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  Little would I ever have imagined that this book would stay in print for twenty-two years when IVP on both sides of the Atlantic graciously published it in 1990. Much of the research for it first took place as I was writing my doctoral dissertation on the tradition history of the parables found in the central section of Luke’s Gospel.[1] Much more study went into preparing this book on the parables in all three Synoptic Gospels and reconfiguring my work into a form that would hopefully have maximum value as a textbook on the topic for upper-division college and beginning seminary students (or introductory theological college students, as residents in the former British commonwealth would phrase it).




  I had hoped, too, that the book would have a little something to offer just about all serious readers. The footnotes interact with a sizable amount of recent scholarship on the parables, especially in North America and Europe, but occasionally elsewhere as well, and thus point other researchers to the most significant secondary literature with which they should be interacting. The text, however, is intended to be read with profit not just by scholars and theological students, but by pastors, students in other academic disciplines and educated laypeople more generally. Part two sets forth most succinctly my conclusions concerning the main lessons of each of the parables; readers who wish to avoid the theoretical detail of part one may choose to turn immediately to the second half of the book. But because my interpretations rely on a “minority report” concerning parable interpretation (though a minority that has grown considerably in the last two decades, I am happy to report), I have spent a fair amount of time justifying my method in the first half of the volume. As a result, my format closely resembles that of Joachim Jeremias’s famous study of the parables,[2] though I do not pretend to have written the classic that he did.




  There continues to be widespread interest in parables at every level, so the flood of secondary literature that has appeared since my first edition of this book can seem overwhelming. New approaches have emerged that require assessment, while certain popular methods of a quarter-century ago have waned considerably. The result is a substantially new and expanded edition, following the identical outline as before, but with occasional omissions and rewordings, and with numerous additions. Indeed, the overall volume is about thirty percent longer than its predecessor, and only a minority of the original footnotes has stayed unrevised. Still, it remains noticeably shorter and more manageable as an introductory textbook than its main evangelical competitor of recent vintage, Klyne R. Snodgrass’s massive and marvelous Stories with Intent: A Comprehensive Guide to the Parables of Jesus.[3] When I first heard of his project, I assumed it would supersede mine; when I saw the finished results I realized we had written for two different audiences and purposes and that there was still need for an updated edition of what I had done. Careful readers will note, however, how often I have mined his study for some of its best nuggets.




  Eight different individuals read and commented on the entire manuscript of my first edition before it was finalized, making many helpful contributions to it. These, to whom I expressed my heartfelt thanks in my original preface, were Dr. David Wenham, Prof. I. Howard Marshall, Dr. Robert H. Stein, Dr. John W. Sider, Dr. Stanley E. Porter, Mr. James Hoover, Mrs. (now Dr.) Alice Mathews and my wife, Fran, who helped in numerous other ways throughout in every stage of the original project. Others, who read and cri­tiqued sizable portions of the book in various stages, included Dr. Mary Ann Beavis, Dr. Kevin J. Vanhoozer, Dr. Elsie Holmes, Mr. Paul Franklin and Mr. (now Dr.) Dennis Stamps. To all of these people I remain most grateful.




  Since its publication, numerous Denver Seminary classes on the parables of Jesus have read and interacted with my volume. Student questions and comments have led to a variety of revisions, some consciously and some no doubt subconsciously. I have also had the privilege of teaching this class and using the book in courses at the Montana Bible College, Bozeman, Montana; the Associated Canadian Theological Schools, Langley, British Columbia; El Seminario Bíblico Centroamericano, Guatemala City; Wiedenest Bibelschule, Wiedenest, Germany; the Irish Bible Institute, Dublin; the Bible College of New Zealand in Auckland (now Laidlaw College); and Morling College, Sydney. I am grateful for the feedback of students in all of those contexts, which, I trust, has served only to improve this new edition.




  Several of my recent research assistants deserve effusive thanks for their help in the preparation of this updated and expanded work: Jonathan Waits, Erin Swanstrom, Meggan Knox and Clint Wilson. Jonathan did considerable bibliographic research, identifying books and articles that were must-reads for me, summarizing others that I needed to be aware of, and winnowing out a few as not sufficiently relevant for my purposes. Erin and Meggan wrote numerous helpful article summaries, while Clint worked through the entire second half of the book in conjunction with several recent major commentaries on each of the Synoptics and made numerous excellent suggestions about extra material to include or address. While still not written in commentary form, in this volume’s expanded treatments of each individual parable I try to address most of the “big” questions that average readers of the parables may raise or wonder about, including a number of issues not addressed at all in the first edition. I also include a variety of suggestions for contemporary application of the parables, an item largely absent from my earlier agenda.




  Interpreting the Parables was my second published book when it appeared in 1990. Having dedicated my first book to my wife, it seemed appropriate to dedicate the second to my parents, John and Eleanor Blomberg, both of whom were then still living in the home I grew up in, in Rock Island, Illinois. They had always been avid followers and faithful supporters of my academic career, not least financially (!) and wonderful, loving parents more generally. Since then my father has gone home to be with the Lord while my mother, a lifelong Christian and schoolteacher but without formal theological training, is still living in my childhood home. Her reaction to the first edition confirms my italicized sentence in the second paragraph of this preface: “I read it all. The first part was a little difficult in places, but the second half was great!” I therefore continue to dedicate this volume to her and to the memory of my father.
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  Books about the parables of Jesus come in many kinds. Some reflect popular exposition and preaching, others are used as textbooks in college or seminary courses, and still others represent scholarly studies written primarily for other scholars. In the last century, more studies of the parables were produced than for any other section of comparable length in the Bible.[1] So any new book like this one ought to justify its existence in some detail. There are at least two main reasons for this book. The first may be explained quite simply; the second will require elaboration.




  The simpler reason is that whenever an area of research generates as many studies as the parables have, a majority of Bible readers is unlikely ever to know of most of them, much less understand their contributions and significance. Of the three categories of books on parables just itemized, the least well-stocked are works that can serve well as textbooks. Two outstanding volumes of the past decade are comprehensive enough to cover most everything that ought to be discussed, but one of these is probably too advanced for most undergraduates and the other is too compendious even for most seminary students.[2] Other works are well-pitched in level and length but study only representative parables rather than trying to say a little bit about all of them.[3] This volume, therefore, brings a state-of-the-art report on parable scholarship in a form intended to be useful as an update for pastors and scholars, a basic textbook for students in colleges and seminaries, and an introduc­tion to the field for the layperson willing to wrestle in some detail with scholarly concerns.




  This book, however, also defends a thesis. This is the second reason for its publication: there are good reasons to believe that in important ways the dominant approaches of the twentieth century to the interpretation of the parables were misguided and require rethinking. This is a bold claim but one echoed in an ever-growing number of parable studies. Some similarities exist among the alternatives put forward in these studies, but there is scarcely any consensus. The academic guild of biblical scholars, moreover, has become so large and diverse that it is completely possible, and in some people’s minds acceptable, to write simply for one theological or ideological tradition and remain blithely unaware of other major swaths of academia. Or at least various works continue to appear that betray no such awareness, much less interaction with views that differ greatly from their own.[4] So this book hopes to make a fresh contribution to the interpretation of the parables as well as to survey the contemporary scholarly scene.




  1.1 The Previous Scholarly Consensus




  How did the majority of scholars approach the exegesis of Jesus’ parables during the first three-fourths of the twentieth-century?[5] The typical New Testament survey or hermeneutics textbook likely contained many or all of the following assertions that can still be found in their even more recent counterparts.[6]




  1. Throughout the history of the church, most Christians interpreted the parables as allegories. That is, interpreters assumed that many of the individual characters or objects in the parables stood for something other than themselves—spiritual counterparts which enabled the story to be read at two levels. A parable was not just a story about human activity but also a narrative of “heavenly reality.”




  To take perhaps the most famous parable of all as an example, the story of the prodigal son (Lk 15:11-32) was viewed not simply as a poignant drama of a Jewish father’s remarkable forgiveness for his wayward son. Rather it was assumed that a series of one-to-one correspondences could be set up so that the father stood for God, the prodigal for any sinner running away from God and the older brother for the hardhearted Pharisee. Usually the number of cor­respondences was extended. The ring the father gave the prodigal might represent Christian baptism, and the banquet could easily be associated with the Lord’s Supper.[7] The robe that the newly returned son put on could reflect immortality; and the shoes, God’s preparation for journeying to heaven.[8] One by one, most all of the details were explained, and the spiritual significance of the story was determined.




  2. Modern scholarship has rightly rejected allegorical interpretation, instead favoring an approach that allows for each parable to make only one main point. Down through the centuries, the artificial and arbitrary nature of the elaborate type of allegorization illustrated above became progres­sively clearer. A careful comparison of older expositors shows that they often did not agree on what each of the details in a given parable represented. To return to the example of the prodigal’s robe, in addition to immortality it was interpreted as standing for sinlessness, the Holy Spirit, baptism, wisdom, love, spiritual gifts, the imputation of Christ’s righteousness, or the sanctity of the soul.[9]




  Supporters of these different interpretations all recognized that the father gave the robe to the prodigal to indicate his restoration to the family. But it was impossible to agree on how to match that robe with one particular aspect of a new Christian’s relationship with his or her heavenly Father. Presumably the lesson to be learned is that the robe is not meant to be allegorized. In fact even to view the father as directly standing for God is often held to be inappropriate. After all, God himself seems to be referred to in the parable as a separate char­acter, however indirectly, when the prodigal speaks of sinning against his father and against heaven (Lk 15:18, 21). So instead of alle­gorizing individual details, one must seek to encapsulate the story’s message under one overarching theme, for example, “the boundless joy of God’s forgiveness.”[10]




  3. Nevertheless, the parables as they appear in the Gospels do have a few undeniably allegorical elements, but these are the exception and not the rule. One frequently cited example is the narrative of the wicked tenants (Mk 12:1-12 pars.[11]). The plot, in which the landlord’s tenants beat and kill his servants, and finally kill his son in hopes of obtaining full control of the vineyard, so closely matches the history of Israel’s leaders’ antagonism to God’s prophets, and finally to Christ, that most commentators admit that the parable as it stands is allegorical. But for this reason many scholars deny that Jesus ever spoke this particular parable, or at least not in the form in which it now ap­pears.[12] The presumption is still that parable and allegory are strik­ingly different forms of speech, and allegory is usually regarded as aesthetically inferior. Thus, as an expert in telling parables, Jesus had no need or use for allegory. Many scholars today are more willing to admit that the dichotomy is not so great, and that Jesus may have on occasion employed allegory. But the allegorical parable still remains the exception, not the norm, and whatever allegorical elements appear in other parables are peripheral and not central to their nature.[13]




  The problem with all that has been summarized so far comes to a head most clearly when one examines the only two parables for which Jesus himself supplied a detailed interpretation—the sower (Mk 4:3-9, 13-20 pars.) and the wheat and tares (Mt 13:24-30, 36-­43). In each of these interpretations, almost all the major details of the parables are explained by means of a series of one-to-one cor­respondences. The seed is the Word of God, the four soils are four kinds of people, the birds represent Satan, the thorns stand for the cares of this life, and so on. Yet this looks precisely like the allegorical approach of the premodern era that was so roundly rejected!




