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In C. H. Dodd's classic definition of a parable, one characteristic element is 
that it is "drawn from nature or common life."1 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.2 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."3 

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.4 

The Social Realia 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."5 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.6 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.7 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.8 

More sophisticated studies on the historical world of first-century Palestine 
continue to be published.9 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.10 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.11 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 Lévite 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?12 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."13 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. It is 
twentieth-century readers who must learn to be considerate readers by 
learning scenarios of ancient Mediterranean social systems.14 

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.15 

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.16 In contrast, low-context literature, such as legal 
contracts, leaves nothing for the imagination, because all the details are spelled 
out.17 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."18 

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.19 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.20 

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."21 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.22 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.23 

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.24 

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.25 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 "26 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 

203 



of the Vineyard and Tenants (Mark 12:1-12), the servants are treated shamefully 
(v. 4). The owner's hope is that the tenants will follow social norms and "respect 
my son" (v. 6). In the Parable of the Dishonest Steward (Luke 16:1-9), the 
steward, having been found out by his master, contemplates his future and 
realizes he is too weak to work and too ashamed to beg. Implied is that he would 
rather die than lose what honor he has left—death before dishonor. The Parable 
of the Prodigal Son (Luke 15:11-32) is replete with shame/honor language. The 
well-conceived and practiced line of the son to his father epitomizes the shame/ 
honor world: "Father, I am no longer worthy (askios) to be called your son" (v. 
19). The labels affixed to characters in the parables are helpful clues to their 
honor rating. Any of the parables in which the designation fool (aphron) occurs is 
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 are textual clues to the social dynamics that are 
occurring within the parables. 

The Dynamics of a Shame/Honor Society 

Several dynamics are revealed in the daily multitude of social interactions 
that occur in a society focused on shame/honor. First, honor is, so to speak, a 
limited resource; only a limited amount is available for possessing. This concept 
of living in a society where 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 one in which 
there existed a potential for gaining, losing, or retaining a particular resource. 
Honor was no exception.27 

One way to gain the limited resources of honor is by a method called ascribed 
honor. This process takes place through birth or inheritance, therefore the 
importance of genealogies in the biblical texts.28 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. This pull and tug process is apt for a society such as the 
Mediterranean, which is classified as an agonistic culture. What this means is 
that the society, ". . . looks upon all social interactions outside the family or 
substitute family (circle of friends, ingroup) as a contest for honor."29 

The honor contest, far from being chaotic, is played along implicitly 
prescribed lines which the players know and follow. There are three main 
components of this struggle to gain or retain honor: action, perception, and 
reaction. The action is usually in the form of a challenge: positive, such as a gift, 
a word of praise, a request for help; or negative, such as an insult, threat, or 
physical affront. How a challenge is perceived, both by the individual 
challenged and the witnessing public, is also important. There are three possible 

204 



Drawn from Nature or Common Life 
Review and Expositor, 94 (1997) 

reactions to the challenge: (1) positive rejection, usually found in the form of 
disdain or contempt; (2) acceptance, which brings about a counter-challenge; and 
(3) negative refusal, which is no response and therefore is dishonor.30 

The contexts of Jesus' parables are often presented in the Gospel accounts as 
counter-challenges to the Pharisees or other religious leaders. For the Gospel 
writers, the parables served as the vehicles by which Jesus is demonstrated as the 
honorable one from God. The Parable of the Vineyard and Tenants in Matthew 
21:33-46 illustrates just such a counter-challenge based on the shame/honor 
paradigm. The initial negative challenge to Jesus (v. 23) is instigated by the 
Jerusalem elites represented by the chief priests and elders of the people: "By 
what authority are you doing these things, and who gave you this authority?" In 
the following verses (23-27), Jesus successfully repartees their challenges, thereby 
gaining honor at their expense. 

Jesus, not content with his honor victory, however, becomes the instigator and 
issues a series of challenges to the Jerusalem elite via three parables (The Parable 
of the Two Sons, w . 28-32, The Parable of the Vineyard and the Tenants, w . 33-
46, and The Parable of the Marriage Feast, 22:1-14). 

