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Mystery and Memory
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All rights reserved

Navigating issues concerning historical claims in hagiographical tradition 
is always tricky. Whether the text is embedded in an ostensibly historical narrative 
such as Eusebius’ History of the Church or existing individually, the scholar must 
always resist the impulse to either take the account at face value or throw the text out 
as ahistorical without considering what it can tell us about the time, place, people, and 
historical memory of its context. When scholars have examined the traditions around 
St. Mark’s status as founder of the Church in Egypt, the impulse has generally been 
to disregard any historicity or, more recently, to at least choose to remain agnostic.  
While Scholarly agnosticism is in some ways admirable for its honesty, it often does 
too little to consider what the tradition means to Christians in Egypt and amounts to 
an implicit and effective dismissal of St. Mark’s status as founder. With these ideas in 
mind, this article will further explore the problem, show that certain dismissals of St. 
Mark’s status overstate the evidence in their conclusions, and argue that the available 
evidence makes St. Mark’s status as founder at the very least plausible and in some 
ways preferable.

Coptic tradition holds that St. Mark (John Mark in the New Testament) was 
a Cyrenacian Jew who moved with his Levite parents to Jerusalem when barbarians 
took their land. Mark was the cousin of Barnabas, his father the cousin of St. Peter, 
and the upper room of his mother’s house is where Jesus first celebrated the Eucharist 
the night before his crucifixion. After traveling with Peter, Paul, and Barnabas as one 
of the 70, Mark entered Alexandria through the eastern gate. When he arrived, he 
sought out a cobbler to fix his broken sandal. Upon piercing his hand, the cobbler, 
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named Ananias, screamed out “ει͑ς θεός!” (God is One). Seeing this exclamation as a 
sign, Mark healed Ananias’s hand and began to preach to him, eventually baptizing 
him and many others.
 

As was often the case in early Christianity, Mark sensed persecution coming 
from the non-Christians in the area, ordained Ananias as bishop along with three 
deacons and seven priests, and fled to Rome to be with Peter and Paul until their 
deaths in 64 CE. He returned to Egypt the following year, delighted to see the church 
he founded thriving, and continued to preach, perform miracles, and minister the 
church for several more years. In 68 CE, Easter Sunday fell on the same day as the 
Egyptian feast of Serapis. Egyptians seized Mark and dragged him through the streets 
with a rope and threw him in prison, where he was visited by a vision of Jesus, who 
said to him “Peace be to you, Mark, my disciple and evangelist!” The next day, those 
celebrating the Serapis feast dragged Mark through the streets again until, his flesh 
bruised and bloodied, he was martyred.1 Again, this is all according to tradition.
 

While interesting, many of the details in this tradition can be shown to come 
from the hagiographical Acts of Mark. Versions of this narrative have been picked up 
by (mostly Coptic) historians through the Middle Ages, perhaps most importantly by 
Sawiris ibn Muqaffa—the 10th century Egyptian historian who composed the History 
of the Patriarchs of the Coptic Church of Alexandria.2 The exact composition date 
of this extra-canonical work is unknown (our manuscripts date to the 11th century), 
but it appears that the martyrdom tradition, at least, can be externally traced back 
to the late fourth century, when a Latin monk, Paulinas of Nola, referred to Mark’s 
problems with the Serapisian cult in Alexandria.3 This date is clearly well after the 
events themselves would have happened and although this is not enough to inherently 
rule out the historicity of the narrative, when this concern is combined with the 
hagiographical nature,4 it is enough to become skeptical. 
 

What seems more likely is that this text wove together several oral traditions 
which, sought to fill in the gaps in accounts of Mark’s activity in Egypt, and also 
“serve[d] as a ‘foundation legend’ that helped the late antique Egyptian church make 
1) Tadrous Y. Malaty, Introduction to the Coptic Orthodox Church (Sporting, Alexandria, Egypt: St. 
George’s Coptic Orthodox Church, 1993), 18-21.
2) Allen Dwight Callahan, “The Acts of Saint Mark: an introduction and translation,” Coptic Church 
Review 14 (1993), 3. Intriguingly, despite all subsequent interpretations conflating the Mark of this narrative 
with John Mark in Acts and Mark of the Pauline epistles, the Acts of Mark does not explicitly conflate 
these figures, nor does it report the connection between Mark and Peter. Since the figures are traditionally 
conflated, however, and since there are plenty of other reasons to question the details in this document, I 
will be assuming they are the same. If it could be shown that the Mark traditionally said to be founder of the 
Coptic Church and the Mark of the New Testament were not the same person, it would invalidate this study, 
but would also lead to an extremely interesting—and fairly scandalous—new study.
3) Stephen J. Davis, “The Succession of St. Mark: Apostolic Traditions and the Origins of the Egyptian 
Church (St. Mark to Demetrius),” in The Early Coptic Papacy: The Egyptian Church and Its Leadership in 
Late Antiquity, (Cairo and New York: The American University in Cairo Press, 2004) 10, note 37.
4) Not only are there visions of angels and Jesus, but also explicit connections between Mark’s miracles and 
Jesus’s. For instance, when Mark heals Ananias, he does so by spitting on the ground to make mud from 
spittle and anoints Ananias’s hand—an explicit reference to John 9:1-7. Callahan, 5.
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sense of its own (apostolic) history and leadership,” thus reflecting an emerging 
Coptic self-identity as the “Church of the Martyrs,”5 This does not mean that there is 
no historical basis to the narrative—there are later references to both the tomb and the 
throne of St. Mark indicating that he may have died there, and the narrative probably 
preserves at least the social context of earliest Egyptian Christianity (one couched 
in Hellenistic Judaism)6—it simply means that as Christians, in Egypt especially, 
searched for meaning in aftermath of the early fourth century Diocletian persecution, 
traditions began to appear which linked their own collective suffering with that of 
their traditional founder, St. Mark.7 There is also intriguing evidence that the Markan 
martyrdom narrative is directly connected to that of Pope Peter of Alexandria, the 
Coptic pope during the worst of the persecution, thereby connecting the “First Martyr” 
of Egypt with the “Last (or Perfect) of the Martyrs.”8 While a full explication of all the 
historical problems with the Acts of Mark is unnecessary, what I have presented here 
is sufficient to establish that the details of Mark’s martyrdom in the Acts are probably 
not strictly historical.
 

Some scholars, however, such as Walter Bauer and Hans Leitzmann, have 
gone farther—so far, in fact, as to argue that the entire historical connection between 
St. Mark and the Alexandrian Church was completely fabricated in the late second 
century.9 While perhaps appearing overly incredulous, these scholars and their 
arguments are not entirely unconvincing and have influenced at least a generation of 
scholars. In response to these arguments, I will argue that Bauer’s argument overstates 

