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For ., the first time we present to you a PROGIlESSIO 
SUPPLEMENT on Scripture, and we do so with distinct pleas
ure,. So important and fundamental a source of our Chris
tian faith and life is the written word of God that a ful
ler and'deeper understanQ.ing'of its message is sure to pr.2. 
duce rich fruits in our lives. Do not our CLC General Prin 
ciples list Scripture as the first of the sour.ces on which 
our spirituality draws? Ar,e we not there urgeQ.to base 
our.daily personal prayer· "especially on Sacred Scrip
ture"? Are not the Spiritual Exercises, our specific CLC 
source and instrument~ satUrated with· Scripture? And the 
present study of the Gospel of'Mark is most timely, since 
the cycle of Bibl-e readings for this liturgical year draws 
heavily on Mark's Gospel~ 

Regular:PROGRESSIO readers will already have profited 
from the series on Ma;rk now appearing" which began in the 
March issue. The topic of thee present SUPPLEMENT is quite 

, ,different, but complementary. In, the series ,in the review, 
the treatment is of the literary genre of the Gospels and 

'the ways one can go about .reading them, of the basic, ap
proach and special characteristios of Mark.'saccountJ of 
its set.tingano. import in the <Jurrent liturgical cycle. 
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The SUPPLEMENT, on the,other.hand, explains,anddevelops 
the central themes ,of Mark's Go sp.el in relation to what 
appears to be his pverall purpose,' .that of a step-by-step 
introduction to Christ and the Christian life particular..;. 
ly directed to .catech:umens., newcomers ,fto the faith. The 
two aspects, 'in fact,complement each otlier in an almost i
deal fashion. 

The author Father CarloMartin'i,S.J., is Rector of 
the Bibli~al InstitUte in Rome, and a member of the Ponti
fica.l Biblical Commission. His many books and articles on 
a wide variety of Biblical subjects are justly respected 
and acclaimed. Both his writings and his many lectures and 
conferences a.re especially valued for the way in Which 
they combine solid learning with a deeply spiritual and 
pastoral cOllcernand a simple and unpretentious style. May 
t¥J.is SUPPLEMENT, of his aid us all to understand. better, 
meditate more deeply and live more authentically the Word 
of God. 

PROGRESSI{) 

* '* 
* 
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I 

CONVERSION~ CALL AND FOLLOWING 

There is, of course, more than one way to read the 
GO$pelof Mark. In. read~ng him one makes use, of some 'key 
to aid interpretation. For example, l.nB~Rigaux's book, 
Witness of the Gospel of IVIark, we have an. example of Ii 
readil4.g that uses a historical key-of-interpretation. This 
book' can pose. the question : what testimonYCl.oes the Gos";;' 
pel of Marl\: ·afford for a history. of JesuS? 

Another key to interpretation can be this question : 
what message' does Mark contain for those persons in ,the 
primitivecoIllIliunl.ty who are. makiIlg their first approach' to 
the faith? 

This. Gospel, then, can be rea(l indifferent ways, and 
what is here proposed is one point of view. Such, a view
point is.required.incontemporary exegesis. More and more 
.therei~ recognized the importance'" even the.inevitabili
ty- of approaching the sacred text with a question which 
brings out the meaning of the individUal portions of:' the 
text. ' There is always present in.an approach a question 
'which' we call "pre-comprehension": a certain affini-fry with 
the object one wants to study, and an interest whicrh is 

. :expressed in a que.etion. The important thing is n(l)t to e
liminate .the question, but too clarify it, that is, to be 
aware of it. Thepraotice approved ,todaytends:to high:.. 
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light. this pre-comprehension so as to becom~ conscious of 
it, to' carry it forward. methodically and openly rather 
than as a question that is concealed. This, then, is why a 
key-of-interpretation is impor:tant.And it should be a gl.2. 
balkey, namely, gne that .supposes the reading of, and so 
attention to, th.e whole Gospeli global too in the sense 
that the question aims at reference to every part of it. 
Alongside a thematic reading, it would be useful to take, 
for example, some individual .episodes, showing how each 
individual event can be seen and understood under the 
light of a certain key-of-interpretation, which can con
tribute to understanding certain aspects of it. 

An overall key for' interpreting, then,' which is not 
so much something to be demonstrated as to be verified. 
FO,r example: the Gospel of Mark is the Gospel for catechu
mens. So, reading the Gospel, we see whether this way of 
approachi.ng the text throws light on it in a coherent way, 
or whether it rather leaves things obscure, fails to unify 
the text into a comprehensib1e system. If the latter is 
the case, then the key has failed. 

Now let us look at the commitment the' catechumen 
makes i£'he accepts to enter from outside into·the mystery 
of the Lord. This commitment is summarized.in the words: 
conversion, call, following•. These , three aspects appear at 
the beginning of the Gospel, after'the prologue, when the' 
activity of Jesus firs'G begins. We see them expressed one 
after the other in cha.pter 1, verses 14-20. Verses 14-15 
illustrate for us the theme of conversion: "Be converted", 
Immediately after, verse 16 and the following portray the 
theme of call : "Come follow me, and I will make you fish
ers of men~l. And verse 18 gives the sequel : "And leaving 
their nets, they foll6wE;ld him". There are, then, three 
themes, barely touched on l;lere in the beginning, which 
then recur inthe€!arly part of the Gospel. They can then 
sum up well the .proposal made to him who wishes ··to enter 
the Kingdom. It is not a theoretical proposal, but a prac
tical one: be converted; hear the call, follow me •. 

Wha.t meaning could the invitation to conversion and 
to penance. have for the catechumen who was hearing this 
proposal for the first time? 

It is <l.ot very easy to answer this question, . since 
.the proposal was simply tossed out - be converted - with
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out. saying what. cPllve:csipn might mean :,' conversion from 
what, and to what. Soan analysie must be made to be ab-. 
leto say what concrete signification 'this might assume 
for the ca.techumen. . .. 

In filark, this· work occurs from the very-beginning; in' 
the preac;hing of Jo:tm,the Baptist~ chapt~r 1: 4. ,John 
preaches the baptism of repent~ce f.or the forgiveness of 

. sins. It oc.curs in verse 15 in the mouth of Jesus. And.1 t 
occurs again in chapter 6 : 12, the cuiminatingmoment of 
the first part of the Gospel, when it is said that the A
postles them.8elves preached. conversion;.= "So they set off 
to preach repentance ff Here we see' the·importailce of this• 

theme: the preaching of John~ the preaching of Jesus,the 
preaching of the Apostles. ·The catechumen hears repeated 
three timel;!. in the mouths of the three key personages of 
this first part of Mark, the message of conversion •. 

The same theme .is found in another place in Ma~k, (4: 
11-12), even i'f i~ is there stated. in the negative form : 
they do not perceive, they do not understand, they are not 
.converted, they do. not have their sins forgiven. 

This should be understood ~sa positive app.eal : ~ook, 
c!3-refully~ listen in such a way that you grasp, so as,to 
be converted and to receive . forgiveness. We have here, 
then,the preaching of John in verse 4 of the first chap
ter:the baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins. 

And yet, it is not eal;lY to say .just what is meant by 
this repentance, f.or ther.e is question ofa generiC term, 
which can be.applied to many things, and which can' take· oh 
a meaning, a color that may be social, sociologic'al, poli.! 
ical, psychologicaL.. At least here, in this .context, 
nothing specific is .said as to what kind. of, conversion is 
intended. To grasp this let us examine chapter 1: '15, which 
is the key verse in which is presented the announcement of 
repentance on the parte.f .Jesus. In this passage and in 
other references inMark, let us seek a;fuller.unde;r:-stand-. 
ingof, this theme. . 

Chapter 1, verSe 15: Jesus goes .into Galilee, preach

es the Gospel.of God :1'Tb.e time has come imd thekingd6m 

of God is close at hand. Repent,and believe the Good 

News" •. In these words Mark sums up the whole preaching of 

Jesu!3. MattheW explains this' preaching. fully:" But Mark 
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gives no other indications except in detached phrases; he 
dOes not give a comprehensive 'aiscoU:rse~There is question 
then, here, of three or four key themes" put together in 
this very dense phrase in a rhythmic form to make a kind 
of verse easy to remember. In the Greek original the three 
parts of thephr,ase have , respectively, two accents, three 
aocents, four, accents. 

Exegetes, nowever, hold that this synthesis is not 
that of Jesus himself but rather a kind of overall reflec
tion composed later on, taking the main points of the 
preaching of Jesus, which are therefore:the time has come; 
the Kingdom is near; you must be converted and believe the 
Good news. 

What might Jesus have said apropos of these three as
pects? For the time ,has come, Jesus probably recalled the 
prophecies of the Old Testa.m:ant about the fulfillment of 
the times, and pointed out some of the signs of this ful
fillment. Very likely, for example, Jesus quoted Isaiah 40 
about the path to be prepared, about the forerunner, mak
ing reference to John:' Look, the time is fulfilled. He ci,! 
ed too Isaiah 61, recalled by Luke in 4:18: "Look; here is 
the year of jubilee, in which the liberation of prisoners 
is preached". Thus with various prophecies Jesus made .ex
plicit the fulfillment of time, whi'ch could be none other 
than the period foreseen by the prophets for the manifest!!!; 
tion of salvation. This preaching of Jesus certainly based 
itself on passages of the Old Testament which caught· the 
.salvific character of the present moment, evidence that 
the kingdom of God had come. And here Jesus did two things 
which showed the signs of the approach of the Kingdom : ex 
orcisms and healings. ~'If I cast out devils, it means that 
the Kingdom of God is at hand 'i. In addi tion,he preached 
with affirmations and declarations that indicated the pres 
ence of·that Kingdom: "Blessed are you poor, for yours is 
the Kingdom", "Blessed are the meek, blessed are those who 
hunger and thirst for justice". All this witnessed to the 
presence of the Kingdom•. Or again:"Blessed are those who 
see what YOu are seeing. Many have desired to see it and 
have not seen it ..., "A greater 'than Solomon is here ••• "With 
thE!se exclamatibns Jesus manifested the proximity of the 
Kingdom, . of the revealing of the so:vereignty 0:1: God. It 
was in this atmosphere 'that.the exhortation to conversion 
fell on their ea.rs~ and that there followed the appeal to 
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believe the Gosp.el. This ~tBelieve the Good Newsll is spec
ial to JlIIark•.The) themesjthen, of cot.r~ersionandof faith 
in the Gospel fall. in a coi:1textofthe fulfilJ.ment.of time 
and the illllllinent advent of . the Kingdom.; . they are .e:tem.ents 
that are not marginal in. the work of salvation but that r2, 
fer to the fulfilling of the designs ·of God. 

It seems,. though~ that. the. Gospel presents exhorta- . \. 
tions of such a broad sweep that they allow.for avast va
riety of interpretations. 

To analyze better the word, conversion, now that.we 
!).ave seen its context let us make· an analysis of the 
thoughts and associations that the word evokes in us. For, 
often when we examine words .$uoh as these, we are uncon
sciously led astray by the meaning. and connotation they 
have already acquired in our d.eeper consciousness.' Let us 
expose to the light :.then this meaning which it has for us, 
along with its currentapplicat:Lons... When we hear this 
word -"conversion, be converted - we do not apply' it to 
ourselves, for we are alrea.dY-convertea. Conversiohis.a 
word that refers to others, . Which others? For the most 
part the unbelievers, the sinp:ers~ people immersed in 
vice. Or again, for others this word has a more immediate 
connotation: to convert means. to bring tQ church those who 
are not going. 

