
2020 Holy Week 

 

Lazarus: The View from the Tomb   ON APRIL 11, 2020   

For we know that Christ being raised from the dead will never 

die again; death no longer has dominion over him.   (Romans 

6:9) 

In Orthodox liturgical practice, the events of Holy Week are set 

into motion by Christ’s raising his good friend Lazarus from the 

dead (John 11:1-45). Holy Week begins with Jesus resurrecting 

one man – it will conclude with the resurrection of Christ 

Himself and the promise that all humans will be raised from 

the dead.  Despite a pious emphasis on the suffering and death 

of the Savior, Holy Week is really about resurrection and giving eternal life to the human race.  Holy 

Week is about the destruction of death – how Jesus Christ triumphs over death.  Better than a 

sentimental piety  which encourages us to inflict suffering on our self to share in Jesus’ agony, the true 

point of Holy Week is salvation and Christ’s victory over Satan, sin and death.  It is a week of rejoicing for 

it means Paradise is open to us.  Let us give thanks to the Lord! 

St Ephrem the Syrian, a great 4th Century hymn writer of the Church, explores the 

raising of Lazarus, Holy Week and the triumphant resurrection of Christ.  By 

referencing meals in this hymn, I think Ephrem is suggesting that every time Christ 

sits down for a meal in the Gospel, it is a sign of the heavenly banquet in God’s 

Kingdom.  Christ came to announce the coming of God’s Kingdom.  Christ reopens 

Paradise – the place where God provided unlimited food for His human creatures. 

“Lazarus died and revived and mingled and sat down to eat. 

Our Lord descended to Sheol and returned. 

He ascended to His heavens and behold He is mingling with the lower [world]. 

Again He mingles with [and] has those who love Him sit down to eat. 

‘More than all who rejoice, I rejoice to have seen Him 

Who has made my lands rejoice and has been lifted up. I escorted Him, 

And I am going to hear His living voice 

When He calls the dead, as He called our dead, ‘Come out!’ 

They will all answer Him and emerge, 

And not a bone will remain in Sheol 

Where [as yet] Lazarus alone has answered Him.” 

(St Ephrem the Syian, HYMNS, p 423) 

Lazarus, the friend of Jesus, may be the only one so far to have heard and responded to Christ’s voice 

calling the dead to come to life.  This situation is about to change, for Ephrem envisions all of us 

responding to Christ’s voice.  No one shall remain in the land of the dead.  Christ empties Sheol/Hades 

and populates heaven with those who for a time had been cut off from their Creator. 
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In another hymn, Ephrem has Death bragging to the people who Jesus 

healed or resurrected – see Jesus crucified?  You though he had power 

over sickness and death, but watch him die on the cross and submit to 

my power.  Note also again the reference to food.  This time however 

Death is salivating over the dead – who he sees as his food who he 

devours. 

“Death peered out from inside his cavern, 

Astonished to see our Lord crucified. 

‘Where are you now, O raiser of the dead? 

Will you be food for me in place of the tasty Lazarus, 

Whose taste I still have in my mouth? 

Let Jairus’s daughter come and see 

This cross of yours; let the widow’s son gaze upon you. 

A tree caught Adam for me, 

Blessed is the cross which has caught the son of David for me!’” 

(SELECT POEMS, p 149) 

What we know when we enter Holy Week is that death is no power at 

all.  Satan and Death may boast about their murdering Christ.  But their 

victory is short lived.  It is a pyrrhic victory for sure.  Death thinks he is 

dragging Christ into his prison, completely humiliated and defeated, in 

order to devour him.  It is Christ who will emerge victorious – 

destroying death and freeing all those in their graves from imprisonment.  In doing this Christ 

established God’s Kingdom and power over every aspect of creation including over death and hell itself. 

If we live, we live to the Lord, and if we die, we die to the Lord; so then, whether we live or whether we 

die, we are the Lord’s. For to this end Christ died and lived again, that he might be Lord both of the dead 

and of the living.  (Romans 14:8-9) 

For I am sure that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor principalities, nor things present, nor things to 

come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us 

from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.  (Romans 8:38-39) 

 

Christ Suffers for the Unrighteous   ON APRIL 12, 2020   

By raising Lazarus from the dead before Thy passion, 

Thou didst confirm the universal resurrection, O Christ God. 

