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Abstract

Mark 13 is often interpreted through an eschatological expectation or historical crisis, yet its role in shaping the moral character remains underexplored. This article argues that Mark 13 functions as an ethical formation through virtue, cultivating dispositions necessary for communal survival amid violence, and instability.

Contribution: Drawing on virtue ethics and habitus, this article argues that Markan apocalyptic discourse forms enduring virtues of watchfulness, endurance, and discernment. Apocalyptic imagery cultivates resilient, non-violent communities that can faithfully confront ongoing violence, repositioning apocalypticism as a resource for moral formation rather than prediction or prescription.
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Introduction

Interpretation of Mark 13 has long been dominated by eschatological–historical paradigms that read the chapter primarily as a response to concrete crises, most notably the destruction of the Jerusalem Temple in 70 CE. Within this trajectory, the so-called ‘Markan Apocalypse’ is frequently treated as either a vaticinium ex eventu, or a coded reflection on Jewish–Roman conflict, intended to offer chronological orientation or theological explanation for communal trauma (Gordon 1996:56–63; see also Geddert 1989; Marcus 2009:868–872). Such approaches, while historically illuminating, have tended to privilege questions of ‘when’ and ‘what’ happened over questions of ‘how’ the discourse functions ethically within the Markan narrative world. As a result, Mark 13 is often approached as predictive or descriptive apocalyptic speech rather than a formative discourse shaping the moral life of the community. This dominance of eschatological and crisis-oriented readings has been reinforced by redaction-critical and socio-historical scholarship that situates Mark 13 almost exclusively within the matrix of war, persecution, and eschatological expectation (Hombana 2018:28–42; see also Horsley 2001:27–35). While these readings rightly emphasise the political volatility and violence presupposed by the text, they frequently assume that apocalyptic discourse primarily informs or warns rather than forms. Consequently, imperatives such as watch [γρηγορεῖτε] (Mk 13:33, 35, 37) and calls to endurance [ὑπομονή] (Mk 13:13) are treated as pragmatic survival instructions or eschatological readiness cues, rather than as expressions of sustained moral formation embedded within communal habitus.

This interpretive imbalance points to a significant research gap. Despite growing interest in New Testament ethics and moral formation, the ethical and formative dimensions of apocalyptic discourse – particularly in Mark 13 – remain underdeveloped. As John J. Collins observes, apocalyptic literature is often misunderstood as speculative or deterministic, when in fact it shapes perception, identity, and response in communities under pressure (Collins 2016:2–5). Yet even Collins’ functional insights are rarely extended into a sustained ethical analysis grounded in virtue formation. Similarly, while recent ethical readings of Mark have explored discipleship, suffering, and imitation, apocalyptic discourse is still marginal to discussions of virtue ethics and moral pedagogy in the Gospel (Hays 1996:87–91). This article addresses this lacuna by proposing that Mark 13 functions as a form of virtue-formative pedagogy, shaping communal endurance rather than offering a timetable of eschatological events. Drawing on virtue ethics – particularly the concept of habitus as developed in Aristotelian and contemporary moral theory – this study argues that apocalyptic discourse in Mark 13 cultivates enduring moral dispositions necessary for community survival amid violence and instability. Watchfulness [γρηγορεῖτε] is read not merely as alertness to eschatological signs but as a cultivated posture of moral attentiveness and discernment, while endurance [ὑπομονή] is understood as an active virtue sustaining faithfulness under prolonged pressure, rather than passive resignation (Hauerwas 1983:99–104; MacIntyre 2007:148–152). Accordingly, the article intentionally adopts a hermeneutical and interdisciplinary approach, moving from theoretical grounding in virtue ethics to textual engagement with Mark 13. This approach does not aim to provide a traditional verse-by-verse exegetical commentary but rather to engage the chapter’s overall ethical thrust and narrative ethos. Such a methodological orientation is deliberate, aligning with interpretive approaches in Markan scholarship that deal with the Gospel’s thematic coherence and moral formation. At the same time, it is recognised that readers, accustomed to strictly exegetical treatments, may find this approach different; for this reason, the present study seeks to foreground its methodological commitments clearly from the outset. Reading Mark 13 through the lens of virtue ethics thus repositions apocalyptic discourse as an ethical resource that forms resilient, non-violent communities capable of resisting despair, panic, and mimetic violence. In doing so, it challenges prevailing eschatological-historical reductions and contributes to broader conversations on New Testament ethics, apocalypticism, and moral formation in contexts of ongoing social and political instability.

State of scholarship on apocalypticism

This section surveys major scholarly approaches to apocalypticism, with particular attention to historical-critical and crisis-driven interpretations that have shaped contemporary understanding of the genre.

