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Blessed Lord,

who caused all holy Scriptures to be written for our learning:

help us so to hear them,

to read, mark, learn and inwardly digest them

that, through patience, and the comfort of your holy word,

we may embrace and for ever hold fast

the hope of everlasting life,

which you have given us in our Saviour Jesus Christ,

who is alive and reigns with you,

in the unity of the Holy Spirit,

one God, now and for ever.

Amen.
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Mark’s Gospel  
and the Five Marks of Mission
These five Bible studies, to start each business day at ACC-18, are 
based on the early chapters of Mark’s gospel and especially on 
passages which show Jesus and the disciples serving God’s mission in 
a range of ways. These are designed to offer inspiration for the work 
of the ACC as it undertakes consultation around the Five Marks of 
Mission. On each day a Bible study will introduce and reflect on one 
of the Marks with the help of Mark’s gospel and allow this to inform 
all the consultation that takes place.

Within each bible study each participant will be invited to share their 
experiences of that Mark of Mission, allowing them to contribute to 
the thinking of the ACC and also allowing everyone to grow in their 
awareness and understanding of other ways of doing mission from 
other contexts. Participants also will see how Mark’s gospel affirms 
and constructively challenges their experience and understanding of 
mission in different ways.
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Each bible study will last 90 mins, with the following steps: 

1. Opening prayers and introduction to the Bible study by the chair.

2. Short testimony from an invited speaker from one of the five 
regions of the Anglican Communion (starting with the hosts) on 
how the designated Mark of Mission finds expression in their own 
context and in their own personal life, to stimulate everyone to 
also share how it finds expression in their own contexts and own 
lives. (5 mins)

3. Sharing around tables of how this Mark of Mission finds expression 
in everyone’s own context and in their own lives. (25 mins)

4. Introduction to the set passage from Mark’s gospel, by a 
theological adviser, showing how it provides foundations and 
guidance on that Mark of Mission (see below). (10 mins)

5. Discussion of how the passage from Mark’s gospel speaks to what 
has been shared already: how does it affirm it, and how does it 
constructively challenge it? (30 mins)

6. Three tables each day offer their findings to the plenary, allowing 
delegates to speak to the Council as a whole. Delegates also send 
feedback to a dedicated email address or a special app. (20 mins)
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First Session – Sunday

Tell 

Mk 1.9-15 and the first Mark of Mission: 
‘To proclaim the Good News of the Kingdom of God’

Second Session – Monday

Teach 

Mk 1.16-20 and the second Mark of Mission: 
‘To teach, baptise and nurture new believers’

Third Session – Tuesday

Tend 

Mark 1.21-39 and the Third Mark of Mission: 
‘To respond to human need by loving service’

Fourth Session – Thursday

Transform 

Mark 2.23-3.6 and the Fourth Mark of Mission: 
‘To transform unjust structures of society, to challenge violence of 
every kind and pursue peace and reconciliation’

Fifth Session – Friday

Treasure 

Mark 4.1-2, 24-36 and the fifth Mark of Mission: 
‘To strive to safeguard the integrity of creation, and sustain and renew 
the life of the earth
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Introducing Mark’s Gospel

1 Donald Senior and Carroll Stuhlmueller, The Biblical Foundations of Mission, Orbis 1988. 
This volume has established itself as a core introduction to its subject.

The four gospels are narratives, telling a story out of the past. They 
do this not just to hand on information but to instruct, encourage 
and inspire their readers: ‘The Gospels summon up the past in order 
to proclaim the meaning of Christian faith in the present’ (Senior 
and Stuhlmueller1, p.211). In other words, they are born within the 
missionary life of the early church in order to serve the growth and 
extension of that mission, a mission that comes from Jesus himself, 
the mission of God.

The gospels were written for church communities composed of 
both Jewish Christians and a growing majority of Gentile Christians. 
As many churches find today, being a mixed community causes 
tensions and sometimes open disagreement. So ‘it seems likely that 
the Gospels were meant to give these same communities fresh 
perspective in difficult times as they struggled with basic questions 
about Christian responsibility to the world’ (p.211). We can also gain 
fresh perspective as we read the gospels in new settings with new 
colleagues and learn about Jesus’ own boundary-breaking ministry.

