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There is a problem with Mark’s gospel.  I suppose you noticed.  It ends rather than finishes.  And it ends rather abruptly at that.  

It ends with the story of the women at the tomb, having seen an angel, scared out of their wits and frozen in place, unable to give voice to what they have seen on Easter morning.  

This, in spite of the fact that an angel has greeted them with the news that the Lord is risen, and instructs them to “go and tell his disciples and Peter that he is going before you into Galilee; where you will see him, just as he told you.”  But the women flee from the tomb, instead, and say nothing for... (and that’s where Mark ends his gospel with the preposition gar, meaning for) …for terror and amazement had seized them, Mark says.

On the Sunday after Easter, with only the insiders (and a few Macalester alums) left at the church to ponder what it is that happened last week, what with all the brass and the hoopla and the bonnets and the bunnies, it’s helpful to take a fresh look at how we get from the empty tomb to the hills of Galilee where we are told he is going before us.

Every year we go through this same exercise, this stunning Sunday of Easter which even the skeptics in the congregation do not wish to miss, and the sanctuary is full, and we hear the story of the empty tomb and the resurrection appearances and we go home and ponder it over family gatherings.  And a week later, a faithful remnant gathers to see what we should do next.

The ending to Mark’s gospel puts this dilemma most starkly, because instead of great celebrations, fireworks, good news shared in Jerusalem, there is instead this story of the women running as fast they can from the empty tomb where they have left their spices and ointments in shattered pots and fragrant shards, afraid to say anything about what they have seen and heard.

This is Easter unplugged.  A story unfinished.  One scholar has quipped that perhaps Mark was simply torn from his writing desk in midsentence, like someone caught unexpectedly in an earthquake or a tsunami and the gospel was never finished.  

If you were a critic for the Times Sunday Book Review, you’d pan Mark’s book.  You just can’t leave people hanging like that, the story unfinished.  After all, we know that that couldn’t have been the ending.  The church filled to the rafters last Sunday is proof positive that the end of the story was not a matter of leaving the women standing slack jawed outside of that tomb.  Somehow they found their voice, and the risen Lord did, indeed, meet them in Galilee.

Oh I know, your Bible has a shorter ending and a longer ending appended to Mark’s gospel.  But the smart money is on the scholars who have concluded that through the centuries scribes, impatient with the ending Mark had written, made additions to the text, thus answering the question Romeo asked of Juliet the night of their first meeting, “Wouldst thou leave me so unsatisfied?”

Mark’s ending leaves us so unsatisfied.  He is the Easter Grinch.

The only other person I can remember with so little to say about Easter was Reinhold Niebuhr, the great theologian and preacher of the latter part of the 20th Century.  He regularly refused invitations to preach on Easter Sunday, preferring, he said, to sit in the pew for Easter worship at one of the more liturgical churches – Episcopal, Roman Catholic, churches with elaborate liturgy and rich music, but very little in the way of a sermon – “in order,” he said, “not to be subjected to some preacher making a fool of himself trying to explain the resurrection.”
 

Mark and Niebuhr were graduates of the same school of theology.  When it comes to resurrection, both believe that less is more and for Mark ending (even in mid-sentence) is better than finishing.

For a long time, scholars pondered whether there was a lost ending to Mark’s gospel, a fragment of the scroll that was lost.  But recently some interesting suggestions have emerged that perhaps there is more going on with Mark’s ending than we might think at first blush.  

Tom Long, of Emory University writes,

If Mark's ending creates discomfort and uncertainty, it is partly due to our knowledge of how the Easter story is told in the other Gospels. Easter is supposed to have post resurrection appearances, joyful seaside meals, scenes of reconciliation and forgiveness, garden embraces of the risen Lord, and the disciples' excited shout, "He is risen!" But Mark offers us none of these, choosing instead to end his story with frightened women fleeing from a cemetery in silence. That's no way to run a resurrection.

What Mark wants us to do, is to put ourselves in the place of those women at the tomb, hearing afresh the words of the angel who tells them to be on their way, to go and tell the other disciples what they have seen and heard.  “He is going ahead of you to Galilee,” the angel says, “there you will see him, just as he told you.”  

Mark wants us to ask, “Who are his disciples?”  James and Peter and John, and Mary Magdalene, or course, but we are his disciples too.  You and I are his disciples.

And where is Galilee?  North of Jerusalem, of course, but Galilee is also home.  It is where we return when we have been away.  It is that place where we live, and move, and have our everyday being.

Mark in the first chapter of the gospel tells us, “Jesus came into Galilee proclaiming the good news of God.”  And I want to suggest to you that that is what the ending of Mark’s gospel asks us to do, to circle back to the beginning of the gospel and read it again.  The story isn’t over.  Now we must find ourselves in the picture, informed by what we have read and heard the first time around.  Because we are there in Galilee and he promises to meet us on our way.  From Mark’s perspective, the world is now alive with the risen Lord who is making this world a new Creation, even in those places where suffering and pain are present, God is making things new.

Tom Are, pastor of the Village Presbyterian Church in Prairie Village, Kansas, one of our largest Presbyterian Churches tells a story of when his children were small.  A favorite book was The Napping House.  It’s a particular house where everyone is sleeping. The story describes a snoring granny, a dozing child, a dog, a cat, a mouse, and a wakeful flea.  Tom’s children liked the flea best.  With each new page a resident of the house is introduced.  The dog dozes.  The cat naps.  And the illustrator has placed the flea on every page, but you don’t see it the first time through; it’s just a flea.  But the second time through (as well as every time thereafter) you can spot the flea on every page, and Tom’s children learned to look for and squeal at the presence of the flea with every turning page.  The flea is never in the same place, but it’s always there.

