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TEXT: Mark 16:8 “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.’ 
PURPOSE: To call us to put resurrection faith into resurrection practice. 
______________________________________________________________________________

Here we are, celebrating the resurrection of Jesus on the second, and
hopefully the last, Easter Worship constrained by a pandemic.  How would anyone
could have imagined, last Easter, that, a year later, we’d still not only be worshiping,
but living, in ways designed to decrease the possibility of catching this deadly virus? 
I miss celebrating Easter the way we used to.  I miss the lilies.  I miss worshiping in
a church filled with people.  Most of all, I miss singing Easter songs with a
congregation, all of us belting out the familiar lyrics louder than we otherwise
would dare.  The song we’ll sing right after my sermon was especially composed for
Easter 2020.  The first line is, “This Easter celebration is not like ones we’ve
known.”  Like it or not, this Easter celebration is a lot like the last one.  Except that
now, we grieve not just the absence of choirs and Easter lilies, but the loss of over
five hundred thousand people who died from the virus just in the United States, and
an unprecedented disruption of the global economy.  

But here we are, and Easter is still Easter.  Christ is risen!  No disruption of
the way we worship, no insidious virus, no social distancing, can undo the power of
Christ’s triumph over sin and death.  Indeed, celebrating Christ’s resurrection
victory is more important than ever.  The pandemic calls the followers of Jesus to be
caught up in his resurrection and to shout it out to a world more stuck in the muck of
sin and death than it has been, at least in our lifetimes.  And, gathered congregation
or not, I hope our Easter still will feature egg hunts and binging on chocolates.  

When Lindy’s and my children were young, there existed a genre of
children’s books which offered multiple endings.  You would read through a story
up to a point just before the exciting climax, and then, the child got to choose what
happened next.  “If you think Charlie will stand up to Buster, go to page 27.”  “If
you think Charlie is going to run away from Buster, go to page 38.”  The ending of
Mark’s Gospel invites alternate possibilities like the options offered in those
children’s books.  It begins with three of the women who had watched Joseph bury
Jesus’ body in haste going to the tomb the morning after the Sabbath to finish the
work of properly preparing a dead body.  In those days, this work was generally the
work of women anyway, but in this case, it was not just women’s work; it was also
women’s risk.  People who were associated with Jesus, even after he was dead,
could be considered to be as much of a threat as his opponents had reckoned him. 
As those women went, they wondered how they would get to Jesus’ body, since they
knew that a large stone sealed the entrance to the tomb.  
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But when they arrived, the found the stone already rolled away.  This would
be enough to send me running away, but not these women. They chose to enter the
tomb.  And there, instead of the dead body of Jesus, they encountered a very much
alive young man, dressed in white.  Now, Mark tells us, “They were alarmed.”  I
should say so.  The young man spoke, first attempting to calm them, then letting
them know the great good news: “He has been raised; he is not here.”  And then, he
offered a pregnant promise: Tell his disciples that he is going ahead of you to
Galilee.  If you want to see him, that’s where you’ll find him.  In fact, he told you
this before he died. (Mark 14:28)  This was more than the women could handle. 
Mark says that they fled from the tomb seized by terror and amazement, and said
nothing to anyone, because they were afraid.  

Check out any translation of the Bible, and you’ll find verses in Mark’s
Gospel which carry the story forward after this. The additional verses describe
appearances of the risen Christ.   They record his commission to his followers, and
close with him ascending into heaven.   Those verses bring a comfortable
conclusion to the account left hanging with the women fleeing in fear and telling no
one.  But in every modern translation, those verses come with a disclaimer along the
lines of, “The earliest manuscripts do not have Mark 16:9-20.”  I have no doubt that
Mark ended his gospel with the account of the women fleeing from the tomb and
saying nothing.  A later scribe added the longer ending, adopting the creative effort
found in my children’s books, with, “if you want the women to tell the disciples
what they saw, turn to verse nine.”  

Mark himself deliberately left an unfinished story; or rather, Mark left a story
for his readers, from the earliest days right down to us, to finish.  Mark intended for
the story to unfold like this: if you want to be convinced that Jesus rose from the
dead, go to Galilee.  Where is Galilee?  It is the place where the discipleship
adventure began.  It is where Jesus initially assembled his team, where he healed the
sick, and welcomed the outcast, and ate with sinners, and confronted the entrenched
religious establishment.  It is almost as if Mark is saying, If you want to know what
happens next, turn back to page one of my gospel.   

