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Purple is the dominant colour for church
worship during the weeks of Lent. But
there was a golden glow about St Peter
Julian's in the middle of March when the
church turned fifty on the feast of St Pat-
rick. In its present form, however, it's
much younger, just shy of its fifth birth-
day. When the newly refurbished church
was blessed at the Vigil Mass for Pente-
cost in 2009, it was adorned with a fea-
ture that the original church had lacked -
a baptismal font.

With its white and black polished stone
and flowing water it's very different from
the rough-hewn stone font in which a day
-old baby was baptised on 5 February
1811. That ceremony took place in the
parish church of La Mure, a small town
perched high in the mountain ranges be-
tween Grenoble and Marseilles in the
south of France. The infant in question
was, of course, Peter Julian Eymard, after
whom the church is named. As the years
passed Peter lulian grew to treasure the
day he was baptised. He reminded his
godmother (his sister Marianne) of it
when he wrote to her, and made a Point
of praying at the font whenever he visited
his home town.

On the 44th anniversary of his baptism,
while making an extended retreat in
Rome, Fr Eymard wrote this: "I made my
meditation on the gratuitous and abso-
lutely merciful grace of holy baptism that
I have received. I have looked at what it
is: a re-creation in Our Lord Jesus Christ,
a second life in Jesus Christ, but in Jesus
crucified." After citing several New Testa-
ment texts on this theme (Gals 3:27 and
5:24, Roms 6:4, and Luke 74:26), he
went on: "I have looked at the graces
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that were the gifts of my baPtism: im-
mense - adoptive son of God - member of
Jesus Christ, child of the Church, brother
of saints - the right to grace, to the glory
of lesus Christ ... How good and wonderful
Providence has been to me! It is a continu-
ous miracle."

What a rare insight into the meaning of
baptism! Even now, more than 200 years
after his baptism and fifty years after the
Second Vatican Council brought baptism
back to centre stage, few of us can claim
to have an appreciation of baptism any-
thing like Eymard's. But every year our
Lenten journey gives us a fresh opportuni-
ty to go deeper into the mystery. All
around the world there are men and wom-
en in the final stages of their preparation
for baptism at the Easter Vigil. Their wit-
ness calls us to become more aware of
what it means to be baptised. It's a joy to
discover who we really are in our deepest
selves - sons and daughters of the living
God, brothers and sisters of the whole hu-
man family, and free citizens in the cosmic
unrverse.

There is a simple way to explore this won-
derful mystery. It's to take part in the
liturgies of the "great three days" of the
church's year, the Triduum: Holy Thurs-
day, Good Friday and Easter Eve. They
have a unique capacity to show us who we
are. But be warned, you might never be
the same again! It's not a long journey -
the "economy" package (from the begin-
ning of the Holy Thursday service through
to the end of the Easter Vigil) takes a little
over 48 hours, the "gold class" combo
(with the premium of Mass and Evening
Prayer on Easter Sunday) a little less than
72. Either way it's a short time to devote
to what could be a life-changing experi-
ence.

It's true that in many places baptism will
be celebrated at the Easter Vigil. But ra-
ther than home in on the baptismal rite
itself, let's look at the whole Triduum as a
baptismal experience. The journey begins
with the solemn eucharist on Holy Thurs-
day evening, continues with the commem-
oration of the passion on Good Friday af-
ternoon, and comes to a climax with the
great vigil service on Easter Eve. The
three ceremonies form one single act of
worship. We celebrate the one great mys-
tery of faith, the paschal mystery: the dy-
ing and rising of Jesus Christ. This is the
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field of force that continually shapes the
lives of the baptised.

