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INVITE EVERYONE TO READ VERSES 7 AND 8. 
 

"Hungry for Awe”  
Mark 16:1-8 

Dr. Catherine Taylor 
Easter Sunday, April 1, 2018 

Blacksburg Presbyterian Church 
 
 
Nowadays you can go to the internet  
 to learn just about anything,  
  including instructions on how to write a publishable book or story.  
There is a blog called “The Write Practice” (W.R.I.T.E.) 
 which posted an article called “3 Important Rules for Writing Endings.”  
Rule number one: Finish strong.  
 Your readers have read every word so far,  
  so respect them with a worthy ending.   
Rule number two: Be sure to provide all the answers.  
 If you have a plot and subplots, or raise dramatic questions,  
  you have to provide acceptable answers for each one. 
Rule number three: The ending must be in line with the story.   
 Unexpected endings that come from nowhere  
  “have to be the most frustrating type of ending,” says the author, 
   then adds, “Avoid this like the plague.”i 
To help writers practice, the author next gave his readers  
 a quick plot set up, and charged them to set a timer and spend 15 minutes  
  writing a strong ending, suggesting they go ahead and post it  
   in the comments section of the blog. 
    And some of them did a pretty good job. 
  
What would you write if you had the next fifteen minutes 
 to write a better ending to the Gospel according to Mark?  
  Because I’m fairly certain most of us agree  
   that Mark’s version of the Easter story 
    failed to meet all three rules for a good ending. 
We readers of Mark’s gospel have stuck with the story to the end. 
 Dramatic questions have been raised, 
  and an explanation is given by the white-robed figure in the tomb, 
   but the response of the women, 
    whose job it is to spread the word, falls horribly short. 
Other elements of a well-crafted scene are present, though. 
 Mary Magdalene, Mary the mother of James, and Salome  
       go to the tomb to anoint Jesus' body with spices, 
           to stave off the smell of decay that must  
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       already be advanced after three days. 
They were at the foot of the cross when Jesus died, 
      but they could not anoint his body then, 
           either because as a criminal it was considered  
                 unacceptable for him to receive that kind of care, 
                      or because the Sabbath had begun and they had run out of time. 
        Now, even though it will be hard to endure,  
    they want to do Jesus this last bit of loving service.  
  
The three women worry about finding  
     someone to roll the stone away, 
  a thing they know they can't do themselves. 
It is a wonderful detail. 
      Instantly the reader is concerned, too,  
  and the suspense is heightened. 
   More than this, the idea of things beyond our ability to handle 
          is planted by this early line.  
Thus they come to the tomb prepared that their  
      journey might be pointless, thwarted by a weight  
  as heavy and immobile as the grief in their hearts. 
 
Yet strangely, at the tomb the stone is rolled to one side. 
      Someone has been there ahead of them! 
  The entrance is open, and he whom they have come to serve is gone. 
Instead of what they expected 
      they are frightened to see a young man sitting in the tomb. 
  Everything about him, his white clothes, 
         his very first words telling them not to be alarmed,  
               his knowledge of why they have come, 
                     everything about him marks him  
                           for devout Jewish readers of the Hebrew scriptures  
                                as an angel, a messenger of God. 
What they want, he tells them, will not be found in a tomb. 
      If they want to find Jesus they must hurry back into everyday life. 
           He has been raised, the angel says. "He is not here." 
 
He was though.  
      The angel points to the place where his dead body lay. 
  It's important to point out as we made a point of doing  
   with the children on Palm Sunday, 
    that death was, and is, real. 
      Then the messenger says "But go, tell his disciples and Peter  
          that he is going ahead of you to Galilee, 
              there you will see him."  
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 And just as we are expecting a new beginning,  
      the story abruptly ends.  
  Awe and terror overtake the women, and 
        instead of doing as they have been instructed, 
    they flee, saying nothing to anyone. 
 
The very first hearers of this story may have  
      shared the women's sense of awe and fear. 
Fresh grief is hard and overwhelming at any time. 
      Corpses that have gone missing and 
         angels who won't let you get a word in edgewise  
   are frightening indeed. 
The women's reaction is more logical, in fact, 
     than that of Mary Magdalene in John's version of the story.  
         In that version Mary is confronted with two angels  
   and does not react at all to either one! 
 
But we are not fresh hearers of this story. 
     We have come to celebrate a happy ending  
         that we already know, 
   as some of us have on this day for decades. 
The idea that the women were too overcome  
       to share what they have heard  
   may simply leave us feeling let down. 
 
Others before us have felt the same way. 
       You were asked to read the last two verses today 
  to make sure you saw the others verses that come after verse eight. 
   If you looked, you also saw the disclaimers. 
Those other endings are fishy, all the verses  
       that come after verse eight. 
Most every biblical scholar agrees they are not original. 
      They are inconsistent in language and in style  
  with everything that has come before and with each other. 
The oldest and best copies of the Gospel of Mark end 
      with the sentence we read together: 
"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." 
 
