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Foreword


The introduction to this collection (“The Story Behind the Book”), sharing something of the story that generated exegetical and pastoral reflections from 1983 till the present, offers me the possibility to explore something of the personal and academic journeys that lie behind the essays that make up this volume. I am thus able to limit this foreword to expressions of gratitude, some technical clarifications, and an explanation of the dedication.


I am most grateful to the editors, editorial boards and publishing houses that published the original versions of the following essays. Without exception, they generously and enthusiastically supported further publication. They are indicated in detail in the list of acknowledgements that follow. Reflecting my recent scholarly activity, these publishers are located in Rome, India, the USA, Australia, and the Philippines. On the whole, the essays appear almost exactly as they were originally published.


The major alteration made to the typescripts has been the unification of the scholarly style-sheet. I have used the current Society of Biblical Literature Style-Sheet (2014), with two notable exceptions. In the first place, I have avoided scholarly abbreviations for journals and series that are normally found in scholarly essays. My reader need not search in a list of abbreviations to find my sources; they are reproduced in full in the text and in the footnotes. Secondly, only since 2014 has the Society of Biblical Literature asked for the full Christian name of authors and editors. All essays published prior to that date have maintained the use of initials. Here and there I have retouched, and sometimes updated, an older essay. Such alterations are very few, always obvious, and never change the course of the original argument. As I will explain in my “Introduction,” I have undertaken some major rewriting for the oldest essay in the collection “When is John Talking About Sacraments?” (1982). But even there the argument pursued remains unchanged, however much updated.


I am very grateful to Hilary Regan, the Chief Executive Officer of ATF Theology Press, who suggested this collection. It is one of several such collections of the work of Australian scholars that Hilary has initiated. Such volumes are a source of recognition and personal satisfaction for Australian theologians and biblical scholars. We often receive considerable acclaim overseas, but go unnoticed in our native Australia. This experience is largely due to the secular nature of Australian society, and the well-established local tradition of the “tall poppy syndrome.” Hilary Regan and ATF Theology offer an important service to Australian theological activity. We are all grateful to Hilary and the quality publication house he directs at the Australian Theological Forum Limited. I am personally grateful that Hilary approached me, enabling the further publication, in a book form, of a number of articles that are regularly sought after, but sometimes difficult to locate.


The book is dedicated to the many people who have accompanied me at my long-term academic home in Melbourne. It calls for some explanation to non-Australians, and indeed even to Australians who are not aware of the ever-shifting Melbourne theological scene. The explanation is best expression via a potted history. I returned to my home in Australia, after 11 years of study, research, and teaching, in 1976. I immediately took up my post as a Lecturer in New Testament at Catholic Theological College (CTC), then located in Clayton, Victoria, close to Monash University. The academic authority and setting of the College was provided by the ecumenical Melbourne College of Divinity (MCD).


The MCD was founded in 1910, authorized by Victorian State Parliament to grant degrees from undergraduate to doctoral level, largely to students from a number of Protestant traditions, although the Jesuit Theological College was established in Parkville in the late 1960’s, and Jesuit academics and students frequented the facilities there. In 1973 CTC (along with the Jesuit Theological College and the Yarra Theological Union) was admitted as an associated teaching institute within MCD. This was a major step in Catholic theological education resulting from the post-Vatican II desire to improve the human, spiritual, and academic formation of the Catholic population, especially those preparing for ministry as Priests, or educators in Catholic schools. It had been approved by the Catholic Bishops in 1972. In those early days, CTC was closely associated with the many seminaries located in the city of Melbourne. Those early years were also marked by large numbers of lay students and Religious men and women. Most major courses were taught during the day for the seminarians, and in the evenings for lay people and Religious.


In 1994 I was appointed the Foundation Professor of Theology at the newly-founded Australian Catholic University. Located on the University’s campus at Chadstone, close to Clayton, I continued to teach and direct research at CTC until 1998. From 1976-1998 I was privileged to serve under five Masters of the College: Rev. Dr (now Professor) Austin Cooper, OMI (twice), Rev Dr Gerard Diamond, Rev Dr (now Professor) Norman Ford, SDB, Rev Dr John Begley, SJ (RIP), and Rev Dr (now Archbishop) Mark Coleridge.


In 1999 I took up the position of the Professor of New Testament at the Catholic University of America, Washington, DC. I returned from that ministry in the USA to assume the role of the Superior of the Australia-Pacific Province Salesians of Don Bosco in 2006. By this stage, CTC had relocated to its current fine facilities in East Melbourne, adjacent to the Melbourne campus of Australian Catholic University. In 2012 the Melbourne College of Divinity became part of the national tertiary education system as the specialized University of Divinity (UD). The Provincial Superior of my Religious Congregation, I resumed teaching and directing research at CTC in 2006. I have continued to do so since then, even though I was re-employed as a Senior Professorial Fellow at ACU from 2012-2016. Appointed a Senior Fellow of Catholic Theological College in 2009, in 2017 I resumed my presence at the College as a full-time member of CTC/UD.


I have already mentioned the Masters of the College from 1976-1998. But I wish to acknowledge here the many other people, past and present, academics, administrators, and students, alive and deceased, with whom I have shared my ministry at CTC. Among the deceased I would like to single out Barbara Stead, RSM, John Begley, SJ, Ian Murdoch, SDB, Margaret Brady, and Rod Doyle, CFC. Apart from the years in Washington, DC, I have been part of Catholic Theological College, in one way or another, for almost 35 years. We are blessed by the ongoing presence of Professor Austin Cooper, OMI. Professor Norman Ford, SDB, has very recently been appointed an Emeritus Professor of the University of Divinity, and is still an important presence to the College. My long association with CTC has generated many reasons for the dedication of this book to the people who have been part of my life for such a long time. Not least among them is the warm reception I was given in 2017 as I resumed my full-time presence here, supported and encouraged by the current Master, Dr Shane Mackinlay, and Deputy Master, Dr Frances Baker, RSM.


Francis J. Moloney, SDB, AM, FAHA


Catholic Theological College


University of Divinity


Melbourne, Victoria, Australia
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Introduction





1


The Story Behind the Book


A glance at the titles of the essays, as they are listed in the Table of Contents, will inform my reader (or a prospective buyer of the book!) that the following collection of essays is evenly divided. It opens with studies of the four Gospels, with a particular concentration on the Gospel of Mark.1 These exegetical essays give way to more general, sometimes more hermeneutically focused, reflections upon Christian life. This formal division is somewhat artificial. If my own assessment of what I have written over the past few decades has any value, I would suggest that my interpretations of the Gospels address Christian life, and my essays on the Christian life lean heavily on an interpretation of the Gospels! Of course, I am not the one who should make that judgment. That has always been my aim for my published work, but the essays published here no longer belong to me; they are the property of anyone who wishes to make of them what they will.


Generally, the essays devoted to specific texts from Gospel of Mark, and themes that are drawn from its story as a whole, come from the first decade of the third millennium, a period of intense focus upon that Gospel. After my theological education (1966-1970: STL) and basic formation in Biblical Studies (1970-1972: SSL), I proceeded to doctoral studies at the University of Oxford (1972-1975). My research there was focused upon the Christology of the Gospel of John. From the completion of those Studies (D. Phil.: 1976), to my publication of my Sacra Pagina commentary in 1998 (reprinted many time since), John’s Gospel remained my main area of scholarly interest.2 Teaching in Australia (Catholic Theological College and Australian Catholic University) and Rome (Salesian Pontifical University, Gregorian University, Pontifical Biblical Institute) and Israel (l’Ecole Biblique et Archéologique Française) had necessarily expanded my areas of interest but the Fourth Gospel remained my major area of ongoing research and scholarly publication.


In 1998 I was appointed the Professor of New Testament, and then the Katharine Drexel Professor of Religious Studies, at the Catholic University of America, Washington, DC. I had been teaching the Gospel of Mark at various levels for some years, and was fascinated by the potential for an imaginative interpretation found in the differences, yet similarities, between what was most likely the first canonical Gospel of appear (Mark: 70 CE?) and the last (John: 100 CE?). Given my change of university and academic context in 1999, I decided to focus scholarly attention on the Gospel of Mark. During my time in Washington, I regularly gave doctoral seminars on the Gospel of Mark, and maintained my contact with the Fourth Gospel by teaching a full course on John to the Masters students (M. A.; M. Div.) every year. Thus, I never abandoned my first love, but allowed my years of familiarity with that text, and its interpretation simmer. Good students, at whatever academic level, always ask questions and issue challenges that make me think and re-think many of my interpretations. This was certainly the case for me in Washington, DC, where many of my firmly held positions were called into question. They were rich years, accompanied by a group of outstanding scholars (Joseph Fitzmyer, SJ [RIP], Raymond Collins, Frank J. Matera, and Frank Gignac, SJ [RIP]), exceptional doctoral students, all of whom have gone on to significant academic positions in the USA, and supported by wonderful library facilities.


