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Mom and Dad, Happy Easter.
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Celebrating a Miracle

T’was Easter-Sunday. The full-blossomed trees

Filled the air with fragrance and with joy.

Henry Wadsworth Longfellow 
1807-1882 
American poet

Next to Christmas, my favorite holiday as a young boy was Easter. It was a season of decorating eggs with my family, giving baskets of homemade goodies to friends, and visiting the mall’s six-foot-two-inch white bunny who passed out free candy. I’ll never forget sprinting around a field or yard, my eyes peeled for those elusive stashes of brightly colored hardboiled treasures, hoping to find the coveted, one-of-a-kind speckled egg.

Then came the Easter feast. I will forever remember the yearly sight of my Gran-Gran’s dinner table, lusciously laden from end-to-end with delectable foods, carefully prepared and lovingly presented in piping hot pots and on sizzling plates. We formed a line to go around to each dish, taking more than enough to fill our stomachs. The choices seemed endless: glazed ham, turkey, mashed potatoes and homemade gravy, rice, green beans, yams with cinnamon, and corn on the cob. After all of that came dessert: pies, pies, pies . . . then more pies.

Over the years, little has changed in the way we celebrate Easter in America. Egg hunts, gift baskets, and Sunday feasts are as popular as ever and provide immeasurable joy to children and adults alike. But, there is far more to Easter. For Christians worldwide, the holiday celebrates the faith’s foundational event and doctrinal cornerstone: the resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth three days after his crucifixion. The importance of this miracle cannot be overstated. As Paul the apostle explained, “If Christ has not been raised, your faith is futile” (1 Corinthians 15:17 NIV).

Given the pivotal nature of the resurrection, it is not difficult to see why followers of the Man from Galilee have set aside a day to commemorate his glorious return to life. That singularly wondrous event simultaneously confirmed Christ’s authority over death, proved his divinity in the eyes of witnesses, fulfilled Old Testament prophecies concerning the Messiah, and made possible the salvation of all those who, by faith, accept his sacrifice on the cross for their sins.

Easter is a holy day that embodies the very heart and soul of the Christian gospel—the Good News that Christ lives. “For what I received I passed on to you as of first importance: that Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures, that he was buried, and he was raised on the third day” (1 Corinthians 15:3–4 NIV). We, too, can live, as Jesus himself emphatically declares in John 11:25, “I am the resurrection and the life. He who believes in me will live, even though he dies” (NIV).

If there is anything on the earth worth celebrating, it is surely this promise. Consider the thoughts of distinguished Bible teacher J. Dwight Pentecost, who aptly summarized the meaning of the Easter miracle in his book Things Which Become Sound Doctrine:


Since Jesus Christ is raised from the dead, we who have received Him as Savior have the assurance that sins have been forgiven and that the next step in the program is resurrection into His glory. . . . So there is victory through the resurrection of Christ—victory over sin, victory over defeat, victory over despair, victory over fear—because Christ hath been raised and He said, “If I live, ye shall live also.” This is the message of certainty and hope that we have. . . . [S]hould death be our experience, we rest in hope, for death has been robbed of its venom because Christ has been raised from the dead.


Christians have adopted a myriad of ways to observe the holy day of Easter and depict Christ’s victory over death. Some of them are ancient, while others are far more recent in origin. All of them, however, point to the inescapable message of Christianity—Christ is risen!

This book is a series of readings meant to not only bring the Easter story to life, but also to highlight many of the customs, traditions, and symbols that have come to represent Jesus’ resurrection. My hope is that by looking at what happened on that initial Easter Sunday and at how that event continues to be celebrated, we can find a new level of appreciation for the holiday and what it represents to Christians.

Following the Christian calendar for the season, our short meditations will lead us day by day toward the crucifixion and ultimately to Resurrection Sunday. It is a path that untold numbers of Christians have been walking for 2,000 years. Enjoy the journey!

On a hill far away stood an old rugged cross,

The emblem of suffering and shame;

And I love that old cross, where the dearest and best,

For a world of lost sinners was slain.

George Bennard 
1873–1978 
American hymnist




Week One

The Celebration Begins




Out of the Frying Pan

The Tale of Pancake Tuesday

“Now John’s disciples and the Pharisees were fasting. Some people came and asked Jesus, ‘How is it that John’s disciples and the disciples of the Pharisees are fasting, but yours are not?’ Jesus answered, ‘How can the guests of the bridegroom fast while he is with them?’ ”

Mark 2:18–19 NIV

To prepare themselves spiritually for Easter, Christians observe Lent—a time of fasting, charity and reflection. This is why, in many parts of the world, the day before Ash Wednesday (when the Lenten fast begins), is devoted to feasting. In England, Australia, and Ireland, for example, the Easter season begins on Pancake Tuesday. This name derives from the old custom of removing the eggs, flour, milk and fats from the kitchen in preparation for the Lenten fast.