Three points can be noted about these parabolic challenges. First, they are 
public. Significantly, challenges are only challenges if they are issued in a public 
arena. It is within this arena of opinion that one is vindicated as honorable or 
labeled as shameful and dishonorable. Second, only equals issue challenges. 
Since in verses 23-27 the initiators are the religious leaders, they understand 
Jesus as their equal, and Jesus agrees with his own challenge back to them. 
Third, since the leaders do not respond to Jesus' parabolic challenge, they are 
shamed and Jesus gains honor. Lest this last point is missed by the reader, the 
writer notes in verses 45 and 46 that the religious leaders feared the people, 
"because they held him [Jesus] to be a prophet" (v. 46). The writer indicates that 
the crowd perceived Jesus on a greater honor level than priests, elders, or 
Pharisees. 

Within the narrative context of the parables themselves, the shame/honor 
game is also revealed as the most significant value around which the actions of 
the characters rotate. Consider the above parable of Matthew 21:33-46 from this 
perspective. The parable begins with a patron-client scenario.31 The vineyard 
owner (the patron) has certain expectations from the tenants (the clients). In the 
required interactions, the tenants give the patron his share of the produce from 
the vineyard and his deserved honor. Verse 35, however, indicates that the 
typical shame/honor expectations are going to be skewed. Instead of the 
asymmetrical relationship that is expected, the tenants are setting themselves up 
as equal to or greater than the vineyard owner. 

The tenants challenge the owner in a very public way; they beat, kill, and 
stone the owner's servants. By violating the implicit rules of the first-century 
honor society, the expected response from a patron whose clients act in such an 
illegitimate manner is vengeance. Since honor is how one is perceived by a 
group, vengeance is a must in the owner's society. Not to seek vengeance 
against his clients allows for the possibility of the worst label that could be given 
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to the owner by his peers: fool. Instead of correcting the imbalance in the 
shame/honor conventions, however, the owner does what is most unusual; he 
sends more servants. These servants are also treated in the same shameful way, 
and the owner is shamed further. The appropriate response once again is 
vengeance. The owner takes a third step of sending his son because—and here 
the owner speaks for the first time in the narrative and his words are ones within 
the field of honor—"They will respect (honor) my son." The issue as the owner 
assesses the situation is one of honor. By sending his son, the owner assumes 
that by sending his son, the proper honor rules finally will be followed. 

The plotting by the tenants is rebellion. On the surface, they are taking land 
which is not theirs. However, a reading scenario from the first-century may 
contradict that assumption. It may have been their land originally, but because 
of debt, taxation (religious and secular), and bad crops, they had lost their land. 
Exploitation and absentee landlordism was typical of the first century. 
Rebellions would break out when tenant farmers, landless peasants, could no 
longer eke out a subsistence living. Therefore, the original audience, "would not 
see this figure [the owner] as one with whom to sympathize at all, but to fear or 
respect or mistrust."32 Such a reading may call into question the negative 
assessment often given to the tenants who are frequently labeled as "wicked." 

The killing of the son is different in degree from the servants who were killed 
earlier in the parable. They were attached to the owner and under his umbrella 
of honor. Their honor was honor by association. The owner /father, however, 
has endowed his son with ascribed honor, and, therefore, to attack and kill the 
son is to attack and destroy the owner/father's honor. 

Jesus' case-study question to the Jerusalem elite elicits from them the proper 
first-century response to dishonorable tenants (clients): they should be put to a 
miserable death (fcifcows kakos). The Jerusalem elite is implying that it will be a 
public display of dishonor so that all may know that the owner is vindicated. 
The elders in the audience are especially upset at the continual sending of 
servants and finally the son. They gratefully and wholeheartedly answer Jesus' 
question, since they represent the landed aristocrats. They understand quite well 
the seriousness of a tenant rebellion and the necessity of dealing with it in the 
proper way. 

Finally, besides insulting and shaming the Jerusalem elite with this parable, 
Jesus also challenges their ability to read and interpret the Scriptures. In verse 
42, Jesus asks, "Have you never read....? " In the ancient world, rarely does one 
ask questions simply for information. Rather, a question is always a form of a 
challenge. Jesus is issuing a challenge to the elite by saying that you do not even 
know the Bible, specifically Psalm 118:22, which would have been sung, 
ironically, in the Temple and synagogues!33 Shame upon shame is heaped upon 
the religious leaders while Jesus continues to reap that limited good of honor 
which had been theirs. 
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Reading the Social Institutions of Kinship and Politics 

In any social system, institutions exist which govern the actions of individuals 
and groups. This fact is as true for the first century as it is for the twentieth 
century. For a culturally sensitive reading of the parables, one needs to 
recognize these social institutions. In the ancient world, four basic social 
institutions existed: kinship, politics, economics, and religion. The primary 
institutions for the biblical world were kinship and politics. 

