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Afew of my conventions require explanation. Most readers are struck by
my aversion to the title the Secret Gospel of Mark. This title is a trans-

lation of the words mystikon euangelion, which Clement of Alexandria used in
his Letter to Theodore to describe a longer version of Mark’s gospel that was
used only in Alexandria (II.6, 12). I deliberately avoid using that translation
as a title because I consider it not only incorrect but also misleading. A “mys-
tic gospel” is not a concealed gospel but a gospel that contains concealed
meanings. Unfortunately, the English word mystic does not have the same con-
notations as the Greek word upon which it is based, and I could not think of
a better term. So I settled on the bland expression “the longer Gospel of
Mark,” which is a description that was often used by Morton Smith, the man
who discovered the letter. Clement’s expression mystikon euangelion is actu-
ally not the title for this gospel but only one of two descriptive phrases he used
to distinguish this edition of Mark from the more familiar, canonical gospel.
I likewise use a variety of phrases to denote the longer gospel, such as longer
Mark, the longer text, the mystic gospel, and the amplified gospel. Perhaps
the best description is Clement’s own expression “a more spiritual gospel,”
by which he meant a gospel that concentrates on the interior, symbolic sig-
nificance (“spirit”) of the external narrative (“body”). When relating the posi-
tions of scholars who think of this text as a secret gospel, I sometimes put secret
in quotation marks in order to indicate my rejection of this characterization.
I also use the phrase “the Markan gospel” as a way of referring to the con-
tents that canonical Mark and longer Mark have in common, that is, to the
literary context in which the distinctive longer text materials existed.

Although I intend to demonstrate that Mark wrote both gospels, I use
the cumbersome phrase “the author of the longer gospel” in order not to

� Preface �

Notes to preface start on page 239

xi
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prejudice my argument. When I wrote my dissertation, I did not consider the
question of authorship to be important to my literary-critical analysis. When
I started rewriting my dissertation for publication as a book, I decided to inves-
tigate this question, motivated by the reality that the matter of authorship
would preoccupy my readers. I was surprised to discover that my literary-crit-
ical observations could answer this historical question.

Readers unfamiliar with Clement of Alexandria may be confused by my
references to his gnosis. When I use the terms gnosis and gnostic in connection
with Clement’s Alexandrian theology, I am referring to something other than
speculative theories about the origins of the universe and dualistic myths of
descent into matter. For Clement, gnosis determines one’s spiritual progres-
sion toward God, but not in the sense of the return of a divine being to the
realm from which it had fallen. Clement subscribed to the gnostic mythology
that Jesus (the Word) descended to impart to a select few a saving gnosis that
would permit their eventual deification and perfect, mystic contemplation of
God, through education and instruction in secret traditions. He also thought
that this progressive self-deification would be completed after death. But in
contrast to most gnostics, Clement did not perceive any innate differences
among Christians, only acquired differences in their stages of perfection,
which he hoped would not be permanent.1

The Greek transcription of the Letter to Theodore used in this book is from
Morton Smith’s scholarly book on longer Mark but follows the corrections
made in the commentary section.2 The Roman numerals refer to the page of
the manuscript. Numeral “I” refers to folio 1 recto, “II” to folio 1 verso, and
“III” to folio 2 recto. The numbers following these Roman numerals refer to
the line number. The line divisions given are not exactly those of the manu-
script, for it proved simpler not to split up individual words at the line divi-
sions, particularly in English translation. References to Clement’s other writings
use Roman numerals in the conventional way, to refer to book divisions within
a larger book. For example, Strom. I.11.50.1 refers to Stromateis Book One,
chapter 11, paragraph 50 (counted from the beginning of a book, not from
the beginning of that chapter), section (“verse”) 1. Likewise, Prot. 12.120.1–2
refers to Protrepticus chapter 12 (it is in one book), paragraph 120 (from the
very beginning), sections 1 and 2. And Qds 5.1 refers to Quis dives salvetur? para-
graph 5, section 1. (In the standard text of Clement’s works by Otto Stählin,
the paragraph and section numbers are given on the right side of the page. The
line numbers on the left side are for his index volume, where he referred to the
volume, page, and line of his books; Smith adopted that convention.)

The English translation of the letter is from the same book; I revised
Smith’s wording in a few places where I dispute the sense and consider the

xii PREFACE
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difference to be important.3 The gospel citations are my literal translations,
intended to preserve the idiosyncrasies of their Markan phraseology. When
referring to particular sentences within these two quotations from the longer
gospel, I use the versification contained in the Scholars Version,4 along with
its division of these verses into SGM 1 and 2 (Secret Gospel of Mark 1 and 2),
which I have changed to LGM 1 and 2 (longer Gospel of Mark). LGM 1
denotes the story about the raising and instruction of the dead man in Bethany,
whereas LGM 2 denotes the two sentences describing Jesus’ refusal to receive
the man’s sister, his mother, and Salome in Jericho. I further subdivided
LGM 1 into 1a and 1b so that the raising of the young man can be referred
to as 1a and the scene of the young man’s instruction in the mystery of the
kingdom of God can be referred to as 1b. The partition at 1:10 is not intended
to be precise (LGM 1:9 is transitional, so really belongs to both parts) and
is used merely as a convenient shorthand. The author of longer Mark might
have considered the division in LGM 1 to come at 1:11 since, in Markan
usage, the historical present that occurs there usually signifies a shift to new
material.

Biblical quotations in this book are based on the RSV translation, which
I occasionally revised in order to give a more literal rendering. Unless other-
wise indicated, quotations from Clement’s undisputed writings are from Wil-
son’s translation in ANCL 4, 12, 22, and 24, except for quotations from
Books One to Three of the Stromateis, which are from the recent translation
by John Ferguson, and quotations from Quis dives salvetur? which are from
the translation by G.W. Butterworth.

Some of the changes I made in the process of converting my dissertation
into a book are worth noting. Following my editor’s advice, I eliminated
most peripheral footnote discussions and half-page notes documenting every
work that expressed the same idea over the last century. Where many others
have expressed the same idea before me, I now note only discussions that are
worth looking up. Also gone is the separate chapter on the history of schol-
arship, which was not essential to this undertaking. In its place is a general
overview of the standard ways in which scholars responded to the new evi-
dence. Various sections, particularly in the second chapter, have been rewrit-
ten in order to address research published between the fall of 1998 (when my
dissertation was completed) and the middle of 2003. The third chapter is
mostly new and is directed against the most popular conservative and liberal
conceptions of the longer gospel. The remaining chapters are still close to their
original formats, except the concluding chapter, which now provides a more
thorough summary of my conclusions, an argument for Mark’s authorship,
and a discussion of longer Mark’s relevance to the study of Christian origins.

PREFACE xiii
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The bibliography has been restructured so that academic opinions on
the longer Gospel of Mark are easier to locate. Most of the secondary litera-
ture has been produced by people who have not conducted original research
on this subject, so I certainly do not commend all of these discussions. The
quality and accuracy of these discussions can vary considerably according to
the author’s research and expertise, so it is best to seek out the most knowl-
edgeable opinions on the relevant subjects: Alexandrian Christianity (Annewies
van den Hoek, Birger A. Pearson, A.F.J. Klijn, C. Wilfred Griggs, Attila
Jakab); Clement (Claude Mondésert, R.P.C. Hanson, André Méhat, Salva-
tore Lilla, John Ferguson, Jean-Daniel Kaestli, Alain Le Boulluec, Guy G.
Stroumsa, Annewies van den Hoek, Arkadi Choufrine); patristic traditions
about the evangelist Mark (Terence Y. Mullins, John J. Gunther, C. Clifton
Black); traditions about Salome (Richard Bauckham); statistical analysis
(Andrew Criddle); Clement’s style (Morton Smith); Mark’s style (David
Peabody); syntax criticism (Raymond A. Martin); form and tradition criti-
cism (Morton Smith, Reginald Fuller, Helmut Koester); the manuscript tra-
dition in the second century (Helmut Koester, Frederik Wisse, Eldon Jay
Epp, Larry Hurtado, David C. Parker). Most articles, chapters, and books on
longer Mark are worth reading (critically). I recommend those by Richard
Bauckham, F.F. Bruce, Shawn Eyer, Robert H. Gundry (the excursus in his
commentary on Mark), Charles W. Hedrick, Theodore W. Jennings, Jr., Frank
Kermode, Marvin W. Meyer, Winsome Munro, Frans Neirynck, Eckhard
Rau, Hans-Martin Schenke, Philip Sellew, Morton Smith, Guy G. Stroumsa,
Walter Wink, and Wilhelm H. Wuellner (ed.). Bear in mind that when schol-
ars form opinions on non-canonical gospels they rarely stray from their reli-
gious commitments. Nowhere is this more obvious than in the assessments
of longer Mark that appear in book reviews, surveys of extracanonical gospel
evidence (esp. books on the historical Jesus), and commentaries on the Gospel
of Mark. The opinions that scholars express in these forums often reveal lit-
tle more than the religious and philosophical predilections of the authors
and tend to be as predictable and presumptuous as the opinions expressed by
political pundits. In my opinion, the most productive approach to the second-
ary literature is to read the most carefully researched scholarship written on
other subjects related to longer Mark. I myself learned the most about the Let-
ter to Theodore and the longer Gospel of Mark indirectly from books and arti-
cles on Clement and canonical Mark.

xiv PREFACE
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This list supplements the abbreviations in Patrick H. Alexander et al., The SBL
Handbook of Style, 121–52.

AAR-SBL American Academy of Religion-Society of 
Biblical Literature

AARSR American Academy of Religion Studies in Religion
ANCL Ante-Nicene Christian Library
CA Clement of Alexandria and a Secret Gospel of Mark

(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1973)
CSR Christian Scholar’s Review
CT Christianity Today
CTSR Chicago Theological Seminary Register
Ecl. Eclogae propheticae
Exc. ex Theod. Excerpta ex Theodoto
FORUM Foundations & Facets Forum
JBLMS Journal of Biblical Literature Monograph Series
JHC Journal of Higher Criticism
KJV King James Version
L Special Luke
LGM 1 Longer Gospel of Mark 1 (= Clement’s Letter to 

Theodore II.23–III.11)
LGM 2 Longer Gospel of Mark 2 (= Clement’s Letter to 

Theodore III.14–16)
LM Longer Mark: Forgery, Interpolation, or Old Tradition?

Protocol of the Eighteenth Colloquy: 7 December 1975,

xv
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ed. by Wilhelm H. Wuellner (Berkeley: Center for
Hermeneutical Studies in Hellenistic and Modern 
Culture, 1976) 

M Special Matthew
NEB New English Bible
NRSV New Revised Standard Version
Paed. Paedagogus
Prot. Protrepticus
Q Q (the Sayings Gospel or the synoptic sayings source)
Qds Quis dives salvetur?
RSV Revised Standard Version
SFSHJ South Florida Studies in the History of Judaism
SG The Secret Gospel: The Discovery and Interpretation of the Secret

Gospel According to Mark (New York: Harper and Row, 1973)
SGM Secret Gospel of Mark
Strom. Stromateis
TWAS Twayne’s World Authors Series
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I.1 From the letters of the most holy
Clement, the author of the Stro-
mateis. To Theodore. 

I.2 You did well in silencing the un-
speakable teachings of the Car-
pocratians.

I.3 For these are the “wandering stars”
referred to in the prophecy, who
wander from the 

I.4 narrow road of the commandments
into a boundless abyss of the carnal
and bodily sins.

I.5 For, priding themselves in knowl-
edge, as they say, “of the deep things
of Satan,” they do not know that
they are casting themselves away into 

I.6 “the nether world of the darkness”
of falsity, and, boasting 

I.7 that they are free, they have become
slaves of servile desires. Such men 

I.8 are to be opposed in all ways and
altogether. For, even if they should
say something true, one who

I.9 loves the truth should not, even so,
agree with them. For not all true
things are the truth, nor 

xvii

� The Letter to Theodore �

I.1

I.2

I.3

I.4

I.5

I.6

I.7

I.8

I.9
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I.10 should that truth which merely
seems true according to human
opinions be preferred to the 

I.11 true truth, that according to the
faith. Now of the things they keep
saying about the divinely inspired 

I.12 Gospel according to Mark, some
are altogether falsifications, and
others, even if they do contain
some true 

I.13 elements, nevertheless are not
reported truly. For the true things
being mixed 

I.14 with inventions, are falsified, so
that, as the saying goes, even the 

I.15 salt loses its savor. As for Mark,
then, during Peter’s stay in Rome

I.16 he wrote an account of the Lord’s
doings, not, however, declaring
all of them, nor yet hinting at the 

I.17 mystic1 ones, but selecting what
he thought most useful for
increasing the 

I.18 faith of those who were being
instructed. But when Peter died a
martyr, Mark came 

I.19 over to Alexandria, bringing both
his own notes and those of Peter, 

I.20 from which he transferred to his
former book the things suitable
to those studies which make for2

progress 
I.21 toward knowledge. Thus he com-

posed a more spiritual 

xviii THE LETTER TO THEODORE

1 Smith: “secret.” 
2 Smith’s translation has “to whatever makes for progress toward knowledge.” I replaced

that phrase with the rendition Smith gave in CA, 91. 

I.10

I.11

I.12

I.13

I.14
—

—
I.15

I.16

I.17

I.18

I.19
[ ]

I.20

I.21
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I.22 Gospel for the use of those who
were being perfected. Neverthe-
less, he yet did not divulge the
things not to be uttered, 

I.23 nor did he write down the hiero-
phantic teaching of 

I.24 the Lord, but to the stories already
written he added yet others and,
moreover, 

I.25 brought in certain traditions3 of
which he knew the interpretation
would, as a mystagogue, lead the
hearers into the

I.26 innermost sanctuary of that truth
hidden by seven veils. Thus, in
sum, 

I.27 he prepared matters, neither
grudgingly nor incautiously, in my
opinion, and, 

I.28 dying, he left his composition to
the church

II.1 in Alexandria, where it even yet is
very securely kept,4 being read 

II.2 only to those who are being initi-
ated into the great mysteries. But
since the 

II.3 foul demons are always devising
destruction for the race of men,

II.4 Carpocrates, instructed by them
and using deceitful arts, so en-
slaved 

II.5 a certain presbyter of the church in
Alexandria

THE LETTER TO THEODORE xix

3 Smith: “sayings.” 
4 Or “most perfectly honoured,” or perhaps “unerringly appropriated.” Smith:

“most carefully guarded.”

I.22

I.23

I.24

I.25

I.26

I.27

I.28

II.1

II.2

II.3

II.4

II.5
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II.6 that he got from him a copy of
the mystic5 Gospel, which he 

II.7 both interpreted according to his
blasphemous and carnal doctrine
and, 

II.8 moreover, polluted, mixing with
the spotless and holy words
utterly shameless 

II.9 lies. From this mixture is drawn
off the teaching of the Carpocra-
tians.

II.10 To them, therefore, as I said
above, one must never give way; 

II.11 nor, when they put forward their
falsifications, should one concede
that it is Mark’s 

II.12 mystic Gospel,6 but should even
deny it on oath. For, “Not all 

II.13 true things are to be said to all
men.” For this reason the Wis-
dom of God, through Solomon,

II.14 advises, “Answer the fool from
his folly,” teaching that 

II.15 the light of the truth should be
hidden from those who are men-
tally blind. Again 

II.16 it says, “From him who has not
shall be taken away,” and, “Let the
fool walk in darkness.” But we

II.17 are “children of light,” having
been illuminated by “the day-
spring” of the spirit 

II.18 of the Lord “from on high,” and
“Where the Spirit of the Lord is,”
it says, “there is liberty,” for “All 

xx THE LETTER TO THEODORE

II.6

II.7

II.8

II.9

II.10

II.11

II.12

II.13

II.14

II.15

II.16

II.17

II.18

5 Smith: “secret.” 
6 Smith: “that the secret Gospel is by Mark” Adapting C. Mondésert’s translation (CA,

52: “c’est là l’ ‘Evangile mystique’ de Marc”).
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THE LETTER TO THEODORE xxi

II.19 things are pure to the pure.” To
you, therefore, I shall not hesi-
tate to answer the questions you
have asked, 

II.20 refuting the falsifications by the
very words of the Gospel. 

II.21 For example, after “And they
were in the road going up to
Jerusalem,” and what 

II.22 follows, until “After three days he
shall arise,” the text7 brings the
following material word for
word:

II.23 “And they come to Bethany. And
there was there a certain woman
whose brother of hers [sic]

II.24 had died. And coming, she pros-
trated before Jesus and says to
him, ‘Son 

II.25 of David have mercy on me.’ But
the disciples rebuked her. And
having become angry 

II.26 Jesus went away with her into
the garden where the tomb was.
And

III.1 immediately was heard from the
tomb a great cry. And approach-
ing, Jesus 

III.2 rolled the stone from the door of
the tomb, and going in immedi-
ately where 

III.3 the young man was, he stretched
out the hand and raised him, hav-
ing grasped 

III.4 the hand. But the young man,
having looked upon him, loved
him and 

III.5 began to beg him that he might
be with him. And going out from 

II.19

II.20

II.21

II.22

II.23 “

II.24

II.25

II.26

III.1

III.2

III.3

III.4

III.5

7 Smith: “secret Gospel.” 
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III.6 the tomb they went into the
house of the young man; for he
was rich. And after 

III.7 six days Jesus gave charge to
him; and when it was evening
the 

III.8 young man comes to him don-
ning a linen sheet upon his
naked body, and 

III.9 he remained with him that
night; for Jesus was teaching
him 

III.10 the mystery of the kingdom of
God. Now rising, 

III.11 he returned from there to the
other side of the Jordan.” After
these words follows the text, “And

III.12 James and John come to him,”
and all that 

III.13 section. But “naked man with
naked man,” and the other
things about which you wrote,
are not

III.14 found. And after the words,
“And he comes into Jericho,” the
text8 adds only, “And 

III.15 there were there the sister of the
young man whom Jesus loved
him [sic] and 

III.16 his mother and Salome, and
Jesus did not receive them.” 

III.17 But the many other things about
which you wrote both seem to
be and are falsifications. 

III.18 Now the true explanation and
that which accords with the true
philosophy…

xxii THE LETTER TO THEODORE

III.6

III.7

III.8

III.9

III.10

III.11

III.12

III.13

III.14

III.15

III.16

.”
III.17

III.18

8 Smith: “secret Gospel.” 
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THE LETTER TO THEODORE xxiii

[LGM 1a: after Mark 10:32–34] 1 And
they come to Bethany. And there was
there a certain woman whose brother
of hers had died. 2 And coming, she
prostrated before Jesus and says to him,
“Son of David have mercy on me.”
3 But the disciples rebuked her. 4 And
having become angry Jesus went away
with her into the garden where the
tomb was. 5 And immediately was heard
from the tomb a great cry. 6 And
approaching, Jesus rolled the stone from
the door of the tomb, 7 and going in
immediately where the young man was,
he stretched out the hand and raised
him, having grasped the hand. 8 But the
young man, having looked upon him,
loved him and began to beg him that he
might be with him. 9 And going out
from the tomb they went into the house
of the young man; for he was rich. 
[LGM 1b] 10 And after six days Jesus
gave charge to him; 11 and when it was
evening the young man comes to him
donning a linen sheet upon his naked
body, 12 and he remained with him that
night; for Jesus was teaching him the
mystery of the kingdom of God. 

13 Now rising, he returned from
there to the other side of the Jordan.
(then Mark 10:35–45)

[LGM 2: expansion of Mark 10:46]
1 (And he comes to Jericho.) And there
were there the sister of the young man
whom Jesus loved him and his mother
and Salome, 
2 and Jesus did not receive them. (And
as he was leaving Jericho, with his dis-
ciples and a great multitude, the son of
Timaeus, Bartimaeus…)

Clement’s Citations from the Longer Gospel

[LGM 1a: after Mark 10:32–34] 1 

[LGM 1b] 10

then
Mark 10:35–45

[LGM 2: expansion of Mark 10:46]
1

.
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High up in the tower of the ancient desert monastery of Mar Saba, about
twenty kilometres southeast of Jerusalem, is a small, dilapidated library

where books and manuscripts centuries-old lie in various configurations
under ever-deepening layers of dust. More like an attic than a library, it houses
reading materials that long ago ceased to be of interest to the monks. Yet as
we all know, one monk’s junk is an historian’s treasure, so it happened that
in the summer of 1958, the late Professor Morton Smith of Columbia Uni-
versity arrived at the monastery with permission to catalogue the manu-
scripts. What he found in that little room changed the course of his career and
opened one of the most opprobrious chapters in the history of New Testa-
ment scholarship. 

Near the end of his three-week visit, Smith came across a copy of the 1646
edition of Isaac Voss’s Ignatius of Antioch: Genuine Letters of Saint Ignatius the
Martyr. On the blank end pages, scrawled in an eighteenth-century hand,
was a Greek manuscript sporting the title “From the letters of the most holy
Clement, the author of the Stromateis. To Theodore.”1 This previously
unknown letter by a late-second-century church father relates a tradition
about the apostle Mark’s production of a second, expanded version of his
gospel for the church in Alexandria. According to Clement, Mark wrote his
first gospel in Rome for catechumens. But when he ventured to Alexandria
following Peter’s death, Mark brought with him “his own and Peter’s notes”
and from these transferred into his former writing “things suitable to those
studies which make for progress toward knowledge” (Letter to Theodore
I.15–21).2 The additional passages consisted of mystic materials (I.17, 25–26)
as well as other, ordinary stories like those in the first version (I.24). He thus
created “a more spiritual gospel for the use of those who were being perfected”

Notes to chapter 1 start on page 239

3

�1�
A Longer, Esoteric Version 

of Mark’s Gospel
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(I.21–22). Upon his death, this gospel became the possession of the church
in Alexandria, where even in Clement’s day it was still “very securely kept”
and was “being read only to those persons who were being initiated into the
great mysteries” (II.1–2).

Clement of Alexandria’s descriptions of the nature of the longer Gospel
of Mark and of the manner of its composition are quite detailed. Since
Clement was replying to a letter that has not been preserved (III.13, 17), his
reasons for disclosing this information must be educed from his Letter to
Theodore. The sequence of events leading up to Clement’s reply is not easy to
trace, but it appears that Theodore was involved in theological debates with
followers of Carpocrates, a heterodox teacher of the early second century,
and that these opponents supported their positions by quoting passages from
this longer gospel. The fact that Theodore had already censured their teach-
ings (I.2) suggests that he had some authority within his own church and that
his theological opponents had either joined this congregation or were evan-
gelizing there. Since Theodore was not acquainted with the longer text of Mark
yet knew where to ask about it, we can suppose that they directed him to
inquire in Alexandria for proof of this text’s legitimacy or at least mentioned
that it originated there. Thus Theodore wrote to Clement, reporting what he
had heard about this gospel’s contents and asking if there was any truth to what
the Carpocratians were saying about the Gospel of Mark.

Clement opened his response by assuring Theodore that he was right to
censure the Carpocratians, explaining that the things they had told him were
at best half truths (I.2–15). Mark really did produce a longer version of his
gospel, but it contained nothing that should not be set out in writing and cer-
tainly none of the unsavoury things that the Carpocratians had told him
about (I.15–27). What happened was that Carpocrates used magic to coerce
an elder of the Alexandrian church into making him a copy of this text,
“which he both interpreted according to his blasphemous and carnal doctrine
and, moreover, polluted, mixing with the spotless and holy words utterly
shameless lies.” Carpocrates based his teachings on this adulterated version
of the expanded text (II.2–9). Because the Carpocratian gospel is a distortion
of the truth, Theodore should respond to them in kind and assure them with
an oath (presumably an oath declaring that this is what he learned from the
church in Alexandria) that they do not possess “Mark’s mystic gospel”
(II.10–16).

In order to prove that none of the troubling phrases about which
Theodore was concerned are found in the true mystic Gospel of Mark,
Clement quoted “word for word” two of the passages that Theodore had
asked him about, stating where they appear relative to the common text of
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Mark. Following these citations, Clement ventured to offer “the true expla-
nation and that which accords with the true philosophy…” (III.18). Here the
manuscript ends, and we do not learn Clement’s understanding of the theo-
logical truths conveyed by these passages.

The first passage Clement cited (II.23–III.11) is another version of the rais-
ing of Lazarus, which is inserted immediately before the request for positions
of honour by James and John (II.21–22; III.11–13), which is to say, after
Mark 10:34. This thirteen-verse story, which I call LGM 1 (longer Gospel of
Mark 1), is written in Mark’s style and contains none of the theological dis-
course found in the Johannine story, in fact, no direct speech by Jesus at all.
The storyline is also different from the Johannine version in many obvious
respects: In John, Jesus interacts with Lazarus, Mary, and Martha—three sib-
lings whom Jesus knows and loves. In longer Mark, the dead man is not
named; he is simply described as a young man, which likely means a man in
his early twenties.3 Neither he nor his sister are known to Jesus, and only one
sister appears in the story—again, unnamed. Both accounts begin in a location
called Bethany (John 10:40; 1:28; LGM 1:1). But whereas in John’s gospel
Jesus hears about the illness from messengers, tarries for two days in Peraea
waiting for Lazarus to die, and then journeys for four more days to another place
called Bethany in order to perform the miracle, in longer Mark Jesus encoun-
ters the sister in Bethany and the miracle occurs immediately, without any
trip to another location. The miracle is very different, too. In John, Jesus
orders others to remove the stone and then shouts from a distance “Lazarus,
come out!”; in longer Mark, the loud cry comes from the dead man while Jesus
is still walking to the garden, and Jesus removes the stone himself, raising the
man by the hand. Where John has the dead man walk out wrapped in grave
clothes, longer Mark has the dead man look at Jesus, love him, and plead to
be “with him.” Finally, the story in longer Mark has an addendum not found
in John. We are told that Jesus and the young man left the tomb and went into
the man’s house; after six days Jesus taught him the mystery of the kingdom
of God. Surprisingly, this instruction occurs at night, and the young man
wears nothing but a linen sheet over his naked body. Stranger still, this is
apparently the same young man who appears in canonical Mark at the moment
of Jesus’ arrest, again wearing only the linen sheet (14:51–52).4

The second quotation (III.14–16), which I call LGM 2, consists of two
sentences inserted between the two clauses of Mark 10:46. In context, the
passage reads, “And he comes into Jericho. And there were there the sister of
the young man whom Jesus loved him [sic] and his mother and Salome, and
Jesus did not receive them. And as he was leaving Jericho….” The reader is left
to wonder what did not transpire between Jesus and these women in Jericho.
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Scholarly Assessments of the 
Longer Gospel

The manuscripts that Smith catalogued were the property of the Greek Patri-
archate, so Smith left the book in the tower library and took with him a set
of black and white photographs of the letter.5 His first impulse was to show
these photographs to experts in Greek handwriting, who concurred that the
style was typical of the eighteenth century.6 Once back in the United States,
Smith resolved to determine whether the attribution of the letter to Clement
was correct. He therefore spent the next two years comparing the Letter to
Theodore with the thought, style, and vocabulary of Clement of Alexandria’s
undisputed works. The conformity was impressive, so at the annual meeting
of the Society of Biblical Literature in 1960 he announced that he had dis-
covered a letter of Clement. At that meeting, Pierson Parker, an expert in the
Gospels of Matthew and Mark, offered a preliminary report on the relation-
ship between the gospel fragments and the canonical gospels.7 Parker’s illog-
ical arguments to the effect that the quotations are “not noticeably ‘Markan’”
were eventually discarded by Smith in the course of his subsequent research,
which took six years to complete.8 During this time he consulted with numer-
ous experts in relevant fields. This work culminated in his monumental com-
mentary Clement of Alexandria and a Secret Gospel of Mark, which was
essentially complete in 1966 but took another seven years in the production
stage to attain its published form.

In the early phase of his research on the two gospel quotations, Smith
determined that the vocabulary, phrasing, and grammatical constructions are
typical of the Gospel of Mark. That much has seemed obvious to nearly
everyone, although scholars have explained this congruence in varying ways.
Smith recognized that Markan vocabulary and sentence construction could
point either to Mark’s authorship or to imitation of Mark by another author.
Smith noted three features that suggest imitation: the text contains more
Markan phrases than is typical of stories in the canonical gospel; some of
these verbal parallels are rather lengthy and include “main narrative elements”
in addition to the stereotyped phrases that frequently appear at the beginnings
and endings of Mark’s stories; and LGM 1 and 2 have “less of the peculiar
details which individualize the canonical [text’s] stories.” More generally, he
noted that “The text was more like Mark than a section of Mark should be.”9

Though Smith perceived these signs of imitation, the text did not seem
to him to be a cento or pastiche (a patchwork of phrases from other works)
or to show knowledge of any gospels other than Mark. As he put it, “the text
is too well constructed and economical to be a cento: there are no irrelevant
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details, every word comes naturally in its place, the narration moves without
delays or jumps.”10 And though the author’s knowledge of Mark is obvious
from the fact that this text is a longer version of that gospel, the almost com-
plete lack of Johannine characteristics in LGM 1 speaks strongly against
knowledge of John. Likewise, Smith deemed the contacts with Matthew and
Luke to be too tenuous to suggest that the author of LGM 1 and 2 used
those gospels.11 For these reasons, Smith viewed the gospel excerpts as free
imitations of Mark that were composed without knowledge of Matthew,
Luke, and John. Smith further demonstrated that LGM 1a does not contain
any of the secondary traits found in the parallel story in John 11. He concluded
that LGM 1 provides an older, independent, and more reliable witness to
the oral tradition upon which John based his more theologically developed
drama of the raising of Lazarus.12

Parker’s report brought to Smith’s attention the fact that the placement
of LGM 1 within the section of Mark leading up to the passion narrative
corresponds to the placement of the raising of Lazarus within the Gospel of
John. Smith carried this observation further and noted extensive parallels
between the materials within Mark 10:1–34 plus LGM 1 and John 10:40–
11:54, indeed, between the whole of Mark 6:32–15:47 and John 6:1–19:42.13

The pervasive differences between the two gospels even where these parallels
exist, however, led Smith to conclude that neither John nor longer Mark was
directly dependent upon the other as a source but, rather, that both authors
had recourse to very different Greek editions of an earlier Aramaic gospel. The
authors of canonical Mark and longer Mark both knew and used the same
Greek version of this proto-gospel as a source, but the former author, writ-
ing around 75 CE, chose not to include the raising and initiation of the young
man (LGM 1) and the reprise of this story (LGM 2). The latter author, writ-
ing around 95 CE, placed these and other unused passages in their appropri-
ate places, and in the process reworked them into Markan style.14

Smith also conjectured that Clement’s copy of the longer text contained
a few errors and revisions. The scribal tendency to harmonize Mark’s phrases
with the more familiar wording found in Matthew and Luke led to the replace-
ment of the Markan phrase “for he was having many possessions” (10:22) in
LGM 1:9 with Luke’s more familiar “for he was (very) rich” (18:23), a rec-
ollection that was possibly triggered by the repetition of a phrase from Mark’s
version of that story in LGM 1:8 (“looking upon him loved him”).15 Since
LGM 2:2 uses a non-Markan verb when it states that Jesus did not “receive”
the three women, Smith conjectured that that whole sentence is a second-cen-
tury gloss made by a redactor who cut something out, most likely a dialogue
between Jesus and Salome.16 And Smith decided that the reference to Jesus
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teaching the young man the mystery of the kingdom of God must be a scribal
error, because the young man is dressed for an initiation, and initiations are
not taught but performed. Considering that the reference to the mystery of
the kingdom of God in Mark 4:11 uses the verb “to give” rather than the verb
“to teach,” LGM 1:12 probably read “for Jesus gave him the mystery of the
kingdom of God.”17

It is Smith’s theories about the subject matter and historical background
of LGM 1b that are most remarkable. Building upon a suggestion sent to him
by Cyril C. Richardson in a letter dated 13 January 1961, Smith interpreted
the linen sheet worn by the resuscitated young man as the garment worn for
the rite of baptism.18 Drawing upon diverse sources, Smith read this private
instruction as evidence that Jesus offered his closest disciples a mystery rite
that involved union with his spirit and a mystical (hypnotically induced)
ascent to the heavens; through this “mystery” the initiate would enter God’s
heavenly kingdom and be freed from the Mosaic laws that apply in the lower
world; this is what is meant by the phrase “for Jesus [gave] him the mystery
[rite] of the kingdom of God.” Smith speculated that after Jesus’ death the
mystery was offered to all converts and became a rite of initiation into the
church, but as the number of followers increased, time constraints and the
complexity of the procedure led to the elimination of the libertine and mag-
ical aspects, and the ceremony became a simple baptism that bestowed the gift
of the spirit. The unorthodox elements continued only in libertine sects,
including the Carpocratians, and in the orthodox Alexandrian church of
Clement’s day (though in a truncated form). In Smith’s view, the great mys-
teries mentioned in Clement’s letter refer to a second baptism of advanced
Christians into an elite, esoteric clique in that church; on the night of the
Paschal vigil, a baptismal lection consisting of Mark 10:13–45 and LGM 1
and 2 was read to Christians entering this inner circle.19

The publication in 1973 of the letter together with Smith’s commentary
and analysis generated a sensation among New Testament scholars, whose
more outlandish and visceral responses have been summarized by Shawn Eyer
in an eminently readable account.20 The commentary that Smith produced
on the letter and gospel quotations was widely praised for its thoroughness
and erudition, but his reconstruction of Christian origins based on the
hypothesis that Jesus was a libertine who performed a hypnotic rite of ascent
struck most reviewers as utterly fantastic and wholly unsupported—even by
the quotations from the “secret” gospel.21 Scholars with a conservative dis-
position were thoroughly annoyed with Smith’s presumption that a non-
canonical gospel could transform our understanding of first-century
Christianity. To them, longer Mark was an imitation gospel containing “fake
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traditions,” one of those “late and spurious Gospel tracts” for which “Alexan-
dria was a breeding ground.”22 Many of the reviewers of Smith’s books
instinctively relegated longer Mark to the abyss of second-century heresy
by arbitrarily declaring it gnostic, Carpocratian, or Encratite; it was what-
ever the scholars’ preconceptions about non-canonical gospels and Alexan-
drian Christianity told them it should be. Even before the letter was
published, F.F. Bruce had written, “In so far as it is possible to say anything
about this report [the story in LGM 1 and 2] while the document remains
unpublished, it may be said that this expanded Gospel of Mark bears all the
signs of Gnostic editing.”23

It is not obvious that we need to invoke the standard second-century
heresies in order to account for a depiction of Jesus teaching a follower attired
in linen (cf. Mark 14:51–52) the mystery he reserved for his closest associ-
ates and taught in private (4:10–12). After all, LGM 1b is not unlike Jesus’
private, nocturnal, and gratuitously esoteric instruction of Nicodemus about
the kingdom of God in John 3:1–12. It was not the contents of LGM 1 and
2 themselves that led reviewers to a mid-second-century dating but rather a
timeworn chain of fallacious reasoning: non-canonical gospel=imitation
gospel=mid-second-century gospel=heretical gospel. For scholars who applied
this simple heuristic, a negative verdict on the value of Smith’s discovery
required neither research nor demonstration: “Smith has found a turnip in the
root cellar of ancient literature.”24 “The manuscript Smith discovered adds a
bit to our knowledge of second-century Christianity….”25 “And that’s where
it all belongs!”26

Although many of the reviewers attempted to discredit the “secret” gospel
with pejorative rhetoric and gratuitous talk of heresy, others knew that this
gospel would not just disappear with the tide of bad press. Aware that the rais-
ing miracle in LGM 1a looks more like unembellished oral tradition than
does the raising of Lazarus, a handful of scholars set out to confront the
obvious problem that LGM 1 poses to the view that the canonical gospels con-
tain the only authentic narratives about Jesus. Their solution was to argue that
longer Mark was a mid-second-century concoction by an author who derived
his materials from all four canonical gospels in the most direct and unimag-
inative way possible: free association. Thus, “SGM borrows the youth of the
rich man from Matt 19:16–22; and his youth reminds SGM of the young man
in Mark 14:51–52, from where SGM now borrows the wearing of a linen cloth
on a naked body.”27 The speculations about literary borrowings sometimes go
on like this until nothing remains in LGM 1 and 2 that was not taken from
the canonical gospels. Then Morton Smith’s theories are denounced as need-
lessly complicated and “hypothetical.”

A LONGER, ESOTERIC VERSION OF MARK’S GOSPEL 9

brown_01.qxd  2005/04/26  12:22 PM  Page 9



Variants of this explanation were put forward by such notable scholars
as F.F. Bruce, Robert M. Grant, Raymond E. Brown, and Frans Neirynck.
Their reputations supplied the footnote documentation that other scholars
would use for the next thirty years to excuse themselves from the task of ana-
lyzing this evidence and familiarizing themselves with the secondary literature.
With the backing of these experts, some two dozen scholars confidently pro-
claimed that everything in LGM 1 and 2 was derived in some way or other
from the canonical gospels. Their musings about how this text was produced
envision such a clumsy, uninspired, and artificial process that it could not
possibly be of any importance to our understanding of early Christianity:

Robin Scroggs: “a crude collage of phrases found elsewhere in the Gospel of
Mark.” Daryl Schmidt: “artificial literary mosaic”; “a new tale…rather mechan-
ically constructed from individual constituents.” Edward C. Hobbs : “a patch-
work of phrases…quilted from pieces in our four Gospels”; “what one would
expect to be concocted by a person with all the stories in front of him”; “[the
author] is not one who freely composes. He has a pair of scissors to cut up
manuscripts and glue them down, although the antecedents of pronouns
may turn out to be different.” F.F. Bruce: “such an obvious pastiche, with its
internal contradiction and confusion, …a thoroughly artificial composition,
quite out of keeping with Mark’s quality as a story-teller.” Patrick W. Skehan:
“a parody of the raising of Lazarus as told in the canonical John”; “the dis-
torted Lazarus story.” André Méhat: “a cento made up of pieces borrowed
from the canonical Gospels and welded together.” Ernest Best: “It looks as
if its author thumbed through Mark until he found the phrase he wanted.”
Frans Neirynck: “it could almost be said that the story has been composed
with the aid of a concordance of the gospels.” James D.G. Dunn: “a reworked
amalgam of elements from Mark 10…and the story of Lazarus in John 11.”
Per Beskow: “This strange splicing of bits and pieces from the Gospels of Mark
and John…” Robert H. Gundry: “largely a confused pastiche,” “expansions
of the sort we find everywhere in apocryphal literature.” Craig A. Evans:
“[probably] an artificial and secondary blend of Marcan and Johannine ele-
ments.” Frederick W. Baltz: “details and phrases from the Gospels have been
cut-and-pasted into a basic story line.”28

I doubt that these scholars would use the same logic to dismiss the Sermon
on the Mount as “an artificial and secondary blend” of elements from Mark,
Q, and Matthew’s special materials or to argue that Matt 9:27–34 is an
obvious, second-century interpolation into Matthew because an even higher
percentage of its phrasing is exactly paralleled in the four canonical gospels.29

Smith commented upon the special logic engendered by the canonical bias
back in 1961. Writing to A.D. Nock he noted that some of his colleagues
who were studying the longer gospel quotations “take it for granted that any-
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thing similar to the canonical Gospels is derivative, and anything not simi-
lar, secondary. Thus they cover the field completely with only two false
assumptions.”30

Not everyone who looked at longer Mark saw a worthless patchwork fab-
rication. Roughly the same number of scholars (more than two dozen) were
more impressed by LGM 1’s undeveloped appearance (both literarily and
theologically), resemblance to miracle stories in the synoptic gospels, and
lack of Johannine features. Rather than seeing an “artificial literary mosaic”
consisting of individual words, commonplace phrases, and approximate con-
ceptual parallels, these scholars saw a typical healing story that develops in a
smooth, uncomplicated, and economical manner, without the “duplications,
inconsistencies, and rough connections” that characterize its Johannine coun-
terpart.31 This other group of scholars agreed with Smith that the raising
miracle in longer Mark is based on oral tradition, although few endorsed his
postulate of an Aramaic proto-gospel.

Commentators had obvious difficulty accounting for the creation of
LGM 1 and its appearance in a form of Mark’s gospel. Most of the scholars
who subscribed to the pastiche theory did not consider the matter worthy of
attention. They let the author’s supposed use of scissors and paste speak for
his mental condition at the time of the offence. Still, a few of these scholars
proposed that the author was seeking to establish the identities of anony-
mous gospel personalities, identifying Lazarus, for instance, as the rich man
in Mark 10:17–22, the streaker in 14:51–52, and “the disciple whom Jesus
loved” from John’s gospel. Among scholars who thought this story was inde-
pendent of the canonical gospels, the dominant perspective was that LGM 1
was devised for liturgical use in ordinary baptism. Whether or not they real-
ized it, most of these scholars had rejected Smith’s thesis that the longer text
was the liturgy for a second baptism, a rite confined to a secret sect of libertines
within the Alexandrian church, in favour of Cyril C. Richardson’s suggestion
about its use in neophyte baptism. Yet they continued to call the text Secret
Mark, apparently without wondering why a passage used in ordinary baptism
would need to be hidden away in a secret gospel, especially when the peri-
cope corresponding to the Eucharist appears in canonical Mark 14:22–25. The
scandalous aspects of Smith’s historical theories found their way into the
occasional exposé of Christianity’s suppressed origins, but scholars tended
either to ignore these idiosyncrasies or to exaggerate them as a means of dis-
crediting the whole affair. Very few scholars believed that LGM 1 or 2 can tell
us anything about the historical Jesus or ventured to use this story to recon-
struct the tradition that lay behind John 11. The general reluctance to make
use of these gospel passages might seem surprising, even irresponsible. But

A LONGER, ESOTERIC VERSION OF MARK’S GOSPEL 11

brown_01.qxd  2005/04/26  12:22 PM  Page 11



the debate over whether longer Mark contains authentic oral tradition was
quickly undercut by a more sensational hypothesis, namely, that the whole Let-
ter to Theodore is just an impressive forgery.

Some of the scholars Smith consulted in the 1960s thought the letter
was an ancient forgery, although they had difficulty explaining how an
ancient author would benefit by creating it. Smith dealt with their arguments
in his book. However, the spectre of forgery came back with a vengeance
in 1975, when two scholars offered influential arguments that the letter
was a modern hoax. Quentin Quesnell suggested that an erudite scholar who
had access to Otto Stählin’s 1936 index of Clement’s vocabulary and other
modern studies of Clement’s style could have produced the document,
especially if he had the help of someone skilled in imitating handwriting.
Quesnell added that any scholarly apparatus Smith used to “authenticate”
the document could have assisted a forger in imitating Clement. And he
pointed out that Smith’s ability to gain access to the tower library at
Mar Saba shows that a forger could have planted it there. Quesnell was
not clear about a motive, but he suggested that a scholar might devise such
a text if he was interested in studying how his peers respond to new discov-
eries. As an example of that sort of interest, Quesnell noted that Smith
himself had requested in the preface of his scholarly book that his peers send
him their publications on this subject.32  Quesnell’s main point was that
we need to examine the manuscript for signs of forgery before we can
accept it as authentic. Not surprisingly, the way he made this point did not
go over well with Smith, who was annoyed with the fact that Quesnell’s
hypothetical forger was a person who had the same expertise, resources,
opportunities, and motives as Smith himself. New Testament scholars were
greatly distracted by the notion that one of their own had accused Smith
of forgery, and many agreed with Quesnell that the manuscript should be
subjected to forensic testing before it is deemed authentic. Their suspicions
only increased when Charles Murgia offered arguments for modern for-
gery based on the content of the letter. Murgia suggested that the letter con-
sisted mostly of information that was suspiciously self-authenticating, and
noted that the manuscript lacks the major errors that result from a long
period of scribal transmission. In his opinion, the letter looks more like an
original composition than a copy of a copy of a copy. So as years passed with-
out anyone else claiming to have seen the manuscript, a rumour was born
that Smith was withholding it so that no one could perform the tests that
Quesnell had outlined. Scholars who were ignorant of the published pho-
tos often imagined that there never was a manuscript. The folklore of for-
gery took on a life of its own.
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In general, scholars of Clement and scholars of the gospels responded to
the suggestions of forgery in different ways. Although some experts on
Clement who belonged to the generation of Smith’s teachers were inclined
to think the letter contradicted Clement’s universalism, most belonging to
Smith’s generation or later were inclined to believe that the letter was authen-
tic. Since these scholars were more interested in Clement than in the longer
gospel, they tended to mention the letter only as an illustration of Clement’s
esotericism and openness to writings that were later deemed non-canonical.
The situation was very different among New Testament scholars, most of
whom have too little knowledge of Clement’s writings or eighteenth-cen-
tury Greek handwriting to develop an informed opinion on the letter’s authen-
ticity. They generally responded by showing an astonishing credulity about
unsubstantiated rumours and a stoic scepticism about indications that the
letter might be authentic. That is not to say that most New Testament schol-
ars considered it to be a forgery: they just did not know what to make of the
evidence. Rather than study matters about which they had no expertise, these
scholars tended to trade stories about Smith’s character, which was something
they knew firsthand or had heard a great deal about. Some pointed to Smith’s
sense of humour and irreverence as potential signs of intellectual dishonesty,
and speculated about whether Smith had a plausible motive or enough pro-
ficiency in classical Greek. (Those most proficient in classical Greek tended
to think that the letter surpassed Smith’s ability.) The thirst for scandal is
typified by an incident recorded in the minutes of a colloquium on the longer
text; the agenda for discussion was established on the basis of a dream that
one of the participants had about Morton Smith: 

In this dream, Professor Smith met the man responsible for the Piltdown
skull. Then Professor Smith broke down and admitted that he himself had writ-
ten the supposed letter from Clement. 

As a result of that dream, I naturally seized upon the whole question of
the criteria for detecting a forgery, as Professor Murgia did. That is points 1
and 2 on the list.33

For some scholars, the notion that Smith’s discovery was just an astonishing
hoax was too good not to be true. Having outgrown Sasquatch and the Loch
Ness monster, they yearned to believe in at least one fantastic tale. This irre-
pressible form of credulity is well summed up by the caption of a famous poster
depicting a fuzzy photograph of a UFO: “I Want To Believe.” 

The theory of forgery even proved attractive to scholars who were unin-
terested in the controversy. Scholars who felt obliged to comment on the rel-
evance of the longer text to another subject, such as Mark 14:51–52 or John
11, often just wrote a footnote expressing reservations about the letter’s
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authenticity and the longer gospel’s independence from the canonical gospels,
as if the possibility that a text might prove irrelevant were sufficient reason
not to study it and find that out. The scholars who debunk the apocryphal
gospels as second-century fabrications were likewise drawn to the theory of
forgery, although for apologetic reasons:

But, apart from the possibility that the so-called Marcan fragment is little
more than a semi-Gnostic fabrication, I do not think that Professor Smith has
sufficiently explored the contingency that the entire letter of Clement is a
forgery.”34

On the whole, so-called Secret Mark appears to be a forgery, although whether
modern or ancient is difficult to say…a forgery by Smith might be expected
to produce a less fragmentary extract and one even more conducive to his views
of Jesus as a magician. It thus may be that Secret Mark is an ancient forgery,
typical of the additions and adulterations of the canonical Gospels that arose
especially during the heyday of Gnosticism in the second century.35

For these scholars, the question was never What does this text tell us about
Christian origins? but Wherein lies its irrelevance? Is longer Mark the prod-
uct of a modern forger too brilliant to be unmasked, or of a second-century
imbecile who composed with a pair of scissors? It is remarkable that so many
scholars have vacillated between these two options. Why would a competent
modern forger create a gospel extract that supposedly looks like a worthless
pastiche? To claim that either possibility might be true is to admit that nei-
ther is very compelling. But even though these scholars could not decide
what kind of counterfeit gospel they were discrediting, they recognized that
one of these wands must be waved in the correct fashion in order to send this
text back to the abyss.

By the end of the 1970s, New Testament scholars still mentioned “secret”
Mark in an incidental manner, but were generally reluctant to take the gospel
too seriously and risk looking foolish should it be proved a fake. The widely
dismissive reactions of conservative scholars and the spectre of forgery had put
an end to serious discussion, and Smith himself had turned his attention to
other evidence, having re-evaluated the importance of longer Mark to his
theories about Jesus. The longer Gospel of Mark might have slipped silently
into the netherworld of the apocrypha (or should I say, pseudo-apocrypha?)
were it not for a provocative thesis advanced by Helmut Koester in 1980.
Through a study of the minor agreements of Matthew and Luke against
Mark in the triple tradition (the stories and sayings shared by Matthew, Mark,
and Luke), Koester concluded that the canonical Gospel of Mark was not the
version of Mark that Matthew and Luke used as a source for their own
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gospels; canonical Mark was a mid-second-century abbreviation of the longer
gospel. Koester proposed that Matthew and Luke used a proto-gospel, an edi-
tion of Mark lacking elements in the canonical gospel that are characteristic
of LGM 1. The author of longer Mark must therefore have revised this proto-
gospel in the early second century by adding LGM 1 and 2 and some of the
features of Mark’s text that diverge from the parallel passages in Matthew
and Luke. Canonical Mark came about through the removal of LGM 1
and 2.36

Koester’s thesis generated enormous interest in North America due to its
theological implications, which were extremely attractive to liberal scholars.
As individuals who define themselves over against traditional forms of Chris-
tianity, liberals prefer to believe that Christianity was, at the time of its pris-
tine beginnings, a movement that contained and tolerated theological diversity.
According to the liberal myth of Christian origins, proto-orthodox Chris-
tians, such as Paul, were originally one voice (or one choir of harmonious
voices) among many, but over the course of a few centuries, this form of
Christianity rose to dominance through the suppression of legitimate but
less pretentious Jesus movements. This reconstruction of Christian origins is
how dispassionate historians imply that liberal Christianity is as legitimate as
traditional orthodoxy. So with the publication of Koester’s initial paper in
1983, longer Mark became highly theologically relevant as a potential exam-
ple of how the canonical gospels not only presented a selective picture of
Jesus but also experienced extensive revisions prior to the emergence of stan-
dard text types.

Koester himself emphasized the instability of the texts of the canonical
gospels in the second century. But another eminent scholar soon developed
a different theory of longer Markan priority that gave church censorship a vital
role in the production of the canonical gospel. John Dominic Crossan pos-
tulated that LGM 1 and 2 were part of the earliest edition of Mark’s gospel
and conjectured that the private initiation depicted in LGM 1b (in his view,
a baptism) quickly became a proof text for sexual libertinism among proto-
Carpocratians in Alexandria.37 This scandal led Mark himself to dismember
and scatter the pieces of LGM 1 and 2 throughout his gospel in order to
deceive the libertines into thinking that the story he composed was really
their own impious fabrication made out of pieces of his gospel.38 Although
this was probably not Crossan’s original intention, his theory calls into ques-
tion both the integrity of canonical Mark and that of the evangelist who
composed it. With similarly unsettling implications, Hans-Martin Schenke
modified Koester’s thesis by drawing the inference that the Carpocratian
longer Gospel of Mark was the ancestor of both the purified longer gospel
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used in the Alexandrian catechetical school and the later canonical gospel.39

Schenke’s idea that the orthodox longer gospel was merely a purified form of
a Carpocratian text was not actually new. A few scholars had already offered
that suggestion, convinced that longer Mark was the product of a libertine,
gnostic mentality.40 Of course, those scholars thought that canonical Mark was
the original text. Schenke’s combination of this theory with Koester’s made
canonical Mark the by-product of two attempts to remove the “utterly shame-
less lies” (II.7–9) that “early nonorthodox” Alexandrians had added to the
proto-gospel.41

Although most scholars in Europe (especially Germany and England)
continued to disregard the entire subject, Koester’s less radical version of the
theory of longer Markan priority inspired a brief renaissance of original research
in North America during the 1980s and early 1990s. Whereas the research con-
ducted in the 1970s was more preoccupied with genre, source criticism, and
form criticism, that inspired by Koester focused on composition history and
redaction criticism. Of course, there were several critical reactions to Koester’s
theory, which targeted his premise that Matthew and Luke used a copy of
Mark that differed from the canonical gospel.42 The evaluations by David
Peabody and Philip Sellew, however, incidentally underscored the Markan
qualities of the passages cited in Clement’s letter, questioning whether passages
composed by this author are readily distinguishable from passages composed
by Mark. Yet despite their interest in redaction criticism, proponents of longer
Markan priority were no more interested in how LGM 1 and 2 function lit-
erarily within the larger context of the Gospel of Mark than were proponents
of pastiche composition or forgery. The theologically charged issue of relative
priority led liberal scholars to focus more on why these longer Markan tradi-
tions were removed than on what they were doing in a form of Mark in the
first place.43 Most just assumed that LGM 1 was part of a baptismal lection and
as such did not have an integral connection to the rest of the gospel. Never-
theless, Hans-Martin Schenke and Marvin Meyer explored the effect LGM 1
and 2 have on the larger narrative, as had Frank Kermode, a well-respected lit-
erary critic who discussed longer Mark in his 1979 book The Genesis of Secrecy.
These three scholars viewed two or all three of the passages in longer Mark
involving a “young man” as developments in a subplot.44

By the mid-1980s, “secret” Mark had found a place within a broader, lib-
eral thesis that many of the non-canonical gospels were as ancient and histor-
ically important as the canonical gospels. By the early 1990s, this thesis was
reaching a wider audience. When Crossan wrote his popular and prodigious
book The Historical Jesus (published in 1991), he assigned longer Mark and
numerous other non-canonical texts to the earliest strata of historical evi-
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dence.45 That same year, the controversial and media-friendly assemblage of
scholars called the Jesus Seminar started endorsing Helmut Koester’s theory
of longer Markan priority in its publications, which purported to give a rep-
resentative picture of modern Jesus scholarship.46 In response to this trend,
conservative scholars became more insistent that only the canonical gospels
contain reliable information about Jesus. Already in 1987, Raymond E.
Brown noted with alarm that many scholars were calling into question the “tra-
ditional priority and value of the canonical NT books,” and cited the various
arguments for longer Markan priority as one of these “challenges to the
canon.”47 The tone of conservative New Testament scholarship on longer
Mark in the 1990s was set in 1991 by John Meier, who published a survey
of “The Agrapha and the Apocryphal Gospels” in his book A Marginal Jew,
wherein he caricatured the “revisionists” and their contradictory arguments
about longer Mark and accused them of “selling” the apocryphal gospels
“under the guise of NT research and the quest for the historical Jesus.” Like
so many scholars before him, Meier played up the myth of longer Mark’s
“dubious origins,” depicted Clement as unreliable on matters of gospel author-
ship, and selectively referenced the scholars who argued for longer Mark’s
dependence upon the canonical gospels.48 Yet his one-sided survey of “secret”
Mark scholarship struck many as a model of scholarly judiciousness, and
became a template for similar surveys in subsequent books on Jesus.

Thus began a second wave of attempts to convince the academy and the
lay audience of the Jesus Seminar that the longer text is historically worth-
less. But now Smith’s find was entangled in a debate over the value of non-
canonical gospels in the reconstruction of the historical Jesus. Throughout the
1990s, the use of non-canonical gospels by liberal Jesus scholars was widely
criticized for producing a picture of Jesus that lacked distinctively Christian
and Jewish elements. To a large extent this portrait relied on the combined
weight of Q and the Gospel of Thomas, since their double attestation of
Jesus’ wisdom sayings supported a portrait of Jesus as a generic sage rather
than as an eschatological prophet (an element lacking in Thomas) or messianic
figure (an element lacking in Thomas and Q). Liberal Jesus scholars who
studied the longer gospel did not actually conclude that LGM 1 and 2 con-
tain useful evidence concerning the historical Jesus (as opposed to the com-
position history of Mark), but since they had examined this non-canonical
gospel, their critics felt justified in playing up its infamy as a means of discred-
iting their liberal opponents:

The history of the controversy surrounding the discovery and publication of
the purported letter of Clement…need not be rehearsed here. The lack of schol-
arly verification of the find is as well known as Clement’s credulity. Thus, in
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my view it is extremely precarious to build complicated theories of Gospel
development, as Crossan and Koester have done, on the basis of Secret Mark’s
alleged relationship to canonical Mark….In all probability Secret Mark, if
such really existed, is a second century revision of canonical Mark. As such
it has nothing to offer serious Jesus research.49

But, as a test of the competence of allegedly leading-edge North American
scholars, what makes this [secret gospel] simultaneously frightening and
revealing is that even if one knew nothing of its diagnostically-fraudulent prove-
nance, one still would immediately recognize it not only as inauthentic, but
as part of a very nasty, but very funny, knife-sharp joke….What we have here
[in LGM 1 and 2] is a nice ironic gay joke at the expense of all of the self-
important scholars who not only miss the irony, but believe that this alleged
piece of gospel comes to us in the first-known letter of the great Clement of
Alexandria.50

The problem is that there are serious and enduring doubts about the Clemen-
tine text involved, which has not been made available to scholars except in pho-
tographic form, and there are unresolved rumors of forgery….With so many
doubts surrounding the document, it is surprising to see the evidence of
Secret Mark included here [in a publication of the Jesus Seminar] as author-
itative, and as proof of the late date of a canonical text.51

Behind this tendency to disparage the “secret” gospel and the scholars who
study it is a theological preoccupation. Debates about the historical Jesus are
frequently debates over the true myth of Christian origins: In the Beginning,
did God create orthodoxy (a unified church that correctly interpreted God’s
act of salvation through Jesus as canonized in the New Testament writings and
faithfully preserved by us conservatives) or heterodoxy (a variety of Jesus
movements with enough diversity in their interpretations of Jesus’ significance
to be inclusive of people with unorthodox conceptions of “the gospel,” like
us liberals)? To search for Jesus within the gospels that were not included in
the New Testament is to question the validity of the image of Jesus presented
by “the Church.” That, at least, seems to be the wisdom motivating much of
the scholarship on longer Mark, which tends to be radically liberal or staunchly
apologetic. Both camps see longer Mark as a heterodox gospel, and embrace
it or revile it because it was not canonized. Few scholars have seriously enter-
tained the possibility that Clement was right, that a canonical author actually
did write a second, orthodox version of his gospel. This fact is rather odd, since
LGM 1 and 2 have the form and style of a Markan composition, and the
notion that Mark wrote another, lost version of his gospel is no stranger than
the reality that Paul wrote letters that were not included in the New Testament
(note 1 Cor 5:9; Col 4:16). It would be rather surprising if Luke was the only
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one of the four evangelists to write a second work. It would also be strange
if these authors completely refrained from making revisions and additions to
their gospels after the initial publication.

Today, forty-five years after the discovery of the manuscript, there is no
general paradigm that most scholars agree on, and most frankly have no idea
what to make of this text. Confused about the facts and unaware of the exten-
sive secondary literature on this subject, the majority of commentators sim-
ply pledge allegiance to one or more of five mutually exclusive paradigms:
forgery; pointless, apocryphal pastiche; pre-canonical version of Mark; secret
and elitist gnostic gospel; catechetical supplements for neophyte baptism.
The present predicament owes much to the fact that scholars have tended to
engage Smith’s characterizations of the issues rather than independently
examine the evidence. In the thirty years since the publication of Smith’s
work, no comprehensive study of the letter and its gospel quotations has
been published. The options that are presently being considered were all
identified and addressed by Smith in the early 1960s, and their continued via-
bility is largely the consequence of certain questionable assumptions in his
research that most investigators have accepted without comment. For exam-
ple, the scholars of Clement who suspected forgery were to some extent
reacting against Smith’s suppositions that Clement approved of a secret writ-
ing and that this writing legitimized an unseemly rite. That these notions
are substantiated by the letter is not questioned. Likewise, many of the schol-
ars who accept the letter as authentic also accept Smith’s view that the gospel
additions were used as catechetical or lectionary readings for a rite. And most
have accepted Smith’s assumption that the quoted pericopae are Markan only
in terms of form and style; with Smith, they view this Markan appearance as
a superficial imitation intended to make these materials appear to have been
written by Mark. The author of the longer gospel is typically imagined to be
either “Markanizing” traditional cultic materials for storage in an established
gospel or just foolishly rewriting Johannine stories using Markan language.

A Literary Thesis
The nature and purpose of the longer gospel appears quite different, however,
when the issue of the Markan characteristics of these excerpts is considered
at a level exceeding sentence construction. The author of LGM 1 and 2 not
only wrote with Markan syntax and vocabulary but also used distinctively
Markan literary techniques. Most notably, this author used Mark’s favourite
techniques for juxtaposing episodes and framing sections of narrative. For
instance, he placed the two parts of the story involving the young man and
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his sister around the incident in which James and John ask for positions of
honour. Mark liked to put one story inside (or around) another story as a
means of suggesting that the two stories interpret each other, as when he
placed the two parts of the cursing of the fig tree around the story of Jesus
clearing the temple (Mark 11:12–25). Knowing that the same literary tech-
nique is being used in longer Mark effectively solves the problem of why the
young man twice returned to Jesus with a linen sheet wrapped around his
naked body (LGM 1:11; Mark 14:51–52). He answered “yes” to the ques-
tion Jesus posed to James and John (Mark 10:38). Longer Mark likewise
uses Mark’s technique of echoing phrases from earlier incidents as a means
of associating widely dispersed but thematically related incidents. The more
pronounced verbal echoes within LGM 1 are to incidents that are relevant to
the interpretation of LGM 1 and 2. Finally, LGM 1 and 2 create an interpre-
tative bracket around the passion narrative by framing this section of the
story with two very similar raising miracles involving Jesus, an anonymous
young man, a tomb sealed with a stone, and a group of three women, one of
whom is Salome. The central journey section of Mark’s gospel is similarly
bracketed with two stories about the healing of blind men (8:22–10:52).
Other, smaller-scale Markan literary techniques also exist in LGM 1 and 2. The
use of these devices implies that the extant passages are best conceptualized
as aspects of a literary production, that is, as episodes in a text that was meant
to be appreciated as a story and therefore read or heard in its entirety.52

The validity of this literary paradigm for the study of the longer gospel
is the main thing I will endeavour to establish through this study. Specifically,
I develop the thesis that the longer Gospel of Mark was designed to lead
readers of the shorter version to a more profound appreciation of the essen-
tial message of the Markan narrative by elaborating and elucidating impor-
tant themes and symbolism pertaining to discipleship and christology,
including elements which are deliberately ambiguous or obscure in the shorter
version, especially the mystery of the kingdom of God (Mark 4:11) and the
appearance and naked flight of the young man in Gethsemane (14:51–52).
In other words, this text was aptly suited to an environment like Alexandria
where many literate Christians viewed their faith as a philosophy and there-
fore sought its deeper truths (the esoteric teachings of its system) anagogi-
cally within sacred writings (see, for instance, Strom. V.4.21.4). It was through
the exposition of esoteric knowledge hidden in the scriptures that Christians
in Alexandria were “initiated in the great mysteries” of Alexandrian Christ-
ian philosophy (II.2).

The thoroughly Markan quality of the longer text raises a secondary
issue that will be addressed at the conclusion of this study: Did Mark actu-
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ally write the longer gospel? Scholars have rightly noted that Markan vocab-
ulary and syntax are not too difficult to imitate. But Mark’s distinctive liter-
ary techniques are aspects of his composition that people rarely notice unless
they know what to look for. Many of the elements of Markan literary tech-
nique that are used to good effect in LGM 1 and 2 had not been identified
by scholars of Mark until long after the letter was discovered. These techniques
were probably no more obvious to the earliest readers of canonical Mark,
who spoke of its author as someone with little literary sophistication; the
evangelist Mark was imagined as a follower of Peter who accurately reproduced
Peter’s anecdotes about Jesus but arranged them in a less than artful manner.
Moreover, it is hard to envision anyone other than Mark wanting to amplify
this gospel in a manner that wholly accords with Mark’s theology. Someone
other than Mark would be apt to have a different theological agenda. So the
consistency of literary technique and theology between these two versions of
the Gospel of Mark strongly suggests common authorship.

The following analysis is divided into two parts. Part 1 addresses the
main paradigms for understanding the longer gospel that appear in the sec-
ondary literature. These chapters will deconstruct the prevailing conceptions
of forgery (chap. 2), “artificial literary mosaic,”53 pre-canonical version of
Mark (chap. 3), secret gospel (chap. 4), and baptismal lection (chap. 5). For
different reasons, each of these misconceptions has obscured the literary char-
acter of the longer gospel. So it is necessary to begin by cleaning up the mess
that I described in the preceding pages. Even scholars who are wedded to the
notion that the longer gospel, if not the whole letter, is “late and spurious”
recognize that someone needs to work through all of the primary and second-
ary literature in order to weed out the false premises and misinformation
that support so many contradictory paradigms.

Part 2 of this book consists of a demonstration that the passages quoted
in the letter develop and elucidate aspects of Markan theology, including fea-
tures of the story that readers of the shorter version have often found perplex-
ing. Chapters 6 through 8 each demonstrate the effective use of a distinctively
Markan literary technique by the author of LGM 1 and 2. Chapter 6 will
demonstrate that the placement of LGM 1 and 2 around Mark 10:35–45
constitutes a Markan-style intercalation, both in form and function. Chapter
7 will argue that the raising of the young man at his tomb in LGM 1a and
the resurrection announced by this same young man at Jesus’ tomb in Mark
16:1–8 function as a matched pair or frame around the passion narrative, and
that this structure is built upon an existing inclusio involving the imagery of
Jesus leading his disciples in the way to life through death (10:32 and 16:7–8).
This device creates a theological framework for the reader’s comprehension
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of what transpires in the passion narrative. Chapter 8 will interpret the more
pronounced verbal repetitions or echoes in LGM 1 and 2 as “cross-refer-
ences” intended to draw the reader’s attention to similarities between LGM
1 and 2 and other stories in the gospel. The final chapter will synthesize the
implications of this study with special attention to the question of longer
Mark’s authorship, as well as outline the areas in which this text is relevant
to the study of early Christianity.

Comments on Method
The Markan literary techniques examined in this study were recognized by
redaction critics and elaborated theoretically by narrative critics. Because my
interest is in elucidating the nature of this gospel by demonstrating the use
of these techniques and describing their effects, the method of my analysis is
not “purely” literary-critical but rather a hybrid of composition criticism and
narrative criticism, or a theoretically informed use of composition criticism—
one that pays more attention to the reading process. Readers interested in
learning more about the theory behind narrative criticism can consult a vari-
ety of good introductory works that apply this methodology to Mark’s
gospel.54

Certain caveats need to be stated concerning the viability of applying
literary criticism to a work whose text type and precise contents are not
known.55 Obviously, this analysis cannot concentrate on the whole story
because Clement quoted only two of the many additions that distinguished
longer Mark from the canonical gospel. What is possible is a study of how the
known LGM passages interact with the known materials of their context,
that is, with the canonical gospel. A concentration on literary devices rather
than on the entire reading experience should permit conclusions that would
not be falsified by knowledge of the other passages unique to the longer
gospel, though such knowledge would necessitate some refinement of these
conclusions.
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For decades, discussion of the “secret” gospel has been dominated by two
notions: It is a highly dubious document. It is the predecessor of the

canonical gospel. Not surprisingly, to the degree that liberal scholars endorse
the latter idea, conservative scholars invoke the former. But suspicions about
forgery are hardly limited to conservatives, who are more apt to declare longer
Mark a worthless second-century pastiche. Scholars of all theological per-
suasions are drawn to the forgery debate, albeit mostly as a diversion.

So who does reject the authenticity of this letter? If you were to consult
the two scholars who have spoken most confidently on this subject—a Pro-
fessor of Judaica named Jacob Neusner and a Professor of Irish History
named Donald Harman Akenson—you would learn either that practically
no one was duped into taking Smith’s discovery seriously (Neusner) or that
“a veritable Who’s Who of top biblical scholars have been hoodwinked by a
fraudulent secret gospel that implies Jesus was a homosexual” (Akenson).1 You
would learn, in other words, that it is better to concentrate on the published
arguments of people who might actually know the difference between an
authentic and an inauthentic work of Clement. Should you do that, you
would find at least eleven well-informed scholars who have given reasons to
deny Clement’s authorship of the Letter to Theodore: J. Munck, W. Völker,
A.D. Nock, H. Musurillo, Q. Quesnell, W. Kümmel, C.E. Murgia, P. Beskow,
E. Osborn, A.H. Criddle, and A. Jakab. This list might be overstated, since
Musurillo admitted that the letter “sounds marvelously like Clement,” gave
no reasons why Clement could not have written it, and concentrated instead
on conceivable motives and persons capable of producing a perfect forgery
of Clement (which begs the question);2 likewise, Quesnell did not claim that
the text is a forgery or that Clement could not have written it—only that we
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cannot draw a positive conclusion without first examining the physical man-
uscript;3 and Nock could not formulate his objection to authenticity more con-
cretely than “intuition”; apparently, he thought the discovery was too good
to be true.4

Three of these scholars offered their opinions in the 1960s while Smith
was preparing his commentary (Munck, Völker, Nock), another four, in the
three years following the publication of that book in 1973 (Musurillo,
Quesnell, Kümmel, Murgia). Since then, to the best of my knowledge,
only four reasonably well-informed scholars elaborated arguments against
Clement’s authorship in the secondary literature: Per Beskow, Eric Osborn,
and Attila Jakab, who are patristic scholars, and Andrew Criddle, an inde-
pendent researcher who carefully studied the letter. So the number of
experts who have contested the authenticity of this letter in print is rela-
tively small and has been growing disproportionately slowly compared to
the number of experts who have come to accept the document as authen-
tic or possibly authentic. However, in the long drought of serious study
of this question, the popular conception that longer Mark might be a for-
gery has become quite strong, to the point of obscuring the reality that most
scholars who have actually studied the letter and written on the subject are
inclined to believe that it was written by Clement. What really matters,
though, is not the number of scholars in either camp or even their profi-
ciency in the relevant subjects, but the arguments themselves, most of
which have not been critically examined.

The allegations of forgery have taken two main forms. Some scholars
have proposed that Smith’s document is indeed an eighteenth-century copy
of an earlier manuscript, but that the original letter was an ancient forgery
produced within a few centuries of Clement. The alternative is that the
pages Smith photographed are themselves a forgery that was produced
sometime within the last two hundred years. These scenarios have different
implications for the authenticity of the gospel quotations. The most plau-
sible motive for an ancient forgery would be to use Clement’s authority to
validate a different version of Mark’s gospel.5 Thus an ancient forgery would
most likely contain authentic excerpts from a lost version of Mark. A mod-
ern forgery, on the other hand, would contain nothing but prevarication, so
that possibility has much graver implications for the authenticity of the
gospel excerpts. Nevertheless, since both scenarios bear on the question of
the longer gospel’s origins and authorship, both scenarios must be thor-
oughly explored. We begin, however, with the question of what happened
to the manuscript. 
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The Manuscript
One of the most enduring aspects of the folklore that surrounds this docu-
ment is the notion that Morton Smith prevented other scholars from exam-
ining it. The complaint that no one but Smith has ever seen the manuscript
is voiced so often and with such moral affectation that many scholars mistake
it for a fact. The truth is that at least three other scholars and two members
of the Greek Patriarchate handled the manuscript. The information obtained
by various inquirers, moreover, corroborates Smith’s account that he left the
book containing the manuscript among the seventy items that he catalogued
in the library at Mar Saba.6 In 1980, Thomas Talley learned that the Archi-
mandrite Meliton retrieved this book from Mar Saba and brought it to the
Patriarchate library in Jerusalem sometime after Smith’s two books on the Let-
ter to Theodore were published. The librarian, Father Kallistos Dourvas, told
Talley that the two pages containing the manuscript had subsequently been
removed from the book and were being repaired.7 In 1996, Willy Rordorf
spoke to another librarian, Father Aristarchos, who was able to produce the
book but did not know what happened to the manuscript.8 James H.
Charlesworth also made an unsuccessful attempt to locate the manuscript at
this library, as have James Edwards (January 1999), Shaye Cohen (June
1999), and John Dart (March 2000).9

More detailed information about the manuscript was obtained by Charles
W. Hedrick and Nikolaos Olympiou, who have made a number of attempts
to locate the manuscript since 1990. They learned from Kallistos that the
book was moved to the Patriarchate library in 1977 and that Kallistos him-
self detached the manuscript in the same year in order to photograph it. After
that, the manuscript was kept with the book as separate items, at least as
long as Kallistos was librarian (until 1990). He no longer knows where to find
it, but he is optimistic that it could still be in the library, and passed along his
colour photographs of the manuscript, which Hedrick and Olympiou pub-
lished in The Fourth R. Olympiou speculated that persons in the Patriarchate
library may be withholding the manuscript because of the irreverent use
made of it in Morton Smith’s interpretation.10

The latest information about the manuscript is also the most surprising.
Guy Stroumsa reported that he, the late Professors David Flusser and Shlomo
Pines of the Hebrew University of Jerusalem, and Archimandrite Meliton
travelled to Mar Saba in the spring of 1976 in search of the manuscript.11

There, with the help of a monk, they located the volume by Voss, complete
with the manuscript, in the tower library, exactly where Smith left it. It
occurred to them that the book would be safer in Jerusalem, so they brought
it back with them, and Meliton took it to the library. Stroumsa and the two
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professors inquired about having the ink tested, but when they discovered that
the Israeli police had the only people equipped to do such testing, Meliton
objected to leaving the book in the care of the police, so no testing was per-
formed. Twenty-five years later, Stroumsa learned from his American col-
leagues that he was the only living Western scholar to have seen the manuscript,
and was persuaded to publish his account.

It would appear, then, that the manuscript was found at Mar Saba in 1976
rather than 1977, or eighteen years after Smith photographed it, and it dis-
appeared many years after the Archimandrite took it to Jerusalem and a librar-
ian removed it from the book. These facts show how preposterous it is to
suggest that Smith prevented other scholars from examining the manuscript.
The fact that professors other than Smith could have analyzed the ink had their
options not been so limited likewise makes it hard to sustain the fantasy that
there was a conspiracy between Smith and members of the Patriarchate library
to keep scholars from studying it. Yet many purveyors of the folklore still
claim that “no one but Smith ever saw the document” and blame Smith for
its disappearance.12 Some prefer not to know any better.13

A striking feature revealed by the colour photographs is the extent to
which the paper of the manuscript is browning around the edges, which had
been cropped out in Smith’s commentary volume. This is normally an indi-
cation that the book had been shelved for long periods in places where sun-
light could irradiate into the edges of the paper, which is not likely to have
occurred in the dark tower library at Mar Saba. The darker appearance of the
edges of the paper is much more pronounced in the photos by Kallistos than
in a newer set of colour photos provided by Hedrick of pages from the same
book in 2000. Since we are dealing with two different sets of photographs
taken twenty-three years apart under different lighting conditions and using
different quality film, it is probably not possible to determine whether this fact
has any significance. The new photos also reveal that the third page was
severely torn where it was attached to the spine, sometime after Smith took
his photos.

Of more importance is the fact that the colour photos allow us to per-
ceive how the chemical composition of the ink has changed from black to
lighter shades of rusty brown in the places where Smith’s photos convey
shades of grey. The ink is nearly black where it occurs in higher concentrations,
presumably points where the scribe pressed harder or had just reinked his quill;
where the least ink was used, the letters are a very light shade of rusty brown.
So the ink has visibly faded, but the fading is evident in both sets of photos,
despite the fact that they were taken under different lighting conditions. This
new information weighs strongly against the possibility that the text could be
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a twentieth-century forgery of an eighteenth-century hand. The ways in which
the ink and paper of manuscripts deteriorate has been studied extensively at
the W.J. Barrow Research Laboratory in Richmond, Virginia. Barrow him-
self devoted thirty years to the study of the durability of different types of paper
and ink, and his research on the deterioration and restoration of documents
composed between 1400 and 1850 is pertinent to our assessment of the pho-
tographic evidence. Most writing during this period was done using iron
gall inks. Barrow noted that these inks produce writings that remain quite leg-
ible for many centuries, but when these inks are improperly compounded
with an insufficient proportion of gallic and tannic acids, they tend to fade
over time from black to rusty brown, especially when stored in adverse con-
ditions—sunlight, mould, and bacteria being the main causes of this deteri-
oration. The relevance of this information becomes clear when we realize
just how long this process takes: “The usual time varies from about twenty-
five to one hundred years. The factors effecting this change are the propor-
tions of the ink ingredients, the amount deposited on the paper, and the
composition of the paper; each of these may be accelerated by poor storage
conditions.” Once the incorrectly compounded iron gall ink has finished
turning brown, its colour remains stable and the writing does not fade fur-
ther if properly stored.14 Since both sets of photos depict the same pattern of
fading in the ink, and the colour photos show that the ink is rusty brown, the
manuscript gives the impression of being no younger than a quarter century
at the time Smith photographed it.

