“Easter is Frightening”

Mark 16:1-8

We have just read what most biblical scholars believe to be the end of the Gospel of Mark. The earliest manuscripts still in existence end with verse 8 where we read to today. Research has led us to believe that the remainder of Mark in verses 9-20 was a much later addition by commentators on the text who sought to complete what they believed was a lost ending to Mark’s account of the good news.

 If we take the scholarly research seriously, then what we have with Mark’s Gospel is a rather cryptic account of Easter. The women arrive at the tomb while it is still dark. To their surprise, they’re met with an open tomb and a “young man dressed in white”. He tells them Jesus is not there, but that he has risen and moved on toward Galilee. The women are told to “go” and “tell”. But the women run away in fear and tell no one. Thus ends the gospel (see, Pulpit Resource, William H. Willamon. April-June, 2000. p.19f).
 It’s this abrupt way of ending the Gospel story that I invite us to consider today. At the very best, I would have to say that this is an emotionally unsatisfying ending to the story of Jesus. It is no wonder that some years later, some scribes decided that this couldn’t possibly be all there was to Mark’s Easter account and so they wrote verses 9 through 20. 

 Of course, now we have the witness of the other gospel writers - Matthew, Luke and John. Thanks to them Easter carries for us other messages:

· Of Jesus meeting Mary at the tomb;

· Of the appearance of the risen Jesus to his disciples in the upper room and by the Sea of Galilee; 

· Of Thomas being able to reach out and touch the resurrected Jesus to assuage his disbelief; 

· Of two disciples walking and talking with the risen Christ in the road to Emmaus. 

 But what we have before us this morning is the Gospel of Mark and for integrity’s sake we have to let Mark stand on his own and declare a message to us on this Easter morn. And there IS a message for us in the abrupt and cryptic way that Mark ends. 

 A number of years ago, there was a great actor who dramatized the gospel of Mark from start to finish, enacting the story on the stage. He called his dramatic presentation “Afraid.” That’s the last word in Marks’ gospel, the final verdict on the meaning of Easter - afraid! (Ibid. p.21).

 The hymns we sing today are filled with exultation, majesty, joy, praise and glory. But interestingly, I don’t think we hear anything in these beloved Easter hymns about fear. I wonder however, if perhaps Mark wants us to think about the good news of Easter as not simply as joyful, majestic and glorious - which it is - but also frightening? 

 The women fled the tomb upon hearing the message of Easter announced by the “young man dressed in white.” Your pew Bibles translate their reaction this way:

 “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.” (v.8).

Terror; amazement; afraid; on that first Easter, the earliest of all the gospels writers, Mark, says that one of the prevailing emotion was fear. Sitting here comfortably in the safety of our sanctuary 2000 years later, that’s hard to grasp isn’t it? And maybe the reason we have trouble grasping it is because we’ve domesticated Easter so much in our culture. After all, what is so terrifying about pastel colored eggs and pink fuzzy bunnies? What is so scary about the green plastic straw that fills our baskets and marshmallow- filled chocolate chicks? Perhaps we have so tamed Easter’s message that the remarkable –dare I say, even fearful - power of it eludes us.

 I want posit to you on this Easter Sunday 2009, that Easter should do more than give us a warm fuzzy. It should, perhaps, affect us in the same way it did the two Mary’s who came to the tomb on that first Resurrection Sunday. If the message of Easter really hits home with us then fear just might be an appropriate emotion today, because there is a fine line between fear and reverence; between being scared to death and awed to life.
 You see, they thought they had put Jesus to death, the political and religious powers at work in Jerusalem at the time. They thought they had done away with the troublemaker from Galilee. But they hadn’t. The words of the apostle Peter which we read from Acts today tell us what happened:

 “They put him to death by hanging him on a tree; but God raised him on the third day” (Acts 10:39b-40a).

. Someone once said that “Easter is God’s great rewriting of all human history”. It was certainly God’s rewriting of Jesus’ history.

God raised Jesus up, vindicating his life, rewriting the history of the rabbi from Nazareth! Death was not the ending of the Jesus story! God raised him up! And to the powers of death and evil at work in this world, that is a scary thing! Be afraid…be very afraid…Jesus in not in the tomb!

