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This morning’s reading is a collection of short stories about ordinary things- a seed,
yeast, a  merchant, treasure, and a net. And since these understandable and relatable
stories are parables of Jesus we know that they are not really about those common
things but rather about God and God’s way. 

And as I mentioned in previous weeks it is the surprise, that unexpected addition to
the story, the twist in what takes place, that we have to pay close attention to because
that is where Jesus gives us some insight into the kingdom of God.  What is
extraordinary in the parables allow us to see something more than what we already
know and challenges us to think about God’s way. 

But we still need to listen carefully and closely to the parables because since they are
short the temptation is to listen to them once and assume we know what they mean.
But like all the teachings of Jesus if we stay with the words a bit longer we see a
glimpse of the unexpected message which opens our understanding and insight into
the faith that God intends.

The parable of the mustard seed is probably one of the more difficult parables
because the meaning seems so obvious- tiny and humble things grow into large and
important things. So the smallest actions of faith can grow into something wonderful
and that from humble origins God brings about great results. And while that isn’t a
bad thing to believe there isn’t much of a surprise in that conclusion because honestly
that is what is expected in the story. We know that big trees come from little seeds. 

So let’s listen to all the words of the parable to hear what Jesus is saying. The seed in
question is a mustard seed and the man is planting it in his field. And in the ancient
you never casually planted mustard seeds because they had a tendency to take over
fields and gardens.  Mustard plants were the ancient equivalent of dandelions and the
rabbis actually taught that they should be kept away from other plants. 

So Jesus invites us in the parable to think of the kingdom of heaven, God’s way, as,
well, a weed. A weed which when it takes root spreads like wildfire, is impossible to
stop,  and grows into something which changes the world. And that is the first
surprise. Because we don’t often thing of God’s will and intention in that way.

But the seed doesn’t simply grow into a large plant but rather a large plant which
provides a home for the birds of the air. And that is our second surprise. Because the
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kingdom of heaven provides something that was never there before. A place to rest,
shelter from the elements, and a home that we never had before.  That is what the
kingdom of heaven is like. 

Just as it is like yeast that is put into flour and baked into bread. And anyone who has
ever baked knows that a tiny bit of yeast will make a huge amount of dough rise. But
again that is not unexpected, that’s what happens with yeast. But the Greek text
doesn’t actually say that the woman mixed in the yeast, it says she hid the yeast in the
flour and the amount of flour that is mentioned is the traditional measure for a great
feast. And Jesus isn’t talking about the sterile containers of yeast we buy at the
grocery store but rather the ancient equivalent which you made by letting a piece of
bread grow moldy and rot in a dark place. 

And if that sounds a bit disgusting, well, the rest of the Bible agrees with you because
everywhere else leaven or yeast is used as an illustration for sin and evil- Paul talks
about the leaven of sexual immorality ruining communities and Jesus warns the
disciples against the yeast of the pharisees. 

But here Jesus is saying that the kingdom of heaven is like a bit of rot that gets
hidden in the good and holy. Something everyone thinks is unworthy and undesirable
is mixed in with the good and changes the holy into what is intended. An interesting
image to think about especially in terms of what it means to be God’s people and the
church on earth.

The next two parables, that of the treasure in the field and the pearl of great price also
need some careful consideration.  Because it would be easy to simply conclude that
the kingdom of heaven is so valuable we should give everything up for it. And while
that is certainly consistent with other teachings in the Bible, I don’t think that is all
Jesus intends us to hear. 

The parable of the treasure in the field is actually a strange little story. Because unlike
every other story treasure is not a reward at the end. The story starts with the man
finding the treasure. He hasn’t done anything to deserve it. He simply stumbles over
it. Which is strange enough as it is. 

But then he covers up the treasure and rushes off to buy the field so he can own it.
And here we need to know a bit of Jewish custom and law because it was very clear
in both that you cannot buy a field and own a treasure found within it. You buy a
field and you own the field and nothing more. 
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Anything else, especially anything found under the field belongs to the original
owners. Yet the man in the parable tries to own the treasure by buying the field.  And
ends up with something he can’t spend or he’ll have to give it away.So the kingdom
of heaven is like a treasure you can’t hoard. You can’t earn it, buy it,  or scheme to
obtain it. The kingdom of heaven arrives at your feet. And you can’t selfishly keep it
anymore than the person in the parable could own or possess the treasure. 

And that seems to be at odds with the pearl that the merchant buys in our next
parable. But if you listen carefully the difference between the two becomes clear. For
Jesus says the kingdom of heaven is like a merchant looking for pearls. So the story is
not about the item but the searcher. And on finding that one pearl of great value the
merchant sells everything to own it - and remember this isn’t about the pearl but the
merchant. 

And look at what happens to him. He is buying and selling but then sells everything
to obtain what he desires. And notice where he is at the end. He is no longer a
merchant, he has sold everything. The purpose of his life, the way he lives is
transformed because of the pearl he finds. So the kingdom of heaven is like
something that when you find it your life changes forever. Your old life finishes and
you become a new person. 

Which brings us to the last of the parables. About the kingdom of heaven being like a
net hauling in fish which need to be sorted afterwards. As a way to fish I expect this
would get you into trouble with DFO and pretty much every environmental group.
Because the parable describes not one type of fish but every fish being caught by the
net. Which means that the kingdom of heaven is something that will touch our lives
regardless of who we are and where we are. 

With the other parables it confronts us with the reality that like a weed, like yeast,
like buried treasure, and like something we find in our everyday work, the kingdom
of heaven will touch our lives and transform those lives as the way of faith opens
before us. 

For the kingdom of heaven may come in the ordinary but when we see it and
experience it, the kingdom of heaven is anything but ordinary. It is unexpected, it is a
surprise, and it is the very presence of God touching our lives and changing us and
the world into the extraordinary. 


