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SLOW RELIGION: GOSPEL OF ST. MARK 
 

Slow Religion: The Gospel of St. Mark is a study of the Gospel intended 
to understand the context in which it was first an oral tradition than 
written and how it influenced the early Jewish-Christian movement and 
church in Christology and other matters. 
 
The class is called Slow Religion because it takes the time to explore the 
Gospel in depth and respond to class participants questions and 
interests. The class is taught with extensive written background notes 
from a variety of sources and perspectives, oral group readings, and 
overviews in writing and presented by Joe Jennings to explain, explore, 
and focus our discussion. 
 
The class is designed and taught by Joe Jennings, advisors and 
contributors include the Rev. Zoila Schoenbrun, the Rev. Br. Richard 
Edward Helmer, and Eugene E. Lemcio (Лемцьо), Ph.D., Emeritus 
Professor of New Testament, Seattle Pacific University. 
 
Prior Slow Religion Classes include St. Paul’s Letter to the Romans 
(2017-8); the Gospel of St. John (2019-20); the Holy Spirit (2020); and 
the Foundations of Christian Faith (2020-21). 
 
For further information contact: Joe Jennings, 
josephwjennings@sbcglobal.net 
 
 

OPENING PRAYER 
 
Proper 281     
Blessed Lord, who caused all holy Scriptures to be written  
for our learning:  
Grant us so to hear them, read, mark, learn,  
and inwardly digest them,  
that we may embrace and ever hold fast  
the blessed hope of everlasting life,  
which you have given us in our Savior Jesus Christ;  
who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit,  
one God, for ever and ever. Amen. 
 
QUESTIONS FOR THE SLOW RELIGION MARK SERIES 

 
1. How do I follow Jesus? 
2. How do I ask for and accept God’s grace? 
3. How do I preserve my faith under pressure and pain? 

 
  

 
1 Episcopal Book of Common Prayer pp.236 

St. Mark, Giorgio Vasari, 1570-71 
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MARK 42 
 
The Parable of the Sower 
 
4 Again he began to teach beside the sea. Such a very large crowd gathered around him that he got into 
a boat on the sea and sat there, while the whole crowd was beside the sea on the land. 2 He began to 
teach them many things in parables, and in his teaching, he said to them: 3 “Listen! A sower went out to 
sow. 4 And as he sowed, some seed fell on the path, and the birds came and ate it up. 5 Other seed fell 
on rocky ground, where it did not have much soil, and it sprang up quickly, since it had no depth of soil. 6 
And when the sun rose, it was scorched; and since it had no root, it withered away. 7 Other seed fell 
among thorns, and the thorns grew up and choked it, and it yielded no grain. 8 Other seed fell into good 
soil and brought forth grain, growing up and increasing and yielding thirty and sixty and a hundredfold.” 9 
And he said, “Let anyone with ears to hear listen!” 
 
The Purpose of the Parables 
 
10 When he was alone, those who were around him along with the twelve asked him about the parables. 
11 And he said to them, “To you has been given the secret[a] of the kingdom of God, but for those 
outside, everything comes in parables; 12 in order that 
 

‘they may indeed look, but not perceive, 
    and may indeed listen, but not understand; 
so that they may not turn again and be forgiven.’” 

 
13 And he said to them, “Do you not understand this parable? Then how will you understand all the 
parables? 14 The sower sows the word. 15 These are the ones on the path where the word is sown: 
when they hear, Satan immediately comes and takes away the word that is sown in them. 16 And these 
are the ones sown on rocky ground: when they hear the word, they immediately receive it with joy. 17 But 
they have no root, and endure only for a while; then, when trouble or persecution arises on account of the 
word, immediately they fall away.[b] 18 And others are those sown among the thorns: these are the ones 
who hear the word, 19 but the cares of the world, and the lure of wealth, and the desire for other things 
come in and choke the word, and it yields nothing. 20 And these are the ones sown on the good soil: they 
hear the word and accept it and bear fruit, thirty and sixty and a hundredfold.” 
 
A Lamp under a Bushel Basket 
 
21 He said to them, “Is a lamp brought in to be put under the bushel basket, or under the bed, and not on 
the lampstand? 22 For there is nothing hidden, except to be disclosed; nor is anything secret, except to 
come to light. 23 Let anyone with ears to hear listen!” 24 And he said to them, “Pay attention to what you 
hear; the measure you give will be the measure you get, and still more will be given you. 25 For to those 
who have, more will be given; and from those who have nothing, even what they have will be taken 
away.” 
 
