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Before we go any further today … I have something I need to confess.

Now that I have your attention, actually all I wanted to say is that when I was growing up, I had the chance to live two lives.

I lived in Atlanta, with all its busy-ness and the hub-bub of an emerging global city.  In fact, to dispel any misperceptions about the city amid the racial tensions of the 1960s, its boosters even coined a slogan for Atlanta as the “city too busy to hate.”

But, at least three or four times a year, I had the chance to glimpse life from a very different setting, namely my grandparents’ farm in northeast Mississippi.  
And the contrasts could not have been more stark.

In Atlanta, I lived a couple of blocks away from Peachtree Road, the six-lane artery of the city’s life that never slept.  In Rienzi, Mississippi, the one-lane road that led to the farm wasn’t even paved until I was about ten years old.
In Atlanta, I tended to be on the go at all times, but in Mississippi sometimes the days felt like weeks.  I didn’t always appreciate that pace and those surroundings then, but today I wouldn’t trade anything for the snatches of time when I experienced rural life.

A staple of life in Rienzi was Paul Harvey, whose self-styled radio news program was a regular on the local a.m. station out of Booneville, along with the crop reports.  Paul Harvey was one of the last of the real radio announcers … and I’ll bet some of you know his signature phrases: How he would pause in the middle of one of his news stories to do a promotion for work boots or insurance and then, when it was time to resume the news, he would say in that halting voice of his “page two …”

He always signed off his program with that funny staccato … “Good day.”  
But perhaps his best known gimmick … and one that stuck with me the most … was when he would resume his broadcast after a commercial with the words …  “and now … for the REST of the story.”

Maybe somewhere deep down inside … before I ever imagined that I would one day actually like studying theology … that phrase stuck with me because it is good theology.

Like Paul Harvey’s stories, God always knows the rest of the story … even when it is not at all clear to us.

Perhaps there is no better example of that than today’s text from the closing chapters of the Gospel of Mark.

“The rest of the story” – which is to say nothing less than the resurrection, and our very salvation -- is what hangs in the balance as we work our way from the anti-climax, in which the disciples simply scatter in fear … through one very short ending … to the final longer ending. 

In our first scripture reading, we heard how Mark left things in verse eight, after Mary Magdalene, Salome and Mary the mother of James had been met in the open and empty tomb by the angel of the Lord.
“So they went out from the tomb, for terror and amazement had seized them; and they said nothing to anyone, for they were afraid.”

Though we can see in our bibles that two endings were added after that abrupt turn of events, it’s appropriate for us to pause there for a moment .

In so many ways, the reaction of the two Marys and Salome is understandable.  The body of the one they loved was gone.  A mysterious spirit had told them Christ had been raised and would meet them in Galilee.
So here they were – known associates of this rebel who had been crucified by a hostile mob, their savior gone, their lives in danger but with this mind-boggling news and hope that Christ “had been raised” … just as Christ had foretold.

The original Greek here provides a glimpse into how Mark portrayed their feelings.

We read that “terror and amazement had seized them.”  And indeed the Greek word Mark uses for terror -- tromos -- is akin to our modern word ‘trauma,’ literally emotional shock.  But then Mark pairs that word with a term of amazement, using the Greek word ekstacis – which is akin to our more modern word ‘ecstasy,’ a trance-like state.  Finally, as Mark reports it, they fled in fear, perhaps unable to reconcile all of these events and all of their mixed emotions.

One can imagine them walking back from Calvary to report all this to the apostles … looking at each other in buffudlement … and asking “Now what?”

That’s certainly a state of mind we can relate to in our own lives, isn’t it? 
We may receive news of a job lost.  We may receive what we consider to be a damning diagnosis.  A relationship or marriage may come to an unexpected end or simply die of a prolonged illness.  We share those kinds of concerns here each week.  We know what “now what” feels like in our own lives and the lives of our sisters and brothers here at Caldwell.

