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New Testament Professor Joel Marcus, in his 
commentary on today’s gospel lesson from the last 
chapter of Mark, draws our attention to a narrative in 
the early part of Mark to help us to understand its 
ending. He refers his readers to the story “of storm-
tossed disciples, surrounded by darkness and rising 
waves, and afraid they are about to perish.”1 Wind and 
sea are calmed. Then, Jesus said to them, “Why are 
you afraid? Have you no faith?”2 Saint Mark’s answer 
to fear and to suffering is faith. 
 
In this gospel, on the morning of the resurrection, 
three women go to the tomb, find the stone rolled 
way, and meet a young man in a white robe—a 
heavenly messenger3—who says to them, “Do not be 
amazed; you seek Jesus of Nazareth . . . He has risen, 
he is not here . . . Go, tell his disciples and Peter that 

                            
1 Mark 4:36–41. See Joel Marcus, Mark 8–16, Anchor Bible 27A (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 2009), 1093. 
2 Mark 4:40. 
3 The New Oxford Annotated Bible with the Apocrypha: Revised Standard Version, Expanded 
Edition, ed. Herbert G. May and Bruce M. Metzger (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1977), 1238, n.16:5. 



2 

he is going before you to Galilee; there you will see 
him, as he told you.”4 But they weren’t amazed by his 
words. The evangelist says, “They fled from the tomb . 
. . and they said nothing to any one, for they were 
afraid.”5 The earliest and best manuscripts of this 
gospel end here with words of fear and silence, not 
faith. We are left wondering what happened next. 
 
That said, the lesson we heard tonight is widely 
considered to be an early second-century addition to 
the gospel. Its vocabulary and grammatical style are 
different from what goes before.  
 
It seems that during the second century of the 
Christian era, the 100s, one or more scribes/editors 
added more to Mark, editors who knew stories from 
Matthew, Luke, and John. Scholars refer to this 
today’s gospel as the “longer ending” of Mark. There 
is also a family of manuscripts with what is known as 
the “shorter ending” and a smaller group with an even 
longer ending than we heard which includes a few 
more verses.6 

                            
4 Mark 16:6–7. 
5 Mark 16:8. 
6 Marcus, 1088–96. 
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By the end of the second century, early Christian 
theologians are referring to this text. And this lesson is 
“found in the overwhelming majority of manuscripts 
and in all major manuscript families.”7 Like the 
twenty-first chapter of John, also an add-on,8 this 
lesson is part of our Bible. 
 
In preparing to preach today, I was surprised to learn 
that until a change to the ending of Luke for our 1928 
American Prayer Book, the gospel for Ascension Day 
had always been most of what we heard tonight, 
including the awkward promises of the deeds that real 
believers would do: “cast out demons . . . speak in new 
tongues . . . pick up serpents, and if they drink any 
deadly thing, it will not hurt them.”9 It turns out that 
Mark’s longer ending is the traditional gospel for this 
feast in the Christian West. I think that someone on 
the 1979 Lectionary Committee made a case to include 
this historic option—and I’m glad they did.  
 
These are things I really like that are in the “longer 
ending.” The risen Jesus says to the disciples, “Go into 

                            
7 Ibid., 1088. 
8 Francis J. Moloney, The Gospel of John, Sacra Pagina (Collegeville: Liturgical Press, 
1998), 546–47. 
9 Mark 16:17–18b. 
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all the world and preach the gospel to the whole 
creation.” Jesus says, “He who believes and is baptized 
will be saved.” I love it that this passage says without 
elaboration or explanation that the Lord Jesus “was 
taken up into heaven, and sat down at the right hand 
of God.”  
 
Luke’s Jesus can say to a wrongdoer crucified with 
him, “Truly, I say to you, today you will be with me in 
Paradise.”10 John’s Jesus is not alone at the cross, his 
mother, Mary Magdalene, two other women, and the 
disciple he loved are there. John’s Jesus hands over his 
spirit to them, and he lays down his life.11 
 
There are a lot of loose ends in Mark’s gospel. In 
Mark, and I think also in Matthew, there is no 
softening of the cruelty of crucifixion. But we read his 
crucifixion in Matthew knowing that Jesus is 
Emmanuel, God with us.12 In Mark, Jesus alone has 
heard his Father say to him, “You are my beloved 
Son.”13 At Gethsemane, he will pray three times to the 
Father that he might not suffer and three times there 

                            
10 Luke 23:43. 
11 John 19:30. 
12 Matthew 1:23. 
13 Mark 1:11. 
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will be no answer of any kind. Judas and the guards 
seize him. On the cross, his only words are, “My God, 
my God, why have you forsaken me?”14 He had 
enough humanity to ask to be spared? Did he have 
enough humanity to doubt that there would be a 
resurrection? Mark invites us to face fear and doubt 
with faith. I think if I only knew Mark’s gospel with its 
original ending and a few letters of Paul, I could 
believe that Jesus Christ was the Son of God and 
believe in the resurrection of the dead and the life of 
the world to come. 
 

In the Name of the Father, and of the Son,  
    and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
 
 
Copyright © 2019 The Society of the Free Church of St. Mary the Virgin, New York, New York. 
 
All rights reserved. 
 

                            
14 Mark 15:34. 


