Study three: Food for the Journey (Luke 13:31-35)
Going Further: Exegetical notes on the Gospel passage
· Normally the lectionary (the list of readings for each Sunday) is organised so that the first two readings illustrate or provide background for the Gospel reading, which is the primary reading on a Sunday.  But not this week. This week the gospel stands apart from the emphasis on eating and feasting in the other two readings.    

· Again we are dealing with material that is only found in Luke’s Gospel, not in any of the others.  

· Not all the Pharisees were opposed to Jesus.  We know that Nicodemus, for example, seeks wisdom from Jesus.  Other Pharisees invite him into their houses (11:37; 14:1) and in Acts 15:5 there are even Christian Pharisees.  Just because Jesus is often depicted as fighting with the Pharisees in the gospels, we should not assume that all Pharisees were hostile to him.
· Jesus’ lament over Jerusalem occurs here, before Jesus actually gets to Jerusalem (whereas in Matthew it takes place after Jesus arrives – Matt 23:37-39).  It is not easy to say why Luke places it so early. Perhaps Luke is harking back to 13:6-9, to the fig tree.  The time is late, but there is still time to repent.  It’s late, but not (yet) too late.    
Going Deeper: More Thoughts on the theme of the week

The emphasis on feasting in the other readings this week inevitably draws the mind to one of the images that sit at the heart of Christian life, bread.  It is one of the most powerful symbols in our tradition—a symbol of the connections between us, and Jesus and the life that we share with him as members of his body.  On this bread, the bread of heaven, we are fed in the eucharist, so that we might never be hungry, in this bread, ‘Christ’s own body’, we are assured of Christ’s presence with us, and in bread this we also see ourselves, as the ‘Body of Christ’.  Because this symbol is so central, the way that we think about it, and picture it in our heads, is also crucial.

When we think of the Bread of Life, we think of a wafer, which is what most churches use for holy communion. Some churches, like the Greek and Russian Orthodox Churches and the Eastern Catholics use leavened bread at communion, the risen bread reminding people that we share in the Risen Christ. Thomas Cranmer in the Book of Common Prayer was likewise content that the bread should be “the best and purest Wheat Bread that conveniently may be gotten”. But the wafer most of us use is not like normal bread. It is wonderful stuff, perfectly round, unleavened, made from only the finest wheat flour, in most cases by communities of nuns.  It is light as a feather, and it dissolves in one’s mouth almost like fairy floss, “the bread of heaven”.  It seems to have no imperfections, to come from somewhere else, to be “unearthly bread” (which is, perhaps, the whole point of the wafer), to be truly manna from heaven.  

I learnt this first as a child. My father was a priest, and as I child, my brother and I used to come over to Church with him on Saturday nights as he was setting up for the Sunday, sneak into vestry, and secretly steal a dozen or so wafers.  We swapped them at School with other kids who didn’t know about the sacrament, for better sandwiches than Mum could make, for sweets or chocolate.  It was quite a racket.   For those kids, the wafers were desirable because they were so unnatural, so unlike any bread they had ever seen, and they would swap up big-time to get their hands on them. 

However ethereal it is, however useful in schoolyard trading, we need to remember that these wafers are totally unlike anything that Jesus would have recognised as bread.  When he called himself the bread of life, he was not thinking of these wafers.  Rather, he was thinking of something more like our pita or unleavened bread. The bread of his time was ground from barley, not wheat, on rough stone mills, baked on hot stones at side of the fire, the dough being covered in ash to protect it from burning.  It would have been coarse, full of unmilled seeds and the occasional piece of stone, and it would have tasted rather like the fire place in which it was cooked.  It would have looked more like a flat multi-grain loaf than a communion wafer.   It would, in fact, have been something that no schoolkid would swap anything for.

Because we use wafers almost exclusively, it is good to be reminded that the ethereal wafer does not tell the whole story.  It stands for, symbolises, this more earthy, practical, peasant bread that Christ himself ate.  Sometimes it happens, that we forget this wafer is standing for something else, and imagine that it is the bread itself of which Jesus talks.  When that happens, we get sidetracked, and we need to be reminded again about the stone-ground, stone-baked bread Jesus knew.  Here are two examples.  

Firstly, it is possible to look at a wafer as a symbol of the life that Jesus offers us, and to think, “This life that Jesus offers must and should be just like this—fantastic, with no problems, no imperfections, no disruptions”.   When we remember that Jesus is talking about the bread he knows, though, it becomes clear that Christian life is not at all like that—it contains its rough and hard bits, it tastes terrible sometimes.  It is a call to take up our cross and follow Jesus, to walk humbly with God in the midst of our real, daily lives,  not to flee the reality of living.  

Secondly, it is possible to look it as a symbol of the Body of Christ, the church, and to say, “The church must and should be like this wafer—spotless, pure, heavenly, unconcerned with dirty, earthy things”.  Again, the real loaf that Jesus knows shows up how wrong that is.  The church should not look like a thoroughbred, but a mongrel, full of all sorts of different people.  If it isn’t, then it’s probably doing something wrong, falling back into being a club for people who only like people who are like them.  

