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INTRODUCTION 

 

Lent is a season of repentance leading up to Easter.  Beginning with Ash Wednesday, the season 

is traditionally marked by forty days of prayer and fasting.  These forty days draw their significance 

from the forty days of prayer and fasting Jesus spent in the wilderness.  The ancient Christians 

would fast from eating, having set days or times when it was permissible to eat.  In our present 

context, we do not always fast from eating but we find countless other things, which we 

customarily say we intend to give up during this season.  Why do we fast?  Certainly not for the 

sake of impressing others.  We fast in order to make room for God.  We fast so that we may 

renounce what distracts us from God, and in turn, spend that time in prayer.  We fast, so that we 

may cultivate a deeper awareness of God’s presence in our lives and in the world around us.   

 

The reflections of the following pages are the result of a personal journey that began as a class 

project at Baptist Seminary of Kentucky.  In taking a class on “early Christian practices,” I spent 

a lot of time reading lectures by Cyril of Jerusalem (d. 386) and the diary of Egeria, a female 

pilgrim from the fourth century.  As I read and listened intently to the voices of these two ancient 

Christians, I could not help but think about the ways in which their insights and practices could 

speak a fresh word into our faith communities.  Perhaps we could all stand to learn something from 

these two ancient Christians during this Lenten season.   

 

In the pages that follow the reader will find selected excerpts from the texts written by Egeria and 

Cyril of Jerusalem along with my own reflections on what they had to say.   Egeria was a woman 

in the fourth century, most likely a nun.  The excerpts from her writings come from her diary.  In 

her diary, she recounts a pilgrimage through the Holy Lands.  While on pilgrimage, Egeria was 

able to visit such places as Mount Sinai, Mount Nebo (where Moses died), the tomb of Job, 

ultimately ending up in Jerusalem.  Egeria was in Jerusalem during Lent and Holy Week.  Cyril 

on the other hand, served as bishop of the church in Jerusalem.  Cyril’s writings, or catechetical 

lectures, served the purpose of instructing candidates for baptism in the Christian faith.  His 

lectures to the newly baptized, also known as mystagogic catechesis, explains new Christians’ 

baptismal experience. These baptisms would have occurred on Easter Sunday.  Egeria’s time in 

Jerusalem would have likely corresponded to the time in which Cyril would have served as bishop.  

Therefore, where Cyril gives us a glimpse into what candidates for baptism would have been taught 

about the Christian faith, Egeria gives us a picture of the elaborate ritual that would have taken 

place during Holy Week as the Christians in Jerusalem celebrated that most important week in the 

life of the faith.  I ask that as we enter into this season of Lent and as we celebrate Christ’s passion 

and resurrection in our own way, we take the time to hear from these two ancient Christian voices.  

May we open our hearts and our imaginations to the ways in which their lives of faith can challenge 

and inform the ways in which seek to worship God in our own present-day context. 
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Reading & Reflection for Ash Wednesday, March 1 

 

When through God’s will we had reached the mountain top and had arrived at the church door, 

there was a priest who was assigned to the church coming forth from his cell to meet us.  He was 

an old man, beyond reproach, a monk from his youth, and, as they say here, an ascetic; in a word, 

he was a man worthy of being in this place.  Then the other priests and all the monks who dwell 

there by the side of the mountain, that is to say, at least those who were not impeded either by age 

or by infirmity, came forth….Mount Sinai is itself all rock, without even a shrub.  Down at the foot 

of these mountains, however, either around this one which is in the middle or around those which 

encircle it, there is a small piece of ground.  There the holy monks carefully plant bushes and lay 

out little orchards and cultivated plots, next to which they build their cells, and the fruit which they 

have seemingly raised with their own hands they take from, as it were, the soil of the mountain. 

 

       (Egeria, 52-53) 

 

 

In recounting her trip through the Holy Land, one of the many highlights for Egeria was her ascent 

of Mount Sinai.  Ascending Mount Sinai would not have been an easy feat for anyone who would 

have been traveling in the fourth century. Even more striking than her successful ascent is the 

image of life atop the mountain that her journal describes. On the mountain, Egeria finds a church 

with priests and other monks who have cells or rooms where they reside.   

 

Today this scene may seem odd to us.  However, before we dismiss these men whom Egeria met 

on the mountain, perhaps we should stop and consider what we might learn from their lifestyle.  

Egeria notes that the priest who came out of the church to greet her and her companions was an 

ascetic.  This priest and the other monks who dwelled upon the mountainside lived very simple 

lives.  They would have practiced forms of self-denial, but self-denial not for the sake of punishing 

themselves.  Their ascetic lifestyle was, for them, a means through which they could seek a deeper 

relationship with God.  

 

In part, the ascetic lifestyle was a reaction to the affluent life of the church.  Under the Emperor 

Constantine in the fourth century, Christianity became the official state sanctioned religion of the 

Roman Empire.  With this change in status, Christianity began to see the emergence of wealth.  

The ascetic monks, like those whom Egeria encountered, likely found themselves feeling as though 

Christianity was becoming too consumed with wealth and power, and ultimately had become 

superficial in terms of spiritual matters.  Thus, these monks would retreat to deserts or in this case, 

to the mountains, away from the urban city life.  They willingly renounced the affluent life they 

saw the church beginning to embrace.  Their hardships were willingly endured.  There, in this self-

imposed lifestyle they would devote themselves to the work of daily prayer and reading of 

scripture.  These monks lived their lives in continuous prayer together and this life of prayer they 

considered to be their vocation.   

 

However, just because the monks retreated to these places away from the urban life, that did not 

mean they lived in complete isolation of the rest of the world.  The particular monks whom Egeria 

speaks of in her diary were visited by her and her companions, and no doubt, others as well.  Due 

to their lifestyles, Christians saw the ascetic monks as being models for lives of prayer.  These 
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monks were deemed to have a closeness to God that other Christians who did not live such a 

lifestyle simply could not or did not have.  Thus, not only would people travel to see a holy site 

where the monks may have dwelt, but they traveled to see them as well. 

 

I cannot help but think about ways in which we still idealize the ascetic life that monks live.  I am 

reminded of the Trappist monks who live at the Abbey of Gethsemane in Bardstown, KY.  In ways 

similar to how Egeria describes the monks she encounters at the mountain of God, the livelihood 

of the monks at the Abbey is dependent upon the work of their own hands.  More so, their true 

labor in the world is prayer.  They pray the Psalter together seven times daily.  This is their true 

life’s work.  On any given day, numerous people flock to the Abbey to see the monastery, to spend 

time in retreat and taking part in the services of prayer with the monks.            

 

As we enter into this Lenten season, perhaps we can learn from these “strange” ascetic monks 

whom Egeria encountered on the mountain of God.  They willingly gave up much, but not simply 

for the sake of giving something up.  They chose the lifestyles they did in order to devote 

themselves to prayer and deepening their union with God. What could we renounce for the sake 

of devoting our time and energy toward God? 
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Reading and Reflection for March 2-4 

 

Nevertheless, by the will of God, I wished to go to Mesopotamia of Syria, to visit the holy monks 

who were said to be numerous there and to be of such exemplary life that it can scarcely be 

described.  I also wished to pray at the shrine of Saint Thomas the Apostle, where his uncorrupted 

body lies, that is, as Edessa.  Our Lord Jesus Christ had promised in a letter, which He sent to 

King Agbar through the messenger Ananias, that Saint Thomas would be sent to Edessa, after His 

ascension into heaven; and this letter is preserved with great reverence in the city of Edessa, where 

his shrine is located. 

 

      (Egeria, 75-76) 

 

“A copy of a letter written by Abgarus the toparch to Jesus, and sent to him by means of Ananias 

the runner, to Jerusalem.  

Abgarus Uchama the toparch to Jesus the good Saviour that hath appeared in the parts (place) of 

Jerusalem, greeting.  

