The Great Vigil of Easter – April 23, 2011 – 8:00 p.m. – RCL Year A

The Church of the Holy Trinity, Rittenhouse Square – The Rev. Diana Carroll
“This is the Night”

In the name of God; Creator, Redeemer, and Sustainer.  Amen.
This past Monday, Sarah and I had the great privilege of joining friends of ours who are Jewish for a Passover Seder meal.  I have been to Seders before, but they have always been in the context of a community, like a college, never actually in someone’s home.  The liturgy was beautiful, the meal was fantastic, and their hospitality in making us feel welcomed and included knew no bounds.
Besides being a wonderful time of worship in and of itself, this was an amazing way to begin our observance of Holy Week.  It reminded us that the events we have been recalling took place in the context of Passover celebrations in Jerusalem.  Jesus and his disciples had gathered there to observe this holy feast, to remember the liberation of their people—not just from physical slavery in Egypt, but also from the worship of idols, from slavery to other gods.
At our friends’ Seder, the thing that really got my attention was the command to tell the story of the Exodus as if each of us had been personally liberated from Egypt.  This was not merely a remembrance of something that happened long ago.  It was our own story, something that had happened to us.
Tonight’s Easter Vigil is the Passover celebration of the Christian faith.  Starting from the very beginning, we have told again the story of our salvation, our liberation from sin and from death, from all that is not of God.  We, too, remember these events not simply as something that took place long ago and far away, but as something that has happened to each one of us, as our own story.

We have walked through the sea on dry land.  We have had a new heart and a new spirit placed within us.  We have had new life breathed into our dry and dusty bones.  We have gone to the empty tomb and have found ourselves face to face with the Risen Christ.  That is why the Exsultet—the sung prayer with which our service began—repeats again and again the words,
“This is the night.”

This is the night when we “are delivered from the gloom of sin and are restored to grace and holiness of life.”  This is the night “when wickedness is put to flight, and sin is washed away.”  This is the night “when earth and heaven are joined and [we are] reconciled to God.”

A little while ago, we joined together to remember our baptism, renewing our commitment to Christ in the words of the baptismal covenant.  By doing this (in fact, by doing all that we do this night), we remind ourselves once again that we have been set free, we are reconciled to God.

This is our story.  It is taking place right now.  This is the night.  Alleluia!  Amen.
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