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Mark 16: 1-8


The curtain in the theater rises slowly, whispers up and up and up, to reveal a stage set that’s almost totally monochromatic, in bleak shades of black and gray.  The backdrop is the yawning entrance to a tomb hewn of rock shaded in shadows.  On stage are four unmoving characters, a silent, utterly still tableau.  Three of the characters are women, their faces shadowed, cast down, their robes and head coverings the rough drab shades of mourning.  The fourth character, though, is a startling contrast, a young man whose robe is angel-bright white.  For a few moments, no one moves, all is still, till suddenly the women jerk upright, aware of the young man’s presence and alarmed by it.  He speaks, words soft to soothe, words to bring remembrance and heart-lifting joy.  But the women are not soothed.  Nor do their hearts lift to joy.  They run off stage in heart-pounding fear, and silent, and the curtain comes down.


The scene we have just watched has included no floral scented Easter colors, no gloriously sung alleluias, no glad cries of excitement calling out, beckoning others.  In profound silence, the curtain has come down.  But that’s okay; we know there’s more to come.  So, we remain seated, awaiting the next scenes which will be bright, ablaze in the colors and songs of Easter morning joy.


But then, the theater lights come up, and we see the musicians in the orchestra pit packing up their instruments, leaving.  And we’re shocked.  What happened to the rest of the story, those other scenes, in which the resurrected Jesus appears?  Jesus appearing to Mary Magdalene, who finally recognizes him and in joy cries, “Rabboni,” Jesus appearing to the other women, to the other disciples, to the two traveling along the road to Emmaus:  we want those resurrection appearance scenes.  They complete the story with verification that what the young man said was true.  They feed something deep inside that hungers for faith nourishment to counter doubts.  So, we remain seated, waiting, anticipating, but the curtain remains down and closed.


The way gospel writer Mark tells the Easter story:  it’s so very different from the way the gospel writers Matthew, Luke and John tell the story.  Their Easter stories end as if with a huge and dazzling exclamation point, accompanied by lots of joyful noise, lots of loud singing alleluias.  Mark’s version ends with no obvious exclamation point, but as if with a question mark, and it ends in silence.  And we call out, “Come on, Mark; give us what we need for Easter Sunday morning.”  But Mark has set his pen down, to write no more.  Later, other writers did add resurrection appearance stories to Mark’s manuscript.  Apparently, they weren’t satisfied with Mark’s ending either.  But Mark himself ended the Easter story right there.

“[The women] went out and fled from the tomb, for terror and amazement had seized them; and they said nothing to anyone, for they were afraid.”  Suppose we didn’t have the other three gospels or the addendum later appended to Mark’s gospel; suppose all we had was Mark’s version of the story.  I guess we’d leave the theater very quiet, with the big questions left hanging.  Was Jesus of Nazareth more than just Jesus of Nazareth?  Was what the young man said true, or not?  Without the faith-bolstering testimony of those ancient resurrection appearance stories, bereft of the wondrous proclamation they whole-heartedly sing out, we’re left to plumb the depths of our own hearts, to ask, “What do I myself believe?”


Now, Mark the gospel writer has told us what he believes, how he himself answers those questions.  His own statement of belief rings out right at the beginning of his book, chapter one, verse one:  “The beginning of the good news of Jesus Christ, the Son of God.”  Notice what he proclaims, not just the good news of Jesus of Nazareth, but the good news of Jesus Christ, the Son of God.  That’s what Mark believes.  And, though it’s easy to miss, there’s also a strong statement of belief from those frightened women.  If they hadn’t believed the young man, they’d have just shrugged off his words, perhaps as symptomatic of a crazy man.  But they were amazed, not just fearful, amazed.

Thing is, their amazement didn’t turn their fear into joy; it turned their fear into terror.  Last week I spent some hours meandering around in my own imagination, trying to sort of experience what those women experienced, seeking explanations for their terror.  But finally I quit that fruitless endeavor.  There’s no way to know what frightened them, and even if they told you, you still couldn’t understand it, because you really can’t experience somebody else’s experience.  And besides, I think Mark adamantly did not want us to try to experience anybody else’s experience.  Those missing resurrection appearance stories, maybe Mark is suggesting that we depend on them too much, trying to live faith vicariously through others’ experiences of the risen Jesus Christ, when what we really need is to meet and experience the risen Christ ourselves.

Mark turns the spotlight on the young man dressed in a robe angel-bright white.  Mark removes all of the Easter flower colors that might claim our attention, removes all of the loud singing alleluias that might distract us from hearing that young man’s words:  The one you seek is not here.  Go to Galilee to see the risen Jesus yourself.

Now, that doesn’t mean we’re to hop on an airplane, literally go to Galilee, though that was the directive to our ancient sisters.  They didn’t do it, at least not right then, and sometimes we aren’t ready to take the journey either.  But it’s a standing invitation, always there.

For us, it’s an invitation to take our minds and hearts deep into the story of Jesus, which according to Mark begins in Galilee.  Mark is not interested in Bethlehem, includes no birth narrative.  He does give us two preliminary glimpses of Jesus in Judea:  his baptism by John in the Jordan River, then his sojourn in the Judean desert, that wilderness.  But for Mark the good news story begins in Galilee.  According to Mark, that’s where we first hear Jesus’ own voice, Jesus as if interpreting the meaning of the story that’s going to unfold.  And the very first words out of Jesus’ mouth are these:  “The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come near; repent, and believe in the good news.”

Repent, that is, turn away from what’s past; turn around to the present; turn your eyes upon the kingdom; turn your heart into the presence of Jesus, and begin your life anew.  The whole rest of Mark’s gospel, the whole story of Jesus as Mark tells it, unfolds around the proclamation that the kingdom has drawn near in Jesus, that in Jesus we can see the good kingdom and the good and loving King, that in Jesus we can see good news, good news to believe.  The journey we are to take, to behold the living One ourselves, it’s a journey into all of those stories about Jesus, what he preached, what he taught, the miraculous healings, the warmth of his welcome to everybody, including you.

Go see his delight in welcoming children, and women, his delight to sit at table with sinners and with faithful disciples, his delight to sit at table with the popular group and with people whom others reject, and see that Jesus has set a place at that table especially for you.  Go see Jesus, Mark says; see him smiling at others and at you; see him loving others and you; meet in Galilee the living One who lives on, the risen Christ.  That meeting, that’s Easter, Mark says.

Look, says Mark, that empty tomb back in Jerusalem, so bleak in shades of gray and black, is nonetheless the exclamation point, the alleluia that sings on and on and on.  But you won’t see the risen Jesus in the alleluias of an empty tomb.  You have to go where the action is.  You have to go to Galilee, go deep into the Jesus story, to see Jesus alive and embracing you.

So, go, says Mark; go now.  You don’t have to wait till after you die to see.  Go to Galilee and see.  See in the face of the living Jesus the face of the living King of the kingdom, the God who embraces you always, the God who made you, whose child you are, who loves you way too much ever to be distanced from you, who is walking where you walk, hand in hand with you through everything in life, who will be holding your hand as you die, who will walk hand in hand with you all the way home, where all is well and as is well and all is well.  Go see the risen Jesus yourself, says Mark.

Well, suppose we do that, will we then have all our questions answered, all our doubts banished; will we then know everything?  No; but when you meet Jesus yourself, what you do know is that you are known, known by God, and loved, and that’s enough to know.  And that’s when Easter happens, not in somebody else’s experience, but in your own.  That’s when the Easter alleluias become full of meaning for you; that’s when you hear God in the risen Christ singing, singing on and on and on, now and forever singing, to you.
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