It is an ending so completely unsatisfying to later readers  
    that not one but two attempts at "better" endings were the result. 
Remember, this account was written first. 
   There was no Gospel according to Matthew, Luke, or John 
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         to fill in the gaps when Mark was written. Mark’s is the oldest gospel. 
This was all, an ending in which the witnesses  
 were too overcome with fear to act. 
       Not only that but these women  
   were the only ones in Mark's gospel  
    who had not failed Jesus up to this point. 
 Peter had denied him, and the other disciples had fled. 
      So it is right for the women to be the first ones  
   to discover that death has been defeated. 
 But the discovery defeats them,  
      and they finally join the other disciples in 
         abandoning their Lord,  
    running away from the tomb in terror. 
 
While scholars agree that the other endings of Mark are not original, 
      they do not agree whether the writer  
        meant to end the Gospel at verse eight. 
               Some wonder if there might have been  
    another ending that has been lost. 
 
If academic questions are what interest you this Easter morning, 
     --questions like these about the text and other questions 
  such as whether 21st century people can be bothered  
       with stories about bodily resurrection at all--  
         then what you will have this day, and every day,  
            are unanswerable questions.  
But if you are hungry for awe, you are in the right place. 
      It's uncomfortable for theater going, TV-trained,  
      news-addicted people like us, no question about it. 
     It is the kind of ending that screams to be finished, 
         like a mini-series that concludes with "to be continued," 
    or favorite piece of music that you are listening to on some media 
     that gets shut off abruptly before the final bars. 
And that is exactly how you are invited to feel today,  
      amid the flowers and the finery, the banners and the brass. 
Mark means for us to feel confused, speechless, overcome, 
      on edge for what comes next, and yet very, very sure  
  that whatever it is, it is not something we can manage. 
 
New Testament scholar Gail O'Day says it wonderfully:            
    "What adequate words can the women speak  
  in those first few moments as they leave the tomb  
        that would not trivialize the moment;  
    that would not make the empty tomb into a story  
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          about what they have seen  
      instead of a moment about what God has done?" 
 
Awe and speechlessness are not bad responses  
 in the face of true wonder. 
        Not wonder as in the pleasant rush of sudden beauty, 
   but wonder as in ultimate Mystery,  
    divinity, or whatever word for God  
          is most likely to startle you into silence.  
Silence is the most common and appropriate response in scripture  
    to finding oneself in the presence of God,  
  or one of God's messengers. 
    Isaiah declared himself a man of unclean lips 
        the day God showed up on his watch. 
John the Baptist's father was struck dumb  
      by the angel who arrived to tell him about his son. 
There is no hint that the shepherds of Bethlehem said one word  
       until the clouds had covered the place where  
  an angelic host had hovered moments before. 
        On that day, too, Mary was silent, pondered things in her heart. 
James and John fell silent and prone on the mountaintop with Jesus. 
      Only Peter dared to speak and what he said revealed  
            that he misunderstood everything he saw. 
       Silence would have been better. 
O, that the church would put this version of the Easter story first of all, 
      and offer ceaseless gratitude and praise, 
  instead of explanations! 
 
What Holy memory has silenced you? 
      Sent your mind if not your legs running down the road 
          because you knew to the core  
   it was beyond your ability to absorb? 
     Was it the car that did not smash into yours at that last moment? 
  The one that did, totaling the car, but leaving you, 
        or someone you love, alive? 
 Was it the sudden gift of a love or job that rescued your future, 
  or a legal decision that went your way? 
   What words can serve the mystery of war or trauma  
         in which some have died  
     and many have lived without explanation?  
 
Do you recall the military jet that crashed   
 into a 40 unit apartment complex in Virginia Beach a few years back 
  yet not a single life was lost? 
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   There were many that day who called it a miracle. 
Similarly, there are no words for those first hours after birth, 
     when all new parents want to do 
   is stare and touch and hold, and drink in the scent  
   of the tiny person newly loosed into their lives. 
The unlooked-for reprieve, the jail time avoided, the divorce finalized, 
      the mortgage money found, the cancer in remission, 
  resurrections can be small as well as large, 
   and when we do not understand what grace has brought them, 
     silence is better than any explanation. 
 
Preaching itself is a bad idea today, 
      Certainly any preaching that tries to offer doctrine: 
  Because from this day on the normal pattern  
   of life and death do not hold. 
     The tomb is open and someone is announcing  
  Jesus "has been raised." 
Did you hear the passive tense? Raised. 
     Jesus, dead and rotting, was been acted on by another-- 
   [One] A loving God who can undo the power of death… 
        and alter the rules of the world."                                        O'Day p. 357 
 
If this story teaches us to be careful  
      not to claim to know too much, what should we do today? 
The angel said that Jesus has gone ahead to Galilee. 
      Galilee, remember, is home.  
  Home and pattern and routine. 
       Jesus has already gone ahead to your routine, 
           to the places where you live and work 
     and spend most of your time; 
                 that is where you, too, will encounter him.  
If we are struck dumb with awe or with questions,  
       the empty tomb is calling us to look for the risen Lord  
  in all the places where we find ourselves.  
 For there is no place that we can go  
       that he has not already visited, not even death. 
 
Beloved, let the news proclaimed this day be as large as possible; 
 let it raise every possible meaning that it can for you.  
There is the open door. 
    There is the stone rolled to one side. 
          There is the stranger dressed in white  
   speaking to you and to me: 
    "He is raised. He is not here."  
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     Go home, and you will find him everywhere. AMEN.  

 

 

 
 

i J.B. Lacaden, thewritepractice.com, “3 Important Rules for Writing Endings,”  
                                                 


