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This is the Night!

One of the most beautiful and moving moments in the Church’s liturgical life takes place during the Easter Vigil when the deacon, priest, or sometimes the cantor, sings the Exsultet. It is the only time in the year that this magnificent proclamation is sung, and it stirs the hearts of the faithful to the inner depth of their soul. 

The Easter Vigil, the mother of all vigils, according to the rubrics of the Roman Missal, must take place after dark on Holy Saturday and end before dawn on Easter morning. It is a Mass like no other Mass celebrated throughout the liturgical year and, because of its centrality in our Catholic Christian faith, may not be repeated. All the other Masses celebrated throughout the year proceed from this central event.  

The Easter Triduum comprises those most sacred days that are the source of all other events in the Church’s life of prayer. The Easter Triduum is a unique liturgical time, unlike the other principal liturgical seasons, Advent, Christmas, Lent, Easter and Ordinary Time. As we have written before, Lent officially ends with the canonical Hour of None, (Afternoon Prayer), on Holy Thursday. The Triduum then commences with the Mass of the Lord’s Supper on Thursday evening, moves into the day commemorating the Lord’s passion, commonly called Good Friday, with its high point the three-part celebration of the Lord’s Passion: first, the reading or proclamation of the Gospel of the Lord’s passion and crucifixion; second, the veneration of the Cross, and third, the reception of Holy Communion.  

The third day of the Easter Triduum, Holy Saturday, in some places called Black Saturday or the Day of the Great Silence, is stark and bleak because the Master is asleep!  From after the Celebration of the Lord’s Passion until the beginning of the Easter Vigil it is forbidden to celebrate any of the Sacraments except God’s mercy and healing in the Sacrament of Reconciliation or Penance. The reception of Holy Communion, even by the sick, is not permitted. For one who is in danger of death the Sacraments of Penance, Anointing of the Sick and reception of Viaticum (Holy Communion for the dying) are permitted.  

Holy Saturday, following the day “of the great silence” is not an empty day nor is it a day to return to the usual activities of life such as shopping, gathering with friends and relatives for various celebrations, going to restaurants, malls etc., but it is rather a day to quietly keep vigil and to prepare for the great event that we are about to celebrate.  The Church asks us to continue our fast and abstinence if at all possible throughout this day in order to keep the true spirit of the sacredness of the Triduum.  

The holy vigil of the Easter Triduum begins after dark, in the middle of the night or long before dawn. It consists of four major parts: the first is the Liturgy of Light, which we shall discuss in greater detail below; second is the Liturgy of the Word, consisting of the proclaiming and meditating on the Word of God as through the seven readings from Sacred Scripture we are led through salvation history from the dawn of time to the redemption of God’s people; third is the Liturgy of Baptism, when the catechumens are led to the waters of re-birth, when those already baptized are brought into full communion with the Church, or at times when those who never completed the other sacrament of initiation, Confirmation, are administered these precious gifts from holy Mother Church; this is also the time when all the Faithful renew their baptismal vows; the fourth and final part is the Eucharistic Sacrifice and reception of the Body and Blood of the risen Lord. In keeping with the true spirit of a vigil it is a time of silent watching, meditation, and profound expectation. At the joyful sound of the Gloria, when the bells once again ring out their message of profound joy, and when the alleluia awakens from its Lenten rest to announce the resurrection of the Lord, we glimpse for a moment the victory and glory of the eternal kingdom and of all of us, washed clean by the blood of the Lamb, standing before His glorious throne as His beloved spouse.  

Let us now return to the first part of the Vigil, the Liturgy of Light. The deacon or priest carries the candle, a very large one, to the place prepared for the lighting of the new fire. After the new fire has been kindled, the marks of the passion, the Sign of the Cross, are made in the candle with grains of incense; the symbols of the alpha and omega mark the candle along with the civil year expressing that Christ reigns over all time and seasons, and then the Paschal candle is lit from the new fire. Three times the minister cries out, “Lumen Christi!” (‘The Light of Christ’), and three times the Faithful respond with “Deo gratias!” (‘Thanks be to God’). This takes place at three different places: the entrance to the Church, the middle of the nave, and the entrance to the sanctuary. From the Paschal candle the faithful receive their lights, and when the Paschal candle is placed in its stand and incensed the people hold their lit tapers and listen to the magnificent Exsultet. 

This wonderful liturgical chant which truly consecrates both the candle and the holy night itself, has the form of a Gospel proclamation as well as an ancient anaphora (the prayer that includes the consecration of the species of bread and wine into the body and blood of the Lord at Mass, referred to as the Eucharistic Prayer or canon of the Mass). Because of its style and some of its wording, some have claimed it was composed by our Holy Father St. Augustine. It is a very ancient proclamation, perhaps coming from the third or fourth century, more likely from the fifth, but certainly no later than the sixth. Let us just highlight a few of the profound lines from this marvelous work of the Holy Spirit.  

The composition begins with “Rejoice, heavenly powers, sing choirs of angels,” and one is reminded of the salutation of the archangel Gabriel to the Virgin of Nazareth or the angels’ greeting to the shepherds as they kept the night vigil over their flocks. It progresses to the rhythmic chant: 

This is the night when first you saved our fathers: you freed the people of Israel from slavery and led them dry-shod through the sea.

This is the night when the pillar of fire destroyed the darkness of sin!

This is the night when Christians everywhere, washed clean of sin and freed from all defilement, are restored to grace and grow together in holiness.  

This is the night when Jesus Christ broke the chains of death and rose triumphant from the grave.

The proclamation continues with the poignant cry, 

O happy fault, O necessary sin of Adam, which gained for us so great a Redeemer!

We recall the teaching of St. Augustine, that nothing is so bad that good can not come from it, and we come to realize the profound love and mercy of our God “who gave us His only Son, so that by His wounds we are healed”. God, through grace, has restored our fallen nature with the dignity of being His true children. 

Our sincere prayer for all of us is summed up towards the end of the Easter proclamation, and with it we pray, “May the power of this holy night dispel all evil, wash guilt away, restore lost innocence, bring mourners joy; may it cast out hatred, bring us peace, and humble earthly pride.”

