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The Critical Issue

The Gospels portray Jesus as one who regularly practiced friendship and hospitality in his life and ministry.  Jesus describes himself as the Son of Man who “has come eating and drinking” and is accused of being “a glutton and a drunkard, a friend of tax collectors and sinners” (Luke 7:34).  Friendship and hospitality are recurring themes in the sayings and parables of Jesus.  One can readily think of such parables as the Good Samaritan, the Great Banquet, the Prodigal Son, and the Rich Man and Lazarus.

  Yet in all of the above parables, and many others besides, there is a painful turn in which hospitality is rejected, friendship is ruptured, and violence and even murder committed.  In the parable of the Great Banquet in Matthew 22:1-14, for example, those who were invited give various excuses and refuse to come and kill the messengers who brought the invitations.  The host, who is a king and the dinner is a wedding banquet for his son, sends his troops, destroys the recalcitrant guests and burns their city.  Then he proceeds with the banquet with guests brought in off the street.  In a final scene the king sees a guest without a wedding garment and has him bound hand and foot and thrown out into the outer darkness.

Another parable, Workers in the Vineyard (Matt 20:1-16), a story that seemingly portrays a “gracious employer,” which is Robert Stein’s title for the parable,
 ends nastily when he curtly dismisses one of the workers for complaining about equal pay for unequal work.

How is it that friendship and hospitality turn so sour in these parables?  If the ministry of Jesus was one of friendship and hospitality, how is it that these parables have so much dissonance, alienation, rage, and vindictiveness?  Is this the nature of the kingdom of God as Jesus understood it?  Or is it the case that the theological concerns of the evangelists made these parables into something entirely different from what Jesus had in mind?

Option One: Jesus and the Gospels Portray a Violent God
Several interpretive options are possible.  One option is to affirm that the meaning of these parables is essentially the same for Jesus and the Gospel writers.  Accordingly, alienation and violence in the parables are concomitants of the kingdom of God, whether in the message of Jesus or in the theology of the evangelists.

In the parable of the Wicked Tenants (Mark 12:1-12 and parallels), the vineyard owner is an allegory for God.  The servants are the prophets whom God sent.  The killing of the son is a reference to the crucifixion of Jesus.  In the end, God will destroy the tenants, who symbolize the leaders of Israel, and will give the vineyard to others, who represent the new leadership among the followers of Jesus.  Craig Blomberg sees no reason Jesus could not have intended detailed symbolism behind the images of servants and son, including a veiled self-reference.

In Matthew’s parable of the Great Banquet, the king, an allegory for God, sends his troops and kills those who spurned his invitation and scorches their city, presumably a reference to the destruction of Jerusalem.  The wrath of God is engrained in Scripture and is not to be trifled with, so the argument goes.  Although the Sermon on the Mount in Matthew presents a portrait of a merciful and gracious God, Matthew is equally insistent that humanity must reckon with the judgment of God.  One of the recurring themes in Matthew is the terrifying prospect of being cast out into the outer darkness or the furnace of fire “where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth” (8:12; 13:42, 50; 22:13; 24:51; 25:30).

Interpreting the authority figure in these parables as an allegory for God rests on a long and well-established tradition of biblical interpretation, both ancient and modern.  Irenaeus sees the master in the parable of the Wicked Tenants, the Great Banquet, and Workers in the Vineyard to represent God.

Modern interpreters, though informed and cautious about the excesses of allegory, have for the most part not been able to read the authority figure in these parables in any way other than as an allegory for God.  Jeremias, for example, observes that in the parable of the Great Banquet in Luke, Jesus does not hesitate to choose such a figure as a wealthy host “to illustrate both the wrath and the mercy of God.”
  In the parable of the “Good Employer,” Jeremias’s title for the parable of the Workers in the Vineyard, “God is depicted as acting like an employer who has compassion for the unemployed and their families… Will you then murmur against God’s goodness?  That is the core of Jesus’ vindication of the gospel:  Look what God is like—all goodness.”
  
