THE EASTER MYSTERY

When the sabbath was over, Mary Magdalene,
and Mary the mother of James, and Salome
bought spices, so that they might go and anoint
him. “And very early on the first day of the week,
when the sun had risen, they went o the tomb.
*They had been saying to one another, ‘Who will
roll away the stone for us from the entrance to the
tomb? “When they looked up, they saw that the
stone, which was very large, had already been
rolled back. °As they entered the tomb, they saw a
young man, dressed in a white robe, sitting on the
right side; and they were alarmed. °But he said to
them, ‘Do not be alarmed; you are looking for
Jesus of Nazareth, who was crucified. He has
been raised; he is not here. Look, there is the
place they laid him. "But go, tell his disciples and
Peter that he is going ahead of you to Galilee;
there you will see him, just as he told you.” °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.
(Mark 16:1-8, NRSV)

My 4-year-old daughter, Alina, is going through a
major Superman phase. It started when our son, Matthew,
dressed her up in some old Superman pajamas he' d
outgrown. It'sablue T shirt and shorts with thered S
emblazoned on the chest and a red cape that \velcros orto the
back. It'sthe cape that really makesit. Because of these
pajamas, with the red cape flowing out behind it, our sweet,
little Alina has become the Man of Stedl, Superman. She
often insists on being referred to by this name, and she wears
those pajamas pretty much day and night, with occasional



breaks for the laundry. She’d be wearing it to church this
morning if we let her.

Given her recent fascination we decided last night to
watch the “Superman” movie. Needlessto say, she was
thrilled. And she experienced al the emotional ups and
downs intended by the film makers. Every time someone
was in peril, whether it was Jimmy Olson hanging off the
Hoover Dam or Lois Lane being chased by a crumbling San
Andreas Fault line, Alinawas on the edge of her seat. “Is
Superman going to save him? |s Superman going to save
her?’” she would ask, with great urgency in her voice. Or
when Superman himself was endangered by the evil Lex
Luther, “Is Superman going to be OK?' Alinadidn’t know
the end of the story. She felt every moment of suspense.

Most of us would never consider Bible stories to be
suspenseful. We know how the stories end, the major ones
a least. But in our Easter text this morning, the one found in
the Gospel of Mark, we encounter the ultimate cliffhanger.
At first glance, it seems like the traditional Easter story, cut
and dried, but when we see where it ends, it becomes
something else.

It starts out on the Sunday after Jesus' death.
Because the Sabbath began at sundown on Friday, Jesus
body had to be quickly placed in the tomb in order to keep
the commandment against work and to avoid touching the
body. So on this sad Sunday morning, Mary Magdalene,
Mary the mother of James, and Salome come to Jesus' tomb
to properly prepare his body for burial.

They arrive at the tomb to find the stone rolled away
and no sign of Jesus' body. Instead, they find a strange
young man dressed in a white robe, who we presumeis an
angel, sitting inside the tomb on the right side. | love the
detail that the angel is sitting over on theright side. 1I'm
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picturing this angel just sitting around, biding his time,
waiting for someone to arrive so he can tell them the
astounding news and then get back to whatever it was he was
doing before God sent him on this urgent errand.

The text says when the women saw the angel they
were “adarmed.” Other trandations say they were “amazed,”
“terrified,” or “frightened.” Sometimes, when we hear these
familiar stories, we forget that the participantswere real
people with real feelings. But when we put ourselves in their
place, their emotions are understandable.

For starters, these women were depleted before they
even arrived. Anyone who has lost aloved one has no
trouble imagining their agony in seeing their friend Jesus die
on the cross. No doubt throughout the weekend they relived
the horrifying experience over and over again in their minds.
And now, for the first time since putting him in the tomb,
they trudge with heavy hearts to the grave wondering how in
the world they were going to get that enormous stone moved
so that they might properly anoint his body.

Perhaps they felt some relief that someone had
moved the stone. At least that would make their heart-
wrenching task easier. They walked inside, expecting to see
the body of Jesus just as they had left it on Friday afternoon.
But instead, instead they are floored at the sight of some
unknown guy dressed in along white robe (an angel they
later guess). Without a doubt it would have been
frightening, disorienting. Had they walked into a trap?
Would they be the next ones nailed to a cross? Had the body
been stolen and held for ransom? Had they somehow
stumbled into the wrong tomb?

