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I have a friend with a bit of an odd habit when it comes to reading novels. Most of us hate to have 
the ending given away, because much of the purpose of reading is the satisfaction of getting to the 
end and resolving the tension. We want to know where the story is going, and that urgency propels 
us forward. But for my friend, the first thing she does is turn to the last chapter and reads it. She 
then begins the book knowing exactly how it’s going to turn out. 
 
That seems so unsatisfying, so disappointing. When I read a good book, I’m excited about the 
suspense, and when I finally put it down, I want to feel a sense of completion. But what if you were 
reading, and finally got to the last chapter, only to find out that there was no last chapter? Instead of 
a conclusion, just blank pages, marked by two little words: What’s next? 
 
Get to the ending of the Gospel of Mark, our text for today, and that’s what you get, an abrupt 
ending without real conclusion. There’s no breakfast with Jesus by the sea, no parting words, no 
walking through closed doors, no Thomas to doubt and then believe. Just the women running from 
the empty tomb, afraid. Scholars are divided on what’s going on—the final sentence is grammatically 
awkward, giving rise to the opinion that there was an ending that has since been lost to the ages and 
decay. Other scholars imagine that Mark was a literary genius, and with his abrupt ending he was 
telling his readers that Jesus was still out there, on the loose, and it’s our job to see where he’s at 
work. 
 
Either way, you and I, the readers, are forced to write and keep writing the last chapter, the chapter 
where the power of the resurrection has broken in on the world, and that power is transforming 
lives. By accident or intent, Mark’s ending puts us in the story. Jesus is out there—so what are you 
going to do about it? 
 
In order to answer some of those questions, five members of GPC and I just traveled to Niger in 
West Africa to visit our mission partner Remember Niger, a non-profit that provides funding for 
primary and secondary education throughout the country. Remember Niger is one of GPC’s longest 
standing mission partners. In 2016, the combined giving from our mission budget and the Rally for 
Niger was over $22,000. Additionally, many of us have a personal connection through a student 
sponsorship. But to my knowledge, none of us had been able to see first-hand the work of Remember 
Niger. 
 
So we had the particular job of asking those end-of-Mark questions as we traveled through the 
country visiting schools. Where is Jesus at work out there in the world? What does the Good News 
look like? And what are we going to do about it? I’ll admit to you that after a week of whirlwind 
travel on minimal sleep, I know that we’re all still processing our experiences. So allow me to simply 
share a few stories from our time. To those of you who have been world travelers, some of them 
may sound familiar, but perhaps in hearing them together, a few red threads will emerge. 
 
I’m told that Niamey, Niger’s capital and our home base, is perhaps the quietest African capital city, 
but compared to any American city I’ve been to, it doesn’t feel quiet or calm. As our van zipped 
through city traffic, we watched as people milled around the road with oxen and goats, government 



 

 

 

4x4’s and late-model Mercedes-Benzes shared traffic patterns with camels and carts, and roadsides 
featured markets with thatched roofs over which hung billboards with the latest smartphones. After 
settling in and getting a few fitful hours of sleep, we made it to one of the churches in the 
denomination that runs the schools of Remember Niger. I was feeling a little nervous, as I had been 
invited to preach through a translator to about 40 members gathered in a building without walls. 
And not only was I about to preach amongst people I had just met, I had chosen to use my phone 
to keep my sermon on, and I was a little concerned about the image of an American flashing his 
smartphone in front of our new Nigerien friends. Well, as it turns out, that congregation is far more 
technically savvy than us—they not only keep their Bibles on their phones, but many keep their 
hymnals as well there. Turns out they use far more technology in church than we do, although now 
that I think about it, surpassing GPC in modern worship technology isn’t a very high bar to jump 
over. 
 
As we worshiped and listened to songs in both French and Hausa, a main language for much of 
Niger and Nigeria, it was quickly evident that there wasn’t one story to tell about Niger. Like our 
own country, it’s a place of ambiguity and paradox. It’s by any account one of the poorest countries 
in the world. At the same time, this tiny denomination of barely 5000 people has been building and 
supporting schools which are constantly expanding, serve 1500 students every year, and consistently 
have a reputation for high quality education. Yes, we can speak of poverty there that you and I can’t 
imagine, but we also have to talk about groups of people who are creatively solving the problem of 
education. Both are what Niger looks like. 
 
Before sharing about our visit to the schools, let me offer a very quick explanation about them. 
Remember Niger is a non-profit that raises funds for a set of schools in Niger, but the 
administration of the schools is done by the Evangelical Church in Niger. Though the majority of 
students are Muslim, the administration and teachers have a strong positive relationship with their 
students across the boundaries of faith. They also see their work as an act of faith and mission. 
Many of the teachers go to these schools for the same reasons that many American teachers choose 
to teach, often in difficult situations, because they see educating the next generation as their 
vocation. 
 
For all of us, it is that sense of vocation along with commitment and dedication which was most 
striking for us. We had the opportunity to visit classrooms, share posters and a video of GPC 
children at Sunday school, and even play a little soccer and kickball after school. Each class was 
marked by the love that each teacher had for his or her students. They take their teaching seriously - 
their standards are high, and they take joy in their students’ success. American children are fortunate 
when they have teachers as committed as the teachers we met last week. The students are no less 
committed—they have been taught to understand that education is their path to success. 
 