  4. Thus the occasional explicit interpretations of parables in the Gospels are additional exceptions to Jesus’ usual practice, and they too are not to be taken as normative. At this point all but the most conservative commentators agree that the interpretations for these two parables are simply not authentic. They were supplied by the early church or perhaps even the Gospel writers themselves. The true meaning of a parable like that of the sower is to be found in a general principle such as this: “In spite of every failure and opposition, from hopeless beginnings, God brings forth the triumphant end which he had promised.”[14] Those few scholars who do accept that the interpretations found in the Gospels reflect what Jesus actually said nevertheless insist that this type of interpretation is exceptional.[15] The very fact that Jesus left most of his parables without such interpretation proves that they are to be taken less elaborately.




  5. Apart from this small amount of allegory, most of the parables and most parts of each parable are among the most indisputably authentic sayings of Jesus in the Gospels. Most Gospel critics regularly differentiate between sayings ascribed to Jesus that they can with a fair degree of probability accept as genuinely his and those they believe came from a later source. The most prominent criteria used to make such distinctions include “dissimilarity” (that which marks Jesus off as different from both the Judaism of his day and from the early church could have come from no one else), “multiple attestation” (that which occurs in several Gospels or in several different Gospel sources is more likely authentic than that which is singly attested) and “coherence” (that which fits in with material authen­ticated by other criteria may also be accepted).[16]




  The authentic “core” of the Gospels lies in Jesus’ teaching about the kingdom of God entering history by means of his ministry, a theme that well satisfies all the criteria.[17] Because many of the parables form the heart of Jesus’ teaching about the kingdom, they too (by coherence) are widely held to be authentic. Moreover, virtually no one in the early church taught by means of parables, and rabbinic parables served primarily to illustrate or expound the Law instead of teaching fresh insights about God’s ways with humanity. So the parables of Jesus satisfy the dissimilarity criterion. They are also multiply attested. Parables occur in all of the Synoptic Gospels and in all of the layers into which the Gospels are usually separated (the triple tradition of passages common to Matthew, Mark and Luke; the double tradition of material common to Matthew and Luke; and the peculiarly Lukan and peculiarly Matthean traditions).[18] The more recently developed “plausibility” criterion, which looks for material not only dissimilar from the Judaism of Jesus’ day and subsequent Christian tradition but that which is at least similar enough to both to be plausible in such contexts, also finds parables at the heart of what it authenticates.[19]




  There are a few features of the parables that are usually attributed to later stages of tradition. But these can generally be identified by discerning the “laws of transformation” which the oral tradition of Jesus’ sayings underwent prior to the writing of the Gospels, or by observing patterns of “redaction”—the ways in which the Gospel writers themselves shaped the material they inherited. The disciplines of form criticism and redaction criticism have grown up among students of the Gospels primarily to detect these kinds of changes on a more widespread basis, so that it is not too difficult to apply their insights in the particular case of the parables.




  1.2 The Sizable Minority Report




  These five common hermeneutical rules that comprise the previous scholarly consensus are somewhat selective, but they suffice to illustrate the main issues. It is at least curious that the upshot of the majority of twentieth-century scholarship was to declare the vast majority of all previous nineteen centuries of Christian interpretation in error. Slightly more disconcerting is the belief that viewing the parables as allego­ries is the most illegitimate method for interpreting them. After all, this is the only method the Gospel writers themselves ever portray Jesus as using, even if he used it only occasionally.




  More puzzling still is the inability of these rules to account readily for the enigmatic comments attributed to Jesus in Mark 4:11-12 and parallels, in which he explains to his disciples his purpose for teaching in parables: “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!’” Understandably, these words have also widely been held to be inauthentic.[20] Jesus’ parables, according to the generally held principles of interpretation, are intended to reveal and not to conceal. Moreover, the rules of parable interpretation discussed above fail to address a number of other questions that will arise in the course of this study. Not surprisingly, more and more scholars have come to question this older consensus.




  Although they may differ widely on other aspects of parable in­terpretation, a sizable minority of interpreters from a broad spectrum of ideological traditions is increasingly willing to affirm a different set of statements from those listed above.[21]




  1. The parables, as they stand in the Gospels, are much more allegorical[22] than is usually acknowledged. This does not mean that all the elaborate in­terpretations of previous eras of commentary are correct. Rather, the problem of many older interpretations is not their allegorical nature per se, but the extent to which they allegorized and the specific meanings they often gave to certain details in the narratives. We may argue, for instance, that the prodigal’s robe is not meant to stand for any specific part of one’s spiritual life, whereas the Father is meant to symbolize God. Allegorizing one detail does not commit an interpreter to allegorizing all of the details. One of the key problems with modern biblical criticism has been a wholesale misunderstanding and misrepresentation of standard literary theory, as if all or most of the details of a story had to disclose double meanings in order for it to be allegorical.[23]




  2. If the parables are fairly uniformly allegorical in nature, then they are likely to be either even more entirely authentic than the consensus admits or much more inauthentic. By accepting the possibility that Jesus himself employed allegory, the critic discards a major criterion for dividing the parables into authentic and inauthentic bits and pieces. One tendency in certain circles has been to assume greater inauthenticity,[24] but this study will follow a more promising trend that argues for greater authenticity. Jesus’ teaching about the purpose for parables will then also fit in with his method of inter­pretation more easily; parts of them are not as self-explanatory as others and perhaps, from one angle, intentionally cryptic. Neither do the interpretations of the sower and of the wheat and tares stand out as quite so exceptional, although many of the other parables have fewer allegorical elements. But the distinction will resemble that of points on a continuum more than a radical dichotomy. Other arguments for the inauthenticity of portions of the parables, based largely on form and redaction criticism, have also been challenged.




  3. Many parables probably make more than one main point. Beyond this, little agreement exists, and it is easy to swing too far back in the direction of deriving too many points from a passage. Kenneth Bailey argues for seeing a “theological cluster” of points for each passage, and in his expositions these may number as many as ten.[25] Devotees of newer movements in literary criticism like to speak of “polyvalence” where the number of meanings or lessons drawn from a text may be endless! Without going to these extremes, however, one does have to be willing to look for multiple points in a parable. One of the major theses to be defended in this book is that most of the parables make exactly three main points.




  1.3 Newest Developments




  A variety of literary and hermeneutical schools of thought has called into question both of the main approaches surveyed above. These schools allege that the parables are neither simple stories drawn from everyday life meant to illustrate one particular religious truth nor allegories in which numerous details stand for dis­tinct spiritual counterparts. Rather they are metaphors, and this, among other things, means that they cannot be paraphrased in propositional language or reduced to a certain number of points at all.




  The most extensive commentary on the parables of Jesus to appear in the last half of the twentieth century reflects this perspective. Bernard Brandon Scott’s 1989 study, Hear Then the Parable, represents the approach of the Society of Biblical Literature’s parables study group which first began pub­lishing its discussions in the mid-1970s. Scott, like most in the SBL group, believes not only that it is impossible ever to state the mean­ing of a parable but also that (a) the parables do not point to an apocalyptic kingdom of God; (b) they regularly subvert convention­al religion and morality, employing irony, parody and burlesque imagery; (c) they were uniformly misunderstood by the Synoptic evangelists, who almost entirely obscured their significance through their redactional activity; (d) they are often at least as well represented in the Gospel of Thomas as in the canonical Gospels; and (e) the quest for the most original version of any given parable is misguided from the outset, because oral storytellers varied their narratives with every performance.[26] Scott’s insights range from the indispensable to the highly improbable but certainly merit further scrutiny.




  Removing the parables from their contexts in the canonical Gospels allows other interpreters to take them as having little or nothing to do with God’s kingdom or any other referent outside the stories themselves. Pride of place here must go to Charles Hedrick who reads Jesus’ parables “as brief poetic fictions that subverted, affirmed, and confronted the broader fictional views of reality on the basis of which other first-century human beings conducted their lives.”[27] Various other psychological, existential or postmodern studies to different degrees similarly eschew the real-world referents of the parables to which their biblical contexts point.




  Sociological approaches reflect the latest avant-garde trend in parable interpretation. Beginning with William Herzog, a series of scholars has written either on one segment of Jesus’ parables overall or just on specific texts, reading them as fairly literal descriptions of life in first-century Palestine to which Jesus objected. For these interpreters, the problem with traditional commentary is not that they relied too much on the first-century contexts of the New Testament parables, but that they relied on them too little. Kings and other master figures involved in questionable behavior, for example, are not to be viewed as images of God but of despots allied to Roman occupation whom Jesus hopes his people will find ways of opposing.[28] The parables can then be viewed as support for liberation movements of various kinds, including also feminism.[29] So it is clear that there is still much work to be done in trying to sift the wheat from the chaff among recent parable scholarship.




  1.4 The Scope and Outline of This Book




  This volume falls into two relatively evenly balanced parts. Part one discusses the theories of interpreting the parables and evaluates their relative merits. Part two applies the conclusions of part one to a brief discussion of each of the principal parables of the Gospels. Each part contains four chapters followed by a brief summary of results. Chapter two begins by focusing more closely on the debate about the difference between parable and allegory. What reasons did the twentieth-century “consensus” and “minority report” give for their conflicting views, and how well do their reasons stand up to close scrutiny? What insights do studies of literary criticism, in general, and of the large volume of rabbinic parables, in particular, disclose? Chapter two concludes that, given proper definition, the parables may be termed allegories, but that this in no way requires a return to the more arbitrary exegesis which often characterized past generations. Because of the common misunderstandings attached to the term “allegory,” however, it is possible to approximate the same interpretive insights by referring to them as analogies, metonymies or even synecdoches.




  Chapter three investigates the contributions of form criticism to the study of the parables. After a brief examination of the strengths and weaknesses of the discipline as a whole and of some important principles for interpretation that emerge, more detailed scrutiny is given to the so-called laws of transformation that supposedly characterized the period of oral tradition of Jesus’ teachings prior to the writing of the Gospels. This chapter determines that these laws need substantial modification, and it concludes by suggesting a quite different model for the tradition history of the parables.




