Landas 18:1 (2004) 30-58

THE CHRISTIAN PASSOVER

By Viictoria B. Parco

uting the lifetime of Jesus, the Jewish Passover gathered the

followers of Moses at Jerusalem for the purpose of offering

and partaking of the paschal lamb. They commemorated the
Exodus which set the Hebrews free from bondage in Egypt. Today,
the Christian Passover gathers the disciples of Jesus Christ in
communion with their Lotd, the Lamb of God who takes away the
sin of the world. It unites them with his life, death and resurrection
which have freed them from sin and death. There is a continuity
from one festival to another, but there is also discontinuity in passing
from the old to the new covenant through the mediation of Jesus,
our Passover.

The Poem of the Four Nights, contained in the Targum, the
Aramaic Version of the Hebrew Bible used in the liturgy of the
synagogue, aptly conveys the meaning of the Passover during the
lifetime of Jesus Christ. In this work, the Passover is at one and at
the same time a memorial of creation, of Abraham’s sactifice of
Isaac, of the deliverance from Egypt and finally a prophecy of the
last day when God’s glory will fill the earth for eternity.?
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The last of the four nights evokes the Passover in
eschatological terms. Because of God’s divine intervention on behalf
of Israel in times past, Israel developed the hope for God’s decisive
intervention in the future. The mission to realize this final
intervention was attributed to the Messiah. This idea was so deeply
impressed on the consciousness of the Jews that they awaited the
Messiah on each Passover night. At the appointed time, the divine
intervention of God through Jesus, the Messiah, came to pass. Jesus
1s the New Pasch. As a faithful Jew, he participated in the celebrations
of the feast of the Passover. His mission was to perfect the Passover
and to bring it to its final and definitive fulfillment.

This article is a presentation of the Christian understanding
and experience of the Passover. It consists of a discussion of the
following sub-topics: first, the typological sense of Scripture or
Spiritual Exegesis; second, the New Testament witness to Jesus,
our Passover; third, the Passover traditions of the early Church;
and last, the Passover character of Christian life.

The Typological Sense of Scripture

Today, promise and fulfillment are considered decisive
elements in the understanding of NT texts, and in fact, of the whole
plan of salvation.* In this plan of salvation, the OT prepares,
prophetically proclaims and prefigures the Christ-Event. When
situated in the context of the Old Testament writings, the NT becomes
more understandable. Without the interpretative key of the OT, many
NT passages such as the Passover meal, the paschal lamb and the
cup of the new and evetlasting covenant would remain esoteric and
obscute.” The books of the Old Testament acquire their full meaning
in the New Testament and in turn shed light on it and explain it.°
Through history, the Old Testament brings out what cannot be seen
in the New Testament and perfects one’s understanding of it. God
still reveals today through Old Testament texts and the promises
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contained in them are not exhausted by the fulfillment in the New
Testament. Hence, the Old Testament is needed to understand the
New Testament. Readers can understand and grasp the thought of
the New Testament writers more fully and authentically if they try to
enter with sympathy into those writers’ approach to the ancient
Scriptures.

The science of the similitudes between the two Testaments 1s
called typology.” Its foundation is in the Old Testament itself® and
the New Testament simply shows that it was fulfilled in Jesus Christ.’
Thus, the N'T writers, as well as Christian commentators from the
earliest times, treated the Old Testament as a book about Christ in
which every part contributed harmoniously to the pattern of typology
and prophecy."’

“God, the inspirer and author of both testaments, wisely
arranged that the New Testament be hidden in the Old and the Old
be made manifest in the New.”" Thus, the science of typology is
founded on the unity and continuity of Sctipture as a whole.” It is
based on the possibility of a secondary sense of Scripture which
goes beyond the literal sense, i.e., a sense that by definition, transcends
what the human author intended, arising from the fact that the Bible
is a unique book, having God as its principal author. Thus, God
progressively manifests in the Bible the mystery of salvation, whose
culmination is Christ. The typical sense is that deeper meaning which
the divine author has given to the things (person, places or events)
of Scripture in view of the more perfect realities which they
foreshadow. It is used in the strict sense when the more perfect
tealities which are prefigured are limited to the mystery of Christ and
the Church on earth. It is used in the broad sense to indicate any
meaning which God intends to express, through the realities of
biblical history in as much as they prefigure other things not limited
to the mystery of Christ and the Church on earth.”
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There are some clues which indicate that typology, so necessary
for the Christian understanding of the Gospel, was a process initiated
by Christ himself. He evidently interpreted His life and work through
the medium of that pattern. Behind his statement that “the Son of
Man must suffer many things” was his Jewish understanding that the
modes of God’s self-revelation in the history of his people defined
his own mission as the culmination and definitive fulfillment of that
self-revelation. His saving deeds were seen as the moment which
brought complete and final significance to the whole course of the
covenant history which preceded it."* Finally, the typology of the
Old Testament is accomplished not only in the person of Christ, but
also in the Chutch. Besides Christological typology, there exists a
sacramental typology. This means that the mirabilia dei of the Old
and New Testament take place in our midst through the whole reality
of the Church, but in an especially intense way through the peak
moments of sacramental celebrations.”

