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Life Context of the Interpretation
“When I came to have faith in Jesus, I didn’t know who he is and what he did…” A confession of the first baptized woman in Korea, named Sam-Deok Chon, begins with this phrase.
 For the first time, her heart was moved by the story about Jesus, but soon after becoming a Christian, she was changed into a Bible woman who walked miles and miles every day to tell people—especially uneducated and wretched women—good news and in some cases to practice exorcism.
 Their lives were attached to the lives of people and the life of the nation in the way that they sublimated Korean women’s han in Christian faith.
 However, Chon’s last words in 1925 imply how the Western project of mission accompanied by modernization had influenced her life: “I had eyes but didn’t see, had ears but didn’t hear, and lips but didn’t say; but after knowing of Jesus I became an autonomous woman.”
 For her, being a Christian was concomitant with being an enlightened woman in the modernist sense. The first Christian Korean women’s commitment to the community brought life back to the people of the darkened nation. On the other hand, Korean women’s pathos and passion of religiosity based on the communal sense was gradually replaced by an attempt to search for the autonomy that an individual was able to acquire by being both a Christian and educated woman.
 
Nowadays Korean Christianity has lost the power of influence on the community because of its individualized form of faith and its exclusivist attitude toward other religions, and its expansionist missionary policies and practices to other Third World countries. The Korean church needs to reflect on the ongoing influence of Western Christianity baptized by the modern rationalism, while rereading the Gospel of Mark. I will argue that Western readings of Mark based upon the certainty of rationality is not very convincing from the community-centered perspective commonly found in Korean contexts, especially as influenced by Confucianism, Buddhism and Shamanism. In order to do justice to my Asian cultural context, in this paper I propose to explore the representations of the (mis)understanding of Jesus’ disciples in Mark from a community-centered perspective. 

Hermeneutical Choice of Western Biblical Scholarship 
Since William Wrede formulated the “Messianic secret” found in the Gospel of Mark, the studies of this Gospel have been dominated by the quest for Jesus’ identity.
 According to Wrede, Jesus teaches in parables in order to deliberately hide his intent from the crowds (4:11-12), but Jesus gives private instruction only to his disciples (7:17; 10:10). Despite their privileged position, the disciples in Mark regularly fail to understand Jesus (6:52; 8:17-21). Therefore, somehow discipleship is necessarily related to the disciples’ proper understanding of Jesus and his teaching. Although Wrede’s specific hypothesis concerning the Messianic secret has lost popularity in current scholarship, its influence remains significant in that a proper ‘understanding of who Jesus is’ remains the central concern of many Markan studies, without taking note that this concern and the subsequent reading is framed by Western rationality and its individualist quest for knowledge. The (Messianic) ‘secret’ should not remain a ‘mystery’ but rather would become an object of mastery through the reasoning of individuals. 

The Western biblical scholars’ eagerness to discover truth through the individual exercise of their own reason is present in their expositions of disciples’ failure that is mainly located in their misunderstanding or lack of knowledge of who Jesus is. Whatever the reason for the disciples’ failure and whether they fail or progress, those interpretations describe the disciples as autonomous subjects who should follow Jesus while seeking a proper understanding of who Jesus is and pursuing their individual goals—their autonomous mission.
 By framing their readings of Mark in this way, Western studies directly or indirectly advocate, indeed mandate, this view of autonomous discipleship based on individual knowledge of Jesus’ identity. For instance, ‘following’ as a technical term denoting discipleship often presupposes knowing who Jesus is. Even when ‘following’ is understood as adopting the life of the one who is followed so that relationship is in view, it is still regarded as personal relationship.
 I will argue later that the vertical model of the relationship between Jesus and the disciples as shown in patron-client relations should be replaced by an egalitarian kinship model and that ‘being with Jesus’ and ‘Jesus’ being with the disciples’ is the essential marker of discipleship.

