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The Once &  Future 
Easter Triduum  
fr om the Intr oduction to 

Wedding Chamber of God’s People: 
The Journey of Quadratos, Book IV 

 
 

Note to the Reader 
Triduum is Latin for Ôthree daysÕ and in Christianity refers to the one Liturgy of Easter 
prayed over a span of 72 hoursÑ or the three days called Good Friday, Holy Saturday and 
Easter Sunday. Triduum pre-dates by centuries the more well known tradition of Holy 
Week. This text is the as-yet-not-complete Introduction to Book IV of The Journey of 
Quadratos. Book IV will sum the history and principles of the ancient Easter Triduum, 
and includes my suggestions for a contemporary setting of the great liturgies. 
 Book IV is to be published by Lent 2008. 

 
I hope this will be a simple work, spoken from the heart. I write as a 

catechist, spiritual director and liturgist who has heard the call to speak the 
ChurchÕs ancient vision in a new way. My hope is that this prayer might 
increase healing and a sense of oneness among us at a time of increasing 
strife and doubt.  
 

In this era, many search for a way to renew ChristianityÕs depth, to 
touch her beauty in the seasons, to find simplicity in her prayer, and to 
awaken greater community. This text of the Triduum is one answer. And 
while true to tradition, this presentation looks to a new generation. 
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Re-Discovery and Beginnings of Restoration 
 

In the mid-1940s the Roman Church re-opened its voluminous 
libraries to scholars. Much of the documentation of early Christian history 
was there and had been sealed away for centuries. As scholars scoured the 
writings, many significant discoveries were made. One was the origins and 
ritual development of the Easter Triduum. Pope Pius XII began its 
restoration in the 1950s. Momentum quickened during the Second Vatican 
Council, and deepened through the 1970s and 80s. During this time many 
mainline Christian denominations began implementation of the principles of 
the Easter Triduum. The most prominent feature was the connection between 
the Easter Vigil and the celebration of Baptism. 
 

After four decades of progress, implementation of the Triduum 
slowed in the Roman Church and throughout mainline traditions. By the 
mid-90s, work ground to a halt. Today, we are left with a great nameÑ
TriduumÑ with little praxis or meaning. The commonly known pattern of 
Holy Week continues to obscure Triduum. For these two powerful 
celebrations of EasterÑ Holy Week and TriduumÑ are separate 
spiritualities. Each has its own integrity. This book is an effort to help us see, 
experience and pray The Easter Triduum in her own beauty and truth. 
 

Often change is crisis. And to speak of significant ritual change may 
be traumaticÑ even when it is a restoration. Yet, I sense that we are 
increasingly ready for this Easter because of the brokenness in our 
communities. This EasterÑ ancient and newÑ stems from well known 
principles. But when these principles are placed together, like pieces of cut 
glass in a kaleidoscope, a small turn of the lens brings a new image.  
 

This setting of the Triduum is built upon three main elements. First, 
eminent scholarsÑ Aidan Kavanagh, Mark Searle, Nathan Mitchell and 
Maxwell E. Johnson, among othersÑ have researched and summarized the 
principles and origins of the Easter Triduum through documents of the third 
and fourth centuries of Christianity. Second, authors today such as Thomas 
Berry, Richard Rohr, and Philip Newell (among many others) are asking us 
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to reconnect our worship to the mysteries of the cosmos. The third aspect 
derives from the work of C. G. Jung, the archetypal psychologist. His 
thinking provides an understanding of depth ritual and how to craft it for a 
post-modern world.  

 
Like all restorations and new endeavors, this is a work-in-progress. 

Yet this text is not a neophyte expression. It has been refined through prayer 
and use over thirty years in parishes, faith communities and retreat centers 
across the U.S.  

