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Easter Vigil - the 1st Service of Easter 
Mark 16:1-8 
April 3, 2021 
“Staring at the spices in our hands” 
 
Mark’s gospel has three endings.  The first version – the one we read tonight - ends abruptly.  
There are two attempts to provide a more satisfactory ending thru additional verses.    
According to the commentary in the NRSV Oxford annotated bible, the shorter of the added 
endings is clearly different from the rest of Mark in style and understanding and likely not added 
before the 4th century CE.  The longer additional ending was possibly written in the 2nd century 
and contains some motifs from the other Gospels.   
 
Because we are familiar with the accounts of Easter morning in Matthew, Luke and John, our 
minds supply their details, and we miss the earliest of the gospel writers’ – Mark’s – unique 
contribution.   We conflate the details into one big Easter story, much like we tell the Christmas 
story by combining the gospels into one narrative.   
 
I focus tonight on the Easter story and the original ending in the Gospel according to Mark.  
 
Notice that there is no resurrection appearance.  The tomb is empty. That’s it.  The women flee 
in terror. The narrative is open-ended.  We want the story teller to go on.  He doesn’t. 
 
In the English translation, the last word of Mark 16:8 is afraid.  ‘They said nothing to anyone 
for they were afraid’ [According to Elizabeth Palmer writing in Christian Century] In Greek, 
though, the final word is “gar” which means “for”.  So the text ends, they were afraid for....    
 
Was the writer interrupted?  Subsequent text lost?  Or did the author intend to end with gar? 
 
This Palm Sunday, reading the Passion Gospel as told by Mark, I was struck by three details.  
Barabbas (who was released in accordance with the Passover festival tradition) was in prison 
because he was one of the rebels who had committed murder during the insurrection. The two 
on the crosses with Jesus were ‘bandits’, slang for rebels against the Roman rule. And, a whole 
cohort – 500 hundred soldiers – was summoned to carry out the torture that preceded Jesus’s 
crucifixion. These details tell us that there was a serious insurrection underway in Jerusalem.  
 
A rebellion, a riot, a coup! And there, on Palm Sunday, was Jesus making fun of the Roman 
rulers by riding into Jerusalem on a donkey.  I imagine him laughing with the cheering crowds. 
 
The response of the rulers was gruesome, terrorizing violence.   Jesus’s resistance to the tyranny 
of imperial occupation and the corruption of the temple led to his being arrested, beaten and 
brutally killed.  Some suggest that the disciples did not recognize the resurrected Jesus at first 
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because he was disfigured by the injuries sustained and the torture he experienced. 
 
Jesus was willing to absorb violence rather than perpetuate it, to bear the trauma rather than 
inflict it or fight back.  His authority was the power of his words. He revealed that another 
reality– a non-violent world – is possible.  
 
The prophet Ezekiel envisioned the new reality. A new heart I will give you, and a new spirit I 
will put within you; and I will remove from your body the heart of stone and give you a heart of 
flesh...you shall be my people and I will be your God.  
 
Who can listen to the creation story of Genesis – and God saw that it was good – and not be 
moved by God’s dream for us?  There is no violence in the world as God created it.  It is a 
world of peaceful co-existence.  
 
We are poised mid-way through the trial of the police officer charged with killing George Floyd. 
This past week, there have been several incidents of multiple shooting deaths. On Good Friday, a 
Capitol police officer was killed by a man intentionally ramming a barricade.  
 
How we long to hear the story of our reconciliation with God, of the forgiveness of our sins. The 
story of hope for a new world, and for peace.  The Easter story.   
 
We usually tell the Easter story amidst a celebration with flowers and finery and uplifting 
triumphal music. Life renewed, refreshed.  The darkness of the winter smoothed over and 
banished by the glory of the sunrise.  Bells ringing and voices singing Alleluia.  
 
Tonight, in this first service of Easter, we are still in the darkness of the night.  Perhaps, that 
makes it easier to remember that in the New Testament, especially in the Gospel of Mark, Easter 
morning was not, at first, triumphant.  It was a wretched scene of dispirited disciples hiding out.  
The women standing with spices in their hands, expecting to anoint a body that has disappeared. 
The stone rolled aside to reveal an empty tomb.   
 
Will they be blamed? Will they be caught up in the violence because they dared to come to the 
tomb to grieve? Will they be summarily judged to be among the insurrectionists?  Women were 
not qualified to be witnesses – their story will be dismissed and ridiculed as wild tales, if they 
dare to tell it. Not telling makes a lot more sense – safer that way.   
 
Wait.  There is a young man dressed in a white robe who comes out of the tomb as if he has 
been waiting for them.  Go, tell his disciples and Peter that he is going ahead of you to Galilee; 
there you will see him.  Who is this person? How does he know about the missing body and the 
empty tomb?  Is he the one who rolled away the stone? 
 
The women are seized by terror. Standing with spices in their hands.  Mark writes, they said 
nothing.   
 
Eventually, the story was told. And yes, the rest is history, gloriously recounted again and again 
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in the gospels of Matthew, Luke and John, and read every Easter throughout the Christian world.   
 
This is not the story of a splendid ministry with an unhappy conclusion, nor an atoning death 
with an extended introduction.  It is much bigger than these two diminishing perspectives.    
 
Resurrection in the shadow of violent insurrection is nothing less than the inauguration of God’s 
kingdom launched on earth as in heaven.  The new creation.  Jesus’s followers commissioned 
and equipped to put the new world into practice.  
 
This year, Easter Sunday falls on April 4 – the 53rd anniversary of the violent death of Martin 
Luther King, Jr.  He advocated non-violence and shared a vision of God’s peace.  He spoke out 
against the war in Vietnam, against racism, poverty, militarism.  Dr. King declared another 
reality is possible. He called for justice and righteousness. 
 
In 2021, we spend another Easter virtually. In many ways it seems that everything has changed, 
that there may be nothing here that is familiar. We imagine the immense task in front of us – 
knocking down the pandemic and entering a changed world.   
 
We are like the women at the tomb, immobilized, afraid.  Staring at the spices in our hands – 
spices no longer needed for their once- intended use.   We wonder what will happen next.   
 
We need the story of Easter to get us through these times. To remind us that our stories do not 
always have neat endings – sometimes the story is messy and incomplete.   
 
Sometimes, discomfort and uncertainty are what stirs us to new life.   
 
Mark’s Gospel ends with the witnesses to the resurrection suspended in fear.  Gar. What are we 
afraid for?  We remember God’s confidence in our future.  God’s dream for us. The fullness of 
redemption. The words of Miriam’s song after passing thru the Red Sea: this journey never ends, 
God’s promise calls us on, until our sisters, brothers, friends may join the song. 
 
Easter morning. This at least we know is true.  What happens next is up to us.  Mark leaves the 
ending open – it is up to us to step into the story, witnesses to the Resurrection, and make the 
Easter story our story. 
 
 Alleluia, Christ is Risen.  The Lord has risen indeed.  Alleluia. 


