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Praise for

The Memoirs of St. Peter

“Michael Pakaluk offers a fresh translation that captures the vivid narrative of Mark’s Gospel along with a running commentary based upon his own careful and thoughtful study. He engages the literal sense of the text while inviting the reader to puzzle with him over the meaning of Jesus’ teaching, life, death, and resurrection. I recommend it for anyone interested in mulling over the Gospel, especially those who are open to taking it seriously as though true.”

—Scott Hahn, Franciscan University of Steubenville, author of Understanding the Scriptures: A Complete Course on Bible Study

“Mark’s Gospel, the earliest of the four, clearly derives from eyewitness accounts and is presented in a laconic and urgent idiom that speaks directly from the heart, to the heart. There is an ancient view that the Gospel is Mark’s account of St. Peter’s experience, related by Peter to the disciples in Rome. Adopting this hypothesis, Michael Pakaluk has produced a new and vivid translation which, together with his penetrating commentary, presents a narrative that is at once the most mysterious and the most true to life of the Gospels. This must surely be the definitive version of a great book—a book of astonishing literary power.”

—Sir Roger Scruton, writer and philosopher

“There are many Scripture commentaries and translations, but few that match the sharp intelligence and broad imagination of Michael Pakaluk’s. Assembling impressive evidence and arguments for the Petrine sources of Mark’s Gospel, he demonstrates how and why those sources may very well give us the most fruitful way of reading the earliest of the Synoptics. An invaluable addition to our understanding of the New Testament.”

—Robert Royal, Ph.D., President, Faith & Reason Institute

“This lively translation will make you feel like you’re encountering Jesus for the first time as St. Peter himself preaches the Good News, and the thoughtful and accessible commentary will help you reach new insights into the Gospel.”

—Ryan T. Anderson, author of When Harry Became Sally: Responding to the Transgender Moment and Truth Overruled: The Future of Marriage and Religious Freedom

“Michael Pakaluk manages to combine a fresh and lively Bible translation and commentary with spiritual inspiration and persuasive apologetics. It’s fashionable to treat the Gospel accounts as something like historical fiction. Pakaluk, in contrast, shows that in the Gospel of Mark, we encounter the testimony of an eyewitness of Jesus’ ministry, death, and resurrection. You should read this book for the health of both your mind and your soul.”

—Jay W. Richards, New York Times bestselling author of The Human Advantage

“There is a quiet urgency to this volume that radiates from sentence to sentence. The Memoirs of St. Peter is an intimate walk with Jesus—as Scripture is meant to be—for a real encounter with Christ. Michael Pakaluk’s re-presentation of the Gospel of Mark is a gift. It lays out reality as it must be lived. I pray you read it with joyful receptivity to our Lord.”

—Kathryn Jean Lopez, Senior Fellow, National Review Institute, and Editor at Large, National Review

“With elegant simplicity, literal precision, and the conceptual graces of an Aristotelian philosopher, Michael Pakaluk brings the Lord Jesus Christ into sharp focus through the eyes of the Church’s first universal pastor, St. Peter. Highly recommended.”

—C. C. Pecknold, Associate Professor of Theology, The Catholic University of America

“Reading The Memoirs of St. Peter deepened my appreciation and enriched my understanding of the Gospel of Mark. It is a perfect companion that brings the verses of the Gospel to life. It is thoroughly researched, well written, and easy to read. I highly recommend it to all who want to experience the life, message, and mission of our Lord Jesus as recorded from the eyewitness account of St. Peter.”

—Obianuju Ekeocha, international human rights activist and author of Target Africa: Ideological Neocolonialism in the Twenty-first Century
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To Mark Dominic



INTRODUCTION


The immediacy of the Gospels, their closeness in time and place to the events they narrate, can be a shocking discovery. A colleague of mine, as a student at the Sorbonne, came to know the remarkable philosopher and theologian Claude Tresmontant, who would argue that the Greek of the Gospels makes full sense only if construed as a translation of an original Hebrew version. (Hebrew, not Aramaic—Tresmontant also argued that Jewish believers of the time continued to speak and write in Hebrew.) It wasn’t the theory of a Hebrew original that struck my colleague so much as an assumption behind it

“What do you mean?” he exclaimed. “Are you saying that these writings were so close in time to Jesus that they were written by contemporaries, in the same language he spoke? Could our evidence of Jesus really be so direct and close?”

Another colleague made this discovery as an undergraduate. He was reading The New Testament Documents: Are They Reliable? by F. F. Bruce, who points out that there are tens of thousands of manuscripts of the New Testament, some dating to the early second century. The combined witness of these manuscripts, Bruce argues, examined carefully through the science of textual criticism, gives strong assurance that 99 percent of the text we now have coincides with the texts that would have been used by the very first Christians. The textual tradition is so strong that it can make the intervening centuries seem to vanish.

