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INTENTIONALITY AND NARRATIVE WORLDMAKING IN  
THE GOSPEL OF MARK

RETHINKING NARRATIVE COMMUNICATION

I. IntroductIon

When I first began to study the New Testament towards the end of the 
twentieth century (the early 1990s), I used traditional historical-critical 
methods to ask historical and theological questions of the biblical texts. 
It was not until a decade later, when I began to study the Gospel of Mark 
during my doctoral studies, that I discovered literary approaches and 
began also to ask literary questions. This methodological trajectory in my 
education was due, in part, to the assumption of a somewhat antithetical 
relationship between historical-critical and literary-critical approaches to 
the Gospels on the part of my earlier teachers. Indeed, some of the first 
to adopt literary methods for the study of the Bible had sown those seeds 
in the 1970s and 80s in their development of a text-centered approach 
in reaction against redaction criticism’s author-centered approach to the 
Gospels. But when I entered the discipline, I received a more fully devel-
oped narrative criticism that was already diversifying and departing from 
its characteristic focus on the autonomous and unified text through an 
engagement with a number of other approaches to the Gospel of Mark1. 
Thus, the gap between the world behind the text and the worlds of the text 
and audience was diminishing2.

Yet one aspect of narrative criticism of the Gospels has remained 
unchanged into the twenty-first century, and that is the omission of person- 
level communication from the concept of narrative communication. By 
way of illustration, consider the following joke:

1. See, for example, J.c. Anderson – s.d. Moore (eds.), Mark and Method: New 
Approaches to Biblical Studies, Minneapolis, MN, Fortress, 22008.

2. F. MAterA discusses the shift in the 1980s in which Markan scholars moved from 
investigating the world behind the text to investigating the worlds of the text and audience 
in What Are They Saying about Mark?, New York, Paulist, 1987. This language reflects 
P. rIcoeur’s discussion of the “worlds” of and in front of the text in Interpretation 
Theory: Discourse and the Surplus of Meaning, Fort Worth, TX, Texas Christian Univer-
sity Press, 1976, pp. 80-88. For further use of this language vis-à-vis Markan studies, see 
G. VAn oyen, De studie van de Marcusredactie in de twintigste eeuw, Brussels, Paleis 
der Academiën, 1993, p. 286; and d. HArrInGton, What’s New in Markan Studies?, in 
Word and World 26 (2006) 61-68, p. 62. 
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A duck walks into a bar with a bunch of his friends, but they all ditch him. 
The bartender says, “I guess the bill’s on you”.

A joke is a short narrative with characters (duck, friends, bartender), 
setting (bar), and a plot. If I were to analyze the joke using a narrative 
critical approach, I would focus on the communication that happens within 
the joke, either that between an implied joke-teller or narrator and implied 
audience. I would employ necessary socio-historical information in order 
to interpret the double meaning of the line, “I guess the bill’s on you”. 
That is, I would recognize that it is necessary not only to understand that 
a bill is a duck’s jaw (so the bill is “on” the duck), but also that it is nec-
essary to understand that Western, native English-speakers use the idiom 
“it’s on me” when offering to pay the whole amount for a meal or drinks 
that two or more people have shared. The collision of these two meanings 
is what makes the punch line work: “I guess the bill’s on you”. While I 
might use this information to make sense of the joke, I would have little 
interest in communication between the flesh-and-blood joke-teller and his 
or her actual audience (that is, person-level communication) because the 
meaning would lie within the joke itself.

Yet I contend that without a grasp of person-level communication, the 
joke loses its sense and purpose. This is because somebody from outside 
the “text” creates and tells the joke with an intention towards somebody 
else, which is to make the other laugh. The success of that intention 
depends on things like the effective use of language, common knowledge, 
and shared values in the telling of jokes and of this joke in particular. 
Thus, the formal structure, features, and language of the joke are depend-
ent on choices that its creator has made about how best to communicate 
it to the audience he envisions; and its meaning is dependent on the actual 
audience’s reception of it. In other words, the joke is a multi-layered 
communication event3 that includes both the telling of the joke – that is, 
person-level communication – and the content of the joke – that is, story- 
level communication. In fact, person-level communication happens by 
means of story-level communication; conversely, story level commu-
nication is the vehicle for person-level communication. Thus, narrative 
communication is not only a formal structure but also a social phenome-
non. This is especially true in the case of Mark’s Gospel, a rhetorical 
work generated by particular socio-historical events in a particular socio- 
historical context. 

3. This language comes from J. PHelAn, Rhetoric/Ethics, in d. HerMAn (ed.), The 
Cambridge Companion to Narrative, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2007, 203-
216, p. 203.
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At the time I began to study the New Testament, Geert Van Oyen 
assessed the state of Markan scholarship at the end of the 20th century. He 
challenged the dichotomy between the text-as-story (investigated through 
narrative criticism) and the historically situated text with theological con-
tent (investigated through redaction criticism) that marked the time4. Van 
Oyen argued that historical-critical and literary-critical methods may coex-
ist, because the literary structure and rhetoric of the Gospel texts reveal the 
author’s theological intention. In this essay, I wish to extend Van Oyen’s 
challenge for the study of Mark in the twenty-first century by developing 
the interdependence of literary-critical and historical-critical approaches. 
I contend that narrative communication, like the joke above, is a multi-
layered event that fundamentally includes what happens both outside and 
inside the text. 

II. InterPretAtIVe Issues

Narrative criticism arose amidst a fundamental division among Markan 
scholars over the relationship between the evangelist and the tradition 
he received5. This division had implications for views about the nature of 
the text, the possibility of retrieving authorial intention, and conceptions 
of the interpretative task. According to form critics the Gospel texts were 
historical artifacts that provided a glimpse into communal or social for-
mation. The evangelists were collectors of community traditions rather 
than authors, and so the task of Gospel studies had to do not with discern-
ing the intention of the one who produced the written text, but with clas-
sifying material according to genres and determining the community’s 
situation and what drove them to preserve and alter the oral tradition6. 

4. VAn oyen, De studie van de Marcusredactie (n. 2), p. 286.
5. For various descriptions of the rise of narrative criticism as a unified movement, see 

G. AIcHele (ed.), The Postmodern Bible (The Bible and Culture Collective), New Haven, 
CT, Yale University Press, 1995, pp. 84-86; M.A. Powell, Narrative Criticism: The Emer-
gence of a Prominent Reading Strategy, in K.R. IVerson – C.W. skInner (eds.), Mark as 
Story: Retrospect and Prospect (SBL.RBS, 65), Atlanta, GA, SBL Press, 2012, 19-44. See 
also s.d. Moore, Literary Criticism and the Gospels: The Theoretical Challenge, New 
Haven, CT, Yale University Press, 1989; M.A. Powell, What Is Narrative Criticism?, 
Minneapolis, MN, Fortress, 1990, pp. 1-21.

6. M. dIbelIus started with a constructive study of the community situation, that is, with 
the Sitz im Leben of various texts and then explained the traditional gospel material and its 
forms in terms of the needs of the community. See Die Formgeschichte des Evangeliums, 
Tübingen, Mohr Siebeck, 1919; 21933; ed. G. bornkAMM, 61971; ET: From Tradition to 
Gospel, transl. b.l. Woolf, London, Ivor Nicholson & Watson, 1934. On the other hand, 
r. bultMAnn started with an analytical study of texts, that is, with the individual units and 
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Redaction critics agreed with form critics that the Gospels contain tra-
ditional material; but they departed from their peers by giving attention 
to the individual author over the community, to a unified rather than a 
fragmented text, and to the determination of the author’s theological 
intention7.

Impelled by the gathering momentum of a recent literary turn in bib-
lical studies8, some began to use literary methods to study the Bible and 
developed a text-centered approach to the study of the Gospels. A text- 
centered approach germinated during the 1971-1980 Mark Seminar of the 
Society of Biblical Literature, and in the Literary Aspects of the Gospels 
and Acts Group. Those scholars who participated questioned the extent to 
which these compositions could function as a “window” through which 
interpreters could view the text’s origin or the author’s intention9. Norman 
Petersen, one of the early pioneers of a literary approach, explained that 
the Gospel of Mark is a narrative rather than a redaction on the basis of 
two observations10. First, the presence of a consistent rhetoric throughout 
the text functions to persuade the audience of an overarching point of 

then sought to determine whether they had been altered in the tradition or were genuine mate-
rial. See Die Geschichte der synoptischen Tradition (FRLANT, 29), Göttingen, Vandenhoeck 
& Ruprecht, 1921; 21931; 61957; ET: History of the Synoptic Tradition, transl. J. Marsh, 
Oxford, Blackwell, 1963, 21968.

7. They argued that the evangelists did not merely collect traditional material, but 
arranged it into a geographical and chronological framework in order to convey their point 
of view. w. MArxsen for example, argued that in the Gospels we have received material 
from both the community and the evangelist, and so we must look for both tradition and 
redaction. He argues that geography and chronology have theological functions in Mark 
in Mark the Evangelist: Studies on the Redaction History of the Gospel, transl. J. Boyce – 
D. Juel – W. Poehlmann, Nashville, TN, Abingdon, 1969; translation of Der Evangelist 
Markus: Studien zur Redaktionsgeschichte des Evangeliums, Göttingen, Vandenhoeck & 
Ruprecht, 1956.

8. e. AuerbAcH, Mimesis: The Representation of Reality in Western Literature, transl. 
w. trask, Princeton, NJ, Princeton University Press, 1953 (1946), is widely seen as a 
watershed in the literary turn in biblical studies. Important works in biblical narratology 
include r. Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative, rev. ed., New York, Basic Books, 2011, 
1981; M. sternberG, The Poetics of Biblical Narrative: Ideological Literature and the 
Drama of Reading, Bloomington, IN, Indiana University Press, 1985; A. berlIn, Poetics 
and Interpretation of Biblical Narrative, Winona Lake, IN, Eisenbrauns, 1994. r. Alter – 
F. kerMode, The Literary Guide to the Bible, Cambridge, MA, Harvard University Press, 
1999.

9. Norman Petersen appropriated the metaphors of literary critic Murray Krieger to 
distinguish between “looking through texts as windows opening on the pre-literary history 
of their parts, rather than as mirrors on whose surfaces we find self-contained worlds”. 
n. Petersen, Literary Criticism for New Testament Critics, Philadelphia, PA, Fortress, 
1978, p. 19; see also M. krIeGer, A Window to Criticism, Princeton, NJ, Princeton Uni-
versity Press, 1964, pp. 3-4. 

10. n. Petersen, ‘Point of View’ in Mark’s Narrative, in Semeia 12 (1978) 97-121. 
See also Id., Literary Criticism for New Testament Critics (n. 9).
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view. Second, the presence of omniscient narration and particular literary 
devices indicates that Mark employs the rhetoric of fiction11. Petersen thus 
forged a distinction between the real-world author who writes and the 
narrator who is embedded in the story, between the real world and the 
narrative world, and between history and fiction. Influenced by Petersen, 
David Rhoads delivered a programmatic paper to the Society of Biblical 
Literature Mark Seminar in which he coined the phrase “narrative criti-
cism” to describe the application of particular literary methods to biblical 
narrative texts12. In it, he stated that 1) the nature of the narrative is funda-
mentally unified and autonomous; and 2) the practice of narrative criticism 
is the analysis of “the formal features of narrative”, which include “aspects 
of the story-world of narrative and the rhetorical techniques employed to 
tell the story”13. While the idea of a unified text was a legacy of redaction 
criticism, the idea of a fictional or autonomous text marked a shift from 
all previous historical-critical methods14. Thus, while redaction critics 
connected intent or theology with history and author15, narrative critics 
connected these with the internal workings of the story16. Elizabeth Stru-
thers Malbon’s summary of narrative criticism’s concerns is apt:

Narrative Criticism seeks to avoid the ‘intentional fallacy’ of redaction criti-
cism. The narrative critic does not pursue the quest for the real author’s inten-
tion. Instead, the narrative critic seeks to analyze and appreciate … the text 
itself … They (we) focus on the text, partly in reaction to redaction critics’ 
focus on the author, but mostly because we find the text so intriguing17.

Malbon’s view of the text reflects an “anti-intentionalist orthodoxy”18 
in contemporary literary theory. For narrative critics, the final form of 

11. Petersen states that the narrator’s omniscient presence is “solely an implication of 
his rhetoric” and that Mark’s “rhetorical devices are typical of narrative fiction”. 
Petersen, ‘Point of View’ (n. 10), p. 114.

12. This paper was later published as d. rHoAds, Narrative Criticism and the Gospel 
of Mark, in JAAR 50 (1982) 411-434.

13. Ibid., pp. 411-412. The third edition of Mark as Story states that these formal 
features include “tone, style, narrator, setting, plot, character, and rhetoric”. d. rHoAds – 
J. dewey – d. MIcHIe, Mark as Story: An Introduction to the Narrative of a Gospel, Min-
neapolis, MN, Fortress, 1982, 21999, 32012, p. xi.

14. VAn oyen, De studie van de Marcusredactie (n. 2), pp. 286, 292.
15. See, for example, t.J. weeden, Traditions in Conflict, Philadelphia, PA, Fortress, 

1979.
16. See, for example, r.c. tAnneHIll, The Gospel of Mark as Narrative Christology, 

in Semeia 16 (1979) 57-95; E.S. MAlbon, Mark’s Jesus: Characterization as Narrative 
Christology, Waco, TX, Baylor University Press, 2009.

17. e.s. MAlbon, Narrative Criticism: How Does the Story Mean?, in Anderson – 
Moore (eds.), Mark and Method (n. 1), 29-57, p. 35.

18. I take this phrase from J.s. PHelAn, The Implied Author, Deficient Narration, 
and Nonfiction Narrative: Or, What’s Off-Kilter in The Year of Magical Thinking and 
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the text is the only undisputable thing available to the interpreter, and so 
the task of Gospel studies does not have to do with discerning the 
pre-history of the text or an underlying community situation, but with 
determining literary meaning and appreciating the literary text itself. 

I return to Van Oyen’s assessment of the state of Markan scholarship 
at the end of the 20th century, in which he champions the coexistence 
of literary-critical analysis and historical critical analysis. As a point of 
departure for my own argument, I look at three examples of those who, for 
their study of Mark, employ literary critical analysis and place it variously 
in relationship to historical critical analysis.

1. Elizabeth Struthers Malbon
In her work, Malbon employs Seymour Chatman’s narrative communi-

cation diagram to distinguish between two levels of communication: that 
external to the narrative between the real author and real audience; and 
that internal to the narrative between the implied author and implied audi-
ence; and between the narrator and naratee. Since that which is internal 
to the narrative is literary, this is the object of her study. Indeed, Malbon 
defines a “narrative” as “a communication between an implied author and 
an implied reader or implied audience”19. Thus, Malbon affirms that there 
is a communication process that involves author, text and reader; but 
she emphasizes that narrative criticism focuses on only one part of that 
process: the text. 

Malbon defines the implied author as a theoretical construction based 
on requirements of the narrative itself, necessary for the story to be told 
or written; and, on the flip side, the implied audience as a theoretical 
construction necessary for a narrative to be read or heard20. In the inter-
pretation of Mark, the payoff of this approach is that it allows for the 
interpretation of the narrative without relying on extra-textual informa-
tion about the real author or real reader21. Malbon allows for knowledge 
about the historical-cultural context of the ancient world, with the quali-
fication that “narrative critics are wary of interpretations based on 
elements external to the narrative – including the intentions (known 
or supposed) of the real author”22. In this way, she seeks to find a middle 

The Diving Bell and the Butterfly?, in Style 45 (2011) 119-137, p. 122. Avoidance of autho-
rial intention took root with the essay, w.k. wIMsAtt – M.c. beArdsley, The Intentional 
Fallacy, in The Sewanee Review 54 (1946) 468-488.

19. MAlbon, Mark’s Jesus (n. 16), pp. 29-47.
20. MAlbon, Narrative Criticism (n. 17), p. 33.
21. Ibid., p. 27.
22. Ibid., p. 28.
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ground that allows her both to avoid the intentional fallacy and to provide 
a “historically sensitive narrative analysis”23.

Malbon conceives of the implied author not only as a theoretical con-
struction but also as a purposeful “storyteller”24 who “uses” or “con-
trols” the elements of the text and its rhetoric to communicate meaning25. 
According to Malbon, the implied author communicates the story (that is, 
the setting, characters, and plot) to the implied audience by means of the 
discourse (that is, the rhetoric)26. As a result, the implied author’s effect 
is equal to the text itself27, that is, the implied author’s effect/the text is 
a persuasive effect that is not to be equated with the real author’s per-
suasive intent towards the real audience, nor with the persuasive effect 
of the narrative on today’s audience. Markan narrative rhetoric is thus 
wholly internal to the text, and rhetorical analysis is tied to the analysis 
of the text’s formal features and norms, apart from authorial intention, 
socio-historical context, or audience effect. Any investigation of these 
concerns would seek to answer the questions, “What did the text mean?” 
(the level of the text’s creation) or “What does the text mean to me? To 
us?” (the level of the text’s reception) which are different than the question 
she is after. Instead, Malbon seeks to answer the question, “How does 
the text mean?”. Hers is a question about how the story is told, and so 
is fundamentally a literary question rather than a historical, theological, 
or ethical question28. Malbon states that an audience may in turn use 
literary meaning as a building block for answering the other questions, 
“What did the text mean?”; “What does it mean to me? Us?”29. Thus, 
she would affirm that the historical, textual, and hermeneutical questions 
and their accompanying investigations coexist; but, they are to be distin-
guished. Fundamentally, narrative communication happens between the 
implied author and implied audience, within the structure of the story 
world.

