
©Our Sunday Visitor Curriculum Division

Triduum

Background to Triduum

The Triduum is often referred to as the “mother of  all feasts.” It is one celebration that extends 
over three days. There are three liturgies that are part of  this one feast. The Triduum begins 
with the evening Mass of  the Lord’s Supper on Holy Thursday continues with Good Friday of  
the Lord’s Passion and the Easter Vigil on Holy Saturday, and ends with evening prayer on 
Easter Sunday night. These three days are referred to as “the triduum of  the crucified, buried 
and risen” (Circular Letter Concerning the Preparation and Celebration of  the Easter Feasts, 
42). All other feasts of  the year look back to this great feast. It is the culmination of  the entire 
liturgical year. Holy Week is to the liturgical year what Sunday is to the week—the most 
important feast of  the liturgical cycle. When we gather to celebrate the “three days” we 
remember Jesus’ saving actions and make them real for us today. Thus, during the Triduum we 
begin the holiest days of  the liturgical year.   

Paschal Mystery

The Triduum is a celebration of  Christ’s life, death, Resurrection, Ascension, sending of  the 
Spirit at Pentecost, and promised return. It is one feast spread over three days, in which the 
entire mystery of  Jesus is made present to us. The Triduum is also referred to as the Passover 
of  the Lord. The Passover, referred to in the Greek as pascha and in the Hebrew as pesach 
means “passing by” or “passing through.” The Passover refers to the story in the book of  
Exodus, that tells how God saved the Israelite slaves who were in bondage in Egypt. Christians 
see in the Feast of  Passover a resemblance of  Jesus’ own passing from death to life—his 
pasche (his life, death, and Resurrection). St. Augustine said, “He (Jesus) passed through the 
sea of  suffering and death and led the People of  God to a communion of  grace with the 
Father.” During the Triduum we remember the Paschal Mystery, and we join our lives to 
Jesus’ life, death, and Resurrection—that is we offer our joys and sorrows and place them at 
his cross. 

Duration  

As stated earlier, the Triduum is one feast that spans three days. The Mass of  the Lord’s 
Supper and the liturgy of  Good Friday have no formal ending, since it takes all three liturgies 
to make a complete Triduum liturgy. During this liturgy, that spans three days, we do what the 
Church was created to do. We wash feet, we give gifts for poor people, we venerate the cross, 
and we keep vigil. We tell stories of  our salvation and stories of  our ancestor’s faith. We light 
a new fire and we sing, and process behind the light of  the Easter Candle. We baptize new 
members and we renew our own baptism. We anoint people with holy chrism and incorporate 
them fully into Christ’s life and the life of  the Holy Spirit through the Sacrament of  Confirma-
tion. The baptized put on new clothes and we feast on Jesus, the bread of  life and we drink his 
Blood in the Sacrament of  the Eucharist. Eucharist completes the initiation of  new members. 
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Themes 

Holy Thursday Mass of  the Lord’s Supper
During this liturgy we tell the story of  the Jewish Passover. We are reminded that Jesus is the 
Paschal Lamb. St. Paul’s letter to the Corinthians is proclaimed. It is the most ancient (60 AD) 
version of  the Last Supper in the Bible. St. John’s version of  the Last Supper emphasizes 
service. It is the story of  how Jesus washed the feet of  his disciples. Jesus reminds us that 
service and Eucharist go hand in hand. If  we are to worthily eat Jesus’ Body, we must serve 
his people. Jesus was clear—to participate in the Eucharist means that we must be willing to 
wash the feet of  others. During this liturgy, the people are invited to bring their gifts for poor 
people in procession. Representative people have their feet washed as a reminder, that we are 
to wash the feet of  others. The Mass of  the Lord’s Supper celebrates the establishment of  the 
Eucharist and the priesthood, and Christ’s commandment to love one another (washing of  the 
feet).  There is no formal ending to this liturgy. The altar is stripped of  linens after Mass. 

