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Abstract 

Demon possession and exorcism are major themes in the gospel of Mark. Since the 

Enlightenment, Mark's Western audience has often found them to difficult to interpret, 

especially in the case of possession itself. The author of Mark assumed that his audience 

would understand the idea of possession, an assumption that does not necessarily hold true 

for modem audiences. This study aims to provide some idea of what possession means in 

Mark. It proceeds with exegesis of Mark's possession pericopes and situates them within 

the context of ancient beliefs about demons and possession. Critical consideration of 

modem cross-disciplinary research related to possession is important in this task. So too is 

the history of modem interpretation and exegesis of Mark, which has offered insights as well 

as misapprehensions. The weight of evidence supports the conclusion that part of the 

spiritual importance of possession for Mark is its disorienting, frightening, and ultimately 

incomprehensible nature. 
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Abstrait 

La possession démoniaque et l'exorcisme sont des thèmes très importants pour 

l'évangelie selon Marc. Depuis la siècle des luminaires, l'audience occidental de Marc les ont 

trouvé difficile à comprendre, surtout la possession. L'auteur de Marc supposait que son 

audience comprenait l'idée, mais ce n'est pas vrai pour les audiences modernes. Cette étude 

veut donner une idée de le sens et de la signification de la possession en Marc. Elle procède 

avec l'exégèse des histories de la possession en Marc et les met dans la contexte des 

convictions anciennes à propos des démons et de la possession. La réflexion critique des 

études pluridisciplinaires de la possession est importante, et aussi l'histoire moderne de 

l'interprétation et l'exégèse de Marc, leurs idées et aussi leurs erreurs. La plupart de 

l'évidence support la conclusion qu'une partie de l'importance spirituelle de le possession, 

pour Marc, est sa nature désorientant, effrayante, et en fin incompréhensible. 
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1. Introduction 

No reader of Mark' s gospel! can fail to notice its interest in matters demonic. The 

synoptic gospels alllist exorcism amongJesus' itinerary of practices,2 which along with other 

ancient evidence suggest the historicity of Jesus' reputation as an exorcist.3 For all this 

agreement, however, it is the shortest of the canonical gospels devotes the most discussion 

to Jesus' interactions with evil spirits. Matthew and Luke, usually expanders of Mark, 

condense or omit these accounts,4 and John is without exorcisms.5 In Mark, Jesus performs 

four exorcisms (1.21-28,5.1-20,7.24-30, and 9.14-29) and becomes involvedin two disputes 

about them (3.22-30 and 9.38-41). The first of these exorcisms is in fact the first act of 

power that Jesus performs publicly and can be seen as both incipient and paradigmatic for 

his subsequent miniStry.6 The words ÔOll,lCùV, ôotlloviSOIlOI, lTVSÛllo [cXKa6opTOV], and 

TTVSÛIlO [KoKôv/TTovllPÔv] occur a combined total of twenty-six times/ as opposed to 

fifteen in Matthew,8,9 constituting a verbal as weIl as a thematic emphasis. These terms are 

1 Quotations from the Greek New Testament, including Mark, relyon fourth revised edition of the Nestle-
,Aland text (1966). Translations at:e original unless othetwise noted. 

Mk 1.32-34, 1.39,3.13-15, 6.6b-13; Mt 4.23-25, 7.21-23, 8.16-17, 10.1-8; Lk 4.40-41,8.1-2,9.1-2,10.17-20, 
13.31-33. 
3 Non-biblical ancient references to Jesus as exorcist. 
4 Matthew tells the story of the Gerasene demoniac, or rather the Gadat:ene demoniac at less than half its 
length in Mark (8.28-34), shortens the story of the possessed boy considerably (17.14-20), and omits the 
Capemaum periscope entirely, preserving only the final acclamation (7.28-29). Luke omits the story of the 
Syrophoenician woman and shortens the one of the possessed boy (9.37-43a). 
5 John does preserve references to accusations thatJesus himselfwas possessed «(7.19-20, 8.48-52, 10.19-21). 
Ronald Piper ("Satan, Demons, and the Absence ofExorcisms in the Fourth Gospel," 2000) provides a 
detailed exploration of why the inclusion of exorcism pericopes would have heen redundant within the 
practical and cosmological nru:ration of John (253-278). 
6 See Herman Hendrickx (The Miracle Stones, 1987) 33-40,50-55; 
71.23,26,32,34 (twice), 39; 3.15, 22 (twice), 30; 5.2, 8, 15, 16, 18; 6.7, 13; 7.25,26,29,30; 9.17, 20, 25 (twice), 
38. 
B 7.22; 8.16, 31; 9.32, 33, 34; 10.8; 11.18; 12.22,24,27,28,43; 15.22; 17.18. 
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synonymous in Mark, as sorne pericopes altemate them in reference to the same entity.l0 

The theme is so prominent in Mark, and so distinctive of it, that it is difficult to identify any 

historical-critical or like-minded authors who do not consider Mark the primary source for 

the historicalJesus in this respect, or even conflate the two directly.ll 

Mark's demonology has caused a number of interpretive problems in the history of 

modem New Testament scholarship. These problems are part of a complex of 

hermeneutical difficulties surrounding miracle accounts. Early and medieval interpreters 

tended to accept the literal value of miracles as well as a variety of analogical meanings.12 

Enlightenment and post-Enlightenment readings, in contras t, have been inclined to 

transform or outright reject the exorcism stories on both literai and analogicallevels. This 

9 The count in Luke is higher than for Mark, but this owes to "avalanches" of repeated words in fewer, shorter 
pericopes. For example, the words occur in 8.2, 34, 27, 29, 30, 33, 35, 36, 38, 47 and 11.15, 18, 19,20. 
10 The scribes in the Beelezebul controversy say that Jesus "in the power of demons casts out demons," (EV Tc..) 

apxovTI T6)vb'aI,uOIl/6)IIÈK{3aÀÀSIV Tà 6al,uollla, 3.22), but the summary notes that 'they said, 'He ha~ an 
une/ean spirit" (EÀSyOV rrlleû,ua aKaOapToIIEXSI, 3.30). The Gerasene demoniac is "a man in unclean spirit" 
(av6pc:..lTl'oS" EV Tl'VSUIlOTI àK06apTCa;l, 5.2), and bothJesus (5.8) and the narrator (5.13) refer to it accordingly. 
When the townspeople come to investigate, however, the text switches to "Tèv cSOII.lOVIÇOI.lSVOV" (5.15, 16, 
18). This may have bearing on the pericope's redaction history. For present purposes, it must suffice to note 
that the final editor considers the terms identical. This is also true in the case of Syrophoenician woman's plea. 
She initially comes to Jesus because "sÎxsv TO 6vyaTplov OÙTI}S" Tl'VSul.lo àKa6apTov" ("her daughter had 
an unclean spirit," 7.25), but the text thereafter refers to the girl as having "Tè cSOII.lOVIOV" (7.26,27,28). 
Il There is broad agreement that the historical Jesus was known as an exorcist. See, for example, Branscomb 
(The Gospel of Mark, 1931) 30-32,69-70; van der Loos (The Miracles of Jesus, 1965) 339-414; Sabourin ("The 
Miracles of Jesus [II], 1974) 136-138,156-160; Dunn and Twelftree (''Demon-Possession and Exorcism in the 
New Testament," 1980) 211-215; Sanders (Jesus andJudoirm, 1985) 149-154; Collins (The Beginning of the Gospel, 
1992) 52-54; Blackburn ("The Miracles of Jesus," 1994) 353-368; Funk et al.'s commentary in The Acts of Jesus 
(1998); Adna ("The Encounter of Jesus with the Gerasene Demoniac," 1999) 299-300. 
12 A detailed exploration of patristic authors' interpretations is beyond the present scope, but the common 
approach is to assume or take for granted the reality of demon possession and exorcism but to consider 
allegorical and applied readings more necessary to explicate. Oden and Hall (Ancient Christian Commentary on 
S cripture, 1998) provide a useful sampling, documenting such views in fathers as diverse as lrenaeu5 of Lyons, 
Tertullian, Origen, Minutius Felix, Lactantius, Ephraim the Syrian, Athanasius of Alexandria, Jerome, 
Prudentius, Ambrose, John Chrysostom, the Apostone Constitutions, Augustine of Hippo, Euthymius, Peter 
Chrysologus,John of Damascus, and Bede (21-23,43-47,66-72,100-102,122-125). The same tendency 
evidences itself in one of the earJiest extant commentaries on Mark per se, an carly seventh-century work of 
probable Irish provenance; see Cahill (The First Commentary on Mark, 1998) 4-9. See also the overview of early 
post-patristic commentary in Kealy (Mark s Gospel, 1982) 36-43. 
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seems to owe primarily to the tendency of the (post-) Enlightenment West, until recently the 

prima:ry domain of biblical traditions, to disbelieve in the involvement of the supematu:ral in 

the observable world.13 The alternatives to this approach involve (re-)definition ifbeliefs 

and interpretive p:rinciples regarding the supematu:ral against either Enlightenment or 

fundamentalist ideas. Whatever modem people have thought of demons, possession, and 

exorcism, it has not been what their medieval or ancient forbearers thought of them, or 

anything closely akin to it. AlI the permutations of historical, textual, rhetorical, and literary 

criticism alike14 have encountered the same problems when dealing with exorcism narratives 

and have tended to offer the same solutions, albeit sometimes presented in different terms. 

Despite occasional exegetical interest in biblical miracles, most eighteenth- and 

nineteenth-century theologians, rationalist and anti-rationalist alike, rejected the miracles of 

exorcism as such. Their rejections took a variety of forms in different relationships to 

questions of biblical miracles in general.15 Exorcisms were most commonly explained as 

apparent "placebo" cures for conditions that had come to be identified as mental illnesses, 

an explanation that remains prominent in both scholarly and general exegeses, albeit in 

submerged or modified form. More recently, inte:rpreters have sought to cast New 

Testament exorcisms, especially Mark's exorcisms, in sociological or political terms.16 AlI of 

13 For further discussion, see Burkill (MysteriotlS Revelation, 1963) 45-61; Sabourin 115-140, 156-175; Mack (A 
My th qf Innocence, 1988) 208-215; Collins (The Beginning qf the Gospel, 1992) 41-46, 52-58; Meier (A Matginal Jew v. 
2,1994) 511-521; Zachman ("The Meaning ofBiblical Miracles in Light of the Modem Quest for Truth," 
1999) 1-16. 
14 For a discussion of the uses, limitations, and insights of the various major schools of interpretation, see 
Telford ("Mark and the Historical-Critical Method," 1993) 492-501. 
15 See previous footnote on the history of modem interpretations of miracles. 
16 See following chapters for details. 
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these approaches, carefully applied, can yield insight into the world of the text. 

Interpretations that rely on them too heavily on exclusively, however, can offer conclusions 

only about generaI sociological or political principles with Mark as a literary case study, 

rather than insight into the text itself.17 A number of considerations about the interpretation 

of Mark necessitate a more nuanced approach. The difficulty with any of them in isolation 

is that it necessarily places the interpretive method ahead of the text. To this end, it is 

important to avoid the dangers of "signification,"18 or reducing to an overtly or implicitly 

functionalist symbolic role, what the text considers reality. Berger makes a similar point in 

his critique of the "signification" inherent in manifestly or effectively "demythologizing" 

interpretations, in which 

the physical or corporeal dimension of [textuaIJ reality is devalued over against some underlying 
feature that is regarded as truly essential, albeit highly elusive. 1 contend that this modem 
tendency leads to a serious misunderstanding of the way signs are perceived in the New 
Testament. Signs there hardly have just a didactic function; they do not become insignificant 
when set against the reality to which they point ... the New Testament does not view miracles as 
some ultimately inadequate way of speaking about God. Miracles are instead an actual 
component of some new reality that, while it certainly stretches beyond the miracle itself, 
nonetheless finds its starting point precisely in the miracle.19 

Within the textual world of Mark, there really are evil, invisible supematural beings taking 

over people's minds and bodies and causing them to suffer, for reasons unspecified.20 In 

Mark, and therefore here for present purposes, the demons and evil spirits possessing 

people are real and literai. 

17 For further discussion, see Telford (1993) 494-501; Shanafdt 322-331. 
18 Kelly (The Hammerand the Flute, 2001) 45-46. See Shanafelt 326-328 on the crypto-functionalism inherent in 
most current approaches. 
19 Berger (Identi!J and Experience in the New Testament, 2003 [1991]) 13. 
20 See Burkitt (1963) 45-59; Sabourin 150-153; Dunn and Twelftree 211-212; Sanders 135-143, 149-154; 
Hendrickx 4-5; Berger 44-46; Collins (1992) 46-52; Telford (1993) 88-90; Rousseau 129-153; Neyrey 
("Miracles, In Other Words," 1999) 21-29. 
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The same is true of Jesus' exorcisms, which Mark depicts as a component ofhis 

triumph over Satan's power, an intrinsic component of the unfolding eschaton.21 The 

situation at the beginning of the gospel is one in which the world is under Satan's control, 

awaiting the messiah who willliberate it. The perspective of the text itself is that of a world 

in which the ongoing process ofliberation is underway. Circumstances duringJesus' 

ministry, as Mark depicts them, are depicted as having been worse than those at the cime of 

the gospel's composition.22 The perspective presumably is not that possession and the need 

for exorcism no longer exist; Mark gives no indication of subscribing to this view, and his 

assumption that his audience will understand his meaning would invalidate this hypothesis. 

lndeed, the ongoing need for exorcism seems to have been a widespread theme in the early 

church(es): 

Justin Martyr, Irenaeus, the Shepherd ofHennas, Tertullian, Minucius Felix, [and] Origen, all 
testify that the demons which they saw expelled were of the same kind as those which Jesus cast 
out .... AU the church wters in tum, as we have seen, attest that the demons exorcized inside the 
church were the same as those exorcized out of it. Where Christianity had an advantage over 
other religions was in this, that demons who fled from no other name, yet trembled at that of 
Jesus Christ. In particular the New Testament and the fathers attest that Jewish exorcists 
expelled real demons before, during, and after the lifetime ofJesus."23 

The text of Mark provides no indication that its aUthor holds idiosyncratic beliefs in this 

respect. Mark nevertheless seems to operate under the assumption that the situation has 

21 For further exploration of relationship between eschatology and exorcism in Mark, see Cranfield (The Gospel 
According to Mark, 1959) 138; Kelber (The Kingdo11l in Mark, 1974) 15-18; Kee (C011l11l1lnity tfthe NewAge, 1977) 
36-38,64-72; Dunn and Twelftree 216-222; Rhoads and Michie (Mark arStory, 1982) 73-79; Mack (A My th qf 
Innocence, 1988) 238-245; LaHurd (''Reader Response to Ritual Elements in :Mark 5:1-20," 1990) 156; Collins 
(1992) 57-58; Meadors (JeSllS, the Messianic Hera/d tfSalvation, tr. 1997)192-196,243-245,251-255; van lersel 
(Mark, tr. 1998) 170-171; Hanson (The Endangered Promises in Mark, 2000) 168-181; Aus ('My Name is Legion," 
2003) 92-94. 
22 lan Henderson made this observation in the course of a private communication (2007). 
23 Conybeare (1897) 600-601. 
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improved since the inception of Jesus' miniStry.24 This creates a gap between the world in 

which the gospel situates its story and that in which it situates itself. The gap has grown 

greater with every situation since Mark's composition as possession beliefs have mutated, 

accreted, adapted, reformed, ebbed, and waxed. The beliefs that Mark represents and 

reflects were part of a complex matrix of religious, theological, anthropological, 

soteriological, teleological, cosmological, eschatological, sociological, political, economic, 

and individual factors. The author of Mark assumes his audience to hold well-established 

beliefs and positions vis-à-vis ail of these factors, and to share certain beliefs about them, an 

assumption that ceased to hold hundreds or even thousands of years ago. 

The perspective of this study is effectively phenomenological, but not to the 

exclusion of other possible considerations. Attention to what be considered reader­

response perspectives are a component of this phenomenology, as what the author of Mark 

assumed his audience to understand would have affected how he chose to relay his 

information. In order to understand Mark's perspective on demons, it is first necessary to 

investigate what it is possible to infer from the gospel itself. Close examination of the text 

reveals more information about demons and possession than is necessarily apparent at first 

glance. This task necessitates situating Mark's demonology in the context of contemporary 

demon beliefs. Other gospels' adaptations of Mark are major sources of information, as are 

other sources' direct or indirect reliance on Markan traditions. Second- and third-century 

24 TIùs analysis also stems from a communication with Henderson. 
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texts such as the Testament tif Solomon,25 the Acts tifThomas,26 and the Lift tif Apollonius tifTyana27 

aIl evince familiarity Markan demonic traditions, whether or not they are written from a 

position of specific familiarity with Mark. Examining the permutations of Mark's 

presentation of demons in subsequent interpretations can provide insight into ancient 

understandings of the presentation itself. 

The personal and political realms vis-à-vis demonology in Mark are critical 

components of the picture, but they also exist at least partially in the shadow of the 

numinous. Demons are entities of terror and evil, in conflict with or at least opposition to 

the ultimate divine force, 0 mXTep TOÛ uioû.28 While there are important sociological 

aspects to the approach and representation of the numinous in Mark or in any other 

context, it would be a mistake to rely too heavily on sociology in an attempt to investigate 

beliefs and experiences that by their very nature must necessarily defy description and 

complete representation. The ultimate task in beginning to understand Mark's demonology, 

then, is an attempt to describe and contextualize something that de:fies rational 

comprehension. Explaining what the devil is or means may not be quite as futile a task as 

explaining the nature of the divine, if only because it can be de:fined in terms of opposition. 

Nonetheless, contemplating and critically reflecting on the ultimately incomprehensible can 

lead to a better appreciation of its meaning, scope, and implications. 

25 AU quotations of the Greek text of T. Sol will refer to Miller and Penner's edition (2006). Translations are 
adapted from Duling in Charlesworth (DM Testament PSflHdepigrapha v. 1, 1983) 935-987. 
26 Quotations from ATh. will refer to Klijn's edition and translation (2003). 
Il Greek quotations will refer to Jones' edition of the text (2005), and translations are adapted from bis English 
rendering. 
28 AlI New Testament citations, unless otherwise noted, are from the Nesde-Aland edition. English translations 
are original to the paper. 
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It will be necessary at this point to explore the hypothesis that equates demon 

possession with mental illness, and to acknowledge a certain limited textual support for 

sorne shades of it within Mark. The gospel does imply certain commonalities between 

possession and mental illness or "madness." The equation that modem interpreters have 

often proposed between the two categories, however, is excessive at best and misleading. 

Sorne limited association between them nonetheless is not alien to Mark, which does 

acknowledge the existence of both. It is also useful to examine the ways in which Matthew, 

in particular, extends this idea. With these considerations in mind, it is possible to examine 

how Mark distinguishes the two and what implications attach themselves to these 

distinctions. Ideas about the self, the mind, and the soul are critical for understanding 

Mark's perspective in this regard. Political connotations are present in aU of this, as many 

studies have recently noted; it is necessary to make note of them, as weIl as to avoid the 

errors that have plagued many explicitly and primarily political interpretations of demon 

possession in Mark. 

The way forward on these issues must acknowledge that the cultural and intellectual 

barriers between Mark and the modem world are formidable. It must also recognize that 

the ancient world did not conceptualize religion, science, cosmology, anthropology, society, 

nature, illness, or the person in the same ways as the cultures and subcultures of the twenty­

first century world. Indeed, it did not draw these categories as such, although it did draw 

categories of aU kinds. For the purposes of this investigation, it is necessary to remember 

that Mark does not conceptualize itself as "religious" literature as opposed to any other kind 
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ofliterature.29 It therefore seems unwise to attempt to exttapolate Mark's meaning based 

only on religious-studies perspectives. Mark's perspectives reflect a numbe.r of sociological, 

cultural, cosmological, political, and anth.ropological assumptions that are not immediately 

apparent to the modem reader. These assumptions are integ.ral to the shaping of Mark's 

meanings, and as such it is constructive to make critical, info.rmed use of cross-disciplina.ry 

perspectives to gain broader and more complete insight into the fabric of the gospel. The 

task of app.roaching these perspectives and integ.rating them responsibly into exegetical 

considerations resembles the task of Markan interpretation itself. Both c.ross-disciplina.ry 

research and the more specific interpretation of such a phenomenon as ancient exorcism 

require a he.rmeneutic of caution and humility, one that acknowledges that understanding 

can be difficult to achieve. The result of such investigations, at best, will be an incomplete 

mosaic more than a snapshot of Mark's demonology. It may be heartening to remember 

that there was no definitive demonology in the ancient world, and that the unknown and 

ambiguous qualities attributed to demons contributed to their status as entities of evil and 

terror. 

In proceeding, it will be necessa.ry to make several assumptions conceming Mark. 

The first, consistent with prevailing scholarly opinion, is that it was composed in something 

'}9 This is not to deny that antiquity recognized literary genres or that it distinguished epics, post-archaic 
dramas, comedies, tragedies, treatises, histories, hymns, and epistles, or that there existed important 
distinctions between sacred and profane. What is relevant is that within these genres, and within a single work, 
it was possible to combine what modemity might identify as religious contemplation, empirical observation, 
romance, comedy, and any number of other thernes. The Metamt»phosesof Ovid and of Apuleius suggest 
themselves as clear and prominent examples of sucb «combinations." 
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very close to its current form around the time of the Jewish War (66-70).30 The relative lack 

of discussion of the Temple's destruction, particularly as compared to the attention Matthew 

gives the subject,31 suggests that it was written before 70 C.E., probably during or 

immediately preceding the war. Next, it presumes, in keeping with prevailing opinion, that 

the exorcism stories and the Beelzebul controversy are textually secure, with no substantive 

variantS.32 ln terms of scope, this study concems itself only with possession by demons and 

unclean spirits and excludes positively evaluated possession experiences, although there is 

evidence for traditions of them in the early church(es) and in the New Testament itself.33 As 

Mark makes no connection between positive and negative possession experiences, it will be 

necessary to leave this issue aside for practical reasons. Jesus' exorcisms as indications and 

manifestations of the beginning of the yet-to-completed eschaton are unto themselves a 

subject too large to consider properly here.34 It is both possible and necessary to proceed 

with the assumption that demon possession in Mark is both part of and representative of 

Satan's hold on the world, and that Jesus' exorcisms indicate the beginning of its end, but 

the role of Satan in Mark's eschatology is too large an independent issue to consider within 

30 Marcus provides a detailed discussion of the evidence for and implications of this in 'The Jewish War and 
the Sitzim Leben of Mark" (1992),441-462; cf. Marcus (1994) 30-37. Manns places the gospd within a 
specifically Semitic context (''Le milieu sémitique de l'évangile de Marc" [1998],125-142), which seems as least 
as likely as a Roman one. Freyne examines the historical background to this situation and to the gospel's 
internal social world in "The Geography, Politics, and Economics of Galilee and the Quest for the Historical 
Jesus" (75-122). Jonathan Price's Jerusalem IInder Siege (1992) is a systematic treatment of some of these issues. 
31 On this point see Nolland (The Gospel '!tMatthelll, 2005) 14-17. 
32 Derrett ("Spirit-Possession") 286. 
33 For discussion of these traditions, see Anita Bingham Kolenkow's "Relationships between Miracle and 
Prophecy in the Greco-Roman World and Early Christianity" in Principat 23.2 (ANWR, ser. 2) (Berlin: Walter 
de Gruyter 1990, ed. Wolfgang Haase, 1470-1506, as well as Laura Nasrallah'sAn Ec~ '!tFo11Y: Prophery and 
AlIthoriry in EarIY Christianiry (Harvard Theological Studies 52 [Cambridge, MA: Harvard U P,2003]). 
34 See above for brief discussion of this subject, as well as note for references. 



the parameters of this discussion. Similarly, discussion of the diverse and extensive pagan, 

rabbinic, and hagiographical traditions of exorcism narratives, is impossible under present 

circumstances, as is discussion of corpus of exorcism liturgies from antiquity. 

11 

In exploring the subject matter that the present scope does allow, there is no 

assumption that older exegesis is necessarily incorrect or obsolete, only that its methodology 

and conclusions require careful consideration. This is equally true of more recent exegesis. 

In keeping with this, both universalizing and over-specifying will be considered unsound. 

Within these hermeneutical parameters, as will be discussed further, a certain a priori value is 

assigned to ideas of divinity, the sou!, and the numinous as concepts that may be 

represented and discussed in different ways but that are ultimately and necessarily 

indefinable for the people who hold them. Finally, the multivalence inherent in texts 

generally and in Mark specifically is of primary importance. The present exercise makes no 

attempt to offer anything more than a tentative partial reading of what might constitute one 

of a constellation of potentially valid readings of some of what possession is and means in 

Mark. 
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II. The Face of Possession in the Text of Mark 

As noted previously, Mark uses the terms "demon," "unclean spirit," and ''bad 

spirit" interchangeably, altemating the terms within single pericopes. The insistence on 

definitions, identifications, and categorizations that have become so prominent in present-

day academic discourse give no evidence of having been major considerations in the world 

of the New Testament. Indeed, Levy notes in the introduction to his volume on the social 

anthropology of spirits that although it may be helpful to posit "a continuum of culturally 

defined spiritual entities ranging from well-defined, socially encompassing beings at one 

pole, to socially marginal, fleeting presences at the other ... This is not to say that every 

locally defined spiritual being can be neatly categorized as one or the other. Indeed, as 

several essays in this volume make clear, some beings defy categorization.,,35 It is also 

necessary to consider that any categories applied to demons and other spirits might reflect 

the anthropologist's or the exegete's culture and perspective more than anything else.36 The 

very desire to fit demons and other spirits into particular frameworks and ideologies itse1f 

seems to reflect, in its current incarnation, modem academic more than ancient religious 

mindsets.37 The author of Mark presumably understood more or less what kinds of entities 

might constitute demons, and expected the same to be true of his audience. He does not 

seem to consider any potential further distinctions and definitions, if any exist, worth 

35 Levy et al. lI. 
36 This is a potentially fraught distinction, as the desire to analyze Mark's demonology in this fashion is a 
reflection of particular cultural, academic, and historical factors that are not at work in the gospel. This 
contradiction is irresolvable, but mindfulness to the relevant issues can at least limit the unwanted blurring of 
perspectives, even if it cannot eliminate the possibility entirely. 
37 For further discussion of this problem, see Lambek 241-242, Shanfelt 323-327. 
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drawing or expounding. This attitude does not seem to have been unusual. Aristotle, Plato, 

and Plotinus all devote attention to the identity and nature of Ôalpt:AJVeS", but the Platonists 

are exceptional in this respect, as few other traditions evince such interests. Even the 

Pseudepigrapha tend to be concemed with the origins far more than the epistemic 

constitution of demons.38 As Boyd notes, "there are no dearly uniform theories as to the 

origin of Satan in the selected literature of the early Christian tradition. On the contrary, 

there is a wide diversity of theones.,,39 The same is true of demons. It is not until the fust 

flowering of Greek Christian exegesis in the second and third centuries that any sort of 

demonology begins to develop, and even the works of Justin Martyr, Tertullian, and Origen 

sometimes seem only to provide a touchstone for more systematic later considerations such 

as Calcidius' and Porphyry's. 

