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Abstract 

The study investigates Mark's Gospel as a witness to early Christian theological 

anthropology. Since, arguably, a strong element of Mark's purpose is the 

transformation of the reader, his text can appropriately be treated as an example of 

'transformative discourse'. The study demonstrates that Mark's rhetoric includes 

elements of proclamation, demonstration, instruction, metaphor, indirection and 

performance, and that these interweave to produce a composite transformative 

discourse that potentially impacts its audience in a variety of ways. 

A detailed exegesis of the-Gerasene demoniac story (Mark 5: 1-20) in its 

literary setting highlights its significant contribution to this transfon-native discourse. 

What happens to the demoniac typifies the dynamics of the Gospel's theological 

anthropology, and can be regarded as somewhat paradigmatic of human 

transformation in the context of Christian discipleship. 

Because of its focus on the specific ways in which the language and 

narrative rhetoric of Mark's Gospel express ideas about human nature, the project 

makes possible an overview of Mark's theological anthropology. This reveals a 

vision of humanity that is both firmly founded on the anthropology of the scriptures 

and also strongly predicated on Jesus' eschatological perspective. The Gospel 

presents humankind as created but fundamentally distorted. However, the possibility 

of radical personal transformation that is allied to discipleship of Jesus, and that has 

communal ramifications, energises the rhetorical thrust of the Gospel. Its 'model 

reader' (the person who responds whole-heartedly as the author intends) is the 

eschatological anthr6pos who inhabits the in-breaking kingdom of God. 

The study fills a gap in Markan studies by highlighting the contours of the 

transformative potential of the Gospel, specifying elements of the rhetorical means 

by which transformation of the reader is promoted, and showing how the rhetoric is 

linked with a dynamic eschatological anthropology. 
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CHAPTER1 

MARK'S GOSPEL AS A LOCUS 

FOR THEOLOGICAL ANTHROPOLOGY 

Introduction 

This study focuses on some specific ways in which the language and narrative 

rhetoric of Mark's Gospel express ideas about the nature and destiny of human 

persons. ' My aim is to investigate the presence in this Gospel of a theme that I have 

termed 'personal transformation'. The study provides evidence that this text works 

to foster the transformation of its readers or hearers in particular ways, and that it 

does so by employing various narrative and rhetorical strategies. More specifically, I 

aim to illuminate the contribution of Mark 5: 1-20 (the story of the Gerasene 

demoniac) to this 'discourse of transformation' and to set this contribution within 

the context of an overview of the theological anthropology of Mark's Gospel. 

The starting point of this introductory chapter is a brief general consideration 

of theological anthropology, which then narrows to reflect on the use of Mark's 

Gospel as a text in which to 'do' theological anthropology. I will argue that a 

consistent characteristic of Christian anthropology is transformation of the human 

person, and that in Mark's Gospel there is a rhetoric intentionally aimed at the 

transformation of its audience. The chapter thus presents a case for viewing Mark's 

Gospel as an example of transformative discourse. After locating my work in the 

context of other relevant studies, and providing a rationale for my investigation, I 

will outline my methods and briefly foreshadow the content of each chapter. 

I In this study 'Gospel' is capitalised when it refers to specific texts (Mark and other evangelists); the 

uncapitalised 'gospel' refers more generally to the Christian 6(xyyWov. 
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1.1 Theological anthropology in the Gospels 

Towards a definition of theological anthropology 

W. Paul Jones suggests that each person's inner world is characterised by some lived 

2 question, need, ache or dilemma that 'has its teeth into us at the deepest level'. He 

focuses on five areas that he terms separation/reunion ('Where is home? '), 

conflict/vindication ('Where is justice? '), emptiness/fulfillment ('Who am 1? '), 

condemnation/forgiveness ('What about my sin? ') and suffering/endurance ('Why 

do I suffer? '). Of these five, 'Who am IT is the question which most closely relates 

to my interest in searching out of foundations for a coherent self-understanding, in 

the context of a consistent set of ideas about human existence and purpose-an 

understanding that also informs practical ethics. 

Because my outlook is Christian, like many others I have looked to the New 

Testament for the foundations of self-understanding. Among these documents, the 

writings of the apostle Paul seem to provide the most relevant material. He 

presupposes a rich vocabulary that speaks of such elements of the individual human 

3 
person as 'heart', 'mind', 'soul', 'body' and 'spirit'. Although he does not present 

his view of humanity systematically, Paul is nevertheless clear on several points. 

Among these are the desperate plight of humanity apart from God (Romans 1: 18- 

3: 20), God's provision for the redemption of humanity through the work of Christ 

(Romans 5: 6-10), and a new dimension of life for those who follow Christ (Romans 

6: 1 -11). He also speaks of humanity in its social dimension., highlighting the 

formation of a new type of community that acknowledges Christ as Lord (e. g., I Cor 

1: 2). Paul insists that faith in Christ results in transformation of people 

(ýIETaýtOP(POO[tat, Romans 12: 2) both individually and corporately. All of these 

2 W. Paul Jones, Worlds Within a Congregation: Dealing with Theological Diversity (Nashville: 

Abingdon, 2000). 
3 The literature on Pauline anthropology is voluminous; for references to the major works see James 

D. G. Dunn, The Theology ofPaul the Apostle (London: T&T Clark, 1998), 5 1. 
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notions about the nature of human existence are aspects of a Christian theological 

anthropology. 

In general, theological anthropology has been described as 'a study of the 

human person in conversation with the doctrinal fTamework of particular religious 

traditions. " In the context of specifically Christian tradition, Ian McFarland defines 

theological anthropology simply as 'Christian reflection on human being. 55 A more 

precise formulation is that of Janet Ruffing: Christian theological anthropology is 

can articulation of a vision of human existence within the context of Christian 

revelation. ' 6 

Christian theological anthropology may be done in different ways. Wolthait 

Pannenberg, for example, takes 'the phenomena of human existence as investigated 

in human biology, psychology, cultural anthropology or sociology' and examines the 

findings of these disciplines 'with an eye to implications that may be relevant to 

religion and theology. ' 7A Biblical Studies approach attempts a task that is rather 

different from this. For Udo Schnelle, for example, theological anthropology is first 

of all an exegetical discipline that must detail notions about humanity within the 

presuppositions and context of the biblical documents; it is 'a presentation of the 

essence of humankind based on the revelation of the Word in Jesus Christ, as it is 

handed down to us in the New Testament. 98 Schnelle emphasises the importance of 

revelation because 'human beings cannot know themselves on their own: they are 

dependent on the self-revelation of God in Jesus Christ. '9 By claiming the label 

'theological anthropology' for this study, I signify that I am identifying and 

4 Richard Treloar, ed., Theological Anthropology: A Collection of Papers Prepared by Faith and 
Unity Commissioners of the National Council of Churches in Australia (2005), 2. 

http: //www. ncca. org. auý_data/page/104/Anthropology-Study. pdf (accessed 2.2.09). 
5 Ian A. McFarland, Difference and Identity: A Theological Anthropology (Cleveland, Ohio: Pilgrim 

Press, 2001), 1. 
6 Janet K. Ruffing, "Anthropology, Theological, " in The New Dictionary of Catholic Spirituality, ed. 
Michael Downey (Collegeville: Liturgical Press, 1993), 47. 
7 Wolfhart Pannenberg, Anthropology in Theological Perspective, trans. Matthew J. O'Connell 

ýPhiladelphia: Westminster, 1985), 21. 
Udo Schnelle, The Human Condition: Anthropology in the Teachings of Jesus, Paul and John, 

trans. O. C. Dean (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1996), 3. 
9 Schnelle, Human Condition, 6. 
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reflecting on a 'vision of human existence' that lies behind and is reflected in one of 

the New Testament documents. An articulation of this vision needs, of course, to be 

grounded in the historical and socio-cultural particularities of the first century. 

The theological anthropology of the synoptic Gospels 

In the section above I identified some anthropological ideas that appear in Paul's 

letters. Much less evident than Paul's theological anthropology, and consequently 

less studied, is the theological anthropology embedded in the Gospels. The Gospels 

(despite their being compiled at a later date than Paul's letters) present much 

narrative and didactic material that predates the apostolic post-Easter concern for 

distinctive Christian identity. On one level they merely tell the story of Jesus and 

pass on some of his teachings. Nevertheless, it is my conviction that, on closer 

examination, these texts reveal material that is highly relevant, even foundational, to 

a Christian understanding of humanity and identity. 

At the outset I would identify three characteristics of the anthropology that 

might be discovered in the synoptics. First, it is primarily theological. This point 

echoes what I have written above. The gospel writers' interest in human persons is 

above all an interest in the relationships of people to God, to Jesus, and to one 

another, and in how those relationships are identity-forming. 

Second, their account of humanity is implicit. Although (for example) the 

teachings of Jesus constantly impinge on the sphere of the personal, the primary 

focus of the Gospels is elsewhere than on the nature of humanity itself. They are 

concerned above all with the identity of Jesus, his teachings and the story of his life. 

The Gospel writers, like Paul, undoubtedly have a theological anthropology-a set 

of ideas concerning the nature of humanity within their religious context. However, 

these ideas operate in the background of their work in the sense that they rarely draw 

attention to them. This means that we must carefully tease out their anthropological 

ideas from the (largely) narrative material that they offer. 
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Third, their anthropology is dynamic. It envisages human lives in transition. 
The texts challenge their readers to be different and to behave differently. At the 
heart of their message is a call to change and be changed in response to personal 

encounters with Jesus. In recognition of this dynamism it is appropriate to use the 

expression 'personal transformation'. 

1.2 Transformative discourse in the Gospels 

The transformation of persons 

I suggested above that the theological anthropology of the Gospels has a dynamic 

characteristic,, and I foreshadowed the use of the expression 'personal 

transformation'. This expression is, of course, a modem one, and a rather slippery 

one at that. It must be recognised that concepts of 'person' have evolved to a major 

extent since the first century. 10 In addition, 'Personal transformation' today covers a 

wide variety of interests that include self-discovery, self-improvement and personal 

development, and that employ an assortment of tools that include psychotherapy, 

meditation, yoga and 'new spiritualities'. 11 Furthermore, myths of transformation 

(tales in which ontological boundaries get blurred and human beings turn into gods, 

animals and plants) have been used in many periods and cultures to conceptualize 

what it is to be, and to cease to be, human. 

Transformation is not in itself a theological concept. Its most basic meaning 

is a change in the form, shape or appearance of a thing. Transferred to a more 

10 For a survey, see Mary B. Mahowald, "Person, " in Encyclopedia of Bioethics (New York: Simon 
& Schuster, 1995), 1934-40. For discussions of various aspects of personhood, ancient and modem, 
see Michael Carrithers, Steven Collins, and Steven Lukes, eds., The Category of the Person: 
Anthropology, Philosophy, History (Cambridge: CUP, 1985). For Christian views see Robert Innes, 
Discourses of the Self- Seeking Wholeness in Theology and Psychology (Bem: Peter Lang, 1999) and 
Klaus Berger, Identity and Experience in the New Testament, trans. Charles Muenchow (Minneapolis: 
Fortress, 2003), 26-43. 
11 An intemet search for 'personal transformation' reveals not only the immensity of interest in the 
topic but also a plethora of different paths. 
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abstract realm, it usually denotes a process in which the character, condition, or 
function of something is markedly altered. Applied to persons, transformation may 

include physical changes (e. g., healing), cognitive changes (e. g., shifts in beliefs, 

attitudes, perceptions, self-understanding) and relational changes (e. g., altered status, 

kinship, communication). Any of these may lead to changes in behaviour, in status 

or in the direction of one's life. Exterior changes may be responses to interior 

changes, and vice versa. A wide variety of external or internal factors may result in 

ontological changes in the person. 

An adequate definition of personal transformation must take into account the 

relative significance of such changes. Not all changes are of such importance as to 

be consequential. And if there are -consequences, these may show varying degrees of 

pen-nanence. A working definition of personal transformation, then, might be: 'the 

process by which, as a result of a particular event or experience, a person undergoes 

a change in character, condition or function, resulting in significant enduring effects 

on the person's continuing fife. ' 

Note, however, that this definition ignores several relevant aspects. First, it 

does not specify the direction of change, whether it be positive or negative. For 

example, a deprivation or an accident may cause drastic debilitating changes in a 

person's condition or function. Second, it fails to consider the agency of change. Is 

the change effected by a cause outside the person, or is it self-initiated? In other 

words, is it passive or active with respect to the one changed? Third, it does not 

include social aspects of transformation. Additionally, it fails both to specify what 

constitutes a 'significant' change and to quantify the duration of such 

transformation. With these questions in mind, a major concern of the present study is 

to specify the kinds of personal transformation envisaged by Mark's Gospel as 

changes that the author desires for his audience. To begin, how does the NT speak of 

transformation? 
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The vocabulary of transformation in the New Testament 

The English language has borrowed the Greek term for transformation, 

metamorphosis. Although [tF,, r%top(pe)(Ytq is absent from the NT 
, its cognate verb 

ýtr, -r%topTOo) makes an appearance four times. In Mark 9: 2 (= Matthew 17: 2) Jesus 

is 'transformed' in the sight of three disciples. 12 In Romans 12: 2 Paul urges his 

readers to be 'transformed by the renewing of your mind'. 13 In 2 Corinthians 3: 18 

Paul describes a process of transformation 'into the image of the Lord, from glory to 

glory'. All of these occur as passives, and are probably to be taken as instances of 

the 'divine passive'. A parallel to the last passage is found in Romans 8: 29, where a 

related word, the adjective ai')[týtopyoq, refers to the conformation of believers into 

the image of Christ. The same word is used in Philippians 3: 21 in the context of the 

final transformation of believers 'in conformity with the body of [Christ's] glory'. 

Similarly, the cognate verb (Tupt[topqtiýo) is used in Philippians 3: 10, where Paul 

speaks of his being 'conformed to [Christ's] death' as a present experience. 

Despite the rarity of occurrences of the specific term ýte-r%topywutq and its 

cognates, the idea of transformation of human persons is pervasive in the NT. In the 

context of the final changes of the Christian from mortality to immortality, Paul uses 

the verbs Ckkkaamo (I Cor 15: 51-52) and ýtuaupj[untýco (Phil 3: 2 1). 14 The varied 

vocabulary of transfonnation also includes the verbs F-'ntG-rpEyo) ('turn', I Thess 1: 9) 

and ýtE-ravoo) ('repent', Mark 1: 15) together with their cognate nouns C'RIGTPOýDfl 

(used in Acts 15: 3 for the conversion of the Gentiles) and ýtc-mota ('repentance', 

Luke 15: 7). 

