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“Kneading the Kingdom of God” 

August 21, 2016, based on Luke 13:18–22
The mustard seed parable is talking about something very humble and small that grows into something huge and sprawling that takes over the whole garden. It’s not really a tree, but a bush, one that can grow tall and overhanging, like a tree. So, also, did the social gathering of the kingdom of God start out small, growing to the four or five thousand that sometimes heard Jesus preach, and then to the hundreds of thousands and even millions before very long. Jesus foresaw that. The image of the mustard plant growing huge and overspreading, stands for the large movement that would grow out of some humble beginnings in the Galilean countryside.

A similar meaning is found in the next parable, except that the kneading parable speaks about time and distribution, rather than the spatial image of a great plant. A woman kneads some yeast into a lump of dough. It takes time and effort before the whole lump is permeated by the yeast. Both parables taken together seem to say that the kingdom will grow gradually but surely.

That image of the leavened dough is a very rich one. It’s saying something about the way that believers will permeate all of society, will exist at all social levels and in all professions, and will season the whole of society. Maybe another image, besides leaven, would be that of spice: once you put a little spice into a mix, and knead it or stir it in, then the whole mix is seasoned. There may only be a few parts per thousand of actual seasoning, but if they are spread throughout, they flavor the whole. But Jesus’ image of leaven or yeast is doubly powerful, because leaven causes dough to rise, and Jesus is suggesting that believers cause society to rise to higher levels of ethics and civility. All the dough rises from a few sprinkles of leaven, and all of society benefits from a few believers.

So, Christians are bits of spiritual goodness that season the whole of society with spiritual love and loyalty. If there are some seeking and doing the will of God throughout all levels of society, then there is hope for society. Let’s look at some examples.

There is a Russian proverb, which says that there is one truly righteous person in every village, and that the country is only in trouble if those righteous people are no longer there. Solzhenitsyn wrote a story called “Matryona’s House” which pictures the one righteous person in a certain village. She does the will of God by being helpful to her neighbors. Unfortunately, in this story, they do not appreciate her.

A certain Jewish tradition, found in the Talmud, says that there are 36 “hidden righteous ones” who keep the world going. These righteous ones have an unusual name—the Lamed Vovniks, that is, the 36—but I won’t make you say it. I’ll say it. The Lamed Vovniks do not know that they are especially righteous, and they do not ask for any credit. They just do the right thing in their own spheres of life. Somehow, by showing compassion and by doing the right thing in their lives, they help to avert disasters for society (go to blackwingangel.wordpress.com and enter “36” in the search line). If one claims to be one of the 36, that is proof that one is not one of the 36.

Some of the lessons that this legend teaches are respect, because one never knows whether another person might be one of the 36, and humility, because society does not depend on my wisdom, but on that of others whom I can never identify. Even if I happen to be one of the 36, I can never know that, would never take credit for it, and would remain humble. Those who are really dedicated to doing the will of God are surprisingly and refreshingly humble.

A real life story concerns the North Carolina grandmother who has started two homeless churches, and says people come to her church for “encouragement, prayer, and food.” People have donated money to her, and she continues to serve a free meal, and talk to people about Jesus Christ. (Can be found by an internet search for “Modern Day ‘Mother Theresa’ Heads Homeless Church.”) >
Another true story concerns the woman in Nepal, whom everyone simply calls “Mother,” who takes in homeless women and children. She pulls some of them back from death’s door, cleans them, and lets them live in the home that her parents have donated for this work. Twenty women and 50 orphans or homeless children now live there, surrounded by love. 

And this church, too, came to the aid of a family whose house burned down, and that has been appreciated.

But I also want to point out that sometimes a work of service might receive very little recognition, or even opposition. Sometimes these acts of courageous service remain largely between you and God, and you have to do the right thing without expecting any appreciation. Many teachers work hard to help students learn, and to learn how to learn, although they may not always be appreciated for it. Teachers are crucial, especially those who teach us to love learning, for the love of learning is essential for the survival of civilization.

I am bringing up these stories from various cultures, to press home this idea of some righteous people who season society, like spice or yeast seasons food. Jesus foresaw that some who heard his voice would perform this role, would really uplift the people around them, or help to preserve some social value. It’s a real spiritual effect, and we can never know to what extent we affect others. But then, maybe we don’t need to know. We just need to allow the Spirit into our lives, our minds, to such an extent that we do bring a blessing to others, and let God coordinate how that blessing plays out.

God knows how to knead the kingdom into society. God helps certain encounters to take place, and tries to guide people into their true calling, although it may seem to us that it takes a very long time to get there. But, as Ecclesiastes says, “For everything there is a season, and a time for every matter under heaven. . . . He has made everything beautiful in its time; also he has put eternity [ha-‘olam] into [the hu]man mind” (Ecc 3:1, 11 RSV).

We have eternity in our minds, yet we feel harassed by time! We are our own worst enemies, that way. But we have eternity to get it right, so we should not harass ourselves about not getting it right yet. But we can get started now.

Let’s make a resolution in our hearts today, to trust God’s goodness, to believe in God’s ability to knead the spiritual kingdom into the human race (at least among those who are willing to be kneaded!), and to affirm that God’s time is the right time.

So, will you let yourself be k-neaded by God? To be worked on by God? I think you are, and I think I am! Why else do we come to church, except to say, “Okay, God, work on me a bit!” Some of that work is for our benefit, and some is for the benefit of others with whom we will come in contact. God knows the times and the places for you to be; you are “rooted and built up in” Christ, as the Letter to the Colossians says, and “your life is hidden with Christ in God” (Col 2:7; 3:3). You don’t get to see the blueprint, at least not yet.

So trust God to make use of your talents. Trust that God is working the yeast into the dough, is working the Kingdom into the world, although it encounters much resistance. But if your life is hidden with Christ in God, then you can work and wait, and ask God to help you find your place in the world, and find the right service for you to render to people. 

Wherever you are in life, you can render some service to someone in your environment, that will make a difference. Keep Jesus as your example, for he said “I am among you as one who serves” (Luke 22:27).


