July 27, 2008
Matthew 13:31-33, 44-46
In our passage this morning from Matthew’s Gospel, several little parables are strung together like a string of pearls. Jesus is trying to tell his followers what the kingdom of heaven is like, and in his customary way, he uses parables. 
The kingdom of heaven is like…

Someone who sells all he has to buy a field where a treasure is hidden

A Jeweler who sells everything he owns to buy one perfect pearl

A tiny mustard seed that grows into a huge plant

A woman kneading yeast into 3 measures of flour – which is about 50 pounds!
Jesus’ parables aren’t strict analogies, but more like metaphors. It’s impossible to nail down exactly what they mean, which is probably what makes them so timeless. But if I had to sum up these little parables, this is what I would say:
· Those who live in the kingdom of God discover treasures beyond their wildest imaginations, and in unexpected places
· What they discover may not look like much to others – in fact, it may look like junk
Now, the idea of seeking out hidden treasures isn’t new, and it isn’t unique to Jesus. A lot of good stories have a Quest in them. The hero sets off in search for something precious. A Knight goes off in search of the Holy Grail. Harry Potter and friends search for the Sorcerer’s Stone. Indiana Jones goes after the Ark of the Covenant. Captain Jack Sparrow searches for the Black Pearl. You know the story. It’s the classic tale of the hero.
I think a lot of us expect life will be something like that. You grow up in your parents’ home, and somewhere along the line you start chomping at the bit to leave home and make a life of your own. You set off for somewhere new and exciting. You start having dreams of the life you could make for yourself. Maybe it’s fame and fortune. Maybe it’s making a name for yourself. Maybe it’s just getting out of Granville! 

Sometimes things turn out splendidly. There are adventures, of course; the hero requires courage and commitment to keep going. There are dragons to slay, villagers to save, the hand of a maiden to win. But the Quest is worth fighting for; it is worth the sacrifices required. 
If I read these parables right, Jesus is saying that sometimes the kingdom of heaven is like this. It’s like the Jeweler who sets off to find fine pearls; and when he finds one beyond all the others, he sells everything else to purchase it. It is worth all the sacrifices asked of him. Indeed, it is so much more than he ever had dreamt. I like to think he lived happily ever after.
Sometimes the kingdom is like this. You know what you are looking for; you have a call, a purpose, a vision, and you follow it, follow it, all the way to the end; and even though it is costly it is worth it. You know what you were put on this earth to do and you thank God every day for this adventure, this life you were given. It is profoundly satisfying, and you have every reason to be grateful.
But sometimes the treasure we find is accidental. It is like the man who finds a treasure in a field; it’s unexpected. We stumble upon it. In fact, we almost miss it completely.
This spring, J.K. Rowling gave the commencement address at Harvard University. Rowling is, of course, the author of the fabulously successful Harry Potter series. You know what she talked to the graduates about? The benefits of failure. Failure, she insisted, was a treasure she could not have imagined. She certainly didn’t go seeking it. 
All her life, J.K. Rowling had wanted to write novels. It was her goal, her purpose, her reason for being. But her parents were practical people. They had both grown up poor, and though I’m sure they knew their daughter was bright, they treated her imagination as “an amusing personal quirk.” Neither her father nor mother had even gone to college; surely with a university education she would find a career that would pay the mortgage. 

But seven years after graduating from college, she had, in her own words, “failed on an epic scale.”
This is how Rowling describes it:

An exceptionally short-lived marriage had imploded, and I was jobless, a lone parent, and as poor as it is possible to be in modern Britain, without being homeless. The fears my parents had had for me, and that I had had for myself, had both come to pass, and by every usual standard, I was the biggest failure I knew.

Rowling refuses to romanticize this period of her life. It was dark beyond measure. She is a critic of anyone who tries to make poverty attractive in any way, shape or form.

But in this ‘epic failure,’ a door opened that she had not imagined. 