Hermeneutical Choice from a Community-Centered Perspective

In the Western culture, individualism, autonomy, and any self-sufficient value are highly respected.
 Yet, one might consider that Palestine in the first century was different from such an individualist Western climate, because the integrity of the group was pivotal in the society where survival itself became the issue.
 Thus, one can read the Gospel being informed that the strong sense of group or community prevailed in the ancient Mediterranean culture in which the new community of the Jesus movement arose. The stronger orientation a group has, the more limits the communal code in the group sets.
 If modern interpreters do not grasp the nature of the communal code operating in a specific socio-historical context, they would bracket out the dimensions of the text as a product of a communal understanding and a response to socio-historical circumstances. 

Social scientific criticism in biblical studies has highlighted that the code of honor-shame was the base value system in ancient Mediterranean including the Palestine area.
 Thus, the relationship between Jesus and the disciples in Mark can be examined in light of the communal code of honor-shame predominated in the ancient Mediterranean world. Additionally, by employing literary criticism I will see how characters—conceived in and through their relations with other characters and not as individuals—create the dynamics of their relationship in the narrative world.
 At this point, however, I should note that methodologies themselves as well as interpretations using them are never neutral, but inculturated. Even when one employs a social scientific approach for investigating the social system and institutions of the ancient Mediterranean societies, it is not scientifically objective, but affected by cultural assumptions and prejudice of the researcher.
 
My use of a community-centered social scientific approach along with literary criticism is influenced by my own context, an Asian context comprehending Confucianism, Buddhism, and Shamanism. This context is less concerned about individual knowledge, but more about relationality among people and with the Ultimate. I will not be able to discuss all these traditions in my reading of the Gospel from a community-centered perspective, but will suggest how some of these traditions illuminate the nature of the disciples’ understanding in Mark, reading the text with a way of knowing based on relationality and spiritual experience, a way of knowing familiar to many Asian people.
Contextual Interpretation of Mark
Discipleship of Being-With
The relationality of Jesus and his disciples is highlighted when they are described as an alternative family in Mark. Jesus redefines family in 3:31-35. For Jesus, whoever does the will of God is his brother, sister, and mother. This is a reorganization or recreation of kin-group. In ancient Mediterranean societies during the first century, kinship was the primary social domain along with politics.
 On the other hand, the patron-client system was a “powerful mechanism in vertical social relationships.”
 Pointing out that many discussions of the Roman patronage system exclude its effect on the ordinary people such as the peasantry and the urban poor, Horsley argues, “the personal but asymmetrical (vertical) reciprocal exchange of goods and services in patron-client relations stands diametrically opposed to the horizontal associations and reciprocity embodied in kinship and villages. The vertical bondings of some peasants undermine the solidarity of local peasant communities.”
 In this regard, Jesus’ new familial relationship was founded on a different type of reciprocity by comparison with the vertical reciprocity that the patron-client system provided. 

This point is significant, because it prevents the temptation to hastily regard the relationship of Jesus and his disciples as that of patron-client or Jesus as broker. Rather, the alternative relationship of family that Jesus advocated is a new kind of reciprocity rooted in equality and solidarity. Moreover, it was a reconstruction of the existing kinship relations, in which genealogy based on patriarchal lineage and sustaining a family’s honor played an essential role. By replacing this patriarchal lineage with “doing God’s will” as essential for such an alternative form of family, Jesus did not seem to appeal to ascribed honor communicated by genealogy.
 Yet, the foundational value of honor-shame may still, perhaps more strongly, work in the new family of Jesus in the way that Jesus is revealed as the Son of God and his authority derived from divine paternity is manifested by various miracles.
 The Roman emperor placed himself at the top of the pyramidal system by expanding asymmetrical relationships of patron-client throughout the empire. However, the divine familial lineage that Jesus advocated was radically different from the imperial patronage because the relationship of Jesus and the disciples as a new model of kinship held the strong sense of communal solidarity based on the radical experience of God through Jesus.
What initiated and motivated the relationship of Jesus and the disciples is not the calculating relation of favor and service dominant in the patronage-clientage, but the intensity of Jesus’ calling to profound bonds that made the disciples immediately (euvqu.j) follow (avkolouqe,w) Jesus, renouncing family and possession (1:16-20). This immediacy of following implies that it is not a goal-oriented action, but looks more like a body- or a gut-reaction.  