 
 
 

Tr iduum Pr inciples 
 
 

I . One Continuous L iturgyÑ The Sacred 72 Hour  Day 
 

In Holy Week, Easter is a SundayÑ a usual twenty-four hoursÑ at the 
end of the week. In Triduum, Easter is a 72 hour dayÑ one continuous 
liturgy (or prayer)Ñ commencing at sunset on Thursday and continuing 
without interruption to sunset on Sunday. We have called this time Good 
Friday, Holy Saturday and Easter SundayÑ and have treated it as if we are 
still in our ordinary work-a-day week of three separate days. However, 
Triduum is sacred time. In its 72 hour spanÑ we come and go from church 
and observe three sunsets and three sunrisesÑ yet we understand this 
moment, and its celebration, as happening over one continuous day. As a 
practical resultÑ we only gather once at The TableÑ near the end of the one 
continuous 72 hours of Easter.  
 
 

I I . The Chr istian DayÑ Sunset to Sunset  
 
In the reforms of Vatican II, Roman Catholicism restored the 

Christian day to its ancient rhythmÑ marking every church dayÕs beginning 
just past sunset, and dayÕs end at the next nightfall. In returning to the 
ancient rhythmÑ we now again revere the arrival of darkness as the moment 
of ending and new beginning. The cycle of Nature, the universe and cosmos 
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take their rightful role as a profound experience of the dying and rising 
Christ. In the ever-repeating cycle of night and day, we experience the 
continual pattern of the dying and rising Christ. Darkness and lightÑ sunset 
and dawnÑ are re-united in one continuous tapestry, healing the WestÕs 
tragic division of these two images of the holy. 

 
Triduum helps us experience the pattern. The day called Good Friday 

commences at nightfall Thursday and ends at sunset Friday. Holy Saturday 
commences at nightfall on Friday and ends at sunset Saturday. And Easter 
Sunday commences at nightfall on Saturday and ends at sunset Sunday. 

 
Triduum has no Thursday. Night has fallen. Thursday is no more. And 

Lent is concluded. ÒThe LordÕs SupperÓ or ÒMandatuumÓ returns to its 
original setting as the opening liturgy of The Great Feast of Easter. The first 
24 hours of the 72 hour Day of Easter has two great celebrationsÑ The 
Washing of Feet, and The Kissing/Veneration of The Cross. Holy 
SaturdayÑ the next twenty-four hours of the 72 hour dayÑ holds a time of 
profound quiet with no great celebrations. The final twenty-four hours of the 
72 hour day begins in the night with The Great Vigil and climaxes in the 
dawn with The Liturgy of Water (Baptism) Oil (Chrism) and The Table 
(Eucharist).  Through this continuous 72 hour day, there are three vigilsÑ
each moves through night to dawn. And at the third dawn, the one long 
Liturgy of Easter reaches its highpoint. 
 
 

I I I . Three Nights and Three Days 
 

The number three in Jewish and Christian history conveys a 
deepening in an experience. Jonah was in the whale three days, and Christ in 
the tomb, etc. Triduum is a thrice-repeated patternÑ of sunset to sunsetÑ
where each moment celebrates our deepening in the ChristÕs dying and 
rising as we move through the pattern over 72 hours in nature, various 
scriptures and celebratory rituals.  
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IV. Tr iduum is a Present-Moment Mystery 
 

Holy Week meditates upon on the Medieval AgeÕs understanding of 
JesusÕ final days, passion, death and resurrection. This revered practice 
conveys a linear, historical sense focusing on what Jesus experienced and 
accomplished for us. Though not inherent in Holy Week, it is easy to see 
how this meditation focused more on the individual than the community.  
 

TriduumÑ on the other handÑ constructed by third and fourth century 
Christianity, asks us to celebrate the mystery of our baptismÑ the grace 
whereby each of us repeatedly lives through our own death and resurrection 
in and with Jesus the Christ. Triduum is the present-moment celebration. 
Jesus the ChristÕs death and resurrection is not only a historical moment but 
also a reality continually happening in the midst of a gathered, reconciling 
and praying community. In Triduum the dying and rising is a cyclical, 
thrice-repeated pattern, contemplated in sunset and sunrise as well as 
through great rituals, scripture texts and prayers. Triduum emphasizes what 
we, the baptizedÑ alive with the grace of the dying and rising Jesus the 
ChristÑ accomplish within our own hearts, our communities and in the 
world. In Triduum, each great riteÑ footwashing, kissing the cross, sitting at 
the tomb and the great vigilÑ moves us deeper into the cycle of our death 
and resurrection in Jesus the Christ. And each ritual is a full proclamation of 
Easter, not a marker on the way to hearing a gospel account of the empty 
tomb. 
 
