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Sermon for April 4, 2021—“Cliffhanger” 
Easter Sunday, Year B—Texts: Mark 16:1-8 

Anyone who’s ever been a devoted fan of a TV show, has gotten used to the cliffhanger 

ending as part of the season finale. It seems that just when things start getting good, they 

put the brakes on, run the credits and you realize that you’re going to have to wait several 

months until they resolve things. Anyone remember the “Dallas” and the whole “who-shot-

JR?” thing? Anyone remember the “The Soprano’s”? 

Jane and I were big fans and I remember the last episode of the final season, way back in 

2007. We were watching, knowing that it was getting toward the end. What turned out to 

be the final scene plays out and just when you start to think that something’s going to 

happen—the show just abruptly ends! The screen just goes black! 

The credits rolled Jane and I sat there, just staring at each other. We were stunned. 

Not only at what we’d just seen, but also realizing that we’d probably never know what 

happens! I won’t get into the details, but a lot of people were really confused and even 

more people were upset and angry at how things ended. So much so, that they’re still 

talking about it, some thirteen years later. Still—this isn’t as worse as it gets.  

Over the last few years, I’d got sucked into a couple of TV shows. I really enjoyed them, 

based as they were on comic book characters with which I was very familiar. I wasn’t the 

only one. These shows both had a rabid fan bases and had received a good bit of critical 

acclaim. But guess what? They both get cancelled in their first season! In fact, one didn’t 

even run a full season—it got cancelled about three-quarters of the way in. When I read 

about their respective cancellations, I thought, “Well isn’t that just great!” 

Anyone ever had a favorite TV show cancelled on them? One that left a lot of loose ends? 

Things left unresolved? Well, this is kind of what’s going on in Mark’s account of the 

resurrection. It just ends. And not just the resurrection account—the entire gospel! Mark’s 

account of Easter leaves us wondering and longing for more. It ends with silence—rather 

than “Alleluia!” It wasn’t the word the women said at the end of a long night of waiting. 

Nor is it what they said when the Sabbath was over as they made their way to the tomb.  

They’d been there on Friday when Jesus died. Mark remembers all three women by name: 

Mary Magdalene, Mary the mother of James and Salome. They looked on from a distance 

when Jesus was crucified. Mary Magdalene had been there when Joseph of Arimathea 

wrapped Jesus’ lifeless body in linen and laid him in the tomb.  

They did, however, ask a pressing question as they walked toward the grave: “Who will 

roll away the stone for us from the entrance to the tomb?” When they neared the tomb, they 

saw that the stone had already been rolled aside. But even then, they didn't shout, 

“Alleluia!” Even after they heard the young man in white tell them that Jesus had been 

raised, they didn’t shout, “Christ is risen!”  

That’s what we want them to say. But they didn’t act as we thought they might have or 

perhaps even as we thought they should have. They fled from the tomb, for “terror and 

amazement had seized them.” 
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The words are even stronger in Greek, tromos (from which we get the word trauma), and 

ecstasis (from which we get the word ecstasy). So, a more accurate translation would be 

that “trauma and ecstasy had seized them.” The rest of the verse says: “...and they said 

nothing to anyone for they were afraid.” That’s how Mark’s Gospel ends—with those very 

words  

It ends in silence and fear. Mark’s Gospel ends with the women—who’ve just been 

commanded (probably by an angel sent by God) to tell the disciples the Good News that 

Jesus had been raised from the dead—running off in fear, not telling anyone anything. Cut 

to black. Roll credits. That’s all folks! The best news the world could ever receive has just 

been given and never communicated. Jesus may live, but the Good News dies with the 

women at the tomb.  

That doesn’t sound good and, somewhat understandably, made early Christians 

uncomfortable. So much so, that they felt compelled to add to it, clean it up a bit, adding 

some closure and a measure of faithfulness. In the process, they added not one, but two 

endings, referred to as the “shorter ending” and the “longer ending.” Both added, according 

to scholars, well over a hundred years later. Some have wondered through the millennia 

whether the last pages of Mark somehow got lost. Maybe his dog ate it?  

But, along with a host of scholars and literary experts, I think the ending’s actually quite 

intentional. Mark—like any first century writer—would’ve been skilled in the art of 

rhetoric. Personally, I think he knew exactly what he was doing. And, if you want to infuse 

in your readers a sense of expectancy and urgency, what do you do? You end with a 

cliffhanger! 

Of course, we all know that someone had to have said something to someone about the 

resurrection, otherwise Mark wouldn’t have known and written his Gospel. Neither would 

Matthew or Luke, who borrowed heavily from Mark, have written theirs and, quite 

possibly, John wouldn’t have written his either. And, of course, we certainly wouldn’t be 

gathered here today or on any Sunday for that matter, because there’d be no such thing as 

Christianity! No, someone told someone else something—that’s for sure—and that’s the 

tension that the ending of Mark evokes.  

We know the story has a next chapter, but like the two shows I mentioned earlier, there 

won’t be a second season to Mark’s Gospel. But, as we know—of course—the story does 

indeed go on. The abrupt and awkward ending to the Gospel of Mark begs a number of 

important questions—questions of ultimate importance—as we celebrate Christ’s 

resurrection. Jesus is risen. He’s not here. We won’t find him in a tomb. He’s not dead. 

And death? Conquered. So the questions are:  

What will we do with this news?  

Will we tell anyone?  

Will we give this story one more chapter? Or are we too fearful to do that? 

Can we tell this story?  

Can we tell others that God meets us at the point of our brokenness?  

And not just be with us, but also do something amazing? We may not always see it. We 

may not always understand it. But God will be there.  
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Can we proclaim that this story doesn’t end, not where Mark or any of the others left off, 

but continues into our own lives?  

Can we invite people into this story—now—to take up their parts and carry on witnessing 

to the crucified God?  

Can we tell people that we still live and love, struggle and die and hope, by faith alone?  

Can we tell people that sometimes all we get is the word; the difficult, challenging, yet 

hopeful and faith-generating word that Jesus is risen? That he is STILL risen?  

Can we do that? Can we? Can we say these things? Can we tell the story?  

Be honest. 

I mean, if not us—who? If not now—when? Seriously—what are we waiting for? 

The women at the tomb that first Easter morning—they stand beside us today. In their 

silence they remind us that our journeys of faith are shaped by trauma and ecstasy, by 

trembling and amazement.  

Brothers and sisters—here’s the thing: The silence at the end of Mark’s gospel waits to be 

filled in by every generation. It’s waiting now for us. 

Christ is risen! Christ is risen indeed! 

Thanks be to God! Amen and amen. 

 


