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Rejoice now heavenly hosts and choirs of angels, 
And let your trumpets shout salvation 
For the victory of our mighty king. 
 
Rejoice and sing now, all the round earth, 
Bright with glorious splendor, 
For darkness has been vanquished by our eternal king.  
 
 

These are the first verses of the Exsultet, the great hymn of rejoicing that we 

only hear on this night. The song has been sung for centuries—a great poem of 

gladness, of praise to God, of relief and joy when we celebrate Christ’s victory 

over death, the reconciliation of earth and heaven.  

 

The text that Deacon Lynne sang earlier tonight has been sung by deacons 

around the world since the fifth century. Before that, deacons would compose 

their own versions of the Exsultet, but the themes were the same. The Paschal 

Candle was offered as an evening sacrifice to God, and the whole congregation 

was asked to join together in prayer and thanksgiving—rejoicing in the 

mysterious triumph of Christ over death. Some of the earliest versions of the 

text included a blessing for the bees whose waxe formed the Paschal Candle—a 

blessing that I wish remained in the text that we use. Strange, perhaps, but a 

reminder that all creation, even the bees, is joined together by the God who 

made it.  

 



This is the night, the song proclaims, over and over. This is the night when God 

brought the Israelites out of Egypt and into the Promised Land. This is the night 

when all who believe are restored to life. This is the night when Christ broke 

the bonds of death and emerged from the grave. This. Is. The. Night.  

 

Our liturgy tonight reflects our belief. Here, we embody Easter. It started with 

the new fire—the light of Christ that spread from the Paschal candle to our own 

small tapers, filling the sanctuary and chasing out the darkness. Then, we 

heard the story of our salvation—of the way that God made us, liberated us, 

called us to new life. Soon, we will welcome two new souls into the Body of 

Christ—into our community, this community, but also into the Universal 

Church. In doing so, we will re-affirm our own baptisms, our own marking as 

Christ’s own forever.  And then, we will lift our voices in prayer and celebrate 

together in the sacrament of Christ’s body and blood. We will say Alleluia. Over 

and over.  

 

This is the night when time collapses like a fan, when the centuries separating 

us from the empty tomb and from Christ’s eventual coming again, cease to 

exist. Just like we have for the last three nights, we are living in God’s time 

now. Clocks and watches are meaningless to us now. 

 

In our gospel reading today, we are transported to a point in history where 

time was full of meaning. Three day’s after Jesus was hung on the cross, after 



his body was placed in a tomb where the Roman authorities thought it would 

stay forever, hidden and forgotten until it turned to dust. Luke makes sure to 

remind us of the timing of this event, of how the body was placed in the tomb 

on the day of Preparation, of how the women hurried to prepare spices before 

resting on the Sabbath day, of how on the first day of the week at the break of 

dawn they arrived at the tomb, ready to prepare the body.   

 

Yesterday, on Good Friday, we felt a shadow of what those women must have 

been feeling that cold morning. We stood at the foot of the cross with them, 

transported by the strange magic of our worship to an experience that we have 

all shared—real, palpable, strong grief over the loss of that which has passed. 

Grief over hopes dashed, an imagined future forever vanquished. We 

experienced Christ’s death and left this place to walk into a dark night.  

 

The kind of grief that those women at the tomb knew was the type that 

absorbs everything else. The death that they witnessed, the life that they lost, 

transformed their realities. And they arrived at the place where Jesus had been 

laid to rest to bring the experience a kind of closure—to prepare his body in the 

way that their religion demanded, to give their teacher and friend the respect 

that he deserved after so disrespectful a death. It is only in the context of this 

total and complete grief that their surprising joy can be fully appreciated. 

Because when the arrived at the tomb that morning they found something that 

they did not expect—a new vision of the entire world.  



 

Two men in dazzling white greeted the three women and asked an incredible 

question: Why do you look for the living among the dead?  

 

Why do you look for the living among the dead?  

 

Of all the resurrection accounts in the gospels, this powerful question only 

appears here in Luke. It is a question that transcends time, place, and culture. 

Because it is so familiar—so known to us. We all know what it is like to hold on 

to what is dead while we go on living. Past mistakes, past triumphs, past 

versions of ourselves, of our loved ones. Like the women at the tomb, we come 

prepared to anoint what has died, sometimes over and over again, while each 

present moment slips away. 

 

Recently, a member of our youth confirmation class asked me why time passes 

more slowly when you are young and tends to move faster as you get older. It is 

a good question, one that we have all probably wondered ourselves, and one 

that might easily be solved with some mathematical equation or philosophical 

theorem, in either case unknown to me. But I wonder if the answer—at least 

part of it—lies in how the older we get, the more past we have to dwell on. 

Time as we know it slips away when our energy is focused on those things that 

have passed away. Again and again, we look for the living among the dead.  

 



 The past is an easy place to live. It is often much more difficult to look for life 

among the living.  

 

The women, heads bowed against the brilliant light of those two strange 

figures, received gospel truth that morning. They were reminded of what Jesus 

had said in Galilee, that on the third day he would rise again. Death itself had 

passed away. Life itself had sprung forth. They left the tomb and became the 

world’s first evangelists—sharing the good news with the eleven remaining 

disciples and eventually the entire world. 

 

This is the night when we, too, start looking for the living. When we say 

goodbye—with reverence, with dignity—to that which has died, and turn our 

eyes to life.  

 

This is the good news—the surprising truth of God’s love for us—that is praised 

in the Exsultet. This is the night, the hymn proclaims: 

 

…when all who believe in Christ are delivered from the gloom of sin, and are 

restored to grace and holiness of life. 

 

This is the night, when Christ broke the bonds of death and hell, and rose 

victorious from the grave. 

This. Is. The. Night.   



 

 