Like the children with the palms of victory, 

we cry out to Thee, O Vanquisher of Death: 

“Hosanna in the highest! 

Blessed is He that comes in the Name of the Lord.” 
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“One particularity of the cycle of pre-paschal texts is their ‘iconographic character.’  Events from the last 

days of Christ’s life are depicted from the perspective of the ‘mystery of salvation’ rather than from a 

historical perspective.  In icons, events that took place at different times are often depicted as parts of a 

single composition.  The holy images do not depict a chain of temporal events but expound the 

soteriological content.  They did not so much describe each of them separately as give meaning to the 

whole.  The same temporal overlapping occurs in the liturgical understanding of the events of sacred 

history.  For example, the service of Palm Sunday speaks of how the 

crowd greeted Christ as a vanquisher of death with palm branches 

even though the victory over death and hell took place later: 

Since you, Immortal One, bound hell, slew death, and raised the 

world, with palms the infants praised you, Christ, as victor, crying out 

to you today, ‘Hosanna to the Son of David.  For no more,’ they say, 

‘will infants be slaughtered because of Mary’s babe, but for all, 

infants and elders, you alone are crucified.’ . . .  Therefore we rejoice 

and say, ‘Blessed  are you who comes to call back Adam.’ 

Already noticeable is the familiar theme of Christ’s suffering for the 

‘unrighteous’ in the service of Palm Sunday…”   (Metropolitan Hilarion Alfeyev, CHRIST THE CONQUEROR 

OF HELL, p 185) 

 

Holy Monday and the End of Time   ON APRIL 13, 2020   

Theodoret of Cyrus, writing in the 5th Century, thought that the warnings of St 

Paul about the sin-filled and tumultuous last days were actually fulfilled in the 5th 

Century.  He thought Paul’s admonitions were a perfect description of his own 

time.  I’m guessing many people today would feel the same as Theodoret – the 

problems of the last days are upon us.  Some today might think what age could 

possibly be more like Paul’s description than the current age?   But then, we would 

discover that every generation has thought that.  We all seem to believe there was 

some glorious age in the distant past, and things have gotten steadily worse since 

then.  But when we read ancient writers we realize they thought of their era exactly 

as we see ours.  In every generation there are people who think their time is the worst of all possible 

worlds.  Theoderet writes: 

“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 that God, bearing the semblance of piety, but denying its 

efficacy’ (2 Timothy 3:1-5). 
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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 

in us all the other vices the divine apostle cited.” 

(COMMENTARY ON THE LETTERS OF ST PAUL Vol 2, 

pp 243-244) 

Hard to imagine that there was an age which was more attached to money or enslaved 

to passions than our own.  With Theodoret, we probably can also claim that all the 

vices St Paul mentions are commonplace in the modern world.  What is the opposite 

of attachment to money and enslavement to one’s own passions?  Love for neighbor 

and love for God.  The Covid-19 crisis gives opportunity to many to think and care for 

others, rather than being self-centered and engaged only in self-preservation.  There 

are no Christian virtues to be found in hoarding, greed, self-preservation and 

indifference. 

 

Holy Tuesday (2020)   ON APRIL 14, 2020 BY FR. TEDIN UNCATEGORIZEDEDIT 

“… I turn my prayer to you, the Father of my Bridegroom, and beseech you to take 

pity at last on my love and send him, so that he will no longer speak to me 

through his servants, whether angels or prophets, but will himself come in season 

and ‘kiss me with the kisses of his mouth,’ which is to say, that he would pour his 

words into my mouth  and I would hear him speaking and see him 

teaching.”   (Origen, SPIRIT AND FIRE, p 150) 

In Holy Week, we would normally do the service of Bridegroom Matins in which 

we contemplate the second coming of Christ.  We anticipate that Christ is to 

come again, but the timing of His return remains a mystery to us.  Every year during Holy Week, we 

remind ourselves of the promise and also of the fact that it is not yet fulfilled.  In the above quote from 

Origen, we see how he understood the Bridegroom.  Origen in the 3rd Century is not afraid of Christ’s 

coming again.  He doesn’t focus on an impending judgment as a negative but rather on the fact that 

Christ comes again so that we can “hear him speaking and see him teaching.”  Christ comes again not to 

threaten but as Origen writes to “pour his words into my mouth.”   Origen emphasizes something that St 

Paul also focused on – no longer will God speak to us through intermediaries, though angels and 

prophets, for now God will speak directly to us in Christ. 

