My interest does not lie in finding out the correct method of interpreting Jesus parabolic teachings, nor in an exegesis of their true meanings, nor even in their hermeneutical application for today.  I am simply interested in the fact that Jesus, unlike most of our contemporary teachers, used a variety of creative, parabolic devices during his ministry.  What kinds of devices he employed and why he used parables in particular  –these are the questions I will be exploring.  This paper was also written to elucidate the particular ministry of Finnian, a 10th century Bard who finds himself now walking the streets of 20th century England.
 

The most frequently used device of Jesus’ teaching, and thus the most extensively examined, is obviously his use of parables. However, the definitive boundaries of what exactly makes a parable a parable is not quite as obvious.
  Most commonly Jesus’ parabolic teachings have been categorized into similes, metaphors, extended metaphors (what we tend to think of as parables), and short stories. 
  However,  Jesus’ ministry was full of many other creative rhetorical devices besides parables.
 

The following table provides a sample of how extensively Jesus reached beyond our modern discursive how-to sermons.

Reference 
Type
Passage

Mathew 

7:24
Simile

‘Therefore everyone who hears these words of mine and puts them into practice is like a wise man who built his house on the rock.  

Mathew 

5:14
Metaphor

You are the light of the world. A city on a hill cannot be hidden.

Mathew 

9:37
Analogy/

Allegory

The harvest is plentiful but the workers are few.   Ask the Lord of the harvest, therefore, to send out workers into his harvest field.” 

Mark 

4:30
Extended Metaphor

(‘Parable’)
 
Again he said, ‘‘What shall we say the kingdom of God is like, or what parable shall we use to describe it? It is like a mustard seed, which is the smallest seed you plant in the ground. Yet when planted, it grows and becomes the largest of all garden plants, with such big branches that the birds of the air can perch in its shade.” 

Mathew 12:25-28
Exemplary 

Story

“Every kingdom divided against itself will be ruined, and every city or household divided against itself will not stand. If Satan drives out Satan, he is divided against himself. How then can his kingdom stand? And if I drive out demons by Beelzebub, by whom do your people drive them out? So then, they will be your judges. But if I drive out demons by the Spirit of God, then the kingdom of God has come upon you. 

Mathew 10:14
Symbolic Gesture

If anyone will not welcome you or listen to your words, shake the dust off your feet when you leave that home or town.

Mark

2:8b-10
‘Exemplary’

Miracle

‘Why are you thinking these things? Which is easier: to say to the paralytic, ‘Your sins are forgiven,’ or to say, ‘Get up, take your mat and walk’? But that you may know that the Son of Man has authority on earth to forgive sins....” He said to the paralytic, ‘‘I tell you, get up, take your mat and go home.”

Matthew

10:24-25
Humor/

Taunt

‘‘Children, how hard it is to enter the kingdom of God!  25 It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God.

Mark 

2:23-28
Exemplary 

Action

He answered, ‘‘Have you never read what David did when he and his companions were hungry and in need? In the days of Abiathar the high priest, he entered the house of God and ate the consecrated bread, which is lawful only for priests to eat. And he also gave some to his companions.” 

Then he said to them, ‘‘The Sabbath was made for man, not man for the Sabbath. So the Son of Man is Lord even of the Sabbath.” 

Mathew 10:29-31
Parabolic/

Rhetorical Question

Are not two sparrows sold for a penny? Yet not one of them will fall to the ground apart from the will of your Father.  30 And even the very hairs of your head are all numbered.  31 So don’t be afraid; you are worth more than many sparrows.

John 

2:19
Parabolic/

Prophecy

Jesus answered them, ‘‘Destroy this temple, and I will raise it again in three days.” 

Mathew

4:19
Parabolic/

Command

”Come, follow me,” Jesus said, ‘‘and I will make you fishers of men.”

Also of interest, especially in the context of a Bard’s art, is that Jesus’ sayings translated back into Aramaic are believed to indicate that he used mnemonic devices like rhythm and rhyme.