Although the ink depicted in the colour photos is the expected colour of
oxidized iron or “rust,” the paper on which the Letter to Theodore was writ-
ten also appears quite brown in Kallistos’s photos. The browning of paper
inscribed in iron gall ink is a well known phenomenon; it is the result of a slow
process of oxidation of paper caused by the acidity of iron gall inks. This
slow “burning” of the paper is a principle factor in the deterioration of man-
uscripts, and their preservation normally involves neutralizing the acidity.
Though Barrow did not state how long it takes for the paper itself to become
brown as a consequence of oxidation, it would make sense that this is a very
lengthy process since the paper of manuscripts becomes darker and more
brittle over time.15 It may not be possible, however, to determine whether the
ink is responsible for the brown colour of the paper on which the manu-
script is written, since we have no means of determining the relative differ-
ence in colour between the manuscript pages and other pages in the book or
verifying that the photos accurately depict the colour of the manuscript.
Unfortunately, the photos provided by Kallistos do not include a picture of
the last page of the book (318) open beside the first page of the manuscript
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(the black and white reproduction of page 318 that also appears in The
Fourth R is from a colour photo secured by Hedrick in 2000).

In view of what is known about the fading and browning of inks and the
browning of paper in contact with ink, we can conclude that the photos
depict a manuscript that looks like it is a few hundred years old. It remains
to be seen whether the generally brown appearance of the manuscript in the
photos is in some way a reflection of poor quality film or the age of the pho-
tographs. A die-hard sceptic will, of course, entertain the possibility that
these indications of ageing could have been faked by Smith. Barrow’s research
indicates that some formulas of iron gall inks result in writings that would turn
brown quite rapidly through exposure to sunlight. Unfortunately, we cannot
know what formula was used in the production of this manuscript without
physically examining it. But even if the ink was of a composition that could
turn brown very rapidly, that would not explain the browning of the paper.
Both ink that remains black over the centuries and ink that turns brown affect
paper in the same way, though the blacker, or more concentrated, inks are more
acidic and therefore more damaging.16 There was a way of ageing paper arti-
ficially that was used in the 1950s by experienced researchers such as Barrow.
But this process involved subjecting loose papers to an extremely high tem-
perature (100°C) for periods of up to a few days. It is also possible to age paper
and ink using chemicals that oxidize the ink and paper. In the early 1980s,
Mark William Hofmann, the forger of the Oath of a Freeman and the Sala-
mander Letter, used hydrogen peroxide to age documents.17 It would take a
sophisticated method like that to produce a document like the Letter to
Theodore where the ink is blacker in the higher concentrations (most forgers
simply stain their documents with tea or dirt, under the false premise that very
old documents look very dirty). It is hard to envision anyone managing to age
the manuscript pages artificially in such ways without the pages coming loose
from the binding or other damage occurring to the book. So the combina-
tion of faded rust-brown ink and browning paper that is characteristic of
centuries-old manuscripts is not readily dismissed.

The Possibility of Modern Forgery

The Arguments of Charles Murgia
When considering the possibility of modern forgery, it is best to begin with
a paper written in 1975 by Charles E. Murgia, then Chairman (now Profes-
sor Emeritus) of the Department of Classics at Berkeley, for a Colloquium
arranged by Edward C. Hobbs on the question of whether LGM 1 represents
primitive gospel tradition. Murgia noted parallels between the letter and
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“Classical fakes,” which raised the possibility that this manuscript was writ-
ten much later than it appears to be. Most importantly, he noted that classi-
cal forgeries often contain information that rationalizes their own existence
and late emergence, and that this information does not always harmonize
with elements in the undisputed corpus. He also noted that when such for-
geries take the form of interpolations within existing texts, they may attempt
to authenticate themselves by filling obvious gaps or omissions (lacunas).18 

Murgia’s observations about how forgeries provide self-authenticating
information gave scholars a reason to wonder whether the Letter to Theodore
might actually be a forgery:

To me it seems that every sentence of the letter, other than the actual quota-
tion of secret Mark, is admirably designed to provide A SEAL OF AUTHENTIC-
ITY for the passage of secret Mark. Great care is taken to convince the modern
reader of why he has never heard of this gospel before. (1) It is only known
at Alexandria, (2) it is carefully guarded, (3) it is read only to the initiates,
(4) its very existence should be denied in public, and (5) even perjury should
be committed to maintain the secret of its existence.19

At first sight, this argument is quite compelling. Smith himself commented
in 1976 that Murgia’s “theory of a ‘seal of authenticity’ is the strongest case
I have yet seen for the supposition that the letter is a forgery. I think it would
persuade me if I could think of a plausible forger (someone capable of doing
the job), a plausible reason for the forgery, and a plausible explanation of
why, if launched by somebody for some reason, the document has never hith-
erto been heard of.”20 Six years later, however, Smith treated the question of
a seal of authenticity more lightly, and noted that Murgia “fell into a few fac-
tual errors.”21 These errors become apparent when one examines Murgia’s
characterizations of the letter.

Let us consider Murgia’s points in order. (1) According to the letter, the
gospel is not known only in Alexandria but is also becoming known wher-
ever Theodore lived because Carpocratians discussed it openly. This was not
a “secret Gospel,” as Smith translated mystikon euangelion (II.6, 12), but a mys-
tic gospel whose essential truths were hidden beneath the literal level of the nar-
rative. (2) This mistranslation unfortunately led Smith to read the notions of
physical guarding and secrecy into the statement that the gospel was “very
securely kept” within the church ( ; II.1).22 I
doubt we are supposed to imagine guards perpetually posted outside a locked
room, preventing the curious from discovering a secret text! The point, rather,
is that this text was not made available to persons of unproven character.
The reference to Mark bequeathing his text to the church and the fanciful
account of how Carpocrates obtained his own copy similarly imply that the
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original longer text was never copied for larger distribution (i.e., published).
(3) The restriction to “those being initiated into the great mysteries” specif-
ically excludes anyone who had not studied the minor mysteries of cosmol-
ogy from attending readings of this text. But there is no indication in the letter
of any attempt to keep catechumens and ordinary Christians unaware of the
existence of this gospel. (4) In no sense—not even by implication—is
Theodore enjoined “to maintain the secret of its existence.”23 He is told to deny
to the Carpocratians that their falsifications are Mark’s mystikon euangelion.24

The existence of a mystikon euangelion is taken for granted in these debates with
Carpocratians, for the Carpocratians have it. They are the ones who told
Theodore about it in the first place! Moreover, the rationale that the implied
author gave for quoting the contents of the longer gospel to Theodore sug-
gests that any proper Christian may know its contents:

But we are “children of light,” having been illuminated by the “dayspring” of
the spirit of the Lord “from on high,” and “Where the Spirit of the Lord is,”
it says, “there is liberty,” for “All things are pure to the pure.” To you, there-
fore, I shall not hesitate to answer the questions you have asked, refuting the
falsifications by the very words of the Gospel. (II.16–20)

In his Paedagogus Clement used the phrases “children of light” and “having
been illuminated” in reference to ordinary Christians, not gnostics (II.9.80.1;
9.79.3; cf. 9.80.4). Illumination is mentioned as a consequence of baptism
in Paed. I.6.26.1; it is baptized believers who possess “the spirit of the Lord.”25

Thus the persons to whom the mystic text rightly belongs (“we,” “the pure”)
are the real Christians who received illumination and liberty from the holy
spirit through baptism. Since Theodore is a proper Christian, the implied
author has no qualms about divulging the contents of the mystic gospel to
him: “To you, therefore, I shall not hesitate…” As far as the incomplete frag-
ment goes (Murgia assumed the fragment is the whole text), there is no
direction to Theodore not to share his knowledge of the longer text with
other legitimate Christians.

(5) Murgia’s last point concerning the implied author’s recommendation
of a false oath (II.11–12) deserves special attention. According to Murgia, the
forger’s need to explain why this gospel is otherwise unheard-of has resulted
in a highly implausible scenario that conflicts with Clement’s position that a
true Christian would not use oaths: “The rhetoric of urging someone to
commit perjury to preserve the secrecy of something which you are in the
process of disclosing is ludicrous.” Murgia made an error in supposing that
Theodore is being asked to keep this gospel a secret from the people who
informed him about it. But Theodore is being enjoined to use an oath to
bolster the half-truth that Mark did not write the adulterated Carpocratian text,
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and Murgia is not alone in supposing that this contradicts what Clement
said about oaths in Strom. VII.8.26 It would be helpful, then, to review this
passage. In VII.8, Clement reasoned that oaths are sworn by people whose
way of life does not instill sufficient confidence in others. An honest life is itself
“a sure and decisive oath.” A Christian “ought, I think, to maintain a life cal-
culated to inspire confidence towards those without, so that an oath may
not even be asked; and towards himself and with those with whom he asso-
ciates, good feeling, which is voluntary righteousness.” Clement went on to
say that “The Gnostic swears truly, but is not apt to swear, having rarely
recourse to an oath, just as we have said.” As this comment demonstrates,
Clement acknowledged that there are times when a Christian would swear an
oath. Presumably, he had in mind situations in which the other party has had
insufficient opportunity to appreciate the Christian’s truthfulness through
witness of prior conduct. Theodore’s dealings with Carpocratians would
probably be so limited as to qualify as such a circumstance. These opponents,
moreover, are not potential converts who might be impressed with a Chris-
tian’s day-to-day truthfulness but a despised sect whose practices threatened
to discredit Christianity. The implied author’s strategy for dealing with Car-
pocratians was to inform them with a solemn oath that their principles are
not founded on an authentic apostolic writing. The letter writer attempts to
characterize this assertion as essentially the truth, reasoning that the longer
gospel that the Carpocratians possess has been adulterated to the point that
it is not really the gospel Mark wrote (I.11–15; II.6–12). The telling of a half
truth is not at all devious for Clement. In the chapter of the Stromateis that
follows the discussion of oaths, Clement went on to note that sometimes
the gnostic will, “medicinally, as a physician for the safety of the sick,…deceive
or tell an untruth” (VII.9.53.2). If lying to Christians for their own good was
acceptable to Clement, it is hard to doubt that telling half-truths to heretics
for the good of the church would not be. We can agree with Judith L. Kovacs
that the letter sounds very much like Clement in this respect.27

Murgia’s proposed seal of authenticity does not hold up under exam-
ination. We may agree that the gospel was known mainly in Alexandria, and,
among the orthodox, was read only to the true gnostics. We can infer that
the officials in the church were more circumspect than the Carpocratians
about divulging its contents to outsiders and did not distribute it outside
Alexandria. But we need not suppose that most Alexandrian Christians of
Clement’s day knew nothing about it. The stated and implied restrictions
on its use do not amount to a sufficient explanation for why modern (or
ancient) readers had never heard of the text, though they do help explain
why no copies now exist. This silence is not too surprising in view of the
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fact that six other previously unknown gospels were rediscovered in the
twentieth century.28

Murgia’s observation about how interpolators will fill existing lacunas is
still worth considering in view of the fact that the addition of LGM 2 to
Mark 10:46 makes the canonical account of Jesus entering and leaving Jeri-
cho seem deficient, and the addition of LGM 1 provides an identity for the
young man who appears out of nowhere in canonical Mark 14:51–52. But
without considerable additional evidence for why the letter should be viewed
as a forgery, these facts can only appear ambiguous. The author of LGM 1
and 2 may have been attempting to elucidate elements in the narrative that
seemed puzzling. The evidence in fact supports that position. The letter itself
does not present LGM 1 and 2 as elements that had been lost from the orig-
inal gospel; it presents them as subsequent additions made by the original
author for the purpose of producing a second, distinct edition of his gospel.

In addition to noting similarities between the letter and classical forger-
ies, Murgia raised the issue that the manuscript of the letter contains no seri-
ous errors indicative of a normal history of scribal transmission. Because
scribes are prone to make errors, and errors tend to be compounded as imper-
fect copies are made from imperfect copies, manuscripts tend to have the
occasional serious error in addition to numerous trivial ones. This is especially
true of non-standard works, such as the lesser-known works of Clement,
which were copied so infrequently that the scribes could not find other copies
to use for comparison and correction. But whereas Smith’s manuscript has its
share of inconsequential errors, it appears to have no blunders. Moreover, in
Murgia’s opinion, this manuscript’s inconsequential errors are not the type an
ancient scribe would make but rather the type a modern author would make;
for instance, “The author, like most modern Greeks, cannot tell his smooth
from his rough breathings.”29

The lack of conspicuous errors was already noted by Smith in his com-
mentary. In Smith’s opinion there are numerous indications that the scribe who
produced the Mar Saba fragment was a well-trained scholar who made few
expected errors and might therefore have been meticulous enough to have
studied and corrected the manuscript that he copied.30 Smith had also noticed
the presence of modern errors in breathings; this is his interpretation of both
facts: “These [modern] errors [in breathings] do not prove that the manu-
script he [the scribe] copied was incorrect in these points; nor does the usual
correctness of his spelling prove that it was generally correct. He probably
copied by reading the phrases and then repeating them as he wrote them
down. Therefore it is not surprising that what he wrote should sometimes
reflect either his knowledge or his pronunciation, rather than the reading of
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the text he was copying.”31 Scribes normally copied manuscripts by this pro-
cedure.32 They would read a phrase and then repeat it to themselves until they
finished writing it down, much the way we repeat a phone number to our-
selves between looking it up and dialling it. Smith also suggested that the man-
uscript upon which the copy is based may have lain in the monastery for a
millennium without being copied and therefore did not have a lengthy trans-
mission history.33 Smith’s interpretation of the evidence is plausible, and
there is no doubt that the person who made this manuscript was a scholar,
but the lack of serious errors indicative of transmission weighs in Murgia’s
favour.

Murgia’s perspective on the document, however, lacks a convincing
rationale for why such a letter would be forged in the first place. His expla-
nation appears to be that the document was created in the eighteenth century
for the purpose of satire or self-amusement, for the letter seemed to him to
read as a humorous parody of both Clement and Mark.34 Interestingly, some
of the things that Murgia found funny about the letter—such as the reference
to Mark using “notes,” the ambiguity concerning whether the young man was
dead, and the comment in LGM 1:9 that Jesus and the young man returned
to the man’s house “for he was rich”—are actually consistent with what we
know about Clement’s views and the peculiarities of Mark’s style. According
to Eusebius, Clement’s Hypotyposeis contained a story in which Peter’s Roman
audience implored Mark to produce for them a memorandum of Peter’s
preaching ( ), which became the occasion for his gospel (Church
History II.15.1–2). The same term is used in the Letter to Theodore. So if this
is a forgery, the author was knowledgeable enough to draw upon a fragment
of Clement’s writings preserved by Eusebius. As for the ambiguity concern-
ing whether the young man was dead, which is created by the loud voice
from the tomb, the same uncertainty occurs in connection with two other indi-
viduals whom Jesus raises by the hand: Jairus’s daughter and the epileptic boy
(Mark 5:39, 41; 9:26–27). Finally, Mark’s tendency to offer peculiar and
sometimes embarrassing explanations beginning with the word for ( ) was
pointed out by C.H. Bird in 1953.35 The odd explanation in LGM 1:9 is very
similar to the ones in Mark 5:42; 11:13; and 16:4. I share Murgia’s amuse-
ment with the comment “But ‘naked man with naked man,’ and the other
things about which you wrote, are not found” (III.13–14). Yet Clement
often comes across like the straight man in a lurid skit, and much funnier
lines showcasing his homophobia appear in Paed. III.11. So we need to ask
whether an interest in making Mark and Clement look a little funnier can
account for all the effort involved in preparing a forgery that so successfully
imitates Clement’s vocabulary, verbal associations, comparisons and metaphors,
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forms of reference, formulas for beginning sentences, use and frequency of
prepositions, syntax, and basic thought,36 along with Mark’s style, redac-
tional tendencies, theological emphases, and literary techniques.37 We should
also ask how this forger benefited from his labour. If this is an eighteenth-cen-
tury forgery, then “some anonymous scribe has waited patiently for his joke
to see the light of day.”38

The Arguments of Quentin Quesnell
The widespread suspicion directed against the letter is founded not so much
in legitimate concerns about its contents as in gossip about a tantalizing arti-
cle that appeared in the Catholic Biblical Quarterly a few months prior to the
Colloquy attended by Murgia.39 Its author is a man of diverse interests, rang-
ing from philosophy and Catholic theology to the history and archaeology of
southwest Florida and even the disappearance of Smith College founder,
Sophia Smith, but in the field of New Testament scholarship Quentin Ques-
nell (pronounced keh-NELL) is best known for his 1967 doctoral thesis The
Mind of Mark and his memorable exchange with Morton Smith.

The famed article had its genesis in 1973, when Quesnell prepared a
review of The Secret Gospel for the National Catholic Reporter. He had recently
read some studies of forgeries, and when he encountered Smith’s work on the
Letter to Theodore “everything seemed so familiar. All the characteristics of a
hoax were present; all the classic mistakes that popular summaries like Good-
speed’s warn against were being made. I listed them and drew the scientific
conclusion that had to be drawn—until further and better evidence appears,
this has to be judged a forgery.”40

Quesnell’s book review made no (obvious) suggestion that the letter
might be a forgery, but he was intrigued enough by the possibility to write
Smith a letter on 15 November 1973 in order to see if Smith would confirm
his suspicion. Supposing that Smith might have produced the letter himself
with the help of someone who could imitate eighteenth-century Greek hand-
writing (“the one who knows,” to whom SG was dedicated), Quesnell con-
jectured that Smith was conducting a controlled experiment in how scholars
respond to new evidence. Quesnell thought that if his suspicion was correct,
Smith might ask him to keep this information to himself until the experiment
was finished. Smith did not, however, respond with a confession, so Ques-
nell decided to raise a challenge to the document’s authenticity in print. On
27 December 1973, he sent a précis of his article to the journal New Testament
Studies, suggesting that “Perhaps if a serious scholar became convinced that
a controlled study of diverging apologetic interpretations was needed for the
improvement of scientific method, he might consider that adequate justifica-
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tion for creating one strictly controllable piece of evidence with which to get
the study under way” (that scenario was eventually outlined on pp. 57–58 of
his article). 

In the finished article, Quesnell argued that the evidence, as Smith pre-
sented it, leaves forgery a very real possibility. He did not, however, accuse
Smith of forging the letter, because he recognized that such a conclusion
would go beyond the evidence: “Did I personally think Smith (in collabora-
tion with ‘the one who knows’) had forged the document? Of course I did.
But that was not the point of the article. Why did I not make it the point of
the article? Because it was a conclusion based on negative evidence. All that
followed from the evidence made available was that the document could have
been produced anywhere between 1936 [when the first index of Clement’s
vocabulary had been published] and 1958 [when the letter was discovered].”
The notion that Quesnell set out to prove that Smith forged the Letter to
Theodore is a long-standing misconception of Quesnell’s article, one that
derives in large measure from Smith’s intemperate response. Smith’s knowl-
edge of Quesnell’s private suspicions led him to read more into Quesnell’s pub-
lic arguments than Quesnell intended. So in 1976, Smith offered a brief
rejoinder in CBQ in which he asserted that “Quesnell insinuates that I forged
the [manuscript].”41 In the same issue Quesnell was allotted 1500 words to
set the record straight, but few observers of the dispute were disposed to
believe him, for they relished the thought that someone had publicly accused
Smith of forgery:

Dr. Smith feels the point of my article was to prove that he forged the Clement
text. If that had been my point, I would have stated it clearly. He would not
have had to compose his reply in terms like “insinuates…suggests…insinua-
tion…suspicion…etc.” 

I did state the real point clearly. It was a general point of scientific method,
which is why it interested me.…The point was—and remains—that a person
who introduces an exciting new manuscript find to the world has the basic
responsibility to make the manuscript available for scientific examination.42

Quesnell did not “skitter…away from alleging fraud,” as the scandalmon-
gers insist.43 He never intended to make his personal and unsubstantiated sus-
picions an issue in his article. What did concern him was Smith’s decision to
present his colleagues with mere photographs of the text. According to Ques-
nell, Smith’s approach of not producing the original for scientific study and
restricting his analysis to the content is congruent with the pattern of known
forgers; that fact raises the possibility of recent forgery.44 Hence physical
analysis is necessary to rule out a modern origin (e.g., analysis of the ink, the
smoothness of the pen strokes, etc.). This concern for how an important
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manuscript discovery should be presented to the scientific community is what
led Quesnell to argue that if Smith had the necessary resources to find and
authenticate the document in the late 1950s, then so did a potential forger
have them to create and plant the document.45

For the most part Quesnell maintained a distinction between this hypo-
thetical forger and the person who authenticated the document, but here
and there he buttressed his case by casting suspicion on Smith. Quesnell
noted, for instance, that Smith’s interest in how scholars respond to new evi-
dence is something that might have motivated a forger. Here Smith is said “to
tell a story on himself ” when he narrated the reactions of two of his teach-
ers to his discovery.46 More pointedly, Quesnell wondered aloud whether the
dedications of Smith’s two books are meant to be understood together, point-
ing out that the scholarly book was dedicated to someone who Smith knew
did not accept Clement’s authorship of the letter (A.D. Nock) and that the
popular version was written “For The One Who Knows.” Quesnell implied
that Smith supplied a hint about what this anonymous person knows.47 More
generally, Quesnell characterized Smith’s presentation of the evidence as “puz-
zling” for a serious study,48 implying that it might not be so serious.

Quesnell had no problem with the contents of the manuscript, which
struck him as “quite harmless and in no way implausible for the period in ques-
tion.”49 His reasons for casting doubt on its authenticity were hypothetical.
Instead of convincing someone connected to the Patriarchate to arrange to
test the manuscript, or uncovering evidence that Smith had been studying
Clement before 1958 (e.g., library records, publications), Quesnell put the
onus entirely on Smith, claiming that he “had a responsibility to make the man-
uscript available for scientific examination.” That expectation makes little
sense.50 Regardless of how item 65 found its way into the tower library,
Smith could not take it home with him in order to present it to his peers. His
ties with the Patriarchate were with people he knew in his mid-twenties.
When he desired to return to Mar Saba in 1958, the new Patriarch, His Beat-
itude Benedict, granted his request to catalogue the manuscripts not in the
interests of Western science but in recognition of volunteer work Smith had
done for Orthodox refugees ten years earlier.51 Once that debt to Smith was
repaid, Smith had no more influence within the Patriarchate than anyone
else who has tried—in vain—to see the manuscript. So what more could
Smith do besides publish photographs, report the precise location of the
manuscript, and inform the Patriarchate of its importance? Unfortunately,
Quesnell’s unrealistic demand that Smith produce the manuscript metamor-
phosed into the myth that Smith refused to let anyone examine it and even
into scepticism that it ever existed.
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Quesnell’s reason for rejecting arguments of authorship based on content
also makes little sense. Even if we grant the notion that “a contemporary
might always possess as much information about plausible form and con-
tent as the would-be detector, possess the same tools, know as much about
the uncovering of earlier hoaxes,”52 the premise that a forger could fool all of
his or her contemporaries has past its expiry date. Present-day Clement schol-
ars, with forty-five more years of research at their disposal, should have the
necessary resources to detect problems with the content of the letter. Yet they
are generally more inclined to accept the letter’s authenticity, precisely because
they now better appreciate the letter’s conformity to Clement’s thought.
Quesnell cited Goodspeed in support of the importance of examining the
physical manuscript, but Goodspeed himself conceded that the content and
visual appearance of a manuscript usually supply a professional document
examiner with enough information for detecting forgery: “What the scholar
really desires is to see the very document itself, but failing that a photograph
of it will usually answer the purposes of his investigation.”53 Goodspeed had
little difficulty exposing fraudulent discoveries strictly on the basis of anachro-
nisms and other irregularities in their contents, and his demonstrations of
decisive errors often filled several pages. Manuscript or not, there is usually
something in the content of a fraudulent ancient text that will stand out as
an obvious give-away even to contemporary authorities on the purported
author, and such works rarely fool more than a few inattentive experts. Pro-
fessional document examiners, moreover, can and do find anomalies in the
appearance of a manuscript on the basis of photographs. Although people like
to romanticize about the perfect forgery, the reality is that “perfect forgeries
are so rare that it is doubtful if many document examiners have ever seen
one.”54

Quesnell’s contention that Smith’s actions conformed to the standard
pattern of forgers is likewise problematic. In marked contrast to Smith, the
discoverers of the alleged ancient Christian texts discussed by Goodspeed
supplied no transcriptions of the texts in the original languages, no photo-
graphs of the alleged manuscripts, and no clear information about where to
find them. In other words, they merely pretended that they had seen manu-
scripts. The more knowledgeable charlatans who can forge believable man-
uscripts, on the other hand, rarely stop at one. It takes an enormous amount
of practice to cut a serviceable quill pen, to write naturally and elegantly with
feather and ink, and to devise a formula for ink that can be faded artificially,
in this case on two types of paper (the last blank page of the book and a
page of binder’s paper) that are bound into a book. The people who bother
to master such things normally forge documents on a regular basis if not for
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a living; the need for fame or fortune that motivates great forgers is rarely sat-
isfied with a single “discovery.” Some, like Mark Hofmann, produced more
forgeries than they could remember (and his errors were detected from pho-
tographs).55 When they come under suspicion, such forgers normally resort
to greater deceit, such as forging corroborating evidence. When we consider
the fact that Smith discovered only one highly significant document, published
photographs, carefully preserved those photographs in his safe deposit box,
informed the Patriarchate of the manuscript’s importance, gave the world
accurate information about its whereabouts, and never appealed to “new” cor-
roborating evidence, it is hard to justify the suggestion that we are dealing with
a pattern typical of forgers.

The Controversy Sparked by Quesnell’s Article
Quesnell did not intend to accuse Smith of forgery or to offer a veiled hypoth-
esis about how Smith could have manufactured the text. He made a case
that the manuscript cannot be accepted as authentic in the absence of foren-
sic examination. Nevertheless, during the 1980s some scholars who were
venturing to conduct independent research on the document began to play
up this dispute, partly to show that they were aware of the possibility of for-
gery, but also as a means of reviving interest in the subject. The intrigue of
Smith’s discovery grew with every retelling. In 1979, a Swedish patristic
scholar, Per Beskow, capitalized on the mystique of forgery by discussing the
longer gospel in a book that addressed the problems involved in detecting
modern forgeries.56 Quesnell’s reasons for querying the authenticity of the doc-
ument figure prominently in this discussion. In 1984, Hans-Martin Schenke
began his overview of the scholarly reception of the letter by quoting a page
and a half of visceral comments about Smith’s theories by three German
scholars, then turned to Quesnell and proclaimed “Quesnell makes no secret
of his suspicion that Smith might have forged the Clementine letter him-
self.”57 The year after that, in another review of Quesnell’s concerns about
authenticity, John Crossan reiterated Smith’s slant on the point of one of
Quesnell’s arguments: “If the text is a forgery, then, one might presume that
the scholarship used by Smith to authenticate the document in 1973 [sic] was
actually prepared to forge it in 1958.”58 That is quite a presumption consid-
ering that Smith published nothing on Clement prior to the 1970s and
showed little interest in patristics in the period leading up to his discovery. Next
Marvin Meyer added to this popular impression of controversy with his com-
ment, “From the well-known statements of Quentin Quesnell to the more
recent dispute over insinuations in Per Beskow’s Strange Tales about Jesus,
the scholarly discussions concerning the Mar Saba manuscript have been
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conducted within the context of expressed doubts and uncertainties about the
authenticity of the text.”59 This vague comment, wherein Beskow’s “insinu-
ations” establish the meaning of Quesnell’s “well-known statements,” conjures
the thought of veiled accusations, but Beskow insinuated nothing and
explained the reasons why he did not suspect Smith.60

The constant references to suspicion and controversy were self-fulfilling.
Although intended in part to revive interest in the subject, the sensationalism
ultimately had the opposite effect, and fewer scholars ventured to make use
of a document that might one day be proved a forgery. Despite the dearth of
new arguments against the letter’s authenticity, the talk of controversy had itself
become sufficient evidence that something is amiss, at least for scholars who
did not have the appropriate expertise to develop an informed opinion. This
growing deference to scholarly folklore, together with Smith’s death in 1991,
cleared the way for one of Smith’s former students to declare him “a charla-
tan and a fraud, and his discovery a hoax.”61

Jacob Neusner has made this allegation in a variety of contexts, most
notably as part of a review of books by John Meier and John Crossan on the
historical Jesus. Under the pretence of defending the enterprise of historical
Jesus research against the “disgrace” brought to it by Smith’s fraud,62 Neusner
felt free not only to refer to the Letter to Theodore as “what must now be
declared the forgery of the century,” but even to claim that this “brilliant for-
gery,” this “out-and-out fakery,” was “exposed” by Quesnell.63 Neusner did
not hesitate to assure us that Quesnell’s “Further Questions for Smith” were
a discreet way of accusing Smith of forgery, a ploy adopted in order to avoid
getting “sued for libel.”64 Yet apart from rephrasing Quesnell’s points to make
them sound incriminating, Neusner offered no evidence of his own aside
from baseless characterizations of Smith’s intentions, and numerous, egregious
misrepresentations of fact. Where most scholars would do research, Neusner
consulted the one famous opinion, then confabulated a new version of the
reception of Smith’s scholarship that suited his agenda:

The very quest [for the historical Jesus] met its defining disgrace by Smith,
whose “historical” results—Jesus was “really” a homosexual magician—
depended upon a selective believing in whatever Smith thought was histor-
ical. Even at the time, some of us told Smith to his face that he was an
upside-down fundamentalist, believing anything bad anybody said about
Jesus, but nothing good. And no one who so rebuked him objected to the
campaigns of character assassination that Smith spent his remaining years
conducting; there is a moment at which, after all, truth does matter….

…As a matter of fact, Smith’s presentation of the evidence for his homo-
sexual magician, a Clement fragment he supposedly turned up in a library in
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Sinai [sic] in 1958, ranks as one of the most slovenly presentations of an
allegedly important document in recent memory; and, to understate mat-
ters, it left open the very plausible possibility of forgery. Smith himself was
an expert on such matters, having devoted scholarly essays to great forgeries
in antiquity.65

This first assault was published as many times as Neusner could find
new ways to introduce it. In subsequent attacks upon Smith’s memory,
Neusner took it for granted that his allegations had had their intended effect.
Hence he set aside the pretence of having evidence, and referred to the sup-
posed fraud and imaginary scandal as facts: “As to the scholarly fraud, who
speaks of it any more, or imagines that the work pertains to the study of the
New Testament at all? I need not remind readers…of the scandal of Smith’s
‘sensational discovery’ of the Clement fragment, the original of which no
one but Smith was permitted to examine. Purporting, in Smith’s report, to
demonstrate that the historical Jesus was ‘really’ a homosexual magician, the
work has not outlived its perpetrator. In the end many were silenced—who
wanted to get sued?—but few were gulled.”66

This is an astonishing assessment of the Letter to Theodore and its discov-
erer—all the more so when we consider that Neusner expressed the exact
opposite opinions when he wrote the dust jacket endorsement for The Secret
Gospel: 

This is a brilliant account of how Morton Smith reached a major discovery
in the study of first-century Christianity. We have not only his conclusions and
the way in which these are argued, but also his own life and thought as he
reached them. The discovery itself ranks with Qumran and Nag Hammadi,
Masada and the Cairo Geniza, but required more learning and sheer erudi-
tion than all of these together, both in the recognition of what has been
found, and in the interpretation and explanation of the meaning of the find.
All this Smith has done—and he tells us about it in a narrative of exceptional
charm and simplicity.67

In addition to writing this radiant endorsement, Neusner had assisted with
the proofreading of CA before its publication.68 So when we contemplate the
sincerity of his opinion that very few scholars were fooled by this self-evident
fraud, we cannot help but wonder whether Neusner categorizes himself
among the many who were cowed or the few who were gulled, or whether
instead he wants us to believe that he willingly contributed to and endorsed
research that he considered fraudulent. I suspect that he knows full well that
most knowledgeable scholars then and now could find little reason to doubt
the authenticity of the letter and has gambled that the memory of his whole-
hearted endorsement of this text vanished with Smith and the dust jackets.
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Except for the less outlandish remarks in the dust-jacket endorsement,
none of the sentences by Neusner that I have just quoted could be deemed
accurate. What he offers us is a combination of standard academic folklore and
his own far-fetched invention. Much of his first assault was pointed out to him
to be either false or unbelievable shortly after he wrote it. When Neusner pub-
lished “Who Needs ‘the Historical Jesus,’” the invited respondent, Craig
Evans, pointed out that there was never any scandal caused by the “secret”
gospel in the context of historical Jesus research, that “several patristic schol-
ars” consider the letter authentic, and that it is “hard to believe that anyone
would devote years of painstaking labor to the production of a 450-page
technical book that studies a writing that the author himself faked.”69 In
1996, Shaye Cohen pointed out that “homosexual magician” was “a carica-
ture of Smith’s view” and that the longer gospel continues to interest New
Testament scholars.70 Unfortunately, these objections did not deter Neusner
from repeating the same notions in the attack on Smith that he contributed
to the reprint of Birger Gerhardsson’s book Memory and Manuscript. Nor
will mine, I expect. But since we all agree that “truth does matter,” I will
point out some other statements that are demonstrably false. Neusner’s rec-
ollection that the manuscript “supposedly turned up in a library in Sinai” is
a good indication that he did not even review the facts about the manuscript
before declaring it a forgery. His description of CA as “one of the most
slovenly presentations of an allegedly important document in recent memory”
is an absurd generalization derived from Quesnell’s view that CA contained
“an extraordinarily high proportion of inaccuracies.” Quesnell was the only
scholar to express a negative opinion of Smith’s technical competence, and he
substantiated his opinion by noting the errors in Smith’s treatment of less than
one sentence of the letter.71 Most reviewers who commented on the book’s
technical merits were highly impressed; some were nearly as impressed as
Neusner had been himself.72 Neusner’s statement that “Smith himself was an
expert on” forgery, “having devoted scholarly essays to great forgeries in
antiquity” was, of course, offered as incriminating evidence, and was wisely
left undocumented. Apart from a study of Deuteronomy and some discussions
of Jewish pseudepigraphical writings, there are no such studies in the bibli-
ographies of Smith’s published and unpublished writings.

Of particular interest is Neusner’s claim to have “told Smith to his face
that he was an upside-down fundamentalist, believing anything bad anybody
said about Jesus, but nothing good.” Here Neusner was talking about Smith’s
1978 follow-up book, Jesus the Magician, indicating that the rift between
himself and Smith came when Neusner decided to criticize this book in
defence of Christianity:
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I thought and told him to his face that his results were nothing more than anti-
Christian propaganda and, in a simple, but uncompromising, footnote, as I
said, in the published version of my 1979 SBL address, dismissed Smith’s
account of Jesus, calling it not history but ideology. In our time a great many
Christian scholars have done…no less for Judaism than I meant to do for
Christianity: label prejudice and bigotry for what they are, so remove from
scholarly discourse what does not belong among decent people. I did not
regret then, and do not regret now, enduring Smith’s vengeance for doing what
I knew, and now know [sic], was right and also required of me.

In his day, many feared Smith and his clones, and only a very, very few in the
world he dominated defied him. I am proud that, when the occasion
demanded, I was one of the few. By publicly condemning his Secret Gospel’s
outcome, Jesus the Magician, I opposed anti-Christianism [sic] just as so many
Christian scholars, from Moore through Sanders, have opposed anti-Judaism.
I take pride that, when it was time to stand up and be counted, I said in
print that Smith’s portrait of Jesus was not history but contemptible, hate-
ful ideology.73

In a more popular book, Neusner added more information about this valiant
footnote: Smith “chose to believe everything bad he could about Jesus, per-
haps making up what he could not read into the sources. Since I had done
my dissertation with him, I bore a special responsibility to say that that was
what I thought. So, when I published that lecture, I said so in footnote 18
(the number eighteen standing for life in its Hebrew character).”74

Whether Neusner privately said anything like this to Smith, I do not
know. But since he offered proof for this explanation of the break between him-
self and Smith, we can compare his story with the published footnote:

At this point [referring to his dictum “what we cannot show we do not
know”] I regret I have to part company with my teacher, Morton Smith.
Compare the opening chapters of his Jesus the Magician…, pp. 1–67, with his
discourse on magic, pp. 68–139. The former discussion is tendentious; Smith
sets out not to analyse a possibility but to prove a proposition. The shift in
the tone of the book and in the character of the discussion when Smith turns
to an academic account of magic in antiquity is stunning. This other part of
the book is a model of academic clarity and deep learning, while the discus-
sion on “the historical Jesus” is a morass of “proofs” of propositions.75

Clearly, there is a discrepancy between Neusner’s descriptions of this note and
the note itself. The footnote contains no suggestion that Smith made up evi-
dence, praises his discussion of ancient magic, and faintly criticizes his discus-
sion of the historical Jesus as “tendentious” and “a morass of ‘proofs’ of
propositions.” One might gather that Neusner thought Jesus the Magician was
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biased and methodologically flawed or that it contained assumptions that
were inadequately substantiated. But clearly in this published version of his
1979 SBL address, Neusner made no valiant, public defence of Christianity
against the “contemptible, hateful ideology” of Jesus the Magician and no
intimation that he thought Smith had committed fraud—not even in a foot-
note. The fact that the 1981 paperback edition of Jesus the Magician sports
Neusner’s endorsement of Smith’s “compelling and powerful historical argu-
ment” makes it even harder to believe that the rift between Smith and Neusner
was the result of Neusner’s noble condemnation of this book, rather than the
other way around. Neusner has misrepresented not only the facts pertaining
to the scholarly reception of the “secret” gospel but also his own prior views
about this text and the time and manner in which he came to think of Smith
and the Letter to Theodore as academic frauds.

So what really happened? What led Neusner to stop thinking of Smith
as “the first, the only, and the last authentic teacher I ever had” and start
thinking of Smith as “a crank and a crackpot,” a “nasty old fool,” “a concep-
tual bungler,” a “know-nothing,” and a “fraud”?76 I doubt all the pieces of the
puzzle are available in the secondary literature, but Smith’s public denunci-
ation of Neusner in 1984 for academic incompetence is the best-attested fac-
tor and is sufficient reason in itself. 

In order to understand that event, one must know something about the
history of these two scholars. Smith was one of the supervisors of Neusner’s
doctoral dissertation. Neusner learned from Smith’s dissertation Tannaitic
Parallels to the Gospels that the methodologies of New Testament scholarship
were relevant to the study of rabbinic literature, and this insight “shaped” “the
entire course” of Neusner’s career.77 During the decade after Neusner’s grad-
uation, Smith promoted Neusner’s work in book reviews, and defended
Neusner against his critics. But as far back as 1967 and 1970 Smith’s posi-
tive reviews of Neusner’s books were tempered with references to Neusner’s
“constant carelessness of execution,” inexcusable “inaccuracies,” and “sloven-
liness in details.”78 Smith stopped promoting Neusner’s work after favourably
reviewing Development of a Legend but noting that there were so many errors
that “one cannot rely on the statements of fact and would be advised to check
everything.”79 Smith put great emphasis on accuracy, and would sometimes
look up hundreds of references in the course of preparing a book review. But
Neusner did not heed Smith’s criticism, so in 1973 Smith very politely
informed Neusner that he was no longer going to read his books.80 For many
years Neusner continued to pay homage to his teacher, and even edited a
four-volume Festschrift in Smith’s honour, but their admiration became less
mutual as the pace of Neusner’s publications became more manic. Neusner
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is reluctant to admit that his distinction of being the world’s most published
scholar in the humanities, averaging one book every seventeen days over the
entire course of his career, does not suggest only good things about his schol-
arship, and that some scholars would rather not be associated with him
because of this.81

As long as Smith showed restraint in the way he expressed his disap-
proval, Neusner paid no attention to Smith’s opinion about his careless
scholarship. So in 1979, Smith made his first public demonstration. He
stood up, turned around, and sauntered out during a plenary address that
Neusner gave at an SBL meeting—a calculated gesture of disapproval. This
attempt to sever their connection proved inadequate, as one can see from
Neusner’s feeble attempt to “part company” with his teacher, now enshrined
in note 18 of the published version of that address. So Smith staged a sec-
ond, unmistakable public demonstration at the 1984 AAR-SBL meeting.
Prior to that meeting Smith explained his reason to Shaye J.D. Cohen, who
recounted this information in a review of Neusner’s book on Smith: “Smith
explained to me that, because he had been instrumental in launching
Neusner’s career, he felt responsible for the ‘slovenliness’ of Neusner’s schol-
arship, which had grown worse over the years. Neusner had proven to be
incorrigible in this matter, and therefore Smith wanted to dissociate himself
publicly from his student.”82 So at the conclusion of a session honouring
Neusner’s work, Smith took the podium to denounce Neusner’s The Talmud
of the Land of Israel: A Preliminary Translation and Explanation as “a serious
misfortune for Jewish studies, because the people who use it will not only
repeat Neusner’s mistakes, but make new ones based on the misinformation
his work will provide them.”83 Smith then passed out copies of a review by
Saul Lieberman of two volumes of this (now) thirty-five volume translation,
in which Lieberman undertook to illustrate Neusner’s “ignorance of rabbinic
Hebrew, of Aramaic grammar, and above all of the subject matter with
which he deals.”84 This was more than a public dissociation; it was an attack
on Neusner’s reputation and influence. The lamentable event was a major
humiliation to Neusner and one in a rapid series of blows to his ego. That
year he felt he was being “shoved down the memory-hole.”85 His response
was to do whatever he could to reclaim his reputation and discredit the peo-
ple who had threatened it.

When Hershel Shanks recounted Smith’s escapade in Biblical Archaeol-
ogy Review in a report on the annul meeting, Neusner likened the journal to
Hustler magazine and wrote a letter threatening a lawsuit for defamation.86

He also informed Shanks that he was contemplating suing Smith and Lieber-
man’s estate (Lieberman died before his review was published).87 William M.
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Calder III, a long-time friend of Smith, recalled that Smith showed him a
letter from Neusner’s lawyer threatening litigation, and that Smith found the
threat greatly amusing. Smith responded by writing a letter to Biblical Archae-
ology Review in which he pointed out a slight error in this journal’s description
of Lieberman’s review: “Saul Lieberman’s review did not say that Neusner’s
essays in this book ‘abound in brilliant insights,’ etc. That praise…referred to
Neusner’s earlier works. In the present volume he found nothing to recom-
mend, but recommended the whole ‘for the wastebasket.’”88 Neusner’s writ-
ings thereafter contain the occasional insult directed at Smith, but he waited
until Smith could not reply before he set out to destroy his reputation. Within
two years of Smith’s death, Scholars Press released the book Are There Really
Tannaitic Parallels to the Gospels: A Refutation of Morton Smith, in which
Neusner critiqued Smith’s then half-century old dissertation, characterizing
it as “trivial and, where interesting, quite wrong, ignorant, and misleading.”
The book abounds with spiteful characterizations such as “surpassingly com-
monplace triviality,…ignorant and incompetent,…insufficient, shoddy work,”
“a mess of contradiction and confusion,” and—not surprisingly—“fraudu-
lent.”89 The claim that Smith forged his important discovery is of a piece
with the book’s theme that Smith led a “tragic, fruitless career” and “died a
figure of ridicule.”90 That Neusner’s assessments of Smith’s work have always
been indistinguishable from his feelings about Smith should now be obvious,
but in case there is any doubt, I will point out that prior to 1984, Neusner
described the same dissertation as “the most beautifully argued work of his-
torical reason I know.”91

I must, therefore, disagree with Romano Penna, who, when borrowing
Neusner’s phrase “forgery of the century” second-hand from Graham Stan-
ton, remarked “it is natural to agree with an impartial author such as the
famous Jewish scholar Jacob Neusner.”92 It is hard to mistake Neusner’s
opinions on this subject as either knowledgeable or impartial, yet at least six
other scholars have noted Neusner’s opinion about this document and
appealed to his knowledge of Smith—without mentioning his defamatory pur-
pose.93 Neusner’s false witness is taking the place of incriminating evidence.

Neusner’s attacks on Smith’s memory have proved especially useful to his
protégé, Donald Harman Akenson, who utilized Neusner’s “secret” gospel
scandalmongering as a weapon against liberal Jesus scholars. With a flare for
righteous indignation, Akenson rendered this temerarious verdict upon “any-
one” who would take this gospel seriously:

the Secret Mark issue…is a rare moment, a clear adjudication point that
allows laymen…to judge the competence of the leading scholars in the field:
not the technical competence in small matters, but on the big matters; and
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to determine, not to put too fine a line on it, whether they have at least as
much common sense as God gives to a goose.

For look: Secret Mark is a forgery and not one that requires forensic
methods and high magnification to detect. Anyone who could not spot it as
a forgery from a height of 3,000 feet should not be allowed to make author-
itative pronouncements on the authenticity of texts that relate to Yeshua of
Nazareth.94

Akenson went on to explain to his lay readership that the inability of most bib-
lical scholars to recognize longer Mark for what it is—“a nice ironic gay joke
at the expense of all of the self-important scholars”—is proof that “some of
the most powerful, most influential persons in the so-called ‘liberal’ wing of
the field…are far from being omniscient or, often, even ordinarily shrewd. Vain,
yes; credulous, yes; shrewd, no.”95

Although admitting that the majority of North American Jesus scholars,
liberal and conservative, consider “secret” Mark to be a real gospel, Akenson
was mainly interested in using “the gimcrack false-antiquities of the sort exem-
plified by Secret Mark” to embarrass Crossan, Koester, and the Jesus Seminar.96

He did not tell us how this gospel has influenced liberal portraits of the histor-
ical Jesus, but that is not surprising since none of his ideological opponents do
in fact view LGM 1 and 2 as reliable evidence about Jesus. Koester’s writings
on the subject have mostly concentrated on the question of the composition
history of the Gospel of Mark. Crossan decided that the whole of LGM 1
was invented to justify Christian baptism. And the Jesus Seminar gave every
sentence of LGM 1 and 2 a black vote (meaning “largely or entirely fictive”)
except for those that have structural parallels to the raising of Lazarus (LGM
1:4–7), which were voted grey (meaning “possible but unreliable”). It would
appear that for the Jesus seminar, longer Mark merely bolstered the credibil-
ity of a passage in John that they would not otherwise have considered cred-
ible.97 Most other Jesus researchers do not mention longer Mark, or do little
more than reiterate the standard reasons not to make use of it. Smith appears
to be the only Jesus scholar to have factored LGM 1 into his reconstruction
of the historical Jesus, and even he devoted only twelve lines to this text in his
book Jesus the Magician. So it is quite unclear how anyone familiar with New
Testament scholarship could think this text played an important part in Jesus
research, let alone state that “Secret Mark…cruised into most of the work on
the Historical Jesus and upon early Christian texts conducted in the 1980s and
1990s”!98 A more plausible figure would be a fraction of one percent. But
the notion that liberal Jesus scholars have embarrassed themselves by relying
on a bogus text is useful as propaganda; accordingly, Neusner’s contrivance that
“the spectacle” of historical Jesus research was “exposed” by its inability to dis-
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tinguish longer Mark as a forgery is brought to its natural, if illogical, conclu-
sion:99 the majority of scholars who have not dismissed the Letter to Theodore
as a worthless fraud are less rigorous and less competent than the few who have:
“The field of the Quest for the Historical Jesus would be considerably clari-
fied if (a) someone would definitively drive a stake into the heart of this par-
ticular scholarly vampire and thereafter (b) those scholars who have affirmed
the work would publicly recant and then examine how they might recalibrate
their own scholarly standards so as to avoid being gulled in the future.”100 If
this sounds like a misguided inquisition against scholars allegedly, but not
really, guilty of confounding historical Jesus research through their accept-
ance of a brief description of Jesus teaching the young man from Gethsemane
the same mystery he gave his closest followers (Mark 14:51; 4:11), that would
probably not be too far from the truth.

The premise sustaining the most recent comments by Akenson and
Neusner is that the Letter to Theodore is an obvious forgery. If that were the case,
they should have no problem providing definitive proof, but both avoided
that responsibility by describing the document as so obviously fraudulent
that proof would be superfluous. Neusner wrote as if he could will the fact
of fraud into existence by declaring it forcefully. Akenson held out the hope
that someone else will slay the vampire by doing the requisite research. How-
ever, in lieu of the anticipated proof, he listed some “obvious flags” of fraud:

(a) the only person ever known to have seen the document in question was
Professor Morton Smith; (b) there are no known letters of Clement of Alexan-
dria preserved in their original form. Although some of his theological works
survive, the nature and content of Clement’s letters are known only through
their being cited in other men’s writings; (c) the text in question was produced
not on a first- [sic] or second-century piece of writing material, but in the end
leaf of a book made of seventeenth-century paper; (d) this obviated the need
for ancient handwriting and no one flinched when the text was adjudged to
be that of a mid-eighteenth-century hand. (The hand-writing expert was,
not surprisingly, Professor Morton Smith); (e) though, in the actual event,
no one but Smith ever saw the document, the inks would, of course, have been
eighteenth-century inks, chemicals readily obtainable.101

Once again, the most incriminating elements of this presentation of suspicious
evidence are the least accurate. Akenson should know that the manuscript
remained at Mar Saba and was later moved to Jerusalem, since he quoted from
one of the articles containing that information.102 It is deceptive for him to
imply that Smith prevented others from seeing the document. The fact that no
other letters of Clement exist apart from second-hand quotations is irrelevant,
particularly since a large collection of Clement’s letters once existed in the very
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monastery in which this manuscript was catalogued. The second-hand quota-
tions come from one writing, Sacra Parallela, which John of Damascus produced
when he resided in Mar Saba (716–749).103 The notion that a mid-eighteenth-
century Greek hand would be easier to imitate than ancient Greek handwrit-
ing is illogical. If Akenson wants to challenge the dating of this hand, he needs
to do something more than suppress the opinions of the nine experts in Greek
handwriting whose views are summarized on the first page of CA;104 he needs
to present contrary assessments by experts in Greek palaeography. As far as I
am aware, no one has offered any reasons to dispute Smith’s position on the cen-
tury of the handwriting. In fact, in 1991, Father Joseph Paramelle, the former
director of the Section Grecque at the Institut de Recherche et d’Histoire des
Textes anciens in Paris, offered his opinion that the manuscript looks very
authentic and typical of the eighteenth century.105 Essentially, Akenson’s only
valid point is that the manuscript was written in a seventeenth-century book
rather than on papyrus or parchment. Of course, considering that Clement’s Stro-
mateis is preserved principally in one eleventh-century manuscript, we would
not expect to have a manuscript earlier than the middle ages. But the lateness
of our first and only witness to this letter is a legitimate concern.

Fortunately for Akenson, his coup de grâce does not concern the man-
uscript. The decisive point for him is the observation that the gospel excerpts
read like a “gay joke.” He is fully aware that few North American scholars per-
ceive this joke, but in his opinion, the fact that they are not laughing with him
does not belie the obviousness of his interpretation. Quite the contrary, “the
burlesque of scholars and scholarship…is the basis of the joke.” That is, the
real joke is that so many formally trained New Testament and patristic schol-
ars missed such an obvious joke (Akenson is a Professor of History: Irish his-
tory). This, indeed, was Smith’s intention: to expose the pretentiousness of
“the most powerful figures in the liberal wing of the Quest establishment” with
a text that an untrained observer can immediately spot as a fake.106 Smith’s
agenda, in other words, perfectly complemented Akenson’s.

The people who now parade the “secret” gospel as an obvious hoax per-
petrated by Smith have had some success convincing non-specialists. But the
paucity of so-called “more rigorous scholars who see it as a chimera” remains
an awkward incongruity for them, particularly since this shortage includes both
New Testament scholars and authorities on Clement.107 In general, the schol-
ars who most confidently ascribe this letter to Clement are ones noted for their
facility in patristic Greek, including several who have published translations
of Clement’s writings and articles on his thought.108 That the inverse would
hold true should only be expected. The real scandal here is that such unschol-
arly substitutes for expertise and analysis reach publication.

48 RETHINKING THE DOMINANT PARADIGMS

brown_02.qxd  2005/04/26  12:22 PM  Page 48



Is Suspicion of Smith Reasonable?
To this day, most people who suspect Smith of having forged the document
have reasoned “he published it, so he could have forged it, so it must be a for-
gery.”109 It is time to think this supposition through. The premise that Smith
forged the document is a hypothesis, and any constructive hypothesis has
implications that can be evaluated. We can begin this process by making two
plausible deductions from this premise. First, as Goodspeed noted, the most
compelling incentive for someone to forge an early Christian text is the fame
and prestige that comes from being the discoverer of an important historical
document.110 The Letter to Theodore brought Smith international recognition
and status, which he capitalized on when he published his popular account of
the discovery. Hardly any other motive for forgery could account for the mon-
umental effort Smith put into preparing his analysis of the gospel fragments
and the letter. So there is at least one plausible motive, which has often been
passed over in favour of less plausible ones (such as that Smith wanted to dis-
credit Christianity by showing that Jesus was gay). Second, it is logical to
suppose that if Smith did fabricate the letter, he began by developing the the-
ories he offered to account for its historical significance and constructed the
document so that it would substantiate those theories. It is certainly hard to
imagine Smith creating the Clementine letter and the Markan gospel quota-
tions and only then attempting to work out his elaborate theories about the
emergence of Christianity that relate the two together. Smith’s sustained inter-
est in showing that the theories he presented in CA are better than all com-
peting explanations demonstrates his concern for the plausibility of his analysis
of this document. He never tired of clarifying his theories when others mis-
represented them,111 and was particularly hostile in person to two professional
acquaintances who had argued that his theories were not only extravagantly
complicated but also founded on an historically worthless, late-second-century
concoction (namely, Edward C. Hobbs and Pierson Parker). Many of Smith’s
later articles on Jesus and Paul attempted to provide better support for theo-
ries he had argued in connection with the longer gospel.112 Smith wanted his
theories to be taken seriously. It is possible, then, for us to assess the plausi-
bility of the notion that he fabricated the letter by considering whether prior
to 1958 Smith held the views that he later used the letter to support, and
whether the evidence of the letter seems tailor-made for his theories.

Smith’s Beliefs about Jesus and Mark’s Gospel prior to 1958
Smith’s writings prior to 1958 express views about Jesus and the relia-

bility of the Gospel of Mark that are very different from those expressed in
CA and later in Jesus the Magician.113 In his 1956 article “The Jewish Elements
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in the Gospels,” Smith classified Jesus as a “divinely inspired disturber of the
established order” belonging to “the long line of prophets and rebels and
religious individualists of the stamp of Spinoza and the Baal Shem Tov”;
Jesus’ motivation was explained in terms of “the individual’s response to the
guidance of the Holy Spirit, in defiance of the customs and authorities of the
society around him.”114 That is, Smith thought that Jesus understood his
own activities in relation to the will of the God of Israel. This differs from
Smith’s later view of Jesus as “one possessed by a spirit and thereby made the
son of a god,” one whose miracles required intrinsically efficacious “magical
procedures.”115 Indeed, prior to 1958, Smith did not select magic as the best
paradigm for the miracle tradition. Like other scholars, he recognized that there
were magical elements in the gospel stories and placed no particular empha-
sis on them. When referring to these activities he regularly chose the sanguine
term “miracles,” with its mainstream theological implications, and the neu-
tral term “exorcisms”;116 Smith conceptualized the stories of Jesus’ miracles
and exorcisms—magical elements and all—within the framework of monothe-
istic Jewish religion. At the time when Smith started to work on the letter,
he was in the midst of examining Jesus in relation to the more Hellenistic con-
cept of a “divine man” and decided to put that work on hold. In the course
of writing CA, however, he came to prefer the word magician, although he
believed that Jesus belonged to a distinct social type that his contemporaries
apprehended in different ways. Divine man and Son of God represent the cat-
egories through which Jesus’ pagan and Jewish admirers comprehended him.
His enemies witnessed the same supernatural wonders but labelled him a
magician. If there is an objective difference between a divine man and a magi-
cian, it is one of “social status and success.”117 Smith later attempted to prove
this thesis in Jesus the Magician. Moreover, in 1955 Smith argued the con-
tentious point that it is improbable that Jesus himself was interested in sinners
and kept their company.118 In CA Smith affirmed this interest as congruent
with the picture of a libertine or a magician.119 As far as I am aware, Smith
first expressed his libertine understanding of Jesus in two articles published
in 1967.120

Smith’s views about the Gospel of Mark were likewise different in the
years before he catalogued the manuscripts in Mar Saba. In his 1955 article
on Vincent Taylor’s The Gospel According to St. Mark, Smith constantly crit-
icized Taylor for treating the Markan text as historically reliable. This criticism
included Taylor’s tendency to treat stories that do not conform to stereo-
typed storytelling patterns as accurate eyewitness memories.121 After writing
CA, however, Smith was compelled to justify his own historicizing reading
of Mark and LGM 1b by arguing that accounts of actual events in the life of
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Jesus were not always preserved in the conventional storytelling forms.122 In
1955 he criticized Taylor’s argument that the saying in Mark 4:11 originally
had nothing to do with parables. Smith complained that this theory was
designed to eliminate the offensive notion that Jesus told parables as a way
of confusing his audience so that they would not repent and be saved (4:12).123

In CA, this very theory is vital to Smith’s (strained) argument that “the mys-
tery of the kingdom of God” originally referred to the rite of baptism. Smith
even cited Taylor in support, saying nothing about his own page-long refu-
tation of Taylor’s position.124 Finally, in 1955 Smith criticized Taylor for
accepting the historicity of two incidents in which Jesus tells two disciples what
they will find when they go to make preparations for him in a village and in
Jerusalem (i.e., a colt tied up; a man carrying a jar of water). Indeed, Smith
ridiculed Taylor for thinking that these two stories were something other
than “unmistakable folk-tale material” and for overlooking the historical
implausibilities they involve.125 In The Secret Gospel, Smith listed the latter story
as evidence of Jesus’ secrecy.126

There is a great difference between the views Smith submitted to print
just a few years before the Letter to Theodore came to light and those he
expressed by the time CA was completed. The prior views are fairly standard
and offer good arguments of his own making that can be used against his sub-
sequent magical and libertine reading of the gospels and selectively histori-
cizing reading of Mark within that perspective.

How Well Does Longer Mark Support Smith’s Theories?
Our next consideration is how well the evidence supplied by the letter sup-

ports the new theories Smith based on this evidence. When we consider this
matter, the hypothesis that Smith forged the document appears very improb-
able. The element in longer Mark that was essential to Smith’s historical
reconstruction was LGM 1b. In order to use this incident as evidence for a
secret rite of the historical Jesus, Smith had to treat it as a fair depiction of
an activity Jesus practised. But this decision conflicted with the prevailing logic
of gospel form criticism. For much of the twentieth century, it was standard
to assume that stories about Jesus circulated orally for decades before they were
recorded on paper. Form critics, who studied and classified the types of sto-
ries found in the gospels, believed that each story was originally fashioned in
conformity with standard storytelling patterns and was a pure representative
of its type. When stories varied from the standard templates, scholars assumed
that the deviating elements represented later adaptations of the story to a
new function within the evolving church. A miraculous healing story, for
example, should narrate the arrival of Jesus or the sick person, the perform-
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ance of the healing, and some confirmation that the healing was successful.
Consequently, when a miracle story such as LGM 1 continues on after the
proof of the miracle (1:7–8), form critics assume that the remainder of the
story was added at a later time and is therefore not as likely to be based on
an authentic oral tradition. As it happens, when healing stories in the canon-
ical gospels continue on beyond the proof of a miracle, they display qualities
of redaction.127

Within the framework of form criticism, the historicity of the account of
Jesus returning to the young man’s house in LGM 1b is obviously difficult
to maintain because the original story should have concluded when the mir-
acle was accomplished.128 And since the account of what happens in the
young man’s house does not itself fit any classic form, it does not exhibit
any indication of having had an independent existence as oral tradition (Smith
did not adduce John 1:35–40 as a parallel). Smith dealt with these problems
by rebutting the assumption that primitive stories always conform to a lim-
ited range of types. At the same time, however, he asserted the validity of other
assumptions that form critics use to distinguish secondary developments so
that he could demonstrate that LGM 1a represented a more primitive, and
therefore independent, version of the raising of Lazarus.129 Smith’s rational-
ism prevented him from suggesting that Jesus actually raised this young man
from the dead. But that fact, too, created a difficulty, for Smith was claiming
that an historically reliable depiction of Jesus baptizing a disciple existed as
an original component within a legend.

The form-critical paradigm was only one obstacle confronting Smith’s
use of this evidence. In the 1950s, redaction criticism was emerging as a dis-
tinct methodological procedure. When analyzed from the perspective of
redaction criticism, the fragment looks even less like reliable tradition. Smith
believed that the reference to Jesus teaching the young man did not fit the con-
text of mystery initiation. He therefore claimed that the verb “was teaching”

) is a scribal corruption and that the text should read “for he gave
him the mystery of the kingdom of God” ( ).130 This manoeuvre was
actually the crux of Smith’s argument, for without it, LGM 1b offers no evi-
dence for Jesus doing anything apart from teaching.131 But the verb “was
teaching” makes sense in its literary context. LGM 1 is set within a section
of discipleship teaching (Mark 10:32–45), and the central section as a whole
(8:22–10:52) is constructed to highlight Jesus’ discipleship teachings.
Removal to a house followed by privileged instruction is a distinctively
Markan motif (7:17, 9:28, 10:10; cf. 4:10).132 In that respect LGM 1 resem-
bles Mark 9:14–29, where Jesus symbolically raises a boy who appears to be
dead (vv. 26–27) then enters a house with his disciples to give them special
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teaching. LGM 1 also ends with the remark that Jesus got up and went away
to a different geopolitical region, which parallels the transitional statements
used in 7:24 and 10:1 to conclude instances of Jesus privately teaching his
disciples in a house. Teaching is clearly the right word for this context. LGM
1:12 would only seem to contain a scribal error to someone intent upon
treating it as a factual report about Jesus conducting some kind of mystery
initiation.

On the whole, LGM 1b looks much more like a Markan redactional
elaboration of an independent resuscitation tradition than it does an unadul-
terated recollection. The problem which this fact creates for Smith’s histori-
cal reconstruction is magnified when we consider the theories Smith derived
from this text, namely, that Jesus was a magician who offered hypnotically
induced experiences of union with his spirit and ascension into the kingdom
of God, culminating in freedom from the Law. Beskow stated the problem
succinctly: “The odd thing about Morton Smith’s theses is that none of them
have any worthwhile support in the fragment.”133 Apparently Smith con-
ceded this common criticism, for he barely mentioned the secret gospel in his
follow-up book, Jesus the Magician.134 After the mid-1970s, only a few of
Smith’s articles on Jesus and Pauline Christianity mention this evidence,135 and
only one of them makes substantial use of LGM 1b, namely, “Two Ascended
to Heaven—Jesus and the Author of 4Q491.” But even there, Smith favoured
the evidence of a passage discovered at Qumran. Moreover, a significant ele-
ment of the original theory became scarce in Smith’s writings after 1977,
namely, the idea that Jesus performed a baptism that differed from John the
Baptist’s.136 This idea did not appear even in Jesus the Magician, though,
again, it did factor in the article “Two Ascended.” Although Smith continued
to argue that Jesus performed a rite of mystical ascent (a point for which
LGM 1 and 2 clearly supply no evidence), Smith seems to have had no stake
in defending the baptismal element of his original theory.

One may also question whether Smith would have created a proof text
that many scholars have been able to dismiss as a second-century pastiche. It
would have been much easier for Smith to claim that the longer gospel
excerpts contain historically reliable information if they did not have so many
exact parallels to phrases in Mark and contacts with unique elements in all three
synoptic versions of “the rich young ruler.” This problem was quite signifi-
cant for Smith, for the argument that LGM 1 was constructed out of elements
in the canonical gospels has frequently been used to dismiss every conclusion
about Jesus and early Christianity that he based upon this text. Clearly, if
Smith wanted to create a text that gave firm support for his revolutionary views
about Jesus, he did a really poor job.
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Finally, it should be noted that Smith did not endorse the theory of
longer Markan priority, a position which would have strengthened his claim
that LGM 1 offers historically reliable information and increased the impor-
tance of his find. Although he initially suspected that canonical Mark was a
censored form of his discovery and he subscribed to the theory that the proto-
orthodox rewrote Christian history by suppressing embarrassing documents,
when he weighted the evidence for and against longer Markan priority, he con-
cluded that longer Mark was a later imitation of the canonical gospel produced
by someone who had access to one of Mark’s sources.137 For Smith, LGM 1
was a Markanized version of a story taken from a Greek recension of a hypo-
thetical Aramaic proto-gospel used in a different Greek recension by John. That
theory hardly strengthened his position that LGM 1b is historically reliable
in its details.

A.H. Criddle’s Statistical Study
It might seem by this point that most arguments for a modern forgery fall far
short of the ideal of disinterested, careful scholarship, but one important
study remains to be treated. Interestingly, this exemplary study comes not from
a professor of patristics or New Testament but from a man who studies
church history as a pastime, having earned his doctorate in biochemistry. In
1995 Andrew H. Criddle published the findings of his statistical analysis of
the letter, in which he argued that “the letter proper (i.e., excluding the head-
ing and the extracts from the secret gospel), contains too high a ratio of
Clementine to non-Clementine traits to be authentic and should be regarded
as a deliberate imitation of Clement’s style.”138

According to Criddle, an authentic but hitherto unknown work of a par-
ticular author should possess a particular ratio of words not previously occur-
ring in that author’s corpus to words previously occurring only once; the
ratio is generated from the percentage of unique words known to have been
used by that author. Applying the datum that 37.5 percent of the words in
Clement’s undisputed writings occur only once, the statistical model Criddle
developed predicts that a genuine work of Clement should have a ratio of eight
new words to five previously unique words. The ratio Criddle obtained from
the letter is four to nine, which means that “there are too many words pre-
viously used only once and not enough previously unknown.”139

Criddle pointed out that some of the words previously occurring only
once in Clement but now found again in the letter are rare words for any writer
of that time and postulated that they were selected from diverse passages in
Clement precisely because they are practically unique to him. This is how Crid-
dle accounted for both the high number of words previously occurring only
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once in Clement and the low number of new words: “The only plausible
explanation of the above facts is that the author of the letter, in imitating the
style of Clement, sought to use words found in Clement but not in other
Patristic writers and to avoid words not found in Clement but present in
other Patristic writers. In doing so the writer brought together more rare
words and phrases [sic] scattered throughout the authentic works of Clement
than are compatible with genuine Clementine authorship.”140 In other words,
someone deliberately attempted to sound like Clement by using words dis-
tinctive of Clement. Notice that Criddle did not show “that this letter of
Clement is more like Clement than Clement ever is.” Bart Ehrman mischar-
acterized Criddle’s study when he claimed that the author of the letter over-
used Clement’s favourite words.141

Is this a plausible interpretation of the evidence? It is hard to picture
why a forger attempting to sound more like Clement than anyone else
would include words (three of the nine otherwise unique words) that are
almost as rare in Clement as they are in other patristic writers. More impor-
tantly, the theory that the letter’s vocabulary was derived through a selec-
tion of words distinctive of Clement as determined by a comparison with
all the patristic writings implies an unrealistic amount of work. A pre-mod-
ern writer would have to have checked all of Clement’s corpus and the cor-
pora of the other church fathers for most of the words used. The notion of
extensive checking only becomes conceivable if we suppose that this was a
modern forger who checked most of the words he used in the letter against
Stählin’s 1936 index of Clement’s vocabulary to ensure that Clement used
them and regularly examined a modern patristic lexicon to make sure that
this vocabulary was more or less distinctive of Clement. That scenario still
stretches credulity.

But Criddle has not proven that this author did for the most part use
words that are not found in other patristic writers: Criddle merely inferred
this conclusion, by way of generalization, from the fact that six of the thir-
teen words isolated by his model are rare in patristic writings. To demonstrate
this point, Criddle would have to show that it is generally true also for those
words which appear more than once in the accepted corpus, and that Clement’s
undisputed writings on the whole do not display the same degree of distinc-
tiveness in relation to other patristic writings. In fact, it is only the words which
Clement used several times that could establish the point, for it is precarious
to argue that words found only once in Clement’s undisputed writings are dis-
tinctively Clement-sounding.

To bolster his interpretation of the evidence Criddle factored into his
argument the assertion that “The letter brings together words scattered
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throughout Clement’s works and uses them often with new meanings, to
put across rather non-Clementine ideas.”142 Since most experts on Clement
consider the substance of the letter to be typical of Clement, it appears that
Criddle made another unwarranted generalization, presumably based on Eric
Osborn’s opinion that the author misunderstood Clement’s writings. Osborn’s
opinion was supported by one example—the implausible suggestion that the
letter’s account of Carpocrates’ theft reflects a literalistic misconception of
Clement’s figurative comment that heretics “cut a side door and break secretly
through the wall of the church.”143

Criddle’s interpretation of the ratio generated by his statistical model
takes us well beyond the evidence. What this ratio does demonstrate is diffi-
cult to decide. Certainly the numbers are practically a reversal of what his
model predicts for an authentic work of Clement. The problem is that the ratio
is based on an exceptionally small excerpt. According to Criddle’s criteria of
what constitutes a new word, there were only four new words in the letter. The
ratio 4:9 is not based on a larger number of words than the four new words
he found and the total of nine words previously occurring once. In his own
estimate, “the numbers of words in the various categories [are] low, at the mar-
gin of real statistical significance.”144

The high percentage of unique words in Clement’s undisputed corpus
to some extent reflects Clement’s need to impress people with his ency-
clopaedic learning, particularly with his ability to converse with pagan
authors. He may not have felt that need to the same extent when compos-
ing private letters. Clement’s writings are peppered with citations and allu-
sions culled from biblical and pagan authors, and this fact complicates any
analysis of his vocabulary. Criddle understandably eliminated the longer
gospel citations from consideration, pointing out that one could not reason-
ably conclude that the text is not sufficiently Clementine because it contains
these Markan-sounding sentences.145 But the highly intertextual nature of
Clement’s writing forces Criddle to accept as Clementine the various allu-
sions and quotations involved in “Clement’s practice of free citation” and
therefore to factor into the vocabulary statistics the other, briefer direct quo-
tations in the letter.146 The length of a citation is a problematic basis for
deciding whether its words are Clementine. The problem of deciding what
words belong to Clement’s vocabulary and, just as important, what words
are used only once is complicated by the fact that Stählin did not usually index
the words contained in Clement’s direct quotations from other authors. The
index which forms the basis for statistics about word use has itself been
skewed somewhat by Stählin’s own decisions about what words are rele-
vant to Clement’s vocabulary.
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Criddle’s approach to the issue of authenticity is commendable. How-
ever, this application of vocabulary statistics involves too many uncertain-
ties and unwarranted generalizations for us to accept the results as evidence
of forgery.

The Mystery of Mar Saba
Experts in Christian origins often feel like strangers in a strange land when
they ponder statistical studies, but the world of mathematical abstractions is
not the strangest place through which we must wander in search of evidence
bearing on the letter’s authenticity. This is, after all, “secret” Mark we are
talking about—a ten-ton magnet for the bizarre and controversial. It may
be disorienting, but we must momentarily leave reality behind altogether
and enter the fantastic world of an evangelical Christian spy novel.

In 1940, a Canadian evangelical writer named James Hogg Hunter pub-
lished a fictional novel about a 1936 Nazi conspiracy to dishearten and debil-
itate the British Empire by discrediting Christianity. The dastardly scheme
involved the forging of a manuscript that refuted the resurrection of Christ
and the engineering of its discovery by a highly respected British scholar
who was known to be visiting monasteries in search of important manu-
scripts. Hunter named his tale The Mystery of Mar Saba. In Hunter’s story,
degenerate monks at Mar Saba conspire with an evil German “Higher Critic
and archaeologist” (11), who coerced a hapless Greek scholar into forging the
manuscript. Philip Jenkins, who drew attention to the novel, pointed out
that this story sounds familiar.147 Although the novel consists mainly of espi-
onage, romance, and cliff-hanger adventures, the premise of a scholar find-
ing a forged manuscript at Mar Saba sounds like it was loosely based on the
folklore that grew up around Smith’s discovery. Yet the book was published
the year before Smith’s first visit to the monastery. The document in the
novel contains a sworn statement by Nicodemus that before sunrise on the
first day of the week he and Joseph of Arimathea prudently moved Christ’s
body to another location because an earthquake had caused the stone to roll
away from the tomb’s opening. The manuscript is offered to the respected
scholar by a monk who pretended that he had found it “in an old chapel
buried behind a moveable stone” (281). So, no, we are not dealing with a let-
ter fragment contained in a book that was found by chance in the tower
library, or with a different form of a canonical gospel. Still, the similarities are
intriguing.

The most noteworthy similarity between the novel and Smith’s book
The Secret Gospel is their respective accounts of how the manuscript was dis-
covered: a scholar comes to Mar Saba in search of manuscripts and at the end
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of his stay discovers a text that he thinks will have revolutionary implications
(281, 293). Yet this similarity is easily exaggerated. In Hunter’s story, the
respected scholar is horribly disheartened by his discovery, and the whole
civilized world is thrown into chaos at the thought that the bodily resurrec-
tion of Christ did not occur. The plot hinges on a peculiar evangelical con-
ception of reality, namely, that “this world cannot go on without Christianity.
If it should go, everything would go—all that makes life worth living, love,
kindliness, brotherhood, our hopes for this life and that which is to come.
Without the Christian hope and faith, the world will revert to a paganism and
barbarism, aided by all the scientific devilishness of demon-inspired men that
will eventuate in a struggle and carnage the like of which has never been seen
since man appeared upon the earth” (319). Accordingly, just days after the
newspapers describe the “Shed of Nicodemus,” stock markets begin to crash,
the ranks of Atheists and Communists swell, crime rates surge, the Nation-
alist party in India demands “the expulsion of all Christian missionaries,”
and riots break out in major cities in the United States (301, 309, 314, 317).
The authentication of this manuscript portends “the destruction of civiliza-
tion as we know it” (294, 408). Smith’s conception of the importance of his
discovery was not nearly so dramatic. He thought that the “secret” gospel
necessitated a radical rethinking of Christian origins, which is what we might
expect from the discoverer of a new gospel. Few of his peers discerned any-
thing quite so revolutionary in the letter, and after forty-five years, the major-
ity of experts still consider it to be authentic. So except for the premise of a
scholar discovering a previously unknown ancient Christian manuscript at Mar
Saba, there are few parallels between Smith’s story and Hunter’s that do not
depend upon a romantic desire to read Smith’s popular book as if it were a
mystery steeped in intrigue. 

Unfortunately, this desire can be overwhelming for some scholars, par-
ticularly those who prefer fantastic explanations to mundane ones. I cannot
say I was surprised to see Robert M. Price transform this novel into incrim-
inating evidence against Smith by seriously misrepresenting its plot. To hear
him tell it, “the Shred of Nicodemus is a hoax engineered by its ‘discoverer,’
a hater of the Christian religion.”148 In other words, Price made the discov-
erer and (now) forger of the Shred match the irreverent Professor Smith by
replacing Sir William Bracebridge, the pious evangelical scholar who made
the discovery at Mar Saba, with Professor Heimworth, the evil German
Higher Critic who planned the forgery out of hatred for the British Empire,
and by glossing over the fact that the forgery itself was produced by a third
individual, Yphantis, the brother of the hero’s love interest. I know that facts
rarely get in the way of an incredible theory, but I would have thought that
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anyone who can imagine Smith producing the perfect forgery would at least
have difficulty picturing him reading an anti-intellectual evangelical Christ-
ian spy novel.

