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From Good Friday grief to Easter exultation, the transition is too abrupt to be accomplished in one two-hour Vigil. Holy Mother Church gave us forty days of Lent to ponder Christ’s Passion. Wisely she now affords us fifty days of Eastertide, to be infused with the Resurrection and Ascension of Christ.


Crucifixes, Stations of the Cross, and meditations on the Passion abound. Little need be left to the imagination. Here, for example, is a surmised medical account of death by crucifixion by C. Truman Davis, M.D. in The Expositor’s Bible:

“The cross is placed on the ground and the exhausted man is quickly thrown backwards with his shoulders against the wood. The Roman legionary feels for the depression at the front of the wrist. He drives a heavy, square wrought-iron nail through the wrist and deep into the wood.
Quickly he moves to the other side and repeats the action, being careful not to pull the arms too tightly, but to allow some flex and movement. The cross is then lifted into place.
The left foot is pressed backward against the right foot, and with both feet extended, toes down, a nail is driven through the arch of each, leaving the knees flexed. The victim is now crucified. As he slowly sags down with more weight on the nails in the wrists, excruciating, fiery pain shoots along the fingers and up the arms to explode in the brain—the nails in the wrists are putting pressure on the median nerves. As he pushes himself upward to avoid this stretching torment, he places the full weight on the nail through his feet. Again he feels the searing agony of the nail tearing through the nerves between the bones of his feet.
As the arms fatigue, cramps sweep through the muscles, knotting them in deep, relentless, throbbing pain. With these cramps comes the inability to push himself upward to breathe. Air can be drawn into the lungs but not exhaled. He fights to raise himself in order to get even one small breath. Finally carbon dioxide builds up in the lungs and in the blood stream, and the cramps partially subside.
Spasmodically he is able to push himself upward to exhale and bring in life-giving oxygen.
Hours of this limitless pain, cycles of twisting, joint-rending cramps, intermittent partial asphyxiation, searing pain as tissue is torn from his lacerated back as he moves up and down against the rough timber. Then another agony begins: a deep, crushing pain deep in the chest as the pericardium slowly fills with serum and begins to compress the heart.

It is now almost over—the loss of tissue fluids has reached a critical level—the compressed heart is struggling to pump heavy, thick, sluggish blood into the tissues—the tortured lungs are making a frantic effort to gasp in small gulps of air.
He can feel the chill of death creeping through is tissues. . .Finally he can allow his body to die.”

And He bowed his head and gave up His spirit.


The Byzantine rite ceremony at the end of Good Friday Vespers marks the burial of Christ. It centres on the shroud or plaschennitsya, a richly embroidered canvas bearing the image of Christ’s dead body. Around the edge there is written in Church Slavonic a chant from the Liturgy: "The noble Joseph took down Your most pure body from the cross and, anointing it with fragrant spices, wrapped it in a clean linen and put it in a new tomb."

This refers to Joseph of Arimathea, a member of the Sanhedrin, who asked Pilate for Jesus’ dead body, and laid it in his own new tomb. 

The shroud is placed upon the altar and incensed. It is then carried in procession outside and around the church once, as if in a funeral procession. Re-entering the church, it is placed in a tomb specially prepared. The faithful then approach on their knees to venerate it, kissing the five wounds of Christ, in a deeply moving and humbling devotion.

 This liturgical veneration of the Holy Shroud originates from the Church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem. The Shroud referred to may be that we know as the Shroud of Turin. The Jerusalem Typikon (service-book) dating from St Sophronius (d. 638), describes how at Holy Saturday Matins - celebrated on Good Friday evening - the shroud was placed on the altar of the chapel of Golgotha. 


After the Gospel reading of the Crucifixion, the clergy carried the Holy Shroud first to the Stone of Anointing, where they sprinkled it with flowers and spices, before entombing it within the Holy Sepulchre. Here the clergy and people venerated and kissed it. At Easter, it was taken out and placed on the Altar of Resurrection, where it remained for forty days.


In medieval England, our Sarum rite practice of the Easter sepulchre bore some similarity to this. 


After the Good Friday “creeping to the cross”, the priest and his assistants, bare-foot, wrapped the crucifix in fine fabrics, and placed it in a “sepulchre” on the north side of the altar. This “sepulchre” might be a wooden coffer or chest, or indeed a carved stone sepulchre in the wall – such as survives at Heckington near Sleaford in Lincolnshire. Below the opening are depicted Roman soldiers asleep, and beside it the two Marys and an angel.

If the sepulchre was a wooden chest, it was often laid atop a flat tomb in the chancel. Local worthies might specifically ask that their tombs be built to serve as Easter sepulchres. For example, Thomas Windsor of Stanwell, Middlesex, in his will of 1479 specified that his tomb “may bear the blessed body of our Lord, and the sepulture at the time of Eastre to stand upon the same.”  


Usually the consecrated Host was placed inside an opening in the side of Christ, to make His “burial” even more real. The choir sang: “I am counted as one of them that go down into the pit” as the door or curtain of the sepulchre was closed. The sepulchre was surrounded by candles, paid for by the various parish guilds. Parishioners kept watch from Good Friday evening until Easter morning.  


Churchwardens' accounts record the costs of the watching. For example, at Lambeth, Surrey, in 1521: “For brede and drynke for the two men that watched the sepulcre and for Wylliam sexton for two nyghttes 6d.” 


Alternatively the clergy - at least the deacons - kept the vigil, the priests having retreated to bed! In Coventry (1452) it was stipulated that the second Deacon 'shal wache the sepulcur on gode fryday all nyght', whilst the first Deacon 'schall wache the sepulcur on Aster evyn tyll the resurrecion be don'.

Our fullest account of these ceremonies comes from the Benedictine abbey of Durham (now the cathedral). On Good Friday they venerated a golden crucifix, upon a velvet cushion embroidered with St Cuthbert’s arms. After this “creeping to the cross”, the crucifix was processed to the Easter sepulchre, all covered in red velvet and embroidered with gold, erected on the north side of the choir near the high altar. 

There they “did lay it within the said sepulchre, with great devotion with another picture of our saviour Christ, in whose breast they did enclose with great reverence the most holy and blessed sacrament of the altar senceinge [incensing] and prayinge unto it uppon theire knees a great space settinge two taper lighted before it, which tapers did burne unto Easter day in the morninge that it was taken forth.”

About 4 am on Easter morning, two of the oldest monks knelt before and incensed the sepulchre, and took out the Image of Christ Risen “in the breast whereof was enclosed in bright crystal the holy sacrament of the altar, through the which crystal the blessed host was conspicuous.” 


All sang “Christus resurgens”, while the procession moved to the south choir door, where an elaborate canopy awaited them. There followed effectively a Blessed Sacrament procession around the entire church “the whole quire waitinge uppon it with goodly torches and great store of other lights, all singinge rejoyceinge and praising God most devoutly till they came to the high altar againe.” The image of the Risen Christ was then placed upon the high altar until Ascension Day.

Today we rather lack iconography for the resurrection. The Easter candle symbolizes the Risen Christ, in a rather cerebral way, for liturgical initiates. Some churches have an Easter garden, or an empty tomb, but we would benefit from more graphic ways to bring home the reality of Christ’s Resurrection.

There is a devotion called the Via Lucis, fourteen Stations marking Jesus’ Resurrection appearances. However, without the visual element, it is restricted to Scripture texts. The Divine Mercy image of Christ is an apt image of the Risen Lord. The Resurrection is a stupendous mystery outside the natural order of things. Blessed, I suppose, are those who have not seen and yet believed!