Most New Testament scholars consider Mark’s gospel to be the first 
written gospel. Mark was the creative genius who gathered all that 
he had learnt about Christ’s life and teaching and communicated it by 
means of a fully developed narrative, thereby becoming the inspiration 
and one of the sources for the work of Matthew and Luke. There has 
been extensive debate about who he was, when he wrote and where 
he wrote his gospel. He may well be the John Mark mentioned in 
the Acts of the Apostles, in Paul’s letters and in 1 Peter. He probably 
wrote the gospel shortly before or shortly after the fall of Jerusalem 
to the Romans in 70 C.E. There is a reference to the fate of Jerusalem 
and its temple in 13.2, but it is difficult to decide whether this verse 
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is looking forward to a forthcoming destruction or looking back to 
an event that has already taken place, one that would have been 
very disturbing to the early church. Many scholars believe that Mark 
was written from Rome, probably shortly after the destruction of the 
temple: ‘Its purpose was… to rearticulate the Christian message for a 
frightened and bewildered Christian community desperately in need 
of a fresh perspective’ (p.212).

There is an urgency to Jesus’ mission: the ‘time is fulfilled’ and the 
kingdom ‘is at hand’ (1.14-15, 9.1, 13.30); the narrative often uses the 
word ‘immediately’ showing how one event quickly followed another; 
the wedding feast is prepared (2.19); the seed is already planted (4.3-
9, 26, 30, the subject of the fifth bible study); the awaited Elijah has 
already come (9.13); the disciples are sent out to proclaim and to heal 
(3.13-19, 6.7-13) and to devote themselves totally to the mission of 
the kingdom of God (1.17, 8.34, 10.29-31, 42-5). ‘About the future 
of this kingdom there is no doubt… Jesus exudes a sense of ultimate 
victory, a supreme confidence about the final triumph of God’s 
rule’ (p.214).

As a whole Mark’s gospel shows that the Christian life is a journey. 
One which starts with the first verse of the gospel, ‘The beginning 
of the gospel of Jesus Christ the Son of God’. Then, as Senior and 
Stuhlmueller put it (drawing on R. Pesch),

a “way” or “journey” motif seems to permeate the entire span 
of Mark’s Gospel. The journey is announced in the opening 
quotation from Isaiah (1.2-3), heralding the “way of the Lord.” 
John’s ministry (Mk. 1.4-8) is the advent of the “way” and Jesus 
is its embodiment. He is clearly designated as God’s beloved 
Son (1.11, 9.7, 12.6), as the last messenger to be sent (12.6), as 
the one animated with the Spirit (1.10). His way takes him into 
Galilee, into a forceful and almost breathless ministry of healing, 
exorcism, teaching, and conflict. (p.215)
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Jesus encounters hostility early on this journey (see 2.1-3.6). Senior 
and Stuhlmueller continue that this conflict 

signals the direction that the journey of God’s Son must take. 
The Son of man must go to Jerusalem and give his life for the 
sake of the many (see 10.33; also 8.31, 9.31, 14.21). Just as the 
disciples are called to follow Jesus’ way at the beginning of the 
Gospel story (see 1.16-21; 2.13-15), so that call is intensified 
as the direction shifts towards Jerusalem. Now discipleship 
is defined as sharing in Jesus’ own life-giving death and 
resurrection (8.34). Mark highlights this motif by contrasting 
Jesus’ fixed determination to go to Jerusalem and the cross 
with the bewilderment and even the resistance of Peter and the 
disciples… (pp.215-6)

Finally, the conclusion of the gospel, as Senior and Stuhlmueller point 
out, reaffirms the basic journey motif:

That “way of the Lord”, which began in Galilee and moved 
through opposition, ignorance, and even death in Jerusalem, 
will be taken up again by Jesus and the disciples. This is the 
promise of… Jesus at the supper (14.28) and is the final message 
communicated to the women at the tomb: “Go, tell his disciples 
and Peter that he is going before you into Galilee, there you 
will see him, as he told you” (16.7). The risen Jesus gathers his 
community in Galilee for the triumphant continuation of the 
“way”. (p.216)

