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God of Wisdom,
grant that the words | have read today
may be grafted in my heart, so that
they may bring forth in me the fruit of your Spirit
to the honour and praise of your name;
through Jesus Christ, | pray. Amen.

Almighty God,
you have enlightened your Church
through the inspired witness
of your evangelist Saint Mark,
help me to be firmly grounded
in the truth of the gospel,
and to be faithful to its teaching
both in my words and deeds;
in Jesus’ name. Amen.




How to use this reading guide

For centuries Christians have used the forty days before Easter as a period of
spiritual preparation. The three traditional Lenten disciplines are — Praying,
Fasting and Giving. Christians commit themselves to pray more; to abstain
from specific food or things (giving up something for Lent); and to give to
charity. These disciplines continue to be used and the “Praying” component
often involves spiritual reading, being part of a bible study, or taking part in
some other Lenten activity.

In this year of Saint Mark (Year B) we are inviting everyone to follow this
reading plan of the Gospel. As we do so, we are encouraged to know we are
not on our own. Others are journeying with us. This plan is a guide only. You
may not manage it every day. Or you may prefer to read more verses on
fewer days. That’s OK! Do what you can joyfully! Let God’s Word speak to you
through Mark’s Gospel.

A Suggested Plan
1. Read the day’s passage (usually 20-40 verses)

2. Reflect on what you have read. Ask yourself:
What leaps out at me? What intrigues me?
What encourages me? What challenges me?

3. Pray about what you have reflected upon

Thank God for any insights gleaned, pray about ways these affect your life
and ask for God’s blessing. Or use prayers on the front page. You may like to
keep a journal or find opportunities to discuss the readings with others.

A Little about Mark’s Gospel

Mark is considered to be the earliest of the four Gospels with Matthew and
Luke drawing heavily on this earlier resource. Once thought to be rather
primitive in its language, it is now realised that Mark was written in the
everyday language of the time — the language of theatre. Whilst the gospel
probably wasn’t performed as a play, it follows the outline and style of a fast-
paced drama. We experience this in the way things so often happen
immediately (28 times) as events rapidly unfold.

Mark has two main questions to ask: Who is Jesus? What does it mean to be
a disciple? The first dramatic act of the Gospel has the religious leaders, the
crowds, and even the disciples all misunderstanding who Jesus is. And yet we
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also have Jesus himself instructing people not to tell others about him (a
feature of the Gospel often referred to as the “Messianic Secret”.)

There is no Sermon on the Mount in Mark but there are two explanatory
discourses —one in Act 1 and one in Act 3, and, in many ways, the whole of
Act 2, bracketed by two healings of blind men, can be considered to be an
explanatory discourse which helps us ‘see’ what discipleship really is.

Partrick Hartin wrote: “the shadow of the cross hangs over the whole Gospel.”
This is because Mark’s Gospel arose in a context of persecution. It was
possibly written in Rome around the year 70 - the Jerusalem temple had been
destroyed, Peter and Paul had both been recently martyred and Nero was
persecuting Christians. What message could be given to Christians living in
this reality? What wisdom can we discover for our own context today? That it
is only through the cross of Christ that we can discover resurrection and
renewed faith.

DAILY REFLECTIONS WITH MARK’S GOSPEL

PROLOGUE

Day 1 - Mark 1:1-20 (read first if you can)
Setting the scene, including the essential message of Jesus and the dramatic
personae for the Gospel.

Welcome to these daily reflections. | suggest you read the passage for the day
first on each day. The bible text won’t be included here so you can use your
own preferred bible (or online bible or bible app) alongside this reflection.

Today we commence a dramatic journey through Mark. The opening line
leaves us in no doubt as to what this Gospel is about — “the good news of
Jesus Christ, the Son of God” [1:1] The scene is then set with the prophecy of
Isaiah and the ministry of John the Baptist and his proclamation about
repentance and the one who is coming after him. Then in verse 9, Jesus
appears! God’s message to Jesus and the crowds leaves them (and us) in no
doubt as to who Jesus is: “You are my Son, the Beloved” [1:11]. The action
moves on quickly (we will get used to that in Mark). Jesus’ time in the
wilderness is covered in just two verses, John the Baptist is arrested, then
Jesus comes to Galilee and proclaims his message: “The time is fulfilled, and
the kingdom of God has come near; repent, and believe in the good news.”
[1:15] Jesus calls Simon (Peter), Andrew, James and John and without

guestion they leave their nets and follow.
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What do we notice? Perhaps that the scene is set in just 20 verses for
everything that is to follow - we know who Jesus is, we know his message (the
kingdom is at hand), we know there is some danger in the background (hinted
at by John’s arrest) and we know that he is assembling a team to accompany
him on his mission. All this happens very rapidly emphasised by four
occurrences of the word euthus (1:10 immediately coming up out of the
water; 1:12 immediately the spirit drives him out into the wilderness; 1:18
immediately leaving their nets; 1:20 immediately he called them). This all gets
us to the edge of our seats thinking - what is going to happen next? We are
ready to launch into Act One in Galilee.

Let us pray
Eternal God, who at the baptism of Jesus
revealed Him to be Your Son, anointing Him with the Holy Spirit:
grant that we may be faithful to our call as Children of God,
listening to you, guided by Your Spirit,
to fulfil our unique and definite purpose. Amen.

ACT ONE: GALILEE (1:14-8:21)

Day 2- Mark 1:21-34 (read first if you can)
Preaching and healing (a day in Capernaum)

In these next 14 verses something extraordinary happens. In typically brief,
but powerful, Markan style we are drawn into the truth of who Jesus really is,
the power of his mission and what it means for us to follow.

In Capernaum on the Sabbath Jesus entered the synagogue and a conflict is
about to erupt. Jesus taught — and they were astounded at his teaching — for
he taught not as the scribes. Here in the synagogue, on the scribes’ home-
turf, Jesus’ teaching has authority in direct contrast to that of the scribes.
Why is there a man with an unclean spirit in the synagogue? The synagogue is
a ‘clean’ place. To be unclean is to be outside God’s presence, to be holy was
to be in God’s presence. But here in this holy place, that which is unclean is
present and is seeking to have control of Jesus by naming him, quite
accurately, as the ‘Holy One of God’. A simmering conflict and opposition is
set up between Jesus and the synagogue scribes from this point on in the

Gospel. The passage ends with a repetition and reinforcement of Jesus’ “new
teaching — with authority” and his fame spread through Galilee.
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In contrast with this very public and controversial healing in the synagogue,
the next healing happens in the privacy of a home. The setting is personal —
the home of Simon Peter’s Mother-in-law who is sick with a fever. In contrast
with the conventions of “uncleanliness”, Jesus enters a sick woman’s room
and touches her. Now, just let this following verse sink in and imagine the
scene: “He came and took her by the hand and lifted her up. Then the fever
left her, and she began to serve them.” [1:31]. Those words “lifted her up” are
the same as used in the raising of Jairus daughter [5:41], the healing of the
tormented boy [9:27] and the resurrection of Jesus [16:6]. This not just
healing a fever but being raised up to something more, and that something
more is discipleship. The word for serve (diakonei — deacon) is more than just
fetching a cuppa. It is a fully loaded theological term for serving through
discipleship. And thus, this unnamed woman becomes the first role model in
the gospel — raised up to serve — but she won’t be the last. No wonder the
whole city (probably about 15,000 people in Capernaum at that time) soon
gathered around the door of the house.

Let us pray (you may know these song words, but it is so fitting as a prayer to Jesus
in response to these readings) written by Brendan Graham / Rolf Loevland.

Jesus, my teacher and saviour,

When | am down and, oh my soul, so weary

When troubles come and my heart burdened be

Then, | am still and wait here in the silence

Until You come and sit awhile with me.

You raise me up, so | can stand on mountains

You raise me up, to walk on stormy seas

I am strong, when | am on your shoulders

You raise me up to more than | can be. Amen.

Day 3- Mark 1:35-45 (read first if you can)
The preaching tour of Galilee begins and a leper is healed and told not to tell
anyone (the Messianic secret)

Yesterday | noted the contrast between the public and private setting and this
pattern continues on in Mark for the next couple chapters. Jesus moves from
the home setting [1:29-34] to the wilderness [1:35-39] and then a healing of a
leper [1:40-45] which leads to his fame spreading and he returns to a home
setting [2:1-12]. From there he goes to the seaside and there are crowds
[2:13-14] and then to a home setting with questioning [2:15-22] back again to
public action and conflict, crowds by the seaside [2:23-3:12] and then escape
up the mountain [3:13-19] and being at home once more[3:19ff]. Myers calls
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this a strategy of “engagement and withdrawal”. What we can take from
today’s passage (and as we see this pattern repeated) is the need for any
ministry (or productive work) to be supported by prayer and time to be at
home as a place providing safety, rest and rejuvenation. Jesus gives us a very
human example that we cannot do it all on our own, we must be sustained
continually by prayer as we go about our work.

The healing of the leper [1:40-45] is a particularly striking (and politically
loaded) interaction. Themes of cleanliness/holiness versus
uncleanliness/exclusion come to the fore. Leviticus 13:2-14:57 sets out very
extensive regulations about leprosy, which, in short, revolve around the
disease being communicable (exclusion) and only priests being able to preside
over the cleansing (authority). Mark repeats pointedly — If you are willing you
are able to cleanse me — | am willing be cleansed — and he was cleansed. Jesus
here blatantly defies the Torah (the law) underscored by the fact that he acts
with authority and he removes exclusion by touching the leper.
Understanding this passage more fully can hinge on one single word in v.41
where most translations say Jesus was moved with pity or compassion. The
CEB says “incensed” and the NIV says “indignant” because some ancient
versions of the Greek say Jesus was angry. That is, angry that this man has
been excluded by the priests when they should have used their authority to
declare him clean. The Greek in vv.43-44 could possibly read “snorting with
indignation Jesus sent him back [to the priests]” to offer the required sacrifice
as a testimony against them! Woah this is powerful stuff! However, Jesus’
statement against the priests is thwarted by the man disregarding his
instructions, and going public with what Jesus has done. Jesus is forced to
retreat perhaps due to his popularity or quite likely because of his actions and
his physical association with the leper. Myers notes that “This first symbolic
action of healing thus sets the tone for Jesus’ campaign: liberation provokes
conflict.”

We all want to picture Jesus as the warm compassionate healer which he is in
many instances, but here we see a more fiery Jesus who is prepared to
challenge the unjust system that would exclude this man. This prompts us to
consider the way our society (and even we ourselves) can exclude others as
‘unclean’” and make it hard for them to move beyond this label.

Let us pray (From the Healing service APBA p.684)
Lord Jesus, your love never fails.
Thank you for this assurance that your hands are reached out to me,

To forgive, to strengthen, and to heal. Amen.
Page 6



Day 4- Mark 2:1-17 (read first if you can)
A paralysed man is forgiven and healed. Jesus is questioned. Levi (Matthew) the tax
collector is called to be a disciple.

Following on from the previous passage which ended with Jesus staying out in
the country, we now see Jesus retreating home after “some” (and possibly
“many”) days. Any expectations of rest are short-lived as word spreads that
he is home and the crowds gather in and around the house. Any hope that
the controversy of the previous healing is behind him is dashed as we launch
into five rapid-fire controversies: forgiving sins [2:1-12]; eating with tax
collectors and sinners [2:13-27]; not fasting [2:18-22]; picking grain on the
Sabbath [2:23-28]; healing on the Sabbath [3:1-6]. Today we look at the first
two.

Personally, | love to picture this healing at Jesus’ home. | am amazed by the
compassion of the man’s friends, who in desperation climb onto the roof of
the house and remove enough of it to lower their friend down right in front of
Jesus. One might assume Jesus would be very angry at the removal of his
roof!! However, what happens is that, in response to their faith, Jesus heals
the paralysed man. What a great example of compassionate friendship they
showed. Yet even here the healing is not as we expect for Jesus says, “Son,
your sins are forgiven”. Local Biblical scholar Bernadette Kiley has written: “we
can barely imagine the audacity with which Jesus speaks here. Sin was
regarded by Jesus’ contemporaries as the cause of physical illness, and could
only be forgiven by God after the proper ritual was observed. Here, Jesus’
forgiveness of the man’s sins seems much too cavalier for the scribes who
witness the event. It shouldn’t be as simple as this! But it is. No wonder the
people glorify God and exclaim ‘we have never seen anything like this!”” The
scribes are far less impressed and angrily accuse Jesus of blasphemy.

Jesus continues to challenge conventions in choosing his next disciple — Levi
(Matthew) the tax-collector. He then goes to dinner at Levi’s house and is
challenged by the scribes and pharisees (making their first appearance) for
eating with those who were seen as ‘unclean sinners’. Interestingly, Jesus
doesn’t deny that those in his company are ‘sick’ but rather proclaims his role
as the physician that they need. His statement is one of powerful inclusion
and challenges us to consider those times when we might get a little too self-
righteous about others. At such times we might ask ourselves: whose side is
Jesus on in this situation? Michael Fallon wrote: “any community desiring to
follow Jesus must have within it the whole range of humanity, from the most
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broken of sinners to the purest of saints. If there is no room for sinners in the
Church there is no room for anyone, and it is not the Church of Jesus”.

Let us pray (a prayer from Loyola University Chicago)
Lord, give us new strength so that we can build places of belonging:
To create a community for all to share their gifts,
To know that each of us is loved,
To help us to see the light of Christ in all whom we serve.
Let us remember that each of us is loved,
each of us is willed and each of us is necessary.
May we balance mercy and justice
so that we can achieve equity and access for all Your children.
We do this in Your name. Amen.

Day 5- Mark 2:18-3:6 (read first if you can)
Questions about fasting, pronouncements about the Sabbath and a Sabbath
healing leads to the plot to kill Jesus.

Today as we continue with the next three controversies (in this set of five),
the theme of conflict continues, concluding with the plot to destroy Jesus.

The question of Jesus and his disciples ignoring the practice of fasting [2:18-
22] seems to come straight on from the meal at Levi’s house or even occurs
during it. Fasting (abstaining from food at certain times) was prescribed in
Jewish law as an act of contrition. The argument that both John the Baptist’s
disciples fast and the Pharisees fast seems to make a pretty strong case that
Jesus and his disciples should too. Jesus’ response seems surprisingly cryptic.
Jesus uses the image of a wedding feast and then gives an even more cryptic
response about patching clothes and putting new wine in old wineskins.
Clearly Jesus is the bridegroom [cf John 3:29; Rev. 19:7, 21:2] and feasting
with the bridegroom makes sense, but what of the other two images? We all
know well that new ideas sometimes clash with old ideas. New ways of being
community and doing worship sometimes seem at odds with traditional ones.
We might ponder this dualism between old and new that Jesus presents and
wonder: can’t we have both? Here it seems that Jesus is pushing us to
consider the need for something new and to realise that sometimes the old
clothes or old wineskins are simply not capable of containing the new. We
might recall the earlier statement in 1:27 — “a new teaching with authority.”
Churches continue to wrestle with this dilemma: what traditional aspects
must be retained and what new aspects should be embraced?
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The next two controversies concern rules about not working on the Sabbath —
here Jesus plucks grain and heals a man in the synagogue. Sabbath rules were
clear and long-held in the Jewish community. Jesus cannot defend himself
against the accusations, he has undeniably broken the religious law. Instead,
after first citing the example of King David, he then proclaims himself as Lord
of the Sabbath! Oh my! This will not go down well! As well as the anger
directed against Jesus, he now shows anger too, and grief, as he proceeds to
heal the man with the withered hand in direct violation of the law. At this
point a third group, the Herodians, join the Scribes and Pharisees in
opposition to Jesus and a plot to destroy him is hatched [3:6]. This threat will
hang over Jesus for the rest of the gospel. Further proof that “liberation
provokes conflict”.