23. E.S. MAlbon, Jonah, Jesus, Gentiles, and the Sea: Markan Narrative Intersec-
tions, in this volume, 251-295.

24. “The implied author of Mark is a storyteller-and a masterful one”. MAlbon, 
Narrative Criticism (n. 17), p. 47.

25. Ibid., pp. 33, 47.
26. Ibid., pp. 35, 39. Most prominently, Malbon sees the implied author of Mark as 

employing the rhetoric of juxtaposition to communicate meaning with a persuasive effect 
on the implied audience. Juxtaposition underlies her theory of characterization in her book 
on narrative christology, Mark’s Jesus (n. 16).

27. MAlbon, Narrative Criticism (n. 17), pp. 34-36. In Mark’s Jesus (n. 16), however, 
she demonstrates a complex relationship between the points of view of the implied 
author and the narrator in Mark’s presentation of Jesus.

28. MAlbon, Narrative Criticism (n. 17), p. 35.
29. Ibid., p. 36.
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2. David Rhoads, Joanna Dewey, and Donald Michie

The first edition of Mark as Story (1982) utilized Chatman’s narrative 
communication diagram by distinguishing story and discourse, and then 
describing discourse as rhetoric in terms of literary techniques – such 
as foreshadowing, retrospection, two-step progressions, type-scenes, and 
sandwich episodes – that the narrator employs to tell the story30. The 
second and third editions of Mark as Story make two significant revi-
sions. First, the authors disband the story-discourse distinction in favor of 
Wesley Kort’s integrated approach to biblical narratives31. Accordingly, 
the authors look at the form and content of the narrative as a unified whole 
with the following five features: narrator, setting, plot, characters, and 
rhetoric32. Under this model, the most important figure is the narrator, 
under whom the implied author is implicitly subsumed. That is, the implied 
author disappears from view and its function is given over to another rhe-
torical figure, the narrator, who is “the voice of the storyteller, point of 
view, the overarching beliefs and ethical norms of the narrative, the mat-
ter of address and tone of the narrative, as well as the storytelling tech-
niques in the narrative”33. Thus, the authors of Mark as Story not only 
attribute to the narrator the norms and standards of judgment, but also 
rhetorical techniques (which they now call “patterns”)34. Second, they 
seek to embrace a methodologically comprehensive approach to narrative 
criticism by incorporating a number of approaches, most notably a reader- 
response approach35. 

30. In the first edition of Mark as Story, Rhoads explicitly relies on Chatman’s neo-
Aristotelian dichotomy between story and discourse but in the second and third editions 
he and his co-authors modify it. By way of comparison (and contrast), Malbon explicitly 
appropriates both the story and discourse dichotomy and the narrative communication 
paradigm to explain that discourse in Narrative Criticism (n. 17). See also R.A. culPePPer 
who depends and elaborates on Chatman’s narrative communication diagram in Anatomy 
of the Fourth Gospel: A Study in Literary Design, Philadelphia, PA, Fortress, 1983.

31. w.A. kort, Story, Text and Scripture: Literary Interests in Biblical Narratives, 
University Park, PA, Pennsylvania State University Press, 1988.

32. rHoAds – dewey – MIcHIe, Mark as Story (n. 13), p. 5.
33. Ibid., pp. 6-7. Also, see p. 44 and n. 7 of the second edition, where the authors 

equate the implied author and narrator as the originator of the story’s ideological point of 
view.

34. Ibid., pp. 47-62.
35. Rhoads is influenced by reader-response criticism, which developed out of critiques 

of a narrative approach that “failed to reckon adequately with the discourse level or rhetoric 
of the narrative – the ways in which the language of the narrative attempts to weave its 
spell over the reader”. r.M. Fowler, Let the Reader Understand: Reader-Response Criti-
cism and the Gospel of Mark, Harrisburg, PA, Trinity Press International, 2001 (1991), 
p. 2. In addition, Rhoads, Dewey, and Michie mix narrative criticism with, for example, 
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In order to investigate what the story does to change its readers, the 
authors of Mark as Story continue to envision the narrative in terms of 
communication; but they no longer view the text as altogether autono-
mous, as Rhoads’ original definition of narrative criticism stated. They 
gesture towards the contexts of the text’s creation and reception by con-
ceiving of the Gospel of Mark as a coherent narrative written by an actual 
author who communicated with actual people in an actual historical and 
cultural situation. According to the authors of Mark as Story, the actual 
author intended to make a claim on his hearers and “brought all his story-
telling capacities to bear on this task”36. Yet their chief interpretative focus 
is on the story world portrayed in Mark’s narrative, and they eschew 
historical information “unless otherwise identified as helpful background 
information from the general culture of the first century”37. The authors 
of Mark as Story explain that the real author creates a narrator as a device 
that in turn seeks to create and shape an ideal implied audience in the 
telling of the story. Narrative communication thus happens within the story 
world between the narrator and the imaginary construct of the ideal implied 
audience, which is the collection of ideal responses implied in and by the 
text that the author intends to elicit from an audience. Whereas in Malbon’s 
writings the author creates the implied author, which then intends and 
guides, in Mark as Story the author creates the narrator and narrative which 
then intends and guides. 

As a result, the text itself takes on agency: the authors of Mark as Story 
comment that the story seeks to “create” or “transform” ideal implied 
audiences; the narrative “guides”, “leads”, “invites”, and enables them38. 
Thus, whereas the key question for Malbon is literary, “How does this text 
mean?”, the authors of Mark as Story advocate a text-centered, reader- 
response approach that is ultimately concerned with the moral/ethical 
question, “What does this text intend to do?”39. Accordingly, the authors’ 
key thesis is that “the story of Mark seeks to create ideal audiences who 
will receive the rule of God with faith and have the courage to follow 
Jesus whatever the consequences”40. In other words, the story intends to 

orality criticism, performance criticism, social-scientific criticism. rHoAds – dewey – 
MIcHIe, Mark as Story (n. 13), pp. xi-xiv. See also the Preface to the second edition.

36. rHoAds – dewey – MIcHIe, Mark as Story (n. 13), p. 3.
37. Ibid., p. 5. Italics original.
38. Ibid., pp. 139-144.
39. Rhoads comments that narrative critics should be concerned “not only with what 

the story means but also with what the story does to the hearers in the course of its telling” 
in D. rHoAds, Reading Mark: Engaging the Gospel, Minneapolis, MN, Augsburg Fortress, 
2004, pp. 31-32.

40. rHoAds – dewey – MIcHIe, Mark as Story (n. 13), 2012, p. 138.
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generate a collection of ideal responses. Textual analysis thus focuses on 
communication between the narrator/narrative and the ideal audience – both 
of which are textual constructs – which essentially reifies the autonomous 
text. In their final chapter (“Conclusion”) the authors briefly consider how 
the ideal audience connects with “hypothetical first-century audiences”41 
and “contemporary readers”42. Thus, the authors of Mark as Story place 
literary-critical analysis and historical-critical analysis in complementary 
relationship.

Yet in Mark as Story, the proposal of communicative partners in the 
conception of narrative communication raises some questions. For exam-
ple, how is it that the narrator “communicates” with the ideal audience, 
if both are literary constructs and if the ideal audience is defined as the 
collection of intended responses? Also, how is it that the real audience 
is hypothetical? Is it not the case, rather, that the ideal audience (that is, 
the collection of intended responses) is hypothetical, since it is unknown 
how the real audience (= actual, not hypothetical, people who take up 
and read) in the ancient world or today will end up appropriating those 
responses? More precision in the delineation of the partners of the nar-
rative communication event is required. 

3. Petri Merenlahti

In his book, Poetics for the Gospels? Rethinking Narrative Criticism, 
Merenlahti calls for a greater paradigm shift in the conception of narrative 
criticism than heretofore43. At the heart of his project is a call to disband 
both foundational assumptions of narrative criticism – the unity and 
autonomy of the text44. Merenlahti maintains that a literary approach to 
the Gospels is only viable by giving attention to the historical and ideo-
logical contexts of the text, that is, to the contexts of the text’s creation 
and reception. He challenges hermeneutical views according to which 
“ideology reflected in the text appears as a mere literary device”45, and 
argues that biblical narratives are not only aesthetic literature, but are also 
ideological literature that demand what he calls historical poetics. Rather 

41. Ibid., pp. 144-145. Also, the authors employ performance criticism in a case study 
in the context of the Roman world on pp. 144-151.

42. Ibid., p. 152.
43. See other critiques of narrative criticism in Moore, Literary Criticism and the 

Gospels (n. 5), pp. 1-68; AIcHele (ed.), Postmodern Bible (n. 5); H. räIsänen, The “Mes-
sianic Secret” in Mark’s Gospel, London, T&T Clark, 1994, pp. 122-141, esp. 128.

44. P. MerenlAHtI, Poetics for the Gospels? Rethinking Narrative Criticism, London – 
New York, T&T Clark, 2002, pp. 117-129.

45. Ibid., p. 123.
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than a coexisting (Malbon) or complimentary (Mark as Story) relation-
ship, Merenlahti posits an interdependent relationship between ideology 
and textual phenomena in the Gospel texts. In other words, he views nar-
rative analysis of rhetoric, characterization, and plot as binding with 
historical-critical investigation. His goal is to bridge the gap between 
literary-critical and historical-critical analyses, similar to my own aims 
in this study. 

Yet Merenlahti’s goal is sometimes thwarted by his approach to nar-
rative communication. Like Mark as Story, he assigns to the narrator the 
role of the implied author as storyteller and ideological presence. Accord-
ing to Merenlahti, the narrator, a godlike presence implied throughout the 
narrative, communicates the ideology46 of a text to the implied audience47. 
On the other hand, Merenlahti sees members of the implied audience as 
essentially historical and ideological beings who require both intratextual 
and extratextual knowledge in order to understand the text. He believes, 
however, that interpreters cannot understand the implied audience apart 
from their “textuality”, which “expresses a particular historical experi-
ence and social meaning”48. Merenlahti thus views the implied audience 
as the historicized audience at the text’s time of creation, which is trace-
able in the text. This concept of the implied audience is problematic for 
at least two reasons. First, it muddles the concept by conflating the actual 
first-century audience with the textual/implied audience; and second, it 
does not account for the fact that there may be members of the histori-
cized (actual?) audience who do not or cannot share the ideology tracea-
ble in the text. 

Moreover, Merenlahti wishes to dismantle the autonomous text and 
bring all historical elements of the communicative event to the interpre-
tative table. He does this by conceiving of the process of interpretation as 
an engagement between the critical reader and the text in its historical and 
cultural time of creation and reception. He does not, however, set a place 
at the table for the real author or a real audience. Like the authors of Mark 
as Story, he describes the narrative transaction as the narrator’s commu-
nication with an implied-ideological audience. 

46. Merenlahti relies on the work of K. Syreeni to understand “ideology” in terms of a 
symbolic world that, in a hermeneutical move, connects the literary world with the concrete 
world. This hermeneutical move calls the audience to believe. Ibid., p. 35; see also p. 123. 
See, for example, k. syreenI, Wonderlands: A Beginner’s Guide to Three Worlds, in Svensk 
Exegetisk Årsbok 64 (1999) 33-46.

47. Ibid., pp. 69-70.
48. Ibid., p. 45. 
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Merenlahti’s goal is further thwarted by his choice of Vernon Robbins’ 
socio-rhetorical criticism a model to exemplify his approach rather than 
offering his own49. This is problematic because Robbins perpetuates the 
separation of author, text, and audience into discrete arenas of investi-
gation. For example, about the inner texture – the first and foundational 
element or level of his model – Robbins comments that, “Sociorhetorical 
criticism identifies the environment among the implied author, the narra-
tor and the characters as the arena where interpreters investigate the inner 
texture of a text. In other words, analysis of inner texture regularly does 
not concern itself with language or information outside the text”50. Thus, 
when he analyses Mark’s Gospel, it is “Markan narration” rather than 
the author that has agency: “Markan narration produces the beginning of 
the gospel out of what is written in Isaiah the prophet … Markan narra-
tion unfolds a story-line from Isaiah to John the Baptizer’s promise…”51. 
Here, we return full circle to the idea of the autonomous text in which 
communication happens within the text, exclusive of a meeting between 
author and audience. Robbins’ diagram of socio-rhetorical criticism dis-
plays the inner workings of the text without fully demonstrating how com-
munication happens between real people by means of textual discourse. 
He explains that socio-rhetorical criticism adds the interaction between 
the real author and the real audience to the text; but it is not an interac-
tion between the author and real audience via the text; rather, it is “an 
interactive environment of authors and readers” in which “authors create 
texts in their world; readers create a world of the text in their own world”, 
and socio-rhetorical critics investigate the worlds of author, text, and inter-
preter, respectively, in their worlds52. Robbins’ model does not, therefore, 
offer the sort of interdependent narrative, rhetoric, and historical inves-
tigation about which Merenlahti theorizes. Instead, it offers a model in 
which literary-critical analysis and historical-critical analysis are compli-
mentary at best.

Merenlahti is right to identify ideology at the intersection of literary- 
critical and historical-critical analyses and to stress their interdependent 
relationship; but his imprecision in the discussion of narrative commu-
nication and his use of Robbins’ approach as a key model neutralize his 

49. Merenlahti also points to the method of K. Syreeni. I focus my critique, however, 
on Robbins’ method, because he sets out the most daring and comprehensive model of 
combining literary-critical and historical critical approaches.

50. V. robbIns, The Tapestry of Early Christian Discourse: Rhetoric, Society and 
Ideology, London – New York, Routledge, 1996, p. 29.

51. V. robbIns, The Invention of Early Christian Discourse, Vol. 1 (Rhetoric of Reli-
gious Antiquity Series, 1), Dorset, Deo, 2009, p. 274. 

52. robbIns, Tapestry of Early Christian Discourse (n. 50), p. 30.
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conclusions. In what follows, I seek to extend Merenlahti’s vision of 
interdependent literary-critical and historical critical analysis by expand-
ing the concept of narrative communication to include real persons in 
contexts. 

III. exPAndInG tHe concePt oF nArrAtIVe coMMunIcAtIon

I will argue that the rehabilitation of authorial intention through the 
integration of literary, cognitive, and rhetorical theories advances a more 
robust understanding of narrative communication as not only a formal 
structure but also a cognitive resource and social phenomenon, thereby 
giving greater attention to the analysis of the text in its contexts of crea-
tion and reception53. 

1. Narrative Communication according to Seymour Chatman

I use Seymour Chatman’s narrative communication diagram as a point 
of departure because it has been foundational for narrative critics of the 
Bible54. Chatman conceives of narratives as both formal structures and 
communications. Specifically, he conceives of narratives in terms of a 
heuristic dichotomy: the formal content – or the “story” (characters, plot, 

53. In making this argument, I am entering a debate over the place of the “implied 
author” in narrative communication not only in biblical studies, but also in literary studies. 
For a discussion of the history and nature of the debate that has surrounded the concept of 
the implied author in literary studies for the past 40 years, see t. kIndt – H.-H. Müller, 
The Implied Author: Concept and Controversy (Narratologia, 9), Berlin, De Gruyter, 
2006.

54. In fact, it is hard to overstate the impact of Seymour Chatman’s narratological 
theory on literary criticism, both inside and outside biblical studies. Moore states, “I 
believe Chatman’s narrative communication diagram has subtly yet considerably shaped the 
way New Testament literary critics today conceive of the gospel text”. Moore, Literary 
Criticism and the Gospels (n. 5), p. 46. Compare Harry Shaw’s observation that “few 
teachers and few students of narratology or narrative poetics have failed to use the Narrative 
Communication Diagram, in one of its familiar guises or another – for instance, the one 
proposed by Seymour Chatman”. H. sHAw, Why Won’t Our Terms Stay Put? The Narrative 
Communication Diagram Scrutinized and Historicized, in J. PHelAn – P.J. rAbInowItz 
(eds.), A Companion to Narrative Theory, Oxford, Blackwell, 2005, 299-311, p. 299. Most 
proponents of narrative criticism and the narrative communication diagram are North Amer-
icans. Those who take a literary approach to the Gospels outside North America include 
Geert Van Oyen, Francis Moloney, Susan Miller, Eddie Adams, Ole Davidsen, Daniel Mar-
guerat, and Camille Focant. Those who employ versions of the narrative communication 
diagram include O. dAVIdsen, The Narrative Jesus: A Semiotic Reading of Mark’s Gospel, 
Aarhus, Aarhus University Press, 1993, pp. 25-28; G. VAn oyen, Reading the Gospel 
of Mark as a Novel, transl. L.R. Keylock, Eugene, OR, Cascade Books, 2014, p. 70; and 
F.J. Moloney, Narrative Criticism of the Gospels, in Pacifica 4 (1991) 181-201.
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setting); and its formal expression – or the “discourse” by which the 
story is communicated55. His well-known narrative communication dia-
gram maps the discourse part of the diagram56: 

Real author ➔ [implied author ➔ narrator  narratee ➔ implied reader] ➔ real reader

Chatman’s diagram maps two levels of narrative communication on a 
single horizontal line. First, the “narrative communication situation” 
includes the real author who communicates literary meaning to the real 
reader by means of the narrative elements. Second, the “narrative trans-
action”, which appears within the brackets above, excludes the real author 
and real reader and happens within the text. Although Chatman includes 
person-level communication in his diagram (that is, the narrative commu-
nication situation), both he and biblical scholars who employ his diagram 
tend to focus on the story-level communication (the narrative transaction).