The Possibility of Ancient Forgery
To this point we have examined the photographic evidence of the manu-
script, the reasonableness of suspecting Smith, the overall rhetorical impact
of the letter, vocabulary statistics, and the premise of life imitating “art.” But
we have barely touched on the question of whether the contents of the let-
ter accord with our knowledge of Clement of Alexandria. That question
interested the various authorities on Clement who assisted Smith during the
earliest period of his research, and many other experts have since voiced their
opinions. The majority agree with Smith that the author is in fact Clement.
But the verdict is not unanimous.

Mark and Alexandria
I will begin with a common argument for dissent. Johannes Munck rejected
Clementine authorship in part because he believed that the letter’s reference
to Mark coming to Alexandria demonstrates dependence on the fourth-cen-
tury author Eusebius.149 This matter was noted as a point of suspicion by
Edwin Yamauchi and Per Beskow, and more recently by Eric Osborn, Andrew
Criddle, and Dieter Lührmann.150 Osborn and Criddle stated that the tradi-
tion connecting Mark with Alexandria is “unknown” before Eusebius. But as
F.F. Bruce pointed out, Eusebius quotes this information as a tradition, intro-
ducing it with the expression “they say.”151 Bruce noted further that the tra-
dition in the letter contrasts with the one given by Eusebius by not making
Mark Alexandria’s first bishop;152 the letter in fact implies that a church
already existed when Mark arrived in Alexandria following Peter’s death.153

So the letter’s more modest picture of Mark’s role in Alexandria is some-
thing that could have been elaborated into the more elevated picture offered
by Eusebius. What is more, “they say” need not refer to anonymous tradition
at all but to the individuals whose witness Eusebius adduced in the preced-
ing paragraph, namely, Papias and (surprise) Clement of Alexandria. Schol-
ars have been remarkably reluctant to consider that possibility, despite the fact
that in Greek idiom “they say” ( ) does not normally connote hearsay or
even oral tradition but information taken from books.154 What Eusebius
wrote deserves to be quoted at length:

And it is said [ ] that the apostle, when the fact [of Mark’s writing of the
gospel] became known to him through the revelation of the Spirit, was
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pleased with the eagerness of the men [who persuaded Mark to do this] and
approved the writing for use in the churches.

Clement relates the anecdote in the sixth book of the Outlines, and Papias,
bishop of Hierapolis, also bears witness to it and to Peter mentioning Mark
in his earlier letter. Indeed they say [ ] that he composed it at Rome itself,
and that he indicates this when referring figuratively to the city as Babylon
in the words: “The elect [church] that is in Babylon greets you and so does
my son Mark” [1 Peter 5:13].

They also say [ ] that this Mark set out for Egypt and was the first
to proclaim the gospel which he had written, and the first to set up churches
in Alexandria itself. (Church History II.15.2–16.1)155

We notice here that the first occurrence of the verb in question ( ) is
specifically connected in the next sentence with Clement and Papias; the sec-
ond occurrence would quite naturally refer specifically to Clement and Papias
as well; the third occurrence is similar to the second and provides no indica-
tion that impersonal “hearsay” is now in view. Scholars sometimes read the
third occurrence of “they say” as an impersonal because the lateness of this
first preserved reference to a connection between Mark and Alexandria makes
it hard to believe that the tradition could be as ancient as Clement and, espe-
cially, Papias. But now that this connection is found in a letter purporting to
be by Clement, the rationale for assuming that Eusebius cannot be referring
to Clement becomes circular. Once this bias is discarded, it becomes appar-
ent that the letter reinforces Eusebius’s claim that Clement associated Mark
with Alexandria in his lost work Hypotyposeis (the English title is Outlines). That
Clement, an “orthodox” Alexandrian, strongly concerned with the apostolic
heritage of the universal church, would be Eusebius’s source for a tradition
giving apostolic pedigree to the church in Alexandria makes perfect sense.

Clarifying the Issue of Secrecy
The preceding objection was not an especially important challenge. The
major arguments for an ancient forgery are based on presumed discrepan-
cies between Clement’s undisputed writings and the Letter to Theodore. The
strongest assertion of incongruity was voiced by Massey H. Shepherd and
Eric Osborn. The letter refers to secret oral traditions, and Clement’s per-
petuation of such teachings without making them public through his writ-
ings seemed incomprehensible to Shepherd and Osborn. Both claimed that
Clement would not have had anything to do with a gospel that could not be
revealed to the general public.156

In order to evaluate the merits of this position, we must first distinguish
between what the letter says about secret oral traditions and what it says
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about the contents of the longer gospel. The author relates an account of
Mark’s creation of a “more spiritual” gospel by incorporating more narratives
of the sort found in the first version, but also, and more importantly, certain
passages “of which he knew the interpretation would, as a mystagogue, lead
the hearers into the innermost sanctuary of that truth hidden by seven veils”
(I.24–26). Mark did not, however, include “the things not to be uttered, nor
did he write down the hierophantic teaching of the Lord” (I.22–24). Since
the author is using the language of the mystery religions, his terms require
some explanation.

Let us begin with what Mark did not include. The “things not to be
uttered” ( ) are esoteric teachings that initiates are forbidden to
discuss with the uninitiated.157 In Strom. I.2.21.2 and V.9.58.1 Clement used
this term in reference to the secret philosophical teachings of the Christians
and Epicureans, respectively. “Hierophantic teaching,” on the other hand,
has to do with the revelation of mysteries and the exposition of symbols.
Clement used the word hierophant in reference to the priests of the mystery
religions who were in charge of explaining the symbols involved in initiations
(e.g., Prot. 7.74.3; 2.22.7); but he also applied it to “Moses, the hierophant
of the truth,” whose words are revelations to those who can perceive their
intended allegorical meanings (2.25.1). The highly symbolic image of Jesus
as a hierophant revealing divine realities appears in Prot. 12.120.1–2. In
Clement’s day, mystery-religion imagery of initiation was appropriated by
philosophical schools to describe the transmission of their secret teachings to
qualified members of the school. Thus the implied author of the letter is
talking about secret philosophical or theological teachings that originated
with Jesus (“the hierophantic teachings of the Lord”) and were transmitted
orally to qualified individuals (presumably beginning with Jesus’ disciples, but
that is not stated explicitly in the letter). Clement frequently referred to such
teachings as gnosis (from the Greek noun gnōsis, meaning “knowledge”) or
gnostic (from the adjective gnōstikos) or “the gnostic tradition,” so scholars
of Clement sometimes refer to these secret teachings as the unwritten gnos-
tic tradition.

That material is what Mark did not include in his more spiritual gospel;
it was not to be put in writing. What he did include were “certain traditions”
whose interpretation could function like a mystagogue (I.25), which is a per-
son who initiates others into mysteries or who comprehends and teaches
mystical doctrines. The activity of expounding the hidden meanings of these
special passages is an initiation for the hearer inasmuch as it discloses the
truths of the unwritten gnostic tradition. Hence this process is likened to
the removal of veils obscuring the divine presence in the inner sanctuary of
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a temple (I.25–26). The same metaphor is used in Strom. V.4.19.3 to describe
the way the essential religious truths are concealed beneath the literal level of
the scriptures; only individuals who have been “consecrated” through their
devotion to God and mastery of the passions can enter “the inner sanctuary”
of the text by penetrating the figurative level. The special passages that made
the longer text a more spiritual gospel were therefore ones that were apt to
disclose the hierophantic teachings of the Lord—but only through their
proper exposition. The secrets lay beneath the surface, available only to per-
sons who knew what to look for. Mark was careful not to covey the unutter-
able teachings in a more overt form.

In the letter, this more spiritual gospel is also called the mystikon euange-
lion (II.6, 12). In English this is usually and misleadingly translated “the
secret Gospel,” but mystikos had a different, richer sense in Clement, espe-
cially when used in connection with writings. The fourth chapter of this
book will demonstrate that this expression describes the longer gospel as rel-
atively more concerned with the figurative dimension of interpretation. For
now it must suffice to say that the so-called “secret” Gospel of Mark is not
described as—nor do the quoted passages reveal it to be—a work that was
designed to be kept hidden from the public. Nor can we rightly conclude that
it was treated as a book of secret material by the Alexandrian community. The
implied author describes it as a gospel that had proved effective in revealing
the deeper Christian truths, teachings that Clement discussed only with per-
sons worthy of receiving them (Strom. V.10.66.1–5; VII.10.55.6–56.2). That
group would not have included catechumens, who were essentially undergo-
ing a probationary period in order to demonstrate their sincerity and char-
acter. But baptized Christians would presumably be permitted to hear this
version of Mark, provided that they had advanced in their studies as far as “the
great mysteries” (II.2).158 At any given time these may well have been a
minority of the congregation (Strom. V.3.17.4–6), but we are still a long way
off from an elitist, secret society.

When we consider how the Letter to Theodore portrays the concept of
secret tradition, we must therefore differentiate between two issues: the idea
that the church possessed secret, strictly oral traditions believed to derive
from Jesus and the idea that Mark prepared a more spiritual version of his
gospel that contains none of that secret material, at least not in an overt form.
What we need now to decide is whether preservation of a secret, not-to-be-
published oral tradition is compatible with what we know of Clement, and
whether he might have accepted a more spiritual version of Mark that was read
only to advanced Christians.
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Clement’s Esotericism and the 
Letter to Theodore

Although experts on Clement are sometimes uncomfortable about the notion,
few have gone so far as to deny that Clement attests to the existence of a secret,
unwritten tradition in the Alexandrian church, which was deemed most
important for gnostic instruction. This unwritten tradition is referred to in
the Stromateis as having been passed on to worthy individuals through a
chain of oral transmission (V.10.61.1, 62.1; VI.7.61.1, 3; and VI.15.131.2–5).
Christ delivered these secret teachings to the apostles, and the apostles deliv-
ered them to the fathers of the church (I.1.11.3). As Raoul Mortley recog-
nized, the gnostic tradition was connected with the concealed meaning of the
scriptures:

It is clear that Clement has borrowed his concept of gnosis, in this aspect at
least, from the Epistle of Barnabas, which he considered an authentic epistle
of the New Testament: a passage from the Fifth Book of the Stromateis [chap-
ter 10] designates the Epistle of Barnabas the clearest source of the gnostic
tradition….In the perspective of that writing, gnosis is interpreted as the
comprehension of hidden truths: the study of these truths is conducted
through the christological interpretation of Scripture, that is, of the Old Tes-
tament. The true meaning of Scripture is gnosis; in effect, the term gnōsis is
a synonym for the term “signification” [i.e., the latent meaning].159

The existence of a secret gnostic tradition is not really at issue. The issue
is whether Clement would have perpetuated the inherited secret oral teach-
ing as secret oral teaching. Some scholars are under the impression that
Clement took it upon himself to change the process of secret, oral transmis-
sion by publicizing the gnostic truths in writing. So, for instance, W. Völker,
J. Munck, and E. Osborn had difficulty accepting Clement’s authorship of this
letter because the letter appeared to them to endorse secrecy about the gnos-
tic tradition.160

In responding to Smith’s work, Massy Shepherd quoted Jesus’ saying
about proclaiming from the housetop the things you hear in secret (Matt
10:26–27; Luke 12:2–3). His point was that secrecy was incompatible with
Christianity.161 The question, though, is whether Clement would have agreed.
Shepherd quoted one of Clement’s favourite sayings, though perhaps not
the part of it Clement liked to emphasize. Here is what Clement made of the
first half of this saying, the statement that there is nothing hidden that will
not be revealed:

[The Lord] did not reveal to the people in the street what was not for them;
only to a few, to whom he knew it to be apposite, those who could accept the
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mysteries and be conformed to them. The secrets, like God himself, are
entrusted not to writing but to the expressed word. If anyone says that it is
written in Scripture: “There is nothing hidden which shall not be revealed,
nothing veiled which shall not be unveiled,” he must listen to us too when
we say that in this pronouncement he foretold that the hidden secret shall be
revealed to the one who listens in secret, and all that is veiled, like the truth,
shall be shown to the one who is capable of receiving the traditions under a
veil, and that which is hidden from the majority shall become clear to a
minority.…No, the mysteries are transmitted mysteriously, so that they may
be on the lips of speaker and listener—or rather not in their voices at all, but
in their minds. (Strom. I.1.13.1–4)

Clement clearly was at pains to make this saying say something other than what
most people, perhaps too facilely, see as its evident meaning. In Clement’s view,
the veiled truths are most appropriately conveyed in private. They are to be
spoken to those few who have proven themselves willing to be conformed to
the mysteries, privately (“in secret”), under a veil, and are best left not on their
lips but in their minds. “The secrets, like God himself, are entrusted not to
writing but to the expressed word.” Notice that the word here translated as
“the secrets” ( ) is the same term used in the letter to denote the
things Mark was careful not to put in writing (I.22–23). Here is what Clement
had to say about the second part of this saying about the revelation of things
concealed:

Since our tradition is not held in common or open to all, least of all when you
realize the magnificence of the Word, it follows that we have to keep secret
“the wisdom which is imparted in the context of a mystery,” taught by God’s
Son.…But “announce from the housetops what you hear whispered in your
ear,” says the Lord. He is telling us to receive the secret traditions of revealed
knowledge, interpreted with outstanding loftiness and, as we have heard
them whispered in our ears, to pass them on to appropriate people, not to offer
them to all without reserve, when he only pronounced thoughts in parables
to them. (Strom. I.12.55.1, 56.2)

Here Clement treats the imagery of height in the phrase “proclaim on the
housetops” as if it were a figure for the loftiness of the private (“whispered”)
exposition, thereby managing to elude the actual point of Jesus’ saying
(cf. VI.15.124.5–125.2). As John Ferguson remarked, “It must be confessed
that Clement’s explaining away of his Lord’s injunction to proclaim from
the housetops is not free from sophistry.”162

The Markan (hence synoptic) picture of Christ using parables to conceal
the truth from the masses is the model for Clement’s own Stromateis. The pas-
sage quoted above continues: “But in fact, my present outline of memoranda
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[i.e., the Stromateis] contains the truth in a kind of sporadic and dispersed fash-
ion [cf. Mark 4:3–9], so as to avoid the attention of those who pick up ideas
like jackdaws [cf. Mark 4:4, 15]. When it lights on good farmers [cf. Mark
4:20, 26], each of the germs of truth will grow and show the full-grown
grain [only Mark 4:28]” (I.12.56.3). Clement was not prepared to record in
his Stromateis all of the Christian mysteries, even cryptically, for he strongly
feared the implications of exposing the deeper teachings to the general pub-
lic in a medium that is especially susceptible to misinterpretation. This he made
clear in I.1.14.2–4:

There is a promise, not to give a full interpretation of the secrets [
]—far from it—but simply to offer a reminder, either when we forget,

or to prevent us from forgetting in the first place. I am very well aware that
many things have passed away from us into oblivion in a long lapse of time
through not being written down. That is why I have tried to reduce the effect
of my weak memory, by providing myself with a systematic exposition in
chapters as a salutary aide-mémoire.…There are things which I have not
recorded—those blessed men were endowed with great power.…Others were
growing faint to the point of extinction in my mind, since service of this
kind is not easy for those who are not qualified experts. These I took good
care to rekindle by making notes. Some I am deliberately putting to one side,
making my selection scientifically out of fear of writing what I have refrained
from speaking—not in a spirit of grudging (that would be wrong), but in the
fear that my companions might misunderstand them and go astray and that
I might be found offering a dagger to a child (as those who write proverbs
put it). “Once a thing is written there is no way of keeping it from the pub-
lic,” even if it remains unpublished by me, and in its scrolls it employs no voice
except the one single writing forevermore. It can make no response to a ques-
tioner beyond what is written. It cannot help needing support either from the
writer or some other person following in his footsteps.

Clement’s stated intention, then, was not to publicize the truth indiscrim-
inately for all, but, quite the contrary, to produce a personal memory aid to assist
in the recollection of oral teachings he had started to forget (cf. I.1.11.1–12.1).
His objective that “the discovery of the sacred traditions may not be easy to
any one of the uninitiated” is repeated at the close of the Stromateis, where
he explained that the seemingly unplanned nature of his “composition aims
at concealment, on account of those who have the daring to pilfer and steal
the ripe fruits.”163 The impression he creates is that when Christian mysteries
are involved, the Stromateis is meant principally to facilitate selective oral
teaching through the preservation of this material in adumbrations, and sec-
ondarily to lead worthy uninstructed readers toward the truth:
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Let these notes of ours, as we have often said for the sake of those that con-
sult them carelessly and unskilfully, be of varied character—and as the name
itself indicates, patched together—passing constantly from one thing to
another, and in the series of discussions hinting at one thing and demon-
strating another. “For those who seek for gold,” says Heraclitus, “dig much
earth and find little gold.” But those who are of the truly golden race, in
mining for what is allied to them, will find much in little. For the word will
find one to understand it. The Miscellanies of notes contribute, then, to the
recollection and expression of truth in the case of him who is able to inves-
tigate with reason. (Strom. IV.2.4.1–3)164

Clement often referred to Christianity as “the true philosophy” (I.5.32.4;
I.18.90.1; II.11.48.1; VI.7.58.2; VI.11.89.3; VII.16.98.2) and firmly held
to the Greek philosophical convention of requiring probation and silence
about the essential doctrines, a practice adapted from the mystery religions.
Clement clearly had no intention of proclaiming to the masses every bit of
authentic tradition he knew, so the fact that the letter endorses Mark’s decision
not to put the secret teachings in writing is not an argument against the let-
ter’s authenticity, but for it. This particular objection is a vestige of a phase in
patristics when scholars found it difficult to believe that secrecy and esoteri-
cism were compatible with emerging orthodoxy. In 1963 E.L. Fortin com-
plained that “the vast majority” of patristic scholars of his day were inclined
to deny that Clement really knew secret oral teachings, and cited Eric Osborn
as an example. Fortin noted that earlier generations of patristic scholars had
not taken that position.165 Around the same time, the noted classicist Werner
Jaeger expressed to Smith his concern that this issue would be a sticking point
among patristic scholars of his generation: “The letter seems to contradict
those who have a tendency to interpret away or attenuate the existence in
Clement of a theory of an esoteric Christian doctrine, because they feel that
it is not consistent with his belief in the Christian religion as a universal mes-
sage to all.…We should refrain from letting our modern ideas or preferences
influence our historical judgment. There was a strong tendency at Clement’s
time, and in him most of all, to construe Christianity as a philosophy; and…con-
temporary philosophical schools insisted on finding an esoteric and an exoteric
form of teaching in almost every system.”166 Clement’s esotericism was already
a contentious issue within Clement scholarship at the time the Letter to Theodore
came to light, so the fact that most authorities before and since then have
taken it for granted that Clement preserved secret doctrines and traditions
and accepted myriad non-canonical writings is relevant here.167

It is not surprising that Osborn would assert that “There is nothing in
Clement that could allow this to be a secret Gospel, or to be something that
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Clement might write,” considering that Osborn managed to segregate, down-
play, or else tendentiously reinterpret the various passages from Book One of
the Stromateis in which Clement rationalizes his refusal to put the gnostic
tradition in writing. In an influential paper on this chapter, Osborn van-
quished the secret tradition with the remark “There is an esoteric attitude in
much that he says and this attitude has its roots in the New Testament; but
there is no esoteric doctrine.”168

That was Osborn’s position at the time of Smith’s discovery. But in an
earlier writing Osborn conceded the various things he played down in that
1959 article. One passage from his 1957 book The Philosophy of Clement of
Alexandria is worth reproducing, for it conveys the same impression of
Clement that the Letter to Theodore conveys:

The most important parts of truth are “hidden.” Some are not written down
at all but are reserved for the oral instruction of the initiated. Others are writ-
ten in an enigmatic and obscure way. The Lord did not reveal to the many
the things which belonged to the few. He revealed these things to the few by
word of mouth and not in writing. On the other hand what has been writ-
ten about ultimate things is expressed in a mysterious form. In Scripture
there is enigma, allegory and symbol. Some things are clear, unveiled, and con-
vey definite moral teaching, but other things are expressed in riddles and
parables and there is need of an interpreter. The Paidagogos teaches us clear
and definite moral precepts; but we need a Didaskalos to handle the riddles
and symbols.169

It is difficult to see how the Letter to Theodore is anything but in agreement
with this picture. The letter refers to secret teachings that Mark did not com-
mit to writing (I.22–24), but also to symbolic materials that can disclose the
gnostic truth to those who are properly instructed (I.25–26, and probably also
the “mystic” materials mentioned in I.16–17). Like the Stromateis, the mys-
tic gospel does not contain the gnostic tradition in its overt form, but points
the way to the deeper truths through its interpretation in accordance with
“the true philosophy.” The Letter to Theodore presents a very Clement-like
picture of the esoteric instruction (“initiation”) of advanced Christians in the
orally transmitted theological mysteries of the Alexandrian Christian philos-
ophy through exposition of the spiritual or veiled sense of scripture.

As far as I am aware, Eric Osborn is the only authority on Clement who
still claims that the letter contradicts Clement’s conception of gnostic instruc-
tion, although the objections he raised in the Journal of Early Christian Stud-
ies have been repeated by Andrew Criddle and Bart Ehrman in the same
journal. All three presume that longer Mark was a secret gospel containing some
form of secret written tradition rather than a mystic gospel containing passages
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whose interpretation can disclose the unwritten gnostic tradition. What they
claim is true of Clement but not of the letter is actually a reality that the let-
ter presupposes, namely, that for Clement “the ‘gnostic’ Christian differs from
the simple believer, not by access to written texts forbidden to the latter, but
by an increased insight into the hidden meanings of texts which are available
in principle to simple and advanced believers alike.”170 The source of this
confusion is not hard to locate. The notion that the letter describes a secret
ritual text that was kept hidden from ordinary Christians pervades Morton
Smith’s translation and commentary, as well as his study of the “background”
of the longer gospel. It is this scenario that led Osborn to declare that “the
attribution of the document to Clement is a case of nescience [sic] fiction,”171

although these notions have not seemed problematic to other authorities on
Clement. To this point, patristic scholars have done a poor job of differenti-
ating Smith’s eccentric views from the actual evidence, although the recent
contributions by the French authors Le Boulluec, Kaestli, and Stroumsa show
that this is changing.

Most patristic scholars who have mentioned this evidence side with the
late John Ferguson, who wrote that the letter, “in manner and in matter,
seems clearly to have been written by Clement.” Similar comments have been
offered by Werner Jaeger, Claude Mondésert, Cyril C. Richardson, William
H.C. Frend, Robert M. Grant, R.P.C. Hanson, Salvatore Lilla, André Méhat,
Jean-Daniel Kaestli, Alain Le Boulluec (with some hesitancy), Guy G.
Stroumsa, Annewies van den Hoek, and Judith L. Kovacs.172 Lilla’s com-
ment is especially interesting:

…the “true message,” the highest aspect of Christianity, does not consist for
him [Clement] simply in some general conceptions about God, or in what
can be read and understood by everyone but, first of all, in the 
[truth] which is one and the same thing with the divine Logos, i.e. in a sys-
tem of doctrines which can be known only by a select few and which, there-
fore, represent the object of an esoteric gnosis.

The esoteric character of Clement’s gnosis enables us also to understand why
he insists on the existence of a “secret” or “gnostic” tradition different from
the ordinary Christian tradition. Christ—Clement says—spoke in parables in
order to prevent his teaching from being divulged and communicated secret
doctrines to those few among his disciples who were worthy of apprehend-
ing them….This view is confirmed by what Clement himself says in a letter
rediscovered only recently, in which he draws attention to the existence of a
secret version of the Gospel of Mark.173

Compare Lilla’s description with the longer gospel’s picture of Jesus con-
cealing the mystery of the kingdom of God from outsiders using parables
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(Mark 4:10–12) but revealing the mystery privately to a worthy individual
(LGM 1:10–12). The mystery that Jesus imparts to the young man, however,
is not divulged directly to the reader—it is not committed to writing in an
overt form. Could Clement not have welcomed such a gospel?

There might even be evidence that he did. Consider this passage from Stro-
mateis V: “For the prophet says, ‘Who shall understand the Lord’s parable but
the wise and understanding, and he that loves his Lord?’ It is but for few to
comprehend these things. For it is not in the way of envy that the Lord
announced in a Gospel, ‘My mystery is to me, and to the sons of my house’”
(10.63.6–7). Clement’s rejection of envy as the Lord’s motive for concealment
is reminiscent of the Letter to Theodore I.27, where Mark’s decision not to
include the secret teachings is said not to have been made grudgingly. More
importantly, the use of mystery in the singular and the way Clement introduced
it with reference to comprehension of the Lord’s parable is clearly reminis-
cent of Mark 4:10–12 (Matthew and Luke both use the plural, mysteries),
but this saying is not from canonical Mark, nor is it found in any other extant
gospel. A different version of this saying appears in the Clementine Homilies
19.20.1 in connection with an allusion to Mark 4:34, as if both came from
the same source (the allusion also contains elements of Matt 13:11): “And Peter
said: ‘We remember that our Lord and Teacher, commanding us, said, “Keep
the mysteries for me and the sons of my house.” Wherefore also He explained
to His disciples privately the mysteries of the kingdom of heaven.’”174 Of
course, Clement could not have attributed this saying to the Gospel of Mark
without digressing to explain why it is not found in everyone else’s copy of that
gospel, so the odd fact that he omitted the title is explicable, too. It may not
be possible to determine whether this saying is a vestige of the mystic gospel,
though Clement’s endorsement of this non-canonical saying of the Lord makes
it hard to believe that he would have had nothing to do with a text such as
longer Mark, which contains a passage that conveys the same attitude.175

The Lack of References to the Longer 
Gospel in Alexandrian Writings

When assessing the possibility of ancient forgery, we need to consider not only
the letter’s congruence with Clement’s style and thought but also the absence
of explicit references to the longer gospel in other writings. No other Alexan-
drian writers mentioned this gospel, and no clear reference to it occurs in
Clement’s undisputed writings. Moreover, Clement’s three undisputed
accounts of Mark’s writing activities make no reference to a second gospel.
The famous tradition that John composed a spiritual gospel after the other
evangelists had recorded the bodily facts says nothing of Mark composing a

THE AUTHENTICITY OF THE LETTER TO THEODORE 69

brown_02.qxd  2005/04/26  12:23 PM  Page 69



relatively more spiritual gospel as well. If the gospel is authentic, why is there
only one extant reference to it?

Clement was the first “orthodox” Alexandrian father whose writings have
been preserved, so the silence before Clement is not a problem. The silence after
Clement is more problematic, although perhaps not unexpected, for the longer
gospel might have disappeared from Alexandria during the persecution of
Christians under Septimius Severus, as Smith suggested.176 The letter gives the
impression that a single copy of this gospel existed in Alexandria—the origi-
nal document attributed to Mark—and was under the custodianship of elders
who used it within the catechetical school (I.28–II.2, 4–6). Since Clement
was an elder and the head of the catechetical school,177 it follows that he would
have been the person most responsible for the preservation of this document.
According to the standard view, Clement left Alexandria about the year 202,
when “multitudes” of believers “won crowns from God through their great
patience under many tortures and every mode of death” (Origen desperately
attempting to be one of them). After the exodus of instructors, the catechet-
ical school was closed until Origen revived it (Eusebius, Church History VI.1–3).
So if the letter is authentic and Eusebius was not exaggerating too much, it
would be natural to suppose that Clement either left the only copy of the
longer text in a safe location within the city or took it with him in order to
ensure its preservation. In any event, he did not return to Alexandria, so the
use of the longer text in that community might have ended with his departure.
Origen either did not know or did not accept the longer text. As Smith pointed
out, it is doubtful that Origen was actually Clement’s student.178 Even if he
was, he may not have advanced to the level of “the great mysteries” by the time
of Clement’s departure. (Eusebius depicts Origen as an impulsive teenager at
the time of the Severn persecution and the closing of the school.) Furthermore,
this was the period when the orthodox were beginning to define themselves
and their canon over against the heretics and the non-canonical scriptures.
The four-gospel canon was becoming normative around the beginning of the
third century, so if a longer text of Mark still existed in the city, there would
have been pressure to stop treating it as inspired scripture, particularly in view
of its importance to Carpocratian theology.

The fact that Clement’s other traditions about Mark do not refer to a sec-
ond gospel is again not entirely surprising. These traditions are not preserved
in Clement’s major works but as fragments in the writings of other authors,
who presumably quoted what appealed to them. The tradition about John
writing a more spiritual gospel comes to us via Eusebius (Church History
VI.14.5–7), a noted pragmatist in his use of sources. Consequently, we should
not presume that everything Clement said about Mark the evangelist has
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been preserved. The second-hand traditions, moreover, concern the version
of Mark that was known to all Christians. Clement, or the persons quoting
him, would not have needed to mention Mark’s other gospel when discussing
the origins of the four generally accepted gospels. Conceivably, the scan-
dalous use of the longer text by the Carpocratians made discussing this gospel
in public writings more trouble than it was worth, as the exceptionally defen-
sive and apologetic stance taken in the Letter to Theodore itself suggests. Inter-
estingly, Clement’s tradition about how John composed a spiritual gospel is
preceded by an account of Mark’s activities that concludes on a defensive
note. After describing how Mark had been persuaded by Peter’s hearers to pro-
duce and distribute a record of Peter’s preaching, Clement commented, “and
when the matter came to Peter’s knowledge, he neither actively prevented it
nor promoted it.”179 This awkward remark is part of a general phenomenon
observed by C. Clifton Black: “Among the fascinating characteristics of the
early traditions about Mark are their proliferation and oddity: relative to their
references to the other Evangelists and Gospels, patristic texts seem to discuss
Mark more yet use his Gospel less. Furthermore, in their comments about the
Evangelist, the majority seem noticeably awkward, apologetic, and some-
times even pejorative. Even if it proves beyond our ability to recover com-
pletely, something’s afoot in all of this; compounding the mystery is the
reticence of New Testament investigators to pursue it.”180 In this connec-
tion we must also consider the fact that, apart from Clement’s discussion of
Mark 10:17–31 in Quis dives salvetur? and a reference to Mark 14:61–62 in
his lost Hypotyposeis, there are only two indubitable citations from Mark in
Clement’s extant writings (Mark 8:38 and 9:7). It appears that Clement was
reluctant to quote from Mark’s gospel.181 Oddly enough, so was Origen. A
mere four percent of their quotations from the canonical gospels come from
Mark.182 The Gospel of Mark was the least quoted and most apologized-for
gospel of the traditional four. The Letter to Theodore may give us some insight
into why that was.

As others have pointed out, the letter’s story about Mark can account for
John Chrysostom’s assertion that Mark wrote his gospel in Egypt and the con-
tradictory claims that Mark wrote his gospel before and after Peter’s death.183

Conclusions
Now that we have sifted through the secondary literature and removed the
weak, the misinformed, the fanciful, and the intellectually dishonest argu-
ments, we are left with one substantial reason to suspect forgery, namely, the
fact that our first and only evidence for this letter is a manuscript that was writ-
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ten in a seventeenth-century book. Compounding this problem is the fact that
this manuscript contains no serious errors indicative of a lengthy history of
transmission. But we are also left with many positive indications of authen-
ticity.

The arguments in favour of an ancient forgery were predicated on ten-
dentious readings of Eusebius, the Letter to Theodore, and Clement’s undis-
puted works. It is dubious to suggest that the letter depends upon Eusebius
for the tradition connecting Mark with Alexandria when Eusebius appears to
be citing Papias and Clement’s own lost Hypotyposeis. On the discomfiting
issue of secret tradition in the Alexandrian church, the letter and the undis-
puted works are conspicuously harmonious. At the heart of Clement’s phi-
losophy was the unwritten, gnostic tradition, which was the foundation for
the “truest” exposition of the exoteric tradition recorded in the gospels and
in scripture generally. Clement believed that Jesus denied these esoteric mys-
teries to the masses by concealing them in parables but imparted them in
private to his disciples, who in turn passed them on to worthy Christian
teachers. In Clement’s day, this secret oral tradition was disclosed only to
persons who had advanced through preliminary stages of instruction in “the
true philosophy.” Clement was careful not to set this tradition in writing for
fear that it could be harmful to an uninstructed reader. Consequently, when
he wrote his Stromateis, he concealed “the secrets” ( ) using
indirection, discussing them obliquely when appearing to talk about other
things. In accordance with this scenario, the Letter to Theodore depicts Mark
as knowing better than to record the gnostic tradition in an overt form. Like
Clement when he wrote the Stromateis, Mark conveyed the unutterable teach-
ings indirectly by adding certain passages whose interpretation could “lead the
hearers into the innermost sanctuary of that truth hidden by seven veils.”
These mystic passages included a depiction of Jesus imparting a “mystery” pri-
vately to a disciple (LGM 1b), the way Clement insisted these mysteries
should be transmitted (“privately”; “whispered in our ears”). The actual mys-
tery taught to the young man is concealed from careless or unworthy read-
ers, who will not know how to interpret this episode, and the mystic gospel
itself was read only to the most advanced students—the ones least likely to
misinterpret it. In keeping with Clement’s reluctance to publish the gnostic
tradition, the manuscript breaks off precisely where the implied author begins
to expound “the true explanation and that which accords with the true phi-
losophy.” It is conceivable that Clement or someone after him removed his
gnostic exposition of LGM 1 and 2 when a copy of this private letter was pub-
lished as one of “the letters of the most holy Clement, the author of the Stro-
mateis.” We know that John of Damascus had access to an extensive collection
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of Clement’s letters when he worked at Mar Saba. The Letter to Theodore may
be a remnant of that collection. 

The arguments in favour of an early modern forgery are no more com-
pelling. This position can account for the lateness of the only manuscript
and the lack of serious errors, but makes little sense in view of where and when
the manuscript came to light. Why would anyone produce a completely com-
pelling forgery and keep it secret? We can rule out money, fame, the satisfac-
tion of fooling experts, and the advancement of a theological agenda. Charles
Murgia’s scenario of rainy day amusement and Herbert Musurillo’s com-
ment about “anything from pure vanity to an exercise in virtuosity” under-
score that as an eighteenth- or nineteenth-century forgery the letter has no
evident purpose.184

For a plausible motive, we must turn to the twentieth century and the per-
son who became more famous as a consequence of its discovery. But motive
is not evidence, and Smith’s fabrication of this document remains an excep-
tionally unlikely scenario. The newer colour photographs reveal characteris-
tics of the manuscript that strongly suggest a dating prior to the twentieth
century. The people who foster the romantic notion that Smith was capable
of imitating the handwriting and the aged appearance of an eighteenth-cen-
tury manuscript have not produced any supporting evidence, let alone demon-
strated that Smith had developed any expertise in Clement prior to 1958.
Quesnell’s contention that Smith operated in a manner typical of forgers is
confuted by the facts. Contrary to popular belief, Smith neither retained pos-
session of the manuscript nor prevented scholars from inspecting it. Instead,
he catalogued it, offered photographs, and published the information that led
three Western scholars to locate it. A person capable of producing “the for-
gery of the century” probably would have created something of greater sig-
nificance and not been content with only one important “find.” Smith did use
the document to support a sensational reconstruction of Christian origins, but
his radical conclusions cannot be found in his writings before he catalogued
the manuscript (Quesnell’s distorted citations notwithstanding) and are only
weakly supported by the gospel excerpts. LGM 1b is the only part of the
gospel quotations that plays a significant role in Smith’s theories, but in order
to see a mystery-religion initiation in this nocturnal encounter, Smith had to
rewrite the evidence, replacing a verb that was appropriate to its larger con-
text (“was teaching”) with a verb that was required by his interpretation
(“gave”). He also needed to side-step the established methods for analyzing
the evolution of gospel traditions, methods he championed only a few years
earlier. His historicizing reading of an encounter that looks both secondary
and redactional was so easily controverted by his peers that he all but gave up
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using longer Mark to support his theories about Jesus. He had better success
arguing the same points using passages in the New Testament and the Dead
Sea Scrolls. It will become clearer in subsequent chapters that Smith misun-
derstood what the letter conveys about the nature and use of the longer
gospel and had a very limited appreciation of the gospel extracts. He was a
brilliant and erudite scholar, but he did not comprehend the Letter to Theodore
well enough to have composed it.

The special insight that the author of the gospel quotations had into
Markan composition and theology provides positive evidence for the authen-
ticity of both this letter and the longer text of Mark. Part 2 of this book will
demonstrate that when the gospel excerpts are set in their Markan context and
interpreted in relation to recent narrative-critical research on Mark, they sup-
port the letter’s explanation that their author created “a more spiritual gospel,”
meaning a gospel focused more on the inner, theological meaning (the spirit)
than on the outer facts (the body). The excerpts moreover conform to aspects
of Markan compositional technique and theology that scholars began to artic-
ulate in the decades after the letter was discovered, subtleties that Smith
could hardly be accused of having recognized.185 The use of intercalation,
for instance, produces a surprisingly cogent interpretation of Mark 14:51–52.
The upshot of this literary analysis is that the letter’s gospel quotations make
the most sense when viewed as real redactional expansions of Mark’s gospel
that amplify theological motifs of the canonical text.

It is my position that the evidence in favour of viewing this document
as an authentic letter by Clement about an early, expanded version of Mark
greatly outweighs the existing evidence against that conclusion. Consequently,
I am going to proceed on the assumption that the two longer versions of the
Gospel of Mark did exist, and that Clement wrote the letter.
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The longer gospel’s version of the raising of a dead man in Bethany is
strikingly different from the story in John 11. LGM 1a is much shorter,

less elaborate, and frequently at odds with John’s details. Quite naturally,
scholars have attempted to puzzle out the relationship between these two
accounts. Numerous scenarios can be imagined. One possibility is that both
stories were derived independently from oral tradition, which tends to be
highly variable. Another possibility is that they are related literarily in a direct
or indirect way. Perhaps both authors used the same written source, such as
a collection of miracles recorded in a notebook. If that is the case, then it is
conceivable that they used different editions of the same written source. Or
possibly one of these authors copied the story directly from the other’s gospel,
in which case all the differences must be ascribed to the author who did the
copying. However, we do not need to assume that a relationship of direct
dependence between these gospels would be literary: most reading in antiq-
uity was done publicly before an audience, so perhaps one author knew the
other’s gospel from hearing it, but did not have access to a manuscript. In that
case, some of the differences could derive from a faulty memory, whereas
others could be deliberate. More complicated scenarios are possible, too.
Since the writing of gospels did not put an end to word-of-mouth transmis-
sion of stories and information about Jesus, it is possible that one of these two
authors knew this story not only through acquaintance with the other’s gospel
or a shared written source but also as an anecdote that Christians around
him liked to tell (possibly in many different ways). We must even consider the
possibility that one of these two authors encountered this story second- or
third-hand from someone who knew someone who heard the other author’s
gospel read in public, in which case the second author may have heard a
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hybrid account of the miracle: an oral tradition derived from a written tra-
dition. Or, if an intermediary who heard the hybrid tradition was already
quite familiar with the oral tradition, he may have passed on to the second
author an oral tradition that had only a few reminiscences of the written
account (scholars refer to the influence of written tradition upon oral tradi-
tion as secondary orality). With so many potential variables and uncertain-
ties, it may not be possible to determine the precise relationship between
LGM 1 and John 11, although the evidence strongly suggests that neither
author knew the other’s text, even indirectly. If there was a relationship of
dependence, the dependent gospel was John.1

Longer Mark’s Basis in Oral Tradition
Scholars have long realized that the authors of the canonical gospels were not
eyewitnesses to the events and words they recorded but second- or third-
generation ear-witnesses to the traditions about Jesus that were preserved
within various Christian communities. This collective memory existed prima-
rily in the form of memorable stories and sayings. In a predominantly oral cul-
ture, tradition is the vehicle of knowledge and wisdom, and tradition must
be fashioned in a memorable way or it will not be remembered and transmit-
ted. The more memorable sayings and stories of Jesus are not only thought-
provoking but also crafted with a mnemonic structure that assists recollection.
People cannot normally remember spoken discourse word for word. Out of
the constant stream of information that enters our immediate awareness or
short-term memory, only the elements that we reflect upon and repeat in our
minds stay with us. Under the best conditions, we find it difficult to remem-
ber a sentence verbatim for more than a moment after hearing it. Moreover,
the process of contemplating the words we are hearing interferes with our abil-
ity to pay attention to what is still being said. So we simply are not capable
of remembering discourses verbatim. Although we understand each sen-
tence, we quickly forget most of the actual words and retain only the train of
thought and whatever phrases and ideas we are able to reflect upon as we are
listening. When the discourse is over, we forget most of the train of thought
but remember the gist of what was said and whatever phrases and ideas we
continued to think about after the discourse concluded.

That is the case with ordinary spoken discourse. The situation is some-
what different when we listen to anecdotes and sayings, which are generally
fashioned in conventional forms. Our familiarity with these conventional
forms helps us recognize what we need to remember in order to reproduce
the saying or story successfully. Beatitudes, for example, are quite simple to
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remember because we are familiar with the beatitude form: Blessed are
the/you (persons of a certain type), for they/you will (receive some reward).
Should we hear a new beatitude, such as “Blessed are the solitary and elect,
for [they] will find the Kingdom” (Thomas 49), we only need to remember
the variables (solitary and elect; find the Kingdom); in this way, the essen-
tial information about the beatitude is encoded in our memories, ready to be
reproduced by recombining the variables with the form. Jesus’ sayings often
fall into discernible forms, and our ability to remember these sayings is greatly
assisted by our subconscious awareness of those forms, as were the memo-
ries of the people who passed on these sayings in the periods before and after
they were first recorded in writing.

The same is true of the stories that appear in the synoptic tradition.
Regardless of whether these incidents actually happened, the individuals who
first told these stories fashioned them according to the standard storytelling
forms of their day so that others who heard these stories could remember
them and successfully pass them on. But in contrast to brief sayings, which
can be remembered verbatim, stories are seldom remembered word for
word, and people are not apt to tell stories exactly the same way twice.
Instead, the hearers remember the core of the story and the essential ele-
ments—those elements that must be remembered and correctly reproduced
for the story to have its intended effect. The other details are inessential and
are therefore not committed to memory: these are invented spontaneously
in the act of telling the story, and quite often consist of stock phrases and
motifs. The supplicant’s cry “Son of David, have mercy on me” is one such
stock phrase (Matt 9:27; 15:22; 20:30, 31; Mark 10:47, 48; LGM 1:2;
Luke 17:13).

The formulaic nature of pre-synoptic oral tradition finds a ready analogy
in joke telling. Someone who is good at telling jokes understands the differ-
ent types or formulas of jokes and what elements are essential to telling a par-
ticular joke properly. Someone who is bad at telling jokes will not have a
good sense of what elements have to be remembered and of their right order.
The bad joke teller is often interrupted with “No, you’re saying it wrong…”
by someone who already knows the joke, better appreciates how it works, and
realizes that on its present course, it will not end up being funny. You have
probably heard a joke told wrong, but understood the type of joke well
enough that you were able to figure out how the joke should have been told,
then managed to tell it properly yourself.2

The traditional stories about Jesus that appear in early Christian gospels
were to some extent shaped by such a process of transmission. These stories
were preserved because the people who heard them appreciated the conven-
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tions that apply to each story type and managed to remember (or recon-
struct) the essential variables. Of necessity, the synoptic tradition consisted of
brief, economical, and conventional materials that ordinary people could
remember and pass on without the aid of writing or rote memorization. The
wording of a story varied with each telling, but the core or skeleton remained
more stable, particularly the elements that had to be preserved for the story
to have its desired effect. That is not to say that the stories were always told
in the briefest, most economical way possible. Eyewitnesses might have pep-
pered their stories with historically accurate but inessential details. Subse-
quent tellers might have embellished and elaborated these stories the way
good storytellers do today. But it is unlikely that many of the inessential
details and embellishments were faithfully transmitted from person to person
over the years; whatever was inessential quickly became variable and conven-
tional. Consequently, the “original” stories did not progressively evolve into
the more elaborate forms that sometimes appear in the synoptic gospels and
frequently appear in John. The “secondary” features that appear in the gospels
(the unconventional elements that would not be preserved in the course of
oral transmission) are more likely products of the stage of writing and derive
from the evangelists themselves or their written sources.

With these considerations in mind, let us compare LGM 1 to the stan-
dard healing story. In the most basic terms, a healing story has an exposition
of the illness, a description of the miracle worker’s intervention, and proof that
the intervention was successful. These three component parts are worked
out using a variety of conventional, auxiliary motifs. Kelber’s analysis of
Mark’s healing narratives yielded the following general formula:

I Exposition of Healing
a) arrival of healer and sick person
b) staging of public forum (onlookers)
c) explication of sickness
d) request for help
e) public scorn or skepticism

II Performance of Healing
a) utterance of healing formula
b) healing gestures
c) statement of cure

III Confirmation of Healing
a) admiration/confirmation formula
b) dismissal of healed person
c) injunction of secrecy
d) propagation of healer’s fame3
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Each of Mark’s ten healing narratives fits this threefold pattern. The raising
of Jairus’s daughter, for example, has the following combination of elements:
I-d, a, e; II-a, c; III-a, c. Comparison of longer Mark’s account of the rais-
ing of a dead man in Bethany with the healing story formula demonstrates
that LGM 1a contains little that is uncharacteristic of oral tradition:

I-a 1 And they come to Bethany.

I-c And there was there a certain woman whose brother of hers had died.

I-d 2 And coming, she prostrated before Jesus and says to him, “Son of
David have mercy on me.”

I-e? 3 But the disciples rebuked her.

I-a 4 And having become angry Jesus went away with her into the garden
where the tomb was.

5 And immediately was heard from the tomb a great cry. 

I-a 6 And approaching, Jesus rolled the stone from the door of the 
tomb, 7 and going in immediately where the young man was,

II-b, c he stretched out the hand and raised him, having grasped the hand.

III-a 8 But the young man, having looked upon him, loved him and began
to beg him that he might be with him.

9 And going out from the tomb they went into the house of the 
young man; for he was rich.

The function of LGM 1:3 within this scheme is debatable. The disciples’
rebuke of the woman might involve scepticism on their part about Jesus’
ability to help her, even though Jesus has already raised Jairus’s daughter (cf.
the disciples’ hardhearted scepticism about Jesus’ ability to feed the second mul-
titude in Mark 8:4). If so, it is consistent with the healing story formula.
More likely, though, the rebuke reflects the same attitude that is behind the
rebukes in Mark 10:13 and 10:48, namely, that Jesus is too important to be
troubled by insignificant people, regardless of whether he can do something
for them. In that case, the verse does not fit the formula.

The verses in LGM 1:4–7a are somewhat atypical because Jesus nor-
mally encounters the person in need of healing at the beginning of the episode.
In this case, Jesus’ walk to the garden, removal of the stone, and entrance into
the tomb are necessitated by the fact that the young man had been buried,
the same way that Jesus’ walk to Jairus’s house and entry into the little girl’s
room (which Kelber includes under I-a) were necessary because the deceased
was in her bed. So verses 4, 6, and 7a can be grouped under I-a. The loud voice
in 1:5, on the other hand, is extraneous to the healing story formula, but is
a conventional element in Markan exorcism stories, where it denotes a con-
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flict between the powers of good and evil (1:26; 5:7). A number of scholars
have suggested that the loud voice from the tomb is a representation of the
demonic realm.4 LGM 1, then, may combine features of two distinct story
types. 

Some scholars suspect that Mark 1:40–45 is a like case. In that story,
Jesus is confronted by a leper, who asks to be healed. Rather inexplicably, Jesus
becomes angry as he heals the man, then rebukes him and casts him out (

).5 Jesus’ response
seems entirely out of keeping with the situation. It is not clear why the leper’s
request should elicit anger, yet apart from Mark 3:5, this is the only reference
to Jesus becoming outright angry in the canonical gospels.6 The verb used here
to describe Jesus’ rebuke of the leper is not the one Mark normally uses when
one character censures another. Rather, it is an uncommon and much stronger
term that literally means to snort or to growl and implies a menacing repri-
mand, if not a threat; in colloquial English we might say Jesus “snapped at
him.” And the verb “to cast out” has the sense of expulsion in all of its other
occurrences in Mark, ten of which refer to the expulsion of demons (1:34, 39;
3:15, 22, 23; 6:13; 7:26; 9:18, 28, 38). In the remaining five instances, the
casting out is done to humans. Three of these instances involve forceful expul-
sion (9:47: “thrown into hell”; 11:15: “and [Jesus] began to drive out those
who sold and those who bought in the temple”; 12:8: “And they took him
and killed him, and cast him out of the vineyard”). In the fourth, the holy spirit
casts Jesus out into the wilderness (1:12); the verb cast out is evocative of exor-
cism here, since it is by the holy spirit that Jesus casts out demons (3:28–30).
Only in 5:40 is the expulsion more coercive than forcible: when Jesus arrives
at Jairus’s house, he sends the mourners on their way. 

Understandably, translators have had difficulty making sense of the three
terms in Mark 1:40–45 that are better suited to an exorcism story. Most opt
for the more congenial manuscript variant “moved with pity” in place of the
more difficult reading “and becoming angry,”7 and render the verbs “to
rebuke” and “to cast out” almost euphemistically: “And he sternly charged him,
and sent him away at once” (RSV). But the conjunction of these strong
terms still puzzles most commentators, some of whom have detected an
exorcistic conception.8 So there are good reasons to suspect that this story
about the healing of leprosy originally involved a demonic conception of the
nature of the disease and that Mark altered this conception by shifting the
rebuke and casting out from a demon to a person.9

The fact that the healing miracles in LGM 1a and Mark 1:40–45 have
exorcistic overtones is especially intriguing in view of the fact that they both
contain the phrase “and becoming angry” between the request for help and
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the miracle. No less intriguing is the fact that John’s account of the raising
of the dead man in Bethany likewise has an exorcistic phrase using the strong
form of the verb “to rebuke” as well as a parallel to longer Mark’s loud cry,
and these occur at roughly the same places relative to the structure of LGM
1a. John 11:33 states that when Jesus saw Mary weeping together with the
Jews who came with her, he “rebuked the spirit and troubled himself ” (

). Again, translators have had
great difficulty making sense of these words in the context of John 11. The
standard translations presume that “the spirit” has something to do with
emotion and could mean “he was greatly disturbed in spirit” (NRSV; cf.
RSV, NEB, JB, and KJV). But as Barnabas Lindars determined using the The-
saurus Linguae Graecae, “ with dative of the person means to
rebuke” or to threaten (cf. Mark 14:5).10 So it makes sense grammatically to
treat “the spirit” as the object of a rebuke, as in the Acts of Matthew 14,
where the same verb is used and the direct object in the dative is a “demonic
spirit” ( ). 

Considering that there are no exorcisms in John, it is unlikely that its
author intended the words in question to mean “rebuked the spirit.” That he
did not read them so seems to be confirmed a few verses later. When the
verb appears again in 11:38, Jesus is “rebuking in himself ” (

), which is apparently a reference to him controlling his sadness
(v. 35). The reiteration of this rare verb functions to make the earlier phrase
refer to Jesus rebuking an emotion rather than an entity.11 On this basis Lin-
dars proposed that John’s source for the raising of Lazarus was a primitive,
synoptic-style incident that involved an exorcistic confrontation, and that the
phrase “rebuked the spirit” is the only feature of the original story that sur-
vived John’s extensive revisions. However, the statement that Jesus “trou-
bled himself ” ( ) is also peculiar. As an active construction
with Jesus himself as both subject and object, this expression does not natu-
rally suggest that Jesus was troubled by something else, such as the sadness of
those around him.12 Rather, Jesus appears to be working himself up into an
agitated state while he rebukes the spirit. Edwyn Bevan recognized the under-
lying dynamics of the story when he compared the use of the form of the verb
“to rebuke” in John 11:33, 38 with the reference to Jesus’ anger in Mark
1:41: “the verb [rebuke] properly connotes rather indignation
than sorrow.…I would suggest that here too what lies behind the phrase is
the idea that in the encounter of Jesus with Death, from whom he is going
to rescue the prey, as Herakles rescued Alcestis, Jesus is about to close with
the Satanic power. What is suggested is the hard, angry breathing of the man
who is bracing himself to meet and overthrow a tremendous enemy.”13 The
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enemy Bevan detected behind John 11:38 is arguably the same thing repre-
sented by the loud voice in LGM 1:5: Death personified. 

John’s parallel to the loud voice in longer Mark is that of Jesus calling
Lazarus out of the tomb: “he cried with a loud voice, ‘Lazarus, come out’”
(11:43). This, too, may be a remnant of an underlying tradition, for, as
Crossan reasoned, the words “loud voice” appear only here in John but are
associated with demons and the prospect of imminent demise in canonical and
longer Mark (1:26; 5:7; cf. 15:34, 37).14

These observations are certainly intriguing. Both accounts of the raising
of a dead man in Bethany have different, puzzling details with exorcistic con-
notations and parallels to Mark 1:40–45. Consideration of these different
exorcistic details has led scholars comparing John 11 and canonical Mark
1:41, 43 (Barnabas Lindars, Edwyn Bevan), scholars discussing longer Mark
(Morton Smith, Wayne Shumaker, and John S. Coolidge), and scholars com-
paring John 11 and LGM 1 (John Crossan, Lawrence M. Wills) to detect an
underlying conflict with “the demonic power of death.”15 The utility of con-
struing these odd details as vestiges of an earlier form of this story is suggested
by the fact that the strong rebuke and the loud voice combine to form a
coherent picture of Jesus “rebuking the spirit” on his way to the grave, result-
ing in a demonic cry from the tomb. Unfortunately, the reconstruction of nar-
rative sources is a notoriously speculative enterprise, so I am reluctant to
push the matter. But I do think it is important to compare the explanatory
power of this premise with that of the pastiche theory, which proposes that
the author of longer Mark revised John 11 by replacing Johannine details with
elements drawn almost randomly from the other canonical gospels. Differ-
ences that seem inexplicable within the framework of the pastiche theory
become intelligible using the premise that an editor with Johannine interests
and an editor with Markan interests independently modified a more primi-
tive story that involved an exorcistic confrontation.

If we take that premise as our hypothesis, it follows that the remnants of
an exorcistic rebuke are preserved in both John and longer Mark. In John’s
story, Jesus’ frenzied rebuke on the way to the tomb is reinterpreted such
that it is directed inward as an act of self-control rather than outward at a
demon, and this state of frustration is triggered by the inability of Mary and
the bystanders to appreciate the need for Lazarus’ death. A similar suppres-
sion of Jesus’ indignant rebuke on the way to the tomb occurs in longer
Mark. Like the author of the canonical gospel, this author does not depict Jesus
as an ecstatic healer and exorcist who gets worked up before confronting a
malignant power, although a trace of this conception appears in the charge
that Jesus was “beside himself ” and using a demon to cast out demons (Mark
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3:21, 22; cf. John 8:48; 10:20–21). Accordingly, this author transformed
Jesus’ snarling rebuke of the demon into the disciples’ rebuke of the sister, not
unlike the way exorcism language apparently was transferred from the
“demonic” disease to the leper in Mark 1:43. One consequence of this trans-
ference is that the rebuke in LGM 1:3 no longer fits within the scheme of a
healing story with a demonic conception of the illness; the verse now func-
tions redactionally as another indication of the disciples’ spiritual short-sight-
edness and as a more sanguine explanation for Jesus’ anger at this point.
Another consequence is that the loud cry from the tomb becomes a response
to Jesus’ mere proximity: it is triggered by who he is rather than what he does
and says (cf. Mark 1:24; 3:11). By virtue of their ability to “see” the holy spirit
within Jesus, the unclean spirits recognize “the Holy One of God” who has
come to destroy them.

The great cry that precedes the miracle is not problematic in the context
of the Markan gospel, where it is unclear whether two other persons were actu-
ally dead when Jesus raised them by the hand. In the raising of Jairus’s daugh-
ter, the miracle is preceded by Jesus’ question, “Why do you make a tumult
and weep? The child is not dead but sleeping” (Mark 5:39). The reader is left
to decide whether Jesus was telling the truth or attempting to forestall the
unwanted publicity by pretending that the child was not dead. Similarly,
when Jesus exorcises a demon from the young boy with epilepsy, we read, “And
after crying out and convulsing him terribly, it came out, and the boy was like
a corpse; so that most of them said, ‘He is dead’” (9:26). Whether or not their
impression is correct is left to the reader to decide. (Interestingly, these three
ambiguously dead persons are described using over a dozen diminutives.)16

So the great cry from the entombed young man is par for the course. 
Such a cry would have been wholly inappropriate in the context of John’s

story, however. John’s Jesus is not engaged in a conflict with Satan’s minions,
for Jesus’ “kingship is not of this world” (18:36) and does not need to be 
established by the overthrow of a “this-worldly” supernatural order. Besides,
exorcism is too ordinary a practice for John’s messiah, who specializes in
extraordinary signs that distinguish him from everyone else.17 The raising of
Lazarus is the greatest of these signs and forms the climax of Jesus’ public min-
istry. Its impressiveness is what leads the Sanhedrin to decide to kill Jesus so
that his popularity will not spark a war with the Romans (11:46–53). Given
John’s agenda, any detail that raises the possibility that Lazarus was not dead
simply would not fit. So an author with Johannine interests would have had
good reason to change the loud voice, indeed, to stress that Lazarus was
already decomposing (11:39). It is not at all difficult to imagine a Johannine
author transferring the “great cry” from the tomb to Jesus, thereby fulfilling
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the apocalyptic prediction of 5:28–29: “the hour is coming when all who are
in the tombs will hear his voice and come forth, those who have done good, to
the resurrection of life, and those who have done evil, to the resurrection of
judgment.” This saying conveys the traditional, apocalyptic conception of a
general resurrection of the dead; the same conception appears in Matthew’s
passion narrative, where Jesus’ “loud voice” from the cross coincides with an
earthquake and the opening of the tombs of the saints, who rise and (after
Jesus’ resurrection) come out of their tombs (Matt 27:50–53), prefiguring the
general resurrection on the last day. In John, however, this apocalyptic theme
is given a present dimension. Thus John 5:25 says: “Truly, truly, I say to you,
the hour is coming, and now is, when the dead will hear the voice of the Son
of God, and those who hear will live.” The truth of this statement is drama-
tized when Jesus calls Lazarus from the tomb “in a loud voice,” demonstrat-
ing that he himself is “the resurrection and the life” (11:23–26). If John
composed 5:25 in order to add a realized dimension to the apocalypticism of
5:28–29, we have reason to suspect that he is also responsible for the fulfill-
ment of this prophecy in the call to Lazarus.

I am not claiming that these redaction-critical speculations are correct. I
am merely demonstrating that if we postulate that both authors began with
a tradition about Jesus rebuking a spirit that in turn cried out from a tomb,
some very puzzling elements that would be unintelligible according to a the-
ory of direct literary dependence can be accounted for as intelligible redactional
decisions in keeping with Markan and Johannine interests. We can be quite
certain that neither John nor longer Mark derived its patently exorcistic ele-
ment from the other, since these details are different (a rebuke of a spirit; a
demonic cry from a tomb) and the shared elements of anger and rebuking are
expressed in different words and developed in divergent ways. Certainly, the
assumption that John used LGM 1 cannot explain how the troublesome
phrase “rebuked the spirit and troubled himself ” got into his story, nor can
the longer text’s dependence upon John readily explain why Jesus’ cry to
Lazarus “in a loud voice” to come out became an inarticulate “loud voice” from
a dead man. Lindars made a good case that the raising of Lazarus originally
included an exorcistic rebuke, but he did not need to propose that the whole
episode in John was composed out of something similar to the exorcism/rais-
ing story in Mark 9:14–29.18 LGM 1a much more closely resembles the syn-
optic-style tradition Lindars sought.

The last verse to consider in relation to the typical form of a healing
story is LGM 1:9. The shift in setting to the young man’s house extends the
story beyond the proof of healing, which is uncharacteristic of oral tradi-
tion.19 Although some healing stories in the gospels likewise extend beyond
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the proof of healing, this kind of departure from type is most likely a literary
development. When the evangelists combined disparate oral traditions into
single, continuous narratives, they sometimes modified the standard story
types in order to allow intrinsically independent episodes to function as
sequences within a larger plot. When this happened, characteristic signs of the
author’s editing usually appear in the story.20 This is the case with LGM 1:9,
too. Redaction critics view the motif of a return to a house for private instruc-
tion as a redactional feature in Mark’s narrative, not an element stemming from
tradition or a written source (cf. LGM 1b with Mark 9:28–29). LGM 1b,
moreover, does not fit any recognized story type, and compared to LGM 1a
contains a higher proportion of phrases that are not conventional in oral 
storytelling yet are found elsewhere in Mark’s story.21 LGM 1b strongly
resembles the private discussion of the mystery of the kingdom of God in Mark
4:10–12, which, together with 4:34 (and perhaps all of 4:13–25 as well),
appears to be a Markan insertion within the parable discourse; the shift in set-
ting at 4:10 to “when he was alone” looks like a redactional insertion because
it contradicts the indications that the parables before and after this change in
setting (4:3–9, 26–33) were addressed to the large crowd from the boat
(4:1–2, 33, 36). In other words, LGM 1b does not resemble oral tradition
so much as situations within canonical Mark that were created by Mark in
order to elaborate upon the preceding incident.

At this point we may conclude that LGM 1 has the expected form of a
Markan healing story, displaying the conventional motifs of oral tradition
and the peculiarities of Markan redaction. Should we conclude that LGM 1
is an oral tradition reworked by Mark? Before we reach a verdict we need to
consider other possible explanations for the similarities between LGM 1a
and John 11, particularly whether the former could be an abbreviation of
the latter.

Longer Mark’s Relation to John
That an evangelist might abbreviate a story he derived from another gospel
is not an unlikely scenario. Matthew and Luke sometimes abbreviated Mark
by excising unnecessary details. The result of such abbreviation, however, is
usually a shorter version that sounds a great deal like the longer one; the
signs of literary dependence are still quite clear. What we have in LGM 1a,
however, is a thoroughly Markan version of a thoroughly Johannine story.
What is missing is the evidence that either author was acquainted with the
other’s version of this miracle. Similarity of content does not by itself prove
a literary relationship, since two versions of a story derived independently from
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oral tradition would naturally be similar. Canonical Mark and John relate
many of the same episodes in similar ways and frequently in the same order.
But even though canonical Mark was probably completed two to three decades
before John, scholars disagree over whether even the verbatim parallels
between John and Mark prove that John used Mark as a source. Neverthe-
less, if LGM 1 were found to contain some of the same secondary elements
found in John 11 or elements typical of Johannine redaction or style, those
elements would support the possibility that the author of LGM 1 was
acquainted with John’s version, directly or indirectly. So it is very telling that
LGM 1 has none of the secondary or distinctively Johannine elements that
appear in John 11.22

The complete absence of these features from LGM 1 would be truly
astonishing if the author of LGM 1 had the text of John open in front of
him. That is because John’s story consists mostly of secondary and Johan-
nine elements. As Smith noted, John 11 is dominated by lengthy conver-
sations and by “psychological and moral and theological interests [that are]
all unknown to the simple, primitive miracle story.”23 A liberal estimate of
the secondary and typically Johannine features would include the following
elements: the second supplicant (Mary), whose plea repeats that of the first
(11:28–29, 31–32);24 the second proof that Lazarus was truly dead (11:
39b; cf. 11:17); most of the direct speech of Jesus, including the christo-
logical discussions between Jesus and his disciples (11:4, 7–16) and between
Jesus and the women (11:23–27, 40), and Jesus’ prayer before performing
the miracle (11:41b–42);25 the proper names of the participants (except for
Jesus);26 the five references to the actions and attitudes of “the Jews” (11:8,
19, 31, 45, 46; these all appear in verses that may be considered redac-
tional on other grounds); the cross-references to Jesus’ anointing by Mary
(12:3–8) and his healing of the man born blind (9:1–41), which presup-
pose a larger, textual framework (11:2, 37); the narration connecting these
possibly secondary or Johannine elements together (11:5–6, 18, 20, 30,
38a); the reference to the miracle resulting in belief in Jesus and a polariza-
tion among the witnesses, which are Johannine themes (11:45–46); and,
finally, the Jerusalem leaders’ plot to destroy Jesus and Jesus’ response
(11:47–54), which take the story beyond the proof of the miracle. I want
to stress that this is a liberal estimate of possibly secondary and Johannine
features, and I am not claiming that all of these features are inconceivable
as oral tradition. My point is that with so much possibly redactional mate-
rial in the Johannine version (41 of 54 verses, or 76%), it would be extraor-
dinarily unlikely that an author using this gospel as his literary source would
happen to omit all of it.27
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The independence of LGM 1 and 2 from John 11 is also suggested by
the numerous discrepancies and contradictions between these two accounts.
In longer Mark, Jesus does not initially know either the young man or his sis-
ter, and the mutual love between Jesus and the young man develops during
the story (1:8; 2:1), whereas in the Gospel of John, Jesus already knows and
loves Mary, Martha, and Lazarus (11:3, 5, 36). In LGM 2, Jesus snubs two
(three?) of the young man’s female relatives after he leaves Bethany, whereas
in John, Jesus returns to their home for a meal hosted by the sisters and
defends Mary’s controversial act of anointing his feet with costly oil and dry-
ing them with her hair (12:1–8). In longer Mark, the request for help comes
directly from the sister, the brother is already buried when Jesus hears about
his condition, and the miracle takes place in the same location. In John, how-
ever, Jesus is solicited by messenger, the brother remains alive for two days
after Jesus learns of his condition, and Jesus travels for four days to reach the
tomb. In LGM 1:4, Jesus’ anger is triggered by his disciples’ lack of empa-
thy for the sister’s grief, whereas in John, Jesus’ intense agitation (denoted by
the verb ) is triggered by the grief itself (11:33). In longer
Mark, Jesus rolls back the stone himself and raises the young man by grasp-
ing his hand. In John, Jesus orders others to move the stone and performs the
miracle with the command, “Lazarus come out.” The “loud voice” in longer
Mark comes from the tomb before Jesus reaches it (1:5), not from Jesus as
he commands the dead man (John 11:43).

Scholars who think longer Mark is dependent upon John normally char-
acterize these differences as “confusions” on the part of the non-canonical
author.28 But it is hard to see how anyone could get that confused. These dis-
crepancies are more easily explained if we do not suppose a relationship of lit-
erary dependence, for uniformity of details and conventional motifs is the
hallmark of direct literary dependence, whereas variability in these things is
the hallmark of oral storytelling.29 The synoptic gospels, for example, are
most uniform where Matthew and Luke used Mark and Q, and least uniform
where Matthew and Luke did not share written sources. The infancy narra-
tives and resurrection appearances in Matthew and Luke, for instance, diverge
enormously despite their common subject matter, precisely because Mark
and Q did not contain such narratives. Likewise, these two authors’ accounts
of the death of Judas (Matt 27:1–10; Acts 1:15–20) have many similar ele-
ments (Judas betrays Jesus for money, the money is used to purchase a field,
Judas shortly thereafter dies an unnatural death, the field is subsequently
nicknamed Field of Blood, and the incident fulfils scripture), yet all but the
first and last of these common elements are developed in contradictory ways.
Some of these differences reflect the variability of oral tradition; others reflect
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the freedom with which Matthew and Luke revised those traditions. Regard-
less of how one explains this phenomenon, the fact that independent accounts
are often highly contradictory supports the position that LGM 1a represents
an authentic Markan tradition, particularly since canonical Mark and John
themselves frequently diverge in their accounts of the same incidents.

Consider, for example, the story of Jesus’ anointing in Bethany in John
12:1–8 and Mark 14:3–9. It occurs at about the same time relative to the
passover in both texts, but before the procession to Jerusalem in John and after
the procession in Mark. Both authors agree on the town, but presumably
not on the house, for the host is Simon the leper in Mark but Mary, Martha,
and Lazarus in John. Jesus knows the woman who anoints him in John’s
version, just as he already knew the supplicants in John 11 (the woman is in
fact one of those supplicants), but that does not appear to be the case in
Mark, where the woman is unnamed, as is the sister in LGM 1:1 (the woman
who anoints Jesus is probably not the young man’s sister). The woman
anoints Jesus’ feet in John, his head in Mark. John specifies that Judas objected
to the anointing; Mark does not specify an individual, and refers more gen-
erally to “some” of the people present. 

The Markan and Johannine accounts of Jesus’ arrest likewise differ in
many of their details. In Mark, the arresting party is “a crowd with swords
and clubs, from the chief priests and the scribes and the elders,” but in John,
the group consists of a Roman cohort (i.e., 600 soldiers) in addition to “some
officers from the chief priests and the Pharisees.” In Mark, Jesus is identified
by the prearranged sign of Judas’s kiss, yet in John, Judas stands with the arrest-
ing party (18:5) while Jesus himself takes the initiative, asking whom they seek
and informing them that he is the one they want. Jesus’ initiative actually
frightens the soldiers in John, who draw back and fall to the ground (18:6)!
In Mark, Jesus is reluctant to accept his fate and prays that “this cup” might
be removed from him (14:36); in John, Jesus reacts to Peter’s attempt to pro-
tect him with the retort “shall I not drink the cup which the Father has given
me?” (18:11; cf. 12:27). And again, only John supplies the names of the
one who used his sword and the slave whose ear was struck. 

Numerous differences also appear in the Markan and Johannine accounts
of the calling of the disciples, the last supper, the trials, the crucifixion, and
the discovery of the open tomb.30 What is particularly striking about these dif-
ferences is that they are so often incomprehensible from the perspective of
redaction criticism since they do not always coincide with what we know of
John’s theological interests. But however one accounts for the frequent and
often pointless differences between Markan and Johannine renditions of the
same incidents, the longer gospel’s conformity to this pattern is consistent with
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the other indications that LGM 1a is an independent tradition, and inconsis-
tent with the view that it depends literarily upon John 11.

Some of the specific differences between LGM 1 and 2 and John are
worth exploring. Certainly the absence of the names Lazarus, Mary, and
Martha from longer Mark would be surprising if John were the source. But
it is normal for inessential details such as the names and occupations of minor
characters to drop out or vary in the course of oral transmission. So, for
instance, the centurion’s servant (or slave) in Q appears as an official’s son in
John (Matt 8:5; Luke 7:2; John 4:46), although the town remains the same
(Capernaum). Such details become less variable in the course of written trans-
mission (which is why Matthew and Luke agree). So we might expect anony-
mous characters to appear in LGM 1 if it is based on oral tradition, but the
names Mary, Martha, and Lazarus to appear if the Gospel of John is the
source. However, we do not need to rely on abstractions to establish this
fact, since there are indications that John did not expect his readers to asso-
ciate any of these names with the miracle Jesus performed in Bethany. The only
named character whom the author expects his readers to know is Mary, who
is introduced as the person “who anointed the Lord with ointment and wiped
his feet with her hair” (11:2). Lazarus is introduced as “a certain man…of
Bethany” and as Mary’s brother, and is later reintroduced twice as the person
“whom Jesus had raised from the dead” (12:1, 9). Martha, likewise, is intro-
duced as Mary’s sister. Thus the author assumes that his readers are already
familiar with one of these three characters, but he does not assume that they
will recognize that character from her role in this story. Instead, she is introduced
as the woman from an episode that has not yet been narrated but would
already be familiar to a Christian audience (i.e., from oral tradition or an
earlier gospel). Since Lazarus and Martha are introduced in relation to the sis-
ter who is known from another incident, and the next pericope contains two
reminders that Lazarus was the man raised by Jesus, it would appear that John
did not expect his Christian audience to associate these three names with this
story.

Whether or not John expected his readers to know that the woman who
anointed Jesus was named Mary or that a pair of sisters named Mary and
Martha lived in the village of Bethany is not clear. In the synoptics, the woman
who anoints Jesus is anonymous (Matt 26:6–13; Mark 14:3–9; Luke
7:36–50), and Luke’s pair of sisters named Mary and Martha do not live in
Bethany; Luke’s chronology favours a location for their home in Samaria
(10:38–42). Moreover, Luke situates the story of the anointing in a city of
Galilee, and he and Matthew agree with their source, Mark, that the host
was “Simon,” although Luke depicts Simon as a Pharisee rather than a leper.
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So it is not at all clear that the original readers of the Gospel of John associ-
ated the names Mary, Martha, and Lazarus with a village named Bethany or
with the story of the raising of a dead man in Bethany. These details may have
been created by the author of John 11. We have reason to suppose, then,
that the anonymity of the young man and his sister in LGM 1 and 2 is not
a deliberate omission of two names that few readers could forget, but, rather,
reflects independent reliance upon oral tradition.

Another difference worth exploring is one that scholars have entirely
misunderstood, namely, that the place called Bethany in LGM 1:1 is not the
village situated “at the Mount of Olives” in the Gospel of Mark (11:1) and
the place where Lazarus is raised in the Gospel of John, but the place east of
the Jordan River where Jesus is residing when he is informed of Lazarus’ ill-
ness.31 In John 10:40, this locale is described as “the place where John at first
baptized,” and in the opening sequence of John’s gospel, the place is called
“Bethany beyond the Jordan” (1:28). In other words, both John’s story about
Lazarus and longer Mark’s story about the young man begin in the same vil-
lage called Bethany, but only John’s version has Jesus travel to a different
Bethany in order to raise the brother. A location for LGM 1 east of the Jor-
dan is apparent from the Markan itinerary. At Mark 10:1, Jesus enters north-
ern Judea, then crosses the Jordan eastwards into Peraea. He then travels
south through Peraea until he reaches the road that runs between Livias and
Jericho, whereupon he turns west. At some point Jesus returns to the other
side of the Jordan then comes to Jericho (10:46). The moment when he re-
enters Judea is unclear in canonical Mark, but in longer Mark the westward
crossing of the Jordan occurs at LGM 1:13. Scholars have misunderstood this
because they have confused the narrator’s reference to Jesus returning “to
the other side of the Jordan” ( ) with the standard
synonym for Peraea ( or “across the Jordan”), which in
the New Testament never has the definite article before it (e.g., Mark 3:8;
10:1; Matt 4:25; John 1:28; 3:26; 10:40; cf. Josephus, Antiquities 13.398;
Life 33); the phrase in LGM 1:13 is instead a relative description whose
direction depends on where the action begins. It functions the same way the
similar phrase “to the other side of the sea” functions in Mark 5:1 (

).
The observation that LGM 1 is set in Peraea has significant implications

for longer Mark’s chronology, a subject about which there has been consid-
erable confusion. With an eye to Jesus’ movements in Mark 10, most schol-
ars have reasoned that the redactor of the longer text put the raising story in
the wrong place, for if Jesus is travelling southward through Peraea, he should
arrive at Jericho before he arrives at Bethany in Judea. They imagined, there-
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fore, that LGM 1:1 presupposes an unnarrated crossing of the Jordan into
Judea in order for Jesus to arrive at Bethany, which would entail that at 1:13
Jesus crosses back again into Peraea only to double back across the Jordan
(again unnarrated) in order to arrive in Jericho (10:46) then proceed to
Jerusalem and Bethany (11:1–11). This “glaring anachronism in the text of
Mark” is even offered as proof “that Secret Mark is a later addition to canon-
ical Mark.”32 Once we realize that LGM 1 is actually set in Peraea, it becomes
apparent that the confusion is confined to the scholars who needlessly posit
two unnarrated crossings of the Jordan, and that LGM 1 appears exactly
where it should—at the point in the narrative where Jesus would be passing
by Bethany beyond the Jordan.33 In longer Mark, Jesus travels south through
Peraea (10:1), turns westward toward Jerusalem (10:32?), arrives at Bethany
beyond the Jordan (LGM 1:1–12), crosses the Jordan into Judea where
Joshua and the Israelites crossed into the promised land (LGM 1:13), responds
to the request by James and John for places of honour on the 7 km stretch
between the Makhadat Hajla ford and Jericho (10:35–45), then arrives in Jeri-
cho, where he refuses to welcome the young man’s sister, his mother, and
Salome (Mark 10:46 +LGM 2). This is not a confusion of the Markan
chronology but a clarification of where Mark 10:35–45 took place. If either
evangelist is confused about location, it is John, who depicts the 34 km jour-
ney between these two Bethanies as taking four days (11:14–17) rather than
just one, but imagines that Jesus could travel from Bethany beyond the Jor-
dan to Cana in Galilee (at least 120 km) in less than three days (1:43; 2:1).
Presumably, John mistakenly thought that Bethany beyond the Jordan was in
northern Peraea or just to the north or south of the Sea of Galilee.34

The disagreement between LGM 1 and John on the setting of the rais-
ing miracle would be hard to explain by a theory of canonical dependence.
John clearly situated not only the conversations between Jesus and the sisters
but also the miracle itself in the better known Bethany in Judea, which he
described as “near Jerusalem, about three kilometres off ” (John 11:18). An
author dependent upon John would presumably have located the raising mir-
acle in that Bethany as well, particularly if he were writing in the middle of
the second century, as proponents of the pastiche theory invariably imagine.
If either author had a good reason to shift the setting, it was John, for the four-
day journey to Bethany of Judea following Lazarus’ demise makes this an unde-
niably impressive miracle, which in turn sets the stage for the conflict that leads
to Jesus’ crucifixion. We have good reason to wonder whether the entire
story was originally set in Bethany beyond the Jordan.

