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15
th
 Sunday in Ordinary Time (Roman)  

 

“. . . so shall my word be 

that goes forth from my mouth; 

my word shall not return to me void, 

but shall do my will, 

achieving the end for which I sent it.” 

“This is why I speak to them in parables, because 

they look but do not see and hear but do not listen or understand.”  

So, how do we put these two things together?   

How do we understand Jesus’ tendency to speak in parables which are often seem to 

be more confusing than revealing, more cloudy than clear? 

If, in some sense, parables are speaking to us God’s word,  and if God’s word does not 

return to God void or empty, as the Old Testament reading says, what, then, is the 

“end”, the purpose, of Jesus’ parables? What are we supposed to be hearing? What 

does God want to happen through parables?  Matthew tells us that Jesus spoke to the 

crowds in parables; in fact, he says that Jesus hardly said anything to them without a 

parable.  This, Matthew reminds us, was to fulfill what Isaiah the prophet had written: “I 

will open my mouth in parables, I will utter what has been hidden since the foundation of 

the world.” (13:34-35).  Parables seem to be revealing, disclosing, breaking open things 

that have been hidden.   But at the same time, Jesus says that He is using parables 

precisely because the people “look but do not see and hear but do not listen or 

understand.”  So how do we put these two things together?  What really are the 

parables supposed to be doing? 
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We probably have to back up a step before we try to answer this question and remind 

ourselves just what the big, scary, overarching message of Jesus really is in the 

gospels.  Anyone?  What is the essential content of Jesus’ message? 

The Kingdom of God!  And not only the Kingdom of God as an idea or a possibility for 

the future, but that the Kingdom of God is “at hand”,  the Kingdom of God is “in your 

midst”.  The Kingdom of God is somehow working right here and now.  Our first and 

immediate problem is with the very notion of “kingdom” as we hear it in English (or even 

as the first Christians heard it in Greek in the gospels).  “Kingdom” very often conjures 

up for us a place or a region; a territory with subjects and, at least, potentially, a king.  

The Aramaic word that Jesus would have used when he spoke about  the “kingdom”  

had a different sense, a different feel.  It meant the very act of ruling and having 

dominion.  So, when Jesus spoke about the Kingdom of God being at hand, He was 

saying that God is acting now as king; God is at hand with power and in mighty deeds.  

Something is happening now.  Aslan, to use the C.S.Lewis’ image, is on the move. 

Now, back to the parables.  When Jesus speaks in parables, He is almost always 

talking about this Kingdom of God.  He is  often using the parabolic form of story-telling 

in order to jolt his audience into a confrontation with God’s Kingdom and with the 

Kingdom’s God who comes to us as a “world shatterer” in the parables, as someone 

who breaks apart the worlds that we have carefully constructed  in our lives through 

money or power or piety or something.  Jesus does this, though, in order to draw His 

listeners, to draw us, into the Kingdom, and to challenge us then to act and to live from 

and out of this Kingdom, this gift of God.   
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I think our problem with all of this is that we may not want parables at all.  We may 

prefer precepts or rules or programs or nice, clear theological ideas.  We may not like 

the silence or the ambiguity or the confusion or the lack of clarity that we find in many of 

Jesus’ parables.  We can be frightened or annoyed by stories that either don’t seem to 

make much sense at first, stories that we can’t immediately understand, or stories which 

we, like the Pharisees, do understand but find offensive.  

If any of you have begun to read Brian McLaren’s book, The Secret Message of Jesus,  

the one we’re reading for the September Movie and Book night, you will recognize what 

I’m now going to say.  I think McLaren has hit the nail on the head when it comes to 

understanding how the parables function.  He deals with the very questions I have tried 

to raise so far- why in the world would Jesus use short, fictional stories, parables, in 

order to convey a deep and very profound message about God?  If He really wanted 

people to understand what He was saying, to “get it”, why not  speak clearly?  Why use 

a whole bunch of ambiguous images, like sowers throwing around seeds, and mustard 

seeds growing into big bushes, and a lump of dough that arises, and a pearl in a field, 

and fish of various descriptions caught in a fisherman’s net?  Why does Jesus do this? 

