ST. THOMAS SUNDAY - ANTIPASCHA
Acts 5:12-20, John 20:19-31

By Archpriest Peter Olsen
St. Basil’s Russian Orthodox Church, Watervliet, NY, April 27, 2025

In the early church catechumens were traditionally baptized on Holy Saturday and received
Holy Communion for the first time on Pascha. The newly-baptized, also called the “newly-
illumined” (“filled with light”), wearing their white baptismal garment, would remain in the
church for the entire week after Pascha (“Bright Week”). On the eighth day after Pascha the
chrism would be washed off and the newly-baptized would be tonsured. In today’s common
practice, of course, the chrism is washed off and the newly-baptized is tonsured on the same
day. What did these new Christians do in the church for an entire week? They spent the entire
time reliving Pascha, singing the Paschal hymns, praying, and experiencing the the grace and
glory of the Divine light of the Holy Spirit that they had just received in Holy Baptism. Why for
eight days? Why is the “eighth day” significant? The eighth day is the day after the sabbath, it
is the day of the Lord, Kyriaki" in Greek, it is the day which transcends the seven days of this
temporal world. It is on the eighth day that the Christians gather to celebrate the Divine Liturgy
and the Holy Eucharist. It is the day of the Kingdom of God. It is the day that is outside of
time.

Today is the eighth day after Pascha and the end of Bright Week. We call this day
“Antipascha.” However, until the Feast of the Lord’s Ascension (forty days after Pascha) and
the receiving of the Holy Spirit on Pentecost (fifty days after Pascha), we are still celebrating
the Lord’s Resurrection. This is reflected in the liturgical rubrics of this period which stipulate
that we continue to sing Paschal hymns, and in other ways as well, such as the vestments
remaining white, and greeting each other by saying “Christ is Risen!” and responding “Indeed
He is Risen!” until the afterfeast (apodosis) of Pascha.

After the crucifixion the apostles remained behind locked doors for fear of the Jews. On the
eighth day the risen Lord appeared to His disciples and greeted them with the words, “Peace
be with you!” “Shalom!” One apostle was absent — St. Thomas. Perhaps he had the courage
to venture out and to procure provisions for the apostles, and that is why he was absent. Or
perhaps he had not yet arrived. We do not know for sure. However, we do know that his
absence was providential. When Thomas returned and learned that the Lord had appeared in
his absence, he was very upset. He felt that he could no longer be humbered among the
twelve in the same way because he was excluded from seeing the risen Lord. He expressed
his hurt and confused feelings by saying that he would not believe in the testimony of the other
apostles unless he himself saw the print of the nails and placed his hand in the wound in the
Lord’s side. Was St. Thomas being a skeptic? By no means. He loved Jesus and had
courageous faith and devotion to the Lord. We see this in the eleventh chapter of the Gospel
of John. The time had arrived for the climax and fulfillment of the Lord’s saving acts for
mankind — the crucifixion and the Resurrection. The Lord informed the disciples that it was
time for them to return to Judea, where great hostility and serious threats awaited them. The
apostles, fearing death, tried to dissuade the Lord from returning to Judea. It was only St.
Thomas who voiced his devotion and willingness to obey and follow the Lord when he said,
“Let us go and let us die with him,” saying this not with disdain or sarcasm, but in faithful
obedience and willingness to face martyrdom. The Lord arranged for Thomas to be absent
during the Lord’s first appearance to the apostles because it is through Thomas that we are
able to verify the Lord’s Resurrection by seeing the print of the nails and by placing our hands
in the wound in the Lord’s side. Eight days later the Lord appears in the locked room a second
time, and this time Thomas is present. The Lord shows Thomas the print of the nails in His
hands and invites Thomas to place his hand in His side. Thomas immediately proclaims, “My
Lord and my God!”, literally in Greek, “My Lord the God!”
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A true skeptic would say that no matter what he sees, experiences, or is told by witnesses,
he will not believe. He has chosen deliberately not to believe, and this is the expression of
someone who is blinded by egotism, pride, and arrogance. A humble person would say,
“Alright, show me, and | will believe.” The story of Thomas is for everyone who is humble
enough to be open to the truth. Jesus tells Thomas, “Have you believed because you have
seen me? Blessed are those who have not seen and yet believe.” Because of Thomas we
have this witness, as it says at the end of today’s Gospel, “that we may believe that Jesus is
the Christ, the Son of God, and that believing we may have life in His name.” Amen.
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