The metaphor of 'darkness to light' is used by several writers. In Acts 26: 18 

Luke recounts Paul's explanation of his mission to the Gentiles: 'to open their eyes 

so that they may turn from darkness to light'. This metaphor also appears in 2 

Corinthians 4: 4-6, where 'blindness of the mind' is reversed by the activity of God: 

12 implications of this unique transformation will be considered in Chapter 2. 
13 Translations of NT texts are taken from the New American Standard Bible (1995) except where 

otherwise noted. 
14 ME;, r(xcyX%LctTiý(o also refers to self-transformation for the purpose of disguise in 2 Cor 11: 14-15. 
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'God, who said, "Light shall shine out of darkness", has shone in our hearts to give 
the light of ... 

Christ'. I Peter 2: 9-10 uses the same imagery as one element of a 

series of assertions about the changes undergone by his audience-changes in 

identity and in standing before God, 'who has called you out of darkness into his 

marvellous light, for you once were not a people, but now you are the people of God; 

you had not received mercy, but now you have received mercy. ' 

Then there is the imagery of 'new birth' (John 3: 3-8; 1 Peter 1: 23), which is 

reflected in the images of the 'new creature' (2 Cor 5: 17) and the vE'-o; U'Apconoq 

(Col 3: 10). In addition, E. P. Sanders points out that Paul's use of the passive forms 

of the verb &Katoco (to be 'righteoused') brings to this term the connotation of 

'something which happens to a person'-something that changes not just one's 

status but the realm in which one lives. 15 These are but a few of the many ways in 

which personal transformation is described and advocated in the NT. 

Transformation in the Gospels 

The Gospel stories recount many specific cases of personal transformation as a result 

of Jesus' ministry. In addition to such narratives, the Gospels also offer didactic 

material in which Jesus promises transformation, makes reference to transformation, 

or challenges his audience to be transfonned. Each Gospel can also be viewed as a 

rhetorical statement of its author, making its own appeal to its audience to change 

their minds, through challenging the audiences' perceptions of Jesus' identity, their 

understandings of God and the world, and their own self-understandings. The 

Gospels also call for changes in what we would term 'lifestyle'. They offer the 

possibility of liberation from certain social, religious and spiritual constraints, and 

urge commitment to the discipleship of Jesus. Appropriate response to these appeals 

will involve significant personal transformation. Since each of these elements claims 

a substantial amount of attention in the gospel texts, these documents can be viewed 

15 E. P. Sanders, Paul (Oxford: OUP, 1991), 48. 
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as particular examples of 'transformative discourse'. 16 Chapter 2 will examine this 

theme in geater detail. 

Transformative discourse 

I use the term 'discourse' in a special, technical sense. The prevailing sense of the 

word is 'a spoken or written treatment of a subject at length; a treatise, sennon, or 

the like. 917 Thus it is common to refer to a passage such as Mark 13: 5-37, which 

incorporates no narrative elements, as a 'discourse'. In narrative criticism and 

reader-oriented criticism, however, the word has come to be used in different ways. 

'Discourse analysis' recognises that a text evinces multiple levels of communication. 

Within the narrative itself there are interchanges between characters. On another 

level, though, there is 'discourse' between the narrator and the implied audience. " It 

is in this sense that the seminal work of Seymour Chatman distinguishes between the 

4story' and the 'discourse' of a narrative-19 The 'story' refers to the surface elements 

of the narrative, such as the settings, characters and plot. The 'discourse' refers to 

how the story is told-how it employs the strategies of rhetoric to maximise the 

text's intended effect on the reader. Robert Fowler gives the example of the narrative 

of Jesus' baptism in Mark 1: 9-1 I-at the 'story level' Jesus is the only person to 

hear the voice from heaven, but at the 'discourse level' the storyteller makes sure 

that the reader hears the voice, too. " 

16 For the use of this expression I acknowledge Alexandra R. Brown, "Seized by the Cross: The 

Death of Jesus in Paul's Transformative Discourse, " in SBL 1993 Seminar Papers (Atlanta, GA: 

Scholars Press, 1993), 740-57. 
17 C. T. Onions, ed., The Shorter Oxford English Dictionary, 3rd Edition (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 

1973). 
18 Joel B. Green, "Discourse Analysis and New Testament Interpretation, " in Hearing the New 

Testament: Strategies for Interpretation, ed. Joel B. Green (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1995), 176. 

Green points out that a third level of discourse takes effect between the text and new generations of 

readers, including those of the present day. 
19 Seymour Chatman, Story and Discourse: Narrative Structure in Fiction and Film (Ithaca, N. Y.: 

Cornell University Press, 1978). 
20 Robert M. Fowler, Let the Reader Understand: Reader-Response Criticism and the Gospel of 

Mark (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1991), 15-16. 
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That a reader will respond to a story is one of the central assumptions of 

narrative critiCiSM. 21 While it is impossible, of course, to determine exactly how the 

reader will respond, discourse analysis attempts to identify literary cues that give 

some indication of responses that seem to be expected by the author or at least 

invited by the text. The reading event 'activates the text' and brings to bear on the 

readers the text's transformative power. 22 

The expression 'transformative potential' has been employed by several 

scholars in recent years. Walter Brueggemann uses it in his treatment of the 

rhetorical strategy of Isaiah 37.23 According to Paul Ricoeur, the transformative 

power of a text lies in its ability to suggest, to mediate or to make possible a 

'proposed world' which readers may adopt or inhabit. 24 Aware that apocalyptic 

literature characteristically fosters the perception of a new world order, Alexandra 

Brown examines I Corinthians 1-2 as transformative discourse that promotes 

'cognitive transformation'. 25 Similarly, Elna Mouton investigates the 'transformative 

potential' of Ephesians in a study that links the author's rhetoric and anthropology. 

She notes that through various strategies, including temporal and spatial metaphors, 

the readers are urged to change their view of humanity. 26 

An emphasis on personal transformation through reading the Gospels has 

always been present in Christian communities who value the texts as revelatory 

scripture. While this perspective on the texts has not always been taken seriously in 

the world of biblical scholarship, its validity is now being recognised and advocated 

by many scholars, so that 'spiritual hermeneutics' is taking its place alongside 

21 Mark Allan Powell, "Narrative Criticism, " in Hearing the New Testament: Strategies for 

Interpretation, ed. Joel B. Green (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1995), 239-55. 
22 Green, "Discourse Analysis, " 179. 
23 Walter Brueggemann, "Isaiah 37: 21-29: The Transformative Potential of a Public Metaphor, " 

Horizons in Biblical Theology 10 (1988): 1-32. 
24 Paul Ricoeur, Interpretation Theory: Discourse and the Surplus of Meaning (Fort Worth: Texas 

Christian University Press, 1976), 92-95, cited in Elna Mouton, "The Trans forinative Potential of 

2phesians 
in a Situation of Transition, " Semeia 78 (1997): 13 1. EII 

2 Alexandra R. Brown, "Seized", also Alexandra R. Brown, The Cross and Human Transformation: 

Paul's Apocalyptic Word in I Corinthians (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1995). 
26 Mouton, "Transformative Potential. " 
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various 6pragmatic' approaches (liberation, feministý ethical) to biblical 

interpretation. 27 Sandra Schneiders writes that the text mediates engagement with 
(transcendent) reality, and its interpreter undergoes a kind of transformative 

28 experience that enables one to emerge from the experience somehow different. 

The present study takes just one Gospel, that which is 'according to Mark', 29 

and examines the ways in which its rhetoric at the 'discourse level' seems intended 

to persuade its readers to change and to be changed in certain ways. The Gospel 

appeals for the kinds of response that constitute personal transfon-nation. It has in 

view, and works towards, the transformation of its audience. The author is vitally 

(even perhaps primarily) concerned with human transformation to such an extent 

that his text may be regarded as a kind of transformative discourse. 

Having raised the matter of 'intention, ' I consider now the question of 

Mark's purpose in writing. 

1.3 The purpose of Mark's Gospel 

There is nothing in Mark's Gospel that corresponds to the statements of authorial 

purpose that we find in other Gospels. John's Gospel, for example, declares, 'These 

have been written that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and 

that believing you may have life in his name' (John 20: 3 1). This explicit two- 

pronged statement of purpose expresses the author's desire that for his readers his 

document will be transformative. His aim is that they will not only exercise faith, but 

27 Sandra M. Schneiders, "The Gospels and the Reader, " in The Cambridge Companion to the 
Gospels, ed. Stephen C. Barton (Cambridge: CUP, 2006), 99-103. 
28 Schneiders, "Gospels, " 109. 
29 For reasons of convention and convenience I refer to the author of the second Gospel as 'Mark', 

recognising that, although there is a tradition that names the author, the work is actually anonymous. 
For a comprehensive study on this issue see C. Clifton Black, Mark: Images of an Apostolic 

Interpreter (Columbia, SC: University of South Carolina Press, 1994). 
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that they will also receive and experience a new kind of existence . 
30 Luke's Gospel, 

likewise, has its purpose specified in its prologue (Luke 1: 1-4). Luke, speaking with 
his own voice, states that he is compiling a carefully ordered account of the 

traditions about Jesus, so that his addressee Theophilus 'might know the truth 

(aGTC, 1WCt). ' 

Mark's aims are nowhere so explicit, and consequently many scholars have 

tried to deduce them. Most of the numerous suggestions as to Mark's overall 

purpose can be placed in three main categories: christological, apologetic/kerygmatic 

and paraenetic. 31 It will be seen that there is some overlap between these, and I will 

argue that, in fact, it is more realistic to accept that a composite purpose underlies 

Mark's work. Before examining these three categories, however, I want to address 

briefly the closely related question of the nature of Mark's intended audience-is the 

Gospel addressed to Christians or non-Christians? Mark is not explicit about this, 

either. 

Mark's audience 

Evidence for a Christian audience is of several types. The first depends on the 

assumption that Mark's content substantially reflects the experiences of the 

32 (Christian) community he was writing for. According to this view, the text 

indirectly provides information about the actual historical situation of the author and 

his audience. Thus, for example, when the Markan Jesus warns of persecutions, as 

he does in 10: 30 and 13: 9-13, we could assume that persecution, or the threat of it, 

30 John's Jesus is uniquely insistent on the connection between 'believing' and 'having (eternal) 
life'-see Jn 3: 15,16,36; 5: 24,38-40; 6: 27-29,33-35,40,47; 11: 25; 17: 3. 
31 W. R. Telford, The Theology of the Gospel of Mark (Cambridge: CUP, 1999), 28-29. My brief 

survey here makes no claim to be exhaustive. 
32 E. g., Howard C. Kee, Community of the New Age: Studies in Mark's Gospel (Philadelphia: 
Westminster, 1977). Scholars continue to argue about whether the Gospels were written for specific, 
discrete Christian communities in particular locales or for all Christians in the various parts of the 
Roman Empire. The stimulus for this discussion was Richard Bauckham, ed., The Gospel for All 
Christians: Rethinking the Gospel Audiences (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998). For incisive critiques, 

see Joel Marcus, Mark 1-8, Anchor Bible (New York: Doubleday, 2000), 25-28 and Hendrika 

Nicoline Roskam, The Purpose of the Gospel of Mark in Its Historical and Social Context (Leiden: 

Brill, 2004), 17-21. 
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was a reality for Mark's audience. " In an extreme form of this kind of mirror- 

reading, the Gospel would become virtually an allegory of early Christian 

community. life. This way of reading the text is common among scholars of the 

Gospels, but it has been criticised. Stephen Barton writes that 'such interpretations 

positively distract our attention from the plain sense and the clear rhetorical goal of 

the text. -)34 However, it seems reasonable to assume that Mark's text reflects to some 

extent his own situation and interests and those of his Christian associates. 

Another kind of evidence for a Christian audience depends on a discernment 

of Mark's expectations of his readers and hearers. Readers are expected to 

understand without clarification such christological titles as 'Son of Man' and 'Son 

of God'. They are also expected to be familiar with the Alexander and Rufus 

mentioned in 15: 21 and the James and Joses mentioned in 15: 40. These references 

indicate that there was probably a close relationship between Mark and his readers. 

In addition, as Whitney Shiner points out, Mark's initial call story (1: 16-20) 

presupposes that the (Christian) readers know the reasons why Jesus' first disciples 

follow him without any stated motivation, and before any mighty deeds are 

narrated. 
35 

In a recent consideration of Mark's purpose, Hendrika Roskam argues for a 

Christian audience. Perhaps her strongest evidence lies in the fact that the Gospel 

contains material that offers instruction, encouragement and comfort specifically to 

followers of Jesus. The ethical instructions concerning servanthood (10: 42-45) will 

be more easily appropriated by those who have already recognised the Servant 

ministry of Jesus. Another example is the promise of the Spirit: 'When they arrest 

33 Roskam, Purpose, 14-15. Roskarn is aware of the many objections against mlrror-readlng, but she 

maintains that 'there seems to be no alternative if one wants to understand Mark's Gospel 

historically'. This also is the perspective from which Marcus appears to write when he argues 
Marcus, Mark 1-8,33-37) for a particular historical setting for Mark 13. 
4 Stephen C. Barton, "Can We Identify the Gospel Audiences? " in The Gospels for All Christians: 

Rethinking the Gospel Audiences, ed. Richard Bauckharn (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), 184. See 

also Edward W. Klink, "The Gospel Community Debate: State of the Question, " Currents in Biblical 

Research 3 (2004): 60-85. 
35 Whitney Taylor Shiner, Follow Me!: Disciples in Markan Rhetoric (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 

1995), 183-86. 
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you and deliver you up, do not be anxious... ' (13: 11); this reassurance in the face of 

persecution would not be relevant to a non-Christian audience. 36 John Riches 

comments that, although the Gospel seems designed to act both as propaganda and 

as encouragement, its 'concern with the dark side of the new group's experience 

would suggest that it is a work more for the members of the group than for the 

outside world. 137 

However, some of Roskam's evidence is weak because she fails to recognise 

that much of Mark's material may be appropriated just as well by non-Christians as 

by Christians. The rhetorical questions in 4: 41 and 6: 2, the answers to which may 

easily be filled in by Christian readers, serve effectively as challenges to non- 

Christian readers to identify Jesus. The quotation of scripture passages such as 

12: 35-37 does not necessarily mean that all readers would accept a Christian 

interpretation; this material would be revelatory for a non-Christian audience. 38 

It has become more difficult to argue for a homogeneous audience for the 

Gospel. Mark makes many allusions to Hebrew scriptures without explaining their 

significance; this suggests that his implied audience is familiar with these scriptures, 

and is therefore Jewish. However, Mark's many explanations of Jewish practices and 

translations of Aramaic words suggest a Gentile audience . 
39Mary Ann Tolbert's 

work supports her view that Mark's rhetorical goals are exhortation (for individual 

Christians in need of encouragement) and proselytising (for interested people who 

needed to be persuaded to commit themselves fUlly). 40 In the view of Mary Ann 

Beavis, the narrative sections as well as the didactic blocks of the Gospel function as 

36 Roskam, Purpose, 17. 
37 John K. Riches, "The Synoptic Evangelists and Their Communities, " In Christian Beginnings: 

Word & Community from Jesus to Post-Apostolic Times, ed. JUrgen Becker (Louisville: 

Westminster/John Knox Press, 1993), 216. 
38 Roskam, Purpose, 16. 
39 W. Randolph Tate, Reading Markftom the Outside: Eco and Iser Leave Their Marks (San 

Francisco: International Scholars Publications, 1995), 107. Tate's conclusion is that Mark's implied 

reader is a Gentile Christian familiar with the Scriptures but ignorant for the most part of Jewish 

religious practices. 
40 Mary Ann Tolbert, Sowing the Gospel: Mark's World in Literary-Historical Perspective 

(Minneapolis: Fortress, 1989), 304. 
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proclamatory and instructional 'teaching' for audiences that could well have 

included non-Christians. The Gospel is religious propaganda to be 'performed' (by 

analogy with Greco-Roman plays) before interested listeners; as such, it could be 

used also as a handbook for missionaries. 41 

My conclusion is that the evidence for an exclusively Christian audience is 

insufficiently strong. I will proceed on the assumption that the text would have been 

received by audiences that included Christians and non-Christians (both Jewish and 

Gentile). 