I have heard concerning thee and thy cures, that they are done of thee without drugs or herbs: for, 

as the report goes, thou makest blind men to see again, lame to walk, and cleansest lepers, and 

castest out unclean spirits and devils, and those that are afflicted with long sickness thou healest, 

and raisest the dead. And having heard all this of thee, I had determined one of two things, either 

that thou art God come down from heaven, and so doest these things or art a Son of God that doest 

these things. Therefore now have I written and entreated thee to trouble thyself to come to me and 

heal the affliction which I have. or indeed I have heard that the Jews even murmur against thee 

and wish to do thee hurt. And I have a very little city but (and) comely (reverend), which is 

sufficient for us both.  

The answer, written by Jesus, sent by Ananias the runner to Abgarus the toparch.  

Blessed art thou that hast believed in me, not having seen me.  

For it is written concerning me that they that have seen me shall not believe in me, and that they 

that have not seen me shall believe and live. But concerning that which thou hast written to me, to 

come unto thee; it must needs be that I fulfil all things for the which I was sent here, and after 

fulfilling them should then be taken up unto him that sent me. And when I am taken up, I will send 

thee one of my disciples, to heal thine affliction and give life to thee and them that are with thee.” 

(Letters of Christ and Abgarus 

http://www.pseudepigrapha.com/LostBooks/lettersJesusAbgarus.htm) 

As we read Egeria together, it important to note that we are reading a woman on a pilgrimage.  We 

must not overlook that fact lest we miss something of significance taking place in her diary.  Today, 

we might be inclined to associate the practice of pilgrimage with Islam, or we could talk about 

being on a spiritual pilgrimage toward heaven.  Egeria, however, reveals that for the early 

Christians pilgrimages to holy sites or shrines were very important.  They were not important 

http://www.pseudepigrapha.com/LostBooks/lettersJesusAbgarus.htm
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merely for the fact that one encountered a site one would not normally see, but they were important 

because for the early Christians pilgrimages were acts of worship. 

In the text above, as Egeria continues her pilgrimage through the holy land we read of her desire 

to visit a shrine in Edessa, where St. Thomas’ remains are said to be kept.  Believing that her sisters 

in her order would be reading her journal at some point, she cites a mysterious letter that Jesus 

himself wrote to King Abgarus, who was the first Christian king in Edessa.  Above we also find 

the letter that is said to have been written by King Abgarus to Jesus, followed by the letter of 

response that Jesus sent to King Abgarus. As can be seen, in Jesus response there is a promise to 

send one of his disciples to Edessa following his ascension; it was widely held that St. Thomas 

sent Thaddeus to found a church in Edessa after the ascension of Christ.  Though Thaddeus was 

believed to have founded the church in Edessa, in the late fourth century, presumably around 394 

CE, St. Thomas’ remains were transferred from India to Edessa and a shrine was built for St. 

Thomas. 

Egeria was not only going to see the shrine containing St. Thomas’ remains, but she was also going 

to see the letter, presumably written by Christ, that had been preserved as well.  To us today, it 

sounds as though Egeria and many of the early Christians were placing too much emphasis on the 

material.  However, that was far from the truth of what Egeria was seeking to do.  She was not 

going merely as a tourist who was seeking to see the sights. She was going as a pilgrim.  

Since she was on a pilgrimage, we have to acknowledge that she was not going because she was 

simply curious about a piece of preserved history.  In visiting the shrine of St. Thomas, seeing the 

letter of Christ and the many other sites Egeria would recount seeing in her diary, she was visiting 

markers where God had direct interaction with human beings in some way.  Thus, these holy sites 

Egeria sought to visit represented a closeness to God.  Egeria went to those sites as one who was 

worshipping; she was worshipping with her whole body.  In saying the prayers, reading the fitting 

scriptures for the occasion, and partaking of the Eucharist with the monks that were present, Egeria 

was seeking to be attentive in the moment.  She was seeking to be attentive to God’s working in 

the past, but also God’s working in the present.  Thus it can honestly be said that in her pilgrimage 

through the Holy Land, Egeria was turning her attention toward the holy. 

Granted, there are many of us who will never be able to see the half of what Egeria was able to see 

in our lifetimes.  However, we do believe that as Christians, we are a pilgrim people.  Though we 

may never make a pilgrimage as Egeria did, perhaps there are ways in which our daily lives can 

be treated as a pilgrimage.  There are ways in which we could all stand to be more attentive in the 

moment to God’s presence and what God may be doing in our lives and in the world around us.  

How can we make ourselves more attentive to the ways in which God is working in the world and 

in our lives together both collectively and as individuals?  
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Reading & Reflection for March 5-11 

There, midway between the church and the monks’ cells, there flows out of a rock a large stream 

of water that is very beautiful, clear and very good to taste.  We then questioned those holy monks 

who dwelt there as to what this water of such fine quality and taste was, and they replied: ‘It is the 

water which the holy man Moses gave to the children of Israel in the desert.’ In accord with our 

custom, we prayed, read the proper passage from the books of Moses, and sang a Psalm. 

(Egeria, 67) 

 

 

This passage from Egeria’s diary stands out, not so much because of the location that she is 

visiting, but because of what takes place at this particular location.  We are told that Egeria, along 

with the monks present, read the proper scripture passage for the location, prayed, and then sang a 

Psalm together.  What is not clear, due to the lack of detail that Egeria gives, is exactly how the 

reading of scripture, prayer and singing flowed.  No doubt, Egeria assumed that her audience would 

be familiar with this custom and thus did not see need to provide detail above and beyond what is 

present.  However, I think there are a few things we can glean from this passage of her diary in our 

present context. In particular, we can glean several things about prayer and singing.  

 

Among the monastics (monks), the singing and praying of the Psalms was a common practice.  For 

many monks the Psalms were their daily prayer books.  Rather than focus on the memorization of 

scripture, the monks would pray the Psalms as if they were their own prayers to God.  They would 

do this individually throughout the day thus making their lives a continuous life of prayer.  

However, at set times they would come together as a community for prayer.  During this time, they 

would have a set pattern for the usage of the Psalter, and as a collective whole they would pray the 

Psalms, most likely through singing them. 

     

When we think of singing the Psalms we tend to think of musical accompaniment.  However, it is 

very likely that in most contexts the instrumental accompaniment was not present.  When Egeria 

makes mention of singing a Psalm she is probably referencing the fact that they chanted a Psalm.   

 

We also need to understand that in the fourth century the singing of the Psalms was not a separate 

event from reading scripture.  Egeria indicates that they read the appropriate scripture from the 

book of Moses, followed by a prayer, and then the singing of a Psalm.  In our modern context we 

would likely understand this description to be three distinctly different practices that ultimately 

constitute the whole of our worship service.  In the fourth century context of Egeria her description 

would be better understood as a continuous event.  The proclamation of the scriptural text takes 

place in the reading from the books of Moses, and is followed by prayer but that prayer is continued 

in the singing or chanting of the Psalm.  Not only is the Psalm a continuation of prayer, but it also 

a continuation of the proclamation of the scriptures.   

 

In our own context, how do we think about singing?  Is it merely just another component to our 

designated time of worship together as a faith community?  Do we view singing as something that 

helps our worship service build to a climax, namely, in the reading of scripture and the 

proclamation that comes during the sermon?  Or, do we recognize our singing as being something 
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more?  Unfortunately, I believe too often we fall into the trap of thinking of our congregational 

singing as something that is secondary in our services of worship.  We see it as important, but not 

nearly as important as the sermon.  Often the importance that is given to the act of singing together 

is reflected in our haphazard selection of hymns.  We select hymns because they are familiar to us, 

or because we like the tune, but how often do we truly give reflection to the words of our hymns?  

How often do we truly pay attention to the fact that more often than not, the hymns we sing draw 

much of their imagery from the scriptures?   

