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   Mark 16:1-8

Of all the times to have an unsatisfying ending!  

I don’t know about you, but in the current economic environment, I would like a Gospel with a clear and hopeful ending.  I heard enough over the past six or eight months about people running away in fear, about whole communities immobilized by panic.  I’ve heard enough commentators drone on about how we just have to hold tight and muddle along in the midst of uncertainty.  I’ve heard enough government officials declare that the end is NOT yet in sight.  Do I really have to listen to the Gospel of Mark tell me exactly the same thing?  If I want to be shaken and afraid, I don’t need to look into a tomb—all I have to do is look at my 401K statements.  We’re here to hear something positive for a change, right?
So if we’re here for hope, what is going to give it to us?  What is the basis of hope?  When we open up our Bibles and start rummaging around, what are we hoping to grab hold of?

I think most of the time, when we’re looking for hope, we’re looking for some way to feel good about how things are going to end.  Think about it—if someone tells us that a doctor gave him or her hope, they mean that the doctor led them to believe that they are going to end up okay.  What they’re going through right now might be horrible, but they have hope because of what they believe the end is going to be like, right?  If someone tells you they have hope for the economy, they are most likely saying that they feel confident that we will recover from the current downturn and things will be back to normal in due time.  If someone tells you that they have hope about global warming, they probably mean that they believe that the countries of the world will find a solution and all of us, including the polar bears, will live happily ever after.  Hope—in other words—is based on the way we believe things will END.

When we talk about Jesus, we tend to put his story on a linear timeline, with a beginning, middle and an end.  The beginning is sweet, the middle can be a bit rough, but the story is a hopeful one because in the end it works out okay.  Right?  Resurrection is the happily ever after of the Christian story.  It proclaims that although Jesus went through difficult experiences, everything is resolved at the end, everyone is happy at the end, and we can all breathe a huge sigh of relief. 

That is how we can understand resurrection unless, of course, we are reading about it in the Gospel of Mark.  If the hope we’re looking for in this story is based on the ending, we’re going to come up wanting.  The resurrection in Mark doesn’t resolve anything.  It doesn’t reassure anyone.  It just sends the women running away from the tomb in terror.  No happy ending, no hope, no point of telling the story, right? 

But wait—what if this ending isn’t a problem?  What if it isn’t a mistake?  What if it is actually a clue?  Let’s give Mark a few minutes of our time this morning, let’s give Mark the benefit of the doubt this morning, and let’s allow his ending to take us where it’s pointing.  Listen to what the angel tells the women:  Jesus is not here (he says, stating the obvious).  But that’s not all the angel says.  Jesus has gone ahead of you (as usual).  Jesus has gone to Galilee, and there you will see him, just as he told you.  

Go to Galilee?  Remember Galilee?  That’s where the Gospel of Mark begins!    Mark doesn’t begin his story with Jesus’ birth, so he doesn’t begin in Bethlehem and he doesn’t begin in Nazareth.  He begins in Galilee, and when he comes to the end of the story he points us right back to the beginning.  You see, this ending isn’t a period.  This ending isn’t a full stop.  This story that Mark is telling may look at first like it’s laid out on a straight line.  But actually, it’s written on a spiral.  The ending is an arrow that loops right back to the beginning. 

So what does it mean to go back to Galilee?  What happens in Galilee?  Well, that’s where Jesus was baptized by John in the Jordan River.  This story begins in a crowd of people who are all seeking life change.  Galilee is where we are CHANGED.

 What happens in Galilee?  That’s where Jesus called his disciples, the place where he invited them, invited us, to be part of his story, to make his work our own.  He went to Galilee, where he told us that there’s work for us to do, there’s room for us in God’s project, that we have a call, we have a purpose, we have value.  Not just some of us.  Not just the well-equipped or well-educated or well-endowed ones of us, but all of us.  Galilee is where we are CALLED.

What happens in Galilee?  It’s not just that people were put to work there.  Galilee is also the place where Jesus touched the leper, where he brought sight back to the blind.  Galilee is where we are HEALED.

What happens in Galilee?  Galilee is where Jesus reached out to the people who had been pushed to the edges and brought them in to the center, sitting around a table with tax collectors and prostitutes, telling them all that the Kingdom of God is like a wedding feast to which everyone is invited.  And what’s more, Galilee is the place where a few loaves and a few fish miraculously become a feast for thousands, where we discover that the simplest of gifts are multiplied, are enlarged beyond what we could have imagined when we offer them up to Jesus.  Galilee is where we are FED.

What happens in Galilee?  That’s where we’re changed and called and healed and fed and then Galilee becomes the place where we are SENT.  Galilee isn’t where Jesus stayed; it’s not where his disciples put down roots, set up shop.  Galilee propels us forward, out into the rest of the world, connecting with the people Jesus connected with, and reaching out to the people he loved, praying for those he prayed for.

To go back to Galilee is to go back to a whole different kind of hope. 

In this gospel, the women who discover the empty tomb do not finish the job—because the story has not finished.  This story doesn’t end because it has to continue.  It beckons to us to step in.  It makes it clear there’s room enough for us to jump in, there’s a path for us to walk along, joining in with all the other disciples, going where Jesus has gone.

Are you ready to hear that?  This may not be the hope we came here looking for, but friends this is the kind of hope that is going to make a difference in times like these.  Because a spiraling back hope, a back to Galilee hope, a keep-on-following-me hope, is a hope that allows us to engage in unsettled times and learn and lead and not just hold our nose until it’s all over.  We think our hope is based on the end, but a hope that’s built into the very beginning, a hope that walks with us all the way along is much more what we need.  

 
This kind of hope doesn’t just wait for the illness to be over—this kind of hope calls us to reach in and reach out through every step of our treatment, every stage of our disease.  This kind of hope doesn’t just wait for the economic downturn to be over—this kind of hope calls us to reach in and reach out even in the midst of the bad news. This kind of hope doesn’t just wait until the environment is healed, until the war is over—this kind of hope calls us to reach in and reach out, to involve ourselves in the solutions.  It pushes us to see the present circumstance as the place where Jesus is alive, where he is still calling us, still inviting us to follow him.

This kind of hope isn’t just a promise—it’s a call, a way of living and not just something to wait for.

Friends, I know that there are those of us here today—perhaps there is a part of each of us—that feels like we have looked for hope, looked for meaning, looked for purpose, looked for Jesus, and all we have found is emptiness.  When that happens, it is really easy to get stuck there, at the mouth of the tomb, feeling terrified and abandoned.  The ending that we were working towards, the ending that had pulled us along, the ending we were hoping for never came, and now we’re stuck, paralyzed in part by our hope for a happy ending.  But there is good news for each of us, all of us this morning.  Although the tomb is empty, we have not been abandoned.  We have been invited.  Invited to go back to Galilee, back to our call but this time with reassurance:  Jesus has gone ahead of us.  Go back to Galilee and there you will find Jesus, very much alive, walking beside you.

It is in our call, in it’s perseverance and persistence, that we discover the most hopeful thing about the Gospel of Jesus Christ.  Jesus is alive!  Each day we can respond to him.  Each day he can heal us.  Each day we can be fed at his table.  And each day, we can accept his invitation to be hope—here and now—to a hurting world.
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