But these interpretations, even if. they, be true, are' 
not those which were aroused by the word "conversion" ill 
the cathecumen who heard it for the first time. In the Go~ 
pel of Mark we are faced with catechumens who ordinarily 
were pagans, for whom this word assumed a meaning related 
to the environment in which they found themselves. The New 
Testament tells us clearly what it meatis in the concrete : 
to be converted" meant .for them' to abandon their idols. 
Such is the first application that a pagan made of this 
word • 

. We can see this. in the 1st Letter to the Thessaloni-. 
ans, chapter 1 :9. It speaks of the striking effect caused 
by the conversion of the Thessalonians who, by their way 
of acting proclaimed in the Gr~eceof that day the. fruits 
of. Paul's apostolate.;. AnI:'\. in the. seco,nd part, lthow, when 
you were converted to :Goa, you broke with idolatry"; . that 
is, froman, atmosphere of idolatry~ of superstition, t.o 
conversion to the true God. That is the first meaning that 

. would arise in the mind of. the catechUmen when hearing 
this word: be converted. 
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Tni.s is not the same thing as would come into the . 
mind of the Jew of the time af Jesus, who was not an idol
a tor. . So it. is nec essary to keep in mind. the cammunity to 
which Mark is addressing his Gospel. Another passage from 
the ,.epistles which can shed light for us on the milieu 

,from which the converts come is theIst ,Letter to the Cor
inthians 12:1 .• Here the situation before conversion is de.;. 
scribedae.that of' peopl$ who' "let themselves be irresis.;. 

. tibly drawn t-oward dumb idols, when you were pagatls". This 
describes the point of departure of the conversion. It is 
this idolatrous mentality, in Which the presence of .God is 
reduced to· an instrument of persona:ls~ccess, and' of slav
erytoallexter:tia.I circumstances. 

Leaving behind idols necessarily involved leaving be
hind toO' all the moral baseness linked with the worship of 
idols~ In fact, . the cult of idols was closely linked wi:th 
a whole me!'J.talityand way of living. It was a kind of wor
shi.p which 'lentitself to a certain t:i.tmosphere ot' worldli
ness and immorality. To be converted., therefore; meant de';' 
taching oneself from this whole way of acting. 

This is very well expressed in 1st C(!)rinthians 6 : 9
11, where there. is a list often different attitudes Which' 
impede entrance into the Kingdom of God, which one must, 
then, abandon in order truly to undergo the conversion 
needed to enter the Kingdom: "You know,perfectly well that 
••. people of immoral lives, idolaters, adulterers, hamo
sexuals, thieves, usurers, drunkards, slanderers andswind.' 
lers will never,inherit the Kingdom of God.. Such some of 
you once were. But now you have been washed clean, and 
sanctified and justified in the name of the. LO,rd Jesus U • 

. Concretely,. then, for these people "be converted" 
meal'it, negatively, to abandcm the pagan mentality, Which 
is that of immediate su60eissand the crushing, of others, 
self-satisfaction 'at. the cost of' . depriving others; and, 
positively; asthe.p,oint of arrival, a religious and moral 
worship o·f thelivi:ng God a.n:d an openness to a new under
standing of Goa. . 

. " . - " 
First Thessalonians 1 9· speaks~f' IIbeing·cc:mverted 

from idols to the service ,of thelivin€; and true God", to 
a God therefore 'who requires a: persollal relati.onship of· re 
sponsibility a.n.d.who int.roduces us to a 'personal historY 
which will maked1fficult demands. 
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In Romans 12;1-2, the adJnoIlitio.Il is given;"! beg you, 
offer,your Uvit).g1;loilies as a holysacrifi,ce, iiru.ly pleas"" 
ing to God.Do not model YOurselves on the behaviour of the 
world aroUIlq. you, but let your behaviour change,. modelled 
by your new mind. This is the, only way to discover the 
will of God". To se:rve; then, the living God and.to seek 
wha.t He desires, . to enter into this personal relationship 
in order to please God. 

Up to noW we have found evidence o.f what would be 
the meaning of the word "conversion" outside the Gospel, 
but we can 'follow an analogous approach also in the Gos
pel of Mark, keeping in mind some particular characteris
tics of his writing. In thethreeacc ents which he gives 
to conVersion.- namely, the p;reaching of John; thepreac!i 
ing of Jesus, the preaching of the Apostles-Mark does 
not furnish a specific content of this conversion, precise 
1y because it is effected in a pagan atmosphere, and would 
be different in a JeWish atmosphere. The requirement is 
that a man be in the situation of being ready to break 
with the past, but he does not specify what this global 
abandonment means. . 

What he is speaking of has reference to any hUlllan si1 
uation. I-t, is the demand mad.e on man, in the face of, the 
d.ivine messag.e, to effect a reversal of his values, and me!!. 
,tali ty. as defined by his present circumstances. The basic 
requirement is not linked to, this or that situation, but 
has,a global character. We do not find this global accen.t 
in other places where Conversion is stressed. For example, 
the prophets when they speak of conversion, just as Paul, 
speak of .the point of departure and the point at which man 
is to arrive. 

Take Isaiah, chapter 1 :10-20: "Wash, make yourselves 
clean, take your wrong-domg out of my sight, cease to do 
evil; learn, ,to do good, search for justice, help the op
pressed, pl,ead for the widow". Here what is mea.llt by I'con
verting oneself" is. specified. 

The rather general preaching as we have it in Mark is 
to beimpiemented in an overall fashion. It is the dSma.lld 
God makes. on man' to leave completely his own. aituation and, 
to put himself at the disposition c.f 'God for a complete oJ!: 
erturning of things. And this is done as well in ol'derto 
provoke in the catechumen a recognition. of the serioUsness 
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of what he is called to do :. whatne is asked. is not this 
or that, but .rather he is asked', to place his whole mind 
and outlook at the, disposition of the Gospel. 

. A passage that throws light on the subject of "conver 
sion"ia Mark 7: 21-23 (in Mark we rarely ..find Il+oral teach 
ing, only hereaud there sometracea of it, but less fully 
developed thauin Matthew). It is when Jesus sets forth 
his' judgment as to what is truly harmful to man and makes 
him impure; 'here, Mark too gives a list of twelve atti
tudes that are incompatible with true purity in man. They 
are not very'easy to understand, for it is a catalogue of 
sins, but here instead we have speqific interior attitudes 
that are given: "for it is from within, from men's hearts, 
that evil intentions emerge : fornication, theft, murder, 
adultery, avarice, malice, deceit, indecency, envy, sIan:.. 
der, pride, folly. All thesa evil things come from within 
and make a man unc.lean". It is a passage like that of the 
First Letter to the Corinthians, but with somedifferenc
es. It needs to be analyzed word by word, to see ,other an
alogies in other portions of the. Gospel of Mark. Forhere 
we are told concretely what is meant by being conve:rted. 

It tells us too tha.t'the conversion Jesus demands is. 
not so muoh abandoning these attitudes(for this passage is 
not aimed directly against those attitudes),. but rather 
wishes to show us that these attitudes arise from within, 
that iS f from the heart. What is made clear, then, is that 
the conversion Jesus requires is ·the conversion of the' 
heart. That the conversion Jesus demands is therefore an 
overall conversion, a conversion in depth. 

Chapter 7 :6 too takes up again the theme of the 
heart, as in 7 : 21. Jesus, rebuking the Pharisees~ says, 
lilt was of you h,ypocrites that Isaiah so rightlyprophe
sied when he wrote: 'This people honors me only with lip
servioe, while their hearts are far from me; ., The worsh:ilp 
they offer me .is worthless, the doctrines they teachare 
only hu.ma.n regulations' ". In this context appears more 
clearly what conversio~ requires" namely turning one's out 
look upside down': it demands . that the heart be. cha,nged'7 
that the heart be give~ entirely to God and.that one cease 
to give honor only with the lips. 

This is further clarified in the 1st Letter to the 
Thess~lonians : "be converted to the. living a+ld true God". 
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!tis question of enter,ing into a trti.l?personal relation
ship wi.th' God. Itj.snotaconv.ersion that demands giving 
up doing som:eth:\.l1gs in order to dooth!3rs. Rather, it re
quioresthat the heart turn to God as to a person, a:rid~en

ter into a relationship with hiin that goes beyond that of . 
mere regu:lations~ This is conversion'asit is Understood 
in the Gospel of Mark. It is not enough to say: hOw.must I 
act, what must I 'stop doing, what must I begin' to 'do? Rat!! 
er, . the catechu.men is gradually brought to recognize that 
he is in a relationship with God, that this places him in 
a sitUation of continual requests to be fulfilled, that it 
is precisely a'person-to-person rapport. 

The rest of' the statement of Jesus must be taken up : 
be converted., believe the.Gpod News~ The two demands are 
closely boUnd together•. While in ube converted" may be ac
cented the aspect of "what is up to me to do",. the .phrase 
IIbelievethe Gospel f balances thi.s aspect· by saying that• 

it is not. enough to com,e to a certain state: there is 
need .to entrust ·oneself to God, to his salvific action, to 
let him act. 

Here too the catechumen is asked to give himself in a 
general way, to abandon himaelf to God, to his Gospel, to' 
his saving action, without yet saying what God. will do or 
what he will ask. AgIobal availability or It disponibilityH 
is ·asked for entering into the mystery of the Kingdom and 
the portions that follow: from chapter i : 21· 1'1'. up to 
chapter 5., can: be read as a confirmation for the catechum
en who has entrusted himself into good hands by putting 

. 'his trust in the Good News ",,1' God and letting tha.t Gospel 
that.Jesus preached be impl~mented. 

In those chapters we have episodes Sho'Ving the poWer 
of the word of Jesus. The catechumen is invited .to entrust 
himself to the Gospel, that is, to .Jesus who knows how to 
say to "'he demon, '''be quiet and go out of him"(p''lark 1 ::25}; 
to Jesus who takes Peter~s mother-in-law by the. hand and 
lifts her up from her siclcrl'ess (Mark.1 : 31); to Jesus who 
cures many who are afflicted .and man.y possessed by devils. 
{Mark 1 :34);170 Jesus who clean$es the leper instantly . (1 
:42); to . .resus WhO can forgive sins (2 : 5). 

By these miracles Mark is illustrating for us what 
the power of the Gospel is, and. why it .is right to abandon 
oneself to thiei Gospel, to believe. l.t, even without know
ing complet~ly what it will demand,. but leav'...ng it to God 

. to take action. 



With. these introductory words the 
placed face·to face with demands that are global, person
.al, a1;>s.olute. They require of him an act of· complete .trust 

God, which must be an act. of confidence the word of 
Jesus, who can b;ping about this change in .the human situa
tion, without explaining what this will involve for him. 
Gradually he will be shown what entrusting himself to the 
Gospel mea."ls, what concrete consequences it will bring. 
But the first step is that of-giving himself with full co£ 
fidence, accepting that through these contacts, through 
these words, through this community which is catechizing 
him, salvation is being presented to him in the name of 
God, and that it.. is a powerful salvation wl1ich has effec
ted prodigious changes, and so will be able to effect in 
him too a different situation if he lmows how to abandon 
himself to it. 