The Parable of the Growing Seed 
 
26 He also said, “The kingdom of God is as if someone would scatter seed on the ground, 27 and would 
sleep and rise night and day, and the seed would sprout and grow, he does not know how. 28 The earth 

 
2 All Bible quotations and footnotes are from the New Revised Standard Version at Biblegateway.com 
New Revised Standard Version Bible, copyright © 1989 the Division of Christian Education of the National 
Council of the Churches of Christ in the United States of America. Used by permission. All rights 
reserved. 
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produces of itself, first the stalk, then the head, then the full grain in the head. 29 But when the grain is 
ripe, at once he goes in with his sickle, because the harvest has come.” 
 
The Parable of the Mustard Seed 
 
30 He also said, “With what can we compare the kingdom of God, or what parable will we use for it? 31 It 
is like a mustard seed, which, when sown upon the ground, is the smallest of all the seeds on earth; 32 
yet when it is sown it grows up and becomes the greatest of all shrubs, and puts forth large branches, so 
that the birds of the air can make nests in its shade.” 
 
The Use of Parables 
 
33 With many such parables he spoke the word to them, as they were able to hear it; 34 he did not speak 
to them except in parables, but he explained everything in private to his disciples. 
 
Jesus Stills a Storm 
 
35 On that day, when evening had come, he said to them, “Let us go across to the other side.” 36 And 
leaving the crowd behind, they took him with them in the boat, just as he was. Other boats were with him. 
37 A great windstorm arose, and the waves beat into the boat, so that the boat was already being 
swamped. 38 But he was in the stern, asleep on the cushion; and they woke him up and said to him, 
“Teacher, do you not care that we are perishing?” 39 He woke up and rebuked the wind, and said to the 
sea, “Peace! Be still!” Then the wind ceased, and there was a dead calm. 40 He said to them, “Why are 
you afraid? Have you still no faith?” 41 And they were filled with great awe and said to one another, “Who 
then is this, that even the wind and the sea obey him?” 
 

Footnotes 
Mark 4:11 Or mystery 
Mark 4:17 Or stumble 
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OVERVIEW3 
The three seed parables serve as a commentary on Jesus’ proclamation of the kingdom.  The intent of 
the seed parables is to allow people to understand the failures and disappointments in their own 
experiences of Christianity and have a sign of hope that ultimately there will be explosive growth and an 
abundant harvest. 
 
4:1-9 The Parable of the Sower 
Two different interpretations: 

1. It can be assurance to those who receive the “seed” that all in the end will be well. The harvest 
will come. (This interpretation is consistent with the other two parables about seeds in the 
chapter). 

2. Or it can be a warning to those who hear the message to ensure that they receive it properly  and 
not be like the three types of unproductive soil. (This could mean that the difference is deliberate 
by Mark.) 

The 3 kinds of soil suggest they are of interest themselves rather than just a counterpoint to the “good” 
soil. The parable could be a caution to people that they take care how they receive the preaching of 
Jesus. It is not just encouragement to the good soil. It is also a warning to those who listen to make sure 
that they are good soil.  
 
4:10-20 The Purpose of the Parables 
The Sower combines two elements that form the core of Mark’s story and are necessary for 
understanding the gospel: 

• Christology: 4:3-9 explains the meaning of Jesus; and, 
• Discipleship: 4:14-20 explains the meaning of discipleship. 

 
4:14 The “seed” is the “word” – the Gospel 
4:15 The “seed” now become the hearers – the potential disciples 
 
The obstacles to hearing: 
4:15 “Satan immediately comes and takes away the word” 
4:17 “trouble and persecution” and “Falling away” 
4:17 “cares of the world, and the lure of wealth, and the desire for other” 
 
4:21-25 A Lamp under a Bushel Basket 
The lamp on a lampstand asserts that Jesus is not subordinate to anything but supreme over all things, 
and the light by which people are enabled to see. God’s purpose with Jesus is to enlighten and reveal. 
For the present the kingdom of God and Jesus role in it remain largely hidden. The concealment of the 
present hour contains the seeds of what will be revealed. 
 
4:26-29 The Parable of the Growing Seed 
Jesus advocates revolutionary patience and hope for the kingdom. The seed is scattered on the ground 
and the earth produces. Jesus is focusing on the process by which the seed matures to the harvest 
(4:27). Referencing Joel 3:13 “Put in the sickle for the harvest is ripe”. The vocation of the disciple is not 
to provoke the harvest but to tend to the sowing. YHWH’s judgement against oppressive systems will 
come, a counterpoint to the people who say nothing will ever change. 
 
4:30-32 The Parable of the Mustard Seed 
The difference with the Growing Seed is the focus on contrast rather than growth. The kingdom of God is 
not something human beings bring about – it is something God gives.  