We, then, his disciples today, are called to continue in this way of the 
Lord, serving the mission of God, which is bringing salvation to his 
people, the world and all creation. But how are we to follow in this way? 
The five bible studies are opportunities to listen, reflect and share our 
answers to this question with one another.
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Introducing the Five Marks of 
Mission 
www.anglicancommunion.org/mission/marks-of-mission.aspx

The mission of the Church is the mission of Christ

• to proclaim the Good News of the Kingdom

• to teach, baptise and nurture new believers

• to respond to human need by loving service

• to transform unjust structures of society, to challenge violence of 
every kind and pursue peace and reconciliation

• to strive to safeguard the integrity of creation, and sustain and 
renew the life of the earth

The Five Marks of Mission 

• are widespread across the Anglican Communion and have been 
adopted by other Churches; 

• they have not been handed down from a Lambeth Conference or a 
Primates meeting but have evolved gradually through the ACC and 
around the Communion since 1984. They have become a popular 
way of understanding mission that different traditions within 
Anglicanism unite around; 

• they anchor all mission in God’s mission, as the introduction says: 
‘The mission of the Church is the mission of Christ’. This is based 
on John 20.21 where Jesus tells the disciples ‘As the Father has 
sent me, so I send you’. This shows that we do not own or control 
mission but are privileged to participate in whatever way we 
can. God’s mission is much greater than our own contributions, 



Bible Studies for ACC-18

10

thankfully. Nevertheless, we are called to ‘Go into all the world and 
proclaim the good news to the whole creation’ (Mark 16.15); 

• the five Marks of Mission are summed up in the first Mark, 
initially identified with personal evangelism at the Anglican 
Consultative Council in 1984 (ACC-6) but now widened to include 
all dimensions of mission. This is because the first Mark is based on 
Jesus’ own summary of his mission in Mark 1.14-15 (see below): 
‘This should be the key statement about everything we do in 
mission’ (www.anglicancommunion.org/mission/marks-of-mission.
aspx);

• the first Mark therefore includes all kinds of proclamation 
including evangelism, public worship and the whole life of a church 
community as it makes an impact on the neighbourhood or district 
it serves.
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First Session – Sunday 

Tell
Mark 1.9-15 and the first Mark of Mission:

‘To proclaim the Good News of the Kingdom of God’

9In those days Jesus came from Nazareth of Galilee and was baptized 
by John in the Jordan. 10And just as he was coming up out of the 
water, he saw the heavens torn apart and the Spirit descending like a 
dove on him. 11And a voice came from heaven, ‘You are my Son, the 
Beloved; with you I am well pleased.’

12And the Spirit immediately drove him out into the wilderness. 13He 
was in the wilderness for forty days, tempted by Satan; and he was 
with the wild beasts; and the angels waited on him.

14Now after John was arrested, Jesus came to Galilee, proclaiming the 
good news of God, 15and saying, ‘The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom 
of God has come near; repent, and believe in the good news.’

1. Opening prayers and introduction to the Bible study

2. Short testimony on how first Mark of Mission finds expression in 
Africa. (5 mins)

3. Discussion around tables: how does this Mark of Mission find 
expression in my context and in my own life? (25 mins)

4. Introduction to Mark’s gospel and especially 1.9-15, showing how 
it provides foundations and guidance on the first Mark of Mission – 
see background notes below. (10 mins)

5. Discussion around tables: How does this passage from Mark’s 
gospel speak to what has already been shared on the first Mark 
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of Mission? How does it affirm it, and how does it constructively 
challenge it? (30 mins)

6. Three tables offer their findings to the plenary. Groups also send 
feedback to a dedicated email address or app. (20 mins)

Background Notes

After Jesus has been baptised by John and filled with the Spirit, and 
after spending time in the wilderness preparing for what lies ahead, he 
powerfully launches his ministry in Galilee. Mark 1.14-15 clearly shows 
that Jesus’ teaching about the kingdom of God is to be the keynote of 
his ministry. 