The Social Institution of Kinship 

Kinship was the institution which gave meaning to an individual's world and 
held it together. No one would ever perceive of himself or herself as an isolated 
individual, but always as a part of some kinship structure, even if that structure 
was a fictive kinship.34 Kinship structured and organized one's life, and all other 
social institutions were embedded within it. Where did ancient economics take 
place? It was in the domicile.35 The rituals and observances of religious life 
found their practice in the context of the house/home. Politics (power), while a 
primary institution on its own, was found in the structure of home with 
everyone having position, from the head of the household to the slave; each 
person knew his or her place. The Roman empire and its power were also 
organized around this kinship social structure. 

The parables need to be read against this background of kinship.36 Any 
perusal of the parables can easily isolate a variety of kinship images. For 
example, the kinship triangle of the father, prodigal, and elder brother is explicit 
in the last parable of Luke 15. The first two parables in Luke 15, however, also 
have their setting in the kinship context. The found sheep is celebrated and 
announced at home (Luke 15:6), and the found coin was both lost and found in 
the confines of the house (Luke 16:8). 

Hindrances for Reading Kinship 

Part of the hindrance in reading parables is that most Westerners are not part 
of a kinship-oriented society. The primary social institution for most interpreters 
is economics.37 Observations on the life and language of Westerners easily 
illustrate the primacy of the social institution of economics. For example, it is 
quite easy to put a monetary figure on every child living in a United States home 
today. The figure can be calculated to the penny. The federal government says 
that each child is worth $2,500, and most individuals in the United States 
acquiesce and count this dollar figure on their income tax form. Or consider an 
example used by Malina, "The overall value of the illegal drug trade,..., is 
always assessed in terms of its street dollar value, never in terms of the number 
of families ruined, individuals crippled, persons dead."38 This economic primacy 
over kinship can prevent one from seeing and hearing a parable's intent for its 
original audience. 
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Consider how one's social location being related to economics (versus kinship) 
influences an interpretation of the Parable of the Talents.39 Most individuals are 
familiar with the typical preaching and teaching on this parable as found in 
Matthew 25:14-30. The talents, first-century monetary units, are spiritualized as 
gifts that the Master, God, gives to all. Thus, the parable is a warning to all those 
who are not adventuresome in risking their faith and who are not industrious 
enough with their gifts. Often teachers and preachers will emphasize "you need 
to use what you've got or you will lose it," or "make an investment for God and 
risk for God." 

This is an interpretation which has become the interpretation. It is a popular 
interpretation in both pew and pulpit because of the economic presuppositions 
that both have. Western interpreters are born into and inculcated within a 
system of economics which rewards those who invest and gain. This 
interpretation is the Protestant work ethic at its zenith. The heros and heroines 
today are those who make money and are good at it. The assumption is that 
those first listeners of the parable were, like individuals today, concerned about 
money—gaining, spending and saving. The assumption is that they were 
involved in a capitalist system. 

The original audience that gathered around Jesus and heard this parable were 
peasants. In the world of the first century, 10 percent of the population could be 
considered elite and the other 90 percent were non-elite, mainly composed of 
rural peasants.40 This group had little to call its own, usually only a subsistence 
plot of 1.5 acres per adult.41 The peasants listening to this story lived only to 
make enough to survive day-to-day. It was not bad; it was just the way life was 
lived. The peasants assumed that everything in their Mediterranean world 
existed only in limited quantity. There was only so much of anything to go 
around. If one was gaining and accumulating wealth, that person was doing so 
at the expense of someone else. This accumulation, in the peasants' view, was 
wrong. Therefore, this parable of the Talents must have sounded like bad news 
to them because those servants, or henchmen, of the master, can accumulate 
more talents only by doing it on the backs of the peasants. 

With this perspective, the positive focus of the parable does not fall upon the 
two servants who are usually labeled as good and are held up as models to "go 
and do likewise." Rather, the focus is upon the servant labeled as bad or evil. 
This last servant is actually the one with which the reader is to relate and have 
sympathy and admiration.42 He did what was in Jewish tradition the most 
honorable action to follow; he took the talent given to him and buried it. In his 
role, he was to care for, not endanger, what he had been entrusted. He was to be 
a steward, not an entrepreneur. 