Well, Mark’s ending takes us to those familiar places where we experience and recognize the risen Lord in our own Galilee, in our everyday lives in New York and Wayzata and Minnetonka and Minneapolis and Edina and Macalester and wherever we may be.  Because it’s there that we will find that the Lord has gone before us, and we meet him on our way.

A few weeks ago I was on campus at Macalester and met with a group of students, about six of them, chatting over lunch about a program of which they are a part.  It’s a Lilly funded program called Lives of Commitment.  The program is intended to help students be intentional about reflecting on issues of social justice, ethical and religious commitment, and the integration of values with work.  

One young woman told of the adult class that she is teaching in English as a Second Language to an immigrant population in South Minneapolis.  Another student is a tutor on the West Side of St. Paul where she’s helping 2nd and 3rd graders get a good start on learning.  A young man in the program from Philadelphia said he chose Mac because he wanted to be in a school that would shape him with values like that.  There was a warmth and an openness to these students that was good to be around.  And they might not put it this way, I don’t suppose, but my hunch is that in the work that they do, which is nothing if not inspirational to them, the risen Lord is meeting them on their way in the lives and experiences of those whom they touch.

Sometimes I think our world is full of the signs of resurrection.  Maybe all we need to do is take notice of where it is that he meets us.

There is a residential high school outside Kigali, Rwanda where 100 special children, endangered because they were caught in the genocide of that country and lost their parents and family are now living together and growing together in a safe environment.  The residential school is Agohozo Shalom, The Place of Peace Where Tears are Dried.  There was a story about it on the Evening News the week before Easter.  A woman from New York, Anne Heyman, founded this Youth Village in order to bring a little bit of peace to some very wounded children.  

At Agohozo Shalom one of the housemothers is a young woman by the name of Agusta Mukashangoza, who has a deep scar on her face from a machete wound inflicted upon her the day her husband and three children were hacked to death.  Why is she caring for these teenage children for whom she now is a housemother?  

Because, she says, “I have to love these children ....  When I look at them I see my sister’s children and my friends’ children and I know they would have taken care of mine if I were killed.”

What inspires a person to go on in life and live that way unless it is the belief that God is going ahead of us and will meet us on our way?

He promises to meet us in Galilee, helping us as we talk with our kids about cruel words and kind deeds, meeting us at the office in encounters on the phone and in the board room, helping us work out the ups and downs of life together in marriage, waiting with us in the doctor’s office for news of the tumor’s response to radiation, standing out at the cemetery as we let go of the dearest of our heart’s life and love.   

Wherever it is that we go, in whatever ways we serve others, in those places that we return and call home, he promises to go before us and meet us on our way.  On this Sunday after Easter, our faith, our confidence is not only that the Lord is risen, risen indeed, but that the story of that resurrection is not finished.  Let’s be on our way.  He’s meeting us in Galilee!
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Prayers of the People,  Rev. Meghan K. Gage-Finn					


O God, your Son remained with his disciples after his resurrection, teaching them to love all people as neighbors. As his disciples in this age, we offer our prayers on behalf of your creation in which we are privileged to live, and for our neighbors with whom we share it. We give you thanks that you have sent your Son, our Redeemer, and that through him we can approach you with trust and confidence.





We pray for parts of our world torn apart by hostility, tragedy, and loss: Haiti, Chile, Iraq, Afghanistan, the Darfur region. Watch over those in service who seek to bring reconciliation and change in far parts of the world, and their loved ones who remain in wait at home. Heal and console those suffering in the aftermath of the mining disaster in West Virginia; comfort families and friends who gather this morning to worship, mindful of those among their flock who are missing and we remember with heavy hearts this morning the people of Poland as they mourn the death of their President and other national leaders. We also ask your continued support of those in our own church family who are grieving: 





As Easter people we know that death is not victorious and not the final answer and even as we stand by those who mourn, we celebrate new life. We rejoice this morning with: at the arrival of son. Surround them with your comforting embrace and may they feel the support and care of this community. We praise you this day and everyday for children and youth, for their innocence and curiosity. Teach us that same love and help our children teach us what it means to be dependent on another; give us some measure of their humility as we seek to be faithful. We especially lift up to you students and families for whom this season is filled with excitement and confusion, trepidation and transition. Help them, as they make decisions about their future, to know that you watch over their going out and their coming in, and that you are preparing the way toward the communities they will be a part of where they will thrive in learning and service.





Help us all to live into the assurance and hope of Easter, to not rush past the empty tomb, but to be amazed and convicted to share that Good News freely in love and truth. Let the light of Christ dispel the shadows of poverty, hunger, homelessness, brokenness in families and relationships, violence, and injustice, and make us instruments of your peace and righteousness.


�Holy God, you have called us to follow in the way of your risen Son, and to care for those who are our companions, not only with words of comfort, but with acts of love. Guide us in the path of discipleship, so that, as you have blessed us, we may be a blessing for others, bringing the promise of the kingdom nearby our words and deeds. Amen.��Hear us as we are bold to pray together in one voice the prayer Christ taught us, saying…
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