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For Solomon,

whose death and resurrection I witnessed at the font





  
    Christ is risen! The Lord is risen indeed! So what am I supposed to say now? That cry is all there is to say—about everything! About our lives and sorrows and hopes, about the destiny of the universe, about ancient and current and future human history.

    ROBERT JENSON

  

  
    We are an Easter People and Alleluia is our song!

    SAINT JOHN PAUL II
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The Fullness of Time

      SERIES PREFACE

      ESAU MCCAULLEY, SERIES EDITOR


    
      Christians of all traditions are finding a renewed appreciation for the church year. This is evident in the increased number of churches that mark the seasons in their preaching and teaching. It’s evident in the families and small groups looking for ways to recover ancient practices of the Christian faith. This is all very good. To assist in this renewal, we thought Christians might find it beneficial to have an accessible guide to the church year, one that’s more than a devotional but less than an academic tome.

      The Fullness of Time project aims to do just that. We have put together a series of short books on the seasons and key events of the church year, including Advent, Christmas, Epiphany, Lent, Easter, and Pentecost. These books are reflections on the moods, themes, rituals, prayers, and Scriptures that mark each season.

      These are not, strictly speaking, devotionals. They are theological and spiritual reflections that seek to provide spiritual formation by helping the reader live fully into the practices of each season. We want readers to understand how the church is forming them in the likeness of Christ through the church calendar.

      These books are written from the perspective of those who have lived through the seasons many times, and we’ll use personal stories and experiences to explain different aspects of the season that are meaningful to us. In what follows, do not look for comments from historians pointing out minutiae. Instead, look for fellow believers and evangelists using the tool of the church year to preach the gospel and point Christians toward discipleship and spiritual formation. We pray that these books will be useful to individuals, families, and churches seeking a deeper walk with Jesus.
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Introduction

      THE PASSOVER OF THE LORD


    
      Almost twenty years ago, when I was living in England, I got up one cold morning while it was still dark. I showered hastily, trying to scrub drowsiness away. I pulled on a heavy coat and walked down the steep hill from my flat, across the bridge that spanned the River Wear, and up another, steeper hill to reach the Cathedral Church in Durham. It was spring, but there was fresh snow on the ground.

      As I moved closer to the cathedral, I joined a small but steady stream of other worshipers, bundled against the predawn frost, making their way into the nave. If anyone was speaking, it was in hushed tones. We were gathering for the service of the Great Vigil of Easter, the climax of the entire Christian calendar. I had been to many Easter services, but I was attending this one with a mix of intentionality and expectancy.

      When we entered the vast, shadowed, silent space, ushers with small flashlights directed us out of the nave, the main sanctuary, to the chapter house (a windowless stone chamber where clerics meet), where we would sit in total darkness for a long series of Scripture readings that together recalled the high points of God’s covenant history with his people. The service began with these words: “This is the night in which our Lord Jesus Christ passed over from death to life. The church invites her members, dispersed throughout the world, to gather in vigil and prayer. For this is the Passover of the Lord, in which through word and sacrament we share in his victory over death.”

      There was a reading from the book of Genesis about God’s creation of the world. Another reading about the first human couple eating fruit that God had forbidden them and thereby plunging their descendants into woe and death. Another about Noah, the ark he built in a waterless plain, and the improbable flood that destroyed everyone alive except the small family huddled in the big boat.

      I shivered in the dark.

      On the litany went: Isaac awaiting but ultimately avoiding his father Abraham’s knife, Moses throwing off his sandals as he knelt in front of the burning but unburnt bush. Reading after reading. Voices intoning ancient stories followed one after another, like ticks of a slow clock.

      We arrived, finally, at the story of the Passover. God’s people, the Israelites, had been slaves for hundreds of years, barely conscious of any honor they retained as Abraham’s progeny. Maybe the fact that God had promised Abraham a land of their own sustained hope that they could still be released—but maybe it didn’t, at least not for many. To this disillusioned people Moses appeared, announcing that the time for rescue was here. God had heard his people’s lament and decided to act. God bombarded the recalcitrant Egyptian king with a torrent of plagues, the last one of which would, he promised, cause “a loud cry throughout the whole land of Egypt, such as has never been or will ever be again” (Exodus 11:6). The final judgment would be a visit from a dark, inscrutable divine messenger who would take the life of every firstborn in every home in Egypt.