 

V. Tr iduum Prays The Gospel of John 
 

The Holy Week tradition prays the Passion from various gospels, 
compiling different texts and stories into one account. Triduum prays 
exclusively the spirituality of The Gospel of John.  Flowing from biblical 
scholarship, especially Raymond BrownÕs work on John, we begin to 
understand how the prayer of Triduum is a far different expression than 
Holy Week. For instance, JohnÕs gospel does not have a ÒPassover supperÓ 
with bread and wine, but rather a final supper with the washing of feet. 
JohnÕs Passion is devoid of any expression of suffering and agony, etc. The 
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Christ chooses his death and carries his own cross. And when Jesus dies and 
bows his head, Òhe delivers the Spirit.Ó In this Passion, the moment of the 
ChristÕs death is also the moment of Resurrection and Pentecost. Alleluia!  

 
John purposely changes the historical passion in Jerusalem to an 

internal and eternal reality available to allÑ in and through Jesus the Christ.  
Understanding this Passion, it becomes clear why we pray Matthew, Mark or 
LukeÕs account on Palm/Passion Sunday. The synoptic Passions are 
ÒLenten.Ó The Good Friday of Triduum is Easter, and JohnÕs Passion is the 
joyful proclamation of death and resurrection  
 
 
 

VI . The Moment for New Ones to fully enter  The Myster ies 
(Baptism/Confirmation/Eucharist) 

 
The Rite of Initiation for Adults promulgated by Pope Paul VI in 1972 

included the instruction to ritually complete the initiation of New Ones 
(baptism/ confirmation/eucharist) during the Easter Vigil. One result of this 
directive was restoring The Great Vigil as the usual liturgy for the 
celebration of adult baptism/confirmation. Many Roman parishes 
implemented this. However, a reading of early Christian history shows that 
baptism holds a far more central role in Triduum than simply the addition of 
baptizing/confirming adults. 

 
It is my reading of the early Church liturgical practice that The Great 

Hundred Days (Ash Wednesday to Pentecost) comprised a communal retreat 
for the Church. The first half of the retreat (what we call Lent) focused on a 
return to fundamental spiritual disciplines (fasting, almsgiving and depth 
prayer) as a way to heal the Church/CommunityÕs divisions and re-vitalize 
her Baptismal life.  

 
The second half of the retreat (what we call the Easter Season) 

focused on naming and deepening the Church/CommunityÕs gifts/charisms 
and rejoicing in the grace that flowed from her Baptismal/Eucharistic 
renewal.  
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Midway in The Great Hundred is the long 72 hour day of EasterÑ The 

Triduum. It serves as a thresholdÑ marking the end of the first half of the 
communal retreat and ushering us to the second.  
 

In Triduum, the community rejoices in deeper communion with our 
God and each other. The primary ritual focus is the mystery of BaptismÑ
where we first lived through death and resurrection. Foot washing, cross 
kissing, revering emptiness and waiting in vigil deepens that mystery.  Then 
at TriduumÕs highpointÑ third dawnÑ the community once again proclaims 
her Baptismal Promises, and completes its long dayÕs yearning by once 
again gathering at The Table of Grace. The threshold has been crossed. 
Coming to the Mystery at Table with new eyes now ushers us into the fifty 
days of the Easter Season. 

 
In this text, the altar of Triduum is the Baptistery. Each of the great 

rites is set there. From The Footwashing through Easter Dawn, we pray and 
venerate, touch and kiss, and keep watch at the place where we first lived 
through the dying and rising of Jesus the ChristÑ the Baptistery. The great 
basin of the footwashing is the baptistery. The soiled water of footwashing is 
poured into the baptisteryÑ tomb/womb water to be revered. The cross to be 
kissed is the baptistry. The place of repose and the tomb/womb of vigil is the 
baptistry. And the great night of re-birth and union centers at the 
tomb/womb from which we have all usheredÑ the baptistery. 
 

The last twenty-four hours of the 72 is not just the time to complete 
the initiation of New Ones. Rather, the entire 72 is the summit and center 
point of our annual retreat, and the renewal of our communitiesÕ through our 
meditation on our shared Baptismal and Eucharistic life.  