 

Perhaps we are mistaken in thinking that the sermon is the highlight of our service.  Perhaps we 

are mistaken in thinking that the reading of scripture and the sermon that follows are the only 

places in our worship where the scriptures are proclaimed.  I believe it would be a transformative 

experience for us think of our singing not as a secondary portion of the proclamation of the word, 

but as part of it.  Rather than the music and the sermon being two separate events that make up our 

worship, perhaps we could come to see them as one continuous event.  The scriptures, the gospel, 

are proclaimed in both our singing and our reading and hearing the scriptures proclaimed. 
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Reading & Reflection for March 12-18 

 

Each day before cockcrow, all the doors of the Anastasis are opened; and all the monks and virgins 

come down…and not only they, but laymen as well, men and women who wish to rise very early.  

From this hour until dawn, hymns are sung, and responses are made to the Psalms, and likewise 

to the antiphons; and after each hymn a prayer is said….Once again at the sixth hour, everyone 

returns a second time to the Anastasis, where Psalms and antiphons are sung while the bishop is 

being summoned.  When he comes in, he does not sit down but, as before, goes immediately within 

the railings inside the Anastasis, that is to say, within the grotto where he had been in the early 

morning.  As happened earlier, he first says a prayer and then blesses the faithful…The same thing 

takes place at the ninth hour as at the sixth.  At the tenth hour, which is here called licinicon, or, 

as we say, vespers, a great multitude assemble at the Anastasis…Every time the deacon mentions 

the name of someone, the many children standing about answer: Kyrie eleison, or, as we say: 

‘Lord, have mercy,’ and their voices are legion.  As soon as the deacon has finished what he has 

to say, the bishop first says a prayer, and he prays for everyone; and then everyone prays together, 

both the faithful and the catechumens.  Next the deacon cries out that each catechumen, wherever 

he is standing, must bow his head, whereupon the bishop, who is standing, pronounces the blessing 

over the catechumens.  A prayer is said and the deacon raises his voice anew to admonish each of 

the faithful present to bow his head; then the bishop blesses the faithful and the dismissal is 

given…. 

 

(Egeria, 89-91) 

 

 

Upon arriving in Jerusalem, Egeria gives us a first-hand account of what the daily “offices” of 

prayer looked like for the Christians there.  The day began before sunrise when we are told the 

monks and virgins (nuns) would gather and responsively chant or sing the Psalms.  This was done, 

presumably, in the presence of laypeople who would gather at that time and would witness this 

practice taking place.  The same pattern for prayer is followed at the sixth hour (noon), and at the 

ninth hour (3 pm).  The tenth hour (4 pm) serves as the prayer gathering at the close of the day.  

After such prayer, those gathered are dismissed to their homes.   

 

By no means should we assume that the daily patterns of prayer Egeria describes in Jerusalem 

during the fourth century were consistent throughout the world.  There were variations in terms of 

the daily offices of prayer to be observed.  In some regions there were the three offices of prayer 

that were practiced, namely, the third, sixth, and ninth hours.  Some communities also coupled 

those hours of prayers with individuals praying at their rising in the morning, and before retiring 

at night.  Regardless of how the offices of prayer were kept, one of the striking things about them 

is the way in which prayer served not only a spiritual function, but also a practical one.  These 

offices oriented the Christians to the time of day.  One thing that is striking as we read this is how 

those who gathered seemed to be making these daily offices a top priority in their lives.  All other 

aspects of their lives seemed to be oriented around these designated times for prayer.  I by no 

means want to idealize their practice, but it is significant that daily life was oriented around prayer 

for the Christians Egeria describes.     
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It is also important for us to notice the communal aspect of keeping these daily offices of prayer.  

In contexts in which it would not have been possible for all Christians within the region to gather 

together in assembly for prayer, individual Christians would have observed these offices wherever 

they found themselves.  Even in those instances where an individual would have found himself or 

herself praying alone, there was still a communal aspect to their prayer.  That individual could rest 

assured that the rest of the faith community had gathered to pray at that time as well, thus, that 

person’s prayer belonged with the prayers of the greater Christian community. 

 

In Baptist life this notion of having offices of prayer, at prescribed times of the day, seems foreign 

to us.  In fact, it sounds like something akin to Islam, where Muslims are expected to pray five 

times a day regardless of where they find themselves.  No doubt, we do not orient our lives around 

daily offices of prayer as the Christians of the fourth century did, nor am I advocating that we do 

so.  However, we too find ways in which to orient our days.  Many of us orient our days around 

specific times we have set aside for prayer and reading of scripture.  However, we often look at 

such times from a very individualistic point of view.  We utilize phrases such as “my prayer time,” 

or “my devotional time” to speak of such practices.  Even if we did not all have the same times 

carved out for such practices throughout the course of our day, how might it transform our prayer 

times if we were to think beyond the individual view and call it “our prayer time?”  How might it 

transform our prayer time and sense of community if we are to view the prayers that we offer 

during those times we have set aside as being one voice, among a chorus of others?       
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Reading & Reflection for March 19-25 

 

“When five weeks of instruction have been completed, they then receive the Creed.  He explains 

the meaning of each of the phrases of the Creed in the same way he explained Holy Scripture, 

expounding first the literal and then the spiritual sense.  In this fashion the Creed is taught. 

 

(Egeria, 123) 

 

Learn the faith and profess it; receive it and keep it – but only the Creed which the Church will 

now deliver to you, the creed which is firmly based on the whole of Scripture.  For since not 

everyone is able to read Scriptures, but some are prevented from learning them by illiteracy, others 

by lack of time, we summarize the whole teaching of the faith in a few lines, so that ignorance will 

no lead you to lose your souls.  I want you to memorize it word for word, and to recite it very 

carefully among yourselves.  Do not write it down on paper, but inscribe it in your memories and 

in your hearts. 

 

(Cyril of Jerusalem, Catechesis 5, 113) 

 

 

“We believe in one God, the Father Almighty, Maker of heaven and earth, and of all things visible 

and invisible.  And in one Lord Jesus Christ, the only-begotten Son of God, begotten of the Father 

before all worlds, Light of Light, very God of very God, begotten, not made, being of one substance 

with the Father; by whom all things were made; who for us men, and for our salvation, came down 

from heaven, and was incarnate by the Holy Ghost of the Virgin Mary, and was made man; he was 

crucified for us under Pontius Pilate, and suffered, and was buried, and the third day he rose 

again, according to the Scriptures, and ascended into heaven, and sitteth on the right hand of the 

Father; from thence he shall come again, with glory, to judge the quick and the dead; whose 

kingdom shall have no end.  And in the Holy Ghost, the Lord and Giver of life, who proceedeth 

from the Father, who with the Father and the Son together is worshipped and glorified, who spake 

by the prophets.  In one holy catholic and apostolic Church; we acknowledge one baptism for the 

remission of sins; we look for the resurrection of the dead, and the life of the world to come.  

Amen.” 

      (The Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed, 381 CE) 

 

 

As we read Egeria and Cyril, it seems striking that both are making mention of the passing on of 

a creed to the Catechumens prior to their baptism.  Cyril tells us the Catechumens were taught this 

creed because there may be those who simply do not have occasion to read scripture.  This would 

be unusual for us given how our present culture is a written culture.  Yet, in the time of Egeria and 

Cyril, things were much different. 

 

This practice of hearing scripture makes sense given that Christianity arose out of an oral culture.  

For many of the earliest Christians, hearing scriptures read was the means by which they would 

have become familiar with them.  We must also keep in mind that Cyril was serving in a context 

that many of the common people were not literate.  Not all were afforded the opportunities to learn 

the specialized skills of reading and writing, therefore, it was necessary for them to hear, and 
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remember those things that were most important.  Yet Cyril goes a step further.  Not only did he 

want them to remember the creed, and recite it one another, but he wanted them to understand the 

creed that was taught to them.  Therefore, in the remaining time leading up to Holy Week, Cyril 

instructed the Catechumens in what certain lines of the creed meant, demonstrating the support for 

each line using scripture.   