* * 

* 
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II 

TIlE COMMUNITY OF MARK 

Whet\. M/3.rk: directed the Gospel which bears his name· 
to the (:omm1)D.ity, his. intention . certainly was that the 
work be read and understo,od as'a: wity. And·tt is this 
kit\.d ot interpretation that weare seeking, along with the 
.comm\ill;i.ty fQrwhom the Gospelw/3.s destined,.above /3.11 that 
lIart of the community which ·found in>thisGospel an intro
duction for Understanding the Christian mystery, namely 
the catechumens. Let US read the Gospel therefore with a 
uni.£'ying key, hot through trying to interpret. many ind;i. Vi£! 
.U/3.l texts, but by an attempt to approachit as a whole. 
Let us read it as the Gospel for the catechumen, the Gos
pel o.f conver!3ion, that is, as. that. Gospel which wishes 
to discover the mystery of the Kingdom to Someone who .does 
not yet lmoVV'it, except from theoutside~Wecan take as a 
pointofr:efere"rice Mark 4: 11, in which Jesus says J "Tp, 
you is given the mystery.' of the Kiligdom of God".S.o Mark 
is /3. Gospel through which we are given the mystery. The e.! 
pression in Mark is stronger than thl3.t of the pe.ra11111l Go.!! 
pels, ·.whichhave., liTo you is given to ,know the mystery of 
God"·. Here itJsaid, "to you is given the mYstery". A Gos ... 
pel, tnen, through whicl1 we e.r.e given this mystery., and. it\. 
which' it is givenpy prefl'lrence to those who. remain out
'side ,tp:is mystery. 

The Second part of 'the verse go~s on, "to those jvho . 
are outside e'verythmg eomesin parables"'~ There e.remany 
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outside', .who seethe same things we see , ,but for them. they 
are a riddle. There is need to make an effort ino:rder to 
enter inside and so to receive the mystery of the Kingdom .. 
This is the.path. that the Gospel of Mark wishes to take us 
along. Who are tlurse outside, of whom' this verse 11 speaks? 

Some exegete has said that., since the scene took. place 
'in a house, "those outside" are the ones. who remained 
outside· the house. Obviously the meaning is much deeper. 
The expression is found elsewhere in the New Testament to 
indicate those who are somehow in contact with the Chris
tian mystery, but do. not perceive its meaning. For exam
ple, .in .lst Corinthians' 5 : 12, there is a clear distinct
ion made betWeen. those who are outside and those who are 
within: "It is not my business to pass judgment on those 
who are outside; of those who are inside, surely you can 
be the judges" .. 

Or again t in the Letter to the Colossians, chapter 4: 
5, "Be tactful with those who are outside" (that is, those 
who observe you and are around you andshbuld see in your 

. conduct wiSdom and prudence). And so too in the Letter to 
the Thessalonians, chapter 4:12 : "so that you are seen to 
be respectable by those outside." 

"Those outside" of Mark 4 : 11 means those who have 
contact with Christianity, seethe same reality that Chri~ 
tians see, but to them it appears puzzling, "everything 
comeS to them in parablestt.The things of the Church r the 
things of the Kingdom of God; are incomprehensible. They 
perceive the external face· of them, but they do not grasp 
their meaning: "to you it is given to grasp the meaning". 

The Gospel of Mark is an effort to e.llable people to 
pass frpm this purely external observation of the mystery, 
to the discovery of .the Christian reality. Understood in 
this way it is not only the Gospel of the catechumens of 
the past but also of those of. today. 

To complement ,What we have been saying~let us now 
take g, look at ,versS'12 of the s~e chapter 4; which gives 
the reason for this d:l.f:r:erenc~between· those outside for 
whom everything is.a riddle, and those on the other hand 
Who ppseess the mystery oftheKingdom~ "Everything comes 
in parables (to·those who are outside)r so that they may 
see and .see again r .but not perceive; may hear and hear a
gain, but not und,&rsta:nd; otherwise they might be comrert
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ed and be forgiven". In this verse 12 ,we have expressed 
in: anotherway, in a negative form, the journey that the 
catechumen needs to make; but we can read it in a positive 
way. ,Here is said that: There are these people 'who see 
from the outside and do not undersxand, because all is a 
puzzle to them, they hear and they do not understand, so 
they remain always foreign to a true commitment, to a true 
conversion, they remains always immersed i.n their own 
faults, in their own habits of evil. What,is the path to 
be taken? One needs not only to see, but also to perceive 
internally, not only t'o hear, but also to 'understand, in 
order to arrive at conversion and at the forgiveness . of 
sins.' Here, then, a synthesis is given of the catechumen's 
path according to the Gospel of Mark:become aware, listen, 
understand, perceive the mystery, be converted and receive 
pardon. 

These verses serve asa reference point in all re
search into the GOspel of Mark, in the way that it passes 


, from the enigma to a clarifying of one's understanding of 

the mystery of God; in the way that it passes from a pure

ly external hearing to an understanding, and then arrives 

at conversion and pardon. 

These verses make us presume a milieu, or a group of 
persons to whom Mark speaks and presen~s his message who 
are in a state of incapacity to understand the mystery 
of the Kingdom. There' is a state of ignorance of the King
dom on which Mark wishes to shed light. In the Gospel of 
Mark, this state of ignorance is underlined many times. 
That is, Mark often returns to a rebuke of this ignorance, 
not only to make us understand that Jesus had rebuked it 
in his disciples, but to make us who are reading it re
alize, to make thecateohumen who is just now beginning 
to understand it realize", that the first step must be to 
recognize he understands nothing, that the mystery of the 
Kingdom is, ,for him, still, obscure. 

In the first part of Mark's Gospel blame for this in
comprehension occurs often. For example: chapter 4:13: "Do 
you not understand this parable? Then how will you under
stand any of the parables?" (it is supposed that the diS
ciples listening had not understood). Again, chapter 4: 
40 : "Why are you so frightened? How is it that you have 
nofaith?". And the same subject of lack of faith comes up 
in chapter 6:6, where it is said that Jesus was amazed at 
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their incredulity ~ This sentence refers to, the incredulous 
people of lJazareth,' ,but, read in the circleof,thecate
ohumens, it is an invitation ,to realize that they too are 
in ,a state of increduli,ty and:that the Lord is amazed at 
their incapacity to comprehend. 

Chapter 4:24: is an .invitation to sharpen the eyes of 
the spirit: "And he said to them take notice of what you 
are' hearing" • ' 

Chapter 6 : 52 says (this verse has been mentioned as 
one that might be reconstruct'ed from a very ancient frag
ment Of the Qumram papyrus), "they had not seen what the 
miracle of the loaves meant; their minds were closed". And 
one finds this thought again in chapter 9:32, after Jesus 
began,to speak clearly 'about the mystery' of his Death and 
Resurrection: "They did not understand the words, and" they 
were afraid to ask him". SOt not only did they not under
stand, but they did not even have the strength to take the 
:f'irst step towards beginning to understand. 

These texts show us that this Gospel supposes in. the 
milicm hearing ita certain condition of spiri tual t9rpor, 
a merely external contact with the Christian reality and a 
certain bewilderment and inability to penetrate beyond 
what one sees. 

We can now ask ourselves: Does the Gospel of Mark de
scribe for us more in detail this state of lethargy in the 
face of the, mystery of the Kingdom, a state of lethargy 
from which the Gospel wants to awaken us? It would seem 
so, since when we read many passages of the Gospel, we can 
behind them see traced the spiritual outline of the type 
of letharg-.r or ignorance that the Gospel, comes to stir us 
out of. 

The passages of Mark in which the mind of the hearer 
'is prodded to attempt the process of conversion are those 
in which are reported the reproaches of Jesus. In Mark t 

Jesus lays blame on concrete situations and in these crit
icisms there is a description of 'the situation of the cat
echumen, from which.he· is called. upon to arouse himself so 
as to imd.erstandthe mystery of the Kingdom. What, then~ 
are some of tneseattitudes that: are rep;roached by Jesus, 
and. which, therefore look not only to the difficulties in 
which the first discipes were mired, but also to the dif
ficulties of anyone taking his first steps in the faith? 
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An attit.ude clearly criticizedby JeSus as an obsta
cle to conversion, or better as a disposi iiion of those ou.1 
side who do not und.erstand, is ignorance of the true liber 
ty of the children of God. That is, he who is outside, wlj.o 
is not in contact with the mystery of God, takes every-
,thing in a material sense. He has not understood the mean.... 
ing of the Christian comm:andments. HelMke· at them.al;';;' 
mo'st mechanically, and is in preoisely this state qfign6r 
artce, of incompreh~nsion. He deserves therefore the rebuke 
of Jesus, in clia.pter 2: 25: nHaveyouhever' read what Dav
id did, whe~ he and his followers were hungry, how he en
'tiered tnto the Temple of God, under the high priest Abia-. 
thar,and ate the loaves of offering which only the 'priests 
are allowed to'eat and how he also gave some to the men 
with him?" 

This criticism -doXl,'t you understand this scriptural 
way of acting - is addressed to the situation of a,person 
who, knowing only the external face of the. mystery of the 
Kingdom of. God, thinks of it as 'something rigid and mathe
matical. :Eiehas not grasped the meaning of what' is taking 
place, he takes it materially.. So he does ·hot underStand 
the truth expressed in 2 : 27 ': "The sabbath was made 'for 
man, not' man for the' sabbath". It is a, statement, " taken 
by itself" could also. be abused and become a material pri:E; 

. ciple. But it is a way of entering into the mystery ,of the 
Kingdom, of und.er,standing that the mystery·of iihe Kingdom. 
is made up of orientation, of' significance, 'of proportion, 
and is not something that one regards materially, from the 
outSide, as a thing already accomplished. '+'his outlook is 
typical of the catechumen.' This aridity of spirit is con
demned as a.t+ attitude th8rt; first of all, we must recog
niz.e in ourselves,. If we are like that, then we have not 
yet understood anything, we des'erve .the criUcism: How 
full of ignorance, of timidity, of fear you are! 

Th,is is the first outlook that is stigmatized, so 
that the catechumen may reco.gnize himself in it. 

Anotheraiititude, .that ,is blamed· is presented in chap
ter 3:5, one that Mark saYI? Jesus became irritated.at. Je..:! 
us looks round in anger, deeply saddened by the hardness 
of their hearts. This obtuseness is described:in •. chapter 
3 : 1-5 : these men·standing round who, when. Jesus wishes 
to heal this sick man on the. sabbath, do not dare to re
ply to .the question of Jesus : "Is it allowed on the sab
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bacth day. to do good, or to. do evil, t.O save life, or to 
kill? And they were Silent". It is, namely, thetypicai 
situation of someone who is on the. outside, who is afraid 
to commit himseH in a situation, who is ready to criti.:.. 
cize(we ar,e told: they watche!i him to see if. he would heal 
on the sabbath, SlO they could accuse him). The typical pos , 
ture,then,of someone"outside", ready to criticize everz 
thing, ready ,to see evil in things, but not daring to com
mit himself. It ,is thecatech,umen, who observes the myste
ryofthe Church from outside, ready to accuse in every
thing the ChUrch herself and her way of acting, but never 
ready at all to hurl, himself within in an act of courage, 
never ready to take position for this or for. that. This is 
one of the attitudes that arouses the indignation of Jes
us, and so the reader of the Gospel is invited to recog
nize himself and to say : Perhaps I am one of those. Per
hapsI am faced with the anger and the profound sadness of 
the Lord. 

Another outlook implicitly stigmatized we find in 
chapter 3: 21. Here there is question not of Jesus blaming 
others, but of o~hers, those who do not understand Jesus, 
blaming him. But it is put by Mark in a paradoxical way to 
make us recognize that those who r~proach Jesus are per
sons who do not Imderstand. We are told that his relatives 
came to get him.andthat he was so immersed in hisactivi
ty, not having even time to eat, that they "set out to 
take charge of him!' ,for they said "he' is' out of· his mind". 

