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“On Holy and Great Friday we remember the holy, saving and dread Sufferings of our Lord and God and Saviour, Jesus Christ: the spittings, the blows, the buffetings, the outrages, the mockings, the purple cloak, the reed, the sponge, the vinegar, the nails, the lance and above all the Cross and death, which he accepted willingly for our sake; but also the saving confession on the cross of the Good Thief, crucified with him.” 

As we prepare for Holy Week, the Eastern Christian tradition has many beautiful prayers to nourish our meditation.

The major Good Friday Service in the eastern Churches (Catholic and Orthodox) is that of Matins. It consists, besides the customary Psalms, of twelve Gospel readings covering the entire Passion, each followed by ancient Antiphons and verses.

Beginning with the Last Supper, we find that western commentaries tend now to be ambiguous about Judas’ motives for betraying His Master, whereas the traditional prayers draw a strict lesson against the dangers of avarice. 

“The glorious disciples were illumined at the Supper during the washing of feet, but  ungodly Judas was darkened by the disease of avarice; and to lawless judges he delivered You, the righteous Judge. O lover of money, see how for money’s sake he hanged himself. Flee from the greed which dared such things against the Master. O You who are good to all, Lord, glory to You.”   (Tropar)

No excuses are offered for Judas’ treachery. His condemnation is unconditional.

“Today Judas forsakes the Teacher and accepts the devil; he is blinded by the passion of avarice, he falls, darkened, from the Light; for how could he see, he who sold the Lamp for thirty pieces of silver? But He who suffered for the world has shone upon us as the dawn. To Him let us cry, ‘You who suffered for and suffered with mankind, glory to you!’

Such prayers realistically address the temptations to which fallen human beings are exposed. Career success or the acquisition of wealth often suggest the compromise of one’s Christian principles, and some limited collaboration with evil. Faithfulness to Christ is likely to require the renunciation of material gain.

There is an attempt to plumb the motives of Judas – was it jealousy or hurt pride which turned him against his Redeemer? This questioning itself takes on the air of a reproach.

What was it, Judas, that led you to betray the Saviour? Did He expel you from the company of the Apostles? Did he deprive you of the gift of healings? When You were at supper with the others, did He drive you from the table? When he washed the others’ feet, did he despise yours? Oh, how many are the blessings you have forgotten! You are condemned for your ingratitude, while his measureless long-suffering and great mercy are proclaimed to all.”

Jesus’ trial before Pilate is described in the following Antiphons. The Greek prayers are full of pathos. They delight in parallel but starkly contrasting phrases, one piled upon another. The soldiers mock and beat Christ:

“The Creator is struck on the face, and all Creation quakes because of this outrage against Him. By His own consent He is smitten with a reed, and the heavens are shaken. The Judge is spat upon, and all the foundations of the earth are moved.

“God who has adorned the whole earth with flowers is crowned with thorns; He is scourged, and patiently He endures mockery and wears the purple robe of disgrace. All these things He who is God accepts and suffers in His flesh”  

In the scene of the Ecce Homo, Pilate presents the scourged Saviour to the crowd, hoping that they will now agree to spare Him. There is a strong emphasis on the cosmic phenomena that accompanied the crucifixion – a sign that Nature Herself revolts at what wicked mankind is perpetrating.

“He who wraps himself in light as a garment, stood naked for judgement.  On His cheek He accepted blows from the hands of those whom He had fashioned. The lawless people nailed to the Cross the Lord of glory. The veil of the Temple was then rent in two; the sun grew dark, unable to endure seeing such outrage done to God, before whom all things tremble. Let us worship Him.”

However, the chief priests and scribes are eager to bring about his condemnation. They demand the release of Barabbas, and want Jesus put to death:

“Let him be crucified, they cried, those who ever enjoyed your gifts of grace, and instead of a benefactor, the murderers of the just asked to receive a malefactor; but, O Christ, you were silent, bearing their impudence, as you willed to suffer and to save us, for you love mankind.”

One prayer is very similar to the western rite Reproaches, sung during the afternoon Liturgy of the Lord’s Passion. Israel has rejected its Messiah, and will now be superseded by the Gentiles, the nations who accept Christ.

“Thus says the Lord to the Jews, ‘ O My people, what have I done to you? How have I wearied you? I gave light to your blind, I cleansed your lepers, I raised up the man who lay upon his bed. My people, what have I done to you, and how have you repaid me? Instead of the manna, you gave Me gall; instead of the water, vinegar; instead of loving me, you have nailed me to a cross. I can endure no longer; I will call My Gentiles, and they will glorify me, with the Father and the Spirit; and I shall bestow upon them eternal life.”

This poem following the Fifth Gospel summarises the enormity of what is happening on Good Friday afternoon. Nevertheless, it ends on an optimistic note, in the hope of Resurrection:


Today He who hung the earth upon the waters is hung upon a Tree, 

He who is King of the Angels is arrayed in a crown of thorns.

He who wraps the heaven in clouds is wrapped in mocking purple.

He who in the Jordan set Adam free receives blows upon His face.

The Bridegroom of the Church is transfixed with nails.

The Son of the Virgin is pierced by a lance.

We venerate your Passion, O Christ

Show us also your glorious Resurrection.  (Antiphon 15)

The Eighth Gospel (St Luke’s description of the Crucifixion, mentions the women standing at the foot of the cross.) This plaintive and heart-rending poem follows:

“As she saw her own Lamb being led to the slaughter Mary, the Ewe-lamb, exhausted with grief, followed Him with the other women, crying out, ‘Where are you going, my child? Why do You hasten so swiftly? Is there another wedding in Cana? Are you hurrying there now to turn the water into wine? Shall I go with you, my child, or should I wait for you? Give me a word, O Word; do not pass me by in silence, You who preserved me in virginity, My Son and my God.’

At Vespers there is the solemn procession from the sanctuary and around the church with the shroud or Epitaphion, an image on cloth of Christ’s crucified body. Finally it is laid on the bier in the middle of the Church. Meanwhile this poignant verse is sung, as if upon the lips of Joseph of Arimathea.

“When Joseph with Nicodemus took You down from the Tree, You who are clothed with light as a garment, and looked upon You a dead body, naked, unburied, in his grief and tender compassion he lamented, ‘Alas, sweetest Jesu, when but  a little while ago the sun saw you hanging on the Cross, it wrapped itself in darkness: the earth quaked in fear, and the veil of the temple was rent in two. Now I behold You, who for my sake have willingly submitted to death. How shall I bury You, my God? How shall I wrap you in a winding sheet? How shall I touch Your most pure Body with my hands? What song shall I sing to You at your departure, O compassionate Saviour? I magnify your suffering; I sing the praises of Your burial and Your resurrection, as I cry: “O Lord, glory be to You!’

The burial of Jesus is not separated from an awareness of the harrowing of Hell. As Jesus enters the spiritual underworld, He wrenches the keys of death from Satan, and sets free the just of the ages:

“When in the new tomb you, the Redeemer of all, were laid for the sake of all, Hell was brought to scorn and, seeing you, quaked with fear; the bars were smashed, the gates were shattered, the graves were opened, the dead arose; then Adam with thanksgiving cried out to You rejoicing, ‘Glory to your self-abasement, O Lover of mankind!”

The complete services are available in translation on www.anastasis.org.uk, kindly provided by Archimandrite Ephrem of Manchester.
 “O Lord, who on that very day made the Thief worthy of Paradise, so by the tree of the Cross enlighten and save me.”