To use up these items, in the days before modern preservation methods became available, cooks made pancakes for the day’s meals. Pancakes are still made today, shared with families and friends, and are sometimes sold at community functions to raise money to donate to charities during Lent.

Pancake Tuesday is also known as Shrove Tuesday after the tradition of confessing one’s sins to someone before Lent starts. To shrive in Old English means to absolve (or forgive) the sins of someone else, a practice that, in the Middle Ages, coincided with the ringing of the “Pancake Bell” that called everyone to confession. It also signaled families to begin making their batter for a pancake lunch. In many cities and towns, this custom of ringing the Shrove Bell continues, much to the delight of twenty-first century celebrants.

Pancake races are also a major part of many pre-Lenten festivities. Participants run a lengthy course from the market square to church, carrying a pancake in a pan and flipping it over at least three times during the race. The most famous race has been held in the small town of Olney, England, since 1445.

It all began, so the story goes, when a townswoman was so busy making pancakes that she lost track of time. After hearing the Shriving Bell, she ran all the way from her house to the church still wearing her apron and holding her frying pan!

In Norway, the Easter season begins with a three-day festival that starts on the Sunday before Ash Wednesday. This period—known as Shrovetide—includes Sunday, Blåmandag (Blue) Monday, and Fetetirsdag (Fattening) Tuesday (so named after the “fats” removed from the kitchen. Cooks can use them up in meals before the Lenten fast begins the next day).

Finland likewise views Shrove Tuesday as a major holiday. To celebrate, many schoolchildren are released from class so they can go tobogganing. It is also customary for youngsters there to recite traditional poems that address the people’s hopes for a bountiful year of crops.




Marked for Redemption

Origins of Ash Wednesday

All go to the same place; all come from dust, and to dust all return.

Ecclesiastes 3:20 NIV

Ash Wednesday, which originated somewhere in the mid-seventh century, is the first day of Lent. It gets its name from the custom of placing ashes in the shape of a cross on the foreheads of Christians to symbolize their mortality. This act is typically accompanied by a variant of the phrase, “Remember, oh man, that dust you are, and to dust you shall return.” The words are based on biblical passages, Genesis 3:19 and Ecclesiastes 3:20. The latter says, “All go to the same place; all come from dust, and to dust all return” (Ecclesiastes 3:20 NIV).

According to the Dictionary of Biblical Imagery, ashes were associated with death due to “the ancient military practice of burning enemy cities.” Consider Jeremiah’s depiction: “The whole valley where dead bodies and ashes are thrown, and all the terraces out to the Kidron Valley on the east as far as the corner of the Horse Gate will be holy to the Lord. The city will never be uprooted or demolished” (Jeremiah 31:40 NIV).

Ashes are also a sign of penitence and/or mourning. This is based on biblical verses where individuals are shown putting dust/ashes on their heads to demonstrate sorrow. In the Old Testament, for example, we see Job expressing grief over his sinful state of mind. “Therefore I despise myself and repent in dust and ashes” (Job 42:6 NIV). This same book of the Bible also depicts the use of ashes (or dust) by individuals mourning a particularly grievous situation: “When they saw him from a distance, they could hardly recognize him; they began to weep aloud, and they tore their robes and sprinkled dust on their heads” (Job 2:12 NIV).

And in the New Testament we have the widespread sins of an entire nation being lamented with ashes: “Woe to you, Korazin! Woe to you, Bethsaida! If the miracles that were performed in you had been performed in Tyre and Sidon, they would have repented long ago in sackcloth and ashes” (Matthew 11:21 NIV).

As for putting a cross of ashes on the forehead, this symbolizes the spiritual seal that God places on candidates at baptism. It represents the new spiritual mark of ownership when a believer is transformed from being a slave to Satan in his kingdom of darkness, to being a slave of righteousness in God’s kingdom of light.

This was expressed most clearly by Paul the apostle. “You have been set free from sin and have become slaves to righteousness” (Romans 6:18 NIV). “And do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, with whom you were sealed for the day of redemption.”




A Time of Sacrifice

The Lenten Fast

The tempter came to him and said, “If you are the Son of God, tell these stones to become bread.” Jesus answered, “It is written: ‘Man does not live on bread alone, but on every word that comes from the mouth of God.’ ”

Matthew 4:3–4 NIV

The earliest reference to the forty days of Lent (which comes from the modern German word Lenz or “spring”), is found in the fifth canon of the Council of Nicea. Today most Christian denominations and independent groups observe Lent—Eastern Orthodox, Anglican, Roman Catholic, Lutheran, Methodist, Presbyterian and evangelical, to name but a few. It is a sacred season of devotion to God when believers concentrate on fasting, prayer, acts of penance/ penitence, and works of charity. The Lenten period actually totals forty-six days, but because none of the six Sundays that fall during the season count as days of fasting, the actual number of days viewed as “Lent” are the other forty days.