The location of LGM 1 in Bethany beyond the Jordan suggests a con-
nection between LGM 1b and John 1:35–40. In the former, Jesus remains
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with an anonymous would-be disciple overnight in Bethany beyond the Jor-
dan. In the latter, two disciples, one of them anonymous, meet Jesus in
Bethany beyond the Jordan, follow him to see where he is staying, then
remain with him “that day” (i.e., overnight) because the hour was late. The
shared detail of Jesus staying overnight with an anonymous disciple would
be insignificant were it not for the fact that in both gospels this occurs in the
same desert oasis. It appears, then, that both halves of LGM 1 find their
closest parallels in John. But the points of contact between LGM 1b and
John 1:35–40 are even more nebulous than those between LGM 1a and
John 11. Neither account seems to be more “primitive” or “original,” and the
contacts are too tenuous to suggest a literary connection. 

The affinity between LGM 1 and two sections of the Gospel of John
that mention or allude to Bethany beyond the Jordan (1:28; 10:40) is inter-
esting, but not entirely surprising, since John and canonical Mark share
numerous traditions (especially in the passion narrative), and John’s similar-
ities with the synoptics are normally closer to Mark than to Matthew or Luke.
The fact that the Johannine parallels are not contiguous is also not surpris-
ing, given the observation recorded in the title of Raymond Brown’s article
“Incidents That Are Units in the Synoptic Gospels but Dispersed in
St. John.”35 Brown offered four examples of this phenomenon. I think he
found more scattered Johannine parallels than actually exist, but his basic
point that elements within contiguous passages in the synoptic gospels are
sometimes dispersed in John still holds.

The Pastiche Explanation
Insofar as LGM 1 is more primitive in form than the raising of Lazarus, lacks
distinctively Johannine elements, gratuitously contradicts John 11 and
1:35–40, and combines incidents that are dispersed in John’s gospel, it repro-
duces patterns of relationship that exist between John and the synoptics, pat-
terns which an imitator of Mark’s style would not likely think to replicate. So
given the fact that LGM 1 also lacks the secondary features found in John 11,
such as a second sister and the names that John did not expect his audience
to associate with this story, but contains an odd detail that supports Lindars’
suggestion that the raising of Lazarus once involved an exorcistic confronta-
tion, the conclusion that LGM 1a represents an independent witness to an oral
tradition is eminently reasonable. Indeed, for the Jesus Seminar and two
dozen other scholars, this conclusion has seemed too obvious to require
demonstration. I belaboured the point because it contradicts the inveterate
belief that the non-canonical gospels were written decades after the four
canonical gospels and in complete dependence upon them. Defenders of this
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view know better than to suggest that John’s fifty-four-verse christological
drama more closely resembles oral tradition than longer Mark’s nine-verse
account. But the implication that LGM 1a offers a more primitive version of
the raising of Lazarus has been countered with arguments that the author of
longer Mark abbreviated John 11. In 1974 F.F. Bruce declared this opinion
to be self-evident: “The raising of the young man of Bethany is too evidently
based—and clumsily based at that—on the Johannine story of the raising of
Lazarus for us to regard it as in any sense an independent Markan counter-
part to the Johannine story (not to speak of our regarding it as a source of the
Johannine story).” Later that year Helmut Merkel and Raymond E. Brown
developed arguments for longer Mark’s complete dependence on the four
canonical gospels, and they were followed by Robert M. Grant, Edward C.
Hobbs, Daryl Schmidt, and Frans Neirynck.36 At present, the theory that
longer Mark is a second-century cento or pastiche dependent on all four
canonical gospels is one of the most frequently voiced opinions on the sub-
ject, having roughly as many proponents as the theory that it derives from oral
tradition (at least thirty-two).

The arguments in support of direct canonical dependence take a variety
of forms. Most often these scholars imagined how, by a process of free asso-
ciation, the author of longer Mark could have been led from one phrase or
feature in one canonical gospel to another phrase or feature in another canon-
ical gospel, accumulating details until nothing unparalleled remained that
could derive from oral tradition. So, for example, Raymond Brown explained
the nocturnal encounter in LGM 1:12 as a “rephrasing in Marcan language”
of some “information from the Johannine Nicodemus scene,” namely, the
concept of teaching (because Nicodemus calls Jesus “teacher”), the concept
of the kingdom of God, and the nighttime setting. The author borrowed the
phrase “and when it was evening” (1:11) from the introduction to Joseph of
Arimathea in Matt 27:57, a connection that occurred to him because both the
young man and Joseph are “rich.” The notion of “remaining with” Jesus is
taken from John 1:39 because there it “is applied to the disciples” and in
Mark 4:11 the mystery is given to “the disciples.”37

Brown’s explanation of the origin of LGM 1b as a revision of Jesus’ noc-
turnal encounter with Nicodemus is reminiscent of the way some scholars have
explained unique Johannine passages as hybrids of similar stories in the syn-
optics. Ironically, Benjamin W. Bacon explained Nicodemus as a hybrid of the
man with many possessions (Mark 10:17–22), the scribe who was “not far
from the kingdom of God” (Mark 12:28–34), and the Pharisee Gamaliel, who
defended Jesus’ apostles in the Sanhedrin (Acts 5:34–42; cf. John 7:50–52).38

Thomas L. Brodie’s attempt to demonstrate that the entire Gospel of John
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is a systematic reworking not only of Mark and Matthew but also of Ephesians,
the Pentateuch, and part of Luke-Acts shows that any gospel story can be con-
strued as a deliberate revision of other stories.39 When this form of explana-
tion is applied to canonical gospels, scholars rightly object that conceivable
scenarios of editorial borrowings are wantonly speculative and methodolog-
ically uncontrollable.

When scholars cite rough, random parallels as evidence of literary depend-
ence, they are engaging in parallelomania, “that extravagance among schol-
ars which first overdoes the supposed similarity in passages and then proceeds
to describe source and derivation as if implying literary connection flowing
in an inevitable or predetermined direction.”40 People who educe vague par-
allels as evidence that the apocryphal gospels are dependent upon the canon-
ical gospels would do well to remember that the same procedure has been used
to argue that the Gospel of Mark is a refashioning of myths derived from the
Odyssey and the Iliad and that the Gospel of John is the product of a Near East-
ern form of Buddhism.41 The listing of trivial, inexact parallels is the sine
qua non of improbable theories of literary dependence.

The folly of offering partial parallels and conceivable redactional scenar-
ios as evidence of literary dependence becomes apparent when we compare
the various attempts to derive the contents of LGM 2 from Matthew, Luke,
and John. Raymond Brown argued that “the sister of the young man whom
Jesus loved, and his mother, and Salome” draws upon the description of the
women at the foot of the cross in John 19:25–26, since one of these women
is described as “his mother,” albeit Jesus’ mother and not the mother of the
young man; this commonplace verbal parallel is not insignificant because
the tension between Jesus and his mother in John resembles the tension
between Jesus and these women in LGM 2. Moreover, the women at the
cross include a sister, albeit Jesus’ mother’s sister and not the sister of the
young man. This parallel, too, is “not so far-fetched,” since the sister in LGM
2:1 is “the sister of the young man whom Jesus loved,” and John’s “disciple
whom Jesus loved” is also at the cross. So maybe the author of longer Mark
thought Mary of Clopas was Jesus’ mother’s sister, and confused her with Mary
Magdalene, whom tradition confused with Mary the sister of Lazarus. The
words “and Salome,” however, come from Mark’s parallel to this scene
(15:40).42 Edward C. Hobbs, on the other hand, tentatively suggested that
the young man’s mother comes from the mother of the young man Jesus
raised in Luke 7:11–17.43 Helmut Merkel deemed “and Jesus did not receive
them” (LGM 2:2) an “allusion” to Luke’s account of the Samaritan villagers’
refusal to receive Jesus (9:53),44 as did Frans Neirynck, who also adduced
Martha’s welcome reception of Jesus (Luke 10:38) and Zacchaeus’s welcome
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reception of Jesus in Jericho (Luke 19:6) as evidence of Lukan influence on
LGM 2. Strangely, none of these Lukan passages involves Jesus not receiving
someone or uses the compound form of the verb “to receive” found in
LGM 2:2. Daryl Schmidt thought that the element of rejection derived from
Luke 8:40, where the same verb does occur, although in a description of a
crowd welcoming Jesus.45 (One might point to 9:11 as an example in which
Jesus is actually the subject of this verb, but, again, Jesus receives a crowd rather
than rejects people.) Neirynck agreed with Brown that “and Salome” comes
from Mark’s story of the women watching the crucifixion, but ascribed the
common phrase “and there were there” to the synoptic parallel in Matt 27:55,
which is slightly closer to LGM 2:1 than is Mark 15:40.46 F.F. Bruce viewed
Jesus’ rejection of the women in LGM 2 as an extension of the previous story
in which James and John ask for positions of honour, noting that in Matthew’s
version of that story, it is their mother who makes the request for them, and
a comparison between Mark 15:40 and Matt 27:56 could have led this author
to suppose that Salome was their mother.47 So here we have a two-sentence
story with no significant verbal parallels to any canonical gospel being derived
from every conceivable superficial resemblance in four gospels.

The fact that a dozen or more sources can be imagined for just these two
sentences is sufficient proof that vague and trivial parallels cannot establish
dependence. There is no way to discriminate between a vague parallel that
did influence an author and a vague parallel that did not. And the procedure
does not make LGM 1 and 2 more comprehensible. What is the logic of sup-
posing that our author wrote about Jesus refusing to meet three particular
women in Jericho because he read a comment in John about three female rel-
atives of Jesus at the cross and a comment in Luke about someone receiv-
ing or rejecting Jesus? This mystical form of explanation will not become
more persuasive should we multiply the indeterminacies in order to explain
LGM 1 this way as well. In order to account for all of LGM 1 and 2 with-
out recourse to oral tradition we would need to imagine an author who
composed relatively simple, Markan-sounding episodes by strange feats of
mental gymnastics. 

Thus, in addition to being speculative and uncontrollable, pastiche expla-
nations are unrealistically complicated. Scholars who study the synoptic prob-
lem recognize that when a variety of theories can explain the relationship
between two or more gospels, the one that involves the most natural edito-
rial procedures is preferable. For example, the Two Gospel (Griesbach)
Hypothesis can explain any Markan passage as a deliberate conflation of its
parallels in Matthew and Luke.48 Yet most scholars reject the Two Gospel
Hypothesis because it involves a redactional procedure that seems very odd
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to them: Mark set out to harmonize and epitomize the Gospels of Matthew
and Luke by eliminating their unique or contradictory materials and either
carefully conflating their shared materials—except for more than two hundred
verses of sayings, which he omitted—or following one of them when their
accounts diverged; Mark also made theologically motivated revisions and
additions that resulted in a coherent narrative. This scenario is possible, but
most scholars prefer the Two (or Four) Source Hypothesis because it envi-
sions a more natural way of reworking written sources: Mark wrote his gospel
first, using mostly oral traditions, and then Matthew and Luke independ-
ently added the contents of a collection of sayings (Q) and other unique tra-
ditions (M, L) to the framework of Mark, making alterations to their sources
in the process. The same considerations apply with respect to longer Mark.
If the theory that canonical Mark carefully conflated Matthew and Luke seems
less plausible than the theory that Matthew and Luke independently expanded
Mark, then the theory that longer Mark conflated four gospels must be dou-
bly improbable. It is possible that an author abbreviated and deliberately con-
tradicted John 11 by replacing John’s details with concepts and phrase
fragments he found scattered throughout four gospels. But it is simpler and
more natural to imagine the authors of John and longer Mark independently
reworking oral traditions.

The success of the Two Source Hypothesis as an explanation for the sim-
ilarities and differences among the synoptic gospels has led many scholars to
suppose that a gospel writer using literary sources would be more likely to
make discrete, purposeful changes motivated by ideological, stylistic, and lit-
erary concerns than to make wanton, random changes guided by free asso-
ciation. “If one cannot accept the hypothesis of a careless or capricious
evangelist who gratuitously changed, added, and subtracted details, then one
is forced to agree…that the evangelist drew the material for his stories from
an independent tradition, similar to but not the same as the traditions rep-
resented in the Synoptic Gospels.”49 That was Raymond Brown’s rationale for
concluding that John did not use the synoptics, and it applies equally well to
the relationship between John and longer Mark. As we have seen, many of
the differences between LGM 1a and John 11, including the most puzzling
ones, can be accounted for using the supposition that a redactor with Markan
interests and a redactor with Johannine interests independently revised an
oral tradition resembling LGM 1a. The remaining differences can be attrib-
uted to the variability of oral tradition. In other words, only the assumption
of longer Mark’s literary dependence on John requires a redactional procedure
that would seem inane and capricious in comparison to how the canonical
evangelists used written sources.
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At this point we can affirm Smith’s conclusion that the author of longer
Mark did not know the Gospel of John and that his accounts of the raising
and initiation of the young man in Bethany ultimately derive from oral tra-
ditions, either directly or via a notebook like the ones mentioned in I.19.
Apparently, both authors knew traditions about Jesus and an anonymous
individual that were localized in Bethany beyond the Jordan. The question in
need of more attention is whether John’s source for these traditions was oral
tradition or longer Mark. 

Certainly the scholars who believe that John freely revised Mark should
be asking themselves why they suppose John used the canonical gospel.
To those scholars I concede that it is not nearly so difficult to imagine
John 11 as a deliberate revision of LGM 1a as it is to imagine LGM 1a as
a deliberate revision of John 11. But there are two important problems
with the idea that John knew longer Mark. The first problem is that this
explanation makes the pervasive differences between LGM 1 and its Johan-
nine parallels harder to explain (especially the different but complemen-
tary exorcistic elements). The second problem is the fact that longer Mark
probably did not circulate outside the Alexandrian church. The premise
that Mark bequeathed this gospel to the church in Alexandria (I.28–II.1)
presupposes that he did not permit anyone to make copies of the longer text
before his death. The complete absence of manuscript evidence for this
gospel likewise implies that this text did not circulate outside Alexandria
except in its post-Johannine, Carpocratian form. Even within Alexandria,
the hearing of this text was restricted to Christians who had proved their
worthiness to learn the unwritten gnostic tradition by advancing through
elementary moral training and a preliminary study of natural revelation
(what Clement called the lesser mysteries). 

So it seems unlikely that any canonical evangelist would have known this
text directly without having spent a few years in Alexandria. There is, how-
ever, a possibility that a canonical evangelist or redactor could have encoun-
tered this gospel indirectly through acquaintance with someone from
Alexandria who had heard the text. The vagaries of secondary orality could
account for some of the differences between John 11 and LGM 1, and
Johannine interests could certainly account for others. It remains to be seen
whether any advantage is gained by recourse to secondary orality when inde-
pendent access to oral tradition can explain the contradictions equally well,
and there are no verbal similarities that require a literary connection. In my
opinion, the simplest explanation is that longer Mark and John are completely
literarily independent. 
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Longer Mark’s Relation to 
Matthew and Luke

The conclusion that longer Mark is independent of John does not tell us any-
thing about its relationship with the other canonical gospels. Proponents of
the pastiche theory have drawn up lists of verbal parallels between LGM 1
and 2 and Matthew and Luke, but most of these parallels are vague, trivial,
or formulaic. The lengthier and more distinctive parallels that might plausi-
bly suggest literary dependence also appear in canonical Mark, sometimes in
a more exact form.50 The two exceptions are LGM 1:6 and 1:9b. The refer-
ence in 1:6 to Jesus approaching the stone and rolling it back is reminiscent
of Matt 28:2, where an angel does the same thing. The verbal parallels, how-
ever, overlap with parallels to Mark 16:3:

And approaching, Jesus rolled away the stone from the door of the tomb.
(LGM 1:6)

For an angel of the Lord descended from heaven, and approaching, rolled away
the stone, and sat upon it. (Matt 28:2)

And they were saying to one another, “Who will roll away the stone for us
from the door of the tomb?” (Mark 16:3)

The underlined words indicate exact agreement in Greek, and the word in ital-
ics denotes the same word in a different tense.51 Mark 16:3 includes eight of
the words in LGM 1:6 in the same order, though the verb roll has a future
tense. Matt 28:2, on the other hand, includes five of the same words found
in LGM 1:6 in the same order, all of which are identical (apart from a final
nu), and two of which (“the stone”) occur in Mark’s lengthier parallel “the
stone…from the door of the tomb.” It is unnecessary to suppose that the
words “the stone” derive from Matt 28:2 since they are part of Mark’s length-
ier parallel. So the question is, do we really need to propose knowledge of
Matthew’s empty tomb narrative in order to explain why the words “and
approaching” and the past tense of roll appear in LGM 1:6? Interestingly,
Helmut Merkel took “and approaching” as evidence that LGM 1:6 was pat-
terned after Luke 7:14, where Jesus approaches a coffin in order to raise a
young man. If this commonplace conjunction of two ordinary words is evi-
dence of longer Mark’s dependence upon two different gospels, why is it not
evidence that one of those gospels is dependent upon the other?52 Is it not
simpler to suppose that “and approaching” might be a natural expression to
use when someone approaches a tomb or a coffin, and that the past tense of
roll in LGM 1:6 agrees with the past tense in Matt 28:2 because LGM 1:6
describes a completed action rather than a future possibility?
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The only Lukan parallel of note is “for he was rich,” which appears
together with the adverb very in Luke 18:23 ( ).
This is Luke’s revision of Mark’s cumbersome clause “for he was having many
possessions” ( ). Luke shortened and improved
Mark’s phrasing by eliminating the periphrastic imperfect. The question we
must answer is why LGM 1:9b agrees with the changes that Luke made to
Mark 10:22. Certainly this could be a coincidence: Matthew and Luke inde-
pendently made the same minor changes to Markan phrasing in hundreds of
places, although not many of these “minor agreements” against Mark are
this noticeable. The absence of the adverb very from LGM 1:9b supports
coincidental revision, but another consideration points to the influence of
Luke 18:23, namely, the fact that LGM 1a has parallels to unique elements
in the Markan, Matthean, and Lukan forms of the story about the man who
asks what he must do to attain eternal life: only Matthew calls that man a
“young man” (19:20, 22), only Mark contains the phrase “looking upon
him loved him” (10:21), and only Luke has the phrase “for he was rich”
(18:23). Even the main proponents of the theory of longer Markan priority
have acknowledged how odd it is that unique elements from the three canon-
ical versions of “the rich young ruler” would find parallels in LGM 1.53

Smith had no definite solution to this problem, but did suggest that
Matthew knew and was influenced by longer Mark whereas Clement confused
the original wording of LGM 1:9b (“for he was having many possessions”)
with Luke’s more natural and memorable “for he was rich.”54 Most com-
mentators reject both of these explanations. The fact that Matthew contains
ninety percent of Mark’s contents implies that if Matthew had had access to
the longer text of Mark, he probably would have included LGM 1 and 2 and
whatever else existed in that gospel. It is possible, of course, that Matthew had
read or heard the longer text but did not have access to a copy of it when he
composed his own gospel. However, the evidence suggests that longer Mark
never circulated outside Alexandria except in its Carpocratian form, which post-
dated Matthew. That Clement might have inadvertently assimilated the orig-
inal wording of LGM 1:9b to Luke’s phrase “for he was rich” is entirely
plausible. Clement’s quotation of Mark 10:17–31 in Quis dives salvetur? has
twelve contaminations from the versions in Matthew and Luke and is miss-
ing fifteen words found in the standard text of Nestle-Kilpatrick.55 Clement’s
quotation also has additional words that are not derived from the synoptic par-
allels. Indeed, Clement incorrectly reproduced the sentence in question, “for
he was having many possessions.” In Qds 4.7 that sentence reads, “for he
was having much wealth, and fields” (

). So it is reasonable to wonder whether Clement’s quotations in the
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Letter to Theodore might contain some inadvertent reminiscences of phrases
from the other canonical gospels, and LGM 1:9b would be an obvious can-
didate for corruption. 

Be that as it may, there are two important problems with the position
that 1:9b originally read “for he was having many possessions.” The first is
that it is methodologically dubious to change the evidence in order to bring
it in line with one’s assumptions. The second is that if we revise LGM 1:9
to conform with the standard text of Mark 10:22, the verse becomes even
more nonsensical: “And going out from the tomb they went into the house
of the young man; for he was having many possessions.” Clearly the Markan
and Lukan phrases are not interchangeable in this context, since being rich
and having many possessions are not exactly synonymous concepts: a per-
son who is rich does not necessarily have more possessions than a person who
is not rich. If the standard text is correct at Mark 10:22, then Mark did not
actually state that the man who enquired about eternal life was rich; Mark
said this man had many possessions (not great possessions, as the RSV
translates ), and emphasized the condition of owning things by using
the periphrastic imperfect. We naturally infer that this man was rich because
Jesus responded to this encounter with the teaching “How hard it will be for
those who have riches to enter the kingdom of God!” (10:23). But the
dilemma underscored by the phrase “for he was having many possessions”
is whether this man could part with so many things that were valuable to him.
At LGM 1:9, however, a comment that the young man possessed many
things would be less apropos than the observation that he was rich, although
neither remark makes much sense as an explanation for why Jesus and the
young man went into his house (rich people were not the only ones who
owned houses).

I doubt, therefore, that 1:9b ever read “for he was having many posses-
sions.” Of course, it is still possible that Clement assimilated a differently
worded explanatory clause to the wording in Luke 18:23; it is even possible
that Qds 4.7 represents an assimilation of Mark 10:22 to LGM 1:9b and that
the latter read something like “for he was having much wealth.” Since this sen-
tence occurs in the D text at Mark 10:22, we should take that possibility
seriously: LGM 1 has a close affinity to this text, and in this instance D may
preserve the original reading of 1:9b.56 But it is equally conceivable that the
author of longer Mark borrowed “for he was having many possessions” from
Mark 10:22, in order to suggest that the young man faces a similar dilemma,
but shifted the emphasis to the issue Jesus commented upon in 10:23–31 so
that the phrase would fit the new context. The word rich may come from Mark
10:25 ( ).
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It would appear, then, that if the author of the longer text read “for he was
having many possessions” at Mark 10:22 and wanted to allude to this sentence,
he had an obvious reason to shift the emphasis of the phrase from the num-
ber of possessions to the amount of wealth, and may therefore have made the
same revision that Luke made, apart from the adjective very. The fact that
LGM 1 and 2 describe the brother as a “young man” would not of itself sug-
gest an allusion to Matthew’s rich young man, since the longer text’s descrip-
tions of the man raised in Bethany clearly allude to the two figures described
as young men in Mark 14:51 and 16:5. Indeed, the three young men in longer
Mark appear to be one and the same person: The young man who wished “to
be with Jesus,” meaning be a disciple (LGM 1:8; cf. Mark 3:14; 5:18), reap-
pears in Gethsemane in order to “follow with” Jesus (14:51), which is what
disciples of Jesus do (8:34); the young man who was raised by Jesus in his own
tomb announces the raising of Jesus of Nazareth in Jesus’ tomb (16:5–7).
But the fact remains that LGM 1 as Clement quoted it contains parallels to
unique elements in all three synoptic versions of Jesus’ encounter with the
man with many possessions. Though far from decisive, this coincidence is the
most plausible evidence that the author of longer Mark was familiar with
the other synoptic gospels. Since these contacts might be coincidental, it is best
to reserve judgment on this matter until the concluding chapter of this study.

Longer Mark’s Relation to 
Non-Canonical Gospels

Proponents of the pastiche theory have also adduced similarities between
LGM 1 and 2 and second-century gospels as part of their argument that
longer Mark is late and dependent. They offer Papyrus Egerton 2, the mul-
tiple endings of Mark, and Tatian’s Diatessaron (a harmony of the gospels)
as the closest analogies to longer Mark’s supposed recombining of canonical
gospel materials. These scholars do not usually speculate about why an author
might create a new gospel by rearranging pieces of existing gospels, although
a few have ventured the opinion that the author of longer Mark was explor-
ing thematic and verbal connections within those writings as a means of
divining new information. Some scholars suppose, for instance, that LGM 1
and 2 emerged as someone’s attempt to learn who the beloved disciple was
by relating him to Lazarus and the man with many possessions, two other
characters Jesus is said to have loved.57 Others suggest that longer Mark is an
attempt to harmonize the synoptic gospels with John.

None of these analogies makes good sense of the evidence. An author
interested in divining hidden information is not likely to produce a new story
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that contradicts the information found in his sources. As soon as we imag-
ine, for example, that the minor characters in LGM 1 and 2 are supposed to
be Mary, Martha, and Lazarus, new dilemmas arise: Why did the author set
the raising miracle in the Bethany where the siblings did not live? Why did
he include only one sister? Why did he suppress the names Lazarus, Mary, and
Martha? Why did he imply that the siblings were initially strangers to Jesus
when John depicted them as Jesus’ intimate friends? And why did he have Jesus
snub the sister after leaving Bethany when John depicted Jesus reuniting
with these siblings for a meal? Certainly it is problematic to suppose that the
author associated the young man and his sister with Lazarus and Mary.
Accordingly, it is also problematic to suppose that he identified Lazarus as the
beloved disciple.

A new set of problems materializes if we suppose that this author equated
the young man with the man who had many possessions in Mark 10:17–22.
The initial reference to the young man as the brother of “a certain woman”
discourages this identification, for it implies that neither he nor the sister
had appeared before. Moreover, such an identification would require a reader
to make the unlikely assumption that a person Jesus met while travelling
through Peraea to Jerusalem (10:17, 32) managed to return to his home in
the southern Jordan basin, die unexpectedly, and be buried before Jesus and
his disciples arrived in his village. Also unlikely is the idea that the author iden-
tified the sister as Mary Magdalene (via a confusion of Mary Magdalene with
Mary the sister of Lazarus). In longer Mark, Mary Magdalene is one of the
women who followed and served Jesus while he was in Galilee and who came
up with him to Jerusalem (Mark 15:40–41). The anonymous sister, on the
other hand, appears as a mourner whom Jesus meets by chance in Peraea; she
is not someone Jesus previously knew. Moreover, Mary Magdalene does not
appear to recognize the young man in the tomb, which would be odd if he
were her brother.

Inconsistencies like these might not faze those scholars who dismiss the
apocryphal gospels as terminally confused. But the text itself does little to
encourage the associations between gospel personages that scholars have
made while working with the premise that this author wrote in dialogue
with the canonical gospels. The only assimilation of characters encouraged by
LGM 1 and 2 is that of the young man in Gethsemane and the young man
at Jesus’ tomb; these figures are not necessarily the same person in canonical
Mark, but in longer Mark, the three young men are the same individual.
That observation, however, tells us nothing about when the text was written.

Longer Mark makes even less sense when it is imagined to be to a har-
mony of the gospels. A gospel harmony is a new composition that attempts
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to harmonize or reconcile different accounts of the same incidents so that
they do not appear to be in conflict. It is not an expansion of an existing
gospel that supposedly brings together diverse phrases from unrelated gospel
passages in order to create new pericopae (like LGM 2, which has no canon-
ical parallel) or different and largely contradictory accounts of otherwise unique
incidents (like the raising of Lazarus) that were not in need of harmonizing
in the first place. Longer Mark is so inharmonious with John that a har-
monist would have a difficult time combining John 11 and LGM 1 into a sin-
gle account. Were the author of longer Mark attempting to harmonize the
canonical gospels, he would have treated John’s details with more reverence
and thus avoided unnecessary and pointless contradictions. The same would
be true if he were attempting to equate gospel personages. An author who
flagrantly contradicts the canonical gospels could not have held the pious
reverence for those texts that is supposed to explain his complete reliance
upon them.

Comparison with Papyrus Egerton 2 is also problematic. That text
contains synoptic and Johannine features, but unlike longer Mark, it does
not accord with the style of just one of these gospels. The contacts between
Egerton 2 and John include distinctively Johannine themes and language.
By contrast, longer Mark is thoroughly Markan: it shares the basic subject
matter of a story that is otherwise exclusive to John, but only the phrase
“whom Jesus loved him” has a Johannine ring (the phrase “for he was
rich” has an exact parallel in Luke, but the words “for he was” are typically
Markan in form and function). The two versions of the raising of a dead
man in Bethany are more profitably compared to the Markan and Johan-
nine versions of the feeding of the five thousand and walking on the sea
(Mark 6:30–52; John 6), for we are dealing with two markedly different
versions of the same tradition, one Johannine in style and emphases, the
other Markan.

The three second-century additions that appear in some manuscripts of
Mark after 16:8, which scholars call the Long Ending, the Short Ending,
and the Freer Ending, have infrequently been offered as analogies to the
longer gospel. This comparison is fairly appropriate, since here we have actual
expansions of Mark. But the analogy is not particularly close. Only the Long
Ending sounds a fair bit like Mark; the other two make no attempt to use
Markan style. And these endings are not so much attempts to supplement
Mark’s story as to bring its seemingly deficient conclusion into conformity with
the resurrection appearances related in the other canonical gospels. The exis-
tence of the Long Ending at least shows that expansions of Mark in more or
less Markan-sounding style occurred in the second century.
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As Smith recognized, the nearest analogies to the longer text are found
in canonical gospel redaction. Longer Mark is an expansion of Mark with addi-
tional synoptic-sounding materials, much like Matthew and Luke are expan-
sions of Mark using Q and other synoptic materials. The obvious difference
between longer Mark and these two canonical gospels is that Matthew and
Luke had no interest in preserving Mark’s style, theology, and literary tech-
niques. They did not attempt to preserve the integrity of Mark as a literary
composition but used it as a source for their own compositions. They may
actually have been trying to replace Mark. Consequently, a closer analogy to
longer Mark is the expansion of the Gospel of John through the incorpora-
tion of additional incidents and chapters. We know that the incident of the
woman caught in adultery was not originally part of this gospel, since it does
not appear in the best manuscripts of John and is stylistically more Lukan than
Johannine.58 However, that story was simply inserted into John because it was
worth keeping. Better analogies for longer Mark are the addition of chapters
15–17 to the Gospel of John after the original conclusion of the last supper
scene (14:31) and the addition of chapter 21 after the original conclusion of
John’s gospel (20:31). These are hypothetical expansions; we do not possess
any manuscripts of John that do not include these chapters. But if we accept
the common conclusion that these passages were added to John’s gospel after
it was essentially finished, then they provide a good analogy to LGM 1 and
2, for here we have passages with the same style and a similar theological out-
look being added in order to supplement the original work rather than trans-
form it into a new work.

The closest gospel analogies to LGM 1 and 2 take us back into the first
century, which is not where proponents of the pastiche theory intended to lead
us. Most are very reluctant to date longer Mark within fifty years of the first
century. Their compulsion to place apocryphal gospels as far away as possi-
ble from the golden age of the church has led some to dismiss Clement’s
information that a version of the longer gospel was used by Carpocrates,
who flourished during the reign of Hadrian, 117–138. Werner Georg Küm-
mel, for instance, declared this gospel “a falsification dating from the end of
the 2nd century at the earliest,” which is a few decades after Clement’s arrival
in Alexandria, if not a few years after he wrote this letter.59 The apologetic util-
ity of the pastiche theory is transparent, for the view that this text was derived
haphazardly from all four canonical gospels automatically makes it late, weird,
and irrelevant. But this theory makes nonsense of the fact that longer Mark
was reserved for Christians undergoing the highest level of theological instruc-
tion in a celebrated catechetical school. 
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Longer Mark’s Relation to Canonical Mark
Although the scholars who sought the origins of longer Mark in all four
canonical gospels succumbed to parallelomania, they were not imagining the
fact that LGM 1 contains numerous phrases that occur in canonical Mark. This
fact should not entirely surprise us: the repetition of exact phrases is a char-
acteristic of Mark, one that has been meticulously documented by David
Peabody in his book Mark as Composer.60 Nevertheless, as Smith himself
observed, the proportion of this recurrent phraseology is higher in LGM 1
(but not LGM 2) than that which typically occurs within passages of com-
parable length in the canonical gospel. Smith also noted that the repeated
phrases are in some instances fairly lengthy and include “main narrative ele-
ments” in addition to the formulaic elements typical of Mark’s storytelling.
Related to this difference is the fact that LGM 1 and 2 contain fewer unpar-
alleled details that individualize the episodes in Mark’s gospel.61 In the canon-
ical text, the stock phrases and motifs that occur in Markan pericopae are
balanced by distinctive elements that give each episode its individuality. LGM
1 and 2 are less distinctive in this respect.

Too Markan to Be Mark?
Since Mark liked to repeat phrases and sometimes did so as a means of sug-
gesting that two stories are thematically related (see chapter 8), the question
that needs to be answered is whether LGM 1 and 2 contain too many of
Mark’s phrases to have been written by Mark himself. In 1979, Ernest Best
answered this question affirmatively through a statistical comparison.62 He
assigned values to the verbal parallels in LGM 1 and repeated the process for
three passages from the canonical gospel that resembled LGM 1. Repetitions
of two or more significant words (i.e., words that are not articles, common par-
ticles, etc.) were given a value of 3 if all the words were identical, 2 if there was
a single variation, and 1 if there was more than one variation, or if the paral-
lel was either very common in Mark or “vague.” Phrases longer than three
words were sometimes split up into shorter sense units so that values higher
than 3 could be assigned. The values were then totalled and divided by the num-
ber of words in the passages, to generate a number that did not represent the
percentage of repeated words, per se, but could be used as a point of compar-
ison. A figure representing the percentage of repeated words was produced by
totalling the number of words for which a value of 2 or 3 had been assigned,
and dividing that number by the total number of words. The figure for LGM 1
was 58.0 percent, whereas that for Mark 1:40–45 was 23.7 percent, that for
7:24–30 was 13.1 percent, and that for 10:17–22 was 27.7 percent.
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Best had the right idea when he developed this means of making a gen-
eral comparison, but in three respects his methodology needs refining. First,
Best’s method of quantifying repetition involves an uncomfortable degree
of subjectivity in the determination of vague parallels and significant words,
and in the dividing up of large phrases. The problem with including vague
parallels under the rubric of recurrent language is that scholars make differ-
ent decisions about whether two phrases are similar; this is evident from the
fact that Best and Smith frequently disagreed in their decisions about inex-
act parallels, for instance when the parallelism involved different words that
were conceptually similar (e.g., man and woman) or when the parallelism was
broken up in one passage by intervening words. Since the issue is recurrent
phrasing, the inclusion of vague parallels merely makes the assessment com-
plicated and subjective. Explicit criteria are also needed for determining which
verbal repetitions are significant and which morphological variants of a word
should count as parallels. Finally, a more objective means of assigning values
to lengthy parallels is essential. It is not clear, for instance, how Best assigned
a value to the phrase “the mystery of the kingdom of God.” Using his crite-
ria, one could argue either for a value of 0, since “the mystery” contains only
one significant word and “the kingdom of God” is a common expression, or
for a value of 6, since the expression “the mystery of the kingdom of God”
as a whole is uncommon yet it occurs in Mark 4:11, albeit with the verb has
been given appearing in the middle. Best’s value of 3 seems like a compromise.

The second problem with Best’s methodology is that he did not take all
of the extant longer-text passages into consideration. For whatever reason, Best
excluded the two sentences of LGM 2, which happen to contain very little
repeated phrasing. The third problem is probably the most obvious: Best’s
selection of three Markan pericopae for comparison is too small to be mean-
ingful. A comparison of the thirteen verses of LGM 1 with seventeen verses,
or 2.6 percent, of the canonical gospel cannot be statistically significant.
From the percentages Best produced, one could argue not only that LGM 1
has too much repetition but also that Mark 7:24–30 has too little. What his
small sample does suggest is the possibility that the percentage of repetition
varies significantly among pericopae. In order for comparison with canoni-
cal Mark to be meaningful, one must tally the values for all of Mark’s peri-
copae, or at least include the pericopae that involve the most recurrent
phrasing. If there is even one extended passage in canonical Mark where the
same proportion of repetition occurs, then one cannot claim that the high
amount of verbal repetition in longer Mark points to a different author.

I attempted to remedy these deficiencies by devising a more objective
method of quantifying parallels. I count all repeated conjoinments of two or
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more words as parallels and assign a value of 1 to each word in the verbal
parallel, with the exception of words that vary in form (e.g., gender, tense,
number, case, prefix), prepositions, pronouns, definite articles, particles,
and conjunctions, which I valued as ½ (or only ¼ for parallel pronouns
that differ in form, e.g., and ), and parallels which consist only
of a definite article and a noun (e.g., the Pharisees, the Jesus, the house) or
of some two-word combination of a preposition, pronoun, definite article,
particle, and conjunction; I do not count the latter as parallels because they
occur so frequently by chance. This seems to me to be a better way of dis-
tinguishing between significant parallels and insignificant ones. In contrast
to the way Best and Smith delineated parallels, I do not consider similar
words to be verbal parallels. So, for example, I consider the verbal parallelism
between the phrases “and there was there a certain woman” (LGM 1:1) and
“and there was there a man” (Mark 3:1) to be limited to “and there was
there,” since “a certain woman” and “a man” are conceptual rather than ver-
bal parallels (both are humans), and the adjective certain breaks up the par-
allelism. I do, however, count verbs that differ in the prefix as partial parallels
comparable to verbs that differ in tense, number, or person, and assign a value
of ½ to these parallels. If a full stop intervenes two consecutive words in one
passage but not in another passage where the same two words appear
together, I do not count the first word after the full stop as part of the par-
allel. Finally, I do not count phrasing that recurs only within the same peri-
cope, since the point of comparison is the longer text’s use of phrases that
occur in other Markan pericopae.

In order to calculate the percentage of verbal parallelism within a passage,
I assign the same values to the words that are not involved in verbal parallels.
So rather than divide the combined values of the paralleled words by the
total number of words, I assign a value of 1 to nouns, verbs, adjectives, and
adverbs and a value of ½ to particles, prepositions, pronouns, and conjunc-
tions, then divide the combined values of the paralleled words by the com-
bined values of all the words.

Index 2 of David Peabody’s book Mark as Composer lists each verse in the
Gospel of Mark together with the numbers and letters of the tables Peabody
constructed in order to display particular instances of recurrent language.
Because this index provides a rough, visual representation of the places in Mark
where the most recurrent phraseology occurs, it was possible for me to select
passages in Mark that have a relatively high percentage of repetition. A scan
of this index suggests that the passages Best chose for comparison (Mark
1:40–45, 7:24–30, 10:17–22) were not among those with an especially high
percentage of verbal repetition. The passages I chose for comparison are not
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individual paragraphs but consecutive sections of canonical Mark that are
the same length as the combined word count of LGM 1 and 2 (181 words). 

Interestingly, the figure I arrived at for LGM 1 was 60.9 percent, which
is quite close to Best’s figure of 58 percent. Despite the redactional appear-
ance of LGM 1b, the amount of verbal repetition is lower there (56.4%)
than in LGM 1a (62.7%). LGM 2, on the other hand, has a much lower per-
centage (30.3%). The percentage of verbal repetition over the whole of LGM
1 and 2 is 57 percent.

By comparison, the percentage of verbal repetition in Mark 1:16–28a
(181 words) is 49 percent, which is 8 percent lower than the percentage of
repetition in LGM 1 and 2. I doubt that a higher percentage could be found
for another section of the same length in Mark, but I leave that noble quest
for someone more adept at bean counting.

There are shorter sections with higher percentages of verbal repetition in
canonical Mark. The most obvious is 4:1–2 (40 words), which contains 76.5
percent verbal repetition. The translation below is intended to show the ver-
bal repetitions as they occur in Greek.

Mark 4:1–2

And again he began to teach beside the sea.
_________ freq._______________ 6:2; 6:34; 8:31 ____________ 1:16; 2:13; 5:21

And [there] gathered together to him a very large crowd
__________............................._____ 7:1__................_____ 5:21; 5:24; 9:14

so that he got into a boat and sat [in it] on the sea.
________ 1:16; 5:13

And the whole crowd was beside the sea upon the earth.
__________________ 2:13 ____________ 3:7 _____________ freq. 

And he was teaching them in parables many things, 
______________________ 2:13 

______________ 3:23
.........._________ 12:1

_________ 4:11 

and he said to them in his teaching, 
________________ freq. ____________ 12:38

The solid underlining represents exact verbal parallels; dotted underlining rep-
resents partial verbal parallels, which is to say, the same word but with a minor
change, such as a different number, case, tense, or gender. This passage clearly
illustrates that Mark at times composed almost entirely in formulaic phrases.
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Best also attempted to show that LGM 1 has too many Markan stylistic
features to come from Mark’s hand. Essentially, Best noted that ten stylistic
traits that E.J. Pryke attributed to the author of Mark (as opposed to tradi-
tion) appear in LGM 1, then claimed that these Markan traits are too numer-
ous and too evenly distributed, since in canonical Mark these characteristics
“tend to cluster in the seams” (the editorial connections Mark composed in
order to link originally independent traditions).63

Again, this part of Best’s paper suffers from methodological problems.
To begin with, he did not show that canonical Markan passages do not con-
tain comparable quantities of stylistic traits or that these traits really do clus-
ter in the seams. Those notions may be truisms of 1970s Markan redaction
criticism, but they are not entirely true. Earlier in this study, Best himself
mentioned his reservations about the notion that Markan stylistic traits would
be limited to discrete redactional additions and changes, pointing out that
Mark would have retold the traditions he heard about Jesus in his own dis-
tinctive manner, especially if he translated them from Aramaic. Certainly that
is what Kelber’s study of orality indicates. The idea that Mark’s own vocab-
ulary and style is found principally in the seams and in discrete insertions is
a vestige of a time when biblical scholars believed that oral traditions were ver-
bally fixed “texts” generated and controlled by a community (folk literature).64

We now realize that there is no sense imagining a fixed oral text, since sto-
ries always bear the imprint of the storyteller. Traditions about Jesus were not
likely transmitted by rote memorization, so the wording and the auxiliary ele-
ments generally varied. Unfortunately, Pryke’s methodology presupposed the
old notion that Mark revised verbally fixed texts. By correlating earlier stud-
ies by Markan scholars who made the same erroneous assumption, Pryke
distinguished between redactional and traditional sentences, then examined
the redactional sentences for their stylistic traits. He therefore ended up with
results that confirmed his premise that Mark’s stylistic traits appear more
often in the seams. The circularity of Pryke’s methodology was demonstrated
by Peabody in the course of explaining his own method for determining
Markan redactional characteristics without making any presuppositions about
the nature of Mark’s sources and the way he shaped them.65 What is interest-
ing about Peabody’s results is that the Markan stylistic traits he identified
occur to a lesser or greater extent in most verses of the gospel. Higher quan-
tities frequently occur in the seams (since Mark had favourite ways of intro-
ducing pericopae), but also throughout particular pericopae and even for
extended sections of narrative. Peabody’s conclusions accord with the impres-
sion held by many scholars of Mark that this gospel as a whole has a distinc-
tive style.
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Scholars, like Best, who claim that LGM 1 has an overly high proportion
of Markan stylistic traits have not attempted to confirm this impression by
quantifying the occurrences of these Markan stylistic traits in the canonical
gospel. Index 2 in Peabody’s book Mark as Composer reveals that Mark’s
verses frequently contain upwards of 5 distinct verbal constructions that are
repeated somewhere in the gospel. Mark 4:1–2 contains 24 of these repeated
verbal constructions. Of course, not all of the 252 types of recurrent lan-
guage identified by Peabody necessarily reflect Mark’s redaction; some of
these forms of verbal repetition could reflect the writing styles of other authors
whose sources Mark used (Peabody left open the possibility that Mark used
Matthew and Luke and therefore derived most of his materials from written
sources). In Peabody’s judgment, only 39 of these stylistic traits can be
ascribed to Mark with a high degree of certainty. Of these 39 traits, 17 occur
in Mark 4:1–2, and only 4 occur in LGM 1 and 2 (5, if one is adjusted
slightly). It is important to note that Peabody’s list of 39 traits is not intended
to be exhaustive—only certain. But however one determines what is distinc-
tively Markan, the familiar judgment that “in Mark itself the Markan peculi-
arities of style are nowhere so piled up as in the ‘secret Gospel’!” is quite
mistaken.66 The award for the highest pile goes to the much shorter segment
Mark 4:1–2, which contains more Markan stylistic traits than does the whole
of LGM 1 and 2. 

Ironically, the fact that these two verses from the opening of chapter 4
“are full of Markanisms” is the reason for the “almost unanimous” agree-
ment among redaction critics that these verses were composed by Mark. The
unusually high proportion suggests to redaction critics “that any vestige of an
introduction in a possible pre-Markan source has been completely overlaid by
Mark’s rewriting.”67 So the criterion scholars use to isolate Mark’s handi-
work in the canonical gospel—high concentration of Markan traits—is the
same criterion used to isolate an imitator’s handiwork in the non-canonical
gospel. Even more ironic, the scholars who believe that LGM 1 and 2 are too
Markan tend also to believe that the words and phrases come from all four
canonical gospels. Did the author of longer Mark find too many distinctly
Markan phrases in Matthew, Luke, and John?

Even though the Markan stylistic characteristics of LGM 1 are not piled
up as high as some scholars believe, the fact remains that an unusually high
amount of Markan phases appear in LGM 1 for its length. Should we inter-
pret this fact as evidence that Mark himself reworked this pericope to nearly
the same extent that he reworked the tradition underlying 4:1–2 and similar
passages? Or should we interpret this fact as evidence that someone other than
Mark imitated Mark’s style too carefully? At this point it is too early to draw
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a conclusion, because we have yet to examine the compositional techniques
and theology displayed by LGM 1 and 2. When we do, we will see that the
evidence pertaining to those matters points to Mark as the author. It also
suggests a possible reason for the preponderance of lengthy repetitions within
LGM 1: Mark used these verbal echoes to relate LGM 1 to a number of the-
matically related passages in the canonical text, such as the transfiguration, the
flight of the young man in Gethsemane, the discovery of the open tomb,
and the miracles involving resurrection and exorcism motifs. In other words,
in his attempt to create a “more spiritual gospel,” Mark added some perico-
pae that function as hermeneutical keys to other passages, unlocking the
“spiritual” dimension of meaning within the canonical text. That, at least, is
how I interpret the matter.

The Theory of Longer Markan Priority
Smith was aware that the relationship between the longer and shorter Gospels
of Mark could be explained in terms of expansion or abbreviation. He noted
that most of the evidence indicates that longer Mark was an expansion of
the canonical gospel, but some of the evidence points to abbreviation, par-
ticularly the fact that LGM 2 appears (partially) to fill a lacuna in Mark
10:46.68 Smith resolved this contradiction by postulating that the authors of
canonical Mark and John shared a proto-gospel from which the author of
canonical Mark drew stories that were also available to the author of the
longer text. Mark initially abbreviated this proto-gospel by omitting some of
its stories, such as LGM 1 and 2. The author of the longer text, on the other
hand, inserted LGM 1 and LGM 2 where they belonged in the Markan
sequence, which he was able to determine from the outline of the proto-
gospel. At this point, however, LGM 2 was a more substantial tradition that
involved a dialogue between Jesus and Salome. A later Alexandrian author sub-
sequently eliminated that dialogue, retaining only the reference to the three
women being in Jericho. He covered his tracks by adding the gloss “and
Jesus did not receive them,” hence rendering the report devoid of signifi-
cance. So in Smith’s view, longer Mark was a later expansion of the canoni-
cal gospel, although at least one of its special traditions had subsequently
been abbreviated.

Helmut Koester’s Theory
The position that canonical Mark was a direct descendent of the longer

gospel was first argued by Helmut Koester in 1980. Koester’s theory about
“secret” Mark was one facet of his wider interest in demonstrating that “the
text of the Synoptic Gospels was very unstable during the first and second cen-
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turies.”69 This argument, as it applies to Mark, is predicated on the opinion
that “the oldest accessible text of the Gospel of Mark is preserved in most
instances in which Matthew and Luke agree in their reproduction of their
source—even if the extant Markan manuscript tradition presents a different
text.”70 Koester offered a subset of the minor agreements of Matthew and Luke
against Mark as proof that the earliest copies of Mark differed from the tex-
tual archetypes of this gospel that developed in the latter half of the second
century.71 Koester did not attempt to deal with every minor agreement, nor
did he try to explain them all the same way. The presumed interpolations
now found at Mark 2:27, 4:26–29, and 12:32–34, for example, are not
assigned to any particular redactor. Other textual anomalies, such as the mul-
tiple endings of Mark and the absence of Mark 6:45–8:26 from Luke, are
treated as more purposeful and significant redactions. The Markan peculiar-
ities that are relevant to our discussion are those Koester attributed to a stage
in the composition of Mark that produced the “secret” gospel.

Like Smith’s theory, Koester’s involves both expansion and abbreviation
and the postulate of a lost proto-gospel. But the resemblance ends there. The
first stage in Koester’s theory is the production of a lost version of Mark that
was used by Matthew and Luke in different recensions. This “proto-Mark” was
expanded into the “secret” Gospel of Mark early in the second century by an
author who imitated Mark’s style but had a different theological agenda. The
canonical text is a mid-second-century abridged version of the “secret” gospel
that was intended to make Mark “suitable for public reading.”72 This canon-
ical redaction involved the removal of the two passages Clement cited in his
Letter to Theodore.73 Koester’s reasons for viewing longer Mark as an interme-
diary stage are as follows:

The story of the raising of a youth from the dead and his subsequent initia-
tion…is closely related to a number of other Markan features which were
not present in the copies of Proto-Mark used by Matthew and Luke: a spe-
cial understanding of Jesus’ teaching in terms of resurrection and initiation,
the concept of “mystery” as the sum total of Jesus’ message to the disciples
and probably a similar interpretation of the term [gospel], and
the elevation of Jesus to a supernatural being endowed with magical powers
and with a “new teaching.” 

…A large number of features which distinguish Canonical Mark from Proto-
Mark are so closely related to the special material of Secret Mark quoted by
Clement of Alexandria that the conclusion is unavoidable: Canonical Mark
is derived from Secret Mark.74

The Markan words and themes which characterize “secret” Mark yet are often
unparalleled by Matthew and Luke are grouped under four main headings:
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gospel, teaching, mystery, and baptism. To these Koester added a variety of
other elements, such as the verbs “to be amazed” and “to arise” (as in resur-
rection), the phrase “looking upon him loved him” in Mark 10:21, and the
flight of the linen-clad young man in 14:51–52. 

Koester did not systematically explain the connections between these
themes and the longer gospel, but if I correctly understand him, his reason-
ing is as follows. Most instances of the word gospel in Mark are unparalleled
in Matthew (Luke omits the noun altogether), so this word did not appear
in proto-Mark. This term’s affinity with longer Mark is suggested by the
phrase “the mystery of the kingdom of God” in LGM 1:12, which refers not
only to baptism (as a mystery initiation) but also to the general content of
Jesus’ preaching, that is, the gospel.75 The identical phrase in Mark 4:11
must derive from the same redaction that produced the longer text because
Matthew and Luke have a significantly different phrase: “To you it has been
given to know the mysteries of the kingdom of God/heaven” (Matt 13:11;
Luke 8:10). Together with the verb “to know,” those evangelists preserve
the more primitive plural form of the noun mysteries, a word denoting say-
ings requiring explanations, as in the Gospel of Thomas 63. The singular in
LGM 1:12 and Mark 4:11 reflects a later usage represented in Ephesians,
where the word mystery is also associated with baptism and the gospel. The
baptism motif in Mark 10:38–39 is likely tied in with the “secret” gospel, too,
since it is absent in Matthew’s parallel (Luke omits the whole pericope) but
coincides with the baptismal imagery of the young man’s linen sheet. The
redactor who added the words “baptized with the baptism with which I am
baptized” in Mark 10:38b, 39b transformed a martyrological statement about
readiness to share Jesus’ cup (of suffering or death) into a sacramental state-
ment about accepting baptism and Eucharist, contrary to Mark’s focus on fol-
lowing Jesus in his suffering. This new emphasis upon the sacraments is in
keeping with the “secret” gospel’s interest in presenting “Jesus as a magician
and an initiator into mysteries [sic, pl.],” a man of power who raises persons
from the dead.76 That redaction is therefore also responsible for the unpar-
alleled raising motif in Mark 9:25–27, which, like LGM 1, is closely associ-
ated with a passion prediction, and for the unparalleled appearance of the verb
to arise ( ) in Mark’s first and second passion predictions (cf. 9:27:
“and he arose”). The language of awe ( ) in, for example, 9:15;
10:24; and 10:32 likewise derives from this redaction, for wondrous amaze-
ment is the typical response to magical power. The same applies to the unpar-
alleled references to teaching in canonical Mark, for many of these teachings
have to do with the resurrection and with cultic instruction, which is the
sort of instruction that occurs in LGM 1:12.77 Finally, “secret” Mark contains
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parallels to some sentences in Mark that are absent in Matthew and Luke,
namely, the description of the young man who fled naked (14:51–52) and the
phrase “looking upon him loved him” (10:21).78

Koester’s claim that these verses or themes were not present in the
copies of Mark known to Matthew and Luke has been disputed by David
Peabody, Frans Neirynck, and Robert Gundry, and to a lesser extent by
Robert Lee Williams, Philip Sellew, and Joel Marcus.79 Although these
authors countered nearly all of Koester’s arguments, their critiques did lit-
tle to diminish the popularity of his theory among North American liberals,
perhaps because the discussion has centred around nebulous probabilities.
Koester argued that Matthew and Luke did not read certain things in their
copies of Mark because they did not reproduce them, and his critics have nor-
mally responded that these minor agreements of omission are not unex-
pected in light of our knowledge of Matthean and Lukan editorial tendencies,
so those evangelists probably did read these things. Both positions are some-
what illogical and by their nature impossible to prove. Different solutions
to the synoptic problem have been pitted against each other, with predictably
uncompelling results. Peabody faulted Koester for not treating his selection
of minor agreements as part of a much larger problem that is not well
explained by the Two Source Hypothesis and thus for making a tendentious
selection of relevant examples. Neirynck and Gundry faulted Koester for
not adequately exploring the possibility that Matthew and Luke would at
times agree in how they revised Mark, although Gundry also appealed to the
hypothesis that Luke knew and was influenced by Matthew. Because Koester’s
premise of a proto-gospel was countered with equally hypothetical explana-
tions of why Matthew and Luke revised the standard text of Mark, Koester’s
theory was not adequately challenged.

Koester’s theory is better evaluated by considering whether the various
unparalleled Markan elements are actually “so closely related to the special
material of Secret Mark” that they must derive from the redaction that pro-
duced the longer gospel. In most cases, this is clearly not so. The raising of
the young man does not produce general amazement, but, rather, love and
admiration from the young man, so there is no reason to propose that the
unparalleled occurrences of to be amazed ( ) in Mark derive
from this redaction (i.e., Mark 9:15; 10:24, 32; 14:33; 16:5) and no basis
for Koester’s claim that the author of longer Mark envisioned Jesus as a
source of supernatural wonderment. LGM 1a is too similar to the healing mir-
acles in Mark for it to serve as evidence of a more magical kind of christol-
ogy. Similarly, Clement’s citations show no affinity for the verb to rise up
( ), which is used only of Jesus’ getting up to return to the other side
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of the Jordan (1:13). The expected form of the verb to raise up ( )
occurs in the description of Jesus raising the young man. Accordingly, it
makes no sense to connect longer Mark with the unexpected form of the
verb that appears in the passion predictions of 8:31 and 9:31 and in the exor-
cism story in 9:27.

The main elements of Koester’s argument require more attention, because
his arguments connecting them with LGM 1 are more complex. His claim that
between four and six of the seven occurrences of the word gospel (

) were added by the redactor of the longer text is one of the more sur-
prising elements of his theory, for the word gospel does not appear in LGM
1 and 2. Koester himself was ambivalent about whether to ascribe this term
to this redactor, so it is significant that his discussion of gospel disappears
from his argument for longer Markan priority in his follow-up essay, “The Text
of the Synoptic Gospels in the Second Century,” and is placed elsewhere, in
his discussion of the genre of the gospels, in his book Ancient Christian
Gospels.80 Moreover, Koester now seems less sure that the word gospel did not
appear in a pre-Matthean form of the Gospel of Mark at 13:10 and 14:9. In
a 1988 article “From the Kerygma-Gospel to Written Gospels,” he flatly
stated that “The occurrences of the term in Mark 13. 10 and 14. 9 are con-
firmed as part of the original text of Mark by Matt 24. 14 and 26. 13,” and
his earlier suggestion that Mark 13:10 may be a scribal corruption of Mark
under the influence of Matt 24:14 is relegated to a footnote.81 Since Koester
recognized that the word gospel in Mark 1:14–15 could be the basis for its
appearance in Matt 9:3582 and readily acknowledged that Matthew would not
have taken over Mark’s introductory phrase “beginning of the gospel of Jesus
Christ, Son of God” because it did not suit Matthew’s literary agenda,83 we
should give up on the notion that the word gospel was added by the author
of the longer text.

Much of the remainder of Koester’s argument is predicated on the view
that the author of longer Mark added sacramental elements to proto-Mark in
keeping with his picture of Jesus as one who initiates into mysteries. Longer
Mark’s interest in sacraments accounts for the word baptism in Mark 10:38–39,
which is unparalleled in Matthew (Luke does not include this scene), and for
some unparalleled references to teachings of a sacramental nature. My reasons
for rejecting a sacramental conception of LGM 1b will be presented in a later
chapter. Here I will point out that a sacramental interpretation of the mys-
tery of the kingdom of God in LGM 1:12 is inconsistent with what this
phrase means elsewhere in the same narrative. In Mark 4:11, the mystery of
the kingdom of God concerns esoteric knowledge about the way God’s reign
is being established upon the earth. This knowledge is conveyed publicly “in
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parables,” yet these riddles keep “those outside” from comprehending it.
When Jesus expounds the parables privately to “those about him with the
twelve,” he is teaching them about the eschatological mystery concealed
within the parables. Since the parable discourse is as much a part of the
longer gospel as it is of the shorter gospel, it follows that LGM 1:12 likewise
depicts Jesus expounding an eschatological mystery rather than performing
a rite. When Koester reviewed CA he rightly rejected Smith’s baptismal inter-
pretation of mystērion in Mark 4:11, LGM 1:12, and the undisputed letters
of Paul,84 so it is unclear why Koester now cites Smith as having proved “that
baptism was widely understood as the mystery of the kingdom of God.”85 In
any event, what Smith actually argued was that although mystērion is nowhere
used this way in extant Christian and Jewish literature in the first century, it
might have been, since it sometimes denotes a process, and baptism can be
thought of as a process. So can the establishment of God’s reign.

Koester’s last reason for associating longer Mark with a cultic element
found in the canonical gospel concerns the fact that twelve of Mark’s refer-
ences to teaching are unparalleled in Matthew and Luke. Since most of these
references to teaching are unelaborated or have functional equivalents in
Matthew or Luke, scholars who have discussed this aspect of Koester’s the-
sis have agreed that there is nothing noteworthy about the references to
teaching that have no synoptic parallels.86 Certainly none of them seem sacra-
mental when they are read in their Markan contexts (Koester finds their
meanings in other texts that use the same phrases—an approach that violates
a fundamental principal of exegesis). Considering that sacramental teaching
does not occur in LGM 1, either, there can be no reason to connect any of
the unparalleled instances of “to teach” in canonical Mark with LGM 1:12.

This leaves us with the fact that three and a half verses found in canon-
ical Mark have a parallel in LGM 1 but do not appear in Matthew and Luke
(Mark 9:27; 14:51–52; and 10:21a) and the latter two evangelists agree
against Mark 4:11 and LGM 1:12 in their formulations of the expression “the
mystery of the kingdom of God.” The fact that these features are found only
in canonical Mark and LGM 1 is certainly intriguing, but it cannot support
the weight of Koester’s explanation. What remains to be considered is whether
longer Markan priority is feasible despite the inadequacy of Koester’s argu-
ments. Elsewhere I have outlined the unlikely implications of any theory that
the canonical text is an abbreviation of the longer text and addressed specific
problems posed by the variants of Koester’s theory produced by Hans-Mar-
tin Schenke and John Crossan.87 Here I will outline the problematic impli-
cations of Koester’s theory in particular (much of which was adopted by
Schenke).
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Problematic Implications of the Theory 
of Longer Markan Priority
The most significant problem with the theory that canonical Mark is an

abbreviation of the longer gospel is the fact that the latter probably con-
tained considerably more than the fifteen sentences Clement quoted. Clement’s
descriptions of the longer text as a “mystic” and “more spiritual gospel” imply
that its unique contents altered the nature of Mark’s gospel, making it less like
Matthew and Luke and more like the Gospel of John, which Clement called
a “spiritual” gospel in contrast to the “bodily” synoptics (he is cited in Euse-
bius, Church History VI.14.7). Moreover, longer Mark’s unique contents
made it suitable for a very different audience. Alexandrians used the canon-
ical gospel to instruct catechumens and ordinary Christians (I.15–18). The
longer gospel was used to instruct persons being perfected in gnosis, specif-
ically Christians receiving the highest level of esoteric theological instruc-
tion, called “the great mysteries,” through the anagogical study of scripture
(see chapter 4). The longer text outstripped the canonical text as a vehicle for
expounding the secret, unwritten traditions of the orthodox Alexandrian
community because it contained significantly more passages oriented to the
symbolic dimension of meaning. Clement did not say that Mark added just
the story that bothered Theodore. Clement said that Mark transferred from
“his own notes and those of Peter” (two sources) “things [pl.] suitable to
those studies [pl.] which make for progress toward knowledge” (I.19–21).
These additions included two distinct types of materials (logia and praxeis), only
one of which is described as particularly amenable to anagogical exegesis (the
logia; I.25–26). So in addition to containing more “bodily” materials like
those which characterized the shorter text (the praxeis; cf. LGM 2), longer
Mark must have included enough logia of a mystic quality to affect the basic
nature of the Gospel of Mark and to make it serviceable for advanced, theo-
logical instruction. LGM 1 and 2 do not suffice. The letter gives us every indi-
cation that longer Mark differed significantly from the canonical gospel,
and since there is no indication that any part of the shorter text was absent
from the longer text, this means we are dealing with a much longer version
of Mark. 

The implications of this conclusion for the composition of the canoni-
cal gospel are clear. Canonical Mark cannot be thought of as the product of
a small redaction that eliminated LGM 1 and 2. We must imagine a large-scale
redaction, which is very hard to reconcile with the existing theories of longer
Markan priority. Since canonical Mark and Koester’s proto-Mark differ very
little from each other, the redactor who produced the canonical text would
have to have eliminated precisely the most obvious additions made by the
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redactor of the longer text. In order to maintain Koester’s theory, we would
need to suppose that someone removed from longer Mark not only LGM 1
and 2 but also the many other mystical and non-mystical traditions that the
author of longer Mark had added to the proto-gospel. Yet this redactor some-
how overlooked Mark 14:51–52 and the smaller changes that spawned the
minor agreements of Matthew and Luke against Mark upon which Koester
built his theory. What advocates of Koester’s theory need to explain, then, is
why someone would do that, and how this person would know to eliminate
just these traditions. Was he trying to bring canonical Mark into conformity
with Matthew and Luke by removing almost everything in Mark that cannot
be found in one of the other synoptic gospels? Or was he trying to bring Mark
back into conformity with the proto-gospel? The former scenario suggests that
canonical Mark is a superfluous epitome of Matthew and Luke. The latter sce-
nario is even more improbable, since anyone who knew and preferred the
proto-gospel would simply use it. Why go to the trouble of eliminating the
complete pericopae added by the author of longer Mark but retain the minor
changes that cause Mark to disagree with Matthew and Luke? 

Regardless of how we might imagine a redactor eliminating just the
pericopae that were added by the author of the amplified text, the reason for
such a redaction will remain elusive. Scholars who think longer Mark contained
only fifteen additional verses have no problem explaining their removal. But
what the theory of longer Markan priority actually requires us to imagine is
the “despiritualization” of longer Mark through the removal of the passages
that made it more spiritual. What could be so problematic about materials that
have a more pronounced spiritual dimension? This theory also requires us to
imagine the removal of other passages that were more like the “bodily” tra-
ditions in canonical Mark. Why remove the ordinary passages that distin-
guished longer Mark from Matthew and Luke? It is hard to imagine anyone
in the mid-second century transforming a more spiritual gospel with affini-
ties to the Gospel of John into a third bodily text containing very little that
cannot be found in Matthew and Luke, and this scenario is especially hard to
imagine occurring in Alexandria, where exegesis of the spiritual dimension was
a favourite undertaking. Yet Alexandria is precisely where this redaction would
need to take place. The letter implies that the longer text did not circulate out-
side Alexandria except in the Carpocratian version; it is natural to suppose,
therefore, that if canonical Mark were a recension of this gospel, the “less
spiritual” text, too, was produced in Alexandria. The unreality of this scenario
becomes palpable when we remember that Clement believed the canonical
gospel was produced in Rome. Why would the church that produced and dis-
seminated the canonical gospel only a few decades earlier claim that Mark pro-
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duced that text in Rome? One would expect the officials in a major Christian
centre like Alexandria to do whatever they could to emphasize the apostolic
foundations of their own church in response to the growing dominance of the
church in Rome. But in Clement’s day, the Alexandrian community laid claim
only to the lesser-known longer gospel.

Given the Alexandrian proclivity to allegorical exegesis, it would be far
more natural for one of the “bodily” synoptic gospels to be transformed into
a more spiritual gospel so that it could accommodate Christians who expected
to find the essential theological truths concealed beneath the literal level of
their scriptures (especially if the Gospel of John did not yet exist). That sce-
nario accords not only with the Alexandrian tradition contained in the letter,
but also with the extant manuscript evidence for the three Markan gospels.
Our only evidence for the “orthodox” and Carpocratian longer gospels is
the Letter to Theodore. That is not so surprising if the longer text is in fact an
isolated recension of the canonical gospel. But if longer Mark and proto-
Mark both preceded the canonical gospel, their total disappearance is harder
to account for. As the earliest versions of Mark, longer Mark and, especially,
proto-Mark would likely be the ancestors of more manuscripts than would a
mid-second-century version. How is it that the form of Mark that was avail-
able to Matthew and Luke in different parts of the Roman empire (Syria and
Asia Minor?) by the 80s of the first century managed to leave no trace in the
manuscript tradition, but a single, mid-second-century recension of an ear-
lier recension of this gospel managed to influence all subsequent copies? The
improbability of this situation is evident from the fact that an actual revision
of the Gospel of Mark from roughly the same period as Koester’s proposed
canonical redaction—the Long Ending of Mark (16:9–20)—did not succeed
in influencing all subsequent manuscripts. Its rise to prominence within the
manuscript tradition took a few centuries. When Eusebius was writing around
the early fourth century, most of the Greek manuscripts of Mark known to
him still ended at 16:8.88

The complete triumph of canonical Mark over an older and widely dis-
persed proto-gospel would require an official policy of replacement. Yet as
Frederik Wisse pointed out, there is no support for the kind of institutional
control of manuscript production envisioned by this theory:

Long after the third century the church was in no position to establish and
control the biblical text, let alone eliminate rival forms of the text. Though
there may have been an attempt at establishing a standard text as early as the
fourth century, only beginning with the twelfth century do we have evidence
for a large scale effort. This is von Soden’s group Kr which shows evidence
of careful control. Even at that late date there was no way to prevent the cre-
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ation of many divergent copies. Only a small number of manuscripts were con-
sistently corrected to conform to the text of Kr or to that of other groups or
text-types. There is no evidence for the Byzantine period or for an earlier
date of efforts to eliminate divergent copies of New Testament manuscripts.

Even official efforts to eradicate heretical texts were not always successful, as
in the case of Origen’s writings and the Nag Hammadi Library.89 The tenac-
ity of variant readings within the manuscript tradition belies the notion that
one mid-second-century revision influenced all existing manuscripts: “every
reading ever occurring in the New Testament textual tradition is stubbornly
preserved, even if the result is nonsense.”90 So if there were a proto-gospel that
was more in line with Matthew and Luke, we would expect to have manu-
scripts that do not contain the passages and words Koester ascribed to the
author of longer Mark (e.g., Mark 9:14b–16, 26b–27; 10:21a, 38b, 39b;
14:51–52), particularly since scribes preferred Markan readings that harmo-
nized with the better-known text of Matthew. The manuscript evidence bet-
ter accords with the conclusion that canonical Mark was expanded into a text
that was not circulated.

These are the most important reasons for questioning Koester’s theory
of the creation of canonical Mark by the abbreviation of longer Mark. There
are no problems with the Alexandrian position that longer Mark was cre-
ated second, as a separate version of the same gospel, except that liberal schol-
ars find it suspiciously innocuous. The exponents of longer Markan priority
deserve credit for conducting original and insightful research on a text that
is usually dismissed out of hand. Their position may not be feasible, but it is
less incredible than the theory that this text is a second-century pastiche hap-
hazardly derived from the four canonical gospels. The evidence indicates that
longer Mark was an Alexandrian expansion of the canonical gospel by an
author who had independent access to oral traditions also used in the Gospel
of John. We are not yet in a position to decide whether this author was Mark
himself and when the longer text was composed. A definite answer must
await the literary-critical examination in part 2.
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The Letter to Theodore tells us a great deal about how Clement conceived
of the origin and proper use of the longer Gospel of Mark. Elaborating

upon received tradition, he informed Theodore that Mark had created this
“more spiritual” gospel in Alexandria by expanding the gospel that he had cre-
ated in order to strengthen the faith of catechumens. The additions were
selected for their utility in increasing gnosis and included more praxeis as
well as certain logia whose interpretations functioned like a mystagogue, lead-
ing the hearers into the innermost sanctuary of the truth. Clement pointed
out, however, that the revised gospel included neither “the things not to be
uttered” nor the “hierophantic teaching of the Lord” and that it was “very
securely kept” within the church in Alexandria, where it was read “only to those
who are being initiated into the great mysteries.” Clement also called this
revision the mystikon euangelion.

These statements provide a window onto the use of the longer text in
Alexandria in Clement’s day. But just as importantly, they permit us to con-
struct a framework within which to comprehend LGM 1 and 2 and the nature
of the longer text as a whole. For although Clement’s statements about the
genre and intended function of this writing are not those of its author, they
nevertheless represent the conceptions of someone who knew the complete
gospel and expounded it. 

Clement’s Conception of the 
Genre of the Longer Gospel

Clement initially called the longer text “a more spiritual gospel” (I.21–22).
In scholarly discussions, this description has all but been eclipsed by the sec-
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ond description he gave using the words to mystikon euangelion. That phrase
Smith translated as “the secret Gospel,” which became the standard title for
this text. The question of what might be more spiritual about a secret gospel
has for some reason been treated as irrelevant, and investigators continue to
use the words “Secret Gospel” (now with a capital s) as if mystikon were an
established synonym for apocryphon (which means hidden, concealed, or
obscure). Mystikon can mean secret, but was also used in a variety of other
senses. When it appears in the writings of the early Greek fathers, translators
normally use mystic or mystical—for lack of a better word. There is no obvi-
ous English counterpart for the ideas which writers such as Philo and Clement
used this word to denote, although “secret” has rarely seemed appropriate. The
English derivatives mystic and mystical are usually adopted as a convention, but
are not meant to suggest mysticism or a transformed state of consciousness
experienced through meditation, an association which was not prominent
in Christian writings until a few centuries later.1

It makes a big difference whether we translate mystikon as secret or mys-
tic, for a mystic text is not necessarily a secret writing, hidden from the masses.
Accordingly, we need to determine what Clement meant by calling this text
a mystikon euangelion, and can do so by answering the following questions:
Is mystikon euangelion really a title? Is the adjective best translated secret? How
is mystikon related to the terms mystikai, logia, and praxeis, which are also
used in the letter to describe the longer gospel’s contents? And what is the rela-
tionship between mystikon euangelion and “more spiritual gospel”? Once the
Alexandrian conception of this gospel’s genre has been determined, we will
better be able to comprehend the nature and purpose of the discretion that
surrounded its use.

We may start by asking whether “the mystikon gospel” is actually a title.
There are prima facie reasons for supposing that this phrase was used only as
a convenient, perhaps ad hoc, means of distinguishing the longer version of
Mark from the shorter one. I know of no other gospels called mystikon euan-
gelion that could attest to the use of mystikon as part of a proper title. The com-
mon titles using euangelion usually did not have an adjective modifying the
word gospel, nor did they use a genitival phrase to introduce the author, as we
have here in the phrase “of Mark mystikon gospel” (II.11–12). Rather, the
word gospel was normally modified by the preposition “according to” ( ),
as in “the Gospel according to” someone or some group (e.g., Luke, the
Egyptians, the Hebrews). The universal convention of having the names of
the evangelists follow the phrase “the Gospel according to” may be an indi-
cation that the word gospel in these descriptions originally referred not to a
specific class of writings (which might be called a genre) but to their subject
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matter, the “good news.” That is, these titles denoted the good news about
Christ as seen through the eyes of a particular author or community.2 Thus
if “mystikon gospel” is understood as a title, the “good news” becomes some-
thing of an oxymoron: the Secret Good News or the Mystic Good News. As
a title, then, mystikon euangelion would not only be unique, as far as I can tell,
but would also be unusual for using an adjective and a genitival phrase to mod-
ify “the Gospel” and would not have its usual connotation of the good news
of salvation. It is more likely, therefore, that euangelion here refers to the
genre to which this text belongs, and is in keeping with Clement’s references
to “the gospels” (e.g., Strom. I.21.136.2; Qds 4.3) and “a certain gospel”
(Strom. V.10.63.7) or to John as “a spiritual gospel” (cited in Eusebius,
Church History VI.14.7) and the longer text as “a more spiritual gospel”
(I.21–22).

The way Clement used the phrase “mystikon gospel” in the letter strongly
supports this conclusion. Note, for instance, that when Clement referred to
the two versions of Mark’s gospel, he did not distinguish one of them as the
authoritative or canonical version. His first reference to either gospel occurs
in I.11–12. Here the text that Theodore had inquired about is simply referred
to as “the divinely inspired Gospel according to Mark.” There is no indica-
tion that Theodore was familiar with another title for this text or that Clement
thought that only the better-known version was Mark’s divinely inspired
gospel. The same degree of reverence is exhibited the first time the words mys-
tikon euangelion are used. Clement believed that Carpocrates’ additions had
“polluted” the mystikon euangelion, by “mixing with the spotless and holy
words utterly shameless lies” (II.6–9). Before Clement quoted passages from
the amplified version he referred to “the very words of the Gospel” (II.20).
Nowhere does Clement convey the impression that only one version of this
gospel is the Gospel of Mark. To Clement, both versions were the Gospel of
Mark.

