Pentecost 6 Sermon – July 24, 2011

Jesus pulls out all the stops for us today with a salvo of parables, one right after the other.  First, God’s Reign is just like a mustard seed… No… it’s more like a bit of leaven in three measures of good flour.  
No, no, wait, it’s like a hidden treasure that someone finds in a field... or, how about this one:  it’s like a fine pearl for which the man buying it risks everything.  Well, on second thought, it’s more a like a big dragnet that drags in all kinds of stuff, good and bad.  
But then we get the parting shot:  He asks his disciples, 

Do you guys understand all this?  Wink.  Wink.  
Don’t you wish this Jesus guy would make up his mind?  You almost wonder if He has a single point to make.  All we can do, I suppose, is take them all apart and have a look.  Remember, with all of Jesus’ parables, there’s always a hook, something wrong that would’ve made listeners perk up instantly.  
For instance, in Jesus’ day people didn’t eat mustard; makes you wonder what they put on their kosher hotdogs, doesn’t it?  Mustard was considered a weed and unclean.  It was also fairly ubiquitous; no matter what people did to keep it away, like all weeds, it just kept showing up

One tiny dirty seed and, before you knew it, there was a gnarly, stubborn bush.  So far, so good, but there is more that is wrong with this picture.  Jesus has deliberately exaggerated facts to make his point.  Anyone who would have heard him call the mustard seed the smallest of all seeds knew better.  There were, in fact, several seeds that were smaller and created less of a nuisance.
Then there’s the issue of what the mustard seed becomes once it hits the ground.  Then as now, mustard seeds don’t grow into

…the greatest of shrubs and becomes a tree…
At best, a mustard seed would grow into a mighty shrub, perhaps three or four feet high, but nothing so big as to provide shade for birds.  Oh yes, those birds… his imagery would have sounded odd too; the birds of the air were all the gentiles.
So, what Jesus was saying to them was that God’s reign is like an un-kosher, overgrown bush full of unclean gentiles!  Gentiles???  In the reign of our God???  How dare he?
But he doesn’t stop there; he moves on to comparing it to leaven.  In order to get this one, we need to let go of our image of modern yeast, because it didn’t exist back then.  Leaven was really nasty stuff; it was made by putting an old piece of bread in a damp place and letting it get moldy and decayed.  It looked and smelled disgusting.  It was, without question, unclean. 
Once the leaven was created, it was mixed into dough only sparingly and never at holidays.  On holidays, leaven was considered common and inappropriate.  But there’s still more that is wrong with this image.
The woman who sets out to bake this bread is actually hiding not some, but all of this disgusting stuff in three measures of the finest flour.  This was enough to make bread for 150 people.  If you will, she was making enough unclean bread for a feast!  The meaning of this would not have been missed by his hearers:  God was represented by the pure flour; the leaven was all of humanity.  God is hidden in with the impure “us” and we, therefore, are in God.  How dare he???

Ok… but what about the treasure in the field and the pearl?  Bear in mind that in those days, the culture operated on the honor/shame model —you either had one or the other.  Honor was thought to be precious, worth fighting for and could be lost in a split second.  Shame, on the other hand, could be gotten easily and it was permanent.  
If a person stumbled on treasure in someone else’s field, he didn’t dare take it.  Why?  Because if he did and he were found out, it would have brought instant and permanent shame to him and his family.  As with the parable of the pearl of great worth, however, there is still something wrong.
This guy deliberately sidesteps all the cultural norms.  First, he re-buries the treasure, and tells no one and then sells everything he has to buy the field.  This practice is ethically questionable, to say the least, but there’s something else to consider.  More significant is the fellow’s obsessive desire to own the treasure, much as with the merchant with the pearl.  

No one risked everything for just one fine piece of jewellery.  In both cases, it seemed as though the treasures owned them and that, my friends is the very heart of both tales:  the Reign of God is a treasure that’s been with us since the dawn of time and always will be.  Sometimes it seems hidden and sometimes it’s in plain view and we just miss it.  But somehow, once we discover it, or rather, it discovers us, we know its value.  Once we know that value, however, we can’t possess it, but it can possess us.
Consider also that all of these examples have one thing in common:  They are inconspicuous, yet they all have great intrinsic value.  They are, of course, attributes of the Reign of God.  They illustrate that the Reign of God is everywhere and in all things and we are part of it; it’s bigger than our reality or our ability to imagine reality.
Just as with the first people who ever heard these parables, they can be seen as a challenge.  They challenge our assumptions about what is acceptable or unacceptable to God.  They are deliberately topsy-turvy to show how rich and expansive God’s Reign really is.  Yet they also show a certain amount of unity; they’re all occurrences in creation.
God is a steadfast presence in all of life, including the shadows as well as the light.  Offering possibilities and opportunities to enrich our lives together as the Body of Christ.  The Reign of God makes us part of a greater whole and we have a choice:  we can consciously live in it or consciously ignore it.  But if we choose to live in it, then be aware:  it demands service.
It demands that we feed the hungry and clothe the naked.  It demands that we take a stand for the rights of others.  It may even demand that we forfeit some of our comfort or privilege for the benefit of others.
If we choose to consciously ignore it, beware:  once it’s discovered, it can’t be stopped in us either.  Seed can’t un-grow and yeast can’t un-leaven.  So too, once we become aware of the Reign of God, we cannot become unaware; it will invade and pervade and inform everything we do, say or think.

So it seems as though our Lord did, after all, have one point to make.  His whole mission while in flesh was to introduce the world to the Reign of God, that we might seek the ROG in all of God’s creation.  It is in each of us, and among us; it is pervasive.  Sometimes, it is squeaky and clean and at others it is down and dirty

It is something that always was there and we don’t possess the Reign of God; it possesses us.  My deepest prayer:  that it will do that with all of us at St. Johns…NOW!
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