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BIBLICAL KEY
INTRODUCTION
The Reading of the Markan Gospel in the Church
For a very long time the Gospel of Mark (= Mk) was unjustly neglected and viewed as the "Cinderella" of the Gospels. Its language, in comparison with the refined Greek of Luke, seemed rather vulgar. Its concise, abrupt and often obscure style fell far short of the slow and orderly pace of Matthew. Both Matthew and Luke, full of sayings and parables of Jesus, had a more ecclesial thrust. Mk, in contrast, seemed rather poor. Add to this the fact that John was the "spiritual" Gospel par excellence. Even a man as genial --and influential-- as Augustine was partly responsible for the undervaluing of Mk by stating that he had done nothing but sum up the Gospel of Matthew ("Marcus eius breviator").

This unhappy tradition took hold. In the history of the Church, neither specialists (theologians and scripture scholars) nor Christian communities showed much interest in Mk, which was practically unused in liturgy and catechesis. Until Vatican II, throughout the cycle of the liturgy (except for the Passion on Tuesday of Holy Week), only four pericopes from Mk were read. In Latin, we only find a few homilies by St. Jerome and a commentary by St. Bede the Venerable; and among the Greeks, we find absolutely nothing.

Fortunately this situation has changed radically in recent years. From undeserved and age-old neglect, Mk has had a growing appreciation. What was once regarded as a "Cinderella" has since become a "queen" in the esteem and use it has now attained within the Church.

The change took place at the beginning of the  20th century, for the following reasons. Specialists believe that Mk is the oldest gospel, and that its text was used by Mt and Lk in composing their respective gospels. It has caught the attention of historians, who regard it as closer to the Jesus of history, in that it is less elaborate and more "believable" than the other gospels. There has been a growing interest in discovering the humanity of Jesus, which Mk so insistently stresses by presenting Jesus' feelings, gestures, words and actions in a way that later tradition gradually eschewed, since it viewed them as overly earthy (cf. Mk 1:40-43; 3:5,21; 6:5-6; 7:34; 9:16,33,36; 10:14,18,21; 11:12-15; 13:32). Above all, ordinary folk, the poor and oppressed people of God, who bear the brunt of the injustice that reigns in this world, feel more "in tune" with Mk. Mk portrays Jesus as very critical of certain triumphalist presentations of the faith that tend to overlook the historical conflict in Jesus' life and his demand that all Christians take up the cross and carry it after him, since this is the only way in which anyone can be a disciple of Jesus, the Crucified.

In this sense, Mk is tremendously up to date, because he probes the consciences of Christians who are too sure and set in their ways, while he gives the oppressed reasons for hope in their following of Jesus.

1. LITERARY LEVEL
1.1. Gospel Narrative
In the New Testament two main types of catechetical speech are  used: one doctrinal, as in the letters of Paul, the other narrative, as in the Gospels. Mark was the first to use the narrative type. His work had an enormous success, as is seen from the fact that it was followed by other authors (the Gospels of Mt, Lk and Jn), and from the fact that these gospel writings came to occupy a privileged place in the teaching and liturgy of the Church, as a genuine expression of the thought and work of Jesus. Mark did not intend to write a complete biography of  Jesus, but a catechesis. He did so by recalling the history of Jesus and selecting certain accounts (John the Baptist, Jesus' baptism, ministry in Galilee, Judea and Jerusalem, and his death and resurrection), in a way that would be helpful to his community. For the present of the Church is founded on the historical existence of Jesus of Nazareth, the guide and living norm for all Christians.

As a book --which is also a written Gospel-- Mk is subject to all the grammatical and syntactic rules of any literary work.

One startling feature of Mk is its "ingenuous realism." Passing from Mt to Mk is like leaving a city square and going off to contemplate nature in the wild. Mk's Greek is not that of the classic era or even that of lettered folk of his day. It is current, common Greek (koiné). Mk's vocabulary is poor and monotonous, but surprising. He repeats the conjunction kai (and) and the adverb euthys (at once) ad nauseam. He uses words that the more stylish Lk carefully avoids. The "naiveté" of Mk is also shown in his syntax, which experts view as rather innocent of Greek grammar. He falls into flagrant repetitions (2:4; 15:26), introduces frequent parentheses, has 19 instances of anacoluthon or incomplete phrases. All of these peculiarities indicate that he is much influenced by popular turns of speech and by semitisms. When you read Mk you have to behave like a person listening attentively to a "live" report by a witness who writes the way he speaks. Mk introduces dynamism and color into his narrative. He rarely uses the aorist (Gk past tense), but at all costs maintains the historic present. He knows how to describe concrete reality. The author is a man who has "seen things clearly" and tells them as he sees them. He cares little for form, so long as the reader understands him and feels deeply challenged. But Mk, though poor in appearance, is tremendously forceful. He packs the punch of a good folkloric writer. His style itself indicates a liveliness of thought and impetuosity of action, and it always shakes the conscience of the reader.

