
Mark the Evangelist Day Mark the Evangelist
24/04/2005

Isaiah 55:6-13
Ps 126
2 Timothy 4:1-11
Mark 1:14-28

The end is in the beginning: the time has come

Today we pause again to listen to our mentor, Mark the Evangelist who was not 
amongst the twelve, but it is thought his mother’s house in Jerusalem [Acts 12:12] was 
an early Christian meeting place. He was friends with Peter and Paul, and he was a 
cousin of Barnabas so it is no wonder he became an evangelist. He worked in Rome and 
much later his name became associated with Venice. But above all he is honoured as the 
founder and first bishop of the church in Alexandria, where he may have been martyred 
during Nero’s reign.

Mark’s emblem is the lion. The second sentence in his Gospel refers to “the voice 
crying in the wilderness,” and in Mark’s day the roar of the now extinct lion would have 
disturbed the peace of the Judean hills. There is a legend that tells of lion cubs being 
born dead to awake three days later when their mother roared. Mark’s gospel is surely a 
roar that intended to bring others to life.

At a time when we have seen the election of a new Bishop of Rome, it is interesting to 
note that Mark was Peter’s companion, disciple and interpreter, and that he heard him 
preach. Because of this Christians in Rome insisted Mark set down everything he 
remembered of the words and actions of the Lord as he had learned them from Peter.

For many centuries Mark was regarded by the church as less significant than Matthew 
and John. But, thanks to scholarly enquiry in the 19th C, it is now widely held that after 
Paul, Mark is the first New Testament writer, and the first to refer to use the term ‘the 
Gospel.’

What must it have been like to write the first Gospel when no one had done it before? 
There would have been stories of Jesus circulating, especially accounts of his death, but 
no one had formed them into a pattern with a purpose. Mark drew on the stories about 
Jesus, and the tradition of Hebrew Scriptures which elaborated their understanding of 
God in Creation and God’s merciful acts for the salvation of the people. We know that 
others took a lead from Mark. If we lay Matthew and Luke alongside him we can see 
clearly they followed his pattern, and we can trace their use of his work.

Mark tells us nothing of the sort of things we might want to ask about himself, or about 
Peter (such as how they got on, and what did become of Peter’s wife when he became 
bishop of Rome!). Nor does Mark tell us that when he wrote life around the 
Mediterranean was in a state of commotion. People felt themselves to be threatened by 
random forces; evil spirits and the possibility of political turmoil, and were searching 
for stability and protection. The emergence of what was to become Christianity was 
only one of many currents coursing though the troubled waters of those times.

In this context Mark had only one aim: to show that the great tradition of Hebrew 
theological and historical reflection on God’s ways with us had been fulfilled in the 
story of Jesus who was crucified and raised to life. To this end Mark’s first sentence 
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announces exactly what he wants us to know: The beginning of the good news of Jesus 
Christ, the Son of God. This is elaborated when Jesus begins to preach: the time is 
fulfilled: the kingdom of God has come near. No more powerful announcement could 
have been made. Its force is indicated when, after an encounter with Jesus, the lives of 
four fishermen are totally transformed. Who is this? In the Capernaum Synagogue the 
man with an unclean spirit knows, for what is loose in the world in Jesus totally 
threatens the dark forces in whose grip he lives. Much like the Fool in one of 
Shakespeare’s plays, it is his voice that says: I know who you are - the Holy One of 
God. Jesus drives out the power of evil, sets free the things of the earth, fills them with 
amazement and takes them into the reign of God’s peace. From the start Mark wants us 
to see that this is a story about God and us, and it has implications for our life. The thing 
we most want has come near in a human life like ours, and we are invited to participate 
in this gift of God, even though the encounter may at first be puzzling, and the sight of 
it, to some extent, blinding.

Of all the things we would like to know about Jesus, Mark tells us almost nothing. 
Instead we are shown awe-inspiring action which demonstrates what it means that the 
time of fulfilment has come. This contrasts with the end of his Gospel which shows the 
disciples lost in fear and silence. But with Mark, the real meaning of his work, including 
the mysterious end, is to be found in understanding the beginning. His news is that the 
promised restoration found in Isaiah and celebrated in Psalm 126, has come amongst us 
in Jesus of Nazareth. The blindness and puzzlement that accompanies Jesus work is a 
sign that people can hardly grasp the news that has befallen them. Only later do they 
come to know fullness of joy. In the Easter season it is all the more pertinent to say that 
it was after the resurrection that the disciples perceived what God had done. They did 
not begin by singing: when the Lord restored the fortunes of Zion, we were like those 
who dream. Then our mouth filled with laughter and our tongues with songs of joy. 
Later they came to understand what had happened. It was from knowing the end that 
Mark wrote. That is why his opening words give us the meaning of the story. In the 
light of Jesus’ exaltation he shows us that, from the start, God’s reign was present in 
him, putting the powers of death to flight. If there is one meaning for us to take from 
Mark in the Easter season, and on the eve of Anzac Day, this must surely be it.

Therefore Mark’s Gospel may be the cause of a very deep joy because he is conveying 
to us a new apprehension of the truth about God. Understanding his message may 
stimulate us to convincingly, gratefully, and with great joy praise God. One writer has 
said that when the gospel has been heard, we may find our feet freed to dance and our 
tongues to sing. If that is true then being filled with such joy in God has to include 
laughter. There is an old story that expressed something about the Scottish element in 
our history. Question: Why is there so much laughter in Scottish churches on Sunday 
morning? Answer: Because the Presbyterians tell so many jokes at parties on Saturday 
night! Joy has been difficult for Christians. We are more used to being sober. The Rule 
of St Benedict counselled against laughter, John Wesley urged his followers not to be 
frivolous, and amongst us enthusiasm was generally held to be suspect. But if what we 
are talking about in the message of Mark the Evangelist is true, it involves being invited 
to be reborn to a lively hope that comes from a much deeper level than frivolity. Such a 
hope is one that will show, and it did show, in signs and works that were astounding to 
everyone in sight.

It is risky to talk about laughter and joy when and in recent times we have felt the dark 
shadow of serious illness, death and loss come close. But the rebirth to a lively hope 
came forth in just such a time of suffering, deep change, and searching. And Mark 
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shows us that our starting point is this: God has come near. All our life is held in a 
context of love to us that seeks its fulfillment amongst us and with us. From the start it 
works to cast away the darkness which binds us down, and in which we so often find 
ourselves struggling to live. And the transformation of life and the amazement we see in 
Mark has got something to do with what Paul, Mark’s friend, would call, being in 
Christ. Being in Christ means knowing that the worst that can happen to us, and which 
we may yet have to go through, is nevertheless covered in him. Therefore on the darkest 
day we may be sad and suffering, but there is a deeper joy which comes from knowing 
we have already been named and claimed by him who delivers us into the place for 
which we were created. Friendship with the One who is source of all, in whose 
company we may know and live in the joy of resurrection life.
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