Others are struck by the “texture” of the narrative itself. To understand what I mean by that, consider an example from my own field of ancient philosophy. When scholars translate Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics for the legions of undergraduates who study it, they work from a Greek text that is based not on thousands of manuscripts but basically on two. They date from the tenth and twelfth centuries, more than 1,300 years after Aristotle composed the work. But for a scholar reading the text in Greek, that distance in time does not raise any doubt that he is encountering Aristotle’s thought directly. Why? Because the thought expressed in these medieval manuscripts is so ingenious and insightful that it is clear that the text is revealing—with immediacy—the power of a great philosophical mind. Writing is, after all, just a code for speaking. A scholar reading that text can easily imagine that he is hearing Aristotle himself formulate his thoughts.

The “texture” of the Gospels is that of an eyewitness narrative, which of itself makes a claim of immediacy. C. S. Lewis makes this point very well:

I have been reading poems, romances, vision-literature, legends, myths all my life. I know what they are like. I know that not one of them is like [the Gospel of John]. Of this text there are only two possible views. Either this is reportage—though it may no doubt contain errors—pretty close to the facts; nearly as close as [Samuel Johnson’s friend and biographer] Boswell. Or else, some unknown writer in the second century, without known predecessors or successors, suddenly anticipated the whole technique of modern, novelistic, realistic narrative. If it is untrue, it must be narrative of that kind. The reader who doesn’t see this has simply not learned to read.1

To strengthen the argument, one might add that the historical novel, the first example of “novelistic, realistic narrative,” arose only when there was a highly educated reading public ready to appreciate that sort of writing. The Waverley novels of Sir Walter Scott, perhaps the first in that genre, had to be lengthy to construct a fictitious past while drawing on a knowledge of history already possessed by his readers. Imagine Scott arriving on the American frontier in the 1820s and writing Waverley for the enjoyment of the indigenous peoples there, who had no knowledge of or interest in Scottish history and no taste for reading literature at all, and you have a good analogy for the supposition that Lewis rightly scorns.

Among the Gospels, this “texture” of immediacy is probably most evident in Mark. Scholars have long taken this for granted. “The details point clearly to the impression produced upon an eye-witness, and are not such as would suggest themselves to the imagination of a chronicler,” wrote the great New Testament scholar Brooke Foss Westcott in the nineteenth century. “At one time we find a minute touch which places the whole scene before us: at another time an accessory circumstance such as often fixes itself on the mind, without appearing at first sight to possess any special interest. . . . In substance and style and treatment the Gospel of Mark is essentially a transcript from life.”2

But the presumed author of this Gospel, Mark, was not a follower of Jesus and therefore not an eyewitness to the events he describes. So what could be the source of this ostensible eyewitness account? We need a hypothesis.

The unanimous early tradition of the Church was that Mark’s Gospel captured the narrative of the apostle Peter. According to St. Jerome, “Mark, the disciple and interpreter of Peter, wrote a short Gospel at the request of the brethren at Rome, embodying what he had heard Peter tell. When Peter had heard this, he approved it and published it to the churches to be read by his authority.”3 Jerome wrote those words in A.D. 392, but the tradition went back to apostolic times. Bishop Papias of Hierapolis, who died around the year 120, used to quote an unnamed “elder” in the Church who told him that “Mark, having become the interpreter of Peter, wrote down accurately, though not in order, whatsoever he remembered of the things said or done by Christ.”4

Suppose Papias heard the “elder” say this in A.D. 100, and the elder was about seventy years old. This elder would have been a mature man of around forty years when Peter was martyred in Rome in A.D. 67. Papias was a disciple of John the evangelist, and he was a friend of Polycarp. Papias’ testimony, then, reaches right back to the apostles.

There are many other testimonies. Irenaeus writes in about the year 180 that “Mark, the disciple and interpreter of Peter, handed down to us in writing what had been preached by Peter [in Rome].”5 Clement of Alexandria, writing at roughly the same time, states, “As Peter had preached the Word publicly at Rome, and declared the Gospel by the Spirit, many who were present requested that Mark, who had followed him for a long time and remembered his sayings, should write them out.”6 Origen says the same thing a generation later, as does Tertullian: “the Gospel that Mark wrote may be affirmed to be Peter’s, whose interpreter Mark was.”7

In the fourth century, appealing specifically to a tradition distinct from Papias and Clement, Eusebius writes,

so greatly did the splendor of piety illumine the minds of Peter’s hearers that they were not satisfied with hearing once only, and were not content with the unwritten teaching of the divine Gospel, but with all sorts of entreaties they besought Mark, a follower of Peter, and the one whose Gospel is extant, that he would leave them a written monument of the doctrine which had been orally communicated to them.8

The term “interpreter” used in these passages meant what we might call an editor, or perhaps a “ghost writer,” as when a famous person publishes his life story “as told to” someone who has skill in writing. Jerome, writing around A.D. 407, explains the practice:

However much the Apostle Paul possessed knowledge of the holy Scriptures, and had a gift of speaking and abilities in various languages . . . he still was incapable of expressing himself, in eloquent Greek words, in such a way as to match the majesty of the divine meanings of things. Therefore, he employed the services of Titus as his interpreter, just as St. Peter employed the services of Mark, whose Gospel was composed by Peter narrating and Mark transcribing.9

For Jerome, Mark’s Gospel is in effect the “Gospel according to Peter, as told to Mark”—which would explain, of course, how a Gospel composed by someone who was not even a follower of Christ could be accepted on all sides as apostolic and part of the canon of Sacred Scripture.