But along with this liveliness, we detect a certain sketchiness. Some miracles are described  following the same literary pattern: an exorcism (1:25-27) uses the same rebuke ("be muzzled") as the stilling of a storm at sea (4:39-31). The same comparison can be made of the healing of a deaf mute (7:32-36) and that of the blind man of Bethsaida (8:22-26), or between the first preaching of Jesus in Capernaum (1:26-27) and in Nazareth (6:1-2). These paired accounts have the very same compositional features.

These characteristics indicate that Mk has a twofold origin: a witness and a community, both quite active. As a witness of the recollections of Peter, Mk reproduces them in a very lively manner; as a spokesman for the community, he faithfully reflects the testimonies already fixed and anchored in church tradition. This explains the apparent contradiction in his narration, marked at once by liveliness and by sketchiness.

1.2. Literary Structure
The overall gospel is structured in two parts, in keeping with its initial thesis: "The beginning of the good news of Jesus, Messiah and Son of God" (Mk 1:1). These two titles of Jesus appear again in the two scenes of confession, where Jesus us proclaimed as Messiah (8:27-30) and Son of God" (15:39). The subdivisions are determined by the diverse reactions to the revelation of Jesus, especially those of the disciples.

INTRODUCTION (1:1-13)
The good news is fulfilled in Jesus of Nazareth, inasmuch as he is the Messiah who brings in the Kingdom in the way that belongs to him as Son of God (1:1).

Introductory triptych: previous data for establishing the identity of Jesus (1:2-13).

PART ONE (1:14 - 8:30).
The good news is Jesus, inasmuch as he is the Messiah who proclaims the Kingdom of God. Three types of response to the revelation of Jesus:

1. Jesus and the Pharisees (1:14 - 3:6):
- Introduction: presentation of Jesus and the disciples: Jesus the herald begins to proclaim the inbreaking of the Kingdom of God. The first sign of this is the call of the disciples (1:14-20).

- Jesus, accompanied by his disciples, reveals himself in Capernaum and throughout Galilee (1:21-45).

- The scribes and Pharisees reject him (2:1 - 3:6).

2. Jesus and the people (3:7 -6:6a)
- Introduction: presentation of Jesus and the disciples surrounded by crowds who have a popular religious attitude of magic. In this context, Jesus chooses the Twelve (3:7-19).

- Jesus, accompanied by his disciples, reveals himself. Diverse reactions of the people, mostly of incredulity. The parables explain the reason for this incredulity (3:20 - 5:43).

- The townsfolk of Nazareth reject Jesus (6:1-6a).

3. Jesus and the disciples (6:6b - 8:30)
- Introduction: Jesus the missionary sends the Twelve on mission (6:6b-13).

- "Intermezzo": Opinions on Jesus (6:14-29).

- Jesus reveals himself especially to his disciples, who seem slow to understand, but little by little he keeps opening their eyes and ears (6:30 - 8:26).

- Peter, in the name of the disciples, acknowledges Jesus as Messiah (8:27-30).

PART TWO (8:31 - 16:8).
The good news is Jesus, inasmuch as he is the Son of God who dies and rises from the dead. This consists of three sections:

1. Catechesis to the disciples on the nature of the Messiah, marked by three passion and resurrection predictions; but the disciples understand absolutely nothing (8:31 - 10:52).

 
2. Judgment on Jerusalem. Jesus, accompanied by his disciples, goes to Jerusalem and the Temple. The different religious and political leaders oppose him and decide to kill him because he discredits the Temple and presents himself as Son of God (11 - 13).

3. Passion, death and proclamation of the resurrection of Jesus. The disciples abandon him. Jesus, dying, reveals himself as Son of God, but only a Roman centurion acknowledges this. The Risen Lord summons Peter and the disciples to Galilee, where they will see him (14:1 - 16:8).

1.3. The longer ending of Mk (16:9-20)
The Markan authorship of this ending is not admitted for reasons of vocabulary and style, which are totally different from the Gospel as a whole and do not fit well with the preceding scene (16:1-8) since, among other things, they change the subject and the number of women. There are also difficulties with textual tradition; several ancient codices, among them the Sinaitic and Vatican Codices, omit the longer ending. It seems more likely that the longer ending was taken from other documents and added to the Gospel, perhaps after the middle of the second century. It may have been drafted in Hellenist circles, to invite others to join the group of believers by receiving the Christian word of the Gospel, which brings salvation to those who believe in it and are baptized, and condemnation to those who do not. The view that the longer ending is an appendix to the Gospel had been growing in textual criticism for the last two centuries, and is generally accepted today.

