Crossing Boundaries
           Holiness was a core value of the Jews: “You shall be holy, for I the Lord your God am holy” (Lv 19:2).  God was holy and the people of God were to be holy.  Jews in Palestine were devoted to

1.       preserving God’s holiness and to

2.       preserving their own holiness.

           Holiness was a core value of society.  It was the major concept by which the nation structured and classified everything in its world.
        By contrast, Jesus makes an onslaught against these purity rules and regulations.  In Mark’s view, Jesus is indeed holy, for the “Holy Spirit” comes upon Jesus at his baptism (1:10) and he is called “the Holy One of God” (1:24).  Nevertheless, Jesus counters the purity rules that preserved the holiness of the nation:

         He encounters “unclean spirits” (1:21-28).

         He touches a leper (1:40-45).

         He heals Simon’s mother-in-law on the Sabbath (1:29-31).

         He pardons sinners (2:1-12).

         He calls a tax collector to follow him (2:13-14).

         He eats with tax collectors and sinners (2:15-17).

         His disciples pluck grain on the holy Sabbath (2:23-28).

         He heals an impaired man on the Sabbath (3:1-6).

         He drives unclean spirits from a man at a graveyard in gentile territory, and they go into a herd of swine (5:1-20).

         He heals a woman with a flow of blood (5:25-34).

         He touches the corpse of a little girl (5:35-43).

         His disciples eat bread with defiled hands (7:1-15).

         He declares that all foods are clean (7:1-15).

         He heals a gentile woman in Tyre whom he calls a “dog” (7:24-30).

         He uses spittle in the act of healing (7:31-36; 8:22-26).

         He feeds and eats with Gentiles in a desert (8:1-10).

        Instead of using purity regulations to protect, the Markan Jesus transgresses the boundaries of purity.  Through the agency of the Holy Spirit upon Jesus, God enters the arena of impurity without regard to the risk of defilement.

        In Mark’s portrayal, the leaders of the nation protect the boundaries of ritual purity that Jesus violates:

         They accuse Jesus of blasphemy for claiming the right to pardon sins (2:1-12).

         They challenge his eating with tax collectors and sinners (2:15-17).

         They challenge the disciples’ plucking grain on the Sabbath (2:23-28).

         They seek charges against Jesus for healing on the Sabbath and they plot to destroy him (3:1-6).

         They say Jesus is possessed by Satan, not the Holy Spirit (3:22-30).

         They accuse Jesus because his disciples violate the traditions of the elders by eating bread with unwashed (defiled) hands (7:1-5).

         They condemn him to death for blasphemy against God (14:53-65).

       We can get insight into the different approaches of the leaders and Jesus by delineating their differing attitudes towards boundaries.  The differences between the authorities and Jesus is so dramatic as to represent polar opposites:

         To be sacred is to remain in place. The hero is one who discerns order and helps people fulfill their roles within that order.  We can see that the leaders of Israel in Mark embrace this stance.

         The other approach crosses boundaries and risks defilement to make what is unclean pure.  In this approach, the heroic figure is the one who enables people to escape the bounds.  We can see that Jesus and his followers embrace this stance, not so much to attain liberty as to bring to outcasts the reign of God.

God’s holiness is an active force that expands and invades in order to remove and to overcome uncleanness.  Thus, in contrast to the view that God is to be protected within the confines of the Temple, the Markan God spreads the life-giving power of the kingdom through Jesus and his followers into the world wherever people are receptive to it.

       
 Mark’s Jesus does not eliminate the line distinguishing God’s people from others.  He redraws the boundary line in terms of moral behavior rather than ritual impurity.  

        
Jesus and his followers are “boundary-crossing” figures.  They cross the boundaries established by the culture that protect people from ritual uncleanness.  Instead of preserving holiness by avoiding contact, the Markan movement spreads holiness by making contact.  Jesus’ followers give all people the chance to experience the good news of the reign of God (13:10).  Instead of Jesus being defiled by the contact, Jesus makes clean that which was unclean by spreading purity, forgiveness, and wholeness.

       
 In Mark, what renders one clean or unclean is the behavior that comes out from the heart.  As God spreads the kingdom and as the Jesus movement spreads holiness, so the individual spreads love for God and neighbor outward from the whole heart (12:29-31).  However, immoral behavior that goes out from the heart can make that person unclean (7:20-23).  Jesus says, “For from inside, from the hearts of people come the evil designs: fornications, thefts, murders, adulteries, acts of greed, acts of malice, deceit, licentiousness, envious eye, blasphemy, arrogance, reckless folly.  All these wicked things come out from within and defile the person.”  
Thus, Mark eliminates ritual purity-defilement as a demarcation and draws a line between moral and immoral behavior coming from the inside rather than guarding against unclean things from the outside.

        
In the same way, the Markan Jesus gives place to moral behavior over against physical wholeness.  Mark shows through the many healings that it is God’s will to make people whole.  Yet, rather than cause someone else to sin, it is better to cut off one’s own hand and to enter the rule of God maimed than to have two hands and be thrown into Gehenna (9:42-49).  
Thus, physical wholeness is not a criterion for being acceptable to God; it is what comes out of the heart.  This concern for morality over ritual purity and physical wholeness is evident in the “wise” statement of the scribe that loving God and the neighbor with the “whole” heart is more important than all the “whole” burnt offerings and sacrifices (pure animals without blemish, 12:32-33).

        
In summary, in Mark’s narrative, the Jewish leaders erected and maintained boundaries to preserve holiness, and the Jewish followers of Jesus spread holiness outwardly--the good news of the kingdom, the power of the Spirit, and the loving deeds that come from within.
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