:This is another typical attitude of the catechumen or 
o'f someone who stands outside and does not want to colllIilit 
himself. So he denounces fanatically all that transpires 
in the. mystery of the Kingdom~ It is this fear of losing 
oneself that Jesus will denounce later on· (in the second 
part of Mark, chapter 8: 35, where he begins to. utlveil the 
mystery) ,saying that whoever seeks to save his life, to 
preserve it, he loses it~ and only he Who loses itsuc
ceeds in regaining it. Here the matter is again presented 
in:.a parable, to. make'ussee that he who is outSide, who 
does not understand~.whose heart is darkened, regards as 
something strange thisconversiori to the Kingdom that Jes
us illustrates. The catechumen; therefore, :LS being invit
ed to see whether he .fails to take the step to. conversion 
because he has an outlook that is in fact a Sign of an in
capacity to giv.e oneself definitively. 
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These three attitudes in chapters 2 and 3, whicn in
troduce the' mystery of the Kingdom, are; synthesized 'in 
chapter '4 When Jesus, under the' form of, a parable, raises 
the' question ... : Wl).y is it that the seed of the word, whi.ch, 
is good seed, does not bear fruit? Wliy do some personspe
min on the. surface and not enter into the mystery of the 
Kingctom? ,And this, even though they hear the same, word 
that all hear, for it is the identical' word· and is good 
for a.ll men? In the precedl.ng chapters! the reply to this 
wa.s given through practical examples. Here, however, there 
is an attempt at a global and .theoretical response', . given 
in the para.ble of the sower. " 

In,chap-ter 4: 5-7 are described mistaken attitudes in 
the face of the word. Portrayed are the risks the word it.. 
self encounters, the obstacles, as a result of which a per":' 
son remains, though baptized, outside the reality of a 
Christian commitment. . 

Here th:ree are stated : the birds, the rocks, the 
thorns. Or, in the explanation given that follows·: the de'y: 
il, personal instability, .the fear of persecution, the too. 
great concern for the things one is involved in.; 

Here we have, traced' in broad strokes that are appli
cable to. many, the situations in which the catechumen is 
intited to see. himself as in a mirror. Perhaps a· fear of 
p.ersecution,. perhap.shis personal instability,perhaps the 
excessive concerns. he has become involved, in. Perhaps 
these are the things that do not permit him. to pay atten
tion to and, assimilate in depth a true catechesis, and are 
holding him outside." back from the Kingdom•. 

We find ano.ther example in chapter 7:' 2.1 ...23. In chap-:
ter 4' he spee,ks rather of external obstacles : the cares, 
the temptationSjthe interference of Satan that can -Assail 
the catech'llmen. In chapter 7 the analysis becomes more in
terior.. Th8,t is, some '. never acquire. a deep grasp of the 
mystery of God but .. go round ill 'circles because in their 
hearts there are, evil thoughts, fornication, theft, ava
rice, deceit. It is a list of specific sins. They are ina 
way an examination of conscience for the pagan cat(i3c.humell. 
But aboye a:U they describe. the pagatl vices in which, if 
the catechumen recogniz.es. himself, he is invited to witl).
draw: from if he. really wishes to hear the mystery of the 
Kingdom. '. 
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Through these example s and these general descriptions , 
whether presented directly or in parables,··. the Evangelist 
is not satisfied to Say: there e.xists an ignorance of the 
Kingdom, . an incapacity· to understand it. He says 'more : 
that it existsfo!, these and these reasons.· The.catechum
eri reading this is continually being invited to recognize 
himself in one or'other of these sitUEj,tions and to say : 

. Look, that is why I am so ignorant with i'egardto the Kins 
.d.om of God,that is why I have never really felt myself 
part Qfthe .Christian process. 

The writer of the Gospel does ,not stop here•. Once he 
hEj,s·brought the individual·torecognize ·the·erring .situa

. tion in which h.efinds himself, he offers .the possibility 
of away out. Tireredoes exist a state of. blindnessw1th 
regard to the Kingdom of·God that is evidenced in certain 
situations. Still, for the Person who hum1:i\v recognizes hi!!! 
self in these situations, this fact is a GOspel, it be- . 
comes a good news, a way of escaping from this· situation. 
~ fact, Mark 1 :·1 is presented as· the good news taken in 
general, and thi.s is Jesus. But it is important that .the 
catechumen,. from the very beginningofthenegatiye.intro
spective analysis of his own sit.uation far from the King
dom,sees at the same timeahope:.there.is a good news! 

. For whom, then, is this good news of Mark 1 :1 '? !tis pre
ciselyfor all the weak and the sic~sforthosewho are in 
situations of failure~ And this is declared in the first 
part of the Gbspel, which'shows how Jesus cures aSickpe.r 
son, how he. oures all the sick, he is even the Physician 
of the sick. ,. In these examples of healing from· sJ.ckness, 
Jesus is presented to us without saying what he does, but 
simply telling us that. he is the doc.tor who. heals ·from 
difficulties •. For example, Mark 1: 32 : "they brought to 
him all who were sick and those who were possessed by dev
ils". That is, Jesus is presented as he to whom go all 
who. recognize. . that they are . in situations of oppression 
and.difficulty. ·Jesusto whom all: the sick have recourse 
is himself thephysioian (Mark 2 : 17). .Those who cannot 
recognizethemselves',in any of these negative sitilations 
des~ribed by the Evangelist have' no need of Jesus. And 
this is the good news: Jesus comes preCisely for tho.se who 
have recognized that they~re . in. situations· of-failure" . 
ItItis'not the healthy who need the doctor, but. the sick. 
I did not come to ca.ll the.virtuous~ but sinners". 
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This is the premise from which all openness of spirit 
and so a:U overcoming of blindness with, regard to the Gos
pel begins : .the recogni.tionof bei.I+g sick" siIlners, . and . 
therefore tl';toseto whom the goodnews of Jesus applies •. 

But this good news doeanot come easily.' It· is some- ' 
th:t.ng that requires preparation. It is .for this reason 
that the Gospel of Mark, whicl';t opens with the coming of 
"the good news", at once in verse 2 speaks' of preparing 
the way for it. Tne. way <will be prepared by repentance, a$ 
we will see later on•. But from this passage Mark warns us 
that it is a Gospel for the weak aildthe Sick, an.dso 
there is the possibility of passing from this blindne.ss to 
an openness, 'to pass from outside to within the mystery. 
This path demands a preparation which here looks in an ov

.eral1 way to the mystery of JesUs. The catechumen has . the' 
intuition, in a confused way, that Jesus, . who heals the 
sick and sinners, will liberate him from this situation. 

'. So, then, as a psychological preparation, the question is 
raised that we find in Mark 4 : 41 : "Who is this whom the 
Winds and tl';te sea obey?". 

Those, then, are the elements of preparation~ Through 
tll.em the catechumen makes himself ready to reCeiVE; the mel!, 
sage. 

To surn up. A series of .verses and of situations have 
been presented, all of them forming part of the first cha..E, 
ters of Mark: 2, 3, 4; 5, 6, 7. Through them we can manage 
to grasp tne impact that the Gospel had on those who were 
preparing themselves to re-oeive the Christian mystery. 
There are analogous aituations today reflecting the stage 
of'those approaching the mystery for whom this' Gospel , was 
written. 
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III 

THE GOD OF 'MARK 

In Pirark1:sGospel' -th13re is very little said about qad. 
If we were to check how many times God is named in this 
Gospel, perhaps we woul.d not find even one mention of him 
per chapter. This d.oes not mean, however, that in a book 
which is theess!'Jntial religious manual of the catechumen, 
God is h~dly -eve:rreferred t0l' It could -be put in another 
way: In Mark God is silent; . he does not speak directly, 
.and he iss1"ldom spoken of... Some might draw a theological 
conclusion r.elate.d to the "death .of God", saying: While 
the Old Testament continually:speak;sof God, not only on ' 
eve:ry l"8ige but'al.J:oo~t in eve:ry line, th.e· New Testament 
l';Ipeaks ra.:l:her little about God, and all our attention is 
directed to the.words of God among us, to what man must 
do upon the earth! 

To graJ;3P what the message is that the Gasp,el of Mark 
conveys tQ us, we mut;lt reply by indicating in what ma:oner 
fj-od is present in the Gospel; of Mark. 

Le,t us loo-katth.'6 milieu in which this gosPE31 meS
~age was present;edfjoasto l¢derstandwhy this:ra.;ther Ii!!!, 
ited ref:erene.e t~ th~ . name of God" why it is Fare;Ly men
tioned:. To see too how, in spite C1f this rather limited 
mention' ofG9d' s name, there are . noneth.el13ss prl'?~en.tad..a 
ssrieaofcharacteristies that are important to recogni~s 
if we" are to Und.er:stand the message that Mark wishes to 
give ~. 
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The oatechUmen to whom Mark is directed possessed al 
ready a strong religious sense, and his way of'speaking 
was one ill which God. wa.s present in all the manifestations 
of life. As Paul tells us in 1st Corinthians, chapter 8 : 
5 : there were many "things calledgods,either in the sky 
or on the earthlt~_so-called "gods". It was the common feel 
ing IOf the me,Il of that time that the divinity was every
Where, that God appeared in all the manifestations of exi~ 
tence. In a certain sense, the catechumen did not need to 
acquire a.."l idea afthe existence of God, it was something 
taken fer granted, as a point of departure. But it is also 
t~~e that this religiosity of the worid into which the New 
TestameXlt brought its message was 'a religiosity often gone 
astray. Paul even says 'it: "There are 'gods' and 'lords' 
in plenty". And in the Acts of the Apostles, in chapter 7 ~ 
we see how Paul at Athens wa.s filled with indignation when 
he saw how ""he oi ty was fullef idolatry. It was a religi
ous sense that was widely diffused b1.tt warped. In Acts, 
chapter 19~ we see another important city of that times 
Ephesus, full of magic practices, so much so that they 
were a,ble to make a bonfire of all the, books on magiC for

'merly 	 possessed by those who were converted: amulets, 
spells 1 etc. From this we see that the world to which the 
Gospel message came was a world not only filled with a cer 
tain religious sense, but with a religious sense that had 
gone astray ,an,d jon fact, alienated from God.' A religiosity 
that transferred to the divinity one's own, duties and re
sponsibjJ.ities~ as in thecs.se of magic. It was a religi
ous Iltmosphere yery distant from an understanding of the 
true 'message of God. This was the milieu in which the Gos
pel o·f Mark was heard. 

How was religious ed).l.Gation given' in this miliGu? Ev
en though the name of God was conti.nually being bruited a
bouts the first Christians nonetheless felt it was impor

> tantto communica;t;e a correct sense of God. They W01J~d. 

not have understood at alltha proposal of some theolog
ians of the IIdeath-of-God" school, to cease referring to 

'this concept for a while in order to purify the religious 
',s!:l11se of people. The Ghristiani ty of the first days connm.lll 
ica~ed a profound and .rich sense of Go~, but it ~idthis 
by making use.aboye all of the'OldTestament. The format
ion of the ca.techumen ill a. true sense .of God wa's done by 
means -of' the Old Testament readings and in particular by 
that of. th(~ Psalms; it was to these sout~ces that was en
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trusted the development of a true sense of God. '. When, 
therefore', we read. the Gospel of Mark, we must presume 
thatrbehind the rare mentionthel'e ma,deof God, there 
was given a whole formation' in the sense of God, mainly 
from the Ps.alms and the other books. It would be a mis
take to think that I becauseGos is rarely mentioned, ,the 

. catechesis was deficient in this, since the catechetical 
fa!'Illation took as a basis not only the Gospel, but also, 
as said, the Psalms, And these make continual mention of 
God t of his action~ of his presence. So we ne~d to .read 
the Gospel of Mark taking as. a premiise the supposition 

'that the catechumen had thi~ religious sense of a tran.... 
s~endont God, above all things~ the Creator, at work in 
history for the salvation of men. 