Moreover, “those who are with him” (oi` metV auvtou//) as a designation denoting the disciples’ relationship with Jesus is (1:36; 5:40. cf. 2:19, 25; 3:7; 8:10; 9:2, 8; 11:11; 14:14, 17, 33; 14:7, 67) no less significant than the term ‘follow’ as the notion of discipleship as autonomous agency. It appears that Jesus appointed twelve disciples, above all, in order to be with him (i[na w=sin metV auvtou/). Disciples’ being with Jesus or his being with them—the sense of ‘belonging together’—is fundamental to the relationship between Jesus and his disciples. It represents the relationality of an egalitarian kinship as seen in Jesus’ new familial relationship.
Faith and Understanding
Despite the significance of this communal tie, what disturbs the reader is that the disciples appear to misunderstand or to be asked to appropriately understand. Regarding this issue, one needs to investigate how understanding is different from knowledge and how faith and understanding are connected in Mark. 

Most interpretations of Mark presupposes that one must understand in order to believe, regarding understanding primarily as intellectual faculty or the activity of reasoning—a Western assumption under the Kantian influence. The relationship between believing and understanding is not always like this.
 Even when understanding is desired in Mark, this understanding is not confined to having knowledge about something divine. This way of knowing is not the mark of discipleship because even the unclean spirit knows who Jesus is (1:24, “I know who you are, oi=da, se ti,j ei=, cf. 3:11). It should be noted that there are words that denote ‘knowing’ like ginw,skw and oi=da, which indicate the ‘simple knowing of any fact or information’ and sometimes are associated with the so-called Messianic secret (e.g. one ‘knows’ who Jesus is). But the question confronting the disciples is whether they noe,w (perceive, 7:18; 8:17; 13:14) or suni,hmi (understand, 4:12; 6:52; 7:14; 8:17, 21). 

The significance of understanding is subtly highlighted in 12:28-34. When a scribe comes to Jesus and asks about the supreme commandment, Jesus answers by first quoting Deuteronomy 6:4-5, Joshua 22:5 and Leviticus 19:18. Then, the scribe repeats it while changing the word “mind” (dianoi,aj) in Jesus’ saying to “understanding” (sune,sewj). Both words are not significantly different in meaning, but the word choice in the scribe’s saying shows the significance of understanding in Mark.
 This is seen as a wise answer, so Jesus says, “you are not far from the kingdom of God.”
 In Mark’s narrative world, understanding is important and is essential in relationship with God. 
Then, what is the relationship of understanding and believing? Jesus’ questions about faith and understanding may imply their interchangeability in usage and meaning: “Have you still no faith?” (ou;pw e;cete pi,stin, 4:40); “Do you not yet understand?” (ou;pw suni,ete, 8:21). In these cases, both believing and understanding do not have contents to be believed or understood.
  
It is true that Jesus is concerned about the disciples’ lack of faith. However, this does not necessitate an interpretation of Jesus using a harsh tone used for blaming, as readers often assume. When the father of the son who was possessed with the unclean spirit cries out to Jesus, “I believe. Help my unbelief,” Jesus positively responds to the father’s unbelieving belief (9:24). Faith recognized by Jesus seems to be different from faith, pistis (Latin, fides), as a central feature of the ideology of Roman imperialism developed from patron-client relations. The Romans showed their pistis, which means faithful protection, by helping their “friends,” while the friends of Rome are praised for their pistis, faithful loyalty to Rome and faithful submission to Rome.
 Faith in Mark is also relational, but it is not reciprocity as a social practice based upon power relations (patron-client), rather faith is absolute dependence on God and “a movement toward God.”
 In short, faith is not measured by knowing as mental capacity, but relation-to-God and even gut-reaction to God. Then, the disciples’ misunderstanding is not a matter of knowledge but a matter of heart. It comes from the hardness of their heart (6:52; 8:17). 
Hardness of Heart

