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“Fools For Christ”
Mark 16:1-8          1 Corinthians 15:12-26        April 1, 2018

Did you really hear the way Mark ends the story 
of Easter morning?  “So they went out and fled 
from the tomb, for terror and amazement had 
seized them; and they said nothing to anyone, 
for they were afraid.” The Scottish dialect of 
Glasgow has a word that perfectly describes the 
feeling:  they are “gob-smacked” - hit in the chops 
by what they see and hear.  Or, more precisely, 
they are “gob-smacked” by what they do not see.  
In Mark’s account of Easter morning, they find 
the tomb empty. They do not see Jesus — dead 
or alive. Instead, they encounter an angelic figure 
who tells the astonished and terrified women that 
Jesus who was crucified has been raised from the 
dead. He is not here! He has gone ahead of them 
to Galilee where they will see him.  In Mark’s 
original account that ends at verse eight, we are not 
given any encounter with the Risen Lord as in the 
other gospels. This ending is rough and raw and 
unfinished.

The church has always been uncomfortable 
with the abrupt way in which Mark’s gospel ends. 
So, the church added other endings to smooth 
it out — to make the resurrection more “joyful 
and triumphant.”  These alternate endings sound 
like bits and pieces cobbled together from other 
traditions and from other gospels.  The earliest 
and most reliable manuscripts of Mark end at 
verse eight.  Let the other gospels have their say on 
other Easter mornings.  Today, in this frightened, 
fragmented and war-torn world, let us hear Mark’s 
witness to the resurrection.

The way Mark ends the gospel is consistent 
with the way Mark has told the story from the 

beginning. It is fast-paced, confrontational, bold, 
stark, rough-hewn and full of irony. The gospel is 
about Jesus Christ, the Messiah and Son of God, 
who reveals God’s way in the world in his death on 
the cross. It is about faith and fear and following. 
Above all else, it is the gospel about discipleship.  
Throughout the story, the disciples have their 
minds stretched and they do not understand; they 
have their faith tested and they fail the test. Now, 
at the most critical moment, in the light of Easter 
morning with the empty tomb staring them in the 
face, what will they do?

Dr. Tom Long has written, “Mark is not a script 
for a Miss America contestant, who wants to ‘just 
light one candle in the darkness and leave the 
world a better place.’  It is about a God who will 
not let human deceit, stubbornness, hardness, 
greed and shallowness thwart the divine will to 
bring life to a world where all the candles have been 
blown out ... It is about a kingdom that arrives like 
a storm, a break-in, a revolution and places upon 
us all the urgent task of finding ourselves in the 
new reality. Mark is not about promising human 
prospects; it is about a promising God, a God who 
makes and keeps promises on the tattered edge of 
human failing.” (Journal for Preachers, Easter 2003,  
p. 11)   

Here we are at “the tattered edge of human failing.” 
We may not have brought spices to the tomb this 
Easter morning, but we have brought our fear of 
death and our even greater fear of life.  The damp 
smell of the moist soil where we have buried all our 
hopes and dreams clings to our Easter clothing. 
We cannot shake the chill that runs up and down 
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our spine that all our best effort and hard work will 
come to nothing and that death has swallowed up 
forever those we love.  We come to the empty tomb 
— fearful, forlorn and yet, strangely hopeful.

Here at the empty tomb, there remain two 
questions. First, where, then, is Jesus?  According 
to Paul’s writings to the Corinthians, they too 
struggled with what happened on that first Easter 
morning. Some of the early Christians questioned 
the truth of the resurrection.  Paul declares that if 
Christ is not raised from the dead then our message 
is in vain, our faith is in vain and we are most of all 
to be pitied. He declares that Jesus has been raised 
and we too will be raised to new life in him.  

The young man says to the gob-smacked women 
that Jesus is raised from the dead. The resurrection 
is not in doubt. The tomb is empty.  God has done 
what Jesus said God would do.  Death cannot hold 
the force of God’s creative and redemptive power.  
Where is Jesus? The young man says that Jesus has 
gone ahead of the disciples to Galilee, just as he said 
he would. They will see him in Galilee.  In Galilee, 
he preached the word, healed the sick, defeated the 
power of demons, fed the hungry and taught about 
the kingdom. The disciples are to return to the 
places they have been, to the work they have done 
and to the people they have known. Only this time, 
they will see Jesus as he truly is. They will meet him 
in one another.  This time, they will let go of the 
spices of death and shake the smell of death from 
their Easter clothes, for He is the Risen. The Lord 
will meet them in the most ordinary places of life, 
in the most common duties and even in the face of 
the stranger.  The Lord will always be present with 
them and with us.