In fact, the title of this book, The Memoirs of Peter, is first used by Justin Martyr in A.D. 150. That he uses the phrase in passing—as though what he was saying were obvious and known by all—makes his reference all the more impressive. “It is said,” Justin writes, “that he [Jesus] changed the name of one of the apostles to Peter. In fact, it is written in the memoirs of him [Peter] that this happened, as well as that he changed the names of other two brothers, the sons of Zebedee, to Boanerges, which means ‘Sons of Thunder.’ ”10 The “memoirs” here must mean the Gospel of Mark, because it is only in the Gospel of Mark, not in any of the other three Gospels, that this detail about the sons of Zebedee is reported, and because there is no evidence whatsoever for anything else that could be called by that name.

Scholars point to difficulties with this tradition, as they find difficulties with the traditions of any ancient text. For example, Irenaeus in the passage quoted above also writes that Mark composed his Gospel after “the departure,” perhaps meaning the death, of Peter and Paul. Other witnesses, however, say that Peter was familiar with and approved of Mark’s writing, while Clement says that Peter knew of the Gospel but neither approved of it nor rejected it. Which alternative is the true one? Perhaps this particular difficulty, like many difficulties, can be resolved by splitting the difference. Peter might have approved a draft but not a final version, or he might have approved of Mark’s writing something down in general but did not see a particular version to approve, or perhaps he approved a part of our current text but not all of it. For our purposes, it does not matter much, as we should expect a certain unruliness in any non-contrived, organic tradition.

One might say that the combined weight of these diverse witnesses makes Peter’s role in Mark’s Gospel as certain as most of what we know about the ancient world. This general conclusion would stand regardless of how one resolves certain difficulties. And yet we need not say this much. If it were merely plausible that Peter played such a role, then we would be justified in examining the Gospel of Mark on that hypothesis. If looking at Mark’s Gospel in that way bore fruit, then to that extent the hypothesis would be justified.

Yet when we adopt that hypothesis, we find the tradition supported by two pieces of internal evidence: first, Mark’s Gospel alone relays things which Peter would have known first-hand, and second, Mark’s Gospel depicts Peter in a distinctive way.

Recall that Peter was not only one of the twelve apostles but also, with James and John, a member of a preeminent inner group. Sometimes Jesus took only these three with him, not all of the apostles. Matthew was an apostle but not a member of this inner group. Luke was neither an apostle nor a member of this inner group. In cases in which all three Synoptic writers—Matthew, Mark, and Luke—recount an event at which only the preeminent group was present, we can ask, Does Mark’s account, over the others, show signs of its being an eyewitness account? We find that it does. For example:

• When Jesus takes only the smaller group with him to raise a small girl from the dead (Mk. 5:37–43; Mt. 9:23–25; Lk. 8:51–56), only Mark records the Aramaic words (talitha coum) with which Jesus brings the child back to life

• In the Transfiguration (Mk. 9:2–13; Mt. 17:1–13; Lk. 9:28–36), only Mark gives the word pronounced in Aramaic, with which Peter addresses Jesus (Rabbi), only Mark comments on the silliness of Peter’s statement (“he had no idea what to say in response”), and only Mark gives details about the appearance of Jesus and the sudden disappearance of Moses and Elijah, details that have the character of recollections

• In the agony in the garden of Gethsemane, when Jesus, taking Peter, James, and John with him, draws apart from the other disciples to pray, only Mark gives the Aramaic word (Abba) with which Jesus addresses his Father, only Mark gives the Aramaic name (Simōn) with which Jesus addresses Peter, and only Mark comments on the thoughtlessness of the three (“they had no idea what to say to him in response”)

So here the internal evidence supports Peter as the narrator and source. If Peter, telling a gathering in Rome about events back in Palestine, wished to convey what it was like to be there, we would expect him to repeat some the actual words spoken, and it rings true that Mark, in his “interpretation,” would preserve them. The self-depreciating details about Peter’s own shortcomings also ring true.

The accounts of Peter’s denial of Jesus (Mk. 14:54, 66–72; Mt. 26:58, 69–75; Lk. 22:54–62) likewise support his role as the source of Mark’s Gospel. None of the other disciples was present, and we find in Mark’s account distinctive details, not found in the others, which seem intended to evoke what it was like to be there.

What about Mark’s depiction of Peter? In some ways, Mark gives greater attention to Peter, but in some ways less, as one would expect if Peter were his source. Peter appears most frequently in the Gospel of Mark, who mentions him about every 450 words. Matthew and Luke mention Peter only every 720 words. Mark mentions Peter in interesting contexts in which the other evangelists do not. For example, only Mark notes that it was Peter who, strikingly, noticed the withered fig tree that Jesus had cursed the day before (11:21). Mark takes special care to report that the angel at Christ’s tomb gave a message to “the disciples and Peter” (16:7)—a detail which would have been especially important to Peter, as this would be the Lord’s first communication to him since he had denied Jesus three times.

