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Mark 16: 1-8

Easter Sunday

Holy God, remove the stones that block the portals of our minds…
shine your light so that it may take over the darkness within…
and fill our thoughts with your perfect vision for creation
so we may go, and tell, and be, and do.
Amen.

Ah, Easter Sunday.  There is nothing quite like it.

No matter how many times I told myself last week to just treat it like any other Sunday (because, after all, every Sunday is a little Easter), I just couldn’t do it.  Because Easter is it; it’s our biggest holiday, the crux of our faith, the whole enchilada.  It’s the World Series of the church year!
Everyone has high expectations for Easter, especially the musician and the minister.  And so we worry and begin planning for the celebration around Christmas.  Sometimes, if we’re not too tired, we even begin thinking about what we’d do differently next year around mid-afternoon today, after the high of eating too much candy begins to wear off.
You see, we just want to make sure that we get it right.  That we play the right notes, or say the right thing, because Easter, you see, is utterly central.  Without Easter, we wouldn’t know about Jesus.  If his story had ended with the crucifixion, he probably would have been forgotten; just another person crucified by the Roman Empire in a century that witnessed thousands of such executions.  Maybe a word or two would have been written about him as a rabble rouser rabbi, but that is all.  
So Easter is utterly central.  But what does it mean?  That’s what I’m most interested in this morning.  What does it mean to believe in the resurrection?  That God raised Jesus from the dead?  That’s what I’m interested in exploring this morning.  Not how it happened or why it happened but what does it mean.  What does it mean in the year of our Lord 2012 to proclaim, “Christ is risen!  He is risen indeed!”  What does it mean?
This year our Easter account comes from the gospel of Mark.  In typical Mark fashion, the story is short and sweet.  Well, perhaps not sweet but it’s definitely short; only 8 verses long.  Matthew takes 20 verses to tell his version of the resurrection.  Luke takes 53, and John-always verbose-takes 56 verses and two chapters.  

Mark, although short, tells his story in the usual way.  The women are worrying about how to move the stone that covers Jesus’ tomb only to find when they get there that it’s already been rolled away.  When they enter the tomb, they find a young man-presumably an angel-dressed in white who tells them, “Do not be alarmed; you are looking for Jesus of Nazareth, who was crucified.  He has been raised.  He is not here.  Look, there is the place where they laid him.  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.”  
That’s the first seven verses of Mark’s Easter story, which all sound pretty familiar right?  Up until now, it’s all good.  And then we read the final verse, “So they went out and fled from the tomb, for terror and amazement had seized them; and they said nothing to anyone, for they were afraid.”
There you have it, Mark’s Easter story. The end.

Have you ever read a book and gotten to the ending and thought, “This is it?  That’s all?”  Well, that’s Mark.  

In fact, the ending to Mark’s gospel was so unsatisfactory to his original audience that around the 2nd century people added on to it to make it better.  It’s true!  I can just imagine a monk in some cave back in the year 165 that read Mark’s gospel and thought, “What?  The story can’t end with three women running off in fear.  And what sort of resurrection account doesn’t include Jesus, the hero of the story?  I must write a better ending.”  And the monk goes ahead and does just that, affixing a verse, or even 12, to the end to bring it to a more fulfilling conclusion.  

But ask any scholar and he or she will tell you that in all likelihood, Mark ended his gospel with the women fleeing the tomb in fear and keeping their mouths shut.

But why?  Why would Mark end his gospel so abruptly and in what could be interpreted as failure?  After all, the women were told to go and tell, and as far as we can tell they did neither.  So why?  Why would Mark end his story this way?

It’s almost as if Mark anticipated the fact that the resurrection is so extraordinary, so exceptional, so stretches credibility that readers ever after would spend enormous amounts of energy debating what really happened, so why bother ending the story with a neatly drawn conclusion?

It’s almost as if Mark anticipated all the scientific controversy generated by the belief that a dead man came back to life—that theories would abound and ancient scrolls would be dug up and novels written; almost as if this ancient writer anticipated the way culture would take this event and because it doesn’t know what to do with it, would make it into a consumer friendly one with eggs and bunnies and butterflies and chocolate. Because we just don’t know what else to do with the resurrection.
Maybe Mark anticipated all of that and figured, why try to end it so neatly if everyone’s just going to re-write it anyways?

Or maybe, just maybe, Mark wants us to do just that . . .to write our own ending to the story.  Or better yet, maybe Mark wants us to be the ending of the story, to be a part of how the drama unfolds.  Maybe that’s the meaning behind Mark’s resurrection story.
You know, for a long time, I didn’t like Mark’s Easter story.  I figured he just wasn’t that good with endings.  After all, he’s not that good with beginnings-he doesn’t include the Christmas story, either!  Maybe, I figured, he doesn’t know how to begin or end.  I can relate to this, because sometimes beginnings and endings are the hardest part of writing a sermon, too.  Sometimes, I know what I want to say, but I don’t know where to start, or how to wrap it all up.  Maybe that’s Mark’s problem, too.  That’s what I thought.
Until I read somewhere that Mark’s ending actually fits into a two-part pattern that permeates his entire gospel. The first part goes like this: the people who should know what's going on, like the disciples, don't. Jesus predicts his passion three different times and yet they still don't understand. Again and again, the disciples disappoint, and so maybe we shouldn't be surprised when the women disappoint, too.