Not only did Clement not treat one version as more authoritative, but
he also tended not to distinguish these texts except for the purpose of clar-
ity. The first time Clement differentiated between the longer text and the
version of Mark that Theodore knew, Clement used the relative description
“a more spiritual gospel” (I.21–22). The two references to this work as the
mystikon gospel occur later, after Clement related his account of the text’s
history, and likewise appear at times when a distinction between the two ver-
sions is necessary. In II.6 it was necessary to specify that Carpocrates stole a
copy of the mystikon gospel, and in II.12 Theodore is instructed not to con-
cede to his Carpocratian opponents that their longer version is Mark’s mys-
tikon gospel.3 The two other references to this text as “the secret gospel” in
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Smith’s English translation (II.22; III.14) were added by way of explanation;
neither mystikon nor euangelion occur at those points in the text. His decision
to supply this description to clarify the referent has nevertheless reinforced the
impression that this phrase is the longer text’s title.4 But in these places the
subject is left implicit, as if Clement were inclined not to have to make another
specification.

It is also important to note that when mystikon is applied to this gospel,
the word does not appear out of nowhere, as could be expected of a standard
designation known to both Clement and Theodore. Rather, it appears after
Clement had used a plural form of the same adjective (namely, mystikai) as his
description of a certain category of Jesus’ “doings” which Mark did not
include in the first version: “As for Mark, then, during Peter’s stay in Rome
he wrote an account of the Lord’s doings, not, however, declaring all of
them, nor yet hinting at the mystikai [ones], but selecting what he thought
most useful for increasing the faith of those who were being instructed”
(I.15–18). The longer gospel, in other words, may be distinguished as the mys-
tikon gospel because it was the gospel that included the mystikai doings of the
Lord—a distinctive set of materials not included in the first version. Conceiv-
ably, the adjective mystikon was regularly used to specify this gospel in Alexan-
dria, but Clement’s own usage suggests that this phrase was more a description
of convenience than an established title. Like the phrase “more spiritual
gospel,” mystikon euangelion is an apt summary of the distinctive contents of
the special Alexandrian edition, most likely of what made the longer text
more spiritual and more apt to lead its hearers to a more profound compre-
hension of Christian truths (gnosis). However, we must determine the cor-
rect denotation of mystikon in this letter before we can draw any conclusions
about Clement’s conception of the nature of this writing.

The first occurrence of mystikon in the letter concerns a type of Jesus’
“doings” (praxeis) that were not included in the shorter gospel (I.16–17).
Smith translated this plural form (mystikai) as “secret ones,” which might sug-
gest activities Jesus performed in secret. However, the notion that Mark
omitted Jesus’ secret activities from his first gospel makes little sense, for the
canonical gospel is cluttered with secret acts: there are private instructions
(4:10–20; 7:17–23; 8:14–21, 31–33; 9:9–13, 28–29, 30–32; 10:10–12,
32–34; 13:3–37; 14:17–31), semi-private healings (e.g., 5:37, 40; 7:33;
8:23), private “epiphanies” (4:39–41; 6:48–52; 9:2–8), a private vigil
(14:32–42), private preparations (11:2–3; 14:13–15), and attempts by
Jesus to suppress knowledge of his messianic identity (1:25, 34; 3:12; 8:30)
and even of certain miracles (1:43–44; 5:43; 7:36; 8:26). If “secret” is
meant here, it must mean deeds which were not only private but also not
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recorded in any gospels or spoken of openly (LGM 1b might qualify but not
LGM 1a or 2). Yet deeds of that sort would constitute secret oral traditions,
the very traditions Mark was careful not to include in his mystikon gospel
(I.22–24). But here we must pause, for Clement did not actually say that the
mystikai were included in the second version. What he said—and only in
passing—is that Mark added to the previously recorded “doings” (praxeis)
“others also” (I.24), not “doings” of a special sort. Clement’s primary inter-
est was in the passages whose interpretations lead their hearers into the
innermost sanctuary of the truth (I.25–26), materials he referred to as logia.
Clement’s terse reference to the “other” praxeis suggests that they were not
of a different sort from the ones included in the first version. That conclu-
sion in turn implies that the mystikai doings were not the “other” doings that
Mark added to the mystikon euangelion.

Are we to conclude, then, that the mystikai doings were not included in
the mystikon gospel? Those who would read mystikon in this letter as mean-
ing “secret” apparently assume that mystikai refers to the secret teachings that
were too secret even to be included in a secret gospel (I.22–24). It seems more
natural, however, to suppose that the mystikai doings were precisely what
distinguished the longer text as a mystikon gospel. Yet there is a problem. If
the “other” doings contained in the longer gospel are not the mystikai ones,
then, by elimination, the mystikai must be included under the description
logia, which is normally rendered “sayings.”

This dilemma is actually part of a larger issue pertaining to the words prax-
eis and logia. Was Clement distinguishing between ordinary acts and special
sayings, as most English translations presume? If so, what does that imply about
the fifteen verses Clement quoted, which, apart from the words “Son of
David, have mercy on me,” contain no direct discourse, no sayings, at all? If
the other acts were not what made this text a mystikon euangelion, we would
have to conclude that the quoted verses were not important either (and cer-
tainly not, therefore, distinguished by secrecy), despite the fact that Clement
could expound their higher meaning (III.18).

Happily, there is a simple solution to these problems, which has emerged
through studies of logia in the terminology of Papias and the early fathers.
These studies show that the fathers of the second century used logoi (“words”)
rather than logia to distinguish sayings from narratives.5 Logia was normally
used to refer to the scriptures as a body of writings.6 This conclusion holds
true for Clement’s usage. Though in Clement’s writings the singular form of
logia (logion) often refers to an individual saying (e.g., Strom. I.1.13.3;
II.4.17.4) or, more generally, to a discrete segment of scripture (e.g.,
II.10.47.1, in reference to Lev 18:1–5), the plural, in most of its eleven
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occurrences, refers to the scriptures as a body of writings.7 To be sure, a gen-
eral reference to the scriptures cannot be what Clement meant when he said
that Mark added to his gospel “certain logia” from his notes. But there is an
exception to this sense, which happens to be the most significant point of com-
parison to the use of logia in the letter. In Qds 3.1 Clement used logia in ref-
erence to passages or pericopae:

It is the duty, therefore, of those whose minds are set on love of truth and love
of the brethren…first, by means of the words of scripture, to banish from [the
rich] their unfounded despair and to show, with the necessary exposition of
the Lord’s [logia], that the inheritance of the kingdom of heaven is not com-
pletely cut off from them, if they obey the commandments.

As Roger Gryson commented, “at first glance, one might have the impres-
sion that Clement speaks specifically of the words of Jesus; but when one reads
this short tract in its entirety, one sees that the author here comments upon
the pericope of the rich young man…in its entirety and that he does not here
explicate just the words of Jesus but also those of the other protagonists of
the scene, as well as certain narrative traits.”8 The logia referred to in Qds 3.1
are not a category based on form, such as sayings, but materials relevant to
a particular hermeneutical agenda; the most useful of these logia for Clement’s
purpose—Mark 10:17–31—is a passage which we might call an episode.
Logia, then, was not used by Clement to refer to sayings in contrast to nar-
rative and was not just applied to scripture in general; it could be used to refer
to particular passages of scripture, regardless of whether narrative or sayings
predominate.

In the case of the letter, therefore, logia presumably refers to traditions
that have a specific utility, namely, the traditions about Jesus that function to
lead their hearers toward the deeper Christian truths; these are the materials
in Mark’s notes which Mark deemed “suitable to whatever makes for progress
toward knowledge” (I.20–21). The “other” acts Mark added would be mate-
rials that Clement did not think contained a prominent “spiritual” sense
(I.24); these he acknowledged, but without further comment. That Clement
was not interested in using praxeis and logia to make a distinction between acts
and sayings is confirmed by his use of praxeis to characterize the first version
of Mark as a whole (I.16). His comment that in Rome Mark wrote down
“the acts [praxeis] of the Lord” obviously does not mean that Mark neglected
to include sayings.

If Clement was not in the habit of using logia and praxeis to distinguish
sayings from stories, but did use these terms in reference to gospel pericopae,
then the word logia in Letter to Theodore I.25 is better translated “passages”
or “texts,” rather than “sayings” (Smith) or “oracles” (F.F. Bruce).9 This clar-
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ification resolves the aforementioned problems, for we now have a more
plausible distinction between additional “doings” (praxeis) like those in the
earlier gospel and “certain passages” (logia) especially suited to mystical exe-
gesis. LGM 1 would represent the latter; LGM 2, the former. What is more,
we may presume that the mystikai doings that Mark did not hint at in his first
version were among the logia, and that the longer gospel was called a mystikon
euangelion because it included many such passages.

But what is the special quality implied by the word mystikon? The best
way to determine this is to study how Clement used this word in his other
writings and then compare the results with what we have learned about the
occurrences of mystikon in the letter. We can begin by noting that mystikon is
the adjective corresponding to the noun myst̄erion, the basis for the English
word “mystery.” The meaning of the adjective, therefore, should be sought
with regard to how Clement used the noun mystērion and other derivatives
of this word.

The noun mystērion comes from the mystery religions, where it was
almost always used in the plural to refer to the secret rituals of those religions,
the mysteries.10 A great deal has been written about the use of this term by
Jewish and Christian writers. Most philological studies of myst̄erion agree
that when this word was applied by Christians to aspects of Christianity prior
to about the fourth century, the cognitive aspect was in view rather than the
cultic. More specifically, the early Christian application of mystērion tended to
be predominantly theological, focusing on eschatology in the first century (the
mysterious aspects of salvation history) and on philosophy in the second and
third.11 Moreover, scholars who have examined the Christian usage of mystērion
tend to view the translation “secret” as inexact and inadequate, for it mini-
mizes the sense of mysteriousness or inscrutability that normally attaches to
this word.12 The tendency among New Testament scholars to translate
myst̄erion as “secret” rather than as “mystery” seems to be rooted in the apolo-
getic defence of earliest Christianity against the charge of having been influ-
enced by the mystery religions; Christian scholars once thought that secret was
a purely secular denotation of myst̄erion.13 But as A.E. Harvey argued, “this
so-called ‘secular’ usage is not attested until at least the [second] century, and
should not be assumed in the New Testament except as a last resort.”14

Myst̄erion basically meant mystery.
The lack of a cultic or sacramental connection in Clement’s use of myst̄erion

was documented in an article by H.G. Marsh in 1936 and does not need to
be demonstrated again here, though certain of his conclusions should be iter-
ated.15 For Clement, the mysteries were divine truths concealed beneath the
literal level of the scriptures (e.g., Strom. I.5.32.3).16 A contrived exposition
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of the two occurrences of mystērion in Col 1:25–27 provided Clement with
the basis for his claim that the divine mysteries (he turned the word into a plu-
ral) were of two types: the gnostic tradition, which is reserved for the few, and
the once hidden message of salvation, which is now openly proclaimed to the
Gentiles (V.10.60.1–61.1).17 On occasion Clement followed Philo and Justin
in using mystērion as a synonym for the terms symbol and parable (I.12.55.1;
V.12.80.7).18 But in Clement’s writings, myst̄erion does not usually refer to the
form or manner by which scripture reveals its truths; that is the function of
mystikon (the adjective) and mystikōs (the adverb). Clement normally used
myst̄erion to designate the deeper truths themselves.

Because Clement divided the mysteries into two kinds, he was able to “dis-
close” the exoteric Christian truths through allegorical exposition, the same
method by which the gnostic mysteries were imparted.19 But he still pre-
served the distinction between what belongs to the many and what only to
a few. Clement sometimes described the different levels of mysteries using mys-
tery-religion language of a gradation of mysteries, including a distinction
between “the small and the great mysteries” (Strom. IV.1.3.1; V.11.71.1;
cf. I.1.15.3).20 An Alexandrian believer might hear the longer text when
being initiated into the latter (Letter to Theodore II.2). However, when Clement
used mystery-religion terms, he followed the precedent of the philosophies,
where “the mysteries are not cultic actions but obscure and secret doctrines
whose hidden wisdom may be understood only by those capable of knowl-
edge. The gradual ascent of knowledge to full vision is here the true initia-
tion.”21 Massey Shepherd’s description of what Clement meant by the greater
and lesser mysteries may serve as a useful introduction to the  passages wherein
these terms occur: “But the minor mysteries of the Christians have to do
with preliminary instruction, what he describes as ‘physical matters,’ and
then one goes on to the major mysteries that go beyond time and space.
Thus ‘abstracting all that belongs to bodies and things called incorporeal, we
cast ourselves into the greatness of Christ, and thence advance into immen-
sity by holiness’ so as to reach somehow ‘to the conception of the Almighty,
knowing not what He is, but what He is not.’”22

Clement’s mysteries involved the same general approach and had the
same goal as those of the various philosophies, namely, “the vision of the
divine.”23 The great mysteries are specifically matters of theology and meta-
physics, and culminate in visionary experiences of the divine (Epopteia);
Clement cited Plato in this respect:

Moses’ philosophy has four divisions: first, history; second, that which is
properly called legislation (which would be properly classified under ethics);
third, religious observances (a part of natural philosophy); fourth, in general,
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the nature of the understanding of the divine, [visionary] revelation [
], which Plato places among the really great mysteries. Aristotle

calls this form “metaphysics.”24 (Strom. I.28.176.1–2)

Accordingly, in Strom. IV.1.3.1–3 Clement applied the terms small and great
to the lesser mysteries of the origin of the universe (cosmogony) and the
study of the observable world ( ) and the great mysteries belong-
ing to “the department of theology”: 

On completing, then, the whole of what we propose in the commentaries, on
which, if the Spirit will, we…shall address ourselves to the true gnostic sci-
ence of nature, being initiated into the minor mysteries before the greater; so
that nothing may be in the way of the truly divine declaration of sacred
things, the subjects requiring preliminary detail and statement being cleared
away, and sketched beforehand. The science of nature, then, or rather obser-
vation, as contained in the gnostic tradition according to the rule of the truth,
depends on the discussion concerning cosmogony, ascending thence to the
department of theology. Whence, then, we shall begin our account of what
is handed down, with the creation as related by the prophets.25

The same philosophical conception of the mysteries is presupposed in
V.11.70.7–71.1. Clement drew a conscious analogy between Greek myster-
ies and those of the Jews and Christians (the , lit. “barbarians”), but
the point of the comparison, apart from baptisms forming the earliest stage,
is the fact of “instruction and…preliminary preparation” (cf. V.4.20.1). The
“great mysteries” are again described in terms of a profound comprehension
of “nature and things.” They are also quite clearly differentiated from baptism: 

It is not without reason that in the mysteries that obtain among the Greeks,
lustrations hold the first place; as also the laver [ : ceremonial
washing with water] among the Barbarians. After these are the minor mys-
teries, which have some foundation of instruction and of preliminary prepa-
ration for what is to come after; and the great mysteries, in which nothing
remains to be learned of the universe, but only to contemplate and compre-
hend nature and things.

It is possible to derive a basic conception of the great mysteries from these
passages, even if the distinction between the lesser and the greater is a bit
unclear. In the view of Salvatore Lilla, the lesser mysteries involve “the indi-
rect knowledge of God,” that is, what humans can perceive about God indi-
rectly through study of his works, or the natural world, whereas the great
mysteries involve “the direct knowledge of [God].”26 Somewhat differently,
Walter Wagner explained that the lesser mysteries were the fulfillment of the
practical aspect of ethics through instruction in “absolute duties” or general

THE NATURE OF THE LONGER GOSPEL 129

brown_04.qxd  2005/04/26  12:23 PM  Page 129



principles, learned after study of the “conditional duties” (the subject of the
Protrepticus and Paedagogus). The lesser mysteries represent the theoretical
dimension of ethics, and are more adequately described as philosophy, whereas
for Clement and Philo the greater mysteries “transcended philosophy” and
belong to “the crowning realm of initiation-vision, Epopteia.”27 The words gno-
sis and wisdom are more adequate than philosophy for conveying the substance
of these mysteries.

The fact that Clement’s words about the great mysteries refer to a highly
advanced stage in gnostic instruction rather than to a ritual or set of rituals
is vital for our interpretation of the restriction of the longer text to “those
who are being initiated into the great mysteries” (II.1–2). Despite the objec-
tions of Massey Shepherd, most New Testament scholars who have studied
the letter have supposed that this phrase refers to a cultic practice, usually 
baptism—the very practice to which the phrase is opposed in Strom.
V.11.70.7–71.1.28 The incorrectness of this understanding will be the sub-
ject of chapter 5. At this point we need to recognize that Clement drew
upon the philosophical precedent of a figurative use of mystery language as
a means to describe advancement in “the true philosophy” (III.18), that is,
in gnosis. Initiation into the great mysteries refers to an advanced stage in
a continuous and lifelong process. We should not, therefore, imagine this
gospel being used on a special day or in connection with a special ceremony.
The current consensus, unfortunately, is that the statement that the text was
“read only to those who are being initiated into the great mysteries” refers
to the prescribed time of the text’s use, as if it were read only on a ceremo-
nial occasion and otherwise locked away. The occasion itself is usually taken
to be the Paschal evening, when, so these scholars (mistakenly) believe, bap-
tism was performed in second-century Alexandria.29 But Clement was actu-
ally referring to the persons exposed to the longer gospel: those Christians
sufficiently advanced in the pursuit of gnosis. They heard this text whenever
Clement or another teacher used it to expound the esoteric mysteries of
Alexandrian Christian philosophy.

That the “mysteries” pertaining to the mystikon euangelion are concealed
meanings rather than cultic actions is clear enough from Clement’s reference
to this gospel’s special logia, where a personified interpretation “initiates”
the hearer into a figurative “innermost sanctuary” of truth hidden by veils.
Here, the mystery-religion language of initiation refers explicitly to the inter-
pretation of special passages. Clement used the metaphors of sanctuary and
veil elsewhere in reference to the hiding (veiling) of the gnostic truth beneath
the literal level of the scriptures (Strom. V.4.19.3–4; cf. VI.15.126.1–4;
VI.15.129.4).30 The metaphor of the innermost sanctuary aptly signifies
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both the divine realities concealed by the scriptures and the holiness requisite
to entering this “space.” 

Longer Mark’s utility in disclosing secret theological mysteries through
anagogical exegesis brings us back to the adjective mystikon and the question
of what this term means in Clement’s other writings. In order to appreciate
the lack of a cultic or ritualistic meaning to mystikon in the Letter to Theodore,
it is essential to distinguish between Clement’s use of the language of the
mysteries on their own terms in order to refer to their own practices, and his
figurative (or philosophical) application of this language to aspects of Chris-
tianity. When he was writing about the pagan mysteries, his uses of mystikon
normally mean “pertaining to the mysteries” and accordingly have a cultic
dimension, though the connotation of “having a symbolic significance” is
sometimes also involved (e.g., Prot. 2.22.3, 5; 2.34.5; Strom. III.4.27.1).
His Christian uses of mystikon are generally different and more in keeping with
the biblical association of mystery with knowledge—theological truths that are
mysterious. A few partial exceptions occur in the Paedagogus when Clement
applied the word to “necessary evils,” that is, biblically mandated practices that
contravene his gnostic ideal of freedom from emotion ( ), namely, sex
(the “mystic rites of nature” ordained in Gen 1:28; Paed. II.10.96.2), the holy
kiss (III.11.81.3), and Esther’s mystical adornment of herself with jewellery
and makeup, which Clement interpreted as a symbol for the high price of her
people’s ransom (III.2.12.5). The theme common to these applications of mys-
tikon is the paradox (mystery) that certain behaviours associated with passion
are divinely mandated. On the whole, however, Clement’s Christian applica-
tions of mystikon are cognitive. Often they involve the general sense of “hav-
ing the quality of mystery” or the specialized sense of “pertaining to a mystery
of the divine will,” but the overwhelming majority refer in a technical way to
the figurative dimension of texts. Sometimes simple metaphor or symbol is
involved, as in Paed. I.6.46.3, where Clement quoted Jesus’ discourse upon
himself as the true bread from heaven, and explained, “In this passage, we must
read a mystic meaning for bread.” More commonly, though, mystikon refers
specifically to the enigmatic, allegorical quality that Clement attributed to all
scripture, of overtly saying one thing but, in a more profound and relevant
sense, meaning something else. He thought that the Hebrew scriptures in their
entirety were composed on two levels: the literal (Hebrew) level and the fig-
urative (Christian) level wherein the mysteries lie. Hence, “the mysteries are
transmitted mystically” (Strom. I.1.13.4). Accordingly, Clement spoke of
“the mystic silence of the prophetic enigmas” (Prot. 1.10.1) and, of course,
of the “mystic veil” of the non-literal sense of scripture: “‘Day utters speech
to day’ (what is clearly written), ‘and night to night proclaims knowledge’
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(which is hidden in a mystic veil)” (Strom. V.10.64.3). For Clement, all scrip-
ture communicates both literally and mystically, including his inclusive New
Testament and any ancient philosophical text in which he perceived the voice
of the Logos speaking allegorically.

Many of the preceding comments are well illustrated by a passage in
Quis dives salvetur? These words demonstrate how Clement would have read
a mystikon euangelion of Mark:

And as we are clearly aware that the Saviour teaches [his own] nothing in a
merely human way, but everything by a divine and mystical wisdom, we
must not understand his words literally, but with due inquiry and intelli-
gence we must search out and master their hidden meaning. For the sayings
which appear to have been simplified by the Lord himself to his disciples
are found even now, on account of the extraordinary degree of wisdom in
them, to need not less but more attention than his dark and suggestive utter-
ances. And when the sayings which are thought to have been fully explained
by him to the inner circle of disciples, to the very men who are called by him
the children of the kingdom, still require further reflexion, surely those that
had the appearance of being delivered in simple form and for that reason
were not questioned by the hearers, but which are of importance for the
whole end of salvation, and are enveloped in a wonderful and super-celestial
depth of thought, should not be taken as they strike the careless ear, but with
an effort of mind to reach the very spirit of the Saviour and his secret mean-
ing. (5.2–4)

The Markan portrait of Jesus speaking in riddles to the crowds yet expound-
ing his veiled meanings to a select few had an important influence on Clement’s
understanding of scripture.

When Clement used mystikon in connection with figurative meanings, he
was usually engaged in allegorical interpretation.31 He used this word when
his interpretation appealed to the standard tropes employed in allegories to
draw a different meaning out of the obvious or literal one, including symbol
(Strom. VII.18.109.1), metaphor (Paed. I.5.14.4; I.6.46.3; Strom. IV.23.150.2,
151.3), etymology (Strom. I.24.164.3), numerology (Strom. I.21.147.6;
VI.16.145.3; cf. V.6.33.4, 34.5), and typology (Paed. I.5.23.2; II.8.75.1).
Accordingly, Clement referred to his allegorical interpretation of the descrip-
tion in Exodus of the furnishings of the tabernacle as a “mystic interpretation”
(Strom. V.6.37.1; cf. Paed. II.8.62.3; II.10.100.4).

Clement extended the technical meaning of mystikon to encompass not only
the figurative mode of reference but also persons and things related to the
mystic dimension of scripture or the gnosis conveyed therein. Jesus’ teachings,
for instance, are called mystic (Strom. VI.15.127.3) and Jesus himself, “that
mystic messenger” who long ago spoke through the Jewish law but now has
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become flesh (Paed. I.7.59.1). Clement referred to the disciplined path to per-
fection as the “mystic habit” and the “mystic stages” (Strom. VI.9.78.4;
VII.10.57.1). Likewise, the knowledge that results from this practice is said
to come from “the mystic choir of the truth itself ” (Strom. VII.7.45.1). None
of these applications of mystikon could rightly be described as cultic.32

Clement often spoke as if the literal or historical level of scripture “hap-
pened” for the sake of conveying, yet hiding, the more real, Christian signif-
icance until Jesus, the incarnate Logos, could disclose this purpose (cf. Strom.
IV.23.151.3). The various historical figures may have said things with mean-
ings plainly unrelated to Clement’s exegesis, but they did so in order that the
actual, allegorical meaning pertaining to Christianity would not yet be appar-
ent. Clement claimed that “prophecy, in proclaiming the Lord, in order not to
seem to some to blaspheme while speaking what was beyond the ideas of the
multitude, embodied its declarations in expressions capable of leading to other
conceptions” (VI.15.127.4). That is, the literal level is in the service of the alle-
gorical level; the clear meaning depends on the intended deeper meanings for
its existence.

Since the literal level “happened,” Clement sometimes attributed its exis-
tence to the intention of the character(s) in question to do or say something
that would contain the deeper Christian meaning while hiding that sense for
the time being, as when he explained that “Isaac rejoiced for a mystical rea-
son, to prefigure the joy with which the Lord has filled us, in saving us from
destruction through his blood” (Paed. I.5.23.2). The intentions behind things
said or done by Moses and the prophets were often treated that way, too. But
in a more basic way Clement saw in the scriptures the influence of the pre-
incarnate Logos, who controlled the literal level in one way or another. The
same applies to the incarnate Logos and the holy spirit. Clement claimed, for
instance, that Jesus allowed certain things to happen to him, such as his being
anointed by a sinful woman and being crowned with thorns, because of the
mystic symbolism of these details (Paed. II.8, esp. 63.1, 75.2). Jesus broke
the five loaves of bread “very mystically” because the number five has sym-
bolic significance (Strom. V.6.33.4). Concerning the spirit, which mediates for
the risen Christ, Clement asserted that the holy spirit “mystically” put the voice
of the Lord in the mouth of the apostle, when Paul said “I have given you milk
to drink” (Paed. I.6.49.2). Therefore, when an act recorded in scripture has
a deeper (or just figurative) meaning, the act itself, or the intention behind
it, can also be called mystic.

This is what Clement probably meant when he referred to the Lord’s
mystic acts in I.17: they are acts (and sayings) performed for the purpose of
conveying a deeper meaning. Since Clement supposed that anything Jesus
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did or said could have a mystic meaning (Qds 5), it seems likely that the mys-
tic deeds gave some indication of their symbolic orientation. Possibly some,
like LGM 1 and 2, provided a series of indeterminate references or gaps for
the reader to fill; others perhaps were patently symbolic. The sayings may
have included a greater use of tropes, such as hyperbole or parable. One
can only speculate.

Similarly, the phrase mystikon euangelion emphasizes this gospel’s symbolic
and theological orientation. As Marsh put it, “the adjective attached
to a noun invests the latter word with the quality of a hidden treasure which
can be enjoyed only by those who are not only aware of [the treasure’s] exis-
tence but have the key to its discovery.”33 Since Clement believed that all
scripture contains hidden mysteries, the expression mystikon euangelion must
be relative: whereas canonical Mark focused more on the “bodily facts,”
longer Mark focused more on the theological meaning beneath the external
presentation. Thus the descriptions “mystic gospel” and “more spiritual
gospel” are essentially synonymous.

Clement’s distinction between bodily and spiritual writings is an exten-
sion of the Greek conception that humans consist of an immortal essence
(spirit) encased within a perishable shell (body). Clement thought that the
evangelist John endeavoured to get behind the external facts (body) recorded
by Matthew, Mark, and Luke in order to disclose their inner, theological sig-
nificance (spirit). But whereas the Fourth Gospel brought out the spiritual
truth concealed within the three synoptics, “Mark’s ‘more spiritual
Gospel’…brought out the allegorical significance of his first edition.”34

By now it should be clear that the title “the Secret Gospel of Mark” mis-
construes the distinction Clement was making between the two editions of
Mark. The words mystikon euangelion imply that the important meanings of
the longer text were concealed within its distinctive narratives, but there is no
implication in the adjective that the text itself was a guarded secret. That
would not be necessary, for Mark did not add the gnostic secrets to his gospel
but only mystic materials whose proper interpretation could disclose them
(I.22–27). As John M. Dillon tried to clarify, “There is a difference between
having secret scrolls somewhere and having public works with a higher mean-
ing only expressible through a succession of oral teachings.”35 A more spiri-
tual text can in principle be read by anyone, as was the case with the Gospel
of John. We perpetuate the false impression that this text was concealed from
the masses because of its secret or illicit contents when we call it the Secret
Gospel of Mark.

Why Smith himself used secret is not much of a mystery. Smith regularly
translated the noun myst̄erion as secret, and he felt that LGM 1 depicted an
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actual, secret ritual. When discussing the translation of this word in his com-
mentary, he considered only three options, each apparently in its non-Chris-
tian sense: secret, pertaining to the mysteries, and symbolic. The last option
was judged most likely by Nock and Mondésert, but Smith did not appreci-
ate their point; he merely mentioned their opinion in brackets. For Smith the
only real issue was whether mystikon meant secret or pertaining to the mys-
teries; in other words, he set up a false dichotomy between an unattested
meaning and one that applies only to Clement’s non-Christian usages. He
ignored the predominant meaning of this word in Clement’s writings, the sense
related to gnostic exegesis; that sense is supported by everything Clement
wrote about the mystikon euangelion.

The Reason for the Discretion Surrounding 
the Use of the Longer Gospel

Even if a secret gospel used in connection with secret rites is not indicated by
mystikon euangelion or “the great mysteries,” are there not other reasons for
viewing the longer text as a secret gospel? Does the letter not say that the
longer text was “most carefully guarded” (Smith’s translation), or at least
hidden away in “a church archive containing secret writings”?36

No. A church archive and physical guarding are inferences based on the
two subordinate clauses in the sentence “and, dying, [Mark] left his compo-
sition to the church in Alexandria, where it even yet is very securely kept, being
read only to those who are being initiated into the great mysteries” (I.28–II.2).
If one imagines that the Alexandrian church “where” the text was kept refers
to a building, then one might infer that Clement was speaking of a special,
secure room. But that assumption is unwarranted and probably anachronis-
tic. It is more likely that “the church in Alexandria” refers to the group of inter-
related Christian communities that existed in Alexandria. We cannot determine
from this comment whether the text resided in a locked room or even if it was
kept in just one place, although it would be natural for a book to be stored
as part of a collection. As Annewies van den Hoek noted, the fact that Clement
could quote from a multitude of Jewish and Christian sources suggests that
there was a special collection or library of Jewish and Christian books in
Alexandria to which he had access.37 The real question is whether Clement’s
description of the church’s inheritance of the longer gospel implies that it was
relocated to a secret and secure book repository rather than to an ordinary
library in a house. Smith’s translation “most carefully guarded” would natu-
rally suggest the former. But the verb in this phrase (

) basically means “to keep” and can be translated in a variety of
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ways—most of them unexciting. Liddell and Scott supply nine possible senses:
“guard, keep, preserve; watch, give heed to; watch for, lie in wait for; notice,
observe; keep, observe (a law or engagement); keep a secret; have regard
for, reverence; retain; and reserve.” Many of these senses would work here,
including guarded, kept, preserved, respected, and heeded. However, this
verb is modified by the adverb asphal̄os, which usually means “securely” but
can also mean “certainly” or “beyond a doubt.” Smith noted that in Acts
16:23 both words are combined in the sentence “they threw them into prison,
charging the jailer to keep them safely.”38 Here the safe keeping does involve
physical guarding, but that sense is made clear from the context rather than
from the words themselves (a prison and instructions to a jailer; the objects
are people; and the point is to keep them from leaving). Put differently, the
basic meaning in Acts 16:23 is “keep safely”; the means of safe keeping is
physical guarding. Only the context within which these two words are used
in the Letter to Theodore can determine the means by which the longer text was
“very securely kept,” if that is the right translation.

Smith’s assumption that the text was a physically guarded secret is log-
ical in terms of the structure of the sentence, which elucidates the manner in
which the text was “kept” with reference to the fact that it was read only to
certain people. But nothing that Clement said prior to this point would lead
us to expect that this text was “most carefully guarded”; indeed, that prem-
ise clashes with Clement’s explanation that Mark “neither grudgingly nor
incautiously” composed a more spiritual gospel that merely hinted at the
secret teachings it was meant to elucidate. Smith’s assumption about physi-
cal guarding seems to be a function of his historical conclusions, particularly
that the longer text was a product of libertine Christianity and preserved
“material from the original, libertine tradition.”39 This position required
Smith to conclude that Clement did not really like the longer gospel or the
secret oral tradition but reluctantly accepted them because of their antiq-
uity.40 However, the letter reveals that Clement’s attitude toward the longer
text was entirely positive (e.g., I.11–12; II.8), and the notion that Clement
reluctantly endorsed a text associated with libertinism is inconceivable. Clement
was excessively prudish for his time—or any time, for that matter. As the
Paedagogus reveals, he was deeply suspicious of a wide range of ordinary
practices: Christians publicly greeting one another with the holy kiss
(III.11.81–82); the wearing of jewellery (II.12; III.11.58; only a signet ring
is acceptable); women uncovering their feet or heads in public (II.10.114;
II.11.117; III.11.79; the veil itself should not be purple, which is showy
and invites attention); hairstyles more fashionable than “a plain hair-pin at the
neck” (III.11.62); stylish, colourful clothing (III.11.54, 63; men should
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dress entirely in white); unrestrained laughter (II.5); the disrobing that occurs
in public baths (III.5.32); and men who appear effeminate by shaving their
beards, having long or girlish locks of hair (III.3.17, 19; III.11.60–62), walk-
ing with a feminine gait, speaking in an unmanly voice (III.11.73–74;
III.3.23), and wearing soft clothing or their ring on the joint of the finger
(III.11.53, 59). Clement’s ideal was to live without passions, so he forsook
all pleasures that do not derive from noble pursuits; it was fine to derive
pleasure from learning, but not from eating (II.1.10–15), sleeping (II.9),
and bathing (III.9.46). It should come as no surprise that he had an
unfavourable view of sex, which he considered unlawful except for procreation:
“Pleasure sought for its own sake, even within the marriage bonds, is a sin
and contrary both to law and to reason” (II.10.92). Accordingly, he instructed
married Christians to avoid sexual intercourse in the daytime or at any time
when conception cannot occur, such as during the months of a woman’s
pregnancy (II.10.92–93, 95–96). A man as prudish and repressed as Clement
would not have accepted the longer text if he thought that it was in any sense
libertine.

The broader literary context and our knowledge of Clement disaffirm the
notion that the longer gospel was locked away from other Christians in the
Alexandrian church, as if a secret society feared that ordinary believers should
find out about this gospel. A more plausible supposition is that the text was
“safely kept” or “securely kept” in the sense that it was not made available to
people of unproven character.41 Keeping in mind the apologetic function of
this verse, which is to exonerate Mark and the Alexandrian church from the
scandal of the Carpocratian longer gospel, Clement’s point seems to be that
this text was reserved for mature individuals who were not likely to misinter-
pret it or put it to improper uses. Clement’s description of how Carpocrates
used magic in order to procure a copy does imply that this text was carefully
regulated. But a carefully regulated text is not necessarily one whose exis-
tence is kept secret, and we cannot put much weight on Clement’s “cock-and-
bull story” about a demonic conspiracy.42

Much of the tale spun about Carpocrates was likely extrapolated from two
of Clement’s fundamental convictions about the history of revelation, beliefs
from which he derived all sorts of “facts.” The first belief was that the true
tradition was transmitted from Jesus to his disciples to the orthodox church.
The second belief was that most expressions of the true philosophy that were
formulated apart from the Judeo-Christian traditions were nevertheless
dependent on the Christian truth and often stolen (e.g., Strom. I.20.100.4–5).
Clement thought that “the true philosophy” had been accessible to the ancient
Greeks through such sources as the Hebrew scriptures, revelations to Greek
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philosophers by the Logos or by other supernatural powers, induced states
of ecstasy, and so forth (I.17.81, 87; I.21.135.2). He preferred to believe
that “All those before the Lord’s coming are robbers and bandits,” except for
the Hebrew prophets, who were “servants.” “Philosophy was not sent out by
the Lord, but came, says Scripture, either as an object of theft or a robber’s
gift. Some power, some angel learned a portion of the truth, but did not
remain within the truth, and stole these things and taught them to human
beings by way of inspiration” (I.17.81.1, 2, 4). These apologetic arguments
were his best defence against the obvious charge, already popularized by Cel-
sus, that Christian philosophy was just a recent, crude imitation of Greek
philosophy.43 Clement’s accusations about how the ancient Greeks stole Chris-
tian philosophy were formed in as concrete a manner as he could pretend hap-
pened.44 Thus, when Greek texts displayed obvious similarities to the Hebrew
scriptures, he claimed straight plagiarism (e.g., I.21.101.1; V.14), suggesting
that the Greeks “copied the miracle stories of our history” and “plagiarized
our most important doctrines and debased them” (II.1.1.1).

This theory was Clement’s preferred explanation for Greek literary par-
allels that had the potential to discredit Christianity. Since the licentious con-
tents of the Carpocratian longer text similarly threatened to discredit
Christianity, he explained away the existence of this text using essentially the
same theory. The story of Carpocrates’ theft is every bit as implausible as
Clement’s other accusations of literary theft. But in this case, there might be
a kernel of truth to it, since Carpocrates hailed from Alexandria. It would not
be unrealistic to suppose that before Carpocrates distinguished himself as
beyond the pale he had been a member of the Alexandrian church and man-
aged to persuade an elder to make him a copy of the longer text. In fact, it
is hard to imagine how Carpocrates could not have been a member at some
point, for, as Clement noted, his infamous son Epiphanes, who died quite
young, was “still…listed in our church members’ register,” and the son’s writ-
ings were in Clement’s possession (Strom. III.2.2, 8.4).

The reference in the letter to “the foul demons…devising destruction
for the race of men” is an appeal to the complementary theory that the fore-
knowledge and activity of demons was the cause of contemporary embarrass-
ments for Christianity. Justin frequently asserted that demons inspired certain
humans to create demonic parodies of the truth in order to make true things
look false:

But those who hand down the myths which the poets have made, adduce no
proof to the youths who learn them; and we proceed to demonstrate that they
have been uttered by the influence of the wicked demons, to deceive and
lead astray the human race. For having heard it proclaimed through the
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prophets that the Christ was to come, and that the ungodly among men were
to be punished by fire, they put forward many to be called sons of Jupiter,
under the impression that they would be able to produce in men the idea that
things which were said with regard to Christ were marvelous tales, like the
things which were said by the poets. (First Apology 54.1–2; see also 56, 62,
64, and 66; ANF trans.)

Clement’s adaptation of the demonic conspiracy theory demonstrates that the
Carpocratian parody of the longer text had severely tarnished the reputation
of the version used in Clement’s church. As an apologetic tale, it can prove
little else. The story of Carpocrates’ theft owes more to theological inference
than to knowledge of the facts, at least where it speaks of demonic planning
and magical enslavement. Thus the magical elements in this tale cannot be
pressed to prove that in Carpocrates’ time the text was a physically guarded
secret, or even carefully regulated, though undoubtedly the scandal of the
Carpocratian parody proved how necessary it was to keep this text away from
persons of unproven character. 

Smith’s inference that the longer gospel was a closely guarded secret was
also based upon a particular reading of II.10–12, Clement’s direction to
Theodore to offer a firm denial to the Carpocratians backed with an oath. The
standard paraphrase of this section is as old as Smith’s public announcement of
his discovery to the Society of Biblical Literature in 1960: “Clement apparently
made an unusual concession in revealing the ‘secret gospel.’ Clement emphat-
ically lectured Theodore on the necessity of keeping knowledge of the gospel
a secret—he ‘should even deny it on oath,’ Clement wrote.”45 We encountered
this understanding earlier, when reviewing Charles Murgia’s essay. As a para-
phrase of Clement’s directive to Theodore, it makes little sense. Theodore can-
not keep the Carpocratians ignorant about the existence of a gospel that they
told him about. The denial backed with an oath concerns, rather, the author-
ship, hence the authority, of the longer gospel used by the Carpocratians.
Theodore knew nothing of this text before the Carpocratians told him about
it, so an oath from him could only be effective if he appealed to a knowledge-
able third party. Presumably, the Carpocratians suggested that he write to
Alexandria for verification that Mark wrote this gospel; the Carpocratians
expected that someone in the Alexandrian church would confirm Mark’s author-
ship of the passages they described to Theodore. Taking advantage of the sit-
uation, Clement told Theodore to tell his Carpocratian opponents that they do
not possess Mark’s mystic gospel. There is no secrecy here, only a half-truth
intended to undermine the legitimacy of one particular libertine sect. 

Clement’s reference to Mark bequeathing this gospel to the church in
Alexandria could also be taken as an indication that the longer text was
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meant to be secret, since it implies that Mark controlled the only copy and
refrained from publishing this work himself. The absence of any references
to this text by other authors and the absence of preserved copies likewise indi-
cate that it did not circulate outside Alexandria, except in its unauthorized,
Carpocratian form. The letter certainly gives every indication that the longer
text was used only in Alexandria. But the restriction of this text to one
church need not indicate that the existence of this text was a secret. After all,
Clement wrote that Mark bequeathed his gospel “to the church in Alexan-
dria” rather than to some secret society within that church. And longer Mark
would not have been the only “spiritual” gospel that was not published by
its original author. The Gospel of John appears to have been composed in
two or more stages,46 but we have no evidence that any of its earlier incar-
nations ever circulated (e.g., all manuscripts include the final chapter, which
was apparently added after the death of the original author, whose unantic-
ipated demise is recounted obliquely in John 21:20–24). The lack of exter-
nal evidence for any earlier editions raises the suspicion that the Gospel of
John did not circulate outside the Johannine community for many years, per-
haps more than a decade (the author of John 21 may have been the person
responsible for introducing this gospel to a broader audience). For whatever
reason, it appears that the authors of the spiritual gospels did not publish
those gospels themselves.

There is one more issue to consider before dispensing with the epithet
“the Secret Gospel.” Although the suitability of the longer text to gnostic
exposition probably led to this text being used primarily in the context of
imparting the secret oral traditions, this utility does not account for why it
was read only to Christians involved in gnostic study. Clement’s theory of the
polyvalence of religious writings (Stromateis V) implies that any gospel
would have a variety of symbolic meanings, some of which could be
expounded to ordinary Christians, others only to gnostics. Since the longer
gospel concealed its gnostic secrets from uninstructed eyes, it is unclear why
it did not just supplant the shorter version of Mark in the decades before the
Carpocratian scandal—unless the longer text was never thought to be appro-
priate for catechumens and ordinary Christians. That inference would ade-
quately explain the letter’s premise that access to the manuscript was
controlled at first by the author and later by elders in the church, as well as
the fact that the custodians of this text probably never made copies for use
in churches outside Alexandria.

So what reason could there have been for the initial restriction of this
gospel to relatively advanced Christians? An important clue emerges from
Clement’s references to Mark’s caution and forethought, which resemble
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Clement’s rationale for not putting in writing some of the traditions of his
great teachers:47

These [memories] I took good care to rekindle by making notes
[ ]. Some I am deliberately putting to one side, making my selec-
tion [ ] scientifically out of fear of writing what I have refrained from
speaking—not in a spirit of grudging [ ] (that would be
wrong), but in the fear that my companions might misunderstand them and
go astray and that I might be found offering a dagger to a child. (Strom.
I.1.14.3)

…not, however, declaring all of them, nor yet hinting at the mystic ones,
but selecting [ ] what he thought most useful for increasing the
faith…. But when Peter died a martyr, Mark came over to Alexandria, bring-
ing both his own notes [ ] and those of Peter, from which he
transferred to his former book…Thus, in sum, he prepared matters, neither
grudgingly [ ] nor incautiously, in my opinion, and, dying, he
left his composition to the church in Alexandria, where it even yet is very
securely kept, being read only to those who are being initiated into the great
mysteries. (Letter to Theodore I.17–II.2)

The Letter to Theodore goes on to note the abomination that resulted when
someone unworthy got his hands on this writing and, albeit wilfully, misin-
terpreted it. Clement had no access to the mind of the author of the longer
gospel. He probably drew upon personal experience of the controversy and
damage that results from putting certain things in writing and projected his
own prudence onto Mark. In any case, at issue in his comments about Mark
not incautiously and not grudgingly preparing the longer text is whether
these passages should ever have been added to the gospel, considering what
ultimately happened. Although longer Mark did not contain the gnostic tra-
dition, it apparently had the potential to be misconstrued, like the materials
Clement omitted from his Stromateis. This potential made longer Mark dan-
gerous in the hands of the uninstructed, like a dagger wielded by a child.

So it appears that some of longer Mark’s contents invited misunder-
standing. Certainly that is true of the passage about which Theodore inquired.
A typical Alexandrian might easily have construed LGM 1b as a kind of mys-
tery-religion initiation, since those rites often involved nocturnal revelations
to ordinary, anonymous persons dressed in linen. Clement himself viewed
secret, nocturnal gatherings by fire light, presided over by hierophants, as
characteristic of the Greek mysteries (Prot. 2.22.1, 6–7); to him, the darkness
and nocturnal setting symbolized the inherent evil of the rites. Long before
the Carpocratian scandal, Alexandrian elders probably worried that catechu-
mens might misunderstand passages like LGM 1b, and may therefore have
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always reserved this text for the students progressing in knowledge. The
exclusion of longer Mark from public readings may be compared to the exclu-
sion of certain Jewish scriptures from public readings on account of theolog-
ical difficulties arising from their contents.48

Perhaps the best proof of longer Mark’s potential to be misconstrued
is its reception by New Testament scholars. Even some “professional” read-
ers unconsciously referred to Jesus teaching the young man the “mysteries”
(plural) of the kingdom of God, in consonance with mystery religion ter-
minology (though recollection of the parallel to Mark 4:11 in Matthew
and Luke may sometimes be the trigger).49 John Wenham typified this sort
of confusion when he wrote “Can we believe that Mark wrote the ill-fitting
insertions attributed to him, which suggest that Jesus initiated nocturnal
‘mysteries’ [sic] in the nude [sic]?”50 In an endnote, Karel Hanhart attempted
to explain how the (non-existent) plural in “secret” Mark does not contra-
dict Mark’s style and what he took to be the Pauline meaning of “mystery”
in Mark 4:11.51 Others imagined that LGM 1:11 depicts the young man
as wearing white linen, which, as Marvin Meyer noted, some of the mystery
religions used as the garment of initiation. This transference of the white-
ness of the robe worn by the young man in the tomb to the linen sheet worn
by the young man in LGM 1b is fairly common, and probably happened
among the original readers.52 Many other scholars declared the text to be
self-evidently gnostic, and some supposed that the incident has homosex-
ual overtones. The gay reading of LGM 1b is very popular among non-schol-
ars. Clearly, LGM 1b is a story that “those outside” are prone to confuse with
gnosticism, mystery initiations, and sexual libertinism despite the fact that
the troublesome elements are all paralleled in either canonical Mark or the
Gospel of John and accord with the Markan theme that Jesus taught the mys-
tery of the kingdom of God in private to “those who were about him with
the twelve” (4:10–12).

Conclusions
Smith misconstrued Clement’s comments about the nature of the longer
gospel. The Letter to Theodore does not refer to a secret gospel but to a mys-
tic gospel that had an affinity to the Gospel of John. Teachers in Alexandria
found the longer text of Mark to be especially useful for the instruction of
advanced Christians but potentially harmful to catechumens. Presumably
its utility in disclosing the secret, unwritten doctrines reserved for advanced
Christians and the amenability of its overtly symbolic passages to unedify-
ing interpretations led its custodians to avoid reading it to people of unproven
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character, and the scandalous use of this text by the Carpocratians eventu-
ally made discussing this text in public writings more trouble than it was
worth. What is most certain and most important for us to recognize is that
the translation “secret gospel” misrepresents and obscures Clement’s actual
conception of the genre and purpose of this gospel. It is time to replace that
title and the misleading connotations it invokes.

THE NATURE OF THE LONGER GOSPEL 143

brown_04.qxd  2005/04/26  12:23 PM  Page 143



In the preceding chapter I argued that the Letter to Theodore refers not to
a secret, ritual text but to a gospel that developed the “spiritual” or con-

cealed meanings of the Markan narrative; in Clement’s day it was being
expounded anagogically to advanced Christians as a means of communicat-
ing the esoteric theological mysteries of the Alexandrian church. These con-
clusions require us to reconsider the appropriateness of the form-critical
paradigm as the basic tool for comprehending the setting in which this text
was read and—just as important—what is being depicted in LGM 1b. Are
LGM 1 and 2 communally shaped traditions that functioned as the liturgy or
as catechism for a rite that LGM 1b depicts?

The Baptismal Reading of LGM 1b
That has been the dominant opinion. Nearly all of the scholars who com-
mented on the significance of the young man’s linen sheet decided that LGM
1:11–12 depicts some form of Christian baptism.1 On the face of it, this idea
seems plausible: The private, nocturnal setting and the odd costume suggest
an initiation; a linen sheet worn over the naked body could facilitate disrob-
ing for immersion. More importantly, since linen was commonly used as a bur-
ial wrapping, the sheet could signify the spiritual death and rebirth effected
by the rite of baptism. As Smith noted, the word used to describe the young
man’s sheet in LGM 1:11 and Mark 14:51 ( ) also appears in Mark
15:46 in reference to Jesus’ burial wrapping. So the sheet has connotations
of death and burial in Mark itself. Moreover, as I noted in chapter 3, Bethany
in LGM 1:1 is not the village near Jerusalem where Lazarus is raised but the
place beyond the Jordan where Jesus first heard of Lazarus’ illness. This
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Bethany is the place where John the Baptist witnessed to Jesus in the Gospel
of John (1:28; 10:40). Thus in longer Mark, Jesus raises and instructs the
young man in the place where Jesus’ forerunner first performed baptisms in
the Fourth Gospel. The relevant details of Jesus’ movements through Peraea
before and after LGM 1 accord with the archaeological evidence that this
place called Bethany was located in present-day Wadi Kharrar, not far from
Jericho. The young man’s house would therefore have been close to the Jor-
dan River and four freshwater springs.2

That a resident of Bethany beyond the Jordan who is dressed in a linen
sheet might be a candidate for baptism is confirmed rather strikingly by
records of Christian pilgrimage to this site. Several Christian travellers, includ-
ing the Pilgrim of Bordeaux (333 CE), specify that this location was the tra-
ditional site of Jesus’ baptism. The account by the Pilgrim of Piacenza from
around the year 570 also describes what Christians wore when they immersed
themselves in the Jordan River at Wadi Kharrar after an all-night vigil that
began in the evening before Epiphany: “Some wear linen, and some other
materials which will serve as their shrouds for burial.”3 It is hard to miss the
similarity between Jesus’ nighttime instruction of a young man dressed only
in linen (presumably the shroud he was wearing when Jesus returned him from
the dead) and the nightlong vigil culminating in baptism that was witnessed
by the Pilgrim of Piacenza at the same location. Interestingly, the practice of
wearing linen funeral shrouds during pilgrimage baptism in the Jordan is an
element of Greek Orthodox practice.4 Bethany’s association with John the Bap-
tist, “living” water (the Jordan River and freshwater springs), and a peculiar
practice of wearing linen burial shrouds as a symbol of baptismal rebirth is a
sufficient basis to conclude that the description of the linen sheet in LGM 1b
presupposes Christian baptism, if not a special form of baptism specific to
Bethany beyond the Jordan.

But presupposes seems to be all. The story is strangely unclear about what
is transpiring between Jesus and the young man. There is no mention of
water or depiction of a baptism. The narrator merely says, “and when it was
evening the young man comes to him donning a linen sheet upon his naked
body, and he remained with him that night; for Jesus was teaching him the
mystery of the kingdom of God. Now rising, he returned from there to the
other side of the Jordan” (1:11–13). The combination of the conjunction for
and the imperfect tense “was teaching” explains why the young man remained
that evening, and implies that only teaching occurred.5 The earlier occur-
rence of “the mystery of the kingdom of God” in the parable discourse indi-
cates that this mystery concerns a single theological truth about the reign of
God that can be grasped only with great effort (4:10–12, 24–25). Such a mys-
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tery is too profound for pre-baptismal catechism,6 the purpose of which was
ethical “resocialization,” as Clement himself insisted.7 And precisely where the
reader might expect the depiction of a ritual, the narrator states that Jesus got
up and went to the other side of the Jordan. 

The young man does reappear in Gethsemane, but he is again wearing
a linen sheet, which must represent his readiness for initiation. Why would
he be wearing the garment that symbolizes the old self abandoned in bap-
tism if he was actually baptized in Bethany?8 Lest we imagine that the
young man is now ready to be baptized in some nearby water, we are told
that he “was following with” Jesus as Jesus was being arrested—not a good
time to seek baptism. He does disrobe, but only in a struggle to avoid his
own arrest. His nudity is not a sublime symbol of a believer’s participation
in Christ’s death and resurrection through baptism,9 or of a power that
death could not conquer,10 but an ignominious detail that exemplifies the
fear and desperation of the disciples as a whole.11 The loss of his linen sheet
implies the absence of the kind of loyalty to Jesus that undergoing baptism
would convey.12

So the young man’s linen sheet has baptismal connotations, but the
text discourages every attempt to perceive Jesus literally baptizing him. We
should not be surprised by this, for the gospel gave two clear indications that
Jesus’ baptism is not in water. John the Baptist stated this explicitly in the
prologue: “After me comes he who is mightier than I, the thong of whose
sandals I am not worthy to stoop down and untie. I have baptized you with
water; but he will baptize you with the Holy Spirit” (1:7–8). Likewise, in
the immediate context of LGM 1, Jesus spoke of “the baptism with which
I am baptized” as a metaphorical immersion (10:38–39). His words to
James and John about his cup and baptism certainly allude to the sacra-
ments marking entrance into the church, but it is the non-sacramental,
metaphorical dimensions to these images that are essential to Mark’s point.
The cup that Jesus offers his disciples symbolizes his blood (death) in
14:23–24 and his passion in 14:36, so the symbolism of Jesus’ cup and bap-
tism in 10:38–39 must connote Jesus’ suffering and death as well. Like the
imagery of taking up one’s cross and following Jesus (8:34), the imagery of
drinking Jesus’ cup and undergoing his baptism signify sharing his violent
fate. It therefore makes sense to ask whether the initiatory imagery of
LGM 1b further elaborates this theme by extending the comparison between
baptism and the process of following Jesus in his way to life through death.
But before we consider this possibility, we need to explore the evidence of
the letter.
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The Baptismal Reading of the Letter to Theodore
It is time to consider what the Letter to Theodore reveals about the actual use
of LGM 1 and 2 in late-second-century Alexandria. Clement offers us a rare
first-hand account of how a gospel was used in a particular community, so it
is quite surprising that scholars have mostly overlooked the “external” evidence
of the letter proper by focusing mainly on LGM 1b. Conceivably, the initia-
tory character of this incident, the sacramental-sounding language Clement
employed to describe the way the longer text was used, and the lack of viable
alternatives to the baptismal theory have all contributed to the “factualization”
of Smith’s undocumented assertion that the great mysteries “would most
easily be referred to the pascha, the annual occasion for baptism.”13 Some
scholars seem to think that Clement as much as stated that longer Mark was
used in connection with neophyte baptism.14 The canonical status of this
opinion might explain why most scholars have not noticed that it contra-
dicts another widespread conception, namely, that longer Mark was a secret
writing known only to an elite sect within the church.

Knowing that this work was not a secret gospel does not, however, resolve
the problems posed by the letter for the theory that longer Mark was read as
catechism and liturgy in connection with baptism. Another contradiction
exists that should have been at least as obvious: the Letter to Theodore itself
dissociates catechumens from the audience for which the longer gospel was
written. According to Clement’s Alexandrian tradition, what we call canon-
ical Mark was written for “catechumens” ( ) in order to
strengthen their faith (I.18). The additional passages of the more spiritual
gospel, on the other hand, were added for the use of “those being perfected”
(I.22) and were “read only to those who are being initiated into the great mys-
teries” (II.1–2). Catechumens and those being perfected are very different
groups. As Smith himself acknowledged, Clement’s unqualified references
to being perfected concern gnosis.15 Likewise, as I demonstrated in the pre-
vious chapter, Clement’s references to the great mysteries have in view an
advanced stage of theological instruction. A person was figuratively initiated
into these theological mysteries on a daily basis through study of the hidden,
allegorical meanings of the scriptures. The longer text’s suitability, if not its
actual use, in advanced theological instruction is clearly conveyed in the state-
ment that Mark “transferred to his former book the things suitable to those
studies which make for progress toward gnosis” (I.20–21). It follows that
those who heard the longer text were already baptized, and those who were
undergoing pre-baptismal instruction were still a long way off from hearing
it. The fact that the letter itself dissociates catechumens from the audience of
the longer text can only cause us to wonder how the hypothesis that this
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gospel was read in second-century Alexandria in the context of baptism man-
aged to become an assured result.

The restriction of longer Mark to baptized Christians who were well
advanced in gnosis is an important problem for the theory devised by Thomas
Talley, which finds in LGM 1 an explanation for the early Alexandrian prac-
tice of performing baptisms on the sixth day (Friday) of the sixth week of the
fast in imitation of Jesus’ fast of forty days after his baptism. Medieval sources
indicate that in Alexandria prior to Nicea this fast took place immediately after
Epiphany (January 6th) rather than during the forty days leading up to Easter,
and concluded with the Feast of Palms on the first Sunday after the bap-
tisms. Hence in Alexandria, Palm Sunday and the preceding Friday of bap-
tism occurred a number of weeks before Pascha and the six-day paschal fast.16

The origins of this practice of baptizing on the sixth day of the sixth week of
the fast are unclear, but a long-standing Coptic tradition, mentioned in the
tenth century by Macarius, the Bishop of Memphis, recounts that Jesus bap-
tized his disciples on that day.17 The basis of that tradition is unknown, but
Talley believed that it was the raising and initiation story in longer Mark, for
that story depicts, in his view, Jesus baptizing a disciple “after six days.” Tal-
ley worked this conclusion into a hypothesis that by Clement’s time the
Gospel of Mark was read in Alexandria according to a liturgical cycle, “begin-
ning on January 6: the Baptism of Jesus on that day, the beginning of the imi-
tation of Jesus’ fast on the following day with the continued reading of the
gospel during the weeks of the fast so as to arrive at chapter 10 by the sixth
week, the reading of the secret gospel inserted into chapter 10 in close con-
junction with the conferment of baptism in that sixth week, and the celebra-
tion of the entry into Jerusalem with chapter 11 of Mark on the following
Sunday.”18 As support for this reconstruction, Talley noted that at Constan-
tinople, the gospel reading for the Sunday before Palm Sunday was Mark
10:32–45, which is the passage in which LGM 1 occurs in longer Mark:
“Constantinople’s five week Markan course breaks off after Mark 10.32–45
and the next eucharist on the following Saturday abruptly shifts to the only
canonical parallel to the secret gospel, the raising of Lazarus in John 11, and
this ‘Saturday of the Palm-bearer: Memorial of the Holy and Just Lazarus’ [i.e.,
Lazarus Saturday] is, in the medieval typika of Hagia Sophia, a fully baptismal
liturgy.”19

Talley did not offer any new arguments for reading LGM 1 as an account
of a literal baptism, nor did he demonstrate that baptism was already being
performed on a special day in Clement’s time. Rather, he accepted Smith’s
claim that the great mysteries referred to a day of baptism: “That this initia-
tory encounter is of a baptismal character is not stated in the text, but the use
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of this pericope in connection with baptism must have established such an
understanding. It is true that the subject of the narrative is but a single indi-
vidual in the Mar Saba fragment, and that the text does not even say that Jesus
baptized him. Yet it was this text that was read, Clement says, ‘only to those
who are being initiated into the great mysteries,’ and it is virtually certain that
those disciples of Christ were being baptized.”20 The difficulties with Tal-
ley’s position are apparent in this quotation. The great mysteries have to do
with advanced theological instruction, not baptism. There is a superficial
similarity between the one disciple being instructed in a linen sheet after six
days and the tradition that Jesus baptized his disciples on the sixth day of the
week, but it is not clear how one moves from “after six days” to “on the sixth
day of the week.” One could argue that “after six days” is synonymous with
“on the sixth day,” since “after three days” in the passion predictions must mean
on the third day. But it is more likely that the phrase means “a week later” or
“on the seventh day,” given the fact that the preposition ( ) means after
and not on ( ). In any case, there is no reason why “after six days” should
mean the sixth day of the week (Friday), for the six-day interval is relative to
when Jesus and the young man entered the house, not relative to the first—
or any other—day of the week. Thus the coincidence of the number six is not
sufficient justification for associating LGM 1 with a tradition that Jesus bap-
tized his disciples on the sixth day of the week.

There is still the question of how a tradition that Jesus baptized his dis-
ciples could be represented by a story involving one disciple, who was not even
one of the twelve. Some additional information about Clement’s understand-
ing of baptism is relevant here. In a fragment of Clement’s Hypotyposeis pre-
served by John Moschus, a Palestinian monk of the seventh century, Clement
interpreted 1 Cor 1:14 to imply that Jesus baptized one disciple. That disci-
ple, however, was Peter: “Yes, truly the apostles were baptized, as Clement the
Stromatist relates in the fifth book of the Hypotyposes. For in explaining the
saying of the Apostle, ‘I give thanks that I baptized no one of you,’ he says
that Christ is said to have baptized Peter alone, and Peter, Andrew, and
Andrew, James and John, and they the rest.”21 Clement, therefore, did not
think that Jesus baptized his disciples (plural) on a particular day, as the Cop-
tic tradition has it.

Does the coincidence that Clement believed that Jesus baptized only one
disciple perhaps reflect consideration of the longer gospel and a baptismal inter-
pretation? The opposite conclusion seems more likely. We do not know why
Clement thought it important to believe that Jesus baptized one disciple. He
may have been confronting the same problem in relation to which Moschus
offered this quotation, namely, that no scripture relates that the apostles were
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baptized in water, so, according to John 3:5, they are excluded from the king-
dom of God. Whatever the motive, Clement found evidence for a single
exception in 1 Cor 1:14, not LGM 1b, and that exception was Peter, not the
anonymous young man. Had Clement thought that Jesus baptized the young
man whom he had raised from the dead, Clement could not very well con-
clude that Jesus baptized “Peter alone” (Peter is differentiated from this young
man in Mark 14:51–54).

The basic conclusion that can be drawn at this point is that there is no
good reason to think that LGM 1 was devised for and shaped within a bap-
tismal life setting or that it was given such a function in Alexandria at any point
before the end of the second century. The letter itself indicates that this ampli-
fied edition was reserved for Christians who were advanced enough to study
the most esoteric theological teachings. Catechumens heard the shorter gospel.

Alternative Cultic Interpretations
Given the distinctions that Clement drew between baptism and the great
mysteries (Strom. V.11.70.7–71.1), on the one hand, and between catechu-
mens and the audience of the longer gospel, on the other, it is rather remark-
able that only three scholars attempted to devise alternative interpretations that
could accommodate these facts. Rather predictably, these scholars proposed
new rites of initiation that could correspond to the cultic ritual supposedly
depicted in LGM 1b. Morton Smith postulated “a second baptism for the true
gnostics, distinct from the rank and file.”22 Raymond E. Brown spoke of “an
initiation rite into the mystery of the kingdom, i.e., either a (second) baptism,
or, more likely, a secret rite phrased in imagery borrowed from baptismal
theology: entrance into the kingdom, dying/rising, new man, white garment,
paschal setting.”23 And Cyril C. Richardson abandoned his initial baptism the-
ory for a rite involving elements resembling gnosticism and the mystery cults.
Since Brown’s alternative to Smith’s hypothesis of a second baptism is so
vague, I will not deal with it separately.

Smith apparently developed his theory of a second baptism in stages.
He began by elaborating Richardson’s suggestion that Mark 10:13–45 plus
LGM 1 constituted a lection for baptism. Since Richardson’s theory envisions
longer Mark being read to catechumens, Smith had difficulty with Clement’s
statements that the shorter gospel was read to “catechumens” and the longer
gospel to “those being perfected” (i.e., in gnosis). In the commentary section
of his book, Smith addressed this discrepancy by suggesting that the latter cat-
egory referred to “persons in the process of being baptized,” who were no
longer catechumens.24 This conjecture eventually became unnecessary when
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Smith decided that the rite depicted in LGM 1b was secret and unseemly and
that the longer gospel was known only to a gnostic clique within the church.
Those inferences led Smith to assume that LGM 1b was read in connection
with a second baptism of a different sort. Christians involved in a second bap-
tism would by definition no longer be catechumens and could rightly be
called “those being perfected” (in gnosis).

What this second baptism involved is not entirely clear. In a few places
Smith suggested that it was derived from, and to a large extent preserved, the
baptismal practice he ascribed to the historical Jesus, involving a spiritual
ascent into the heavens and the resultant libertine conviction of freedom
from the law: “the developments which Jesus had added to the Baptist’s bap-
tism fell into disuse or were preserved as ‘great mysteries’ for more advanced
candidates.”25 The supposition of a second baptism led in turn to the suppo-
sition that there were two distinct communities in Clement’s church: a “well-
to-do” esoterically inclined congregation which became an “inner circle”26 and
the larger community of lesser educated, more orthodox Christians. Yet the
tolerance of secret, libertine rites in the orthodox Alexandrian church itself
required an explanation; Smith offered two theories to account for this:

Such a practice might have resulted from the coming together—perhaps
under the pressure of persecution—of congregations originally distinct. A
more hellenized congregation, holding to a philosophical interpretation of the
religion and familiar with the practices of the mysteries, might have tried to
maintain its individuality as an ecclesiola in ecclesia and have admitted candi-
dates from the larger church only after a special course of training, and admin-
istration of its peculiarly significant sacraments. Another possibility is that we
have here a late example of the way many Christian churches first quarantined
and then eliminated the libertine tradition. The dangerous secrets of realiz-
able eschatology—of the immediate accessibility of the kingdom and the lib-
erty of those who entered it—were limited to a few, shut away from the rest
by special requirements, and at last quietly forgotten.27

“It was probably this libertine wing that both produced and preserved the
secret Gospel of Mark—a version of canonical Mark expanded by the addi-
tion of material from the original, libertine tradition.”28 How someone as
prudish and repressed as Clement could have become a leading figure within
an inner circle that transmitted a libertine tradition, Smith did not say.

Whether or not Smith realized it, his theory that longer Mark was a
secret text that depicted an archaic and unsavoury mystery initiation is incom-
patible with Richardson’s theory that Mark 10:13–45 was a baptismal lection.
All of the arguments that Smith adopted from Richardson assume that this
lection was read to persons who were in the process of entering the church—
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simple folk who might benefit from instruction that emphasized the impor-
tance of becoming like children (Mark 10:14) and the need to observe the ten
commandments (10:19), “practice humility,” and “make yourselves useful
in the church” (10:42–45).29 Yet Smith believed that LGM 1 represents a sec-
ond baptism confined to a libertine, gnostic clique. Why would a section of
Mark devised for new believers contain a passage that adumbrates a secret,
libertine ritual? How could a section of Mark that inculcates simple virtues
serve the liturgical needs of a group of libertine gnostics? Richardson’s inter-
pretation of Mark 10:13–45 and Smith’s understanding of LGM 1b were
hardly compatible. 

Unlike Smith, Cyril C. Richardson abandoned the baptismal theory alto-
gether when he realized that Clement associated both longer Mark and the
great mysteries with gnostic instruction. The alternative ritual that Richard-
son reconstructed from LGM 1 and 2 and Clement’s words on “the myster-
ies of love” (presumably Qds 36–37) is even more incredible than Smith’s secret
baptism. In order to find cultic referents for each detail in the gospel excerpts,
Richardson turned to gnosticism and the mystery religions and concluded that
LGM 1a represents a mors voluntaria or voluntary, simulated death, whereas
LGM 1b represents “a sacred kiss in the nude, a form of the ‘bridal chamber’
(cf. Gospel of Philip),” which “seals the kingdom’s mystery of love.” Richard-
son interpreted the linen cloth in terms of the mythology of “a return to Par-
adise”; it signifies “a loincloth to hide the genitals.” He added that the
reference to the three women perhaps “reflects an Encratite group which did
reject women.”30

The little evidence we have about mors voluntaria suggests that these rites
replicated death by evoking the initiate’s fear of dying; this was accom-
plished through a ritual enactment of death, which may have included a
simulated burial or descent into the underworld.31 In support of reading
LGM 1a as a mors voluntaria, Richardson noted that in longer Mark “the
shriek [‘loud voice’] comes from the tomb, whereas in John it comes from
Jesus. The phrase generally signifies a prophetic-magical utterance….But
here it echoes the shriek of Legion among the tombs (Mk 5:7) and suggests
the terror of an actual mors voluntaria. Who, for instance, being initiated in
the cult of Isis, would not scream as he was led into the dark room to meet
the terrible Osiris, god of the dead, and behold his penis which the indus-
trious and loving Isis had failed to recover?”32

This theory might strike a chord with someone who can imagine Chris-
tians burying each other alive as an alternative means of participating in
Jesus’ death and resurrection, but this melange of gnostic, Encratite, and Isis-
cult parallels does not make much sense in terms of the unfolding of the story.
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Literally, the young man is in a tomb because he is dead, not because he is
voluntarily undergoing a rite of transformation. The cry from the tomb
appears to be provoked by Jesus’ proximity, as in Mark 1:23–24 and 5:6–7,
where demons inspire their hosts to cry out because the Holy One of God
has come to plunder Satan’s possessions (3:27). The scream, therefore, does
not concern the (dead) man’s fear of death, but Death’s own fear of Jesus.
The part of the story that does have an initiatory character (LGM 1b) does
not involve nudity or a kiss; the phrase “naked man with naked man” per-
tains to the Carpocratian version, so the linen sheet does not come off until
Mark 14:52. By forsaking the storyline in favour of disparate and abstruse
allegorical connections, Richardson lost sight of the fact that LGM 1a is a
typical raising miracle.

The Need for a Literary Perspective 
on LGM 1 and 2

Evident in Richardson’s strained explanation is a compulsion to identify, if not
a single ritual, then one conglomerate of practices that can account for all the
strange details in LGM 1 and 2. The common notion that gospel materials
were crafted through their use in connection with particular church practices
inclines scholars to distinguish, in as transparent a way as possible, whatever
community practice might be served by a particular pericope. Thus most
scholars consider it to be self-evident the LGM 1b depicts a practice of the
Alexandrian church.33 Certainly this pericope would constitute excellent sup-
port for this form-critical presupposition, should we ever discover a rite
involving nocturnal instruction in the mystery of the kingdom of God given
to initiates wrapped in linen sheets. But the fact that the details pertaining to
the young man frustrate every attempt to read LGM 1:10–12 as a depiction
of a ritual bids us to reconsider the assumption that this passage was fashioned
in a cultic context and depicts an actual ritual. 

The premise that LGM 1 has a cultic life setting is made more problem-
atic by the existence of LGM 2. “What purpose of what group of which early
church led to its invention? And why did Mark include it?”34 Smith asked those
questions of Mark 14:51–52, but they apply equally well to the similarly
brief and enigmatic “story” about Jesus snubbing three women when he
came to Jericho. LGM 2 is inexplicable when viewed as a unit of tradition that
was transmitted orally for a generation or more because it had some illustra-
tive value. Like 14:51–52, it does not answer any questions; it only elicits
them. Nor does it make sense to imagine that LGM 2 is a remnant of an actual
event that was preserved for decades simply because it happened. So many
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really important details about Jesus were completely lost, but this one, the bare
fact that he did not receive three women one day in Jericho, was remem-
bered. Why?

Most scholars who think that LGM 2 has some traditional basis explain
its cultic and didactic irrelevance by suggesting that some redactor elimi-
nated a dialogue between Jesus and Salome with the gloss “and Jesus did
not receive them.”35 But theories of suppression simply replace the problem
of irrelevance with the question of why a tradition deprived of any function
was ever put into a gospel. This dilemma is not resolved by assuming that the
passage was doctored only after it was incorporated into the text, for the
most sensible solution would have been to remove the offending tradition
completely so that nothing remains to draw attention to its suppression.

Among scholars who consider LGM 2 to be a complete tradition, the
most common form-critical explanation is that it was devised to rationalize
Encratite celibacy.36 This, too, is not a very plausible explanation for how
these two sentences could have survived as oral tradition. Aside from the
gratuitousness of evoking a philosophical attitude toward marriage simply
because the persons whom Jesus did not receive were women (should we
invoke this thesis to explain why Jesus was so rude to the Syrophoenician
woman?), this notion overlooks the fact that Jesus initially raised the brother
at the sister’s request and got angry when his own disciples rebuked her. His
attitude toward the sister appears to change after he first encounters her.

Hypotheses about a setting in the life of a church can no more explain
the existence of LGM 2 than they can the appearance of the anonymous
young man in Gethsemane. Perhaps, then, we should stop trying to situate
LGM 2 within the world outside the text and ask how it functions within its
literary context. Whatever its meaning, LGM 2 has a literary function with
respect to LGM 1: it creates an intercalation. As we will see in chapter 6, com-
parison of the first sentence of LGM 2 with the opening of LGM 1 reveals
an extensive parallelism. Both begin with “and” ( ) + a present tense
indicative of “to come” ( ) + “into” ( ) + a place name + another
“and” ( ) + an imperfect of “to be” ( ) combined with “there” ( ),
and then mention the same woman, identify her with respect to her brother,
and use the Semitism of a redundant possessive in relation to the brother
(“whose brother of hers”; “whom Jesus loved him”)—in all, nine points of
contact in sequence. The reference to the three women in LGM 2 was shaped
in such a way that it calls to mind the preceding resuscitation story, in effect
bracketing the intervening story of the request of James and John. Mark used
this technique as a means of suggesting that the intercalated stories are mutu-
ally interpretative. Longer Mark’s use of this technique indicates that the
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structural parallel between LGM 2:1a and the opening of LGM 1 is redac-
tional; the form of 2:1a was fashioned by the author of the longer gospel. The
remaining words of LGM 2:1—“and his mother and Salome”—likewise were
not crafted in some real-life context. What the words “the sister…and his
mother and Salome” do is create a group of three women that anticipates the
groups of three women mentioned in connection with Jesus’ crucifixion
(15:40) and resurrection (16:1); this grouping of three women functions as
part of a “paired frame” (inclusio), whereby the passion narrative is bracketed
by two raising miracles involving Jesus, a young man, a stone, a tomb, and
three women. The remark in LGM 2:2 “and Jesus did not receive them,” on
the other hand, is reminiscent of Jesus’ refusal to receive his mother and
brothers when they sought to take charge of him after hearing that he was
“beside himself ” (3:20–21, 31–35). In light of that literary precedent, a
reader might infer that the sister and mother want to take the young man back
home because he has abandoned his family and wealth in order to follow
Jesus (LGM 1:8; Mark 14:51–52). Thus, in the context of the Markan gospel,
LGM 2 reiterates the point that the only family Jesus will acknowledge is the
one consisting of those who do the will of God (3:33–35); apart from this
context, LGM 2 has no clear theological meaning. The most reasonable con-
clusion, then, is that LGM 2 is a literary construct. Its form was not shaped
through repeated telling in connection with some Christian activity, and its
contents depend upon this gospel for their meaning. 

If LGM 2 cannot be understood within the framework of form criti-
cism but is susceptible to narrative analysis, then perhaps a more literary
approach can help us make more sense of LGM 1b. Indeed, from a reader-
response perspective, the entire subplot involving the young man seems
designed to confuse us, for it is packed with unexplained details that goad the
reader to ask what is going on. As we read the story, we puzzle over questions
such as: What cries out from the tomb? Why is this “loud voice” heard before
Jesus raises the man? Is he not dead? How does the young man’s wealth
explain why they retire to his house? Why does Jesus stay for a whole week?
What command does he give to the young man? What happened to Jesus’ dis-
ciples? What is the significance of the linen sheet covering the young man’s
naked body? Why is this meeting private and nocturnal? What exactly is the
setting? (Are they still in the house? Did they ever leave it?) What is the mys-
tery of the kingdom of God? Why does Jesus teach it to this individual? Why
does the author identify only one of the new characters by name? Who is
Salome? How is she related to the young man’s mother and sister? Why are
these three women in Jericho when Jesus arrives? What do they want with
him? Why does Jesus not receive them? This persistent indeterminacy con-
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tinues through the reappearance of the anonymous young man in Gethsemane
and inside Jesus’ open tomb.

