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The gospel of Mark as 'episodical narrative'? 1 The second gospel has remained 
controversial 2 since Johann Gottfried Herder had classified it as a narrative 3

• 

Although most interpreters have come to realize that the gospel of Mark is a 
narrative text, this realization has not always been precipitated in the.determination 
of genre or the method of interpretation 4

• However, if the gospel of Mark is a 
narrative 5, it ought to be scrutinized and classified as a narrative text 6

• Yet it is not 
our intention once again to classify the gospel of Mark in terms of literary history 7. 

We are interested in something else, namely, to prove that the gospel of Mark is in 
fact a narrative text, and to attempt an evaluation of the narrative qualities of this 
text with regard to the 'composition' of the gospel. Even if the question of genre is 
left open for the time being (see below 1), it is quite possible to evaluate the fact that 
the gospel of Mark is essentially a narrative text, for an analysis of its composition. 

Now, it is generally agreed that the synoptic gospels are composed of small, self
contained units. Exegetes agree about the delimitation of these units 8• In contrast to 
this consensus, there are the most divergent proposals concerning the delimitation of 
the gospel 9

. The reason for this is that the small units are assembled differentl6, which in turn has two causes. Firstly, differing principles of delimitation are used 1 . 

Some interpreters regard geographical viewpoints as the major criterion 11, others 
proceed from the main themes of the contents 12

, other yet again pay particular 
attention to the major groups, with whom the principal figure, Jesus, is involved 13, 

whereas some take the influence of pre-Marean material 14, or the function of the 
so-called collective accounts of the evangelist 15, as point of departure. Another 
possibility would be to base one's deliberations on specific schemes which shaped 
the composition of the text 16

. Secondly, and this is the other side of the problem, 
there seems to be a lack of text-related structural principles. However, subsequently 
we wish to show that, as a narrative (2), an 'episodic narrative' (3), the gospel of 

• This essay is a translation of a German original Das Markusevangelium als episodische Erziihlung. Mit 

Uberlegungen zum Aufbau des zweiten Evangeliums, published 1985 in a volume edited by Ferdinand 

Hahn (cf. note,2) 132-169. 
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Mark contains some inherent structural principles which can be used for describing 
the composition of the text ( 4). Before tackling this question, I wish to make some 
preliminary remarks (1). 

1. Preliminary reflections 

The following deliberations concern themselves mainly with narrative research of 
continental design. There are still a host of unanswered questions and unsolved 
problems within the realm of narratology. I shall mention only a few, so as to stress 
the preliminary and open-ended nature of the theoretical basis of my contribution. 
Nevertheless, I do believe that the theory would benefit from more diversified 
research. 

1.1 
Firstly, it is to be noted that even the narrative researchers have difficulty in giving a 
theoretical description and definition of that which we intuitively recognize as 
'narratives' 17 

1.2 
Secondly, the relationship between the narrative structures which constitute 
narration and the historic genres, has not as yet been clarified 18

• Does one explain 
the narrative ability anthropologically, whereas genres are specifically epochal 
phenomena which owe their origin and variations to social interests and needs? 
However, what then is the relationship between narrative theory, which examines 
types of narrative that overlap in time and the properties of narration, and the 
history of genre? 19 

1.3 
Within this context it is important, in the third place, to point out that the 
examination of the gospel of Mark as narrative text can only be a preparation 
towards establishing the genre of the gospel, in so far as the canonical gospels do 
actually constitute one genre. Only on this condition can they fit into a history of the 
'Gospel' genre. Should the gospels not constitute an individual genre, the 
classification of the gospels as narratives does not yet decide, whether, in terms of 
literary history, they ought to be regarded as part of the Hellenistic biographies 20

, 

or as analogies to the stories of redemption of the Old Testament 21
, as for instance 

the Exodus story 22
, for all of these are, after all, narrative texts. If the gospel of 

Mark is classified as narrative text, it must, nevertheless, be observed that some 
possibilities of classifying it in terms of history of literature are excluded. Observed 
from this an~le, it will be difficult to classify the gospel, in terms of literary history, 
as prophecy 3

, as midrash 24 or as tragedy (in the Aristotelian sense) 25, since these 
genres are not narratives. 

It may well come as a surprise that the possibility of an analogy to the tragedy is 
rejected so quickly, for some exegetes in recent years tried to grasp the 'disposition' 
of the gospel of Mark 26, or the 'plot' of the gospel 27, by means of the Aristotelian 
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description of the mythos (plot) of the tragedy. Such attempts should not be 
confused with more daring theses, as for example, that the gospel of Mark were a 
tragedy 28. Even if the attempts at describing the composition of the gospel in this 
way are not quite plausible 29

, it is important to consult the poetics of Aristotle with 
regard to possible yields for the investigation of the gospel of Mark. 

It then appears that the gospel of Mark does not resemble a tragedy, but the epos as 
defined by Aristotle! Because the difference between the mythos (plot) of the 
tragedy and the mythos (plot) of the epos are neglected due to far-reaching 
similarities, interpreters come to the confusing conclusion that the plot of the gospel 
of Mark resembles that of an Aristotelian tragedy 30

• 

Now it is immediately apparent that the tragodia (tragedy) first of all differs from the 
epopoia (epos) with regard to phraseology. Whereas the tragedy simulates reality by 
way of presentation, the epos has to rely on dramatic narration 31, which means that 
the gospel of Mark in its form of expression is in all respects more closely related to 
the narrative epos. Aristotle is well aware that the plot can be expressed in various 
ways; after all, a written tragedy is performed 32

• Indeed, the tragedy and the epos do 
first of all set the authors the same task: they must generally give a sketch of the 
subject matter in itself and at the same time see to it that the action, which is to be 
imitated, is homogenous and compact 33

• Yet the intention is to transform the 
subject matter, i e the backbone of the mythos (plot) into an episodic presentation 
(epeisodioun). Even if the plot of the tragedy comprises everything which is also 
necessary for the plot of the epos 34

, they differ considerably from each other in the 
episodic development (epeisodioun) of the general exposition (of a sketch of the 
katholou). It is only through the (epeisodioun) that the general outline 35

, which had 
already been sketched in the plan is converted into individual 'episodes' (epeisodia). 
The character, the number and the variety 36 of these episodes of the epos differ 
from those in the tragedy. Narrative allows more frequent changes of scenes and the 
parallel presentation of several lines of action 37

• This allows for a larger spread of 
the epos and opens up the possibility of arousing the interest of the listeners through 
variation 38

, which is inconceivable with regard to the stage-bound tragedy. 
Narration permits portrayal of the miraculous. Wouldn't it be ridiculous to try and 
visualize Mk 6:45-51 on stage 39! It is precisely the narrative of the account that 
allows for flash-backs (6:17-29) or simultaneousness of two trains of action (5:21-
24a,24b-34,33-43). As in the Homeric epos 40

, the narrator of the gospel of Mark 
also often relates (reports - apangellein) in the role of someone else by using direct 
speech; like the Iliad and the Odyssey, the gospel of Mark Rresents several actions 
which each in itself are of a certain magnitude (megethos 4 

) with enough material 
for an entire tragedy. And indeed, according to Aristotle, such episodes can each be 
fashioned into a tragedy 42

. 

