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Triduum Sacrum 
Notes

The Triduum Sacrum consists of the three great and final days of our Lord's earthly ministry, Maundy Thursday, Good 
Friday, and Holy Saturday. It begins with Matins of Maundy Thursday (Tenebrae), said or sung on Wednesday night, 
and ends with the Great Vigil of Easter.

Tenebrae

Tenebrae, which means darkness or shadows, the monastic offices of Matins and Lauds, are said the night before. There 
should be six candles (office lights) on the altar, preferably of unbleached wax. On Wednesday night the altar cross is veiled 
in red for the Passion. On Thursday night it is veiled in black. On Friday night it is unveiled. The altar is bare of all 
ornaments and decorations. The Blessed Sacrament, if customarily reserved at the main altar, should be moved to a side 
altar or to the sacristy, and the tabernacle or aumbry left open. On the Epistle side of the chancel is a triangular stand 
(hearse) with 15 lighted candles, preferably of unbleached wax. An extinguisher is placed nearby. A lectern stands in the 
middle of the chancel.

Participants wear choir vestments. Clergy wear neither cope nor stole nor tippet. No reverence is made to the altar. The 
organ is not played. All are seated for the Psalms. Gloria Patri is not said. The Antiphon is recited in full both before and 
after the Psalm or Canticle to which it applies.

After the first Psalm, an acolyte extinguishes the lowest candle on the Gospel side of the hearse. After the second Psalm, the 
lowest candle on the Epistle side is extinguished, and so on, after each Psalm, alternating sides. When the last Psalm of Lauds 
is finished, only one hearse candle will be burning.

At the end of the third Psalm in each nocturn of Matins will be said or sung a Versicle and Response. All stand, and the 
Lord's Prayer is said in silence. Then all sit for the lessons. Forms for introducing the first lesson in each nocturn and the 
third lesson of the first nocturn on Friday night are given in the text. The second and third lessons in each nocturn (except 
one other on Friday night) have no introduction, and no form is used to conclude the lessons. The Hebrew letters in the 
lessons from Lamentations are part of the lesson, and should be read or sung. It is suggested that three readers be appointed, 
one for each nocturn. The reader may remain at the lectern during the singing of the first and second Responsories.

Lauds follows the last Responsory of the third nocturn. All sit until the Canticle Benedictus Dominus Deus, during which 
all stand. During this Canticle the acolyte extinguishes the office lights, beginning with the outside candle on the Gospel side, 
then the outside candle on the Epistle side, and so on, until all are extinguished. The extinguishing of the candles should be 
timed with the verses of the Canticle.

After the Canticle, the only light remaining will be one candle at the top of the hearse. During the Antiphon Christus factus 
est, the acolyte removes this candle, still burning, and puts it out of sight.

All kneel and say the Lord's Prayer silently, followed by Psalm 51, which may be said or sung. After the Psalm, the Good 
Friday collect is said aloud by the officiant, except that the conclusion is said silently. A brief period of silence is kept, then 
a loud noise is made, and the candle, still burning, is returned to the hearse. All depart in silence.
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The Jews

Some of the readings from St. Augustine's Treatise on the Psalms, and some of the anthems assigned to Tenebrae use the 
phrase "The Jews" with a very specific meaning which is often misunderstood by modern readers. Our Lord was a Jew and 
so were all of his disciples. Yet in Scripture, Jesus himself refers more than once to people he calls "the Jews," and the Church, 
and Church writers, have followed this usage. It seems most often to be applied to persons who were the leaders of the 
religious establishment of that time, the Sanhedrin and the Temple authorities. The editor has considered that modern 
readers may have difficulty fitting this expression into its proper context, so in the anthems of Tenebrae and in the readings 
from St. Augustine, the phrase "the Jews" has been changed to a more specific reference.

