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To those of you who have made it to this point in our celebration—thank you! This is probably the longest service we do here, and I promise not to add too much to it. 

Some of you may in fact be wondering why we would spend so much time at this. Is it so we can give up a whole Saturday night for Lent? No—Lent’s over. Easter began tonight at sunset. And this is a celebration. 

Or maybe you suspect that we do this for another reason. I’ve heard it rumored that there are some people here who will jump at any chance to put on lavish costumes and prance around in intricate choreographies. Roman Catholic seminarians tell me that the theological term for this is “church queen.” Well, I have to admit, that could explain some of this, but I pray that it’s not the whole story. 

Let’s try still another reason: we do all this because, as the Exsultet tells us, “This is the night … when earth and heaven are joined and [we are] reconciled to God.” I don’t want that to run in one ear and out the other, so let’s hear it again: this is the night when earth and heaven are joined and we are reconciled to God. In this very place, and in places like it all over the world, we’re witnesses to nothing less than the marriage of heaven and earth.

And not just witnesses—we’re the wedding party itself. St. Augustine says that we’re here to be what we behold, and to receive what we are. We’re Christ’s risen body broken open to invite the whole world home for dinner.

Now this is either sheer nonsense, or else it’s among the deepest clues to how the world really is. We’re here because we’ve decided, or at least we’ve begun to suspect, that it’s not nonsense. It just might be true. 

It just might be that the darkness surrounding us when we entered tonight really does join us with the darkness we’ve seen in ourselves and in others. Even the darkness of a September 11. Even the darkness of our desire to take revenge. Even the darkness of trusting in military solutions that only make the world more dangerous. All the darkness that haunts our life was here with us as we entered this place.

And it just might be that the light of the Paschal Candle does more than just remind us that “The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it” (John 1:5). It just might really join us with no less than that very Light of Light—a light haunted by darkness, that’s true, but a light that finally can’t be overcome. So there’s room at this wedding to be honest about all the darkness we’ve known, because we’re bathed in a light that may flicker but never go out completely. There’s hope burning in and around you, and you can trust it to make it through another day.

We’ve heard story after story about the Light of Light refusing to let darkness overcome it. One of the most important is Israel’s Exodus. This is after all our Passover, and we wouldn’t have ours if Israel hadn’t had theirs first. I can’t help thinking of the question a child asks at the Seder: “Why is this night different from all other nights?” And the answer, oddly enough, is that it’s different because it joins us with countless other nights all the way back to the first Passover. It just might be that the stories of deliverance we heard tonight aren’t just back there long ago. They’re with us, and we’re with them. This is the night when we were delivered with Israel. This is the night when earth and heaven are joined, and so are past and present.

So as we baptize and renew our own baptismal vows we live through Jesus’ death and resurrection. We’re not just remembering it—we’re living it. It didn’t just happen back then. It just might be that the very breath of God that swept over the waters of creation and led Israel through the sea and embraced you on the day of your own baptism is sweeping through us tonight. And those drops of water flung in your direction just might be none other than the ancient waters of creation and deliverance and new birth.

And now we’re flooded with light, with sounds of joy—and doesn’t … the altar … look … fabulous? But we’re not allowed to forget how the night began. Christ’s risen body is about to be broken for us all over again. In the middle of this feast we’re not about to smooth over all the pain that still haunts the world. We’re not about to pretend that all problems have been solved, or all questions answered. We’re not here to shut any of that out. We’re here to invite the whole world into our lives, to let its loves and griefs and joys touch ours and be touched by God’s own loves and griefs and joys. We’re not celebrating happily-ever-after endings. We are celebrating God’s power to take us with all that we are—no pretending—and open our clasped hands to receive ourselves and one another as the gifts of God for the people of God, holy things for holy people.

This is the night when earth and heaven are joined—all of earth and all of heaven. No pretending. And we are reconciled to a God who just won’t leave us alone. Is that sheer nonsense? It just might be true—and you just might need to hear that.

