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Abstract

This essay explores the Gospel of Mark through the lens of disability, with attention to understandings of
disability in the ancient world, the language of affliction, questions of faith and sin, forms of healing, and the
agency of the impaired person. The essay examines the “powers” in the Gospel of Mark as a form of empire
and demonstrates how Jesus’s action in casting out demons and unclean spirits is a disruption of the status
quo at a cosmic level.
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Introduction

I regularly teach a class at Perkins School of Theology called “Evil, Suffering, and Death in the
New Testament” (sometimes affectionately called “the Evil class,” for short). Though I have printed
my officially approved course goals in the syllabus, on the first day of class I say to my students,
“My real goal is for us to stop saying stupid stuff about evil, suffering, and death.” Part of that goal
entails thinking more deeply about issues such as the Bible and disability.

The Americans with Disabilities Act took effect in 1990 as an attempt to ensure rights for per-
sons with disabilities. Twenty percent of Americans are disabled, and the number is growing. If we
live long enough, we all are likely to become a part of this group as disease, injury, trauma, or
advancing age take away full health, mobility, sight and/or hearing. Thus, we are all “temporarily
able-bodied.”

In the summer of 2014, I participated in the Summer Institute on Theology and Disability.! In
addition to delivering a plenary lecture on Disability in the Johannine Literature, I co-taught a four-
day seminar with Jeremy Schipper on “Scriptural Representations of Disability.” One stated theme
for the week was “Disability as Question and Questioner.” Indeed.

1  http://bethesdainstitute.org/Summer-Institute-on-Theology-and-Disability-History
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As part of the good news that the kingdom of God has come near in Jesus, the Gospels narrate
numerous stories of miraculous cures. While healing is always a worthy goal of Christian practice
to be celebrated whenever and wherever it occurs, the cure stories are not necessarily unmitigated
good news for those faithful people who live with various chronic disabilities. As Kerry Wynn

“The two most common assumptions in popular theology that marginalize people with dis-
”2

notes:
abilities are (1) disability is caused by sin, and (2) if one has enough faith, one will be healed.

Disability studies is a relatively new discipline in the humanities (and even newer in biblical
studies) that attends to the “economic, political, social, cultural, and religious aspects of the ways
disability is defined, experienced, and managed by groups and individuals.”? In disability studies it
is customary to distinguish between impairment (a physiological, medical phenomenon) and dis-
ability (a social phenomenon). A society disables people who have impairments when it refuses to
take steps to ensure that all members of society have equal access to the benefits of that society,
including education, transportation, employment, architecture that can be navigated, and political
power—all of which are entitlements that people with no impairments usually take for granted.
There is some debate about designations, but for this essay I will distinguish between temporarily
able-bodied persons (TABs) and persons with disabilities (PWDs).

There is another important distinction between “cure” and “healing,” which are not synonyms.
“Cure” refers to the elimination of impairment at the individual level. “Healing” refers to a person’s
experience of integration and reconciliation to self, God, and the community. “Healing” may or may
not involve a “cure.” Just as impairment is experienced on an individual basis, so is a “cure.” Just as a
“disability” is a communally imposed limitation, so also “healing” is a communally based liberation.

A third distinction concerns the way in which an impaired person views his or her own impair-
ment. Not all impairments cause pain and suffering that require healing. Not all people with impair-
ments consider their disabilities as tragic losses.

This essay explores the Gospel of Mark through the lens of disability, giving attention to such
topics as impairment and disability in the ancient world, forms of healing (whether or not these
involve a “cure”), and the agency of the impaired person. I begin by situating the reader in the
method, defining terms, and making some general comments and observations about disability in
Mark. I then use the method to explore a few specific passages.* If successful, the essay will signal
issues, raise awareness, start or continue a conversation, and direct the reader to further resources.
The Gospel of Mark is a narrative that intentionally aims, through story, to persuade the reader of
its thesis statement: “The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come near; repent, and

2 Kerry H. Wynn, “Johannine Healings and Otherness of Disability,” Perspectives in Religious Studies 34
(2007): 61-75 (61).

