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This paper combines both an exegetical and philosophical approach to the 
treatment of miracles in the Markan gospel. Using key insights developed by 
biblical scholars bearing on the problem of Mark's treatment of miracles as a 
basis, 1 conclude that for the author of Mark, miracles are effects, and as such, 
signs and symbols of what occurs in the moral and spiritual order. I argue that 
Mark connects miracles with faith in Jesus, a faith qualified through a grasp of 
the proper exercise of human power in the kingdom of God. The last section of 
the paper explores the ontological conditions for the possibility of miracles as 
they are portrayed in this gospel; there I argue that the best candidate for a the
ory that squares with Mark's understanding of miracle is a different one from 
that found in the contemporary philosophical literature on miracles. 

Most treatments of miracles are either exegetical or philosophical. In this 
work I will try to bring the two approaches together, beginning with a 
description and analysis of what was thought about miracles at a key 
juncture within the Christian tradition, namely that of the Markan 
gospel. I will not start, therefore, by offering a definition of the miracu
lous and a close analysis of this definition, as standard philosophical 
treatments of the issue are wont to do.' No doubt such treatments can be 
helpful in their own right. Yet in beginning with a definition of the mirac
ulous, one runs the risk of defining it in such a way that it is consonant 
with the modern world view, but quite at odds with the way it was con
ceived of at earlier points in the Christian tradition. Consequently it is 
easy to miss insights into the problem that might be supplied by those 
with a different set of presuppositions than our own. 

In the first part of this paper, I will provide an overview of some 
recent biblical scholarship bearing on the question of miracles in Mark.2 

This preliminary sketch will ground my own analysis of how miracles 
are portrayed in the Markan gospel. Using the results of the first part of 
the paper as a basis, in the second part of the paper I will develop both 
the theological and philosophical implications of the Markan under
standing of miracle. I hope to show that for the author of Mark, miracles 
are effects, and as such, signs and symbols of what occurs in the moral 
and spiritual order. Miracles are connected with faith in Jesus, which is 
in turn linked with the onset of understanding the nature of the correct 
exercise of human power in the kingdom of God. Furthermore, if we 
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reflect upon the ontological conditions for the possibility of miracles as 
portrayed in this gospel, we will see that they imply a grasp of miracles 
quite at odds with the one found in much of the contemporary philo
sophicalliterature. 

Many of the conclusions of the literature surveyed in the first part, for 
instance, regarding Markan priority and the uniqueness of the gospel 
genre, are widely shared by mainstream Biblical scholars, although these 
conclusions have often been contested by a minority of scholars. I have 
tried to be as thorough as possible in dealing with differing points of 
view and contested issues in the endnotes. While for the most part I find 
myself in agreement with the consensus of New Testament scholars 
regarding issues such as the reliability of Mark as a historical source, my 
central point in the first section does not depend crucially on one's 
acceptance of such a conclusion. It is enough to recognize that Mark's 
intent is principally a theological one. 

Mark's Understanding of the Miraculous 

The consensus of the majority of biblical scholars is that Mark is the 
earliest of the four canonical gospels.3 Most also agree that the gospel 
narrative was neither meant to provide us with a historically accurate 
account of Jesus' life, nor to provide us with a biographical picture of 
him.4 Rather, the way in which the story is told, betraying a strong inat
tention to chronological and geographical detail,s suggests that the 
author's main purpose was to give us a theological exposition of the sig
nificance of Jesus' life. What determines the order in which discrete 
events6 are related is not so much what may have been the actual 
chronology of the events themselves, but the theological significance 
evoked by the arrangement of the material in a certain way. Thus the 
picture which Mark provides us of Jesus and the events surrounding 
Jesus' life is one that is already itself theologically informed.7 Since this 
gospel contains about twenty-one separate references to miracles, it 
makes sense to look here in order to find one of the church's earliest 
attempts to come to terms with the question of the miraculous and to sit
uate its place within the Christian faith." 

One of the most puzzling features of the gospel tradition, in particular 
that of Mark, is that which, following the foundational work of W. 
Wrede, has been termed "the Messianic Secret."" The term refers to a 
secrecy motif found in the gospel, wherein Jesus is portrayed as enjoin
ing secrecy as to his person and work. The issue is of particular import 
in regard to the question of the miraculous and its relation to Jesus, since 
Jesus is often portrayed as commanding the demons to keep silent 0:25, 
34; 3:12) as well as those who have witnessed miracles 0:43f; 5:43; 7;36; 
8:26). Whereas previous critics had attempted to explain these com
mands to silence in terms of Jesus' own concern that others estimate the 
nature of his messiahship correctly, Wrede located the origin of the 
secrecy motif not in Jesus' own actions and intentions, but rather, in the
ological accretions to the traditions with which Mark was working. 
These traditions, Wrede argued, were the result of the community's 
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attempt to reconcile the primitive Christian belief that Jesus became the 
Messiah at his Resurrection with the growing conviction that Jesus' 
earthly life had been messianic as well. 10 As such, the secrecy motif 
could not be understood as reflecting the actual order of events, but 
rather, reflected the theology of the early church: the work of Christ dur
ing his earthly career, viz., his teaching, preaching, and miracles, could 
only be understood in light of the resurrection. The key to the secrecy 
motif, according to Wrede, could be found in Mark 9:9, immediately 
after the transfiguration scene: "And as they were coming down the 
mountain, he [Jesus] charged them to tell no one what they had seen, 
until the Son of man should have risen from the dead."l1 The secrecy 
motifs were intended to underline the idea that Christ's messianic status 
could only be understood correctly in light of the resurrection; thus it 
was only to be kept secret for a short while, but after the resurrection it 
could be proclaimed openly. 

While many of Wrede's conclusions are under dispute, most critics 
agree that he was correct in pointing out that the secret is a literary 
device intended to make a theological point.12 Since this literary device 
is employed by Mark in his presentation of the miracles of Christ, we 
may conclude that the point that Mark hoped to make in using the 
device concerns the proper understanding of the miracles of Christ as 
well as the issue of his messianic status. Here I will limit myself to 
reporting some of the more important corrections to Wrede's views, 
which in their turn brought with them a deepened understanding of 
Mark's message and theology. 

