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I love doing cryptic crosswords.  I love the guessing and the logic, the element of chance as well as the step-by-step deduction.  I like the fact that it’s something you can get better at with practice, once you begin to understand how the principle of crosswords works.   It’s frustrating when you can see exactly how a clue works, but don’t know the relevant piece of information to fill it in, though it’s tremendously satisfying when you arrive at an answer you didn’t know existed, and so surprise yourself and learn something new into the bargain.  And there’s something of this same appeal and frustration in reading or hearing the parables of Jesus.  These stories are real brain-teasers which need to be looked at straight-on, back to front, side to side and from every other conceivable direction, and we’re still not going to come up with a definitive interpretation.  Jesus’ parables were intended to provoke, to disturb, to promote thought and discussion.  The last thing they were intended to do was to give such a definitive answer that no one need think any further for themselves.

Today’s gospel reading is a collection of six short parables, each saying something about the kingdom of God, which suggest and frustrate in this way.  We’ll look at some of them in some detail and from several different angles, and consider some of their many possible messages for our time and place.  The six parables fall naturally into three pairs, which speak of different aspects of what the kingdom of God is.  The first pair is the mustard seed and the leaven, the second pair is the buried treasure and the pearl of great value, and the third pair is the net full of fish and the scribes sorting treasure.  The mustard seed and leaven are both tiny objects which in due time are transformed into something many times bigger and unrecognisable from their origins.  This image is often used as a template for how one individual with faith can transform their own world, or as an encouragement to a small Christian group that their size is no hindrance to the spreading of the gospel.  In this respect it echoes the belief that ‘with God, all things are possible’.  It would certainly have offered hope to the earliest Christians who were a tiny, persecuted sect, not much liked by mainstream Judaism or the Pagan rulers.  They must have wondered why Jesus’ teaching didn’t inspire the hearts of everyone who heard it to burn with passion for the kingdom as theirs did.  And here they learn that they are just the beginning of something which will be much bigger in time.  We might want to ask similar questions today.  Why is the church in our society in decline?  Why do people not want to hear the good news about Jesus?  Why isn’t Kilmeston/ Tichborne church full during times of worship?  There are some analysts who claim that church attendance figures aren’t really that bad, they just need to be measured in different ways.  I’m not a sociologist so I’m not qualified to contradict that, but I do worry that that view might be a case of shifting deck-chairs while the Titanic sinks.  We might be so busy convincing ourselves that empty churches are actually a sign of faith spreading elsewhere that even we don’t notice that we’ve quietly slipped out of existence.  The parable of the mustard seed might inspire us, therefore, to look on what we still have in our churches as a seed, sown deep within the fabric of our local communities, which once again has the potential to sprout and grow and flourish.  The kingdom is done for when we cease to believe that our church is the seed of new growth, but see it instead as a dry and brittle twig, from an aged, dying plant, fit only for the compost heap.

Looking at these parables from a different angle, we might want to ask ‘who are the birds of the air’, or ‘what is the loaf’?  Are the birds the faithful saints and disciples, i.e. in today’s terms, the faithful supporters of the church who keep it going?  Or are they a more transitory presence, the people who float in and out of our churches at different times in their life, but find a place to rest when necessary.  Is the loaf of bread the church, drenched with the leaven of faith?  Is the loaf the world, suffused throughout with microscopic specks of leaven, representing little pockets of Christian witness?  These sorts of questions might prompt us to look into our own lives and the corporate life of our communities to see where the kingdom of God is most apparent, and what our role in the wider world is in terms of spreading it further.  

Both the seed and the leaven, once they are sown or kneaded, become invisible.  They are hidden and what can be seen is not them themselves, but their effect; like the wind blowing, we can’t see it, but it’s real and powerful and we certainly see the trees bending under its force.  There’s also an element of surprise, that something as apparently insignificant could work such an incredible transformation of its surroundings.  The leaven has particular interest in this respect because of its negative connotations in Judaism.  Yeast is not a good translation, because that sanitises it into a perfectly acceptable ingredient.  Leaven was in fact an old, rather putrid, piece of dough which, because of its mouldy properties not only fermented causing the dough to rise, but was also considered unclean in a ritual sense.  Leaven was a necessary evil, if you like.  What does this say about the kingdom of God and its citizens?  Many of Jesus’ followers were the faintly undesirable element of society, including tax collectors, lepers, prostitutes and all women in general and other people whom respectable folk wouldn’t have wanted to associate with.  Jesus himself was scorned as a prophet because he came from a very ordinary, nondescript little town: remember the phrase ‘can anything good come from Nazareth’.  God seems to favour this method of working; taking the poor, the forgotten, the unwanted, the undesirables, and transforming them into disciples, and then transforming the world around them through their witness.  

Another interesting clue in interpreting these parables, is that Jesus says that the kingdom of God is like the seed which grows and the leaven which rises, not that the kingdom is like the fully grown tree or the finished loaf.  This points to the kingdom of God being not so much a fait accompli, a finished place or community, as a process; a dynamic, organic, ever-changing process which is concerned with the fulfilling of potential rather than being focused on the end result for its own sake.  What does that suggest about how and where the kingdom is to be found, and how the kingdom relates to each of us in our lives?

We don’t have time now to continue looking at all these parables in such detail, but I hope you can see that there are hundreds of other questions we could put to these parables, different scenarios we could try on them, different applications we make to our world and lives in the light of them.  As with the cryptic crossword, the skill is not in knowing the answer, but in the process of working it out.  I pray that in the working out we may stumble across the treasure and plant it fruitfully, to the glory of the one true God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  Amen.

