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The Triduum:

Signs Of New Life

Background Notes

Holy Week is the "week of weeks" for Christians. During it we focus on the death and resurrection of Jesus. There would be no Christianity without the events we commemorate during this week. There would be no Christian churches. Without this week, there would be no Christ the Lord!

Holy Week, as we celebrate it today, began in the city of Jerusalem. It was there that Jesus suffered, died, and was raised from the dead. The followers of Jesus wanted to re​live those important moments. They believed that Jesus would be with them as they did so. Through ritual and story they retold and experienced anew the story of salvation.

Every year the church retells this holy story through ritual and the word of scripture. What happened two thousand years ago is present again each time these great mysteries are commemorated.

Unfortunately, not that many teenagers experience the great mysteries celebrated during the Triduum (the "three days" of Holy Thursday, Good Friday, and Holy Saturday/Easter Vigil). Consequently, they never learn about some of the fundamental symbols of Christianity. The purpose of this assembly then is to explain and celebrate these mysteries by directing attention to the rich and sensual symbolism of the Sacred Triduum.

Again, because of length, you might decide to divide this material and use it in several sessions. Ideally, however, the assembly should take place just before Holy Week.

Preparation

As with all gatherings of this kind, the presence of parents, family, and other guests can enhance the celebration. You might also want to invite the catechumens in your parish so they can be introduced to the assembly.

Symbols of Holy Week should be displayed in as bold a fashion as possible, including holy oils, a large, preferably crude wooden cross, the Paschal Candle, and water. Pictures and symbols of light and water should also be displayed.

Prior to the assembly, divide participants into small study groups. Ask each group to research one of the seven symbols highlighted in this service. If you don't have seven groups, some groups can take two symbols. There should be rehearsals of the 14 reading parts so that they can be proclaimed boldly, clearly, and with enthusiasm.

Time to Listen

Group One: The Blessing of Oils

Reader One

On Thursday of Holy Week, or on another designated day, the bishop and priests of the diocese will gather with parish leaders at the cathedral (the bishop's church). Three kinds of special oils will be blessed there. Some of these oils will be carded back to our own parish church.

Reader Two

They will be kept in a special display case, and used to anoint chosen people in our parish. Among these chosen people are our catechumens, our newly baptized, our newly confirmed, and our sick. All of us were anointed at baptism with sacred oil. We are all chosen people.

(The following choral testimony can be recited by two people from group one.)

Speaker One

Oil gives life to dry skin.

Speaker Two

Sacred oil gives new life to dry spirits.

Speaker One

Oil protects the body from the burning rays of the sun.

Speaker Two

Sacred oil protects the newly baptized from the evil of sin.

Speaker One

Oil heals the wounds of sores and rashes.

Speaker Two

Sacred oil soothes and sometimes heals the sick and dying.

Speaker One

In ancient times, oil was used to anoint kings and prophets.

Speaker Two

Today, sacred oil marks the newly baptized as daughters and sons of God.

Group Two: The Washing of Feet 

Reader Three

Palestine, the land where Jesus lived, is dry and dusty. Jesus and his contemporaries wore sandals or went barefoot Everyone had dirty feet. It was a special sign of hospitality and etiquette to give visitors water to wash their feet before they sat down to eat.

Reader Four

When Jesus gathered his friends to eat the Passover Meal, his last supper, he bent over to wash the feet of his apostles. He began with Peter. (Two participants from group two should do the following role-play.)

Peter

Lord, are you going to wash my feet?

Jesus

Yes, you will understand why later.

Peter

You shall never  wash my feet!

Jesus

If I don’t, you can't share what belongs to me.

Peter

Then wash all of me, not only my feet, but my hands and head as well.

Reader Five

Jesus washed the feet of his followers as an example to us. On Holy Thursday, the priest (or other ministers) will wash the feet of twelve parishioners in imitation of Jesus. We learn from this that we should always be ready to serve others and take care of their needs.

(If possible, now have a symbolic washing of feet. Ask for volunteers beforehand and explain how the washing will be done. Volunteers will need to know if they should wear shoes and socks, when to take them off how you will do the washing, etc.)

Group Three: The Holy Table

(Several group members should dress the bare altar table with 

a table cloth, flowers, and candles.)

Reader Six

There is something very special about tables. They bring people together to share food and drink. People tell stories and share their lives when they gather around a table.

Reader Seven


The night before Jesus died, he gathered his friends around a table for what was to be his last supper with them. They remembered the good times and worded about what lay ahead. Because it was the Sabbath, they also shared the sacred stories about God's loving care for the chosen people. Jesus told them goodbye. But not really goodbye!

Group Three: Bread and Wine

(Several from this group should bring forward to the table a loaf of unsliced bread and a carafe of wine. Have them hold up the loaf and the carafe so that participants can see them clearly as the following choral testimony is recited.)

Speaker One

Bread is made from thousands of grains of wheat.

Speaker Two

The grain is ground into flour.

Speaker One

Bread smells good when it's baking.
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Speaker Two

Bread is a universal food throughout the world.

Speaker One

Wine is made from thousands of grapes.

Speaker Two

The grapes are pressed together to make juice.

Speaker One

The juice is aged until it ferments.

Speaker Two

Wine is served at celebrations.

Speaker One

At the last supper Jesus took bread, blessed it, and said:

Speaker Two

This is my body which will be given up for you.

