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INSIGHT FROM THE NIGHT  ELIZABETH HOUSE 

“This is the night” is one of the 
most triumphant phrases sung during 
the Great Vigil of Easter. The hymn 
says, “This is the night, when Christ 
broke the bonds of death and hell and 
rose victorious from the grave….” 
And the scripture states, “This night 
will be as clear as day: it will become 
my light, my joy.” 

This night, however, that is, the 
Great Vigil of Easter, does not repre-
sent an end to suffering and the be-
ginning of salvation. Rather it is a 
night that is like day; it represents 
suffering in the midst of hope; it por-
trays salvation in the midst of death. 
To understand and appreciate the lit-
urgy of the Great Vigil, we have to 
take a look at all three liturgies of 
Holy Week, Maundy Thursday, Good 
Friday, and the Great Vigil, as one 
unified worship service featuring two 
long breaks. Easter then is fully un-
derstood only when we come to know 
that it cannot exist without Maundy 
Thursday and Good Friday. 

Modern thinking causes us to be-
lieve that suffering is something we 
can get through, that it is a tempo-
rary condition we can get past. And 
our contemporary culture would have 
us believe that when we have made 
the journey past suffering, we will 
arrive at a place where there is only 
contentment and happiness. We think 

that when our temporary suffering 
passes, we will be restored. We have 
the belief that once Good Friday is 
over, the joy of Easter can begin. 

But the liturgies of the Triduum 
help us to understand, through our 
enactment of and participation in 
them, that the servant-hood of 
Maundy Thursday, the suffering of 
Good Friday, and the salvation of 
Easter all exist at the same time in 
the lives of people. And it is in the 
midst of suffering and by learning and 
practicing servant-hood and sacrifice 
that we find the kernels of hope for 
our lives and for our salvation. We 
know that it is in the midst of dark-
ness that we see the first light of 
dawn, that it is in the midst of our 
worst suffering that we feel the 
stirrings of the Grace that brings new 
life. 

Let’s look at the liturgies of the 
three nights. Early Christians ob-
served the annual celebration of Eas-
ter as one three-day event. They re-
membered Christ’s betrayal (Thurs-
day) his crucifixion (Friday) and his 
resurrection (Saturday) as leading 
directly into baptism and celebration 
of the Eucharist on Sunday. They 
would go to the places where these 
events occurred and move, and walk, 
and pray, and observe as they re-en-
acted the historic realities of Christ’s 

death and resurrection without inter-
ruption. There was no sense that these 
three observances were separate in 
any way, rather that they were one 
single observance. 

In our liturgies today, we become 
participants in the unfolding drama 
that starts on Palm Sunday and leads 
to the empty tomb of Easter. On Palm 
Sunday, we are observers. We iden-
tify with the crowd yelling, “Crucify 
him!” But by Maundy Thursday, we 
become imitators of Jesus. As we par-
ticipate in the footwashing, we be-
come aware of our servant-hood and 
our connection to both Jesus and the 
other members of our community. On 
Good Friday, we hear stories from the 
Old Testament about priestly sacri-
fice. Again, as participants, we ap-
proach the wooden cross that repre-
sents for us the length to which Jesus 
would go in his servant ministry to 
the world. And, as we remember him, 
we also identify with him and com-
mit to joining with other Christians 
in our own servant ministries. Over 
the course of two days, the congre-
gation has taken on the identity of 
Jesus as servant and stands in awe of 
the mystery of God’s presence in the 
midst of such great suffering and loss. 

Next we come to the Easter Vigil, 
which is comprised of four different 
rites. They are the Lighting of the 
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New Fire; the Vigil Readings; the 
Baptism; and Holy Eucharist. The fire 
represents the light of Christ coming 
into the darkness of the world. The 
readings tell us we are God’s people. 
They tell our stories of the creation, 
the flood, the sacrifice of Isaac, the 
deliverance across the Red Sea, the 
dry bones, and other prophetic prom-
ises. During the baptism, we are re-
minded that in these waters we take 
on the identity of Christ, just as we 
enacted it on Maundy Thursday and 
Good Friday, the identity of his ser-
vant ministry and sacrifice to the 
world. And we recollect that through 
baptism we are marked as God’s own 
and transformed forever. At the Eu-
charist, we remember what we have 
been asked to remember. We take 
Christ’s body and blood into our own 
bodies and then, all together, in his 
absence, we become his presence in 
the world. 

All the symbols, actions, readings, 
prayers and recurring themes of these 
three liturgies help us, as participants 
in all three liturgies of the Triduum, 
to absorb the saving relationship be-
tween Christ and the church, between 
God and Christ, between God and 
God’s people, between Christ and the 
world. We do this all through formal-
ized ritual, by repeating certain 
words, by standing in certain ways, 
by kneeling, by listening, and, always, 
by reenactment. This ritual repetition 
then enacts the real relationship be-
tween us and Christ. And through 
these liturgies, we take on Christ’s 
identity. We become agents of service 
and sacrifice in the world. And we are 
also aware that our own salvation 
comes through patterning our own 
lives after that of Jesus. 

And so, “This is the night.” It has 
always been the night. As Annie 
Dillard writes, “There were no for-
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merly heroic times, and there was no 
formerly pure generation. There is no 
one here but us chickens, and so it 
has always been…there never was a 
more holy age than ours, and never a 
less. There is no less holiness at this 
time…than there was the day the Red 
Sea parted.” And so we know that this 
is the night, and it has always been 
the night. Human suffering is over-
whelming in its enormity. But the 
light of God makes the darkness light. 
And through the liturgies of the 
Triduum, we remember God’s prom-
ise to us and know God’s love. 
[Elizabeth “Libby” House, senior warden at 
Grace Church, Allentown, is development 
director at Grace Montessori School and 
managing director of Dorrance Publishing, 
Pittsburgh.] 
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