The Surprising 
Parables of Jesus
Joseph Smith - I have a key by which I understand the scriptures.  I inquire, what was the question which drew out the answer, or caused Jesus to utter the parable? (Teachings of the Prophet Joseph Smith, p. 276-277)
Bible Dictionary - The only true interpretation is the meaning the parable conveyed, or was meant to convey, when first spoken. The application of a parable may vary in every age and circumstance. (“Parables”, p. 741).
Discovering how to interpret and apply the parables of Jesus is essential to getting the most from them. To interpret a parable, one must study what it meant to them, there, then. To apply a parable, one must ponder what it means to me, here, now. 

Frank F. Judd Jr. - Jesus primarily employed two types of parables, depending upon His audience. The first is what we might call “parables of instruction,” which the Savior used to teach His disciples and curious seekers about basic gospel principles… Other parables might be described as “parables of rebuke” which the Savior directed toward those who had ill will for Him. The parables of the two sons, the wicked husbandmen, and the marriage of the king’s son (see Matt. 21-22), which specifically condemn those who were conspiring against Him, are examples of this type of parable.  (“Parables of Jesus: The Priceless Parables,” Ensign, Jan. 2003, p. 56)
Kenneth W. Godfrey - Since the beginning of time people have enjoyed a good story, and Jesus was the master storyteller. His stories, often told as parables, differed markedly from the… stories of the rabbis of his day, even "as the fresh air of the fields differs from the dust of the study." The majority of [Rabbis’] parables reinforced traditional Jewish values. Jesus, however, often subverted meaningless or harmful traditions while teaching the higher law of his gospel at the same time. Indeed, many of his parables challenge the social norms even of our day. Bad servants are rewarded, and good servants seem to be punished. His heroes are sometimes unsavory characters—an unjust judge, neighbors who do not want to be neighborly, a man who pockets someone else's treasure by purchasing his fields, a steward who cheats his master, a sinful woman, and other socially unacceptable characters.

In addition, many of the Christ's parables demonstrate behavior that is unusual in its cultural setting but which is unarguably better, leaving the audience wondering why most people do not perform just that way. Several others feature themes that conflict with daily life, challenging the natural reason of the hearer.

Jesus did not tell stories merely to entertain or shock his audience. Each parable had a purpose. Some [unusual] features were used to arouse attention and stimulate thought. Some details surprisingly contradict commonly held beliefs, and still others appear in the stories strictly for their [unusual] value. One scholar concluded that the Master's [unusual] approach to many subjects "cleverly led the listeners along by degrees," until they clearly understood that God's way of looking at people is different from that of man. The surprise factor in the teachings of Christ has often been overlooked or disregarded by scholars, perhaps because his teachings are so familiar to the twentieth-century world. If we were to place ourselves in a Palestinian audience at the meridian of time, however, perhaps we would gasp in astonishment at many of his stories.

The parables of Jesus contain unusual, or shocking elements when examined in their [Middle Eastern] or peasant setting. Moreover, the Savior used exaggeration and [overstatement] to heighten their effect and to raise "the issue set in mundane terms to ultimate seriousness." He wanted to teach his followers as well as his detractors that many of their social and religious norms were short-sighted and offensive to God. By using [unusual] parables to illustrate his teachings, Christ showed a more excellent way. 

The Lost Sheep  (Luke 15:1-7)
…The parables [that] were intended for the Pharisees… begin with a shock to [their] sensitivities. In the [Middle East] the social status assigned to a particular profession was a very serious matter. Even today, a camel driver, for example, is very careful not to be known as a fisherman, and if he is seen fishing, he will quickly point out to the visitor that he is a camel driver, not a fisherman. Shepherds, though glorified in [stories], were despised socially. Herding sheep was clearly considered an unclean occupation. One authority believed shepherds were despised because their flocks grazed on private property. Furthermore, …shepherds were also known for their dishonesty and thievery. Thus, even though …sheep and shepherds [symbolize] Israel and her leaders, including God, were well known from Old Testament and [after], the average Jew generally despised shepherds. And, though it is difficult to see how rabbis managed to revere the Shepherd of the Old Testament and despise the one who herded the neighbor's sheep, that nevertheless was the case.

Knowing full well this [Pharisees’] attitude toward shepherds, Jesus began the parable of the lost sheep by asking, "What man of you having an hundred sheep…" (Luke 15:4). If the Master had wanted to defer to [the Pharisees’] feelings, "he would have had to begin the parable something like this: 'Which man of you owning an hundred sheep, if he heard that the hired shepherd had lost one, would he not summon the shepherd and demand that the sheep be found under threat of fine?' " Any man who believed shepherds were unclean would naturally be offended to be addressed as one. According to the [Book of Luke, Jesus further insulted his audience by deliberately blaming the shepherd for the loss of the sheep. Thus, Jesus forced the Pharisees to see themselves as being responsible for having lost the wandering sheep.

