24th July 2011

The Kingdom of Heaven
Readings:
Matthew 13:31-33, 44-46, 51

The Parables of the Mustard Seed and the Yeast

 31 He told them another parable: “The kingdom of heaven is like a mustard seed, which a man took and planted in his field. 32 Though it is the smallest of all seeds, yet when it grows, it is the largest of garden plants and becomes a tree, so that the birds come and perch in its branches.” 

 33 He told them still another parable: “The kingdom of heaven is like yeast that a woman took and mixed into about sixty pounds (about 27 kilograms) of flour until it worked all through the dough.” 

The Parables of the Hidden Treasure and the Pearl

    44 “The kingdom of heaven is like treasure hidden in a field. When a man found it, he hid it again, and then in his joy went and sold all he had and bought that field. 

   45 “Again, the kingdom of heaven is like a merchant looking for fine pearls. 46 When he found one of great value, he went away and sold everything he had and bought it.
   51 “Have you understood all these things?” Jesus asked. 

   “Yes,” they replied. 
Sermon
I was reading a story earlier this week about a man who was watching TV footage of the Japanese tsunami when his seven year old daughter walked into the room and caught a glimpse of it.  She asked what had happened, and her father made the decision that he couldn’t just say ‘Nothing’, but that he should try and explain.  So first of all he reassured her that Japan was a long way away, and that tsunamis wouldn’t happen where they lived, but then went on to try and explain the physics of a tsunami to her.  After a few sentences about the earth’s crust and tectonic plates, he could see he wasn’t getting through.  So he had another idea: “...It’s like what happens when you’re in the bath with your sister, and you splash and kick so much that the water goes backwards and forwards and ends up sploshing over the edge on to the bathroom floor.”  And that she could understand.
When concepts are big and complicated and we have a hard time understanding, it’s helpful to be given a metaphor.  It’s helpful to bring it down in size and scope and for it to be phrased in a way that we can wrap our heads around.

In the thirteenth chapter of Matthew’s gospel, Jesus finds himself needing to explain the Kingdom of God – or the kingdom of heaven as he calls it, it’s the same thing – to ordinary human beings.  Now were he to really talk about the size and scale and nature of the kingdom, and about God himself, as he can understand it, we’d probably stare at Jesus with eyes wide open, and have no idea what he was talking about, we would be like children grappling with rocket science.

So Jesus uses parables to get his message across.  Some parables are quite long stories, others, like the ones we have today, are simple comparisons – ‘this is like that’, ‘x is like y’.  But what they all have in common is that they use objects and images and situations that would have been very familiar to the listeners of Jesus’ time, and helped them to understand, and so it is with the ones we have heard today – for the kingdom of God we have a mustard seed, yeast, buried treasure, a valuable pearl.

The first pair, the mustard seed and the yeast, are all about what God is doing and has done, and the effect that will have.  They are all about growth and change.  They are all about the huge contrast between insignificant and hidden beginnings, and what can come of them.  The mustard seed is not the smallest seed known today, but it was the smallest used by Palestinian farmers and gardeners, and the plant could reach eight or ten or even twelve feet in height.  And it’s a prolific plant, one of those that once you’ve got it, it’s hard to get rid of it, it springs up all over the place.  And, interestingly, it’s a healing plant too. Pliny, writing in the first century, once described its many uses: “...it is applied to the bites of serpents and scorpions, it counteracts the poisons of fungi...it is chewed for toothache...it is very beneficial for all stomach troubles...it clears the senses and the head.”  So, amongst other things, those listening to Jesus may well have understood this mustard plant image for the kingdom of God not only as something that would grow huge, but also as something bringing health and healing into our world.  Not just a vigorous plant then, but one that improves life, and makes a difference.

The yeast too is something insignificant in that we can’t see it, once it’s in the dough it’s hidden, but its impact is huge.  A little yeast goes a long way.  It works right through the dough, it changes the whole batch, and it becomes impossible to undo what’s happened, you can’t take the yeast back out.  

And this kingdom of God, this seed, this yeast, has been brought into our world by Jesus himself, and we hear that expressed time and again in the gospels, “The kingdom of heaven is near”,   “The time has come, the kingdom of God is at hand” “The kingdom of God is among you”.

So Jesus is saying here in these little parables: The kingdom has come, because I have brought it to you; in my presence on earth God’s kingdom has intersected with yours in a new way, and something new has begun, and it may seem insignificant, but it most certainly isn’t, and nothing will be the same again. The tiny seed will grow, the yeast will work through the dough, the world will be changed, because I have come.  

And it was so.  And it is so.

