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Matthew 13: 31-33, 44-52 (Kingdom parables)
At times I question my memory.  Don’t laugh, I know I am not alone in this.  Other people question my memory too.  (Right Paulette?)  But when I read the gospel, in preparing for this sermon, I really did not remember the closing part.  Where Jesus, after offering no fewer than seven parables describing the Kingdom, asks the disciples, “Have you understood all this?”  And they answered, “Yes.”

I just didn’t remember this back-and-forth, with the disciples saying, in effect, “Yes Jesus.  Clear as a bell.  No need to elaborate for us on this.  We get it.”  Twelve disciples, seven parables, no questions.  Well, except for a question on the parable of the weeds.  To me, it just didn’t sound like the disciples.

There was another part I didn’t remember.  It was Jesus’ concluding remark, “Therefore every scribe who has been trained for the kingdom of heaven is like the master of a household who brings out of his treasure what is new and what is old.”  And I thought, what does this have to do with the parables of the kingdom?  The parables are all new, creations of Jesus, so that explains the “new”.  But what of the “old”?

Turns out that my memory was not that bad after all.  The readings from the Revised Common Lectionary, used since last Advent, are different from the readings in the BCP.  The BCP readings ended with the first half of verse 49:  “So it will be at the end of the age."

Our gospel raises some questions.  Why does Jesus give two, long parables about the kingdom (the parables of the sower and of the weeds) along with detailed explanations of both to the disciples, but also five other “shotgun” parables with no explanation.  As Barbara Brown Taylor writes:

In the passage we have just heard, he launches a volley of such comparisons.  The kingdom of heaven is like a mustard seed, he says, like yeast, like buried treasure, like a fine pearl, like a net cast into the sea . . . Jesus zings us with them – one, two, three, four, five – like snapshots, like scenes glimpsed through the windows of a fast- moving train.  The kingdom of heaven is like this and this and this, he says.  It is almost like he does not want us to think too much about them, like he does not want us to get stuck on any one of them but to be dazzled by the number and variety of the things the kingdom of heaven is like – like this and this and this.

Another thing that strikes me is that the parables don’t seem to tell us some of the basics about the kingdom.  When we hear “the kingdom of heaven is like . . .” we want to know how life is different in the kingdom.  How does one become a citizen?  What are the ‘laws of the land’?  Instead, we walk away with images of farmland that is good, bad, or mediocre; of a polluted crop of wheat, spoiled by weeds deliberately sown; tiny mustard seed growing into a large bush with birds in it; a woman making two-thirds of a bushel of flour into leavened bread; two men selling all they own for hidden treasure and a fine pearl; and a net full of good and bad fish.

All this capped by a job description for a scribe of the kingdom – how the scribe is to be like a master of a household, bringing out treasures old and new.

It’s almost like Jesus was trying to correct a misconception of the kingdom.  A misconception that was, in a way, a treasure, but that needed some serious redirection.

Take the mustard seed that grows to a bush.  In the book of Ezekiel there is a messianic allegory, with the messiah represented as a sprig:

Thus says the Lord God: I myself will take a sprig from the lofty top of a cedar; I will set it out . . . On the mountain height of Israel I will plant it, in order that it may produce boughs and bear fruit, and become a noble cedar.  Under it every kind of bird will life; in the shade of its branches will nest winged creatures of every kind.

One Bible commentator writes, “The presence of the hoped-for kingdom in Jesus, his works and disciples, is no more obvious than a garden herb -- but the kingdom will come in God's power and glory nevertheless. A king who operates in meekness and rides a donkey instead of a war horse can be represented by a kingdom symbolized by a garden herb rather than a great tree.”
  Not only is the image of mustard seed lowly, but it is also “unclean” in a sense.  Jewish law forbid the planting of mustard seed in a garden, as this would make the garden “unclean.”

Then there is the leaven.  Leaven, back then, was a symbol of moral corruption.  It was made by storing some bread in a dark, damp place, until mold formed.  So it was associated, literally, with rot and decay.  Before the Passover, all leaven needed to be removed from a home.  It was the Feast of Unleavened Bread, not leavened.  Leavened bread was forbidden in sacrifices that went on the altar.
  Jesus himself condemned the leaven of the Pharisees, Sadducees, and Herod.

