
ABOUT THE EASTER VIGIL 
Pastor’s note:  Each year I receive a few questions regarding 
the Easter Vigil service, which takes place on the Saturday 
evening before Easter Day (at the 5:30 p.m. service).  The 
following is taken from an article published a few years ago 
by the former Commission on Worship of The Lutheran 
Church--Missouri Synod.  I have adapted the article slightly 
to fit our own use of this meaningful service at St. Matthew. 
On this evening, our service begins not in the sanctuary but in 
the Gathering Room.  The lights of the sanctuary are off. It 
looks a little strange, but this night is not just any night. This 
is the Great Vigil of Easter, and we've gathered for one of the 
most joyous and powerful services of the Christian church.              
As the pastor begins the service in the Gathering Room the 
acolyte holds the large paschal candle—it will become for us 
a veritable “pillar of fire” to lead us through our Red Sea and 
into the Promised Land! After the candle is blessed, it is lit. 
The pastor then says: “The Light of Christ!” We say back: 
“Thanks be to God!” And the movement begins. 
We light our candles from the flame of the paschal candle. 
Led then by the paschal candle, we move into the darkened 
sanctuary. The last time we were gathered here was Good 
Friday. We left in the dark. This whole service tonight is a 
slow and steady reversal of Good Friday's darkness. Tonight, 
we've gathered in the darkness of the tomb, but there's a light 
shining now that's beginning to glow and to grow—a light 
that no darkness will ever be able to put out again. 
The note of joy trumpets forth as the pastor shouts: “Rejoice 
now, heavenly choirs of angels! Rejoice now, all creation! … 
Let all this house of God ring out with rejoicing, with the 
praises of all God's faithful people!”  
And so begins a great thanksgiving. Just as he does every 
time we celebrate the Lord's Supper, the pastor begins with 
those ancient words: “The Lord be with you… Lift up your 
hearts… Let us give thanks to the Lord our God…” And 
always there follows the reason for thanksgiving that we 
celebrate on that particular day. So it is tonight. 
Yet this thanksgiving is different. It's longer, for one thing, 
and it's deeper: “For Christ is the very Paschal Lamb who 
offered Himself for the sin of the world and has cleansed us 
by the shedding of His precious blood.”  
The story of Passover and the story of Easter are one story 
after all.  “This is the night when You brought our fathers, the 
children of Israel out of bondage in Egypt and led them 
through the Red Sea on dry ground.”  
Our fathers! Israel's story is made our story in Jesus. That's a 
theme that will ring out repeatedly this evening. 
“How blessed is this night when man is reconciled to God in 
Christ. Holy Father, accept now the evening sacrifices of 
thanksgiving and praise. Let Christ, the true light and 
morning star shine in our hearts, He who gives light to all 
creation, who lives and reigns with You and the Holy Spirit, 
one God, now and forever!”  
We “amen” this thanksgiving, and then we blow our candles 
and sit. The service has only just begun! 
Our attention turns toward the lectern as we are invited to 
listen to the stories of God's love affair with the human race.  

• Tonight we’ll hear about how God called light out of 
darkness and formed order out of chaos (Genesis 
1). 

• We’ll hear about a faithless world judged and 
condemned to destruction in a flood, and also 
about an ark of grace (Genesis 7–9). 

• We’ll watch Abraham lift the knife, and rejoice when 
the ram is provided as a substitute for Isaac 
(Genesis 22). 

• We’ll walk with Israel through the towering walls of 
water of the Rea Sea, and we’ll dance with Miriam 
on the far shore (Exodus 14 & 15). 

And we'll know that all of this was not about some other 
people and some other time, but about us and our God and 
His gifts. 
After the readings and song, the Vigil moves to Remembrance 
of Baptism. The questions asked at Baptism are put to us 
again, and we renounce anew the devil and his works and 
ways. We are given the joy of confessing our faith in the 
triune God. Finally the pastor asks: “Is it your earnest 
purpose and intention to continue in this faith and in the 
promise of your Baptism and, as a member of the church, to 
be diligent in the use of the means of grace and prayer?” 
“Yes, with the help of God!” The pastor concludes: “Almighty 
God, who has given you the new birth of water and the Spirit 
and has forgiven you all your sins, strengthen you with His 
grace to life everlasting!” 
Suddenly, the bells begin to ring and the lights blaze on in the 
church. The Easter shout is heard: “Alleluia! Christ is risen!” 
We shout back: “He is risen indeed. Alleluia!” After a joyous 
hymn of praise, we hear the Easter Gospel and then continue 
with the Service of Holy Communion—the “feast of victory 
for our God.” 
As we come forward and stand to receive Jesus’ own body 
and blood, we know that we are receiving the One who spoke 
and created all things... 

• The One who is our Ark of rescue from the flood of 
judgment. 

• The One who is the Lamb provided by God in our 
place. 

• The One who, like the pillar of fire and cloud, leads 
us to our Promised Land. 

• The One who is the bread that comes only as free 
gift. 

• The One who gives us new life in the baptismal 
waters. 

• The One who is the Resurrection and who will raise 
us. 

• The One who even now is gathering His people into 
a feast that never ends, where He will sing over 
them His eternal love song.  

Having received His body and blood, the Vigil is over. We 
have tasted “how blessed is this night,” and we leave knowing 
that tomorrow our God has even more joys for us!