In my opinion the comparison between the gospel of Mark and the Aristotelian 
tragedy only creates confusion and distorts Aristotle's Poetics. One can, however, 
learn from Aristotle's theory of literature (see also 2.3). 
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From the preceding it will probably have become clear that Aristotle differentiates 
between the plot (mythos) and the result of the episodic presentation (epeisodioun), 
whether it be in the tragedy or the epos. The plot (mythos) is not to be equated with 
the tragodia or the epopoia (tragedy or e~os). This distinction of Aristotle has 
remained largely valid until the present day 4 

. 

Given these preconditions, we can, though simplified, visualize the composition of 
the gospel of Mark as follows: on the lowest level we have the textual micro-level, 
the sequence of sentences and episodes; the second level constitutes the global 
contents which link the individual episodes together; these contents are in turn 
linked together by a narrative superstructure. At the second level we have the global 
contents which link the individual episodes together; these contents are in turn put 
into relation with one another by a narrative superstructure 44

. They could also have 
been structured differently though; in a sermon one could subject these contents to 
an appellative sermon-scheme, but then it would no longer be a narrative. It is also 
conceivable to disengage the narrative macrostructure of the gospel of Mark from its 
form of expression, the Greek discourse, and express it through another medium, e g 
a comic strip. 

Subsequently we shall deal with the fourth preconsideration, namely a description of 
the macrostructure of the gospel of Mark. This macrostructure has two dimensions, 
on the one hand the global contents (themes), on the other hand the relationship 
between these global contents, the macro-themes. Their constellation is determined 
b . . h 45 y a narrative superstructure or a narrative sc eme . 

2. The gospel of Mark as narrative 

Up to now we have tacitly presupposed that the gospel of Mark is a narrative text. 
But what is a narrative text? 46 

2.1 Characteristics of a narrative text 

First of all narrative texts consist predominantly of action sentences - that is, 
sentences with verbs which above all depict human action and have animated 
subjects. Since narrative texts cannot be restricted to human action alone, it can be 
said that they depict changes brought about mainly by human or animated actors. 

Secondly, this transformation belongs to the past and comprises a change of the 
point of departure towards a new finite situation. Something must, therefore, have 
changed. 

Thirdly, by means of a narrative superstructure, or rather, a narrative scheme, the 
main themes of a narrative text are brought into a specific relationship with each 
other, typical of narrative texts. 

Fourthly, the text of a narrative must satisfy the normal conditions of textuality. 
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The gospel of Mark, without doubt, satisfies conditions one and four: there can 
hardly be any doubt that the gospel of Mark is a carefully composed text. It is 
already well known that the gospel of Mark depicts action: either the action of Jesus 
and his disciples, or that of his opponents is in the foreground. In some instances, 
like Mark 1:15; 8:31; 9:12; 14:21, and in the passiva divina it becomes clear that the 
human actions are based on God's eschatological act of salvation which is the 
ultimate guideline. I shall come back later to this aspect, as well as to the question 
what changes take place. The conditions two and three are more problematical. 

2.2 The minor narrative units in the gospel of Mark 

2.2.1 The narrative scheme as exemplified by Mk 9:2-8. 

The question arises whether the gospel of Mark is governed by a narrative 
superstructure. Since I dealt with the function of a narrative superstructure within a 
text elsewhere in connection with the text model of Teun A van Dijk 47, I can be 
brief here and point out first of all that the gospel of Mark consists of many minor 
narratives. Let us, for example, examine Mk 9:2-8 48• 

Here a scene is created by the statements in Mk 9:2a,2b. These statements constitute 
the framework within which the events take place. In Mk 9:2c,3 the complication is 
introduced. An unusual, unexpected event is depicted, which changes the initial 
situation. In 9:5 the complication is strengthened. The two enraptured figures from 
the history of Israel, whose return had been prophesied for the last days, appear to 
the transformed Jesus who through his white robe is shown as eschatological 
heavenly figure. In Mk 9:5f the tension is intensified once more. There has been so 
much excitement; how must it be evaluated? Peter furnishes the evaluation. He finds 
it good and wants to stay. The narrator immediately rejects this evaluation of Peter 
and says that Peter has misunderstood the whole event. Thereby the evaluation is 
again repealed, and a second complication is introduced, which reaches beyond the 
textual context and which is linked to the lack of understanding on the parts of the 
disciples. Only in v 7 the tension of the introductory complication is resolved with 
the occurrence of the resolution, in that God, who, after all, had transformed Jesus, 
explains the transformation and the appearance of Moses and Elias: Jesus is the only 
Son, who surpasses all the prophets - even Moses and Elias must heed Him - and 
who is revealed as a transformed white figure in his eschatological glory as the Son 
of God. It is furthermore part of the resolution that everything returns to the point 
of departure (v 8). The moral of the narrative is clear. The disciples are to obey 
Jesus, the Son of God. He is destined for the eschatological glory and already at this 
stage bearer of the revelation according to Dt 18:15(v 7d). 

Let us visualize the narrative macro-level of the text schematically. We have the 
following global contents: 

I a Jesus and the three disciples ascend a mountain. 
b They are alone. 

II a Jesus is transformed into an eschatological heavenly figure. 
b Other eschatological heavenly figures speak with Jesus. 
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c The disciples witness Ila,b. 

III a The disciples wish to retain this situation, as they don't understand it. 

b The narrator rebukes this evaluation as lack of 
understanding. 

IV a God proclaims the transfigured Jesus as His only Son. 

b God emphasizes the revelatory function of Jesus. 
c The disciples receive this revelation. 

d God commands the disciples to obey Jesus. 

V Everything returns to the point of departure. 

The global contents are attached to a narrative scheme: 

Narrative 

Moral of the story 
IV.d 

Plot 

rr:;::---------Episode* • Evaluation III.b 

[ :::--------Event(s)* • Scene* I.a,b 

•~::::~;:-;:;;;:-------.. Complication* II.a,b;Illa • Resolution* IV.a,b,c;V 

(*These categories are recurrent and may occur several times, also embedded into 
one another. A 'plot' may have several episodes, and an episode may consist of 
several events). 

To draw up such an explanation of the macro-structure of a discourse is, of course, 
only possible on the basis of a careful analysis of the micro-level of the text 49

• This 
applies even more so for an analysis of the macro-structure of the complete gospel 
of Mark. 

Before I attempt this, I wish to point out briefly that several minor units in the 
gospel of Mark can be regarded as narrative texts because 
a) they are depicting a sequence of events; 
b) their global contents are organized by a narrative super-structure; 
c) their discourses satisfy the normal criteria of textuality 50, and 
d) they portray changes through action. 
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2.2.2 Narrative texts within the gospel of Mark. 

I demonstrated the narrative superstructure of Mk 12:1-9 elsewhere 51• Obviously 
parables are also narrative texts. Likewise one could demonstrate that the scheme or 
thematic frameworks of a miracle story can be traced back to a narrative 
superstructure 52• Similarly the so-called biographical apophthegmata 53, are subject 
to a narrative superstructure and refer to an action. The scene is initially only briefly 
outlined (Mk 1:16,19; 2:14a; 6:1-2a; 12:41; 14:3); then follows the unusual, that which 
is worth relating (Mk 1:17,20a; 6:2b-3; 12:42; 14:4), the complication. After that, 
Jesus immediately presents the resolution, which also contains the moral of the story 
(Mk 6:4; 12:43f; 14:6-9). In the missionary narratives the resolution lies in the 
unconditional reaction of the disciples (Mk 1:18,20b; 2:14c). 

