Mark’s Gospel and
Recovery for Battered Believers
Séamus O’Connell introduces some key themes from the Gospel of Mark, which we read in our Sunday Eucharist this year

T

he Gospel of Mark,
like each of the four
Gospels, is a story of
hope. But Mark’s is a
story which is no easy
read. The Gospel of Mark
was sidelined within the
Tradition, not only
because Matthew, Luke
and John are fuller, but
because Matthew, Luke
and especially John are
less threatening, and less
disturbing. A risen Jesus
who reassures his
disciples that he ‘will be
with [them] always until
the end of time’ (Matt
28:20) or who is ‘the
Way, the Truth and the
Life and that nobody will
come to the Father,
except through’ him (John
14:6) is far more
attractive and consoling
than a Jesus who dies
crying out on the cross,
‘My God, my God, why
have you forsaken me?’
(15:34; Passion Sunday)1. This is
Mark’s disturbing Jesus; he is a long
way from the Jesus of John who can
expire with the consolation that ‘it is
accomplished.’ (John 19:30) That
such a powerful healer and teacher
would accept his own persecution
and suffering – suffering at the hands
of men – as the will of God, is ‘the
Christological surprise of Mark’s
Gospel’.2 Mark is written for people of
faith who are battered by what life
has thrown at them; it is written for
people who feel that the Lord is
passing them by (Mark 6:48; cf. Exod
33:17–23). It is written to bring what
Jesus brought – the good news of God
(1:14) – namely, that God has not
dispersed the darkness with some
divine magic, but that God and God’s
power are to be discovered for those
who, like Jesus and a myriad of other
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characters in Mark, leave all, only to
be cast into a darkness to discover in
and through that who God really is
and what God is really about.
This way is not an easy way; it was
not an easy way for Jesus, it was not an
easy way for his disciples, it certainly is
not an easy way for any disciple today.
This way was not easy for Jesus; have a
look at the constant stream of conflicts
that envelop his ministry – conflicts
with religious authorities, conflicts with
his own disciples and, in the end, even
conflict with God.
This way was no easy for the
disciples. Peter and Andrew, James
and John leave everything to follow
Jesus (1:18, 20; 10:28). However, as
the story progresses, they show a
deep resistance to parting with their
own funds,3 display rampant selfinterest and ambition,4 are clearly

exclusive,5 evidence a
profound lack of selfknowledge,6 and a stark
lack of courage.7
These fallible disciples
are in stark contrast to a
slew of ‘minor characters’
who model ideal responses
to what God is doing in
Jesus and his ministry: the
poor widow whose two
cent – all she had (12:44) –
are given to the Temple
and thus to God (12:42–
44; Sunday 32), the
woman who anoints Jesus
to the chagrin of those
who have designs on her
extravagant gift (of 300
denarii – about €30,000 in
today’s terms) but earns
his protection and praise
because she did all she
could (14:8; Passion
Sunday). There’s
Bartimaeus who asks to
see again and who persists
in his request until his
sight is restored … and
then follows Jesus ‘on the
way’. (10:52; Sunday 30)
These ‘minor characters’ are not
Jesus’ disciples! They appear in the
story; we glimpse their generosity,
their radicalness, their faith. They
provide a snapshot of a world in
which the goals of discipleship take
flesh: in courage, openness, humility
and total dedication. In short, all the
things the disciples do not display—
but disciples they are not!
The real disciples of Mark, like
their master, are confronted with
danger and death. In Jesus’ hour of
need, they run away; even Peter, who
returns to follow at a distance (14:54),
denies and finally curses his master
when attention is turned to him. But,
in contrast to the wonderful minor
characters, the disastrous disciples
endure (13:13) with Jesus (cf. 3:14) …
and he endures with them (16:7;
Easter Vigil).

To read Mark well, we need to bear
in mind that those who became the
great apostles began their journey of
discipleship as very compromised and
very fallible individuals. This is the
good news of Mark. Amazing
disciples begin as profoundly fallible
disciples. Indeed, without the
discovery of our own weakness,
blindness, self-interest, one cannot
welcome the Gospel of God. Without
that painful discovery, one lives a
profound illusion. Without
recognising the consequences of our
blindness and the concomitant need
for forgiveness, disciples will never be
empowered to walk. It is surely
significant that, in the Story of the
Paralytic (2:1–12; Sunday 7) the
narrative order has faith, forgiveness,
conflict and then the walking. For
Mark, conflict and healing go handin-hand. Without the conflict, the
paralytic would never have walked!
Mark wrote his story of Jesus, God
and the community of disciples for
people who were tired of the silly and
shallow caricatures that pass for faith.
It is written for women and men who
see and taste the darkness by one who

