THE NEXT CHAPTER?

The women have visited the tomb of Jesus. They are told that he has risen from the
dead but they see no sign of him. Mark 16, verse 8 said: “trembling and bewildered,
the women went out and fled from the tomb. They said nothing to anyone because they
were afraid.”

End of book. That is the conclusion of Mark’s Gospel.

Is that it? What does Mark think he is doing leaving everything in the air like that?

I mean, nowadays yes, you do get some novels that leave you on a cliff edge: was the
victim murdered with the candlestick by the vicar in the library or was he strangled
with the rope by the Colonel in the bathroom or did he simply trip over Fido the dog
on the stairs? Who knows? You decide. End of book. And that is thought to be quite
clever. (It also saves authors a great deal of trouble.)

But this literary genre was not popular when Mark’s Gospel was written. Books in his
day had proper beginnings and proper endings. And if, as a Christian believer, you are
writing down the story of Jesus Christ, you surely do not intend to leave your readers
guessing as to whether he did actually rise from the dead or not.

Most scholars agree that Mark’s Gospel was never intended so finish quite so
abruptly. Mark did not mean to leave it at that. Something happened.

Quite possibly he was interrupted before he could finish it. Remember, the Christian
church was under serious threat from the Government. He could have been arrested,
imprisoned, even executed leaving his manuscript unfinished. That was what
happened to Anne Frank’s Diary.

Or, Mark could have been suddenly taken ill and in those days illnesses could kill you
very quickly. So the book got left for someone else to finish and it looks as though
someone did have a go, we have another eleven verses in italics, which were added to
the original manuscript.

It is also possible that Mark did write another chapter himself but as the manuscript
was carried about from place to place: again, in secrecy; it might have been hidden in
bundles of clothes or pushed to the bottom of food baskets and the last pages got
damaged or destroyed. I remember as a child having a very ancient copy of “What
Katy Did” and the last couple of pages were missing. It years before I found out what
was the lovely surprise waiting when she came home from boarding school.

These things happen so, in Mark’s situation there are any number of reasons why his
Gospel comes down to us unfinished.

And is not so bad because we do have this short addition to wind up the Gospel
properly. Everything in the eleven extra verses is backed up by what the other three
Gospels say, so it is authentic Christian tradition if not actually written by Mark. Plus
we have the other three Gospels with their tales of how Jesus appeared in person to
his disciples- when they were out walking, when they were fishing, when they were
having a meal. We do know what happened next. It is just a shame that Mark never
got to hand his Gospel down to future generations complete, as he intended.
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But then I was thinking, suppose we did have the finished Gospel in our hands.
Suppose there was another chapter or two giving accounts of Jesus’ resurrection



appearances, finishing off neatly with some of Jesus’ inspiring words, making a
proper conclusion: would that be The End?

I am not sure it would. I think that even if Mark had added another fifty chapters to
his Gospel, he would still have had to leave a few more pages blank: empty sheets for
someone else to write on. Because the Gospel story goes on for as long as the human
race is in existence. It will never have an “end.”

Let me explain: a few weeks ago I was invited to Crofton Infant School to tell the
children the Creation Story from Genesis chapter 1. They were doing a project on
ancient stories from different cultures and wanted to include one from the Bible. I
always enjoy going to Crofton Infant School- that was not a problem. And most of us
in the United Reformed Church today would not call ourselves ‘“‘creationists”- we
would not insist that God created the world in six days as Genesis 1 suggests. We
have conceded Charles Darwin a point or two without losing our faith and our
integrity. So I would not feel that I had to present this story to the children as “that is
exactly what happened and you had better believe it.” But neither, as I explained to
the Deputy Head, could I tell that story simply as a fairy-tale, to be dismissed as
fantasy. As a Christian minister I am called to believe in the Bible as the Word of
God, meaning that every part of it, even the most difficult passage, contains a
message to us from God. I needed to be able to tell the children that the creation story
has something important to tell us. And to six-year olds I put the message from God
in Genesis 1 as quite simply: God gave all life to the world; therefore everything in
the world is special, including ourselves; therefore we must treat everything in the
world as special.

They enjoyed the story. They understood the message. They painted pictures of the
story. I was intrigued to see that one little boy added a pizza to the picture of things
God created on the fourth day. I don’t remember mentioning pizza but people often
re-interpret what Ministers say...

The point is that, if you receive the Creation story as the living Word of God, relevant
and alive to every person in every generation then, even allowing for Charles Darwin,
it is going to change the way you understand the world, the human race and yourself.

This will then make radical changes in the way you react to these things. It is not just

a story. It is a challenge: do you believe that life comes from God?

And in the same way, Mark’s Gospel is not just a story. It is a personal challenge.