The commonalities between Mark and other demon-related texts, however, do not 

obscure Mark's idiosyncrasies. The synoptic gospels, unlike many contemporary texts 

conceming demons, show little interest in their genesis. That is, for all of antiquity's 

disinterest in the ontological identity of demons, there was considerable interest in their 

origins. Many of pseudepigraphal texts, such as 1 Enoch, Testament 0/ the T we/1lC Patriarchs, 

many of the Testaments attributed to other biblical figures, Lift 0/ Adam and Eve, Jubilees, and 

apocalyptic works, devote considerable discussion to the fall of the angels and the 

38 For discussion of demons in the Pseudepigrapha, see Lester L. Grabbe's "The Scapegoat Tradition: A Study 
in Early Jewish Interpretation" Uournalfor the Stut!Y of]udaism 18.2 [1987} 152-167) 155-158, 160-167; A. 
Piiiero's "Ange1s and Demons in the Greek Lift of Adam and EvI' US] 24.2 [1993]), 191-214; Erkki 
Koskenniemi's The OM Testament Mirade-Workers in Earfy JlIdaism (Wissenschaftliche Untersuchungen zum 
Neuen Testament 2.206) (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 3005) 44-63, 219-223, 259-266. 
39 Satan andMtira (1975) 41. 
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subsequent spawning of demons.40 The Beelzebul pericope demonstrates Mark's view that 

the activities and power of demons are part of the devil's41 ongoing reign over the world, a 

reign that the anointed has come to destroy: 

The scribes coming down from Jerusalem said, "He has Beelzebul," and "He casts out 
demons in the power of demons." Ca1ling them, he spoke to them in parables: "How is 
Satan able to cast out Satan? If a kingdom has heen divided on itself, that kingdom is 
not able to stand. And if a household bas heen divided on itself, that household is not 
able to stand. And if Satan is opposed to and divided on himself, he is not able to stand 
but an end has [him]. But no one is able to plunder in a strong man's house, going into 
bis property, if not fust tying him, and then he robs bis house. 

Kat oi ypa~~aTEÎs oi àlTO 'lepoooÀÛ~c.lV KaTa~avTES ÉÀeyov OTt BeeÀÇe~oùÀ 
ÉXEI Kat OTI Èv Tc.;> àPXOVTI Tc,)V ôal~ovÎc.lV È~aÀÀEI Tà ôal~ovta. Kat 
lTpOOKaÀEoallevos aÙToùs Èv lTapa~oÀaÎS ÉÀeYEv aÙToÎs nc,)S 8UvaTal 
IaTavâs IaTavâv ÈK~aÀÀElv; Kal Èàv ~aOlÀEla È<\>' saunlv ~EptOaij où 
8UçaTaI oTaeTlval ~ ~aOIÀEla ÈKElvrr Kat Èàv oiKÎa È<\>' saunlv ~EpIOTÛ où 
ÔUVrlOETal ~ oiKla ÈKelVTl oTaeTlval. Kat ei é IaTavâs àvÉOTTJ È<I>' saUTOv Kat 
È~EpÎ08r}, où 8UvaTal oTi]val àÀÀà TÉÀQ5 EKEI. àIJ. où 8UvaTal oùôets Eis nlV 
oiKlav TOÛ ioxulTOÛ EioEÀ6c.lV Tà OKEUTI aÙToû ÔlaplTaOal Èàv ll~ lTPc,)TOV TOV 
ioXUpov ÔrlOU Kat TOT enlv oiKÎav aÙToû ÔlapmXOEI. (3.22-27)42 

The author either expects that rus audience a1ready has some idea of why such beings exist 

in the first place and what constitutes their natures, or he considers such information either 

irrelevant to rus purposes or inaccessible. The reason that demons exist is not as important 

as the fact that they do exist and that their existence, or at least its peak, is now challenged 

and will soon come to end.43 

40 For a discussion of the reasons for this discrepancy, see Cranfield 74-75 
41 The terminology is of course potentially problematic here, as the scribes attribute Jesus' exorcistic abilities to 
Beelzebul (3.22) and to Satan (3.23). Given present purposes and constraints, an understanding of an evil 
spiritual force and its agents or entities will have to suffice. 
42 For a discussion of the eschatological overtones of this pericope, see John Dominic Crossan ("Mark and the 
Relatives of Jesus," 1973) 81-113; Douglas Oaken ("Rulers' Houses, Thieves, and Usurper," 1988) 109-123; 
Vernon Robbins (''Beelzebul Controversy in Mark and Luke," 1991) 261-277; Graham Twelftree (Jesus the 
Exorcist, 1993) 106-113. 
43 See the discussion of exorcism and eschatology in the introduction for further references. 
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Mark's picture of demons is in many respects in keeping with common ideas about 

supematural entities.44 In particular, as ,van Iersel notes, "Demons are dependent on 

humans in the sense that they seem unable to act unless they have taken possession of a 

human being whom they can use as their instrument. Their knowledge, on the other hand, 

appears to be greater than that of humans. ,,45 Demons appear throughout ancient literature 

as intelligent beings with independent minds, wills, and personalities. There is no universal 

agreement as to whether they do or do not have bodies, and if so what kind of bodies, but 

they always seem to be less corporea1, less physically deliueated, than human and other 

mundane beings. Ancient literature and magical materials often associate them with the 

spirits of the untimely dead and with the ether be1ieved to surround the earth and celestial 

bodies, particularly the moon. Neither are they subject to the same sorts of physical and 

metaphysicallimits. Mark's demons do not seem to have bodies of any sort, and they, like 

most of their extra-Markan counterparts, are invisible. They possess unusual knowledge 

pertaining to supematural matters. If they are embodied, they can communicate with 

human beings in an ordinary fashion, but apparently avoid this by preference. They cry out 

in distress upon seeing Jesus, and Legion attempts to plead with him, but there is no 

indication of rational conversation apart from these instances. Their motivations are not 

44 The following summary is in agreement with, and indebted to, the more detailed outlines and conclusions of 
Conybeare ("Christian Demonology IV," 1897) 581-606; Dodds (The Greek and the lrrational, 1951) 152-153, 
213-215; Caquot ("Anges et demons en Israël, 1971") 113-152; Boyd 48-51; Grelot ("Miracles de Jésus et 
démonologie juive," 1977), 59-72; Smith (Interpreting Demonic Powers in Hellenistic and Roman Antiquity," 
1978) 425-439; Ferguson's Demonoloo of the BarlY Christian World (1984); Brenk ("In Light of the Moon," 1986) 
2068-2145; Boit ('Jesus, the Daimons and the Dead," 1996) 75-102; and Forbes ("Pauline Demonology 
and/or Cosmology?," 2002) 51-73. 
45 van Iersel136. 
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specified, but when they gain control of a human host, they want to retain that control and 

to cause suffering. 

Mark describes the human experience of possession as weIl as the demonic 

component of it. The first and third exorcism narratives do not detail the symptoms of 

possession, and the Beelzebul controversy seems to offer little direct information either. 

Mark emphasizes the violent and debilitating characteristics of possession in two other cases 

for the purpose of drawing the audience's attention to Jesus' authority. The degree and 

severity of the symptoms seem to be what mark these accounts as unusual. Underlying all 

these descriptions, or the lack thereof, is the assumption that the reader/hearer already has 

an idea of what possession tends to entail. It is necessary to read the text closely both in its 

own light and within its ancient contexts to achieve any degree of understanding of what 

Mark assumes. 

The physical manifestations of possession are obvious in some cases. At least some 

demons are prone to violence and even homicide. The spirit possessing the boy in Mark 946 

inflicts episodes that resemble seizures, even if Mark does not describe the boy as 

oSÀT)VtâÇeTCXt (Mt 17.15). The boy's father provides Jesus, and hence the reader, a 

summary of the symptoms, explaining that he has a son "who has an unspeaking spirit. 

When it grabs him it throws him and he slobbers and clenches his teeth and stiffens" 

(ÈXOVTCX TIVSÛIlCX aÀcxÀov' KCXt OUOU èàv CXÙTOV KCXTCXÀâ[3u pnOOSt CXÙTOV KCXt CXcptçst 

KCXt TpÎÇSt TOÙS 6~OVTCXS KCXt çT)pCXÎVSTcxt, 9.17-18). Upon seeingJesus, the spirit 

46 For further discussion of this pericope, see Sadler 186-191; Branscomb 166-167; Hunter 94-95; Taylor 395-
401; Cranfield 299-305; E. Schweizer (J'he GoodNetIIsAccording toMark, tr. 1970) 186-190; Marcus (1999) 341-
355; Edward.s 276-281; Witherington (The Gospelo/"Mark, 2001) 265-268; Donahue 276-282. 
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provides him, and hence Mark's audience, with a demonstration: "Seeing Uesus], the spirit 

sudden1y convulsed [the child], throwing him on the ground [and] he rolled, slobbering" 

(Kal ~veyKav aÙTov TTpOS' aÙT()v. Kal IOc.lV aÙTov TO TTveûlla eùeùS' ouveomxpaSev 

aÙT()V KatTTeOc.lV ÈTTI TIlS' YlÎS' ÈKuÀleTo à<j>ptsulV, 9.20). The boy's father further tells 

Jesus that the spirit "has often thrown him into fire and into water, that it might kill him" 

(KaITTOÀÀcXK1S' Kat elS' TTÛp aÙTOV é[3aÀev Kal elS' uoaTa (va àTTOÀÉau aÙTOV, 9.22). 

Mark makes the particulars of the boy's condition as clear as it does those of the Gerasene 

demoniac's. 

The text may even provide some information as to the condition of the 

Syrophoenician girl, who scarce1y makes any direct appearance.47 The narrator offers no 

details related to the fact that "[the woman's] daughter had an unclean spirit" (eÎKEV TO 

8UYcXTptOV aÙTIlS' TTveÛlla àKcX8apTov, 7.25). The woman herself is reported as having 

done nothing more than "exhorted Uesus] that he might cast the demon out from her 

daughter" (~puha aÙTov iva TO oalllovloV ÈK[3cXÀl' ÈK TIlS' 8uyaTpOs aÙTIlS', 7.26). 

Jesus asks for no further information and does not converse with the demon, or even 

command it direcrly, instead exorcizing it by will alone (7.29). When the woman returns 

home, per Jesus' instruction, she "found the child cast upon the bed and the demon gone 

47 For more discussion of this pericope, see Sadler 147-152; Branscomb 129-132; Hunter 80-82; Taylor 347-
352; Cranfield 245-249; Burkill ("Historical development of the story of the Syrophoenician woman, Mark 
7:24-31," 1967) 161-177; E. Schweizer 151-153; Burkill (New Light on the BarGest Go.!pel, 1972) 85-90,107-120; 
Camery-Hoggatt 149-151; Focant, ("Mc 7,24-31 par. Mt 15,21-29: critique des sources et/ou etude narrative," 
1993) 39-75; Marcus (1999) 461-471; Edwards 216-222; Witherington 231-233; Donahue 232-238. 



18 

7.30). !3e!3ÀrU1Évov'S most common English translation is "lying down;,,48,49 "coucher" is its 

commonest in French.5O These are, however, at most tertiary meanings of !3aÀÀUl. Its 

literaI translation, "to cast, throw," which the Vulgate replicates with "iacentem supra 

lectum," indicates a certain degree of force or violence, as is evident in the cases of the 

Capemaum demoniac and the moonstruck boy (Mk 1.26; 9.26). Ifthis is the case, a violent 

departure might be a sort of final manifestation of a violent, or at least highly disruptive, 

possesslon. 

The fact that the woman finds her daughter on the bed might also have more 

specifie connotations than it might immediately appear. The possible force of the demon's 

departure, or even fatigue after recovery From a period of being unwell, might account for 

the situation in full, but it is also possible that this is only part of the equation. Demoniacs, 

some texts suggest, are prone to wandering. The Gerasene demoniacSl has the habit of 

"crying out in the graves and in the hills" (5.5), apparently roaming the vicinity of the graves 

but not at all confined to it, despite the efforts to chain him. In his affliction, the possessed 

man <'was battering himself with rocks" (5.5). He does not have a single, particular rock, and 

48 "Laid upon" (KJV, 1611; NASB, 1963 !NT]; KJ21, 1994), "lying on jupon" (Wycliffe, 1395;Tyndale, 1526; 
Coverdale, 1535; Bishop's Bible, 1568; Geneva, 1587; Douay-Rheims, 1589; Mace, 1729; Wesley, 1755; YLT, 
1862; Darby, 1890; ASV, 1901; NASB, 1960; NLV, 1969; NlV, 1973; NKJV, 1982; CEV, 1995; NIRV, 1996; 
HCSB, 1999; 'INlV, 2001; WYC, 2001, WEB), ''lying in" (ESV, 2001), ''lying quietly" (NLT, 1996), "relaxed 
on" (Message paraphrase, 1993), "thrown on" (Amplified, 1954). 
49 Many commentaries on Mark miss fuis discrepancy. With very few exceptions, they provide translations to 
the effect of "lying on" and do not mention that fuis is an unusual meaning for j3aÀÀc.l. See, for example, 
SadIer 152-153, Branscomb 133, Hunter 82, Taylor 351, Cranfield 250, E. Schweitzer 151-153, Hendricksen 
301, Donahue and Harrington 235, Edwards 221-222. Marcus (1999) 465 is one of the only exceptions. 
50 The woman usually finds her daughter "couchée sur le lit" (e.g., Martin, 1744; LSG, 1910; Darby, 1991; 
Ostervald, 1996; BDS, 1999) or "étendue sur son lit" (as inJB, 1966). 
51 For further background on the Gerasene demoniac periscope, see SadIer 89-100; Branscomb 89-92; Hunter 
62-65; Taylor 277-285; Cran field 175-182; E. Schweizer 110-115; Starobinski and Via ("The Struggle with 
Legion," 1973) 331-356; LaHurd 155-159; Camery-Hoggatt 133-138; Adna 279-301; Marcus (1999) 341-354; 
Edwards 153-160; Witherington 178-186; Donahue 162-171; as weIl as Aus' study. 
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it would not seem that that the graveyard doubles as a quarry or that he is using pebbles. 

Perambulations might explain his having the ongoing habit of using rocks in general, rather 

than hitting himselfwith one or more particular rocks in the aorist. WhenJesus confronts 

the demon, it "urge[s] him gready that he not send them out of the region," a region the 

transition into the pericope identifies as the entire "country of the Gerasenes." There would 

seem, therefore, to be a distinction between a local spirit and a sedentary one. 

Wandering as an effect of possession is more firmly established, and more sinister, in 

the Lift 0/ Apollonius. There, a possessed youth's mOther tells Apollonius that the spirit will 

not allow her son to "go to school or to archery lessons, or to stay at home either, but caries 

him off into deserted places" (Kal où ~uYXCùpsÎ ... ÈS' cSlcSaOKcXÀou [3acSloa! È~ ~ 

To~(5Tou oùcSs oIKol sÎva! àÀÀ' ÈS' Tà ÉpTlI1a TulV XCùPICùV ÈKTPSTrEI, 3.1).52 The extent 

to which Philo stratus is relying on Mark-influenced conventions or on second/third century 

incarnations of independent or Mark-influencing traditions is indeterminate; the categories 

need not be mutually exclusive. It would seem to be worth considering that possibility that 

Mark might imply some sort of wandering, or at least non-peaceful behaviour, as an effect 

of the girl's possession. 

Such ambiguities of diagnosis do not arise in the case of the Gerasene demoniac, 

who has the habit ofbattering himselfwith rocks (KaTaKOTrTCùV ÉauT()v ÀI601S', 5.5). It 

seems to be the severity of his "self' -inflicted violence that necessitates, or at least 

precipitates, his being bound, and the strength of the violent impulse that enables him to 

52 Tt. Henderson 1.301. 
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shatter any bindings fashioned for him (rroÀÀoK1S rrÉoats Ka\ àÀUOEOIV oEoÉoOal Ka\ 

olE01faoOal ÙlT' aÙToû TcXS àÀUOEIS Kat TcXS lTÉoas OUVTETlTl<j>Oal Kat OÙOEtS 10XUEV 

aÙTOV oallooal, 5.4). He is manifesdy a danger to himself, if not to his entire community. 

In V. Ap., the spirit is so averse to losing his host, the victim's mother reports, that it 

«threatened me with cliffs and precipices, and with killing my son if 1 brought my complaint 

here [i.e., to ApoIloniuS]"53 (00' cXlTÀEIÀEI KPllllVOÙS Katl3apaOpa Kat cXlTOKTEVEIV 1101 

TOV UtOV El OtKaÇOlllllv aùTC~ OEÛpO). The spirit is willing to destroy his conduit to the 

physicallife that he wants to re-experience (3.2) rather than allow his host to regain self­

control. The «cliffs and precipices," both in themselves and especially in light of the threat 

of destruction, recall the fate of the Gerasene swine. Philostratus is unlikely to have wrltten 

with a synoptic gospel at his hand, but this is pemaps the strongest of many examples 

throughout the text that either the gospel motifs were so widespread by ca. 200 that he and 

presumably many other non-Christians were broadly familiar with them, that the motifs 

were established throughout eastem Mediterranean religious symbolic systems, possibly 

independent of the gospels, or, most plausibly, some combination of the two. It may then 

be the case that Legion are ordinary demons in this respect, and that the author of Mark, 

perhaps without any particular conscious attention to the matter, expected that his readers 

would recognize it. 

Possession is socially as weIl as sometimes physically isolating. The Capemaum 

demoniac seems to live in the assembly hall- he "was in it" rather than «came into it" or 

53 Ibid. 
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CCappeared in it."S4 He seems to have no family members to intercede on behalf or to take 

care of him at home, just as a generic "they" bind the Gerasene demoniac. These 

individuals are adults but seem to be unmarried and without any support from their kin or 

even from particular friends such as the paralytic possesses (Mk 2.3-5). This reflects a highly 

unusual set of circumstances for ancient eastem Mediterranean society, at least outside 

certain ascetic and philosophical traditions from which these men's conditions alone lik:ely 

exclude them. The Gerasene demoniac, at least, seems too violent to inhabit and receive 

care within a family home. The.men may have no surviving relatives left, or no willing 

relatives, and could hardly be suitable husbands or in-laws. This social isolation adds a 

further dimension of suffering to the plight of the possessed. 

Demons in Mark possess, in addition to violent and itinerant tendencies, spiritual 

knowledge, which they communicate through their hosts. Their habit of broadcasting Jesus' 

true identity at the wrong cimes seems to contribute to some of the crowd control problems 

that Jesus experiences. He instructs his disciples to take measures so that the crowd CCnot 

press him, for he cured so many ... and whenever beholding him the unclean spirits threw 

[themselves] down to him and cried out, saying 'CYou are a son of God!" (~~ 6ÀI13CùOll1 

aÙTOl1· lToÀÀOÙS yàp è6EpchTEUOEl1 ... Kal Tà lTl1EUllaTa Tà cXKa6apTa chal1 aÙTol1 

è6EulPOUÇ lTpOOÉlTIlTTOl1 aùTC~ Kat ËKpaÇOl1 ÀÉYOl1TES on où Ulès TOÛ 6EOÛ, 3.9-11). 

The cries come from the demoniacs, at least on the physiologicallevel of vocalization. No 

disembodied spirits ever speak in Mark; the text does not mention any as doing so 

54 For further discussion of this pericope, see Sadler 14-16; Branscomb 30-32; Hunter 32-34; Taylor 171-178; 
Cranfield 73-81; E. Schweizer 49-53; Tolbert 131-142; Camery-Hoggatt 102-107; Marcns (1999) 186-195; 
Edward.s 55-58; Witherington 89-94; Donahue 78-86. 
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independently, and Jesus' conversations with demons always take place before he casts them 

out. They never speak to him - and he apparently never speaks to them - after they have 

vacated the humans being healed. Mark's first executive summary confirms that it is the 

demons who speak, using their occupants' vocal apparatuses: "That day, when it was 

becoming evening, they brought to him everyone having ailments and the demoruzed ... and 

he flung out many demons and he would not allow the demons to speak since they knew 

him" (0\(1105 ôè YEVOllév1l5 chE Éôu 0 ~À'05 É<I>EPOV TTPOs- OÙT<'V TTaVT05 TOÙ5 

KOKul5 ÉXOVT05 KOt TOÙ5 Ôatllov,Çol-lévoU5 ... KOt ÔatIlOV'O TToÀÀà È~él30ÀEV Kat OÙK 

~<I>'EV ÀOÀEÎV Tà ÔO'1l0V'0 OTt ÙÔEIOOV OÙTOV, 1.32-34). 

Demons, then, have knowledge that ordinary humans lack - the disciples 

consistently fail to notice that Jesus is a son of God - but apparently require human hosts in 

order to voice or otherwise express this knowledge.55 This is clear in the Gerasene 

demoniac pericope, in which "a man in unclean spirit came down to him" (tllnlVTllOEV 

OÙT<~ SK TulV IlVllllEICùV av8puJ1ros SV TTvEullaT' àKOeapTC~, 5.2; emphasis added). 

The next few verses continue the third-person singular without indicating any change of 

subject: it is clearly the embodied man who resides in the graveyard, breaks chains, and 

batters himself with stones. It may even be the man who "was crying out" (r)v KpaÇCùv) on 

a regular basis, apparently unintelligibly given the lack of specification as to anything he 

might have said. The text makes clear, however, that Jesus converses with the demon rather 

than the man: " ... he said, 'What of mine is yours, Jesus son of the highest god? 1 implore 

55 See van Iersel 136. 
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you by God, do not torture me' - for he was saying to him, 'Come out from the man, 

unclean spirit''' (ÀÉYSt TÎ ÈllOl Kal 00'< Inooû UIÈ TOÛ 6soû TOÛ u\fJloTou OpKÎÇCù os TOV 

6sov Il~ ilS f3aoavICTflS-. EÀSySV yàp aÙT~"EçsÀ6s TO lTvSÛlla TO clKcX6apTov ÈK TOÛ 

clv6peallTOU, 5.7-8). The man is the indirect object in this exchange; Jesus and the demon, or 

properly one of the demons, are the participants. The man in question is not reported as 

saying anything until after the exorcism (5.18), when Jesus is leaving the area at the request 

of the crowd that the swine-herds have called up. The demons, for their part, are silent 

once Jesus allows them to enter the swine (5.13). 

The symptoms of possession, then, are quite specific in Mark. It would appear, 

however, that Mark's vision of demons was not the only one in antiquity, and that different 

views of demons were not necessarily mutually exclusive. Many ancient sources depict 

demons as causing problems other than soul-displacing possession as Mark portrays it. The 

Testament of SoJomon, whose origin several decades' worth of scholarly consensus places 

between 175 and 250,56 offers a comucopia of demonic mischief. Several passages indicate 

familiarity with Mark or with Markan-related tradition. There are many small textual 

indicators, such as Onoskelis' telling Solomon, "mosdy my homes are cliffs, caves, [and] 

Leoline (ASOVTO<t>OPOV), for example, makes diseases incurable (11.2) but also tells 

Solomon, 

56 For a summary of this consensus, see Klutz (The Exorcism Stones in Luke-Acts, 2003) 34-37, as well as the 
prefatorynotes to Duling's translation (Charlesworth 1983, 940-944) and his later (1988) overview (87-95). 
57 For further discussion, see Duling (Charlesworth 1983) 955 andpassim;Jackson (''Notes on the Testament of 
Solomon," 1988) 19--60. 



1 have another activity. 1 involve the legions of demons subject to me for 1 am at the places 
(where they are) when the sun is setting. The name for an demons which are under me is 
legion ... If 1 tell you [my thwarter's] name, 1 place not only myself in chains, but also the legion 
of demons under me ... [We are thwarted] by the name of the one who at one time submitted to 
suffer many things (at the hands) of men, whose name is Emmanouel, but not he has bound us 
and will come to torture us (by driving us) into the water at the cliff. 

"ÉXc.l Kal ÈTÉpav TrpcX~IV' El113aÀÀc.l TOÙS cSaÎl10vas TOÙS UTrOTETaYl1ÉvouS l101 
Àsysc.lvas cSUTIKOV yap sh.ll TOÎS- TOTrOlS- aVOl1a cSÈ TrcXOl cSa111001 TOÎS- UTr' El1É av 
ÀSYSc.lVSS- Kat ÈTlTJpc.J1TJoa a1hov ..• Eà:v SITc.l 001 TO avol1a OÙK Èl1aUTOV cSSOl1SUc.l 110VOV 
àÀÀà: Kat TOV tlTr' Èl1È Àsysc.lva Tc.lv cSaI110vc.lv ••. [KaTapyoÛl1s6a] EV Tc.? OVOl1aTI TOÛ 
l1STIl TrOÀÀIl Tra8sÎv UTrOl1EIVaVTOS- UTrO Tc.lV àv8pc.JTrc.lV où TO OVOl1a El1l1avourlÀ OS- Kat 
CÛV ÈcSÉS-l1SUOSV ~l1cXS- Kal ÈÀeUOSTaI KaTIl TOÛ ucSaTos- KPTJl1Vc.? l3aoavloal ~l1cXs-." (11.3-
6) 

The influence of the synoptic Gerasene pericope hardly requires explanation. It is also 
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apparent, albeit amidst motifs more familiar with the afflicted boy pericope, in the case of a 

sexually aggressive giant's spirit, which tells Solomon, 

My home is in inaccessible places. My activity is this: 1 seat myself near dead men in the tombs 
and at midnight 1 assume the fotm of the dead; if 1 seize anyone, 1 immediately kill him with the 
sword. If! should not be able to kill him, 1 cause him to be possessed by a demon and to gnaw 
his own flesh to pieces and the saliva ofhis jowls to flow down ... He who is about to retum (as) 
Saviour thwarts me. If his mark is written on the forehead, it thwarts me, and because 1 am afraid 
of it, 1 quickly tum and flee from him. This is the sign of the cross. 