5) Davis, 12.
6) Ibid. For more on early Egyptian Christianity as an offshoot of Hellenistic Judaism, see Birger A. 
Pearson, “Earliest Christianity in Egypt: Some Observations,” in The Roots of Egyptian Christianity, ed. 
Birger A Pearson and James E. Goehring, (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1986), 131-56.
7) The Diocletian Persecution lasted from 302-313. Diocletian was technically only alive and in power for 
the first years of the Persecution, but his successors and those he put in charge of various lands carried on 
with seeming enthusiasm and killed, maimed, or tortured countless thousands. Malady, 30,  puts the number 
at 800,000 dead, and though this is almost surely high, Malady, a Coptic Priest, uses the number to show 
how eager the Copts were to profess their faith as martyrs. For more on the Diocletian persecution, see 
Henry Chadwick, “Diocletian and the Great Persecution; Rise of Constantine” in The Church in Ancient 
Society: From Galilee to Gregory the Great (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), 176-189, and 
Giuseppe Ricciotti, The Age of Martyrs: Christianity from Diocletian to Constantine, Trans. Rev. Anthony 
Bull, C.R.L, (Milwaukee: The Bruce Publishing Company, 1959).
8) Pearson, 143-4. Also see Stephen J. Davis, “Bishops, Teachers, and Martyrs: The Shaping of Episcopal 
Authority in an Age of Persecution (Demetrius to Peter 1),” in The Early Coptic Papacy: The Egyptian 
Church and Its Leadership in Late Antiquity (Cairo and New York: The American University in Cairo Press, 
2004), 20-42. In short, The Martyrdom of St. Peter, which explicitly connects St. Peter of Alexandria with 
St. Mark and marks him as worthy of fulfilling the line of St. Mark, probably emerged as something of a 
polemic against Bishop Meletus in Upper Egypt. Meletus was claiming his own supremacy during and after 
the Diocletian persecution when he held liturgical services and Peter was in hiding, thus giving him more 
right to lead a church of martyrs. By connecting Peter with St. Mark and giving him a selfless martyr’s 
death, they not only reminded Egyptian Christians of the importance of apostolic succession (the line 
handed down through the patriarchate of Alexandria), but also established Peter, and the entire Alexandrian 
patriarchate, as the true Church of Martyrs.
9) Walter Bauer, “Egypt,” in Orthodoxy and Heresy in Earliest Christianity, ed. David Hay, (Philadelphia: 
Fortress Press, 1971), 44-60, and Hans Lietzmann, “Egypt,” in The Founding of the Church Universal: 
Volume II of A History of the Early Churc, (Cleveland and New York: Meridian Books, 1953), 275-317.  As 
Leitzmann appears to be following Bauer’s conclusions, I will be concerned only with Bauer’s argument.
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the evidence, that a Markan connection—possibly as apostolic founder—is very 
plausible, and conclude that regardless of historicity, Mark’s status as founder of the 
Coptic Church (and his martyrdom narrative) deserves to be studied in its own right, 
as it has shaped two millennia of Coptic Christianity.
 

Bauer’s seminal study examined the development of Christianity in various 
geographical areas and concluded that what later came to be called “heresies” 
were often the original or primary forms of Christianity. Orthodoxy, or rather what 
became orthodoxy, only prevailed due to the later influence of Rome’s ecclesiastical 
establishment.10 When he comes to his analysis of Egypt, Bauer does not ignore the 
intellectual and ecclesiastical importance of Christians there, but he does question 
why our best source, Eusebius’ Ecclesiastical History, tells us so little about the 
earliest period of Egyptian Christianity. This is a valid question. He notes that while 
there were probably some proto-orthodox Christians in Egypt from an early time, and 
that they may have had a leader, the community must have been very small because 
the first time we really see a description of something like what became orthodox 
Christianity is when the 11th Bishop of Alexandria (after Mark), Demetrius, assumed 
the office of bishop in 189, and he was the only bishop. By extension then, it would 
be unlikely that St. Mark was as successful in converting Egyptians as the legend 
reports.11 

Bauer also analyzes available Christian literature applicable to Egypt, 
primarily the Gospel of the Hebrews, Gospel of the Egyptians, and the Epistle 
of Barnabas, and concludes that they were essentially, or at least foundationally, 
Gnostic.12 Bauer bolsters his argument by correctly noting that the earliest Egyptian 
Christians we know anything about are the Gnostic teachers Basilides and his son 
Isidore, Carpocrates, and Valentinus.13 He extrapolates backward from the presence 
of these Gnostic leaders and texts, and concludes that the beginnings of these Gnostic 
systems must have begun much earlier. Finally, after tracing out the development of 
Demetrius’ patriarchate and his growing confidence, Bauer concludes that during this 
time there was “in Alexandria that branch of theological endeavor which fought and 
tried to discredit the heretics by appealing to an unbroken succession of orthodox 
bishops.”14 Therefore, “the first ten names (after Mark, the companion of the apostles) 
are and remain for us a mere echo and a puff of smoke; and they scarcely could have 
ever been anything but that.”15 The use of Mark as apostolic founder may have even 
been provided by the Church in Rome!16

10) Birger A. Pearson, “Gnosticism in Early Egyptian Christianity,” in Gnosticism, Judaism, and Egyptian 
Christianity(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1990), 196.
11) This assertion implicitly references Eusebius’s own description of the Therapeutae, which will be 
explained later in this study.
12) Bauer, 50-53.
13) Ibid., 48.
14) Ibid., 55.
15) Ibid., 45.
16) Ibid., 60. 
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While important and influential, many of Bauer’s conclusions and methods 
have been questioned by subsequent scholars. C.H. Roberts, for one, has criticized 
Bauer’s use of the argument from silence. While agreeing with Bauer that “the 
obscurity that veils the early history of the Church in Egypt and that does not lift 
until the beginning of the third century constitutes a conspicuous challenge to the 
historian of primitive Christianity,” Roberts criticizes Bauer’s work by noting that 
of the fourteen extant Christian manuscripts possibly from before 200 C.E., only one 
of them—the Gospel of Thomas—is debatably Gnostic. The more likely situation is 
instead a fluid one, he argues, in which various Christian groups coexisted without 
divisive theological lines.17 

Pearson, too, has questioned Bauer’s characterization of the Gospel of 
Hebrews and Gospel of the Egyptians as Gnostic, as well as criticized how little attention 
Bauer pays to the heresiarchs themselves—Valentinus, Basilides, and Carpocrates. 
He also states, in direct contrast to Bauer, that we probably know even less about 
Christian Gnosticism in first-century Egypt than non-Gnostic Christianity.18 These 
criticisms are already enough to begin to doubt many of Bauer’s general conclusions 
about Christianity in Egypt. For some reason, though, one part of Bauer’s argument—
that the attempt of the Alexandrian church to exclude “heretics” by appealing to an 
unbroken succession of bishops means that the connection to Mark and the list of 
the next 10 bishops was created by Demetrius himself for this very purpose—goes 
largely unchallenged. While the paucity of evidence either affirming or denying the 
historicity, which Bauer himself admits to, makes it impossible to positively prove 
that the connection to Mark is definitely historical or that Demetrius did not fabricate 
this connection, the evidence that is there does not tell us as much as Bauer asserts.

Bauer’s strongest evidence against Mark and the next bishops is more 
accurately characterized as a lack of evidence. Our earliest undisputed and explicit 
reference to a connection between Mark and Alexandria comes from the fourth century 
church historian Eusebius, referenced above. He provides this account: “They say that 
this one [Mark] was the first dispatched upon Egypt to announce the good news, which 
indeed he also had written, and the first to organize churches in Alexandria herself.”19 
I will provide an analysis of this passage and what follows below, but suffice to say 
this is not much to go on. Eusebius gives us even less information about the next 10 
bishops in books two through five—mainly just a name and the year of apostolic 
succession. It is certainly distressing that we know so little about the early Christians 
in Egypt, but this in itself does not allow us to conclude anything concrete. We need 
to remember that we have nothing like a complete preservation of any ancient author, 

17) C.H. Roberts, Manuscript, Society and Belief in Early Christian Egypt (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1979), 1, 13-4, 52-4, 60.
18) Pearson, Gnosticism, 197-8. Pearson notes that had Bauer done so, he very well might have come up with 
“a more nuanced perspective on the position of Gnosticism in early Egyptian Christianity.” Other scholars, 
including Bentley Layton, Michael A. Williams, Karen L. King, and Elaine Pagels have even begun to 
wonder if the “Gnostic” categorization means anything considering the vast differences in teachings. 
19) Eusebius, History of the Church, 2:16. Translation my own.
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especially in the Alexandrian Church.20 If this was the whole argument, it would be 
easy to say that Bauer overstates the evidence.21 Bauer however, goes further. 