As to the relationship of the longer ending of Mk to parallel accounts of post-resurrection appearances, many authors believe that this ending depends on and sums up those in Jn, Lk and Mt. It highly condenses the appearance to Mary Magdalene (Jn 20:11-18), to the disciples of Emmaus (Lk 24:13-35), the meal and mission (Lk 24:36-49; Jn 20:19-23; Mt 28:18-20), the ascension (Lk 24:50-53). It insists on  the incredulity of all the disciples, but softens it with the consoling and effective presence of Jesus with the missionary Church. The Catholic Church regards this longer ending as canonical and hence as the inspired word of God. It was known in the 2nd century by Tatian and St. Irenaeus, and is found in most Greek manuscripts (though not in the oldest) and other versions. If it cannot be shown that Mark was its author, it is surely constitutes "an extraordinarily persistent tradition" (Conzelmann) and "an authentic relic of the first Christian generation" (Swete). In fine, it is a synthesis of the theology of the resurrection and of the missionary mandate.

2. HISTORICAL LEVEL
2.1. The Author: Mark.
In vain would one scan the pages of the Gospel for the signature of its author. There are no sure guidelines to orient us on its authorship, not even the enigmatic episode of the young man fleeing naked from the scene of the arrest of Jesus (Mk 14:51-52).

Tradition unanimously attributes the Gospel to St. Mark and views it as the memoirs of Peter. The title, which was added in the 2nd century, when the four Gospels were compiled, attributes it to Mark. Today, most investigators think it credible that the author of the Second Gospel should be named Mark. The oldest testimony comes from Papias, the bishop of Hierapolis in Asia Minor (ca. 130): "Mark, having become the interpreter of Peter, wrote down accurately everything that he remembered, without however recording in order what was either said or done by Christ... Mark made no mistake...for he made it his own care not to omit anything that he had heard, or to set down any false statement therein." This testimony shows that already at the beginning of the 2nd century, the Gospel was attributed to a rather secondary personage. It was commonly accepted at the time and could hardly be attributed to a desire to undermine the authority of this Gospel. "If the title had been given at a later time when the real author was not known, certainly a more prominent  name would have been chosen than that of some unknown Mark" (Ed. Schweizer). Following Papias, there are abundant testimonies stating that the Second Gospel was written by Mark, in keeping with the preaching of St. Peter: Irenaeus (+202, Adv.Haer. 3.1.1.); Tertullian (+220 Adv. Marcion 4.5); Clement of Alexandria (+215, HE VI, 25,5). Roman tradition (Hippolytus) has kept the memory of a Mark who is "short fingered" (kolobodáktylos).

The Church's tradition, not only in Asia Minor, but also in Egypt, Africa and Rome, unanimously affirms that the Second Gospel was written by Mark, faithfully following the preaching of Peter.

2.1.1. Mark in the NT
It is interesting to explore the historicity of this figure, in order to calibrate his influence on the composition of the Gospel. The Acts of the Apostles mention a certain John, surnamed Mark (12:12,25; 15:37), sometimes called John (Acts 13:5,13) and sometimes Mark (Acts 15:39). He was the son of a woman called Mary of Jerusalem. His mother's house was  place of prayer for the Christian community, and Peter went to it after he escaped from prison (Acts 12:12).

In the letters of Paul, the name Mark appears three times, always in the final greetings (Col 4:10; Phm 24; 2 Tim 4:11). Finally, the author of the First Letter of Peter writes: "The church that is in Babylon, chosen together with you, sends you greeting, as does Mark my son" (1 Pt 5:13). It is generally conceded that Babylon was a code name for Rome. Thus Mark would have been associated with Peter, then with Paul (44-49 and 61-63 AD), and again with Peter (63-64 AD). This connection between Mark and the two Apostles has been seen as a key to understanding the Gospel.

According to some scholars, the Mark/Paul relationship is the main one, and it developed in a missionary experience in pagan lands (cf. Acts 13:5). The two found it hard and finally unbearable to get along (cf. Acts 15:39), but it meant that Mark had an experience of the universalism of the mission.  Comparing Mk with the Pauline Letters, we find certain great theological themes that they agree on: the inefficacy of the Jewish law, salvation through faith, universalism and the newness brought by Christ.

Nevertheless, tradition has insisted on the Mark/Peter relationship, in order to place this Gospel under the authority of an Apostle and thus to have it recognized as a canonical writing. Peter's role is acknowledged in several episodes: the calling of the disciples, the cure of Peter's mother in law, the call of Levi, Jesus' rejection in Nazareth, the confession of Peter, the Transfiguration, the episode of the rich young man, the request of the sons of Zebedee, the entry into Jerusalem, the cleansing of the Temple, the anointing at Bethany, Gethsemani, Peter's denial. But Mark is not an out and out defender of Peter. He omits some accounts that tend to favor Peter: Peter's walking on the water, the primacy of Peter, the Temple tribute, while he points out some unfavorable ones (Mk 8:33; 9:5; 14:29,31,66 ff.). Thus, the testimony of Peter underlies the Gospel, but as already anchored in tradition.  The negative aspects might come from Christian circles more or less opposed to Peter, where he is respected but sometimes debated (cf. Gal 1:18-19; 2:1-4). Thus the relationship between Mark and Peter is complex and rich. Although Mark may have made use of the memoirs of Peter, he also made use of a tradition that was already fixed.

