PARABLES OF THE SPIRIT

Sermon for the 6th Sunday after Pentecost, July 24, 2011

Readings: Romans 8:26-39; Revelation 22:12-17; Matthew 13:31-33, 44-52

Sermon text: Jesus put before the crowds another parable. Matthew 13:31

Main point: Jesus taught about the kingdom through parables; how can we learn this way of teaching and think in fresh ways about the kingdom of God and the Holy Spirit?

It is hard to come up with good parables. Jesus was a master. I’ve been trying my hand at some. Let me know what you think.

But first a couple of notes on the subject of parables and the kingdom of God. 

First, Jesus uses parables to talk about the “kingdom of God” (or “kingdom of heaven”—a typically Jewish circumlocution often used by Matthew to avoid directly naming God). The kingdom is not meant as a territory or place—say, the place where God dwells with the angels and saints (the usual meaning of heaven)—but in reference to the ruling power of God: the kingdom is where the rule and power of God is complete and unopposed. But here in this world we clearly have forces opposing the will and rule of God—led by Satan, the name for this sort of rebellious spirit, but including, often, our own wills.

Second, according to the classic definition of C.H. Dodd: “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.” In the parables of Jesus what we usually get is not a vivid description of a simple moralistic point but a disturbing story or image that threatens the hearer’s unnoticed and habitual assumptions about the world and God’s role in it.

So I tried my hand at some parables of the Kingdom and Holy Spirit.

At first I came up with images: 

The Holy Spirit is like a newborn baby opening its eyes and blinking in the light.

The Holy Spirit is like the almost imperceptible squeeze from the hand from a dying parent.

Like the electric first kiss of true love.

This last one seemed on reflection somewhat hackneyed and hardly threatening of the romantic view of live, death and love that we have from the movies.

Which is not to say that there may not be powerful parables of the spirit found in movies. I am thinking of the scene in the movie Invictus in which the rugby team captain played by Matt Damon visits the infamous South African apartheid prison island and visualizes Nelson Mandela breaking stones in the hot sun, chained in body but unbreakable in spirit, reciting the title poem: 

It matters not how strait the gate,

How charged with punishments the scroll.

I am the master of my fate:

I am the captain of my soul.
Which led me to think about poetry as parables.  With apologies to William Carlos Williams: “The kingdom of heaven depends on a red wheelbarrow glazed with rain water beside the white chickens.” Hmmm. Too inscrutable? But perhaps it provokes a thought about deep connections in the world and what might depend on a very small usually unnoticed thing—as Jesus also remarks in the parables of the mustard seed and hidden treasure.

I figured Rainer Maria Rilke would be good for one. How’s this: “The kingdom is like gold in a mountain that no human can mine, but water reaches into the silence of stone and slowly brings it to light; the water does the wanting; God is growing” (from one of his early poems).

Then I thought. Why go outside what we know from our own experience? Remember the “Worship in the Woods” service two Sundays ago? “The kingdom is like Jamaican-American grandmothers, Puerto Rican-American musicians and Anglo-American children taking communion together.” We experienced a small taste of the kingdom that morning—along with the heavenly banquet of Isaiah and Revelation during the picnic lunch afterward.

That brought up an old preacher’s illustration. Pardon me if you’ve heard this one before: 

The kingdom of hell is like a table piled high with delicious food to which a starving man is brought and seated. He reaches for the food but can’t get any because he finds he has four-foot long forks securely attached to his hands and he can’t get them turned around to get to his plate. What exquisite torture. The kingdom of heaven is exactly the same, but there everyone is feeding each other.

Of course, preachers should remember that their first job is to illuminate scripture. So I thought about this morning’s reading from Paul’s letter to the Romans chapter 8; nothing can separate us from the love of God in Christ. How’s this then: “The kingdom of heaven is like an unseen but unbreakable chain binding us all together—to God and each other—which faith comes to see is not really a chain at all but a living artery of the Holy Spirit connecting us as the body of Christ.”

Too complicated. Something simpler: “Our life is the fruit we grow for the world and God.”

Will it be good fruit?

I hope so. Which got me to thinking about the passage of life and the generations. “The kingdom of heaven is getting beaten for the first time by your son in arm wrestling (and realizing, well, at least I’m left-handed).” The natural order of things.

But nature is not always benevolent. Look at the holocaust of earthworms on our parking lot: they crawled out and then were burned to shriveled worm bacon by the terrible heat. I don’t want to think about this a parable of our current civilization’s future but, well, there it is. 

I prefer to think hopefully, even in the aftermath of tragedy: “The kingdom of heaven is like the aftermath of a tsunami in which everyone comes out to help—and no one loots.” 

But now, in light of the manmade disaster we heard about on Friday in the news from Norway: the kingdom of hell is a madman with automatic weapons. What then is the kingdom of heaven response?

I don’t know. But this exercise made me think about things in the world—news, my own family and community of friends, the natural world—as possible sources for parables. Try it out yourself this week. Driving to work, playing on the beach, talking to a friend—think about how this or that is like or unlike the kingdom of heaven. A parable of the kingdom or the Spirit that might be about something small, like a mustard seed, or a seemingly insignificant part of a much larger whole, like a bit of yeast in three measures of flour, hidden, like a buried treasure, or so valuable that everything else is worth giving up for its sake, like the pearl of surpassing price. Or a parable might be about something that takes in the whole world, good and bad, like a net that catches all fish, and yet serves in the end to select that which is good and true, noble and just, compassionate and loving—that which is of God—to be part of eternity, while all the rest is discarded in the trash, so much dust blowing in the wind of time. Think about that. And let me know.

And meanwhile, may the Holy Spirit, the spirit of life, the spirit of power, the spirit of beauty, the spirit of good, the spirit of love, keep you in eternal life.

In the name of our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ, Amen.
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