The use of the impure to represent the kingdom is also reflected in a woman being involved.  Compared with men, women were regarded as “unclean.”  And while our translation says that the woman mixed the yeast with the flour, the Greek says that she “hid” the leaven in the flour.  This Greek usage is highly unusual.  It is not found in any other Greek or Hebrew source, and is used in place of the more fitting verb, to kneed.  So here we have a substance that symbolized evil and decay, being “hidden” by a woman.

And what of the treasure discovered in a field?  Seems a bit shady, to be honest.  If finding the treasure entitled the lucky person to it, why sell everything to buy the field?  If finding the treasure did not entitle the person to it, isn’t it a bit underhanded?  The kingdom of heaven is like a car salesman, who found a wad of money hidden in the trunk of a car on the lot, and went to the dealership manager and bought the car “for his kid.”
And while we are talking about money, we have the pearl merchant.  Bruce Malina wrote a book called, The New Testament World:  Insights from Cultural Anthropology.
  In it he talks about the cultural viewpoint in Jesus’ time and place, and how they believed in the notion of limited good.  That there is only so much of anything to go around, and if one person prospers, it is at the expense of another.  He quotes a 4th century Mediterranean proverb, “Every rich person is either unjust or the heir of an unjust person.”  Three groups of people were considered as basically “godless”:  tax collectors, money lenders, and traders.  So the representative of the kingdom of heaven is not only a trader, but a rich one as well.

We have the new butting up against the old.  The “old” treasure of Judaism, where the image of the kingdom was like that of the reign of King David, only better, grander, more powerful.  When Israel would be exalted, forever, and her enemies crushed.  Where the change will be unmistakable, and all the gentiles and “godless” and everything “unclean” will be expelled, and peace and justice will be the natural order of things.  For the chosen people.

The gospel of Matthew is, above the others, directed toward the Jews.  It is Mathew that demonstrates how Jesus fulfills the prophecies of the OT.  That  Jesus did not come to destroy the Law but to fulfill it.  Matthew alone speaks of the kingdom of heaven to avoid using the name “God,” as all observant Jews avoid doing so to this day.

So Matthew takes pains to be a good scribe, as in our gospel, bringing forth the “old” treasures of Judaism together with the “new” treasures of Jesus.  Redefining the kingdom of heaven through Jesus’ parables.  That it is really a mixed bag.  Not everyone will even be aware of it.  Some people will never get it, others will fall away quickly, others more slowly.  Only some will get it.  Like seeds sown in a field.  Like the Church.

The kingdom is a mixed bag.  Weeds and wheat, good fish and bad.  Both prosper alike, side by side.  No special treatment for the good.  Like the world today.  And like the Church.

The kingdom is hidden for a time, like leaven, like treasure, like an exquisite pearl.  But it transforms in a dramatic and observable way.  Like the way people come to the faith.  Sometimes they stumble upon it, sometimes they seek it.  But often it starts with just a speck – an invitation, a conversation, a gift.  Something seemingly insignificant.  But becoming something worthy of all we possess.

And the kingdom is unlike our preconceptions.  Things that we think are unclean, or unethical, or impure, somehow have a part in this kingdom that is not ours, but God’s.  Things like mustard seed and leaven and merchants and, like Matthew himself, tax collectors.  Jesus tells us, over and over again, “Beware of being like the scribes and Pharisees, beware of their judgments on what and who is unclean.  Judgment belongs to God and to God alone.”
So what of the kingdom?  Where does your life intersect with the mustard seed and leaven?  Where has a small, almost inconsequential thought grown to be of prime importance in your life?  If you have ever fallen in love, you have experienced this.  Where does your life intersect with seeing weeds and wheat co-exist, good fish and bad?  Where have you been able to say, “Yes, this person, this experience, was horrible.  But it is past, and their presence in the world, and my memory of what they did will not consume or embitter me.”  And where does your life intersect with something so precious that you would be willing to trade anything for it?  A child, a spouse, a friend, a vocation, a talent.  This is what the kingdom is like.  Start there, with what is most important in your life.

And don’t worry if the images are tarnished at times.  That the path wasn’t always respectable, or moral, or “Christian.”  Because that, Jesus tells us, is what the kingdom is like, too.
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