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The season of Lent ends on Holy Thursday 
evening when we enter into the Easter Triduum 
– the “culmination of the entire liturgical year.”1   
 
This is why these three days are the greatest 
days in our liturgical year when “the Church 
solemnly celebrates the greatest mysteries of 
our redemption, keeping by means of special 
celebrations the memorial of her Lord, crucified, 
buried, and risen”2 
 
In this article we explain these special 
celebrations in order to bring about a greater 
understanding that will lead to a more active 
participation.  We also see how these 
celebrations offer meaning for our ongoing 
journey of faith and conversion. 
 

 

“The Easter Triduum begins with the evening 
Mass of the Lord’s Supper, reaches its high point 
in the Easter Vigil, and closes with evening 
prayer on Easter Sunday.”3 
 

Holy Thursday 
 
Mass on Holy Thursday is celebrated in the 
evening and commemorates the last meal Jesus 
shared with his apostles the night before he 
died.   
 
We celebrate three things:  the institution of 
the Eucharist, the institution of the priesthood, 
and the washing of the feet of the apostles by 
Jesus. 
 
This Mass “is, first of all, the memorial of the 
institution of the eucharist, that is, of the 
memorial of the Lord’s Passover.”4  
 
The first reading reminds us of the Passover of 
the Jewish people in the land of Egypt when 
they procured a lamb and, in every house 
where they partook of the lamb, they applied 
some of the blood of the lamb to the doorpost 
of the house.  This is the night on which they 
fled from slavery in Egypt after the Lord struck 
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down every first born of the land except in 
those houses marked by the blood of the lamb. 
 

The second reading from Paul’s first letter to 
the Corinthians tells us of the “account of the 
institution of the Christian Passover in the 
eucharist.”5   
 
Jesus gave bread and wine as his Body and 
Blood to the apostles and commanded them to 
“Do this in memory of me.”  This Mass “is also 
the memorial of the institution of the 
priesthood, by which Christ’s mission and 
sacrifice are perpetuated in the world.”6   
 

The gospel reading from John gives us the 
example of the washing of the feet of the 
apostles by Jesus himself.   The Mass on Holy 
Thursday also serves as “the memorial of that 
love by which the Lord loved us even to death.”7   
 

After the homily, the celebrant washes the feet 
of twelve members of the assembly.  Jesus gave 
his apostles and us an example of how we 
should act when he washed the feet of the 
apostles.  He performed the actions that a 
servant normally performed.  We are called to 
be servants to one another – to welcome 
everyone into our lives – to wash their feet as a 
people of hospitality.   
 

Joe O’Callaghan offers us this challenge:   
 

“Can we see Jesus in the homeless, the poor, the 
immigrant, the Jew, the Muslim, the African 
women dying of HIV/AIDS, or those different 
from us in any way?”8 
 

Do we welcome all people following the 
commandment of Jesus to love one another? 
 

Our hospitality reaches out to welcome the 
people within our community as well as those 
who wish to join us – the sick and those who 
join us through the sacraments of Baptism and 
Confirmation.  During Holy Week, prior to this 
Mass, the bishop of the diocese blesses the Oil 

 

Jesus gave his apostles and us an 
example of how we should act when 
he washed the feet of the apostles. 

 

 
of the Sick and the Oil of Catechumens along 
with the consecration of the Chrism.  These are 
distributed to all the parishes in the diocese for 
use in the sacraments during the year. 
 
Before the presentation of the bread and wine 
on Holy Thursday, the parish celebrates the 
reception of the oils.   
 
First, the oil of the sick used in the sacrament of 
the Anointing of the Sick is received.  We pray: 
 
“May the sick who are anointed with this oil 
experience the compassion of Christ and his 
saving love, in body and soul.”9 
 
The oil of catechumens is used prior to the 
baptism of infants and in the preparation of 
adults who come for baptism.  We pray: 
 
“Through anointing with this oil may our 
catechumens who are preparing to receive the 
savings waters of baptism be strengthened by 
Christ to resist the power of Satan and reject evil 
in all its forms.” 

 
Finally we receive the Chrism used in the 
sacraments of Baptism, Confirmation, and the 
Ordination of a priest.  This comes from the 
Greek word chriein and means anointing.  The 
title Christ comes from the same word.  Jesus is 
the anointed one and when we are anointed 
with Chrism we are anointed to be images of 
Christ in the world.  It is the gift and presence of 
the Holy Spirit who will guide us.  We pray: 

 
“Through anointing with this perfumed Chrism 
may children and adults, who are baptized and 
confirmed, and presbyters, who are ordained, 
experience the gracious gift of the Holy Spirit.” 
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After the oils are received, the gifts of bread 
and wine are presented and we continue with 
the Liturgy of the Eucharist during which the 
bread and wine become the very body and 
blood of Jesus Christ – the body of Christ given 
for us and the blood of Christ poured out on the 
cross. In Communion we receive this great gift. 
 