An important emendation to Wrede's view is that of Percy;13 like 
Wrede, he stresses Easter as the key revelatory moment: before the res
urrection, the nature of Christ's person and work is to be kept secret, but 
afterwards these can become public. And like Wrede he also accounts 
for the secrecy charges as the result of the meeting of two different tradi
tions, albeit the traditions he has in mind are different ones. Contra 
Wrede, Percy denied the existence of a non-messianic tradition in 
Mark's gospel. Rather, the tradition which stressed Christ's earthly 
career as messianic came into conflict with the one that stressed the 
importance of the cross; consequently Mark's theology should be inter
preted as very similar to the Pauline one found in 1 Cor. 2:8; 2 Cor. 13:4; 
and Phil. 2:7ff stressing the keno tic character of Jesus' earthly life, that is, 
before the resurrection Jesus' life was one of lowliness and humility.14 

By far the most appealing and sophisticated analysis of the meaning of 
the secret is offered by H. Conzelmann,15 who argues that the secret is the 
means by which Mark controls the christological implications of his nar
rative. Like Percy, Conzelmann notes that the problem for Mark was pre
cisely the messianic character of the units of tradition with which he was 
working. How does one work with these, while at the same time pointing 
to the decisive significance of the cross? Mark's solution was the literary 
device of the secret, which was meant to underscore the theme that 
Christ's person and work, and therefore the meaning of diSCipleship, 
could only be understood in the context of both the failure of the cross 
and the glory of resurrection. And this means that the miracles, belong-
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ing as they did within Christ's earthly career, could only be properly 
grasped in light of these. The same can be said of Christ's teachings and 
parables, which even for the disciples remained dark sayings untillater.16 
Although Mark gathers most of the teaching in parables in chapter 4, he 
pictures the disciples as misunderstanding the teachings of Jesus regard
ing his person and work throughout. For instance, at 8:29, the point 
which many consider the watershed of this gospel, Peter correctly con
fesses to Jesus, "You are the Christ." But immediately afterwards he 
betrays his lack of insight into the meaning of his own confession when 
he refuses to accept the first of Jesus' passion predictions. Here too, the 
link between the miracles and the christo logical question has been 
emphasized by Mark. Right before this juncture the disciples report pop
ular opinions of Jesus' identity: he is John the Baptist, Elijah, or a prophet, 
and these correspond exactly to the popular views expressed in 6:14, 
themselves occasioned by Jesus' miracles. '? 

The same lack of understanding on the part of the disciples is again 
portrayed at 9:30ff and 10:33ff, after the second and third passion predic
tions. Mark highlights the existential nature of this misunderstanding as 
one having to do with power by immediately portraying the disciples as 
wrangling over who was greatest after the second passion prediction, 
and similarly concerned with their positions in partaking of Christ's 
glory after the third. 1s Because at these points in the story the disciples 
had yet no actual experience of Jesus' suffering and of Easter, they could 
not possibly understand Jesus' teachings. 

Most importantly, Conzelmann points out that for Mark Christ's mes
sianic character is not simply hidden until after the resurrection, but 
remains a mystery; its mysterious character is a fundamental feature of 
the preaching of the church. For those who are outside the church, 
Christ's messianic character, involving as it does the cross and resurrec
tion, continues to be a scandal. Thus the mystery of Christ's person and 
work can only be grasped in faith, that is, in the actual following of 
Christ in the fellowship of the church.19 The secrecy charges, as well as 
the disciples' inability to understand, are Mark's way of stressing that 
while Christ's earthly career had indeed been messianic, its nature could 
only properly be understood in light of the passion, the true nature of 
which could only be understood through faith. Mark's emphasis on the 
passion of Jesus is underscored by the sheer amount of material that he 
devotes to it-over one half of the material is concerned with the last 
week of his life. It is not surprising, then, that this gospel has been called 
"a passion narrative with an extended introduction."20 

From this we may conclude that the secrecy charges serve to under
score the mystery behind the power that manifested itself during Jesus' 
public career: its decisive character and overpowering authority stern 
from the self-emptying that Jesus undergoes for the sake of humanity at 
the cross. Hence the importance of the disciples' misunderstandings of 
the passion predictions, and the portrayal of their immediate result as a 
mistaken quest for power by the disciples: the disciples do not yet under
stand the true nature of Christ's authority over nature and the principali
ties and powers because they have failed to grasp its intrinsic connection 
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to the overpowering love that gives itself up completely on the cross. 
They can marvel at the manifestation of Christ's authority as expressed in 
the teaching and miracles only in an all too human way, and this results 
in their grasping for power and competing with one another. 

The injunctions to silence in Mark's gospel with respect to the mira
cles and Christ's messianic character, along with Mark's stress on a the
alogia crucis, are Mark's way of controlling a Christology which under
stands Christ's messiahship, and hence the nature of discipleship, sheer
ly in terms of power. This kind of Christology was no doubt expressed 
in some of the units of tradition with which Mark was working; his 
stress on the secret was his way of incorporating messianic units of tra
dition into his gospel while controlling their christological implications. 
Hence, while Mark acknowledges Jesus' wonder working powers, he 
sets them off center stage and puts them in the context of Jesus' passion, 
death, and resurrection. 2I The Christology which Mark seeks to control 
in his gospel is what has been generally termed a 8EtOe;: ctVllP, or divine 
man Christology.22 It has a good deal of similarities with the Christology 
which Paul opposes in 2nd Corinthians,"3 which viewed Jesus mainly as 
a wonder worker and which, moreover, understood the role of the 
Christian community primarily in terms of the power to perform mira
cles which had been handed down to it. 

As H.]. Ebeling pointed out, Mark's gospel was primarily to be under
stood kerygmatically, that is, as having to do with the preaching of the 
early church.24 This means that it functioned primarily neither theoretical
ly nor apologetically, but rather, encouraged acceptance of the gospel as 
lived interiority, that is, its primary aim was to proclaim the gospel in 
such a way that it could be appropriated existentially. This existential 
appropriation of the gospel obviously involved more than assent to theo
retical truths; it meant that the believer was to put her whole life at the 
disposal of the risen Lord. In order to do this, however, she had to 
become a follower, and in order to become such, she needed a picture of 
the Lord whom she was to follow. 25 Mark's view on miracles, therefore, 
belonging within this kerygmatic paradigm, has to be understood as hav
ing primarily to do with how the believer should understand miracles in 
the context of her journey in following the risen Lord. 

As noted above, Mark's problem was in making sense of traditions 
having to do with Jesus' power: what was its proper understanding, 
especially in light of the pressing question of discipleship? Did disciple
ship mean imitating Jesus the wonder worker? Symptomatic of this 
type of faith in Jesus-as-wonder worker were the ideas that divine 
power revealed itself in the miracles of Jesus, and that belief in this 
gospel entitled the bearer access to that power."; Not only were miracles 
portrayed as the principle reason for faith in Jesus, but they also could 
serve as certification as to the genuine character of a disciple's spiritual 
career: in second Corinthians we find references to missionaries who 
thought of themselves in the grand tradition of wonder workers, reach
ing back from Moses at Pharaoh's court to Jesus, and who came 
equipped with letters of recommendation (2 Cor. 3:1).27 These letters con
tained records of the many wonders wrought by the missionaries and 



MARKAN ACCOUNT OF MIRACLES 303 

certified by other churches; the missionaries also hoped to get similar 
kinds of letters from Corinth. All of this conformed to the pattern of 
Hellenistic Jewish propaganda, and carried with it a view whose central 
christo logical conviction was that of Jesus as a manifest epiphany: he is 
the bearer of divine power, and it is precisely in this power that his 
divinity is recognized. Here the scandal of the cross has been complete
ly by-passed or covered over, and it was precisely this fact to which Paul 
took offense. Parallel to Paul's preaching of Christ crucified is his under
standing of genuine discipleship. Its labors are not likely to yield ease, 
but more often bring hardship and ignominy: witness Paul's catalogue 
of afflictions in 2 Cor. 11:23ff. 