The second part of the pattern goes like this: the people who do realize who Jesus is can't be trusted to tell. Take, for instance, the demon who possesses a young man at Garazene. He recognizes Jesus, asking, "What have you to do with me, Jesus, Son of the Most High God?" (Mark 5:7). The demon knows who Jesus is, but can you count on a demon for a testimony?! And then there's the Roman centurion, who immediately after watching Jesus dies states, "Truly, this man was God's son" (Mark 15:39). But can you count on a Roman centurion for a testimony?

So there we are. All the people who should know, don't. And those who do, can't be counted on. So it appears we're in a bind. Except ... except there's one other person who has seen and heard everything Jesus has said and done. One other who heard Jesus' predictions and then watched as they came true. One other who listened to the amazing news at the empty tomb and heard the order to go and tell. Do you know who that other person is? It's you. And me. And everyone else who is listening to this story this morning.  
Mark writes this open-ended gospel that threatens to end in failure, you see, precisely to place the burden of responsibility for telling the good news squarely on our shoulders. It turns out Mark isn't terrible at endings, he's brilliant, and by ending his account in this way, he invites us into the story, to pick up where these women left off and, indeed, go and tell that Jesus of Nazareth, who was crucified, has been raised, and is going ahead to meet us, just as he promised.  

The late Donald Juel, who wrote extensively on the Gospel of Mark, told the story of one of his students who had memorized the whole of Mark in order to do a dramatic, Broadway-style reading before a live audience.  After carefully studying the Gospel, the student decided to end the dramatic reading with verse eight.  However, at his first performance, after he spoke that ambiguous last verse (and they said nothing to anyone, for they were afraid), he stood there awkwardly, shifting from one foot to the other, the audience waiting for more, waiting for closure, waiting for a proper ending.  Finally, after several anxious seconds, he said, “Amen!” and made his exit.  

The relieved audience applauded loudly and appreciatively.  Upon reflection, though, the student realized that by providing the audience a satisfying conclusion, his “Amen!” had actually betrayed the dramatic intention of the text.  So at the next performance, when he reached the final verse he simply paused for a half beat and left the stage in silence.  “The discomfort and uncertainty within the audience was obvious,” said Juel. “And as people exited . . . the buzz of conversation was dominated by the experience of non-ending.

Mark’s story is left open-ended, which means that we must write the ending.   It’s up to us to decide what to do with this resurrection because we are the ones who decide, by our actions, whether the story has any meaning or not.

“Go and tell his disciples,” the young man said.  Who are his disciples?  Peter, James, John, and Andrew. . .yes, but also you and me.  We are disciples, too.  Where is Galilee?  North of Jerusalem. . .yes, but also here.  And what happened in Galilee?  What did Jesus do in Galilee?  Well to find that answer, you only need to go back to the beginning of Mark’s story and re-read it.  
And when you do, you’ll learn, “Oh, yes, now I get.  Now I know how write the ending.  I only need to do all of those things Jesus taught the disciples, taught all of us to do.”  
Things like feeding the hungry, clothing the naked, healing the sick, welcoming the stranger and the outcast, and showing people by your words and actions that God’s love knows no boundaries.

To discover the meaning behind the resurrection, you need look no further than your own life and ask yourself, “Am I practicing the resurrection?”  Am I doing those things?

Or am I rendering the resurrection meaningless by:

· turning my back on the poor; 

· closing my ears to the cries of the downtrodden, or 

· Lending my support to an unjust and corrupt system.

How am I through my words and actions giving meaning to the resurrection?

Last Sunday you heard me say in no uncertain terms that Jesus’ passion was the kingdom of God and the people he loved and believed had a rightful place in that kingdom, no matter who they were or what they did or what they believed.  “I came that they might have life, and have it abundantly,” he said.  You heard me say that that was his passion; that was his reason for living.  And his reason for dying.  What I didn’t say was that if the story ended there, his passion and reason for living would have died with him.

But because the story didn’t end on Friday but continued on Easter, and continues still with all of us, Jesus’ passion lives on.  But only if we practice resurrection, only if we live as he lived.  

Someone once wrote that Easter means God’s Great Cleanup of the World has begun.  But it will not happen without us.

So this Easter, practice the resurrection.  Go and tell.  Go and do!  

Let everyone know that the resurrection does have meaning.

That indeed Christ is risen!

Christ is risen indeed!

Amen.
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Prayer for Illumination

Resurrecting God, we have come to see the stone rolled away.
We come in hope that no matter who we are,
no matter where life has taken us,
no matter what choices we have made,
no matter what sins we have committed,
we will find Christ in this place.
The empty tomb assures us that nothing we can do is beyond your power to recreate.
Be with us as we celebrate the beauty of new life, we ask in the name of our Savior, Jesus Christ, Amen.

Pastoral Prayer

God of us all,

We give you thanks for your love, your grace, and your power on this blessed Resurrection morning!

We thank you for the many friends and loved ones who have made the extra effort to gather here with us today. 


We thank you for the brilliance of the colors on us and around us that remind us of new life!
Today, blessed God, we gather to remember and celebrate:


We remember Jesus, who healed the sick and raised the dead.


We remember Jesus, who gathered children to himself and dealt kindly with everyone from all walks of life.


We remember Jesus, who always kept the mission in the forefront, and the minutia in the lowest seat.


We remember Jesus, Son of God, who showed us God’s ways.


We remember Jesus, who consented to suffer and die at our hand.


Today, Almighty God, we celebrate the fact that death could not hold Jesus in the grave!


We celebrate that not even death is able to separate us from the love of God!


We celebrate the new life that we have in Christ!


We celebrate the assurance that we have of eternal life!


Today we celebrate and give thanks that in life, and in death, we belong to God! Amen.
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