
UNLYC = Universal Norms for the Liturgical Year and Calendar, 1969.   

“19. The Paschal Triduum …  

has its center in the Easter Vigil…. 
 

“20. On Friday of the Passion of the Lord 

(Good Friday) and, if appropriate, also 

on Holy Saturday until the Easter Vigil, 

the sacred Paschal Fast 

is everywhere observed. 
 

“21. The Easter Vigil, in the holy night 

when the Lord rose again, is 

considered the ‘mother of all holy Vigils,’ 

in which the Church, keeping watch, 

awaits the Resurrection of Christ 

and celebrates it in the Sacraments. 
 

“Therefore, the entire celebration  

of this sacred Vigil  

must take place at night, 

so that it both begins after nightfall and 

ends before the dawn on the Sunday.” 

UNLYC 

Paschal Triduum    Easter Vigil and Sunday 
Mass Plus  Series on Liturgical Year 7 St. Veronica Church   E. Besl 

 

1.  Easter Vigil is “Center” of Paschal Triduum 

 See quote in box, n19   →   

 Most important liturgy of the year for Catholics. 

 “Vigil” = at night, long. 
o 1951 reform of Pius XII:  Mass at midnight. 
o Vatican II reform:  begin after nightfall. 

 

2.  Easter’s Beginnings 

 Oldest annual feast, 2nd c.  (Every Sunday - paschal) 

 Sacraments of initiation actualize paschal mystery. 
o Long series of readings during night. 
o Baptism of new members at dawn.  Eucharist.  

 Also:  Reconciliation of public penitents on Holy 
Thursday morning, before Triduum begins. 

 All observe paschal fast on Friday and Saturday.  

 Church accompanies catechumens and penitents. 

 

3.  Paschal Triduum in the 4th -5th Centuries 

 3 days:  Fri, Sat, Sun.   2-day Paschal fast Fri & Sat.    

 Christians share in redeeming effects of paschal 

mystery through faith & baptism.  Vigil - Initiation.   

 Light service from vespers added to Paschal Vigil, Jerusalem c. 400 CE. 

 
4.  Decline of Easter Vigil from 7th century 

 Collapse of catechumenate & public penance, of human signs of paschal mystery effective now.   

 “Pasch” limited to resurrection, just Easter Sunday.   At least by 9th c. 
o No longer 3-day for both passion and passage of Christ, now one day for resurrection alone.   

 “Triduum” now Thurs/Fri/Sat.  Last 3 days of Lent.  

o Paschal fast assimilated into Lenten fast. 

o Unity of paschal mystery completely gone. 

o Liturgy = Historical anniversaries of past events, in sequence, reenacted.  

 Vigil marginalized, migrates to 2 pm, noon.  By Trent, 16th c., is early Sat morning.  Very few attend. 

o Rites that used to be for people (catechumens), now for things (fire, candle). 

o Secondary details usurp primary symbols, e.g.  13th c. 3-branch candle to light paschal candle. 

 

5.  Rebirth of Easter Vigil - 1951 Reforms 

 Before Vatican II, 1948 Commission for Pius XII.  Reformed Holy Week.   

 Restored Easter Vigil to night.  Mass part begins around midnight. 

o Fire outside, procession w lit candles.   Added renewal of baptism promises to Vigil.   

 But distinction between Vigil and Mass. Vigil = Lent, Mass = Easter.  Moment of transition. 

o Change vestments from purple to white.  Separation of death and rising. 

 



“Now that we 

have completed 

our Lenten 

observance,  

let us renew the 

promises we made 

in baptism….”    
Easter Mass 

6.  Easter Vigil Liturgy – Reformed after Vatican II  

 No liturgy on Holy Saturday.  Vigil is EASTER liturgy.    Only one Vigil in a church. 

 After dark.  Important symbol of light/dark.  

 Whole paschal mystery in all four parts.  No moment when buried Jesus now rises.   
o Jesus’s life-giving passion as well as his passage through death to new life.  

 

Part I  Service of Light / Lucenarium 

Outside:  New fire, Light paschal candle 
Process into dark church w lit candles, chant 
Exsultet - offer candle to God w joy & thanks 

Added c. 400 Jerusalem,  
Spread 8th c.  Not Pope’s till 12th   
We follow Light of Christ. 
Candle – self-sacrifice, burns up.  
Candle by ambo – sheds “light” 
on readings. Stays 50 days.  
Tall candle = Christ standing. 
Exsultet – text from 7th c. 

Evolved: to 3 candles, to 3-
branch candle = “light of 
Christ.” This lights Candle in 
church, at end of procession.  
Fire distanced from Candle. 
Chants, flame, but none 
involves paschal candle.  

Part II  Liturgy of the Word 

7 Old Testament, each w psalm, prayer 
Gloria – “Lamb of God” sacrificed 
Collect  
Epistle -Rom 6: in baptism we die with Christ  
Alleluia returns.  Gospel 
Homily 
 

 
Ancient: read fr sunset till dawn 
Number varied, diff traditions 
If nec may do fewer, must do 3 
OT interpreted in light of Christ 
Gloria:  light altar candles 
 

 

1570 Missal – 12 OT rdgs 

1570 Blessing of Water 

followed OT. 

Part III  Baptism and Confirmation 

Baptism: Litany of Saints as process to font, 
  Blessing of Water,  Profession of Faith,  
  Triple immersion/pouring, White Garment,   
  Lighted Candle 
Confirmation:  Prayer, Lay Hands, Chrism 
All Renew Baptism Promises, Sprinkling 

Saints: pray for us, act of all. 

Blessing: what God did in Bible 
with water = what doing now.  

Elect participate in death & 
resurrection by baptism 

(not for reception of baptized) 

Lent prepared to renew baptism 
promises,  

 

By 600, all baptisms = infant. 
Lent and Easter loose 
baptism focus. 

1972: Confirmation restored 
to being part of baptism. 
 

Part IV  Liturgy of the Eucharist 

Neophytes join all in Communion 
 

Culmination of Initiation - 
Receive communion because 
they are now members of the 
communion. 
Paschal fast leads to Easter 
communion. 

 

 

7.  Easter Sunday 

 Usual Mass.  Add Renewal of Baptism Promises for all. 

 Alleluia rings out, after “fasting” from it during Lent. 

 

8.  Permanent Date for Easter? 
 Vatican Council II – Church is open to setting a permanent date. 

 No movement on this. 

 


