Matthew 13: 31-33, 44-52  “Hidden Treasure”  Rev. Janet Chapman 7/26/20
	So last week’s vacation was spent in the heart of Oregon where the Ducks walk on water, straws are a thing of the past, and people drive half the speed limit (sorry family if you are listening, but it is true).  The opportunity to slow down, in more ways than one, allowed me to regain some of my sense of humor which I think is a necessity right now.  We celebrated Mikayla’s 26th birthday party which she will tell you was a mixed bag of emotions as now she no longer has access to her dad’s insurance policy.  It reminded me of what comedian and preacher Susan Sparks once said about birthday parties, particularly the first and last of anyone’s life.  The first and last birthday parties on this earth have a great deal in common if you think about it.  You just kind of sit there – you are the least excited person at the party.  You didn’t even realize there was a party.  In both instances, others have to help blow out your candles and gather your friends together for you – not the typical celebration.  I enjoyed  reading the comics and my day was made the first day I got back when Dianne left me a comic strip from “Pickles” in which Opal has a broken arm.  “What happened to you, Opal?” asks the man.  “I fell down,” she says.  “How?”  “I was walking across the parking lot and tripped over a speed bump.”  He quickly responds, “How fast were you going?”  
As I began to delve into this week’s scripture, it was like the reading the comics again.  The Bible is filled with some humorous stories and metaphors – it is a mix of everything from The Real Housewives to Game of Thrones.  Today, Jesus the comic takes the stage telling his first century audience the kingdom of heaven is like a mustard seed that someone sowed in their field and it grows to be the biggest shrub of all where birds can make their nests.  You get it?  Probably not, because for many of us, the punchline of the parable of the mustard seed is lost to our 21st century ears.  Nevertheless for Jesus’ audience, it was powerful teaching.  W.H. Auden once said, “You can’t tell people what to do, you can only tell them parables; and that is what art really is, particular stories of particular people and experiences.”  A rule of thumb for interpreting all parables is to identify what is strange about it?  What is strange, ironic, humorous, exaggerated about this parable?  What we may not realize is that the mustard seed is not just one of the smallest seeds around compared to the majestic cedars of ancient time, it was one of the last things any farmer would ever intentionally plant.  It is invasive, hard to control, and takes over plants in other areas of the garden.  As such, it violates Jewish purity laws commanding that diverse things be separated.  Ranchers would have hated it because it irritates the eyes of their livestock.  If that is not enough to get Jesus’ first-century audience buzzing, Jesus adds that it will become a tree “so that the birds come and perch in its branches.”  Birds?  What farmer in her right mind would want birds?  At that point, some might have questioned whether he needed to go back to carpentry and leave agriculture to those who had half a brain.  Jesus is inviting his listeners to think about the power of such a shrub to exceed their expectations.  Therefore, the parable of the mustard seed is not just a simple story with one point, but is a complex scenario that can evoke all kinds of connections and meanings, just like peeling back the layers of an onion to reveal the heart.
In fact, Jesus intentionally uses irony to open up one’s imagination about the kingdom of heaven.   What is the kingdom of heaven like?  When we first hear the words “kingdom of heaven” we probably think about some non-earthly realm.  We live on earth and God lives in heaven.  Wherever God is present, so is the kingdom of heaven.  If we believe God is present with us right now, then it follows the kingdom of heaven is present as well.  But, as colleague Bob Cornwall notes, it is not easily spotted, it is hidden in our midst.  We know what kingdoms and empires look like – they are hierarchical, top-down, power-sucking entities.  They are quite visible and make their influence known as borders are defended and commercial interests are expanded.  But none of that fits with what Jesus is talking of, therefore, many have adopted the phrase “realm” of heaven rather than “kingdom.”  Matthew 13’s parables give us an ironic, often humorous slant, to what the realm of heaven is like.  In the parable of the mustard seed, maybe we see that the realm of heaven is messy; when it draws near, it upsets things, starting small but growing fast.  Its value is sometimes hard to grasp.  In the southeast United States there is a plant called “kudzu” which is hated with a passion.  People expend all sorts of effort to eradicate this plant brought to the states from China originally to help with erosion.  But in southeast Asia, Kudzu is considered a food crop.  It is known as one of the “50 fundamental herbs” whose herbal remedy treats alcohol related problems, including of the liver.  There are hints it can help treat migraines, diabetes, Alzheimer’s, and even cancer!  Wouldn’t that be a twist – if medical science discovered the ultimate cure for cancer in the plant that our neighbors are spending millions of dollars to eradicate?  It is almost like what if all the research going to create a vaccine for the COVID virus also ended up curing the common cold virus?  Hidden treasures found where we least expect them – that is what the realm of heaven is like.
Like the mustard seed, the parable of the yeast has a similarly strange twist as it also uses a commodity which is not widely embraced in the ancient world.  Yeast was regarded as an agent of corruption or fermentation but Jesus turns it on its head making something bad seem good.  The baker hides leaven in three measures of wheat flour, approximately 50 pounds of flour.  Such exaggeration translates to enough bread for over 100 people, way more than would fit in anyone’s dining room!  Jerry Seinfeld was a master of exaggeration and satire.  He showed how hilarious mundane life could be through things like detergent. “Now they show you how detergents take out bloodstains,” he shares.  “That is a pretty violent image there.  I think if you’ve got a T-shirt with a bloodstain all over it, maybe laundry isn’t your biggest problem.  Maybe you should get rid of the body first before you do the wash.”  In both the parable of the mustard seed and the yeast, we experience strange and humorous stories about how God is working in the world – God is at work in people, events, and situations that we regard as insignificant bringing about results which are wildly beyond our expectations.
Having looked at how God is working in the world, the next two parables point to our response to God’s persistent activity in our lives.   The parables of the treasure and the pearl stress the human response to what God is doing.  Like buried treasure, God’s activity is hidden and must be discovered, it must be sought in order to be found.  Paradoxically, the realm of God is both a gift as well as a search according to Alice McKenzie.  The emphasis is not as much on perseverance as it is on the overwhelming, extravagant response to finding what has been sought.  In each case, the finder sells all their possessions in order to have access to what they have found.  Our response must be complete, a wholehearted commitment in faith and obedience to what God has done and is doing in our lives.  The fifth parable, the parable of the net, is sort of like an exclamation point to the first four stories.  It is an allegory, in which every element stands for something beyond the story.  Matthew is expression his concern for the mixed state of the church by including this story.  It is not meant to assure good Christians of their salvation as good fish, but to warn them they must persevere in doing what Jesus teaches.  Living faith over just lip service is required of all Jesus’ followers; strive to recognize God’s gift and embrace it.  
As my daughter opened her birthday presents, I actually surprised her, which never happens, by giving her a license plate cover which said Chapman University Alumni she had wanted since graduation.  As she held it, I was brought back to that day on the podium in the hot sun when she accepted her diploma.  If you were close enough, you could hear the college administrators on stage saying to the newly graduated “Congratulations” over and over, as well as “keep moving.”  You had to smile because they meant it figuratively as well as literally –  don’t stop in your learning and growing as well as this event is on a schedule because the caterers are waiting.  “Congratulations and keep moving.”  It has a good metaphorical meaning to it if you think about it.  Matthew is saying the same thing as he hands his community, and us, these five parables from chapter 13 – Congratulations and keep moving!