2.1.2. Date of Composition
St. Irenaeus stated that this Gospel was written after the death of the Apostles Peter and Paul. Internal critical evidence would point to a time before the year 70, the date of the great Jewish War and the destruction of Jerusalem, since no datum in the Gospel seems to allude to this annihilation. The Gospel still keeps the proverbial biblical cliché of the "abomination of desolation" (Mk 13:14; cf. Dn 9:27, 11:31), but a rapid parenthesis in Mk 13:14, ("let the reader understand"), underscores that this is but the "beginning of the sufferings" (13:8). Thus, the Gospel would have been written between 67 and 70. Other investigators think that ch. 13 was  influenced by an apocalyptic fever, and we know that the whole apocalyptic movement arose after a national disaster or calamity -- in this case, after the destruction of Jerusalem. And there are those who would claim an even later date.

2.2. Rome: Economic Crisis, Xenophobia
Two events mark the history of the city in which the Gospel was written and to which it was addressed. 1) The devaluation of the denarius (the dry law) which plunged the populace into great misery. Widespread want and hunger made people look with suspicion on newcomers from abroad as potential competitors who were coming to take from them the little that they had. 2) The dreadful burning of Rome, for which Christians were blamed. Nero martyred a host of them, as well as their shepherds, Peter and Paul.

The Christian community in Rome was regarded as an undesirable and suspect minority. The xenophobia of the Romans was proverbial, especially regarding groups and sects that came from the Near East. A cruel saying, "The Orontes flows into the Tiber," was coined to allude to pilgrims coming from afar, who were regarded as a heap of corpses infecting the great river of Rome. Among these "corpses" were the Christians.

2.3. A Persecuted Christian Community
An influential Jewish colony lived in Rome. The Christians were not in solidarity with them in their violent aspirations and they did not join with them in the Great Jewish War. Moreover, in obedience to a divine revelation (cf. Lk 21:20-23), in 66 AD the Christians fled Jerusalem and settled in Pella (cf. Eusebius of Caesarea, Historia Ecclesiastica III, 5.3). From then on, they were treated by the Jews as deserters. During the decade that concerns us (60-70), the situation of Christians in Rome was harsh in the extreme. They were hated by the Jews, who used the "delatio" to point them out and accuse them before the Romans. They were hated by the Romans, who persecuted them, accused them of being arsonists and, because of their belief in the  divinity of Jesus Christ, of corrupting the "pax romana," built on the worship of the Emperor. The danger of apostasy loomed over the Christian community. In this light one should read the story of Judas, the traitor, "one of the Twelve" (Mk 14:10). Mk places him on the scene as a real possibility in the life of the community. Anyone might be a traitor, so everyone should ask himself, "Is it I, Lord?" (Mk 14:19).

Mk was born in this situation of harassment and persecution of Christians: a community that deeply felt the total risk involved in being a Christian. It wasn't just a matter of identity or name, but one of life or death. It meant really carrying to its ultimate consequences the cross of Christ as presented in Mk, namely, to be excluded from society as an undesirable and even to be executed ignominiously like a slave by being burnt at the stake or being thrown to wild beasts in the circus.

A church group experiencing such a profound crisis harks back almost spontaneously to its origins; in this case, to the ministry, life and death of Jesus. When a community is beset on all sides by threats from without and within, there is an urgent need for radicalism, in both senses of the word: a search for their roots and a radical holding together in them. The Christian community of Rome needed a written gospel; it had to find the strength it needed in order not to succumb beneath all that hostility. Mk offered persecuted Christians a reason to keep being disciples of Jesus, the Crucified, to learn, as Christians, how to follow in the footsteps of the Crucified, and to die as their Lord had died, abandoned by all on the cross.

Recently, some have opined that the homeland of this Gospel was Galilee or southern Syria, but most exegetes maintain the traditional opinion that Mk was written for Gentile Christians in Rome, or at least in a highly Romanized place in the Empire.

3. THEOLOGICAL LEVEL
3.1. Following Jesus: the Condition for Knowing Him
Just as Israel knew the name of Yahweh (Ex 3:14) and experienced His presence on their journey to the promised land --a journey that led from slavery to freedom-- so the disciples of Jesus can only know who Jesus truly is --the true presence of God in history-- by following in his footsteps and journeying along the way with him.

Mk underscores the central importance of discipleship. He uses the term "disciples" (mathetaí) 45 times, 41 of which refer to disciples of Jesus. This insistence relates to the fact that in Mk, the historical disciples of Jesus are presented as a type of the Christians of all times. The addressees of the Gospel, reading the lives of these men who left all to follow Jesus, not only discovered an example to do  as they did, but also a warning to avoid some of the early errors that they committed. One surprising thing in Mk --as we saw in the description of its structure-- is the fact that Jesus always appears in company with his disciples. His first public action after proclaiming the Kingdom --even before he performed any miracle-- was to call some disciples to follow him (Mk 1:16-20); and the disciples, save for the brief parenthesis of their being sent out on mission (6:12-30), always remain with Jesus. Hence, one moment of great desolation for Jesus occurred at the time of his arrest in Gethsemani: "And they all deserted him and fled" (Mk 14:50).