The value of typology is evident even if the patristic pattern
of typology must be used with much caution.'® Nevertheless, the
indispensable place of typology as such cannot be denied, for without
knowing and accepting it,

.. . how, without an understanding of spiritual exegesis, is one
to take a real part in the liturgy of the Church, which abounds
with it?. . . . To meditate on Scripture is to practice such an
exegesis. No doubt the bare literal sense of the OT is itself of
value; but if one sees in it no foreshadowing of Christ, then one
teads it as a Jew, not as a Christian. Again, how can one meditate
on the life of Jesus as on events that have no meaning for us in
our heart of hearts? Of course we cannot take liberties as the
ancients did and we must keep spititual exegesis pruned down
to its essentials. But no one can preach as a Christian on the two
Testaments without making use of spiritual exegesis."”



34 Parco

The method of typology enables Christians to discover the links
between the Jewish Passover and Jesus Christ, our Passover, in the
New Testament.'®

The NT Witness to Jesus, Our Passover

In reading the texts of the New Testament, from the Gospels
to the Apocalypse, one encounters again the essential themes of the
Passover expressed in a new way. The mysteries of Jesus Christ are
proclaimed through them. “To these realities, the writings of the New
Testament stand as a perpetual and divine witness.”"” What do they
proclaim concerning Jesus, our Passover? According to the Gospels,
the whole life of Jesus was a journey towards the Passover which
took place in Jerusalem. Jesus moved consciously towards the holy
city. The Synoptics bring out the connection among Jesus’ farewell
meal, an OT Passover meal of the Jews and the Eucharistic meal.
Finally, Jesus died as our Paschal Lamb, our Passover.”

The Paschal Journey of Jesus

At the age of twelve, Jesus traveled to Jerusalem with his
parents in order to take part in the Passover celebrations (Lk. 2:41-
50). Jesus remained in Jerusalem while his parents returned to
Nazareth. Mary and Joseph found Jesus in the Temple, in the midst
of the doctors of the law, “listening to them and asking them
questions.” Jesus asked questions.” It is possible to presume the
kind of questions he might have asked, considering the context of
the Passover feast just celebrated. The Passover meal began with a
question posed by the youngest member of the family: “What is the
meaning of this feast?” Jesus listened to the answer of the doctors
of the law, a profound and rich teaching. Thus, Jesus will receive an
education completely Jewish. He will choose to live in solidarity
with the chosen people especially during the great national solemn
feasts. Each year, he will participate in the joy of the paschal
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celebration.”” In this Lucan Christological scene, the glorious destiny
of Jesus, that of bringing the Passover to its definitive fulfillment,
already seems to be projected upon him. This very first Passover
journey of Jesus mysteriously announces his final one.”

Luke 4:16-21 presents Jesus at the beginning of his public
ministry in the synagogue at Nazareth, reading a text from Isaiah
61:1: “He has sent me . . . to proclaim liberty to the captives and
release to the prisoner.” This text concerns him personally for he
who announces the good news is the Good News. It also concerns
his listeners to whom the good news of freedom promised by the
prophets is addressed. Its full realization will take place in the final
Passover of Jesus.?

This final Passover took place in Jerusalem. In the predictions
on his coming passion, death and resutrection, Jesus made a special
reference to Jerusalem on at least one occasion.

We must now go up to Jerusalem so that all that was written by
the prophets concerning the Son of Man may be accomplished
(Lk. 18:31; cf. Mk. 10:33; Mt. 20: 18-19).

He was making this journey to celebrate the Passover in the holy city
to which every Jew was expected to go at least until everything
stopped with the destruction of the Temple and the termination of
the Temple sacrifices in 70 A.D.»

