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THE EMPTY TOMB STORY IN THE GOSPEL OF MARK
AND 1VIICHELFOUCAULT'S CONCEPT OF HETEROTOPJA

INTRODUCTION: EXEGESIS, METHODOLOGY AND HERMENEUTICS

In this paper I will propose a reading of the gospel of Mark starting
from its final pericope Mk 16,1-8 1. The challenge is not very surprising,
since in order to understand Mark' s gospel, one bas to understand the end
and more specifically its relevance for the perspective on the resurrection.
I will use a narrative approach of the text and I will emphasize the participative role of the reader in the process of understanding the meaning
of the so-called "open ending" of the gospel. In the context of narrative
criticism the 'reader' is to be understood as the implied reader. It is,
indeed, of this reader that we are think.ing in the first place. The implied
reader functions as the mirror of the implied author; he is the perfect
reader who understands ail signals of communication present in the text.
It is, however, our conviction that the study of the implied reader as a
fictive and ideal reconstruction, is not without interest for the real reader.
W e thus want to illustrate that through confrontation and dialogue with
the hypothetical implied reader, the real reader is able to gain deeper
insight on his own relation to the text. And, after all, should the primary
function of exegesis not be to clarify the meaning of biblical texts for
real readers?
The main reason for this methodological choice is that the text of the
gospel is a narrative story. The final meaning of the text does not arise
from the history behind the text but from the reading of the story within
the text. With regard to the end of Mark's gospel, this means that narrative critics cannot and will not attempt to answer the question as to
whether or not the tomb was empty, since they are convinœd that this
is not the right question to ask if we are to find the deeper meaning of
the text. Without denying the importance of historical critical research,
we cannot but conclude that from a historical perspective some important questions remain unanswered. Firstly therefore, it now appears that
the results of historical research have reached an impasse 2 • And
1. For a recent annotated bibliography, see W.R. TELFORD, Writing on the GoJpel of
Mark (Guides to Advanced Biblical Research, 1), Dorset, 2009, pp. 34.454-456.528-533.
2. It is difficult to contradict the minimal conclusion of T. LORENZEN, Resurrection and
Discipleship: lnterpretive Models, Biblical Reflections, Theological Consequences, New
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secondly, although historical investigation rightly creates a distance
time and space between the reader and the text, it does not
focus on the opposite movement, i.e. the integration of its results in
life of the reader. In looking for the meaning of the text on a naiTat1ve:
level, we are convinced that we are in line with the na.JTatorof Mark's.
gospel3.
If one has opted for an exegesis which can explain ancient uu,,u..,,t1.1
texts to 21"1 century readers, then narrative criticism goes band in
with the kind of hermeneutics required for reading the gospels 4 • Indeed,
this approach raises a simple question: "What is the meaning of the
·
(and not the history)? ". I am full y aware that the unavoidable 1mpu,s:at1Lon
of this approach is that it will be impossible to treat other questions, such
as those which attempt to address the veracity of the empty tomb story ·.
and the bodily resurrection.
· ··

L A NEW MAJoRITY

POSITION: MARK

16,8 ls

TIIE ENDING OF

THE GOSPEL

Browsing the recent publications on the ending of Mark's gospel,
notice that the majority of Markan scholars agree to see the ~.,,,.,~.•-·
ending of Mark in 16,8. While it might be premature to talk about
consensus5, it is certainly true that since the influential contribution ~f
D.H. Juel in 1994 an increasing number of colleagues are pleading fo!
York, 1995, p. 173: "With the present state of research being what it is, the matter mus~
remain undecided". As a consequence, the answer to this question will have no importance' ·
at ail for my analysis. Tiris is confinned by the fact that the text itself does not focus at
all on the historicity of the "event"; T.K. HECKEL, Vom Evangelium des Markus zum
viergestaltigen Evangelium (WUNT, 120), Tübingen, 1999, p. 46: "Doch für Mk 16,1-8:
gibt es Anzeichen, dass diese Erzahl.ungwenigstens nicht primiir ais historischer Berichi ·
verstanden werden will". D.C. ALusoN, Resurrecting Jesus: The Earliest Christian Trii~ • .
dition and lts [nterpreters, New York - London, 2005, pp. 331-332: "that a tomb was in·: ·
fact unoccupied ... is the slightly stronger possibility", but he adds: "A judgment in favœ: _
of the empty tomb, which will forever be haunted by legendary staries of disappearing
and raised bodies, must remain, if accepted, tentative".
3. The same could be said about those studies that focus on the social and religious ·.
context of the phenomenon of the resurrection.
4. See G. VAN OYEN, Changing Hermeneutics in Reading and Understanding ·
the Bible: The Case of the Gospel of Mark, in B. DE GAAY FOR1MAN - K. MARTENS -'M.A. MottAMED SALI (eds.), Hermeneutics, Scriptural Politics and Human Rights:•
Between Text and Context, New York, 2010, 101-123.
5. K.R. !VERSON, A Further Ward on Final I'ap(Mark 16:8), in CBQ 68 (2006) 79-94,
p. 80: "the current consensus among NT scholars seems to be that 16:8 is the authentic
conclusion" (with bibliography).
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an interpretation of the empty tomb story that is not followed by an
apparition story. According to Juel, the canonical version of Mark that
should be printed in official Bible editions is the one that ends with
verse 86• Since then, on the basis of internai and external textual critical
arguments, most exegetes admit that the original and authentic ending
of Mark is the shorter one. Only a small number of authors defend the
hypothesis of the longer original ending in 16,9-20 (or of one of the
other longer variants)7 or accept the hypothesis of a lost version 8 • We
only mention some recent publications - without mentioning the commentaries on Mark - which ail argue in favor of the shorter Markan
ending: T.K. Heckel (1999)9, C. Combet-Galland (2001) 10, C. Focant
6. D.H. JUEL, A Master of Surprise, Minneapolis, MN, 1994, pp. 107-121 = A Disquieting Silence: The Matter of the Ending, in B.R. GAVENTA - P.D. MILLER (eds.),
The Ending of Mark and End of Gods: Essays in Memory of Donald Harrisville fuel,
Louisville, KY, 2005, 1-14: "If we agree that the version of the Gospel in the manuscript tradition with the strongest daim to logical priority deserves to be printed in
Bibles, it is this version - ending with verse 8 - that will function as canon" (pp. 3-4).
With regard to the use of the tenn "canonical" for the double ending of Mk, see
C. FocANT,La canonicité de lafinale longue (Mc 16,9-20): Vers la reconnaissance d'un
double texte canonique?, in J.-M. AUWERS - H.J. DE JoNGE (eds.), The BiblicalCarions
(BE1L, 163), Leuven, 2003, 587-597 =In., Marc: Un évangile étonnant (BE1L, 194),
Leuven, 2006, 371-381.
7. For an overview of the variants, see HECKEL, Vom Evangelium des Markus (n. 2),
pp. 33-34; C. FOCANT, Un silence qui fait parler (Mc 16,8), in A. DENAUX (e<i), New
Testament Textual Criticism and Exegesis. FS. J. Delobel (BEIL, 161), Leuven, 2002,
79-96 =ID., Marc: Un évangile étonnant (n. 6), 341-358, pp. 342-343.
8. For instance N.T. WRIGHT,Jesus' Resurrection and Christian Origins, in Gregorianum 83 (2002) 615-635, p. 629: "1 do not think, in any case, that Mark finished his
gospel at chapter 16 verse 8. I think he wrote more, which is now lost"; C.A. EVANS,Mark
8:27-16:20 (Word Biblica! Commentary), Nashville, TN, 2001, p. 538; R.H. GUNDRY,
Mark: A Commentary on His Apology .for the Cross, Grand Rapids, MI, 1993, pp. 10091021; N.C. CRoY, The Mutilation of Mark's Gospel, Nashville, TN, 2003. A reconstruction
of the "lost" final verses bas been proposed by E. LINNEMANN,
Der (wiedergefundene)
Markusschlufi, in ZTK 66 (1969} 255-287, and by W. ScHMITiiALS,
Der Markusschluj1, die
Verkliirungsgeschichte und die Aussendung der Zwolf, in ZTK 69 (1972) 379-411, but bath
proposais have strongly been criticized. In recent literature one can find several contributions comparing the shorter and the longer ending, while explaining how the latter contains
a further theological development within a Christian community: C. CoMBEî-GALLAND,
L'évangile de Marc et la pierre qu'il a déjà roulée, in O. MAJNVILLE - D. MARGUERAT
(eds.), Résurrection: L'après-mort dans le monde ancien et le Nouveau Testament (MB,
45), Genève, 2001, 93-109; T. SHEPHERD, Narrative Analysis as a Text Critical Tool: Mark
16 in Codex W as a Test Case, in JSNT 32 (2009) 77-98; B.G. UPTON,Hearing Mark's
Endings: Listening to Ancient Popular Texts through Speech Act Theory (BIS), Leiden Boston, MA, 2006.
9. In the following notes I explicitly mention those sections referring to textual criticism. HECKEL, Vom Evangelium des Markus (n. 2), p. 35: "Das Mk-EV endete ursprünglich
mit Mk 16,8, genauer mit den Worten scpo~oùvrn yup".
10. COMBET-GALLAND, L'évangile de Marc (n. 8), pp. 95-96.
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(2002) 11 , É. Cuvillier (2003) 12 , A. Denaux (2003) 13, Y.
(2005) 14, S. Alkier (2009) 15 .
Aside from the textual critical arguments, which I will not P"'"'-"JLH
here, it is above ail the narrative approach that has contributed to
acceptation of Mark 16,8 as the final verse of the gospel. Compared
.
redaction criticism - the methodological stage that preceded narrative··
criticism and that has demonstrated the stylistic coherence between
16, 1-8 and the rest of the gospel - narrative readings have emphasizecl
the coherence and unity by pointing to the plot, the characterization
the rhetoric of the gospel 16 . The principle that is playing a major role
runs as follows: if it is possible to integrate Mark 16,1-8, and more spe~
cifically the apparent contradiction between the commandment given by •
the young man in v. 7 (" go and tell ... ") and the triple negative reaction
of the women in v. 8 (fear, flight, silence), within the general perspective
of the gospel, there is no need at all for a different ending. If the "emptiness of the silence" in 16,8 can be explained by the preceding gospel·.
story, why would one need to reckon with the "fullness of the appari~
tions" of 16,9-20 (which moreover is secondary) 17 . Thus the main crite--.
rion for deciding on the shorter ending of Mark is the argument of inter- ·
nal narrative coherence 18 • In what follows we will present three very
11. FOCANT,Un silence (n. 7), pp. 342-346: " ... la conclusion que Mc 16,8 constitue
bien la finale intentionnellement voulue par Marc" (p. 345).
.
12. É. CUVILLIER,La résurrection dans l'évangile de Marc. Ou: La finale courte ... et
puis avant?, în D. MARGUERAT(ed.), Quand la Bible se raconte (Lire la Bible), Paris,
2003, 105-122, p. 105 (agrees with Focant and Combet-Galland).
13. A. DENAUX,De verrijzenisboodschap van Marcus 16 [The message of the resU1<
rection in Mark 16], in Collationes 33 (2003) 5-31, pp. 6-12.
.
14. Y. BOURQU!N,
Marc, une théologie de la fragilité: Obscure clarté d'une narration·.
(MB, 55), Genève, 2005, pp. 274-276 (textual criticism). The author mentions the narrative and theological unity between the shorter ending and the rest of Mark's gospel
(pp. 272-283): "En résumé, que l'on parte de considérations nauatologiques sut le rôle.·
des personnages (disciples + femmes), ou de considérations théologiques sur la foi con- •.
frontée au mystère et au scandale, on aboutit à une conclusion que l'on pourrait résumer ·.
de cette manière: dans son épilogue, Marc ne change pas de registre; il tient au contrarrè
à conserver la tonalité qu'il a donnée à l'ensemble de son récit" (pp. 282-283).
15. S. ALKIER,Die Realitiit der Auferweckung in, nach und mit den Schriften des
Neuen Testaments (Neutestamentliche Entwürfe zur Theologie, 12), Base! ~ Tübingen,
2005, 85-108, pp. 85-87.
16. Ibid., p. 87: "Diese Fragen kann nur eine Interpretation des Markusevangeliums
im Ganzen beantworten"; p. 89: "Es ist notwendig, das ganze Markusevangelium zu
lesen, um auch seinen Schluss angemessen verstehen zu konnen".
17. The expressions are used by COMBET-GALLAND,
L'évangile de Marc (n. 8),
pp. 97.100.
18. HECKEL,Vom Evangelium des Markus (n. 2), pp. 37-40, rightly notes that such a
narrative approach off ers a more profound analysis of the text than the traditional redaction
critical analysis, since it is not enough to limit oneself to "textimmanente Rückbezüge in