The term mathetaí, applied to the disciples, was commonly used in Israel to designate the students of a rabbi, and Jesus is called rabbi both by the people and by his disciples (Mk 9:5, 10:51, 11:21, 14:45). One might think that the main thing for them to do would be to "learn teachings," as the rabbinical disciples did. But the genuine aspect of the disciples of Jesus was to get to know him by following him and living with him; for the aim of their apprenticeship was not to learn doctrines and traditions, but rather to know the very person of Jesus, who became the center of their life and learning. Thus, the characteristic trait of the disciples, according to Mk, is that they always  follow Jesus in  community of life and missionary work. Only in this sort of following will they be freely given the knowledge of the Kingdom of God (Mk 4:11). And it is only through this following and coexistence that they will come to discover the true identity of Jesus. For Mk, a disciple is not so much one who desires to learn from Jesus, as one who is invited to follow Jesus (Mk 1:18; 2:14,15; 10:21,28,32,53) and come after him (1:17,20; 8:33,34). In the early Castilian Romance del conde Arnaldos, on St. John's morning, Count Arnaldos is out hunting near the shore when he hears a mysterious mariner sing a song which calms the winds and waves, brings the fish to the surface of the sea and the birds of the air to perch on his mast. Count Arnaldos begs the mariner in God's name to teach him this song. But the mysterious mariner tells him, in a phrase that could well apply to Mk's teaching on discipleship: "Yo no digo esta canción ( sino a quien conmigo va" ("I only tell this song to those who come with me").

The disciple is called to the following of Christ thanks to the utterly gratuitous initiative of Jesus (Mk 1:16-20; 2:13 f.; 3:13-17). And this call is to trod one's way after Jesus, a way that consists of proclaiming the Kingdom (Mk 1:14), forming a close personal relationship with Jesus and taking up his saving task.

For the sake of Jesus and of the Gospel, and owing to the urgency of the mission, all other goods become relative. A disciple must be socially uprooted and emotionally detached, ready to leave all things behind: one's nets, boats, workers and even family, like Simon, Andrew, James and John (Mk 1:18-20); one's tax-office, like Levi (Mk 2:14) one's securities (Mk 6:7-13); one's life in a set place, such as Galilee (15:41). Jesus asks not only for detachment from persons and things, but from one's very self as the center controlling one's existence, in order to take up the cross for love of him and to follow him faithfully (Mk 8:34). This radical following will be humanly impossible without an intense life of faith, prayer and vigilance (Mk 9:23,29; 11:23-26; 13:37).

 
This following is achieved in a close communion with Jesus and also in a close fellowship among the disciples. Jesus gradually prepares his followers so that they may be able, through his power, to preach the Kingdom (Mk 13:10; 14:9). He concentrates on them (Mk 3:9; 4:1-2,35-36; 5:37) and performs the greatest wonders before them (Mk 4:35-41; 6:30-44,45-52; 7:32-37), for they must learn, see and understand (4:40; 6:37,52; 8:14-21). The followers of Jesus constitute a fraternity, the new family created of those who have left all things for his sake and the gospel's (10:28-30), and in striving to live in a permanent attitude of serving and sharing, they become the first fruits and visible signs of the Reign of God.

3.2.
The Son of God is manifested in the weakness of the cross.
In view of the Roman Empire's proposal to plant its kingdom in this world by force of might and arms, Mk offers the true alternative: He presents the Reign of God, which is accomplished in the person of Jesus, by means of weakness, indeed, the very height of weakness, which is the cross.

Throughout Mk, from beginning to end, there is a fundamental question: "Who is Jesus?" It can be said that Mk is entirely concentrated on the Christological question. The disciples ask it of one another (4:41), and Jesus himself asks the disciples for a response about his identity (8:27,29). The opening title in Mk 1:1 already shows that his work contains a "confessio fidei." It shows a way of preaching, "I tell you...", which derives from this fundamental title of "Son of God," which Jesus has fulfilled in his historical life.

Throughout the long itinerary of Mk, Jesus manifests that he has carried out his task in utter weakness, in the voluntary acceptance of the cross. And he shows that his destiny is the cross and resurrection. It has been said that Mk is "a hidden epiphany of Jesus."

All those who follow Christ should know that they must inevitably follow Jesus in the way of the  cross if they are going to be able to understand who Jesus really is.

All who follow Christ cannot avoid traveling the way of the cross. But the disciples, despite Jesus' repeated predictions of the nearness of his crucifixion (Mk 8:31; 9:31; 10:33-34), show their ignorance and utter incomprehension. They do not understand, yet are afraid to ask him about it (Mk 8:32; 9:32; 10:32,35-40).

