A Reflection on Great & Holy Friday
The tomb we stand before on this particular Holy Friday is somewhat different than the past, slightly divergent, but not altogether dissimilar. In place of the Lord’s grave and burial shroud which is always venerated in the center of the church on this mournful day, a beautiful and humble time-honored and pious Orthodox custom, it has been replaced by our battered and wounded hearts, changed by our sinful nature, a closed church, and the events of the past five weeks. On this Great Friday, our heart is the resting place as Christ has been crucified and is in need of a dwelling place to lie his body. Soon, though, he will begin to make his descent into Hades to destroy death, and then rise as the victorious Savior very early in the morning on the first day of the week.   

How did this all happen? Didn’t our Lord have the necessary protection to avoid such a calamity and humiliating death? He did, but his inner circle began to break away and disappear en masse. One had already betrayed him (Judas Iscariot), another denied him an alarming three times (Peter, the Apostle), and all the other disciples, students of his, withdrew and abandoned him as well. There was no one left, save for a few loyal women. Pilate handed our Lord over to be crucified, but not before the soldiers found entertainment in abasing him so publicly, even to the point of dividing his garments amongst themselves. Pilate, at the encouragement of the Roman authorities, granted them their wish, the release of Barabbas and the handing over of Christ. A bit later in the narrative, we learn a large rock was then rolled to seal the tomb securely (Mark 15:46).. 

This was supposed to be the end of the story; it was in fact, just the beginning, lest a greater fraud be perpetuated than the first, according to the Gospel of Matthew (27:63). 
The trial before Pilate, the Roman prefect (governor), and all the humiliation experienced every step along the way possible by Christ, the public execution, his sadistic and grisly murder on the cross, marked the creation of eternal life for all Christians. Christ teaches us through his death that there can be no theosis (holiness) unless there is first kenosis, the self-emptying of every sin, passion, and temptation which not only is opposed to God, but separates us from him during this earthly life. When we allow this to occur, then die two deaths: the one in this world, and the one that will separate us from him eternally. Only when man empties himself, can he come to understand that God is God. Alternatively, when man fills his soul with his own desires, he cannot hear the voice of God in his heart. By choosing to die in such a manner – a public slaying on the cross - Christ willing assumes our sins, our dysfunction and addictions, and covers himself with our filthy garment that he now shrouds himself in; just so we can live forever with him in his Kingdom. 
The victory today, even in the darkest imaginable hour, ultimately lies in the cross. In the history of Christianity, it has always been the cross of Christ which has remained the source of consolation, inspiration, and strength. The world identifies with the cross as the symbol of defeat, disgrace, loss, and ultimately, death. The church on the other hand, has always embraced the cross, in both a literal and figurative sense, as the instrument of salvation of the entire world, and the pathway to eternal life, because the transcendence of the universe in God is accomplished. There is freedom and life in the cross; it is the pathway to transfiguration and holiness, and will forever remain as the visible sign of hope and resurrection. If we regard the cross as anything differently, then we have embraced a false teaching. In the Kingdom of God, the world has been transfigured by the cross through which God himself is finally revealed and glorified.
The descent of our Lord into hell should soon be at the center of our hearts. There is no other resting place. And what will he find? Continued repentance, intensely rooted in humility and prayer, is always preferred. Anything else he may discover may contribute to our judgment. Orthodox Christians do not merely intellectualize the cross, nor the tomb or the burial shroud. We process with them, we bow down and venerate them - in our hearts this year, exclusively - yet in doing so, “We glorify Thy Holy Resurrection.” 
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