Historical-critical and crisis-driven readings

The historical-critical interpretation has exercised decisive influence on the study of Mark 13 throughout the 20th and early 21st centuries. Within this trajectory, the chapter is typically read against the backdrop of the Jewish War (66–70 CE) and the destruction of the Jerusalem Temple. Scholars operating within this framework interpret Mark 13 as a response to concrete socio-political trauma, functioning either as reassurance to a persecuted community, or as retrospective theological reflection on catastrophic events (Hombana 2018). Collins (1996:55–60) situates Mark 13 firmly within Jewish apocalyptic traditions that interpret historical crisis through symbolic discourse, arguing that such texts aim to disclose divine meaning in periods of upheaval. Similarly, Collins (2007a:587–593; see also Edwards 2002; Evans 2001) understands the discourse as addressing communal anxiety generated by war, persecution, and eschatological uncertainty, rather than offering speculative cosmology. Within Markan scholarship, this historical anchoring has yielded important insights. Marcus (2009:868–875; see also Evans 2001), for example, demonstrates how references to ‘wars and rumours of wars’ (Mk 13:7) and the ‘desolating sacrilege’ (Mk 13:14) plausibly evoke events surrounding the Roman military aggression and the desecration of Jerusalem. Such readings underscore the realism of Mark’s apocalyptic language and resist overly spiritualised interpretations. Moreover, crisis-driven readings have emphasised that apocalyptic discourse emerges not in abstraction but in response to embodied suffering and political domination. Yet this historical focus has also narrowed interpretive horizons. By privileging referential correspondence between text and event, historical-critical readings often assume that the primary function of apocalyptic discourse is explanatory or predictive. The ethical force of the discourse is thereby subordinated to its descriptive accuracy. Imperatives embedded within the chapter – commands to watch, endure, and resist deception – are frequently treated as ancillary rhetorical elements rather than as central components of moral formation. As a result, the community addressed by Mark 13 is conceptualised primarily as an audience seeking information about an impending catastrophe, rather than as a moral body being shaped through disciplined dispositions.

Futurist and predictive eschatology

Running parallel to historical-critical approaches are futurist and predictive interpretations, often associated with popular theology but also present in academic discourse. These readings interpret Mark 13 as forecasting events that transcend the 1st century context, projecting fulfilment into an indeterminate future or final eschaton. Within this framework, apocalyptic discourse functions as a coded timetable of divine intervention, offering signs by which the faithful might discern the nearness of the end. While such readings vary in sophistication, they share the assumption that the primary value of the text lies in its predictive capacity. Wright (1996:339–345) offers a nuanced approach by situating Mark 13 within a broader narrative of Israel’s eschatological hope while resisting literalist futurism. He argues that the discourse announces the vindication of Jesus and the collapse of symbolic worlds rather than the end of the space-time universe. Even so, Wright’s emphasis on narrative fulfilment and eschatological climax continues to foreground outcome over formation. The question remains not how the discourse shapes the enduring moral character, but how accurately it maps divine action across historical horizons. Futurist readings often intensify the action-orientation of apocalyptic interpretation. Commands such as keep awake [γρηγορεῖτε] are reduced to vigilance for signs, while endurance [ὑπομονή] is framed as a holding pattern until divine resolution arrives. Ethical agency is suspended in anticipation of external intervention. The community’s moral life becomes reactive rather than formative, oriented toward decoding events rather than cultivating virtues (Hombana 2026).

Limitations of action-oriented and timeline-focused approaches

Both historical-critical and futurist readings share a common limitation: they approach Mark 13 primarily as an informational text. Whether the information concerns a past crisis or a future fulfilment, the underlying assumption is that apocalyptic discourse exists to convey knowledge about events. This assumption has significant ethical consequences. According to Fiorenza (1993:135–138), apocalyptic texts are frequently misread as deterministic or escapist precisely because interpreters overlook their rhetorical and pedagogical dimensions. Action-oriented readings further exacerbate this problem by extracting imperatives from their formative context. Commands to flee, endure, or remain watchful are interpreted as discrete responses to specific scenarios, rather than as practices that shape communal habitus over time. Such readings risk instrumentalising ethics, reducing moral life to situational compliance rather than sustained character formation. In Mark 13:37, however, the repetition of imperatives – particularly the climactic call to watchfulness addressed ‘to all’ – suggests an ongoing posture rather than a momentary reaction. Timeline-focused approaches also struggle to account for the indeterminacy emphasised within the text itself. The insistence that, ‘about that day or hour no one knows’ (Mk 13:32), destabilises any attempt to fix the apocalyptic discourse within calculable frameworks. Yet various interpretations persist in reconstructing implicit timelines, thereby resisting the text’s own refusal of chronological mastery. From an ethical perspective, this resistance is significant: the denial of temporal certainty redirects attention from prediction to disposition, from control of the future to faithfulness in the present. Moreover, action-oriented interpretations often fail to address the problem of violence. Mark 13 depicts a world marked by betrayal, persecution, and upheaval; yet it does not authorise retaliatory or redemptive violence. When the text is primarily read as a crisis manual or predictive chart, its implicit ethic of non-violent endurance is overshadowed. The danger, as Girard cautions in a different but relevant context, is that apocalyptic language can be misappropriated to sacralise violence when its ethical orientation is neglected (Girard 1986:181–141). In this respect, Girard’s mimetic theory helps to illuminate how cycles of violence and scapegoating may be resisted rather than reproduced, thereby clarifying the ethical horizon within which Mark 13 may be read. This is particularly evident in Mark 13:7–13, where references to wars, betrayal, and persecution are descriptive rather than prescriptive; the community is neither commanded to resist violently nor to retaliate but rather to endure [ὑπομείνας] and to remain steadfast in witness. The ethical force of the passage does not lie in participating in conflict but in sustaining faithfulness amidst it. However, this reading does not depend solely on Girard or on virtue ethics as a determinative framework; rather, it emerges from a dialogical engagement between these perspectives and the textual dynamics of Mark 13 itself. The emphasis on endurance [ὑπομονή], vigilance [γρηγορεῖτε], and steadfastness under persecution is thus interpreted as cultivating a form of communal resilience that does not default to violence, even in contexts where violence is anticipated and described.