 

We must also keep in mind that aside from being a way for people to remember the faith, the creed 

served another vital purpose during the time of Egeria and Cyril.  The creed was one of ways by 

which the church was able to teach “right belief.”  We tend to take for granted the doctrines and 

“beliefs” that constitute Christianity as we know it and assume they were always established 

throughout history.  That is far from the truth.  Even in the fourth century, during the time of Cyril 

and Egeria, Christians were still struggling with the idea of how to properly speak of God, Jesus, 

and the Holy Spirit, and within the creed utilized by Cyril, what Christians would eventually come 

to affirm about the Holy Spirit was not fully fleshed out.  To recite, and affirm the creed would 

have been considered orthodox belief.  Those who diverged from the tenets of faith set forth within 

the creed were considered by the church to be heretics. 

 

As we reflect upon this practice of passing down the creed, perhaps we could ask ourselves, what 

ways do we pass along the faith to others?  How do we make the tenets of the Christian faith 

memorable, so others, whether new in Christ or long-standing Christian, can take the faith with 

them wherever they go?  How do we emphasize that the ways in which we talk about God truly 

matters, for the reality is, there are better and worse ways to speak of God?  Perhaps we do this 

through song, even if we do not realize that is what is taking place.  The words of our hymns matter 

because we are singing the faith; there is much theology present in those hymns.  Are we 

intentional about reflecting on the words of the hymns we sing?  Perhaps we also hand the faith 

down, in particular to our children, through memorization of scripture passages.  The passages we 

choose matter, for that sends a message to those young in the faith as to what is important about 

the Christian way of life and faith.  Let us pause to give serious reflection what we teach, sing, and 

even say.  The words we use matter.  What are our words, our hymns, and even our Bible teachings 

truly teaching others about the faith we hold to?   
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Reading & Reflection for March 26-April 1 

 

…a human being is twofold by nature, consisting of both soul and body….before the soul enters 

into this world, it has committed no sin; but though we arrive sinless, now we sin by choice….Do 

not allow anyone to say that this body of ours has nothing in common with God.  For those who 

believe this body is something alien, live in it as if in an alien container which they readily abuse 

by fornication.  Why have they found fault with this admirable body of ours?  Is it lacking in dignity 

in any way?  Is there anything badly designed in its constitution?  Shouldn’t they have considered 

the brilliant construction of the eyes?  How the ears, being set at an angle, provide unobstructed 

hearing?  How the sense of smell distinguishes and receives various scents?  How the tongue 

serves two purposes, the sense of taste and the power of speech? How the lungs, though lying 

hidden, ceaselessly breathe the air?  Who installed the ceaseless beating of the heart?  Who divided 

the system into so many veins and arteries?  Who strung the bones together with sinews so 

cleverly?  Who devoted part of our food to build up the body and set aside part for decent excretion, 

concealing the unbecoming members in the more decent places?  When human nature was likely 

to become extinct, who devised intercourse as an easy means for its survival?  Don’t tell me that 

the body shares the blame for sin. 

 

     (Cyril of Jerusalem, Catechesis 4, 103-105) 

 

God saw everything that he had made, and indeed, it was very good…. 

 

     (Genesis 1:31a, NRSV) 

 

“Some glad morning, when this life is over, I’ll fly away.”  Those words are very familiar to many 

of us within the Christian tradition.  They express a hope of a better life; a life after our present 

existence is through.  We look forward to something more than the troubling times we all often 

find ourselves in; we look forward to something more beyond the hardships that we all endure at 

various times in our lives.  So these words give us hope.  However, the words to songs like I’ll Fly 

Away and many others of similar nature can also be dangerous if we are not careful.   

 

One of the great dangers such songs can pose for the church is a dualistic way of thinking.  Such 

a way of thinking affirms that all that matters is our spiritual lives.  At minimum, we are to be 

indifferent toward bodies and the physical world.  At worst, bodies and the physical world in which 

we live are bad.  Our bodies and the world are things from which we should seek to flee by placing 

all of our trust in Jesus Christ, thus essentially ensuring our ticket into heaven.  When we talk about 

our very existence as human beings within the church, for better or worse, we often adhere to the 

view of fourth century bishop and theologian Augustine of Hippo in seeing a fundamental flaw in 

humanity from birth.  Namely, we speak of original sin, which states that all human beings are 

born sinful.  Combining an anti-body perspective with the idea of original sin has been deeply 

problematic for how Christians understand what it means to be human. 

 

The excerpt above comes from Cyril of Jerusalem’s fourth catechetical or instructional session 

with the candidates for baptism.  Cyril seems to be telling his catechetical students something a 

little different than what we are accustomed to hearing in our own context.  Cyril is affirming that 

human beings are not born inherently sinful, as the doctrine of original sin would assume.  Rather, 
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Cyril affirms that human beings are born good.  Holding that humans are born good, however, 

does not mean that human beings have no need of God’s forgiveness; Cyril acknowledges that we 

sin, but we do so by choice.  Furthermore, Cyril affirms that our physical bodies are good; our 

bodies matter. 

 

It is important to know that underlying these teachings about the body and soul of each human was 

Gnosticism.  Gnostic teaching affirmed that the material world was evil, including the human body, 

which Gnostics thought was the enemy of the spiritual self.  When Christian gnostics accepted 

such a negative view of the body, it led them to reject the humanity of Jesus.  The language in 

many of the church’s early creeds countered such thinking.  Still, even in Cyril’s time there were 

communities that held to such thought.  Some of this way of thinking lingers even in our present 

day context when we are tempted to think the physical world and our bodies are things from which 

we must flee. 

 

Perhaps this is where we may stand to learn something from Cyril.  When Cyril affirms that actual, 

physical human bodies are good, he is not simply countering heretical thought; he is affirming 

something much more fundamental.  He is affirming that God created this physical world and all 

the bodily beings within it.  God said it was “very good.”  Perhaps, Cyril suggest, Christianity is 

not so much about fleeing from this world to pie in the sky, bye and bye, but more about 

discovering the ways in which through the grace of God human beings and the world are inherently 

good. 
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Reading & Reflection for April 2-7 

 

Then the deacon calls out: ‘Greet one another; let us kiss one another.’ Don’t take this kiss to be 

like the kiss friends exchange when they meet in the market-place.  This is something different; this 

kiss expresses union of souls and is a plea for complete reconciliation.  The kiss then is a sign that 

our souls are united and all grudges banished.  This what our Lord meant when he said: ‘If you 

are offering your gift on the altar ad remember there that your brother has a complaint against 

you, leave your gift on the altar and go first and be reconciled with your brother and then come 

and offer your gift’ (Mt 5.23-24).  Thus the kiss is reconciliation, and so is holy, as blessed Paul 

implied when he proclaimed: “Greet one another with a holy kiss’; and Peter: ‘Greet one another 

with the kiss of charity.’ 

 

    (Cyril of Jerusalem, Mystagogic Catechesis 5, 182-183) 

 

Greet one another with a holy kiss. All the churches of Christ greet you. 

 

    (Romans 16:16, NRSV) 

 

 

This practice of kissing seems strange to us today.  In our own context we tend to keep ourselves 

at a distance from others.  Thus, interactions of touch tend to be limited to a handshake or in some 

cases a hug.   Depending upon the closeness one shares with a person, a kiss may be in order.  For 

us to begin to fathom this practice, we have to first understand that greeting one another with a 

kiss was not an uncommon practice in the ancient world.  Kissing was one of the common practices 

associated with greeting fellow colleagues.  In addition, kissing was also common within familial 

relationships.   

 

With the early church, this practice of kissing seems to have been re-worked to signify another 

purpose beyond the societal norm.  We hear Paul call this practice the “holy kiss.”  But what makes 

the kiss holy?  Cyril gives us some indication in his teaching to the newly baptized Christians.  