There is no concluding rite for this Mass.  After 
communion we transfer the body of Christ to an 
area of repose in a procession.  Here we are 
invited to spend time and watch with Jesus in 
prayer and adoration returning “to Jesus all the 
love he showers on us.”10   
 

We join the prayer of Jesus as he approaches 
his death:  “Not my will but yours be done.”  As 
Jesus struggled to accept God’s will in the 
garden before his death, we are invited to 
spend time with Jesus in our struggle to accept 
God’s will in our lives. 
 

We depart in silence. 
 

Good Friday 
 

The Easter Triduum continues on Good Friday.  
In keeping with ancient tradition, the Church 
does not celebrate Mass on Good Friday.  
Instead we celebrate the liturgical service of the 
Lord’s Passion.  This celebration has three parts:   
 

The Liturgy of the Word 
The Adoration of the Cross 
 Communion   
 

Just as we ended in silence the night before, we 
begin in silence.  The priest and other ministers 
enter and prostrate themselves on the floor in 
an act of humility – the same humility we learn 
from Jesus Christ  
 

Who, though he was in the form of God, did not 
regard equality with God something to be 
grasped.  Rather, he emptied himself, taking the 
form of a slave, coming in human likeness; and 
found human in appearance, he humbled 

himself, becoming obedient to death, even 
death on a cross.  (Philippians 2:6-8)11 
 

We are called to enter into the death of Jesus in 
humble submission so that by dying to 
ourselves and living for Christ we may also rise 
with him.  In the Opening Prayer we pray that  
 

“…just as being conformed to him, we have 
borne by the law of nature the image of the 
man of earth, so by the sanctification of grace 
we may bear the image of the Man of 
heaven.”12   
 

The Liturgy of the Word “has as its center John’s 
narrative of the passion of him who was 
portrayed in Isaiah as the servant of Yahweh 
(first reading) and who became the one High 
Priest by offering himself to the Father (second 
reading).”13   
 

We end the Liturgy of the Word with the 
General Intercessions for the Church, the Pope, 
the Clergy and Laity of the Church, those 
preparing for Baptism, the unity of all 
Christians, our Jewish brothers and sisters, 
those who do not believe in Christ, those who 
do not believe in God, those in public office, 
and for all of those in special need.   
 

These intercessions “signify clearly the universal 
effect of the passion of Christ, who hung on the 
cross for the salvation of the whole world.”14   
 

The second part is the Adoration of the Cross. 
As the cross is carried in procession we are 
called to  
 

“Behold the wood of the Cross, on which hung 
the salvation of the world.”15 
 

 

We are called to enter into the death 
of Jesus in humble submission so that 

by dying to ourselves and living for 
Christ we may also rise with him. 
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Each person is invited to come forward to show 
reverence to the Cross by a kiss or by touching 
it.  We express our willingness to die to sin and 
give our lives in loving, humble service of others 
following the example of Christ who gave his 
life for us. 
 
The third part is Communion.  Since we do not 
celebrate Mass today there is no consecration 
of bread and wine into the body and blood of 
Christ.  We receive the body of Christ from the 
hosts consecrated on Holy Thursday.  As we 
receive the body of Christ that was given up for 
us in death, we are called to give our lives in 
humble service to one another.  We are called 
to die to sin and selfishness. 
 
The death of Jesus is not the end.  His death 
leads to victory over sin and death in the 
resurrection.  In the Concluding Prayer we 
acknowledge that God has “restored us to life 
by the blessed Death and Resurrection of your 
Christ” and we pray that by our participation in 
the mystery we have just celebrated “we may 
have a life unceasingly devoted to you.”16   
 
Once again we all depart in silence. 
  
Holy Saturday 
 
As we move into Holy Saturday, the world is in 
silence and at rest.  An ancient Holy Saturday 
homily tells us:   
 
“Something strange is happening – there is a 
great silence on earth today, a great silence and 
stillness.  The whole earth keeps silence because 
the King is asleep.”17 
 
The Church abstains from the celebration of 
Mass on this day while we wait “at the Lord’s 
tomb in prayer and fasting, meditating on his 
Passion and Death and on his Descent into Hell, 
and awaiting his Resurrection.”18 

 
The Descent into Hell is professed in the 
Apostle’s Creed when we say “he descended 
into hell.”  What does this mean? 
 