R KaToIKla l10u EV TOTrOIS- àl3aTOIS-' li Èpyaola l10u aÜTTJ' TrapaKa8éÇol1al TOÎS­
TS8csOOlV TOÎS- Ts8vsOOI Kat si Àr]\jIol1al Tlva sù8Éc.ls- àvalpc.l aÙTOV Tc.? ~I<I>SI. si cSè 1..111 
cSUVTJ6c.l àval1TsÎv TrOIc.l aÙTOV cSall1ov1Çso8al Kat TIlS- oapKas- aÙTOÛ KaTaTTrc.JysIV Kat 
OlaÀous- ÈK Tc.lV ySVSÎc.lV aÙTOÛ KaTaTrTrEÎv ..• El1È KaTapySÎ Ol1ÉÀÀc.lV KaTSÀ6sÎv Oc.lTr]p 
où TO OTOlXSÎOV sv Tc.? l1STc.JTrC>,') SI TIS- ypa\jJsl KaTapcsÎ l1S Kat ÈTrlTll1TJ6sts- àTrOOTpÉ\jJc.l 
àTr' aÙToû TaXÉc.lS"' TOÛTO cSè OTJl1sÎOV OTaUpOs-. (17.2-5) 

Synoptic influence is similarly obvious in the case of the Head of the Dragons, who 

Solomon compels to admit 

1 strike men in the body and 1 make (them) fall down, foam and grind their teeth. But there is a 
way in which 1 am thwarted, by [a place] marked "Place of the Skull," for there a messenger of 
the great counsellor foresaw me to suffer, and he will dwell plainly on the cross. 

nlTrTc.l TOÙS- àv6pc.JTroUS- KaTIl TOÛ oc.J!laTOS- Kat TrOIc.l KaTaTrITrTSIV Kat à<l>PIÇSIV Kal 
TplÇSIV TOÙS- ooovTaS"' ÉXc.l cSè TpOTrOV EV cJ KaTapyoûl1al tlTrO TOÛ OTJl1SIOl1Évou TOTrOU 
ÈyKs<I>aÀou EKSÎ yllp TrpOOplOSV àyysÀos Tiis- l1syaÀTJS- 13ouÀ1Îs- l1S Tra8sÎv Kat VÛV 
<l>avspc.ls- ÈTrIÇÛÀOU oiKr]oSI. 



Where Mark's demons have pretematural knowledge of Jesus' nature, the Testament 0/ 

S olomon imputes to its demons a prophetic famiHarity with the gospel of Mark:. 
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For all these allusions, however, T.So/s demons are more different from than similar 

to Mark's. Most of the demons Solomon interrogates are visible, to the point that he 

describes their appearances. Many of them appear to be corporeal as weIl. Several demons 

speak of multiple forms that they can adopt, and some specifically refer to their own 

embodiments. Others are described as engaging in actions that are necessarily physical and 

corporeal. The first demon he meets, Ornias, is a thieving, thumb-sucking vampire who 

"took half the wages and provision of the mas ter workman's little boy. Also, each clay he 

was sucking the right-hand thumb, so the little boy, who was much loved by me, grew 

thinner" (ÈÀcXllf3ave TO ~lltOU TOÛ Ilta90Û Kat TTpCùTOllalOTOpoS TTatcSaplOU OVTOS 

Kal TeX ~lltOU OlTla. Kal Èer)Àaçe TOV eXvTlxetpOV Tils cSe~l(is aU<JTOÛ XetpOS È<f> 

ÉKcXOTTJV BllepcXv. Kal ÈÀeTTnlVeTO TO TTatcS10V OTTep ~V eXyaTTCùllevov ÙTT' ÈIlOÛ 

0<j>ocSpa,1.2). Such physicality seems almost an amplification ofbeliefs and traditions about 

quasi-corporeal demons, beliefs such as those reflected in the story of the disguised demon 

in lift 0/ Apollonios 3.10 and in the rapist demon in Acts o/Thomas 5.42_50.58 

In the case of the workman's son, the demonic attacks do not appear to have any 

effect on the boy's mind or persona. On the conttary, he is able to remember the attacks 

and describe them to Solomon (1.4). Despite the text's dependence on Markan material, 

few of the demons seem to cause soulloss or personality displacement of the kind seen in 

58 See following discussion for further details. 
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Mark. Most of the other demons cause other fonus of harm entirely, fonus of harm as 

diverse as the murder of particular victims,59 sexual assault and deviance,60 idolatty or heresy 

and wrong-headedness,61 wickedness general and specific62
, violence and strife,63 illness and 

injury,64 and various misfortunes65. Onlya few demons' actions seem to be in the same vein 

as, for example, Legion's, and the congruence in these cases is more possible than defuùte. 

Apart from those of Leoline, Dragons' Head, and the lecherous giant's spirit, the similar 

effects do not seem to be more than slighdy congruent. Onoskelis tells Solomon that she 

sometimes "pervert[s] people from their true nature" (TTOTÈ OÈ cX1T() TIlS <j>lJOECùS 

OKO}\I(XÇCù aÙTous; 4.5), but there is no indication as to what this entails.66 

The basic possession phenomena, however, appear to be similar between the texts in 

these cases. There is also, however, at least one oalpc.Jlllovin V. Ap. that shares 

corporeality with its cousins in T. SoL rather than incorporeality with those in Mark: 

In Ephesus, however, the plague had arrived and nothing proved effective against it ... There it 
seemed that an old man was begging, craftily blinking his eyes. He carried a bag and a lump of 
bread in it, and had ragged clothing and a grizzled face ... Sorne of [the Ephesians] had begun to 
lob stones at him rat Apollonius' urging] when, after seeming to b1ink, he suddenly glared and 
showed his eyes full of tire. The Ephesians realized it was a demon and stoned it 50 thoroughly 
as to raise a pile of stones on it. After a while Apollonius told them to remove the stones and to 
see what animal they had killed. When the supposed target of their stones was uncovered, he had 

59 Ornias, Onoskelis, Asmodeus, Murder, Scepter, Obyzouth, Kunopegos, and the lecherous giant (2.1, 4.5, 
5.8,9.2, 10.2, 13.3-4,16.1-3, and 17.2 respective1y). 
60 Ornias, Asmodeus, Beelzeboul, possibly The Worst, and the Winged Dragon, (2.3, 5.7, 6.4, 8.11, 14.3-4 
respective1y). 
61 Onoskelis, Beelzeboul, Deception, Error, Scepter, Enepsigos, and Abezethibous (4.7, 6.4, 8.5, 8.9, 10.2, 15.4-
5, and 25.3 respectively). 
62 Asmodeus and Power (5.7 and 8.10 respectively). 
63 Beelzeboul, Lix Tetrax, Strife, Fate, and Distress (6.4, 7.5, 8.6, 8.7, and 8.8 respectively). 
64 Lix Tetrax, Murder, the Lion-Shaped Demon, Head of Dragons, Obyzouth, Kunopegos, and most of the 
thirty-six heavenly bodies (7.5, 9.5-7, 11.2, 12.2, 13.4, 16.4, and 18 respectively). 
65 Lix Tetrax, Kunopegos, and Ephippas (7.5, 16.2, and 22.2 respectively). 
66 The implications cannot be sexual in nature; T SoL, as discussed subsequently, is overt and specifie in 
discussing sexual deviations attributed to demons (see also the preceding note). 



vanished, and instead there was appeared a large dog, like sorne Molossian hound in shape but 
the size of the largest lion, crushed by the stones and spewing foam as maniacs do. (tr. Jones)67 

Èmt ~È ~ voooS" TOÎS" Eq,sotolS" Èdmos Kat où~Èv ~v TrpàS" aùTi)v a\lTapKsS" ... 
TrT(,)XEUEIV ~É TIS" ÈVTaûSa ÈOOKEI yÉpc.lV Èmlluc.lV TOÙS" à<pSaÀlloùS" TÉXVfJ Kat mlpav 
Éq,sps Kat apTOU Èv aùTÔ TpUq,OO paKsol TS ~1lq,ISOTO Kat aÙXIlTJPc.lS" SÎXE TOÛ 
Trpo(,)OTrOU ... c.lS" ~è' KTroI30ÀIOIl~ TlVSS" ÈTr' aÙT~ Èxp~oaVTO Kat KaTalluslv ~OKc.lV 
àvÉI3Às\jJsv àSpôov TTUpOS" TE IlS0TOÙS" à<peaÀlloùS" É~SI~E ~uviiKav 01 t:~ÉOIOI TOÛ 
~alllovoS" Kat KaTEÀt9c.laav OUTc.lS" aÙTOV c.lS" KoÀ(,)vàv Àt6c.lv trEpt aUTOV xc..:ioaoSal. 
ÔlaÀITc.lV cSÈ OÀlyov ÈKÉÀSUOSV àq,sÀsÎv TOÙS" ÀleOUS" Kat Tà 6TjpIOV 6 àTrSKTOVaOl 
I3vc.lval. YUIlV(,)SÉVTOS" OÛV TOÛ I3sl3ÀiioSal cSOKOÛVTOS" 6 IlÈV ~q,avloTo Ktlc.lV cSÈ TO IlÈv 
sÎ~oS" 01l010S" Tc.;> ÈK MOÀOTTc.lV IlSYseoS" ~È KaTà Tàv IlSylOTOV ÀÉOVTa ~UVTSTpIIlIlSVOS" 
cJq,6Tj ,hà Tc.lV Àt6c.lv Kat TrapaTc.lUc.lV àq,pov WOTEp 01 ÀUTTc.lVTES". (4.10.1-3) 

This OalfJecivovwould seem to have more in common with its plague-causing, embodied, 

and often shape-shifiing cousins in T. SoL than with its soul-displacing, incorporeal 

counterparts in Mark. V. Ap. is probably approximately contemporary with or slighdy 

earlier than T. SoL in its final redaction; T. SoL certainly displays no evidence ofbeing 

deliberately or direcdy in conversation with the material of V. Ap., or dependent on it. It 
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would seem, then, that not aIl of Mark's ideas about demons were equaIly influential on later 

texts and traditions, or perhaps more accurately that they were not exclusively or 

comprehensively influential. 

Consultation of the Aas rifThomas would seem to support such a perspective. Many 

so-caIled "Gnostic" and ''Manichaean'' ideas are important elements in the A. Th. that give 

no evidence of being under consideration in Mark. The generic elements of Hellenistic 

romance de fine the narrative structure and to a s1gnificant extent the content of A. Th. in 

ways and to degrees of which Mark scarcely seems aware. For aIl this, however, A. Th., 

composed in Syria in the late second or early third century, is in conversation with synoptic 

67 Christopher Jones' edition of the text and translation (2005). 



gospels.68 In the Acts, Thomas, an itinerant teacher and thawnaturge like his twinJesus, 

encounters one demon-victimized suppliant whose case bears litde resemblance to any in 

the synoptic materials. The afflicted woman tells him 

It happened one day, as 1 was coming out of the bath, a man met me, who seemed troubled in 
rus aspect, and rus voice and speech were very weak. And he said to me, "1 and you shalI be in 
one love, and you have intercourse with me as a man and a woman have intercourse." 1 said to 
him, "1 did not yield myself to my betrothed, because 1 cannot bear a man, and you, who wish to 
have adulterous intercourse with me, how cau 1 give myself to you?" And 1 said to the maiden 
who was with me, "See the impudence of this young man, who goes so far as to talk licentiously 
to me." And she said to me, ''1 saw an old man who was talking to you. And when l had gone 
home and dined, my heart made me afraid of him, because he appeared to me in two forms, and 
1 went to sleep thinking of him. And he came in the night and had filthy intercourse with me, 
and by day too 1 saw him and Bed from him, but by night he used to come in a terrible form and 
torture me. And behold, up to the present, as you see me, behold, for five years he has not left 
me alone. (5.43; ad. fr. Klijn 113-114) 
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The woman, like most of the victims in T. S al, retains complete control of her persona and 

her memory. This is a demon victimizing, but its or his aim is to use her body in and of 

itself, rather than to hijack it as a vehicle his/its own mind and persona. Her persona 

remains in place. The demon's spirit seems to be secure in its own demonic body, which is 

fluid enough to appear and dis- or re-appear, or to dematerialize and rematerialize, without 

apparent difficulty. Like a hwnan being, the demon is visible during the day, at least some 

of the rime, but not when it is clark. It is sufficiendy corporeal to have intercourse with the 

woman, who preswnably has not been eager to help it in this matter, but not so embodied 

as to beget children on her, a capability that many fallen angels and in T. S al even some 

rank-and-file demons exhibit. The evidence of this narrative, in light of many others, 

suggests that the synoptic depiction of exclusively invisible, incorporeal, and almost 

uniformly soul-displacing demons is unique. Such demons do appear in other texts, but not 

68 See Klijn 6-8 and passim. 
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with the near-exclusivity that characterizes them in Mark and its most immediately 

dependent wr:itings, Matthew and Luke. 
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Given the repeated specification of demonic motives in other texts, Mark's lack of 

them appears to be idiosyncratic. As will become clear, the author may have assumed either 

that his audience would have enough of an existing idea of their aims that he did not need to 

detail them, or that they were impenetrable, irrelevant, or both. Given Mark's lack of 

aetiologies in general, these factors seem very likely to account for at least part of the 

situation. It would nonetheless be unwise not to consider that such reasons may not be the 

only ones for Mark's not stating or proposing demons' motives. Demon-related texts 

outside the synoptic materials frequently ascribe erotic motivations to demons, both those 

that persecute their victims extemally and those that possess them from within. Indeed, it 

would be more efficient to list the non-canonical demon-related texts that do not ascribe 

erotic motivation than those that do ascribe it. The rapist demon in A. Th. exemplifies this 

quite obviously: it desires the beautiful Christian virgin, a trope in early Christian literature, 

and it is determined to share her body, albeit not quite in the same way that Legion shares 

the Gerasene demoniac's. 

The demons in T. Sol and V. Ap') among other texts, seem to occupy a sort of 

middle position between the synoptic materials andA. Th. in this respect. 

Asmodeus, identified in other traditions as the consort of the infant-strangling Lilith, 

confesses to Solomon "1 am always hatching plots against newlyweds; l mar the beauty of 

virgins and cause their hearts to grow cold" (VEOVt/J..t<p(.o)v ÈTTI!30UÀÛS' Eh.ll· TTcxpeév(.o)v 
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KcXÀÀOS à<l>cxvlxUl KCXI KCXpOICXS CXÀÀOIc.l, 5.7). That is, bis interest is in frustrating the 

success of procreative activities at an earlier stage than other demons, such as Mmder (9.6) 

and Obyzouth (13.3-4). The Winged Dragon has a more direct approach to inducing sexual 

abnormalities: 

l do not copulate with many women, but only a few who have beautiful bodies ... 1 rendezvous 
with them in the form of a winged spirit:, copulating through their buttocks. One woman l 
attacked is bearing (a child) and that which is bom from her becomes Eros/ desire. Because it 
could not be tolerated by men, that woman perished. lbis is my activity. 

où auyylvo~SVOS' lToÀÀaÎ5!3uVat;lv. oÀlyalS' cSÈ Ka! SÙ~OP<POIS' ahlvsS' TOÛ ;uÀOU 
TOUTOU TOÛ aOTpou ovo~a KaTÉxouOI. Ka! à1TÉpxo~al lTpà5 aÙTàS' WOSI TVsû~a 
lTTSPOSIOÈS' auyylço~SVOV olà yÀOUTc.'iv Ka! ~ ~Èv !3aoTCxÇsl fi È<pcJp~l]oa Ka! Tà 
ysvvl]9Èv È; aùTIî5 EpUlS' ylvsTal' UlT àvopc.3v cSÈ ~n ouvl]9Èv !3aoTax9ijval ÈI.jJO<pl]OEV 
apa Kat ~ yuvi) ÈKSIVl]. aUTT] ~ou ~ lTpâ;IO ÈOTIV. (14.4-5) 

Omias, the first demon, tells Solomon that he has three forms, in one of wbich "a man who 

craves the bodies of young girls and/or f!!feminate bf!)l9 and when 1 touch them, they suffer 

O:lTTOIlÉVOU 1l0U àÀyc.lOl lTcXvu,2.3). The authors or redactors of T. SoL are familiar with 

Mark's presentation of demons, but their own charactetization independendy extemalizes, 

sexualizes, and in many cases embodies them. 

Demons' lack of physicality, where this is a feature, does not necessarily preclude 

sexual connotations for possession in ancient literature. In V. Ap., only the plague-bearing 

dog demon seems to be corporeal, and only bis activities lack overt sexual components. 

69 Duling gives "effeminate boys" in the text but supplies "young girls" as an alterattve reading for Tr(X/(SfCù/l 

fJr}ÀUKrull. Given the ambiguity of the grammatical gender, the range of Omias' and other demons' proclivities 
in T. Sol., and the diversity of ancient beliefs and values about appropriate and inappropriate sexual conduct for 
various permutations of age, gender, power, and social groups, it seems unwise to commit to either reading 
over the other, or to insist that the text could not mean both. 1ndeed, if this were the case, the demon could 
have desired a singular rather than plural objects (e.g., "who sometimes craves the body of a young girl and/or 
effeminate boy"). 
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The demon possessing the youth causes him to behave so as to acquire "such a reputation 

for shamelessness that he had once been the subject ofbawdy songs" (4.20.1). That is, the 

demon has been using the youth's body to enjoy sensual pleasures, including sexual 

pleasures, that are necessarily embodied. The first victim' s mother 

said, "Tbis boy of mine is rather handsome to behold, and the demon desires him ... [The 
demon] said he was the ghost of a man who formerly died in war, and died still passionate for bis 
wife; but the woman broke their marnage bond three days after bis death by marrying another 
man, and from that rime, he said, he had loathed the love of women and had transferred bis 
affection to the boy. 

TOÛ lTOlOO5 TO\JTOU" e<Pll "T~V O<j>IV sÙlTpmSOTÉ.e0U OVTo5 0 <'5oh.lc.:>v Èp~ •.• <'5~TO eÀsysv 
siva! IlÈV si<'5c.:>Àov av<'5po5 05 lTOÀÉIlCa? lTOTÈ cXlTs60vsv cXlTo6ovsÎv <'5È Èpc5v ~5 ÉOUTOÛ 
yUVOIKé5 ÈlTSl <'56 ~ YUV~ mpl ~V sÙ~V U(3PIOS TPlToio KSIIlÉVOU YOll1l6sÎoo ÈTÉpCa? 
IlIO~OOI IlÈV ÈK TO\JTOU Ta yUVOIKc5v Èpâv IlSTOppU~voI <'5è È5 Tav lToÎ<'5o TOÛTOV. 
(3.38.2) 

It would appear that while the youth's demon experiences semi-vicarious sexual gratification 

through the behaviour that it induces, the boy's demon receives some form of it from the 

possession itself. His sharing of the victim's body is an incorporeal, or perhaps semi-

corporeal, substitute for sharing bis once-beloved wife's body and affections.7o V. Ap. 

represents one of many permutations of the apparently widespread idea that sexual 

perversion tends to underlie demonic possession and activity in many cases. 

The absence of such themes from Mark is conspicuous in light of their prevalence 

elsewhere. It seems unlikely that the author was unfamiliar with the concept, but it is 

possible that he did not subscribe to it. It is also possible that he assumed this motif to be 

too well-known to require any particular mention, and perhaps too unseemly to mention 

70 1his aspect is problematic in terms of the demon's motivations, sinee bis wife's love for him was not what 
he had hoped, and the boy's own consciousness has been removed from the situation, leaving him unable to 
love (or pemaps more likely fear or detest) the demon in retum. 



32 

unnecessarily. There may be hints of it in the Gerasene demoniac pericope; in Greek and 

Latin alike, as Derrett notes, '''Entry into' can obviously include '[sexual] commerce with.' 

Roman and Greek schoolboys knew that 'pig' means the pudendum muliebre."71 Few 

subsequent studies have considered fuis interpretation, but the possibility may be worth 

considering, at least with due caution, considering Mark's reticence toward material with 

sexual connotations. Jesus heals, for example, "a woman who was in a flowing ofblood for 

twelve years" (yuv~ oûoa Èv pUOSI ah.taT05 oulosKa ÈTT), 5.25), wmch is a rather dis crete 

way of describing her condition; as Marcus notes, "if it had been, say, 'a little bleeding at the 

nose' [and not vaginal], Mark would not have been so shy about specifying the 10cation."72 

Mark also has a crowd referring to Jesus as "the son of Mary" (0 UIOS- T'ils- MapÎas-, 6.3) 

without mentioning rus father's name. This is a shameful way of identification, not only 

insulting to Mary but also implyingJesus' illegitimacy and questionable patemity: children 

were identified by their fathers' names and/or professions unless their mothers had married 

down in social statuS.73 It is difficult to imagine that Mark's use of such shocking phrasing is 

not deliberate, especially given that pains that Matthew and Luke take to address the issue 

and the independent traditions on wmch they draw to do so (Mt 1.18-25; Lk 1.26-56). The 

author finds no way to avoid recounting fuis shameful incident, but declines to explain or 

71 Derrett ("Spirit-Possession") 290. Drawing on a numher of anthropological studies, he continues, 
"Possessed persons can utter obscenities with impunity. Possession has strong sexual potential, and can be 
experienced as orgasm ... As for the obscenity [m the Gerasene demoniac periscope], that is no problem. Jews 
accused gentiles ofbestiality with animals [sic], and the Talmud discusses he hiring of animals for bestiality" 
(290; internal citations omitted). It might he wise to take issue with sorne of his generalizations, as weIl as with 
using the Talmud to interpret first-century Jewish literature, particularly literature that it not "proto-rabbinic." 
Aus (98-99) disagrees with this interpretation. 
72 357. 
73 For further discussion of these issues, see Corley 202-204, 203n.61, as weIl as Dewey 482. 
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address it as he does others such as the Beelzebul pericope and the crucifixion.74 Given this, 

Mark's non-mention and non-implication of any sexual connotations to demon possession 

may reflect nothing beyond an idiosyncratic conception of them, or a perceived lack of need 

to mention them due to fami1iarity or triviality. It may equally reflect an aspect of great 

importance to his demonology that the author does not wish to mention, just as Jesus' 

identity as son of God and son of Mary. As Countryman notes, Mark is disinterested in 

physical impurity in general and perhaps in sexual impurity in particular.75 It is possible only 

to say, and it may be necessary to say, that sexual abuse may be a crucial part of demonic 

motivation, identity, and possession in Mark, and that equally it may be absent or irrelevant. 

Mark's audience seems more than likely to have been acquainted with such themes, and their 

presence or absence in Mark is necessarily of importance in understanding Mark's 

demonology. The lack of evidence as to whether it is the presence or absence of sexual 

connotations frustrates any attempt to make more definitive conclusions. The same is true 

of the implications possession in Mark as weIl as the symptoms of it. It seems worth 

considering that Mark equates sexual impurity with the demonic powers from which Jesus is 

liberating the world. 

74 There is no direct discussion of Jesus' patemity; Jesus unambiguously addresses God as his father only three 
rimes (8.38, 13.32, and 14.36) and as everyone's father once or twice (11.25 and possibly 11.26), and God only 
direcdy identifies Jesus as bis son once (1.11). It is noteworthy for aU this reticence about Jesus' patemity, 
everyone from the narrator to the demons knows that a viaç Tifç Mapfaç, one whose identification sounds 
like that of a child of disgrace, is also 0 u/Os- TOÛ 8r:oû, the son of Cod.74 Matthew- and Luke provide 
information as to how this is possible; taken together, they provide evidence for at least two traditions of 
explanation. Mark, however, does not explain to its readers why or how someone caUed a "son of Mary" at a 
gathering is also "the son of God," worthy of their devotion. This is much less surprising than a crucified 
messiah, but Mark's apparent reluctance even to treat this issue, unlike bis treatment of the contradiction of a 
crucified messiah, merits some consideration here. 
75 William Countryman, Dirt, Greed, and S ex (1985), 83-87. 
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III. The Mind and the Soul 

Having examined the immediate textual representation of possession in Mark, it is 

necessary to examine the ways in which it has been interpreted, especially within the context 

of recent biblical scholarship. As noted in the introduction, most ancient interpreters 

accepted the literal meaning of possession and exorcism accounts prima fade but were more 

interested in allegorical interpretations. In more recent centuries, scepticism about the 

possibility and the place of possession has become the more common response. It has been 

almost automatic, in some hermeneutical traditions, to equate ancient possession with 

modem mental illness. Such equation is misleading, but Mark, it will become clear, does 

imply a limited area of contact between "madness" and possession as the gospel' s author 

sees them. Despite this, the spirit seems to be a more important issue than the brain in 

ancient possession beliefs. 

Modem scepticism toward exorcism began with the Reformation. Europe's 

Protestants tended to dismiss the historical rationale for baptismal exorcisms, but their 

consequent beliefs and practices differed, at east initially. Following the reasoning in 

Luther's 1526 Tatifbüchlein, Nischan notes, "most Lutherans favoured exorcism [but] refused 

to see it as more than an adiaphoron - that is, a ceremony which could be readily omitted 

because it did not belong to the essence of the sacramento .. More resolute was the attitude 

of Bucer, Zwingli, Calvin, and their followers, who uniformly condemned exorcism as a 

'papal relic' that had to be eliminated.,,76 The exorcistic formula disappeared from Lutheran 

76 'The Exorcism Controversy and Baptism in the Late Reformation" (1987), 33. 
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baptismal formulae in the seventeenth century. The debate over whether exorcism should 

be a part of baptism concemed different issues from the later debate over whether 

possession in fact could exist, but it established a precedent for institutionalized scepticism 

about possession and exorcism. 