The Lost Coin (Luke 15:8-10)
…Immediately following the parable of the lost sheep is the parable of the lost coin, in which a woman was the central figure. Once again the Savior challenged [the Pharisees’ and scribes’] attitudes toward less favored groups of people in society. Thus, when understood in its cultural setting, elements of this parable were also calculated to be disturbing to the Pharisees.

The Two Debtors (Luke 7:36-50)
Jesus, known for his wisdom and intellectual [abilities], was invited to eat with a group of learned Pharisees. Naturally, the Pharisees expected a discussion of theological or spiritual matters. They could not have anticipated the dramatic surprises that awaited. Upon arriving, Jesus met with an insult. Simon, in a serious breach of courtesy, failed to provide water for guests, or at least Jesus, to wash their feet. This failure implied that the visitor was of inferior rank. Furthermore, Simon gave Jesus no kiss—a marked sign of contempt, or at least a further claim on Simon's part to a much higher social position. The other guests must have noticed these intentional snubs and waited expectantly for the Master's response. Perhaps he would say something about not being welcome and withdraw. Instead, to everyone's surprise, he ignored the obvious insults. Preparing to eat, the guests stretched out their feet behind them away from the food. Then a woman, a known sinner, quietly entered, bathed Jesus' feet with her tears, and wiped them with her hair. By custom, a peasant woman let down her hair only in the presence of her husband. The Talmud [ancient Jewish writings] indicates that a husband could divorce his wife for letting down her hair in the presence of another man. In addition, the words to touch in biblical language sometimes depicted sexual intercourse. Clearly, such usage is not intended here, but Simon employed the word in this context to imply that this close contact was very improper and if Jesus were a prophet, he would know and refuse such attention, especially from a woman. Furthermore, because she was a sinner, Christ would have been considered defiled by her touch.

Knowing full well that the woman's expressions of love were judged unrighteously by Simon and his friends, Jesus began another parable, which would be disconcerting for the host and his guests. "Simon," the Master began, "I have something to say to you." This phrase, used everywhere in Palestine, was the introduction to a blunt speech the listener probably did not want to hear.

Jesus then related the parable of the two debtors, illustrating that love is the natural response to unmerited forgiveness. Moreover, Jesus praised the sinful woman while condemning Simon's thoughtless behavior. Not only was praising a woman in male company considered inappropriate but in the Middle East the visitor was expected, almost required, to say again and again that he was undeserving of the courtesies extended. In the final blow, Jesus turned to the woman, his voice taking on a tone of gentleness as he expressed gratitude to the daring woman in desperate need of a kind word. It was a stunning rebuke to Simon and a confirmation of the inherent worth of women. But most astonishing of all, Christ then forgave her sins, thus assuming an authority his audience did not believe any mortal possessed. The gospel of love once again transcended the tyranny of tradition.  (From Kenneth W. Godfrey’s chapter titled “The Surprise Factors in the Teachings of Jesus” in the book The Lord of the Gospels: The 1990 Sperry Symposium on the New Testament, p. 56-60.)

The Good Samaritan (Luke 10:25-37)
Appears Unexpectedly - … [This story has] a progression of three characters.  After the appearance of the priest and the Levite the audience expects a Jewish layman.  Not only is priest-to-Levite-to-layman a natural sequence, but… these same three classes of people officiated at the temple.  Much to the shock and amazement of the audience, the third man along the road is one of the hated Samaritans. (Through Peasant Eyes by Kenneth E. Bailey, p. 34-56)  

“To the orthodox Jew of the time a Samaritan was more unclean that a Gentile of any other nationality.” (James E. Talmage, Jesus the Christ, p. 172)
Extremely hated.  Jesus could have told a story about a noble Jew helping a hated Samaritan.  Such a story could have been more easily absorbed emotionally by the audience.  Rather, we have the hated Samaritan as the hero.  Bailey said he can only confess that in twenty years he has not had the courage to tell a story to the Palestinians about a noble Israeli, nor a story about the noble Turk to the Armenians.  Only one who has lived as a part of a community with a bitterly hated traditional enemy can understand fully the courage of Jesus in making the despised Samaritan appear as morally superior to the religious leadership of the audience.  Thus Jesus speaks to one of the audience's deepest hatreds and painfully exposes it.
Unexpected and extreme compassion.  The Greek word "compassion" has at its root the word "innards".  It is a very strong word in both Greek and Semitic imagery.  Indeed, the Samaritan has a deep "gut level reaction" to the wounded man.  The Samaritan is not a gentile.  He is bound by the same Torah that also tells him that his neighbor is his countryman and kinsman.  He is traveling in Judea and it is less likely for him than for the priest and the Levite that the anonymous wounded man is a neighbor.  In spite of this, he is the one who acts. (Through Peasant Eyes)

Summary

Jesus, the master teacher, used unlikely characters, unusual and socially unacceptable behavior, and unexpected endings in many of his parables. He used these devices to engage his audience and to reveal the uniqueness of his message. …Christ taught a radically better style of conduct in human relations. 

