FROM THE PASTOR: March 28, 2010


Forty-plus years after Vatican II, a lot of people in the Catholic Church – especially types who work with the liturgy – talk and write freely about the “Paschal Mystery.”  Being one of those liturgical types myself, I still have to remind myself that “Paschal Mystery” may not yet be quite a household word for the average “Catholic in the pews.”  (IS there an “average” or “typical” Catholic in the pews?!)  Anyway, as we head into Holy Week and prepare to celebrate the Paschal Mystery with great solemnity, it seems timely to write a bit about the meaning of the term.


The adjective “Paschal” comes from the Hebrew, “Pesach,” meaning Passover.  It came into Greek as “Pascha,” where it has come, by extension, to mean “Easter.”  The ties between Passover and Easter were suggested, of course, by the fact that, at least in the Synoptic Gospels, the Last Supper of Jesus and his apostles is depicted as having taken place at a Passover “seder” (ritual meal).  


There is more to it than that, however.  As the early Christians struggled to understand the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus more fully, they searched the Hebrew Scriptures for clues and metaphors.  You may recall how, on the road to Emmaus, the risen Jesus himself consoled the two grieving disciples by “beginning with Moses and all the prophets” and interpreting “to them what referred to him in all the scriptures” (Lk. 24:27).  


In any event, as the early Jewish Christians pondered their own religious tradition, they quickly began to see that the events of the Exodus – a foundational episode in Jewish history which is ritually celebrated at Passover – could be seen as “prefiguring” Jesus’ own “passing over” from life into death and back into transformed life.  The themes of liberation from oppression (slavery in Egypt for the Jews, slavery to sin for Christians) and redemption through water (the Red Sea for Jews, baptism for Christians) began to fall into place. As a result, the dying and rising of Jesus came gradually to be called the Paschal Mystery; and we, too, celebrate it ritually at a symbolic meal known as Eucharist.


So much for “Paschal”; now, how about “Mystery”?  Years ago, the late George Carlin found stand-up comedy fodder through mining his memories of Catholic grade school.  In his recollections, whenever a kid would ask a difficult theological question (“If God is all-powerful, can God make a rock so heavy that he himself can’t lift it?”). the nuns and priests would dodge the answer by saying piously, “It’s a mystery, my child.”  


I would argue that this may have actually been a better answer than George thought it was.  The great truths of faith – the Trinity, Christ’s full humanity and divinity, and so on – are ALL “mysteries” in the sense that we can never fully grasp them – certainly not in this life, and possibly, not even in the next.  Theologians sometimes lose their sense of proportion, and end up claiming to know more than they do; but the honest truth is that theology is like particle physics, in that it realities which cannot be directly observed.  As a result, theologians (and particle physicists) are reduced to mental constructs – models and images – which seek to shed light on things which are beyond the senses.


Fortunately, no one needs a theology degree to ponder sacred “mysteries” in prayer.  The Triduum liturgies of this coming week will once again invite us to “experience” the Paschal Mystery in Scripture and poetry, in gesture and song.  In our personal prayer, St. Ignatius Loyola (in the “Exercises”) suggests that we pray “that God would gift me with a way of entering into sorrow and shame as I stay with Jesus in his sufferings borne on my behalf and because of my sins” (all quotes from the “Exercises” are from David L. Fleming, S.J., “Draw Me Into Your Friendship: A Literal Translation and A Contemporary Reading of the Spiritual Exercises,” Institute of Jesuit Sources, 1996).  We are urged to let the Spirit guide our imaginations: “It goes beyond picturing the scene or reading the account in words.  I try to listen to the way words are spoken; I attempt to see the expression on the face; I am present with as heightened an awareness as I can muster, so that I enter as fully as possible into the mystery I am contemplating.”


The suffering and dying of Jesus, of course, is only the first half of the Pascal Mystery.  As Paul promised Timothy, “If we have died with him we shall also live with him; if we persevere we shall also reign with him” (2 Tim. 2:11-12).  If we wait with patient hope for God’s vindication of his Son, Jesus Christ, then we can also pray to be “able to enter into the joy and consolation of Jesus as he savors the victory of his risen life.”  But remember: you can’t have one without the other.  Without resurrection, the cross is nothing more than a humiliating failure.  But without the willing death of Jesus on the cross, there could never have been a resurrection, either.  Two inseparable halves – all part of the “mystery.”  John’s Jesus plays on the ambiguity of cross and resurrection: “When I am lifted up from the earth, I will draw everyone to myself” (Jn. 12:32).  Ask God to help you keep ‘em together.  Best wishes and prayers for a blessed Holy Week…
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