As I indicated above, suggestions as to Mark's purpose can be placed in three 

main categories: (a) christological, (b) apologetic/kerygmatic and (c) paraenetic. I 

will deal with each possibility in turn. 

(a) A christological purpose: Mark's focus on Jesus himself 

Mark's Gospel contains much material about its central figure, Jesus. The Gospel 

makes certain claims as to his identity, encourages a particular understanding of him, 

and goes some way towards interpreting his death. Those understandings are cast in 

narrative form-'storied'-and interwoven with the theme of discipleship in such a 

way that the work has been characterised appropriately as 'narrative christology. ' 42 

What lies behind Mark's writing about Jesus? Some scholars have seen the Gospel 

as a polemical text, written to correct false ideas about Jesus' identity. A 

controversial proponent of this view is T. J. Weeden, who argues that Mark is 

correcting a docetic 'divine man' theology by minimising the miracles, presenting 

Jesus as the suffering 'Son of Man' and the disciples as apostate. 43 Although this 

41 Mary Ann Beavis, Mark's Audience: The Literary and Social Setting of Mark 4: 11-12 (Sheffield: 

JSOT Press, 1989), 60-66,170-176. 
42 Paul J. Achtemeier, "Mark, Gospel of, " in Anchor Bible Dictionary, Vol. IV (New York: 

Doubleday, 1992), 556; Joel B. Green, "The Gospel According to Mark, " in The Cambridge 

Companion to the Gospels, ed. S. C. Barton (Cambridge: CUP, 2006), 147-54. 
43 Theodore J. Weeden, "The Heresy That Necessitated Mark's Gospel, " in The Interpretation of 

Mark, ed. W. Telford (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1968), 64-77; Theodore J. Weeden, Mark: Traditions 

in Conflict (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1971). 
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view is now largely discredited 
'44 

it is nevertheless true that corrective elements are 

present in the Gospel, for Jesus warns the disciples about 'false Christs' who may 

deceive and mislead (13: 5-6,21-22). Christological misunderstanding is highlighted 

also in Peter's inability to understand Jesus as a suffering Messiah (8: 31-32), a role 

Mark reiterates several times (9: 12,31; 10: 33). Such misunderstanding is likely to 

have been a common problem amongst people (both Christians and non-Christians) 

for whom Mark wrote, and consequently it must be acknowledged that correcting 

such misunderstanding is one of the functions of the Gospel. It is thus likely that part 

of Mark's purpose was to provide an accurate understanding of the person and 

ministry of Jesus. Whether this was the sole purpose of Mark's work, however, can 

be questioned, for reasons given below. 

(b) An apologetic/kerygmatic purpose: Mark's focus on the message 

Mark's Gospel certainly contains material promoting beliefs and practices that had 

become distinctively 'Christian'. Mark devotes a sizable proportion of his text to 

Jesus' teaching, including moral instruction couched in religious and eschatological 

terms. A theme evident throughout the text is teaching on discipleship, given directly 

by word and indirectly by example. Some scholars maintain that the Gospel's 

purpose is to focus on this message, rather than on Jesus, the central character. 

Although a distinction is to be made between apologia (intellectual defence of 

belief) and kerygma (proclamation of the faith), I have not found it helpful to use 

this distinction as a basis for categorisation because, in the case of Mark's Gospel, 

one blends into the other. Each involves presenting the message of the 'good news' 

ý 1, 
about Jesus. It is more helpful to make a distinction between the Gospel's impact on 

Christian believers and its impact on hearers who are as yet uncommitted. As I 

argued above, it is very reasonable to assume that people from both groups may be 

present in the audience. I will consider, then, how each of these two groups may 

44 See Marcus, Mark 1-8,75-79; J. D. Kingsbury, The Christology of Mark's Gospel (Philadelphia: 

Fortress, 1983). For a concise surnmary of the objections see Marcus, Mark 1-8,78-79. 
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have heard Mark's Gospel if it is viewed as having been written with an 

apologetic/kerygmatic purpose. 

For non-Christians, the Gospel is the vehicle Mark uses to preach the 

message about Jesus. Mark's purpose, in this case, is either apologetic, aiming to 

defend Jesus, his message and his followers in the face of criticism and accusation, 

or it is kerygmatic, aiming to preach and teach, with a major emphasis on clarifying 

the significance of Jesus' crucifixion. It may, of course, be both. In either case, Mark 

aims to persuade. Robert Gundry is convinced that an apologetic purpose provides a 

comprehensive explanation for the way in which Mark presents the various elements 

of his work; the text is evangelistic, aimed at converting to Christ readers who may 

see the cross as a major stumbling block. 45 For John Painter, the Gospel is an 

apologetic work with the function of theodicy: in the face of prevailing evil Mark 

tells the story of the miracle-working Jesus as 'good news' that kindles belief in the 

goodness and power of God, but he also narrates the crucifixion of Jesus in a way 

that integrates it, too, into the 'good news. 46 Similarly, Edwin Broadhead presents a 

cogent justification for his view that, although it is a christological narrative, the 

purpose of the Gospel is kerygmatic and evangelistic. Because it is presented as a 

proclamation, and because the entire work is a message about Jesus (1: 1), 'the 

Gospel posits a central demand for those who act within the story and for those upon 

whom this story acts: go and tell the story of God's work in Jesus. ' 47 Thus it is 

plausible to view Mark's Gospel as an apologetic/kerygmatic text addressed 

primarily to non-Christians. 

However, most interpreters recognise that, as discussed above, there are 

strong indications that the Gospel is addressed primarily to Christian believers. 

Many scholars see the primary emphasis of Mark's work as instruction for the 

45 Robert Gundry, Mark: A Commentary on His Apology for the Cross (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 

1993), 1022-26. 
46 John Painter, Mark's Gospel (London: Routledge, 1997), 14. 
47 Edwin K. Broadhead, Prophet, Son, Messiah: Narrative Form and Function in Mark 14-16 

(Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1994), 283. 
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church, especially in the area of discipleship. Christian believers, diverse in their 

apprehension of the principles of their faith, need to be taught. Mark's Gospel 

functions as a summary of the Church's proclamation, for its own use. This view 
48 seems to have been the consensus view of an earlier generation of scholars. For 

C. F. D. Moule, although it is the preaching that is primarily the content of Mark, this 

kerygma is presented as instruction for Christians, in order to familiarise them with 

what they need as equipment for their apologetic and evangelistic witness to 

outsiders. 49This view is still current. Marcus maintains that Mark intended his work 

as a teaching tool for Christians in his communit Y. 50 Nils Dahl comes to a somewhat 

similar conclusion. However, from a consideration of an admittedly limited selection 

of material, he argues that the Gospel is not so much kerygmatic as 'anamnetic'-it 

is not to persuade readers to believe in the message (they are already 'in the know') 

but 'to remind them of what is contained in it in order that they might understand 

what has been given to them. ' 51 In Marcus's words, Mark 'recalls his audience to 

christological memory-in other words,, to faith. 152 Thus the content is teaching, but 

it has a paraenetic function as well, for it is the kind of teaching that recalls its 

hearers to faith and endurance. 

Roskam maintains that the central message of the Gospel is that Jesus was 

not an anti-Roman rebel-the Gospel is an apology, written in a polemical situation, 

defending Jesus and his followers against accusations of subversiveness. 53 However, 

Roskam. recognises that Mark's audience is largely Christian. She concludes that 

Mark intends to strengthen his readers, reassuring them that in becoming Christians 

they have taken the right decision, encouraging them to defend themselves against 

48 John A. T. Robinson, "The Destination and Purpose of St, John's Gospel, " in New Testament 
Issues, ed. Richard Batey (London: SCM Press, 1970), 191. 
49 C. F. D. Moule, "The Intention of the Evangelists, " in New Testament Essays. - Studies in Memory of 
Thomas Walter Manson, ed. A. J. B. Higgins (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1959), 169- 

170,173. 
50 Marcus, Mark 1-8,2 8. 
51 Nils Alstrup Dahl, "The Purpose of Mark's Gospel, " in Jesus in the Memory of the Early Church 

ýMinneapolis: Augsburg, 1976), 52-65 (58). 
2 Marcus, Mark 1-8,79. 

53 Roskam, Purpose, 216,23 1. 
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possible accusations, and urging them not to be discouraged by persecution and 

suffering. His aim is 'to confirm its readers in their faithfulness to the Christian 

message, so that they will be strong enough to resist the pressure caused by possible 

persecutions. ' 54 Here again is the recognition of a paraenetic purpose alongside an 

apologetic one. 

Mark's story of Jesus is clearly 'good news' that is at once a proclamation for 

4 all nations' (13: 10) and a foundation for Christian action ffor my sake and the 

gospel's', 8: 35). It is therefore difficult to deny that the message itself is a strong 

component of Mark's purpose. 

(c) A paraenetic purpose: Mark's focus on the audience 

Mark's Gospel contains material that is undoubtedly relevant to the continuing life 

of the Christian community (e. g., the predictions of troubles in Mark 13). It is 

possible, therefore, that Mark may have been just as concerned to focus on the text's 

audience and the response of that audience as on its message and its central 

protagonist. In this view, the Gospel aims to build up the faith of his Christian 

readers, warning them about the future, encouraging them to persevere as disciples 

and equipping them to face persecution (or at least the threat of it). A discussion of 

the various suggestions for the Gospel's Sitz im Leben is beyond the scope of my 

present project. I note, though, that for William Lane, who accepts the traditional 

Roman setting for the Gospel, Mark's task was to narrate Jesus' suffering and 

martyrdom as part of a pastoral response to a situation in which the Roman 

Christians were themselves in danger of martyrdom. 55 For Howard Kee, on the other 

hand, the setting is Syrian, but Mark's motivation is very similar: his radically 

54 Roskam, Purpose, 216-17. 
55 William L. Lane, The Gospel According to Mark (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1974), 15,25 For a 

more recent case for a Roman setting see Brian J. Incigneri, The Gospel to the Romans. - The Setting 

and Rhetoric ofMark's Gospel (Leiden: Brill, 2003). 
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alienated 'community' needed encouragement to persevere in the face of mounting 
hostility from Jew and Gentile alike. 56 

A composite purpose: for a mixed audience 

It has become increasingly difficult to argue for a single purpose for Mark's Gospel. 

Aspects of paraenesis, apology and kerygma are strongly in evidence within the 

Gospel, and there is still no consensus as to which one, if any, is dominant. It seems 

unwise to argue strongly for some single purpose that does not present itself 

unequivocally. While Luke T. Johnson is, to a large extent, correct in his assertion 

that 'we can no longer reconstruct Mark's motivation for his writing, 957 it is possible 

to recognise (along with some older Markan scholars, as well as some recent ones) a 

'multifaceted' purpose. Rawlinson, in his 1925 commentary, sees the Gospel as 

written 

partly to edify converts, ... partly to supply Christian preachers with materials for missionary 
preaching, and partly also to furnish a kind of armoury of apologetic arguments for use in 

58 controversy with opponents, whether Jewish or heathen. 

Ralph P. Martin argues that Mark's purpose is a synthesis of christological, 

apologetic and paraenetic concerns, none of which can be sidelined. 59 R. T. France 

comes to a similar conclusion: 

Mark's aim was to write about Jesus, and in the process a number of his personal concerns 
and the circumstances of the church within which he wrote will have guided his writing, 
without any of them being so dominant as to be (consciously or unconsciously) the purpose 
of the book. 60 

David Rhoads infers Mark's purpose from a narrative-critical study of the standards 

of judgment that govern the Gospel: Mark's aim is a synthesis that combines 

kerygma and paraenesis. His goal is 'nothing less than fostering this new world [the 

56 Howard C. Kee, Community, 100. 
57 Luke T. Johnson, The Writings of the New Testament: An Interpretation (Philadelphia: Fortress, 

1986), 149. 
58 A. E. J. Rawlinson, Commentary on St. Mark's Gospel (London: Methuen, 1925), xxii. 
59 Ralph P. Martin, Mark: Evangelist and Theologian (Exeter: Paternoster, 1972), 163-4. See also 
D. E. Nineharn, The Gospel ofSt. Mark (Har-mondsworth: Penguin, 1963), 19-20,29-30. 
60 R. T. France, The Gospel of Mark: A Commentary on the Greek Text (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 

2002), 23. 
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kingdom of God] among all who would hear his Gospel. 56 1 His text, then, 

encourages his readers to proclaim the kingdom of God on the bas's of the 

proclamation they themselves have received. Similarly, Robert Humphrey's recent 

rhetorical analysis of the Gospel concludes that it is best characterised as a 'call to 

discipleship'. 62 Such a call necessarily encompasses elements of apology, kerygma 

and paraenesis in the context of the story of Jesus. 

In conclusion, to regard the Gospel as having been written with a composite 

purpose for a mixed audience appears to be the most sensible and realistic approach. 