The view of Jesus as a theios ana can also be found in a source or 
sources for Mark and John, from which the canonical evangelists draw 
their stories of Jesus' miracles.'s A careful look at miracles in John allows 
us to pinpoint characteristic elements of the theology inherent in his 
source. Here the miracles are understood as evidence for the divinity of 
Jesus; for instance John 20:30-31, which is conjectured to be the ending of 
the miracles source used by John, reads "Now Jesus did many other 
signs in the presence of his disciples, which are not recorded in this 
book; but these are written that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, 
the Son of God."2' This primitive kind of theology was not let to stand 
unchallenged: for instance, we can see how the evangelist countered this 
tendency in his source material at 4:48, where a story which portrays a 
miracle (the healing of an official's son) as the direct cause of belief is 
prefaced by Jesus' admonition "Unless you see signs and wonders you 
will not believe." A similar kind of editorial critique of his own miracles' 
source can be found all throughout Mark, one that is much more 
focused in direction: the miracles of Jesus can only be properly under
stood in the light of faith, and moreover, the object of faith is the mys
tery revealed in the death and resurrection of Jesus. 

Mark's redaction of the material provides several clues as to how the 
miracles are to be understood.1u For instance, the miracles are by no 
means spectacles through which others can be spurred to faith." Mark is 
careful to point out that they do not awaken faith, but rather consterna
tion and amazement 0:27, 4:41, 3:5-6, 5:15-17, 5:42, 6:2), and Jesus is even 
accused of being in league with Satan (3:22). On the other hand, Mark 
often makes the point that healing is the result of faith-either that of 
those who are healed, (5:34) or that of those close to them (2:5ff, 5:36ft, 
and especially 9:24ff.).'2 Hence, while the units of tradition dealing with 
miracles were problematic for Mark, Mark does not eliminate them but 
rather carefully circumscribes them with a context through which they 
can be properly interpreted. This can most clearly be seen in Mark's han
dling of Jesus' appearance in Nazareth in the peri cope 6:1-6; Mark accen
tuates the people's unbelief and offense at Jesus, and tells us that he 
could do no mighty work there. Jesus' ability to heal is thus made direct
ly dependent upon the attitude that the people take towards him. This is 
further illustrated by the increased difficulty with which Jesus performs 
miracles as his passion nears (chapters 6-10). As a number of commenta
tors have noted, while miracles are performed easily in chapters 1-5, 
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later miracles "require elaborate preparation (7:33; 8:23L sighs and 
groans (7:34; 9:19), prayer (9:29), and occasionally a second try at it (8:24-
25)."" The difficulty is symptomatic of the faithlessness of the disciples 
and others around him such as the Pharisees; when faithlessness has 
reached its acme, i.e., when Jesus is betrayed and denied even by those 
closest to him, no miracle can occur at alP- The connection between faith 
and miracles is also clearly accentuated in the story about the paralytic 
(2:5) and in the story of Jairus' daughter (5:36), where healing is linked 
with faith; the point is made directly in the story of the woman with a 
flow of blood, where Jesus tells the woman that it is her faith that has 
made her well (5:34). 

For Mark, miracles do playa role in the Christian faith, but they are 
neither evidence for its truth, nor signs of arbitrary power.35 The faith 
which is required for a miracle to take place is not merely faith in the 
power of Jesus. This is accentuated by Mark through his portrayal of the 
miracles of Jesus as the occasion of questions as to the origin (noSeV) and 
nature (-ti~) of Christ's power (Mk. 6:2). These questions do not neces
sarily result in the right answer, as in the Beelzebul controversy (Mk. 
3:20-27), where Jesus is outrightly suspected of being in league with the 
devil. The fact that the tradition at 6:3-5a ties Jesus' lowly origins with 
his rejection is also noteworthy: the underlying assumption of those who 
reject him is that if power is to come from God, it must be glorious and 
splendid. That Jesus is a mere carpenter or joiner/" that he is so familiar 
and common that even his family is well known, proves to these people 
that Jesus' power and authority cannot be of God. In this way Mark 
points out that those who do not affirm the lowliness of Jesus also reject 
Jesus; like Paul in 2 Cor. 11: 4, he would affirm that they preach a differ
ent Christ. Faith in Jesus' power must be qualified by the fact that 
Mark's Christology is dominated by the passion; simple minded faith in 
Jesus as a theios aner is vitiated by Mark's portrayal of Jesus as the ser
vant of all, a view of Christ very similar to the Pauline view expressed in 
2 Cor. 13:4. 

It should be pointed out that the principle thrust of such an under
standing of Mark's gospel does not depend on whether in fact there was 
a uniform concept of a divine man in the ancient world. The point is that 
Mark's gospel is an attempt to corne to terms with the view of Jesus as a 
marvelous wonder worker. As such, even a more conservative view of 
the Markan gospel, one that views it simply as a corrective to a theology 
of glory, has much the same theological thrust as the idea put forth by 
many Biblical scholars that Mark seeks to control a divine-man 
Christology. 

The stress on the significance of the passion for Mark's overall under
standing of miracle can be seen, in its broadest outlines, in Mark's struc
turing of the materials at his disposal into the overall unity of his gospel. 
If we focus on the introduction to the passion narrative, we see that it is 
mostly made up of a cycle of miracle stories capped by the story of the 
transfiguration (9:2££), itself embedded between the first and second of 
the three passion predictions (8:31, 9:31, 10:32ff). Hence, the transfigura
tion scene functions not only as the capstone of the cycle of miracles-
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here the glory of Jesus is presented as a manifest epiphany-, but also 
serves to inaugurate the passion. The epiphany is qualified by Jesus' 
admonition to the disciples at 9:9 not to tell anyone of what they had 
seen on the mountain "until the Son of Man should have risen from the 
dead." Jesus' admonition, then, serves to point forward to the passion, 
and hence underscores once more the double purpose of the transfigura
tion scene as both capstone and inaugurative moment. Moreover, the 
earlier miracles are linked to the transfiguration and Jesus' admonition 
through the device of the secret. This careful structuring of the tradi
tions, in which Jesus' glory is unveiled at the transfiguration, which 
itself points to the cross, allows Mark to comment upon the nature of 
Jesus' power, his authority over demons and the powers of death and 
decay: his power is intrinsically connected to the self-emptying which 
Jesus undergoes at the cross. Mark highlights this in a most striking way 
through the centurion's confession at the moment of Jesus' death, where 
for the first time a human being declares Jesus to be the Son of God. 
Preceding the confession is Mark's report of the temple veil being torn in 
two, symbolic of the revelation of the secret. J7 Only at the moment of 
Jesus' utmost powerlessness is the mystery of his power over all of 
nature, the principalities and powers, revealed. 

