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THE OFFICE OF

READINGS



HOLY THURSDAY



FIRST READING Hebrews 4:14-5:10

A reading from the letter to the Hebrews

Since in Jesus, the Son of God, we have the supreme high priest who
has gone through to the highest heaven, we must never let go of the
faith that we have professed. For it is not as if we had a high priest
who was incapable of feeling our weaknesses with us; but we have
one who has been tempted in every way that we are, though he is
without sin. Let us be confident, then, in approaching the throne of
grace, that we shall have mercy from him and find grace when we

are in need of help.

Every high priest has been taken out of mankind and is appointed to
act for men in their relations with God, to offer gifts and sacrifices
for sins; and so he can sympathise with those who are ignorant or
uncertain because he too lives in the limitations of weakness. That is
why he has to make sin offerings for himself as well as for the
people. No one takes this honour on himself, but each one is called
by God, as Aaron was. Nor did Christ give himself the glory of
becoming high priest, but he had it from the one who said to him:
You are my son, today I have become your father, and in another

text: You are a priest of the order of Melchizedek, and for ever.



During his life on earth, he offered up prayer and entreaty, aloud
and in silent tears, to the one who had the power to save him out of
death, and he submitted so humbly that his prayer was heard.
Although he was Son, he learnt to obey through suffering; but
having been made perfect, he became for all who obey him the
source of eternal salvation and was acclaimed by God with the title

of high priest of the order of Melchizedek.




SECOND READING

From an Easter homily by Saint Melito of Sardis, bishop

There was much proclaimed by the prophets about the mystery of
the Passover: that mystery is Christ, and to him be glory for ever and

ever. Amen.

For the sake of suffering humanity he came down from heaven to
earth, clothed himself in that humanity in the Virgin’s womb, and
was born a man. Having then a body capable of suffering, he took
the pain of fallen man upon himself; he triumphed over the diseases
of soul and body that were its cause, and by his Spirit, which was

incapable of dying, he dealt man’s destroyer, death, a fatal blow.

He was led forth like a lamb; he was slaughtered like a sheep. He
ransomed us from our servitude to the world, as he had ransomed
Israel from the hand of Egypt; he freed us from our slavery to the
devil, as he had freed Israel from the hand of Pharaoh. He sealed our

souls with his own Spirit, and the members of our body with his own

blood.

He is the One who covered death with shame and cast the devil into

mourning, as Moses cast Pharaoh into mourning. He is the One who



smote sin and robbed iniquity of offspring, as Moses robbed the
Egyptians of their offspring. He is the One who brought us out of
slavery into freedom, out of darkness into light, out of death into
life, out of tyranny into an eternal kingdom; who made us a new
priesthood, a people chosen to be his own for ever. He is the

Passover that is our salvation.

It is he who endured every kind of suffering in all those who
foreshadowed him. In Abel he was slain, in Isaac bound, in Jacob
exiled, in Joseph sold, in Moses exposed to die. He was sacrificed in
the Passover lamb, persecuted in David, dishonoured in the

prophets.

It is he who was made man of the Virgin, he who was hung on the
tree; it is he who was buried in the earth, raised from the dead, and
taken up to the heights of heaven. He is the mute lamb, the slain
lamb, the lamb born of Mary, the fair ewe. He was seized from the
flock, dragged off to be slaughtered, sacrificed in the evening, and
buried at night. On the tree no bone of his was broken; in the earth
his body knew no decay. He is the One who rose from the dead, and

who raised man from the depths of the tomb.



GOOD FRIDAY



FIRST READING Hebrews 9:11-28

A reading from the letter to the Hebrews

Now Christ has come, as the high priest of all the blessings which
were to come. He has passed through the greater, the more perfect
tent, which is better than the one made by men’s hands because it is
not of this created order; and he has entered the sanctuary once and
for all, taking with him not the blood of goats and bull calves, but his
own blood, having won an eternal redemption for us. The blood of
goats and bulls and the ashes of a heifer are sprinkled on those who
have incurred defilement and they restore the holiness of their
outward lives; how much more effectively the blood of Christ, who
offered himself as the perfect sacrifice to God through the eternal
Spirit, can purify our inner self from dead actions so that we do our

service to the living God.