The Church tells us that it means Jesus really 
died and his soul joined those other souls who 
died before him.  He joined the dead in Sheol in 
Hebrew or Hades in Greek.  We translate these 
words as hell. 
 

“Jesus did not descend into hell to deliver the 
damned, nor to destroy the hell of the damned, 
but to free the just who had gone before him.”19 
 

Jesus went to the place of death to save the just 
who died before him, so that by his death the 
gates of heaven would be open for them. 
 

As we reflect on this on Holy Saturday, we wait 
in silence and hope to celebrate the risen Christ. 
 

I remember as an altar server we would receive 
our assignments for the next week on Saturday 
afternoon.  One Holy Saturday I came to check 
my assignments and went into the church.  This 
was when we still celebrated Mass on the high 
altar and the tabernacle was in the center of 
that altar.  The tabernacle was open and empty 
but all the Easter lilies were in place around the 
tabernacle and the altar.  I still remember this 
scene so vividly each year on Holy Saturday.  It 
impressed on me the idea that everything is 
ready and we are waiting with great 
anticipation and hope. 
 
We wait in silence and hope until darkness 
comes. 
 

 
Jesus went to the place of death to 
save the just who died before him, 
so that by his death the gates of 
heaven would be open for them. 
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Easter Vigil 
 
When darkness comes we begin the night vigil 
of Easter “which is the greatest and most noble 
of all solemnities.”20 
 

“It is a nocturnal vigil, retaining its ancient 
character of vigilance and expectation, as the 
Christian people await the Resurrection of the 
Lord during the night.”21   
 

This vigil consists of four parts: 
 

Service of Light  
Liturgy of the Word 
Baptismal Liturgy 
Liturgy of the Eucharist 
 

We begin in silence outside where a fire is 
prepared.  This fire is a light in the darkness.  
Fire destroys just as the death of Jesus 
destroyed our sins.  From death comes life.  
From the fire comes a light – the paschal candle 
representing the light of the risen Christ to 
“dispel the darkness of our hearts and minds.”22   
 

We move in procession from outside the church 
leaving the fire (and our sinfulness behind) and 
bring the light of Christ into a dark church.  We 
listen to the wonderful Easter Proclamation 
calling us to exult and be glad “knowing an end 
to gloom and darkness.”23  We rejoice in Christ 
who has “wiped clean the record of our ancient 
sinfulness” by “pouring out his own dear 
Blood.”24 
 

“This is the night when Christ broke the prison 
bars of death and rose victorious from the 
under-world….The sanctifying power of this 
night dispels wickedness, washes faults away, 
restores lost innocence to the fallen, and joy to 
mourners, drives out hatred, fosters concord, 
and brings down the mighty”25   
 

Now we move to the Liturgy of the Word.  In 
darkness we remember “the wonderful works of 

 

 

When darkness comes, we begin 
the night vigil of Easter as we wait 

for the Resurrection. 
 

 

God in the history of salvation.”26   Seven Old 
Testament readings are provided but we usually 
only read three of these readings.  We 
remember and celebrate the continued 
presence of God in creation, the exodus event 
where the Israelites were freed from slavery 
passing through the water of the Red Sea, and 
the invitation of Isaiah to “come to the water.”   
 

Each of these Old Testament readings is 
followed by a Responsorial Psalm and a Prayer.  
Then we proclaim the great hymn of praise – 
the Gloria.  After the Opening Prayer, we 
proclaim the reading from Paul’s letter to the 
Romans that reminds us of our baptism in 
which “we were indeed buried with him through 
baptism into death, so that, just as Christ was 
raised from the dead by the glory of the Father, 
we too might live in the newness of life.”  
(Romans 6:4) 
 

Now we sing again the Alleluia which we have 
not sung during the season of Lent and hear the 
proclamation of the Resurrection in the gospel. 
 

After the homily we begin the third part of this 
vigil – the Baptism Liturgy.  The Elect are called 
forth for Baptism.  The Elect are those 
unbaptized adults who desire to enter the 
Catholic Church and have been preparing 
through the process of the Rite of Christian 
Initiation of Adults (RCIA).  In addition children 
and infants may also receive Baptism. 
 

