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“Drawn from Nature or Common Life”: Social and
Cultural Reading Strategies for the Parables

David M. May*

In C. H. Dodd’s classic definition of a parable, one characteristic element is
that it is “drawn from nature or common life.”* This phrase, on the surface,
seems like a simple and straightforward observation about the nature of Jesus’
parables. Yet, what comprised common life for the people who populated the
Mediterranean world of the first century? Ninety percent of all individuals were
rural, compared to 90 percent urban for contemporary persons. Only 2 to 3
percent were literate, compared to 98 percent literacy in industrial societies
today. Fifty percent of all families would experience the death of either one or
both parents during their childbearing years.? These few statistics reveal only a
portion of common life in the first century and its stark contrast to common life
for a contemporary reader.

When the full curtain on the common life of the ancient world is raised, it
reveals a complex cultural and social stage upon which all the parables are acted
out. Yet the parable’s common life element, as reflected in cultural and social
values, is often ignored or given only a superficial and cursory treatment in
interpretation. Even those interpreters who seek to engage some aspect of the
social and cultural world of the parables often do so by simply equating the
social values in the first-century world with ones in the twentieth-century world.

In contrast to any reading of parables which minimizes or misappropriates the
social milieu, an appropriate reading strategy posits the social and cultural world
of the biblical world in general and parables specifically as primary for
generating meaning. Any meaning derived from the original intent of the
parable must be tied intimately with its social and cultural setting. Bruce Malina
emphasizes the seriousness of this challenge by stating, “Ordinary readings
produced with no thought to being considerate of what the authors of the
documents said and meant in their original time, place and culture are, as a rule,
unethical readings.”?

The task of a contemporary preacher or teacher is to read and hear the
parables, as near as possible, with the same ears and eyes as the first readers and
listeners. A contemporary reader is called upon to recapture the surprise,
astonishment, shock, or dismay felt by the original readers/listeners. The only
way this type of reading is possible is with a reading attuned to hearing the
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implicit, and therefore often neglected, social and cultural background contained
within Jesus’ parables. Before outlining some of the approaches for being a
considerate and culturally sensitive reader of parables, however, two obstacles
need to be acknowledged which can hinder one’s reading and hearing the
parables.*

The Social Redlia of Parables

The immense amount of historical data related to the first-century Greco-
Roman world can be classified as social realia or a “description of the social
facts.”> Many biblical scholars and scholars of antiquity have researched,
footnoted, and detailed numerous aspects of the social realia of common life in
first-century Palestine. Their work entails the use of archaeology, epigraphical
studies, and ancient textual sources.® This wealth of social realia informs any
reading about the historical setting of parables.

Instances abound on how first-century social details help place a parable in its
proper historical framework. For example, on an initial reading of the Parable of
the Sower, it may seem bad farming practice to scatter seeds indiscriminately
upon the ground; however, in the first-century, this practice was an appropriate
and typical Palestinian farming method.” Commentaries on the Gospels, or on
the parables of Jesus, usually include abundant references to the social realia. In
the case of the Parable of the Mustard Seed, some commentaries present such
social realia as the type of mustard seed (sinapis nigra) commonly found in
Palestine, ancient historians’ accounts of mustard seeds, and rabbinic
instructions on gardens and the planting of mustard seeds.?

More sophisticated studies on the historical world of first-century Palestine
continue to be published.” Encyclopedias, dictionaries, monographs, and a
plethora of articles continue to help an interpreter gain a perspective on the
agrarian milieu in which the parables were set, told, and eventually scripted.
These resources help to answer the who, what, where, when, and how questions
that an inquisitive mind should ask about the parables. These studies, however,
can prove to be an obstacle to interpreters if it leads them to believe that this is
the only information necessary for interpretation.

A faulty premise assumes that only a modern-day equivalence for the
historical and social elements within a parable is needed to make a transfer to a
contemporary situation. All the elements related to the social realia of a parable
are only understandable within a particular and culturally specific situation.
Therefore, two of the most crucial of the culturally sensitive questions are the
why question and the what question. It is the why question which lies behind all
questions that one might ask of a parable. The why questions, those dealing with
implied values and meaning, help explain behavior.!! To pursue why questions
ultimately leads to asking the more probing what questions that force one
beyond the mere social facts or social realia of parables.

For example, consider some of these why and what questions regarding the
Parable of the Good Samaritan (Luke 10: 30-35). Why the reference to a
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Samaritan? Why did the Samaritan act one way toward the victim in the ditch
and the priest and Levite act another way? What does it mean in relationship to
social values and roles to be helped by one group and passed over by another?
What does it mean to be traveling alone? What social dynamics are revealed in
the victim finding himself in the ditch? What does it mean for reading this
parable if Jesus is characterized as a peasant?’? What are the distinctions in this
parable between rural and urban? Why might the original listeners, if typical
peasants, have resonated with this parable?

