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As the solemn days proceed, we shall be especially 
called on, my brethren, to consider His sufferings in 
the body, His seizure, His forced journeyings to and 
fro, His blows and wounds, His scourging, the 
crown of thorns, the nails, the Cross. They are all 
summed up in the     Crucifix itself, as it meets our 
eyes; they are represented all at once on His sacred 
flesh, as it hangs up before us—and meditation is 
made easy by the spectacle. It is otherwise with the 
sufferings of His soul; they cannot be painted for us, 
nor can they even be duly investigated: they are  
beyond both sense and thought; and yet they                
anticipated His bodily sufferings. The agony, a pain 
of the soul, not of the body, was the first act of His           
tremendous sacrifice; “My soul is sorrowful even 
unto death,” He said; nay; if He suffered in the 
body, it really was in the soul, for the body did but 
convey the infliction on to that which was the true 
recipient and seat of the suffering. 
 
Now apply this to the sufferings of our Lord;—do 
you recollect their offering Him wine mingled with 
myrrh, when He was on the point of being               
crucified? He would not drink of it; why? because 
such a portion would have stupefied His mind, and 
He was bent on bearing the pain in all its bitterness. 
You see from this, my brethren, the character of His 
sufferings; He would have fain escaped them, had 
that been His Father’s will; “If it be possible,” He 
said, “let this chalice pass from Me;” but since it 
was not possible, He says calmly and decidedly to 
the Apostle, who would have rescued Him from        
suffering, “The chalice which My Father hath given 
Me, shall I not drink it?” If He was to suffer, He 
gave Himself to suffering; He did not come to suffer 
as little as He could; He did not turn away His face 
from the suffering; He confronted it, or, as I may 
say, He breasted it, that every particular portion of it 
might make its due impression on Him. And as men 
are superior to brute animals, and are affected by 
pain more than they, by reason of the mind within 
them, which gives a substance to pain, such as it 
cannot have in the instance of brutes; so, in like 
manner, our Lord felt pain of the body, with an     
advertence and a consciousness, and therefore with 
a keenness and intensity, and with a unity of           
perception, which none of us can possibly fathom or 
compass, because His soul was so absolutely in His 
power, so simply free from the influence of          
distractions, so fully directed upon the pain, so     
utterly surrendered, so simply subjected to the         

suffering. And thus He may truly be said to have 
suffered the whole of His passion in every moment 
of it. 
 

(From discourse 16: Mental Sufferings of Our Lord in His Passion)  
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Holy Week is most definitely a very sacred time of 

the year, for it is now that we will commemorate 

and remember the last week of Jesus' life on this 

earth. These are the days leading up to the great 

Easter Feast. The Lenten season of sacrifice and self

-denial is about to come to an end, but this coming 

week is extremely important for all Christians. The 

greatest focus of the week is the Passion (suffering) 

and Resurrection of Jesus Christ and the events that 

led up to it. 
 

Historical documents tell us that as early as the 

fourth century the Church celebrated this "Great 

Week" with a feeling of profound sanctity. It begins 

with Palm Sunday, which marks Jesus' triumphant 

entry into Jerusalem. The central feature of the     

service proper to this day, as it was in the earliest 

times, is the procession of palms. The palms are 

blessed and are then borne in procession to the 

church, where an entry is made with a certain 

amount of ceremony, after which the Mass is       

celebrated. The other notable and very ancient      

feature of the present Palm Sunday service is the 

reading of the Gospel of the Passion by three       

readers. 
 

Especially important for Catholics is the Easter 

Triduum. This is the three days just before Easter. 

On Holy Thursday, we re-enact the Lord's Last    

Supper, which He shared with His apostles on the 

night He was betrayed and arrested. This is one of 

the most beautiful liturgies of the entire liturgical 

year. At the Mass, the priest will wash the feet of 

twelve men, just as Jesus did. Also on this night, 

priests all over the world will renew their sacred 

vows. This is because, at the Last Supper, Jesus not 

only instituted the Mass (Eucharist) but also the    

ministerial priesthood. 
 

On Good Friday, the day of the crucifixion and 

death of our Lord, we have the veneration of the 

Cross. A service is held at three o'clock in the         

afternoon (the hour He is believed to have died) and 

another later in the evening. We go forward and kiss 

the Cross in order to show honour and respect for 

Christ's sacrifice for our sake. There is no              

consecration of the Eucharist on this day, and the 

Communion we receive will be from the night      

before, which has been reserved in the tabernacle. 
 

