Confusing the Masses…


I distinctly remember that Sunday morning in the mid 1980’s when that frail little seventy something Bible teacher answered her own question.  In the off-white painted cinderblock classroom on the second floor of our mid sized conservative Church she leaned forward and looked over the top of her glasses at her small flock of six and seven year olds and in barely a whisper asked us, “Why did Jesus speak in parables?”  Not knowing the answer I gently laid my forest green crayola down upon my feeding the five thousand coloring sheet and waited with baited breath to see how she would use the flannel board to show us the answer.  But instead of reaching for the paper Jesus she simply looked at us and said, “to help you understand.”  From that moment on I must have heard that line a hundred times.   In fact I heard it so much I figured it was the company line, part of the church vernacular.  It must be in the fundamentalist handbook right between, “Guide, guard, and direct us,” and “Come now while we stand and sing.”   Jesus telling little stories to help make his point.  It made sense, it must be right. 


Then one day in the late 1990’s I sat in a comfortable chair at a long desk in a sleek modern room surrounded by young men and women of fine character all studying to enter the ministry.  These people wore button up shirts and carried ten pound Bibles, they knew and could quote the company lines backward and forward.  In front of us standing before a white board covered with notes on each nuance of the Biblical text stood our hero and guide, our professor.  With each word he awakened within us desire to learn more and dive deeper into the pages of the ancient text.  He spoke with the authority of one who had devoted a lifetime of study to the Bible when he suddenly he paused to ask, “So why then did Jesus speak in parables?”  Hands shot up across the room, we all knew the answer, we had learned it years ago.  The professor ignored the hands choosing instead to pause for effect before answering his own question.  I waited in smug self confidence to here him confirm what I already knew.  That’s when it all came unglued.  “To confuse us.”  He quipped as he flipped his Bible open, first to Luke 8:9-10, then to Mark 4:10-12, and finally to Matthew 13:10-17.  There it was in black and red, first the disciples asking Jesus point blank why he spoke in parables followed by the Red letters of Jesus saying, “in order that while seeing, they may not see and may not perceive;  While hearing, they may not hear and understand lest they return and be forgiven.  

My journey from then to now has taken me a long way.  I have traversed canyons of doubt and despair, valleys of sin and remorse, and paths of prayer and blind faith.  Through it all I have had to unload so many of my preconceived notions about Jesus that for a time wondered if I had let go of him completely.  But in the end here I stand with him on the horizon of a new kind of faith that I finally found by looking to the ancient words.  Though I am by no means at the journeys end, I think now I finally can see what Jesus was saying.  Jesus was all about raising questions.  Jesus wasn’t so much into giving answers.  When the mother of James and John came to Jesus asking him to make them the top two men in his new kingdom Jesus responded with a question, “Are you able to drink the cup and I am about to drink?”  When Nicodemus pressed Jesus to explain further how a man could have a second birth Jesus responded by asking him, “If I told you earthly things and you do not believe how shall you believe if I tell you heavenly things?”  In fact after Jesus told the disciple why he spoke in parables, the Bible says that he wouldn’t say anything to the crowd that wasn’t in parables.  Jesus often taught by confusing us.  He would tell a story that would challenge our beliefs in order to raise more questions than it answered.  He didn’t offer simple platitudes or company lines, he confused the masses by hitting them right between the head and the heart.  He did this because what Jesus wanted was for the people seek him out with questions.  He wanted them to wonder if there was more to his story than seemed.  He wanted them to question the status quo.  He wanted them to search and wonder.  

I have seen a lot of “church media.”  It is really nothing new.  There are video tapes in the church library thirty feet down the hall from where I sit right now of famous preachers with Luke Duke haircuts and moustaches talking tough about Jesus in 1986.  But something has changed in the last few years.  I believe that what we find ourselves so drawn to in a Nooma film, MeChurch, or the latest inspirational viral video is that we have finally found the heart of the parable.  So many of these films today are so effective because they are so good at raising more questions than they answer.  They point to the mystery of God and don’t pretend that He can be explained away in a doctrinal statement.  With parables you don’t have to be afraid to ask the questions that words alone can never answer.  It is so freeing to realize that you don’t have to know the answer to every question.  Today we live in a generation of people who are not satisfied with a Christian Community that has pat answers for every question.  If God could be explained that simply, He would cease to be God.   People recognize the need to question and search.  

Some people say that videos are entering the church as we strive to keep up with Hollywood.  Others say that it is the natural extension of the new technology in our sanctuaries.   There may be some truth to both of those statements.  But in the end maybe we are finally recapturing the teaching style of Jesus.  Maybe we are using video parables not to explain but to awaken.  Maybe we are using a new method of communication to raise more questions than we answer.  And maybe, just maybe, it will draw us closer to God.
