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Allentown, Pa… Every year on 
the Saturday night before Easter Sun-
day, the members of Grace Episco-
pal Church, at the corner of 5th and 
Linden Streets, gather around a blaz-
ing bonfire to light the paschal candle 
that leads them from the night’s dark-
ness into their church to celebrate the 
Great Vigil of Easter. The congrega-
tion knows that every year the pas-
chal fire strikes fear into their neigh-
bors. No matter that there is a per-
mit. No matter that the fire marshal 
is standing next to the seven-foot- 
high flames. No matter the reassur-
ing presence of a ladder truck. A fire 
in the city is an awesome and fear- 
provoking sight. It could jump its 
bounds. 

The priest and members gather 
around a fire that represents for them 
great joy, the joy of Christ’s life-giv-
ing light, but that joy exists in the 
midst of fear. Fear has ruled the 
neighborhood for a long time. The 
fear of poverty, the fear of drugs, the 
fear of record-high crime rates, the 
fear of people told they do not have 
the right skin color or the right sound-
ing name. Fear has driven people out 
of the city, into the suburbs where 
people think there is less to fear. 
Churches too have been driven out. 
Entire churches pulled up stakes and 
moved out. But the people of Grace 
stayed. Huddled around a fire in the 
darkness, huddled around joy in the 
midst of fear, they stayed. 

To the people of Grace, the Vigil 
of Easter is their most important an-
nual gathering. It begins only after 
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the sun has set. Because daylight sav-
ings time has begun, this year the 
people will meet at 8:30 p.m. Satur-
day. They will gather around the fire 
in the darkness, and the great paschal 
candle will be lit by the flames of the 
bonfire. Then each person will hold 
a candle, lit from the paschal candle, 
and, carrying the light, they will 
move into the church. There they will 
hear the great stories of the Jewish 
people, their ancestors, of how God 
saved his people and the promises 
God made to them. They will renew 
the covenant they believe God made 
with them in baptism. And they will 
celebrate Eucharist, rejoicing in the 
new light in the world, the 
incarnational life of Christ, that 
Christians believe burns to this day. 

The evening will end with a fes-
tive and very high energy party, com-
plete with champagne and sparkling 
grape juice, lots of great food, and a 
spirit of celebration shared by young 
and old alike. Children as young as 
eighteen months and great-grand-
mothers as old as eighty-six will all 
celebrate together. 

The Easter celebration at Grace 
Church actually stretches over three 
days: from Thursday evening until 
Sunday evening. It is marked by three 
major gatherings on Thursday, Fri-
day, and Saturday evenings. Although 
they appear to be three separate ser-
vices, they are in fact more like one 
service with two long breaks. (Grace 
Church also celebrates Easter on Sun-
day morning at 10 o’clock, but the 
main Easter celebration is the Vigil 
which takes place Saturday evening.) 

Maundy Thursday (7:30 p.m.) re-
enacts the washing of the feet. Chris-
tians contend that, at his last supper 

Maundy Thursday: Washing feet 

Good Friday: Carrying the cross 
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before he died, Jesus washed the feet 
of his disciples. This was a chore nor-
mally done only by the household 
servants. In this way, Jesus demon-
strated the genuine servant-hood and 
caring for others that is at the heart 
of Christian tradition. During the ser-
vice, the priest, Father Patrick 
Malloy, washes the feet of members 
who choose to come forward to par-
ticipate in this ritual. The people dry 
one another’s feet. 

Good Friday (7:30 p.m.) focuses 
on the cross. A large wooden cross is 
brought into the church. Many people 
approach the cross and make some 
form of reverence to it. For more than 
2000 years, Christians have held that 
the cross represents the length to 

which Jesus went in sacrificing his 
life for the sake of the world. 

The Great Vigil of Easter (8:30 
p.m. Saturday) is the culmination of 
the three services. It is the night when 
the fire burns at 5th and Linden. This 
year the fire will burn across the 
street in the parking lot of the Baum 
School. But, truth be told, a fire burns 
at Fifth and Linden at Grace Church 
not just at Easter – but throughout the 
year. 

At the church’s food bank, Grace 
Community Foundation, where the 
hungry come to receive food each 
week. At the AIDS Outreach minis-
try, where people and families af-
flicted with HIV/AIDS come for life- 
giving support. At Grace Montessori 

School, where about 30 percent of the 
students receive scholarship assis-
tance. A light is burning. A fire is 
burning. The neighbors are right. A 
fire in the city cannot be stopped. 
Before they come to Grace looking 
for food, or health care assistance, or 
high quality education for their chil-
dren, the fire has already touched 
them. And they bring the fire to the 
people of Grace as sure as the people 
of Grace pass it on to their neighbors. 

 A fire in the city is an awesome 
sight. 
Elizabeth “Libby” House, senior warden at 
Grace Church, Allentown, serves as develop-
ment director of Grace Montessori School. 
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