
Understanding the Paschal Mystery: Christ's 

Passion, Death, and Resurrection 

The Passion, Death, and Resurrection of Jesus Christ are not merely historical events to be studied, but 

the central, defining mystery of the Catholic faith. This series of events, known as the Paschal Mystery, 

forms the very heart of what Christians believe and how they are called to live. It is the breathtaking 

story of humanity’s redemption, a sacred drama that moves from profound suffering to ultimate victory, 

opening the gates of heaven and offering us a path to salvation from sin. 

Fr. Dan and Seminarian Clayton will walk you through the pivotal events of Holy Week, inviting you to 

encounter their deep theological significance and explore how they offer meaning for our lives today. 

The goal is to make these profound truths accessible, drawing upon foundational teachings to illuminate 

the journey of Christ in his final days and its everlasting impact on the world. 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------  

1. The Stage is Set: Why the Cross Was Necessary 

To grasp the meaning of Christ’s suffering, we must first understand the context of his public ministry. 

His Passion was not a tragic accident or a political miscalculation; it was the intentional fulfillment of a 

divine mission. From the beginning, Jesus knew that the path to establishing a new and everlasting 

covenant between God and humanity led directly to the cross. 

The conflict between Jesus and the Jewish leaders of his time grew from the very nature of his message 

and identity. He was rejected for several key reasons: 

• His interpretation of the scriptures was seen as a direct challenge to the authority of the 

scribes and Pharisees. 

• His condemnation of their hypocrisy was unrelenting. The Gospel of Matthew, particularly 

chapter 23, details his stark rebukes of their spiritual pride and legalism. 

• His claim to be God—"the word becoming flesh"—was seen as a crazily scandalous and 

blasphemous assertion. 

These tensions culminated in the leaders seeking to have him killed. Jesus, however, embraced this path. 

He understood his mission was to be the "New Adam," a figure who would come to "overcome that 

initial fault of Adam and Eve." Where the first Adam’s disobedience broke humanity’s relationship with 

God, Jesus, the New Adam, would deliberately offer his life to repair it. He came as the ultimate 

mediator and atoner, prepared to establish a New Covenant through his own sacrifice. His final days in 

Jerusalem were not a march toward defeat, but the prayerful and intentional performance of the actions 

that would redeem the world. 



2. A Chronological Journey Through Holy Week 

The events of Holy Week unfold as a sacred drama, with each moment layered with deep theological 

meaning and fulfilling prophecies foretold centuries earlier in the Old Testament. This chronological 

journey from Palm Sunday to Good Friday reveals how Jesus meticulously brought his mission to its 

climax. 

2.1. Palm Sunday: The Humble King's Arrival 

The week begins with Jesus's triumphant entry into Jerusalem. Having recently raised Lazarus from the 

dead, he arrives to the cheers of the crowd, fulfilling a specific messianic prophecy from the book of 

Zechariah. 

"See, your king shall come to you, a just savior is he, meek and riding on an ass..." 

— Zechariah 9:9 

The significance of this moment lies in its profound humility. A conquering earthly king would arrive on 

a "big war horse," signifying military might and power. Jesus, the King of Heaven, chooses to ride on a 

simple donkey. He enters not as a military messiah bent on political domination, but as a humble savior 

who knows he is coming to die. This sets the stage for a kingdom that operates on principles entirely 

opposite to our world's values of power and prestige. 

2.2. Holy Thursday: The Last Supper and the New Covenant 

On Holy Thursday, Jesus gathers his apostles to celebrate the Passover, the ritual meal that recalls the 

central event in Jewish history: the Exodus. This moment is a powerful foreshadowing of Christ’s own 

sacrifice. For those discovering the faith, realizing the connection can be a moment of awe: just as the 

Israelites were saved when the angel of death passed over the homes marked with the blood of the 

lamb, so too would humanity be saved by the blood of Jesus, the true "Passover Lamb." 

During this meal, Jesus radically alters the traditional ritual to establish the New Covenant. The Gospel 

of Matthew records his world-changing words: 

"'While they were eating, Jesus took bread, 'said the blessing, broke it, 'and giving it to the disciples 

said, 'Take and eat, this is my body.' 'Then he took a cup, gave thanks, 'and gave it to them saying, 'Drink 

from it, all of you, 'for this is my blood of the covenant, 'which will be shed on behalf of many 'for the 

forgiveness of sins. 'I tell you, from now on, 'I shall not drink this fruit of the vine 'until the day when I 

drink it with you 'in the new kingdom of my Father.'" 

