12th April 2009

Mk 16:1-8
The Resurrection
Introduction

Have you ever read a book or seen a film that has had in your view an unsatisfactory ending? Just recently I’ve taken to an author called Suzanne Gregory who writes medieval thrillers based on a character called Matthew Bartholomew.  The author weaves each story in a complicated way and leaves it right to the end before she reveals all. Which of course is a satisfying way in which to tell a story, after all who wants a ‘who done it’ answered in the opening pages? 
But I’ve also experienced both books and films where the ending has been abrupt and inconclusive. It kind of leaves me feeling rather frustrated as I try and work out why the author or director has finished his or her work in this way. Sometimes of course it is done to make you think. But personally I like something concrete to hang onto - something that has a definite ending whether good or bad; at least I can leave it as something complete.
An unsettling ending
The ending to Mark’s gospel is like one of those books or films that finish abruptly. Finishing at verse 8 ends creates an uncertainty that plays on our mind as to what happened next – we say it can’t surely end here. After all we are talking about the resurrection, surely Mark can’t be content to leave it there, isn’t it all very unsatisfactory?

This ending not unsurprisingly has caused scholars over the centuries to give a lot of thought to it, where did Mark really end? These discussions have entered the various translations of the Bible which has resulted in the recording of alternative endings, for example the NIV records just the longer ending (verses 9-20) whilst other translations record both the so called shorter ending and the longer ending.  The New American Standard, The New Revised Standard and The New English Bible are examples where both endings are recorded; however most modern scholars accept that the earliest manuscripts finish at verse 8 and they take that to be the authentic writing of Mark. 
So what was Mark about? Did he just leave us in suspense? Or did he leave us to think about his final words? The consensus of opinion seems to favour that he wanted us to think about the actions of the women and the implications of them for subsequent disciples.
So where does that leave us?

Well it still leaves us with what is a peculiar ending; but is it? If we look at the beginning of the gospel we have a clue as to what Mark is about here. The opening verse of the gospel reads – ‘The beginning of the gospel about Jesus Christ, the Son of God.’ These words can tell us a lot about how he ends at 16:8. The critical word here is ‘beginning’ and we’ve heard these words before, compare the opening verse of the Bible – ‘In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.’ There is another similar parallel in the opening of John’s gospel – ‘In the beginning was the Word... So when we read in verse 8, that the women, trembling and bewildered, went out and fled the tomb and said nothing to anyone because they were afraid we have at our fingertips the point of Mark’s gospel – simply, it is the beginning!
On commentator
 has written of this verse – ‘the terrible irony is that now is the time to speak. The tomb is empty; the crucified King is alive, vindicated by God, as he said he would be. What is hidden is now come to light (4:21-22); the disciples can tell secret things they were commanded to withhold now that Jesus has risen from the dead (9:9). The faithful women have the opportunity to do what the men could not. And they fail. They flee, just as the men – because they are afraid.’
Mark’s point

Mark has been concerned all along with the question of discipleship. At various points in the gospel he highlights the failure of Jesus’ closest disciples to grasp the revelations that He gives them. If we take the three boat experiences to illustrate the point; Jesus calms the storm (4:35-41), ‘Why are you so afraid? Do you still have no faith? (v40); Jesus walks on water (6: 45- 52), ‘Take courage! It is I. Don’t be afraid.’ (v50) and Jesus feeds the Four Thousand (8:10 – 18), ‘Don’t you remember?’ (v18b).

In these three stories Jesus reveals things about Himself and the disciples fail to grasp the significance of what they have experienced. They tell us much about what it means to be a disciple of Jesus. Specifically it means we shouldn’t be timid about being a disciple; we are called to think about what it means to be a disciple and we are to remember the training Jesus gives to his disciples through word and action.
There is hope

This seemingly negative ending to the gospel is actually very encouraging. Because while the actions of the women seem discouraging in that they have failed to understand the enormity of the resurrection, it is through these very women and their frightened male colleagues that God works His purpose out. We subsequently know from other NT accounts the boldness with which all His disciples spread the gospel.

Ultimately faithful discipleship consists of following Jesus, not thinking about it but acting courageously on His behalf and not standing on the sidelines and watching but involving ourselves in His mission.  

And that is the powerful message Mark leaves us with this Easter. Just as those final actions of the women didn’t stop there but resulted in them telling the greatest story ever. So it is for us as we hear the gospel story yet again or perhaps for the first time we to can have a new beginning. 
� D.H.Juel – ‘A Disquieting Silence: The Matter of the Ending’ in the Ending of Mark and the Ends of God p9.
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