However, it is important to remember that Jesus’ use of parabolic language was not unique to himself.  The Old Testament’s teachers, leaders, prophets and authors frequently used simile, metaphor, parables, stories, symbols, prophetic actions, and more to communicate truth.
  Furthermore, there were other teachers and prophets during Jesus’ 1st century context who used these styles.
  What made Jesus’ teaching particularly unique was it’s content and the authority in which it was given.
  Even more, it was the person of Jesus Christ who was and is unique.  As the perfect image of God, and thus the perfection of humanity, we can expect that God’s ideal pedagogy would be manifested through him also.

Even starting in Genesis we learn that God is revealed as Creator.  He creates the entire universe by His word and it is new, abundant, varied, alive, and good.  Instead of a binary world of black and white, of monotone , of ‘useful’ machines –he  creates colorful flutterbyes
 that happen to produce silk for humans to wear.  Harold Best, in his book ‘Music through the eyes of Faith’ writes,

“The creation is the best example for the complete integration of worth and function.  Everything that God creates has intrinsic worth, and everything that has worth functions.  God calls this total integration good: beauty, worth, usefulness, and function are united at every turn; they do not slip into and out of coordination with each other.  A sunset is beautiful in its own right, but it is also a consortium of usefulness: the gilded clouds hold moisture;  light is refracted and colored by the atmosphere we breathe…”

We have seen how Jesus echoed this integration of beauty and function by examining his many styles of teaching.  Each kind of creative teaching functioned differently, and each kind of teaching functioned creatively.  In short, Jesus taught in various creative ways because he was living as man was meant to live, like the Creator of the universe.


Apart from this very basic observation, at the very heart of the question of why Jesus used what we tend to specifically think of as parables, is Jesus own explanation in Mark 4:9-12.
  After relaying the parable of the sower and other parables to a large crowd from a boat, Jesus speaks the following:

Then Jesus said, ‘‘He who has ears to hear, let him hear.”

When he was alone, the Twelve and the others around him asked him about the parables.

He told them, ‘‘The secret of the kingdom of God has been given to you. 

But to those on the outside everything is said in parables so that,

”‘they may be ever seeing but never perceiving,

and ever hearing but never understanding;

otherwise they might turn and be forgiven!’”
One of the most recent and well researched insights into this passage is given by Rick Watts in his book, Isaiah’s New Exodus in Mark.   Watts helps the reader to see that Mark is drawing heavily from Isaiah throughout his book, and is indeed demonstrating a parallel new exodus fulfilled in Jesus.  Thus, a fuller understanding of why Jesus spoke in parables, and what he meant in verses 9-12 can only happen when one takes into account this larger picture.  Jesus is offering a new exodus, but it’s redefinition and reorientation towards himself challenges Israel’s leaders. 

“Not only is this not the first time that Israel’s leadership have relied upon their own wisdom and thereby refused Yahweh’s offer of deliverance, but it was this very attitude that led to the nation’s exile in the first place.  It would hardly be surprising if it should do so again.”

In Mark’s gospel, this rejection is made most manifest during the incident right before the parable of the sower is given.  Thus Watts writes that,

“…Israel’s chief religious authorities –for the first time scribes from Jerusalem –announce their considered response to this Galilean exorcist: he himself is possessed by the chief demon, Beelzebul…a clear division is now appearing in Israel…No longer is it a matter of bloodline but rather adherence to Jesus’ teaching, himself the ‘S/son of God’ (1:11), that determines whether or not one is a member of his true family, that is, also a ‘son of God’.  Already the threat implicit in Malachi is coming to pass (cf. Mal 3:2-5, 18).  The crucial point here, however, is that this decisive confrontation –couched explicitly in terms of the first ever mention of Jesus’ teaching in parables (3:23) –leads immediately into Mark’s extended account of the purpose of parables.  This suggests that the former occasions the latter and that the parables themselves not only function in some way as a response to those who have rejected Jesus but that they do so in terms of the judicial blinding and hardening expressed in the notorious crux, Isaiah 6:9-10.”

