
1 

CHANGING THE RULES 
Mark 16:1-8 Rev. Renee Hoke 
April 1, 2018 First Christian Church Wichita Falls, Texas 
 

The earliest opening day in the history of baseball happened this week 

with all 30 teams active. I mention it because I know baseball is important to 

this congregation since I noticed several members checking the score on the 

opening day Rangers/Astros game during our Maundy Thursday dinner. I grew 

up going with my dad and my brothers to watch the Houston Astros play in the 

Astrodome and I thought the game was too slow until I learned how to keep a 

scorecard. That filled in the time between pitches and made the game infinitely 

more interesting for me. 

Because I was writing a sermon on changing the rules, I began to wonder 

how often the rules get changed in baseball and what kind of fallout follows a 

rule change. I learned that the rules don’t change very often. Would you like to 

know the 5 rule changes that had the largest impact on the game? Here they are 

in reverse order. 

#5  Called Strikes  

That rule was established in 1858. Can you imagine how boring the games 

were when a batter could watch the pitches pass by and refuse to swing until 

he got the perfect pitch? I’m glad I didn’t have to sit through those games. 

#4  Overhand Pitching   

I learned that in the early days of baseball, the real game was between the 

hitter and the fielders. The pitcher’s role was simply to toss the ball into play 

and any pitcher who attempted to throw too fast was booed off the village 
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green. That all changed in 1884 when the National League lifted the ban on 

overhand pitching. A year later the American League followed suit. 

#3  The One Bounce Rule   

Did you know that at one time you could let the ball bounce once and still 

catch a player out? Amazing! My freshman year in college I would stand in the 

outfield during co-ed softball and watch that fly ball descending toward me. It 

seemed like a meteor plunging to earth. At the last minute I would duck and let 

the guy standing a few feet away make the play. But if the ball could bounce 

once? I could have been a contender! The historic reason for the one bounce 

rule was that baseball gloves hadn’t been invented. Once that happened in the 

1880’s, that ruled was changed. 

#2   End of the Dead Ball Era    

Before this rule change in 1920, one baseball was used for the entire game and 

that ball was abused by spitballs, scuffed balls, sanded balls, and literally 

licked by a half-dozen pitchers over the course of a game. You know who 

loved this rule change? You bet, the batters. A dirty, damaged ball was hard to 

see and harder to hit. When the umpire was required to replace a damaged 

baseball with a new, clean one, home runs soared. 

#1  The Designated Hitter   

The most controversial rule change in the history of baseball, adopted by the 

American League in 1973. For years the league had been sluggish on offense 

and ticket sales were suffering. How do you boost batting averages overnight? 

Remove the pitcher from the batting order. In the pre-season that year, Eugene 
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Hisle with the Minnesota Twins became the first DH to take the field. In that 

game he hit a 3-run homer followed by a grand slam. 

I’m thinking about rule changes today because of what the experts say 

about our scripture. Not baseball experts. Bible experts. The eight verses in the 

16th chapter of Mark are the oldest account of the resurrection, the shortest 

account of the resurrection, and by far the least popular account. We love the 

account in John 20 of the conversation between Mary and Jesus, the one where 

Mary through her tears mistakes Jesus for the gardener. Or the Emmaus story 

in Luke when Jesus walks along with two disciples who are returning home 

from Jerusalem, confused and distraught, and they don’t recognize Jesus but he 

uses the walk to help them understand the prediction of the Messiah in the 

scriptures. And what about doubting Thomas and his insistence that seeing is 

believing? 

The resurrected Jesus doesn’t appear in Mark’s gospel. Mark gives no 

accounts of anyone seeing Jesus after his crucifixion. This original ending of 

Mark was view by 3rd century Christians as so disappointing that Mark was 

placed second in the order of the New Testament even though it is the original 

gospel. But this next part is even more troubling. For those who believe in 

following the rules, you need to know that various alternate endings were 

added to the Greek and Ethiopian manuscripts of Mark early second century to 

make the gospel more acceptable.  