141

important indications of narrative coherence between the ending of the
gospel and the text that precedes it: the unity of verses 7 and 8, the characterization of the women and the narrator's perspective on Jesus 19•
Moreover, at the end of each of the three indications we will develop how
the narrator applies these narrative characteristics in order to challenge
the real reader to participate actively in the construction of meaning.

Il.

THREE NARRATIVE ARGUMENTS IN FAVOR OF
THE SHORT ENDING IN MARK 16,8

l. The Unity of the Verses 16,7 and 16,8

The quasi consensus about the end of the gospel in v. 8 does not imply
a consensus concerning its interpretation. These interpretations could be
classified in three general categories. The first group consists of scholars
who defend a positive conclusion of the gospel at all costs. They wish to
preserve the good news of Mark's message 20 • At the heart of their exegesis stands the promise by the young man in v. 7. They minimize and tone
down the fear and the silence of the women in v. 8. But a thorough
analysis of the verbs (l':K)~aµBfoµm and cpoBfoµat does not allow such
a limited interpretation and there is nothing in the story to make the
reader think that the women's silence is merely temporary or intended
only for those who do not belong to the group of disciples.
The exclusively 'positive' interpretations of the fear and the silence, like the
one of M. Matjaz (Furcht und Gotteserfahrung. Die Bedeutung des Furchtmotivs für die Christologie des Markus, Würzburg, 1999) who discovers a
positive meaning of the theme of fear ail over the gospel, have rightly been
criticized 21• In .Mk, fear is not an element in the development of faith nor
in the progression of the revelation of Jesus' identity. Schwindt refers in
this regard to 4,41; 5,15; 5,36; 6,50; 9,32, but after having considered ail
references of (lK)3aµ~foµm (7 times) and i:po~foµm (11 rimes), he cannot
but conclude that the meaning of those two verbs has a 'weitgehend negal\1k 16,1-8 auf das l\1.k-Ev". The author applies some aspects of narratology to the text,
and emphasizes very strongly the role of the reader (pp. 41-48).
19. There are other aspects, like the role of the young man and the mie of God.
20. The word pleromatists was used by F. Kermode to describe this positive approach,
because these scholars are lookîng for a continuation of the story in order to "conclude" it
properly. Compare also the analysis ofBoURQU1N,Marc (n. 14), p. 326, and B.K. BLOUNT,
1s the Joke on Us? Mark's lrony, Mark's Gad and Mark's Ending, in GAVENTA- MILLER
(eds.), The Ending of Mark (n. 6), 15-32, pp. 19-20, who mentions D.R. Catchpole, M. Sabîn.
For a presentation and critique, see a.o. LB. DRIGGERS,Following Gad through Mark:
Theological Tension in the Second Gospel, Louisville, KY - London, 2007, pp. 88-90.
21. R. ScHWINDT,Erschütterung statt Freude: Zum Schluss des Markusevangeliums
(Mk 16,8), in 77Z (2008) 56~79, pp. 63-64.
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tive Konnotation' 22 • Moreover, it is not possible to distinguish two ditferenl:'.'.
meanings for (èK)3aµl3foµm and q,ol3foµat 23 , as both verbs are used
describe the reactions of different kinds of characters (disciples, those
follow on the road, Herod, the women, Jesus, the Jews). The reaction
women in 16,8 is undeniably negative and there is no question of
respect because of the epiphany they witnessed before. 'Alles in
letzten Vers des Evangeliums deutet auf Entsetzen, nichts auf Beglük:,
kung•24.
. ::.·,

