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Year A Easter Vigil
3 Baptism

“Of Fire, Water, and the Holy Spirit”

• It was John the Baptist, recorded in the gospel of Matthew, who said: 
• “I baptize you with water for repentance, but one who is more powerful 

than I is coming after me; …He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and 
fire.”

• That seems so long ago now, back at the very beginning of Jesus’ ministry 
when he was baptized

• For us, months have passed since early January when we celebrated 
Jesus baptism, and for Jesus and the disciples, about 3 years

• In this short time, Jesus has healed the sick and the sick hearted
• Loved the unlovable
• Revealed to us that God’s love is not just about a personal relationship 

between us and God
• But about our relationship to one another as well

• Spoke truth to power, and made them very angry
• And ultimately suffered a terrible fate at their hands in an effort to shut him 

up and stop him
• We usually remember Jesus for his teachings, his healing, his loving- and 

that is fair- all of those things are worth remembering
• But what we sometimes do not remember is that healing and loving the 

wrong people was, and still is, quite subversive 
• Healing and loving the wrong people interrupted the meta narrative of the 

time, that’s the story that everyone told themselves about who they were
• And more importantly, it described other people as unworthy, or unclean, 

or unwelcome- getting what they deserved
• Jesus, in his proclamation that God was love, and that even those deemed 

undeserving in fact deserved God’s love
• Was offensive, threatening, some might have argued against common 

sense
• And significantly upset those in power who had gotten there at the 

expense of people they thought were expendable and worthless
• Jesus was literally reaching out to lepers, to Samaritan women at wells, to 

fishermen and tax collectors, even Roman soldiers
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• Telling them God loved them, and they too could become children of God
• That they had value- they were somebody, even if the prevailing meta 

narrative said otherwise 
• This is the message Jesus brought: love, forgiveness, and equality

• And a warning to those in power calling them hypocrites and telling them 
of God’s judgment soon to come

• Jesus was like a fire, John the Baptist said
• Burning away the falsely held stereotypes, biases, and divisions that were 

rampant in first century Rome
• Burning away the masks we wear and we put on other people
• Purifying everyone it touched
• Baptism by fire- no wonder they began plotting Jesus’ death
• He threatened everything for them. 
• And after arising Lazarus from the grave, Jesus had quite a following
• If they did not act quickly, it would be too late

• So they plotted and they succeeded- a smart mouthed rebel-rouser 
sentenced to crucifixion
• That should do it- death: the final word, the great equalizer and the great 

silencer 
• And frankly, it was a good plan
• With one problem
• In one resolute and defiant statement, God rolled back the stone.
• God pronounced that Jesus’ ministry and work would not end here.
• That death would no longer silence the message God wanted us to hear
• That our deaths would no longer be the silent end of you and me either
• And that when we are no longer smothered by our fear of death, when we 

are living into the resurrection of Jesus Christ
• We are freed to live fearlessly
• To love and be loved by God
• To reach out and risk in order to continue the work Jesus began, the work 

of loving the unlovable
• Of tangling the complex system of oppression that declares some are 

useless, worthless, and expendable.  
• Of spreading a holy fire
• It is poetic I think that we are baptized into this holy work of purification, 

this holy fire, through the waters of baptism
• That while at the same time we are agents of God’s fire, we are also 

agents of God’s cool, refreshing, and nourishing baptism by water
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• Tonight we had the amazing gift of joining three new children baptized into 
God’s ongoing work in the world

• Baptized into this death and resurrection of Jesus Christ
• And begun their intentional walk with the God who created them
• This is far more than a simple ticket to life in heaven- this is a ticket to new 

life here on earth
• Out of the same font that came our new fire, now flows baptismal waters

• Fire, water, and the Holy Spirit- it is in this service tonight that we are 
reminded of all the reasons we are here
• All of the reasons that we Christians have a reason to celebrate 
• All of the sin, the falseness, the divisions have been burned away 
• We have been soothed and restored to new life with the waters of baptism
• And we leave with a fire in our bellies that is nothing less than the Holy 