As understanding implies intimate relationship with God rather than the perfect knowledge of God, heart also is a seat of attitude toward God (7:6; 11:23; 12:30, 33).
 Although it is not clear in Mark whether God causes the hardness of heart or whether human beings generate the symptom, what is apparent is that the term is applied to the disciples as well as the Pharisees (3:5; 6:52; 8:17:10:5).
  
Hardness of the heart is primarily ascribed to the Jewish leaders in Mark’s narrative. In addition to this direct mention about the hardness of the leaders’ heart (3:1-6; 7:1-6; 10:2-9), in two scenes some scribes question (or discuss, dialogi,zomai) Jesus’ authority in their hearts (2:6, 8; 11:31). It is surprising, however, that the disciples are not an exception in questioning in their heart. When Jesus speaks about the leaven of the Pharisees and Herod, they discuss (dielogi,zonto) the fact that they have no bread after the miracles of Jesus’ feeding (8:16). Jesus knows of their discussion and relates it to their misunderstanding and the hardness of their hearts (8:17). Again, the disciples discuss (dielogi,zesqe) who is the greatest on the way to Jerusalem right after being told about Jesus’ Passion (9:33). These questions or discussions reveal the disciples’ double-mindedness which might be synonymous with doubt, and thus lack of faith and understanding, and problematic in a relationship with God. That those discussions come from the heart—precisely the source of relationship with God—and are evil is proven in Jesus’ saying in 7:21-23: “For from within, out of the heart of man, come evil thoughts (oi` dialogismoi. oi` kakoi.)… All these evil things come from within, and they defile a man.” 
Further evidence that the disciples are in common with the leaders can be suggested. Strikingly enough, the disciples are not saved from Satan’s influence on the heart. According to Jesus’ explanation of the parable in 4:14-20, one of causes that makes misunderstanding happen is Satan’s work.
 Even Peter is called Satan by Jesus and rebuked due to his resistance of Jesus’ Passion (8:33). And, the case of the seeds sown upon rocky ground symbolizes that people hear and receive the word but they fall away because of persecution due to the word. In Mark’s narrative, the disciples can be like this because they “fall away” (skandali,zw) facing Jesus’ Passion (14:27, 29; cf. 6:3, 9:42-47).
Their failure is caused by their estranged heart from Jesus rather than the ignorance of who Jesus is. They lack communal solidarity to be sustained in a new kind of kinship relation and instead pursue the path of their honor. The latter point contradicts the communal code through which Jesus has tried to communicate with his disciples. If Jesus aims to create a new family and establish the relationship of equality, it is all the more important that they not honor themselves when he takes a position of humiliation. 

Facing the challenges of greed of consumerism, pride of caste, and nationalism in India, George M. Soares-Prabhu finds tribal ethos of indigenous peoples such as anti-greed and anti-pride in Jesus’ teaching in Mark (10:17-27 and 10:35-45, respectively).
 Anti-greed and anti-pride are community values that the Church should pursue by demonstrating its poverty and its humility (servanthood) as Jesus practiced.
 Like Prabhu, many readers living in cultures where a communal ethos is predominant give their attention to the communal aspect like the relationship between Jesus and the disciples in understanding discipleship. This relationship does not begin with knowing each other by introducing oneself to the other, but with the feelings of bond and trust. This feeling is fundamentally euphoric; in contrast, double-mindedness at the moment in which one is called to be committed and searching for autonomy in the place of solidarity brings about dysphoria. To be sure, lack of solidarity and loyalty, or betrayal is shameful. And, it is fearsome if the disciples, seemingly the very insiders, could fall away like the people who reject Jesus (6:3) and be treated like the Jewish leaders or even Satan who drive Jesus into his death, and if they could not be forgiven (4:12).