Let’s recap — In just two short chapters, Mark has presented Jesus as Son of
God [1:1], God’s beloved [1:11], Holy One of God [1:24], Son of Man [2:10,
2:28], The Physician [2:17], The Bridegroom [2:19-20], New Wine [2:22] and
Lord of the Sabbath [2:28]. Whilst the disciples and Jesus’ listeners may be
confused about who he is, we the readers of the Gospel are receiving a very
clear message that reaffirms our faith in who Jesus is and what his mission is.

Let us pray (George Fox, Society of Friends, 1624-91)
O Lord, Baptize our hearts
Into a sense of the conditions and needs of all people. Amen.

Day 6 - Mark 3:7-19a (read first if you can)
Wider recognition of Jesus’ authority as the Son of God. Jesus appoints the twelve
disciples on a mountain.

Whilst the plot to kill Jesus still hangs in the air, the popularity of Jesus grows
as he moves to the seaside and heals many. This passage speaks of people
coming from “Judea, Jerusalem, Idumea, beyond the Jordan and the region
around Tyre and Sidon” [3:8]. If you're like me you just kind of nod at these
place names and move on, but if your bible has a map of New Testament
times, pause and have a look at it. From Idumea in the south to Sidon in the
north was about 300km. And from the west of Galilee to beyond the Jordan
was at least 60-70km. This a huge area! Jesus’ reputation had spread very far
and very quickly! The crowd numbers are so big that he fears being crushed
by them. Taylor Swift didn’t invent fame, nor did the Beatles, or any other
modern celebrity. What is more astounding is that before multi-media, word
of Jesus could have spread so far so quickly. Once again, we hear the term
‘unclean spirits’ and these are the ones who recognise Jesus and name him as
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“Son of God”. Jesus again orders them not to make him known! A bit late,
Jesus! The cat is out of the bag, your fame is spreading like wildfire!

Not surprisingly, Jesus wants to retreat from this overwhelming public
experience. This time not to his home, at first, but up the mountain with a
group who he wanted to accompany him. He chooses twelve followers, a
highly symbolic number as there were twelve tribes of Israel. This “something
new” that Jesus is proclaiming needs a new twelve! As Michael Fallon points
out: “He has already said that new wine needs new skins [2:22]. Since the old
Israel will not accept the gospel, he must establish a renewed Israel that will.”

The job description of the disciples is very clear: to be with Jesus, to be sent
out to proclaim the message and to have authority over demons [3:14-15].
Does this job description still suit us for today? Being with Jesus, proclaiming
the good news, confronting and challenging evil! Yes, it does! Now up to this
point Jesus only had five disciples: Simon (Peter) and his brother Andrew;
James and his brother John (Sons of Zebedee, nicknamed Sons of Thunder),
and then Levi (Matthew). To these he adds Philip, Bartholomew, Thomas,
James (Son of Alphaeus), Thaddeus, Simon the Cananaean and Judas Iscariot
(already labelled here as the one who betrayed him.) There is some variation
of disciples’ names between the gospels but the number twelve is always a
constant. Jesus needed the disciples and, by extension, he needs us too. What
a thought! But just consider that we say every week: “We are the Body of
Christ.” If we say it, we must live it too.

Let us pray (adapted from hymn words by Timothy Dudley-Smith)
Christ be my leader by night as by day;
Safe through the darkness, for you are my way.
Gladly I follow, my future your care,
Darkness is daylight when you Lord are there. Amen.

Day 7 - Mark 3:19b-35 (read first if you can)
Jesus has power over evil. Being true kindred of Jesus.

Brace yourselves! This next part is pretty challenging. It commences with
v.19b “Then he went home.” This has been Jesus’ place of retreat, his place to
withdraw ready for his next preaching campaign. But something has changed.
The crowd prevent his family even from eating. Their table fellowship is
interrupted and they, his loved ones, try to restrain him. The Greek word here
for seize/restrain is used elsewhere for political detainment or arrest [cf 6:17;
12:12; 14:1,44,46,49,51]. His family has turned on him!
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We return to his family in a few verses but for now another story is inserted
into the story of his family. A technique which is often referred to as a
‘Markan Sandwich’ where one story is inserted into another to link the two
together.

Scribes have come down from Jerusalem - these are not the local Capernaum
religious leaders, these are the heavies from headquarters. They represent
the whole religious institution of the day. They accuse Jesus, using a couple of
euphemisms: Beelzebul and Prince of Demons. And basically, and seemingly
illogically, they accuse Jesus of casting out evil by evil means. Jesus fights back
against their euphemisms by calling evil for what it is: “How can Satan cast
out Satan?” [3:23]. He follows this with an intriguing image of binding the
strong man. Who is who in this image? Myers writes: “Mark has come clean:
Jesus (a.k.a. the ‘stronger one’ heralded by John, 1:8) intends to overthrow the
reign of the strong man (a.k.a the scribal establishment represented by the
demon of 1:24)” Jesus then goes on to promise blanket forgiveness for sins
(once again claiming priestly authority) but he points out that there is one sin
that cannot be forgiven — “Mistaking the work of the Holy Spirit for that of
Satan” (Myers). Liberation Theologian Juan Luis Segundo says it powerfully:
“What is not pardonable is using theology to turn real human liberation into
something odious. The real sin against the Holy Spirit is refusing to recognize,
with ‘theological’ joy, some concrete liberation that is taking place before
one’s very eyes.”

The drama then returns to that of Jesus’ family and their attempts to stop
him. Here things get very uncomfortable for us. For when Jesus is told that his
mother and brothers are calling for him, he ignores them (rejects them even)
and instead institutes a new family system. “Here are my mother and my
brothers! Whoever does the will of God is my brother and sister and mother.”
[3:34-35]. Jesus specifically enacts what he taught before that you cannot put
new cloth on an old cloak, nor new wine into old wineskins. In the kingdom
there is now a new family —the community of discipleship! How does that
make us feel? In all honesty, probably siding with Jesus’ mother and brothers
thinking he’s gone a bit far! We have been brought up to value family above
all else. Perhaps we have to try to see things from God’s perspective — that we
are all children of God, all brothers and sisters of Christ. It seems nice to say,
but there is deep challenge in it as well. Our ability and inability to live this
way is reflected in both the beauty and failures of Church communities
throughout the ages.
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Let us pray (by Reinhold Niebuhr, 1892-1971)
O God, who has bound us together in this bundle of life, give us grace
to understand how our lives depend upon the courage, the industry,
the honesty and the integrity of our fellow men and women; that we may
be mindful of their needs, grateful for their faithfulness, and faithful to
our responsibilities to them; through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.

Day 8- Mark 4:1-20 (read first if you can)
Explanatory Discourse part 1 — The Parable of the Sower or Sowing

One thing you may have noticed so far is that Mark’s gospel doesn’t have
many parables. There have been a couple of brief illustrative images like the
divided kingdom and the strong man’s house, but nothing like the classic
parables such as the good Samaritan, the unforgiving servant or the prodigal
son or any number of others that we love from Matthew and Luke. But we
have had plenty of mention of Jesus teaching people everywhere he went
even though there is not been much detail as to what Jesus’ teaching was.
This next section of Mark (4:1-34) goes into the teaching in more detail - it
can be termed an explanatory discourse, a sermon if you like. It is matched by
another sermon section in the third act of the Gospel (13:1-37.)

Here in this section, we have, not only three parables, but also explanations
about them. Brendan Byrne points out the following structure for today and
tomorrow’s passages.
vv.1-2 The setting: Jesus preaches to the crowd from a boat
vv.3-9 The parable of the sowing
vv.10-12 reflection on Jesus’ reason for speaking in parables
vv.13-20 explanation of the parable
vv.21-25 reflection on the use of parables
vv.26-29 the parable of the growing seed
vv.30-32 the parable of the mustard seed
vv.33-34 reflection on Jesus’ practice of speaking in parables.
What we might notice with the parable of the sowing (or the parable of the
four types of soil) is that it is framed by two commands for us to ‘listen” [vv.3
& 9]. This teaching is therefore something important, which justifies Jesus
spending considerable effort to explain it to the disciples.

The sower generously casts the seed (the Word), but the response the

seed/Word varies greatly. Why is this? Two of the reasons the seed does not

grow is due to attacks from outside — Satan (enemies) snatching the

seed/Word away [v.15] or trouble and persecution causing a loss of faith
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[v.17]. The final reason the seed fails is due to competing desires from within
the listener/soil — such as “cares of the world, and the lure of wealth and the
desire for other things.” [v.19].

Bear in mind the context of Mark’s Gospel - it was written for a community
that was under persecution. Brendon Byrne suggests this parable offers
comfort to an early Christian community that “has experienced lack of
response to its mission, that has had its numbers reduced by persecution and
the apostasy of some of its members, or in more settled times, has seen some
fall away from the high demands of the Gospel because of the lure of riches or
absorption in other affairs.” Can we relate to that situation in our own time
and place?? The encouragement of the parable is that despite all of these
challenges, those who can be faithful good soil will bring forth an abundant
harvest for the kingdom. On the flip-side, this parable serves as a warning
about the possible things that can draw us away from fruitful discipleship.
What type of soil are you at the moment? Perhaps at different times in your
faith journey you could relate to all four types of soil.

Let us pray (a prayer by St Augustine 354-430)
O loving God, to turn away from you is to fall, to turn towards you
is to rise, and to stand before you is to abide for ever.
Grant us, dear God, in all our duties your help; In all our uncertainties
your guidance; In all our dangers your protection; and in all our sorrows
your peace; Through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.

Day 9 - Mark 4:21-34 (read first if you can)
Explanatory Discourse part 2 — parables of the Kingdom.

Jesus’ sermon continues with two more parables, but before that there are
some sayings and illustrations intended to help us make sense of the parable
of the sowing. Firstly, the ludicrous image of the person lighting a lamp and
putting it under a basket. We often interpret this as encouraging us to let our
light shine (an interpretation explicitly from Matthew 5:16), however here in
Mark the meaning could actually be a reassurance to us that God will not
cover up the light of the kingdom. We are reassured not to despair about the
seeds that don’t grow, for the kingdom is still growing through God’s grace.
The listeners are encouraged to listen and pay attention to the wonderful
message that when we can receive the kingdom with repentance and
discipleship, more and more will be added to our faith.
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Brendan Byrne says of the parable of the growing seed — “This parable has
been the despair of interpreters from the beginning.” It does seem a strange
one. However, Byrne suggests a continuation of the interpretation that it is a
reassurance that God’s kingdom is growing. We cannot see the visible signs
necessarily and we don’t know how it is growing, but we can trust that the
harvest will come in God’s good time.

The parable of the mustard seed, seen in this light, carries a similar message.
Despite small and insignificant beginnings, something as small as a mustard
seed can grow into a shrub where birds can nest. Apparently mustard bushes
grew quickly and could rapidly take over a garden, so the image is well-chosen
by Jesus.

We are then told that Jesus spoke with many parables. Mark’s gospel however
does not share these with us. Looking back over this sermon in Chapter 4, we
can see that provides reassurance to a struggling community that the seed of
the kingdom is growing. There is honest acknowledgement that that seed will
suffer setbacks and we may not be able to see any growth but that even the
smallest grain of the kingdom can bring forth great harvest. In our current
context of diminishing church attendances in Australia and most of the
western world, we can take comfort from this teaching. The kingdom is still at
work even if we don’t always see the signs of it. We are encouraged to be
good soil, remaining faithful and receptive, listening and paying attention to
Jesus’ teaching and looking for the signs of the kingdom around us, and
continuing to live with hope. It’s a message we all need to take to heart.

Let us pray (a prayer from the St Hilda Community, UK)
May the power and mystery of God, go before us to show us the way,
Lie beneath us to bear us up, walk with us and give us companionship,
And glow and flow within us to bring us joy. Amen.

Day 10 - Mark 4:35-41 (read first if you can)
Further revelation of Jesus’ authority — Conquering primordial chaos and stilling the
storm.

These next wonderful seven verses contain a powerful message about who
Jesus is and his power over the chaos of our world (and our lives.). Our
Diocesan Council a couple years ago spent time reflecting on this same
passage every alternate meeting for the whole year. It was a rich time of
reflecting and sharing.
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Before | comment on the passage a couple things to note. Firstly, this heralds
a slight change of scene in the Gospel, Byrne places this section within Jesus’
later Galilean ministry in a subsection he calls “Jesus displays the power of the
kingdom” (4:35-6:6a). With the realisation that home is no longer a place to
retreat to [cf.3:21], Jesus now moves further afield, even into foreign territory.
Secondly, we might note the number of boat trips he makes and the
appearance and repetition of the Greek word peran — translated as “the other
side” [4:35, 5:1, 5:21, 6:45, 8:13 also there are two other boat trips that do
not refer to peran 6:32, 8:10]. Myers writes: “the other side,” represents
passage to gentile territory: symbolic transit to a symbolic locale, a journey to
the unknown, the foreign, the ‘other side’ of humanity.” That’s enough to get
us thinking about the deep significance of this next part of the Gospel.

| would suggest you read this short passage from Mark several times. Not only
that, but as you do try to imagine you are one of the disciples in the boat and
get in touch with your own reactions to the scene. Just the opening verse is
enough to give me shivers — “evening had come” and they are going “across
to the other side”. So, it’s dark and they are heading to foreign territory, and
then to make matters worse, “a great windstorm arose” with the waves
beating into the boat and swamping it. If you’ve ever been in a boat on rough
seas, you know it is a feeling of extreme vulnerability. There is no escape, and
you can feel overwhelmed by forces way beyond your control. [cf Psalm
107:23-32 the Lord calming the seas]. Whilst fear and panic is overwhelming
the disciples (a number of whom were hardened fishermen) Jesus is sleeping
in the boat on a cushion! Perhaps this detail reminds us of the story of Jonah
1:4-6 but of course Jesus is someone greater than Jonah! Byrne writes: “At
one level his sleeping adds a human touch to the story; at another it displays
confidence that the forces of chaos, soon to be revealed as demonic, will not
overwhelm the Agent of the Kingdom and his new family.” Jesus’ response
when they wake him is to rebuke the wind and say “Peace! Be Still!” [similar
words to the synagogue healing in 1:25]. The waters are often seen as a
symbol of primordial chaos in the scriptures but here they seem to actually be
connected with the “unclean spirit” that has infected both the people and
even nature itself. Jesus then challenges the fear and faithlessness of the
disciples, as they continue to question who he really is.

| have used this passage many times in my life as a reminder and prompt to
prayer. Every time | feel overwhelmed or panicked or feel | don’t have the
resources to face something, | need to remind myself that Jesus is in my boat
with me. Sometimes | might forget that as | try to bail out the water on my
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own, but he’s there on the cushion beside me, waiting for me to call on him,
and with the power to calm my storms!

Let us pray (The prayer of the Breton Fishermen)
Dear Lord, be good to me,
The sea is so wide, and my boat is so small. Amen.

