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Our reading today delivers a string of short parables a kind of Parablepalloza . A
meant to tell us something important about the Kingdom of God and our spiritual
life.

The Kingdom of God has these characteristics if we look to the parables. It exhibits
surprising growth at times while beginning in small ways like a small seed. The
Kingdom is like yeast that spreads out and makes everything expand and rise. The
kingdom is pervasive and changes everything. The Kingdom is so valuable it makes
people do crazy things to take it into their lives. It can cost you everything that you
have and it is worth it. It is worth searching for. The kingdom of God is open to
everyone, comprehensive and prone to collecting all sorts of people and things into
its realm. The kingdom is wild and untamed and surprising and valuable and our
heart’s desire.

“At its simplest the parable is a metaphor or simile drawn from nature or common
life, arresting the hearer by its vividness or strangeness, and leaving the mind in
sufficient doubt about its precise application to tease it into active thought” (The
Parables of the Kingdom, 1961 Dodd).

This past week [ was listening to a book in my car by Jeff Chu, entitled Good Soil. He
was recounting his days at Princeton Seminary and the program that they offered
there to MDiv students called the Farminary, where theology of creation and
creation care were taught alongside the practical and beautiful work of cultivating,
planting, nurturing and caring for gardens and orchards on a plot of land the
seminary owned. Something the professor, Nathan Stucky told the class at the very
beginning of the semester caught my attention, “We expect love to grow here.”
While we are planting and weeding and cultivating this garden, we expect Love to
grow here... love for each other, for the land and for God. Right there in the car my
heart began to open and sing. “We expect love to grow here.” What a beautiful
posture, what a delicious goal, what a way of life he was inviting those students into
at the Farminary. I think that I would have really liked the Farminary, it almost
makes me want to go back to seminary.

That is what [ believe that parables are doing as well, planting seeds of the kingdom
that Jesus hopes will grow into something beautiful, will grow into love, more love,
more loving care, more justice in the world, more friendship and community, more
authentic living, more relationship with the living God... More love. That is what we



want to happen here at St. Mark’s. We want to be a place and a people where love
grows and flourishes and expands and woos not only ourselves but others around
us and those who are not yet here into a loving, liberating and life-giving
relationship with God. It doesn’t mean it will be easy, love requires sacrifice, love
requires ongoing capacity to forgive one another, love requires pruning. getting
things out of the way that keep us from the love of God, and love requires that we
grow and change becoming more and more like Christ.

Your spiritual core, my spiritual core is the most valuable part of us because it is the
part of us that connects us to God, grounding and centering us rightly in the world. It
is the one true treasure that each of possess. However, it’s challenging to locate, it
cannot be found on the surface of life in the tangle of physical and social
interactions. It is a treasure hidden, buried in the field of ourselves. It is a mystery at
the very center of who we are.

People tell me all the time, “I'm sorry father, I'm spiritual but not religious.” And I
sometimes quip back that’s ok, “I'm religious but not spiritual... with wry smile to
their surprised look hoping they will engage. The point is that one’s spiritual core
can go undiscovered. One can be oblivious or unconcerned about it, caught up in the
“everydayness of life.” The Gospel of Thomas suggests: “The Father’s kingdom is
spread out upon the earth, and people don’t see it.” Not finding the treasure hidden
within or the pearl of great price can be like Meister Eckhart’s remark that “each
person has a vintage wine cellar, but they seldom drink from it.”

So when something happens in our life and we come upon this spiritual depth, the
kingdom of god within us, we are surprised, caught off guard, sometimes
flummoxed. We see it, it glimmers and then we don’t see it. Our mind it seems plays
tricks on us we see it and then it fades or flickers away. We are finding it and hiding
it at the same time. But in truth, once you've seen something of the kingdom of god,
experienced enough to know how valuable it is, you want more of it, your desire for
God is kindled. And that desire for God is a beautiful thing.

However, there is more to the story. The desiring of the Kingdom of God, seeing
something a great value is just the first part of the journey. The parable tells us that
when we see something that we want more of we are willing to realign our lives, to
shift our energies, sell everything we have in order to pursue what we have found,
what our heart desires. I love this part of the parable, “in his joy he goes and sells all
that he has and buys that field.” This is a hallmark of the kingdom of God joy not
shame or judgement or guilt; rather joy that you are pursuing something of great
value of great beauty. There is nothing more valuable than a life-giving relationship
with God.

When we find a way to connect with God, with the source of who we are, this is the

Pearl of great price and we cannot help ourselves. We want that relationship and so
we begin to sell everything we have like a process of purification, ridding ourselves
of everything that would block us from the love of God working in our lives. We sell



our lives in order to buy into God’s life, to buy more completely into the ways of the
kingdom hoping to know more of God and allowing God to know more of us. The
parables are clear this finding, selling and buying of our lives is worth everything.