According to Chatman, the real author communicates by devising a 
story and creating the implied author as a structural and normative prin-
ciple of the text57. As a structural principle, the implied author invents the 
narrator and characters. The implied author has no reasons for acting58, nor 
a voice59; these belong to the narrator and characters who express the 
story60. As a normative principle, the implied author establishes “general 
cultural codes” that are relevant to the particular narrative and make effec-
tive communication possible. These norms are not moral, nor are they to 
be confused with the values of the real author61. Chatman explains that, 
“our acceptance of their universe is aesthetic, not ethical”62. 

55. s. cHAtMAn, Story and Discourse: Narrative Structure in Fiction and Film, 
Ithaca, NY, Cornell University Press, 1978, pp. 19-26, 146. For Chatman, “discourse” 
comprises structural elements rather than verbal elements, which belong to style. Narra-
tology attends to structural choices, while stylistics attends to verbal choices. Chatman 
follows the neo-Aristotelian, structuralist-oriented Chicago School over the language-
oriented New Criticism. Accordingly, his approach is built on a theoretical framework of 
Aristotelian poetics as developed by French structuralists and Russian formalists (Barthes, 
Todorov, and Genette).

56. Ibid., p. 151.
57. Ibid., p. 150.
58. “There are hundreds of reasons for telling a story, but those reasons are the narra-

tor’s, not the implied author’s, who is without personality or even presence, hence without 
motivation other than the purely theoretical one of constructing the narrative itself”. Ibid., 
p. 158.

59. Ibid., p. 148.
60. Ibid., p. 211.
61. Ibid., pp. 48-49, 95.
62. Ibid., p. 149. Chatman’s understanding of the implied author is a significant depar-

ture from Wayne Booth’s conception on this point among others. I will say more about 
this below.
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Yet for Chatman, the implied author is also a communicative agent 
within the story world. Because the actual author and actual readers stand 
outside the text, the narrative transaction is a text-centered dialogue 
between the story-as-constructed by the implied author and the implied 
audience. According to Chatman, the current audience may participate in 
this dialogue by identifying with the implied audience through the implied 
author’s cues in the process of reading or hearing the text63. Thus, the 
implied author has some measure of intentionality, since it orchestrates 
various structural devices and cultural conventions for a purpose64.

The implied author-implied reader construct with the narrator-narratee 
relationship that comprise the “narrative transaction” portion of Chatman’s 
narrative communication diagram have provided interpreters of biblical 
narratives with a heuristic model to 1) focus on the autonomous story 
world and 2) ascribe intention to textually bound actors. 

Kindt and Müller place Chatman among a large group of literary 
theorists who interpret the implied author as a postulated subject behind 
the text65. They divide this group into two sub-groups: those who take 
a non-(authorial)intentionalist approach to the implied author and those 
who take an intentionalist approach. Chatman fits among the first sub-
group, those who take a non-intentionalist approach, that is, who take 
up literary analysis to determine what the text means apart from what 
the author wanted to say. According to this approach, the implied author 
may be determined against the background of the history and culture of 
the time66. But Kindt and Müller argue that this is a problematic proce-
dure because, 

it is clearly assumed that, as long as the appropriate information is available, 
determining the implied author of a work is an unproblematic affair that takes 
care of itself so to speak … it can indeed prevent the interpretation of a text 
from producing anachronistic thesis, but it cannot assure that it will produce 
a single unambiguous result67. 

63. Ibid., p. 150.
64. In his later writing, Chatman reinvigorates his argument in favor of the implied 

author, particularly in cases when the real author is unknown. S. cHAtMAn, Coming to 
Terms: The Rhetoric of Narrative in Fiction and Film, Ithaca, NY – London, Cornell Uni-
versity Press, 1990, p. 76.

65. kIndt – Müller, The Implied Author (n. 53), p. 162.
66. For example, Chatman comments, “Anti-intentionalism does not argue that the 

study of conventions and meanings that prevailed during the artist’s lifetime are irrelevant 
or that the critic is misguided to search for them. To interpret Bach well one would know 
as much as possible about how music sounded in his time”. cHAtMAn, Coming to Terms 
(n. 64), p. 78. 

67. kIndt – Müller, The Implied Author (n. 53), pp. 164-165.
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They argue instead that an intentionalist approach to the implied author 
is the best model. “Intention” is not associated with the experiences, asso-
ciations, thoughts, or feelings of authors at the time they produce their 
works; rather, it is associated with the ideas that authors wish to express 
in texts68. Under this approach, the interpreter may hypothesize what the 
actual author wanted to say rather than asking what a hypothetical speaker 
might have said69. The interpreter may ascribe intentions to the writer and, 
thereby, to the implied author by means of progressing through the text70. 
Because the agents of narrative communication (the implied author and 
actual audience) are persons71 the interpreter may approach a narrative 
as an “intentional system”, that is, an action that may be predicted or 
explained72. Whenever we approach another person in everyday life, we 
adopt an intentional stance, that is, we use contextual cues to predict or 
explain their actions in mental terms such as thoughts, feelings, wishes, 
beliefs, and aims73. By doing this, we attribute to others a mind and inten-
tions, or reasons for acting. For example, if a student packs up his note-
book and starts to fidget towards the end of one of my lectures, I explain 
his behavior in mental terms, that he wishes to be somewhere else. Simi-
larly, audiences have the capacity to use textual and contextual cues to 
predict and explain the implied author’s choices in mental terms, and to 
ascribe intentions to implied authors74. 

While Kindt and Müller make a compelling case for intentionalism, 
they do not make an equally compelling case for why we need the implied 
author insofar as we are hypothesizing about the text, nor do they address 
how narrative communication works in social contexts. The problem is 
that they view the implied author as a textual construct, much as Chatman 
does. Some biblical scholars – like Rhoads, Dewey, and Michie; and 
Merenlahti – have replaced the concept of the implied author with the 
narrator, matching a practice in descriptive narratology in which the 

68. Ibid., p. 169.
69. Ibid., p. 170.
70. Ibid., pp. 173-175.
71. I understand “persons” to refer to sentient beings that have interconnected minds 

and bodies. I follow David Herman’s definition of persons as “assemblages of mental as 
well as material attributes structured in a specific way, whereby a person has a mind that 
is indissolubly linked with but not reducible to a body”. D. HerMAn, Storytelling and the 
Sciences of Mind, Cambridge, MA, MIT Press, 2013, p. 74.

72. D. dennett, The Intentional Stance, Cambridge, MA, MIT Press, 1987, p. 49; 
HerMAn, Storytelling (n. 71), pp. 23-99.

73. Philosopher Daniel Dennett coined the term “intentional stance”. dennett, The 
Intentional Stance (n. 72), p. 17; Id., Intentional Systems, in The Journal of Philosophy 68 
(1971) 87-106.

74. HerMAn, Storytelling (n. 71), p. 25.
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implied author is rejected altogether75. This is because the implied author 
category has left some readers wondering, first, how it can be that the 
implied author is simultaneously a structural principle and an agent of 
communication; and second, whether the implied author is really even 
necessary. The implied author appears to occupy a place of middle man-
agement, or a “no-man’s land between the world of the author and the 
world of the narrator”76. Rimmon-Kenan, for example, cuts out the mid-
dleman by excluding the implied author from narrative communication and 
retaining the concept only as a principle of norms77. Another look at the 
source of the implied author concept, however, challenges this view. It is 
generally recognized that Chatman relies on Wayne Booth for the concept 
of the implied author in his representation of narrative communication; but 
it is not generally recognized that he disagrees with Booth on some points 
and misconstrues him on others. A re-reading of Booth’s work generates 
fresh ways to think about the implied author and about the relationship 
among the author, text, audience, and contexts. 

2. Narrative Communication according to Wayne Booth

In his 1961 book, The Rhetoric of Fiction, Booth advanced the view 
– innovative at the time it was written – that non-didactic fiction is 
designed to persuade. He explains his view of narrative communication 
as follows: 

My subject is the technique of non-didactic fiction, viewed as the art of 
communicating with readers – the rhetorical resources available to the 
writer of epic, novel or short story as he tries, consciously or unconsciously, 
to impose his fictional world upon the reader78.

75. The implied author is viewed as an interpretative category and so foreign to descrip-
tive narratology because it is not a descriptive tool. Mieke Bal, for example, suggests 
abandoning the term altogether in favor for “the overall meaning of the text”. M. bAl, The 
Laughing Mice: Or: On Focalization, in Poetics Today 2 (1981) 202-210, p. 209.

76. M.-l. ryAn, Possible Worlds, Artificial Intelligence, and Narrative Theory, 
Bloomington, IN, Indiana University Press, 1991, p. 36. Others who reject the implied 
author include G. Genette, Narrative Discourse: An Essay in Method, transl. J.e. Lewin, 
Ithaca, NY, Cornell University Press, 1980 (orig. 1972), and bAl, The Laughing Mice 
(n. 75); A. nünnInG, Renaissance eines anthropomorphisierten Passepartouts oder 
Nachruf auf ein literaturkritisches Phantom? Überlegungen und Alternativen zum Konzept 
des ‘implied author’, in Deutsche Vierteljahrsschrift für Literaturwissenschaft und Geistes-
geschichte 67 (1993) 1-25, p. 23. Nünning offers critiques of the implied author concept 
and an alternative.

77. S. rIMMon-kenAn, Narrative Fiction: Contemporary Poetics, London, Methuen, 
1983.

78. W.C. bootH, The Rhetoric of Fiction, Chicago, IL, University of Chicago Press, 
1983 (1961), p. xiii.
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Booth is concerned with the writer’s communication with readers, that 
is, with how writers of fictional narratives employ available rhetorical 
resources in order to try to set their fictional worlds upon their readers. 

Booth’s approach to narrative communication challenged two contem-
porary trends in literary studies. First, it challenged a trend that effectively 
banished the author in pursuit of pure objectivity79. Literary scholars at 
the time considered the ideal work of fiction to be the one in which the 
author eliminated his voice from the process of storytelling. Booth argued, 
however, that even if an author were to eliminate all of his explicit com-
mentary, the author’s voice is still audible in his textual choices80. More-
over, Booth believes that these choices are imbued with the intent to 
persuade the reader of a certain point of view (with varying degrees of 
cognizance), so that an author never assumes a position of complete 
impartiality. The author and his values can never fade from view81. Thus, 
a narrative is that through which somebody intends to communicate for 
a purpose. 

Second, Booth’s approach challenged the trend that effectively banished 
the reader in pursuit of the novel as a medium of expression and aesthet-
ics rather than of communication and rhetoric. Booth argued that the aim 
of the well-written work is not simply to elicit appreciation of or pleasure 
in that work, but to perform a moral obligation to the reader through effec-
tive communication. Such a work is characterized, he remarks, by “the 
successful ordering of your reader’s view of a fictional world” by which 
the author does “all that is possible in any given instance to realize his 
world as he intends it”82. In other words, a well-written narrative is one in 
which somebody intends to communicate with somebody else using textual 
resources effectively. 

According to Booth, the creator/author of a work begins to accomplish 
communicative aims towards the reader through the creation of his/her 
implied author. I wish to take a careful look at Booth’s concept of the 
implied author83, because it is essential to an understanding of narrative 
as rhetoric, which is the vehicle of communication in his model. Below I 
quote several of Booth’s key descriptions of the concept and afterwards 
make some comments:

79. Ibid., p. 67.
80. Ibid., p. 20.
81. Ibid., pp. 67-70; see also pp. 77-83.
82. Ibid., p. 388.
83. Booth first used the concept in his 1952 essay, The Self-Conscious Narrator in 

Comic Fiction before Tristram Shandy, in Publications of the Modern Language Association 
of America 67 (1952) 163-185.
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As he writes he creates not simply an ideal, impersonal ‘man in general’ but 
an implied version of ‘himself’ that is different from the implied authors we 
meet in other men’s works. To some novelists it has seemed, indeed, that 
they were discovering or creating themselves as they wrote. As Jessamyn 
West says, it is sometimes ‘only by writing the story that the novelist can 
discover – not his story – but its writer, the official scribe, so to speak, for 
that narrative’. Whether we call this implied author an ‘official scribe’, or 
adopt the term recently revived by Kathleen Tillotson – the author’s ‘second 
self’ – it is clear that the picture the reader gets of this presence is one of 
the author’s most important effects. However impersonal he may try to be, 
his reader will inevitably construct a picture of the official scribe who writes 
in this manner – and of course that official scribe will never be neutral 
toward all values. Our reactions to his various commitments, secret or overt, 
will help to determine our responses to the work84. 

Booth goes on to say that an author’s 
different works will imply different versions, different ideal combinations 
of norms. Just as one’s personal letters imply different versions of oneself, 
depending on the differing relationships with each correspondent and the 
purpose of each letter, so the writer sets himself out with a different air 
depending on the needs of particular works85. 

He then suggests the term “implied author” to represent the presence 
or signs of the author’s artistry:

We can be satisfied only with a term that is as broad as the work itself but 
still capable of calling attention to that work as the product of a choosing, 
evaluating person rather than as a self-existing thing. The ‘implied author’ 
chooses, consciously or unconsciously, what we read; we infer him as an 
ideal, literary, created version of the real man; he is the sum of his own 
choices86.

I wish to make two observations about Booth’s concept of the implied 
author. First, the implied author is an “implied version” of the real author 
– or flesh-and-blood person (FBP) – that he creates “as he writes”. That 
is, through the process of writing, the author “discovers” or “creates him-
self”. By “create”, Booth does not mean that the author creates a distinct, 
impersonal entity or theoretical construct. Rather, he means that the author 
creates or discovers himself, or the “writer [who] sets himself out with  
a different air”87. While the implied author is a version of the FBP, the 

84. bootH, Rhetoric of Fiction (n. 78), pp. 70-71. Italics are mine.
85. Ibid. Italics are mine.
86. Ibid., p. 75.
87. Dan Shen makes a similar point. She believes that an entrenched debate over the 

concept of the implied author in secular literary theory is “to a large extent to be attributed 
to the misunderstanding of the referent of the ‘implied author’, resulting primarily from 
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implied author is not equal to the FBP. The implied author is the author’s 
“second self”, or an extension of the FBP, who is presumably his “first 
self”88. The implied author is thus first and foremost an “author effect”. 
The implied author is the author present in the work, no matter how 
impersonal he tries to be, and no matter how much he attempts to remove 
his voice. Second – and related to the first point – in the process of writ-
ing, the author discovers the writer for that story, or “the official scribe 
for that narrative who writes in this manner”89. Booth thus crucially dis-
tinguishes the implied author from the FBP. In a later work, he clarifies 
the concept of the implied author by analogy to the “masks” we wear 
when we perform various roles in the real world90.

For example, the “masks” I wear or personas I present when I log on 
to Facebook, or go to the gym, or enter the classroom to teach are versions 
of me but not the same as the whole of who I am. Each one is an Implied 
Elizabeth: a version of my “first self” that is a “second self”, which I set 
out with a certain air for that occasion. For instance, students in my class 
on Mark do not see me eat breakfast, get dressed, brush my teeth, laugh 
with my husband, or spar with my sons. I take on a role, and there is a 
certain benefit to maintaining my persona as a researcher and teacher in 
the classroom because I take a different stance there than I do in the rest 
of my every day life. To bring all aspects of myself into the world of the 
classroom would be an intrusion91. Similarly, Booth believes that the dis-
tinction between the FBP and the implied author allows for a middle posi-
tion between what he sees as an unrealistic insistence on complete objec-
tivity and the unqualified intrusion of the FBP in a work92. 

Though Booth calls the implied author a creation of the FBP, he also 
equates the implied author with the text, because the FBP creates or discov-
ers the implied author as his or her “second self” in the process of writing. 
He comments,

the misinterpretation of Booth’s metaphorical expression in various forms that the real 
author ‘creates’ the implied author”. d. sHen, Implied Author, Authorial Audience, and 
Context: Form and History in Neo-Aristotelian Rhetorical Theory, in Narrative 21 (2013) 
140-158, p. 141. See also d. sHen, What Is the Implied Author?, in Style 45 (2011) 80-98. 
See for instance, kIndt – Müller, The Implied Author (n. 53), p. 62, in which the authors 
attribute confusion to Booth for at times stating that the real author “creates” the implied 
author and at other times saying that the reader does. 