On the other hand, it seems to be Mark’s practice not to refer to Peter when doing so might draw attention away from Jesus. For example, when the woman with the issue of blood is healed and Jesus asks, “Who touched me?” Luke records that Peter chided the Lord, saying “Master, a crowd is surrounding you and pressing upon you!” Mark, by contrast, keeps the attention on Jesus. Before reporting Jesus’ question, he reports that Jesus could perceive power going out of him (5:30), as if to explain in advance why he asked, and the chiding is attributed to the disciples collectively. Again, Luke writes that Jesus sent Peter and John ahead to prepare the Last Supper (22:8), but Mark records merely that Jesus sent “two disciples” (14:13), as though Peter wished to avoid ascribing to himself a special role on the occasion.

In general, Peter’s appearances in Mark’s Gospel are not commendatory or distracting. Mark omits the detail that Peter walked on the water with Jesus (Mt. 14:29–31) and the story of Peter’s paying the temple tax for Jesus and himself with a coin taken from a fish’s mouth (Mt. 17:24–27). But Mark alone in some crucial passages depicts Peter as thoughtless or foolish.

Already in the fourth century, Eusebius noted these same traits about the Gospel of Mark, offering a similar explanation:

What Mark reports is said to be a memoir of Peter’s teaching. But consider someone who refused to record what seemed to him to spread his good fame. Suppose instead that he handed down in writing slanders against himself to unforgetting ages, and accusations of sins, which no one in after years would ever have known of, unless they had heard it from his own voice. By putting an advertisement on himself in this way, such a person would justly be considered to have been void of all egoism and false speaking. He will have given plain and clear proof of his truth-loving disposition.11

Mark’s Gospel seems to exercise a certain authority over the other Gospels, directing them toward a uniform treatment of Jesus. This authority is easily explicable if we take Peter to be the source of Mark’s Gospel and if the evangelists recognized his pastoral authority over how the life and teaching of Jesus should be presented.

The Gospels of Matthew, Mark, and Luke are called “synoptic,” a word that means “taking a similar view of things.” For the most part, they narrate the same events in the life of Jesus, in roughly the same order, and with similar words and phrases. The Gospel of John, in contrast, often strikes off on its own, relating different episodes, conversations, and sessions of teaching. The so-called “Synoptic Problem,” which scholars love to examine, is the question of the source of the commonalities among these three Gospels and the causes of their differences. The most widely accepted solution to this “problem” is probably the Two Source theory, which holds that Mark’s Gospel is responsible for what is in common among the synoptics and that the different use by the three evangelists of an unknown collection of the sayings of Jesus explains the differences.

I am concerned here not with the Synoptic Problem, which takes for granted the congruence of Matthew, Mark, and Luke, but with a prior question: Why should there be this congruence in the first place? The evangelists were not locked up with nothing to base their account on except texts in a library. Jesus apparently healed thousands of people. He taught repeatedly, on many occasions, to many different groups. He presumably had thousands of memorable conversations. He was hardly ever at rest in the three years of his public ministry. Let us say, conservatively, that there were ten thousand episodes attested by eyewitnesses or their immediate associates that could have been included in a Gospel. Why do the evangelists pick out the same handful of healings and recount these? Why mainly the same parables? Why the same miracles?

Here is a plausible explanation. Suppose that Mark’s Gospel reflects Peter’s own pastoral concern. Suppose it was written at the time when the apostles and disciples were about to depart for different parts of the known world. Peter, then, would have faced this question: How should the Church present the life of Christ in a uniform way to those who had not followed him, emphasizing all the essential points but also keeping preachers “on message”” so as to limit confusion and distortion by those hostile to the faith? The Gospel of Mark would represent Peter’s original judgment on this question. If, then, the Church throughout the centuries has meditated mainly on the same hundred episodes from the life of Jesus and not tens of thousands, it would be because we are all in a sense children of Peter, the first universal pastor. On this hypothesis, Peter’s judgment in the matter did prevail. We basically know Jesus as Peter judged that we should know him.

I have been emphasizing two ideas about the Gospel of Mark, which are connected: the vividness of its narrative and its Petrine source. These ideas guide my translation and commentary—especially the former. The main purpose of both the translation and commentary is to bring out as much as possible for a reader who does not have Greek this vibrancy and sense of reality. Peter wanted to convey what it was like to be there: we honor his intention by reading the Gospel in that spirit. Moreover, when pertinent in the commentary, I use the hypothesis of a Petrine origin to help explain the structure, order, or shape of the text.

By trying to make the translation as much like an evocative, spoken narrative as possible, I have found it relatively easy to resolve the two difficulties which confront any translator of Mark. The first has to do with sentence connectives. In Greek, sentences in a continuous narrative must be joined, each with the one before, through a “connecting particle,” such as “hence,” “now,” “therefore,” “but,” and so on. Writers of ancient Greek typically vary these connectives for subtlety and argument. But Mark is famous for largely limiting himself to one such connective—the simplest one at that—“and” (kai). The majority of his sentences begin with “and.” Translators usually deal with the problem by just leaving that word out. But Mark’s usage makes more sense if we think of how we speak when we tell a story: “So I left my driveway. And I turned around the block. And I saw a man with a pig. And I thought that was strange. So I stopped to ask him about it. And he said. . . .” And so on.

