Easter Sunday April 12th 2009

Mark 16:1–8

Without Easter, we wouldn’t know about Jesus. If his story had ended with his crucifixion, he most likely would have been forgotten – another Jew crucified by the Roman Empire in a bloody century that witnessed thousands of such executions. Perhaps a trace or two about him would have shown up in some history book, but that would have been all. Indeed, without Easter, we wouldn’t even have ‘Good Friday’ for there would have been no abiding community to remember and give meaning to his death.
Martin Camroux in this month’s edition of Reform magazine writes about the Easter Sunrise service that takes place on the rim of the Grand Canyon. The scripture lesson is read about the angel rolling the stone away. At that point a giant boulder is heaved over the rim. As it goes crashing down into the Colorado River, a 2000 voice choir burst into the Hallelujah Chorus. It must be spine tingling to experience it. It’s a long way from a damp morning on Cam Peak! Too dramatic, Martin Camroux writes? Not at all. That’s the sort of difference it makes if Christ is risen. Ground breaking, earth shattering. It completely changes life.
If you have never seriously thought it through; if you regard it as fanciful; if you think that Christians are deluded then you are entitled to your opinion. I just hope it isn’t an ignorant opinion. Course you need faith to accept the resurrection – but I don’t believe it is blind faith. There is a case to be made for it – it depends if you want to listen and you want to seek faith and understanding. Come on an Alpha course; read one of the many books on the topic, talk to Christians about their hope. 
Without Easter we wouldn’t know about Jesus. Yet even with the events that happened on that first Easter Sunday we may not have known about Jesus!
In Mark’s account when the Sabbath ends, the women who had remained at the cross (Mark15:40–41, 47) go to the market to buy spices. Though their hopes in Jesus seem to have ended, they still plan to prepare Jesus’ body for burial, wrapping it in cloths with spices to mask the odour of death. Early on the first day of the week, the women go to the tomb, worried about how they will roll away the heavy stone sealing the opening of the cave-like tomb. To their surprise, the stone has been rolled back. A young man robed in white – an angelic being – tells them that Jesus is not there, but has been raised. They are to tell Peter and the disciples to see him back in Galilee. Mark then writes that the women went out and ran away from the tomb, trembling with amazement. They said nothing to anyone for they were afraid. 

The original manuscripts of Mark’s gospel end abruptly

at Mark 16:8. The verses found after this in some Bibles

are thought to be a later addition. Scholars debate whether Mark deliberately ended his gospel at this point or whether his ending got lost. If this is the ending of Mark’s gospel then the events of that first Easter day would not have changed the world because no-one would have heard about them. The women said nothing to anyone because they were afraid.

Three things I want to say about fear in connection to the resurrection of Christ. One is about fear and excitement. Secondly, fear and failure; and then finally, fear and courage.
After the angel told the women that Jesus was not in the tomb but had risen, they went out and ran away trembling with amazement. The Good News version translates it as distressed and terrified – which is a bad translation. The original Greek is tremos kai ekstasis. Tremos means to tremble, especially with fear, ekstasis literally means a standing out – ecstasy is a transliteration – they were ecstatic – thrown into a state of surprise or fear or both.
Those exciting moments that we remember forever, are often exciting because they are a bit scary.  I do not like going on scary theme park rides. If, by some miracle, you managed to get me on one, when I come off it I am usually delirious and high as a kite. Fear and excitement mixed together on the roller coaster ride.

Life of course can be a roller coaster ride. We can be taken through the mill as they say – one moment we’re up - the next we’re down. Fear and excitement. Jesus often talked about how following him would be exciting and fulfilling but also costly and challenging. Life’s most exciting and life changing times are often the outcome of risky and frightening challenges. From wandering over to the other side of the world to experience poverty up close and personal and trying to do something practical about it; to sticking your neck out for others; to work alongside people you may find challenging; to run the risk of being ridiculed and sidelined for the sake of living out Jesus’ call to justice and compassion and to witness to him as Lord. Life’s most exciting and life changing times are often the outcome of risky and frightening challenges.
Given that this passage describes a key moment in the gospel story, it is intriguing that the earth shattering news is entrusted to characters who represent those in that first century Palestinian society that were afforded the least authority – a group of ordinary, grieving women and a young person. One of the major factors that support the historicity of the empty tomb and the resurrection of Jesus is the potentially awkward admission that the tomb was first visited by women and not Jesus leading disciples. Paul’s proclamation of the resurrection in 1 Corinthian s 15 mentions no women. Whether we like it or not women were not counted as credible witnesses in those days. But the story of women being the first to visit the tomb is there in all four gospels 
The Twelve male disciples had fled when Jesus was arrested and were nowhere to be found when Jesus was crucified. The women now flee from the tomb in trembling and astonishment, saying nothing to anyone about the news of the resurrection, even though they were told to. They are too afraid and fail to carry out their commission. Fear and failure.
To end the Gospel on such a resounding note of failure is very upsetting. After observing Jesus’ continual struggles to make his male disciples understand his teachings and seeing their ultimate failure, readers want so much for someone in the story to prove faithful to Jesus. It is devastating to watch those who have already demonstrated more faithfulness than the Twelve – the women - fail as well!
But there are hints even in this abrupt ending of Mark’s gospel of the God of resurrection at work. 

