
 
 
We hear Catholics talking so much about Holy Week. What 
exactly is going on during this time? 

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Historical documents tell us that as early as the fourth century the Church celebrated this "Great 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 opened once 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 intense 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.  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 



Holy Thursday  - The Commemoration of the Last Supper 
 

Holy Thursday is the day on which Christ celebrated the Last Supper with His disciples, four days 
after His triumphal entry into Jerusalem on Palm Sunday. Only hours after 
the Last Supper, Judas would betray Christ in the Garden of Gethsemane, 
setting the stage for Christ's Crucifixion on Good Friday. 
 
Quick Facts: 

 Date: The Thursday before Easter Sunday; 

 Type of Feast: Commemoration.  

 Readings: Exodus 12:1-8, 11-14; Psalm 116:12-13, 15-16bc, 17-18; 1 
Corinthians 11:23-26; John 13:1-15 (full text here) 

 Prayers: Anima Christi; Thanksgiving After Communion 

 Other Names for the Feast: Maundy Thursday 

History: 
Holy Thursday is more than just the lead-in to Good Friday; it is, in fact, the 
oldest of the celebrations of Holy Week. And with good reason: Holy 
Thursday is the day on which Catholics commemorate the institution of 

three pillars of the Catholic Faith: the Sacrament of Holy Communion, the priesthood, and the Mass. 
During the Last Supper, Christ blessed the bread and wine with the very words that Catholic and 
Orthodox priests use today to consecrate the Body and Blood of Christ during the Mass and the 
Divine Liturgy. In telling His disciples to "Do this in remembrance of Me," He instituted the Mass and 
made them the first priests. 

 
 

Near the end of the Last Supper, after Judas had departed, Christ said to His disciples, "A new 
commandment I give unto you: That you love one another, as I have loved you, that you also 
love one another." The Latin word for "commandment," mandatum became the source for another 
name for Holy Thursday: Maundy Thursday. 
 
On Holy Thursday, the priests of each diocese gather with their bishop to consecrate holy oils, 
which are used throughout the year for the sacraments of Baptism, Confirmation, Holy Orders, and 
the Anointing of the Sick. This ancient practice, which goes back to the fifth century, is known as the 
Chrism Mass ("chrism" is a mixture of oil and balsam used for the holy oils) and stresses the 
role of the bishop as a successor to the apostles. 
 
Except in very rare circumstances, there is only one Mass other than the Chrism Mass celebrated 
on Holy Thursday in each church: the Mass of the Lord's Supper, which is celebrated after sundown. 
It commemorates the institution of the Sacrament of Holy Communion, and it ends with the 
removal of the Body of Christ from the tabernacle in the main body of the church. The 
Eucharist is carried in procession to another place where it is kept overnight, to be 
distributed during the commemoration of the Lord's Passion on Good Friday. After the 
procession, the altar is stripped bare, and all bells in the church are silent until the Gloria at the 
Easter Vigil on Holy Saturday. 
 
Question: Is Holy Thursday a Holy Day of Obligation? 
Catholics celebrate Holy Thursday, the Thursday before Easter Sunday, with the Mass of the Lord's 
Supper, commemorating Christ's Last Supper with His disciples before His arrest and crucifixion. 
But is Holy Thursday a Holy Day of Obligation? 
 
Answer: While all Roman Catholics are encouraged to attend Mass on Holy Thursday to 
commemorate the institution of the Sacrament of Holy Communion, the priesthood, and the Mass at 
the Last Supper, Holy Thursday (commonly known also as Maundy Thursday) is not a Holy Day of 
Obligation. 
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Good Friday, the Friday before Easter Sunday, commemorates the Passion and Death of 
our Lord Jesus Christ on the Cross. Good Friday is the second of the three days of the 
Easter Triduim. 
 

Quick Facts: 

• Date: The Friday before Easter Sunday;  

• Type of Feast: Commemoration.  