In short, it seems that Watts is saying that there are some, particularly Israel’s leaders, who, in choosing to turn from God to deaf and blind idols, are being remade in the image of those idols.  As a result, the wisdom of God will be more and more difficult to hear; it will become dark and silent, less clear and obvious –perhaps like a parable or riddle.  Only those seeking to be on the inside, those seeking to recognize and know  the true identity of the parable speaker, ‘those with ears to hear’, will be able to understand.
  There can be no understanding this Jesus without standing under him. 


Intimately connected to this idea of parables being a type of judgement for those who refuse to stand under the identity of Jesus is the idea that parables served to subvert those who had the authority to quickly put an end to his ministry.  If Israel’s chief religious authorities were already deciding that Jesus was an instrument of Beelzebul, it  was now time to be a little sneaky -shrewd as a snake and innocent as a dove.  NT Wright comments on this principle,

“Someone who is telling strangely familiar stories and meaning the wrong things by them will land up in trouble…If people really understood what was being said, a lynching would always be on the cards.  This ties in, of course, with the use of apocalyptic, which (as we now know) is at least in part to be understood as the literature of subversion, of the cryptic undermining of a dominant and powerful worldview, and the encouraging and supporting of a revolutionary one…If they were to really see or understand there might be a riot.  Those who have ears will hear; for the moment it is just as well that those who do not will not. The ‘Nazereth Manifesto’ of Luke 4:16-30 was a bit too clear, perhaps: if the prophet is not to perish away from Jerusalem, his subversive message must be clothed in a disguise which only the seeing eye will penetrate.”

The point should now be sufficiently clear; one of the reasons for Jesus’ telling parables is their ability to subvert the dominant powers by speaking a message that only those who truly want to hear will hear.  A wounded lover subtly drops a previously known symbol of his love, a tiny blue forget-me-not, outside his beloved’s door.  She will do with it what she will:  She may trample it while rushing to her new lover’s house.  She may see it and falsely interpret it.  Or perhaps she may see it, knowing exactly what it means.

Another primary theory of the purpose of Jesus’ telling parables has to do with their ability to invite interest and interpretation.  Like a work of art, parables draw the hearer into active interpretation,
 

“…many of the parables of Jesus are not merely illustrations of general principles; rather they embody messages which cannot be conveyed in any other way. The parables are the appropriate form of communication for bringing to men the message of the kingdom, since their function is to jolt them
 into seeing things in a new way. They are means of enlightenment and persuasion, intended to bring the hearers to the point of decision.  Jesus, as it were, stands where his hearers stand, and uses imagery familiar to them to bring new and unfamiliar insights to them.”
 
However, the content of these parables is equally important.  Wright remarks,

“This understanding of how stories, and particularly parables, work does not mean, as has often been suggested, that the purpose of the parables was simply to break open worldviews without having anything definite to put in their place.  The means by which they ‘work’, which can be and has been analyzed with various modern tools, cannot of itself tell us the purpose towards which they are directed.  That would be like analyzing a human being into physical, chemical and biological components, leaving us still with no idea of who the person actually is.”

This temptation to merely shock one’s hearers, or to merely have an effect on one’s environment, is attractive but dangerous.
  Many modern artists, scholars and preachers (including yours truly) has given into this temptation to merely ‘effect’, not caring whether their power was creating or destroying life in the process.  There are things that need to be destroyed as well as created, but it takes loving wisdom to know precisely what and when.


The last reason I suggest that Jesus used these many styles to teach is simply that it was effective
 in dealing with the variety of people, places, and circumstances he found himself in.  Jesus taught in Synagogues, engaged in scribal debates, proclaimed to the masses, gave instruction to disciples, related to gentile ‘sinners’ and often was involved in very demographically mixed groups.
  Current trends in educational research confirm this obvious fact that we each learn best through different senses and styles.  

