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Abstract

In the first chapter, Kelber emphasizes that the Markan Jesus is always ‘on the way,’ and therefore Mark wanted his readers to understand Jesus through His journey; but to understand Jesus’ journey, the reader must grasp the logic behind the arrival, departure, and goal of each step of the journey.   The introduction of John the Baptist is the logical first step in the journey of Jesus because John prepares the way of Jesus by proclaiming the coming of the Messiah and being an outlet for the Holy Spirit.  After Jesus is endowed with the Spirit, He is driven into the wilderness where the goal of Jesus’ journey is revealed - to bring the Kingdom of God; every event of the journey is then logically related to Jesus’ mission of bringing the Kingdom of God.  The most significant aspect of the mission is a call to individuals into the service of the Kingdom, where the audience learns that traveling the way of Jesus (or Jesus’ journey) is the key to Jesus’ identity and entrance to the Kingdom; this Kingdom is not made up of abstract ideas but of the people of God and a new lifestyle and community within the Jewish structure.  Jesus continually divides the people into ‘insiders’ and ‘outsiders’, those who believe and those who do not; the Kingdom is for all people but those who regard Jesus as the epitome of evil.


The central motif of Mark, revealed through Jesus’ journey, is the complete lack of understanding exhibited by the disciples; this lack of understanding, and Jesus’ accusation of their hardness of heart, shows the disciples to be opponents, not allies of Jesus.  Another motif in Mark is the inclusiveness of Jesus, which the disciples again do not understand; Jesus shows the reader this clearly through His journey across the Sea of Galilee which Mark uses as a symbol of the gap between the Gentile and Jewish communities.  Jesus crossing the Sea of Galilee is symbolic of the opening of new frontiers and a breakthrough to a new identity, which is paramount to reaching the goal of His mission.  When Jesus arrives in a new territory, He must first cleanse it by performing an exorcism, He then endorses both communities by feeding the masses and thereby accepts each community into the Kingdom of God.  Through the lack of understanding by the disciples in the crossing of the Sea of Galilee event, the feeding of the masses, the issue of the one loaf, and Jesus’ accusation of their hardness of heart, the disciples are now cast as outsiders and opponents to the Kingdom of God.


Throughout the gospel the author constructs ‘the way’ motif as a method of transporting the audience from location to location as well as teaching the disciples, and therefore the Gospel’s audience, about Jesus’ mission; the disciples’ eyes must be opened by traveling the way before Jesus’ death so they may continue His mission afterward.  Yet, even in the face of this daunting challenge and a shrinking timeline, the disciples still seem to misunderstand and dismiss the mission they are being charged with; the most striking example is Jesus’ confrontation of Paul’s confession that Jesus is the Christ and the self-pronouncement of His own death.  The disciples’ personal ambitions despite Jesus’ pronouncement reflect an attachment to a Messiah who is beyond suffering and death; nonetheless the discipleship in Mark is closely modeled after the suffering Jesus.  The single most important message the author attempts to convey is that of a suffering Christ, because there is no life without death and no Easter without crucifixion; for Mark, to be a Christian requires one to follow the way of Jesus - drink from the cup of suffering, and to be concerned with the salvation of the all others above one’s own life and well-being.  The disciples are certainly not aware of this requirement, which demonstrates the profound Markan religious truth that those who are closest to Jesus and claim to know best of all may be furthest from the truth.


