Homily for People and Parishes

Readings: Genesis 29:15-28 Psalm 105:1-11
Romans 8:26-39 Matthew 13:44-58

| wonder what proverbs, or sayings, have resonated with you over the years of your life,
and where you first heard them? I’'m not necessarily thinking about proverbs from the
Bible, but wisdom that has been offered — often from one generation to another. ‘Two
wrongs don’t make a right!” is one that | remember from my childhood, together with
‘Actions speak louder than words!’

There’s something succinct and memorable about such affirmations, ‘though | wonder if
younger generations now prefer to share similar wisdom through memes on social media!

Jesus didn’t have social media, but he used the technology of storytelling to communicate
ideas and offer wisdom. We would each have favourite parables and mine include the
Prodigal Son, and the Good Samaritan. Each of these parables is a story about people, so
it’s easy to relate with what is being described. However, there generally needs to be some
background reading to get a better sense of the context, the content, and the intended
message for those who first heard the story.

In today’s Gospel we have three very short parables in the form of thought-provoking
similes. Just before these three there were two better known parables also talking about
the Kingdom of Heaven and I'll also touch base with these. If each of these were
metaphors then the writer would have said, the kingdom of heaven IS a mustard seed; IS
yeast; IS treasure; IS a pearl; and IS a net. But instead, the writer suggests the kingdom of
heaven is LIKE a mustard seed; is LIKE yeast; is LIKE treasure... is LIKE a pearl... and is LIKE a
net. We might rightly wonder how any of these things could be LIKE the Kingdom of
heaven!

Let’s start with the mustard seed because it is probably the best known of these parables
(Mat 13:31-32), and you’re probably thinking you know where | might go with this. You
may even be thinking that at some stage I'll start singing the well-known song by Kev
Carmody and Paul Kelly, ‘From little things big things grow!’

It’s a reasonably thought because part of the gift of the mustard seed image is the sense
that no matter how small we feel, or how little we think we are gifted, God can do great
things through us... But, | think there is an additional way to consider the mustard seed.
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One commentary on this parable observes that mustard shrubs were unwanted weeds for
Middle Eastern grain farmers and that if left alone they could grow to about three metres in
height! So, the first listeners to this parable would have been surprised that Jesus chose a
tenacious weed to describe the Kingdom of Heaven!

| regularly dig out lantana on part of the property where I live. So, | have some lived
experience of a tenacious weed than can grow up to three meters in height. |1 don’t love
this weed at all!

Imagine expressing this understanding in our song writing and hymn singing? That the
Kingdom of Heaven is like a tenacious weed that won’t go away — Glory Hallelujah! And
that, no matter how many times we uproot it... or poison it, it will just keep coming back —
Praise be to God!

| love the next parable in which the Kingdom of Heaven is like yeast that a woman took and
mixed into flour so that the dough could rise. | think this is a real challenge because it
speaks of us, as a people of faith, being so mixed up in the dough of our community and our
society that ‘though we can’t be seen —we help it rise! We are called to be yeast, the
parable suggests, fully engaged in our community, so that God’s Spirit can bring about
transformation and new life through us.

The first Jewish hearers of this parable would have been appalled by this image of God’s
Kingdom, because yeast was considered corrupting in Jewish religious thinking. In addition,
the Jewish community believed themselves to be God’s chosen people, called to be
distinctive and separate from the rest of society, not all mixed in together!

We probably all love bread made with yeast so it’s hard to imagine how Jewish people first
responded to this image. | wonder if a contemporary way of expressing the understanding
would be that the Kingdom of Heaven is like monosodium glutamate — the flavour enhancer
MSG - because it is hidden, and it makes even the plainest food tasty!

Most people these days have a sense that MSG creates health issues for some people,
particularly asthmatics. So, maybe the Kingdom of Heaven being like MSG is a step too far,
but by thinking about it we get some sense of how controversial it would have been to hear
Jesus affirming that the Kingdom of Heaven is like yeast!

The next two parables have several layers within them! We hear about treasure being
found in a field, and a valuable pearl being found by a merchant. In each of these we are
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reminded that relationship with God is priceless. Surely that is ‘the treasure’ and that is
‘the pearl’? However, we miss something if we leave our analysis there because it suggests
that the Kingdom of Heaven is a commodity that can be owned — like a field, or a pearl.

Each of these parables start with someone finding something valuable but they go on to
describe a whole of life response to this discovery. In each case the men sold ALL that they
had in response to what they’d found — not just some of what they had — everything!

In the light of this the Kingdom of Heaven is less about the valuable thing and more about
the willingness of the men to give ALL that they had in response. There is a clear
implication that our own response to God needs to be like this. That, somehow, there
should not be a single part of our life left untouched in our response to God’s love, made
known in Jesus Christ.

These two parables tell us that the knowledge of God’s love, and the call from Christ to
follow, has the potential to reframe: a) How we understand ourselves, and our place in the
world? (b) Who we love, and how we love them? (c) What we do with our lives, and why
we do that?

| would love for us each to think about these questions over a cup of tea at some stage over
the next few days, but for now, please join me as we close in prayer:

Life-giving God, may the weedlike seeds of faith within us
become shrubs that give food, shelter and shade;

may our lives, surrendered to your love,

become ‘yeast’ that helps others rise;

may we receive the treasure of your love with joy,

and share that love generously.

We pray in the name of Christ, who shows us The Way.
Amen

Questions for reflection:
1. Which of today’s parables speak to you most clearly:
mustard seed; yeast; treasure, or pearl?
2. Why have you chosen this parable?
3. What words would you use to describe the Kingdom of Heaven?
The Kingdom of Heaven is like...
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