The scene is set with the entrance antiphon
for the Mass of the Lord's Supper on Holy
Thursday evening: "We should glory in the
Cross of our Lord lesus Christ, in whom is
our salvation, life and resurrection, through
whom we are saved and delivered." The
form of the Mass is familiar but on this
night we pray with a heightened conscious-
ness of Jesus' passionate love for the king-
dom of God, for his Father, and for his
friends. This is symbolised in the ceremo-
ny of the washing of feet. Last year Pope
Francis gave a dramatic demonstration of
its power by going to a prison and washing
the feet of some inmates, one of whom
was a young Moslem woman. Inspired by
Jesus' - and the Pope's - example we re-
spond by giving generously to the special
collection for the poor. Later in the Mass
we dare to eat and drink in solidarity with
the lesus who loved us without limit. Then
we depart in silence.

We resume our journey in silence on Good
Friday afternoon. In a stark and powerful
liturgy we focus in turn on the word of
God, the cross, and communion. Our
hearing of the word begins with the proph-
et Isaiah's poignant account of the suffer-
ing of God's senrant , coupled with a psalm
that adopts Jesus' cry on the cross,
"Father, I put my life in your hands." The
reading from Hebrews prepares us for the
proclamation of the Passion as recorded by
the gospel writer John. His is a unique
version of the drama, told in the light of
the resurrection. For John, Jesus is already
Lord. Even on his way to execution he is
King of love and truth. Listening to the
story leads us to solemn prayers for the
whole of humankind in every kind of need.

From the word we move to the cross. We
venerate it joyfully as the Tree of Life, sign
of God's love overcoming the power of sin
and death in our world once and for all.
The cross raised high symbolises the victo-
ry into which we have been baptised. Holy
Communion completes the service. By ac-
cepting the gift of the Bread of Life we
commit ourselves to embrace the dying
and rising that discipleship calls for and
promises. Once more we disperse in si-
lence.

On Easter Eve we gather in darkness and
silence. The great Easter candle is lit from
the paschal fire. The flickering flame radi-
ates the light of Christ to scatter the shad-
ows. In our name the candle is reverenced
and praised extravagantly. Bathed in the
light of Christ we listen to a solemn series
of readings proclaiming the story of salva-
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tion from creation through the exodus to the
promise of a new covenant. This vigil of the
word concludes with readings on Jesus' res-
urrection and our risen life with him.

Our third stop is the baptismal font. The wa-
ters of the font are blessed in a rich memori-
al prayer, before those to be baptised profess
their faith and are symbolically drowned in
the flowing water. Rising to new life they are
anointed with God's Spirit and readied to join
in the prayers of God's faithful people. Final-
ly the whole assembly is led by the presiding
priest to give thanks and praise at the eucha-
ristic table. The bread and wine, trans-
formed by the power of word and Spirit, are
offered back to us in communion as the Body
and Blood of Christ. These holy gifts make
us more truly the Body of the Lord, bearing
his life for the world. Into that world we are
sent forth, dismissed at last with Easter alle-
luias ringing in our ears. It's such a joy that
the celebrating goes on, not just on Easter
Day, but for fifty days! We simply cannot
have too much life in the SPirit.

The Easter season eventually comes to a

close with Pentecost. It was on the eve of
Pentecost in 2009 that the baptismal font
was blessed, along with the rest of the refur-
bished church. Now the waters of the font
flow every day to remind us of what delight-
ed Peter lulian Eymard so much - the
"continuous miracle" of God's loving em-
brace.

The same delight is evident in Timothy Rad-
cliffe's conclusion to his book on baptism and
confirmation: "This is the love that makes us
strong children of God, to whom the future is
entrusted. It touches on the drama of being
a human being, blessing our birth and death,
our falling in love, our moments of failure,
our struggle to understand the meaning of
our lives, and our slow ripening into maturi-
ty. It also involves fundamental elements of
the cosmos in which we live and of which we
are made: oil, water and fire. It may be a

brief and common ritual, whose significance
is usually hardly noticed, but it is the drama
of being fully alive in Christ. If we grasp the
beauty of this simple sacrament, then the
Church will flourish and be strong in offering
the good news to our world, which even if it
does not know it, hungers for this love."