Recent research confirms that Greco-Roman bioi were often produced with multiple 

audiences (primary and secondary, definite and indefinite) in mind. 63 The Gospel's 

significance cannot be restricted to believers only, for its content is applicable to a 

wide variety of readers. As Stephen Barton writes, 'if Mark's Gospel has a pastoral 

intention, which there is good reason to accept, there is no good reason to deny that 

it has an evangelistic or "propagandistic" intention as well., 64 More recent reader- 

oriented approaches to biblical narratives make the point that stories that are rich in 

theme defy simple analysis of their 'intention' or even 'message', because different 

audiences will perceive different aspects of the text's richness. 65 If its various 

modern interpreters have discovered in Mark's 'open text' such a richness of 

possibilities, it seems realistic to allow the same range of applicability for ancient 

audiences. 

Mark's purpose: transformation of the reader 

Whichever of these various theories is judged to be the best expression of Mark's 

purpose, it is arguable that each of them assumes that Mark is indeed aiming to 

61 David Rhoads, Reading Mark, Engaging the Gospel (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2004), 61. 

62 Robert L. Humphrey, Narrative Structure and Message in Mark: A Rhetorical Analysis (Lewiston, 

NY: Edwin Mellen, 2003), vi. 
63 Justin M. Smith, "Genre, Sub-Genre and Questions of Audience: A Proposed Typology for Greco- 

Roman Biography, " Journal of Greco-Roman Christianity and Judaism 4 (2007): 206-11. 

64 Barton, "Audiences, " 185. 
65 John Goldingay, "How Far Do Readers Make Sense?: Interpreting Biblical Narrative, " 

Themelios 18 (1993): 6. 
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influence his readers to change their minds or behaviour. Mark's focus on a proper 

understanding of Jesus aims to refashion opinions about him and to foster faith in 
him. Through hearing this message, a non-believer might be transformed into a 

believer, and a non-disciple into a follower. An apologetic purpose aims to 

overcome objections to the shame of the cross, to correct false assumptions about 

Jesus' followers, and to allay suspicion directed at Christians and the Christian way. 

Readers of Mark's text might, as a result of their reading, be transformed in their 

understanding, and so become empowered for their own discipleship, or at least 

become more open towards Christ and the Christian community. A purpose that is 

kerygmatic aims to publicise both the repertoire of stories about Jesus and the body 

of his teaching. Hearers of this proclamation might be expected to become bolder 

disciples with a more informed evangelistic thrust and a more profound moral life. A 

purpose that is paraenetic aims to nourish in the Christian community the qualities 

of faith, love and patience, to Promote a greater alertness and perseverance, to 

enhance the ability to endure persecution and resist its temptations, and to relativise 

worldly powers in the light of the kingdom of God. Those who receive Mark's 

encouragement would certainly form a more consolidated Christian community and 

be better equipped for more faithful following. Each of the above-mentioned 

purposes, then, would imply the expectation of some degree of transformation on the 

part of those who respond positively to the Gospel. 

Since the advent of narrative and rhetorical criticism, some attention has 

been given to the extent to which Mark 'pressurises' his audience toward change, 

and to the techniques he uses to do it. Many students of Mark's Gospel have 

suggested, in passing, that its author had, as one of his aims, the transformation of 

the reader. Kelber hinted at this when he wrote that 'reading the Gospel is but the 

66 
beginning of the gospel's actualisation in real life'. More recent writers have been 

66 Werner H. Kelber, Mark's Story of Jesus (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1979), 94. Similar is the 

observation of Tolbert (Tolbert, Sowing, 288): 'The experience of hearing the gospel of Jesus Christ 

should lead to action, and it is the desire to provoke this action that crafts the final scenes. ' 
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much more explicit about Mark's rhetorical purpose. For example (emphasis mine): 

The author has told the story in order to transform the reader... As a whole, the story seeks 
to shatter the readers' wy of seeing the world and invites them to embrace another, thus 

65 impelling them to action. 

In one of the most recent rhetorical studies, Whitney Shiner argues that the Gospel 

of Mark received 'performed' readings soon after it was written. Such dramatic 

presentations, in line with the conventions of oral performance in the ancient world, 

would be events of intense emotional power, and would be intentionally 

transformative for the audience. 
68 

I have argued so far that in Mark's use of both narrative and didactic 

material, and in the overall structure of his writing, we may detect evidence of a 

purpose that directs his hearers and readers, both Christian and non-Christian, 

towards transformation. Rhetorical aspects of Mark's Gospel will be considered in 

more detail in the following chapter. 

1.4 Previous studies on Mark's anthropology 

The anthropology of the Gospels has received little systematic attention from 

scholars. Several writers have presented surveys of the theological anthropology of 

the Gospels as components of larger studies on the theological anthropology of the 

New Testament. Others have concentrated on the Gospels, but without attention to 

the particularities of individual evangelists. In the following survey I note especially 

work that is relevant to a consideration of the theological anthropology of Mark's 

Gospel. A few more recent studies are more fruitful in this regard. 

67 David Rhoads, Joanna Dewey, and Donald Michie, Mark as Story: An Introduction to the 

Narrative of a Gospel (Second Edition) (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1999), 1. 
68 Whitney Taylor Shiner, Proclaiming the Gospel. - First-Century Performance of Mark (Harrisburg. 

PA: Trinity Press International, 2003), 191-933. 
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H. Wheeler Robinson 

Wheeler Robinson's brief treatment (1926 )69 acknowledges that the Gospels' 

anthropological conceptions are, for the most part, in continuity with those of the 

Old Testament, as developed and modified by intertestamental Judaism. For 

example, the Gospels presuppose human sin, offering no theory of its origin. 
However, their vision of humanity gives a more prominent place to life beyond death 

than does previous Jewish literature. The new features of Jesus' teachings, then, are 

changes of emphasis, not content. 70 

Not surprisingly, Robinson's presentation is dated in several respects. First, 

his study makes much of the metaphor of the fatherhood of God, with its 

implications for man as the child of God: the value of the child,, his duty of 

obedience, his relation to the 'brotherhood of man, ' and the 'broken sonship' 

characterised by sin. This organising metaphor owes much to the liberal views of 

scholars such as Adolf von Harnack, whom Robinson quotes, and seems to be a 

perspective imposed on the texts. 71 Robinson is nonetheless correct in seeing Jesus 

as the model of divine sonship, as Jesus is dependent on God and obedient to God's 

will. 

Since Robinson's work predates redaction criticism and narrative 

approaches, he treats the synoptic Gospels as an undifferentiated whole, and fails to 

take account of the particularities of the different gospel writers. He also implies that 

the anthropology of the Gospels is to be found solely in Jesus' teaching. That is, he 

does not acknowledge the possibility that there may be significant elements of 

anthropological interest arising from the ways in which the material is narrated and 

redacted. The delineation of a theological anthropology cannot be limited to 

isolating doctrinal formulations or explicitly theological assertions or propositions. 

Viewing the Gospel as narrative makes it possible to use subtle literary features such 

69 H. Wheeler Robinson, The Christian Doctrine ofMan, 3rd Ed. (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1926). 
70 H. Wheeler Robinson, Christian Doctrine ofMan, 78. 
71 See Adolf von Harriack, What is Christianity? trans. Thomas Bailey Saunders (Philadelphia: 

Fortress, 1957), 67-68. 



25 

as plot, characterisation, irony and conflict as windows into the conceptions of 

humanity implicit in the text. 
72 

Sydney Cave 

Sydney Cave (1944) has a short chapter in a book covering ground similar to the 

work of Robinson. 73 Like Robinson, Cave does not deal with these Gospels 

separately. However, unlike Robinson, Cave rightly acknowledges that, in order to 

form an adequate appreciation of the Gospels' view of humanity, we must look 

further than the words of Jesus: Jesus' dealings with people reveal more than his 

teachings about humanity, for people need healing, not only instruction. Similarly, 

'the gravity of sin is exposed less by formal teaching on it than by the way men 

reacted to the presence with them of the sinless One. ' 74 This comment suggests that, 

for example, Mark's passion narrative, devoid of explicit 'teaching' on the nature of 

humanity, is (inter alia) a graphic depiction of the darkest and most horrible aspects 

of human nature. Cave also draws attention to narrative details that show that Jesus 

was fully aware of the human evils of his time. In Mark, for example, there are 

beggars (10: 46), demoniacs (5: 2), widows extorted (12: 41-44) and authority misused 

(10: 42); all these, illustrating human sin and misery, add to the portrait of humanity 

in a lost and needy state. 

C. Ryder Smith (195 1)75 and Ceslas Spicq (196 1)76 have provided short 

studies on NT anthropology, but these make no attempt to recover a specifically 

Markan perspective on humanity, and they consider neither narrativity nor rhetoric. 

72 Ira Brent briggers, Following God Through Mark (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 

2007), 5. 
73 Sydney Cave, The Christian Estimate ofMan (London: Duckworth, 1944). 
74 Sydney Cave, Christian Estimate, 3 1. 
75 C. Ryder Smith, The Bible Doctrine ofMan (London: Epworth, 195 1). 
76 C. Spicq, Dieu et I'Homme selon le Nouveau Testament (Paris: Les tditions du Cerf, 1961), 112- 

47. 
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Werner Kümmel 

W. G. KUmmel (1948, revised 1963) also mines the synoptic Gospels for Jesus' 

teaching about humanity. " He provides a corrective to Robinson's emphasis on the 

human being as 'child of God, ' pointing out that, in the synoptics, human sonship of 

God is an eschatological gift (Mt 5: 45; Lk 6: 35; Lk 20: 36) rather than a status 

afforded by humanity's creation. 78 Ktimmel's brief survey draws attention to the 

synoptic Gospels' portrayal of humanity as God's creatures who must behave 

according to the order of creation (e. g., Mk 10: 6-9), and as servants of the King 

(implied by basileia, though this is not explicit in Mark's Gospel). 

Kilmmel also addresses Robinson's view (inherited from Hamack) that Jesus 

puts the highest possible value on man's natural worth. '9 Robinson bases this 

assertion largely on Mark 8: 36-37, but this passage has in view the eschatological 

life, the value of which is inestimably higher than the value of the 'natural' life with 

its earthly acquisitions. 
80 

For Ktimmel, Jesus' call for metanoia (1: 15)-a call that presupposes that all 

people are somehow characterised by sin and need to repent -represents a vision of 

humanity that is less coloured by liberal optimism than that of Robinson. The 

ubiquitous prevalence of sin in humanity is a self-evident element in Jesus' view of 

man, even if not dogmatically formulated. 81 Consistent with this is Jesus' reference 

to his contemporaries as an 'adulterous and sinful generation' (8: 38). Although 

Mimmel's study is valuable for many insights, he takes the Gospels as a whole, as 

does Robinson, concentrates almost solely on the common sinfulness of humanity, 

and gives no attention to narrative and rhetorical aspects. 

77 Werrier Georg Kilmmel, Man in the New Testament, trans. John J. Vincent (London: Epworth, 

1963). 
78 Kümmel, Man, 35. 
79 H. Wheeler Robinson, Christian Doctrine ofMan, 80-8 1. 
80 Kümmel, Man, 23-24. 
81 Kiimmel, Man, 19-20. 
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Moreover, his task is to characterise 'the person to whom the message of the 

Gospel comes'. 82 To my mind this is a good starting point for New Testament 

anthropology, but it must be complemented by a consideration of what I will call 

4eschatological anthropology'-a characterisation of the person who has embraced 

the message of the Gospel. Since, in both OT and NT, God is the creator, source and 

maintainer of human life, and the one to whom humanity must relate, all biblical 

83 anthropology is necessarily theological. A biblical depiction of humanity is 

incomplete without a consideration of the dynamics of relationship to God and the 

hope of transformation. 

Bas van lersel 

Bas van lersel (1972) gives separate attention to Mark's Gospel in a short but pithy 

paper in which he seeks 'anthropological values of such lasting importance that they 

should continue to act as a critical ferment in the Church's witness. ' 84 The paper is 

not comprehensive in terms of anthropological categories. It has, however, a strong 

ethical focus, and this highlights the fact that much of the 'anthropological' material 

in the Gospels is expressed, not in the form of propositions, but as appeals. That is to 

say, the teachings of Jesus are concerned less often with how humanity is than with 

how it should be. 85 Jesus' appeals function as 'dynamic rules of human conduct' 86_ 

dynamic because a pattern of human relationships is presupposed. Van lersel's 

insightful readings of a number of Markan passages highlight Jesus' teachings that 

are set in a variety of these relational contexts. Van lersel rightly concludes that a 

82 Kümmel, Man, 16. 
83 This is well expressed by Ceslas Spicq: 'L'anthropologle biblique 

... n'est concevable que comme 

une section de la th6ologie proprement dite: l'organisme humain, la psychologie, aussi bien que la 

conscience et la vie morale ne sont pens6s qu'en foriction de la f6i religieuse. ' Spicq, Dieu et 

1'Homme selon le Nouveau Testament, I 11. 
84 Bas van lersel, "The Normative Anthropology of the Gospel, " Concilium 5, no. 8 (1972): 48-57 

ýere, 48). 
5 5 This important point is made also by Kümmel, Man, 27. 

86 Van lersel, "Normative Anthropology, " 52. 
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fundamental element for a normative view of humanity is an orientation towards the 

well-being of others. I will take up a discussion of this element in Chapter 5. 

Several other important points are made in the paper. The character of Jesus 

functions as a normative image (i. e., a model) for humanity-an image that, in the 

eschatological perspective. of the Gospels, is coloured to a large degree by the light 

of the future kingdom of God. Van lersel summarises all this with a neat observation 

(his emphases): 

The coming of the kingdom of God is the indicative which underlies all Jesus' words and 
actions; conversion is the imperative underlying all that the gospel says about man's activity; 
and Son ofMan is the name pointing to the man who gave a human aspect to this. 87 

Van lersel thus reminds us that both christology and eschatology h. ave important 

implications for anthropology. 

