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Oil & Wine  Easter Vigil 3 April 2010
• Gen 1:1-22  • Gen 22:1-18  • Ex 14:15–15:1  • Is 54:5-14  • Is 15:1-11  • Bar 3:9-15  

• Ezek 16:16-28  • Rom 6:3-11  • Luke 24:1-12

We are coming to the end of the most profoundly silent day of the church year; a day more silent and empty than even Good Friday. There has been no liturgy, no gathering of the people…just waiting… until we again stand around the wood, but not the wood of the cross that we reverenced yesterday. This is wood that will be transformed by the spark of fire into burning faith in Christ’s resurrection which Karl Rahner describes as:

…like the first eruption of a volcano which shows that God’s fire already burns in the innermost depths of the earth, and that everything shall be brought to a holy glow in its light.…The rising is taking place as an event of living faith that draws us into its own glorification, the splendid transfiguration that has already begun with the resurrection of Christ.

Tonight we gather around the fire as a people who want the holy fire to erupt in our hearts and transfigure us.
Every day of the Holy Triduum, the three-day feast that is one feast, holds the memory of passion, death and resurrection, and so that we do not forget the cross tonight, the presider traces it on the Paschal Candle, symbol of the risen Christ who is our Light, and pierces it with five ‘nails’ of fragrant incense. As a reminder that Christ is the Alpha and Omega, the Beginning and End of our lives, this year and every year, these Greek letters and this year’s date are also traced on the candle. This is the faith that must be carved not only into the column of wax, but also into the wax of our hearts which, hopefully, have been softened by our Lenten discipline and the first two days of the Triduum. Then the Paschal Candle leads us as a joyful community with our tapers sharing the Easter fire, into the dark womb of the church in which we will again be reborn in faith and baptismal commitment. Having praised Christ, the Light of the world, we sit around the fire and listen to the stories from the Old and New Testaments that affirm our identity as God’s people who have been brought from the dark exile of sin into holy freedom. If we are privileged to listen to these stories and respond to them with joyful song in the presence of those who will be baptised during the Easter Vigil, there will be an added joy and sense of solidarity among us. 
Every Easter Vigil must begin with the reading from the first chapter of Genesis. Life is brought forth to the birthing rhythm of God speaking, naming, seeing and blessing. Humanity, male and female, made in the image of God, are given stewardship of creation. Finally, there is the ‘seventh day,’ the sabbath rest of the contemplative and mutual presence of God to all that has been made. It is all “very good,” but tonight we are privileged to know what surpasses this goodness – our new creation in Christ.
The second reading is what is called in the Jewish tradition “the binding of Isaac,” and at first it does not seem good at all! But Abraham’s obedience to God is because “God says.” Because of this, Abraham is ready to destroy all the divine promises to his lineage that are living in his beloved son, Isaac. He trusts not so much in the promises, but in the Promise Maker, and his trust is rewarded with life, not death. Still in deep and impenetrable shadow for so many generations after Abraham and Sarah and Isaac, there will come the event of another Father and Son, a relationship of obedience and deliverance that proclaims: “God provides” in a way that Abraham was never to know.
The account of the Passover of the Hebrews through the waters of the Sea of Reeds and freedom from Egyptian slavery is also a reading at every Easter Vigil. It is part of the foundational story of the identity of Jesus the Jew and his people according to the flesh. The outstretched arm and staff of Moses, the protection of the angel, the pillar of cloud that is both guide for and buffer between the Hebrews and the Egyptians, are all expressions of God’s liberating power. Tonight we celebrate our greater salvation that has been won for us through the flood of death that overwhelmed Jesus, his Passover through this to risen freedom, and our baptism into the waters through which we die to sin and rise to life in Christ.
Using the patriarchal imagery of the 6th century, Isaiah proclaims God as like a faithful husband to his bride, Israel, despite her infidelity. Because of God’s love, the relationship not only endures, but it is transformed through forgiveness, integrity and peace. This is how Jesus transforms us after we have been unfaithful covenant partners with God.
So significant is God’s faithful love to the celebration of Easter that Isaiah is again chosen for the next reading. It is imaged as like water for the thirsty, food for the hungry, wine and milk for the poor. The covenant made with David will be extended to embrace all nations, everyone who seeks God. And so that God may be most intimately and humanly present to the nations, God’s Word will be made flesh, dwell among us, nourish us, live and die and rise for us.
To give it authority, and after an accepted convention with regard to ancient authorship, the sixth reading is attributed to Baruch, the secretary of the prophet Jeremiah (cf. Jer 36:4), but is from a much later period than the 6th century BCE.  It is a praise of God’s gift of Wisdom to Israel that comes through obedience to the Torah/Law. Wisdom is described as practical, not speculative, enabling the people of God to return and rebuild their lives in peace and freedom after their exile of sinfulness. “Hear,” “learn,” “discern,” are all vigorous words that are now addressed to us so that we may make the right choices by centring our lives on Jesus who reveals God’s wisdom made flesh among us (e.g. Luke 11:31).
