
Allegory and Letters 
Session 8 



The Direction of Intention 
 

My God, give me the grace 
 to perform this action with you 

 and through love for you. 
In advance, I offer to you  
all the good that I will do  

and accept all the difficulty I may meet therein. 

 
Our Lady of Good Counsel, Pray for us. 

St. Francis de Sales, Pray for us 



 What is a parable? 
 How should a parable be interpreted? 
 What is an allegory? 
 Why are some parables interpreted as though 

they were allegories in Scripture? 
 How is it possible that a sermon that grew up 

in the early church might be attributed to 
Jesus in the Gospel? 

 



 Literal level: About the past, the historical 
Jesus who lived on earth for 33 years, was 
crucified, and rose from the dead. 

 Allegorical level: About the present, the 
risen Christ who is sacramentally present 
and active in the contemporary church. 

  



 7 mighty signs that Jesus performs 
 Spiritual reality underlying those 7 signs 
 Dialogues that John interweaves among the 

signs in order for readers to interpret the 
allegory he is presenting. 
 



 Overview of the Christian’s spiritual journey 
experienced through sacramental life in the 
church. 

1. Our spiritual birth takes place at baptism through 
which we are cleansed (cleansing of the temple) and 
become part of Christ’s body, the church. 

2. To continue our new life we must have faith in 
Christ. 

3. We must believe in Christ’s power to forgive sins. 



 Overview of the Spiritual Journey (cont.) 

4. We must be nourished through the Eucharist. 

5. We must know that Christ is with us. 

6. We must walk in Christ’s light. 

7. Our spiritual journey ends not in death but in 
eternal life. 



 Literal level: Jesus, his mother, and his 
disciples attend a wedding in Cana. 

 Allegorical level: the relationship between 
God and God’s people 

 Wedding: familiar metaphor for the relationship 
between God and God’s chosen people. 



MATERIAL SIGN  

 6 stone water jars that hold 
the water used for Jewish 
ritual washings 

 Jars are empty 
 
 

 Jesus has the servants fill 
these jars with water, and 
the water becomes 
something completely 
different – wine.  

 

SPIRITUAL SIGNIFICANCE 

 old law 
 
 

 old way way of relating to 
God (obedience to the law) 
no longer effective 

 Jesus has initiated a new 
covenant, one entered 
through baptism and 
continually celebrated 
through the Eucharist. 



MATERIAL SIGN  

 Jesus addresses his mother as 
“woman” both here and at his 
crucifixion. 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 Jesus becomes physically 
present to his contemporaries 
through his mother (it is through 
her that Jesus receives the 
request to reveal his glory). 

SPIRITUAL SIGNIFICANCE 

 Just as in the Genesis account 
“the woman,” Eve, is the mother 
of all the living, so in this new 
creation Jesus’ mother becomes 
the mother of all the living 
because she gave birth to Jesus, 
who brough new life to all of 
creation. 
 

 Jesus becomes sacramentally 
present to John’s 
contemporaries through 
baptism and Eucharist in the 
church (also represented by his 
mother). 
 
 



In order to avoid arbitrariness, we must demonstrate that 
the invitation to understand the account allegorically comes 
from John 
 The literary technique that John uses to help the reader 

see the allegorical significance of his signs is dialogue. 
 Through dialogue John creates situation after situation in 

which Jesus speaks of a concrete reality in order to teach a 
spiritual reality. 

 In each instance the person to whom Jesus is speaking 
misunderstands. The listener takes Jesus’ words literally 
rather than symbolically. This misunderstanding gives 
Jesus, and John, the opportunity to clarify the deeper 
meaning of Jesus ‘words. 



Wedding feast of Cana is followed by 2 
conversations in which Jesus is misunderstood 
because his audience is not able to think 
allegorically: 

1. “Destroy this temple, and in 3 days I will raise it 
up.” 

2. “Very truly, I tell you, no one can see the 
kingdom of God without being born from 
above.” 



 Literal level: Feeding of the multitude with 
the barley loaves and fishes 

 Allegorical level: Through the Eucharist the 
church is and will always be nourished. 

