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Every year we Orthodox take the spiritual sojourn through Holy
Week – back to the beginning of Christianity, back to the
Resurrection of Christ. Great Lent brings us to Pascha night when
we proclaim the Gospel: “In the beginning was the Word, and the
Word was with God, and the Word was God” (John 1:1).
To get to that beginning, we join our Lord Jesus Christ in His last
week on earth – we walk with our Lord each day of Holy Week. We
think about the things Christ did and said – for us and for our
salvation – during His final days before His crucifixion. He did and
said these things “to keep us from falling away” (John 16:1), that we would have His joy in us to the full
(John 15:11), and that we might believe (John 14:29). And these three expressed goals of Jesus are
already found in the events we now commemorate on Lazarus Saturday. Then Jesus told them plainly,
“Lazarus is dead; and for your sake I am glad that I was not there, so that you may believe. But let us go
to him.” (John 11:14)
St. Basil the Great reminds us that in Christ raising His friend, Lazarus, from the dead, he was giving each
of us faith and hope in the resurrection. As much pain and grief as the death of a loved one causes us,
Christ in dealing with the death of His friend tells us “don’t be without hope, for I have overcome
death.”
“But as for the Lord weeping over Lazarus and the city, we
say this: He also ate and drank, not because he needed to,
but in proportion and limit, that you might renounce the
natural sensations of the soul. He also wept, that those who
are disposed to immoderate sorrow might regulate their
lamentation and tears. For if our tears are to be in
reasonable moderation, it is necessary to assess the
circumstances: who, how, when, and in what manner they
are fitting. Thus the Lord wept without excessive passion as
an example for us, adding these words, Our friend Lazarus,
has fallen asleep, but I am going there to awaken him. Who among us bewails a sleeping friend, one he
believes will shortly awaken? Lazarus, come out! And the dead man came to life, and the bound one
walked forth. Wonder of wonders! The feet were bound with cloth wraps and yet unhindered from
coming forward. The power was greater than the constriction.” (On Fasting and Feasts, p. 102)
With the dead being raised, we are on the road to the beginning of creation.
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When the Lord entered into Jerusalem
on Palm Sunday, it was the only time when
there was public acclamation of Him as
Messiah and King. In our joining the
celebration, we declare Jesus to be our Lord,
which has great implications for our daily life.
The significance of this ascription of lordship
to the risen Christ is also fairly clear, though it can be exaggerated. At the very least, kyrios denoted an
asserted or acknowledged dominance and right of disposal of superior over inferior – whether simply
master over slave, king over subject, or, by extension, god over worshiper. To confess someone as one’s
“lord” expressed an attitude of subserviencey and a sense of belonging or devotion to the one so named.
And if the confession was used in baptism (as seems likely in Rom. 10.9), it would also indicated a
transfer of allegiance and change in acknowledged ownership. At the very least, then, the confession of
Jesus as Lord betokened a life now committed to his service. (James D. G. Dunn, The Theology of Paul, p.
247)
“The followers of Jesus of Nazareth founded an early Jewish movement
centered on a charismatic figure who offered hope for an ideal future
in which the power of the God of Israel would be dramatically
manifested and universally recognized. The movement they began was
not however, the only one of its kind. Other such movements, dating
back from the first century BCE to the second century CE, promised a
sudden end of the present age, which they regarded as evil and
corrupt, and the inauguration of a new age in which God’s people
would see the wicked punished and the world ruled in righteousness.
Notably, this king accomplishes his goals not by military might; his
weapon is ‘the word of his mouth,’
based on Isaiah 11.4.
One major function of the Messiah is to bring about God’s justice by
defeating all agents of oppression, human and superhuman (Pss. Sol.
17.34, Ezra 13.38). However, the focus of the texts is less on the messianic
figure than on the messianic age, the time when God’s justice rather than
Satan or Empire, would prevail.” (The Jewish Annotated New Testament,
530, 531)
We are in Holy Week – the week in which God reveals His true nature to
us. God is Holy and it turns out that holiness also means humble and selfsacrificing.
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The Antiochian biblical
commentator, Theodoret of Cyrus, writing in
the 5th Century makes a comment that
Christians have thought in almost every
century since the time of Christ: things are so
bad now that it has to be the “end
times.” During Holy Week the Church
reminds us through its Gospel readings and
hymns to think about the “last things” – our
world which rejected its Creator and God and
nailed Him to a cross is facing an impending
judgment. Commenting on the words of St.
