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            The gospel according to Mark reads like a script for CNN’s Headline News.  Its author writes like a man on the run.  His favorite word is immediately; he uses that word at least 40 times in his relatively brief narrative.  Events occur quickly here.  Emotions are on the surface.  Mark gives us the news without enhancement.
            For decades I have preferred Mark’s gospel over the other gospels.  It is, after all, the earliest of the accounts of Jesus’ life and ministry, probably written some time between 66 and 70 BCE, only 32 years or so after the crucifixion of Jesus.  The text of this gospel is likely based, to a small extent, on a few eyewitness experiences of its author and, to a large extent, on the author’s memories of the sermons preached by the disciple named Peter who walked with Jesus almost every day of his public ministry.  Both Matthew and Luke incorporated many parts of the text of Mark into their gospels, though both of them tended to soften the message of Jesus and to make their respective depictions of Jesus more palatable to the public.  Not a single one of the other three gospel writers—Matthew, Luke, or John—even mentions the fact that Jesus told most of his followers not to reveal his identity to others.  By way of contrast, this theme is central in Mark’s gospel.
            Advent according to Mark—the story of Jesus’ appearance on earth—is more like Advent as we experience it—the coming of Jesus as we know it.  In Mark, there is no little town of Bethlehem, no star in the East, no gift-bearing wise men, no shepherds, and no sky split open to reveal a chorus of singing angels.  In Mark’s gospel, Jesus shows up in our kind of world, amid our kinds of experiences—not at the beginning of anything but in the middle of everything.  In Mark, people don’t kneel to worship Jesus after observing his ministry; instead, they whisper behind his back that he may be crazy.
            Personally, I am drawn to the gospel of Advent—the narrative about the arrival of Jesus—written by Mark.  The same is true of my preference for Mark’s treatment of the resurrection of Jesus.
            Most all careful scholars of the Christian Scriptures—regardless of their respective positions along the theological spectrum—acknowledge that the gospel of Mark originally ended with Mark 16:8.  None of the earliest manuscripts of this 
gospel include the rest of the verses in chapter 16 that still appear in a few translations of this gospel.  Now, look at what that means.  After relating the story of the discovery by Mary Magdalene, another Mary, and Salome that Jesus’ body was no longer in the place of its burial and detailing an account of the angelic commission given to these women to let the disciples of Jesus know that he is risen from the dead and wants to meet them in Galilee, Mark concluded his fast-paced gospel—for decades the only gospel available—with these words: 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.  
Frankly, reading those final words from Mark’s gospel is like rubbing a healing salve on my soul.  Mark understands us I think to myself.  He knew that people would have to grapple with this reality of resurrection before incorporating it into their beliefs and making it a pivotal truth in the shaping of their lives.
            I realize that comment about the gospel of Easter may strike many of you as strange given the exultant praise and lofty hallelujahs that seem to flow so quickly and easily across people’s lips in Easter worship.  But, Mark and the people to whom he was writing had not celebrated Easter so many times that the whole thing had become a perfunctory exercise in liturgical joy-making.  Besides, Mark was writing to people who were desperately afraid and in need of help in dealing with their fear.
            The Christian community that first read Mark’s gospel was filled with fearful people facing an uncertain future.  Their world had been destroyed, literally; their expectations shattered into a million tiny fragments of disappointment.  Jerusalem either already was in shambles or its destruction was imminent.  These early followers of Jesus were facing the prospect of having to relocate in another part of the world.  How could they go on? they were asking each other and themselves.  Is our faith sufficiently strong to sustain us in this time of trouble? they wanted to know.  No fanciful generalizations or glib talk yielded easy answers to those disturbing questions.  Did Mark have a word from God to help them?
            Keep in mind as well that the most profound insights into Jesus’ identity were held primarily by individuals whom most other people considered “evil” or “bad” or “insane.”  Thumb through the pages of Mark’s gospel and you will find that acclamations of Jesus as the Son of God came almost exclusively from individuals on the periphery of life, people with whom Christians today would want no association.  So-called demon-possessed people were the first to speak of Jesus as the Messiah.  Only the Roman centurion who was a part of the murder squad at the crucifixion of Jesus had perceived of Jesus as the Son of God.  Even though the disciple named Peter had called Jesus “the Christ” at Caesarea-Philippi, so great was Peter’s lack of understanding of what he had said that, just after his confession, Jesus called Peter “Satan.”  Not until late, very late, in the gospel of Mark do the disciples learn the true identity of Jesus—it happens in verses 14-27 of chapter 12.  Even then, though, the medium of the revelation of the presence of the Messiah was an event Mark called the desecration of abomination—the worst thing that could happen in the lives of spiritual people.  The author’s reference was to an act of sacrilege in the temple that was so horrible no one wanted to talk about it.  Do you hear what I am saying?  Whatever light followers of Jesus had about Jesus’ identity came from the shadows in their lives.
            Do you see?  Mark was writing to people who were disturbed and afraid.  Mark understood and appreciated the fact that sometimes the greatest of life’s realities emerge from the deepest, darkest places in life.
            Mark was affirming resurrection while looking squarely into reality.  He understood that the presence of fear in people’s lives did not necessarily signal an absence of faith in their lives.  Why, these people had good reasons for their fears!
            I must tell you that I find great comfort in the realization that the first heralds of the resurrection were filled with both enthusiasm evoked by the resurrection and profound personal fear.  Now, be honest about it; is that not true for most of us as well?  Is such a combination of fear and faith so very different from our experience?