This is revealing because it shows that mission is not about two 
parties, the saviour on the one hand and the people of Galilee in need 
of salvation on the other, but of three parties: the incoming saving 
kingdom or reign of God, which is beginning to change everything; 
secondly Jesus and his followers who are the heralds and sometimes 
the instruments of that incoming reality; and the people of Galilee who 
hear and respond to what is happening and make it a reality in their 
own lives. Jesus, then, points away from himself and towards what God 
is doing in people’s lives all around him. Sometimes he is even taken 
by surprise at the way others find salvation through him (as when the 
woman touches his garment). This humility can be seen in the way he 
uses the title ‘Son of man’ for himself, rather than grander titles like 
Messiah or Son of God. All this is an important lesson for missioners 
and evangelists – they are never at the centre of God’s mission but 
merely its heralds and sometimes its instruments.

Mark’s gospel ‘follows through on this programmatic announcement by 
presenting the full range of Jesus’ activity, which defines the meaning 
of the kingdom’ (Senior and Stuhlmueller2 p.213). This happens in 
summary fashion over the first three chapters and then at greater 

2 Donald Senior and Carroll Stuhlmueller, The Biblical Foundations of Mission, Orbis 1988.
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length over the rest of the gospel. In these bible studies we examine 
five major dimensions of this activity, broadly corresponding to the five 
Marks of Mission. 

The first of these dimensions is one seen in these verses, a keynote 
activity – proclamation of the kingdom through evangelism. This is the 
use of words of exhortation, to any who will hear, to take to heart the 
good news of God’s incoming reign and then allow this to transform 
their lives. But as we have seen this verse also summaries all that Jesus 
and his followers do, so includes other kinds of proclamation, such 
as their healing ministry, their manner of living, prayer and worship, 
including how he took himself off to lonely places to pray, and their 
journeying to Jerusalem and his passion, death and rising again. It 
becomes clear that in the different situations they find themselves 
in Jesus and the disciples proclaim the good news of God in many 
different kinds of way. 

As Christians and churches we also find ourselves in many different 
settings and situations. In our bible studies we will think about how 
proclamation can best take place in these, thinking not only about 
evangelism but of other kinds of activity. In this way we will explore 
how best to express the first Mark of Mission: ‘The mission of the 
Church is the mission of Christ to proclaim the Good News of the 
kingdom of God’.
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Second Session – Monday 

Teach
Mark 1.16-20 and the second Mark of Mission:

‘To teach, baptise and nurture new believers’

16As Jesus passed along the Sea of Galilee, he saw Simon and his 
brother Andrew casting a net into the lake—for they were fishermen. 
17And Jesus said to them, ‘Follow me and I will make you fish for 
people.’ 18And immediately they left their nets and followed him. 19As 
he went a little farther, he saw James son of Zebedee and his brother 
John, who were in their boat mending the nets. 20Immediately he 
called them; and they left their father Zebedee in the boat with the 
hired men, and followed him.

1. Opening prayers and introduction to the Bible study

2. Short testimony on how the second Mark of Mission finds 
expression in Asia. (5 mins)

3. Discussion around tables: how does this second Mark of Mission 
find expression in my context and in my own life? (25 mins)

4. Introduction to Mark 1.16-20, showing how it provides 
foundations and guidance on the second Mark of Mission – 
See background notes below. (10 mins)

5. Discussion on tables: How does this passage from Mark’s gospel 
speak to what has already been shared about the second Mark 
of Mission: how does it affirm and how does it constructively 
challenge it? (30 mins)

6. Three tables offer their answers to the plenary. Delegates also send 
feedback to an email address or through an app. (20 mins)
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Background Notes

It is significant that as soon as Jesus begins his mission, he calls 
disciples (1.16-20). His mission is not about one hero working on his 
own but of a community of fellow-workers. He calls a mixed group, 
including poor fishermen who cast nets from the shoreline, wealthy 
fishermen who have their own boats and hired men, tax collectors 
who collaborate with the Roman rulers, revolutionaries who want to 
fight them, and a wide group of women and men who accompany and 
assist him. 

