Sermon for Easter B

April 12, 2009 

Texts:  Acts 10:34-43; Psalm 118:1-2, 14-24; 1 Corinthians 15:1-11; Mark 16:1-8 

Entertainment and communication in the 21st century

Have become increasingly interactive.

No longer do we just send letters or even emails.

We text message back and forth in real time,

We talk to one another on instant messenger.

We visit with friends and send them notes on Facebook.

Many people can be seen walking around town

With a funny microphone in their ear,

Appearing to talk to no one in particular,

But actually holding a detailed conversation 

With a friend or business associate.

We no longer just watch presidential debates,

We get to vote on the winner in real time on the net

Or submit questions via phone or email.

Video gaming has reached new levels of collaboration

Where the internet can be used to challenge players around the world.

The new Wii game system allows unprecedented  interactivity,

As multiple players can do everything from creating musical improvisations 

To competing against one another in fitness tests.  

We no longer just watch movies

We have a chance to participate in their creation.

You may remember the movie Clue

From a couple of years ago,

Which was based on the mystery game

That was a part of so many of our childhoods.

Movie goers in properly equipped theaters

Were able to design the ending to this movie,

By voting on their choice of who committed the murder.

Depending on the audience 

With whom you attended the movie,

You could view a different ending.

If you like interactive movies and communication,

Then this morning’s Resurrection Gospel from Mark is just for you.

Mark’s Gospel story of the resurrection

Is very different from the other Gospels.

Most people today believe that the eight verses

That we heard this morning are the original ending to the Gospel of Mark.

If you turn to your Bible now or later today,

You will observe that Gospel of Mark,

In most editions of the Bible,

Ends not at verse 8, but at verse 20.

Included in these extra verses are several different endings,

Most probably added by later writers, who couldn’t believe

That Mark had ended his Gospel so abruptly and so unsatisfyingly. 

Like the early Christians,

Most of us know the basic details of the crucifixion and resurrection story.

Jesus is buried on Good Friday,

Immediately following his death on the cross,

Before sundown and the start of the Sabbath.

There are women present,

Who observe the burial

And see Jesus placed in the tomb.

The tomb is sealed with a large rock

When the Saturday Sabbath is over,

And dawn rises the next day,

Women go to the tomb with spices to prepare Jesus’ body.

They worry about how to move the stone,

But find the stone rolled away when they arrive.

They find an empty tomb

And are given the Good News that Jesus is risen. 

They leave the tomb in various degrees of fright

And most of the time they communicate the news about Jesus to other people.

Our recollection of this resurrection story

Is usually based on a mental blending of all four of the Gospel stories.

Many of us don’t realize that the various Gospels

Differ in details of the stories they tell

Of what happened at that tomb on that Easter morning almost 2000 years ago.

In the various Gospels,

Different women show up at the tomb.

In some of the stories, an angel gives the women the Good News:

“Jesus in not here.  He is risen.” 

In Mark, however, it is a young man who conveys the Good News.

In some of the stories, empty grave clothes are observed in the tomb, 

In some of the stories, one or more of the women see Jesus.

In Mark, by contrast, there are no grave clothes and no resurrection appearances.

These stories had been preserved in the oral tradition,

Before they were ever written down in the Gospels.

Most early Christians whom the Gospel writers were addressing,

Would have been familiar with the preserved stories of Jesus’ resurrection.

Because these early Christians lived in a culture

Where news traveled by word of mouth,

They were a lot more comfortable with narration

And verbal stories as a news medium than we are.

We, by contrast, expect instant internet details,

And reporters who stick microphones and recorders into witness’ faces. 

In an oral culture, 

Narrators try to paint verbal pictures

And create the atmosphere and sense of a situation,

Instead of necessarily conveying precise information and detailed facts.

When the Gospel writers wrote the stories down

Some 30 to 60 years after Jesus died,

They chose to emphasize the points and the message

That their particular listeners needed to hear.

The original conclusion to the Gospel of Mark

Ends with the description of the women

Fleeing the tomb in fear and amazement,

And saying nothing to anyone,

Because they were afraid.  

Mark wrote to people who knew about the resurrection.

They were already believers,

He didn’t need to convince them

That Jesus was raised from the dead.

Instead he wrote a story about Jesus that left his listeners “hanging”,

And anxious to complete the story themselves.