Good Friday of  the Lord’s Passion
We do not go into Good Friday pretending that we do not know that Jesus rose from the dead. 
We proclaim St. John’s version of  the Passion, because of  all the Passion stories it is the one 
that most shows that Jesus is God, and that he was in complete charge of  his destiny. It is 
called Good Friday because Jesus willingly gave his life for the sins of  the world–that is good.  
The first reading in this liturgy is from the prophet Isaiah. Isaiah tells the story of  the suffering 
servant who gave his life for the many. Christians believed that Isaiah was looking forward in 
time to Jesus—he is the suffering servant. The second reading from the letter to the Hebrews 
refers to Jesus as the “Great High Priest” who is the source of  our salvation. Jesus is to be 
praised and exalted. In John’s version of  the Passion, Jesus is aware that he existed before 
creation. He is not a victim. He is in control. He is Jesus Christ, the Redeemer and victor. In 
this Passion story, water and Blood flow from Jesus’ side.  Water is a symbol of  baptism and 
Blood is a symbol of  the Eucharist. Thus, scholars tell us that the Church was born when 
Jesus died on Calvary, since the Church needs baptism and Eucharist in order to grow. In 
other words, the Church was born at the foot of  the cross through the water of  Baptism and 
the Blood of  Eucharist.  

During this liturgy the people come forward to venerate the cross with a gesture of  respect, 
such as a kiss or a bow of  the head. The cross is a sign of  victory. The cross reminds us of  
the Church’s faith in Christ, and that we are very grateful to Christ, who turned an instrument 
of  torture into the means of  our salvation. The cross is a sign of  God’s great love for us. The 
community receives Holy Communion, that was consecrated at the Mass of  the Lord’s Supper. 
There is no formal ending to this liturgy. 
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Holy Saturday: Easter Vigil
The Easter Vigil is the celebration, in which we renew the nine dominant sacramental symbols, 
that we need in order to be the Church we are called to be.   
 1. Light/Fire
 2. Community
 3. Cross
 4. Word
 5. Water
 6. Garment
 7. Oil
 8. Laying on of  hands
 9. Bread and Wine  

There are four parts to the Easter Vigil:

 1) Service of  Fire: Symbol of  Light 
 
 Just as our ancestors followed the pillar of  fire to safety, we also follow the pillar of  
 fire (the Easter Candle) to the Promised Land (Christ’s kingdom on earth). We are 
 people who follow Christ, the Light of  the World. We follow Christ who dispels the 
 darkness of  sin. 
 
 2) Service of  the Word: Symbol of  the Word of  God
 
 This is the night we tell all the important stories of  our salvation history.  We tell 
 the story of  the creation of  the world, the Exodus (liberation of  the Hebrew slaves), 
 and the story of  Abraham and Isaac. We hear St. Paul remind us that when we are 
 baptized we are baptized, into his death. We ultimately tell the story of  Jesus’ 
 Resurrection from the dead. We are given our Christian identity through the basic 
 stories of  salvation history.   
 
 3) Service of  Baptism: Symbols of  water and garment, oil, and laying on of  hands
 
 Those who are baptized are born anew by water and the Holy Spirit into the 
 Christian community. They are cleansed of  the effects of  original sin. They put on 
 Christ with the new garment-they become the new person in Christ. The rest of  
 the community renews their own baptism. The newly baptized are anointed with the 
 oil of  the Spirit. They are signed and sealed in the life of  Christ. They are touched 
 with the power of  God’s hand-they are given the gift of  the Holy Spirit, forever sealed   
 into Christ’s service.  
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 4) Liturgy of  Eucharist: Symbols of  Bread and Wine
 
 The new Catholics are invited to the Eucharist table. The newly baptized become full   
 members of  the community when they receive Christ in the Eucharist. They become 
 the Body of  Christ. Even though baptism is a primary focus at the Easter Vigil, some   
 people think that baptism is what makes a person a Catholic. Baptism makes a person   
 a Christian. The Sacrament of  Eucharist is what completely joins a person to the 
 Catholic community. One is fully Catholic, when he or she has feasted at Jesus’ 
 Eucharistic table. Every time we celebrate the Eucharist, St. Augustine reminds us that   
 we are initiated into Jesus’ life all over again. He said it is the “repeatable Sacrament 
 of  Initiation.”   
 