 



MATERIAL SIGN  

 Time is shortly before the 
feast of Passover 
 
 
 
 
 

 The limited gifts of the 
people (loaves and fishes) are 
multiplied so that there is 
more than enough to feed the 
whole crowd. 12 baskets are 
left over. 

SPIRITUAL SIGNIFICANCE 

 Jesus initiated a new 
covenant celebration at his 
last Passover meal with his 
disciples. Jewish rituals are 
being replaced by Christian 
ritual. 

 The number 12 recalls the 12 
tribes and the 12 apostles. It 
represents the whole church. 

 



 In John’s account of Jesus’ last supper with the 
disciples, no mention is made of the institution 
of the Eucharist (John 13:1-17:26) 

 Why not? 

 John has already established Christ’s presence in the 
Eucharist through his fourth sign and through the 
following dialogue. 

 By picturing Jesus’ last meal as the night before 
Passover John has Jesus slain at the same time that 
the lambs are being slain for the Passover celebration. 



Paul’s Letters 
 Of the 21 letters or epistles in the NT, 13 are 

attributed to Paul. 
 Of these 13, 7 are considered to be Paul’s 

without any doubt or debate. 
 Letters are arranged from longest to shortest 

(not the order in which they were written). 



 A.D. 35 – Paul converted 
 45 – Paul’s 1st journey begins 
 49 – Paul’s 1st journey ends. Jerusalem Council 
 51 – Paul’s 2nd journey begins - 1 THESSALONIANS; 2 

Thessalonians 
 52 – Paul’s 2nd journey ends 
 53 – Paul’s 3rd journey begins 



 54 – GALATIANS, 1 CORINTHIANS 
 57 – 2 CORINTHIANS,  

 PHILEMON 
 58 – Paul’s 3rd journey ends; Jerusalem arrest 

 ROMANS 
 61 – Roman imprisonment - PHILIPPIANS; Colossians 
 62  

 Ephesians 

 1 Timothy; Titus 

 2 Timothy 
 68 – Roman martyrdom 

 



1. Opening formula. Paul includes the sender, 
the receiver, and a blessing. 

2. Thanksgiving. This section introduces the 
theme of the letter. 

3. Body.  This is the message of the letter. Paul 
expands the body to include doctrinal and 
ethical matters. 

4. Closing. This section includes personal 
greetings, doxologies, and benedictions. 



 Read 1 Cor 7:29-31 
 Presumption: Paul presumes that the second 

coming of Christ would be imminent (hence his 
advice against marriage). 

 Teaching: We should always live so as to be ready. 
 
 Paul was wrong about the timing of the end 

of the world. But he was not wrong in what 
he was teaching – we should always live so as 
to be ready. 



 Romans 15:12-30 

 Presumption: Paul presumes that all sin entered the 
world through one man. 

 Teaching: All human beings are redeemed through 
Christ. 

 Paul’s presumption behind the teaching that all 
sin entered the world through one man may be 
inaccurate (monogenesis vs. polygenesis), but 
his teaching that all human beings are redeemed 
through Christ is not wrong. 



 The distinction between what is presumed and 
what is taught is very important in 
understanding the revelation in Scripture. 

 Inspired authors are still limited to the 
knowledge of their contemporary generations 
when it comes to:  
 scientific truth 
 social ramifications of the particular truths they are 

teaching 
 We see the letters reflect a struggle with the 

social ramifications of the Gospel as they speak 
about wives and slaves. 



 Compare Galatians 3:25-28 to 
 Colossians 3:18, 22 
 Ephesians 5:22; 6:5 

 Such passages do not mean that the author is 
teaching the proper order of society (i.e., that 
slavery should be allowed or that wives should 
be owned by their husbands). 

 Rather, he is simply applying a spiritual concept 
to the social order of his time. Given that order, 
the author is telling his readers how to behave so 
as to grow in holiness. 



 The effects of Jesus’ saving actions 
(soteriology) 

 Early. Jesus rose and so will we. 

 Later. Jesus brought about 

▪ Our reconciliation with the Father 

▪ Expiation for our sins. 

▪ Our liberation from death, sin, and the law. 

▪ Our justification. 



 The church (ecclesiology) 

 Early. A local group of believers. 

 Later. A universal concept – we are all part of 
Christ’s body and he is our head. 