Udo Schnelle 

Udo Schnelle, writing in 1991, considers that KiImmel's study is still the best 

introduction to New Testament anthropology. Schnelle's own contribution seeks to 

supply a gap in the literature with a work that is much more substantial than 

Mmmel's. His work is a response to the existentialism of Heidegger as appropriated 

by Bultmann, and takes account of more recent (particularly German) scholarship. 88 

Schnelle provides some valuable insights, highlighting first the gospel vision 

of humans as creatures: Jesus' concern was the re-establishment of the original order 

of creation-a concern illustrated by his treatment of the sabbath (Mark 2: 23-27; 

3: 4), of distinctions between clean and unclean (7: 15), of marriage (10: 2-9) and of 

healing (as 'a sign and protest against the enslavement of people by evil 9). 89 Schnelle 

goes on to recognise Jesus' insistence that humanity is obligated to the will of God 

(though he fails to cite Mark 3: 35 and 14: 36 here), and then draws attention to the 

vision of human beings as people characterised by sin-the 'anthropological 

87 Van lersel, "Normative Anthropology, " 5 1. 
88 Schnelle, Human Condition. 
89 Schnelle, Human Condition, 17. 
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premise' that lies behind the Gospel call for repentance, a call that he, like Kilmmel, 

claims is the central content of Jesus' proclamation. Finally, Schnelle shows how 

Jesus' table fellowship with tax-collectors and 'sinners' (%tup-c(okoti, 2: 14-17) gives 

expression to a salvation that means acceptance of human beings who are ready to 

repent. In summary, Jesus' image of humankind is 'a tension-filled intertwining of 

the message of judgment and the message of grace. '90 Schnelle's study well 

illustrates how the Gospels' vision of humanity is inextricably tied up with their 

eschatological perspective of the presence and the nearness of the kingdom of God: 

the newness of this kingdom (2: 21-22) demands a new hearing of the will of God 

and a new kind of response. 

Unfortunately, like most of those mentioned above, Schnelle's study gives 

little recognition to the distinctive characteristics of each of the Gospel writers. 

While his survey is based firmly on hi stori cal -critical exegesis, and ostensibly 

limited to the 'proclamations of Jesus', in fact he recognises that the narratives of 

Jesus' deeds are as significant for the message of the Gospels as the didactic 

sections. However, by not treating them in a narrative-critical way, nor giving 

explicit consideration to rhetorical elements, he misses many of the nuances of 

Mark's anthropology. So far, then, there remains an anthropological lacuna in 

Markan studies. 

John Riches 

A recent work exploring aspects of anthropology in the Gospels of Mark and 

Matthew, especially their presentations of Christian identity and change, is John 

Riches' Conflicting Mythologies. 91 Riches' work brings a new dimension to the 

study of NT anthropology in that it directs attention to the fluidity of anthropological 

views at the turn of the era. In a sophisticated, wide-ranging and penetrating 

90 Schnelle, Human Condition, 35. 
91 John K. Riches, Conflicting Mythologies: Identity Formation in the Gospels of Mark and Matthew 

(Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 2000). 
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examination of the two Gospels, Riches advances the thesis that there are two 

opposing 'mythologies' evident in these Gospels. These conflicting mythologies 

have implications especially for notions relating to the nature, source and ultimate 

eradication of human evil. 

On one view, evil results from demonic invasion of the world: those who sin, sin because 
they are led astray by the powers of darkness, who control and hold them in bondage. Only 
rescue from the powers of darkness and their ultimate defeat and destructio n can resolve the 
world's ills. On another view, sin is the direct result of human disobedience, archetypally 
represented in Adam, which can be overcome only through the revelation and teaching of 
God's Will, the institution of punishments and rewards and, ultimately, by the judgement of 
all. 

92 

Riches calls these the 'cosmic dualist' view and the 'forensic' view. He argues that 

both views underlie the Gospels of Mark and Matthew. The problem for modem 

Western exegetes is that the two conceptions are in conflict: 

It makes a crucial difference whether men and women have gone astray or have been led 

astray. If it is the latter, then until such time as the powers that lead them astray are destroyed 

or bound, there can be no peace, no final overthrow of evil. If the former, then there may be 
time for people to repent, time for them to hear the proclamation of God's will, and then a 
time for judgement, when those who have failed to respond will be cast out. These are two 

separate, opposed conceptions; the intriguing thing is that they are frequently to be found in 
the same writings. 

93 

For Riches, these different perspectives are reflected also in changes in the ways in 

which Mark (and Matthew) present notions that relate directly to the formation of 

identity: the concepts of kinship and attachment to 'sacred space'. Mark modifies the 

traditional presentation of these notions. In the sphere of 'cosmic dualism, ' ethnic 

divisions between Jew and Gentile are dismantled and fictive kinship replaces blood 

ties; the identity of followers is defined by their relationship to Jesus, who has 

liberated them from the blindness of dark powers. Traditional ideas of sacred space 

are also modified: significant and specific sites of final apocalyptic drama (such as 

Sinai and Jerusalem) are generalised and cosmic in Mark 13. Similarly, in the sphere 

of the 'forensic' view, traditional ideas of Jewish restoration, centred on the holy city 

of Jerusalem, are replaced by a re-interpreted 'way of the Lord' that leads the 

92 Riches, Conflicting Mythologies, xin. 
93 Riches, Conflicting Mythologies, 267. 
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Messiah to the cross (and his disciples back to 'Galilee') and by 'blessings for the 

nations' mediated through a message that is quite unexpected. Riches summarises: 

The close attachment of Jesus' followers to the Land and its descendants is loosed, and their 
attachment to him gains prominence. It is no longer physical descent and local attachment 
which define a person. 94 

Any evaluation of Riches' study must be appreciative of his fine attempt to 

unravel, from Mark's 'bricolage' style, the two strands of mythology he identifies, 

but Riches seems to make too much of what he calls the 'fundamental opposition' 

between them. That they are in tension cannot be denied. In fact, he acknowledges 

that this kind of tension is characteristic of pre-modem literature in general. 95 Mark 

focuses on both external and internal evil because both are present realities for him 

and his audience; neither facet of evil can be sidelined. 9' Both facets are, indeed, 

fully acknowledged also in Paul's letters. 97 Evil spirits are very particular in Mark's 

Gospel: they affect a few specific people. Internal evil, however, is ubiquitous in 

humanity generally (7: 20-23). Mark is not attempting to argue for one or the other 

position, but is making use of both. On the one hand (using the cosmic dualistic 

model) he urges his audience to let Jesus transform them, and on the other hand 

(using the forensic model) he urges them to take action to be transformed. These 

rhetorical appeals constitute evidence that Mark believes both models to be valid. 

They are not alternatives. Rather, the cosmic viewpoint releases and enables the 

response that is called for in the forensic view: before his audience can take 

responsive action to follow Jesus they must be released fTom the power of evil. 98 

94 Riches, Conflicting Mythologies, 143. 
95 Riches, Conflicting Mythologies, 176-9. Cf. the conflict of 'moral imaginations' in Job, where 
Satan plays a leading role in the cosmic drama, and where a 'forensic' model gets a good airing and is 

seriously challenged; see Carol A. Newsom, "Job and His Friends: A Conflict of Moral 

Imaginations, " Interpretation 53 (1999): 239-53. 
96 Marcus had already noted the necessity to see both 'demonological' and 'anthropological' 

descnptions as elements of a 'bifocal epistemology': Joel Marcus, The Mystery of the Kingdom of 
God (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1986), 62-63. 
97 E. g., 2 Cor 2: 11 cf. Gal 5: 19-2 1. 
98 David F. Smith, "Can We Hear What They Heard? The Effect of Orality Upon a Markan Reading- 

Event, " Ph. D. thesis [University of Durham, 2002], 196) points out that the repentance that Jesus 

enjoins in 1: 15 is not merely an act of will, but is linked to the battle waged in the wilderness on a 

cosmic scale. 
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Denise Steele 

The most recent extended study is Denise Steele's 2004 dissertation on Mark's 

treatment of 'human fruition and the self-in-relation. '99 Steele examines the text 

using narrative -critical and reader-response categories, informally rather than 

comprehensively, but goes beyond these, following her interest in the issues of 

personhood that she 'extrapolates' from the narrative-100 Her explorations are 

anthropological in the sense that they are concerned with the existential experiences 

and challenges not only of characters in the story but of readers and hearers of the 

text. Her 'thematic' is the development of the 'self-in-relation, ' one of the 

expressions she borrows from the philosophy of John Macmurray. She takes Mark's 

purpose to be a paraenetic one: to encourage or maintain his readers in relationship 

with the hero of his story. 101 She discerns in the Gospel a pattern whereby, through 

engagement with Jesus and other characters, the reader is encouraged along a path 

towards what she calls 'gospel selfhood'. In her view, the text charts Jesus' 

developing relationship with God, a relationship mirrored by minor characters in the 

narrative. Similarly, the disciples' development of their relationship with Jesus and 

with God enables the readers also to develop as persons-in-relation as they engage 

with the experiences of the disciples and become affectively involved. Herod and 

Pilate are regarded as two rulers who miss their opportunity for self-realisation, but 

others in opposition to Jesus flatly reject self-realisation. Anticipating charges of 

anachronistic attention to 'inwardness, ' Steele appropriately defends her focus by 

appealing to other ancient authors, including Paul. 

My 'thematic' is similar to Steele's. That is, it treats some dynamics of 

personal relations as indicated in Mark's Gospel. However, my designation of this as 

'transformation' rather than 'development' signals a significant difference. Although 

the term 'transformation' in one sense lacks the specificity of 'development', I 

99 Denise Steele, "Having Root in the Self. Human Fruition and the Self-in-Relation in the Gospel of 

Mark, " Ph. D. diss. (University of Glasgow, 2004). 
100 Steele, "Having Root, " 44. 
101 Steele, "Having Root, " 35. 
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believe it lies closer to the perspective of Mark's Gospel. Steele's 'development' has 

been (inappropriately, I believe) extrapolated from Mark's text. For example, it is 

difficult to detect any 'development' of the disciples' understanding and 

commitment to Jesus after their initial calling, and the experience of the Gerasene 

demoniac is certainly more appropriately described as a personal transformation than 

as personal development, as we shall see. 

My approach also allows insights from a wider variety of critical approaches 

to inform the 'thematic'. One limitation of Steele's work is that her approach is 

fairly strictly 'literary-critical' in the style of New Criticism, treating Mark's Gospel 

as a text that stands on its own. Consequently she does not deal with intertextual 

issues, and thereby bypasses some scriptural connections that are valuable pointers 

to Mark's anthropology. Such intertextuality cannot be ignored, for without an 

appreciation of the literature that Mark's audience was undoubtedly exposed to (if 

not actually familiar with) an understanding of the Gospel's impact is diminished. 

My study concentrates on the identifiable rhetorical features of the text, which 

certainly acknowledge the affective domain that Steele is concerned with. However, 

I do not give exclusive attention to the characters in the narrative, but encompass as 

well elements of Jesus' teaching in the Gospel. I focus in detail on one passage (5: 1- 

20) as a case study. This pericope most closely typifies the dynamics of Mark's 

theological anthropology, but is dealt with only very briefly by Steele. 102 

102 Steele, "Having Root, - 127-8. 
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1.5 Overview and methodology 

Because my investigation of Mark's Gospel has several facets, my selection of tools 

for the project is eclectic. That is, I use a number of methods, attempting to benefit 

from a synergy of different approaches to the text. 103 

Chapter 2 considers the rhetorical features of the Gospel as a whole, with a 

view to demonstrating the literary and rhetorical tools that carry Mark's message and 

promote transformation of the reader(s). While duly acknowledging the categories of 

classical rhetoric, I have chosen not to employ them in my analysis. 104 Instead I have 

fon-nulated an alternative set of descriptors that is more conducive to the study of the 

theme of transformation. Each of these is a facet of the overall rhetorical thrust of 

the Gospel, and each contributes in a unique way to its persuasive power. 

Chapters 3 and 4 focus on the pericope that narrates the story of the 

Gerasene demoniac (Mark 5: 1-20). These chapters illuminate the theme of 

transformation in the Gospel, and help to lay a foundation for the treatment of 

Mark's theological anthropology in Chapter 5. 

Chapter 3 is an exegesis of the passage. I treat this account of a dramatic 

personal transformation as an example of transformative discourse, seeking to show 

how it impacts its audience in a variety of ways. While utilising the many valuable 

fruits of historical-critical investigations, my approach is, in the main, a literary one 

that views the Gospel as a consciously constructed narrative in which the author uses 

various literary devices for theological and rhetorical purposes. Thus I take account 

of the concerns of rhetorical and narrative criticism (including intertextuality). I take 

as given the basic proposition of redaction criticism, that Mark has compiled his 

103 My approach here is similar to the synthetic methodological perspective of C. Cl1fton Black, The 

Disciples according to Mark: Markan Redaction in Current Debate (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 

1989), 241-48. He writes, 'All of [the various interpretive avenues] have the potential for generating 

fresh ways of reviewing the Gospel. One should feel no compunction in 
... 

deliberately selecting the 

vehicle that will best enable him or her to negotiate that particular approach to the Gospel' (246-7). 
104 Fowler, Reader, 63, observes that 'Mark's rhetoric is not, like Paul's, the rhetoric of oratory, with 

its logical arguments and emotive appeals. Rather, Mark's is the rhetoric of narrative. ' 
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material from diverse sources of early Christian tradition and crafted it according to 

his own style and theological interests. While at several points it is enlightening to 

acknowledge the presence and significance of redactional material, a thoroughgoing 

identification of redactional activity is not a concern of this project. "' 

Having made observations about the literary, thematic and rhetorical aspects 

of Mark 5: 1-20,1 then examine the placement of the passage in its narrative and 

rhetorical context within the Gospel. In Chapter 41 utilise another set of categories 

that relate not to the techniques of the rhetoric but to its content. That is, I identify 

several themes that are not only present in 5: 1-20 but are also woven through the 

Gospel. By this method it is possible to evaluate how Mark 5: 1-20 works 

rhetorically within the framework of the Gospel, and to identify some possible 

'reader responses' to the story. This is not to imply that I am doing 'reader-response 

criticism' as such, for that approach is properly the analysis of responses made by 

contemporary (modem-day) readers who are 'text-transcendent', that is, not so much 

concerned with history as with their own present construction of meaning. 106 Rather, 

I aim to identify some likely responses of Mark's first-century readers to his rhetoric; 

this approach is similar to those of Beavis, 107 Incigneri'08 and Bolt. 109 

In an attempt to remain within the horizon of Mark's narrative, I have chosen 

to bracket out interpretations that rely heavily on psychological and sociological 

concepts. However, I will consider them briefly in Chapter 6 as potential 

components of present-day responses to the text. 

105 There remain considerable differences of opinion in regard to the extent of redaction of the Gospel 

and of this pericope in particular. E. g., Rudolf Pesch, "The Markan Version of the Healing of the 

Gerasene Demoniac, " Ecumenical Review 23 (1971): 349-76, views Mark's own contribution as 

minimal; Burton L. Mack, A Myth of Innocence: Mark and Christian Origin (Philadelphia: Fortress, 

1988), lies at the other extreme. Jostein Adna, "The Encounter of Jesus with the Gerasene 

Demoniac, " in Authenticating the Activities of Jesus, ed. Bruce D. Chilton and Craig A. Evans 

(Leiden: Brill, 1999), 279-301, following Franz Annen, takes a medial position. For a detailed 

bibliography see W. R. Telford, Writing on the Gospel ofMark (Blandford Forum: Deo, forthcoming). 