While Arland Hultgren recognizes allegorical elaborations in the Synoptic texts of the Wicked Tenants, he concludes that a basic allegorical story can be reasonably situated within the ministry of Jesus.  The owner of the vineyard is God, the vineyard is Israel, the tenants are Israel’s leaders, the slaves are the prophets, the son is Jesus, and the new tenants are new leaders to replace the Sanhedrin.
  Hultgren similarly finds the host in the Great Banquet and the employer in the Workers in the Vineyard to be an allegory for God in Jesus’ telling of these parables.

Both Jesus and the gospel traditions testify to the notion that resistance, rejection, refusal of friendship, withdrawal of hospitality, and consequent violence seemingly are the manner in which the kingdom of God happens in a world such as ours.  When one follows this trajectory, the theological implication is that the divine-human encounter cannot take place without violent acts.  The theological consequences of such a trajectory are immense, as illustrated by Hans Boersma’s recent publication, Violence, Hospitality, and the Cross: Reappropriating the Atonement Tradition.
Boersma’s thesis is that the practice of hospitality, including God’s hospitality, is always accompanied by violence on this side of the final eschatological consummation.
  Violence is not always morally negative and under certain circumstances can be justified and even regarded as an act of love.
  In the constraints of our present historical conditions, “our welcome of the stranger and the prodigal will necessarily involve some restraint, conditionality, and even violence.”

Another Option:  Yes to Jesus, No to the Gospels
Another option in the interpretation of these parables is that in the historical setting of the Gospel writers, friendship and hospitality have indeed taken a different turn from what they were in the ministry of Jesus.  Some critics have even claimed that the gospel writers misunderstood or intentionally altered the message of Jesus altogether.  The quest of the historical Jesus in the nineteenth century and the work of the Jesus Seminar in our day would be prime examples of such an approach.  Robert W. Funk, founder of the Jesus Seminar, in his 1996 publication, Honest to Jesus, lists several barriers blocking the way to Jesus of Nazareth, including ignorance, popular images of Jesus, the gospels as inerrant and infallible,
 a self-serving church and clergy, and the foibles of biblical scholarship.
  The purpose of the Jesus Seminar and that of Funk is to “liberate Jesus from the scriptural and creedal and experiential prisons in which we have incarcerated him.”
  “The canonical gospels endeavor to authenticate the leadership of the church then in power.  The authentic words of Jesus reject the notion of privileged position among his followers.”

More specifically with regard to the parables, Funk insists that “Jesus quite deliberately articulated an open-ended, non-explicit vision in his parables and aphorisms.  He did not prescribe behavior or endorse specific religious practices…  Our interpretation of the parables should be more parables—polyvalent, enigmatic, humorous, and nonprescriptive.”
  Funk then draws out the implications of such an understanding of Jesus’ parables for the issue of friendship and hospitality, as follows:

Jesus kept an open table.  Jesus ate promiscuously with sinners, toll collectors, prostitutes, lepers, and other social misfits…  Yet his followers, in ritualizing the meal Jesus ate periodically with his friends, began to limit participation to those who belonged to the Christian community…  We have to ask, would Jesus have condoned, to say nothing of authorized, a table open only to self-authenticating believers?  Should we reconceive the scope of eating together in Christian communities, as well as the function of the eucharist?

A Third Option:  Focus on the Historical Setting of Jesus
Other recent interpreters, while practicing quest of the historical Jesus, do not go so far as to discredit the gospel writers as Funk does.  Their intention is to understand Jesus of Nazareth and his message in the historical setting of his life and ministry without necessarily discounting the theological agenda of the evangelists.
  Located somewhere within this approach to the parables of Jesus is William R. Herzog II.
  Herzog’s study is limited to selected parables and not intended to be a comprehensive discussion of all the parables.  His work is a dramatic departure from the scholarly consensus concerning the authority figure and other characters in the parables that he has chosen to discuss.  Most significantly, the authority figure is not an allegory for God but represents the system of oppression in the historical setting of Jesus.
  Furthermore, the characters in the parables that have been thought to be negative are really the protagonists.  In the parable of the Talents (Matthew 25:14-30), for example, the third servant who hides the talent is the hero of the story.
  In fact, Herzog characterizes him as “a whistle-blower”
 who exposes the sham and greed of the elite who exploit the disenfranchised.  Thus in telling this story, Jesus becomes a pedagogue of the oppressed by giving voice to the plight of the poor and the hungry who are suffering while wealthy landowners reap huge profits.  In effect, Jesus extends friendship and hospitality to the third servant who is now cast out into the outer darkness for his refusal to participate in systems of oppression.