Day 11 - Mark 5:1-20 (read first if you can)
Healing on the other side of the sea — conquering the chaos within, through the
healing of the Gerasene Demoniac

Commentator, Brendan Byrne calls Mark the “scariest” of the Gospels and
this next passage shows why. He writes: “I say ‘scariest’ because even a casual
glance at Mark takes the reader into a world inhabited by demons and malign
forces with which Jesus is constantly in conflict.” The episode with the
Gerasene Demoniac, the longest single episode in the gospel and the most
sustained and dramatic exorcism, is certainly a good example of this scary
aspect of the Gospel.

Unclean spirits have appeared in Mark’s gospel attacking individuals, Israel
and even creation itself. Now when Jesus goes to the “other side”, surely a
scary foreign place, he encounters the most tragic of examples — this foreign
man with a legion of unclean spirits (a Roman legion was 6000 soldiers); who
lived in the tombs (another unclean place), who could not be restrained, who
was naked, who howled and disturbingly self-harmed himself. In the same
way that the unclean spirits recognise Jesus in 1:24 and 3:11 here they
acknowledge who Jesus truly is — “Jesus, Son of the Most High God” [5:7].
Jesus called the spirit out of the man [5:8], but there seems to be room for a
bit of bargaining as to what happens next. What follows seems deeply
concerning for us in terms of the well-being of the pigs (2000 of them) and
the livelihood of their swineherds, but if we can put that aside for now, we
can see the deeper meaning.

Pigs were viewed as an unclean animal in Jewish culture and Jewish people
were forbidden from eating pork. The unclean spirits were released by Jesus
into unclean animals who then plunge into the sea, which we have already
seen, in the previous passage, is a place of potential evil and chaos. Thus evil
is sent into evil and then down into the depths which, at least in first century
cosmology, represents the underworld. Jesus has not only healed the man
but has ridded the land of demonic presence and sent it back where it
belongs.
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Despite the confronting nature of what has taken place, what is described
next is one of the most moving of all Gospel passages — “They came to Jesus
and saw the demoniac sitting there, clothed and in his right mind” [5:15]. This
man has been restored, his dignity is returned, he is no longer unclean, and
not only that he is commissioned by Jesus to go and tell others and so
becomes the first evangelist for the gospel in this foreign land.

For those who are new to reading the bible all this talk of demons and
unclean spirits may seem somewhat difficult. It is worth just making a further
point about that and again | turn to the wisdom of Brendon Byrne, who
suggests: “A healthy spirituality will acknowledge the reality of spiritual forces
opposed to God and to life. But to take the gospel material as an invitation to
see manifestations of the demonic or the Devil everywhere is dangerous. Most
of us are familiar with a certain type of religious pathology far more
preoccupied with evil, with the bizarre and the occult, than with the effects of
God’s grace and the Spirit.” | think that is wise advice to us to take from these
passages an understanding of the destructive nature of evil in the world, but
more importantly to see how Jesus challenges and overcomes that evil,
bringing restoration to individuals and communities and pointing them to the
fullness of life in God. Jesus’ words from John’s gospel seem particularly apt:
“I came that they may have life, and have it abundantly” [John 10:10]

Let us pray
Lord Jesus, We pray for all who are bound, whose lives are afflicted,
Who suffer from addictions, who are overcome with darkness,
May your light shine on them, and through those who care for them,
With hope, healing and fullness of life. Amen.

Day 12 - Mark 5:21-43 (read first if you can)
Jesus has authority over death — two inclusive healings (a Markan sandwich — a
story within a story.)

This beautiful and powerful passage might be entitled in your bible something
like: A girl restored to life and a woman healed’, but a better title might be
‘the healing of the two daughters’. More on that in a moment. These two
healings related in Mark are another example of what is sometimes called a
“Markan Sandwich” — “A favourite technique of Mark, in which the faming
story (the story of Jairus’ daughter) is used to shed light on the central story
(the story of the woman).” [Bernadette Kiley]

Issues of cleanliness are present in this story, however this has nothing to do

with the unclean spirits we have previously seen, but rather Jewish
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understandings of ritual uncleanliness. Levitical law dictated that
menstruating women had to isolate at home and were excluded from the
temple and the synagogue. This woman had been haemorrhaging for twelve
years! The isolation she would have experienced is unthinkable, and yet she
has the courage to come out into the crowd to see (and touch) Jesus.

Jesus’ mission to go and help the daughter of Jairus, the synagogue leader, is
interrupted by the woman in the crowd. The daughter of the synagogue’s
leader is twelve years old, the same number of years that the woman in the
crowd has been excluded from the synagogue. The unnamed woman in the
crowd touches Jesus’ cloak in faith and, incredibly without Jesus’ knowledge,
she is healed and saved (the Greek word means both). When Jesus finally
finds out who has touched him, he says these beautiful words to her:
“Daughter, your faith has made you well.” She is the first of only two people
in Mark’s gospel to have their faith affirmed in this way and through her faith
she is restored to the community. Bernadette Kiley notes: “We see that for
Mark, faith in Jesus is not dependent on status or learning but on hearing and
responding. It becomes clear that faith enables salvation — a return to that
state of wholeness and holiness without which life is incomplete.”

The drama then returns to Jairus’ daughter who is also healed and saved,
despite the scepticism and laughter of those present. There is no affirmation
of faith here for Jairus or for the disciples, but nevertheless Jesus’ intentional
compassion and power brings healing and new life to bear for the young
daughter as well. The contrast between the faith of the woman and laughter
of Jairus’ household, is very stark. Jesus brings healing to all, but the real
example of faith for us is the excluded yet hopeful daughter in the crowd,
rather than the included but lifeless daughter of the synagogue leader.

Let us pray (by Janet Morley from a litany based in part on Mark 5:25-34, and
written for the consecration of Barbara Harris the first woman consecrated as
bishop in the Anglican Communion 1989)

Let us bless God for the women

who know what has been done to them;

whose courage leaves them exposed;

who, in fear and trembling and steadfast faith,

proclaim the whole truth of salvation.

Let the whole world see and know

that things which were cast down have been raised up

and things which had grown old have been made new. Amen.
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Day 13 - Mark 6:1-13 (read first if you can)
Jesus teaches in the synagogue in his home-town and experiences their unbelief.
The mission of the twelve.

Mark 6:1-6a brings to end a mini-section we had entitled “Jesus displays the
power of the kingdom.” We have had some breath-taking passages about
stilling the storm, the Gerasene man, the woman in the crowd and Jairus’
daughter. Now we come down to earth with a thump as Jesus goes to his
home-town (Nazareth here rather than Capernaum) and apart from healing a
few sick people he can do no deeds of power. What is going on?

Michael Fallon puts it beautifully: “while God’s love is offered to us
unconditionally, it is not received by us unconditionally. We must have faith.
We must open our hearts and our minds and our lives to the word and to the
Spirit being offered to us. If we do not, the offering will still be there, but to no
effect. The word that can still the sea, and bring peace to a deranged man,
and break the bonds of death, chooses not to force the human heart.”

Jesus then, perhaps because of what has happened in Nazareth, establishes a
team ministry. His twelve disciples (ones who are learning) now become
apostles (ones who are sent off). Importantly they are sent in pairs, with the
authority of Jesus and with instructions about travelling light. They also are
instructed about staying where there is welcome but not hanging around
where they are not welcomed. Their mission is a success as we are told: “they
cast out many demons, and anointed with oil many who were sick and cured
them” [6:13]. The mission of the kingdom is not for Jesus alone. He may be
the pioneer, but he has quickly established that others are to join in the work
and carry it on. He shows incredible trust in his disciples who, at this stage of
the gospel, as still not really sure who he is and still wondering about him.
This reassures us that our unanswered faith questions need not be barriers to
our ongoing Christian service!

Let us pray (a prayer by M.E.Proctor 20" Century)
God, make each moment of our lives a miracle.
God, make us laugh at the impossible.
God, give us hope when all seems hopeless,
Peace where no peace could be, love for the unlovable.
Make us gamble on all your almightiness
And dare everything in your great service. Amen.
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Day 14 - Mark 6:14-29 (read first if you can)
The death of John the Baptist (a foretaste of Jesus’ own clash with authority.)

This passage in Mark is very unsettling and seems quite disruptive to the
overall flow of the gospel narrative. In fact, if you skip it altogether and read
from 6:13 to 6:30 the Gospel flows on quite nicely. Myers observes: “The
intrusion of the account of John the Baptist’s death at the hands of Herod is
indeed abrupt.” That said, we know that this technique is a way Mark often
constructs passages in the gospel so that we learn a particular lesson. | will
come back to what | think the meaning is in moment, but first let me give a
little bit of history.

It is well attested that Herod killed John the Baptist. Jewish historian Flavius
Josephus (born 37AD) records: “now when many others came to crowd about
him [John the Baptist] for they were greatly moved by hearing his words,
Herod, who feared lest the great influence John had over the people might put
it into his power and inclination to raise a rebellion, (for they seemed ready to
do anything he should advise,) thought it best, by putting him to death, to
prevent any mischief he might cause” [Antiquities, book 18, chapter 5].
Clearly Mark adds a lot more detail about the royal family, including the plot
of Herodius, and the actions of Salome (not named in the gospel but we know
her name from elsewhere in Josephus). Fallon notes: The Herod family was
infamous for its incestuous marriages. Space here does not allow me going
into all their interwoven relationships, but suffice to say that John and many
Jewish people had every reason to be critical of their king who was far from
following Jewish law.

Generally, commentators suggest the purpose of this passage is to give a
foreshadowing of the sort of fate that awaits Jesus at the hands of the Jewish
establishment. Whilst that may be part of the point, | think there is a more
subtle message that Mark intends. This whole popularly-known story of
Herod is inserted into and framed by the mission of the twelve. The apostles
are sent out [6:6b-13] and then return to Jesus [6:30-31] and share with him
what they have done. He responds by inviting them to come away and rest.
The thought strikes me that it is whilst Jesus and the apostles are doing the
work of the kingdom, that Herod is being the worst example of a king —
jealous, weak, capricious and violent —and seeking to shore up his own
power. King Herod’s actions are in stark contrast to the work that Jesus and
the disciples are doing for the real kingdom — the kingdom of God which is
marked by healing, compassion, repentance, inclusion and fullness of life.
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Let us pray (this poem called “The Kingdom” by 20" Century Welsh poet and priest
R.S.Thomas, gives us some beautiful images to reflect on.)

It’s a long way off but inside it

There are quite different things going on:

Festivals at which the poor man

Is king and the consumptive is

Healed; mirrors in which the blind look

At themselves and love looks at them

Back; and industry is for mending

The bent bones and the minds fractured

By life. It’s a long way off, but to get

There takes no time and admission

Is free, if you will purge yourself

Of desire, and present yourself with

Your need only and the simple offering

Of your faith, green as a leaf.

Day 15 - Mark 6:30-44 (read first if you can)
The miracle of the feeding of the five thousand.

Mark is the only gospel that features two feedings of the multitude. Today’s
passage is the first one, the feeding of the 5000 on Jewish land [6:30-44] and
the later one is the feeding of the 4000 on Gentile land [8:1-9]. That said, all
four gospels feature the feeding of the 5000 [Matthew 14:13-21; Luke 9:10-
17; John 6:1-13] which is quite unusual, other than for the passion narratives.
That is enough to suggest it contains an extremely important message for the
church.

It is also a highly symbolic narrative. The people are like sheep without a
shepherd. We recall that King David was a shepherd who became a king and
consider that Jesus is both king and shepherd. We recall how Moses fed the
Israelites with manna from heaven in the wilderness, here in a deserted place
(stressed three times) Jesus is the new Moses teaching the people and
feeding them. When Jesus asks his disciples to feed the people, they bring
him bread and what he does with it is exactly the same as he does at the last
supper [cf 14:22] — he takes, blesses, breaks and gives. We the readers know
exactly that this is eucharistic symbolism. Then there is the sharing of the two
fish. You probably know that the fish was an early symbol for Christianity as
the Greek word for fish, Ichthus, is an acronym for the phrase — Jesus Christ,
God’s Son, Saviour. The feeding looks back to Moses but also forward to the
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sustenance of the church. At the end of the feeding, the twelve disciples take
up twelve baskets symbolic of the missionary activity they are each to
continue in Jesus’ name.

One delightful point in Mark that commentator Michael Fallon points out is
that the tense changes from aorist to imperfect in verse 41 of the passage. So
that rather than “he gave them to his disciples to set before the people” we
could translate that as “he continued to give them to his disciples.” Fallon
writes: “Jesus gives them back no more and no less than they gave him. When
this runs out they have to come back to him each time to receive once again
from him what is needed to feed the people. Mark’s point is that we have in
our hands the means to carry out the will of God, but only if we consecrate
our inadequate gifts by offering them to Christ.”

Do you ever worry that you don’t have enough resources to do the task
before you? | have never experienced a church community that didn’t feel
this way - we don’t have enough finances, not enough volunteers, not enough
young people, not enough of this or that.... This passage gets us (and Mark’s
community) to face the overwhelming reality that we simply don’t have
enough resources. However, what we do have we can offer to Jesus who will
continue to take, bless, break and give it to be shared and it will bring
sustenance to a hungry world.

Let us pray (collect from APBA)
Gracious God, you have placed within the hearts of all your children
A longing for your word and a hunger for your truth:
grant that, believing in the one whom you have sent,
We may know him to be the true bread of heaven
And the food of eternal life, Jesus Christ our Lord, to whom with you
and the Holy Spirit be glory and honour for ever and ever. Amen.

Day 16 - Mark 6:45-56 (read first if you can)
Jesus walks on water and stills the storm but the disciples still do not understand.
Returning from the other side Jesus continues to heal the sick.

Just like the miraculous feeding in the previous passage had much to teach us,
the next miracle has many symbolic lessons for us as well. Jesus had sent his
disciples ahead of him to the “other side” to Bethsaida - this was located out
of Galilee in the region of Gaulanitis. Jesus stayed behind in Galilee and went
up a mountain to pray - a perfectly understandable strategy for him to refresh
himself through quietness and prayer after dealing with the huge crowds. His

actions also continue the allusion to Moses, reminding us of Moses ascending
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the mountain to spend time with God [Exodus 24:15-18]. Jesus then comes to
the disciples on the water in the early morning (literally the Greek says ‘in the
fourth watch’ which was between 3am-6am) and then somewhat surprisingly
we are told: “he intended to pass them by”. That seems non-sensical to us —
Did he not notice them? Was he ignoring them? Or is something else going on
here?

We need here to recall both Moses and Elijah and their encounters with God.
When Moses ascended the mountain to intercede for the Israelites after the
golden calf incident, God passes him by (Exodus 33:19,22; 34:6). When Elijah
flees from Jezebel to the top of Mount Horeb, God passes by him [1 Kings
19:11] and speaks to Elijah not in the wind, earthquake or fire but in a still
small voice or a sound of sheer silence. This was because of the Old
Testament belief that a mortal could not gaze directly on the face of God —it
would be too much to bear. But God did come close by passing by Moses and
Elijah, the two most special prophets of the Old Testament. Here is Jesus,
showing power over the waters of primeval chaos and passing by as God
passed by Moses and Elijah. Also to underline the point, he identifies with the
name of God (YHWH — literally ‘1 am’) by saying literally: “have courage! |
am! Do not be afraid!” [6:50]. Reminding us of God’s voice to Moses from the
burning bush “God said to Moses, ‘1 AM WHO | AM’” [Exodus 3:14]

The disciples, who are still learning, incredibly even after all this fail to
understand who Jesus is. Mark links this back to the previous miracle of the
feeding of the five thousand, which should have removed all doubt from
them. Instead, they are “out of their minds for they did not understand about
the loaves but had their hearts hardened.” [6:52]. We the readers, know
without a shadow of a doubt who Jesus is, confirmed yet further by a large
number of healings that take place as chapter 6 closes.