  Chapter four turns to redaction criticism, with its emphasis on the important differences between parallel accounts of the same stories in different Gospels. Nuances of meaning do vary from one account to the next, and the interpretation of a parable in one Gospel will not necessarily be identical in every respect to its inter­pretation in a different Gospel. Each evangelist had distinctive themes he wanted to highlight and contemporary expositors dare not miss these. Nevertheless, this study rejects the views that consider these differences so great that one must speak of outright contradictions or of incompatible theologies. The upshot of chapters two through four combined, then, is that one may actually view the parables of Jesus as both allegorical (or analogical, etc.) and authentic.




  Chapter five rounds out the theoretical discussion by surveying the most important recent literary and hermeneutical methods and the challenges they pose to the preliminary conclusions posited in chapter four. Much postmodernist theory denies that narrative writing may be interpreted in any nonnarrative fashion without doing violence to the original meaning of the narrator. Therefore it is inappropriate to boil the parables down into any number of “main points.” Poststructuralism, which can be viewed as a subset of postmodernism, specifically denies that the meaning of a text is fixed either in the author’s original intention or in the actual meaning of the words of a text, but is limited only by the creativity of a text’s readers or hearers and the interpretive conventions of the commu­nities to which they belong. Liberationist or advocacy movements draw on the social sciences to postulate that Jesus wanted to change the society in which he lived and that his followers should want to do so today as well, especially by empowering the marginalized of his culture and ours, in socioeconomic and not just spiritual ways. Each of these three movements offers a few important interpretive insights worthy of being embraced, but their legitimacy and value can easily be overestimated. Neither the allegorical nor the authentic nature of the parables is impugned by any of them.




  Chapters six through eight form the bulk of part two. These three chapters illustrate the principles of interpretation with which the summary of part one concludes by means of a brief analysis of each of the major parables of Jesus. While these treatments in no way supplant the fuller exegesis readily available in the best standard commentaries on the parables or on individual Gospels,[30] they do try to include the most important, state-of-the-art distillations of those larger discussions. These chapters concentrate particularly on major interpretive controversies and conclusions, especially those that directly result from the distinctive method espoused here. As a result, questions about the authenticity and the allegorical nature of each passage receive special attention.




  By adopting a division according to form or structure, the parables are classified into three main categories. Chapter six presents simple three-point parables, the most common form found in the Gospels. These are parables which contain three main characters, one who functions as a ruler or authority figure and two subordinates, one good and one bad, who illustrate contrasting patterns of responses to their master. Chapter seven surveys complex three-point parables. These are passages in which more than three characters appear, but which ultimately reflect the same structure as the simple triadic model, as well as those which have only three characters but with roles different from those of the paradigm of chapter six. Chapter eight, finally, considers two-point and one-point parables, passages with fewer key characters or elements, from which should be derived only two or one rather than three main points.




  Chapter nine closes the volume by examining what implications the messages of the parables have for understanding their speaker and his teaching more generally. In other words, what do the parables contribute to an understanding of the kingdom of God and of Christology? Is the kingdom present, future or both (and if both, in what ways and how much for each)? Is it a reign, a realm or both (and again, if both, how so)? Does it involve social action, personal conversion or both (and how)? How does it relate to Israel and to the church? Do the parables support the view, as might superficially seem to be the case, that Jesus was simply a great human teacher? Or are there implicit (or even explicit) indications that his parables support Christian belief in Jesus’ deity?




  This rather substantial agenda may seem quite imposing when one considers that Jesus apparently first taught in parables to unlettered Galilean peasants in order to make clear his understanding of the kingdom of God. Yet, as even the pages of the Gospels record, many, often including his own disciples, failed to understand him. A perusal of subsequent commentators shows that confusion, or at least diversity of interpretation, has persisted ever since. Even when interpreters agree on the principles they are going to apply, there is not nearly as much identity of conclusions after the exegesis of specific passages. So perhaps the issues are more complex than they first appear. It is the sincere hope and goal of this study, however, that after working through some fairly complicated questions, at least some simple principles may re-emerge which will make the modern reader’s task easier in recovering the true mean­ing of these portions of God’s Word.
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  Who does the good Samaritan represent—one’s neighbor, one’s enemy, Christ? Does the prodigal son’s older brother stand for the Pharisees? Are Jesus’ disciples really to imitate the unjust steward who deceived his master by lowering his debtors’ bills? Does the servant who is wounded in the head in Mark’s version of the parable of the wicked tenants symbolize John the Baptist? What is the significance of the oil that the five wise bridesmaids tell the five foolish ones they cannot transfer to their torches? These and many similar questions that confront readers of Jesus’ parables plunge them instantly into the most significant issue in the history of their interpretation. To what extent, if at all, are the parables allegories? That is to ask, does each detail in the “earthly” picture stand for some “heavenly” counterpart? Do any? If so, which ones, and how do we determine their proper referents?




  2.1 The Current Debate: Two Main Approaches




  2.1.1 Parable vs. Allegory




  As noted in the introduction, the dominant stance of much of twentieth-century parable scholarship was to differentiate fairly sharply between parables and allegories. Parables, it was stressed, revolve around one main point of comparison between the activity in the story and Jesus’ understanding of the kingdom of God, and thus they teach one primary lesson. Subordinate details are significant only to the extent that they fit in with and reinforce the central emphasis. Allegories, on the other hand, are more complex stories that require numerous details in them to be “decoded.” The classic example of an allegory is John Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress, in which one recognizes that the story of Christian’s journey stands for the spiritual pilgrimage every follower of Christ must make. The various places to which he travels then correspond to different kinds of religious experiences. Bunyan gives them specific labels so that everyone may understand: the Slough of Despond, the Hill of Difficulty, the Valley of Humiliation and the like. The developments that led to the establishment of this dichotomy between parables and allegories have been explained repeatedly and at length,[1] so this discussion will limit itself to the most significant reasons given to support the distinction.




  1. The allegorical method of interpretation emerged early in the history of the church as a result of the influence of Greek philosophy and was applied widely to all portions of Scripture as a substitute for a more legitimate, literal reading of the text. The rationale for allegorizing often seemed praiseworthy. The church fathers wished to derive additional meaning from the text beyond that which a more straightforward reading would elicit, especially in narratives where there seemed to be few explicit lessons or where characters’ actions seemed morally suspect. The parables proved particularly ripe for allegorizing, because the Gospels themselves describe Jesus deciphering each of the details of the parables of the sower (Mk 4:13-20 pars.) and of the wheat and tares (Mt 13:36-43). It was only natural to assume that the other parables he did not explain should be interpreted similarly. After all, he had seemed to imply that his teaching would be confusing unless one understood “the secret” of God’s kingdom (Mk 4:11 pars.). And did he not go on to say explicitly that understanding the parable of the sower was the key to understanding all the parables (Mk 4:13)?




  St. Augustine provided the classic example of ancient allegorizing with his interpretation of the parable of the good Samaritan (Lk 10:30-37): the wounded man stands for Adam; Jerusalem, the heavenly city from which he has fallen; the thieves, the devil who deprives Adam of his immortality; the priest and Levite, the Old Tes­tament Law which could save no one; the Samaritan who binds the man’s wounds, Christ who forgives sin; the inn, the church; and the innkeeper, the apostle Paul![2] Some lesser known but equally imaginative examples include Irenaeus’s treatment of the laborers in the vineyard (Mt 20:1-16)—the parable depicts those who have been saved at different periods of world history, while the denarius with which each was rewarded, engraved with the royal image, stands for God’s royal son and the immortality he conveys.[3] Or again, Gregory the Great explains the farmer’s threefold coming to the barren fig tree in search of fruit (Lk 13:6-9) as God’s bestowing humanity with reason, law and grace, respectively.[4] Stephen Wailes offers a very thorough and accessible collection of a large number of similar interpretations from throughout the Middle Ages.[5]




  For nearly nineteen centuries this approach persisted. Periodic voices called for a halt. Chrysostom, Aquinas and Calvin are noteworthy examples from the patristic, medieval and Reformation periods, respectively, but even they were unable to avoid allegory consistently in their own exegesis. Even as recently as the late 1800s, Archbishop Trench, in his classic Notes on the Parables of Our Lord, could claim that the expositor should assume a meaning behind every detail in the text without good evidence to the contrary.[6]




  Two main problems with this kind of approach, however, were becoming increasingly obvious. First, rarely did two expositors agree on what every detail in a particular passage stood for, given the many different ways they might frame a moderately plausible interpretation. Second, some of the meanings attributed to details in the parables were clearly anachronistic. That is, they reflected understandings of Christian doctrine that dated from a time later than Jesus’ own ministry. No one in his original audience, for example, could ever have been expected to associate the Samaritan’s innkeeper with the apostle Paul!




  2. The allegorical method ignores the realism, clarity and simplicity of the parables. The scholar, at the turn of this century, who almost singlehandedly demolished the allegorical interpretation of the parables was the German liberal Adolf Jülicher. His two large volumes argued at great length that each parable briefly and concisely reflected true-to-life conditions of first-century Palestine, sharply contrasting with the artificiality of most allegories, which made sense only when properly decoded. Jülicher based this contrast on the classic, Aristotelian distinction between simile and metaphor.[7] While both are figures of speech comparing two things that seem to be “like” each other in some way, the simile is much more self-explanatory, because it explicitly uses a word such as like or as to make the nature of the comparison clear. The parables are nothing more than extended similes (“the kingdom of God is like . . .”) and therefore far removed from the mysterious world of allegory. Jesus’ parables thus also differ markedly from the allegorical stories of the rabbis (usually also termed parables) as “the fresh air of the fields” differs from “the dust of the study.”[8]




  Jülicher went on to deny the possibility of Jesus composing intermediate forms—part simple comparison and part allegory. Where undeniably allegorical details do appear in the Gospel parables, they may not be accepted as authentic. What details Jesus did originally include merely gave the parables life and vividness and reinforced the single lesson that he wanted to teach. For Jülicher these lessons were often fairly bland generalizations in keeping with the old liberal view of the kingdom of God as being ushered in through the efforts of Christians. For example, the parable of the talents (Mt 25:14-30) commended faithfulness with everything entrusted to a person. The story of the unjust steward (Lk 16:1-13) encouraged the prudent use of the present to ensure a happy future. And the example of the rich man and Lazarus (Lk 16:19-31) illustrated the need to avoid a life of wanton wealth and pleasure.[9] Most com­mentators have since rejected Jülicher’s “moralizing” summaries in favor of more specific lessons concerning God’s bringing the kingdom, but many have agreed that their goal is to epitomize the message of each parable in a single proposition.[10]




  3. Traces of allegory that do occur in the Gospel parables can be attributed to the early church’s imposition of the motif of the “Messianic secret” onto the Jesus tradition. At first glance it would seem quite arbitrary for Jülicher simply to have denied the evidence of the Gospels that ran contrary to his understanding of the parables. But William Wrede soon proposed an explanation of how a large portion of the clear, simple teaching of Jesus became mixed together with esoteric explanation and shrouded in mystery. Wrede’s theory has remained widely influential ever since.




