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The resurrection took place in such silence!  According to the Gospel of Mark, there was not a sound as the women hurried through the garden at first light of day, except for their whispered voices.  It was quiet, with a kind of stillness that only love and fear can create.  The silence in the garden corresponded to the silence in their hearts, numb with shock and grief.

Last week, David gave us new insights into the resurrection according to St Matthew.  As I have prepared for this evening’s service, which is based upon the Gospel of St Mark, I have been struck by the difference in the noise level between the two accounts.  In Matthew there is an earthquake, a flash of lightning as a mighty angel descends, the grinding as the heavy stone is rolled back with angelic force, the crash of armour as the terrified guards fall to the ground … but in Mark, there is none of this.  Instead, there is silence.
Most Christians have found this silence difficult. We are so keen on winning, on triumph.  After the apparent defeat of Jesus by the Roman and Jewish authorities, there is something in our human nature that cries out for a victory and a huge celebration.  We want to clap and cheer as the hero, our hero, returns.  But Mark does not allow us this human pleasure.  The hero does not return; there is no beautiful recognition scene, no touching the wounded side, no breakfast fire beside the lake in the early morning, and, most of all, no proclamation of all authority and power in heaven and on earth.
It is understandable that many in the early church could not bear the silence of Mark.  The ending was too abrupt.  How could that last day, the Day of Resurrection, which had begun in fear, not end in joy?  How could it end in fear?  And so they created a sort of mishmash from the other gospels, adding a few sensational details.  Now the risen Christ  promises his disciples that they will  pick up snakes and not be hurt, they will drink from poisoned cups and will live and, best of all, those who believe will be saved but the others, they will get the damnation they so richly deserve.  Finally, they added a hugely satisfying glorious ascension. That’s more like it!
But, brothers and sisters, let us have the patience and the courage to read the original Gospel one more time.  The three women stop in confusion outside the tomb.  There is no sound of the stone being rolled away for it has already been removed.  The garden is deserted.  Plucking up all their courage, they stoop and go into the tomb.  Inside the tomb there is a young man wearing the white robe of the martyr.  And now his quiet voice breaks the silence.  Do not be afraid! You are looking for Jesus the Nazarene who was crucified.  He has risen!  He is not here.  See the place where they laid him.  But go, tell his disciples and Peter he is going ahead of you into Galilee.  There you will see him, just as he told you.
‘He is not here’.  These ominous words are often spoken by the police in one of the oppressive regimes which are so common around the world.  Perhaps those were the only words heard by the frightened women.  How many times have women seeking their husbands and brothers, mysteriously snatched at night by men in plain clothes, been told at the police station. ‘You are looking for your man?  He is not here.’
Now the words have an amazing addition: the reason Jesus the Nazarene is not here is that he is going on before you into Galilee.  Jesus the Nazarene!  Only in this gospel is Jesus, in the resurrection stories, described as the Nazarene.  Nazareth was a little village, one of more than 200 such villages in Galilee, and the home town of Jesus.  Mark describes Jesus as the Nazarene in order to emphasise the return to Galilee.  It was when he cast out the evil spirit in the synagogue at Capernaum in Galilee that the spirit addressed him as ‘Jesus of Nazareth’.  It was when Bartimaeus heard that Jesus of Nazareth was passing by that he shouted out for help.  And the young martyr told them that it was Jesus of Nazareth who had gone on before them into Galilee.
Why Galilee?  Galilee was where the mission began.  It was here that the first disciples heard the call to follow, it was here that he began his campaign to liberate the people from the oppressive purity code imposed by the Jerusalem temple, the burden of ritual uncleanness, and to challenge the kingdom of Rome by proclaiming another kingdom, a kingdom under the rule of the justice of God.  It was in Galilee that the first steps were taken by the authorities to get rid of him, and it was here that he ordained his apostles and sent them out to announce the kingdom.  It was in Galilee that he fed the hungry, in Galilee that he touched the leper, in Galilee that he stilled the storm.  So that is now where the resurrected Jesus of Nazareth is going, on ahead of them, to renew the mission.
The young martyr said that they would see him there.  But in Mark there are no stories of resurrection appearances.  So how are they to see him?  Jesus is going back to Galilee to continue his mission.  They will see him when they renew the mission.  He will appear amongst his followers when they work as he worked, on the mission.
The words of the young martyr ring in our ears today.  They were true then, and they are still true.  Mark has placed us, as his readers, in the middle of the resurrection story, caught half way between the empty tomb and the resurrection appearances.  It is as if the resurrection story is incomplete without us.
You will find him when you refuse to allow his death to be final, when you make his work live, he will live with you.  You will find him when you go on to whatever is your Galilee.  The appearances of the risen Christ take place through us.  The story of the resurrection is incomplete until it is completed in us.  It was God who raised him from the grave, but he only appears to the world and to his church when the mission is resumed, in defiance of power, in spite of fear.
Now we see that the resurrection had already begun in those fearful women as they hurried through the city streets and into the garden.  They were afraid, but they did not give in to their fear.  They were already refusing the final verdict of Rome upon the Nazarene.  In that refusal to accept defeat lay the seeds of hope out of which sprang the Christian movement of the resurrection.  Still today, Jesus lives when ever people refuse to bow down to fear, and witness to the kingdom of God, no matter what it costs.  Without such witness, the resurrection remains only a doctrine, and all we would have left is an empty tomb, and the silence.
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