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Preface

For more than 2, 500 years in Western philosophy, metaphor has
often been disregarded, as being an optional linguistic device useful for
poetic and rhetorical purposes, but not essential to our basic ways of
thinking. At best, it was thought to be the application of a term
properly belonging to one domain of experience to another of a different
kind, in order to highlight similarities between the two domains. Over
the past thirty years, this traditional view has been overthrown by
empirical research on mind, thought, and language that reveals the
imaginative nature of much of human conceptualization and reasoning.
In Metaphors We Live By (1980) , George Lakoff and I challenged the
received view by giving numerous examples of how some of our most
important abstract concepts (e.g., mind, thought, love, argument,
will, good) are defined, not literally, but instead via conceptual
metaphors that cannot be reduced to literal similarity statements. About
the same time, several other scholars began to explore how we use
metaphors to structure our ordinary conceptual systems, and this opened
up the field that has come to be known as Conceptual Metaphor
Theory. This theory provides a way to analyze the metaphoric character
of the concepts, thought, language, and forms of symbolic expression
(e.g., art, music, architecture, dance, spontaneous gesture, Ssign
language ) in different cultures around the world and throughout human
history. It turns out that conceptual metaphor is one of our most

important tools for framing our understanding of the abstract,
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unknown, and qualitative aspects of our lives.

It should not be surprising, therefore, that conceptual metaphor
plays a major role in the religious beliefs, attitudes, and practices of all
cultures. In any religious tradition in which God or other deities are
thought of as transcending the natural order, we would expect humans
to appropriate aspects of their bodily, emotional, and social experience
as a way of conceiving divine beings, their attitudes, and their actions.
Even where the deities are not considered supernatural, their attitudes
and actions are often understood metaphorically. However, the use of
metaphor in religion is a double-edged sword, for although it allows us
to have at least some experiential grasp of what must always remain
transcendent and supernatural, at the same time, it can tempt us to
mistakenly assume that we have direct knowledge of that which is
considered sacred, supernatural, or infinite. Nevertheless, we have no
other way to articulate our religious understanding, because, as Thomas
Aquinas realized, we cannot predicate any properties or actions of
divine beings in a strictly literal fashion.

Conceptual Metaphor Theory has thus given us one important set
of analytical tools for exploring religious narratives and theology.
Another tool that has proved useful over the past fifteen years is Gilles
Fauconnier’s and Mark Turner’s Conceptual Blending Theory, which
set out many of the ways in which we are able to combine conceptual
frameworks in order to generate new meaning and thought.

In this present book, Dr. Wang Lei has appropriated the methods
of both Conceptual Metaphor Theory and Conceptual Blending Theory,
along with other resources, to give an insightful analysis of the structure
and content of Biblical parables. Dr. Wang begins with an impressive
survey of the major interpretive traditions that have been applied to the
parables of Jesus, showing how successive approaches provided new
and richer interpretations to supplement earlier methods and

perspectives. This is followed by a selective history of metaphor theory
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that focuses especially on some of the major recent developments that
have arisen since the rediscovery, over the last three decades, of the
central role of metaphor in human thinking. This chapter includes a
discussion of Conceptual Blending Theory, which treats metaphor as
one type of blending structure. The central chapter then brings these
two great analytic resources to bear in order to explain the meaning and
structure of a number of key parables found in the Christian Gospels of
Jesus. The test of these theories, of course, is how well they illuminate
what is going on in the parables being examined-how well they enrich
their meaning and power. Dr. Wang has a nuanced understanding of the
context, intent, and narrative structure of each of the parables he
undertakes to explain with these analytical tools.

Another very interesting and somewhat unusual ( from a religious
studies perspective ) part of the book is the chapter in which he
discusses the relevance of various experimental methods for studying the
parables. Dr. Wang shows how some experimental procedures common
in the cognitive sciences, such as reaction time studies, eye-tracking,
gesture research, and brain imaging techniques can be employed to
investigate how people make sense of the parables.

Many people believe that science and religion do not mix. Many
believe that the claims of science and religion are fundamentally
incompatible. Some also believe that the methods appropriate to the
various sciences are completely inadequate for the study of religion.
Dr. Wang’s A Cognitive Study of Parables in the New Testament is
impressive proof that at least this latter belief is false. He shows in
detail how some methods drawn from the cognitive sciences can shed
important new light on the workings of some key and very ancient
religious texts. He thus provides us with a model for using scientific
discoveries to reveal the depths of meaning, not just in the New
Testament written texts that are his focus, but also potentially in texts

from many other religious traditions. He gives ample evidence of how,
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in a few decades, we have come to realize the importance of conceptual

metaphor and other imaginative structures in our ability to create and
experience meaning.

Uady)pbmes o

Mark Johnson
Knight Professor of Liberal Arts and Sciences,
Department of Philosophy, University of Oregon
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