In the Lucan Transfiguration scene, Moses and Elijah appear
in gloty and speak to Jesus “of his passage, which he was about to
fulfill in Jerusalem” (Lk 9:31). The Greek word translated as
“passage” is in fact exodos>® Now, from the Transfiguration onwatds,
the final Passover begins. Jesus set his face towards Jerusalem, leading
an uncomprehending and reluctant company of followers who were
to be the New Israel through the waters of death, baptized with his
baptism.”’
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The Paschal Context of the Last Supper

The triple synoptic tradition (Mt. 26:17-19; Mk. 14:2-16; Lk.
22:7-13) prefaces the last supper with an account of the preparations
for the paschal meal: “On the first day of Unleavened Bread, when
the Passover lamb was sacrificed, his disciples said to him, “Where
do you want us to go and make preparations for you to eat the
Passover?”” (Mk. 14:12). In the mind of the evangelists, therefore,
the Last Supper was celebrated in the context of the Jewish Passover.?®
John on the other hand, places the meal “before the feast of the
Passover” (Jn. 13:1). Jesus’ death the following day coincides with
the sacrifice of the lambs in the temple before the Passover meal.
Finally, Paul’s account of the Lord’s Supper in 1 Cor. 11:23-26
contains no reference to the Passover meal. However in 1 Cor. 5:7,
Paul asserts that God’s action in Jesus is a Passover sacrifice in which
a new journey is involved, the one that goes from death to life.”

It may not be possible to determine the exact relationship
between the Jewish Passover meal and the Last Supper. But, perhaps,
becoming aware of the major discrepancy concerning the date of
the Supper may prove illuminating.* For the Synoptics, the Supper is
a Passover meal, taking place on the first evening of Passover, while
the lambs are being slaughtered in the temple. In John’s account, the
death of Jesus takes place at the hour of the sacrifice of the Passover
lambs, and the Supper is held the previous night, a day earlier than in
the Synoptics. Though Jesus’ death is related to the Passover in John,
the Last Supper is not a Passover meal. Paul is non-committal on
the dating of the Supper except to say that it took place “on the
night he was betrayed.””

Whether or not the Last Supper was a paschal meal, one is on
firm ground in recognizing, at least, the paschal context and character
of the Last Supper.’? The Last Supper narratives bring out how the
“Pasch is fulfilled” (Lk. 22:15) through the institution of the
Eucharist. The Eucharist is Jesus. The manna, the quails and the
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water from the rock are now realized in him, the Bread of Life, for
his flesh given as food and drink opens up eternal life for those who
believe. The body “given for you” and the blood “poured out for
you” (Lk.) or “for a multitude” (Mk./Mt.) ate an announcement of
the redemptive death of Jesus, who presented himself as a sacrifice
in the light of the sacrificial victims whose blood sealed the first
covenant, and of the paschal lamb of Exodus 12. In order that they
may do it “in memory of me,” Jesus enclosed within food the riches
of this sacrifice. Like the Passover meal, the sacrifice is a memorial
of Jesus, who, at the beginning of the Supper, stated: “I have eatnestly
desired to eat this Passover with you before I suffer,” thus setting the
Passover atmosphere of the Supper. Finally, just as the Paschal rite
effected a transition from captivity to freedom and from death to
life, the transition effected from the bread to the body and the wine
to the blood, reproduces sacramentally the transition from the old
world to the new wotld to which Jesus passed over, in going from
this world to the Father through his Paschal Mystery. In his Passover,
the messianic age has truly arrived.®

Although there are conflicting interpretations of the timing
of the Last Supper, its occutrence in proximity to the Passover feast,
and the references of Jesus to Passover and covenant themes,
sutround the farewell meal of Jesus with Paschal overtones which
are permanently embedded in the memory of the Church. The
theological interpretation rooted in the memory of the Last Supper
grounds and confirms our understanding of Jesus, our Passover.

Jesus, the True Paschal Lamb

Exodus 12 recounts that after God decided to deliver his captive
people from Egyptian slavery, he ordered each family to immolate a
lamb “without blemish, male and one year old” to eat at night and to
use its blood to mark the lintels over the doot. Thanks to this “sigh,”
the Hebrew slaves were spared by the angel of death who
exterminated all the first-born of the Egyptians. The blood of the
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lamb had a redemptive power, providing protection, assuting freedom
and enabling the Israelites to become a people sacred to Yahweh.

