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Holy Saturday
A good number of Christians celebrate only one Christian holy day in the Spring:
Easter Sunday. Such a practice can lead one to imagine that Christianity is a
religion of triumphalism or naïve optimism: Jesus rises from the tomb as the victor
over death. That’s it. No last supper. No prayer in Gethsemane. No arrest, torture,
and death. From that perspective it’s easy to say, “If you’re a Christian, everything
will be great! Christian faith is for winners!” Ah, well: perhaps not. For the Great
Tradition, a careful honoring of the biblical narrative is present in the services of
Holy Week. Palm Sunday does not end with triumph but with passionate suffering.
Maundy Thursday reveals Jesus as the Bread of Life for the world, as the Master
who teaches the Gospel of Service to others. Good Friday exposes the powers that
attempt to silence the reign of God’s love and justice, forgiveness and peace, and
reveals God’s embrace of suffering wherever it is found today.
One, then, is tempted to jump to the Great Vigil that begins with sunset on Holy
Saturday and marks the beginning of Easter. But wait before you jump. Linger a bit
with Eastern Christians, a people whose worship can help us Western Christians
keep Holy Saturday until the setting of the sun. This tradition can lead us to
contemplate Jesus’ “active repose” in the tomb. Thus, this day is called the Blessed
Sabbath and invokes the first creation (Genesis 1-3) and the second creation (John
1). From this perspective, humankind is badgered and held in thrall by worldly
powers: the power of violence, narcissism, greed, distrust, falsehood, and injustice.
Christ then appears as the New Adam, the New Human Being, and begins the
process of liberation from such deathly and life-diminishing powers. In other
words, he sets in motion a New Creation, a way of living in love with God and
with one’s neighbors. In this view there is less focus on humans as criminals who
need to get bailed out of jail for their crimes (sins), and far more attention given to
the question: What does it mean, what does it look like to live into the New
Creation? What is asked of those who follow in Jesus’ Way of Self-Giving Love?
Rather than jump too quickly from the grief and sorrow of Good Friday to the joy of
the Easter Vigil, reflection on the meaning of this confession in the Creed might
enlarge our imaginations: He descended to the dead.

	
  

1	
  

In the liturgy for Holy Saturday, Eastern Christians sing this acclamation: Christ is
risen from the dead, trampling down death by death. What might that mean:
trampling down death by death? In accord with the Gospel of John, Jesus embraces
death courageously on the cross – yet, say Eastern Christians, his work is not
finished. Jesus goes in search of the first parents: Adam (“earth creature”) and Eve
(“mother of the living”), who represent all humanity past, present, and yet to come.
Not finding them on earth, he enters the abode of death, called Hades in the
Scriptures, finds and draws them and their progeny into the New Creation.
This work of Jesus is aptly
expressed in the icon of the
resurrection. In contrast to much
western Christian art in which
the risen Christ is depicted
simply standing by himself,
eastern Christian art presents
him acting – descending to the
dead and liberating humanity in
the person of the first parents:
Adam to the left and Eve to the
right. They are being pulled out
of stone tombs. And, then,
below the figure of the risen
Christ, we see this: the deathdealing and life-diminishing
powers of this world symbolized
by a bound figure that will no
longer have the final word in
human life. And what of those
keys thrown all over the ground?
They can no longer hold
humanity in isolation from each
other (the price of toxic
individualism) and in the “rooms” of violence, narcissism, greed, distrust,
falsehood, and injustice. Those powers no longer have the final word in any one’s
life and in the community that accepts the invitation to live in the New Creation.
On Holy Saturday, we hear this acclamation sung in the Eastern Orthodox liturgy:
Today Hades cries out groaning:
“I should not have accepted the Man born of Mary.
He came and destroyed my power.
He shattered the gates of brass.
As God, He raised the souls I had held captive.”
Glory to Your cross and resurrection, O Lord!
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What, then, might this mean for us?
Might this day find us reflecting on the powers and false ideologies of this world
that dehumanize and deal death to the creatures of God, human and other than
human, as well as the earth itself?
Might we spend some time this day in reflection on our lives, asking our loving
Savior to free us from whatever obstructs our living into the New Creation?