The eighteenth and nineteenth centuries saw rationalist and anti-rationalist 

theologians alike reject the miracles of exorcism as such.77 Their rejections took a variety of 

forms in different relationships to questions of biblical miracles in general. It might be 

possible to describe a schema of interpretations of possession that developed in this period 

and have reverberated through subsequent exegeses. The first item would explanations of 

miracles, including or especially exorcism, as inventions or mistakes of the New Testament 

authors. The second involves explanations of miracles as misinterpretations of natural 

phenomena and exorcism as the cure of mental or neurological illness. There also exists a 

third category of interpretation that accepts the literal value of some or most biblical miracle 

accounts but adopts the psychiatrie view of possession and exorcism, as well as a fourth that 

entertaÎlls the possibility of and sometimes accepts the interpretation of demons and 

exorcisms as real events in their own right. Each category claimed the support of influential 

77 A. Schweit:zer's QlIllst for the Historica/ Jesus (1911) provides a useful eontext for understanding the 
development of the concerns of modern NT scholarship. Van der Loos' The Miracles 0/ Jesus (1965) provides a 
detailed and specifie scheme of opinions on the issue of miracles and exorcisms (203-211). Kiimmel's The New 
Testament (tt. 1970) examines the issues that have proven most vexing to modem NT scholars. The fust and 
second volumes ofBaird's History tfNew Testament Researçh (1992) detail the development of severa! sehools of 
thought in regards to miracles and other issues. Ford and Higton's Jesus (2002) provides a somewhat more 
detailed but less expansive and specifie exploration of the subject. Kealy provides a chronology of 
interpretation specifie to Mark, while Meier discusses the problem of miracles in partieular (511-521). 
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New Testament interpreters: the first Woolston,18 Thiry,79 Eichhom,80 Strauss,81 Renan,82 

Bousset,83 and Bultmann;84 the second Hess,85 Herder,86 Paulus,87 Bauer,88 and Bruce;89 the 

third Lardner,9O Wesley,91 Semler,92 Neander,93 and Ewald;94 and the fourth Cahnet,95 Bengal,96 

78 Thomas Wooiston (1699-1731), a deist Anglican pastor, praised the church fathers' anagogical 
interpretations of miracles and advocated the re-adoption of this paradigm. He suggested that "if any Exorrist 
in this our Age and Nation, had pretended to expel the Devi! out of one possess'd, and permitted him to enter 
into a Flock of Sheep, the People would have said that he had bewitch'd both; and our Laws and Judges too of 
the last Age, would have made him to swing for it" (A Discourse on the MiraclesofOurSaviour [1728] 1.34-35). 
79 Paul-Henri Thiry (1723-1789), a naturalist and materialist who quoted extensively from the anonymous 
Critical History of Jesus Son of Mary, attributed at its publication to "Salvador, a J ew." Thiry's willingness to rely on 
such a document raises questions on a number oflevels. See Ford and Higton 313-314. 
80 Johann Gottfried Eichhorn (1752-1827). See KümtneI101-103.Eichhorn's primary interests were 
philological, but he engaged in exegetical work as well. 
81 David Strauss (1808-1874). See Schweitzer 82-83; Sabourin 129-131; Kissinger 23; Dawes 92-106; Zachman 
12-13. 
82 Ernest Renan (1823-1892), a sometime-Catholic popular writer. See Sabourin 119-120; Kissinger 26; Baird 
1.379-381. 
83 Wtlhem Bousset (1865-1920), associated with the history of religions school; Kümtnel259-262; Neyrey 127-
129. 
84 Rudolf Bultmann (1884-1976); Sabourin 131-136; Dawes 267-273; Zachman 13-14. 
85 Johann Jakob Hess (1741-1828), one of the early advocates of historical Jesus research. See Albert 
Schweitzer, The Quest of the HistoricalJesus (1911), 29-30. 
86 Johann Gottfried Herder (1744-1803), a somewhat unorthodox historical critic (see Schweitzer 34-39; Baird 
1.177-180). 
87 Heinrich E.G. Paulus (1761-1851), who gained notoriety for the extent ofhis rationalizations. See Sabourin 
129-131; Baird 1.177-180. 
88 Georg Lorenz Bauer (1955-1806), a forerunner to the demythologizers. See Kümtnell04-105. 
89 See Alexander Balmain Brnce (1831-1899), The Miractllous Elements in the Gospels 172-192. Bruce was ordained 
in the Free Church of Scotland. 
90 See subsequent note. 
91 John Wesley (1703-1791), a pietist and a Methodist founder. See Baird 1.86-87; cf. Schweitzer 49-57. For 
further discussion of pietism and rationalism, see George Becker's "Pietism's Confrontation with 
Enlightenment Rationalism: An Examination of the Relation between Ascetic Protestantism and Science," 
JournalfortheScientijicStu4YofReligion30.2 Gun.1991), 139-158. 
92 Johann Salomo Semler (1725-1791), who, Iike Neander and Ewald, sought a "middle ground" between 
rationalism and skepticism. See Baird 1.123-124. 
93 Johann August Wtlhelm Neader (1789-1850); Baird 1.237-240. 
94 Heinrich Ewald (1803-1875), an orientalist, philologist, and opponent of the Tübingen school. See 
Schweitzer 246; Baird 1.290-291. 
95 August Calmet (1672-1757), a Benedictine monk. See William Baird's History of New Testament &search 1.157-
160. 
96 Albrecht Bengel (1687-1752), a Lutheran pietiest; Baird 1.69-80. 
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Trench,97 and Taylor.98 An of these schools of thought still have their influence, as is well 

known to instroctors of New Testament courses. 

The most prominent post-Enlightenment Western interpretation ofbiblical 

possession and exorcism has been that ancient demoniacs were in fact suffering from mental 

illnesses that were erroneously attributed to diabolical agents. There is usually little 

distinction here between the historical Jesus and Jesus as Mark depicts him. In this view, 

Jesus' historical exorcisms, if he performed them, were either miraculous cures of conditions 

such as schizophrenia, or else had a sort of charismatic placebo effect. Nathaniel Lardner, a 

Presbyterian pastor who was among the first to deve10p this hypothesis, suggested that 

the afflictions which they laboured under who are spoken of as having evil spirits, were 
mere bodily diseases and indispositions: though it was then the prevailing opinion, that they 
were under the power and influence of some evil spirits. And those persons themse1ves, and 
their friends, attributing their distempers to Satan, and dremons under him, our Saviour 

sometimes adapts his expressions to that opinion, without countenancing or approving it.99 

This view has appeared as an assumption in much of New Testament criticism to the 

present clay. Subsequent interpreters have modified and expanded upon Lardner's work in 

various ways, but most have taken it as founclational 1oo The interpretation of ancient 

possession as mislabelled mental illness thus became predominant more than a century 

before the emergence of the discipline of psychiatry. Lardner's influence has been such that 

97 Richard Chenevix T rench (1809-1886), a philologist and a minister in the Church of Ireland. See his Notes on 
the Miracles 010111" Lord 161-181. 
98 William MacKergo Taylor (1829-1895), a Presbyterian and Congregationalist m.inister in Scotland and New 
York respectively, and author of a number ofbooks both scholarly and popular. See the relevant discussions in 
The Miracles o1Ollr Saviollr Expollnded and IlIlIStrated (1890). 
99 "Of the Dremoniacs mentioned in the New Testantent" (1758),4.489. 
100 No study of Mark is perfect, and therefore consideration of any of them involves careful consideration of 
perspectives and assumptions represented, rather than uniform and complete acceptance of an of them or of 
every conclusion. 
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Mann's translation of the story of the Syrophoenician woman has "a woman whose 

daughter had a disorder of the mind" beggingJesus "to drive the disorder out ofher 

daughter's mind.,,101 The option of dismissing exorcism narratives as mistakes became rare 

after the eighteenth century, but explaining them as psychiatric cures continued through 

most of the twentieth. 

It is possible, even likely, that some people believed to be "possessed" were 

suffering from the same neurological, biochemical, and environmental-psychological 

conditions that today are understood as mental illness. There can be no certainty about this 

matter, given both the lack of information and the existence of ancient categories of mental 

illness. The text of Mark: itself documents both a distinction and a degree of commonality 

between the categories of mental illness and possession. In the pericope of the Beelzebul 

conttoversy,102 Jesus faces two hostile groups responding to reports about rus unusual 

behaviour. His relatives try to seize him "for they said, 'He went mad'" (ÉÀsyov yàp OT! 

ÈÇÉOTTl" (3.21), while the Pharisees allege that "he has Beelzeboul,,103 (BseÀçs[3oùÀ ÉKSI, 

3.22). There is no indication as to whether Jesus' relatives are acting on the same 

information as the Pharisees or on different information. Matthew and Luke omit the 

relatives from the pericope,l04 suggesting originally independent traditions. The combination 

of them in Mark: contributes to the impression that both the people around Jesus and the 

101 CS. Mann, Anchor Bible: Mark (1964). Mk 7.25-26. 
102 For general discussion, see Sadler 54-61; Branscomb 67-75; Hunter 49-52; Taylor 233-245; Cranfield 133-
144; E. Schweizer 82-88; Tolbert 142-148; Camery-Hoggatt 123-129; Mucus (1999) 269-286; Edwards 117-16; 
Witherington 153-160. 
103 Or, less like1y, ''Beelzeboul bas him." 
104 Mt 12.22-37; Lk 11.14-26. 
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author of Mark had a concept of mental illness unrelated to demons. The Lift of Apollonios of 

Ijana, composed 150 years later in different socio-cultural circumstances, reflects a similar 

idea: 

... there happened to be present at the talk a foppish youth with such a reputation for 
shamelessness that he had once been the subject of bawdy songs ... The youth greeted 
[Apollonius' religious] remark with a loud, licentious laugh, at which Apollonius looked up at 
him and said, "It is not you who commits this outrage, but the demon who controls you without 
your knowledge." 

In fact without knowing it the youth was possessed by a demon. He laughed at things that 
nobody else did and went over to weeping without any reason, and he talked and sang to 
himself. Most people thought that the exuberance of youth produced these effects, but he was 
being prompted by the demon ... 

.. . lTapÉwXE JlÈv T~ ÀÔy,,? JlElppaKlov Tc.lV dj3pc.lV Ol1TCùS àOEÀyÈS VOJlIÇOJlEVOV c...lS 
YEVÉOeal lTOTÈ Kal dJla~c.lv QOJla •.. TO JlElpaKlov KaTEOKÉoaOE TOÛ ÀÔyou lTÀa-ruv TE 
Kat àOEÀy~ yÉÀCùTao 0 oÈ àva~ÀÉ4'as Ès aÙTO "où où" Éq,ll "TaÛTa ù!3PlçE1s àÀÀ' é 
oalJlCùVos ÈÀaUVEI OE OÙK EiooTa. 
EÀEMeEI oÈ apa oalJlOVc.lv TO JlElpaKIOV' ÈyÉÀa TE ~ap Èe' oÎs OÙOelS hEpOS Kal 
JlETÉj3aÀÀEV Ès TO KÀaElv aiTÎav OÙK ÉXOV OIEÀÉYETO TE lTpOS ÉaUTOV Ka! ÛOE. Ka! oi JlÈv 
lToÀÀOt nlV çEOT1laT OKtpTc.laaV cJOVTO ÈKq,ÉpEtV aÙTO Ès TaÛTa é 0' ÙTTEKpkSTO apaT 
~ oaÎJlOvl. .. (4.20.1-2) 

Philostratos may or may not be not be writing from a position of specific familiarity with 

Mk 3, but he seems to have expected his audience to have understood that possession could 

be confused with other problems in diagnosing the same phenomenon, while also 

understanding that the diagnoses were essentially different and in some cases mutually 

exclusive. That he and Mark's author apparently expected the same knowledge of their 

respective audiences, who were separated by chronology, geography, cultural background, 

formaI education, social status, and economic and political position, suggests that the idea of 

apparent similarities and fundamental differences between explanations of unusual 

behaviour was established and pervasive. 
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TIùs state of problematized but consistent differentiation is not surprising in either 

ancient or comparative context. As Lewis notes in bis global study of modem possession 

cults, such distinctions are a cross-cultural feature of possession beliefs: 

... where spirit possession is a regular explanation of disease, the fact that certain forms of 
insanity and epilepsy 11If{Y also be regarded as manifestations of possession does not 
necessarily mean that the people concemed are unable to differentiate between them and 
other forms of possession. The range of conditions which are interpreted in terms of 
possession is usually, as we have seen, a very wide one; and within this insanity (or epilepsy) 
is usually clearly distinguished from other possession states.105 

Indeed, a broader examination of ancient evidence reveals that "in spite of [modem] 

assertions to the contrary ... the ancient word perceived and expressed the difference 

between demonical possession, insanity, and other diseases."l06 The concepts of mental 

illness, possession, and other explanations for unusual behaviour could overlap at rimes but 

also remained separate, at least in some cases. If either the author of Mark or bis sources 

had understood the demoniacs as mentally ill, a category with wbich they were acquainted, 

presumably they would have described them as such. That the text does not reflect any such 

identification is theologically significant and unwise to ignore. It is necessary to disagree 

with Hooker's assessment that "ibis poor man [the Gerasene demoniac] believed himself ta 

be possessed, not by one unclean spirit, nor even by seven, but by a whole legion of 

them.,,107 Mark gives no indication of what the man believes, or whether he even believes 

105 LM. Lewis (Ecs/atÎc Religion, 1971) 183-184. 
106 Sabourin 165. See alwso Hendricksen (New Test(/fllent C011l11lentary, 1975) 64. Matthew terms the boy 
GIiÀl]VltiÇIiTt:r1 (17.15), Iiterally «tnoonstruck" but widdy acknowledged synonytnous with severa! other words 
for the discrete condition of epilepsy (see Nolland [The Gospel tif Matthew, Z005] 710-711). For more on Greek 
ideas about epilepsy, see Dodds (The GrrJeks and the lrrational, 1951) 65-66, 83n.10-11, 84n.ZO. It would appear 
that what is today identified as «epilepsy" was recognized similarly in the ancient Greco-Roman world. There 
was no consensus as to its aetiology, whether natural or supematural, but it was an acknowledged category. For 
present purposes, it must suffice to note that it is not a category that Mark considers relevant. 
107 Hooker (The Message tif Mark, 1983) 38. 
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anything at aIl. The text only says that the spokesdemon, a real demon within the narrative, 

states that they "are many," and then confirms this assertion with the account of the 

destruction of the pigs. lndeed, as Berger notes, "In contrast to modem assumptions about 

demonic possession, nowhere does the New Testament speak of the delusions of the 

possessed, or even of their anxieties. On the contrary, the demons are regarded as 

fundamentally reasonable and generally sane. Jesus can speak with them in a fully rational 

manner. In their encounters with Jesus, the demons may have become mute, but they are 

never confused:,108 Whatever may be afflicting Mark's demoniacs, it is not, in the author's 

understanding, "madness" per se, although it may appear very similar in some respects. 

The equation of ancient possession with modem mental illness, despite its popularity 

in interpretation, is problematic on clinical as weIl as textual grounds. The information that 

an unknown deceased person was believed to have been "possessed by a demon" would be 

insufficient grounds for a mental health professional even to hazard a guess as to whether 

mental illness existed, let alone to infer the details of its course and aetiology. The equation 

of possession and mental illness thus appropriates the findings of the mental health 

professions without considering their context or basis. Specific criteria and symptom 

profiles are necessary to diagnose mental illness. Starobinski suggests that 

what we designated a moment ago as the natural given (schizophrenia, epilepsy, athétose) has 
nothing of the fundamenta1ly natural [i.e., these tenns only describe the natural]. Perhaps, rather 
than using tenns borrowed from the discourse of present-day medicine, we should have 
remained solely in the cphenomenology' of the acts mentioned by the evangelist: solitude, 
wandering, crying out, violence, self-inflicted wounds.109 

108 Berger 5t. 
109 Starobinski and Via, ("The Struggle with Legion," 1973) 354. 
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Mark describes these actions, but it provides no interpretation of them other than demon 

possession. The mere fact that afflicted people do these things, with no further data 

conceming the course or pattern of the affliction, precludes any sort of valid diagnosis. It 

might not requite any psychiatric training to recognize that someone with no environmental 

or organic risk factors who had consistently experienced delusions or hallucinations outside 

a culturally approved context is probably schizophrenic, but Mark provides no information 

of this kind. 

Furthermore, superhuman strength and knowledge, as are evinced in the cases of the 

Capernaum and Gerasene demoniacs, or rather their demons, are symptomatic of mental 

illness only in Gothic and Romantic and subsequent literatures, not in observed fact, and 

certainly not in modem psychiatrie definitions. Even the most violent patients do not share 

with the Gerasene demoniac an ability to shatter forged metal with their bare hands, a fact 

that would have been far more obvious to an author writing before there existed anything 

analogous to a psychiatrie hospital. Mark depicts the Gerasene demoniac as engaging in 

impossible, not disordered, acts. His audience would likely have understood this better than 

a modem one unaccustomed to sustained confrontation with poorly controlled mental 

illness, just as it would have interpreted the demon(iac)s' instant apprehension of Jesus' 

messianic identity as supematural rather than schizophrenie. 

Differences between post -Enlightenment possession accounts and understandings 

of mental illness also contribute to an understanding of the difference between the two 

categories in antiquity. Collins, comparing both ancient and modem descriptions of 
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possession and ideas of mental illness, notes that "unlike schizophrenia, in the case of 

'demonic possession' the voice develops into a secondary system of personality.,,110 

Schizophrenia patients with auditory hallucinations - madmen, in ancient tetms - hear 

internal voices and themselves may speak strangely in response.111 Possession victims as 

Mark represents them do not speak at aIl; the demon, not the person, speaks. Such 

differences in the course and understanding of possession versus mental illness suggest that 

possession occupies a place in some religious systems, including those that Mark reflects, 

distinct from the role of mental illness in cultural and social understandings of the person, 

the mind, and health. This picture is incompatible with that of Lardner and his diverse 

followers, in which the historical or Markan Jesus112 is miraculously equipped, even in 

rationalist studies that avoid this terminology, with an understanding of modem psychiatry. 

The 1960s and 1970s saw an increasing number of critiques levelled at Freudian 

psychoanalytic theory itself and more specifically at its application across historical and 

cultural barriers to people who might not be amenable to the explanations it supplied. The 

alternative readings of possession that began to develop during this period, however, tend to 

retain it in some fotm. The historical/Markan Jesus is no longer attributed miraculous 

110 Collins 47-48. 
111 There is considerable, long-standing controversy within the psychiatrie community over whether 
dissociative identity disorder (fonnerly known as multiple personality disorder) is a valid diagnosis or concept 
at aIl. There is agreement that if it is valid, it is so rare that the vast majority of mental health professionals in 
any cultural setting will never encounter it in practice. The cross-cultural diagnostic standards are incotIlpatible 

with possession as depicted in ancient literature, as is its epidemiology. If such a disorder does exist, it is not 
feasible that its prevalence was sufficient to establish a broad cultural awareness of it in the fonn of possession 
beliefs such as existed in antiquity. For further infonnation, see the entry in the Diagno.rtic and Statistical MaRtial 
rifMental Disorders W (rev. 2000) (DSM-W). 
112 The distinctions between the two tend to blur or disappear in most studies of exorcism, since Mark is the 
most exorcistic not only of the gospels but of much of ancient Mediterranean material. 
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knowledge of Freudian and psychiatrie analysis, but these themes remain present. 

Hollenbach was among the first to develop an interpretation of Jesus' exorcisms as acts of 

political protest.ll3 Nearly every subsequent study of politicized New Testament exorcism114 

has cited it and dependent research extensively. Hollenbach adopts the psychiatrie model in 

its entirety, as do his followers: "[Jesus] regularly exorcised demons. In modem terms this 

means that Jesus healed people who had various kinds of mental or psychosomatic 

illnesses.,,115 He uses this equation to posit ancient possession as mental illnesses induced or 

motivated by colonialism and thus Jesus' exorcisms as confrontations of previously 

repressed, or at least subverted, hostility toward social and political authorities. 

Hollenbach and subsequent authors draw on the mid- to late twentieth-century 

anthropological studies of Lewis, Bourguignon, and above all the psychiatrist Frantz 

Fanon116 to support the conclusion that the possession cases in the New Testament were 

historically and are literarily frustrated reactions to colonial and social oppression. These 

studies based on anthroPology, ritual studies, sociology, and other disciplines, tend to 

assume psychological or psychoanalytic themes to lie at the foundation of the behaviours 

113 Paul W. Hollenbach, 'Jesus, Demoniacs, and Public Authorities" (1981). He draws on John B. Brown, 
''Techniques ofImperial Control: The Background of the Gospel Event" (Rat/iça/ Relilion 2.2/3 [1975]: 73-83), 
which touches on exorcism among other issues. 
114 Herman C. Waetjen, A Reordmng o/Power (1991); John Dominic Crossan, JeSllS (1994); Charles Wanatnaker, 
'''The HistoricalJesus Today" (1996); Santiago Guijarro Oporto, '''The Politics ofExorcism" (1999); Richard 
Horsley's Hearing the WhoIe Story (2001) and Relilion and Empm (2003); Werner H. Kelber, "Roman Imperialism 
and Early Christian Scribality" (2004); Stephen D. Moore, "Mark and Empire" (2oo4);as weil as Hollenbach's 
"Help for InterpretingJesus' Exorcisms" (1993). 
115 1981: 567. 
116 For a sympathetic discussion of the use of Fanon's research in the interpretation of Mark, see John 79-85. 
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and rituals under study.111 This may be legitimate in some studies of modem groups where 

qualified researchers have access to information about mental health in the groups involved, 

but it remains problematic for interpretations of ancient data. This is especially true when 

political exegeses of possession and exorcism draw on the conclusions of Fanon's research 

on the AJgerian war of the 1950s and 1960s.118 Fanon's extensive survey of mental illness 

affected or induced by colonialism includes only a handful of potentially psychotic cases, 

which together exhibit the weakest causal connections to colonialism. The first is that of a 

French "interrogator" who heard the sereams ofhis victims when he was not torturing them 

or even near them but who knew that he was hallucinating and who also experienced major 

depression.119 There is little basis for categorizing his symptoms as inextricably linked to 

colonialism per se: Any number of regimes and interests worldwide have practiced and 

continue to practice torture, many of them in contexts unrelated to colonialism. The second 

involves symptoms associated with primary manifestations of severe peri- and post-partum 

depression and anxiety.120 The only other involves the onset of psychosis in a previously 

117 An excess of either nai'veté or scepticism on a researcher's part is of course problematic (see Mary Kelly, The 
Hammerand the FlNte; Robert Shanafelt, "Magic, :Miracles, and Marvel in Anthropologi'). 
118 Hollenbach (1981, 1993); Waetjen 116-117; Crossan 85-93; Guijarro Oporto; Horsley (2001) 144-146. 
119 189-192. The patient here was a Frenchwoman who was angry at and ashamed ofher deceased father, who 
had tortured Algerians. 
120 201-202. These women were traumatized by war and displacement. Here the relevant consideration is 
whether such traumas and sy=ptoms are unique to colonial conflicts, or whether they occur in other cases 
where there is violence and displacement. For example, it might be helpful to examine the cases of London 
women pregnant during the Second World War, who experienced the trauma of war but never the German 
colonial pIan's fruition. More recent situations of this type have existed in the Balkan peninsula, Somalia, and 
post-colonial Algeria, to name only a few. Given the likelihood of continued civil war in Iraq following the 
withdrawal of foreign troops, and indeed the impotence of the foreign powers currently involved in and 
significantly responsible for it, another entry to the list seems imminent. 
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nonnal nineteen-year-old Algerian male with little exposure to the political conflict, i.e., a 

classic case of organic schizophrenia.121 

None of the patients in his study claimed to be possessed by an external spoke, 

spoke in voices other than their own, felt a loss of control or actually lost control of their 

own bodies or speech, heard voices inaudible to others, reported visual hallucinations, 

engaged in pathologicallevels of physical self-hartn, or had faints or seizures. Fanon 

recorded, instead, one case of psychologically induced erectile dysfunction;122 several of 

apparent post-traumatic stress disorder, involving "pulsions homicides indtfférenciées chez un rescapé 

d'une liquidation collective,"l23 ''p!jchose anxieuse gmve à type de dépersonnalisation après le meurtre forcené 

d'une ftmme,"l24 a family abuser with no delusion symptoms;l25 assorted "troubles du 

comportement chez de jeunes Algériens,"l26 and a number of cases relating to depression and 

anxiety. Fanon does not once allude to a patient, family member, informant, or rumour of 

anything related to possession beliefs. Even if Mark's possession accounts are of 

misinterpreted mental illness, Fanon's work has little bearing on them. 

121 Diagnostic and Statirticol Mo1t1ll11 of Mental Dirorders W [DSM-lVI, 298-316. 
122181-185. The patient cared for and respected but had never loved bis wife, who was beaten and gang-raped 
by govemment inspectors when she refused to divulge infonnation about her "insurrectionist" husband's 
activities and whereabouts. 
123 185-187. Post-traumatic stress disorder had not been formally named as such at the rime of Fanon's study. 
124 187-189. Given current psychiatry's uniform rejection of so-called "temporary insanity," it seems that the 
patient was not deranged when he committed the murder, but merely angry. The woman was a French officer's 
wife, but whether this bears on the psychological consequences of the murder is questionable: a generally non­
homicidal person who does commit a murder under extreme circumstances, colonial or otherwise, might 
expect to difficulties adjusting. 
125 192-194. This patient was a French police officer who battered bis wife (a Frenchwoman) and their 
children. Fanon includes no cases of family violence among Algerians, despite the cross-cultural existence of 
family violence and the greater number of Algerians in bis study. This raises the question of whether Algerian 
patients did not report family violence or whether Fanon somehow did not consider it pathological for 
Algerians. 
126 194-196,200-201. 
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Questions of whether the Roman imperial machine was as effective as the French 

one also remam. The French occupying force in Algeria had the efficiency of industry in its 

arsenal. It could employa wide network of paid informants, exploit the possibilities of 

technology to track data, amass and analyze innumerable data about people under 

surveillance, imprison indefinitely, torture, and killlarge sections of the populace without 

affecting the economic production that made the colony desirable in the first place, and 

mobilize its forces with speed and consistency unimaginable in the ancient world. This 

contrasts with the Roman situation, in which troop mobilization was much more time­

consuming and environmentally dependent, no professional police force and less in the way 

of a civil court system existed, prisons existed largely as holding cells for the condemned, 

data were more difficult to gather, and agricultural production in a zero-sum economy only 

slightly above subsistence level made it unwise if not impossible to disable any significant 

portion of the labour force. Ancient European colonizers, unlike modem ones, were little 

inclined to send their own representatives to "settle" conquered territories or to transform 

them culturally, being interested rather in tributes. The possibilities for negotiating this 

situation - economic deprivation but little cultural imperialism - were more nuanced than 

the resistance/collaboration dichotomy that Hollenbach and his followers suggest. 