Today some people would challenge how much of a difference Christianity has made, and many would even say that Christian faith is now out of date in a cultivated and intelligent society, that it’s more of a nuisance than a help, and it’s time to kill it off.  
But it isn’t that simple.  Christianity has spread around the world.  It has lasted for over 2000 years and no one has been able to wipe it out – it springs up all over the place.  And it has been a great force for good.  I know that some will point to bad things Christians have done, and they are undeniable, but they are far, far outweighed by the good that has been done.  Almost all of the most beneficial things in our society were begun by those who have a Christian faith – the first schools, the first hospitals, started by Christians, the welfare system, the legal system, the abolition of slavery are other examples.  Big Society is not a new idea.  Issues such as human rights, equal opportunities, anti-racism are all Christian principles.  You might think, for instance, that treating women as equal to men is the natural state of any enlightened society – but it’s not.  It’s only the natural state of a Christian one.  Jesus did it in a world where no-one else did.  Christianity is deeply woven into our culture, our psyche, our morals and our sense of personal worth, all because of some yeast that Jesus threw into the mix two thousand years ago – and the workings of our society, in ways which we really really value, depend on the Christian faith remaining very much part of it. 

We do have a way to go.  The world is not a perfect place, Christians are not perfect people, and the kingdom of God is not yet fully formed, but it is here to stay and to increase, and one glorious day it will be completely obvious for all to see.  Perhaps in a way Jesus is also calling us to be patient.  This is God’s work, and we can’t make it happen in the same way that we can’t make things grow, or make the yeast work any faster.  But happen it will.

And, whilst the impact of God in our lives may be working at such a deep level that we almost don’t realise, it isn’t always hidden.  The next two parables about finding buried treasure, and the wonderful pearl, are about discovery, and the joy that comes as a result.  God’s presence is unseen, but sometimes he breaks through at surprising and unplanned moments, and in unexpected places – and you just sense in the most uplifting way that God is real.  It may be completely unlooked for – like the man who is just going about his business ploughing a field and turns up treasure.  Or it may be something you are looking for, like the merchant who is looking for pearls, but he is still surprised by what he finds which far surpasses his expectations.   
We ourselves might be on a search for the meaning of life – and I think that many of us are – or we might think that a pointless task and that it’s better to get on with the messy business of everyday living – but either way we can stumble across the presence of God and suddenly know that we now have something of such value that the only possible response is total commitment, because it’s what we have been needing all along.

These images that Jesus uses about the kingdom of God are universal ones, something that we can all use to help us understand.  But I find that I also respond to them on a personal level.  Those two aspects of change and discovery reflect my own faith journey I think.  I became a Christian in my late 30s, so there were many years of not believing, many years when God didn’t matter to me at all, but I think seeds were being sown and were growing without me noticing. There was no huge moment of revelation, but lots of small ones.  There were glimpses of treasure, such as going to my sister’s church one Christmas, and seeing the joy on their faces, and thinking I don’t believe what these people believe, but I can see that whatever they’ve got is good.  Coming to Bures, going to church just because I like carols – or so I thought – and then, when I had Katy, a friend invited me to pram service, and it was OK, friendly enough, a chance to get out,  and all the time the kingdom of God was growing in my life, the yeast working on the dough.  Doing an Alpha course – which is about exploring Christianity, so I guess by this stage I was more like the pearl merchant, because I was looking, and wondering if there might be something in all this – and I slowly realised that I had actually found something, somehow God had become real to me.  I had found him.  I did believe in God.  I did believe in Jesus.  And it was good news.  I had found something very valuable indeed.

And that faith is still growing.  Little did I realise that I would end up in this pulpit telling you about it!  Even now there are doubts and uncertainties along the way, things that knock you for a while, and times when God doesn’t seem quite so real – and all you can do is wait for him to make his presence felt again, which he does.  But I have discovered that I can’t go back, I can’t just forget and go back to being that person who didn’t care about God at all, the yeast is in the dough, and my life has been changed.

I hope that doesn’t sound smug.  My faith is not a perfect thing by any means, and nor am I.  But one thing I hear quite a lot from people is that they think their faith is too small.  That can be expressed in many ways: “I don’t believe enough, I don’t know enough about God, I don’t understand enough, I’m not clever enough, I can’t pray or talk about God because I don’t know how.”  Believe me, I do know how that feels.  There’s a lot that I don’t understand, and when at the end of our reading Jesus says “Have you understood all these things?”, I want to say “No – not all, not even with your simple parables!”  

But one thing I have learned is that if we look on our faith as too small, if that’s how we regard it, then that is how it is likely to stay, boxed in by our low expectations.  So I think Jesus wants to say to us today – have faith in your faith.  It doesn’t matter if it doesn’t seem much to you.  The kingdom of God is not small or insignificant, and neither are you.  So believe in the possibilities.  Don’t let anyone or anything convince you that your belief, such as it is, is silly, or weak, or old-fashioned, or pointless.  Plant the seed, and stand back and let God do his work.  He is waiting to surprise you – and he will.
JG