He calls them in a language they can understand: ‘Follow me and I will 
make you fish for people.’ He calls them to turn from their old ways of 
life and to journey with him, seeing the world with new eyes and new 
vision, a world in which the grace of God’s saving kingdom is breaking 
in all over the place, a message that is so good it has to be shared with 
everyone far and wide. This shows Jesus not just offering new teaching 
but founding a movement in which everything will be seen differently, a 
movement of transformation. 

He calls twelve disciples, a significant number symbolising the 
restoration of the twelve tribes of Israel. This shows that the 
movement is about the restoration of the whole nation. Soon, though, 
he also begins to welcome Gentiles into this movement, a development 
which will later take it beyond the borders of Palestine and across the 
Mediterranean world and beyond. 

The disciples are called, taught, formed and nurtured by him and by 
each other as they journey around Galilee living with each other as 
a company of missioners. When they take the road to Jerusalem he 
spends more time teaching, encouraging and sometimes criticising 
them. They accompany him as apprentices, not only listening to his 
teaching but being formed in their hearts and habits by his way of life. 
To them is given the mystery of the kingdom (4.11) and, significantly, 
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they are sent out to proclaim and to heal (3.13-19, 6.7-13), extending 
the movement. They are called to devote themselves totally to the 
mission of the kingdom (1.17, 8.34, 10.29-31, 42-5). It is not always 
easy and sometimes they fail to understand what Jesus is showing 
them. But, overall, this all illustrates the truth of the African proverb “If 
you want to go fast, go alone; but if you want to go far, go together.” 

This apprenticeship model of learning can be found in many aspects of 
church life around the Anglican Communion today, though sometimes 
it is not recognised as such. It is an expression of the second Mark of 
Mission, ‘The mission of the Church is the mission of Christ to teach, 
baptise and nurture new believers’. How far is it present in your 
own church, diocese or province and how could it be encouraged 
and extended through church and diocesan programmes and 
through seminaries?
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Third Session – Tuesday

Tend
Mark 1.21-39 and the Third Mark of Mission:

‘To respond to human need by loving service’

21They went to Capernaum; and when the sabbath came, he entered 
the synagogue and taught. 22They were astounded at his teaching, 
for he taught them as one having authority, and not as the scribes. 
23Just then there was in their synagogue a man with an unclean spirit, 
24and he cried out, ‘What have you to do with us, Jesus of Nazareth? 
Have you come to destroy us? I know who you are, the Holy One 
of God.’ 25But Jesus rebuked him, saying, ‘Be silent, and come out 
of him!’ 26And the unclean spirit, throwing him into convulsions and 
crying with a loud voice, came out of him. 27They were all amazed, and 
they kept on asking one another, ‘What is this? A new teaching—with 
authority! He commands even the unclean spirits, and they obey him.’ 
28At once his fame began to spread throughout the surrounding region 
of Galilee.

29As soon as they left the synagogue, they entered the house of Simon 
and Andrew, with James and John. 30Now Simon’s mother-in-law was 
in bed with a fever, and they told him about her at once. 31He came 
and took her by the hand and lifted her up. Then the fever left her, and 
she ministered unto them.

32That evening, at sunset, they brought to him all who were sick or 
possessed with demons. 33And the whole city was gathered around 
the door. 34And he cured many who were sick with various diseases, 
and cast out many demons; and he would not permit the demons to 
speak, because they knew him.
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35In the morning, while it was still very dark, he got up and went 
out to a deserted place, and there he prayed. 36And Simon and his 
companions hunted for him. 37When they found him, they said to him, 
‘Everyone is searching for you.’ 38He answered, ‘Let us go on to the 
neighbouring towns, so that I may proclaim the message there also; 
for that is what I came out to do.’ 39And he went throughout Galilee, 
proclaiming the message in their synagogues and casting out demons.