The situation is more difficult in Mk 2:1-12, 15-17; 3:1-6; 10:13-16, 17-21; 11:20-25 -
which are also apopthegmata 54

• Whether one can view these texts as narratives will 
ultimately depend on the definition of human action. Here the words and actions 
have, however, a very specific intention, so that it may well be said that we are 
dealing with texts in which human action is in the foreground 55

• 

Exceptions with regard to the above are the apophthegmata which can be shown 
rather to be argumentative texts 56 (Mk 2:18-22; 3:22-29; 7:1-23; 11:27-33; 12:13-17), 
and those texts whose subject is not human action itself, but which refer to rules of 
action (Mk 2:23-28; 10:2-12; 12:18-27,28-34) or that want to guide the actions of the 
disciples (Mk 9:38-40; 10:35-45). We can, nevertheless, conclude that a considerable 
number of the apophtegmata included in the gospel of Mark satisfy the conditions of 
narrative texts. This does not apply only with regard to the smaller units, but also to 
the complete story of the Passion, Mk 14:lf,10-16:8, which, in my opinion, already 
includes Mk 11:1-11,15-18,27-33. 

An analysis of the superstructure of Mk 16:1-8 proves that here too we are dealing 
with a small unit. A narrative structure with two events is involved here: in v 1f the 
scene is portrayed, whereas v 3 depicts the complication which in turn is dissolved in 
v 4. v Sa once more portrays a scene with a complication in v Sb: the women are 
frightened by the heavenly youth who is sitting at the place where they expected 
Jesus. v 6f brings the resolution which in turn again ends in a complication - this 
time with the tension remaining. 

2.2.3 Prospectus 

It can be shown that the gospel of Mark is composed of a host of minor narratives. 

The gospel of Mark comprises several narratives, but is the text as a whole a 
narrative? One can also conceive of an argumentative text as including minor 
narrative units as partial arguments, as is done by Paul, for example, in Gal 1:13-
2:14. On the other hand the gospel of Mark also contains texts which evidently are 
not narrative texts, as for instance Mk 8:34-9:1; 9:35-50; 13:Sb-37. The classification 
and description of non-narrative texts within the narrative structure of a Rohal 
narrative text represents one of the unsolved problems of narrative research . We 

• 
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are, however, of the opinion that taking note of narrative sentences may assist in 
explaining the classification of such texts within the total composition of the gospel 
of Mark. This will be attempted later in this essay (3). 

However, what is the situation with regard to the minor narrative texts in the gospel 
of Mark, and what is their position in relation to the overall narrative? Are they part 
of a larger narrative at all? 

2.3 The narrative macro-structure of the gospel of Mark 
The global content themes of the gospel of Mark, such as the Messianic secret, the 
disciples' lack of understanding, the passion of the Son of Man, and the coming of 
the Kingdom of God, have been subjected to intensive research during the last three 
decades. This led to a considerable expansion of the work done by William Wrede. It 
is not possible to· repeat here all the particulars concerning the · reduction of the 
Marean macro-themes 58• It is our intention, rather, to show that these macro
themes are organized by a narrative superstructure, and that these two elements 
form the macro-structure which, from a global point of view, show the gospel of 
Mark to be a narrative text. 

2.3.1 The scene 

In the scene the reader is lead towards the narrative. He is guided by the narrator in 
order to obtain a clear concept of the 'text space', so that he knows when, where and 
by whom the narrating is done. This information must also introduce the text. 

At the beginning of the gospel of Mark the reader is immediately introduced to the 
time period in which the eschatological expectation of the prophet Isaiah is fulfilled: 
'Beginning of the glad tidings of Jesus Christ, the Son of God, as it is written in the 
Prophet Isaiah' 59• Subsequently it is then shown how John the Baptist by his actions 
shows himself to be the voice that calls in the wilderness and prepares the way of the 
Lord. His actions constitute the beginning of the eschatological Gospel of Jesus 
Christ. From the title the reader already knows that with Jesus the Son of God is 
meant. Then the account of the baP.tism of Jesus assures him that God Himself 
testified that Jesus was his only Son 6<\ upon whom He had let His Spirit descend, 
that Jesus of Nazareth be the authorized eschatological Saviour (Is 42:1). The Spirit 
has taken possession of Jesus and drives Him into the desert where he is tempted by 
Satan and, as a sign of the eschatological salvation, lives with the wild animals (Is 
11:6-8; 65:25; 2 Bar 73:6). The time framework is clearly drawn, the eschatological 
expectations are beginning to be fulfilled. In Mk 1:14, whose statements also serve 
the purpose of creating a scene, the time is defined in minute detail: after the 
delivery of John (into prison). Now the reader is also acquainted with the place: 
Galilee. 

Herewith the scene for the action is properly set. Subsequently only the subordinate 
figures are still introduced: The disciples (Mk 1:16-20; 2:15f; 3:13-19; 4:11), the 
adversaries of Jesus in the individual episodes (Mk 2:1-3:6; 3:20-35; 4:llf) and the 
people (Mk 1:21£,28,32-34,45; 3:7-11). 
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It is noteworthy that here, where he doesn't have the necessary episodes from 
tradition at his disposal, Mark himself sets the scene for the complete gospel by 
means of editorial comments. This applies in particular with regard to the theme 
'crowd'. Concerning the disciples he can, for this purpose, refer to the tales of their 
calling (Mk 1:16-20; 2:14), which he then, to be sure, supplements by Mk 3:13-19 
(the list of names is probably traditional). With regard to the opponents the 
information for the scene of the complete story is already provided by the scenes of 
the individual episodes. Later in the gospel Mark will reinforce this tendency (Mk 
3:22, 7:1; 10:33). That the theme 'opponents' is important to him, is already shown 
in Mk 1:22, where the reader is already being prepared for the conflict portrayed in 
chapter 2. 

2.3.2 The complication 

By the complication the reader is prompted to carry on reading and to get involved 
in the narrative, because now it becomes clear why the gospel is told and what 
makes it worth being told. Mark was brief. The time, predetermined by God, has 
come, the decisive epoch in the time guided by Him, therefore Jesus commences 
with his preaching: 'The time is fulfilled, and the Kingdom of God is at hand: repent 
ye, and believe the gospel.' (Mk 1:15). 

In many individual episodes the coming of God's Kingdom is depicted vividly. Mk 
4:1-34 is a clear explication of the guiding principle of Mk 1:15 61. But this also 
applies for the numerous miracle stories. As Mk 7:37 reveals, following Is 35:5ff, the 
salvation dawns in the work of Jesus. The work of Jesus is inextricably linked 
together with his teaching, as is shown in most exemplary fashion in Mk 1:21-28 and 
6:30-33,34ff. This indicates that the miracle stories are to be understood in 
conjunction with the basileia-message 62

. From the outset, the individual episodes 
carry the macro-theme which states that the Kingdom of God is at hand, and they 
unfold it in many different ways. 