The second part of his claim is more nuanced. Ancient teachers and writers 
often claimed legitimacy through succession lists and this was certainly true among 
Christians as well. The idea is that as orthodoxy began to become recognizable, 
Demetrius used his own succession list to discredit the legitimacy of Gnostic 
teachers. Since Bauer claims that Christianity in Egypt was primarily Gnostic in 
nature, Demetrius (or even Rome) had to create this list from nothing in order to 
use it. This is where Bauer oversteps. I certainly agree that Demetrius worked hard 
to exclude teachers like Basilides and Valentinus from the ecclesiastical circle and 
that an “impetus toward self-definition and the establishment of more rigid standards 
of institutional succession seems to have gripped the church” in Egypt.22 I am even 
willing to agree with Davis that the succession list of early bishops handed down to 
Eusebius was probably compiled in this time, and possibly compiled by Demetrius 
himself,23 but I see no reason to assume that compilation equals creation.

This “impetus toward more rigid standards of institutional succession” which 
grasped the Egyptian Christians began in Rome with Irenaeus of Lyons’ Against 
Heresies. In this work, Irenaeus worked to define orthodoxy in Rome in order to exclude 
the very same sorts of teachers present in Egypt (students of Basilides and Valentinus), 
because they claimed apostolic succession from Peter. As a Roman Christian, Irenaeus 
felt that he could not allow these teachers to continue preaching such a radically 
different message from the majority of Christendom, so he systematically laid out 
why these Gnostic ideas were ridiculous and what Peter ‘really’ taught. Anyone who 
taught differently, then, could not claim apostolic succession from Peter, and the ever-
so-important succession list could not be used to claim legitimacy. Irenaeus then went 
on to list the first twelve bishops of Rome, from Peter to Eleutherius, and used this list 
to show why his theological position was the correct one, saying, “All, therefore, who 
wish to see the truth can view in the whole Church the tradition of the apostles that 
has been manifested in the whole world. Further, we are able to enumerate the bishops 
who were established in the Churches by the apostles, and their successions even 
to ourselves These neither taught nor knew anything similar to what [the heretics] 
senselessly prate about.”24 This is exactly the activity Demetrius was engaged in with 
Gnostic teachers in Egypt. 

The appearance of Against Heresies among the earliest papyrological 
evidence of Christianity in Egypt (around 200 CE) tells us that Demetrius was certainly 
aware of Irenaeus’s writings and likely used them as a model for his own work. The 

20) M. Lee, “Eusebius on St. Mark,” Studia Patristica 12 (TU 115; Berlin: Akademie-Verlag, 1973), 424. 
21) After all, it would be laughable to suggest that just because I know absolutely nothing about my 
grandfather, for instance, he did not exist in reality.
22) Davis, 19.
23) Ibid.
24) Irenaeus, Against Heresies, 3.3.1, trans. and ann. Dominic J. Unger, Ancient Christian Writers 64 (New 
York: The Newman Press, 2012), 32. Passage also cited in Davis, 19.
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situation in Egypt was clearly similar to that in Rome and Bauer is right to argue that 
Demetrius used this clear outline of orthodoxy to remove the legitimacy from Gnostic 
teachers. Again, however, there is nothing in the evidence to suggest that Demetrius 
and his circle, possibly with help from Rome, fabricated the Egyptian apostolic 
succession list to do this. After all, Irenaeus published an Episcopal succession list, 
and to the best of my knowledge no one questions the legitimacy of the list or of 
Irenaeus himself to make such a list. So why is the Alexandrian succession list taken 
to be so obviously fabricated?25 Bauer can only get away with suggesting this because 
he holds the proto-orthodox presence in Egypt to such low numbers, and reasons that 
there could not have been any line of bishops prior to Demetrius. When important 
pieces of his argument are taken away, such as the Gnostic character of early Egyptian 
Christianity,26 the whole edifice begins to crumble and it becomes increasingly clear 
that Bauer is claiming more than he can support.

In any case, although Bauer overstates the evidence when he claims that 
the Mark foundation legend was created in the late second century, if there is zero 
plausibility for any real historical connection between St. Mark and Egypt, then 
Bauer’s explanation—or in this case the assertion he and others of his generation 
make—still might be the most attractive and coherent. Therefore, the second part of 
this study will examine what the sources do say about St. Mark and determine whether 
it is at all plausible that St. Mark was the founder of Egyptian Christianity. If it is, 
then this will be sufficient to realize that we need to at least take the traditional claim 
seriously, and we may find that it even appears simpler and more likely than Bauer’s 
hypothesis. Again, the lack of information currently makes it impossible to definitively 
prove that Mark was the historic founder of the Egyptian Church. However, if the 
narrative is plausible, then we cannot simply argue from silence that the account has 
no basis in truth.

It will be helpful to begin this part of the study by looking at what the New 
Testament writings can tell us about Mark. While they do not specifically mention the 
Alexandrian or African missions, Colossians 4:10 does identify Mark as “the cousin 
of Barnabas, concerning whom you received instruction/commandments.” The Acts 
of the Apostles also tells us that “John, whose other name was Mark,” joins Barnabas 
and Saul on the mission to Seleucia and to Cyprus (Acts 12:25-13:5). However, 
when the group comes to Perga in Pamphilia, in modern southern Turkey, John Mark 
suddenly departs and returns to Jerusalem (Acts 13:13). The final mention of Mark 
in Acts comes in Acts 15 when Barnabas wishes to take John called Mark with him 
and Paul on a visit to “every city where we proclaimed the word of the Lord,” but 
Paul refuses “to take with them one who had deserted them in Pamphylia and had not 
accompanied them in the work. The disagreement became so sharp that they parted 
company; Barnabas took Mark with him and sailed away to Cyprus” (Acts 15:36-40). 
25) Thomas Oden, How Africa Shaped the Christian Mind (Downers Grove, Illinois: IVP Academic, 2007) 
would suggest something like racism, implicit or otherwise, and though the period Bauer developed in is not 
far from Hegel’s famous comment, “Africa has no history,” I am not quite inclined to go this far.
26) See the works in the bibliography by Pearson, Davis, Griggs, and Oden for a more complete explication 
of Bauer’s missteps.
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It is unclear why Mark left the mission in the first place or precisely why Paul refused 
to take him along on the return journey, but judging from Paul’s request in 2 Timothy 
4:11, where Paul commands Timothy to bring Mark to Rome with him, Mark and 
Paul appear to have reconciled near the end of Paul’s life.27 While these passages do 
not directly connect Mark with Egypt, they do make it clear that Mark was involved 
in some of the early missionary activity and was likely an important member, thus 
establishing a context for his possible later apostolic activity.

Another New Testament work, 1 Peter, also mentions Mark. The thirteenth 
verse of the fifth chapter of the letter remarks that “She who is in Babylon, chosen 
together with you, greets you; and my son Mark (does as well)” (1 Peter 5:13). The 
“she” is generally thought to be the feminine article standing for “the Church” (ἡ 
ἐκκλησία), and given the lack of other characters named Mark in the New Testament 
writings, the Mark mentioned as the (spiritual) son of Peter is generally accepted as 
the same Mark in Acts and some of Paul’s letters.28 The location of Babylon, though, 
has been a matter of some debate among scholars. It seems quite unlikely that Peter 
and Mark were in Mesopotamia, considering there are no early Christian traditions 
connecting either man with the Babylon of Mesopotamia, but what of other places 
called Babylon? 

Most scholars tend to opt for Babylon as a metaphor for Rome. 2 Baruch and 
Syballine Oracles both refer to Rome as Babylon by the end of the first century, and 
the Revelation of John is rife with visions of the fall of Babylon (Rome) resulting from 
God’s Judgment,29  so using Babylon as a metaphor for Rome was not uncommon. 
Interpreting the Babylon in 1 Peter as Rome is strengthened when we consider that 
Peter may have been using Babylon as an exilic reference to sympathize with the 
“exiles of the Dispersion” (1 Peter 1:1). These circumstantial reasons, however, do 
not automatically rule out the possibility of Babylon referring to still another place—
perhaps even a place in Egypt.