Spirit
• Sent out as new people, as children of God, with nothing to fear, to 

continue the work of Jesus Christ
• To love whenever we can, to challenge oppression and degradation
• To live as people not of this world, but as citizens of God’s Kingdom
• And to know without a doubt that God loves this world, loves you and me, 

loves each and every person out there so much
• That God not only sent his son into the world, endured death on a cross
• And then declared that even that cross cannot stop God’s love
• If God can still love us, that is humankind, after we crucified God’s son- 
• If God’s love can continue even after the worst betrayal and transgression, 

if God’s love can conquer even death
• Then we definitely have something to celebrate tonight- the same thing 

Christians have celebrated for centuries
• That Christ is risen indeed, Alleluia.  
• I want to leave you tonight with a sermon from around the year 400 AD 1

• St. John Chrysostom preached this sermon at Easter so many years ago
• And in the Greek Orthodox church is read aloud every year at Easter
• It has become my own tradition as a preacher to include it every time I 

preach at the Easter vigil
• It is a fantastic tradition, I think, and its message is certainly still quite 

relevant: 2

 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Paschal_Homily1

 http://anglicansonline.org/special/Easter/chrysostom_easter.html2
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Are there any who are devout lovers of God?  
Let them enjoy this beautiful bright festival! 
 
Are there any who are grateful servants?  
Let them rejoice and enter into the joy of their Lord! 
 
Are there any weary with fasting?  
Let them now receive their wages! 
 
If any have toiled from the first hour, 
let them receive their due reward;  
If any have come after the third hour, 
let him with gratitude join in the Feast! 
 
And he that arrived after the sixth hour, 
let him not doubt; for he too shall sustain no loss. 
And if any delayed until the ninth hour, 
let him not hesitate; but let him come too. 
And he who arrived only at the eleventh hour, 
let him not be afraid by reason of his delay. 
 
For the Lord is gracious and receives the last even as the first. 
He gives rest to him that comes at the eleventh hour, 
as well as to him that toiled from the first. 
 
To this one He gives, and upon another He bestows. 
He accepts the works as He greets the endeavor. 
The deed He honors and the intention He commends. 
Let us all enter into the joy of the Lord! 

 
First and last alike receive your reward; 
rich and poor, rejoice together! 
Sober and slothful, celebrate the day! 
You that have kept the fast, and you that have not, 
rejoice today for the Table is richly laden! 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Feast royally on it, the calf is a fatted one. 
Let no one go away hungry. Partake, all, of the cup of faith. 
Enjoy all the riches of His goodness! 
 
Let no one grieve at his poverty, 
for the universal kingdom has been revealed. 
 
Let no one mourn that he has fallen again and again;  
for forgiveness has risen from the grave. 
 
Let no one fear death, for the Death of our Savior has set us free. 
He has destroyed it by enduring it. 
He destroyed Hell when He descended into it. 
He put it into an uproar even as it tasted of His flesh. 
 
Isaiah foretold this when he said, 
"You, O Hell, have been troubled by encountering Him below." 
Hell was in an uproar because it was done away with. 
It was in an uproar because it is mocked. 
It was in an uproar, for it is destroyed. 
It is in an uproar, for it is annihilated. 
It is in an uproar, for it is now made captive. 
 
Hell took a body, and discovered God. 
It took earth, and encountered Heaven. 
It took what it saw, and was overcome by what it did not see. 
 
O death, where is thy sting?  
O Hell, where is thy victory?  
 
Christ is Risen, and you, o death, are annihilated! 
Christ is Risen, and the evil ones are cast down! 
Christ is Risen, and the angels rejoice! 
Christ is Risen, and life is liberated! 
 
Christ is Risen, and the tomb is emptied of its dead;  
for Christ having risen from the dead, 
is become the first-fruits of those who have fallen asleep. 
 
To Him be Glory and Power forever and ever. Amen!
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