Emerging ethical and pedagogical readings of apocalyptic texts

In response to these limitations, a growing body of scholarship has begun to re-examine the apocalyptic discourse as a form of ethical and pedagogical communication. Rather than asking what apocalyptic texts predict, these readings ask what such texts do to their audiences. Collins himself gestures in this direction when he notes that apocalyptic literature aims to shape perception and identity, enabling communities to endure crisis without capitulation to dominant ideologies (Collins 2016:3–6). While Collins stops short of a full virtue-ethical analysis, his functional emphasis opens space for ethical interpretation. Within New Testament ethics, Hays argues that moral vision in the Gospels is formed narratively rather than legislatively (Hays 1996:86–92). Applied to Mark 13, this insight suggests that apocalyptic discourse forms moral imagination through symbolic language, habituating communities to endurance, discernment, and hope. Similarly, Hauerwas’s (1983:99–105) emphasis on the church as a community, formed through practices of patience and faithfulness, provides a conceptual bridge between apocalyptic realism and virtue ethics. Recent Markan scholarship has increasingly recognised the pedagogical function of Jesus’s discourse. Malbon (1992:29–34), for example, highlights how Mark’s narrative consistently shapes readerly identity through repetition, tension, and unresolved expectation. Within this framework, Mark 13 emerges not as an anomaly but as a climactic moment of moral instruction, preparing the community for sustained discipleship in a hostile world. Ethical readings also intersect with contextual hermeneutics, particularly in the Global South scholarship. Scholars working in contexts of chronic instability have noted that apocalyptic discourse resonates not because it predicts imminent endings, but because it articulates strategies of survival without moral collapse. Dube’s (2001:118–123; see also Dube 1997:11–27; LeMarquand 2000) postcolonial engagement with biblical texts underscores how apocalyptic language can empower marginalised communities by affirming endurance without legitimating violence. Such readings implicitly align with virtue ethics by emphasising formed dispositions rather than episodic action. This shift from prediction to formation does not deny the text’s historical rootedness. Rather, it reframes the crisis as the context within which virtues are forged. Apocalyptic discourse becomes a means of ethical stabilisation not through denial of suffering but through habituation to faithful endurance. Such a reading integrates historical sensitivity with ethical depth, offering a more comprehensive account of Mark 13’s function within the Gospel and within communities living under ongoing pressure.

Research methods and design

Methodological framework: Virtue ethics and habitus

This section establishes the theoretical foundation for reading Mark 13 as a discourse of moral formation by outlining virtue ethics and the concept of habitus as interpretive lenses for apocalyptic literature.

Virtue ethics: Aristotelian and post-Aristotelian developments

Virtue ethics, in its classical formulation, is concerned not primarily with discrete actions or codified rules but with the formation of moral character over time. In Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, virtue [aretē] is defined as a stable disposition that enables a person to act appropriately, perceive rightly, and respond fittingly within concrete situations (Aristotle, Eth. Nic. II.6, 1106b36–1107a2). Moral excellence, for Aristotle, is neither attained by nature nor by instruction alone but through habituation – repeated practices that shape desire, perception, and judgement (Aristotle, Eth. Nic. II.1, 1103a14–25). Ethics is therefore teleological and formative, oriented toward sustaining a way of life rather than resolving isolated moral dilemmas. Post-Aristotelian virtue ethics has both retrieved and reconfigured this insight. MacIntyre famously argues that virtues must be understood within narrative traditions and social practices that sustain moral coherence across time (MacIntyre 2007:187–191). In this account, virtues enable agents and communities to persevere in practices amid conflict, uncertainty, and external pressure. Similarly, contemporary theological ethicists, such as Hauerwas (1983:99–103), emphasise virtue ethics as communal formation rather than individual moral autonomy, insisting that moral agency is inseparable from the practices and narratives that shape communal identity. This recovery of virtue ethics is particularly significant for biblical interpretation, where moral reasoning is not frequently expressed in abstract ethical theory but embedded within narrative, discourse, and communal exhortation. Rather than prescribing universal rules, biblical texts often aim to shape enduring dispositions – faithfulness, patience, discernment – that enable communities to live coherently within unstable worlds and situations.

