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31 He put before them another parable: “The kingdom of heaven is like a mustard seed that
someone took and sowed in his field; 32 it is the smallest of all the seeds, but when it has grown
it is the greatest of shrubs and becomes a tree, so that the birds of the air come and make nests
in its branches." 33 He told them another parable: "The kingdom of heaven is like yeast that a
woman took and mixed in with three measures of flour until all of it was leavened." 34 Jesus told
the crowds all these things in parables; without a parable he told them nothing.”

Please take a moment to glance at your worship bulletin and let us read together our
church’'s mission statement: “To love the Lord and share His love with our community and
world.”

It is said that a mission statement describes to others the business of the organization. |
believe our mission statement leaves no room for doubt about the business of God' s people.
Friends, to co-opt a line from the Blues Brothers, we are on a mission from God.

Thisis the second in athree part series about the business of the church —to be a
missional people of God reaching this community, region and world. | have chosen as the title of
this particular message: Let your Light Shine, One Life at a Time.

Our text today provides us with lively word pictures — Jesus called them parables — to
describe a mysterious and nebulous redlity. The kingdom of heaven, the term Matthew records
Jesus as saying, is the same thing as the kingdom of God. Matthew’ s gospel has a Jewish
audience in mind and so terms like kingdom of heaven may be less offensive than the kingdom
of God. Anyway you say it, kingdom of heaven or kingdom of God, what Jesus is concerned
with isthe reign and reality of God. Jesus said it islike...a mustard seed...abit of yeast...

Thismorning | am fascinated with the symbol of yeast. | like to bake bread after all, so it
is no wonder that the comparison to the kingdom of heaven with yeast would get my attention. |
have two favorite bread recipes. sourdough and French. With the sourdough recipe | measure out
acup of starter, which is nothing more than some sugar, warm water, 3 tablespoons of potato
flakes and a cake of yeast, and knead it in with about six cups of flour. It isarecipe that my
grandmother used and one she shared with me when | lived hundreds of miles away in seminary.
It never ceases to amaze and tickle me how a one-fourth ounce of yeast can revolutionize an
entire bow! of dough.

Typically yeast is a symbol of corruption in the Bible. In only one other gospel account,
Luke, isyeast used in a positive way.

But there is another “surprise” in this biblical metaphor, this word picture of Jesus: the
sheer amount. Jesus says that the kingdom of heavenis like yeast that a woman took and mixed
in with three measures of flour. When | first read three measures of flour | thought something
like three cups. My recipe for French bread calls for four cups of flour. No big deal. Typical.
Why in the world would Jesus include a detall like that? | just was not sure. But the “three
measures’ of flour referred to here is about ten gallons of flour. This means that, according to the
word picture Jesus is describing, the resultant bread would feed about 100-150 people.



Jesus is saying that for God the Kingdom of heaven is a big, audacious, extravagant deal.
There are at least two ways God' s kingdom ought to be working:

1) The Kingdom of God at Work in Us.
Leavening of our own soul is necessary.

Later on in the worship service we will baptize five individuals. While this baptism
outwardly marks them as children of God, it does not mark that they are fully formed. The
waters of baptism take time — years, maybe even a lifetime — to fully penetrate into our very
beings that we are loved of God. When we begin to measure the depth of God's love for usit is
not too far a stretch to then begin to love others as God loves.

| was eight years old when | made my profession of faith. Actually my conversion was
nothing dramatic. | was raised in church and to my recollection rarely spent a Sunday morning
outside of going to church during all my years of living at home. One summer evening when |
was eight | was watching a Billy Graham crusade on TV. Now | am not sure what exactly he
said or even how | felt; | just knew that God was working in me and there in the living room |
accepted that Jesus was my savior and | was to live my life for him. | have spent the
overwhelming mgjority of my life trying to understand what God'’ s love means. At timesin my
journey | have had the faith to move mountains and at other times | have doubted like Thomeas,
betrayed like Judas, and denied like Peter.

Before we can be a missional church where the hope of the kingdom of heaven is
leavened around us we need to understand that this same kingdom is growing within us, too.

Many of us, however, cannot accept or believe God'’s love for us and so we can never
really move towards a commitment to others. John Claypool interprets it this way: when I’'m not
OK, You're not OK; We're not OK; They're not OK; It's not OK." What winds up happening is
that we begin to live or congtruct our lives like the disciples who argued among themselves. Do
you remember that story in the ninth chapter of Mark’s gospel? They are al on the road to
Capernaum and Jesus finds out later that they were arguing among themselves about who was
the greatest among them (Mark 9:33-34).

Our current generations did not invent the rat race. It comes whenever there is the aching
self-perception of insufficiency. When we fail to grasp the kingdom of heaven within us, that is
the magnanimity of God' s acceptance and love of us and for us, we begin to live our lives
tearing others apart. We must climb to the top stepping on anyone that getsin our way. At the
root of it all isthe idea that we are not good enough, not smart enough, not saved enough.
Behind the chant “we're number on€e’ is the haunting fear of desolate inadequacy.