The second difficulty is that Mark varies his verb tenses in apparently unpredictable ways. Sometimes he uses the present tense, sometimes the imperfect, sometimes the “aorist.” Most translations solve the problem by throwing everything into the past tense. And yet this removes the vividness that Mark’s frequent use of the historic present conveys. But when one approaches the text as originally a spoken narrative, one can generally retain Mark’s tense changes. For example: “So I left my driveway. And I turn the corner. And what do I see? I see a man with a pig. And I thought, that was strange. So I stopped and I asked him. . . .” Someone speaking from memory in this way will change tenses to keep the hearer’s attention, but mainly because, as he is speaking “from memory,” he finds it easy to revert to the viewpoint of “what it was like to be there.”

As for the commentary, again, in the service of freshness and realism, I am interested in Mark’s Gospel as the narrative of an eyewitness, so I am almost solely interested in what is called the “literal” sense of Scripture. Christian exegetes have traditionally recognized four main senses of Scripture: the literal, that is, what actually happened; the moral, the practical lesson to be drawn; the allegorical, the parallel and higher reality that is putatively represented; and the anagogical, what is conveyed about the final consummation of creation in glory. If we are construing Mark’s Gospel as Peter’s account of what it was like to live with Christ for three years, the literal sense assumes primacy.

I am aware of three methods for drawing out the literal sense. In the first, the reader uses his imagination to picture as fully and acutely as possible what is recounted, just as a child listening to a story does. St. Ignatius of Loyola recommends this method in his Spiritual Exercises. The second method appeals more to the heart. The reader takes on the role of someone in an episode of the Gospel and fosters the thoughts and emotions of that person. St. Josemaría Escrivá is a great proponent of this method, as for example in his devotional book on the Holy Rosary.

But here I follow a third method, which mainly engages the intellect. In this method, the reader is invited to puzzle over Scripture, to find it intellectually interesting, by considering the question, “What must have things been like for the events recounted here to have taken place?” It is a search for reasons, presuppositions, attendant circumstances, and implications. It is a matter of mulling things over and taking them seriously as though true.

When we pursue the literal sense in any of these ways, we discover it is not narrow or restrictive. When people used to ask Flannery O’Connor what was the meaning or message of one of her stories, she would say that its meaning is what it says. Its meaning is not some philosophical proposition other than what it says. Similarly, reality speaks for itself. It says what it means. It makes an impression precisely as what is real. It does not become more real by being resolved into some kind of lesson of good behavior, psychological hygiene, or doctrinal didacticism.

The venerable project of “harmonizing” the Gospels plays some role in this third method, but it must be approached with moderation. What is harmonization? The accounts of an event in two or more Gospels are frequently untidy or even apparently contradictory. Investigators see something similar whenever there are multiple testimonies, each one truthful, about the same event. In such cases, investigators will attempt to “reconstruct” what happened by postulating a single reality that explains how these apparently conflicting testimonies arose. Likewise, scholars throughout the centuries have attempted to “harmonize” varying Gospel accounts by finding a single account that explains them. St. Augustine’s On the Agreement of the Gospel Writers is one of the earliest but also one of the most systematic and comprehensive of such attempts.

Mark’s Gospel—Peter’s narrative—was obviously meant to be heard and to have an effect on its own. So that is the first way we should take it. In general, a thing should be studied in its own right before studying it in comparison with something else. And yet, comparisons with the other Gospels will occasionally bring out something important in Mark. Then too, if we want to take Mark’s account seriously as an eyewitness account, we must sometimes consider the objections that arise from apparent contradictions between Mark’s Gospel and other Gospels.

It can be no surprise that this book was written out of devotion, even if it is not a devotional book in the usual sense. So let me conclude this introduction with some words of St. Josemaría Escrivá that express for me the importance of the Gospel. This great saint once said to a friend, “When I made you a present of that Life of Jesus, I wrote in it this inscription: ‘May you seek Christ. May you find Christ. May you love Christ.’ These are three very distinct steps. Have you at least tried to live the first one?”12 I have written this book for those who seek Christ. With St. Josemaría, I can wish and hope, “May your behavior and your conversation be such that everyone who sees or hears you can say

This man reads the life of Jesus Christ.”13

Hyattsville, Maryland

June 29, 2018

Feast of St. Peter and St. Paul

The format of the commentary

There are sixteen chapters of Mark’s Gospel and therefore sixteen chapters of this commentary. In each chapter, I will first place my translation of the entire corresponding chapter of Mark’s Gospel so that it may be read without interruption. Then, for purposes of the commentary, I will break that same translation into chunks, indicated by verse numbers, matching episodes written by Mark (presumably in imitation of Peter’s narration). Following each such chunk, I will comment on particular words and phrases, using verse numbers and boldface to indicate what I am commenting upon. It will be necessary to look up the entire verse, as only a word or phrase is highlighted, but in this way the reader will be able easily to consider the text at different levels of analysis without the text’s being reprinted.
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CHAPTER 1


1 This is how it began, the good news of Jesus, Anointed One of God, Son of God.

2 Exactly as is written in Isaiah the prophet (Behold, I am sending my messenger before you, who will prepare your way. . . . 3“A voice of one crying in the desert, ‘Make ready the way of the Lord, make straight his paths!’ ”), 4there arose someone baptizing in the desert, proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins—John.