 
3 The Overview uses notes from Brown, Raymond E., S.S., An Introduction to the New Testament; Barton 
and Muddiman, Oxford Bible Commentary;  Edwards, James R., The Pillar New Testament Commentary, 
The Gospel According to Mark; Lane, William L., The New International Commentary on the New 
Testament, The Gospel of Mark;  Malina, Bruce J., and Richard L. Rohrbaugh, Social-Science 
Commentary on the Synoptic Gospels. 
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In the Hebrew Bible, birds nesting in branches can allude to the inclusion of Gentiles in God’s chosen 
people. This is a clue to the meaning of the Mustard Seed Parable – God’s grace is for all people. It may 
have been a signal to Mark’s Gentile readers they too are included in the kingdom of God. 
 
4:33-34 The Use of Parables 
Jesus is doing two things: he is veiled in his disclosures with the crowd; and unveiled in his discussions 
with his smaller group, though they have limited understanding of what he is saying. This is the pattern for 
Mark’s Gospel overall. In his private instruction Jesus gives the disciples the mystery of the Kingdom as 
present in his person. Only through revelation does the enigma become partially resolved; not until the 
consummation (to take the perspective of the parables) will it become resolved for all people. 
 
4:35-41 Jesus Stills a Storm 
The narrative focus on the story is faith: 4:38 The disciples’ panic during the storm and accuse Jesus of 
forsaking them. 4:40 Jesus responds by asking them: “Why are you afraid? Have you still no faith?” 
This shows that the real threat to faith comes not from lack of knowledge but from doubt and fear. 
 
The disciples are in awe because they have witnessed the supernatural, gotten a glimpse of Jesus’ true 
identity, authority, and power, and this may terrify them more than the storm. It is shocking to them that 
they are in the presence of God, and this awareness is unsettling and perhaps terrifying.  
 
To ask: “Who then is this,” is to be reminded that the Israelites following God into the desert and watching 
God destroy the Egyptians led the people to fear the Lord and put their trust in him (Exodus 14:31). The 
question for Mark’s readers and the disciples, is this: will our/their fear lead us/them also to “put their trust 
in him?”. 
 
REFLECTION 
 
How do I receive the “Word”? 
How to I help sow the “Word” 
Do I have faith in the “Harvest”? 
 
CLOSING PRAYER 
 

Almighty God, you gave to your servant Mark, the Evangelist,  
special gifts of grace to teach the truth  
of your unconditional Mercy, Justice and Love for all peoples. 
Grant that by this teaching, we may faithfully live into our prayer and worship of you. 
 

Lord, have Mercy 
Christ, have Mercy 
Love, have Mercy. Amen 

The Rev. Zoila Schoenbrun 
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GEOGRAPHY OF THE GOSPEL ACCORDING TO MARK 
 

 
Source : https://visualunit.me/2011/02/03/palestine-map/ 

Chapter 4 
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Pericope4 Mark Matthew Luke John 
The Parable of the Sower 4:1-9 13:1-9 8:4-8  

The Reason for Speaking in Parables 4:10-12 
4:25 

13:10-17 8:9-10 
8:18b 

10:23-24 

 

Interpretation of the Parable of the 
Sower 

4:13-20 13:18-23 8:11-15  

“He who has Ears to Hear, Let him 
Hear” 

4:21-25 5:15 
7:2 

10:26 
13:12 

8:16-18  

The Parable of the Growing Seed 4:26-29    

The Parable of the Mustard Seed 4:30-32 13:31-32 13:18-19  

Jesus' Use of Parables 4:33-34 13:34-35   

Stilling the Storm 4:35-41 8:23-27 8:22-25  
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USEFUL VIDEOS 
 
The Gospel of St. Mark, as read by David Suchet, St. Paul’s Cathedral, 2017 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JjOgcMQXvSc\ 
 
Yale Divinity School: Introduction to Gospel of St. Mark, Introduction to New Testament (RLST 152), 
Spring 2009 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yd5sXfFboxA 
 
Yale Bible Study Series: Yale Divinity School Professor Emeritus David L. Bartlett and Minister Allen R. 
Hilton discuss the Gospel of Mark (1 of 8), 2009 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7SV28dpVr5I&list=PLBAB8086DE927F07F&index=48 
 
 
The Gospel of St. Mark, NT Wright, 2012 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zY5nQAsscxM&list=PLfJJCBFpVGpjUGXS71Wwpz6MyNqWUmQ6Y 
 
The Gospel of Mark, Paula Gooder (1 of 2), 2012 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XyV2tuE84FA 
 
Great Courses: David Brakke, Ph.D., M.Div., Understanding the New Testament, Jesus as the Suffering 
Son of Man in Mark, Available through Kanopy or at 
https://www.thegreatcourses.com/courses/understanding-the-new-testament 
  


