EASTER GREAT WEEK – A Greek Experience

The week of Easter begins on Palm Sunday and people gather in church every morning and evening throughout Holy Week to commemorate the last week in the life of Jesus Christ.  The church bells ring continually during this week and churches are often so full that many people have to stand outside and the service is broadcast to them by loudspeaker.  The television features a week of showing the services in churches all over Greece – and comparing the price of lambs all over Greece!  Towards the end of the week all over Poros men are to be seen on their motorbikes carrying home the lamb for the Sunday feast – the lamb often riding pillion! 

On the Thursday morning the preparations for Easter begin in earnest. Eggs are dyed red as this colour is believed to have protective power and symbolises the blood of Christ. Easter bread is baked and studded with red eggs. Much of Thursday is spent at the church, as the women weave wreaths of flowers to decorate the Epitaphio, the wooden bier upon which the image of Christ is laid the next day.  In the evening, after the reading of the 12 Gospels, the women decorate the bier with garlands of flowers, so that on the morning of Good Friday it is ready to receive the icon of the body of Christ when He is taken down from the Cross. Each Parish church will prepare an epitaphio and there is great competition to see which church produces the most beautiful each year.

Good Friday is a day of mourning. The drama of the death of Christ is enacted with great devoutness and drama in each parish church. The icon of Christ is taken off the cross, wrapped in linen and put in the bier, which symbolises the tomb of Christ.

In the evening the biers are carried from each church down into the town and then come together to form one procession along the waterfront.  The various town bands, playing solemn music, precede the procession and it is followed by the cantors, the clergy, women bearing myrrh, the altar boys and the people of the region, who sing the hymns throughout the procession.  Children pass underneath the epitaphio for luck and young single women are said to dream of their future husbands if they put a flower from the epitaphio under their pillow that night. All along its route, people scatter flowers and perfumes on the epitaphio, holding lighted candles in their hands.  

The Saturday night service is without a doubt the most important event on the calendar and virtually everyone in the whole country is in church - all carrying decorated candles. Before midnight all the lights are extinguished in the church and the priest comes from behind the doors on the altar carrying a candle lit with the Holy Light (which has been transferred from Jerusalem courtesy of Olympic Airways). He walks to someone in the front row and lights their candle and these people who receive the light of the resurrection (the light is a symbol of the resurrection) pass the light from candle to candle and the light gradually fills the church. Everybody leaves the church just before midnight, singing a song the words of which mean, Jesus Christ has risen from the dead, through death conquering death. At midnight, at the moment of the resurrection, the bells ring out and the firework displays start – and the firecrackers!  All the people who have gone to church, who are standing in little family units, turn to one another and everybody kisses everybody else and says, 'Christos anesti, Christos anesti’ (Christ has risen, indeed He has risen). And it's a very touching moment. In the moment of conquering death, it has a certain meaning to kiss your grandparents, who you know you'll be burying soon, and to kiss your children, who will be replacing you in the next generation. There is an amazing feeling of the continuity of life.

People carefully take home their lighted candles with the Holy Light of the Resurrection. Before entering their houses they mark a cross with the smoke from the candle above the door in order to bless the house and its inhabitants. They then light the oil candle in front of their icon-stand (pretty well all Greek houses have some form of one of these), and try to keep this light burning throughout the year.

After the Resurrection of Christ (Anastasi), the Easter Lent is finished and Christians may eat animal products again. Their first dinner includes the mageiritsa soup. Mageiritsa is a soup served only on this night and it is made of the lamb's internal organs with an egg-lemon sauce. After having the soup, red eggs are cracked. Every member of the family will choose an egg and then try to crack the eggs of the others with his own. At the end, only one egg will remain uncracked and the owner will have good luck for the coming year.

The Greeks have many traditions for Easter Sunday, however the most important is gathering the family together and roasting a lamb on the spit in their garden, on their roof terraces or balconies or even in the road. The whole country does this, every family, so there is a wonderful smell of roast lamb everywhere.  

Ninety five percent of all Greeks are Orthodox and the Easter ceremonies carry the weight of centuries of tradition. People have been saying these prayers unchanged for hundreds and hundreds of years.  However, lots of Easter traditions originated long before the beginning of the Christian era.  Easter is connected in many ways with pagan rituals that accompanied the arrival of spring. It is possible that the name "Easter" stemmed from that of Eostre, an Anglo-Saxon goddess of springtime. Easter is also associated with the Jewish festival of Passover, or Pesach. The term "paschal", meaning "of Easter", is derived from the name of the Jewish festival, as are the names of Easter in some foreign languages. In Greek, Easter is called Pascha, meaning Passover: It is the eternal Passover from death to life and from earth to heaven.

The popularity of lamb as an Easter food is undoubtedly related to its importance as a symbol. During the middle ages roast lamb became the traditional main course of the Pope's Easter dinner, and it is still customarily served on Easter Sunday in many European countries.

The Easter Egg is associated with beliefs of particularly ancient origin. The egg was an important symbol in the mythologies of many early civilizations, including those of India and Egypt. It was commonly believed that the universe developed from a great egg and that the halves of its shell corresponded to Heaven and earth. The egg was also connected with the springtime fertility rituals of many pre-Christian and Indo-European peoples, like the old Cretans, and both the Egyptians and the Persians made a practice of colouring eggs in the spring.  Greeks mainly colour eggs red to signify the blood of Christ. They use hard-boiled eggs (painted red on Holy Thursday) which are baked into twisted sweet-bread loaves or distributed on Easter Sunday.  People tap their eggs against their friends' eggs and the owner of the last uncracked egg is considered lucky.

Although it seems unexpected to find this, the Epitaphios resembles the cult of Adonis, in which pagan women bewailed the death of the year with flowers and wreaths, sometimes at springs and temples. A lot of pagan practices – even the move of Christ’s birthdate to a pagan yuletide festival – were adopted by the early Christian church to reassure the new faithful about the continuity of belief. Northern European practices such as the Christmas tree (the tree of life) and the Yule log, are even more openly pagan than the Easter egg.

Some Easter Greek phrases –

Happy Easter  
      Kaló Páscha 

Christ is risen 
      Christós Anésti

Truly he is risen    Alithós Anésti

Easter Wishes 
      Chroniá Pollá