If in Mark, miracles are a result of faith, they are not the result of just 
any kind of faith. Rather, they are the result of understanding the real 
source of Jesus' power. Genuine faith recognizes the value of that love 
which empties itself of all power for the sake of others, and which in so 
doing establishes the true meaning of love and unleashes its effects. 
Even if words such as "your faith has made you well" in 5:34 are not 
attributable to Mark himself, but were found in Mark's miracle's source 
which already included the technical jargon of faith healers,38 it is signifi
cant that Mark includes them. And yet these sayings such as "All things 
are possible to him who believes" (9:23), do not stand unqualified; as 
shown above, their meaning is deepened by the direction and focus of 
the gospel as a whole. 

Theological Implications 

The theme of faith preceding a healing, so frequently attested to in 
Mark's gospel, shows that for Mark the occurrence and recognition of a 
miracle already presupposes a shift in perception, that is, miracles presup
pose the way of perceiving and relating to the world that comes with 
faith. Hence, we can say that for Mark miracles are a sign, that is, an effect 
of what has occurred and what is occurring in the moral and spiritual 
order. This theme-so similar to that of the "faith that moves mountains" 
which must have been a common one in the church at Corinth as well (1 
Cor. 13:2; d. Mark 11:22), receives strong ethical qualification in Mark. We 
do not have here to do with the naive extolling of that kind of enthusiasm 
which believes that a miracle will occur, i.e., a faith that is concentrated 
simply on a miracle's future occurrence. The faith of which Mark speaks is 
deflected from the miracle itself, and projected into both the ethical and 
spiritual realms. Faith is faith in Jesus, who teaches the way of the king-
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dam of God, and it is in following Jesus that one learns the kind of atti
tude and behavior fitting for such a kingdom. 

As noted by Crossan, the deeper issues concerning the kingdom have 
to do with how "human power exercisers] its rule, and how, in contrast, . 
. . divine power exercisers] its rule."30 Mark teaches that when divine 
power is allowed to exercise its rule, that is, when human power is exer
cised in accordance with the laws of God, miracles occur. What Mark 
considers the correct exercise of human power is presented in 8:27-10:45 
and paradigmatically in the actions of Jesus; for example, at 10:42, Jesus 
tells the disciples: "You know that those who are supposed to rule over 
the Gentiles lord it over them, and their great men exercise authority over 
them. But it shall not be so among you; but whoever would be great 
among you must be your servant, and whoever would be first among 
you must be slave of all. For the Son of man came not to be served but to 
serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many." This is the third, and 
fullest of Jesus' teachings on discipleship in this complex; it is, however, 
already foreshadowed at earlier points in Mark's gospel. This is particu
larly true of the story of the Syrophoenician woman (7:24-30), which in 
turn receives its full interpretation here. As Rhoads notes, this woman 
"diminishes herself by being willing to be identified as a little scavenger 
dog, down under the table, eating some of the little children's crumbs
in order to get her daughter freed. In so doing, the Syrophoenician 
woman anticipates Jesus' teaching about the greatness of being least."Jn 
The faith of the woman is clearly linked with her implicit understanding 
of the kingdom of God-she is willing to be least on behalf of another
which is in turn linked with the freeing of her daughter from the demon. 
The miracles, then, are an effect of the inauguration of the kingdom of 
God, and as such they proceed in accordance with certain laws. Here, 
however-unlike the modern day understanding of efficient causality
these laws are not blind to an ultimate purpose, but are clearly subordi
nated to the final destiny of the human being. 

On the whole, there are two sets of laws in the New Testament uni
verse: those of life and death. Disease, the decay and corruption of the 
body-these are merely symbols of a much deeper malady: isolation, 
lovelessness and alienation. The miracles of Jesus, which are, for the 
most part, exorcisms and healings, are symbols as well-they are signs 
that a new order is at hand and has been welcomed; in Jesus, the breach 
that separates human beings from one another and from God is over
come. It is significant that the first miracles in the Markan gospel occur 
soon after Jesus proclamation at 1:15: "The time is fulfilled, and the king
dom of God is at hand; repent and believe in the gospel."41 The section 
between 1 :21-3:35 contains five miracles, one exorcism and four heal
ings. Jesus' parables concerning the kingdom and the gospel in chapter 4 
are followed by the healing of the Gerasene demoniac, the healing of the 
hemorrhaging woman, and the healing of Jairus' daughter; the parable 
on defilement in 7:14-15, which has to do not only with all foods being 
clean, but by implication, all peoples being clean, is followed by the 
healing of the Syrophoenician woman's daughter, as well as the healing 
of the deaf man in the Decapolis. Miracles, then, are portrayed as follow-
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ing Jesus' teachings. And while they also function to proclaim the king
dom, they only occur where faith in Jesus and his gospel has taken root. 
In both cases, that of the exorcism and the healings, physical states of 
affairs are effects, and as such, signs and symbols of spiritual states. Yet 
while I have argued that for Mark, miracles occur when some under
standing of the kingdom of God is achieved, it is important to note that 
for the most part, whatever grasp of its nature Markan characters 
achieve is only partial, and must be so, for the inauguration of the king
dom is only completed in Jesus' death and resurrection.'2 

This is confirmed by Mark's presentation of the miracles of 4-8, espe
cially the two sea miracles and the two feedings, which parallel Mark's 
treatment of the parables: neither are understood by the disciples." The 
disciples do not understand, yet to them "has been given the secret 
(/.L,\)0'1~PtoV) of the kingdom of God" (4:11). What kind of mystery can be 
given, even while it is not yet fully grasped? Mark has in mind the mys
tery of Jesus, a mystery which cannot be fully appropriated by the disci
ples until the death and the resurrection. Nevertheless the process of 
understanding has begun in the decision to follow Jesus, and it is this 
inauguration that is sufficient for the breaking in of the kingdom of God 
and the miracles that are attendant upon it. The momentous significance 
of the apostle's decision to follow Jesus should not be overlooked. 
However insightless they may otherwise be, the disciples have put their 
lives at Jesus' disposal. Peter, for instance, exclaims: "Lo, we have left 
everything and followed you" (Mk. 10:28). 

