
THE CATHOLIC CHURCH’S DAILY PUBLIC WORSHIP, THE SACRED LITURGY, is a constant 

unfolding of the one Paschal Mystery: Jesus’ Death and Resurrection (CCC 1171).  The Easter Triduum 

marks the culmination of the whole Liturgical Year.  

The Latin word triduum refers to a period of three days:  

Holy Thursday, Good Friday, and Holy Saturday with the Easter Vigil.  

Just as Sunday is the high point of the week, Easter is the high 

point of the year. The meaning of the great feast is revealed and 

anticipated throughout the Triduum, which brings the people of God into 

contact—through liturgy, symbol, and sacrament—with the central events 

of the life of Christ: the Last Supper, his trial and crucifixion, his time in 

the tomb, and his Resurrection from the dead. In this way, “the mystery 

of the Resurrection, in which Christ crushed death, permeates with its 

powerful energy our old time, until all is subjected to him” (CCC 1169). 

During these three days, the Liturgies emphasize the sacrificial death of 

Christ on the Cross, and the Sacraments of Baptism and the Eucharist, by 

which the faithful enter into the life-giving Passion of Christ and grow in 

hope of eternal life. 

 

Holy Thursday | The Lord’s Supper  
The Triduum begins with the Mass of the Lord’s Supper, Holy Thursday.  It commemorates when 

Jesus instituted the Eucharist at the Last Supper. The Gospel (Jn 13:1-15) depicts Jesus washing the feet of 

the disciples, an act of service and great humility.  

Earlier on Holy Thursday (or earlier in the week) the bishop celebrates the Chrism Mass, which 

focuses on the ordained priesthood, when the priests publicly renew their promises to faithfully fulfill their 

office. In the evening, the priest, in persona Christi (in the person of Christ), washes the feet of several 

parishioners.  

The sacrificial nature of the Eucharist is 

brought out in the first reading (Exodus 12) about the 

first Passover. God commands the Israelites to kill a 

perfect lamb, eat it, and then spread its blood over the 

door as a sign of fidelity to the one, true God. 

Likewise, the second reading (1 Cor 11) repeats the 

words Jesus spoke at the Last Supper: “This is my 

body that is for you… This is the cup of my blood… 

Do this in remembrance of me.”   

This Liturgy is powerful in the way it weaves 

together the many connections between the Eucharist, 

salvation, self-sacrifice, and service. 

After Communion, the priest strips the altar 

and processes with the monstrance to a place of repose 

where all are invited to spend time in Adoration with 

Our Lord.  This is a time to carry out what Jesus asks 

of his first followers in the Garden of Gethsemane, 

“Watch and pray.”  This place of repose is 

traditionally decorated as a garden.  It is customary for the faithful to take turns keeping vigil before the 

Blessed Sacrament until midnight. 

 

 

Good Friday | Veneration of the Cross  
This day we commemorate the Passion, Cross, and death of Jesus Christ.  It is a day of strict 

fasting. The Liturgy is profoundly austere.  The Lord’s Passion consists of three parts: the Liturgy of the 

Word, the veneration of the Cross, and the reception of Communion.  Although Communion is given, this 

Liturgy is not a Mass. The Body of Christ received by the faithful on Good Friday was consecrated the 

prior evening at the Mass of the Lord’s Supper. 

The Liturgy begins with silence.  The priest 

prostrates himself on the floor and the faithful kneel.  

After a prayer, we listen to Isaiah 52 and 53 (about the 

suffering Servant), Psalm 31 (a great Messianic psalm), 

and the epistle to the Hebrews (about Christ the new and 

eternal high priest). Each of these readings draws out the 

mystery of the suffering Messiah who conquers through 

death.  Through what seemingly destroys him, the 

Messiah’s love is revealed. Then the Passion from the 

Gospel of John (18:1-19:42) is proclaimed, often by 

several lectors.  The great drama of the Passion unfolds, 

with Jew and Gentile, male and female, and the powerful 

and the weak all revealed for who they are and how their 

choices to follow or deny Christ will affect their lives and 

the lives of others.  

The Good Friday Liturgy brings the faithful face 

to face with the great scandal and paradox of the Cross. 

The Cross is solemnly venerated after intercessory prayers are offered for the world and for all people. The 

minister processes the veiled Cross before the people.  After uncovering it part by part and singing “This is 

the wood of the Cross on which hung the Savior of the world”, the Cross is held for the faithful to 

approach and venerate by a touch or a kiss.  In this way each person acknowledges the instrument of 

Christ’s death and publicly demonstrates their willingness to take up their cross and follow Christ, 

regardless of what trials and sufferings it might involve.  

Afterward, the faithful receive Communion and then depart silently.   

 

Holy Saturday | Easter Vigil  
Holy Saturday morning and afternoon is a time of quiet preparation.  Fasting is recommended but 

not obliged. 

The ancient Church would celebrate Easter beginning after sundown with an all-night vigil that 

culminated in Baptism and Eucharist at the break of dawn. The same idea structures the Easter Vigil today, 

with its abundance of readings, symbols, ceremony, and Sacraments.  

St. Augustine called the Easter Vigil “the mother of all Liturgies,” and it remains so to this day.  

As a vigil—a time of anticipation and preparation—it takes place at night and consists of four parts: the 

Service of Light, the Liturgy of the Word, Christian Initiation, and Liturgy of the Eucharist. 
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The Service of Light begins outdoors.  A fire is lit and blessed, and then the Paschal Candle, 

symbolizing the light of the Risen Christ, is carried into the dark church accompanied by believers who 

have lit their candles from the original fire.  The biblical themes of light removing darkness and life 

overcoming death imbue the entire Vigil.   

While the faithful process into the church, the minister lifts the Candle three times chanting, 

“Christ our Light!” The people respond, “Thanks be to God!”  When the Paschal Candle reaches the 

sanctuary, the Exultet is sung. This ancient poem of praise to God for the light of the Paschal Candle has 

been part of the Roman tradition since the ninth century.  

By the light of their Easter candles, the faithful follow the seven readings from the Old Testament 

and two from the New Testament. These readings constitute an overview of salvation history and God’s 

gracious interventions into time.  Between the readings, the people chant beautiful responsorial Psalms to 

deepen the meditation. 

Since the early days of the Church, this night has been a time to welcome new followers of Christ 

through the Baptism and Confirmation.  After these Sacraments are celebrated, then the faithful renew 

their own Baptismal promises while being sprinkled with holy water. 

The Easter Vigil concludes with the Eucharist and the reception of the Body, Blood, Soul, and 

Divinity of the Crucified and Risen Lord.  
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