• Readings: Isaiah 52:13-53:12; Psalm 31:2, 6, 12-13, 15-16, 17, 25; Hebrews 4:14-16; 5:7-
9;  
John 18:1-19:42 (full text here) 

• Prayers: The Litany of Humility; Prayer Before a Crucifix; Divine Mercy Novena 

• Other Names for the Feast: Holy Friday, Great Friday, Great and Holy Friday 

 
History: 
From the earliest days of Christianity, no Mass has been celebrated on Good Friday; 
instead, the Church celebrates a special liturgy in which the account of the Passion 
according to the Gospel of John is read, a series of intercessory prayers (prayers for special 
intentions) are offered, and the faithful venerate the Cross by coming forward and kissing it.  
 
The Good Friday liturgy concludes with the distribution of Holy Communion. Since there 
was no Mass, Hosts that were reserved from the Mass of the Lord's Supper on Holy 
Thursday are distributed instead. 
 
The service is particularly solemn; the organ is not played, and all vestments are red or (in 
the Traditional Latin Mass) black. 
 
Since the date of Good Friday is dependent on the date of Easter, it changes from year to 
year.  
 
Good Friday is a day of strict fasting and abstinence. Catholics over the age of 18 and 
under the age of 60 are required to fast, which means that they can eat only one complete 
meal and two smaller ones during the day, with no food in between. Catholics who are over 
the age of 14 are required to refrain from eating any meat, or any food made with meat, on 
Good Friday 
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Easter Vigil  
The Easter Vigil liturgy is the most beautiful liturgy in the Roman 
Catholic Church. This walks through the Easter Vigil, and includes the 
words to the Exsultet.  
 

 DIRECTIONS 
Although celebrated Holy Saturday evening, it is the dramatic 
Easter vigil liturgy that marks the beginning of Easter. We are 
awaiting our master's return with our lamps full and burning, so 
that he will find us awake and seat us at his table (cf. Luke 
12:35ff). All Catholics should try to attend this beautiful service.  
 
 
The vigil is divided into four parts:  

1. Service of Light,  
2. Liturgy of the Word,  
3. Liturgy of Baptism, and  
4. Liturgy of the Eucharist.  

 
 
1) Service of Light The atmosphere in the church is different: the holy water fonts are 
drained, all the lights are out, the tabernacle is empty. The service begins outside the 
church. A new fire is lit and blessed.  
A Paschal Candle is prepared with these words while the priest marks the candle:  
Christ yesterday and today (vertical arm of the cross)  
the Beginning and the End (horizontal arm of the cross)  
the Alpha (alpha above the cross)  
and the Omega (omega below the cross)  
All time belongs to him (numeral 2 in upper left corner of cross)  
and all the ages (numeral 1 in upper right corner of cross)  
To him be glory and power (numeral 4 in lower left corner)  
through every age and for ever. Amen (numeral 0 in lower right corner)  
Then the priest may insert five grains of incense into the candle in the form of a cross, 
meanwhile saying: 
1. By his holy 
2. and glorious wounds, 
3. may Christ the Lord 
4. guard us 
5. and protect us. Amen.  
 
The priest lights the candle from the new 
fire, saying:  
May the light of Christ, rising in glory,  
dispel the darkness of our hearts and 
minds.  
 
The candle is then processed through the church, with the deacon lifting the candle at three 
different times, singing: The Light of Christ. (or Lumen Christi) and the congregation sings 
in reply: Thanks be to God (or Deo gratias).  
 
Everyone lights their candle from the Easter candle and continue in procession until the 
whole church is alight.  
The Paschal candle symbolizes Christ, the Light of the World.  
 
 



Next follows the glorious Easter song of the Catholic Church: the Exsultet (Easter 
proclamation). "This magnificent hymn, which is remarkable for its lyric beauty and 
profound symbolism, announces the dignity and meaning of the mystery of Easter; it tells of 
man's sin, of God's mercy, and of the great love of the Redeemer for mankind, admonishing 
us in turn to thank the Trinity for all the graces that have been lavished upon us 
 
