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COLLECT FOR EDUCATION
Almighty God,
the fountain of all wisdom:

Enlighten by your Holy Spirit
those who teach and those who learn,
that,
rejoicing in the knowledge of your truth,
they may worship you
and serve you from generation to generation;
through Jesus Christ our Lord,
who lives and reigns with you
and the same Spirit,
one God,
for ever and ever.
Amen.

WHAT IS A PARABLE?
A parable is a short, simple, fictitious, allegorical story using familiar
events to illustrate or teach some truth, religious principle, or moral
lesson.
It uses a simple subject or concept to illustrate something with a
deeper hidden meaning. Often using analogies, a comparison
between two things used for clarification, or figurative language, a
parable has a way of teaching hidden truths.
It casts a familiar idea beside an unfamiliar idea in such a way that
the comparison helps people to understand and grasp better the
unfamiliar idea. The simple story contains certain features analogous
or parallel to the points or principles one wishes to drive home.
The audience hearing the parable probably shared a communal truth
but perhaps had set it aside or forgotten it.
A parable is directed primarily toward a few people, in that a final
core of its truth is known only to an inner circle, however simple its
narrative may appear on the surface.

WHAT IS THE ORIGIN OF THE WORD PARABLE?
The origin of the word parable suggests a juxtaposition that
compares and contrasts a story with something else. The word
literally means something “cast alongside” something else or the
placement side by side for comparison.
The English word parable comes from the Middle English parable or
parabol (“allegorical narrative, proverb, speech”) that was borrowed
from the Anglo-French parable. This goes back to the
Latin parabola (“comparison, allegory, proverb, discourse, speech,
explanatory illustration, comparison”). The Latin was borrowed from
the Greek parabolḗ (“juxtaposition, comparison”). The Greek noun
derives from the verb parabállein (“to cast before (as fodder for a
horse), expose, set beside, compare.”)
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WHAT IS THE ORIGIN OF THE WORD PARABLE?
The mathematical parabola refers to a curve that is shaped like the
path of something that is thrown forward high in the air (that is,
cast) and falls back to the ground.

WHAT IS THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN PARABLES AND FABLES?
Parables and fables have their roots in preliterate oral cultures, and
both are means of handing down traditional folk wisdom. A major
difference between parables and fables is that the main characters
of parables tend to be humans.
Their styles differ. Fables tend toward detailed, sharply observed
social realism (which eventually leads to satire), while the simpler
narrative of parables gives them a mysterious tone and makes
them especially useful for teaching spiritual values.
Differentiated from metaphorical statements such as, "You are the
salt of the earth," a true parable may be regarded as an extended
simile or metaphor.

WHAT IS A FABLE?
A fable (from the Latin fabula, “a
telling”), like a parable, puts the
emphasis on narrative. It is usually
a tale about animals that are
personified and behave as though
they were humans. Personification
is also extended to trees, winds,
streams, stones, and other natural
objects. A feature that isolates a
fable from an ordinary folktale,
which it resembles, is that a moral
(a rule of behavior) is woven into
the story. A popular example is the
Tortoise and the Hare story, where
the slow but steady tortoise beats
the much faster but distracted
hare. The story’s moral is that slow
and steady wins the race.

WHAT IS A FABLE?
One of Aesop’s fables that features humans is the popular story
about a boy who constantly pranks people about the approach of
a wolf until they do not listen when a real one appears.

WHAT IS A FABLE?
Aesop’s fables emphasize the social interactions of human beings,
and the morals they draw tend to embody advice on the best way to
deal with the competitive realities of life.

Because the moral is embodied in fable’s plot, an explicit statement
of the moral does not need to be given, though it usually is. Many
moral tag lines have taken on the status of proverbs because they so
clearly express commonly held social attitudes.

Hellenistic statue
thought to depict Aesop

WHAT IS A FABLE?
The Western tradition of fables begins effectively with Aesop (6th
century BC), of whom little or nothing is known for certain; but
before him the Greek poet Hesiod (8th century BC) recounts the
fable of the Hawk and the Nightingale, while fragments of similar
tales survive in Archilochus, the 7th-century-BC warrior-poet.
Within a century of the first Aesopian inventions, Aesop’s name
was firmly identified with the genre, as if he were its only
originator.
Like the Greek philosopher Socrates, Aesop was reputed to have
been ugly but wise. Legend connected him with the island of
Samos; the historian Herodotus believed him to have been a slave.

Modern editions list approximately 200 “Aesop” fables, but there is
no way of knowing who invented which tales or what their original
occasions might have been.

WHAT IS AN ALLEGORY?
Allegory (from Greek allos and agoreuein, an “other-speaking”) is a
work of art that suggests an expanded use of deceptive and oblique
language revealing a hidden meaning, usually of moral importance.
For fiction, this usually involves characters, settings, and/or events
that represent other issues.
Probably the most famous allegory is Plato’s allegory of the cave.