1. Opening prayers and introduction to the Bible study

2. Short testimony on how the third Mark of Mission finds expression 
in Europe. (5 mins)

3. Discussion around tables: how does this third Mark of Mission find 
expression in my context and in my own life? (25 mins)

4. Introduction to Mark 1.21-39, showing how it provides 
foundations and guidance on the third Mark of Mission – 
see background notes below. (10 mins)

5. Discussion on tables: How does this passage from Mark’s gospel 
speak to what has already been shared? How does it affirm and 
how does it constructively challenge it? (30 mins)

6. Three tables offer their answers to the plenary. Delegates also send 
feedback through a dedicated email address or app. (20 mins)

Background Notes

We see that Jesus’ healing activity is integral to his proclamation 
because it follows soon after his keynote statement of 1.14-15. In 
1.21-45 it provides a direct illustration of the kingdom’s presence: ‘In 
this exousia [authoritative power] of Jesus, one encounters the saving 
power of the kingdom, the very “gospel of God” (1.14)’ (p.213). Jesus 
has particular openness to outcasts and marginal people, such as 
women, children, lepers and Gentiles.
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But there are some surprises in the text. Firstly, the man in the 
synagogue approaches Jesus, not the other way round. Jesus was 
probably taken aback by the abruptness and force of his approach – 
after all this was Jesus’ first healing. Looking ahead it is very noticeable 
that others do the same, approaching him first, such as Simon and 
Andrew, the leper, the friends of the paralysed man, Jairus and the 
women with haemorrhages. Healing ministry is not about Jesus or the 
disciples doing things to people, but is about those in need seeking God’s 
reign through him or them. This recalls how there are not two but three 
parties in the mission of God (see Session 1 Background Notes). 

Jesus does not go out to find the sick and distressed. His primary task 
is ‘to proclaim the message’. This is seen when he leaves Capernaum 
before everyone is healed because he needs to proclaim the message 
in other towns ‘for that is what I came out to do’ (1.38). So, the calling 
of his followers and the church is to bear witness to the presence of the 
kingdom of God, not just to provide health care. But when approached 
by those in need Jesus responds immediately and generously with 
appropriate practical care.

Another surprise is how varied his methods are. He uses words, touch, 
spittle, long distance prayers… But always spontaneous and from the 
heart rather than from a pre-planned programme. He is an amateur, in 
the best sense of that word, responding to human need out of amore 
(love), rather than as a paid professional. With Simon’s mother-in-law 
there is a small but wonderful detail, that he took her by the hand, as 
with Jairus’ daughter. In our socially distanced world this detail stands 
out and reminds us of the power of simple human touch.

All Anglicans can offer such a helping hand and pray for God’s healing 
for those they know. Some Anglicans in different parts of the world 
have also helped to establish clinics and hospitals in a more organised 
way, which some dioceses still own and run. This is a key ministry 
especially in places where state health care is meagre. All of these 
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actions are an expression of the third Mark of Mission: ‘The mission 
of the Church is the mission of Christ to respond to human need by 
loving service’.

Is this the case in your own church, diocese and province? How 
does medical care and other services offered in response to human 
need support the proclamation of the kingdom? How could this be 
done better?
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Fourth Session – Thursday 

Transform
Mark 2.23-3.6 and the fourth Mark of Mission:

‘To transform unjust structures of society, to challenge violence of 
every kind and pursue peace and reconciliation’

23One sabbath he was going through the cornfields; and as they made 
their way his disciples began to pluck heads of grain. 24The Pharisees 
said to him, ‘Look, why are they doing what is not lawful on the 
sabbath?’ 25And he said to them, ‘Have you never read what David did 
when he and his companions were hungry and in need of food? 26He 
entered the house of God, when Abiathar was high priest, and ate the 
bread of the Presence, which it is not lawful for any but the priests 
to eat, and he gave some to his companions.’ 27Then he said to them, 
‘The sabbath was made for humankind, and not humankind for the 
sabbath; 28so the Son of Man is lord even of the sabbath.’