  In short, Wrede’s thesis is this: Jesus himself never claimed to be more than a man, but after his death his disciples soon came to believe in him as Messiah and God’s Son. Obviously, they could not tell their contemporaries that Jesus had ever publicly used either of these titles, because others who had heard him preach would know better. So they told of how Jesus taught certain things privately to his disciples, which he concealed from the public, including allegorical interpretations of his parables. It was in this context, they alleged, that he revealed his more exalted views of himself. This Messianic-secret theme runs throughout the Gospels, especially in Mark, and may account for why Jesus consistently tells people not to disclose his identity. It also gives a plausible explanation of Jesus’ purpose for speaking in parables in the first place (according to Mk 4:11-12).[11] As recently as 1993, Elian Cuvillier could publish his thesis on parables in Mark, affirming that Jesus’ parables were originally intended to illustrate and clarify, that the Jewish-Christian tradition subsequently turned them into apocalyptic allegories, and that Mark redacted them so as to mediate between both developments: parables both reveal and conceal, depending on whether one is an insider or an outsider, respectively.[12]




  4. Studies of the transmission of oral tradition demonstrated a tendency for parables to be allegorized as their original contexts were soon forgotten. The rise of form criticism bolstered Jülicher further. Rudolf Bultmann drew on studies of ancient oral folklore and proposed relatively fixed laws of transmission, which among other things described the process of converting a simple parable into a complex allegory as it was told and retold.[13] These “laws” were refined and elaborated by Joachim Jeremias, whose work will be discussed in detail in chapter three.




  Jeremias, following the pioneering work of C. H. Dodd, rejected Jülicher’s universalizing interpretations of the parables in favor of ones that anchored them firmly in specific, historical situations in the life of Jesus.[14] These situations generally revolved around Jesus’ proclamation of mercy for sinners and his call to Israel to repent in light of God’s impending judgment. Dodd understood Jesus’ teach­ing to reflect “realized eschatology”—the kingdom of God as al­ready present in his ministry—while Jeremias preferred the more precise description of “eschatology in the process of being realized.” Both agreed that the parables were the primary medium of this message, and Jeremias’s insights into the customs of first-century Palestinian life enriched his exegesis to such an extent that his work is still often cited. But form critics remained as adamantly anti-allegorical as Jülicher, even if the main point they found for each parable was more specific than that which Jülicher had identified.




  5. Allegory is an inferior form of rhetoric, unworthy of Jesus, who instead was master of the metaphor. A third early form critic who wrote exten­sively on the parables was A. T. Cadoux. Although his exegesis did not prove as influential as that of Dodd or Jeremias, he did make one claim that has commanded nearly universal assent. Cadoux rejected the authenticity of all of the brief conclusions or applications with which most of the parables end, stressing that “the speaker who needs to interpret his parables is not master of his method.”[15] Dodd discloses a similar value judgment in his definition of a parable, which many still employ: “a metaphor or simile drawn from nature or common life, arresting the hearer by its vividness or strangeness, and leaving the mind in sufficient doubt about its precise application to tease it into active thought.”[16] To spell out a specific application closes the door to numerous other legitimate uses of the parable and is more likely the type of addition someone would have made later to help interpret Jesus’ words. Examples of such applications include “Go and do likewise” (Lk 10:37), “So the last will be first, and the first will be last” (Mt 20:16), and “in the same way there will be more rejoicing in heaven over one sinner who repents than over ninety-nine righteous persons who do not need to repent” (Lk 15:7).




  Although they did not phrase it in so many terms, what Cadoux and Dodd were anticipating was the more recent distinction between metaphor and allegory. Because an allegory encodes a relatively static series of comparisons which its author wishes to communicate, its interpretation is not nearly as open-ended as that of a metaphorical story, which juxtaposes two basically dissimilar objects (e.g., the kingdom of God and a mustard seed),[17] and in which the possible lines of comparison are not as clear or limited. Jesus as a master teacher would not have spelled things out so simplistically.[18]




  The modern view of metaphor (see also 5.1.1) goes even further, arguing that it is impossible to summarize the meaning of a parable, when viewed as a metaphor, in either one or several points. Instead all one can do is describe the impact that it creates. Thus the parable of the ten virgins predicts the need for readiness for the advent of God’s kingdom, the mustard seed promises the kingdom’s surprisingly wide influence despite small beginnings, and the barren fig tree warns that a time will come when it is too late for repentance. Note that the verbs in each of these clauses describe the action accomplished by the parable rather than summarizing a lesson taught.[19]




  In the opinion of this recent consensus, the era of confusing parable and allegory has thus vanished forever. Questions about what particular details “stand for,” such as those with which this chapter began, are simply misguided from the outset. The consen­sus was all the more weighty inasmuch as it comprised, and those who agree with it today still comprise, interpreters of virtually all theological persuasions.[20]




  2.1.2 Parable as Allegory




  Despite this consensus, another strand of parable interpretation, which was for a while mostly ignored[21] though never refuted, wove itself throughout twentieth-century scholarship. It affirmed that to varying extents, the parables may be considered allegories and that each of the previous arguments to the contrary fails to convince. The following first five claims contest the five points discussed previously, and then four additional affirmations suggest further rationale for the pro-allegorical perspective.




  1. More important than the Greek background of allegorical interpretation in general is the specific Hebrew background of allegorical parables. Almost as soon as Jülicher’s work appeared, major dissenters protested. Christian Bugge argued that Old Testament and rabbinic literature rather than Aristotle provide the background for interpreting Jesus’ use of parables. In Hebrew the word ma4sha4l (often translated as parabolh/ in the Greek Bible [= English “parable”]) is used for all types of figurative speech—proverbs, riddles, taunts, simple comparisons and complex allegories. So it is arbitrary to restrict Jesus’ use of parables to the patterns of Greek rhetoric, because he used the language and thought forms of Aramaic, a Semitic language very similar to Hebrew.[22]




  Paul Fiebig supported Bugge with two books in which he compiled a large number of rabbinic parables, highlighting their allegorical nature, and, contra Jülicher, demonstrating that a mixture of parable and allegory was both common and well liked in ancient Judaism. Due to numerous parallels in structure and form, it was not fair to oppose the parables of the rabbis so diametrically to those of Jesus, and it was logical to assume that both sets of texts should be interpreted in reasonably similar fashion.[23]




  Fiebig also emphasized the presence of a large number of standard metaphors (most notably the king standing for God), which were so frequently used by the rabbis that Jesus’ audiences almost certainly would have interpreted them in fairly conventional ways. More recent studies have surveyed the imagery of various Old Testament and intertestamental texts and expanded the list of stock symbols that would have had relatively fixed meanings in Jesus’ day. Among the most important for interpreting Jesus’ parables are: a father, king, judge or shepherd for God; a vineyard, vine or sheep for God’s people; an enemy for the devil; a harvest or grape-gathering for the final judgment; and a wedding, feast or festal clothing for the Messianic banquet in the age to come.[24]




  2. Rhetorically, the Aristotelian distinction between simile and metaphor is greatly exaggerated. Not only did Jülicher underestimate the importance of the Hebrew background to the parables, he also overestimated the difference between allegorical and non-allegorical forms of writing or speaking within the Greco-Roman world. Another turn-of-the-century scholar, the French Catholic Denis Buzy, demonstrated that in the first century Aristotle was not viewed as the only or even the most respected authority on rhetoric. Had Jülicher, for example, read the influential Latin orator Quintilian, he would have seen the opinion expressed that pure forms (simple comparisons with only one main point or allegories so detailed that every point stands for something) are quite rare and that mixed forms (where some but not all of the details point to a second level of meaning) are in fact the most artistic type of figurative discourse.[25]




  Later another French Catholic, Maxime Hermaniuk, produced an even more prodigious volume, although it was overshadowed by Jeremias’s work, which appeared in the same year. Hermaniuk an­alyzed parabolic-like narratives in the Old Testament, apocrypha, rabbinic literature, New Testament and several second-century Christian writings. He agreed that from both Jewish and Greco-Roman perspectives, parables were seen as extended comparisons or similes, while allegories were extended metaphors (where the comparisons are left implicit). But he stressed that the difference in meaning (though not in impact) between simile and metaphor is negligible once the points of comparison are recognized.[26] Hermaniuk also discussed Quintilian at length, reaffirming that the most artistic and effective type of parable combines details clearly standing for something other than themselves, those merely adding life and color to the portrait, and others susceptible of either interpretation.[27]




  Various studies of more recent vintage have claimed to corrob­orate Buzy and Hermaniuk from the standpoint of modern literary criticism. E. J. Tinsley, for example, argues that biblical scholars have consistently misunderstood the nature of allegory as an arbitrary or artificial device, although he admits that poorly constructed allegories deserve this criticism. But carefully composed allegories integrate their details in both the realistic and the symbolic worlds they depict. Augustine’s method was actually better than Jülicher’s; Augustine simply deciphered too many of the details and used the wrong code. In short, “the main question therefore would seem to be not whether any or many of the parables of Jesus are allegorical or not, but what they are allegories of. ” [28] Tinsley strengthens this argument in a subsequent article by citing Graham Hough’s discussion of the “allegorical circle” (see figure 2.1).
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  Figure 2.1




  





  Hough differentiates between “naive allegory” and “quasi-documentary realism” as two opposite types of prose fiction (at 12 o’clock and 6 o’clock on his circle). In the former, the metaphorical meaning dominates; in the latter, the literal meaning prevails. Halfway in between are “incarnation” (3 o’clock) and “symbolism” (9 o’clock), in which the literal and metaphorical levels are evenly balanced. In an incarnational narrative, meaning derives from the entire story considered as a whole; in a symbolic narrative, from a particular part (the symbol), which is given extra attention. Tinsley views the most famous of Jesus’ parables as examples of Hough’s incarnational narratives.[29] Not every detail in them points to a second level of meaning, but some do, and this suffices to qualify them for the label allegory.




