
Week 22 – Easter Vigil Outline and Light 
 

Here we look at the Vigil in its entirety but we should focus on the lighting of the 
candle and the Exsultet as ways into talking about the service. The following 
weeks will look at the readings, the baptism, and the Eucharist. 
 
Opening Prayer 
 
Heavenly Father, send your Holy Spirit into this room that we might grow to 
understand how our life together binds us with your Son, Jesus Christ our Lord, 
who lives and reigns with you and that same Spirit, one God, now and forever. 
 
Texts for Discussion 
 
• The Easter Vigil (BCP 284-295) 
 
Primary Take Aways 
 
• The Vigil locates us in the context of God’s ongoing acts of salvation 
• The order of worship encapsulates a model for what it means to live as those 
who are baptized into Christ’s death and raised to new life in the Spirit 
 
Important Links to Previous Weeks (“Where We Are”) 
 
• In many ways, the Vigil is a capstone to the past three years: it begins with the 
arc of the biblical narrative, takes us through baptism, and ushers us to the table 
where we celebrate holy communion. 
• The Old Testament begins with creation, which God says is “very good.” 
• The Fall affects the entirety of the world, disrupting the love people have for 
God and for one another, while also affecting all the other creatures (Gen. 3:17; 
Rom. 8:20–23). 
• The call of Israel is a call to bless all the nations. 
• In Jesus, God himself enters creation and begins to restore it. 
• The disciples are sent into the world to bring the good news of Christ to the 
Gentiles. 
• Scripture’s final vision of the new heavens and the new earth is one where every 
nation is blessed, where what is contrary to God’s will – including suffering and 
death – is abolished. 
 
Important Background 
 
• The Easter Vigil is very ancient, perhaps dating back as far as the time of the 
Apostles. Certainly we have record of it in the second century. 
• Many denominations celebrate this service with much the same structure as we 
use. 
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• The Vigil firmly links Christianity to its Jewish roots: from the dating of Easter 
on a lunar calendar to the blessing of the paschal candle to the recognition that 
the patriarchs and prophets spoke to “us.” 
• The Vigil encapsulates all of what makes Christian worship itself: from the focus 
on God’s acts of salvation throughout history to the renewal of our baptismal 
vows to the celebration of the Eucharist. 
• As we do throughout the church year, we are living Christ’s life through the way 
the liturgy moves from darkness to light, from Christ’s death to his resurrection, 
from the revelation of God to Israel and the prophets to the full revelation of God 
in Christ’s life, death, and resurrection. 
 
Structure 
 
In this lesson, our goal is to draw out the overarching structure of the liturgy.  
 
1) The Lighting of the Paschal Candle 
2) The Liturgy of the Word 
3) The Renewal of Baptismal Vows 
4) Celebration of the Eucharist 
 

Discussion question: 
• Have you ever been to the Easter Vigil? What do you remember? 

 
The goal of this question is to get the students to think their way into the service 
and the overarching structure of it. If no one in your class has been to the Vigil, 
you can describe it yourself as a way to walk them through the overarching 
structure. If your church prints out the service, you could see if it is possible to 
get a copy of last year’s service leaflet to help walk students through the particular 
service that occurs in your church. 
 
We will go deeper into each section throughout the following weeks, but for now, 
it would be good to point out a few things about the way it all fits together. 
 
The Lighting of the Paschal Candle 
 

Discussion questions: 
• Why is light so important for Christians? 
• What do you think the candle symbolizes in this section? 
• We use this candle throughout the year; does anyone know when? 

 
John 1 speaks of the light that is entering the world and of the darkness that 
cannot overcome the light. By beginning our service at this point, with the 
lighting of new fire and the blessing of the Paschal candle, the service explicitly 
ties us back to creation and the fall, to the darkness of death from which Christ 
redeems us by his resurrection. In longer versions of the Exsultet, the entirety of 
salvation history is proclaimed; the symbolism is made even more clear than may 
be the case in our church. The idea is that, from the light of Christ, we are all lit, 
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and that through us all of creation is lit, until at last we are brought to the Gloria 
when all the lights are switched on again. Much the same way, God’s light begins 
to burn in the Israelites, as they go through the wilderness led by a fire at night. 
 
The Exsultet prepares us for the upcoming readings in the way that it glorifies 
God for taking the darkness of sin and death and entering into it and making 
even the darkness bright. He did so in the way he interacted with Abraham and 
with Israel and he did so most significantly in the way that he redeems us in 
Jesus’s death and resurrection. 
 
The Liturgy of the Word 
 

Discussion questions: 
• Do you notice anything about the selected passages? 
• Do you remember any of these stories? Why do we use them? 
• Are there any stories that you think are missing? Why?  

 
The liturgy begins by urging us to hear “the record of God’s saving deeds in 
history.” It begins to become clear throughout the readings that God’s goal is not 
just for the salvation of a single group of people, but the salvation of the entirety 
of creation: Jews, Gentiles, and all things that were made. All of this occurs in the 
one through whom all things were made: Jesus Christ. 
 
The Renewal of Baptismal Vows 
 

Discussion questions: 
• Does anyone remember their baptism? 
• Why do you think we renew our baptismal vows at Easter? 
• Why do you think we need to hear all those stories before we can renew 
the vows? 