1Again he entered the synagogue, and a man was there who had a 
withered hand. 2They watched him to see whether he would cure him 
on the sabbath, so that they might accuse him. 3And he said to the 
man who had the withered hand, ‘Come forward.’ 4Then he said to 
them, ‘Is it lawful to do good or to do harm on the sabbath, to save life 
or to kill?’ But they were silent. 5He looked around at them with anger; 
he was grieved at their hardness of heart and said to the man, ‘Stretch 
out your hand.’ He stretched it out, and his hand was restored. 6The 
Pharisees went out and immediately conspired with the Herodians 
against him, how to destroy him.

1. Opening prayers and introduction to the Bible study

2. Short testimony on how fourth Mark of Mission finds expression in 
the Americas. (5 mins)
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3. Discussion around tables: how does this fourth Mark of Mission 
find expression in my context and in my own life? (25 mins)

4. Introduction to Mark 2.23-3.6, on Jesus’ healing on the sabbath 
and the revolution in the religious and political order that it implied: 
how it provides foundations and guidance on the fourth Mark of 
Mission – see background notes below. (10 mins)

5. Discussion on tables: How does this passage from Mark’s gospel 
speak to what has already been shared? How does it affirm and 
does it constructively challenge it? (30 mins)

6. Three tables offer their answers to the plenary. Delegates also send 
feedback through a dedicated email address or app. (20 mins)

Background Notes

This passage from Mark 2.23-3.6 shows yet another dimension of 
Jesus’ mission. In these two stories, seemingly small acts by Jesus 
and the disciples carry huge implications. Plucking heads of grain and 
chewing them on the sabbath, and healing a man with a withered hand 
on the sabbath, become nothing less than a fundamental challenge 
to the whole national, cultural and political system within which 
people live. 

This is because strict observance of the sabbath was one of the 
key ways in which the Jewish people of Palestine maintained their 
distinctive life in the face of hostile Gentile peoples all around them. 
But Jesus, in the narrative, shows that addressing human need is more 
important than upholding a national cultural system: meeting people’s 
human needs is to come before upholding structures which do the 
opposite. This means that changing those laws and structures becomes 
part and parcel of the coming of God’s kingdom, the mission of Christ. 

Jesus’ action generates conflict with the authorities: the Pharisees join 
up with their bitter enemies the Herodians. They were bitter enemies 
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because the Herodians collaborated with the Roman rulers whom the 
Pharisees regarded as contaminated. Yet they set aside this hatred 
to try and destroy Jesus, which is shocking and shows the depth of 
antagonism that Jesus faced. This conflict reaches its climax when 
Jesus enters Jerusalem and cleanses the Temple (11.15-18), an event 
that leads to his arrest, passion and death (chapters 14 and 15).

Clearly, Jesus was not just an itinerant teacher and healer. His 
proclamation of the kingdom of God had radical implications for 
society as a whole. Mark’s gospel highlights the prophetic nature 
of Jesus’ ministry by showing how he challenged the religious and 
political establishment and the structures through which they ruled. 
This shows us that the coming of the Kingdom is to transform not only 
individual lives but social structures, as the fourth Mark of Mission 
puts it: ‘The mission of the Church is the mission of Christ to transform 
unjust structures of society, to challenge violence of every kind and 
pursue peace and reconciliation.’

These stories show that carefully chosen small actions can convey big 
messages – messages with big implications for society at large.

And for today? What small scale actions with big implications is the 
church being called to take? What prophetic actions can we take, 
with our church communities, in the months and years ahead, to help 
transform the violence and injustice in the societies in which we live? 
How can we help move them towards justice, peace and reconciliation? 
How is God calling the local church or diocese or province to embody 
and enact the socially transforming life of his kingdom? 
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Fifth Session – Friday 

Treasure
Mark 4.1-2, 24-36 and the fifth Mark of Mission:

‘To strive to safeguard the integrity of creation,  
and sustain and renew the life of the earth’

1Again he began to teach beside the lake. Such a very large crowd 
gathered around him that he got into a boat on the lake and sat there, 
while the whole crowd was beside the lake on the land. 2He began to 
teach them many things in parables… 26He also said, ‘The kingdom of 
God is as if someone would scatter seed on the ground, 27and would 
sleep and rise night and day, and the seed would sprout and grow, he 
does not know how. 28The earth produces of itself, first the stalk, then 
the head, then the full grain in the head. 29But when the grain is ripe, 
at once he goes in with his sickle, because the harvest has come.’