5 And so the whole district of Judea, and residents of Jerusalem from every walk of life, came out to him. And they were baptized by him in the Jordan river as they confessed their sins.

6 Well, as for John, he was clothed in camel hair, with a leather belt around his waist. And for food he ate locusts and wild honey. 7And he cried out, “Right behind me comes someone greater than I! I am not worthy to stoop down and loosen the tie on his sandals. 8I baptize you with water, but he himself will baptize you in the Holy Spirit.”

9 So it was in this setting that Jesus came from Nazareth in Galilee and was baptized in the Jordan by John. 10And immediately, as he was emerging from the water, he saw heaven opened up and the Spirit coming down upon him as a dove. 11And there was a voice from heaven: “You are my son, my beloved one. I delight in you.”

12 So right away, the Spirit carries him out into the desert. 13And he was in the desert for forty days, where he was put to the test by Satan. He faced dangerous animals. And the angels ministered to him.

14 Well, after John was handed over, Jesus went to Galilee, proclaiming the good news of God, 15and saying that “It is the crucial moment: the Kingdom of God is near. Repent and believe in the good news.”

16 And as he was walking along the Sea of Galilee, he saw Simon, and Andrew, the brother of Simon, in the sea casting. (They were fishermen, after all.) 17So Jesus said to them: “Come, follow me, and I will turn you into fishers of men.” 18And so they, dropping their nets, followed him.

19 So continuing on his way a little bit more, he saw James, the son of Zebedee, and John, his brother. They were mending their nets in a boat. 20So he called them right then and there. And so they left their father Zebedee in the boat with the hired hands, and, taking a place behind him, they walked away.

21 So they make their way into Capernaum. And right away he began teaching in the synagogue there, on the Sabbath. 22Well, they were overwhelmed by his teaching, because he taught them as someone who had authority, and not as the scribes.

23 And right then there was a man in their synagogue with an unclean spirit. He cried out 24saying, “What business do you have with us, Jesus of Nazareth? Have you come to destroy us? I know who you are, the Holy One of God.” 25So Jesus admonished him saying, “Be silent and come out of him.” 26Well, the unclean spirit convulsed him and, producing a tremendous sound, came out of him. 27And the people there were all so deeply affected that they began to say to one another, “What is this? A new teaching. With authority. He tells even unclean spirits what to do, and they obey him.” 28And so this report about him traveled straightway throughout the entire region of Galilee.

29 Well, after they left the synagogue, they went directly to Simon and Andrew’s home, with James and John. 30Simon’s mother-in-law was lying down with a fever. So the first thing, they speak with him about her. 31And so, going to her, he raised her up by taking her hand. Well, the fever left her. So she began taking care of them.

32 In the evening, when the sun set, they brought to him everyone who had something wrong, and everyone afflicted by devils. 33In fact, the entire town gathered at their door. 34So he healed the many townspeople who were sick—suffering from diseases of every description. He cast out many devils. He did not permit the devils to say anything, because they knew him.

35 Well, the following morning, so early that it was still dark, he got up, left the house, and went out to a desolate spot. He remained there to pray. 36So Simon and the others in Jesus’ group went searching for him. 37And they found him. So they say to him, “They all want to know where you are.” 38So he says to them, “Let’s go somewhere else, to the neighboring villages, so that I can preach there as well. That is why I left.”

39 So he went throughout the whole of Galilee, preaching in the synagogues there, and expelling devils. 40So a leper comes up to him, and, beseeching him and falling to his knees, he says to him, “If you so will, you can make me clean.” 41Well, Jesus was keenly affected, and, reaching out his hand, touched him. So he says to him, “I do so will. Be clean.” 42Well, his leprosy was gone immediately. He became clean. 43And so Jesus was stern with him and sent him right off on his way. 44And he says to him, “See that you say nothing about this to anyone. But go immediately, present yourself to a priest, and bring with you, for the fact that you are now clean, the offering which Moses set down as public evidence.” 45But as soon as he left, he began to proclaim it loudly, spreading his story far and wide. Well, that is why it was no longer feasible for Jesus to enter villages openly. Instead, he stayed outside, in desolate places. And people everywhere came to him.

Commentary

1–8

1 This is how it began.

Literally, “The beginning” (Greek: archē). Yes, there are deliberate echoes here of Genesis, “In the beginning.” John likewise opens, “In the beginning [Greek: en archē] was the Word.”