Mark shows that Jesus' work in joining together that which has been 
separated is accomplished through the mystery of the passion: he must 
suffer and die in order to heal the breach. The significance of this mys
tery is not something that can be unveiled or uncovered through intel
lectual effort; it is not a puzzle that can be solved through strenuous 
thinking. As such, it cannot be grasped and dominated by the intellect. 
Rather, the kind of understanding that is required can be attained only 
through the wisdom that comes with experience. However, for Mark 
this wisdom and experience is of a very particular kind, namely it is the 
kind of wisdom that can be gained only through following Jesus. Thus 
understanding for Mark primarily has to do with an existential attitude 
taken with respect to the person of Jesus: everything depends upon the 
willingness to follow him, and it is only in the following that under
standing is achieved. 

This is a very peculiar account of what constitutes understanding, one 
quite at odds with the account of it bequeathed to us by the 
Enlightenment. Understanding has for us come to mean something that 
is primarily achieved by the individual through his or her rational facul
ties, and it is a project that, in a significant sense, is a solitary one. While 
it is true that learning in even the most hard-core of the sciences such as 
physics or chemistry involves an intersubjective context-one involving 
teachers, the shared history of the discipline that shaped current 
hypotheses and states of investigation, discussion with peers etc.- one 
can still engage in this type of rationality without having to commit one
self to another particular individual. Because reason, whose principle 
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distinguishing mark is its universality, shapes the domain of this kind of 
discourse, it does not matter which person or persons serve as teachers 
or conversation partners so long as they satisfy criteria respecting com
petence in their field. Because of their dependence on rational proce
dures, intersubjective discourse in these fields has a distinctively imper
sonal character to it. One of the primary differences between the account 
of understanding which we have in Mark and the contemporary grasp 
of it is that for Mark understanding not only occurs with the other, it is 
also directed towards him or her: one comes to an understanding of 
oneself in understanding Jesus, and one understands Jesus in imitating 
his relationship to others. Hence what it means to understand is not so 
much rooted in rational procedures as it is in the interpersonal and rela
tional character of human existence itself. To learn how to love, and 
hence how to understand, involves, for Mark, folJowing the one who 
knows how to love perfectly. And following Jesus not only involves a 
commitment to him, it also involves a commitment to the way in which 
Jesus relates to others. Implicit in this narrative framework of what it 
means to understand is the conviction that love is not something that 
can be learned alone, that we learn to love in being loved, and that we 
learn to love perfectly in imitating the one who loves perfectly. Let us 
recapitulate our conclusions thus far: the miracle, for Mark, is the effect 
of a shift in perception, a deepening of understanding. But understand
ing for Mark is something that occurs in the context of a being with the 
other-in particular, it occurs in the context of becoming a follower of 
the crucified and risen Lord. 

The idea that a miracle is the effect of a shift in perception implies 
that a condition of the occurrence of a miracle is change in the way a 
person perceives the world when slhe has learned how to love in accor
dance with the example of Jesus. A related way of understanding mira
cles was put forth by Jerome (d. 420), who wrote that "a fleshy miracle 
takes place to testify to (probetllr) a spiritual one, even though it is the 
same power that drives out the evils of both body and soul."44 Jerome 
understands the change in a person's disposition as a miracle, no doubt 
because he believes it cannot occur without God's grace. We can under
stand the way he conceives of miracles in two ways: a) either God's 
power directly produces both the spiritual and the physical effects or b) 
through God's grace, a person changes her disposition and begins to 
learn how to love; this change in disposition in turn has an effect on the 
way things turn out in the physical world. The latter view suggests that 
the natural world itself is structured in such a way that people's moral 
and spiritual dispositions are linked with whether or not a miracle 
occurs. On this view, it is inherent in the structure of nature to serve 
God's purposes for the spiritual development of humanity. In other 
words, it suggests a relationship of mental causes to physical effects that 
are related in a lawlike manner; it is this view which I would like to 
explore here. In the next section I will discuss some of the different 
models available in order for us to understand this relationship. 
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Philosophical Implications 

The exegetical discussion above shows that, for Mark, miracles are not 
inexplicable disruptions of the regularities of nature:' but are rather the 
accompanying effects of the inbreaking of the kingdom of God."" This 
kingdom is portrayed paradigmatically in the actions of Jesus, who gives 
"his life as a ransom for many." This characterization reaches its culmina
tion in the cross and serves to show how power is exercised in the king
dom of God; as such, it has a strong ethical component. In God's king
dom power is exercised in accordance with the following principles: 1) 
one must be willing to deny oneself and give up one's life in order to fol
low in the steps of the one who has given his life for many, (8:34ff); 2) one 
must be last and the servant of all (9:35, 1O:42ff). Mark teaches that when 
human power is exercised in accordance with these principles, miracles 
occur:7 There is, then, a strong correlation between the way that human 
power is exercised and the regularities of nature; more specifically, the 
regularities of nature are not independent of the way that human power 
is exercised. The human state of alienation, the product of the attempt to 
lord power over others, has as its correlate sickness, death, and decay. On 
the other hand, the in-breaking of the kingdom of God, which brings 
with it a different set of principles regarding how human power is to be 
exercised, reverses the process of sickness and death and brings with it 
health and healing.48 This means that for Mark, the regularities of phe
nomenal nature are not only ordered to an ethico-teleological goal, they 
are clearly subordinate to spiritual laws. 

If this reading is correct, this means that the grasp of miracles often 
presented in the contemporary philosophical literature is not well suited 
to Mark's understanding of them. Swinburne, for instance, defines a mir
acle as "an event of an extraordinary kind, brought about by a god, and 
of religious significance."49 Later on he explains that events of extraordi
nary kinds can be either fortuitous yet unlikely coincidences which occur 
in accordance with natural laws, or violations of naturallaws.iilR. Larmer 
defines a miracle as an "unusual and religiously significant event beyond 
the power of nature to produce and caused by an agent who transcends 
nature. liS! In these definitions, nature is thought of in terms of a system of 
interrelations within which certain events are or are not possible; the 
things in nature have limited powers and interact with one another in 
certain characteristic ways. A miracle is an interference in the nature sys
tem by an agent that is in some way not bound by the regularities of that 
system, and which moreover, can produce effects on that system. 
According to Larmer's definition, the nature system is a closed one. On 
the other hand, we can conclude from the discussion above that the 
nature system is not a closed one for Mark; as Moule put it, it "includes 
the 'transcendent' within its regularity and its interlocking order."52 

In order to explain the difference between an open and closed nature 
system more fully, I will use the typology developed by Moule. 
According to Moule, there are four possible positions which a person 
may take regarding miracles and their explanations, each of which 
involves a particular understanding of the nature system. These four 
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positions are divisible into two broader categories. In the first category is 
the position of the thoroughgoing naturalist. She holds to the belief that 
only the phenomena are real: if they are ordered in accordance with 
laws, there simply can be no intrusions or breaks in their interconnec
tions; here we speak of a nature system that is completely closed.53 Given 
this presupposition, only two options are open to her when confronted 
with a report of a violation of a law of nature: if she takes the report seri
ously, then she concludes that she needs to revise her previous under
standing of the laws of nature so as to include the possibility of such an 
event. Otherwise the naturalist can conclude that the report was simply 
due to a mistake, or that it was the result of ignorance and superstition. 
It is, in fact, the firm acceptance of this presupposition that allowed 
Hume to argue the way that he did concerning the negative probability 
that miracle reports are true. 

