Easter Assembly 2017
Introduction

This assembly tells the story of Easter and explains why the death and resurrection of Jesus are so important to Christians. It also delves into the pagan roots of some Easter symbols, and how they have been “Christianised” over time.

In 2017, Easter Day is celebrated on April 16.

Preparation
In preparation you will need to find two or three students with good reading voices who are willing to help. Make sure they have time to practise. If you are going to use microphones, then give your volunteers a run through with them or they could be surprised or unnerved by the sound of their own amplified voices. Change reader at regular intervals to help keep the attention of your audience.

Whoever has control of the computer (even if it’s you) will also need a run-through, so the PowerPoint slides are shown at the right time!

You might also want to take a trip to your local supermarket to get some little easer eggs for your audience – big packets of little chocolate eggs can be bought quite cheaply.

Instructions

Begin by asking the students what pops into their heads when they think of the word “Easter” and take a few answers: eggs, chocolate, the Easter Bunny, chocolate, chicks, chocolate, holidays, chocolate and chocolate will probably be your most popular answers. Someone might mention Jesus.

What is Sacrifice?
Ask the students what they think sacrifice has to do with Easter and take a few answers, if there are any. Someone might mention Jesus. Congratulate them if they do and hand over to your volunteers to read the Assembly Script (page 3) and The Story of Easter (page 7) if you have time. The story will take 5-6 minutes to read, so if you want to cut it down, you could leave out the section about Peter’s denial and/or finish the story when Jesus appears to Mary at the tomb.

Make sure you are ready to show the PowerPoint slides in the right places!

You could finish by giving out some little chocolate eggs to each of the students. You might even be able to persuade some sixth years/ prefects to wear bunny ears and stand by the doors with baskets of eggs so the students can take one on the way out.
Resources

· Microphones (if needed, or available).

· Two or three volunteers to read the Assembly Script.

· Enough copies of the Assembly Script and The Story of Easter for you and for each of your volunteers.

· Easter Eggs! – You can buy big packets of mini chocolate eggs very cheaply in most supermarkets.

· Bunny ears to wear!

· The PowerPoint presentation to accompany the assembly: Easter Assembly PowerPoint.
Assembly Script

Before you start!

“Eostre” is pronounced:  east-ra

______________________________________

PowerPoint Slide 1

Easter is the most important Christian festival because it marks the death of Jesus on Good Friday and his resurrection - which means “coming back to life” - on Easter Sunday.

Slide 2

Unlike Christmas, which is always on the same day, Easter moves every year and can be on any date between March 22nd and April 25th. The reasons for this are a bit complicated, so try to keep up: the events of Easter originally happened over the Jewish festival of Passover.  In those days, Passover was always held on the first full moon after the Spring Equinox, which is when the day and night are the same length. Because Christians wanted to celebrate Easter on a Sunday, it was eventually fixed for the Sunday following Passover. However, nowadays this may not be the case because the Jewish calendar was changed in the 4th Century. So, to sum up: Easter is always on the first Sunday after the first full moon after the Spring Equinox which may, or may not, be near the Jewish festival of Passover. Confused?

Slide 3

A lot of the symbols we associate with Easter date back to the days before Christianity and the pagan festivals that were held to celebrate the coming of spring in Ireland. Spring has traditionally been a time to celebrate fertility, which is all about having babies and growing crops.

Slide 4

There was a festival to honour a fertility goddess called “Ostara” or “Eostre”. As Ireland became increasingly Christian, the pagan festival slowly disappeared but the name remained, although it was eventually pronounced Easter.

However, a lot of the pagan symbols remained as well, despite the Church’s best efforts to give them a Christian meaning.

Slide 5

The most obvious example is the egg. It looks dead, like a stone, but then new life bursts out. To the Pagans this symbolised the life of spring emerging from the dead of winter. To Christians it became a symbol of Jesus coming out of the tomb.

Slide 6

This also explains Easter Chicks, because they come out of the eggs and are a symbol of new life.