Mk 1:15b is dealt with in a similar way. The human reaction to the basileia-message 
could, however, not have been fashioned as strongly from traditional material as the 
message itself. Therefore Mark makes an editorial addition referring to the reaction 
of the crowd (Mk 1:21f,27f,32-34,45; 3:7-11; 6:53-56). In similar fashion he deals with 
the reaction of the disciples (Mk 4:13; 4:40; 6:52; 8:14-21; 9:32; 10:24,26), whereas in 
the case of the opponents he only needs to strengthen the trend of the individual 
episodes from the tradition (Mk 3:6), in order to transfer them into the information 
of the passion story (Mk 8:31; 9:31; 10:32-34). 

The complication of the theme of the reaction to the message of the Kingdom of 
God lies in the fact that, although the people follow Jesus in large numbers, they do 
not believe in him unequivocally (Mk 6:14-16; 8:28), whereas the disciples, who have 
been informed about the mystery of the Kingdom of God (Mk 4:11), also do not 
understand the teaching of Jesus (Mk 8:32f; 9:32-35; 10:40-45), and finally desert 
him (Mk 14:27,50,72); Peter, on the other hand, renounces him (Mk 14:66-72). The 
reaction of the adversaries points at the imminent Kingdom of God in Jesus who, in 
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God's place, forgives sins (Mk 2:10) and, like God, is Lord of the Sabbath (Mk 2:28); 
furthermore that they are obdurate, and plan to kill him (Mk 3:5f; 4:11). 

The macro-themes are, therefore, in a differentiated way classified as belonging to 
the category 'complication'. Although concealed, the Kingdom of God is definitely 
approaching (Mk 4:3-8:26-29,30-32; 1:15). This manifests itself in the work and the 
preaching of Jesus. It is part of the theme of the coming of the Kingdom of God that 
it is proclaimed when the time is fulfilled. The action of Jesus is, therefore, from the 
outset placed within an eschatological framework. 

If then, in Mk 8:31-33 (with the dei statement) 63, and in Mk 9:12; 14:21 (with 
reference to the Old Testament), the passion of Jesus is regarded as part of the will 
of God for the last days, the tension in the theme of the coming of the Kingdom of 
God is intensified even more. How can the basileia come if the principal actor, who 
with work and deed brings close the Kingdom of God, is killed? The complication is 
furthermore intensified precisely by the fact that Jesus, after announcing his passion 
(Mk 9:1), and on the evening before his crucifixion (Mk 14:25), once more refers to 
the theme of the coming of the basi/eia, and affirms with two 'Amen words', that the 
Kingdom of God will come, and indeed within the generation of his listeners (Mk 
9:1) 64

• 

With regard to the theme 'Messianic secret' things are not different. The reader 
certainly knows who Jesus is (Mk 1:1,11), and also the demons (Mk 1:24f,34; 3:11), 
for they are supernatural beings. For the figures in the narrative, however, this is a 
mystery (Mk 4:40; 6:14-16; 8:28). When the disciples finally bring themselves to 
testifying who Jesus is supposed to be (Mk 8:29), it transpires that they (represented 
by Peter) have misunderstood their acknowledgement of Jesus as Messiah. Peter 
thinks of it in human terms (Mk 8:33) and repeals his acknowledgement (Mk 14:71). 
The people, incited by the leaders, want to crucify him (Mk 15:8-15), showing 
thereby that they had not expected a suffering son of David (see Mk 11:91). When 
Jesus refuses to present his enemies with a messianic sign to prove his identity (Mk 
8:11-13), Jesus's blasphemy culminates in his statement that he is the Son of God 
(Mk 14:631). For those who are obdurate the only remaining possibility exists in 
mocking at the cross that he, who supposedly is the redeemer, should free himself 
(Mk 15:31t). Neither the disciples, to whom it is given to know 'the mystery of the 
Kingdom of God' (Mk 4:11), nor the enthusiastic crowd (Mk 1:27f through 12:37b; 
14:lf), nor the three who witnessed the transfiguration (Mk 9:2-8), grasp who Jesus 
really is, and that his advent is inseparably linked to his cross. They do not 
understand what they hear in his preaching; they do not recognize what they witness 
in his actions (Mk 4:llf; 8:17). The disciples cannot grasp his suffering (Mk 9:32; 
8:32f; 10:35-45). They do not recognize that God's eschatological revelation secretly 
comes to pass in Jesus and is directed at the cross. It seems as if Jesus did come in 
vain. The complication is complete and demands to be resolved. 

One macro-theme, nevertheless, does find a preliminary solution: the conflict 
between Jesus and his enemies. With the aid of Judas (Mk 14:l0f) the conflict of Mk 
2:1-3:6 is intensified in 3:20-35; 7:1-23; 8:11-13; 8:31; 10:32-34; 11:27-12:40 up to 
14:lf, to such an extent that Jesus is slain and the enemies, for the time being, attain 
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their goal. The resurrection which, after all, had been announced from the outset 
(Mk 8:31; 9:9f), once more poses the question, whether Jesus will fulfil his threat (in 
Mk 14:61f) and his prophecy concerning the destruction of the temple (Mk 13:lf), 
both of which immediately concern his enemies. Thus the tension remains. 

2.33 The evaluation 

The evaluation of the macro-themes has, after all, already been stated at the outset 
by the narrator and by God (Mk 1:1,11). Furthermore, the 'it must come to pass' 
expression of Mk 8:31 and the direct reference to the scriptures (Mk 9:12; 14:21), 
with the peplerotai phrase in Mk 1:15, serve to explain that the actions and passion of 
Jesus fit in with the eschatological divine plan. This evaluation is further supported 
by Jesus's own submission to the will of God (Mk 14:36; 8:33), as well as the 
numerous references to the Old Testament in the passion story, which interpret 
Jesus's passion as an event in accordance with the will of God 65

• Similarly Mk 15:39, 
where the heathen centurion comes to realize that precisely he, who died on the 
cross, was the Son of God, forms part of this category of the narrative scheme. The 
answer to the question 'what kind of man is this?' (Mk 4:41; 6:14-16; 8:28) is only 
provided with the realization of the centurion (Mk 15:39) from the cross. This 
statement sharply condemns the behaviour of the disciples, the people and the 
opponents. 

We would already have a plot, a narrative framework, a story, if we were not still 
lacking the resolution. The latter is not supplied in Mk 16:1-8, since the Easter 
message also meets with lack of understanding. The tension remains. 

Following Norman Petersen, I argued elsewhere that Mk 13:24-27 represents the 
actual conclusion of the gospel of Mark 66

• I do not wish to repeat myself here, but, 
with reference to these considerations, to put forward the proposition that the 
solution to the Marean macro-theme is not narrated, but rather predicted. This 
means that the solution to the complication of the 'narrative' macrostructure should 
be sought in the statements which go beyond that which is related up to Mk 16:8. 
Therefore narrative portrayal of past action is no longer involved here, which means 
that, at least in view of the current definitions of narration, one has to be 
circumspect when referring to the gospel of Mark as a narrative text. An important 
modification of an essential element of the narrative scheme is involved here. Since 
this element 'resolution' nevertheless plays such an important role (albeit no longer 
constituting an important part of the discourse in the sense of portraying human 
action, but rather as prediction of eschatological events and in the form of 
apocalyptic prophetical sentences 67

) and is not absent, I am of the opinion that one 
can refer to the gospel of Mark as a narrative text; however, one has to illucidate and 
qualify this more specifically in detail. 