The cross of Christ is both the touchstone and stumbling block for every follower of Jesus: sooner or later they have to face the cross head-on. The Christian community seems not to understand things this way. It likes a triumphalist image of Jesus, unaware that it deserves to receive the same rebuke of "Satan" that Peter received for not accepting the cross (Mk 8:34). Hence Mk, eager to warn Christian readers of all times, takes the image of the disciples and in them foretells what can happen to any Christian --baptized or Catholic or high up in the Church, it matters not-- if he or she is not ready to follow Jesus on the way of the cross.

In light of the conflict that led Jesus to choose the way he did in order to make the Reign of God present among us in history, Mk wants to show us just how much conflict, persecution and the cross are inherent in the life of anyone who wants to follow Jesus. Mk is shaped by the cross of Jesus and by the scandal that his life still provokes. Hence in Mk, the title par excellence for Jesus --"Son of God"-- is found in texts marked by the passion, especially those overcast by the long shadow of the cross.

In Mk, the title "Son" (apart from the testimony of demons, as in 3:11; 5:7), is most pronounced in the words of the Father, who calls Jesus His "beloved Son" at the Baptism (1:9-11), the Transfiguration (9:2-8), and in the parable of the wicked tenants (12:1-12). In all these texts one sees a special identity between Jesus as "beloved Son" and his journey towards his passion and death.

And it is precisely at his death on the cross  that the Roman centurion standing opposite Jesus, seeing the way he died, confesses Jesus to be the Son of God: "Truly, this man was the Son of God" (15:39). There is a stress on Jesus' condition as a man, a dead man hanging on the cross. In the extreme weakness of this man, all the power and strength of God is made manifest. The mysterious union between the death of Jesus and his identity as Son of God here reaches its highest and most mysterious point. Only on the cross does Jesus choose to be recognized by his most precious title to glory: Son of God. And likewise --since Mk's gaze is constantly kept fixed on the community-- Christians cannot find glory save in the cross of Jesus, the "Crucified": persecution, abandonment, death, martyrdom for love of His name and in solidarity with the countless men and women unjustly crucified. Then their following of Jesus reaches its culmination: to be totally identified with the weakness of the Crucified, which is the power of God for the salvation of this world.

3.3. The "Messianic Secret:
It is an indisputable fact that the Gospel of Mk, in a much more highly accentuated way than in the other Synoptics, has stressed the secrecy in which Jesus chose to cloak his Messiahship during his earthly life. We can see this intentional silence in several texts that are grouped together in related themes:

-- Accounts of Miracles: 1:44; 5:43; 7:36; 8:26. In these accounts we are surprised, on the one hand, by the tenor of Jesus' words; they are severe warnings not to divulge the miraculous events. On the other, they are belied by the ensuing context of the pericope, and by the normal logic of human life.

-- Expulsions of demons: 1:25,35; 3:12.

-- Orders to keep silent: 8:30; 9:9.

A certain veil of silence also appears in the controversies with the Pharisees: 2:10,19-20,28; 10:1-11; 11:27-33. The same is true of Jesus'  teaching in parables, which instead of helping people to understand the mysteries of the Kingdom, are treated as indecipherable enigmas: 4:1-12.

Jesus' will to keep the "messianic secret" also explains his longing for solitude, his seeking to be in "deserted places": 1:12-13,35; 5:1; 7:24. This characteristic of Mk is still more surprising if we compare it with the other Synoptic Gospels. The "messianic secret" is imposed, then, as a distinctive feature of Mk.

There are various interpretations of this fact:

a) Apologetic explanation:
Wilhelm Wrede expounded this thesis in his groundbreaking work, Das Messiasgeheimnis in den Evangelien (1901). He contended that the messianic secret served to explain the antinomy between the Church's faith in Jesus as Messiah and historical evidence that contradicts it. The Church's faith held that Jesus was in fact the Messiah, but had concealed his messiahship during his public life. Wrede held that Jesus did not claim to be the Messiah and was not considered such by his disciples during his lifetime, but that to hide this fact, Mk invented the messianic secret. This thesis was enlarged by exegetes of the form-critical school (Dibelius). It deserves to be criticized because it ignores some fundamental data from the gospel itself: 8:29; 11:1-11; 14:62. The very fact of the crucifixion can only be coherently explained on the basis of a messianic pretension on Jesus' part. Wrede, based on certain redactional elements of the gospel, chose to deny the historical fact of Jesus' Messiahship.

b) Pedagogical explanation:
Jesus intentionally acted this way in order to prevent Jews from giving his Messiahship a materially and politically slanted misinterpretation. This explanation has been forcefully upheld and has appeared several nuanced variants. Although it fully conforms to historical circumstances (Mk is not a biography of Jesus, but is a fundamentally historical account) and has a high degree of verisimilitude, it  still does not constitute an altogether satisfying solution.

c) Redaction-critical explanation:
This attempts to harmonize the fundamental fact that this secret existed in Jesus' lifetime and that Mark "illustrated" it because it had important meanings for his community. Jesus lived in a hidden manner. "In this hiddenness there is a kind of compulsion" (H. U. v. Balthasar; cf. Mk 1:45; 6:5). Jesus continually had to correct the overflowing enthusiasm of the people. "In Mk, the messianic secret expresses the irrevocable and free decision of Jesus to embrace his passion, since that was the will of the Father" (G. Minette de Tillesse).

