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Abstract
Since the earliest commentators, Mark’s account of the rich man has almost universally been read as evidently suggesting the character’s ultimate rejection of Jesus’ call. However, if this man is typical of Mark’s portrayal of minor characters, then he may be regarded as a positive foil to the disciples; and his sadness in departure is nonetheless consistent with considered reflection on the severe cost of discipleship. Such a reading is also consistent with Mark 8-10, which challenges that true discipleship is indeed costly, and not to be entered upon lightly. Jesus subsequently gives a critical rejoinder to the precipitate self-congratulation of the disciples – ‘many who are first will be last, and the last will be first’. Mark’s silence about whether or not the rich man did, after due reflection, accept Jesus’ invitation encourages the reader to focus rather on the cost of following Jesus, than speculating about what has been left unstated.
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A History of Interpretation
When some among them I had recognised,
 I looked, and I beheld the shade of him
 Who made through cowardice the great refusal
[colui Che fece per viltà lo gran rifiuto]
(Dante, Divine Comedy, Inferno 3.59-60)
Dante does not reveal the identity of the deathly shadow in hell, who has gone down in history as the cowardly perpetrator of ‘the great refusal’; but, among the contenders has been the rich young man of the synoptic gospels.[footnoteRef:0] However, the question as to whether or not the rich person, who enquired of Jesus how he might gain eternal life, did in fact refuse to become a disciple is not answered within the synoptic narratives. The account of this event in Mark, as in the similar encounters in Luke and Matthew, is concluded without a description of the eventual outcome.[footnoteRef:1] Instead, we read that Matthew’s ‘young man’ (neani/skoj, Mt. 19.20, 22) and Mark’s, perhaps somewhat older, man (able to recall his youth, neo&thj, Mk 10.20) both ‘went away sad, for he had many possessions’, while Luke’s ‘ruler’ (a!rxwn, Lk. 18.18) simply became ‘very sad, for he was very rich’ (Lk. 18.23). In each instance, readers are left to draw their own conclusions as to whether the character’s departure, following his interchange with Jesus, amounts to a refusal. [0: .	Other contenders include: Pilate, Esau and Pope Celestine V. Cf. Maclear 1882: 113; Chadwick 1888: 281. Note, however, Cranfield 1951: 313: ‘the use of Dante’s phrase, “the great refusal”, in connexion with Mark 10.17-22 … may tend to obscure the relevance of the passage to us by removing the rich man into a class by himself as the great refuser’.]  [1: .	In contrast to these synoptic encounters with Jesus (cf. also the lawyer/scribe in Mk 12.28-34; Lk. 10.25-28; Mt. 22.35-39), the conversion of the Philippian jailer marks an unequivocally positive outcome following the similar question, ‘what must I do to be saved?’ (Acts 16.30).] 

	While a number of early interpreters of the pericope of the rich man pass no comment on the nature of his eventual actions in response to Jesus,[footnoteRef:2] it is noteworthy that the majority of commentators, throughout the history of interpretation, are significantly influenced in their reading of the pericope by their assumption that the rich man of Mark 10 and parallels did not, perhaps could not, follow through on his search for eternal life. Jesus’ challenge to him is considered too much to countenance, and, a significant number of readings are profoundly derogatory towards the rich man. In many of these instances interpreters have associated this dominical challenge with that particular strand of biblical and ecclesiastical pronouncements, which focuses on the dangers of wealth, and they have considered that the rich man’s sad departure inevitably reflects a rejection of the invitation to sell all and give to the poor.[footnoteRef:3] [2: .	A number of Church Fathers, including Justin, Apol. 1.16.7; Dial c. Tryph 101, focus simply on the statement that Jesus is good. Similarly, Ps.-Clem., Hom. 3.57; 17.4.2; 18.1.3; 18.3.4-5; 18.17.4, which appear to conflate the accounts of the rich man and the lawyer, and make no comment on the eventual response to Jesus’ challenge; and Ambrose, Off. 1.11, who similarly passes no comment on the outcome.]  [3: .	Jesus’ response here contrasts with the widespread, Jewish Wisdom perspective that wealth was rather a sign of divine blessing; cf. France 2002: 399; Hellerman 2000: 148-9, 155.] 

	In this vein, Commodianus, a little known mid-third-century, North African bishop, and poet in his local dialect, pronounces starkly against those who are rich, considering them to be wicked, unbelieving and proud (Instructiones 29-30). It is by no means certain that Commodianus has this gospel pericope in mind, but it should be noted that there is much similarity in thought and language: this, perhaps generic, rich man is one who is a ‘ruler’ (Instructiones 29), who insatiably clings to (or squanders) his own wealth, and has little regard for eternity, but proudly exalts himself as one who does good.[footnoteRef:4] [4: .	Instances of similar vocabulary to Mk 10 include: ‘goodness’, ‘life’, ‘immortality’, ‘eternity’, and ‘departing’. Cf. also, the generic criticism of the rich in Herm. Sim. 2: ‘The rich man has much wealth, but is poor in matters relating to the Lord, because he is distracted about his riches; and he offers very few confessions and intercessions to the Lord, and those which he does offer are small and weak, and have no power above’.] 

	One of the earliest, explicit interpretations of the rich man pericope can be found in a citation from a fragmentary Jewish-Christian gospel incorporated within a Latin translation of Origen’s Commentary on Matthew.[footnoteRef:5] In response to Jesus’ challenge to ‘go, sell … and come’ (vade, vende … et veni), there is what appears to be a negative gloss that ‘the rich man began to scratch his head’ for he was displeased with Jesus’ instruction (coepit autem dives scalpere caput suum et non placuit ei, G. Heb. 16). On the other hand, Tertullian, writing at the beginning of the third century, describes the rich man in even more clearly negative terms as a ‘vainglorious observer of the commandments [who] was convicted of holding money in much higher estimation’ (Marc. 4.36). Indeed, Tertullian goes as far as to suggest that the rich man’s earlier designation of Jesus as ‘good’ was merely evidence of him having ‘dissipated other doubts’ (Marc. 4.36).[footnoteRef:6] [5: .	Klijn 1966: 149, argues that the excerpt, introduced as deriving from the ‘Gospel according to the Hebrews’ (scriptum est in evangelio quodam, quod dicitur ‘secundum Hebraeos’), was added by the Latin translator of Origen’s Comm. Matt., and may have been a citation either from the very fragmentary Jewish-Christian source called the Gospel of the Nazorenes, or from the so-called Gospel of the Hebrews – both of which appear to have been closely dependent on Matthew.]  [6: .	Tertullian may have focused on Luke’s presentation of the account as the gospel, which, in part at least, was acceptable to Marcion; although Luke’s distinguishing mark of the rich man as a ruler is notably absent. Cf. also his Mon. 14, ‘That rich man did go his way who had not “received” the precept of dividing his substance to the needy, and was abandoned by the Lord to his own opinion’.] 

