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Early Christians used a rhetorical distinction between Jesus' "plain speech" and

his speechin"parables" in order to mark social boundaries. Both the Fourth
Gospel and the Apocryphon of James record a saying in which Jesus promises

that his speaking in parables will give way to plain speech. In the Gospel of John,

this distinction marks the separation of the Johannine sect, for whom all of Jesus
speechis plain, from the wider Jewish community, for whom his speechis in
parables, at a time when the nascent Christians are turning Jesus' oral speech
into a written text. The Ap. Jas., written after a wide variety of Jesus literature had
begunto circulate, differentiates between discrete units of Jesus' speech: some
sayings are plain, others in parables. Analogously, it distinguishes two kinds of
Christians: the majority, who remain at the level of plain speech, and an educated
elite, a "textual community," which deciphers the meaning of Jesus' parables.
The career of a dominical saying illustrates the transitionin early Christian history

from Jewish sectto diverse movement, from an oral to a written culture.

Early Christian writings sometimes present Jesus'teachings as obscure
or offensive and attempt to explain these qualities. The Gospel of Mark,
forexample, claims that to "outsiders" Jesus spoke in enigmatic
parables, but to his disciples he gave the "secret of the kingdom of God"
(Mk4.10-12). [End Page 187] T his simple insider-outsider distinction
proved difficult to maintain, however, since the tradition knew instances
in which even the disciples could not understand the meaning of what
Jesus said (e.g., Mk 8.14-21). In writings like the Fourth Gospeland the
Gospel of Thomas, Jesus' words are so odd that the disciples respond
with questions of frustration: "Who are you, since you say these things to
us?" (Gos. Thom. 43).1 It is appropriate that the author of the Fourth
Gospel places his version of Peter's confessionina context in which the
obscure and offensive character of Jesus'sayings has driven away some
of the disciples; Peter's confessionfocuses onadherence to Jesus'
words, no matterhow strange they might be: "Lord, to whom shall we
go? You have the words of eternallife" (Jn 6.66-68). Later Christians, such
as Origen, turned necessity into virtue, claiming that Jesus and his
apostles deliberately left some teachings vague orobscure inorderto
enable intellectually gifted Christians to advance in spiritual knowledge

through biblical interpretation; the obscurity of Jesus'sayings justified
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the existence of the schoolroom and its academic elite withinthe

Christian community.

This laterexample suggests that obscurity and perspicuity are not
intrinsic qualities that belong to texts and sayings as such, but rhetorical
categories that groups invoke inorderto do such things as claim or
challenge privileged status withrespect to other groups (e.g., to those
people, these words are obscure; but to us, they are clear).? What, then,
were earlier Christians, those at the beginning of the process of turning
Jesus'sayings into writtentexts, doing when they claimed that certain
teachings of Jesus were obscure and yet clearto them? The questionis
not what they thought certain "obscure" sayings individually meant, but
how they understood obscurity itself and used the rhetoric of obscurity

and perspicuity to differentiate themselves from others. [End Page 188]

A striking parallelbetween the Gospelof John and the Apocryphon of
James suggests that it would be fruitfulto compare how these two early
Christian works approach this issue. Both works contain versions of a
single dominical saying, which has connections wit h sayings inthe
Synoptic Gospels as well (cf. Mk4.11-12,32-34 par.):

"I have said these things toyouin  "lIbeganbyspeaking withyouin
parables;the houris coming when parables,and youdid not

Ishallno longerspeakto youin understand. Now lamspeaking
parables buttellyouinplain withyouopenly,and youdo not

speechofthe Father." (Jn 16.25) perceive." (Ap. Jas...
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Parables and Plain Speech
in the Fourth Gospel and the
Apocryphon of James
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and ks speech m “parabla™ m order to mark social boundaries. Both the
Fourth Crampe] and the Apocryplon of James recond 3 saving in which Jenus
promses that hs spamkmng in parables will give way o plain speech. In the
Crompel of John, this distinction marks the separation of the Johannme sect, for
whasm all of Jous’ speech is plain, from the wider Jewnh community, for
whom hs speech 5 m parables, at o e when the nascent Chnstians are
turnmg Jesus’ oral speech mio a wotten text, The Ap. Jos, written after a
wide varety of Jeus literature had begun to arculate, differentiates betorcen
discrete units of Jens” speech: some saymgs are plain, others in parables
Analogous by, it deimgushes two kinds of Chostians: the majonn, whe eman
at the level of pham speech, and an educated ebite, 3 “rexwiual commuaniry,”
which decphen the meanmg of jeus" parables. The career of a dominical
saymg ilustrates the transition in early Chratian hatory from jewish sect to
diverse movement, from an oral o 3 written culture,

Early Christian writings sometimes present Jesis” teachings as obscure or
otfensive and areempt 1o explain these qualities. The Gospel of Mark, for
example, claims thatro “ousidens™ Jesus spoke in engmaric pambles, bur
to his disciples he gave the “secrer of the kingdom of God™ (Mk 4.10-12).
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grateful to Wime Meels and to my foemer colleagues at Concordia College
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from dEcnssion at meetmgs of the Social Heoey of Formarme Chrstiaminy and
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ki mvierion) snd of $e North Anserican Parrsnics Sociany. The fimal producy owes
much to Bert Harnll and rwo anonymos reviewers bw ths joomal, Translarons
teoam ancent soifces are my own unlews otherwne nowed.
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