Thus, despite receiving a description of what happened, we must con-
tend with numerous gaps that encumber our understanding of what it all
means. We are forced to fill in all the missing connections through a dialec-
tical process of considering the details, constructing tentative hypotheses
about what is going on in the story, and evaluating how well our hypothe-
ses can account for all the details that the narrator chose to disclose. Each
failure to make sense of all the details requires us to try again with a new the-
ory.37 It is difficult not to engage in this process, for we enjoy a good riddle
and do not want to be an outsider to a mystery. Our sheer fascination with
making sense of LGM 1 and 2 belies the usual assumptions that the author
was just carelessly vague or writing for such a specific audience that he did
not need to spell out what everyone knew. Rather, gap-laden narration is a
prominent Markan literary technique: “The experience of reading Mark’s
Gospel is regularly the experience of being enticed to fill in the gaps and places
of indeterminacy that the narrative presents to us.…Like lace, which is char-
acterized as much by its open spaces as by the tangible threads that outline
them, Mark’s fabric is so full of gaps that we could look almost anywhere for
salient examples.”38

The transfiguration comes close to the level of indeterminacy produced
by the extant longer gospel insertions, as does the sequence of events in the
prologue and, of course, the account of the young man in Gethsemane. In
these stories the narrator shows us the incident unfolding but withholds the
authoritative authorial commentary that would explain what we are witness-
ing. So, for instance, when reading Mark 9:2–13 we struggle to synthesize
all the striking—yet unelaborated—details into a coherent theological point
that explains not only the significance of Jesus’ metamorphosis but also the
appearance of Elijah and Moses, the substance of their private conversation,
Jesus’ reason for commanding silence about the vision until the rising of the
Son of man, and his cryptic words about Elijah on the way down the moun-
tain. It is hard not to identify with the befuddled disciples, who are likewise
struggling to make sense of this incident (9:5–6, 10–11).

So our first clue that we should be reading LGM 1b as a deliberate
enigma comes from the way we ourselves have been reading it. We are fasci-
nated by its indeterminacies and strive to figure out what the private, noctur-
nal encounter depicts. LGM 1b and 2 have the same effect on readers that
Frank Kermode documented with respect to Mark 14:51–52 and the refer-
ences to the man in the Macintosh in James Joyce’s Ulysses. To use Kermode’s
language, these verses produce fractures in the surface of the narrative; their
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“narrative elements” are difficult to construe “as part of a larger organization,”
so the human penchant “to prefer fulfillment to disappointment, the closed
to the open” impels readers to find an explanation.39

Since LGM 1b is a deliberate enigma achieved through a Markan liter-
ary technique, it makes sense to search within the Markan narrative itself for
clues to the puzzle of what LGM 1b represents. We can begin with the obser-
vation that many of its unexplained story elements echo phrases already used
in the gospel. The author of canonical Mark frequently repeated phrases
across many episodes as a way of encouraging his readers to perceive thematic
relationships among otherwise unconnected incidents. The phrases in longer
Mark that occur elsewhere in the story necessarily carry connotations that affect
their meaning within LGM 1 and 2, just as their use within LGM 1 and 2 nec-
essarily influences the meaning of these phrases elsewhere. 

A detailed analysis of longer Mark’s verbal echoes must wait until a later
chapter. At this point it will suffice to note that many of the verbal echoes in
LGM 1 have overtones of discipleship within the larger narrative. The phrase
“and he began to beg him that he might be with him” (LGM 1:8), for
instance, suggests that the young man wished to become a disciple (cf. Mark
3:14 and 5:18–20). The removal to a house followed by private teaching
suggests that Jesus treated him as one (cf. Mark 7:17–23; 9:28–29, 33–50).
The words “and after six days” (LGM 1:10) introduced the transfiguration
and are associated with private, christological revelation to Jesus’ closest dis-
ciples (9:2). The phrase “for he was teaching” is the same formula that intro-
duced the second passion prediction (9:31), which was offered in secret to
the disciples (9:30). “The mystery of the kingdom of God” is reserved for dis-
ciples and is what separates them from “those outside.” 

The persistent connection between the phrasing of LGM 1 and disciple-
ship establishes a general interpretative framework for the unelaborated details
given in 1b. But the key to making sense of these details as a consistent whole
is the intercalation of Jesus’ discourse with James and John, where Jesus
likens his coming passion to a baptism and asks the sons of Zebedee whether
they are able to undergo this experience (10:38–39). The framing of this
dialogue within the story about the young man and his mother and sister
encourages readers to interpret these two pericopae in light of each other.
Those who detect a connection between the young man’s unusual apparel and
the sacramental imagery in Jesus’ reply to James and John will likely infer that
the young man has dressed for baptism; those who recognize that Jesus’ cup
and baptism are metaphors for his passion will likely infer that Jesus was
teaching the young man that he must be “baptized with the baptism with
which I am baptized” in order to share in Jesus’ coming exaltation. This is an
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initiation into a deeper truth, a mystery. But it is not a rite. In the dramatic
situation of the story, Jesus’ baptism means his arrest, trial, and execution;
accepting this baptism means undergoing a similar fate: “If any man would
come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross and follow me”
(8:34). Accordingly, when we next see this young man, he is “following
with” Jesus as Jesus is being led away to face trial, and he is dressed as if for
baptism in what one might gather is his former burial sheet (cf. 15:46). The
sheet signifies his readiness to be “immersed” in Jesus’ sufferings and his
recognition that the way to life is through death. “He has recognized that fol-
lowing this man will lead to death and has come suitably dressed for the
occasion.”40

The Original Purpose and Later Use 
of LGM 1 and 2

The two additional passages Clement disclosed to Theodore significantly
affect the meaning of at least two elusive themes in the canonical gospel. The
mystery of the kingdom of God (4:11) is now directly associated with the cen-
tral section’s teachings on the necessity of following the example of Christ’s
selfless death (8:34–35; 10:38, 43–45). And the young man’s inappropriate
attire in Gethsemane now makes sense as a symbolic embodiment of this
teaching and a commentary on the failure of the disciples as a whole. Like the
young man, they desired to remain loyal to Jesus to the point of death
(14:26–31, 51), but were not yet capable of accepting Jesus’ “cup” and “bap-
tism.” So the author of LGM 1 and 2 is elucidating perplexing elements in
Mark’s story. The question of how this redaction affects the story will be
addressed in detail in the literary-critical part of this investigation. At this
point we need to ask an historical question. Why did this redactor do this?

Study of the way Matthew and Luke revised Mark has led scholars to
envision redactors as persons intent on changing source material in order to
make it serve a different situation or a different theology. Many scholars
suppose that Matthew and Luke “were attempting not to clarify and extend
Mark’s vision but to refute and undermine it”—effectively, “to supplant it.”41

These evangelists used Mark and Q as “sources”; so, for instance, they both
eliminated Mark 14:51–52 and reworked 4:11 in a way that limits the mys-
tery of the kingdom of God to the individual mysteries conveyed by the
parables of the kingdom. The redactor of the longer text, on the contrary,
attempted to preserve the integrity of Mark’s vision by expanding his story
in a manner consistent with Markan theology and composition. Why did this
redaction happen?
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We can begin to answer this question by considering where and when this
redaction took place. Four lines of evidence suggest that the longer gospel was
produced in Alexandria: (1) the only reference we have to this gospel comes
from an Alexandrian teacher; (2) outside of Alexandria, it was used by the fol-
lowers of Carpocrates, another Alexandrian (Strom. III.2.5.1–2); (3) Clement’s
tradition about this gospel’s origin affirms that it was written in Alexandria;
and (4), unless Theodore’s inquiry to Clement was entirely fortuitous, it
seems that the Carpocratians either directed Theodore to inquire in Alexan-
dria about the legitimacy of the longer gospel or told him their own version
of how Mark created it in Alexandria. For the longer gospel to have been
instrumental to Carpocrates, it must have been written before 125 CE.42 A
more precise dating must await the final chapter. 

Any theory about why this text was written must be somewhat spec-
ulative, but the literary-critical analysis presented in part 2 of this study sup-
ports Clement’s opinion that the author intended to create a more spiritual
gospel, meaning a gospel that is more amenable to mystical exegesis. We
have little information about Alexandrian Christianity before the third
century, but we can be fairly certain that the Alexandrian penchant for
uncovering esoteric theological truths within the scriptures was well estab-
lished when longer Mark was composed. Even before Mark’s time, a “mys-
tical,” mainly allegorical, method of exegesis was used in Alexandria by the
Jewish writers Aristeas, Aristobulus, and Philo (ca. 20 BCE–50 CE).43 The
fact that this approach was also used by Clement in the late second cen-
tury is significant, for it suggests that Alexandrian Christianity emerged
from within the exceptionally large population of Jews in that city. The
“Jewish character of earliest Christianity in Egypt” is now widely recog-
nized.44

Philo’s description of the Jewish monastic order called the Therapeutae
in his On the Contemplative Life offers a portrait of an Egyptian form of
Judaism that took a profound interest in the study of the figurative meanings
of scripture:

The whole interval, from morning to evening, is for them a time of exercise.
For they read the holy Scriptures, and explain the philosophy of their fathers
in an allegorical manner, regarding the written words as symbols of hidden
truth which is communicated in obscure figures. They have also writings of
ancient men, who were the founders of their sect, and who left many mon-
uments of the allegorical method. These they use as models, and imitate their
principles.…They expound the Sacred Scriptures figuratively by means of
allegories. For the whole law seems to these men to resemble a living organ-
ism, of which the spoken words constitute the body, while the hidden sense
stored up within the words constitutes the soul. This hidden meaning has first
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been particularly studied by this sect, which sees, revealed as in a mirror of
names, the surpassing beauties of the thoughts. (cited in Eusebius, Church His-
tory II.17.10–11, 20)

It is unlikely that the earliest Christian communities in Alexandria paralleled the
Therapeutae in terms of monasticism and extreme asceticism. But the way
some of the educated Alexandrian Christians studied scripture may have been
quite similar. As is well known, Eusebius was absolutely, albeit mistakenly, con-
vinced that Philo was describing the community composed of Mark’s first con-
verts in Alexandria; Eusebius thought that the scriptures read by the Therapeutae
were Christian gospels and letters and that the activities of this community
were distinctive of the Christian way of life (Church History II.16; 17.12).

The longer gospel seems to be an adaptation of the Gospel of Mark to
the distinctive thought-world and historical circumstances of Christians in
Alexandria. It extends the theme introduced in Mark 4:10–12 that salvation
(the ability to repent and be forgiven) is limited to “insiders” who manage to
penetrate a mystery that is concealed in the gospel itself in passages that are
meant to be read parabolically (i.e., allegorically, as in 4:14–20, or metaphor-
ically, as in 4:26–32). At the same time, longer Mark reinforces the Markan
theme that salvation does not come from deeper, spiritual insight itself but
from what that insight leads one to do.45 Once “initiated” into this philo-
sophical mystery, a disciple must attempt to follow Jesus in the way to life
through death, just as the young man attempted to do. Such a message would
have been highly relevant in the context of Alexandrian Judaism in the after-
math of the Palestinian Jewish revolt of 66–70. Tension and conflict between
the Jews and Greeks of this city increased after 70 and continued to build until
115, when the Jewish population in Egypt was nearly annihilated.46

Once it is perceived that the mystery-initiation imagery in the Letter to
Theodore is strictly figurative—not only in the letter proper but also in LGM 1b
itself—a new theory about the “use” of LGM 1 and 2 in the Alexandrian
church of Clement’s day presents itself. Christians advancing in gnosis prob-
ably would have viewed the private instruction in 1b as an example of Jesus
transmitting the unwritten gnostic tradition to a worthy individual, which is
to say, the first link in a long chain of transmission whereby “the hierophan-
tic teaching of the Lord” (I.23–24) was passed down from teacher to student.
Alexandrian Christians of the second century probably found in LGM 1b a
divine precedent for the practice of teaching the most important esoteric
doctrines privately to select individuals. That Clement used LGM 1 as justi-
fication for this practice is suggested by the way he used various sayings from
Mark’s parable discourse, where the mystery that Jesus taught the young
man is introduced. Clement justified his esotericism with reference to Jesus’
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practice of concealing the mysteries from the masses by declaring them in para-
bles, and Clement interpreted Mark’s parable of the grain growing secretly in
terms of the development of gnosis in a person who is properly instructed
(Strom. I.2.3; I.12.56.2–3; VI.15.124.6–125.2, 126.2–3). Clement cited
Matthew’s plural form of Mark’s expression “the mystery of the kingdom of
God” together with the parable of the leaven to prove that “the truly sacred
mystic word, respecting the unbegotten and his powers, ought to be con-
cealed” (Strom. V.12.80.3). The context of this quotation suggests that
Clement thought that “the mysteries of the kingdom of heaven” were in fact
the great mysteries of theology, for he was discussing how God cannot be
known or expressed in human terms. Finally, Clement used the phrase “to him
who has will more be given” to justify imparting gnosis to those worthy of
it, and the phrase “from him who has not will be taken away” to justify with-
holding truth from the unworthy (Mark 4:25 par; Strom. VII.10.55.7; Let-
ter to Theodore II.16). Most likely, then, Clement thought that Jesus instructed
the young man in the unwritten gnostic tradition, the subject matter of “the
great mysteries.”

The select individuals who attended readings of the longer text would
likely have identified with the young man, since he, too, is a privileged recip-
ient of esoteric instruction. Much as the young man is entering an exclusive
group by being initiated into “the mystery of the kingdom of God” (the
group called “those who were about [Jesus] with the twelve,” who are con-
trasted with “those outside” in Mark 4:10–12), the hearers of this gospel
were being initiated into “the great mysteries” of theology that ordinary
Christians were not permitted to hear. The instruction of the young man
would therefore have seemed to Alexandrian readers to figure their own
efforts to cross the boundary between the simple faithful and the true gnos-
tics through the study of “hierophantic” logia such as LGM 1 itself.

The possibility that Alexandrians of the second century saw in LGM 1b
both a representation of, and rationalization for, their practice of imparting
the secret doctrines to a few worthy individuals would not, of course, exhaust
the meaning that LGM 1 and 2 had for its exegetes. They would have endeav-
oured to discern the actual teaching that Jesus gave the young man that
evening. Clement probably conveyed his understanding of the secrets con-
cealed within LGM 1 and 2 in his Letter to Theodore, for that would explain
why the published letter breaks off rather abruptly where his exegesis begins.
I would rather not guess what Clement found in LGM 1 and 2 using the
highly arbitrary method of allegorical exegesis, although I suspect that the
teachings he discerned in longer Mark are scattered and hidden throughout
his Stromateis for careful readers to discern. 
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Conclusions
The nocturnal encounter between Jesus and the young man contains bap-
tismal imagery, but LGM 1b does not depict and legitimize a Christian rit-
ual; it merely presupposes one. The intratextual associations underscored by
longer Mark’s use of suggestive narrative gaps, verbal echoes, and interca-
lation indicate that the young man’s strange attire signifies his intention to
be “baptized” in Jesus’ suffering and death. The loss of this sheet signifies a
failure in discipleship.

Once we relinquish the notion that LGM 1:11–12 depicts a real-life rit-
ual, we eliminate the intractable problem of identifying one ritual that fits all
the details yet is compatible with what we already know about Clement and
the Alexandrian church. The letter tells us precisely how this gospel was used
in Alexandria, but we have to pay attention to Clement’s discussions of bap-
tism, the (small and great) mysteries, perfection, gnosis, and the parabolic
nature of scripture in order to understand it. In both the Letter to Theodore and
LGM 1b, cultic imagery of initiation is used figuratively to convey the process
of learning esoteric theological truths concealed within the scriptures, of
crossing the boundary between an outsider, who possesses only the carnal
sense, and an insider, who possesses the more essential spiritual meaning.47

Within the Alexandrian church, LGM 1b may have been used to validate the
practice of “initiating” a select few into the unwritten gnostic tradition through
anagogical expositions of sacred texts. The longer text as a whole was espe-
cially amenable to such exposition and may have been composed to serve
the interests of educated believers who expected to find esoteric truths con-
cealed within the scriptures.
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Analysis of Markan Literary Techniques
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Clement’s description of longer Mark as a “mystic” or “more spiritual
gospel” suggests that the added passages focused not so much on the

outer facts of Jesus’ life (the “body” of the text) as on the inner theological
significance (the “spirit”). To a careless or uninstructed reader, Mark’s most
profound mysteries remained concealed behind a literary veil. To those being
initiated into the great mysteries, however, the proper exposition of its mys-
tic passages (logia) disclosed esoteric theological teachings. We may never
know how Clement interpreted the longer text because his “true interpreta-
tion” was excised from the Letter to Theodore. But as we began to see in the
last chapter, LGM 1 and 2 guide their own interpretation by employing lit-
erary techniques used elsewhere in the gospel. In order to understand this more
spiritual edition of Mark, we need to examine those literary techniques.
Accordingly, the following three chapters each examine a distinctively Markan
literary technique used in LGM 1 and 2 and describe its implications for the
interpretation of the Markan gospel. Chapter 6 demonstrates that these two
additions form an intercalation.1 Chapter 7 shows that the raising miracle and
the story of the open tomb form a “matched pair” that functions as an inter-
pretative frame around Mark’s passion narrative. And chapter 8 examines
the effects of various brief repetitions within LGM 1 and 2 of language and
themes that occur elsewhere in the gospel. The upshot of this analysis will sur-
prise most scholars of Mark, many of whom insist that “There is no good rea-
son to regard this expanded version of Mark as any less ‘apocryphal’ than the
other gospels to which [Clement] accorded similar recognition”:2 LGM 1
and 2 are as Markan in a literary sense as they are in their vocabulary and phras-
ing, and they reinforce and elucidate the theology of the canonical gospel.

Notes to chapter 6 start on page 268
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The Formal Characteristics 
of Intercalation

Intercalation (also known as the Markan sandwich technique) is the narra-
tive device of placing one episode (story or scene) within another, separate
episode such that the completion of the first episode is delayed by the com-
plete narration of the second episode. Commentators on Mark customarily
note six “classic” examples of this procedure: Mark 3:20–35; 5:21–43;
6:7–30 (+ vv. 31–32?); 11:12–22 (+ vv. 23–25?); 14:1–11; 14:53–72.3 The
fact that most scholars label these six passages intercalations does not, how-
ever, mean that they agree on the nature and extent of this literary phenom-
enon. A variety of other passages have been deemed intercalations as well,
because many scholars do not differentiate intercalation from similar fram-
ing techniques.4 Some, for instance, confuse intercalations with interpola-
tions, which are sayings or narrative comments (though not an entire
pericope) that on form-critical grounds were not originally part of the passage
in which they appear (e.g., Mark 1:23–26 within 1:21–28; 2:5b–10a within
2:1–12; 4:31b within 4:30–32).5 Fortunately, a few scholars have attempted
to define intercalation precisely by investigating what the six generally agreed
upon examples have in common. Despite some disagreement over particu-
lar narrative features and literary effects, these studies offer general conclu-
sions that can help us determine whether the addition of LGM 1 and 2
represents an instance of this technique, and, if so, how these verses make
sense within this perspective. 

James R. Edwards’ definition of intercalation is a useful starting point:
“Each Markan [intercalation] concerns a larger (usually narrative) unit of
material consisting of two episodes or stories which are narrated in three para-
graphs or pericopae. The whole follows an A1-B-A2 schema, in which the B-
episode forms an independent unit of material, whereas the flanking A-episodes
require one another to complete their narrative. The B-episode consists of only
one story; it is not a series of stories, nor itself so long that the reader fails to
link A2 with A1. Finally, A2 normally contains an allusion at its beginning
which refers back to A1, e.g., repetition of a theme, proper nouns, etc.”6

LGM 1 and 2 fit this scheme very well. In this case, the A1-story is
LGM 1, the B-story is the request of James and John, which culminates in
a discipleship teaching (10:35–40, 41–45), and the A2-story is Mark 10:46
plus LGM 2. The latter has to be observed in context for the bracketing
effect to become evident. The insertion of LGM 2 between the two clauses
of Mark 10:46 produces an obvious repetition of the language introducing
LGM 1:
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And they come to Bethany. And there was there a certain woman whose
brother of hers had died. (LGM 1:1–2)

And he comes to Jericho. And there were there the sister of the young man
whom Jesus loved him… (Mark 10:46 plus LGM 2:1)

LGM 2 calls to mind LGM 1, much the way Mark 11:20–21 calls to mind
the cursing of the fig tree after the intercalated clearing of the temple:

On the following day, when they came from Bethany, he was hungry. And see-
ing in the distance a fig tree in leaf, he went to see if he could find anything
on it. When he came to it, he found nothing but leaves… (Mark 11:12–13)

As they passed by in the morning, they saw the fig tree withered away to its
roots. And Peter remembered and said to him, “Master, look! The fig tree
which you cursed has withered.” (11:20–21)

By alluding to the penultimate incident, both the reference to “the sister of
the young man whom Jesus loved” and the recollection of Jesus’ curse form
a bracket around an independent, intervening pericope. Moreover, both A2-
stories are only three sentences long, and quickly shade into something else
(the healing of Bartimaeus in Mark 10:46b–52; a discussion of faith and
prayer in 11:22–25). In this respect LGM 2 also resembles Mark 6:30, a
verse which briefly recalls the mission of the disciples then shades into the story
of the feeding of the five thousand: “The apostles returned to Jesus, and told
him all that they had done and taught. And he said to them, ‘Come away by
yourselves to a lonely place, and rest a while.’ For many were coming and
going.” The A2-story in Mark 14:10–11 is likewise very brief. LGM 1 is
exceptional, though, in that it is long for an A1-story.7

Edwards’ observation that the opening of an A2-story will allude to the
A1-story through the repetition of a theme or proper nouns may be supple-
mented with observations made by Tom Shepherd, whose doctoral thesis
attempted to delineate the definition and function of intercalation: “Upon
reentry into the outer story some tie is made to the previous section of the
outer story. Also, a previously unmentioned character is introduced, or a new
name is given to a group previously introduced in the first part of the outer
story. This new character or newly named group is the subject/actor of the first
or second sentence of the reentered outer story.”8 It is somewhat surprising
to learn that a new or newly named character typically appears as the subject
of one of the first two sentences of an A2-story, yet LGM 2:1b fits this crite-
rion by introducing the young man’s mother and Salome.

Shepherd further observed that the active characters in the outer story tend
not to cross over into the inner story, and vice versa, with the exception of
Jesus.9 More specifically, he noticed that “the only characters to cross between
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the two stories are Jesus and the disciples” and that “the disciples’ appearance
in both stories of an intercalation (Mark 5 and 11) is limited to minor roles.”10

In longer Mark, the disciples play a major role in the B-story, so it is notewor-
thy that Clement’s text of longer Mark 10:46a differs from most manuscripts
of the canonical gospel by reading “and he comes into Jericho” rather than “and
they come…” This difference curtails the sense of character crossover by
removing what otherwise would be an indication that the disciples were
involved in the A2-story. Thus Jesus’ arrival in Jericho and refusal to wel-
come the three women briefly re-establishes the sense of Jesus being apart from
his disciples, which characterizes the A1-story. When Jesus raises the young
man in Bethany, the disciples disappear after they rebuke the bereaved sister
and Jesus walks off in a huff. In other words, their foolish response provides
an excuse for their remarkable absence during the subsequent week with the
young man, and this absence provides a contrast with their active role in
Mark 10:35–45. Thus LGM 1 and 2 fit the pattern of minimal active char-
acter crossover very well.

The lack of active character crossover between the A- and B-episodes of
an intercalation reinforces the sense that the two stories are logically uncon-
nected to each other, which in turn heightens the irony of their thematic par-
allels and contrasts.11 Generally speaking, “Parallel actions are done by
contrasting groups or contrasting actions are done by parallel groups in the
two stories.”12 In this case, the young would-be disciple and the twelve form
two parallel “groups” whose actions form a contrast. The young man demon-
strates a desire to be obedient to Jesus’ instruction; he shows his willingness
to face death by putting on his former burial wrapping. Later on, when he
shows up in Gethsemane, it is clear that he comprehends the requirement of
drinking Jesus’ cup and undergoing Jesus’ baptism, even if he cannot meet it.
James and John, on the other hand, claim to be willing to accept Jesus’ fate
(10:39), but only because they think a “Yes” response will win them positions
of honour. As Jesus’ response indicates, they do not know what they are ask-
ing (v. 38a), and their request for the best seats itself indicates a fundamen-
tal unwillingness to abandon self-concern. The indignant attitude of the ten
likewise displays self-preoccupation, for they consider the private negotia-
tion for places of honour to be unfair competition, or at least that seems to
be implied by Jesus’ ensuing teaching to the twelve that those who desire great-
ness must become servants and give their lives for others. Thus the juxtapo-
sition of LGM 1 and Mark 10:35–45 highlights a contrast between the
actions of parallel figures.

This contrast marks an interesting development in the depiction of minor
characters in Mark’s gospel. Joel F. Williams drew attention to the fact that
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in the canonical gospel, the minor characters who appear prior to Bartimaeus
are primarily supplicants, exemplars of faith in Jesus’ ability to heal and save.
When Bartimaeus receives his sight, however, he responds by following Jesus
“in the way.” With Bartimaeus, the minor characters begin to “exemplify a
proper devotion to the values of Jesus. In this way the reader is encouraged
to move beyond faith in Jesus to a more faithful following of Jesus.” “The
reader, like the minor characters, must respond to the general call to follow
Jesus through self-denial and a willingness to suffer (8.34).”13 The transi-
tion marked by Bartimaeus in canonical Mark occurs one pericope earlier in
longer Mark.

There is one notable area of difference between the defining character-
istics discussed so far and the effect achieved by inserting LGM 1 and 2 into
Mark’s narrative. Whereas in the classic examples of intercalation “the flank-
ing A-episodes require one another to complete their narrative,” this is not
really the case with the LGM additions. There is no clear reason why LGM 1
should not be considered complete in itself, for LGM 2 is unnecessary as a
conclusion for LGM 1. This is very different from the raising of Jairus’s daugh-
ter in Mark 5:35–43, for instance, which remained to be carried out after the
healing of the woman with the hemorrhage.

The intercalation in Mark 5:21–43, however, could be called an ideal
example of Edwards’ point. When all the intercalations are considered, this
difference between LGM 1 and 2 and the classic intercalations turns out to
be one of degree rather than of kind. Some of the other A1-stories offer only
vague indications that something remains to occur for the A-story to be com-
plete. For instance, Mark did not need to narrate the return of the disciples
from their mission. Their return could have been left as a gap which the
reader would fill in once the disciples are reintroduced as being with Jesus again
(cf. Matt 12:1, where the disciples suddenly reappear after being sent out on
mission). Likewise, the only thing that makes the A1-story of the cursing of
the fig tree incomplete in 11:12–14 is the comment that follows Jesus’ curse:
“And his disciples heard it.” That comment merely indicates that something
more might come of this.

LGM 2 is also slightly atypical inasmuch as it resumes the A1-story but
does not complete it; the young man’s story continues through his reappear-
ances in Gethsemane and inside the open tomb (14:51–52; 16:5–7). But
again, this distinctive quality is not without parallel in the classic examples.
In 14:1–2, the motif of the plotting of the chief priests leads only to Judas’s
taking a first step toward betraying Jesus (negotiating with the chief priests).
Moreover, the plotting of these religious leaders did not begin here. That
theme is a carry-over from 12:12 (cf. 11:18) and began with the Pharisees
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and Herodians as early as 3:6. What we have in 14:1–2, 10–11 is the resump-
tion of a subplot, not a self-contained story. That subplot does not end until
Jesus is convicted. Likewise, the story of Peter’s denial, within which the trial
is intercalated, is part of a subplot that began in 14:26–31 with Jesus’ predic-
tion of this occurrence. That subplot ends with Peter’s rehabilitation as a dis-
ciple, which is projected to occur after the gospel’s ending (16:7).

It is inadequate, then, to say that the A1-story is always obviously incom-
plete without the A2-story or that the A2-story always brings the A1-story to
completion. Tom Shepherd supplied a more refined description of what
Edwards was getting at in reference to completeness when he wrote that
“There is a unique pattern of focalization and defocalization of the two sto-
ries which includes incomplete defocalization of the outer story at the point
where break away occurs to the inner story. This creates a ‘gap’ for the outer
story across the inner story.”14 The defocalization of the A1-story is “never com-
plete.” “Something is ‘left hanging’ across the inner story’s telling.”15

The defocalization at the close of LGM 1 is incomplete inasmuch as
the ending brings no resolution to the many questions the narration has
produced; we do not even know what went on that last evening. The abrupt
reference to Jesus getting up to go to the other side of the Jordan only
aggravates our curiosity about the ritualistic details, leaving us to wonder what
is to come of the would-be disciple now that he has undergone this “ritual”
initiation.

Be that as it may, there is still a real difference. The feature of incomplete
defocalization of the A1-story is intimately related to a widely recognized
effect of intercalation: the impression that the two stories are occurring simul-
taneously. Mark creates the impression that something that began in A1 is still
going on while B is being narrated. It is important to stress that the concept
of simultaneity—or what Shepherd calls “an ellipsis of the outer story [that]
crosses the inner story”16—does not mean that the events narrated in the
A- and B-stories are portrayed as happening at the same time.17 The nar-
rated events are consecutive. In some of these stories Jesus appears in both
the A- and B-stories, and he cannot be in different places doing different
things at the same time (e.g., 3:20–35; 5:21–43; and 11:12–25). Similarly,
the mission of the disciples mentioned in 6:13 is the cause of Herod’s and the
others’ speculations about Jesus in 6:14–16, so the B-episode does not begin
simultaneously with the beginning of A1 where Jesus calls the twelve and
commissions them. Only in the trial scene might one feel that the two sto-
ries overlap in time, for there is no “carry over” of Jesus across into the story
of Peter.18 Thus it seems that Jesus’ fearless confession that he is the messiah
is happening at the same time as Peter’s cowardly disavowal of Jesus.
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The impression that something mentioned in A1 is still continuing
while the B-story is being narrated is produced in differing degrees in
Mark’s intercalations. A reader will certainly perceive that Jesus’ journey to
Jairus’s house is going on while Jesus becomes entangled with the woman
who touched his garment. And in the narrative in which Jesus’ relatives19

set out to take control of Jesus, we realize when they arrive outside his
door that they had been travelling to his house while Jesus was debating with
the scribes from Jerusalem (the B-story). But the sense of simultaneity is not
particularly strong in 3:20–35, and it exists to an even lesser degree in the
other examples. The element of simultaneity in 14:1–11 is limited to the
impression that the chief priests and the scribes were still conspiring while
Jesus was being anointed. Judas’s decision to go to them furthers this con-
spiracy (vv. 10–11), but was not caused by it, since there is no indication
that Judas knew what the authorities were doing in 14:1–2. The death of
John the Baptist is not presented as if it occurred while the disciples were
on their mission, though Herod’s reaction likening Jesus to John is simul-
taneous with this mission and to some extent a consequence of it. And
although the withering of the fig tree is made to correlate with the clear-
ing of the temple, there is no suggestion that the tree was withering con-
currently with this demonstration, for Peter discovers the withered tree on
the following morning, not in the evening when Jesus and his disciples left
the city after the incident in the temple (11:19–20).

Bearing in mind that the element of simultaneity is fairly weak in some
of the intercalations, it is still noteworthy that this impression is produced
only retrospectively in the LGM intercalation, when the reader realizes that the
young man’s female relatives now wish to meet Jesus. The A1-story does not
prepare us to expect this, nor does the lack of resolution to our questions
about what was going on that evening translate into a sense that the young
man’s story is still “going on” in addition to being unresolved. Thus the LGM
intercalation does not conform well to the criterion that something relating to
the A1-story is still going on while the B-story is happening. LGM 2 merely
resumes the storyline begun in LGM 1. There is no distinct indication that
something that had begun earlier carried on through the B-narrative.

The lack of any indication that LGM 1 is still going on while the inci-
dent with James and John is occurring is in part a result of the type of nar-
rative involved: LGM 1 consists of a complete miracle story with an attached
episode of private teaching. With the exception of 6:7–13, the A1-stories in
Mark are better classified as introductions to stories than as complete stories
in themselves. The nearest point of comparison would be Mark 11:1–11,
viewed as the initial A1-story of a triple intercalation:20
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Temple 11:1–11 11:15–19 11:27–12:12

Fig tree 11:12–14 11:20–25

Mark 11:1–11 relates the messianic procession to Jerusalem (vv. 1–10) and
Jesus’ inspection of the temple (v. 11). Together, these events are related in an
almost allegorical fashion to the action in 11:12–14 of Jesus approaching the
leafy fig tree and inspecting it for fruit. That is, 11:12–14, read as a B-story,
provides a symbolic commentary on what was happening in 11:1–11: the
messiah arrived at Jerusalem and took note of the “barren” or “fruitless” activ-
ities going on in the temple, which he then denounced in 11:15–19. When con-
ceived of as an A2-story, the clearing of the temple gives substance to the
condition of unrighteousness symbolized by the barren tree (11:17). So the
more familiar intercalation of the clearing of the temple within the cursing of
the fig tree is part of a larger structure of overlapping intercalations beginning
with the procession to Jerusalem. This structure arguably spans from 11:1 to
12:12, for the clearing of the temple can also be viewed as the A1-story of a
third overlapping intercalation focusing on the religious leaders’ plot against
Jesus. Their wish to destroy Jesus is expressed at the close of his demonstra-
tion in the temple (11:18), and their initial attempt to confront him about this
demonstration occurs immediately after the intercalated discovery of the with-
ered fig tree (which in this case functions as a B-story). The dispute in 11:27–33
over Jesus’ authority to do “these things” is intimately connected with 12:1–12,
which extends Jesus’ evasive response to include an indirect answer “in para-
bles.” Jesus’ parable of the wicked tenants resumes the theme of the messiah
(the vineyard owner’s “beloved son”) coming to Jerusalem for the purpose of
“reaping fruit” (12:2, 6), setting Jesus’ violent actions against the temple and
fig tree within a broader scheme of God’s relations with his people Israel; the
messiah is the last in a long line of prophetic messengers sent by God to reap
the fruit of righteousness. This third intercalation elaborates the nature of the
antipathy between Jesus and Jerusalem’s religious leaders, implying that they
are responsible for the unrighteousness manifested in the temple courtyard and
symbolized by the barren fig tree. Missing figs (11:13) and withheld grapes
(12:2–8) are interchangeable symbols of unrighteousness in Mark, as they
are in both Mic 7:1 and Jer 8:13. The plot of the religious authorities that
frames the story of the discovery of the withered tree will again be the content
of the A-stories in 14:1–11.

When the structure of 11:1–12:12 is viewed as a triple intercalation, we
have two new A1-stories. Like LGM 1, the first is in two parts (11:1–10, 11)
and is basically complete in itself. As with LGM 1, the reader wonders what
exactly is happening at the conclusion of Mark 11:1–11, but this pericope lacks
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clear anticipation of its A2-story (the clearing of the temple); the impression
that Jesus blasts the fig tree while he is on his way to the temple to address
a problem he witnessed the previous day (11:11) emerges only in retrospect
of the clearing. This triple intercalation also shows that Mark’s bracketing tech-
niques can defy strict classification, since there is a certain fluidity in his use
of such devices. The triple sandwich in 11:1–12:12 could alternatively be
described as a single intercalation (11:12–25) framed by two stories that
narrate the messiah’s arrival in Jerusalem in search of “fruit” (11:1–11;
11:27–12:12). Or the whole structure could be described more simply as a
chiasm (A, B, C, B́ , Á ).

To summarize at this point, the structure produced by the addition of
LGM 1 and 2 to Mark 10 exhibits many of the defining features of an inter-
calation. Its A2-story uses repetition to cause the reader to recollect A1. The
B-story is basically a single episode (i.e., a “paragraph” or “pericope”), com-
plete in itself and independent of the A-stories. There is minimal active char-
acter crossover between the stories, and the actions of parallel characters are
contrasted.

The longer gospel intercalation differs from the norm inasmuch as the
A1-story set in Bethany does not seem to be continuing through the narra-
tion of the request of James and John. At most, the reader will have a sense
that not everything has been said concerning the young man and might still
be wondering about the nocturnal encounter while reading Mark 10:35–45.
The A1-story, moreover, is longer than usual because it is a complete (mira-
cle) story, not merely an introduction. In this respect the LGM intercalation
has affinities to paired frame-stories, which are complete pericopae that form
interpretative brackets without creating an impression of simultaneity. Mark
11:1–11, viewed as the first A1-story of a triple intercalation, is a useful point
of comparison for LGM 1, for it, too, is a lengthy, basically complete pericope
that leaves no element continuing during the succeeding B-episode, the curs-
ing of the fig tree.

LGM 1 and 2 plus Mark 10:35–45 is not, therefore, a perfect example of
intercalation, but neither are any of the classic examples. The existing defini-
tions of intercalation describe ideal features and effects that are not evident in
all six instances; Markan intercalation might be better construed as a syn-
drome in the sense that each “case” noticeably resembles the others but no case
manifests all of the possible “symptoms.” Thus the failure of LGM 1 and 2 to
match type in one important respect does not disqualify this structure as an
instance of this device, the more so since, as we have already seen, the arrange-
ment does fulfill the most important function of an intercalation: the A-story
and the B-story clearly reflect back upon each other as mutually interpretative.

LONGER MARK’S USE OF INTERCALATION 173

brown_06.qxd  2005/04/26  12:23 PM  Page 173



The Hermeneutical Significance 
of Intercalation

We have arrived at the most important feature of intercalation—its mutually
interpretative function. During the 1960s and 1970s redaction critics came
to realize that “Mark sandwiches one passage into the middle of another with
an intentional and discernible theological purpose.”21 In the 1980s and 1990s,
literary critics pointed out that “the two related stories illuminate and enrich
each other, commenting on and clarifying the meaning, one of the other.”22

Robert M. Fowler compared the relation between the B-story and the A-story
to a picture and its frame: “The intercalated episodes…frequently contain so
many verbal echoes of each other that the reader can scarcely fail to take up
the implicit invitation to read the framed episode in the light of the frame
episode and vice versa.”23 The indication that the outer and inner stories
reciprocally illuminate each other is found in their common or contrasting fea-
tures, which include theologically significant words and interrelated motifs.24

The two stories are logically independent, involving mainly different charac-
ters and taking place in different locations; nevertheless, the parallels high-
lighted by their formal juxtaposition imply that some deeper connection
exists between them. These contacts are mostly unapparent to the charac-
ters, for the interrelations emerge through the narrator’s arrangement of the
details and commentary upon them, which are apparent only to the reader.
The reader tries to make sense of these similar or contrasting elements by treat-
ing them metaphorically and seeking to discover a pattern of meaning or
occult configuration beneath the “surface” of the stories. Because the reader
is enabled to perceive connections that the characters cannot, this literary
technique produces dramatic irony: the characters have no inkling of the
meaning that their encounters with Jesus have for the audience.

That a deeper, coherent meaning can be produced by the device is clear-
est in the overlapping intercalations in chapter 11, whose provocative simi-
larities suggest to the reader that the successive incidents are thematically
connected at a symbolic level. In this case, Mark used similar stories to develop
different aspects of the same theme. The procession to Jerusalem with its
anticlimactic inspection of the temple, the morning walk to Jerusalem and
inspection of the fig tree, and the vineyard owner’s sending of his beloved son
to get some of the produce of the vineyard are all different ways of express-
ing the idea that the messiah (“beloved son”) has come to Jerusalem expect-
ing to find righteousness among God’s people. The cursing and withering of
the fig tree, the overturning of tables and seats in the temple, and the destruc-
tion of the tenants of the vineyard are different ways of expressing the com-
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ing destruction of the temple and its caretakers (Jerusalem’s religious aristoc-
racy) for perpetually withholding the “fruit” of righteousness. This meaning
is apparent to the reader more so than to any character in the story (except,
presumably, Jesus), because only the reader has this vantage on the events.

The next best example of the mutually interpretative function of Markan
intercalation within canonical Mark is the instance in 5:21–43, though there
is considerably less agreement among scholars over how to interpret this
sandwich. The common conviction that these two miracle stories interpret one
another is based on the strong parallels of similarities and contrasts. The
recipients of these miracles are both female and called “daughter” (5:23, 34),
though the little girl with a rich family contrasts with the lone woman who
spent all that she had on doctors; both females have become permanent
sources of defilement; and the number twelve is prominent in both stories
(5:25, 42), as are the themes of faith (5:34, 36) and “being saved” (5:23, 28).
Yet the deeper significance of these enticing connections is far from obvious,
and the same applies for the remaining intercalations. 

The LGM intercalation, however, is as straightforward and striking an
example of mutually interpretative stories as that found in Mark 11. LGM 1
and Mark 10:35–45 are thematically linked through the imagery of death
and ritual initiation. The young man is brought back from the dead, and
after a period of six days he presents himself to Jesus dressed as if for a rite
of initiation. James and John are taught that in order to receive positions of
honour they must be prepared to drink Jesus’ cup and be baptized with his
baptism. These words allude to the rites of baptism and Eucharist but are being
used figuratively to connote sharing in Jesus’ death. If the two stories inter-
pret each other, then the linen sheet worn by the young man is easily viewed
as a baptismal garment.

When LGM 1 and Mark 10:35–45 are viewed as mutually interpretative,
the mystery of the kingdom of God in LGM 1:12 is illuminated as the dis-
cipleship teaching that one saves one’s life by losing it. When we recognize
this, we understand why a young man appears in Gethsemane wearing only
a linen sheet, and attempts to “follow with” Jesus at the moment when Jesus
begins to “drink” his cup (cf. 14:35–36). The young man seeks to enter
Jesus’ glory (10:37) by being “baptized” in suffering and death, and is there-
fore attempting, albeit briefly, to do what James and John said they could do—
now that they and the other disciples have run away. The intelligibility of the
young man’s attire in light of the baptismal metaphor in 10:38–39 is good
evidence that the author of LGM 1 and 2 was aware of the mutually inter-
pretative function of this Markan bracketing device.
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Excursus on the Relevance of Intercalation 
to the Question of the Authenticity 

of the Letter to Theodore
The strong likelihood that the author of LGM 1 and 2 was aware of the
mutually elucidating function of Markan intercalation has important impli-
cations for the authenticity of the Letter to Theodore, for this function of inter-
calation was not widely recognized by biblical scholars before the 1980s.25

Until very recently, discussions of this device concentrated more on its rele-
vance to the meaning and redaction history of particular passages than on the
nature of the phenomenon itself and were limited to parenthetical remarks or
footnotes. At present, only a handful of studies have carefully examined inter-
calation as a subject in its own right, by analyzing the literary effects of select
examples. The first dissertation on this technique was written in 1985; since
then one other dissertation and a few articles have been produced.26

Those who have traced the evolution of the scholarly discussion have
pointed out that Mark’s tendency to put one story inside another was first rec-
ognized to have a narrative function by von Dobschütz in 1928, who noted
its utility in creating the illusion of time passing (esp. 6:7–30) or of distance
being traversed (esp. 5:21–43).27 In the case of 14:53–72, however, von Dob-
schütz perceived that intercalation functions to create the appearance, not of
time passing, but of simultaneity.28 He also reasoned that Mark sometimes put
one story inside another story so that the beginning of the outer story would
anticipate developments that would occur after the intervening episode or as
a way of anticipating later intercalations.29 And he recognized that intercala-
tion could be used as a means of suggesting an internal connection between
two stories (e.g., 3:20–35).30

Following von Dobschütz’s study, the dominant impression among schol-
ars was that the device was used to create or heighten the sense of time pass-
ing between the start of the first story and its resolution.31 The idea that this
device was used by Mark to manipulate the sense of narrative time remained
the dominant perspective through the 1960s, though infrequently other
aspects of von Dobschütz’s discussion appeared in the comments of some
authors during this period. E. Klostermann noted in 1950 that the device
brings related stories together, and T.A. Burkill observed in 1963 that the tech-
nique draws attention to parallels or contrasts in the two episodes.32 Burkill
came close to conscious realization that one story provides hints for the inter-
pretation of the other when he wrote that “Israel stands under the curse of
the Messiah…because it failed to bring forth the fruit which one would nat-
urally have expected of a privileged people.” As with a number of other schol-
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ars, his impression that the cursed fig tree represents an indictment of Israel
depended more on his understanding of Luke’s parable of “the unproductive
fig tree” (13:6–9) than on his awareness of how intercalation causes two sto-
ries to illuminate each other.33

The earliest reference I found to the mutually interpretative function of
this device appeared in a 1953 article by C.H. Bird, an early proponent of
Mark’s authorial creativity.34 In this unconventional article Bird mentioned the
“Marcan parenthesis” of the temple clearing and cursed fig tree, and noted that
the former “should be regarded as elucidating and elucidated by” the latter,
adding that this is a “function of a Marcan parenthesis.”35 He extended this
insight to the intercalation in Mark 5 as well (he mentioned the one in chap-
ter 3, but did not offer an interpretation).36 Apart from his interpretations of
the intercalations in chapters 11 and 5, Bird’s comments about the nature of
the device did not extend much beyond what I just quoted. 

Bird’s understanding of intercalation was uncharacteristic of scholarship
in the 1950s, and by 1960 only a few authors had begun to view the device
the same way. A progression can be traced from year to year in the commen-
taries. Sherman E. Johnson (1960) did not see any significance to the device
beyond its ability to suggest the passing of time, an effect which he detected
only in Mark 5, 6, and 11. Johnson almost perceived more when he wrote,
“The cleansing of the Temple and the night, spent presumably in Bethany, pro-
vide the necessary lapse of time for the fig tree to be withered. Mark’s con-
nexion of this with the cleansing of the Temple is deliberate.”37 Johnson said
nothing more about the connection. The closest Philip Carrington came to
appreciating this device in his 1960 commentary was his comment, with
respect to Mark 14:1–11, that “We recognize immediately a typical specimen
of the ‘split lection’ or interlocking technique of Mark, by which one narra-
tive is enfolded within another so as to add to the suspense and drama of the
situation; Mark’s characteristic treatment of his material makes the evil designs
of the priesthood and the treachery of the trusted disciple a dark background
for the romantic story of the anointing.”38 Carrington did not mention the
technique in any of his discussions of the other classic examples. Paul S. Min-
ear (1962) noticed that the insertion of the temple cleansing within the fig
tree story indicated that Mark saw a “connection” between the two.39 But he
did not see any such significance in the other examples, apart from 14:1–11,
concerning which he noted a sharp contrast between the woman and the
conspiring religious leaders, and 14:53–72, wherein he perceived a twin trial
of Jesus and Peter full of fascinating contrasts (though he said nothing about
one story being within the other).40 Denis Nineham (1963) reasoned that in
5:21–43, 6:7–30, and 14:1–11 “time [is] being…given for the initial action
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to develop,” but he did see a symbolic purpose to 11:12–25, which he explic-
itly attributed to the device, without explaining how it achieves this effect (he
noted the parable of the fig tree in Luke 13:6–9).41 In the same year, though,
Etienne Trocmé stated “There is an obvious relationship between the myste-
rious episode of the barren fig-tree and that of the cleansing of the Temple
(11.15–19) which is sandwiched into it. Whatever meaning is to be attrib-
uted to Jesus’ attitude to the tree…, it is clear that the curse cast on it and its
miraculous effectiveness are designed in Mark to explain the significance of
the brutal cleansing of the Temple.”42 In a footnote he added, “It is frequent
in Mark for a story to be related in two parts, between which comes a pas-
sage relating to some quite different episode. In such a case, even if the conec-
tion [sic] between the two is not clear, Mark endeavours to explain one with
the help of the other.” He then listed all six of the classic examples. He referred
to the device as an “elementary…literary technique.”43

It was during the second half of the 1960s and the 1970s that a sizeable
number of scholars came to appreciate intercalation as a device that permits
stories to be mutually interpretative. Yet this perspective only began to dom-
inate in the 1980s. As late as 1979, Frank Kermode had to deal with a vari-
ety of misconceptions about intercalation, referring often to Howard Clark
Kee’s 1977 study Community of the New Age.44 Kee’s lack of precision in
defining the device was typical of scholarship on this subject in the mid-
1970s. He lumped the intercalated stories together with the interpolated sto-
ries (i.e., 2:1–5a, 5b–10a, 10b–12; 3:1–3, 4–5a, 5b–6) and was unable to
detect any consistency in Mark’s use of the device.45 Similar confusion is not
uncommon today.46

James R. Edwards suggested that this slow evolution in the way schol-
ars understood intercalation paralleled the evolution of the idea that Mark
was not just a compiler of traditions but also a creative author.47 The notion
that Mark brought his materials into conformity with a theological agenda
did not take hold until the 1970s. Interest in intercalation as a reflection of
Mark’s theological interests emerged through the efforts of certain redaction
critics to refine their criteria for determining where Mark had modified his
traditions. In 1965, Ernest Best discussed the device as evidence of Mark’s
hand. He recognized that the temple/fig tree episode is mutually interpre-
tative, and he came close to applying the same logic to the intercalation of
the death of John the Baptist within the mission of the disciples.48 Robert
H. Stein suggested in 1969 that “A Markan redaction history can only be
ascertained from a ‘sandwich’ if in some way the inserted pericope inter-
prets or is interpreted by the pericope into which it is inserted.”49 Stein was
interested in this mutually interpretative function as a criterion of Markan
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redaction, not for what it indicates of Markan technique. His own conclu-
sion was that only 3:20–35 and 11:12–25 had mutually interpretative ele-
ments. In 1972, Frans Neirynck classified intercalation as an instance of the
pervasive “duality” that characterizes Mark’s composition. Neirynck at that
time likewise offered no elaboration, only a list.50

As far as I can tell, John R. Donahue’s 1973 book Are You the Christ?
offered the first systematic exploration of the idea that “There is a dialec-
tical relationship between the inserted material and its framework whereby
the stories serve to interpret each other.”51 This idea is now commonplace
among Markan scholars, though it was still in need of demonstration when
Edwards wrote his 1989 article, partly because only a few of the six classic
examples can clearly be shown to work this way (a point that is not gener-
ally conceded).

Longer Mark’s additions around Mark 10:35–45 reflect a comprehension
of Markan compositional technique that was barely evident in the secondary
literature a decade after the Letter to Theodore was discovered and was not
widely appreciated until two decades later, when gospel scholars began to take
an interest in literary theory. This strongly suggests that the letter was not cre-
ated by a modern scholar. The most important books on the Gospel of Mark
at the time the letter surfaced—Vincent Taylor’s commentary (1952) and
Willi Marxsen’s pioneering effort in Markan redaction criticism (1956)—
aptly illustrate how ill-prepared scholars were in the 1950s to identify and deci-
pher Mark’s literary techniques.52 This is especially true of the manuscript’s
discoverer, Morton Smith, whose unMarkan and strangely historicizing inter-
pretation of LGM 1 and 2 led a half dozen reviewers to characterize him as
a nineteenth-century rationalist.53 Like most scholars, Smith did not appre-
ciate the figurative nature of the imagery of initiation in either the letter or
the gospel quotations. Indeed, prior to Frank Kermode’s 1979 study The
Genesis of Secrecy, it did not occur to scholars to read LGM 1 and 2 as episodes
in a story, which is the essential first step toward an appreciation of the liter-
ary techniques used in these quotations. So if we agree that LGM 1 and 2 form
a typically Markan intercalation, then we can rule out a modern origin for the
Letter to Theodore.
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Intercalation is not the only Markan framing device employed by the author
of LGM 1 and 2. By adding these fifteen verses he managed to situate the

final (Jerusalem) section of the gospel between two strikingly similar raising
miracles. These stories share many distinctive features. Both take place at
rock-hewn tombs. Both draw attention to a stone cover and its removal from
the door of the tomb. And both narrate movements into and out from the
tomb. In the first story Jesus rolls away the stone himself and, upon enter-
ing, raises an unnamed young man. In the second story three women follow-
ers of Jesus are wondering who will roll the stone from the door of his tomb,
and, upon entering the open tomb, find an unnamed young man who tells
them that Jesus has risen from the dead. The verbal contacts are quite close:

…Jesus rolled the stone from the door of the tomb, and going into imme-
diately where the young man was…going out from the tomb… (LGM
1:6–7, 9)

“Who will roll for us the stone from the door of the tomb?”…And going into
the tomb they saw a young man…going out they fled from the tomb. (Mark
16:3, 5, 8)

The underlined words indicate where both passages use the same Greek
words. Two different words meaning “from” ( and ) appear in both nar-
ratives, but their orders are reversed, so they are not in parallel.

More notable still is the presence in LGM 1 and 2 of words that occur in
the canonical gospel only in Mark 14:51–52 and 15:40–16:8. The words
“young man” (LGM 1:7, 8, 9, 10; 2:1) and “having put on” (LGM 1:11) occur
only in 14:51 and 16:5. “Linen sheet” (LGM 1:11) is used only in 14:51
and 15:46. “Naked body” (LGM 1:11) appears only in 14:51. And “Salome”
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(LGM 2:1) occurs only in Mark 15:40 and 16:1. Interestingly, the references
to a young man never give his name but always describe what he had “put on.”
In LGM 1:11 he had put on linen of unspecified form—presumably a sheet
wrapped into a sleeveless tunic. In 14:51 he has again put on a linen sheet,
which he loses in a panic to escape (the women, too, run away in 16:8). In
15:46 Jesus’ corpse is wrapped in a linen sheet, whereas the young man in the
tomb has put on a white robe. Like the open tomb story, LGM 2:1 includes
a grouping of three women, the last of whom is Salome, a character not found
in the other canonical gospels. Finally, there is a reference in 10:32 and 16:5–8
to Jesus “going before” his “frightened” and “amazed” followers (the same three
verbs are used). In the former verse, Jesus is going before his disciples on the
way from Galilee to Jerusalem; in the latter verses, he is reported to be going
before them from Jerusalem back to Galilee.

Clearly, many themes from the end of Mark’s story now occur together
at an earlier point in the longer gospel. All of these derive from the longer
gospel’s additions except the image of Jesus going before his frightened and
amazed followers. Examination of this specific repetition will reveal that a lit-
erary “bracket” or inclusio already existed at this point in the canonical gospel.
This bracket around the passion narrative is enhanced by the verbal parallels
provided by the longer gospel. In longer Mark we find a story about Jesus rais-
ing a young man in a tomb as he leads his followers to Jerusalem and a story
about this same young man appearing in Jesus’ tomb, announcing Jesus’
own resurrection and the message that Jesus is leading his followers back to
Galilee. Thus, in longer Mark a relatively inconspicuous inclusio is supplanted
by a more conspicuous pair of framing stories, which enhance the presence
and effect of the canonical bracket.1

What Constitutes an Inclusio?
The word inclusio refers to bracketing repetitions of words or phrases. Joanna
Dewey offered a useful definition of the device: “The repetition of the same
word or phrase at or near the beginning and ending of some unit, a sen-
tence, a pericope, or a larger section. The form of the word need not be
repeated exactly. For instance, one might find a noun and a verb from the same
root. Inclusio is by definition an indication of structure, the beginning and
end of a rhetorical unit of any size. It is a recognized technique of oral liter-
atures. So the rhetorical critic by designating certain repetitions as inclusios
is making a judgment about the limits of some unit of narrative.”2 Com-
monly noted examples of inclusio in Mark are the repetition of “gospel” in 1:1
and 1:14–15, which brackets the prologue, and the parallel phrases “and he
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taught them many things in parables” in 4:2 and “and with many such para-
bles he spoke the word to them” in 4:33, which mark the start and finish of
the parable discourse. Strictly speaking, inclusio refers to repeated words or
phrases, not to larger units such as pericopae. But the repetition of similar peri-
copae can have a comparable effect, provided the repetitions bracket a distinct
section of a story. Repetitions of that sort are sometimes called framing sto-
ries or matched pairs.

Dewey’s point that inclusios demarcate the beginning and end of a “sec-
tion” of related materials is sometimes overlooked. The device indicates to the
reader that there is a particular unity to the included material, that it can be
understood as a discrete section. This information guides the reader’s com-
prehension, by requiring him or her to recognize the unity. Consequently, not
every repetition of words or similar stories creates an inclusio or frame—only
those that bracket related material. For instance, the very similar stories of Jesus
healing a deaf man (7:32–37) and a blind man (8:22–26) do not seem to
enclose materials that have some unified quality or feature that sets them
apart from the adjacent materials as a section. Neither do the two feeding mir-
acles (6:32–44; 8:1–10). But both of these sets of repetitions may be consid-
ered components within a larger section that emphasizes the disciples’ inability
to comprehend who Jesus is, which is bracketed by narratives offering opin-
ions on that very question (6:14–16; 8:27–30).3 If the intervening material
cannot be comprehended as a unit, the repetitions should not be viewed as
either framing or delimiting. 

The two accounts of Jesus healing a blind man (8:22–26; 10:46–52)
exemplify Mark’s use of framing stories. The enclosed material is thematically
and structurally related: along with other more or less relevant passages, it con-
sists of three cycles of discipleship material. The section as a whole depicts
Jesus’ journey from the villages near Caesarea Philippi to Jerusalem. Before
this section comes Jesus’ itinerant mission based in Galilee, and after it, Jesus’
activities in and around Jerusalem. The story of Peter’s “confession” (8:27–30),
which follows the healing of the first blind man, is the central turning point
of the story, the peripeteia; it marks a significant transition in the disciples’
understanding of who Jesus is.

Do Mark 10:32 and 16:7–8 
Create an Inclusio?

It is an often-made but seldom-explored suggestion that the dynamics of
Jesus’ “going before” ( ) his disciples back to Galilee following his res-
urrection (16:7) can be elucidated by the way Mark used this verb in 10:32.
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Both passages conjure an image of Jesus going before his disciples then depict
his followers’ cowardly fear ( ): 

Now they were in the way, going up to Jerusalem, and Jesus was going before
them; and they were amazed, while those who followed were afraid. (10:32)

“But go, tell his disciples and Peter that he is going before you to Galilee; there
you will see him, as he told you.” And they went out and fled from the tomb;
for trembling and astonishment had come upon them; and they said noth-
ing to any one, for they were afraid. (16:7–8)

The disciples and the frightened followers are in both cases separate groups.
Mark 10:32 distinguishes the disciples, who were amazed, from “those who
followed,” who were afraid.4 Likewise, at the empty tomb, the disciples are
the intended recipients of the message that Jesus is going before them, but
it is a group of three women who react fearfully. These three women were
introduced as persons who “were following him” in Galilee and who “came
up with him to Jerusalem” (15:40–41)—a reminiscence of “going up to
Jerusalem” in 10:32, 33. Hence in both 10:32 and 16:8, the fear belongs to
a category of followers distinct from the twelve, a feature which strengthens
the connection between the two passages. This separate group of disciples
apparently represents anyone who would heed the call narrated at 8:34: “And
he called to him the multitude with his disciples, and said to them, ‘If any man
would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross and follow
me.’” The expression “those who followed” is similar to “those who were
about him with the twelve” in 4:10. This broader group of disciples is one
with which the reader can identify. The failure of the women to deliver the
young man’s message forces the reader to consider what she or he will do: fol-
low courageously or turn away.

The likelihood that Mark constructed an interpretative bracket around the
passion narrative increases when we consider that the passion prediction
attached to 10:32 itself summarizes the whole intervening sequence through
a compendium of the most theologically relevant things that will happen to
Jesus. Mark 10:33–34 functions as a dramatic program note for the remain-
der of the story: “Behold, we are going up to Jerusalem; and the Son of man
will be delivered to the chief priests and the scribes, and they will condemn
him to death, and deliver him to the Gentiles; and they will mock him, and
spit upon him, and scourge him, and kill him; and after three days he will rise.”
This list stretches from the present action of going up to Jerusalem to the real-
ity mentioned in 16:6 of Jesus’ rising from the dead, which is to say, every-
thing between 10:32 and 16:7. This last passion prediction is the one that
situates the Son of man’s sufferings in the context of a trial in Jerusalem.
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Before this point Jesus has not explained where they are going and how his
death will come about. Mark 10:33–34 thus sets the agenda for the Jerusalem
section of the story.

The Jerusalem section begins with Jesus’ ride on a colt up to Jerusalem.
The fact that that story starts at 11:1 may seem to count against the pos-
sibility that 10:32 has a bracketing function. However, as Mary Ann Tol-
bert noted, ancient rhetoricians believed that smoother narration resulted
when divisions within a narrative “overlap…at the edges”: “The tendency
to supply linking words or phrases, often but not always indicative of major
themes, close to the end of one division and near the beginning of the next
is a very common rhetorical practice. It serves to alert the reader to the
shift in material while at the same time smoothing the transition.”5 The hope
of deliverance conveyed in the words “Blessed is he who comes in the name
of the Lord! Blessed is the kingdom of our father David that is coming!”
(11:9–10) is anticipated in Bartimaeus’s plea “Son of David, have mercy on
me!” in the pericope that precedes this procession (10:47, 48), and even ear-
lier in the request of James and John for positions of honour when Jesus
enters his glory (10:37). Thus Tolbert is correct to perceive in the reference
to Jerusalem in 10:32–34 and the use of the title Son of David in 10:46–52
“a clear foreshadowing of the major theme of the second division” and
thus an example of how “the close of [one] division overlaps at the edges
with the opening of the [next] division.”6 That the leader-and-followers
imagery in 10:32 and 16:7–8 produces an interpretative bracket around
the Jerusalem section will become more apparent once both occurrences of
this image have been examined.

Mark 10:32
The significance of this journey to Jerusalem is developed within another
“bracketed” segment overlapping the section just defined, namely, the “cen-
tral section” (8:22–10:52) separating the Galilean and Jerusalem phases of the
narrative. This section incorporates three discipleship teaching cycles
(8:31–9:1; 9:30–37; 10:32–45), in relation to which 10:32 forms the intro-
duction to the last. This verse depicts a gesture by Jesus and the responses it
invokes: “Now they were on the way, going up to Jerusalem, and Jesus was
going before them; and they were amazed, while those who followed were
afraid.” The remainder of this cycle elaborates a pattern developed in the
previous two cycles: Jesus foretells his coming passion (8:31; 9:31; 10:33–34),
the disciples demonstrate their inability to accept this message (8:32–33;
9:32–34; 10:35–41), and Jesus responds with a teaching on discipleship
(8:34–9:1; 9:35–37; 10:42–45).7 This threefold development elaborates the
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figurative significance of both this journey from Galilee to Jerusalem and the
foretold return (14:28; 16:7).

The logic to this development emerges in retrospect from the three dis-
cipleship teachings. Therein when Jesus “summons” his disciples (8:34; 9:35;
10:42) it is in order to combat a mindset which is preventing them from
accepting any thought of his death. In the process of explaining true disciple-
ship, Jesus discloses that the aptitude they lack is that characteristic of his pas-
sion: self-abnegation. Through these stereotyped situations Mark contrasts two
modes of abiding in community: self-preoccupation and self-denial.

The first discipleship teaching follows Peter’s rejection of the fate laid out
in the first passion prediction:

And he called to him the multitude with his disciples, and said to them, “If
any man would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross and
follow me. For whoever would save his life will lose it; and whoever loses his
life for my sake and the gospel’s will save it. For what does it profit a man,
to gain the whole world and forfeit his life? For what can a man give in
return for his life? For whoever is ashamed of me and of my words in this adul-
terous and sinful generation, of him will the Son of man also be ashamed,
when he comes in the glory of his Father with the holy angels.” (8:34–38) 

The phrase “whoever is ashamed of me and of my words” (v. 38) reveals the
nature of Peter’s objection: he is ashamed to follow a Christ who is rejected
and killed. The parallel expression “whoever loses his life for my sake and the
gospel’s” (v. 35) establishes self-abnegation as the opposite of this attitude.
Peter rejects the passion prediction because he lacks this attitude. His preoc-
cupation with self leads him to associate messiahship with victory and great-
ness (gaining the whole world). 

Jesus counters this attitude with a teaching depicting the road to the
cross as the way to salvation. The Hellenistic mythology of the vindicated
martyr is evident: only those willing to abandon themselves for the sake of
the cause (“for my sake and the gospel’s”) will secure salvation or “life.”8

That discipleship entails literal risks to one’s life is apparent in 13:9–13,
where the briefer expressions “for my sake” and “for my name’s sake”
accompany predictions of Christians being delivered up to death by former
associates and family members. However, the call to self-abandonment in
8:34–38 is not strictly literal, for the phrase “for my sake and the gospel’s”
also occurs in a passage emphasizing the need to abandon one’s life in
terms of former attachments to people and places (10:28–30). Anyone
who abandons house, lands, and family will receive eternal life in the future.
So at issue in 8:34–38 is a disciple’s willingness to sacrifice everything for
the gospel. The paradox is that only those who abandon their lives will
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save them. Thus, by taking up his cross, Jesus illustrates the principle that
the way of death is the road to life.9

The same message is conveyed somewhat differently in the second dis-
cipleship teaching. The connection between self-preoccupation and the dis-
ciples’ inability to conceive of Jesus dying is far more explicit here. In a
caricature of conceit, the disciples respond to Jesus’ passion-and-resurrection
prediction with a private discussion of which of them is the greatest. Again,
Jesus responds with a teaching depicting humility as the way to exaltation:

And he sat down and called the twelve; and he said to them, “If any one
would be first, he must be last of all and servant of all.” And he took a child,
and put him in the midst of them; and taking him in his arms, he said to them,
“Whoever receives one such child in my name receives me; and whoever
receives me, receives not me but him who sent me.” (9:35–37)

The imperative of making oneself last in order to become first foregrounds
the less literal sense of dying to the self. That the child exemplifies the humil-
ity of Jesus’ messiahship and the lowly status required of a disciple is suggested
by the parallels between the sayings in 9:37; 9:41; and 10:14–15. All of
these verses speak of (or are situated in the context of) receiving persons. In
9:37 these persons are children, and receiving them is tantamount to receiv-
ing Jesus and God. In 9:41 it is the followers of Jesus who are received and
who are thereupon referred to as “little ones” (9:42; cf. the word “children”
for disciples in 10:24). In 10:13 the disciples hinder children from meeting
Jesus, and in 10:14–15 Jesus states that the kingdom belongs to children. This
last passage appears to define the quality of a child that Jesus offers as exem-
plary of discipleship in 9:37. The children are persons whom the twelve deem
too inconsequential to bother someone as important as Jesus. Since “to such
belongs the kingdom of God,” it follows that to be a disciple is to be with-
out status. The kingdom itself must be accepted as lowly (like a child) in
order for one to enter it (10:15).10 These notions help explain the logic of 9:37
as the conclusion of the second discipleship teaching. Receiving a child (or
perhaps a lowly disciple) is the same as receiving Jesus or God (the one who
sent him) inasmuch as Jesus is renouncing the status that his disciples expect
of him. He is accepting the nominal status of a child, of one who is last of all
and servant of all—a nobody; to this lowly status the disciples must aspire if
ever they are to be numbered among the first.

The third cycle of discipleship teaching continues the threefold pattern
of Jesus predicting his passion, the disciples responding inappropriately, and
Jesus summoning them for a lesson on self-denial. But this time the disciples’
inappropriate response is not so much a parody of self-preoccupation as a bur-
lesque: James and John ask Jesus to grant them the seats of greatest honour.
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Again Jesus responds that his disciples must deny themselves to the point of
death (or, metaphorically, die to their selves) if they would have future great-
ness:

And Jesus called them to him and said to them, “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 also came not to be
served but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.” (10:42–45)

Jesus’ willingness to serve others to the extent of dying for them is now
offered as the appropriate model to be emulated. As in the previous passage,
the issue is the means of becoming first or great “among you” (i.e., in a com-
munity of disciples) rather than that of attaining salvation itself. Nevertheless,
all three discipleship teachings concern a consummate vindication of the way
of humility. The statements contrasting greatness and servitude or first and
last (9:35; 10:43–44) are reminiscent of the one bringing to a close the sec-
tion immediately preceding 10:32 (“But many that are first will be last, and
the last first”) and appear to elucidate the principle upon which this reversal
of one’s present status is based. Hence, the greatness proffered in these say-
ings concerns one’s status in the eschaton and not (or not merely) the “par-
adoxical greatness” of those who humble themselves in the community.11

In 10:42–45, as in the first discipleship teaching, Mark is interpreting the
mechanism of eschatological reversal in accordance with the mythology of the
apotheosis of the martyr, which is comparable to (and possibly the histori-
cal basis for) the apocalyptic conception of the resurrection of the righteous
(e.g., Dan 12:2–3; Rev 20:4–6). The question posed to James and John
makes this even clearer: “Are you able to drink the cup that I drink, or to be
baptized with the baptism with which I am baptized?” (10:38). The image
of the cup in the Hebrew scriptures is used to conjure suffering, joy, and
wrath, but here, in conjunction with a second metaphor foretokening Jesus’
death, we recognize the influence of Hellenistic thought, wherein a cup can
signify “death as a violent end.”12 The transformation achieved through mar-
tyrdom is implicit in the baptismal metaphor, for Christian baptism, under-
stood as death and rebirth,13 signifies a transition to a new quality of life, “that
eschatological life with Christ that is perfected at the parousia.”14 Implicit in
these two negatively framed metaphors, then, is the promise of salvation or
resurrection for those who follow Jesus’ example.

In 8:22–10:52 Jesus’ words on discipleship stress the need for self-abne-
gation in the present as the way of attaining exaltation in the future. This theme
that life comes through death, or exaltation through humiliation, is the
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abstract content symbolized in the image of Jesus “going before” his disciples
“in the way” ( ). This leader-and-followers image occurs in relation
to each passion prediction, as does the metaphor of the way: The theme of
following Jesus is introduced in 8:34 in the call to follow after him. The notion
that his disciples were following after him is implicit within 9:33, where
Jesus asks his disciples what they had been discussing “on the way”: if he could
not hear what they were talking about as a group, he had probably enacted
this teaching by going ahead of them. And the image of Jesus going before
his disciples becomes explicit in 10:32, where this gesture and the amazement
and fear it provokes become the stimulus for an explanation of where he has
been leading them (v. 33). The imagery of the way enters these teaching
moments at 8:27; 9:33, 34; and 10:32. It is also mentioned before the
encounter with the rich man (10:17) and is what Bartimaeus “followed him
in” at the end of the central section (10:52). The leader-and-followers imagery
of 10:32 thus dramatizes the message in 8:34: Jesus goes before his disciples
as a model to be emulated, for the road to Jerusalem is the way to life through
selfless suffering and death.

Mark 16:7–8
When the leader-and-followers imagery in Mark 10:32 is viewed as a symbolic
enactment of 8:34, it becomes natural to presume that the recurrence of this
imagery in 16:7–8 also bears a symbolic quality. As a reversal of Jesus’ jour-
ney through Galilee to Jerusalem, the image of the resurrected Jesus leading
his disciples back to Galilee presumably connotes a reversal of the develop-
ments embodied within the Jerusalem section. In order to understand the
nature of this reversal, however, we must consider it in relation to the move-
ment of the narrative as a whole. Mark’s portrayal of Jesus’ public career
begins with an authoritative and largely successful mission based in Galilee
but ends with this authority being subverted through Jesus’ rejection by
Jerusalem’s religious aristocracy and his willing assumption of humility. As
soon as Peter confesses that Jesus is the Christ, Jesus starts to subvert his dis-
ciples’ expectations about his messianic authority, and the journey southward
to the place of relinquishment begins. Thus Mark 16:7 looks backward to the
status Jesus renounced through his passion, but also forward to the vindica-
tion proclaimed in the discipleship teachings. The way to life through death
is now depicted auspiciously through a symbolic image of its reward.

The significance of the empty tomb lies not only in the resurrection but
also in the information that Jesus’ presence can be encountered elsewhere, on
the way to Galilee, for Jesus is leading his disciples once more. There is an
implicit “because” in 16:7b. Jesus is not “here” (v. 6) because he is going before
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the disciples to Galilee: “there you will see him.” These few, choice words of
an anonymous young man convey the impression that the assailed shepherd
is now reassembling his scattered sheep, leading them to Galilee the way a
shepherd walks at the head of his flock (14:27–28).15 But this time the lead-
ership is spiritual, for the disciples will not see Jesus until they get there. The
unique possibilities for stark and selective description afforded by the medium
of verbal narrative permit Mark to conjure thoughts of restoration and lead-
ership without specifying how these notions are to be imagined realistically.
All the reader needs to perceive is that Jesus’ return to Galilee extends the sym-
bolic journey or process patterned upon 8:34.16

Three features of 16:7 remain to be examined: the singling out of Peter,
the detail that the messenger was “a young man,” and the words “there you
will see him, as he told you.”

The young man’s directive to the women to tell “his disciples and Peter…”
is often viewed as a passing reference to an early resurrection tradition nam-
ing Peter as the first to whom Jesus appeared (1 Cor 15:5; Luke 24:34).
Such an allusion is plausible if we may presume that this tradition is some-
thing most readers would be expected to know. But it does not explain why
the mention of Peter should come after the reference to the disciples, partic-
ularly in view of his pre-eminent position both in the story itself and in the
tradition of an initial appearance to him. The unexpected manner of Peter’s
specification seems actually to set awry whatever positive conception of Peter
might be inferred from a tradition naming him first. Does not this wording
insinuate that Peter is presently not a disciple?17 Considered in light of the fore-
going narrative, the special reference to Peter finds ready justification in
Peter’s attempts to exempt himself from the part assigned to the disciples in
the very prophecy of which the young man now speaks:

And Jesus said to them, “You will all fall away; for it is written, ‘I will strike
the shepherd, and the sheep will be scattered.’ But after I am raised up, I
will go before you to Galilee.” Peter said to him, “Even though they all fall
away, I will not.” And Jesus said to him, “Truly, I say to you, this very night,
before the cock crows twice, you will deny me three times.” But he said vehe-
mently, “If I must die with you, I will not deny you.” And they all said the
same. (14:27–31)

The recurrence of the adjective “all” ( ) in 14:27 (“You will all fall
away”), 14:29 (“Even though they all fall away, I will not”), 14:31 (“And they
all said the same”), and 14:50 (“And they all forsook him, and fled”) ties
together this prophecy and its actualization in Gethsemane and underscores
the representativeness of Peter’s role.18 As Christopher Francis Evans sug-
gested, “the separate mention of Peter in 16.7 reflects the isolation of Peter
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amongst the ‘all’ who will be made to stumble in 14.27–29.”19 Peter’s sworn
dissociation from those who would fall away like frightened sheep translates
briefly into action when he continues to “follow” Jesus after all the disciples
have fled (14:54). His autonomous stance, however, becomes a source of
burgeoning irony; despite his bravado, Peter follows tentatively and safely “at
a distance,” only to disown Jesus completely at the first signs of real danger
(14:66–72). His confident assertion that he will not forsake Jesus thus under-
scores the tragedy of his failure, though Mark’s ironic concentration upon Peter
really makes vivid the failure of the disciples as a whole (14:31).

The special mention of Peter therefore reminds the reader of the failure
of the disciples. But as part of a message announcing the fulfillment of Jesus’
predication “But after I am raised up, I will go before you to Galilee,” this
reminder draws attention to the polarity and mystery of the transformation
whereby the fallen shepherd once more leads his scattered sheep. It is as if to
say that Jesus’ exemplary sacrifice has now made all things—even the impos-
sible journey of discipleship—possible (cf. 10:23–31). 

