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SERIES PREFACE

This biblical theology and spirituality series is designed for personal and
community enrichment. The series explores how Scripture’s timeless
message continues to inspire and motivate us in our contemporary lives.
Scripture is the primary source of inspiration, edification, and challenge,
an inspired vision of what discipleship can be, a measuring rod of au-
thentic teachings and practices. This series’ reflections on how Scripture
can motivate us in the twenty-first century comprise a dialogue between
the unchanging Word of God and the constantly changing situations of
our times. It offers a call to new life.

The commentaries explore a biblical booK’s audience, purpose, key
themes, understanding of church, sense of mission and ministry. The
series can be used as the basis for personal study and enrichment, for
parish adult education programs and Scripture study groups, for retreats,
and for personal theological and spiritual renewal.
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Introduction
MARK’S CONTEMPORARY CHALLENGE

Mark’s is the kind of book that any organization would like to be
without! He criticizes the accumulation of inauthentic traditions,
portrays the foundation’s leaders in poor light, rejects institu-
tional interpretations of theology, and even portrays Jesus in
what others consider too human a mold. Within fifteen years of
the appearance of Mark’s gospel, other evangelists touched up
his presentation, left out some of the material that caused
frustration and questions, re-established the ecclesiastical right
to interpret teaching, and solidly placed Jesus and the Twelve on
pedestals of devotion.

Mark is one of the most daring figures of the early Church,
but at the same time he is not easily labelled. He is the first to
assemble the oral traditions about Jesus, thereby showing his
fidelity and devotion to the past. But he is equally forceful in
challenging his own Church’s accumulated traditions, especially
those he does not see as authentically representative of the
events of Jesus’ life and ministry. He respectfully documents the
authority of Church leaders, and still feels free to challenge
them. He portrays Jesus as Son of God, but also as angry, im-
patient, and critical. There are indications that the patristic
Church did not quite know how to view him. Each of the four
traditional symbols of the evangelists (Rev 4:7) have been applied
to Mark: lion by Jerome, calf by Athanasius, human face by
Augustine, and flying eagle by Irenaeus.

It is difficult to know what to make of Mark. One point is
clear: no Christian of any time can read this gospel without being
challenged by it. It is blunt and shocking. Yet Mark'’s use of
characters, his general structure, and his strategical placing of
episodes to indicate interpretation show outstanding skill.
Mark’s gospel may appear simple, but its author is sophisticated
both literarily and theologically. If we can resist filling out his
text with material from Matthew and Luke, and can concentrate
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exclusively on what he has to say, he will lead us along one of the
most challenging journeys of human history.

Mark’s work is “little short of staggering,’'! and has proved to
be “‘the most enduringly powerful narrative in the history of
Western civilization, perhaps in the history of the world.”’2 Using
the events of Jesus’ ministry to form the structure of his gospel,
he swiftly draws readers into the events so that they seem to
experience them firsthand. His sense of immediacy and urgency
affect readers, who soon find they are personally the recipients
of this good news.

Return to sources. Prior to Mark we have the writings of Paul,
and oral traditions, but no synthesis or interpretation of the life
and ministry of Jesus. Mark selects from many oral traditions
those he considers reflect the authentic teachings of or about
Jesus. For Mark, ‘‘gospel’’ is both the good news Jesus preached
and the good news about him. Mark is the first Christian to put
these traditions into writing and thereby stop the influence of
disintegrating oral traditions, some of which no longer presented
the original events but rather the communities’ interpretations
of them. Since Mark is the author of the first gospel, he is the
filter through which traditions pass; he evaluates their authen-
ticity, and stabilizes the interpretation of faith. He is a man of
strong convictions, courage, and prophetical challenge, inter-
ested in both the preservation of orthodoxy and creative inter-
pretation that can insure relevancy.

As we examine Mark’s work of theological clarification, we
will see that he challenges false understandings of messiahship,
discipleship, Church, mission, and end times, correcting them by
refocusing on the original message of Jesus and its authentic
interpretations. In doing so, he confronts those institutions and
authorities who ought to be custodians of the message, but in
Mark’s eyes have failed in their responsibility.

Mark’s challenge to his readers to purify traditions and return
to sources is as relevant today as in his own time. Today Christian
Churches, separated from each other and polarized within, seem
incapable of resolving ecumenical differences or uniting their
own people. Frequently, we see Christians clinging to the now
lifeless traditions of elders rather than returning to the simple
call of Jesus that is directed to everyone. In the Catholic tradi-
tion, solidified Church structures, the absence of options in
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ministry, the demeaning treatment of the laity, and reluctance to
deal with women’s issues all reflect the clutter of traditions,
accumulated over centuries of political interaction. Other Christian
traditions show similar problems, some of them more extreme
than those of Catholicism. All would benefit from Mark’s forceful
reminder that human traditions, no matter how sacred we think
they are, must not block the original authentic message.

A rejection of the comfort zone of religion. Some in Mark’s
community are seduced by the idea of a great, powerful, miracle-
working Christ, who heals, exorcizes, and raises from the dead.
Similarly they see their own discipleship as prolonging these
manifestations of power. Mark calls them to restudy the original
message of the crucified and risen Lord, to realize that there is
no Jesus without the cross. Their faith in the suffering Lord is
essentially a faith in the cross.