Might we renew our baptismal commitment “to seek and serve Christ in all people,
to strive for justice and peace in all the earth, to respect the dignity of every human
being, and to cherish and protect the wondrous works of God in the earth”?
While the icon is a work of great beauty, its primary purpose is to reveal the
presence of the risen Christ in our time and his invitation to join in his liberating,
loving, and life-giving work.
	
  
Preparation
While a good number of us will watch the Easter Vigil liturgy live streamed from
the Cathedral of St. Mark, this liturgy invites you to set aside a half an hour or so
during the day for household prayer. With Eastern Orthodox and Roman Catholic
Christians, Anglicans are asked to keep a fast from Good Friday through the Easter
Vigil. A Christian fast is one modest meal with two snacks during the day, either a
piece of fruit or vegetable. Money saved in fasting is given to those in need,
especially those who are hungry. If you can print the icon on the preceding page,
let it adorn the space where you pray. The color red continues through the day
until sunset when white and gold appear. Thus, a red tablecloth or a red hanging
might adorn the space. If you can find or purchase a new white candle, do so, and
then light this candle during prayer, a sign of the light of Christ.
Centering
Make the sign of the cross and say
Blessed is our (+) God always, now and forever and unto the ages of ages.
We praise you, O Holy Three, we give you glory, now and forever. Amen.
Pray this canticle aloud
The noble Joseph of Arimathea,
When he had taken down your most pure body from the Tree,
Wrapped it in fine linen and anointed it with spices,
And placed it in a new tomb.
When you descended to the dead, O Life Immortal,
You trampled down death with Your Godhead.
And when from the depths, you raised the dead,
All the powers of heaven cried out:
O Giver of Life! Glory be to You!
O Giver of Life! Glory be to You!
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You can listen to the choir of St. Mary’s Orthodox Church Minneapolis sing the
canticle at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rMCsAP3xplE
Hymn
Pray or sing this hymn; go here for the hymn text, its musical setting, and piano
accompaniment: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=clC8Q0_piY0
O love, how deep, how broad, how high!
How passing thought and fantasy,
that God, the Son of God, should take
our mortal form for mortals' sake!
For us baptized, for us he bore
his holy fast and hunger sore;
for us temptations sharp he knew,
for us the tempter overthrew.
For us to wicked men betrayed,
scourged, mocked, in crown of thorns arrayed;
for us he bore the cross's death,
for us at length gave up his breath.
For us he rose from death again,
for us he went on high to reign;
for us he sent his Spirit here
to guide, to strengthen, and to cheer.
All honor, laud, and glory be,
O Jesus, virgin-born, to thee,
whom with the Father we adore,
and Holy Ghost, forevermore.
Psalms
After a time of silence, pray Psalm 3, pausing briefly after the asterisk
O Lord, how many are my foes! *
Many are rising against me;
Many are saying to me, *
“There is no help for you in God.”
But you, O Lord, are a shield around me, *
my glory, and the one who lifts up my head.
I cry aloud to the Lord, *
who answers me from the Lord’s holy hill.
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I lie down and sleep; *
I wake again, for the Lord sustains me.
I am not afraid of ten thousands of people *
who have set themselves against me all around.
Rise up, O Lord! *
Deliver me, O my God!
Deliverance belongs to the Lord; *
may your blessing be on your people!
Keep silence and stillness, and then pray Psalm 103
Out of the depths, *
I cry to you, O Lord.
Lord, hear my voice! *
Let your ears be attentive to the voice of my supplications!
If you, O Lord, should mark iniquities, *
Lord, who could stand?
But there is forgiveness with you, *
So that you may be revered.
I wait for the Lord, my soul waits, *
And in God’s word I hope.
My soul waits for the Lord more than those who watch for the morning, *
More than those who watch for the morning.
O Israel, hope in the Lord! *
For with the Lord there is steadfast love,
And with our God is great power to redeem.
It is God who will redeem Israel from all its iniquities.
After a period of silence, say this prayer
O God, Creator of heaven and earth:
Grant that, as the crucified body of your dear Son
Was laid in the tomb and rested on this holy Sabbath,
So we may await with him the coming of the third day,
And rise with him to newness of life;
Who now lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit,
One God, for ever and ever. Amen.