Let us pray (By Bruce Prewer — “Jesus our Future”
God, you are God!
The Splendour we cannot imagine, the Wisdom we cannot contain,
the Power we cannot manipulate, the Love we cannot buy.
God, you are God!
The Source of our purest longings, the Grace that redeems our failings.
God, you are God!
The Crucified One bruised for our iniquities,
The Word that wakes the dead.
God, you are God!
And we, a few of those creatures who have found a little faith and love,

will worship and serve you all our days. Amen.
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Day 17 - Mark 7:1-23 (read first if you can)
A foretaste of the confrontation to come: The issue of purity.

| suspect you will have found this passage quite confusing. In the midst of all
these miraculous happenings, suddenly there is a long confrontation with the
Pharisees, the detail of which seems hard to fathom. Let’s have a closer look...

vv.1-2 Some Pharisees and some scribes notice Jesus’ disciples eating with
defiled (unwashed) hands.

vv.3-4 An aside to non-Jewish readers explaining the tradition of the elders (cf
Leviticus chapters 11-15 cleanliness code). However not all Jews followed
these practices as it was a prescription primarily for the priestly class.
Nevertheless, perhaps the Pharisees are testing Jesus or campaigning to
broaden the observance of ‘holiness’ to all people.

v.5 The Pharisees question Jesus directly about not observing the traditions.
v.6-13 Jesus goes on the attack firstly by quoting Isaiah 29:13 accusing them
of swapping human tradition for God’s commandment. Jesus then uses the
example of people using the tradition/law to exempt themselves from caring
for their aged parents by declaring their property ‘corban” which means it is
vowed to the temple treasury and then not available for the care of their
parents. The Pharisees apparently condoned this practice.

v.14-15 Jesus then addresses the crowd (without allowing a response from
the Pharisees) redefining cleanliness/holiness as dependent on what comes
out of a person not what goes in.

vv.17-23 Jesus gives specific teaching to the disciples in private to clarify
further that how we eat and what we eat is not what defiles a person but
rather what matters is what comes out of the heart. There is a parenthetical
comment that Jesus declared all foods clean by saying this, followed by a list
of twelve actions or vices that can defile a person. (similar such lists are found
at Rom 1:29-31; Gal 5:19-21; 2 Tim 3:2-5)

The essence of the teaching of Jesus is, as Byrne states: “’Cleanness’ or
holiness is primarily a matter of the heart. If you want to know whether a
person is holy or not, that is, whether they are in touch with the true source of
holiness (God), see what comes out of their heart.” We would readily agree
with this, but in the backdrop of Jesus’ time the issue of food laws and
cleanliness laws was a ‘hot’ topic in the early church. There is debate
throughout the New Testament about whether the Jewish laws and
restrictions should apply in the ‘Christian’ faith, and whether Gentile believers
should adopt these laws. (cf. 1 Cor.8-10; Gal 2:11-14; Rom 14:1-15:13; Acts
10:9-16; 15:1-21).
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It's easy to step back from a passage like this and feel that it’s talking about
issues that are not directly relevant to us, other than that we should act with
integrity from the heart. However, we should stop and think again about the
ways we might categorise people as unclean/unholy through various forms of
prejudice. We all do it to some extent without thinking. Can we pause to see
the person’s heart? Can we pause to try to see them as God sees them? Ask
yourself if you have judged someone unfairly in the past week or two.

Let us pray (Psalm 51:10-12 NCV)
Create in me a pure heart, O God,
and make my spirit right again.
Do not send me away from you
or take your Holy Spirit away from me.
Give me back the joy of your salvation.
Keep me strong by giving me a willing spirit. Amen.

Day 18 - Mark 7:24-37 (read first if you can)
Jesus crosses barriers that divide. Two healings in foreign lands

For the early church debating over whether the Jewish cleanliness laws and
food restrictions should apply to Gentile converts, the previous passage and
these two healings in today’s passage speak powerfully to the full inclusion of
all people in the community of Christ.

Tyre was a major port city in Phoenicia, and it appears that Jesus traveled
there not to preach the kingdom but in order to escape and have some peace.
“He entered a house and did not want anyone to know he was there” [7:24].
But even here in this distant place his presence and reputation is known and
he is approached by a Syrophoenician woman. What transpires next is
extraordinary and the interaction between the woman and Jesus can leave us
feeling a little uncomfortable. Why does Jesus call this woman a dog? Jewish
people colloquially referred to Gentiles as dogs, but it seems repugnant to us
that Jesus would say it. The woman brilliantly chooses not to argue against
the precedence of the ‘children’ but instead argues for the rightful place of
the ‘dogs’ to also eat from the table in their turn. In Matthew’s version of this
event [Matt.15:21-28] the woman’s faith is commended, but as Kiley writes:
“notice that it is not the woman’s faith that Jesus affirms, but her saying
[7:29]. In the Greek, the word for saying is logos, meaning word. It suggests a
solemn message. And indeed the woman has delivered a solemn message to
Jesus, persuading him that the Gentiles, too, long for the graces that are his to
give.”
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This radical inclusion is confirmed by the next healing which Jesus comes to
by taking a strange circuitous route going north to Sidon before circling
around to get to the Decapolis region (still in Gentile territory). The
compassion of Jesus is visibly on show here as Jesus relies on touch to guide
the deaf and partially mute man away from the public gaze, and to heal him
in private through touch and prayer. The Aramaic word “Ephphatha” (be
opened) movingly conveys the great power of Jesus’ prayerful healing. Not
only does this healing represent inclusion of Gentiles but also the inclusion of
one who is so clearly excluded by being unable to communicate. The final
verse [7:37] cross-references to Isaiah 35:5-6 and Wisdom 10:21, affirming
that Jesus' surprising actions are in keeping with Old Testament prophecy and
the activity of God.

Just like the woman in the crowd who “stole” her healing surprised Jesus, so
the Syrophoenician woman seemed to surprise Jesus with her “word” but
ultimately what is affirmed for us in this healing and that of the deaf man, is
the inclusion of all people in the saving power of God’s kingdom.

Let us pray (from a blog entitled “interseed” reflecting on Psalm 119:32)
Dear Jesus, your command to love others just as You love them
is impossible unless | have Your help. Today, | acknowledge that
though | am limited, You are limitless. | pray for Your help today Jesus.
I pray, Lord, enlarge my heart! Please enlarge my heart so that | may
love people more and to love more people. Lord, | pray, help me to
love people as You do. In Jesus’ name, amen.

Day 19 - Mark 8:1-21 (read first if you can)
The Four Thousand are fed. Summary so far - both Jesus’ opponents and his
supporters still have much to learn

This passage brings to an end the whole of Act One of the Gospel [1:14-8:21]
and also closes a smaller scene [6:45-8:21] about Jesus’ activity in the Gentile
region.

Whilst all four gospels include the feeding of the five thousand, Mark alone
includes a second miraculous feeding of, this time, four thousand people.
What do we notice? In the first feeding it is the disciples who request Jesus do
something, but here Jesus is proactive in declaring that he has compassion on
the crowds because of their hunger. Once again, the disciples have no idea
how the people can be fed —a somewhat surprising state of mind given they
have recently experienced the miracle of the feeding of the five thousand!
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What we should notice is that this feeding takes place on Gentile land and
that realisation then highlights a number of symbolic elements for us. Fallon
suggests four thousand could represent the four corners of the world.
Perhaps the seven loaves are symbolic of satisfying the hunger of the whole
of God’s creation. The word for basket is different here spyris compared to the
word used in the first feeding, kophinos which was a specifically Jewish style
of basket. Another really important symbolic element is the tying of this event
to the eucharist. We noted in the feeding of the five thousand that Jesus took,
blessed, broke and gave (and kept on giving) and here the actions appear
identical but there is a subtle difference. In this feeding, Jesus took, gave
thanks (eucharistasas), broke and gave (and kept on giving). We are left in no
doubt of the eucharistic symbolism and importantly that this feast (and by
extension the eucharist) is for all people — Jews and Gentiles. The seven
baskets distributed and collected by the disciples demonstrate their mission
to the whole world and the way the eucharist can satisfy the hunger of the
whole world.

Whilst it is not known where the district of Dalmanutha was, there is an
assumption that Jesus returns briefly to Jewish territory for this disappointing
interaction with the Pharisees. They ‘test” him (the same word as was used of
his testing in the wilderness) and Jesus “sighed deeply in his spirit” [8:12]. This
is a hard experience for Jesus, so hard in fact, that he leaves Galilee once
more and again takes a boat to the other side.

On two previous such boat trips Jesus has stilled the storm and walked on
water, however here there is no miracle but instead an emotion-charged
exchange between Jesus and the disciples who, despite everything that has
happened, are still not understanding who Jesus is. Byrne notes: that this
scene “draws together a number of motifs and themes that have been
running through the first half of the gospel. In particular it brings to a climax
the motif of the disciples’ spiritual incomprehension. Under the image of
‘blindness’ this will be the major preoccupation of the central section of the
gospel [8:22-10:52].” ....... Tomorrow, we commence Act Two!

Let us pray (a prayer by St Ambrose of Milan 339-397)
Lord, teach us to seek you, and reveal yourself to us when we seek you.
For we cannot seek you unless you first teach us,
nor find you except you reveal yourself to us.
Let us seek you in longing and long for you in seeking;
let us find you in love, and love you in finding,
O Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.
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ACT TWO: ON THE WAY TO JERUSALEM-
LEARNING ABOUT THE CROSS (8:22-10:52)

Day 20 - Mark 8:22-9:1 (read first if you can)
First healing of a blind man — slowly starting to see. Peter’s declaration and Jesus
foretells his death and resurrection.

The whole of Act Two is framed by two healings of blindness [8:22-26 &
10:46-52]. This sets the theme that this section will address the spiritual
blindness of the disciples and reveal Jesus as the Messiah who must suffer
and die. As they journey to Jerusalem the disciples are instructed about what
it really means to take up their cross and follow Jesus.

It is powerful that Jesus’ final statement in Act One is “Do you not yet
understand?” [8:21]. We then move straight into a healing of blindness which,
uniquely in the Gospels, requires Jesus to have a couple of attempts. As this
whole of Act Two can be considered a teaching exposition on discipleship, we
understand here the symbolic point that our spiritual growth can be a gradual
process. As Byrne states: “the man’s two-stage arrival at full vision speaks to
most people’s journey of faith, which is usually a gradual process with many
stages of blurred vision along the way.”

Jesus and the disciples now move to the region of Caesarea Philippi from
where he will turn south and journey through Act Two to arrive at Jerusalem
by the start of Act Three [11:1]. Jesus asks his disciples who people say that
he is and after a few different answers, Peter names Jesus as the Messiah.
We, the readers, have known this from the start of the Gospel [1:1] but we
have also followed the disciples’ slow journey to this point. Jesus enjoins
them to tell no one about him (Many an Anglican preacher has joked that we
Anglicans take this instruction very seriously!)

Probably Jesus felt that they still had much to learn about what the Messiah is
all about and this is proven by the next section where Jesus makes his first
prediction of his death and resurrection. Peter’s misunderstanding of Jesus’
words leads to him rebuking Jesus, only for that rebuke to be swiftly turned
back on him in no uncertain terms. Jesus’ speech in this section [8:34-9:1] is
‘Discipleship 101’ and contains wisdom that every Christian must spend their
spiritual journey understanding. For Mark’s community living in vulnerable
times the taking up of one’s cross was a stark reality. Yet all of us know the
deep wisdom of Jesus’ invitation to lose one’s life in order to truly find it, to
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relinquish in order to receive. It is a paradox of faith and one that the disciples
will struggle to understand as Peter’s reaction demonstrates so clearly for us.

Spend some time thinking of times in your life when taking up a cross (a
burden, an unwelcome difficulty) led to deeper life, or when something that
seemed like an ending proved to be the beginning of something new. Give
thanks to God for these little deaths and resurrections that come to us and for
the discernment of the Holy Spirit in these moments.

Let us pray (Prayer by Edward Pusey 1800-1882)
Make me cheerful under every cross, for love of thy cross;
Take from me all which displeases thee, or hinders thy love in me,
that I may deeply love thee. Melt me with thy love,
that I may be all love, and with my whole being love thee. Amen.

Day 21 - Mark 9:2-13 (read first if you can)
The Transfiguration — a glimpse of who Jesus really is.

The transfiguration represents the mid-point of the Gospel. It is the second of
three times that the Gospel proclaims that Jesus is God’s Son — at his baptism
[1:11]; at the Transfiguration [9:7] and after his death as proclaimed by the
Centurion [15:39]. The transfiguration occurs on a mountain, immediately
recalling Moses and Elijah. A point made clear as they now appear alongside
Jesus. Jesus appearance is transfigured and we recall that Moses’
countenance was glowing after his encounter with God [Exodus 34:29-35].
Mark (more than Matthew or Luke) relates considerable detail about Jesus’
clothing, which literally reads — “his garments became shining exceedingly
white of such a kind that no bleacher on earth could bleach them” [9:3]. We
therefore understand that this is a heavenly act that is being witnessed.
Possibly it recalls Daniel 7:9 — “An Ancient One took his throne, his clothing
was white as snow.” However, there is a reference closer to home within the
Gospel itself. At Jesus’ arrest we will hear of an unnamed young man who
dramatically flees and escapes capture, leaving his linen garment behind
[14:51-52]. This same young man is then found in the empty tomb,
proclaiming the resurrection and wearing a white robe [16:5]. Whilst we
assume the white robe points solely to the hope of resurrection it is also
deeply symbolic of martyrdom. The white robe of the martyrs is a repeated
motif in the book of Revelation [Rev. 3:5, 18; 4:4; 6:11; 7:9, 13]. As Myers
writes: “We must conclude that in the transfiguration, following as it does
directly upon the first portent and teaching of the cross, Jesus’ new garment is
symbolic of the martyr’s white robes.”
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Jesus then orders his disciples not to tell anyone about what has happened,
and they obey him, keeping the matter to themselves. They do however raise
with Jesus a question about the coming of Elijah. Jesus’ response makes it
clear that he considers John the Baptist to be the reappearance of Elijah and
that the fate meted out to John is a fate that is also awaiting him. The
disciples ponder among themselves what rising from the dead might mean, as
indeed readers of the Gospel may also question. The underlying message is,
as Myers writes: “though we may not fully understand it, we must
nevertheless hold fast to the ‘word’ of the cross, the new way of discipleship.”
Peter, James and John may have grappled to understand it at the time,
however Mark’s persecuted community for whom the Gospel was written,
would have deeply understood the call to faithful discipleship against a
backdrop of martyrdom.

Let us reflect through the words of this Sonnet “Transfiguration” by Malcolm Guite.
For that one moment, ‘in and out of time’,
On that one mountain where all moments meet,
The daily veil that covers the sublime
In darkling glass fell dazzled at his feet.
There were no angels full of eyes and wings
Just living glory full of truth and grace.
The Love that dances at the heart of things
Shone out upon us from a human face
And to that light the light in us leaped up,
We felt it quicken somewhere deep within,
A sudden blaze of long-extinguished hope
Trembled and tingled through the tender skin.
Nor can this blackened sky, this darkened scar
Eclipse that glimpse of how things really are.

