Thou hast redeemed us to God in Thy blood
Per proprium sanguinem introivit semel in sancta, aeterna redemptione inventa : He entered once for all by virtue of His own blood into the Holies, having obtained eternal redemption.
These words of Saint Paul in the epistle of Passion Sunday summarize, in a few words, the whole meaning of the mystery that we are going to contemplate at length and in detail during the most holy time of the year, Passiontide. Everything that we are going to read and chant and meditate on during the next two weeks comes down to this : Jesus offering His own blood for the redemption of the world.
To prepare ourselves to participate fruitfully in this most solemn liturgical celebration of the year, let us fix our attention for a moment on this crucial point of the mystery of our salvation, the mystery of our redemption by Christ. To do so we will simply look at question 48  in the Third Part of the Summa where Saint Thomas treats of the modes of the efficiency of Christ’s Passion. In a strict sense “redemption” is simply one of these modes, namely the way in which by His Passion Christ paid a price that liberated us, for this is the strict sense of the word “redeem,” which means to buy back. But Christ is often spoken of in Scripture as a Redeemer in a more general sense in which it simply means that He was the cause of our salvation and it is in this sense that Christ is our Redeemer according to these various modes of the efficiency of Christ’s Passion that Saint Thomas explains in this question.
As Fr. Garrigou-Lagrange says in his commentary, these different modes of the efficiency of Christ’s Passion are treated in a very logical order, beginning with what is more general and proceeding from there to what is more particular. Thus Saint Thomas treats firstly of the different ways Christ’s Passion constituted our redemption, starting with the more general way, which was by way of merit, and then the less general, by way of satisfaction, and finally the most specific, by way of sacrifice. For all that is meritorious is not satisfactory, but only that which is arduous and difficult. And not all that is satisfactory is properly a sacrifice, but only what is directly offered to God as an act of religion. Merit, however, is the most important of all because it is based on charity which is what unites us to God directly, and so it comes first. 
Liberation from sin is treated after, for it does not constitute our redemption, as merit, satisfaction and sacrifice do, but is rather a consequence of it. Finally Saint Thomas treats of what he calls the “efficiency” of redemption, which refers to a special mode of causality of the Passion which it has by virtue of the union of the humanity that suffers to a divine Person, so that it causes our salvation as an instrument of the Divinity.
Let us look briefly the first three modes, those by which Christ’s Passion constitutes our redemption in order to try to understand something of this great mystery of our redemption that we are going to celebrate during this time of the Passion. As Pope Saint Leo the Great says at the beginning of his first sermon on the Passion of Our Lord :
annitendum nobis est, auxiliante Domino, ut perspicuum habeat intelligentia, quod notum fecit historia. We must strive, with the help of the Lord, to understand the depths of what the historical account (of the Passion) has told us 1. 
Saint Thomas will help us do that by explaining the various ways the Passion of Christ worked our salvation. The final cause is “the cause of causes” and so by seeing how the Passion attained its purpose, our salvation, we will indeed “understand its depths.”
 
First of all, says Saint Thomas, Christ’s Passion caused our salvation by way of merit. He quotes the authority of Saint Augustine who says that Christ merited glory by the humility of His Passion :
Humilitas Passionis claritatis est meritum, claritas humilitatis est praemium  The humility of the Passion is the merit of glory and glory is the reward of the humility.
 
