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11.  
resurrection 

 
   

 
“The emphasis upon the tomb really being empty that’s made 
by some Christians and the emphasis that Jesus rose in a 
physical, bodily way from the dead is really a distraction.” 

—Marcus Borg, Living the Questions 
 
It’s not difficult to imagine a parishioner approaching a pastor after a Bible 
study comparing the Gospels and saying, “I’m so relieved to know that I’m 
not crazy. Every Easter when the story was different I thought it was me—I 
thought I just had a really bad memory.” Nope. Your memory is fine. You’ve 
just stumbled upon a topic that isn’t discussed in polite company: the 
inconvenient fact that none of the Gospels agree on what happened on 
Easter morning. Year to year, depending on which version is read, you get a 
whole different order of events and a whole different cast of characters—is it 
one angel or two? Three women or just Mary Magdalene? Jesus putzing 
around the Garden or already back in Galilee fixing breakfast?  
 
Like the birth narratives, each gospel tells a different version of the events for 
Easter. From who saw what first, to the number of angels at the tomb, to 
Jesus' appearance; all vary from book to book. Counting Paul, there are 
really five distinct accounts of Easter, none of which were written by a 
contemporary of Jesus, much less by an eyewitness. Paul’s is the earliest 
account and was not written until twenty years after the event. The next 
account comes twenty years after that from Mark. Matthew and Luke wrote 
in the 80s and the Gospel of John most likely comes from the 90s or later.  
 
Mark and Matthew both say that Jesus will appear to his followers back in 
Galilee. Luke insists that the disciples must not return to Galilee but remain 
in Jerusalem and meet Jesus there. Mark has three visitors to the tomb; 
Matthew has two; John has only one, the grieving Mary Magdalene. In Mark, 
Luke and John, a large stone has already been rolled away; in Matthew an 
earthquake rolls it away in the disciple’s presence. There are so many  
 



Saving Jesus Redux © 2010 livingthequestions.com, LLC  Resurrection - 2 
Licensed for use for one year from date of purchase 
  

 

Unfinished 
 
If you don’t know what Mark is up to, reading the original ending of the Gospel of 
Mark can be a real letdown. Read the other gospel accounts in Matthew, Luke 
and John. They all tell the story with shouts of joy, disciples running to and fro, 
angels giving directions, everyone breathlessly sharing the good news, “He is 
risen! He is risen!” You read those narratives and you can almost hear the music 
swelling, see the lilies bursting forth in glory—the resurrection of all the earth into 
springtime new life. That's an Easter. That's the Easter we have in mind when we 
think of Easter Sunday celebrations: singers, dancers, music!  
  
Compared with that, the Gospel of Mark is downright disappointing: just a paltry 
eight verses at the end of chapter sixteen. Most Bibles have a verse nine that 
goes to the 20th verse, telling of some resurrection appearances, but these are 
clearly later add-ons. Even the most conservative translation acknowledges that 
Mark originally ended at verse eight. Looking at your Bible, you’ll notice a 
footnote saying, “Oldest manuscripts end at verse eight.” The stories that make 
up the “longer ending” and the “shorter ending” of Mark were added later—no-
doubt by well-intentioned scribes and theologians who didn’t get what Mark was 
up to.  
  
It’s not surprising. Surely, to stop reading at the end of verse eight, anyone could 
be excused for thinking, “Hey, the ending to this Gospel is missing!” Three 

 
different elements, each version busy making a different point, that it’s hard 
to imagine how anyone could ever make a claim that we can know anything 
about what happened historically on that first Easter. Yet, along with 
unquestioning belief in the virgin birth, claiming a belief in the literal, physical 
resurrection of Jesus has become the cornerstone of what it means to be a 
Christian for many. If you’re a good enough Christian, you’ll believe. That’s 
what “faith” is, isn’t it? The ability to suspend disbelief? That and what Mark 
Twain said: “Faith is believing what you know ain’t so.”  
 
So what to do? Perhaps looking closely at one of the first efforts to tell the 
story is a good place to begin. Mark is the earliest Gospel and closest to the 
real action, but it typically doesn’t get as much attention on Easter as the 
other stories—at least not enough attention to wrestle with its original, 
abrupt, and some might say, “unsatisfying” ending. Of all the Easter stories, 
Mark does without any resurrected bodies or inspiring words of Jesus. And 
when one considers all the material added later, it’s also the account that 
has clearly been the subject of the most blatant “revisionism.”  
 