Moreover, there is a peculiarly Markan redactional motif, stressing the lack of understanding of those around Jesus: his family, disciples and followers. The other evangelists, especially Luke, try to soften this lack of understanding.

With this "messianic secret" Mk wants to challenge his community and to leave them perfectly clear on the thrust of his work. Even after the resurrection of Jesus, the motif of silence ("They [the women] said nothing to anyone" Mk 16:8) and misunderstanding of God's message, reappears.

Insistence on this aspect derives from the fact that Mk is concerned that the members of the Markan community might misunderstand Jesus and thus not be disposed to follow him on the way of the cross. The confession and profession of Christ must always be accompanied by a search, openness and intense striving after a deeper understanding. Christians cannot rest content with fixed formulas or static christological titles; there should be a never-ending wonderment that asks: What does the Son of God mean? What consequences does Jesus' cross have for his disciples?

3.4. The Church is open to hope: "Galilee"
 
It did not all end with the cross and the tomb. The disciples cannot remain silent or keep roaming around sepulchers like dead people who are the victims of a total failure. True, they had abandoned Jesus when faced by the events of the passion (14:50) and, scandalized by the cross, had strayed like sheep without a shepherd (Mk 14:27). But Jesus of Nazareth has risen and is alive. He is no longer in the tomb (Mk 16:6). And he wants his disciples to wait for him in Galilee.

For Mk, Galilee is a theological place. It means the Church in three dimensions of time.

Mk mentions Galilee twelve times, practically all of which are redactional. Nine of these mentions of Galilee occur in the first nine chapters of the Gospel. There is, then, a significant build-up. In this way Mk creates a violent contrast between Galilee, the region of Jesus' miracles and of his final fulfillment, and Jerusalem, the city hostile to God, the residence of Jewish authorities, where Jesus undergoes his passion. For Mk, the life of Jesus begins in Galilee, reaches its peak in Galilee, falls abruptly in Jerusalem, and opens up to hope again in Galilee.

The theological vision of Mk has some support in the geography and history of his time. At that time Galilee embraced pagan territories in Phoenicia to the NE and in the Decapolis to the SE, so that it could rightly be called "Galilee of the Gentiles." Mark, who writes his Gospel for Christians of pagan origin, shows how greater Galilee forms a bridge between the two territories inhabited by pagans, which it includes under its own denomination. Among the pagan peoples of Phoenicia and the Decapolis, it reinforces the aspiration of ancient Israel to be "Galilee of the Nations" (Is 8:23).

Mk identifies Galilee with the Church's present, with the Church's contemporary mission, for which Mk provides a foundation in the life of Jesus (the public ministry in Galilee) and to which he opens up an absolute space (the Parousia, which is the end of history). Galilee is, then, a "theological" place; it  signifies the Church. But with one important difference: the mission of Jesus in Galilee was a hidden epiphany (the messianic secret; Jesus did not openly tell people who he was); the present mission of the Church, according to Mk, is carried out in broad daylight, because the messianic secret has been lifted thanks to the death and resurrection of Jesus. He goes before his disciples: "But go, tell his disciples and Peter that he is going before --proágei-- you into Galilee; there you will see him, just as he told you" (16:7; cf. 14:28). The word "proágei" indicates God's shepherding of his people. So the disciples, following his words, march off to meet him.

The Good News began to be preached in Galilee. After the resurrection, it must be taken up again and spread. The Church should no longer be seeking Jesus, the Crucified and Risen Lord, in the tomb or in the past, but rather where he truly chooses to be: present: in the midst of human beings. The Church must reproduce, in its task of universal mission ("Go into all the world and proclaim the Good News to all creation" Mk 16:15), the very life of Jesus in our history, the same Jesus who, now present in his Church, assists and strengthens it in its missionary evangelization.


CLARETIAN KEY

TRUSTING IN GOD ALONE
"Placing all our trust in the Lord, and not at all in domination or in wealth, we seek before all else the kingdom of God, which belongs to the poor" (CC 24).

In poverty and weakness, we commit ourselves to carry out a great work: the Kingdom. The beginnings of our Congregation were humble, but the support of that little community of young priests was very powerful: "Thy rod and thy staff" (Ps 23:5; cf. Aut 489-490).