But this is the covenant which I will make with the house of Israel after those days, says the LORD: I will 

put my law within them, and I will write it upon their hearts; and I will be their God, and they shall be my 

people. And no longer shall each man teach his neighbor and each his brother, saying, ‘Know the LORD,’ 

for they shall all know me, from the least of them to the greatest, says the LORD; for I will forgive their 

iniquity, and I will remember their sin no more.”  (Jeremiah 31:33-34; see also Hebrews 8:10-11) 
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This idea that God desires to communicate directly with each of  us, rather than through intermediaries 

is described quite well in Fr John Jillions book, DIVINE GUIDANCE in which he writes a brief commentary 

on 1 Corinthians.  Origen didn’t make up the idea but builds upon the teaching of St Paul. 

In Holy Week, we also read the Book of Job.  We see in this Prophet that 

even those chose to do God’s will may suffer.  In Holy Week, we 

contemplate what it is to do God’s will even in the face of suffering.  We 

are in Holy Week having revealed to us who Jesus Christ is, and how He 

reveals God’s love to us. St John Chrysostom in one of his many sermons 

which was recorded and came down to us through the centuries says: 

“The repeated bodily infirmities suffered by the Saints and the many 

temptations to which they were subjected should convince us that they 

were persons like us, advancing not through their own power, but 

through the grace of God.  But the fact that they suffered by the laws of 

human nature prevented them from being treated by those around them as something other than 

normal humans, whose examples might be followed by other mortals. 

The afflictions of the Saints also served to contradict those who claimed 

that their service to God was motivated by a promise of earthly 

prosperity.  The experience of Job demonstrates this.  The devil insinuated 

that Job was a paragon of virtue because he wished to regain the great 

wealth and happiness he and his family enjoyed.  God then stripped Job of 

his belongings and subjected him to the most grievous disease and 

sorrow.  Then He responded to the devil: ‘Job yet holds fast to his 

integrity.’  Because the saints desired only to serve God, that service – in the midst of all travail – was 

reward enough. 

When Job was surrounded by wealth, the depth of his virtue was not easily seen by 

man.  But when, like the wrestler who is stripped of his garment, Job came naked to 

the conflict of piety, he astonished all who saw him, so that the very theater of 

angels shouted at beholding his fortitude of soul, and applauded as Job won his 

crown!  He was not so well seen by men when clad in all his wealth.  But when the 

wealth was lost, all could see and admire the vigor of his soul.”    (AFFLICTIONS OF 

MAN) 

Jesus Christ did not come into the world to claim wealth, power or a worldly 

kingdom.  Holy Week should give every Christian in America pause – time to reflect 

on Christian, godly values.  Christ came into the world to love us, not to live luxuriantly.  We have to 

decide who or what do we live for?  If Christ, then what values should guide us?  It is not wealth or 

prosperity which measures or determines righteousness.  It is not ease of life which determines 

blessedness.  We are to be united to Christ and follow Him wherever He leads us. 

 

Holy Wednesday (2020) 

ON APRIL 15, 2020   
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Say to them, As I live, says the Lord GOD, I have no pleasure in the death of the wicked, but that the 

wicked turn from his way and live; turn back, turn back from your evil ways; for why will you die, O house 

of Israel? And you, son of man, say to your people, The righteousness of the righteous shall not deliver 

him when he transgresses; and as for the wickedness of the wicked, he shall not fall by it when he turns 

from his wickedness; and the righteous shall not be able to live by his righteousness when he sins. 