Habitus as moral formation through repeated practices

Central to virtue ethics is the concept of habitus, a term that denotes a stable disposition formed through repetition and practice. In Aristotelian thought, hexis (often rendered as habitus in later Latin reception) refers to a settled state that inclines one toward certain forms of action and perception (Aristotle Eth. Nic. II.4, 1105b25–26). Virtues are thus not episodic behaviours but embodied patterns of responsiveness, shaped over time. This insight has fruitfully been developed in social theory and theology. Bourdieu employs the concept of habitus to describe how social practices shape embodied dispositions that feel ‘natural’ to agents within the fields of power (Bourdieu 1977:72–75). While Bourdieu’s account is descriptive rather than normative, it clarifies how repeated practices – linguistic, ritual, or symbolic – produce durable ways of being in the world. Applied ethically, this framework illuminates how moral formation occurs not through abstract instruction but through sustained participation in patterned practices. Theologically, habitus has been reclaimed as a category for understanding Christian moral formation. Christian ethics concerns the cultivation of virtues through practices such as patience, watchfulness, and non-violence, which train communities to respond truthfully to suffering and conflict (Hauerwas 1983:101–104). In this sense, habitus provides a conceptual bridge between discourse and practice, showing how repeated exhortation and symbolic language shape moral resilience. Within biblical apocalyptic discourse, this is particularly salient. Recurrent imperatives and symbolic imagery do not function solely to provoke immediate action, but to habituate communities into postures of attentiveness, endurance, and hope. Apocalyptic discourse thus operates as a pedagogical mechanism that forms moral perception under conditions of instability.

Justifying virtue ethics for apocalyptic discourse

Applying virtue ethics to biblical apocalyptic discourse is methodologically justified on both literary and ethical grounds. Firstly, apocalyptic texts characteristically resist precise moral instruction or casuistic reasoning. Instead, they employ vivid imagery, exhortation, and repetition to shape communal imagination and identity. Apocalyptic literature aims to transform how communities interpret their world, particularly in times of crisis, rather than to provide systematic ethical codes (Collins 2016:3–6). Secondly, apocalyptic discourse presupposes temporal indeterminacy. The refusal to disclose ‘the day or the hour’ destabilises action-oriented ethics that rely on calculable outcomes. This indeterminacy redirects the ethical focus from outcome control to character formation. Virtue ethics, with its emphasis on endurance and practical wisdom [phronesis], is therefore uniquely suited to texts that form communities for prolonged uncertainty, rather than immediate resolution (MacIntyre 2007:154–156). Thirdly, virtue ethics accounts for the communal address of apocalyptic discourse. Apocalyptic imperatives are rarely individualistic; they are addressed to collective bodies facing shared threat. According to Hays (1996:86–89), the New Testament ethics is fundamentally ecclesial, shaping communities whose moral identity is sustained narratively rather than legislatively. Reading apocalyptic discourse through virtue ethics allows interpreters to foreground this communal moral formation, without reducing the text to sociological description or predictive theology.

Rule-based ethics and dispositional ethics: A critical distinction

A key methodological distinction in ethical interpretation is the difference between rule-based (deontological) ethics and dispositional (virtue-based) ethics. Rule-based ethics evaluates moral life primarily through adherence to norms, commands, or prohibitions. While such frameworks have heuristic value, they struggle to account for moral agency in contexts where rules are insufficient, ambiguous, or unenforceable – precisely the contexts presupposed by apocalyptic discourse. Dispositional ethics, by contrast, focuses on the formation of agents capable of responding faithfully across unpredictable circumstances. Virtues such as endurance [ὑπομονή] and watchfulness [γρηγορεῖτε] are not reducible to rules; they describe sustained orientations that govern perception, judgement, and action over time. As Hauerwas (1983:102) observes, virtues enable communities not only to decide what to do but also to remain truthful when no clear course of action guarantees success. In Mark 13, the ethical thrust of the discourse lies precisely in this dispositional register. The repeated calls to watch and endure, do not specify exact behaviours for every contingency but cultivate a moral posture capable of withstanding deception, violence, and delay. A rule-based reading risks flattening these imperatives into situational commands, whereas a virtue-ethical reading recognises them as formative practices, shaping communal habitus.

Mark 13 as ethical pedagogy

This section examines Mark 13 in its narrative and literary context, arguing that its discourse functions pedagogically to shape the moral imagination of the community.