Slide 7

Hot cross buns come from pagan times too. Spiced buns or bread marked with a cross were eaten to honour the goddess Eostre, although it’s not clear why. Some say that the four quarters represented the four seasons, some say that the cross represented the crossed horns of the bull that was sacrificed to Eostre. For Christians, the cross came to represent the cross on which Jesus was crucified. Traditionally, hot cross buns were only eaten on Good Friday, the day that Jesus died, but nowadays most supermarkets sell them from Christmas onwards.
Slide 8

The Pagans would often light a fire to celebrate the longer days of spring. The idea was to honour the Sun God and to help banish the darkness. In some churches it is still traditional to light a bonfire or a candle on the night before Easter Day. This event is called the Easter Vigil, and the light of the flames is meant to symbolise Jesus because he is sometimes called “the Light of the World” in the Bible.
Slide 9

The Easter Bunny was another symbol of fertility for the Pagans because rabbits breed very quickly in spring. This is one pagan tradition that Christians really struggled to find a new meaning for, but most think of it as another symbol of new life. The Easter Bunny has gradually become a bit like Father Christmas, bringing eggs or even presents to children on Easter morning.

Slide 10

But for Christians, the symbol that best sums up the story of Easter is the cross, or the crucifix - which is a cross with a figure of Jesus on it. But even this has non-Christian beginnings. Crucifixion means “to be made like a cross”, and it was a particularly nasty method of execution used by the Romans. Jesus wasn’t the only person to suffer death on a cross. Two other men were crucified at the same time as him, and throughout the Roman Empire, hundreds of thousands of people were crucified to help stamp out opposition and maintain the Emperor’s control. You might wonder, therefore, why Christians chose the cross as their symbol.

The answer lies in the Story of Easter.

Read The Story of Easter (page 7 – you can leave the PowerPoint slide of the cross and crucifix up on screen).

Slide 11

In Jesus’ time, Jews would sacrifice a white lamb at the festival of Passover to show that they were willing to give up something valuable to say sorry for what they’d done wrong. Jesus taught that this was not enough. God would have to make a perfect sacrifice to make up for all of humanity’s wrongdoing, and Jesus was willing to be that sacrifice.

Slide 12

In the Bible, Jesus is sometimes called “the Lamb of God” because of this, and the symbol of a white lamb can often be seen in churches.

Christians believe that even though Jesus was innocent of any crime he was executed like a criminal. When he was hanging on the cross he took the blame and the punishment for all the things that people do wrong and went to Hell when he died. But Christians also believe he defeated death and came back to life.
Slide 13

So not only is the cross a symbol of Jesus’ sacrifice, it is also a symbol of hope for Christians. They believe that when they die they can go to Heaven to be with God because their punishment has already been taken for them by Jesus. That is why Christians call the day he died “Good Friday”. To remember Jesus’ sacrifice, they share bread and wine together just like he asked them to the night before he died. Christians try their best to live good lives and to follow Jesus’ teachings, but they also know that if they fail, they can be forgiven.
So the real meaning of Easter for Christians is to remember the sacrifice that Jesus made, and also the sacrifice that God made in allowing him to die, which is summed up by this verse from the Bible.

Slide 14

“For God loved the world so much that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes in him may not die but have eternal life.”

Slide 15

Happy Easter!

The Story of Easter

Before you start:

Caiaphas is pronounced   ky-a-fass  (ky rhymes with eye)
________________________________

Jesus and his friends travelled down to Jerusalem to celebrate the festival of Passover and found that tensions were running high in the city. Just a few days before, a man called Barabbas had killed a Roman soldier and was now chained up in a dungeon awaiting crucifixion. The new Roman Governor, a man called Pontius Pilate, was determined that there would be no more such incidents, so there were more Roman patrols on the streets, more spot checks and more arrests.

Judas Iscariot was one of Jesus’ closest friends, but he was also a coward. He didn’t want any trouble and when Jesus started criticising the authorities in public, he felt they were attracting the wrong kind of attention.

The Chief Priests and the Elders of the Temple were also worried. Jesus was drawing too much of a crowd. One more disturbance and the fragile peace between the Romans and the Jews would be shattered.


“The solution is simple,” said Caiaphas, the High Priest, “We arrest Jesus and put him out of the way. It’s better that one man dies to save the people, instead of everyone being destroyed.”