Maundy Thursday: the Chrism Mass

On Maundy Thursday during the day is it appropriate for the bishop of the diocese to celebrate the Holy Eucharist in the 
cathedral and consecrate the holy oils to be used in the churches of the diocese during the coming year, and at the same time 
to hear the renewal of ordination vows of the priests and deacons of the diocese, as well as to renew the bishop's own 
ordination vows. It is therefore appropriate for this Eucharist to be concelebrated by priests from all parts of the diocese. 
If there are suffragans, it may be convenient for them to have similar celebrations in other cities of the diocese, in order to 
allow more clergy and laity to participate.

The holy oils blessed at this service are Chrism, which is used for Confirmation, for the anointing of bishops, for the blessing 
of churches, altars, sacred vessels, and church bells, and, together with the Oil of Catechumens, for the blessing of fonts, the 
anointing of priests, and the coronation of the monarch (in countries ruled by a monarch); Oil of Catechumens, which is 
used for the anointing of baptismal candidates, and, with Chrism as indicated above; and Oil for the Sick.

The Oil for the Sick is blessed after the Great Thanksgiving, but before the Lord's Prayer; the other two oils after 
Communion, the Oil of Catechumens first, then Chrism.

A table is set up in the chancel, and behind it the bishop's chair. On the table are three vessels of oil, each covered with a 
silk cloth. The oil for Chrism is covered with a white cloth; the cloths covering the other oils may be of any colors. Also on 
the table is Balsam for the preparation of the Chrism. When the service is concluded, the oils are carried to the sacristy and 
distributed to the priests for use in churches during the coming year.

Maundy Thursday: the Mass of the Lord's Supper

This service takes place in the evening. Traditionally, no other celebration of the Holy Eucharist should take place on this 
day except the Chrism Mass, which is celebrated by the bishop. However, it has been observed that for pastoral reasons, it 
is no longer possible to expect all parishioners to be available for the evening service, so many churches provide simple 
celebrations of the Eucharist during the day, but without the special ceremonial appropriate to the evening service.

The Blessed Sacrament should not be reserved in the tabernacle or aumbry prior to this service, but should have been 
consumed on Wednesday, or at earlier services during the day. (This does not apply to that which is kept for emergencies, 
but this should be reserved secretly.) The tabernacle or aumbry should be open and empty; sufficient quantities of bread and 
wine for this service, as well as enough bread for Good Friday, should be consecrated at this celebration.

The Gloria in excelsis, which has been omitted during Lent, is sung at this service, and while it is sung, bells are rung. Then 
all bells are silent (including the sanctus bell at this service) until the Great Vigil of Easter. The Exhortation (The book of common prayer (1979), p. 316; El libro de oración común (1979, 1989), p. 238) may be used in place of or in addition to 
the sermon.

The ceremony of Foot-washing, also known as the Maundy, takes place after the sermon, and before the Prayers of the 
People. Normally, twelve persons, representatives of the congregation, both sexes, all ages, and a variety of ethnic groups, 
are chosen in advance of the service. It is inappropriate to expect any parishioner, especially women, to participate in this 
service without prior notice, and for this reason alternates may be selected as well, in case of unexpected absence. There is 
also no reason why a number larger than twelve could not be selected. At the time of the Foot-washing, the persons chosen 
come forward, and the celebrant removes the chasuble and performs the foot-washing personally, while the other ministers 
assist by pouring water and handing the basin and towels to the celebrant.

After Communion, the celebrant removes the chasuble and puts on the cope and a humeral veil. A procession is formed to 
carry the Blessed Sacrament to the place of repose. When the ministers reach the place of repose, the Blessed Sacrament is 
put in place, and, all kneeling, the celebrant may cense it. Then the ministers go to the sacristy, and remove all vestments 
except the alb or cassock, and return and solemnly strip the altar and chancel of all ornaments. When the altar is laid bare, 
it may be washed. This may be followed by Tenebrae of Good Friday, or the ministers may depart in silence. The Blessed 
Sacrament remains in place until it is needed for Communion during the Solemn Liturgy of Good Friday. It is appropriate 
for members of the congregation to keep watch until then.

