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For Reflection: “There is no real ending. It’s just the place where you stop the story.”                                                                                                  
Frank Herbert 
 
Hebrew  Scripture Reading :  Psalm 119:33-40                          
Teach me, O Lord, the way of your statutes, and I will observe it to the end.  Give me understanding that I may 
keep your law, and observe it with your own heart.  Lead me in the path of your commandments, for I delight 
in it.  Turn my heart to your decrees and not to selfish gain.  Turn my eyes from looking at vanities; give me life 
in your ways.  Confirm to your servant your promise which is for those who fear you.  Turn away the disgrace I 
dread, for your ordinances are good.  See, I have longed for your precepts; in your righteousness give me life.     
 
Gospel Reading:  Mark 16: 1-8 
When the sabbath was over, Mary Magdalene, and Mary the mother of James, and Salome bought spices, so 
that they might go out and anoint him.  And very early on the first day of the week when the sun had risen, 
they went to the tomb.  They had been saying to one another, "Who will roll away the stone for us from the 
entrance to the tomb?"  When they looked u, they saw that the stone was very large, had already been rolled 
back.  As they entered the tomb, they saw a young man, dressed in a white robe, sitting on the right side; and 
they were alarmed.  But he said to them, do not be alarmed; you are looking for Jesus of Nazareth, who was 
crucified.  He has been raised.  He is not here.  Look, there is the place they laid him.  But go, tell his disciples 
and Peter that he is going ahead of you to Galilee; there you will see him, just as he told you.  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"  
This is God's word to us as it comes from Mark.  God always blesses the reading, hearing, understanding and 
especially the living of the Holy Word.  
 

Sermon: After the Fair    
Toy Story 4.   Angel has Fallen.  Friends Reunion 2019.  Frozen II. We are probably already waiting for a 

Big Bang Theory TV movie or reunion.       
We might groan at the crass commercialism of yet another sequel or related product, but we buy the 

tickets and the products.   We like to know, not only the end of the story, but the whole story.   We like cliff-
hangers only when we know we will have to opportunity to discover if the one hanging falls or scrabbles back 
to the top of the cliff.  When the storyteller does not provide the opportunity, we do it for ourselves.  We fill in 
the blanks; finish the words to jingles; connect the dots.   Smart marketers have long made use of what 
psychologists refer to as the human need for closure to sell their products.  As long as the hero is alive or the 
villain unvanquished, we continue to come back for more.  For us, an unsatisfactory ending is no ending at all.     

The writer of the gospel of Mark left us one of the most unsatisfactory endings of all time.  The passage 
I read this morning is known as the "original ending" of Mark.  Here is a summary of it:  A young man tells the 
women at the tomb that Jesus has gone to Galilee.  They should look for him there and tell the other disciples 
to look for him there.  Afraid, they don't go and they don't tell anyone else to head for Galilee.   What an 
ending!  No explanations.  No proof of the resurrection.  No faithful obedience on the part of the disciples.  In 
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fact, in Greek, the gospel ends in the middle of a sentence.  What kind of ending is that for a gospel?  Lamar 
Williamson puts it this way:  "When is an ending not the end?  When a dead man rises from the tomb—and 
when a gospel ends in the middle of a sentence."  

A highly unsatisfying ending!  So unsatisfactory that, from earliest times, Christians have been writing 
new ones.  The result is that we have three endings for the gospel of Mark, all included in canon -- two of which 
were added by later readers or interpreters. One is called "the shorter ending of Mark."  It consists of two 
sentences: "And all that had been commanded them they told briefly to those around Peter.  And afterward 
Jesus himself sent out through them, from east to west, the sacred and imperishable proclamation of eternal 
salvation."  It seems to have been produced by someone who noticed Mark's abrupt stop and scribbled a few 
sentences, skipping a chapter or two of the story.  Dry and theological, it doesn't have any of the passion or 
drama of the gospel.   

There is a third ending known, logically enough, as "the longer ending of Mark."  Eleven verses 
provided: five signs of Jesus' presence, three resurrection appearances by Jesus to the disciples, one summary 
of Jesus' teaching, the disciples' commissioning and empowerment, Jesus' ascension, and a note about the 
success of the disciples' efforts, and a partridge in a pear tree.  It has been the most popular ending, probably 
because it tied up every loose end in the gospel.  We can't ask for any more closure than that!  It may perhaps 
be even a little too much closure—a little too neat.  Yet, despite these endings and their ancient sources, and 
the clearly unsatisfactory nature of the gospel's original ending, most scholars agree that the original ending 
was, in fact, the gospel writer's intended ending.       

What possible reason could Mark have had for stopping mid-sentence?  Surely he wasn't hoping for a 
publishing contract for the sequel or the sale of T-shirts emblazoned with "Galilee or bust.”   If not for profit, 
what motive could Mark have had for taking advantage of our human need for closure?  Mark's ending that is 
no ending reminds us that Jesus's story did not end with death but with resurrection.   Perhaps Mark's purpose 
was to challenge Jesus' disciples—and  to us—to do exactly what we have done through the ages, since the 
appearance of the gospel—write a sequel—or sequels to the story.    