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The Word of God for Holy Saturday
Read each text aloud without rushing and let the images enter your consciousness.
A reading from the First Letter of Peter
Since Christ suffered in the flesh, arm yourselves also with the same intention (for
whoever has suffered in the flesh has finished with sin), so as to live for the rest of
your earthly life no longer by human desires but by the will of God. You have
already spent enough time in doing what the Gentiles like to do, living in
licentiousness, passions, drunkenness, revels, carousing, and lawless idolatry. They
are surprised that you no longer join them in the same excesses of dissipation, and
so they blaspheme. But they will have to give an accounting to him who stands
ready to judge the living and the dead. For this is the reason the gospel was
proclaimed even to the dead, so that, though they had been judged in the flesh as
everyone is judged, they might live in the spirit as God does.
The end of all things is near; therefore be serious and discipline yourselves for the
sake of your prayers.
Above all, maintain constant love for one another, for love covers a multitude of
sins. 1 Peter 4:1-18
After a period of silence
A reading from the Gospel of John
Joseph of Arimathea, who was a disciple of Jesus, though a secret one because of
his fear of the Judeans, asked Pilate to let him take away the body of Jesus. Pilate
gave him permission; so he came and removed his body. Nicodemus, who had at
first come to Jesus by night, also came, bringing a mixture of myrrh and aloes,
weighing about a hundred pounds. They took the body of Jesus and wrapped it
with the spices in linen cloths, according to the burial custom of the Jews. Now
there was a garden in the place where he was crucified, and in the garden there
was a new tomb in which no one had ever been laid. And so, because it was the
Jewish day of Preparation, and the tomb was nearby, they laid Jesus there.
John 19:38-42
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Hymn
The hymn “Let all mortal flesh keep silence” is appointed for singing in the Eastern
Orthodox liturgy for Holy Saturday. In many Anglican, Catholic, and Lutheran
hymnals, this text is considered a communion hymn. In the Orthodox tradition, the
hymn is an acclamation of praise for Christ’s destruction of the powers of death.
Let all mortal flesh keep silence,
And with fear and trembling stand;
Ponder nothing earthly minded,
For with blessing in His hand,
Christ our God to earth descending
Comes our homage to demand.
King of kings, yet born of Mary,
As of old on earth He stood,
Lord of lords, in human vesture,
In the body and the blood;
He will give to all the faithful
His own self for heavenly food.
Rank on rank the host of heaven
Spreads its vanguard on the way,
As the Light of light descendeth
From the realms of endless day,
Comes the powers of hell to vanquish
As the darkness clears away.
At His feet the six-winged seraph,
Cherubim with sleepless eye,
Veil their faces to the presence,
As with ceaseless voice they cry:
Alleluia, Alleluia
Alleluia, Lord Most High!
Join the choir of Somerville College Oxford University in singing this hymn:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0Dy_qdLwej4
A meditation for Holy Saturday
Today there is a great silence over the earth, a great silence, and stillness, a great
silence because the King sleeps; the earth was in terror and was still, because God
slept in the flesh and raised up those who were sleeping from the ages. God has
died in the flesh, and the underworld has trembled.
Truly Christ goes to seek out our first parents like lost sheep; he wishes to visit those
who sit in darkness and in the shadow of death. He goes to free the prisoner Adam
and his fellow-prisoner Eve from their pains, he who is God, and Adam’s son.
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The Lord goes in to them holding his victorious weapon, his cross. When Adam,
the first created one, sees him, he strikes his breast in terror and calls out to all:
”My Lord be with you all.” And Christ in reply says to Adam: “And with your
spirit.” And grasping his hand he raises Adam up, saying: “Awake, O sleeper, and
arise from the dead, and Christ shall give you light.
“I am your God, who for your sake became your son, who for you and your
descendants now speak and command with authority those in prison: Come forth,
and those in darkness: Have light, and those who sleep: Rise.
“I command you: Awake, sleeper, I have not made you to be held a prisoner in the
underworld. Arise from the dead; I am the life of the dead. Arise, O human one,
work of my hands, arise, you who were fashioned in my image. Rise, let us go
hence; for you in me and I in you, together we are one undivided person.