He engaged his listeners in the Jesus story

In much the same way that Clue movie goers

Were engaged in completing the conclusion of the movie.

Most of Mark’s listeners were living lives filled with fear,

So a Gospel that ends with the words

“For they were afraid”,

Spoke directly to them. 

It is also fitting that a Gospel that begins with an incomplete sentence:

“The beginning of the Good News of Jesus Christ.”

And also ends with an incomplete one. 

Now obviously the women eventually told someone their story

Or Mark would not have been able conclude his Gospel.  

But Mark’s literary technique of leaving his listeners hanging,

Was an effective means of pulling them into the story,

Making them think about the details of the story

And how they, personally, fit into the story.

This technique works equally well

In our post-modern interactive communications era.

We don’t want to be passive observers.

We want to participate in the stories that are important to our lives.

We want to write the endings in a way that includes us,

And Mark gives us that opportunity.  

As one of the 20 century Marcan commentators, Lamar Williamson, wrote 

When is an ending not the end?

When a dead man rises from the tomb,

And a Gospel ends in the middle of a sentence!

Mark’s Gospel truly is just the beginning of the Gospel of Jesus Christ.

It is a story that doesn’t end with Jesus’ life and death,

Or with the death of the Gospel writers,

Or with your death or mine.

We, post moderns, who fear death as much as the ancients

Are captivated by the idea of  a death that is not a death. 

Immediately we are engaged with imagining our own ending for this story,

An ending that gives us words to express the hope

That our own death will also not be an end.

Mark’s listeners were struggling with following Christ

In a culture that was at best hostile to Christians,

And they lived in fear of being killed just for being Christians.

These folks needed to feel a part of the story of Christ,

And to believe that death was not the end.

Mark’s listeners needed to hear the words

He is risen. 

He is not here.  

He is going ahead of you to Galilee, just as he told you.
These first century Christians didn’t need to hear

The details of a resurrection appearance;

They already believed.

What they needed to was to hear that Jesus was going ahead of them.

Wherever following Jesus took them.

They needed know that in life or in death,

Jesus would be there first

Just as he had promised.

Whether like Peter, they had denied Jesus when the going got tough,

Or whether like the rest of the disciples, 

They had slunk off when the hostile officials showed up,

They needed to know that Jesus would be faithful,

Waiting for them in their hour of need.  

In many ways, we who live in the 21st century 

Have needs much like those first century Christians.

We, too, find that following Christ can be very difficult!

In our culture, that is at best apathetic toward religion,

We find that many times it seems easier to blend in

Or just slip under the radar,

Than to stand up and declare “I am a Christian.”

Most of us find talking about our faith difficult,

And many of us have some kind of dividing line

Between our church lives and our public lives.

We may work in environments

Where talking about our faith is discouraged if not outright prohibited.

You may not overtly deny Christ,

But you may be a participant in the act of laying low.

Perhaps you try to live your faith,

Showing by your love that you are indeed a Christian,

Even if discussing your faith in Christ is hard for you.  

As you struggle to be a faithful Christian

In the post-Christian 21st century,

Mark’s unfinished Gospel is just for you.

The way in which you live and die as a Christian

Is one of the many endings 

To the beginning of the Good News of Jesus the Messiah.

Jesus promises that he will go ahead of you,

Whether it is to Galilee, like the disciples,

To your mother-in-law’s house for dinner this afternoon,

To the Far East for a business meeting,

Or to that nebulous space beyond death!

This is your Lord’s promise to meet you in all the difficult times and places

In your life, now and forever. 

We know that life is not simple.

We like our movies, books and stories

To interactively engage us in characters and settings.

Mark offers you the opportunity,

To become part of the Good News of Jesus Christ,

Crucified and risen.

The women may have left the tomb

In fear and amazement, too afraid to carry the message they were given.

None the less, Jesus is no longer in the tomb!

Even without the witness of the women,

The powerful Good News has indeed come to us,

Alleluia! Christ is risen!

Jesus Christ is indeed risen for you.

The incomplete Marcan story invites you to live an ending,

Secure, in faith, with the knowledge that even into death and beyond,

The crucified and risen Christ goes before you to prepare the way.  

Amen

Alleluia! Christ is risen!
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