Though I say to the righteous that he shall surely live, yet if he trusts in his 

righteousness and commits iniquity, none of his righteous deeds shall be 

remembered; but in the iniquity that he has committed he shall die. Again, 

though I say to the wicked, ‘You shall surely die,’ yet if he turns from his sin and 

does what is lawful and right, if the wicked restores the pledge, gives back what 

he has taken by robbery, and walks in the statutes of life, committing no 

iniquity; he shall surely live, he shall not die. None of the sins that he has 

committed shall be remembered against him; he has done what is lawful and 

right, he shall surely live.  (Ezekiel 33:11-16) 

During Holy Week, we Orthodox read a great deal of Scripture including a few passages from 

the Prophet Ezekiel.  Because of the Prophet’s visions, The Book of Ezekiel has a strong mystical tone to 

it.  We read it during Holy Week to remind us of the mystical nature of the events to which the Gospel 

bears witness.  The man being led to slaughter on the cross is God.  He is allowing Himself to be tried, 

beaten and crucified, for our salvation.  That is the part of Holy Week we might sometimes lose sight 

of.  Each of the events of Christ’s life, including his arrest, imprisonment, torture and crucifixion are 

done for our salvation.  That is what we should be thinking about all week.  The proper response to 

God’s accomplishing our salvation is thanksgiving – Eucharist.  Holy Week thus culminates in the Last 

Supper and liturgically with the Divine Liturgies we celebrate on Holy Thursday and Saturday as well as 

at Pascha. 

The fact that Ezekiel offers a mystical message means it requires some 

interpretation.  Sometimes in the stories of the desert fathers we read in the 

events of the story an explication of some aspect of Scripture.  Here is a story 

from the monk John Colobos which really illustrates Ezekiel 33.   The Monk John 

is sent to visit a wealthy, young woman who had been a pious Christian but who 

(as was common in that age) had male ‘handlers’ who turned her to prostitution 

and her home into a brothel.  The monks at a monastery are heartbroken by this turn of events and ask 

John to try to convince her to leave that sinful way of life and return to God.  Abba John visits the old 

friend of the monastery in the brothel where she now lives. 

   “Abba John began to weep bitterly, so she said to him: ‘Abba, why are you weeping?’  Raising his head, 

he bent over again weeping and said to her: ‘I see that Satan is laughing in your face ; am I not to weep?’ 

On hearing this she said to him: ‘Is there repentance, Abba?’  ‘Yes, there is’ he said to her, and she said to 

him: ‘Take me wherever you like.’  ‘Let us go,’ he said to her; she got up to follow him.  Abba John noted 

that she gave no instructions or said anything about her house and he was amazed.  It was late when the 

arrived at the desert.  Making something like a small pillow of sand for her, he made the sign of the cross 

and said to her: ‘Sleep here.’  He made one for himself a little distance away, offered his customary 

prayers and lay down.  Waking around midnight, he saw something like a path of light fixed from heaven 
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to her and he beheld the angels of God taking up her soul.  Getting 

up, he went and nudged her with his foot. 

 Seeing that she had died, he flung himself face down, beseeching 

God, and he heard that her one hour of repentance had been 

accepted ahead of the repentance of many who take their time and 

do not demonstrate the ardor of such repentance.”  (GIVE ME A 

WORD, p 141) 

Abba John in the end wondered what happened 

to the woman in death – and he is shown that her repentance was accepted.  Like with 

the Wise Thief, she didn’t need a lifetime to show she had repented – she was able to 

show God her change of heart in a single moment.  Her story shows exactly what God 

said in Ezekiel 33. 

As we continue through Holy Week in this year in which the coronavirus has caused 

most parishes to cancel their services, we can think about repentance and how God 

opens a door to us – no matter how long and hard and frequently we have sinned, God 

will accept our repentance as soon as we offer it to him. 

And since the usual Holy Week schedule of services aren’t available for most Orthodox 

in America this year, I think it is a good year for us to consider the Liturgical Theology 

behind the services and to realize that though the way we do Holy Week now is beloved by some 

Orthodox, it is not the most ancient order of services.  Many things have been changed liturgically in 

recent centuries, and this year we especially have time to think about how we might do the 

services.  Paul Harrilchak in his book THE LITURGY offers a comment about how the way we are doing 

Holy Week nowadays is not even what the Typikon requires.  He writes: 

“The Typikon does not condone serving Vespers – evening prayer – with the Divine Liturgy (the Nativity, 

Theophany, Holy Friday, Pascha) at 10 in the morning.  It knows nothing about the Rite of Forgiveness on 

the eve of the Great Forty Days. 