“Brain research reinforces the fact that learning is a highly individualized activity.  Each of us develops certain strategies for incorporating knowledge, strategies that reflect innate tendencies, experience, and perhaps the ways in which instruction has been received in the past.  The inclusive term ‘learning styles’ encompasses a variety of approaches each purposing to make instruction more effective by matching it to the specific ways different students learn.”
 

Some learn best visually, some verbally, some even through touch and movement.  There are many other ways to teach and thus to learn as well.  Thankfully, Jesus was aware of this fact and freely used an abundance of means to teach.
 


This paper was written as a challenge to myself and to the rest of my brothers and sisters.  Surely if he, the head, demonstrated a creative liberty in his teaching various peoples, then we, his body, should break forth from didactic drudgery to dynamic dancing.  We cannot pass off this opportunity with the excuse of “Well, that was Jesus, and that was many years ago” for he replies

 “ I tell you the truth, anyone who has faith in me will do what I have been doing. He will do even greater things than these, because I am going to the Father”

I am asking that we begin to express the glorious truths of the gospel not only in comfortable, familiar, simple and ‘acceptable’ ways and settings –but to begin to let our language and life overflow with the images, stories, riddles, and actions of heaven in our workplaces, our city centers, our buses, as well as from the pulpit.  

We need to do this not only because it is the pattern of the kingdom, but also because we are in the midst of the same war that Jesus was fighting.  We need to artfully craft our words into forms that are potent with the magic that silences and subverts the ears of the enemy, that edifies and protects the body, and that reaches and attracts the diverse seekers.  This is the living word of God.
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� See accompanying chapters of my novel, Finnian Returns. 


�  Bailey writes, “The Greek word parable has a much broader meaning in the gospels than the English word parable.  It can be used of a proverb (Lk 4:23), a riddle (Mk 3:23), a comparison (Mt 13:33), a contrast (Lk 18:1-8) and both simple stories (Lk 13:6-9) and complex stories (Mt 22:1-14)”, Through Peasant Eyes,  x-xi.  


See also the Dictionary of Jesus & The Gospels,  parables (593) & Jesus as Teacher (p.809)


� Commenting on the wide range of modern understanding of the word parable, Jeremias writes “This word may mean in the common speech of post-biblical Judaism, without resorting to a formal classification, figurative forms of speech of every kind: parable, similitude, allegory, fable, proverb, apocalyptic revelation, riddle, symbol, pseudonym, fictitious person, example, theme, argument, apology, refutation, jest” The Parables of Jesus, 20.   


� Robert Choun, commenting on Horne’s book, “The teaching techniques of Jesus" , writes that “Jesus Christ, the perfect Teacher, is our model for choosing and using creative methods.  In fact, Horne states, ‘In a way not surprising but confirmatory of our previous impressions, Jesus embodies those qualities of the Teacher commonly set up as ideal.’  Jesus used a variety of methods to get people actively involved in the learning process.  He combined His words with His works.”  He then summarizes the various methods used by Jesus: objective lessons, points of contact, aims, problem-solving, conversation, questions, answers, lecture, parables, scripture, the teachable moment, contrast, concrete and literal examples, symbols, large and small groups, individual teaching opportunities, modeling, motivation, impression and expression, and presenting Himself. TCEHT, Choosing and Using Creative Methods, 166-7.


� “Manson has stated this most profoundly where he observes that ‘minds trained in Western modes of thought’ are accustomed to theological arguments set forth in abstractions.  Then to help ‘popularize these conclusions’ they may be illustrated from ordinary life.  But, says Manson, ‘The true parable…is not an illustration to help one through a theological discussion; it is rather a mode of religious experience’ ”  Bailey, Through Peasant Eyes, xi.


