first two days of Holy Week, the theme of leadership in the church is brought to 

the forefront in the hymns of the Orthodox liturgies.  As we contemplate the extreme humility of Christ, 

his self-sacrificial love, He the Master making Himself a servant to His disciples, we are called upon not 

just to remember our redemption but also the importance of Christ-like leadership in our communities. 
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LET YOUR ORDER BE CONTRARY TO THAT OF THE GENTILES, WHO HOLD 

POWER OVER THEIR FELLOWMEN, FOR SUCH IS NOT MY PORTION, BUT 

RATHER SELF-APPOINTED TYRANNY.  HE, THEN, WHO WOULD BE GREAT 

AMONG YOU, MUST BE THE SERVANT OF ALL, AND KNOWING THAT I 

AM THE LORD, HE WILL SING AND EXALT ME THROUGHOUT ALL AGES. 

Then said Jesus to the crowds and to his disciples,  ”The scribes and the 

Pharisees sit on Moses’ seat; so practice and observe whatever they tell 

you, but not what they do; for they preach, but do not practice.  They 

bind heavy burdens, hard to bear, and lay them on men’s shoulders; but 

they themselves will not move them with their finger.  They do all their 

deeds to be seen by men; for they make their phylacteries broad and 

their fringes long, and they love the place of honor at feasts and the best seats in the 

synagogues, and salutations in the market places, and being called rabbi by men.  But you are 

not to be called rabbi, for you have one teacher, and you are all brethren.  And call no man your 

father on earth, for you have one Father, who is in heaven.  Neither be called masters, for you 

have one master, the Christ.  He who is greatest among you shall be your servant;  whoever 

exalts himself will be humbled, and whoever humbles himself will be exalted.”   (Matthew 23:1-

12) 

See also my blog Hierarchical Power: Self-Appointed Tyranny? 

A Walk Through Holy Week (II)    Posted on May 2, 2013 by Fr. Ted 

 

 

[This is the continuation and conclusion of A Walk Through Holy 

Week (2013).] 

The path to salvation for the ancient Israelites included sacrifice 

and redemption.  So too Christ’s real torture, suffering and 

death are for us the spiritual path of salvation.  His death on the 

Cross is not the result only of our sin, but also is the sign of 

God’s total love for us.  His death on the cross accomplishes far 

more than the forgiveness of our sins.  St. John Chrysostom tells 

us: 

 “What profit came from that death on the cross?  These are the 

blessings it achieved: evil was destroyed, the wounds of the soul 

were set right by a wondrous cure and a healing beyond 

belief.  See how Isaiah foretold that when he said: ‘We had all 
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gone astray like sheep.  Man had wandered in his way. The chastisement of our peace was upon 

him.  By his bruises we are all healed.’”  (APOLOGIST , TFOTC: Vol 73, p 206) 

St. Gregory Nanzianzen (d. 391AD) offers us in his poetry an understanding of what motivates God to 

offer His Son in sacrifice, and what Christ accomplished in His death andresurrection: 

“You descend into the valley of the dead and to the gates of darkness desiring to illuminate and 

shine upon the [human] race, 

To raise Adam, the father of mortals, for whose sake you assumed and carried the image of the 

mortal. 

You descend into a deep and gloomy darkness of Hades, 

Having accepted death from enemies and having left your Mother sorrowful.  But the good will 

of the Father will slay you In order to bring salvation to others. 

It was the Father’s goodness that brought you to death. 

O bitter mourning! The earth receives you, O Child, when you descend to the dark gates of Hades 

in order to pierce Hades by the sharpest arrow. 

For you descend there alone in order to take the dead [with you] and not in order to be taken by 

the dead 

And to order to liberate all, for you alone are free.”  (in Hilarion Alfeyev’s CHRIST THE 

CONQUEROR OF HELL, p 61) 

Christ descended into the place of the 

dead (Hades, Sheol) like Moses 

descended into Egypt to free those held 

captive and enslaved.  (see also Fr. 

Ted’s blog, Great And Holy 

Saturday  2010).  Christ came from 

heaven and was incarnate on earth 

precisely to go to the place of the dead 

and to destroy the power of sin, death, 

Hades, and Satan.  St. Cyril of 

Jerusalem (d. 387AD) offers an insight 

into how Christ’s descent into Hades 

was experienced by those enslaved to death: 

“Speaking to all those who had been in chains since the beginning of the world, Adam spoke 

thus: ‘I hear the steps of  one coming toward us!’ And as he spoke, the Lord entered, bearing the 

victorious weapon of the cross… And having taken hold of his hand he said to him: ‘Awake, O 
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sleeper, and arise from the dead, and Christ shall give you light (Eph 5:14).  I am your God, and 

for your sake I became your son.  Arise, you who were sleeping, for I did not create you to remain 

bound in hell.  Having arisen from the dead, I am the Life of the dead… Arise and let us depart 

from here, from death to life, from corruption to immortality, from darkness to eternal 

life…”  (quoted in Michel Quenot’s THE RESURRECTION AND THE ICON, p 77) 

Many of the historical events recorded in the Old Testament were interpreted by the Christians to 

prefigure the events in the life of Christ and the salvation which He won for all of us.  Thus the Old 

Testament readings for Holy Saturday are best understood when they are seen to prefigure and 

prophesy the life, death and resurrection of Christ.  This way of reading the Scriptures began among the 

Jews themselves before Christ and continued to be the way the authors of the New Testament and 

the Patristic writers interpreted the Scriptures of Israel.   The Vespers-Liturgy of Holy Saturday morning 

is replete with such prototypical lessons from the Old Testament. 