He brings a new covenant, as the mediator, only so that the people
who were called to an eternal inheritance may actually receive what
was promised: his death took place to cancel the sins that infringed
the earlier covenant. Now wherever a will is in question, the death of
the testator must be established; indeed, it only becomes valid with
that death, since it is not meant to have any effect while the testator

is still alive. That explains why even the earlier covenant needed



something to be killed in order to take effect, and why, after Moses
had announced all the commandments of the Law to the people, he
took the calves’ blood, the goats’ blood and some water, and with
these he sprinkled the book itself and all the people, using scarlet
wool and hyssop; saying as he did so: This is the blood of the
covenant that God has laid down for you. After that, he sprinkled
the tent and all the liturgical vessels with blood in the same way. In
fact, according to the Law almost everything has to be purified with
blood; and if there is no shedding of blood, there is no remission.
Obviously, only the copies of heavenly things can be purified in this
way, and the heavenly things themselves have to be purified by a
higher sort of sacrifice than this. It is not as though Christ had
entered a man-made sanctuary which was only modelled on the real
one; but it was heaven itself, so that he could appear in the actual
presence of God on our behalf. And he does not have to offer
himself again and again, like the high priest going into the sanctuary
year after year with the blood that is not his own, or else he would
have had to suffer over and over again since the world began.
Instead of that, he has made his appearance once and for all, now at
the end of the last age, to do away with sin by sacrificing himself.
Since men only die once, and after that comes judgement, so Christ,

too, offers himself only once to take the faults of many on himself,



and when he appears a second time, it will not be to deal with sin but

to reward with salvation those who are waiting for him.




SECOND READING

From the Catechesis of Saint John Chrysostom

If we wish to understand the power of Christ’s blood, we should go
back to the ancient account of its prefiguration in Egypt. “Sacrifice a
lamb without blemish,” commanded Moses, “and sprinkle its blood
on your doors.” If we were to ask him what he meant, and how the
blood of an irrational beast could possibly save men endowed with
reason, his answer would be that the saving power lies not in the
blood itself, but in the fact that it is a sign of the Lord’s blood. In
those days, when the destroying angel saw the blood on the doors
he did not dare to enter, so how much less will the devil approach
now when he sees, not that figurative blood on the doors, but the

true blood on the lips of believers, the doors of the temple of Christ.

If you desire further proof of the power of this blood, remember
where it came from, how it ran down from the cross, flowing from
the Master’s side. The gospel records that when Christ was dead, but
still hung on the cross, a soldier came and pierced his side with a
lance and immediately there poured out water and blood. Now the
water was a symbol of baptism and the blood, of the holy Eucharist.
The soldier pierced the Lord’s side, he breached the wall of the

sacred temple, and I have found the treasure and made it my own. So



also with the lamb: the Jews sacrificed the victim and I have been

saved by it.

“There flowed from his side water and blood.” Beloved, do not pass
over this mystery without thought; it has yet another hidden
meaning, which I will explain to you. I said that water and blood
symbolised baptism and the holy Eucharist. From these two
sacraments the Church is born: from baptism, “the cleansing water
that gives rebirth and renewal through the Holy Spirit,” and from
the holy Eucharist. Since the symbols of baptism and the Eucharist
flowed from his side, it was from his side that Christ fashioned the
Church, as he had fashioned Eve from the side of Adam. Moses gives
a hint of this when he tells the story of the first man and makes him
exclaim: “Bone from my bones and flesh from my flesh!” As God
then took a rib from Adam’s side to fashion a woman, so Christ has
given us blood and water from his side to fashion the Church. God
took the rib when Adam was in a deep sleep, and in the same way

Christ gave us the blood and the water after his own death.

Do you understand, then, how Christ has united his bride to himself
and what food he gives us all to eat? By one and the same food we
are both brought into being and nourished. As a woman nourishes
her child with her own blood and milk, so does Christ unceasingly

nourish with his own blood those to whom he himself has given life.



