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Our scripture lessons this morning provided grounding for a week of Choir Camp for our 

children and youth this past week. The lesson from Mark’s gospel is preceded by a variety of 

parables that Jesus tells in this chapter. As the chapter begins, Jesus is teaching beside the Sea of 

Galilee.  He begins by telling the crowds that have gathered a parable about a sower who scatters 

seed on a variety of grounds. In the story, some of the seeds fall on the path, only to be eaten by 

the birds; other seeds fall on rocky ground where they spring up quickly and later dry out 

because they cannot develop deep roots; still others fall among thorns only to be choked out; and 

some fall on good ground, producing miraculous yields. 

 

The first moment that Jesus is alone with the disciples following his telling of the parable of the 

sower, they want to know what in the world he is saying. They are trying to figure out the 

parable. They want to make sense of it and apply it to their lives. Mark tells us that Jesus 

explained it to them. Jesus then went on to describe why he speaks in parables as well to describe 

the kingdom of God using a variety of parables, including the parables of a lampstand as well as 

a mustard seed. 

 

Mark’s story of Jesus and these kingdom parables comes to a point where Mark tells us just how 

often Jesus spoke in parables and gives us a hint at the reason why Jesus told so many stories in 

parables. In Mark 4:33-34, the gospel writer tells us, “With many such parables, he [Jesus] spoke 

the word to them, as they were able to hear it; he did not speak to them except in parables, but he 

explained everything in private to his disciples.”1   

 

* * * * * 

 

One of my favorite characters from Batman when I was growing up was always the Riddler. If 

you could solve Riddler’s word puzzles, you knew what would happen next in the story and 

could see how Batman would stop him before he got started with whatever evil deed he was 

plotting next for Gotham City. I both loved and loved to hate Riddler. If I understood his riddle, I 

was thrilled because I knew what was going to happen next, as if somehow I could stop his 

dastardly deed while I was waiting for Batman to figure it out. On the other hand, when I 

couldn’t understand him, I was frustrated, feeling as if I was somehow missing out on something 

important. 
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That’s often how it is with a riddle, isn’t it? You search for the secret meaning that has everyone 

else scratching their heads until you find it and feel let in on the secret. 

 

As faithful disciples of Jesus Christ, we understand that Jesus didn’t speak in riddles. Rather, 

Jesus told parables, or stories that help us to get to some deeper meaning that Jesus is trying to 

convey to his original disciples and to us. We have figured out most of the parables from many 

years of hearing them preached by pastors and others who have given us the secret exegetical 

meaning of the story. This is the work of any good preacher—to dive deep into the story and 

make it meaningful for us today. 

 

If we look at our lesson today, it seems not only to be our work as preachers, but also what Jesus 

does with his disciples as well in Mark’s gospel. Earlier in this chapter, Jesus takes the time to 

bring the disciples on the inside of the story. In doing so, they get to the heart of the meaning, or 

so it seems. So Jesus tells them the parable and then explains the hidden meaning, or message, 

for them. It’s almost like when you tell children a tale and then give them the moral of the story. 

 

For instance, we learned the importance of telling the truth at all times from the story of the boy 

who cried wolf. Or we learned that “slow and steady wins the race” from the story of the tortoise 

and the hare. We may have picked up from the story of King Midas that “greed can cause us to 

lose that which is most valuable to us” as King Midas touches those he loves and they turn to 

lifeless gold statues. Children’s tales are filled with morals to the stories that we know. When 

you got the moral of the story, then you could apply it to your life. 

 

This seems to be the essence of parables for us, as well, in the life of Jesus and his disciples. We 

read these stories of Jesus and immediately rush to answer the question, “So what does he mean 

by this?” We’re ready to do the work to apply the story to our lives right away. With the 

disciples, we’re looking for the inside scoop. If Jesus explains the parable for them and for us, 

it’s easier and we can move on to the next life lesson. 

 

If we were to look up the definition of a parable in the dictionary, we might find that it is 

described as “a short allegorical story designed to illustrate or teach some truth, religious 

principle, or moral lesson” or “a statement or comment that conveys a meaning indirectly by the 

use of comparison, analogy, or the like.”2 It’s natural, then, that we might dive in to discover the 

meaning of the parable, or the allegory, so that we might apply its moral truth to our lives as 

faithful disciples of Jesus Christ. We’re appropriately curious about the “moral of the story.” Of 

course, we want to “get it,” to understand the deep meaning that the parable holds for the 

disciples and for us. 

 

Karoline Lewis, associate professor of preaching and the Marbury E. Anderson chair of biblical 

preaching at Luther Seminary in Saint Paul, Minnesota, suggests, however, that one of the 

problems we experience in understanding parables is our “endless attempts at allegory” which 

seek to explain them, or “tame” them. She tells us that Jesus does this a lot, and his disciples, 

both then and now, love it when he takes the time to explain the story because “We lack a certain 

amount of patience when it comes to letting parables work.”3 It’s almost as if we want the instant 

gratification of getting to the heart of the matter for us. I wonder if it’s the same euphoric sense 
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of accomplishment that comes from solving a riddle or figuring out the answer to a question that 

has us stumped for some time. 

 

Lewis goes on to state that: 

 

…at their etymological core, parables are not linear interpretive exercises. A 

parable is something that is thrown alongside—para, alongside, and bole, from 

the root ballein, to throw or cast. When you place something alongside something 

else, you have just made problematic a meeting of the two. Think of something as 

simple as parallel lines. They will never meet. Likewise the parables and that 

which we put alongside them may never meet either, as hard as we try. Rather, 

there is a constant alignment that forces you to go back and forth between the two. 