The modem political analogies that appear in these interpretations of possession are, 

if anything, more problematic than the anthropological ones. Crossan's discussion of 

possession assumes it to be mental illness and interprets medical approaches as a hegemonic 



system of controlling social dissent. He suggests exorcism as a constructive alternative to 

mental health treatment in some modem cases as weIl as in biblical interpretation, ciring 

Felicitas D. Goodman's terrifylng account127 of what happened to a young university student 
from Klingenberg, in rural Bavaria, between 1968 and 1976. The student was being 
simultaneously being treated by psychiatrists and priests, the fonner prescribing anticonvulsant 
drugs such as Dilantin and Tegretol, the latter practicing repeated exorcistic rituals. Since the 
patient herself, as weil as her family and friends, believed she was possessed, the priests had 
the fru: better chance of success. But for the exorcisms to work, she had to become entranced, 
and the drugs impeded that possibility ... The diabolical met the chemical, and the chemical 
won. Anneliese died in the summer of 1976."123 

The first and greatest problem of this analysis is Crossan's misunderstandings of the facts 
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that Goodman reports. Anneliese Michel did not die from her medications' side effects, as 

Crossan implies; she had in fact ceased all medical treatment a year earlier. She died of 

malnutrition and dehydration, weighing only 31 kilograms at the time of her death, as a 

result of the repeated fasring required for repeated exorcism. Her parents and the priests 

involved were convicted of manslaughter as a result. Crossan provides no evidence to 

support his claim that "the priests had the far better chance of success." The fact that 

repeated exorcisms - sixty-seven over ten-month period, according to the evidence 

presented at the trial- failed to cure Michel and ultimately killed her would tend to belie it. 

Investigations after her death revealed that she had been medically treated for epilepsy but 

not schizophrenia, from which she suffered. The clerics consulted in the investigation 

confirmed that medical consultation need not have precluded exorcism. Several priests, 

including the ones Ms. Michel's parents initially contacted, refused to exorcise her on the 

127 The Exorcism tif Anneliese Michel, 1981. Large English-language news sources covered the trial at the rime as 
weil: <CA Phenomenon of Fear," Time 1976; "Tidings: Exorcism by Death," Time 1978; and numerous newswire 
articles. 
128 Crossan 85-86. 
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grounds that she was not possessed. Some of her symptoms at the end of her life seemed 

deliberately imitative of those depicted in the film The Exorcist rather than organic to her 

case. Furthermore, her mother and a few others who advocated exorcism over medical 

treatment refused to accept that epilepsy was a chronic condition and held what might be 

termed unorthodox beliefs about possession and exorcism. It would seem that the facts of 

the case undermine Crossan's and his followers' analysis of it. 

What emerges from all these considerations, with reference to present questions, is 

that ancient ideas of mental illness sometimes overlapped with contemporary concepts of 

possession, but that the same is not necessary true of modem mental or neurological illness 

and alleged modem demon possession. Modem ideas of mental illness might not 

correspond perfecdy with ancient ideas of mental illness, let alone possession. Furthermore, 

although, possession and "madness" could overlap in antiquity, it is clear that at least as 

often as not they remained distinct, as in the cases of the people Jesus heals in Mark. A 

demon not possessing a body, it would appear from Mark, is not able to speak to human 

beings, and neither is a possessed human. Rather, the demon speaks from his/her body, 

and Jesus and those around him seem to consider it futile to address any person 

him/herself. Jesus never commands possessed pers ons to be freed or healed, instead 

commanding the demons direcdy. Conybeare seems to have grasped the issue as wel1 as any 

of his successors, noting that "it is illustrative of the power of physical constraint ascribed to 

demons that the vocal organs of one possessed were controlled by the demon which had 
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overmastered him. It was not the man that spake, but the devil within him [Mk 1.25].,,129 

The demon seems to have sole access to voice,leaving the possessed person incapable of 

expressing his or her own, dispossessed mind. It is not c1ear whether the demoniac voice is 

the victim's own or a strange one, as in the case of a possessed boy in Lift 0/ Apollonios (3.38). 

Regardless of whose voice (as opposed to whose vocal apparatus) demons use, the 

possessed person is not speaking or reacting. He or she may not be present in any 

meaningfu1 sense at aH. In occupying a human body, it would seem, a demon evicts its 

person - the soul, consciousness, personality, character, and memory of the normal 

inhabitant. Some form of connection to the host personality may remain, however weakly. 

In the Gerasene demoniac pericope, there is an implicit shift in subject from 0 

dvOpeciTTOÇin 5.2 to rd lTveûpa dKd8apovin 5.7, with some ambiguity in the intervening 

verses as to whether the actor kowtowing to Jesus is the man, Legion, or some combination 

of the two. This is made manifest in the fact that 

" ... [there is] contradiction in the way the [Gerasene] demoniac approaches Jesus. His physical 
bearing is full of respect, but his tone of voice and utterances are aggressive. The doubleness 
betrayed by this is not surprising because the one who acts and speaks is double himself: the 
demon and his victim., who, although they appear to have diverse interest, are thrown into each 
other's company, a partnership to which to which the man cannot but submit ... [In asking 
Jesus' identity], the demoniac reverses the roles so that the irony is carried to extremes. He 
speaks to Jesus in the language of an exorcist dealing with a case of demonic possession."130 

A similar blurring of identities occurs in considering whether it is the man or the demon 

who cries out in the Capemaum synagogue in 1.23. A focus on the possessed bo4J, which 

129 Conybeare (1896a) 581. 
130 van Iersel198-199. 
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some studies have emphasized and advocated,131 thus seems to be particu1arly misplaced in 

fuis instance. It is the body that the demon inhabits, but the body is not equivalent to the 

individual in any cosmological or realized anthropological sense. To be sure, people 

recognize one another in large part by their physical bodies, and there is a close association 

between the person and his/her body in any culture's anthropology. It would be mistaken, 

however, to go so far as to equate the two; as differently as body, mind, soul, and the 

boundaries between them are understood between cultures and religious systems, they are 

rarely or never understood to be entirely and exclusively the same thing. Few, if any, 

cultures would maintain that someone who has lost a limb has lost part of his /her soul, or 

that Jean Doe at age six is not at all the same entity as Jean Doe at age sixty. The persona 

and the soul are seated in the body, but they are not coterminus with it. The Syrophoenician 

woman has been living in a house with her daughter's living body, but not with her 

daughter. The problem in possession is not with a person's body, but with a person's being 

displaced from the somatic grounding that is necessary for earthly life.132 A possessed body, 

in Mark, is suffering, but its sufferings are identifiable and possible to delineate. The 

displacement of the person or spirit is, however, the cause of fuis suffering, and it may entail 

for the person/ spirit consequences beyond bodily injury and death. 

131 See, for example, Kelly, in whose work this issue amounts only to a small point, and Crossan (Jesus: A 
Revolutionary Biograpf!y, 1994) 76-93. 
132 Many shamanic systems worldwide, of course, maÎtltaÎtl that the persona, spirit, and/or sou! can in fact 
leave the body or share it. Sucb circumstances, however, are a1ways temporary or intermittent, and they occur 
as necessary and rare components of the religious and cosmological systems within which they are situated. 
(Lewis' Ec.rtatic Religion provides a book-length study of these trends, as does Kelley's The Hammer and the Flute.) 
1his is not the case with possession in Mark, whicb uniformly appears as pathological and has no valid place in 
the cosmology. 
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Philostratus' possession cases are similar to Mark's in this respect. In V. Ap., both 

an afflicted boy (naiS) and a youth (~ElpaKlov) lose their own personalities and 

consciousness to invading entities. The mother of the fust victim, a sixteen-year-old 

possessed for two years, tells Apollonius that the demon 

... will not allow [my son] to he rational, or go to school or to archery lessons, or to stay at home 
either, but cames him off into deserted places. My boy no longer has bis natural voice but speaks 
in deep, ringing tones as men do, and bis eyes, too, are more someone else's than bis OWU. An 
this makes me weep and tear my haïr, and l naturally scold my son, but he does not recogruze 
me ... the spirit confessed who he was, using my son as a medium. 

ou ~uYXc.lpsÎ aUTe.? voûv exslv ou~È È5 ~1~aOJ<cXÀou ~acSÎoal È~ U T~ÔTOU ou~È OIKOI 
sÎval àÀÀ' È5 Tà eprU.la Tc.lV Xc.lpÎc.lV ÈKTpÉlTEl Kat Ou~È TIlV <j>c.lVnV 6 lTaÎ5 TIlV ÉaUTOÛ 
exsl àÀÀà ~apù <j>eÉyyETal Kat KOÎÀOV c.iOTEp oi cXV~PS5 ~ÀÉlTEl cSÈ ÉTÉpOl5 à<peaÀJ.loÎ5 
J.lâÀÀov ~ TOÎ5 ÉaUTOÛ. Kàyc.l J.lÈv ÈlTt TO\1TOI5 KÀcXc.l TE Kat ÈJ.lauTIlv ~pU1TTc.l Kat 
ÇOUeSTc.l TCV UIÔV 6lTooa 6 ~È OUK oÎ~É J.lE ... È~TJyÔpEUOEV 6 ~aÎJ.lc.lv ÉauTcv \I1TOKpITÔ 
XpulJ.lSV05 Tc.? lTal~Î. .. (3.38.1-2) 

This spirit displays a number of similarities with Legion, to the extent that he "he issued me 

a threat to kill my son with cliffs and high places" (O~' anEIÀEÎ KPTJ~VOÙS Kat (3apaepa 

Kal anOKTEVEÎV ~Ol Tav UIOV, 3.38.3), just as the possessed swine "swarmed off the cliff 

into the lake ... and were drowned" (Mk 5.13). This is common demonic behaviour, perhaps 

indicating that Philostratus is drawing on widespread cultural tropes in common with the 

author of Mark. The mother's situation here may illuminate that of the Syro-Phoenician 

WOIDan. She lives in a house with the ghost of a married man who died in a war (3.38.2), a 

man who has bijacked her son's body. The woman gives no indication ofknowing the 

current location of her son himself, only of his material being. The dead man has her son's 

physical fotm, but throughout her plea she makes clear that she has been interacting with an 

embodied ghost and not with her son. She knows only that her son might die if she angets 

the ghost (3.38.3). 
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The possessed youth is not affected to the point that he cannot recognize rus own 

acquaintances. Nor does rus demon drive him away from society; on the contrary, it 

apparendy seeks company. In his case, in fact, Apollonius demonstrates an ability that never 

surfaces on Jesus' part in Mark, namely the ability to recognize possession where everyone 

else has failed to do so, as occurs in 4.20.1_2.133 It would perhaps seem that the possession 

behaviour in this case is a morbid exaggeration of the energies typical of a IlE1pdKIOV, a 

young man of about twenty years of age. With due acknowledgement to cultural 

particularities, lewdness and excessive levity are rarely considered uncommon faults in 

people at the end of adolescence, particularly boys. The young man's subsequent healing 

leaves litcle indication as to whether he was unconscious of rus previous behaviour, or 

merely unable to control it: 

The youth, as if waking up, rubbed bis eyes, looked at the sun's beams, and won the respect of 
ail the people gazing at him. From then on he no longer seemed dissolute, or had an unsteady 
gaze, but retumed to bis own nature no worse than if he had taken a course of medicine. He got 
rid of bis capes, cloaks, and other fripperies, and fell in love with deprivation and the 
philosopher's cloak, and stripped down to Apollonius' style. 

TC ôÈ (JSlpaKIOV c.lomp eX<j>UlTCIOCXV TOUS TE è<j>aCXÀ(JOÙS hpl\jIE KCXllTpOS Tàs cxùyàS 
TOÛ ~ÀIOU sÎOSV cxi&.) TE Èmo1TClocxTO TaVTc.lV s'S CXÙTO ÈOTPCX(J(JÉVCùV eXOSÀyÉS TE 
oiKÉTI È<j>CXIVETO oùôÈ cXTCXKTOV I3ÀÉlTOV eXÀÀ' ÈlTCXvi]ÀaSV ÈS TIlV ÉCXUTOÛ 9V0IV (JsÎOV oùoÈv 
~ si <j>cxp(JcxKOlTOOlc:t ÈKÉXPVTO (JETCXl3cxMv TE Tc3v XÀCXVIÔlc.lV KCX! ÀUÔlc.lV KCXl TTlS aÀÀTJS 
oul3aplOoo ÈS SpCùTCX TjJ..aEV CXÙX(JOÛ KCX! Tpll3c.lVOS KCX! ÈK Tà TOÛ AlToÀÀc.lvIOU j]9TJ 
eXmMocxTo. (4.20.3) 

Apollonius confronts the demon direcdyas he exorcises it (4.20.2), but it is not clear from 

their exchange or from the subsequent changes in the youth's character whether the demon 

had fully hijacked his body, as in the boys case, or was merely acting as a hitch-hiker with a 

133 See preceding discussion. 



tendency toward backseat driving. In any event, Apollonius cures the problem of the 

youth's literally not being entirely himself. 
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In all this, then, the problem is that of the soul, or more accurately the spirit, TO 

rrveûJ.lcx. Most of Mark's uses of the word refer either to undean spirits, as previously 

discussed, or to the Holy Spirit (1.8, 10, 12; 3.29; 12.36; 13.11). There are, however, a few 

references to the individual spirit. Two are to Jesus' own: «And Jesus, suddenly 

understanding in his spirit ... " (KCXt eùSùs Èmyvous 0 'ITJooûS T~ TrVeUJ.lCXTt) in 2.8 and 

"And sighing in his spirit, he said ... " (KCXt àÇCXOTEVcXÇCXS T~ TrVeUJ.lCXTt CXÙTOÛ ÀÉyet) in 

8.12. In Gethsemane, he laments to a drowsy Peter that "the spirit is willing, but the flesh is 

weak" (TO J.lÈv rrveûJ.lcx rrpoSuJ.lOV ~ 6É oàpç àoSev~s, 14.38), which could refer to an 

individual's spirit or to the will of the Holy Spirit. There are also two references to the mind 

or soul, ~ ~X~: the quotation ''you shalliove the Lord your God with all your heart, and 

with all your soul, and with all your mind ... " (KCXt àycx~oets KUptoV TOV Seov oou Èç 

oÀTJS Tils Kcxp6 lCXS oou Kcxt Èç oÀTJS Tils ~X~S oou KCXt Èç oÀTJS Tils 6ICXVOlCXS) in 

12.30 and "My soul is ttoubled unto death" (ITerrlÀurr6s ÈOTtV n ~X~ J.lOU ECùS 

SCXVcXTOU) in 14.34. The idea of an individual soul or spirit is, in Otto's terms, an a priori 

value, an axiomatic concept with universal analogs. Different cultures, societies, and 

religious systems may have very different concepts of and beliefs about the soul or spirit, but 

it is universally recognized as the part of a person that is gone once the corpse has begun to 
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rot. l34 Ancient Mediterranean cultures and religions, in common with most others, had no 

schema or ontology of the soul or spirit, although Berger suggests that there existed an 

implicit concept of individual selfhood, detetmined by: 

-an ability to be summoned and addressed by words (angeis carry out commands of God) 
-an ability to speak and thus to be able to communicate with God or with human beings. 
possession of a will and therefore, in a certain sense, independence (thus unpredictability) and 

responsibility 
possession of a name.135 

This would quaIify unclean spirits as people in some senses, just as people seem to have 

individual spirits in the same way that individual spirits have them. The essence of the soul 

itself, however, appears to have been a concept like divinity: occasionally described or 

theorized in philosophicalliterature, but generally understood as being in its essence beyond 

rational or full human comprehension.136 

In cases of possession in ancient narratives, it would seem, the soul is either driven 

out of or suppressed within its ordinary residence in the human individual. Such a view 

would be in keeping with the understanding of many cultures with possession beliefs that 

134 As Jan Bremmer notes, sorne research has "accepted as universal a common Western belief that, after 
death, the soul represents the individual. But there are other peoples for whom either the body survives, or the 
deceased are said to become theriomorphic beings, spirits, or revenants. In sorne places, too, the terminology 
for the soul of the dead is cornpletely different from that of the living" (The Barfy Greek Concept r!f the Soul 
[1983], 71). For all this, as Bremmer tacitly acknowledges, the living soul is always gone from the body at death. 
References to shades being drawn up, as in 1 Samuel 28, and to the shades of dead individuals in Sheol, 
indicate that ancient Israelites and Jews shared this element of belief with their Greek: contemporaries. The 
reliance of the "common Western belief' on biblical and patristic, as well as classical, references, among other 
sources, is in keeping with these circumstances. 
135 Klaus Berger, [denti!J and Experience in the New Testament (tr. 2003),27. For discussions of the lack of a 
schema of spirits, see L31Ilbek 241-242. 
136 This is not to say that there were no specifications, especially conceming souls lingering around the graves 
of untimely dead or improperly buried bodies, the propensity of wronged spirits to return for vengeance, and 
the general similarity of the souls of the dead to bats and full-winged insects. For further discussion, see 
Nitzsche (The Genius Figure illAlItiqui!y and the MiddJeAges, 1972) 10-12,15-37; Bremmer 70-124; Maurizio 
Bettini,Anthropolog)' and Roman Culture (tr. 1991), 197-226. For the lack of "specification" about spirits, see 
Lambek 241-242. 
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"To the degree that spirits are embodied, they impinge on the selfhood of their hosts.,,137 In 

most ancient Mediterranean understandings of possession, it would seem that the demon 

displaces or suppresses the soul and vital force, which were understood as residing in the 

breath. Thus, when he dies, 'Jesus, sending out a great cry, expired" (0 or 11l00Û5 àcJ>E15 

cJ>~Vi)l1I-1EydÀllV È~ÉTTVEUOEV, 15.37). A reflection of this belief also occurs in the Aeneid, 

where Anna follows the common practice of taking or sharing a dying relative's last breath 

in a kiss: " ... date, vulnera lymphis / abluam et exttemus si quis super halitus errat/ ore 

legam ... " ("Grant [my) washing [her] wounds with soft water [i.e., tears] and if any there is 

any breath lingering above, taking [it] in [my] mouth," 4.683-685). Similar beliefs seem to 

underoe the common requirement for demons to prove their departure by causing ripples in 

a bowl of water placed near the victim,138 placing a ring of power under the victim's nose,139 

and such instructions to exorcists as ''while conjuring, blow once, blowing air from the tips 

of the feet up to the face, and it will be assigned" (PGM IV.3007 _3086).140 It also accounts, 

at least in part, for the death-like state of the possessed boy after Jesus has exorcised his 

demon (9.26-27). AIl this would seem to indicate that the possessing spirit interferes with 

the demoniac's life-force and soul, rather than with his or he! mind only. 

The implication that arises from demonic interference with soul and vital force is 

that possession renders its victim an example of the living dead. The soul is gone from the 

body, or at least from its proper place in the body, but the body continues to function as a 

137 Lambek 241. 
138 See, for example, V. Ap. 4.20 and Josephus' JewishAntiquities 8.49. 
139 Eleazar's exorcism in Antq. 8.49 is the clearest example. 
140 Betz 97. 
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living organism. It is perhaps not surprising that Mark does not elaborate on this problem. 

As Bourguignon notes, "As Luc de Heusch has pointed out (1962), belief in spirit-

possession implies a belief in the temporary absence of a soul. .. [But] while this may be 

logically indisputable, nonetheless people with highly developed possession theories usually 

appear to pay little attention to this concomitant facet of their interpretation.,,141 It is 

possible, as BoIt argues in ms essay,142 that ancient authors believe demons' goal in 

possessing people to be worsening their fate after death, perhaps out of simple malice. In 

the case of many New Testament texts, this might imply condemnation or a lack of 

salvation in the final judgment. The texts offer little basis for drawing firm conclusions in 

this respect, but the possibility that people at least feared this outcome might be worth 

considering. In any event, the fear of possessed people's relatives and fellows, in Mark, is 

for the victims' souls as well as for their minds. It does not necessarily follow that Mark 

assumes them to have any specific idea of what exactly has happened to the victims' souls or 

what the consequences will be. Nor does it follow that Mark assumes them to afford such 

matters no consideration at aIl. It is only possible to say that as Mark depicts it, possession 

threatens to destroy the soul. 

141 1966,9. 
142 'Jesus, the Daimons, and the Dead" (1996),75-102. 
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IV. Possession as Political Protest 

As noted previously, the application of psychiatric frameworks to politicized analysis 

of New Testament exorcism, drawing on Fanon's work on modem A1geria, has become a 

prevalent practice in North American exegesis since the early 1980s. This approach is 

prominent and intriguing enough to merit full consideration, offering as it does particular 

insight on the Gerasene demon pericope. Despite the understanding that this interpretation 

can yield, however, it is potentially misleading, a situation all the more troubling given the 

attention and influence it has gamered. 

Although earlier authors hint at this idea, to the point that it was receiving criticism by 

the early 1970s,143 Paul Hollenbach was largely responsible for introducing fuis reading into 

mainstream scholarship. Hollenbach places exorcism at the core of all opposition to Jesus 

and makes it, rather than the temple incident (11.15-19) or any blasphemy (14.55-65), both 

the high priests' and the Romans' primary reason for crucifying him: 

The disciples spread out through Galilee, doing and preaching the same things as Jesus. This 
activity appeared to Herod and others to be similar to John the Baptizer's movement and to be, 
similarly, a threat to Herod's position and security (:M:ark 6:14-26) ... once again we find a public 
authority responding hostilely to Jesus specifically in connection with ms exorcising activity 
because that activity threatened to upset the social and political status quo in relation to 
demoniacs. It was all right to have numerous demoniacs of various kinds filling various niches in 
the social system, and it was all right for professional exorcists to ply their art; but it was not all 
right for an unauthorized exorcist to make so much over demon possession and demoniacs that 
he identified their healing with God's saving presence and led a widespread exorcising mission 
that attracted a large following, thereby challenging the prevailing social system and its underlying 
value system. If Josephus's description of Palestine during Jesus' rime is correct - that it was 
relatively free of public disturbances - fuis condition would make Jesus' movement all the more 
exceptional, visible, and threatening. Such a challenge had to be met head on and its leader 
liquidated [sic]. Thus it was that Jesus as an exorcist struck out direct1y into the vortex of the 

143 Starobinski asks rhetorically, "Why were there so many demons in the Palestine of Jesus? .. Must we accept 
the suggestions of those who see in the loss of political autonomy one of the causes for the transfer of interest 
to sick individuals and their healing - to psychic health and the salvation of the soul?" (353). He cites E. 
T roeltsch' s The Social T eaching of the Christian Churr:hes (1960) as a source of fuis opinion (353n.4). 



social tunnoil of his day and before long became a public figure of sufficient stature that at fust 
local, but finally national, authorities had to take account ofhis movement. Jesus' movement 
would threaten to effect the release of the soldering discontent which appeared more and more 
until its final explosion in 66-70 C.E. In this way, then,Jesus' fust exorcism led inevitably to his 
crucifixion. 144 
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Readings in this vein, often incorporating the won of René Girard and Franz Fanon,145 have 

become prevalent. Further specific studies of the matter, as noted above, have proliferated 

to the point that even introductory and general-audience commentariesl46 seem ob1iged to 

tepeat the arguments, as do most books and articles147 that make sustained teference to 

ancient possession and exotcism. 

Both the cÎtcumstances of Mark's composition and the text of Mark seem potentially 

incongruent with Hollenbach's teading of it. People across the social and political spectra in 

pte-modem colonial societies fell ill and tequired healing. Individuals and communities may 

have consttued illness in any number of ways, but the fact that occurred and caused 

suffering under any political cÎtcumstances nowhere appears as a matter of dispute. It is 

Jesus' and his disciples' entire healing ministry, not solely the exotcisms, that draws Herod's 

attention: 

He was going through the villages teaching. He summoned the twelve and send began to send 
them out by two and gave them authority over unclean spirits ... And they went out and 
preacbed in order that [people] might repent, and they cast out many demons, and applying oil 
to many of the sick cured them. And King Herod heard ... 

KOtlTEp1nYEVT eXs Kull-lOS KUKÀCJl OloeXoKCJlV. KatlTpOOKoÀEÎTOI TOÙS OulOEKO Kot 
Tlpl;OTO OÙTOÙS àlTOOTÉÀÀEIV oJo KOt ÈOIOOU OÙTOÎS Èl;ouolav Tc.lV lTVEUl-lâTCJlV Tc.lV 
àKOaâpTCJlV ... Kat ÈI;EMoVTES ÈKT]pU~OV iva I-lETOVOOOlV, Kot 0a1l-loVla lToÀÀeX 

1441981: 583; cf. Hollenbacb (1993), 127-128. 
145 For a discussion of the effects of Girard's ideas on interpretations of exorcism in Mark, see John 70-78, as 
weIl as 79-84 for a discussion of Fanon's impact. 
146 See, for example, the discussions in Marie Noonan Sabin' s The Gospel According to Mark (2005). 
147 E.g., Lisa Bellan-Boyer's review (2003) of Donald Capps' JesNs: A P.rychololicai BioJ!fOPI(y; Mark Brummitt's 
"Recent Books in Biblical Studies" (2003). See n. 109 for further references. 



èçs(3aÀÀov, Kat rlÀEI<pOV èÀal<:.;l TTOÀÀOÙS àppc..lOTOVS Kal è6epcXTTEvov. Kat rlKOVOeV 0 
(3aOlÀeùs Rpc.;lôTls ... (6.6b-14) 

The exorcisms and healings themselves do not frighten Herod, who himself displays no 

overt hostility toward Jesus anywhere in Mark. Herod is frightened, rather, because he, 

unlike those around him (6.15-16), believes Jesus to be the reincarnation of John the 
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baptizer, who he had imprisoned and executed against his own wishes at Herodias' request 

(6.17_29).148 John makes no revolutionary demands, not calling for Herod's overthrow, 

rebellion against Roman or local authorities, or a redistribution of economic resources or 

socio-political power. He instead makes personal demands, which he apparently delivers to 

Herod in person: «Por John was telling Herod that it was not allowed for him to have his 

brother's wife for himself' (ÉÀeyev yàp 6'lwavVllS" Tc.? ~Pc.?oU OTt OÙK ÉçeOTIV 001 

Éxelv nlV yuVOlKO TOÛ eXoeÀ<poû oou, 6.18). Mark gives no indication as to whether 

John's disapproval was spreading dissent among the people; the opening of Mark does not 

depict his compIaint against Herod as contributing to his following. Herod fears revenge, 

not revolution. This is hardly surprising in a text that is often described as anti-authority but 

not politically systematic.149 

148 The bistorical reality of the situation and Herod's exact role in it are subject to debate, but this is the 
scenario that Mark presents, and therefore the one that any interpretation of Mark must take into account. 
149 As Moore notes, "even if Mark lacks the explicidy hostile attitude toward Rome evident in Revelation, he 
also lacks the explicidy 'quietiest' attitude toward Roman rule evident in [Romans and 1 Peter] .... Generally 
speaking (and putting it rather too mildly), Mark does not enjoin its audience to respect human authorities. 
Every human authority in Mark, indeed, whether 'religious' or 'political' (a distinction largely meaningless, 
however, in the conte:xt), is a persecutor, or potential persecutor, of John, Jesus, or the disciples of Jesus, aside 
from Uairus, the scribe in 12.28-34, and Joseph of Arimathea] ... Jesus is repeatedly represented in Mark as 
urging bis followers not to aspire to authority, glory, power, or wealth, but to adopt for emulation instead such 
liminal role models as the child (paidion) and the servant (diakonos) or slave (doNkJS). Mark's relendess narrative 
undennining of Jesus' own elite corps of disciples, themselves the repositories of significant authority by the 
1Ïme the gospel was written, may be regarded as a further component of this elaborate anti-authoritarian 
theme" ("Mark and Empire" {2004], 142-143). See also Furnish (War and Peace in the New Testament," 2004) 
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The evidence for a conflict over official authority to heal is lacking as weIl There is 

no evidence indicates fonnal or even informal regulation of healers, whether physicians or 

miracle workers, in ancient Palestine. The conflict concems the supematural source of 

Jesus' power to perfonn miracles, not whether the proper earthly agency had authorized him 

to pertonn them. No such earthly agency existed. Laws and social sanctions against 

hannful actions such as curses and against certain fonns of divination had a long history in 

the ancient world, particularly in Rome, but there was no registty or standard of who might 

and might not tty to perfonn miracles, hea1ings, or exorcisms. Disputes over exorcists 

outside the Jesus movemeneso indicate that the concem is unique to people in positions of 

social and legal authority and that the power in question is not of this world. The absence 

of exorcism-related charges from the conspiracy to kill Jesus further suggests that they lack 

revolutionary signification in Mark:. 