Thank God that God is more patient with us then we are with ourselves. Jesus said that
the kingdom of heaven is like a woman working yeast into her flour — it doesn’t happen all at
once but in time — God'’ s time? — it penetrates us through and through. We move from I’m not
OK to I'm OK; You're OK; We're OK; They're OK; It's OK. Please don't write this off as more
feel good theology chicken soup for our satiated souls. No, thisis God' s work of reconciliation.

That is the essence of who Jesus was as he walked among us, died among us, and lives
forevermore in us. Jesus came to reconcile us not from the gaze of a condescending God but the
God who created us out of a giving, growing love.

* John Claypool, The Preaching Event, p. 30.



And reconciliation is THE work of the church. We cannot become a reconciling
missional people, however, if we do not yet believe the kingdom of heaven includes us. But
neither does it end with us.

The kingdom of God is not just at work in us, but...

2)The Kingdom of God is at Work in Others,,

As| said this cannot be fully actualized in us until we accept the magnanimity of God's
kingdom at work in us. Without believing the kingdom of heavenis at work in us we will
forevermore struggle to be the missional church populated by missional people. But when this
kingdom, this hopeful imagination of God’ s reign seizes our heart, we move beyond self-
absorption to living and loving beyond ourselves.

A couple of Sunday nights ago millions of Americans gathered before TV screens and
bowls of chipsto participate in what many now describe as an American Holiday. The cover of
the AJC described it as an American celebration of consumption. Few of us would argue that we
do not live in an age that celebrates and lives for the self. “Mefirst” is the prevailing attitude of
the times. We weigh decisions based on how will this affect me, or my family or my security.
We even vote for candidates that represent our best interest. In a civilization of consumption
Jesus call to live beyond oneself is distinctly counter-cultural.

We are on a movement from membership to ministry to missions—think of it this way:
Every Member a Missionary. Every Sunday School class should be connected with a mission,
every organization should find its higher purpose in serving the mission of God. To recall some
images that we have used for the past two Sundays: we are the light, the mustard seeds and the
leaven that God will use to transform this world.

| want to see aday where every member isa part of some missional purpose. Every
member, because of God's kingdom at work within us, has generative possibilities.

Thiswill require fidelity in the little things. We should not get caught up in the
contemporary practice of measuring importance with size. A commentator writes. "The parable
warns against the ultimate vulgarity of confusing size with significance.” Jesus says that the
kingdom of God is like amustard seed. Y et we are obsessed, are we not, that bigger is better.
Last year Amy and | traveled to St. Paul, MN and while there we drove to Minneapolis, home of
the largest mall in North America. Inside this mall are more stores than you could hope to visit in
aday. At its center is an entire amusement park, complete with aroller coaster.

We are tempted to believe in the cult of bigger and better. And so we celebrate mega-
churches and TV personalities and impressive statistics. Hey, | am seduced by this too. Every
Monday | await the worship count and the offering totals like an executive watching the stock
market.

But what is the real measurement of God’ s work in us? Can we measure every soul affected
by...

But the kingdom of God is like a tiny mustard seed. It looks unimpressive. It is not
necessarily flashy or spectacular. We are just a gathering of mustard seeds. What is real church
growth for us? Even though all most of us have to offer seems small and insignificant, God may
have some important plans with the seeds we plant. Our humble mustard seeds may grow up to be

2 Peter Rhea Jones, The Teaching of the Parables



the comfort and support of someone else. Thisrequires hope, imagination, and faith. Are we cut out
for the task of planting the kingdom of God? Are we willing to take time and plant, giving what
little we have to offer? The kingdom of God is present when someone takes time with a child and
demonstrates the love of God through play. The kingdom of God is present when someone
volunteers to help the elderly, the hungry, the displaced. The kingdom of God is present when a
prayer is offered for peace in thisworld. The kingdom of God is there when someone stands up for
justice in the face of racism and exploitation.

The kingdom of God beginstoday for some of you. True enough, it has been working down
through the ages. We remember a baby born in a cattle trough, raised the son of a carpenter, and
crucified asacriminal. Don't wait for something important to happen; something grand and noble
in the world's eyes. Don't sit around waiting for the kingdom of God - it isalready here. What you
do with it isyour decision. Y ou may be the mustard seed that brings comfort to someone scorched
from the world's bigness. Have we the imagination to find the kingdom in tiny beginnings and
project a gigantic outcome? Do we dare have the vision, the dream for this church and for this
impoverished world? Show someone the kingdom of God in your life today. It islike atiny seed,
but once you plant it God givesit growth and gives it significance.

The kingdom of heaven is like mustard seeds and a little bit of yeast — alittle goes along
way.

Leonard Sweet put it thisway, “We will be judged not by the results of the harvest, but
on the sincerity of our sowing.”® Isn't it arelief that Jesus never called on usto be soul-winners?
He said we are to be called witnesses. We witness to the kingdom of heaven at work in us and
this same kingdom at work among and around us.

The Scripture quotations contained herein are from the New Revised Standard Version Bible, copyright, 1989, by the Division of
Christian Education of the National Council of the Churches of Christ in the U.S.A. Used by permission. All rights reserved.

® Leonard Sweet, Soul Café, p.22.
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