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Mark 16:1-8

The Tomb is Empty and the Women Run

In the most ancient texts Mark’s gospel ends with verse 8, the verse we just read.  “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?”  They said nothing even though the young man told them to “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.”
The Gospel of Mark, before the addition of text added a century later, leaves us with an empty tomb and three women fleeing in terror and amazement, totally blown away by Jesus’ absence dead or alive.  The young man sitting on the right side of the cavern had said, “Do not be alarmed; you are looking for Jesus of Nazareth, who was crucified.  He has been raised; he is not here.”  But their feelings take over and they are seized with amazement and fear so powerful that they say nothing to anyone.
Mark’s original gospel ends with an empty tomb and people afraid to speak and spread the news of the resurrection even though they have been told to do so.  Is there some of that DNA in us?  Are we shrinking back from news so good that it amazes and terrifies us?  What if Jesus did reveal an absolutely compassionate God who is compellingly non-violent and all of this is confirmed in the resurrection?  What if our mission, our meaning, the reason we get up in the morning, centers on getting this word out to our culture?  What if we run from the empty tomb in terror and amazement saying nothing; instead of embracing this good news; this desperately needed, life giving and life altering news, because we are afraid?
What are we afraid of?  Are we afraid of God’s compassion?  Haven’t we always wanted to be seen, understood and accepted just as we are?  Isn’t that every child’s desire, every adolescents hope and every adults wish?  To be known and loved to the core of our being sounds like a blessing to good to be true.  Is it so good that we fear it?

Maybe God is more accepting of us than we are of ourselves.  Maybe God’s compassion includes those parts of ourselves we would just as soon disown?  Total understanding could mean the parts of me I don’t accept about myself are also understood and accepted.  And if God can understand them and accept them, maybe I could too.  But then, maybe I don’t want to.  I don’t want to accept that evil exists in me.  Evil only exists in the other.  I wasn’t there when they crucified Jesus!

Maybe this is where we stumble over God’s compelling non-violence.  God gently embraces those parts of ourselves that we would like to push away and shove into others.  I think that’s what we do with the parts of ourselves we want to disown.  We project them, we push them, and we perceive them in the stranger, in the dreaded other, in our enemy and even in family members we see as “bad-der” than ourselves.  Isn’t this what scapegoating is?  It is transferring our issues onto our vulnerable neighbor and then shunning or getting rid of our neighbor as though that got rid of our issues.  And we want to justify all of this by saying that God agrees with us.  They are as bad as we say they are and God thinks that too—so there!
But if God’s compassion includes everyone, not just us, we can’t make that move anymore.  If God is non-violent, not just toward me but toward everyone, then we can’t say God agrees with us in our rejection and exclusion of anyone.  Suddenly the way we organize our world, based as it is on who is good and who is bad, no longer works and we are confronted with the task of rethinking the universe.  No wonder the three women fled in amazement and terror.  The empty tomb had judged the world and found it hollow at the core.
During this Holy Week we have rehearsed how all this works.  Last Sunday we saw Jesus ride into town like a hero with the anxious and tense crowds shouting words of adulation and encouragement.  During the Passover Festival Jerusalem is in turmoil with the Roman army on high alert in case of insurrection.  Political groups within the city; all in rivalry with each other, and each watching the other for any sign of being one-upped or vulnerable; plot and scheme to gain an advantage.  Does this sound like Washington D.C.?  It should.  Everyone can feel the tension in the air, like a huge storm approaching with no one knowing what will happen.  Tensions like this cannot build up forever.  The electricity in the air will find a lightening rod and all that power will visit itself on a victim.
The various players, both Roman and Jewish, coalesce around the destruction of this popular stranger who has just arrived from the hinterland.  They gather together, an unusual event as they usually hate each other, to coordinate a public execution.  They receive a huge assist when Judas, one of Jesus’ own, decides to cooperate with them.  They happily pay him and arrange for Jesus’ arrest.  The trial that has Jesus shuttling back and forth between Jewish religious leaders and Roman civil authority is a sham.  They have no evidence but they manufacture some anyway.  Finally they bring Jesus before the whole crowd; the same people who five days before had so enthusiastically welcomed him and everyone demands that he be crucified.  The incredible build-up of tension, that had been going on for days, finds release on a single human being.  It didn’t matter that he was innocent.  Suddenly everyone is pointing their finger at Jesus and saying “he is the problem.  Get rid of him and we will be at peace.”

If this were an isolated event in history we could dismiss it.  But it is not.  It happens again and again and again.  It has happened to the Jews in Europe, to the Indians in our own country, and it may have even happened to members of our own family or even to us.  It is possible and highly likely that we have both done it and had it done to us.  This is what we humans do but find difficult to acknowledge.  The crucifixion is so important because it so clearly illustrates what we do.  It exposes the whole thing.  It reveals the underpinnings of human sin.  This is where we were late on Holy Thursday and throughout Good Friday and Holy Saturday.  The altar stripped, we were profoundly aware of our desolation and our participation in that desolation.
The idea that Jesus’ body wouldn’t be there in the tomb never occurred to the two Mary’s and Salome that morning.  They had come with spices to anoint his body, common practice for mourners.  The sweet smell covered the smell of death and gave them time to adjust to their new reality.

As they approached the tomb they wondered how they would roll the stone away so that they could get in.  “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.  The young man said “Do not be alarmed; you are looking for Jesus of Nazareth, who was crucified.  He has been raised; he is not here.”
Jesus had said this would happen.  They hadn’t believed it.  With his crucifixion, they had thought Jesus was just another victim of the cruel systems that governed all their lives.  The good ones die young you know and often tragically.  It’s just the way the world works.  It breaks your heart but what can you do?
The young man said Jesus wasn’t here.  He, the crucified one, had been raised.  Death could not hold him.  God raised him.  This was all part of a plan designed to reveal the sin that pervades human existence and keeps us all in bondage.  It is the fear of death that keeps this dark system in power and now here is one who enters death but death can not hold him.  Death’s grip cannot contain his effervescence.  His effervescence is his connection to God and this very connection he now extends to us.  Not only does he extend it to us, he tells us to extend it to others and he will help us.   Instead of being caught in death we find ourselves more vitally alive than we had thought possible.  All of this is too much for our three women and they run in amazement and terror.
We will leave them running from the tomb, running from their task of sharing the good news, and running from the promise of meeting Jesus ahead of them.  For them, the resurrection hasn’t happened yet; but it will.  Their new world will gradually take shape.  The dots will converge to form a pattern; for the event that makes a pattern possible has already occurred in Jesus’ crucifixion and resurrection.  Amen.
Page 1 of 4