Speaker One

Then he took a cup of wine, blessed it, and said:

Speaker Two

This cup is the cup of my blood which will be poured out for you.

Speaker One

Then Jesus said: Come together, again and again.

Speaker Two

Remember me by eating this holy bread.

Speaker One

Remember me by drinking from this holy cup.

Group Four: The Cross

Reader Eight

I invite you to close your eyes and imagine with me for a moment that we are a group of Christians living 40 years after the death and resurrection of Jesus. Bad things are happening to Christians. The Roman government has outlawed Christianity and forbidden us to assemble as a group. If we get caught, we will be arrested, put on trial, and very likely put to death.

Reader Nine

These first Christians needed a symbol to remind them that Jesus was among them, one that would help them identify themselves to each other but not to the enemy. Listen as they decide upon a symbol.

(This group of four speakers should first of all stand before the cross you have displayed and bow deeply toward it for a moment of silent prayer. Then they should role-play the following clearly and dramatically so that the entire assembly can hear and follow their testimony.)

Speaker One

The governor's new orders say that we can no longer gather publicly.

Speaker Two

When will we share the holy bread and cup then?

Speaker Three

How will we recognize other believers?

Speaker Four

They can't stop us from gathering, we'll just meet in secret.

Speaker One

But if anyone finds out, we'll be arrested. We have to be careful!

Speaker Two

                          What about visitors from other towns? How will they know where to find us?

Speaker Three

I have an idea. Why don't we use a sign, something that only other Christians can understand.
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Speaker Four

We could use a cross, but maybe that would be admitting defeat.

Speaker One

                           No, because the cross isn't only a sign of death and defeat. Jesus overcame the   

                           cross, so it's also a sign of victory.

Speaker Two

We have every right to be proud of the cross.

Speaker Three

                           Let's agree then that the cross will be our special sign.

Speaker Four

I wonder, will Christians cherish this sign as we do thousands of years from now?

Group Six: The Paschal (or Easter) Candle

(This group approaches the Paschal Candle and bows deeply toward it for a moment of silent prayer. One of the group members should then light it. Once it is lit, individuals in the group should do the following role-play.)

Speaker One

                          This is a big candle. It is almost as tall as I am.

Speaker Two

                           It's big because it's important. It's the Paschal Candle.

Speaker Three

                                 Light makes me feel happy, I hate the dark.

Speaker Four

       I like the sun and the moon and the stars.

Speaker One

       And I like bright lights.

Speaker Two

       Jesus is like the light.

Speaker Three

He called himself the light of the world.

Speaker Four

      The darkness of death couldn't hold him,

Speaker One

       Now his light shines on us.

Speaker Two

       It feels good to stand in the light of Jesus.

Speaker Three

Easter is a time when we celebrate the light of Jesus Christ.

Group Six: Water

Reader Ten

Water is a meaningful Easter symbol of new life. The waters of baptism are blessed at the Easter Vigil and catechumens are baptized then. Babies are baptized on other Sundays of the year. Each Sunday is a "little Easter."

(Members of this group now do the following choral testimony.)

All

Water...water...water.

(Pause)

Left Side

Water cleans us when we're dirty.

Right Side

                            It is necessary for plants to grow.

Left Side

                           When we're thirsty, water satisfies us.

Right Side

                           It refreshes us when we swim and play in it.

All

                           Water is a gift from God.

Reader Eleven

In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth. Now the earth was a formless void. There was darkness over the deep and God's spirit hovered over the waters. God said "Let there be a vault in the waters to divide the waters in two." And so it was.

Reader Twelve

God made the vault and divided the waters above the vault from the waters under the vault. God called the waters above the vault, heaven. God said, "Let the waters under heaven come together and let dry land appear." And so it was. God called the dry land, earth...and the huge bodies of water, sea.

Left Side

                         Water is a sign of power and energy.

Right Side

                         Water is a sign of life and nourishment.

Left Side

                         Water is a sign of freshness and beauty.

Al!

                          Water gives life! Baptism gives new life!

Reader Thirteen

The baptismal waters in our parish will soon be used to baptize the catechumens who are now completing their journey toward baptism. (Proclaim the names of the parish's catechumens. If you have invited them to this assembly, introduce them. Before reciting the closing prayers, encourage participants to attend the parish liturgical services on Holy Thursday, Good Friday, and Holy Saturday (the Easter Vigil).

Closing Prayer

This blessing highlights all of the sacred symbols that have been celebrated during this assembly. Announce that the response will be "We walk with you, Lord."

Leader

May the holy oil heal our spiritual wounds and seal us in our Christian faith.

All

We walk with you, Lord.

Leader

May the spiritual washing of feet remind us to serve one another.

All

We walk with you, Lord.

Leader

May the altar table remind us that we are called to the table of the Lord.

All

We walk with you, Lord.

Leader

May the bread and wine of the Eucharist satisfy our spiritual hunger and thirst.

All

We walk with you, Lord.

Leader

May the cross be for us a sign of faith, victory, and new life.

All

We walk with you, Lord.

Leader

May the Easter Candle be a beacon that leads us to the light of Christ.

All

We walk with you, Lord.

Leader

May the waters of baptism refresh us, cleanse us, and give us new life.

All

We walk with you, Lord.

(Invite participants to spend several minutes in quiet, personal prayer, and then to leave the assembly area in silence.)
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