	Both Origen’s editor and Tertullian are likely to have been influenced in some measure by Clement of Alexandria (c. 150-211/16), who offers the most extended of the extant early expositions of this pericope in his treatise, Who is the Rich Man that Shall be Saved?[footnoteRef:7] Notably, the thrust of this discourse is seeking to accommodate, rather than criticize, those who have riches. Clement focuses particularly on the Markan version of the account, although he notes a congruity with the other gospels.[footnoteRef:8] His exposition is introduced by a round criticism of those who flatter the rich. While not beyond salvation, such people are nonetheless often far from it, and their fate should not be further imperilled by those who praise them from all sides and thereby entice them into conceit. He cautions that there are some rich who fail to comprehend fully Jesus’ saying ‘that it is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter into the kingdom of heaven’. Listening to this dominical saying in an off-hand way, such people are guilty of interpreting it erroneously, and fall into despair (Quis div. 2, 4). Clement then urges that the Saviour’s teaching and his mystic wisdom in this pericope should be duly investigated in order to ‘learn the meaning hidden’ in it; and he cautions against those who fail to grasp this deeper meaning (Quis div. 5). [7: .	For two recent treatments of this discourse, cf. Hellerman 2000; and Buell 2003: 200, who finds in Clement ‘a submerged alternative egalitarian ethos – one that interprets Mark to negotiate economic differences among Christians differently, with seemingly greater insistence on material redistribution of wealth’.]  [8: .	Quis div. 4-5, ‘These things are written in the Gospel according to Mark; and in all the rest correspondingly; although perchance the expressions vary slightly in each, yet all show identical agreement in meaning’.] 

	The rich man, deemed to be young, is commended by Clement as being of ‘mature judgement older than his years – an admirable and distinguished champion’, who rightly approaches the Son of God in supplication (Quis div. 8). Following the Markan account, Jesus’ response is characterized by love and fondness for the obedient young man (Quis div. 9). He receives a good press for his earnest seeking of life, but is considered eventually to have ‘departed displeased, vexed at the commandment of the life, on account of which he supplicated. For he did not truly wish life, as he averred, but aimed at the mere reputation of the good choice’; ‘he was not able to complete’ what had been commanded of him (Quis div. 10).[footnoteRef:9] Accordingly, he departed from the master in flight (Quis div. 11). [9: .	‘He went away said and downcast, leaving the state of life, which he was able merely to desire but not to attain, making for himself the difficult impossible’ (Quis div. 20); ‘that rich man who clung so terribly to the wealth which he preferred to eternal life’ (Quis div. 20).] 

	Unlike other ancient commentators, Clement does not frown on riches, per se, noting that they can be tools for good, if used skilfully (Quis div. 14-15). What should be renounced are ‘those possessions that are injurious, not those that are capable of being serviceable’ (Quis div. 15). Clement deems that this ‘parable’ teaches ‘the prosperous that they are not to neglect their own salvation, as if they had been already fore-doomed, nor, on the other hand, to cast wealth into the sea, or condemn it as a traitor and an enemy to life, but learn in what way and how to use wealth and obtain life’ (Quis div. 27). He notes that there is little use in making oneself poor, and thereby depriving others of the assistance of one’s wealth. One should, rather, hold ‘possessions, and gold, and silver, and houses, as the gifts of God; and … possess them more for the sake of the brethren than himself’ (Quis div. 16). It is interesting to note that Clement here credits Peter with a quick and full comprehension of the nature of Jesus’ challenge, apparently in stark contrast to the rich man.[footnoteRef:10] [10: .	‘Therefore on hearing those words, the blessed Peter, the chosen, the pre-eminent, the first of the disciples, for whom alone and Himself the Saviour paid tribute, quickly seized and comprehended the saying’ (Quis div. 21).] 

	In the context of his otherwise notably accommodating view of riches, Clement of Alexandria urges his reader not to ‘judge who is worthy and unworthy, for it is possible that you may be mistaken in your opinion’ (Quis div. 33). In the end, however, it is clear that Clement here sets a pattern, which is followed by the majority of subsequent commentators. Confident that he is not mistaken in his opinion, he does indeed judge that this rich man was unworthy, and that, sadly, his response was negative, and demonstrated an inability to accept Jesus’ challenge to him.
	From the fourth century, John Chrysostom similarly presents a warm initial response to the rich man in his Homilies on the Gospel of Saint Matthew (focusing on Mt. 19.16-26). Indeed, he is perhaps critically alluding to Tertullian’s ungenerous reading when he notes:
Some indeed accuse this young man, as one dissembling and ill-minded, and coming with a temptation to Jesus, but I, though I would not say he was not fond of money, and under subjection to his wealth, since Christ in fact convicted him of being such a character, yet a dissembler I would by no means call him … (Hom. Matt. 63.369).
Indeed, Chrysostom warns the interpreter, in the vein of Clement, that ‘it is not safe to venture on things uncertain, and especially in blame’ (Hom. Matt. 63.369). He goes on to distinguish between the dissembling of the lawyer (presumably alluding ahead to Mt. 22.35-40) and the more honest approach of this rich man (Hom. Matt. 63.370). In the end, however, Chrysostom, like Clement, focuses on the way that this man was in subjection to his wealth (Hom. Matt. 370), noting that he eventually departs ‘silenced … dejected … and sullen’ (Hom. Matt. 370), unable to ‘obtain what he desires’ (Hom. Matt. 371).[footnoteRef:11] [11: .	Cf. also, in Thomas Aquinas, Catena Aurea, on Mark 10, the comment attributed to Pseudo-Chrysostom, Cat. in Marc. Oxon. of Jesus’ foreknowledge of the outcome: ‘It is worthy of enquiry, however, how He loved a man, who, He knew, would not follow Him?’] 