We can now ask ! preswuing, thEm, such a knowledge of 
God as a genend founclatioIl~ that of the Psalms, of Isai
ah, of Ge:hesis - which aspects of God are more accented 
in connection with the typi{!{lJ. ('TOspel preaching? In a thin' 
words t which aspecta are immediately linked with theevan~ 
gelical conversion that the Gospel of Mark,aims at? 

Let Us readsam€ passages that throw light for us on 
the figure of God. presented to the catechumen' so that he 
could comprehend the mystery of the Gospel. Some of these 
excex'rlts look to qod directly.. Others invite us to re
flect 1 yet are also an indication of' God.Personal research 
will let ue .see what sense of God is needeD. for a. move
ment of conversion. Chapt$T 1 : 1 speaks of Jesus Christ, 
son'of God, but this p;:;.ssage is the subject of some son
troversy, since "son of God" is lacking in . some of the 
manuscripts. Verse 2 is the first where the presence of 
God unquestionably a~pears:"It is written· in the book of 
Isaiah the .Prophet, Look, I am going to send (God is here 
introduced, not by being named, but by his Ewtioil). my mes
senger 1}efore you, . who will prepare your wayll. Here we 
have tV>lO things. GGd is presented to us 'as someone who 
takes a mysteriou:siiii tiati"'le. Gofi is wrapped in obscuri
ty.. He .istbe 'One·who· speaks and ·takes a cert'ain step1 CO!!; 

sisting in a path towards man. He is the God who mysteri
ously takes action and theG:o~, who comes. These are the 
t'NO aspec:ts of anexpsl':tence :thftt the catBchumen needs to 
make. 

The third. menticn we ·;find in. ve.l'se 10, '"P.ry in<Jj.:rect" 
J 6BuseOmes Q1.at of t~hg 1!m.tBl.'and 'Sees the he.\;r'tBt1.3 



and the Spi#t descending on him like a dove. Theexpres
.sion th""t intere.sts us is "the heavens opened". Inj'heav.,.. 
ens" there is a clear reference to 'God,and "the hfi!avenso~ . 
ened" takes upaga;in the idea of verse 2 that there is a. 
mysterious.q.ivineinitiativethrough which .themystery of 
God is about to make itself known to men. So it is ames
'sage of coming-near, of communication. We can now under

stand better the other mep.tions of Gqd,both in chapter 1: 


·14-15. The first is, from a textual standpoint, somewhat 
controversial, fo,r it says 'that Jesus oarne into Galilee 
and proolaimed "the Gospel of (Jod" (aocording to some man.:!! 
scripts) or "the Gospel of the Kingdom of Godll(acoorCiing 
to many others); it seems, though, that the first reading 
is the more authentio. 

In these two verses God appears as the God of, the Go~ 
pel and the God of the Kingdom. Therefore the earlier ob
scure idea - God is coming, God is about to manifest him.,. 
self - begins to conoreti~e itself in regard to m~. He is 
the God of the Gospel, that GOd . who brings good news, but 
he brings about this happy result by a ohange in the situ
ation of the oateohumen', achange that the catechumen, 
When he observes his oondition as a Sinner, desires. In 
the faoe of man t s inability to grasp' the reality cf things, 
God oomes forward with good news : it is God who takes 
things in hand, who makes the gift; it is the Km'gdom of 
God. Not only, then, the God of the Gospel, but the God of 
the Kingdom .• Here, too, it is obvious that the catechumen 
does not understand what is meant by : the Kingdom of God. 
In simple words one might say: the (Jod who reverses situa
tions for the better, the God Who puts an end t.o What was 
not going well. The idea of the Kingdom is presented as an 

. action taken by God inwhioh he shows his sovereignty, his 
supermpower, transforming situations that have gone wrong. 
We are still in .the period of expectation, there is not ""S 
yet any promise of 'this change. It is only that the oa.te~ 
ohumen is being invited to ponder that~ this~ransforma
tion of things, it is.God who will be accomplishing it. 
The whole effort of the Gospel writ.er is to propose to 
the o""techumelt ,that he, rlilloogniz.e he is in a badsituation, 
that things are not right, and tha.t"it is not you who 
will ohange them, ,buti;l;is God who is taking action to ef 
feet '!iha, change". This is very important, . fcrr it puts thE; 
entire Gospel aotivityin a strongly theological light: it 
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is the work of God. It is not the catechUmenwh6is invit 

'ad to make himself bet.ter, to make a personal effort 'to 

see things~ Rather, he is invited t'O accept the action 

that Ged is 'in the precess ofaccemplishing. 


In this first chapter there are' fiva 'Or six ra.ther 
.veiled reist-encesto God, but clear enough to point 'Out a 
,certain approach, in which the mystery 'Of God is absorbed 
as something present in one t S experience. In ,verse 35 wa 

• are told, tlIn the merning, leng before dawn, <iesus got up 
and left the hous~, went off. to s. ,lonely plac,e.and prayed 
there/!. Here is evoked fer the catechumen everything a
bout prayer: what prayer is.; how it is J~aught 'him, namely , 

,the 	prayer of the P'Salms :ef tha,nksgiving,oJ' praise t of 
peti ti'On.' 'TbeGo<lhere presented in the example Of Jesus, 
as he whe is the. Christ, prays. This means he w:ishes to 
be prayed to.• , ,and this is What is important in th,e' fermer 
tion of the oe,techumen,' a formati-on inpraY6r,threugh the 
exampleo:f Jesus. In the first c,hapter,then, one finds'the 
basic elements thr-cugh which the catechumen is pI'epared 
for 'Opening, himself 'to the mystery of the Kingdem. 

There ,is, in chapter 2 an aspect a11iedte this•. It is 

one of the few men1;ionsofGed in .Mark and is,feund in 

verse 7. Around. J aaus, are those who are murmuring at .the 

miracle that Je13us is about to perform and who say. "What 

blasphemy!11ftlO can forgive si.ns exc.eptGed alene?". This 

too is an im:po:rtant emphasii3~ F.ven .if p;Lp,ceo. in the mouth 

efthesori'bes, yet'i t. represents a. basic script:ural ele

ment, an -element'that it seems the catechumen .ceuld ab

sorb. namely that tho God re<:ogn.ize.d as ,the Ged.. of the GO§. 

pel is a God whO can f<>rgive sins. Thi.sis something impo.!: 


,tarit f'ox:a: pa.gan catechumen. And here it. is setferth!'l-s 
something presum~g., 'and reb'forged by the, fl:wtthat, Jesus 
himself asaumes' thi.s prerogative. The catechumen is ,then 1 

c9.l~ried fo.rward in his search ! he fin.ds hims.eli'in a .bad 
si'iiuation,God takes the initiative, cemes to meat himt 
GCid fo:cgivBs sins. Hisprepara'tionfor.a:cceptingGod·s in
tervention in his own life is developing. 

, After this verse therl'a is hartily any: rriention of Got 

until chapi;~r 10. where thare. iea referenc~ that co I;'rp 3' 


,ponds to .chapter 2: 2.7, • The,re i.t wa£ .sa-H. : on1y Go<L <!a 

forgi.vesinf3. liere, in ehaptHr10 : 18-19, .we have two J.:~ 

ep.isoa,es.The ?:'icl1.yo1l.<;;g man a6ksJI'S);1.'S:"iVbat must I 1.to 




bles and of the mystery(versesl0-12) and so gave ,the cha:e. 
ter the form in which We now blQW it. It is a hypothesis as 
to the development of this chapter•. We will make use of 
this hypothesis in so far as it'willthroW lig~t mainl~ on 
the three parables about the seeds. But we wJ.II consJ.der 
the chapter in its present structure,that is, as a chapter 
which seeks to explain the mystery of the Kingdom of God. 

There is question here of a response to a crisis (of 
faith) that at a certain moment arises in the catechumen 
who wishes to enter definitively into the community. To U!! 
derstand this crisis as it is expressed in Mark, the fol
lowing steps should be taken.First, consider the, crisis in, 
the ministry of Jesus as it occurred historically, recall
ing the crisis to which the preaching of Jesus was actual
ly subjected during his life, as it is described in Mark. 
With this as a background" att,empt to.pinpoint the crisis 
of the catechumen and of the primitive Church. And tound
erstand it better, it helps to translate it into the tests 
that our faith encounters, qUite similar ,to those of the 
primitive ,Church. Then, with this background, to consider 
the formation of the catechumen in the mystery of the Kiii~ 
dom. 

There was, then, a crisis in the ministry of Jesus as 
it" actually took place; on this the exegetes are in agree
ment, and they find freq;uent'·traces of it in the Gospels. 
Especially in the second part of Mark,ther,eare clear in
dications that at a certain point a s:j.tuation of growing 
tens;iondeveloped between Jesus'and his public. 

We have a first concrete example in Mark b : 4, ,where 
Jesus laments that a prophet is not without honor, except 
in ,his own country, among his own relatives and family. 

Following this, the situation seems ,to diffuse itself 
more Widely. Jesus is disappointed by the way in which his 
message is greeted. And there is the rather curt reply he: 
makes·tothe request made by' the Phariseesi'or a sign ,from 
heaven. Jesus sighs from' his' heart and says, liThis genera
tion looks for a signjbut I 'tell you no sign will be giv
.en to this generation", and leaves them in a b'oat a:ri.dgoes 
Mihe other shore. It, isa symptom ofa certain rupture, 
l;>etween Jesus and an important part of his hearers. 
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In. the same chapter we have evidence that this ten
sion was not only 'with some who ~ere rather distant from 
him, outside, but also that there was a certain lack of un 
derstanding even among the Apostles. rn: ,chapter 8 : 18....217 
there is ,a series of reproofs to. the effect tnat.they have 
n't understood at all r "Why are' you talking apout having 
nobread? Do you not yet understand? Have you no percep
tion?Areyourminds closed? Have you eyes that do not 
see, ears that do not hear? •• II It is a crescendo of evi
dencethat make clear Jesus is not satisfied with what ,the 
Apostles understand of him. This £ituatioh comes at a lat
er periodiI;l the life of Je,sus, for at the beginning Mark 
records that great crowds followed him. For example, chap
ter 3 :7 ,Where this exp,ression is twice repeated : Jesus 
with his disciples,leaves the regi-on and withdraws to the 
lakeshore "and great crowds followed. him from Galilee" 
from Judea and JeI,"Usalem", and then he concludes the geo~ 
graphiGal Ii'sting by saying "greatnwnbers, who had heard 
of all he was doing, Came to him". 

The beginning is a success~ but gradually We see this 
disappear. More and more there arises the aspect of chal
lenge'in the complaint of Jesus, II This people honor me with 
their lips hut not ;withtheir heartsll(Mark 7:6}.,Our again 

'''You faithless generation! How much longer must I put up 
,with you?" (Mark 9: 19). And this continues up to the: final· 
and more serious opposition, ,that Jesus meets iil the Pas
sion,when the 'crowd'- the same crpwd that was portrayed 
in Mark 3 as folloWing Jesus ,- Seems as a bloc to reject 
him. This posture is expressed by Jesus himself in the paE 
able ,of the vineyard and the vintners in Mark 12 ~ 1-12., 
and has ita,culmin!:l.t.ing point ,iil that of the stone reject
ed by the builders.. Jesus feels himself challenged, margi
nali'zed,re jected. 

Such i.sthe crisis in the ministry of Jesus as it oc
curred: the ,crowd I'ell, away and Jesus,chose a small group. 
With this as a framework, let us see what the orisis might 
be of .theoateohumen and also of the Christian in .the pr~ 
itive Churoh."Why are we such.a ,small group? Why are.s-o 
few converted?" 

