Sermon, 27 July 2008—Proper 12
Genesis 29:15-28;   Psalm 105:1-11;  Matthew 13:31-3,44-52
I guess every one of us enjoyed fireworks somewhere earlier this month: big fat eardrum-bursting booms, squealing spirals, fizzing fountains, some spiky as daisies, some plump as chrysanthemums, some great cascades of sparks in long liquid strands sinking into the darkness—and, of course, at the end, simultaneous rapid eruptions of noise and color that overload our senses and that land far beyond any place that our “oohs” and “aahs” and applause can reach.  That is where we are in the Gospel today.  
For the last two Sundays, we’ve watched two parables get sent up, packaged into big fat soul-bursting booms by their early interpreters: two stories about wheat being sowed and the meaning the early church gave them, item by item.  Today, though, we get the final multiple display of color and noise.  Today’s parables come too fast for us to keep track of, and, sure enough, meaning and understanding are both overwhelmed.  In fact, it is hard not to laugh when we hear Jesus asks the disciples, “so, you’ve understood all this, right?” and we hear them say “sure,” and then we watch him decide to top the pile of parables with what looks like a maraschino cherry, when we can no longer see the banana under the whipped cream, the nuts, the chocolate sauce, the caramel bits, and the five flavors of ice-cream.
Of course, Matthew, not Jesus, lined up this display.  Matthew takes five opportunities in his Gospel to cluster the sayings of Jesus in elegant orderly patterns, the most famous being the first, the Sermon on the Mount.  It is not hard to believe that these sayings go back to Jesus, but it is quite hard to believe that Jesus gave the speeches as Matthew transcribes them.  Matthew actually gives us a hint about this by which parable he places last: he is, as he wants us to be, the scribe trained for the kingdom of heaven, who, like a thoughtful homemaker, brings old things and new things as needed out of everything previously accumulated—in this case, old stories in new arrangements, perhaps with new interpretations.  So we will look first at what Matthew did in his final dazzling display of parables, and then we will ask what he might be suggesting we do in our own spiritual reflection.

Notice first that Matthew—perhaps Jesus—has introduced every parable as a description of the kingdom of heaven.  These seed stories, which are to be planted in our soul’s soil, are all examples of what it is like for God to be sovereign in our life.  Now, you and I both know that our daily life does not run this way.  None of the Gospel writers pretend it does.  Jesus is not saying that this is reality as we know it; instead he is proclaiming that this is reality as heaven-dwellers know it and as God offers it to us.  We can “repent and believe” these very things, and by doing that, we change our citizenship from the realms of Caesar or Satan to the realm of God.  When we live in recognition that God orders and sustains all things, that this is God’s world, that everything happens in God’s time, and that we are subjects of God’s domain, who serve God’s purposes under God’s protection with God’s authority, we may walk on earth, but we live in heaven.  
So what is it like to be God’s subjects?  Matthew has made a tidier arrangement than might at first be apparent.  We have heard six parables, but they have been grouped into three pairs.  Two parables are about steady hidden growth and patience—the parables of the mustard seed and of the yeast.  Two parables are about surprise and full investment—the parables about the treasure in the field and of the pearl of great value.  Two parables are about variety and the need to see clearly what is needed—the parables of the catch of fish and of the householder’s storehouse. 