30He also said, ‘With what can we compare the kingdom of God, or 
what parable will we use for it? 31It is like a mustard seed, which, when 
sown upon the ground, is the smallest of all the seeds on earth; 32yet 
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.’

1. Opening prayers and introduction to the bible study

2. Short testimony on how fifth Mark of Mission finds expression in 
Oceania. (5 mins)

3. Discussion around tables: how does this fifth Mark of Mission find 
expression in my context and in my own life? (25 mins)

4. Introduction to Mark 4.24-36: how Jesus’ nature-based teaching 
can transform the way we view the world, moving from an 
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instrumentalist to a relational paradigm and how it provides 
foundations and guidance on the fifth Mark of Mission – 
see background notes below. (10 mins)

5. Discussion on tables: How does this passage from Mark’s gospel 
speak to what has already been shared? How does it affirm and 
how does it constructively challenge it? (30 mins)

6. Three tables offer their answers to the plenary. Delegates also send 
feedback through a dedicated email address or app. (20 mins)

Background Notes

After the terrifying episode when the Pharisees and the Herodians 
join forces to try to destroy him, Jesus and the disciples depart on a 
set of journeys around and across the lake, up mountains and into wild 
country. They get caught in a frightening storm on the lake and journey 
far from home. In other words, the company travel out of doors, close 
to the elements, close to nature. 

This is reflected in the way Jesus teaches those who come to listen 
to him. In chapter 4, the first sustained presentation of his teaching 
in Mark’s gospel, it is striking that Jesus teaches the people by the 
seashore, getting into a boat to teach while the people sit on the beach. 
This is revealing because the shoreline was believed to be a border, 
a liminal place of encounter, between the forces of nature contained 
in the deep waters of the lake and the land where people live and 
cultivate their crops. Jesus is showing that his message addresses both 
realms: that the kingdom of God is to transform both the earth and 
the waters of the deep, bringing the grace of salvation to the whole of 
creation. But how? 

In his teaching he uses images mainly from nature, especially from the 
growth of seeds into plants, to describe the coming of this kingdom. 
He makes a connection between the organic processes and rhythms 
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of nature and the way God is bringing his reign into the hearts and 
lives of people. So, from verses 3 to 9 and 13 to 20 we learn that the 
way seed grows in different kinds of soil describes the different ways 
in which the coming of the kingdom is received by different people. 
Then in verses 26 to 32 we read about the seed growing secretly and 
the tiny mustard seed that grows into a huge shrub. In other words, 
the way that seeds grow invisibly and ‘in secret’ describes the way the 
kingdom grows out of sight in the world. Also, the contrast between 
the smallness of the mustard seed and the extensiveness of its growth 
shows how God’s reign comes from very small beginnings but grows 
to be an overarching reality in people’s lives. 

All this is important because it shows how God’s kingdom is coming 
into the world. Jesus does not use military images of invasion and 
conquest, or mechanical and instrumental images from workshops or 
factories, to describe the way the grace and salvation of the kingdom 
come about, but organic ones and especially from the ways farmers 
interact with nature. It is the kind of relational processes involved in 
cultivating seeds that give the key to how human lives and the world 
can be transformed by God’s mission. In other words, in his keynote 
teaching, Jesus invites his listeners to attune the way they think to the 
natural world and its seasons and rhythms and learn from that.

As we think about mission today, how can we become more attuned 
to the natural world and its seasons and rhythms – not to treat it as an 
object to be manipulated and exploited from a human-centred view 
of reality (a damaging anthropocentrism), but as a living organism of 
which we are part and which we are called to respect and treasure? In 
the words of Pope Francis in Laudato si’, how can we gain an ecological 
conversion? How, in other words, can we live out the fifth Mark of 
Mission, ‘to strive to safeguard the integrity of creation, and sustain 
and renew the life of the earth’?
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