Christian Tradition has seen in Christ “the true Lamb” of the
Passover. His redemptive mission, fully described in the baptismal
catechesis which undetlies 1 Peter, is echoed in the Johannine writings
and the Epistle to the Hebrews.* Although it is necessary to recognize
that there is a wealth of Old Testament background to this image of
the lamb, with the paschal lamb as only one element among many,
St. Paul makes an explicit and unambiguous reference to its relation
to Christ when he writes:*

“Get 11d of the old yeast to make of yourselves fresh

dough, unleavened loaves, as it were; Christ our Passover has
been sactificed (1 Cot. 5:6-8). Thus, in the Exultet of the
Easter Vigil Liturgy, the deacon can proclaim, “This is our
Passover feast, when Christ, the true Lamb is slain, whose
blood consecrates the homes of believers.”*

How do the Johannine texts ground and develop the image of
Jesus as the true Paschal Lamb? Three texts in the Gospel present
Jesus under the image of the Paschal Lamb (Jn. 1:29; 1:35-36 and
19:33-36). Several texts indicate the paschs that occurred duting the
public life of Jesus (Jn. 2:13, 23; 6:4; 11:5; 12:1 and 13:1). A final set
of texts in the Gospel elaborates details of the last Passover of Jesus
(Jn. 18:28; 19:14; and 19:31).” The above texts, the wider paschal
background of the fourth Gospel® and, more importantly, the way
the whole narrative of the Fourth Gospel is inserted between two
proclamations of Jesus as the Lamb of God, justify the identification
of the Gospel as a “Paschal Gospel.”*

At the very beginning of the Gospel, John the Baptist
introduces Jesus as “the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the
world” (Jn. 1:29). It is known through 1 Cor. 5:7, that at an early
date in the history of the Church, the Lord’s sacrificial death
commemortated at the Christian Eucharist was compared to that of
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the lambs slain for the paschal feast. John may have been strongly
influenced by this Christian application of the Jewish Passover. He
has added to the comparison of the Lord with the paschal lamb a
reference to his work in removing the world’s sin. The Baptist’s
reference to the Lamb of God taking away the collective sin of the
world expresses the contrast between the universal redemptive work
of the true paschal lamb and that of the Passover lambs, whose
death benefited only the children of Israel.* In addition, Jesus, the
Sinless One, fulfilled the requirement of being the Lamb “without
blemish” who delivered sinful humanity at the price of his blood,
forming them into the new “royal priesthood,” the new “consecrated
nation” prefigured in Exodus 19.6. At the climax of the account of
Jesus’ exaltation, the final clear reference to the Lamb of God is
found. Johannine chronology sets the death of Jesus the night before
the feast of Unleavened Bread (Jn. 18:28), thus on the day of the
Passover, in the afternoon (Jn. 19:14), at the very hour when,
according to the prescriptions of the Law, the lambs were being
immolated in the temple. After his death, they did not break his legs.
The evangelist sees in this fact the realization of a ritual prescription
concerning the paschal lamb (Jn. 19:36; cf Ex. 12:46). The paschal
lamb had to be a petfect specimen. This, Jesus was. From his pierced
side blood and water flowed, symbols of the salvation that Jesus
fully brings and of which the paschal lamb of Exodus 12 is an
imperfect image.*

In the Book of Revelation, the weakness of the immolated
Lamb is transformed and invested with the divine majesty and power
of the Victorious Lamb. In John’s vision of the eschatological
Passover, the Lamb who is slain has purchased all humankind for
God through his blood and made them a king of priests. The slain
Lamb is therefore worthy to receive the scroll and to break open its
seals (Rev. 5:5-10).

Jesus, the Lamb leads the eschatological war against the united
powers of evil, and is eventually consecrated King of kings and Lord
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of lords at his victory.* At the end, the marriage of the Lamb and
the Bride takes place in a festive atmosphere, which conjures images
of the many Passover celebrations that have marked Israel’s history.
Those who have been invited to the wedding feast will live in the
new heavens and new earth, nourished by life-giving waters, llumined

by the Light who is the Lamb Himself.#

The New Testament witness to Jesus expressed in the Last
Supper accounts and in the Johannine Paschal symbolisms will be
further developed by the Fathers of the eatly Church.* Melito of
Sardis gives us an excellent example of reflections on Jesus, our Pass-
ovet.

