
CHRIST CHURCH CATHEDRAL • GRAFTON

Pink Parables
A VOICE PRINT OF JESUS
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Perspectives on Jesus

Village 
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Judaism

Actions 
Events 
Travel

Christ 
Emmanuel 
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Sayings 
Parables 
Prayers
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The sayings come first
In the beginning was the word …

• Immense historical value 

• Represent why Jesus ‘got out of bed 
in the morning’ 

• Remembered, repeated, preserved 

• Major genre of early Christian 
literature 

• Comprise unique legacy of Jesus 

• Still meaningful today

Sayings  

Parables  

Prayers
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Parables
Literary DNA

• Use metaphor or simile 

• Exploit everyday life or nature  

• Counter intuitive twist 

• Never explained or interpreted  

• Self-contained narratives  

• Clearly oral compositions  

• Minimal words used 

• Concrete & vivid images
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The 16 pink parables
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• Jesus Seminar voting process 

• Modified from ‘red letter Bible’ concept 

• Focus discussion on an outcome 

• Measure academic consensus 

• Newsworthy 

• Controversial 

Pink parables?
Ideas rather than words
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Jesus Seminar Voting

• CORE QUESTION Did Jesus say (do) this? 

• RED    Strongly agree 

• PINK    Cautious agreement  

• GRAY    Cautious disagreement 

• BLACK   Strongly disagree

Red – Pink – Gray – Black
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The pink parables

• 16 of 33 parables (cf: 5 x red, 6 gray, 6 black) 

• Largest set of the parables attributed to Jesus 

• Found across all early Christian gospels (except John & Secret James) 

• In each each case about 50% were voted pink 

• Some versions of same parable voted differently in various examples

An echo of the Master’s voice?
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Mustard Seed

• Mustard seed – a Jesus original  

• Conventional symbol for God’s kingdom a large tree (Ezek 17:22–23; 31:2–6; Dan 4)

Q - Thomas - Mark - Matthew - Luke
Thus says the Lord GOD: 
 I myself will take a sprig 
  from the lofty top of a cedar; 
  I will set it out. 
 I will break off a tender one 
  from the topmost of its young twigs; 
 I myself will plant it 
  on a high and lofty mountain. 
23  On the mountain height of Israel 
  I will plant it, 
 in order that it may produce boughs and bear fruit, 
  and become a noble cedar. 
 Under it every kind of bird will live; 
  in the shade of its branches will nest 
  winged creatures of every kind.

• We can see the original metaphor being adjusted over time 

• Thom 20: ‘a great plant’ 

• Mark 4: “greatest of all shrubs’ 

• Matt 13: “greatest of all shrubs and becomes a tree” 

• Luke 13: “a tree” 

• Power of established tradition to reshape memory

With what can we compare the kingdom of God, 
or what parable will we use for it? 31 It is like a 
mustard seed, which, when sown upon the 
ground, is the smallest of all the seeds on earth; 
32 yet when it is sown it grows up and becomes 
the greatest of all shrubs, and puts forth large 
branches, so that the birds of the air can make 
nests in its shade.
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The Leaven (Yeast)

• Leaven or yeast – another Jesus original  

• Yeast is inherently impure in Jewish ritual codes (Feast of Unleavened Bread) 

• Again we can see the original metaphor being adjusted by various witnesses 

• This time an earlier versions (Thom) rated pink 

• Slippage of focus from yeast as the symbol to “a certain woman” (Sarah?)

Thomas - Matthew - Luke

Abraham hastened into the tent to 
Sarah, and said, “Make ready 
quickly three measures of choice 
flour, knead it, and make cakes.” 
(Genesis 18:6 NRSV)

• Adds contrast of small beginning v big outcomes “large loaves” 

• “kingdom of the Father” is typical Thomas expression 

• Matt & Luke preserve Q “three measures of flour” (Sarah?) 

• Stay with fermenting (not size of loaves being baked)

Jesus [said], The Father's imperial rule is like 
[a] woman who took a little leaven, 
[hid] it in dough,  
and made it into large loaves of bread.
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The empty jar

• Unique to Thomas (how many other things said by Jesus were lost?) 

Jesus said, The [Father's] imperial rule is like a woman who was carrying a [jar] full of 
meal. While she was walking along [a] distant road, the handle of the jar broke and 
the meal spilled behind her [along] the road. She didn't know it; she hadn't noticed a 
problem. When she reached her house, she put the jar down and discovered that it 
was empty. 