The angel speaks to them saying, “Don’t be afraid;
you're looking for Jesus, who was crucified. Well he's been
raised; he'snot here.” Pointing to the other side of the tomb
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the angel says, “Look right there, that is the place they laid
him.” After this short explanation, the angel gives simple,
yet shocking instructions. “But go, tell his disciples and
Peter that he's going ahead of you to Galilee; there you'll see
him, just like he told you.”

| love this next part, because it reminds us that people
are people, regardless of whether their lives are written up in
the Bible, or whether they’re sitting in our sanctuary today.
Y ou see Mark doesn’t give us some idealized version of their
reaction, glossing over the truth to make the story nice. He
tells us point blank that the women ran from the tomb in fear,
and fully ignored the angel’ s instructions. They did not
deliver the angelic message. And that isthe end of Mark’s
Easter story. Bam! It'sawrap, cut to credits. What?

It seems strange, to say the least, to end the Easter
story at this point, but that is exactly what Mark does. He
leaves us hanging. In your pew Bibles, you will find a space
between verses 8 and 9. The footnote explains that the most
ancient manuscripts end the book with verse 8, where we
ended this morning. It appears to many scholars that verses
9-20 were added later, apparently because Mark’ s abrupt
ending leaves too much unresolved.

It's tempting to look at these silent and fearful
women and wonder what’s wrong with them. Why don’t
they listen to the angel and remember Jesus' promises of
resurrection? Of course, that’s easy for usto say. We know
the end of the story. And because it’s so familiar, we may
forget just how miraculous and extraordinary this claim of
resurrection really was.

In truth, the women deserve credit for showing up at
al. Where were the men? We don’t read about any of the
mal e disciples showing up. No, the ones who were closest to
Jesus, who witnessed his miracles and heard his teachings,
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scattered like leaves in the wind at Jesus arrest. Peter, the
one disciple who did hang around a little bit longer than the
rest, ended up denying he even knew Jesus. Only the women
bore witness to Jesus' death and were faithful enough to do
what had to be done afterwards.

But what about their silence? Were the women
paralyzed by their shock? Did they fear being labeled fools?
Mark leaves us wondering what the women will do, and
more importantly, leaves us with the mystery of the empty
tomb unsolved.

Thankfully, the Easter accounts we find in Matthew,
Luke, and John settle Mark’s cliffhanger. The women did
eventually tell the news. And though no one believed them
a first, the disciples, the two travelers on the road to
Emmaus, and many others eventually encounter the risen
Chrigt.

This divine act, the resurrection of Jesus, is a unique
claim among the major world religions. While most
religiors revere Jesus as a prophet, sage or holy man, only
Christianity makes the claim that he is God incarnate who
died and rose again. The apostle Paul wrote to the early
church that, “if Christ has not been raised, then our
preaching isin vain and your faith isin vain” (1 corinthians 15:14
Rsv). In other words, if we deny the resurrection, Jesus
becomes just another prophet who died a violent death in a
string of prophets whose lives ended similarly.

But we believe that Jesus' death was more than that
of amartyr. German theologian Jirgen Moltmann declares
that, “God weeps with us so that we may someday laugh
with [God].” | understand Moltmann to say that in and
through Christ, God experienced our pain in order that we
may one day stand in the presence of God and experience no
pain, only joy. Christ himself experienced humanity’s hate

5



and violence that God might intimately know our pain and
suffering. Thus no obstacle or estrangement exists between
God and us. Christ’s death accomplished something
different from the deaths of other righteous people. His
death changed the relationship between God and humanity
forever.

The resurrection of Christ is a sacred belief, but it is
also a sacred promise. The resurrection of Christ promises
that our lives don’t end when our bodies stop functioning.
That nothing is so far gone that God cannot retrieve it. That
God can pull us out of those places that entrap us. That in
times of deep joy and times of darkest pain, God is with us.

The resurrection of Christ promises us that death is
not final, that it is just another of life's cliffhangers. Our
questions will not be resolved within the time frame of a
movie. But through faith, we stay tuned to what God will do
next. For we are an Easter people. It isthe backbone of our
faith. It isthe ultimate happy ending. And it isthe promise
of our ever-present God. Christisrisen. Heisrisen indeed.
Hallelujah. AMEN.
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PASTORAL PRAYER

Eternal God, who turns the shadows of Good Friday’ s death
to the bright radiance of Easter Sunday’ s resurrection, we
giveyou praise. Your Easter miracle offers uslifein the
face of death, hope in the face of despair, and joy in the face
of sadness. May your life-giving Spirit open our eyesto the
deep truth of your wondrous work in the life, death, and
resurrection of Jesus Christ. Offer new life we pray, to those
places on earth where death and violence predominate. Offer
new life we pray, to those placesin our lives that seem dead
and hopeless. Offer new life we pray, to your church that we
might fulfill your mission for us.

And now, O God, send us forth this day with the miracle of
Easter, the hope of new life deep down in our souls.
Through Jesus Christ our risen Lord we pray. AMEN.