 The good news of Easter is indeed a frightening thing when you think - like Pilate and Herod and Caiaphas did - that everything had been settled. The troublemaker was dead and they could move on with their lives. Yes, “they put him to death by hanging him on a tree…” And the women came to the tomb that first Easter Sunday believing the same thing; Jesus, the Son of God, was dead. All was finished; all was decided; they could simply be left in their grief..

The great Protestant reformer, Martin Luther once spent three days in a black depression over something that had gone wrong. On the third day his wife came downstairs dressed in black; in her mourning clothes. "Who's dead?" he asked her. "God," she replied. Luther rebuked her, saying, "What do you mean, God is dead? God cannot die." "Well," she replied, "the way you've been acting I was sure He had!"

The news of Good Friday is true – they put him to death by hanging him on a tree. But that is not the last word of Christian history. We need not sit around in mourning.  Here’s the last word of Christian history - God raised him on the third day!

The writer Frederick Buechner, expressed it like this:

 “The worst isn’t the last thing about the world. It’s the next to the last thing”

(Frederick Buechner as told to W. Dale Brown, Of Fiction and Faith: Twelve American Writers Talk About Their Vision and Work)

And maybe that’s what is so frightening about Easter. In an odd way, wouldn’t it be very assuring to know that everything is settled; to know that all we pessimistically assume about life is true? - that evil is powerful and there is nothing that can be done to change the world; that death has the last word and therefore we can just live for this life only. There is something oddly comforting about such fatalistic assumptions.

The women came out to the tomb thinking that Jesus’ story had ended, that it was all over between them and Jesus. To their surprise, and even to their great fear, they found out that the story was not finished. The story was really just beginning! Even though it seemed the worst had happened on Calvary, Good Friday was not the final thing to happen in the life of Jesus. The final thing was Easter!

 This good news of Easter has tremendous implications for our lives. If the Resurrection is God’s final word about the life of Jesus, then it is also the final word about our lives as followers of Jesus. Easter is the message that God has not only rewritten the story of Jesus, but that God can rewrite our stories - yours and mine, the people of Jesus - as well. The worst that can happen need not be the last thing.  There are new possibilities in our lives; chances for new beginnings; chances for God to do something new with us; to raise us up into a totally new story as well. 

Whenever like Martin Luther we find ourselves going through a Good Friday season, we can take heart. It may be Friday…but Sunday’s a comin’! It may be Friday and you may be scared to death. But Sunday’s comin’ and you will be awed to life! 

 Easter says to us no matter how bad things appear, all is not settled; all is not decided.  The Easter message is that there is more to come. The worst they could do to Jesus was not the last thing about him, it was the next to the last thing. The last thing was God’s raising him up! And the last word for us will be life as well!

 Author Philip Yancy expresses my Easter sentiments well when he writes:

 “In many respects, I would find an un-resurrected Jesus easier to accept. Easter makes him dangerous and frightening. Because of Easter I have to listen to his extravagant claims and can no longer pick and choose from his sayings, Moreover, Easter means he must be loose out there somewhere. Like the disciples, I never know where Jesus might turn up, how he might speak to me, what he might ask of me. Easter means we can never nail him down, not even if the nails we use are real and the thing we nail him to is a cross.” (Philip Yancy, The Jesus I Never Knew, p. 225f.)

 It’s no wonder that the women fled in terror. Two thousand years later, people still flee from the Risen Jesus, afraid of what he may ask, afraid of the claims he may make upon their lives; afraid because the living Jesus is on the loose in this world! But remember what the “young man dressed in white”, said to the women before fear overtook them. He said, “Don’t be alarmed”. 

While the first reaction to the message of Easter, unsurrounded by daffodils and pastels eggs, might be fear, we have been told we need not be afraid. The Jesus, whom God raised from the dead, is the same Jesus that reached out in love and compassion to those around him and reaches out in love and compassion to us today. And this Risen Jesus wants to rewrite the ending of our stories, even as God has rewritten the ending of Jesus’ story. 

Christ is risen! He is risen indeed! And because he lives, we can live also - abundantly, joyfully, expectantly, with the promise of more to come and more to be accomplished for the glory of God.
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