Herzog interprets the Workers in the Vineyard (Matthew 20) in a similar fashion.  The title that he chooses for the parable, “Blaming the Victims of Oppression,” is itself indicative of the direction that he will take.  The elite owned vineyards to produce wine, a luxury item to export for monetary purposes.  Large estates were acquired through foreclosures on loans and hostile takeovers of peasant farms.  Because of high unemployment, the laborers have no choice but to agree to a mere denarius for a whole day’s work, not a generous pay by any means.  In subsequent trips to the marketplace, the owner simply tells the workers that he will give them what is right.  The workers are in no position to bargain with the employer, who alone will determine the wages.  The final dismissal of the complaining worker is not a friendly “go in peace.”  Even the words that he uses, “I choose to give to this last the same as I give to you,” indicate that it is a matter of the owner’s charity, which robs the laborers of any sense of honor.  His claim that he is free to do what he wishes with what belongs to him “is akin to rubbing salt in their wounds,” given the fact that what belongs to him has been acquired through exploitation.

If Herzog’s reading of the parable is on target,
 Jesus tells this story to subvert the oppressive structures of his day and expose the systems of injustice and thereby offer the disenfranchised the comfort of knowing that the dawning of the kingdom of God will bring about the year of Jubilee, as also echoed in the beatitudes of the Sermon on the Mount.  The parable then becomes a codification of friendship and hospitality offered by God to those who are made hopeless by the present systems of oppression. 

Herzog’s treatment of a third parable, the Wicked Tenants, on the other hand, reveals the folly of a misguided effort by the disenfranchised to gain their dignity and livelihood through violence.  While Jesus sympathized with the plight of the disenfranchised,
 yet in view of the fact that the elite controlled military, economic and political power, this parable “may codify the futility of armed rebellion…  [This] leaves the hearers with a dilemma.  How can they reclaim their honorable status as heirs if violent revolts always end in futility?  Are there other ways to assert their claims?”

There is still one question that Herzog does not address.  Can the theological perspectives of the evangelists be harmonized with the perspective of Jesus in these parables?  Is it absolutely certain, for example, that the authority figure in the parables becomes an allegory for God in the theological framework of the Gospels?
A Fourth Possibility:  Friendship and Hospitality in Jesus and the Gospels
One way to move forward is to note Shillington’s criticism of Herzog’s interpretation of the Workers in the Vineyard (Matthew 20).   Shillington points out that Herzog “argues for the rights of the fully employed, but fails to address the destitution of the non-workers in the land of promise.”
  Shillington proposes that the parable forces both wealthy landowners and day laborers in the audience of Jesus to reflect on the issue of economic and social injustice in light of Yahweh’s provision for justice implied in the law of the Sabbath.  It might be somewhat of a stretch to see Sabbath in the parable, as Shillington himself admits.  A better option might be to think of the pervasive call to social justice throughout the Hebrew scriptures (e. g., Lev 19:10-15; Deut 24:12-15; Isa 11:4; Jer 8:19-22; Amos 5; Hosea 6:8, among many others).  Seen this way, the meaning of the parable in its Matthean context would not be at odds with its meaning in the social setting of Jesus.  Matthew places this parable immediately after the episode of the rich young man who goes away grieving when Jesus tells him to sell his possessions, give the money to the poor, and come and follow him.  This prompts some discussion about wealth, possessions and rewards between the disciples and Jesus, which ends with the saying of Jesus, “But many who are first will be last, and the last will be first” (Matt 19:30).  This saying appears again in a slightly different form at the end of the parable.  The Matthean context itself should caution us against too hasty a conclusion that Matthew equates the vineyard owner in the parable with God.
  Even if we grant that the introduction to the parable, “For the kingdom of heaven is like…,” is Matthean, it is not necessarily the case that the kingdom of God is akin to the actions of the vineyard owner or any other single character in the parable.
  Thus the friendship and hospitality demonstrated by Jesus toward the disenfranchised becomes in Matthew’s context a warning to members of his own community against new forms of alienation and exclusion between the privileged and the unprivileged, between the first and the last.