Day 22 - Mark 9:14-29 (read first if you can)
A strange exorcism — Jesus succeeds where the disciples fail.

| have learnt a new word — conspectus. It’s not a word | knew before, but
Myers suggests this passage is an example of it. A conspectus is a
comprehensive survey or a synopsis of a subject. Both Myers and Fallon point
out that this healing story contains elements from all nine healings that have
occurred so far in Mark’s Gospel.
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e The unclean spirit and the amazement of the crowd — the synagogue
exorcism 1:26-27
e The verb for compassion —the healing of the leper 1:41
e The presence of the crowd and scribes — healing of the paralytic 2:1,6
e Jesus took him by the hand — healing of a man’s hand 3:5
e The demon has ravaged the victim — the Gerasene Demoniac 5:3-6
e Lifting up (raising) the apparently dead boy — raising the synagogue
leader’s daughter 5:41-42
e The importance of faith in healing — the Haemorrhaging woman 5:34
e Parent and child (father/son) — Syrophoenician woman’s daughter
(mother/daughter) 7:25ff
e Deafness and muteness — healing the Deaf and mute man 7:31ff
With the exception of the two healings of blindness [8:22-26 & 10:46-52]
(which serve a different teaching purpose) this is the last healing story in the
Gospel and so it makes sense, given Mark'’s extraordinary emphasis on
teaching discipleship, that it can be a summary for us. And what is the lesson?
The importance of faith.

Jesus gave authority to the disciples to cast out unclean spirits [6:7-13] and
they were able to do so, but here they are not. “Why could we not cast it
out?” they ask Jesus, and his response seems rather cryptic — “This kind can
come out only through prayer” That seems somewhat obvious to us. Prayer is
the expression of faith and here the disciples and the crowds are labelled as
faithless by Jesus so something was getting in the way of their faithful prayer.
Myers notes: “is not prayer the intensely personal struggle within each
disciple, and among us collectively, to resist despair and distractions that
cause us to practice unbelief, to abandon or avoid the way of Jesus?” To me
the key to this passage is the wonderful prayer uttered by the father, who has
such concern for his son — Lord | believe, help my unbelief! This is a prayer
for every Christian. No matter how much we believe, there is also unbelief
that sabotages our faith. The healing of the boy confirms for us everything we
have so far learnt of Jesus’ power to heal, but it also invites us into deeper
faith. We are learning that that the path to deeper faith is found through
following Jesus, taking up our cross in discipleship, and through consistent
prayer.

Let us pray (today’s prayer is an obvious choice, but for those who prefer a visual
reflection you might like to look at Raphael’s painting “Faith”. In this painting whilst
the Transfiguration is taking place above, in the bottom of the painting the other
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nine disciples are trying to heal the boy whilst the female figure of Faith is invoking
them to believe that they can.
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Transfiguration %28Raphael%29

Lord I believe,
Help my unbelief! Amen.

Day 23 - Mark 9:30-50 (read first if you can)
Second foretelling of death and resurrection. Debate about who is the greatest and
other lessons for discipleship.

We can consider this the beginning of Scene Two of Act Two as Jesus once
again predicts his death and resurrection, this time with the additional point
that he will be betrayed. Again, the disciples appear incredibly thick by not
understanding Jesus and being too scared to ask him about it.

The section [9:33-37] highlights how far the disciples are from understanding
Jesus’ call to take up their cross by arguing amongst themselves about which
one is the greatest. Whereas the important point in Scene One after the first
prediction was that they must take up their cross and follow. Here the
teaching point is the way of diakonos (servanthood) — “whoever wants to be
first must be last of all and servant of all” [9:35]. We recall that the angels
served Jesus in the wilderness [1:13] and Simon-Peter’s mother-in-law served
him too [1:31]. Here the disciples are now called to this deacon’s way — the
way of servanthood. As Fallon puts it: “A diakonos is one who is sent by God
to carry out a sacred ministry. Jesus is God’s ‘minister’: the servant of the Lord;
the servant of ‘the one who sent me’ [9:37]. So must it be with the disciple.”
Jesus uses the example of welcoming a little child as an example of how the
disciples are to serve the least.

Given this exhortation to humble service it seems somewhat surprising that
the disciples are then concerned about a rival group of followers of Jesus. This
situation speaks directly to the early church communities and to Christian
churches today. How do we feel about followers of Jesus, doing deeds in
Jesus’ name, when they don’t believe all the same things we do? Whilst
ecumenism may have improved in recent decades there is still a tendency to
judge and compete with other churches. Jesus seems to not be concerned at
all by this rival group and brings discipleship back to small acts of service — as
small as giving a cup of water.

Jesus then launches into a teaching sermon on the importance of humble
service, or rather, the importance of not doing the opposite — causing a
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vulnerable one to stumble. Jesus uses incredibly strong hyperbole to get his
point across. There would be a lot of handless, footless and blind followers of
Jesus if we were to take this part literally. However, what we do have to take
to heart is the power of Jesus words. He is not messing about, this is serious,
we must take note. He concludes this passage: “Have salt in yourselves, and
be at peace with one another.” [9:50]. Salt here is a symbol of sacrifice and
the injunction to be at peace reinforces the teaching about humility and not
worrying about rivals. In short, we are brought back to the message of
humble service — the way of the deacon.

Let us pray (Richard Gillard’s beautiful words from “The Servant Song” (TIS650)
capture the essence of humble servanthood. Seeking to serve others as Christ
served but also to have the humility to receive the service of others.

Brother, sister, let me serve you,

Let me be as Christ to you;

Pray that | may have the grace to

Let you be my servant too.

Day 24 - Mark 10:1-16 (read first if you can)
The revolutionary values of the kingdom — examples of divorce and children

The first thing to notice in this passage is that the action is moving
geographically. Jesus has crossed the Jordan and moved into Judea. Jerusalem
is getting closer and almost to reinforce the drama that that movement
suggests, a new conflict with the Pharisees occurs. The structure of
guestioning, debate and later discussion in private with disciples matches the
pattern of the previous debate over the tradition of the elders [7:1-23].

This passage may be one that can open old wounds for divorced people and
those in subsequent marriages. It is a complex issue and to some extent time-
bound, but there is more to be discovered if we look a little deeper. Without a
doubt the Pharisees are trying to trap Jesus once again, and perhaps find out
where he stood on a current debate between Rabbinic schools of thought
over the sufficient reasons for a man to “dismiss” his wife. This highlights for
us that under Jewish law only men could divorce their wives, not vice versa.
Jesus questions the Pharisees what Moses “commanded” and the Pharisees
respond with what Moses “allowed”. Jesus thus turns the trap on them by
forcing them to admit that Mosaic law [cf Deuteronomy 24:1] only allowed
divorce and didn’t command it. The great inequality of the time was that

men could divorce their wives fairly easily by obtaining a letter of dismissal

from the Rabbi. Jesus criticises the way that men are disregarding the rights
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of women and their equality, as affirmed by the Genesis image of two
becoming one.

The discussion in private with the disciples is even more surprising in the
equality it portrays. Two points to note here in verses 11-12. The first is that
Jesus says if a man remarries he commits adultery against his wife. Under
Jewish law of the time a man couldn’t commit adultery against his wife — It
was understood that the wife could commit adultery against her husband or a
man could commit adultery against another married man but not against the
woman. Already Jesus is overturning this view by suggesting a man can be
guilty of adultery against his wife. The second surprising thing is that Jesus
accepts the right for a woman to divorce her husband. Again, this was
something that could not happen under Jewish law, but only under Roman
law. As Myers says, Jesus’ teaching acknowledges that: “divorce is a reality,
within which the fundamental issue of justice must not be lost. Both parties
must have the right to take the initiative, and both must accept the
responsibilities and limitations involved in the death of marriage.”

We move then from what feels like a difficult passage to one of the most
beloved passages in the Gospel — Jesus blessing the children. As in 9:36-37
Jesus here [10:16] takes the children in his arms (a Greek verb unique in the
New Testament). In this beautiful action Jesus reaffirms his teaching that the
last shall be first, and that the great must serve the least. Jesus goes a step
further by saying we must receive the kingdom of God as a child. What do you
think he means by this?

Let us pray (a prayer by Eric Milner-White 1884-1964)
O Lord Jesus Christ, who didst take into thine arms
the children brought to thee for blessing:
bless always and in all places the children of thy Church,
and thy Church in telling them of thee,
that they may grow into thy likeness, keeping innocency,
obedient to thy will and happy in thy house;
for thy tender mercy’s sake. Amen.

Day 25 - Mark 10:17-31 (read first if you can)
Values of the kingdom continued — wealth and sacrifice

This passage provides us with an extended reflection on wealth and
discipleship. Jesus is interrupted by a man who asked “Good Teacher, what
must | do to inherit eternal life?” [10:17]. The phrase “Good Teacher” is very
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rare in Jewish literature. It could be intended as flattery, but even if it is
sincere, Jesus will have none of it. He dismisses the man’s compliment or
rather, he redirects the man’s focus onto God. He then deals with the
guestion about what must the man “do”. Jesus proceeds to recite the six
commandments that deal with how we treat one another —ie love of
neighbour. But there is one change. Did you notice it? Jesus replaces the
command “You shall not covet...” with “You shall not defraud.” Does Jesus
know something that we don’t about how this man got his wealth? Jesus, we
are told, looked at him and loved him. In fact, this is the only person in the
whole gospel we are told Jesus loved. Is he impressed by the man? Is he
feeling compassion for him? Byrne notes: “It is unnecessary to think that Jesus
loves him because he has kept the commandments. Rather, what is expressed
here is the divine love that precedes and stands behind all vocations. Jesus is
calling the man to a way of life proceeding from and resting on intimate
personal relationship with himself.”

What Jesus then calls the man to do is four commands (in the Greek) — Get
up! Sell what you have! Give it to the poor! Come, follow me! This interaction
is so powerful that it seems especially tragic that the man simply turns away
and leaves in grief. We find ourselves, thinking “couldn’t he just do what Jesus
said?” But could any of us? Very few could adopt such a life choice, and whilst
the man was shocked by what Jesus asked of him, the disciples are equally
“perplexed” and “astounded”. Jesus then sets an impossibly high bar for entry
to the kingdom - “It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle
than for someone who is rich to enter the kingdom of heaven” [10:25]. The
Jewish world-view accepted that wealth was a sign of blessing from God
[Deuteronomy 28:1-14; Job 42:12] and to suggest that someone should give
up these blessings overturned the inherited views of the disciples. In
exasperation they wonder who can be saved? We might be wondering the
same thing.

Jesus’ response follows on directly from the man’s question. There isn’t
anything you can “do” to inherit eternal life. It is not about “doing” or
“earning”, rather it is about relying solely on God. Because what is impossible
for us is possible for God. Peter, on behalf of the disciples, the ones who have
left everything, questions Jesus further. Jesus promised that for everything
they have given up they will receive a hundredfold in return (with
persecutions!) and then eternal life. He then reinforces the way the kingdom
turns many of our preconceptions on their head — underlined by the idea that
the first will be last and the last will be first.
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Do we try to earn God’s love and approval by doing good things? Its an
interesting question. Or do we cast ourselves fully on God’s love and salvation
as the only path to following Jesus?

Let us pray (a prayer by Erasmus 1466-1536)
Lord Jesus Christ,
you have said that you are the Way, the Truth and the Life:
do not let us at any time stray from you, for you are our Way;
Or ever distrust your promises, for you are our Truth;
Or ever rest in anything other than you, for you are our Life.
Lord Jesus, you have taught us what to believe,
What to do, what to hope for, and in whom to take our rest. Amen.

Day 26 - Mark 10:32-45 (read first if you can)
Third foretelling — lesson in following the way of the cross

Today we enter the final scene of Act Two of the Gospel. We know this
section is nearing the end as it commences: “They were on the road, going up
to Jerusalem...” we are told that the disciples were amazed and those who
followed were afraid. The sense of threat is increasing, and this is only
amplified by Jesus’ third prediction of this death and resurrection. Jesus gives
greater detail saying who will condemn him, who will kill him, and the nature
of the treatment he will receive. True to form the disciples once again fail to
understand and James and John issue their request for special treatment in
the coming kingdom. They do not understand what they are asking, and the
other disciples are angry with them for this request. It does give Jesus the
chance to affirm his mission and give one of his most famous teachings on
Servant Leadership.

Jesus’ model of leadership is different to that of Gentile leaders — it seems to
be a veiled reference to the Caesar and his regional governors. Jesus
reiterates his previous teaching [9:35] of the great becoming a servant
(diakonos) and the first becoming a slave (doulos) — the use of slave here
really emphasizes the point. But Jesus doesn’t ask them to do anything that
he himself will not do and he then summarizes his mission to bring this whole
teaching section to a conclusion:: “The Son of Man came not to be served by
to serve and to give his life as a ransom for many.” [10:45]

Thus Act two [8:22-10:52] effectively finishes. It commenced with the
invitation for his followers to take up their cross and follow - to deny their
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lives in order to truly find it. We have then learnt about the importance of
faith (Lord | believe, help my unbelief). We have learnt about diagkonos — the
way of the deacon, the way of humble service. We have learnt about sacrifice.
We have learnt about equality and the importance of the least. We have
learnt about the different priorities in the kingdom and that the first will be
last and the least will be lifted up. We have learnt that we cannot achieve
salvation by what we do - but what seems impossible for us is possible for
God. And now we have Jesus affirming his path of servanthood and that he
will give his life as a ransom (read liberation, redeeming, release, freedom) for
many.

Are we starting to see yet? The disciples are slow to get it and misunderstand
so often. This whole section will conclude as it started with the healing of
blindness. A most beautiful passage and worth devoting all our reflection
time to tomorrow.

Let us pray (a prayer by St Augustine of Hippo 354-430)
Almighty God, in whom we live and move and have our being,
you have made us for yourself, so that our hearts are restless
till they rest in you; grant us purity of heart and strength of purpose,
that no passion may hinder us from knowing your will,
no weakness from doing it; but in your light may we see light clearly,
and in your service find perfect freedom;
through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.

Day 27 - Mark 10:46-52 (read first if you can)
Second healing of a blind man concludes Act 2.

Mark continues to build the drama with Jesus and the disciples coming to
Jericho, only about 20 miles from Jerusalem. Suddenly the perspective of the
narrative shifts to a totally new character — a blind beggar by the roadside.
We might assume this is an insignificant person but instead we are told his
name and lineage — Bartimaeus son of Timaeus — suggesting that this person
will be quite important, especially as it is the final section of Act Two and the
second of the two framing accounts of healing blindness [8:22-26 & 10:46-
52].

We are cast into Bartimaeus’ perspective as he hears that Jesus of Nazareth is
passing and so he begins to shout out. We can imagine Bartimaeus in the dust
of the roadside, with the noise of footsteps and chatter around him. He

catches a snippet of conversation that it is Jesus who is passing. He calls out in
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prayer: “Jesus, Son of David, have mercy on me!”. Cruel voices around
Bartimaeus tell him to be quiet, but he calls out even more loudly, “Son of
David, have mercy on me.” Jesus stops and calls for him and suddenly the
voices of those around him change from telling him to be quiet, to instead
saying: “Take heart; get up, he is calling you.” These imperative words might
remind us of the call to the rich man [10:21] — “Get up! Sell what you have!
Give it to the poor! Come, follow me!”. Bartimaeus is not rich, in fact he has
only one possession, his cloak. The cloak was an important garment in Jesus’
day, you could not be sued for your cloak, and for a beggar it was also
important as it was laid out in front on the ground to receive alms. What does
Bartimaeus do? He throws off his cloak, springs up, and comes to Jesus! The
comparison to the rich man is intended and shows us all exactly what is
required to come to Jesus.