 The fruits of  the Sacrament of  Eucharist are 1) an increase in our union with Jesus, 
 2) forgiveness of  our venial sins, 3) we are strengthened against committing very 
 serious sins (mortal sins), 4) the bond of  love between Jesus and the communicant is   
 strengthened. As a result, the bonds of  unity in the Church are also strengthened. 

 No one should miss this night that is different from all other nights. It is the night 
 the entire Church is made new. It is the night our Christian symbols are most fully 
 expressed.
 
 Questions for personal reflection
 • Jesus washed the feet of  his disciples and invites us to do the same. Who are 
   the people in your life that are in most need of  your loving service? What keeps 
   you from responding to their need? 
 • Dreams for a new world: What if  every person who came to Mass in every church   
     on Sunday really lived up to the call and the challenge of  the Eucharist? Imagine 
     what could change in your home, among your friends, in your church, and local 
   community? What could change in the world? 

 Find out more about Passover: 
 A. What did Jesus’ Jewish roots have to do with his mission? 
 B. Describe the events of  the Passover in detail. 
 C. What was Jesus’ and his disciples’ experience of  that last Passover in Jerusalem?  

 Question for reflection and sharing: 
 Considering how the lambs were used in the Passover event, why do you suppose 
 Jesus is called the Paschal Lamb?  Compare Jesus’ sacrifice to the sacrifice of  the   
 lambs. 



©Our Sunday Visitor Curriculum Division

Celebrate the Triduum

Gather 

All make the Sign of  the Cross.

Leader: We shall glory in the cross of  our Lord, Jesus Christ, 
  for he is our salvation, our life and our resurrection;

All:  Through him we are saved and made free.   
   
   “Ubi Caritas Deus Ibi Est, 14”  
           (Music by Joseph Gelineau, 1999, Ateliers et Presses de Taize’, 

           GIA Publications, Inc., agent.) Call to Faith Grades 7 and 8 Music CDs

Leader:   Let us pray.

Bow your heads and listen as the leader prays. 

All:  Amen.
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Celebration of the Word 

Reader: A reading from St. Paul’s Letter to the Corinthians: 1 Corinthians 11:23-26

  The Word of  the Lord.

All:   Thanks be to God.  

Reflection on the Word of God 

 • St. Paul tells us that every time we eat Jesus’ Body and drink his Blood we proclaim 
   his death. That sounds very serious. What does that mean to you?  
 • In what way does proclaiming Jesus’ death have anything to do with your every 
   day life?  
 • Can you name an instance in which something you said or some action you took
   in some way proclaimed Jesus’ death?  
 • What are some small ways we proclaim Jesus’ death?  
 • What does the Eucharist mean in your life? Why do you receive Holy Communion?  
 • What does St. Paul seem to be telling us about the importance of  receiving 
   Holy Communion? 

Response to God’s Word

Adapted Prayer of  St. Thomas Aquinas 1
 
Leader: Almighty God,
  draw us closer to the sacrament of  your Son, 
  our Lord Jesus Christ.

Left side:  We come sick to the physician of  life, 
  unclean to the fountain of  mercy, 
  blind to the light of  eternal brightness, 
  poor and needy to the Lord.

Leader:  Through the sacrament of  the Eucharist, 
  we ask Jesus to graciously heal our sins, 
  wash us clean, 
  give light to our blindness, 
  enrich our poverty, and clothe our nakedness.

1.  C.f. Prayer of  St. Thomas Aquinas: Daily Roman Missal, Schiller Park, World Library Publications, 2003, 2191.
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Right side:  May we receive the bread of  angels
  with humility, contrition, devotion and faith.
  Grant that we receive Christ’s Body and Blood in such a way 
  that we become living, committed members to his mystical Body. 

Leader:  We receive Christ through this sacrament on earth, 
  so that we will come face to face with him in heaven. 
  For he lives and reigns with you for ever and ever. 