2.3.4 The resolution 

The resolution of Jesus's predictions, that the basileia is at hand (Mk 1:15) and will 
surely still come in his generation (Mk 9:1), has not yet come about at the moment 
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of his death (Mk 14:25). The expectation that the disciples will understand and 
recognize Jesus, has, at Easter, not yet been realized. Jesus's reckoning with his 
enemies has not yet taken place either. 

Now, as Robert Tannehill has made it plausible, the gospel of Mark presupposes 
that after Easter the disciples do come to understand and can recognize the 
continuity between the community and that which is the earthly Jesus 68

• A 
statement like Mk 13:37 and the predictions in Mk 13:9-13; 14:9 imply this. The 
solution to the theme of the disciples's injudiciousness is not related, but only 
projected by statements like Mk 14:27 and 16:8. Thus a resolution did come forth 
and is presupposed. 

What then is the situation regarding the basileia-theme? The juxtaposition of Mk 
8:38 and 9:1 combines the appearance of the Kingdom of God 'with power' with the 
eschatological coming of the Son of man as the glorified Son of God en te doxe tou 
patros. If we look at Mk 14:61f, it becomes clear that here too the coming Son of 
man and the enthroned Son of God refer to each other. The opponents will see him 
in the future (opsesthe) - this future tense determines the tense of the two participles 
69 

- as the enthroned Son of God. If we read Mk 9:1 and 14:25 against this 
background, the conclusion is obvious, that the Kingdom of God will then have come 
'ith power' when, after the cosmic catastrophe of Mk 13:24f, the Son of man comes 
as judge and saviour, as this is predicted in Mk 13:26f. In spite of all opposition (Mk 
4:3-8) the Kingdom of God will, until then, be small and concealed (Mk 4:30-32), 
but, secure 'of itself continue coming (Mk 4:26-29). Like Jesus's coming (Mk 1:15), 
his death (Mk 8:31; 9:12; 14:21) and his resurrection (Mk 8:31), his return is destined 
by God alone (Mk 13:20,,32). It is, however, still to take place in the generation of 
those who listen to Jesus o. 

Thus, th(; final solution of the Messianic secret lies in the future. All mysteries are 
eschatologically revealed by God (Mk 4:22). Until the coming of the Son of man the 
identity of Jesus will remain controversial, and there will be space for false Messiahs 
(Mk 13:5b,6,21f) 71

• However, the story of the transfiguration anticipates the solution 
of the complication of the mystery. Here Jesus is transfigured into a heavenly, 
eschatological figure and, dressed in white garments, identified by God himself as 
His Son (Mk 9:2f,7). Admittedly, the disciples are allowed to tell others this secret 
because of their meeting with Jesus at Easter (Mk 14:27; 16:7; see above), and Mark 
also does this, but for the enemies (Mk 14:611) and for all those who are ashamed of 
Jesus (Mk 8:38), the mystery of the Son of God will only be revealed when the Son 
of man shall come. 

The narrator and the reader do hear what God has said about Jesus (Mk 1:11; 9:7). 
For them and the congregation this is, however, believed knowledge, and one can 
therefore not state that the mystery has actually been revealed. It is the hope with 
regard to the return of him, whom one anticipates as the exalted Son of God. 
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2.3.5 The moral of the story 

Finally then, the moral of tlie story of Mark is to be understood from the future 
expectation. In view of this future expectation the story wants to call on the 
congregation to keep watch (Mk 13:33-37), to persuade them to remain faithful to 
the words of Jesus (Mk 8:38), to persevere until the end (Mk 13:13), to adhere to the 
word (Mk 4:16-20). As I have indicated elsewhere, this 'following of Jesus' is closely 
linked to the preaching of the gospel (see Mk 13:9t) to the heathens 72

• 

2.3.6 Summary 

To Mark, narrating that which Jesus has done, is part of the preaching of the gospel 
(see Mk 5:19 - apangelein; 14:9 - lalein). Therefore he called his narrative of that 
which Jesus had done and what had to, according to the eschatological divine plan, 
happen to him, the 'Gospel of Jesus Christ' (Mk 1:1). In addition to our evidence, 
that the global themes of the gospel of Mark can be classified as a narrative scheme, 
there are numerous other arguments which demonstrate that the gospel of Mark is a 
narrative text. In addition to the mentioned work of Petersen and Robert Tannehill, 
I wish to refer to the book by David Rhoads and Donald Michie 73, in which many 
other narrative aspects of the second gospel are examined. It can hardly be disputed 
any more that the gospel of Mark does have a narrative macro-structure and, 
therefore, has to be considered as a 'narrative text'. On the other hand, this narrative 
text consists of many texts, which are mainly self-contained narratives (see above 
2.2.1). 

Now then, how are we to understand the relationship between the global narrative, 
which, after all, derives its unity from a narrative macro-structure, and the small 
independent narratives? 

3. The gospel of Mark as an 'episodical' narrative 

3.1 The linking together of episodes 
Mark creates a narrative connection by linking individual episodes to one another. 
This is the most simple technique. Following Rudolf Bultmann, Gerd Theissen drew 
attention to the linking together of individual episodes using time, place, event and 
motivation as connecting elements. As early as 1928, Ernst von Dobschiitz pointed 
out that Mark links together individual episodes by interlocking them, whereas 
Robert Henry Lightfoot drew attention to the scheme of three when arranging the 
subject matter, as well as to the contrasting effect between Bible passages prescribed 
for scripture reading. All these techniques refer to two or three such Bible passages 
and produce the textual relationship on the linear level 74

. 

Admittedly, attempts have been made, especially by Dutch and Flamish theologians, 
to extend this type of arrangement to longer passages, thereby arranging five or 
more episodes in a concentric scheme ABC B'A'. But this kind of arrangement not 
only disregards the fact that a narrative texts emulate the structure of human action, 
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but also overlooks the various levels of textual communication and the dynamics 
within the text 75• 

3.2 The linking together of several narrative strands 
In a few cases the narrator makes use of techniques 76

, which are suitable for linking 
up various plots. He correlates the narrative about the death of the Baptist (Mk 
6:17-29), in which human arbitrariness plays the decisive role, with the Passion of 
Jesus (see Mk 9:12) and in advance prompts the reader to experience parallel 
anticipations. Furthermore, Jesus's self-denial and sacrifice of life as fulfilment of his 
own conditions of discipleship (Mk 8:34f; 10:45) are sharply contrasted with the 
action of the disciples, who are worried about their own honour (Mk 9:35f; 10:35-40) 
and save their own lives, whilst Jesus is arrested. 

Finally, the narrator establishes causal relationships between the conflict of Jesus 
with the Jewish leadership about his authority, Sabbath practice and his conduct in 
the temple (Mk 2:1-3,6; 11:15-19,27-33) on the one hand, and the death sentence on 
the other hand. 

3.3 The 'dense' text parts 77 

In some episodes the narrative contains plenty of embellishments (Mk 5:1-20). 
However, in some parts of the gospel the portrayal of the action is only sketchy, 
rough and summary. 

The so-called summaries show that, in these passages, the author summarily 
characterizes Jesus's activity in a pronouncedly selective form, from a specific 
perspective. Because these passages in the text represent the narrator's selection and 
accentuation with regard to the work of Jesus, they also indicate how he wants the 
detailed scenic presentation of the work of Jesus in individual episodes to be 
accentuated. Judging by the reports, the reader can, both retrospectively as well as 
looking ahead, survey the individual episodes, since the former portray the work of 
Jesus summarily, thereby representing a greater abstraction than the episodes. 