In the second broad category we can situate those who believe that 
there is another order of reality behind that of the phenomena. Moule 
subdivides this category into three groups. In the first group belong 
those who believe in the consistency and regularity of a material realm, 
but who admit that there may be capricious interruptions from a realm 
outside. As Moule notes, such an attitude can result in nothing less than 
a kind of paganism, in which blind fate is believed to be, to some extent 
at least, the arbiter of the destiny of human beings. Insofar as these inter
ruptions are understood as capricious, they deny systematization or the 
possibility of being fathomed. It should be noted that this position is 
very different from that of contemporary science, which no longer holds 
that natural laws are mechanistic and deterministic, but are, rather, 
probabilistic. The latter position need not consider many anomalies as 
violations or interruptions, but rather as very improbable events." 

Those that believe in two separate realms, each behaving in accor
dance with the laws appropriate to each, belong to a second group. 
Roughly speaking, this position can be summarized as follows: some
times there are divine interventions in the natural order, but for the most 
part the two orders are separate: each order can be understood as oper
ating as if it were a self-contained system. A theist might point out his or 
her belief that nature is not self-contained because it depends on God's 
preserving power. But no appeal to God's preserving activity needs to 
be made in order to understand how the laws ordering phenomenal 
nature function; the hypothesis of God's preserving power really does 
no work in illuminating, for instance, the rate at which an object will fall 
to the ground. For the most part, nature is understood as behaving in 
accordance with its own intrinsic and uniform regularities through 
which all parts of nature are relatable to one another. This view of 
nature is supported by the theological claim that God creates, and that 
henceforth the things in nature work in accordance with the causal pow
ers God granted them. In this scheme, of course, the supernatural order 
takes precedence over the natural in the sense that it can interfere in the 
latter, but not vice versa. However, for the most part, the phenomenal 
world can be understood in its own terms, that is, in terms of uniformi
ties which govern the behavior of all that passes within it, without hav-
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ing to invoke the supernatural for its intelligibility, and it is in this sense 
that we can think of the natural order as a closed system. There are, of 
course, those rare occasions in which something momentous takes place, 
that is, a miracle, which is understood in terms of the purposes of God, 
and here we must appeal to the supernatural to make sense of the event. 
But for the most part, although the world and all that passes within it 
can be divided into sacred and profane spheres, most of it falls in the lat
ter category, and as such is fully intelligible in terms of natural law. 

It is in this second group that Swinburne belongs; although there are 
many others who fit into this group, I will focus on his views because 
they have been so clearly developed. This way of understanding mira
cles is the most serious contender to the view which I will discuss below, 
and which I believe is the correct one. According to Swinburne, miracles 
are violations that are non repeatable counter instances of laws based on 
statistical evidence. An event E is a violation of formula for natural law 
L when "we cannot replace L by a more successful law allowing us to 
predict E as well as other phenomena supporting L. For any modified 
formula which allowed us to predict E would allow us to predict similar 
events in similar circumstances and hence, ex hypothesis, we have good 
reason to believe, would give false predictions."s5 However, for such a 
violation to count as a miracle it must also have been produced by a God 
for religious purposes, that is, the event must be of religious signifi
cance.'" 

Although the fit is awkward, Swinburne's position is yet compatible 
with the view we find in the gospel of Mark. As noted above, 
Swinburne's stance shares its view of nature with modern science in kev 
respects -for the most part, nature behaves in accordance with its ow~ 
uniform regularities and can be understood as operating as if it were a 
self-contained system. Yet as the creator and sustainer of the world, God 
has ultimate power over the natural regularities that God has estab
lished and can interrupt them. Hence the possibility exists that the laws 
of nature will be broken by an intentional divine act in those cases that 
God deems it necessary. Now, according to Mark, miracles are linked 
with faith in Jesus, which is in turn linked with a kind of moral learning. 
If we attempt to understand Mark in terms of Swinburne's view, this 
would mean that when the right sort of moral learning has taken place, 
if necessary God interferes in the nature system in order to produce an 
effect different from what nature would have produced, had she been 
left to her own devices, i.e., when a miracle occurs the regularities of 
nature are suspended. 

However, one of the most significant problems with Swinburne's view 
is the following. As I have noted above, most theists will insist that all the 
normal processes of nature are somehow rooted in God's immanent pre
serving power and that there is an important sense in which divine 
causality is involved in them. When a miracle occurs, God in some way 
interferes with nature in order to produce a result at odds with what 
would have occurred had nature followed its normal course. The prob
lem is that on this scheme God's actions must be understood as limiting 
and interfering with one another, i.e., God's activity of preserving nature, 
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along with its manifold causal powers, would be interrupted by God's 
intervention in the world. According to Swinburne, God has created the 
world in such a way that things behave in accordance with certain char
acteristic powers. Insofar as God preserves the world, he preserves the 
things that are in it along with their powers. In a very significant sense, 
God's sustaining activity is constitutive of a thing, x, along with its mani
fold powers, insofar as it is a necessary condition of x and its powers 
remaining in existence. This means, however, that when God interferes 
with x in order to perform a miracle, he interferes with his own sustain
ing power insofar as this sustaining power is constitutive of x and its 
manifold powers. God would thus be contradicting God's own actions. 
Schleiermacher (1768-1834), the nineteenth century theologian so often 
called the father of modern Protestantism, had already called attention to 
an analogous type of problem when he argued for the unification of the 
doctrine of creation with that of preservation: if God's two activities were 
distinguishable from one another "each in limiting the other would 
exclude it; and thus the world would certainly remain entirely dependent 
upon God but irregularly, and on divine activities which mutually 
restrict each other."57 In this century, Paul Tillich (1886-1965) provided a 
similar argument, this time against a Swinburne type understanding of 
the miraculous: "Miracles cannot be interpreted in terms of a supernatur
al interference in natural processes. If such an interpretation were true, 
the manifestation of the ground of being would destroy the structure of 
being; God would be split with himself ..... "58 A Swinburne-like under
standing of miracle constitutes what Tillich characterizes as the destruc
tion of the structure of being by the ground of being, since God's activity 
of sustaining a thing along with its manifold powers would have to be 
annulled, however temporarily, by God in order for God to interfere in 
the natural order. In such a picture God's activities must be understood 
as at odds with one another; this, however, offends against intuitions 
concerning God's infinite wisdom and power. How much more elegant 
would be an understanding of God's relation to the world in which a sin
gle, eternal, divine activity is posited that constitutes a single order of 
which the experiential world is part! It is to such an understanding of the 
God-world relation that I now turn. 

