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✠  In the name of God: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.  Amen. 
 
Fear and Firewalls 
 
If you look westwards from the Mount of Olives the pilgrim can see that the old city of Jerusalem is 
surrounded in many parts by a vast cemetery.  Over the centuries burial caves have been easily 
carved out of the soft limestone and the harder rock used as tombstones.  You can still see many of 
them outside the city walls; both ancient tombs and contemporary ones.  As well you see sections of 
the ancient walls of the city.  Those of you who have ever looked at the map section at the back of 
many Bibles may recall a map that shows the various walls that had been built around the ever-
enlarging city of Jerusalem before and since the time of Christ.  These walls were constructed to 
protect the city’s inhabitants and to keep enemies out, to provide a place of vision, a place for 
sentries to watch from.  Many of you will be aware that even today there is a wall being constructed 
in Israel, a wall of reinforced concrete.  Tombs were also constructed as means of protection; to 
keep the dead safe inside and the living outside!  For obvious reasons of health and human comfort, 
cemeteries were often laid out beyond the city walls. 
 
In two of today’s readings for the feast of St Mark, the Evangelist and Martyr, the geographic focus 
is Jerusalem.  Both Isaiah and Mark are concerned with walls and tombs. 
What is the context of our reading from Isaiah 62: 6-12?  It almost certainly responds to the very 
difficult historical and social situation that followed the return of some of the Jewish exiles from 
Babylon to Jerusalem in 538 B.C.E. and before the completion of the second Temple in 515 B.C.E. 
Listen to the opening words of today’s reading again: 

62: 6,7 Upon your walls, O Jerusalem, 
I have posted sentinels; 
all day and all night 
they shall never be silent. 
You who remind the Lord, 
take no rest, 
 and give him no rest 
until he establishes Jerusalem 
and makes it renowned throughout the earth. 

 
Biblical scholars see this passage as belonging to the time and the work of a prophet whom they call 
“Third Isaiah” [see Isaiah chapters 56-66].  The previous fifteen chapters of Isaiah [40-55], 
commonly known as Second Isaiah, record the positive and hopeful promises and encouragement to 
Israel of coming release and return to their homeland after fifty years of captivity in Babylon.  
Tragically, life for the Returnees did not live up to these promises.  Drought, crop failure, inflation, 
and resulting hunger were the common experience for the following twenty-five years.  The 
Returning Exiles set out to rebuild the Temple and encountered all sorts of difficulties: bitter inter-
group rivalries, political and religious leadership attentive to personal gain, a corrupt judicial 
system.  Life has not panned out as expected for the returned exiles!  This is the difficult situation in 
which God called the Third Isaiah to be a prophet for Israel.  His task was both to call them to 
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repent, to change, to return to God and to reinterpret their contemporary situation for them.  No easy 
task amongst a people anxious about their economic and political well-being and angry with God 
about unfulfilled promises and unwilling to acknowledge their own fears and failures.  Yet the 
prophet’s sentries call out from the walls of Jerusalem for God to do something – to act to bring 
justice, hope, peace and joy. 
 
Just over 550 years later, Mark is called by God to be an evangelist, to record for his community his 
and their understanding of the life, teachings, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, the Son of 
God.  It is important for us to understand that Mark is both Gospel-writer and theologian.  He is not 
a neutral and uninvolved observer.  He writes with a purpose and a particular understanding that 
connects the story of Jesus of Nazareth with the needs and the problems of Mark’s own community 
of faith about thirty-five to forty-five years after the crucifixion. 
 
Almost all biblical scholars today recognise that Mark’s Gospel ends strangely, enigmatically at 
Chapter 16: 8, with the words “For they were afraid.”  We heard them this morning. But let us 
explore the lead up to verse 8. Going outside the city walls, to the rock hewn tomb very early, 
around dawn, on the first day of the week, the three women – Mary Magdalene, Mary the mother of 
James, and Salome – come to do properly what had been begun in haste after Jesus’ death..  They 
are laden with aromatic herbs, oils and spices to apply to the body of the dead Jesus after they had 
washed it.  So as fulfil the Jewish burial custom and to cut down the stench! 
 