Similarly, the prophecies regarding the Passion belong to the summarised parts of 
the text. They arrange the Passion of Jesus as part of the basic eschatological theme 
of the gospel, and already at an early stage draw the reader's attention to Jesus's 
passion and his enemies. 

3.4 Episodic portrayal 
We have already seen that the gospel of Mark contains numerous pericopes, most of 
which are narrative texts (2.2), that the global themes of the gospel of Mark are 
governed by a narrative superstructure (2.3), and that some pericopes are definitely 
interlinked (3.1), and that some interwoven actions are correlated or contrasted 
(3.2). 

Tannehill, Petersen, Rhoads and Michie have all demonstrated how the narrator 
composed the text in great detail, and we gratefully take cognisance of it. There is, 
however, another aspect, namely the episodic development of a global theme 78. 
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This is very clear in the theme 'Conflict between Jesus and the Jewish authorities'. 
This theme is developed almost throughout in individual episodes, intensified by the 
predictions of the passion, and carried over to the description of the passion. 

The conflict between Jesus and the Jewish leadership is depicted broadly and 
detailed, and at decisive stages these conflicts are then quoted as cause for the death 
sentence (Mk 3:6; 12:12; 14:lf - after 12:1-44). By the description of the action the 
theme is unfolded, as is natural for narrating. However, the action is portrayed in 
numerous individual episodes. 

This is not the only way of unfolding a theme narratively. The theme 'Attitude of the 
crowd towards Jesus' is depicted episodically only twice (Mk 11:1-11; 15:6-14). In the 
remaining instances this attitude of the people towards Jesus is not in the limelight; 
it is rather the people's reaction to the action of Jesus that is portrayed. Thus the 
theme 'crowd' is not depicted episodically, but rather linked to the episodical 
development of the activities of Jesus. Hence the episodes Mk 11:1-11; 15:6-14 
become part of the network of connections, which were established by the calls of 
acclamation after the miracles 79

, by the evaluating remarks made by the narrator 
(Mk 12:37b), by the statements of the opponents (Mk 12:12; 14:lf), by the 
statements of the people themselves (Mk 1:21,27f; 6:14-16; 8:28), and by the 
summaries (see only Mk 1:32-34; 6:53-56). This theme is carried through just as 
consistently as the one concerning the relationship between Jesus and his enemies, 
yet the theme 'crowd' is not extended so strongly episodically, nor is it unfolded as 
diversified and detailed. 

With regard to the disciples's lack of understanding the portrayal shows even less of 
an episodical character. Outside the iassion story this theme is treated episodically 
only once, and that in Mk 8:14-21 . In the other cases, in Mk 4:13; 4:40; 6:52; 
8:32b,33; 9:6,10,32, the lack-of-understanding-motif is introduced more as an 
evaluation on the part of Jesus or the narrator, or it is part of the disciples's reaction 
to the imminent Passion of Jesus or his resurrection. 

That should suffice as proof. With the episodical portrayal Mark converts the global 
themes of the gospel into the mimesis of action. 

It is equally possible for an episode to unfold a secondary theme. Such a portrayal of 
a secondary theme is far more graphical than if it had been interwoven with the 
main action. The theme 'heathen mission' is never treated episodically, except in Mk 
7:24-30; it is only hinted at (Mk 14:9; 13:91). Yet Mk 7:24-30 illustrates the theme in 
narrative fashion by means of an 'event' in the life of Jesus. Thereby new light is 
shed on the statements in Mk 13:9f; 14:9; 15:39. 

To summarise, one can state that the narrator time and again raises the global 
themes in individual pericopes, even if the action of the episode is not essentially 
connected with that theme; at a few places he does, however, summarise the theme, 
and in some episodes the theme is then unfolded in detail. The teaching of Jesus is 
continuously mentioned (Mk 1:21f,27f; 2:1,13; 6:6b; 10:1), once presented in 
condensed, summary fashion (Mk 1:141), and once described in detail as a major 
episode on the lake shore (Mk 4:lf,3-9,26-32). In this way the narrator avoids the 



16 Breytenbach 

necessity of constructing too complicated an action, which would have become 
obscure due to too much detail. On the other hand, he succeeds in fashioning a lively 
and diversified narrative, and by means of episodical arrangement he avoids that the 
reader gets· bored by the one comprehensive macro-narrative (see above 2.3), which 
provides the unity. 

3.5 Episode-like traits in the gospel of Mark? 
In Mk 2:1-3:6 and 4:35-5:43 the sequence of episodes is, nevertheless, 
interchangeable, which would also be possible with regard to Mk 12. The 
arrangement of episodes is not always necessary, nor is it always plausible, e g 7:1-
23; 2:23-28, so that Mark has to accept the rebuke that his development of the 
mythos is epeisodiodes. In Mk 4:35-8:26 the text also creates a clear episodic 
impression. Yet the episodical development of the overlapping story did not 
throughout result in an episodical portrayal, for many episodes have their fixed place 
in the thematic development of the gospel. The episodical is situated on the linear 
level of the text sequence 81

. 

4. The composition of Mark 

The postulate that the gospel of Mark is an episodic narrative has some 
consequences for the 'structure' of the gospel. From the following it will become 
clear that it is more useful to consider the hierarchically arranged levels of the 
narrative text, than to try and arrange it regardless of the delimitation of individual 
pericopes or segment it in its linear sequence. 

4.1 Levels of narration 82 

In the gospel of Mark narration is done on several levels. First of all let us 
distinguish between that communication level on which the narrator acquaints the 
reader with the figures through portrayal of their actions, and the level of 
communication between figures within the narrative, embedded in the first 
communication level. After that, further communication levels will be dealt with. 

Often a communication level other than that of narrative communication between 
the narrator and the reader can be recognized in that the narrator draws the 
attention to change in the communication level by using narrative sentences. By 
means of this technique he indicates, that now it is no longer a question of 
communication with the reader alone, but rather, that the reader is involved in the 
communication between the characters in narrative. Thus the words pros
kalesamenos autous en parabolias elgen autois (Mk 3:23a: 'And he. called then unto 
horn, and said unto them in parables, .. .') introduce the words of Jesus to his 
listeners. Mk 3:23b-29 is situated on the embedded level of communication, and in 
Mk 3:30 the narrator again gives a signal that he has now returned to the level of the 
portrayal of action. This Mk 3:23b-20 is embedded in the narrative of Mark, which 
also applies for Mk 7:15, 18b-19a. 

In Mk 7:1-23 further interesting observations can be made. In 7:1 and in 7:2, 5a, 6a, 
9a, 14a, 17-18a, 20a the narrator tells the reader what the characters have done; 



The gospel of Mark as episodical narrative 17 

here we are, therefore, dealing with narration on the first level. If we leave out the 
direct speech in vv 5b, 6b-8, 9b-13 for the time being, we observe that in the section 
Ml 7:1-13 the verses 3-4 lie on a different level. Here the narrator also addresses the 
reader, yet he does not relate by describing an event, but he explains something to 
the reader. Inv 19c he does something very similar: he once again helps the reader 
to recognise the theological importance of Jesus's statement in vv 18a-19b. The 
narrator not only uses narrative sentences, so that he can draw attention to 
embedded utterances, but he also uses meta-narrative sentences (Mk 6:52; 7:3-
4,19c ), to enable him to comment on his narrative. These statements are therefore 
(like Mk 13:14,37) situated on the communication level between the narrator and 
the implied reader. The text moves on several levels; this will have to be taken into 
account when structuring the entire text. 

