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To the victims of Covid-19 
 

To the medical staff, the health workers, the priests and all those of good will 
who have alleviated the wounds of body and spirit in this time of suffering and 

whose lives have been a continuation of the Gospel. 





 

Preface 

“A renewal of preaching can offer believers, as well as the lukewarm and the non-
practising, new joy in the faith and fruitfulness in the work of evangelization. The heart of 
its message will always be the same: the God who revealed his immense love in the cruci-
fied and risen Christ. […] Christ is the ʻeternal Gospel’ (Rev 14:6); he ʻis the same yester-
day and today and forever’ (Heb 13:8), yet his riches and beauty are inexhaustible. He is 
for ever young and a constant source of newness”1. 

I reread these lines in recent months at the beginning of the pandemic caused 
by the Covid-19 virus which has turned our world upside down and shattered 
so many human lives. As I did so, I found myself asking how the Gospel’s 
announcement of good news could sound in a time that is so marked by suf-
fering. In fact, the heroism of the doctors, nurses, simple workers, priests and 
so many men and women who have continued to devote their lives gener-
ously on behalf of the sick, their families and the entire civil community, 
paying even with the sacrifice of their lives, has inspired in me the certainty 
that, even in these critical and tragic circumstances, the Gospel, which began 
with the event of Jesus Christ, has continued to be lived and witnessed in the 
experience of these brothers and sisters. 

These thoughts led me to reflect on the title of Mark’s Gospel: “Beginning 
of the Gospel of Jesus Christ, Son of God” (Mark 1:1), which I have hap-
pened to discuss several times during these recent years of research devoted 
to the Second Gospel. More generally, both in my doctoral dissertation and in 
other articles published in recent years, the text of the introduction to the 
Marcan narrative has been the object of my interest on several occasions. 
From there came the idea of writing a monograph which would be devoted 
entirely to the first fifteen verses of Mark’s Gospel and which could provide 
an organic and complete arrangement of the results of the personal research 
which I had previously achieved in a fragmentary way. Weighing up the dif-
ferent pericopes and sections of the Second Gospel, I increasingly came to the 
conclusion that the incipit of Mark 1:1 and the introduction of Mark 1:2–15 
assume a function that is important for the theology of the Second Gospel by 
anticipating its fundamental content in a programmatic manner. The present 

                                                           
1 Pope Francis, Evangelii Gaudium. Apostolic Exhortation to the bishops, clergy, con-

secrated persons and the lay faithful on the proclamation of the Gospel in today’s world, 
11. 
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study intends to be the end of the journey of these recent years of research 
into the Second Gospel: I leave the reader with the task of verifying whether 
or not I have attained my goal. 

I am dedicating this study of mine to the men and women who have been, 
for me, the daily witnesses to the Gospel during these months of the pan-
demic: they have shown me that, even in this time of suffering, the joyful 
news about Jesus Christ, crucified and risen, has not suspended its millennial 
journey. My gratitude is also due to my family and to so many friends who, in 
this time of “enforced isolation” and physical distancing, have not failed to 
make me feel their closeness and have encouraged me to write this study. 
Sincere thanks must also go to the Pontifical Lateran University: even in this 
time of distance learning, the daily contact with colleagues and students has 
kept alive the passion and desire to plumb the depths of the riches of the word 
of God even more. 

My wish for the readers of these lines is that, in every circumstance of life, 
joyful or sad, they can continue to announce the Gospel begun by Christ and 
entrusted to his Church. May the generous example of so many brothers and 
sisters who have been involved in the front line in the war against Covid-19 
spur us on in our witness, simple and joyful, to the good news of the crucified 
and risen Lord. 
 
         
   Francesco Filannino 
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Introduction 

1. History of research 

“The one who begins well has already done half the work!”: so runs a proverb 
well-known in the realm of popular wisdom, one which recalls the impor-
tance of the preliminaries and the initial stages for the realisation of all kinds 
of human activity. This also applies to literary works: their first paragraphs or 
chapters have to fulfil at least two fundamental functions. First of all, they 
have to introduce the reader to the themes and principal matters which are 
going to be tackled in the rest of the text: it is no accident that, in the compo-
sition of literary works but also of scientific papers and texts, the author 
leaves the writing of the introduction to the last of his tasks, to be composed 
in the light of the development of the rest of the text. The other main function 
of the opening part of a text is to win over the reader, capturing his attention 
and arousing the interest and expectation which can motivate him to carry on 
reading. Thus, it is clear that the initial section of a written text is invested 
with great importance: in drafting it, the writer has absolutely no room for 
error. What is at stake is the success of his work. 