“For you, I your God became your son; for you, I the Master took on your form,
that of a servant; for you, I who am above the heavens came on earth and under
the earth; for you, O human one, I became as a human being without help, free
among the dead; for you, who left a garden, I was handed over to my persecutors
from a garden and crucified in a garden.
“Look at the spittle on my face, which I received because of you, in order to restore
you to that first divine inbreathing at creation. See the blows on my cheeks, which I
accepted in order to refashion your distorted form to my own image.
“See the scourging of my back, which I accepted in order to disperse the load of sin
that was laid upon your back. See my hands nailed to the tree for a good purpose,
for you, who stretched out your hand to the tree for an evil one.
“I slept on the cross and a sword pierced my side, for you, who slept in paradise
and brought forth Eve from your side. My side healed the pain of your side; my
sleep will release you from your sleep in Hades; my sword has checked the sword
turned against you.
“Arise, now, and let us go forth. The powers of this world brought you out of the
land of paradise; I will reinstate you, no longer in paradise, but on the throne of
heaven. I denied you the tree of life, which was a figure, but now I myself am
united to you, I who am life. I posted the cherubim to guard you as they would
strangers; now I make the cherubim worship you as they would God.
“The cherubim throne has been prepared, the bearers are ready and waiting, the
bridal chamber is in order, the food is provided, the everlasting houses and rooms
are in readiness; the treasures of good things have been opened; the kingdom of
heaven has been prepared before the ages.”
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Prayers for the church, the world, and all who are in need
These intercessions may be used, adding others in each household
In peace, let us pray to the Lord.
Lord, have mercy.
For the peace from above and for the salvation of our souls, let us pray to the Lord.
Lord, have mercy.
For the peace of the whole world, for the welfare of the holy churches of God, and
for the union of all, let us pray to the Lord.
Lord, have mercy.
For our Presiding Bishop Michael, for our Bishop Gregory, for the honorable
priesthood, the diaconate in Christ, for all ministers and the holy people of God,
let us pray to the Lord.
Lord, have mercy.
For the leaders of our country, for all civil authorities, and for all who serve to
protect and give aid to the people of this land, let us pray to the Lord.
Lord, have mercy.
For this city, for every city and country, and for the faithful dwelling in them,
let us pray to the Lord.
Lord, have mercy.
For seasonable weather, for the abundance of the fruits of the earth, and for
peaceful times, let us pray to the Lord.
Lord, have mercy.
For the sick, the suffering, the dying, and for all those who care for them at great
risk to their lives, let us pray to the Lord
Lord, have mercy.
For our deliverance from all affliction and danger, let us pray to the Lord.
Lord, have mercy.
Help us, save us, have mercy on us, and keep us, O God, by your grace.
Lord, have mercy.
Commemorating the most blessed and glorious Theotokos, the Mother of God and
ever-virgin Mary, with all the saints, let us commend ourselves and each other, and
all our life to Christ our God.
To you, O Lord.
For to you, O God, we offer glory, honor, and worship: to you, the Father, and to
the Son, and to the Holy Spirit, now and ever and unto ages of ages.
Amen.
The Lord’s Prayer follows
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Our Father in heaven, hallowed be your Name,
your kingdom come, your will be done, on earth as in heaven.
Give us today our daily bread.
Forgive us our sins as we forgive those who sin against us.
Save us from the time of trial, and deliver us from evil.
For the kingdom, the power, and the glory are yours,
now and forever. Amen.
May the One who rose from the dead, Christ our true God,
By the might of his precious and life giving Cross,
By the protection of the angelic Powers of heaven,
With the supplications of the Blessed Virgin Mary,
The Prophet and Forerunner, John the Baptist,
The holy Apostles, the glorious martyrs who bear the laurel crown of Victory,
Our Ancestors in the faith, and all the saints of God,
Have mercy on us and save us, for he is the Lover of humankind. Amen.
Blessing
Make the sign of the cross as you say
May the (+) God of peace, who brought back from the dead our Lord Jesus,
make us complete in every good thing so that we may do God’s will. Amen.