  3. Both the Messianic secret motif and the enigmatic purposes attributed to Jesus for speaking in parables may be explained by better means than Wrede’s hypothesis. Many of the writings in the New Testament apocrypha claim to be secret revelations by Jesus to one or more of his disciples, yet these claims were widely rejected by the early church. This suggests that the strategy outlined by Wrede could not have succeeded even if it had been tried. More plausible are the explanations that Jesus sometimes enjoined secrecy concerning his identity because (a) many Jews were looking for a different type of Messiah from that which Jesus understood his mission to involve (i.e., a nationalistic or military ruler rather than a suffering servant)[30] and/or (b) it was inappropriate for him to make detailed claims about his identity until after his crucifixion and resurrection, which served to corroborate those claims.[31] But even if Wrede’s scenario were accepted, it would not be clear that the role of the parables as in some sense concealing truth necessarily formed part of the Messianic secret. There is nothing explicitly christological in the teaching of the parables, and their mysteriousness seems to involve a different issue altogether—how to interpret specific details in each text.[32]




  Some have tried to deny this mysteriousness by explaining the apparent purpose clause of Mark 4:12 (“in order that seeing they might not perceive . . . ,” my trans.) as really a result clause (as some think Matthew may have, substituting “so that” for “in order that” in Mt 13:13)[33] or as simply an ab­breviation for an introduction to the Old Testament quotation (cf. Is 6:9)—i.e., equaling “in order that the following passage might be fulfilled.”[34] But the first of these explanations requires translating i#na (“in order that”) in a relatively unusual manner, while the second simply shifts attention to the significance of the Old Testament text: in what sense was it fulfilled if it was neither the purpose nor the result of Jesus’ preaching? It is better to take the i#na in its usual sense of purpose, and seek a different explanation for how one of Jesus’ motives for speaking in parables could be to conceal. The key seems to lie in the meaning of the words “understand” and “perceive.” Hans-Josef Klauck perhaps expresses it best when he speaks of those who are “outside” the kingdom:




  They understand the provocative claim of the parables very well, but they are not prepared to accept it. For Mark, Jesus’ speaking in parables is not a riddle as such. What is perplexing is the behavior that it calls forth—that a person can see salvation personified and nevertheless not come to conversion and belief.[35]




  This position squares with the use of “perceive” and “understand” elsewhere in Scripture.[36] It accounts for the fact that even Christ’s enemies apparently understood his parables at a cognitive level (cf. esp. Mk 12:12 pars.). And it fits the nature of his preaching more generally. Jesus regularly called men and women to a point of radical decision—either to draw closer to him in discipleship or to make clear their rejection of him and in that sense actually be repelled (cf. Mt 12:33-35 par.; Mk 3:6 pars., 9:40; Lk 11:23 par.).[37] But there is nothing here that requires a doctrine of predestination to damnation. As in Isaiah 6, God’s judgment comes in response to prolonged rebellion against him. The promise of holy seed as a stump in the land from which Israel’s “tree” may regrow (Is 6:13) suggests that some of those Jesus excoriates may yet repent.[38]




  4. The tendency of oral tradition increasingly to allegorize simple stories is counterbalanced by the even more common tendency to abbreviate and “de-allegorize” them. The rise of form criticism also met with serious objections that will be discussed in more detail in chapter three. Perhaps the most important observation to make here is that even one of the pioneer form critics, Vincent Taylor, pointed out that fairly detailed narratives (like many of the parables) tended to be abbreviated as they were passed along by word of mouth, rather than expanded and allegorized as Bultmann had claimed.[39] Subsequently, J. A. Baird observed that over two-thirds of the parables that Jesus explained, however briefly, were addressed to his disciples, while most of those left unexplained were addressed to his opponents. This pattern fits in with Jesus’ desire to make his teaching in some sense clearer to insiders than to outsiders. Such consistency and restraint, Baird concluded, was unlikely to have been the product of a Christian tradition that felt free to allegorize the parables indiscriminately.[40]




  5. Far from being an inferior art form, avoided by the master teacher, allegorical interpretation is an inevitable method of explaining the parables, which even those who deny it in theory cannot avoid in practice. Fiebig’s and Buzy’s studies already had pointed out that from Quintilian on, many felt allegory to be an aesthetically satisfying form of rhetoric or literature. Matthew Black later noted that even as anti-allegorical an interpreter as Dodd could not avoid allegory despite his disclaimers. In his exposition of the parable of the wicked tenants, for example, Dodd winds up conceding that the natural meaning Jesus most likely intended is that the vineyard is Israel; the tenants, the Jewish leaders; the servants, the prophets; and the son, Jesus.[41]




  The same could be said of most other works from the older “consensus perspective.” To go back to the story of the prodigal son, even Jeremias, who at first denies that the father stands for God, then concedes that “some of the expressions used are meant to reveal that in his love he is an image of God.”[42] The problem remains precisely that which Tinsley pinpointed: it is not that no elements in the parables stand for things other than themselves; it is a ques­tion of how many do so and to what they refer. The error of premodern interpreters lay in overzealous and anachronistic use of allegory, not in the method per se.




  Despite the above criticisms of the Julicher-Jeremias tradition, until the 1980s the few dissenting scholars merely attributed slightly more allegory in the parables than was commonly recognized. And the “one main point” rule for interpretation seemed even less assailable. Within the last thirty-some years, however, several scholars with cross-disciplinary expertise in Western literature and biblical studies have moved well beyond this “consensus” position, affirming that most of the major narrative parables of Jesus are, by every standard literary definition of the word, genuine allegories.[43] These affirmations rely on four additional key principles.




  6. “Multiple points of comparison” is not the single element that makes a narrative an allegory; any narrative with both a literal and a metaphorical meaning is in essence allegorical. The primary pioneer of this assertion was Madeleine Boucher, who already in 1977 observed that for most literary critics there are only two “modes” of meaning—literal and tropical (pronounced with a long o—that which is popularly called “figurative”). Some examples of tropes include circumlocution (a “roundabout” way of speaking), metaphor, synecdoche (the substitution of the part for the whole), metonymy (the substitution of one thing for something else closely associated) and irony. Any one of these tropes may be developed into a full-fledged narrative; when a metaphor is thus developed, allegory results. Allegory is “nothing more and nothing less than an extended metaphor in narratory form (the term narratory here being used to include both dramatic and narrative works, that is, all works that tell a story).”[44]




  Boucher further argued that allegory is a device of meaning, not a literary form or genre. So a parable may be an allegory even if its constituent elements do not involve separate metaphors, so long as the overall point of the parable transcends its literal meaning (e.g., the story is about the kingdom of God rather than just, say, farming, fishing or banqueting). The only types of parables that are not allegories, then, are either those that are so short that they are just simple comparisons rather than full-fledged narratives, or those that are extended synecdoches rather than extended metaphors, as in the parable of the rich fool or of the Pharisee and publican, where the main characters are representative of an entire class of similar people. As for Jesus’ purpose in speaking in parables, since he wanted to win his audiences over to his point of view, he had to be intelligible to them. Nevertheless, they could have found his meaning “mysterious,” since many may have been either unable or unwilling to identify the proper spiritual equivalents for Jesus’ down-to-earth metaphors.[45]




  7. Identifying a narrative as an allegory is a far cry from imposing an allegorical interpretation on a passage never intended to contain a second level of meaning. By far the most ambitious and erudite of scholarship on parable and allegory, Hans-Josef Klauck’s compendious study ties together most of the works previously mentioned in this section, ranging widely across the fields of biblical and lit­erary criticism. Klauck concludes that important distinctions must be made between what he calls “allegory” (Allegorie), a rhetorical device applicable to many literary genres which gives a symbolic dimension to a text; “allegorizing” (Allegorese), which ascribes to a text hidden, often anachronistic meanings which its author never intended; and “allegorization” (Allegorisierung), the allegorizing expansion and embellishment of a text that originally was already an allegory in simpler form. Turning to Jesus’ parables, Klauck concludes that many of them are “allegories,” some may have undergone a little “allegorization” (a necessary interpretive device, in his opinion, to make the texts relevant for each new generation of Christians), but that “allegorizing” per se, so typical of the pre-Jülicher era, is never justified.[46]




  The difference, therefore, between texts as apparently dissimilar as the parable of the prodigal son and Pilgrim’s Progress is not that the latter is an allegory while the former is not. Instead, Klauck, like Tinsley, prefers to speak of an allegorical continuum with opposite extremes that he entitles “naive realism” and “naive picture-writing” (Bilderschrift). Bunyan’s work would be closer to the latter extreme and the prodigal son closer to the former. Moreover, one cannot rule out any of the Gospel parables or interpretations as inauthentic due to the presence of allegory, only if there is allegorizing. The intermediate process of allegorization, Klauck believes, can explain some of the differences reflected in a comparison of Synoptic parallels, because it is a demonstrable tendency of oral tradition.[47]




  In a review article, Charles Carlston labeled Klauck’s work “the most learned study of the parables in any language since Jülicher.”[48] If Klauck is right, then the parables are not the vehicle for Jülicher’s universal truths, nor limited to Jeremias’s situation-specific main points, nor even the untranslatable metaphors of postmodernism and other recent movements. Rather they are “rhetorical allegories” in the tradition of Quintilian, Buzy and Hermaniuk, which require at least some deciphering in order to interpret them in accordance with Jesus’ original intent.[49] Kurt Erlemann follows Klauck’s approaches closely, adding that what keeps this more limited form of allegorical interpretation from dissolving into overblown and anachronistic exegesis is the application of historical criticism to discern what Jesus could reasonably have expected his original audiences to have understood.[50]




  8. The presence of mysterious and unusual details in the parables, pointing to an additional level of meaning, is much more widespread than has usually been realized. The scholar who has championed this view more than any other is John Drury, who has highlighted the rich tradition in He­brew narrative of the dark or enigmatic saying. Drury has pointed out numerous potential but subtle allusions in the parables to various Old Testament texts not usually discussed as background for these stories. He has also repeatedly shown how the interpreta­tions, contexts and concluding generalizations that the evangelists provide fit the parables quite adequately. But he still believes, on form- and redaction-critical grounds, that this framing material cannot accurately reflect the original messages of Jesus, so he be­lieves that the parables en masse are creations of the early church or the Gospel writers.[51]




  Other studies have avoided these conclusions about inauthenticity while at the same time confirming that the parables regularly contain not only common, down-to-earth portraits of Jewish village life but also “extravagant”[52] and unrealistic features which point to more than one level of meaning. The ridiculous and implausible excuses of the invited guests in the parable of the great supper (Lk 14:18-20), the enormous size of the mustard plant which could provide shade for perching birds (Mk 4:32 pars.) and the inexplica­ble hiring practice of the owner in the parable of the vineyard laborers (Mt 20:1-16) all aptly illustrate this propensity for “atypical features.”[53] But although these features appear implausible as descriptions of normal events, they make excellent sense when interpreted allegorically as standing for various spiritual truths.




  9. The parables are best viewed as “proportional analogies” which can be expressed by means of a series of equations of the form “A is to B as a is to b with respect to x.”[54] John Sider, as a professor of English literature, agrees that parabolh/ must be viewed as rep­resenting a wider variety of figures of speech than has usually been associated with the term. Consider, for example, Luke’s use of it for the very short proverb, “Physician, heal yourself” (Lk 4:23). But the semantic range of parabolh/ is still not as broad as that of the Old Testament ma4sha4l.[55]




  Every time parabolh/ appears in the Gospels, an analogy is involved, either of “equation” or “example.” An equation relates “a particular vehicle to a particular tenor, by way of some common feature which is viewed as the subject of a general class.” An example relates “a vehicle consisting of some particular instance to a tenor which is the general class.”[56] By vehicle and tenor, Sider is referring, respectively, to the story line of the parable and the meaning intended by that story. Sider’s equation resembles Boucher’s extended metaphor, while his example improves on her extended synecdoche, because exemplary characters in the parables (for example, the rich man and Lazarus) are not really parts of some larger whole but examples of a particular category of people.