We then have an extraordinary interaction where Jesus asks: “What do you
want me to do for you?” [10:51]. The identical words that he said just a few
verses earlier to James and John [10:36]. Jesus is respectful to Bartimaeus and
leaves the space open for his request. Bartimaeus wants to see again. It
stands in stark contrast to James and John who wanted places of glory in the
kingdom. Remember this whole middle section of Mark has been instructing
us on discipleship and specifically how to take up our cross and follow in
humble service. Bartimaeus is the key example for us, after all the failures and
misunderstandings of the disciples, of how we should respond to Christ. And
thus, just like the woman with the haemorrhage in the crowd [5:34],
Bartimaeus is commended: “Your faith has made you well.” [10:52]. In fact,
they are the only two people in the Gospel to have their faith commended in
this way. And what happens next? Bartimaeus becomes a disciple, “he
followed him on the way” [10:52]. And with this example of discipleship
ringing in our ears, Act Two finishes! Like Bartimaeus we too can now see, and
we are ready to enter Jerusalem with Jesus.

Let us pray (you may be familiar with the Jesus Prayer, sometimes called the Prayer
of the Heart. It is an important prayer in the Orthodox tradition and you can learn
more about it here at the website of the Greek Orthodox Archdiocese of America
https://www.qoarch.orq/-/the-jesus-prayer You will see from the information that
this reading about Bartimaeus is one of the examples this prayer is based on - along
with the ten lepers (Luke 17:13) and the Publican (luke 18:14). The practice of the
prayer is to pray it over and over again as a mantra. Sometimes just focussing on
one or two words and dwelling with them. As St Paul said “Pray without ceasing” 1
Thess 5:17 people have used the Jesus prayer throughout the day. The use of
scripture for meditation can be a powerful way to pray.)
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The Jesus Prayer, or the Prayer of the Heart.
Lord Jesus Christ,
Son of the Living God,
have mercy on me,
a sinner.

ACT THREE: JERUSALEM (11:1-16:8)

Day 28 - Mark 11:1-25(26) (read first if you can)
Entering Jerusalem — throwing down the gauntlet.

Today we commence Act Three of the Gospel. The passion narrative is one
third of the whole Gospel, although as Patrick Hartin observes: “The shadow
of the cross hangs over the whole Gospel.” We have been mindful of the
whole theme of taking up the cross and Jesus’ prediction of his death and
resurrection through the whole of Act Two. So how will Act Three start?

Mark 11:1-11 immediately reminds us of Palm Sunday services in churches
decorated with palm branches [a feature from John 12:13]. The imagery of a
Messianic attack on Jerusalem is present in Mark’s narrative - drawing on
Zechariah 9:9 and referring to the kingdom of our Ancestor David [11:9-10
qguoting Psalm 118:25-26]. Mark’s readers would also have known of
Menahem, the Jewish rebel leader, who marched on Jerusalem dressed as a
king in 66AD. In Mark’s version there are no palms, just cloaks and branches
cut from the fields. We might recall that the last mention of cloaks and King
David was in the preceding passage about Bartimaeus. The triumphal entry
seems not so triumphal if it is celebrated with beggar’s cloaks and a few
branches from surrounding farms. But maybe that is the point - Mark is
getting us to reassess our expectations - for when we get to verse 11, we see
that Jesus enters Jerusalem, looks around the temple and then as it’s a bit
late he leaves again and goes out to the village of Bethany!! What?! Is that it?
Myers notes: “Many have puzzled over this verse, complaining it adds nothing
to the narrative; but that is precisely its power — nothing happens. Mark has
drawn the reader into traditional messianic symbolics, only to suddenly abort
them. This prepares us for the shock when Jesus does ‘intervene’ in the temple
— not to restore, but to disrupt, its operations.”

What follows then is another example of a Markan Sandwich — the cleansing
of the temple is sandwiched between the cursing and withering of the fig
tree. This is enough to make us realise the symbolic role of the fig tree. Is

Jesus petulant enough to curse an out-of-season fig tree for bearing no figs?
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Of course not! As even a beginner Greek student knows there are two words
for time in Greek — Chronos (Chronological time) and Kairos (God’s
appropriate time). This passage reads that it was not the Kairos for figs. There
have been number of Old Testament passages linking figs with Israel’s
prosperity or punishment [cf. Jer. 8:13; Isa 28:3-4; Hos 9:10, Mic 7:1; Joel
1:7,12]. The fig tree’s demise is then prescient for the demise of the whole
religious institution Jesus is about to attack - and attack it he does! Jesus
drives out those selling and buying; overturns the money-changers tables;
stops people carrying vessels; and holds the crowd spell-bound with his
teaching. Not surprisingly the chief priests and scribes keep looking for a way
to kill him (something that the leaders started planning back in 3:6).

The next day the disciples notice the fig tree has withered: “Rabbi, look! The
fig tree that you cursed has withered.” (we will remember this statement in a
few days when we get to 13:1). Jesus then gives a teaching against the temple
— “Have faith in God” [11:22] and not in the temple - with faith you can move
mountains. His teaching on forgiveness [11:25] specifically undermines the
whole sacrificial cult of forgiveness that the temple was based upon. Can
forgiveness be that easy? For Jesus it is a matter of faith and prayer, not
commerce and sacrifice.

Let us pray (from the National Council of Churches of the Philippines 1989)
Lord, forgive us, for we are fragmented persons.
We go in many directions at once.
We seek opposite goals; we serve contradictory causes.
We mouth liberation, we live oppression.
We shout peace, we practice violence and anarchy.
We shout justice, we walk in injustice.
We preach love, we practise hate.
Through your compassion have mercy on us and make us whole.
Enable us to discern your voice among the dissonant voices.

Day 29 - Mark 11:27-12:12 (read first if you can)
Confrontation between Jesus and the religious authorities. The parable of the
wicked tenants and the plan to arrest Jesus.

The next mini-section of the Gospel [11:27-12:44] is entitled by Brendan
Byrne: “The Contest for authority in Jerusalem.” We will see today and the
next two days a number of controversial questions posed to Jesus by all the
groups opposed to him, and then Jesus goes on the attack against the scribes
and the temple. Today we read of the chief priests, scribes and elders
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guestioning Jesus’ authority and Jesus allegorical parable about the
murderous tenants. Tomorrow we will look at the questions from the
Pharisees and Herodians on taxes, and from the Sadducees on the
resurrection. We will then move into a teaching response from Jesus about
the Greatest commandment, David’s son, a denouncement of the scribes and
the injustices of the temple.

It is remarkable that Jesus is back walking in the temple presumably the day
after he has overturned the tables. The leaders’ question to Jesus: “By what
authority are you doing these things?” seems more than reasonable. Jesus’
response goes back to his baptism. He brings in the authority of John the
Baptist and a counter-question to these leaders about John’s authority. John
had predicted the one coming after him who will baptise with the Holy Spirit
[1:8] and it is apparent to us that the Spirit descending on Jesus in his baptism
and the affirmation of God is ample evidence of Jesus’ authority [1:10-11].
The leaders cannot answer Jesus’ question about John the Baptist for fear of
the crowds and so Jesus does not need to defend his case, but the point is
clearly made to us the readers of the Gospel.

Jesus then tells what is surely his harshest parable — a thinly veiled attack on
the religious leaders who are meant to be caring for the vineyard of God.
Sometimes it is the case with Jesus’ parables that the listeners at the time
didn’t understand them. There is no room for misinterpretation here as we
are told: “they realised that he had told this parable against them.” [12:12].
Once again, the plot to arrest Jesus is made clear but also that there is a
growing crowd of support for Jesus which prevents them acting on their plans
just yet.

Let us pray (a prayer by Bruce Prewer)
O Saviour Christ, come among us with your hard-headed mercy
and startling paradoxes. Shatter our illusions before they become
our damnation. Call us back to the worship of one God.
Energise us and align us with the Spirit of Truth.
Fill us with that costly grace which shows its true colours
on your awful yet wonderful cross. Amen.

Day 30 - Mark 12:13-27 (read first if you can)
Confrontation continues through questioning Jesus.

Today we see a continuation of the questioning of Jesus over controversial
topics. The passage begins: “they sent to him... to trap him” [12:13].

Page 41



Presumably the “they” refers to the “the Chief priests, the scribes and the
elders” previously mentioned in 11:27. This time they send “some Pharisees
and some Herodians” to try to trap Jesus. We might remember earlier [3:6] it
was some Pharisees and Herodians that first hatched the conspiracy to
“destroy” Jesus.

This particular challenge is to question Jesus whether it is lawful to pay taxes
to Caesar. It seems a no-win situation for Jesus, and that is the point, they
have buttered him up with some hollow compliments and then laid a trap
that they feel is foolproof. But Jesus is no fool and will not be tricked. The
Jews hated the Roman poll tax which, as well as the financial burden,
reminded them of their subjugation. In addition, the image and inscription on
the coin extolled Caesar as the “august and divine son”. Therefore, the tax
appeared to pay allegiance to Roman emperor worship rather than God. Jesus
will not fall for their trap, he asks to see the coin, asks whose head is on it
(Caesar’s) and cooly remarks “give to the emperor, the things that are the
emperors” and then adds the powerful statement: “and to God the things
that are God’s”. This passage is not about the rightful payment of taxation in a
Democratic country, nor is it about the separation of church and state (both
views have historically been argued). Rather Jesus turns this trap into a
teaching moment, instructing them (and us) about our obligations to God,
whose image we bear.

The second controversial question engaged the theological debate over the
resurrection of the dead at the end of time. The Sadducees didn’t believe in
the resurrection, and so the trap here is theological in nature. They pose to
Jesus a somewhat ridiculous scenario of a woman who marries seven
brothers each of whom died before they could have children and then they
guestion whose wife she would be in the resurrection. This is a reference to
the practice of Levirate Marriage outlined in Deuteronomy 25:5-10 [also cf
Genesis 38:8]. Jesus responds in two ways — Firstly, by saying that heavenly
existence is not a continuation of earthly existence but something entirely
new — like the angels. Secondly, he addresses the idea of ongoing existence
with God, by drawing on the language of God speaking to Moses in the
Burning Bush [Exodus 3:6,15-16] who says: “/ am the God of Abraham, the
God of Isaac, the God of Jacob” and giving this as evidence of the ongoing
existence with God of these forebears of the faith.

Whilst these attempts to trick Jesus or draw him into controversy fail, they
provide us with two wonderful teachings by Jesus. Firstly we reflect on what it
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means for us to give to God what is due to God. Secondly we reflect on the
forebears of our faith who are living with God and perhaps we draw to mind
the image from the letter to the Hebrews that around us all the time are a
“great cloud of witnesses” who cheer us on from the heavenly sidelines as we
“run with perseverance the race that is set before us.” [Hebrews 12:1]

Let us pray (A Prayer by Janet Morley from “All Desires Known”)
God of crisis, you lay before us either blessing or curse.
In our confusion give us clarity; and in our hesitation
The courage to choose boldly the way that leads to you,
through Jesus Christ. Amen.

Day 31 - Mark 12:28-44 (read first if you can)
The first commandment and confrontation with the scribes.

This is the third question posed to Jesus to trick him — following on from the
guestion about taxes and the resurrection, we now have a question from one
of the scribes about which commandment is the first (ie most important).
However, Jesus has no problem answering this question and his answer is
thoroughly traditional — he quotes the Shema [Deuteronomy 6:4-5].
Deuteronomy instructs, regarding these words, “Bind them as a sign on your
hand, fix them as an emblem on your forehead and write them on the
doorposts of your house” [Deuteronomy 6:6-9]. Pious Jews would wear
phylacteries (small boxes which contained this text) on their arms and
foreheads, and would hang a mezuzah at the entrance to their homes which
also contained this text. Jesus then adds a second commandment to love
one’s neighbour as oneself, which is also thoroughly scriptural [Leviticus
19:8]. In doing so Jesus condenses the ten commandments into two — loving
God and loving neighbour. The scribe can only commend Jesus on his answer,
and, in turn, Jesus sees that this particular scribe is not far from the Kingdom
of God.

Jesus has responded to three testing questions and now it is his turn to
question them. These next verses 10:35-37 can be a little confusing to us.
Jesus is challenging the belief of the scribes that the Messiah is the son of
David, and he is also challenging the Davidic association made with himself by
Bartimeus [10:47] and the crowds in Jerusalem [11:10]. Jesus wants his
hearers to grasp a different understanding of the Messiah, not one who is
going to restore the Temple State and be a king like King David, but one who
will inaugurate something even greater. So, Jesus quotes Psalm 110:1 where

David (presumed to be the writer of the psalm) refers to the Messiah as “My
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Lord” — Jesus’ point is: how can David refer to his son as “My Lord”? His point
is that the Messiah is something greater than, and pre-existent to, David.

Jesus, having rejected the messianic theology of the scribes, now attacks their
hypocrisy, their love of status, and their exploitation of the poor. It is in this
context that we have the well-known passage traditionally known as “the
widow’s mite” [12:41-44]. Often the example of the widow has been extolled
by preachers encouraging sacrificial giving but that is to miss the context of
the passage. The widow’s offering is sandwiched by the denunciation of the
scribes who “devour widow’s houses” and the forthcoming explanatory
discourse on the destruction of the temple. Jesus’ observation that the widow
has given all she had to live on, is not so much affirming her generosity as
giving him a reason to leave the temple for the last time and launch into one
of the most fiery passages in all the gospels. To be continued....

Let us pray (A prayer by Janet Morley inspired by the Luke 18:1-8 and the widow
seeking justice)

Righteous God, you plead the cause of the poor and unprotected.

Fill us with holy rage when justice is delayed,

And give us the persistence to require

The restoration of those rights that have been denied;

For your name’s sake we pray. Amen.

Day 32 - Mark 13:1-37 (read first if you can)
Explanatory discourse — the end of the old order.

You might remember that in the middle of Act One of the Gospel we had an
explanatory discourse on the Parables of the Kingdom [4:1-34]. Whilst there
was not an explanatory discourse in Act Two we can consider the whole of Act
Two to be a teaching discourse on discipleship and the way of the cross. We
now come to the explanatory discourse in Act Three which has been called
“the Markan Apocalypse” but which Brendan Byrne describes as a “farewell
testament” — “an address or instruction that a significant teacher or leader
gives to his or her disciples just prior to death.” This section is fiery and
confronting, to say the least, but it is not without its hopeful and encouraging
elements.

The opening verses set up the opportunity for the discourse. Jesus and the
disciples have just come out of the temple, having witnessed the hypocrisy of
the scribes and their exploitation of the poor. The disciples again seem to
have missed the point of Jesus remarks about the poor widow, and are
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impressed with the large temple buildings. Jesus then predicts the
destruction of the temple and sitting down on the Mount of Olives, quite
pointedly described as “opposite the temple” he responds to Peter, Andrew,
James and John’s questions about when the temple’s destruction will be and
what the signs will be. Jesus’ teaching discourse or farewell testament then
continues uninterrupted from verse 5 to verse 37.

It is helpful to note Byrne’s breakdown of the structure of Jesus’ address. It is
centred around the repetition of the word blepete translated as “take heed /
beware”. Interspersed with these warnings are descriptive teaching sections.
So the pattern looks like this:

Beware 1: vv.5-6 — warning against false prophets

vv.7-8 — prelude to the ‘Affliction’... “When you hear...”