The real bread that Jesus knew and that he uses when he teaches his disciples how to pray (“Give us today our daily bread”) and at the Last Supper helps to keep us grounded in the reality of life, with its fair share of imperfections.  When we remember that, we also remember that we are not perfect and that other people are not perfect either.  When false expectations are taken away, we are set free to walk humbly with God, just as we are. 
Study Four:  Forgiven and Forgiving (Luke 15:11-32)
Going Further: Exegetical notes on the Gospel passage
· This story is perhaps one of the most famous parables recorded in the gospels, along with the parable of the Good Samaritan (Luke 10:30-37).  In fact, Luke is the only gospel writer who tells either of them.

· This parable comes right after two other parables about finding and rejoicing, the parable of the lost sheep (15:4-7) and the parable of the lost coin (15:8-10).  It is characteristic of Luke that one parable involves a man and one a woman.  Luke often pairs together stories or episodes in the life of Jesus in which men and women are featured equally.  He is unique among Gospel writers for the frequency and regularity with which he does this.  What point do you think he is trying to make?

· Jewish tradition provided for the younger to receive a third of the father’s estate. Normally divided up a death, the estate could be disbursed earlier, as in this case.  

· The wretchedness of the younger son is all the greater in a Jewish culture, in which to care for and to feed swine was tantamount to becoming a nobody (Lev 11:7, Isa 65:4).  

· Some modern scholars would prefer that this story be called “the Parable of the Loving Father” rather than its traditional name, the Parable of the Prodigal Son.  That’s because the Father is in fact the central point of the drama, as he holds out his open hands to both his sons.   

Going Deeper: More Thoughts on the Gospel of the week

This well-known parable is a perfect opportunity to think a bit more about parables, what they are and how they work.

‘Parable’ (parabolê) is a Greek word which means ‘to throw alongside’, or ‘to set beside’, indicating its function in comparing one thing to another, and through the comparison thus suggesting similarities or parallels.  It is not a word unique to the Bible.  For example, the Greek philosopher Aristotle regarded parable as a type of example used in argument—it is “the kind of example Socrates used: Public officials ought not to be selected by lot.  That is like using the lot to select athletes, instead of choosing those who are fit for the contest” (Rhet. 2.20.1393b3).          

In the New Testament it is used to translate the Old Testament Hebrew word, mashal.  In Hebrew this word covers a variety of things from a  proverb—‘Like a thornbush brandished by the hand of a drunkard is a proverb in the mouth of a fool’ (Prov 26:9), to a riddle or allegory—‘O mortal, propound a riddle, and speak an allegory [mashal] to the house of Israel. Say: Thus says the Lord GOD: A great eagle, with great wings and long pinions, rich in plumage of many colours, came to the Lebanon. He took the top of the cedar, broke off its topmost shoot; He carried it to a land of trade, set it in a city of merchants’ (Ezek 17:2-4), to traditional wisdom—‘I will open my mouth in a parable [mashal]; I will utter dark sayings from of old, things that we have heard and known, that our ancestors have told us’ (Psa 78:2-3), or an oracle—‘In the year that King Ahaz died this oracle [mashal] came:  Do not rejoice, all you Philistines, that the rod that struck you is broken, for from the root of the snake will come forth an adder, and its fruit will be a flying fiery serpent’  (Isa 14:28-29).  

But most often in the Old Testament and in the synoptic gospels it means a short narrative fiction, and is used to describe the stories that Jesus tells.  These stories gather up many elements of the OT meanings—they are often like allegories, at times they are proverbial, etc.  Most of all, they are like riddles,
And [Jesus] said to them [his disciples], “To you has been given the secret of the kingdom of God, but for those outside, everything comes in parables; in order that ‘they may indeed look, but not perceive, and may indeed listen, but not understand; so that they may not turn again and be forgiven.’” (Mark 4:11-12).  

The riddle hidden in Jesus’ parables is the Kingdom of God.  He uses stories, not factual statements, to portray it because the Kingdom is outside our experience.  We need to engage our imagination to grasp it.  
And the way that Jesus gets us to imagine the Kingdom is metaphor.  He tells us what the Kingdom of God is like.  (we are not going to get into a complicated discussion about the differences between metaphor, analogy and simile – all of them to varying degrees tells what one thing is like by comparing it with another.) Metaphor normally works by comparing things that we know and understand. For example,  ‘Hercules is a lion’, ‘The Archdeacon is a snake’.  These metaphors work because we already know the characteristics of a lion or snake. We can easily see how our experience of lions and snakes tells us something important about Hercules or archdeacons.  

Jesus’ use of metaphor is different:  “When a metaphor contains a radically new vision of the world it gives absolutely no information until after the hearer has entered into it and experienced it from the inside” (J.D. Crossan, In Parables, p. 13).  So, for example, “The kingdom of God is as if a king held a wedding feast for his son…” (Matt 22:2),  or “He also told this parable to some who trusted in themselves that they were righteous and regarded others with contempt: "Two men went up to the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the other a tax collector” (Luke 18:9-10).   Nothing we might know about kings or tax collectors prepares us for the reversals in the story. Who ever heard of a king behaving like that?  Who has ever of anything as crazy as a tax collector who is more holy than a Pharisee?  
We must participate in the metaphor first, through our imagination, imagining our way into the story Jesus tells first.  Only after we have done that, do we learn how surprising / how totally unlike anything we have experienced before the Kingdom of God is. 

And that is, of course, the whole point of the Parable of the Prodigal Son.  God is just as loving and forgiving and ready to rejoice with his wayward children as he is with those who never put a foot wrong. 
