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An unshakable conviction among Jews at the 
time of Jesus held that the Holy Scriptures 
had to be «fulfilled.» From the time of their 

exodus from Egypt and their sojourn in the wil-
derness of Sinai, the people of Israel viewed all of 
history, including their own personal and collec-
tive destiny, as under the authority and control of 
the One God, who revealed himself to Moses as 
YHWH, «I (Who) Am,» «the Existing One» (Exodus 
3). In the people’s spiritual consciousness, this God 
became known as the unique and ab-
solute Lord of all, who guides nations 
and individuals toward a decisive end, 
an ultimate fulfillment in accordance 
with his sovereign will. As the peo-
ple’s hope focused more and more on 
the coming of a Messiah, an «anointed one» of God 
who would usher in a new age and a new creation, 
expectation of that fulfillment grew to fever pitch.

For many, Jesus of Nazareth was an immense dis-
appointment. They, and particularly members of the 
«Zealot» party of political militants, had long strug-
gled to overthrow Roman authority in Israel, with the 
aim of establishing an earthly kingdom ruled by the 
Lord’s Messiah. They had hoped Jesus would enter Je-
rusalem as a victorious warrior, which likely explains 
the enthusiastic reception he received on what the 
Church honors as «Palm Sunday.» Jesus was no rev-
olutionary, and  —  despite attempts by some schol-
ars today to rewrite history  —  he was no Zealot (al-
though at least one of his disciples, Simon, had been). 
His lordship served peace and reconciliation rather 
than revolt and political restoration. Hopes among 
the populace that Jesus and his followers would es-
tablish a new reign, and renew within Israel the glo-
ry it knew under King David, were clearly not to be 
fulfilled by this itinerant preacher from Nazareth and 
his small band of close disciples. If it can be said that 
Jesus was crucified for political reasons, it was less for 
what he did than for what he refused to do. Messianic 
hope in much of Judaism, in other words, had lost its 
transcendent, eschatological character and taken on 
a «this-worldly» focus. It may have been disappoint-
ment and frustration, then, as much as a perceived 
undermining of Pharisaic traditions, that finally led 
the crowd to demand, «Crucify him!»

For Jesus’ followers, however, including the 
Twelve but also large numbers outside that tight 
circle, this man from Nazareth was precisely the 
fulfillment presaged by the prophets. They had im-
mediate and personal experience of his living pres-
ence with them, following his tragic and undeniable 
death on the cross. In the opening verses of 1 Cor-
inthians 15, the apostle Paul declares that the risen 
Jesus appeared not only to his close disciples, but to 
more than five hundred people at one time, «most 

of whom are still alive.» Paul’s meaning is clear: if 
you don’t believe that Jesus actually, physically, rose 
up out of death, just ask those who saw him, who 
walked and talked with him, as did Mary Magdalene 
(Jn 20:18), the two disciples traveling to Emmaus (Lk 
24:32-35), and on several occasions the full body of 
disciples (Lk 24:33-43; etc.). Even the guards at the 
tomb saw and bore witness to that awesome mir-
acle (Mt 28:11).

Shortly before the annual feast of Pentecost, Peter 
led the disciples to «fulfill the Scriptures» by naming 
a follower of Jesus to take the place of Judas Iscar-
iot (Acts 1:15-26). With the election of Matthias, the 
number of disciples was restored to twelve, a «per-
fect» number corresponding to the twelve tribes 
of Israel. Groundwork was thus laid for creation of 
the New Israel, the Church, which would embrace 
both Jew and Gentile. As such, this newly consti-
tuted body of believers would not «replace» Israel, 
as many have claimed. It fulfilled it, becoming in St 
Paul’s words «the Israel of God» (Gal:16).

Finally, on the day of Pentecost itself, Peter ad-
dressed the crowd, declaring about Jesus that «God 
raised him up, having freed him from death...» (Acts 
2:24). This «mighty work,» Peter insists, occurred to 
fulfill «what was spoken through the prophet Joel,» 
and through the entire witness of the Hebrew Scrip-
tures. It is in the person of Jesus, the risen and ex-
alted Lord, and in the outpouring of the Holy Spirit 
upon the congregation of believers, that the prom-

ises of God uttered through the Law and the Proph-
ets are finally, ultimately, fulfilled.

To experience Pascha and Pentecost as they are 
meant to be lived within the life of the Orthodox 
Church, it is essential that we rediscover both the fer-
vor and the conviction of the earliest Christian disci-
ples. This is not first of all a summons to announce 
to the world the Good News of Christ’s death and 
his victory over death by the resurrection. Even be-
fore we can move to that stage, it is necessary for us 

to make an inward journey, through li-
turgical worship but also through si-
lence. The true fervor that nourishes 
faith and enables us «to move moun-
tains» is located in the quiet depths 
of what the psalmist calls «the secret 

heart.» It comes  —  as it came for Mary Magdalene, 
for the Eleven disciples, and for the Mother of God 
herself  —  as a fruit of contemplation: a still and yet 
intense focusing upon the Object of our faith, upon 
the One who continually pours out upon us the 
«promise of power from On High,» the Holy Spirit. 
It comes as we distance ourselves from the distrac-
tions, noise and confusion that so thoroughly mark 
our daily life, and listen for the «sound» of the Spir-
it, become sensitive once again to his presence and 
movement in our life, and perceive the purpose to 
which he calls each of us. It comes as we behold the 
face of Christ with the eyes of the heart, as we see 
and «know» with a knowledge that surpasses every 
other, that in the risen Christ, God is truly with us. 
That fervor comes as a sacred and precious gift, as 
we walk together through the final days of the Lent-
en journey, in mutual longing and in mutual antici-
pation of what is to come.

The faith and the unyielding commitment of 
those first followers of Jesus can be ours as well. It 
requires only that we realize and rejoice in the fact 
that the fulfillment of Scripture is not a thing of the 
past. It occurs ever again, within our church com-
munities and within ourselves, when we unite our-
selves to one another, in faith and in love, to pro-
claim the ultimate truth, the only truth that matters: 
Christ is risen!

z
Very Rev. John Breck
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