According to a second group of scholars the negative conclusion iri·•
v. 8 should be taken literally. For them, it is v. 8 that deserves all thê
weight. And they are right, neither the visual experience (the emptf
tomb) nor the auditive experience (the message of the young man)
were able to convince the three women at the tomb of the good newS ·
of the resurrection 25 • Therefore, it seems to me that an interpretation .
that does not excuse the negative attitude of the women is more irt·._
accordance with the story itself. On the other band, however, if oriê ·
accepts this negative interpretation, the abrupt ending of the gospei
becomes a major issue. li one remains blinded by the negative reactiort.
of the women in v. 8, there is a risk that the story then ends with a
contradiction: "The good news ends up being 'no news'" 26 • There is
a common thread to both the negative and the positive solution with.
regard to the unexpected reaction of the women in v. 8: they want to
bring the story to a conclusion. Yet one of the most fundamental con.:
tributions of Markan narrative criticism is the way in which it has
shown that the narrator intended to write a different kind of ending.
22. Ibid., p. 66. Unlike Danove, Schwindt sees two exceptions: 5,33 and 14,33. See
also BmJRQUJN,Marc (n. 14), pp. 315-318: "Les arguments qui problématisent la crainte
éprouvée par les femmes sont nettement plus forts. Marc a amené le lecteur à supposer
que les femmes au tombeau obéiraient joyeusement; au lieu de cela, elles s'enfuient,
craintives et silencieuses" (p. 318).
23. See the critical remarks in SCHWINDT,
Erschüttenmg (n. 21), pp. 65-66, against
Sellin, who distinguishes between (ÈK)Saµafoµm ("ein undifferenziertes Erschrecken")
and q,oafoµm ("ein differenziertes, um Jesu Identitiit und Geschick wissendes Fürchten"),
and against du Toit, who thinks the fear refers to the future rime in which Jesus will be
absent. Schwindt concludes: "lnsgesamt liisst sich also keine besondere Nuancierung im
Vergleich beider Wortfelder ausmachen".
24. SCHWJNDT,
Erschütterung (n. 21), p. 66.
25. ALKIBR,
Die Realitiit der Auferweckung (n. 15), p. 89.
26. BLoUNT,Is the Joke on Us? (n. 20), p. 21. See also, e.g., B. STANDAERT,
Raconter
la résurrection: Un paradoxe narratif, in R. BIERlNGER - V. KoPERSKI
-B. LATAJRE(eds.),
Resurrection in the New Testament. FS. J. Lambrecht (BEfL, 156), Leuven, 2002, 73-91,
p. 78: the story risks to become "une fabrication du narrateur qui se trahirait par
l'inconséquence de son rapport". Similar remarks could be cited. See FOCANT,Un silence
(n. 7), p. 354: "Une lecture littérale de 16,8 entraînerait une perte totale de crédibilité de
l'évangile. . . . À la dernière ligne, le narrateur révèlerait sa perversité".
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Since the publication of Sense and Absence (1986) by J. Magness, it
is increasingly accepted that the last verse of Mark be called an open
ending (finale ouverte, offener Schlüss) 27 • This literary technique was
not unknown in Antiquity and it can be explained by the double level
of communication within the text. On the one hand, there is communication between the characters in the story, the young man and the
women. On the other hand, there is communication between the author
and the readers with regard to the reception of the text 28 • An open ending off ers the opportunity for the reader to continue the story, not in a
completely imaginary or fictitious way, but in line with the Markan
story and its narrative and stylistic characteristics. It has, for instance,
been made clear that the fact that Mark is ending bis gospel on a sentence with yap is not incompatible with the creation of a proper ending
to a story 29 .
A third solution bas also been suggested. lt contains a combination of
both the positive and the negative aspect of the ending of the gospel. The
first step consists of 'liberating' v. 8 from its isolation and of joining it
to v. 7 30 • Thus a reading is created which corresponds to a literary technique used elsewhere in the corpus of the gospel. The sequence of the
positive words of the young man (v. 7) followed by the negative reaction
of the women (v. 8) is an illustration of a typical Markan scheme. It has
been called "(divine) promise - (human) failure" 31 . The scheme occurs
several times, most prominently when Jesus' announcements of the pas27. J. MAGNESS, Sense and Absence, Atlanta, GA, 1986. See among others FOCANT,
Un silence (n. 7), pp. 352-358 passim; HECKEL,Vom Evangelium des Markus (n. 2),
pp. 50-51; DENAUX,De verrijzenisboodschap (n. 13), pp. 12-13.23-24; DRlGGERS,Following God (n. 20), pp. 91-96.
28. Cf. a.o. R.M. FOWLER,Let the Reader Understand: Reader-Response Criticism and
the Gospel of Mark, Minneapolis, MN, 1991, p. 219.
29. !VERSON,A Further Word on Final I'o.p (n. 5), p. 94: "Unfortunately, the
frequency, geme, and final yo.p literazy parallels do not aid the interpreter in detennining
the location of Mark's ending"; against CROY, The Mutilated Ending (n. 8). DRlGGERS,
Following Gad (n. 20), p. 122, n. 5: "[T]he possibility of ending an entire narrative with
the postpositive yup no longer troubles scho!ars the way it once did"; FOCANT,Un silence
(n. 7), pp. 348-352; BouRQUJN,Marc (n. 14), pp. 318-321; and many others. Anyway,
redactional analysis and Markan style clearly show that the construction cannot be an
argument against the shorter ending.
30. FocANT, Un silence (n. 7), p. 353: "Ce n'est pas lev. 8 qui constitue à lui seul la
finale pertinente, mais bien la juxtaposition des vv. 7 et 8".
31. Like so many other schofars, FOCANT,Un silence (n. 7), pp. 352-353, refers to A.T.
LINCOLN,The Promise and the Failure: Mark 16:7,8, in JBL 108 (1899) 283-300. The
scheme has to be placed against the background of the larger pattern of "promise and
fulfillrnent" in the gospel. BLOUNT,ls the .Toke on Us? (n. 20), pp. 21-22; BoURQUIN,
Marc (n. 14), pp. 326.329; J.F. WILLIAMS,Literary Approaches to the End of Mark's
Gospel, in JETS 42 (1999) 21-35, pp. 33-35.
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sion and resurrection (8,31; 9,31; 10,32-34: the promises) are not under-'stood by the disciples (8,32-33; 9,32-34; 10,35-41: failure) 32 • Bach time,
these moments of incomprehension lead to a new teaching by Jesus ~ · •·
clearly an indication that failure is not the final stage in the scheme. In
fact, instead of a two stage scheme it would be more accurate to speak
of a three stage procedure: promise - failure - new teaching. In 16,7b
and 16,8, one can find the sequence of the first two stages where the
promise (Jesus will proceed you in Galilee) is followed by a failure (the
women run away).
I would like to further comment on this pattern, since it could appear
that insufficient attention is being paid to the differences between 16,7-8
and the other instances of the scheme. Nevertheless, it is precisely these
differences that cause the particularity of the ending of Mark.I would
like to mention three of them.
1) The third step is lacking in Mark's finale. The women simply disappear from the stage and there is no continuation of the dialogue
between them and the young man. In the preceding instances Jesus
takes the oppmtunity to teach his disciples. In his teaching he
explains in a catechetical paraenesis the meaning of the passion and
resurrection (8,34-38; 9,35-37; 10,42-45). But after 16,8 no additional explanation is given about (the passion and) the resurrection.
It is the end.
2) The context of the promise in v. 7b differs at several points from
the one in the preceding promises. This helps the reader to identify
the specificity of the use of the scheme "promise - failure" in 16,78. While in earlier instances the "promises" were given in the form
of a teaching of Jesus on the passion and resurrection 33 , in the
words of the young man (16,6-7) further elements can be found that
precede the promise: the encouragement not to fear (v. 6a), the
recognition of the aim of their visit of the tomb (v. 6b), the
announcement of the resurrection that had taken place already
(v. 6c), the confirmation of the empty tomb (v. 6d), the commandment to tell the disciples to go to Galilee (v. 7a) and, finally, the
repetition of the promise made by Jesus in the past (v. 7b; cf.
14,28). In fact, most of the "promises" that were made in the gospel are now fulfilled in the last pericope: the death on the cross,
(Èm:aupmµévov); the resurrection (11yépS11in 16,6 reminds the
reader of the announcements of the resurrection in 8,31; 9,9; 9,31;
32. These examples are given by FocANT, Un silence (n. 7), pp. 352-353.
33. Jesus' words in Mk 8,31 and 9,31 are introduced by a form of 6t6funcro.
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10,34 and of the first part of 14,28 µe-rù -ro ÈyepSfivm µt); Jesus
is already on his way to Galilee (npouyet present; 14,28 npoéiçro
future). There is no hesitation at all about the fulfilment of these
words. The silence of the women will never be able to stop what
has already begun 34 • The only "promise" that is not fulfilled within
the story is the encounter of the disciples with the risen one (ÈKBÎ
m''nov èhlfECJSE).It is only on this point that the readers feel they
are abandoned by the narrator. They will never know what has happened to the disciples after the flight of the women. And even if
they may hope that everything will happen just as the young man
has said it would 35 , the fact that Mark did not want to mention the
succeeding events must have a meaning of its own, a meaning that
should be investigated.
3) Another difference relates to the Markan literary pattern. The reaction of the women does not only show their incomprehension of a
mystery (as is also the case in the other instances where the promisefailure pattern appears), but also and most of all their disobedience
vis-à-vis the commandment that was given. The young man demands
that the women undertake some action (ûrcéiyE-reetna-re) but they
don't do anything. The scheme "promise - failure" is integrated in
a larger pattern of "comrnandment and fulfillment". This pattern is
repeated more than 40 tirnes in the gospel, but only a few times
there is no fulfillment 36. The attitude of the women is even more
surprising when one considers the fact that the message they hear is
entirely positive, because the passion, the "difficult" point par
excellence in the previous announcements, is no longer part of the
content of the message. The passion belongs to the past 37 •
Let us suggest some concluding remarks on the unity between verses
7 and 8 by pointing at one consequence of this approach. It is not surpris34. CUVD..LIER,La résurrection (n. 12), p. 107: "Chez Marc, la résurrection de Jésus
est clairement proclamée. La parole du jeune homme ne souffre aucune ambiguïté .... Pas
de moindre doute chez Marc: Jésus est ressuscité".
35. One often forgets that the disciples have already heard Jesus' promise (14,28); they
do not necessarily need the communication by the women to go ta Gahlee. The question
is left open since nothing is told about their actions after Jesus' death. The same is true
for the other "promises" made by Jesus which reach beyond the story time (other passion
and resurrection predictions; Mark 13); see below n. 53.
36. The list can be found in F. NEIRYNCK, Duality in Mark: Contributions to the Study
o_ftheMarkanRedaction (BETL, 31), Leuven, 2 1988, category 21. Mark 16,7-8 is the only
case in direct discourse that does not follow the general structure of commandment and
fulfillment !
37. The perfect tense Ècri-auproµé.vovemphasizes the identity between the dead and
the ris en Jesus.
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ing that the recognition of this Markan pattern at the end of the gospel,
and especially the lack of the third stage, has contributed to emphasizing
the role of the reader in the construction of meaning. I also wonder
whether one could not speak of a growing consensus on this point. Nobody
in the story ever fully understands the message of the young man. The
necessary condition to grasp the meaning is a cooperative reader who
wants to explore the possibilities offered by this commandment. Or as
Driggers recently wrote: "The future has been refused by characters but
not by the Gospel's hearers" 38 • The story demands continuation, but as
there is no sequel for and by the characters within the story, only one
person is left over to do what the women did not do: the reader.