On Monday evening afternoon, we took a tour with the head of the boarding school in a town 
named Tsbiri. We saw the classrooms, the dorms, the garden, the solar powered well. All was 
basically in order—not pretty or even comfortable, but it worked. All fine until we got to the 
storehouse where they keep the food, which usually consists basically of millet. In spite of their 
garden, there simply wasn’t enough food, and they had recently lost support from another aid 
organization who believed their garden would be enough. When we walked into the storehouse, it 
was empty, save for a half of a bag of millet that remained on the floor. “That’s it, we have no more 
food.” In order to feed the nearly 250 boarding students and as many day students, the teachers had 



 

 

 

been forgoing their salaries, and he had been going into town each day to purchase food for the next 
day. 
 
We returned the next day to the same boarding school, and four of us were assigned to tutor 
students in reading. I was paired with a student named Abdoul. Now once my three-word French 
vocabulary is exhausted, I’m done for, so the idea that I might be of use to an eleven year old felt 
absurd. Google Translate came to my aid, and we had a rudimentary conversation about favorite 
animals and where we were from. He grabbed a few books from their tiny library, which he read as I 
looked on lost. By the third book, he realized that I was doing my best to pick up a little French, but 
failing, and so he motioned for me to read the page, smiling. And so painfully, word-by-word, I read 
through a page of a child’s book in French, Abdoul correcting my pronunciation and commending 
me when I got to the end of the page. And just like that, our places had swapped, and rightly so. I 
was the student, and he was the teacher. 
 
Abdoul was not the only student-turned-teacher that we met. We were fortunate enough to meet a 
young woman who was the first from her school to make it to teacher’s college. What was 
remarkable was that she’s deaf and graduated from the only deaf school in Niamey which is also run 
by the church. This school is a sanctuary for students in a country where deafness means complete 
isolation. But this young woman is persistent, reading the notes off of her neighbor’s papers in 
teacher’s college because there are no resources to aid deaf students outside this one primary school 
she had graduated from. Her success gives hope to the students there who cry when it’s time to go 
home, because school is the only place they’re understood. 
 
After a few days of visiting classes, we had dinner one night, and I wondered aloud what felt 
uncomfortable about the week. We agreed that the language barrier was uncomfortable. We agreed 
that it felt strange to walk into each of these classrooms, unable to communicate more than to say 
hello, awkwardly standing while their teachers explained who we were. The sun was too hot, the 
water would make us sick, we’d be lost without our driver and guide, and at the moment we each 
had little to offer, while their teachers had everything to offer. 
 
I’m confident that we have all known moments when we’re confronted by God with our limitations 
and our powerlessness. We all run into places and situations that we just can’t control. For the six of 
us this week, we were bombarded by those things each day. This may not be a bad thing. Hubris—in 
this case believing we have all the answers—doesn’t have a reputation for success. Time and time 
again, we were reminded that the people in the best position to serve the children of Niger are 
Nigeriens themselves. In the face our own limitations, we were able to be blessed by the possibilities 
in the leadership of people who love their students so much that they go beyond “above and beyond” 
to ensure their success. 
 
At the same time, we were reminded that we are not useless by any means—we just need to 
understand what our possibilities are. By any global scale, each one of us here is wealthy, and our 
financial resources go a long way in Niger. That’s important, and there’s also more to offer. The 
encouragement and prayer that we can share through this growing relationship is more than a small 
thing. At the beginning of the week, as I was about to share a sermon on our connection in the body 
of Christ, the pastor introduced me by saying that despite the fact that we are from far away, we are 
connected as one family. I felt like sitting down then and there—he had preached my sermon in 30 
seconds! But of course he’s right—educating children in Niger is a common ministry. Because when 
any part of the body is hurting, the whole hurts, and when any part of the body is thriving, we thrive 



 

 

 

together. They know as well as anybody that they will be successful when they know their global 
partners laugh and cry and celebrate and mourn and hope along with them. 
 
As I think about our time in Niger along with that baffling ending of the Gospel of Mark, I’m struck 
how they both stand in a place beyond what seems possible, and yet something makes it possible. 
Teachers looking at an empty storeroom and still finding a way to provide a meal. Women looking 
at an empty tomb and running off, eventually to tell others what they saw. Both moments are 
terribly frightening, and yet in both cases, the ending remains to be written. If the chapter that is 
being written looks like what we saw that week, then it isn’t pretty, clean, straightforward, or without 
sorrow, but it is hopeful. To us, it looks like students walking down dusty roads to get to class. It 
looks like students with barely enough food excelling academically. It looks like a deaf young woman 
committed to educating her community. It looks like young women standing up to a patriarchal 
culture and taking their place in the classroom. It looks like people time after time making a way out 
of no way. 
 
This morning, we look expectantly to the resurrection as the final word on what is possible and what 
is not. If the resurrection is possible, then what is impossible? Jesus’s resurrection points us to that 
next chapter. It is the ground for our hope that God makes a way even when we don’t have answers, 
even when storerooms are nearly empty, even when we feel like we don’t know how to help. We say 
that with God all things are possible. This morning, we bring you more evidence that this is true. 
 
Perhaps my friend with the strange reading habit is on to something after all. Perhaps getting a 
glimpse of the last chapter is not so bad after all. In God’s story, we get to be both the readers and 
the writers along the way to the true Author’s ending. And so knowing what we know—knowing 
that God is everywhere making ways where there are none—helps us know how to write our 
chapter faithfully and hopefully. And so the real work begins now, as we work together as partners 
in mission in our own neighborhood and in distant countries. Let the story be written and told that 
Georgetown Presbyterian Church is helping make ways where there seem to be none. May we be 
people who show the world what Resurrection looks like. Amen. 


