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“Come to me parable-telling God, metaphor-lavish with images to say you love me, until your word-palette paints new meaning into my life.” Wendell Berry

Parables, parables, so many parables!  We all know that they are Jesus favorite teaching tools.  Over the past few weeks we have been focused on seeds and weeds; careless and careful planting and cultivation and enemies seeking to destroy good work in the field.  

This week we are hearing not one or two parables pointing us to the Kingdom of God, but five of them in quick succession.  We have all heard them before; some perhaps more familiar to us than others.  The Kingdom of God is like….
· A mustard seed
· [bookmark: _GoBack]Yeast
· A treasure found and hidden in a field
· A fine pearl
· A net full of all kinds of fish

Jesus asks his disciples, “Have you understood all this?”  They say “yes”, and Jesus responds with yet another parable.  Whew!  I find this strange, don’t you?  I mean, over and over again in the gospels, the disciples are not pictured as the most discerning of pupils when it comes to Jesus’ preferred instructional method.  We can see that in the way that he continues to explain his teachings to them in public and in private, and still they stumble as they struggle to take it in.  I have a hunch that at this point they are just afraid to disappoint their teacher, and so they say, “yes Jesus, of course we get it.”

I don’t believe the disciples are really that thick.  I think it has a lot to do with just how unexpected Jesus’ version of being Messiah is to them.  Over and over he surprises them.  Yes, Jesus shows them signs and reluctantly produces a miracle or two.  But it is the Kingdom of God that he is most concerned with and wants them to understand.  So over and over he tries to explain to unexplainable, to help them comprehend the mystery he knows they will never fully grasp.

Episcopal priest Robert Capon encourages us to approach the parables with an un-made-up mind, without expectations and letting go of the ways we have been taught before.  He points out that Jesus, in many cases, deliberately sought to confuse his listeners, to shake them out of what they thought they already knew, so that they could be open to something unexpected.  In Matthew 13:13 he says as much.  “The reason I speak to them in parables is that in seeing they do not perceive, and in hearing they do not listen, nor do they understand.”

We are those disciples, listening with ears that think they’ve heard it all before.  It’s certainly easy enough to take the mustard seed example at face value from what Jesus says, what with all of our knowledge cultivating mustard trees.  Something small becomes unexpectedly large, large enough to give shelter and protection to all the nice, pretty birds.  That is certainly surprising and mysterious.  Of course that’s what the Kingdom of God is like!

But Jesus listeners would have been baffled and confused with this.  None of them would have sought to plant the seed of what in reality is a pervasive and invasive weed.  And none would have invited birds into their gardens to eat the fruits and grains.

And sure, why wouldn’t a woman use yeast to leaven her bread to make it rise and give it texture and flavor?  What a lovely a bucolic scene of rural homemaking.   That’s absolutely what the Kingdom of God is like!  Hey! Here’s your fun fact for the week…did you you know that three measures of flour are equivalent to eighty pounds!  Well, this is no home baker we are taking about.

But what would have been truly off for Jesus’ listeners is that in that time, in that community, yeast would have been understood as unclean, something evil that invades.  Unlike what we use today in nice little packets, some bread dough would have been allowed to spoil and rot just enough to leaven a new batch of ingredients.  (You sourdough bakers out there know what I’m talking about.)

Both with the mustard seed and the yeast, Kingdom of Heaven is being compared to something that is unwanted and unusable,…… and yet God makes it good.  In both instances there is a get-under-our-skin-ness taking place.  Weeds that cannot be eradicated, yeast that permeates the very nature of how we grow and expand in God’s world.  The Kingdom is here and now, a part of all we know and see; the good, the bad and the ugly.

I love the challenge of these parables; love how Jesus invites us to use our imagination, to be curious, to set aside what we think we already know and to see the possibility in ordinary and extraordinary and truly unexpected.

Just take a moment and think….How would you compete the sentence “The Kingdom of God is like….?”

For me, The Kingdom of God is like a Big Black Pickup Truck!

Not long ago I was traveling home from visiting with my mom in CT.  There’s a stretch of Rt. 495 E that has been under perpetual construction forever it seems.  I was in almost standstill traffic for about 40 minutes.  In front of me was a large black pickup truck, all shiny and new.  On the rear there were several stickers.  One was political, several others indicated the owner was an EMT and worked in fire and emergency services.  And there was a small sticker that proclaimed,  “I Narcaned your honor student.”  

Now, I spent a lot of years in the Operating Room and I know how dark medical humor can be.  But I have to tell you, I was floored.  I could not fathom why anyone would find that funny, especially with the severity of the opioid crisis in New England. 

I was trapped behind that truck for 40 minutes and I went through a whole plethora of emotions from anger to frustration to terrible sadness.  If I could have gotten out of the car I would have given that person a piece of my mind.  I had a picture of this person in my mind based on the evidence I thought I saw before me and it wasn’t very complementary. 

At one point I took out my smart phone and took pictures of the view of the truck’s back end.  I pulled up Facebook and started writing a diatribe about insensitivity and ignorance.  I got about two sentences in and I said out loud, “God, why would anyone put that on their car?”  

My own words stopped me in my tracks.  Why indeed?  What had this fellow traveler on Rt 495 witnessed that led him to seek some relief in such dark humor?  

By the time the traffic let up and I was able to separate from the truck in front of me, my heart and my mind were changed.  I had found unexpected gratitude for my companion on the road, and for all the first responders in our communities who are on the front lines of the opioid crisis.  

What is truly extraordinary about that encounter is that we had been talking recently in the Recovery Ministries committee in the Diocese about what we might be called to enter into in the coming months in our churches and communities.  We have begun reaching out to see what we might do to help support those first responders.  The Kingdom of God on that day for me was like a Big Black Pickup Truck.

Jesus uses parables to point us in the direction of God.  We need that guidance, I need that guidance.  Paul has it right when he says “the Spirit helps us in our weakness; for we do not know how to pray as we ought, but the very Spirit intercedes with sighs too deep for words.”  What wondrous love is that?
Sometimes we have no idea what to do with the slice of the Kingdom we have been shown.  God’s gifts are unexpected, extravagant, foolish, impossible, and diverse beyond measure.  They are so vast that we cannot often see them for what they are or what they might become.  As Paul says, “We know that all things work together for good for those who love God, who are called according to God’s purpose.”  It may not look as we expect or how we think it should look, but we must trust in God who uses what others find unusable.

Let us love with the impossible love that God has for us, sees in us, and calls us to see in others.  

I invite you to share your parable of the Kingdom with someone this week.   So I ask again, how do you complete the sentence…The Kingdom of God is like……..?  

AMEN


Here is the full poem from … Life is a Miracle: An Essay Against Modern Superstition  by Wendell Berry

Come to me bulldozing God, and treasure my field, full of artifacts and potatoes. Dig the hidden holiness in the ordinary soil.

Come to me bird-watching God, you will find the branches for nesting. A mustard seed of faith grows to a place of many wings.

Come to me fish-netting God, cast your wide love which draws in without judgment. All fish written in the dirt are a sign for Christ.

Come to me bread-baking God, give yeast for my rising, knead the warm dough. Bake the sweet smell that always sings the end of hunger.

Come to me pearl-hunting God, dive my deep depths, open my shell. Find the place of past intrusion where translucent beauty forms layers around sharp pain.

Come to me parable-telling God, metaphor-lavish with images to say you love me, until your word-palette paints new meaning into my life.
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