All:   Amen.

Intercessions 

Leader:  At the Last Supper, on the night he was betrayed, 
  Jesus gave us a memorial of  his death and Resurrection for us to celebrate 
  for ever.  Let us pray.

Leader:  Lord Jesus, let us share in your passion by our sincere sorrow for sin so we 
  can share in the joy of  your Resurrection. 

All:    Make us your holy people, saved by your Blood. 

  Lord Jesus, you humbled yourself  and were obedient unto death, teach us to 
  be humble and obedient in our every day lives.
 
   Make us your holy people, saved by your Blood. 

  Lord Jesus, you taught us that to share in the Eucharist requires that we wash   
  the feet of  others, give us the strength to follow your example. 

  Make us your holy people, saved by your Blood. 

 Offer your own prayers of  intercession and all respond: 

All:    Make us your holy people, saved by your Blood. 
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Breaking of the one loaf 

Take your piece of  bread in silence. Wait until the leader invites you to eat the bread. 

Leader: Lord Jesus, 
  on the day of  your Resurrection you were recognized 
  by your disciples in the breaking of  the bread.
  Remain here with us as we gratefully eat this bread.  2

All eat the bread. 

All respond:   Jesus is risen, alleluia! 

Go Forth

Leader:  Let us pray.

Bow your heads and listen as the leader prays. 

All:   Amen.

2.  C.f. Adapted Household Blessings and Prayers, 88.
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Breaking Open the Ritual

Making a Difference 
If  we are to become the Bread that we eat, name one concrete way that you are willing to 
allow someone to be nourished and fed by you. What would it cost you to make such a 
commitment?

People in a local area were asked to donate their hair, so that wigs could be made from real 
human hair for cancer survivors. They were especially looking for teens to participate, so that 
real-looking wigs could be made for teens that lost their hair due to chemotherapy. One young 
girl expressed the desire to donate her long lengths of  hair to this worthy cause. She believed 
it was one way that she could use her body to help others. She could allow her body to be 
broken (her beautiful hair cut) for others. 
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Going Deeper

Find out more about Passover: 
 A. What did Jesus’ Jewish roots have to do with his mission? 
 B. Describe the events of  the Passover in detail. 
 C. What was Jesus’ and his disciples’ experience of  that last Passover in Jerusalem? 

A. Jesus’ Jewish Roots
“Why is this night different from all other nights?” This question is still asked by the father of  
a Jewish household to the oldest son, at the annual Passover celebration. The question high-
lights the importance of  the Passover festival in the lives of  Jewish people. It is an important 
question for Christians to ask, as they consider the importance of  Holy Week in the life of  the 
Church. 

Contrary to what some people believe, Jesus did not set out to found a new religion. Jesus was 
Jewish; he loved the Jewish tradition. Jesus wanted to breathe new life into the Jewish 
tradition. He wanted people to understand what was really important. Jesus was also a rabbi; 
he loved the prayer and ritual of  his Jewish heritage, through which he worshipped his Father. 
The prayers that are prayed in the Eucharistic Prayer of  the Mass have their origin in the 
Jewish Passover and table prayers of  Jesus’ day-prayers that were handed down to him from 
past generations.

We share what Jesus gave to his followers. He came to announce that God’s salvation was 
close at hand. As Jesus announced his message of  salvation, he fully expected that message 
to be lived within the Jewish faith. He did not set out to start a new church. Jesus’ followers 
tried to be true to his message, but they eventually did form a new religion. Even though they 
took a different path, they nevertheless kept their deep love and respect for their Jewish roots. 

Jesus criticized structures that kept people from being free. He stressed the spirit of  the Law 
(what is in a person’s heart) rather than the letter of  the Law (rigid following of  the rules). 
Jesus came to bring God’s unconditional love for his people. God sent Jesus to prove to 
human beings how much he loves them. God knew that human beings would never really 
believe in God’s love unless he sent his own Son to walk in our shoes, and experience the 
human condition.  