The second question is, where are we?  There is 
something startling, frightening and daring about 
Mark’s telling of the Easter story.  As a preacher, 
I am tempted to smooth out the rough edges and 
take away the danger of getting caught by one of 
its sharp splinters. Then, I would not be telling the 

truth. I would not be telling the gospel. Mark’s 
rough ending leaves us with questions that we 
can only answer by how we live our lives and by 
the choices we make. The Christian life is just like 
the way Mark tells his gospel story: fast-paced, 
confrontational, bold, stark, rough-hewn and full 
of irony.  The Christian life is about faith and fear 
and following. Any story with a cross is bound to 
be dangerous. In his book, The Cost of Discipleship, 
Bonhoeffer wrote that when Jesus calls a person, 
he bids that person come and die. The gospel is 
always in conflict with the values of a fallen world, 
the lure of cheap pleasures and the deceitful words 
of politicians.  Faith is trusting that the gospel 
of resurrection is the only truth big enough to 
make sense out of the tragedy and the beauty of 
life. W.H. Auden wrote that faith is “To choose 
what is difficult all one’s days/As if it were easy”  
(For the Time Being).  In the opening of his 
letter to the Corinthians, Paul speaks of the 
foolishness of the gospel that confounds the 
wisdom of the world (1 Cor. 1:18).  In believing 
and sharing the good news of the resurrection 
of Christ, we are, as Paul says, “fools for Christ”  
(1 Cor. 4:10).  

So, where are we?  In the face of the resurrection, 
we cannot remain passive or indifferent.  Will we 
flee in fear and hide our faces in times that require 
courage, in situations that call for sacrifice and 
in wrongs that demand forgiveness? Or, will we 
follow the Risen Lord in our daily living and dying 
to the places he calls us to go?  He is before us at 
school, in the office, at home, on the playing field, 
in the hospital; he is here in this Easter moment 
summoning us to faith, courage, love and sacrifice 
for the sake of the gospel. In short, are we willing to 
be fools for Christ? 

In the spring of my senior year of college, the 
question on everyone’s lips was, “What are you 
going to do next year?”  When I was asked that 
question, I remember mumbling the answer, 
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“Seminary,” in the hopes that no one would hear 
me.  “Where?” they asked again.  “Seminary” I 
repeated with a sheepish and embarrassed face. 
“You?” came the astonished reply.  Not sure where 
my life was headed, I had won and accepted a 
graduate fellowship for a trial year in seminary. 
Let me tell you it was a trial. At that time I was 
ready for anything except being a “fool for Christ.” 
While I was there, it was not so much the classes 
as it was the experience of working with the youth 
in a local congregation that confirmed my sense of 
call to the ministry. I am living proof that the Holy 
Spirit can do remarkable things.      

All that was a long time ago.  When I look back 
over the years, I realize that what matters most 
is the willingness to take risks for the sake of the 
gospel, to stand for the truth when the truth 
cuts against the grain, to love even when you get 
kicked in the teeth, to soldier on even when you 
face disappointments, and to be compassionate to 
outsiders when society steps on them.  In short, to 
be a fool for Christ.  I look back with regret over 
the mistakes I have made: the failures, the uneasy 
compromises, the silence in the face of evil, the 
weariness of soul.  I trust in God’s forgiveness and 
your forgiveness as well. 

It was 15 years ago on Easter Sunday that I came 
to be your pastor. When I look back over this time 
we have had to share in the ministry together, I am 
most of all grateful for all that you have taught me 
about what it means to be faithful and courageous, 
and for all the ways in which you have embodied 
the grace of Christ.  Now the time has come for 
me to give up my role as your pastor. When I retire 
this summer, I will no longer be your pastor, but 
I will be your friend. Even more than that, I will 
continue to be your partner in the gospel – being 
fools for Christ together.  Like Mark’s gospel, our 
lives are rough, raw and unfinished. 

I invite Elder Cathie Reese, our Clerk of Session, 
to join me here.  Cathie, I hand over my robe, the 

symbol of my calling as your pastor, to you as you 
prepare for our next pastor. 

(The Clerk of Session accepts the robe and makes 
some remarks.) 

Dr. Galloway continues: 
As fools for Christ, you are I are not frightened 

protectors of a comfortable status quo nor 
unwitting agents of social injustice, but living 
embodiments of the terrifying word of the 
resurrection that turns everything upside down. 
Paul said that this truth is handed to us so that we 
might hand it to others. Let us proclaim this truth 
together in the words of our Affirmation of Faith.  

 We trust in Jesus Christ, 
 Fully human, fully God. 
 Jesus proclaimed the reign of God: 
       preaching good news to the poor 
       and release to the captives, 
       teaching by word and deed 
       and blessing the children, 
       healing the sick 
       and binding up the brokenhearted, 
       eating with outcasts, 
       forgiving sinners, 
       and calling all to repent and believe the gospel. 
 Unjustly condemned for blasphemy and sedition, 
 Jesus was crucified, 
        suffering the depths of human pain 
        and giving his life for the sins of the world. 
 God raised this Jesus from the dead, 
        vindicating his sinless life, 
        breaking the power of sin and evil, 
        delivering us from death to life eternal.
                   (from A Brief Statement of Faith)