This interpretation certainly helps to make better sense out of the master's 
character. So often in parable interpretation readers want to equate, in 
allegorical fashion, the master with God. However, note the statement in verse 
24 where the servant characterizes the master as a harsh master reaping where he 
did not sow and gathering where he had scattered no seeds. This is a very 
unflattering characterization of God, but a rather accurate portrayal of 
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landowner exploitation in first-century Palestine! What is remarkable in this 
parable is that the servant, in the face of exploitation by the all powerful master, 
does what is honorable and right even though he knows the cruel consequences. 
Perhaps the honorable servant labeled as bad may also prefigure Jesus' own 
characterization by authority figures in the first century who labeled him and 
tossed him out of the way. 

The above reading centers the parable and its interpretation in a more 
appropriate cultural matrix. What such a reading does is call upon the reader to 
be careful not to impose his or her social meanings upon the parables. It also 
asks the reader to be careful when appropriating a parable into a contemporary 
setting. To place modern terms, such as middle class, upper class, lower class, 
employer, or employee, upon first-century values and institutions is to burden 
them with meaning which they were not meant to carry. 

The Social Institution of Politics 

The second primary social institution for a culturally sensitive reading is that 
of politics (power). One should not equate a twentieth-century definition of 
politics as practiced in the United States with what it means for social 
interactions in the ancient world. In the ancient world, politics means power. 
Politics is the way power is used by a group in order to achieve some public 
goal.43 All relationships in which one was involved in the ancient world had 
some type of power-structured system. Like kinship, all other social institutions 
of the ancient world were embedded within this politic of power. Therefore, one 
can speak of political kinship, political religion, and political economics because 
each of these social institutions has a power structure.44 

Douglas Oakman presents a good summary of the range of politics (power) as 
it was experienced in the ancient world: 

Political kinship appears in faction members, clients, slaves, tenants, tax 
collectors, and the like. Political religion appears with the temple state 
religious taxation . . . is a necessity. Political economy identifies taxes, debts, 
forced extraction of goods, and labor, production for redistribution, and 
production for trade. Power relations govern all of these phenomena.45 

For interpreters, these phenomena are readily found in any reading of the 
parables. 

The Parable of the Great Supper in Luke 14:15-24 serves as an excellent 
example of the type of meaning generated when the dynamics of the social 
institution of politics is considered.46 The man hosting this supper is an urban 
elite who, following the social norms of his day, invites other urban elite. In the 
world of the first century, he is initiating a collégial relationship with individuals 
who are his equals. These are individuals who are expected in the future to 
reciprocate the host's invitation. From the invited guests' perspective, however, 
something is terribly wrong with the supper. They signal to each other and to 
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any other invited guest that they will not attend. The shame/honor society 
demands that they attend when invited; so they cover their social obligation by 
giving diversionary answers to save face for themselves. 

While his urban elite peers are of one mind in rejecting the supper invitation, 
the host himself breaks the social norms of his day and invites individuals who 
cannot reciprocate in kind. Now he is establishing a client-patron relationship. 
This type of relationship is between those of unequal status. The patron 
normally has access to goods and resources which the clients need, such as seeds 
and land; in return, the clients give produce. In the case of a banquet, however, 
where no client could ever hope to reciprocate to the same level as the host, the 
clients can only reciprocate with honor. 

A break with the power structures and social norms of the day is evidenced in 
the banquet hall being filled with marginal individuals from the urban setting. 
The violation of the prescribed social norms is also found in the language Luke 
uses about individuals who are compelled to come in from the highways and 
hedges (v. 23). This group represents the most marginalized of all social groups. 
They represent neither the urban nor the rural setting, but rather the awkward 
and anomalous position between urban and rural.47 These people realize that the 
invitation was " . . . an inexplicable breach of the system. Considerable 
compulsion would be required to induce them to attend the supper.... they are 
wary outsiders who are rightly suspicious of those who break the system."48 

With a sensitivity to the social institution of power and typical norms, the 
usual reading of this parable, focusing upon the host's (allegorized as God's) 
invitation for all to come into the Kingdom of God, is perhaps secondary. The 
primary focus may fall upon the one giving the banquet, an urban elite who 
followed the social power conventions of his day regarding invitations and was 
rejected. The parable is about " . . . a member of the elite, a host, making a break 
with the 'system', in the most public and radical sort of way."49 He is a host who 
decides to violate the social norms of his day, knowing he will be ostracized and 
cut off from his social peers. Ultimately, he exemplifies a disciple, as represented 
in Jesus' concluding remarks on discipleship in Luke 14: "Whoever of you does 
not renounce all that he has cannot be my disciple (v. 33)." 