88. Ibid., p. 142.
89. bootH, Rhetoric of Fiction (n. 78), p. 71.
90. W. bootH, Resurrection of the Implied Author: Why Bother?, in PHelAn – rAbInowItz 

(eds.), A Companion to Narrative Theory (n. 54), 75-88, pp. 75-76. See a similar discussion of 
role-playing in P.J. rAbInowItz, “The Absence of Her Voice from that Concord”: The Value 
of the Implied Author, in Style 45 (2011) 99-108, pp. 102-103.

91. See also bootH, Resurrection of the Implied Author (n. 90), p. 77.
92. bootH, Rhetoric of Fiction (n. 78), p. 75.
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My claim is that what I see as the actual text implies, in every stroke as I read 
now, the choices I believe were made by the author then, which in turn imply 
the chooser. It’s true that the text is always in one sense “out there”, divorced 
from the creator, subject to innumerable readings and misreadings. But at the 
time of creation, and at the time of my recreation, unless I am imposing 
overstanding, the two have been identical93. 

The text, he believes, is a sort of personification of the implied author, 
that within which the audience can see his or her traces. Thus, the implied 
author is not only an author-effect but also a text-effect. 

According to Booth, the FBP not only creates the implied author as he 
writes, but also by that same process creates an implied reader out of a 
real reader:

Every stroke implying his second self will help to mold the reader into the kind 
of person suited to appreciate such a character and the book he is writing94. 

Booth’s point is that an audience’s response to characters does not 
depend on any natural relation that he or she has to those characters, but 
on the judgment rendered by the implied author by means of textual 
choices through which the implied author molds (creates) readers95. The 
implied author thus acts as a “guide and friend”, using rhetoric to shape 
beliefs, or to “get the values straight and to keep them straight and to help 
direct our reactions” to characters96. Thus, the purpose of rhetoric is to 
aid actual readers in experiencing the work as the implied author intends. 
And so Booth comments about process of reading, 

Regardless of my real beliefs and practices, I must subordinate my mind and 
heart to the book if I am to enjoy it to the full. The author creates, in short, 
an image of himself and another image of his reader; he makes his reader, 
as he makes his second self, and the most successful reading is one in which 
the created selves, author and reader, can find complete agreement97.

He goes on to explain that, “as we [the actual audience] merge ourselves 
with the created self who has created the work, as we recreate the work as 
intended, we resemble more and more the implied author who achieved 
the creation”. The result of this “merging” process is not necessarily that 
the reader agrees with the work; rather, it is that the reader receives the 
work as the implied author intended 98. The rhetoric of the work thus has 

93. bootH, Resurrection of the Implied Author (n. 90), p. 86. Italics are Booth’s, 
underlining is mine.

94. bootH, Rhetoric of Fiction (n. 78), p. 89. Italics are mine.
95. Ibid., p. 113.
96. Ibid., p. 264.
97. Ibid., p. 138.
98. It should be clear that the implied reader as conceived by Wolfgang Iser is not the 

mirror image of Booth’s implied reader. Booth rejects the kind of reader response approach 
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to do with communication between the author and his audience, or with 
“the bonding between authors and readers”99. 

Appropriations of Booth’s work – such as Chatman’s Story and Dis-
course – tend to embrace the concept of the implied author as a “text- 
effect” without embracing it also as an “author-effect”. Chatman, like 
Booth, sees the implied author as an essential part of the structure of com-
munication with an audience and essentially coterminous with the text. 
But Chatman’s conception of the implied author and view of narrative 
communication differs from Booth’s in three fundamental ways: Chatman 
conceives of the implied author as a structural principle rather than as a 
consciousness; of the story as an aesthetic rather than as an ethical world; 
and of the norms of the text as general cultural codes rather than as the 
moral-ethical values by which the implied author seeks to persuade the 
audience100. Narrative critics of the Gospels have largely adopted Chat-
man’s text-centered focus and structurally-construed implied author, and 
thus have also adopted the notion of the implied author as a “text-effect” 
and not an “author-effect”. There are at least two reasons for this. First, 
Booth’s imprecise language of “create” to describe the genesis of the 
implied author lends to the misconception that it is merely a theoretical 
construction. Second, Booth’s predominant focus on the reader’s process 
of decoding in Rhetoric of Fiction tapped into the anti-intentionalist 
stance current at the time the book was written. Booth’s unabridged view, 
however, has at least three implications: 1) the implied author is funda-
mentally an anthropomorphic rather than a structural principle; 2) the 
implied author – not the FBP/actual author – is the one who writes the 
narrative in order to communicate with a real audience on an occasion 
and for a purpose; and 3) the implied author – not the FBP/actual author 
nor the narrator – intends by what he or she writes.

Booth’s conception of the anthropomorphic implied author and of the 
symbiotic relationship among author-text-audience more satisfactorily 
accounts for the nature of narrative texts and of narrative communication 
than those appropriations that remove the author from a narrative text in 
the process of narrative communication. Yet Booth’s approach requires 

that places interpretation solely in the hands of the reader. Iser defines the implied reader as 
“the totality of tasks of interpretation required by a given text” or “the totality of inferences 
allowed by a given text”. See bootH, Resurrection of the Implied Author (n. 90), p. 76; see 
also Id., Rhetoric of Fiction (n. 78), pp. 105, 403. Compare w. Iser, The Implied Reader: 
Patterns of Communication in Prose Fiction from Bunyan to Beckett, Baltimore, MD, Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 1974 (1972).

99. bootH, Resurrection of the Implied Author (n. 90), pp. 76-77.
100. bootH, Rhetoric of Fiction (n. 78), pp. 72-74.
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some revision if it is to be applied to the Gospels, because Mark, for 
instance, writes about historical people and events, selecting and arrang-
ing his material to communicate particular theological/ideological aims 
– that is, what he regards to be truth about those historical people and 
events. 

Meir Sternberg helps us in this regard, because he applies strikingly 
similar ideas to biblical narratives. Sternberg views biblical narratives as 
rhetorical and ideological discourse by which authors aim to persuade their 
audiences of a way of seeing the world. He distinguishes between the 
flesh-and-blood author and the artistic self who writes (similar to Booth’s 
conception of the implied author), and conceives of this persona anthropo-
morphically. Similar to Booth, Sternberg sees the relationship between the 
artistic self and the text in terms of personification: the artist’s intentions 
are “embodied” by the narrative and, therefore, can be “reconstructed”. 
Since the artistic self is distinct from the FBP, and since the intentions of 
that artistic self are embodied by the text, the reconstruction of authorial 
intention is textually oriented rather than biographically or psychologically 
oriented101. Yet because the artistic self is an extension of the historically 
located FBP, Sternberg argues against literary interpretations that are ahis-
torical. Rather, the reconstruction of authorial intention requires the recon-
struction of the world behind the text as a customary if not essential part 
of a literary approach to biblical narrative102. In other words, literary inter-
pretation requires attention to the context of the text’s creation. Yet nei-
ther Booth’s nor Sternberg’s approaches fully account for the relationship 
between author and audience, for the social phenomenon of narrative com-
munication, or for audience’s responses to texts. In order to address this 
lacuna, I take an interdisciplinary approach to narrative communication 
that incorporates new rhetorical and cognitive theories.

3. A Cognitive and Rhetorical approach to Narrative Communication 

A cognitive approach views narratives as cognitive artifacts that are 
resources for making sense of experience103. Cognitive artifacts may be 

101. M. sternberG, The Poetics of Biblical Narrative: Ideological Literature and the 
Drama of Reading, Bloomington, IN, Indiana University Press, 1985, pp. 9-11, 69-70.

102. Ibid., pp. 11-23.
103. The “cognitive turn” of the 1950’s has made a significant impact on a number 

of academic disciplines, including literary studies, musicology, anthropology, sociology, 
historiography, and religion. For two recent volumes that show the impact of the cognitive 
turn on Markan and NT studies, see J. rüGGeMeIer, Poetik der markinischen Christologie: 
Eine kognitiv-narratologische Exegese (WUNT, 623), Tübingen, Mohr Siebeck, 2017; 
I. czAcHesz, Cognitive Science and the New Testament: A New Approach to Early Christian 
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viewed strictly as physical or material objects that human beings create 
in order to aid thinking, like a string on our finger, a calendar, shopping 
list, map, or chart104. D.A. Norman expanded the view of cognitive arti-
facts to include mental elements, like those mnemonic devices or prov-
erbs that help us to remember105. Moreover, L.S. Vygotsky argued that 
the language and actions of others embedded in social settings act as 
cognitive artifacts106. For example, a child learns how to speak and how to 
act by listening to and watching the others around him/her. The language 
and actions of others are enabled as cognitive artifacts because they are 
embedded in stories and have a narrative shape. Philosophical psycholo-
gist Daniel Hutto shows how stories play a key developmental role in 
allowing children to acquire beliefs and attitudes so that they may under-
stand what is required in order to take certain actions107. From an early 
age, Hutto argues, stories suggest, “how a person’s reasons can be influ-
enced by such things as their character, history, current circumstances, 
and larger projects”108. Children learn “which kinds of factors must be 

Research, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2017. Scholars conducting narrative studies 
have incorporated research from a number of fields – for example, cognitive linguistics, 
social and cognitive psychology, philosophy, and discourse analysis – to argue that a chief 
function of narrative is to serve as a world-making and sense-making resource. The lit-
erature is massive, but important works include J. bruner, Actual Minds, Possible Worlds, 
Cambridge, MA, Cambridge University Press, 1986; Id., The Narrative Construction of 
Reality, in Critical Inquiry 18 (1991) 1-21; t.G. PAVel, Fictional Worlds, Cambridge, 
MA, Harvard University Press, 1986; R.J. GerrIG, Experiencing Narrative Worlds: On 
the Psychological Activities of Reading, New Haven, CT, Yale University Press, 1993; 
J.F. ducHAn – G.A. bruder – l.e. HewItt (eds.), Deixis in Narrative: A Cognitive Science 
Perspective, Hillsdale, NJ, Lawrence Erlbaum, 1995; l. doležel, Heterocosmica: Fiction 
and Possible Worlds, Baltimore, MD, Johns Hopkins University Press, 1998; ryAn, Pos-
sible Worlds (n. 76); M. turner, The Literary Mind, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 
1996; P. wertH, Text Worlds: Representing Conceptual Space in Discourse, ed. M. sHort, 
London, Longman, 1999; D. HerMAn, Story Logic: Problems and Possibilities of Narra-
tive, Lincoln, NE, University of Nebraska Press, 2002; Id., Storytelling (n. 71).

104. e. HutcHIns, Cognitive Artifacts, in r.A. wIlson – F.c. keIl (eds.), The MIT 
Encyclopedia of the Cognitive Sciences, Cambridge, MA, MIT Press, 1999, 126-127, p. 126.

105. d.A. norMAn, Things That Make Us Smart: Defending Human Attributes in the 
Age of the Machine, Reading, MA, Addison-Wesley Publishing Company, 1993, see espe-
cially pp. 51-73.

106. l.s. VyGotsky, Mind in Society: The Development of Higher Psychological Pro-
cesses, ed. M. cole, Cambridge, MA – London, Harvard University Press, 1978; see further 
J.V. wertscH, Vygotsky and the Social Formation of the Mind, Cambridge, MA, Harvard 
University Press, 1985.

107. d.d. Hutto, The Narrative Practice Hypothesis: Origins and Applications of Folk 
Psychology, in Id. (ed.), Narrative and Understanding Persons, Cambridge, Cambridge 
University Press, 2007, 43-68. Hutto bases his work, in part, on bruner, Narrative Con-
struction of Reality (n. 103).

108. d.d. Hutto, Folk Psychological Narratives: The Sociocultural Basis of Under-
standing Reasons, Cambridge, MA, MIT Press, 2008, p. 28.
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taken into account and adjusted for when it comes to making sense of the 
stories that others tell about the reasons why they acted, as well as learn-
ing what needs mentioning when providing their own accounts”109. 

According to cognitive scientist Mark Turner, human beings employ 
the “narrative genre” constantly, to make sense of everyday experi-
ences110. For example, the human mind explains reality by creating small 
spatial stories, like “pouring a cup of coffee and carrying it”; or “watch-
ing a bird fly across the sky”; or “tracking a stick as it floats down a 
stream”111. Though we are unaware of these small, spatial stories, they 
organize our thoughts and help us to distinguish among persons, objects, 
and events so that we know how to predict, evaluate, plan, and explain 
our actions112. For example, every time my husband approaches either of 
my boys (who are now teenagers) with raised arms and clawed hands, 
they shriek and retreat because they predict that he is going to tickle them. 
This is because they “recognize the beginning of a sequence of a small 
story, imagine how it will unfold, and react”113. When drops of water fell 
from my kitchen ceiling one morning last year as I was cleaning up the 
breakfast dishes, I tried to explain to myself what had happened to reach 
that point. My explanation generated a story: I imagined that a pipe in 
the bathroom overhead had burst and that water had soaked the floor to 
drip through the ceiling, and I was correct114. These instances demonstrate 
that narrative imagining is fundamental to our everyday thinking and 
meaning-making about experiences, events, and concepts. Just as with 
these sorts of every-day small, spatial stories we tell ourselves, we also 
tell stories to each other, using narrative communication to put agents 
with events in sequence in order to create meaning. We use such oral and 
written stories to provide a way of explaining knowledge, values, and 
beliefs so that we know how to think and act in social situations. Accord-
ingly, pioneering psychologist Jerome Bruner comments that, “We 
organize our experience and memory of human happenings mainly in 
the form of narrative – stories, excuses, myths, reasons for doing and 
not doing, and so on”115. In sum, storytelling provides a pattern or model 

109. Ibid., p. 29.
110. “The human mind is essentially literary”, turner, The Literary Mind (n. 103), 

p. 3.
111. Ibid. 
112. Ibid., p. 20.
113. Ibid.
114. Ibid.
115. bruner, Narrative Construction of Reality (n. 103), p. 4. This research is harmo-

nious with social memory theory by which some recent biblical scholars explain both 
the transmission of the Jesus tradition and the interpretation of the Gospel narratives. 
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for thinking and acting. The fundamental role of narrative imagining for 
human cognition highlights the value of storytelling as one of the key 
ways that human beings make sense of experience, reason about others’ 
and their own actions, and find patterns for thinking and behavior in social 
contexts116.

Narratives function as sense-making resources for two reasons. First, 
a narrative – like the Gospel of Mark – fits events that otherwise might 
appear to be unconnected into a temporal structure of cause-and-effect 
relationships so that a character’s words and actions may be explained in 
terms of a broader, unified, unfolding pattern that leads up to a certain 
moment. This sort of patterning mimics the way that human beings tend 
to organize experience into bounded, recognizable, and memorable seg-
ments or “chunks”117. For example, we find it easier to memorize a seven- 
digit phone number than a longer sequence. While a chunking process 
makes events memorable and manageable, a narrative presents chunks in 
a selected and arranged sequence to make them meaningful. Mark’s nar-
rative, for example, has an episodic quality that reflects the arrangement 
of manageable and memorable chunks into a larger framework118. The 
focus on the central character, Jesus, and other characters across episodes 
builds relationships among those chunks, reveals new information, and 
shows development119. 

The second reason that narratives function as sense-making resources 
is that they often explain how experience deviates from a communal norm, 
or in the words of Jerome Bruner they exhibit a situation of “canonicity 
and breach”120. Mark’s Gospel, for example, may be explained as a textual 

See e. eVe, Behind the Gospels: Understanding the Oral Tradition, Minneapolis, MN, 
Fortress, 2014, pp. 91-98.

116. bruner, Actual Minds, Possible Worlds (n. 103); HerMAn, Storytelling (n. 71), 
p. 227; Hutto, The Narrative Practice Hypothesis (n. 107), pp. 43-68. Storytelling is not 
the only way that people make sense of experience, however; other ways might include 
conversation, verbal instruction, and ceremonies. eVe, Behind the Gospels (n. 115), p. 92. 
David Herman discusses the limitations of storytelling as a sense-making resource in 
HerMAn, Storytelling, pp. 80-94.

117. G.A. MIller, The Magical Number Seven, Plus or Minus Two: Some Limits on 
Our Capacity for Processing Information, in The Psychological Review 63 (1956) 81-97. 

118. rHoAds – dewey – MIcHIe, Mark as Story (n. 13), pp. 4, 47-54. Joanna Dewey has 
argued that Mark exhibits oral features in its composition techniques, which reflect manage-
able and memorable frames for the audience. J. dewey, Oral Methods of Structuring Nar-
rative in Mark, in Interpretation 43 (1989) 32-44, pp. 32-33. In addition, Mark was likely 
written with a listening audience in mind. Mark as Story, p. 47. Eric Eve discusses the 
ancient media culture in, eVe, Behind the Gospels (n. 115), pp. 1-14.

