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“Rejoice, heavenly powers, Sing, choirs of angels!

Exult, all creation around God’s throne!
Let the trumpet of salvation

Sound the triumph of so great a King!

Let earth too rejoice as glory fills her, 

radiant with the splendour of her eternal King,

feeling herself rid of the darkness enshrouding the entire globe
Let Mother Church exult in joy,

Adorned with the brilliance of so great a light,

And let this building resound with joy

Echoing the powerful voices of the peoples.”
By the light of the Easter candle, thus begins the Exsultet, the “Preconium Paschale.” The candle, lit from the Easter bonfire, is processed into the Church in darkness. Marked with the Cross, the Alpha and Omega, and the five wounds, it symbolizes the Risen Christ, by whose light we ponder the Old and New Testament readings of the Vigil service.   
The emperor Constantine (d.337) is said to have "transformed the night of the sacred vigil into the brilliancy of day, by lighting throughout the whole city pillars of wax, while burning lamps illuminated every part, so that this mystic vigil was rendered brighter than the brightest daylight.” St. Gregory Nazianzus and St. Gregory of Nyssa, also give vivid descriptions of the illumination of the Easter vigil.
The Latin verb Exsultet means “rejoice exceedingly, revel, run riot.” The deacon calls upon the angelic throngs – seraphim, cherubim, thrones, dominations, powers, virtues, principalities, archangels, angels – to praise Christ’s Resurrection triumph. Next, let the entire earth celebrate that the fog of death and sin has been dissipated. 

Thirdly, let the church buildings shake with the voices of all races of humanity, joined in one stupendous canticle of praise and thanksgiving.
The early Church had an evening service which involved the Lucernarium or lighting of lamps. This is still seen in the Byzantine–rite vespers, with the singing of the hymn "Phos hilaron": 
“O joyful Light! Light and holy Glory of the Father immortal, the heavenly, holy, the blessed One, O Jesus Christ! Now that we have reached the setting of the sun, and see the evening light, we sing to God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  It is fitting at all times to raise a song of praise in measured melody to You, O Son of God, the Giver of Life. Behold, the universe sings Your glory.”

On Holy Saturday, the Lucernarium developed into a solemn vigil with the blessing of the Candle, and the singing of the “Laus Cerei” or “Praise of the Candle,” mentioned by St Jerome in 398 AD. 
The earliest texts of our Exsultet appear in the Bobbio Missal, the Missale Gothicum, and the Missale Gallicanum Vetus, from about 700 AD. Some scholars date it back to the fifth century. Medieval copies survive as Exultet rolls, highly illuminated with little pictures.
It pertains to the deacon to sing the Exultet.  He associates himself – by divine vocation - with the Levites of the Jewish faith, who assisted the Aaronic priests in Temple worship and provided the music.

Therefore, dearest brothers and sisters,

Standing in the awesome glory of this holy light,

Call down with me, I ask you, the mercy of Almighty God,

That He who has deigned, not on account of my merits, 

To number me among the Levites,

May pour the radiance of His light into me,

That I may sing this candle’s perfect praise.

The usual Preface responses follow, then….
It is truly right and just, that with full hearts and minds and voices, 

We should acclaim our God invisible, the almighty Father, 

and His sole-begotten Son, Jesus Christ, our Lord, 
Who for our sake discharged Adam’s debt to the eternal Father, 

and pouring out His own dear blood,

Wiped clean the record of our ancient guilt.
The juridical idea of Jesus “paying the price” for our sins is Pauline. In particular, the Saviour heals the wound of original sin – our “ancient guilt.” 
The Preconium now turns to the Exodus theme, a prefiguring of Christian baptism and resurrection. The Israelites ate the roasted Passover lamb, and daubed their housedoors with its blood, as protection from the Angel of Death who would slay all firstborn males in Egypt.
For these are the feasts of Passover, 

in which that true Lamb is slain, 
Whose blood consecrates the doorposts of believers.

This is the night

When first You led our forebears, Israel’s children,

Out of slavery in Egypt

And made them pass dry-shod through the Red Sea.