Our Lord says, however, in His prayer at the end of the Last Supper, referring to His disciples : 
I am glorified in them. (Jn 17 : 10)
So the glory He merited in His Passion for Himself is also in us, and thus by it He merited our glory, and so, our salvation. Thus He caused our salvation by way of merit.
Now normally one can only merit for oneself, but Saint Thomas explains that Christ can merit glory for us because He is the Head of the Mystical Body of which we are members :
Grace was bestowed upon Christ, he says, not only as an individual, but inasmuch as He is the Head of the Church, so that it might overflow into His members; and therefore Christ's works are referred to Himself and to His members in the same way as the works of any other man in a state of grace are referred to himself.
And so the glory He merited for Himself in His Passion, He merited also for us.
In his response to the objections, Saint Thomas explains that although it is true that Christ merited for us from the first moment of His conception, the application of these merits to us was hindered by various obstacles which were removed by the Passion. In particular there was the obstacle of the servitude by which man in sinning made himself subject to the devil. For, as Saint Peter says :
By whom a man is overcome, of the same also he is the slave. (2 pet. 2 : 19)
The devil had “overcome” man by leading him to sin, and so man was justly subject to him, not because the devil had any right over him, but because God allowed it as a just punishment. Christ, as man, suffered in His Passion the punishment which man owed because of his sin and thus freed him from this servitude.
Another objection recalls that charity is the root of merit and since Christ’s charity was perfect from the moment of His conception, there was no need for Him to suffer in order to save man by having him share in His merit. The response to this objection is similar to the other: 
Christ's Passion has a special effect which His preceding merits did not possess, he says, not on account of greater charity, but because of the nature of the work (propter generis operis) which was suitable for such an effect.
Fr. Garrigou-Lagrange explains this distinction between the value of Christ’s actions in so far as they proceed subjectively from a Divine person (a value which is always equally infinite in all of His actions) and their objective value, according to “the nature of the work”. He writes :
The other precedent merits of Christ already had an infinite personal value, but the merits of the Passion had a greater objective value because of the dignity of their object, which was in itself very arduous, namely the sacrifice on the cross and the supreme holocaust.
We all know this distinction between the personal value of acts and their objective value. Thus it is said, for example, that the least act of Our Lady (the usual example given is her picking up a pin) has more value in the sight of God than the most terrible sufferings of the martyrs, because of the charity with which she performed all her acts. This personal value does not, however, deny the existence of the objective value of the acts in themselves. Thus among the acts of Our Lady there were some that had a greater objective value than others. For example she certainly merited more, objectively, by her Fiat at the moment of the Annunciation, or by her sufferings at the foot of the cross, than she did in her lesser acts like picking up a pin.
Similarly among the acts of Christ, even though they all had an equally infinite value in so far as they were acts of a divine person, some had a greater objective value than others. Thus Fr. Garrigou-Lagrange writes :
It is to be noted that among the theandrical operations of Christ (that is, His acts considered as belonging to a divine person who was both God and man), there is a real and intrinsic order to the object by which they are specified and to the principle by which they are elicited. (...) The moral value [of His acts] can be taken either from (this) object more or less noble (thus the dolourous Passion of Christ is more meritorious objectively than His other operations) or from the subject that elicits them and this value is said to be intrinsically morally infinite, that is because of the supposit, (that is, the person who elicitis them...). Thus is distinguished the personal value of all the acts of the charity of Christ from their objective value more or less elevated. (p. 422)
Secondly, Christ’s Passion caused our salvation by way of satisfaction or atonement, as Saint John says:
He is the propitiation for our sins: and not for ours only, but also for those of the whole world. (1 Jn. 2:2)
Saint Thomas explains:
He properly atones for an offense who offers something which the offended one loves equally, or even more than he detested the offense. But by suffering out of love and obedience, Christ gave more to God than was required to compensate for the offense of the whole human race. First of all, because of the exceeding charity from which He suffered; secondly, on account of the dignity of His life which He laid down in atonement, for it was the life of one who was God and man; thirdly, on account of the extent of the Passion, and the greatness of the grief endured.
In response to an objection that says that satisfaction for an offence must be accomplished by the offender, Saint Thomas invokes again the doctrine of the Mystical Body to explain how the sufferings of Christ can satisfy for our sins.
The head and members are as one mystic person, (he writes); and therefore Christ's satisfaction belongs to all the faithful as being His members.
Another objection states:
No atonement is made to another by committing a graver offense. But in Christ's Passion the gravest of all offenses was perpetrated.
Saint Thomas responds:
Christ's love was greater than His slayers' malice: and therefore the value of His Passion in atoning surpassed the murderous guilt of those who crucified Him: so much so that Christ's suffering was sufficient and superabundant atonement for His murderer's crime.
Finally, Christ’s Passion caused our salvation by way of sacrifice, as Saint Paul says:
He delivered Himself up for us, an oblation and a sacrifice to God for an odor of sweetness. (Eph 5 : 2)
Fr. Garrigou-Lagrange explains :
(In Christ’s Passion) is verified the definition of sacrifice (...namely) the offering of a sensible thing by a priest to God by a real or a certain transmutation of the thing offered in order to profess God’s supreme dominion and our subjection.
Thus Christ truly offered Himself to death, by not repelling those who killed Him, and after being attacked not impeding the death which He could have impeded. 
And he goes on to say how Saint Thomas shows that Christ’s Passion was not only a sacrifice but the most perfect of all sacrifices.
For (he says), a sacrifice is all the more perfect that it is done by a priest more united to God, to whom it is offered, to the victim, which he offers, and with the people for whom he offers. Now Christ, a priest in so far as He was man, cannot be more united to God, for He Himself is God; nor to the victim, for He offers Himself; nor to the men (for whom He offers) who are His members. 
And he quotes Saint Augustine who expresses this as only he can:
He Himself, the one true Mediator, by the sacrifice of peace that reconciles us to God, remained one with Him to whom He was offering it, and made one with Himself those for whom He was offering it, and was Himself at the same time He who was offering and what He offered 2.
As we commemorate the Sacred Passion of our Saviour this year then, let us remember what it really means and how much we owe to Our Lord, how we owe Him everything, our very selves : we have been bought and paid for, and at what a price ! — at the price, as Saint Peter says, of “the precious blood of Christ, as of a lamb unspotted and undefiled” (1 Pet 1:18).
Let us fall down with all the angels and saints before the Lamb who was slain and sing to Him the “new canticle” Saint John heard in heaven and revealed to us:
Thou art worthy, O Lord, to take the book and to open the seals thereof: because thou wast slain and hast redeemed us to God, in thy blood, out of every tribe and tongue and people and nation: And hast made us to our God a kingdom and priests, and we shall reign on the earth. (...) The Lamb that was slain is worthy to receive power and divinity and wisdom and strength and honour and glory and benediction. (...) To him that sitteth on the throne and to the Lamb, benediction and honour and glory and power, for ever and ever.” (Apoc. 5:9-13)
 
 
1 – PL 53, 0314.

2 – Ipse unus verusque Mediator per sacrificium pacis reconcilians nos Deo, unum cum illo maneret cui offerebat, unum in se faceret pro quibus offerebat, unus ipse esset, qui offerebat et quod offerebat. (De Trin. IV, c. 14)
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