He i1s the Passover of our salvation; he was present in
many so as to endure many things. In Abel he was slain;
in Isaac bound; in Jacob a stranger; in Joseph sold; in
Moses exposed; in David petsecuted; in the prophets dis-
honored. He became incarnate of the Virgin. Nota bone
of his was broken on the tree. He was buried in the earth,
but rose from the dead and was lifted up to the heights of
heaven. He is the silent lamb, the slain lamb, who was
born of Mary, the fair ewe. He was seized from the flock
and dragged away to slaughter. Towards evening he was
sacrificed, and at night he was buried. But he who had
no bone broken upon the cross, was not corrupted in the
earth, for he rose from the dead and raised up man from

The Passover Traditions of the Early Church

The Christian Passover began to be celebrated after the death
and resurrection of Jesus, when the primitive Christian community
no longer celebrated the Passover in expectation of the coming of
the Messiah, but as a memotial of the Paschal Mystery of Jesus while
awaiting his return in glory. A change of meaning took place in the
understanding of the Passover. Because Jesus suffered, died and
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rose in Jerusalem on the occasion of a Hebrew Pasch and at the very
hour of the sacrifice of the Paschal lambs at the Temple, the
immolation of Christ was eventually seen as the realization of all the
figures and expectations contained in the Ancient Pasch. In the light
of the Incarnation, the NT authors re-interpreted all the events of
Jesus’ life as the definitive realization of the Ancient Pasch. The
early Church gradually formulated its understanding of the Christian

Passover.

The Christological Response

At the beginning of the Hebrew Paschal Supper, the question
is asked: “What is the meaning of this rite” The eatly Christians
gave two kinds of responses from which the two principal Passover
traditions of the early Church developed: the Christological and the
Anthropological.** The Christological response is based on the
interpretation of the Pasch in terms of pathein/paschein: to celebrate
the passion of Christ or to make a liturgical commemoration of the
passion of Christ. The Christological tradition is best represented by
Melito of Sardis who writes:

The word “Passover” (pascha) has its origin in an event,
and the expression “celebrate the Passover (paschein), derives
from the word meaning “to suffet” (pathein). Let us con-
sider, then, who it is who suffers, and who it is who sympa
thizes with the sufferer, realizing that the Lotd is present on
earth to unite himself to him who suffers, and thus to lead
him to the heights of heaven.*’

The Anthropological Response

The Anthropological tradition was born in Alexandria at the
beginning of the third century through Clement and Origen. Both
situate the human person at the center of the Pasch as its subject
and main protagonist. In this new perspective, the whole Christian
life of the Church is seen as a passage, which starts with the acceptance
of faith and ends with the departure from this world. All the people
of God follow Chtist who, by his death and resurrection, passed
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beyond the limits of death and opened heaven to all His faithful
followers.

The pascha/passio accentuates the tealization of the salvific plan
of God, fully and definitively realized through the Passion and
Resutrection of Christ, with whom Christians are in solidarity through
the sacraments of baptism and the eucharist. The pascha/ transitus
undetlines what Christians still have to accomplish.®

These two traditions flourished at the beginning of the Church.
To the question “what is the significance of the rite?,” the first replied:
“The passion of Christ”; the second: “The passage of man.” The
christological Pasch is based on immolation; the anthropological
one is based on passage. The two traditions identify the two
protagonists: Christ and man. They also manifest the two poles of
salvation: Grace, ot the initiative of God, and freedom, or the human
cooperation to grace.

The Augustinian Synthesis

It became the work of Augustine to forge a true theological
synthesis between these two perspectives.”” Facing the problem of
the significance of the Christian Passover, he reconciled the two
perspectives by a profound reading of two texts of the Gospel
according to St. John:

Before the feast of Passover, Jesus realized that the hour had
come for him to pass from this wotld to the Father (Jn. 13:1). .
.. [TThe man. . . who hears my word and has faith in him who
sent me has passed from death to life. (Jn. 5:4)

In the above texts, the synthesis between passion and passage,
between the Pasch of God and the Pasch of man, between grace and
freedom and between the passion and the tesurrection; are finally
achieved. After Augustine, the Christian Passover will be understood
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as the passage of Jesus from this world to the Father through the way
of the passion and resurrection. The Pasch is a fransitus per passionem.
It is through his passion and death that Jesus passes over into the
glory of the Resutrection. The Messiah had “to undergo all this so as
to enter into His glory” (Lk. 24:26). These words express the very
quintessence of Johannine theology. Mote important, the unity
between the Pasch of God and the Pasch of man is achieved. In
Jesus, the two Paschal protagonists, God and man become one,
because in Jesus, humanity and divinity are united in one Person.
The cause and object of salvation meet each other. Grace and freedom
are integrated fully in Jesus Christ. The new and eternal covenant is
born in him. Now, nothing can ever separate God and man because
the two contracting parties of the covenant become one sole Petson
in Jesus Christ. This insight of Augustine brought the process of
Christianizing the ancient Passover to a close.”