	Calvin’s initial observation about the rich man that ‘a blind confidence in his works hindered him from profiting under Christ, to whom, in other respects, he wished to be submissive’, is notably mitigated by later conceding at least the possibility that the rich man’s dejection may have been merely transitory. This expression of generosity is soon retracted, however, by the rather more confident assertion: ‘Whether or not this temptation was temporary, so that the young man afterwards repented, we know not; but it may be conjectured with probability, that his covetousness kept him back from making any proficiency’ (Calvin, Commentary on Matthew, Mark, Luke, Vol 2, ad loc.).
	In broad continuity with these earlier interpreters, many of the more recent commentators take the description that the rich man ‘departed in sadness’ (a)ph~lqen lupou&menoj, Mk 10.22//Mt. 19.22) to be sufficient signal that he evidently could not sustain Jesus’ command.[footnoteRef:12] A number of commentators even go as far as to conjecture specific reasons as to precisely why this man was unable to accept these onerous conditions of discipleship.[footnoteRef:13] One of the most critical readings is that of Ched Myers, who takes Jesus’ response as reproof and a repelling of ‘the man’s hopes for return ingratiation’ (Myers 1990: 272). He interprets it as a reference not only to the man’s ‘personal failure’, but also a judgment on the wealthy class as a whole (Myers 1990: 273). Myers regards Jesus’ love for this man as a potential contrast to the man’s love of wealth (Myers 1990: 273). He concludes that the man ‘slinks away’ – ‘an intertextual allusion to Ezekiel’s judgment on the rich and powerful of Tyre (Ezek 27.35). The man’s “hurt” (lupomenos) is proleptic of what the twelve will feel later on when accused of betrayal (14.19)’ (Myers 1990: 274). Myers suggests that the man’s wealth has been gleaned through ‘defrauding’ and exploiting the poor – and that he was far from blameless. This is evidenced in Jesus’ inclusion of an extraneous commandment in his list, which is otherwise drawn from the Decalogue (mh_ a)posterh&sh|j, Mk 10:19; Myers 1990: 272-74).[footnoteRef:14] [12: .	Cf., e.g., Gnilka 1979: 2.88.]  [13: .	Cf. Moloney 2002: 199-200, ‘the man is not receptive to Jesus’ word and the demands of discipleship, and departs … The man fails, … rejecting a vocation to discipleship (v. 22). … the everyday danger of allowing possessions to determine one’s life is the reason for the man’s failure to become a disciple’; Painter 1997: 145, ‘Jesus exposed a serious flaw in the man’s response to the commandments … He failed to keep the first and great command …  Riches came between him and God, between him and eternal life’; Best 1981: 112, ‘the pericope could be used to explain why some men were not disciples; they had been preached to and yet they had turned down the good news: the sacrifice was too great’; Heil 1992: 208, ‘he is unable to sell what he has … And so the man tragically chooses his many possessions over God’s eternal life’; van Iersel 1989: 125, ‘he fails to rise to the challenge and slinks off’; 131, ‘the man who cannot follow Jesus because he is unable to abandon his wealth. … he decides not to follow Jesus’. Cf. similarly, Hare 1996: 123-26; Hooker 1991: 242; Cranfield 1963: 325; Gundry 1993: 552.]  [14: .	This additional commandment is not found in the Matthean or Lukan parallels, nor indeed in other contexts in the canonical gospels. Cf. the use of the verb in Exod. 21.10 in the context of divorce, and in Sir. 4.1 where the same phrase is used in the context of defrauding the poor; also the similar notion in Deut. 24.14 (ou)k a)padikh&seij). Some witnesses (B* K W D P Y 1 28 69* 118 579 700 788 1582 f1) omit this commandment, perhaps in regard for Matthew or Luke. Gundry 1993: 553, offers the alternative interpretation that this command substitutes that of a man with so many possessions ‘coveting’ further; cf. similarly, Culpepper 2007: 336. Crossley (2005) takes a similar line that the focus is on the rich man’s actions of ‘defrauding’, ‘oppressing’, ‘withholding’ or ‘cheating’.] 

	Although a history of interpretation may distinguish between those who are unreservedly critical of the rich man’s response and those who countenance a glimmer of hope, even that occasional glimmer is ultimately almost always extinguished; the rich man is finally condemned, in tune with Clement’s initial conclusion, albeit against his own cautionary advice not to ‘judge who is unworthy and worthy’.[footnoteRef:15] Given that the subsequent response of the rich man is not described in any of the synoptic accounts, it may be asked whether there is evidence elsewhere in Mark’s gospel, which justifies the reader being predisposed to respond in one way or another to this person. The following will explore both the surrounding context of the pericope, and Mark’s presentation of stock characters for such clues. [15: .	Hellerman 2000: 145, on the other hand, suggests that negative readings of the rich man are a modern characteristic: ‘our interpretations of the pericope have been socially constructed by a worldview influenced by popularized Reformation soteriology, radical individualism, and conspicuous consumption, rather than by ancient Palestinian (and early Christian) perspectives on economics’.] 

The Markan Context: the Universal Cost of Discipleship
The pericope of the rich man is set within a larger Markan section, which focuses on Jesus’ teaching to the twelve and others about the nature and cost of true discipleship (Mk 8.27-10.52).[footnoteRef:16] Important elements here include a radical reversal of the disciples’ and society’s values, and the greatest concentration of Kingdom of God sayings in the gospel (France 2002: 386). Furthermore, both the encounter with the rich man and the subsequent section begin with a direct reference to Jesus on ‘the way’ (o(do&j, Mk 10.17, 32) – a term widely used in the context of discipleship.[footnoteRef:17] [16: .	Cf. the rhetorical treatment by Smit (2003). In particular, there is the call for disciples to deny themselves, and take up their cross and follow Jesus (Mk 8.34), together with the three-fold statement that the Son of Man, whom they are to follow, is to suffer and be killed (Mk 8.31; 9.31; 10.33). This is juxtaposed alongside teaching to the disciples about prayer, exorcisms and miracles, and the acceptance of children.]  [17: .	Cf. references to ‘the way’ at Mk 8:27; 9:33-34; 10:32, 46, 52. Best 1986: 19, notes that the reference to o(do&j is characteristically Markan, and ‘the other evangelists almost always omit it’.] 