106 See the discussion by Stanley E. Porter, "Why Hasn't Reader-Response Criticism Caught on in 

New Testament Studies? " Journal ofLiterature and Theology 4, no. 3 (November 1990): 278-92. 

107 Beavis, Mark's Audience. 
108 Incigneri, Gospel. 
109 Peter G. Bolt, Jesus' Defeat of Death: Persuading Mark's Early Readers (Cambridge: CUP, 

2003). 
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Chapter 5 is an extended reflection on the dynamic theological anthropology 

of the Gospel. Using the findings of the previous two chapters, I construct a 

synthetic (and to some extent systematic) overview of Mark's vision of humanity, 

both individual and communal. By isolating anthropological elements in this way the 

contours of human transformation may more clearly be seen. While aiming to be 

sensitive to Mark's historical context, I have found it helpful to borrow, from recent 

theories of reading, the literary term 'model reader'. 

Chapter 6 is a brief theological reflection in which I draw particular attention 

to the 'transfonnative potential' of the rhetoric and anthropology of Mark's Gospel, 

and to the means of its appropriation by historical and contemporary readers. This 

discussion is followed by a summary of my argument and an evaluation of the 

relevance of my project for Markan studies. 

My goal overall is to fill a gap in Markan studies by highlighting the contours 

of the transformative potential of the Gospel, specifying elements of the rhetorical 

means by which transformation of the reader is promoted, and showing how the 

rhetoric is linked with a dynamic eschatological anthropology. 
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CHAPTER 2 

MARK'S GOSPEL AS TRANSFORNUTIVE DISCOURSE 

Introduction 

This chapter deals with some important elements of Mark's rhetorical interests. It 

provides further evidence for my contention, outlined in the previous chapter, that 

the Gospel of Mark aims to transform its audience in certain ways. That is, the 

author presents his story of Jesus in such a way that his readers/hearers are 

challenged to accept it and change. In this chapter I examine the text as a multi- 

faceted work that has employed narrative and rhetorical techniques in its crafting. 

My aim is to highlight the contours of the text as a discourse directed towards 

particular kinds of transformation of its readers. This chapter also prepares the way 

for a close investigation of the episode of the Gerasene demoniac in Mark 5: 1-20. 

Defining rhetoric 

Although George Kennedy reminds us that all literature is 'rhetorical' in the sense 

that its function is to affect a reader in some way, ' literary works vary in the extent 

to which their rhetorical power is evident. Aristotle defined rhetoric simply as the art 

of persuasion; it is 'the faculty of discovering the possible means of persuasion in 

reference to any subject whatever'. 2 Others, such as Quintilian, preferred a broader 

definition: 'the art of speaking well'. ' Modem definitions generally expand the 

Aristotelian emphasis to include written texts and also to give a more explicit 

reference to the audience. Thus Patrick and Scult define rhetoric as 'the means by 

I George A. Kennedy, A New History of Classical Rhetoric (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 

1994), 4. 
2 Aristotle, The Art of Rhetoric, trans. John Henry Freese, LCL (Cambridge MA: Harvard 

University Press, 1982), 1.2.1. 
3 Quintilian, Institutio Oratoria, trans. H. E. Butler, LCL (Cambridge MA: Harvard University 

Press, 1921), 2.17.37. 
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which a text establishes and manages its relationship to its audience in order to 

achieve a particular effect. ' 4 Corbett's definition states more fully the possibilities: 

'the art or the discipline that deals with the use of discourse, either spoken or 

written, to inform or persuade or motivate an audience'. 5 This is an appropriate 

definition by which to consider the rhetoric of Mark's Gospel, for two reasons. First, 

it acknowledges both the reading and hearing situations in which a discourse may be 

actualised. Second, it allows for a degree of complexity in the purpose of a 

discourse. As I showed in Chapter 1, both of these factors are relevant to a 

consideration of Mark's Gospel. 

Narrative rhetoric and authorial intention 

It is now accepted that a narrative usually performs a rhetorical function. That is, a 

narrator may desire to effect a certain response in the hearer/reader, and to this 

purpose may tailor the way the story is told. 6 In this scenario there is a real authorial 

intentionality that gives validity to the use of the phrase 'rhetorical strategy'. 

Although it is sometimes possible to identify a rhetoric that is inherent in the content 

and structure of the text, making no claims on the intent of the author, 7 scholars of 

Mark's Gospel universally assume its authorial intentionality, regardless of their 

opinion about its specific purpose. Craig Evans, for example, argues that Mark's 

Gospel is primarily bold apologetic; it is written 'to narrate the story of Jesus in such 

a way that such a confession [of Jesus as Son of God, humanity's true Saviour and 

4 Dale Patrick and Allen Scult, Rhetoric and Biblical Interpretation (Sheffield: Almond Press, 

1990), 12. 
5 E. P. J. Corbett, Classical Rhetoricfor the Modern Student, 3rd ed. (Oxford: OUP, 1990), 3. 
6 The literature on narrative rhetoric is now substantial. The publication of Wayne Booth's The 

Rhetoric of Fiction (196 1) was the stimulus for a whole new area for the study of biblical narrative. 
The pioneering work was Robert Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative (London: George Allen & 

Unwin, 1981). For further bibliography see James Phelan, Narrative as Rhetoric: Technique, 

Audiences, Ethics, Ideology (Columbus, OH: Ohio State University Press, 1996) and James L. 

Resseguie, Narrative Criticism of the New Testament: An Introduction (Grand Rapids: Baker 

Academic, 2005). 
7 Wayne Booth writes, 'The success of an author's rhetoric does not depend on whether he thought 

about his readers as he wrote; if "mere calculation" cannot insure success, it is equally true that even 

the most unconscious and Dionysian of writers succeeds only if he makes us join in the dance. ' 

Wayne C. Booth, The Rhetoric offiction, second ed. (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 199 1), xiv. 
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Lord, in contrast with the Emperor] will appear compelling and plausible to Jews 

and Romans alike. ' 8 Such a comment acknowledges the presence of a rhetorical goal 

and the demonstration of rhetorical competency on the part of the Gospel's author. 

Since we are not in a position to know Mark's actual intention, we must be content 

to identify only what appears to be his intention. In any case, the potential of his text 

to influence his audience has been widely recognised. 

Recognition of Mark's Gospel as rhetoric 

Even before the rise of narrative and reader-oriented criticism, William Lane (1974) 

made this comment: 

[Mark's use of literary devices] was designed to keep men from a spectator relationship to 
what Jesus said or did. They are called by the evangelist to stand where Jesus stood, and 
where he stands. [Mark was concerned] to involve men in the crisis of decision prompted by 
Jesus' presence. 

9 

George A. Kennedy (1984) calls the Gospel of Mark an example of 'radical 

Christian rhetoric' characterised by assertion and absolute claims of authoritative 

truth, rather than by logical or reasoned argument; it stands in contrast with 

Matthew's and Paul's 'more rationalising rhetoric'. 10 Kennedy assesses Mark's style 

in the light of classical rhetoric, but misses (as we shall see) the subtler elements 

uncovered by slightly later scholars who take a more reader-oriented perspective. A 

pioneer amongst these has been Robert Fowler; his reader-response study Loaves 

and Fishes (198 1)" and his later work Let the Reader Understand (199 1)" have 

been very influential. Paul Achtemeier (1992) speaks for a wide range of scholars 

when he maintains: 

8 Craig A. Evans, Mark 8: 27-16: 20, WBC, Vol. 34B (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2001), xciii (my 

emphases). 
9 Lane, Mark, 27 (my emphasis) 
10 George A. Kennedy, New Testament Interpretation Through Rhetorical Criticism (Chapel Hill, 

NC: University of North Carolina Press, 1984), 104-07. 
11 Robert M. Fowler, Loaves and Fishes. - The Function of the Feeding Stories in the Gospel of Mark 

ýChico CA: Scholars Press, 198 1). 
2 Fowler, Reader. 
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One of Mark's theological goals ... was to move his readers from observers to participants, 
and thus to move them to share in the gospel whose beginnings he had narrated in his 
account of Jesus of Nazareth. 13 

Joel Williams (1994) agrees that 'at least in part, Mark wrote his narrative in order to 

move the reader toward a fitting response to Jesus'. 14 There is now wide acceptance 

of the kind of approach to Mark's Gospel that recognises it as a document that, in 

common with much ancient literature, 15 has a rhetorical function. In the words of 

Elizabeth Malbon, the Gospel is 'a sermon, written from the persuaded to be 

persuasive'. 
16 

Previous studies on Mark's Gospel as rhetoric 

The literature on Mark's strategies of persuasion has been growing steadily, and 

many commentators have identified literary techniques used by the author of the 

Gospel in the attempt to engage, persuade and move its readers. The perspectives of 

both rhetorical criticism and reader-response criticism inform such studies. 

Amos Wilder., a seminal contributor to the rhetorical study of the Gospels, 

draws attention particularly to the novel features of New Testament texts, compared 

with those of classical rhetoric. 17 David Rhoads' 1982 narrative-critical study, Mark 

as Story pioneered approaches to Mark's Gospel as rhetoric. " His second edition 

(1999) gives greater attention to the 'ideal reader', and proposes that the story seeks 

to transform the reader through three movements that correlate with the three main 

13 Achtemeier, "Mark, " 556. 
14 Joel F. Williams, Other Followers ofJesus. - Minor Characters as Major Figures in Mark's Gospel 

ýSheffield: JSOT Press, 1994), 89. 
5 Mary Ann Tolbert, "How the Gospel of Mark Builds Character, " Interpretation 47 (1993): 349. 

16 Elizabeth Struthers Malbon, Hearing Mark: A Listener's Guide (Harrisburg, PA: Trinity Press 

International, 2002), 4. 
17 Amos N. Wilder, Early Christian Rhetoric: The Language of the Gospel (London: SCM Press, 

1964). For a convincing demonstration of the relevance of Hellenistic rhetorical theory to the synoptic 

sayings traditions, see Burton L. Mack and Vernon K. Robbins, Patterns of Persuasion in the Gospels 

Sonoma, CA: Polebridge Press, 1989). 
8 David Rhoads and Donald Michie, Mark as Story: An Introduction to the Narrative of a Gospel 

(Philadelphia: Fortress, 1982). 
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sections of the Gospel. 19 Vernon Robbins identifies progressive, repetitive and 

conventional rhetorical forms present in the Gospel at the level of the pericope and 

also, more significantly, at the level of the overall composition . 
20 In a later article, 

Robbins sees the Gospel as 'prophetic discourse', an interweaving of apocalyptic, 

miracle, wisdom and 'suffering-death' types of discourse. 21 

I will draw on the influential work of Robert Fowler at several points. 

Fowler, following Chatman, distinguishes between the 'story' and 'discourse' levels 

of the text. 22 Mark's Gospel, in common with much biblical narrative, including the 

other Gospels, 23 exhibits a 'double horizon': at one level (the 'story level', i. e., as 

historical narrative) it purports simply to tell the story of Jesus and his disciples, 

while at another level (the 'discourse level', i. e., as rhetoric) it is directed 

transparently towards the readers-in the first instance, the readers that the author 

knows are going to receive the text. It interprets the story, attempts to engage the 

readers and to move the readers to respond. There is thus a pressure on the audience 

at the 'discourse level. ' 

John G. Cook's text-linguistic analysis identifies Mark 1: 1 as the 'governing 

speech act' that uses the concept of 'gospel' to draw readers into the world of the 

text and encourage them to accept the text as good news . 
2' Robert Humphrey's 

analysis considers the Gospel's rhetorical effect to be founded on the narrative 

19 Rhoads, Dewey, and Michie, Mark as Story (2nd Ed. ), 137-46. In Mk 1-8 readers experience the 

power of Jesus' deeds and are motivated to follow him; in 9-10 they are challenged with the 

expectations and costs of discipleship; in Jerusalem (11- 16) they experience Jesus' trial and 

crucifixion from Mark's insider perspective, seeing Jesus as a model of how to face fearful 

ersecution and death with courage. 
0 Vernon K. Robbins, Jesus the Teacher: A Socio-Rhetorical Interpretation of Mark (Philadelphia: 

Fortress, 1984). 
21 Vernon K. Robbins, "The Intertexture of Apocalyptic Discourse in the Gospel of Mark, " in The 

Intertexture of Apocalyptic Discourse in the New Testament, ed. Duane F. Watson (Atlanta: SBL, 

2002), 44. 
22 Fowler, Reader, ch. 1 
23 See, for example, David B. Howell, Matthew's Inclusive Story: A Study in the Narrative Rhetoric 

qf the First Gospel (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1990). 
24 John G. Cook, The Structure and Persuasive Power of Mark: A Linguistic Approach (Atlanta: 

Scholars Press, 1995). 
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structure in which the audience will recognise three 'key narrative moments'. " 

Other scholars have dealt with particular aspects of Mark's rhetoric (e. g., Camery- 

Hoggatt on irony26 and Danove on characterisation 27 ) while several have reported on 

rhetorical elements in specific passages (e. g., LaHurd on the Gerasene demoniac, 28 

Evans on Jesus' 'critical' parables, 29 and Borrell on Peter's denial. 30). 

Reader-response commentaries include those of Heil3 1 
and van lersel . 

32 Both 

of these focus on the reception of the text by modern readers. Peter Bolt's valuable 

study Jesus' Defeat of Death (2003) seeks to assess the narrative impact of Mark's 

Gospel on its early (i. e., first-century) readers; as such, it is an 'exercise in literary 

reception' that is similar to my own with regard to the rhetorical effects of the text. 33 

Bolt is particularly interested in the heal ing/ex orci sm stories, and his method 

appropriately attempts to elucidate the rich first-century 'cultural repertoire' that 

informs his construction of probable audience reactions. My own analysis, on the 

other hand, approaches the rhetoric more thematically, and integrates it with the 

anthropological elements of the Gospel. 