(15,40-41.47) and the story of the empty tomb. Through their presence
ftom the beginning until the end of these last moments of J esus' life, they
become the protagonists of the epilogue of Mark's story. This narrative
hinge function should not be underestimated. It is thanks to them that the
story continues. After having read that the women were present at the
moment of the crucifixion (although only à::rrôµaKp6~kv) and at the
burial, readers will sponta.neously follow them as they want to visit the
tomb. They seem to be trustworthy characters, a characterization that is
even supported by the comments of the narrator in 15,41 (in Galilee,
follow, serve) 40 • As they go through the process of reading the gospel,
the readers have learned to have more confidence in the minor characters
than in the main characters, especially if, like the women, they are portrayed in a positive and ironie contrast to the disciples. But as soon as
the reading of 16,1-8 begins, this spontaneous enthusiasm of the readers
will be overshadowed by some doubt about the action undertaken by the
women. As the semantic analysis of P. Danove (1996) clearly has shown,
starting ftom the first verse of chapter sixteen on, the readers start to take
distance from the women because of their ambiguity. Their motivation
to go and visit the tomb ("go and anoint him") is not the right one, since
the body of Jesus had already been anointed "beforehand for his burial"
(14,3-9, v. 8). This primary ambiguity will be confirmed and even further
developed into a negative presentation in the second part of the pericope
(vv. 5c-8). The chatacterization of the women in the final pericope of Mk
provokes a mixture of emotions, expectations and frustrations, both
among the women and among the readers, except that the women and the
readers react differently as the story advances. The readers and the
women have the same information. However, white for the readers this
information confirms the good news of resurrection, for the women it
becomes a source of fear. In sum, we can say that from the narrator' s
point of view, the women went out in search of a dead body, and nowhere
in the story is there even the beginning of a positive change in this perspective. Their philosophy is diametrically opposed to what the narrator
wants the reader to do 41 •

After such a final, the question 'What will happen in the life-story of the
reader?' is far more relevant than what happened afterwards in the story of
the protagonists of the gospel. . .. The epilogue is a prologue that sets the
reader to work 39 •

Our analysis has also shown what the readers are supposed to do when
they finish reading: they should not in the first place try to understand
the empty tomb or the resurrection as events of the past, but they should
act in the future. They will have to go and look for Jesus, since this is
the only "promise" that has not been fulfilled yet. Where is Jesus? The
women have remained silent. The readers are therefore the only "disciples" who have heard the young man's message.
2. The Characterization of the Women
One thing bas become clear after the narrative analysis of verses 7 and
8: the pattern of commandment and fulfillment leads us to taking a cl oser
look at the characterization of the women. And indeed, the presentation
of the women is the second narrative critical argument to indicate the
unity of the final pericope and the rest of the gospel. With regard to the
characters, the women provide the link between the crucifixion story
38. DRIGGERS,Following God (n. 20), p. 94. It is not easy to find the origins of this
interpretation of the role of the real reader. Driggers refers to M.A. ToLBERT(Sowing the
Gospel: Mark's World in Literary-Historical Perspective, Minneapolis, MN, 1989). Anyhow, it is true that this interpretation "or some form of it, has gradually corne to dominate
the scholarly literature on Mark's ending" (DRIGGERS,Following Gad [n. 20], p. 95).
En particulier BLOUNT, Js the Joke on Us? (n. 20}; F. BROSSIER,"Il vous précède en
Galilée ... " (Mc 16,7), in Transversalités 96 (2005} 187-191.
39. FOCANT,Un silence (n. 7): "Après une telle finale, la question 'Que va-t-il arriver
dans l'histoire du lecteur?' est bien plus pertinente que celle de l'histoire ultérieure des
protagonistes de l'évangile" (p. 357); and "L'épilogue est un prologue au travail du lecteur" (p. 356).

40. The analysis which has inspired most of these authors can be found in P. DANoVE,
The Characterization and Narrative Function of the Women at the Tomb (Mark 15,4041.47; 16,1-8), inBib 77 (1996) 375-397. See a.o. BoURQUIN,Marc (n. 14), pp. 297-303:
the author mentions the elements in the text that turn the women into the protagonists of
the story (they have a name; the reader follows their perspective); see G. VAN OYEN,

Het slot van Marcus in het licht van de narratieve kritiek: De tekst van Mc. 16, 1-8 teruggebracht bij de lezer [La finale de l'évangile selon Marc à la lumière de la critique narrative: Le texte de Mc 16,1-8 et le lecteur], in Tijdschrift voor Theologie 43 (2003) 40-51.
41. DANOVE,Characterization (n. 40), p. 393: "the women's alignment with the dis-
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A comparative analysis of the behavior of the women and the actions
of the disciples clearly shO\vs that bath g:roups are manifesting a similar
attitude. Neither seerns to understand the message of the resurrection, be
it in the forrn of a promise (towards the disciples) or in the form of a
proclamation (in the case of the women)4 2 • The characterization of the
women does not differ from that of the disciples. Within tlùs context
some scholars rightly refer to Mk 9,9 (by the way, a verse that is not
mentioned in Neirynck's list of the promise --s- failure pattem!)cl'.l_After
the "transfiguration'' on the mountaintop vvhere the disciples have seen
the glorified Jesus, they are forbidden to speak about their experience and
Jesus explîcitly adds a time period for the embargo: ·'until after the Son
of Man had risen from the dead ''. They respect the interdiction, but they
,vere "questioning what this tising from the dead could mean" (9,10).
Thus, although both scenes (9,9-10 and 16,7-8) are situated in a completely different context, the result is very similar: the resurrection
rernains a topic that is not understood by the characters in the story.

place ,vhere they could, as it were, hear and see the resurrection (the
stone has been rolled away, the presence of a young man in white, the
message they hear).
The characterization of the women and of the disciples is another indication that the reader - and no one else - can and must continue the story.
In the gospel of Mark, the women do not fonction as witnesses for the
resunection. Who else then but the reader wiJI become a witness 45 ?
Again ,ve can conclude: the reader is the only candidate to prolong the
story 46 . This analysis of the characterization Ieads us autornatically
towards the thircl example of coherence between the ending and the rest
of the gospel: what is so difficult about the resurrection that no body in
the stmy is able to understand? What is the core message of the narrator?