	The underlying thrust both of Jesus’ exchange with the rich man and his ensuing discussion with the disciples clearly concerns the cost of following him. Although the initial dialogue in Mk 10.17-31 focuses specifically on how the rich may inherit eternal life or enter the kingdom of God (Mk 10.17, 23, 25), there is also a universalising aspect as Jesus turns to his disciples and broadens his application by pointing out how hard it is for anyone to enter the kingdom of God.[footnoteRef:18] The following context, which concerns family more than wealth, seems to continue this universalising notion (Best 1986: 18). Indeed, Mk 10.27 implies that it is impossible for anyone, of his or her own efforts, to enter the kingdom of God, and the pericope closes, as it opens, with a focus on eternal life (Mk 10.17, 30) – a term used only here in Mark. It is in this sense that the disciples’ question reasonably broadens the issue beyond the relevance merely of the rich: ‘Then who can be saved?’ (ti/j du&natai swqh~nai; Mk 10.26). This wider application of the message is then consistent with the overall emphasis in this Markan section on ‘if any want to become my followers (ei1 tij qe/lei o)pi/sw mou a)kolouqei=n), let them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me …’ (Mk 8.34). The call to follow is both universal and costly. [18: .	There are textual uncertainties in Mark 10.24, with a number of readings continuing to focus on the rich, rather than the more universal interpretation. Some texts, including a number of fifth-century codices (A, C, D), as well as the ninth-century Codex Q, state that it is hard for those who trust in possessions (pw~j du&skolo&n e0stin tou_j pepoiqo&taj e0pi\ xrh&masin) to enter the kingdom of God. Best 1986: 21, points out, unconvincingly, that pei/qw is not a Markan verb. In like vein, 1241 has, ‘those who have possessions’ [oi9 ta_ xrh&mata e1xontej], while W and itc specifically insert ‘a rich man’ [plou&sion]. Although France 2002: 398, prefers the shorter, more universal, reading, he appears to reach this verdict hesitantly.] 

Markan Characterization
The Minor Characters
Rhoads, Dewey and Michie, in their evaluation of characterisation in Mark’s gospel, have convincingly argued that the minor characters, or ‘little people’,[footnoteRef:19] have an importance that is not diminished by the brevity of their appearances; and, ‘although their portrayal is sometimes mixed’, they are predominantly given a role that is in explicit contrast to both the opponents and disciples of Jesus (1999: 130, 133). It is these minor characters, more than the disciples or opponents, who ‘have their situation changed by coming to Jesus’ (1999: 130), and who ‘exemplify the values of the rule of God’ (1999: 135), including ‘an openness to Jesus, a persistent faith, humility, a disregard for personal status and power, and a capacity for service’ (1999: 130). [19: .	The term ‘little people’ was widely used in the first edition (e.g. Rhoads & Michie 1982: 130), but almost entirely dropped in the later edition (Rhoads/Dewey/Michie 1999).] 

	Although it is clear that not all of Mark’s minor characters offer a positive foil to the disciples, the vast majority do; and, if Rhoads/Dewey/Michie are correct in framing Mark’s presentation of the minor characters as broadly ‘consistent’ in this regard,[footnoteRef:20] the interpreter ought to explore whether the rich man in the cameo in Mark 10, who certainly qualifies as a minor character in the gospel, should be viewed similarly. He is introduced with remarkable anonymity, simply as ei[j, with no noun, such as Luke’s ruler (tij … a!rxwn, Lk. 18.18) or Matthew’s ‘young man (o( neani/skoj, Mt. 19.20, 22); and he is thereafter referred to simply by the pronoun au)to&j, or as the indefinite subject of verbs.[footnoteRef:21] It is not until he leaves the stage that we find out he had many possessions (Mk 10.22). [20: .	Rhoads/Dewey/Michie 1999: 99-101, reinforce this aspect of consistency.]  [21: .	Although, note the secondary reading in Mk 10.17: A K W et al.: idou tij plousioj.] 

	As one of Mark’s ‘little people’, there are a number of ways in which this man may be understood to have acted entirely ‘in character’, that is in a way that is ‘consistent’ with the other minor characters in the gospel. Rhoads/Dewey/Michie note that Mark commends those who ‘express their faith in observable actions: coming to Jesus, kneeling, pleading with Jesus … Where faith is present, people take the initiative to come to Jesus. Where faith is weak, … Jesus empowers it’ (1999: 131). In a similar vein, Mark’s rich person takes the initiative in approaching Jesus; indeed, he runs to Jesus and falls on his knees before him (prosdramw_n ei[j kai\ gonupeth&saj au)to&n, Mk 10.17) in much the same way that four other minor characters have confidently approached or reached out to Jesus earlier in the gospel: the leper (parakalw~n au)to_n [kai\ gonupetw~n], Mk 1.40);[footnoteRef:22] the Gerasene demoniac (e1dramen kai\ proseku&nhsen au)tw|~, Mk 5.6); Jairus (pi/ptei pro_j tou_j po&daj au)tou~, Mk 5.22); and the Syro-Phoenician woman (e0lqou~sa prose/pesen pro_j tou_j po&daj au)tou~, Mk 7.25).[footnoteRef:23] [22: .	Although, note the textual uncertainty here. Metzger, ad loc., finally agrees with ) L Q, against B D W, that the Lukan and Matthaean parallels ‘support the originality of the idea of kneeling in Mark’s account’.]  [23: .	Cf. further incidents in Mark of characters approaching Jesus positively: the woman who had suffered for twelve years from hemorrhages (h}lqen kai\ prose/pesen au)tw|~, Mk 5.33); also the reaction of the unclean spirits (prose/pipton au)tw|~, Mk 3.11); and the positive reaction of the crowd (e0ceqambh&qhsan kai\ prostre/xontej h)spa&zonto au)to&n, Mk 9.15). Cf. also the often cited quality of such characters to beseech Jesus (parakale/w), confident of his power or authority: Mk 1.40; 5.10, 12; 5.17, 18; 23; 6.56; 7.32; 8.22.] 