I argue that the disciples’ absence with Jesus and their betrayal are shameful, but the relationship between the disciples and Jesus does not easily fail in the Gospel. The renewal of relationship can be sought in communal ways.
 The reader’s identification with the disciples creates anxiety but their genuine encounter with the mystery can happen in the way of communion. 
Mystery of Communion

While a paralytic is forgiven as well as healed by Jesus because of his and his friends’ faith (2:5), both the scribes, who question Jesus’ authority of forgiveness, and the disciples do not seem to be healed and forgiven because of the hardness of their hearts (11:22-23). Although Mark reveals the disciples’ lack of faith and it endangers their relationship with God as well as Jesus, they can be forgiven when they pray but this prayer should be accompanied by forgiving others (11:24-25, cf. 9:24, 29). The restoration of relationship comprises both communal and devotional, and it occurs through practicing ritual.

This holistic experience in ritual is not foreign in Korean culture, especially, in Shamanism. 
Shamanism is really about synthesis, about bringing together of things that might otherwise appear to be disparate: the world of the living and the world of the dead: the past, present, and future; the individual and the community; humans and animals; the persona and the cosmos—and in every case, the synthesis creates a form of healing.
  

The Shaman ceremony makes a community experience “synchronicity.” People are engaged not only “with the shamanic ceremony in which they found themselves, but with each other.”

I do not want to confuse Christian ritual with that of Shamanism. Yet, such an experience of synchronicity in the shaman ceremony may help perceive the presence of mystery in ritual as represented in Mark. Again, 4:11-12 and 13 is key to grasping Mark’s concern with the mystery in terms of understanding and faith. This NRSV translation takes “the secret” for the Greek word, to. musth,rion, while NASB, NJB, KJV and others read it as “the mystery.” A “secret” is like a knowable unknown thing, while a “mystery” is not necessarily uncovered. It often remains hidden. 
Whereas in Matthew 13:11 Jesus says to the disciples, “To you it has been given to know the secrets (ta. musth,ria) of the kingdom of heaven,” in Mark 4:11 Jesus tells them, “To you has been given the secret (to. musth,rion) of the kingdom of heaven.” Thus, in Mark, what is given to the disciples is the mystery itself, not the ability to know the mysteries. Luke T. Johnson maintains that the mystery is Jesus himself who is the personification of the kingdom, and the mystery of the kingdom remains alive and fearful, beyond the follower’s comprehension.
 
While many Western scholars maintain that the final revelation has been accomplished and thus everybody can know what the mystery is so that the remaining thing is to accept Jesus Christ and follow him to the cross, many people suffering from (neo)colonialism, wars, oppression, poverty in the world and even being with Jesus in their suffering, cry, “Where is Jesus in our lives?” Is this mere misunderstanding? Actually, these cries come not only from sufferers today, but they are expressed in the disciples’ desperate sigh, “we have no bread in our journey.” (8:16) One typically reads this statement as stressing the disciples’ absurdity in that they do not realize who Jesus is even after the feeding miracle. Yet, I read this passage as an invitation to ritual which makes the believer experience the mystery. 

They have one loaf (e[na a;rton) with them in the boat, but they “discuss” one another that they have no bread (a;rtouj ouvk e;cousin, 8:14, 16). Unlike Matthew’s parallel passage (16:5-8), they do not recognize the presence of “one loaf” in the boat and their “discussion” implies their hardened heart. Then Jesus sees into their heart, saying, “Do you not yet perceive or understand? Are your hearts hardened? Having eyes do you not see, and having ears do you not hear? And do you not remember?” (8:17b-18, RSV)
 On the surface level, this saying calls the disciples to remember the event, the miracle of bread, which happened immediately before (8:1-9; 6:34-44). But, on the deeper level, they are urged to see Jesus in or as the miracle of bread, through which he continues to share his body and blood in the Eucharist (14:22-24). 