The practice of fasting before Easter appears to have grown out of the early custom of holding baptisms at Pascha (the Greek translation of the Hebrew word Pesah, or passover). This fast served as a time of reflection for the converts to focus their thoughts on the ultimate sacrifice Christ had made for them.

Eventually, Christians adopted a forty-day fast as parallel to the fasting/temptation that Jesus endured in the wilderness. “Then Jesus was led by the Spirit into the desert to be tempted by the devil. He fasted forty days and forty nights, he was hungry” (Matthew 4:1–2 NIV).

When this tradition began, the fast was rather stringent. Only one meal was eaten per day, and even then, “all flesh and ‘white meats’ ” were forbidden, notes Howard Sainsbury, in his entry “Lent,” in The New International Dictionary of the Christian Church.

These guidelines, however, were gradually relaxed. Now, the Lenten fast can range from eating one meal a day to taking regular meals, but abstaining from a favorite food or beverage (for example, chocolate or soda) throughout the season. In some communities, the “fast” applies neither to food nor to drink, but instead, to a favorite activity or hobby (for example, watching television or listening to music). The time normally spent dining or enjoying a hobby is instead devoted to pursuing a closer walk with the Lord through Bible study, prayer, the reading of some Christian book (for example, My Utmost for His Highest by Oswald Chambers) or any other spiritual act.

Despite such modern twists on the ancient fast, its spiritual purposes remain unchanged. A person’s self-denial shows a willingness to make a sacrifice to God, just as Christ was willing to sacrifice himself. Moreover, fasting during Lent is intended to draw one’s focus away from earthly desires. This way the entire heart, mind, and soul can reflect on God and thereby grow closer to Christ. In other words, the Christian seeks “a change of heart during Lent in their relationship to God,” concludes T. J. German, in his article “Lent,” from the Evangelical Dictionary of Theology.




Spring Cleaning

Praying in the Wilderness

“All this I will give you,” he said, “if you will bow down and worship me.” Jesus said to him, “Away from me, Satan! For it is written: ‘Worship the Lord your God, and serve Him only.’”

Matthew 4:9–10 NIV

Prayer is closely linked to fasting, especially during the Easter season. In the Armenian Church, for example, both prayer and fasting are directly tied together through Matthew 4, which speaks of Jesus enduring his forty days of fasting in the wilderness and the temptations he faced from Satan. “The Meaning of Lent,” an article on the Armenian Church Web site (www.armenianchurch.net) explains:


During Lent, we go into our own inner wilderness—caused by sins, spiritual laziness, and empty vanity. There we confront the devil. Through prayer, fasting, Bible reading, and self-examination, we gain the strength to work at being more loving, humble, and gentle: the beautiful fruit of the resurrection, which is life Everlasting with Christ our Lord.


Many Christians often use a very short prayer to meditate on, saying it aloud or silently throughout the day. Consider these Lenten prayers published by the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America:

Jesus, who knew temptation and hunger for our sake: Free us from all covetousness, and wake us from indifference to evil. . . .

Eternal God, whose image we bear: You have created us to live by more than bread alone [Matthew 4:4]. Nourish us through your Word and release us from selfishness born of fear. . . .

Christ, who wept over Jerusalem: Look with compassion upon the cities of our time; that our children might live to adulthood and enjoy a future filled with hope. . . .

God, who searches for the lost: our season brings the lengthening of days and longer light reveals what had been hidden. Cleanse our hearts as we spring-clean our dwellings, that we give away what we no longer need and justice and kindness have ample room . . .

As we approach God in hopes of growing closer to him and deepening our walk with Christ there is no end to what we can pray about during Lent. One Web site that provides resources and information for ministers, elders, and members of the Church of Scotland lists numerous prayers for Christian living in the spirit of the Lenten season. Topics include: increased faith, repentance, obedience, forgiveness, self-sacrifice, holiness, purity, kindness, spiritual maturity, and love toward God and others. Visit “Short Prayers for Lent” (www.kirkweb.org).

The entire message of Lent is one of faith, hope, and love, paying special attention to one’s personal relationship with God. “But the greatest of these is love” (1 Corinthians 13:13 NIV). It is a time of “intense spiritual housecleaning” and “letting go of the bondage of sin” say the articles “All About Lent” and “The Season of Lent” (see www.churchyear.net and www.sundayschoollessons.com).

The Reverend George Mastrantonis of the Greek Orthodox Church in America has given perhaps the most poignant definition of Lent in “The Great Lent: A Week by Week Meaning.” He calls it “a ‘workshop’ where the character of the faithful is spiritually uplifted and strengthened; where his life is rededicated to the principles and ideals of the gospel; where the faith culminates in deep conviction of life; where apathy and disinterest turn into vigorous activities of faith and good works.”
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