  The correct interpretation of a parable, in either case, requires recognition of the fact that certain elements in the parable are being compared to certain spiritual realities as in an analogy, with respect to one or more specific characteristics. For example, the parable of the unjust judge (Lk 18:1-7) compares (A) God to (B) his elect as (a) the judge to (b) the woman, with respect to (x) the fact of vindi­cation despite its appearance of delay.[57] The parable of the householder and the thief compares the disciples to the coming of the Son of Man as the householder to the coming of the thief with respect to readiness for the unexpected. And there are usually several of these comparisons or contrasts in each parable. Parables that Jesus in some way explains merely make more explicit the kind of comparisons that Jesus intended in those left unexplained. Thus because of the presence of multiple analogies, the longer “story parables really are ‘allegorical’ after all.” In fact, Sider claims that stories making only one main point, as Jülicher supposed the parables to be, exist “nowhere in the Gospels” and “it could be hard to find them anywhere in literature”![58]




  Stephen Wright has helpfully elaborated on the concept of “example stories” in the parables in which the characters represent a whole class of individuals like themselves (see 3.1.2.1) as extended synecdoches. For example, the Pharisee and tax collector represent all religious authorities or stigmatized outcasts whose attitudes resemble those in Jesus’ story (Lk 18:9-14).[59] Ruth Etchells prefers to think of all of the parables as extended metonymies (perhaps subsuming synecdoches under this broader term). But frequently, for Etchells, metonymy (one element standing for something else to which it is closely related) gives way to metaphor, in which the items compared are more different than similar. So for her the good Samaritan, which Jülicher and Jeremias would have dubbed an example story and Stephen Wright a synecdoche, begins as a metonymy (with the priest and Levite predictably concerned for their own holiness) but turns into a metaphor when the Samaritan acts out of character by compassionately helping a Jew.[60]




  Whether one prefers to speak of allegory, analogy, synecdoche or metonymy, all of these approaches have more in common with each other than with the older consensus view.[61] I will continue to use the term allegory to embrace any or all of these approaches when I want to refer to those forms and forms of interpretation that see intentional correspondence between elements in a story of Jesus and an extra-textual level of reality or second dimension of meaning. Unless my context dictates otherwise, I will use represent, symbolize, stand for and other synonyms relatively interchangeably. I understand Parker’s concern to drive a sharp wedge between representation and illustration, with the latter being immediately obvious in meaning without any necessary decoding and the surprise in the story remaining solely in its application to an area in which a person needs to change. But to defend this thesis with respect to the parables, he has to acknowledge that the contexts in which they now appear in the Gospels often significantly distort their meanings (and he does so without any interaction with the substantial case against removing the parables from their contexts).[62]




  When he comes to his own explanation of the parables’ meanings, Parker actually resorts to analogical language remarkably similar to what Sider employs and acknowledges as allegory (while preferring the overall concept of analogy).[63] For example, Parker’s summary of the parable of the lost sheep (Lk 15:3-7) reads, “As it makes economic sense for the shepherd to leave his flock and give himself entirely to the business of rescuing the animal who has great need of him. [sic] So, does it not make sense, in terms of the kingdom, to respond to the need of someone in great difficulty even though it should mean temporarily abandoning the others?”[64] There are clear correspondences in this formulation between the lost sheep and a person “in great difficulty,” between the ninety-nine and other people temporarily abandoned, and between the shepherd and the person responding to the need (which, presumably, could include God). There is also every reason to believe Jesus intended people to understand such correspondences.




  Such an explanation of the lost sheep differs little from the kind of comparisons that appear in Sider’s summary of the “allegory” in the prodigal son (Lk 15:11-32): “God = the father with respect to gracious forgiveness,” “the Pharisees and scribes = the elder son with respect to wrongheaded response” and “tax collectors and sinners = the younger son with respect to past waywardness and present repentance.”[65] The impact of one of Jesus’ parables may well differ drastically from the force of Bun­yan’s Pilgrim’s Progress. The latter makes its allegorical nature plain early on and one grows accustomed to looking for each new point of correspondence in the novel. Jesus’ parables, on the other hand, draw their listeners in, thinking that they are hearing stories that are not about themselves, only to realize too late and probably all at once, that their behaviors or attitudes correspond to those of someone in his stories. But the kinds of resulting meanings are more similar than different (see 5.1.2).




  Klyne Snodgrass’s recent conclusions are sufficiently sweeping so as to provide a climax to this side of the debate. “Tremendous effort,” he writes, “has been expended trying to distinguish parable and allegory, but in the end we must admit that the effort is a complete failure, despite the gallons of ink expended.” Snodgrass rightly observes that “Jülicher’s approach has been set aside, but his disdain for allegory is still around.” He continues, “Jesus does not need to be saved from allegory. Parables are allegorical, some more so than others. Parables refer outside themselves, or they—except for single, indirect stories [traditionally, “example stories”]—are not parables.”[66]




  2.2 Evaluating the Debate




  How ought we to assess these rather diametrically opposite approaches in the history of the debate about parable and allegory?[67] To begin with, it is important to note one point on which virtually everyone is agreed. The days of anachronistic allegorizing interpretation must remain in the past. For this, commentators remain forever in Jülicher’s debt. Indeed, part of the debate is simply a semantic one involving the meaning of allegory, as just noted. Many scholars who reject the term nevertheless recognize stock symbols in almost all of the parables, which stand for something other than themselves and would have been well known to Jesus’ original audiences. Yet the other side replies that this is precisely what allegory usually involves. Moreover, almost all commentators who actually expound a selection of the parables wind up with some allegorical interpretations, as the anti-Jülicher tradition defines them, regardless of what they may say about their method.




  But these commentators might simply acknowledge their incon­sistencies and work harder at avoiding them.[68] The controversy involves more than definitions; it involves key issues in literary criticism and comparative religions. Even scholars who agree on the definition of allegory are divided over its function, value and legitimacy. This in turn influences their judgments concerning whether Jesus would have actually used it, which determines their position on the authenticity of the undeniably allegorical parts of the parables or their interpretations as the Gospels present them.




  C. S. Lewis’s famous mistrust of biblical scholars’ appreciation of literary devices, structure and quality enters in here as well.[69] Most biblical scholars have simply never taken the time to study these topics sufficiently to make their literary judgments persuasive. That the leading exponents of the pro-allegorical position prove the exception to this rule gives their position a priori greater attractiveness. But even Boucher, Klauck, Sider and Snodgrass interact in only a limited way with secular literary critics; clearly there is room for more comparative study here. For example, one issue to which no one supporting an allegorical interpretation of the parables besides me has to date given a detailed analysis is the question of how to determine which and how many details in a given parable stand for or correspond to something or someone other than themselves. Snodgrass insists throughout his volume that there is no formula or consistent pattern but even that remark is more affirmed than argued.[70]




  Regarding parallels to Jesus’ parables in other ancient religious traditions, there seems to be agreement that there are only two main options. Either Jesus’ parables are largely unique and without parallel or the corpus of rabbinic parables provides the most promising material for comparative study. The only really close biblical parallel is Nathan’s story of the ewe lamb (2 Sam 12:1-10)—and it, incidentally, is given at least a partially allegorical explanation: the rich man corresponds to David, the poor man to Uriah and the sheep to Bathsheba (and perhaps also to Uriah’s life, which is also taken from him—v. 9).[71] The rhetorical dynamic is worlds apart from a more detailed and transparent allegory; the prophet’s whole point in using this form is so that the king will indict himself before he realizes what he is doing. But there are clearly three characters who are intended to reflect the experiences of the three individuals in real life.[72] Nathan does not create a story of injustice involving a quite different set of relationships, which could have equally aroused David’s wrath but not had the same self-indicting effect. It is precisely the limited allegorical correspondences, not immediately obvious, that make the parable work as well as it does.[73] Robert Wilken puts it plainly: “This story is an allegory. It speaks about one thing in terms of another. It is not a tale about a poor man and a ewe lamb, but a story to reprove David’s sin.”[74]




  No other Old Testament passage is this close in form to the parables of Jesus. The texts that are even somewhat similar are even more transparently allegorical (see esp. Judg 9:7-15; 2 Sam 14:1-17; 1 Kings 20:39-42; 2 Kings 14:9-10; Is 5:1-7; Jer 13:12-14; Ezek 15:1-8; 17:1-10; 19:1-14; 31:1-18).[75] Jeremy Schipper declares explicitly that in the Hebrew Bible, “parables function as limited allegories.”[76] Within noncanonical Jewish literature that is even potentially pre-Christian, the closest parallels appear in the Similitudes of Enoch; within the earliest post–New Testament Christian literature, in the “Visions” section of the Shepherd of Hermas. Again, both corpora are even more obviously allegorical, though still with many details that have no second-order referents.[77] Yet only the parables of the rabbis afford a significantly sized group of relatively close parallels to Jesus’ parables.[78]




  But working with the rabbinic literature has proved even more daunting than mastering the basics of literary criticism for students trained primarily in New Testament studies. Over two thousand rabbinic parables exist, they are scattered throughout a wide variety of writings spanning several centuries (none demonstrably pre-Christian), and translations of the Hebrew into modern European languages have until recently been intermittently inaccessible or nonexistent. This situation, however, has been dramatically altered since the dissertation of Robert M. Johnston, who collected the 325 parables attributed to Tannaim (the rabbis of the first three centuries of the Christian era) or found in Jewish writings of that period, provided translations for all of them and even offered a rudimentary commentary on them.[79] The rest of this chapter, therefore, will survey some of the insights first of modern literary criticism and then of the ancient Tannaitic ma4sha4l to see if further progress can be made on the question of parable and allegory.




  2.2.1 Contemporary Literary Criticism




  Valid generalizations about what all literary critics believe prove as elusive as stating what all biblical scholars affirm. Many different schools of thought abound, especially with the advent in recent years of several radically new approaches to the interpretation of literature. But the following principles are fairly widely held and suggest helpful insights that students of the parables should take into account.