Jesus gave himself  to us in the Eucharist because he wanted to give us the gift of  his 
presence during his absence. He knew the human soul. He knew we would very easily forget 
him. Thus, he left us the actual gift of  himself  as we wait for him to come back.
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B. The Exodus
Let us return to the earlier question. Why did the Jewish father ask the oldest son why this 
night (Passover) is different from all other nights? Passover is the most important Jewish feast. 
It recalls the action of  God who sent an angel to bring a plague, that would strike down all of  
Egypt’s first-born children. God’s action convinced a stubborn Pharaoh to free the Jewish 
people from bondage. The angel of  death passed over the Jewish homes, whose doorposts 
were marked with the blood of  a lamb. The death of  Pharaoh’s son so grieved him that he 
relented, and thus freed the Jews. The Jews began their long journey to the Promised Land. 
Pharaoh changed his mind and decided to pursue the Jews after all. He followed them into the 
desert. God parted the walls of  the Red Sea. The Jews passed through safely, but the 
Egyptians were swallowed by the water. After the Jews made it safely through the water, they 
began their desert journey. They refused to trust God to lead them to the Promised Land. The 
people fashioned false gods and worshipped them, as Moses went up on Mount Sinai to 
receive the Ten Commandments from God. As a result of  the Sinai covenant, God made with 
the Jewish people, the people promised to follow the Law and God promised to take care of  
them. The Jewish people wandered in the desert for forty years as punishment for their lack of  
faith, however. The Passover and Exodus is to the Hebrews what Jesus’ death and Resurrec-
tion is to Christians-the ultimate story of  God’s saving presence and action in the lives of  the 
people of  Israel. 

During the time of  Jesus, and even today, Jewish people believe that every time they gather 
to tell the story of  how God delivered the Jews out of  slavery in Egypt, God extends the same 
saving benefits to every generation that tells the story. The Jews were instructed to remember 
the Passover and Exodus each year by telling the story and eating the ritual foods that remind 
them of  the first Passover. (We similarly remember Christ’s Passover at every Mass, by telling 
the story of  the Last Supper, and by eating his Body and drinking his Blood.)  

Just as our Jewish ancestors gather to share the story of  Passover, Christians gather to tell the 
story of  Jesus who “passed over” from death to new life. Through his death and Resurrection 
human beings are freed from the finality of  death. Jesus made it possible for us to share 
eternal life with him and his Father in heaven. 
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C. Imagine the Scene 
Biblical historians have made attempts to give us a better understanding of  how the events 
leading up to Jesus’ death probably happened. According to Jewish law all Jews had to make 
the trip to Jerusalem to celebrate the Passover in the Holy City of  Jerusalem. They would have 
to bring all the things they needed for celebrating Passover with them on their trip. Large 
caravans of  men, women, and children would make the trip to Jerusalem to celebrate Pass-
over. Wealthy Jewish homes included large, porch-like rooms on their rooftops that would 
accommodate many people. The owners of  those homes rented their rooftops to Passover 
pilgrims and their families. The wealthy homeowners (probably the Sadducees) provided many 
of  the things that were necessary to celebrate the feast. 

Jesus arrived in Bethany about six days before Passover. He did not come alone. He had his 
whole family with him.  By Jewish law the Passover had to be celebrated with the entire 
household. Therefore all of  Jesus’ and his disciples’ relatives had to travel with them. This 
included men, women, children, and grandchildren. If  Jesus’ Twelve Apostles were present at 
the Last Supper, it is possible to assume that over one hundred and twenty people were 
present in the household during that week (including Mary, Jesus’ cousins, and all the 
relatives).Jesus would have made arrangements ahead of  time to rent space and lodging for 
all his household members.  

Strict Jewish law required much preparation. Members of  the households worked very hard to 
clean the entire house and every piece of  furniture, cloth, and utensil in the house. Such ritual 
cleaning required that no leaven bread or yeast could be found anywhere in the premises. The 
entire clan entered into the preparation that took weeks. 