This period is strongly reflected in the essays dedicated to the Gospel of Mark in the collection that follows. They were generated by relevant background work into the early Church and the turbulent years that led to the Jewish War (66-70 CE) and initial, sometimes experimental forays, into the Markan world and the narrative it produced. Some of these essays were “testing the waters.” They generally led to further enriching debate, and were very instrumental in the eventual publication of a commentary on Mark in 2002 (reprinted in 2012).3 Other essays on Mark, written and published after 2002, stretched original insights further than I had suggested in the commentary.


All the essays demonstrate my fascination with the Markan portrayal of the disciples in the Gospel, and one of them is dedicated entirely to a sketch of their performance across the story, understood as a unified narrative articulation of early Christian Theology, Christology, and Discipleship. This aspect of my work has sometimes been criticized. Some reviewers and colleagues think that I am “too harsh” on the disciples. My only defense is to claim that what I have tried to uncover is what Mark says about the disciples in the story, right down to the fear, silence and failure of the women in the final verse of the Gospel (Mark 16:8). But there is more. If I have an “agenda” running in my analysis, it comes from the title of this book. My experience (maybe I am alone in this?) is that Christian life is regularly marked by failure. Of course, it is also marked by wonderful moments of love and joy. But am I the only one who regularly “gets it wrong”?


I am convinced that Mark and his early Christian community, faced with false hopes of an imminent return of the Lord (see Mark 9:1; 13:9-13), and suffering for their belief in Jesus as the Christ and the Son of God (1:1; 14:62; 15:39), experienced the failure generated by fear and flight (see 14:50; 16:8). I think that the historical disciples of Jesus of Nazareth did much better than the way Mark reports their performance. But what we find in the Markan narrative comes from a post-resurrectional theological perspective. Mark did not tell his story to tell us “how things were back then,” but to address Christians who hear and read his Gospel. A critical interpretation of the role of the disciples in the Gospel of Mark directly addresses all forms of Christian life. My guess is that is why it was accepted into the Christian canon from the start, despite its neglect in the early centuries. Since the middle of the nineteenth century, once its role as the chronologically “first” of the Gospels was recognized, it has become one of the most commented upon New Testament books.


Coming to this collection, I could not possibly omit something on the Gospel of John, and the choice to publish a study on the presence or absence of Sacramental material in the Fourth Gospel was easy and obvious. The essay “When is John Talking About Sacraments?” is the oldest essay in this collection. It goes back to a lecture given at the 1981 Melbourne Scripture Seminar, published in Australian Biblical Review in 1982. There are two significant reasons for the current re-publication of this Johannine essay, even though it is 35 years old. In the first place, despite the brashness of its tone, reflecting the immaturity of a 42 year old (young among biblical scholars!), its published version continues to be widely cited in secondary literature dedicated to the Gospel of John. In my advanced years, I am surprised when I see it regularly mentioned in the never-ending and yet to be resolved discussion of the presence or absence of Sacramental hints in the Gospel of John.


Some find Sacraments at every turn, and others claim that the Gospel of John is rejecting any such human participation in the communication of God’s gifts. A small group of influential commentators suggest that texts that obviously reflect the Sacramental practices of the early Church were added to the original Gospel, to make it more “Catholic.” Between these three extreme positions, there are various shades of opinion. My early attempt to steer a “middle-path” through this debate still appears to garner interest, as it focused upon both the text and the world that produced and received it to develop some “criteria” that might guide us. Whatever its contemporary value, I am glad to make it more available, given the continued interest and frequent reference to it.


Over the past decade I have published two collections of my shorter Johannine work, but this essay is available only in the 1982 volume of Australian Biblical Review.4 Its publication in this collection remedies that lacuna. Although this 1982 study has been updated and rewritten more than anything else in this collection, nothing has changed in the argument. I have added more recent bibliography and toned down some of the rhetorical writing of the original that reflected my academic immaturity and the “public lecture” setting of an address at a Seminar. However, it retains its goal of a search for possible “criteria” that might guide commentators in their reflection of possible Sacramental background to some Johannine narratives (e.g. John 6:1-15; 13:21-38; 19:34-35) and discourses (e.g. 6:51-58).


The essay on the Lukan last supper narrative has not appeared in this form anywhere else, but it also has a history, associated with my own academic interests. It depends heavily upon my long-time interest in New Testament Eucharistic texts, and especially on the chapter on Luke in the third edition of my Body Broken for a Broken People.5 It is included to round off the selections from my work on all four Gospels. I chose to rework my earlier study of Luke 22 because most Christian readers, and churchgoers, are not aware of the very different record of the events of Jesus’ final night with his disciples. The words of Institution during the celebration of the Eucharist in most Christian traditions, and certainly in the Catholic tradition, are a blend of what is found in 1 Corinthians 11, Mark 14, and Matthew 26. Luke subordinates the so-called words of Institution to his wider concern: Jesus’ farewelling and commissioning his Apostles. It is a superb example of Luke’s genius and originality, shaping an established tradition to speak directly to a missionary Church. This addition to my focus upon Mark, and to a lesser extent Matthew and John, reflects my deep concern for the poverty of the biblical literacy of most believing and practicing Christians. This is not the place to enlarge upon that question, but when I am told that something is found “in the Gospels,” most are surprised when I ask: “Which Gospel?” This widespread poverty is the result of a lack of exposure to the richness and the diversity of our four-fold Gospel tradition.6


In this brief telling of the story that has produced the book that follows, I wish to focus upon the people to whom several essays were dedicated. There are many other people who have accompanied on my journey, academically and otherwise, but by sheer happenstance essays found in this book were originally dedicated to significant people. I have retained reference to these colleagues as each of them, in his own way, reflects part of that story: my long presence in Australian theological education (Anthony J. Kelly, CSsR and Athol Gill), my ministry of teaching and research at the Catholic University of America (Frank J. Matera), and my service to the universal Catholic Tradition as a member of the International Theological Commission to then Holy See (Sebastian Karotemprel, SDB and Joseph Doré, SS).


Foremost among them is my long-standing friend and colleague, Anthony J. Kelly, CSsR. Tony and I have worked in theological education in Australia for the best part of 40 years. We worked together immediately after the Second Vatican Council in the ecumenical setting of the Melbourne College of Divinity. When I departed these shores for Washington, DC, he was my successor as the Professor of Theology at Australian Catholic University in 1999.7 We have forged an even closer relationship since I came back to ACU in 2012. We were fortunate to hold positions as Senior Professorial Fellows, with a major focus upon research in the University. His balanced and profound understanding of the Christian Tradition, coupled with his sparkling interpretation of it, have helped my own work across those decades, especially across the past five years of our close association at Australian Catholic University.8


Another Australian scholar mentioned in these pages is Athol Gill, who passed away suddenly in March 1992. Athol was a remarkable and important figure in the presence of the Baptist tradition within the Melbourne College of Divinity. He had many passions, and one of them was the Gospel of Mark. The essay in this volume recalls that passion, but in Athol’s life it spilled over into his Christian life. Many of us in Melbourne Christian circles owe much to his inspiration as a teacher, preacher, leader, radical disciple of Jesus Christ, and reformer.9 I deliberately chose the theme of the Markan Jesus’ never-failing presence to his struggling disciples, as that was a feature of Athol’s life and ministry among the less-fortunate in society, typified by his establishment of the community of the Gentle Bunyip in Clifton Hill, Victoria. Continuing a long-standing Baptist tradition of social awareness, Athol embodied Jesus’ care for the apparent “failures” in our society.


The essay on “righteousness” in Matthew was written to honour a dear friend and colleague during my Washington, DC, days: Frank J. Matera. Frank’s doctoral work had been on the Gospel of Mark.10 We shared a keen interest in literary and narrative-critical approaches to the Four Gospels. My arrival at the Catholic University of America in 1999 coincided with a decision on Frank’s part focus more broadly on New Testament ethics, Christology, Theology, and the Letters of Paul.11 Academically, I was on the receiving end of a gentlemanly and respectful association with everything I wrote. No scholar could have asked for more. Above all, however, I appreciated his support in difficult times. In 2003 the then Dean of the School of Theology and Religious Studies, Rev. Prof. Stephen Happel, died suddenly. He had begun an unpopular restructuring of the School, and I was asked to step in, initially as the acting Dean, and then formally as the Dean of the School. Frank’s long experience as an academic at the Catholic University of America, his down to earth wisdom, and supportive presence saw me through challenging days from 2003-2005. I trust that the presence of both of us at CUA in those challenging years helped its School of Theology and Religious Studies to become the formidable center of learning that it is today.


Finally, I make mention of two significant scholars with whom I worked in the setting of the Pontifical Theological Commission. A majority of essays in the second half of this book, under the general title “Christian Life,” focus upon the balance that a contemporary Catholic scholar must maintain while attempting to push frontiers, yet always respecting the caring role of the Church’s Magisterium. Nowhere else is this call for “balance” needed that in the service rendered to the Catholic Church than in the Pontifical Biblical Commission and the Pontifical Theological Commission. I was privileged to serve on the Theological Commission from 1986 till 2002. Essays are dedicated to Sebastian Karotemprel, SDB, and Joseph Doré, SS, two significant conversation partners within the Theological Commission. They were fine examples of the challenges and the potential richness that can emerge from creative tension between the theologian and the Magisterium.