All of His parables seem to include something that is hidden, something unknown and 

mysterious, and at the same time something that comes as a surprise in some way.  

The seeds in today’s parable of the sower, for example, are thrown everywhere, with 

not a whole lot of care as to where they are being sown, and you can’ be sure which 

ones will come up or which ones will last.  Some do and some don’t.  And this story 

somehow is supposed to be telling us about God’s Kingdom. The disciples don’t get 
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this, and so, a lot like us, they ask Jesus, “Why do you speak to the people in 

parables?”  In other words, couldn’t you find a clearer, more direct, more obvious 

approach? They are obviously a little frustrated with his teaching method.  Jesus would 

not have done very well, it seems, if he had had to write a Systematic Theology paper 

on God or God’s Kingdom in Seminary! 

You don’t have to reflect a whole lot on the parables, however, to begin to see how they 

are actually working.  They hide the truth so that we need to do more that simply “hear 

with our ears or “read with our eyes”.  What they provoke us to do is to invest ourselves 

in an imaginative search for their meaning, a meaning that may surprise us when we 

discover or uncover that meaning for ourselves.  Parables are intended to be unclear, 

and so to confound us.  They invite us to be confused and then to ask questions.  

Jesus’ parables are a bit like the answers given by a Zen Buddhist master which if taken 

literally are more confusing than enlightening.  But in doing this, the parables invite us to 

keep coming back to the One who has told us the parable in the first place, back to the 

Master. 

When Jesus said, “This is why I speak to them in parables, because they look but do 

not see and hear but do not listen or understand”, he was quoting the prophet Isaiah 

and trying to explain that when people’s hearts become calloused, they lose their ability 

to see and hear at deeper levels.  And maybe that’s the situation with all of us- we have 

callouses on our hearts, and we don’t hear and see very clearly or very easily. 

Jesus’ message wasn’t intended simply to convey information, ideas, to people.  His 

message was aimed at something else- it’s purpose, its goal, was to change and 
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transform the listener, to challenge people to embrace the activity of God that was now 

happening in their midst.  It was intended to beckon the one who was listening to 

explore new territory in his/her life and to be willing to engage in a relationship of trust 

with the one who was speaking.  So long as we hear the parables with our arms 

metaphorically crossed and as if they have nothing to do with our life right now, then we 

block their message and we are no different from the crowds back then. 

Often what we really want is fast, effortless, MacDonald-style religion, not slow, 

energetic, engaging transformation.  And so we don’t really like parables that are 

ambiguous.  We don’t really like stories that are open-ended and require reflection and 

personal engagement, and which take time for us to really “get”, at least to “get” with 

regard to our own lives.  If we resist the call of the parables  to our own lives, we are the 

ones who are excluded, we are the ones who are exposed, the ones who see but don’t 

see, who hear but don’t hear. 

The parables of Jesus remind us of one very, very important thing- the Kingdom of God 

does not come to us and to this world as a simple theological formula, or as bits of 

information that we can put on our computer, or as an angry threat or ultimatum from 

God.  The Kingdom comes like a secret cloaked in a parable, like seeds scattered and 

hidden in the soil, like a treasure buried in a field, like yeast concealed in dough.  

Human kingdoms advance by guns and tanks and planes, but God’s Kingdom 

advances by stories and tales and parables that can easily be ignored or easily 

misunderstood. And this is not so different from a man dying on a cross, which, contrary 

to everything that it seems, is the very victory of God.  It’s a very odd method on God’s 



6  

 

part, but maybe it’s the only kind that can respect our freedom, our wills, our 

intelligence, and our own hidden desire to find the Secret that still speaks to our hearts. 
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