            Here is why I have such a preference and respect for Mark in relation to other narratives in the canon of the gospels.  Mark could accept and live with ambiguity.  Mark did not have to have every one of his questions answered in order to believe the best about Jesus.  He could accept the fact that there were gaps in the story of the resurrection, that not everyone said the same thing about what happened.  Mark wrote about the central truth in the life of Jesus with a degree of reality, reverence, and humility that forbad him from going on and on, boasting ad nauseum about his certainty and joy.  Mark refused to get rid of parts of the story that raised more questions than provided answers.  He himself struggled with understanding and, thus, refused to gloss over similar struggles in other people.  Mark seems to have been alright with the fact that God’s promises occasionally seem delayed and love sometimes can seem remote.  
Now, think about this.  Mark had just written perhaps the most important words that he ever would write—words that came straight from the convictions of his heart, words that he believed could alter the course of the world as well as the life of an individual.  But as he scrawled on a piece of parchment the end of the last sentence of his narrative about Jesus, the conclusion to his gospel, Mark left his readers to form their own responses to the incredible truth about which he had written.  Mark made no attempt to dictate what anyone else had to think or to say about the gospel so that everyone could encounter Jesus in their own experience and out of their own experience decide who he was and is and if and why they would follow him.
I don’t know about you, but this is the celebration of Easter that is most powerful in my experience.  What’s more, Mark’s account of an encounter with resurrection is filled with encouragement and promise for all of us.  Mark lets us know that God understands us and is not put off by our struggles, our anxieties, our difficulties, our failures, our doubts, and our fears.  We can experience resurrection even when we don’t understand it, deserve it, or expect it.  Hope resides with a power we may not be able to grasp.  The future can take shape for the better even when we cannot see beyond the worst.  This really is the gospel of Easter.  This is the good news about resurrection.
Though it may sound a bit strange and go a little against the grain of the plethora of explosions of hyped exuberance that will characterize many of today’s celebrations of Easter in Christian churches, I want to suggest to you that maybe, just maybe, the presence of a little fear within us is good for our souls.  I am not speaking of fear that comes from doubt, but of fear born of faith.  This is the fear that can save us from an arrogance that is not a part of the gospel.  This is the fear that can deliver us from a dogmatic sense of certitude that disdains reason, stifles our interest in learning, and blunts our sensitivity to other people’s struggles and needs.  This is the fear that keeps us on the tip-toes of our faith fully aware that we don’t know, and that we cannot know, everything about faith in God or God’s faith in us.  In other words, here in the spiritual bottom line of Mark’s gospel is the suggestion that a modicum of faith-based fear can serve us well.  After all, isn’t it a bit disconcerting and discomforting, should it not be somewhat nerve-racking as well as promising and reassuring to realize that we live in a world in which the presence of God creates the possibility of our meeting the Christ at any and every turn in the road?
That, my friends, is the reality of Easter and the great promise resident in the gospel of Easter according to Mark.  So we embrace faith enthusiastically and look straight into the face of reality.    
“Christ is risen!” someone says to us ecstatically.  “Hallelujah!” we respond instinctively, with wonder streaming through our bodies and joy pulsating in our hearts.  “Christ is risen indeed!” the church announces on Easter Sunday morning.  “O my goodness,” we respond more thoughtfully, sensing a quick stab of anxiety and a sharp tinge of fear in our spirits as we ponder the implications of that assertion of resurrection and give ourselves to answering the question, “What does this mean for our lives?” To be perfectly honest, all of it together—the heightened impact of faith and reality, the surging onset of fear and joy—all of it together is almost too much for us; it virtually takes our breath away.  Quickly, though, we compose ourselves—fully aware that the news will never get any better than this.   Then we catch our breaths because there is another “hallelujah” coming, and we want to sing it.  We want to sing the next “Hallelujah” faithfully and even more joyfully. Amen.   
 
PASTORAL PRAYER
O God, this Easter Sunday morning is one of those times when, if asked if we are laughing or crying, we can say “yes” to both or find ourselves at a complete loss of how to answer that question honestly.  To be sure, we feel the lift of joy, the rush of hope, the excitement of recovered dreams, and the exuberance of hallelujahs—all of which causes us to smile broadly or laugh aloud without inhibition.  At the same time, we look into the faces and sense the spirits of people who have not felt Christ rise, whose preoccupation with loneliness mutes every spoken invitation to community, whose disappointments from the past devastate promises for the future, and whose voices cannot even pronounce the word “hallelujah” because of a deep-seated despair that prefers silence over any alternative that might ring of joy.
You are here, O God, we know that, but a relative is in Iraq or a child has moved away or we are separated from a lover with whom we want to spend time.  We are in a house of worship, but our friends remain homeless in the wake of hurricanes Katrina and Rita. The joy of resurrection is real, the hope of new life is palpable, but we are not yet close enough to the end of all our questions to entertain any meaningful answers, our problems weigh too much to be lifted from us in an hour of worship this morning, and our dread of tomorrow erodes our capacity for celebration today.
O Loving God of life and death, you understand where we are.  Reassure us of the reality of a hope that has not yet find resonance in our souls.  Please don’t remove from us the promise of a new life that we cannot yet imagine.
Whether in laughter or tears, we worship you, God, commending to you both our sorrow and joy and greeting your risen One whether with reticence born of doubt or jubilation shaped by faith.  Amen.   
 