— Matthew 26:26-29 

Here, Jesus transforms the bread and wine into his Body and Blood, making them the substance of the 

New Covenant. With the command, "do this in remembrance of me," he also institutes the Priesthood, 

commissioning the apostles to perpetuate this sacred meal. This act establishes Apostolic Succession, 

the belief that the priesthood of the Catholic Church can be traced in an "uninterrupted line" directly 



back to Jesus himself. The Last Supper is therefore the institution of both the Holy Eucharist and the 

Holy Priesthood. 

2.3. Good Friday: The Trial and Crucifixion 

After the Last Supper, Jesus is betrayed in the Garden of Gethsemane and brought before religious and 

secular authorities. Despite finding no credible charges against him, the Roman governor, Pontius Pilate, 

succumbs to the insistence of the Jewish leaders and condemns him to death. 

In a moment of profound and terrible irony, Pilate presents the crowd with a choice: Jesus or a 

revolutionary named Barabbas. The name Barabbas, from the Hebrew Bar Abba, means "son of the 

father." The choice, then, is between the true Son of the Father and an imposter—a "fake Jesus." This is 

not just a historical detail; it is a timeless question posed to every human heart: "Do you want the real 

Jesus or the fake Jesus? Do you want to follow God, or do you want to follow what you think will make 

you happy?" 

The sentence is crucifixion, a brutal Roman method of torture designed for maximum physical suffering 

and psychological humiliation. The process was horrific: 

• The victim was scourged with ropes embedded with hooks designed to rip flesh from the body. 

• They were stripped naked, removing any last shred of dignity. 

• They were forced to carry their cross in a public procession, where they could be spat upon and 

mocked. 

• Finally, they were nailed to the cross, where death came slowly by suffocation as the victim 

struggled to push up on nailed feet just to take a breath. 

It was this terrible death that the Son of God chose to endure for our redemption. From the cross, he 

utters a cry that has often been misunderstood: "My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?" This is 

not a cry of despair. It is the opening line of Psalm 22. For a Jew of that time, quoting the first line of a 

psalm was understood as referencing the entire prayer. While Psalm 22 begins with a feeling of 

abandonment, it ends with a triumphant declaration of redemption and praise. From the cross, Jesus was 

teaching—signaling that his apparent defeat was, in fact, the very event that would bring about the 

world's salvation. 

Finally, in a detail of great theological significance, the Passover meal from the Last Supper is brought 

to its dramatic completion. A Jewish reader of the Gospels would notice that Jesus and his apostles 

skipped the traditional fourth cup of wine at the meal, leaving the sacred liturgy unfinished. This creates 

a narrative tension, leaving one to wonder, "What happened? They didn't finish the Passover." That 

question is answered on the cross. When a soldier offers him wine on a sponge, Jesus drinks and 

declares, "It is finished." According to this powerful "Fourth Cup" theory, Jesus intentionally 

completed the Passover meal with his own sacrifice, unifying the liturgy of Holy Thursday (the meal) 

and Good Friday (the sacrifice) into a single, indivisible act of redemption. 



--------------------------------------------------------------------------------  

3. The Meaning of the Sacrifice 

Having journeyed through the historical events of Christ’s Passion, we must now turn to their 

theological meaning. How exactly does Christ's death save us? And what does his suffering mean for our 

own? The Catholic understanding of these questions reveals a profound vision of God’s mercy and the 

dignity of the human person. 

3.1. How Christ's Death Saves Us: A Catholic View of Atonement 

There are different theological models for understanding how Christ’s death atones for sin. A popular 

Protestant view suggests that an angry God poured out His wrath upon Jesus in our place. The Catholic 

understanding is different. It does not see God as an angry figure demanding punishment, but as a loving 

Father seeking to restore a broken relationship. 

The Catholic model of atonement is better understood through the analogy of an infinite debt: 

1. The Offense: Adam's sin of disobedience was an offense against an infinitely good and perfect 

God. This created an infinite debt. 

2. The Problem: Finite human beings, having inherited this broken state, are incapable of repaying 

an infinite debt. No amount of human effort could ever make up for the offense. 

3. The Solution: In an act of immense mercy, God became man. Jesus, as the "new head of the 

human race," was able to act on our behalf. 

4. The Payment: Because Jesus is both fully human and fully divine, he could offer a sacrifice of 

infinite value—himself—to the Father. This act of perfect love and obedience made reparation 

for the debt we owed, restoring the relationship that had been broken. 

In this view, the cross is not about appeasing God’s anger, but about God Himself, in the person of Jesus, 

paying a debt we could not pay, so that we could be friends with God again. 

3.2. Redeeming the Human Person: Goodness and Grace 

This understanding of atonement is rooted in a distinctly Catholic view of the human person. In contrast 

to the Protestant doctrine of "total depravity"—the idea that original sin destroyed all human goodness—

the Catholic Church teaches that we are created in the imago dei, the "image of God," and are therefore 

essentially good, though tainted and wounded by sin. 