Other parables reveal a God whose mercy is extraordinary, unlike that of any person Christ's audience would have known. Still other parables prod those comfortable in their own righteousness while comforting and providing hope for those who believe they are unworthy of any place in the kingdom of God. Christ taught his audiences by using the element of surprise to stimulate thought and leave his listeners pondering his message. He taught them that the requirements of living the gospel far exceeded traditional ethical thought and behavior. God's mercy, they came to realize, far surpassed their own. 

…As a result we are even more challenged to elevate our own conduct, love our enemies, forgive those who trespass against us, and seek to redeem the lost, regardless of risk or personal cost.  (Kenneth W. Godfrey’s “The Surprise Factors”)

Joseph Smith - But there has been a great difficulty in getting anything into the heads of this generation. It has been like splitting [very hard] hemlock knots with a [piece of corn bread] for a wedge, and a pumpkin for a [hammer]. Even the Saints are slow to understand. 

I have tried for a number of years to get the minds of the Saints prepared to receive the things of God; but we frequently see some of them, after suffering all they have for the work of God, will fly to pieces like glass as soon as anything comes that is contrary to their traditions: they cannot stand the fire at all. How many will be able to abide a celestial law, and go through and receive their exaltation, I am unable to say, as many are called, but few are chosen. (Teachings of the Prophet Joseph Smith, p. 331)

(Lesson by Zan and Misty Larsen)

Teachings Suggestions

1. Ask the class to name some of the better known parables.  They can refer to the Bible Dictionary’s entry on parables on page 741.  List them on the board.

2. Ask the class what they think the effect of hearing some of the parables was on the people who were present.  List the responses on the board.

3. Ask the class why the Lord used parables.

4. Ask the class how we are to understand the parables in our day.

5. Now review the first section of the sheet (the 1st column plus the part of the 2nd up until “The Lost Sheep”).

6. Discuss the Parable Of The Lost Coin from the sheet as an example of the surprise element in Jesus’ teachings.

7. Divide the class into 3 groups and assign each group one of the next 3 parables on the sheet.  

· Assign the groups to study and to mark with a pen parts showing anything surprising or shocking to the original audience.

· Tell them to be ready to present their findings to the class.  

· Tell them to also read in the scriptures the circumstance or what led up to Jesus stating the parable.  

8. Have two of the groups present their parable, The Lost Sheep and The Good Samaritan, saving The Two Debtors until last.

9. For the Parable Of The Two Debtors – 

· Have the class turn to Luke 7:41-42.  Read out the parable to them – 

There was a certain creditor which had two debtors: the one owed five hundred pence, and the other fifty. And when they had nothing to pay, he frankly forgave them both.

· Note that it’s only one and half verses long yet is extremely dramatic in its setting.  Ask the 3rd group to explain why.

· Have someone read out Luke 7:26-50 from the Amplified Bible whilst everyone else follows along in their own bibles.

· Assign someone in advance to read out the handout “The Actions Of The Woman” about the this faithful, courageous and heroic woman.

· Ask if anyone has daydreamed or wondered about what it would be like to have the Lord come for tea some evening.  Ask what you would be thinking if he accepted the invitation and was coming.  Now ask for comparisons to what Simon was thinking.

10. Summary.  Note that members of the church in Joseph Smith’s time were driven from their homes yet some could not endure aspects of the church or the gospel that were different from their traditions.  Ask the class for any things from the restored gospel that might have been shocking or challenging in their lives or in the lives of their loved ones.  Ask how they dealt with it.

Luke 7:36-50 from the Amplified Bible
36. One of the Pharisees asked Jesus to dine with him, and He went into the Pharisee's house and reclined at table.

37. And behold, a woman of the town who was an especially wicked sinner, when she learned that He was reclining at table in the Pharisee's house, brought an alabaster flask of ointment (perfume).

38. And standing behind Him at His feet weeping, she began to wet His feet with [her] tears; and she wiped them with the hair of her head and kissed His feet [affectionately] and anointed them with the ointment (perfume).

39. Now when the Pharisee who had invited Him saw it, he said to himself, If this Man were a prophet, He would surely know who and what sort of woman this is who is touching Him--for she is a notorious sinner (a social outcast, devoted to sin).