Read Mark 16:1-8 
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women go out to the tomb; after Jesus was arrested the male disciples had all 
run away and were nowhere to be found. But the women who followed him right 
from the beginning followed him clear to the end. Now it’s time to prepare the 
body for burial. It's the day after the Sabbath, the crack of dawn. They come at 
the first possible moment to perform this act of tenderness and kindness for the 
one they loved. But as they approach the tomb they notice the stone has already 
been moved. Somebody has been there before them. They’re frightened. 
  
They enter cautiously, afraid. There, a man dressed in white says to them, “Don’t 
be amazed. You’re looking for Jesus the crucified. He is risen. He is not here. 
Go, tell his disciples.” Then Mark says, “They went out and fled from the tomb, 
for trembling and astonishment had come upon them—and they said nothing to 
any one, for they were afraid.” 
 
The end. That's it. No resurrection appearances, no disciples shouting, “He is 
risen!” No choirs. No flowers. Just mute, frightened disciples.  
  
What kind of ending is that? It's not a proper ending. A proper ending should 
have Jesus showing up, showing himself to a few witnesses. In fact, more than a 
few witnesses, because you've got to have witnesses to this kind of thing. Do 
something amazing, too, like walk through a door—a closed door. Then at the 
end, have the disciples come together for a glorious farewell as Jesus ascends 
into heaven on a cloud. Now that's an ending. That's what you would expect, and 
that's what you get in the other three gospels. But not in Mark. Mark ends 
tentatively, unfinished.  
 
In one of his well-known Easter sermons, Mark Trotter suggests that Mark is onto 
something here. Everyone knows what you do with an ending. An ending gives a 
story closure. You close the book. Conflict is resolved and good triumphs over 
evil. Everyone lives happily ever after. We close the book and the story's over—
all is right with the world. 
  
Mark doesn't have that ending because Mark knows all is NOT right with the 
world. In fact, Mark's ending is not an ending at all; it’s a cliffhanger—one worthy 
of the best radio serials. As a shocking turn of events leaves the audience in 
suspense, the voice-over croons, “Tune in next week for the exciting conclusion!” 
What will happen next? How will it end? A cliffhanger engages the imagination. It 
stirs up conversation about the possibilities.  
 
It’s told that every morning, Mozart’s father roused the precocious boy out of bed 
by going to the keyboard and playing a series of familiar chord changes. 
However, he would intentionally leave off the last chord. The unresolved ending 
drove the young musician to jump up, run to the keyboard, and play the final 
chord.  
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Mark, too, has left off the last chord. He’s left his story unresolved—with the idea 
that any disciple worth their salt would be compelled to jump up and resolve it—
with their life. The man dressed in white said, “He’s going before you. Meet him 
back in Galilee—where it all started, in your homes, in your work, in your 
everyday life.” 
 
Practicing Resurrection 
 
The image of the resurrected Jesus going before us, leading us into the life that 
we were created for, has been an encouragement for generations of disciples. 
Whatever holds us in bondage, whether that bondage is of our own doing or 
because of life’s circumstances, Jesus goes before us, breaking the power of 
situations that have otherwise left us as good as dead. Where the power of this 
conviction is seen most clearly is not in simply being convinced that something 
sensational happened 2000 years ago and all we have to do is “believe” in it for 
an eternal reward. The real power comes, when in very real and tangible ways, 
the followers of this Jesus become the body of Christ in the world, striving to 
bring new life to the world, to eradicate injustice, poverty, and violence. In both 
the society at large and in people’s personal lives: the practice of resurrection is 
about otherwise “dead” people being inwardly transformed and empowered to 
transform society. To leave the resurrection as a “one-off” event that happened 
long ago guts it of its true power to inspire and work change in the world today.  
 
Preaching Easter Sunday, William Sloane Coffin reminded his congregation at 
New York’s Riverside Church of their obligation to take the resurrection out of the 
realm of ancient myth and bring it to life:  
 

“It’s dark, the world’s at risk, there’s conflict, misunderstanding, poverty, 
racism, violence—but over here a group is working to do this, and over 
there a group working to do that, until it almost seemed like, despite the 
imperfections of the world, there might be a glimmer of hope—brought on 
by people just like us. By God’s grace, WE bring new life to the world.”  

 
A Metaphor for Today 
 
The reality of the human condition leaves many “entombed” by their attitudes, 
circumstances, or life choices. Metaphorical “rocks” are everywhere: the rock of 
disappointment, of insecurity, of poverty, or of guilt. People are often sealed in by 
the rocks of arrogance, confusion, addiction, or indifference, their eyes adjusting 
to the darkness of the tombs they choose. Almost anything that stands between 
a person and the transforming presence of the Divine can be seen as a stone in 
need of being rolled away.  
 