A vivid analogy illustrates the difference. The view of grace as "a dung pile covered in snow" suggests 

that our sinful nature remains unchanged, merely covered over by Christ’s goodness. The Catholic view 

is that God's grace does not just cover our brokenness; it actually heals and reconstitutes it from within. 

Grace makes us what we were "supposed to be from the very beginning," restoring our original 

goodness and elevating us to participate in the divine life. 



3.3. The Transformation of Suffering 

Even though we are redeemed, we still experience suffering as an effect of original sin. However, 

Christ’s sacrifice transforms the very meaning of that suffering. He invites us to become "co-

Redeemers" with him. St. Paul captures this staggering mystery when he writes, "I make up what is 

lacking in the suffering of Christ." 

This does not mean Christ’s sacrifice was insufficient. Rather, in his infinite humility, God has left 

room for us to participate in his redemptive work. He has taken the very tools of the enemy—suffering 

and death—and made them his own. When we unite our own daily difficulties, illnesses, and heartaches 

to Christ’s offering on the cross, our suffering is no longer a meaningless evil. It becomes the primary 

place where we can be most united with him. It becomes a powerful opportunity to become more like 

Christ and to "participate in the salvation of the world." This is why we must never "waste good 

suffering." When embraced with Christ, our own trials become, in the words of the saints, "the stuff of 

eternity," making life truly worth living. 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------  

4. The Victory: From the Tomb to the Heavens 

The story of our salvation does not end with death on a cross. The ultimate victory is proclaimed in the 

events that follow, from the quiet of the tomb on Holy Saturday to Christ’s glorious return to the Father. 

The Resurrection stands as the factual cornerstone of the faith, and the Ascension establishes Christ’s 

new, universal presence with all of humanity. 

4.1. Holy Saturday and the Harrowing of Hell 

When the Creed professes that Jesus "descended into hell," it does not refer to the hell of the damned. 

Rather, his human soul descended to a state of being called "Abraham's bosom," where the righteous 

souls who died before Christ were waiting. Because heaven was not yet opened, they awaited their 

redeemer. Jesus went to preach the Good News to these souls, announcing that he had come to bring 

them to their eternal reward. This event, known as the "harrowing of Hell," was Christ’s act of 

liberating the righteous of the Old Covenant and leading them into heaven. 

4.2. The Resurrection: The Cornerstone of Faith 

The Resurrection of Jesus Christ is the single most important event in Christianity. Without it, as St. Paul 

says, our faith is "meaningless." It is the ultimate proof of Christ’s divinity and the seal of his victory 

over sin and death. 

Crucially, the Resurrection is presented not as a nice feeling or a spiritual metaphor, but as a verifiable 

historical fact. The source texts attest that it was witnessed by the apostles, by over 500 other people, 

and is even referenced in non-biblical historical sources from the ancient world. The Gospels are clear: 

Jesus was "all of the way dead," and by his own divine power, he rose, body and soul, from the tomb. 



4.3. The Ascension: A New and Deeper Presence 

After walking the earth for 40 days, Jesus returns to the Father in an event known as the Ascension. 

Before he departs, he gives his apostles their final mission, a command that has echoed through the 

centuries and defines the very purpose of the Church: "Go therefore and make disciples of all 

nations...and behold, I am with you always until the end of the age." 

Jesus told his apostles, "it's better that I go." This seeming paradox is explained by the new reality his 

Ascension creates. No longer confined to one physical body in one location, Christ can now be present 

everywhere to all people throughout time. His departure allows for a new and deeper form of presence, 

most especially in the Eucharist, where he remains with his Church in every tabernacle across the 

world. 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------  

5. Conclusion: Living the Paschal Mystery 

The Passion, Death, and Resurrection of Jesus Christ are more than a story to be remembered; they are a 

living reality into which we are invited. This is the great exchange of salvation: God became one of us 

so that we might become like Him. Christ's sacrifice was made so that it could bear fruit in our lives, 

transforming us from the inside out. 

Our response to this incredible gift should be one of: 

• Gratitude: A deep and abiding thankfulness for the selfless sacrifice Christ made on our behalf. 

• Holiness: A genuine desire to avoid sin and live in a way that honors the price paid for our 

freedom. 

• Participation: An active engagement with God’s grace through the life of the Church, especially 

through the sacraments, which are the primary means by which we connect to these saving 

events. 

The Paschal Mystery is the blueprint for the Christian life—a continuous cycle of dying to self and 

rising to new life in Christ. It gives meaning to our struggles and a firm foundation for our hope. The 

question it leaves for each of us is this: How can you unite your own daily struggles and joys to the 

transformative power of Christ's cross and resurrection? 

 