40. And Jesus, replying, said to him, Simon, I have something to say to you. And he answered, Teacher, say it.

41. A certain lender of money [at interest] had two debtors: one owed him five hundred denarii, and the other fifty.

42. When they had no means of paying, he freely forgave them both. Now which of them will love him more?

43. Simon answered, The one, I take it, for whom he forgave and cancelled more. And Jesus said to him, You have decided correctly.

44. Then turning toward the woman, He said to Simon, Do you see this woman? When I came into your house, you gave Me no water for My feet, but she has wet My feet with her tears and wiped them with her hair.

45. You gave Me no kiss, but she from the moment I came in has not ceased [intermittently] to kiss My feet tenderly and caressingly.

46. You did not anoint My head with [cheap, ordinary] oil, but she has anointed My feet with [costly, rare] perfume.

47. Therefore I tell you, her sins, many [as they are], are forgiven her--because she has loved much. But he who is forgiven little loves little.

48. And He said to her, Your sins are forgiven!

49. Then those who were at table with Him began to say among themselves, Who is this Who even forgives sins?
50. But Jesus said to the woman, Your faith has saved you; go (enter) into peace [in freedom from all the distresses that are experienced as the result of sin].

Feet

The feet are always placed behind the one reclining because of the offensive, unclean nature of feet in [Middle Eastern] society from time immemorial to the present.  In the Old Testament the ultimate triumph for the victor and insult to the vanquished was to “make the enemy a footstool” (cf. Psalms 110:1).  Bitterly hated Edom is told, “On Edom I cast my shoe” (Psalms 60:8, 108:9).  Moses is obliged to take off his unclean shoes at the burning bush because of the holiness of the ground (Exodus 3:5).  John The Baptist uses the illustration of the untying of the shoes to express his total unworthiness in the presence of Jesus (Luke 3:16).  (Kenneth E. Bailey, Through Peasant Eyes, p. 5)

Table Fellowship

According to the scholars of ancient world meals, Jesus entered a time in the Greco-Roman world where symposiums were a central social activity of groups such as trade associations and philosophical schools.  While this party, following the formal banquet, was a time to drink and eat with peers, the dialogue of academic mutual interest was very significant to the gathering.  As Markus Barth states, “To eat and drink without talking would be no good; it would contradict the character of the festival meal.”  The central table at these parties, called a triclinium, was arranged in a U-shape.  It was here that the diners reclined on couches in an order displaying one’s rank among the guests.  The host of the party would invite the most honourable guest to the right of the entrance.  Although many of the people invited were highly respected doctors, lawyers and other revolutionaries, there was a strong sense of competition even prior to the meal as people wondered who would be seen as the most honourable guest. (http://www.cmu.ca/faculty/pdyck/SIS/Christine.htm, small photos of a triclinium - http://desertpastor.typepad.com/paradoxology/2004/02/)

The Actions of the Woman

Her intent is to pour [her perfume] out on his feet…  For her to anoint his head would be unthinkable.  Samuel the prophet can anoint Saul and David on the head, but a sinful woman cannot anoint a rabbi on the head.  To do so would be extremely presumptuous.  With this deeply moving, profoundly meaningful gesture of gratitude in her mind, she witnesses the harsh insult that Jesus receives when he enters the house of Simon, as Simon deliberately omits the kiss of greeting and the foot-washing.  The insult to Jesus has to be intentional and electrifies the assembled guests.  War has been declared and everyone waits to see Jesus’ response.  He is expected to offer a few tight-lipped remarks about not being welcome and withdraw.  Rather, he absorbs the insult and the hostility behind it and does not withdraw.  In a foreshadowing of things to come, “He opened not his mouth.” 

…To omit even the foot washing is to imply that the visitor was one of very inferior rank.  The woman is totally overcome.  They have not even extended to him the kiss of greeting!  Her devotion, gratitude and her anger mix.  She forgets that she is in the presence of a circle of men hostile to her also.  Yet she cannot greet him with a kiss; such an action would be hopelessly misunderstood.  What is to be done?  Ah, she can kiss his feet!  Rushing boldly forward she then breaks down and literally washes his feet with her tears.  Now what?  She has no towel!  Simon would not give her one if she asked for it.  So she lets down her hair and with it wipes his feet.  After smothering them with kisses (the verb means literally to kiss again and again), she pours out her precious perfume on the feet of the one who announced God’s love for her, who is here being abused by this calloused company.   She is offering her love and trying to compensate for the insult that Jesus has just received.  
In the process she offers a tender gesture that can easily be misunderstood.  She has let down her hair.  An intimate gesture that a peasant woman is expected to enact only in the presence of her husband.  The Talmud indicates that a woman can be divorced for letting down her hair in the presence of another man.  Conservative areas of the contemporary Islamic world forbid male hairdressers to work on women’s hair for the same reasons.  (Kenneth E. Bailey, Through Peasant Eyes, p. 8-9) 