Cyril’s instructions are given after the newly baptized have experienced such practices as the holy 

kiss; Cyril indicates earlier in his writings that he thought it fit to explain the practice after they 

had experienced it so that they could envision what was taking place.   In his explanation, Cyril 

states that the kiss is one that signifies reconciliation, thus making it holy. 

 

We often sing or talk about being part of the family of God.  Unfortunately, at times we are guilty 

of not truly considering the implications of such a concept.  Our baptism into the community of 

faith should radically reorient our notion of self and our notion of family.  No longer do we see 

ourselves as being solely an individual, but rather, we see ourselves as part of a collective whole; 

part of a community.   No longer is our concept of family limited to those within our household or 

closely related to those therein; our familial connection is broadened.  Our sense of family is 

expanded in such a way that with the Apostle Paul we too can say “there is no longer Jew or Greek, 

there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male and female; for all are one in Christ Jesus.” 

(Gal. 3:28, NRSV)   
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In our baptisms we have been reconciled to God.  Too often, we allow our understanding to stop 

at that point.  However, Cyril and other early Christians understood, as is indicated by the practice 

of the holy kiss, that we have also been reconciled with humanity.  The holy kiss was a sign of 

reconciliation the Catechumens did not experience until after their baptism.  Thus being reconciled 

to God, they then had to be reconciled to their fellow brothers and sisters in this new family, in 

this new humanity. 

 

How do we practice reconciliation in our faith communities today?  No doubt, we tend to shy away 

from sharing in the “holy kiss.”  However, are there other customs or practices that we employ, 

which may be completely ordinary in our modern context that could have deeper meaning when 

we gather as a community of faith?  Perhaps we could see our common practice of the handshake 

or hug as a sign of reconciliation to one another before God when we gather together.  I believe 

that if we begin to teach ourselves to see these small and seemingly ordinary acts as regular 

practices of reconciliation, our life together as a faith community will be profoundly transformed. 
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Reading & Reflection for Saturday, April 8 

 

When it is getting to be dawn, at the first light on Saturday, the bishop officiates and offers the 

sacrifice at dawn on Saturday.  Just as the dismissal is to be given, the archdeacon raises his voice 

and says: ‘Let us all make ready to be this day at the Lazarium at the seventh hour.’ And so, as it 

gets to be at the seventh hour, everyone comes to the Lazarium, which is at Bethany, approximately 

two miles from the city.  On the way from Jerusalem to the Lazarium, at about a half mile from 

that place, there is a church along the road at the very place where Mary, the sister of Lazarus, 

came forth to meet the Lord…. When a prayer has been said and a blessing given to all, everyone 

continues on to the Lazarium, chanting hymns; and by the time they have come to the Lazarium, 

such a multitude has gathered that not only place itself, but all the surrounding fields are filled 

with people.  Hymns are sung as well as antiphons appropriate to the day and the place; various 

scripture readings, also fitting to the day are read.  Just before the dismissal is given, the Pasch is 

proclaimed, that is to say, a priest mounts to an elevated spot and reads the passage from Scripture 

where it is written: When Jesus came into Bethany six days before the Pasch.  When this has been 

read and the Pasch has been proclaimed, the dismissal is given… There are six days from Saturday 

to the following Thursday, when, after supper, the Lord was arrested in the night. 

 

(Egeria, 102-103) 

 

Six days before the Passover Jesus came to Bethany, the home of Lazarus, whom he had raised 

from the dead. 

 

(John 12:1, NRSV) 

 

 

In many churches today, our Holy Week celebrations only focus on limited aspects of Jesus’ final 

days.  Typically, the most common Holy Week celebrations within our churches take place on 

Palm Sunday, Good Friday and Easter Sunday.  Depending on one’s denomination or how 

liturgical a particular congregation seeks to be, Maundy Thursday may be a common celebration 

as well.  The fact remains, however, that much of our focus remains on the cross and the 

resurrection.    

 

At this point in Egeria’s diary, she had found herself in Jerusalem during the season of Lent and 

was witnessing the preparation for Holy Week.  Egeria, however, indicated that the Christians in 

Jerusalem were preparing for a much larger celebration of the season than we are accustomed.  As 

she indicated, the celebration started on the Saturday prior to Holy Week.  Beginning with that 

particular Saturday things in Jerusalem dramatically slowed down. 

 

Egeria told her readers that on their way to the tomb of Lazarus, the Christians stopped at a church 

in Bethany which was said to be built at the place where Mary met Jesus as he was on his way to 

Lazarus’s home.  Her diary goes on to recount that in that location the Christians read scripture 

that would have been appropriate to the occasion and setting; no doubt, they likely read John 11:17-

37.  Immediately following their moments at this church, the group then made their way to the 

tomb where again the appropriate scriptures are read.  It seems likely those gathered read in the 

scriptures where Jesus had raised Lazarus from the dead.  However, it is also highly likely that 
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those gathered read or heard the passage from John 12:1 read, as the priest pronounced the 

beginning of the “Pasch” or Passover.   

 

For us, it would be easy to read Egeria’s account of the beginning of Holy Week and only see it as 

simply a remembrance of the events that would unfold in Jesus’ life in his final week leading up 

to his crucifixion and resurrection.  However, we should caution ourselves to look deeper at what 

is taking place.  For the Christians Egeria described this was more than simple remembrance.  True, 

they were remembering, but they were doing so with their bodies.  Their worship during this most 

important week in the life of the Christian faith was an embodied form of worship.  In their worship 

they were tracing the steps of Jesus during that last week both mentally, through the 

reading/hearing of scripture, as well as physically in their walking to these sites such as Bethany 

and the tomb of Lazarus.  

 

Granted, we do not live in Jerusalem where making such a journey on an occasion such as this is 

possible for us.  However, there is perhaps something we could acquire from these fourth century 

Christians.  From that moment on, the pace of their worship would slow down.  The week that 

would follow would be very long and reflective.  Their daily activities would center on the passion 

narrative in a very embodied way.  Their lives, beginning with this moment, would seemingly 

come to a halt as together they remembered, and followed in the footsteps of the Christ’s passion 

and resurrection, reflecting and contemplating upon the significance and meaning that event held 

for their lives, both personally and communally.  Do we truly take time to contemplate the 

significance of the passion and resurrection in our lives together?  Is this occasion one that merits 

our utmost attention, or is it simply just another season, another Christian holiday, that we 

haphazardly stumble through because it is our custom to do so?  
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Reading & Reflection for Palm Sunday, April 9 

 

At the seventh hour all the people go up to the church on the Mount of Olives, that is, to the Eleona.  

The bishop sits down, hymns and antiphons appropriate to the day and place are sung, and there 

are likewise reading from the Scriptures…. As the eleventh hour draws near, that particular 

passage from Scripture is read in which the children bearing palms and branches came forth to 

meet the Lord, saying: Blessed is He who comes in the name of the Lord.  The bishop and all the 

people rise immediately, and then everyone walks down from the top of the Mount of Olives, with 

the people preceding the bishop and responding continually with Blessed is He who comes in the 

name of the Lord to the hymns and antiphons.  All the children who are present here, including 

those who are not yet able to walk because they are too young and therefore are carried on their 

parents’ shoulders, all of them bear branches, some carrying palms, others, olive branches.  And 

the bishop is led in the same manner as the Lord once was led.  From the top of the mountain as 

far as the city, and from there through the entire city as far as the Anastasis, everyone accompanies 

the bishop the whole way on foot…. 

  

(Egeria, 104-105) 

 

The next day the great crowd that had come to the festival heard that Jesus was coming to 

Jerusalem.  So they took branches of palm trees and went out to meet him, shouting, ‘Hosanna!  

Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord – the King of Israel!’  Jesus found a young 

donkey and sat on it; as it is written: ‘Do not be afraid, daughter of Zion.  Look, your king is 

coming, sitting on a donkey’s colt!’ 