[ also find it a little humorous that this parable had this kind of imagery of
acquisition which we Americans understand so quickly being trained as consumers
on a daily, hourly, minute by minute basis. However, it goes so much deeper than
purchasing power, it is about our inner life the core of who we are. The relationship
will by its very comprehensive nature involve your material resources but the
kingdom, the joy of the kingdom pulls at the whole of your being. It’s not
transactional. It’s relational through and through. It’s a kind of decision to develop
spiritually, to hold on to Jesus’ teachings, trying to understand them and take them
into your life in a way that integrates them into creative and compassionate living.

People tell me all the time that Americans are spiritually hungry, now more than
ever. They are seeking spiritual experiences. And I think wanting a firsthand
experience of one’s soul and God is a very good thing. People are not sure where to
find that experience. They dream about things you and [ dream about, walking in the
woods, strolling along the ocean beaches, being with people that they love or
passionately pursuing some way of justice in the world that lights up for them. They
are hoping for some kind of breakthrough or dramatic opening where they will
realize the presence of God underlying all things. They are looking for a place where
they will find a deep new connection to God, their doubts will flee away and they
will live with confidence in the meaning of life. They will have more free time, be
less conflict producing, their kids will above average and their clothes will still all
suddenly fit just right. Their many problems will be solved and their relationships
suddenly work. But this is just the dream of a spiritual experience not actually
having one. However, because the whole world is shot through with the kingdom of
God the spiritual experience we’re longing for could happen anywhere, in the loving
care of a friend, in the dazzling line of a hymn, in quietly receiving the eucharist, at
the bedside of a dying friend or sitting on the front porch with your grandmother. I
hope these experiences really happen for people. [ hope we can get off our phones
and our ear buds long enough to notice them.

The second part of spiritual experience is a little more demanding as it means
disruption and reevaluation of one’s life. As someone once said, “Spiritual
experiences have aftermaths.” The exhilaration of finding the treasure or a Pearl of
great price is followed by the discomfort or hard decisions. If we really want to
purchase the field or the pearl we may have to sell all the trinkets we’ve been
collecting. Or to put it another way we may have to do some holy sorting,
abandoning things we once valued from our storehouse and dusting of things we’d
almost forgotten about. Spiritual experience entails finding and the finding opens up
into selling, and selling means reevaluating the new realization in light of the old
commitments. It is never just business as usual with spiritual experience, the price
of the treasure or the pearl may be all that you have.



What do we mean by all of this? What previously we valued and pursued may not be
as attractive as it once was. We may reconsider things like well-paid work in light of
meaningful work. The people we once sought out as companions may no longer
seem like soul-mates and that can be exceedingly difficult. On the other hand, people
who we once thought were not cool or out of it may seem much more interesting or
grounded or centered than we ever thought. Finding the kingdom of God is
disruptive and leads to change and transition but somehow is still marked by joy.
The joy of knowing God and be alive to the spirit at work within you.

The parables tell us that growing spiritually has three movements: finding, selling
and buying. It's the middle part, letting go, that is the most important and the most
difficult because it means rearranging your life in light of God’s ways in light of the
kingdom of heaven. It can be uncomfortable and disorienting reclaiming your own
identity from all the influences around you that you took for granted.

Sometimes it helpful to put this spiritual wisdom into the old idioms we may have
heard from our ancestors in the faith. You may have grown up on farm or near one
and heard people say He (she) has sold the farm meaning that people had taken a
great risk and were rearranging their lives in terms of relationships, occupation or
geography. Or perhaps you heard the phrase “She (he) has rolled the dice” meaning
that meant someone was taking a chance. Their very self had been put on the line.
They had risked the unknown.

The kingdom of God is an ongoing process of putting together the new and the old,
of finding, selling and buying our lives anew, of reinventing ourselves in the light of
the ongoing revelation of God. The cost can be considerable but it’s cheap at any
price.

In just a few moments we will share a sacred meal together. In the Eucharist you
will be given just little bread and a little wine, a tiny seed. In sharing this meal we
draw close, very close to the maker of heaven and earth, to the healer of our souls, to
the risen Christ. Yes, just a sip of wine and a piece of bread. It’s a small meal but here
small is beautiful. Here we touch the mystery of the kingdom of heaven and are
nourished and sustained for this surprising journey. Here we are taught to pay
attention to that which the world regards as small and inconsequential. Here, in
faith we move toward one another and toward the awesome and loving presence of
God through seemingly small gestures. Have some wine, take some bread, and
experience the fullness of God with us, within you. We expect Love to grow here and
by God’s grace it will.