Commandment 9,9: to tell nothing until
after the resurrection

Com111a11dme11t
16,7: the resur:rection has
taken place, so speak

Response: a positive action; obedient di;;- Response: no action; disobedii:-nt women
ciples 44
Resu!t: they do not underntand the resurrection

Result: fear, tlight, silence

Nowhere in the gospel do the disciples give the impression that they
understand Jesus' teaching about the resurrection. At the end, the vvomen
as well are not capable of understanding the message of the resUffection,
although they find themselves in the privileged situation of being in the
ciples is encouraged by each of the noted frames of v. 8: and their silence frustrates the
implied reader's expectation for the disciples' rehabilitation and makes the women and
the disciples the brunt of destructive irnny. TI1ese factors combine to impose a very negative valuation on both the women and the disciples".
42. P.J. HARTIN.The Role of the lVomen Disciples in Mark's Narrative, in Theologia
Evangelica 26 (1993) 91-102, p. 98: ''So, in the ultimate analysis, thtè womrn disciples
have not fared any belter than their male counterparts. The male disciples had deserted
Jesus and the hope had been given that it would be around these women disciples that the
new community would be constituted, for after ail the narrator had shown that they had
tmderstood better the true nature of di;;cipleship. However, they too had not been able to
see beyond the suffeiing Jesus''_
43. See the interesting analysis of this verse by CUVTLL!ER, La résurrection (n. 11).
pp. 115-116 (see below). Also H. FRANKEl\lÔLLE,Theodicee-Problematik
im iWarkusevangelium ?Anmerkungen zu Mk 16,1-8 im Kontext, in T. SëlDING (ed.). Der lebendigc
Gott: Studien zur Theologie des Neuen Testaments. FS. W. Thüsing, Münster, 1996, 101134, pp. J 17-119.
44. The disciples do not always misunderstand or are not ahvays an obstacle_

3, The Narraror's Point of'Fiew on Jesus

We have seen how :Mark aims to get his message about the resurrection across through the hterary pattern of commandment and fulfillment
and through the characterization of the women. Is there anything to add
about the perspective of the author? In order to better understand his
point of view, one could have a closer look at the way he presents bis
main character, Jesus, for the last time in the story. Two paradoxical
dyads emerge from the text. First, Jesus is both the crucified one and the
risen one. Second, he is both the one who is absent and the one who is
present by way of promise.
The emphasis on the unity between crucifix.ion and resurrection in the
gospel of Mark is a well-known theme in Markan exegesis 47 . The passion
is at the heart of the gospel. And the difficulties for the disciples ta accept
the reality of the passion as part of Jesus' message and fate is a substantial aspect of the so-calle<l messianic secret (see, e.g. 8,27-33). But the
emphasis on the passion cloes not stand on itself. It helps to shine a correct light on the meaning of the resurrection. The resurrection is not a
kind of victorious moment that destroys all passion and pain. On the
contrary, there is always an inseparable unity between passion and resur45. It is this pa1ticular question that has been developed by Cuv1uJER, La résurrection
(n. 12), p. 106: "l'évangéliste offre-t-il à son lecteur une autre figure de témoin de la
résurrection que celle de personnages apeurés et fuyants?".
46. HARTIN, The Role cfWomen Disciples (n. 42), pp. 98-99: "TI1e disciples had had
the privilege of being the initial insiders in the narrative. The male disciples relinquished
this position to the women disciples, who in their tum have ultimately relinquished it to
us the reader. The narrator has shared his omniscience with the reader and in tlüs way the
reader is given a wider perception of the whole unity of the narrative. The open ending of
the narrative invites the reader into the role of the new insiders".
47. Here one can say that exegesis and theology run together.
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rection. One could even go
sary" element to understand
Élian Cuvillier has shown
disciples of the resurrection
see the resuuection as a

as far as to say that the passion is a "necesthe resurrection. To give only one example:
very well that the incomprehension of the
of the dead in 9,9 is due to the fact that they

happy end, a solution for the failure of death ....

Weil, for Mark the resurrection of the Son of Man means that he is fully revealing hirnself in lus
death .... Mark wants to remind his audience of this, through the disciples:
the glorious mantlestation of the Transfiguration did not say everything
about Jesus' identity; he must resun-ect, i.e. he must pass thmugh death, and
there the most essential thing is happening 48 .

