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SPIRIT RENEWED

Orthodox Christians celebrate Easter 

Monday, April 24, 2006

BY MARY KLAUS

Of The Patriot-News 

With red eggs, round bread and a joyful Divine Litur gy, about 300 members of St. Nicholas Serbian Orthodox Church celebrated the Eastern Orthodox Easter yesterday. 

"He is risen," church members said to each other while entering the Oberlin church. "Indeed, he is risen," others replied on the day they ended their Great Fast and celebrated the resurrection of Jesus Christ. 

The congregation that filled the church presented a United Nations of ethnic backgrounds: Serbian, Greek, Russian, Croatian, Antiochian, Macedonian/Bulgarian, Romanian, Ukrainian, Syrian, Lebanese, Mexican, German, Irish, English, Vietnamese and Japanese. 

Many stopped first in the vestibule to light candles in memory of relatives. Entering the sanctuary, they walked to the altar to leave red eggs and Easter baskets containing sweet domed Easter bread, decorated eggs, meats, cheeses, pastries and candles. 

"The breads are made of butter, milk and eggs, all things we gave up during the Great Fast," said Beverly Yanich of Cape May, N.J., a lifelong member of St. Nicholas. "The red eggs symbolize our spiritual renewal through the resurrected Christ. Red represents Christ's blood, and the egg shell is symbolic of his tomb." 

During the service, the congregation listened intently as the Very Rev. Srboljub Jockovich, the pastor, sang and chanted prayers in Slavonic, the church language. The rich voices of the choir sang gentle, haunting responses. Church members made the sign of the cross frequently, bowing their heads when Jockovich blessed them with incense. 

Despite the damp, gloomy day outside, the colorful stained-glass windows -- portraying lives of saints, and the 28 icons depicting Jesus Christ, the Virgin Mary and saints -- sparkled under the crystal chandelier. White lilies, daisies and chrysanthemums, and lighted white candles added to the atmosphere. 

Orthodox Easter is "not merely an historical re-enactment of Christ's resurrection as narrated in the Gospels," Jockovich told the congregation. "For us to be one with God, he became one with us in the person of Jesus Christ." 

John Semic of Oberlin, the church president, called yesterday "the most important holiday in the Eastern Orthodox faith." 

"Lent was a period of sacrifice, reflection and spiritual growth. We've been solemn for six weeks. Today is a time of celebration," Semic said. 

The Great Fast is a time "when we can eat anything that comes from the sea, such as fish, or from the ground, such as grains, fruits and vegetables," Yanich said. "But we can't have any meat or dairy products. This is how John the Baptist and Jesus Christ ate when they were in the wilderness." 

Orthodox Christians celebrate Easter, she said, by eating lamb and kolach, a traditional round sweet bread made with eggs. 

"We try to better ourselves in Lent and in Holy Week," said Zenia Grabbe of Lower Swatara Twp. "The discipline of the Great Fast has been good for the soul. As an Orthodox Christian, I feel joy today and hope for mankind." 

Yesterday's service capped an Orthodox Lent that included weeks of the Great Fast and ended with church members being anointed with blessed oil on Holy Wednesday; hearing 12 Gospel lessons on the passion of Christ and participating in a procession on Holy Thursday; attending Vespers of the Descent from the Cross on Holy Friday; and lighting resurrection candles and processing into church on Holy Saturday night. 
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