3 Jaime Clark-Soles, Engaging the Word: The New Testament and the Christian Believer (Louisville:
Westminster John Knox, 2010), 135.

4 To date there is no full-scale treatment of the Gospel of Mark from a disability perspective. I hope that
lacuna is soon filled.

tt

tt
tk

Je

ef
5

ar
th

at
la:



w

f— w

b1l

at

Clark-Soles 161

believe in the good news” (Mark 1:15). The rest of the Gospel unpacks the meaning of Jesus’s
inaugural declaration. What does it mean that the time has been fulfilled in Jesus’s coming? What
is the kingdom of God, and how do we know it when we see it? What is the good news, according
to Mark? Is it good news for people with disabilities?

The Language of Affliction and Healing in Mark

The Gospel of Mark contains numerous references to cures and healing. There are stories of indi-
vidual healings, summaries of numerous healings, and references to the physical senses (or lack
thereof) as metaphor (e.g., 4:9). In Mark, there are many ways to be afflicted and a number of ways
to be made well.

The Language of Affliction in Mark

The Gospel of Mark describes impairments or disabilities in terms of demon-possession or illness,
or as named impairments. Some characters are disabled by what Mark identifies as “demons” or
“unclean spirits,” which was a common view of illness in the first century. The man in 1:21-28 has
an unclean spirit, as does the man from Gerasa (5:1-20). The Syrophoenician woman’s daughter
has an unclean spirit (7:25), further named as a demon (v. 26). Mark 9:14-29 narrates the story of
a boy with an unclean spirit (9:25), and Jesus himself is accused of having an unclean spirit (3:30)
named Beelzebul (3:22), and of having “gone out of his mind” (3:21). In certain places we find
narrative summaries in which Mark conveys that Jesus did many more miraculous deeds that are
not individually narrated in the Gospel. For example: “Whenever the unclean spirits saw him, they
fell down before him and shouted, ‘You are the Son of God!’” (3:11; see also 1:32-34).

Of course, as the Son of God, Jesus has authority over the unclean spirits. Mark 3:27 indicates
that Jesus busied himself with tying up the strong man—Satan—and plundering his house. In the
Markan summary at 1:39, we see him do two things as he goes throughout Galilee: he proclaims
the message and casts out demons. He commands his disciples to do the same (3:15). He gives
them this power (6:7) and they succeed (6:13), but they also fail (9:14-29). Moreover, we learn that
the ability to cast out demons is not limited to Jesus or his followers (9:38).

Other people in the Gospel are described as “being ill” (kakos echontas in 1:32, 34 and 6:53-56).
Jesus declares that he comes for the sick, not those who do not need a physician (2:17). Jesus is an
effective physician, unlike the physicians who had failed to cure the woman with the flow of blood
(5:26). Sometimes Mark identifies people by their name and their impairment. Which Simon? Simon
the leper (14:3). Which Bartimaeus? Blind Bartimaeus (10:46). More often, a person is nameless
and is identified entirely with the disability: the leper, the blind man, the paralytic, the woman with
the flow of blood. This form of identification with the person’s impairment poses a problem.

Modern disability activists have taught us to see persons with disabilities as persons first. A dis-
ability is only one aspect of a person and not the main one. Thus, it is important to use “person-first”
language when referring to anyone with a disability. A feature of the new Common English Bible
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(CEB) translation that I greatly appreciate is its commitment to person-first language. For instance,
where the NRSV has “the leper,” the CEB has “the man with the skin disease” (1:40). Where the
NRSV has “a deaf man,” the CEB has “a man who was deaf” (7:32). In addition to people who are
blind (syphlos, 8:22-23; 10:46, 49, 51) or who have leprosy (lepra, 1:42), there are a man with a
withered hand (exérammenén tén cheira, 3:1); a little girl “at the point of death™ (eschatds, 5:23); a
woman with a flow of blood (en rhysei haimatos, 5:25); people who are hearing-impaired (kophos,
7:32, 37), have a speech impediment (mogilalos, 7:32), or cannot speak at all (alalos, 9:17); a man
who is “crippled” (kyllos, 9:43); and there is also reference to being lame (ckdlos, 9:45).