More recently, David Rhoads and others have drawn attention to the rhetoric 

associated with the oral performance of Mark's Gospel. 34 Whitney Shiner attempts 

25 Humphrey, Narrative Structure. These are 1: 1-13 (including Jesus' baptism), 8: 27-9: 13 (including 
Jesus' transfiguration) and 14: 1-16: 8 (the passion narrative); each section includes themes related to 
Jesus' identity, death/resurrection, apocalyptic symbolism and temptation. 
26 Jerry Camery-Hoggatt, Irony in Mark's Gospel: Text and Subtext (Cambridge: CUP, 1992). 
27 Paul L. Danove, The Rhetoric of the Characterisation of God, Jesus and Jesus' Disciples in the 
Gospel ofMark (New York: T&T Clark, 2005). 
28 Carol Schersten LaHurd, "Reader Response to Ritual Elements in Mk 5: 1-20, " BTB 20 
1990): 154-60. 
9 Craig A. Evans, "Jesus' Rhetoric of Criticism: The Parables Against His Friends and Critics, " in 

Rhetorical Criticism and the Bible, Stanley E. Porter and Dennis L. Stamps (Sheffield: Sheffield 
Academic Press, 2002), 256-79. 
30 Agusti Borrell, The Good News of Peter's Denial: A Narrative and Rhetorical Reading of Mark 

14: 54,66-72 (Atlanta, GA: Scholars Press, 1998). 
31 John Paul Heil, The Gospel ofMark as a Modelfor Action: A Reader-Response Commentary (New 

York: Paulist Press, 1992). 
32 Bas van lersel, Mark: A Reader-Response Commentary, JSNTS (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic 

Press, 1998), 27, 
33 Bolt, Jesus'Defeat ofDeath, 2. 
34 Rhoads, Reading Mark; Malbon, Hearing Mark. 
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to identify text segments that function as 'applause markers' for a live audience. 35 

Many of these studies highlight ways in which Mark aims to move the reader, but 

none seems to take an overall view of the kinds of transformations implied by the 

Gospel. In preparation for my exploration of these transformations, I elaborate below 

some methods by which the rhetorical function of the Gospel seems to have been 

promoted. 

Some rhetorical facets of Mark's Gospel 

The three 'species' of classical rhetoric-forensic Oudicial), deliberative (political) 

and epideictic (praise/blame)-are well known. 36 These different types of rhetoric 

seek different kinds of response from their audiences, but their use in the analysis of 

the Gospels is of limited value. Scholars consider that the definitions of these 

categories are quite narrow, and so they have been cautious in applying the 

categories to NT documents. 37 It seems clear that Mark wants to enable his audience 

to judge rightly concerning the events of Jesus' life, death and resurrection (a 

'forensic' aim) while exhorting them to future action on the basis of a response of 

faith (a deliberative aim) and at the same time influencing and affirming Christian 

beliefs and values (an epideictic aim). Thus Mark's purpose seems wider than any 

one of these three generic categories. 

Other ways of analysing classical rhetoric, though, seem to be more 

applicable to the Gospels. Aristotle recognised and expounded on three components 

of the rhetorical process that did not comprise a classification system like the three 

'species', but were categories descriptive of the construction and performance of 

rhetorical presentations. 38 These were invention (heuresis), arrangement (taxis) and 

style (lexis). Other rhetoricians, notably the author of Rhetorica ad Herennium, 

35 Whitney Taylor Shiner, "Applause and Applause Lines in the Gospel of Mark, " in Rhetorics and 

Hermeneutics, ed. James D. Hester and J. David Hester (New York: T&T Clark, 2004), 129-44. 

36 Aristotle, The Art ofRhetoric, 1.3.1-6. 
37 For example, Richard A. Burridge, "The Gospels and Acts, " in Handbook of Classical Rhetoric in 

the Hellenistic Period 330 BC - AD 400, ed. Stanley E. Porter (Leiden: Brill, 1997), 5 10. 

38 Aristotle, The Art ofRhetoric, Book 3. 
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quickly saw the importance of two more components: memory (mnimi) and delivery 

(hypokrisis). By the tum of the era, these five 'parts' of the rhetorical process were 

widely recognised. " 

These categories suggest some possible approaches to the Gospels as 

rhetorical works. Are these categories evident, for example, in Mark's Gospel? And 

is such a scheme helpful in the analysis of its rhetoric? Stimulated by Richard 

Burridge's sketch along these lines, 40 1 look briefly now at each of the five categories 

as they might be applied to Mark's Gospel. 

1. Invention 

Invention is the discovery (heuresis) of resources for discursive persuasion. There 

are two considerations here. One is the subject matter, including people and events. 

In the case of Mark's Gospel, the subject matter is the person of Jesus, together with 

the events of his life and death (the latter a topos of major importance, comprising 

approximately one third of the Gospel). However, the classical encomium, normally 

specifying the subject's citizenship, ancestry and family, is missing. The other 

Gospels, of course, seek in different ways to supply this lack. 

The other aspect of 'invention' is the means of persuasion used. Classical 

rhetors included here the presentation of the speaker's character (ethos) as 

trustworthy, the logical argument (logos) used to convince the audience, and the 

emotion (pathos) that the speaker might awaken in the audience. Although Mark's 

means of persuasion are manifold, and are the concern of the present chapter, they 

do not appear to fall easily into the classical categories. The narrator himself is 

hidden, and it is the character of Jesus who is shown to be trustworthy. The 

narrator's agenda is far from explicit, and instead, logical argument is placed on the 

lips of Jesus as he teaches. As for emotion, Mark seems little interested in exploiting 

39 For helpful elaborations on these, see the relevant articles in Stanley E. Porter, ed., Handbook of 

Classical Rhetoric in the Hellenistic Period 330 BC - AD 400 (Leiden: Brill, 1997). 
40 Burridge, "Gospels. " 
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opportunities for working up the feelings of his audience; he lets the inherent 

emotional power of the narrative do its work. 

2. Arrangement 

Arrangement refers to the ordering of the parts-the organisation of the material into 

discrete divisions, typically including (in a Graeco-Roman scheme) the introduction, 

narration, 'proofs' (pisteis) and conclusion. Although Mark's Gospel consists largely 

of chronological narration, and follows patterns broadly similar to those found in 

ancient biographical works, there is very little introduction, and no formal prologue. 

Jesus' miracles function as 'proofs' and are provided throughout the first two-thirds 

of the Gospel, with the resurrection of Jesus functioning as the final 'proof'. 

Burridge points out that the patterns and methods of Jewish story-telling are 

discernible in the text, and comments that it is unrealistic to expect adherence to a 

classical rhetorical scheme in such a synchretistic culture .41 
However, it is clear that 

Mark's Gospel has been arranged with considerable thought, as evidenced, for 

example, by the repeated occurrence of 'series of three' 42 and 'three-step 

progessions'. 
43 

3. Style 

Style denotes the way in which things are spoken. It is concerned with the choice of 

language (words, sentences, figures, etc. ) that will be most effective in 

communicating the material. As I will show below, the use of metaphor and 'direct 

address' are major features of Mark's Gospel. 

41 Burridge, "Gospels, " 521. 
42 Robbins, Jesus the Teacher, 19-22. Robbins identifies 16 strings of three items linked by Kat; also 

Peter's three-fold denial of Jesus (14: 66-72) and the thrice-repeated actions in Gethsemane (14: 32- 

42). 
43 Robbins, Jesus the Teacher, 19-51. The passion predictions constitute the clearest example of this 

structure. Robbins (197-209) also identifies repetitive forms (e. g., the repeated pattern whereby Jesus' 

teaching and healing results in people coming to him), conventional forms (e. g., those associated with 

biblical prophets and disciple-gathering teachers) and progressive forms (integrated rhetorical 

movements that introduce a thesis, demonstrate it and call for response). 
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4. Memory 

Memory refers, of course, to the memorisation of a speech, but also includes the 

acquisition of a repository of a variety of material that might be appropriately drawn 

on in improvisatory circumstances. Both of these were requirements for an effective 

oral presentation. We do not have access to the materials Mark used in his 

composition, but it is highly probable that memory played a major role in the oral 

transmission of traditions about Jesus. 

5. Delivery 

Delivery is concerned with the control of the voice (pitch, volume, rhythm, etc. ) and 

with gestures that the rhetor might use. The urgency of Mark's narration, his spare 

style and episodic structure all hint strongly that the text is intended to be delivered 

orally as a continuous whole. 44 

Burridge's work demonstrates clearly that, while these five rhetorical 

categories have some applicability to Mark's Gospel, their usefulness in a rhetorical 

analysis of the Gospel is limited. It would seem more appropriate to approach the 

rhetoric of the Gospel in terms more intrinsic to it. By this I mean that, while the 

categories of formal Greco-Roman rhetoric may certainly be identified in Mark's 

Gospel, they are blunt instruments for delineating the multiple thematic contours of 

Mark's rhetoric. Amos Wilder considered that the novelty and creativity of Jesus' 

words and deeds constituted a 'new utterance': 

a new departure, not just in the sense of a new religious teaching, but rather the opening 
up of a new dimension of man's awareness, a new breakthrough in language and 

symbolisation. 
45 

44 Burridge, "Gospels, " 528. See also David F. Smith, "Can We Hear? " 
45 Wilder, Early Christian Rhetoric, 18. A study by Ben F. Meyer ("How Jesus Charged Language 

with Meaning: A Study in Rhetoric, " in Authenticating the Words of Jesus, ed. Bruce Chilton and 
Craig A. Evans [Leiden: Brill, 1998], 81-96) explores ways in which Jesus himself was a rhetorician, 

making use of phanopoeia (the evocation of sharp visual images), melopoeia (the orchestration of 

sound) and logopoeia (the exploitation of resonances latent in the listener's memory). 
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Wilder implies that, for Mark, the newness and power of the message necessitated a 

new subgenre, which he called euangelion, and the new 'speech-event' contained 

within itself new means of persuasion as well. I have therefore chosen to rearrange 

the rubric under which I explore Mark's rhetoric. I have called them 'rhetorical 

facets' to indicate that they are not intended to comprise a comprehensive or formal 

scheme of analysis. These 'facets' are not all equivalent in weight, but are different 

ways of approaching the rhetorical character of the text. However, my headings are 

not unrelated to the categories just discussed. 

The Gospel brings into prominence two major components of invention: the 

deeds and the spoken words of its main character, Jesus. Both of these are 

rhetorically rich in different ways, and so I treat them as separate categories, which I 

have labelled 'the rhetoric of demonstration' and 'the rhetoric of instruction'. 

Emotion as a means of persuasion (another aspect of 'invention') is treated in the 

section on 'the rhetoric of performance'. 

A consideration of the overall arrangement of Mark's Gospel is part of my 

project in Chapter 4, where I will give some attention to the placement of narrative 

and didactic passages, and to the rhetorical effects of such placements. I will 

therefore not discuss the rhetoric of arrangement in the present chapter. 

Two aspects of Mark's style appear to be particularly effective as rhetorical 

elements, and I treat these separately. One is what I have called (following Fowler) 

'the rhetoric of indirection', under which heading I explore the use of such stylistic 

elements as ambiguity and opacity. The other is the extended metaphor of blindness 

and deafness, a pervasive and powerful figure in the Gospel. 

Memory and delivery are factors relating to the oral presentation of the text, 

and so I treat them together as 'the rhetoric of performance'. Included here is the 

element of emotion (pathos) which, though by no means absent from a non-dramatic 

or private individual reading, is considerably heightened in a performance mode. An 

extra consideration is Mark's designation of his whole work as 6)ayy&Xtov (good 
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news). I treat this first, as 'the rhetoric of proclamation', because it is likely to grab 

the readers' attention at the very beginning of the text. 

I will present here, then, six ways of viewing the rhetoric of the Gospel. The 

examination of each of these rhetorical facets will lead to the discovery of several 

ways in which the hearer/reader is being persuaded to change. By elucidating the 

extent to which each literary method promotes the transformation of the reader, and 

by viewing the effects of the various rhetorical elements as cumulative, we can build 

up a picture of the kinds of transformation envisaged by the (author of the) Gospel of 

Mark. 

2.1 The rhetoric of proclamation: 'good news' 

The first indication of the rhetorical flavour of Mark's Gospel occurs in the first 

sentence: 'Appl -col-) mmyycktoi) lquob Xpicy-rof) (1: 1). Mark chooses to designate his 

whole work as F-A)ayyF-'ktov. This word establishes strongly, right at the outset, the 

character of the central content of the text. 46 Fowler considers this pivotal word to be 

'the pre-eminent characterisation of both the story level and the discourse level 7.47 

The word is repeated in vv. 14 and 15, so forming an inclusio around the 

introductory section. In 1: 14 -ro F-b(xyyE', ktov -cof) Ocof) represents the message 

proclaimed by Jesus, while 1: 15 specifies appropriate responses to that message. 

The meaning of F. I')ayyEktov 

The word is not to be translated as 'gospel', as if that were a title or an established 

generic description. Here fm'uyyEktov is not yet a technical term for a literary form, 

46 Carl Classen's rhetorical analysis of Mark's introductory section (1: 1-15) highlights the use of 

terms that are central for Mark's message: the 'good tidings' of the Spirit-anointed Christ, as 

promised by the prophets, the Messiah who brings remission of sins and salvation, through 

repentance. Carl Joachim Classen, Rhetorical Criticism of the New Testament (TUbingen: Mohr 

Siebeck, 2000), 74-75. 
47 Fowler, Reader, 90. 
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although it became such in the second century. Rather, it is to be understood as a 

message of 'good news'. 48 For Mark as for Paul, to whom Mark may be indebted for 

the use of the terin (cf. I Thess 1: 5; 2: 2,4, etc. ), it does not denote a teaching or 

ongoing instruction for the church, but a proclamation to anyone who will listen, for 

in both pagan and Jewish Greek literature, F_1')ayyFk- consistently connotes an 

announcement of any significant or joyous news-an act of proclamation which is 

4news' to the hearer. 49 It refers to an historical event that introduces a new situation 

for the world . 
50 Its OT background is -týn, which has a similar range of proclaiming 

good news, especially of Israel's victory or God's victory. By association with the 

use of the cognate verb 6')ayyckiý(o in Isaiah 40: 9; 52: 7; 60: 6; and 6 1: 1, the 'good 

news' is imminent salvation. In Hellenistic literature F, 1')ayyEk1ov often refers to a 

victory; Mark uses it significantly and appropriately in 1: 14-15, where it comes 

directly after the successful outcome of Jesus' power struggle with Satan (1: 13 ). 51 

Transformation through 'good news' 

Good news is to be proclaimed. It announces a positive change in a situation or set 

of circumstances or state of things, and is expected to have a positive effect on those 

who hear it. Proclamation of the 'good news' is echoed throughout Mark's story. It 

is one of the central features of Jesus' activity (1: 14,38,39; 2.2). In addition, the 

disciples are to go and proclaim this 'good news', with the evidence of 

what they have seen and heard (3: 13 -14; 5: 20; 6: 7-13; 13: 10; 14: 9). It is clear, then, 

that Mark uses the word EbayyEktov to refer both to the preaching of Jesus and 

preaching about Jesus. 52 

48 See further Morna D. Hooker, The Gospel According to Saint Mark (London: A&C Black, 

1991), 33. 
49 John P. Dickson, "Gospel as News: F, -bccyyFk- From Aristophanes to the Apostle Paul, " NTS 51 

2005): 212-30. 
0 Lane, Mark, 43. 