Rev. Professor Sebastian Karotemprel, my fellow-Salesian, had dedicated his life to the crucially important dialogue between the Catholic Tradition and the Religions of India.12 His long teaching career in India and Rome led to his being appointed to the Pontifical Theological Commission at a difficult time. Inter-religious dialogue was being sidelined, after the publication of the statement from the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, Dominus Jesus, affirming the absolute centrality of Jesus Christ in a way that underestimated the work of Sebastian, and others like him.13 Parallels between the Catholic theological tradition and other religions had long been suggested as a pathway to greater understanding and a creative reciprocity between all concerned. Dominus Jesus led to difficulties in this dialogue. In the ten years that I worked with Sebastian, despite the difficulties of the Roman theological climate, he argued courageously for the ubiquitous presence of the divine mystery in other religions, and yet always showed respect for a Magisterium that could not always be persuaded.


An essay on the difficult interface between Scripture and the Magisterium, is dedicated to Joseph Doré, SS. Joseph came to the Commission after a long and distinguished career. A Sulpician Priest, charismatically committed to seminary education, he was the Director of the Grand Séminaire de Nantes (1965-71), until he took up the position as the Director of the Séminaire des Carmes, the seminary attached to l’Institut Catholique de Paris. He was the Dean of the Faculty of Theology at l’Institut Catholique de Paris from 1988-1994.14 In 1994 he was appointed the Archbishop of Strasbourg. His long history of ecclesiastical leadership, from 1965 until his retirement from his episcopal role in 2007, was always marked by a powerful awareness of the delicate relationship that exists between Catholic scholarship and the Magisterium. It was only fitting that his career closed with his magisterial leadership at Strasbourg. The essay in this volume, dedicated to Archbishop Joseph Doré, addressing the relationship between the work of the Biblical scholar and the Magisterium, was first published in a volume of essays to honour Joseph, with the fitting title: The Responsibility of Theologians.15


The remaining essays could be regarded as “occasional,” but they have their story. My role in supporting the notorious British novelist, Jeffrey Archer, in writing The Gospel According to Judas generated considerable heat from some parts of the Catholic world.16 Many suggested that I had “lost the plot” in associating myself with such a figure, and suggesting that Judas Iscariot may have had a positive understanding of Jesus, despite his act of betrayal. The essay included in this collection is a response to that criticism, and in some ways further develops the theme of the relationship between the theologian and the Magisterium. The final essays are recent. They have a strong focus upon the Word of God, and were originally delivered for major events: the Centenary celebration of the Melbourne College of Divinity in 2010, and the International Eucharistic Congress in Cebu, the Philippines, in 2016.


All the essays, reflecting a long and very blessed academic career, have their setting. My friend and colleague, Mark (now Archbishop) Coleridge, once said to me: “Text without context is pretext.” I have long treasured those words and my students at every level are tired of hearing me repeat them. I trust that this brief situating of all the essays in this collection in their respective “contexts” is interesting for a reader, and a helpful guide to the opinions and sentiments expressed in what I have written over the past 30 years.


 


1. I will use the traditional names Mark, Matthew, Luke, and John to refer to the four Gospels, and to their authors. The names were added to the texts late in the second century to ensure the distinctiveness of each account. We do not know the names of the historical author(s) of the Gospels.


2. My doctoral research was first published as The Johannine Son of Man, Biblioteca di Scienze Religiose 14 (Rome: LAS, 1976). It was reprinted, with an appendix, in 1978, and appeared in a second edition in 2007 (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock). The commentary appeared as The Gospel of John, Sacra Pagina 4 (Collegeville, MN: The Liturgical Press, 1998). It had been preceded by Belief in the Word: Reading John 1-4 (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress, 1992), Signs and Shadows. Reading John 5-12 (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1996), and Glory not Dishonor. Reading John 13-21 (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress, 1998).


3. Francis J. Moloney, The Gospel of Mark. A Commentary (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2002). Reprinted in a paperback edition in 2012 by Baker Academic (Grand Rapids, MI).


4. For my collections of earlier Johannine essays, see Francis J. Moloney, The Gospel of John. Text and Context, Biblical Interpretation Series 72 (Boston/Leiden: Brill, 2005), and Idem, Johannine Studies 1975-2017, Wissenschaftliche Untersuchungen zum Neuen Testament 372 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2017). The details of the 1982 publication of the essay on Sacraments in John can be found above, in the Acknowledgements.


5. Francis J. Moloney, A Body Broken for a Broken People. Divorce, Remarriage, and Eucharist (Melbourne: Garratt, 2015). The first edition, with the title A Body Broken for a Broken People. Eucharist in the New Testament appeared in Melbourne in 1990 (Collins Dove). Both editions have been published in the USA (Hendrickson/Paulist) and the UK (DLT).


6. Over the years I have attempted to address this problem. Most recently, see Francis J. Moloney, The Living Voice of the Gospel. The Gospels Today, 2nd ed. (Melbourne: John Garratt, 2006 [first edition in 1986]); Idem, A Friendly Guide to the New Testament (Melbourne: Garratt, 2010); Idem, A Friendly Guide to the Gospel of Mark (Melbourne: Garratt, 2012); Idem, A Friendly Guide to the Resurrection of Jesus Christ (Melbourne: Garratt, 2016); Idem, Reading the New Testament in the Church. A Primer for Pastors, Religious Educators, and Believers (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2015). After 40 years of teaching, research, and publication I sense that I have failed to communicate very widely the fundamental truth about understanding the Gospels: they are not primarily historical narratives, but inspired statements, in a narrative form, of what God has done for humankind in and through Jesus Christ. The vast majority of clergy and people still read them as “stories about Jesus,” despite my efforts.


7. We maintained our close personal and academic relationship from 1999-2005, evidenced by the highly-respected study that we co-authored at that time: Anthony J. Kelly and Francis J. Moloney, The Experience of God in the Johannine Writings (New York/Mahwah, NJ: Paulist, 2003).


8. Evidence for the ongoing influence of Tony Kelly’s thought on my work can be found in the essay, “The Gospel of Creation. Biblical Reflections on Laudato Si’” on pp. 259-82 of this volume, and especially in Francis J. Moloney, Eucharist as a Celebration of Forgiveness (New York/Mahwah, NJ: Paulist, 2017), 83-99.


9. For striking evidence of Athol’s use of the Gospel of Mark to challenge contemporary Christianity, see Athol Gill, The Fringes of Freedom: Following Jesus, Living Together, Working for Justice (Homebush: Lancer Books, 1990), and Idem, Life on the Road: The Gospel Basis for a Messianic Lifestyle (Homebush: Lancer Books, 1992).


10. Frank J. Matera, The Kingship of Jesus. Composition and Theology in Mark 15, Society of Biblical Literature Dissertation Series 66 (Chico, CA: Scholars Press, 1982).


11. Frank J. Matera, New Testament Ethics. The Legacies of Jesus and Paul (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1996); Idem, New Testament Christology (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1999); Idem, New Testament Theology. Exploring Diversity and Unity (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2007); Idem, Galatians, Sacra Pagina 9 (Collegeville, MN: The Liturgical Press, 1992); Idem, Romans, Paideia Commentaries on the New Testament (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2010).
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Mark 6:6b-30: The Twelve, Mission, and Failure


In memory of Athol Gill (1937-1992)


It is with a sense of gratitude and privilege that I pen this study in memory of Athol Gill (1937-1992). There were many sides to Athol, and I have chosen to reflect upon a passage in the Gospel of Mark (6:6b-30) for reasons associated with a few of the more obvious of them. Athol Gill had a serious professional interest in the Gospel of Mark, but never read a Gospel purely because of his “professional interest.” One of the reasons this Gospel attracted his interest was its focus upon the disciples of Jesus, a theme that he often used to challenge contemporary Christian individuals and communities.1 But Athol was not only interested in issuing challenges. He was keenly aware that the best of “Christian achievers” were those who realistically accepted the brokenness present in their own lives, and who turned to offer a fragile hand to those who, often through no fault of their own, are forced to the margins of Australian society. He had a deep concern for those judged by our society as “failures.” In many ways, the community of the Gentle Bunyip “institutionalized” his concerns.


It is thus, to the Gospel of Mark, the disciples in that story, and their failure, that I would like to turn. The Twelve are authorized for a mission, instructed on their attire, their possessions and their behavior. The mission meets with great success (vv. 7-13). Without notice, the account of the death of John the Baptist follows (vv. 14-29), and only after that episode has been told in its entirety do the ones who were sent out, gather around Jesus again (v. 30). My study of this intriguing Markan passage is an inadequate word of gratitude to the memory of Athol Gill, exponent of the Gospel of Mark and disciple of Jesus.


