
 

1 
 

Do not be afraid – A Homily for the Easter Vigil 

They went out and fled from the tomb, for terror and amazement had 

seized them; and they said nothing to anyone, for they were afraid. 

Why were the women terrified when they heard the angel’s words at 

the empty tomb? He has been raised; he is not here. Why do the 

earliest manuscripts of Mark’s Gospel end on this note of fear? What 

are we to make of this as we stand on the cusp of Easter? These 

questions vexed the early Church which extended Mark’s Gospel with 

a longer ending that includes a series of encounters between the risen 

Jesus and his disciples.  

But let us stay with the perplexity and power of Mark’s original stark 

ending.  

For the joy of the Resurrection does indeed provoke fear but only to 

overcome it. The sheer magnitude of what happens in the 

Resurrection, the way it is wholly beyond our control and 

expectations, exposes the extent to which our lives are gripped by 

fear. The Resurrection blows away all the protective layers we put up 

against the things we fear. It precipitates a crisis. After this last year, 

we are only too aware of how a crisis shatters everything we once 

thought firm. It overturns our routines and coping mechanisms. It 

brings us face-to-face with ourselves, our vulnerabilities, our fear of 

death, of life, of failure, of others. 
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Mark's focus on the empty tomb heightens this exposure. Its 

emptiness is unsettling. There is nothing solid to hold on to, not even 

a dead body, not even sorrow. The horror of this absence strikes the 

women heavily. They lose their solemn composure. Their courage 

leaves them. They flee. They hide. Would we not do the same? 

But, as we have seen during this time of coronavirus, being made to 

encounter the hidden depths of our fear can lead us to examine and 

change our lives. How much have we let fear stop us from doing 

certain things? Is it fear that has prevented us from living more fully, 

from following our conscience, from being kinder? Did fear keep us 

imprisoned in unfulfilling work, tie us to harmful relationships, make 

us complicit in injustice? Is it fear that makes me ignore, judge, 

ridicule, abuse, hate others? 

The crisis of the Resurrection, however, challenges us even further. 

For if it is true that Jesus has overcome death, violence and the forces 

of darkness through generous, gentle, yet fearless self-giving love; 

then time has finally been called on anything that goes against such 

love, including fear. Jesus’ Resurrection confronts us not only with 

how much our lives are governed by fear but also how much we want 

to be servants of fear. It suits the powerful to keep the weak fearful. 

And how often do we enable the voice of fear to govern all that we 

say, do, think, and are? Why are we prone to ideologies and politics 

based on fear? Does fear not lie at the heart of racism and terrorism? 
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Of violence against women, children, the disabled, the dispossessed, 

the homeless, any who are LGBTQ+, and so many more? And what of 

the systematic persecution of whole peoples and cultures,  even the 

natural world that sustains us. The Resurrection indicts us. Though we 

are offered love, freedom, justice, and mercy, we often prefer fear and 

darkness. 

But God’s love cannot be defeated. God’s joy cannot be defeated. 

God’s peace cannot be defeated. This is the truly terrifying thing to 

anyone who chooses fear and hate. But this terror is of a different sort, 

wholesome and holy. It is the terror that strikes the fearmongers who 

know that they have been defeated by the creative power of God’s 

love. As the ancient church said of Hell on the day of Resurrection, 

‘Hell was in an uproar because it was done away with. It was in an 

uproar because it is mocked... Hell took a body, and discovered God. 

It took earth, and encountered Heaven.’ 

 

This is the crisis point of the Resurrection that Mark’s Gospel 

poignantly bring us to. For terror and uproar at the victory of God’s 

love can make us hide behind all the fears that control our lives. Or, 

worse, it can entrench us further and make us fight back vehemently 

where we stoke fear like a desperate demagogue who knows his time 

is up. Or, it can lead us to let go so that, even amid our world of fear 

and destruction, we no longer live by fear but by trust in God’s love 



 

4 
 

shown in Christ crucified and risen and shared with all for the good of 

all. 

On this most holy of nights let us, in holy fear and trembling, embrace 

the love and joy that leads us beyond all fear. To echo the early Church 

again: 

Let no one fear death, for the Death of our Saviour has set us free. He 

has destroyed it by enduring it. 

O death, where is thy sting? 

O Hell, where is thy victory? 

Christ is Risen, and you, o death, are annihilated! 

Christ is Risen, and the evil ones are cast down! 

Christ is Risen, and the angels rejoice! 

Christ is Risen, and life is liberated! 

Christ is Risen, and the tomb is emptied of its dead...  

To Him be Glory and Power forever and ever. Amen! 