Beware 2: vv.9-13 — trials and persecutions

vv.14-20 — the Great ‘Affliction’... “when you see...”

Beware 3: vv.21-23 — Warning against false Christs/Messiahs

vv.24-27 — The Coming of the Son of Man in the last days... “then they will
see...”

vv.28-32 — the lesson of the Fig Tree... “when you see...”

Beware 4: vv.33-37 — Keep watch! Keep awake!

To understand we need to put ourselves in the place of Mark’s community
probably living around the Year 70, maybe in Rome. The temple has been
destroyed, Paul and Peter have been martyred, Nero has persecuted
Christians, and the emperors who follow after are not much better. It is for
this context that the pattern of the discourse oscillates between reassurance
and warning, which reflects both the situation of Jesus, who awaits the fate
that John the Baptist faced, and that of Mark’s community who lived with a
fear made palpable by the phrase in 13:14 — “let the reader understand”
(clearly written fearfully about being too obvious in the writing). In the midst
of these situations and for Christians throughout the ages who have faced
persecution and difficult times, the message of this discourse speaks strongly:
Maintain your hope, even if calamities are taking place, even if the Son of
Man seems delayed. Maintain your hope for Christ will come — with justice as
deliverer, so keep watch and remain faithful.

Let us pray (A Czech litany, 1989)
When I’'m down and helpless, when lies are reigning
When fear and indifference are growing

May your kingdom come.
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When joy is missing, when love is missing

And unbelief is growing
May your kingdom come.

To the sick and lonely, to the imprisoned and tortured
May your kingdom come.

Into the churches, into our praying, into our singing
May your kingdom come

Into our hearts, into our hands, into our eyes
May your kingdom come. Soon!

Day 33 - Mark 14:1-11 (read first if you can)
Setting the scene for the passion — the plot to kill and anointing.

With the controversial interactions regarding the temple behind him, Jesus
now enters the Passion Narrative proper [14:1-15:47]. Whereas much of the
early parts of the Gospel were centred around geography, Mark now becomes
a lot more specific about time. These first eleven verses of Chapter 14 take
place two days before the Passover and the festival of Unleavened Bread. This
means it was a Wednesday 13 Nisan, with the festival of Unleavened Bread
starting on 15 Nisan [Exodus12:15-18].

The first two verses of the chapter reiterate the chief priests and scribes’ plot
to kill Jesus. The last two verses 10-11 show Judas becoming involved in the
plot and agreeing to betray Jesus. Sandwiched between these murderous
plots we have the anointing of Jesus in the home of Simon the Leper at
Bethany.

It seems unusual that the host of this meal is named so specifically. We don’t
know who Simon the Leper was, but if he is hosting the meal, it is unlikely
that he was still suffering from his illness, so we can perhaps assume he was
someone who Jesus had healed and who had now become a disciple.

Into this scenario comes an unnamed woman who anoints Jesus with a very
costly ointment called Nard. The episode seems closely aligned with the
anointing of Jesus by Mary of Bethany, the sister of Lazarus [John 12:1-8].
Rather than Judas reprimanding her, as in John’s Gospel, it is an unnamed
group who speak against the wastefulness of her actions. The woman has no
voice in the passage but as Bernadette Kiley notes: “her action proclaims her
belief in Jesus as the anointed one, the Messiah.” She goes on to note: “In the
woman’s gesture of anointing for kingship Jesus also sees a proleptic
anointing of his body for burial. Here, for the first time in Mark’s Gospel, both
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Jesus’ identity and his destiny are brought together: the anointed one, the
Messiah, will die.”

Peter and the other disciples have consistently failed to comprehend Jesus’
journey to the cross [8:31-33; 9:32; 10:35-40], this unnamed woman disciple
understands that Jesus’ way of being Messiah is a different path and her
actions strengthen him for what lies ahead. It seems extraordinary that Jesus’
appreciation of her is so deep that he says: “wherever the good news is
proclaimed in the whole world, what she has done will be told in
remembrance of her.”... In remembrance of her! What an example she is to
us, and we heed Jesus’ words to never forget her faithfulness.

Let us pray (a prayer by Miriam Therese Winter inspired by Mark 14:3-9)
Come, O Holy Spirit, O Sanctifying Spirit,
Fill our hearts, fill our lives with the feel of your fiery Presence,
So that all that we do, all that we are, comes from You within us.
Anoint us now, so that from this day we are Your disciples only,
Commiitted to carrying out faithfully
Your mission in the world, now and always. Amen.

Day 34 - Mark 14:12-31 (read first if you can)
The Passover, the institution of the last supper, and Peter’s denial foretold

Mark continues with his specific dating of events, but it causes some
confusion. “On the first day of Unleavened Bread” (usually 15 Nisan) “when
the Passover lamb is sacrificed” (usually 14 Nisan). The lamb was eaten on 15
Nisan having been prepared the day before so Mark could be referring to
that. Byrne notes: “Mark clearly regards the coming meal as the Passover
celebration even though his description has no reference to key elements in
the meal, such as eating the lamb and the herbs etc.”. Three times the word
“Passover” (Pascha) is mentioned and twice the term “eat the Passover” is
said. There has long been debate over whether the last supper was an actual
Passover celebration, but Mark is clearly indicating a very strong connection.

Jesus takes, blesses, breaks and gives the bread [14:22] just as he did with the
miraculous feedings previously in the Gospel. When he takes the cup, gives
thanks and gives it to the disciples saying: “this is my blood of the covenant
which is poured out for many.” This is a very powerful statement. Moses
sealed the Sinai covenant with the sprinkling of blood [Exodus 24:4-8]. The
New Testament certainly stresses that Jesus’ blood inaugurates a new
covenant [Romans 3:25; 5:9; Hebrews 9:11-14] and that Jesus’ sacrifice
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replaces the need for the atoning sacrifice made at the Temple. Bearing in
mind that for Mark’s readers the temple had already been destroyed and so
the inauguration of a new covenant in Jesus’ blood was especially powerful
and relevant.

Byrne notes that the supper narrative connects with five elements of the
story of salvation; (1) it recalls and renews God’s liberation of his people out
of slavery in Egypt; (2) It recalls the previous occasions Jesus took, blessed,
broke and gave and the people were fed; (3) it transforms the meaning of the
Passover celebration; (4) it gives the disciples a way to experience union with
Jesus following his death; (5) it looks forward to full union with him in the
heavenly banquet of God’s kingdom.

Verse 26 says “when they had sung the hymn” which suggests one of the
Hallel Psalms [113-118] sung to conclude a Passover celebration. Jesus and
the disciples return to the Mount of Olives where Jesus had given his fiery
sermon in Chapter 13. Jesus predicts that the disciples will desert him but
importantly he promises “after | am raised up, | will go before you to Galilee”
[14:28]. That promise will be particularly important to remember when we
reach Chapter 16. Peter, despite his protestations that he would never desert
Jesus, is told that he will deny Jesus three times. Whilst it is easy to condemn
the disciples for their failures, in humility we can acknowledge our failures
and times of desertion and denial too. We take to heart the message that
despite these failings, Jesus is still our shepherd and he still goes ahead of us
to Galilee, to the place of new beginnings.

Let us pray (by Jeremy Taylor, Rector of Uppingham, Chaplain to Charles 1° 1613-
1667)
Give unto me, O God,
and unto all that have communicated this day in the divine mysteries
a portion of all the good prayers which are made in heaven and earth;
The intercessions of our Lord, and the supplication of all thy servants;
And unite us in the bonds of common faith and a holy charity;
That no interests or partialities, no sects or opinions,
May keep us any longer in darkness and division. Amen.

Day 35 - Mark 14:32-42 (read first if you can)
Jesus praying in the garden of Gethsemane.

This section is one of the most moving of the whole Gospel. Here we see a
very human Jesus at his most vulnerable. The emotion of the words leaps out
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at us — Jesus is distressed, agitated, deeply grieved even to death. We can
vividly imagine him throwing himself onto the ground in prayer. Bernadette
Kiley notes: “Distressed and agitated [14:33] hardly convey the strength of the
emotions which Jesus feels. The original Greek of these two words point to the
real nature of the agony Jesus experiences. His whole being is revolted by
what lies ahead of him, and he seeks divine deliverance from a death he does
not want to die.” Surprisingly, despite the intensity of Jesus’ emotions, the
disciples seem unable to stay awake with him in his turmoil. The drama of the
reading oscillates between Jesus’ emotional praying and the disciples’ failure
to stay awake and support him.

This passage is unique in that we are privileged to share in the words of Jesus’
prayer. Throughout Mark’s Gospel we have been aware of Jesus taking himself
off to secluded places to pray, but nowhere else are we let into the substance
of those prayer-times. First, we are told in the narrator’s voice that Jesus
prayed that: “if it were possible, the hour might pass from him” [14:35]. Then
we are let into Jesus’ voice:

“Abba, Father,

for you all things are possible;

remove this cup from me;

yet, not what | want,

but what you want” [14:36]
There is something extremely profound and moving about this prayer. Firstly,
the address to God is intimate and the original Aramaic word Abba is retained
followed by the Greek term for Father (pater). Elsewhere in the New
Testament this intimate form of address to God is made available to all
believers [Romans 8:15; Galatians 4:6] for through our adoption as children of
God we too can pray through the Spirit in this way.

Jesus’ Gethsemane prayer is one that we can pray at times of extreme
distress, especially if facing something that is beyond our control. The prayer
claims intimate relationship with God; acknowledges God’s power; requests
that the problem be removed; acknowledges that God’s will be done in the
situation. Sometimes there are things we can do in a situation and sometimes
there are not. This is a prayer of relinquishment. This is a prayer of handing
the situation over to God in the hope that despite the pain of what is to
come, some good may come of it. It is a prayer that God’s purposes may still
be brought to bear in spite of everything. This becomes a very helpful way to
pray through difficulties and perhaps it reminds us of another famous prayer
similarly used by many people facing hardship.
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Let us pray (written by theologian, Reinhold Niebuhr in the 1930s and used widely
by Alcoholics Anonymous)
God, grant me the serenity to accept the things | cannot change,
Courage to change the things I can,
And wisdom to know the difference. Amen.

Day 36 - Mark 14:43-65 (read first if you can)
Jesus is betrayed, arrested and appears before the council.

Mark launches into the next passage with the word “immediately” (euthus)
which we recall was used repeatedly earlier in the gospel as the action rapidly
rushed forward. Here we are immediately caught up in the change of pace
from the agonised praying in the garden to the ambush of betrayal, violence
and arrest. | have always wondered why Judas had to indicate who Jesus was
with a kiss, it seems especially cruel. | guess it was night-time and so perhaps
it served to make certain they had the right person, but it also seems to
magnify the sense of betrayal.

Jesus himself points out the absurdity of their actions — he has been in the
temple day after day and they could have arrested him then rather than with
weapons under the cover of darkness. Jesus, echoing his Gethsemane prayer,
then says “But let the scriptures be fulfilled.” As Michael Fallon notes: “He has
only his trust in God to support him as evil works its chaotic havoc around
him. He trusts that what is happening to him comes, somehow, within the
designs of divine providence as revealed in the scriptures.” To add to the
betrayal, we are then told that: “all of them deserted him and fled” thus
fulfilling Jesus’ previous predictions [14:27-31].

What happens then is a curious piece of action about a “certain young man”
who does begin to follow Jesus but when the guards catch hold of him, he
runs off naked leaving his linen loin-cloth behind. | remember growing up
being told that this was the author, possibly John-Mark, inserting himself in
the story. That seems unlikely and a far more meaningful interpretation is
given these days, bearing in mind the dramatic nature of the Gospel. For now,
we simply need to remember this young man as an example of all the
deserting disciples. We will dramatically encounter him again in a later
chapter.

Jesus is taken before “the high priest, and all the chief priests, the elders, and
the scribes” [14:53]. Despite the earlier information that all the disciples had
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deserted Jesus, we learn now that Peter has followed right into the courtyard
of the High Priest. The testimony against Jesus appears not to be water-tight —
we are told it is false and did not agree. Jesus keeps silent until the direct
guestion is posed to him: “are you the Messiah, the Son of the Blessed One?”
[14:61] and Jesus chooses this moment to break the “messianic secret” with
the powerful words “I am” (ego eimi). The same words he said when he
walked past the disciples on the water [6:50] and of course there is an
obvious connection to the holy name of God — YHWH (I am who | am) [Exodus
3:14]. This confirms for us the reader what we have already been told of
Jesus’ identity in 1:1; 8:29; 9:7 and what will be confirmed again in 15:39.
Jesus is condemned and beaten, and, because the Religious leaders had no
actual power to make such a condemnation, Jesus is referred to the Roman
authorities.

Let us pray (a prayer by Janet Morley)
God whose Holy name defies our definition,
But whose will is known in freeing the oppressed,
Make us to be one with all who cry for justice; that we who speak
your praise may struggle for your truth, through Jesus Christ. Amen.

Day 37 - Mark 14:66-15:15 (read first if you can)
Peter denies Jesus. Jesus is questioned and condemned.

Before the drama moves to Jesus’ interrogation by Pilate, we read the story of
Peter’s denial as foretold by Jesus [14:30]. Peter denies knowing Jesus twice
to a servant girl and then again to a group of bystanders. When the cock
crows a second time, he remembers Jesus’ prediction and we can only just
begin to imagine the depth of feeling that is captured by the simple phrase:
“he broke down and wept” [14:72]. Peter’s denial is attested to by all four
Gospels [Matthew 26:69-75; Luke 22:54-62; John 18:15-18,25-27]. This is
remarkable considering the status of Peter in the early church, that his utter
failure was recorded and perpetuated so vividly. But, of course, Peter’s failure
conveys a deep message to all of us who also have our moments of failure. As
Byrne observes: “If the one who despite his brave assurances [14:29,31] had
denied the Lord three times subsequently not only found forgiveness but went
on to give heroic witness [cf.John 21:15-19], then others too could have a
second chance and, under God’s grace, finally prevail. Human failure may be
part of the story, but it is not the end of the story in the divine scheme.”

Jesus is then taken before Pilate, the Roman Governor of Judea (26/27AD —

36/37AD). The attempt by the chief priests, elders, scribes and council is to
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portray Jesus as a political enemy of Rome by claiming to be a king, and thus a
threat to Caesar. Jesus’ response to the accusation of being the King of Jews is
a non-committal: “you say so.” To the amazement of Pilate, Jesus then refuses
to say anything further in response to the accusations levelled at him. In fact,
Jesus will not utter any further words in the Gospel until his final cry from the
cross [15:34]. What happens next is a dramatic interaction with the crowd to
whom Pilate gives the choice to free Barabbas or Jesus. The irony of this
situation is apparent in that the name Barabbas means literally “son of the
father” and, as we know, Jesus prayed to Abba, his Father so he is Jesus Bar-
Abba. This irony is made plainer in Matthew’s gospel when he relates that
Barabbas’ first name is also Jesus [Matt.27:17]. Pilate seems genuinely
surprised that the crowd want Jesus crucified. He protests: “Why, what evil
has he done?” As an aside, the Ethiopian Church and the Coptic Church
actually venerate Pilate for his reluctance to execute Jesus. Such respect is
probably misplaced as Pontius Pilate was eventually recalled from his post for
excessive cruelty to his subjects. Which, given the cruelty of many of the
Roman emperors, suggests Pilate would probably not have been that inclined
to offer leniency in Jesus’ case. The whole trial by public opinion is scandalous
and brings to fruition the parable of the wicked tenants that Jesus told against
the leaders [12:1-12].

