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SABBATH CONNECTIONS:
WHEN THE SABBATH WAS OVER…

Mark 16:1-8

Our passage of scripture today starts out with these words: “When the Sabbath was over…”  
Keep that in mind … we’ll be back to it shortly, but first I want to ask you a question: Why are you
here?  

Now, please don’t take offense at that … I know it’s an odd kind of welcome, but it is an 
interesting question.  And, it’s a question that seems to be producing a whole new set of answers these 
days.

It seems that in bygone days, we came to church on Easter morning because it was the thing to 
do and the place to be seen.  Whether we came every Sunday or every once in a great while, we were 
certainly here on this day.  But that seems to have changed with the cultural over the years.


It was kind of funny, last week the religion writer for the San Marco Resident News sent me a 

question in an email.  She does that every so often.  I’ll send a response back and it usually is included 
in her piece.  The question to me last week was: “Do your regular attenders get cranky or judgmental
toward the ‘Easter-only’ attenders?”  Now, there’s no way that I can presume to speak for you.  Maybe 
you do get a little cranky or judgmental … or maybe even cranky and judgmental.  But I replied, 
“Heavens, no!  We are a loving family of God.  We’re grateful and delighted whenever anyone shows 
up here.  And furthermore, if there’s only one day to show up … then Easter Sunday seems like a 
pretty good choice to me.”  I don’t know if she printed it.  The response was supposed to be 300 words 
or less.  My answer was definitely less … only 39 words.  But what else really needed said?  I couldn’t 
think of anything.

Back to the question: Why are you here?  I guess we can rule out cultural reasons for now.  So 
let’s take a look at a couple of recent studies.  In one, put out by the University of Pittsburgh, 
researchers reported that regular religious attendance could help people live longer, adding two to 
three years to their life expectancy.  However another report, compiled after a 10-year medical study,
suggested that prayers offered by strangers had no effect on the recovery of people who were 
undergoing heart surgery, and that patients who knew they were being prayed for had a higher rate of 
post-operative complications, possibly because of the expectations the prayers created.  (New York 
Times, Online edition, March 31, 2010)

I am not sure what to do with these studies.  More church, less prayer?  Some of you may be 
praying for that, anyway.  I know when I was a kid in church, I had a rough time even staying awake for 
some of those long “Pastoral Prayers.”  And a prayer couldn’t be said without the obligatory “Thee’s” 
and “Thou’s.”  So, maybe some of you are here with the intention of increasing your life expectancy.  If 
you’re here for that reason, I’ve got to be honest with you … unfortunately we can’t guarantee that will 
be the result.  However, what we CAN guarantee is a different life … a transformed life. 

With all of that said, I admit it’s just a roundabout way to say welcome to all of you, to all of us … 
long-time member, newcomer, visitor, guest.  We are delighted that we have found each other on any 
Sunday, but particularly this Sunday.  And we do very much hope that if you are interested in learning 
more about us, interested, even, in pursuing the notion of joining our church family, that you will speak 
to one of us and visit us again.  There’s a whole lot of mission and ministry that goes on around here,
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and I’ve got to tell you, there are a whole lot of wonderful people in this family with whom you may want 
to share the journey.  So welcome.

Bottom line though … I think I know why you’re really here today on this Easter Sunday: I 
believe you are here because of the story.

There is something about this story.  
And there is something about the Person at the center of the story.  


It never fails to happen.  About this time every year, something new is written or produced for 

TV about “the Person at the center of the story.”
A friend sent me an email this week.  National Public Radio is advertising a book that is rather 

intriguing … Did Jesus Exist?: The Historical Argument for Jesus of Nazareth. Let me read the book’s
description for you: 

Some claim that Jesus is a myth, created for nefarious or altruistic purposes. Some 
truly believed that Jesus lived and breathed. But did he really? Is there any historical 
evidence? Historian and religious studies professor Bart Ehrman answers these questions 
in his new book, Did Jesus Exist?.

There’s just something about the story, and the person at the center of the story that draws us in
… that makes the culture curious.  Something happened 2000 years ago in the form of a person, Jesus 
of Nazareth … and the world has never been the same since!  And for that matter … I’ve never been the 
same since meeting this man.  What about you?


LET’S TALK ABOUT THE STORY.  
Mark’s version is sparse and lean … light on the details.  What we 21st century thinkers really 

want to know is: How did it happen?  Well, guess what?  It’s not explained at all.  The three women, who 
go to the tomb to take care of the body, wonder what they will do when they get there … that is one 
big stone!  Who is going to move it for them?  Surprise!  It has already been moved!  They walk inside, a 
little tentatively, and see a young man in a white robe, who apparently reads the look on their faces 
and responds with one of the greatest understatements ever recorded: “Do not be alarmed.”  He tells 
them that Jesus is not here, but has been raised, and has gone to Galilee.  That’s about as close as we 
get to an explanation of the resurrection in any of the Gospels.


Frederick Buechner, writer, theologian, ordained Presbyterian minister, and the author of more 

than thirty published books, writes:
“It has always struck me as remarkable that when the writers of the four Gospels 

come to the important part of the story they have to tell, they tell it in whispers… It was 
the most extraordinary thing they believed had ever happened, and yet they tell it so 
quietly that you have to lean close to be sure what they are telling.”  (“The Secret in the 
Dark,” from Secrets in the Dark, pages 252-253)

There is something about the story.  New Testament scholars have fussed for years over the 
manner in which Mark’s account abruptly ends.  Some think he did it intentionally.  Others think that 
something must be missing.  Is it finished or unfinished?  What the ending does is draws us in and then 
leads us forward.  It is now not simply a story, or the story … It is our story.  “Do not be alarmed.  You are 
looking for Jesus of Nazareth, who was crucified.  He has been raised; he is not here.”  Notice that the 
person at the center of the story appears nowhere here.  Jesus is somewhere else … ahead of us.  
Theologically and culturally, Jesus remains at the center, and yet our understanding remains elusive.