Those original disciples could have just said "Easter is over!   We have had our big bash,” and returned 
to life as normal.  Instead they founded churches, wrestled with hard questions Jesus didn't have time to 
answer, fed the poor, shared the Lord's Supper, cared for widows and orphans, wrote gospels and letters and 
histories.    

We might let this story of Easter morning told at another time of year challenge us not to wait for the 
next big bash but continue to develop and shape our ministry in all the in-between times.  We might take a 
lesson from the early disciples and we might even take a lesson, one not fully developed yet, from these folks 
managing the State Fair Grounds after the Fair is over.   When the fair ends tomorrow, folks in the ag 
community will pack up and go home, with animals and ribbons and displays.  The food vendors and rides will 
go away for another year.   Too, the end of the fair is the hard line marker of the end of summer, as everyone 
else returns to school and work, summer leisure (if we had it) and vacation time behind us.   All finished until 
next year.  That huge investment in land and buildings and infrastructure at the fairgrounds largely sits idle in 
the in-between times.   Now with rebuilding and new parking lots (apparently destined to be ever-inadequate) 
and a new amphitheater, there is continuing effort to use the facilities all year round—with car and antique 
shows, other displays and gatherings and more and more frequent concerts.  People have realized it's not 
enough to have just one big bash and let the facilities sit idle for the remainder of the year. 

Not that we ever sit idle, but we may want to look at how we spend our energy and efforts throughout 
the year.   Next week, we look forward to gathering more fully after our summer travels; we will sing hymns, 
welcome the return of the choirs and Sunday school.  In a few weeks, we will share a welcome back brunch, 
spend a day doing mission in the world, share the Lord's Supper on World Communion Sunday tuning in not 
only to our own community, but to the Christian witness around the world.  Committees resume meeting; bible 
study classes resume and on and on.  These are all good things and certainly not idleness.   Yet, after that initial 
thrust of intense energy, we often fall into a pattern of lower-energy, biding our time until the Christmas 
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season.  Things pick up with concerts and themes, candle lighting and two treasured services on Christmas Eve.  
Then…exhausted, we allow ourselves a lull until the opening days of Lent,  building toward Holy Week and 
Easter—then bang, end of story.  If we have a sequel, it doesn’t roll around until the next fall startup.  Oh, we 
have a few hurrahs. Graduate Sunday and our outdoor worship and picnic, but we start drifting into summer, 
before spring is really here.   The truth is after the big festivals and intense efforts we are tired and need to 
recharge our batteries. That pattern doesn’t make us bad people.  It does remind us that we are human.   

Once upon a time in the life of the world and particularly in the life of the mainline church in this 
country, with a larger population and more financial resources, that pattern sustained us and the church.  But 
we live in different days, with fewer people and fewer resources apparently required to rise to the same levels 
of effort and production as those larger crowds in earlier days.  We need to consider how we might do things 
differently; how we might reduce our peak and trough pattern of effort to one a little more level throughout 
the year.   This isn't, by any means, a suggestion that we stop celebrating the major festivals and feasts of the 
church, but rather an invitation that we think together and work together to be more strategic about the use of 
our energy and effort, financial and physical resources.  As you saw in the newsletter, the Board is striving to 
incorporate the ideas that came through our dessert conversations last fall into our ministry.  The original list of 
ideas covered five sheets of paper in single-spaced listing.  They worked over the year to whittle the list down, 
not because there weren't a lot of good ideas, but because they need to pray and think responsibly about what 
we could do and sustain.   

They can see, as can we all, that when people come here they have a generally good experience; the 
people are friendly, and caring of one another, the worship and music are above a minimum standard, the 
congregation is supportive of ministries to children and youth, we do feast and festivals well, we see ourselves 
as servants to our neighbors and to issues of social justice, and there is a commitment to excellence.   

They can also see that people need to come here to experience those things in a day when it is no 
longer the case that the first thing people do when they move to a new community is look for a church.  
Somehow, we need to connect with the wider community—with people in need of community—who are 
people of every educational, economic and social level—in ways that don't mean they have to find us first.  It's 
not easy and it isn't only our task.  Al Arras and I went to an event with other churches in the presbytery last 
spring and every one of them was dealing with the same issues and trying different things. 

The challenges before us require a new way of doing things—not abandoning the old values, but 
interpreting them and expressing them in ways effective for a new day.   It requires creativity and energy and 
courage—doing new things always creates a certain amount of anxiety.   The days before us call for us to be 
supportive and encouraging of one another, forgiving of mistakes and failures, and celebrative of attempts 
regardless of outcomes.  They require us to look for ways to piggy-back on community activities or even on our 
own events—tweaking them to reach out in a new way.  They require faith and hope.   

Can it be done?  The early disciples had an expanded religion to preach, a new kind of savior who died 
instead of being victorious in battle, worked in a part of the world where religions and languages were many, 
where cultures differed, where the church was but one option among many.  That we are here today proves 
that it can be done and they did it well.  As we lean into the future, after the fair, in the beginning of a new 
programming year, we could have far worse examples for showing us the way ahead.   May it be for us, as it 
was for them—a time of creativity, hope and cooperation according to the direction of our Lord, for the sake of 
the whole world. 


