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Readings: Acts 10: 34–43 
  Mark 16: 1–8 

“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.” 

We like happy endings. We enjoy stories with all the ends tied up. That’s what we were hoping for 
with the Black Caps a bit too. The happy ending didn’t quite work out in the way of the fairy tale, so 
we re-wrote it a bit. We did that because we like our characters clear-cut so that we know where to 
stand. Heroes in defeat. Good cricketers showing the true nature of sportsmanship. The other com-
peting stories from people like Glen Turner suggesting there could have been a different outcome if 
the team had done things differently get overwritten by these “Hollywood endings with morals.” 

Skimming the natural disasters list and the news reports relating to them, one of the things I’ve no-
ticed is that as well as reporting the event, the news teams invariably latch onto those curious stories 
of survival. On the one hand they report the deaths and destruction, then on the other they focus on 
the survivors which seems to minimise the suffering and anguish, negating the depth of tragedy for 
the families of those killed. Something good came out of this disaster after all. 

We see something similar happening in the way the gospel writers and the church have dealt with 
Mark’s ending to the good news. “…they were afraid.” Matthew has an earthquake and an angel, 
appearances of Jesus and the commissioning, charging the disciples up and sending them out. Luke 
adds another angel, has two appearances and finishes with the ascension, while John has the person-
al exchanges with Mary, Peter and Thomas. For them the tragedy and fear and silence that Mark left 
the story in was not positive enough. The church recognised that and in the third century wrote two 
new endings for Mark, a longer one and a shorter one that addressed the problem of the strange 
ending. The fact that there were two main attempts, both different, showed that they couldn’t sort it 
out either. 

It seems there’s not much of a resurrection story here at all. The women who come to the tomb find 
it empty, and they hear an announcement of Jesus’ resurrection by a young man in a white robe. But 
there are no accounts of Jesus’ post-resurrection appearances, and the women fail to tell the others 
that he has been raised and simply flee in terror. End of story. Yet this peculiar and ambiguous end-
ing of Mark’s makes it an apt story for our time. 

Mark portrays the failure of the twelve and contrasts it with faithfulness of others around Jesus. In 
all three synoptic gospels, the twelve flee for their lives when Jesus is arrested, but Mark creates a 
much more negative image of their prior behaviour than do either Matthew or Luke. Their failure to 
understand Jesus is more persistent—a trait the narrator attributes to their hardness of heart —and 
the lack of appearance stories in Mark deprives the reader of visions of their ultimate restoration to 
Jesus’ fellowship. The last things we hear about them are that they all desert him and that Peter 
denies him three times. Among the faithful we must count the three women who have accompanied 
him from Galilee, who watch the crucifixion from a distance, when the twelve are completely ab-
sent. It is these same women who come to the tomb to anoint his body, and we are lead to hope that 
they will succeed where the twelve failed. Clearly, the women among the disciples appear better 
than the men. However, the ending dashes the our hope when the women flee; and the story ends 
with no one to proclaim that God has raised Jesus from the dead. 

During Lent one of the gospel readings takes us from being observers to being invited to follow Je-
sus. This “incomplete” ending of Mark’s invites us to look back over the story and answer the ques-



tion Jesus asks in 8:29: “…who do you say that I am?” If the events in the story point us to answer 
with a confession of faith, then the astonishing claim that God has raised him from the dead begins 
to take on meaning. The openness of the ending also invites us to look forward from the story to our 
own time and our own experience. The question about an event in the past—Jesus’ emergence from 
the tomb—is changed into a question about the present: does our day-to-day experience in the 
here-and-now testify to the presence of the risen Christ among us? 

Mark’s strange ending can help seekers in today’s world, because it directs our attention away from 
issues surrounding claims of supernatural interventions and focuses on everyday human experience. 
The question isn’t about whether one can put one’s scientific world-view aside and believe that God 
makes breaches in the laws of nature, but whether the story of Jesus—of his words and his deeds, his 
teaching and healing, his passion and now the empty tomb—connects with what we already know 
of life. It doesn’t mean that the story is redundant capable only of telling us what we already know. 
This story changes things. When told it awakens an understanding of life that is available to people 
in all times and places. The fact that it is told and that we hear can change our lives if we allow 
ourselves to become truly engaged by it. But no nice neat ending here. 

In the face of the silence and fear of the women at the tomb, Mark’s story invites us to an encounter 
with this cosmic transformation that is the resurrection. This isn't a simple or easy thing to do, but 
Mark's words about fleeing and terror and amazement are the starting point of any Easter proclam-
ation. They express awe at what God has done in the life and death of Jesus. The women know who 
has the power to do such a thing as raise Jesus from the dead. It is God who has raised Jesus; it is 
God who has altered the rules of their known world. Silence is not a failed or inadequate response. 
It is an appropriate response, because the women's silence creates a space for the voice and presence 
of God to sound out. It's one thing just to be afraid or even to have your world turned upside down, 
but it's an entirely different thing to have an encounter, an experience, with God's power and pres-
ence. Terror and amazement are an appropriate response, but so is awe at what God has done in 
raising up Jesus. 

You see, this is a story about God at work, about the power of God, God at work in our lives and in 
the life of the world. Our questions can lead to amazement and to Easter hope. If stones are rolled 
away without human effort, if Jesus really is raised from the dead, what other assumptions about 
wisdom and folly, power and weakness, are proved false? If the very power of death has been over-
come, what other kinds of power and domination can be overthrown?  

Jesus is loose in the world. He is not in our present as a lifeless corpse or in our past as a distant 
memory. He goes ahead of us into the future to meet us there and claim us, not on our terms, but on 
his. We can no longer deal with Jesus as a dead body, safely buried in a tomb, but now we encounter 
him as a living reality. There is no escaping him, no containing him, no forgetting him.  

Easter is a call not only to receive and celebrate the good news, but to now be the good news. How 
can we receive mercy, but not give it in return? How can we accept forgiveness, but not forgive? 
How can we be loved, but not love? How can we be reconciled, but not reconcile? How can we be 
accepted, but not accept? Whether we are facing a time of grief, a period of personal pain or an ex-
perience of hopelessness or desperation, we can now look to a Lord who is risen and inviting us to 
follow him. The good news of Easter is that Jesus is raised, and is leading us to a better future. It was 
true when the women visited the empty tomb, and it is true today.  

The Christ who was crucified knows our deepest personal anguish. The Christ who was lifeless 
knows the complete desolation of death. The Christ who was raised knows the life-giving power of 
God. The Christ who goes ahead of us knows that the future is full of promise and possibility. 
Christ is risen! Christ is ahead of us! Christ will lead us forward!