119. R.C. tAnneHIll, The Disciples in Mark: The Function of a Narrative Role, in 
JR 57 (1977) 386-405, pp. 388-389. 

120. bruner, Narrative Construction of Reality (n. 103), p. 11. Elsewhere Bruner explains, 
“while a culture must contain a set of norms, it must also contain a set of interpretive 
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or narrative interpretation of perceived experience. That perceived expe-
rience reflects an encounter with a new situation (the appearance of Jesus, 
“the Christ”) that requires dialogue with tradition and old frameworks, 
generating a challenge to norms and the building of a new way of under-
standing the world. From one perspective, Mark’s narrative exhibits a 
situation of canonicity. The author meets expectations by introducing the 
narrative as the good news about Jesus the Christ and quoting from the 
Jewish scriptures, characterizing Jesus comprehensibly for his first cen-
tury Jewish and Roman audience. That ancient audience would approach 
the text from a frame of reference that generates a particular set of expec-
tations: they inhabit a world shaped by other texts and cultural factors, 
such as the lxx and the political, economic, and religious elements of the 
Greco-Roman world. But then Mark exhibits a breach by characterizing 
Jesus as the Christ throughout the narrative in a way that is wholly unex-
pected. The building of knowledge depends on the convergence of the 
audiences’ expectations and the progressive narration that either confirms 
or challenges them121. 

Thus, while from a historical standpoint narratives may be considered 
instantiations of biography, historiography, folklore, or ideological adap-
tations that are representations of people and events in the real world; and 
from a literary standpoint narratives may be considered formal structures 
that are constructions of characters and actions in a story world; from a 
cognitive standpoint narratives are intentional actions that are construc-
tions of mental models of actions-in-the-world and characters-in-the-
world122. Yet these are not mutually exclusive standpoints. In fact, the 
cognitive standpoint may provide an underexplored link between his-
torical-critical and literary-critical investigations123. That is, we may view 

procedures for rendering departures from those norms meaningful … Stories achieve their 
meanings by explicating deviations from the ordinary in a comprehensible form”. J. bruner, 
Acts of Meaning, Cambridge, MA, Harvard University Press, 1990, p. 47.

121. See also Mieke Bal, who puts this in narratological terms, M. bAl, Narratology: 
Introduction to the Theory of Narrative, Toronto, University of Toronto Press, Scholarly 
Publishing Division, 42017, pp. 121-123.

122. David Herman and Becky Childs comment that “narrative supports ‘cognitive map-
ping’, i.e., the process by which things and events are mentally modeled as being located 
somewhere in the world”. D. HerMAn – B. cHIlds, Narrative and Cognition in Beowulf, 
in Style 37 (2003) 177-202, p. 192.

123. J. Rüggemeier comments, “Gerade die neueren Entwicklungen innerhalb der 
heutigen Erzählwissenschaften, die zumeist unter dem Stichwort der Kognitiven Wende 
bzw. des cognitive turn zusammengefasst werden […], bergen dabei ein hohes Integra-
tionspotenzial in sich und können zu einer Überwindung der bisher unbefriedigenden und 
alles andere als präzisen bzw. einheitlichen Differenzierung zwischen sogenannten syn-
chronen und diachronen Methodenschritten führen”, rüGGeMeIer, Poetik der markinischen 
Christologie (n. 103), p. 3.
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Mark’s narrative mode as a resource for metacognition (thinking about 
thinking) that enables its author and audience in a certain historical, social, 
and cultural context to co-create a particular narrative world124 that organ-
izes and interprets their experience of the real world in social contexts. 

This point is strengthened by employing social memory theory to illumi-
nate how Mark’s Gospel functioned as a cognitive artifact. Jan Assmann’s 
concepts of Traditionsbruch (rupture in tradition) and zerdehnte Situation 
(expanded situation) may help explain the writing and dissemination of 
Mark’s Gospel125. First, the writing of the Gospel may be explained by 
a Traditionsbruch caused by the disappearance of living memory (eye-
witnesses) that generated the need to fix cultural memory in written form. 
By writing, Mark arranged traditional elements into a particular order to 
create and preserve meaning126. From a cognitive standpoint, the medium 
of writing aids the Gospel’s function as a sense-making resource by ena-
bling the author to construct and the audience to construe a particular 
way of viewing world. Writing in the form of this narrative thus func-
tions not only to preserve the story of Jesus, but also to preserve the for-
mation and maintenance of early Christian identity. Eve suggests that, 
in addition to the disappearance of living memory, “in the case of prim-
itive Christianity, the crucifixion, the Neronian persecution, or the destruc-
tion of Jerusalem and the Temple”, may account for a Traditionsbruch 
that generated the writing of the Gospel127. Eve notes, however, that the 

124. Following John Frow, I take “world” to mean “a limited piece of reality” out of 
a larger one, which has its own space and time, players, themes, and moral ethos. See 
J. Frow, Genre (The New Critical Idiom), London – New York, Routledge, 22016, pp. 7, 
19-20. Mark implements a network of genres, including Greco-Roman biography, Jewish 
historical narrative and apocalypse, for persuasive ends. For a discussion of Mark’s imple-
mentation of Greco-Roman biography, see further my article, e. sHIVely, Recognizing 
Penguins: Audience Expectation, Cognitive Genre Theory, and the Ending of Mark’s 
Gospel, in CBQ 80 (2018) 273-292. 

125. J. AssMAnn, Cultural Memory and Early Civilization: Writing, Remembrance, 
and Political Imagination, transl. d.H. Wilson, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 
2011, pp. 34-41. See also A. kIrk, Traditionsbruch, in t. tHAtcHer (ed.), Dictionary of 
the Bible and Ancient Media, New York, T&T Clark, 2017, 429-430. I rely on Eric Eve’s 
application of the concepts of Traditionsbruch and zerdehnte Situation to the Gospels. 
See e. eVe, Writing the Gospels: Composition and Memory, London, SPCK, 2016, pp. 24- 
28.

126. See also w.H. kelber, The Oral and Written Gospel: The Hermeneutics of 
Speaking and Writing in the Synoptic Tradition, Mark, Paul and Q (Voices in Performance 
and Text), Bloomington, IN – Indianapolis, IN, Indiana University Press, 1997, pp. 90- 
131. 

127. eVe, Writing the Gospels (n. 125), p. 27. Scholars generally support either a Roman, 
Syrian, or Galilean provenance for Mark’s Gospel, any of which could arguably provide a 
setting for one of these crises; but conclusions about the Gospel’s provenance remain incon-
clusive. Richard Bauckham has recently argued that all the evangelists wrote for a general 
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concept of a Traditionsbruch does not itself explain Mark’s particular 
reasons for writing or account for a specific crisis to which he may have 
been responding128. Moreover, in the ancient world Mark would have writ-
ten within a social group or community but also may have imaged that his 
work would gain a larger audience129. The concept of the zerdehnte Situa-
tion conveys that writing something down not only functions to preserve 
cultural memory, but also to make that cultural artifact accessible across 
time and space, thereby extending its formative influence130. Mark’s Gospel 
may function, therefore, as an ever-expanding resource of metacognition 
for the formation and maintenance of Christian identity.

Eric Eve’s assessment is thus apt: “Dibelius’ characterization of the 
overall purpose for the material found in the Gospels is probably correct 
… [it] performs both a formative function in providing a foundational 
narrative that helps shape group identity and a normative function in pro-
viding instruction on how members of the Christian community ought to 
live”131. Moreover, Eve comments that form critics helped us to see that, 
“there is little to suggest that the primitive church had any purely bio-
graphical or historical interest in Jesus as a figure of the past; the material 
that was preserved does seem to have been such as would serve the prac-
tical interests of the Church”132. A cognitive approach may therefore help 
us to retrieve a connection among the best impulses of form, redaction and 
literary criticisms. 

I enact this cognitive approach by means of a rhetorical approach to 
narrative communication. According to literary theorist and rhetorician 
James Phelan, a narrative is 

not just a representation of events but ... also itself an event – one in which 
someone is doing something with a representation of events. More formally, 

audience. In his critique of Bauckham’s position, Ernest van Eck provides a fine review of 
each of the scholarly views on Mark’s provenance. See e. VAn eck, A Sitz for the Gospel of 
Mark? A Critical Reaction to Bauckham’s Theory on the Universality of the Gospels, in 
Hervormde Teologiese Studies 56 (2000) 973-1008. In any case, I argue that textual evidence 
suggests assumptions about the views of the audience with which Mark aims to communicate. 

128. eVe, Writing the Gospels (n. 125), p. 27.
129. See, for example, P.F. esler, Community and Gospel in Early Christianity: A 

Response to Richard Bauckham’s Gospels for all Christians, in Scottish Journal of Theol-
ogy 51 (1998) 235-248, p. 242.

130. eVe, Writing the Gospels (n. 125), pp. 28-29; see also c. keItH, Prolegomena 
on the Textualization of Mark’s Gospel: Manuscript Culture, the Extended Situation, and 
the Emergence of the Written Gospel, in t. tHAtcHer (ed.), Memory and Identity in 
Ancient Judaism and Early Christianity: A Conversation with Barry Schwartz (Semeia 
Studies, 78), Atlanta, GA, SBL Press, 2014, 161-178.

131. eVe, Behind the Gospels (n. 115), p. 29.
132. Ibid.
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the rhetorical theorist defines narrative as somebody telling somebody else 
on some occasion and for some purpose(s) that something happened. It 
gives special attention to the relations among tellers, audiences, and the 
something that has happened. The focus on purposes includes a recognition 
that narrative communication is a multi-layered event, one in which tellers 
seek to engage and influence their audiences’ cognition, emotions, and 
values133. 

In other words, narrative communication is a multi-layered event that 
necessarily includes both what is outside and inside the story world – the 
contexts of creation, reception, and textual phenomena – because authors 
make textual choices in order to persuade audiences. This rhetorical 
approach can function to enable a cognitive approach to narrative, because 
it recognizes that narrative communication is a sense-making event between 
real people by means of narrative in a social context. 

4. A Proposal about Narrative Communication and Authorial Intention

Building on this theoretical foundation, I contend that narrative com-
munication happens between real persons in the world through narratives, 
so that real authors and real audiences and their worlds cannot be excluded 
from the inner textual aspect of literary analysis without causing distortion 
to the interpretation of the text. This is because what is written explains 
and is informed by what is written about. I envision the implied author of 
Mark (which I might call “implied Mark” or simply “Mark”) as a version 
of the flesh-and-blood author (like my “Facebook self” or my “teaching 
self”) who wrote this narrative on this occasion for this purpose to this 
audience. Yet Mark and his intentions are only accessible to the actual 
audience through textual phenomena. Thus, I would place the implied 
author in a liminal position between the flesh-and-blood author and the 
text, recognizing that the implied author is first an author-effect and then 
a text-effect134. 

If Mark’s intentions are only accessible through the text, then it is cru-
cial to understand the role of the audience. Peter Rabinowitz’s model of 
three interrelated audiences – the actual, the authorial, and the narrative 
audiences – brings more precision to the conception of the “audience” 

133. PHelAn, Rhetoric/Ethics (n. 3), p. 203.
134. James Phelan and William Nelles both place the implied author fully outside the 

text and pair the implied author with the actual audience for both the encoding and decoding 
process; however, I do not think that this arrangement best represents the narrative com-
munication process. See J. PHelAn, Living to Tell about It: A Rhetoric and Ethics of Char-
acter Narration, Ithaca, NY, Cornell University Press, 2005; and w. nelles, A Hypothetical 
Implied Author, in Style 45 (2011) 109-118, p. 111.
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than does the idea of the “implied audience”135. Together, these three 
interrelated audiences offer synchronized roles to members of the actual 
audience who wish to receive the text the way the implied author intends 
it to be read or heard. I explain the model in detail below, using the 
Gospel of Mark as an example.

First, the actual audience is the listening agent in the narrative com-
munication process, composed of flesh-and-blood people who engage the 
Gospel of Mark throughout various contexts in history, beginning with 
those to whom Mark aims to communicate136. The implied author has no 
assured control over this audience, in part, because they represent various 
cultures, genders, ethnicities, and social contexts137. 

Second, the authorial audience is a specific, hypothetical audience for 
whom the implied author writes the narrative rhetorically, using various 
textual resources138. For example, when I log on to Facebook as my 
“implied Facebook self” in order to write a post, I compose it with a 
hypothetical group of friends in mind whom I imagine will view it (the 
authorial audience). My actual friends who log on may or may not read 
it, and those who do may or may not understand it or “like” it (the actual 
audience). Those who do read it and “like” it have fully taken on the role 
of the hypothetical group of friends I have imagined. Similarly, because 
implied Mark is a role-playing actual author who writes in history, his or 
her textual choices are informed by contextual (cultural, social, historical) 
information, knowledge, and values as he imagines a hypothetical/autho-
rial audience to which he intends to communicate. Then the actual audi-
ence must take on the role of the authorial audience in order understand 
how to fill in gaps, interpret irony, make judgments about characters, grasp 
juxtapositions, make sense of metaphors and parables, understand events, 
and so on139. The actual audience may enter a shared world of commu-
nication with the implied author by taking on the role of the authorial 
audience in this way. Taking on that role is not only a literary-critical 
exercise, but also a historical-critical exercise because of the text’s con-
text of literary creation and reception. Yet, as van Iersel notes, each actual 

135. P. rAbInowItz, Truth in Fiction: A Reexamination of Audiences, in Critical 
Inquiry 4 (1977) 121-141, pp. 126-133. Booth himself adopts Rabinowitz’s model in his 
later work, for example, in Resurrection of the Implied Author (n. 90).

136. rAbInowItz, Truth in Fiction (n. 135), p. 126. 
137. See also F. Moloney, Narrative Criticism of the Gospels, in Pacifica 4 (1991) 

181-201, p. 191.
138. Ibid., pp. 191, 197. Also, Chatman envisions the interpreter entering the fictional 

narrative to take the role of an implied reader. cHAtMAn, Story and Discourse (n. 55), 
p. 150.

139. sHen, Implied Author (n. 87), p. 152.
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audience member “fills the blanks of the text with meanings reflecting his 
or her own experience and perception of the world”140, and so each audi-
ence must also acknowledge their own location. There may be very little 
difference between the experiences and perceptions of the world of the 
authorial audience and the actual audience that first received the Gospel 
of Mark, because the historical and cultural distance between them is small. 
But because the distance is so much greater for today’s actual audience 
of the Gospel, those experiences and perceptions can be very different 
and its members must work harder to assume the role of the authorial 
audience141. Moreover, it is crucial to acknowledge that we may not 
realize we are reading the text through the lens of our experiences and 
perceptions of the world. This acknowledgment should result in a certain 
measure of intellectual humility in our approach to the text and the rec-
ognition that any determination of authorial intention must be open to 
revision. 

The actual audience may play a third role, that of an imaginary narra-
tive audience (or narratee)142. The narrative audience knows certain things 
that the authorial audience knows, but in addition, believes certain people 
exist and certain events happen in this particular narrative world. For 
instance, since the narrator of Mark’s Gospel is a biographer of sorts, he 
writes for a narrative audience who knows, just as the authorial audience 
knows, that Jesus incited conflict that led to his execution on a Roman 
cross. But in addition, the narrative audience believes that Peter, James, 
and John; the scribes and Pharisees; and Herod and Pilate really existed, 
and that the events that describe Jesus’ engagement with these characters 
really happened143. This sort of knowledge can become complex if the 
narrative audience is called to accept beliefs and values that contradict 
those of the authorial audience144. Rabinowitz suggests that the greater the 
distance between the narrative audience and authorial audience, the less 
realistic the work. In that case, a certain amount of pretense is required of 
the actual audience to join the narrative audience. He calls attention to the 
interpretative danger if we do not perform this move: 

If we fail to pretend to be members of the narrative audience, or if we 
misapprehend the beliefs of that audience, we are apt to make invalid, even 
perverse, interpretations. For instance, the narrative audience of Cinderella 

140. B.M.F. VAn Iersel, Mark: A Reader-Response Commentary, transl. W.H. Bisscheroux 
(JSNT.SS, 164), Sheffield, Sheffield Academic Press, 1998, p. 19.

141. rAbInowItz, Truth in Fiction (n. 135), p. 127.
142. Ibid., p. 128.
143. Ibid., p. 127.
144. Ibid., p. 128.
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accepts the existence of fairy godmothers (although the authorial audience 
does not share this belief). A reader who refuses to pretend to to (sic) so 
will see Cinderella as a neurotic, perhaps psychotic, young woman subject 
to hallucinations145.  

Yet we must judge what is “realistic” according to the worldview of the 
authorial audience, and not according to that of the current actual audi-
ence146. For example, in Mark’s case, the narrative audience accepts the 
existence of a demonic world that interferes with the human world. Unlike 
Cinderella’s authorial audience, Mark’s authorial audience shares the 
narrative audience’s belief in the demonic world. Thus, there is little to no 
distance between Mark’s narrative and ancient authorial audience in this 
regard. Nevertheless, the beliefs and values of some members of the today’s 
actual audience may conflict with those of the narrative/authorial audience 
because of the chronological, geographical, historical, and cultural dis-
tances. Moreover, unlike Cinderella’s authorial audience, Mark’s authorial 
audience receives the instantiation of a type of historical-biographical genre 
as a claim to represent what “really” happened. For this reason also, the 
difference between Mark’s authorial and narrative audiences is nearly 
indistinguishable147.