The miraculousness of this reversal is made all the more apparent by the
presence of an anonymous “young man” as the bearer of this message. Recall
that an unnamed “young man,” similarly described in terms of his surprising
actions and clothing, popped up just as inexplicably in Gethsemane. In the
longer Gospel of Mark, the figure in Gethsemane is elaborated into an indi-
vidual: a person with a past, a house, and a family. In that text, the young man
at the empty tomb is presumably the same person who asked to be with Jesus
in Bethany and who followed Jesus briefly in Gethsemane. Considering that
Jesus entered the young man’s tomb and raised him from the dead, it is only
fitting that the young man should enter Jesus’ tomb and announce Jesus’
resurrection. A reader might even wonder whether the young man rolled
back Jesus’ stone just as Jesus rolled back his. In the canonical text, however,
the unnamed young men are not necessarily the same individual and are not
so much persons as interrelated symbolic figures. Of the figure in Gethsemane
we learn only that he, like Peter, was following Jesus, dressed only in a linen
sheet on a chilly spring night (14:54, 67), and shamefully fled naked in the
face of actual danger. Like Peter, this young man epitomizes the disciples’ fear
of arrest and their failure to follow in the way to life through death. At the
tomb, though, we encounter a young man dressed in a white robe symbol-
izing the glory common to heavenly beings and vindicated martyrs (see Rev
6:11; 7:9, 13–14).20 The detail that he was seated “at the right hand side” of
the tomb might naturally evoke thoughts of honour and vindication, consid-
ering how often the image of sitting on the right side (of Jesus or God) con-
notes exalted status in this narrative (Mark 10:37, 40; 12:36; 14:62). A
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symbol of failure to follow in the way has been transformed into a symbol
anticipating the reward of this journey: exaltation. Put differently, the two
appearances of a young man represent the coming to pass of both elements
of the prophecy of 14:27–28 (scattering and restoration), embodying the
story of the disciples in both aspects. Mark prepares his readers to believe that
these disciples (and anyone else) might finally, truly, follow Jesus as he resumes
his leadership in the way.

By viewing the young man at the tomb as a symbol of eschatological vin-
dication, we bypass the pointless debate over whether this figure is human or
angelic in the canonical gospel. A young man in a white robe could be con-
strued either way. As Andrew T. Lincoln suggested, the ambiguity is proba-
bly deliberate, since it allows this man to function not only as a messenger
(which is the primary function of an angel among people) but also as a sym-
bol of resurrection and vindication. The blurring of vindication imagery and
supernatural imagery is appropriate here, “since Mark’s Jesus tells us that
‘when they rise from the dead, they…are like angels in heaven’ (12:25).”21

It seems reasonable to conclude that Mark chose the verb “to go before”
in 16:7 in order to suggest a continuation of the symbolism of Jesus’ leader-
ship in the way to life through death. The exalted Jesus continues to “go
before” his disciples (and anyone else who would “come after” him) as exem-
plar of this way, having become the apotheosis of what others may obtain by
following his lead.22 That Mark’s emphasis lies in the image of Jesus leading
his disciples back to Galilee is apparent from the fact that this “going before”
is the only element common to both 14:28 and 16:7 and a condition to
which the resurrection itself is twice subordinated: “A curious feature in
14.28, that the resurrection is referred to in a subordinate clause and is used
as a time indication (‘after I am raised up…’), recurs in the juxtaposition of
16.6 and 16.7, in that the fact of the resurrection…is relegated to second
place by the announcement of what is to follow as the climax.”23 Indeed, it
is the fact that Jesus is going before his disciples to Galilee that the women
are commanded to report to them, not the resurrection itself.24 The conspic-
uous change in the tense of the verb “to go before” from future in 14:28 to
present in 16:7 further heightens the relevance of this verb, making it not only
somewhat more prominent than the new notion of seeing Jesus but also
more immediate. Jesus is now doing what he said he would do after his res-
urrection. The present participle indicates that Jesus is between the tomb and
Galilee at the moment of the young man’s speaking. As Morna Hooker per-
ceived, “[Mark] is certainly saying something far more significant than that
Jesus will arrive in Galilee before the disciples. This is no mere rendezvous,
but a call to the disciples to follow Jesus once again. On the way to Jerusalem,
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Jesus had gone ahead (10.32 ), and the disciples had seen him
and followed. Now they are called to follow him, even though they cannot
see him. What looks like an inconsistency in Mark may be a deliberate attempt
on his part to underline that this is what discipleship means, now that Jesus
has been raised from the dead.”25

But if Mark is referring to Jesus’ continued spiritual leadership “in the
way,” to what does “there you will see him” refer? Because the other gospel
writers tell us that Jesus appeared bodily to his disciples prior to his ascension,
readers of Mark usually imagine a pre-ascension, bodily appearance as well.
But not all Christians made that assumption.26 As a late convert, Paul could
not claim to have seen the risen Jesus in bodily form, yet Paul made no dis-
tinction between the appearance of Jesus to him and the appearances of Jesus
to Cephas, the twelve, more than five hundred believers, James, and the other
apostles (1 Cor 15:3–8; 9:1). Whatever Paul experienced seemed to him to
be a revelation of Jesus’ lordship and a commission to preach to the Gentiles.
He could even speak of God revealing his son “in me” ( ; Gal 1:16).
Paul’s apostleship was highly contested, so if he thought that Jesus appeared
to other apostles in a more tangible form, he had a motive to downplay that
difference. Nevertheless, he is our principle witness to the traditions about the
resurrection appearances prior to Matthew, Luke, and John, and his descrip-
tions demonstrate that the word see in Mark 16:7 might refer to a vision of
the exalted lord—an epiphany of an exalted being.

The story of the transfiguration arguably represents Mark’s attempt to con-
vey the nature of this epiphany in narrative form. Therein, Jesus temporar-
ily takes on the form that he will attain following his death: he becomes an
exalted, heavenly being in the company of Elijah and Moses. Some of Mark’s
contemporaries believed that Elijah and Moses existed with Enoch in heaven,
all three of them having been taken up alive by God.27 In light of this belief,
many scholars have proposed that the emptiness of Jesus’ tomb is significant
for Mark because “it conforms to the central motif and proof which lies at the
heart of translation stories: the disappearance or absence of the corpse.”28 In
other words, the empty tomb and the transfiguration together imply that
when the women come to anoint Jesus’ body, Jesus is already in heaven, in
the company of Israel’s immortalized heroes.29 The transformation of Jesus
into the heavenly state of his resurrected condition is perhaps what the trans-
figuration is meant to represent. By witnessing the transfiguration, Peter,
James and John are experiencing something like a proleptic appearance of the
risen Jesus from heaven.30

The promise that the disciples will see Jesus in Galilee appears to antici-
pate a vision of the exalted Lord rather than a bodily (pre-ascension) appear-
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ance. But there is more to this seeing than the awareness of Jesus’ heavenly
exaltation, for in accord with Mark’s use of the verb “to see” ( ) elsewhere
in the story, 16:7 carries the christological connotation of understanding
who Jesus really is.31 Compare the sense of spiritual (albeit demonic) percep-
tion of Jesus’ true nature in Mark 5:6–7, where Legion ran to Jesus and wor-
shipped him after “he saw Jesus from afar,” and the revelatory insight of the
centurion in 15:39, which resulted from seeing how Jesus died. The opposite
sense of misconceiving Jesus’ true nature accompanies the verb “to see” in
6:49, 50; 15:32, 36.32 The association between seeing and spiritually under-
standing Jesus is explicit in Mark 4:12: “looking intently they see and do not
perceive, listening closely they hear and do not comprehend….” The mira-
cles that frame the central section of the gospel make this association program-
matic for the story of the disciples.33

The first of these miracles, 8:22–26, uses the imagery of sight-giving to
disclose a two-stage development in the disciples’ christological understand-
ing. Another form of the verb “to see” ( ) occurs in both this story of
Jesus healing a blind man and the immediately preceding story about the dis-
ciples’ incomprehension of the feeding miracles (8:15, 18, 23, 24, 25). In the
latter, Jesus asks them, “Having eyes do you not see, and having ears do you
not hear? And do you not remember? …Do you not yet understand?” These
comments effectively compare the disciples to blind and deaf men, that is, to
the deaf man (7:32–37) and the blind man (8:22–26) who are healed within
the section of the gospel that is bracketed by the opinions about who Jesus is
(6:14–16; 8:27–30). Peter’s confession therefore marks a transition in the
disciples’ comprehension of Jesus from the total imperceptiveness about his mes-
siahship that they display in the first half of the story (blindness) to the imper-
fect conception of the nature of this messiahship that dominates thereafter
(seeing imperfectly). “Like the man in 8,22–26 [Peter] only ‘sees’ dimly and in
a confused way at first. Full ‘sight’, i.e., insight into the full meaning of Jesus’
identity, can only come at the cross (cf. 15,39) and the resurrection (cf. 16:7).”34

“Peter ‘sees’ that Jesus is the Messiah, the Christ. But he fails to ‘see’ that, as
the Christ, Jesus must suffer. To heal Peter (and perhaps the implied reader)
of that blindness will require a second stage, the second half of Mark’s Gospel.”35

Thus the second development is from misconception to true understanding of
this messiahship (seeing plainly), a state projected in 16:7.36 The imagery of
a blind man attaining imperfect sight symbolizes the abrupt yet partial insight
that the disciples are about to have into who Jesus is.

The second story involving a blind man, which forms the closing “bracket”
around the central section, presents Jesus’ healing of blindness as the catalyst
in a man’s passage from initial faith and preliminary insight (“Son of David,

LONGER MARK’S USE OF FRAMING STORIES 193

brown_07.qxd  2005/04/26  12:23 PM  Page 193



Jesus…”) to subsequent discipleship. The image of the once-blind Barti-
maeus following Jesus “on the way” could hardly present a more fitting com-
plement to the leadership image in 10:32. What this means for 16:7 is clear.
The disciples will not only see their risen Lord in Galilee but will also come
to appreciate the necessity of his passion and follow him in this way. “To
‘see’ Jesus is to perceive that being a disciple is following the way that he
took, the way on which he is still ‘going before’ (16:7).”37

The gospel concludes with the astonishing statement that the women did
not convey to the disciples the message with which they were entrusted.
Instead, the women “fled from the tomb; for trembling and astonishment had
come upon them; and they said nothing to nobody, for they were afraid”
(16:8). This exceptionally negative conclusion complicates the predicted resti-
tution of the disciples, particularly when 16:7 is thought to anticipate a bod-
ily resurrection appearance. Some scholars who subscribe to that view have
therefore denied that the silence of the women was as final as Mark emphat-
ically conveyed, reasoning that the disciples surely could not have met up
with Jesus without being told to return to Galilee.38 Other scholars, who
reject the traditional view, have instead suggested that the disciples must
never have reassembled and seen the risen Jesus in Galilee and were therefore
never commissioned as apostles.39

These readings of 16:7–8 neglect certain peculiarities of the wording.
“Galilee” is too large a locale to serve as a specification for a rendezvous.
Moreover, “16.7 is only very indirectly a command to go to Galilee, and
14.28, on which it is based, is hardly a command at all.”40 The message that
the young man tells the women to deliver is not the news of Jesus’ resurrec-
tion, which he mentions in an almost incidental fashion by way of explain-
ing the absence of Jesus’ corpse. The message is that Jesus “is going before
you,” leading the disciples back to Galilee. This is an explanation of what is
happening, not a command about what should start happening or, as some
scholars imagine, a description of a potential positive outcome that remains
ambiguous. The young man is announcing that the fulfillment of the predic-
tion Jesus made in 14:27–28 is now taking place, a reality which does not
depend on what the women do. Because prophecy is being fulfilled, the reader
can presume that Jesus is guiding his disciples back to Galilee and will even-
tually appear to them there. 

What is most troubling to the implied reader is not the fact that the dis-
ciples never received this message. Rather, it is the fact that the story ends with
the observation that the women were too frightened to take part in the
restoration of the disciples under Jesus’ leadership, or even to say anything
about this at all. Why does the story end on a note of failure and incompre-
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hension? Perhaps this startling situation is meant to provoke the reader into
a decision about the way of discipleship. Will she or he flee like the women
or follow like the disciples? The question put earlier to James and John is now
put to the reader: “Are you able to drink the cup that I drink, or to be bap-
tized with the baptism with which I am baptized?”

LGM 1 and 2 and Mark 16:1–8 
as a Frame for the Passion

The addition of LGM 1 and 2 obviously makes the frame formed by 10:32
and 16:7–8 as apparent as the matched pair around the central section. But
it also develops the significance of this inclusio and affects a reader’s percep-
tions of 14:51–52 and 16:1–8. In order to appreciate this, we need to con-
sider these additions sequentially, as developments in a subplot. 

Following the depiction of Jesus leading his disciples in the way to life
through death (10:32–34), Jesus arrives in Bethany and raises a young man,
who then wishes to become a disciple and receives private instruction. The
placing of LGM 1 and 2 around Jesus’ words about his cup and baptism
implies that Jesus taught the young man that honour comes through humil-
iation, life through death. Elsewhere, when Jesus retires to a house and gives
private instruction, the teaching gives insider information concerning the
preceding incident (7:17–23; 9:28–29, 33–37; 10:10–12). Accordingly, we
may infer that the mystery of the kingdom of God is apropos of the young
man’s own rising from the dead. 

The relationship between the raising and private teaching on the mystery
of the kingdom of God will be explored in the next chapter. Stated simply, the
young man’s return to life becomes the basis for his instruction in the nature
of salvation, the eschatological truth that in order to attain “life” one must first
“die” to the self. His linen sheet signifies the transformation that comes
through death (baptism being a symbolic death by drowning). When Jesus
is betrayed, the young man will again put on this garment and attempt to
accompany Jesus back to Jerusalem in order to undergo Jesus’ “baptism” of
suffering and death.

To our surprise, at the first sign of trouble the young man fails in his
resolve, becoming an epitome of the flight of the disciples as a whole.41 Why
this ideal disciple, who responded so quickly and positively, should fail just
as quickly and miserably is difficult to fathom, though his story is in keeping
with Jesus’ analogy of the seed sown upon rocky ground ( ), “who,
when they hear the word, immediately receive it with joy; and they have no
root in themselves, but endure for a while; then, when tribulation or perse-
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cution arises on account of the word, immediately they fall away” (4:16–17).
It is not too surprising that the other disciple to fall this way was nicknamed
“Peter” ( ), meaning rock.42

Following the crucifixion, the young man whom Jesus raised from the
dead appears once more, this time to proclaim Jesus’ resurrection and con-
tinuing leadership in the way. Donning the white robe of a vindicated mar-
tyr, the one who, with Peter, exemplified the disciples’ failure to follow now
inexplicably announces the restoration of this group, including Peter, and
prefigures their success. A reader of longer Mark will not see this young man
as an angel bearing tidings from heaven, but as a man from Peraea whose star-
tling reappearances in Gethsemane and the open tomb validate his message.
For quite despite himself, this young man abandoned Jesus, in fulfillment of
Jesus’ words “You will all fall away; for it is written, ‘I will strike the shepherd,
and the sheep will be scattered.’” And now he sits nobly and serenely inside
an empty tomb, reiterating Jesus’ words “But after I am raised up, I will go
before you to Galilee” (14:27–28).

The passion narrative is not only framed by the two miracles located at
tombs but also subdivided by the appearance of the young man in Gethse-
mane. Benoît Standaert observed that 14:51–52 marks a transition in the
passion narrative. Before the young man’s shameful flight, “Jesus is in the cir-
cle of his friends.” Afterward, he is “in the camp of the opposition.”43 So the
start of the passion proper, through which Jesus suffers alone, is signified by
this brief appearance of the young man. This three-part structure involving
two frame-stories and an inner, transitional episode is comparable to Mark’s
use of three thematically similar incidents at the beginning, middle, and end
of the story in order to develop the theme of Jesus’ divine sonship. During
Jesus’ baptism, a voice from heaven declares to Jesus, “You are my beloved
Son; with you I am well pleased” (1:11). During Jesus’ transfiguration, that
voice is heard again, this time declaring to the disciples “This is my beloved
Son; listen to him” (9:7). And during Jesus’ crucifixion, after Jesus “expires”
and the temple curtain is torn in two, the centurion declares, “Truly this man
was a Son of God!” (15:39).44 It would appear that in the last of these three
incidents, the holy spirit, which had “split” the heavens while entering Jesus
at his baptism (1:10), now “splits” the temple curtain in two (a tapestry
mosaic of the heavens) while departing Jesus (15:37–38). Hence we have a
“cosmic inclusio” around the entire story, and this story is divided into two parts
by a thematically similar inner episode.45 In the first part, the disciples are blind
to Jesus’ identity as Son of God. In the second part, they “see” Jesus’ sonship
imperfectly (the actual transition to imperfect sight occurs just prior to the
transfiguration with Peter’s recognition of Jesus’ messiahship).
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The parallelism that allows the baptism, transfiguration, and crucifixion
to function like “pillars” that structure the whole gospel is sometimes depicted
in a chart like this:46

A similar chart can be used to depict the similar structure created by the
insertion of LGM 1 and 2:

Whoever created LGM 1 and 2 had a remarkable feel for canonical Mark’s
narrative and theological designs.
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Baptism Transfiguration Crucifixion

Heavens “split” Temple veil “split”

Dove descends Cloud descends Split in veil descends 
from top to bottom

Voice from heaven Voice from cloud Jesus’ voice from cross

“You are my beloved Son” “This is my Son, “Truly this man 
the beloved” was a son of God”

John the Baptist appears Elijah appears to Jesus; Jesus The onlookers think
dressed like Elijah hints that John was Elijah Jesus is calling Elijah

Mark 10:32–34 and Mark 14:50–52 Mark 15:40–16:8
LGM 1 and 2

Jesus rolls away the “Who will roll away 
stone from the door the stone from the 
of the tomb door of the tomb?”

A young man is raised A young man announces
by Jesus Jesus’ resurrection

Young man returns wearing Young man appears wearing Young man appears wear-
linen over his naked body linen over his naked body ing a white robe

Two women “and Salome” Two women “and Salome”

Jesus leads the way to Jesus leads the way to
Jerusalem Galilee

The disciples “were The women “were
amazed” amazed”

Those who follow Jesus Young man and Peter Women (who were fol-
are afraid follow Jesus fearfully lowing Jesus in Galilee)

are afraid

All of the disciples and The women flee
the young man flee
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The preceding two chapters examined the longer gospel’s use of two famil-
iar Markan framing techniques: intercalation and matched pairs. This

chapter will explore the additional interpretative moves encouraged by the
numerous echoes of Markan phrases that exist within LGM 1. Mark’s procliv-
ity to repeat words and phrases across episodes is familiar to interpreters of
the canonical gospel, who often explain the phenomenon in terms of empha-
sis and cross-referencing:

The repetition of a limited number of words through the many episodes
provides echoes which invite the reader to make connections between one
part of the narrative and another. For example, the “ripping” of the temple
curtain just before the centurion recognizes Jesus as the Son of God recalls
by verbal association the “ripping” of the heavens just before God pro-
nounces Jesus to be his son.…Tracing such verbal motifs through the story
is illuminating. And as the words recur in similar or different contexts, they
are enriched by repetition and accumulate many nuances of meaning for
the reader.

The many key words which recur throughout the story are like major and
minor motifs running through a musical composition.1

We have seen how longer Mark’s verbal foreshadowings of the young man’s
flight from Gethsemane, the burial of Jesus, and the open tomb reinforce a
literary structure. It is reasonable to expect that the verbal echoes of earlier
scenes within LGM 1 might be a means of encouraging the reader to consider
otherwise unrelated incidents in light of each other.

This examination of echoes will begin with some prominent parallels to
stories within the central section, specifically the rich man’s question and the

Notes to chapter 8 start on page 275
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transfiguration, and will conclude with a discussion of the phrases “great
cry” and “the mystery of the kingdom of God.”2

Reminiscences of the Man 
with Many Possessions

At the end of LGM 1a we encounter two reminiscences of the story of the
man with many possessions in Mark 10:17–22. LGM 1:8 repeats the words
“but the…, having looked upon him, loved him and” from Mark 10:21,
reversing the subject (Jesus) and object (an anonymous man). LGM 1:9 ter-
minates with the phrase “for he was rich,” which resembles “for he had many
possessions,” the final clause of the episode with the rich man. The former
echo is peculiar merely for its awkwardness: why repeat this phrase so soon
after its initial occurrence and reverse the relationship between the subject and
object? The latter echo is more peculiar, since it is an explanation that does
not explain: “And going out from the tomb they went into the house of the
young man; for he was rich.” Taken at face value, this “explanation” implies
that Jesus and the young man went into his house for a taste of the good life.
The comment even seems ironic, for in the preceding dialogue, Jesus dis-
missed the possibility of the rich entering the kingdom of God. The reader
must suppose that this time the evangelist meant something other than what
he seems to convey. But humorously puzzling explanations that begin with
the word gar (“for” or “because”) preceded by the verb “to be” (e.g., 

) are a feature of Mark’s style, and a purpose to this clause becomes appar-
ent when we consider other examples.

In 1953 C.H. Bird proposed that Mark used embarrassingly peculiar
gar clauses to draw attention to statements that have hermeneutical rele-
vance.3 Compare, for instance, the comment about Jairus’s daughter in 5:42:
“and immediately the girl got up and walked, for she was twelve years old.”
Her age does not explain why she got up and walked—it is the reason she was
able to do so (the numerous diminutives in the story might lead one to think
she were an infant). The reader must pause to figure out what Mark meant,
because what he wrote does not make sense. The strangeness of the explana-
tion draws attention to the number twelve, which is a detail that relates this
story to the intercalated incident of the woman who had had a hemorrhage
for twelve years. The coincidence that the woman had been suffering as long
as the girl had been alive (and stopped suffering when the girl died) is a hint
that there is another level of meaning to the story, and the number itself
becomes a point of entry into this symbolic dimension.4 Similarly, in 16:4,
the women’s concern about who will roll back the stone from the door of Jesus’
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tomb is followed by the remark, “And looking up, they saw that the stone was
rolled back, for it was exceedingly great.” The size of the stone does not
explain why the stone was rolled back. It explains why the women were won-
dering how they would get at the body to anoint it. However, the descrip-
tion “for it was exceedingly great” ( ) has broader
implications. As we will see a little later in this chapter, the word “great” has
connotations within Mark of conflict with the powers of death, and here
heightens the miraculousness of Jesus’ victory over it (like the “great” calm
that resulted after Jesus rebuked the “great” wind of the storm that threatened
to sink his boat; 4:37, 39). In another gar clause Mark accounts for why
Jesus found no fruit on a leafy fig tree with the words “for it was not the sea-
son for figs” (11:13). This is the most remarkable example, for it manages to
make Jesus look foolish for thinking he would find figs out of season, and spite-
ful for destroying a tree that did not go along with his mistake. This foolish-
ness and misplaced anger conflict with the picture of Jesus presented thus far
in the story, but the discrepancy can be resolved if the incident is read sym-
bolically. Many scholars treat this peculiar gar clause as a hint that Jesus’
encounter with the fig tree is a prophetic commentary on the fate of the tem-
ple.5 Robert Fowler, for instance, categorized Mark 11:13 as a gar clause
that imparts a symbolic quality to a story, in this case functioning as a clue to
the figurative dimension revealed through the sandwich technique.6 Odd
explanatory gar clauses occur within the three intercalations that are most read-
ily viewed as mutually interpretative (Mark 5:21–43; 11:12–25; and LGM
1:1–2:2), just before a shift in setting. Since the gar clauses in 5:42 and
11:13 appear to function as hints to the reader to seek a concealed meaning,
we must consider the possibility that the peculiar gar clause in LGM 1:9
functions similarly.

If the words “for he was rich” are a hint, their heuristic relevance should
be sought in the pericope of the man with many possessions. There, a man
who wants to know “What must I do to inherit eternal life?” is told “Go, sell
what you have, and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven;
and come, follow me.” After this man goes away sorrowful, Jesus says to his
disciples, “How hard it will be for those who have riches to enter the king-
dom of God!” (10:23). The verbal reminiscences of this story within LGM
1a imply that the young man in Bethany shares the same dilemma faced by
that other man. “For he was rich” is a hint that the instruction Jesus gave to
the young man likewise concerns eternal life and the demand to leave riches
and family behind in order to “follow” Jesus (Mark 10:21, 23–31). Robert
Gundry reasoned that the command Jesus gave to the young man in LGM
1:10 was to sell everything he owned; in Gundry’s opinion, the linen sheet

200 ANALYSIS OF MARKAN LITERARY TECHNIQUES

brown_08.qxd  2005/04/26  12:23 PM  Page 200



symbolizes the man’s utter destitution, for he now possesses only that which
belongs to a corpse.7 These inferences seem reasonable, though we can only
be sure that the man has abandoned family and home, and of that only after
we see him in Gethsemane “following” Jesus.

“And After Six Days”
After entering the house, six days pass before Jesus commands the young
man and the latter comes to him in the evening for private instruction in a
mystery. A period of six days also preceded the private revelation of Jesus’
future, exalted condition to Peter, James, and John on the mountain (9:2).8
Since both instances of the phrase “and after six days” function as introduc-
tions to episodes of private revelation, the repetition in LGM 1:10 is prob-
ably intended to invoke a comparison between Jesus’ transfiguration and the
raising and initiation of the young man.9

The comparison itself appears to focus on changes in Jesus’ and the
young man’s clothing, to which attention is drawn in the sentences follow-
ing this phrase. Jesus’ clothes are transformed into a brilliant white to
make him appear as if he is attaining his exaltation to the right hand of the
Father, and the young man wraps a linen sheet around his naked body as
part of the baptismal symbolism of his initiation into the mystery of the
kingdom of God. Though this mystery is given an eschatological content
(Mark 4), the young man’s clothing and the private, nocturnal context
are also evocative of mystery initiations and therefore suggestive of epiphany
and insight; initiations of this sort function as rites of passage, marking a
change in ontological status to that of the saved. Through a change in
clothing, therefore, both Jesus and the young man are depicted as if involved
in ontological transformations. These states become actual for both at the
end of the gospel, when the young man shows up in Jesus’ tomb wearing
a white robe ( ), the colour of Jesus’ clothing ( ) on the moun-
tain (the word white occurs only in 9:3 and 16:5). The young man now
wears the white robe of the vindicated martyr (Rev 6:11; 7:13–14) as he
announces Jesus’ resurrection.

The point of evoking this comparison between the initiation of the young
man and the transfiguration becomes clearer when we notice that both sto-
ries involve the themes of suffering and rising from the dead. LGM 1 pres-
ents the raising of a dead man followed by a private teaching that is associated
with martyrdom (cup and baptism) through the use of intercalation. Since
Jesus’ private instruction usually relates to something that immediately pre-
ceded it (e.g., 4:10–20; 7:17–23; 8:14–21; 9:28–29, 33–37; 10:10–12;
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13:3–37), the reader may presume that the mystery of the kingdom of God
concerns the transition from death to life. Similarly, Mark 9:2–13 offers a vision
of Jesus’ resurrected state followed by a private teaching stressing the scrip-
tural necessity “that he should suffer many things and be treated with con-
tempt.” The narrator does not explain why Jesus speaks to Peter, James and
John about the common fates of Elijah (John the Baptist) and the Son of man
while they descend the mountain, but there are indications that Jesus is expli-
cating the vision that these three just witnessed. This discussion is preceded
by Jesus’ reference to the vision in the form of a charge “to tell no one what
they had seen, until the Son of man should have risen from the dead” (9:9),
and the disciples’ inquiry about Elijah’s return is represented as a response to
their confusion about “the rising from the dead.” Jesus’ answer in 9:12–13
indicates that just as it was predicted that Elijah must come first, and did,
covertly, in the mission and suffering of John the Baptist, so, too, the Son of
man must appear incognito and suffer many things. The reader is left to find
the thread that connects the various details, but needs only to look back to
the teaching in relation to which this episode happens “after six days.” The
sayings in 8:34–38 affirm the apocalyptic precept that resurrection is the
reward of the martyr. The role of suffering and death as a prelude to the state
of exaltation witnessed by the disciples is likewise what the voice from the
cloud iterates when it tells the disciples to “Listen to him!” for it was Jesus’
words about his passion that Peter had resisted hearing, and Jesus resumes this
teaching in 9:12–13. Thus the transfiguration “is meant to reassure the dis-
ciples that both for Jesus and for them glory will follow suffering but it will
not bypass the way of the cross.”10

Both Mark 9:2–13 and LGM 1 are concerned with resurrection or eter-
nal life and depict Jesus offering a private, yet enigmatic, disclosure of the suf-
fering involved in its attainment. The theme of transformation through
suffering and death is likewise prefigured in the story of Jesus’ baptism—
provided one perceives Jesus’ movements within the prologue as a microcosm
for the gospel as a whole.11 Just as the larger narrative presents Jesus journey-
ing from Galilee to Judea to be crucified then returning to Galilee, the pro-
logue presents Jesus journeying from Galilee to Judea to be baptized then
returning to Galilee. If the prologue is read as a symbolic plot synopsis, then
Jesus’ crucifixion is represented figuratively by his baptism, an act of death and
rebirth. The parallelism between these two events is deliberately underscored
by the fact that both result in a declaration that Jesus is God’s Son, but the
reader will not perceive this connection until Jesus crosses the Jordan River
into Judea (LGM 1:13) and speaks ominously of his “baptism” (Mark
10:38–39).

202 ANALYSIS OF MARKAN LITERARY TECHNIQUES

brown_08.qxd  2005/04/26  12:23 PM  Page 202



We saw in the last chapter that the baptism, transfiguration, and cruci-
fixion share a number of verbal and thematic parallels. When these events are
read as variations of the same theme it becomes apparent that “both the Bap-
tismal narrative and that of the Transfiguration are concerned with teaching
that Christ’s glory is inextricably bound up with the mystery of his sufferings
and death.”12 I am tempted to suggest that the baptism and transfiguration
form a bracket around the Galilean section (overlapping the start of the cen-
tral section) much as the known LGM additions and the empty tomb story
bracket the Jerusalem section (and overlap the end of the central section). In
the first pair of brackets, Jesus is involved in a real baptism (1:9–11) and a
symbolic resurrection (9:2–8); in the second, both Jesus and the young man
are involved in a symbolic baptism (Mark 10:38–39; LGM 1b) and a real res-
urrection (Mark 16:1–8; LGM 1a). 

The “Great Cry” from the Tomb
LGM 1 includes the peculiar detail that a great cry is heard from the tomb
before Jesus reaches it. The timing of this voice naturally causes problems for
commentators. Some suppose that the miracle was performed at a distance13

or that the young man was not entirely dead to start with.14 These interpre-
tations safeguard the literal level of the text from violation by an impossible
detail, but are not encouraged by the narrative. Rather, the reader has been
led to assume that the physical contact gained through Jesus’ gesture of
stretching out his hand and touching or raising a person (LGM 1:7) is essen-
tial in restoring wholeness and life (e.g., Mark 1:31, 41; 5:23, 41–42; 6:5;
7:32; 8:23, 25; 9:27). Other scholars, presuming the voice to be an impos-
sible detail, construe its presence as a tradition-historical problem, noting
that the words “in a loud voice” are also used in John 11:43 to dramatize the
summoning of Lazarus from the tomb. For them, the pertinent question is
whether a stranger form of the same detail is indicative of a more primitive
or a more developed tradition.15 John Crossan considered the larger con-
texts of both gospels in his assessment of the tradition-historical question: “In
Mark…a ‘great cry’ is uttered both by demons as Jesus exorcises them (1:26;
5:7) and by Jesus himself as he dies (15:34, 37). In [LGM 1], then, it has over-
tones of the struggle with the demonic power of death. But John never uses
it elsewhere, and in 11:43 it seems at best a residue.”16 The resemblance
between this loud voice and the responses of demons to Jesus’ mere presence
recalls previous conflicts with “the demonic power of death,” whose minions
were causing their hosts to act in self-destructive ways (1:26; 5:2–5, 13;
9:18, 20, 22, 26).17 But there is no demon and no exorcism in LGM 1a,
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only an unexplained cry in response to Jesus’ proximity. So in what sense is
this voice the power of death? In order to answer this question it is necessary
to consider the connotations of the words voice ( ) and great ( ) in
the Markan gospel.

As Frederick W. Danker noted, the word voice “is reserved by Mark for
extraordinary communication.” It first occurs in 1:3 in reference to the
prophetic message of John the Baptist, “the voice of one crying in the wilder-
ness” (Isa 40:3). Subsequently it is used to describe the unexpected interven-
ing voice of God (Bath Qol), which declares Jesus to be “my Son” (1:11;
9:7), and in reference to the alarmed cry of demoniacs, who likewise recog-
nize that Jesus is “the Holy One of God” and “the Son of the Most High
God” (1:26; 5:7).18 The adjective great, on the other hand, is frequently used
in connection with symbolizations or embodiments of death. The demoniacs
who cry out “in a great voice” are the most obvious embodiments of the
power of death (1:26; 5:7). But this power is also embodied in more symbolic
forms: The storm at sea caused by the “great wind” (4:37) is a metaphor for
“the powers of chaos in general,” as is frequently the case in the Psalms and
in ancient Near Eastern poetry.19 The “great herd” of possessed pigs (5:11) that
drowns in the sea after receiving Legion’s demons makes concrete the great
number and “destructive nature” of the demons Jesus destroyed.20 And the
“very great stone” that sealed Jesus’ tomb (16:4) clearly signifies the power of
death that is defeated through Jesus’ resurrection.21 The word great is also
connected with the theme of exorcism: the demon in Capernaum is rebuked,
Legion is sent out, and the great wind on the sea is rebuked. Further, the spe-
cific theme of crying out in a great voice is connected with the thought of immi-
nent destruction: Jesus succumbs to death with two great cries, and the
Capernaum and Gerasene demoniacs express their fear of destruction (or tor-
ment) “in a great voice” (cf. 1:24; 5:7). Thus, within the larger context of the
Gospel of Mark, the “great voice” in LGM 1:5 must in some sense represent
“death, about to be worsted.”22 The very presence of the messiah now provokes
terror not just in the demons who seek human destruction, but in Death itself.

As a personification of the demonic realm, the alarmed cry that emanates
from a dead man violates the boundary between literal and poetic, turning this
raising miracle into a paradigm for the general conflict between the messiah
and the powers of death that is occurring in this gospel. Because Jesus chal-
lenges Death itself, the revivification of the young man’s corpse acquires
eschatological overtones of resurrection, thereby anticipating Jesus’ decisive
victory, which this young man will announce from Jesus’ tomb.

The exorcism-like resurrection in LGM 1a is paralleled by a resurrec-
tion-like exorcism in Mark 9:25–27: “And when Jesus saw that a crowd came
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running together, he rebuked the unclean spirit, saying to it, ‘You dumb and
deaf spirit, I command you, come out of him, and never enter him again.’ And
after crying out and convulsing him terribly, it came out, and the boy was like
a corpse; so that most of them said, ‘He is dead.’ But Jesus took him by the
hand and lifted him up, and he arose.” As James M. Robinson commented,
“Following upon the act of exorcism, the scene is depicted so as to make it
evident that violence and death itself have been cast out. Jesus’ cure of the
epileptic boy is described in terms of resurrection.”23 The notion that Jesus’
exorcisms are conflicts with the powers of death is unmistakable in this story,
a great deal of which recounts the attempts this demon would make on the
boy’s life (9:18, 20, 22, 26). The symbolism of defeating death is even more
explicit in LGM 1a. The resurrection-like exorcism, occurring just before the
second passion prediction, and the exorcism-like resurrection, occurring just
after the third, together depict salvation as a victory over forces antithetical
to life.

“The Mystery of the Kingdom of God”
In Mark 4:10, an inner circle of Jesus’ followers (“those who were about
him with the twelve”) privately ask Jesus why he speaks to the crowds in
parables. Jesus replies that the mystery of the kingdom of God is reserved for
his associates; “those outside” experience everything in riddles, so that they
cannot understand what they hear and see, and therefore do not repent and
receive forgiveness. Jesus then proceeds to explain the parable of the Sower,
without specifying how that parable, or any other, conveys the mystery. The
situation in LGM 1b is similar. The mystery of the kingdom of God is taught
in private to a would-be disciple without the substance of this mystery being
disclosed in a direct way to the reader. Excluded from the contents, the reader
is apt to find the information about the relative day and hour of this instruc-
tion (after six days, in the evening) and the costume in which it was received
(linen) more riddling than revealing.24 Thus LGM 1:12 extends the dilemma
created by Mark 4:11: any reader who wishes to be more than an outsider
must figure out the mystery of the kingdom of God.

Fortunately, longer Mark offers enough clues to allow the reader to
resolve the enigma with some effort. The wrapping of LGM 1 and 2 around
the request of James and John connects this mystery to the discipleship
theme of following Jesus in the way to life through death, as does the struc-
tural parallel between LGM 1 and the transfiguration, an incident which con-
nects Jesus’ future glory with “the mystery of his sufferings and death.”25

The two verbal parallels to the man with many possessions imply that this
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mystery concerns what the young man must do to inherit eternal life. The
pattern whereby episodes of private instruction concern some aspect of the
preceding incident likewise suggests that the mystery of the kingdom of God
is somehow connected with resurrection. In keeping with the initial refer-
ence to this mystery after the parable of the Sower, LGM 1b presumably
treats the raising miracle in LGM 1a as “an acted parable, or allegory, like
the withering of the fruitless fig tree,”26 that conceals the eschatological
mystery of the kingdom of God from “those outside” but functions to
reveal this truth to insiders like the young man, with the help of private
instruction (cf. 4:1–20).

It is not difficult to imagine LGM 1a as a parable of the kingdom, for the
Markan concept of parable is not limited to the brief verbal narratives that func-
tion as extended metaphors for something else. The word parable itself is
applied to “any statement that includes an element of indirection, perhaps even
of obscurity, and hence demands explanation.”27 The common denominator
in Mark’s usage is that the sayings be capable of a second level of meaning:
the overt sense conceals a more significant point. Moreover, the allusion to
Isa 6:9–10 in Mark 4:12 implies that it is not just what people hear but also
what they see that happens parabolically (“in parables”); the further allusions
to this passage from Isaiah in Mark 6:52 and 8:17–21 reinforce the impres-
sion that extraordinary actions, such as the miraculous feedings, can have a
deeper, parabolic significance.28 So a miracle can certainly function as a para-
ble of the kingdom of God. The clue that LGM 1a has such a meaning is pro-
vided by the “great voice” from the grave, an intrusion of poetic significance
into the literal level of the text.

As an enacted “parable” of the kingdom, the raising of the young man,
like the symbolic killing and raising of the epileptic boy (9:25–27), illus-
trates the paradox that one must undergo death in order to defeat it. The pri-
vate explanation of this “parable” in LGM 1b expounds this insight by using
baptismal imagery of death and rebirth. However, despite the ritualistic, even
mystery-religion imagery, this man is taught a mystery, in keeping with the
instruction given to insiders in Mark 4:10–20. Baptism imagery is used here
to interpret the salvific dimension of the young man’s rising according to
the analogy of dying (drowning in water) and rising again, though the bap-
tism by which this transformation is attained is not the Christian rite itself but
a metaphorical “immersion” in literal suffering and death. To be baptized
with Jesus’ baptism is to live a life of active self-abnegation patterned upon
Jesus’ passion (8:34).

It would appear, then, that in the longer Gospel of Mark the mystery
of the kingdom of God is the paradox that one saves one’s life by losing
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it. This eschatological principle is the rationale that underlies both Mark’s
christology (15:31–32) and discipleship theology (8:35), the two main
themes that appear in the central section of the narrative, where LGM 1
and 2 were placed.

LGM 1:12 as an Elaboration of Themes 
Introduced in Mark 4:11–12

A number of Markan scholars have offered similar interpretations of the mys-
tery of the kingdom of God that focus on the necessity of the messiah’s death
and the way of the cross. Eduard Schweizer interpreted the mystery as “the
word of the cross” in articles published in the mid-1960s.29 Madeleine Boucher
decided that the mystery includes “the requirement for the disciple to ‘deny
himself and take up his cross’ (8:34)” but also “a view of the messiahship which
involves suffering”: “the basic paradox is that he who works miracles with
‘authority’…is the one who must suffer and die.”30 Similarly, Priscilla Patten
stated that “Mark has interpreted both teachings and events to convey a mes-
sage about the ‘mystery of the kingdom’ which was found to be the suffer-
ing, rejection, death, and vindication of the Son of Man.” In a later article she
voiced the suspicion that the secret behind the parables would reveal some-
thing about the messianic secret.31 James G. Williams preferred to stress the
christological dimension of the mystery as “the sacrificial suffering of the
Son of man,” but added, “In one sense, ‘the way of the Lord’ could be viewed
as the theme of Mark, an alternative image appropriate to the ‘mystery of the
Kingdom.’”32 John R. Donahue also saw the mystery of the kingdom of
God as having both a christological and discipleship dimension. In his view,
“the content of the ‘mystery of the kingdom’ in Mark is that the reign or
power of God is now manifest in the brokenness of Jesus on the cross”; this
mystery is in effect “the way of the cross.”33

The congruence between what the mystery of the kingdom of God
appears to mean in LGM 1:12 and this increasingly common conception of
what this phrase denotes in Mark 4:11 is certainly noteworthy. Unfortu-
nately, interpretations of 4:11–12 have always been difficult to substantiate
exegetically. This problem is partly the result of inconsistencies in the para-
ble discourse, the by-product of multiple stages of composition.34 The result-
ant text is problematic, and no interpretation of Mark 4:11–12 will conform
perfectly with all the details in the discourse as it now stands. Nevertheless,
the longer text’s equation of the mystery of the kingdom of God with the
major discipleship and christological themes of the central section is in many
ways consistent with developments in the canonical gospel of concepts intro-
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duced in 4:11–12. I intend to demonstrate this consistency without attempt-
ing to resolve the numerous issues that pertain to the interpretation of the mys-
tery of the kingdom of God in the canonical gospel.

There are features in the composition of Mark 4–8 that associate the
mystery of the kingdom of God with the important christological and disci-
pleship themes introduced in the central section. To begin with, a connection
is provided implicitly in the use of “the word” ( ) to describe both the
message contained in the parables and the first prediction of the passion. In
4:33–34 the preceding discourse is described in terms of Jesus speaking “the
word” to the crowds through parables of the kingdom, but offering private
explanations to his disciples. In other words, “the word” is synonymous with
the message that “occurs” ( ) to outsiders in riddles but has been given
to “those who were about him with the twelve”;35 it is the mystery of the king-
dom of God. By speaking the word in parables, Jesus is taking on the role of
the sower in the explanation of the Sower parable, where “the word” occurs
eight times in reference to his message (4:14–20). Thus, Jesus is “disseminat-
ing” the word or mystery in riddling speech.

But whereas in Mark 4 the narrator tells us that Jesus “spoke the word
to them” using parables, immediately after the first passion prediction the nar-
rator declares that Jesus “spoke the word openly” (8:32). The reference to open
speaking of “the word” implies a transition from the paradigm of riddling
speech established in the parable discourse and therefore a different way of
speaking about the same subject.36 That Mark is suggesting a transition from
parabolic to plain disclosure of the mystery of the kingdom is also supported
by the arrangement of incidents leading up to this section. Beginning with
the parable discourse and culminating in the discussion about bread in the
boat, Mark develops the theme of the disciples’ incomprehension.37 They do
not understand the parable of the Sower, which is the key to understanding
the others (4:13);38 they wonder who Jesus is in view of his mastery of wind
and sea (4:41); they are astounded that he can walk on the water, precisely
because they also do not understand the first feeding miracle (6:51–52);
they do not comprehend the parable about the true source of defilement,
which should have been a riddle only to the crowds (7:18); and they do not
understand the “parable” of the leaven of the Pharisees and Herod because
they also have not comprehended the second feeding miracle (8:14–21).

It would be difficult to argue that these misunderstandings all involve one
theme. However, one larger implication to the disciples’ incomprehension is
developed in the final pericope, 8:14–21. Here Jesus reprimands his disciples
for their blindness concerning a reality revealed in the nature miracles: “Do you
not yet perceive or understand? Are your hearts hardened? Having eyes do
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you not see, and having ears do you not hear?…Do you not yet understand?”
These words echo the Isaian language of blindness in 4:12 and Jesus’ rebuke
in 4:13, as well as the disciples’ hardhearted confusion because of “the loaves”
when confronted by Jesus walking on the sea (6:52), which might itself pick
up the theme of hardheartedness in Isa 6:9–10. The intratextual linking of
4:12–13; 6:52; and 8:14–21 indicates that the nature miracles, particularly
the feedings, are parabolic manifestations of the mystery introduced in the
parable discourse.

Jesus’ rebuking of his disciples for their blindness concerning the nature
miracles is immediately followed by a transitional story (the first “bracket”
around the central section) in which a two-stage healing of blindness appears
to characterize the disciples’ imminent recognition of Jesus’ messiahship as a
transition from spiritual blindness (having eyes but not seeing) to “fuzzy” per-
ception (note the use of in 8:18 and 8:23, 24). Hence “Peter’s ‘trees-
as-men-walking’ declaration” should represent a partial perception of that
same reality about which the disciples were blind when confronted by the
nature miracles: the mystery of the kingdom of God.39 His confession that
Jesus is the Christ marks a first step in the disciples’ insight into the larger,
eschatological mystery of the rule of God which Jesus mediates.

At 8:29 Peter comes to realize that redemption is occurring with Jesus.
But he does not comprehend what this redemption entails for Jesus and his fol-
lowers. Jesus therefore begins to re-educate his disciples with instruction in the
necessity of the Son of man’s death and the paradoxes of salvation. The three
“plain” and (mostly) private discipleship teaching cycles appear therefore to con-
stitute the most unambiguous statements about the mystery of the kingdom
of God in Mark. These teachings disclose the implications for messiahship
and discipleship of the mystery that life comes through suffering and death.40

In terms of composition, therefore, it makes sense that LGM 1 should
appear in the central section of the Markan gospel and associate this mystery
with the way to life through death. This association of the mystery of the king-
dom of God with discipleship accords, moreover, with a general shift in the
way the kingdom of God is described in the central section. Before the cen-
tral section, Jesus’ proclamation of the kingdom of God concerns the arrival
of God’s rule and the nature of its coming. In the central section, however,
the theme of the coming of the kingdom (or its final glory) occurs only in 9:1;
the other kingdom sayings concentrate on the matter of what a disciple must
do (or be or receive) in order to enter the kingdom. A disciple must overcome
all penchants to sin (9:47), adopt the nominal status of a child (10:14),
embrace the kingdom in the trifling form of a child (10:15), and relinquish
wealth (10:23–25).
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The Mystery of the Kingdom of God and 
the Markan Gospel’s Imperative of 

“Spiritual” Understanding
These observations concerning how LGM 1 accords with the mystery/mis-
understanding theme in Mark’s gospel may be supplemented through a
reader-response analysis of how the theme of the disciples’ incomprehension
affects the implied reader. Throughout Mark 4 and again in the discussion
about the loaves in Mark 8, the imperative of understanding is communicated
to the reader. This expectation is first conveyed by the Sower parable, which
is bracketed by the commands “Listen! Look!” and “Whoever has ears to hear,
hear!” (4:3, 9; cf. 7:14). These summonses to attention accentuate the neces-
sity of perceiving a second level of meaning within the parable. The impor-
tance of perceiving this meaning is again reinforced by Jesus’ reproach of his
disciples, the supposed insiders, for not having understood this parable (4:13).
Jesus’ allegorical explanation likewise places emphasis on understanding; in
addition to outlining various barriers to discipleship, it provides a commen-
tary on how it is that some people come to perceive the mystery whereas
others do not. The different soils are also different kinds of hearers:

The interpretation of the first parable is devoted to an explanation of…two
levels [of comprehension]: the superficial level, called “seeing” and “hear-
ing” (v. 12), is exemplified by those who “hear” the word but then fall away
(vv. 15, 16, 18). The deeper level, called “knowing” and “understanding”
(v. 12), is itself the objective of the interpretation (v. 13), and is exemplified
by the fourth example: “These hear the word and receive it and bear fruit…”
(v. 20). Most illuminating are Mark’s explanations for the two levels: progress
from the first to the second level is blocked by the cosmic enemy of Christ,
Satan (v. 15).…The deeper level is given by God (v. 11), and corresponds to
the “repentance” and “forgiveness” (v. 12) for which the gospel calls….Thus
the struggle for “understanding” is the inner aspect of the struggle between
Satan and God constituting the history of Jesus.41

The need to work at discerning the mystery concealed in “the word” is
the focus of 4:21–25: “And he said to them, ‘Is a lamp brought in to be put
under a bushel, or under a bed, and not on a stand? For there is nothing hid,
except to be made manifest; nor is anything secret, except to come to light.
Whoever has ears to hear, hear!’ And he said to them, ‘Take heed what you
hear; the measure you give will be the measure you get, and still more will
be given you. For to the one who has will more be given; and from the one
who has not, even what that person has will be taken away.’” The explanatory
gar clauses that follow the parables of the lamp and the measure indicate that
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these parables are interpreted by the aphorisms that follow them. Thus
4:21–22 and 4:24–25 each form a unit. In context, the reference to the illog-
icality of taking out a lamp in order to place it under a bushel concerns the
mystery concealed in the parables or, more generally, the concealed revelation
of the mystery of the kingdom in Jesus’ riddling words and actions.42 Verse
21 indicates that the lamp, or hidden truth about the nature of God’s rule,
is not supposed to remain hidden, and v. 22 explains, paradoxically, that the
hiding occurred in order that ( ) the mystery might come to light. Inter-
posed between the two units is another call to listen and discern: “Whoever
has ears to hear, hear!” (v. 23). This general call to anyone is another indica-
tion to the reader that knowledge of the mystery requires a willingness to pay
close attention to the parables and the ability to discern their hidden truths.
This theme is repeated in the next sentence, “Take heed what you hear,”
which directs the interpretation of the parable of the measure: “The measure
of listening of the reader is the basis for the measure of the reader’s under-
standing of what has been said; according to that measure the secret will be
revealed to him and the riddle solved, and he will be able to see even more
than he could expect on account of the attention given by him (4:24b). The
reader who is attentive is given understanding, but the reader who is not is
robbed even of the understanding he has (4:25).”43

We see, then, that Mark 4:21–25 develops the theme in 4:14–20 that
discipleship is a struggle to “bear fruit” in an environment of forces hos-
tile to “the word” by adding that success depends upon straining to under-
stand the deeper truths conveyed parabolically in this gospel. This effort is
rewarded with revelation. As 4:11–12 indicated, insight into the mystery
is essential for salvation, for this knowledge is what leads a person to
repent and be forgiven. The principle that deeper understanding is acquired
through concerted effort can account for why this mystery is not spelled
out for the reader within Jesus’ private explanations of the parables. The
reader must discover for him- or herself what vital truth is contained in all
the kingdom parables.

Mark returns to the theme of the importance of “spiritual” understand-
ing in 8:14–21. This discussion about bread and understanding is one of the
more peculiar incidents in the gospel. On the surface, the unfolding of this
passage makes perfect sense. Jesus says something enigmatic about leaven
which reminds his disciples of the fact that they have only one loaf of bread
with them in the boat. They start to become concerned, and Jesus severely
reprimands them for their obduracy, pointing out that he recently fed nine
thousand men with a dozen loaves of bread and that the leftovers were greater
than the amount of food with which he started.
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As straightforward and sensible as this interchange may be, an attentive
reader will realize that more is being said. Jesus’ protracted comments about
the imperceptiveness of his disciples contain allusions to two previous inci-
dents, both of which involve the theme of inability to perceive deeper truths
evident in his words and deeds. The question “Are your hearts hardened?” is
reminiscent of Mark’s perplexing explanation for the disciples’ apprehension
in seeing Jesus walking on the water: “And they were utterly astounded, for
they did not understand about the loaves, but their hearts were hardened”
(6:51b–52). And Jesus’ further interrogatory “Having eyes do you not see,
and having ears do you not hear?” is reminiscent of his earlier allusion to Isa
6:9–10 as an explanation for why outsiders experience everything relating to
the mystery of the kingdom of God in riddles (4:11–12). That the feeding
miracles prove Jesus capable of providing sustenance for his disciples cannot,
therefore, entirely be the point. His disciples should have seen something in
these two miracles that would have given them a profound and essential
insight into who Jesus is, the sort of insight that would forestall their fears
and incomprehension.

What this insight is supposed to be, however, is far from apparent to the
reader. As Jouette M. Bassler noticed, Mark’s “explanation” that the disciples
were astounded at seeing Jesus walking on the sea because “they did not
understand about the loaves” is itself remarkably obscure. Instead of offering
clarification, this authorial remark manages precisely to promote confusion
about both the sea-walking episode and the first feeding miracle:

In the first place, this is not the explanation expected by the reader, who
would find more illuminating a reference to the earlier episode where Jesus
had demonstrated similar mastery over wind and waves (4:35–41). Further-
more, as Quentin Quesnell has noted, this explanation really clarifies noth-
ing. “It leaves completely unspecified what they had not understood about
the [loaves], and 6:30–44 contained no hint that there was anything about
the [loaves] which required a special understanding….” At first reading, then,
the narrative comment about the loaves has little apparent connection with
the sea-walking episode. Its presence is jarring, the flow of the narrative is
blocked, and the reader is provoked into considering possible modes of con-
nection yet is unable to resolve the problem with the information given.44

After the first feeding story the reader receives this indication that something
important was there to be perceived. After the second feeding the point is made
again. By alluding to the confounding “explanation” in 6:52, Mark 8:17–18
revives the reader’s earlier confusion about the significance of the loaves
though hints that this truth is a part of the saving knowledge announced in
chapter 4 but, alas, never clearly revealed. The reader, still wondering about
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the meaning of “the leaven of the Pharisees and the leaven of Herod,” is
manipulated into recognizing that she or he also does not understand what
the two feeding miracles reveal about Jesus or how this knowledge is related
to the mystery of the kingdom of God. But far be it from Jesus to offer some
words of revelation; instead, he leads his disciples, and the reader, through a
patronizing review of the ratios of loaves (he ignores the fish) to people to
leftovers involved in the two feeding miracles, a protracted synopsis that cul-
minates in the question “Do you not yet understand?” On this note the peri-
cope ends, leaving the reader as dumfounded as the disciples about what it
is that was seen but not perceived when Jesus multiplied the loaves.

The most obvious message implied by the review of quantities is that
Jesus’ performance has declined sharply, for the second time he used more
loaves to feed fewer people and had fewer morsels left over. The christolog-
ical implications of that fact are difficult to contemplate, and consequently the
reader will probably not pursue this line of thought. Frustrated, he or she will
probably begin to wonder whether an allegorical clue was supplied in the num-
bers. Yet here again there seems to be indirection, for it is hardly apparent from
the story what the numbers twelve or seven or five could symbolize.45 “There
is,” as Frank Kermode recognized, “a strong suggestion that the answer has
to do with number,” but anyone who offers a solution based on numerology
ends up as befuddled as the disciples.46 In consequence of such narrative
manoeuvrings, “the reader is led, at a crucial point in the narrative, to the same
internal disposition that the disciples possess in the narrative: misunderstanding
and confusion.”47 The interchange between Jesus and his disciples concerning
bread brings Mark’s readers face to face with their own incomprehension, with
the fact that they, too, are outsiders to the deeper truths conveyed within
this story. This is more than a little peculiar. “As it stands, the story seems self-
defeating, unless its point were that proper insight is quite beyond all of us
and yet required all the same.” This is John Meagher’s assessment of Mark
8:14–21, and as counterintuitive as it might seem to scholars working within
a tradition-critical framework, it warrants consideration by a literary critic.48

Why would an author introduce the notion of a mystery requisite to
repentance and salvation, omit a clear explanation of this mystery, then later
suggest to his readers that they, like Jesus’ dimwitted and hardhearted disci-
ples, are outsiders to the truth? Why hide this truth in the first place? Bassler
suggested that Mark wished at the close of the Galilean section to induce his
readers to pay close attention to the upcoming central section, where the
essential teachings of the gospel are conveyed. While the disciples begin to see
the mystery imperfectly, the readers focus hard on the “plain” teachings about
“the word,” seeking some insight into the feeding miracles.
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That rhetorical purpose may be the most obvious solution to the riddle
of the loaves. Nevertheless, we may still wonder what was implicit in “the
loaves” that the disciples and the reader could have seen. Mark’s focus on
the loaves to the exclusion of the fish suggests that he considered the loaves
to have some special significance. Although I am as obtuse as the disciples
about this issue, I suspect that Mark’s emphasis upon the loaves points to the
resemblance between these feeding miracles and Moses’ provision of manna
in the wilderness. If so, then the disciples and the crowds have missed the mes-
sianic implication that Jesus is leading them in a new Exodus. Accordingly,
Peter’s recognition that Jesus is the Christ would mark his realization of the
redemptive significance of the loaves. But that recognition was only a partial
insight. Full insight into the loaves is possible only in retrospect of the last sup-
per, when Jesus once more takes, blesses, breaks, and offers bread (14:22;
cf. 6:41; 8:6). There the reader learns that the “parable” of the loaves refers
in some way to “Jesus’ broken body on the cross.”49

Deeper Understanding as a Literary Agenda 
Shared by the Longer and Shorter Gospels

It is apparent that the shorter Gospel of Mark demands the kind of deeper or
“spiritual” understanding of its own narrative that the longer gospel helps pro-
vide. The shorter gospel presents this understanding as a prerequisite to
repentance and salvation. Yet it also makes its concealed truths difficult to pen-
etrate. The mystery of the kingdom of God and the cameo of the linen-attired
young man at Jesus’ arrest are enigmas in the shorter gospel. The puzzle-
ment they produce in the reader appears to be quite deliberate. The clearest
message that a reader of the canonical version of Mark can discern from Mark
4:11–12; 8:14–21; and 14:51–52 is that she or he does not understand
everything. A reader who feels that there is more that can and should be
understood will be highly motivated to read “a more spiritual gospel” that
offers an initiation into the essential teachings of the Markan gospel. Was
that perhaps Mark’s intention? It is time to survey the results of this study and
determine whether the same person wrote both gospels.
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The Nature and Original Purpose 
of the Longer Gospel

The fifteen verses from longer Mark quoted in Clement’s letter elaborate
the main discipleship teaching of Mark’s central section, namely, that

whoever would come after Jesus must be willing to deny self in imitation of
Jesus’ passion. Mark’s Jesus describes the way to salvation through self-abne-
gation, or life through death, metaphorically, using the imagery of taking up
one’s cross (8:34–35), being a child (10:14), becoming a slave or servant for
others (9:35; 10:43–45), and sharing his “cup” and “baptism” of suffering
and death (10:38–39). The longer text develops this theme by sandwiching
Mark 10:35–45 between LGM 1 and 2, allowing a careful reader to perceive
that the young man who appears in Gethsemane symbolizes Jesus’ demand
that his disciples undergo his “baptism” or passion. Moreover, the position-
ing of these two additions at the transition between the central section and
the passion narrative creates a more obvious frame around the passion nar-
rative than that appearing in canonical Mark, for in the longer text, the image
of Jesus leading his followers on the way to life through death (Mark 10:32;
16:7–8) now occurs in connection with two raising miracles involving Jesus,
a tomb, a stone that rolls, an unnamed young man, and three women (the third
mentioned being Salome). In longer Mark, the young man whom Jesus
raised from the dead is also the young man who announces Jesus’ resurrec-
tion and the restoration of his disciples, whose failure he previously symbol-
ized (14:51–52).

These literary-critical conclusions concur with Clement’s conception that
longer Mark was a “more spiritual” version of Mark, meaning one that con-

Notes to chapter 9 start on page 278
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centrates more on the figurative dimension of the Markan text (the spirit or
soul) than on the literal level or external “facts” (the body). The pericope
Clement quoted elaborates two longstanding mysteries in the Gospel of
Mark: the mystery of the kingdom of God and the enigma of the young man
dressed in linen. Both the longer and shorter gospels stress the notion that sal-
vation is reserved for those who penetrate the former mystery, which is con-
cealed within Jesus’ parabolic discourses and actions (4:10–12; LGM 1:12).
This mystery “has been given” to Jesus’ disciples, yet they do not comprehend
it, and neither does the average reader of the canonical text, who is given no
direct explanation and is left to ponder various clues in the narrative, ultimately
sympathizing with Jesus’ uncomprehending disciples. Because LGM 1 and 2
utilize the Markan technique of ambiguous narration (“gaps”), these fifteen
verses initially deepen this mystery, exploiting the enigmas of Mark 4:11 and
14:51–52. But because LGM 1 and 2 also utilize Markan literary techniques
that aid interpretation, such as intercalation, framing stories, and verbal
echoes, these verses ultimately offer an attentive reader a satisfying solution
to these perplexing aspects of the shorter version and assist this person in iden-
tifying with, or “joining,” the circle of disciples who receive additional instruc-
tion—the young man and “those who were about him with the twelve”
(4:10). Such a gospel would be of interest to “those who were being perfected”
in knowledge within the Alexandrian community (I.20–22). Clement’s accu-
rate characterization of the longer gospel’s nature probably attests to a pro-
found study of its contents; it is only natural to suppose that he himself was
“initiated” into the “great mysteries” through a guided exposition of this and
other useful texts.

Since this text appealed to Christians who sought to derive the essential,
esoteric teachings of Christianity anagogically from the scriptures, it is plau-
sible that its author took to heart the Alexandrian proclivity to view Chris-
tianity as a philosophy containing esoteric teachings.1 Yet despite this more
esoteric orientation, the truths conveyed through LGM 1 and 2 are still avail-
able to readers of the canonical gospel. In fact, the same themes are featured
in “plain” language in the central section of the Markan gospel. What LGM
1 and 2 do is deepen a reader’s appreciation of this gospel’s christology and
discipleship theology. Moreover, the heightened esotericism of the longer
gospel does not signify a belief in salvation through insight and secret knowl-
edge or even a basically cerebral and individualistic approach, since the insights
achieved through contemplation of the longer text reinforce the active and
community-oriented approach to discipleship espoused in Mark 8:22–10:52.

The longer text’s focus on deeper understanding has implications concern-
ing its intended audience. Scholars generally assume that all gospels were
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written for hearers. Certainly the author of the canonical gospel strove to
make his message accessible to a wide and diversified audience, for he wrote
the way people speak and used an uncomplicated syntax and vocabulary. But
the canonical author’s interest in unschooled hearers does not mean that he
had only one kind of person in view, and literary-critical scholarship has
shown that Mark’s story is accommodating to the reader-response presuppo-
sition of a visual reading experience. That is, Mark also had educated readers
in mind. He wrote a text that has something for everyone. The longer Gospel
of Mark is written in the same aural and accessible style, but it was directed
more toward persons who, like Origen, Clement, Philo, and the members of
the Jewish Therapeutae, had the ability to study a text closely and privately,
pondering hidden meanings.

In view of Clement’s opinion that the longer gospel did not contain any
secret materials in an undisguised form, there is no good reason to call this
text the Secret Gospel of Mark or to picture it as something whose existence
was revealed only to the initiated. Morton Smith simply mistranslated the
description mystikon euangelion (II.6, 12), giving mystikon a sense that does
not accord with the way second-century church fathers used the word. When
Clement used mystikos in connection with sacred texts, he was referring to the
“mystic” or figurative meaning concealed within the literal sense. The phrase
mystikon euangelion is therefore better translated as “the mystic gospel” and
understood not as a title but as a synonym for “a more spiritual gospel.” The
longer text was more esoteric than the shorter text, but it was something
that could in theory be read to anyone, since it did not disclose any secrets
in an overt fashion. In that sense, the longer Gospel of Mark was like the Stro-
mateis, which Clement composed with deliberate obfuscation in full knowl-
edge that “uninitiated” readers would inevitably have access to it. Indeed,
the parallelism in Clement’s descriptions of how he and Mark composed
their respective “theological” works is a good indication that he thought that
the longer text was designed to adumbrate the secret oral teachings in a pub-
licly accessible, written form (Strom. I.1.14.3; Letter to Theodore I.18–27). In
both cases Clement described an author making a careful selection of theo-
logically useful materials from a set of personal notes that consist of the
author’s own recollections of his teacher(s), and in both cases Clement indi-
cated that the decision to exclude certain traditions was made out of pru-
dence rather than a grudging desire to withhold traditions from the
uninstructed. Interestingly, Clement’s justification for producing his own
deliberately obscure work was firmly grounded in his understanding of the
Markan theme that Jesus proclaimed the mystery of the kingdom of God in
parables: “[The Lord] is telling us to receive the secret traditions of revealed
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knowledge…and…to pass them on to appropriate people, not to offer them
to all without reserve, when he only pronounced thoughts in parables to
them [Mark 4:33–34]. But in fact, my present outline of memoranda [i.e.,
the Stromateis] contains the truth in a kind of sporadic and dispersed fashion
[cf. Mark 4:3–9], so as to avoid the attention of those who pick up ideas like
jackdaws [Mark 4:4, 15]. When it lights on good farmers [Mark 4:20], each
of the germs of truth will grow and show the full-grown grain [only Mark
4:28]” (Strom. I.12.56.2–3). So when Clement composed his Stromateis as
a publicly accessible treatise of theological instruction that would neverthe-
less withhold its secrets from the uninitiated, or at least casual, reader, he
apparently thought that he was composing in a manner similar to the way
Mark produced his other gospel.

Longer Mark’s special utility in disclosing the secret, unwritten teachings
may be the main reason for its confinement to persons who had proved
themselves worthy of receiving such instruction, although the potential for
misunderstanding passages like LGM 1b was probably a factor as well. Most
likely, complications resulting from the use of an even longer and very embar-
rassing version of the mystic gospel by the Carpocratians eventually led to
greater discretion in the use of this text within the proto-orthodox church and,
by Clement’s day, a general reluctance to talk about it, not unlike the Jerusalem
Patriarchate’s present attitude toward the manuscript in response to Smith’s
controversial interpretation of LGM 1b.

Previous scholarship has misunderstood not only the nature of the
longer text but also the manner of its use in Alexandria. The standard pre-
supposition that LGM 1 and 2 were read liturgically and mainly in isola-
tion from their literary context is simply mistaken. The nocturnal instruction
of the young man does involve baptism imagery and is set in Bethany
beyond the Jordan, a place where John the Baptist worked. But the linen
sheet is metaphorical: to undergo Jesus’ baptism is to follow in the way of
the cross, as the young man briefly attempts to do in Gethsemane. The
longer text frustrates every attempt to read this imagery more literally. Like-
wise, although mystery-religion imagery pervades the Letter to Theodore,
this imagery is metaphorical. It connotes the progressive disclosure of secret
theological truths through directed scriptural exegesis (I.25–26). This fig-
urative use of mystery-religion language was standard in the writings of
Alexandrian Jewish and Christian authors of this period (e.g., Philo and Ori-
gen) and should not be taken to imply a cultic setting for readings of the
longer text. Clement’s belief that Jesus baptized only Peter further under-
mines the notion that he interpreted LGM 1b as a baptism, as do his state-
ments that Mark wrote his Roman gospel for catechumens and his
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Alexandrian gospel for Christians advancing in gnosis. Longer Mark’s con-
nection with “the great mysteries” concerns the highest stage of theologi-
cal education. Consequently, this text was not read annually in conjunction
with a special festival, such as Easter; rather, it was expounded anagogically
on a day-to-day basis as a means of transmitting the secret oral traditions
of the “true philosophy.”

Given the affinity between longer Mark’s account of private teaching  and
Clement’s opinion that the secret teachings be transmitted to select indi-
viduals in private, it is reasonable to suspect that Clement saw in LGM 1b
a precedent for initiating only worthy individuals into the small and great
mysteries of nature and theology. That is how he interpreted elements relat-
ing to the mystery of the kingdom of God in the canonical gospel. Unfor-
tunately, the existing copy of the letter breaks off at the point at which
Clement began his exegesis of LGM 1 and 2. If Clement’s interpretation con-
tained elements of the secret doctrines that longer Mark was used to expli-
cate, this section was probably deliberately omitted by whoever published
the collection of Clement’s letters of which this one was a part (I.1). Thus,
the manuscript Smith found may not be an incomplete copy of a complete
exemplar but a complete copy of a private communication that was edited
prior to its publication.

Although we have little evidence on which to base conclusions about the
longer gospel as a whole, certain generalizations seem warranted. To start
with, Clement’s descriptions of how and why this text was written imply that
it was significantly longer than the canonical gospel. The amplified gospel
presumably contained enough material of a “mystic” character to affect the
overall nature of the Markan gospel such that it seemed less like the “bod-
ily” synoptic gospels and more like the Gospel of John. Since LGM 1 pro-
vides literarily independent accounts of two narratives otherwise unique to
the Gospel of John (1:35–40; 10:40–11:54), it is reasonable to suppose
that longer Mark’s similarity to the Fourth Gospel involved more than its
“spiritual” orientation; longer Mark may have had other, independent con-
tacts with Johannine traditions. Clement’s comments about the mystic nature
of longer Mark suggest, moreover, that it contained additional overtly sym-
bolic (hence “odd”) narratives comparable to Mark 14:51–52 and, perhaps,
more riddling utterances like Mark’s three discourses “in parables” (3:23–30;
4:1–34; 12:1–12). Longer Mark as a whole likely stressed the importance
of seeing with discernment, in keeping with the theme in the parable chap-
ter that true insiders are persons who not only see but perceive, not only hear,
but comprehend.
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Who Wrote the Longer Gospel?
Morton Smith thought longer Mark was “an imitation [of Mark] of the sim-
plest and most childish sort,” and most scholars have agreed.2 Conservative
scholars prefer to view “secret” Mark as “a conscious attempt to ape Markan
literary style…that has nothing to do with either Markan provenance or pur-
poses” and to dismiss it as a revision of John 11.3 The present study calls
this pervasive bias into question. The numerous, often pointless, contradic-
tions between LGM 1a and John 11, and between LGM 1b and John
1:35–40, are the sort of thing we find when we compare John and the syn-
optics. Some of these differences, such as the setting of the miracle in Peraea
rather than Judea, the absence of the names Lazarus and Mary, and the absence
of a second Bethany and a second sister, are very hard to account for if the
author knew the canonical version. A variety of features of LGM 1 are most
readily explained if this story is independent of John: the basic conformity of
LGM 1a to Markan healing stories; the presence of Markan redactional char-
acteristics where LGM 1 diverges from the healing-story formula; the absence
of Johannine language, characteristics, and editorial emphases; and the absence
of elements in John 11 that are uncharacteristic of oral tradition. We are
probably dealing with a gospel that was written during the same period as the
canonical gospels by someone who did not know the Gospel of John but
did have access to the collective memories of Christian communities, includ-
ing stories about Jesus that were set in Bethany beyond the Jordan.

The use of Markan literary techniques supports this conclusion, and
points us to Mark himself. Just as canonical Mark uses two stories about
Jesus healing blindness to set off the central, discipleship section (8:22–26;
10:46–52), longer Mark uses two stories about Jesus and a young man to
frame the passion narrative. Whereas the matched pair of healing stories
around the central section implies that Jesus is attempting to “heal” his dis-
ciples of their “blindness” concerning his identity (8:18, 27–33), the matched
pair of resurrection stories around the Jerusalem section implies that Jesus is
leading these disciples in the way to life through death. That much was
implied by the inclusio formed by 10:32 and 16:7–8. With the addition of
LGM 1 and 2, this frame around the passion becomes much more effective,
and the significance of the anonymous young man in Gethsemane comes
more clearly into focus: he is a disciple symbolically wrapped like a corpse in
order to follow the one whose path leads through death to life.

The author of LGM 1 and 2 elucidated the significance of that figure by
using Mark’s technique of intercalation, aware that Mark used this device to
illuminate puzzling incidents, such as the story of the cursing of the fig tree,
which surrounds the clearing of the temple. In both of these instances of
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intercalation, an enigmatic incident becomes symbolic of the central, more
intelligible incident. And in both cases, a puzzling explanatory gar clause
offers a clue to the significance of the enigmatic incident. Interestingly, both
of these intercalations were produced by wrapping the outer story around the
inner.4 The intercalation produced by the addition of LGM 1 and 2 con-
forms well with the criteria scholars have devised within the last fifteen years
to distinguish this technique, both in form and function, from other types of
interpolations. This congruence is apparent in some rather subtle ways, such
as the lack of active character crossover5 and the tendency of the A2-story to
include both “an allusion at its beginning which refers back to A1, e.g., rep-
etition of a theme, proper nouns, etc.,”6 and a reference to “a new character
or newly named group [as] the subject/actor of the first or second sentence
of the reentered outer story.”7 LGM 1 and 2 do not conform perfectly to the
established criteria, but neither do any of the six classic examples. 

The story about the raising and instruction of the young man also uses
Mark’s technique of echoing phrases from earlier incidents as a way of imply-
ing thematic relatedness, as well as that favourite technique among reader-
response critics: ambiguous, gap-laden narration. Like Mark 14:51–52,
LGM 1b narrates an incident but leaves out the information a reader needs
to make sense of what is transpiring—provoking the imagination yet frustrat-
ing every attempt to comprehend the details as parts of a larger whole. Finally,
LGM 1 contains a few subtle Markan idiosyncrasies. As with two other sto-
ries in which Jesus raises a person by the hand, it is curiously unclear whether
the person being raised up is actually dead (LGM 1:5; Mark 5:39; 9:26), and
that person is described using diminutives (five in LGM 1 and 2; seven in Mark
5:21–24, 35–43; and two in Mark 9:14–27).

In addition to using Markan vocabulary, style, and literary techniques, the
extant verses of longer Mark exhibit Markan redactional interests and theol-
ogy. As is normal in Mark, the disciples come across as thoughtless and
uncomprehending (cf. 5:31; 6:49–50; 7:17–18; 8:32; 9:32, 34, 38; 10:13,
35–41), Jesus gets thoroughly annoyed with them (cf. 4:13, 40; 8:4, 17–21,
33; 10:14), and Jesus performs the miracle despite the palpable tension that
develops between him and the faithless people around him (cf. 2:5–11;
3:1–6; 4:38–40; 5:38–41; 9:18b–20, 23–25). The miracle concludes with
Jesus entering a house and giving private instruction (cf. 9:28), and the
movement to a new geo-political region is signalled by Jesus “getting up” and
departing (LGM 1:13; Mark 7:24; 10:1). In terms of christology, Jesus is pic-
tured as one who delivers people from the powers of death and destruction.
Like Mark’s exorcism stories, there is a confrontation with the power of
death, during which a demonic voice cries out in fear of its destruction
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(cf. 1:24; 5:7). The “great cry” personifying death is reminiscent of the “great
storm of wind” (4:37), the “great herd of swine” (5:11), and the “very great”
stone (16:4), which represent the many faces of death that the messiah over-
comes. The exorcistic element in the raising story is also reminiscent of the
unexpected exorcistic language that appears in Mark’s account of the healing
of a leper (“having become angry…and having rebuked him immediately he
cast him out”; 1:40–45). In terms discipleship theology, the longer text
emphasizes the necessity of discerning the mystery of the kingdom of God
and the need for a disciple to abandon self, following the example of Jesus’
passion. As in Mark 4:10–12, this mystery is reserved for those who are with
Jesus (LGM 1:8), is taught in private, and is not conveyed directly to the
reader. The mystery of the kingdom of God and the way to life through
death are one and the same thing in the longer gospel, in accordance with the
opinions of some recent exegetes. These are arguably the most important
discipleship themes in Mark’s story, and it is significant that the longer text
develops them in the central section, where Mark elaborates these themes.

These agreements with Markan literary technique and theology have to
be weighed against the elements in LGM 1 and 2 that are uncharacteristic of
how Mark does things. Smith noted the high proportion of repeated phras-
ing and the lack of features that individualize this story. Although LGM 2 does
not repeat many Markan phrases or themes, everything in LGM 1 except the
garden is reminiscent of other things or happenings elsewhere in Mark. To a
certain extent this makes sense: As a “mystic act” that brings out meanings
concealed within the literal level of the narrative, LGM 1 should echo the var-
ious aspects of the story that it functions to explicate, such as the loud cries
and the oddly attired young man in 14:51–52. As the first of a matched pair
framing the passion narrative, it should resemble Mark 16:1–8. This expla-
nation is not entirely satisfying, however, for although Mark used exact ver-
bal repetition as a means of highlighting similarities among episodes
(cf. 7:32–37 with 8:22–26; and 11:1–6 with 14:12–168), he did not over-
use this technique. So LGM 1 stands out as having too much repetition and
too little that is unique.