One of the major stones that needs to be rolled away from its prominence in the 
popular imagination is the jumbling of the metaphor of resurrection with the idea 
of a heavenly afterlife. Many people extrapolate from the idea of Jesus’ literal 
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resuscitation to take comfort in the idea that they will somehow “be with” Jesus 
and their loved ones in a “next life.” Despite the lack of Biblical evidence for such 
a phenomenon, this idea has become so fixated in the minds of many faithful 
Christians that it could often be perceived as the primary reason people claim an 
allegiance to Christianity. As such, it becomes a major obstacle in understanding 
any deeper meaning of resurrection—and to the living of one’s life in the present.  
 
The followers of Osiris and the other resurrected gods have recognized and 
celebrated resurrection in various non-literal ways over the centuries. Today, the 
idea of resurrection in Christianity also needs to be liberated from its literal 
interpretation. Limiting resurrection to a miraculous event that happened to Jesus 
long ago or something that will also be the fate of true believers in some distant 
future has ceased to have meaning or relevance for many rational and faithful 
Christians today. But as a metaphor for new life—a symbol of the call to 
renewal—resurrection can still have an appeal and a purpose for followers of 
Jesus: a summons to practice resurrection here and now. 
 
As long as Easter is about what Jesus did 2,000 years ago, we can insulate 
ourselves from the possibility that we might have to experience pain, risk, and 
death in order to accomplish something that can only be achieved by getting out 
of our comfort zones. The temptation is to make Easter about something 
spectacular that happened long ago to someone else—and not about us, here, 
now, today. 
 
The mystic Thomas Merton wrote,  
  

“A true encounter with Christ liberates something in us, a power we did not 
know we had, a hope, a capacity for life, a resilience, an ability to bounce 
back when we thought we were completely defeated, a capacity to grow 
and change, a power of creative transformation.”   

 —The Merton Journal 
 
And that’s what resurrection is all about. Not a nebulous reconstitution of matter 
off in some vague, unknowable, distant future, but a challenge to make a 
decision. Will the followers of Jesus let the powers of death, fear, and the status 
quo warp the world with violence, injustice, and greed? Or will the symbol of 
resurrection inspire a new generation to stand up here and now to embrace a 
promise of a new life that looks completely different from what anyone might be 
expecting? 
 
The ideas of resurrection and of Easter are finally not about the “way back then” 
or the “way off in the future,” but today. It’s about that Mystery of Life—that 
Mystery through which each of us was created—being the same Spirit that was 
in Jesus. That same Spirit can redeem life, can infuse hope, and can move 
people and circumstances from what would otherwise be as good as dead, 
toward new life.  
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Discussion Questions (following each DVD chapter) 
 

Chapter 1 
The idea of Easter having something to do the resuscitation of a body is a 
very “late developing tradition.” Explain.  
 
 
 
 
 
What does Borg mean by the “post-Easter Jesus of Christian experience”?  
 
 
 
 
 

 
Borg is skeptical that the tomb was empty and sees the “truth of Easter as 
that continuing experience of Jesus as a figure of the present.” Discuss.  
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 2 
To what degree has your motivation for being a Christian been based on 
the fear of eternal punishment or the promise of eternal reward?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
What kinds of behavior does the Road to Emmaus parable promote?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
What does Crossan mean when he says “Emmaus never happened and 
Emmaus always happens”? 
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Chapter 3 
How does the emphasis upon the tomb really being empty and that Jesus 
physically rose from the dead “distract” from Jesus’ message?  
 
 
 
 
 
According to Crossan, the disciples had to put together the message of 
the kingdom with their experiences of Jesus’ appearances. To what end?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
How do Crossan and Meyer understand the post-resurrection visions and 
appearances of Jesus?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 4 
What elements of the Easter story do Townes and Forbes emphasize?  
 
 
 
 
 
How do Butler Bass and Prejean understand resurrection and the 
resurrected life?  
 
 
 
 
 
McLaren says “that there are things that are worth doing and saying and 
being that are worth risking everything for.” Explain.  
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Additional Question 

How would you explain the meaning of Easter in a post-modern, 21st 
century way to someone who had never heard the Christian story before?  

 
 
 
 
 
 
Saving Jesus Redux Theme Question:  
What element or learning from this session do you think will be most important in 
“Saving Jesus” in the 21st century? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
“Extra Credit”  

Make four columns on a piece of paper. Identify them at the top as the 
Mark, Matthew, Luke, and John columns. Read each gospel’s account of 
the resurrection and note in the column the chronology, the characters 
(including number of women, angels, etc.), and the actions and message of 
Jesus. From your knowledge of the gospels in general and from what 
you’ve discovered in this exercise, what can you surmise about the 
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message, theology, and “Christology” of each of the evangelists?  