This is no less true for the gospel narratives. Each of the redactors of the 
four canonical gospels begins his narrative in a way that is original and dif-
ferent from the others. Luke, for example, reveals the intention of following 
literary models that were very precise and widespread in the New Testament 
period: his preface (Luke 1:1–4) reflects the particular conventions of the 
historiographical works of his time. Matthew, on the other hand, launches his 
narrative without a particular introductory preamble, as if in medias res: with 
the genealogy of Jesus (Matt 1:1–17), he introduces directly the first section 
of his gospel which is reserved for stories about the infancy of Jesus (Matt 
1:1–2:23). Clearly marked out, again, is the prologue to the Fourth Gospel 
(John 1:1–18) in which John offers a profound reflection on the event of the 
incarnate Logos who has come to reveal the Father: neatly separated from the 
narrative proper, the prologue prepares the reader to understand the narrative 
of this revelation which God has performed in Jesus. However, if we skim 
through the first lines of Mark’s Gospel, we do not seem to find an introduc-
tory section that is clearly distinct from the rest of the narrative. The begin-
ning of Mark’s account does not provide any clear breaks like that between 
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the infancy of Jesus and the beginning of the activity of John the Baptist (that 
is, between Matt 2:23 and Matt 3:1 and between Luke 2:52 and Luke 3:1). It 
does not record a particular reflection of the evangelist on the rest of his ac-
count (as in the Fourth Gospel). Nor does it contain a paragraph in which 
Mark reveals the sources and the aims of his work (as in Luke). Mark’s narra-
tive seems to flow from beginning to end, characterised, certainly, by some 
turning points in the narrative but without neat breaks as in the other gospels. 

Despite this situation, scholars of the Second Gospel have not abstained 
from identifying an introductory section for Mark’s narrative too. They de-
bate its extent and its function, but all the studies and the commentaries on 
Mark’s narrative agree on the presence of a narrative unit which they describe 
as introduction or prologue.1 Even if the contributions on the individual peri-
copes which make up the initial section of the Second Gospel are more nu-
merous, there is no lack of articles or monographs focusing on this narrative 
unit as a whole. Since this is also the perspective of the present study, it is 
appropriate to offer a brief summary of the results obtained by interpreters so 
far. This rapid survey will allow contextualising the enquiry within the his-
tory of research into Mark’s introduction, on the one hand; on the other, it 
will allow indicating the novelty and originality of my perspective. In the 
following summary, no claim to being exhaustive is made: I shall limit my-
self here to those contributions which I think have been most significant for 
the history of the interpretation of this text. 

1.1 Historical-critical exegesis 

Two monographs entirely devoted to the Marcan introduction appeared at the 
beginning of the 1970s and share a dominant recourse to historical exegesis. 

In chronological order, the first contribution is that of the Spaniard R. Tre-
vijano Etcheverria published, in Spanish, in 1971.2 Regarding the textual unit 
of Mark 1:1–15 as the prologue to the Second Gospel, Trevijano offers an 
analysis of each of the brief pericopes which make up this section. The aim of 
the study, which the author himself lays out at the beginning of his treatment, 
is that of identifying the historical implications and the theological signifi-
cance of Mark 1:1–15.3 The exegetical enquiry carried out on each of the 
pericopes is very attentive to the historical background of the events re-
counted in them. For example, in the chapter on the penitential preaching of 
the Baptist, Trevijano devotes a section to the information on John contained 
in Josephus and to the sectarian movements active in the Judaism of the first 

                                                           
1 I shall adopt the first of these two descriptions (introduction). The reasons for this 

choice will be explained in the first chapter. 
2 Ramon Trevijano Etcheverria, Comienzo del Evangelio: Estudio sobre el prologo de 