The Setting


The Gospel as a whole


The Gospel of Mark traces the God-directed passing of time, systematically articulated in the larger blocks of material and the smaller episodes that unfold within them, according to a logic that leads inevitably toward the cross. The reader is led further into a story whose ending is known, yet is surprised on the way – and at the end. The plot as a whole is shot through with hints that look forward to the end of the story. The Gospel of Mark is unique among the Gospels because, unlike most narratives (including Matthew, Luke and John), the crises that emerge during the course of the narrative are not resolved through a dénouement at the end of the story (Mark 16:1-8). Much is resolved, but a further crisis emerges which cannot be resolved by the story itself (see 16:7-8). This suggests that it might be resolved in the lives of the people reading the story.2


Ιn a good story the reader is told enough to be made curious, without ever being given all the answers. Narrative texts keep promising the great prize of understanding - later.3 The “later” of the Gospel of Mark, I suggest, is the “now” of the Christian reader. If this is true, then the single parts of the story, in our case Mark 6:6a-30, might helpfully be read in the light of the “now” of the Christian reader as we begin the third Christian millennium.


As the plot of the Gospel of Mark unfolds there are signs within the narrative that the readers and the listeners encounter.4 They indicate major turning points in the story as a whole. These textual markers show that the author is “up to something.” There are six major moments when the reader meets significant turning points in the story. The “good news” begins (1:1), Jesus initiates his ministry in Galilee (1:14-15), he announces his forthcoming death and resurrection for the first time (8:31), he enters Jerusalem (11:1-11), a decision is made that Jesus must be arrested and killed (14:1-2), and women discover an empty tomb (16:1-4). We have domesticated the Gospel story to such an extent that we are not sufficiently aware of the dramatic nature of these turning points. As has been obvious since the days of Wilhelm Wrede, Albert Schweitzer, and Karl-Ludwig Schmidt, this “framework” was devised by the Evangelist Mark, and its appearance in the first early Christian “gospel” was intentionally a theological statement.5 Whatever the first readers knew of the life-story of Jesus of Nazareth was subverted by the Markan story. The Markan plot of Jesus’ presence in Galilee, his journey to Jerusalem, the cross, the resurrection and the silence of the women was not familiar to the early Christian world. Such a “plot” saw the light of day for the first time when Mark invented it, and it was accepted by Matthew and Luke as the basic story-line for their accounts of Jesus’ life, death and resurrection. It is this radical newness of the Markan story that must be kept in mind.6 It is an original way of telling the story of Jesus, and its author must be credited with an equally original “point of view” which led him to plot the story in this way.7


Mark’s plot is designed to lead the reader to a surprising re-telling of the story of the death and resurrection of Jesus to which she or he could not remain indifferent. On the basis of the major textual markers that I have identified, one can trace the following temporal and geographical strategies.8




1. Mark 1:1-13 serves as a prologue to the Gospel, and provides the reader with a great deal of information about God’s beloved Son.


2. Through Mark 1:14-8:30 the words and deeds of Jesus’ ministry increasingly force the question: who is this man (see 1:27, 45; 2:12; 3:22; 4:41; 5:20; 6:2-3, 48-50; 7:37)? Some accept him, some are indifferent and many oppose him, but the question behind the story is: can he be the Messiah? In 8:29 Peter, in the name of the disciples, resolves the problem by confessing: “You are the Messiah.” The guessing has come to an end. This section of the Gospel can be called “The Mystery of the Messiah,” although it closes surprisingly with Jesus’ warning Peter not to tell anyone of his confession of faith (8:30). Peter’s understanding of Jesus’ messianic identity may not be the whole truth about Jesus.


3. Mark 8:31-10:52 reports Jesus’ journey to Jerusalem, largely focussed upon Jesus’ teaching of his oncoming death and resurrection (8:31; 9:31; 10:32-34) and his instruction of increasingly recalcitrant disciples.


4. He enters Jerusalem (11:1-11), brings all Temple practice to an end (11:12-24), encounters and silences Israel’s religious authorities (11:27-12:44), and prophesies the end of the Holy City and the world (13:1-37).


5. The ministry is over as Jesus enters his passion and death (14:1-15:47). Although the textual markers indicate that 8:31-15:47 is made up of three major sections, there is a sense in which the three sections work together to form a “second half” of Mark’s literary and theological presentation of the story of Jesus. If 1:14-8:30 made it clear that Jesus is the Messiah (8:29), but suggested that this may not be the whole truth (8:30), the second half of the Gospel goes further. Jesus is a suffering Messiah, the Son of Man (8:31; 9:31; 10:32-33). In 15:37 a Roman centurion confesses: “Truly this man was God’s Son!” The suffering Son of Man is truly the Son of God. Mark 8:31-15:57 can be called “The Mystery of the Son of Man.”


6. Many questions raised by the story remain unresolved. The disciples have fled (see 14:50) and Jesus has cried out: “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” (15:34). Jesus’ question is resolved in the concluding story of women visiting an empty tomb. In 16:1-8 the reader learns that God has not forsaken his Son. He has been raised (see 16:6). But the solution to the problem of failing disciples lies in the future. They are to go into Galilee, there they will see him (v. 7. See 14:28). The women, frightened by what they have seen and heard, flee and say nothing to anyone (v. 8). This open ending to the story matches its beginning. It can be regarded as a epilogue.





These major blocks of material emerge from close attention to the textual markers in the Gospel. The artistry of Mark the Evangelist cannot be fully appreciated without a more detailed analysis of this overall literary structure.9 For the purposes of this essay, we need to examine more closely the wider context of Mark 6:6b-30, the Mystery of the Messiah (1:14-8:30).


Mark 1:14-8:30


I have already suggested that the Evangelist designed the first half of his Gospel in response to the question, “Is this man the Messiah?” and the second half in response to the question “How can this man be the Messiah, but also the suffering Son of Man?” These two “halves” of the plot, however, overlap. Narrative units are not separated by brick walls. One episode flows into the other, looks back to issues already mentioned, and hints at themes yet to come. Peter’s confession of faith in Mark 8:29 and Jesus’ response in v. 30 might mark the closure of “The Mystery of the Messiah,” but a theme of “blindness” has emerged in 8:22-26 in the strange story of a blind man at Bethsaida who has his sight restored in stages. This theme will be resumed in 10:46-52 where a further story of a man coming to sight is reported: the story of blind Bartimaeus. Between these two miracle stories, where blind men are cured, Jesus speaks of the oncoming death and resurrection of the Son of Man (see 8:31; 9:31; 10:32-35) and instructs increasingly obtuse disciples who will not or cannot understand what it means to follow Jesus (see 8:32-33; 9:33-37; 10:36-45). An earlier accusation of blindness also comes into play. After the second multiplication of the loaves and fishes (8:1-10) Jesus asks his dull disciples: “Do you not yet perceive or understand? Are your hearts hardened? Having eyes do you not see, and having ears do you not hear?” (8:18).10 These few examples of overlapping themes, equally significant textual markers for the reader, although not as structurally important as 1:1, 1:14-15, 8:31, 11:1-11; 14:1-2, and 16:1-4, are further indications of Mark’s artistic skill. As “the Mystery of the Messiah” (1:14-8:30) comes to a close, “the Mystery of the Son of Man” (8:31-15:47) is being prepared by the theme of blindness in 8:14-26.


“The Mystery of the Messiah” (1:14-8:30) establishes relationships, as well as raising questions concerning the person of Jesus. The Gospel of Mark is not only about Jesus, Son of God and Christ. It is equally about the challenge of “following” him to Jerusalem – and beyond. On three occasions across Mark 1:1-8:30 the narrator makes a general statement (generally called a “summary”) about Jesus’ ministry, which introduces a series of events illustrating that activity (see 1:14-15; 3:7-12; 6:6a). There are, of course, other similar general statements or summaries of Jesus’ ministry in the Gospel (see, for example, 1:39, 45b; 4:33-34; 6:53-56; 9:30-31; 10:1).11 What is unique about these three, however, is that each of them is immediately followed by material which deals with disciples and discipleship (1:16-20; 3:13-19; 6:6b-13). Episodes follow until, serving as a climax, three different audiences respond to the words and deeds of Jesus. Two of the responses are negative (3:6 [the Pharisees and the Herodians]; 6:1-6a [people from “his own country”]), and the third is a misunderstanding (8:29 [Peter, responding on behalf of the disciples]). The three summaries each begin a narrative block, lead directly into passages which deal with disciples, and each of the three responses conclude that section of the story. These three sections unfold as follows:


In 1:14-15 we read a summary of the ministry of Jesus: “Now after John was arrested, Jesus came to Galilee, proclaiming the good news of God, and saying, ‘The time is fulfilled and the kingdom of God has come near, repent and believe in the good news.’” This summary is immediately followed by the account of the vocation of the first disciples (1:16-20). Jesus then exercises his ministry in Galilee, chiefly at Capernaum (1:21-3:6), until representatives of the Jewish people, the political leaders and the religious authorities, respond to him: “The Pharisees went out and immediately conspired with the Herodians against him, how to destroy him” (3:6). This narrative unit (1:14-3:6) can be entitled: Jesus and the Leaders of Israel.