 
The Christian life is one of growing into our baptism, of progressively putting on 
Christ more and more. Like Israel before us, we are guilty of constantly forgetting 
our best selves, of failing to love our neighbors as ourselves, of thinking that God 
is “ours” and not the God of all creation who longs that no one should perish. So 
that is one potential reason for us to renew our vows: we’re human and we 
probably forgot them. 
 
But there is another reason that we might consider, another side of the coin. It 
doesn’t contradict the first reason, but it does fill out the picture a little more: 
“This is the night” the Exsultet says, and our first thought might be, “No, that 
night was two millennia ago.” But that is just the point. The Easter Vigil is a 
moment where time collapses, as it does at every Eucharist. The reality of Christ’s 
death and resurrection is made present to us. We are reminded that we were 
saved when Christ broke the bonds of sin and death, when his light was shone 
into the creation that was made through him. So when we renew our vows, we are 
in a similar way experiencing time collapsing, experiencing the present reality of 
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our baptism, that moment many of us might not remember, and we are asking 
God to help us live the vows that even now we are trying through the Spirit to live. 
 
The Eucharist 
 

Discussion questions: 
• How is this celebration of the Eucharist different from all the others? 
• This part of the service often occurs after midnight, on purpose. Why do 
you think that is? 

 
The Vigil is loaded with symbolism, and the fact that many churches aim to have 
the Eucharist fall after midnight is one more instance of it. Such a scheduling 
decision makes the service actively represent the thing it symbolizes: the move 
from Holy Saturday and Christ’s dead body lying in a tomb to the celebration of 
the resurrection on Easter. The lights are turned up. The Gloria is sung. And, 
having been buried with Christ and raised to new life in the Spirit through the 
waters of baptism, we are now joined by Christ’s presence in bread and wine. 
 
When we are sent out into the world, we are sent out in peace with shouts of 
“Alleluia!” because we have just taken part in the moment that saved us – Christ’s 
death on the cross and his resurrection – and we have done it slowly and 
intentionally over the course of a few hours. We have renewed the vows that we 
made – or that were made for us – at our baptism, and we have partaken of the 
holy mysteries. When we go out into the darkness of the night, we know that the 
morning is coming, and – in just the same way – the Vigil has helped us re-see 
that the world – the world that so often appears to be flooded with darkness – is 
in reality flooded with light. And just as we lit our candles from the Paschal 
Candle at the start of the service, so also are we to take the light of Christ into the 
world. Because that is how the dark world is filled with light: by Christ’s Body 
being that light here and now! 
 
Closing Prayer 
 
One of the collects from the Eucharistic celebration at the Vigil. 
 
The Lord bless us and keep us; the Lord make his face to shine upon us and be 
gracious unto us; the Lord lift up his countenance upon us and give us peace. 
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Cheat Sheet 
 

10 minutes: Welcome, opening prayer, “Where We Are” 
 
Heavenly Father, send your Holy Spirit into this room that we might grow to 
understand how our life together binds us with your Son, Jesus Christ our Lord, 
who lives and reigns with you and that same Spirit, one God, now and forever. 
 

10 minutes: Structure (Use groups to find it) 
 
1) The Lighting of the Paschal Candle 
2) The Liturgy of the Word 

3) The Renewal of Baptismal Vows 
4) Celebration of the Eucharist

 
Discussion question: 
• Have you ever been to the Easter Vigil? What do you remember? 

 
10 minutes: Lighting of the Paschal Candle (Read the Exsultet) 

 
Main point: Jesus is the light of the world. His light shines through the Old 
Testament in the way God interacts with his people, and it still shines as we take 
his love into the world. 
 

Discussion questions: 
• Why is light so important for Christians? 
• What do you think the candle symbolizes in this section? 
• We use this candle throughout the year; does anyone know when? 

 
10 minutes: The Liturgy of the Word 

 
Main point: God’s aim is that – through Israel – all the world would be blessed, 
and it is: through the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus, the descendant of 
Abraham and David, the one whom the prophets proclaimed would deliver Israel 
and all the nations. 
 

Discussion questions: 
• Do you notice anything about the selected passages? 
• Do you remember any of these stories? Why do did we choose them? 
• Are there any stories that you think are missing? Why? 

 
10 minutes: Renewal of Baptismal Vows 

 
Main point: When we renew our vows, we experience the present reality of our 
baptism and ask God to help us live the vows that even now we try through the 
Spirit to live. 
 

Discussion questions: 
• Does anyone remember their baptism? 
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• Why do you think we renew our baptismal vows at Easter? 
• Why do you think we need to hear all those stories before we can renew 
the vows? 

 
5 minutes: The Eucharist 

 
Main point: How better to experience the resurrected Christ than by having him 
here with us in bread and in wine? All Eucharists have the Vigil Eucharist as their 
model. 
 

Discussion questions: 
• How is this celebration of the Eucharist different from all the others? 
• This part of the service often occurs after midnight, on purpose. Why do 
you think that is? 

 
5 minutes: Closing Prayer 

 
One of the collects from the eucharistic celebration at the Vigil. 
 
The Lord bless us and keep us; the Lord make his face to shine upon us and be 
gracious unto us; the Lord lift up his countenance upon us and give us peace. 
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