As one of you said to me just the other day, there will be tribulation in our lives.  For these times, Charles Tindley wrote these words to his hymn titled “Some Day:”

Burdens now may crush me down,

Disappointments all around,

Troubles speak in mournful sigh,

Sorrow through a tea-stained eye;

There is a world where pleasure reigns,

No mourning soul shall roam its plains,

And to that land of peace and Glory

I want to go someday.

I do not know low long ‘twil be,

Nor what the future holds for me,

But this I know if Jesus leads me,

I shall get home some day.

Then there are other kinds of “now what?” moments in our lives.

I confess to having some somewhat unexpected “now what?” impulses in these two weeks since I left the bank and prepared for today, and tomorrow.  After 18 years of thinking about this day – and six years of formal preparation – I have moments of feeling like the dog who always chased cars … but then, one day, caught one and didn’t know what to do.
“Now what?”

“Why me?” 

How is it that I am the one called to serve in this place of so many small miracles, so much joy and hope and so many passionate, committed people. Am I up for the job?  Will I be capable?  “Now what?”
I ask for your prayers – for me and for Kelly and Ellison and Sophie.

I hope for you this is a different kind of “now what?” day.  

For the remnant Caldwell members, who opened their church and their hearts to others, I hope this is a day of amazement and even a little ecstasy – to be installing a full time pastor for the first time in so many years.  

For those of you who came together from a different place, I hope this is a day of joy, that you are together again, in church, and have a place to sing, and serve and learn and worship in the ways that can teach the rest of us a thing of two about the gospel.
For those of you who have come to be a part of this “new thing” that you have discovered, I pray that you will find your place here, to reaffirm your own faith and contribute what God has called you here to do.
I also believe that the God that has so richly blessed this church with new life is looking down – with a divine smile – and asking God’s own version of “now what?”

“Now what are you going to do in my name?”

And that is the most important “Now what?” question that – together - we have the opportunity to answer.

How will we fulfill the call of the gospel to serve the least among us in our city and around the world?  
How will we work for social justice and systemic change to achieve a fairer prosperity in our prosperous city?  
Where will we find our place in the multi-faith dialogue in these days of such great global complexity? 
“Now what?”
*
*
*

To return to the issue of how the Gospel of Mark concludes, the answer – in the end – is fairly straightforward.

The majority of scholars who have studied the matter conclude that the original ending to the text was simply lost – separated somehow from the rest of the first scroll and never recovered. 

And that makes sense, given that Mark spends almost half of his gospel on the passion narrative and the events leading up to it.  Surely, the argument, goes the author would then not end the story so abruptly.

The endings we have in the text today, the scholars conclude, were crafted based on the Gospels of Matthew, Luke and John and added about 100 years later by scribes who sought to honor the Markan tradition with a suitable ending. 

When it comes to our own lives, that is how it is with the sovereign God we worship, isn’t it? 

As much as we are inclined to take the pen in our own hands and write our own endings, the God of providence always knows “the rest of the story” and we should leave the narrative of our lives in God’s hand. 

That is why I’ve always admired Charlie MacDonald’s statement that he and the congregation did everything they could to keep this church open – and only when they had decided they could do no more did God make known God’s plans for keeping Caldwell alive.

If there were ever a congregation that could tell the story of unexpected endings, it is this one.
All of this reminds me of the bumper sticker that reads “Let go and let God.”

I am usually cautious about bumper sticker theology, but sometimes the mystery of faith isn’t any more complicated than that.

So, in response to today’s question of “Now what?” we might simply say “Now … God.”     

That is, of course, not easy.  We do want to control things. 

But faith requires trust and, indeed, letting go.

The endings we seek may not always be clear.  They may not arrive on the schedule we want.  They may not be what we envision or want.
Indeed, sometimes, God’s endings may be more than we could ever hope for or imagine, which is exactly how I feel about the opportunity to become your pastor … in this place … at this remarkable time.

And that is why life with God does, in the end, leads to the ecstasy and amazement that always overcomes our trauma and fears.

After he appeared to the apostle, Jesus said to them:  “Go into all the world and proclaim the good news to the whole creation.”

In the name of our triune God, so let it be.
Amen.
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