In mapping narrative communication, therefore, the encoding/writing 
process is best represented by pairing the implied author (the writing 
agent) with the actual audience (the listening agent) in the narrative com-
munication process. Implied Mark, therefore, envisions a hypothetical/
authorial audience for whom he writes rhetorically because he intends to 
communicate something that happened to an actual, flesh-and-blood audi-
ence for a purpose148. Then, the decoding process/interpretation is best 
represented by pairing the actual audience with the dialogical text (in which 
the actual audience sees traces of the implied author) in its socio-historical 
context. In this process, Mark’s actual audience takes the role of the cul-
turally-informed authorial audience in order to understand how to take the 
text the way Implied Mark intends. This process is foundational for the 
formation and maintenance of social identity. 

Thus, there is no such thing as an analysis of the text on its own terms 
because all texts are cognitive artifacts that are socially and historically 
situated. The real author took up his pen (so to speak) to write in a certain 

145. Ibid., p. 129.
146. Ibid., p. 132.
147. Rabinowitz makes this point about autobiography and history. Ibid., p. 131. 
148. Ibid., pp. 126-33; J. PHelAn, Rhetoric, Ethics, and Narrative Communication: 

Or, From Story and Discourse to Authors, Resources, and Audiences, in Soundings: An 
Interdisciplinary Journal 94 (2011) 55-75, p. 69.
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way within a certain social context, using various raw materials and 
models in the context of community149, and making textual and rhetori-
cal choices based on a common situation and shared assumptions with 
his audience about knowledge, experience, and values. What is written 
explains or interprets and is informed by what is written about. Never-
theless, Mark has no assured control over actual audiences (in the ancient 
world or today) because 1) they represent various cultures, genders, ethnici-
ties, and social contexts that may differ from that which represents the 
audience he imagines; and 2) some members of the actual audience may not 
be willing or able to follow the cues in order to “merge” with the implied 
author150. 

I wish to draw two implications for the interpretation of Mark. First, 
implied Mark (like my “Facebook self”) is the composer of all the textual 
resources, the one who arranges and then conducts the narrator’s telling 
and the character’s choices in time and space as that through which he 
communicates his intentions to the audience151. Members of the actual 
audience may join the narrative and authorial audiences to ascribe inten-
tions to Mark by following textual cues through the lens of the socio- 
historical background of the text’s production, and evaluate those inten-
tions as they respond to the text in light of their own context, knowledge, 
values, and assumptions. Second, the interpreter should consider socio-his-
torical data behind the text as critical for interpretation and understanding 
authorial intention, because it is the very substance of Mark’s persuasive 
art and aims. 

IV. nArrAtIVe coMMunIcAtIon And MArk 7,24-30

Finally, I offer an interpretation of Jesus’ encounter with the Syrophoe-
nician woman in Mark 7,24-30 to illustrate the model of narrative com-
munication I have proposed above152. I admit that this exercise is limited 

149. Eric Eve suggests using the term “raw materials” rather than sources in order to 
debunk the idea that “the Evangelists employed their materials in the manner a detached 
scholar might use an historical source rather than being existentially engaged with their 
material as a stream of living tradition in the context of communal memory”. eVe, Writing 
the Gospels (n. 125), p. 39. 

150. rAbInowItz, Truth in Fiction (n. 135), p. 126.  
151. Phelan comments that an author is “the grand conductor of narrative communi-

cation, the agent who seeks to make all the resources work together”. PHelAn, Rhetoric, 
Ethics, and Narrative Communication (n. 148), p. 71. 

152. Pablo Alonso offers a diachronic and synchronic reading of Mark 7,24-30, in 
which he performs both historical-critical and literary-critical analyses of the Markan text. 
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because my understanding of narrative communication requires approach-
ing the Gospel as a rhetorical whole. Nevertheless, I believe that a look at 
Mark 7,24-30 in its larger context may signal my approach in the short 
space of this essay. 

The first half of the episode is narration (Mark 7,24-26) and the second 
half focuses on dialogue (vv. 27-29). Just before that dialogue, the narrator 
emphasizes the woman’s Gentile ethnicity and reports her indirect plea for 
Jesus to cast out the demon from her daughter (v. 26). The indirect report-
ing has the effect of highlighting the direct, parabolic dialogue between 
Jesus and the woman (vv. 27-28). Kelly Iverson is surely correct in stating 
that the dialogue between Jesus and the woman is “the central concern of 
the evangelist”153.

I use Iverson’s interpretation of Jesus’ encounter with the Syrophoenician 
woman in his book, The Gentiles in Mark, as a point of departure to sharpen 
my own interpretation. Iverson combines literary and socio-historical con-
cerns by highlighting what sort of information the reader knows in order 
decipher the parts of Jesus’ parabolic speech154: he states that from Jew-
ish tradition, the reader knows that “children” is a metaphor for “Israel”, 
and that “dog” is metaphor for Gentiles; and from the preceding nar-
rative, the reader knows that “bread” is a metaphor for the kingdom’s 
blessings155. In addition, he argues that the narrative conveys cultural 
information indirectly: Jesus’ statement that the children (Jews) must be 
fed “first” is a retrospective indication of the ethnicity of the crowd in 

Alonso’s methodical investigation includes a survey of the history of interpretation of the 
passage from the Fathers; the application of form and redaction critical approaches to the 
passage; text-critical and structural analyses; an examination of the literary relationship 
to parallel text in Matthew; and contextual readings of Mark’s and Matthew’s accounts 
within the Jewish and Gentile worlds, within the larger narratives using semiotic and nar-
rative analysis, and within today’s world using feminist and postcolonial readings. Alonso’s 
valuable work demonstrates a complementary relationship between historical-critical and 
literary-critical investigation. I wish to push further to an interdependent relationship between 
historical and literary approaches by means of an expansive view of narrative communica-
tion. P. Alonso, The Woman Who Changed Jesus: Crossing Boundaries in Mk 7,24-30 
(BiTS, 11), Leuven, Peeters, 2011.

153. k. IVerson, Gentiles in the Gospel of Mark: “Even the Dogs under the Table 
Eat the Children’s Crumbs” (LNTS, 339), London – New York, T&T Clark, 2007, p. 46. 
See also Sharon Ringe’s outline of the passage in which she places the woman’s retort to 
Jesus at the center of a chiastic structure. s. rInGe, A Gentile Woman’s Story, Revisited: 
Rereading Mark 7:24-31A, in A.-J. leVIne – M. blIckenstAFF (eds.), A Feminist Compan-
ion to Mark, Cleveland, OH, The Pilgrim Press, 2001, 79-100, p. 82. Alonso also maintains 
that the woman’s word is central to the pericope, because through it she changes Jesus’ 
mind, in The Woman Who Changed Jesus (n. 152), pp. 194-219, 291-298.

154. IVerson, Gentiles in the Gospel of Mark (n. 153), pp. 48-51.
155. Ibid., pp. 48, 50. “Bread” is a symbol for the blessings of God’s reign throughout 

Mark chs. 6–8.
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the previous episode of the feeding of the 5,000156. On the basis of this 
analysis, Iverson offers an original reading of Mark 7,24-30 in which he 
challenges the common view that Jesus speaks the parable with the intent 
to reject the woman’s request because she is a Gentile157. Specifically, he 
disputes interpretations of Jesus’ statement that have him metaphorically 
joining the woman to Gentiles whose time has not yet come to receive 
the blessings of God’s kingdom until the Jews have received those bless-
ings first (πρῶτον). Iverson argues that this interpretation violates the 
place of this episode in the unfolding storyline158. This is because, 1) Jews 
have already been fed to satisfaction with crumbs to spare (Mark 6,35-44); 
2) Jesus has already doled out kingdom blessings to Gentiles (Mark 5,1-
20); and 3) Jesus has just declared that the heart is the source of defile-
ment and the narrator has taken this as an implication that food, then, 
is not (Mark 7,17-23). Iverson thus identifies a narrative trajectory up to 
the moment when this Gentile woman engages Jesus, and argues that the 
placement of this episode makes it improbable that Jesus would issue a 
statement of rejection to this Gentile woman. In contrast to the common 
interpretation, Iverson interprets Jesus’ parable as an example of peirastic 
irony, in which he speaks what he does not really mean in order to test 
the woman’s response159. That is, the parable seems like a rejection but is 
actually a “test of the woman’s heart according to the new standards of 
purity” set forth in the previous account, 7,17-23160. The woman offers a 
response in which she passes that test by exhibiting a type of understand-
ing that had been concealed from “outsiders” up to that point (Mark 4,11-
12): she not only gleans the truth from Jesus’ parable, but also augments 
it with her own parabolic statement that metaphorically incorporates her 

156. Ibid., pp. 45-46.
157. For variations of this view, see, e.g., J.F. wIllIAMs, Other Followers of Jesus: 

Minor Characters as Major Figures in Mark’s Gospel (JSNT.SS, 102), Sheffield, Sheffield 
Academic Press, 1994, p. 119; r.A. GuelIcH, Mark 1–8:26 (WBC, 34a), Dallas, TX, Word, 
1989, p. 387.

158. IVerson, Gentiles in the Gospel of Mark (n. 153), p. 51.
159. For an explanation of peirastic irony, see J. cAMery-HoGGAtt, Irony in Mark’s 

Gospel: Text and Subtext (SNTS.MS, 72), Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1992), 
pp. 139-140, 150-151, 155. Contrary to this view, Rhoads avers, “Some commentators deal 
with Jesus’ refusal by arguing that his initial response to the woman is merely a put-on 
statement by which Jesus is testing the woman’s faith. I would argue, instead, that Jesus 
has a genuine change of mind here. He begins the scene by assuming that the kingdom is 
for the Jews now and only later for the Gentiles. He ends the scene with a willingness for 
gentiles to benefit significantly from the kingdom even now”. d. rHoAds, Jesus and the 
Syrophoenician Woman in Mark: A Narrative Critical Study, in JAAR 62 (1994) 343-375, 
p. 361.

160. IVerson, Gentiles in the Gospel of Mark (n. 153), p. 183.
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own situation161. Iverson concludes that the woman’s exemplary under-
standing makes her a model of faith162, and that ironically, “Mark uses the 
words of a Gentile to confirm what the reader has begun to infer about 
Gentiles in the narrative … As indicated by the geopolitical movement 
of the narrative, the ministry of Jesus is to the Jews first, but that preroga-
tive does not come at the exclusion of the Gentiles”163. 

According to Iverson, Jesus’ encounter with the Syrophoenician woman 
fits into the larger narrative trajectory in which “the reader has been 
prepared for the launching of the Gentile mission by Mark’s carefully 
arranged story”164. Indeed, one of Iverson’s stated hermeneutical prin-
ciples is that “Mark’s Gospel intends to shape the beliefs, attitudes, and 
actions of its readers”. … Thus, “by subtle and on occasion overt strate-
gies Mark’s Gospel engages the reader at the cognitive and affective levels 
in order to elicit the reader’s response”165. The identity of “Mark”, how-
ever, is unclear as is the identity of the reader. According to Iversons’ 
hermeneutical principles, the “story” acts “to shape the beliefs, attitudes, 
and actions of its readers” or to “engage the reader at the cognitive and 
affective levels in order to elicit the reader’s response”, but it is not clear 
what the story has done to prepare those responses. That is, Iverson does 
not explain what sort of judgment the reader is supposed to make, or on 
what basis or in what contexts the reader is to sort out the story’s activ-
ities. The story communicates to the reader, presumably today’s reader 
who has certain presuppositions (but Iverson does not say). Iverson does 
not indicate, moreover, what relationship the story has to an author, nor 
does he explain how a story can have reasons for acting. I believe that 
this oversight is, in part, due to his lack of precision about the agents of 
communication and their relationship to the text and contexts of literary 
creation and reception: what or who is communicating with whom and for 
what reason? Moreover, Iverson’s effort to interpret the story world within 
its socio-historical context amounts to supplying information necessary 

161. Ibid., pp. 53, 57.
162. Ibid., p. 55.
163. Ibid., pp. 80-81; see also p. 183.
164. Ibid., p. 39.
165. The following is a shortened list of Iverson’s hermeneutical principles, ibid., pp. 4-5: 

(1) “Mark’s Gospel is unified”, and so “resolution to exegetical questions and issues will 
be sought primarily from within the narrative”; (2) But it is not an autonomous story world 
“that can be known in isolation from its socio-historical context”; (3) “Mark’s Gospel 
intends to shape the beliefs, attitudes, and actions of its readers”. Thus, “by subtle and on 
occasion overt strategies Mark’s Gospel engages the reader at the cognitive and affective 
levels in order to elicit the reader’s response” (4) “The reading experience of modern inter-
preters is influenced by their social location. Interpretation of the biblical text is coloured, 
to some degree or other, by the reader’s presuppositions”. 
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to interpret details of the text without fully considering what it means for 
the composition to reflect the shared knowledge, values, tradition, and 
experience of the ancient author and audience regarding “Gentiles”. As 
a result, Iverson offers an interpretation that is often insightful but some-
times deficient according to his own hermeneutical principles. I wish there-
fore to advance elements of Iverson’s interpretation and hermeneutical 
aims using the approach to narrative communication that I have laid out 
above.

Evidence internal to the Gospel suggests Mark’s overall purpose is to 
explain the identity and mission of Jesus as it relates to his suffering and 
death and to the future of his followers166. At the outset of the Gospel, 
Mark places his announcement of “the beginning of the good news of 
Jesus Christ” (1,1) within the contexts of Second Temple Judaism and 
Roman imperialism. That is, he indicates a theological intention by tying 
the announcement to Israel’s prophetic history (1,2-3); but also suggests 
a political challenge by evoking in it the imperial discourse of identity 
and power that was communicated through texts, inscriptions, speech, art, 
coins, and architecture. Mark offers a competing discourse to that of 
Rome by recontextualizing familiar images and concepts of empire, using 
the phrases, “good news”, the “Son of God” and the “kingdom of God” 
in the prologue and throughout the narrative167. For example, the state 
may celebrate the “good news” of the victories of the emperor, but Mark 
announces the “good news” par excellence of the victory of God in 
Jesus, the only one with a right to the title “Son of God”. From the out-
set, this implicit challenge to Rome suggests Mark’s assumptions about 
the views of the audience with which he aims to communicate. It sug-
gests, for example, that some audience members may view “Gentiles” as 
the true power brokers in society, a view which Mark challenges by can-
onicity and breach through the recontextualized discourse of the prologue 
and later in the narrative. For example, when he critiques the self-serving 

166. For example, all three of the Passion predictions link Jesus’ resurrection with his 
suffering and death (Mark 8,31; 9,31; 10,32-34), and the subsequent three teachings on 
discipleship link Jesus’ suffering and death closely to that of his followers (8,32-38; 9,32-
48; 10,35-45). The Markan Jesus makes his way of suffering-to-glory a pattern for his 
disciples’ endurance of suffering.

167. For a discussion of terms and concepts of the Roman Empire in Mark, see 
t.e. scHMIdt, Mark 15:16-32: The Crucifixion Narrative and the Roman Triumphal Pro-
cession, in NTS 41 (1995) 1-18; t.H. kIM, The Anarthrous υἱὸς ϑεοῦ in Mark 15,39 and 
the Roman Imperial Cult, in Biblica 79 (1998) 221-241; c.A. eVAns, Mark’s Incipit and 
the Priene Calendar Inscription: From Jewish Gospel to Greco-Roman Gospel, in Journal 
of Greco-Roman Christianity and Judaism 1 (2000) 67-68; A. wInn, Tyrant or Servant? 
Roman Political Ideology and Mark 10.42-45, in JSNT 36 (2014) 326-340.
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and oppressive power of “the Gentiles” (10,42-44) and predicts that “the 
Gentiles” will kill the Son of Man before he is raised (10,33; cf. 14,41). 