WHAT IS AN ALLEGORY?
L.Frank Baum's book The Wizard of Oz presents characters that
represent something beyond themselves:
The scarecrow may represent American farmers and the troubles in the
late 19th century.
The lion may represent American military's performance in the
Spanish-American War.
The tin man may represent the American steel industry’s failures to
combat increased international competition at the time.
Dorothy may represent the American people.

ARE THERE MANY PARABLES IN THE BIBLE?
Some parables in the Bible are clearly labeled as such. Others are
not specified as parables, but they clearly match any reasonable
definition of the word.

If we define parable loosely enough to include all parabolic
instruction (such as “A word fitly spoken is like apples of gold in a
setting of silver” in Proverbs 25:11), the number of “parables”
naturally rises. Some count about 100 parables in the Bible; others
see over 250.

WHAT IS THE MOST FAMOUS OLD TESTAMENT PARABLE?
Probably the most famous Old Testament
parable is the story of the Poor Man’s
Ewe Lamb (2 Samuel 12:1-4):
12 1 The LORD sent Nathan to David. He
came to him and said to him, “There
were two men in a certain city, the one
rich and the other poor. 2 The rich man
had very many flocks and herds, 3 but the
poor man had nothing but one little ewe
lamb that he had bought. He brought it
up, and it grew up with him and with his
children; it used to eat of his meager fare
and drink from his cup and lie in his
bosom, and it was like a daughter to
him. 4 Now there came a traveler to the
rich man, and he was loath to take one of
his own flock or herd to prepare for the
wayfarer who had come to him, but he
took the poor man’s lamb and prepared
that for the guest who had come to
him.”

WHAT IS THE MOST FAMOUS OLD TESTAMENT PARABLE?
5 Then

David’s anger was greatly
kindled against the man. He said
to Nathan, “As the LORD lives, the
man who has done this deserves
to die; 6 he shall restore the lamb
fourfold because he did this thing
and because he had no pity.”
7 Nathan

the man!

said to David, “You are

DID JESUS USED PARABLES EXTENSIVELY?
In the West Christ’s teachings largely established the conventions
of parables. Jesus used parables extensively in his three-year
teaching ministry. Christians tend to place great emphasis on these
parables, which they generally regard as the actual words of Jesus.
Some scholars have found as many as 55 parables included in the
Gospels according to St.Luke, St.Mark, and St.Matthew. They form
approximately one third of his recorded teachings. A growing
number of scholars find parables in the Gospel according to
St.John, such as the little stories of the Good Shepherd (John 10:1–
5) or the childbearing woman (John 16:21). Otherwise, the Fourth
Gospel includes what are usually called allegories rather than
parables.

The non-canonical Gospel of Thomas contains up to fifteen
parables, eleven having parallels in the four canonical Gospels.

DID JESUS USED PARABLES EXTENSIVELY?
Before a certain point in His ministry, Jesus employed many graphic
analogies using common things that would be familiar to everyone
(salt, bread, sheep, etc.) and their meaning was fairly clear in the
context of His teaching.
Then Jesus began to teach using parables, earthly stories that
exemplify heavenly truths, exclusively. St.Mark’s Gospel (4:34)
reports:
He did not speak to them except in parables, but he explained
everything in private to his disciples.

Christ
and the Apostles,
1937–38,
by Georges Rouault

WHY DID JESUS USE PARABLES?
Compared to His earlier teaching, such as the Sermon on the Mount,
Jesus's turning to parables might seem odd. He had used clear
instruction to teach His early followers how to live and about the
Kingdom of God. He had exhibited the Kingdom in a tangible way
through His miracles.
But suddenly, when the crowds come to hear Him, He got into a boat
and spoke in parables, stories about sowing seeds and gathering
wheat.
When the disciples asked Him why, since they obviously noticed the
change, He gave an astonishing answer in Matthew 13:11:
To you it has been given to know the secrets of the kingdom of
heaven, but to them it has not been given.

In other words, Jesus used parables to divide the crowd. While this
may seem as if Jesus denied some people access, the difference is not
in the message—but in the response.

WHY DID JESUS USE PARABLES?
The parables themselves present clear stories from everyday events
that many in the crowd would recognize. Jesus did not code His
teaching to prevent some people from understanding, since they
would all understand the imagery. Those gathered there certainly
comprehended the aspects of the stories related to their everyday
lives.
Instead, His teaching divided the listeners into two groups based on
their own responses. Those committed to the Kingdom of God would
seek and find further understanding. But those uncommitted—
perhaps listening only because of the initial excitement—would reject
the teaching as unintelligible.
Only a special few, made up of those who can decipher its inner core
of truth, can fully understand a parable. To some extent Jesus seems
to have chosen His disciples because they “had ears to hear” the true
meaning of his parables.

