Introduction to New Testament Epiphany Essay

Essay three

What is narrative criticism of the gospels? You have had a lecture on this for the gospel of Luke. Now, with respect to either Matthew or Mark, what difference, if any, does it make to read the gospel as a story? Try to answer this question, for instance, by comparing what narrative criticism would involve in reading a given passage in contrast with other methods (such as, e.g. redaction criticism).

Narrative criticism of the gospels is study of the gospels as complete stories. Narrative criticism does not ask whether or not the gospel in question is historically true, how the gospel came together or who really wrote it, but looks at the gospel as we have it now, and what the gospel is trying to convey about itself, Jesus and everything else. It examines the gospels as works of literature.

Using narrative criticism is different to other forms of criticism because it asks different questions. Form criticism takes small sections of the text and asks what the earliest form of the tradition behind it was. Source criticism asks which written source a story or saying comes from. Redaction criticism asks how and why authors have used and changed the information from their sources and socio-scientific criticism asks what we can tell about the community from which a gospel came. Asking different questions leads to different answers, and a different way of reading the text.

By reading the gospels as a story, we look at the passages in the context they are in. As well as looking at what the individual passages are saying (which other forms of criticism may look at), we examine how the context affects our reading. Often authors built up themes through different stories and sayings or use stories and sayings to comment on other stories and sayings. Looking at the gospel in this way gives us a far better idea of what the author of the gospel as it is wanted to say. As a case study, I will now examine Mark 6:14-8:30 and how narrative criticism makes a difference.

Mark 6:14-8:30

The gospel of Mark begins with “The beginning of the gospel of Jesus Christ, the Son of God.” (NKJV). Everything else must be read in this light, as this is Mark’s
 way of telling us what he is trying to do. The rest of the gospel is an attempt to show that Jesus is the Christ and the Son of God.

Our section begins by telling us what some people have been saying about Jesus. Herod says He is John the Baptist, whilst others say He is Elijah, others The Prophet or one of the prophets. It then tells the story of the death of John the Baptist at the hands of Herod, then the feeding of the 5,000. Jesus then walks on water and calms a storm as the disciples sail across the Sea of Galilee. He has an altercation with the Pharisees about eating with unwashed hands, casts a demon out of the Syro-Phoenician woman’s daughter and heals a deaf-dumb man. He then feeds another 4,000 and warns the disciples against the leaven of the Pharisees and Herod and heals a blind man. The section ends with similar words to it’s beginning, with the disciples telling Jesus that some say He is John the Baptist, some Elijah and others one of the prophets, only this time, Peter says who He really is, the Christ. 

The reason I have chosen this passage as a section is because the author marks it out as a section by the repetition of the discussion of people saying Jesus is just a prophet. This is a literary devise common to the Old Testament for marking the beginning and end of a section (e.g. Genesis 1:1, 2:4), and to look at what the author is trying to convey, we must use his sections. Whilst there are parts of this section that point back or forwards to other sections of the gospel, most of this section is woven together around a few central (and possibly linked) themes. These themes would be totally missed without looking at the section as a whole story. 

One of the main themes of this section hangs around Jesus’ warning in 8:17, to “beware of the leaven of the Pharisees and the leaven of Herod.” (NKJV) Here leaven has been taken to mean the influence or doctrine of, but what exactly is the leaven of the Pharisees and the leaven of Herod? Other forms of criticism that take this verse on it’s own could come up with many ideas, but using narrative criticism, we can see that the author gives us clues as to what is meant.
  

If we look back at the verses that frame this section (6:14-15 and 8:28), we see the leaven of Herod. Often authors put important information around sections like this to emphasise them. The leaven of Herod is saying that Jesus is just a prophet and not, as Peter says in 8:29, the Christ.

This connects here to another theme, the disciples coming to understand who Jesus is.
 Repeatedly throughout this section the disciples are said to not understand (6:53, 7:18, 8:17-21). They generally do not expect Jesus to be performing miracles and are surprised when He does. The author is driving the point that they don’t understand that He is the Son of God and can do anything. They have no need to worry about anything.
 

This section is split into two parts by the two very similar feeding stories. At the end of first part, just before the second feeding, Jesus spits on and heals a deaf and dumb man and then tells him to tell nobody. Just before the end of the whole section he spits on and heals a blind man and then warns him to tell nobody. Redaction or Form criticism would probably say that the reason these two stories are the same is that they were originally the same tradition, but this misses Mark’s point. In 8:29-30, Peter declares that Jesus is the Christ and then Jesus warns him to tell nobody. Mark is using the two healing stories to comment on Peter’s declaration. His eyes and ears have been opened and he sees who Jesus really is. Mark is telling us that the disciples (Peter at least) now understand. 