Narrative setting and discourse function within Mark’s Gospel

Mark 13 occupies a climactic narrative position within the second Gospel. Situated immediately after Jesus’s symbolic action in the temple (Mk 11:15–19), the controversy dialogues (11:27–12:44), and the observation of the widow’s offering, the discourse functions as a theological and ethical bridge between Jesus’s public ministry and his passion narrative (Mk 14–15). This positioning is not accidental. Rhoads, Dewey and Michie (2012:126) argue that Mark’s Gospel is constructed as a dramatic narrative in which speeches are performative acts that shape the reader’s response rather than to be neutral conveyors of information. The discourse is triggered by the disciples’ admiration of the temple’s grandeur (Mk 13:1). Jesus’s response – predicting its destruction – serves as a narrative shock that destabilises assumptions about sacred space, permanence, and divine protection. In narrative terms, this destabilisation prepares the reader for the crucifixion, where the divine presence is disclosed not in monumental power but in suffering obedience (Myers 2008:321–324). Thus, Mark 13 does not function primarily as eschatological revelation but as interpretive guidance for understanding catastrophe, with a view to discipleship. Importantly, the discourse is delivered privately to Peter, James, John, and Andrew (Mk 13:3). This inner-circle address mirrors earlier pedagogical moments (e.g. Mk 4:10–12; 7:17–23), in which Jesus instructs the disciples on how to perceive reality correctly. According to Marcus (2009:871), Mark consistently uses private instruction to signal material that is crucial for the post-Easter communities facing misunderstanding and crisis. From a discourse-functional perspective, Mark 13 serves as a paraenetic pause – a moment where narrative action halts so that ethical orientation can be reinforced. The language of watchfulness [γρηγορεῖτε], endurance [ὑπομονή], and not being led astray [μὴ πλανηθῆτε] dominates the chapter. These are not speculative terms; they are moral imperatives embedded within a narrative of impending loss. Malbon (1992:33) emphasised that Mark’s narrative rhetoric aims to form a community capable of faithful action amid ambiguity, rather than one armed with eschatological certainty. Mark 13 is therefore best read as a pedagogical discourse that recalibrates discipleship under conditions of disorientation, persecution, and delay.

Apocalyptic discourse as formative speech rather than predictive schema

The traditional readings of Mark 13 often treat the discourse as a coded timetable for the end of history, or as a retrospective reflection on the destruction of Jerusalem in 70 CE. While historical-critical scholarship has rightly emphasised the chapter’s Sitz im Leben in the Roman-Jewish war (e.g. Collins 2007:605–610), such approaches risk reducing the text to either a failed prediction or a historical reportage. A growing body of scholarship argues that the apocalyptic language functions rhetorically and ethically rather than predictively. Collins defines apocalyptic discourse as revelatory speech intended to shape perception and conduct while under crisis, and not to satisfy chronological curiosity (Collins 2016:7). In Mark 13, cosmic imagery – darkened sun, falling stars, shaken heavens (Mk 13:24–25) – operates symbolically to relativise imperial and cultic claims to permanence. Hombana (2024:1–8) noted that from this perspective, apocalyptic speech in Mark 13 takes on a moral posture rather than an eschatological chart. The repeated warning against deception (Mk 13:5–6, 21–23) underscores discernment as a central ethical virtue. Jesus does not provide secret knowledge that guarantees safety; instead, he cultivates habits of critical vigilance. This aligns closely with virtue-ethical frameworks in which moral excellence is formed by means of repeated orientation rather than rule compliance (Hauerwas 1981:112). Moreover, the famous statement that ‘no one knows the day or the hour’ (Mk 13:32), actively dismantles predictive eschatology. Wright (2013:188) notes that this admission serves to redirect attention from speculative calculation to faithful practice in the present. The discourse thus resists instrumentalising God’s future for present control. The ethical thrust becomes even clearer in the parabolic conclusion (Mk 13:33–37), where watchfulness is illustrated through domestic responsibility, rather than by cosmic expectation. The metaphor of servants entrusted with work implies accountability, perseverance, and trust – not fear or escapism. This is formative speech designed to sustain communal integrity across extended periods of uncertainty. Apocalyptic language operates therefore as a form as a form of moral intensification. It sharpens the awareness of vulnerability, exposes false securities, and calls communities to embodied fidelity. Such a reading resonates strongly with the African contextual hermeneutics in which apocalyptic texts are often read as resources for survival amid systemic violence, rather than as predictions of metaphysical endings (West 2014:94; also see Sarojini 2009:384–403; West & Dube 1996).