The exact amount of verbal repetition in LGM 1 and 2 has been over-
stated in the secondary literature, so it is important to be precise. LGM 1 and 2
contain far fewer of the repeated characteristics of Mark’s writing style than
can be found in Mark 4:1–2, which is less than one-quarter the length of
LGM 1 and 2. Since 4:1–2 is almost universally attributed to the hand of Mark
by redaction critics, we would be wise not to pretend to know instinctively
how much is too much. LGM 1 and 2 contains 8 percent more exact verbal
repetition than can be found for an equally long passage in Mark (181 words),
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but 19.5 percent less verbal repetition than can be found in Mark 4:1–2
(40 words). One can certainly argue that since redaction critics consider high
concentrations of Markan phrasing and stylistic features to be a sure indica-
tion of Mark’s editorial work, the high proportion of verbal repetition in
LGM 1 should point to Mark rather than away from him. The real problem
is that there is so little that is unique within LGM 1. 

A few other features of LGM 1 seem uncharacteristic of Mark when
viewed in their larger context. The phrase “having looked upon him, loved
him” stands out not only because it occurs a short time earlier but also because
the one loving and the one loved are different. Likewise, the disciples’ callous
rebuke of the woman occurs quite soon after their callous rebuke of the peo-
ple who were bringing children to Jesus (10:13), and the sentences used to
describe these rebukes are nearly identical. The story involving Bartimaeus has
a rebuke as well (10:48). Terence Y. Mullins noted two other awkward ele-
ments. First, the woman’s petition “Son of David, have mercy on me” is
exactly the same as Bartimaeus’s petition in 10:48 (cf. v. 47). Elsewhere in
Mark’s story, supplicants never petition Jesus using the exact same phrase. Sec-
ond, the proximity of these identical petitions makes Bartimaeus’s words
seem redundant.9 These awkward aspects of LGM 1 in context are not typ-
ical of Mark, who, as I have indicated, tends to vary his story elements more
than this. On the other hand, Clement’s statement that Mark expanded his
gospel with materials taken from his notes could explain the redundancy that
appears when LGM 1 is read in context. The insertion of written pericopae
into an already finished narrative could result in some awkward repetitions.

Interestingly, Mullins himself was inclined to believe that Mark could
have been the author of both Markan gospels. Before the Letter to Theodore
was published, Mullins had argued that Papias’s description of how Mark
composed his gospel differentiated between Mark’s translation of Peter’s
written reminiscences and Mark’s own recollections of Peter’s preaching (“a
few things as he remembered them”).10 So Mullins was partial to the tradi-
tion in Clement’s letter, which speaks of Mark expanding his gospel using “his
own notes and those of Peter.” Mullins’ theory allows for the conjecture that
when Mark was not translating Peter’s notes, Mark’s style was more dis-
tinctly his own.11 Jean Carmignac agreed with Mullins on this matter and sug-
gested that “The letter of Clement of Alexandria finally gives us the key to the
statement of Papias.”12

A different theory that could explain the higher than normal proportion
of Markan phrasing in LGM 1 emerges from David Peabody’s response to Hel-
mut Koester’s theory. An exponent of the Griesbach Hypothesis, Peabody
argued that Mark composed his canonical gospel as a conflation of Matthew
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and Luke. But Peabody also suggested that LGM 1 and 2 are so Markan that
they could have been produced by the author of the canonical gospel (he left
open the question of whether it was the same author or an imitator).13 Given
these assumptions, one could argue that LGM 1 and 2 represent Markan
pericopae that were not formulated on the basis of written gospel sources and
are therefore “purer” examples of Markan style. My own premises do not
permit me to adopt this solution or the one suggested by Mullins. I will sim-
ply acknowledge that there is more repetition of Markan phrases in LGM 1
than is normal for a passage of the same length and leave the reader to decide
what to make of this fact.

I am hard pressed to find uncharacteristic features in the use of Markan
literary techniques. One might note that although removal to a house for
private instruction is typically Markan, the instruction is not usually delayed
(“and after six days…”) and is normally preceded by a question from the dis-
ciples. On the other hand, the transfiguration is a private revelation relating
to an event that occurred six days earlier (the first passion-and-resurrection
prediction, in 8:31; NB “Listen to him!” in 9:7), and the central section’s pri-
vate teachings on the way of the cross are initiated by Jesus (8:34–9:1;
9:35–37; 10:42–45); indeed, the one in 9:35–37 occurs after Jesus and his
disciples enter a house (v. 33). So the phrase “and after six days” and the
absence of a question from the young man in LGM 1b may be subtle indi-
cations that the mystery of the kingdom of God concerns the way of the
cross.

With respect to Markan style, Pierson Parker claimed that there were
fewer instances of the historical present in LGM 1 and 2 than we might
expect in Mark.14 Subsequent scholarship on Mark’s use of the historical
present has shown that this feature of Mark’s style is unevenly distributed and
therefore not statistically predictable. Contrary to the dominant opinion,
Mark usually did not employ this tense in a colloquial way or for dramatic
effect. He usually employed it as a means of marking transitions to new mate-
rial. Carroll D. Osburn distinguished three functions of the historical present
in Mark. Two of these functions occur in LGM 1. The isolated use of the his-
torical present in 1:11 (“and when it was evening the young man comes to
him donning a linen sheet upon his naked body”) corresponds to the “cat-
aphoric use of isolated historical presents within units dominated by past
tense verbs to denote a semantic shift within the account to material of some-
what different nature.” That is, the present tense in 1:11 prepares the reader
or hearer for a shift in the subject matter of the story, in this case the start of
the esoteric teaching incident. Likewise, the individual occurrences of the
historical present in 1:1 and 1:2 accord with Mark’s use of “the historical pres-
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ent to set the stage for an event, with the account itself given entirely in past
tense verbs….” LGM 1 and 2 are not representative of the third, less fre-
quent, Markan usage of the historical present in an episode to mark “the
main features of the discourse, culminating in each instance in past tense
verbs.” Because the historical present has particular narrative functions in
this gospel, the frequency of its occurrence within a pericope is irrelevant.15

The correct question is, Does the usage in longer Mark correspond with
Mark’s way of doing things? The answer is Yes.

If we just weigh the similarities and the differences, it is clear that longer
Mark is far more similar to Mark’s way of doing things than different. But we
cannot settle the question of authorship in such a simplistic way, because the
fact that LGM 1 and 2 are so thoroughly Markan does not in itself prove that
Mark is the author. We must bear in mind that in the Greek system of edu-
cation, students learned to write by imitating important authors. Imitation
was a common literary practice, and examples of deliberate imitation can be
found in early Christian literature. The second-century author of Mark
16:9–20, for instance, used a style quite similar to the Gospel of Mark, per-
haps intending for his addition to appear to be the work of Mark himself. So
let us consider the possibility that these Markan characteristics are imitations
by another author.

If we try to imagine this author as someone who lived decades after
Mark, we run up against the obstacle presented by the absence of Johannine
features. One would expect public performances of John’s gospel to affect the
way the story of the raising of the dead man in Bethany was told and remem-
bered. Who can forget Jesus’ cry, “Lazarus, come out” and the image of a man
wrapped in burial clothes walking out of a tomb? Who would set the story
in Peraea after hearing John’s gospel? We actually possess manuscript evi-
dence attesting to the use of John in Egypt early in the second century (P52).
So a date later than, say, 120 CE is not reasonable. 

More importantly, the notion that someone other than Mark would try
to think exactly like Mark is contradicted by the existing evidence. Christ-
ian theology varied from place to place and did not remain static in any
community. It is hard to imagine a much later writer wanting to confine him-
self to Markan theology when there were so many interesting theologies to
draw on. The same would be true of Mark’s own associates, whoever they
might have been. Christian theology always reflected the individuality and
unique experiences of the theologian, regardless of who that person had as
a teacher. Few scholars would imagine that Paul’s co-workers, such as John
Mark, Luke, and Barnabas, held theologies identical with Paul’s. So we
should not imagine that a disciple or co-worker of Mark was merely a recep-
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tacle of his teacher’s thought. Theologians are like snowflakes: no two are
exactly alike.

The disputed epistles of Paul and the Johannine Epistles provide good
analogies. In general, the letters written by Paul’s followers and admirers
became progressively less Pauline, in both thought and style. If 2 Thessa-
lonians is not by Paul, it is nevertheless the one most like the undisputed
letters. But it conveys a very different conception of the circumstances of
Christ’s return than that expressed in 1 Thessalonians. In my opinion, the
failed prophecy in 2 Thess 2:3–4 that the man of lawlessness will enthrone
himself in “the temple of God” rules out a late date for this letter, since “the
temple of God” would most naturally refer to the temple in Jerusalem,
which was destroyed in 70 CE. Colossians presents a like case. It, too, is close
enough to Paul’s thought that it might have been written by Paul. It does
not, however, simply repeat the theology found in the undisputed letters,
but develops Paul’s theology in ways Paul might have developed it. Eph-
esians, which is an imitation of Colossians, goes even further in the same
directions. The Pastorals, on the other hand, hardly contain any distinctly
Pauline themes and do not even try to imitate Paul’s writing style. But they
were written by someone who apparently admired Paul and presumed to
speak in Paul’s name (I doubt the admiration would have been mutual). A
similar situation exists in the Johannine corpus. The letters sound very
much like the gospel, but they are preoccupied with a new set of problems
and opponents, with the result that the theological emphases shift and
favourite terms take on new meanings. For instance, the opponents branded
children “of the devil” are not non-Christian Jews, as in John 8:44, but
secessionists from the Johannine community (1 John 3:8–10), and the
christological emphasis has shifted from Jesus’ divinity to his humanity or
coming “in the flesh” (1 John 4:2). The theology of the letters is very sim-
ilar to that of the gospel, but not identical. Scholars are not unanimous
that the author of the letters was someone different from the author of the
gospel. But either way, these differences provide a good example of the
fact that we should not expect even the same author to have identical the-
ological concerns when composing years later. 

The situation is the same when we consider examples of expansions of
existing texts. Both Matthew and Luke expanded Mark, but made no attempt
to preserve Markan vocabulary, style, literary techniques, and theology. Quite
the opposite. The author of Mark 16:9–20 likewise made no attempt to pre-
serve Mark’s theology, despite his attempt to imitate Mark’s style. John 21
sounds like the rest of the gospel and is essentially Johannine in its theology,
but its author has different emphases that are more similar to what one

226 ANALYSIS OF MARKAN LITERARY TECHNIQUES

brown_09.qxd  2005/04/26  12:23 PM  Page 226



encounters in the synoptic gospels and 1 John. For instance, the expectation
of Christ’s parousia expressed in John 21:21–23 accords with the outlook of
1 John 2:18, 28 but is hard to reconcile with the main gospel’s emphasis
upon realized eschatology; in John 14:16–23 the second coming has been spir-
itualized into the notion that Christ will come back to those who love him
in order to abide within them. Scribal interpolations found in the manu-
script tradition likewise tend not to reinforce the theology of the gospel in
which they occur. Scribes who added new sentences to the Gospels did so in
order to assert their own views. Even brief interpolations often give problem-
atic verses a more congenial meaning.16 It would be very hard for any redac-
tor to suppress his own ways of thinking even when attempting to imitate
someone else.

With these considerations in mind, it becomes apparent that another
author would probably have had no interest in propagating Markan theology
and no reason to do so. A different author who wished to expand Mark’s
gospel would probably have imitated Mark’s style but pursued his own the-
ological agenda, much like the author of Mark 16:9–20. But the biggest
problem for any theory of imitation is the fact that longer Mark contains
more Markan characteristics than any imitator living before the 1980s is apt
to have noticed. Although Mark has been studied intensively since the the-
ory of Markan priority began to dominate in the last third of the nineteenth
century, specialists in Mark have only quite recently begun to discern and
articulate many of the Markan literary techniques used in the longer text,
such as Mark’s tendency to bracket sections of narrative using similar stories
(discussed by Lohmeyer in 1936), his penchant for peculiar explanatory
clauses beginning with “for” (C.H. Bird in 1953), his tendency to intercalate
thematically related stories for theological reasons (mid-1960s and early 1970s),
and his love of ambiguous gaps (Robert Fowler in 1991). And these schol-
ars have been able to build upon each other’s research. Indeed, it is only in
the last few decades that scholars of Mark realized that Mark was capable of
employing intelligent literary techniques. Some still refuse to entertain such
thoughts—either because they think Mark’s colloquial and unliterary style
reflects Mark’s education more so than his intended audience’s or because they
want to believe that Mark innocently and faithfully reported the anecdotes he
heard from Peter.

It is important to be realistic about what an imitator of Mark might have
discerned about Mark’s writing style. An imitator might have noticed and
reproduced the “surface features” of Mark’s story, such as his favourite words,
phrases, and sentence constructions, and even some of Mark’s redactional
tendencies. But Mark’s compositional techniques would not have been obvi-
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ous. The fact that experts in the canonical gospels examined LGM 1 and 2
for decades without noticing even the most obvious literary techniques dis-
cussed in part 2 of this book is probably a good indication of how much a
hypothetical imitator of Mark is likely to have discerned about Markan com-
positional technique on his own. 

One might be tempted to conjecture that an ancient author would have
been more sensitive to these things than we are now, but no such awareness
is apparent in the earliest Christian commentaries on the gospels or in the exe-
gesis of the fathers. “Despite the Fathers’ capacity to read beyond a literary
surface and appreciate the complex symbolisms implicit in many biblical nar-
ratives, they lacked the capacity to ‘read’ the surface of a literary narrative in
the way that modern readers have been trained to do.” Whereas modern nar-
rative critics read the gospels as individual stories conveying unique theolo-
gies, the fathers read the gospels “as a single evangelium,” selectively
expounding pericopae “as support for the primary ecclesiastical goals of the
period.”17 Conflicting details were glossed over or mentally harmonized, not
scrutinized for what they might reveal about the distinctive interests of the
evangelists themselves. Consequently, orthodox interpreters were unprac-
tised in discerning the unique theologies and compositional techniques of the
evangelists. The various endings of Mark demonstrate how little the interpo-
lators actually did notice of Mark’s style and literary technique, and the wide-
spread acceptance of the Long Ending demonstrates that they hardly needed
to know such things in order to produce successful imitations.

Even if it were sensible to imagine an ancient imitator who read the
gospels like a late-twentieth-century narrative critic, Mark’s literary idiosyn-
crasies made his gospel that much more difficult to imitate. Mark’s manner
of composition was not typical of authors educated in rhetoric. He used a
number of standard rhetorical techniques such as chiasm, inclusio, central turn-
ing point, and overlapping sections.18 But his most distinctive and uncon-
ventional devices, such as intercalation and odd explanatory gar clauses,
were not taught in the rhetorical schools.19 Hence, his first readers would not
have been predisposed to recognize and appreciate these techniques, at least
consciously. 

Indeed, it is highly improbable that an ancient imitator would even have
expected to find subtle compositional techniques in Mark’s gospel. The gen-
eral consensus was that Mark the evangelist was literarily unsophisticated. The
earliest preserved tradition about him is that of Papias (early second cen-
tury), who referred to Mark as an interpreter or translator (hermeneutes) of
Peter. According to Papias, Mark set out to record Peter’s anecdotes as accu-
rately as possible. Papias was very apologetic about the fact that Mark’s
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arrangement of his traditions is not proper, explaining that since Peter “com-
posed his teachings according to the chreiae and not as a rhetorical arrange-
ment (suntaxin) of the Lord’s sayings, Mark made no mistake in writing
some things just as he recollected (apemnemonesen) them. For he was careful
of this one thing, to leave nothing he heard out and to say nothing falsely.”20

Although this is a notoriously difficult passage to interpret, it would appear
that Papias thought that Mark was more interested in accuracy than in arrange-
ment. In light of the technical nature of many of the terms Papias used, some
scholars now believe that his comment that Mark wrote “accurately but not
in order” (taxei) “refers not to chronological order but to what would be a
rhetorically and logically effective order.”21 In other words, Papias may not
have been preoccupied with the chronological differences among the four
gospels but with the fact that Mark’s arrangement of his materials seemed
rhetorically ineffective by the standards of his day. The fact that Papias needed
to defend Mark in this way implies that Mark’s gospel had been the subject
of criticism for its lack of literary artistry.22 This general impression had not
improved by the time Augustine suggested that Mark might have abbreviated
Matthew’s gospel: “Mark follows him (Matthew) closely and looks as if he
were his servant (pedisequus) and epitomist (breviator).”23 Mark was thought
of as the evangelist who composed with the least conscious deliberation.
When Christians read his gospel they saw the vivid recollections of the apos-
tle Peter as recorded by his faithful lackey.

Given this evidence, we have little reason to suppose that an ancient
author might have perceived and reproduced the many distinctive Markan lit-
erary devices that become evident when LGM 1 and 2 are set in their Markan
context. Nor is a later imitation more plausible, for the opinions that Mark
was an abbreviator of Matthew or a simple compiler of traditions predomi-
nated until the mid-twentieth century. As late as 1956, Willi Marxsen needed
to prove that Mark was sufficiently master of his materials to be called an
author. By the close of the 1970s most redaction critics still supposed that Mark
made discrete revisions to traditions that were essentially fixed in their word-
ing; Mark the evangelist was still thought of as an editor whose functions were
confined to compiling and arranging pericopae, modifying words, and adding
occasional phrases and summary statements.24 Attention was shifting to
Mark’s methods of relating traditions together (composition criticism), but
many scholars still did not see Mark’s literary techniques as clearly as they do
now. Intercalation, for example, was often lumped together with other forms
of interpolation, and there was no consensus about whether Mark’s central
section included one or both of the accounts of the healing of blindness that
most scholars now realize frame it.
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The literary-critical observations presented in part 2 of this book were
made possible by a revolution in gospel scholarship in the 1980s that turned
Mark into a true author, and very few of those observations could have been
made before the 1970s. So when we contemplate the question of whether
LGM 1 and 2 could be the work of an imitator, we need to recognize that we
are hypothesizing a redactor who was able to notice and imitate aspects of
Markan composition that specialists in Mark have only recently begun to
perceive. Clement offered a simpler and more plausible explanation for why
this author composed so much like Mark. He was Mark.

The strongest evidence that Mark wrote LGM 1 and 2 is the fact that these
verses offer a very satisfying solution to the age-old riddle of why a young man
dressed only in a linen sheet follows with Jesus as Jesus is being led away under
arrest. There are many painfully improbable interpretations of Mark 14:51–52
and a few fairly good ones, but the only one that seems entirely satisfying to
me is the one suggested by the intercalation formed by LGM 1 and 2 around
Mark 10:35–45. I would not have thought of relating Mark 10:38–39 to
Mark 14:51–52 had I not asked myself whether the central pericope does in
fact illuminate the outer one, so I give full credit to the author of longer
Mark for “initiating” me into the mystery. I know from experience what
Clement meant when he said that Mark added materials “of which he knew
the interpretation would, as a mystagogue, lead the hearers into the innermost
sanctuary of that truth hidden by seven veils.” Not everyone is going to agree
with me that the young man who follows Jesus in Gethsemane is wearing his
former burial attire (a linen sheet wrapped around a naked body) like a bap-
tismal garment in order to symbolize his intention to undergo Jesus’ “bap-
tism” in Jerusalem. But I think that scholars who do agree that this is the best
solution to the riddle will have to concede that Mark is the most likely author
of LGM 1 and 2.

The question of who Mark was, is another matter altogether. I accept that
his name was Mark because his gospel is not called the Gospel of Peter, or of
Andrew, or of James or John. There are at least a dozen better candidates for
a fictitious attribution than Mark, a name which does not appear in any list
of the twelve disciples (the same applies to Luke). Unfortunately, Mark was
a very common name, and we do not know whether this Mark was one of
the persons referred to by that name in the New Testament. So when I say
“Mark” wrote the longer gospel, I mean that this author was the same per-
son who wrote the canonical gospel. Those interested in the question of who
Mark was (and was not) should read C. Clifton Black’s exemplary study
Mark: Images of an Apostolic Interpreter.
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How and When Was the Longer 
Gospel Composed?

Having decided the question of authorship, we are ready to ask how and
when the longer gospel was composed. This subject has been dominated by
Helmut Koester’s theory that the longer text represents a stage in the com-
position of Mark that preceded the canonical gospel. That scenario presents
numerous problems when it is pictured concretely, a major one being the
difficulty of explaining why anyone would remove the “mystic” or “more
spiritual” stories in Mark in order to create an epitome of Matthew and Luke.
Clement’s notion that a “bodily” gospel was made more spiritual for the
benefit of advanced students makes far more sense, given the likelihood that
Mark’s Alexandrian audience contained many literate Christians of Jewish
background who preferred to discover the most important truths using ana-
gogical exegesis. Clement’s description of the intended audience of the longer
gospel is entirely plausible and constitutes the most important external evi-
dence we have for a matter about which scholars frequently speculate. It is
rather unfortunate that most scholars have dismissed a rare description of
the production and intended audience of a gospel by a church father who had
carefully studied it and knew local traditions about its production.

One reason for the neglect of Clement’s tradition is the tendency among
scholars to believe that the evangelists were settled church authorities who
wrote only for their own communities. There is good reason to suppose
that Matthew and John were written for particular communities, but the
Markan community is a much more elusive entity.25 This scholarly construct
has no obvious advantage over the traditional picture of Mark as a mission-
ary who travelled among Christian communities and died in Alexandria.
Thus we ought to take seriously Clement’s opinion that Mark’s two gospels
were written for distinct kinds of Christians (beginners and gnostics) rather
than for specific communities, bearing in mind that the kind of Christian for
which longer Mark was written would have been especially abundant in
Alexandria.26

C. Wilfred Griggs noted another reason for the lordly neglect of Clement’s
tradition about Mark’s activities in Alexandria, namely, “a continued schol-
arly bias against the traditional role of Mark in Egyptian Christian history.”27

The old view that the connection between Mark and Alexandria must be fic-
titious because it first appears in the writings of the fourth-century historian
Eusebius needs to be replaced with the recognition that this connection
appears in a late second-century letter by an Alexandrian writer and that
Eusebius was, in fact, citing Clement and Papias as his sources for this infor-

CONCLUSIONS 231

brown_09.qxd  2005/04/26  12:23 PM  Page 231



mation. In other words, external support for this connection can be traced as
far back as Papias in the first decade of the second century.28

A third reason for the neglect of the tradition recorded in the letter may
be the fact that the dates suggested by the letter for when Mark wrote his two
gospels do not harmonize with the general consensus that the canonical
gospel was written around the year 70 CE. It is certainly hard to believe that
a work so preoccupied with the Jewish war with the Romans (66–74) and
the destruction of the temple (Mark 11:12–25; 12:9; 13:2, 14–16; 14:58;
15:29, 38) was written before Peter’s death (ca. 64). And it is doubtful that
Mark was as closely associated with Peter as the Roman tradition claims.
Perhaps Clement attempted to harmonize a less reliable Roman tradition
about how Mark wrote the canonical gospel with a more reliable Alexan-
drian tradition about the longer gospel. In any event, Clement associated
Mark’s arrival in Alexandria with Peter’s death, which is too early if Mark wrote
the first version of his gospel in Rome around the year 70. 

The most transparent reason for this neglect, however, is the orthodox
tenet that the four canonical gospels stand alone as the first and only credi-
ble witnesses to Jesus. One cannot make the case that non-traditional images
of Jesus are “copyright violations” of the canonical gospels without maintain-
ing that all other gospels were written after the first century by individuals who
had no access to living traditions about Jesus. The notion that Mark wrote a
distinctly Alexandrian edition of his gospel may not be inherently improba-
ble or offensive, yet might seem to concede too much to “the liberals,” who
use non-canonical gospels to supplement or challenge the picture of Jesus in
the canonical texts. There is an apologetic advantage to claiming that longer
Mark is late and unorthodox. That remains true even if the evidence sug-
gests that this gospel was written by a beloved saint and presents an ortho-
dox picture of Jesus.

Clement’s comment that Mark supplemented his gospel with materi-
als taken from his personal “notes” may strike modern readers as odd, but
it is entirely reasonable. As Black pointed out, the procedure imagined in
the Letter to Theodore accords with the advice given to historians by Lucian
of Samosata (ca. 120–180): “By all means [the historian] should be an
eyewitness; but, if this is impossible, he should listen to those who relate
the more impartial account…. When he has gathered all or most [of the
facts], first let him weave them together into some notes [hypomnēma ti] and
fashion a body [of material] still charmless and disjointed. Then, having laid
order [taxin] upon it, let him bring in beauty and ornament it with style and
figuration and rhythm.”29 Most likely the story about the raising of a dead
man in Bethany was already in Mark’s notes when he came to Alexandria.
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The fact that LGM 1 supplies a cogent explanation for the enigma of the
Gethsemane streaker strongly suggests that Mark composed LGM 1 at the
same time as Mark 14:51–52, even though he did not include LGM 1 in
the canonical gospel. The fact that the raising miracle occurs within the
chronology of longer Mark where Jesus would be passing by Bethany
beyond the Jordan and where the miracle is able to amplify an existing
inclusio also accords with this conclusion, as does the fact that LGM 1
and 2, together with 14:51–52 and 16:1–8, have the same effect on the pas-
sion narrative that the stories of Jesus’ baptism, transfiguration, and cruci-
fixion have on the whole gospel. In both cases, the outer stories function
as a matched pair or frame and the inner story denotes a turning point in
the plot. More generally, the basic agreement between LGM 1 and 2 and
the theology and emphases of the canonical gospel is easier to comprehend
if these verses were composed while Mark wrote the canonical gospel; after
Mark moved to Alexandria, his theological emphases probably developed
and shifted, as Paul’s theology apparently developed through the 50s in
the course of interacting with communities in different regions and meet-
ing new theological challenges. However, it is clear that Mark had decided
not to include LGM 1 and 2 in his original gospel for catechumens before
it attained its final form. I have shown elsewhere that LGM 1 does not fit
well within the most important structure of Mark’s central section because
it disrupts a tight, carefully constructed threefold cycle of passion predic-
tion, inappropriate response by the disciples, and discipleship teaching.30

LGM 1 is clearly a secondary addition with respect to this structure. Like-
wise, the reference to the young man in chapter 14 as “a certain young
man” rather than “the young man” suggests that LGM 1 did not exist in
Mark’s story when the young man in Gethsemane was added to the passion
narrative.31 The same logic applies to the reference to “a young man” in 16:5.
When Mark 14:51–52 and 16:1–8 were composed, the two anonymous
young men were not represented as the same young man, which would be
odd if LGM 1, the story that equates these individuals, already existed in
the narrative.

So what we have in LGM 1 and 2 is a Markan story that is as old as the
canonical gospel but was intentionally left out of that gospel. Presumably,
Mark recognized that this incident was better suited to a different audience,
and when he came to Alexandria he did, in fact, take this and other pre-
formed episodes out of his notes and insert them into his gospel. In the
process, he improved some structures in his narrative and spoiled others. It
is important to bear in mind that the amplified gospel was intended for per-
sons who had already read the shorter gospel. The threefold cycle still exists
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in its undisrupted state in the shorter gospel, where it serves the purpose of
highlighting the imperative that a follower of Jesus renounce all status and
self-concern. Ideally, the rhetorical effect of that construction will already have
influenced readers of the longer text, who will perceive LGM 1 and 2 as an
elaboration of that theme. Mark had a new agenda for readers of the expanded
gospel and so may not have been too concerned to preserve intact the three-
fold cycle in the central section. It would, in fact, be difficult for Mark to sup-
plement a finished gospel without spoiling some of his earlier constructions.
This appears to have happened in the canonical gospel where Mark inserted
an esoteric interlude within the parable chapter. I agree with scholars who
think that Mark 4 originally presented Jesus using parables as a means of com-
municating effectively with the crowd. The introduction to this episode
presents Jesus getting in a boat in order to teach a large crowd many things
in parables (4:1–2). The word teach suggests real communication rather
than deliberate obfuscation, as does the first sentence of the concluding
comment, “With many such parables he spoke the word to them, as they were
able to hear it” (4:33).32 But this scenario is spoiled by Mark 4:10–25, which
introduces the theme that Jesus speaks in parables so that “those outside”
(who are represented by the crowd) cannot understand him and conse-
quently will not repent and be saved. The very idea that Jesus could be alone
with an inner group that includes his disciples makes no sense in the context
of Jesus teaching the crowd from a boat, particularly since Jesus is again
addressing the crowd by the end of this interlude (4:23, 33) and never does
leave the boat: “And leaving the crowd, they took him with them in the
boat, just as he was. And other boats were with him” (4:36). So the mate-
rials in chapter 4 that stress the use of parables as a means of preventing clear
communication come across as an awkward revision. Since, however, both
the verses that depict Jesus communicating effectively using parables and the
verses that spoil this notion contain numerous Markan characteristics,33 it
would appear that Mark changed his mind about why Jesus used parables,
and spoiled his own composition. Interestingly, both LGM 1 and Mark 4:11
contain the esoteric notion of the mystery of the kingdom of God, and Mark
14:51–52 is easily removed from the account of Jesus’ arrest without disrupt-
ing the flow of the narrative. All of these passages appear to be secondary
with respect to their immediate contexts. Perhaps Mark’s decision to pres-
ent Jesus as a mysterious figure and a teacher of concealed truths occurred
at a late point in the writing of the canonical gospel. Whatever the case,
LGM 1 and 2 were deliberately left aside, and Mark 14:51–52 was included
as a deliberate enigma, perhaps as an incentive to read the more spiritual ver-
sion that can disclose such riddles to attentive readers. 
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When exactly longer Mark was composed is difficult to decide. If Mark
was planning his second version before he finished the first, then we should
not picture an interval of many years. However, in chapter 3 we encoun-
tered some evidence that the author of LGM 1 might have known the Gospels
of Matthew and Luke. If Matthew and Luke wrote their gospels in the 80s,
as most scholars think, Mark might have known those gospels, provided he
did not die nearly as early as tradition says he did. But the contacts with
Matthew and Luke in LGM 1 are not especially compelling. So I think longer
Mark should be dated within a few years of the canonical gospel. Within the
framework of the Two Source Hypothesis, this conclusion would imply a
date in the early 70s and make longer Mark the true Second Gospel.

Proponents of the Two Gospel (Griesbach) Hypothesis would necessar-
ily choose a later date for both Markan gospels. For obvious reasons, these
scholars have no problem with the possibility that Mark knew Matthew and
Luke, just as they have no problem explaining the high proportion of Markan
phrasing in LGM 1 (LGM 1 would represent Mark’s retelling of oral tradi-
tion rather than his conflation of Matthew and Luke). These scholars do not
normally fix a date for the writing of canonical Mark; they are more apt to
offer a general range of years, such as “no more than a few decades after the
martyrdoms of Peter and Paul in 65–68 CE.”34 Within this framework, longer
Mark could still be written before the Gospel of John and might appear to
represent an intermediate stage between the synoptic gospels and John.

Longer Mark’s Relevance to Scholarship
If, as I have argued, Mark did prepare a much longer version of his gospel in
Alexandria, then one of the most important sources of information about
Christian origins is lost to us. We do, however, have fifteen verses, and they
are quite relevant to a variety of issues. As Charles W. Hedrick pointed out,
the parallels between longer Mark and John press the matter of whether the
Johannine tradition and the synoptic tradition were originally as separate
and distinct as scholars sometimes imagine.35 LGM 1 supports Barnabas Lin-
dars’ stance that John’s miracle stories originally circulated in forms more
typical of the synoptic tradition. So LGM 1 is relevant to form-critical stud-
ies of the Johannine tradition, especially studies of the evolution of John 11.
An example of longer Mark’s utility in this regard can be found in the attempts
by Boismard and Fortna to use LGM 1:1 to reconstruct an earlier form of the
opening of the Johannine story.36

A related matter is the literary relationship between John and the synop-
tics. The question of whether any writer involved in the production of the
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Gospel of John knew longer Mark deserves further exploration. As a whole,
the evidence suggests that those texts were independent, but as with the
problem of John’s relation to the synoptics, there are some possible indica-
tions to the contrary. It is interesting to note, for example, that the raising of
Lazarus has structural functions similar to LGM 1. Like the latter, John
10:40–11:54 functions as a transition between Jesus’ public ministry and
the passion narrative and can be viewed as forming the first of a matched pair
of resurrection miracles framing the passion narrative. Even more interesting
is the evidence that the raising of Lazarus was not originally part of John’s
gospel but was added in a second edition.37 The beloved disciple, who is a par-
tial counterpart to longer Mark’s anonymous young man, was likewise elab-
orated at a later time (his appearances within John 19:35 and John 21 are
almost certainly redactional). So it is at least conceivable that a redactor made
changes to John after reading longer Mark.

LGM 1 and 2 also have relevance to some historical issues. For instance,
since LGM 1:1 and John 1:28 both refer to a Bethany on the east side of the
Jordan River, the longer text is highly relevant to the question of where this
Bethany lay. John’s topographical clues are notoriously indeterminate, but
those in longer Mark are much clearer and support the traditional site at
Wadi Kharrar. It is rather interesting, therefore, that LGM 1b uses baptismal
imagery, for this is “the place where John first baptized” (John 10:40). I
argued that LGM 1 was not meant to be taken as a literal depiction of bap-
tism and that Clement did not read it that way. But since longer Mark and John
agree that Jesus stayed overnight with an anonymous disciple in Bethany
beyond the Jordan (John 1:35–40), it appears that longer Mark’s highly
redactional picture of Jesus teaching the mystery of the kingdom of God has
some nebulous traditional basis, and that this tradition reaffirms the strong
Johannine association between Jesus and a place where John the Baptist
worked (1:28; 3:26; 10:40). So LGM 1 may have some relevance to histor-
ical Jesus scholarship.

Scholars who choose to use LGM 1b as evidence for the historical Jesus
would be well advised of two things. First, the presence of characteristically
Markan themes and phrases in LGM 1:9–13 prevents us from assuming that
this incident is a transcript of something that happened one week. If there is
an historical kernel here, it should be sought in relation to the parallel tradi-
tion in John 1. Second, LGM 1b was designed to be ambiguous and tends
to function like a Rorschach inkblot, revealing whatever the interpreter is
inclined to see in it. One person sees a baptism and a mystical rite of assent
to the heavens, another sees “a sacred kiss in the nude, a form of the ‘bridal
chamber’ (cf. Gospel of Philip),” still another sees a prototype of an Alcoholics
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Anonymous meeting.38 If we are looking for the historical Jesus here, it
would be best not to imagine that we have a report of something someone
saw while looking in a rich man’s window one evening. It would make more
sense to pose questions such as, Did Jesus in fact have esoteric teachings that
he gave privately to his disciples? Might he have visited Bethany beyond the
Jordan in the last weeks of his life (LGM 1; John 10:40)? Might the baptismal
movements in this region have influenced his theology (Luke 12:50; Mark
10:38–39)?

Another historical question raised by LGM 1 is whether this text is
related to what appears to be a localized Christian practice of undergoing bap-
tism while dressed in one’s future funeral shroud. This practice occurs today
at the traditional site of Jesus’ baptism by John and is known to have occurred
in the vicinity of Bethany in the sixth century. A study tracing the history of
this practice could make an important contribution to our knowledge of the
longer text.

LGM 1 also raises a general question pertaining to the gospels: Why do
certain healing and nature miracles have exorcistic elements? It is readily
understandable that Jesus might use exorcism in response to diseases that
manifest themselves in the form of involuntary seizures or vocalizations (Mark
1:26; 5:5; 9:17–18, 22). But why are there traces of an exorcistic confronta-
tion in cases where there is no obvious reason for Jesus to think that the per-
son he is healing, or the phenomenon he is confronting, is being controlled
by demons (e.g., Mark 1:41, 43; 4:39; John 11:33, 38; LGM 1:5)? Are we
seeing indications of a popular christology that had been worked over by lit-
erate, more theologically minded evangelists? 

The Letter to Theodore has obvious relevance to the study of earliest Alexan-
drian Christianity. Walter Bauer’s theory that Christianity in Alexandria was
mostly heterodox until the third century is still a common position, but a
number of experts have found good evidence that the majority of Alexan-
drian Christians in the second century could be characterized as “proto-ortho-
dox.”39 Since it now appears that Mark really was active in Alexandria in the
70s of the first century, it follows that earliest Alexandrian Christianity was by
no means free of orthodox Christians. Ironically, the esotericism and elitism
of second-century Alexandrian Christianity probably owes a great deal to
Mark’s portrait of Jesus privately teaching his disciples a mystery requisite to
salvation while using parabolic words and actions as a means of concealing this
mystery from outsiders. Mark endorsed an existing Jewish-Christian preoccu-
pation with hidden meanings that proved hard to control. 

In 1988 Helmut Koester raised the issue of longer Mark’s relevance to
textual criticism, and experts in that area have lately followed his lead.40

CONCLUSIONS 237

brown_09.qxd  2005/04/26  12:23 PM  Page 237



Regardless of one’s views about Koester’s theory of the origin of canonical
Mark, one may agree that the existence of a Carpocratian form of Mark in the
second century adds to the growing evidence that Christians felt much freer
to revise the gospels in the period before the production of our earliest extant
manuscripts.41 What is more, the tradition about Mark producing a second
version of his gospel for a different kind of audience poses the interesting ques-
tion of whether some of the variants that exist within the manuscript tradi-
tion of the gospels might actually reflect revisions or adaptations made by the
original authors after the initial copies were distributed.42 Is it ever the case
that the most difficult reading represents the wording of the original copies
yet not the wording that the evangelist finally settled on? How often does the
quest for the supposedly most authoritative original text lead textual critics
to restore literary foibles that the evangelists themselves belatedly identified
and fixed?

The widespread perception among New Testament scholars that the
apocryphal gospels have little to offer us is clearly self-perpetuating: Those who
hold it are loath to dignify these gospels by studying them as meticulously as
they do the canonical gospels. They naturally discover little more than they
expect to find. The longer text of Mark reminds us that the measure you give
is the measure you get (4:24). Its account of the raising and instruction of
the young man quite intentionally offers nothing to anyone who will not
struggle to discover its secrets, following the principle, “From him who has
not shall be taken away” (II.16; Mark 4:25). But to the one who has eyes to
see and ears to hear, this pericope is every bit as illuminating as those in the
canonical gospels. Imagine what we could learn if we possessed a complete
copy of Mark’s other gospel.

238 ANALYSIS OF MARKAN LITERARY TECHNIQUES

brown_09.qxd  2005/04/26  12:23 PM  Page 238



Preface
1 James E. Davison, “Structural Similarities and Dissimilarities in the Thought of

Clement of Alexandria and the Valentinians,” SecCent 3 (1983): 212.
2 Morton Smith, Clement of Alexandria and a Secret Gospel of Mark (Cambridge:

Harvard University Press, 1973), 448–52.
3 Smith, Clement of Alexandria, 446–47.
4 Robert J. Miller, ed., The Complete Gospels: Annotated Scholars Version (Sonoma:

Polebridge Press, 1992), 405.

Chapter 1
1 Isaak Vossius, Ignatius v. Antiochien, Epistolae genuinae S. Ignatii Martyris. For

Smith’s account of the discovery, see Morton Smith, The Secret Gospel: The Dis-
covery and Interpretation of the Secret Gospel According to Mark (New York: Harper
and Row, 1973) (hereafter cited as SG).

2 Subsequent references to the letter will omit the title. See the preface for an
explanation of the conventions I use when referring to Clement’s works.

3 The Greek term here translated “young man” (neaniskos) normally refers to a male
in his twenties. Since this character’s youth is treated as his defining feature, we
can presume that he is noticeably younger than Jesus and his disciples, hence prob-
ably in his early-to-mid-twenties. See Marvin W. Meyer, “The Youth in the Secret
Gospel of Mark,” Semeia 49 (1990): 139–40.

4 The linen clothing is of an unspecified form. The phrase “having put a linen
(something) upon his naked body” would be a very unnatural way to describe
someone dressed in a regular garment; however, the same word for linen (sindōn)
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“magician” for Jesus and decided that the longer text was the most original
form of Mark. See John Dominic Crossan, The Historical Jesus: The Life of a
Mediterranean Jewish Peasant (San Francisco: Harper, 1991), 169.

63 Neusner, Refutation, 28, 29, 30.
64 Neusner, Refutation, 30. This inference is repeated by Akenson in Saint Saul, 273

n. 22. I asked Quesnell whether he had feared being sued; he wrote back, “I don’t
believe it ever entered my mind.”

65 Neusner, Refutation, 28.
66 Neusner, Forward to Memory and Manuscript, xxvii. Cf. Neusner and Neusner,

Price of Excellence, 78.
67 Shawn Eyer brought the endorsement to my attention.
68 Smith, CA, x. Smith thanked him for the “many corrections” that he made.
69 Craig A. Evans, “The Need for the ‘Historical Jesus’: A Response to Jacob

Neusner’s Review of Crossan and Meier,” BBR 4 (1994): 129.
70 Shaye J.D. Cohen, review of Are There Really Tannaitic Parallels to the Gospels?

by Jacob Neusner, JAOS 116:1 (1996): 87 n. 9.
71 Quesnell examined the documentation accompanying Smith’s commentary for

six of the words in line I.2 of the letter (see CA, 7–8); he showed that five of
Smith’s twelve citations in this place are in error (Quesnell, “Question of Evi-
dence,” 65–66).

72 In the reviews, Smith’s “scholarly thoroughness” was described as “monumen-
tal” (George MacRae, “Yet Another Jesus,” Commonweal 99 [25 January 1974]:
417), “overwhelming” (James M. Reese, review of CA and SG, CBQ 36 [1974]:
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435), “intimidatingly brilliant” (Norman R. Petersen, review of CA and SG,
Southern Humanities Review 8 [1974]: 525), and “un monument d’érudition, dis-
ons mieux de science” (André Méhat, review of CA, Revue de l’histoire des reli-
gions 190 [1976]: 196); see esp. Etienne Trocmé, “Trois critiques au miroir de
l’Évangile selon Marc,” RHPR 55 (1975): 292; and Howard Clark Kee, review
of SG, JAAR 43 (1975): 327: “With its textual, statistical, stylistic, and palaeo-
graphical analyses and its assembling of biblical, patristic, and heretical parallels,
the larger work is a model of responsible publication of an ancient document.”

73 Neusner, Refutation, 10, 158; cf. 23.
74 Neusner, Rabbinic Literature, 4–5.
75 Jacob Neusner, “New Problems, New Solutions. Current Events in Rabbinic

Studies,” in his The Academic Study of Judaism: Essays and Reflections, Third
Series: Three Contexts of Jewish Learning (New York: Ktav Publishing House,
1980), 103 n. 18.

76 The quotations come from Neusner, Refutation, 7, 39 (elaborated on p. 25), 6,
26 (cf. 19, 27, 31, 39, 135–39), 25, and 167, respectively.

77 Neusner, Refutation, 15–17 (the quoted words are from p. 17).
78 Morton Smith, review of A History of the Jews in Babylonia I, by Jacob Neusner,

JAAR 35 (1967): 182; idem, review of A History of the Jews in Babylonia III, IV,
V, by Jacob Neusner, JBL 89 (1970): 492.

79 Morton Smith, review of Development of a Legend, by Jacob Neusner, Conserv-
ative Judaism 26:4 (1970): 76.

80 Neusner, Refutation, 19.
81 On 28 May 2002, Neusner’s online curriculum vitae boasted over 850 books

authored or edited between the years 1962 and 2001 (http://inside.bard.edu/reli-
gion/faculty.shtml). If that number is correct, this works out to 21.8 books per
year over the course of thirty-nine years, or one book every 16.7 days. However,
Neusner’s rate of producing books steadily increased over the years, from 2.3 per
year over the first decade to the rate of 50 per year, which he averaged in the mid-
1990s; that works out to one book every 7.3 days.

82 Cohen, review of Refutation, 86. Cohen disputed various elements of Neusner’s
account of the event, which can be found in Refutation, 23–24; Neusner and
Neusner, Price of Excellence, 226–27.

83 Hershel Shanks, “Annual Meetings Offer Intellectual Bazaar and Moments of
High Drama,” BAR 11:2 (1985): 16, which reproduces Smith’s brief speech ver-
batim.

84 Saul Lieberman, “A Tragedy or a Comedy?” JAOS 104 (1984): 315. For an inde-
pendent but very similar (if less colourful) review of this translation, see Tirzah
Meacham, “Neusner’s Talmud of the Land of Israel,” JQR 77 (1986): 74–81.

85 Hershel Shanks, “The Neusner Phenomenon—Personality and Substance,” BAR
11:6 (1985): 60.

86 Shanks, “Neusner Phenomenon,” 60; idem, “Neusner Joins Ranks of Superman,”
BAR 11:3 (1985): 8.

87 Hershel Shanks, “Neusner Decides Not to Sue,” BAR 11:4 (1985): 8.
88 Morton Smith, letter to editor, BAR 11:3 (1985): 18.
89 Neusner, Refutation, ix, 38, 39, 139. Smith’s dissertation was completed in

Hebrew in 1944, defended in 1945, and revised and translated into English in
1951.
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90 Neusner, Refutation, 157, 25; cf. Neusner and Neusner, Price of Excellence, 227.
91 Jacob Neusner, New Review of Books and Religion 4:3 (1979): 24, cited by Cohen

in his review of Refutation, 86.
92 Romano Penna, “Homosexuality and the New Testament,” in Christian Anthro-

pology and Homosexuality, ed. Mario Agnes, L’Osservatore Romano Reprints 38
(Vatican City: L’Osservatore Romano, 1997), 35.

93 James H. Charlesworth and Craig A. Evans, “Jesus in the Agrapha and Apoc-
ryphal Gospels,” in Studying the Historical Jesus: Evaluations of the State of Cur-
rent Research, ed. Bruce Chilton and Craig A. Evans, NTTS 19 (Leiden: E.J. Brill,
1994), 526 (noting Neusner “knew the late Professor Smith as well as any-
one”); Graham Stanton, Gospel Truth? New Light on Jesus and the Gospels (Valley
Forge: Trinity Press International, 1995), 93; Bruce M. Metzger, Reminiscences
of an Octogenarian (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1997), 130–31; Akenson, Saint
Saul, 274 n. 22 (with the assurance that Neusner offers “a fairly definitive
description of his mentor”); Ehrman, “Too Good to Be False?” Evans, Stanton,
and Metzger did not endorse Neusner’s opinion. They merely passed it along as
conceivably important.

94 Akenson, Saint Saul, 86–87.
95 Akenson, Saint Saul, 88, 89.
96 Akenson, Saint Saul, 89.
97 Koester, “History and Development of Mark’s Gospel (From Mark to Secret

Mark and ‘Canonical’ Mark),” in Colloquy on New Testament Studies: A Time for
Reappraisal and Fresh Approaches, ed. Bruce Corley (Macon, GA: Mercer Univer-
sity Press, 1983), 35–57; Crossan, Historical Jesus, 330, 331; Robert W. Funk and
the Jesus Seminar, The Acts of Jesus: The Search for the Authentic Deeds of Jesus (San
Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1998), 1, 114–19, 408–10. Koester initially
defended Smith’s position that these verses have significance “for our understand-
ing of the historical Jesus” (response to Reginald Fuller, in LM, 32), though he
was not sure what that significance might be; as far as I am aware, he has not
returned to that matter.

98 Akenson, Saint Saul, 274 n. 22.
99 Quoting from Neusner, “Disgraced by Fraud,” 175.

100 Akenson, Saint Saul, 274 n. 22.
101 Akenson, Saint Saul, 87.
102 See n. 13, above.
103 See Smith, CA, 285–86; SG, 144; Musurillo, “Smith’s Secret Gospel,” 329.
104 See also Smith, SG, 22–23.
105 Paramelle’s opinion was related to me by Annewies van den Hoek in an e-mail

dated 2 December 2002.
106 Akenson, Saint Saul, 88, 89.
107 Akenson, Saint Saul, 273–74 n. 22. Smith’s extraordinary capacity to intimidate

his critics (documented with a quotation from Neusner’s rhetoric about Smith)
and the inability of liberal scholars to think critically figure prominently in Aken-
son’s explanation.

108 See n. 172 in this chapter.
109 Noted by James R. Davila, <jrd4@st-andrews.ac.uk>. “REPLY: Secret Mark.”

In IOUDAIOS-L. <ioudaios-l@lehigh.edu>. 1 July 1995. Archived at:
<ftp://ftp.lehigh.edu/pub/listserv/ioudaios-l/archives/9507a.Z>.

NOTES 249

brown_10_notes.qxd  2005/04/26  12:23 PM  Page 249



110 Goodspeed, Strange New Gospels, 4–5.
111 E.g., Smith, response to Reginald Fuller, in LM, 12–13.
112 E.g., Morton Smith, “Ascent to the Heavens and the Beginning of Christianity,”

in Studies in the Cult of Yahweh, ed. Shaye J.D. Cohen (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1996),
2:47–67; idem, “The Origin and History of the Transfiguration Story,” USQR
36 (1980): 39–44; idem, “Pauline Worship as Seen by Pagans,” HTR 73 (1980):
241–50; idem, “Paul’s Arguments as Evidence of the Christianity from which
He Diverged,” HTR 79 (1986): 254–60; idem, “Two Ascended to Heaven—
Jesus and the Author of 4Q491,” in Studies in the Cult of Yahweh, ed. Shaye
J.D. Cohen, 2:68–78.

113 Quesnell’s article includes a collection of paraphrases and quotations from three
of Smith’s earlier works that produces the impression that prior to 1958 Smith
believed, in essence, that Jesus was a magician who practised libertine rites of a
sexual nature which he and his followers kept secret (“Question of Evidence,”
58–60). This impression is utterly misleading, for seven of these nine proof
texts fundamentally misrepresent what Smith wrote. See Scott G. Brown, “The
More Spiritual Gospel: Markan Literary Techniques in the Longer Gospel of
Mark” (Ph.D. diss., University of Toronto, 1999), 106–14; better yet, spend half
an hour looking up the passages Quesnell quoted.

114 Morton Smith, “The Jewish Elements in the Gospels,” JBR 24 (1956): 96.
115 Smith, SG, 105–106 (emphasis added).
116 At one point in a 1956 essay, Smith discussed Palestinian sects that practised

magic, but even here Smith said nothing about Christians having such prac-
tices—this despite including Christian sects in his survey; see Morton Smith,
“Palestinian Judaism in the First Century,” in Studies in the Cult of Yahweh, ed.
Shaye J.D. Cohen, 1:107–108.

117 Smith, CA, 227–29.
118 Morton Smith, “Comments on Taylor’s Commentary on Mark,” HTR 48 (1955):

27–28.
119 Smith, CA, 211, 262; see also Jesus the Magician (San Francisco: Harper and

Row, 1978), 43, 138.
120 Morton Smith, “Jesus’ Attitude towards the Law,” in Papers of the Fourth World

Congress of Jewish Studies, ed. World Congress of Jewish Studies (Jerusalem:
World Union of Jewish Studies, 1967), 1:241–44 (presented in 1965); idem,
“The Reason for the Persecution of Paul and the Obscurity of Acts,” in Studies
in the Cult of Yahweh, ed. Shaye J.D. Cohen, 2:87–94.

121 E.g., Smith, “Comments,” 24 and n. 6.
122 Smith, LM, 13.
123 Smith, “Comments,” 30.
124 Smith, CA, 178.
125 These are outlined at length in Smith, “Comments,” 47.
126 Smith, SG, 80. Smith also criticized Taylor for thinking Mark used repetition for

“cross-reference” among pericopae (“Comments,” 31–32). This idea is accepted
in CA (e.g., 136, 177). I argue in chapter 8 that the author of LGM 1 and 2 made
extensive use of this technique.

127 Werner H. Kelber, The Oral and the Written Gospel: The Hermeneutics of Speak-
ing and Writing in the Synoptic Tradition, Mark, Paul, and Q (Philadelphia:
Fortress, 1983), 49.
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128 Reginald H. Fuller, “Longer Mark: Forgery, Interpolation, or Old Tradition?”
in LM, 7.

129 Smith, CA, 152–58; SG, 53. His critique of form criticism is offered in CA, 149.
He continued this critique in later writings: LM, 13; “Merkel on the Longer Text
of Mark,” ZTK 72 (1975): 146; “Score,” 455–56.

130 Smith, CA, 178–84 (183); SG, 79.
131 Smith later abandoned his claim of textual corruption when he found evidence

that and its cognates can mean giving a mystery or magical rite; see
Smith, “Authenticity,” 199 and n. 12; Jesus the Magician, 207; and “Two
Ascended,” 69 n. 5. The fact remains that “teaching the mystery” is not a nor-
mal way to refer to the act of baptism.

132 See M.A. Beavis, Mark’s Audience: The Literary and Social Setting of Mark 4.11–12,
JSNT Sup 33 (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1989), 91–95; Willem S. Vorster, “Mean-
ing and Reference: The Parables of Jesus in Mark 4,” in Bernard C. Lategan and
Willem S. Vorster, Text and Reality: Aspects of Reference in Biblical Texts (Philadel-
phia: Fortress; Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1985), 35; David Peabody, Mark as Com-
poser, New Gospel Studies 1 (Macon, GA: Mercer University Press, 1987), 163,
164.

133 Beskow, Strange Tales, 103. Cf. the similar comments by Ronald J. Sider,
“Unfounded ‘Secret,’” CT 18:3 (9 November 1973): 26 (160); John G. Gibbs,
review of SG, ThTo 30 (1974): 424; Joseph A. Fitzmyer, “How to Exploit a Secret
Gospel,” America 128 (23 June 1973): 570–71; idem, “Mark’s ‘Secret Gospel’?”
America 129 (4 August 1973): 65; Musurillo, “Smith’s Secret Gospel,” 328;
Quesnell, “Improbable Puzzle,” 12; idem, “Question of Evidence,” 58; Küm-
mel, “Jahrzehnt,” 303; and Levin, “Early History,” 4281.

134 Smith discussed the longer text initiation story on only two pages of Jesus the
Magician (ten lines on p. 134, two on p. 138) and briefly mentioned it in five
endnotes on pp. 203 (2x), 207 (2x, documenting p. 134) and 210 (the notes
are not numbered in this book); Smith alluded to the possibility that the letter
supplies evidence for the possession of secret oral traditions in Mark’s church on
p. 104 (see the endnote on p. 194); approximately twenty other endnotes men-
tion discussions of particular topics found in his books on longer Mark, but do
not mention LGM 1 and 2. The basic neglect of longer Mark in Jesus the Magi-
cian was pointed out by Beskow in Strange Tales, 130 n. 135.

135 E.g., Smith, “Pauline Worship,” 102 (a subordinate clause); “Ascent to the Heav-
ens,” nn. 39 and 53 (two sentences).

136 Brief reference to Jesus’ special baptism can be found in Morton Smith, “Salva-
tion in the Gospels, Paul, and the Magical Papyri,” in Studies in the Cult of Yah-
weh, ed. Shaye J.D. Cohen, 2:134, 136–37.

137 Smith, SG, 61–62; CA, 145, 188–92, 194 (postscript). Many scholars erro-
neously report that Smith thought “secret” Mark was the original form of Mark
(e.g., Ehrman, “Forgery,” 79, 80), but Smith specifically rejected that conclusion
in LM, 12–13 and “Merkel,” 135.

138 A.H. Criddle, “On the Mar Saba Letter Attributed to Clement of Alexandria,”
JECS 3 (1995): 216. He did not say in the article whether he thought the let-
ter was an ancient or modern forgery, but his inferences about how it must have
been composed entail procedures that would be practically impossible for a
writer who did not possess lexicons and author indexes (e.g., p. 218). In a fol-
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low-up discussion on the Internet (“Secret Mark—Further Comments”), he
confirmed this conclusion (http://www-user.uni-bremen.de/~wie/Secret/Crid-
dle-Feb99.html).

139 Criddle, “On the Mar Saba Letter,” 218.
140 Criddle, “On the Mar Saba Letter,” 218. Criddle gave no evidence that the let-

ter contains rare Clementine phrases.
141 Ehrman, “Forgery,” 85–86.
142 Criddle, “On the Mar Saba Letter,” 218.
143 Eric F. Osborn, “Clement of Alexandria: A Review of Research, 1958–1982,”

SecCent 3 (1983): 224.
144 Criddle, private e-mail to author, 18 February 1999.
145 Criddle, private e-mail to author, 18 February 1999.
146 Criddle, “On the Mar Saba Letter,” 217, 219.
147 Philip Jenkins, Hidden Gospels: How the Search for Jesus Lost Its Way (New York:

Oxford University Press, 2001), 102. Pages in parentheses refer to James H.
Hunter, The Mystery of Mar Saba (New York: Evangelical, 1940).

148 Robert M. Price, “Second Thoughts on the Secret Gospel,” BBR 14 (2004): 131.
Price also called The Mystery of Mar Saba “one of those ‘lost Gospel novels,’”
implying that the Shred of Nicodemus is a gospel, like Smith’s discovery. A
short written testimony that disputes the resurrection can hardly be characterized
as a gospel.

149 Johannes Munck, in CA, 27, 33.
150 Edwin M. Yamauchi, “A Secret Gospel of Jesus as ‘Magus’? A Review of the

Recent Works of Morton Smith,” CSR 4:3 (1975): 240; Beskow, Strange Tales,
101; Osborn, “1958–1982,” 224; Criddle, “On the Mar Saba Letter,” 216;
Dieter Lührmann, “Das ‘geheime Markusevangelium’ bei Pseudo-Clemens,” in
his Fragmente apokryph gewordener Evangelien in griechischer und lateinischer Sprache,
Münchener theologische Studien 59 (Marburg: N.G. Elwert, 2000), 182.

151 F.F. Bruce, The “Secret” Gospel of Mark (London: Athlone Press, 1974), 13; cf.
the comments by L.W. Barnard in “St. Mark and Alexandria,” HTR 57 (1964):
149.

152 Bruce, “Secret” Gospel, 15.
153 Birger A. Pearson, “Earliest Christianity in Egypt: Some Observations,” in The

Roots of Egyptian Christianity, ed. Birger A. Pearson and James E. Goehring,
SAC (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1986), 138.

154 G.M. Lee, “Eusebius on St. Mark and the Beginnings of Christianity in Egypt,”
in Studia Patristica XII, ed. Elizabeth A. Livingston, TU 115 (Berlin: Akademie-
Verlag, 1975), 425–27.

155 The translation is from B. Orchard, “Mark and the Fusion of Traditions,” in
The Four Gospels 1992: Festschrift Frans Neirynck, ed. Frans Van Segbroeck et al.
(Leuven: Leuven University Press, 1992), 2:793.

156 See Massey H. Shepherd, response to Reginald Fuller, in LM, 62–63; Osborn,
“1958–1982,” 224–25; and Criddle, “On the Mar Saba Letter,” 216 (who is fol-
lowing Osborn). Shepherd’s objections were usually directed against Smith’s
interpretations of the letter; Shepherd did not make inferences concerning the
letter’s authenticity, about which he kept an open mind.

157 Chrys C. Caragounis, The Ephesian Mysterion: Meaning and Content, ConBNT 8
(Uppsala: CWK Gleerup, 1977), 11.
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158 The “great mysteries” are discussed in Strom. IV.1.3.1 and V.11.71.1 (cf. I.1.15.3).
In these places their contents are described as theological, not cultic. Chapter 4
will demonstrate that when Clement used the word mystery in connection with
orthodox Christianity, he did so in reference to esoteric knowledge.

159 Raoul Mortley, Connaissance religieuse et herméneutique chez Clément d’Alexan-
drie (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1973), 56 (trans. mine). See also Salvatore R.C. Lilla,
Clement of Alexandria: A Study in Christian Platonism and Gnosticism (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1971), 56–57, 137–42, 154–60; John E. Steely, Gno-
sis: The Doctrine of Christian Perfection in the Writings of Clement of Alexandria
(Louisville: The Microcard Foundation for the American Theological Library
Association, 1954), 127–28.

160 See CA, 31–32, 37 (for Völker and Munck); Eric F. Osborn, “Teaching and Writ-
ing in the First Chapter of the Stromateis of Clement of Alexandria,” JTS, n.s.,
10 (1959): 340 (cited by Smith). Cf. Shepherd, LM, 62, 63–64.

161 Shepherd, LM, 68.
162 John Ferguson, Clement of Alexandria, TWAS 289 (New York: Twayne, 1974),

113.
163 Strom. VII.18.110.4–111.3 These are the final comments of the Stromateis; the

existing Book Eight was not originally part of the work. On Clement’s use of
disorder as a form of indirection, cf. Einar Molland, The Conception of the Gospel
in the Alexandrian Theology (Oslo: 1 Kommisjon hos Jacob Dybwad, 1938),
5–14.

164 The word Stromateis means “miscellanies” or “patchwork.”
165 E.L. Fortin, “Clement of Alexandria and the Esoteric Tradition,” in Studia Patris-

tica IX, part 3, ed. F.L. Cross, TU 94 (Berlin: Akademie-Verlag, 1966), 41–43,
43 n. 1.

166 Werner Jaeger, cited by Smith in CA, 38 (I quoted only a small portion of his
comments).

167 E.g., John Kaye, Some Account of the Writings and Opinions of Clement of Alexan-
dria (1835; reprint, London: Griffith, Farran, Okeden, and Welsh, n.d.), 214–15;
F.J.A. Hort and J.B. Mayor, Clement of Alexandria Miscellanies Book VII: The Greek
Text with Introduction, Translation, Notes, Dissertations and Indices (London:
Macmillan, 1902), xxi; Eugène de Faye, Clément d’Alexandrie: Étude sur les rap-
ports du christianisme et de la philosophie grecque au IIe siècle, 2d ed. (Paris: E. Ler-
oux, 1906), 104; Lilla, Christian Platonism, 56, 144–50, 154–58, 162–63;
Mortley, Connaissance, 56; James E. Davison, “Structural Similarities and Dis-
similarities in the Thought of Clement of Alexandria and the Valentinians,” Sec-
Cent 3 (1983): 209–12; Christoph Riedweg, Mysterienterminologie bei Platon,
Philon und Klemens von Alexandrien (Berlin and New York: Walter de Gruyter,
1987), 139 n. 40 (cf. 141, 159); Guy G. Stroumsa, Hidden Wisdom: Esoteric Tra-
ditions and the Roots of Christian Mysticism, Studies in the History of Religions
70 (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1996), 92–131.

168 Osborn, “1958–1982,” 224; idem, “Teaching and Writing,” 341.
169 Osborn, The Philosophy of Clement of Alexandria (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-

versity Press, 1957), 168 (cf. 25, 120).
170 Citing Criddle, “On the Mar Saba Letter,” 219–20. See also Ehrman, “Response

to Charles Hedrick’s Stalemate,” 160–61. Osborn, “1958–1982,” 224.
171 Osborn, “1958–1982,” 224.
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172 Ferguson, Clement of Alexandria, 188–89. Werner Jaeger, Early Christianity and
Greek Paideia (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press,
1961), 57. Claude Mondésert, cited in Smith, CA, 37, 67. Cyril C. Richardson,
review of CA and SG, TS 35 (1974): 571–72. William H.C. Frend, “A New
Jesus?” New York Review of Books 20 (9 August 1973): 34. Robert M. Grant,
“Morton Smith’s Two Books,” AThR 56 (1974): 58. R.P.C. Hanson, review of
CA, JTS, n.s., 25 (1974): 515. André Méhat, review of CA, 196. Jean-Daniel
Kaestli, “L’Évangile secret de Marc : Une version longue de l’Évangile de Marc
réservée aux chrétiens avancés dans l’Église d’Alexandrie?” in Le mystère apocryphe.
Introduction à une littérature méconnue, ed. J.-D. Kaestli and D. Marguerat
(Genève: Labor et Fides, 1995), 88–93. Alain Le Boulluec, “La Lettre sur
L’‘Évangile secret’ de Marc et le Quis dives salvetur? de Clément d’Alexandrie,”
Apocrypha 7 (1996): 33. Guy G. Stroumsa, Hidden Wisdom, 112. Idem, “Com-
ments on Charles Hedrick’s Article,” 153. Annewies van den Hoek, “Clement
and Origen as Sources on ‘Noncanonical’ Scriptural Traditions during the Late
Second and Earlier Third Centuries,” in Origeniana Sexta: Origène et la Bible/Ori-
gen and the Bible, ed. Gilles Dorival and Alain Le Boulluec, Actes du Collo-
quium Origenianum Sextum Chantilly, 30 août–3 septembre 1993 (Leuven:
Leuven University Press, 1995), 106. Kovacs, “Divine Pedagogy,” 20 n. 76.
Also important are the positive assessments of Frederick W. Danker, an expert
in Greek philology and current editor of Walter Bauer’s Greek-English Lexicon
(review of SG, Dialog 13 [1974]: 316); G.W. Lampe, the editor of A Patristic
Greek Lexicon (Smith, CA, 67); William M. Calder III, a classicist and col-
league of Smith for eighteen years (private e-mail correspondence); and Birger A.
Pearson, an expert on early Alexandrian Christianity (“Earliest Christianity in
Egypt,” 138).

173 Lilla, Christian Platonism, 56, 155. At the time he wrote this book, the Letter to
Theodore was known to him only through a summary by Jaeger.

174 Noted by Smith in CA, 16–17.
175 For an argument that longer Mark influenced Clement’s reading of Mark

10:17–31 in Quis dives salvetur? see Le Boulluec, “La Lettre.”
176 Smith, CA, 284–85.
177 On Clement’s role in the church and the catechetical school, see Annewies van

den Hoek, “The ‘Catechetical’ School of Early Christian Alexandria and Its
Philonic Heritage,” HTR 90 (1997): 59–87; and Robert L. Wilken, “Alexandria:
A School for Training in Virtue,” in Schools of Thought in the Christian Tradition,
ed. Patrick Henry (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1984), 15–19.

178 See Smith, CA, 283–84.
179 As translated in Black, Apostolic Interpreter, 138.
180 Black, Apostolic Interpreter, 12.
181 Grant, “Smith’s Two Books,” 62.
182 Van den Hoek, “Sources,” 106 n. 80.
183 Black, Apostolic Interpreter, 154–55, 238; John A.T. Robinson, Redating the New

Testament (London: SCM Press, 1976), 108–110.
184 Murgia, in LM, 58 (this is John M. Dillon’s characterization of Murgia’s position,

which Murgia did nothing to correct); Musurillo, “Smith’s Secret Gospel,” 331.
185 Smith’s negative opinion of Mark’s competence as an author can be traced

through Smith, “Comments,” 21 and n. 3; 38 n. 23; idem, CA, 97–98; idem,
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The Aretalogy Used by Mark, ed. Wilhelm H. Wuellner, Protocol of the Sixth
Colloquy, 12 April 1973 (Berkeley: Center for Hermeneutical Studies in Hel-
lenistic and Modern Culture, 1975), 30–33; idem, Jesus the Magician, 194 (note
to p. 104); Dart, Decoding Mark, 133. Smith’s inability to conceive of the gospels
as literature is everywhere apparent in his own gospel scholarship and in the
scholarship he preferred to consult.

Chapter 3
1 The following discussion is based on the research presented in Werner Kelber,

The Oral and the Written Gospel: The Hermeneutics of Speaking and Writing in
the Synoptic Tradition, Mark, Paul, and Q (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1983), 1–34.
Kelber’s work is better informed by studies of oral tradition than any form-crit-
ical study that preceded it.

2 John C. Meagher, Clumsy Construction in Mark’s Gospel: A Critique of Form- and
Redaktionsgeschichte, Toronto Studies in Theology 3 (New York: Edwin Mellen,
1979), 3–15.

3 Kelber, The Oral and the Written Gospel, 46.
4 Smith, CA, 156–57; Wayne Shumaker and John S. Coolidge in LM, 61; John

Dominic Crossan, Four Other Gospels: Shadows on the Contours of Canon (Min-
neapolis: Winston, 1985), 105; Lawrence M. Wills, The Quest of the Historical
Gospel: Mark, John, and the Origins of the Gospel Genre (London and New York:
Routledge, 1997), 242–43 n. 65.

5 Barnabas Lindars, “Rebuking the Spirit: A New Analysis of the Lazarus Story
of John 11,” NTS 38 (1992): 98.
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Mark,” SecCent 4:2 (1984): 77; the latter offered a different reconstruction of
the original ending.

22 The phrase “the young man whom Jesus loved him” in LGM 2:1 has a parallel
in the Johannine expression “the disciple whom Jesus loved,” which occurs in
later chapters of John. I believe that the Johannine expression is usually redac-
tional but has its origin in the story of the raising of the dead man in Bethany
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SCM Press, 1985), 65; Helmut Koester, “From the Kerygma-Gospel to Writ-
ten Gospels,” NTS 35 (1989): 380.
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sense is not conveyed by the Greek. As I mentioned, “according to” ( ), not
a genitival phrase ( ), is the regular construction found in the man-
uscripts for introducing the authors or communities named in gospel titles.
Clement invariably used “according to” when naming the titles of gospels (Strom.
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ferently. This concordance is important considering that Echle wished to push
the case that, for Clement, baptism had aspects of a mystery rite. For criticisms
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276n. 21
Griesbach Hypothesis. See Two Gospel
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71, 72, 149
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16:7–8 as constituting, 182–84, 195, 220,
233; in parable discourse, 181–82, 210;
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ping, 184, 203, 228

intercalation, 20, 154, 157, 195, 201, 205,
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introduced in A2-story, 167, 221; lack of
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221; dramatic irony within, 168, 174;
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A1-story, 169–70; simultaneity of A- and
B-stories, 170–71, 176; as syndrome, 173;
as mutually interpretative, 174–79,
199–200, 227; similar and contrasting
features within, 174, 175, 176, 199; illu-
sion of time passing within, 176, 177;
history of interpretation, 176–79, 229; as
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171–73, 175, 200, 220–21. See also triple
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iron gall inks, 27–28

Jericho, 5, 32, 91, 95, 111, 145, 155, 168
Jesus Seminar, 17, 18, 46, 92
Johannine Epistles, 226–27
John Chrysostom, 71
John Moschus, 149
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John the Baptist, 53, 145, 146, 151, 171,

197, 202, 204, 218, 236
Jordan River, 145, 202, 236
Judas, 87, 88, 169, 171
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nine features, 7, 9, 11, 52, 86, 220, 225;
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teaching cycle, 233–34; exorcistic elements
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to be misconstrued, 141–42, 218, 236–37;
as deliberate enigma, 156–57, 214, 216,
234, 236; use in Alexandria, 160–61, 162,
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posed derivation from canonical gospels,
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32, 111; literary functions of, 154–55,
166–67; as deliberate enigma, 156–57;
cultic and didactic irrelevance of, 153–54 
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garment for literal baptism, 8, 113, 144;
as garment for figurative baptism (death),
20, 175, 195, 218; as garment for mys-

tery-religion initiation, 142; as symbolic
of old self abandoned in baptism, 146; as
young man’s own burial sheet, 158, 220,
230; as signifying return to paradise, 152;
as signifying utter destitution, 200–201;
loss of as signifying failure in discipleship,
162

literary dependency, establishing, 75–76,
85–86, 87, 89, 93–97, 98

logia, 117, 125–27, 130
longer Markan priority, theory of, 14–18,

54, 99, 111–20, 231
Lucian of Samosata, 232

Makhadat Hajla ford, 91
manuscript of Letter to Theodore: photo-

graphs of, 6, 12, 25–28, 73; browning of
paper, 26, 27–28; browning and fading
of ink, 26–28; date of handwriting, 6, 48;
lack of serious errors, 12, 32–33, 72, 73;
transmission history, 33; academic folk-
lore surrounding, 13, 25, 35, 36, 38, 57,
73; seen by other Western scholars, 25–26,
73; relocation to Patriarchate library,
25–26, 47; removal from Voss volume,
25, 26

Mark (the evangelist): and Alexandria,
59–60, 160, 231–32, 233, 237; and
Rome, 60, 118–19, 232; ancient reputa-
tion as literarily unsophisticated, 21,
228–29; modern transformation into cre-
ative author, 178, 227, 229–30; patristic
traditions about, 59–60, 69, 70–71,
231–32, 235; use of notes, 33, 117, 141,
217, 223, 232–33

Mark, Carpocratian Longer Gospel of, 4,
15–16, 31, 71, 97, 118, 119, 137–39,
218, 238

Mark, longer Gospel of: date, 220, 225,
232–35; authorship, 20–21, 220–30; place
of composition, 159; original extent, 22,
117, 118, 219; affinity to Gospel of John,
92, 117, 118, 134, 142, 219; affinity to
D text, see codex Bezae Cantabrigiensis
(D); proportion of Markan phrases
within, 105–108, 110–11, 222–24, 235;
Markan stylistic traits within, 110; use of
historical present, 224–25; features
uncharacteristic of canonical Mark, 6,
222–25; oriented more to literate read-
ers, 217; restricted audience of, 29, 31,
62, 72, 97, 140–41, 218; not copied in
Alexandria, 29–30, 31, 70, 97, 139–40;
no patristic references to, 69–71; absence
of manuscript evidence for, 97, 119; dis-
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cretion surrounding its use, 135–43;
potential to be misconstrued, 141–42,
218, 236–37; disappearance of, 70; and
historical Jesus research, 11, 17–18, 46,
236–37. See also Mark, Carpocratian
Longer Gospel of, LGM 1a, LGM 1b,
LGM 2

Markan community, 231
Mar Saba, 3, 25–26, 47–48, 57–58, 72–73
martyr mythology, 185, 187
Mary Magdalene, 94, 102
matched pairs. See frame-stories
Matthew and Luke: minor agreements

against Mark, 14, 69, 99, 112–14, 116,
118; use of Mark, 85, 104, 114, 158, 226

mors voluntaria, 152
Moses, 61, 128–29, 133, 156, 192, 214
Mystery of Mar Saba (novel), 57–59
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matic in Mark, 20, 213; as secondary ele-
ment within the parable discourse, 85,
234; as eschatological knowledge rather
than a rite, 115–16, 145–46; as too pro-
found for catechism, 145–46; structural
connection with young man’s rising from
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cross, 158, 175, 207, 224; in Clementine
Homilies, 69; equated with the great mys-
teries by Clement, 161
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263n. 24; Clement’s figurative use, 128,
130, 218; the great mysteries, 8, 20, 62,
117, 128–30, 147, 148–49, 151, 161,
216, 219; the small (lesser, minor) mys-
teries, 30, 97, 128–30, 219; hierophants,
61; hierophantic teachings, 61, 62; things
not to be uttered, 61, 64, 72; Epopteia,
128–29, 130; mystagogue, 61, 230;
mystērion, 116, 127–28, 134–35; mystikai,
124–25, 127, 133–34; mystikos, 62,
122–25, 131–35, 217

Nicodemus, 9, 57–58, 93
nudity, 142, 146, 152, 153

oral tradition, 75–78, 109; and memory,
76–77, 78; and secondary orality, 76, 97;
conventional forms, 76–78; stock phrases
and motifs, 77; jokes as analogies, 77;
variability of inessential details, 78, 87–89;
anonymous characters more typical of,
86, 89. See also healing stories

Origen, 70, 71, 120, 217, 218

Papias, 59–60, 72, 125, 223, 228–29, 231–32
parable discourse (Mark 4:1–34): redaction

by Mark, 85, 108, 110, 207, 234
parables as obfuscatory communication in

Mark, 115–16, 205, 208; not limited to
verbal narratives, 206; appropriated by
Clement, 64–65, 68–69, 72, 132, 217–18

parallelomania, 94, 105
Paschal vigil, 8, 130, 147
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