      There was a chance of escape, though. Moses relayed the plan God had made for the Israelites’ protection: they were to kill a lamb, roast it, and eat it hastily (they’d soon be walking out of Egypt, so best not to sit down and kick off shoes), and smear its blood on their homes’ vertical doorposts and the horizontal beam that connected them (which some of the church’s most insightful teachers have interpreted as a cruciform pattern—the two doorposts featuring the blood from Jesus’ pierced hands, the lintel collecting the flow from his thorn-torn scalp). When the angel of death saw the blood, he would know to pass by the house so marked and spare the children inside from the terrible decree. This experience of the Hebrew people—pesakh in their language or pascha in Aramaic and Greek—is the church’s oldest name for its observance of what happened with Jesus on the third day after his crucifixion.1

      After several more readings—the story of the rescued Israelites crossing the Red Sea, poetic prophecies from Isaiah and Jeremiah and Ezekiel, the last of which rushes hearers to a bleak valley of dry bones slowly being reanimated with sinews, muscles, and skin—we emerged blinking from the crypt and moved into an enclosed courtyard surrounded by four covered walkways. By the time I got there, the bishop was already standing in the middle next to a billowing fire from which an enormous candle was being lit and pierced with five grains of incense ensconced in wax nails, symbolizing Christ’s wounds on the cross.

      “The light of Christ!” a cantor intoned once the wick flamed.

      “Thanks be to God!” we all responded.

      Then the cantor chanted the ancient words of the Exultet:

      
        This is the night when you first saved our ancestors,

        freeing Israel from her slavery

        and leading her safely through the sea.

      

      “Glory to you for ever,” the congregation sang in response.

      
        This is the night when Jesus Christ vanquished hell,

        broke the chains of death

        and rose triumphant from the grave.

        Glory to you for ever.

        This is the night that gave us back what we had lost;

        beyond our deepest dreams

        you made even our sin a happy fault.

        Glory to you for ever.

      

      Holding the enormous candle aloft, the cantor continued,

      
        As we gaze upon the splendour of this flame

        fed by melting wax conceived by mother bee,

        grant that this Easter Candle may make our darkness light.

        For Christ the morning star has risen in glory;

        Christ is risen from the dead and his flame of love still burns within us!

        Christ sheds his peaceful light on all the world!

        Christ lives and reigns for ever and ever!

      

      We filed slowly into the nave and stopped at the rear of the cavernous space and encircled the baptismal font. It was large and slightly elevated. When the bishop stood near it, to baptize several infants that morning, he stood under a wooden structure that spiked upward like an ornate crown. Once the baptismal rite was finished, he took a palm frond, dipped it in the water, and swung it dramatically, showering us worshipers with cold droplets.

      “Remember your baptism!” he thundered, wielding the frond like a whipped towel to quell flames.

      Then we proceeded toward the front altar. Just as the circular rose window began to let in the first fingers of sunlight to touch our upturned faces, the bishop—finally—yelled out the Easter acclamation: “Alleluia! Christ is risen!”

      “He is risen indeed!” we yelled back, sounding like an army celebrating a triumph. People around me took noisemakers—bells, kazoos, xylophones, maracas, and all manner of homemade instruments—out of their purses and backpacks. The nave suddenly resembled a football stadium, with whoops and hugs and smiles and cheers.

      By this time, the rose window above the altar was ablaze with light. The bishop slowly mounted the steps to the pulpit. We all waited expectantly to hear what he would say. Only a few years earlier, he had written an eight-hundred–page book persuasively defending the claim that when the earliest Christians said Jesus had been raised to new life by God, they meant it concretely. They really meant that the same person who had been killed and buried was now alive with a new, indestructible bodily life; the corpse that had lain in the tomb had been transformed and recreated by God.

      “The resurrection of Jesus,” the bishop proclaimed, “is the shocking new birth of a new form of life, a life that has gone through death and out the other side, a new sort of physicality that the world has never seen before.”2

      I recall sitting in the pew in that moment and thinking that, for all the bishop’s eloquence, there was something inadequate in his words. How could human speech, even the most ardent and artful, ever do justice to the reality of that first Easter Sunday?

