
 

The Winter Pascha by Thomas Hopko 

“COME AND SEE!” 

 

 

As the winter slowly settles in, the Church begins to celebrate a “splendid three-day Pascha” – the 

Pascha of Christ’s incarnation and manifestation in the flesh. This feast is celebrated “in the darkness 

of wintertime, when the light is just starting to shine more brightly and the nights begin to shorten, 

thus heralding the victory of Light and Life in the springtime Pascha of the Lord’s Death and 

Resurrection” (49). This name for the feast of the Nativity of Our Lord emphasizes its close 

connection with the mystery of our salvation and deliverance from sin and death. 

 

In order to stress this parallel between spring and winter Pascha, liturgical services for the Nativity 

have been specifically modelled on the liturgical structure of the festival of Resurrection of Christ. 

Hence, “here is a forty-day fast; there are prefeast preparations; there are the special royal hours with 

their prophecies, epistles, gospels, and hymns on the eve of the feast, followed by the vesperal liturgy 

of St. Basil the Great; there is the solemn all-night vigil, crowned by the matin’s canon and hymns; 

and finally, after the Eucharistic celebration of St. John Chrysostom on the day of the feast itself, the 

celebration continues to its completion in the festival of the Meeting of the Lord in the Temple forty 

days later, paralleling Ascension forty days after Pascha. The Lord’s birth and baptism are directly 

connected to His dying and rising. He was born in order to die. He was baptized in order to be raised. 

And the middle of this festal season is marked by the feast of Theophany – the “Festival of Lights” 

(10). 

 

First, however, there is a historical and spiritual/mystical sequence that needs to be experienced – the 

necessary sequence of encountering Christ as a concrete human being (a child, a son, a carpenter and 

teacher), and only once our eyes are opened and our hearts pure we can experience Him as the 

Teacher, the Prophet, the Messiah. The first step on the way to Winter Pascha is the encounter with 

the man Jesus. We are invited with Philip, one of the first apostles called by Jesus to ‘come and see.’ 

Like the first disciples, if we want to come and see, we will. “We will see ‘greater things’ than we 

ever expected. We will see ‘heaven opened and the angels of God ascending and descending upon 

the Son of man.’ ... We will come to know Him for who and what He really is. But first we must 

come. For if we do not come, we will never see” (14). 

 

 

 

The Feast of the Entrance of the Theotokos into the Temple 

(November 21) 

The first feast on the road to Bethlehem is the Entrance of the Theotokos into the Temple. The 

purpose of this feast is “not so much to commemorate a historical happening as to celebrate a 

dogmatic mystery of the Christian faith, namely, that every human being is made to be a living 

temple of God, a dwelling place of His glory” (16, 21). Note the first phrase of the troparion: “Today 

is the prelude of the benevolence of God,” the phrase that announces salvation which comes into this 

world through the Son of God. Further, consider 1 Corinthians 3:9 which reads as follows: “Do you 

not know that you are God’s temple and that God’s Spirit dwells in you? If any one destroys God’s 



temple, God will destroy Him. For God’s temple is holy, and that temple you are.” Also, note 

Ephesians 2:18-22: “You are no longer strangers and sojourners, but you are fellow citizens with the 

saints and members of the household of God....” Note the domestic references at the time of the 

preparation for the festival of Christ’s coming celebrated primarily within the families. Christ is 

physically and spiritually formed within the body of His Mother so that He may be formed in us as 

well. This is the meaning of Christmas, which is the meaning of life itself: Christ in us and we in 

Christ, God with us and we with God. This point is presented so beautifully by Gregory Nazianzen 

which Fr. Hopko transcribes in his book: “For He who gives riches becomes poor, for He assumes 

the poverty of my flesh that I may assume the riches of His divinity. He that is full empties Himself, 

for He empties Himself of His glory for a short while that I may have a share in His fullness. ... I had 

a share in the Image but I did not keep it. He now partakes of my flesh that He might both save the 

image and make the flesh immortal. ... In creation He gave us a share of His own good nature. And 

now in the Nativity He takes on Himself our own sinful one. The Nativity is a more Godlike action” 

(27-28). 

 

 

The Feast of St. Andrew 

(November 30) 

Andrew is called by Jesus Himself to ‘come and see.’ “This is the abiding invitation of the Church in 

her liturgical services. Come with faith and you will be numbered with those to whom ‘it has been 

given to know the secrets of the kingdom of heaven’ (Mt. 13:11). You will be found with those to 

whom insight has been granted into ‘the mystery of Christ’ which is ‘the mystery hidden from ages 

in God who created all things’ which is now made manifest ‘through the Church’ even to the angels 

(Eph. 3:4, 9-10). Come and see! You will witness the mystery of Christ’s birth from the Virgin, His 

manifestation at the Jordan in His baptism by John, ... ultimately you will see the Son of God 

Himself being lifted upon the Cross in order to give His broken body as food for His people, and 

shed His blood as their drink, that their hunger and thirst for peace and joy and righteousness, and 

indeed for life itself, might be forever satisfied” (30-31). 