WHY DID JESUS’ TEACHING HAVE HIDDEN MEANING?
Parables helped to distinguish between believers and unbelievers.
There were many people in the time of Jesus who were not really
interested in the truth concerning God. In Matthew 13:13-15, Jesus
explained to His disciples why He spoke in parables to the people,
saying,
13

The reason I speak to them in parables is that ‘seeing they do not
perceive, and hearing they do not listen, nor do they
understand.’ 14 With them indeed is fulfilled the prophecy of Isaiah that
says:
‘You will indeed listen but never understand,
and you will indeed look but never perceive.
15 For this people’s heart has grown dull,
and their ears are hard of hearing,
and they have shut their eyes,
so that they might not look with their eyes,
and hear with their ears
and understand with their heart and turn—
and I would heal them.’

WHY DID JESUS’ TEACHING HAVE HIDDEN MEANING?
Jesus was citing Isaiah 6:9-10:
9 And

he said, “Go and say to this people:
‘Keep listening, but do not comprehend;
keep looking, but do not understand.’
10 Make the mind of this people dull,
and stop their ears,
and shut their eyes,
so that they may not look with their eyes
and listen with their ears
and comprehend with their minds
and turn and be healed.”

WHY DID JESUS’ TEACHING HAVE HIDDEN MEANING?
Parables were a winnowing fork for Jesus, by which He was able to
separate the wheat from the chaff.
He could enlighten those whose hearts were sincere and receptive
and who were hungering and thirsting for righteousness.
Jesus told parables to challenge those who neither tuned out nor
blocked their ears to make them think.

He was speaking indirectly and figuratively so that his enemies had
nothing to accuse him of. When it would have been
counterproductive to speak plainly in public, Jesus spoke in
parables —a prudent strategy.

HAVE CHRISTIAN LEADERS CONTINUED TO USE PARABLES ?
Despite a bias toward simplicity and away from rhetorical elaboration,
the parable loses little in allegorical richness. A preacher can exploit an
enigmatic brevity that is akin to the style of presenting a complex riddle.

A parable is thus an immensely useful preaching device. While
theologians in the early Christian Church were developing glosses on
Christ’s enigmatic stories, preachers were inventing their own to drive
home straightforward lessons in good Christian conduct.
For centuries the model of parable that had been laid down by Christ
flourished on Sundays in churches all over the Western world.

WHAT IS AN EXAMPLE OF ONE OF JESUS’ SIMPLE PARABLES?
The parables of the Lost Sheep,
the Lost Coin, and the Prodigal
Son form a trio in St.Luke’s Gospel
that deal with loss and
redemption. The simple Parable of
the Lost Coin is found in Luke 15:810:
8

“what woman having ten silver
coins, if she loses one of them,
does not light a lamp, sweep the
house, and search carefully until
she finds it? 9 And when she has
found it, she calls together her
friends and neighbors, saying,
‘Rejoice with me, for I have found
the coin that I had lost.’
10 Just

so, I tell you, there is joy in
the presence of the angels of God
over one sinner who repents.”

WHAT IS AN EXAMPLE OF ONE OF
JESUS’ COMPLEX PARABLES?
One of Jesus’ dramatic parables (one with more than one scene) is
found in the Parable of the Good Samaritan in Luke 10:30-37:
30 “A

man was going down from Jerusalem to Jericho and fell into the
hands of robbers, who stripped him, beat him, and took off, leaving
him half dead. 31 Now by chance a priest was going down that road,
and when he saw him he passed by on the other side. 32 So likewise a
Levite, when he came to the place and saw him, passed by on the
other side. 33 But a Samaritan while traveling came upon him, and
when he saw him he was moved with compassion. 34 He went to him
and bandaged his wounds, treating them with oil and wine. Then he
put him on his own animal, brought him to an inn, and took care of
him. 35 The next day he took out two denarii, gave them to the
innkeeper, and said, ‘Take care of him, and when I come back I will
repay you whatever more you spend.’
36 Which

of these three, do you think, was a neighbor to the man who
fell into the hands of the robbers?” 37 He said, “The one who showed
him mercy.” Jesus said to him, “Go and do likewise.”

The Good Samaritan,
c.1616,
by Jacob Jordaens

WHAT WERE THE MOST POPULAR PARABLES
IN MEDIEVAL ART?
Four parables were shown in medieval art almost to the exclusion of
the others, but not mixed in with the narrative scenes of Christ’s
life. These were:
(1) the Ten Virgins,

The Wise and Foolish Virgins
from a Picture Bible,
c.1190-1200

WHAT WERE THE MOST POPULAR PARABLES
IN MEDIEVAL ART?
(2) the Rich man and Lazarus,

Lazarus and Dives
from the 11th century
Codex Aureus of Echternach

WHAT WERE THE MOST POPULAR PARABLES
IN MEDIEVAL ART?
(3) the Prodigal Son,

Parable of the Prodigal Son,
from a English (Canterbury)
Psalter, 1155-60

WHAT WERE THE MOST POPULAR PARABLES
IN MEDIEVAL ART?
and (4) the Good Samaritan.

Parable of the Good Samaritan
from a Picture Bible,
c.1190-1200

During the Renaissance the various scenes of the Prodigal Son became
the clear favorite, with the Good Samaritan also very popular.