 

(John 12:12-15, NRSV) 

 

 

Immediately following the Saturday in which the faith community made the walk to Bethany and 

Lazarus’s tomb, the faith community gathered as an assembly for their Sunday morning 

celebrations.  As Egeria recounts, later that afternoon, the church began to assemble and make its 

way to the top of the Mount of Olives.  There the community prepared themselves for the 

celebration of Palm Sunday through the reading of scripture, prayer, and the singing of hymns.  

Though Egeria does not tell us exactly all of the scriptures that were read, she does specifically 

state that the gathered did read the passage about Jesus riding into Jerusalem on a donkey. 

 

Egeria recounted in her journal the procession that unfolded beginning at top of the Mount of 

Olives and making its way through the streets of Jerusalem.  The people shouted, “blessed is he 

who comes in the name of the Lord,” as they processed before the bishop who was riding on a 

donkey.  Their children were waving palm branches as they processed down the mountain and 

through the city while the people were shouting. 

 

In that moment, in fourth century Jerusalem, Egeria was able to live out the experience of Palm 

Sunday in a very real way.  Perhaps in those moments she was able to gain a fuller understanding 

of what was taking place on that first day of the week many years ago, when Jesus himself rode 

into the city on a donkey.  Perhaps in observing and taking part in that procession, in a time when 

Jerusalem would have known all too well what it meant to be a part of the Roman Empire, Egeria 
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would have grasped the political implications of Jesus’ procession into Jerusalem.  Conceivably 

Egeria would have better grasped the implications of calling Jesus Lord and king.  Perhaps for 

Egeria, this may have been a moment when what she had known for years was experienced fresh 

and anew; Jesus was ushering in a new kingdom, but one not based upon the principles of the 

kingdoms this world had known and continues to know.  As we read this account of a Palm Sunday 

celebration in Egeria’s diary, we would be remiss to think that she was anything but attentive to 

what was unfolding and the profound implications such actions would have had in the past, and 

continued to have in her own present time. 

 

In our own present-day context, our celebrations of Palm Sunday typically consist of children 

waving palm branches as they process around our sanctuary.  If the children do not get nervous 

once they are in front of the congregation, we may hear them shouting “blessed is he who comes 

in the name of the Lord” as they wave their branches.  At some point during the service, we hear 

one of the gospel texts read that recounts Jesus’ procession into Jerusalem and no doubt, we hear 

a sermon based upon that reading.  Though we celebrate Palm Sunday together, because it is 

appropriate to the season, are we truly attentive to what we are celebrating?  Do we truly focus our 

minds on what is narrated as taking place in the gospel texts?  Do we truly give attention to what 

our children are saying as they process around the sanctuary waving palm branches and shouting 

“blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord?”   

 

In a context in which we do not know what it is like to call an emperor “lord,” perhaps we have 

lost sight of the significance in the language of calling Jesus “Lord” and “king.”  We are professing 

loyalty to a king whose kingdom is not one of the world as we know it.  That kingdom that was 

and is continuing to be ushered in by that lowly king who processed in to Jerusalem on a donkey’s 

back, is a kingdom that stands in stark contrasts to the powers of the world in which we live.  May 

we be attentive to that fact in our remembrances and celebrations of Palm Sunday this season. 
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Reading & Reflection for Wednesday of Holy Week, April 12 

 

A priest, however, takes up the Gospel and reads that passage where Judas Iscariot went to the 

Jews to set the price they would pay him to betray the Lord.  While this passage is being read, 

there is much moaning and groaning from among the people that no one can help being moved to 

tears in that moment. 

 

(Egeria, 107) 

 

Then one of the twelve, who was called Judas Iscariot, went to the chief priests and said, ‘What 

will you give me if I betray him to you?’  They paid him thirty pieces of silver.  And from that 

moment he began to look for an opportunity to betray him. 

 

(Matt. 26:14-16, NRSV) 

 

For if Christ were God – as indeed he is – but did not assume humanity, we would be debarred 

from salvation.  So while we adore him as God, let us believe him also to have been made man.  

For just as it does us no good to speak of him as man without the godhead, it does not help our 

salvation if we do not couple manhood with the godhead. 

 

(Cyril of Jerusalem, Catechesis 12, 140) 

 

 

Egeria’s diary provides an account of what took place on Wednesday evening during the Holy 

Week services.  She recounts a reading from the scripture in which Judas agrees to betray Jesus 

for the set price of thirty pieces of silver.  Typically, when we read this portion of Jesus’ passion, 

we only give Judas’ agreement to betray Jesus passing emphasis, and our reading of the text is 

done in complete silence, except for whoever is tasked with the reading of the passage.  Yet, 

Egeria’s diary indicates that as the passage is read there is much moaning and groaning among 

those present when it is read that Judas agrees to betray Jesus.  At this point, we may find ourselves 

asking why they might have felt the need to moan during this reading. 

 

Here, I believe, Cyril is able to help us clarify at least one reason for their moaning.  In his 

instructions to the Catechumens who were preparing for baptism, Cyril offers instruction on a 

portion of the Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed, which affirms Jesus being incarnate in human 

flesh.  Cyril was affirming a concept that has long since been difficult for Christians to grasp; Jesus 

was fully human while at the same time being fully divine.  Perhaps Cyril’s statement about Jesus 

being human while also being divine helps to explain why the assembly moaned and groaned at 

hearing Judas’ agreement to betray Jesus read.  Perhaps in that moment they were identifying with 

Jesus’ humanity.  They were sharing in the suffering of Christ that would be brought on by 

betrayal. 

 

In our own reading of the passion narrative, we often forget the human aspect of the story.  When 

we think of Jesus during the passion, we readily perceive him as superhuman or as one who is 

totally removed from the very real suffering that is portrayed within the gospel narratives.  As we 

reflect on Judas betrayal of Jesus, we often focus on the event through the lens of Jesus foretelling 
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of his passion by saying that he must be handed over to the authorities; we read the betrayal as 

something that simply had to take place for all that was foretold to be fulfilled.  Yet, in reading the 

betrayal in that manner we forget the very real internal suffering Judas endured as a result of 

betraying Jesus and the suffering Jesus endured having been betrayed by one of his closest friends. 

 

Perhaps we can learn something from Egeria and those she gathered with on that Wednesday 

evening so long ago.  Is there a way in which we can read of Judas’ agreement, and ultimately 

betrayal of Jesus anew? Many of us have experienced a sense of betrayal in our lives.  We may 

know all too well what it feels like to be wronged in some way by someone we deeply trusted and 

to whom we were close.  Maybe others of us know the pain associated with betraying someone we 

love very deeply; we have seen the pain our loved ones have experienced as a result, and we know 

the pain we have experienced in the process.  In allowing ourselves to read this portion of Jesus’ 

passion with the very real human emotions evoked by the sense of betrayal we have known or 

committed ourselves, we can then begin to grasp what it means for us to affirm that Jesus was both 

fully human and divine.  We can then begin to understand that in Jesus Christ, God wrapped in 

human flesh, suffered as you and I do.     
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Reading & Reflection for Maundy Thursday, April 13 

 

…everyone…proceeds toward the very place where the Lord prayed, as it is written in the Gospel: 

And He went as far as a stone’s throw and He prayed, and so forth.  On that spot stands a tasteful 

church.  The bishop and all the people enter there, where a prayer fitting to the day and the place 

is said, followed by an appropriate hymn, and a reading of that passage from that Gospel where 

He said to His disciples: Watch, that you enter not into temptation.  The whole of this passage is 

read there, and a second prayer is then said.  Next, everyone, including the smallest children, walk 

down from there to Gethsemani, accompanying the bishop with hymns.  Singing hymns, they come 

to Gethsemani very slowly on account of the great multitude of people, who are fatigued by vigils 

and exhausted by the daily fasts, and because of the rather high mountain they have to descend.  

Over two hundred church candles are ready to provide light for all the people.  On arriving in 

Gethsemani a suitable prayer is first said, followed by a hymn, and then the passage from the 

Gospel describing the arrest of the Lord Jesus. 