san Marcos, PFTNE 26 (Burgos: Ediciones Aldecoa, 1971).  
3 Trevijano Etcheverria, Comienzo, xxiii. 
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century A.D. Great care is also reserved for the textual criticism and the his-
tory of the tradition of each individual text. Here, Trevijano seeks to distin-
guish traditional material already available to the evangelist and the redac-
tional interventions of the latter. However, the greatest space is probably 
devoted to the reinterpretation of the Marcan text in the subsequent tradition 
of early Christianity: for each pericope of Mark 1:1–15, Trevijano recalls the 
way in which the other gospels (not only the Synoptics but also the Fourth 
Gospel) and other Christian texts developed the Marcan account, rereading it 
in the light of their own theology and in accordance with their own aims. By 
concentrating on the historical aspects of the text, Trevijano’s contribution is 
unsatisfactory in many ways, just like every pioneering study on a new sub-
ject. In my opinion, the treatment of the Spanish exegete is too fragmented: 
the pericopes are studied in too great isolation without sufficient notice being 
paid to the unitary nature of the section Mark 1:1–15. Moreover, the relation-
ship between this “prologue” and the subsequent Marcan narrative does not 
receive particular attention. In fact, at the end of his study, Trevijano does not 
arrive at any overall understanding of Mark 1:1–15, nor does he focus on the 
function of this section in the economy of the Marcan narrative. In my view, 
these limitations in Trevijano’s contribution are explained by his initial per-
spective, his original intention being that of writing a short commentary on 
Mark’s Gospel as a whole, as he declares in the introduction to his study.4 
Despite these unsatisfactory aspects, Trevijano’s contribution remains of 
considerable importance, especially for the study of the individual pericopes 
which make up Mark 1:1–15 and the history of their tradition. 

A few years later (1974), W. Feneberg’s study was published in Germany, 
devoted to the Marcan prologue too.5 Feneberg’s contribution is radically 
different from the previous one. Far from proposing a complete exegesis of 
the prologue (which he identifies, unusually and without any justification, as 
Mark 1:1–11), the German scholar shows himself more interested in the his-
tory of the formation of this text. After a discussion of the positions of the 
most important exegetes of Form- and Redaktionsgeschichte (O. Cullmann, 
R. Bultmann, W. Marxsen, G. Schille), Feneberg sets out his own reconstruc-
tion of the history of the tradition of Mark 1:1–11, distinguishing traditional 
material and redactional additions but not reserving any space for a careful 
commentary on these verses. With regard to this latter aspect, attention is 
devoted exclusively to some concepts found in Mark 1:1–11 which Feneberg 
claims to be particularly important: Gospel,6 conversion, the Christological 

                                                           
4 Cf. Trevijano Etcheverria, Comienzo, xxii-xxiii. 
5 Wolfgang Feneberg, Der Markusprolog: Studien zur Formbestimmung des Evange-

liums, SANT 36 (München: Kösel-Verlag, 1974). 
6 I shall use the term Gospel (capital letter) to indicate the good news, the Christian 

message, distinguishing it from the gospel (minuscule) which, from the beginning of the 
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titles (Son of God, Christ, Lord), baptism, Holy Spirit. Like Trevijano, Fene-
berg too shows no interest in the function performed by the prologue in the 
economy of the Marcan narrative. 

In sum, it can be said that the historical-critical studies offer valuable in-
formation on the history of the formation of the text of the Marcan introduc-
tion and on the history of its subsequent interpretation in the Christian tradi-
tion. The description of the specific contribution of the evangelist in the re-
daction of the text of Mark 1:1–15 and the comparison with the parallels from 
the other evangelists and the traditions of other Christian authors help to 
grasp the particular theological emphases of Mark in the introduction to his 
narrative. However, the principal limitation of this kind of contribution is the 
lack of any identification of the function performed by the initial section of 
the Second Gospel.7 

1.2  Synchronic methods 

Decidedly different in tone are the studies of the introductory section of the 
Second Gospel which were being published especially beginning from the 
last decade of the twentieth century when there was a fashion for the various 
synchronic methods in the area of biblical exegesis. Uninterested in the dia-
chronic development of the text, these methodologies are concerned with the 
text of the Marcan introduction in its final version as available today. Fur-
thermore, much more attentive to the dynamics of the Marcan narrative, these 
contributions attempt to determine the function of the initial section of the 
Second Gospel. 

In fact, the article by L. E. Keck, published some decades earlier (1966), 
had already examined the introduction of Mark 1:1–15 in a synchronic way, 
focusing, above all, on its extension as far as v. 15 in such a way as to em-
brace Jesus’ programmatic announcement about the kingdom of God: this 
delimitation would be consistent with Mark’s wish to present the beginning 
of the Gospel with his account. However, the question about the narrative 
function of Mark 1:1–15 received little space.8 It had to wait to receive a first 
answer in the contribution of F. J. Matera (1988): after devoting a section to 
the age-old question of the extent of the prologue (Mark 1:1–13) and having 

                                                                                                                                 
study I have employed to indicate the writings of the NT so-called unless in titles (Second 
Gospel, Mark’s Gospel). In the exegetical analysis of Mark 1:1, I shall make clear that, in 
Mark, the term εὐαγγέλιον does not refer to the literary genre of the Marcan writing but to 
the content of the Christian preaching. 