Conclusion 

Ν. T. Wright suggests that parables "functioned the way all (good) stories 
function, by inviting hearers into the world of the story. They were designed to 
break open world views and to create new ones, encouraging listeners to identify 
themselves in terms of the narrative."50 If this is true, then the only way to grasp 
the heart of Jesus' message or to enter into the "world of the story" is as 
considerate readers equipped with appropriate social and cultural scenarios. 
With such scenarios, readers can see what is paradoxical, dangerous, and 
perhaps even unexplainable for twentieth-century readers of the words of Jesus. 

When one applies such a reading strategy to the parables, however, it may 
often lead to a reversal of commonly-held understandings about the parables. 
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Perhaps one's standard, albeit ethnocentric and anachronistic, interpretation will 
need to be reevaluated in light of a rereading of the parables. This réévaluation 
may make some individuals feel uncomfortable with the nontraditional (non-
ethnocentric and -anachronistic) meanings found in the parables. C. H. Dodd, 
after the publication of his book, The Parables of the Kingdom, received some of the 
same type of criticism. He was criticized that his historical treatment of the 
parables, ".. . robs them of universal and contemporary interest "51 However, 
a thorough and detailed reading of the cultural context need not threaten an 
interpreter with a parable that seems irrelevant for the twentieth century, but 
may actually be a liberating experience. Paul Hollenbach summarizes well the 
experience of such a cultural and social reading: 

. . . that which is inimitable may very well still be instructive. In fact, our 
interpretation will likely be more instructive because the recognition of 
material and cultural differences between ancient and modern will force us 
to do our own critical analysis of our contemporary world in depth if we 
wish to make ancient traditions relevant.52 

Resources for α Social and Cultural Reading 

Few people would think about making a trip to a foreign country without first 
picking up some travel books or magazines and acquainting themselves with the 
land and customs of the people. Likewise when it comes to the biblical world of 
the parables, there are several resources which are helpful in guiding an 
individual's way through the world of the first century. A classic book in this 
area is Bruce Malina's The New Testament World: Insights from Cultural 
Anthropology. The work originally appeared in 1981 and is the foundation for all 
other studies regarding a social science interpretation of the New Testament 
world. 

Two handbooks are especially helpful in assisting readers with an 
appreciation of a cultural contextual reading of the ancient world. John Pilch's 
Introducing the Cultural Context of the New Testament (1991) presents a step-by-step 
approach for understanding the world of the New Testament. The book is filled 
with lessons, questions, and examples to assist readers. The second handbook is 
edited by John Pilch and Bruce Malina, Biblical Social Values and Their Meaning: A 
Handbook (1993). This work is a collection of more than a hundred social values, 
such as, compassion, curiosity, grace, fate, written by numerous authors. Each 
value is defined, and, going beyond a simple dictionary approach, the meaning 
of each value within the social system of the first century is presented. The social 
values are also presented in relationship to how Westerners have often 
misunderstood and misinterpreted them. 

A helpful journal and major outlet for insights related to cultural and social 
studies on the Old and New Testaments is the Biblical Theology Bulletin. The 
journal publishes works linking together the social and cultural facets of the 
ancient world with the biblical world. For the most recent articles in the area, 
this source is extremely helpful. 

211 



"Associate Professor of New Testament, Central Baptist Theological Seminary 
*C H. Dodd, The Parables of the Kingdom (London: Nisbet & Co., 1953), 16. 
2 John J. Pilch and Bruce Malina, eds., Biblical Social Values and Their Meaning: A 

Handbook (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson Press, 1993), 5,6. 
3 Bruce Malina, "The Bible: Witness or Warrant: Reflections on Daniel Patte's Ethics of 

Biblical Interpretation" Biblical Theology Bulletin 26 (1996): 84. 
4 For a complete and detailed discussion on the act of reading first-century documents, 

see Bruce Malina, "Reading Theory Perspective: Reading Luke-Acts," in The Social World 
of Luke-Acts: Models for Interpretation, ed. Jerome Neyrey (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson 
Press, 1991), 3-23. 

