Overwhelmed by Joy
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The explosion seemed to rock the foundations of the world itself. At about midnight that incredibly beautiful April night I found myself over-whelmed by joy. And it was precisely this tremendous joy that changed my life and altered my perception of the world, humanity, and out common destiny. The experience was intensely personal and at the same time very public, very collective. It was the resurrection vigil early Easter morning, 1968.

We, the whole group of us college students who had come that spring to St Vladimir’s Orthodox Seminary in Crestwood, New York, had been preparing for this eruption of joy for nearly a week. It had been a group effort, with our understanding of the paschal mystery deepening each day.

The simple beauty of the Matins of the Bridegroom the first evening made a deep impression on me. “Behold, the Bridegroom comes at midnight and blessed is the servant whom he shall find watching! And again unworthy is he whom he shall find heedless!” These words from the first line of the Tropar (theme hymn) of the day placed my in a new atmosphere, an environment of repentance, and a renewed sense of personal alienation, which was the “lesson” to be gained from the seven preparatory weeks of Lent. I had failed, despite all my initial resolve and good intentions, to keep the fast. I had spent the last several days observing a feast. Lent had revealed, not my spiritual potential (all you have to do is make up your mind and do it), but my weakness. I considered the period fruitless, with all my determination of the first week to make this Lent different gone. Here it was, Wednesday of the Holy Week, and I had not made any progress. This Lent had not been any more “serious”, any more “genuine”, than previous ones.

Thursday morning, however, my attention shifted from my own failure to Christ and what was happening to him. The hymns of that day contrast the various types of love that come into play in the gospel story of out Lord’s betrayal, arrest, trial and crucifixion. There is the love of the harlot, anointing Christ’s feet with perfume and pouring expensive ointment on his head, while Judas calculates the cost of the gift, exposing his greater concern (and love) for silver. One of the hymns points out that soon after this episode, Judas goes to haggle over the “price of the priceless one”. The disciples say they love Jesus but, in fear for their lives, scatter at the first sign of danger. Pilate loves political stability and tranquility, and the High Priest “prophesies” that it is necessary for “one man to die for the people”. Finally, there is the “wise thief” as the hymn calls him, who at the last minute “in one moment was made worthy of paradise”.

The appointed scripture readings for the day proclaimed all this, and the appointe hymns served as a sort of poetic exegesis of the basic “themes” of the day. “O Son of God, accept me today as a communicant of thy Mystical Supper! For I will not give thee a kiss like Judas… but like the thief will I confess Thee: ‘Remember me, O Lord, in thy kingdom.’” This central hymn for the liturgy of Holy Thursday made me realize how artificial and even erroneous it was to contrast the “liturgical” and “evangelical” aspects of Christian mission, as if “worship” were only for those who are already “in” and “mission” for those who were still “outside” the church. Here I understood that in the public worship of the Eastern Church, scripture, worship, and liturgy assumed an evangelical dimension, and that together they were the means by which the church conveyed not only a knowledge of the events “of those days” but an experience of the inner meaning of those crucial acts, which for all Christians assume an eternal significance. For me, it was not centuries ago but today that these things happened. I became contemporaneous with those saving events and was now participating in them.

This awareness of becoming contemporary with those crucial days was heightened at each succeeding service. How moved I was listening to dozens of male voices chant the vespers hymns that day:


Today the Inaccessible One is arrested and bound


The One before whom the heavenly hosts stand trembling


Himself stands now before Pilate.


The Creator is struck by the hand of his creature.


The Judge of the living and the dead is condemned upon the tree.


The Conquerer of hell is confined in a tomb…
It was the present tense of these lines and their paradoxical contents that affected me, and I think all of us participating in these services for the first time in English were equally moved. I was not singing with the choir, outwardly I was only a spectator. And yet my involvement was extremely intense. When later on I was able to discuss my “reaction” to the services with other collegians participating in this retreat, I discovered that we had undergone a common experience.

Holy Thursday night, with the reading of twelve long gospel selections spaced throughout matins, is a review of the entire story of Christ’s final hours, from the Last Supper through his burial. The spiritual impact of reciting all the scriptural texts dealing with the passion is intensified by the liturgical hymns, poetic meditations on and exegesis of the passages.  I had to struggle to maintain my composure when the following hymn was sung:


Today is hung upon the tree


Him who suspended the earth on the waters.


A crown of thorns crowns him who is the King of angels.


He who wrapped the heavens in clouds


Is draped in the purple of mockery…

Near the end of the service, a hymn written as if Christ were speaking to his Virgin Mother stated:


Do not lament ofver me, O Mother, seeing me in the tomb,


The son conceived in your womb without seed,


For I shall arise!

These services throughout the Holy Week are conducted in darkness. It is the darkness of this world, separated, alienated from God who is the Light. And it was my own darkness – far from that Christ-like self-sacrificial love – that these readings and hymns revealed to me. Now that Light had been apparently extinguished. Jesus’ enemies had managed to humiliate, condemn, and destroy him. Such is the condition of the world. “Judas went out. And it was night.” And I understood that this was not just a situation that existed only that night, so long ago, so far away. It was also this night, here and now, and the darkness was around, and in me as well. The genuine grief we felt was not pietistic or sentimental. It was a dim reflection of that divine sadness, our Lord’s own sorrow, his anguish for Jerusalem, the image, the “icon” of this world’s rejection of its true “calling”, its divinely-ordained vocation, for “men preferred darkness to the light”.

Quite unexpectedly, however, Holy Friday did not turn out to be the day of increased mourning we had expected it to be. Having carried a rectangular cloth icon of Christ dead, entombed, around the garden in procession as a virtual funeral, we re-entered the chapel to hear a reading from Ezekiel – the prophesy of dry bones – of the resurrection. It was becoming apparent that this humiliating defeat was not to be followed by a miraculous reversal, a victory despite the cross, but quite the contrary; this defeat was itself actually and already the triumph. This death was bing revealed to us as a “life-creating death”.

This interpretation of the crucifixion, not as a tragic, somehow necessary prelude to a later victory, but as in fact itself the victory, was more specifically and joyfully reiterated the following morning in hymns that have remained ever since among my favorite:


Today, hell cries out groaning:


“I should not have accepted the Man born of Mary!


He came and destroyed my power…


And now as God he frees all those whom I had held captive!”


Glory to thy cross and to thy resurrection, O Lord


Today hell cries out groaning:


“My power has been trampled on!


I received a dead man as one of the dead


But against this One I could not prevail


The Son of Mary has cleared the tombs…”


Glory to thy cross and to thy resurrection, O Lord!


The great Moses mystically foreshadowed this day when he said


God blessed on the seventh day


This is that blessed sabbboth, the day of rest


On which the only begotten Son of God rested from all his work…

The necessity for Christ’s death is not presented here as a juridical atonement for the crimes of the human being, Jesus the innocent victim suffering in place of sinners who actually deserve punishment.
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