HOLY WEEK AND PASCHA – A REFLECTION

Reverend Father,

Dear Brothers and Sisters in Christ, 

In the Orthodox Church there are many feast days, many holidays. There’s Christmas, the Birth of Our Lord Jesus Christ, His Presentation in the Temple, His Baptism, His Transfiguration, and many more events that happened throughout His Life on Earth. However, the most important time in His Life (and for the salvation of the world) is His Entrance into Jerusalem, until His Death, Entombment, and Resurrection. Before His Entrance, Christ goes to Bethany, where His friend Lazarus had died. On the fourth day of Lazarus’ death, Jesus arrives and is met by Lazarus’ sisters (Martha and Mary). They both ask Him why He did not come sooner. They took comfort in the fact that they would see him again at the Second Coming. Christ, however, told them that “I Am the Resurrection and the Life…” and resurrected Lazarus. This astonished the people around the tomb, and fuelled the bitterness to Christ from His enemies. 

The next day, we celebrate the Triumphant Entry into Jerusalem by Christ. Zechariah had prophesied the entrance of the Messiah into Jerusalem, saying: “Rejoice greatly…O daughter of Jerusalem; behold, the King comes unto Thee; he is just, and having salvation; lowly, and riding upon a donkey.” (Zech. 9:9) The main road leading to Jerusalem was covered with palm trees. The multitudes, with palm branches in their hands, spread their cloaks on the road as a show of respect, crying out, “Hosanna to the Son of David, blessed is He that comes in the name of the Lord.” All the actions and words of the people and of Christ had a Messianic meaning readily recognised by the Jews of that time. As usual, Christ went immediately to the Temple, where He prayed and taught. That evening He departed for Bethany. In Church, we distribute Palm branches to call to mind this great event at the beginning of Holy Week. 

On Palm Sunday evening, the Church begins more sombre services. The Nymphios or Bridegroom services are sung starting today, and finishing on Holy Tuesday. We call them Bridegroom services since we sing a hymn every night that begins with, “Behold the Bridegroom comes in the midst of the night….” Christ is called the Bridegroom of the Church, since He sacrificed Himself for the Church. The first night, we commemorate the blessed and noble Joseph. Joseph is from the Old Testament, and his life is an example for all Christians. Joseph’s brothers sold him to the Egyptians; however, he became the Pharaoh’s chief advisor. When he saw his brothers again, he didn’t hold hatred against them; he forgave all of them for the awful things they had done to him. Also, we commemorate the cursing of the fig tree. The cursing of the fig tree is symbolic of the many people who claim ethical and religious identity, but who in reality have empty lives that yield no fruit. 

On Holy Monday night, we commemorate the parable of the 10 virgins. The parable of the Ten Virgins is developed around the theme of the Bridegroom: “Why are Thou heedless, O my soul?…Work most diligently with the talent which has been confided to thee; both watch and pray.” The hymnologist reminds us, "I do not possess a torch aflame with virtue, and the foolish virgin I imitate when it is the time for action"; and, "Into the splendour of Thy saints, how can I, who am unholy, enter?" The exhortation is given: "Come Ye faithful, let us work earnestly for the Master . . . increase our talent of grace ... Wisdom through good works". 

On Holy Tuesday, we commemorate the washing of the feet of Christ by the sinful woman. Some people say that sinful woman was Mary Magdalene, or Kassiani. This is false. Kassiani was a nun, and the one who wrote the hymn; Mary Magdalene had evil spirits in her. The sinful woman’s identity is not known, since they wanted to shield her from the shame she would face. The sinful woman came into the house of Simon (the leper) and anointed his feet with myrrh, washed his feet with her tears, and scrubbed them with her hair. This shows the humility and repentance this woman had for her past sins. The hymn begins: “The woman who had fallen into many sins recognised thy Godhead, O Lord; Woe to me, she said; receive the sources of my tears, O Thou who does gather into clouds the water of the sea. Who can trace out the multitude of my sins and the abyss of my misdeeds? "O Thou whose mercy is unbounded". This woman should be an example for all of us, since she repented to God. That’s why we should confess our sins and, therefore, be closer to God. 

