
THE EASTER VIGIL 

 

The Easter Vigil is the climax of the whole liturgical year and is, as Saint Augustine once 

remarked, “the mother of all sacred vigils.”  The Vigil is long and complex: it is very rich indeed 

with many signs and lots of symbolism.  It finds its fullest expression in the Baptism, 

Confirmation and First Communion of the catechumens, the full communion of the candidates 

and in the renewal of the baptismal promises and the Easter communion of all the baptized. This 

year, due to the pandemic, we will have a somewhat truncated Vigil. Sadly, the celebration of the 

sacraments of initiation is postponed and the Blessing of the Easter Fire and the Preparation of 

the Easter Candle are to be omitted. Despite all this, we can still enter into the sense of awe and 

joy on this most holy night. So, let us look at all the elements of the Vigil… 
 

As mentioned, the Blessing of the Easter Fire and the 

Preparation of the Easter Candle will not happen this 

year. It is still worth saying a few words about these once-a-

year rituals. Even before the Vigil begins, we would 

encounter a special mark or sign outside the church: The 

Easter fire. While a towering inferno is not needed, the 

rubric does ask that the fire be “large”. The original reason 

for having a fire may have been simply a practical one, but it 

has become full of symbolism for centuries. The fire 

reminds us of the need for purification: fire purifies and it burns away the old. The church then 

on this night is purified and reborn, especially in those who will be baptized and with all who 

will renew their baptismal promises. As the prayer to bless the fire says: “sanctify this new fire 

and grant that by these paschal celebrations, we may be so inflamed with heavenly desires, that 

with minds made pure, we may attain festivities of unending splendor.” Well, even though we 

will not have an actual fire this year, we can still pray for that spiritual fire within us! 

 

The Service of Light would normally continue by focusing our attention on another sign: “Christ 

our Light,” symbolized in the Easter Candle. As the Israelites had a pillar of cloud and fire to 

lead them on their journey, so we have the risen Christ as our guide and our light. The ritual is 

also packed with signs.  As we enter the church in darkness, we can be reminded of that very 

primordial symbolism of light and darkness, that is of good or evil. Indeed, with the ease of 

electric light, it is very easy for us to forget the powerful symbolism of light…and darkness.    

 

Normally, the Easter Candle would be prepared in front of everyone. This year, it will have 

been prepared before the Vigil. See if you can catch a glimpse of the Candle and its special 

markings if you are watching the Vigil on the TV, or a computer, or smart phone. The markings 

on the Easter candle are symbolic and an important reminder that God’s plan of salvation is 

fulfilled in Christ.  A special prayer is said as the candle is prepared: “Christ yesterday and 

today, the alpha and the omega…all time belongs to him…to him be glory and power…” In 

other words, God’s plan continues through all ages, including our own and, what is more, we are 

very much involved in that plan. This is why the Easter candle also has the year “2020” on it. We 

can also recall that the Easter candle is lit during the ceremony of our baptism as our life’s 

journey begins and it will also be there at our funeral when our journey is complete. 

 



Five grains of incense are placed into the cross on the candle (recalling the five wounds of 

Christ: his hands, his feet and his side) with the words “by his holy and glorious wounds, may 

Christ the Lord guard us and protect us.”  Once again, we are reminded that we can never be 

passive spectators in the Christian life, nor is the liturgy a simple 

remembering; but rather it is a real making present of the saving 

power of God.  Then we then complete the first part of the Vigil by 

hearing another special mark or sign: The Exsultet or Easter 

Proclamation. It is a great song of praise and joy, recalling all that 

God has done for us over the many centuries of God’s plan of 

salvation. 
 

The Liturgy of the Word that follows also recalls the great events 

in the history of our salvation, read in the light of Christ who fulfills 

God’s promise. Notice that the Easter Candle is placed right by the 

ambo. The light of the risen Christ is the fulfillment and full 

meaning of the Scriptures and, of course, he is, the Word of God. 

We read or hear the Scriptures always in and through the light of 

Christ. In a way, the readings are the last instruction given to the elect before their baptism, and 

they are reminders for those already baptized of the great things God has done for us. A more 

detailed account of the readings appears in the Easter edition of “the Evangelist.” 

 

There is also dialogue or conversation in all these readings. We hear the history of our salvation, 

and then we respond in the psalm or by a prayerful silence, and also by the prayer after each 

reading.  Then the great hymn of praise, the Gloria, is sung, and the three-fold Alleluia is 

proclaimed: what has been absent during Lent is now present again!  We sing the last of what are 

called the Hallel psalms, which is the Easter psalm par excellence: (Jesus) “the stone rejected by 

the builders has become the corner stone.” Then we hear again the Easter Gospel and are 

presented with the potent Easter symbol or sign: the empty tomb.   

 

A great absence this year will be the Liturgy of Baptism that follows the readings. It reminds us 

that we approach each Easter just as we might do if we were about to be baptized.  It is worth 

just saying a few words about what would normally happen during 

this Rite. The Rite of Initiation is really packed with signs and 

symbolism: water that brings life and refreshment and that washes 

clean; oil that is a mark and seal of the Holy Spirit; candles that 

remind us of the light of the risen Christ and the baptismal robe that 

reminds us that we are to put on Christ as our clothing. We can 

follow along as the new members of the church receive the 

sacraments of initiation. In so many ways, these new members of the 

church are a living mark or sign of Easter and all that it brings.  

 

Since this initiation is delayed this year, let us pray for all those in 

our parish and Diocese who now have to wait patiently to receive 

these great sacraments. Let us hope that this will be very soon. At 

least we can renew our baptismal promises. If we are following and praying along with the Vigil 

through the media, let us join in with great gusto and passion as the various questions are asked 

of us during the profession and renewal! 



Another great absence this year will be receiving the 

Easter Eucharist as a community: the newly baptized and 

received into the church, along with all the continuing 

community of faith.  However, as we have done for a 

number of weeks now, we can still enter into a “spiritual 

communion.” We do have a communion with the Lord and 

each other, even if it is not the actual Eucharist. Let us also 

remember that when we partake of the Eucharist, we do 

indeed receive “Christ our Passover, sacrificed for us”, and pray that we too may pass from death 

to new life.  Indeed, may the Easter season be for all of us, our families and friends, a special 

season of life, light and hope, even in this continued time of anxiety and difficulty.  

 