The angel in the tomb had told the women to go back and say to the disciples and to Peter that Jesus will meet them in Galilee.

How that message would have gone to the heart of Peter. He must have been tortured by the memory of his disloyalty, and suddenly there comes a message, a special message for him. He of all the disciples is specially picked out. 

It is characteristic of Jesus that he thought not of all the wrong Peter had done him, how he had denied him, hurt him, failed him, but about the remorse Peter was undergoing. Jesus was far more eager to comfort the penitent sinner than punish the sin. Peter would experience his own personal resurrection. God is in the business of bringing new life to people and picking up the failures and giving them a second chance. There was fear and failure at the resurrection. The church still continues to be afraid to share the message of resurrection and fails at being the followers of the risen Christ. 
But there was also fear and courage. Although Marks gospel ends abruptly with the women afraid and telling no-one – they must have eventually found the courage to speak up; otherwise we would not be celebrating Easter today! We are back to beginning of this sermon. 
The angel says that Jesus is going before them – as a shepherd leads a flock – into Galilee, the place where his ministry began (Mark 1:14). Here Jesus first called people to follow him into living in God’s reign. Here Jesus first declared that the kingdom of God is near and showed it in words and deeds. The kingdom of God was his passion right up to the end and his conflict with the powers of this world and the powers of evil in Jerusalem. They thought they had won by having him crucified and done away with. The scriptures relish this point. They record how Jesus was crucified BUT GOD RAISED HIM FROM THE DEAD!  Jesus’ way was vindicated by God. He is the Son of God, not Caesar!

The disciples must return to the place of call and begin to live out the meaning of the gospel as they have learnt it from Jesus. Speaking to the painful, fearful ending of Mark, biblical scholar Tom Wright says that perhaps we are being invited to complete the story ourselves – to take our understanding of the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus and live out that story in our own lives.
If the women do not carry the message, is there anyone else who can?

Is there anyone else who has heard Jesus’ preaching? 
Seen his healings, watched his crucifixion and burial,

and listened to the wondrous announcement of the

resurrection?
Can we overcome fear and find the courage to live in the light of the resurrection?

A story of a remarkable elderly woman could teach us something about how to deal with pain and loss while holding onto the hope of new life. The woman, aged 98, was one of the victims of the earthquake that struck central Italy in the early hours of Monday morning (6 April). Ines D'Alessandro, remembers an earlier earthquake she survived in 1915. Three years later, after her family had been told it was safe to move back to their home, her two younger sisters were killed when the building collapsed on them. She survived Monday's quake, despite falling plaster and a toppling wardrobe at the foot of her bed, and said later how her heart bled for this week's victims. Her message was one of resilience: 'I've fought all my life', she said. 'Now we need to have courage’. She faced disaster with strength and not flinching from the pain.
The State funeral for al the victims took pace on Good Friday. You may have seen on the TV pictures of row upon row of coffins. They called it Black Friday. The Archbishop  acknowledged the terrible and despairing cry of Jesus from the cross ‘My God why have you forsaken me’’ but added that Christians had to believe that after terrible suffering came rebirth, and after that death came eternal life. The Pope hoped that Jesus’ death and resurrection would be a wellspring of comfort.
The amazing truth of the resurrection eventually dawned on the disciples of Jesus, male and female. Christ was alive. His was the way. God was in charge even if appearances seemed to contradict that; God is at work cleaning up the world and using us in the purposes of his kingdom work. Christ is present with us. 
In all of life’s challenges there will be fear and excitement; we are human so there will be fear and failure; but in the midst of our fear may God give us the courage to know the deep hope we have through the resurrection of Christ.

Do not be afraid, for I am with you, says the Risen Christ.