The Typikon is not behind the ubiquitous topsy-turvy scheduling for divine 

services in the Great and Holy Week –  Vespers (prayer at sundown) in the 

morning, Matins (prayer at sunrise) in the evening (so-called serving ‘by 

anticipation’).  It knows nothing of the Holy Wednesday Anointing Rite the 

Greeks have introduced to replace Lenten Confession.  And as for Paschal 

Matins on the Great Day, the Typikon knows nothing about it at 

midnight.  ‘Ob case utrennem‘  [in Slavonic] – in the morning hour – is 

when the Typikon wants the assistant ecclesiarch to toll the bell, light the 

lamps and fire up the censer.  In the Holy Week a thousand years ago the 

Great Church fit her rather sober anamnesis or remembrance of the Lord’s Passion into the framework of 

Vespers and Matins.  Rites have gotten a tad more complex – there is poetry galore, some new rites, and 

redundant readings – but the pattern in the Typikon is basically the same.  For example, on Holy Friday, 

the Typikon directs us to remember the Cross of the Lord, his Unnailing, his Descent from the Cross, not 

at 3 in the afternoon as many do here linking things to the time of day mentioned in the Gospels, but 

with Vespers at sundown. 
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Then on the next morning, Holy Saturday – absent any 

dissonance – the Typikon invites us to sing Matins as the 

funeral and burial of the Lord (something one sees more 

readily in Greek practice than in the Slavic inasmuch as the 

Greeks ‘bury’ the epitaphios in the altar after the 

procession.  Then, that evening , the Typikon, would gather us 

to celebrate the Resurrection of the Lord with Vespers (and 

Baptism) and the Divine Liturgy of St Basil… Resurrection 

Matins and a second Paschal Liturgy take place on Sunday 

morning. 

Restoring the ancient regimen buried in the Typikon would serve Renewal, enabling more people to 

participate in and benefit  from the divine services of the Great 

and Holy Week.”  (THE LITURGY p 254) 

Over the centuries there was a huge change in liturgical thinking 

which affected Orthodox services.  Whereas the ancient 

Orthodox fit all liturgical celebrations into the daily pattern of 

Matins (morning/sunrise prayer) and Vespers (evening/sunset 

prayer), as the centuries pass, there is a temptation to turn the 

events of Holy Week into a passion play.  This caused the 

Orthodox to want to re-enact events in Christ’s life which 

pressured the people to remember the various activities in 

Christ’s life at the time of day they actually happened rather 

than fitting all those events into the daily cycle of morning and evening prayer.  The Typikon at least 

according to Harrilchak still reflects this more ancient pattern of thinking, but it is not what is being 

followed today.  In his book, he advocates a return to the more ancient practice as he believes it would 

help our evangelical mission.  I agree with him. 

There are several Orthodox liturgical scholars who also agree and have 

pointed out that the rubrics for Holy Week services are neither according 

to the Typikon nor necessarily representing the best of liturgical 

theology.  They have, unfortunately, become thought of by many 

Orthodoxy as being written in concrete and so believed they can’t be 

changed.  History tells us they have changed over time and in recent 

years – the services as they are currently being done represent relatively 

recent changes in rubrics.   If Orthodoxy had the ability, it would be a 

good year to consider Typikon and rubrics and think about how they help 

us carry our our evangelical mission to proclaim the Gospel to the 

world.  What helps us best proclaim the Gospel to the modern world? 