But Mark is telling Peter’s story of what it was like to live with Jesus for three years. So the “beginning” that concerns Mark is the public life of Christ, and the “good news” he is recounting is displayed in the public life and death and resurrection of Christ as witnessed by Peter.

good news

This renders the Greek word eu-anggelion. The root of the word is the same as in the word “angel,” a messenger. The prefix indicates something good. It is a good message. A message is a communication conveyed from someone to someone by someone. Walker Percy, in Message in a Bottle, distinguishes a “message” from “knowledge.” A man stranded on a desert island, he says, is looking for a message, not knowledge. An encyclopedia washing ashore won’t help him much. But any scrap with news about how he can be rescued—this he yearns to acquire. Likewise, in this book you will find news, as received and conveyed by Peter, not systematic knowledge.

of Jesus

The message which Peter wishes to convey is not news involving a fact or thing but the person Jesus, just as the preaching of Jesus was mainly about himself.

The Church Fathers1 used to argue that Jesus “is either God or a bad man—there is no alternative” (aut Deus aut homo malus). Jesus taught that he is the way of salvation for everyone—or rather, that he is that salvation. But he would need to be God to be that. If he were not that but claimed to be, he would be self-deceived or a deceiver.

What we cannot assert is that Jesus was a “great moral teacher.” No great moral teacher makes himself the message. Right from the start Peter makes it clear that this way of interpreting Jesus is closed off to us.

Anointed One of God,

That is, he is the “Christ” (Greek Christos, Hebrew Messiah). The Anointed One is someone who is shown to have been selected by God, by an anointing, to occupy in a preeminent way the roles of Priest, Prophet, and King—as those were the roles in the Jewish tradition that specifically required anointing.

Son of God

The manuscripts are almost equally divided as to whether Mark originally included this phrase or not. Given this division, we must turn to considerations of a higher level to settle the matter. There are many considerations in favor of including it, but perhaps the most important are the following. First, there are numerous signs that Mark wants to appeal both to Jews and to Gentiles; the title “Anointed One” answers to the traditions of the former, and “Son of God” corresponds to those of the latter. Second, the Gospel just about ends with the confession of a Gentile—the centurion assigned with guarding the cross—that Jesus was truly the “son of God” (15:39). It makes sense that Mark would begin his narrative with that confession as a kind of confirmation of the title and office ascribed to Jesus.

2 written in Isaiah

Only the line which begins “A voice of one crying in the desert” is from Isaiah. The line before that—“Behold, I am sending my messenger”—is taken from the prophet Malachi (3:1). So has Mark made a mistake? Or was the phrase “written in Isaiah” added by a later editor who did not know what he was doing? Because of the perceived difficulty here, the phrase is changed in various later manuscript traditions from “written in Isaiah” to “written in the prophets.”

And yet there is no real problem. It turns out that the line from Isaiah is an exact quotation of the Septuagint.2 The line from Malachi is a paraphrase. So we can take Mark to be principally concerned with the verse from Isaiah, which he quotes exactly, and introducing the quotation with the line from Malachi as a kind of gloss. There are no quotation marks in ancient Greek, but in English the difference can easily be indicated by putting only the verse from Isaiah in quotation marks, as I have done.

So the apparent difficulty in verses 1–2 can be dealt with easily enough. But what can be said about their meaning? Peter seems to have been struck by the fulfillment in his own day of the Scriptural prophecy that someone would arise in the desert and cry out there to herald the Messiah—for lo and behold, John the Baptist had done exactly that. Peter believed that the coincidence between Isaiah and John was too remarkable to be an accident: it was the fulfillment of the prophecy.

2–3 “I am sending . . .”

If “I” is God and the “messenger” is John, who in this paraphrase of Malachi is this “you” whose way is prepared? The verse from Isaiah supplies the answer

It is the way of the Lord. It tells us, then, that the “you” whose way is being prepared and who ostensibly is distinct from God is also God, as he is the Lord. These verses, then, implicitly introduce the doctrine of the Trinity: the Father, who is Lord, sends the Son, who is Lord—at least two persons, then, in one God.

The Trinitarian implications of the passage are not clear without the verse from Malachi. It seems, therefore, that an inspired Mark joined the two verses from the prophets to imply the divinity of Christ, and we find the seeds of the doctrine of the Trinity right at the beginning of the Gospel of Mark.

4 someone baptizing in the desert, proclaiming

Consider the parallelism here:

someone baptizing in the desert

proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins

Mark asserts a parallelism between action and word: John does something, and at the same time he preaches about what he is doing, because he proclaims that his baptism, if accompanied by repentance, effects the forgiveness of sins. In describing John in this way, Mark (or Peter) is suggesting that John prefigures what is known as “the sacramental system”—God’s free use of material signs to effect his purposes and confer graces, through his ministers, in a reliable and repeatable way. These signs accomplish what they signify. In a sacrament, an action signifies something, and the words clarify and effect what is done in the action.

The verb “baptize” is a transliteration of a Greek verb, baptizo, which means the action of immersing in a liquid, generally water. Usually, the thing immersed is drawn out again. The phrase baptizing in the desert is therefore paradoxical. A desert by definition lacks water for dipping.

Imagine someone encountering water in the desert and being immersed in it. He comes out again, refreshed by the water and coated with it under the sun. This is a vivid sign of what the baptism of John signified. The desert represents distance from God and loss of true life through sin. The water represents life—life with God again, and regeneration. The immersion in the water, when accompanied by conversion, effects that change because it is for the forgiveness of sins. That is, by God’s special institution, it effects that forgiveness.