So ,ve see that already in the gospel itself, where ,ve tlnd a pre-Easter
perspective, the unity bet\veen the passion and the resunection is present
in Jesus' teaching. In this regard, one thinks first of ail of the announcements of the passion and resurrection (8,31; 9,31; 10,32-34), but also of
the paradoxes about becoming servant and slave to ail (8,35; 9 ,35; 10,4344)49. As far as the message is concemed. there does not seem to be a
difference between the periods before and after the resurrection. Schwindt
is completely right when he says that Mk 9,9 is situated on the level of
theology and not on the level of chronology 50 .
When the readers have reached the end of the gospel, they are not
amazed to find the same passion-resurrection paradox, but titis time in a
post-Easter perspective. Mark 16,5 identifies the risen one (~yÉpBri)
with the crucified one (Èamupco~u':vov). This identification evidently
exceeds the categories of normal representation of a hurnan being. Jesus
has changed and yet he is the same person. He clied and yet he is alive.
By omitting apparition staries of the risen Jesus (because of the abrupt
ending), the gospel of Mark, more than the other gospels, emphasizes that
48. CUVILLIER.La résurrection (n. 12_),p. 116: "'un happy end, une solution à l'échec
de la mort .... Or pom Marc, la résurrection du Fils de l'homme vient signifier qu'il se
révèle pleinement dans sa mort. ... Marc veut rappeler cela à ses auditeurs. dont les disciples sont une figure: la manifestation glorieuse de la Transfiguration n"a pas tout dit de
l'identité de Jésus; il doit ressusciter, c·est-à-dire qu'il doit passer par la mort, et c'est bien
là que va se jouer l'essentiel". Almos! ail scholars agree on this point. Just one more
example out ofmany: ALK.IER,Die Realitât der Aufenveckung (n. 15), p. 107: "Jesus von
Nazareth, der Gekreuzigte, wurde auferweckt. Die Identitat Jesu von Nazareth mit der des
Auferweckten wird markie,t durch das Kreuz. Das Kreuz ist kein zu vemachlii.ssigendes
Durchgangsstadiurn, sondern Identifatsmarker auch des Auferweckten".
49. See G. V AN OYEN, The Vu/nerab{e Authority of the Author of t/u' Gospel of Mark:
Re-Readinf!, the Paradoxes, in Bib 91 12010) 161-186.
50. ScHWINDT,Erschiitterung (n. 21), p. 78, n. 85: '"Da,s Ge bot JeSll in 9,9, von seiner
Ved<larung niemandem zu erzahlen, bis der Menschensohn von den Toten auferstanden
sei. will also weniger chronologisch als theologisch gelesen werden. Oas Logion hat
danach die Funktion, die Doxa nicht unter Absehung des Kreuzes zu verabsolutieren''.
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the new way ofbeing will not be experienced through a physical encounter as it was before his death. One should rather say that "the deepest
sense of the resmTection of Christ appears in the revelatory dimension of
his eaiihly existence" 51 . The events of the past conttibute signilïcantly to
understanding this new way of being. But Mark does not provide a clear
and ultimate answer about the concrete manifestation of the ri.sen Jesus'
presence. Instead of giving an ans,ver he creates a mystery. The end of
Mark does not salve the issues the reader has encountered while reading
about the disciples' incomprehension and the women's escape. Jesus is
still portrayed as before, i.e. as the great unknown who is not recognized
by anybody. The disciples and the women have left the scene. Again, the
task of searching for meaning lies upon the readers 52•
The second paradoxical tension created at the end of the gospel is about
the '' absent presence ., of Jesus. Jesus is absent: "He is not here. Look,
there is the place they laid him" (v. 6b). The only way to speak about his
presence, would be as a promise: "he proceeds in Galilee, as be told you''
(v. 7). This promise is a very strong one: it repeats Jesus' own words
l}428) to which the young man adds KaBcbç dmv ûµï:v, as if he would
like to insist on the certainty of the promise 53 • The se are the last spoken
51. BoURQUIN,Marc (n. 14), p. 314: '"le sens profond de la résmTection du Chri,t
apparait dans la dimension révélatrice de sa vie terrestre'" (with reference to A. DETI',VILER,
Le nrvstère de la 1·ésurrection .- Considérations théologiques à partir de Marc 16,1-8, in
M . .RoSE [ed.J, Histoire et herméneutique: l'vlélanges pour Gottfried Hamma1111[Histoire
et Société. 45], Genève. 2002, 139-150). ScmVINDT, Erschütterung (n. 21), pp, 75-76:
··was \'Or der Auferstehung ins Leere laufen liess, gilt danach als Richtschnur'";
FRANKEMÔLLE,
Tht'C,dizee-Problematik.? (n. 43), pp. 116-117: "'Dann handelt lfl,7 nicht
von einer Christophanie oder von der Parusie, sondern von einem Sehen ais Glaubensdeutung des irdischen Jesus in seiner Herr]iclùœitsdime:nsion,..
52. FRANKEMÙLLE,
Thcodizee-Problematik? (n. 43), p. 120: "'Letztlich ka:nn der Leser
am Ende des Markuseva:ngeliums aufgnmd des offensichtlichen Wider,,pruches von
Ver1.ilndigungsauftrag in Vers 7 und Verweigerung in 8 wahrnehmen, daB er t:rotz oder
gerade wegen der Auferstehungsbotschaft an der Verhüllungstheorie festhâlt" (with reference to E. Schweizer).
53. Because the readers have experienced that Jesus' promises within the temporal
framework of the gospel were fulfilled, they may expect that the promises that go beyond
the story wi!I be accomplished as well. Tv,m categmies could be mentioned: promises
related to the fate of the disciples after Jesus' death and promises about the parousia. See
flRANKEMOLLE.
Theodizce-Problematik.? (n. 43), p. 122 (.Mk 2,20; 9,1: 13,26 and 14,62;
14.9; 14.25; 10.30.40; 13,1-37); DRIGGERs, Fo/lowing God (n. 20), pp. 92-93; HECKEL.
Vom Evanf!,eliwn des Markus (n. 2), pp. 52-53 (l,17; 10,39: 14,9; 10.29-30; 13,6-23:
2,20: 13,2; 8.38-9.l: 13,24-27; 14,62); and many more autlmrs. - On the fonction of
doublets in Mk for the reading process of the reader. see G. VAN OYEN,Repetitious Style
and tht' Interpretation of the Gospel of Mark, in G. V AN BELLE - M. LABAHN- P. MARrrz
(ed.s.). Reretirions and Variations in the Fourth Gospel: Style. Text, Ime1pretation (BETL,
223), Leuven. 2009, 109-125.
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words in the gospel and they remind the reader of the beginning. The
gospel opened with the sentence KaScbç ytypan:-rat... and ends (or continues) with KctScbç dnsv uµîv. From chapter one to chapter sixteen
Jesus' identity is the predominant theme throughout. Nowa new theme
emerges: where is Jesus? Where can Jesus be met? The young man's
words send the reader in two directions: rereading the past (earthly Jesus)
and looking ahead to the future. While the first dyad had led the reader to
understand the identity of the risen Jesus from his earthly existence (Jesus
of Nazareth, the cruci:fied one), the second dyad leads the reader to rethink:
the temporal and topographie dimension. I agree with those authors who
read v. 7 symbolically. Together with "Jesus of Nazareth" (v. 6), the
words npouyst, ruÀtÂ.ctia and èhvso-Ssin v. 7 refer back within the text
of the gospel. Jesus can be found if one rereads the gospel. The risen Jesus
thus becomes a very concrete presence in the life of the readers: he can
be met in the places where words and deeds like his are done and said.
But these encounters with the glorious Christ in the life of the readers
contain a temporary aspect of incompleteness, because they always have
the structure of the pre-Easter meetings in which passion and resurrection
are blended. This is very well observed by Schwindt 54 :
The risen one is no other person but the man from Nazareth. This explanation is confinned by v. 7 which opens the future in an ironically ambivalent
way with elements from the past. The semantic and pragmatic meaning of
this last logion are determined by the concepts npoéxyia, ra).û ..aîa,
O'f'ScrS-&
which are to be interpreted in a symbolic way. It does not suffi.ce
to read this verse as a historical reflection of an apparition story. The
announcement of the young man that the disciples will see the risen one in
Galilee has to be understood as a hermeneutical and parenetical statement
for the readers. Thus, the fact that Jesus 'will precede' is a resumption of
bis 'preceding' in 10,32. In both instances those who 'follow' will only
fully understand when they keep in mind the meaning of the cross. Along
the same lines, the indication 'towards Galilee' reminds the reader of what
54. SCHWINDT,
Erschütterung (n. 21), p. 76: "Der Auferstandene ist kein anderer als
dieser Mann ans Nazareth. Diese Auslegung wird auch von V. 7 bestatigt, der in ironischer
Doppeldeutigkeit die Zukunft mit Elementen der Vergangenheit erschlieBt. Semantik und
Pragmatik dieses letzten Logions werden von den nicht anders als symbo1isch zu deutenden Begriffen 1tpo6:yi:1,ra.Â.1Â.uiuund 01j1Ecr&i:
bestimmt. Den Satz auf historischer
Ebene uur ais Reflex einer Erscheimmgstradition zu lesen, greift zu kurz. Die Ankündigung des Jtinglings, dass die Jünger den Auferstandenen in Galiliia sehen werden, ist
viehnehr ais an die Leser gerichtete henneneutische und pariinetische Aussage zu lesen.
So greift das 'Vorangehen' des Auferstandenen sicher das frühere Vorangehen Jesu in
10,32 auf. Dieses wie jenes wird den 'Nachfolgenden' nur dann verstiindlich, wenn sie die
bleibende Bedeutung des Kreuzes verstehen lemen. Dementsprechend meint die Richtungsangabe 'nach Galiliia' eine Rückbesinnung auf die voriisterliche Jesusnachfolge in ihrer
Ambivalenz von auff!ackemder Verk:liirung (vgl. 9,2-10) und der nüchternen Realitli.t
alltiiglicher Leidenserfahrung". Voir aussi BOURQI.JIN,
Marc (n. 14), pp. 314.335-336.
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it means to follow Jesus in a pre-Easter context and its ambiguity offlickering revelation (see 9,2-8) and the cold facts of daily experience of suffering.

After having presented both paradoxes of crucifixion-resurrection and
presence-absence, one really can put into question the linear chronological order passion - resurrection. fu presenting a new form of existence
for Jesus, the narrator transcends the limits of the logically thinkable
reality: Jesus is at the same time the one who suffers and the one who is
raised; he is at once the one who is present and the one whom we have
to look for. This new situation suggests that the veil that covered the
character of Jesus during the gospel, is still covering hls identity for those
who follow him after he dies.
Let us conclude on this third point of coherence between the ending
and the rest of the gospel. Once again, we notice how the open ending
gives the reader the responsibility to complete the story himself. The
"secret" has not yet resolved: there is no encounter with the glorious
Christ in the present.

III.