On Holy Wednesday, we have two great services. The first one takes place in the afternoon. This is the Sacrament of Holy Unction. We read seven Epistles, Gospels, and Prayers for the blessing of Holy Oil. We keep this oil for the whole year (and even longer), and we use it when we are bodily or spiritually sick. Holy Unction is one of the seven Sacraments of the Church, and it has its origin in the practice of the early Church as recorded in the Epistle of James (5:14-15). At night, we chant the Service of the Niptiros (or the Washing of Feet). The Holy Fathers, who had well-ordained things, handed down to us successively from the Holy Apostles and the Sacred Gospels to celebrate four Events that night: the washing of the disciples' feet, the institution of the Holy Eucharist, the Prayer at Gethsemane, and the betrayal. These four events are very important, since the Church receives Christ’s Body and Blood; Christ points out His betrayer; He institutes the New Commandment (love your neighbour as yourself); He prayed at Gethsemane; and finally was betrayed by Judas with a kiss. 

On Holy Thursday morning, we continue commemorating yesterday’s events, and something unique is done. The Priest normally prepares one Amnos (the body of Christ for Communion). Today, though, he prepares a second Amnos to keep throughout the whole year. Whenever people call the priest to commune them (in times of urgency), the Priest uses this Amnos.

On Holy Thursday night, we remember the trials of Our Lord, the scourgings, the buffetings, His Crucifixion and His Death. Christ became incarnate because, "God so loved the world, that He gave His Only-Begotten Son that whosoever believes in him should not perish, but have everlasting life. "You ransomed us from the curse of the law by Your Precious Blood," as the dismissal hymn proclaims. We read 12 Gospels that night, and deals with Christ talking to His Disciples, His Prayer and Betrayal, His Trials, and His Crucifixion and Death. This service is long, but its content is dramatic and deeply moving for the devout Christian. Participation in the prayers and the historical sequence of the events, as related in the Gospels and hymns, provides a vivid foundation for the great events yet to come. The hymn that is usually associated with this night is, “Today is hung upon the Tree, He Who did hang the land in the midst of the waters. A Crown of thorns crowns Him Who is King of Angels. He is wrapped about with the purple of mockery Who wrapped the Heavens with clouds. He received buffetings Who freed Adam in Jordan. He was transfixed with nails Who is the Bridegroom of the Church. He was pierced with a spear Who is the Son of the Virgin. We worship Thy Passion, O Christ. Show also unto us Thy glorious Resurrection.”

Holy Friday has three services. The first one is the Royal Hours, calling to mind all the events that happened to Christ. The second service is vespers, the Apokathelosis. This is when the Priest takes the body of Christ off the Cross and takes the Epitaphion (an icon of the Lamentations) to the Koubouklion decorated with flowers. People come and venerate the icon of the Lamentations and think about the events that have taken place. At night, The entire congregation joins in singing the, three parts of the "Hymns of Praise" (there are approximately 300 hymns, but only a few are sung). After these hymns are sung, the priest sprinkles the Epitaphion and the whole congregation with fragrant water. There is a simultaneous praise of both the Crucifixion and Resurrection of Christ with their purpose of the redemption of man. We no longer lament the sufferings of the Crucified One; we now lament chiefly for our own sins because we are far from God. So these services should have a rather personal meaning of repentance and of strong faith in God. Christians observe Good Friday with fasting, prayer, cleanliness, self-examination, confession and good works, in humility and, repentance so that the Grace of the Cross might descend upon them. 

Holy Saturday morning is a Liturgy with the anticipation of the Resurrection. At night, we gather at the Church and wait to hear the exclamation, “Christ is risen!” The Pascal Liturgy is celebrated, and the Homily of St. John Chrysostom is read. We see that Christ has risen from the dead, conquering death by His death, and bestowing life to those in the tombs.
The Resurrection of Christ strengthens and illumines our beliefs; this is our being. It is not only a belief in an historical fact, which took place in a certain place and time, but it is marvellous in its nature. The goal of a member of the Church is to keep his faith living and working in his everyday life and relations with others. The Christian will be recognised and identified as the friend and disciple of Jesus Christ. His beliefs will be like the flag, which flies from the top of the centremost of his own ship, sailing to its divine destiny. The flag's inscription bears the assurance that “Christ is Risen, Indeed.” To Christ be the glory and the power from all Ages to all ages. Amen.