The Language of Healing in Mark

If the language of affliction is varied in Mark, the language of healing is overwhelming and active.
Jesus rebukes spirits (epitimad, 1:25). Both Jesus and the disciples “cast out” demons (exercho-
mai, 1:25-26; ekballd, 1:34) and cure (therapeuo, 1:34; 3:10; 6:5, 13). Jesus “lifts up” or “raises”
(egeird) a woman and a little girl and causes them to stand (1:31; 5 :41-42). He makes people clean
(kathairo, 1:41), forgives sins (aphiémi hamartias, 2:10), makes well (sozo, 5:34; 6:56; cf. 5:23,
28), and cures (igomai, 5:29). People get up and walk, gain or regain their sight, and their problems
and illnesses leave them. Ears are opened, tongues released, those who are deaf hear, and those who
could not speak now speak. Note that much of this healing involves touch (3:10; 5:27-28; 6:56;

7:33; 8:22, 25; 10:13).

Sin and Disability in Mark

A connection between sin and disability is almost non-existent in Mark; would that this were so in
the contemporary experience of persons with disabilities who have to defend themselves against
assumptions that an impairment is their “fault” and might to some extent be “deserved.” Only the
story of the man with paralysis pairs sin and disability in the Gospel of Mark (2:5).

We know that some ancients believed that disability was caused by sin. As interpreters, we can
handle this fact in different ways. We can, on the one hand, uncritically accept that belief and
assume no difference between the first century and the twenty-first century. Or we can reject the
idea completely and assume no similarity between the first century and the twenty-first century. I
choose neither option. The subject deserves more nuance than either of those extremes affords.

The connection between sin and disability is not an “either/or” but a “both/and.” Certainly, in
the Gospel of John, Jesus’s disciples assume sinfulness in the case of a man born blind: “Rabbi,
who sinned, this man or his parents, that he was born blind?” (John 9:2). Jesus, though, roundly
rejects their assumption: “Neither this man nor his parents sinned” (9:3). Therefore, we should be

wary of connecting sin with disabling conditions.

On the other hand, I think part of the genius of Scripture is to testify to the complex, nuanced
reality of our lives: sometimes we do experience disabling conditions because of our sin or that of
others. Because life itself is so complicated, the text warns us that there is there is no “one size fits
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all” explanation for the reality of our different lives. Discerning the truth always requires humility
and discernment. Finding a way to move forward into God’s future story for us requires an accurate
assessment of our current situation. The disciples in John 9 had it wrong, so they were unable to
offer any healing to the blind man; rather, they added to his suffering with their devastatingly
wrong theology.

With regard to Mark 2:1-12, I would affirm both of these things: (1) Mark uses the story to show
Jesus’s authority to forgive sin; and (2) persons with disabilities (PWDs) are not more or less sinful
than anyone else. Temporarily able-bodied persons (TABs) make two mistakes with reference to
sinfulness. First, many blame victims for their disability and try causally to connect sin and disabil-
ity. Second, well-meaning TABs sometimes go to the opposite extreme and treat PWDs as sinless
innocents in need of charity and special treatment. In so doing, however, they infantilize PWDs and
treat them as “others.” Persons with disabilities are no different from anyone else—all have sinned
and fall short of the glory of God (Rom 3:23).

In the following analysis of two related stories about Jesus healing blindness, I will examine the
ways in which our assumptions about “disability” pose questions about our society’s role in healing.

Disability as Question and Questioner: Two Stories of Healing
Persons with Blindness

Markan rhetorical technique often works in a two-stage manner by using a framing device called
an inclusio. The frame helps readers interpret the meaning of the material inside it. The Gospel of
Mark contains two healing stories about people with blindness (8:22—26 and 10:46-52). The two
healing stories about blindness form an inclusio. We are supposed to interpret what lies in between
in light of the frame.