“Failure,” she writes,

Meant a stripping away of the inessential. I stopped pretending to myself that I was anything other than what I was, and began to direct all my energy into finishing the only work that mattered to me. Had I really succeeded at anything else, I might never have found the determination to succeed in the one arena I believed I truly belonged. I was set free, because my greatest fear had already been realized, and I was still alive, and I still had a daughter whom I adored, and I had an old typewriter and a big idea. And so rock bottom became the solid foundation on which I rebuilt my life.

And I believe that sometimes the kingdom of heaven is like that. 
You see, the ways of this world are not the ways of God. And the treasures that really matter might be buried deep underground, in the soil of failure. The things that matter most, the only work that really matters, are sometimes only found when everything else disappears. 

Sometimes you have to strip away everything else to find what is most valuable. You have to have eyes to see, or you will miss it completely. 
That’s what J.K. Rowling discovered, and others have discovered as well. 
Several people sent me the testimony of Tony Snow, who died recently after fighting cancer. He was press secretary for the White House for about a year before his cancer recurred. He wrote movingly about his fight with cancer, and what he had learned from his journey of faith.
Snow said this about his own illness:
Blessings arrive in unexpected packages – in my case, cancer…. I don’t know why I have cancer, and I don’t much care. It is what it is, a plain and indisputable fact. Yet even while staring into a mirror darkly, great and stunning truths began to take shape… Those who have been stricken enjoy the special privilege of being able to fight with their might, main, and faith to live fully, richly, exuberantly – no matter how their days may be numbered…

The challenges that make our hearts leap and stomachs churn… grant measures of wisdom and joy we would not experience otherwise….

Your quandary has drawn you closer to God, closer to those you love, closer to the issues that matter – and has dragged into insignificance the banal concerns that occupy our ‘normal time.’ 

I think what he found is the kingdom of heaven. 
Those who live in the kingdom of God discover treasures beyond their wildest imaginations, in unexpected places. In failure. In illness. In cancer. Somewhere along the journey, unexpectedly, the treasure appears. 

What they discover may not look like much to others. It may look awful, even repulsive. It may look like everything you’ve ever been afraid of. Loneliness. Disappointment. Despair. It may look like nothing anyone would ever hope for. 

But the ways of God are not the ways of this world. 

The kingdom of heaven is like a mustard seed, planted in a field, Jesus said. A mustard plant is not a noble tree, or even a fruit-bearing plant, or a vine bearing luscious, succulent grapes. A mustard plant is a shrub, a weed in fact, noxious and unwelcome. No one would plant one in a field. 
The kingdom of heaven is like that, Jesus said. And as it grows it becomes shelter for the birds of the air, a haven in a barren land. 

The kingdom of heaven is like leaven, like yeast, Jesus said. If you are trying to make unleavened bread, holy bread, the bread proscribed by the Old Covenant, the bread everyone is supposed to make, then yeast is the last thing you want. It is a contaminant. It ruins everything. 

But yeast is an agent of change. A little yeast can transform pounds and pounds of flour into something light, and airy, and wonderful. It doesn’t take much; it only takes time, lots of time, to see the flour grow and change into a rich, yeasty, bubbly sponge of dough, that can be baked into the bread of life. 
That’s what the kingdom of heaven is like, Jesus said.
You know what I think the kingdom of heaven like? 

It is like a friend of mine, helping his elderly mother move out of her home, her life-long home, into assisted living. And as he packed, he sorted through layers and layers of junk; paper napkins and lightbulbs, matchboxes and old bulletins from church. And under it all, a stack of 19th century silver dollars, worth a fortune. And beneath that, an old photo, sepia colored and torn, of the ancestor, long dead, who gave them to her. 
To think, in his hurry, he had almost thrown everything away. 

You have to sort through life carefully to discover what the treasure really is. It may be buried under piles and piles trash. It may not look like much to anyone else. It may even look awful. Like cancer. Or failure. Or pain. 
But it’s there. It’s there, in the stuff of your life.
Go after it. Search for it. Sort through everything till you find it. 

Because I promise you – it’s in there. It’s there, waiting to be found.
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