 

So, the first step is to come, because otherwise we will never see. However, it is not enough just to 

show up. After all, there were many on the earth when Jesus came, but they did not necessarily see 

Him as the Son of God and Saviour of the world. Similarly, there are so many who come to the 

Church and still do not see. ... The answer to why so many remain oblivious to this awesome mystery 

which unfolds right before them is given by Jesus Himself, quoting His prophet Isaiah: “You shall 

indeed see but never perceive. For this people’s heart has grown dull, and their ears are heavy of 

hearing, and their eyes they have closed, lest they should perceive with their eyes, and hear with their 

ears, and understand with their heart, and turn for Me to heal them” (Mt. 13:14-15; Is. 6:9-10). Thus, 

Jesus says quite simply that it is a matter of will. Those who do not see remain blind because they do 

not desire to see. We need to pray that we see and understand, and thus become enlightened like 

Andrew-the-first-called who saw and believed. 

 

 

 

 

The Feast of St. Nicholas 



(December 6) 

The prefeast hymns of the Nativity are heard once again on the feast of Saint Nicholas, the fourth-

century bishop of Myra in Lycia who is the most popular and widely celebrated saint during this 

season. One of the main reasons why Saint Nicholas is celebrated is due to his generosity, which 

stems from his genuine goodness. But, let us first consider the following: no one is good but God 

alone (Lk. 18:18; Mk. 10:18). And yet one of St. Nicholas’s characteristics is that he is truly good.  

The reason that this is so, is because Saint Nicholas was endowed with God’s own goodness. As His 

saint, Saint Nicholas was given the gift of participating in God’s own qualities, thus attaining 

divinization, or theosis. And this invitation is extended to us as well – we are invited to become His 

saints, and thus participate in His life. “The Messiah has come so that human beings can live lives 

which are, strictly speaking, humanly impossible. He has come so that people can really be good.  

One of the greatest and most beloved examples among believers that this is true is the holy bishop of 

Myra about whom almost nothing else is known, or needs to be known, except that he was good.  For 

this reason alone he remains, even in his secularized form, the very spirit of Christmas” (40). 

 

 

 

The Feast of the Conception of the Theotokos 

(December 9) 

The conception of the Mother of God by Saint Anna is testimony of God’s immense love for us, for 

He made the barren womb fruitful. Also, through Mary God showed us how holiness and life in 

Christ is possible to us, fallen humans. Mary has been given to us as the great example and not the 

great exception. 

 

The importance of this feast is that “God did not somehow intervene at the moment of Mary’s 

conception with a special action to remove the ‘stain’ of the original sin transmitted by the act of 

human reproduction because, simply put, we do not hold that such a ‘stain’ exists” (42). This is not 

to say that original sin does not exist. To the contrary – the Church affirms original sin. However, the 

point is this: all human beings, including the Mother of God, are born into this fallen, imperfect, 

illness- and death-bound world. “We are all born mortal and tending toward sin. But we are not born 

guilty of any personal sin, certainly not one allegedly committed ‘in Adam.’ Nor are we born stained 

because of the manner in which we are conceived. ... Mary is conceived by her parents as we are all 

conceived. But in her case it is a pure act of faith and love, in obedience to God’s will, as an answer 

to prayer. In this sense her conception is truly ‘immaculate’” (43). Thus, the original sin is not a 

personal quilt, but rather the sinful nature and fallen state of this world that we have inherited as a 

result of Adam’s disobedience. However, this feast testifies that through hope and unshakable faith 

that God can indeed do things impossible to humans, wonderful miracles do happen. 

 

 

 

The Sunday of the Holy Forefathers 

 

Two Sundays before Christmas, much like the Sunday before Nativity, we celebrate the holy 

forefathers of the Old Testament. They foretold the coming of the Messiah and were redeemed by 

His death and resurrection. Ancestors of our Lord are a very strong reminder that “there is a great 



difference between existing and living. Many people exist, but very few really live. Only those who 

seek God have life. Only those who delight in His commandments and rejoice in accomplishing His 

will pass beyond mere existence and actually find life” (64). And holy forefathers did chose life – 

they found it in their Messiah, Jesus Christ, who is Life itself. Also, their story is, once again, the 

story of deep faith. Even though they did not receive that which was promised to them during their 

earthly lives, they have “greeted it from afar” (Heb. 11:13). They were welcomed into the heavenly 

Jerusalem by the Messiah-Christ so that their perfection could come together with our own. They 

were given to us as an example, so that we could imitate their faith, acquire their courage, embody 

their power, and thus become the inheritors of their blessings. 

 

Furthermore, by clearly presenting the genealogy of Jesus Christ, the Evangelists have demonstrated 

that He indeed is the fulfilment of the promise made to Abraham and David. Through the list of His 

ancestors, Christ is presented very concretely as the affirmation of God’s faithfulness to His 

promises. This is not always true on the part of His people, who often strayed from the straight path. 

The genealogy of Jesus is a constant reminder that His ancestors are not only righteous and holy 

people, but also sinners and heathens who struggled with their short-comings. Nonetheless, He heals 

all of our infirmities and remains faithful even if we are faithless. Also, the genealogy of Christ 

affirms that Jesus, being in truth the Son of God, has come in the flesh as a real human being. 

Through His humanity, which is as real as our own, He suffered, died, and arose from the dead. And 

by tasting death for every one, He made it possible for all of us to taste eternal life. 

 

This realization, the fact that we have been given the gift of eternal life, is heralded to us in the 

mystery of Christ’s birth, and fulfilled in His Pascha. This is the joy of Christmas – the assurance 

that we have been given the inheritance of the Kingdom. 
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