“But he’s far too popular,” said another priest, “If we arrest him in public there’ll be a riot, and that’s exactly the kind of thing we want to avoid.”


“We just need to wait for the right opportunity,” said Caiaphas.

A few days before Passover began, Jesus and his friends went to the Temple. They were all shocked and angry to see that money changers had set up stalls right inside the Temple Courts. As Jews from all over the Roman Empire arrived in Jerusalem for Passover, they needed to change their money into Jewish shekels, but they were being cheated by the stall holders. Jesus lost his temper.

“You’ve turned the House of God into a den of thieves!” he shouted and began overturning the tables. Coins were flying everywhere and soon there was a noisy scrum of people scrabbling around for the money. Judas looked nervously over to the Temple gates where Roman soldiers stood on guard, watching what was going on. They weren’t supposed to enter the Courts, but they would if things got out of hand. Fortunately the Temple’s own guards calmed everyone down and persuaded Jesus to leave. 

But it was a close call. Too close for Judas.

“Jesus might be my friend,” he thought, “but I’m not going to end up nailed to a cross for anyone.” He would never turn Jesus over to the Romans, but what about the Jewish authorities? If they put Jesus in prison it would keep him out of trouble. And there might be some money in it. So Judas went to see the Chief Priests.

“What would you give me if I handed Jesus over to you?” he said.


“And how are you going to do that?” said a Priest, “We don’t want any trouble.”


“I could lead your guards to him at night when no one will see.”


“How will we recognise him in the dark? He’s always got a few friends around him.” Judas thought for a moment.


“I’ll go up to them and the first person I greet will be the man you want,” he said.


“Excellent. We’ll be waiting for you. Here’s thirty silver coins for your trouble.”

On Thursday evening, Jesus and his friends met together for the beginning of Passover.


“This is good,” said Jesus, “I wanted to eat a last meal with you all before I suffered.”


“What do you mean?” said Peter, “We’re safe here. No one knows where we are.”


“One of you is going to betray me,” said Jesus. Immediately there was uproar. All of his friends denied that they would ever do such a thing. Even Judas found himself saying, “Surely you don’t suspect me?”


“I’m sorry, but it’s true. I’m sharing this food with someone who will turn me in.”


“I’d never betray you,” said Peter, “I’ll stick with you whatever happens.” Jesus looked at him with a sad smile.


“Peter, I wish that were true, but by the time the cock crows tomorrow morning you’ll have denied that you even know me three times.”

Later on in the meal, Jesus took a piece of bread and said a prayer of thanks to God. Then he broke the bread into pieces and passed them around.


“Each of you take a piece and eat it. This is my body.” Then he held up a cup of wine and again, said a prayer of thanks. He passed the cup around saying, “Drink this, all of you. This is my blood, shed so that everyone can be forgiven. Do this to remember me whenever you meet together.”

After the meal, they went to a quiet grove of olive trees known as the Garden of Gethsemane. No one noticed when Judas slipped away into the darkness. While the others got some rest, Jesus went off by himself to pray.


“My Father in Heaven,” he began, “you know I will do whatever you want, but if there’s another way, please don’t let me suffer.” When he had finished he went back to his friends to find that they had all fallen asleep.


“Get up, all of you,” said Jesus, “The time has come.” As he was speaking, there was a flicker of flaming torches through the trees and a rabble armed with clubs and swords came marching towards them, led by Judas. By now the friends were all on their feet, looking wildly around. Judas walked straight up to Jesus, already having second thoughts. Why did he choose a greeting to be the sign? It was the custom to kiss a friend, and it meant that Judas had to be too close to Jesus for his conscience to bear.


“Judas, are you really going to betray me with a kiss?” said Jesus. As the mob closed in, Peter drew his sword and ran at them with a cry of anger. His blade slashed down and caught a man on the side of the head, slicing off his ear.


“Stop!” shouted Jesus, “This isn’t your fight! God could send an army of angels if he wanted to.” He knelt down beside the injured man and touched the wound. Suddenly, the bleeding stopped. Jesus wiped the blood away and everyone saw that the man’s ear had completely healed.