Paul in one of his epistles, Theodoret’s words
resonate with many 21st Century Christians:
Then he foretells the coming ruin of most members of the churches, teaching him not to be upset by the
indifference of some, as those coming later will be in a far worse plight. Be aware of this, that in the last
days there will be the threat of difficult times: there will be people who are lovers of themselves, lovers of
money, arrogant, blasphemous, disobedient to parents, ungrateful, unholy, loveless, implacable,
slanderous, licentious, unfeeling, uninterested in the good, treacherous, reckless, conceited, in love with
pleasure rather than God, bearing the semblance of piety but denying its efficacy (2 Timothy 3:1-5). In
my view he has this age in mind in his prophecy: our lifetime is full of these vices, and though we don the
trappings of piety, we are building the idol of wickedness in our works.
I mean, we have become attached to money rather than
devoted to God, we embrace the slavery of the passions,
and to put it in a nutshell, you could find us all in the
other vices the divine apostle cited. (Commentary on the
Letters of St. Paul, pp. 243-244)
It is pretty hard to imagine that life in the 5th Century
was as devoted to money as is our current age. We measure everything in terms of money and value
things above people and set the worth of people almost entirely by what they can produce. Even
churches see their success in terms of how much money they can raise. What is the value of godliness?
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“Eschatology” is the name given to the understanding
by religion of the ultimate destiny of the world and of
man, the doctrine of the so-called “last things.”
Everyone agrees that the early Church was
eschatological par excellance. Her whole faith, her
whole life, was shaped by her joyful and confident
expectation of Christ’s return in glory, her anticipation
of the common resurrection, and the consummation of
all things in God. “Come, Lord Jesus: Maranatha!” This
is the ultimate expression of her faith and worship in
the liturgy, in prayer. This eschatology can be termed
“cosmic,” for it is distinct, as such, from the individual
or personal one.
To put it differently, and in somewhat over simplified
terms, eschatology’s interest lies not in what happens
to me when I come to the end of my life and die;
rather, it is concerned with what will happen to the
entire creation when Christ returns in glory and,
according to Saint Paul, “All things shall be subjected
unto him, and he himself be subject unto him that put
all things under him, that God may be all in all” (1 Cor
15:28). (Fr. Alexander Schmemann, The Liturgy of Death, 120-121)
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It was common in the early church to personify
Death and Hell especially in contemplating the
crucifixion of Christ. Death, Hell and Satan were
often portrayed having a conversation trying to
understand what the death of Christ meant for
them – their victory over God, or, as they
belatedly realized, the dead Christ was the seed
of their own destruction. Life burst forth from
the tomb of Christ, bringing an end to Death’s
power over humanity.

Three crosses Pilate fixed on Golgotha,
two for the thieves and one for the Giver of life,
whom Hell saw and said to those below,
“My ministers and powers
who has fixed a nail in my heart?
A wooden lance has suddenly pierced me and I am
being torn apart.

My insides are in pain, my belly in agony,
my sense make my spirit tremble,
and I am compelled to disgorge
Adam and Adam’s race. Given me by a Tree,
a Tree is bringing them back
again to Paradise.”
(St. Romanos, On the Life of Christ, pp. 155-156)
The personified Death, Hades and Satan all become mortally wounded by Christ’s own wounds. They
become weakened and sickened by the healing power of Christ’s resurrection. Simultaneously, for us
humans, we are being restored to health by Christ’s wounds. “Those who repent with all their heart and
cleanse themselves of all their aforementioned evils, and add nothing more to their sins, will receive
healing from the Lord for their previous sins...” (Shepherd of Hermas, Similitude 8:77:1-5) Far beyond
forgiveness of our sins, God gives us the gift of healing of soul and body through the suffering of His Son.

He 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)
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On Holy Thursday we contemplate the
institution of the Mystical Supper – we
realize that Christ gave His Body and
Blood for the life of the world so that we
can partake of salvation! The institution
of the Eucharist by our Lord is something
we not only think about, but actually
receive when we come to the Liturgy this
evening.
O how manifold and ineffable this
communion! Christ became our brother, partaking of the same flesh and blood with us, and through
them became like us. Through his blood He has redeemed us for Himself as true servants. He has made
us His friends (cf. John 15:14-15) partaking of this blood He has bound and betrothed us to Himself as a
bridegroom his bride, and become one flesh with us. He feeds us not only with blood instead of milk, but
with His own body, and not only His body but also His Spirit. In so doing, He always preserves
undiminished the nobility given to us by Him, leads us towards greater longing, and grants us to fulfill
our desire, not only to see Him but also to touch Him, to delight in Him, to take Him into our hearts, and
for each of us to hold Him in our inmost
selves.