	Rhoads and Michie further noted that, in these approaches to Jesus, ‘The obstacles which many minor characters must overcome to reach Jesus reveal the extent of their faith’ (1982: 131).[footnoteRef:24] Arguably, the clear and confident question of the rich person, ‘what must I do to inherit eternal life?’ (Mk 10.17) is no less a demonstration of a conviction and faith that Jesus knows the answer to the search for eternal life; indeed, in the course of the ensuing exchange with Jesus, the specific nature of the particular obstacle, which this minor character faces, is highlighted, namely his possessions (Mk 10.22). Finally, Rhoads/Dewey/Michie note that ‘What happens to the minor characters in the story after they encounter Jesus is generally not told’ (1999: 130). [24: .	Rhoads & Michie 1999: 131, also note, in particular, the expression of faith by the four friends of the paralysed man as they bring him to Jesus (Mk 2.3-5). These similar episodes of those who come to Jesus, make a request, or overcome an obstacle to faith are described as ‘type-scenes’, and share commonalities (Rhoads/Dewey/Michie 1999: 51).] 

Despite a number of obvious similarities in characterization, however, it is significant that, in the end, Rhoads/Dewey/Michie treat the rich man of Mark 10 either as a singular exception to their observed rules of Markan characterization, or, they ignore him, or they treat him inconsistently.[footnoteRef:25] Inevitably, this is based on their assumption that he did not offer an appropriate exemplar to the readers – it is deduced that his departure amounts to a refusal to sell his goods. As with the history of earlier interpretation, one’s assumption about the unstated outcome of this encounter affects one’s reading of the pericope. However, both the context of discipleship surrounding this pericope, together with Mark’s characterization of minor characters, may well lead the reader to be more favourably disposed towards the rich man than otherwise. [25: .	There are notable differences between the two editions of the book in their discussion of the rich man. The second edition tends to be more cautious, and accommodate more exceptions. Rhoads/Dewey/Michie 1999: 100, ‘Mark deals with the limitation of type-characters in part by providing individual exceptions to the stereotypical members of a group: … the rich man and the woman who anoints Jesus are exceptions to the negative portrayal of the wealthy’ [italics added]; but, on the same page, ‘The seeds sown among thorns are like the rich man who hears the word but because of the desires of the world is fruitless’ (1999: 100). Cf. also the similar view in Williams 1994: 14, that the rich man is an exception, and is negatively characterized.] 

The Disciples
On three occasions in Mark’s gospel, Jesus presents a warning to his disciples about those who are, or would be, ‘first’. On two of these, the context is clearly in rebuke of the disciples for their pursuit of ‘one-up-manship’, and their desire to enhance their own status at the expense of others (Mk 9.35; 10.43-44). Sandwiched between these two sayings is the pericope of the rich man, followed by Jesus’ statement, again to the disciples, that ‘many who are first will be last, and the last first’ (Mk 10.31).
	A number of possible interpretations may be presented. Some commentators regard this saying as anomalous, and arguably out of place in its present context (e.g. Hooker 1991: 243). In contrast, Hare suggests that the positioning of the encounter is significant: the rich man appearing immediately after the pericope of the little children serves to highlight key differences between them: the vulnerable children are a foil to the rich man (1996: 125-26). If so, this saying about the first and last may also serve as an encouragement to the poor disciples that those who have been first in the world, such as this rich man, have had their time, and that it will soon be the time of the poor and the vulnerable – the children and the disciples.
	We have seen, however, that key elements of a literary reading of Mark’s gospel are both the repeated contrasts between the disciples and the minor or anonymous characters, including the crowd and the children, and the remarkably consistent portrayal of these minor characters, including the rich man. The following alternative reading suggests that the rich man is indeed a foil to the disciples, but a positive, not a negative one. As such he serves a comparable role to that of the children, rather than as a contrast. If so, these minor characters (both the rich man and the children) together may be being used by Mark to offer a positive challenge in the light of the disciples.
	Taking note of the adversative, de/, in Mk 10.31, together with Mark’s widespread critical characterization of the disciples, and his repeated rebukes, in particular of Peter’s statements, the possibility exists that this is in fact a veiled rebuke, specifically of Peter, for putting himself forward (France 2002: 409). As such, Mk 10.31 should be read in a similar vein to Jesus’ two other statements about the first and last, which reflect a reversal of fortunes. If so all three instances would be regarded as rebukes to the disciples as a group. In the first, the statement is prompted by the disciples’ argument about who would be the greatest (Mk 9.33-35); the second is prompted by Peter’s self-congratulatory statement that the disciples have done what the rich man had not yet done, namely sell their possessions in order to follow Jesus (Mk 10.28-31; Anderson 1976: 251); and the third statement is prompted by the request of James and John to sit at Jesus’ right and left in glory (Mk 10.35-45). The contrast would then be between the disciples and the minor characters; that is, both the little children and the rich man acting as foils to the disciples.[footnoteRef:26] Where Peter, not for the first time, appears to have adopted a self-congratulatory tone, declaring that he and his fellow disciples ‘have left everything to follow’ Jesus (Mk 10.28), the suggested reading is that Jesus’ response serves as a correction and warning: although Peter considers that the disciples were apparently ‘first’ to leave everything and follow (Mk 1.18), he may in due time discover that this last person, the rich man, overtakes them in truly following Jesus. If so, this further supports the suggestion that, while Jesus is taking yet another opportunity to rebuke his disciples for their wrong attitude, he has not found cause to criticise the rich man. [26: .	On this point, Rhoads/Dewey/Michie note that the comparison is, indeed, between the disciples and the minor characters – although, following their critical characterization of the rich man, they have to focus here on the children as minor characters, and exclude the rich man. This contrast between the disciples and minor characters is more explicitly expressed in the first edition (Rhoads & Michie 1982: 133), than the second (Rhoads, Dewey & Michie 1999: 135).] 