A final question must be addressed. Is the Passover unique to
Jesus Christ? Is He the only one who passes from this world to the
Father? How about the people of God? In confronting this question,
Augustine creates another synthesis between the Passover of the
Head and the Passover of the Body. With, through and in Jesus, the
Head, the members of his Body also realize the Passover. The
Passover of Jesus becomes that of his Body, the Church. The Church
announces and participates in the Passover of Jesus. Constantly, the
Church lovingly seeks to understand the passage of Jesus which is
her very own mystery.®' The Pasch of Jesus is not a solitary passage
but a collective passage of all humanity, for at the cross, the Church
is born.” The grain of wheat that falls into the ground and dies, bears
the fruits of freedom for the members of his Body, the Church. The
fourth and final part of this article brings out the implications of the
Augustinian synthesis for Christian life.
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The Passover Character of Christian Life

The wonders wrought by God among the people of the Old
Testament were but a prelude to the work of Christ the Lord in
redeeming humankind and giving perfect glory to God. He achieved
his task principally through the paschal mystery. From the side of
Christ as he slept the sleep of death upon the cross, there came forth
the wondrous sacrament which is the whole Church, the Body of
Christ.®® By Baptism, Christians are plunged into the paschal mystery
of Christ: they die with him, are burted with him and rise with him
(cf. Rom. 6:4; Eph. 2: 6; Col. 3:1; 2 Tim. 2:11). In like manner, as
often as they eat the Lord’s supper, they proclaim the death of the
Lord, until He comes (cf. 1 Cor. 11:26), celebrating the Eucharist in
which the victory and triumph of his death are again made present.™

Christian life has a paschal character.® It is the sacramentally
existential participation in the Passover mystery of Jesus Christ, in
whose life Christians share through Baptism and the Eucharist.®
The sacraments offer the real possibility for the participation in the
Passover of Jesus Christ the High Priest, whose saving deeds occurred
in history, but who now bestows on believers the grace-filled
patticipation in the divine life that flows from his redemptive work.”
The Risen Christ, through the power of the Holy Spirit, becomes
present to believers with the full reality of the saving work he
accomplished in history.®

Baptism

The Passover of a Christian originates from and participates in
Christ’s Passover. St. Paul brings out the identification of the Christian
with Christ precisely in the act of the Christian’s Passover—his
transitus per passionem—through Baptism.

Are you not aware that we who were baptized into Christ Jesus
were baptized into his death? Through baptism into his death
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we were buried with him, so that, just as Christ was raised from
the dead by the glory of the Father, we too might live a2 new
life. If we have been united with him through likeness to his
death, so shall we be through a like resurrection (Rom. 6:3-5).

The Passover of Christ is prefigured in the Jewish Passover
events. The whole narrative of the deliverance from Egypt is a figure
of the Redemption. The New Testament, in particular the Gospel
according to St. Matthew, shows us that these works of God are
accomplished in Christ for in him, the true “deliverance” is
accomplished. This “deliverance” is effectively applied to human
persons through baptism.”

The relationship among these three levels of history—figure,
reality and sacrament—becomes strikingly clear in terms of the
following observation. It was during the time of the Pasch, which
for the Jews was the commemoration of their deliverance from Egypt,
that Christ accomplished our redemption through his death. It is
during the same time of the Pasch, Faster night, that Baptism is
ordinarily received. The one and the same redeeming action of God
is accomplished on three levels of history—the Jewish Passover, the
Paschal Mystery of Jesus and Christian baptism.® A discussion of
the typological significance of the crossing of the sea in relation to
Jesus and Christian Baptism can confirm and illumine these
relationships.

Baptism has been described as a “birth by drowning,” recalling
the Passover of the Jews through the crossing of the sea and the
Passover of Jesus in Jerusalem which he called “his baptism” (Lk.
12:50)." At the blessing of the font during the Rite of Baptism, the
celebrant prays: “Through the waters of the Red Sea you led Israel
out of slavety to be an image of God’s holy people, set free from sin
by baptism.” This setting free became a reality because of the
“baptism” of the Son who “willed that water and blood should flow
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from his side as he hung upon the Cross.” Thus, “all who are buried
with Christ in the death of baptism rise also with him in newness of
life.” The same ritual prayer states how baptism is prefigured in the
crossing of the Jordan River by which the people of God receive the
gift of the land promised to Abraham’ descendants, an image of
eternal life. At the beginning of the Rite of Adult Baptism, when
the celebrant asks: “What will faith give you?,” the recipient responds:
“Eternal life.” The promise of this blessed inheritance is fulfilled in
the New Pasch.®