Maule catalogues a third group in this second category: the position 
espoused by those in this group seems to me to be the most congenial to 
the view we find in the gospel of Mark. Here the two systems, the 
realms of nature and of the divine do not form two separate orders-the 
natural and the supernatural-which sometimes interact, but rather one 
order, of which the phenomenal realm is a part.59 In order to clarify 
what I mean by this, let me first explain what I understand by a law: 
given an antecedent, composed of certain conditions a, b, c, and so forth, 
it universally follows either that the consequent, composed of a particu
lar effect, let us call it z, will occur or that it probably will occur. When 
nature is understood as a closed system, the conditions in the antecedent 
must be part of the phenomenal realm, that is, they must be part of what 
is in some way given to the senses. 60 What occurs at one point in time in 
nature is in principle relatable in a lawlike way to what occurs at anoth-
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er point in time; past conditions determine future effects. Roughly 
speaking, this is the way that modern science understands naturallaw.61 

On a Swinburne-like view, when a miracle does occur, what would oth
erwise be a connection between antecedent and consequent that holds 
uniformly does not hold in virtue of an interference from the supernat
ural realm. On the other hand, to say that a system "includes the 'tran
scendent' within its regularity and interlocking order" is in part to say 
that the conditions in the antecedent do not all belong to the physical 
realm, i.e., what happens in the spiritual realm is a condition of what 
happens in the physical world. For our purposes, the most important 
distinguishing marks between the physical and spiritual realms are two: 
in the physical realm things exist in space and interact with one another 
through it, and further, what occurs prior in time determines, at least 
probabilistic ally, what will occur later. On the other hand the realm of 
spirit is not only a realm of freedom in which the past need not deter
mine the future (not even probabilistically), it is also a dimension in 
which the outer-what occurs in the spatio-temporal world-need not 
determine the inner self. One's faith or one's decision to forgive are not 
determined by brain states that are themselves determined by past inci
dents in the spatia-temporal world. On the other hand, examples of spir
itual conditions affecting what occurs in the spatio-temporal order 
might be, for instance, that a person has learned how to forgive another 
and in this way has freed herself of an enormous psychic burden; anoth
er may be the degree of a person's faith. This latter condition is certainly 
one that appears throughout the gospel of Mark (for instance, at 11:23 
Jesus tells Peter: "Have faith in God. Truly I tell you, if you say to this 
mountain, 'Be taken up and thrown into the sea,' and if you do not 
doubt in your heart, but believe that what you say will come to pass, it 
will be done for you"). 

On this understanding, miracles are not irruptions and irregularities 
in the natural order, but rather, their occurrence can be fully integrated 
into one coherent system: they are what occurs when the moral and spir
itual orders have been set aright. In this picture what we understand by 
natural laws today, laws which govern a world in which death is the 
final end of every creature, do not have the universality commonly 
ascribed to them. he They may be a subset of a much more universal law, 
one which governs the relationship between moral states and the way 
that states of affairs appear in the phenomenal plane. In other words, 
death, sickness, and decay may be what occurs when love is blocked; on 
the other hand when love is unleashed, so are it effects. If humans are 
used to living in a state of alienation and separation, and if these kinds 
of interrelations among persons carry their consequences into the phe
nonomenal realm in accordance with a certain lawlike regularity, the 
consequences, too, will appear normal. Yet if the initial conditions are 
altered such that persons begin to learn how to love in accordance with 
the example of Jesus, this too may carry with it a different set of charac
teristic consequences. In these cases, because persons are so used to the 
results of their past behavior, and because the world in which they live 
is one in which the kingdom of God has not fully taken hold, the effects 
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of learning how to love will seem rare and wonderful. In short, it will 
seem as if the lawlike regularity of nature to which they were accus
tomed was broken, when in fact what occurred was that a new set of 
conditions, a new way of being in the world and relating to others was 
introduced, and that these new conditions had their characteristic effects 
in the phenomenal plane. A miracle, then, would be a manifestation of 
the fact that the breach between persons is well on its way to being 
healed. This way of looking at the matter provides a philosophical 
underpinning to the theological view that nature was affected as a result 
of the fall and that furthermore, not only the human spirit, but nature, 
too, is healed through the in-breaking of God's kingdom in Jesus Christ. 
It also allows us to make sense of the strong connection in Mark's gospel 
between Jesus' command over nature and the self-emptying which he 
undergoes at the cross: it is precisely Jesus' overpowering love which is 
the source of his power over the physical world. 

Given this account, miracles are not inexplicable and do not lie out
side the purview of a law governed system. Rather both what appears 
to be the normal course of events, as well as the miraculous, are gov
erned by moral and spiritual laws. Hence a miracle is not an interference 
by God in the workings of phenomenal nature, which otherwise forms a 
self-contained and closed system. In other words, God does not act 
directly as an efficient cause upon a system, altering what would other
wise be its normal course. Rather, phenomenal nature, that is, what 
appears, is connected in certain lawlike ways with what occurs in the 
spiritual or noumenal order. God, then, does not in each case interfere 
from outside, but everything is governed in accordance with certain 
laws which have to do with the nature of love and its characteristic 
effects when it is present, and, on the other hand, the characteristic 
effects of its absence. God's laws permeate the whole of what is. 

H is curious how many theologians have correctly grasped the pro
found significance of the spiritual and existential revolution signaled by 
the advent of Jesus, but have not been willing to follow their existential 
commitments with ontological ones. For instance, while Bultmann does 
an excellent job of detailing the existential issues which wonder or mira
cle presents,"C he steers away from any understanding of miracle in 
which past experience is really contradicted. This is because, presum
ably, he too quickly concedes that "we judge assertions which cannot be 
accommodated to this conception [the rule of law] as fantasies,""4 that is, 
he fully accepts the idea of the nature system as a closed one. This leads 
him to ignore the significance of "the material or physical substratum,""" 
a key concern of the miracle stories.66 Yet the significance of this substra
tum for the Christian faith should not be ignored: it is in and through it 
that we live and have our earthly being. If the natural world is to be 
thought of as directed to the spiritual goal of salvation, it cannot also be 
conceived as working only in accordance with its own immanent laws, 
themselves not directed towards any ultimate goal. The order of physi
cal nature must be subordinate to the goal of salvation-and this means 
that the physical order is not autonomous, that what occurs here must 
be dependent on what God ordains for humans qua spiritual beings. It 
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must certainly have been this kind of reasoning which lay behind the 
Markan willingness to embrace miracles: with the advent of Jesus comes 
salvation and a new way of being in the world. How could nature fail to 
be touched by the onset of the kingdom? 