HOLY SATURDAY



FIRST READING Hebrews 4:1-13

A reading from the letter to the Hebrews

Be careful: the promise of reaching the place of rest he had for them
still holds good, and none of you must think that he has come too
late for it. We received the Good News exactly as they did; but
hearing the message did them no good because they did not share
the faith of those who listened. We, however, who have faith, shall
reach a place of rest, as in the text: And so, in anger, I swore that not
one would reach the place of rest I had for them. God’s work was
undoubtedly all finished at the beginning of the world; as one text
says, referring to the seventh day: After all his work God rested on
the seventh day. The text we are considering says: They shall not
reach the place of rest I had for them. It is established, then, that
there would be some people who would reach it, and since those
who first heard the Good News failed to reach it through their
disobedience, God fixed another day when, much later, he said
‘today’ through David in the text already quoted: If only you would
listen to him today; do not harden your hearts. If Joshua had led
them into this place of rest, God would not later on have spoken so
much of another day. There must still be, therefore, a place of rest
reserved for God’s people, the seventh-day rest, since to reach the

place of rest is to rest after your work, as God did after his. We must



therefore do everything we can to reach this place of rest, or some

of you might copy this example of disobedience and be lost.

The word of God is something alive and active: it cuts like any
double-edged sword but more finely: it can slip through the place
where the soul is divided from the spirit, or joints from the marrow;
it can judge the secret emotions and thoughts. No created thing can
hide from him; everything is uncovered and open to the eyes of the

one to whom we must give account of ourselves.




SECOND READING

From an ancient homily for Holy Saturday

Something strange is happening — there is a great silence on earth
today, a great silence and stillness. The whole earth keeps silence
because the King is asleep. The earth trembled and is still because
God has fallen asleep in the flesh and he has raised up all who have
slept ever since the world began. God has died in the flesh and hell

trembles with fear.

He has gone to search for our first parent, as for a lost sheep. Greatly
desiring to visit those who live in darkness and in the shadow of
death, he has gone to free from sorrow the captives Adam and Eve,
he who is both God and the son of Eve. The Lord approached them
bearing the cross, the weapon that had won him the victory. At the
sight of him Adam, the first man he had created, struck his breast in
terror and cried out to everyone: “My Lord be with you all.” Christ
answered him: “And with your spirit.” He took him by the hand and
raised him up, saying: “Awake, O sleeper, and rise from the dead,

and Christ will give you light.”

I am your God, who for your sake have become your son. Out of

love for you and for your descendants I now by my own authority



command all who are held in bondage to come forth, all who are in
darkness to be enlightened, all who are sleeping to arise. I order you,
O sleeper, to awake. I did not create you to be held a prisoner in hell.
Rise from the dead, for I am the life of the dead. Rise up, work of my
hands, you who were created in my image. Rise, let us leave this
place, for you are in me and I am in you; together we form only one
person and we cannot be separated. For your sake I, your God,
became your son; I, the Lord, took the form of a slave; I, whose
home is above the heavens, descended to the earth and beneath the
earth. For your sake, for the sake of man, I became like a man
without help, free among the dead. For the sake of you, who left a
garden, I was betrayed to the Jews in a garden, and I was crucified in

a garden.

See on my face the spittle I received in order to restore to you the
life I once breathed into you. See there the marks of the blows I
received in order to refashion your warped nature in my image. On
my back see the marks of the scourging I endured to remove the
burden of sin that weighs upon your back. See my hands, nailed
firmly to a tree, for you who once wickedly stretched out your hand

to a tree.



I slept on the cross and a sword pierced my side for you who slept in
paradise and brought forth Eve from your side. My side has healed
the pain in yours. My sleep will rouse you from your sleep in hell.
The sword that pierced me has sheathed the sword that was turned

against you.

Rise, let us leave this place. The enemy led you out of the earthly
paradise. I will not restore you to that paradise, but I will enthrone
you in heaven. I forbade you the tree that was only a symbol of life,
but see, I who am life itself am now one with you. I appointed
cherubim to guard you as slaves are guarded, but now I make them
worship you as God. The throne formed by cherubim awaits you, its
bearers swift and eager. The bridal chamber is adorned, the banquet
is ready, the eternal dwelling places are prepared, the treasure
houses of all good things lie open. The kingdom of heaven has been

prepared for you from all eternity.