As a Gospel, it claims to offer good news to every reader because it is saying, “Surely
this man is the Son of God” and if you accept this man as Son of God, then He is
going to change your understanding and change your life for ever. A Gospel does not
finish with the story of how other people, two thousand years ago, encountered Jesus
Christ. The next chapter of the Gospel has to be written by you, telling the difference
Jesus has made to your life and of how you have known him as a living reality.
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William James described the difference between living with faith and living without
faith as being a difference between a life of which the keynote is resignation and a life
of which the keynote is hope.

If we cannot believe that there is a God; if we cannot believe that there is a power
greater than our own; if we cannot believe that there is a force of love at the centre of
life, then all we can do is to resign ourselves to the fact that we are on our own.



There is a lot we can achieve on our own. There is a great deal of good we can do on
our own. We can, to a certain extent, choose our own destiny in life.

Some people will have a good time; some people will not. Some people will be a
force for good and some will be irredeemably bad. That’s life and you resign yourself
just to doing the best you can with it while you have it. It is not necessarily a bad way
of living and thinking. I am sure we all know people with no faith who seem to be far
happier and nicer than people with faith.

It is just that your only hope lies in the human race and that is not particularly
reassuring, not to me anyway. You just have to accept the fact that human beings are
weak: that strong leaders are open to corruption; that men and women who have been
badly hurt are prone to take out their pain on others; that most of us are basically
selfish, so have a tendency to be irresponsible in the way we look at problems that are
not right in our back yard; that what we dream and what we do are very seldom the
same thing; that guilt and frustration can block just about every good and creative
impulse in us given half a chance. And at the end of it all we die anyway.

The Gospel of Jesus Christ holds out a better hope than this. He shows us a God who
is love, a God who is involved in every aspect of our human lives; a God who is
passionate about who and what we are; a God who can put things right when we mess
up; a God who can forgive when we cannot; a God who can heal guilt and release
goodness; a God who does not see anyone as beyond redemption. And whereas we
have our limits, namely death, God has no limits. He can take us through death and
into his life of eternity where no pain or sin or guilt or anger can ever reach us again.
Jesus Christ allowed the human race to break him to pieces so that he could show us
the power of God over destruction and death. “You won’t find him in the grave with
the dead,” said the young man to the women. “he has risen and has gone ahead of
you and you will see him for yourselves.”

Take this truth on board and the whole of life looks different. Yes the world will still
look scary and unpredictable but there will be hope that, by the power of God, we
shall learn to understand it, protect it and make it safe. Yes, the powers that rule and
shape the nations will still look weak and corrupt but there will be hope that the
kingdom of God can be achieved- not by violence but through love and self-sacrifice.
Yes, the human race will still look unreliable, even evil but there will be hope that by
the grace of God, we can become children of God. Yes, our own lives may still be
messed up and we be feeling inadequate to do much about it but there will be hope
that through the saving love of Jesus, we will know the freedom that comes from
being accepted and forgiven. And yes, we still die but because of what Christ Jesus
did, there is hope of everlasting life.

Take all this on board and you will be different. Not only that, but through you and
through all of us who have faith, the world can be different.
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The last pages of the Gospel wait to be written by you.

Where have you experienced the risen Lord Jesus?

And if you are thinking, I have not experienced Jesus in the way other people say that
they have. This kind of thing does not happen to me,” try again: at what point have
you felt, even faintly, a stirring of hope in a dark and dangerous world? A stirring of
hope, an inner urge to make a difference in some way, an impression that someone



somewhere is reaching out to you? Jesus came to his friends in many different ways
and often it was some time before they even recognised that it was he. The last pages
of the Gospel will be written in very different words by totally different people but it
will all be good news and truth for those who write it.

Toward the end of a play called “Out of this World,” by Edmund Banyard, a player
enters hesitantly, confused and uncertain. She speaks her doubts and she is then
answered by unseen voices:

The Messenger is gone

It is the way of all, to live and to die, to die and to live, whether we die the death of a
martyr or peacefully in our bed.

But Messenger is gone and the play is not ended
It is the way of the world that we must leave our work half done. Our tale half told.
No one’s life is complete in itself. At best we are but links in a chain.

But the audience is waiting. How do we end the play with no Messenger?

You make his work your own. Become Messenger in his place. You end the play
proclaiming that there is no end. Cry out that Christ is risen and wait for a response.
Proclaim the end that is no ending.

Christ is risen

He is risen indeed

Now let it ring that all the world may hear

Through doubt and disillusion, through greed and cynicism, through suffering,
through pain, through evil and through death, let the cry ring

Christ is risen.

He is risen indeed. Amen.