The difficulty with reading parables using only social realia is that there exists
no fixed social or cultural foundation by which to invest the social realia with
meaning. Armed only with historical data related to a parable, an interpreter
may gain a false sense of confidence that he or she has all that is necessary to
know a parable’s intent. In actuality, the interpreter filters all the historical facts
of the first century through his or her social colander of the twentieth century.
This filtering leads to drawing conclusions based upon one’s own social and
cultural location. The largest obstacle, therefore, in reading parables is the
interpreter himself or herself.

Ethnocentric and Anachronistic Readings of Parables

The problem of the interpreter’s social location interfering in the reading of
parables is manifested in the form of ethnocentric and anachronistic
interpretations. Ethnocentric means that a person imposes his or her ... own
cultural interpretation of persons, things, and events on all other people. When
applied to history, such ethnocentrism is called an anachronism—imposing the
cultural artifacts, meanings, and behavior of your own period on people of the
past.”?® In other words, interpreters of parables project onto the parables the
only world which they know—their own twentieth-century world! Interpreters
read into first-century parables contemporary definitions and meanings.
Children are examples of unabashed ethnocentric and anachronistic interpreters.
For example, a woman working with inner city children was teaching them
about Jesus feeding the multitude and about the lunch of the boy that supplied
the food. Immediately a young child raised his hand and asked, “Was Jesus a
thief?” For this child, through his reading filters of the inner city, a man who
takes a boy’s lunch must be a thief.

One can be shocked at this child’s early interpretative attempt. One should be
honest, however, and realize that ethnocentric anachronisms are not only
confined to children but apply to all interpreters of biblical texts. Pastors and
teachers may be more sophisticated, but the current social location of any
interpreter affects his or her reading of the parables. An interpreter may use the
parables only to support a contemporary agenda, a personal social cause, or
some other warrant that he or she wishes people to possess. In the interpreter’s
goal to provide relevance for a contemporary audience, he or she may be
rendering the parable in a fashion incomprehensible to those first listeners or
readers. Yet, the meaning that was clear and evident for the first-century
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listener/reader may be incomprehensible to a twentieth-century interpreter.
But an interpreter must not despair of being able to read and interpret
parables. Rather, an interpreter must learn to be a considerate reader, because

. .. it is impossible for ancient Mediterranean authors, even biblical ones, to
be considerate writers relative to readers in the twentieth century. Itis
twentieth-century readers who must learn to be considerate readers by
learning scenarios of ancient Mediterranean social systems.*

Learning to be considerate readers of cultural and social scenarios allows a
contemporary preacher or teacher the scripts and cues necessary for reading like
a first-century person. To master those scripts and cues is to understand the
implicit social norms and values embedded within the fabric of the parables. If
one is a considerate reader, then an interpreter may have those “ah ha”
experiences where one becomes an insider and understands the social dynamics
within the context of a particular parable. It is the same experience as one who
“gets” an inside joke. Jokes are actually excellent examples of the need to have
the cues and scripts of a world view in order to understand and therefore to
laugh.”

The need for reading scenarios for the parables exists because they represent a
high-context form of literature. High-context literature presupposes that the
reader can supply the proper information to fill out the details and to understand
what is being implied.’¢ In contrast, low-context literature, such as legal
contracts, leaves nothing for the imagination, because all the details are spelled
out.”” Because of the parables” high-context quality, a contemporary reader and
interpreter may often voice the sentiment of Michael Riffaterre: “We read the
same sentence as the first readers, but we have lost its echo.”®

How can a contemporary reader of a parable hear the echo which has faded or
been lost because of time, geographical distance, or especially the twentieth-
century world view? Unfortunately, no first-century Mediterranean man or
woman exists like Dante’s Virgil or Beatrice to guide one on a journey through
the social and cultural values of the biblical world. However, a recent form of
interpretation based upon the social sciences holds promise for keeping a biblical
interpreter from being an armchair interpreter of parables. Models on how the
ancient world worked are found within the social sciences and especially the
discipline of cultural anthropology.”” These models help control the degree to
which one allows his or her ethnocentric anachronisms to dominate an
interpretation. They provide the scripts and cues for reading into the parables
the proper scenarios for understanding a world that is unexplainable and foreign
for modern readers.”

A basic presupposition, therefore, for any culturally sensitive reading of
parables is to hear what the original listeners of Jesus would have heard when he
first voiced the parables. When a contemporary reader reads or listens like a
first-century person, he or she will experience the relief, terror, happiness,
surprise, shock, disgust, vindication, or hopelessness which the parables reveal.
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It would be counter productive for interpretation, and also an unethical
treatment of our ancestors in faith, to impose our own reading scenarios upon
the parables. The following strategies will help recapture what the original
audience would have heard because “. .. to be fair to biblical authors and the
persons they refer to, one must make some effort to learn about their culture and
the social forms realized through their language.”? With the appropriate social
and cultural reading scenarios in place, a preacher or teacher will experience the
feelings the parable narrative sought to evoke, the witness it wanted to provoke, and
the world it sought to subvert.