 

Holy Thursday (2020) 

ON APRIL 16, 2020   
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For I received from the Lord that which I also delivered to you: that the Lord Jesus on the same night in 

which He was betrayed took bread; and when He had given thanks, He broke it and said, “Take, eat; this 

is My body which is broken for you; do this in remembrance of Me.”  In the same manner He also took 

the cup after supper, saying, “This cup is the new covenant in My blood. This do, as often as you drink it, 

in remembrance of Me.”  For as often as you eat this bread and drink this cup, you proclaim the Lord’s 

death till He comes.  (1 Corinthians 11:23-26) 

During Holy Week, as we contemplate the fearful 

condemnation and death of  the Lord Jesus. we also 

commemorate Christ establishing the Eucharist at the 

Mystical Supper.  In the midst of the week in which we 

commemorate the crucifixion of our Savior, we have Jesus 

giving thanks to God – Eucharist.  Jesus sets the tone of the 

week for us.  Central to the week is our offering thanksgiving 

to God for our salvation.  We come to see that the actual 

physical events of the Last Supper are important because they have a deeper, spiritual meaning for 

us.  In this last meal of Jesus, we enter into communion with our God.  The entirety of Holy Week is 

about our salvation – our being united to God –  and our reaction to it, namely, thanksgiving.  We come 

to realize this meal, like every meal with Christ, has everything to do with the Kingdom of God being not 

only revealed to us, but given to us as gift.  Fr Alexander Schmemann waxes eloquently on this as it is so 

central to his liturgical theology: 

“To be sure, the world was given to him [Adam] by God as ‘food’ – as means of life; yet life was meant to 

be communion with God; it had not only its end but its full content in Him.  ‘In Him was Life and the Life 

was the light of man‘ (John 1:4). The world and food were thus created as means of communion with 

God, and only if accepted for God’s sake were to give life.  In itself food has no life and cannot give 

life.  Only God has Life and is Life.  In food itself God – and not calories – was the principle of life.  Thus to 

eat, to be alive, to know God and be in communion with Him were one and the same thing.  The 

unfathomable tragedy of Adam is that he ate for its own sake. 

More than that, he ate ‘apart’ from God in order to be 

independent of Him.  And if he did it, it is because he believed that 

food had life in itself and that he, by partaking of that food, could 

be like God, i.e., have life in himself.  To put it very simply: 

he believed in food, whereas the only object of belief, of faith, of 

dependence is God and God alone.  World, food, became his gods, 

the sources and principles of his life.  He became their 

slave. Adam – in Hebrew – means ‘man.’  It is my name, our 

common name.  Man is still Adam, still the slave of ‘food.’  He may 

claim that he believes in God but God is not his life, his food, the all-embracing content of his 

existence.  he may claim that he receives his life from God but he doesn’t live in God and for God.  His 

science, his experience, his self-consciousness are all built on that same principle: ‘by bread alone‘ 

(Deuteronomy 8:3; Luke 4:4).  We eat in order to be alive but we are not alive in God.  This is the sin of all 

sins.  This is the verdict of death pronounced on our life. 

  

https://www.oca.org/orthodoxy/the-orthodox-faith/worship/the-church-year/holy-week
https://www.oca.org/orthodoxy/the-orthodox-faith/worship/the-sacraments/holy-eucharist
https://www.oca.org/orthodoxy/the-orthodox-faith/worship/the-church-year/holy-thursday
https://www.oca.org/orthodoxy/the-orthodox-faith/worship/the-church-year/holy-thursday
https://www.svots.edu/fr-alexander-schmemann
https://orthodoxwiki.org/Adam_and_Eve


Christ is the New Adam.  He comes to repair the damage inflicted on life by 

Adam, to restore man to true life, and thus He also begins with 

fasting.  ‘When He had fasted forty days and forty nights, He became hungry‘ 

(Matt 4:2).  Hunger is that state in which we realize our dependence on 

something else – when we urgently and essentially need food – showing thus 

that we have no life in ourselves. ”  (GREAT LENT, p 94-95) 

Orthodox theologian Christos Yannaras continues reflecting on 

the role of food in our relationship with our Creator and 

Savior. 

“In the Eucharist we receive our food, the basis of our life.  We 

receive it as bread and wine, as food that is representative and 

inclusive of every kind of nourishment sustaining human 

life.  This receiving, however, is effected only as eucharistic 

communion.  We attempt to experience the basic requirement 

of our life (the taking of food) not as an individual need but as a demand for communion – not in 

conformity with the urge of self-preservation but choosing to share the basic requirement of our life: we 

undertake to transform the natural necessity for preserving our existence into the act of communion or 

sharing (an event of freedom). 