 
Only because Triduum is the summit and center point of the 

communityÕs renewal is it also the moment to ritually complete New OnesÕ 
initiation. The prayer of Triduum is not to focus on the New Ones, but on the 
Assembly. The Assembly renews its Baptismal/Eucharistic life. Thus, this is 
THE moment for New Ones to be fully joined to that life and mystery.  
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Holy Week is a linear proclamation of the last days of Jesus, his death 
and resurrection. Triduum is the present moment reflection and celebration 
of the ChristÕs dying and rising in the Community by its renewal of its 
Baptismal Promises and Eucharistic Life.  
 
 

VI I . Eucharist is the Summit 
 

This text of Triduum uses St. PaulÕs Letter to the Corinthians as 
Prologue to the Three Days. Why? St. Paul appropriately reminds us that the 
Christ is not to be divided by theological argument. We will always have 
disagreement. Eucharist flows from the grace of charity. And merci must 
always be a larger character than intellect in our communion. PaulÕs words 
are stern and stark. We believers need the retreat of Lent and the great rites 
of Triduum to see again the grace of our Baptism and its conclusion in 
Eucharist. We need to touch again foot washing, vigiling, cross kissing and 
emptiness as expressions of our baptismal life together. Then by grace, the 
Third Morning will dawn with our communion strengthened, our 
reconciliation more evident and our gathering again at the Table of Grace 
more efficacious.  

 
Without St. PaulÕs words and the great ritual action of the assembly at 

the baptistery, our Eucharist may seem just GodÕs magical work, and not 
equally our own. We must see both the Mystery on The Table and around 
The Table. This is the celebratory shout of TriduumÑ a living, present-
moment experience of salvation and The Oneness of The Body of The 
Christ. Alleluia! Alleluia! Alleluia! 
 
 
 

 
VI I I . Depth Ritual 

 
The final strand in this weaving comes from C.G. JungÕs 

understanding of symbolic language and depth ritual. Symbol and ritual, by 
their nature, are not linear expressions but paradoxical. As a result, they 
invite us to enter the tension between opposites. Symbol and ritual will at 
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times offer comfort and at others provide great challenge. The language, 
imagery and ritual action in this Triduum are likely to raise anxiety, as well 
as inspire. Both emotions are holy.  

 
With the baptistery as true symbolÑ rather than one-dimensional 

signÑ this place of the deep will be an experience of the tomb as well as the 
womb, and the waters simultaneously will be those of putrid grave as well as 
of birth and nurturance. Truly the baptistery is our wedding chamber with 
GodÑ the sacred place where we first recognized that mater/matter and 
spirit are one.  

 
In these paradoxes of the baptistery, Triduum questions us: How 

might we walk with death and understand it as resurrection? How might 
stark, unsettling ritual action invite deeper faith? How might our practice of 
ease in the presence of wrestling conundrum bring greater oneness within 
our communities? 

 
 
 

Let Us Begin 
 

My hope is to craft a way of prayer that, with intention, perplexes the 
mind so that we may be open to deeper heart. Henri Nouwen, in his book 
Inner Voice of Love, wrote, ÒTake your wounds from your head to your 
heart. It is in your heart that you can live your wounds through, rather than 
think them through.Ó It is in our heart that we might find GodÕs grace to 
embrace paradox and experience a type of resurrection where we know that  
the dying and rising Christ lives in the midst of our wounded and struggling 
communion within and without.  
 

I do not wish to persuade with argument, but rather to touch the heart. 
Take three days. Begin at sunset. Pray this text alone or with others. Note its 
effect. Sit with your moments of comfort and discomfort. Invite GodÕs grace 
into both. After your Three Days, enter a time of discernment. If God leads 
you to this Triduum, begin its restoration. If not, let it be. 
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As you embark on this journey, I pray with you. May this prayer of 
Easter enliven our spirit. May your prayer awaken healingÑ and offer new 
grace to our divided and questing communities. And may you and I both 
hear ÒYou are my Beloved,” so that we all may live together as the one 
Beloved Body of the Christ. 