Communal address, moral imagination

Mark 13 is consistently framed as communal instruction. The second-person plural dominates the discourse (you will hear, you must endure, keep awake), indicating that the ethical burden is shared rather than individualised. This communal orientation reflects early Christian realities of marginalisation, where survival depended on the collective memory, mutual care, and moral solidarity (Elliott 2001:77). The discourse actively reshapes moral imagination by redefining what counts as faithfulness. Suffering is not interpreted as divine abandonment but as participation in the gospel’s trajectory (Mk 13:9–13). Testimony before rulers becomes an opportunity for Spirit-enabled witness rather than failure. Such reframing is ethically formative, training communities to interpret violence without resorting to despair or retaliation. Moral imagination, as Ricœur (1992:140) argues, involves the capacity to envision alternative modes of being in the world when dominant narratives collapse. Mark 13 cultivates this capacity precisely. By narrating catastrophe within God’s sovereign horizon, the discourse resists both resignation and revolutionary violence. The call to endurance [ὑπομονή] becomes an ethical strategy for non-violent resistance and communal cohesion. Furthermore, the discourse’s emphasis on transmission – ‘what I say to you I say to all’ (Mk 13:37) – extends its pedagogical reach beyond the immediate disciples to the Markan audience and subsequent readers. This open-ended address invites communities in diverse contexts, including contemporary African societies, marked by political instability, displacement, and economic precarity to locate themselves within the narrative. Some scholars have argued that apocalyptic texts, when read ethically, empower marginalised communities to resist dehumanisation while sustaining hope (Decock 1999:1–33; Dube 1997:11–27, 56; Nel 2023; West 2015:101). Mark 13’s moral imagination does not escape history; it equips communities to endure within it. Read as ethical pedagogy, Mark 13 emerges not as a failed apocalypse but as a durable moral discourse, designed to form communities capable of faithful endurance amid historical rupture. Its narrative placement, rhetorical strategies, and communal address all converge to shape the moral imagination rather than to satisfy eschatological curiosity. This reading aligns with virtue ethics, contextual hermeneutics, and African interpretive concerns, making Mark 13 a profoundly relevant text for communities navigating violence, uncertainty, and delayed hope.

Watchfulness as a formed virtue and endurance as an active moral posture

Lexical and semantic analysis of γρηγορεῖτε

The imperative γρηγορεῖτε [grēgoreite], commonly translated as keep awake or watch, derives from the verb γρηγορέω, whose semantic range includes being awake, alert, vigilant, and attentive. Lexically, the term stands in contrast to sleep [καθεύδω], but its usage in moral and philosophical discourse extends well beyond physical wakefulness. According to Bauer (2000:208), γρηγορέω signifies ‘to be in a state of alertness, to be vigilant, watchful, and ready’, particularly in contexts involving threat or responsibility. In Mark 13, γρηγορεῖτε appears as part of a dense cluster of imperatives (Mk 13:5, 9, 23, 33, 35, 37). This repetition is rhetorically significant. Rather than conveying added information, the discourse reinforces a particular stance toward reality. Markan imperatives often shape perception and identity rather than regulate discrete behaviours (Hooker 1991:312). Semantically, γρηγορέω belongs to a broader apocalyptic lexicon shared across Jewish and early Christian texts (e.g. Dn 12; 1 Enoch; 4 Ezr). However, unlike apocalyptic texts that associate watchfulness with cosmic secrets or angelic vigilance, Mark reorients the term toward ethical readiness within ordinary life. The concluding parable of the doorkeeper (Mk 13:34–37) embeds watchfulness in domestic responsibility rather than celestial insight. This semantic shift is crucial. Mark deliberately strips apocalyptic vocabulary of speculative function and redeploys it as paraenetic exhortation (Collins 2007:618). Watchfulness thus becomes not a technique for decoding the future but a disciplined mode of inhabiting the present. Furthermore, γρηγορεῖτε is consistently framed in the present imperative, implying ongoing action rather than a punctiliar response. Grammatically, this reinforces the idea of watchfulness as habitus – a sustained disposition formed through repeated attentiveness. In short, the lexical evidence supports reading γρηγορεῖτε not as emergency alertness, but as cultivated vigilance – an ethical orientation shaped by time, memory, and communal practice (Wallace 1996:721).

Endurance as active moral posture: Ὑπομονή beyond passive suffering

The Greek noun, ὑπομονή (hypomonē), is frequently mistranslated or wrongly perceived as passive endurance – a mere resignation in the face of suffering. Lexically and conceptually, however, ὑπομονή denotes active perseverance, steadfastness, and tenacious commitment under pressure. Bauer (2000:1039) defines ὑπομονή as ‘the capacity to hold out or bear up in the face of difficulty, patience, endurance, fortitude’. Crucially, this definition emphasises capacity rather than passivity. In Mark 13:13, Jesus declares: ‘the one who endures [ὁ ὑπομείνας] to the end will be saved’. The verbal form [ὑπομένω] reinforces the dynamic nature of the concept. Endurance here is not accidental suffering, however a deliberate, sustained posture of faithfulness. Mark’s language presupposes agency – the disciples actively remain within the path of discipleship despite the escalating threat (Collins 2007:620). Historically, ὑπομονή is important in both Hellenistic moral philosophy and in Jewish ethical thought. In Stoic philosophy, endurance often means emotional detachment [ἀπάθεια], the suppression of passion to maintain rational control. Mark’s usage, however, differs significantly. Rather than emotional numbness, Markan endurance presupposes vulnerability, fear, and relational cost. It is not the absence of emotion but the refusal to allow emotion – particularly fear – to dictate moral actions. Within Jewish apocalyptic literature, endurance emerges as covenantal fidelity while being under oppression. Texts such as Daniel 12:12–13 and 4 Ezra portray endurance as loyalty to God’s purposes amid imperial domination. Collins (2016:146) notes that apocalyptic endurance is ‘a form of resistance that refuses assimilation to unjust power, while awaiting divine vindication’. Mark 13 stands squarely within this tradition, but it radicalises endurance by detaching it from violent expectation. The text does not promise that endurance will avert suffering; rather, it insists that suffering does not nullify faithfulness. This is a crucial ethical shift. Endurance becomes how disciples remain morally intact in a world structured by violence. Thus, ὑπομονή in Mark 13 must be interpreted as active moral perseverance – a virtue exercised through intentional restraint, loyalty, and hope rather than through heroic domination or withdrawal.