In 2011, Thomas C. Oden became the most recent of the relatively few 
scholars who have proposed that Babylon in 1 Peter refers to a place called Babylon 
of Egypt, located in what is now Old Cairo. Oden connects the passage in 1 Peter with 
the passage in Acts where Peter is led from prison by an angel of the Lord, connects 
with the many who “had gathered and were praying” at Mary the mother of John 
Mark’s house, and leaves to go to “another place” (Acts 12: 12-17).30 He remarks 
that the fort was first built in the sixth century BCE by Persians, and later used by the 
27) 2 Timothy is widely considered to be written by an author other than Paul himself. Pseudipigraphical 
epistles are not addressed in this study and merit further inquiry, however their authentic authorship is 
ultimately of little importance to my argument. Even if the letter is not of Pauline origin, it still references 
Mark as involved in the early Apostolic activity and early Christians accepted his involvement, which is all 
this section of the argument seeks to do.
28) Davis, 4.
29) Ibid., 5.
30) Oden’s evidence and argument for the possibility of either 1 Peter’s composition or Babylon of Cairo as 
Peter’s destination when he fled do not necessitate a connection with each other, but they are strengthened 
by this hypothesis. In any case, necessary or not, Oden draws this connection as a possibility.
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Romans before they relocated the fort closer to the Nile during the reign of Trajan (ca 
98-117). 

He cites Greek geographer Strabo (64 BCE-24 CE) in his Geographica 
(17.1.30), when he states that “Going higher upriver [the Nile], you come to Babylon, 
a stronghold where a number of Babylonians rebelled and, after negotiations, obtained 
the kings’ permission to settle. Today however it is the garrison town of one of the 
three legions stationed in Egypt” in order to establish the existence of this site prior 
to Roman times.31 This is important because a major criticism against Babylon of 
Egypt as the location of Mark and Peter in 1 Peter notes that archeological evidence 
places the construction of the fort in the late third century under Diocletian, therefore 
discrediting any possibility of Egypt’s early importance in this way.32

Perhaps more importantly, Oden also argues for the area as a refugee 
destination, particularly for Jews in this period fleeing persecution.33 We should 
remember that Peter and Mark would likely have still considered themselves a 
part of the Jewish community, or at least still familiar with Judaism and its refugee 
communities, hoping to convert them to the new religion of Jesus. Even if there were 
an obvious line drawn between Mark and Peter on one hand, and the Jews in the area 
on the other, scholarly consensus places the locus of earliest Egyptian Christianity 
firmly inside Alexandrian Judaism, with Christians and Jews living alongside each 
other for some time before finally splitting.34 If Mark and Peter did come to Babylon 
of Egypt when fleeing after Peter’s escape from prison, the context of the area makes 
Babylon of Egypt a not at all unlikely place in Egypt for them to come.

Of course, this is all fairly speculative—there is no hard evidence that this 
fort became Christian within the first few centuries CE—and it does perhaps seem a 
bit unlikely that a small military fort in Egypt was the location of the writing of a letter 
to congregations in Asia Minor.35 Oden does ask why so many churches would later be 
31) Thomas C. Oden, The African Memory of Mark: Reassessing Early Church Tradition, (Downers Grove, 
Illinois: IVP Academic, 2011), 114-116.
32) Davis, 5. Oden reconciles his account of the Roman fort constructed under Trajan with the archaeological 
evidence done in 1994 by stating that the fort was renovated under the reign of Diocletian, but he doesn’t 
directly reference the archaeological material in any detail. This does undermine Oden’s credibility in some 
way, but he still manages to establish that Babylon of Egypt existed prior to the newer Roman fort.
33) Oden, 116, 119. Oden points to the sudden influx of Jews to the area after the fall of Jerusalem in 70 CE 
and the fort’s location as a connection between the upper and lower Nile as his most substantial evidence.
34) Pearson, “Earliest Christianity in Egypt: Some Observations,” 145-56. For more on Alexandrian Judaism 
as the locus for early Egyptian Christianity, also see Klijn, A.F.J. “Jewish Christianity in Egypt,” in The 
Roots of Egyptian Christianity, edited by Birger A Pearson and James E. Goehring (Philadelphia: Fortress 
Press, 1986), 161-75. Although Pearson and Klijn are discussing specifically Alexandrian Christianity, 
Oden reveals that the usual refugee route from Palestine for these Jews was to sail to Pelusium in the 
northeast delta and work down toward Memphis from there, Oden, 120.  Despite Alexandria’s location in 
the northwest delta, it seems reasonable to assume that Alexandrian Jews fleeing persecution would take a 
similar route as refugees. Even if the only Jewish presence in Babylon of Egypt happened to be Palestinian, 
this would be sufficient context to make Mark and Peter’s presence possible.
35) H.I. Bell, “Evidences of Christianity in Egypt during the Roman Period,” Harvard Theological Review 
37 (1944), 187-88. Cited in Davis, 5, note 17. Apart from Rome’s place as an eventual destination of both 
Peter and Paul (and Mark), I cannot say it is entirely clear why Rome itself is intrinsically a more likely 
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built in this area and why the See of St. Mark would move from Alexandria to Babylon 
of Egypt in the 4th century if there were no apostolic connection,36 but these questions 
could be explained in a variety of ways. For instance, the church  most directly related 
to this fort (indeed, built directly on top of the old fort walls), the Hanging Church or 
Mu’allaqa, is dedicated to the Virgin Mary and the spot is also the traditional place 
of refuge for the Holy Family’s flight to Egypt mentioned in Matt. 2:15. The See 
could also have been moved for several reasons, including destruction or persecution 
in Alexandria. A tenth century patriarchate move even occurred in order to ally the 
minority Christians with the minority Fatimid rulers.37 Babylon of Egypt would still 
be a likely place in Egypt, but Oden’s questions seem easily answered, thus weakening 
his claim.

Whatever the answers, neither the Alexandrian church nor the African 
memory of Mark which Oden seeks to make credible traditionally hold that Mark 
and Peter were in Egypt at this time—or that Peter was ever in Egypt.38 Though 
probably unlikely, it might still be plausible that Mark is connected to Egypt through 
1 Peter’s reference to “Babylon,” until we consider that 1 Peter is almost certainly 
pseudonymous. This frequently wielded literary device used by ancient authors puts 
the final nail in the coffin of an Egyptian connection explicitly stated in the New 
Testament. While we should not automatically assume that every early Christian 
reference to Babylon means Rome, in this instance it probably is.

In any case, even if 1 Peter was written in Egypt, it would do little to establish 
Mark’s status as father of the Egyptian and Alexandrian church beyond contextualizing 
Mark’s familiarity with Egypt and making it more likely that Mark would be sent to 
work in Africa later. 
What 1 Peter does establish, however, pseudonymity and all, is a connection between 
Mark and Peter before the end of the first century, later recounted by several church 
fathers.39 We also hear from Bishop Papias, the late first-early second century bishop 
of Hierapolis, that it was the “hearers of Peter” who “in all ways besought Mark…
being a follower of Peter, to leave behind a written memory of the teaching of the 
word given to them, and before he did, they did not let it go; this became the cause of 
the writing of what is called the Good News according to Mark.”40

place for the writing of 1 Peter than Egypt, but I accept the conclusion here.
36) Oden, 119.
37) See Otto F.A. Meinardus, Two Thousand Years of Coptic Christianity (Cairo and New York: The 
American University in Cairo Press, 1999), 55-61 and 64-66 for more on the Coptic Church in the middle 
ages.
38) Davis, 5, and Oden, 121. 
39) It might be argued that the likely pseudonymity of 1 Peter actually undermines any connections that it 
reports. However, this line of argument does not make much sense. The letter was accepted by the Christian 
community as containing authentic Christian teaching, and they were probably quite aware that the letter 
was not from Peter, so why would the author of 1 Peter conclude by reporting a false connection? It is more 
likely that the connection between Mark and Peter reported by the author of this letter is authentic, even 
though the authorship itself is not.
40) Eusebius, 2:15. According to Eusebius, Clement of Alexandria also cites this tradition.