� R. Riesner, DJG, Teacher, 809.


� Examples: 2 Sam 12:1-10, 1 kings 20:35-40, Ezekiel 17:2-10,19:2-9,19:10


�  K.R. Snodgrass, “Jesus was not the 1st person to teach by parables and stories.  There are both Greek and Semitic antecedents, but there is no evidence of anyone prior to Jesus using parables so concisely, creatively and effectively as he did…Because there is so little actual evidence of teaching in parables prior to Jesus, some scholars argue that Jesus’ use of parables was entirely new.” DJG, Parables, 594.


� “ When Jesus had finished saying these things, the crowds were amazed at his teaching,  29 because he taught as one who had authority, and not as their teachers of the law.” Mtt 7:28(NIV)


� My wife’s name for a Butterfly.  She, being half-butterfly herself, speaks with simple authority.


� Harold Best, Music Through the Eyes of Faith, 27.


� An analysis of the authenticity of this text is beyond the scope of  this paper.   In short, Blomberg writes “The imagery of God as sower and the people of the world as various kinds of soil was standard in Jewish circles.  The imagery of bearing fruit, falling on stony ground, having no root or being choked by thorns was so obviously applicable to people as well as to plants that the interpretation ascribed to Jesus in verses 13-20 is entirely natural…” Interpreting the Parables, 226-7.   For counter arguments see Crossan, “The Seeds of Parables of Jesus”, Journal of Biblical Literature, 247.


�Snodgrass notes that some have difficulty with Mark 4:12’s hina (“in order that”) feeling it is too harsh for Jesus.  They offer various resolutions such as it’s being a mistranslation of the Aramaic de which can mean “who”.  Jeremias thought hina  was shorthand forhina plerothe which would render it “in order that if might be fulfilled”.  Others think hina should be translated “because”, as Mathew’s gospel has it.  However, the article agrees, as this paper will demonstrate, that this is unnecessary.  DJG, Parables, 594.


� Rick Watts, Isaiah’s New Exodus In Mark, 184.


� Ibid, 185.


� This same principle, in a different tone, can be heard in other passages like Matt 11:25, “At that time Jesus said, ‘‘I praise you, Father, Lord of heaven and earth, because you have hidden these things from the wise and learned, and revealed them to little children” (NIV)


� NT Wright, Jesus & The Victory of God, 179-80.


� Bailey states that “The parables of Jesus are a concrete/dramatic form of theological language that presses the listener to respond. They reveal the nature of the kingdom of God and/or indicate how a child of the kingdom should act.” Through Peasant Eyes,, xi.


� Taking primarily a literary analysis of the parables, authors like Perrin and Crossan demonstrate this point to an extreme, “It is a parables’ destiny to be interpreted and those interpretations will necessarily be diverse.  When the diversity ceases, the parable is dead and the parabler is silent.” Crossan, Parable, 152.   Quoting and critiquing this point of view, Tom Wright says that “Without wishing to deny the polyvalence of all stories, we must insist that such radical postmodern pluralism is unhelpful within serious historiography.”, Jesus, 181. 


� The New Bible Dictionary, Parables (Electronic version)


� NT Wright, Jesus, 177.


� Note Finnian’s various struggles in this area.


� “Variety may or may not be the spice of life, but variety is definitely the spice of teaching.  The only bad or ineffectual  method is one that is constantly used.” C. Doug Bryan, Learning to Teaching / Teaching to Learn, 41.


� R. Riesner, DJG, Teacher, 808


� Donald L. Edwards, TCEHT, An Evaluation of Contemporary Learning Theories, p.100


� A thorough examination of how Jesus relates to various people groups within various settings has occasionally been attempted by liberation theologians in particular.  However I am not aware of any attempt to systemically examine the gospels for any pattern in how Jesus spoke to different audiences.  However, while the task


is attractive to me, it is obviously beyond the scope of this paper.


� John 14:12 (NIV)