1. In 3:7-12 we find a lengthy general statement about Jesus’ Galilean ministry. It concludes with the following summary: “He had cured many so that all who had diseases pressed upon him to touch him. Whenever the unclean spirits saw him, they fell down before him and shouted, ‘You are the Son of God!’ But he sternly ordered them not to make him known” (3:10-12). This summary leads into the account of Jesus’ institution of the twelve (3:13-19). But the wonder of Jesus’ ministry meets opposition from his family and from Israel (3:20-35). He teaches them through parables (4:1-34) and a stunning series of miracles (4:35-5:43). Returning to his home town, his own people reject him: “Is not this the carpenter, the son of Mary and brother of James and Joses and Judas and Simon, and are not his sisters here with us?’ And they took offence at him” (6:3). Jesus was “amazed at their unbelief” (6:6a). This narrative unit (3:7-6:6a) can be entitled: Jesus and his own.


2. Immediately following Jesus’ rejection in his home-town, we find another brief general summary about his ministry in Galilee: “Then he went about among the villages teaching” (6:6b). This is immediately followed by Jesus’ sending out the Twelve on a mission which parallels his own (6:6b-13). The narrative is now marked by increasing hostility between Jesus and the Jews (see 7:1-23), and a deeper involvement of his disciples, his new family, with his ministry (see 6:7-13, 30-44; 8:1-10). It draws to a close as the question which has been lurking behind the narrative from 1:14 is broached two questions asked by Jesus: “Who do people say that I am?” (8:27) ... “Who do you say that I am” (v. 28). Peter responds: “You are the Messiah” (v. 29). The reader has known throughout that Jesus is the Messiah. The narrator informed the reader of that in 1:1. However, the characters in the story, and especially the disciples, have had to stumble to this point on the basis of Jesus’ words and actions. The “mystery of the Messiah” has been resolved. There is a sense in which Peter is correct, but the report of Jesus’ warning to the disciples (“them”) sounds a warning bell, and opens the door to the second part of the Gospel: “He charged them to tell no one about him” (8:30). As we have already suggested, the second half of the Gospel, “the mystery of the Son of Man,” will show that Peter - and all the disciples - still have a long way to go. This narrative unit (6:6b-8:30) can be entitled: Jesus and the disciples.





We are now in a position to consider Mark 6:6b-30, a passage which opens the third and final sub-section of the “Mystery of the Messiah” (1:14-8:30). This sub-section is highlighted by an intense focus upon the disciples of Jesus. Thus, I will suggest, despite the presence of the long presentation of the death of John the Baptist in 6:14-29 (and indeed, because of it) our passage concerns itself with the close association of the disciples with the mission of Jesus … and their failure!


The literary structure of Mark 6:6b-30


One of the features of Markan style is the use of so-called “sandwich” constructions. Another term for this literary technique is “intercalation.” Mark regularly begins a narrative, then breaks into it with another narrative, and closes the narrative that he had begun earlier. Two of these “sandwich” constructions are very well known. Earlier in the story the reader finds the intercalation of the curing of the woman with the flow of blood between Jairus’ request that Jesus cure his daughter, and Jesus’ coming to Jairus’ home and raising the young woman (5:21-24a [Jesus and Jairus], 24b-34 [Jesus and the woman], 35-43 [Jesus raises Jairus’ daughter]). Later, after his arrival in Jerusalem for the first and only time (11:1-11), as Jesus walks with his disciples from Bethany to Jerusalem, he curses a fig-tree, brings all activity in the Temple to a stand-still, and the next day the disciples notice the dead fig-tree (11:12-14 [Jesus curses the fig-tree], 15-19 [all Temple activity is brought to an end], 20-21 [the fig-tree has withered]). But there are a number of such passages in the Gospel of Mark (see also 3:20-35; 4:1-32; 6:21-35; 14:17-31; 14:53-72).12


The expression “sandwich” is opportune, as very frequently in these simple but effective literary structures, the passage “in the middle” has a determining influence on the meaning of the passage as a whole. It is what is in the middle of a sandwich which determines whether it is a ham and cheese sandwich or, to use an expression which has become almost symbolic of Australians since the hit-song of “Men at Work,” a vegemite sandwich. If, therefore, this is the case in the passage we are considering, then the death of John the Baptist is not a foreign body which had to be fitted in somewhere, and hardly suits its present context. On the contrary, it is the report of this martyrdom which indicates to the reader the deeper significance of the association of the disciples with the mission of Jesus (vv. 6b-13) and guides the reader toward a correct understanding of the report of their return in v. 30.13


But the majority of commentators do not see Mark 6:6b-30 as a Markan sandwich. Many link v. 30 with the bread miracle which follows in vv. 31-44.14 Others see it as a part of a bridge passage from the account of the death of the Baptist into the bread miracle.15 Those who do link v. 30 with vv. 6b-13 sometimes understand the use of ὁι ἀποόστολοι in v. 30 as a rare use of this expression, outside the Luke-Acts and the Pauline Letters where it is common, as a title of honor.16 They thus regard their report to Jesus as entirely positive: “The description corresponds to the two basic facets of Jesus’ ministry and that of the early Christians. Like Jesus, the apostolic Church spread the gospel not in words alone, but in deeds.”17 Whether or not this understanding of the disciples’ report is correct remains to be investigated, but its positive nature is largely determined by the optimistic assessment of the Markan use of οἱ ἀποόστολοι in v. 30. A closer look at the link between vv. 6b-13 and v. 30 indicates that this description of the disciples as “apostles,” the only place outside Luke-Acts and the Pauline Literature where such a description is to be found, may not be as exalted as some suggest. Indeed, it may be one of the more important indications of the literary link between vv. 6b-16 and the potentially negative assessment of the disciples in v. 30.


After the summary statement of v. 6b, the narrator reports: “And he called to him the Twelve, and began to send them out (καὶ ἤρξατο αὐτοὺς ἀποστέλλειν) two by two” (v. 7a). The remainder of v. 7 recalls the earlier association of the Twelve with Jesus in 3:13-14, and in vv. 8-9 the narrator continues to report explicit instructions on what they are to take on the mission. As we will see below, these instructions associate the Twelve on their mission with the person and mission of Jesus. Vv. 10-11 are marked by a change from the narrator’s report to the direct speech of Jesus. He gives instructions on how they are to behave in a concrete missionary situation.18 In vv. 12-13 the narrator’s voice returns to report the success of those who were sent out in v. 7. These remarks open with the words, “So they went out (καὶ ἐξελθόντες)” (v. 12a). No longer “with Jesus” (see 3:14), they scatter to do the things that Jesus has done (6:12b-13). The section on the death of the Baptist is then inserted (vv. 14-29). In v. 30, themes from the beginning (v. 7a) and the end (v. 12a) return. Both passages are from the narrator and, most likely, indicate a Markan redaction of earlier tradition. The “going out” is reversed as the narrator tells the reader that they “returned” (καὶ συνάγονται). Indeed, more than a simple return to the geographical place which they had left earlier is implied by this verb. They do not simply return, but they come back to gather around Jesus again (see 3:14). Jesus’ action of “sending out” (v. 7a: ἀποστέλλειν) is recalled as those who return are described as the “sent ones” (οἱ ἀποόστολοι). There is no need to associate the use of the noun οἱ ἀποόστολοι in v. 30 with the widespread use of this title of honor in Luke-Acts and Paul. In the light of the rest of the Gospel of Mark, the word cannot bear the weight of such dignity.19 The Twelve are called ἀπόστολοι (v. 30) because they were the ones whom Jesus began to send out (v. 7a: ἤρξατο αὐτοὺς ἀποστέλλειν). It is an appropriate noun to use as the story-teller returns, in v. 30, to recall the beginning of his “sandwich” in vv. 7-13.20


An initial suggestion concerning the literary structure of Mark 6:6b-30 can thus be proposed:




vv. 6a-13: The association of the disciples with the mission of Jesus, as they are “sent out.” They are scattered as they go, two by two, to their successful missionary activity (vv. 12-13).


vv. 14-29: The death of John the Baptist.







v. 30: The return of those “sent out” to make their report to Jesus. They “gather” and tell Jesus what they have said and done.





This “initial suggestion” must be tested by a closer reading of the text.21 However, one must notice the presence of the key words which state Jesus’ initiative in sending out disciples so that they might do what he has done thus far in the story and their scattering to perform this mission (v. 7a: sending out; v. 12a: they went out). The sending out and the scattering serve as a frame around the beginning and the end of vv. 7-13. The “coming back” (συνάγονται) of “those sent out” (οἱ ἀπόστολοι) opens v. 30, in a deliberate reprise of vv. 7-13.