What lies between the two stories? All three of Jesus’s Passion predictions (8:31; 9:31; 10:33-34;
cf. 9:9-13) and the disciples’ reactions to these predictions. After the first prediction, Peter rebukes
Jesus, and Jesus declares: “Get behind me, Satan! For you are setting your mind not on divine things
but on human things” (8:33). After the second prediction, the disciples show their incomprehension
by immediately debating which among them is the greatest (9:33-34). After the third, James and
John immediately request to sit at his right and left (10:35-37). After these predictions and misun-
derstandings, Jesus performs his last miracle by healing Bartimaeus of his blindness (10:46-52). A
contrast is being made, therefore: the disciples have physical sight, but no insight. Those who are
presented as blind gain sight. All of the material is used, of course, for the sake of the reader so that
he or she may come to understand who Jesus is and what faithful discipleship entails.

Sight and Insight in Mark 8:22-26

The first healing story is set in the context of the disciples’ failure to understand Jesus’s mission, and
this setting tends to influence interpretation of the healing, In 8:17-21, just prior to Jesus’s healing the
first blind man, Jesus questions the disciples’ (mis)understanding of his miraculous deed of feeding
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the four thousand. He asks them a series of questions, including these: “Do you still not perceive or
understand? . . . Do you have eyes, but fail to see? Do you have ears, and fail to hear?” The passage
ends with these words: “Do you not yet understand?” (v. 21). Mark is famous for portraying the disci-
ples as lacking in a number of ways. Their failure is part of Mark’s larger ironic portrayal of “insiders”
vs. “outsiders.” Those who should be “in the know” (the Twelve, the religious leaders) fail to under-
stand Jesus and his mission, while those outside Jesus’s circle understand who he is (the woman with
the flow of blood, Gentiles, demons). The man who is blind is no exception to this pattern.

As soon as Jesus chastises his disciples for having no insight or understanding, Mark tells this
story about a person who is physically blind but after encounter with Jesus comes to see “every-
thing clearly” (8:22-26 [v. 25]). The emphasis on “sight” is heightened by Mark’s use of several
different verbs for “seeing” (blepd, diablepd, anablepd, emblepd) in a very brief passage.

The nameless person in the story is referred to only by the adjective “blind.” Notice that he does
not come by his own agency; rather, “they” (the disciples? the townspeople?) bring the man to
Jesus, and they beg him to touch the man. Jesus’s touch and touching Jesus or his clothing is a tool
of healing throughout the miracle stories (1:41; 3:10; 5:27-28, 30-31; 6:56; 7:33; 8:22; 10:13).
Jesus takes the man away from the village, puts saliva on his eyes, and lays his hands on him (cf.
John 9:6). This technique, though foreign to our own experience, was a common practice of first-
century wonder-workers.5 Jesus asks the man if he can see anything, and the man “regain[s] his
sight” (anablepd, lit. “look upward”) in 8:23-24. The fact that the man says that the people look
like trees walking about (v. 24) raises the question as to whether he was born blind or lost his sight
at some point. From a disability perspective, those are two different experiences. For persons born
blind, blindness is normal. Those who lose their sight may experience blindness as tragic.

Jesus’s initial healing action is not fully efficacious, so he lays his hands on the man’s eyes a
second time; only then does the man see clearly and fully (two different verbs are used here:
diablepo, “see clearly”; and emblepo, “to look at something directly and therefore intently”
[BDAG]). The two-stage healing applies metaphorically to Peter in particular: with partial sight he
knows enough to call Jesus the Messiah, but he also has continuing partial blindness, evident in his
desire to have Jesus abandon the sacrificial aspect of his mission (8:32-33). The man’s two-stage
healing represents the two-stage healing of the disciples in general: they only partially understand
Jesus’s identity (as a powerful wonder-worker), but cannot fully understand who Jesus is until they
“see” the whole story unfold on the cross. Even more broadly, the healing story also represents two
stages of Christian belief and practice (this is where we, the readers, come in), because stage one is

