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The Lamb of God 

During Easter time the liturgy puts us on a steady diet of the writings of Saint John. We hear 
from his gospel at Mass every day, and we’ve been hearing the Book of Revelation at Lauds and 
Vespers. The title of Christ that stands out most in John is the Lamb of God, and this symbol of 
the lamb is a predominant feature in the Eastertime liturgy.  
  
It is a beautiful image that elicits an immediate emotional response (e.g., the song we heard at 
Holy Saturday Tenebrae). And yet it can also be a strange and disorienting image, especially in 
certain passages in the Book of Revelation.  
  
I had so associated the Lamb of God image with John that it caught my attention to see it in the 
First Letter of Peter in a passage we will hear at Mass today: 
  

Beloved: If you invoke as Father him who judges impartially 
according to each one’s works, 
conduct yourselves with reverence during the time of your sojourning, 
realizing that you were ransomed from your futile conduct, 
handed on by your ancestors, 
not with perishable things like silver or gold 
but with the precious blood of Christ 
as of a spotless unblemished lamb. (1 Pt 1:17-19) 

  
Here the lamb is a natural extension of the Christian re-interpretation of the events of the 
Exodus. The lamb combines into a single symbol the complex layers of the Passover sacrifice, 
the sacred memorial meal, the purifying power of blood, innocence, and redemptive suffering. 
Nonetheless, from a biblical point of view it is surprising that the lamb was able to become such 
a strong Christian symbol. In the biblical mentality, animals are situated on a lower 
plain: humans were made to have dominion over them, and anything suggesting an idolatrous 
use of animal symbols is clearly condemned in the Torah. Moreover, since, for Christians, Jesus 
replaces the temple, the practice of sacrificial offerings became obsolete.  
  
Perhaps it is precisely because of this complexity and tension that the lamb can bear so much 
symbolic weight. As familiar and reassuring as images of the Lamb of God taken from the book 
of Revelation have always been in Christian art, there is no getting used to certain passages in 
John’s visions. For instance, during the Office this week, we were invited to imagine the opening 
of the sixth seal: 
  
 
 

Then I watched while he broke open the sixth seal, and there was a great earthquake; the 
sun turned as black as dark sackcloth and the whole moon became like blood. The stars in 
the sky fell to the earth like unripe figs shaken loose from the tree in a strong wind. Then 



the sky was divided like a torn scroll curling up, and every mountain and island was 
moved from its place. The kings of the earth, the nobles, the military officers, the rich, 
the powerful, and every slave and free person hid themselves in caves and among 
mountain crags. They cried out to the mountains and the rocks, “Fall on us and hide us 
from the face of the one who sits on the throne and from the wrath of the Lamb, because 
the great day of their wrath has come and who can withstand it?” (Rev 6:12-17) 

  
Everything here seems upside down. The Lamb no longer appears meek but full of wrath. The 
cleft in the rocks, usually a place of privileged encounters with God in solitude becomes a place 
of horror and despair. The scroll, which usually contains the life-giving word, is torn apart. 
  
Probably, the point is that the ultimate truth, personified in the Lamb seated near the throne of 
God, is simultaneously reassuring and horrifying. To the extent that our minds, hearts, and lives 
are in basic harmony with the world of the selfless and self-sacrificing Lamb, it is an awesome 
mystery we contemplate with reverent fear and deep joy. To the extent that we are at odds with 
the Lamb and all he stands for, the contrast between the truth and ourselves unleashes for us 
nothing less than terror and wrath. 
  
Each day, at the high point of the Eucharist, just before communion, we are invited to behold 
Christ as the Lamb of God. At each Mass we are, in a sense, transported for a moment to one of 
Saint John’s visions: “Behold the Lamb of God, behold him who takes away the sins of the 
world: blessed are they who are called to the supper of the Lamb.” These last words come 
directly from the Book of Revelation, where the angel is dictating to Saint John. “‘Write this:’, 
he says, ‘Blessed are those who have been called to the wedding feast of the Lamb.’ And [the 
angel adds], ‘These words are true; they come from God’” (Rev 19:9). 
  
May these words never find us too dull-minded or indifferent to sense their power and mystery. 
In a condensed form they remind us each time of the message we will hear today from the Letter 
of Peter: 
  

. . . conduct yourselves with reverence during the time of your sojourning, 
realizing that you were ransomed from your futile conduct, 
handed on by your ancestors, 
not with perishable things like silver or gold 
but with the precious blood of Christ 
as of a spotless unblemished lamb. (1 Pt 1:17-19) 
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