Holy Saturday is a vigil. We keep watch for the    

expectant rising of Our Saviour. This was the day 

He went down into the netherworld in order to bring 

back up with Him into heaven those who had died 

before His coming. Up to this time, the gates to 

heaven were closed and no one could go there     

because of the original sin of Adam. Jesus changed 

all that. By paying the price for our sins on the 

Cross, He gained for us our eternal salvation, and 

heaven was openedonce more. Also on this night, 

persons who have spent months of preparation will 

be received through Baptism and Confirmation into 

the Catholic Church for the first time. It is a joyous 

occasion. 
 

Those who engage themselves wholeheartedly in 

living the entire paschal cycle (Lent, Triduum and 

Easter's Fifty Days) discover that it can change them 

forever. This is especially so of the Triduum which, 

standing at the heart of the Easter season, is an in-

tense immersion in the fundamental mystery of 

what it is to be Christian. During these days, we   

suffer with Christ so that we might rise with Him at 

His glorious Resurrection. Holy Week is a time to 

clear our schedules of unnecessary activities. Our 

minds and hearts should be fixed on Jesus and what 

He did for us. Let us bear the Cross so that may be 

worthy of wearing the crown He wore. 
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What is it and how is celebrated? 
 

Is the re-enacting the Passion of Our Lord 
 

Dates: 
Holy Week is the last week of Lent. 
 

Colours: 
In most churches, the decorations are red to         
symbolize the blood of martyrdom. Some churches 
remove all decorations on Good Friday, veiling     
anything that can’t be removed in black or purple. 
Holy water is also removed from the fonts in 
churches on Good Friday and Holy Saturday in 
preparation for the blessing of the water at the     
Easter Vigil. This removal also corresponds to those 
days on which the Eucharist is not celebrated. 
 

Days: 
Palm Sunday (or Passion Sunday)  
Holy Thursday (or Maundy Thursday)  
Good Friday 
Holy Saturday 
The time from sundown on Holy Thursday to       
sundown on Easter Day is also known as the      
Triduum, which is Latin for “three days.” 
 

Some History 
 

Holy Week observances began in Jerusalem in the 
earliest days of the Church, when devout people 
travelled to Jerusalem at Passover to re-enact the 
events of the week leading up to the Resurrection. 
 

Egeria was a Christian who travelled widely during 
the period of 381-385 and wrote about Christian 
customs and observances in Egypt, Palestine, and 
Asia Minor. She described how religious tourists to 
Jerusalem re-enacted the events of Holy Week. On 
Palm Sunday afternoon, the crowds waved palm 
fronds as they made a procession from the Mount of 
Olives into the city. Of course, the observances 
must have begun quite a number of years before 
Egeria witnessed them, or they wouldn’t have been 
so elaborate. It’s just that Egeria’s description is the 
earliest we still have. The tourists took the customs 
home with them. Holy week observances spread to 
Spain by the fifth century, to Gaul and England by 
the early seventh century. They didn’t spread to 
Rome until the twelfth century. 
 

The purpose of Holy Week is to re-enact, relive, and 
participate in the passion of Jesus Christ. 
 

Holy Week is the same in the eastern and western 
Church, but because eastern Christians use the     

Julian Calendar to calculate Easter, the celebrations 
occur at different times. However, the following 
events in the week before Easter are the same, east 
and west, relative to the date of Easter: 
 

Palm Sunday (or Passion Sunday), the entrance of 
Jesus into Jerusalem. 
 

Holy Thursday (or Maundy Thursday), the          
institution of Communion and the betrayal by Judas. 
 

Good Friday, the arrest, trial, crucifixion, death, 
and burial of Jesus Christ. 
 

Holy Saturday, the Sabbath on which Jesus rested 
in the grave. 
 