51 Leander Keck, "The Introduction to Mark's Gospel, " NTS 12 (1966): 361. 
52 Herman Hendrickx, The Miracle Stories of the Synoptic Gospels (London: Geoffrey Chapman, 

1987), 38. 
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Why proclaim this message? Mark never answers this question directly; the 

motivation must be deduced. What is clear is the author's estimation of Jesus: he is 

Messiah and Son of God. The corollary is also clear: he is worthy to be followed. 

For example, the stories of Jesus' healing of blindness and deafness clearly imply 

that Jesus is the fulfilment of the prophetic Isaianic scriptures that promise 'sight to 

the blind' as one of the indications of eschatological deliverance (e. g., Isa 29: 18; 
53 35: 5; 42: 6-7). However, Leander Keck is correct to note that what makes the story 

of Jesus 'good news' for Mark is not who Jesus is in himself, but who he isfor us. 54 

That is, the reader has a personal interest in the message of the book. Fowler writes 

that '1: 14-15 is an admission by the narrator of what he wants to happen to the 

reader in the course of the reading experience. ' That is, Mark's presentation is such 

that his own rhetorical goal is hidden in the rhetorical goal of Jesus: that people 

should repent and believe in this good news (1: 15 ). 55 

The 'good news' is set in the context of the fulfilment of prophecy. The 

words of 'Isaiah the prophet' provide a striking opening for Mark's narrative (1: 2-3) 

and John the Baptist announces a new prophecy: 'He will baptise you with the Holy 

Spirit' (1: 8). Then Jesus appears with the announcement that 'the time is fulfilled' 

(1: 15). These prophetic themes generate and reinforce a sense of expectation for the 

reader. 56 c Good news' constitutes a set of answers to a set of perceived problems. It 

implies cause for rejoicing in relief and release. In the Isaianic context which is 

53 Mark is not explicit in identifying Jesus as the fulfilment of these prophecies; the other synoptists 
are much more pointed (e. g., Mt 11: 5; Lk 7: 22). For explorations of the rich intertextuality of Mark's 
Gospel With Isaiah, particularly With respect to blindness and 'the way', see Joel Marcus, "Mark and 
Isaiah, " in Fortunate the Eyes That See: Essays in Honor of David Noel Freedman, ed. Astrid B. 
Beck and others (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1995), 449-66; Joel Marcus, The Way of the Lord: 
Christological Exegesis of the Old Testament in the Gospel of Mark (Louisville: Westminster/John 
Knox Press, 1992) and Rikki Watts, Isaiah's New Exodus and Mark (TUbingen: Mohr Slebeck, 
1997). 
54 Keck, "Introduction, " 364. 
55 Fowler, Reader, 90,91. 
56 p. j. Sankey, "Promise and Fulfilment: Reader-Response to Mark 1: 1-15, " JSNT 58 (1995): 16. 
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evoked by Mark's introduction, it implies liberation for 'exiles', restoration for 

outcasts, and the reign of God, engendering hope that anticipates change. 57 Malbon's 

deft crystallisation of the impact of the Gospel is worth citing : 58 

It is good news of the kingdom of God breaking into the world. 
It is good news for an inclusive community beyond restrictive boundaries. 
It is good news of daring discipleship that manifests God's love in startling ways. 
It is good news of God's presence through life, suffering, death and beyond. 

What kinds of transformation are in view here? Initially, there is the kind of 

perceptual transformation that is fundamental to prophecy and apocalyptic: the seer 

visualises a new set of future circumstances and proclaims the vision. Then, having 

been communicated, the 'good news' is to be believed (1: 15); there is an implicit 

call here for a change in the content or character of belief. Thirdly, this call for belief 

is associated with the call for repentance, which, if actualised, will lead not only to 

inner changes in one's orientation to God, but also to observable changes in 

behaviour. 

Repentance and baptism: John's penitents 

In the opening scene of the Gospel (1: 1-15) we see a great mass of people ('all the 

country of Judea and all the people of Jerusalem') confessing their sins and being 

baptised by John in the Jordan River. These people have heard John's call to 

'repentance for the forgiveness of sins' and have responded in droves. What does 

this response signify? The repentance (ýtsrdVota) called for here is a change of 

attitude, and a radical one at that-a 'complete reversal of one's mindset 9 59-a 

return to a way of life that is in accord with 'the way of the Lord' implied in John's 

preaching. It is well known that the notion signified by the verb ýtsmvm'co, as it is 

57 E. g., Isa 40: 9; 52: 7-10; 61: 1-3. 
58 Malbon, Hearing Mark. 
59 Sharyn Dowd, Reading Mark: A Literary and Theological Commentary on the Second Gospel 

(Macon, GA: Smyth & Helwys Publishing, 2000), 13. 
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used in the NT and in Hellenistic Jewish literature, lies close to the meaning of nlvý, 

as it is used by the OT prophets (e. g., Isa 55: 7), implying an inner change-a 

conversion of the heart. The ritual purification of baptism symbolises a moral 

purification in which relationship with God is restored. It is not an individualistic 

rite, since it implies a return to faithful membership of the people of God. " 

However, the efficacy of this baptism pales in comparison with that to be 

administered by the 'coming one'-'he who is mightier' (1: 7). John promises a more 

extensive transformation, mediated by the one who will 'baptise with the Holy 

Spirit' and so inaugurate the eschatological age. 61 

Mark thus begins his Gospel with a scene portraying a radical response to 

prophetic proclamation, evidenced by turning to God in penitence. This beginning 

seems to have a rhetorical intention. Lane comments that, by opening his narrative in 

this way, Mark 'recreates for his own contemporaries the crisis of decision with 

which John had confronted all Israel. 162 In 1: 5 we see the first occurrence ofndvTe;, 

a word that Mark often uses with a sense inclusive of the audience. 6' Even before 

Jesus makes his entrance, Mark's audience is challenged, by the overwhelming 

response of John's penitents, to consider the orientation of their own lives towards 

God. Moreover, they are encouraged, through the promise of the Spirit, to expect (or 

to recall) their own transformation. 64 

Mark will continue to press the necessity for [t&ravota, as -it 
features not only 

in the preaching of Jesus (1: 15) and the disciples (6: 12) but also (by implication) in 

60 Bilhah Nitzan notes that repentance played a central role in the renewal of covenant relationships 
between God and Israel in post-exilic writings and especially at Qumran (e. g., 1QS 5: 22), where 

repentance was 'a way of life'. Bilhah Nitzan, "Repentance in the Dead Sea Scrolls, " in The Dead Sea 

Scrolls After Fifty Years, ed. Peter W. Flint and James C. Vanderkam (Leiden: Brill, 1999), 146. 
61 The pouring out of the Holy Spirit is a key element of eschatological expectation in the Hebrew 

scriptures: see Isa 44: 3; Ezek 36: 25-7; 39: 29; Joel 2: 28f, 
62 Lane, Mark, 52. 
63 See, e. g., Mark 1: 27,32; 5: 20; 11: 18; 13: 37; 14: 27,31,50. 
64 The promise of Holy Spirit baptism here helps to 'create and progressively reinforce a sense of 

expectation' for the reader of the Gospel, according to Sankey, "Promise, " 16. 
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Jesus' repeated calls throughout the Gospel for reorientation to the values of the 

kingdom of God. For example, his charge to the Pharisees and scribes, that they are 

neglecting the commandments of God and holding to human traditions, is an implicit 

call to reverse this stance (7: 5-9). Of similar character are his calls , in various fonns, 

to self-denial (8: 33-38; 9: 43-48; 10: 15; 10: 23) 

To surnmarise, the characterisation of the whole work as F, 1')ay-y0. tov has 

itself strong rhetorical implications. The 'good news' is to be believed, acted upon, 

and shared. It is a medium of transformation. Its announcement is an important, 

indeed foundational, element of the transformative discourse of Mark's Gospel. 

2.2 The rhetoric of demonstration: transformations observed 

At the beginning of his story, Mark strings together a number of diverse healing 

events that serve as examples that demonstrate Jesus' deeds in a 'day' of activity 

(1: 21-34). As in any story in which lots of things happen, change is a notable feature 

of Mark's Gospel. At the 'story' level, the narrative tells of many changes in people: 

sick persons are healed, demon-possessed persons are liberated, some people 

become followers of Jesus and others become his enemies. Here I address the 

proposition that there is a rhetorical relationship between changes in the characters 

of the story and processes of response and transformation that the audience is invited 

to engage in. 

Changes in characters: the 'story' level 

It can certainly be argued that the stories of wondrous changes wrought in characters 

by Jesus have an important christological function in demonstrating certain 
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propositions about him. 65 For example, the first exorcism (1: 21-28) raises the 

question of Jesus' authority and identity. However, my use of the expression 

'rhetoric of demonstration' here focuses rather on the rhetorical value of these 

changes in demonstrating (for the audience) that people can be transformed by 

contact with Jesus. Balancing this possibility on the negative side are various 

demonstrations of resistance to transformation shown by certain characters in the 

story. It is hardly necessary to catalogue these changes in any detail, because 

examples abound and lie quite obviously on the 'surface' of the text. Some, like the 

physical healings, are changes in the 'exterior' characteristics of the persons 

changed, and some are changes that are more 'interior', like changes in perception; 

all of them, however, have observable manifestations. They demonstrate 'real 

ontological change, a radical restructuring and redistribution of the very stuff of 

life'. 66 These types of change are not mutually exclusive but interdependent. For 

example, interior changes may be responses to exterior changes, and vice versa. 

Effects on the audience: the 'discourse' level 

What is the relationship between the characters in a story and the audience who hear 

it? Might changes that occur in a character in a story cause changes in the attitude or 

behaviour of the audience? Based on our own experience of reading texts, we intuit 

that readers engage both cognitively and affectively with stories. They are moved as 

they become involved in the plot, and they 'identify' with characters. 

The dynamics of audience involvement, both intellectual and emotional, 

were well known to classical writers. For example, Aristotle writes of the arousal of 

65 See, for example, the excellent work of Robbins, Jesus the Teacher, 197-209. 
66 Mark McVann, "Dwelling Among the Tombs: Discourse, Discipleship and the Gospel of Mark 

4: 35-5: 43, " Ph. D. diss. (Emory University, 1984), 193. 
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67 fear and pity in the audience of a tragedy. In other contexts the rhetorical use of 

examples, both positive and negative, was recommended as a powerfully persuasive 

tool. " 

The power of all drama is the possibility of vicarious experience through that 

of the characters. The reader is able to 'project himself into the Story'69 and, by 

means of that participation, to 'try on' the experiences of the characters. In so doing, 

there is the possibility that one's own experience (outside the story) may be 

transformed. Readers are drawn to characters with whom they have something in 

common, and develop with them (consciously or unconsciously) a continuing 

relationship on both thinking and feeling levels. " The reader may be led to 

sympathise, to empathise, to feel some communal attachment to characters, to 

emulate them or to judge them. " 

It would be interesting to consider more exactly the psychological 

mechanisms by which these processes might work, but such a question is beyond the 

scope of this project. It is possible, however, to observe how a story has been told, 

and to identify factors which appear likely to impact the audience in significant 

ways. 

'Identification' with changed characters 

Amos Wilder makes the point that the question of identification arises with every 

story we read; thus the Gospel stories are always about us-they await our response, 

67 Aristotle, Poetics, LCL (Cambridge NIA: Harvard University Press, 1982), 14.1. 
68 Marie Noýl Keller, "Opening Blind Eyes: A Revisioning of Mark 8: 22-10: 52, " BTB 31 

(2001): 152-53, cites Aristotle (e. g., The Art of Rhetoric 2.20.1394a. 9) and Anaximenes (e. g., Rhet. 

Alex. 32.1438b. 29-31). 
69 Steele, "Having Root, " 154. 
70 Steele, "Having Root, " 149, n. 37. 
71 Elizabeth Struthers Malbon, In the Company of desus. - Characters in Mark's Gospel (Louisville: 

Westminster John Knox Press, 2000), 197. 
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they 'put us on the Spot,. 72 In Mark's Gospel there is a repeated pattern in which 

Jesus is presented as a compassionate healer who attends readily to the diverse needs 

of many ailing and suppliant individuals. By various means, readers may make 

connections with these characters who are changed. Elizabeth Malbon rightly 

considers that these encounters of 'minor' characters with Jesus provide 'narrative 

punctuation'-points at which it is appropriate for the implied audience to pause and 

reflect. Malbon's view is that the author is using the characters to communicate with 

the audience. 73 They illustrate a number of potential responses to Jesus, in almost all 

cases providing examples of faith and understanding of a kind that the audience may 

share. The stories of their healings potentially foster the implied audience's hope for 

similar evidences of compassionate ministry and consequent wholeness. 
14 

These 'minor' characters are often viewed as exemplars and role models. 

However, Peter Bolt gives a more nuanced account of 'identification': he notes that 

role models and character traits provide a 'weak' basis for identification because 

they maintain 'distance' between a reader and a character, whereas a 'strong' 

identification occurs when the readers recognise themselves in a character. 75 He 

argues convincingly that Mark's portrayal of the 'minor' characters effectively 

reduces the 'distance' between them and the readers. Mark achieves this initially by 

using the dramatic mode (mimisis) rather than the narrative mode (diigisis), or 

showing rather than telling, so that the readers feel like first-hand observers of the 

action. Second, many scenes are 'focalised' through the characters. That is, they 

narrate their own story as their own point of view is made explicit. Third, Mark 

72 Wilder, Early Christian Rhetoric, 68. 
73 Malbon, Company, 193-4,225. 
74 E. g., Robert C. Tannehill, "The Disciples in Mark: The Function of a Narrative Role, " in The 

Interpretation of Mark, ed. William Telford (London: SPCK, 1985), 134-57; Williams, Other 

Followers, 87,203. Williams' book is a valuable study of the minor characters in Mark's Gospel; he 

analyses these characters in terms of their 'traits' (60-67,90). 
75 Bolt, Jesus'Defeat ofDeath, 12-16. 






































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