 

(Egeria, 108-109) 

 

“They went to a place called Gethsemane; and he said to his disciples, ‘Sit here while I pray.’ He 

took with him Peter and James and John, and began to be distressed and agitated.  And he said to 

them, ‘I am deeply grieved, even to death; remain here, and keep awake.’  And going a little farther, 

he threw himself on the ground and prayed that, if it were possible, the hour might pass from him.  

He said, ‘Abba, Father, for you all things are possible; remove this cup from me; yet, not what I 

want, but what you want.’  He came and found them sleeping; and he said to Peter, ‘Simon, are 

you asleep? Could you not keep awake one hour?  Keep awake and pray that you may not come 

into the time of trial; the spirit indeed is willing, but the flesh is weak.’  And again he went away 

and prayed, saying the same words.   And once more he came and found them sleeping, for their 

eyes were very heavy; and they did not know what to say to him.   He came a third time and said 

to them, ‘Are you still sleeping and taking your rest? Enough! The hour has come; the Son of Man 

is betrayed into the hands of sinners.  Get up, let us be going. See, my betrayer is at hand.’” 

 

(Mark 14:32-42, NRSV) 

 

 

At this point in her diary Egeria describes a vigil that is held on the Mount of Olives during Holy 

Week.  This vigil took place throughout the entirety of the night as they gathered to re-live the 

moments of Jesus praying in the garden and ultimately his betrayal into the hands of the authorities, 

which would lead to his execution.  Though on the surface this may seem to be just a vigil, let us 

not forget a previously made point, this vigil is an embodied act of worship.   

 

On the one hand, as Egeria noted, many people are exhausted from having been fasting.  Not only 

have they been fasting, but in addition to that, they made a rather steep ascent and would also have 

to descend the mountain once the vigil was over.  As Egeria describes it, the mountain was steep 

and for many that would be a difficult walk, but then factor in the hunger those who were fasting 

would have felt on top of such a hike no doubt would have made the act much more difficult.  I 

can only imagine that as the night progressed, these Christians that Egeria described would have 

felt fatigued. 
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Perhaps it is no accident that as they sang hymns and said prayers, they also read in scripture to 

“watch, that you enter not into temptation.”  Much like the disciples, whom I am sure were 

fatigued, they too found themselves tired.  These Christians, much like the disciples, likely found 

it difficult to be attentive to the moment at hand.  The disciples had failed to be present in the midst 

of Jesus’ deep agony when he was praying in the garden and they fell asleep. 

 

As the Christians whom Egeria was with were holding a vigil on the Mount of Olives, they were 

identifying with the same temptation that befell the disciples on that dreaded night before Christ’s 

passion.  The temptation of distraction.  For the disciples the distraction was fatigue and no doubt, 

for the Christians who took part in the vigil we read about, fatigue could have very well been a 

distraction they too were faced with.  Yet as they were reminded as they read the scripture together, 

Jesus instructed his disciples to remain awake; he pleaded with his disciples to remain awake with 

him.   

 

Perhaps that instruction, that plea from Christ, was heard anew by those who gathered for that 

vigil.  Perhaps as they commemorated that night of agonizing prayer and betrayal, they may have 

heard Jesus’ request of his disciples to stay awake as a reminder to remain alert and attentive to 

the ways in God may be at work in the ordinary and mundane.  This lesson, could serve us well 

today as a people of faith.  Though we recognize God’s work in the passion of Jesus, we also 

acknowledge that through the Spirit, God is still actively working in our world.  Too often we 

allow distractions to block from our view those ways in which God may be working in our midst.  

What do we need to block out so that we may be attentive to the Spirit’s working?      
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Reading & Reflection for Good Friday, April 14 

 

And from that hour everyone goes back on foot to the city singing hymns, and they arrive at the 

gate at the hour when men can begin to recognize one another.  From there, throughout the center 

of the city, all without exception are ready at hand, the old and the young, the rich and the poor, 

everyone; and on this day especially no one withdraws from the vigil before early morning.  It is 

in this fashion that the bishop is led from Gethsemani to the gate, and from there through the whole 

city to the Cross.  When they finally arrive before the Cross, it is already beginning to be broad 

daylight.  There then is read the passage from the Gospel where the Lord is led before Pilate, and 

whatsoever words are written that Pilate spoke to the Lord or to the Jews, all this is read…. And 

comforting them as he can, he [the bishop] addresses them saying: ‘Go, for the time being, each 

of you, to your homes; sit there awhile, and around the second hour of the day let everyone be on 

hand here so that from that hour until the sixth hour you may see the holy wood of the cross, and 

thus believe that it was offered for the salvation of each and every one of us…. After this, following 

the dismissal from the Cross, which occurs before sunrise, everyone now stirred up goes 

immediately to Sion to pray at the pillar where the Lord is whipped…. A throne is set up for the 

bishop on Golgotha behind the Cross, which now stands there.  The bishop sits on his throne, a 

table covered with linen cloth is set before him, and the deacons stand around the table.  The 

gilded silver casket containing the sacred wood of the cross is brought in and opened.  Both the 

wood of the cross and the inscription are taken out and placed on the table.  As soon as they have 

been placed on the table, the bishop, remaining seated, grips the ends of the sacred wood with his 

hands, while the deacons, who are standing about, keep watch over it…. All the people pass 

through one by one; all of them bow down, touching the cross and the inscription, first with their 

foreheads, hand, everyone goes before the cross, regardless of whether it is raining or it is hot.  

This place has no roof, for it is a sort of very large and beautiful courtyard lying between the Cross 

and the Anastasis…from the sixth to the ninth hours nothing else is done except the reading of 

passages from Scripture…. After the dismissal from the Martyrium, everyone comes to the 

Anastasis, and, after they have arrived there, the passage from the Gospel is read where Joseph 

seeks from Pilate the body of the Lord and places it in a new tomb.  After this reading, a prayer is 

said, the catechumens are blessed, and the faithful as well; then the dismissal is given….it is the 

custom that the vigil be held there.  And so, those among the people who wish, or rather those who 

are able, to keep the vigil, do so until dawn. 

 

(Egeria, 109-113) 

 

 

Egeria writes that that the embodied acts of worship that took place during Holy Week continued 

immediately following the vigil that was kept on the Mount of Olives.  In the early hours of the 

morning the people gathered presumably at Golgotha, the place of the crucifixion.  While there, 

we are told the people heard the passages read from the scriptures in which Jesus was before Pilate.  

Following that, the people went to the pillar of Sion, which was said to be where Jesus was 

whipped.  It seems that at this location, the group heard in the scripture where Pilate presented 

Jesus before the people just before he was condemned to die.  Immediately following their time 

there, the people are dismissed for a brief amount of time.  However, they would soon return to 

Golgotha where Egeria tells us they would see the very wood of Jesus’ cross. 
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This reference to the wood of the cross in Egeria’s diary seems strange to us but she is actually 

referencing the wood of a very real cross that was discovered in the fourth century during the time 

of emperor Constantine.  Many of the locations that were made use of by the Jerusalem Christians 

Egeria speaks of were venerated by the emperor Constantine, thus making it possible for these 

Christians to physically come to those places and follow in Jesus’ footsteps during the week of his 

passion.  One of those places was Golgotha, on which at one point sat a statue of Venus.  At 

Constantine’s orders, the statue was destroyed and Golgotha was excavated down to its foundation.  

That process uncovered what Constantine believed to be proof of Christ’s passion, namely, what 

was believed to be the cross on which Jesus was crucified.   

 

Thus, later that afternoon, when Egeria speaks of the wood of the cross being placed before them 

on a table, she is referring to the wood of the cross that Constantine unearthed.  At one point in her 

diary she describes that the two deacons stand to keep watch over the cross because at some point 

in the past, when kissing the wood, someone had taken a bite out of the cross and carried away a 

piece of it in their mouth.  This passage in Egeria’s diary introduces us to the notion of relics.  