Moving onto the feeding stories, there are links to the not understanding theme, but also a new theme introduced. Our first feeding takes place in Jewish territory, but the second one takes place in gentile territory, and there are some people there who have “come from afar”, a reference to gentiles.
 On it’s own, and using other methods of criticism, this might not even be noticed, but it is emphasised by the story of the exorcism of the Syro-Phoenician (Gentile) woman’s daughter, which is placed in the centre of the two feeding stories (7:25-30). These stories comment on each other and make the point that whilst the Kingdom of God came first to the Jews, it will also come to the gentiles. Iersel links this in with the leaven of the Pharisees by pointing out that the reason the gentiles are called dogs (7:27) is because they eat with unwashed hands, the very thing that the Pharisees accuse Jesus’ disciples of doing (7:5).

The numbers of the feeding story also seem to be important as they are repeated in a prominent place, right after Jesus’ warning about the leaven of Herod and of the Pharisees. Mark seems to be drawing some kind of link here, but it is not clear what it is because the meaning of the numbers is unclear.  The simple explanation is that Jesus is stressing the point that if a few loaves can feed so many, one loaf will certainly be enough for them on the boat because He is the Christ, the Son of God. 

John Drury theorizes a complicated link between the numbers here and the story of David taking the showbread from the temple. There were twelve loaves; David took four so, that leaves seven. This does not seem to be suggested by the text, however, as Mark does not mention David here. Another idea is that the twelve represents twelve tribes of Israel, and the seven represents the church somehow (seven deacons, for example). This might fit into the idea of the gospel coming to the gentiles. Whatever the meaning of these numbers, only narrative criticism will find the answer, as only narrative criticism asks the question.
  

What about the leaven of the Pharisees? If we look at the centre of the section, we find the leaven of the Pharisees. It is summarised 7:7 and 7:23: Following the tradition of men, rather than the commandments of God and teaching that it is religious practice that is important, rather than righteousness.  A source critic might well point out that this idea comes from one of Paul’s letters, but narrative criticism ignores where it comes from altogether and looks at what it means in this passage.

Another area of the Pharisees’ leaven is seeking a sign. This is found in 8:12. A source critic might say that this comes from 1 Corinthians 1:22, and it might well do. A socio-scientific critic, noting what the narrative critic has found about the Pharisees, might suggest that Mark is warning his readers of the kind of Pharisees we find in Acts 15:5 who wanted to circumcise Gentiles and command them to keep the law of Moses before they could become Christians. This would fit in with the leaven of the Pharisees identified earlier, which is focusing on religious acts rather than righteousness. It also ties in with the general theme of this section, the gospel coming to the gentiles.  This kind of conclusion would only be drawn by combining narrative criticism with socio-scientific criticism.

A final theme of this gospel is found in the story of the beheading of John the Baptist. Iersel points out that this is very similar to the way Jesus’ own death occurs. In this section the reader is being prepared for what will happen at the end of the gospel. In chapter three the reader has already been told that the Pharisees are plotting to kill Jesus, so the argument with the Pharisees echoes this. This also fits in with what happens immediately after our chosen section, Jesus warns about his suffering and death. Most of these connections are outside our chosen section, showing that we really need to take the gospel as a whole to get the full effect of what the author is trying to say.

As we have seen, each story in Mark has been carefully woven and connected together to bring out ideas and themes. The main ideas of this passage are the disciple’s realisation that Jesus is the Christ, and the Gospel coming to the Gentiles, joined together by Jesus’ warning to beware the leaven of Herod and of the Pharisees. This passage fits into the gospel as a whole, which has themes and ideas that are constantly developed throughout. Any form of criticism that isolates individual stories or sayings from the rest of the gospel fails to discover the final author’s art of telling the story and the whole of the message they want to convey. 

Having said this, other methods of criticism are also important. Knowing who the author and his audience are and their context is very helpful in understanding what the author is saying. Also, knowledge of the author’s sources will help to recognise what has been reworded, omitted and included and help to illuminate the points the author is making. On the whole a combination of approaches is required to fully understand what the gospels are saying.

To conclude, reading the gospels as a story means understanding the sayings and stories of Jesus in the context that the gospel writer places them. This is different to other forms of criticism that deal with one story or saying at a time. Good narrative criticism shows us what the gospel writer wants to say.  
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