Reconstructing the Holy Week from Scripture 
 

Friday: Preparation Day, the Passover 
 

The disciples arranged for the Passover meal, which 
took place after sundown on Thursday. We might 
call it Friday Eve, because by Jewish reckoning, the 
day begins with the previous sunset. That’s why we 
call 24 December “Christmas Eve.” Jesus and the 
disciples ate the Passover in the upper room. They 
ate it early, which was not uncommon. In that era, 
most Passover Seders did not include lamb, because 
most Jews lived too far away from the Temple to 
obtain a lamb that was kosher for Passover.        
Therefore the disciples, who were from Galilee, 
would have been accustomed to a Passover Seder 
without lamb. Judas left during the meal. Jesus and 
the remaining disciples adjourned to the Garden of 
Gethsemane, where Jesus prayed and the disciples 
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kept falling asleep. Judas arrived to betray Jesus, 
who spent the rest of the night being tried by the 
Sanhedrin and by Pilate. The following morning, 
which was still the same day by Jewish reckoning, 
the Crucifixion significantly took place just as the 
Passover lambs were being slaughtered in the     
Temple. Matthew 27:62, Mark 15:42,                 
Luke 23:55-56, and John 19:31 all inform us that 
this took place on Preparation Day, which is the 
Jewish name for Friday. Mark and John explain that 
the next day was the Sabbath. Later the disciples 
realized that in giving them the bread and             
pronouncing it His body, Jesus Himself had been 
the Passover lamb at the Last Supper. Thus Jesus, 
our Passover lamb, was sacrificed for our sins on 
Passover (1 Corinthians 5:7), and His blood protects 
us from the angel of death. Jesus died on the cross 
and was buried before sunset. So Friday was first 
day that Jesus lay in the tomb. 
 

Saturday: the Jewish Sabbath 
 

Jesus rested in the tomb on the Sabbath. According 
to Matthew 28:1, Mark 16:1-3, and                       
Luke 23:56-24:3, the day before the Resurrection 
was a Sabbath. This is the second day that Jesus lay 
in the tomb. 
 

Sunday: the first day of the week, the Festival of 
First Fruits 
 

On the third day, Jesus rose from the grave. It was 
the first day of the week and the day after the      
Sabbath, according to Matthew 28:1, Mark 16:1-3, 
Luke 23:56-24:3. John 20:1 says the Resurrection 
took place on the first day of the week. He does not 
explicitly say that the previous day was the Sabbath, 
but there is no room in his narrative for any           
intervening days. The first day of the week is the 
Jewish name for Sunday. Sunday is also the eighth 
day    after the creation in Genesis, so Paul describes    
Jesus’ Resurrection as the first fruits of the new    
creation in 1 Corinthians 15:20-23. 
 

Biblical Foundations: 
 

• Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John all inform us that 
the Last Supper and the Crucifixion took place on 
Preparation Day. 
 

• Mark and John inform us that the next day, the day 
after the Crucifixion, was the Sabbath. 
 

• Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John inform us that the 
Resurrection took place on the first day of the week. 
 

• Matthew, Mark, and Luke inform us that the day 
before the Resurrection was the Sabbath, and John 
heavily implies it. 
 

Ancient Christian writers confirm this                  
reconstruction. In The Apostolic Constitutions, 
Book V, Section III, it says that the Last Supper    
occurred on the fifth day of the week (Thursday), 

that Jesus was crucified on the next day (Friday), 
and rose on the first day (Sunday), and it explicitly 
states that this constitutes three days and three 
nights. The Apostolic Constitutions uses Roman-
style midnight-to-midnight days, so this squares 
with the New Testament’s use of sundown-to-
sundown days. It also says that Jesus gave the     
apostles a commandment to pass on to us, to fast on 
Wednesdays and Fridays; the first to commemorate 
His betrayal, the second to commemorate His      
passion on the cross. 
 

Therefore, it is obvious that the Crucifixion took 
place on a Friday, that Jesus rested in the tomb on 
Saturday, and rose from the grave on Sunday. So, 
you might ask, why didn’t the gospel writers just 
come right out and say that it was Friday, Saturday, 
and Sunday? The answer is that they did, for the 
circumstances under which they wrote. They were 
writing for an audience beyond Palestine, and in the 
Roman Empire of the first century, there was no 
general consensus about the names of the days of 
the week, the number of the current year, the names 
and lengths of the months, the date of the new year, 
or the time at which the day began. On that last 
point, the day began at midnight in Egypt, at sunrise 
in Greece, and at sunset in Palestine. So even 
though it is not what we are used to, the gospels are 
really worded in such a way as to make the dates 
and times comprehensible to anyone in the Roman 
Empire who was familiar with the Jewish               
Scriptures. 
 

When you count days you get a different answer 
than when you subtract dates. If you go to a          
three-day seminar that begins on Friday, you expect 
it to end on Sunday, because Friday, Saturday, and 
Sunday are three days. However, if you subtract the 
date of Friday from the date of Sunday, the answer 
is two elapsed days. The ancients counted days    
instead of calculating elapsed time—in fact, Jesus 
Himself counted days this way in Luke 13:31-32. 
This is why the tradition is universal that Jesus 
spent three days in the tomb when He was buried on 
Friday and rose from the dead on Sunday. All       
intervals in the Jewish and Christian calendars are 
calculated the same way, which is why Pentecost 
falls on a Sunday and not on a Monday. 
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