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CCSY Evensong 17 June 2018 
 
Mark 4:13-23 
 
Why does he do it? 
 
Why does Jesus wreck a perfectly good parable with so much potential 
for nuance and multiple interpretations by giving a set-in-concrete and 
pretty darned obvious allegorical interpretation that locks us into a 
particular understanding of what he meant, even 2000 years later? 
 
Why bother with the parable in the first place? Why not just give us the 
teaching direct, and let us get on with it? Maybe that’s why tonight the 
lectionary has given us the interpretation without giving us the actual 
parable! Who can say? 
 
+++ 
 
As with everything in Jesus’ ministry and teachings in the Gospels, there 
is always more than one lesson to be learned, even when, as in this 
reading,  it appears that he is narrowing down the options for 
interpretation. Those who were at mass this morning and heard the 
parables that follow tonight’s second reading will be familiar with the 
richness of parabolic metaphor and some of its many applications, but 
those of us who sit here at evensong faced with Jesus’ disconnected 
interpretation of one that we didn’t hear this morning are faced with a 
different set of questions, options and possibilities from those our 
morning selves confronted. We are faced not with complex metaphors, 
but with the obvious, the simple, the clear. And that in itself provokes as 
many questions as it answers. 
 
+++ 
 
What is your religion like? Is it obvious, simple, clear? Or is it complex, 
questioning, full of options? 
 
If it’s the second of these, was there ever a time when it was the first? 
 
If we’re honest, I suspect that the answer for most of us is, yes, there was 
a time when I thought the world and God were thus and so, but now I 
am older and wiser, and I realise that there is more than one way to 
understand everything.  
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Good on us. Mature, wise us; full of guile, appropriately skeptical, 
liberal to a fault, inclusive, welcoming of difference, and above all, of 
course, correct, us. 
 
But what of that former us that we don’t like to talk about? The us who 
once needed things to be thus and so, the us who first came to faith 
through a pretty simple understanding, perhaps through the stories of 
Sunday School, or perhaps on an evangelical beach mission, or by a 
chance pastoral encounter that led us to read the Scriptures for the first 
time, or . . . , something else? 
 
+++ 
 
Churches like St Mary’s North Melbourne, Christ Church South Yarra 
and St Martin’s Hawksburn are, I think, pretty good at helping people 
move from the simple to the more complex; from answers to questions; 
from certainty to an appropriately doubt-tinged faith. That means that 
we are great at welcoming, incorporating, and helping to grow in faith 
those who turn up at our services with at least some basic 
understanding of what this Christianity thing is all about. We’re great, 
in other words, at helping people back into church, and perhaps 
especially so when people’s prior experiences have ended badly, or 
when a time of irreconcilable doubt led to walking away. We great at 
renewing Christians. And we should celebrate and affirm that. How 
good are we though, I genuinely wonder, at making NEW Christians? 
 
The simple fact is that those who come to faith for the first time, whether 
as children or as adults, often do so in a fairly straight-forward, simple 
and basic way. As with learning any new thing, you start with the 
basics, and work up. You learn your times-tables before anyone tries to 
teach you algebra. And as in maths, so in religion. We need to know 
that, to be aware of it, and to be unafraid to construct our missional 
strategies accordingly. 
 
I have lost count of the number of times I have been asked over the years 
why the more “hard and fast” style of Evangelical religion is seemingly 
on the ascendant in the Christian West, and why the liberal and Catholic 
Anglican stars, to take two close to home examples, are generally on the 
wane. My answer to this question is easy: many in the Evangelical world 
have clocked that to make new Christians you need to start basic, to 
offer simple answers to both simple and complex questions, to replace 
doubt with, if not certainty, then at least assurance. Those evangelical 
churches that are growing are often doing so because they have strong 
programmes for making new Christians. Churches like St Mary’s, St 
Martin’s and Christ Church are probably more likely to grow with 



 3 

programmes for re-making lapsed Christians, and that’s fine. But what 
might it look like, I sometimes wonder, if we were to find a way as well 
to start with the basics, and to grow new Christians in large numbers as 
part of our parish missional strategies? Indeed, can I ask, how might 
you, as an individual congregation member in such a parish, contribute 
to a strategy for welcoming the genuine newcomer into faith? 
 
Might it just be that we would all need to take a leaf out of Jesus’ book, 
in the readings we had this morning and this evening. We need to – we 
must – continue to offer parables, complex and multi-layered stories, 
that appeal to those who already hold a questioning and nuanced faith, 
and that provide for multiple interpretations and understandings. But 
perhaps alongside that complexity there remains room for the sort of 
clear, directive interpretation that assists those young in faith at least to 
be sufficiently up to speed that they can stick with the journey.  
 
“For there is nothing hid, except to be made manifest; nor is anything 
secret, except to come to light. If anyone has ears to hear, let them 
listen.” 
 
The Lord be with you. 
 
 
- Craig D’Alton 