Other details of the narrative – for example, priestly concerns over 
ritual purity and sectarian debates (e.g., 2,15-17; 7,1-23) – suggest that 
Mark assumes that some members of his audience have a negative view 
of outsiders, including Gentiles. Gentiles are not listed as sources of impu-
rity in the Hebrew Bible, nor are they subject to the purity laws. Israel is 
a priestly nation, and so Israelites are subject to the purity laws168. But 
the OT’s use of metaphors of impurity for immorality and idolatry169 were 
“easily concretized in the minds of later readers, and hence … were a 
seedbed for the later notion of the ritual impurity of Gentiles”170. Thus, 
texts of the Second Temple Period exhibit the idea that Gentiles qua 
Gentiles are ritually impure and defiling to those with whom they come 
into contact171. Some texts convey a situation in which Jews avoided 
contact with Gentiles and banned them from the sanctuary because their 
works were considered unclean, but not because they themselves were 
considered to be so172. But Qumranic material suggests that Gentiles were 
considered to be ritually impure because of their sin173, and the book of 
Acts displays the belief that contact with Gentiles should be avoided 
because they are unclean (Acts 10,38). Later rabbinic writings state that 
Gentiles themselves are believed to be impure (e.g., b. Niddah 34a). 
Harrington suggests that the Court of the Gentiles, which kept Gentiles 
from entering the sanctuary, existed in the Second Temple complex not 
because of the Gentile’s low status but because of their perceived impu-
rity, since Josephus refers to this prohibition as a “law of purification 
(Jewish War 5.194)174. Moreover, a number of texts exhibit hostility 
towards and mistrust of Gentiles because they are idolaters and foreign 

168. For further discussion, see H. MAccoby, Ritual and Morality: The Ritual Purity 
System and Its Place in Judaism, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1999, pp. 8-9; 
H.k. HArrInGton, The Purity Texts, London – New York, T&T Clark, 2004, pp. 7-30, 
112-115, 118; c. HAyes, Gentile Impurities and Jewish Identities: Intermarriage and 
Conversion from the Bible to the Talmud, New York, Oxford University Press, 2002, 
pp. 21, 65-66.

169. Lev 18,24-30; 19,31; 20,1-3; Jer 2,22; Ezek 36,17; Zech 13,1.
170. HArrInGton, Purity Texts (n. 168), p. 113.
171. E.g., Jub. 21,17; 30,10; Acts 10,28; JosePHus, Jewish War 2.150. The Qumran 

community appears to have considered all outsiders – Jew and Gentile – ritually and morally 
impure. HArrInGton, Purity Texts (n. 168), pp. 113, 116-127. See also J. MIlGroM, The 
Concept of Impurity in “Jubilees” and the “Temple Scroll”, in RevQ 16 (1993) 277-284, 
p. 283.

172. E.g., Jub. 22,16; 30,10; JosePHus, Jewish War 2.150; 5.194.
173. Moral impurity makes them ritually impure. J. klAwAns, Impurity and Sin in 

Ancient Judaism, Oxford – New York, Oxford University Press, 2000, pp. 80-82.
174. HArrInGton, Purity Texts (n. 168), p. 114.
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oppressors175. Purification was required after contact with Gentiles, espe-
cially during and after the Seleucid conquest and into the Roman period176. 
According to this cultural encyclopedia177, Mark and his actual audience 
would have shared certain knowledge, experiences, and values regarding 
Gentiles, which would have informed Mark’s purposes and his assump-
tions about his authorial audience. 

Mark’s presentation of Gentiles is, therefore, complex because of the 
reality of Roman occupation, the cultural encyclopedia, Mark’s suggestive 
polemic against Rome, and the presentation of Jesus’ teaching and actions. 
Moreover, these factors raise questions about the place of Gentiles in the 
community of God’s people. In the analysis that follows, I build on ele-
ments of these intertwining socio-historical and literary factors.

I also build the idea that Mark (that is, the implied author that is the 
FPB who writes in this way) tells “somebody else on some occasion and 
for some purpose(s) that something happened”178. In the process of writ-
ing, Mark creates a particular world in order to explain experience and 
build knowledge in a social context, and the Gospel thus functions as 
a meaning-making resource. I assume that Mark, as the composer of 
the work, has written with intent to engage and influence the “cognition, 
emotions, and values” of an actual audience, in part, by means of the 
narrator’s presentation of the characters. In order to do this, I assume 
that – in this multilayered communication event – Mark has envisioned 
an authorial audience for whom he wrote the narrative rhetorically, and 
then employed the narrator and the characters to convey authorial inten-
tions. Thus, I assume that there is an ideological/theological aspect to the 
narrator’s telling about the characters and their interactions with each 
other, and that the presentation of these characters contributes to Mark’s 
overall communicative intentions179. Thus, my key question is, “What does 

175. Pss. Sol. 2,1-20; Jub. 23,23; 1QM 10,10-11; 1QpHab 3,4-14; 11Q19 48,12; 
60,17-19.

176. e. reGeV, Non-Priestly Purity and Its Religious Aspects according to Historical 
Sources and Archaeological Findings, in M. PoortHuIs (ed.), Purity and Holiness, Leiden, 
Brill, 2000, 223-244, p. 223.

177. Informed by Umberto Eco, I assume that the evangelist and his audience belong 
to an interpretative community with a cultural encyclopedia informed by a shared historical, 
social, and political context – crucially including the Jewish scripture and tradition – that 
gives them access to common knowledge so that they may engage in competent commu-
nication. u. eco, Semiotics and the Philosophy of Language, London, Macmillan Press, 
1984, pp. 46-86. Eco states that, “The encyclopedia is the regulative hypothesis that allows 
both speakers to figure out the ‘local’ dictionary they need in order to ensure the good 
standing of their communicative interaction”, p. 80.

178. PHelAn, Rhetoric/Ethics (n. 3), p. 203.
179. Ibid.
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Mark intend to say to his actual audience, and for what purpose?”. We 
– members of today’s actual audience – may answer this question and, 
thus, ascribe intentions to Mark by assuming the role of the authorial/ 
narrative audiences. We play this role by looking at the various textual 
resources that Mark employs (thus, wrapped up in my question is another, 
“How does the text mean?”); by simultaneously investigating the socio- 
historical context of Mark’s literary creation and reception (and thus another 
question obtains, “What did the text mean?); and by acknowledging the 
reality of the perceptions and experiences that inform our readings. 

I begin my analysis by looking at how Mark (the implied author) employs 
the narrator to communicate authorial intention. From the outset, Mark 
presents the narrator as a reliable reporter, interpreter and evaluator of 
events180. For example, the narrator introduces Jesus as “the Christ” (1,1), 
interprets the good news of his appearance as the fulfillment of prophetic 
promises to Israel (1,2-3), and evaluates Jesus positively at his baptism and 
temptation.

Through the narrator, Mark has a purpose in his presentation of Jesus 
and his person and mission, which we can surmise from the sequencing 
of the story that the narrator tells and his comments to the narrative audi-
ence throughout. As I mentioned above, the narrator begins the Gospel by 
placing the appearance of Jesus in the ongoing story of God’s redemptive 
acts towards Israel, with prophetic preparation which draws a response 
from “people from the whole Judean countryside and all the people of 
Jerusalem” (1,1-5). Then the narrator tells how Jesus begins his ministry 
in Galilee, preaching the kingdom of God, casting out demons and heal-
ing. The narrator builds Jesus’ fame among Judeans in Galilee, through 
the settings, repetition, and characters. The narrative history of Jesus’ 
fame is launched with Jesus’ opening act of teaching and exorcism at the 
Capernaum synagogue, after which the narrator reports that, “his fame 
began to spread throughout the surrounding region of Galilee” (1,29-30). 
The narrator connects this opening act to the next scene: Jesus and his 
disciples leave the synagogue and enter Simon’s and Andrew’s house 
where he heals Simon’s mother-in-law. Jesus’ fame builds, and as a result 
of this healing “the whole city was gathered around the door” (v. 32). 
Jesus goes to a deserted place to pray (v. 35), but Simon Peter and his 
friends hunt Jesus down to report, “everyone is searching for you”, pre-
sumably for more of his healing touch (v. 37). Jesus replies, “Let us go 
to the neighboring towns so that I may proclaim the message there also; 

180. On the different functions of narrators in relation to authors, see further PHelAn 
Living to Tell about It (n. 134). 
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for that is what I came out to do (εἰς τοῦτο γὰρ ἐξῆλϑον)”, v. 38. 
Consequently, to fulfill this mission, Jesus goes throughout Galilee preach-
ing and casting out demons. Accordingly, every time he enters a new set-
ting around Galilee, Jesus preaches and heals or exorcises (2,1.13; 3,1.7; 
4,1; 6,1-2.7.34). Yet because of this very activity, Jesus cannot move 
around openly. He is increasingly mobbed by crowds seeking healing, 
swarming the doors of his home, preventing him and disciples from eating, 
and driving him to boats to keep from being crushed (1,32-33.45; 2,1-2; 
3,8-9.20; 4,1; 5,21.24.31; 6,31-32.33-34.45.53-56). The narrator’s telling 
and arrangement of the story suggests Mark’s intention to communicate 
that Jesus is fulfilling the prophetic promises to Israel of God’s coming 
reign, announced at the opening of the Gospel, as he moves around Galilee 
to preach, exorcise, and heal.

The narrator places Jesus’ first interaction with a Gentile at a moment 
when he is seeking refuge from the crowds in Galilee, for he has crossed 
the sea to leave the crowd behind (4,35-36; 5,21). In light of the details of 
the unfolding narrative, it is difficult to sustain the notion that Jesus was 
“initiating a journey” into Gentile territory, as Iverson claims181; rather, 
he was seeking a quiet place rest, as he did earlier (1,35-36). The setting 
is isolated, removed from where people live (vv. 3.14.20), and there, a 
demoniac accosts Jesus. There is no indication that the possessed man 
requests healing; rather, Jesus responds to the violent situation with which 
he is confronted as the unclean spirits who possess the man engage him in 
a verbal skirmish and try to resist him (5,6-10). 

In order to get at authorial intention, I – an actual reader – join  
the authorial audience, which most likely views Gentiles as impure. The 
implied author chooses a narrative setting and details that would heighten 
this assumption: the man dwells in a place of impurity (tombs) and is 
indwelt by spirits of impurity, suggesting that impurity is central to the 
episode. Moreover, the verbal battle between the unclean spirits and Jesus 
that results in the exorcism and the destruction of the pigs (unclean ani-
mals) adds to this emphasis. With the socio-historical context and nar-
rative details in mind, the textual cues suggest that Mark’s intention is to 
challenge conventional views that Gentiles are impure through a breach 
of canonicity. The narrator builds up values and assumptions surrounding 
impurity, but then shows that Jesus has no reservations about healing the 
demoniac because he is a Gentile or unclean. Moreover, after Jesus heals 

181. “In Mk 5.1-20, Jesus initiates a journey into the Gentile region of the Gerasenes 
where, without reservation, he heals a desperate man possessed by a legion of demons”. 
IVerson, Gentiles in the Gospel of Mark (n. 153), p. 49. 
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the demoniac, the narrator reports that the man wishes to “be with Jesus”, 
which is the language of discipleship (compare with 5,18 with 3,14). 
Instead, Jesus commissions the man to be an apostle by sending him home 
to preach the good news around the Decapolis. What Jesus has been doing 
to extend the reign of God among Jews he now begins to replicate among 
Gentiles through a Gentile. Thus, Jesus casts out demons and commis-
sions the man to preach the blessings of the kingdom of God to his own. 
Finally, this episode is the longest healing in the Gospel, which stresses its 
import. These textual cues, bound with the socio-historical context, suggest 
that Mark’s intention is, in part, to challenge views that would prevent 
Gentile inclusion in the kingdom of God182.

Yet Jesus did not initiate a journey into Gentile territory for the purpose 
of mission (he is there for rest). By performing this miracle in the isolated 
setting and then sending the man away, Jesus acts on behalf of Gentiles 
while simultaneously remaining personally hidden from Gentiles. In fact, 
Jesus’ departure from the area is initiated by the peoples’ negative reac-
tion to him: he returns to his boat just after they express fear and beg 
him to leave (5,15-18). While Jesus heals a Gentile and sends him home 
as an emissary to spread the good news of the kingdom, Jesus had not 
initiated the visit to that Gentile region with the purpose of preaching, 
nor had he extended a mission there personally at that time. 

The narrator’s sequencing of Jesus’ movements in Galilee up to his 
entrance into the region of Tyre and Sidon leads the authorial/narrative 
audience – and we who take on those roles – to look closely at the telling 
of the episode in 7,24-30183. The narration places Jesus in a new setting 
and introduces the woman who seeks him. While Jesus had been on the 
fringes of Gentile territory when he healed the Gerasene demoniac, here 
he enters into what appears to be a populated area. As I observed above, 
Jesus’ practice upon entering a new setting in Galilee was to preach, 
because that is his stated mission (1,38); but he does not do that in this 
case. Instead, Jesus retreats into a house and does not want anyone to know 
he is there (v. 24)184. In light of the preceding context, it is likely that he 
did not plan to preach, but to find rest from the crowds (see 6,45-56), just 

182. Alonso does not give adequate attention to Mark 5,1-20 or to the wider narrative 
context of the Gospel in his synchronic analysis. As a result, he concludes that Jesus’ 
travel into the Gentile region in chapter 7, subsequent to his pronouncement on purity (7) 
initiates openness to Gentiles and a Gentile mission. Alonso, The Woman Who Changed 
Jesus (n. 152), pp. 287-344. 

183. Rhoads stresses importance of the narrative placement of this episode in rHoAds, 
Jesus and the Syrophoenician Woman in Mark (n. 159).

184. The two main verbs in v. 24 are: “he went into the region of Tyre” and “he wished 
no one to know”.
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as he had when he crossed the sea to the country of the Gerasenes. The 
narrative audience knows that people from Tyre and Sidon have already 
sought Jesus on one occasion (3,8), and assume that the Gerasene man 
has by now gone through the Decapolis announcing his healing. It has 
become axiomatic that when people see Jesus heal someone his fame 
grows, resulting in crushing crowds and restricted movement. We can 
assume from Jesus’ previous activity, therefore, that he has entered the 
house specifically to avoid crowds and not to preach or heal. 

Again, I seek to join the authorial audience, which would know that 
Tyre and Sidon were part of a group of loosely organized city-states of 
the region of Syrian Phoenicia. These were ancient seaport cities and 
trade centers, known for their conflict with Israel, both in Jewish his-
tory185 and current events186. The narrator’s comment that the woman is 
a Gentile and Syrophoenician by birth informs the audience of her pagan 
background and her descent. This background suggests that Mark employs 
the narrator’s remark to connect with socio-political undercurrents among 
the authorial audience. That is, she is not just any Gentile, but a Syroph-
oenician Gentile. This emphasis highlights Mark’s assumption that these 
Gentiles would be viewed with hostility among some Jews who would 
label them as “unclean” (see my discussion above).

Just before the dialogue, the narrator reports the woman’s indirect 
plea for Jesus to cast out the demon from her daughter (7,26). The indi-
rect reporting has the effect of highlighting the direct, parabolic dialogue 
between Jesus and the woman (vv. 27-28), which is central to the epi-
sode187. Understanding the logic of Jesus’ parable is crucial for under-
standing the nature of his response to the woman’s request in v. 27: 

Let the children be fed first (ἄφες πρῶτον χορτασϑῆναι τὰ τέκνα) 
  for (γάρ) it is not good to take the children’s bread
  and throw it to the dogs (κυναρίον). 

The independent clause, “Let the children be fed first”, forms Jesus’ 
main response to the woman. This suggests, contrary to Iverson, that the 
Markan Jesus’ chief concern is about the timing of Jesus’ activity of    “feed-
ing”. This suggestion is strengthened by the narrator’s portrayal of Jesus’ 

185. E.g., Isaiah 23; Jer 47,4; Ezekiel 27–28; Joel 3,4-8; Zecheriah 9; cf. JosePHus, 
Against Apion 1.17; Jewish War 1.478.

186. For instance, Jews in Galilee were unhappy that their agricultural products fed 
the residents of Tyre while they went hungry. G. tHeIssen, The Gospels in Context: Social 
and Political History in the Synoptic Tradition, Minneapolis, MN, Fortress, 1991, pp. 65- 
80.

187. See also IVerson, Gentiles in the Gospel of Mark (n. 153), p. 46; rInGe, Gentile 
Woman’s Story (n. 153), p. 82.
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movement into Gentile territory for a second time not to preach but to 
rest. The independent clause is then supported by a subordinate clause 
that provides its basis (γάρ) by contrasting the feeding of “children” and 
“dogs”. The authorial/narrative audience would understand the term 
“children” (τέκνον) against the background of the “children of God/
Israel/Zion” in the Jewish scriptures188. These are God’s true offspring 
and heirs of his promises, the ones to whom Jesus has preached that the 
reign of God has drawn near and whom he has called for a response of 
repentance and faith (1,14-15). These are the children whom God had fed 
in the wilderness and whom Jesus had, at this point, fed in the desert (καὶ 
ἔφαγον πάντες καὶ ἐχορτάσϑησαν)189. Jesus says, let these receive the 
blessings of God’s reign, not exclusively but “first”. By this statement, 
Jesus indicates that the blessings of God’s reign are not for Israel only, 
but for Israel before others in time (see also 3,27; 4,28). Indeed, the 
arrangement of the narrative thus far has already demonstrated this very 
thing, as Iverson observes, for the narrator has told of Jesus ministering 
among Jews in Galilee first before he expanded his reach to Gentiles by 
healing the demoniac and sending him to preach among his own. But as 
I argue above, this is not yet a widespread mission to the Gentiles and 
Jesus is not personally involved. 