This is the night

That with a pillar of fire banished the darkness of sin.
Here is the parallel between the Easter Candle, and the pillar of cloud by day, or of fire by night, by which God guided his people through the deserts of Sinai, en route to the Promised Land.  Medieval Paschal Candles were veritable pillars: that at Salisbury was 36 feet high. 
In 1558 at Westminster Abbey, the candle weighed 336 lb. Such immense candles were after Pentecost melted down and made into tapers, fittingly for use without charge at the funerals of the poor. 

This is the night, that throughout the whole world,

Today sets believers in Christ apart

From worldly vices and the murk of sin, 

restoring them to grace to be joined to His holy ones.

The Resurrection night is one of grace and forgiveness – in particular, for those wishing to renounce paganism, who pass through the bath of illumination (photismos) i.e. Christian baptism.

This is the night

When Christ tore asunder the fetters of death

And rose victorious from the underworld.

Jesus descended into Hades, into the Limbo of the Fathers, to rescue the just of earlier generations. Hell is harrowed, Christ wrenches the keys of the underworld from Satan’s claws, shattering the portals of death.

What good would life have been to us, had we not been redeemed?
O the wonder of your humble care for us!
O love, O charity beyond all telling:

To ransom a slave You gave away Your Son.

O truly necessary sin of Adam, 

destroyed completely by the death of Christ!

O happy fault

That earned so great, so glorious a Redeemer!

These stanzas are replete with pathos and poignancy. God sacrificed His Son to rescue us who were slaves to sin. Even Adam’s fall into sin – O felix culpa! – has turned out an opportunity for mankind’s good, for God to reveal ever more deeply His divine love and mercy towards us.
O truly blessed night, worthy alone to know the time and hour

At which Christ arose from the realm of death!

The Resurrection will always be a mystery to us in this world. In material terms, we know the night, but neither the hour nor the process. Light has conquered the darkness:
This is the night of which Scripture says,

“This night shall be clear as day, 

Dazzling is the night for me, and full of joy.”

The sanctifying power of this night

Dispels all wickedness, washes faults away,

Restores lost innocence to the fallen,

And joy to those who mourn.

It drives out hatred, fosters concord

And humbles the earthly powers.
There are echoes here of Mary’s Magnificat, of the Lord who pulls down the mighty from their thrones, and raises the lowly.
In this night of grace, accept, O holy Father,

This evening sacrifice of praise, this candle,

From the work of bees and at Your servants’ hands,
As solemn offering from Your most holy Church.

But now we know the praises of this pillar,

Which reddening fire enkindles to honour God,

A fire which, though divided into many flames,

Is never dimmed by sharing of its light, since fed by melting wax

Drawn out by mother bees to form the substance of this precious torch.

The candle wax is made bees and by human labour. One of the humblest yet most diligent and useful of God’s creatures is drawn into the great paean of praise, not once but twice. 
The Eucharist is one, and when broken and divided, each soul receives the same Christ. Similarly with the Easter candle flame, each of the faithful lights his small candle from it at the church door – yet the flame is never diminished in the giving. It is a fitting allegory of faith and eternal life, passed on from one to another.
O night truly blessed

When things of heaven are wed to those of earth

And mysteries divine to what is human!

By the Resurrection, Jesus’ mortal body is rendered immortal and glorified. It enters the heavenlies. Thus human nature and divine nature are bound in an unbreakable and eternal unity.
Therefore, O Lord, we pray You,

That this candle, hallowed to the honour of Your name,

May persist undimmed, destroying the darkness of this night.

Accepted as a sweetening fragrance,

May it mingle with the lights of heaven.

May the Morning Star find its flame still burning,

I mean, that Morning Star which knows no setting,

Christ Your Son, Who came back from the dead
And shed His peaceful light on all mankind,

He Who lives and reigns for ever and ever. 

R. Amen.

The candle is likened to the stars of heaven, as the Messiah had long been linked to the Morning Star. “A star will come out of Jacob; a sceptre will rise out of Israel.” (Numbers 24:17) “

Earlier versions ended with a petitionary prayer for Christian Kings and Emperors, now omitted for obvious reasons.

The translation from the Latin original given here is mine, drawing upon the 1973 ICEL version, and a 2006 draft of the new translation. Any mistakes are my own. A joyful and grace-filled Easter to you all!