76 Lights: The MESSA Journal     Fall 2012     Vol. 2    No. 1

Papias also reports that “Mark became Peter’s interpreter and wrote accurately 
all that he remembered, not, indeed, in order of the things said or done by the Lord. 
For he had not heard the Lord…but followed Peter, who used to give teaching as 
necessity demanded but not making, as it were, an arrangement of the Lord’s oracles, 
so that Mark did nothing wrong in thus writing down single points as he remembered 
them.”41 Whether or not the version of Mark’s Gospel passed down to our time and the 
Gospel reported by Papias are in all ways the same is less important than the very firm 
and very early attestation of a close connection between Peter and Mark.42 While a few 
other accounts that Papias gives certainly have their problems, for instance he states 
that Matthew’s gospel was originally written in Hebrew—a finding NOT echoed by 
modern scholars, it is clear that Papias’s report concerning Mark places him close 
to Peter and firmly in the midst of first century missionary activity, making Mark an 
increasingly likely candidate for a mission to Egypt. 

These accounts by Papias are found in Eusebius’ Ecclesiastical History 
(History of the Church) and are immediately followed by our first undisputed witness 
to Mark’s connection to Egypt, referenced earlier and repeated here: “They say that 
this one [Mark] was the first dispatched upon Egypt to announce the good news, 
which indeed he also had written, and the first to organize churches in Alexandria 
herself.” Eusebius goes on to state that “the number of men and women who 
were there converted at the first attempt was so great, and their asceticism was so 
extraordinarily philosophic, that Philo though it right to describe their…life” in his On 
the Contemplative Life. Eusebius then goes on to report on Philo and his description 
of these ascetics.43

Scholars have tended to discredit Eusebius on this last detail, arguing that 
Philo was writing about a Jewish ascetic group and that here “Eusebius betrays 
the limitations of his knowledge.”44 This is probably true, although Eusebius does 
indicate that he is only drawing on his own inferences here,45 so perhaps we should 
not judge him too harshly. However, it is also possible that Eusebius was simply trying 
to connect what he knew of earliest Egyptian Christianity—namely that the earliest 
converts and apostolic men were of Hebrew origin—with what few documents 
survived the Diocletian persecution. This scenario may not seem the most likely at first 
consideration, but there is as much evidence that this was Eusbius’s task as there is for 
the assertion that Eusebius simply made up a story concerning Mark’s Alexandrian 

41) Eusebius, 3:39. The reader of this thesis might pause here, and think to themselves, “Hey! I thought that 
the Gospel of Mark was composed around 70 CE by an anonymous, most likely non Palestinian Christian 
after years of oral tradition!” This is the conclusion that many modern scholars have adopted and, given that 
the earliest manuscript traditions do not contain an attribution of authorship, it is entirely plausible. Papias’ 
account of how the Gospel of Mark was composed does not directly contradict the findings of modern 
scholarship (composed after listening to Peter preach over time), but even if Mark were not the composer of 
the Gospel according to Mark, it would technically not harm this study as to the plausibility of a connection 
between John Mark and Egyptian Christianity.
42) Interestingly, Papias also places the composition of 1 Peter in Rome. Eusebius, 2:15.
43) Eusebius, 2:16.
44) Davis, 7.
45) Eusebius, 2:17.
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apostolic mission, knowing nothing himself.46 That said, Eusebius’s chronological 
discrepancy should not automatically disqualify his testimony connecting Mark with 
Egypt.

Some have also tried to ignore Eusebius’s account concerning Mark and 
Egypt by noting the dates of Mark’s arrival in Egypt reported by various sources do 
not match. Eusebius, in his work titled Chronicle, gives us a date of 43 CE (the third 
year of Claudius), while other sources place his arrival from 39 CE to 50 CE, and the 
official date of the Coptic church is 48 CE.47 Any date before 50 CE has to contend with 
the dating of Barnabas and Mark’s split from Paul in Acts 15:39—commonly placed 
around 49-50 CE. There is, however, some evidence that Peter may have arrived in 
Rome as early as 42 CE, and if Mark really did accompany Peter on all his journeys 
as Clement of Alexandria tells us, why could not Mark have arrived in Alexandria 
in 43 CE or thereabouts?48 The Eusebian account does not require that Mark stayed 
in Alexandria, or even Africa, until his death, and in fact the phrase “converted on 
the first attempt” seems to imply that Mark came and went several times throughout 
his ministry.49 The varied dates reported by several authors also do not make it any 
less likely that the event of Mark’s arrival in Egypt happened historically even if the 
details of this event are not strengthened by these multiple attestations. Whatever the 
exact details, it is clear that several important early writers found dating Mark’s arrival 
important enough to give a specific date, and the various dates reported after Eusebius 
should not disqualify his testimony either.

The last two criticisms are related. Those looking to discredit Eusebius on 
this issue and remove the possibility of a historical connection between St. Mark 
and Egyptian Christianity, such as Bauer, point to the apparent lack of a source for 
Eusebius and how little he tells us about what happened after Mark’s arrival. As seen 
in the Eusebian passage above, Eusebius states that “They say that….” The Greek 
verb used by Eusebius is φασιν, and this verb is often interpreted to indicate that 
Eusebius was relying on hearsay or some received tradition in lieu of some written 
source. Prima facie, the use of this verb might seem to indicate that the report is less 
authentic, that it is simply tradition, or that, as Bauer would argue, Eusebius is simply 
relying on a list passed down to him from Demetrius through Julius Africanus. 

First, even if Eusebius were relying upon oral tradition here, discounting his 
report for this reason reveals a western bias which judges written sources and culture 
as the only relevant sources and culture. Second, it is not at all clear that Eusebius 
was simply relying on oral tradition: G.M. Lee has argued strongly that φασιν can 
be interpreted as relying on written sources. He believes that Eusebius was clearly 
relying on an Alexandrian list of bishops; “his φασι is an obvious way of indicating the 

46) Oden, 214-15. Oden also notes that Eusebius could have confused Philo’s account with the “proto-
Christians” who taught Apollos of Alexandria, simply missing the chronology.
47) Davis, 6 and Pearson, “Earliest Christianity in Egypt,” 139, note 30.
48) Oden, 211-3.
49) Pearson, “Earliest Christianity,” 139, note 34.
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anonymous compilers.50 Morton Smith, possibly for reasons which will be discussed 
later, also argues that φασιν should refer to Clement of Alexandria and Papias, the 
sources of the information immediately prior.51 Oden, taking a position somewhere 
between Lee and Smith, argues that the “They” refers to the earliest presbyters, 
including John the Elder, Aristion, and Polycarp, upon whom Papias, Clement, and 
Irenaeus rely. Oden particularly notes that huge portions of Eusebius’s personal library 
(largely inherited from Origen) are lost to us, but his reported goal was to report the 
reliable facts based on the written documents available and there may well have been 
important written testimonies to the Mark-Egypt connection.52 It is indeed troubling 
that Eusebius does not give us an explicitly named source, but it is clear that there are 
several possible sources referred to by φασιν, and again the Eusebian account cannot 
be thrown out on this objection.