“The symbols of the Cross so far considered all had some reference to its 

shape.  There is another group which refers to the material, in which the 

symbolism is that of wood, and the truth expressed is still the power and 

virtue of the Cross.  In this group, wood is generally associated with water, 

so that the context appears to be a sacramental one, water constituting the 

matter of the sacrament, wood symbolizing the divine power communicated 

to it.  Since, therefore, it is the power of the Cross which acts through the 

water and communicates to it the power of effecting the divine operations, 

writers single out those cases where wood appears to be endowed with a 

special efficacy. 

Here once again the Old Testament provides the first series of testimonia.  Thus the author 

of Barnabus writes: ‘Let us enquire whether the Lord took care to signify beforehand concerning 

the water and the Cross’ (XI,1), and gives as an example Ps. 1:3: ‘the tree that is planted by the 

streams of waters.’ He continues: ‘Ye perceive how He pointed out the water and the Cross at the 

same time. . . . Blessed are they that have set their hope on the Cross, and go down into the 

water’ (XI,8).   The same quotation is given by Justin (Dial. LXXXVI, 4) in a group of  testimonia. . . 

. 

Justin give a collection of testimonia relating to wood: the Tree of Life in Paradise; the staff of 

Moses which divides the waters of the Red Sea, makes water spring from the rock, and sweetens 

the bitter waters of Mara; the staves thrown by Jacob into the water ducts; Jacob’s ladder; the 

blossoming rod of Aaron; the stem of Jesse; the oak of Mamre; the seventy willow trees that the 

people find near the twelve springs after crossing the Jordan; the rod and staff which ‘comfort 

David’ in Ps. 22:4; the staff which designates Judah; the wood of the axe thrown into the 

Jordan;  Justin follows up the last example with an allusion to Christ’s ‘being crucified on the tree 

and sanctifying us by water’ (Dial. LXXXVI, 1-6).  Finally, in a latter passage he adds the 

combination of the wood of the Ark and the Deluge: ‘Christians have been begotten anew (of 

Christ) by water and faith and wood, which contained the mystery of the Cross, even as Noah 
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also was saved by the wood of the Ark when he was borne upon the waters’ (Dial CXXXVIII, 

2).” (Jean Danielou, THE THEOLOGY OF JEWISH CHRISTIANITY,  pp 276-277) 

On Holy Saturday the 15 Old Testament texts read in the Vespers-Liturgy remind us of all of these 

symbols and metaphors which the earliest Christians saw when they read the Scriptures.  The symbols 

and metaphors of the Old Testament help us to understand the reception of the catechumens into the 

Church on this day.  St. John Chrysostom addresses the newly baptized Christians of Holy Week in his 

day this way: 

“Before yesterday you were captives, but now you are free and citizens of the Church; lately you 

lived in the shame of your sins, but now you live in freedom and righteousness.  You are not only 

free, but also holy; not only holy, but also righteous; not only righteous, but also sons; not only 

sons, but also brothers and sisters of Christ; not only brothers and 

sisters of Christ, but also joint heirs; not only joint heirs, but also 

members; not only members, but also the temple; not only the 

temple, but also instruments of the Spirit.”  (Theodore 

Stylianapoloulos, ENCOURAGED BY THE SCRIPTURES, p 118) 

 

This blog series is now available as a PDF at  A Walk Through Holy 

Week (PDF). 

You will be able to find all 2013 Holy Week related blogs at Holy 

Week 2013 (PDF) when it is available. 

You can find links to all other Holy Week, Great Lent and Pascha 

blogs at Fr. Ted’s Blogs as PDFs. 

 

The Saving Dawn of Christ’s Crucifixion  Posted on May 3, 2013 by Fr. Ted 

 

TODAY CHRIST’S HOLY PASSION DAWNS UPON THE WORLD AS A SAVING 

LIGHT, FOR HE COMES OF HIS GOODNESS TO SUFFER:  

HE WHO HOLDS ALL THINGS IN HIS HAND  

CONSENTS TO BE HUNG UPON THE WOOD 

IN ORDER TO SAVE MANKIND.  

(Holy Monday Bridegroom Matins Hymn) 
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Holy Saturday: The Goodnews    Posted on May 4, 2013 by Fr. Ted 

 St. Ephrem the Syrian writes in one of his poems about Christ’s 

descent into Hades, an event we commemorate on Holy Saturday in 

the Orthodox tradition: 

“Let Eve today rejoice in Sheol, 

for her daughter’s Son 

has come down as the Medicine of Life 

to revive His mother’s mother.” 

(The Luminous Eye: The Spiritual World Vision of St. Ephrem the 

Syrian by Sebastian Brock, pg. 99) 

What St. Ephrem expresses might be summarized in the phrase that in Christ’s descent into 

Sheol/Hades, He meets His ‘grandmother’ again, face to face.  In Orthodox tradition at least it is the pre-

Incarnate God who is present at each anthropomorphic experience of God recorded in the Old 

Testament.  Thus the God walking in the Garden of Eden is the pre-

Incarnate Christ.  Thus Eve has seen the face of Christ before His descent 

into Sheol/Hades. 

Vigen Guroian quotes the following ancient Armenian Ode for the Paschal 

season: 

“A bright new flower has appeared this day out of the tomb.  

Souls have blossomed and are adorned with diverse hues, and have 

become  green with life.  

The florescence of divine light has bloomed  in the spiritual spring.”  

(Inheriting Paradise: Meditations on Gardening, Kindle Loc. 231-32) 
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