Re-reading the Gospel of Mark in this key of littleness and weakness is very important for a missionary community. It is the Lord who has called  us to be with him and to be sent out by him on mission, as our Constitutions tell us (CC 3), echoing Mk 3:13-14. Taking stock of our own limitations, of the insufficient resources of our Provinces and of the weaknesses of the Congregation, will lead us to praise the Lord of life who does great things in us (cf. Lk 1:46-55) and to place all our trust in Him.

The important thing is that we remain faithful to the Lord's call and that we put the concerns of the Kingdom in the center of our lives. "Although our forces may be small, when the Word takes power of us and we are docile to it, it acts mightily within those who hear it and fulfill it" (SW 10).


SITUATIONAL KEY
1. Suppose we're talking about a great world power. There is no escaping its sway. It is awesome. Go where you will, it is there. It is the arbiter of the world. Its army is strong, powerful, well equipped and its generals are great experts in the art of war, though they call themselves protectors of the peace. It is present everywhere to keep control and dominate. It does its best to prevent any other power from overshadowing it. It fleeces the poorest countries. It lives off them, yet all of them owe it something. It aims at imposing its own system, a system that favors the few. It needs cheap labor and so it enslaves. Its money is the obligatory standard of reference. It respects people's traditions so long as they pay and do not rebel. It is the envy of many. Its land is the daydream of the poor, but it is forbidden them. It seems to be the kind of place in which the Gospel of Mark was written. Isn't that interesting? Can we draw any conclusions from it? Is it possible to write a history of salvation in the very stronghold of injustice and power?

2. Don't tell anyone.

- If you don't want to be ridiculed at a public gathering, don't tell anyone that Jesus is the Son of God.

- If you don't want the few who are listening to you to walk away, don't tell any of them that following  Him entails the cross and sufferings.

- If you don't want to be called "holier than thou," don't tell anyone that He invites all to pray.

- If you don't want scandalize others, don't tell anyone that He shows favor to the poor, to prostitutes, to the sick, to sinners.

- If you don't want others to laugh at you, don't tell anyone that He wasn't fond of publicity.

- If you don't want to arouse suspicions, don't tell anyone that He liked standing up to authorities.

- If you don't want to put yourself in danger, don't tell anyone that He prefers the good of persons to any law.

- And above all, don't even think of telling anyone that He is alive and risen after two thousand years. Forget it. Don't mention it to anyone. Is it better to keep the "messianic secret" or not? Do we have to tell it all like it is, or is there room for gaps and silences?

3. The strength of weakness. Religious groups begin as a service by the weak for the weak. As the group grows in numbers and quality, there is a growth in distance from the periphery and a tightening of inner bonds. Fidelity is born. Vision grows shorter as blind ties to traditions, customs, commands, sacred words and ideologies grow longer. Service is maintained as a cover for power. It is a short step from here to fundamentalism. When does a religious group based on weakness begin to be transformed into a power group? Is it possible to go on serving despite the increasing complexity of institutional networks?

4. Without conditions. Today as ever, Jesus remains unconditionally on the side of victims, facing the evil that oppresses them. His life is, by essence, an opposition to the powers of evil: the anguish of a man facing the blind force of natural catastrophes, the sorrow of a woman at the death of her only son, or of sisters at the death of a beloved brother, the helplessness of a widow whom everyone abuses, the desperation of a friend murdered for absurd political reasons, the tremendous loneliness of those excluded from society, the physical pain in all forms and degrees of cruelty, hunger, thirst, abandonment, political, social contempt in its political cultural  or religious forms. Today, Jesus continues to save the "least." Hence, as Schillebeeckx says, "it is impossible to be sad in the presence of Jesus." Wherever the weak are, there should the Church and we be, because the Master is there. From what standpoint do we proclaim the Word? What conditions prevent the church from being where the weak are? Why isn't the Word producing the fruits we expected?


EXISTENTIAL KEY
1. What church are we living in? In the church of Jerusalem that looks backwards, keeps traditions, measures its steps, longs for times past? Or in the church of Galilee, the church of joy, the church of the living Christ, the church that looks different, goes out and walks the way, the church that proclaims the good news to all and baptizes?

2. We say that we are "listening" servants of the Word. How much time do we devote to personal and community listening, and what fruits is this producing?

3. How do you take up the cross in following the Lord? Are you accepting the cross that the Lord gives you? Suffering in order to purify yourself?

4. We often learn of scandals within the Church or the Congregation. How do we react to them? What is our capacity to grasp the positive in weakness?

5. Community life demands serving. This service is sometimes tied to responsibilities that demand the greatest availability. Don't we sometimes use our weakness or low self-esteem as an excuse that prevents us from serving?


COMMUNITY MEETING
1. Opening prayer or song.

2. Reading from the Word of God: Mk 10:17-31.

3. Dialogue on Theme 10 in its different keys.

* Remember what we indicated in the PRESENTATION  about the community meeting.

* Keep in mind the questions formulated in the guidelines offered for the situational and existential keys.
4. Prayer of thanksgiving or intercession.

5. Closing song.
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