This undertaking, within the context of the eucharistic meal, is not a moral aim, nor is it  simply a matter 

of intellectual resolve.  It is an imaging, in the biblical sense of the word, where image means glory, that 

is, the manifestation of an ontological reality.  . . . 

This ontological reality is constituted on the basis of, and is 

manifested (imaged, with the biblical sense of the image) 

in the fact of, the Eucharist.  The bread and wine are 

transformed into Christ’s body and blood, not because 

some supernatural power intervenes and violates the laws 

of nature, ‘transubstantiating’ the bread and the wine, but 

because the participants in the meal share the 

presupposition of their life (food and wine) as a repetition 

of Christ’s self-emptying.  In receiving the bread and the wine, the participants in the meal realize, with 

the prerequisites of their human nature, the relationship that the Son has with the Father: existence as 

loving communion, life as renunciation of any demand for self-enclosed existence.  And ‘the conditions of 

nature are overcome’: communion of the bread and wine is a sharing in the flesh and blood of Christ, in 

the mode of existence that constitutes the Church.”  (AGAINST RELIGION, pp 71-72, 78) 

 

The Cross: The Giver of Life 

ON APRIL 17, 2020   

“And likewise the other apostles accepted many kinds of death because of 

their fervent desire that men should receive life. 
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But the sum of all is that God the Lord surrendered His own Son to death on the Cross for the fervent love 

of creation.  ‘For God so loved the world, that He have His only begotten Son over to death for its sake‘ 

(Cf. John 3:16).  This was not, however, because he could not have redeemed us in another way, but so 

that His surpassing love, manifested hereby, might be a teacher unto us. 

And by the death of His only-begotten He made us near to Himself.  Yea, if He 

had had anything more precious, He would have given it to us, so that by it our 

race might be His own.  Because of His great love for us it was not His pleasure 

to do violence to our freedom (although He is able to do so).  He chose that we 

should draw near to Him by the love of our understanding.  For the sake of His 

love for us and in obedience to His Father, Christ joyfully took upon Himself 

insult and sorrow, as Scriptures says, ‘For the joy that was set before Him He 

endured the Cross, despising the shame‘ (Hebrews 12:2). 

For this same reason the Lord 

said on the night in which He 

was betrayed, ‘This is My body which is given for the 

world for life, and this is My blood which is shed for 

many for the remission of sins‘ (Cf. Matt 

26:26,28).  And again He said for our sakes, ‘I sanctify 

Myself‘ (John 17:19).  In like manner, when the saints 

become perfect, they all attain to this perfection, and 

by the superabundant outpouring of their love and 

compassion upon all men they resemble God.  The 

saints seek for themselves the sign of complete likeness to God: to be perfect in 

the love of their neighbor.”  (St Isaac the Syrian, THE ASCETICAL HOMILIES, pp 

345-346) 

One of the lessons of Holy Week is as St Isaac states it is that Christ dies on the 

cross to reveal to us God’s love for us.  “For God so loved the world that he gave 

his only Son, that whoever believes in him should not perish but have eternal 

life” (John 3:16).  Christ does not die on the cross because we Christians are so 

good, holy and squeaky clean that God in His justice must save us.   “But God 

shows his love for us in that while we were yet sinners Christ died for us” 

(Romans 5:8).   Christians are sinners who know they need God’s forgiveness 

and love. 