The thoughts of the patristic writers converge in the way they
link the three levels of history through typology.* These writers begin
with a Pauline scriptural basis, ““. . .our fathers were all under the
cloud and all passed through the sea; by the cloud and the sea all of
them were baptized into Moses” (1 Cor. 10:2-3). Starting from this
Pauline scriptural text, the patristic writers made more precise the
comparison between the chosen people during the Jewish Passover
and the catechumen at the threshold of baptism. Their writings reveal
how the series of episodes in Christian initiation is related to the
series of events in the crossing of the Red Sea. St. Cyril of Jerusalem
writes:

You must know that the symbol of Baptism is found in ancient
history. In fact, when Pharaoh, the harsh and cruel tyrant,
oppressed the free and noble Hebrew people, God sent Moses
to deliver them from slavery to the Egyptians. The posts of
doors were anointed with the blood of the lamb, so that the
Destroyer would pass over the houses which had the sign of the
blood. Let us now go from the old to the new, from the type to
the reality. There we have Moses sent by God into Egypt; here
we have Christ sent by the Father into the world; there 1s need
to free the oppressed people from Egypt; here to rescue men
tyrannized over by sin in this world; there the blood of the lJamb
turns aside the Destroyer; hete the Blood of the true Lamb,
Jesus Chrtist, puts the demons to flight; there the tyrant pursues
the people even into the sea; here the shameless and bold demon
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follows them even to the holy fountains; one tyrant is drowned
in the sea, the other is destroyed in the water of salvation.®

The themes of life and death reflected in the crossing of the
sea episode assume their true significance in the death and resurrection
of Jesus. The link between these two and baptism is made explicit
specially in the way the Early Church celebrated baptism, surrounded
with rich symbols whose immediacy is not easy to recaptute today.
All these took place on the night of Easter while the whole Church
celebrated the memorial of Christ’s death and resurrection.®

In what way can Baptism, which celebrates the Paschal Mystery
of Jesus in its death-resurrection reality, become a lived experience
for Christian believers? Baptismal life is the new life according to
the Spirit of Christ and through the theological virtues of faith,
hope and love. Under the divine influence of the Holy Spirit, Giver
of the gifts, Christians bear fruits of the Spirit in the personal,
interpersonal, societal and ecclesial dimensions of their life.”
Baptismal life is a life whose interior, indwelling source of grace is
the Holy Spirit promised and handed on by Jesus at the Cross.
Allowing the Spirit to move and transform personal beings i1s a life-
long process for the baptized, demanding a persevering resistance
and dying to sin in a faithful cooperation with grace.*® The liturgical
text for baptism brings out the struggle at the heart of baptismal life:
a constant dying and rising with Christ who crossed the sea of death
and rose from the darkness of the tomb. '

Eucharist

In the Old Testament, the unleavened bread that Israel eats
every year at the Passover commemorates the haste of the departure
that set them free from Egypt. The manna in the desert, the water
from the rock will always remind the Jews that they live by the bread
of the Word of God; their daily bread is the fruit of the promised
land, the pledge of God’s fidelity to his promises. The “cup of



48 Parco

blessing” at the end of the Jewish Passover meal adds to the festive
joy of wine an eschatological dimension—the reconstruction of
Jerusalem after the exile.”

Through typology, “the events of the old” are perceived to be
“figures of the new.” Hence, the manna, the quails, the watet from
the rock which express God’s communication of life to his people,
prepare for the revelation of the living bread and wine of which they
were the promise and the type. Just as God had nourished His people
with a miraculous food and drink during the wilderness wandering,
so, in Jesus first, and then through his sacramental presence in the
Eucharist, God eases the hunger of His people today. The superiority
of the Eucharist over the manna, however, needs to be highlighted.
Jesus himself taught: “Your ancestors ate manna in the desert but
they died. This is the bread that comes down from heaven for a2 man
to eat and never die” (Jn. 6:49-50). St. Ambrose explains: “. . . the
Bread descended from heaven communicates to you the substance
of eternal life. It is the Body of Christ. As the light is greater than
the shadow, the truth than the figure, so the Body of the Creator is
greater than the manna from heaven.”” The same supetiority is
attributed to the water from the rock, which is considered a
Eucharistic figure.

