
We are keeping vigil. It is a word that has so many forms and overtones. Vigilantes are both revered and reviled in the history of this country, though generally their intentions tended to be honorable. In our time we are familiar with Candle Light Vigils used for many reasons: mourning, remembrance, protest, consciousness raising. It seems that when events occur in our society, or in our situations, individuals find solace and comfort in coming together and sharing a time of solidarity, sometimes prayer, and presence. It seems to be a time honored tradition, but it has its roots in antiquity, and in a more solitary, individual understanding. In Latin the word vigil can be used in two ways: as an adjective to mean “awake, wakeful and alert” and as a noun to mean “a watchman, guard or sentinel.” To be a “vigil” then was to be on the lookout, to guard against sudden attack, or danger, or any hazard, mainly, but not always, during the night time hours. It meant to be ready to defend and to rouse others so that they could also defend and protect. It was not a job for the weary, for the one prone to sleep, or for the one whose mind wanders. It implied sharp focus and diligence to the situation. 

After those days of Roman Imperialism, and with the rise of the Christian Church, the word took on a more liturgical nature. True, the world was still a violent and dangerous place, and vigilance in that sense was also needed, but the term took on a more prayerful aspect in various parts of society. Night long vigils would be kept by the Candidates, the Catechumens, in preparation for their Baptism and inclusion in the communion of the Faithful, usually on this very night. This was a vigil of inner reflection and prayerful contemplation that brought to a conclusion a usually three year preparation and training period. Much later, in medieval times, Squires aspiring to become Knights and who were to receive their spurs, would spend the night prior to that ceremony in prayerful vigil over their armor, asking God for Spiritual Strength to compliment the strengths and skills that they had already acquired. As we can see, the shift in emphasis has moved from the watchful, alert character of the vigil, to one that is more introspective and prayerfully oriented.

And what are we about tonight? Why are we here? I’m sure some are here for introspective reasons. Are we being alert? Are we keeping awake and on guard? Or are we here because we feel that we have to be? Let’s be honest, most of tonight’s service tends to be retrospective rather than introspective. We rehearse, through Scripture, the history of God impacting his people and providing episodes of Salvation, to be culminated with that great act of Salvation that is the Resurrection. We renew vows and promises that many of us made a long time ago, and, even in that Creedal statement we are reflecting on the ways in which God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, has worked and ruled in our lives and in the life of the Church. It may be that we are less in anticipation something profound happening, whether it be danger, harm or crisis, because we know the Story of the Resurrection and do not have to hope for it. But should we be any the less watchful? 

The forces that threaten and impinge on our faith, our beliefs, are less physical than those forces being watched for by those who lived up to the earliest definition of vigil, but they are more insidious and can have just as catastrophic results. Remembering the acts of God, reflecting on how God saved the people in the past, even recalling the events of the Resurrection can do very little to provide a shield and a defense against those forces that seem to be determined to frustrate and minimize the influence of Christianity in the world. We still have to make Christ the center of who we are and what we do if we wish to call ourselves Christian at all, and that is Christ Crucified, Resurrected and Ascended, broken to make us whole, risen to lift us up and reunited with the Father to prepare the place for us where we will be united with him and those we love who have gone on before. Christ is our shield and defense, and our proclaiming Christ in word and deed provides us the means by which we can combat forces of darkness and negativity in the world. So, what are we about tonight? Is it merely memorial?

A little over ten Centuries ago, a Churchman named Ethelwold, who was Bishop of Winchester (and who was later Canonized for his contribution to the Faith and the Liturgical process) in his major work of church practice, the Concordia Regularis, described the way in which a dramatic presentation (known as a Trope) was to be performed, as an adjunct to the Gospel and as a visual representation of the first Easter Morning, for those who had no Latin to understand what had been read to them (and there were many of those). We will skip over the vesting and the arrival of the Mary’s at the tomb, what followed was a dialogue between the Angel and the Mary’s which went thus: Quem quaeritis in sepulchro, o Christicolae? (Whom do you seek in the sepulcher, o followers of Christ?) Jesum Nazarenum, crucifixum, o caelicolae. (Jesus of Nazareth, who was crucified, o heavenly one.) Non est hic, surrexit sicut praedixerat, ite, nuntiate quia surrexit de sepulchro. (He is not here, he is risen just as he fore-told. Go, announce that he is risen from the sepulcher.) Where are we looking for Christ? Are we still fixated on the empty tomb? Do we expect to find him only in hallowed places like Churches? If that is the case, the Resurrection was merely a clever piece of conjuring that was intended to confuse the authorities instead of confronting them.

No, we are to take our cue from the earliest forms of this very special word, vigil. We are the watch persons, we are the guards and the sentinels, looking for both the dangers from without and the presence within our ranks of the Lord and savior of us all. He is Risen! Let us proclaim that he is risen and is alive in the world, cherished by us. An ancient prayer, preserved in the form of Evening Prayer, is intended to encourage and sustain us during times like these, and I close with these words, “Keep watch, dear Lord, with those who work, or watch, or weep this night, and give your angels charge over those who sleep. Tend the sick, Lord Christ; give rest to the weary, bless the dying, soothe the suffering, pity the afflicted, shield the joyous; and all for your love’s sake. Amen.”
