
Walk Beside Me -- Proper 20A 
 

“The last will be first, and the first will be last,” Jesus is 
quoted as saying, time and again.  This is not like the 
brutality of the ancient Mayan ball game Poc-ta-Poc,  
wherein the winner of the game had the privilege of 
being sacrificed to the deity in an ultimate honor. But 
neither is it entirely different.  

“Whoever wishes to save his life will lose it; but 
whoever loses his life for my sake and for the sake of 
the Gospel will find it.” Jesus is not trying to lure us into 
a way of life and a goal of death that will result in pain 
and disappointment. He merely wants to reiterate the 
spiritual reality of the human condition for us: Hard as 
it is to accept, our earthly preservation and self-interest 
is cosmically a lower priority than whatever else there 
is to do amongst our fellow human beings.  

Certainly the Mayans had a similar thought in mind: 
dying for the greater good was more virtuous than 
living for the self. Does this mean each year’s Super 
Bowl champs ought to self-immolate? No.  But, if that’s 
all we’re interested in, being on top of the world, no 
matter how gloriously, can only make the rest of one’s 
life pale by comparison.  As Yip Harburg liked to say, 
“Virtue is it’s own revenge.” Perhaps the glory of 
winning the Super Bowl might earn one the right to 
permanently withdraw from the limelight and live 
thenceforth in service to others. What a concept! 



“Virtue is its own reward, and brings with it the truest 
and highest pleasure; but if we cultivate it only for 
pleasure's sake, we are selfish, not compassionate, and 
will never achieve the pleasure we desire.” So wrote  
John Henry Newman, the great Anglican theologian.  

We simply cannot count on the results of our own 
imaginings, let alone our own plans, if they are oriented 
towards individual pleasure, accomplishment and 
triumph. That way is a de facto dead end. Jesus uses the 
paradoxes of his storytelling to illustrate this truth: 
gospel means good news. Each day’s dawning offers a 
new array of events and permutations of opportunity to 
work for peace. The scene changes continually, so only 
our attitude towards communal life matters. “The slow 
one now will later be fast, as the present now will later 
be past.  The order is rapidly fadin’ and the first one 
now will later be last; for the times they are a-changin.” 

The word ‘parable’ comes from the greek para 
(alongside) and ballo (to throw). So it is something that 
is thrown alongside. Like when you’re driving on the 
highway and a train is going alongside you faster or 
slower. Sometimes, you can even see people riding 
along. They’re traveling too. Sometimes sitting 
backwards. Parabolo is unlike the word Diablo which 
combines ballo with dia (across) something thrown 
across your path so that you are in danger of stumbling 
over it, para ballo (parable) is something thrown 
alongside your path, so that you can recognize some 
aspect of your own journey or experience, of your life, in 
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the parable and it can propel you forward. At one point 
Matthew says, “Jesus told the crowds many things, in 
parables; he told them nothing that was not in 
parables.”  

When Greco-Roman culture got ahold of the parables of 
Jesus, they tried to turn them into full-blown allegories, 
with every aspect of each parable and every character 
in each story assumed to be representative of some 
aspect or character in human society. But that approach 
to understanding and employing the parables is untrue 
to their origins in 1st century Palestine.  Neither are the 
parables simple illustrations of single points or 
proverbial phrases. They are not guides to religion, they 
are illustrations of life, compact and typically complex 
human narratives that parallel life experience but veer 
from expectation. Much like our dreams. 

As the interpretation of dreams can help us understand 
our inner lives better and thus get along better with 
ourselves, the interpretation of parables will help us get 
along with others. Jesus uses parables to help us get 
used to companionship and neighbor love. Instead of 
saying, “Do this. Do that,” he illustrates how life works 
and invites us to take a stab at living well. “The Kingdom 
of Heaven is like… so and so.” If we get used to relating 
to stories that run parallel to our own story, we will 
have a lot better chance of relating to the lives that are 
running parallel to ours, the lives of our fellow 
passengers, our compañeros, our neighbors. 



At first, just as with our dreams, we might tend to 
respond to Jesus’ parables with some form of, “Huh? 
Sorry? or WTH? (What the heck?). Jesus even teases his 
disciples a little about this: “I tell them everything in 
parables so that they will not understand.” Jesus is not 
interested in giving formulas. When someone demands 
a formula, he does provide one: “Sell everything you 
have, give the money to the poor and follow me,” is the 
formula for eternal life, for example. “Turn the other 
cheek,” is another. “Love the Lord your God with all 
your heart, soul, mind, and strength,” is the formula for 
fulfilling the law and the prophets. Perhaps you’ve 
noticed that none of these plans is very doable, much 
less likely. Jesus knows this as well as we do. His 
formulas are goals for approaching perfection, but he 
knows perfectly well none of us is going to achieve 
anything like perfection. He is much more interested in 
training us to think parabolically ourselves, to recognize 
something in the lives of those who travel alongside us, 
so that we can behave as helpful, loving companions 
towards one another. This is the way he would have us 
follow. This is the way to love God. 

Ronald Peters writes, “The integrity of our relationship 
to God is inextricably tied to the integrity of our 
compassion and accountability for the welfare of those 
around us.”  We may not be able to turn the parables 
into formulas immediately upon hearing them, or 
indeed ever. But listening to them and pondering what 
they might hold for us in the way of resonance and 
creative possibility will give us direction along our 



Christian journeys, a better means of navigating what 
Salman Rushdie has called “The Ocean of the Streams of 
Story.” 

Hear what Henri Nouwen said: “God always calls. To 
hear that call and allow it to guide our actions requires 
discipline in order to prevent ourselves remaining and 
becoming spiritually deaf . There are so may voices 
calling for our attention and so many distracting us that 
a serious effort is necessary if we are to become and 
remain sensitive to the divine presence in our lives.  

One point of today’s parable is God’s generosity when it 
comes to eternal life and grace.  One person is never 
given less than another of that. Even a deathbed 
repentence is sufficient to put one in right relationship 
with God.  There is no room for envy or measurement of 
those who have received grace at a different time or 
place than yourself.  Don’t judge their pleasure or their 
pain. It’s absurd. “They got to have fun, while I was 
behaving” is not a useful way to self awareness. 

God spreads an even amount of spiritual fulfillment 
over the whole of humanity. Nobody is first or last. 
Contrast this with the way humanity takes care of itself, 
employing a strict hierarchy of who has what; it’s called 
money. God’s grace is the opposite of what humanity 
does in this regard. God’s grace is like the manna that, 
frostlike, covers everything.   Or like the quails that are 
everywhere, with just enough for everyone for today 



and twice on Sunday. Those who gather more than they 
need for today see it rot and grow worms. 

To follow God’s lead, the generosity of our love should 
be so wide that it confounds the world. It should be 
freely given, even allowing ourselves to be taken 
advantage of. We can show the world what we know: 
the laws of calculation, resource economy, currency 
manipulation and control have been abolished by Christ 
and now we are living by grace. 
 