Perhaps even more troubling is how little the account tells us, especially 
when we acknowledge the anachronistic comparison Eusebius makes between the 
Therapeutae described by Philo with the early Egyptian Christians. There are again, 
however, several reasons why Eusebius might not report much about Mark’s activity 
in Egypt. One option is that Eusebius simply does not know much. This is the option 
that Bauer and, to a lesser extent, scholars like Pearson and Davis would advocate, 
arguing that Eusebius only has what the Alexandrian Church has passed on through 
Julius Africanus. It is certainly a possibility, although Eusebius’s relative ignorance 
does not necessarily entail a lack of historical authenticity. Another possibility is that 
the sources which Eusebius does use only mention Mark and Alexandria in passing, 
whereas those sources providing more detail were already lost or destroyed in the 
persecutions of the third century. This option would certainly explain how the tradition 
was still alive, while still allowing Eusebius to be a bit cautious about what he reported 
or didn’t report.

There is at least one other options as well: Mark simply was not seen as that 
important. As I have shown above, Mark was certainly involved in the early Christian 
missions, but he was definitely no apostolic rock star. We can hardly expect Eusebius 
to have recorded every detail concerning the nearly 300 years before the composition 
of Ecclesiastical History, and it is not too unlikely that Eusebius simply judged further 
details in Mark’s Egyptian ministry to be of minor importance. Eusebius’s historical 
judgments could also explain why the next ten bishops’ accounts are so sparse as 
well: they did not do anything of paramount importance in the early church. Eusebius 
also seems unaware of the account of Mark’s martyrdom in Egypt,53 supporting the 

50) G.M. Lee, 425-27. The implications of this are interesting; if Eusebius had little idea who compiled the 
list, it would make it significantly less likely that Demetrius and his circle originally compiled the list, thus 
striking a blow to Bauer’s assumption that the Mark connection is a later creation.
51) Morton Smith, Clement of Alexandria and a Secret Gospel of Mark (Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 1973), 27.  Please see the appendix for a discussion of Smith’s findings. 
52) Oden, 210-11.
53) Pearson, “Earliest Christianity,” 140. Eusebius does not mention any specific martyrdom, only that 
“Annianus was the first after Mark the Evangelist to receive charge of the province of Alexandria” in the 
eighth year of Nero. Eusebius, 2:24.
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claim that the hagiographical Acts of Mark may well be filled in or conflated with a 
later Alexandrian bishop, but this does not suggest that a Mark-Egypt connection, 
including Mark’s status as apostolic founder, is implausible or even unlikely. 

What I have shown thus far is only that Bauer’s thesis, and those like it, should 
not be taken as the final word on the matter; though there is too little positive evidence 
to definitively prove Mark’s status, it “should not be ruled out.”54 However, it is clear 
that what scholars do accept as authentic testimony about Mark makes his connection 
with Egypt a plausible theory at the very least. If we want a strong plausibility or any 
hint at probability though, there is as of yet very little compelling reason to adopt 
aspects of the tradition and not assume a conclusion like Bauer’s, stating that the 
connection was later forged by an Orthodoxy eager to establish its foundation with 
an apostle and line of bishops. There are at least two questions which, if answered by 
a Bauer-like hypothesis, would lend credence to his claim. However, thus far, these 
questions cannot be answered without repealing Mark’s traditional status. 

Alexandria was the world’s second largest city, full of messianic Jews and 
well educated gentiles, and well known in the ancient world;55 how could there not 
be an apostle sent to North Africa? If not Mark, then who? Now at first glance, this 
question might not convince anyone that we should remain open to the traditional 
account. After all, we know that an Apollos of Alexandria was “instructed in the Way 
of the Lord” (Acts 18:24), but being from Alexandria does not mean he taught there. 
In fact, the same verse tells us that Apollos came from Ephesus and Acts 19:1 notes 
that he was teaching in Corinth. When we also consider that Apollos needed to be 
corrected by Priscilla and Aquilla, it is somewhat unlikely that Apollos would have 
been sent back to his homeland to preach. There are other potential “first Egyptian 
Christians,” the Egyptians present at Pentecost for instance (Acts 2:10), but there 
doesn’t seem to be a strong candidate for apostle to Egypt aside from Mark, and there 
is certainly no consistent evidence for any other apostle. Of course, the fact is that this 
whole era really is shrouded in mystery and if I were using this argument to say that 
Mark definitively was the apostle to Egypt, my assertion would be no stronger than 
Bauer’s claim that Mark didn’t arrive in Egypt. This, though, is not what I am doing. I 
am simply arguing that Alexandria was too important not to merit an apostle, and if we 
cannot come up with a better candidate for that job than St. Mark, then why abandon 
his traditional status—the one we have attestation for?

The second question was alluded to earlier. Why would Demetrius (or even 
someone before or after him) use Mark, a relatively minor New Testament player, as the 
apostolic founder of the Egyptian Church? Bauer indicates that he thinks the Church 
in Rome, much more powerful and episcopally established, provided Demetrius with 
St. Mark, but Pearson points out that a strong, monarchial episcopacy “was as late 

54) Ibid., 144. Also see Davis, 9, among others.
55) Alexandria’s social and political history is interesting and complicated, but unfortunately delving into it 
goes beyond the abilities of this study. However, looking deeper into first century Alexandrian Judaism and 
how much was written about major Alexandrian religious figures could further enhance this study. 
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in developing in Rome (with Bishop Victor, 189-199) as it was in Egypt,”56 and it’s 
unlikely that Rome had the necessary power to dictate an apostolic founder. So if 
Demetrius himself was going to forge an apostolic founder, why did he not choose 
John or Thomas or Matthew, whose Gospels had enormous influence in Egypt? Elaine 
Pagels has argued that the Gospel of Thomas, with its Gnostic influence, and the 
Gospel of John were both composed in the midst of a Christological debate. This 
debate would have had a huge impact in Egypt, where the Gnostic community was 
large (if not as dominant as Bauer claims).57 Now it is obvious why the architect of 
Egyptian orthodoxy would not have chosen an apostle used by Gnostics, but why 
would Demetrius not use John, the Gospel writer whose account is most lauded by the 
orthodox faith?

A more obvious candidate for Demetrius to establish as apostolic founder, 
if Peter and Paul were unavailable, might even have been Matthew. Lee reports that 
legend takes Matthew to Africa, leading some scholars to argue that Matthew actually 
composed his Gospel there (although Lee resolutely rejects this second claim).58 
Matthew even places a scene from his Gospel in Egypt (Matthew 2:13-21)! If the 
general tradition surrounding St. Mark is untrue, then Matthew would have been a 
much more logical choice for apostolic founder—especially if Demetrius wanted the 
Alexandrian Christians to accept his creation. A Matthew foundation connection never 
emerged, though, and there has to be a reason for this. Is it maybe because Mark really 
was the founder of the Alexandrian patriarchate and Alexandrian Christians would 
have protested against any other apostle being reported as their founder?59 Again, 
there is not sufficient evidence to say that he was, but every alternative to historicity 
in Mark’s tradition looks increasingly paltry in comparison.

This study has only sought to establish something very meager in some 
respects, but very important in others. On the one hand, whether St. Mark founded 
the Church in Egypt is of relatively little importance. As Lee says, “in defending 
the tradition, the most that I have to gain is an invitation to dinner from the Coptic 
Patriarch.”60 On the other hand, though, this study is of immense importance because 
Coptic Christians, and indeed most Christians in Africa, trace their heritage back to 
St. Mark and to deny the historicity of that tradition is to deny two-thousand years of 
self-knowledge and self-definition. That is partially why I have sought to show why 
the traditional account of Mark as the founder of the Alexandrian See needs to be held 
onto and not dismissed as worthless hagiography. Whatever elements in a narrative, 
the martyrdom of Mark for instance, that might be more legend than fact still deserve 

56) Pearson, Gnosticism, 209.
57) For more on the impact of these Gospels and the polemic arguments in each, see Elaine Pagels, “Gospels 
in Conflict: John and Thomas” in Beyond Belief: The Secret Gospel of Thomas, (New York: Random House, 
2003), 30-73.
58) G.M. Lee, 428.
59) Lee correctly notes that Demetrius is said to have ascended to the throne of St. Mark, meaning that by 
the time of his ascension, only 120 years after Mark’s traditional death, the tradition that Mark “had been 
bishop of Alexandria was already established beyond risk of contradiction,” 431.
60) G.M. Lee, 423.
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to be studied because they mark the development of a fascinating self-consciousness 
in the Church in Egypt. However, it is only after we assess the historicity of these 
traditions that we can begin to understand early Egyptian Christian theology and the 
importance of apostolic succession in this “Church of Martyrs.”