7 Belonging to this group is also Rudolf Pesch, “Anfang des Evangeliums Jesu Christi. 
Eine Studie zur Prolog des Markusevangeliums”, in Die Zeit Jesu: Festschrift für H. 
Schlier (ed. Günther Bornkamm and Karl Rahner; Freiburg: Herder, 1970) 108–44, which 
also devotes much space to the tradition and redaction of Mark 1:1–15. 

8 Leander E. Keck, “The Introduction to Mark’s Gospel”, NTS 12 (1966) 352–70.  
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provided a brief analysis of this text, he went on to observe how this section 
prepares for the subsequent Marcan account.9 Matera assumes an interpreta-
tion which could be described as Christological: in his opinion, the prologue 
would serve to furnish information on the identity of Jesus which was then to 
be developed and clarified in the course of the rest of the narrative. In par-
ticular, the divine sonship of Jesus, referred to in the prologue, was to help 
the reader to interpret the numerous questions and statements about the per-
son of Jesus in the first macro-section of the gospel (Mark 1:14–8:30). The 
successive sections of the Marcan narrative (Mark 8:31–10:52; 11:1–13:37; 
14:1–16:8), on the other hand, were meant to examine in depth the nature of 
Jesus’ divine sonship which was to be understood in the horizon of the cross 
where it was finally recognised. In his brief consideration of each of the sec-
tions of Mark’s Gospel, Matera is careful to indicate the references to the 
information contained in the prologue of Mark 1:1–13. In my view, Matera’s 
article has two basic merits. Firstly, he seeks to give a specific description of 
the way in which the initial section of the Second Gospel prepares for the 
continuation of the narrative. Secondly, he grasps the importance of the 
Christological theme, not only in the prologue but in the Marcan narrative as 
a whole. He shows how it is prepared in the prologue and then passes through 
the entire Marcan account like a leitmotif. Matera’s contribution undoubtedly 
represented a good basis for the successive developments in research even if 
it limited the programmatic content of the prologue to information about the 
identity of Jesus. 

More extensive and much more complete is the study of M. E. Boring 
which has become a milestone in the study of the Marcan introduction which 
he identifies as Mark 1:1–15 after an extensive analysis of the various rele-
vant proposals.10 Starting out from the structure of the section, Boring distin-
guishes between the title of the narrative of Mark as a whole (Mark 1:1) and 
the introduction proper (Mark 1:2–15) which he subdivides into two parts, 
reserved to John (Mark 1:2–8) and Jesus (Mark 1:9–15) respectively. The 
American scholar pays careful attention to the fourfold narrative function of 
Mark 1:1–15:  

1) it introduces the principal character, Jesus, presenting him as agent of 
God;  

2) it introduces the principal themes of the narrative. Boring lists five: the 
power of Christ understood as manifestation of the divine power; the story of 
Christ as expression of the action of God; the weakness of Christ as represen-
tation of the true power of God; the messianic secret as a theological means 

                                                           
9 Frank J. Matera, “The Prologue as the Interpretative Key to Mark’s Gospel”, JSNT 34 

(1988) 3–20. 
10 M. Eugene Boring, “Mark 1:1–15 and the Beginning of the Gospel”, Semeia 52 

(1990) 43–81. 
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of affirming the possibility of the recognition of Jesus as Messiah only in his 
crucifixion and resurrection; and the disciples of Christ as messianic people 
of God. In listing these five themes in Mark’s introduction, Boring demon-
strates the theological richness of Mark 1:1–15 in a much more detailed way 
than Matera, even if (apart from the last theme identified by him, concerning 
the role of disciple) the focus remains limited principally to Christology;  

3) it prepares the setting of the subsequent narrative by introducing some 
characters and by providing the space-time coordinates which locate the ac-
count of Jesus’ deeds within the perspective of the history of salvation; 

4) it establishes a relationship between the time of the Gospel and that of 
his readers. For example, the way of the Lord will have to be followed by-
whoever reads Mark’s work and wishes to become a disciple of Jesus. That 
is, Jesus’ announcement about the kingdom of God involves every one of 
Mark’s readers and demands his response of conversion and faith.11 

As can be seen, Boring’s contribution opens up multiple perspectives and 
constitutes a careful and extensive reflection on the narrative function of the 
Marcan introduction. Various of his conclusions will be taken up in the study. 