      Preaching is good, but perhaps the singing that we had all heard a few minutes before was even better:

      
        It is right and good that with hearts and minds and voices

        we should praise you, Father almighty, the unseen God,

        through your only Son, Jesus Christ our Lord,

        who has saved us by his death,

        paid the price of Adam’s sin,

        and reconciled us once again to you.

      

      
      
        [image: ]

      

      What I’ve just described is one of the most ancient ways the church has kept its greatest, most joyous feast day—the day of the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead, his passing over from death to life. “This magnificent ritual,” one liturgical scholar has said, “packed with deep and ancient symbols, gathers into one celebration the essence of Christianity.”3 And in my experience, despite all the long centuries that have passed, it has lost none of its power to enchant.

      One modern convert from an atheist background and now a priest in the Episcopal Church, Beth Maynard, has urged contemporary churches not to shortchange any of the drama and pageantry of the Easter Vigil. The first Easter service she attended as a Christian believer was the Vigil, and so, she says, she “long[s] to see more churches with the chutzpah to confront people with the sensory extremes this liturgy makes possible . . . night and light, silence and sound: honor these contrasts and they’ll do their work on the soul with very little help from us.”4 It’s inconvenient for officiants and attendees alike, but start the Vigil in the dark—either late at night on Holy Saturday (“Sunset to sunrise changes now,” said one of the earliest Christian priests5) or as early as possible, before the sun comes up, on Sunday morning. The deeper the contrast between darkness and light you can draw, the better. Maynard continues:

      
        A Christianity without adequate weight given to propositional realities would no longer be Christianity. The meaty themes at the heart of the faith—death, resurrection, healing, transformation, forgiveness, sacrifice—need to be studied and integrated intellectually through abstract and rational discussion. But they need every bit as much to be experienced with the body and the emotions, through nonliteral and aesthetic communication, in a context that marries them to the revelation God has given and invites our full-bodied assent through the power of the Holy Spirit. When we do encounter them in that way, they thicken gospel meaning, grounding it and enabling us to see how much more potent and elemental God’s truth is than we might have suspected from our book-learning.6

      

      Maynard’s words not only capture my experience that cold morning in Durham, but they also suggest a more widespread principle: “The liturgy . . . exists not to educate but to seduce people into participating in common activity of the highest order, where one is freed to learn things which cannot be taught.”7

      There’s an important sense in which a book like this is decidedly secondary. To put yourself in the place where you are likeliest to experience the terror, joy, and earth-shattering excitement of Easter, you need to go to church. But if you need some program notes, a sort of tourist’s handbook that can help guide you through the church’s worship, this book is here to help.

      The first chapter will focus on the story of the first Easter as told by the four Gospels in the New Testament. This is the scriptural bedrock of the observance of the Easter feast. The next chapter will home in more specifically on baptism as the way we come to share in Jesus’ death and new life—and what it means to return to our baptism on a daily basis as we learn to take in more and more of what Easter means for our present. Following that, we’ll look at Easter as a season, not just a twenty-four-hour period. Many Christians have become habituated to the forty-day observance of Lent, but not as many are attuned to how the church calendar calls us to an even longer fifty-day period of joyous celebration and delighted feasting.

      In chapter four, we’ll look at how the lectionary for the Easter season features many selections from the Acts of the Apostles, underscoring the fact that Jesus’ resurrection immediately propelled his followers into mission. It drove them out of fearful hiding and energized them to take the news of Jesus’ triumph over death to the whole world through preaching and concrete actions of mercy and love, just as it does for us over two thousand years later. Chapter five will look at Jesus’ departure from his followers—his “elevation” or “ascension” to a place and time beyond all places and times, from which he presently reigns as king at his Father’s right hand—and how that departure is inseparably connected to his departure from the grave. Finally, in conclusion, we’ll look at the final, fiftieth day of the Easter season, on which the church recalls the risen Jesus bestowing the Holy Spirit, “his own first gift for those who believe, to complete his work in the world.”8 Though we don’t see the risen Jesus (yet), the last day of Easter, the Feast of Pentecost, assures us that he is still with us, to the very end.
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