As for the parable of the Talents (Matt 25:14-30), Warren Carter argues that Matthean parables whose central character is an authority figure such as a king or a master must be read in the larger narrative context of the Gospel wherein Matthew “trains its readers to be suspicious of empires and their rulers.”
  At the same time, Matthew employs this very same imperial paradigm, since it was readily available, to portray an alternative empire, the kingdom of God.  Matthew’s use of these cultural artifacts, however, is not meant to imply that God is like the Roman emperor or an elitist master and his greedy retainers.  The fact that the parable of the Last Judgment comes immediately after the parable of the Talents forestalls any possible misunderstanding of the ethic of God’s empire.  Rather than imitating the greedy conduct of the master and the first two slaves in the parable of the Talents, the disciples of Jesus are enjoined to feed the hungry, clothe the naked, welcome the stranger, and visit the sick and the imprisoned.  Matthew has not distorted Jesus’ message of friendship and hospitality to the disenfranchised.
Similarly, in the parable of the Minas in Luke 19:12-27, the specific conduct of the nobleman who goes to a distant country to receive royal power and upon his return orders the slaughter of rebellious citizens is surely not intended by Luke to be a portrait of God, nor is the conduct of the first two slaves who produce, undoubtedly through exploitation, a thousand or five hundred percent increase in wealth, a paradigm for disciples.  Luke-Acts repeatedly issues warnings against preoccupation with possessions and wealth.
  Rather, Luke employs the parable as a call to disciples “to be trustworthy while they wait for the coming of the king… whose kingdom is opposed to the quests of earthly kings for vengeance and profit at the expense of the poor.”
  The very fact that the parable follows on the heels of the story of Zacchaeus, who in response to Jesus vows to give half of his possessions to the poor and compensate four times anyone that he has defrauded, ought to serve as a caution against making the specific conduct of the characters in the parable a paradigm for discipleship in the kingdom of God.  Friendship and hospitality among disciples must not mimic patterns of domination in the imperial culture (Luke 22:25-26).
Ched Myers offers a fresh approach to the parable of the Wicked Tenants in Mark and, by extension, its parallels in Matthew and Luke.  Myers’ political reading of the parable combines both the literal and the allegorical.  He moves beyond the older historical-critical method of making a pronounced distinction between the historical setting of Jesus and that of Mark.  He places the writing of Mark’s Gospel before AD 70 and thus he sees “a fundamental structural, if not exactly historical, symmetry between the world in which Mark sets his story of Jesus and his own world.”
  Myers understands the parable to function at two levels simultaneously, as follows:
At the literal level, the story is an accurate depiction of the violent struggle between disenfranchised sharecroppers and oppressive overlords, which often resulted in peasant revolts that were in turn inevitably crushed by superior forces mustered by the owners (12:9).  At the allegorical level, the parable is about the ruling class (12:12)…  It convicts them of conspiring to “own” (for commercial profit) what is God’s gift to all.  This parable further undermines both the economic and political pretensions of the authorities who are already plotting against Jesus.

Myers considers Mark’s literary context of the parable essential for interpretation.  The parable is preceded by the questioning of Jesus by the temple leaders about his authority to cleanse the temple (11:27-33) and followed by the entrapping question about payment of taxes to Caesar (12:13-17).  Myers sees in these three pericopes what he calls nonalignment, meaning that both Jesus and Mark reject the authority claims of the Jewish elite in Jerusalem on one hand and the Roman right to impose taxes on the other hand.

Concluding Remarks
What are we to conclude then from this brief consideration of these selected parables?  One point that must be made is that friendship and hospitality are not naïve congeniality toward all social, economic and political structures of the world.  Exploitation, injustice and violence cannot be embraced in the name of friendship and hospitality.  Viewed this way, these parables show continuity between Jesus and the evangelists.  But this continuity is to be understood not in the sense that alienation and violence are necessary concomitants of the kingdom of God, but in the sense that the kingdom of God demands a life of peaceful resistance to oppressive structures in order to befriend the disenfranchised.  In spite of differences between the social context of Jesus and the Gospels, the call to friendship and hospitality remains clear in these parables.
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