Some of Mark’s community, possibly anticipating persecution,
needed to understand that their following of Jesus must be motivated,
not by hope of miracles (he generally kept these secret), but by
willingness to suffer with him. ‘‘Mark’s Gospel is an invitation to
confess in the midst of human tragedy and suffering that Jesus is
indeed the Son of Man, the example of how to find life by losing
it.’3 There is no easy way to God, like those possibly suggested by
the Graeco-Roman world, but only discipleship, faith, and the
cross. As Christians journey toward the promised kingdom, they must
suffer present trials, thus manifesting their radical faith and hope.

Mark also insists that there are no secure and comforting
channels of truth that we can unquestioningly accept. Whether
we examine the Temple and its rituals, the Pharisees and their
laws, the scribes and their interpretations, or the disciples and
their misunderstandings—we find that they all warn us against
placing our security in religious institutions of one kind or another.
Genuine religion does not guarantee this kind of security.

In today’s Christian Churches we see conservatives delighting
again in the re-establishment of monarchical power, the rebirth
of centralized authority, the dominant influence of career ecclesia-
stics, the increase in curial trials, the power of wealth, and a
return to a fundamentalist interpretation of Church teachings.
We also witness a return to the comfort of tridentine mystery,
preconciliar devotions, and a facade of security in moral teachings.
This yearning for comfort and security, never a sign of authentic
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religious faith, would be as severely criticized by Mark today, as it
was in his own time.

The courage to be free. While Mark is respectful of sources,
authentic teachings, and authorities, he leaves the reader with a
sense of profound individual responsibility and liberty. Some in
his community, having had to break with the past, are now free
of the Temple and pharisaic law; they must not cling to former
ways. They are free from the overbearing pressure of Church
authorities, that Mark seems to identify with James and the
Jerusalem Church. They are free from Satan’s hold over them,
for Jesus has overthrown and bound him. They are free of their
own sin, for Jesus has brought forgiveness. They are free, even
though they anticipate persecution and death, for they know
that losing one’s life for Christ is the way to gain it. In their own
religious practice, they are free from the burden of rituals and
directives, for the seed of Christian life grows secretly on its own.

Mark portrays a healthy skepticism towards the restrictive
dimensions of religion, for Christ has made us free. This freedom
brings both joy and responsibility. The constructive role of skep-
ticism and evangelical criticism is needed in all the Churches.
While respecting those who minister in management roles, we
can never be blind to their failures, their misconceptions and
the temptations they experience to seek position and control.
Respect for authority is necessary, but we must always be on our
guard against its abuse.

In the Churches of the early eighties we see again, as we have
so often seen before, Church officials who seek to control others
and impose their own views on followers from all walks of life.
We see appointments resulting from unquestioning loyalty to
other Church administrators rather than to the gospel. We even
see ecclesiastical attitudes and curial trials similar to those of
which sections of the apocalyptic discourse of Mark are clearly
descriptive. Mark’s blunt rejection of this type of control and his
sense of liberty are challenging and full of hope.

Mark’s contemporary challenge. As we look to the nineties,
Christianity continues to be characterized by divisions and
polarization. The early enthusiasm of the late sixties has disap-
peared, and honest attempts at dialogue and coresponsibility
have waned. We see a return to the concentration of power and
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control in the hands of a few. Our division into Churches has
extended to divisions within the Churches, and this polarization
and hostility seem likely to increase.

We also witness a growing inflexibility in Church structures
and the surfacing of an ecclesiastical totalitarianism which is
basically a manifestation of weak faith in Christ’s presence in all
the faithful. These man-made structures should be changed,;
where they are not changed, they should be confronted.

Many needs of today’s Christian people go unmet: the need
for respect, freedom, religious experience, dialogue, and sacra-
mental ministers. Much of today’s spirituality is inadequate for
the modern world, coming from elitist officials, unsure of the
Christian challenges in the real world.

These problems in our Churches are not likely to decrease
during the next decade, rather they will intensify. The ‘“‘sor-
rowful gospel’’4 is very appropriate for our sorrowful Church.
Mark’s call to suffer, envisioned by him as coming from forces
outside the Church, is more likely to come as a result of inner
tension, divisiveness, and mutual rejection. Mark’s evangelical
call to respect authorities, challenge them, and imitate the suf-
fering servanthood of Jesus may indicate the major directions of
the next decade’s spirituality.

Mark’s call to return to authentic sources, uncluttered by
unacceptable traditions; his challenge away from the comfort
zone of religion; and his insistence on allowing people to live as
those freed by the Lord may well be the main trends of the next
decade’s ecclesial responsibility.

His reminder to break with the past, and to live an indepen-
dent reincarnation of Jesus’ call in the present, selecting from
the available traditions those still relevant, may be the focus of
our pastoral practice.

Mark is a genius, a prophet, and an irritant, who will always
disturb our comfortable, unquestioned lives. A Christian without
compromise, his message is one of the most challenging documents
of world history.