Relics, for the early Christians, often took the form of an object that had been associated with a 

saint or martyr.  Due to the objects close association to that person, it was venerated.  No doubt, 

the wood of the cross described here was venerated due its alleged tie with Jesus.  

 

At the outset, it may seem as though the people are worshipping the thing in itself, the cross.  Yet 

that is far from the truth.  The wood of the cross becomes a medium through which they gain a 

deeper connection to Jesus in their remembrance of his passion.  It serves as a connection to the 

Christ whom they worship.  The same could be true of the relics of the martyrs; there was a 

communal sense of connection with the martyr’s lives whom they were commemorating through 

the relics. 

 

As Baptists we do not think too highly of relics when it comes to worship.  However, perhaps we 

do have things that are present in the life of our worship that do resemble relics in some way.  What 

of the hymn book that we ensured the name of someone who was held in high esteem within the 

congregation?  Does not this hymnbook, with their name stamped in the front enable us to keep 

their memory ever before us, giving us a sense of connection even with those who have gone on 

before?  No doubt, for many, the example of the hymnal may seem miniscule, but if we truly stop 

and think, there are numerous things we keep present in our spaces of worship that not only are 

useful during the service, but connect us with those from the past in some way.  True, we do not 

make over those things in an elaborate ritual like the wood of the cross in Egeria’s time, but if we 

truly stop and think about it, perhaps those things function in similar fashion to the relics the 

ancient Christians were familiar with.      
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Reading & Reflection for Holy Saturday, April 15 

 

On the following day, which is Saturday, there is as usual a service at the third hour and again at 

the sixth hour.  There is no service, however, at the ninth hour on Saturday, for preparation is 

being made for the Easter vigil…. 

 

(Egeria, 113-114) 

 

 

This is all?  Nearly a full week of elaborate ritual and celebration in remembrance of Christ’s 

passion and then we come to Saturday.  Other than the typical hours of service, there is no elaborate 

gathering.  If anything, there is seemingly an eerie silence.  We could easily rationalize why there 

is no elaborate gathering on this particular day.  We could attribute the absence of any highly 

liturgical acts to the people being fatigued due to everything that had taken place the past several 

days.  Though it is difficult to say the people would not have been fatigued, I do not think that is 

the reason.  It seems as though the ancient Christians were attuned to something else, something 

perhaps, that alludes us today. 

 

Over the course of the week they had retraced the steps of Jesus during his passion.  In a sense, 

they have shared in Christ’s sufferings.  However, with the close of Friday, they found themselves 

confronted with the finality of death.  On that Friday Jesus had breathed his last breath and was 

sealed in a tomb.  On this Saturday, in the absence of any significant worship services they were 

allowing themselves to sit in the tension between despair and hope. 

 

In our own celebrations we often succumb to the temptation of rushing from Good Friday directly 

into Easter Sunday.  Seldom do we slow down on this day to reflect on the silence it brings, when 

the incarnate Son’s body lay lifeless in that tomb?  Rarely do we truly take time to consider the 

emotions that would have been experienced among Jesus’ followers, which would have ranged 

from hope to utter despair.  If we do not allow ourselves to experience this tension between 

hopelessness and anticipation how then can we truly know the joy that comes with Easter morning? 
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Reading & Reflection for Easter Sunday, April 16 

 

The Easter vigil is observed here exactly as we observe it at home.  Only one thing is done more 

elaborately here.  After the neophytes have been baptized and dressed as soon as they came forth 

from the baptismal font, they are led first of all to the Anastasis with the bishop.  The bishop goes 

within the railings of the Anastasis, a hymn is sung, and he prays for them.  Then he returns with 

them to the major church, where all the people are holding the vigil as is customary.  Everything 

is done which is customarily done at home with us, and after the sacrifice has been offered, the 

dismissal is given.  After the vigil has been celebrated in the major church, everyone comes to the 

Anastasis singing hymns.  There, once again, the text of the Gospel of the Resurrection is read, a 

prayer is said, and once again the bishop offers the sacrifice. 

 

(Egeria, 114) 

 

After this you were led to the holy pool of sacred baptism, just as Christ was taken from the cross 

of the tomb which stands before you.  Then you were each asked if you believed in the name of the 

Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  You made the saving profession of faith and three 

times you were immersed in the water and came up from it again.  There in the font you 

symbolically re-enacted Christ’s three-day burial. 

 

(Cyril of Jeruasalem, Mystagogic Catechesis 2, 174) 

 

So we receive with full assurance that what we are receiving is a share in Christ’s body and blood.  

For in the form of bread you are given his body, and in the form of wine you are given his blood, 

so that by partaking of Christ’s body and blood you may become one body and one blood with 

Christ. 

 

(Cyril of Jerusalem, Mystagogic Catachesis 4, 179) 

 

 

As we read Egeria’s diary of the events unfolding in Jerusalem on Easter Sunday, it would help to 

orient us if we keep in mind that a good portion of what is taking place on that most special day is 

happening in what today we know as the Church of the Holy Sepulchre.  Egeria refers to the 

Anastasis on numerous occasions; when we read Anastasis, we should translate it as the Church 

of the Holy Sepulchre.  Or more simply, perhaps, it would be helpful to translate it as the tomb of 

Jesus. The picture included above is taken from inside the Church of the Holy Sepulchre.  At the 

heart of that picture, in the center of the gathered crowd, we see what has long been held as the 

tomb in which Jesus was buried after his crucifixion.   

 

Words cannot begin to express the magnitude of feeling the newly baptized Christians must have 

felt when after they emerged from the baptismal font, were robed in white linens signifying they 

had been cleansed, they were led to the tomb of Jesus.  How fitting an end to the baptismal ritual; 

they were immersed three times, in the name of the Father, in the name of the Son, and in the name 

of the Holy Spirit.  In their baptismal ritual the newly baptized died with Christ, and in front of the 

tomb, were reminded that they had been raised to new life in Christ.   
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Not only in this account we have of the Easter celebration do we see that the newly baptized were 

taken to the tomb of Jesus, but we are also told the celebration for all the people ended at the tomb.  

Egeria tells us on two occasions in her account of Easter in Jerusalem that the priest “offered the 

sacrifice.”  Here she if referring to the Eucharist, or Communion as we tend to call it.  This was 

not the only occasion in which the “sacrifice” or Eucharist would have been offered by the priest.  

The community of faith would have been accustomed to celebrating the Eucharist almost every 

time they assembled together.   

 

However, we need to keep in mind that for these Christians, the Eucharist, or Communion, would 

have been more than simply a memorial meal in the sense we are accustomed to thinking about it.  

The early Christians certainly understood presence as a significant component of the Eucharist.  

Though there was divergence among the communities throughout various regions as to how Christ 

was present in the elements (bread and cup) and the partaking of the Eucharist, Christ’s presence 

was understood to be very real.     

 

Too often, we are guilty of simply thinking about Christ’s presence only being in “heaven.”  I think 

this is where we might stand to learn something from those ancient Christians who celebrated the 

resurrection at the tomb of Jesus.  As Cyril makes clear in his teaching to the newly baptized about 

the Eucharist, Christ is present in a very real way.  He tells them that through the partaking of the 

Eucharist, they receive Christ’s body and blood, that they may become one body and one blood 

with Christ.  What is he trying to say?  I believe Cyril was trying to communicate with the new 

Christians that in participating in the Eucharist, they were joined to Christ and the church, and the 

church is the place in which Christ’s presence is manifest.  In the life of the community of faith, 

Christ can be seen most clearly in the world.  I think for us, as a people who tend to treat the 

Eucharist more as a memorial meal, let us not forget that Christ is risen; he is risen indeed!  As we 

celebrate the Eucharist together, let us celebrate it anew, attentive to the ways in which Christ is 

present in the community of faith as we share this meal together as a community having been 

raised to life anew in Christ. 