Bryan's extensive study of the Roman empire and the Jesus movement provides a 

more detailed model for understanding the relationship between the two. Bryan suggests 

that in investigating it, "the most we can say with certainty is ... that, to a person 

contemplating the situation vis-à-vis Roman rule in Judea and Galilee during the period 

between AD 6 and 66, at least four possibilities, four options, will have been open. Certain 

groups at certain cimes appear to have followed one of them, rather than another.,,151 He 

defines these options, which need not be seen as pennanendy exclusive within a given 

363-364; Wolfgang Schrage (The Ethics tif the New TeI/omm!, tr. 1988) 109; Meeks (The Origins of Christian Morali!J, 
1993) 12; Gundry ("Richard A. Horsley's Hearing the Who/e Story," 2003) 137-139. 
150 Mk 9.38-41 par.; Acts 19.11-20. 
151 Bryan 34. 



community, as acceptance and collaboration, acceptance with exceptions to egregious 

abuses, non-violent rejection, and violent rejection,152 noting that 

there is, on the one hand, no need to idealize any who chose any of them, or, on the other, to 
suppose any to have been entirely devoid ofhonour or piety. Those who chose the first 
option, full cooperation with Rome, may well have considered themselves to he following 
faithfully the examples of]oseph, Ezra, and Nehemiah. Those who chose the second, 
cooperation with Rome coupled with wiIlingness to question or challenge it, might have 
looked to Queen Esther and Daniel. Both groups might have seen themselves as interpreting 
and applying to their own situations the principles implied by ] eremiah for those who found 
themselves in continuing exile. Those who chose the third option, nonviolent rejection, may 
have seen as their examples Eleazar and the mother with seven sons, all of whom died rather 
than ohey Antiochus Epiphanes. Those who chose the fourth option, violent rejection, 
doubtless were inspired by the examples of Judith and of Judas Maccabeus and his brothers.153 

The Roman colonial situation was not the first rime Judeans and Jews could have 

simultaneously hated and accepted their conquerors. Prophets had interpreted Assyrians, 

Babylonians, Greeks and others as detestable instruments of God's just punishment for 
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Israel's transgressions. The uprisings that did take place in Judea in the first centuries of the 

common era suggest that many people were perfectIy aware that they hated Rome and 

wanted its power destroyed. The writings of Josephus, Philo, and others make equally clear 

that others saw Rome's power as an act of God directed against sin. The fact that 

apocalyptic literature from the Maccabbean period onward. 

Modem colonized peoples have usually had recent historical memories of 

sovereignty or ideals of self-rule or democracy to inspire them. Israel-Judah in the New 

Testament period had no ideal of democratic or republican rule and no history of it. The 

Maccabean state, which collapsed three generations before Jesus, had been and remained in 

152 Bryan 34-35. He puts Roman clients such as the Herodians and "aristocratie" Sadduccees in the first 
category,]osephus and Philo in the second (noting Bel. Iud. 2.169-174, 184-203 and Embas.ry 2.299-305 as 
instances of dissent), Horsley's interpretation of Jesus in the third category, and Judas the Galilean (Bcl. Iud. 
2.118), the Sicarii, and the Zealots in the fourth. 
153 Byran 35. 
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memory controversial; a search for self-rule prior to this would have to look to the eighth 

century BeE. Apart from the doomed and probably isolated Zealots,154 there was little 

context in Jesus' or Mark's rime for concrete steps toward popularly based self_rule.155 

There was also little chance, as the uprising of 66-70 would have made clear, that organized, 

active resistance would have brought about freedom instead of destruction. Furthermore, 

any politicized interpretation of the New Testament, as Fumish notes, must account for the 

fact that the New Testament originated in a community156 that "unlike ancient Israel, had 

never had a national history of its own and had no experience of political or military power. 

The earliest believers constituted a sectarian minority ... without effective political power ... 

a religious movement which considered itself to be in the world but not of it.,,157 Some 

degree of foreign domination would likelier have been a fact of life, perhaps as disliked as 

plague or drOught,158 but no more avoidable. Negotiations of this state of rucumstances 

could include simultaneous acceptance and contempt of Roman rulers for J ews either within 

or outside the Jesus movement. 

154 See Bryan 34-37. 
155 See Freyne 75-122 for a more complete description of the social and political circumstances in the textual 
world of Mark. 
156 The New Testament of course developed in many different communities, but Fumish's point is that even 
collectively they would have been a marginal group. 
157 Fumish 364. 
158 Theodicy and popular belief of course addressed these crises, attributing them to divine wrath, sorcery, etc. 
None of the sources, however, conceive of a post-Iapsarian, pre-eschatological world without these 
misfortunes. Specific instances might be averted or alleviated, but plagues and droughts presumably would 
continue to occur throughout the world. Similarly, the Romans might be hated, as were the Babylonians, but 
the fact of foreign rule in some form may have been easy to take for granted, at least without the marginalized 
Zealots. Therc had been independence in the pas!, just as there were good agricultural years with little human 
disease, but it is unwise to assume that anyone specifically expected them as a matter of course, or saw them as 
potentially obtainable. 
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Anger at colonialism was of course as apparent in first-century CE Judea as it has 

been in any colonial situation since then. Passive resistance, uprisings, rebellions, 

revolutions, and independence movements have coexisted throughout any number of 

permutations over the course of the centuries. One or two cases seem to bear some 

resemblance to the situation that the politicalliberation reading of Markan possession and 

exorcism posits. Crossan points in particular to the evolution of possession beliefs among 

the Lunda-Luvale people of southem Africa during the European colonial period: 

fIhe Lunda-Luvale people] always had ... traditional ailments called mahamba, which resulted 
from possession by ancestral spirits. But they then developed a special modem version called 
bindele, the Luvale word for ''European,'' which necessitated a special exorcistic church and a 
lengthy curative process ... Legion, 1 think, is to colonial Roman Palestine as bindele was to 
colonial European Rhodesia, and in both cases colonial exploitation is incamated individually 
as demonic possession. In discussing Jesus' exorcisms, therefore, two factors must he kept in 
mind. One is the almost split-personality position of a colonial people. If they submit gladly to 
colonialism, they conspire in their own destruction; if they hate and despise it, they admit that 
something more powerful than themselves, and therefore to some extent desirable, is hateful 
and despicable ... Another is that colonial exorcisms are at once less and more than revolution; 
they are, in fact, individuated symbolic revolution.1S9 

Potential problems with Crossan's reading of "Legion" having been discussed above, here 

there arise problems with his analogy. The prevalence of possession concems amongst ail 

social strata of the Roman empire distinguishes them from Lunda-Luvale possession 

concems. Roman colonists and their collaborators seem to have been just as concemed 

about evil spirits as were their political victims, to the point of summoning colonized 

Judeans as exorcists.l60 Nineteenth-century English overseers, in contrast, exhibited little 

tendency to become possessed by their own or their ancestors' spirits. Their respect for 

Lunda-Luvale cosmological systems and religious practices seems to have been even less, in 

159 Crossan 90-91. 
160 Josephus' Antq. (8.48) is the dearest description. 
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fact dramatically less, than the Romans' for Jewish ones. Of all the possession belief 

systems that have developed tbroughout history, which are found in 74% of societies where 

enough data exist for study,161 onlyone conforms to Crossan's model of colonization and 

possession. Given the number of analogous situations tbroughout history - i.e., 

colonization and cultural imperialism in a society with possession beliefs - the resemblance 

seems more coincidental than substantive. Politicized changes to possession beliefs might 

have been expected to ocCU! when post-Enlightenment European colonized China, 

subcontinent India, the Gold Coast, North America, or even Ireland, or at some other point 

in the European colonial adventure. Given the pre-modem and to some degree non-

Western precedents that Crossan proposes, it might also have been expected to emerge 

somewhere else in the documented history of colonialism. There is instead a global pattern 

of colonial non-possession and non-colonial possession traditions. This being the case, it 

seems misleading to seize upon the sole documented exception and present it as a parallel to 

Mark based on a single word. 

The mere existence of military and political connotations for "Legion" do not make 

the term revolutionary. It is possible to interpret it as apolitical or eschatological precisely 

because of its political overtones. Chapman, noting Israel's long history of colonization, 

suggests the interpretation of "Legion" as a 

reference to the Roman occupation in order to eue 'those who have eyes to see' that [Mark] 
is explaining about the occupying forces. It now becotnes apparent wby the detnons begged 
Jesus not to send them out of the country. Mark, reasoning backward, concluded that it was 
by Jesus' permission that the Romans remained in the holy land ... The swines' death in the 
sea prefigures what will happen to Rotnans and unbelievers alike in the near future, by 

161 Bourguignon (1976) 28. 



recalling the fate ofPharaoh's army. Mark pictures the healed demoniac arousing fear 
because Jesus bas convinced bis followers that neither [the Zealots1 armed resistance nor 
allegiance to Rome is necessary.162 

This reading is not definitive, but given Mark's oft-noted attitude of simultaneous hostility 

and indifference toward earthly authority,t63 it seems to represent at least one possible 

meaning of a multivalent text. Even Chapman's ambivalent reading of "Legion" may 
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overdetermine its political connotations. A legion was indeed a unit of the Roman army, but 

the demons involved here do not associate it with power itself. Their leader rather tells 

Jesus, "My name is Legion, for we are ma'!i' (AeylCAlv OVOJ.lCX 1101 OTt 1TOÀÀO! ÈCf/lEV, 5.19). 

A legion is many, just as the two thousand swÎlle are many. The demon does not describe 

its hordes as powerful or fearsome, merely numerous. Number of ttoops correlates with 

military might, but if sttength rather than number were the issue, the demons might better 

be è5UVOTOI or lleycXÀOI than TTOÀÀOI. There were other symbols of Roman power as well, 

any number of weapons, emblems, and political offices. The spokesdemon might have 

given the plural name of a weapon, for example, and explained something to the effect of 

"we are fearsome." The lack of such available terminology, among other features in Mark, 

suggests that the legion truly belongs to Beelzebul's army, not Caesar's. 

Attempts to construe possession along subversive, anti-hierarchicallines with 

respect to non-Roman authorities encounter problems of their OWll. A politicized reading 

of possession based on the Gerasene demoniac pericope, even if correct, must confront the 

fact that both this demoniac and the Syrophoenician girl are Gentiles living in Gentile 

162 Adapted from Cbapman 120-122. 
163 See previous discussions. 
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territory. The Capemaum demoniac and the convulsing boy also lack apparent pro- or anti-

Roman agenda. Potentially repressive aspects of Galilean and Gerasene society have 

provided other possibilities for exploration. Hamerton-Kelly, for example, interprets the 

stories of the Gerasene and Capemaum demoniacs in light of René Girard's work: 

The demoniac in the synagogue at Capemaum is a scapegoat figure. He is unclean and outcast 
because of bis affliction ... The central location of the demoniac indicates that the synagogue 
needs him. Just Iike the Gerasene demoniac whom bis fellow citizens needed so much [that] 
they attempted to chain him down, so this demoniac is essential to the functioning of bis 
religious community. The polity lives by its scapegoats. l64 

Readings along these lines explore significant social and pastoral themes but may overextend 

themselves with respect to the text. Nothing in the text of Mark suggests that the 

Capemaum demoniac is a ct>cXPIJOKOS", and neither Hamerton-Kelly nor others who rely on 

Girard, such as Waetjen,165 offer exegetical or external evidence for such a reading apart 

from the fact that the text marks the man as "different." This difference makes him 

"unclean," in Hamerton-Kelly's reading, but not so unclean that he is excluded from 

worsmp services on the Sabbath. He is similarly rare among "outcasts" if he is cast out of 

society to live in its community center and place of worsmp. If the synagogue "needs" trus 

"scapegoat," it does not need him enough to suffer any apparent ill effects from ms 

recovery. The Gerasene demoniac does not seem to have been any more "needed" as a 

community scapegoat. Mark reports that he was chained not in order to tether him to the 

community but because ''he was striking himself with rocks" (KOTOKOlTTUlV ÉOUTOV 

164 Robert Hamerton-Kelly (The Gospel and the Samd, 1994) 75. 
165 Herman Waetjen (A ReorderingtifPower, 1989) 115-119. 
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À,601S, 5.5).166 Waetjen suggests that in reading this pericope "the figurative language of 

this myth should not be construed literally. The shackles and chains may simply represent 

different types of social control.,,167 The shackles and chains in such a multivalent text as 

Mark would not seem fit sole!J for literaI construction. This is, however, a narrative, not a 

psalm or a didactic discourse: absent any argument that the narrative entirety of Mark is 

allegorica1, and given the context, it would be unusual for a text to depict chains and their 

effects in such detail if they had no literal meaning at all. 

There remains also the question of why, if Mark is so thoroughly anti-Roman, it 

took 1,910 years and the accumulation of tremendous socio-cultural barriers before anyone 

realized it. After Nero's purges in the 50s, at least a decade before the composition of 

Mark, state persecution became a potential risk for Jesus followers, a situation reflected in 

Revelation. Christian communities that were not persecuted must have been aware of 

others in the empire who were persecuted during the first three centuries of Christianity. 

Both Roman persecutors and Christian apologists documented the conttoversies. N owhere 

in all the accusations against Christians, whether preserved in hostile or apologetic sources, 

are any charges implying political subversion or revolutionary insurgencies such as those that 

politicized readings of possession suggest. Christians eager to die publicly for their faith 

might be expected to have claimed or engaged in insurgency in its name had they considered 

it a tenet of their belief system. Roman authorities who felt that Christians were a threat to 

their security similarly might have been expected to raise or invent this allegation if 

166 On this point see also Dettett ("Spirit-Possession'') 287. 
167 Waetjen 117. 
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Christians were engaging in, or suspected of engaging in, the sort of political activities that 

Hollenbach et al suggest. Responses to such aIlegations might then appear in the apologetic 

writings or in exhortations to martyrdom. The available evidence, however, suggests that 

none of the early audiences of the synoptic gospels and traditions, including many or even 

most early Christians, ascertained this meaning of the gospels, despite the inseparability of 

their lives and deaths from the Roman empire and aIl that its power entailed. This absence 

of sociopolitical subversion among carly Christians who were not afraid to die for their 

beliefs, or reluctant to encourage others to do likewise, suggests that they did not associate 

their religion with any lasting earthly political order, whether the Roman one or any 

proposed egalitarian alternative to it. This suggests that interpreters from the first century 

through the twenty-first have failed to develop a systematic political reading of possession 

and exorcism not because of any entanglement with imperial powers - although many have 

been so entangled - but because the text does not lend itself to such readings. 

The appearance of concerns about possession in pro-imperial texts compromises the 

politicalliberation hypothesis as weIl. Josephus,168 as noted previously, reports that 

Vespasian's court was impressed a Jewish sage's exorcisms. At least three exorcisms number 

among Apollonios of Tyana's miraculous deeds in the Lift commissioned by an empress 

herself, Julia Domna. The connotations of exorcism may have changed as it was 

reinterpreted over the centuries, but it would be surprising if an emperor of Vespasian's 

experience failed to notice its supposedly obvious political overtones. Guijarro Oporto 

168 Antiquities 8.127. 



70 

suggests that "viewed in their original peasant context and in the political situation of first­

century Galilee, the exorcisms of Jesus reveal subversive connotations that might have been 

lost in part as his litera te followers recorded his words and deeds in a new situation in which 

exorcisms had different connotations (Oakman: 109_10)."169 If the original "subversive 

connotations" were as prominent as Guijarro Oporto himself daims, however, they would 

have been difficult for a redactor to overlook. His primary argument, following Hollenbach, 

is that Jesus' exorcisms were essential to the authorities' hostility toward and plots against 

him. 1bis scenario requires that Jesus' exorcisms appear revolutionary to his immediate 

followers, literate Pharisees, scribes, and Sadduccees in Jesus' lifetime, presumably litera te 

Roman officials, and illiterate repositories of the oral traditions arising from the interactions 

between these groups, but hidden from the author or editor who heard and collected these 

oral traditions in the midst of an anti-colonial war forty years later. Absent further evidence, 

such a daim seems improbable. 

If Jesus' exorcism ministry as depicted in Mark is a strategy of anti-imperial 

resistance, it is an ineffective one. Possessed people are cured of their demons, but their 

respective positions vis-à-vis Rome remain unchanged. The Capemaum demoniac is no 

longer a charity case; instead, he is restored to normalcy. Mark gives no indication of what 

becomes of him after the exorcism, but given that the text depicts an effective healing and 

no remarkable aftermath, the likeliest speculation would seem to be that he resumed life as a 

productive part of the local economy, a source of taxes and tributes for the empire. Jesus 

169 Guijarro Oporto 125. 
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commands the Gerasene ex-demoniac not to bring good news to the poor or to preach 

liberation from the evil empire, but only "said to him, 'Get up to your house and your 

[friends, family] and give them news of how much the Lord has done for you" (ÀÉys 1 CXÙTc.? 

'i' TTCXyS S'IS TOV OÎKÔV OOU TTpOS TOÙS OOÙS KCXI <XTTayyslÀov CXÙTOÎS oocx 6 KUplÔS 

001 TTSTTOITJKSV,5.19). There are no explicit promises that the Lord will do anything for the 

people of the Decapolis, and Jesus does nothing more for them during his lifetime. N either 

are there instructions as to what the people of the Decapolis should do as a result of this 

news, whether to revoIt against their oppressors, to pray, to repent, or to react in any other 

way. ObeyingJesus, the man "departed and started to preach in the Decapolis how much 

Jesus had done for him" (<XTTi)À8sv KCXt ~TT;CXTO KTJrrUooSIV Èv T'Ô .8sKCXTTÔÀSI ooa 

èTTOITJOSV aÙTc.? 6' 'TJOOÛS, 5.20). The result, as is typical for Mark, is that "everyone 

marvelled," (TTaVTSS è8cxUIlCXÇOV, 5.20), not that everyone established collective farms or 

started a rent strike. If possession had been the Syrophoenician girl's only recourse against 

the demands of a repressive patriarchy,Jesus' exorcism worsens her situation by removing 

her only available defense. As a healthy, normal girl, she presumably faces eventual 

marriage, motherhood, and service to her husband's household in a society that oppresses 

women, whereas she presumably could have avoided this fate by remaining a demoniac 

under her mother's care. The convulsive boy, similarly, must now negotiate the reality ofhis 

subordinate place in a patriarchal household, rather than avoiding or subverting it as a 

possession victim. If possession in Mark is a reaction to oppression, Jesus appears not as a 

liberator but as an oppressor. 



The misunderstanding of possession in Mark as solely a matter of sublimated 

political protest goes beyond the level of a simple error. The anthropologist Robert 

Shanafelt notes that investigations of human and social behaviour entail "ethical 

consequences" of which researchers must remain aware: 

... one should hardly forget the truth-daims of seekers can have consequences that go 
beyond hannless mental fascinations. l am not content to let go unchaIIenged the daims of 
people who think there are vampires and then act in the world as if they are vampires, 
especiaIly if this leads to cases Iike that of the Kentucky teenagers who sacrificed animals, 
drank each others blood, murdered two parents in Florida, then headed to New Orleans in 
an apparent attempt to meet Anne Rice, author of Interview IPÎth a Vampire [sicJ.170 

The implications of exclusively political readings of possession and exorcism in Mark 
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present similar ethical questions. Crossan's use of the Anneliese Michel case, for example, is 

difficult enough on its own, but subsequent studies in the same vein have cited his 

conclusions and extended them without addressing any of their problems. Information 

about the case is not lacking, and scholars can hardly fail to be aware of an increasing 

number of similar cases over the past two decades. There have been a number of widely 

reported cases of individual deaths resulting from exorcisms intended to cure neurological 

and psychiatric illnesses in recent years,171 as weIl as cases of non-fatal exorcisms that caused 

170 Shanafelt 334 (internai citations omitted). Interview IPÎth the Vampire is a novel. 
171 Examples include: 1966: Bernadette Rasler, 17, beaten, Zurich; 1976: infant boy, 3 months, battered and 
choked, Washington, D.C. area; 1978: Lisa Morales, 5, drowned, Santa Ana; 1980: Leon Justine Abraham, 20 
months, burned, New York; 1985: brain-injured Robert Bloom, 27, beaten, near Washington, D.c.; Daniel 
Martin J r., 4, beaten, Philadelphia; 1987: Tina Mancini, 17, abuse and suicide, Miami; Kimble Denise Lawrence, 
8, stabbing, Baton Rouge; 1988: four British Colwnbia schizophrenia patients treated only with exorcistn, 
suicide; Kimberly McZinc, 4, starved, Florida; 1990: Encamacion Guardia, 36, beaten and poisoned, Granada; 
1993: Mary Odegbami, 26, starved and choked, London; Maria Ylenia Politano, two months, beaten, Calabria; 
1994: Mrs Joan Vollmer, strangled, Australia; 1995: Kim Canhoto, 2, starvation and choking, Ontario; 
schizophrenia patient Ha Kyung-A, 25, beaten, Califomia; 1996: KyungJae Chung, 53, beaten, Califomia; 
1997: Amy Michelle Burney, 5, poisoned, New York; 1998: Charity Miranda Martin, 17, suffocated, Long 
Island; 1999: Saimani Amele, 4, throat crushed, Sydney; 2000: Victoria Climbié (also caIIed Anna Climbié), 8, 
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or threatened significant damage.172 The "ethical consequences" of modem exorcism seem 

to faIl by the wayside of possession studies. 

There has emerged in the modem world one example besides the Lunda-Luvale of 

possession cults devdoping in response to social oppression and tension. This has taken 

place over the last ten to fifteen years in the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), the 

former Zaire.173 Possession cults and beliefs in the region predate the colonial period, 

apparendy by centuries at least, and have been associated with beliefs in witchcraft. These 

beliefs have changed radicaIly over the past few decades.174 HistoricaIly, both possession 

and witchcraft could be positive or negative. A malevolent witch or a person possessed by 

tortured, London; 2001: "Adam," 8, cause indeterminate, London; Significance Oliver, 4, drowned, New York; 
2002: Camille Seenauth, 31, beaten, Guyana; 2003: autistic Terrance Cottrell, 8, suffocated, Michigan; Walter 
Zepeda, 19, dehydration, Ontario; 2004: Keum Ok Lee, 37, strangled, New Zealand; epileptic Farhana Khan, 
20, whipped, New Zealand; 2005: schizophrenia patient, Sister Maricica Irina Comici, 23, crucified and 
smothered, Romania; infant, dismembered, and thirteen-year-old, stoned, Penjamo, Mexico; 2006: Malissa 
Mayfield, 29, strangled, Lverpool; Lchma Devi, 35, beaten, Rajasthan. See bibliography for citations. 
172 1980s and early 1990s: repeated group assaults on Carla Jinine Morris, a woman in her twenties, Sydney; 
early 199Os: sexual abuse and torture of severa! women in an Anglican parish, London; 1996: terrorization and 
forced exorcism of a fourteen-year-old boy by a school cOWlsellor, New Mexico; abuse of Laura Schubert, 17, 
Texas; the stabbing and assault of a woman who had just given birth, Australia; 1997: beating of an eight-year­
old boy, N ew York; 2002: starvation of adult depression patient Isaac Muftoz in an evangelical church, 
Argentina; 2004: assault on Amutha Valli, 48, Singapore; 2005: confidence scheme, Germany; 2006: 
dysmenorrhea patient, 26, prescribed exorcism rather than medical treatment by a London gynaecologist. See 
bibliography for citations. 
173 Approximately 75% of the population of the DRC identifies itself as Christian, the result ofWestem 
missionary influence beginning in the 19th century. There as everywhere, the texts and traditions of 
"Christianity," however defi.ned, interacted with the local culture in unique ways. 
174 The overviews in the following section drawon the official reports of severa! govemment commissions, 
human rights organizations, and academic studies. These include Javier Aguilar Molina's "The Invention of 
Child Witches," 2005; Eleanor Stobart, "Child Abuse Lnked to Accusations of 'Possession' and Witchcraft,''' 
2006; Human Rights Watch [HRW], "What Future?," Apr. 2006; Naomi Cahn, ''Poor Children," winter 2006; 
and the AH Party Parliamentary Group on Street Children [APPG], '''Child witches', child soldiers, child 
poverty and violence:' Nov. 2006. Given the recent emergence of this issue, the mass media is also a source of 
information. Relevant articles are, from 1999, Jeremy Vine, "Congo witch-hWlt'S child victims"; 2003: James 
Astill, "Congo casts out its 'child witches"'; 2005: BBC, "Call for action on child exorcism"; Cindi John, 
'''Exorcisms are a part of our culture"'; Angus Crawford, "Congo's child victims of superstition"; Tony 
Thompson, "Churches blamed for exorcism growth"; David Blair, "Starved and beaten with nails"; Richard 
Hoskins, "Torment of Africa's 'child witches'," 2006: Jonathan Clayton, "At eight years old, Cedric ... "; Scott 
Baldauf, "In Congo, superstitions breed homeless children." 



an evil spirit would undergo exorcism, or Hdeliverance" in the local dialect. This involved 

established ceremonies involving special prayers, dances, and ceremonial objects. 

