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HOMILY for the EASTER VIGIL 

Saturday 4th April 2021 

______________________________   

 

Brendan Byrne and the “scariest Gospel” of them all  

In his commentary on Mark’s Gospel Brendan Byrne, my favourite 

Jesuit scripture scholar describes Mark’s Gospel as the scariest of all 

the Gospels: 

“I say “scariest” because even a casual glance at Mark takes the 

reader into a world inhabited by demons and malign forces with 

which Jesus is constantly in conflict.  Hostility, 

misunderstanding, and betrayal dog Jesus right up to the 

unrelieved starkness of his death.  Though his resurrection is not 

in doubt, Mark’s gospel (at least in its original form, without the 

appendix making up vv. 9-20 of Chap.16) never offers us the comfort 

of a vision of the risen Lord.  We are simply left with an empty 

tomb, the promise of an appearance in Galilee, and three 

women too paralyzed with fear to spread the good news 

(16:18) 

 

Mark may be the “scariest” but he also offers the key  

Mark’s Gospel may be the scariest Gospel of them all but Mark also 

offers us the key to understanding Jesus by showing us a group of 

people who know what to do. 

For example: Simon the Leper’s dinner party and hand massage 

It begins for me with the dinner at Simon the Leper’s house.  Another 

of those disastrous dinner parties where Jesus spoils the celebration.  

Everybody, and that includes Jesus’s disciples, is arguing about the 
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price of the perfume but this woman who comes in does exactly the 

right thing.  And Jesus understands what is happening because he 

feels it himself.  He knows he is going to die and perhaps everyone 

else as well …  

3 While he was in Bethany, reclining at the table in the home of 

Simon the Leper, a woman came with an alabaster jar of very 

expensive perfume, made of pure nard. She broke the jar and 

poured the perfume on his head. 

4 Some of those present were saying indignantly to one another, 

‘Why this waste of perfume? 5 It could have been sold for more 

than a year’s wages and the money given to the poor.’ And they 

rebuked her harshly. 

6 ‘Leave her alone,’ said Jesus. ‘Why are you bothering her? She 

has done a beautiful thing to me. 7 The poor you will always 

have with you, and you can help them any time you want. But 

you will not always have me. 8 She did what she could. She 

poured perfume on my body beforehand to prepare for my 

burial. 

A long time before her own death my mother started a course in her 

local parish in “Hand massage”.  If you’ve ever given a hand massage 

you’ll know that it’s all about talking not so much about the hand 

massage!  Well in the days leading up to her death she taught me 

hand massage and that was about the best thing we managed to do.  

 

Argument 2: The women who stay with Jesus 

The Passion of Jesus takes its inevitable course.  Jesus is engulfed by 

misunderstanding growing into intense hatred.  They talk about the 

ladder of sectarianism which begins with insulting members of the 

other community, moves on to physical attacks and finally the killing 

of the other community.  And none of the disciples remains faithful 
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to him.  Even Peter, the Rock, Rocky, the foundation rock of the 

community. 

But the Gospel of Mark, the first Gospel to be written records the 

presence at a distance of the women who followed Jesus.  Powerless 

but present. 

They are there at Golgotha.   

40 Some women were watching from a distance. Among them 

were Mary Magdalene, Mary the mother of James the younger 

and of Joseph, and Salome. 41 In Galilee these women had 

followed him and cared for his needs. Many other women who 

had come up with him to Jerusalem were also there. 

They are there when he is laid in the Tomb. 

46 So Joseph bought some linen cloth, took down the body, 

wrapped it in the linen, and placed it in a tomb cut out of rock. 

Then he rolled a stone against the entrance of the 

tomb. 47 Mary Magdalene and Mary the mother of Joseph saw 

where he was laid. 

 And they come the next morning, with ointments, again with 

ointments and perfumes …  

When the Sabbath was over, Mary Magdalene, Mary the 

mother of James, and Salome bought spices so that they might 

go to anoint Jesus’ body. 2 Very early on the first day of the 

week, just after sunrise, they were on their way to the 

tomb 3 and they asked each other, ‘Who will roll the stone away 

from the entrance of the tomb?’ 

 

Conclusion 

My favourite Jesuit scripture scholar, Brendan Byrne says:  
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We are simply left with an empty tomb, the promise of an 

appearance in Galilee, and three women too paralyzed with 

fear to spread the good news (16:18) 

Now this may puzzle you because if you look at the Gospel of Mark it 

doesn’t end with women paralyzed with fear as Fr. Brendan says, but 

with an account of the Resurrection appearances of Jesus.  And we 

are familiar with these. 

But this is where we as Catholics have to look at the footnotes in our 

Bibles!  Because there we discover that scholars agree that these 

appearance stories were actually added by another writer: not by 

Mark. 

Mark’s original Gospel story ended with:  

8 Trembling and bewildered, the women went out and fled from 

the tomb. They said nothing to anyone, because they were 

afraid. 

And the lesson for us as we try to be followers of Jesus?  

 Don’t try to say everything: sometimes a warm gesture speaks 

louder than words. 

 Be faithful to and persevere with the things that you know will 

help. 

 And when it comes to the greatest mysteries of them all: don’t 

try to answer the questions: be quiet and TOGETHER stay with 

the tension. 