Let us pray (A prayer from the Wild Good Worship Group, lona Community,
Scotland)
Lord God,
In Jesus your body was broken by the cowardly and the powerful.
The judgement hall of Pilate knew your silence as surely
as your critics knew your voice.
In word and silence, take on the powerful of the world today:
those whose word sentences some to cruelty or unmerited redundancy;
those whose word transfers wealth or weapons
for the sake of profit or prejudice;
those whose silence condones the injustice they have the power to
change. O Saviour of the poor, liberate your people. Amen.

Day 38 - Mark 15:16-32 (read first if you can)
The mocking and crucifixion of Jesus

The mocking of Jesus [15:16-20] after his condemnation by Pilate and the
crowds, seems in some ways to mirror the condemnation by the religious
leaders and council [14:64]. In the earlier mocking Jesus is taunted as a
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prophet — being blindfolded and asked to prophesy. Here in this second
mocking, Jesus is taunted as a king — dressed in a purple robe and made to
wear a crown of thorns. He is hit, spat upon and paid sarcastic homage. We
are told the whole Roman cohort came out to take part — whilst the number
could vary this was usually 480 soldiers. This whole overwhelming scene is a
tragic indictment of humanity’s ability to mete out cruelty to one another and
sadly, despite our civilisation’s growth, such treatment, and worse, still takes
place today in situations of oppression.

Mark then moves to a description of the crucifixion, and we might note that
the tone is somewhat understated. As Byrne notes: “Mark has chosen to give
a simple recital of the facts, refraining from any attempt to soften the stark
reality or embroider it with pious reflection or emotion.” The breakdown of
the today and tomorrow’s reading could be described as follows:

vv.20b-26 — describes the crucifixion

vv.27-32 — describes what happens during the six hours Jesus is on the cross

vv.33-39 — describes the death of Jesus and its immediate aftermath

vv. 40-47 — describes the presence of the women disciples and the burial of

Jesus.

The journey to crucifixion begins with a passer-by called Simon of Cyrene
being compelled to carry Jesus’ cross. Mark describes him as the father of
Alexander and Rufus. This is a detail that Matthew and Luke drop from their
accounts, presumably because they didn’t know who they were. It therefore
seems likely then that these people were known to Mark’s community and
possibly, but by no means certainly, the same Rufus as mentioned by Paul in
his letter to the Romans [Rom.16:13]. Byrne notes the irony that Simon Peter
is absent from the drama at this point, but another Simon suddenly appears
to model the way of discipleship that Jesus spoke of — taking up the cross and
following [8:34].

At a place called Golgotha (the place of the skull) they crucified Jesus. Mark
does not go into the detail of this, assuming his readers knew what this
horrific form of execution entailed. It is predicted that the Romans practiced
crucifixion from about 200BC to 337AD with one estimate being that between
100,000 to 150,000 people were executed this way. This means about 200
people a year over that period. The Romans had many other forms of
execution, and crucifixion was usually reserved for what they viewed as
particularly serious crimes like insurrection. The very public nature of it
served as a warning to the general populace what could happen to them if
they were found guilty of similar charges.
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We might note that Mark is very clear on the timing — they crucified Jesus at
the third hour or 9am [15:25] and at the sixth hour or 12noon there was
darkness [15:33] and at the ninth hour or 3pm Jesus cried out and died
[15:34]. The precision of these times suggests the presence of a Divine plan in
the horrific things that are taking place. Two times the charge/accusation
“King of the Jews” occurs [15:26; 32] and in between these two verses the
cruel mocking of Jesus continued. The sad irony for the Christian reading this,
and for Mark’s community, is that despite the mocking and taunting, the
charge is actually true — Jesus is the King and the Messiah, not just of the Jews
but of all people; but in a totally different way to that conceived of by those
who taunted him. And his sovereignty of humble service is still so often
misunderstood by those who mock Christianity to this day.

Let us pray (A hymn by Christopher Ellis, Sheffield, 1990)
The cross points us to God, its purpose clear;
The one who gave us life still holds us dear.

He suffers with his world, not safe above:
Word rooted to the earth as pledge of love.

Dark shadow of our fears, our badge of shame,
It bears the one we killed to take our blame.

His arms reach out to grasp all humankind;
He welcomes all who come to seek and find.

The violence of the years is shaped in wood,
Yet here a healing tree turns all to good.

The cross stands empty now: an end to strife;
We praise the God who plants the tree of life.

Day 39 - Mark 15:33-47 (read first if you can)
The death and burial of Jesus

Mark’s precise time-frame continues from the previous passage. After Jesus
has been on the cross for three hours — from the third hour (9:00am) to the
sixth hour (noon) - darkness comes over the whole land until the ninth hour
(3:00pm). Jesus then cries out loudly: “Eloi, Eloi, Lema sabacthani” (My God,
My God, why have you forsaken me) a quote from Psalm 22:1 preserved in
Aramaic. Whilst the crowd thinks this is Jesus calling to Elijah for rescue,
instead it is a faithful, anguished and heartfelt prayer to God. When Jesus dies

the curtain in the temple is torn in two! Thus, the curtain separating the holy
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of holies (the sanctuary) from the people has been removed; the old order
has been rent asunder; Jesus has opened a new way for us - a way open to all.
Startlingly, as if to reinforce the message of this new inclusive way - it is a
pagan Roman centurion, who reaffirms what the Gospel has been teaching us
all along — “truly this man was God'’s son!” [15:39].

Myers notes the teaching pattern of these three crucial instances in the
Gospel:

BAPTISM TRANSFIGURATION CRUCIFIXION
[1:9-11] [9:2-8] [15:33-39]
Heavens rent apart and | Garments turn white and | Sanctuary veil rent apart
dove descends cloud descends and darkness spreads
Voice from heaven Voice from cloud Jesus cried out
“You are my son, the “This is my beloved son” “Truly this man was
beloved” God’s son”
John the Baptist as Elijah | Jesus appears with Elijah | “is he calling for Elijah?”

This repetition of powerful imagery and language reinforces for us who Jesus
is. We also recall his three predictions of death and resurrection [8:31, 9:31,
10:33-34] and that “the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve and to
give his life as a ransom for many” [10:45]. We also might recall two other
predictions that come to fruition at his death - the sun has been darkened
[13:24] and the temple curtain has been rent in two [14:58]. We now look to
the promise that accompanied these — that he would rise again and that a
new temple “not made with hands” will be raised up [14:58].

Before that can happen, Mark relates the presence of the women disciples
and the burial of Jesus. One cannot help but be struck by the faithfulness of
these women — Mary Magdalene, Mary the mother of James and Joses, those
who followed him from Galilee and many other women from Jerusalem.
Although these many women are unnamed, we marvel at their faithfulness
and courage.

Then a new character, Joseph of Arimathea, a member of the council (the
group who had condemned Jesus) seeks permission from Pilate to have the
body. Once permission is gained, he gives Jesus a simple burial in a rock tomb.
We note that there is no description of any anointing or preparation for burial
for we have previously been told that his anointing took place at Bethany
[14:3-9]. Mark, the master story-teller, adds important credibility with two
small details — Jesus really was dead [15:45] and the women saw where he

Page 55



was laid [15:47] so there could be no cause for the women mistaking the
location of the tomb. What will happen next?

Let us pray (the words from Hebrews 10:19-22 which form the opening Canticle of
the Friday Morning prayer service APBA p.413)
We have complete freedom:
To go into the most holy place by means of the death of Jesus.
He opened for us a new way, a living way:
through the curtain, through his own body.
Since we have a great high priest set over the household of God:
Let us draw near with a sincere heart and a sure faith,
With hearts that have been made clean from a guilty conscience:
and bodies washed with pure water.

Day 40 - Mark 16:1-8 (read first if you can)
The empty tomb - the message of resurrection given by the young man and the call
to follow Jesus in discipleship.

The final eight verses of Mark’s gospel are wonderful, challenging,
encouraging and disturbing! But before we look at them | will clarify any
confusion about where the Gospel actually ends. If you are using an old bible,
you might think the gospel ends at verse 20. However, most bibles published
in the last four to five decades will clearly delineate that the earliest texts we
have of Mark’s Gospel end at verse 8. There have been a couple attempts in
the centuries following to finish the gospel in a way more harmonious with
the other gospels. My bible has both a short ending (added around the 4"
century) and a longer ending [16:9-20] (added around the end of the 2"
century). However, in order to stay faithful to Mark’s original gospel we need
to understand why the gospel ends where it does and how it is the perfect
ending from Mark, the master story-teller and the pioneer of the Gospel
literary form.

Mark sets the scene: The Sabbath is over, so it is now Sunday morning (the
Jewish Sabbath is a Saturday). So this is the first day of the week, it’s a new
beginning, the start of something new, a new day of creation, the eighth day.
Mary Magdalene, Mary the Mother of James, and Salome come very early in
the morning bringing spices and wondering who will roll the stone away for
them. The dramatic tension is building and, even more so, when they arrive to
see the stone has already been moved. They enter the tomb and encounter
“a young man, dressed in a white robe, sitting on the right side” [16:5]. Who
is this young man? Immediately our minds are cast back to the sudden
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appearance of a young man present at Jesus’ arrest. He was the one who ran
off scared and naked [14:51-52]. Is this the same young man, who is now
robed in white (the colour of Jesus’ transfigured robes [9:3] and as we have
previously noted the colour of the martyrs’ robes [Rev.7:9,13]); who is sitting
on the right (the place James and John argued for [10:37]) proclaiming the
resurrection to the women with an air of confident authority? Whilst some
commentators infer this is an angel, that does not make sense, when the
Greek clearly refers to a young man. It seems far more likely that Mark’s
symbolic message is that this young man is the transformation of the scared,
naked and fleeing disciple who, through the truth of resurrection, now is
confidently proclaiming a message of hope. And what a message it is! “Do not
be alarmed, you are looking for Jesus of Nazareth, who was crucified. He has
been raised; he is not here. Look, there is the place they laid him. But go, tell
his disciples and Peter that he is going ahead of you to Galilee. There you will
meet him, just as he told you.” [16:6-7]

Do the women run with joy to pass on this wonderful news? Apparently not,
for we are told that terror (tromos) and amazement (ekstasis) seized them,
and they said nothing to anyone for they were afraid! What? But we know
they did tell the news because at some point the disciples did hear, did return
to Galilee, did share the news with others, were transformed by resurrection
hope, and our faith today is proof that the women did do what was asked of
them.

Sometimes it is said that there is no resurrection in Mark’s Gospel. Not so! It
is referenced throughout the Gospel [8:31, 9:9, 9:31, 10:34]. Mark’s
community knew the news of resurrection, it didn’t need to be repeated.
What this frightened community needed was to be reminded of what they
should do in response. Return to Galilee! Return to Galilee to meet the risen
Jesus. Return to their place of first connection with Jesus, to meet him again,
and again. They need to learn and re-learn just who he is, to learn what it
means to be his disciple, to continue to take up the cross and follow. To be
transformed, like the young man, into confident white-robed disciples
proclaiming the good news of the risen Jesus.

Sometimes Mark is called a circular gospel because when you get to the end

you are sent back to the beginning to learn and re-learn what it means to

follow Jesus. Like the man in Bethsaida who is gradually healed of his

blindness [8:22-26], we too may come to “see” gradually. Like the disciples

who deserted Jesus, and like the women who ran in terror and amazement

we will run away sometimes, but Jesus will remain faithful and he will meet
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us. If we stay faithful to God, persist in prayer and follow Jesus in service, then
we will, like the young man in the tomb, be able to sit confidently in the
tomb-like places transformed by Christ’s resurrection with a message of hope
and good news to share.

Let us pray (A prayer by Janet Morley based on Mark 16:1-8)
When we are all despairing; when the world is full of grief;
When we see no way ahead, and hope has gone away:
Roll back the stone.

Although we fear change; although we are not ready;
Although we’d rather weep and run away:
Roll back the stone.

Because we’re coming with the women;

Because we hope where hope is vain;

Because you call us from the grave and show the way:
Roll back the stone.

Extra Reflection - Mark 16:9-20 (read first if you can)
Later explanatory additions to Mark’s Gospel.

| hesitated whether to even include these additional verses or not, but
because they have been considered part of Mark’s Gospel for around 1800
years, it is worth discussing them. Firstly though, thank you for joining with
these daily reflections throughout Lent. Whether you have managed to keep
up each day or not, | hope that you have found something to feed your soul
and perhaps enthuse you to dive deeper into the Gospels.

As mentioned yesterday there are two alternative endings to Mark, a short
ending and a longer ending. Neither are original and, as | believe yesterday’s
reflection shows, neither are necessary. | won’t devote any time to the
shorter ending which dates not earlier than the 4" Century. The longer
ending, usually shown as Mark 16:9-10 is known from the late 2nd century
but is not present in the earliest manuscripts we have of Mark’s Gospel. The
author seems to be drawing primarily from Luke’s resurrection accounts.

The information about Mary Magdalene having seven demons cast out of her
[16:9] comes from Luke 8:2. We have nowhere previously been given that
information about Mary Magdalene in Mark’s Gospel, so it seems rather an
odd statement with an assumption the reader knows this information. The
next verses about the two disciples [16:12-13] seems a greatly shortened
version of the Road to Emmaus account from Luke 24:13-35.
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What does seem consistent with Mark’s approach is that the other disciples
would not believe either Mary Magdalene or the two disciples [16:11, 13].
Jesus then has to appear to the eleven disciples to ‘upbraid them’, or, in other
words, give them a telling off for their stubbornness of heart. He then sends
them into the whole world to proclaim the good news [cf Matthew 28:19].
The promise that the disciples will cast out demons [cf Acts 5:16, 8:7, 16:18],
speak in new tongues [cf Acts 2:1-13], pick up snakes unharmed [cf Luke
10:19], lay hands on the sick to heal them [cf Acts 4:30; 9:12,17; 28:8] all
seem to draw on the Luke-Acts tradition which was composed by the same
author. The closing two verses which cover the ascension also links strongly
with Luke’s account [cf Luke 24:50-53; Acts 1:9-11].

We are blessed to have a wealth of resurrection narratives from Matthew,
Luke and John’s Gospels. Mark’s original ending to the Gospel, we have to
concede, is written not to deny any of the reality of those accounts, but for
the purpose of encouraging that particular community to find a way to
continue taking of the cross to follow Jesus in discipleship and humble
service. Their invitation to do that is to return to “Galilee”, return to their first
encounters with Jesus and learn and re-learn all that he taught them. The
additions to Mark are not wrong in themselves, but they do not add anything
to the Gospel witness present in the other Gospels and they weaken the
powerful ending that Mark gave his community and, thankfully, also to us.

You have made it to the end of the Gospel. What should we do next? Well, we
can follow the invitation of Mark and Jesus and go back to Galilee, go back to
the beginning of the Gospel and read it all again. What can we choose to do
after that? Keep reading the scriptures, keep praying, keep walking the way of
discipleship. Blessings to you all. Christ is risen! Hallelujah!

Let us pray (prayer and hymn by Miles Coverdale (1488-1568), priest and bible
translator whose version of the psalms was included in the 1662 Book of Common
Prayer.)

Christ is now risen again from his death and all his pain:

Therefore will we merry be, and rejoice with him gladly. Alleluia.

Had he not risen again, we had been lost, this is plain:
But since he is risen indeed, let us love him with all speed. Alleluia.

Now is the time of gladness, for to sing the Lord's goodness.
Therefore glad now will we be, and rejoice in him only. Alleluia.
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