5 According to Suetonius, numerous healings were ascribed to the emperor Vespasian (see Twelve
Caesars, Vesp. 1:2-3). Philostratus’s Life of Apollonius of Tyana recounts miracles done by Apollonius.
Inscriptional and literary evidence shows that Asclepius was credited with healing abilities as well. For
more information, see Adela Yarbro Collins, Mark: A Commentary, Hermeneia (Minneapolis: Fortress,
2007), 391-92. Mark never indicates that Jesus was nof a wonder-worker; rather, he was a master at it.
What makes Jesus different from the other wonder-workers is that despite his power and ability and poten-
tial for unlimited self-aggrandizement, he instead chooses the way of the cross.



1€
is
1e

d

i)
is

ve
18.
‘or
ss,
it.

Clark-Soles 165

the Gospel and stage two is the church—what we do once we know the full story of who Jesus is
from our post-Easter vantage point.

Most interpreters understand this healing story metaphorically, as does Adela Yarbro Collins:

The blind man himself, being an individual in need of physical healing, also represents the
“blind” disciples. . . . The evidence of the text . . . supports a symbolic reading. The allusion
to Jeremiah in v. 18 implies that the disciples are “blind.” The section in which Jesus gives
the disciples extensive private instruction (8:27-10:45) is framed by two stories about healing
the blind. . . . A symbolic reading is supported also by the use of blindness as a metaphor in
Greek and biblical traditions. In Greek tragedy, among the pre-Socratics, and in Plato’s works,
blindness is a metaphor for ignorance. In the Bible, Isa 6:9-10 and Jer 5:21 use the metaphor of
blindness for the impenitence and obstinacy of the people. Mark cites both of these passages.®

This type of metaphorical interpretation raises a number of issues if we read from a disability
perspective. First, why must we assume that every blind person is in need of physical healing? Not
all blind people consider their condition abnormal or themselves as in need of healing. Tiffany and
Ringe ask, “Why is such a premium placed on able-bodiedness? Why is the ‘good news’ not
expressed as a world made accessible to and accepting of persons of all physical, mental, and psy-
chological circumstances, rather than as persons changed to conform to the world’s norms?”’

Second, what about personal agency? Is it not the blind person’s decision whether or not to seek
a cure? Not all impairments are painful or impossible to bear physically. Nancy Eiseland addresses
this concern in her groundbreaking book The Disabled God.? Society expects those with impair-
ments to do everything in their power to attempt to gain a “normate” body;’ if they do not, even
medical staff can be reluctant to help them because they are viewed as “non-compliant.”

In the story Mark narrates in 8:22-26, everyone around the blind man assumed he should want
to see; they beg Jesus to touch him (v. 22). Generally speaking, most temporarily able-bodied per-
sons fear becoming disabled, so they warm to a story that concludes with a person receiving a body
freed of an impairment. Notice that the man in the story does not act under his own agency. People
take him to Jesus; Jesus takes him somewhere else; Jesus acts upon his body and tells him where

6 Collins, Mark, 393-95.

7 Fredrick C. Tiffany and Sharon H. Ringe, Biblical Interpretation: A Roadmap (Nashville: Abingdon,
1996), 183; as quoted by Colleen Grant, “Reinterpreting the Healing Narratives,” in Human Disability and
the Service of God, ed. Nancy L. Eiesland and Don E. Saliers (Nashville: Abingdon, 1998), 72-87 (78).

8 Nancy L. Eiesland, The Disabled God: Toward a Liberatory Theology of Disability (Nashville: Abingdon,
1994).

9 This word was coined by Rosemarie Garland Thomson in her book Extraordinary Bodies: Figuring Physical
Disability in American Culture and Literature (New York: Columbia University Press, 1997). The neol-
ogism “designates the social figure through which people can represent themselves as definitive human
beings. Normate, then, is the constructed identity of those who, by way of the bodily configurations and
cultural capital they assume, can step into a position of authority and wield the power it grants them” (8).
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to go or not to go. The man appears as reactive rather than proactive. Persons with disabilities often
experience this violation of boundaries. People in wheelchairs experience being “moved out of the
way” without anyone first asking their permission. In contrast, no one would put unwelcomed
hands on the bodies of temporarily able-bodied adults to move them.