Upon Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem, the disciples and other followers host a celebration for His ‘triumphal entry,’ however the celebration only serves to underscore the continuing denial that Jesus has come to suffer, not to fulfill the disciples’ idea of Jesus’ Davidic messiahship.  Jesus enters the temple three times while in Jerusalem, and on the second occasion Mark frames the event within the story of the cursed fig-tree; this framing convention illustrates that as the fig tree died, so did the temple when it was disqualified as a worthy place of worship by Jesus’ cleansing.  On His third journey to the temple - Jesus teaches and involves Himself in a discussion with the priests, scribes and elders; during the discussion Jesus allegorically compares the leaders of the temple to ‘wicked tenants,’ thereby setting Himself up as the cornerstone of the new temple, the Kingdom of God.  After the discussion, Jesus spies a widow making an offering to the temple, to which He makes the disciples aware because it is the poor widow and not the rich temple authorities who exemplify genuine discipleship; through the acceptance of the widow as a true follower of His teachings, and the scribe who believes in Jesus’ commandment, Jesus accepts both males and females into the new community against the male dominated temple power-structure.  After Jesus disqualifies the temple and places His authority above it’s authority, He leaves, but not before predicting its destruction as the disciples are gazing at the temple’s magnificence seemingly impervious to the idea that Jesus is the new temple; Jesus’ prediction is a hopeful Markan commentary designed to allow his community to come to terms with the temple’s destruction in 70 C.E.


At Bethany, an unnamed woman anoints Jesus with oil in a ceremony that begins His passion and brings to mind the ancient rite of enthronement while defying the traditional Davidic anointment; Jesus must defy the tradition because His purpose is not to fulfill traditional Davidic expectations, but to upset and reverse them.  The conflict between the disciples and Jesus is brought to a climax during the last supper, where He discloses the presence of a traitor and the twelve side with Peter to refute Jesus’ prediction of their flight; in both cases, the disciples mistake their future roles as they are deaf to Jesus’ last instructions.  Jesus is then taken to His accusers where His only self-revelation occurs, which is how it must be because Markan messiahship requires that His identity be certified with the death sentence so that He may accomplish His mission and fulfill His identity as the Son of God and Son of man.  As Jesus becomes the crucified King, the truth of Markan messiahship is finally revealed; it is not Jesus’ physical pain, but the desertion of His friends and followers, and finally God’s abandonment in His greatest hour of need that constitutes the ultimate depth of Jesus’ suffering.  According to Mark, the essence of Jesus can only be revealed in view of His death, because Jesus’ crucifixion is paradoxically the moment of His coronation and His messiahship is consummated in total abandonment on the cross; yet in this moment of despair comes the moment of greatest revelation, that while the disciples have abandoned and denied Him, an outsider – the centurion, makes the only true confession by a human being in the Gospel, and once again an extreme outsider is drawn into ‘the way.’

Analysis


In Mark’s Story of Jesus, Kelber argues that the author of Mark did not merely report stories and memories of Jesus as they were told, but instead reinterpreted, reworked and arranged them in an attempt to convey certain, important, theological messages.   Through Kelber’s interpretation of Mark, he attempts to reveal common Markan motifs and conventions that illustrate these theological messages.  The messages, Kelber proposes, are hidden within numerology, patterns, symbolism, and literary conventions, such as narrative framing and allegorical phrases, which Mark uses throughout the Gospel.  However, some of Kelber’s interpretations utilize insufficient evidence, unreliable sources, and unsupported conjectures; under these qualifications, those certain interpretations, though not rejected, should be viewed with suspicion.  


Kelber asserts that because each of the Gospel authors were influenced by their own specific sociopolitical and cultural position, the same environment in turn, influenced each Gospel. 
  This theory is conceivable simply due to the nature of the text and events surrounding its creation.  The Gospel of Mark, according to Kelber, was conceived in Galilee after the Jewish Wars. 
  This places it in a period of great despair for the Jewish-Christian communities owing to the loss of the war and destruction of Jerusalem and the temple.  Due to that disparaging atmosphere, a hopeful message from the reigning religions of that area would have been essential; it is then plausible to think that religious leaders would have led that message of hope and so followed the literature of the area – enter Mark.  Since Mark is considered literature of the area, it can also then be assumed that it would have included this hopeful message for the author’s community.  Moreover, given that the Gospel does not attempt to misrepresent itself as a history rather than a theological text, it can be concluded that the author was not aiming to further factual knowledge about Jesus; but rather trying to interpret the traditions for his community given their particular situation. 
 Because of these considerations, it can now be stated that Mark is not a historical text, but rather a text of interpreted traditions created for a particular community given its specific concerns and needs.  With this knowledge, it is now possible to search the text for the manifestations of the author’s interpretation of these traditions since it can be safely concluded that they exist.