The water flowed from the Rock for the Jews, the Blood of
Christ for you; the water slaked their thirst for an hour, the
Blood quenches your thirst forever. The Jews drank and thirsted
once more; when you have drunk, you need never thirst again.
That was a figure, this is the truth. If the figure seems wonderful
to you, how much more the reality, the figure of which you
admire.”

It was in the framework of a sacred Jewish meal that Christ
instituted the meal of the New Covenant, as it was in the framework
of the Jewish memotial of the Passover that he died on the Cross.
By celebrating the Last Supper with his apostles in the context of the
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Passover feast, Jesus gave the Jewish Passover its definitive meaning.
Jesus’ passing over to his Father by his death and resurrection, is
anticipated in the Last Supper. The Eucharist, celebrated today,
fulfills the Jewish Passover and anticipates the final Passover of the
Church in glory.”

The participation in the reality of Jesus, our Passover, begins
with Baptism, but Baptism is but a part, though the first and most
important part, of a unified movement of Christian Initiation which
achieves fullness in the Eucharist. The baptismal aspects of passage
from darkness to light, slavery to freedom, sin to grace, death to life
must be seen in the context of this unified movement which causes
the baptized to be so completely identified with Christ as to be
incorporated into the body of his risen and glorified humanity,
participating in his own Passover.”

Both Baptism and the Eucharist are paschal sacraments,
uniting the Christians to the mystery of the Cross and Resurrection.”
United once and for all in Christ’s death and resurrection by being
grafted through Baptism into his Body the Church, believers are
sustained, nourished and strengthened by the Eucharist. Through
this new Passover banquet and sacrament of unity, the Church, the
Body of Christ, becomes truly one with the Risen and Ascended
Head. In the Spirit, the Crucified and Risen Lord becomes truly
present in the eucharistic meal. It is the Spirit, too, who makes the
historical words and deeds of Jesus profoundly understood and alive
in the baptized.

“Do this in memory of me” (Lk. 22:19). The command of
Jesus to celebrate his actions and words “until he comes™ is premised
upon a faith-understanding of the Eucharist and what it is 2 memorial
of. Instituted in the context of the Jewish Passover, if not actually a
Passover meal, the Fucharist means thanksgiving. In the narrative
of the Last Supper, the Matthew-Mark tradition uses the verb ex/pgize
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(give praise) for the bread and the verb escharistize (give thanks) for
the wine, whereas the Paul-Luke tradition uses only excharzstize. Both
cases deal with the blessing as well as the thanksgiving Jesus addressed
to his Father on taking the bread and wine.” To celebrate the
Eucharist in memory of Churist is, above all, to offer up this
thanksgiving and praise anew.” The Eucharist 15 a thanksgiving
worship offered to the Father, centered on the mightiest act of God,
Jesus Christ in his Paschal Mystery, and realized through him [Christ],
with him, and in him in the unity of the Holy Spirit.” The Eucharist,
as thanksgiving worship, is not confined to the duration of the
celebration. As sacrifice, communion, presence and pledge of future
glory, the Eucharist is an encounter with Jesus Christ, our Passovet,
in the midst of ordinary day-to-day life. He liberates those who
believe in him from despair and meaninglessness, fulfills their deepest
human hungers and promises his coming in glory through sacramental

signs.”

The Eucharist 1s thus the supreme link between the Passover
of Jesus and the present life of the Church—between his transitus per
passioner and that of the members of his Body, the Church. A paschal
character is given not only to Baptism but to Eucharistic worship,
and through them to the whole Christian life. As sacraments of the
Church, they reveal, though in the obscurity of faith, the Christian’s
point of departure, present journey and final goal. Such is the
Passover character of Christian life.

Conclusion

This article begins with the conviction that the Passover
developed from a Jewish reality to a Christian one. A presentation
of the method of typology, intrinsic to the nature of patristic
exegesis as a form of biblical interpretation follows. Next, it asserts
that the Jewish Passover prefigured and prophetically announced
Jesus Christ, the True and New Passover. By focusing on the Last
Supper accounts in the Synoptics, the Gospel according to John and
the insights of the patristic writers, the article succeeds in framing
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an image of Jesus as the definitive fulfillment of what have been
foreshadowed in the Old Testament texts. The final section of the
article delineates how Christians participate in the Passover of Jesus
Christ through a life indelibly marked by the sacrament of Baptism
and nourished by the sacrament of the Eucharist.
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