The following example will show how important this differentiation of the text levels 
is. Mark often avails himself of a framework technique. In Mk 4:lf,35f he tells about 
Jesus's teaching at the Lake Gennesaret and his departure in the boat. Verses 3-9, 
26b-20, 30b-32 present accounts on the embedded narrative level. Now Jesus is the 
narrator and the crowd are the listeners. Mk 4:10 creates a new frame. In vv llf, 
13b-20, 21b-23, 24b-25 we are once more dealing with a communication situation on 
an embedded level. Once again Jesus is the speaker. This time, however, he doesn't 
narrate; he explains (vv 14-20), reproaches (v 13), pronounces something which he 
elucidates by means of a quotation from the Old Testament (v llf), and makes 
further statements (vv 21b-23, 24b-25). Mk 4:33f is situated on yet another level. 
Here the narrator does not relate direct actions of Jesus, but, in summary fashion, 
provides information about that which Jesus frequently did. v 1f and v 35f, together 
with v 10, are situated on the level of the narrative description of the action, whereas 
v 33f is situated above it. Here the narrator, in summary, characterizes the action of 
Jesus. 

The technique of evaluating that which has been narrated in summary fashion, can 
also be found in Mk 6:52, where the reaction of the disciples to the miracle of the 
bread is interpreted. Mk 7:19c and Mk 12:37b as well as the other aspects of the 
narrator's comments, in which the narrator guides the reader's reception of the text, 
form part of the same context. 

To summarize, it can, therefore, be stated that there are four narrative levels in 
Mark's text: Firstly, the normal narrative level. This is the level of communication 
between narrator and reader, where the narrator portrays the actions of the 
characters. Secondly, there is the level of communication between narrator and 
reader, where the narrative is interpreted, elucidated or underlined (see Mk 4:33f; 
6:52; 7:3f,19b; 13:14). Thirdly, there is the embedded level of communication. This 
concerns communication between the characters portrayed in the narrative (see Mk 
3:23b-29; 4:3-9,26b-29,30b-32; 9:35-50; 13:1-37), where the narrator draws attention 
to a change from narrative portrayal to an address by means of framework remarks. 
Fourthly, there is the direct speech, which is inserted into the first communication 
level (by using words like kai elegen autois, etc). This level cannot be sharply 
separated from the embedded level. If, however, one assumes that the direct speech 
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in Mk 1:7,11,15, 17:24,24,37,40,41,44 is integrated into the narrative portrayal of the 
action, whereas Mk 3:23b-29; 4:1-34; 7:1-23; 9:35-50; 13:Sb-37 are clearly 'insertions' 
into the narrative sequence, this differentiation may well be justified. 

This, then, may provide us with an indication with regard to the structuring or 
composition of the gospel of Mark. In their unity and because they belong to the 
embedded level of communication, Mk 4:1-34 and 13:1-37 distinguish themselves 
from the narrator's remaining portrayal. The words of Jesus in Mk 9:35-50 (after 
sitting down in Mk 9:35, Jesus stands up according to Mk 10:1) and 12:1-37 are also 
mainly part of the embedded communication level, because the portrayed action is 
related, both for the sake of the disciple sermon, and for the sake of the continuation 
of the debate in the temple. In Mk 3:20-35 and Mk 7:1-23 the portrayed action (Mk 
3:20f,22,31f; 7:1,5,14,17f) constitutes the framework for the respective speech of 
Jesus, so that here too the words spoken to the characters of the story or the verbal 
dispute on the embedded communication level predominate . 

. We can, therefore, conclude that, seen from the perspective of the communication 
level, Mk 3:20-35; 4:1-34; 7:1-23; 9:35-50; 12:1-37; 13:1-37 distinguish themselves 
from the other parts of the gospel of Mark, and, therefore, in an analysis of the 
composition cannot be accommodated on the same level. Furthermore, it is clear 
that in many of these texts we are not dealing with 'narratives'. Whereas this is still 
the case in Mk 4:3-8,26-32, the other texts cannot be described as narrative texts. 
They are, however, included in the narrative text by using narrative sentences and 
framework remarks, and the reader is made aware of the fact that the 
communication level changes in each case. 

This embedding technique enabled Mark to incorporate plenty of parenetic material 
in his narrative. If one takes into account the narrative framework remarks in Mk 
8:34a, it becomes evident that the speech Mk 8:34-9:1 also lies on the embedded 
communication level. In the case of this text the scene is, however, not as clearly 
demarcated as in Mk 9:35f and 13:1-37. 

Next let us examine the formation of scenes as 'structuring principle', which only 
involves the local aspect. 

4.2 Scene formation 83 

The scene in the second main part (Mk 8:27-10:52) of the gospel of Mark is the road 
to Jerusalem. In this section there is only one more detailed scene. Here, Jesus 
travels through Galilea (9:30), and from Caesarea Philippi (8:27) he comes to the 
house (note the definite article!) of Peter in Capernaum (9:33), where he sits down 
(9:35a) and talks to the disciples (9:35b-50). This scene has been embedded in the 
major scene 'Jesus on his way to Jerusalem', to accommodate the speech. 

In_ Mk 11:27-12:44 we find a comparable procedure. The third main part, Mk 11:1-
12:44, is arranged in a three-day-scheme, and the action is concentrated on the 
temple of Jerusalem. Whereas Mk 11:11 constitutes the preparation for the eviction 
from the temple, which takes place the following day, the question of authority in 
Mk ll:27f is, in turn, linked to the eviction from the temple. Thus Mk 11:1-12:44 
clearly is a thoroughly composed unit 84

• On the third day Jesus is once again in the 
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temple (11:27), and he only leaves it in Mk 13:1. In this temple scene Mark now 
presents a number of episodes which take place within this broad framework. For 
the respective events the scene is, however, specified. Although it is clear that Jesus 
and his disciples are present, and that the opponents attack him (Mk 11:27f), we do 
learn from Mk 11:32; 12:12,37b that the people are witness to these alterations which 
culminate in a harsh evaluation of the scribes. 

Thus, Mark did insert the conflict with the opponents into a large framework, the 
temple dispute, but the conflict itself he unfolds through the portrayal of minor 
episodes. These episodes have their fixed position in the temple dispute, and they 
serve the purpose of intensifying the conflict between Jesus and his opponents. 
Within the temple dispute Mk 11:27-33 is fixed in prime position. The other episodes 
are interchangeable. Whether Mk 12:13-17 and 12:18-27 are changed around, is 
immaterial. Were it not of importance for the overlapping scenic framework, this 
episodic trait would be annoying. However, the numerous episodes rather tend to 
contribute to the lively development of the global themes, namely that of the dispute 
between Jesus and the Jewish leadership in the presence of the people, and Jesus's 
superiority over his opponents. 

