The Holy Week in the Maronite Church
By Father Naji Kiwan
We are entering the most important week of the liturgical year, the week that prepares us to
live intensely the Christian Mystery of the Death and the Resurrection of our Lord Jesus Christ: the
Holy Week. The Holy Week is the memorial of those great days of our salvation when Jesus Christ
died on the Cross to redeem and save our human race and give us the opportunity to share in His
Divine Life.
Lent was for us the time to reflect more and meditate upon our lives so that we can renew
ourselves and prepare to live again the mystery of our salvation. Now we are approaching the Holy
Week and Easter Sunday and celebrating the death and the Resurrection of Our Lord.
On Palm Sunday, the children and people have received Jesus Christ as king. They welcomed
Him into their city, Jerusalem. They proclaimed "Hosanna to the Son of David; blessed is he who
comes in the name of the Lord; hosanna in the highest”. Jesus found an ass and sat upon it, as is
written: "Fear no more, O daughter Zion; see, your king comes, seated upon an ass's colt." He
was so humble and so meek. The King of the kings, Lord and Master, the Creator of all, born in a
manger, entering Jerusalem sitting on a donkey, and finally crucified between two criminals.
The Holy Week, in our Maronite Church, is considered an independent Liturgical Season
inside the Season of Lent. It starts with “Naheero” or the “Coming to the Harbor” on Palm Sunday
evening and is over on Easter Sunday. One week seems to be too short to be considered an
independent Season. However, the intensity of ceremonies and celebrations, and the deep spirituality
found in those old Syriac texts, prayers and hymns in that week, make it worthy to be the most
important week of the year.
I would like to present very quickly the ceremonies celebrated during this blessed week so
that we may understand its importance and realize the importance of our participation in all services.
The “Coming to the Harbor” is an old rite of the Maronite Church. It reminds us that Jesus is
the Harbor of Salvation. The ship or the vessel, which is the Church, and often compared to Mary the
New Vessel of life, reaches the Harbor after the safe journey of Lent. This celebration was originally
celebrated on Palm Sunday, in the evening, and opens the Holy Week. It is celebrated outside the
Church and is concluded inside the Church after a Candle procession symbolizing Christ the True
Light. It does have a whole service of the Word, similar to the first part of the Divine Liturgy, with
Hossoyo (Prayer of Forgiveness) and readings of the Epistle and the Gospel. The proclamation of the
Gospel on that day is the Parable of the Ten Virgins who are waiting the coming of the Bridegroom.
The prayers of Monday, Tuesday and Wedneday of the Passion Week are called “Sotooro” or
Lenten evening prayers. We have a special prayer for every day with a cycle of readings from the
Old and the New Testament announcing the death of Jesus Christ as the fulfillment and the
achievement of all the promises of the Prophets. Jesus is the Son of God who was delivered to
human hands, put to death, suffered and was humiliated for our own sake.

Wednesday of the Passion Week is also called Wednesday of Ayoub(Job). Job suffered a lot,
and lost his health and wealth, even his sons and daughters, but never cursed God and was known for
his patience. He represents Christ who willingly received suffering and death, and committed
himself into his Father’s hands. On that day, the Rite of the Lamp is celebrated. Once again, it is an
old rite of the Maronite Church. Dough with seven wicks inserted into it, represent the seven lamps
envisioned by the Prophet Jeremiah and by John the Apostle in his Revelation. During the
celebration, the oil is blessed and all the faithful receive the anointing.
Holy Thursday or Thursday of the Holy Mysteries is the first day of the Easter Triduum. On
that day Jesus had his Last Supper with his disciples and washed their feet. He commanded them to
love each other and follow his example in serving each other. “So when he had washed their feet and
put his garments back on and reclined at table again, he said to them, "Do you realize what I have
done for you? You call me 'teacher' and 'master,' and rightly so, for indeed I am. If I, therefore, the
master and teacher, have washed your feet, you ought to wash one another's feet. I have given you a
model to follow, so that as I have done for you, you should also do. Amen, amen, I say to you, no
slave is greater than his master nor any messenger greater than the one who sent him” (John 13/1216). After the washing of the feet, Jesus went to Mount of Olives and spent his night there praying to
His Father for his disciples and his Church so they may be one as He is one with His Father.