THERE IS SOMETHING ABOUT HIM.  
Scholars have been trying to unpack the mystery of Jesus for centuries.  Stephen Prothero’s 

American Jesus: How the Son of God Became a National Icon, attempts (and I quote) “to see how 
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Americans of all stripes have cast the man from Nazareth in their own image.” (Page 7) Prothero 
identifies four images of Jesus in American life: Enlightened Sage; Sweet Savior; Manly Redeemer; and, of 
course, Superstar.  (Did you know that the rock opera, Jesus Christ Superstar, has recently been 
resurrected on Broadway?  People are fascinated with Jesus the Superstar.)  Which of these labels 
would you use?

Historian, Richard Wightman Fox, poses a similar question a bit differently. He writes: “How does 
each society, each new generation, embody Jesus differently?”  In his book, Jesus in America: Personal 
Savior, Cultural Hero, National Obsession, Fox reminds us that Jesus’ incarnation as a human means that 
each moment and each human “grasps him differently and anew.”  (Page 11)

That would be true today.  All over Jacksonville this very morning, African-American Baptist 
congregations and Hispanic Catholic congregations and evangelical congregations and progressive 
congregations and big congregations and small congregations experience this Human One and his story
differently.  Each and every one of us, all over this city, is stuck in our own kind of cultural skin, but 
nonetheless, we all try to find some sort of meaning beyond our own lives and beyond our experiences.

Theologian Douglas John Hall writes that “It takes more than social conditioning to make 
people Christians in any genuine and lasting sense of the term.”  Hall asserts:

“Christianity came into existence only when and because some people believed 
that Jesus ‘puts us into touch with God’ in a unique and decisive way…that Jesus 
(was)…the one through whom the deepest longings of life are met and responded to.”
(Why Christian?, page 15)

I believe that.  I believe that the truth of this story and the one at its center has not only been 
relevant in every moment past … but speaks to every moment current and on into the future.

The book of Hebrews reminds us “Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, today and forever.”
(Hebrews 13:8)  I believe that.  But that sameness is not represented in some fossilized cadaver lying in a
museum for our viewing, and it is definitely not a set of restricted doctrinal statements that leaves no 
room for freedom and doubt and even growth in understanding.

Remember that the tomb was empty and he was gone when the three women showed up.  This 
same Jesus who will not be constrained by death will not be constrained by any narrow understanding!
And most certainly his universal witness of hope and justice and love and redemption will continue to 
play itself out in the drama of every life, in every place, and in every moment.


Theologian Leanne Van Dyk, Dean and Vice President at Western Theological Seminary, says 

this about all our efforts in trying to understand Jesus:
Who was this Jesus? At times we have portrayed Jesus as a disappointed, failed 

prophet. Or a wild revolutionary with political ambitions. Or a musty, romantic, Jesus 
meek and mild. Or a philosopher, a wise sage. But we answer the question even better 
when we ask not who Jesus was, but who he is, and how he is calling us to be.
(Believing in Jesus Christ, page 27-29)


Yet we miss the point if we stop here, if our focus remains on Jesus alone.  For to return 

continually to Jesus is to return continually to the story … God’s story of creation and redemption and 
reconciliation.  Jesus is the key plotline, but the story itself takes us to a new place.

If our deepest longings are met here, if we find meaning and hope in this story, then our 
challenge on this resurrection Sunday is not about how we form this story to OUR lives, but rather about 
what we do When The Sabbath is Over … how we form our lives to this story when we leave here today. 

Our passage today begins with these words: “When the Sabbath was over…”  Why you are here 
today is because of this story and the person at the center of that story, but the challenge of the story is 
this: The Sabbath is over … now, what are we going to do?  
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THE SABBATH IS OVER … How will we form our lives to the vision of the kingdom of God, with its 
counter-cultural credo and topsy-turvy ethics of justice over oppression and peace over violence?

THE SABBATH IS OVER … How will we form our lives to the radical nature of his humble life and 
humiliating death and rejection by ALL and even his followers?

THE SABBATH IS OVER … How will we form our lives to the promise of love, that God loved the world 
so much, that the greatest of these is love, that we should love one another as God has loved us?

How will we form our lives to this story?

At the end of Mark’s sparse telling of the story, we learn that the three women flee from the 
tomb, for “terror and amazement” had seized them.  That seems about right.  This is not a story to make 
us feel comfortable.  Terror and amazement.  Good Friday and Easter.  Life itself.

William Sloane Coffin one time said, “Scripture is not around for anyone’s protection, just for 
everyone’s unending support.”

That seems to be the message on this resurrection Sunday, which offers us a real-life 
combination platter of terror and amazement.  The Good News of this day does not protect us from bad 
things; from broken relationships or disappointing work situations; from illness or loneliness or anxiety
or even death.  It certainly does not protect the world from bad things happening … our bomb-
exploding, war-making, barrier-building world.  Terror and amazement.  Life itself.

However, after Good Friday comes … Easter.
That is what I, and we, believe this day.  Yes, we flee from the empty tomb because terror

and amazement seize us.  We flee not into despair, or hopelessness, or death … We flee into the 
promise of reconciliation and light and love and life … eternal life!

That is why we are here.  And that is how, and why, we go from here, into that promise, 
and into all the world.  Christ is risen indeed!  

So … what are you going to do now that the Sabbath is over?  
How will your life change … knowing that Jesus is Alive?

Amen and Amen.