Endurance as sustained faithfulness under socio-political pressure

Mark 13 is unmistakably addressed to a community under socio-political strain. References to arrest, trial before councils, beatings in synagogues, and testimony before governors (Mk 13:9) situate the discourse within the concrete structures of power. Endurance is therefore not an abstract spiritual ideal but a politically charged ethical stance. Marcus (2009:889) emphasises that Mark’s audience experienced local hostility and imperial surveillance, rather than empire-wide persecution. In such a context, endurance is not only through martyrdom but also through daily fidelity – continuing to confess Christ, maintain communal solidarity, and resist ideological assimilation. This sustained faithfulness is particularly evident in the refusal to interpret suffering as divine abandonment. Jesus explicitly reframes persecution as participation in the spread of the gospel (‘for a testimony’) (Mk 13:9). Endurance thus involves interpretive resistance – the refusal to adopt dominant narratives that equate power with legitimacy or suffering with failure. Wright (2013:192) argues that the reframing challenges are both imperial theology and revolutionary impatience. The empire claimed peace through domination; revolutionary movements sought liberation through violence. Mark 13 proposes a third path: faithful endurance that neither sacralises the empire nor imitates its violence. Importantly, endurance in Mark 13 is temporally open-ended. Jesus insists that the end is not immediate (Mk 13:7), thereby demanding a long-term moral stability rather than a short-term fervour. This has significant ethical implications. Sustained faithfulness requires habits, practices, and communal structures that can support disciples over time. Hauerwas (1981:114) describes endurance as ‘the virtue that makes the other virtues possible under conditions of threat’. Without endurance, courage collapses into recklessness, hope degenerates into illusion, and watchfulness becomes paranoia. Endurance stabilises moral life by enabling patience without passivity and resistance without aggression. In African socio-political contexts marked by prolonged instability – economic precarity, political violence, displacement – this dimension of endurance resonates deeply. Endurance is not about waiting for miraculous reversal but about sustaining ethical agency in the long struggle for dignity. As Maluleke (2005:114–116) observes, African Christian endurance has historically functioned as a ‘theology of survival that refuses both despair and violent mimicry’. The vision of Mark 13 regarding endurance thus offers a morally robust framework for communities to navigate protracted injustice without surrendering to cynicism or coercion.

Formation of patience, resilience and moral stability

From a virtue-ethical perspective, ὑπομονή is not an isolated trait but a formative disposition that shapes character over time. It is cultivated through repeated practices of waiting, trusting, remembering, and discerning. This aligns closely with Aristotelian accounts of virtue as habituated excellence formed through consistent action (Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics II.1–4). In Mark 13, endurance is repeatedly linked with temporal patience. The refusal to know ‘the day or the hour’ (Mk 13:32) disciplines the community against premature closure. Patience here is not inactivity but openness to God’s timing. Ricœur (1992:140) suggests that patience is a moral achievement that preserves agency under delay. Resilience, too, is a key product of endurance. Unlike modern psychological resilience, which often emphasises individual coping strategies, Markan endurance is communal and theological. The community’s resilience is grounded in the shared memory of Jesus’s words and shared hope in God’s faithfulness. Myers (2008:332) argues that Mark’s apocalyptic pedagogy aims to produce ‘communities that can absorb shock without reproducing violence’. This is where endurance becomes ethically decisive. Communities that lack endurance are vulnerable to reactionary violence, scapegoating, and authoritarian leadership. Endurance forms moral stability by anchoring action in long-term faithfulness rather than immediate outcomes. Moral stability does not imply rigidity. On the contrary, endurance allows flexibility without compromise. Because the community is not driven by panic, it can adapt without surrendering its core commitments. Bourdieu’s concept of habitus is helpful here: endurance shapes durable dispositions that guide action intuitively under pressure (Bourdieu 1990:54). In Mark 13, endurance is reinforced through narrative memory – Jesus’s prior suffering and vindication. The discourse implicitly anticipates the passion narrative, where Jesus embodies perfect endurance: faithful unto death without resorting to violence. The disciples are invited to internalise this pattern. African contextual theologians have noted that such endurance has been central to Christian survival under colonialism and apartheid. West (2000:105) argues that endurance, when ethically framed, becomes a resource for dignity rather than docility.

Synthesis: Ὑπομονή as active, communal moral perseverance

Bringing these dimensions together, ὑπομονή in Mark 13, functions as an active moral posture characterised by the following:


	Faithful persistence rather than passive suffering.