However, even though it is clear that Mark did not faithfully record the Jesus traditions available to him, the above statement implies that only small editorial liberties were taken with the traditions and not the reinterpreted, reworked and rearranged text that Kelber insists exists today.  Yet, how is it proven that greater liberties were taken without the pre-Markan traditions to compare the text to?  The answer is to search the text for literary conventions that would have probably not existed in the pre-Markan traditions.  These conventions come primarily in the form of narrative framing and themes, or motifs, within the text.  It is only necessary to find a handful of these conventions to make a credible case that greater liberties were taken, and therefore prove Kelber’s argument that the author of Mark has modified the traditions for a particular reason.


For one of the needed examples of Markan conventions, Kelber points to the most identifiable motif within Mark, the “blindness of the disciples”; proving its existence will help build the case for a reworked text.  The most striking cases of this motif are the two cases of Peter’s confrontations with Jesus (8:27-33, 14:29-31).  In the first confrontation, Peter misunderstands Jesus’ identity and Jesus must correct him; in fact, Mark uses the words, “And Peter took Him aside and began to rebuke Him”  (8:32b). These are harsh words from Mark about Peter’s treatment of Jesus that suggest Peter did not comprehend who Jesus was, else Peter would not have done such a thing. 
 The second case is during the last supper, where Peter again argues with Jesus about his future denials, “But he said vehemently, ‘Even though I must die with you, I will not deny you’” (14:31).  Again, Mark’s word choice speaks volumes about the situation; Peter made his case “vehemently,” which he would not have done had he understood that Jesus is the Word of God. 
 

Nevertheless, these two separate cases are not enough to convict Mark of composing, or at least focusing on, this motif because these events could have easily existed in the original text.  Yet, the last piece of evidence for the existence of the “blindness of the disciples” motif is that Jesus reprimands the disciples on at least 7 occasions (4:40, 6:52, 7:18, 8:17-21, 8:33, 10:38, 9:6) for not understanding.  The number of instances in which Jesus makes it clear that the disciples do not understand is well beyond that of coincidence, and it is clear that Mark is at least focusing on the “blindness of the disciples”; therefore, the “blindness of the disciples” is to be considered a Markan motif.

To finalize proving Kelber’s proposal that Mark rearranged and reworked the traditions available to him, there must be shown at least one more example of a Markan convention that would have not existed in the pre-Markan traditions.  The needed example is that of Mark’s use of narrative framing.  There are several instances of the framing technique used by Mark, but one stands out as the clearest - the fig tree (11:12-25).  The fig tree account occurs upon Jesus’ second journey to the temple.  There are three pieces to the account; the first is the cursing of the tree, the second is Jesus’ cleansing of the temple, the third is the discovery of the withered tree.  Mark clearly begins the story with the cursing of the tree; he then switches topics to Jesus’ cleansing of the temple, and then moves back to the tree that has now died.  Kelber asserts that by framing this account, Mark places emphasis, symbolically, on the temple cleansing, “the tree illustrates the temple, and the dead tree symbolizes the death of the temple.”  
   It is hard to argue with Kelber’s analysis of the fig tree framing account because it is clear that: the pre-Markan fig tree tradition probably did not exist as a split account, and the death of the tree corresponds closely with Jesus’ prediction of the destruction of the temple (13:2).  Therefore, Mark must have rearranged the fig tree account to frame Jesus’ cleansing of the temple; this is enough evidence to prove that Mark rearranged the traditions of his community.

