Easter Vigil,  March 30, 2013

Gloria Carpeneto

Reflecting on the Easter Vigil

One of the real beauties of our Catholic faith is that our rituals and our traditions are so symbolic and so meaningful. At the same time, it’s easy to get caught up in the details and miss the deeper meaning of these rituals. We want to be prayerful and in the moment. But instead, we hold our breath and we hope that Marellen doesn’t catch herself on fire as she tries to get the Easter fire going. We pray that Ann makes it down the aisle in one piece carrying that huge Paschal candle. We pretend not to notice it,  but we wonder how long Andrea can keep it all together, presiding over a liturgy that can give a Jesuit butterflies in his stomach.
There are a lot of details to an Easter Vigil that our priests have to attend to, and that our community watches with somewhat baited breath. But I’m afraid that somewhere in there – with all due respect to the clergy and to the community -- we might all very well lose the meaning of the Easter Vigil, for all our attention to its details. So let’s talk about that meaning for a few minutes this afternoon. Let’s take a deep breath, and let’s just reflect on this ritual. And let’s begin by remembering that when all is said and done, we celebrate the Easter Vigil – year after year after year – because it touches us deeply. And it touches us deeply because in our deepest Wisdom, we know that the Easter Vigil is the sacrament, the sign of our individual and our collective walk with God.  
In the Easter Vigil we light new fire, and we remember that we too are fire. 
In our parents’ act of co-creation with God, each of us burst forth as the tiniest embryonic flame. We bless fire this afternoon,  and we bless the Paschal Candle that reminds us that we have never been in darkness; we have always been one with the Flame. Whether in the womb or in the world, the Light of Christ has always been and will always be present to us. The candles we all light from the Paschal Candle remind us of the words we just sang & prayed: Christ Our Light! Thanks be to God!  This is the night when Jesus Christ broke the chains of death and rose triumphant from the grave. Night truly blest, when heaven is wedded to earth and we are reconciled with God!

In the Easter Vigil we read the stories of creation and salvation in the desert, and we remember that these too are our stories. 
Our Genesis reading this afternoon reminds us  that out of an ineffable love that none of us will ever comprehend, God creates it all … the heavens and the earth; time and space; light and darkness; wind and rain and fire and ice, all plants and all sentient beings, and – last but not least – us! And God sees that we are very good, and remembers that. 
· For in each of our lives – just think about it – there is some slavery that binds us. And God always makes available to us some exodus that liberates and frees us. Remember Exodus … 
· There are times in our lives when – like our Israelite ancestors – we are broken, and we wander far away from what is Holy. Yet even in those darkest  moments, God comes to us and promises us peace. Remember Isaiah …
· When we are thirsty, we are invited to drink freely of living water. Remember Isaiah again …
· And perhaps the greatest consolation of all – we are promised that even if our hearts have become encased in the stone of sorrow or grief, bitterness or anger or revenge, those same stony hearts will soften into loving and compassionate spirits in the light of God’s love. Remember Ezekiel …
In the Easter Vigil we respond to the Compassion of our God and to the Fire of Christ by committing ourselves to walk and follow Jesus. 
What many of us could not say for ourselves when we were baptized, in just a few minutes, we will proclaim with our own lips  – I renounce Satan. I renounce evil. I renounce anything and everything in this world that brings harm and divisiveness to the original beauty of Genesis Creation.  I reject anything that makes me small & petty, anything that makes me look like less than a whole & holy child of God.  

As Paul tells us in the Letter to the Romans this evening, we live in the resurrected Christ, and so we are dead to sin.  And yet we know that – even as we renew our baptismal promises with the firmest of good intentions, we will slip and we will fall  -- and  so in this Easter Vigil, we remember the communion of saints, and all those brothers and sisters who walked a path just like ours, and who now hold us in love and prayer. All you holy men & women, pray for us …
In the Easter Vigil we celebrate that we are not only People of the Passion but also Alleluia people.
We are the men and women at the Last Supper, gifted with the promise of Jesus’ presence to us whenever we gather in his name & are faithful to the breaking of the bread. We are the women standing at the foot of the Cross, any time we see Light & Life, Hope & Promise extinguished. We are the men and women who approach all  the graves in our lives in anxiety and fear and sorrow, only to find reassurance and joy. We are people of passion and people of promise, and we celebrate that during this Easter Vigil. 
Maybe you remember that during the past six weeks of Lent, our final blessing at Mass included these words: Jesus suffered, died and rose again, a sign of God’s blessing and hope for us all. May we live in the assurance of his eastering in us. 
I’m told that this notion of eastering (as a verb) is a nautical term, something sailors would do as they steered a ship toward the rising sun in the east. During Lent, we prayed that God would easter in us … would point us in the direction of blessing and hope, that we might face the crimson east and celebrate the rising of the Son.

This afternoon, our Lenten prayers are fulfilled; God has eastered in us. This afternoon, we celebrate the paschal mystery that is at the heart of every life that has ever been or will ever be lived – Christ has died, Christ has risen, Christ will come again.  As we gather around our Eucharistic table, lit with new fire & baptized in holy water, we know that the Spirit of the Resurrected Christ gives hope to every empty, hopeless, sorrowful Good Friday or Holy Saturday our lives have ever experienced -- we live in the life of the resurrected Christ. We are never alone.  
Joan Chittister puts this all very nicely when she talks about the meaning of the Easter Vigil. She says that,  We know the whole truth now; death is not the end, and life as we know it is only the beginning of Life. There is no suffering from which we cannot rise if we live a life centered and grounded  in Jesus. It is the empty tomb on Easter morning that says to us, “You go and tell the others.  And tell them NOW!” 
So this afternoon, let’s try to enter deeply into the meaning of this Easter Vigil. The let’s go forth from this place as the women went forth from the empty tomb. Let’s remember that God has eastered in us, and that we are the Light and Fire of the Risen Christ. And let us feel deep in our bones our call to set a whole world aflame with that fire of God’s Love and Compassion and Mercy and Justice. 

Like the Phoenix rising from the ashes, 

Jesus Christ is risen today, 

and we are risen with him.

Alleluia, Alleluia!
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