	Nonviolent resistance rather than reactionary force.

	Long-term moral stability rather than short-term triumph.



Endurance is cultivated through communal practices of remembrance, watchfulness, and hope. It is inseparable from other virtues in Mark 13 – particularly discernment [γρηγορεῖτε] and testimony [μαρτύριον]. Together, these virtues form a moral ecology capable of sustaining discipleship under extreme pressure. Mark 13 therefore does not call for heroic martyrdom or stoic detachment. It calls for ordinary faithfulness over an extraordinary time. Endurance becomes the virtue that allows the community to remain human, hopeful, and holy in an inhumane world. When read as ethical pedagogy, ὑπομονή in Mark 13 emerges as one of the most theologically significant virtues in the Gospel. Far from endorsing passivity, it demands disciplined perseverance, interpretive resistance, and communal resilience. Endurance enables the disciples to live truthfully under the empire without becoming imperial; to suffer without surrendering moral agency; and to hope without illusion. In this way, ὑπομονή is not merely a response to suffering – it is a sustained moral achievement shaped by faith, memory, and hope.

Ethical implications for communities under ongoing violence

Communities living under conditions of ongoing violence – political instability, economic precarity, social fragmentation, and historical trauma – not only face physical threats but profound ethical challenges. Violence does not merely wound bodies; it reshapes imagination, distorts the moral judgement, and pressures communities to adopt survival strategies that risk reproducing the very violence they suffer. In such contexts, apocalyptic texts like Mark 13 are often read either fatalistically (as predictions of inevitable collapse), or militantly (as divine legitimation for violent resistance). Both readings, however, miss the ethical depth of the apocalyptic discourse. Read as ethical pedagogy, Mark 13 offers a framework for a moral formation under pressure. It does not promise escape from violence, nor does it sacralise violence as redemptive. Instead, it cultivates virtues – watchfulness [γρηγορεῖτε], endurance [ὑπομονή], discernment, patience, and communal fidelity – that enable communities to survive without moral disintegration. This section explores the ethical implications of such a reading for communities under ongoing violence, with particular attention to the Global South and African contexts, and it argues that the apocalyptic hope in Mark is grounded in character formation rather than eschatological calculation. Ongoing violence creates what scholars describe as a condition of moral fatigue. Under sustained threat, communities are tempted toward ethical shortcuts: the normalisation of coercion, scapegoating the vulnerable, authoritarian leadership, or the sacralisation of suffering itself. Moral life becomes reactive rather than reflective. Mark 13 directly addresses this condition. The discourse assumes instability as the normative environment of discipleship. Wars, betrayals, arrests, and social breakdown are not anomalies but expected realities (Mk 13:7–13). Importantly, Jesus does not respond to these realities by offering techniques for control or timelines for resolution. Instead, he offers formative instruction aimed at shaping how communities live within instability. Marcus (2009:893) notes that Mark’s apocalyptic discourse functions to ‘train communities in moral endurance rather than to satisfy eschatological curiosity’. This training is crucial in trauma contexts. Trauma narrows moral imagination, making violence appear either inevitable or necessary. Apocalyptic pedagogy counters this by expanding moral time (‘the end is not yet’) (Mk 13:7) and thereby reopening ethical space for patience, discernment, and restraint. From a virtue-ethical perspective, moral formation under violence requires habituation – the repeated practice of faithful responses even when outcomes are uncertain. Aristotle’s insight that character is formed through repeated action (Nicomachean Ethics II.1–4) finds a striking parallel in Mark 13’s insistence on endurance ‘to the end’ (Mk 13:13). Endurance here is not heroic martyrdom but sustained fidelity in ordinary life under extraordinary pressure. Stanley Hauerwas (1981:114) argues that Christian ethics under threat is less about making the right decision in extreme moments and more about becoming the kind of people who can remain truthful over time. Mark 13 embodies this vision. It seeks to form communities whose moral reflexes are shaped by faithfulness rather than fear. Such formation is especially vital in politically unstable environments, where fear-driven decisions often escalate cycles of violence.

Conclusion

This article argues that Mark 13 functions primarily as ethical pedagogy, rather than predictive eschatology. Attending to themes of watchfulness [γρηγορεῖτε], endurance [ὑπομονή], apocalyptic imagery, and communal address, the chapter is read as a formative discourse shaping the moral perception, character, and communal resilience amid violence and instability. Its violent imagery is descriptive, not prescriptive; it names suffering truthfully without legitimating redemptive violence. In reading through virtue ethics, Markan apocalypticism becomes a school of character formation: watchfulness as disciplined moral attentiveness, endurance as sustained faithfulness, and hope as practised trust rather than timeline calculation. The refusal of chronological certainty (Mk 13:32) redirects expectation toward ethical stability and non-violent perseverance. This reading reframes apocalyptic literature as a robust ethical resource, contributing to New Testament ethics and apocalyptic studies while offering relevance for the Global South and African contexts marked by chronic crisis and social trauma.
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