Third, the story points to the ambiguity of touch. If transgressing boundaries of touch can be an
issue (as in moving a person in a wheelchair without his or her permission), so can lack of touch.
Even though the Gospel story shows that Jesus’s touch heals, sometimes temporarily able-bodied
persons are overly reluctant to touch a person with a disability, because they are afraid the person
is too frail. Also, at an irrational level, they might fear that the disability is somehow

“contagious.”

Fourth, as mentioned above, disability as a metaphor has numerous pitfalls, especially when the
disability is a metaphor for a negative trait to be overcome. Such is the case when blindness is
associated with ignorance. The negative association of ignorance is mapped onto the bodies of real
blind people, and they are viewed as “less than.”

Finally, the habit of identifying a character or a person with their disability leads to “erasure” of
the person. In Mark 8:22-26 the unnamed man, who barely speaks, appears as a cipher; he is
merely a tool to drive the plot forward and to demonstrate a larger point about insightful vs. igno-
rant discipleship. His presence is anemic; his body and person are merely “acted upon.” This
amounts to erasure. To “erase” the disability may be a move to “erase” the person.'? The man mat-
ters only because he was both a blind person and became cured. He is his impairment, nothing
more. Had he kept the impairment, he would not be useful to the story.

Sight and Insight in Mark 10:46-52

How does the healing of a blind man in Mark 8 compare to the one in ch. 10? First, the man in
10:46-52 has a name: Bartimaeus. He is further identified as a “blind beggar” sitting along the
“way” (hodos, v. 46). Second, he himself actively calls out to Jesus by name and with the title “Son
of David” (v. 47). He demands that Jesus have mercy upon him. Many people attempt to control him
and rob him of agency by ordering him to silence. But far from capitulating, he instead boldly acts
up and gets even louder as he repeats the title Son of David and the demand (v. 48). Jesus rewards his
defiance by summoning him; far from being led, this man energetically throws off his cloak, “springs
up,” and comes of his own accord (v. 50). Unlike the earlier story, where Jesus assumes the man
wants to be healed, here he asks Bartimaeus what he specifically wants (v. 51a). Now calling Jesus
Rabbouni (“my rabbi,” or “my teacher”), the man makes a direct request: to see (anablepd, v. 51b).
Jesus declares that the man’s faith has made him well. Immediately, the man receives exactly what
he requested—to see (anableps). But this story ends on a decidedly different note than the earlier
one, in which Jesus sends the man home (8:26). Here we learn that the man “follows” (akoloutheo)

10 Amos Yong addresses this well in his book Theology and Down Syndrome: Reimagining Disability in
Late Modernity (Waco, TX: Baylor University Press, 2007).
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Jesus on the way (hodos, v. 52). Both akoloutheé (follow) and hodos (way) are theologically loaded
terms in Mark’s Gospel. In 1:17-18, Jesus said: “‘Follow me and I will make you fish for people.’
And immediately they left their nets and followed him.” The same occurs with Levi in 2:14. To fol-
low in Mark means to be a disciple of Jesus: “If any want to become my followers, let them deny
themselves and take up their cross and follow me” (8:34), a statement that comes after Jesus’s rebuke
of Peter (note also that in 14:54 Peter follows “at a distance”). So, like the disciples, Bartimaeus fol-
lows Jesus; his story highlights the failure of the disciples to understand the way of the cross, vividly
on display just prior to the encounter with Bartimaeus (10:32-37).

The “way” (hodos) is also translated “road,” “path,” and “journey” in the NRSV. It first appears
in Mark 1:2 in a quotation from Isa 40:3, about the forerunner who will “prepare the way.” Numerous
important questions related to dis