
Easter Vigil
Mark 16:1-8

The gospel of Mark was the first one to be written. At sixteen chapters, it is
the shortest gospel. It also has the shortest concluding chapter, which we
read this evening. We remember Mark as one who gets right to the point.
There is no need for extraneous details. Indeed, in the original ending of the
gospel there is  not even a resurrection appearance. The women find the
tomb empty, and in the following verse, they run away afraid. Other copyists
and editors, including other gospel writers, thought this was no way to end a
gospel, which is part of the reason we have multiple endings to the gospel of
Mark.

But in today's story the women come to the tomb, a place of repose for the
dead.  The tomb itself  has been sealed with a massive stone, and so the
women contemplate how they will  be able to move the stone.  Both the
tomb  and  its  stone  are  stark  reminders  to  the  reader  that  Jesus  was
crucified. He was then left as dead. It is not as though he merely passed out
from  exhaustion  on  the  cross.  No.  Jesus  truly  died,  a  claim that  will  be
repeated in the New Testament and even in later creeds, including in the
renewal of our baptismal covenant we will proclaim tonight.

But upon their arrival, the women, find the stone, that exclamation point on
the tomb, has been moved. The tomb is empty. Shockingly, a white-robed
young man, who is called an angel by Luke and Matthew, but is a  “young
man” in Mark, announces to the women that Jesus has been raised! They
are to announce this good news to Peter and the other disciples. As such, St.
Augustine  referred  to  Mary  Magdalene  in  particular  as  apostola
apostolorum, “the apostle of the apostles,” for she was sent to preach the
Easter message to those whom Jesus has called, the apostles themselves.
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Death has no hold on the author of life. The tombstone cannot seal God's
son. Jesus has been raised from death to new life! For those of you who
were here at Christmas, will remember that I spoke of the bands of cloth
that could not keep the Christ child, the Bethlehem Burrito contained. The
same bands of cloth that contain the body this night, could not hold the
risen Christ.

We are  told  that  the  women were  amazed.  We likely  would  share  their
amazement. And yet they are told not to be amazed. Jesus had risen from
the dead, and they were not to be amazed. What Jesus had predicted at
least three times earlier in the gospel, he has now accomplished. He rose on
the third day. Though it can be a natural reaction to be amazed at the work
of God, we are to expect that God will do what God says will happen. We
can rely on the promises of God, who raises from the dead.

The first to witness the effect of this resurrection were the women, whose
testimony would not count in a Jewish court. Still, these were the ones with
the motivation, love, care, and concern to visit the tomb. Mark does not say
anything  about  the  male  disciples  being  there.  Rather,  they  would  meet
Jesus in Galilee, where they first were called. It  seems their long journey
would bring them back to the beginning. Only now Galilee will be so much
different,  not  because  it  has  changed,  but  because  the  disciples  have
changed. They will not be able to go back to the way things were, but they
are going back to the beginning nonetheless. And so it can appear to us as
we live the spiritual life. So many of our conclusions circle back to where we
began.  But  we  are  never  the  same,  having  been  transformed  by  our
experience of the risen Christ.

Women  never  let  anyone  convince  you  that  you  are  inferior  or  not
important. If it were not for the women in the story tonight, we would not
be here. Let me see if I can put the importance of women in this story a little
differently.
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When God created woman, God was working late on the 6th day. An angel
came by and asked,  “Why spend so much time on her?” God answered,
“Have you seen all the specifications I have to meet to shape her?” She must
function  on  all  kinds  of  situation.  She  must  be  able  to  embrace  several
children at the same time. Have a hug that can heal anything from a bruised
knee to a broken heart. She must do all this with only two hands. She cures
herself when sick and can work 18 hours a day.” The angel was impressed,
“Just two hands...impossible! And this is  the standard model?” The angel
came closer and touched the woman, “But you have made her so soft, God.”
“She is soft,” said God. “But I have made her strong. You cannot imagine
what she can endure and overcome.” “Can she think?” the angel asked. God
answered, “Not only can she think, she can reason and negotiate.”

The angel touched her cheeks, “I am sorry God, but it seems your creation is
leaking! You have put too many burdens on her.” “She is not leaking. It is a
tear,” God corrected the angel. “What is it for?” asked the angel. Then God
said, “Tears are her way of expressing her grief, her doubts, her love, her
loneliness, her suffering, and her pride.”

This  made  a  big  impression  on  the  angel,  “God,  you  are  a  genius.  You
thought of everything. A woman is indeed marvelous!” God said, “Indeed
she is. She has strength that amazes a man. She can handle trouble and
carry heavy burdens. She holds happiness, love, and opinions. She smiles
when she feels like screaming. She sings when she feels like crying. She cries
when happy and laughs when afraid. She fights for what she believes in. Her
love is unconditional. Her heart is broken when a next-of-kin dies, but she
finds strength to get on with life.”

The angel asked, “So she is a perfect being?” God turned and looked back at
God's creation, “No, she has just one drawback. She often forgets what she
is worth.” Amen.
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