knows that, in that darkness is a
fragile but enduring dawn. Do the dark
powers get their man? Absolutely!
Those who set out to destroy Jesus win
the day; this is how their plot is
described in 3:6 (Sunday 9). They
succeed in having him utterly and
totally smashed, just like the woman’s
jar is smashed in 14:3 (Passion
Sunday). But do they destroy him?
How you answer that question is the
key to your reading of Mark… and of
life. The hope that Mark offers is not
these things will not happen, rather
Mark’s promise is that when these
things happen, God is very near
(13:29; Sunday 33). Mark proclaims
that God is alive, at work during the
night and in the day, we know not
how (see 4:27). He calls us in the night
and in the day to recognise the work
of God and to abandon ourselves to it.
He calls us to follow the one who is
still crying in the desert (1:3; cf. 15:35)
and who will always go before us to
Galilee (see 16:7; Easter Vigil).

(Waco: Baylor University Press, 2009),
204.
3
‘Shall we go and buy two hundred
denarii worth of bread, and give it to them
[i.e., the crowds who have followed Jesus
into the desert] to eat?’ (6:37)
4
James and John come to him in secret and
ask to ‘sit, one at your right and one at
[your] left, in your glory’. (10:37; Sunday 29)
5
‘We saw someone casting out demons in
your name, and we forbade him, because
he was not following us’. Jesus does not
take the same stance: ‘Do not forbid him;
for no one who does a deed of power in
my name will be able soon after to speak
evil of me. For the one that is not against
us is for us.’ (9:38-39; Sunday 26)
6
‘Peter says to Jesus, “Even if they all fall
away, I will not.” And Jesus says to him,
“Amen, I say to you, this very night, before
the cock crows twice, you will deny me
three times.” And Peter replies vehemently,
“If I must die with you, I will not deny
you.”’ (14:29–31) Of course, Peter runs
away, and even when he follows from a
distance, when challenged he repeated
denies Jesus. (14:68–71; Passion Sunday)
7
See Peter’s denials in 14:68–71 (Passion
Sunday).
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Resources – in order of accessibility
Veritas. The Gospel According to Mark. Dublin: Veritas, 2011. €5.99/£5.25
Full colour and beautifully illustrated, Veritas presents the Gospel of Mark. This special edition makes a wonderful
addition to any church, school or parish centre. Also featured is the Lectio divina, an ancient way of praying the
scripture and promoting communion with God.
Ciarán O’Callaghan CSsR, The Year of the Suffering Servant – Getting More out of Sunday Mass in the Year of Mark.
Dublin: Redemptorist Communications, 2011. €5.95/£4.95
A lectionary-based resource by one of Ireland’s finest teachers of Scripture who brings his deep knowledge of the
Jewish Scriptures and his vast homiletic experience to bear in his reading of Mark.
John R. Donahue SJ, The Gospel of Mark. Rockville, MD: Now You Know Media, 2010. Twelve Lectures, available
either as an MP3 download or a 5-CD set. $35.95 & $37.95 respectively. (www.nowyouknowmedia.com)
A twelve-lecture introduction to the text and theology of Mark by one of the greatest English language Markan
scholars. Unassuming and profound; something to keep in the car or on your iPod.
Marie Noonan Sabin. The Gospel according to Mark. New Collegeville Bible Commentary. Collegeville: Liturgical,
2006
An entry level commentary which brings out the wisdom and Jewish dimensions of Mark. Fresh and accessible.
Elizabeth Struthers Malbon: Hearing Mark: A Listener’s Guide. Harrisburg: Trinity Press International, 2002.
A book that invites one to hear Mark’s text. Written in clear and non-scholarly style, the book brings its readers
through the text of Mark in narrative order. A pastoral introduction by one of the world’s leading narrative critics.
John R. Donahue SJ and Daniel J. Harrington SJ. The Gospel of Mark. Sacra Pagina 2. Collegeville: Liturgical Press,
2002.
A theologically profound, socially committed and most textually sensitive commentary from two leading US Jesuit New
Testament scholars. Superb commentary for anyone who wants to add depth to their reflection, prayer or preaching.
M. Eugene Boring. Mark: A Commentary. The New Testament Library. Louisville: W/JKP, 2006.
A commentary on Mark rather than on the scholarship around Mark! Boring has ‘not striven for novelty, to go where
no commentator has gone before,’ but rather ‘to present the information readers of Mark need to engage the text…’
A humble and revelatory work by a great NT scholar.
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