We invoke those who have gone before us in 
the Litany of Saints.  Then the celebrant blesses 
the baptismal water.  The blessing recalls many 
of the images of water in the Bible – creation, 
the flood, the Exodus event, the Baptism of 
Jesus by John in the Jordan River, and the water 
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that flowed from the side of Jesus at his death.  
We recall the command of Jesus after his 
Resurrection to go forth and baptize all people.  
We pray that the Holy Spirit will come upon this 
water so it “may be found worthy to rise to the 
life of newborn children through water and the 
Holy Spirit.”27   
 
Those who will be baptized make their 
baptismal promises renouncing sin and evil and 
professing their faith in what the Catholic 
Church teaches.  Then they receive the 
sacrament of Baptism. 
 
Now the entire assembly renews our own 
baptismal promises.  At the beginning of Lent 
we were marked with ashes as a reminder of 
our sinfulness and the need for conversion.  The 
season of Lent is a time of penance and growth 
as we try with God’s help to overcome the 
sinfulness of our life. 
 
Lawrence Mick points out the connection 
between ashes and the water of baptism: 
 
“We dirty our faces on Ash Wednesday and are 
cleansed in the waters of the font.  More 
profoundly, we embrace the need to die to sin 
and selfishness at the beginning of Lent so we 
can come to fuller life in the Risen One at 
Easter.”28 
 
And so we are invited: 
 
“Dear brothers and sisters, through the Paschal 
Mystery we have been buried with Christ in 
Baptism, so that we may walk with him in 
newness of life.  And so, now that our Lenten 
observance is concluded, let us renew the 
promises of Holy Baptism, by which we once 
renounced Satan and his works and promised to 
serve God in the holy Catholic Church.”29 
 
Those who were baptized return to the 
assembly dressed in the white garment of their  

 
We must clothe ourselves in Christ and 
bring the light of Christ into the world. 

 

 
baptism since “you have become a new creation 
and clothed yourselves in Christ.”30   They also 
receive a lighted candle reminding them to 
“walk always as children of the light and keep 
the flame of faith alive in your hearts.”31  
 
These are challenges for all of us who have just 
renewed our own baptismal promises.  We 
must clothe ourselves in Christ and bring the 
light of Christ into the world. 
 
The candidates – those who are already 
baptized in another Christian denomination but 
now seek full entrance into the Catholic Church 
– profess their faith.   
 
Now the newly baptized and those Christians 
who have joined the Catholic Church receive 
the sacrament of Confirmation.   
 
We continue with the Liturgy of the Eucharist in 
the spirit of joy and thanksgiving in the 
Resurrection of Jesus Christ who has destroyed 
death and restored us to life. 
 
The newly baptized and those Christians who 
have joined the Catholic Church now share for 
the first time with us in the great gift of the 
body and blood of Christ.  We go forth to bring 
the joy of the resurrection into the world. 
 
Easter Sunday 
 
On Easter Sunday morning we celebrate that 
Christ is risen.  We see the Paschal Candle 
reminding us of the light of the risen Christ.    
 
The first reading is from the Acts of the Apostles 
– the witness of the early Christian community 
to the risen Christ.  Two options are given for 
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the second reading from Paul that “concerns 
the living out of the paschal mystery in the 
Church.”32  
 

The risen Christ is truly among us today calling 
us to “celebrate the feast, not with the old 
yeast, the yeast of malice and wickedness, but 
with the unleavened bread of sincerity and 
truth.”  (1Cor 5:8) 
 

The journey we began in ashes at the beginning 
of Lent led through a process of conversion, 
repentance for our sins, and death to sin in 
Jesus Christ who died for us bringing us to the 
glory of the risen Christ and new life. 
 

We embrace that new life as we renew our 
baptismal promises on Easter Sunday and are 
sprinkled with water reminding us of our 
baptism and the life giving water of the risen 
Christ.  Today we begin life anew.   
 

St. Gregory the Great challenges us:   
 

“…it remains for us all, each in his own measure, 
to make known to those around us the mystery 
of our new life in Christ.”33   
 

 
The risen Christ is truly among us today. 

 
Today we live anew. 

 
We go forth transformed by our celebrations 

during the Easter Triduum to transform 
 the world bringing the hope of Christ into 

the world. 
 

 
Joe O’Callaghan reminds us:   

 
“Easter teaches me to hope. With God all things 
are possible. Jesus’ rising from the dead 
triumphs over our greatest fear, transforms us 
and gives meaning to our lives. That 
transformative moment gives us hope that we 
too can be transformed and transform our 
world.”34 

 
We go forth transformed by our celebrations 
during the Easter Triduum to transform the 
world bringing the hope of Christ into the world 
proclaiming “that even in our darkest moments 
Jesus is alive and with us!”35 
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