By their infidelity, says the prophet Ezekiel, the people of God had defiled  themselves and desecrated the name of God which they should have proclaimed to the nations. But God is ever-loving and forgiving, and will recreate the people so that, wherever they have been scattered, the nations will marvel at such a God. Ezekiel describes this re-creation of the people as, firstly, a cleansing ritual washing, and then as a ‘biblical heart transplant.’ God is like a skilled surgeon who removes our hearts of stone and replaces them with healthy and warm hearts that will beat with loving obedience to God, and God will resuscitate the exiles with his own spirit/breath. Tonight is the great night when we remember and celebrate our washing and regeneration in Christ.
With great joy, Paul proclaims this new life to the Romans. In baptism we have gone down into the death of Christ so that we may be raised up with him to new life. This is a continuing mystery in our lives, not just a one-off event in the past. We are baptised, and so called to be dead to sin and alive for God in Christ Jesus. Now for the first time in six weeks we stand and sing “Alleluia!” to the praise of God whose love has no end. This is the love that we praise in the responsorial Psalm 118 (117), the love that made Jesus, the rejected cornerstone, into the keystone of the new temple – which is his body. It is into this body that we are built as living stones by our baptism.
The Lukan gospel proclaims that there is no place for triumphalism in the community of the Risen One. Those who go first to the tomb, at the first sign of dawn, are the women, the culturally and religiously disregarded ones, who had followed Jesus faithfully from Galilee, stood silently but watchfully at the crucifixion and burial of Jesus, and marked where the tomb was in which he was buried so that after the sabbath they may return and complete the burial rites with fragrant spices and ointments. What they find is the tomb open and the dead body of Jesus no longer there. Then the dazzling garments of two messengers of God heighten the radiance of the rising sun, and the tomb becomes not a place of darkness and bad news, but one of light and good news. The message of the angels will re-echo down the ages, just as it does into our assembly tonight: “Why do you look for the living among the dead? He is not here, but has risen. Remember…” We come to this Vigil to remember: to keep the Easter fire burning, the Easter words resounding, the Easter water flowing in our lives. Remember Galilee, say the two men; remember where you came from and the springtime of your discipleship; remember all the little, unimportant people, the sinners, the marginalised, to whom Jesus gave new life and hope; remember that he spoke about his suffering and death, and also about rising out of the pain and death. 
The women are energised by their remembering and return to the Eleven, no longer named as the Twelve because they are diminished by Judas’ betrayal, and are gathered with a larger company of disciples. Typical of the cultural and religious attitude to women at that time, they do not accept them as credible witnesses, but in a very condescending manner call their words nonsense. In fact, the Greek word that Luke uses can be even more derogatory, with the implication of demented rambling! Two of the women who are then named are Mary Magdalene and Joanna, both of whom are known to the disciples for their service of Jesus and themselves and named as such (cf. Luke 8:2-3), but this is conveniently forgotten. It is these women who are the first to have personally experienced the reality of resurrection – not by seeing the risen body of Jesus, but through their faith in Jesus and their memory of his words. 
To give Peter his due, he does surrender something of his male superiority – not that he has much left after his denial of Jesus – and runs to the tomb. He, too, sees that it is empty and that the burial cloths are lying discarded. He goes home “amazed,” not yet believing, but wondering. And wonder can be a preface to belief. It is not until Luke 24:34 that the Lord’s appearance to Peter is recorded, and the connection made between the empty tomb and the post-resurrection appearances of Jesus. Then there is no place for any doubt.
Our faith is not founded on an empty tomb and discarded burial cloths. God’s gift of faith in the resurrection is built on the presence of Jesus in his words, in human experience, and the witness that women and men give to this. Tonight above all nights, we offer this gift to one another, and especially to those who will soon be baptised. The elect are an affirming witness to us that Jesus is risen and continues to transform lives from emptiness to fullness, from fear to courage, from amazement to faith. This faith is nourished in the community of believers, and we are called to accept the joyful responsibility of telling this to our world by the lives we lead.
St Augustine reminded his people that: “We are Easter Christians, and ‘Alleluia’ is our song!” Benedict would certainly agree. He has a special chapter (RB 43) about the times when “alleluia” is to be sung. In the wider church at that time there were various opinions about its more limited usage, but Benedict believed that this word of joyful praise should also be sung outside Easter, “obviously because they (the monastic community) regarded themselves as Easter people” (George Holzherr). 

Every Easter it is also fitting to go back to what Gregory the Great recounts in the Dialogues 2.1. As a young hermit, distanced from other Christians, Benedict had lost track of the date of Easter. On Easter Sunday morning, Jesus appeared to a priest who was preparing his Easter dinner and told him that Benedict was hungry. Hearing this, the priest immediately went in search of Benedict – not an easy journey, as Gregory describes it: “amongst the steep hills and the low valleys and hollow pits!” When he eventually found Benedict in his cave at Subiaco, the two of them first prayed together and talked about spiritual things. But then the priest said, “Rise up, brother, and let us dine, because tody is the feast of Easter.” Then came Benedict’s charming and insightful reply: “I know that it is Easter with me and a great feast, having found so much favour at God’s hands as at this day to enjoy your company.” How wonderful it would be if we could all recognise that Jesus is ‘eastering’ in us in our sisters and brothers, in their companionship, their conversation, their sharing – and that they could have the same experience with us. Maybe our repeated “Alleluias” might remind us of this in the weeks to come. 