“Why all the weapons?” said Jesus, “I’m not an outlaw. You could have arrested me in broad daylight but you’ve waited until the powers of darkness rule.” The men tied him up and dragged him away.


“I’ll follow and see where they take him,” said Peter and the rest of his friends escaped into the night.

 At the High Priest’s house, a meeting of the Council was already in progress when Jesus was brought before them. They accused him of claiming to be the Son of God, which they considered a serious insult. Several witnesses were asked to give evidence, but they couldn’t get their stories to match. Caiaphas was losing his patience.


“Tell us now,” he shouted at Jesus, “are you the Son of God?”


“That’s what people are saying,” said Jesus quietly.

“I’ve heard enough! Take him to the Roman Governor for execution!”

In the courtyard outside, Peter was warming his hands at a brazier with some of the servants. He was trying to see what was going on in the house without being too obvious about it. Then he realised that a servant girl was staring at him.


“Didn’t I see you with Jesus the other day?” she said.


“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” said Peter and moved away from the brazier so the firelight wasn’t on his face. But another girl joined in, “Yes! You’re right! I thought I’d seen him before. ”


“You’re wrong, I don’t know him,” said Peter and retreated to the courtyard entrance, but a man followed him over.


“You must be one of his lot. I can tell by your accent. You’re from up north like he is.”


“I swear by God, I don’t know him,” shouted Peter. Just then, Jesus was led out of the house. He looked straight into Peter’s eyes and in the distance, a cock crowed. Peter fell to his knees and wept bitterly.

It was just getting light on Friday morning when Judas heard that Jesus had been handed over to the Romans. He went straight to the Chief Priests.


“What have you done? They’ll kill him! And I’m to blame!” he said.


“That’s your problem,” said one of the priests. Judas threw the silver coins at them and ran out of the city. Overcome with remorse, he hanged himself from a tree.

Pontius Pilate, the Roman Governor, stared at Jesus with puzzlement. He didn’t look much like a criminal.


“What are you accusing this man of?” Pilate asked the Chief Priests.


“He’s claiming to be the Son of God.”


“So?”


“The Son of God is what we call the Messiah – a new King of the Jews! He’s stirring up rebellion against the Emperor.”


“I see no evidence of that,” said Pilate languidly, “This is obviously a Jewish matter, take him to King Herod.”

Herod was King in name only. He was allowed very little authority by the Romans, so he was usually bored and bad tempered. Jesus was hauled before him.


“So you’re Jesus! I’ve heard so much about you! Go on, do a miracle!” he said. But Jesus just stood with his head bowed and said nothing.


“Too high and mighty to talk to me, are you?” said Herod, “You must be King of the Jews!” He clapped his hands and a servant hurried forward.


“Bring his majesty some royal robes!” said Herod, and Jesus was draped in a purple cloth. Herod laughed in delight, but still Jesus said nothing.


“Well you’re no fun,” said Herod and waved Jesus away, “He’s boring me. Take him back to Pilate.”

So Jesus was pushed and prodded back to the Governor’s Palace.


“What do you people want from me?” said Pilate to the Chief Priests, “I questioned this man and couldn’t find him guilty of anything. Herod obviously couldn’t either and yet here you are again.” He turned to Jesus, “Is there anything in what they say? Are you their king? What are they so afraid of?”


“All I do is speak the truth,” said Jesus.


“And what is truth?” said Pilate. Getting no reply, he gave orders to his guards, “Have him flogged and let him go.”

The Roman soldiers took Jesus out into the courtyard, tore the clothes off his back and whipped him. One of the soldiers twisted some thorny branches together into a crown and forced it down onto Jesus’ head. They wrapped him in the purple robe and gave him a stick to hold like a royal sceptre.


“All hail the King of the Jews!” they said, and laughed at him.
Meanwhile, a crowd was gathering outside the Palace. Pilate was afraid that there would be a riot, but then he had an idea, one that should please the mob and get the Chief Priests off his back. He went out onto the front steps to address the people.


“You have a tradition that every year, on the festival of Passover, one prisoner should be released to you. This year you have a choice: Barabbas or Jesus. Who do you want?”