The Rich Man
So far, the case has been presented that the rich man ought to be identified as one of the minor characters; and as a consistent foil to Mark’s negative portrayal of the disciples. It now remains, however, to explore with such a predisposition, and in greater detail, Mark’s characterisation of the rich man himself.
	We have noted that as Jesus was beginning ‘on the way’, the rich man ran to him, knelt before him, and addressed him as ‘good teacher’ (Mk 10.17). Each of these elements is omitted by Matthew; and Luke includes only the last.[footnoteRef:27] Only in one other instance is Jesus approached by an individual at a run (Mk 9.15); and only in one other instance does someone kneel before Jesus (Mk 1.40). In both of these passages, the sense is of respectful reverence (Collins 2007: 476). There is no aspect here of the antagonism of one who seeks to entrap Jesus by questioning, as with the contrasting scribes (Mk 2.6), the Pharisees (Mk 8.11), the chief priests, scribes and elders (Mk 11.27-28), the Pharisees and Herodians (Mk 12.13), the Sadducees (Mk 12.18), or, indeed, the Lukan and Matthaean lawyers (Lk. 10.25-28; Mt. 22.35-39).[footnoteRef:28] In contrast, Cranfield (1951: 303-4) notes that the rich man makes a good impression. [27: .	Cf. Culpepper 2007: 334. Moloney 2002: 198, suggests that the man’s actions (‘the running, the kneeling, and the salutation’) indicate ‘sincere enthusiasm’. Contrast, Nineham 1968: 270, who argues that, ‘The stranger was altogether too obsequious and effusive in his approach’. gonupete/w (Mk 10.17) is used positively in Mt. 17.14 of the man who falls on his knees before Jesus, and begs, ‘Lord have mercy on my son’ (the kneeling is absent in Mark and Luke); and negatively in Mt. 27.29 of the Praetorian soldiers who mock Jesus, saying, ‘Hail, king of the Jews!’ (again, the kneeling is absent in Mark). The only other New Testament instance of the verb is its positive use in the variant of Mk 1.40 (discussed above), which is paralleled in Mt. 8.2 by proskune/w, and in Lk. 5.12 by pesw_n e0pi\ pro&swpon. The suggestion that the kneeling of the rich man in Mk 10 should be interpreted ironically is not based on strong evidence.]  [28: .	There is an interesting parallel suggestion that Mark (12.28-34) offers a more positive presentation of the scribe than either Luke or Matthew does of their lawyer (Lk. 10.25-28; Mt. 22.35-39).] 

	Interrupting Jesus as he sets out on his journey, the rich man addresses him as ‘good teacher’, and seeks ‘eternal life’ from him (Mk 10.17).[footnoteRef:29] The term ‘teacher’ has been used on two occasions earlier in Mark, by ‘well-disposed outsiders’ (Mk 5.35; 9.17), as well as by the disciples (Mk 4.38; 9.38; France 2002: 401). The adjective a)gaqo&j, however, is not used of an individual in any other Markan context (unlike Luke and Matthew who use the adjective of a number of individuals, including in the vocative case, Lk. 6.45; 19.17; 23.50; Mt. 5.45; 12.35; 25.21, 23).[footnoteRef:30] For Mark, this is a unique address. The importance of disciples entering life at all costs has been stressed in Mk 9.43, 45, and the rich man’s search for eternal life may be considered commendable.[footnoteRef:31] Each of these initial observations might suggest that the rich man’s approach is sincere, rather than critical, or obsequious flattery. [29: .	Contrast the reading of Bailey 1983: 162 (quoted in Myers 1990: 272) and Witherington 2001: 282, who note Jesus’ negative reaction, by Oriental customs, in not repaying the compliment. Williams 1994: 145-46, argues that, ‘The rich man shows a lack of understanding … Jesus insists that people just receive the kingdom of God as a child (10.13-16). The rich man neglects the unpretentious response of a child and wants instead to be judged on the basis of his obedience from his youth on (10.20). Finally, the rich man is not healed. For the first time, a suppliant comes to Jesus but is not helped by him.’]  [30: .	Lk. 18.18 has the same address.]  [31: .	Likewise, the phrase ‘eternal life’ is only used by Mark in this pericope, where it both introduces and concludes the account (Mk 10.17, 30); contrast Matthew and Luke, who additionally use it in alternative contexts (Mt. 18.8; 25.46; Lk. 10.25).] 

	Jesus’ immediate response is to challenge that no-one is good except God alone (Mk 10.18).[footnoteRef:32] This is, by many measures, a strange response. It may be regarded as a rebuke if the rich man has failed to note that only God is good.[footnoteRef:33] However, the reader is not told what is objectionable here; and it may be, on the other hand, that the rich man’s urgent approach to Jesus, his kneeling before him, and his chosen form of address are all in recognition, perhaps clouded, that Jesus is indeed God. In which case, Jesus’ statement amounts to a probing of the rich man’s understanding about the identity of Jesus, rather than a reprimand for speaking inappropriately. It may be noted that this latter half of the gospel opens with Jesus’ own question, ‘Who do people say that I am?’ (Mk 8.27; cf. also 8.29). Where many have misidentified Jesus, and the disciples continue to do so, it may be that the rich man is closer to a true identification than he initially appreciates. Thus, in both his approach and his address, he has not acted inappropriately for one who genuinely seeks to follow Jesus. [32: .	Jesus’ abrupt retort to the rich man is not anomalous within Mark’s gospel. He uses similarly abrupt language, in challenge, rather than rebuff, in addressing the Syro-Phoenician woman as a gentile dog (Mk 7.24-30).]  [33: .	Hilary of Poitiers, Trin. 9.16-17 argues that this response of Jesus was in order to test the man’s faith.] 

	After confirming that no-one except God is truly good, Jesus cites a number of the commandments, each of which the rich man maintains he has kept from his youth.[footnoteRef:34] Rather than asking the alternative question as to which is the greatest of the commandments, this man, knowing that he has kept the commandments from youth, recognises that there is yet more to attaining eternal life. Earlier in the gospel, Jesus has criticised the Pharisees and scribes for failing to keep the commandments of God (Mk 7.8-9), but in this instance, Jesus’ reaction is notably different. At this point, France (2002: 403) suggests that, on the basis of his professed conduct, ‘He is proving to be altogether a most attractive recruit for the kingdom of God’. [34: .	Jesus’ interjection about the goodness of God was enigmatic, and the rich man wisely avoids using the same adjective in his next address (Mk 10.20).] 

