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Easter Vigil, Year A 
April 15, 2017 
St. James, Wheat Ridge 
 
I do appreciate having the lights on  
because it makes it easier to read. 
But I confess, I really liked all the candlelight.  
There’s just something pretty about that flickering light. 
 
Of course, being 21st century Americans, 
we can summon up all the light we want  
with just a flick of a switch. 
So we’re not as dependent on candlelight  
as earlier generations were. 
That is, until the power goes out.  
Then we thank God for candles,  
and not just because they’re pretty. 
When everything else fails us,  
candles are still our light in the darkness. 
 
I think that’s why the Paschal Candle 
is such a potent symbol. 
It symbolizes Christ,  
as our light in the darkness. 
Even when everything else fails us. 
 
We’re not sure when the custom of the Paschal candle started, 
but it’s been around since at least the 4th century. 
The Exsultet, the beautiful passage Deacon Joe read,  
right after he carried in the Paschal Candle, 
was written in the fifth century,  
though the author is unknown. 
 
The Paschal candle itself is really big  
because back in the old days,  
you couldn’t just order one from a church supply store. 
It was handmade,  
made from lots of candles 
that were donated by everyone in the community.  
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The faithful would take the bits and pieces  
of leftover candles they had in their homes 
and offer them to the church.  
And the church would melt these candle pieces together 
and meld them into something new. 
Something holy. 
 
 
Thus, the Paschal Candle  
incorporated many, many candles  
that had been lit before. 
The candles that had illuminated the lives of the people all year 
were carried within this one new candle. 
And the light that was seen in all those earlier candles 
now glowed in the Paschal Candle, the Easter Candle. 
Of course, it was the same light, and it always had been. 
 
Here at St. James, we obviously don’t collect  
everyone’s leftover candle bits 
and melt them down to make OUR Paschal Candle. 
OUR Paschal candle isn’t even made of wax. 
It’s a metal tube that gets refilled with oil as needed.  
But the principle is the same.  
The light of the Paschal candle  
symbolizes the light that burns in each of our lives. 
 
Tonight marks the 60th Easter 
that St. James has lit a Paschal candle  
in our church building. 
It was Easter Sunday, April 21, 1957, 
that St. James celebrated its very first service  
in the old church building, 
which is now our parish hall. 
 
Not only that, but this is our 50th Easter  
in this very worship space. 
The first service conducted in THIS building  
was Easter, 1967. 
Easter was a bit earlier that year, on March 26. 
The building was dedicated a month later, on April 30.  
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I’ve got pictures! 
The Altar Guild tried to arrange the flowers  
to resemble the way they were arranged at Easter 1967. 
I’ve got stories! 
And I’ve got the program from the dedication service! 
Steve Driftmier was the senior warden back then.  
Bob Snyder was on the vestry.  
On that dedication day, Bishop Minnis – 
who was our rector’s father! – 
took his crozier  
and marked our door with the Sign of the Cross, 
and he said,  
“Peace be to this House, and to all who enter here.” 
And the congregation responded,  
“This is none other than the house of God,  
and this is the gate of Heaven.” 
 
Who knows, but maybe 50 years from now 
somebody’s going to find the bulletin from our 2017 Easter Vigil 
and think about us, gathered here tonight.  
 
I imagine that by Easter 2067, 
we’ll all be gone from this earth. 
All but Tommie Stephens, our acolyte. 
She’ll probably be head of the altar guild by then,  
just like her grandma Rose is now. 
We’ll have passed on,  
but I think we’ll be here, celebrating, just the same.   
We’ll all be part of that great cloud of witnesses 
that join us every time we gather round the altar. 
 
We’ll be here, 
because we’re all part of the St. James story. 
And that story is a part of the other stories we heard tonight. 
 
Tonight we heard stories of the many ways  
that God’s promise has been expressed. 
We heard stories about the Creation, 
about the great flood, 
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about Abraham and Isaac, 
about the parting of the Red Sea. 
And then we heard a story  
about an earthquake, 
and men in dazzling clothes, 
and an empty tomb.  
 
All these stories are the stories of our faith. 
They’re the bits and pieces of our collective lives, 
the stories that illuminate our lives, 
melted down and molded into something holy. 
Into the one great story that contains within it 
all these other stories. 
And the same light illuminates them all. 
 
It’s a story about what happens  
when a cold, dark, forbidding place 
is cracked open, and light appears.  
And what seemed impossible  
suddenly seems to have happened. 
A ram miraculously appears.  
The sea parts.  
The tomb is empty,  
and Jesus is alive. 
And so are we. 
 
Now, I’m the first to admit, 
there’s a lot we don’t know 
about that very first Easter. 
We don’t know what happened inside that tomb. 
But SOMETHING happened. 
 
We don’t know how it could be  
That when the stone is rolled away,  
The world is all new. 
But, on this night,  
We know that it must be true. 
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We don’t know how the awful moment of the crucifixion 
Relieves us of our burdens  
And frees us for a new relationship  
with God and with each other.  
But once in a while,  
When we leave logic behind,  
We catch a glimmer of this truth.  
And we know that it does. 
 
We don’t know  
How the eucharist binds us  
Into unity with one another and with God,  
But, now and then,  
We sense that it does. 
 
We don’t know  
HOW people who came together  
on an Easter 50 years ago  
remain present with us still, 
or how we’re able to project ourselves  
into an Easter 50 years in the future, 
and yet somehow, we know we will.  
 
Somehow, that Easter in 2067  
and that Easter in 1967   
and this Easter in 2017   
are all the same Easter.  
And God is creating the sun and the moon, 
And a rainbow is appearing, 
And the Red Sea is parting. 
And the stone is being rolled away. 
And some frightened women  
are peering inside an empty tomb, 
And everything is taking place right now.  
 
It is the great story.  
The old, old story. 
This story happens for us in linear time,  
But for Jesus,  
It is always happening.  
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He is always offering himself  
In bread and wine. 
He is always bringing light 
to those who sit in darkness.   
 
Yes, we have told the story of God’s promise  
In many different ways tonight.  
These stories stand for all stories,  
The great history of the world.  
The story of a love that reached beyond itself,  
to make a world out of nothing.  
A love that brought us out of slavery,  
Into meaning and purpose and wisdom. 
A love that allowed a group of people in 1952 
to look at a little white farmhouse on 2 acres of land 
and envision building a church there. 
 
 
Death can’t hold that kind of love.  
It cracks apart, and leaves an empty space  
Where love comes flooding back,  
Unquenchable,  
Always renewed,  
Telling the story  
Again and again and again … 
Until some unknowable moment when the stories – 
and the people in those stories –  
like bits of candle wax, 
fold in upon themselves  
And become one. 
 
“This is none other than the house of God,  
and this is the gate of Heaven.” 
 
Amen.  
 
 