In the 'early Church thar.e was clearly evident, on the 
one hand the enthusiasm of th10 converts, . on the otner the 
fat!t that., When one iookedaround, the great maSs of the 
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Hebrewwor:).dwasnotenteringthe Kingdom and that thep~ 
gan wo;r:ld had hardly been touched pythe.message~ Why, if 
this is tile word o:t: God, .does it not overturn the world? 
This was a question that really cause.d anxiety to the cat~ 
chumen , who had to leave the pagan world to which he was' 
accustome<l and in which he had found a certain security , 
and to .face this situation of a few person!:;!, . a little 
flock, if he .was to hear the word of God. It is natural 
that there. arose in the catechumen the doubt: Is this rea! 
ly the word of God, this which bears so little .fruit and 
is destined for failure? 

The questions that the catechumen and the. primitive 
Church posed are very like those we raise:Why does my apo!! 
tolate show so :Uttle results? Why does the Gospel, when 
preached, not have the power to convert at once? Why do 
political and social messages take hold, and the Gospel 
-does not?Why this apparent failure of the world? All these 
are obstacles raised by such an apparent lack of effective 
nes!:;! of the Gospel message. 

On the personal level, this test of the first Chris
tians we can apply also to the committed Christian with 
the query: Why does God not make me better? Why after so 
many years of ascetibal effort and spiritual labor do we 
find ourselves no better than at the'start,and perhaps ey 
en less good? It is a very, serious temptation .for the com
mitted Christian who had hoped for the transformation of 
his Whole being in Christ, and finds himself after ten or 
twelve or twenty or thirty years almost in spiritual per
il. 

The response afforded by the Gospel message consists 
in leading us to see that the growth of the Kingdom 1s not 
such as one might expect. It is not something that can be 
"programmed", based on the power of the word in itself. 
This is the first facet of the Kingdom mystery, that its 
growth'is obscure and'secret, known by few and only Slowly 
revealing i teelf. While it seems, lOoking ati t from the 
outside, that the things of the Kingdom ought to go for
Ward triumphantly, things have not .gone that way, begin
ning with Jesus, . 

To explain the mystery of the Kingdom, three parables 
are used, namely those of the seeds. 
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~e parableot: 'the sower had a qJ..ear meaning. If the 


.word of Jeetis does not bring the results that it ought, 

. the, faUlt is not that of the word, which is good,'I;:lut.Qf 
the,dj..fferentconditionsof the sQil. !n other words" tl:!.e 
Kingdom of ,God, . tl:leword,deesnot briIfg resuJ,ts automa1;\i
cally,; those do not depend enly on i t,but on the very dU 

,ferent circumstances o-fthe earth, where thewQrdis SQwn: 
The fate of the word that is offered is foreseen from the 
beginning by Jesus: i twill not necessarily triu,mph, but 
will mee'!; respons.es ,of .differ~ntkinds, quite a few of' 
th,em negative. " So Jesus asks his follower to' accept this 
destiny ot' the word of the Kingdom, which he was the first 
to encounter. In the pafabie, Jesus also points out some 
of the c0i'1d1tion-s that are ano-bstacle to the word's being 
effec;tive, even though ofiwe]..! .. hecause it.;i..s' the word qf 
God' and so, the power of salvation, it ought to have that 
effectiveness. These circ:i:Uilstances are expressed symboli
cally by the,birds of the air, the 'shallow soil and the 
thorns. They are eXplained in the same chapter by some ap
pl:j.catio:ns which Scripture scholars hold are the fruit ot 
reflections on the parable m1iJ;de in reference to the situa
tion of the community. 

For this very reason they are of interest. For they 
show how the community has applied to itself this problem 
of the scan-4al'of the word that is inetfective.. 

The explanation given in verses 13 to 20 reflects the 
.influence of· the community. It reveals to us how serious 
the pro'blew was, how there waB nee.d to explain why and how 
the message wa$ welcomed by so few', Why do so many reject 
it? Why did the Jews reject.it? This was a very great scau 
o.a1, one that for the first Christians was almost incompr~ 
hensible. So here are listed some of the conditions that 
operate negatively. The first is that recalled in the par!!:. 
ble in ver.se 4, : '''i£he birds ate it up". In the parable it.;". 
self thi.-s co\ll.a.ref-er tOlllany sorts of difficulties. The 
e:1q:l1.ana.tion . mal!:ee .i t explicit thr.<>ugh .ltsatan", who comes 
ando.arr:j:esaway ,the' wor.d that wa,s sown. This can refer to 
many type.s of temptations to which the Christian was sub
jec,t. How.ever, ,the gravest tem,ptation,. 'that of perseou
tiol'l.... of tribulatic1l11 ia aJ>Jjllied, to the following condit·· 
ion,._ that ,·of the earth t.ooshallcw to sustain roots (verse 
17). so i1;q?llnotbe tiirectJ.:.y applied here t9 :\;his aUus
9ion to usa1;an":m,.~d:e by J.eslJJs.-keceping to the G,ospel of 
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:M:ark,weca.n.>relatethis verse)tochaptef 8:,33 ~'whichis 
the other .ihstance where "satan',' is tinm~sked as being the 

'" tl'lmpter. These are the words directed by Jesus to Peter, 
IIGet behind me, satan;' because' the way YQuthirik is not 
God's way, 'butm~'s". By. comparing the mentlonof "satan"
in 4:15 with this fulbrexplanation in 8: 33, we can see 
in thietype' of temptation preCisely that trifuttphalistic 
mentality of indefinite progress of a human kind.' With 
such. an outlook the catechumen greets the word,. believing 
that everything will change in him and around him. A.nd 
the fi'rst time he is deluded ;in this .expectation,mLfalU .. 

And it is exactly "satan" who makes use of this, men
tality prevalent in the world, which :tsa mental,ity ot be
ing effective, of getting results. To relate it at once. to 
the word, it is an outlook that judges by comparing the" ef 

, . ,), ., 
fort with what is produced, as if the word did not have 
within itself the key to success. Here, then, is made ex
plicit a very strong ,temptation of the pagan catechumen, 
who approaches the Gospel withthis mental outlook, and 
may remain stunned at the first delusion that COmes to him 
or to the community. 

Another facetof.the plants without roots:. they lack 
suinc,ient soil because ,it is rocky undernel:!oth, iSO they do 
not put down roots themselves. Here a ques,tion may be 
aSked : does this "having no roots in themselves" refer to 
something more specific? It could 'form part of "'a psycholofI 
ical emphasis:' that the word does not penetrate sufficien! 
ly, is not assimilated enough, and so in fact does not su.§. 
tain the test later. One can also suppose that here there 
is question of explana.tionselaborated in the community, 
that the community has the idea expressed in similar words' 
in the Letter to the Colossians(chapter 2: 7), where it is' 
asked that the perfect Christianbe strongly rooted in 
Christ. In other words, that there "be a deepening and roo! 
ing of the Christ:ia.n inthem:ystery of the Lord which will 
keep him from being carrieq. away at the, first temptation. 
It is possible, then,' to read in these refer,ences other 
more concrete aspect-s; keeping.j,n mind how these themes 
were ' meditated' in the' communi,);y, "which had access ' to, a 
wealth of teaching, as we know from other places, in the 
New Test!;lIlent.The essential teaching is very clear: the 
word does not fructify auto:rnatic1:l.1ly. Woe to him whof:ools 
himself into thinking that.it is enough to hear the word, 
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that.i t iseiJ.ough ,to launch it in order to' obtain success. 
In f~ct,ordin~rily one must expect moments of failure 
whether in the word as' preached or as heard. The Kingdom 
does ,not go forward according. to ~helaw o·f success. 

The se.condexplanation of how the Kingdom grows is' in 
verses. 26....29: the seed. grows of itself. Here, .in a fashion 
typical of the Gospels, the opposite aspect is stressed of 
what waS said in the: parable of the sower. Sometimes the 
Gospei advance is. paradoxicaL In the first paraole it. is 
said that the word does not automatically bear fruit. 
Here,.in verse 28" that it does so automatically,· that is, 
that theeartb. Of itself produces fruit. What then is the 

.	sense o.f the parable? . That ·the vrord seems. to bear" no 
fruit; that it is exposed to .all sorts of disappointments, 
but when man least expects i t'l .it produces fruit. It gives 
acorrective to the first teaching, telling us that we 
must entrust ourselves blindly to the divine action. Jesus 
is, then, saying : "It seems that the word is ineffective. 
But even. there where one Sees nothing and where man is not 
giving it attention, the word in reality is prpduchve and 
at a given moment it sproutsh.;rt ..is" therefore, an imdt~ 
tion to thecatechUlllen, in spite of what he fails to see, 
to nonethel'e.ss launch hImself in fai tp into the,' hearing 
and the putting into practice of the~wor$i,certain that it 
will' produc:e frui'-t in himSelf' arld in others. The word has 
been sown. 'We are sure one day it will bear fruit even if 

. we cannot se:e it. We cannot subj'ectit to human laws of 
gro'Wth,which is ju.st what, "With our outlook, we tend to 

. do. 

, The thirqparable, that of the grain of lirUstard-seed, 
moves ana similar plane. Tn.e word does not automatically 
bear fruit. Nevertheless it wil16f a certainty bear fruit 
inits time. An"d here theIU.ngdom is summed up in this 
way: .' the, Kingdom of Go-d begins from very little. This too 
is a realitythat 'J;he catechumen d!,es' not .expect, but for 
which he ,must prepare himself'l something .that he will im
bi'oe· later on~'The kingdom of God takes its start .with 
things that no one notic.es~<bi:Jgins with a reality ,little 
apparent. One must, then,open one 1 'S eyes anCi notice this 
reaLity, for frOm it great things wii:!.come to ma.turitY. 
In his wisdom, God effects great things from . very small 
things. ~ere is a laekofproPQrtionb~tween the begin
mngand the resultt between what 'We see and what will be 
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reveal.ed. ','X!his difSproportion is contained in the parable 
/of' ::bheseed.when it purposely contTaststh~ :c:esUlts : from 
one,tb,irty;fromone,sixty; fromone,a :b.undred~In other 
words, from .a li.i;~le comes a vast quantity. The catechumen 
is invited to malfean act of faith, to recognize that the 
little community into which he Wishes to enter is some
thing insignificant in the sea of paganism" but that, all 
the. same, putting himself 'on this road of accepting what 
is not visibly apparent, he is taking the right path of 
God"whichJ.esus was the first to follow. In this same 
chapter' there are. other parables that complement, in some 
way this,framework. There are those found inverses 21 ...23. 
The light is not placed under a basket, but on a· candle
stick.There is nothing hidden, that will not be made known, 
nothing covered up that will not come to light. He who has 
ears to, hear, let him hear. A phrase, this, that is ',found 
on' all the occasions where we are confronted with. the 
typical mystery of the KingcIom. 

The other parable follows: "Take notice of what you 
are hearing. The amount you measure out :Lsthe aIi10unt you 
will be given~a.nd more besides. ' For the man who has will 
be given more; and frqm the man who has not', . even what he 
has will be taJcenawayll~ It is somewhat paradox~cal, since 
he who has not is not aWare what might be taken ~ay from 
him. 