	Mk 10.21, then, describes Jesus looking at the man, and loving him. Mark reserves for this character alone the accolade that Jesus loved him.[footnoteRef:35] Indeed, this reference is the only occasion in the synoptic gospels when this verb is used to describe Jesus’ reaction towards another person. The vast majority of uses of this verb, in all three synoptics, are in the context of either a dominical command or a citation of the greatest commandment.[footnoteRef:36] Although the rich man has taken the initiative, this is the first unprompted action of Jesus in this encounter.[footnoteRef:37] Joop Smit regards Jesus’ action here as ‘the ultimate confirmation that the man is an ideal candidate to become a disciple. In this manner the narrator with much care builds up the expectation that the man will accept Jesus’ invitation to follow him without hesitation. This just cannot fall flat’ (Smit 2003: 114).[footnoteRef:38] [35: .	Cf. France 2002: 403. Note also here the textual addition of ‘take up cross’ (France 2002: 398), which further ties the passage to the theme of discipleship developed since Mk 8.31.]  [36: .	The verb a)gapa&w is otherwise used in Mark only in the quotation of the commandments (Mk 12.30, 33) – and the noun is not used at all.]  [37: .	Cf. Dibelius 1971: 50 n. 1, who suggests that the love shows that Jesus did not regard the man’s approach as ‘empty flattery’.]  [38: .	However, Smit continues (2003: 114-5), ‘The encounter now takes an unexpected turn. The man reacts negatively … The expected happy-end does not follow. This is a tragic failure which badly hits the emotions of the readers’. He considers that at the root of Jesus’ interchange ‘Determent is the intended effect’.] 

	Jesus’ final recorded statement to this man, whom he loved, is to urge him to do the one thing he still lacked. This one thing amounts to a string of four imperatives: ‘go … sell and give …, and then follow me’ (u#page … pw&lhson kai\ do_j … kai\ deu~ro a)kolou&qei moi, Mk 10.21).[footnoteRef:39] By no means is this combination of injunctions a standard for all those who would follow; and it is not clear whether this unique command is to test or challenge the rich man (did he really want him to sell everything?); but the verb a)kolouqe/w is a key element of the Markan message. It is first used in calling the disciples and describing their response (Mk 1.18; 2.14; cf. also 6.1); but it is predominantly used in description of the anonymous crowd or individuals (Mk 2.15; 3.7; 5.24; 10.52; 11.9; cf. also 9.38); and also as an injunction to those who would follow (Mk 8.34). In each of these instances, the term is applied to or enjoined of those who are not opponents of Jesus. In due course, Peter will be described as one who ‘followed’, but from a distance (Mk 14.54), and others will be described as those who ‘used to follow’ (h)kolou&qoun, Mk 15.41). Throughout the gospel, however, it is used by Jesus or by the Markan narrator either as a term to describe those who are appropriate disciples, or to challenge those who would seek to be genuine followers. In two instances, the verb is used by neither the narrator, nor Jesus. In Mk 9.38, John is indignant that somebody had been casting out demons and yet ‘was not following us’. We have also seen, in Mk 10.28, that Peter pronounces that he and his fellow disciples have indeed ‘left everything and followed’. The first of these is preceded and followed by a reprimand from Jesus for the disciples’ inappropriate actions. It has also been argued above that the second is similarly followed by a reprimand, couched in the phrase, ‘many who are first will be last, and the last first’ (Mk 10.31). [39: .	Cf. Culpepper 2007: 337: ‘deuro, “come,” is technically an adverb that functions imperatively’.] 

	At this stage, the reader of the Markan account has no clear grounds for adopting a negative stance towards the rich man. For most interpreters, however, it is in Mk 10.22 that decisively negative evidence is presented. In response to Jesus’ four-fold imperatives, the man is downcast, gloomy or discouraged (stugna&saj), and he goes away sad (lupou&menoj). Arguably, however, the key factor in this instance is not that the rich man went away (a)ph~lqen), for this may be regarded as a response to the first of the four imperatives imposed by Jesus (u#page). We may note Jesus’ similar command to the demons, and their obedient response, in Mt. 8.32, ‘“Go!” So they came out’ (u(pa&gete. oi9 de\ e0celqo&ntej a)ph~lqon).[footnoteRef:40] Not to have departed would have amounted to disobedience. Indeed, it is only by going away that the rich man would be able to sell and give, and eventually reach the point of following. The reader, however, will not be told whether the rich man departs, only to return, as commanded, or never to return. [40: .	Cf. also the juxtaposition of u(pa&gw and a)pe/rxomai in Mt. 28.10.] 

	If, then, the rich man’s departure was the first of Jesus’ instructions to the rich man, and is not in itself to be regarded negatively, then the only remaining clues as to his response may lie within the ominous words stugna&saj and lupou&menoj. The first of these verbs does not occur in the synoptic parallels of this pericope, which may suggest that it is key for Mark; but, unfortunately it has a broad semantic range, including ‘become dark/gloomy/sombre/sullen’, as in a threatening or overcast sky (Mt. 16.3 – its only other NT occurrence; cf. also Wis. 17.5, stugno&j). Perhaps it signifies ‘shock/appall’ (cf. Ezek. 27.35; 28.19; 32.10 LXX); alternatively, the rich man may be ‘discouraged’, ‘downcast’, or even ‘angry/enraged’ (cf. Dan. 2.12, stugno&j).[footnoteRef:41] Although there is an overriding likelihood of a negative connotation, this reaction in itself does not help the reader determine whether it is a precursor to the rich man accepting or rejecting Jesus’ injunction. [41: .	On two occasions in the LXX the terms stugno&j and lupe/w or peri/lupoj are juxtaposed (Isa. 57.17, ‘Because of sin I grieved (e0lu&phsa) him a little while; I struck him and turned my face away from him, and he was grieved and went on sullen (e0luph&qh kai\ e0poreu&qh stugno&j) in his ways’ – this emotion does not result in a reformed character; and, Dan. 2.12, ‘Then the king, being anxious (stugno&j) and very sad (peri/lupoj), ordered to bring forth all the savants of Babylonia’.)] 

