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Resurrection Day

Bono of U2 sings, “But I still haven’t found what I’m looking for” (and some of us are singing it more as we become older and can’t find things). Maybe that’s why you are here today on Resurrection Sunday--because you still haven’t found what you are looking for. You have the house, the car, the family, the job; yet you sing, “But I still haven’t found what I’m looking/living for.”

Now I know that grammatically we are not supposed to end a sentence with a preposition like “for.” You have heard of the Southerner who went to an Ivy League school and asked, “Where’s the library at?” The graduate student responded, “Here at ‘Hahvahd,’ we don’t end our sentences with a preposition.” So the Southerner tried again, “Where is the library at, jerk?”


We want neat, tidy endings, don’t we? We don’t end our sentences with prepositions, but the Gospel according to Mark does. Our best research of the oldest manuscripts reveals that this first Gospel account of Jesus ends in verse 8 and it ends with a conjunction. The English translation of verse 8 tries to clean it up so it will be acceptable on a university campus: For they were afraid. The Greek text, however, ends with the word gar, which is a conjunction and does not normally conclude a sentence. Gar can be translated “because” or “for.” “They were afraid because . . . .” or “They were afraid for . . . .” 


What’s going on here? Some think the last part of that original scroll of Mark’s account of the gospel of Jesus Christ was torn off early on in its transmission. We don’t have the original manuscript of Mark, so we don’t know what happened to it. What if nothing is missing from Mark’s original account? What if Mark intended to end the story this way in an untidy, nonconclusive ending--for? 

We are not surprised that early on in the church’s history--perhaps in the second century--some began to offer some endings to Mark’s account that give us some resolution, some closure to the story ends--”They were afraid for . . . .”  Check the notes in the pew Bible (page 55) or in your own study Bible for scholarly help on the several endings of Mark. We have what is called “The Shorter Ending of Mark” which sounds nothing like Mark. 

And the account of verses 9-20 (called “The Longer Ending of Mark”) offers appearances similar to Matthew, Luke and John. The longer ending frightens me because verse 17 gives us clear signs of a faithful follower--casting out demons, speaking in new tongues, handling poisonous snakes, drinking poison, and healing the sick.  I am glad that these are not necessary requirements for a faithful disciple of Jesus. Aren’t you? Otherwise, we would be pulling out the snakes and setting up the cups of strychnine poison this morning to see if you are really a follower of Jesus. As my friend Bill Leonard, Dean of Wake Forest Divinity School, says, “If you believe in the literal interpretation of poison and snakes in these added verses, then pick up or shut up!”

When the story ends at verse 8, Mark gives us no appearances of Jesus. Even though we may sing, I’ve Just Seen Jesus, that message is appropriate for three of the four gospel accounts but not for Mark. This abrupt ending of Mark gives us no sightings of Jesus, no breakfast on the shore of Galilee, no walk to Emmaus, no challenge to Thomas in the locked room, and no gentle words to Mary in the garden. Mark ends with a preposition: They were afraid for. . . .  

And that’s not the only problem with this ending. Mark also tells us: So they went out and fled from the tomb, for terror and amazement had seized them; and they said nothing to anyone. The English misses the double negative of the Greek text--they said oudeni ouden--nothing to no one! When commanded to tell the disciples about the empty tomb, the women said nothing to no one. Even the women were unfaithful, disobedient and afraid!


If you read Mark very closely you will discover that the male disciples consistently show their misunderstanding of Jesus and regularly are disobedient to what he calls them to do. The men just don’t get it! The women, however, are more faithful than the men in this story told by Mark. The unnamed woman in chapter 14 anoints his head for burial. She understands. And when no men are around, three named women (Mary Magdalene, Mary the mother of James and Joses, and Salome) at least stand at a distance when Jesus is crucified (15:40). 


And now Mark ends his account with the women being afraid and amazed and telling nothing to no one. The women, like the men, fail to be faithful followers of Jesus. They still live as if death is the most powerful force in the world. They come early on Sunday morning to keep the observances of death, not life, for they come to anoint a dead body of Jesus. Death seems so powerful in our world. Dictators coerce with the threat of physical death. Supervisors ask us to do illegal or immoral acts and threaten us with vocational death. Our son’s middle school football coach had a simple philosophy: “Life is tough and then you die.” The women come under the rule of death to honor the dead and anoint the dead body of Jesus. To worship death can lead to despair. 


Mark does not end this gospel with despair, however. At the beginning Mark is filled with hope and excitement--The beginning of the good news of Jesus Christ, the Son of God (1:1) and at the ending he is still not discouraged. Note what the young man at the tomb tells the women: “But go, tell his disciples and Peter that he is going ahead of you to Galilee; there you will see him, just as he told you” (16:7). The gospel begins in Galilee and they are invited to go back to the beginning of the gospel and start again. 


This gospel account does not end in discouragement but in hope! They have a chance for a “do-over!” The disciples who have been with Jesus since the beginning have misunderstood him and have not been obedient to his commands for the whole journey toward Jerusalem and the cross. Hear the central message of Easter: They have given up on Jesus, but Jesus has not given up on them.  “But go, tell his disciples and Peter that he is going ahead of you to Galilee.” The same Jesus of Nazareth--now the resurrected Christ--is still walking ahead of them on the journey of discipleship. He is going to give them another chance to follow him now that they have witnessed his death and have heard that his tomb is empty. Now--on the resurrection side of the crucifixion-- perhaps they will have a better understanding of what he has been about all along. The young man (could he be an angel?) at the tomb invites them to go back to the beginning of the gospel in Galilee and walk the path again. 


So Mark ends his account in verse 8 with no male disciples around and with women who have some news but who are afraid and tell nothing to no one. How, then, will the story get out? Here we find the brilliance of Mark’s style of telling the story of Jesus. You and I in our day tend to read a story and then judge it by how well we like it. Did it have a pleasant ending? Did it agree with my pre-established opinions and views? Did I enjoy reading it?


Mark is not interested in entertaining us. He intends for his Gospel account to do something. He wants us to read it, to believe differently, to act accordingly and to change our behavior. If the women do not carry this message of the empty tomb to someone, who will do it? Will the news of the resurrection of Jesus die because of fear and silent lips? Who knows enough of the story that Mark tells to let it live in the world? Who knows of the beginning of the good news of Jesus of Nazareth in Galilee--of his teaching and preaching and healing and touching? Who knows of his resolute walk toward Jerusalem, of his betrayal, of his arrest and trial and crucifixion and burial? Who knows that a young man in a white robe has said, “He has been raised; he is not here.”? Who knows all of this?


Why, you know! Yes, you! You know all about Jesus and you understand what he was trying to say and do because you know of his crucifixion and burial and resurrection. Who knows? You do! No wonder Mark’s gospel account ends with the conjunction “for.” The story has not ended. Mark’s account ends with fear and with the women telling “nothing to no one” but the gospel story doesn’t have to end that way. 

You and I have as much information about Jesus as the women had that first Easter morning. We, like they, have not physically seen Jesus, but we, like they, hear a messenger dressed in white telling us, “He has been raised; he is not here.  Go to Galilee and start over. You have another chance to try again.” That’s the basic message of Easter: Jesus gives us another chance. That’s what we are living for! Here on Resurrection Day we can start over. We are called to continue the Good News of Jesus here and now. How does the story of the good news of Jesus Christ, the Son of God end? Well, according to Mark, how the story of Jesus is told is now up to you and to me. How will you and I complete the story? What are you living for? Well?
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