74 

Possession by an evil spirit was a common misfortune that could and often did befall 

anyone. Exorcism was a regular feature of the religious system, controlled and performed 

by the same priests as the rest of it. Possession was no reflection on the character or family 

of the affected person, who was fully re-integrated into normallife after the routine 

exorcism. At worst, a malevolent witch possessed by an evil spirit might be required to live 

at the outskirts of a settlement. Most possessed people were adults and came from alllevels 

of society. As Christianity became prevalent, it tended to absorb these practices. Exorcisms 

might take place in churches rather than the traditional caves, for example, and crosses 

might replace animist fetishes, but there was little change in either the cosmological or the 

sociological dimension of the belief system in this respect. 

The brutality of dictators, the effects of neighbouring conflicts that have spread into 

Congo, economic collapse, an ongoing war that his killed more people than any conflict 

since World War II, rapid urbanization, and the HW / AIDS epidemic have combined to 

destroy nearly all of DRC's social and political infrastructure systems. Child soldiers, 

especially those who have been abducted and indoctrinated, have been instrumental in the 

military conflicts, especially given the large population of AIDS orphans. The result is that 

Hnever have children occupied such a prominent place in Congolese society. Children ... are 

perceived by this society as actors and aggressors, as a threat rather than needing to be 

protected ... [especially] the kadogo, made famous on Kabila senior's arrival in Kinshasa in 
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1996, are known for being child soldiers capable of incarnating evil and death.,,175 This has 

contributed to a widespread fear of children, especially resented orphans dependent on 

economically disadvantaged, often ill, distant relatives for care. An estimated 250,000 

children have been forced out of homes and onto the streets in DRC in recent years,176 and 

multiple human rights investigations have found that about 70% of these children were 

expelled after being accused of sorcery and subjected to non-traditional exorcism 

ceremonies177 that began to develop in specifically anti-colonial contexts in the 1920s.178 

Exorcisms of children accused of being witches or possessed exist in a context outside 

established churches in non-hierarchical, charismatic churches in which anyone can become 

a pastor. These ceremonies are far removed from traditional, routine prayer ceremonies. 

The well-reputed charity Save the Children, in its report on the homeless "child witches," 

provides insight into the worlrings of these exorcisms: 

Having visited almost a hundred of these churches, our programme found deplorable and 
inhumane conditions: children living outside in bad weather, a lack of sanitation or drinking 
water, children sleeping in basic conditions, one on top of the other ... We sometimes 
observed children chained up. It is often a very sad sight: adults, people suffering nom 
psychiatric problems, mingling with children ... starving and paralysed through fear or 
mistrust. Deliverance itself usually takes place at night ... There is a whole range of practices 
including: anal flushing with holy water, purging through the ingestion of oils and other 
substances, collective incisions using just one razor blade and the administration of 
dangerous substances to the eyes ... 179 

Other credible investigations have found routine "fasting" for weeks at a rime, beating, 

whipping, burning, sexual assault, having oil or other substances poured into the ears, and 

175 Aguilar Molina 19. 
176 APPG3. 
177 HRW47. 
178 Aguilar Molina 25. 
179 Aguilar Molina 30. 
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rubbing spices into the genitals. Those children who survive the exorcisms are then 

abandoned rather than re-integrated into their families. The majority of street children 

surveyed in human rights investigations reported having been subjected to these practices. 

The responsible parties are rarely investigated, much less punished. Many children 

apparendy have been killed, although precise figures are not available. 

The English-Ianguage news media has covered this phenomenon for several years, 

particularly after the surfacing of a number of child abuse cases among Congolese 

communities in London. This is a case in which biblically influenced possession beliefs are 

indeed a means of subverting oppressive social and political conditions and coping with life 

stress outside the acceptable confines of a hierarchical system. These features of the 

phenomenon seem to risk limiting the response to it: 

Any idealisation of cultural practices and notions of survival must be avoided. 1ms bad 
practice, which continues to undermine certain university-inspired pieces of research, is 
unable to distinguish between the admirable resilience of people and destructive or 
pathological social practices. The accusations of witchcraft made against children are [here] 
more in line with a notion of social deansing and a search for profit than an atlempt to 
reintegrate children .... Far from the rather idealistic description of some academics and 
anthropologists - who see the [exorcistic] churches as alternatives to violence - for the most 
part we found real profit-making enterprises, hiding behind the façade of religion. 180 

The "exorcism" and abandonment of child ''witches'' had not begun in any large scale when 

Hollenbach and Crossan published their respective studies. At this date, however, Horsley 

and Ched Myers are still advocating possession-as-peaceful-revolution hypotheseslS
! with no 

reference to this unmistakable and disastrous parallel. This must owe to a simple lack of 

information, as their intentions are unmistakably good, but it remains troubling. The DRC 

180 Aguilar Molina 34-35. 
181 A November, 2006 symposium at the Presbyterian College in Montreal had them advocating these views. 
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situation, coupled with Horsley's willingness to construe Ayatollah Khomeini almost as 

another, simply misguided modem religious liherator of the poor akin to Jesus, 182 suggests 

certain methodological prohlems. Both religious movements and possession beliefs, recent 

history has proven, can he effective agents of social change, including anti-imperial social 

change. This same history has not proven them to he positive ones. 

The politicized reading of possession and exorcism in Mark at best overstates the 

text's own evidence and convolutes its more general critique of oppression. Such a reading 

also retrojects modem sociological theories onto ancient religious beliefs: Jesus or Mark 

exchange miraculous psychoanalytic training for miraculous familiarity with post-modem 

academic Marxist theory. At worst, this approach risks romanticizing atrocities currendy 

being perpetrated. The politicized reading seems well-intentioned and in may offer insight 

into some dimensions of the Gerasene demoniac pericope, but ultimately it fails in its goal 

of making Mark's exorcisms understandable for modem readers. 

182 Horsley (2003) 54-68. He depicts the anti-shah movement in Iran as a unified force behind the Ayatollah, 
who eventually succwnbed to the machinations of right-wing clerics. Scholars familiar with Iranian lùstory, 
especially those hostile to the U.S.-backed shah, would seem disinclined to endorse this depiction. See, for 
example, Minoo Derayeh, Gunder Equaliry in Iroman His/ory, 2006; Haleh Esfandiari, Recrm.rtmcted Lives, 1997; 
Hammed Shanidian, Women in Iran (2002), vol 1 and 2; Ehsan Naraghi, From Palace to Prison, 1991; Morris 
Mottale, Iran (1995) 30-35; Nikki Keddie, Modem Iran (2003) 214-222. 
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V. The Unknown, Fear, and the Numinous 

The lack of specificity about the nature demons and the apparent opacity of their 

motives in ancient narrative, especially in Mark, may themselves be critical in understanding 

demons' cosmological and religious functions.183 lt is easy to forget, so many centuries later, 

that the people in Mark's universe are very much afraid of demons. The particular 

understanding of demons was transformed out of recognizable existence centuries ago, and 

rationalism has eroded the memory of it further. The modem academic tendency to build 

upon the Greek philosophers' interest in categorization and classification adds another layer 

of difficulty. Lambek's observations about this tendency in anthropology could apply 

equally well to many disciplines: "Anthropology has tended to focus on that which is most 

systematic or most elaborate, hence to provide the most elegant analysis of fullest reading. 

But the unsystematzed is not necessarily unimportant, either for the 10caIs or for refining 

our own theoretical understanding of religion and culture. lndeed, this absence of system may 

be part of what Weber meant by enchantment."l84 Mark's use of the vocabulary of fear in 

relation to demons if;6{3oS" in explicit connection with demons complicates the matter. The 

only explicit use is in 5.15, when the Gerasenes "came toward Jesus, and saw seated clothed 

and sound-minded the demoniac having had Legion, and they became afraid" (ÉPXOVTCXI 1T 

pos TOV 11looûv KCXt 6ECùpOÛOIV TOV OCXl110VIÇ0l1EVOV Kcx6~I1EVOV il1CXTIOI1Évov KCXt 

183 At this point it might seem naturnl to consult the findings of Mary Douglas (Ptnity and Danger: An Ana!Jsis of 
Concepts of Pollution and Taboo [London: Roudedge and K Paul, 1966]), as LaHurd (156-158) does via Victor 
Turner. This would he a mistake. As will he discussed suhsequendy, the nature the phenomena under 
consideration here, and the terror that they hold, arises in part from the fact that they are outside and heyond 
any such system of organization of ordinary tahoos and other categories. For a discussion of Douglas' work in 
connection to other literature of fear, see Carroll (The Philosopf?y ofHorror, 1990) 27-35. 
184 "Afterword: Spirits and Their Histories" (1996),241. 
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OCù<j>pOVOÛVT<X TOV SOXllKOT<X TOV ÀSylCAlVCX KCXt S<j>of3~e1l0CXV). Their fear may be of 

Jesus' power more than anything else, as they have just 10st a great deal of livestock:, but if 

trus were the only issue, one would expect them to be more angry than frightened. Legion's 

behaviour, or the victim's, was upsetting enough;Jesus' power is even greater, and he has 

just exercised it in a rather inconvenient manner. 

The whole situation is one of what Geyer terms the "anomalous frightful" 

Fear is not a major component of the explicit vocabulary of demons and possession in 

Mark. The gospel often discusses fear and being afraid, even ending with "for they were 

afraid" (É<j>0f30ÛVTO yap, 16.8). Many people are afraid in Mark: the Gerasenes, woman 

with the issue of blood, the disciples, and Herod are only a few examples. <l>of3oç and 

<j>of3ÉCù appear thirteen times in eleven pencopes,185 with two additional instances of 

trembling (TPOIlOÇ, 5.33 and 16.08). The counts are not significandy different for 

Matthew186 and Luke,187 but most of instances there are in Markan pericopes, rather than M, 

L, or Q material. Fear, then, is a special concem of Mark's. Most of Mark's mentions of 

fear relate to demonstrations of Jesus' identity, as the first instance demonstrates. Fear 

occurs in connection with Jesus' srilling of the storm, qfterwruch he asks rus disciples, "'Why 

185 4.40; 5.15; 5.33, 36; 6.20; 6.50; 9.06; 9.32; 10.32; 11.18; 11.32, 12.12; and 16.8 - the stilling of the storm, the 
Gerasene demoniac, the bleeding woman, Herod and John, walking on the sea, the transfiguration, the journey 
through Galilee, the passion prediction on the road to Jerusalem, the cleansing of the temple, the arguments 
with the scribes, and the women at the tomb. 
186 Matthew has <j>ô(305 or <j>o(3ÉCù twenty rimes (1.20; 2.22; 8.26; 9,8; 10.26, 28 (twice), 31; 14.5,26,27,30; 
17.7; 21.26, 46; 25.25; and 28.4,5,8, and 10) and TTJPOÛVTES Once (28.4): twenty-one uses distributed atllong 
eleven pericopes. Only the first two uses, in Joseph's stories, are distinctive of Matthew. 
187 <Pô(305 and <j>o(3ÉCù are in 1.12, 13,20,50,65, 74; 2.9, 10; 5.10; 7.16; 8.25,35; 9.34, 45; 12.4,5 (three rimes), 
7,32; 18.2, 4; 19.21; 20.19; 21.26; 22.2; and 23.40, a total oftwenty-six uses; TpÉl10uaa appears in 8.47. The 
first eight instances are in the annunciation/ nativity portion of the gospel. The remaining eighteen, in addition 
to the one of trembling, are divided between mostly Marcan pericopes, with the exception of the widow's son 
at Nain (7.16), or in parables. 
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are you cowardly?' And they feared [with] great fear and were saying to one another, 'Who 

is this that the very wind and sea/lake submit to him?'" (TI oEIÀol ÈOTE; OUlTCù ÉXETE 

ÈOTIV OTt Kal 0 ciVE \lOS Kal ~ eeXÀaooa tmaKOUEI aùTC~, 4.40). The text does not 

explicitly state that the disciples are frightened until after the storm, but it would be idle to 

question whether the prospect at hand is a frightening one: "A great storm of wind came 

and the waves threw [themselves] into the boat so that the boat was already being flooded ... 

[the disciples] said to him, "Teacher, is it not a care to you that we are being destroyed?" 

(Kal ylvETal ÀaÎÀa\fl\lEYeXÀll àvÉ\loU Kal Tà KU\laTa ÈlTÉ[3aÀÀEv EIS TO lTÀoÎov ulOTE 

DOll YE\lIÇE06al TO lTÀoÎOV ... Kat ÀÉyouOIv a\h~ luoeXoKaÀE où \lÉÀEI 001 OTt 

àlTOÀÀU\lEea, 4.40-41). The disciples go from being afraid of dying (4.38) in the storm to 

being afraid ofJesus' powers. 

Imm.ediately after this,Jesus' rebuke of incorporeal beings into the sea frightens 

another group of people by virtue of its power. 188 After Jesus exorcises the local demoniac, 

the Gerasenes "came toward Jesus, and saw seated clothed and sound-minded the demoniac 

having had Legion, and they became afraid" (5.15). In this case it is not the demon or the 

former possession phenomenon that frightens them, but rather Jesus' demonstration of 

power over the demons, a spectacular demonstration with detrimental consequences to 

them.189 This is the only one rime explicitly fear-related language occurs in connection with 

188 For further discussion of the connections between the pericopes, see Tolbert 164-182; Camery-Hoggatt 
131-134; Edwards 159. 
189 Any number of commentators have criticized the Gerasenes for askingJesus to leave, inferring from the 
text that they consider the economic value of their livestock more than the well-being of their neighbour (e.g., 
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possession and exorcism. The text does not state that the demoniac and his conduct, or 

perhaps the demons themselves, were formerly a source of fear to the townspeople, but it is 

possible that the author intends readers to infer this. Given the often-noted stylistic 

commonalities and the interweaving between the Gerasene pericope and the storm at sea,l90 

it would seem unwise to dismiss the possibility on its face, although certainty is not possible. 

Mark' s first exorcism narrative establishes a possible connection between 

possession/ exorcism and the sense of reverent fear that borders on conventional fear: 

"They were awestruck at his teaching, for he taught as someone having power/ authority and 

not as the scribes. Suddenly there was in their assembly a man in unclean spirit ... " (Ka 1 

ÈÇETTÀncrcrOVTO ÈTT! TÔ oloaxû aÙToû· ~v yàp oloacrKc.lV aÙToù5 ul5 ÈçoucrÎav ÉXc.lV 

Ka! OÙX ul5 oi ypallllaTEÎ5. Ka! Eù6Ù5 ~V TÔ cruvayc.lYÛ aùTC..Jv cXV6pc.lTT05 Èv 

TTVEullaTI cXKa6apTC>?, 1.22-23). EKTTÀncrcrollal does not denote fear per se, but it does 

suggest that they were both surprised and more impressed than they could have expected 

when suddenly (EÙetJ5) the demoniac interrupted. The "shock and awe" of Jesus' spiritual 

wisdom, status, and power immediately draws demons into conillct with him. It would be 

as idle to deny that demons are afraid of Jesus as to deny that the disciples are afraid of the 

storm. ''What [is there] to you and to me,Jesus Nazarene; did you come to destroy us?" (TI 

Hunter 63; Newheart [My Name is Legion, 2004] 45-46). Even from the perspective of a modem reader, from 
which the destruction of the blameless animals is upsetttng in the extreme, this seems wrong-headed and 
uncharitable. Jesus' display of power is quite spectacular on its face; it is hardly surprising that the townspeople, 
who know nothing of Jesus, should be overwhelmed or frightened by it, especiaIly if they are supposed to be 
understood as subsistence farmers who have just lost 2,000 head oflarge livestock. It is worth considering here 
that evety ancient angel appears to humans with the greeting "Fear not!" - in Mark's cultural context, fear at 
the sudden intrusion of any supematural power into the ordinary seems to be instinctive rather than 
blameworthy. 
190 See Edwards (The GospelAccording to Mark, 2002) 159; Aus 91-92. 
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~J.lÎV Ka! CJOI, l~oou NaÇapTlvÉj lÎÀ6Es CX1roÀÉoal ~J.lâs, 1.24) are not the words of a 

confident or complacent demon. "Being destroyed," as the demon here and the disciples in 

the storm describe themselves, is a fearsome prospect; there can be little need for the demon 

to add, "Because 1 would be frightened if that were the case." The same is true of Legion, 

who after Jesus' initial command of "Come out from the man, unclean spirit," (EçsÀ6s TO 

lTVsulla TO cXKa6alTpov ÈK TOU cXv6pCJllTOU, 5.8), echoes the Capernaum demon's words 

but emphasizes his / their plight at Jesus' hands: ''What [is] to me and to you, Jesus son of 

God most high; 1 implore by God, do not torture me" (TI Èllol Kat 001, 'Ivooû Ule TOÛ 

esoû TOÛ u\jJloTOUj OpKIÇW OS TOV esov Il~ ilE ~CXOavI01J5, 5.7). To demand specific 

verbal proof of the fearsome nature of the prospect of destruction and torture would be 

akin to demanding specific verbal proof for the pain experienced during crucifixion. If the 

possession/ exorcism pericopes are verbally subtler, they are situated to remind readers or 

hearers of the atmosphere of fear in which Jesus often operates in Mark. 

Immediately after Jesus frightens his disciples and the Gerasenes, as weIl as, 

implicitly, Legion, he frightens the bleeding woman with his supernatural awareness of 

having been touched (5.30): "But the woman fearing and trembling, came throwing herself 

before him" (~ oÈ yuvn q,o(3Tl6eÎoa KCXI TpÉllouoa, siouÎa è yÉyovsv cxùT6, 5.33) and 

tells Jairus, who has expressed no explicit fear, "Fear not, only believe" (Mn <!>o!3oû, IlOVOV 

TTloTEue, 5.36). These later instances have less of a thematic connection to the Gerasene 

demoniac pericope than does the storm-stilling one, but they do situate the lengthiest and 

most detailed, and most explicit, demon-related pencope in the gospel within a context of 



83 

fearing. Jesus' most substantive exorcism is the most verbally connected to relief and the 

inducing of fear, establishing a context of fear promotion and deliverance for the operation 

of the exorcism ministry and the problem that necessitates it. It is in such a context, as 

Geyer notes, that 

before the crucifixion story there are alteady in the Gospel [of Mark) stories of fear, 
indeterminacy, perplexity, and uncertainty. These stories not only stand in the shadow of the 
Gospel's culminating death, but theit themes also foreshadow that death and its terror, 
ghastliness, hopelessness, and revenge. These stories represent the anomalous and the frightful, 
and theyare found in Mark 4:35-6:56, a literary cycle that focuses on anomaly, uncertainty, 
indeterminacy, impurity, violence, revenge, the demonic, fear, and loss of place and 
community.l91 

Geyer's exploration is primarily of this section of Mark (4.35-6.56), but fear is a central 

theme in the gospel as a whole. It ends with a crucifixion and a resurrection, the witnesses to 

which "said nothing to anyone; for they were frightened" (oùeevi où8Èv eÎ rrav' 

È<I>0!30ÛVTO yap, 16.8). The importance of fear in Mark would therefore be difficult to 

overestimate. Given its importance, its multivocality would seem equally significant, 

especially given the difficulty of getting any two interpreters to agree on the range of 

meanings for potentially dearer words and themes in Mark, such as 6 11laouS". 

Mark, then, is a gospel about fear, among other subjects. An exploration of what 

fear means and signifies within Mark, and how it functions, is beyond the present scope, and 

indeed perhaps beyond the scope of any one book. It is, however, critical to understand, 

insofar as it is possible, the connections between fear and demons in Mark, which requires at 

least a limited exploration of fear itself in Mark. Here cwss-disciplinary perspectives are 

useful, as Mark does not necessarily "construe" or "represent" fear in the same way as it may 

191Geyer 4. Aichele (The Phantom Messiah, 2006) provides a book-length study of the eerie features of Mark, 
although exotcism is not bis primary focus. 
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construe or represent other things. Such a representation is probably impossible. There has 

emerged over the past four decades cross-disciplinary consensus for a multi-modal model of 

fear, a consensus following the collapse of the classical conditioning model due to the 

accumulation of contradictory empirical evidence.l92 For that matter, fear itselfhas been 

known for decades not to differ between complex vertebrates.193 The neurobiological 

"circuitry" of fear has been known for more than a century, without dispute, to he ruled by 

the amygdala, a "primitive" portion194 of the limbic system associated that is similar among 

most animals with complex brains195 and not associated with complex thought, and by the 

medulla oblongata, which controls reflexes, i.e., non-conscious functions. 196 The few 

anthropological studies that have attempted to investigate cultural differences in the 

immediate experience, i.e., the reflex, of fear, as opposed to social beliefs about, have been 

frustrated by their failure to find any such differences,197 any more than they would find 

cultural differences in the immediate experience of any other reflex. 

192 For a history of the failure of the conditioning model, see Rachman's (1990) chapter on "The Conditioning 
Theory ofFear Acquisition ... And Why It Failed" (ch. 11; 165-184). Ehrlich (2005) provides briefer and less 
technical discussions (216, 366-367n.9). For a description of the multi-model model, which posits a complex 
system of fear acquisition by reflex, instinct, a few forms of conditioning, and other factors, see Graham Davey 
(2002); Ronald Kleinknecht (2002); Riche Poulton and Ross Menzies (2002); David Schmitt and June Pilcher 
(2004). 
193 i.e., mammals, birds, reptiles, and some fish. 
194 In evolutionary biology, "primitive" denotes that a characteristic appeared relatively early in the history of 
the evolutionary branch in question. 
195 I.e., reptiles, birds, amphibians, and true fish. Arthropods, of course, also have brains, but of a different 
variety. 
196 For an overview of the general function of the atnygdala and of the litnbic systetn in relation to fcar, scc 
Alain Boissy (1995); Alexander Ploghaus (1999); Ron Vannelli (2001) 95-105, 112-124, 147-150. Belina Liddell 
(2005). 
197 Wolff and Langley's "Cultural Factors and the Response to Pain: A Review" (1968) is one of the last 
examples at an attempt, an attempt at which it fails. Scarry's The Bo4J in Pain (1985) explores particular cultural 
manifestations, or rather inabilities to express manifestly, of the reaction to pain; the introduction (3-21) is 
particularly useful. See also Cohen (''The Animated Pain of the Body," 2000) 37. For a discussion of the 
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1bis is not deny that humans might develop symbolic associations and systems 

constructed around fear in its post-immediate phase,198 nor that individuals are incapable of 

extinguishing or "overcoming" fear in some cases. Instances of both these situations 

manifestly exist in abundance. What it indicates, rather, is that the immediate experience of 

fear, like that of pain, is a reflexive "common denominator" in the face of which ordinary 

systems of thought, communication, and representation become meaningless or inaccessible. 

People everywhere, with almost no linguistic or cultural variations, tend to narrate pain with 

the equivalent of "it hurt" or "1 was in pain.,,199 At most, they may describe or quantify 

particular pain experiences by likening them to other, obviously painful, phenomena, along 

such lines as, "It was as though 1 had been stabbed." Literary depictions of pain do not 

attempt to identify it as a category per se: pain defies such attempts, which are in any case 

unnecessary due to the universality of the pain experience. Narrative mimesis, the 

inducement from the audience of emotional identification with the characters, requires no 

description of pain, only a mention of it. Authors may attempt to quantify pain by indicating 

whether something is very painful or only slightly painful, or they may distinguish between 

sharp, dull, stinging, and other forms of pain. Pain itself, unqualified in its essence, 

nevertheless remains the common denominator. AlI available evidence indicates that the 

same is true of fear. 

neurological genesis of the pain response, see Ploghaus et al ("Dissociating Pain from Its Anticipation in the 
Ruman Brain," 1999) 1979-1981. 
198 Joanna Bourke provides an excellent discussion of cultural constructions and function of fear in the West, 
especially the post-industrial West, although the disttessing nature of many the examples and the detail in 
which she explores them may render her book effectively inaccessible to many potential readers. 
199 Scarry 4-5; cf. Cohen 37. 
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Explorations of fear along these lines are part of the task of the legitimate field of 

socio-biology. This is field is so misunderstood within the humanities, albeit sometimes with 

on1y itself to blame, that a detour is in order to explain it.2OO Briefly, rigorous socio-biology 

confines its observations to behaviours that occur across cultures and across species, basing 

its extrapolations on what might legitimately be heritable instincts.20t The decoding of 

genomes, contrary to popular understanding, means on1y that it is known which individual 

base-pair sequences code for which polypeptide products. In some cases, this can be 

associated with particular, discrete phenotypic expressions; in others, such information is 

elusive. On the level of behaviour, genes obviously code for the structure and function of the 

brain, some pathways of which are known or reasonably postulated to govem reflexes or 

instinctive behaviours that are observed in multiple species. From this point, it becomes 

possible to undertake or examine investigations into the evolutionary history of the adaptive 

functions and evolutionary costs of such behaviours. 

Socio-biology has developed disreputable associations due to the popularization and 

attention given to overenthusiastic and dubious research. Often such hypothesizing receives 

no support from the scientific community, relying as it often does on tenuous methods and 

basing its conclusions on insufficient or faulty evidence, or sometimes entirely on conjecture. 