H.-J. Klauck’s monograph on the Marcan prologue is more varied method-
ologically.12 The German scholar shows an interest in different aspects of the 
text of Mark 1:1–15. On the historical side, he takes care to define the literary 
genre of these verses (prologue), as well as to try to describe Mark’s devel-
opment of the tradition at his disposal. Klauck also devotes a chapter to the 
intertextual references to the Old Testament found in the Marcan prologue: 
the conflated quotation in Mark 1:2–3, the divine declaration in Mark 1:11, 
and the allusions to Old Testament backgrounds in Mark 1:6,13. On the theo-
logical level, Klauck concentrates chiefly on the theological information 
contained in the prologue, paying particular attention to the pericope on the 
baptism and to the Christological question. Finally, he does not neglect the 
thematic relations between the initial section of Mark 1:1–15 and the subse-
quent Marcan narrative, concluding his study with the claim that the Marcan 
prologue represents an initiation for the reader who is being prepared for 
reading the Marcan narrative. For the versatility of his study, Klauck’s mono-
graph is an important contribution to research on the Marcan introduction. 
My study will be in constant dialogue with it while, at the same time, seeking 
to extend its conclusions in order to demonstrate the programmatic character 
of the opening section of Mark’s Gospel. 

                                                           
11 Interested in the role of the reader and developed according to reader-response criti-

cism is the contribution on the Marcan introduction of P. J. Sankey, “Promise and Fulfil-
ment: Reader-Response to Mark 1.1-15”, JSNT 58 (1995) 3–18. 

12 Hans-Josef Klauck, Vorspiel im Himmel? Erzähltechnik und Theologie im Mar-
kusprolog, BThSt 32 (Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener, 1997).  
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The two contributions of C. Focant and Y. Bourquin, which appeared 
among the proceedings of the international conference of the narrative analy-
sis of the Bible, held at Lausanne in 2002, are of an exclusively narrative 
nature.13 Focant’s paper concentrates mainly on the problem of the delimita-
tion of the Marcan prologue (which he ends with v. 13) and on the function of 
the conflated quotation of Mark 1:2–3, which is to be linked with the content 
of v. 1 and not to the following account of the mission of the Baptist (vv. 4–
8). More promising is the treatment of Bourquin, which I am considering in 
the more complete version of his contribution which, more recently, has been 
developed into a monograph.14 The Swiss scholar tackles various problems 
connected with the introductory section of the Second Gospel: title, delimita-
tion and (his particular element) the polysemy which characterises the text of 
Mark 1:1–15 on the syntactic, lexical and referential levels and which makes 
its interpretation complex. With regard to the narrative function of this sec-
tion, he identifies a threefold function performed by the prologue in relation 
to the Marcan narrative: 1) function of interaction. It provides the reader with 
a knowledge superior to that ofthe characters who will appear on the scene of 
the account to enable the understanding and the correct valuation of the 
events and claims which will appear in what follows; 2) intertextual function. 
The constant reference to the biblical story through numerous quotations and 
allusions to the Old Testament in Mark 1:1–15 permit the prologue to insert 
the Jesus’ event which the narrator is about to retell within the context of the 
history of salvation; 3) intratextual function. The prologue introduces the 
main character, the basic themes and the narrative universe of the following 
account by performing a propaedeutic function in its regard.15 Bourquin’s 
analysis also makes a decisive contribution to the understanding of the Mar-
can introduction. I agree fully with the three functions he proposes. My con-
tribution aims at giving a better clarification to the third of these functions, 
showing in more detail how the principal theological content of the Second 
Gospel has been anticipated in a programmatic way in its initial section. 

A final contribution which is worth highlighting is the monograph of C. 
Rose much of which is devoted to the introduction of Mark 1:1–15.16 With 
regard to methodology, the German scholar combines his narrative analysis 

                                                           
13 Camille Focant, “Fonction intertextuelle et limites du prologue de Marc”, in La Bible 

en récits: L’exégèse biblique à l’heure du lecteur (ed. D. Marguerat; MoBi[G] 48; Genève: 
Labor et Fides, 2003) 304–15; Yvan Bourquin, “Polyvalence marcienne et fonction du 
prologue”, in Bible en récits, 316–25. 

14  Yvan Bourquin, Marc: Une théologie de la fragilité (Genève: Labor et Fides, 2005) 
195–270. 

15 For this threefold function of the prologue, cf. Bourquin, Marc, 204–12.  
16 Christian Rose, Theologie als Erzählung im Markusevangelium: Eine narratologisch-

rezeptionsästhetische Untersuchung zu Mk 1,1–15, WUNT 2/236 (Tübingen: Mohr Sie-
beck, 2007).  


