
Tending the Garden of our Hearts:   
Family Meditations for Great Lent 
 

GREAT AND HOLY SATURDAY 
 

Welcome to  Tending the Garden of our Hearts!   We are almost there -- it is almost Pascha! 
 
Today is Great and Holy Saturday, which is a day of waiting and truly, already a day of celebration. 
Yesterday, Christ was wrapped in linen and placed in a tomb. Today, we focus on that tomb. This is no 
ordinary grave. This is not a place of death and decay -- instead, it is life-giving! This tomb is the place 
of Christ’s great victory over death. 
 
Great Saturday is the day between Jesus' death and His resurrection. Today is full of watchful 
expectation; our grief and mourning is transforming into joy.  
 
Something really amazing happens today, and it’s usually called “The Harrowing of Hades”.  You can 
see it in the icons of Christ’s resurrection. To understand the Harrowing of Hades, we need to know 
what Hades is.  
 
Let’s go back to where we began -- in the Garden of Eden, where a cunning serpent told Eve that she 
would not die from eating this fruit, but would become like a god, knowing both good and evil. He 
wasn’t exactly lying, and he wasn’t telling the truth either -- he was a trickster. The serpent, the devil, 
was pretending to be Eve’s friend, but truly he was plotting her downfall and tricking her into causing 
the fall of all creation. After Adam and Eve disobeyed God and invited sin and death into the world, 
sickness and death became part of our normal experience. Adam and Eve would die, their children 
would die, and for all generations, everyone would eventually die. 
 
But where did all those people go when they died? Well, not to heaven and not to hell. They all went 
together, whether they were good guys or bad guys, whether they loved God or not, to Hades. And the 
devil was down there, keeping them locked inside. 
 
 Until one day, Jesus died on a cross and entered Hades. The devil let Him in happily, delighted to see 
that God had been so ridiculous as to become fully man, a weak and mortal human being. The Son of 
God, attacked by the forces of sin and evil and death, was delivered right there into the devil’s hands. In 
the ultimate victory, the devil would lock the Son of God into Hades. 
 



But Jesus Christ, while fully man, is also fully God, and He cannot be held by death. The gates of 
Hades close behind Him, and what does Christ do? He rises and breaks open the gates! Hades cannot 
hold Him, for God is so much bigger and more powerful than death. God is the source of all life, and 
death simply cannot hold Him. The gates of Hades broke apart, and all of Hades was destroyed.  
 
When Christ tears down those gates, all of those souls -- the good and the bad, including Adam and 
Eve and Abraham and Joseph and the Three Holy Youths and everyone we know from the Old 
Testament and all of those souls we never heard about -- have all been held in Hades, but now they are 
all free!  No longer will the gates of Hades hold them away from God. They are all free now, to head for 
the light, to go to heaven and to be with God. 
 
And as Hades is destroyed, the devil remains there in the darkness, empty-handed and defeated, as 
Christ triumphs over him. As our hymns say, Christ has “tricked the trickster” because what the devil 
thought would be his greatest victory is revealed to be his terrible defeat.   
 
St. John Chrysostom wrote such a famous sermon for Pascha that we all repeat it every year. He talks 
about Hades, and we cry out, “It was embittered!” We mean that Hades and the devil were embittered, 
because as St. John Chrysostom declares: 
 
It took a body, and met God face to face. 
It took earth, and encountered Heaven. 
It took that which was seen, and fell upon the unseen. 
O Death, where is thy sting? O Hell, where is thy victory? 
Christ is risen, and thou art overthrown! 
Christ is risen, and the demons are fallen! 
Christ is risen, and the angels rejoice! 
Christ is risen, and life reigns! 
Christ is risen, and not one dead remains in the grave. 
For Christ, being risen from the dead, is become the �rst-fruits of those who have fallen asleep. 
To Him be glory and dominion unto ages of ages. 
Amen. 
 
 
 
QUESTIONS 
 
Why is Holy Saturday a day of waiting? 
 
Because it is the day between the sadness of Holy Friday and the joy of Pascha. 



How did Jesus get in to Hades? 
 
He entered as a dead human being -- all dead humans went to Hades. 
 
 
What happened to Hades when Jesus entered it? 
 
The gates were torn apart and Hades was destroyed forever. 
 
 
For Discussion:   Sometimes people wonder why Christ had to die to save us, but understanding the 
Harrowing of Hades helps us understand -- Jesus died so that He could enter into death and destroy it. 
Death cannot contain the great Giver of Life, so He breaks it open from inside! What do you think it was 
like for the people in Hades? Do you suppose that the prophets told them Christ would be coming? Did they 
see that Lazarus got called back to life? Did they know that Christ was about to come and deliver them 
from death? 