Therefore, I have argued that Bauer overstates the available evidence—we 
can only say, at most, that Demetrius wielded an Episcopal succession list similar to 
Irenaeus in order to combat heresy, not that he created this list—and that St. Mark’s 
status as founder of the Alexandrian Church is an entirely plausible and in many ways 
preferable theory. There still is not sufficient historical evidence in the early Egyptian 
Church to say more than this, but perhaps what I have said is not so little. Perhaps, like 
St. Mark did almost two-thousand years ago, when we wander into ancient Alexandria 
looking for an open and receptive audience with whom to share our knowledge, we 
too will pause and find that an audience has actually come to us. However, this can 
only happen if we understand the tradition; this is what we must do.
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Appendix 

Morton Smith and the Secret Gospel of Mark

There is one final piece of evidence, perhaps conspicuous in its absence from 
my study, which would go a long way toward establishing that St. Mark really was 
the apostolic founder of Egyptian Christianity: The Secret Gospel of Mark found in 
an alleged Clementine letter to his disciple, Theodore. In 1973, noted second temple 
Judaism and early Christianity scholar Morton Smith released two books, one for 
a popular audience and one filled with detailed paleographic, philological, and 
historical analysis for other scholars, detailing his discovery of a fragmentary letter 
from “Clement, author of the Stromateis,” found in 1958 at the Mar Saba Monastery. 
Knowing this was an important discovery, authentic or not, but busy cataloguing the 
monastery library, he photographed the scribbled letter, written in Greek in the back 
of a library book, and continued cataloguing. When he examined his photograph, he 
discovered that the letter’s contents were truly remarkable.
 

As it turned out, not only did the letter addressed to Clement’s student 
Theodore include a commendation for refuting the teachings of the apparently 
immoral and heretical Carpocratian Gnostic group (they would apparently engage in 
all sorts of sexual activity in the name of religious worship61), but also an account of 
how these Carpocratians stole and corrupted a so-called “secret” Gospel of Mark from 
the Alexandrian Church. In the letter, Clement indicates that after Peter’s martyrdom, 
Mark went to Alexandria and composed a second and more spiritual Gospel for 
those being perfected, which included some of the secret teachings from Jesus to his 
disciples. The letter even included two exerts from the “Secret Gospel” which come 
after Mark 10:34 (making sense out of Mark 14:52) and Mark 10:46.62 I have included 
the first passage as an example of the literary and thematic flavor of the passages 
referenced in the fragment.

They came to Bethany, and a woman was there whose brother had died. She 
came and prostrated herself before Jesus, saying to him, “Son of David, have mercy 
on me.” But his disciples rebuked her. Jesus became angry and went off with her to 
the garden where the tomb was.

Immediately a loud voice was heard from the tomb. Jesus approached and 
rolled the stone away from the entrance to the tomb. Immediately he went in where the 
young man was, stretched out his hand, and raised him by seizing his hand. 

The young man looked at him intently and loved him; and he began pleading 
61) See Clement of Alexandria, Stromateis 3.2 and Irenaeus, Against Heresies 1.25.
62) See Morton Smith, Clement of Alexandria and a Secret Gospel of Mark (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 1973) and Morton Smith, The Secret Gospel: The Discovery and Interpretation of the 
Secret Gospel According to Mark (New York: Harper & Row, Publishers, 1973) for a full account and 
argument.
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with him that  he might be with him. When they came out of the tomb they went to the 
young man’s house, for he was wealthy. 

And after six days Jesus gave him a command. And when it was evening the 
young man came to him, wearing a linen cloth over his naked body. He stayed with 
him that night, for Jesus was teaching him the mystery of the Kingdom of God. When 
he got up from there, he returned to the other side of the Jordan.63

 The precise implications for Biblical scholarship and Jesus scholarship are 
beyond the purposes of this study, but it is important to note that Clement places Mark 
in Alexandria and marks him as an important member in the Alexandrian Church. 
There are, however, some differences between this account and what Eusebius tells 
us. For instance, the letter does not say that Mark founded the Alexandrian Church, 
instead seeming to imply that there were already Christians present, and it reports that 
he wrote a Gospel there rather than simply preaching it as in Eusebius,64 but it does 
place Mark in Egypt in an important role (still possibly as the first apostolic leader 
and teacher in Alexandria) far earlier than any other source (Clement was active in 
Alexandria from about 180 to 203 CE). This would seem to undermine the claim that 
Demetrius created an Apostolic founder out of Mark as it establishes a connection 
between Mark and Egypt far earlier than any other source and potentially even before 
Demetrius himself rose to leadership.
 

However, almost from the moment of publication, scholars like Quentin 
Quesnell began to question the authenticity of Morton’s find.65 It is not my intention 
to decide whether or not Morton Smith forged this Letter to Theodore. Instead, I only 
want to describe a few of the arguments for and against its authenticity and show why 
the reference to Mark and his Secret Gospel cannot be used as secure evidence on the 
basis of historical criteria to establish his status as founder of the Egyptian Church. 
 

After examining the letter and its contents, Smith consulted handwriting 
experts and established that the letter was probably copied in about 1750 from a loose 
sheet in the library to the only free space remaining, the blank pages in the back of a 
1646 edition by Isaac Voss of the original Greek letters from Ignatius of Antioch. To 
determine that it was an actual letter from Clement and not an 18th century forgery, 
Smith showed the letter to Clement experts who determined that the subject matter 
and writing style were highly Clementine and if someone had forged it, they had 
certainly done a magnificent job.  Smith then spent the next several years of his life 

63) (Ps-) Mark, trans. Bart Erhman in Lost Scriptures: Books that Did Not Make It into the New Testament, 
(Oxford University Press, 2003), 88. The literary style of this passage is certainly Markan with the 
characteristic use of “Immediately” and the cluelessness of the disciples, but the homoerotic undertones 
have been troubling to many Biblical scholars and theologians, to say the least. This account also raises 
parallels to the raising of Lazarus in John’s Gospel, and if authentic, may have served as the template for 
John’s narrative.
64) Davis, 9.
65) Quentin Quesnell, “The Mar Saba Clementine: A Question of Evidence,” Catholic Biblical Quarterly 
37 (1975), 48-67.
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making a careful comparison of vocabulary, style, modes of expression, and ideas 
found in the letter with those of known Clementine writings. His conclusion was that 
the letter is so much like Clement’s own writings that it would be nearly impossible 
that someone else had written it.66

 
Smith had decided that the letter and the new Gospel passages were authentic 

and imperative to understanding the historical Jesus and though many scholars were 
convinced that the letter was authentic with a smaller number agreeing that the Gospel 
passages derived from a version of Mark (probably an Ur-Markan version), there has 
never been anything near scholarly consensus. Anthony Darby Nock, Smith’s own 
advisor at Harvard and probably one of Smith’s few intellectual superiors, was one of 
the first to doubt the authenticity of Smith’s find, trusting his instincts and believing 
that the letter was forged by someone to see if he or she could get away with it.67 
Others, like Quesnell mentioned earlier and later scholars Stephen Carlson and Craig 
A. Evans have gone further and argue that not only did someone forge this document 
to see if they could get away with it, but even alleged that Smith himself was probably 
the forger!68