,The first of these. two parables is ,in alii. likelihood 
to be referred to' J eSllS himself. Jesus, in his life 'and " 
his beginnings seems hidden, seems to work in anobscu:re 
manner. But the moment comes, and must come, when the work 
of Jesus will be revealed. 'It is another way of stressing 
what is said in the parable of the seed hidden in the 
earth which, without man being aware of it, is ,growing. 
Jesus is light and ]Ilustenlighten. The word is light, and 
he vyho welcomes it is gertain that it willbearfruit. If 
a person continues, he is accomplishing a positive work, 
even if he, is unaware what is happening. The pe,rable sup
'poses that one is unaware, that ,he does not perceive the 
eff-ect of this 1igM~ The light. on the candle$tick is shill 
ing; ;it may seem not-to shine, but in reality Lts effect 
will c:rtainlybeaccomplished. 

The following parable Underlines this situation from 
another point of. v~ew. It applies especially to the· per- . 
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, . 
son, theChristian f who in this situation of obscurity 
sees a worK of Jesus, only just begun, a community almost 
insignificant, a movement interrningledwith a thousandoth 
er messianic or political movements•. If in. spite of tbis' 
mysterious obscurity he gives himself without measure, he 
will receive in overflowing measure. If instead, his faith 
commitment is feeble, the return will be like that of the 
see~ thatfe~l on rocky ground, and even what he has will 
be.taken away. 

Through. these different parables the catechumen is 
stimulated to give himself trustfully to this new way of 
life of which he understands little. He senses that there 
are profound apects.But what he sees 1 above all on the 
surface; are things difficult to accept, even contradicto
ry. If today he has the courage to take this step, then 
the Kingdom will he put in his hands. And so there will be 
gin to be revealed in him that power which Jesus came to 
set in motion upon the earth. 

The chapter of the parables can then be incorporated 
into the work of Mark in this way: as a first step in over 
coming the scan{ial of the Kingdom. It enters the soul of 
thecatech-wnen. to give him the courage to give himseifco!!!, 
pletely, that is to commit his own life to that being 
which is Christ--something which was set forth in chapter 
3 as the ideal of the disciple. 

Thes€ parablead-o notan·s">",cr· the question "which per
soneproduce more· fruit thain. others?".· Rather they respond 
directlY 'to the qu:estion : llwhydoes the word not always 
produce . fruit?". The answer is: the word is good~ but. 
there ar.e-circumstances tl;..at keep it from producing fruit. 
And the primi.tive Church attempted to s-ee what· the situ
ati.cm.s were which prevented the fruit from maturing: which 
types of temptations, difficulties and concerns. 
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V 

THE MYS'1':ERY OF, THE BREAD . 

To the catechumen who welcomed the. invitation to .. con;" 
v;ersion, ,who felt the call of Jesus addressed to him, who 
was inviJred tofo11o.w the Lord, to him,. after this act of 
faith in·· .theLord, waS presented the .mystery of the King
dom (Mark,ehapter 4). '. 

Thent'ollow th.e great miracles, those which show Jes
us performing striking act~Pn-s outside' all the c,ategories 
that thecateehuman might imagine.. Finally, Si''ter a second 
passage on the call, that of tha mission o.f the Twalva 
(chapter 6: 6-13) ,begins asecti-onthathas, come to be 
6a11ed by the Bible scholars: th~ section on bread. 

Such a section 'on br~seem.s in fact to exist.. It 
would begin with chapter 6 :. 30 and end with chapter 8:'31 • 

.. Withverse,21 aPpears the last reproof .: Nareyou . still 
, .' wi.thout UJ:lderstantiing?", 'and then. follows the.hea.;ling.ot 
': thebliIid man at . Bethsaida,.·andfinall-y . the ciimax ' of 
.. liark, the ,dedaratiQncOf PeterregardingJasU:~ and the coE; 
'ditions for fOlloWing Jesus , now explained openly. Inchall 

ter 8:32 "Jesus s:poke the word operuy" , heproclaim'ed his 
message cl.ear1y.Up to that point he has not spoken open.... 
ly. So in the chap'ters weare nowsttld¥ing,. :'!.lpto chapter 
8, th.ere is ,something mysterioUs" hidden. '. . 
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The sectJ.ono:n bread that begins wi th6 : 30 and fin
ishes,. it would seem, at . B :21' iscalledthusJ:iecause it 
is enclosed within the framework of.two multiplications of 
bread. Th.efirst is in6: 30-44 and the second. in B: 1
10. :aut. there, follow ' some elements from verses, 11 . to 21 
that are very- important, which reemphasize the mystery of 
the bread. At any rate the two passages about the multip
lications form the framework of the section, one at the 
beginning and the other towards the end. It would seem 
there is some special reason why Mark has kept this double , 
multiplication,which Luke on the other hand has eliminat
ed, s·ince one multipl;i.cation alre.9.dy expresses of itself 
the ~ower of Jesus. 

The presence ,of these two multiplications is not 'the 
only reason why this part is called the section on bread. 
There are also here and there within the section:,certai:n 
other references. to fopd. For example, the reply of Je'sus, 
to the Greek wQmanofpagSiIlorigin : "'It is not good to 
take the bread of the children and give it to the . dog s. 
And .the woman said, 'LQ,rd,even the young pups, . under the 
table, eat 'the crumbs that fall from the children' "(1; ,27
2B). There is here too a call to the table, to bread" to 
the bread of the children and the bverflowing table that 
can be given to many othe'rsbesides_those wh,o have a right 

·to it. 

Another mention of bread occurs in B: 14 and the fol
lowirtg verses.. It is the discussion between Jesus and his 
followers and the reproach, with regard to the' leaven of 
the Pharisees, f·ollowed by the lament' ,of the diSCiples 
that II it. isbecause.we.he.ve no bread" and the reproof of 
Jesus, "why are you talking about having no bread?". 

A third mention' of the., me.tter of 'food is had in chap
ter7 : 1 ...23. It seems then 'that the exegetes have some 
reason for desigriating this section with the name: the sec. 
tion' on bread.' 

A mOre diffic.nii; qt;lestion is. : Is'there a mystery of 
br~ad in Mark? 'That is, granted'that this section has an 
obvious lIleaning from,.the f.9.d that Jesus satisfied the 

,crowd twice with: food., was this" section of .the' Christian 
teaching' ..used t9 bring about a deeper entry into the myste 
ry of ·Jesus? There are some verses that seem to point in 
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this. direction, which make the reader reflect on the fact 
that beneath the mention of the bread ' there is something 
else the read,er is being invited to ponder.· 

Chapter 6 : 52, follOWing the multiplication of the, 
bread and the miracle of Jesus walking on th~,water, says, 
"they had not yet' understood what the miracle, of the 
loaves meant; 'their minds were closed". The verse, then, 
in an editing note typical of Mark, is asking the reader 
what ismeant by saying that they had not understood a
bout the bre,ad. They had seen the multiplication, they 
were amazed.What was it that they ought to understand more 
about the bread, and did not, because their hearts were 
blinded? Here there is a mystery that Mark wishes us to 
reflect on. 

Another element is found in chapter 8: 16-21. Mark 
gives this portion to a whole series of reproofs.of Jesus 
to his followers with regard to the bread. This ca.n;not be 
taken simply as part of a historical narrative. Instead 
there is behind it the ,aim of making the reader reflect on 
a mystery which, up to this point, he had not yet1.1I1der".' 
stood~ "They said to one another, 'It is because we have 
no bread'. And Jesus knew it and he said to them, 'Why are 
you talking about having no bread, do you not yet' under.,... 
stand? Have you no perception? Are your minds closed? Have 
'you eyes that do not see, ears that do not hear? Or do yon 
not remember? When I broke the five loaves among'the five 
thousand,how many baskets full of scraps did you collect?' 
They answered; 'Twelve'. 'And. when I broke tlle seven loaves 
for the four thousand, how many baskets full of scraps .did 
you collect?' And they answered, 'Seven'. ']!hen he said to 
them, 'Are you still without understanding?·". What ought 
the Apostles' to understand? They had perhaps understood 
the power of Jesus. 'But there is something else they did 
not understand, and that is the mystery of the bread. This 
mystery can be found too in' another emphasis the account 
makes. In. the fir.st multiplicatiollof the loaves, there is 
the. demand, almpst 'paradoxical, that Jesus insists on 
with his Apostles: "You 'give' them to eat yourselves". And 
they reply, "But how shall ,we do it? ·Two hundred denarii 
wo.rth; of bread would not be enough for them. What are we 
to do?". This question, what can we do, is repeated in 
chapter 8 : 4 in the second multiplication, when the disci:, . 
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• ples eay.t?Jesus, "How Gould anyone feed such a crowd' of. 
people in a' dese:ri;'ed,area?'1 .T'nis insistence on the inca

· pacity of the Apostles to get iihemselvesoutof thesitua
tion .seeins to go in the same direction as ,other reproofs 
of Jesus: "'You do .n,ot understand". Xou have not yet manag
edto grasp t:p;e T,eal situation., 

This mystery of the 1;:lread has, as its point of dep13X':'" 
ture, a lack of bread. The phrase recurs a number of times 
:Lntliis sedtion. Tn 8 :Hi the' disciples say, "We have no 
bread", In 6:, 37:' "Ho'w could we find so much bread?" In 8: 
4 : "HoW could anyone feed such a crowd?" There is then a. 
lack of breadia situation in which those who follow Jesus 
find themselves. What does this lack of bread signify in 
the 'framework .of the Gospel of Mark? What did it mean in 
the primitive Church? It certainly signifies the lack of 
'bread with which to sUstain ourselves day by day 0 If.we re 
flect on .the early Christian prayer, the Our 'Father, we 
see that we a:t;'e invited to ask God each day for the bread 
needed to ,sustain ourselves. And the situation in which 
this prayer was ,made was precisely the '. situation of the' 
disciple" of hiffivvhQ, having· left all to followJesus ,had 
to Took to Providence for the bread of each day.This bread 
is.then the bread needed. for daiJ,yI,lourishment, of which 
man experiences the need,· the lack of which is for him a 
real problem. 'And the assurance of having it is offered 
him, if he leaves all to ,follow the Lord~ 

But there is behind this daily bread another meaning: 
that of 'the bread of the Klngdom, that' of receiving the 
strength to walk toward' the holy moUntain of God, that 
bread which ' was given to Eliah so asnottof~int along 

, the' road and to march even to the mountain. We find this 
aspect expressed in a mysterious and veiled manner in cha!?, 
tel" 8 : 3, in the second multiplication of the loaves: ill 

'cahnot let them' go off humgrY'r for they will collapse on 
f- tns' way"'~ What is the situation crf the disciple that one 

canobserve behind this ret'.erence? The catechumen who has 
proposed to serve the E.:ingdom finds himself faced with ver 
y heavy s,acrifices to: make, in situations that disconcert 

·"him. He feelsne will notbeab'le ';to do it~ He ·feels that 
unless there isa daily strength to implement the reqt;ire
,menta of the Kingdom,anev,er-new 'strength, he will not be, 
able to go forward~ He is 6ubjectedto all sorts of' tempta 
tions, . discoUragements, fears. "Who will 'give n;te th-; 
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strength to face this situatiQn$so' risky, whether from the 
external,socialand human poin:t of view, er from that. of 
the spiritual peint of view ,tna.t I am about to abandon?" 
For the whol'epagan tradition that had. genebeferewas t.o 
refuSe to. embark en a sea whese limits one did net knew. 