  1. The disjunction between allegory and parable by many biblical critics is closely paralleled by the older disjunction between allegory and symbol by many literary critics, a disjunction now widely recognized to be invalid. The nineteenth-century school of thought known as Romanticism, led by Goethe in Germany and Coleridge in England, resoundingly rejected allegory as an artificial and outmoded form of literature. In its place Romantics exalted symbolism. Symbolism referred to the use of verbal and visual images that did not simply stand for something other than themselves but that actually suggested more than one meaning within themselves.[80]




  A cross, for example, might appear as an entirely natural element in the story line of a given piece of fiction, while at the same time evoking memories of the crucifixion of Jesus and disclosing a deeper meaning in the plot as well. In American literature one thinks, for example, of the role played by the inescapable “A” (for adulteress) sewn onto Hester Prynne’s dress in Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter, or of the great white whale over which the central characters in Melville’s Moby Dick obsess. The Romantics considered stories built around such symbols more aesthetically pleasing and artistically elegant than the type of personification of abstract concepts so familiar from an allegory such as Spenser’s Faerie Queene.




  The problem with this disjunction between allegory and symbolism, however, and one not widely admitted until a half century ago, was that it rested on what philosophers call a category mistake (comparing or contrasting two things not really belonging to the same class or group). Allegory, as classically defined, is a manner of speaking in which two or more levels of meaning are intended (and often also used to refer to an entire work which employs allegorical discourse), while a symbol refers to a specific element within a story which functions as a key to unlock additional levels of meaning. Although they can exist without one another, allego­ries usually contain numerous symbols, and symbolic writing may easily turn into allegory.[81]




  The Romantics’ theory was further flawed in that it rested on the arbitrary assertion that the highest aim of all art ought to be the representation of the general by the specific (rather than the substitution of one specific for another as in allegory).[82] One cannot help but think of Julicher’s similar assertion that the parables of Jesus could make only one very general point. By moving away from a generalizing summary of a parable’s meaning to the very situation-specific approach of Dodd and Jeremias, interpreters of the parables, without realizing it, already approached the border of allegorical interpretation.




  2. The views that allegory is equivalent to metaphor extended to narrative and that it may contain many or few points of comparison are widely acknowledged. The following definitions are fairly technical, but they serve to illustrate the different ways in which this definition of allegory may be expressed. For Michael Murrin, allegory is a specific kind of analogy in which the author “expresses a truth he has received in contemplation through the medium of tropological figures.”[83] Bea­trice Batson explains more specifically, “Allegory . . . may be perceived then as the embodiment of beliefs in concrete form. It is a work in which the author imitates ex­ternal actualities and at the same time suggests the significance of such imitations by extending a central metaphor and by showing additional analogies.”[84]




  More technical still is the definition of Gayatri Spivak: “the setting up of a double structure, one component of which is a metasemantic system of significance corresponding to the other component—a system of signs present in the text itself.”[85] In other words, when certain details in a narrative stand for something other than themselves or point to a second level of meaning, especially in the moral or spiritual realm, allegory is present.[86]




  A related point, which is rarely disputed, involves the spectrum or continuum of various degrees of allegorical writing that may be found in any given work. Though not always expressed in as much detail as Graham Hough’s “allegorical circle” (see fig. 1.1 in chap. 1 earlier), most recent studies emphasize that some allegories have a greater percentage of details with metaphorical referents than others. Many would argue that the best allegories are quite realistic as pieces of fiction in their own right, and that part of their artistry is leaving their audiences in doubt about just which details are supposed to have a double meaning.[87]




  In fact, in any lengthy allegory a sizable majority of the details does not have a double meaning; only a few key elements do. For example, at the end of C. S. Lewis’s The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe, critics recognize symbolic meaning in Aslan’s death and resurrection, but not to the stone table, the shaving of Aslan and the mice who gnaw through the ropes which bind him.[88] Jülicher’s emphasis on the realism of parables contrasting with the artificiality of allegories, echoed by virtually all of his successors, finds precious little support in contemporary literary criticism. There is a fine blend of the realistic and the extraordinary both in the parables and in the best allegories.




  3. There is still a fairly widespread popular denigration of the aesthetics of allegory, but it is unwarranted. While a one-to-one correspondence between all the details of allegories and their metaphorical counterparts cannot be expected, the meaning that can be communicated is by nature limited. Unlike some primarily postmodernist modes of discourse, allegories are not entirely open-ended. Certain key elements may convey more than one “secondary” sense, but the overall structure of the story as a “twice-told tale” prevents derivative meanings from being multiplied indefinitely.




  In Northrop Frye’s opinion, this is probably a major reason why modern secular and biblical critics alike have demeaned allegorical discourse: “The commenting critic is often prejudiced against alle­gory without knowing the real reason, which is that continuous allegory prescribes the direction of his commentary, and so restricts its freedom.”[89] It is not as easy to impose convincingly some of the various modern fashions of interpretation (e.g., psychoanalytic, Marxist, feminist) on texts whose meaning is relatively straightforward.[90]




  In addition, allegories frequently exhibit a disarming simplicity. Once the key to the second level of meaning is grasped, it is often relatively easy and enjoyable to discern the correct interpretation throughout. Certainly that is true for the basic contours of a work like Pilgrim’s Progress. So it is not fair to contrast the simplicity of the parables with allegedly complicated allegories. Leland Ryken in fact argues precisely the reverse:




  The academic world has surrounded the parables with so many intricate rules for interpreting them that ordinary people have become convinced that they had best leave the parables to the specialist. It is time to give the parables back to the group to which Jesus originally told them—ordinary people. Viewing the parables as allegorical would be a step in the right direction, since simple allegory has usually struck ordinary people as being acces­sible.[91]




  Yet, at the same time, the meaning of allegories is not exhausted as easily as some commentators might think. Gay Clifford explains: “Writers of allegory conceive of truth as in some degree hermetic, too complex to be rendered in baldly prescriptive or descriptive language.”[92] And because one can never be sure just how many of the subordinate details in a narrative are meant to carry extra freight, there is always an elusiveness to allegory to entice the curious.[93] The first reading of an allegory like Orwell’s Animal Farm aptly illustrates this ambiguity. The clichés “all animals are comrades” and “all animals are equal” (with the eventual addition “but some animals are more equal than others”) immediately conjure up the specter of Soviet Communism. But do the two pigs, Snowball and Napoleon, represent specific Soviet leaders? Or is the entire novel in fact an allegory about totalitarianism more generally? If Orwell had not specifically an­swered these questions elsewhere, critics would probably be hard pressed to reach a consensus. Similar ambiguities face the reader of Christ’s parables, especially when Jesus did not spell out in detail what he meant.




  4. The purposes of allegory closely match both the revelatory and the esoteric purposes for which Christ, according to Mark 4:11-12, spoke in parables. Contemporary analysis largely agrees that there are at least three primary functions of allegory: (a) to illustrate a viewpoint in an artistic and educational way, (b) to keep its message from being immediately clear to all its hearers or readers without further reflection and (c) to win over its audience to accept a particular set of beliefs or act in a certain way. At first glance (a) and (b) can seem contradictory, but in fact they complement one another in service of (c). Speakers or writers who have a viewpoint they wish their audience to accept—one the audience does not currently hold—will seldom succeed by means of a straightforward explanation of their position. Rather they have to think of some innocuous method of introducing the subject, while at the same time challenging their listeners to think of it in a new way. A carefully constructed allegory may well accomplish what its nonmetaphorical, propositional counterpart never could. As Michael Murrin explains, “the audience of the allegorist did not encounter truth in so uncompromising a manner. Since it was concealed from them, at least initially, they could gradually move closer and closer to it.”[94]




  An excellent example is Golding’s Lord of the Flies. Those who believe that individuals are by nature good and that it is society that corrupts them are not likely to abandon their convictions as a result of a direct challenge to their convictions. But they may be drawn into an alternate worldview through the experience of the boys on the island, who ultimately reveal their evil character even when divorced from civilization. Of course the allegorist’s strategy does not guarantee success. There are thus two ways in which allegory can conceal even as it tends to reveal. In the first case, people may simply fail to grasp the meaning of one or more of an allegory’s constituent metaphors; in the second, while recognizing the meaning of an allegory, they may reject its appeal to bring about some kind of transformation in their lives.[95]




  The similarity between this literary analysis of allegory and the Gospels’ treatment of Jesus’ parables staggers one accustomed to thinking of parable and allegory as opposites. We no longer have to choose between a Jesus who uses parables to clarify and a Mark who misinterprets their meaning as obfuscatory. Both clarity and concealment go hand in hand as Jesus seeks a creative and disarm­ing way to revolutionize his audiences’ thinking about the kingdom of God, especially in relation to the Judaism of his day. Sometimes they fail to understand his meaning because they don’t know what certain imagery stands for, but more often they very clearly perceive his meaning but are not prepared to accept it. Mark 12:12 and parallels point this out clearly as the authorities recognize that Jesus told the parable of the wicked tenants against them. But because they are unwilling to change their ways, they merely re­double their efforts to destroy him. Murrin, in passing, actually applies his discussion of allegory to the Gospels and declares of the apparent purpose clause in Mark 4:12 that “this paradox cannot be explained away” and that “the allegorist had for his end the same general objectives which the prophet had: the moral reform of the multitude and the proclamation of truth.”[96]




  Of course this is precisely what many conservative biblical scho­lars have been saying all along (recall also Klauck’s explanation earlier, 2.1.2.3). Jesus’ preaching deliberately led people, at first gently but then inexorably, to a point of decision—either to follow or to reject him, and from his perspective those who rejected him did not really understand either who he was or what the consequences of their actions were.[97] Or in the words of T. F. Torrance, “the Kingdom of God comes into the midst and throws a man into the crisis of decision, and yet by its veiled form the Word of the Kingdom holds man at arm’s length away in order to give him room and time for personal decision.” Again, “Jesus deliberately concealed the Word in parable lest men against their will should be forced to acknowledge the Kingdom, and yet He allowed them enough light to convict them and to convince them.”[98] So, too, literary criticism has now provided enough light to uphold the authenticity of Mark 4:11-12 in its present context; yet many skeptics “see but do not perceive.”




  5. The key to interpreting most allegories lies in recognizing what a small handful of characters, actions or symbols correspond to and then fitting the rest of the story in with them. The classic, medieval allegory employed personification to make clear the main points of comparison. Thus in the Faerie Queene, the lady Lucifera, who symbolizes pride, could be drawn in her carriage by horses with riders named Idleness, Gluttony, Avarice and the like. In Lewis’s modern-day Chronicles of Narnia, characters are not named for virtues, but the lion Aslan certainly takes on human (and Godlike) qualities so that readers recognize him as a Christ-figure. Other writers of allegories use puns or wordplays or unrealistic actions designed to alert the reader to multiple mean­ings. In many cases the protagonist unravels the allegory’s mystery. Once readers recognize who or what she stands for, then they can identify subordinate characters who either help or oppose her.