• Reverses expected outcomes (sounds like Jesus) 

• May be a parody of ‘bottomless’ jar in 1 Kings 17

Thomas 97

Then the word of the LORD came to him, saying, “Go now to Zarephath, which 
belongs to Sidon, and live there; for I have commanded a widow there to feed you.” So 
he set out and went to Zarephath. When he came to the gate of the town, a widow 
was there gathering sticks; he called to her and said, “Bring me a little water in a vessel, 
so that I may drink.” As she was going to bring it, he called to her and said, “Bring me a 
morsel of bread in your hand.” But she said, “As the LORD your God lives, I have 
nothing baked, only a handful of meal in a jar, and a little oil in a jug; I am now 
gathering a couple of sticks, so that I may go home and prepare it for myself and my 
son, that we may eat it, and die.” Elijah said to her, “Do not be afraid; go and do as you 
have said; but first make me a little cake of it and bring it to me, and afterwards make 
something for yourself and your son. For thus says the LORD the God of Israel: The 
jar of meal will not be emptied and the jug of oil will not fail until the day that the 
LORD sends rain on the earth.” She went and did as Elijah said, so that she as well as 
he and her household ate for many days. (1Kings 17:8–15 NRSV)
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The treasure

• Unique to Matthew within NT (but variant form in Thomas) 

The kingdom of heaven is like treasure hidden in a field, which someone found and hid; 
then in his joy he goes and sells all that he has and buys that field. 

• Brevity > oral character 

• Deceptive behaviour offends norms (sounds like Jesus) 

• Exaggeration (sells all that he has) 

• Possibly example of Jesus’ humour 

• Thomas version more developed (I would vote Gray)

Matthew 13:44 – Thomas 109
Jesus said, The (Father's) imperial rule is like a person who had a 
treasure in his field but did not know it. And [when] he died he left 
it to his [son]. The son [did] not know (about it either). He took 
over the field and sold it. The buyer went plowing, [discovered] the 
treasure, and began to lend money at interest to whomever he 
wished.
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The lost coin

• Unique to Luke, where it follows the Lost Sheep and precedes the Prodigal Son 

Or what woman having ten silver coins, if she loses one of them, does not light a lamp, 
sweep the house, and search carefully until she finds it? When she has found it, she 
calls together her friends and neighbors, saying, 'Rejoice with me, for I have found the 
coin that I had lost.'  

• Derived from observation of everyday life (not from biblical texts) 

• Exaggerated efforts and especially the response (indiscriminate joy) 

• Similar to the adjacent parables in many ways

Luke 15:8–9

Which one of you, having a hundred sheep and losing one of them, 
does not leave the ninety-nine in the wilderness and go after the 
one that is lost until he finds it? When he has found it, he lays it on 
his shoulders and rejoices. And when he comes home, he calls 
together his friends and neighbors, saying to them, 'Rejoice with 
me, for I have found my sheep that was lost.’ (Luke 15:4–7) 

But we had to celebrate and rejoice, because this brother of yours 
was dead and has come to life; he was lost and has been found. 
(Luke 15:32)
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The sower

• Very widely attested – including First Letter of Clement 

Jesus said, "Look, the sower went out, took a handful (of seeds), and scattered (them). 
Some fell on the road, and the birds came and gathered them. Others fell on rock, and 
they didn't take root in the soil and didn't produce heads of grain. Others fell on thorns, 
and they choked the seeds and worms ate them. And others fell on good soil, and it 
produced a good crop: it yielded sixty per measure and one hundred twenty per 
measure.  (Thomas 9) 

• Thomas is least developed form of the story 

• Explanation found only in NT versions  

• Singular point is the abundance of the harvest not the faults of the seeds/soils

Thomas - Mark - Matthew - Luke - 1 Clement

The sower sows the word. These are the ones on the path 
where the word is sown: when they hear, Satan immediately 
comes and takes away the word that is sown in them. And 
these are the ones sown on rocky ground: when they hear 
the word, they immediately receive it with joy. But they have 
no root, and endure only for a while; then, when trouble or 
persecution arises on account of the word, immediately 
they fall away. And others are those sown among the thorns: 
these are the ones who hear the word, but the cares of the 
world, and the lure of wealth, and the desire for other things 
come in and choke the word, and it yields nothing. And 
these are the ones sown on the good soil: they hear the 
word and accept it and bear fruit, thirty and sixty and a 
hundredfold.
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Adding colour to Jesus

• Sayings add colour and content to dogmatic ‘sketch’ of Jesus 

• Parables are at the very heart of the sayings tradition 

• They may not be actual words of Jesus (only preserved Greek) 

• But they represent both his personal faith and his message 

• Put aside Paul et al talking about Jesus (mostly ‘Christ’ not ‘Jesus’) 

• Listen to Jesus speaking about God and us 

• Imagine if we lived as if God was in charge, says Jesus  

• Red & Pink parables preserve voice print of Jesus even if not his actual words

Beyond B&W dogma