One final element in support of the literary structure suggested above is to be found in v. 31. If v. 30 looks back to vv. 7-13 for its interpretation, in the light of the report of the death of John the Baptist (vv. 14-29), how does v. 30 relate to v. 31? Given the obvious relationship that exists between v. 31 and the account of the bread miracle (v. 31 leads directly into v. 32), commentators are notoriously concerned about the relationship between v. 30 and v. 31.22 I am suggesting that v. 30 concludes vv. 6b-29. It is the final statement in a sandwich construction which makes 6:6b-30 a literary unit. This does not mean that it is entirely unrelated to v. 31. Narratives flow from one scene to another. In a good narrative one episode is not separated from another by a solid brick wall. Clearly, there is a relationship between v. 30 and v. 31. It is to “the Twelve” of v. 30 (see v. 7) that Jesus addresses the words of v. 31 (καὶ λέγει αὐτοῖς). But a new theme is introduced in v. 31. The Evangelist prepares for a new moment in the story by his request that the disciples come away so that they might be alone (v. 31a). It is a brief calm before the storm. However much preachers may have focused upon that element in Jesus’ words (the need for quiet time and space), the trigger for what follows in the narrative is found in v. 31b: “For many were coming and going, and they had no leisure even to eat.” There is very little resting in a lonely place (v. 31a) in the Gospel of Mark! The “coming and going” of great crowds (see 6:33-34, 44, 54-56; 8:1-4) and the theme of “eating” (see 6: 36-44; 7:2-5, 14-15, 18-20, 26-28; 8:1-10, 14-21), introduced in v. 31b, will dominate 6:33-8:21.23


Reading Mark 6:6b-30


I have already made a number of affirmations concerning the literary structure of vv. 6b-30. They need to be tested by a closer reading of the text, both within the limited context of the sandwich structure suggested above, and also in the light of all the reader has learnt about Jesus and the disciples to this point in the narrative (1:1-6:6a).24


Mark 6:6b


The reader has already encountered major summary statements in 1:14-15 and 3:7-12 which opened sub-sections of the first half of the Gospel (1:1-8:30). The first summary opened a sub-section (1:14-3:6) leading to the decision, on the part of Jewish leaders, that Jesus must die (3:6). Indeed, 1:14-3:6 can be described as an encounter between Jesus and the leaders of Israel. The second summary opened a further sub-section (3:7-6:6a) during which Jesus preached the parables of the Kingdom (4:1-34) and worked miracles (4:35-5:43). But framing this activity he chooses a “new family” (see 3:13-19, 34-35) over against the family of his flesh and blood (see 3:20-21, 31-35), his nation and his home town (see 3:22-30; 6:1-6a). Mark 3:7-6:6a can be described as Jesus and his own (see 3:34-35; 6:1-6a). The summary statement of 6:6b opens a further sub-section. In a few succinct words it describes Jesus’ ongoing personal commitment to the task of moving from village to village, teaching. A passage from earlier in the story comes to mind: “Let us go on to the next towns, that I may preach there also; for that is why I came out” (1:38). For all its brevity, the statement of 6:6b indicates that Jesus relentlessly commits himself to the reason for his “coming out.” As well as serving as a textual marker (a summary statement followed immediately by discipleship material), it has a function within its own immediate context. Jesus’ ongoing commitment to his mission is closely associated with his sending out the Twelve on a parallel mission reported in vv. 7-13.25


Mark 6:7-13


Some introductory remarks to this complex passage are called for. The summary statement in v. 6b may have been already in the pre-Markan tradition, but its present setting comes directly from Mark’s hand.26 It is an indication of his careful insertion of this part of the narrative into a larger literary design. His hand is also present in the close association of what follows in vv. 7-13 with v. 6b by means of the regular (and inelegant) use of καί. Each statement, either from the narrator or from Jesus himself, is linked to what went before by means of “and.” The technical description of this element in Markan style is the “paratactic καί.”27 The conjunction καί appears no less than seven times in seven verses. However inelegant (and even forced), the repeated use of the link-word καί joins elements of vv. 7-13. It makes clear to the reader that what is said and done to the disciples in vv. 7-13 associates them with Jesus’ own ongoing mission, succinctly described in v. 6b. We are dealing with a deliberate Markan construct in vv. 6b-13, elements of which may have had different origins before they were placed side by side in the Gospel of Mark. There are three constituent elements in vv. 7-13:




vv. 7-9: The giving of authority and the external signs of the missionary are reported. Much of v. 7 could be from the hand of Mark, but the rest of the passage came to Mark from earlier traditions.


vv. 10-11: Jesus instructs the Twelve on the behavior of the missionary in a concrete situation. The experience of early Christian missionaries is reflected in this passage.


vv. 12-13: A report from the narrator, largely composed by the Evangelist, closes the passage, telling of the success of the mission of the Twelve.





Each of these sections has its importance, and their being connected by the Markan paratactic καί indicates that they are to be understood as a unified message on the mission of the disciples.


(a) Mark 6:7-9


Instructions for missionaries parallel to those found in Mark 6:8-9 are found in Q (see Matt 10:8-10; Luke 10:4). Such instructions were already a part of Christian tradition, reproduced in different contexts by Mark, on the one hand, and by Matthew and Luke (Q) on the other. Scholars regularly point to the instructions – no bread, no bag, no money, and only one tunic28 - as a deliberate attempt on the part of the early Christian missionaries to separate themselves from the wandering Cynic preachers who were allowed such trappings.29 Crucial, however, for the Markan context is Jesus’ giving authority to the Twelve over the unclean spirits (v. 7).30 This authority, up to this point of the narrative, belonged only to Jesus (see 1:27). It was earlier promised to the Twelve, appointed to be with him (3:14: καὶ ἐποίησαν δώδεκα ἵνα ὦσιν μετ’αὐτοῦ) “to have authority to cast out demons” (3:15: καὶ ἔɛειν ἐξουσίαν ἐκβάλλειν τὰ δαιμόνια). This promise now becomes reality as the disciples are formally given a share in Jesus’ authority over the demons.


The unique Markan contribution to the tradition on the sending out of the missionaries is the indication of their sharing in the mission of Jesus. This is particularly clear when one looks back to the establishment of the Twelve in 3:14-15. The intimate association of the Twelve “with Jesus” is what authorizes them to do what, up to this point, only Jesus has done. Jesus is the one who was sent out to preach (see 1:14-15, 27, 38-39; 2:2, 13) and to have authority over demons (see 1:21-28, 32-34, 39; 3:11-12). The Twelve are promised a share in this mission in 3:14-15, and in 6:7-9 they are authoritatively commissioned to begin this activity. The fundamental element, however, in the Twelve’s sharing in the mission of Jesus is that they “be with him … so that they might …” (3:14-15: καὶ ἐποίησεν δώδεκα ἵνα ὦσιν μετ’αὐτοῦ … καὶ ἔɛειν ἐξουσίαν). Grammatically (and theologically) their being sent out to preach and their having authority over demons in 3:14b-15, depends upon the ὦσιν μετ’αὐτοῦ v. 14a.31


The reader of Mark 6:7-9 recalls the crucial relationship between the “being with” Jesus and the participation in the mission of Jesus, programmatically spelt out in the appointment of the Twelve in 3:14-15. One could state the Markan affirmation negatively as follows: associated with Jesus, the Twelve have authority to preach and cast out demons, but separated from Jesus, all such authority will cease. It no longer has its source in the relationship initiated and established by Jesus. The negative sense of Mark 3:14-15 has been accurately translated into the Johannine Jesus’ remark to the disciples in John 15:5: “Without me you can do nothing” (ɛωρὶς ἐμοῦ οὐ δύνασθε ποιεῖν οὐδέν). He appointed the Twelve (3:14: καὶ ἐποίησεν δώδεκα), he calls them (6:7a: καὶ προσκαλεῖται τοῦς δώδεκα), he began to send them out (v. 7b: καὶ ἤρξατο αὐτοὺς ἀποστέλλειν), and he charged them (v. 8a: καὶ παρήγγειλεν αὐτοῖς). The initiative of Jesus can even be traced in his sending them out two by two (v. 7b). Not only does this recall the familiar Old Testament legislation concerning witness (see Deut 17:6; 19:15), and reflect early Christian practice (see, for example, Paul and Barnabas, Peter and John, in Acts). It also looks back to Mark 1:16-20 where Jesus called the first disciples in pairs (v. 16: Simon and Andrew; v. 19: James and John).32


In the light of this background from earlier stages in the narrative, the traditional sayings commanding the missionary to go without bread, bag, money and a second tunic may insinuate a further Markan message. This becomes even more likely when one considers that only in the Markan version of this saying are the Twelve permitted to take a staff and to wear sandals (6:8-9. Contrast Matt 10:10; Luke 10:4). One of the features of the Markan narrative is the presentation of Jesus as a preacher and a miracle worker who is forever on a journey. Until such time as Jesus arrives in Jerusalem, almost every pericope begins with a verb of motion (see 1:12, 14, 16, 19, 21, 29, 35; 2:1, 13, etc.). When these verbs of motion are read in conjunction with the breathlessly regular Markan use of the adverb εὐθύς (“immediately”),33 the reader receives the impression of an unconditional response to a divine urgency which marks this charismatic wanderer. The staff and the sandals are symbols of this lifestyle, and the disciples, devoid of all other necessities, are permitted to join Jesus in his missionary journey.34 This is a creative use of tradition that also gives theological weight to the command that the disciples take none of the necessities. All they are commissioned to do is to be resourced by their dependence upon Jesus (3:13-14), by their being “followers” of Jesus (1:16-20), joining him in his response to a God-directed journey. There may have been an attempt to differentiate Christian missionaries from wandering Cynics in pre-Markan tradition. But in 6:7-9 Jesus authorizes the Twelve to join his missionary journey, and thus they have the signs of a person on such a journey. Their taking nothing else is a further sign: they depend totally upon him. “Messengers are not to be believed if they rely upon their own resources (material or spiritual) rather than on the One whom they proclaim.”35


The conclusion to this analysis of vv. 7-9 can be stated simply: the Twelve are commissioned to associate themselves with the mission of Jesus. However, a further essential component to the mission of the Twelve is apparent to the reader in the light of earlier parts of the narrative. Disciples have been chosen by Jesus (see 1:16-20; 2:13-14; 3:13) and from among them, Jesus has further “instituted” the Twelve (3:14: ἐποίησεν δώδεκα). The disciples, and thus also the Twelve are to be followers of Jesus (1:16-20; 2:13-14). They are intimately associated with him (3:14) and it is from this intimate association that their mission flows (3:14b-15). The Twelve are missionaries of Jesus only in so far as they respond to the initiative of Jesus, remain with him, recognize that their authority to preach and cast out demons is from him. They remain at all times “followers” of Jesus, and never self-reliant agents.