The Light of Christ

Household prayer on Holy Saturday rightly leads us
to welcome the light of the Risen Christ. When the
suspension of communal worship comes to an end
and we are able to gather safely in the church, we
will welcome the light of Christ with the towering
Paschal Candle, this year adorned by member
Deborah Hickey-Tiernan. Here is the candle.
Deborah’s comment on the design follows.
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The Christ Church Paschal Candle 2020
The angel showed me the river of the water of life, bright as crystal, flowing from
the throne of God and of the Lamb through the middle of the street of the city. On
either side of the river is the tree of life with its twelve kinds of fruit, producing its
fruit each month; and the leaves of the tree are for the healing of the nations
(Revelation 22:1-2).
This verse inspired the candle art design for 2020: the starting point was a tree
layered onto a cross, an image of the cross as the tree of life. It is positioned on
water shaped to illustrate moving or living water: the river of the water of life. At
the 2020 Annual Meeting we were introduced to the logo for our Sacred Ground
campaign: a cross and tree. Milana McLead designed that logo and gave her
permission for elements of the logo design to be included in the candle art. The
result is our Christ Church cross layered with a tree holding multicolored leaves
reaching up to the dome of the sky and carried by the river of the water of life.
Silk fabric and thread along with glass and metal beads comprise the natural
materials selected for this hand-stitched piece. These natural materials and colors
were chosen with care and consideration of our worship space. The luster of the
silk, the sparkle of the beads, and the gold thread shimmer and interact with the
light. The jewel tones and asymmetrical lines of our windows are also referenced.
The nails, hand-forged by a blacksmith in Tennessee, express the reality of the
crucifixion as the sharp points pierce the beauty of the silk fabric.
At the Great Vigil of Easter, we continue an ancient tradition of seeing the Paschal
candle as the Person of Christ. The pillar of fire by night in the wilderness becomes
a symbol of baptismal illumination and tells the story of which it is a part.
Every Paschal candle is adorned with a cross and five nails that symbolize how
Jesus died. The Greek letters Α and Ω represent the Beginning and the End of Time,
with the year 2020 included – for all time and this time are God’s gifts to us. This
inscription tells us God is the beginning and end of all things. God is always
present. God is here now in 2020.
Deborah Hickey-Tiernan
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The Collect for Holy Saturday
The collect for Holy Saturday follows the Psalms.
	
  
The biblical readings for Holy Saturday
Job 14:1-14 or Lamentations 3:1-9, 19-24
Psalm 31:1-4, 15-16
1 Peter 4:1-8
Matthew 27:57-66
The readings are found here:
https://www.lectionarypage.net/YearABC_RCL/HolyWk/HolySat_RCL.html
Notes
Introduction: Fr. Samuel Torvend
Image 1: “Icon of the Resurrection of our Savior Jesus Christ,” Paracletos Greek
Orthodox Monastery, Anderson, South Carolina
Opening acclamation and Canticle: “Matins of Great and Holy Saturday,” St.
Symeon Orthodox Church, Birmingham, Alabama, accessed at
https://www.stsymeon.com/servicetextsandmusic
Opening Prayer: The Book of Common Prayer 1979
Hymn 1: “O love, how deep, how broad, how high,” Hymnal 1982 448
Psalms and biblical readings: New Revised Standard Version of the Holy Bible,
Washington, DC: The National Council of Churches, 1989
Image 2: “Epitaphion” (Funeral Shroud), Holy Ascension Orthodox Church, Mount
Pleasant, South Carolina
Hymn 2: “Let all mortal flesh keep silence,” Hymnal 1982 324
Meditation on Holy Saturday: “An ancient homily for Holy Saturday,” in
Benedictine Daily Prayer: A Short Breviary, Collegeville: The Liturgical
Press, 2015
Prayers: “Matins of Great and Holy Saturday,” St. Symeon Orthodox Church,
Birmingham, Alabama
The Lord’s Prayer: The Book of Common Prayer 1979
Concluding prayer edited: “Matins of Great and Holy Saturday,” St. Symeon
Orthodox Church, Birmingham, Alabama
Blessing: The Book of Common Worship, Westminster John Knox Press, 1993
Paschal Candle 2020 photograph: Deborah Hickey-Tiernan
Commentary on the Paschal Candle 2020: Deborah Hickey-Tiernan 	
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