However, not all of Kelber’s interpretations, which imply a hidden theological message, are to be believed.  Take for example, Kelber’s interpretation of the numbers 12 and 7 in the feeding of the 4,000 and 5,000.  Kelber states, “…by emphasizing the number twelve in the Jewish feeding and seven in the Gentile feeding, has a recollection of the early Christian community at Jerusalem which – according to Luke – was presided over by the leadership structure of the Twelve but also by a group made up of seven Hellenists…

(Acts 6:1-6).” 
  There is no evidence for these numbers to represent anything other than the number of baskets of broken pieces as is stated; instead of symbols, the numbers were included to compel the audience, and the disciples, to understand the magnitude of the miracle. 
  Kelber’s motivation for this claim may have been his interest in portraying Mark as a statement against the Jerusalem church; to prove this claim, the Gospel must show a preoccupation with the Jerusalem church.  

Because of the previous claims, the three statements – not a purely historical text, contains Markan motifs, contains framing conventions – can be combined to confirm Kelber’s proposal that Mark has reinterpreted, reworked, and rearranged the Jesus traditions of his community for some reason.  

An agreeable motive for the author to change the text (see the argument put forth proving that Mark is not a historical text) is that his community needed a new tradition to address their current concerns, not those of 40 years earlier; and since the text is theological in nature, it is simple to conclude that the answer to these concerns would be contained in theological messages.   However, Kelber claims that the author’s motive was not to address community concerns, but to advance a certain radical theological ideology. 
  This ideology, found through Kelber’s interpretation, says that the Christian Jerusalem church founded by the disciples is not the true church of Jesus 
 because: the disciples failed to understand Jesus’ message 
, the disciples did not go to Galilee, as Jesus’ instructed them to (14:28) after crucifixion and therefore did not meet with the resurrected Jesus, and the disciples did not embody Jesus’ idea of discipleship or apostleship. 
  

Kelber’s analysis of the motive of Mark is incorrect; there are two pieces of evidence that claim otherwise.  The first is that Jesus did not dismiss the disciples; in several sections of the account, Jesus reprimands the disciples for their lack of understanding, but He never abandoned, or sent them away.  If Jesus did in fact do this, and Mark’s motivation was to show the invalidity of the Jerusalem church, Mark would have not excluded this from his account.  

The second piece of evidence is that Kelber uses the argument that Jesus instructed the disciples to go to Galilee where He would meet them after the resurrection (14:28), and claims that they did not go, but stayed in Jerusalem where they founded the Christian church 
 and held in high esteem Jesus’ family (Acts 1:14), which Kelber claimed Jesus separated from His Kingdom. 
    First, how can Kelber conclude that just because the women who met the resurrected Jesus failed to deliver the message, the disciples did not travel to Galilee?  Mark does not go beyond that meeting, so it cannot be concluded from the text.  What of the possibility that the disciples remembered Jesus’ command and did not need a reminder to go?  The fact is that there is no evidence to claim that the disciples did not go to Galilee as Jesus had commanded.  Second, Kelber uses Acts as a historical document to claim that the Jerusalem church “held members of Jesus’ family in high esteem.”  Since Acts is also a theological document, we cannot assume that it is also a historically accurate document; therefore, Acts, as with Mark, cannot be fully trusted to give historical facts without reinterpretation.  Hence, Kelber’s argument that Mark’s motive for redaction was to create a document that spoke against the legitimacy of the Jerusalem church is fatally flawed and therefore incorrect.  

It was shown: because of the nature of the sociopolitical situation the Gospel was written in, it could not help but address the concerns of the community; because the nature of the text is theological and not historical, Mark addressed those concerns through theological ideas; through the examples of the “blindness of the disciples” motif and Markan framing techniques, it is clear that Mark employed certain literary conventions to rework and rearrange the available traditions to present those theological ideas.  This proves Kelber’s argument that the traditions were reworked, rearranged and reinterpreted.  Yet, Kelber’s conclusion that Mark is a polemic against the church in Jerusalem is incorrect; instead the traditions were modified and rearranged to bring them up-to-date and address the concerns of the current community, not one 40 years earlier.  
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