During Lent and Holy Week we read at least portions of Genesis and Exodus.  Did 

we see in these stories that our spiritual ancestors were all faithful and 

perfect?  No.  The whole narrative about the Passover and Exodus is also based in 

God’s love, not Israel’s faithfulness.  In fact, Israel shows herself to be a whore 

(see for example Ezekiel 16) – that is her history.  Think about Israel’s rebellion in 

the desert in which they turned away from God and wanted idols instead – and 

this after seeing all of God’s miracles and power!  God loves her anyway.  All of 

the imagery about God and Israel being married in the Old Testament considers this point.  The entire 

message of the Old Testament is about God acting in love in choosing Israel.  It was never because Israel 
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was holy, great, powerful, faithful.  All that we read in the Old Testament shows us they were not 

faithful.   God worked to love His world anyway.   That is the Christian message during Holy Week.  God 

doesn’t save us because we have perfect rubrics or do long services or because we are better than any 

other people on earth.  God is love and acts in love toward the world.  Holy Week is the greatest sign 

that God loves us and wishes us to be united to Him.  And we see all of this so clearly when in the end – 

when our Lord and Savior is dying on the cross – all His disciples abandon Him to die alone.  Christ rises 

from the dead and destroys death anyway.  Christ gives eternal life to the world because God loves us, 

not because we are so good, perfect and faithful.  There is the message of Holy Week. 

 

Holy Saturday (2020)   ON APRIL 18, 2020   

“The Descent of Christ to Sheol, the abode of the dead, is only alluded to in the 

New Testament (notably 1 Peter 3:20, especially in the Syriac translation), but it 

soon became a theme of central importance for Syriac and Eastern 

Christianity.  Whereas the incarnation describes the entry of God the Word into 

historical time and geographical space, the Descent into Sheol describes His entry 

into sacred time and sacred space, thus indicating that the salvation brought 

about by the incarnation is not limited by the particularity of historical time and 

geographical place, but is effective at all times and in all places.  As the Descent 

Christ, the Second Adam (cf 1 Cor 15;47), is understood as rescuing the First 

Adam (humanity) from the grip of Death and Satan.”  (Sebastian 

Brock, TREASURE-HOUSE OF MYSTERIES,  pp 229-230) 

Professor Peter Bounteneff of St Vladimir’s Seminary 

comments: 

“The classical icon of Christ’s descent into Hades is evocative of 

much of this.  The ‘Easter icon,’ as it’s often called, shows him 

standing on the gates of hell which he broke down.  Around the 

shattered doors are dozens of broken locks.  Surrounded by 

others whom he saves, he pulls Adam and Eve (representing all 

of fallen humanity) out of the imprisonment of Hades (representing death). 

When Christ, the God-man, becomes sin and enters death, they cease 

to be what they were.  The are no longer final, they no longer reign 

over us.  Their power is gone.  Jesus’s death completes God’s entry into 

the full extent of our vulnerability, our susceptibility, our 

imprisonment.  There’s nowhere lower he could go, no further depth he 

could have penetrated.  The greatest abyss, the deepest darkness is 

now filled with the true Light.  Darkness, captivity, and sin have lost 

any power they might have had over us.  All is light. 

All we have to do is prefer the light.  That means letting it engulf us, 

illumine us, expose us for everything we’ve done and for what we 
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are.  It means surrendering, as sinners, to God’s mercy and love.”    (HOW TO BE A SINNER, pp 152-154) 

And in ancient Christianity Baptism was often called illumination or enlightenment.  Holy Saturday was 

one occasion on which Baptisms were done.  There was proclaimed a close connection between Christ’s 

resurrection from the dead and our own baptism in which we die and rise with Christ.  Roman Catholic 

scholar Jean Danielou says: 

“As Noah had overcome ‘the sea of death’ in which sinful humanity 

has been wiped out, and came forth the victor, so the newly baptized 

goes down into the baptismal font to attack the sea dragon in mortal 

combat, and comes out the victor. 

This aspect of the baptismal rite comes up frequently in early 

Christianity.  Between the Flood and Baptism a place must be found 

for the descent of Christ into Hell, that is into the domain of the sea 

dragon.  It is here that we come to the complete fulfilment of the 

Mystery of the Flood. Christ, the new Noah, goes down into the 

torrent of death, and comes forth victorious, the first born 

of the new creation.  Baptism, as St Paul tells us, is a 

sacramental representation of the death ad resurrection of 

Christ. 

The means of salvation is the ark, which later tradition will 

understand either as the cross of Christ, if considering the 

descent into hell, or the Church, if considering 

Baptism.”  (FROM SHADOW TO REALITY,  pp 80-81) 
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