(b) Mark 6:10-11


The instructions on the behavior of the missionaries in any given situation reflect the experience of the earliest missionary activity of the Christian communities.36 The literary form changes, from the report of vv. 7-9 into the direct speech of vv. 10-11.37 There are parallel instructions in Matt 10:11-15 and Luke 10:5-12 which may each reflect an independent tradition (M and L).38 Mark is using a tradition that came to him from the setting of early Christian missionary practice. All three Synoptic Gospels, when they come to deal with the question of mission, place these instructions in the mouth of Jesus to establish some principles that might guide the wandering missioners. Two basic points are made, one a warning and the other a recognition of the importance of the task of the missioner, associated with the spreading of the Kingdom of God.


It appears that there were been difficulties in the early missionary activities of Christian communities. As well as the evidence in the three Synoptic passages just mentioned, there are clear warnings in Didache 11.1-12. Missioners were to stay in the first house that offered them accommodation. To arrive in a village, begin preaching the gospel, but then be seen to move from house to house – perhaps in pursuit of better lodgings or more congenial company – would make a lie of the gospel the missionary was preaching.39 Thus, Jesus warns: “When you enter a house, stay there until you leave the place” (v. 10. See also Didache 11:3-6). It is on Jesus’ authority that missioners are now warned that they must live the gospel they claim to preach. This is an early Christian recommendation to put one’s life where one’s words are.


Jesus’ second recommendation is linked to a practice reported in later Jewish literature. The Lukan redaction of this instruction shows that there was need for further explanation for this practice to make sense in a Gentile setting, once it was removed from an audience familiar with Jewish practices (see Luke 10:10-11).40 The shaking off the dust from the feet comes from the belief that Israel was God’s “holy land.” Returning from the impure lands which surrounded Israel, travelers would shake the dust from their feet. This gesture indicated the impurity and godlessness of the land they had just left, and the holiness of the land they were entering (see, from the Mishnah, Oholoth 2.3; Tohoroth 4.5; and from the Babylonian Talmud, Shabbath 15b). Within the early Christian mission this gesture takes on an eschatological significance. The place that did not receive the missioner, or would not hear the proclamation of the gospel, was to be judged as “godless” by means of a symbolic shaking of the dust from the feet of the missionary.41 In a symbolic sense, they no longer belong to God’s chosen people. This was to be a sign, a witness (v. 11: εἰς μαρτυρίαν) against all who rejected the opportunity offered by the Christian message.42 The missionaries who put their lives where their words were, proclaimed the gospel in both word and deed (v. 10). They thus had authority to indicate to that place which rejected (μὴ δέξεται) the missionary and the message that they were brought judgment upon themselves (v. 11).43 As with vv. 7-9, however, it is not the missioner who is rejected. They are only “witnesses” to the message.44 Although not as obviously linked to the earlier Markan passages on the choosing of disciples (1:16-20; 2:13-17; 3:13) and the sending of the Twelve (3:14-15), it is as emissaries of Jesus that the missioners have authority to proclaim judgment. Despite its origins in the missionary practice of the early Church, the Markan paratactic καί links vv. 10-11 with vv. 7-9 and the more obvious connections found there with 3:14-15. The missionaries have authority because of their “being with him” (3:14).


(c) Mark 6:12-13


The concluding report of the immediate and apparently universal success of the mission does not present great exegetical difficulties. What Jesus said would happen, does happen. This is not surprising. However, what must be noted is the inclusion in this report of activities that were not part of the commission in v. 7. They were given authority over the unclean spirits. However, in vv. 12-13a, as well as casting out demons, they also preach conversion (ἐκήρυξαν ἵνα μετανοῶσιν). 3:14-15 has again played a formative role in the construction of this passage. As the Twelve were appointed they were promised authority to preach and to cast out demons (3:14b-15), flowing from their “being with him” (3:14a). However, the nature of their preaching is further specified in 6:12. They “preach that people should convert.” This preaching of conversion reaches even more deeply into an association with the mission of Jesus. His entire ministry was placed under the rubric of preaching conversion in the opening summary of 1:14-15 (κερύσσων τὸ εὐαγγέλιον τοῦ θεοῦ … μετανοεῖτε καὶ πιστεύετε ἐν τῷ εὐαγγελίῷ).


The healing of the sick is a further association of the missionary activity of the Twelve with the ministry of Jesus up to this point in the narrative (see 1:29-31, 34, 40-45; 2:1-12; 3:1-6, 10; 5:25-34; 6:5). The link between the successful mission of the disciples and their healing of the sick (v. 13: πολλοὺς ἀρρώστους), reported in such close literary proximity to Jesus’ failed mission in his own town (6:1-6a), where all he could do was heal some of the sick (6:5: ὀλίγοις ἀρρώστοις), is ironic. In terms of the unfolding argument of the narrative, the new family of Jesus (see 3:34-35) takes over and expands the mission of Jesus beyond the boundaries imposed upon him by those who could not transcend the limitations of his human origins (see 6:2). The practice of anointing with oil was widespread in the Hellenistic world, and by the time of the writing of the Gospel of Mark had probably become part of Christian practice (see especially Luke 10:34; James 5:14).45


Much of what was said in conclusion to the analysis of vv. 7-9 returns. The Twelve are commissioned to associate themselves with the mission of Jesus. That was already very apparent in vv. 7-9, but it has been further reinforced by means of the instructions on the authority of the missioners in v. 11, and especially in the deepening of the relationship between the mission of the Twelve and that of Jesus in vv. 12-13. Indeed, they are more successful than Jesus had been in the immediately previous scene: Jesus in his home town (6:1-6a). Earlier parts of the narrative continue to act as intertext to the reading experience. Disciples have been chosen by Jesus (see 1:16-20; 2:13-14; 3:13) and from among them, Jesus has further “instituted” the Twelve (3:14: ἐποίησεν δώδεκα). The disciples, and thus also the Twelve, are to be followers of Jesus (1:16-20; 2:13-14). They are intimately associated with him (3:14) and it is from this intimate association that their mission flows (3:14b-15). Like Jesus, they go out, preach conversion (v. 12; 1:14-15), drive out demons and heal the sick (v. 13; 6:5). The conclusion to vv. 7-9 must be firmly restated: the Twelve are missionaries of Jesus only in so far as they respond to the initiative of Jesus, remain with him, recognize that their authority to preach conversion, to cast out demons and to heal the sick is from him. They remain at all times “followers” of Jesus. Without him, they can do nothing (see 3:14-15. See also John 15:5).46


Mark 6:14-29


Given the limitations of this paper, and its focus upon the disciples, I will make general remarks about the report of the death of John the Baptist. Morna Hooker has accurately described majority opinion about its location in the Gospel of Mark:




Between the account of the sending out of the Twelve and that of their return, Mark inserts an account of Herod’s reaction to the rumours about Jesus, together with the story of his beheading of John the Baptist.47 There seems no logical connection between the two themes, but the somewhat artificial insertion provides an interlude for the disciples to complete their mission.48





This study suggests that this is not an appropriate understanding of the Markan story. The framing of vv. 14-29 with vv. 6b-13 and v. 30 provide a very “logical sequence to the two themes.” Indeed, it is the death of John the Baptist (vv. 17-29), prefaced by a brief discussion over Jesus (vv. 14-16) which serves as the central section of the “sandwich,” providing meaning to the flanking passages on the sending out and the return of the Twelve.