5 Jonathan Z. Smith, "The Social Description of Early Christianity," Religious Studies 
Review 1 (1975): 19-25. Smith points out the current inadequate state of the social realtà as 
it relates to a description of early Christianity. Much has been compiled, however, which 
can provide insight into areas such as food, farming techniques, occupations and other 
areas. 

6 A continuing trend for any studies related to Jesus and his parables will be the 
utilization of archaeology. See Douglas Oakman, "The Archaeology of First-Century 
Galilee and the Social Interpretation of the Historical Jesus," in 1994 Society of Biblical 
Literature Seminar Papers, ed. Eugene H. Lovering, Jr. (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1994), 220-
51. 

7 Joachim Jeremías, The Parables of Jesus, 2d rev. ed. (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 
1972), 12. See also Jeremías' detailed work on Palestine entitled Jerusalem in the Time of 
Jesus: An Investigation into Economic and Social Conditions during the New Testament Period 
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1969). 

8 Bernard Brandon Scott, Hear Then the Parable: A Commentary on the Parables of Jesus 
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1989), 380-81. 

9 See John J. Rousseau and Rami Avar, eds., Jesus and His World: An Archaeological and 
Cultural Dictionary (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1995); Douglas Oakman, Jesus and the 
Economic Questions of His Day (Lewiston, NY: Edwin Mellen Press, 1986); and Eric Meyer, 
ed.. The Oxford Encyclopedia of Archaeology in the Near East (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1996). 

10 See Richard L. Rohrbaugh, The Biblical Interpreter: An Agrarian Bible in an Industrial 
Age (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1978). 

11 Bruce Malina, The New Testament World: Insights from Cxdtural Anthropology, rev. ed. 
(Louisville: Westminster/John Knox Press, 1993), 7. 

12 Douglas Oakman, "Was Jesus a Peasant?: Implications for Reading the Samaritan 
Story (Luke 10:30-35)," Biblical Theology Bulletin 22 (1992): 117-25. 

13 Malina, New Testament World, 11. 
14 Malina, "The Bible: Witness or Warrant," 84. 
15 Joke and riddles are certainly appropriate images to use for understanding parables 

since one of the definitions related to the Hebrew mashal is that of riddle; see Scott, Hear 
Then the Parable, 11-3. 

16 John Pilch, Introducing the Cxdtural Context of the New Testament (New York/Mahwah: 
Paulist Press), 5. 

17 Ibid. 
18 Michael Riffaterre, "The Stylistic Approach to Literary History," New Literary History 

2(1970): 39-55. 
19 This article cannot deal with the intersection of an approach based on the social 

sciences with other approaches to parable interpretation such as the popular literary 
criticism. One can say that literary approaches to the parables do assist the reader in 

212 



Drawn from Nature or Common Life 
Review and Expositor, 94 (1997) 

seeing internal movement, emphases, plotting, characterization, and other narrative 
elements. However, a cultural reading best assists the reader in generating meaning that 
would have resonated with the first parabolic readers. For an excellent article 
highlighting the interdisciplinary use of literary and social-scientific criticism, see Vernon 
K. Robbins, "Social-Scientific Criticism and Literary Studies: Prospects for Cooperation in 
Biblical Interpretation," in Modelling Early Christianity: Social-Scientific Studies of the New 
Testament in Its Context, ed. Philip F. Esler (London: Routledge, 1995), 274-89. 

20See John H. Elliott, What is Social-Scientific Criticism? (Minneapolis: Fortress Press), 
1993. 

21 Bruce Malina, "Reading Theory Perspective," 9,10. 
22 See Jean Peristiany, Honour and Shame: The Values of Mediterranean Society (Chicago: 

University Press, 1966); Julian Pitt-Rivers, The Fate ofShechem: Essays in the Anthropology of 
the Mediterranean (Cambridge: University Press, 1977); J. Davis, People of the Mediterranean: 
An Essay in Comparative Social Anthropology (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1977); and 
David D. Gilmore, Honor and Shame and the Unity of the Mediterranean, American 
Anthropological Association Special Publication 22 (Washington: American 
Anthropological Association, 1987). 

23 Malina, New Testament World, "Honor and Shame: Pivotal Values of the First-Century 
Mediterranean World," ch. 2,28-62. 