On that day, Jesus founded the Sacraments, especially the Sacrament of Eucharist and the
Priesthood. It is the Thursday of the Priests par excellence, those servants of the Holy Sacraments
and administrators of the Holy Eucharist in memory of Jesus Christ, in memory of His death and
Resurrection until he returns.
The custom of that day was to visit seven Churches, symbolizing the seven Sacraments, and
meditating in each Church upon one of the Sacraments. This custom started first in Rome, where
Christians went to visit seven Churches built upon seven hills of Rome, to honor the tombs of the
first Christian martyrs and disciples, especially the tombs of Peter and Paul. This custom still in
existence in our parishes and churches in Lebanon where thousands of people go in procession from
one Church to another to visit the Blessed Sacrament exposed usually after the ceremony of the
washing of the feet until the morning of the next day, Good Friday. The Blessed Sacrament is
exposed all night and faithful are encouraged to stay in the church as much as they can praying,
meditating upon the Mystery of Salvation, and participating in the “agony of Gethsemane” where
Jesus spent his night in prayer before His crucifixion on Good Friday.
The Maronite Church fulfills the commandment of the Lord Jesus Christ on that day and
accomplishes the service of the washing of the feet. The priest, acting in persona Christi, which
means in the person of Christ, washes the feet of twelve of his parishioners showing the mystery of
love and compassion and performing like Christ the act of ultimate humiliation actually reserved to
the slaves who were entrusted with this task to wash their master’s feet. Jesus gave himself as an
example to follow, and performed that act of humiliation to fulfill the prophecies of the prophets as
the Suffering Servant or slave, of whom spoke the prophet Isaiah (Is 53:1-11).

Good Friday is the great day of the year. Jesus was crucified and put to death. He paid the full
price of our salvation: his life. He is the Son, the only begotten Son, the inheritor. In Him, through
him and because of him we became sons and children of Our Father, inheritors of the Heavenly
Kingdom and of the Eternal Life. Our Maronite Church invites us on this day to pray and meditate
upon the mystery of Salvation: the living death of our Lord which provides salvation of our souls
and Eternal Life. Jesus freed us from the impediments of sins. He bore our infirmities and endured
our sufferings. “There was in him no stately bearing to make us look at him, nor appearance that
would attract us to him. He was spurned and avoided by men, a man of suffering, accustomed to
infirmity, one of those from whom men hide their faces, spurned, and we held him in no esteem. Yet it
was our infirmities that he bore, our sufferings that he endured, while we thought of him as stricken,
as one smitten by God and afflicted. But he was pierced for our offenses, crushed for our sins, Upon
him was the chastisement that makes us whole, by his stripes we were healed. We had all gone
astray like sheep, each following his own way; But the Lord laid upon him the guilt of us all. Though
he was harshly treated, he submitted and opened not his mouth; like a lamb led to the slaughter or a
sheep before the shearers, he was silent and opened not his mouth. Oppressed and condemned, he
was taken away, and who would have thought any more of his destiny? When he was cut off from the
land of the living, and smitten for the sin of his people… Therefore he was given his portion among
the great, and he shall divide the spoils with the mighty, Because he surrendered himself to death
and was counted among the wicked; And he shall take away the sins of many, and win pardon for
their offenses” (Isaiah 53).
On Good Friday, two ceremonies are to be celebrated. The first Celebration is the “Signing of
the Chalice” called also “the Liturgy of the Pre-Sanctified”. It is a celebration of the Divine Liturgy
with no Words of Institution, which are the center of every liturgy. On Good Friday, the only
sacrifice is the sacrifice of Christ, who offered himself to his Father. In fact, every Liturgy is a
memorial of the sacrifice of the Cross, the Death and the Resurrection of our Lord Jesus Christ.
However, on Good Friday Christ himself is the sacrifice, the ultimate and the perfect oblation.