 
I am not saying that Smith forged this document, but some of the evidence 

is compellingly suspicious. For instance, since the book in which Smith found the 
letter belonged to the Mar Saba library, only one other group of scholars has even seen 
the text itself and no other scholar has been able to carefully it, only the photograph. 
This is important because the only way scholars can determine whether the letter was 
copied in the 1700s or in the 1950s by someone writing in a 1700s script is to test the 
ink and the imperfections in the document.69 It is certainly suspicious that no other 
66) Bart Ehrman, “The Forgery of an Ancient Discovery? Morton Smith and the Secret Gospel of Mark” 
in Lost Christianities: The Battles for Scripture and the Faiths We Never Knew (Oxford University Press, 
2003), 78. Ehrman provides the most concise description of Smith’s own anecdotes and the surrounding 
controversy so I am following his model. For Smith’s own version, see the above volumes. Ehrman 
also points out that it would have been nearly impossible to forge this document before the publication 
of Clemens Alexandrinus by Otto Stahlin which appeared in 1936 and included indexes of Clementine 
vocabulary and word frequencies. Ibid.
67) Ehrman, 82.
68) See Scott G. Brown, “Factualizing the Folklore: Stephen Carlson’s Case against Morton Smith” in The 
Harvard Theological Review 99 (July 2006), 291-327 for a survey of arguments against Smith and refutation 
of such arguments. Brown concludes, “According to [Carlson’s] The Gospel Hoax, Morton Smith invented 
“secret” Mark as a hoax in the 1950s in order to suggest that the authorities who were clamping down on 
gay sex in public parks were “crucifying Jesus Christ all over again” but then spent years researching his 
own hoax and developing a different, scholarly interpretation so that he could distract people from its true 
meaning and thereby successfully dupe his colleagues, using this text as a private test of their competence.” 
(326-7). Suffice to say, Brown does not buy Carlson’s argument. Brown, “The question of Motive in the 
Case against Morton Smith” in Journal of Biblical Literature 125 (Summer, 2006), 351-83 also takes on 
other arguments claiming that Smith had some major motivation to forge this document, but concludes that 
Smith’s accusers have as yet still failed to discover any compelling evidence.
69) Ehrman has noted that “someone with skill and patience can learn how to imitate a style of writing” 
(83), but scholars at the Biblical Archaeology Review magazine consulted handwriting expert Venetia 
Anastasopoulou, who compared the writing in the letter with Smith’s own recorded Greek writing and 
concluded that if the letter was forged recently, it was probably not by Smith himself. Agamemnon Tselikas, 
a Greek Paleographer, on the other hand, has noted that the handwriting does not appear to match any 
scribe at the Mar Saba monastery and notes that the book containing the letter does not appear in the Mar 
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scholar has been able to carefully analyze the chemical composition of the ink, tiny 
marks on the page, indentations indicating where the pen started and stopped, and tiny 
flows of ink over lines, etc which have uncovered various forgeries over the years. 
One certainly wonders why Smith, extremely knowledgeable in manuscripts, would 
not go back to the monastery himself to check.70

 
It turns out that one other scholar has seen the letter in the back of Voss’s 

1646 edition. Hebrew University professor Guy Stroumsa explained to Ehrman once 
that he had tracked down the book and seen the letter in 1976, but doubts that it will 
ever be seen again. Stroumsa and his teacher David Flusser, after arguing whether the 
letter was authentic or forged, decided to drive the forty-five minutes from Jerusalem 
to Mar Saba with another scholar and a Greek Orthodox monk to try to find the 
document. As it turns out, after about fifteen minutes of searching, they really did find 
the book and the handwritten letter. They managed to convince the monks to allow 
them to take the book the library of the Greek Patriarchate in Jerusalem where they 
could find a chemical analyst to test the ink, but when they learned that only the Israeli 
(read: Jewish) police department could do the necessary analysis, the Greek Orthodox 
monks were not terribly keen to hand over one of their sacred books. When Stroumsa 
called to ask about the letter some years later, he learned that it had been cut out of 
the book for “safe keeping” and was now lost. What happened to the letter? No one 
knows, “and it may be that no one ever will.”71 Again, this doesn’t mean that the letter 
is definitely forged, but it certainly gives one pause.
 We also have to wonder why no other ancient writings make reference to 
this “Secret Gospel.” Clement and others often referred to the Carpocratians and their 
heretical ways, so why do they never mention this Gospel? Of course, we have nothing 
like a complete collection of Clement or other ancient authors and it could be argued 
that, as it was a Secret Gospel only referred to in a personal letter, Clement may not 
have wanted to mention it in his public works, but the conspicuous lack of mention 
is still suspicious. Some scholars have also questioned why Clement explicitly tells 
Theodore to deny the existence of a Secret Gospel of Mark, even under oath, a direct 
contradiction of Clement’s prohibition of falsely swearing oaths (Stromateis 7.16.105, 
for instance). Others have even wondered why the letter is “more like Clement than 
Clement ever is.”72 Again, suspicion arises.
 

Saba catalogue prior to 1923. This doesn’t necessarily mean the book was not there prior to 1923, but 
Tselikas concludes that the letter was probably copied elsewhere and brought by Smith to the monastery 
when he arrived to re-catalogue the monastery library. BAR scholars in general, however, have concluded 
that Smith was innocent of forgery. Venetia Anastapoulou,  “Experts Report Handwriting Examination,” 
Biblical Archaeology Review Online, http://www.bib-arch.org/scholars-study/secret-mark-handwriting-
analysis.asp (accessed April 26, 2012), Agamemnon Tselikas, “Report on the Letter of Clement,” Biblical 
Archaeological Review Online, http://www.bib-arch.org/scholars-study/secret-mark-handwriting-
agamemnon.asp (Accessed April 26, 2012), Staff, “Did Morton Smith Forge ‘Secret Mark’?” in Biblical 
Archeological Review Online, http://www.bib-arch.org/scholars-study/secret-mark.asp (Accessed April 26, 
2012), respectively. The final link also leads to various responses to arguments referenced in this note.
70) Ehrman, 85.
71) Ibid., 83-4.
72) Ibid., 86.
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Ehrman also wonders why this text appears to have no copying mistakes over 
the years,73 but I want to briefly examine what he views as either marks of forgery, or at 
least terrific ironies. First, Voss’s 1646 edition of Ignatian letters, where the scribbled 
letter was discovered, is in itself a rare volume. This edition was the “first to remove 
from the Greek Manuscript tradition of Ignatius the forged Ignatian documents and 
the interpolations made into Ignatius’s text by theologically motivated scribes.” How 
funny is it that we find a new letter from Clement describing forged documents and 
interpolations into Mark’s Gospel by theologically motivated (Carpocratian) scribes? 
Probably even funnier if this letter itself was forged! Second, Ehrman notices that the 
page immediately prior to the letter features Voss lambasting scribes who would alter 
and add to manuscripts of the Epistle of Barnabas and concludes by saying about the 
scribe who interpolated this false material, “That very impudent fellow filled more 
pages with these trifles.” Is it not ironic that the very next page now contains a possibly 
forged letter tricking and misleading modern scholars?74 I daresay that it is.
 

All of this suspicion is to say that we simply do not know whether Smith, 
one of the few scholars in twentieth century possibly capable of pulling off such a 
feat,75 forged Clement’s Letter to Theodore. Morton Smith’s evidence is certainly 
compelling, at least prima facie, but the inaccessibility and mystery surrounding the 
document raise suspicion. In all, scholars who do take sides on this issue tend to 
fall on which side supports their particular view of Jesus and Scripture and there is 
no general consensus either way. Unfortunately, this means that Clement’s Letter to 
Theodore and its remarkably early reference to Mark’s arrival in Alexandria and his 
activity there (regardless of how sparse even it is) cannot be used with any reliability 
as a historical source for evaluating Mark’s traditional status as founder of the Coptic 
Church. Maybe this will change, but unless the letter suddenly reappears or other 
references to Mark’s Secret Gospel or his activity in Egypt emerge, we will simply 
never know.
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