What do they find?  The entrance stone rolled aside; a young man sitting to the right of the burial 
shelf, and the body of Jesus gone. 
What do they hear?  “He has been raised; he is not here.”  Overcome by surprise, the three women 
hear the commission to go and tell his disciples that Jesus has been raised and gone before them to 
Galilee where they will see him.  But the implication of verse 8 is that they do not communicate this 
message and say nothing.   
What do they do?  Bewildered and trembling they flee for they were afraid.  And there Mark’s 
Gospel ends. 
 
Questions abound.  What is the standing of the several attempts at resolving this “cliffhanger” of an 
ending?  Most scholars recognize that the language of the verses which follow [one of which 
formed part of our Gospel reading today] are not by Mark: the style and the vocabulary are too 
markedly different.  It is as if various Christian communities found the ending in verse 8 
unsatisfactory and needed to give it a “proper ending”. Does the Evangelist stop his writing to 
emphasise the women’s knee-jerking fear or is it his response to the sheer mystery of God’s 
working?  Or does it show that Mark was trying to be faithful to the story of the women and that 
their coming to resurrection faith was a slow and difficult business?   
 
The empty tomb account and the empty tomb tradition of the Early Church do not prove the 
resurrection of Jesus.  At best they are hints of something greater.  They point us forward (as they 
pointed forward the first disciples and friends of Jesus of Nazareth) to the resurrection appearances 
and the challenge to follow the crucified yet risen One to Galilee and beyond; to the coming gift of 
the Spirit.  The Risen Christ’s appearances to disciples and friends transformed them from fearful 
and broken individuals to be members of a joyful and courageous community.  The words of the 
good news – the gospel – were able to be seen and felt in these incredible new communities; 
without the integrity of those early, small Spirit-filled communities the words would have meant 
nothing. Can these readings from Holy Scripture touch us today?  Can they together inform our 
lives as a Christian community in this place, this city, this land? My answer is of course a clear 
YES.  But how and in what way and for what purpose?  Bear with me a while longer.   
 
I want to make a connection – a link – between our human experience of fear and our human desire 
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to erect walls to contain our fear.  In the computer IT world a firewall is used to protect a computer 
and its network from dangerous viruses that would invade and destroy it.   
 
Today throughout the world we are busy erecting all sorts of “firewalls” to help us cope with a very 
dangerous world; firewalls to keep our neighbours at bay.  Two weeks ago in Brisbane I watched a 
large concrete (nicely designed) wall being erected around a suburban home – a home that once had 
been content to have a low picket fence.  Here, I thought, was a domestic firewall, a microcosm of 
the larger legal, political firewalls governments and councils have been busy erecting in fearful 
response to those who are different as well as to those who harbour evil intentions against us.  
However wise this may seem it is also immensely tragic and I believe destructive of our long term 
security. 
 
Mark’s gospel and the resurrection faith and life of the body of Christ challenges us to move 
beyond our fears…however real they may seem to be.  The challenge of being resurrection people 
and resurrection communities is for us to break down the fears and walls that keep us from each 
other; to become neighbours of each other:  Face to face, skin to skin, eyeball to eyeball; for our 
advantage and for theirs! 
 
In our multicultural communal, national and international environment, how shall we live amongst 
our neighbours especially those who are religiously and culturally and ethnically different?  The 
simple answer is by spending time with them, by allowing ourselves to know them, by allowing 
them to know us, by sharing meals with them, by greeting them in the street with smiles and brief 
words.  From such knowledge trust is created; from such trust come value and love.  Fear begins to 
disappear. 
 
It is as we engage is this process of discovery and mutual struggle together that our vocation - our 
calling and our life from Christ – is clarified as both gift and opportunity for reconciliation and for 
love in all its fullness.   
 
These words of Archbishop Rowan Williams, spoken here in Australia in 2001, focus afresh for us 
both the fruitful exchange and the sacrificial cost of love of God and love of neighbour: 
“…it is as others discover life that we receive it too – the gift we could not have expected as we, 
with such difficulty and reluctance and intermittent resentment, got used to letting go of our own 
lives and learning how to attend in love to the neighbour.  We love with God when and only when 
we are the conduit for God’s reconciling presence with the person next to us.  It is as we connect 
with the other with the source of life that we come to stand in the place of life, the place cleared and 
occupied for us by Christ.”1

 
So to such a place and such a life may the All Holy, Ever-Blessed and Life-Giving Trinity bring us.  
Amen. 
 

                                                      
1 Rowan D. Williams, Silence and Honey Cakes: The Wisdom of the Desert, (Oxford: Lion Publishing, 2003), 
40. 
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