The above discussion has shown that although a Swinburne-type 
philosophical analysis of miracles (Moule's second group in category 
two) might not be logically incompatible with Mark's theology of mira
cles, it is awkward and unwieldy compared to the philosophy of miracle 
we find in Maule's third group in this category, which flows much more 
naturally from the understanding of miracle Mark presents. In particular, 
the idea that states of the physical world are dependent on moral disposi
tions and attitudes is very well suited to Mark's theology of faith as a 
condition of miracles. I have also argued that the idea of an all-inclusive 
interlocking system governing the interrelations between the physical 
world and that which transcends it provides a simpler and more elegant 
understanding of miracles than the idea of supernatural interferences in a 
natural order governed in accordance with its own immanent laws. 

It may be objected that an attempt to understand miracles in terms of 
universal laws governing the relationship between the physical world 
and that which transcends it is at odds with a key feature of the 
Christian confession, namely that salvation is through a personal rela
tionship of faith in one individual, namely, Jesus Christ. The two ideas, 
are however, in no way incompatible, since the change in the moral 
character of persons, a condition of the workings of nature being set 
aright, is dependent upon the work of, and fellowship with, the Christ. 

It is also important to note that in Mark the phenomenal realm is not 
merely the product of an individual's moral and spiritual states, but 
rather, the moral and spiritual order that is the ground of what occurs in 
the phenomenal plane is always an intersubjective one. For example, 
although Mark never presents a possessed person as having faith in 
Jesus, it is often the case that the faith of another close to that person is 
sufficient for Jesus to perform an exorcism, as in the case of the 
Syrophoenician woman. Hence the faith of others does have an effect on 
an individual's fate, just as, conversely, lack of faith can have disastrous 
consequences for others, as suggested by the disciples failure in 9:18ff. 
This corporate character of the spiritual order as presented in Mark dis
closes that one cannot manipulate one's own faith in order to force a 
miracle, for one never has control over the attitude of others. The only 
key to changing the attitude of others is the fullness of love as it mani
fests itself in the cross, and this means that the crux of the kingdom lies 
in following Jesus, that is, in being willing to lose one's life for the sake 
of the gospel. Hence, although the miracles are attendant upon the king
dom, the kingdom can only be instituted by the willingness to give up 
one's life and follow Jesus. And although the gospel ultimately presents 
us with a positive understanding of miracle, it presents a realistic picture 
of the cost of discipleship and of doing one's part in inaugurating the 
kingdom-itself a condition of miracles. o7 

Purdue University 
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NOTES 

1. See, for instance, Richard Swinburne's clear exposition The Concept of 
Miracle, (London: St Martin's Press, 1970). 

2. My use of the exegetical material will be constrained by and limited 
to that which illumines the theological and philosophical issues at hand. 
While my own approach to the Markan understanding of miracles builds on 
recent exegetical scholarship, much of which stresses Mark's combating a 
divine man Christology, it goes beyond this in showing that Mark's attitude 
towards miracles is still, nonetheless, a positive one. 

3. Two major proponents of the hypothesis affirming Matthean priority 
are William R. Farmer (The Synoptic Problem: A Critical Analysis, Dillsboro, 
N.C. : Western North Carolina Press, 1976) and Hans-Herbert Stoldt (History 
ilnd Criticism of the Marean Hypothesis, trans. by Donald L. Niewyk, 
Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1980). 

4. However, against such a consensus, see C.H. Talbert (What is a 
Gospel? The Genre of the Canonical Gospels [Philadelphia: Fortress, 1977]), who 
has argued that the gospels are similar to Graeco-Roman biographies. For a 
defense of the majority view that holds to the uniqueness of the gospel 
genre, see D. E. Aune, "The Problem of the Genre Gospels," in Gospel 
Perspectives: Studies of History and Tradition in the Four Gospels (Sheffield: 
JSOT, 1(81). 

5. This was first pointed out by Karl Ludwig Schmidt in his study Der 
Rahmen der Geschichte Jesu, (Berlin: Trowitzsch & Sohn, 1919). A brief 
overview of the inconsistencies in Mark's chronology and geography are 
provided by Paul J. Achtemeier in Mark (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1975), 
13-14; a more in depth discussion of how these inconsistencies might relate 
to Mark's incorporation of different traditions into his gospel can be found 
in Achtemeier's article "Toward the Isolation of Pre-Markan Miracle 
Catenae" in JBt 89 (1970), 265-29l. 

6. It is more accurate to speak of the traditions which relate these 
events, since what Mark had at his disposal were traditions or stories which 
already bore the stamp of the community's theological interpretation 

7. As Willi Marxen notes, " .. Mk. by no means produced a historical 
record, but ... he himself stood within the theology of the Church and was 
influenced by this theology in the account he wrote insofar as he expressed a 
particular theological conception in his work." Introduction to the New 
Testament, (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1968) 120. Cf. Mary Ann Tolbert, 
Sowing the Gospel: Mark's World in Literary-Historical Perspective (Minneapolis: 
Fortress Press, 1989). Tolbert notes that even if we take the Markan gospel to 
belong to the genre of Hellenistic historiography, "one would still be 
involved in the dynamics of fiction" 31. This is because ancient historiogra
phy never pretended to be more than interpretation: "Speeches, characters, 
and even whole incidents could be created by the Hellenistic historian, and 
events for which records or sources existed were often thoroughly embell
ished. The aim of ancient history writing was rarely to produce an accurate 
chronicle of record; rather, its purposes were moral edification, apologetics, 
glorification of certain families, and mainly entertainment" 32. 

8. In his book Faith and Understanding, Bultmann notes: " .. the 
Christian faith is apparently not concerned with miracles; rather it has cause 
to exclude the idea of miracle. No arguments to the contrary can be based on 
the fact that in the Bible events are certainly recorded which must be called 
miracles. That fact merely makes necessary the use of critical methods which 
show that the biblical writers, in accordance with the presuppositions of 
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their thinking, had not fully apprehended the idea of miracle and its impli
cations" (New York: Harper & Row, 1969) 249. Contra Bultmann, I hope to 
show that Mark had a very sophisticated understanding of the place of mir
acle in the Christian faith. 

9. W. Wrede, The Messianic Secret, (Library of Theological Translation; 
London: Clarke, 1971), German edition first published 1901. 

10. According to Wrede, "It (the secret) can be characterized as the after
effect of the view that the resurrection is the beginning of the messiahship at 
a time when the life of Jesus was already being filled materially with mes
sianic content" Quoted from The Messianic Secret, ed., with an introduction 
by Christopher Tuckett (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1983),6. Wrede 
believed the secret to be the result of the clash of the primitive Christian 
belief that Jesus became the Messiah only after his resurrection with the 
notion that Jesus had been the Messiah all along. The standard critique of 
this aspect of Wrede's views is that Mark's material was never understood 
non-messianically. 

11. All Biblical quotations will be from the New Oxford Annotated Bible 
with the Apocrypha, RSV, edited by Herbert G. May and Bruce M. Metzger. 

12. A clear and in-depth account of the debates surrounding the issue is 
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