Come, He says, those of you who have set
your heart on eternal life, eat My body
and drink My blood (cf. John 6:53), that
you may not only be in God’s image, but,
by clothing yourselves in Me, the King
and God of heaven, you may be eternal
and heavenly gods and kings, feared by
demons, admired by angels, beloved sons
of the celestial Father, living forever
fairer than the children of men (cf. Ps.
45:2), a delightful dwelling place for the sublime Trinity. (St. Gregory Palamas, The Homilies, pp. 464465)
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God entered into the human condition in the incarnation – in Christ. In Christ, God
experienced sighing, sorrow, suffering and death. God takes on our human
condition in order to redeem and transfigure it – not to help us escape it. The
beauty of the human condition is found in the fact that God can enter into it, as we
are. God loves us in our frailty, in our fears and fragility. It is what makes us
uniquely human and yet the very beings with whom God wishes to share his
Divinity and to whom God gives eternal life. In God dying on the cross we see the
Divine work of creation accomplished – God sharing every aspect of our human
existence. God redeems everything in our existence and shares even in our suffering and death so that
we might share in His eternity. God’s death on the cross is not the defeat of humanity, but the
accomplishment of God’s will that He be fully
united to us.
It is finished!
We are much happier with our god in
the heavens than with the man lying
before us: “I do not know the
man” (Matt. 26:72). We want a god
who conforms to our expectations: an
all powerful and all-knowing puppetmaster, not one who confronts us as alltoo-human, serving others, crying,
dying. Show us the Father, we ask, and
it will be enough for us. We yearn for a god who will lift us from our uncertainty, frailty, and
fear, to see things from his lofty and implacable perspective, with all things in his providential
control, all problems solved as if by magic.
And in so doing, we ask to escape not only
from our frailty, our suffering, and our tears,
but also our joy and laughter – all the things
that make up the particularly fragile beauty of
human existence.
(Fr. John Behr, The Cross Stands While the
World Turns, p. 64)
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On Holy Saturday we commemorate Christ’s
descent from this world into the world of the
dead – into Hades itself. It is from within Hades
that Christ destroys its power and the
strangulation hold which Death held on
humanity Death is overthrown! This is the
Gospel proclamation. As Matthew Baker writes
frequently quoting the theology of Fr. Georges
Florovsky :
The death of Christ is of necessity for salvation
precisely because through it, eternal life enters
the realm of death. Thus, Holy Saturday itself is
“the very day of our salvation.” As the icons suggest, Christ enters Hades as Victor, despoiling death. . .
. “The power of the Resurrection is precisely ‘the Power of the Cross,’” of which resurrection is “not only
a consequence, but a fruit.” . . .
Holy Saturday commemorates “the mystery of the resurrecting Cross,” the descent by which, Florovsky
says – citing the synaxarion notice from Matins on Holy Saturday – “called from corruption, our race
passed to life eternal.” “The tree of the Cross is an ‘ever-glorious tree,’ the very Tree of Life…’by which
the lamentation of death is abolished’.” ( On the Tree of the Cross, pp. 115-116)
The church fathers wanted it to be clear that the descent of Christ into Hades
cannot be understood in a historical sense as having happened once in the
past. Christ’s descent into Hades has an eternal dimension and is always true,
thus we too experience the resurrection fully in our own life. When we try to
understand Christ purely historically, that literally fetters our minds so we lose
the cosmic dimension of salvation. And the “hell” that Christ descends into is
not simply a place but is a state of existence which any of us can find ourselves.
To understand the Divine Christ we have to be able to think beyond literal
categories and to see the universe as God sees it.

When you hear that Christ descended into hell in order to deliver the souls dwelling there, do not think
that what happens now is very different. The heart is a tomb and there our thoughts and our intellect are
buried, imprisoned in heavy darkness. And so Christ comes to the souls in hell that call upon Him,
descending, that is to say, into the depths of the heart; and there He commands death to release the
imprisoned souls that call upon Him, for He has power to deliver us. Then, lifting up the heavy stone that
oppresses the soul, and opening the tomb, He resurrects us – for we were truly dead – and releases our
imprisoned soul from its lightless prison. (St Symeon Metaphrastis,THE PHILOKALIA, Kindle Loc. 3413844)

