From the Pastor & the EIFCOM Chair: May 16, 2010

I recently gave a workshop to several groups on the “paschal mystery.”  Liturgy “types” (like myself and Norm Gouin) tend to throw that term around freely in this post-Vatican II period; but I am not entirely convinced that it has yet become a “household word,” even for Catholics.  Briefly, it refers to the core events of our salvation – the death, resurrection, and ascension of Jesus Christ – taken as a unified whole.  We are, of course, in the paschal season now, and will be through the celebration of Pentecost.

“Paschal” comes from the Hebrew word for “Passover” (pesach); the great Jewish feast which Jesus and his apostles celebrated at the Last Supper.  At Passover, Jews still celebrate their “passing over,” under God’s guidance, from slavery in Egypt through the waters of the Red Sea to freedom in the Promised Land.  As they prepared to flee Egypt, their homes were protected from the angel of death (who slew the firstborn of Egypt) by the blood of the unblemished lamb which was the center of the first Passover seder meal.  The Christian faith takes up and reinterprets the symbolism: through the waters of baptism, we “die” with Christ to our old nature and are “raised up” from the font into new life with Christ.  We are delivered from sin and death by the blood of the spotless Lamb of God, shed for us at Calvary, and made present whenever we celebrate Eucharist at his command.  


The “mystery” part of this paschal mystery is that we can never fully grasp or exhaust it in this lifetime – no doubt one of the reasons why the Lord Jesus instructed us to continuously celebrate Eucharist (and the paschal mystery) in remembrance of him.  But the mysterious dying and rising pattern, while it is at the very heart of Christian faith, is also quite universal; it is what the great Swiss psychiatrist, Carl Jung, would call “archetypal.”  In the great American musical, The Fantasticks, the “god figure” (El Gallo) puts it this way:  “There is a curious paradox which no one can explain. Who understands the secrets of the reaping of the grain?  Who understands why spring is born out of winter's laboring pain, or why we all must die a bit before we grow again?  I do not know the answer, I only know it's true: I hurt them for that reason... And myself a little bit too.”

Not surprisingly, then, we see variations of this primal pattern in other religions as well.  Recently, Bob Culleton, the chair of our Ecumenical and Interfaith Committee…  Bob shared some reflections on that with me.  Bob writes: “Recently, the Philadelphia Interfaith Community (PIC), of which the parish’s Ecumenical and Interfaith Committee, or EIFCOM, is a member, offered three presentations about Muslim, Jewish, and Christian religious practice.  Each year, as seasons change from winter to spring, seekers after the God of Abraham re-enact their spiritual journeys.  

“For Muslims, it is called the Hajj, or pilgrimage, for Jews, Pesach, or Passover, and for Christians, Lent, from an old-English word meaning spring. In each tradition, journeying is a core element of the spiritual life. On each journey, the pilgrim moves from a state of desolation to one of consolation. Attendance at the interfaith presentations ranged from 15 to 45.  Attendees expanded their awareness of spiritual journeying as practiced in their own traditions; perhaps, more importantly, the presentations made clear that spiritual journeys are practices these three faiths have in common.  

“Each faith approaches spiritual journeying in a characteristic way.  Muslims fulfill their lifelong obligation to make Al-Hajj, the great pilgrimage to Mecca. This is a physical journey whereby the pilgrim completes his or her submission to God by actually traveling. Before the Hajj, there is a sense of a life unfulfilled, or desolate, but afterwards, of a life fulfilled in its obligations to God, or consolation.  Jews re-enact the history of their enslavement to Pharaoh, a position of desolation, and God’s punishment of Pharaoh while passing over their houses in order to free them from that slavery, a position of consolation.  The Christians recalled, not only the Passover and the subsequent wandering in the desert, but also the parallel passage of Jesus through death, desolation, to resurrection, consolation; later Lenten practices sought to lead the faithful through a corresponding spiritual movement from slavery to sin, desolation, to freedom from sin, consolation.”

Special thanks to you, Bob, for those reflections, and for all that you and EIFCOM do for us here at OSJ.  (I invite everyone to come to a panel here on the evening of June 2, when Bob and two other parishioners from EIFCOM, Bill Stewart and Lou Oschmann, will share their own experiences of interfaith marriages.)  I also invite everyone to find hope in the paschal mystery as we enjoy the end of both spring and Easter season.  In the words of a favorite Easter hymn of mine: “We shall rise again on the last day with the faithful, rich and poor, Coming to the house of Lord Jesus, we will find an open door there, we will find an open door!”  Let the Church say: “Amen!”
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