The Reading Strategy of Shame and Honor

Anthropologists studying the contemporary Mediterranean world posit two
principal values for this geographical area: shame and honor.?? Biblical scholars,
such as Bruce Malina, suggest that these values reflect a long history of behavior
which has its origin in the past. Therefore, these values are pivotal for
understanding what dictated the behavior of individuals in the first-century
Mediterranean world.?

Honor and shame, far from being simplistic values, have multi-faceted
characteristics which, when understood, help illuminate the world of the
parables. Honor by definition is a personal or group claim to worth and society’s
acquiescence in that worth. Shame, in contrast, is viewed as a public assertion,
implicit or explicit, which devalues a person’s or a group’s role in a socially
defined boundary.*

Honor is analogous to a contemporary society’s credit rating. If a person’s
credit rating is high, then he or she receives more goods, incurs more credit,
moves in different social circles, and receives social recognition. The status of a
high-credit person allows elevation into more levels of the social world. In the
first century, a person’s honor rating allowed for the same types of elements: it
allowed a person a right to status and gave social identity.” To possess honor in
the first-century world, however, meant more than just an elevated status. It
allowed an individual to live out his or her life on a daily basis, because shame/
honor was implicit in every interaction undertaken. From the simple act of
bartering fish to the more involved practice of arranging marriages, honor was at
the core of every social interaction in the first-century world. Malina
summarizes the pervasive nature of honor in the Mediterranean world by
stating, “. . . no one would freely associate with you in covenant relationship
unless your honor rating were good, and so good name and family reputation
are the most valuable of assets. . . .”* Therefore, the ultimate concern for any
person living in the first century was how he or she was perceived (honorably or
shamefully) in the eyes of a group.

Since the first century was an environment steeped in shame and honor, one
expects to find those values reflected in the parables and the world in which the
Gospel writers wrote, and so they are. Throughout the parables, any reading
attuned to shame/honor language will find numerous examples. In the Parable
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of the Vineyard and Tenants (Mark 12:1-12), the servants are treated shamefully
(v. 4). The owner's hope isthat the tenantswill follow social norms and " respect
my son" (v. 6). Inthe Parable of the Dishonest Steward (Luke 16:1-9), the
steward, having been found out by his master, contemplates his future and
realizes heistooweak towork and too ashamed tobeg. Implied isthat he would
rather die than lose what honor he has left—death before dishonor. The Parable
of the Prodigal Son (Luke 15:11-32) isreplete with shame/honor language. The
well-conceived and practiced line of the son to his father epitomizes the shame/
honor world: " Father, | am no longer worthy (askios) to be called your son" (v.
19). Thelabels affixed to charactersin the parables are helpful cluesto their
honor rating. Any of the parablesin which the designation fool (aphron) occursis
a sign of shame in contrast to honor. In reading parables, therefore, an
interpreter must not only look for obvious words like shame and honor but also
equivalents, such as, glory, repute, and fame or disgrace, dishonor, insult,
rebuke, and fool. These words aretextual cluesto the social dynamics that are
occurring within the parables.

The Dynamics of a Shame/Honor Society

Several dynamics arerevealed in the daily multitude of social interactions
that occur in a society focused on shame/honor. Firgt, honor is, so to speak, a
limited resource; only alimited amount is available for possessing. This concept
of living in a society wher e everything is finite—both tangible elements, e.g.,
goods, services, food, land, and intangible elements, e.g., power, status, and
honor—may seem strange for twentieth-century individuals. For the first-
century person living in the Mediterranean world, however, there was only so
much of any resource to go around. Every exchange, therefore, was onein which
there existed a potential for gaining, losing, or retaining a particular resource.
Honor was no exception.”’

Oneway to gain the limited resources of honor isby amethod called ascribed
honor. This process takes place through birth or inheritance, therefore the
importance of genealogies in thebiblical texts.”® Another method for gaining
honor, and the most relevant for examining parables, is acquired honor. Malina
describes this acquisition process in the analogy of a game which involves a
constant pull and tug. Thispull and tug processis apt for a society such asthe
Mediterranean, which is classified asan agonistic culture. What thismeansis
that the society, " ... looks upon all social interactions outside the family or
substitute family (circle of friends, ingroup) asa contest for honor."

Thehonor contest, far from being chaotic, is played along implicitly
prescribed lines which the players know and follow. There arethree main
components of thisstruggle to gain or retain honor: action, perception, and
reaction. The action isusually in theform of achallenge: positive, such as a gift,
aword of praise, arequest for help; or negative, such as an insult, threat, or
physical affront. How achallenge is perceived, both by the individual
challenged and the witnessing public, isalso important. There arethree possible
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