  After the more obvious identifications, however, come details that regularly remain ambiguous. Edwin Honig terms these “allegorical wavers.”[99] They form part of the artistry of a good alle­gory, and many times even the author himself does not consciously realize how many details fit naturally into the two parallel story lines. A number of students of allegory accept the commonsense tradition resurrected by E. D. Hirsch that the meaning of a piece of literature depends on the author’s original intention,[100] but at this point they often add an important qualification. Since “the language of allegory makes relationships significant by extending the original identities of which they are composed with as many clusters of meaning as the traffic of the dominant idea will bear,”[101] perhaps a valid interpretation employs twin criteria: the meaning the author intended and that which readily coheres to it.[102]




  This of course is entirely different from “allegorizing” or “alle­goresis,” which is interpreting a text as allegory which was never intended in that way at all. But it is similar to Klauck’s “allegoriza­tion” and may be viewed as a legitimate process. It is the type of interpretation of a work one could imagine presenting to its author and having him reply, “Oh, I hadn’t quite thought it all through that far, but now that you point it out I wholeheartedly agree; it certainly fits in with everything I was trying to say.”[103] Or given the three elements that compete for acceptance as the loci of interpretation (see later), the intention of the author dictates interpretation to the extent that it is the meaning most clearly communicated by the text itself for a given audience.




  6. The result of all of the above is that many literary critics readily appeal to the parables of Jesus as a prime illustration of allegory. A text like Leland Ryken’s The Literature of the Bible begins its chapter on parables with the unequivocal affirmation that “the parables of Jesus belong to the literary family known as allegory.”[104] Following Northrop Frye’s classic discussion,[105] Ryken would distinguish between “naive allegory”—parables like the sower or the wicked tenants, where virtually all details stand for something—and “realistic allegory”—para­bles like the good Samaritan or the prodigal son, where many details have no secondary meaning. Others may fall somewhere in between these two poles.




  The studies surveyed here, however, offer no support for the notion that the interpretations attributed to Jesus for some of his parables, whether long or short, are the sign of the early church misunderstanding the nature of his teaching. Instead, they represent a natural and legitimate method for him to clarify his meaning. Philip Rollinson puts it even more absolutely: “The parabolic story, then, is only parabolic if it is linked with some application, explicit or implied. This application may be vague, general, or highly detailed and precise, but there must be some analogous application indicated.”[106] A final testimony deserves fuller citation. Using somewhat more technical language, Charles Hayes declares:




  Whenever a sequence of interconnected motifs is so constructed that central features of the concrete fictive reality acquire a distinctly metaphysical frame of reference, and not just by virtue of the work’s theme or the general nature of its characters’ experiences but because certain motifs engender a sharp, perceptible duality of perspectives; whenever the facts presented are “likened unto” something else, as in the Biblical parables, so that a figurative language comes into use and the factual gains a dimension of pervasive extrinsic meaning—whenever a work is so structured it cannot be anything except allegory.[107]




  What a complete contrast with the Jülicherian legacy that dominated so much twentieth-century parable scholarship! This is not to say, as William Brosend has thought I claimed, that “there is no meaningful distinction between parable and allegory.”[108] We will see that typically only the very brief narratives of Jesus and the ancient rabbis, along with just a very handful of other examples, with a fairly limited number of structures, have been considered parables (see chap. 5). But by standard literary definitions, it is true that all of Jesus’ parables considered in this volume are one kind of allegory or another, though they vary as to where they fall on Hough’s allegorical circle.




  We may again let Klyne Snodgrass have the last word in this section. How many children and adults over the last hundred years, and especially after the book was made into a movie, have cherished The Wizard of Oz? Few, if any, denigrate its literary aesthetic, parcel it up into traditional and redactional sections or find it unworthy of its celebrated author, L. Frank Baum. Nevertheless, this narrative is not just what it first appears to be—an entertaining fantasy novel.




  Few people are even aware that The Wizard of Oz is an elaborate political allegory about conditions at the beginning of the twentieth century in the U.S.A., with “Oz” (the abbreviation for “ounce”) and the yellow brick road both referring to the gold standard (which was debated at the time), the scarecrow representing the farmers, the tin man the industrial workers and the cowardly lion reformers, especially William Jennings Bryan. It is a perfectly good story understandable in its own right, but both enjoyable and powerful when the lens of its intent is in place.[109]




  The parables of Jesus are even more understandable in their own right, rhetorically powerful and aesthetically pleasing, and they are allegories.[110]




  2.2.2 The Rabbinic Parables




  Since the anti-allegorical school of parable interpretation has reg­ularly appealed to modern literary criticism for support, the pre­vious survey fills a crucial gap in the defense of the pro-allegorical view. But ultimately how modern critics, literary or biblical, view the parables is not as important as how people in Jesus’ own day understood them. As already noted, the only large body of literature from the ancient Mediterranean world that bears close resemblance to Jesus’ stories is the corpus of rabbinic parables.[111] But even here there is a lively debate over the relevance of these stories for the interpretation of Jesus’ teaching.




  To begin with, almost none of the rabbinic parables can be dated as early as the first half of the first century. The examples surveyed are largely second- or third-century compositions. Christian commentators since Jülicher, moreover, have regularly endorsed his verdict that the rabbinic parables are an inferior variety of that form of teaching only Jesus truly mastered.[112] But this affirmation is usually accompanied by only a brief sample of proof texts. A more careful reading of all the 325 Tannaitic[113] parables that have been preserved makes this verdict hard to sustain. There are crucial differences between the parables of Jesus and those of the rabbis, but the similarities seem to outweigh the differences.




  As for dating, since the form and structure of the rabbinic texts remained relatively constant for nearly half a millennium (from the second to the sixth centuries), it seems unlikely that first-century teachers would have employed drastically different methods of il­lustration or debate. Modern studies of Israel’s history have empha­sized that the destruction of Jerusalem in a.d. 70 required Jewish survivors radically to reassess certain key beliefs and attitudes in their religion, but what evidence remains suggests that forms of teaching or rhetoric (such as a parable) remained remarkably stable.[114] Thus Norman Perrin, while inconsistently rejecting any allegorical interpretation of Jesus’ parables, nevertheless recognized the rabbinic parables as their closest parallel in “literary form and function.”[115] Ironically, B. B. Scott, like many from the SBL parables seminar, completely inverts the significance of the data. Scott is prepared to use numerous rabbinic texts from as late as the ninth century to illuminate first-century belief, but he refuses to consider the consistently allegorical parables of the rabbis from even as early as the second century as having any bearing on the form of Jesus’ parables.[116]




  The reason that almost no first-century Jewish parables have been preserved is simply that so little first-century Jewish literature of any kind has been preserved, and nearly nothing from the Pharisaic party from which the post–a.d. 70 rabbis almost exclusively emerged. So, just as Jesus obviously invested other well-established forms of speaking (e.g., proverb, hyperbole or prophecy) with distinctive content, he most likely adopted a well-known method of instruction when he spoke in parables.[117] The difference lay in his message and his authority (cf., e.g., Mt 7:28-29). The following observations about the similarities and differences between the parables of Jesus and those of the earliest rabbis support these claims.




  2.2.2.1 Similarities with the Parables of Jesus




  1. The rabbinic parables almost always begin with an introductory formula that parallels those found in the Gospels. By far the most common is some often-abbreviated form of the saying: “A parable—to what may it be compared? It is like the case of . . .” (cf., e.g., Mt 11:16). Occasionally, however, they will begin with a simple reference to one of the characters in the story (often the main one) as “a certain man” or “a king of flesh and blood.” Fiebig saw these as equivalent to the Greek expressions a!nqrwpo&v tiv (“a certain man”) and a!nqrwpov basileu&v (“a man, a king”),[118] often introducing Gospel parables as, for example, in Matthew 18:23 and Luke 16:1. A few rabbinic parables, however, begin with the unparalleled phrase “in the custom of the world” and draw their spiritual point from a comparison with what is taken for granted in human affairs.[119] As in the Gospels, the rabbinic parables will occasionally state the theme of the parable explicitly before the story begins, but more often will summarize it afterwards. Occasionally, it will appear in differently worded fashion, both before and after the story itself.[120]




  2. Often the logic of this last category of parable is “from the lesser to the greater.” That is to say, the passage argues that “if such-and-such is true with human beings, how much more so with God.” This lesser-to-greater logic (Latin: a fortiori; Hebrew: qal-wa-homer) is common in the Gospel parables (e.g., Lk 11:13) and is often tipped off by a distinctive introduction. Especially in Luke, Jesus frequently precedes a parable with the rhetorical question “Which of you . . . [would do a certain thing]?” for which the obvious answer is “no one” (e.g., Lk 11:5, 11 esv). The conclusion then follows—how much more should such behavior not be expected of God. In a few cases, however, the logic is reversed with positive affirmations implied. If something holds true even in the secular sphere, how much more must it apply to the spiritual realm. Consider Jesus’ parable of the lost coin with its remarkable parallel attributed to Rabbi Phineas ben Jair:




  Or suppose a woman has ten silver coins and loses one. Doesn’t she light a lamp, sweep the house and search carefully until she finds it? And when she finds it, she calls her friends and neighbors together and says, “Rejoice with me; I have found my lost coin.” In the same way, I tell you, there is rejoicing in the presence of the angels of God over one sinner who repents. (Lk 15:8-10)




  If a man loses a sela’ or an obol [a small coin] in his house, he lights lamp after lamp, wick after wick, till he finds it. Now does it not stand to reason: if for these things which are only ephem­eral and of this world a man will light so many lamps and lights till he finds where they are hidden, for the words of the Torah which are the life both of this world and of the next world, ought you not to search as for hidden treasures? (Midr. Rab. on Song 1.1,9).[121]




  The logic is in each case incontrovertible.




  3. The length and structure of the rabbinic parables also resemble those of the parables of Jesus. Both groups of parables are generally quite short, with occasional lengthier exceptions. They usually contain only two or three main characters, though some have as few as one or as many as four. Multiple conventional examples frequently set the stage for a surprise example. The rabbis, like Jesus, regularly contrasted the good behavior of the wise with the wicked behavior of the foolish. Occa­sionally the parallelism between the parts of the parable dealing with these characters is virtually exact, except for the specific behavior contrasted. Compare, for example, Jesus’ contrast between the man who built his house on the rock and the one who built his on sand (Mt 7:24-27/Lk 6:47-49) with the parable of Rabbi Eleazar ben Azariah:




  He whose wisdom is more abundant than his works, to what is he like? To a tree whose branches are abundant but whose roots are few; and the wind comes and uproots it and overturns it. . . . But he whose works are more abundant than his wisdom, to what is he like? To a tree whose branches are few but whose roots are many; so that even if all the winds in the world come and blow against it, it cannot be stirred from its place. (Aboth 3:18)[122]
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