During the ceremony, the priest invokes the Holy Spirit to descend upon the chalice placed at the
altar and make it the Blood of Christ to be given during the communion with the hosts consecrated
the night before in the Liturgy of the Holy Thursday. The most important moment of this Liturgy is
the procession with the Blessed Sacrament placed over the head of the priest reminding him his day
of ordination, when the Bishop handed over to him the celebration of the Eucharist and entrusted to
him the service of the people of God.
The second ceremony is the Adoration of the Cross celebrated in memory of the death of
Jesus Christ crucified on the “wood of shame”. Jesus was crucified between two criminals. One of
them, on the right, repented and won the Kingdom. He entered with Jesus the kingdom prepared for
him and for all believers since the foundation of the world. He is the perfect example of repentance.
Even at the last minute, Jesus would accept our repentance. He is willing to forgive us and give us
new life. During the ceremony, while the priest is reading from the Gospel of Luke the crucifixion of
Jesus, the deacon or the server will light the candle placed to the right of the Cross to symbolize the
deliverance of the criminal on the right.
Many Christians during that day bring some flowers to honor the Holy Cross. All flowers will
be put into the shroud that will be laid in the tomb prepared especially for this day. After the
Ceremony, the cross is buried until Easter Sunday.

Saturday of the Light is the last day of this Holy Week, and subsequently, the last day of
Lent. It is the day the Lord had chosen to enter the tomb and to visit the Dead in their tomb. This day
is a non-liturgical day. There is no Divine Liturgy that day before Vigil or Midnight. However, a
beautiful ceremony is to be celebrated during that day: “the Prayer of Forgiveness”. It is an old
prayer of the Maronite Church and all the Syriac Churches that celebrate the forgiveness won by the
death of Jesus Christ. Saturday of the Light is the day of forgiveness par excellence. All Christians
are invited to confess their sins during that ceremony and beseech forgiveness. Confessions are
heard individually, and absolution is given to all those who confessed their sins. This ceremony
finds its true meaning in the forgiveness won by the death of Christ and the personal participation of
each faithful and the confession of his sins. The end of the liturgy announces already but not yet the
Resurrection of Christ, because where forgiveness and peace are, Christ is raised from the Dead, and
so we are.
The Vigil of Easter is the night before Easter spent in prayers and praises of the Resurrected
Christ, and was the perfect time to restore the backsliders to faith and administer Baptism to new
catechumens who prepared themselves during all Lent with prayer and fasting. Our Maronite Church
shares this tradition with the Roman Catholic Church. This is a common heritage for all Eastern and
Western Churches. However, one of the most important ceremonies and celebrations was the
celebration of Easter at Midnight, the first hour of the day. The ceremony of Easter is the Rite of
Peace. Jesus Christ is the King of Peace. By His Death and His Resurrection he brought peace to
earth. Saint Paul wrote in his letter to the Romans: “Therefore, since we have been justified by faith,
we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ, through whom we have gained access (by
faith) to this grace in which we stand, and we boast in hope of the glory of God. Not only that, but
we even boast of our afflictions, knowing that affliction produces endurance, and endurance, proven
character, and proven character, hope, and hope does not disappoint, because the love of God has
been poured out into our hearts through the holy Spirit that has been given to us” (Romans 5:1-5).
The Rite of Peace is celebrated at Midnight Liturgy and/or Easter Sunday morning during the
Divine Liturgy when the priest blesses the congregation with the Cross. Easter Sunday is the day of
Peace. May the Peace of our Lord Jesus Christ Risen from the dead be with you all: “In the
foreknowledge of God the Father, through sanctification by the Spirit, for obedience and sprinkling
with the blood of Jesus Christ: may grace and peace be yours in abundance (1 Peter 1:2).
Today’s theologians and researchers are discovering the profundity and the richness of our
Eastern Tradition and they are teaching it in all western and European schools and institutions of
Philosophy and Theology… I hope that this brief description and explanation of the theology and the
spirituality of the Maronite Church all through the Holy Week will increase in your hearts the love of
the Church and participation in all her ceremonies, liturgies and prayers of this blessed week. I hope
that you understand better why this week is so important, and why it is necessary to learn more and
more about our Maronite Tradition and our Eastern Catholic Churches. The more you discover the
richness of our Syriac Tradition, the more you will love your Church, and the more you will be
proud to belong to the Eastern Churches.