So from the first pair of parables, we get the idea that, under the dominion of God, what is good grows, evolves, becomes apparent over time, in a slow process.  In fact, the source of that good, our contribution to it, must be released, mixed in, let go of, if we are to receive what it will become.  The mustard seed must be planted; it must die to itself as a seed.  The yeast must be folded into the dough and allowed to rise.  Both mustard seed and yeast are inert, effectively dead, until they are placed beyond our reach in faith.  Also, once the transformation of seed and yeast has begun, we cannot retrieve them: patient letting-go is necessary.  Remember that the people of Jesus’ day could not observe or understand this transformation; they had no microscopes, no sophisticated biological and chemical tools for analysis.  All they knew was that the seed and the yeast must be buried, must cease to be what they were, but that they would rise to life in this new form.  It was the essential spiritual mystery.  I will add that the mustard seed and the yeast exist precisely for this, to be lost irretrievably as they become something else, something that could never have come into being without them.  A life of steady surrender and release and trust—that is life in the kingdom of heaven.
The second pair of parables seems to be saying exactly the opposite.  In the Realm of God, what is buried can be found; it is not lost, but waiting to be discovered.  Not only that: when it is found, quick decisive risky action is required, not patient letting-go.  To have a share in God’s imperium is not to scoop a handful of yeast or drop a pinch of seeds, and then to wait, but to sell everything you have and to act immediately.  Of course, you must know what you want as much as you want your life, that is, you must know what is good for you to have, what is essential for you to have.  You must know yourself and you must recognize the Good.  All this is accessible to you if you know where and how to look; your work is to know what you are most deeply looking for.  If you maintain this alertness in yourself, you will find it; it will be like a surprise when you do, but you will find it.  And on that day, you must not hesitate; or to put it more accurately, you will know that you do not want to hesitate any longer.  This constant freshness and discovery and readiness for action—that is life in the kingdom of heaven.
The final pair of parables is about discernment.  They are about our ability to make distinctions and to recognize right choices.  When should wheat be planted and when should wheat be ground into flour?  Which bread is best when made with yeast?  Which pearl is of unrepeatable rarity?  The customs cultivated in the courts of God are these fine shades of recognition and gratitude.  The Christian life is one constant savoring of the creations of a master chef; and our appreciations of God’s mighty acts become, if we remain at the table, more and more subtle, more and more discerning, as we understand more and more the layers and textures, contrasts and harmonies, tribes and the tongues, of the commonwealth over which God presides.  Of course, different flavors appeal to different palates.  We must, without shame or fear or pride, distinguish which are best for us, necessary to nurture or repair the circumstances around us, and which we are not for us, to be set aside for others—throw those back into the sea, where they can live for another fisher’s catch, or leave them in the storehouse, where they can wait for another person’s celebration.  That appreciation and that discernment and that growing understanding—this is life in the kingdom of heaven.
Of course, I am convinced that Matthew intends us to believe that each of these parables is relevant to us.  All of us must combine patience and decisive action and discernment, serenity and courage and wisdom.  In fact, even though some moments in our life seem dominated by one or another of these, all of us constantly combine all three together—and we must do so, if we are to participate fully in the authority of God to reconcile all things to Godself, which is the vocation into which Jesus has called all people.

Now, notice that Matthew has separated the last pair.  He has turned one into an allegory: the draw of fish is judgment day, and just as farmhands separated wheat from weeds, so fishermen separate good fish from bad, and just so the angels will gather the righteous and throw away the evil.  This mix of anxiety and anger, this implacable sense of right and wrong, this simmering fury and hurt that boils over into pronouncements of who is good and who is bad, this readiness to name rewards and punishments, pounds through Matthew’s Gospel constantly, like a pair of woofers several blocks away.  Both he and John were badly wounded, and they passed their wounds on to their children.  Rigid virtue is always a misplaced attempt at revenge.
However, of the two final parables, the second is a reflection on what it means to inhabit a realm of spiritual wisdom.  This anthology of Jesus’ stories that Matthew compiled is itself a model storehouse.  This long speech he edited for Jesus into orderly patterns and clear applications is the demonstration unit of what a “scribe of the kingdom” might build—a great memory palace to inhabit.  Remember, the scribes of Jesus’ and Matthew’s day had honorable and respected roles.  In a largely illiterate culture, they could read and write, and that meant they had precious gifts to contribute.  In Matthew’s Jewish context, they were the scholars of Torah and the recorders of rabbinical reflection.  They were the ones who made dwelling in the Word of God and transmitting it their life and their livelihood.  
Matthew might be boasting a bit indirectly about his virtuosity as a scribe of the kingdom of heaven, but he is also recommending to us that we become adepts and proficients in our handling of Scripture and Tradition.  He is recommending that his readers learn how to bring what is old and what is new into their ongoing experience of the God’s Sovereignty.  

In our day, with literacy widespread, every Christian could become a scribe of the kingdom of heaven.  However, in our day, with Biblical literacy evaporating, fewer and fewer Christians know their way around our own storehouse; we no longer bring out both new and old, but leave on the same new clothes until they are old and stink, and prepare the same new recipe until it is old and rancid, and sing the same new song until it is old and flat.  
This is why we study Scripture: not only to review the old techniques available and familiar to us, but also to learn innovative and effective new techniques, so that we may be more fully equipped to construct the kingdom of heaven.  It is as if Matthew were saying, “Have you understood, not only these particular parables, but what parables themselves are for, and even how to work with the inheritance of Christianity?  If you have, then now that I have shown you how I would do it, you assemble your own collection of stories and sayings and habits to guide you, to give you hope, and to pass on to others.  Don’t be simply a listener, a passive recipient, when you can be a scribe, a chef, a weaver, a builder.”  To do that, each of us must enter the storehouse and become familiar with all the height and depth and breadth and duration of the kingdom of heaven.
This is a joyful exercise, because the Word of God is seed in our soil and yeast in our batter, the Spirit of God is our recognition of beauty and truth and goodness and the readiness of our response to them, and the Depths of God are an inexhaustible ocean of fish and a vast storehouse of treasure; and we give all glory to that begetting Word, to that quickening Spirit, and to that unfathomable Source of all, the one God, in whose dominion we already dwell, and whom we hope to praise for ever.
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