THE TRANSITION FROM lMPLIED TO REAL READER

At the beginning of this paper we said that in this paper the "reader"
would be taken to mean the implied reader. It is the implied reader who
has helped us to formulate the themes that were brought forward by the
analysis of the story of the empty tomb. The work of the narratologist
could stop there. The text has allowed the implied reader to discover the
fundamental structure in the relationshlp with Jesus: in order to be able
to recognize and to follow Jesus, the reader should accept that in the passion are found the germs of the resurrection. At the end of the gospel the
implied reader has reached the limits of his function. He cannot do anything anymore. He has become the "victim" of the reading of the end of
Mark's gospel. A real reader must continue 55 • Many exegetes of the gospel according to Mark have understood it this way. To the narrative and
semantic dimensions of their exegetical work they explicitly add the pragmatic consequence. According to them, complete understanding of the
55. A good description of the tension between the implied reader and the real reader
can be found in BLOUNT, /s the Joke on Us? (n. 20), pp. 27-31. He concludes: "Indeed,
the flesh-and-blood reader is the only one the angel can count in anyway. The story cannot
do anything to the implied reader. He is enslaved to Mark's narrative. The implied reader
is a statue moved only when the narrator moves it. He has no life of bis own; he cannot
do anything of his own. Not so with the flesh-and-blood reader. With her, we move out
of the passive realm into the world of active, kuowledgeable possibility. For her, the call
to Galilee-like discipleship, while still just as frightening, is possible" (p. 30).

154

155

G.VANOYEN

THE EMPTY TOMB STORY IN MARK

resurrection in Mk is not possible if it is not followed by an appeal to
action: "The power ofMark's Gospel consists, not in the information that
it communicates to the reader, but in what it challenges the reader to
do" 56 . This is nota minor additional note, invented by practical theologians or spiritual gurus. This "practical" dimension is an essential part of
the text. To Jesus' promise in Mark 14,27, repeated by the messenger in
16,7, corresponds human responsibility. In this sense, Mark 16,8 is like a
"bridge" between the world of the story and the world of the real reader57 .
This transition from the implied reader to the real reader is embedded
in the text of the gospel 58 • It is indeed the result of the message of the
young man: "He has been raised; he is not here .... He is going ahead
of you to Galilee" and the frustration created by the negati.ve action of
the women. But where is Jesus? Where can the real reader find him? If
the topos (ïfü: ô -r6noç) where he was laid before is empty, where is the
new place where he can be met? Where is "Galilee"? I would like to
call the places of encounters with the risen Christ heterotopias. The term
was coined by Michel Foucault who used it for the first rime in 1967 in
a conference entitled Of Other Spaces (Des espaces autres). The text was
published in French in 1984 and, shortly after in English 59 • This is Foucault' s definition of heterotopia:

the Bible (Wo-ldentifizierung). According to him, the question "who is
God? " may have become less important and less relevant than the
question "where is God? " 61 • This approach is very appropriate to
describe the situation of the reader at the end of the gospel of Mark.
The question that dominates the gospel from the beginning is "Who is
Jesus?". At the end of the gospel this question is answered (albeit in a
mysterious way) for the reader. But from now on a new question is on
the agenda: where is J esus? The answer to that question lies in the
rereading of the gospel: Jesus with his message of the reign of God can
be met in ail kinds of heterotopias as they are mentioned in the gospel.
These are real events (not "utopias") that go against and tum around
dominant culture and institutions that do not create space to put an end
to suffering and passion. W e mentioned before that the first thing the
real reader should do is to reread the gospel. Scholars have rightly
noticed that Mark's text is the road map that leads to the risen Jesus.
Élian Cuvillier says that the gospel of Mark is "saturated" with resurrection. Corina Combet-Galland writes that "the whole text of Mark is
guided by the understanding of the resurrection" 62 • It is indeed the text
of the gospel that will become the source of heterotopias where one can
meet Christ.
This reading back of the theme of the resurrection into the gospel of
Mark is more than simply recognizing these verses in the gospel that
would anticipate what lies beyond the lirnits of the story 63 • These texts
are well known. One may for instance think about the announcements
of the passion and resurrection (8,31; 9,31; 10,32-34), the transfigura-

There are also, probably in every culture, in every civilization, real places
- places that do exist and that are formed in the very founding of Society
- which are something like counter-sites, a kind of effectively enacted utopia in which the real sites, all the other real sites that can be found within
the culture, are simultaneously represented, contested, and inverted. Places
of this .kind are outside of ail places, even though it may be possible to
indicate their location in reality. Because these places are absolutely different from all the sites that they reflect and speak about, I shall call them, by
way of contrast to utopias, heterotopias.

I notice that several theologians like Hans-Joachim Sander and Erik
Borgman use it 60. Sander speak:s of the "where-identity" of the God of
56. HARTIN,The Role of Women Disciples (n. 42), p. 99. More references to authors
(Focant, Rester, Heil) who mention the importance of the real reader in VAN OYEN, Het
slot (n. 40), p. 50.
57. See the considerations of BoURQUIN,Marc (n. 14), pp. 330-332.
58. Focant uses the tenn "mystical" for the gospel of Mark: C. FOCANT, Une christologie de type "mystique" (Marc 1.1-16.8), inNTS 55 (2009) 1-21. This certainly is an
adequate tenuto characterize Mark's Christology, but I would like to add that it should
be understood - as Focant does - as a "practical Christology" as well!
59. http ://foucault.info/documents/hetero Topia/foucault.heteroTopia.en.html (text in
English). Michel FOUCAULT, Des espaces autres rpaper read at the Cercle d'études arcllÏtecturales, March 14, 1967], in Dits et écrits 1954-1988, Paris, 1994, vol. 4, pp. 752-762
= in Architecture, Mo~ement, Continuité 5 (October 1984) 46-49.
60. H.J. SANDER,Einführung in die Gotteslehre, Darmstadt, 2006; see E. BoRGMAN,

Want de plaats waarop je staat is heilige grond: Godais onderzoeksprogramma, Amsterdam, 2008, p. 112.
61. H.J. SANDER,Die neuen Atheismen - Gefahren eines public God nach der
Moderne: Von der Wo- zu einer Wer-Identifizierung Gattes, Vortrag bei der Tagung "Die
neuen Atheismen: Eine notwendige Konfrontation in einer religiiis ver,inderten Zeit" in
St. Virgil, Salzburg, on November 17, 2006 (http://www.virgil.at/:fileadmin/user_upload/
downloads/sander.pdf [2010-10-28]). -The idea of heterotopia should be made complete
by the notion of heterochrony: "Heterotopias are most often linked to slices in time which is to say that they open onto what might be tenned, for the sake of symmetry,
heterochronies. The heterotopia begins to fonction at full capacity when men arrive at a
sort of absolute break with their traditional time".
62. COMBET-GALLAND,
L'évangile de Marc (n. 8), p. 105: "toute l'écriture de
l'Évangile de Marc est conduite par sa compréhension de la résurrection"; and: "Si la
résurrection ne donne pas un accord final au récit, elle se laisse entendre plutôt dans la
tonalité de l'œuvre entière, comme si elle y était reversée".
63. See C. FocANT,Finale suspendue et prolepses de l'au-delà du récit: L'exemple de
Marc, in C. FOCANT- A. WÉNlN (eds.), Analyse narrative et Bible: Deuxième colloque
international du RRENAB, Louvain-la-Neuve, avril 2004 (BE1L, 191), Leuven, 2005,
211-222 = ID., Marc: Un évangile étonnant (n. 6), 359-370, p. 367: "L'évangile de Marc
implique une suite, mais il revient au lecteur de la construire lui-même en restant dans la
ligne globale du récit antérieur".
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tion (9 ,1-9), the recognition of Jesus' true identity as Son of God by the
voice from heaven (1,11; 9,7) or by the demons (1,25; 3,11; 5,9), the
references to the parousia (13,1-37). Or one can add these passages that
clearly retlect the faith of the early church communities, like Jesus'
walking on the water (6,45-52), the stilling of the storm (4,35-41) or
the multiplication of the loaves (6,34-44; 8,1-9). But I think we must
think further: it is all of the text of the gospel that contains signposts
towards the presence of the risen one. The stories within Mark' s gospel
do not only fonction as anticipations but also as realizations of the
presence of Jesus, or at least as models of possible heterotopias in the
real world. If someone wants to discover the meaning of resurrection,
be bas to read how Jesus speaks and acts in the gospel 64 • The open ending opens the door to the stories that precede it. The text of 16,7 on
npoaysi dç -rriv raÀtÀatav could easily be continued in l,14b-15
~ÀSsv ô 'Iî]rrouc; Eic; 1:iJv raÀtÀaiav .... When the reader is reading
the text of the gospel he is preparing himself to better understand the
ending of the gospel, but when he reaches the end be better understands
what he has read before. Thus he will clearly see the resurrection motifs
in the miracle staries like the raising of Jairus' daughter (5,41-42) or
the epileptic boy (9,26-27) that contain language that mak.es one think
about the resurrection 65 • But these are only examples. The whole gospel
is witness to the resurrection, even when there is no explicit resurrection language. As Corina Combet-Galland bas written in ber typical
exegetical-poetical style 66 ;
64. In fact, this remains one of the major ilnportant contributions made by form criticism: preaching is at the origin of the gospel tradition.
65. There are many good suggestions in the article by ÜJVILI.JER, La résurrection
(n. 12). Thus, for instance, the reading of Mk 6,14-16 leads hlm. to think: that the miracle
tradition rnight contain resurrection language: "Il vaut peut-être alors la peine d'interroger
les miracles pour voir si des indices permettent d'accréditer . . . l'idée selon laquelle les
actes de puissance de Jésus convoquent, au plan narratif, un langage de résurrection. Et à
cette question on est conduit à répondre par l'aff1IIDative ... " (pp. 111-112). Cuvillier
applies this insight to 1,31; 2,9-12; 3,3 and, more extensively, to 5,41 and 9,26-27: "Il
n'est pas question de parler ici d'allusions explicites textuelles .... Ce qui arrive au jeune
homme annonce peut-être la mort et la résurrection du Fils de Dieu: dans cet acte de puissance est comme préfigurée la destinée du thaumaturge". Personally, I am not sure if one
bas to see in those pericopes anticipations of what will happen to Jesus hlm.self later on
in the gospel. I would rather see the healing of Jairus' daughter and the exorcism of the
epileptic boy as anticipations of the mystery of resurrection in daily life. See the critical
remarks by FOCANT (Marc: Un évangile étonnant [n. 6J, p. 213) with regard to a reading
that considers the healing of Jairus' daughter "une anticipation symbolique de la résurrection de Jésus, sur base de la présence des verbes 'éveiller' (égeirô, v. 41) et 'se dresser'
(anisthèmi, v. 42)". COMBET-GALLAND,
L'évangile de Marc (n. 8), pp. 108-109, refers to
5,1-20 and 10,46-52.
66. COMBET-GALLAND,
L'évangile de Marc (n. 8), p. 107: "Dans une seconde lecture
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In a second reading of the gospel - the one that is urged by the empty tomb
story - through the metaphorical meaning of figures, multiple signs of the
resurrection mark concrete and social life; they exceed every approp1iation
or possession. The healing of a sick person, the exorcism of a confused
person, the crossing of the sea, the whole history of mankind that suffers
on the road to liberation are thus enlightened by the end; tlris enables people to resist death and to live straight.