There are two parts to the report on the death of the Baptist.49 Herod’s concerns over Jesus are reported in vv. 14-16. This passage is christological, but the figure of John the Baptist is entwined with Herod’s assessment of Jesus at every turn. The first reason given for the increasing fame of Jesus is the suggestion on the part of “some” that John the Baptist has been raised from the dead (v. 14).50 The resurrection of John the Baptist may point to an expected eschatological prophet, and Jesus, John the Baptist redivivus would thus be the prophet of the end time, possessing great powers (v. 14).51 Perhaps there is no need to make such a dramatic link between John the Baptist and Jesus. As Hooker remarks, “It is not clear what is meant by the suggestion that John the Baptizer has been raised from the dead; if such a rumour ever circulated, then the idea of an individual being raised was not incredible in popular imagination.”52 The opinion expressed in v. 14 may be as simple as that. Thus it may not be very different from the opinion of “others” who suggest that Jesus is one or other of the several expected prophetic forerunners to the messianic era: Elijah (see Mal 4:5-6), or one of the prophets from of old (with possible links to Deut 18:18?),53 found in v. 15. The reader, instructed by the prologue (1:1-13) and the narrative to this point, knows that all suggestions miss the point, but the question, “who is Jesus” continues to be raised by the characters in the story.54


Herod takes the former option. He decides that Jesus must be the risen John the Baptist, whom he beheaded (v. 16). These words from Herod (“John, whom I beheaded”) allow the Evangelist to pick up the tale of John’s martyrdom, reporting it in a lengthy flashback in vv. 17-29. For the reader, the issue has been raised of the relationship between John the Baptist and Jesus, and with it the awareness that as the Baptist went to death, so also must Jesus. There are important differences between the reports we have of John the Baptist’s death in the Gospels (basically Mark 6:17-29, repeated in an abbreviated form by Matt 14:3-12 and pared down to a brief statement in Luke 3:19-20) and in Josephus (Antiquities 18.5.2). This is not the place to discuss the differences,55 and Mark has made some glaring errors of fact.56 It is helpful to be aware that, for Josephus, Herod killed the Baptist because he was afraid of a rebellion by the people. This enables us to see the Markan theological focus more clearly.57 The christological issues raised in vv. 14-16 lie hidden underneath the folkloric narrative of vv. 17-29.58 For Mark, John the Baptist is put to death by a ruler who recognized that he was “a righteous and holy man” (v. 20. See also v. 26), but who succumbed to public pressure (see vv. 22-26). The Baptist would not give in weakly to pressure, even from one who recognized his virtues. He stood by his God-given task preaching repentance and forgiveness of sins (see 1:4). For Mark, John’s judgment of Herod’s marriage is a public call that sinfulness be recognized (see 6:17-19).59


There is much in this Markan version of the story, the only episode in the Gospel that does not have Jesus at its center, which points forward to Jesus’ death. He too is put to death by a ruler who recognizes his goodness (see 15:9-10, 12, 14), but who succumbs to public pressure (see 15:10. 14-15). Jesus does not give in to such pressures, not even to save his life, but announces the present and future coming of God as King (see 14:58, 60-62). Yet there is a difference between John and Jesus. After the slaying and the ghoulish presentation of the head upon a dish (vv. 27-28), Mark’s account of John the Baptist’s death closes as his body is taken by his disciples and laid in a tomb (v. 29). According to vv. 14-16, rumors of the resurrection of the Baptist are in the air; but they are only rumors. The Christian community reading this story believes that Jesus has been slain, buried, and has been raised from the dead (see 16:1-8).60


Once this is clear, then the theological and literary function of vv. 14-29 within the context of vv. 6b-30 emerges. Mark uses his traditions concerning the death of John the Baptist for at least two reasons. John the Baptist is the messenger of God (see 1:2-3), the one who announces Jesus (vv. 7-8). He has an unswerving commitment to his God-given mission: to preach a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins (1:4). It has cost him his life (6:17-29). Secondly, his life and death have close parallels with the life and death of Jesus. A deal of information about discipleship has been provided for the reader in the narrative thus far (1:16-20; 2:113-14; 3:13-19, 20-35; 4:10-11, 33-34). The disciples have had a moment of weakness in the stormy sea (4:35-41) to which we shall briefly return. The reader is aware that unconditional commitment to God’s design and being a follower of Jesus should mark the life of the Twelve, at present out on their mission (vv. 7-13). It is also made clear for the first time, by means of this interlude, that discipleship will cost no less than everything (see 8:31-9:1). As followers of Jesus, they are called to share in the destiny of Jesus (see 8:34-35), proleptically acted out in the martyrdom of John the Baptist.61 “John’s martyrdom not only prefigured Jesus’ death, it also prefigures the death of anyone who would come after him!”62 We turn to v. 30 with this message ringing in the ears of listener and in the mind and heart of the reader.



Mark 6:30



Those who were sent out in v. 7 return, and gather around Jesus. The use of the verb συνάγω indicates more than a simple return. The returning Twelve adopt a physical position around Jesus (πρὸς τὸν Ἰησοῦν) which is reminiscent of the ὦσιν μετ’αὐτοῦ of 3:14.63 That context (3:14-15) was very present in Jesus’ commissioning and sending out the Twelve in vv. 7-9. It returns in the first seven words of v. 30a. But the final nine words indicate that they have not understood what has happened to them, and what they have done. They “announce” (ἀπήγγειλην) their achievements to Jesus. This is a strong verb, generally used in contexts of public revelation (see, for its only other uses in Mark, 5:14, 19).64 They are the masters of the situation, as they come back to proclaim to Jesus πάντα ὅσα ἐποίησαν καὶ ὅσα ἐδίδαξαν (v. 30b). What must be noticed is the Twelve’s transferal of the authority for what they have done and said to themselves. Despite the focus upon Jesus as the one who authorizes and sends in vv. 7-13, they report in v. 30 “everything” that they did and everything that they said.65 This is to miss the point of their being sent by Jesus on a mission (3:14b-15; 6:7-13) which will only be an effective proclamation of the Kingdom (however “successful” it might appear) if they are “with Jesus” (3:14a).


They were authorized to do and say things by Jesus. Separated from him, acting as their own agents, they are no longer behaving as disciples of Jesus. There is deep irony in the fact that the returning missionaries report to the one who authorized them, who gave them ἐξουσία (see 3:15; 6:7), telling him all the things that “they” have done and said. The reader knows that their missionary activity depends entirely upon the one to whom they are joyfully announcing their success. The essential qualities of a true disciple have been made clear by means of the episode of the death of the Baptist (vv. 14-29: the middle of the sandwich). Not only are they authorized by Jesus, but like the Baptist, they are to accept the destiny which the following of Jesus necessarily brings. There is nothing of this in the report of the Twelve as they come back from their mission. They are unable to recognize that they have associated themselves with Jesus in a mission that has to do with the reigning presence of God (v. 6b), cost what it may (vv. 14-29). They come back flushed with their success, yet show that they have failed as disciples of Jesus.66


Conclusion


It has been claimed that this section of the Gospel of Mark reflects haphazard editing. The author wanted to include teaching on the mission, so that those of the Markan community involved in such activities would have a “Jesus-word” to direct them, but it makes little sense in its present context.67 Mark also wished to tell the story of the death of the Baptist, but its present location in the narrative is judged as an “artificial insertion.”68 For some, therefore, there is little rhyme or reason why these two traditions were placed side-by-side at this stage of the Gospel. I trust that the above study indicates the rhyme and reason for the location and the strategic articulation of the traditions now found in Mark 6:6b-30. True to their call which comes to them from God through Jesus (1:16-20; 3:13-19), and like the Baptist, the disciples are to commit themselves unflinchingly to the mission for which they have been empowered by their association with Jesus (6:7-13). As with the Baptist, it will cost them no less than everything (vv. 14-29). They fail. They return to Jesus, the source of all that they do and say, with whose mission they are privileged to be associated (6:6b-7), to tell him everything they have said and done (v. 30).69


As Jesus stilled the stormy seas, he questioned the faith of his disciples: “Why are you afraid? Have you no faith?” (4:40). This was the first indication of the limitations of the fragile human beings called to be disciples of Jesus. Up to this point they have responded unflinchingly to his call (1:16-20; 2:13-14; 3:13-19), and accompanied him on his wandering mission as healer, preacher and wonder worker (1:17-4:34). But after the calming of the storm, filled with awe and puzzlement, they ask one another, “Who is this then, that even the wind and sea obey him?” (4:41). They are not able to understand who Jesus is. More miracles follow (5:1-43), and Jesus own townsfolk ask the right question: “Where did this man get all this?” (6:2), but they are not able to go beyond his local trade, his mother and his siblings (v. 3). But what of the Twelve, instituted by Jesus (3:14-19), what of the “new family” of Jesus (see 3:34-35)? The elegant Markan sandwich construction of 6:6b-30 takes the dramatic presentation of the disciples and the Twelve one step further. Now the Twelve, chosen from among the disciples (see 3:13), are not able to understand who they are!70 Dennis Nineham missed the point when he wrote of 6:6b-13: “We may say, in fact, that this incident, which might have been expected to be so important, plays no vital part in the structure and development of the Gospel.”71 Within its immediate context of 6:6b-30, and within the broader narrative canvas of the Gospel as a whole, it plays a strategic role. It leads the reader from the disciples’ initial successes (see 1:16-20; 2:13-14; 3:13-19; 6:6b-13), through their doubt (see 4:41), via the account of the death of the Baptist (6:14-19), into failure (6:30).72


But this is not the end of the story. That can only be found somewhere in Galilee, in a meeting between the risen Lord and the disciples (see 14:28; 16:7). There they will see him, as he promised, despite the failure of everyone in the story, including the women who had accompanied him from Jerusalem, through the Cross and into an empty tomb (15:47; 16:1-4). No matter how dramatic even their failure at the tomb might appear to be (see 16:8), they (we) will see him (see 14:28; 16:7). But that, of course, is a story which reaches beyond the bounds of Mark 1:1-16:8.73
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