The Passover Seder

The custom of adapting the Seder to a celebration of the Eucharist is offensive to Jews and Christians alike, and should be 
avoided. It is understandable that Christians may wish to experience the traditional Passover meal. But if such a meal is 
planned, it should be presented with respect for our Jewish neighbors, and also for those Christians who do not want their 
only opportunity to receive the Holy Communion to come immediately after consuming a meal. Churches wishing to have 
a Passover Seder should do so apart from the celebration of the Eucharist, and preferably on Monday or Tuesday in Holy 
Week. If a corporate meal is to be served on Maundy Thursday after the Eucharist, it should be an Agapé (The book of 
occasional services (1991), p. 93; Ritual para ocasiones especiales (1990), p. 108).

Good Friday: the Solemn Liturgy

This service is normally held at noon, but may be used in the evening, especially in communities where few people will be 
able to attend at noon. The Holy Eucharist is not celebrated on this day. The Blessed Sacrament, reserved the night before, 
is still in the place of repose when this service begins, but should have only one candle burning. This indicates the 
sacramental Presence but does not draw attention away from the starkness of the main altar.

The Gospel reading is always the Passion according to St. John, which may be sung in the traditional manner by three 
deacons, or by a single deacon with members of the choir and congregation taking various parts.

At the Veneration of the Cross, a deacon enters from the narthex carrying a large crucifix, or a plain wooden cross. The cross 
is placed before the altar, and opportunity is given for all to come forward and venerate it. The sacred ministers and others 
in the sanctuary retire by a side way and reenter through the chancel in order to venerate. The sacred ministers remove their 
shoes and socks, but no other persons need do so. They are followed by those in the chancel and then by the congregation. 
Each worshiper kneels at the head of the nave, at the top of the chancel steps, and finally at the cross itself to kiss the feet 
of the figure of the Crucified (or to kiss the foot of the cross itself, if there is no crucifix). Veneration is normally done in 
pairs, with the person on the right venerating first. After the veneration, the cross is placed on the altar with two candles.
The anthem Popule meus, also called the Reproaches, is considered anti-Semitic by some, but it should not be understood 
as being addressed specifically to Jews, but to all persons, as the hymn says, "'twas I, Lord Jesus, I it was denied thee; I 
crucified thee."

The Blessed Sacrament is brought to the altar in procession when it is needed to communicate the people, at which time the 
remaining candle at the Altar of Repose should be extinguished. However, if a sanctuary lamp is used for this purpose, it 
is carried in procession with the Blessed Sacrament. Traditionally, communion is given in one kind only on Good Friday. 
After this service any of the Blessed Sacrament which remains should be reserved secretly for emergencies.

Sacrament of Reconciliation

Many clergy feel that as long as they personally are willing to hear confessions by appointment, should anyone so request, 
they need do nothing else to encourage the use of this sacrament. They may not realize that some lay persons are intimidated 
by having to explain to a church secretary their reason for requesting an appointment. Even if this is done at no other time 
during the year, it is important during the Triduum Sacrum to announce that a priest will be present in the church at stated 
times to hear confessions without an appointment. Clergy, particularly in areas where private confession has not been part 
of local tradition, may be surprised at the number of people who make use of this privilege.

Holy Saturday: Ante-communion and Meditation

On this day that our Lord Jesus Christ rested in the grave, there is no celebration of the Holy Eucharist, and no Communion 
is given from the reserved Sacrament except in emergencies. In the Roman Rite, no service was appointed except for what 
is now included as part of the Great Vigil of Easter. Services for Trial Use introduced a service of Ante-Communion, which 
became part of the 1979 Prayer Book, and is suggested for morning or noon.

The church is bare of all ornaments and decorations. The cross from the Good Friday service is still in place. The meditation 
used in this book was compiled from prayers and anthems of the Good Friday services of the Greek Orthodox Church by 
Father Paul C. Cochran, sometime Vicar of the Church of the Holy Cross, San Antonio, Texas, and was used in that church 
on Holy Saturday, 1972.
