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Easter Vigil

Saturday, April 3, 2010

God grant us the serenity to accept the things we can not change, the courage to change the things we can and the wisdom to distinguish the one from the other.  Amen


It’s been a very long winter in lots of ways in Northeast Nebraska.  And, at least for me, it has been a very long six weeks since Ash Wednesday.   On Ash Wednesday we received crosses on our forehead as we entered the season of Lent.   The ash was a symbol of our mortality.  As our Genesis reading about creation says, we were created out of dust.  And the ashes on our foreheads were a symbol that to dust we shall return.  But the other symbol of Ash Wednesday is the cross.  The cross is a sign of hope.   

On Palm Sunday, I asked the question what do you do when you are poised to go through the valley of the shadow of death?  Tonight after journeying with Jesus once again through the valley of the shadow of death on Maundy Thursday and Good Friday.  Tonight we can claim the hope of that promise of the cross.  Because Easter is about resurrection and Easter is about hope.

One of the reasons that the Easter Vigil or the first Eucharist of Easter is one of my favorite services of the church year is because that hope of Easter is so vividly laid out for us in the liturgy.  It starts with the passing of the flame to light the Easter or Paschal candle.  In many places the wood used to light that fire is made from the cross that is carried on Good Friday for stations of the cross. The light is a symbol of Christ.   It is a symbol that the wood of the manger, which became the wood of the cross is now the light and hope of the world that Christ’s resurrection means.  

Hope is also visible in the Old Testament scriptures that we just heard.  For we have a God who loves us and that means there is more capacity for hope and love in our relationship with the Holy One than we can ever know.  The Old Testament, despite what some would say, is liberally sprinkled with that hope.  In today’s readings that hope is evident in the spectacular story of creation where God creates the heavens and the earth to share his creation with us.  In the second reading,   God promises Noah that he will never flood the world again and places a rainbow in the sky as a symbol of that promise and our hope.

Then when the Hebrew people follow Moses  from Egypt to the promised land, it looks as though they have fled Pharaoh only to be massacred by his soldiers.   And our God of hope opens a path in the Red Sea for the Israelites to escape.  The prophets Isaiah and Ezekiel also bring words from God about hope.  Who can doubt the hope when they hear God’s words through the prophet Ezekiel. “I will put my spirit within you, and you shall live.”   Our God is a God of hope.

And in this service immediately after this homily we will move to renew our baptismal vows remembering God’s hope and promise by declaring our belief in the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit and renewing our vows to “seek and serve Christ in all persons, loving our neighbor as ourself.”  Baptism is about being made part of God’s family forever.  The words that the  priest or bishop says when he or she places the sign of the cross on the forehead of the baptized with holy oil are: “You are sealed by the Holy Spirit in baptism and marked as Christ’s own forever.”  Talk about hope!   Each of us in baptism belongs to Christ forever!

And finally our service tonight ends in the first Eucharist of Easter.   In the gospel of Matthew that we will hear, the angels tell the women who come on Easter morning.  “Do not be afraid, I know you are looking for Jesus who was nailed to the cross.  He is not here, he has been raised just as he said.”   Our hope is in that empty cave.  Jesus was resurrected as the first born of all of us and led and continues to lead the way for all of us to the hope of resurrection.  How does that make us feel?  Incredible, loved, hopeful?  Easter is about hope and resurrection.

Consider this story….Somewhere or other I heard of a Sunday School teacher who had just finished telling her third graders about how Jesus was crucified and placed in a tomb with a great stone sealing off the only way in or out. Then, wanting to share the excitement of the resurrection, and the surprise of Easter morning, she asked: "And what do you think were Jesus' first words when he came bursting out of that tomb alive." 

A hand shot up into the air from the rear of the classroom. It belonged to a most excited little girl. Leaping out of her chair she shouted out excitedly, "I know, I know, I know." 

"Good," said the teacher, "Tell us." 

Extending her arms high in the air she sang out: "TA - DA!"

That  is the way Easter should make us feel.   Although TA DA is not eloquent it certainly speaks to what Easter is about.   It is about the hope that waits for each and every one of us and those we love once we pass through the valley of the shadow of death.  For in Christ’s resurrection we can be sure  in the words of the last line of the 23rd Psalm that “Goodness and mercy will follow us all the days of our lives and we will dwell in the house of the Lord forever.”

Happy Easter!

In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.  Amen.