Jesus is the mystery, not given to know, but just given to see, hear, touch, and eat. This is what ‘understanding’ means. He is the mystery; the mystery present in the midst of our lives even though we do not realize he is here. 
Concluding Comment
The communal code of honor-shame in the relationship between Jesus and the disciples is not based on an asymmetrical reciprocal relationship which is pervasive in the broader culture but reflects the newly established relationship of bonds and trust between Jesus and the disciples. The radicality of relationality becomes possible by experiencing the mystery of God’s kingdom through Jesus. Understanding is the experience of the mystery, not knowing the secret. Understanding is the solid heart and belonging. Knowing cannot make following; but being-with will mean following. Many know who Jesus is. But why does Jesus keep saying to them, “Do you not yet understand?” It is because he is the mystery. If you keep hearing the voice, do not fear, do not feel bad; it is not failure. It is an invitation to communion—communion with the mystery.  
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� The heart (ble/bb'le) is given by God and represents the essence of one’s relationship with God. (Isa. 51:7; Prov. 7:3; Jer. 31:33; 32:40; Prov. 3:5; Neh. 9:8; 1 Sam. 12:20, 24.) On the other hand, the heart as God’s creation appears negative and God can even make it hardened (Jer. 23:17; Isa. 46:12; Ezek. 3:7 (LXX 3:4); Deut. 29:18; Isa. 29:13; cf. Job 1:5; Psa. 5:9; 10:3; 14:1; 17:10; 28:3; 36:1; 53:1). Donahue and Harrington, 95.


� This parable does not mention the heart but helps to infer that the hardness of the heart is related to how the word could be sown in the heart. God gives God’s word to (the heart of) the people in various ways such as the Law, commandments, and words (Isa. 51:7; Prov. 7:1-3; Jer. 31:33 (LXX 38:33)).


� George M. Soares-Prabhu, “Anti-Greed and Anti-Pride: Mark 10:17-27 and 10:35-45 in the Light of Tribal Values,” in Voices from the Margin: Interpreting the Bible in the Third World, edited by R.S.Sugirtharajah, (New York: Orbis Books, 1995), 112-128. 


� Ibid, 124-125. 


� Some Western scholars conclude that it is an intention of the narrative to help the readers recognize that they could become the outsiders in salvation and, thus, watch out for the hardness of heart. Thus, when the disciples return to Galilee and meet the resurrected Jesus, and the reader goes back to the beginning of the Gospel, both of them come to know who Jesus is and to be restored. Yet, this interpretation is still individualist in that the restoration is a personal matter and the relationship is confined to struggling with knowing who Jesus was and what he did.  


� Heinz Insu Fenkl, “Reflections on Shamanism” in New Spiritual Homes: Religion and Asian Americans, edited by David K. Yoo (Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press, 1999), 194.


� Ibid, 199. 


� Luke T. Johnson, The writings of the New Testament (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1999), 168-169, 172. According to Johnson, parables function like “the coded insider language of apocalyptic.” He argues that everything is in parables to those outside, simply because “they do not have the single necessary hermeneutical key: the acceptance of Jesus.” Donahue and Harrington also point out that the term ‘mystery’ has “apocalyptic overtones connoting the disclosure by God of a truth hidden until a certain decisive point in the divine plan is reached.” But what one can see from their interpretation is their adherence to “knowing Jesus.” “The full unveiling of this secret comes at the cross when the centurion cries out (15:39), and dramatic challenge of Mark’s Gospel is whether the followers of Jesus can accept Jesus’ own revelation that he is a Messiah, and whether they are ready to follow him to the cross (8:31-38).” Donahue and Harrington, 29.


� It is interesting to see that NRSV and NIV interpret the disciples’ inability to see, hear and remember as “failure,” while NASB, NJB, and KJV plainly state that they do not see, hear and remember.
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