Almost, but in this case, almost is not the right answer.  Going back to the
beginning leaves us out of the story, and Mark’s certain interest is to draw his
readers into the story.  Galilee is not just a literal geographic region north of Judea. 
Galilee is wherever following Jesus happens.  Galilee is Newbury, or New
Hampshire, or Gweru, Zimbabwe.  Galilee is wherever the least of Jesus’s brothers
and sisters are hungry, or thirsty, or an unwelcome stranger, or sick, or in prison. 
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Galilee is wherever people who are downtrodden and desperate need to hear the
good news of Jesus, crucified and risen.  Galilee is where, as we serve others, we
meet the servant Christ.  As Ched Myers so marvelously comments, “The power of
Mark’s Gospel lies not in what it tells the readers, but what is asks of them.”1  The
only way we know for sure that a resurrection happened on the first Easter  morning
is if we practice resurrection with our own discipleship.  

Easter cannot be a mere recollection of a story which came to conclusion long
ago.  It certainly cannot be a religiously cloaked celebration of the inevitable return
of spring. It is only really Easter if we hear it as a persistent invitation to us 
to discover for ourselves whether Jesus has been raised by our own practice of
discipleship in our own Galilee.  The conclusions to the unfinished resurrection
story which we create with our actions determine whether or not we will encounter
resurrection in our own circumstances. 

So– now what?  Now that the women leave the tomb both amazed and
terrified, what’s next?  Now that we have gathered in this odd online way, now
what?  Now, if we are lucky, we get to gather in person with loved ones for an
Easter dinner. Now, if children are part of our lives, we get to watch them hunt
Easter eggs.  Now, if we live alone, we accept phone calls and video chats as the
best connections possible, given the circumstances.  

But after we’re done with celebrating the day, a more profound, a more
urgent, ‘Now what?’ waits for our response.  Now that we know the tomb is empty,
now what?  Now that we’ve heard that the risen Christ has gone ahead of us to
Galilee, now what?  If we want to get up tomorrow and go about our lives as if
Easter hasn’t changed anything, turn to page 27.  If we want to be Easter people
whose lives bear witness to Christ’s victory over sin and death, turn to page 38.  

Choosing to be one of the Easter people is nowhere near as easy as turning
the pages of a children’s book. What it involves is real, costly, risky action.  For the
followers of Jesus, it involves the practice of discipleship.  It involves going to
Galilee.  But it is in Galilee, in the place where the gospel promise is realized, that
is, made real, that the promise of seeing the risen Christ is fulfilled.  It is in Galilee
that meet him as risen and triumphant, overcoming, by way of our compassion, all
that appears to hold humanity in bondage to sin and death.  

1
Myers, Ched, Binding the Strong Man: A Political Reading of Mark’s Story of Jesus. Orbis Books,

Maryknoll, NY, 1988; pl 403.
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What I believe is that, for every single person who seeks to follow Jesus, for
every one of us who finds ourselves in any place where we think death has the final
word and instead hears a word that life might prevail after all, there are multiple
opportunities for us to finish the story with our own discipleship and in so doing, to
make the resurrection a reality in our time.  We followers of the risen Christ live in a
world overflowing with evidence that injustice, and deceit, and selfishness, and
brutality, are the powers in charge.  How dare we, in such a world, gather this
morning and sing, “Christ the Lord is risen today, Alleluia!  Love’s redeeming work
is done, Alleluia!”  It’s wonderful to sing these glorious Easter songs, even if we can
only hear ourselves.  It is wonderful to meet Christ at the communion table on
Easter morning, even if our various tables are physically separated but spiritually
united.  Certainly we hope that our worship will renew our participation in the new
life Christ offers.  

But in this degenerated world, our worship is an insufficient witness, even to
us here worshiping,  to the transforming power of Christ’s resurrection.  We come to
church, we sing the songs and hear the story and enjoy the fellowship, and then
what?  We go out into a world which looks a lot more like Good Friday than Easter
Sunday.  We go out into a world which offers little, if any, evidence that Christ’s
Easter victory over sin and death is a victory being accomplished right now.  Except
for this: except for the assurance that he has gone ahead of us.  Except for the
promise that we will meet him in our Galilee, in whatever place where we might be
taking up the discipleship adventure.  

The resurrection left unfinished back on the first Easter morning finds its
completion in those who have shared Christ’s life, from the witness of his first
disciples, and down through the ages to us.  Now what?  Now this: The resurrection
is not a doctrine for us to believe; it is a way of life for us to practice.  Easter is
overtaking our Good Friday world through the likes of us, who, in whatever way
God’s Spirit guides us, take up where Jesus left off, loving the unloved and the
unlovely, and living as if the kingdom he came to establish is being established by
the way we live in the world where he is completing his resurrection through us. 

Now what?  Now, this:  If we want to know what happened after the women
left the tomb in fear, add your contribution to the still-unfinished resurrection story
by the way we follow Jesus, crucified and risen.  


