
EASTER, 2015

We have just heard nine readings from Scripture, all dealing in one way or another with 

God’s saving work, whether in ancient Israel (such as the deliverance of the Israelites from Egypt 

or of the boy Isaac from Abraham’s knife) or in New Testament times (as when Paul writes of 

our no longer being “in slavery to sin”).  It is usually some of these readings that form the basis 

of an Easter homily, but tonight, for a change, I want to focus on what preceded the readings by 

reflecting on the Easter fire and the preparation of the paschal candle out in our courtyard.  Even 

without a sound system, I hope you were able to hear what I was saying as I traced  into the 

candle first a cross, then two Greek letters, and then the numerals for this year 2015, all the while 

saying:  “Christ yesterday and today, the Beginning and the End, the Alpha and the Omega.  All 

time belongs to him, and all the ages.  To him be glory and power through every age and forever. 

Amen.”  I afterwards inserted five grains of incense into the candle in the form of a cross.

I dare not say that all this was the most important part of our vigil service, but at the very 

least it was an appropriate beginning, for it sets before us the truth that the one whose 

resurrection from the dead we are celebrating was not only Jesus of Nazareth, a man who lived in 

Palestine some two millennia ago, but also and simultaneously the incarnate Son of God.  When 

in the book of the prophet Isaiah we hear God proclaim on three separate occasions “I am the 

first and the last” (Is. 41:4; 44:6; 48:12), that is, the one who encompasses all reality from 

creation until the end of the world, that is the very same thing we confess to be true of Christ 

Jesus when acclaiming him with the first and last letters of the Greek alphabet, the Alpha and the 

Omega, the beginning and the end.  To be able to be called his disciples, to have been baptized 

into the one body of the Church, of which he and we are head and members, should be for each 



of us the most precious aspect of our identity, more significant than being, for example, a mother 

or a father, a monk or a priest, a doctor or architect or accountant.  To be so chosen was not our 

doing, but we may nevertheless rightly rejoice in and be proud of this calling, as we will sing 

some minutes from now as we renew our baptismal vows:  “This is our faith.  This is the faith of 

the Church. We are proud to profess it in Christ Jesus.”

There is another point about that opening rite in our courtyard that is worth reflecting on. 

When I was a boy, the Easter Vigil, if one could even honestly call it a vigil, took place in 

churches around 9 a.m. on Holy Saturday morning.  In my parish, the three priests served as 

main celebrant, deacon, and sub-deacon, and there were very few parishioners in attendance. 

The service was so unappealing that I attended it only once, for it represented a pitiful 

degeneration from what counted as a vigil in the early Church.  Happily we now have again a 

genuine vigil, which is not even allowed to begin before nightfall and is required to end before 

daybreak on Easter Sunday morning.  And precisely because it must take place at night, the 

symbolism of the blazing fire and of the paschal candle and all the other candles is prominent,  

not to mention the other references to light in our readings, beginning with the opening verses of 

our first reading from the book of Genesis:  “God said, ‘Let there be light,’ and there was light.”  

Ever since the admittedly wonderful invention of Thomas Edison, we have become so 

accustomed to having light available at the flip of a switch that night does not pose the 

challenges it held in earlier times.  Candles may not mean much more to us than poorer 

substitutes for electric light bulbs, but in earlier times and in some countries the lighting of the 

evening candle in households was almost always accompanied with the father or mother uttering 

a short prayer, such as, “And may God give us the light of heaven,” to which everyone else 

present answered “Amen.” One Irish writer of our own day commented on this in these words: 



“It is a liturgy of just two lines, but it linked that day, and that physical light, with a future  ‘day’ 

and the notion of the incomprehensible light of God.  When we speak of a sacramental 

understanding of the universe, it is that simple kitchen liturgy that we should keep in mind. 

Those people would have had little need to explain with words ‘the symbolism’ of candles in the 

liturgy; every time they lit lamps, they knew that somehow they pointed toward heaven, and that 

to speak of heaven using lamps and candles made perfect sense.”1  I rather expect that during the 

singing of the Exsultet here this evening, when the entire church was lit only by candlelight, we 

all had a good sense of what that writer meant.

One final point:  All the references to light in tonight’s liturgy, whether out in the 

courtyard where we first heard chanted the words “the light of Christ,” or in the singing of the 

Exsultet with its line that this night “shall be as bright as day,” or in the readings that followed 

(as when Baruch urges the house of Jacob to walk by the light of God’s law toward splendor)—

all  these can reinforce what is probably already our assumption, namely, that light is always to 

be preferred to darkness, day is preferable to night.  But let’s not forget that the Lord’s 

resurrection occurred at night, and that in God’s providence the hours of daylight and those of 

darkness balance each other almost exactly, whether one lives at the equator (where there are 

twelve hours of each every single day) or in climes where hours of daylight prevail during the 

summer and hours of darkness in winter.  Both are gifts of a loving God, who is to be praised for 

both, as in this beautiful prayer from a book called Celtic Benediction:

Glory be to you, O God of the night,

for the whiteness of the moon

and the infinite stretches of dark space.



Let me be learning to love the night

as I know and love the day.

Let me be learning to trust the darkness

and to seek its subtle blessings.

Let me be learning the night’s way of seeing

that in all things I may trace the mystery

of your presence.2

The Exsultet had it right:  “This is the night when Christ broke the prison bars of death and rose 

victorious from the underworld.”  May we come more and more to share his risen life through 

our celebration of this Eucharist and throughout the Easter season.
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