	The second word and its cognates (lupe/w, lu&ph, peri/lupoj, luphro&j) occur much more frequently in the LXX, normally in the context of some form of distress, including the groaning of childbearing and grief in the face of personal pain, bereavement or some other loss, or anticipated loss. Again, the emotion does not help the reader determine whether one should anticipate acceptance or rejection of Jesus’ command. It is the word’s usage within Mark, however, which may prove more revealing. In Mk 6.26, Herod was grieved (peri/lupoj) that his daughter had asked for the head of John the Baptist; but, with a heavy heart, he nonetheless does not refuse her request. On another occasion, the disciples become distressed (h!rcanto lupei=sqai) at Jesus’ statement that one of them will betray him. This is an appropriate reaction; shared apparently by all. Nonetheless, one of those distressed disciples does indeed fulfil the task outlined by Jesus. Most significantly, soon afterwards, in Gethsemane, Jesus will himself be deeply grieved in the face of a costly decision (peri/lupo&j e0stin h( yuxh& mou e3wj qana&tou, Mk 14.33-34). It is essential to Mark’s overall gospel message that a state of distress does not necessarily signify a refusal to go through with a costly action. In a similar fashion, Mark’s reader may regard this rich man’s departure to be consistent with the need to reflect on the significant demands of following the one who will himself, in due course, reflect with distress and heaviness on the demands being made of him. Neither of these words provides an unequivocal clue as to the rich man’s subsequent response; but, it is clear within Mark’s gospel that grief is not necessarily incompatible with a resolve ultimately to obey. In the context of Mark, this vocabulary does not justify the reader drawing a negative conclusion, and subsequently re-reading the pericope in the light of that reconstruction.
	Nonetheless, some may consider that a more appropriate response would have been if the rich man had departed with joy, rather than sadness and distress. However, the observant reader will recall that a joyful reaction to the word that is sown is not always appropriate. Indeed, was it not the seed, which was sown on rocky ground, where no root can take hold, that had been immediately received with joy (eu)qu_j meta_ xara~j lamba&nousin au)to&n, Mk 4.16)?[footnoteRef:42] Had the rich man responded with joy, the reader of the earlier parable of the sower might at least entertain the possibility that this would be a signal that the rich man will ‘endure only for a while, then, when trouble or persecution arises on account of the word, immediately … fall away’. The reader is, instead, left to draw the conclusion that a sober response to the call to discipleship may be more appropriate than a triumphalist one.[footnoteRef:43] It is then with significant irony, of course, that Peter triumphantly describes himself as among the first to have left everything to follow Jesus (Mk 10.28; here, no doubt, referring to Mk 1.16-17);[footnoteRef:44] and, it is Peter who will demonstrate such a falling away in the face of imminent trouble and persecution, like the infamous seed on the rocky ground. [42: .	Contrast, France 2002: 399, and Culpepper 2007: 334, who allude to the parable of the sower, but interpret the rich man as representative of the seed choked by thorns.]  [43: .	Cranfield 1951: 310, concedes that this open ending accommodates an element of hope.]  [44: .	Best 1986: 18, points out this element of non sequitur, and explains it as Markan editing.] 

	In stark contrast to Peter, then, the downcast and weighty response of one who is perhaps reflecting on the significant cost for those who have many possessions should not be regarded as necessarily negative. In a number of statements, Jesus reinforces that such a step is indeed difficult, and not to be taken lightly. Indeed, this is impossible for mortals, but not for God; for, all things are possible for God (Mk 10.27). The rich man’s reaction may, rather, serve to highlight that what is humanly impossible can nonetheless be wrought by God in the life of even a rich man, who genuinely approaches Jesus, and is loved by him. To the disciples, Jesus affirms not only that it is indeed hard for the rich to enter the kingdom of God (Mk 10.23); but, furthermore, it is hard for any to enter the kingdom of God (Mk 10.24). Both of these statements amaze the disciples (Mk 10.24, 26), who to this point have not themselves grasped the true nature of discipleship. Jesus’ response expressly avoids commendation or overt reference to the disciples, but generalises: ‘no one who has left house or brothers or sisters or mother or father or children or fields, for my sake and for the sake of the good news … will not receive a hundredfold now in this age … and in the age to come eternal life’.[footnoteRef:45] Indeed, Jesus’ closing statement, before continuing on his journey, is to issue again the warning that those who are first to respond may in the end be the last; but, those who appear to be last, may in the end be first (Mk 10.31).[footnoteRef:46] Jesus is, once again, pointing to a reversal of what the reader and hearer would normally expect. If you consider the rich man to be beyond the pale, you may be surprised.[footnoteRef:47] [45: .	Contrast van Iersel 1989: 131, who reads this as Jesus’ promise of reward for the disciples in recognition of what they have expressly given up.]  [46: .	Moloney 2002: 203, considers this verse to be unexpected – ‘a “floating” saying of Jesus in the tradition’. On the contrary, it is entirely apposite as a veiled rebuke to the self-congratulation of the disciples.]  [47: .	Cranfield 1951: 312-13, ‘The apostles must not become self-complacent because, unlike the rich man, they have left all to follow Jesus. Such self-complacence would be highly dangerous. Moreover, one who is at present a refuser may in the future by God’s mercy accept the call and even in the age to come be preferred to them, while their having left all is not in itself a guarantee that they will remain faithful’.] 

Conclusion
Clement of Alexandria’s warning not to ‘judge who is worthy and unworthy, for it is possible that you may be mistaken in your opinion’ (Quis div. 33) was not only disregarded by him in regard to the rich man of Mark 10, but also by the majority of subsequent interpreters. Mark’s silence about the rich man’s ultimate response has prompted most commentators to draw the unwarranted conclusion that Jesus’ challenge was evidently rejected, and then to interpret the pericope in the light of this assumed response. Accordingly, they are forced to concede that Mark’s handling of the rich man is not consistent with his handling of other minor characters.
	However, adopting a consistent literary approach, the theme of discipleship within the immediate context of the gospel, together with Mark’s use of characterisation, prompt the reader to adopt a more sympathetic reading of the rich man. This reading rejects the conclusion that Mark is necessarily portraying the rich man negatively, whether those interpretations are imported from Matthew or Luke, or other subsequent interpreters of the text.
	Although we may allow the possibility that the rich man’s downcast reaction conceals his dawning realisation that there is a significant cost to discipleship, it may for good reason that Mark does not disclose the subsequent response of the rich man. Perhaps of greater importance to Mark is for his readers not to speculate about the fate of the relatively insignificant, anonymous, rich man (indeed, not to ‘judge who is worthy and unworthy’), but rather to grasp the weightier issues of the true cost of discipleship and God’s ability to achieve the impossible. Indeed, to assume from the downcast response a negative outcome risks occluding the relevance of Mark’s overriding emphasis in the chapters immediately surrounding this. Accepting the challenging call of God is hard, both for the rich man in this pericope and, indeed, for Jesus in Gethsemane; and, for both, the challenge is accompanied by distress (lupou&menoj, peri/lupoj). Nonetheless, the message for Mark’s readers is that God, who alone is good (Mk 10.18), can achieve the impossible for those who approach him genuinely, even those burdened by wealth (Mk 10.27).
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