24 Ibid., 31. 
25 Ibid., 32. 
26 Ibid., 38. 
27 Malina, New Testament World, 33-8. 
28 Ibid. 
29 Ibid., 37. 
30 Ibid. 
31 For a complete understanding of the patron-client relationship, see Malina, New 

Testament World, "The First-Century Personality: The Individual and the Group," ch. 3,63-
89. See also John Elliott, "Patronage and Clientism in Early Christian Society: A Short 
Reading Guide," Forum 3 (1987): 39-48. 

32 James D. Hester, "Socio-Rhetorical Criticism and the Parable of the Tenant," The 
Journal for the Study of the New Testament 45 (1992): 37. 

331 suppose that the challenge would have the same effect, for example, as saying to a 
Baptist pastor or leader, "Have you never sung, 'Amazing Grace'?" 

34 Note the terms used for those gathered into the early Christian communities, brothers 
and sisters. These terms were used even though individuals within the group may not be 
related by blood. 

35 That economics was embedded within kinship can be seen in the etymology of the 
Greek word for economics (ofanomia) which means household management. 

36 Carolyn Osiek, "The Family in Early Christianity: 'Family Values' Revisited," The 
Catholic Biblical Quarterly 58 (1996): 1-24. 

37 For a discussion on appropriate models for ancient economics, see Paul Hollenbach, 
"Defining Rich and Poor," 1987 Society of Biblical Literature Seminar Papers, ed. Kent H. 
Richards (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1987), 50-63. 

38 Bruce Malina, "Dealing with Biblical (Mediterranean) Characters: A Guide for U.S. 
Consumers," Biblical Theology Bulletin 19 (1989): 132. 

39 My interpretation is based upon the exegetical insights of an excellent article by 
Richard L. Rohrbaugh, "A Peasant Reading of the Talents/Pounds: A Text of Terror?," 
Biblical Theology Bulletin 23 (1993): 32-9. See also a sermon, David May, "When Good is 
Bad . . . and Bad is God: Matthew 25:14-30," Baptists Today, 10 November 1994,10,11. 



40 Pilch and Malina, Biblical Social Values, 5. 
41 Oakman, Economic Questions, 61. 
42 Often in Jesus' telling of parables and other narratives, he utilized sets of threes. In 

these narratives, it is usually the last element which is commended. In the Parable of the 
Seeds and Soils, it is the last; in the Parable of the Good Samaritan, it is the Samaritan. 
This parable may be simply following the pattern of saving the best for last. 

43 Pilch and Malina, Biblical Social Values, 141. 
^Oakman, "Archaeology of First-Century Galilee," 224. 
«Ibid. 
^Richard Rohrbaugh, "The Pre-industrial City in Luke-Acts: Urban Social Relations," 

in The Social World of Luke-Acts: Models for Interpretation, ed. Jerome Neyrey (Peabody, MA: 
Hendrickson Press, 1991), 125-49. 

47Ibid. 145. 
48 Ibid. 
49 Ibid. 
50 N. T. Wright, Jesus and the Victory of God, vol. 2, Christian Origins and the Question of 

God (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1996), 181. 
51 Dodd, Parables, vi. 
52 Hollenbach, "Rich and Poor," 52. 

214 



^ s 

Copyright and Use: 

As an ATLAS user, you may print, download, or send articles for individual use 
according to fair use as defined by U.S. and international copyright law and as 
otherwise authorized under your respective ATLAS subscriber agreement. 

No content may be copied or emailed to multiple sites or publicly posted without the 
copyright holder(s)' express written permission. Any use, decompiling, 
reproduction, or distribution of this journal in excess of fair use provisions may be a 
violation of copyright law. 

This journal is made available to you through the ATLAS collection with permission 
from the copyright holder(s). The copyright holder for an entire issue of a journal 
typically is the journal owner, who also may own the copyright in each article. However, 
for certain articles, the author of the article may maintain the copyright in the article. 
Please contact the copyright holder(s) to request permission to use an article or specific 
work for any use not covered by the fair use provisions of the copyright laws or covered 
by your respective ATLAS subscriber agreement. For information regarding the 
copyright holder(s), please refer to the copyright information in the journal, if available, 
or contact ATLA to request contact information for the copyright holder(s). 

About ATLAS: 

The ATLA Serials (ATLAS®) collection contains electronic versions of previously 
published religion and theology journals reproduced with permission. The ATLAS 
collection is owned and managed by the American Theological Library Association 
(ATLA) and received initial funding from Lilly Endowment Inc. 

The design and final form of this electronic document is the property of the American 
Theological Library Association. 