In this way Mark used the formation of larger scenes to find a meaningful place for 
the minor stories within the larger context of the whole, notwithstanding the variety 
of episodes, without causing the reader to lose the perspective. With regard to the 
'arrangement' of the gospel it is important that this embedding of minor episodes 
into major scenes be taken into account. This will enable one to do justice to the 
hierarchical composition of this gospel. 

There is little sense in arranging the first main part of the gospel (1:16-8:26) 
according to geographic criteria. As the temple of Mk 11:1-13:lf serves the purpose 
of orientating the reader within the ambit of the text, so does the Lake Gennesaret 
in Mk 1:16-8:26. The action is concentrated around the sea, and the boat motif 
together with the passage motif serves the purpose of creating a common scenario 
for the many episodes. Mk 1:16-20; 2:13f (cfpalin); 3:7-12; 4:1-34,35-41, as well as 
5:1-20,21-43; 6:32-44,45-52; 8:1-10,11-13,14-21,22-26, all take place around or on the 
lake. It is unimportant, on which side of the lake the action takes place; the lake and 
its shore are the main scene 85

• Since Capernaum is situated by the lake, this more 
accurate localization fits in well with the scene. The narrator can launch several 
episodes directly in Capernaum, and even describe a whole day in Capernaum (Mk 
1:21-34). At Capernaum by the lake he then chose the house of Peter as exact 
location (Mk 1:29-35; 2:1-12; 3:20-35; see also 9:35f; 7:17 is doubtful) 86

, and twice 
the synagoge (Mk 1:21-28; 3:1-6). The lake, its shore and Capernaum with the house 
of Peter together form the basic points of reference for the reader to enable him to 
visualize the local aspect of this scene of the first main part. At the same time one 
must accept that the narrator assumes the reader has some schematic knowledge 
about the region around the sea of Galilee, and knows where Capernaum is, or 
rather, that it is situated on the shore of the sea. 

In a few cases, where it is necessary for the unfolding of a particular topic, the 
reader is introduced to an even more confined, or if necessary, other ambit of the 



20 Breytenbach 

text. Thus Mark can for instance localize the discussion about Jesus's association 
with the publicans and the sinners in the house of Levi (Mk 2:15-17), and follow this 
up immediately with the criticism of Jesus's practise of fasting (Mk 2:18-22). After 
all, the reader assumes that he is supposed to remain within the ambit of the text he 
was dealing with, until the narrator guides him further. If, however, the theme 
should demand that the scene around the sea of Galilee be expanded (Mk 1:35-39), 
or that one is to leave Galilee (Mk 7:24,31), then the narrator takes the reader along. 
It is precisely an episode like Mk 7:24-30 or 6:1-6a, which shows that the information 
presented by the scene is a prerequisite for the portrayal of the action. It is, however, 
very important to note that, after such thematically determined 'excursions' Jesus 
and his disciples always return to the basic scene of action, i e the sea of Galilee (see 
Mk 2:1; 6:31-45; 8:10; Capernaum and the boat and passage motifs). 

Some episodes presuppose this scene at the sea, without it being specifically 
localized (Mk 2:23-28; 7:1-23), whereas the episode Mk 1:40-45 takes place 
somewhere in Galilee. However, it remains a fact: not all particulars about locality 
are on the same level. Some form the scene of one single episode, others the scene 
of action, a scenic framework, which in turn is filled out with numerous individual 
episodes. Therefore, a segmentation like 'Jesus in Galilee' (1:14-5:48), 'Jesus 
travelling in and outside Galilee' (6:1-9:50) is not feasable because they even out the 
various levels of the particulars provided for the forming of scenes. A narrative text 
has several levels which merit consideration. 

In this part of the discussion we confined ourselves to local data. With regard to the 
chronological perspective we wish to refer to the book by Norman Petersen. Apart 
from the important consequences regarding the placement of chapter 13 in the 
'composition' of the gospel of Mark, which we referred to in 2.3.3, it is quite clear 
that Mk 6:17-29 cannot be accommodated on the same segmentation level as Mk 
1:16-6:16,30-8:26. In Mk 1:14 the text is arranged chronologically. Seen in global 
context, the chronological aspect of the scene is fixed after the delivery of the 
Baptist. Then, according to Mk 6:17, something is narrated that happened prior to 
this period, as it were, between Mk 1:9-11 and 1:14f. If one were to segment the text 
of Mark on a linear level, one could not do justice to this narrative flash-back. 

4.3 Density of action 
The narrator does not give an equally detailed account of all actions. Some events 
are only sketched in broad outline. This is done either by depicting several events in 
summary fashion (as in the so-called summary reports) or by attaching to an 
episode, in brief concluding remarks, the reaction of the crowd to the action oU esus 
(see only Mk 1:27f,45; 7:37). These narrative sections, which are not aimed at 
depicting individual aspects of events, but much rather emphasize the general, 
characteristic aspects of the action, consequently explain the individual episodes. 
They are, therefore, not situated on the same narrative level as the individual 
episodes, but rather are to serve as orientation points for the reader, to assist the 
latter in finding a guideline, and in reading the numerous small episodes with regard 
to a common trend. 
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When doing an analysis of the structure of the gospel of Mark, this function of the 
'sammelberichte' must therefore be· taken into account. If one treats them as 
equivalent to the individual episodes, as is done in a linear segmentation of the 
entire text, one doesn't do them justice. It is precisely the generalizing manner of 
presentation of the summaries which indicates that it is the intention to bring across 
and emphasize tendencies, and that detail is irrelevant. The overall tendency of the 
summaries is directed at assisting the reader, in order to enable him to advance 
towards the overall contents of the episodic account. In this way the collective 
reports summaries assist the reader in establishing and understanding the global 
narrative context 87

• 

4.4 Prospects 
To carry out a 'composition analysis', further elements of the evangelist's narrative 
technique have to be considered. In this article I deliberately avoided repetition of 
those elements highlighted by Tannehill, Petersen and Rhoads and Michie. 

It is obvious that the narrator's comment is not situated on the same level as the 
narrative presentation. Similarly, the parts which quote the Old Testament are 
located on a different level than the narrative portrayal itself, and also predicting 
elements like Mk 8:31; 9:31; 10:32-34 cannot be placed on the same level as the 
portrayal of action within the immediate context. 

It did, however, transpire that the distinction between various communication levels 
within the Mark text, the differentiation between macro-narrative and individual 
episodes, between narrative portrayal and quotation, prediction, admonition and the 
decision between the narrative text itself and its narrative macro-structure, cause the 
multiplicity of the text to become so evident, that one cannot do it justice by means 
of a linear classification. 

In conclusion, I wish to point out an unresolved problem: Heinz-Wolfgang Kuhn 88 

has already pointed out the important role played by the pre-Marean collections with 
regard to the composition of the gospel of Mark. Petersen 89 supported him in this 
point of view. It is, however, only possible to evaluate the importance of the pre
Marean collections with regard to the composition of the gospel of Mark, if an oral 
tradition,based on a written source, can be reconstructed. For that purpose, the 
stimulating ideas of the more recent discussion about the problem of 'oral and 
written texts' have to be followed up 90

• Only if it is possible to determine the scope 
of pre-Marean collections and tradition units in terms of form criticism, can the role 
of pre-Marean tradition in the composition of the text under discussion be explained. 
The thesis represented here could, in my opinion, assimilate such perceptions 
without having to be changed fundamentally. 
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