Easter Vigil,  March 31, 2018

Gloria R. Carpeneto

The idea of a vigil, as you probably know, originated in the Church as a time that was set aside before a great feast in anticipation of something wonderful to come. Vigils would take place between sunset and sunrise; they could last three, six, nine, or even twelve hours; and they were often made up of songs, psalms and readings that anticipated the feast to follow.  In today’s Roman Missal, we find Vigils still exist for all major feasts, including Christmas, Epiphany, Ascension, Pentecost and the Assumption of Mary. And yet it was the Easter Vigil that we discerned back in 2010 God was calling us to incorporate into our worship as a community.

    The first time that we celebrated the Easter Vigil as the Living Water Community  was in April 2010, eight years ago, right here in this sanctuary. The ritual, as you know, is a little complicated, and our first time out was “a little clumsy” to say the least. All kinds of people were popping up and down to do readings, not all of them in the right order. Candles were being lit and extinguished then lit again. And I can’t remember if we even had a music minister. As I recall, our first Easter Vigil  was a little less than a well-oiled machine!  And yet, two years into our formation as community, we knew instinctively that we wanted and we needed to celebrate and pray the Easter Vigil.

And we have been blessed to celebrate the Easter Vigil together nine times now – sometimes here, sometimes at St. Luke’s, sometimes at St. Philip’s – but always in a spirit of great joy. The Easter Vigil – so rich in symbolism -- is really a microcosm of our walk with God. In each of its four individual parts, the Easter Vigil invites us to joyful remembrance and courageous commitment., .  

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 energetic, embryonic flame. And so we bless fire this evening. And we bless the Paschal Candle that reminds us that we have never been in darkness; we are always one with the Flame, with Christ who is our Light. Whether in the womb or in the world, the Light of Christ has always been and will always be present to us and in us. The candles we all light from the Paschal Candle remind us of the words we just sang & prayed: Christ be our Light! Thanks be to God! Lighting new fire at the Easter Vigil reminds us that as members of the Body of Christ, we, too, are called to be the Light of Christ that warms and enflames the world.  

In the Easter Vigil we read the stories of creation and salvation in the desert, and we remember that even today, these are still our stories. This evening, we hear 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. 

And  it’s a good thing that God remembers that for in each of our lives – just as in the lives of the Israelites we heard about this evening – there is some slavery that binds us. And the God who loves us will always make available to us an exodus that liberates and frees us. The Lutheran pastor, Nadia Bolz-Weber puts it this way when she says, “The resurrection is about how God continues to reach into the graves we dig for ourselves and pulls us out in ways both dramatic and small. “ 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. 
When we are thirsty, we are invited to drink freely of living water. 
And perhaps the greatest consolation of all – we are promised that even if our hearts have become encased in the stone of bitterness or anger or revenge, those same stony hearts will soften into loving and compassionate spirits in the light of God’s love. 

In the Easter Vigil we respond to the Compassion of God and to the Fire that is Christ by committing ourselves to walk and follow Jesus. What many of us could not say for ourselves when we were baptized, we proclaim for ourselves  this evening – 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. I rejoice in the living water of my baptism.  
As Paul tells us this evening in his Letter to the Romans, 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 we remember the communion of saints, and all those brothers and sisters who have gone before us, who have walked a path just like ours, and who now hold us in love and prayer. At the Easter Vigil we pray the Litany of the Saints -- 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 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 in sorrow at the foot of the Cross, any time we see Light & Life, Hope & Promise extinguished. We are the women who approach all  the graves in our lives in anxiety and fear and sorrow, only to find reassurance and joy. We know that each and every one of the Easter lilies that decorate  this candlelit sacred space has spent three long years in the darkness of the earth, only to burst forth from that grave in the splendor of the blooming life that we see tonight. The Easter Vigil reminds us that while we will know darkness and sorrow and entombment, we will always return to joy. In the end, we will always be Alleluia people.  

As we gather around the table this evening, lit with new fire & baptized in holy water, we answer the question that is at the core of every empty, hopeless, sorrowful Holy Saturday we have ever experienced in our lives – and we say No, we are never alone. We remember the words of a song by Lori True we will surely sing sometime this Easter season – 

Christ is alive and goes before us, 
to show and share what love can do. 
This is a day of new beginnings. 
Our God is making all things new.

Our God is making all things new. 
So now, let us go forth from this Easter Vigil, as the women went forth from the empty tomb. Let us remember 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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