As a result, interpretation lies in a mutual, reciprocal, even circular motion and 

not in a one-to-one, end result expectation. This means not only will you see the 

kingdom God differently, you may also see the parable differently. And if neither 

will ever meet along their parallel journey, there may be no end to what you see.4 

 

I’ve often said that the parables that Jesus tells are layered with meaning. The point is not to 

discover the meaning and apply it once and for all as if we then have the only authoritative 

answer for the text. Rather it is like peeling of the skin of an onion. Just when you think you’ve 

peeled off a layer and gotten to the core, you discover that there is another layer waiting beneath 

it. To listen to a parable requires an openness to discovering something deeper each time you 

hear it. Every interpretation of the lesson takes us as faithful disciples of Jesus Christ that much 

deeper into understanding not only the “moral of the story,” but also the values of our faith. 

 

Lewis suggests that parables can be “rather unsettling.” If they are unsettling, it’s no wonder that 

Jesus used them to describe the kingdom of God which he is bringing with his very presence into 

the world. We work hard to understand that which appears on the surface to be simple stories 

with simple meanings until we discover that there is something deeper to them. She says, “to 

walk alongside the kingdom of God means that sometimes we will be able to catch glimpses of 

its meaning and sometimes we won’t.”5 

 

As I was thinking about this understanding of parables throughout the past week, I wondered if 

it’s any different than our own faith stories that we tell. Aren’t we always seeking to understand 

why things happen in life the way that they do? Sometimes, it seems as if we are always seeking 

to understand a deeper meaning for experiences in life. If somehow we had all of our “why’s” 

answered, we might be able to more fully accept and appreciate the whole of our life’s journey.  

Yet, years of life experience, diving deeper in the questions, and following on the journey of 

faith often leaves us with more questions, doesn’t it? Could it be that a part of life is living with 

our questions? Living into the answers? Living into the story? Living our lives as parables cast 

alongside those of others that together we might catch glimpses of the kingdom of God? 

 

Earlier this month, as our team of 17 youth were headed down to Costa Rica, I found myself 

looking over our plan for the week. We were going to do some more work on the parsonage, to 

spend some time in mission with area youth, and to visit the children’s home. Early in our week 
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as we arrived at our destination, we discovered that like us, many of the area youth were on 

vacation at this time of year. 

 

Right away, our schedule had to be adapted from what we thought we’d be doing. That was no 

problem for this preacher. I was prepared for this. My first devotion on a mission trip with new 

teams is almost always the same. I love to give a devotion where I share that I have only three 

rules on a mission trip. I like to keep it simple. The first rule is “Be flexible.” You never know 

what might happen unexpectedly. Sometimes supplies are slow to arrive. The second is “Be 

flexible.” Sometimes what you thought you’d be working on and what you actually do are two 

different things. There will be people who work before and after us, so the work will be 

accomplished. If you are engaged in a conversation with someone from the area, that is more 

important than anything else. And the third rule is, “Be flexible.” Remember, “flexible people 

never get bent out of shape.” I learned the devotion from some of my own favorite missionaries. 

 

I love to share that devotion. On the other hand, I also have to live it from time to time. The 

worker who was helping us out on our site wasn’t prepared for how quickly a group of 23 people 

could sand and paint a building inside and out. So when we had to wait for extra materials, I 

found myself twiddling my thumbs, thinking of all we could accomplish if we had what we 

needed for the day. 

 

When we found out the local youth wouldn’t be present, we arranged for an afternoon later in the 

week teaching a Bible story, singing songs, playing games, and sharing a snack with the children 

of the community. That day, however, it rained and we guessed that the children wouldn’t come 

if it was raining as hard as it was. As I began to wonder what we’d do to stay occupied on a rainy 

day, two children showed up who walked a half an hour in the rain just to spend time with our 

youth team. A few minutes later, a few carloads of children showed up. Before we knew it, the 

rain stopped and we were able to go outside at exactly the right moment with the kids. 

 

Later in the week, as I was wondering how long we’d have to wait to get our supplies, one of our 

youth said, “Perhaps this is what we were supposed to do this week. Perhaps, we were just 

supposed to get the parsonage sanded and painted and play with some kids in town as well as 

those at the children’s village earlier in the week.” Somehow, hauntingly, I heard my “be 

flexible” message come back to me in a new way. 

 

You see, friends, our lives are filled with parables. There are not always simple answers to our 

questions, but deeper meanings that we learn to discover when we have the flexibility to live 

with our questions; to live into the layers of meaning that God has for us. 

 

This week is Choir Camp Sunday. Throughout the week, our children and youth have been 

listening to a variety of parables that Jesus told to his disciples. By your support for this amazing 

ministry, you have been casting the stories of Jesus alongside our children and youth, that they 

may see the glimpses of the kingdom of God. 

 

This morning some of our young people have shared what Choir Camp has meant to them. 

There, at camp, some have said that “They felt God” for the first time in their lives. Others have 

shared how much they have grown and are able to speak in front of us this morning because of 
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how much camp has changed their lives. This morning, they are casting their stories alongside 

ours and we have caught glimpses of the kingdom of God in them as they have at camp. 

 

The psalmist says, “I will sing of loyalty and of justice; to you, O Lord, I will sing.”6 How might 

our lives sing a story of God’s love and work in our lives in such a way that we might cast the 

story, cast the kingdom of God, alongside the lives of our friends and neighbors in the world that 

they, too, might catch a glimpse of the kingdom? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
1 Mark 4:33-34, NRSV. 
2 https://www.dictionary.com/browse/parable 
3 http://www.workingpreacher.org/craft.aspx?post=3640 
4 Ibid. 
5 Ibid. 
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