About four days before Passover the men of  the household went to the Temple to get their 
lambs. Jewish law insisted that the lambs had to be perfect—without any blemishes. The men 
ordered the lambs, preferably one lamb for every ten people. One lamb for every one hundred 
people was enough for poor families. The Temple visit was a mob scene, as the men waited to 
get their lamb registered. The Temple priests inspected the lambs and chose the unblemished 
lambs, that were suitable for sacrifice. The Jewish men took their lambs home with them to 
watch over them, and make sure nothing would happen to them between then and Passover.  
The lamb would become part of  the family for the next four days. In this way the people would 
be offering a part of  themselves—their own family—when they offered the lamb to God in the 
sacrifice. The lambs would die so that all of  them could live in holy covenant with the God of  
Israel.

The disciples led their lambs through the streets of  Bethany. The children ran out to meet 
them, clapping their hands and singing and hugging the lambs. When the animals arrived at 
their homes, the children showed the lambs where their food was kept and where they were 
to sleep. The men of  the families taught the children to be very careful, because the slightest 
blemish could disqualify the lamb for slaughter. 
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The last days of  preparation were very busy. All the finest utensils and table settings were
prepared, and the white robes were unpacked and washed. The white robes represented the 
priestly role everyone had in the Feast of  Passover. Everyone in the family was a celebrant.  
The white garments that Jesus and his disciples wore at Passover are still with us today. The 
first Christians wore those same white garments when they were baptized on Easter and Pen-
tecost. Catechumens who are to be baptized on Holy Saturday, wear white garments, a rem-
nant of  that ancient tradition. John Mark was a wealthy Sadducee and only a wealthy person 
would have had an upper porch large enough to house the large family, that Jesus would have 
had with him. The day of  Passover had arrived. By noon every man, woman, and child had to 
have his or her ritual washing and purity rituals completed. Every part of  their anatomy had to 
be thoroughly washed. Everyone entered into prayer all morning and then the task of  taking 
the lamb to the Temple would begin. All the proper Passover foods would be brought out and 
prepared for the meal. Midday approached and the time had arrived.

At the sound of  the trumpet blast all the men dressed in white processed to the Temple with 
their lambs draped around their shoulders.  A huge crowd of  men carrying their lambs de-
scended on the Temple. The lambs had to be carried like this to avoid being injured in the 
crowd. The men sang the psalms of  ascent as they headed toward the Temple.  The Temple 
choir sang and the Temple orchestra played midst loud rejoicing and celebration as the men 
ascended the temple steps. At noon the Temple gates swung open and Jesus entered the 
courtyard with his disciples.  Row after row of  priests ready to sacrifice the animals filled the 
Court of  the Gentiles, the main courtyard. Each priest had a gold and silver bowl and waited 
with knife in hand. 

The trumpet blast began. The choir sang from the Psalter. Each disciple, along with his lamb, 
moved forward to a priest. The disciple placed his hand on the head of  the Paschal Lamb, as 
the lamb was killed. The lamb’s blood was drained. Blood was understood to be the life force 
of  each person. No one was allowed to touch the blood. As the basins filled with blood, they 
were taken to the great altar of  sacrifice and all the blood was thrown on the altar. The life of  
the animal symbolized by his blood—belonged to God. The animals were skinned and 
ritually prepared and then given back to the men to carry again on their shoulders, back to their 
homes to prepare the lamb for the Passover supper.  

Imagine the scene. The city streets were filled with men with their slaughtered animals dripping 
blood over their white robes. All were joyfully singing songs of  praise and thanks to God. What 
a sight to behold-an annual event of  events! The image of  the men dressed in white robes 
soaked in blood became an important image for Christ: the Passover sacrifice of  Jesus, Jesus 
the Paschal Lamb. The image is used in the Book of  Revelation: “they have washed their robes 
and made them white in the blood of  the lamb.”  
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Question for reflection and sharing: Considering how the lambs were used in the Passover 
event, why do you suppose Jesus is called the Paschal Lamb?  Compare Jesus’ sacrifice to 
the sacrifice of  the lambs. 