“Barabbas!” shouted the crowd. Pilate was shocked. This wasn’t going according to plan at all. He’d expected them to choose Jesus, but the Chief Priests had sent people into the crowd with bribes to get people to cheer for Barabbas. Pilate had Jesus brought out to show them: bloody, beaten and exhausted, still wearing the purple robe and the crown of thorns.


“Look at him! Do you really want me to kill your king?”


“Crucify him!” shouted the crowd.


“But what crime has he committed?”


“Crucify him!” shouted the crowd even louder. Things were getting out of hand. He was supposed to be calming them down, not starting a rebellion.


“I’m washing my hands of this,” said Pilate, “Release Barabbas. Take this man away and crucify him.”

The soldiers led Jesus away and tied a heavy beam of wood across his bloody shoulders. They forced him to carry it through the streets, out of the city and up a hill to a place known as Golgotha – “The Place of the Skull”. His outstretched arms were nailed to the cross beam and then it was hauled up to hang from the top of an upright pole. Another nail was hammered through Jesus’ feet and he was left hanging there to die.

About twelve o’clock, an eerie darkness fell over the city. The Roman officer who was supervising the crucifixion shivered and pulled his cloak tightly around him. It was as though they’d been cut off from all warmth and light. At about three o’clock, Jesus looked up to the sky and shouted, “My God! My God! Why did you abandon me?” and then, with his last breath he said, “Into your hands, Father, I place my spirit,” and he died. The darkness lifted and the Roman officer stared up in amazement.


“He really was the Son of God,” he said.

One of the Jewish Council, a man called Joseph of Arimathea, was appalled by what had happened and arranged for Jesus’ body to be taken down from the cross. It was wrapped respectfully in a new linen sheet and laid in a tomb that had been dug out of the solid rock. Mary Magdalene and Mary, Jesus’ mother, watched with tears rolling down their faces as Joseph sealed the tomb by rolling a huge stone over the entrance. There wasn’t even time to prepare the body properly because the Sabbath started that evening, and it was forbidden to touch a dead body until after the Sabbath was over.

So it was sunrise on Sunday morning when the two women returned with perfumes and spices to embalm the body properly. But when they arrived at the tomb, the stone had already been rolled away from the entrance. In a panic they looked inside and saw that the body had gone. Suddenly two men appeared, their skin and clothes shining lightning bright. The women fell to their knees and shielded their eyes. One of the men spoke, “Why are you looking among the dead for the living? Jesus has risen from the dead. Go and tell his friends!”

They ran to the house where the men were hiding and burst in.


“Jesus is alive!” they said. Of course, no one believed them, but Peter went with Mary Magdalene back to the tomb. He went inside and saw the linen sheet that Jesus had been wrapped in, but there was nothing else to show what might have happened. Sad and angry, he went back to the others to tell them that Jesus’ body was missing, but Mary stayed by the tomb, crying.


“What’s wrong?” said a voice behind her.


“Jesus has gone, and I don’t where he is,” she said.


“Mary, look at me,” said the voice, and she turned round to see Jesus smiling at her.


“I’ve seen Jesus! He really is alive!” said Mary, bursting into the room for the second time that day. But everyone thought that grief had made her mad. Later that evening they were all together in the house, apart from Thomas who had gone out for food. Suddenly Jesus was there, standing in the room with them, but no one had seen him arrive.


“Peace be with you” he said. For a moment the friends were all shocked into silence, but then they burst into excited laughter and hugged each other with joy. 

When Thomas got back, he thought they’d all gone crazy.


“What do you mean you’ve seen Jesus? You’re as bad as Mary. Unless I see him standing before me, unless I can actually touch him and examine the wounds on his hands and feet, I won’t believe it.” 
About a week later, all the friends were together again, and this time Thomas was with them. Just as before, Jesus appeared to them. No one had seen him arrive, but there he was. Thomas fell to his knees.


“Look at me Thomas!” Jesus said, “It’s really me. Look at my wounds. Touch them if you want. You believe because you’ve seen me, but there will be many more who will believe without seeing me.”

And then, just as they had so many times before, they sat down and ate together. It was incredible. Jesus had risen from the dead, and their lives would never be the same again.
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