James Tabor who is professor of Christian Origins at the University of 

North Carolina, is outspoken on this matter: 
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The longest concocted ending, which became Mark 16:9-19, became so 

treasured that it was included in the King James Version of the Bible, favored 

for the past 500 years by Protestants, as well as translations of the Latin 

Vulgate, used by Catholics. This meant that for countless millions of Christians 

it became sacred scripture but it is patently bogus. 

Tell us how you really feel, Dr. Tabor. Is the original ending of Mark 

really deficient? Listen for the resurrection details of this exceptional gospel: 

Mark 16:2-8 

Very early on the first day of the week, when the sun had risen, the 

women went to the tomb. They had been saying to one another, “Who will roll 

away the stone for us from the entrance to the tomb?” When they looked up, 

they saw that the stone, which was very large, had already been rolled back. 

As they entered the tomb, they saw a young man, dressed in a white robe, 

sitting on the right side; and they were alarmed. But he said to them, “Do not 

be alarmed; you are looking for Jesus of Nazareth, who was crucified. He has 

been raised; he is not here. Look, there is the place they laid him. But go, tell 

his disciples and Peter that he is going ahead of you to Galilee; there you will 

see him, just as he told you.” So 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. 

This account may seem incomplete until we remember that two chapters 

earlier, in Mark 14:28, Jesus tells the disciples on their way Gethsemane 

“After I am raised up, I will go before you to Galilee.” Now fast forward to the 
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young man dressed in a white robe at the empty tomb: “He is not here, he has 

been raised.” 

We’ve got to stop for a short grammar lesson. “He has been raised” 

makes the verb passive. If we said “Jesus rose…” then we would be using an 

active verb and Jesus is the one doing the rising. If we say “Jesus has been 

raised” then someone else is raising Jesus. Jesus himself speaking in Mark 14 

says “After I am raised up”—the power is not his but instead he is the recipient 

of the power. 

The testimony by Mark that Jesus was raised up was all the first 

generation of Jesus followers needed to know. Through the witness of Mark’s 

gospel and the work of the Holy Spirit early believers turned their corner of the 

world upside down. They knew that Jesus predicted before his death that he 

would be raised up, and indeed he was. In fact, fairly recent archeological 

discoveries from a first century tomb include carved ossuaries with a reference 

in Greek to being “raised up” or “lifted up.” This may be the earliest proof of 

resurrection faith, perfectly aligned with the Gospel of Mark. No need to 

change the rules by adding details or expanding the final chapter. 

The second observation that caught my attention came from Dr. Gail 

O’Day, professor of preaching and New Testament at Candler School of 

Theology. She is focused on what happens with the women in Mark’s story of 

the empty tomb. They arrive to pay their respects, to prepare the body for 

burial—all part of the normal order of life. They even worry about the logistics 

of how to move the stone that has sealed the entrance to the tomb. In rapid 
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order (because that’s the way Mark tells the story) they discover the stone 

moved, the tomb empty, and they are told “He has been raised.” 

Here’s what the professor writes: 

Suddenly “the normal patterns of life and death have been disrupted by 

someone who can undo the power of death.” That the women flee in terror and 

amazement indicates that they know the identity of the one who raised Jesus. 

Terror and amazement are words that describe a human response to a 

revelation of God. These women are the first to know that God has changed 

the rules of life and death. 

For a while, the women can’t speak. Completely understandable in the 

wake of a theophany. God’s presence, God’s rule-changing power fills up that 

silence. The restraint of the women and the restraint of the gospel writer leaves 

plenty of room for holy awe and wonder. Perhaps that is also the most 

authentic response for the Church as well. To stand in silence before the empty 

tomb as we try to absorb what God has done. 

Paul’s writing, which is even older than the gospel of Mark, aligns 

perfectly with the way Mark bears witness to the resurrection. Let’s let Paul 

have the last word:   

We know that the one who raised up Jesus will raise us up also, and will 

bring us at last into the presence of God. This is so that grace extends to more 

and more people, all for the glory of God.                        2 Corinthians 4:14-15 