200 Only the roughest and barest outline is possible in the present circumstances. Further discussion of the 
subject is of course desirable. Stone et al.'s textbook Genes, Culture, and Human Evolution (2007) is one of the 
best and most recent overviews of this material. Rice and Moloney' s Bi%gica/ Anthropology and Prehùtory (2005) 
provides an overview of a particular range of related questions. Vannelli's Evo/utionary Theory and Human Nature 
(2001) is less comprehensive, but it is useful for readers approaching the question from a humanities 
perspective. Ehrlich's Human Natures is less technical but provides useful infonnation accessible to a well­
infonned wide audience. 
20t On this point see Feinman ("Cultural Evolutionary Approaches and Archaeology," 2000) 3-8. 
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Critiques of socio-biology's excesses, errors, and over-enthusiasm have been many and just, 

although misunderstandings of science are common enough in the humanities that some 

critiques do not seem germane to their target.202 The problems and excesses associated with 

socio-biology, and widespread misunderstand of it, do not, however, negate the fact that 

responsible research based on extensive and properly gathered cross-species evidence has 

yielded some insight into instinctive, non-conditioned behavioural patterns. Post-

enlightenment science was hardly required to demonstrate that most people and animals 

have the same immediate reaction to painful and frightening stimuli, and that all of them are 

interested in staying alive and reproducing.203 Legitimate research in socio-biology and 

genetics has yielded specific empirical descriptions of behavioural patterns that appear to be 

202 For a considered, thorough, and often concessive consideration and rebuttal of some of these critiques by 
an evolution-oriented sociologist, see Sanderson's The Evolution o/Human Sociality (2001) 1-95. Sanderson notes 
the shortcomings and inaccuracies of many of the common critiques from purely theoretic sociology, 
functionalism, social constructionism, (post-)structuralist, and postmodernist perspectives of various kinds. He 
also provides critical analysis of the approaches he sees as more supportable (e.g., 106-108, 114-119). 1 t must 
be admitted that his own particular analysis, set forth in the book's fifth section (161-330) exemplifies exactly 
the kind of research that valid critiques of socio-biology attack. The fust sections of the book, however, are 
both useful and commendable. 
203 The experience of fear in mammals exists in measurable form as a set of common reactions to stimuli 
perceived as immediately threatening. The reactions are familiar: sudden vocalization or silence, fleeing, 
freezing, acceleration of vital signs, upsets or activations of the digestive system, stimulation of the excretory 
system (this varies, of course: many animals do not sweat, and marine and aquatic animals' bladders differ from 
those of their terrestrial counterparts), and loss of consciousness or other neurological symptoms. The 
commonalities of the stimuli themselves are also remarkably similar across many groups of mammals. Stimuli 
that even the sharpest critics of socio-biology and evolutionary psychology acknowledge as non-conditioned 
fear arousers in primates include those associated with snakes, large predators, heights, being ''borne down 
on," sudden approach, forms of intense scrutiny, and "creepy-crawlies," and above all these things the sudden 
and unknown, the aggressively unfamiliar. (See Morreal360-362; Boissy 1995, 165-191; Panksepp and 
Panksepp 108-131; Matthen 105-132; Davey 151-158; Poulton and Menzies 147-149, with a caveat about failure 
to consider potential supplementary or complementary hypotheses; Kleinknecht 159-163; Grinde 904-909; 
Schmitt and Pilcher 643-649; Bracha 2006,827-853, with caveats about over-enthusiasm and the failure to 
consider potentially maladaptive consequences of running away from the food. Many of these authors disagree 
with one another's conclusions, strenuously in some cases, but agree on certain fundamental issues.) Sorne of 
these factors, as many authors note, may be associated with fear of or revulsion toward corpses, excrement, 
decaying matter, etc. 
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innate upon activation.204 Successful reproductive and defensive strategies are most heavily 

favoured selectively, while unsuccessful ones receive tremendous negative selection.205 Such 

instincts and impulses are therefore highly conserved, and many are observed across both 

cultures and species. This indudes many behaviours that are subject to abstract cultural and 

symbolic valuations, particularly in the areas of danger response, food gathering, 

sexuality,206,207 and kinship/08 although there is wide variation in the construction of 

204 T'hat is, a very small child might instinctively fear predation stimuli, but one frightening encounter with an 
unhappy large dog may be sufficient to induee a fear of snakes as weIl, even absent conditioning. See preeeding 
note for referenees providing more detailed explanations. 
205 See preeeding note on overviews of questions pertaining to socio-biology. 
206 For example, all animals that reproduee sexually are heavily invested in mate recognition and ineest 
avoidanee strategies: non-human animals are much like human ones, among whom Roman Egypt is the only 
culture ever known to have condoned primary ineest (alleged other examples having largely proven to be based 
on mistranslations of ancient texts, misunderstandings and misconstroals of maternal uncles' "parenting" roles 
in many matrilineal societies, and inaccurate extrapolations of very limited ritual royal ineest, some of which 
seems to have been symbolic and not performed). This does not mean that ineest never occurs. As Robin Fox 
states, "Ineest does sometimes OCCut. But usually for one reason or another it does not. And if alllaws against 
it were dropped tomorrow it still would not" (Kinship and Marnage [1983] 76). There is in agreement with him a 
consensus, contra Freud and Lévi-Strauss (who did no fieldwork or systematic research), among sociologists, 
anthtopologists, ethologists, zoologists, geneticists, evolutionary biologists, ecologists, psychologists, and 
psychiatrists that all animals that reproduee sexually are heavily invested in kin recognition and ineest 
avoidanee strategies, the latter in humans probably best explained by the Westermarck effect. For more 
detailed discussion, particulatly with referenee to humans and other primates, see the second edition (1983) of 
Fox's Kinship and Marnage (1967), 54-76; Shepher's Ineest (1983), especially 7-49, 69-131; Turner and Maryanski's 
Ineest (2005),27-52,83-161,189-200; and the following conferenee papers collected in Wolf and Durham's 
Inbrreding, Ineest, and the Ineest Taboo (2001): Wolfs introduction (1-23), Patrick Bateson's "Inbreeding Avoidanee 
and Ineest Taboos" (24-37), Alan H. Bittles' "Genetic Aspects of Inbreeding and Ineest" (38-60), Anne 
Pusey's "Inbreeding Avoidanee in Primates" (61-75), Wolfs "Explaining the Westermarck Effect, or, What 
Did Natural Selection Select For?" (76-92), Walter Scheidel's "Ancient Egyptian Sibling Marnage and the 
Westermarck Effect" (93-108), Neven Sesardic's "From Genes to Ineest Taboos: The Crucial Step," 109-120), 
Durham's "Assessing the Gaps in Westermarck's Theory (121-139), and Larry Amhart's "The Ineest Taboo as 
Darwinian Natutal Right" (190-218). 
207 Complex animals, including human beings, also regulatly engage in a number of non-reproductive sexual 
behaviollts (e.g., autoerotic stimulation and same-sex erotic activities). Rigorous research (e.g., long-term field 
studies of animaIs in the wild and multi-modal, multi-factorial, trans-cultural studies ofhumans) has produced 
consensus across the same fields noted in the preceding note that these behaviours are instinctive, species­
predictable, and do not appreciably vary between human societies regardless of prevailing attitudes toward and 
beliefs about this. This does not mean that people do not attach very different social and symbolic meanings to 
the same instinctive impulses and the behaviours toward which they impel humans and other animals. For 
further explanation and discussion, see Ehrlich 184-194; Sanderson 33-35, 55-57,184-190; Riee and Moloney 
203-206. 
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sociological categories around them.209 Facial expressions are also automatic; suppressing or 

modifying them requires conscious effort and is only successful under controlled, limited 

circumstanceS.210 Humans in a11 known cultures practice care for the sick and injured and 

rituals and ceremonies around the disposal of corpses, although the specific forms of such 

care and traditions vary significantly. 

The accumulation of evidence has given rise to a cross-disciplinary understanding of 

the basis of fear as "multi-modal," based on considerable empirical evidence from 

ethological' cognitive psychological anthropological, and sociological field studies, relying 

208 Although systems of conceptualizing, regulating, and understanding kinship vary dramatically between and 
even within cultures, there are some universals. Maternity is universally recognized, and so, therefore, is uterine 
siblinghood. A woman's children are always seen as related to her mother and to her uterine siblings, regardless 
of ideas about gender, parenting, etc. For further discussions of kinship reckoning, see Barnard and Good 
(Researr:h practices in the stu4J of kinship, 1984) 37-66; Hughes (Evolution and Human Kinship, 1988) 1-21,34-71,116-
131; Harris (Kinship, 1990) 9-46; and the following essays collected in Parkin and Stone (Kinship and Famity, 
2004): editors' introduction, 1-23; Parkin's "Introduction: Descent and Marriage," 29-42; Robert H. Lowie's 
"Unilateral Descent Groups" (1950),44-63; Adam Kuper's "Lineage Theory: A Critical Retrospect" (1982),79-
96; Parkin's "Introduction: Terminology and Affinal Alliance," 121-135; W.H.R. Rivers' "Kinship and Social 
Organization" (1968), 136-144; and Harold W. Scheffler's "Sexism and Naturalism in the Study ofKinship" 
(1991),294-308. 
209 Ideas of marnage and family, and of parenting customs, demonstrate such variations. For example, 
anthropologists historically used the term "marriage" to de scribe any consenting relationship between the 
biological or social parents of a child, regardless of whether a culture itself has any ceremonies or legal 
constructs analogous or similar to Western ideas of "marriage" per se. The trend has changed in recent years in 
oroer to reflect the fact that many societies have more than one model of "marriage," or no concept of it at ail. 
"Family," suggesting "default" assumptions of a the nuclear family that only became prominent it the West in 
the 17th and 18th centuries, is now generally recognized as a misleading catch-ail, at best, for the diversity of 
ideas about kinship groups and human (and somettmes also non-human) relationships. For ail these 
differences, however, human mothers, like those of other species, possess a universal instinct to Snlell and lick 
their infants, despite often receiving little or no cultural impetus to do so. It may only be the need for 
assistance during childbirth and the presence of negative pressures that keeps human mothers from 
instinctivelY consuming the placenta, as occurs in some cultures and most mammalian species. They also 
reflexivelY tend to hold their infants across the left breast, in proximity to the soothing heartbeat, regardless of 
which hand or side is dominant. 
210 See Cohen 37. 



90 

heavily on longitudinal ones.Zll The multi-modal model of fear in complex animaIs holds 

that some fears are the result of cultural and social influence, some are the result of specific 

traumas, and some are the innate products of natural selection on the reflexive portion of the 

neurological system. A stimulus that induces pain on an individual's first exposure to it will 

induce fear in subsequent confrontations, an observation true of aIl vertebrates. What has 

become increasingly clear over recent decades is that once an immature individual has 

experienced some fears of particular stimuli, other stimuli, including non-sitnilar ones, will 

begin to induce fear upon the first encounter, before the individual has had any experience 

with them or suffered any pain because of them. As Morreal notes, ''while most instances of 

fear in adults involve ... mental representations and have intentional objects. Unleamed, 

objectless fear involving arousal and readiness to flee or protect oneself is common in the 

lower animals and in infants; adults, for aIl their own leamed fears, also experience it."ZlZ 

Fear, then, is intimately connected to pain, as wel1 as to the unknown and the indefinable. It 

is also connected to religion in many cases; Lovecraft is as accurate as any scholar in the field 

of religious studies in observing that 

no amoWlt of rationalization, refonn, or Freudian analysis can quite annul the thrill of the 
chimney-corner whisper or the lonely wood. There is here involved a psychological pattern or 
tradition as real and as deeply groWlded in mental experience as any other pattern or tradition of 
mankind; coeval with the religious feeling and closely related to many aspects of it, and too much 
a part of our innermost biological heritage to lose keen potency over a very important, though 
not numerically great, minority of our species.213 

211 The analysis in this section relies significantly on Boissy 1995,165-191; Panksepp and Panksepp 108-131; 
Matthen 105-132; Davey 151-158; Poulton and Menzies 147-149; Kleinknecht 159-163; Grinde 904-909; 
Schmitt and Pilcher 643-649; Bracha 2006, 827-853. 
212 Morreal 360. 
213 Supernotural Horrorin Literature (1945) 13. See also Keller ('The Place ofFear in the Scheme ofThings," 
1946) 53-54. 
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Social and methodological developments since this writings might necessitate some 

refinement of the premise and problematize the unscientific appeal to biology. The essential 

point stands nonetheless, and Lovecraft states it as keenly as any exegete could hope to state 

it. 

A fear reaction to sudden encounters with unknown environments or phenomena 

does not seem to require even this much conditioning, and it may be for this reason that 

across cultures, it is possible to observe regular, similar instances of fearful states with no 

obvious stimuli, and complexes of fear surrounding entities or states that are not believed to 

be possible to detect by any ordinary means. There is no lmown culture whose constituents 

are unfamiliar with fear of ghosts, wicked spirits, or other harmful, invisible entities whose 

presence cannot be detected by ordinary means. Distinction between these and "ordinary" 

spirits and beings is commonplace; as Shanafelt notes, "in non-Western contexts, contexts 

between normal and ultra-normal are also readily found ... Boyer has observed that the Fang 

'find stories of flying organs and mysterious witchcraft killings fascinating as weIl as 

terrifying, precisely because they violate their expectations of biological and physical 

phenomena.m214 As Geyer notes, 

"Uames McClenon] argues that subjects often experience anomalies, or unexplained events in 
general, with 'wonderment.' Subsequently, individuals attribute explanations to those 
wondrous experiences that often do not agree with traditional explanations, even those from 
their own dominant cultures. Committed Buddhists, Christians, or atheists ... typically did not 
use their religious or philosophical affiliations to explain what they thought had happened to 
them"21S 

214 Shanafelt 323. His article elaborates on this idea. 
215 Geyer 42. He notes that "Experiences idenrified as anomalous in McClenon's study include extrasensory 
perception, encounters with apparitions, out-of-body experiences, near-death experiences, spiritual possession, 
pain and heat immunity, psychokinesis, encountered poltergeists, miraculous healings, and contact with the 
dead" (42). 
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Terror in the face of the supematural is thus a "normal" response to the abnormal in many 

religious systems,216 defying neat attempts at categorization. This is true whether the 

supematural subject in question is benevolent or malevolent, but in either case the effect 

seems to be amplified when the encounter occurs outside "normal" religious contexts. The 

disquieting effects of Jesus' exorcisms, particularly in the case of the Gerasene demoniac,217 

become apparent in this context. 

None of this indicates that of Mark's readers or hearers, now or in the first century, 

would have had a fear reaction because of encountering the text, or of any other demonic 

narrative. Indeed, it is usually the case that "one fears having confrontation with [a fearful 

stimulus] more so [sic] than one fears its mere existence ... [fear] is an experience of the 

probability of coming-into-contact-with [sic] a threatening phenomenon.,,218 Nor does this 

situation even suggest that many ancient people, upon encountering a demoniac, would have 

reacted as if they had suddenly encountered a discontented viper. Of significance, rather, is 

the fact that ancient evidence associates demon with feared, painful phenomena, and that 

Mark in particular emphasizes these elements of fear and suffering. The state of fear and 

suffering is why "spirits demand to be taken literally, in the here and now. Possession is an 

embodied phenomenon. It manifests itself in physical pain, spiritual trauma, convulsive 

behaviour, temporary dissociation, and sometimes ... with explicit auto-aggression. It 

216 For a detailed discussion of ancient beliefs about the role of fear in religion, see Gray (God!J Fear, 2003) 1-
106. 
217 See Newheart (2004) 60-61. 
218 McFarlane 86. The adaptive value of instinctive fear responses (i.e., the selective pressure that necessitates 
them) is precisely the likelihood of facing a real threat. 
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demands a response ... ,,219 As McFarlane notes, "fear is much more than the substantial 

objects we claim to fear ... [fear] becomes the condition of significance of these objects."zzo 

In representations of possession, the suffering and fear inherent to possession are the locus 

for the interaction between the text and the emotional mimesis and audience sympathy and 

interest that it seeks to elicit.ZZ1 The text recalls readers' and hearers' knowledge of the 

universal experiences of pain and fear to produce a reaction that enables them to 

comprehend the text. 

Biblical texts, including Mark, associate the experience of fear not only with negative 

phenomena such as destruction, but also with human/ divine encounters that they depict 

positively. Divine messengers from Genesis onward tend to announce their presence with 

"Fear not!" or some variation thereof. "Fearing God" has a positive valence in most biblical 

texts, indicating or being commanded for righteousness.222 Paul explains to the Corinthians 

that "Thus knowing fear of the lord we persuade people" (EiéôTE5 oûv TOV cj>ô(3ov TOÛ 

KUplOU dv8pu:llTOU5 lTel80JlEV,2 Cor 5.11) and urges that "Therefore having these 

proclamations, beloved, let us cleanse ourselves of every stain of flesh and spirit, making 

complete [our] holiness in fear of God" (TCXUT<X5 oûv ÉXOVTE5 Tà5 ÈlTCXyyEÀ1CX5 

dyCXT1TJTOI Kcx8cxplOCùJlEV ÉCXUTOÙ5 dlTO lTCXVT05 JloÀUOJlOÛ OCXpK05 KCXIlTVEUJlCXT05 

ÈlTITEÀOÛVTE5 àÇ1CùaUvllV Èv cj>ô(3<J;l 8EOÛ, 2 Cor 7.1). Mark does not refer to fear of God 

219 Lambek 239. 
220 McParlane 29. 
221 On this, see Carroll (The Philosop0' o/Horror, 1990), who notes the need to examine "the emotional response 
that horror is supposed to elicit" (30). = For a discussion of positive fear in Hebrews, see Gray 187-214 (and 109-184 on the ideal of fearlessness in 
Hebrews). For philological analysis of fear-related vocabulary in the Hebrew Bible, see Gruber ("Fear, Anxiety 
and Reverence in Akkadian, Biblical Hebrew and Other North-West Semitic Languages," 1990) 411-422. 
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in this way, but fear at even benevolent demonstrations of Jesus' power and identity indicate 

immediate and concrete fear of the divinely connected. It is perhaps with reference to 

instances such as these that Otto, in speaking of the numinous as the ultimately tremendum 

and mysterium, notes of miracles that "Nothing can be found in all the world of natural 

feelings bearing so immediate an analogy mutatis mutandis to the religious consciousness of 

ineffable, unutterable mystery .. , lbis will be all the more true if the uncomprehended thing 

is at once might and fearful ... ,,223 Otto's universalizing and generalizing statements might be 

questionable, but he makes a useful observation concerning the awe-inducing and 

overwhelming effects that miracles and other "numinous/mundane" collisions are often 

depicted as having. lbis is particularly true, he posits, in connection to New Testament 

narratives 

wbich point to spontaneous responses of feeling when the holy is directIy encountered in 
experience [e.~. Mt 5.8; Lk 5.8, 7.6]. Especially apt in this connexion is the passage in Mark 10.32: 
Ka; 1]11 TTpoayCùIl aUToùç O'/TPOÛS" Ka; éfJa/l{3owTo, 01 ai dKOÀOU{)OWTEO Ét:p0{30ÛIITO 
("and Jesus went before them: and they were amazed; and as they followed, they were afraid''). 
This passage renders with supreme simplicity and force the immediate impression of the 
numinous that issued from the man J esus224 ••• To this place belong further the belief in Jesus' 
supremacy over the demonic world and the tendency to legend that began to take effect from the 
start; the fact that bis own relatives take him for a man "possessed,"225 an involuntary 
acknowledgement of the "numinous" impression he made upon them ... 226 

What all this means for interpretations of Mark's demonology is that in depicting frightening 

figures and evoking fear in the audience, Mark aims at least to recall a primary experience 

beyond rational comprehension. As fear relates to demons, the very vagueness of their 

223 65-66. 
224 This assessment stands for present purposes if applied to "the man Jesus as Mark depicts him." 
225 Otto does not specify Mark here, but the material to which he refers is Markan. In assuming that the 
depiction of Jesus as an exorcist arises from "the tendeney to legend that began to take effeet from the start," 
he follows the "fust category" of post-Enlightenment interpretations previously discussed. 
226 162-163; parenthetical material original to Otto. 
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identity may be a component of the reaction that they inspire, or are assumed likely to 

inspire, in the audience. If the question is there identity or their epistemic status, it would 

seem that, as with many "uncanny" phenomena in Mark and elsewhere, "not having the 

answer is the answer.,,227 The confrontation between Jesus and the demons represents the 

encounter between immediate, unnameable fear and an embodiment228 of the equally 

unnameable, and in many respects equally terrifying, of the ultimate numen. As Geyer notes, 

If the anomalous frightful is treated as a literary theme in a narrative like Mark ... then 
interpretation should proceed with an understanding that the anomalous frightful evokes rich 
experiences of indeterminate perception mixed with fear. At its hest, it heckons to he felt as 
much as exploined. Repulsion, disgust, confusion, or annoyance are as much the outcomes of 
anomalous frightful as are any identifications of redactional trends in the texts that report 
them.2'l9 

Given this interconnection between fear and salvation in the greater schema of Mark, it is 

apparent that the eschatological and individual contexts of exorcism incorporate both the 

demon-deliverance ministry and individual deliverance into Mark's ongoing eschatology. 

That is to say, the impending ultimate conflict between God and the evil powers of the 

world, in which God presumably will triumph, is not, for Mark, entirely separable from the 

liberation of any one individual from demonic possession. The two are points on a 

continuum, or parts of the same process. Individual exorcisms may be a "microcosm" of 

God's triumph, as they have often been termed, but they are also an embodiment of it. 

Any attempt to describe defiuitively the nature of ultimate divinity within a belief 

system is of course inherently futile. While it is possible to examine sociological and other 

227 This is the argument of his third chapter, as weil as its tide. 
228 "Son of God," of course, does not necessarily mean the same thing in Mark as it does in Matthew and Luke. 
For present purposes it is sufficient to note that in Mark, the man Jesus has a uniquely close relationship with 
the Father and a unique mission from the Holy Spirit. 
229 Geyer 43. 
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factors in worship and the cultural constructions of what are believed to be supernatural 

forces, eventually any scholarly endeavour must confront the fact that such descriptions, 

while potentially valid and useful, are ultimately inadequate. Adherents of a given system 

might concur with anthropological, sociological, socio-biological, evolutionary political, 

economic, or other interpretations of their religious complexes, as has often been the case, or 

they might disagree with them. It remains very difficult, however, to find any who would 

agree that such analyses capture the entirety of the situation. The practices and 

representations ofTaoism, for example, might well represent fulfillments of given socio­

economic needs and historical patterns, but devotees who agree that this is the case will 

maintain that the tao that can be spoken is not the eternal tao. The defi.nitive response to the 

existence and identity of demons, from Mark's perspective, is a point at which 0 uIOS- TOÛ 

cXv8pulrrou must also be recognized as 0 uloS- TOÛ 8eoû, understanding and doing what can 

never be possible for his mottal fellows. The terror that demons evoke, the evil that they 

represent, and the magnitude and nature of the embodied divinity that overcomes them, are 

the point at which the task of understanding Mark's theology and demonology becomes one 

of contemplation rather than comprehension. Understanding what demons and evil mean in 

Mark's theology becomes, after a certain point, similar to understanding what God means in 

it: something ultimately unknowable, or at least indescribable. 
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VI. Conclusion 

Demons, demon possession, and exorcism are polyvalent elements in Mark. They 

both embody and represent the evil powers ruling the world. This situation of the demonic 

not only anchors it in Mark's unfolding eschatology,230 but also anchors the eschatology in 

the conflict with and triumph over the demons. Demons are a real force in and of the 

world, from which the world and its human population much be freed. At the same rime, it 

would be highly idiosyncratic of the author of Mark not to assume that demons are also, in 

some respects, forces almost external to the creation. Jesus begins their banishment, with 

the implication that it will be complete on the final today. The theologies of eschatology 

and deliverance operate on both individual and cotporate levels, to an extent that it becomes 

potentially fallacious to make too rigid a distinction between the two. God or 0 uios TOÛ 

8eoû is ridding humanity, and perhaps by extension the cosmos, of demons by ridding 

individual people of demons. The gospel illustrates the beginnings of this process in Jesus' 

earthly ministty and suggests that its effects are ongoing, to be completed at the conclusion 

of the unfolding eschaton. 

Mark operates from the perspective, common in the ancient world, that demons were 

literai, intelligent, minimally cotporeal supematural beings with the ability to dislodge from 

or stifle within the bodies of living human beings their souls. The information that Mark 

provides about possessed people's behaviour, although limited, seems congruent with that in 

other ancient sources. Mark's possession vicrims possess supernatural knowledge that they 

230 T'hat is, Jesus' exorosms represent the beginning of the breaking of Satan' s hold over the world. 
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proclaim loudly and spontaneously. They also wander, rave, and abuse their own bodies. 

The demons responsible for such conditions, in Mark as elsewhere, seem to act on 

motivations that do not necessarily appear rational to human comprehension. They seem to 

have goals including the promotion of heresy and idolatry, committing homicide, 

perpetrating sexual abuse, and the general infliction of illness and suffering on human 

beings, perhaps on some occasions out of what might be seen as little beyond a sense of 

sadism. The author of Mark appears disinterested in their motives as such, but may assume 

his audience to have an existing idea of them. 

The effects of demon possession could be like those of mental illness or disorders 

such as epilepsy, and Mark indicates a degree of overlap between the symptoms and the 

pathologies. These categories do not seem to have been mutually exclusive in and of 

themselves in antiquity, and they probably are not mutually exclusive in Mark. It seems to 

have been possible to ascribe similar symptoms to demons in some cases and mental 

disorders in others, without denying the possibility of the alternative diagnosis in other 

cases. Mark expresses interest on1y in demon possession, contrasting the gospel with 

Matthew and with other ancient literature. An accurate reading of Mark' s picture of 

possession acknowledges, then, that it resembles some forms of mental illness but is 

fundamentally distinct from ordinary <Cmadness." Demons do not disturb the mind, but 

rather dislodge the soul. 

Jesus' exorcisms in Mark do possess political overtones in certain cases. The name 

Legion for demons that go into pigs is not accidentaI, particularly given Mark's likely cime of 
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composition. Mark depicts Jesus as at least a perceived, and possibly a real, threat to Roman 

imperial order, both by his very nature and mission and in his specific actions. The analogy 

between freeing humanity from demons and freeing people from the empire is clear, 

particularly in the case of the Gerasene demoniac. As necessary as this interpretation is to 

an understanding of Mark's demonology, however, it has proven easy to overextend. 

N either the historical belief complex around nor the experience of seems to have been a 

form of political or social protest. Attempts to liken possession as represented in Mark to 

modem forms of politicized possession cults are at best over-ambitious and based on 

mistaken applications and misinterpretations of available evidence both ancient and modem. 

At worst, they wilfully ignore the manifest content of Mark and other ancient texts and in 

their analysis risk romanticizing ongoing human rights abuses and crimes. It is necessary, 

therefore, to extrapolate and integrate the political aspects of Mark's demonology with the 

greatest of caution, and with due acknowledgment of the limits of this type of analysis. 

Perhaps the greatest problem with demons in Mark is not that they are understood as 

political enemies, but that they are not understood at aIl. Mark presents them as objects of 

disorder and fear, sources of terror beyond immediate comprehension. Demons deprive 

human beings of their lives, their social networks, their minds, and their humanity. Their 

victims, and the people around their victims, appear to be helpless in the face of them. 

Mark does not enable its readers to understand or categorize demons in a systematic way 

because it is not possible to do so. Their very nature is in many respects defiuable only in 

opposition to divine nature, which exceeds Mark's or any other theological author's capacity 
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to describe. It might be possible to describe or to infer sorne aspects of the organization of 

beliefs about divine or anti-divine nature as presented in Mark or in any other source, but it 

is necessarily impossible to say anything comprehensive or conclusive about the matter. 

Demons are terrifying manifestations of the ultimate evil, in the face of which human beings 

are utterly helpless. This evil is the adversary against which Mark, in part, defines his 

portrait of the messiah, the anointed one of God the ultimately indescribable. To 

understand the content of Mark's demonology and its role in the gospel's cosmology, 

therefore, is in the final analysis an exercise in contemplation and not in resolution. 
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