Jesus’ engagement with the Gerasene demoniac had suggested that it 
is premature for him to launch his ministry fully outside of Israel, because 
he sent the man back home instead of going himself. Jesus’ parabolic speech 
to the Syrophoenician woman functions similarly. The parable functions 
as a refusal of the woman’s request not because he is opposed to healing 
her daughter (we already know that Jesus is not opposed to healing par-
ticular Gentiles, as Iverson correctly argues), but because it is not time to 
launch his mission there. If Jesus were to perform this healing, it might 
function in Syrian Phoenicia much as the exorcism in the Capernaum syn-
agogue and healing of Peter’s mother-in-law had in Galilee at the begin-
ning of his ministry – as a trigger for his fame; while simultaneously 
functioning much like it did on the outskirts of the region of Gerasa – as 
a trigger for misunderstanding190. In other words, Jesus would have been 
overwhelmed by outsiders unable to discern the significance of his healing 
ministry. Jesus is in Gentile territory to rest and the healing of the woman’s 
daughter would surely bring him unbidden attention and, as a result, steer 

188. Lev 25,46; 2 Chron 28,3; Isa 30,1; Hos 11,1; Joel 2,23; Zech 9,13.
189. See the discussion in IVerson, Gentiles in the Gospel of Mark (n. 153), pp. 50-51.
190. The audience will know shortly that Jesus has not come only preach and cast out 

demons, but also to lay down his life. Fame in the Decapolis would take him off track 
from his mission.
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him from his immediate mission. The narrative makes it clear that Jesus’ 
ministry does not exclude individual Gentiles, nor does it exclude Gentiles 
ultimately; but it does exclude a fully-fledged mission to the Gentiles at 
that time. The narrator’s telling thus suggests that Jesus intends to reject 
the woman’s request by his parable.

The subordinate clause (v. 27b) provides a basis for the independent 
clause through a contrast between the plural terms “children” (τῶν τέκνων) 
and “dogs” (τοῖς κυναρίοις). A common assumption, which Iverson 
exhibits in his interpretation, is that Mark’s Jesus uses κύων as a derog-
atory metaphor for Gentiles; but the term κύων is unattested as a meta-
phor for Gentiles in Jewish tradition. In the Jewish scriptures, dogs appear 
as scavengers that eat blood, corpses, the flesh of animals, and even their 
own waste191. For this reason, “dog” appears as a derogatory term that is 
associated with what is unclean and with bad traits like gluttony192. In 
addition, “dog” is used as a metaphor for prostitution193 and as an abu-
sive term for enemies194 but it is not used to refer to Gentiles. In Second 
Temple and rabbinic literature, the term dog may appear near references 
to Gentiles; but not as a metaphor for them195. This tradition suggests 
that Mark envisions an authorial audience that might use “dog” as a slur 
for anyone viewed as enemy or as ritually unclean rather than as a specific 
term for Gentiles. But in light of the socio-historical and literary contexts, 
it is likely that the Markan Jesus uses the metaphor “dogs” negatively in 
this instance to refer to the Gentiles as a group. In fact, Jesus’ contrast 
between “children” and “dogs” cannot work unless “dogs” is a negative 
term to refer to outsiders.

The context of Jesus’ parable suggests that the figurative level of the 
metaphorical language has to do with feeding, and that the narrative/
authorial audience would understand “dogs” in the parable negatively as 

191. Exod 22,31; 1 Kings 16,4; 20,9.23; 22,38; 2 Kings 9,10.36; Ps 58,6.14; 67,23; 
Prov 26,11; 2 Pet 2,22.

192. 1 Sam 17,43; 24,15; 2 Sam 3,8; 9,8; 16,9; 2 Kings 8,13.
193. Deut 23,18.
194. Ps 21,16; 21,20; 58,6.
195. J. scHwArtz, Good Dog – Bad Dog: Jews and Their Dogs in Ancient Jewish Society, 

in P. AckerMAn-lIeberMAn – R. zAlAsHIk (eds.), The Image of the Dog throughout Jewish 
History, Eastbourne, Sussex Academy Press, 52-89, p. 74. Mark Nanos argues that rabbinic 
texts either make a distinction between non-Jews and dogs or – in later texts – use the term 
to direct insults at political enemies. In addition, he has performed a computerized search 
of the term in the OT Pseudepigrapha and examined the rabbinic texts listed in the Strack 
and Billerbeck and Theological Dictionary of the New Testament (TDNT) volumes to find 
that there is no clear example in which the term “dog” is used as a metaphor for Gentiles. 
M.d. nAnos, Paul’s Reversal of Jews Calling Gentiles ‘Dogs’ (Philippians 3:2): 1600 Years 
of an Ideological Tale Wagging an Exegetical Dog?, in Biblical Interpretation 17 (2009) 
448-482.
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an undiscerning, unclean scavenger of unholy things. The subordinate 
clause could be a version of a common proverb, such as what appears 
in Matt 7,6, “Do not give anything holy to dogs”. The “anything holy” 
likely denotes the consecrated food that the priests and their families ate, 
and which is not to be given to the dogs196. Rather, one is to throw to the 
dogs what is unholy, like the decaying flesh of dead animals (Exod 22,31). 
The Matthean Jesus is warning his hearers to show good judgment with 
what is valuable and not give it to those who cannot understand it197. 
Similarly, in Mark 7,27 Jesus conveys the idea that it is not good to give 
the children’s food – here, the blessings/healings/exorcisms of God’s 
reign – to dogs. In other words, it is not good to give the blessings of God’s 
children to outsiders who cannot discern them. We have already seen 
an example of this lack of discernment on the part of the Gentiles who 
begged Jesus to depart after he healed the demoniac and sent the demons 
into the pigs (5,17). Yet we have also already seen the opposite, because 
the demoniac himself discerns the “bread” of Jesus’ healing by exhibit-
ing faith (5,20) just after Jesus’ own disciples fail to discern the “bread” 
of Jesus provision in calming the storm (4,35-41).

The implication of my analysis is that I disagree with Iverson’s view 
that Jesus’ response is an example of peirastic irony. In fact, the use of 
peirastic irony here is unnecessary, because Jesus’ parable functions as 
parables do in Mark, as tools that test their hearers. Jesus’ response fits 
with his earlier practice of teaching in parables to outsiders, and only 
providing explanation to insiders (4,11-12.33-34). He had said that the 
secret of God’s kingdom is given to the Twelve and those around them, 
but that those “outside” receive everything in parables. The narrator’s 
statement about the woman’s ethnicity coupled with Jesus’ parabolic speech 
draw attention to the fact that she is an outsider who receives everything 
in parables without the benefit of illuminating teaching. Jesus’ statement 
to the woman is therefore not uncharacteristic; rather, it is a specific 
expression of his earlier teaching. 

The narrator’s placement of the controversy about handwashing (ch. 7) 
just before this episode, however, inverts the insider/outsider contrast. 
Jesus has told a parable that the disciples fail to understand until he explains 
it to them (7,14-22). By contrast, Jesus now tells a parable that the woman 
understands without the benefit of his explanation. Jesus intends, through 
an uninterpreted parable, to refuse the woman because she is the member 

196. Exod 29,33-34; Lev 22,10-16; Num 18,8-19.
197. r.t. FrAnce, The Gospel of Matthew (NICNT), Grand Rapids, MI – Cambridge, 

Eerdmans, 2007, p. 277.
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of an outsider group that would generally misunderstand his healing 
ministry and divert his immediate mission, and because he wants to main-
tain privacy until the time comes (post-resurrection) to launch a Gentile 
ministry widely. But the narrator places Jesus’ parable here, in sequence 
with 4,10-12 and 5,20 and in juxtaposition with 7,14-22 (and so on) in 
order to involve the audience in the discovery of his (and Mark’s) purpose, 
which is to affirm that Jesus receives Gentiles. At first, Jesus responds 
as expected according to the narrator’s telling and the authorial audience’s 
expectations. Then the turning point comes with the woman’s response, 
which is wholly unexpected. While Jesus speaks to the woman as though 
she is an outsider by telling her a parable (and thereby testing her), she 
responds to him like an insider, with understanding. The woman does not 
interpret the parable. She explains it while remaining within the world of 
the parable, without deciphering the metaphors or interpreting the terms. 
To use metaphorical language like this is to reach the apex of understand-
ing on the comprehension scale. She throws the metaphorical language 
back at Jesus with mastery and force, owning its meaning in a deep and 
profound way. Jesus judges her positively, and we readers make the same 
ethical judgment about her that he does. Her faith and understanding (which 
others lack) secure her healing. She is not like a dog, a scavenger who 
“eats” without discernment; or like an enemy who refuse the “food” of 
God’s kingdom (cf. Mark 5,17; 6,1-6,52); rather, she is a true child. If 
we do not acknowledge the negative connotation of Jesus’ use of “dog” 
within its socio-historical context, then we miss the force of the woman’s 
explanation of the parable and of Jesus’ final response to her.

Nevertheless, Jesus heals her daughter from afar. Just as in the account 
of the Gerasene demoniac, Jesus both heals and preserves his privacy from 
the crowds. This is a detail that the authorial/narrative audience discerns 
from the narration, but that the woman does not. The subsequent passages 
confirm the idea that Jesus wishes to preserve his privacy in Gentile 
territory. He continues to heal in the Decapolis but does so in private, 
away from the crowd (7,33) and tells them not to tell what he has done 
(v. 36). Even when he feeds the multitude, there is no indication that they 
perceive the miracle (8,1-10). Just as with the feeding of the 5,000, the 
miracle is for the disciples rather than for the crowd (see 8,14-20). More-
over, crowds do not clamor to Jesus as they had in Galilee, indicating 
that he has retained a measure of privacy. Finally, Jesus locates the time 
of the Gentile ministry after his death (13,9-13). The narrative pattern 
demonstrates that while Jesus extends the blessings of God’s kingdom to 
individual Gentiles and distant Gentiles, he does not initiate a widespread 
mission among nearby Gentiles. 
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I conclude, therefore, the woman does indeed change Jesus’ mind about 
healing her daughter; but she does not change his mind about the value of 
Gentiles or the timing of a Gentile mission. This is because, as the narrator 
has demonstrated, Jesus already believes that Gentiles are valuable (e.g., 
5,1-20); and, as the narrator will demonstrate, Jesus sees that the Gentile 
mission is launched fully after his death and resurrection (13,9-13). The 
narrator solidifies Jesus’ view of the value of Gentiles while simultane-
ously communicating something about the timing of Jesus’ mission. I 
believe that interpreters have run into problems with this passage by requir-
ing that Jesus’ reaction to the woman’s λόγον be simple, that is, either she 
changes his mind or she does not. But Jesus’ response to the woman is 
complex.

How, then, do we evaluate Jesus’ response? Today’s actual audience 
normally judges it to be ethically deficient according to the standards of 
judgment we bring to the narrative. But Jesus’ parable and its language 
may not be ethically deficient according to the standards implicit in the 
narrator’s telling and according to the authorial audience’s expectations 
within the historical context, in which outsiders, the unclean, and enemies 
are labeled “dogs”198. Judging what is realistic according to the worldview 
of the authorial audience rather than according to our own worldview may 
prevent us from misunderstanding Mark’s intention. Instead of trying to 
rescue Jesus from meanness, we might recognize that the language Mark 
attributes to him reflects the reality that was a Jew embedded in a particu-
lar socio-cultural milieu. My suspicion is that Jesus’ parable likely would 
not have been surprising to his earliest readers like it is to us. The surpris-
ing thing to which Mark intends to lead his actual audience is the woman’s 
response that overturns Jesus’ earlier teaching that “parables are for those 
outside”. This overturning leads the actual audience, as they process the 
text, to rethink who belongs to the “children” according to Jesus’ own 
values, even as they reflect on the historical unfolding of Jesus’ mission to 
the Jew first (compare Matt 10,6; 15,24). Thus, Mark employs narrative 
both to explain persons and events (history) and to explain how experience 
deviates from a communal norm (canonicity and breach).

At this point I return to my initial question, “What does Mark intend to 
say to the actual audience(s), and for what purpose?”. Generally, along 
this line I think it may be said that Mark tells the story of Jesus in order 
to “balance expectations against outcomes”199. In the analysis above, I 
have looked at how Mark composes the story in such a way as to challenge 

198. See further PHelAn, Rhetoric/Ethics (n. 3), p. 212.
199. HerMAn – cHIlds, Narrative and Cognition (n. 122), p. 187.
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some of the core expectations and values of ancient Jewish culture, spe-
cifically those associated with recipients of the blessings of God’s reign. 
I have argued that Mark, as the “grand conductor”200 of the textual 
resources, employs the narrator’s telling and the characters’ actions and 
words in order to convey his intentions to the audience. Those textual 
resources are informed by socio-historical knowledge, experiences, and 
values, without an understanding of which we cannot make sense of “how 
the text means”. By narrating Jesus’ encounter with the Gerasene demo-
niac and with the Syrophoenician woman, Mark shows how Jesus gestured 
towards the Gentile mission while he simultaneously focused on his min-
istry to the Jews. 

Yet Mark’s narrative may have also helped an actual (ancient) audience 
– which according to the socio-historical context would have included 
both Gentiles and Jews who think Gentiles are unclean and support prac-
tices of exclusion – to perform an act of metacognition. Through narration 
and characterization, Mark exposes problems with values that generate 
expectations that Jesus should or will speak and act only in certain con-
texts and towards certain people and with any practice that limits the 
message of the gospel to certain groups. The narrator introduces certain 
expectations and raises assumptions among his authorial audience about 
Gentiles (e.g., compounding uncleanness by placing the Gerasene demo-
niac among the tombs; pointing out that the woman is Syrophoenician and 
a Gentile). Then the narrator challenges those expectations and assump-
tions as he progressively narrates the story. For instance, by narrating 
Jesus’ activity and speech to the Syrophoenician woman, the woman’s 
response, and Jesus’ change of mind to heal her daughter, Mark gives the 
audience access to knowledge and compels the audience that engages the 
text to rethink what they take to be conventional categories of insiders and 
outsiders, who they regard to be the natural recipients of the blessings 
of God’s reign, and who they think should enter the kingdom of God. 
The experience of processing the words and actions of Jesus and the 
Syrophoenician woman within the narrative context can help the audience 
interpret their own actions and choices. In this story, and the narrative 
progression leading up to it, the narrator shows what it is like for human 
beings to make choices when they encounter opportunities for action in 
particular contexts201. That is, Mark, by means of narrative, reveals how 
various factors influence reasons for acting. If the audience thinks about 
why Jesus and the Syrophoenician woman and other characters act or fail 

200. PHelAn, Rhetoric, Ethics, and Narrative Communication (n. 148), p. 71.
201. See HerMAn, Storytelling (n. 71), p. 261.
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to act in the story world, then they have a model for making sense of their 
own thinking and actions. The narrative shape of the Gospel indicates 
that part of Mark’s intention is to communicate to his ancient audience 
that Jesus was about the work of reshaping God’s family (3,31-35), and 
the story of the Syrophoenician woman plays an important part in com-
municating that intention. In its narrative context, this story demands the 
restructuring of both thought and practice, and, therefore, the restructuring 
of values for situating other people in the context of the early Christian 
community. The narrative may thus function as a tool for thinking because 
it compels actual audiences to question the common knowledge or the 
social and ethical norms that constitute what it means for Gentiles to be 
part of the family of God202. 

The narrative would have had a different metacognitive significance for 
an ancient audience, when the Gentile mission was in its inception, than 
it will for any audience today. That difference has to do with manifesta-
tions of values and practices and experiences of exclusion and inclusion. 
Nevertheless, both ancient and modern audiences share the implications 
of the story’s key point that Jesus’ bone of contention has to do not with 
Gentiles but with the timing of the expansion of his mission. That is, Jesus 
is not against extending the blessings of the kingdom of God to Gentiles 
at all, but to launching a Gentile mission at that time. Every actual audi-
ence has encountered Mark’s Gospel after the launch of the Gentile mis-
sion, and so Mark, by means of narrative, challenges every audience to 
re-organize their thought and conduct towards an inclusive community. 

V. conclusIon

I have argued that the Gospel of Mark is a narrative that is best 
approached not only as a formal structure, but also as a social and cog-
nitive phenomenon. By rehabilitating authorial intention through the con-
cepts of the “implied author” and the synchronous authorial-narrative- 
actual audiences, I have sought to advance a more robust understanding of 
narrative communication as that which encompasses author, text, audience, 
and contexts. According to this approach, the implied author’s (Mark’s) 
textual choices mark the construal of a world that attests to his socio- 
historical experience and persuasive intentions towards his target audience. 
Narrative communication for Mark’s Gospel thus takes on an expansive 

202. See further HerMAn – cHIlds, Narrative and Cognition (n. 122), pp. 189-192, 
who address this sort of social identity formation process with regard to Beowulf.
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quality, which encompasses the text in its contexts of creation and recep-
tion, and its function in the formation and maintenance of social identity. 
This initial investigation requires, however, additional analysis of the 
Gospel of Mark as a whole and the other Gospel narratives, concurrent 
with continued study of mind sciences, memory and social identity theories 
in order to test and substantiate my claims. My hope is that this sort of 
analysis will yield fresh ways of joining Mark to make meaning in the 
twenty-first century. 
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