This is usually sung by the deacon.   Exsultet (excerpted)  
Exult, let them exult, the hosts of heaven, exult, let Angel ministers of God exults, let the trumpet of 
salvation sound aloud our mighty King's triumph! 
Be glad, let earth be glad, as glory floods her, ablaze with light from her eternal King, 
let all corners of the earth be glad, knowing an end to gloom and darkness. 
Rejoice, let Mother Church also rejoice, arrayed with the lightning of his glory, 
let this holy building shake with joy, filled with the mighty voices of the peoples....  
It is truly right and just,  with ardent love of mind and heart 
and with devoted service of our voice, to acclaim our God invisible, the almighty Father, 
and Jesus Christ, our Lord, his Son, his Only Begotten.  
Who for our sake paid Adam's debt to the eternal Father, and, pouring out his own dear Blood, 
wiped clean the record of our ancient sinfulness.  
These, then, are the feasts of Passover, in which is slain the Lamb, the one true Lamb, 
whose Blood anoints the doorposts of believers.  
This is the night, when once you led our forebears, Israel's children, 
from slavery in Egypt and made them pass dry-shod through the Red Sea.  
This is the night, when once you led our forebears, Israel's children, 
from slavery in Egypt and made them pass dry-shod through the Red Sea.   
This is the night that with a pillar of fire banished the darkness of sin.  
This is the night that even now, throughout the world,  
sets Christian believers apart from worldly vices  
and from the gloom of sin, leading them to grace, and joining them to his holy ones.  
This is the night when Christ broke the prison-bars of death 
and rose victorious from the underworld.  
Our birth would have been no gain, had we not been redeemed. 
O wonder of your humble care for us! 
O love, O charity beyond all telling, to ransom a slave you gave away your Son!  
O truly necessary sin of Adam, destroyed completely by the Death of Christ!  
O happy fault, that earned so great, so glorious a Redeemer!  
O truly blessed night, worthy alone to know the time and hour 
when Christ rose from the underworld!  
This is the night, of which it is written: 
The night shall be as bright as day, dazzling is the night for me, 
and full of gladness.  
The sanctifying power of this night dispels wickedness, washes faults away, 
restores innocence to the fallen, and joy to mourners, 
drives out hatred, fosters concord, and brings down the mighty.  
On this, your night of grace, O holy Father, accept this candle, a solemn offering, 
the work of bees and your servants' hands. 
an evening sacrifice of praise, this gift from your most holy Church.  
But now we know the praises of this pillar, which glowing fire ignites for God's honour, 
a fire into many flames divided, yet never dimmed by sharing of its light, 
for it is fed by melting wax, drawn out by mother bees,to build a torch so precious.  
O truly blessed night,  when thing of heaven are wed to those of earth, 
and divine to the human.  
Therefore, O Lord,  we pray you that this candle, hallowed to the honour of your name, 
may persevere undimmed, to overcome the darkness of this night, 
Receive it as a pleasing fragrance, and let it mingle with the lights of heaven. 
May this flame be found still burning by the Morning Star: 
the one Morning Star who never sets, Christ your Son, 
who, coming back from death's domain, has shed his peaceful light on humanity, 
and lives and reigns for ever and ever.  R. Amen. 
 

 



2) Liturgy of the Word  
During the Easter vigil, nine readings are provided: seven Old Testament and two New 
Testament. Not all are required to be read due to time constraints, but at least three Old 
Testament readings must be read, including Exodus 14. These readings help us meditate 
on the wonderful works of God for his people since the beginning of time. The readings are:  

1. the story of creation, Gen 1:1-2; 2;  
2. Abraham and Isaac, Gen 22:1-18;  
3. Crossing of the Red Sea, Exodus 14:15–15:1;  
4. Isaiah 54:5-14;  
5. Isaiah 55:1-11;  
6. Baruch 3:9-15.32–4:4;  
7. Ezekiel 36:16-17.18-28;  
8. Romans 6:3-11; and  
9. Gospel reading Mark 16:1-7. \ 

 

The Gloria is sung before the reading of the Epistle of the Romans, and the Alleluia is sung 
before the Gospel.  
 
3) Liturgy of Baptism  
During this time the Easter water is blessed, new members are brought into the Church 
through baptism; part of the liturgy includes the Litany of the Saints. Afterwards the faithful 
are blessed with water and all renew their baptismal promises.  
4) Liturgy of Eucharist  
So resumes the Mass, with the special prayers inserted during the Eucharist Prayer. The 
whole church is called to join at the sacrificial table that Christ prepared for us through his 
death and resurrection. The Mass ends with the glorious  
V. The Mass is ended, go in peace, alleluia, alleluia. R. Thanks be to God, alleluia, alleluia.  