'To this temptatien of discouragement, of fear that at the 
key mo.ment onewilllaci'c feed, a deuble response is given. 
The first is an affirmatien: Jesus knews how te give bread 
inabundanc~ to those' who. 'foIbw him with no. self-interest. 
These two multiplications ef bread are made in faver ef 
people who. have left everything, almest irresponsibly, 
and have fellewe.d \Jesus,. witheut thinking ef what they 
were doing and what the censequences might be. . So Jesus 
toek careot them. This repeti tien, then, incUlcat,esin 
the catechumen the certainty that if he fellows the.Lerd 
wherever he gees, if he answers the call to come and fol
lew, Jesus will know how to give him. in abundance that of 
which he has need. The mult iplications of bread are re
ceunted in sJ).ch a way as to. demonstrate the presence efJe 

. 	sus. As chapter 8~ 2 says, "I feel serry fer all these Pe2 
pIe. they have been with me fer three days new". The true 
disciples .then are tho£e wh() are "with Jesus", attached to 
him, and so. 'he -cannot leave them to themselves,' be ll."lcon
cerned about them. 

In chapter 6:42-43 we see how those whe'have fellowed 
Jesus net only will never be abandoned, but will have 
bread in p.lenty, will beabunda11..tly satisfied. So there is 
he.re an insistanceon the prodigality with which Jesus 
will treat those who. fellewhim Without theught of them-' 
selves. "They all ate as much as -they wanted. They ce1leq
ted twelve basketfuls ef sCTaps of bread and pieces of 
fish~ And the numbEr of those who had eaten was five thou~ 
and men". 

This.emphasis is found again in chapter 8 : 8-9., in 
differeni;;words but where the phrase, "they ate as much as 
they wanted" is again accented. This should make thecate
chUl!l€n. rea.l:ize that· "there is no. fear in follewing Jesus 
to. the end"', The··pathb;e ieabo'llt to. attempt is entirely 
neWt it is a read through the desert, a 'region cf which he 
kn-ows nething. But th;ere need be no. fear if he has cenfi
dence t if he has th.e fa,i th,that the GospeL l"ecemmends. 

':rhere is a second afi'irmatiotl made to. the catechumen. 
l'fet only sho:ul-d he trust in the Lord, V'lb.o takes generaus 
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careo'f thO;;le who follow him,. More than that , '. the Lord 
knows that we are wea.k~. We are tq.believe that he ii;l.a
ware of this weakness of ,the disc:i:ple, and there is no 
need ,for the, disciple to present his difficu.lt~es, . aE!. if 
to awaken the Lo.rd to them. Here one can grasp. the meaning 
of I the reproaqb. Jesus makes to his followers : haven 't you 
understood that I have assumed care of you? That in your 

.	dangers and difficuJ.ties I will'see to it that you,lack 
nothing? That is why in these accounts ,there is an insis
tence on ,the understanding that Jesus has. While on the 
one hand the catechumen can have the sens,ation that he is 
called to an almost inhuman renunciation, here, in 6.: 34, 
"Jesus took pity on them because they' were like ,sheep '/'lith 
out a' shepherd". And the same thought in chapter 8 : 2:. he 
is full of.compassion for them. And .50 there are reproofs 
for those who do not have confidence in this complete proy . 
idence of the Lord', For example, chapter 6: 50, "They were 
all terrified(on the occasion ,of· the storm at ;;lea). But he 
sai.d to them, 'Courage, it is I. Don't be afraid"'. Or a
gain, 6: 52, also on the boat, "Why are you talking about 
these things?". It is in this light that we mu.st read the 
q;uestion, '~Have you not yet understood?". Implying that 
they had understood nothing about the bread 'does not mean 
that they failed to grasp the essential fact of the mira£. 
le, but that they had not understood its deeper signifi 
cance : that Jesus cannot abandon those :who are hiS, that 
he knows their weakness, that., he ,.act s in a human and unde.!: 
standing way towards them. 

Thi;;l' assumes a very sp~c:lal emphasiS in the. formation 
of the catechumen,who is called to a life of renunciation, 
orie that seems impossible to him. But he is assured the 
call is from an understanding Lord, who treats him asa 
person and Who is aware, of his weaknetls, to whom he ought 
to entrust himself fully. 

This. is a first meaning of. the insistence on under
standinl$ the mystery of the"bread.: the need. t.ograsp the 
inysterl.ous ,truth that the attitude of the Lord toward 
those who leave all . to follow him is one that surpasses 
an our expectations. 

.. . 

But there is, 'among the many obscure expreSSions in 

this 'Section, another t:p.iatgivesone pause. To begin with, 

chapter 8: 14, withits seriel;lof reproofs, starts with 
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the statement that "theyhad;forgotten to take any food 
.and thE!Y ha4 only'one loaf with them in the boat" .Whai; is 
Mark trying to say? Tlii=1't. they forgot to brine; bread, _ were 
c'oncerned abqut this, and that Jesus reproved them. for'it. 
Still, they had one loa'!, 'butafterwi;4'ds, forgot they had 
it. 'Given the. care. with whtchriIi3.rk describes details, per

,haps . this' means •. something. ,. What?They lack·bread, but· they 
do have,one loaf and forget they have it;· they'are re... 
proved for not understanding .- .' •• A mysterious phrase. The 
Gospel of Mark 'nientions for us several 'banquets that Jes
us had with his f:i'iElnds.. There is that 'with Lev:i; ,the con"'; 
verted p:ublican: "He eats with publicans and sinners,,'and 
is blamed for this. The,ba.ttquet that is strik:lngly pre... 
sented is that of the multiplication 'of th,e loaves (6: }O 
ff.), and it is described as a real "banquet".•.Jesus not 
only gave the bread,,'b~t ordered' that all ·sit. doWn, as for 
a great' meal" in an orderly way, as if at grand tables. 
Inverse 40 is repeated, "all sat down on the ground in 
groups of l).undredsand fifties"', and. then the. distribution 
began. It is like a banquet in which Jesus himself serves 
them~ . 

This touch is accented again in chapter 8 : 6 when he 
orders all to sit down on the 'ground, therefore to get 
ready to eat together. 

The foUrth banquet, amply describEid, . like a banquet 
in the true sense, with its preparation and its steps. is 
that of t:ti.e'iastsupper of Jesu$~ 

It would seem theSe four scenes described by Mark. as 
banquets of Jesus wftn his ·friends. have a rela,tionship,a':" 
mong them. The first. is that in which Jesus Simply sits 
down at table with' publicans and sinners, breaking tradit':" 
ion, and demonstrating that there is something .special. in 
him •. In the second and the third, Jesus himself organizes 
two' l:;u'ge' bariquetsinadeserted area, and in a quite ex
traordinary, way becomes ..the distributor of the food.Fin
ally,' in ,the third; Jesus offers himsei! astneb:read giv
en for cithere•. In this perspective one can reflect on the 
mystery of chap~er8: 14. What is this single,' unique 

. 9read' that they were not' aware. '. they. had,hecausetheir 
millds were closed? ,And which they should have rec.ognized 
that they possessed, '. if they.had grasped. the Significance 
of the multiplication of the lo~ves~ The catechesis of the 
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primitive Churci.h Oll th~' Eu,charist .is that· this' bread 
should be understoodas.thepresei1ceofJeslls. '!i1hebread, 
for himwhbopenshis Elyes" and grasps ,reality, is'J'e$us 
himself', who is placed at thedispositiono;f' allL One. sees 
then the special importance that thelaat supper at the 
end of the entire Gospelacquires,whenJe.sus c1earlyre
veals that the bread atthed.isposihon (,f allis He. It 
is his life, it is 11iS g;iving , o:f'himself fO.rthe others, 
his placing ;himself totally in an attitude of service. And· 
the. actions that he carried. out earlier had as their aim 
to' open people's eyes to this availability or "disporiibil.,. , 
i ty"of God for men in ,.T ssus. The catechumen is, then, in"" 
vited to listen to these accounts of the tnultiplication o,f 
bread, and the miracles comiected with them., astoa great 
'power of God tha.t is revealed. And this With, the certain..... 
ty that God himself is put at our disposition, and that he 
is bread, he is security, ,he is the, daily nourishment of
feredto the catechumen whO is ready to, welcome him fully 
in faith •. In this way the stress of chapter 8 :16 and the 
verses that follow' on opening one's eyes ,on listening, on 
seeing the mystery that theyha:d not ye:t grasped, ,acquire. 
a certain force. They present a mystery,acertain "disci
pline of the Secret" : which is gradually revealed to the 
catechumen so as to prepare him for comprehending the ,im
portance of the Eucharist. An importanae accented by the 
fact that the Gospel· narrative of ·the Eucharist comes at 
the 'close, initiating·the account of the Passion, which 
presents Jesus placed at our disposition even to the end. 
There is then a gradual education of the catechumen. It 
takes him from a consideration of the external evidence of 
the power of Jesus on to the Person of Jesus himself, who 
is always present to the Christian, in the desert as in 
life, so that he wHlnotfainton the road. And this,in 
the 'E:ucharist. 

In this type ofcatechesis performed by Mark,. there 
is .the first step toWards a primiti~e catecli$sisofthe 

. Eucharist. 'This can be affirmed because an examination of 
some of the miracles recorded in. Mark 'seems to be treated 
in a way ,that would also off,erthe opportunityfor the ca,! 
echist to explain them by making. sacr9.lliental applicationa. 
The catechumen is placed facetQ face with the person of 
Jesus. GraduaUy he'. comes to ,understa:nd .' that. this person 
Jesus who heals the blind,' who performs certain actions, 

,continues to be present in the ChUrch 'and at· the.disposit':'" 
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ion of.' all' so as to. helpthemandl:i:eal them·.: sinnef's, ithe 
sick, the suffering•. 

In this catech~tical . approach to the mystery, this 
initiGl-tion into the, things to understand, we find a com
plete catechesis, leading to a grasp of the presence ,of 
Jesus in his Church under the sacramental presence. 

A finGI-l question : then everything is understood here 
in a spiritual sense~ From the bread which is the susten
ance of the crowd, 'one passes to the bread which is Jesus. 
Is there then for the Christian no concern for the bread 
needed for those who suffer bodily hunger? This concren 
was present. The early Church felt it so strongly that it 
organiz.ed collections, as we read in .Acts, chapter 2 and 
still more in the letters of Paul. The idea of bread for 
the others who were hungry could be made explicit in the 
multiplication of the loaves, but as ~ expression of this 
"disponibility" of Jesus. The catechumen perceives that Je 
sus was bountiful ,toward those who followed him" that he 
assisted them in everything, and even that he himself is 
the bread at the disposition of all. When this last lesson 
-given by the Eucharist sacrific·e--has been grasped, name
ly how Jesus, as bread, is at the disposition of us all, 
then it is easy to graft onto this, "So, put yourselves at 
the disposition of others". From this arises the possibil! 
ty of using these narratives as an invitation to do as Je~ 
us did for us. As he served us even to the limit, provid
ing us with bread, providing us himself, so the first 
Christians. are invited to s'erve others, to give to them 
the bread·for which they hunger. 

In chapter 10 : 42 and the following verses, Jesus 
shows.himself themo.del.of the perfect servant, utterly at 
the servic:e of all : "He who wishes to be the greatest a
mong you, l.et him be theservant": let him be a master too 
in love and in of'fering bread to others, "for the Son of 
Man has not come to be served, but to serve, and to give 
hi-s life f(ir the redemption of'many". Here is implied the 
need for each of' the discipl~s to .be where Jesus was., and 
to put his life at the disposition of others as .:resus has 
put his own. It i.e the need for love, not only a humanis
tic love, but the need. to be with Christ in order to do 
What he. has done. It means having grasp.ed his total dis
ponibility and availa1;lility f'or others, expressed. under 

-51 

http:grasp.ed
http:themo.del.of
http:organiz.ed


the :torril. of bread.. The catechUlllell,' then, isgrad1ially led, 
on the one hand .to.goin:g beyond purely·material. necessi
ties and, ontheother,to findandtakeup.the.service of 
others,' once his life has..been put entirely at the dispos
itionof the Kingdom of' the Lord. 

,. * 
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