John’s preaching confirms this by word. What John says gives the interpretation of the material sign. It is not that the material actions of immersion and emergence are like a parallel spiritual reality of repentance and forgiveness. There are not two things going on; there is one thing. John’s action and preaching are a unity. Mark’s use of the Hebrew poetic device of repetition emphasizes this. John’s baptizing in the desert and his proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins, then, are the same thing viewed differently.

5 they were baptized . . . as they confessed their sins.

The Greek term rendered “confessed” (exomologoumenoi) means to acknowledge and additionally to express that acknowledgement in a binding way, somewhat as one binds oneself through a legal document. To confess sins in this sense is to bind oneself to accept the punishment due to them and to bind oneself to refrain from those sins in the future.

We cannot tell from Mark’s bare description whether these people expressed their sins openly to one another, to John, or simply to God in prayer. Given that we are told that John immersed them, perhaps the most likely alternative is that they confessed their sins to John prior to immersion.

Mark’s use of the plural “sins” suggests not an acknowledgment of general sinfulness but some kind of reckoning and accounting.

6 around his waist

The phrase in Greek means, precisely, slung low just over the hips. Peter is conveying how John looked to him when he went out into the desert, presumably to confess his own sins.

7 “Right behind me comes someone greater than I!”

Let us not fail to notice that John uses the present tense, which would indicate that this one who is to come is coming soon or is alive already.

It is difficult for a modern reader to appreciate how paradoxical this teaching would have seemed to John’s listeners. Someone who came after would be literally a follower. But followers were at best the equal of those they followed, never greater. That is why John had to emphasize

“I am not worthy to stoop down and loosen the tie on his sandals.”

To the Fathers, such imagery implied the divinity of Christ: “He says this to extol the excellence of the power of Christ, and the greatness of His divinity; as if he said, Not even in the station of his servant am I worthy to be reckoned. For it is a great thing to contemplate, as it were stooping down, those things which belong to the body of Christ, and to see from below the image of things above, and to untie each of those mysteries, about the Incarnation of Christ, which cannot be unraveled.”3

8 “he himself will baptize you in the Holy Spirit”

Literally, “he himself will baptize you in holy spirit.” “Spirit” (Greek pneuma) was regarded as akin to air, one of the four elements along with earth, water, and fire. The initial contrast is between John’s immersing sinners in visible, material stuff (water) and Christ’s immersing them in a finer, immaterial stuff (spirit)—not just any spirit, but “holy” spirit.

John emphasizes that he himself will baptize you: that is, his successor himself will be the agent of the immersion which he effects. He will not be simply a “messenger.”

Accordingly, the Fathers take John’s contrast to imply that the one who followed him would be God himself. “How does water differ from the Holy Spirit, who was borne over the face of the waters? Water is the ministry of man; but the Spirit is ministered by God,” writes St. Jerome.4

9–11

9 it was in this setting

Literally, “in those days.” The translation is free but also accurate. In Mark’s day, ordinary people did not use a calendar. They dated events in relation to who happened to be in authority at the time or some cyclical event, such as the Olympiads. Mark is saying, in effect, “You want to know when Jesus burst upon the scene? That dates back to the time when there was that widespread religious reawakening of people going out to the desert to see John.”

Jesus came from Nazareth in Galilee

John baptized sometimes at Bethany “beyond the Jordan” and sometimes at Aenon near Salim. According to John’s Gospel, Jesus was baptized at the Aenon location, about a forty-mile walk from Nazareth. At either location, a pilgrimage to see the Baptist would require about a week, a substantial endeavor.

Jesus was baptized in the Jordan by John. It notably does not say that he was baptized “confessing his sins.”

10 immediately, as he was emerging

Here “immediately” emphasizes that in Jesus’ baptism, God, through the ministry of John, conferred on him a kind of public office. John did not simply prepare the way and precede “the one who was to come.” He was instrumental in effecting the start of Jesus’ public ministry.

heaven opened up

Literally, “heaven divided.” Physical heaven was regarded as a hemispherical vault over the earth, holding back the waters above. The splitting of that vault would have been regarded as a sign of the opening of a direct and intimate path between the dealings of man on earth and the realm of God in immaterial heaven. This sign from the beginning of Mark’s Gospel is comparable to the splitting of the temple curtain at the end of the Gospel, when Christ dies on the Cross (Mk. 15:38–40).

11 there was a voice

In Greek, “voice” (phōne) is a species of sound, so everyone present—John the Baptist, anyone in the crowd, and of course Jesus himself—must have heard it. We should therefore suppose that the vision of heaven opening and the dove descending were likewise seen by everyone. And yet Mark writes as though the vision was seen only by Jesus. Why?

Consider two possible descriptions of what happened: (1) there was a general public miracle of the splitting open of heaven, the descent of a dove, and a voice from above, which everyone in that place experienced, including Jesus, or (2) there was a miraculous vision directed at Jesus, and there were miraculous words addressed to him, an expression of the intimate relationship between Father and Son, and those persons who were around Jesus were invited to share with him in that vision.
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