The mystery of passion and resurrection takes place in the lives of
real people. It bas been like that for those who met Jesus and for all
generations who lived (before and) after him; it still is like that for us 67•
In discovering these heteropias the real reader himself enters into the
mystery of the passion and resurrection. When be follows Jesus on this
way of 1ife68 , the reader will learn how he can save his life by losing it.
"The tragedy of silence does not require decoding; it requires a
response " 69 •

de l'évangile, celle à laquelle renvoie le tombeau vide, grâce à la dimension métaphorique
des figures, de multiples signes de la résurrection ponctuent la vie concrète et sociale; ils
excèdent toute appropriation, toute possession. Le lever d'un malade, l'expulsion d'un
esprit de confusion, une traversée de la mer, touJe la marche souffrante de l'histoire
humaine en voie de libération sont ainsi éclairés de leur fin; cela permet d'affronter la
mort et donc de vivre debout". The last section of the article ("Une écriture qui fait
brèche", pp. 105-109) resumes in a very fine way what the actualization of the "emptiness" of the short ending could mean for the reading of the entire gospel of Marle The
ernpty tornb story becomes "a story which is preceded by what cames beyond it'' ("un
récit précédé de ce qui le dépasse", p. 108). For a similar expression, see HEcKEL,Vom
Evangelium des Markus (n. 2), p. 55: "das Evangelium als literarisches Werk ist also eine
Erinnerung an die Zukunft". - On one particular point I am hesitant to follow CombetGalland's interpretation, that is the exdusively positive reading of the centurion's confession (15,39) which makes hirn be a model of the perfect believer (pp. 104-105).
See G. VAN ÜYEN, lrony as Propaganda in Mark ]5:39?, in P.W. VAN DER HORST MJJ. MENKEN- J.F.M. SMIT- G. V AN ÜYEN (eds.), Persuasion and Dissuasion in &rly
Christianity, Ancient .ludaism and Hellenism (CBET, 33), Leuven, 2003, 125-141.
67. The work of John Dominic Crossan on the historical Jesus could be criticized for
rnany reasons, but I think his persona! "credo" is worth to be quoted here: "Easter means
for me that the divine empowerment which was present in Jesus, but once upon a time
limited to those people in Galilee and Judea who had contact with him, is now available
to anyone, anywhere in the world, who finds Godin Jesus. As far as I'm concemed, it has
nothing to do, literally, with a body coming out of a tomb, or a tomb being found empty,
or visions, or anything else. Ali those are dramatic ways of expressing the faith. The heart
of the resurrection for me is that the power of Gad is now available through Jesus, unconfined by tilne or space, to anyone who believes and experiences it'' (J.D. CROSSANR.G. WATTS, Who Is .lesus?, Louisville, KY, 1996, pp. 127-128). See also the psychological perspective of E. DREWERMANN,
Dios immediato: Conversaciones con Gwendolyne
Jarczyk, Madrid, 1997 [chapter 13: "Where Lives Jesus?"]. Unfortunately, the work is
not translated to English (French 1995; Dutch 1996; German 1996).
68. DRIGGERS, Following God (n. 20), pp. 94-95.
69. BLOUNT, /s the .Toke on Us? (n. 20), p. 18.
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We have reached the end of this paper. One particular challenge
remains, which should be addressed: to examine how the individual
pericopes of the gospel can make the presence of the crucified-risen
Christ real in the lives of those who live "between fear and hope".
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The resurrection story at the end of the Gospel of Mark is a fascinating
study in textual criticism. For a long time the focus of textual studies has
been to determine as clearly as possible the earliest recoverable text of
the New Testament. In this approach, textual scholars generally have
concluded that the original ending of Mark is at 16,82 and a great amount
of discussion of the said ending has ensued. However, a new emphasis
in textual studies is arising. Sorne scholars are now giving their attention
to the history of the transmission of the text 3 and the ending of Mark
seems a fruitful location for such study. At some point in the transmission
of the text of Mark a much longer ending (16,9-20) was added with major
parallels to Matt 28, Luke 24, John 20, Acts 1, and even Heb 2. This
seems to have arisen in the second century. Still later, as attested in cadices L and 'I', from the 8th and 9th centuries respectively, a much shorter
additional ending ta 16,8 arose, evidently without knowledge of the
longer ending (16,9-20). However, even more intriguing is the text of
Codex W ashingtonianus (W) from the 5th century that adds to the longer
ending a unique paragraph known as the Freer Logion. Codex W, therefore, has the longest ending to the Gospel of Mark. In contrast, Codex
Vaticanus (B) bas the shortest ending, concluding Mark at 16,8. These
l. I wish to thank: Tobias Nicklas for his gracious critique and helpful suggestions
regarding this paper.
2. See B. METZGER, A Textual Commentary on the Greek New Testament, New York,
United Bible Societies, 2 1994, pp. 102-106.
3. See E.J. EPP, Issues in New Testament Textual Criticism: Maving from the Nineteenth Century ta the Twenty-First Century, in ID., Perspectives on New Testament Textual
Criticism: Collected Essays 1962-2004 (NT.S, 116), Boston, MA, Brill, 2005, 641-697;
B.D. EHRMAN, The Orthodox Corruption of Scripture: The Ejfect of Early Ch.ristological
Controversies on the Text of the New Testament, New York, Oxford University Press,
1993; The Text of Mark in the Hands of the Orthodox, in ID., Studies in the Textual
Criticism of the New Testament, Leiden, Brill, 2006, 142-155; D.C. PARKER,The Living
Text of the Gospels, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1997; O. VENA,La "Otra"
Comunidad detras del Evangelio de Marcos, in Cuadernos de Teologia 21 (2002) 51-66;
J. HOWELL, The Characterization of .Tesus in Codex W, in JECS 14 (2006) 47-75.

