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Grace and peace be yours from God our sovereign, from our Lord 
and savior Jesus the Christ, and from the life transforming  power 
of the Holy Spirit.  Amen 
 

My Text this morning is the one sentence parable 
contained in today’s Gospel.   Heaven’s Imperial rule is 
like leaven that a woman took and concealed in three 
measurers of flour until it was all leavened.  Matt 13:33 

 
I am indebted to Robin Meyers for understanding this parable.  
Meyers, in his book: The Underground Church, (Reclaiming the 
subversive way of Jesus)1 says that this passage may be the most 
subversive parable in the New Testament.  It may also be one of 
the most authentic utterances by Jesus in the gospels.   
 
Meyers says: “Comparing the “Kingdom of God” with a woman 
making bread, is Jesus of Nazareth at his most provocative.”  
Obviously time, language, and culture have tamed this parable so 
that we no longer hear it as Jesus’s audience would have heard it.  
We have joined it to the parable of the mustard seed and assumed 
that the meaning was self evident, that is, that from small things 
grew something great. No hint of subversion in that understanding  
... What a perfect little devotional.  However, to read it like this is to 
miss it’s point, miss it’s bite,  and mostly,  to miss it’s promise!  
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So let’s take a closer look at this parable.     
 
First, let’s look at the word  concealed or hid according to 
Meyers: “Most translators do not know what to do with the idea that 
the woman hid the leaven in the dough,” so most of them substitute 
it with something like “mixing” or “kneading” the dough which 
makes more sense to us.  “The Greek word used for “hiding” or 
“concealed” is enkrypto” .  This is the root word from which we get 
our English word encrypt, known to all computer users as the verb 
form of our word encryption, or to keep secret by means of a code.  
It is how we send information that we wish to protect.”   The more 
sensitive the information the higher the encryption level.  The 
words of Jesus from Mark’s gospel  come to mind: “to you has 
been given the secret of the kingdom of God, but for those 
outside, everything comes in parables.”  Mark 4:11  
 
Next let’s look at the  “three measures” This is a lot of flour 
(about fifty pounds) so that some translations actually read 50 
pounds of flour, moving us further away from understanding this 
gem of a parable.  A modern listener simply misses the 
significance of three measures.     However, a 1st century Jew 
would hear in them an  echo of the words of Genesis 18: 1-8, 
when Abraham provides hospitality to his three “visitors” telling 
Sarah to, “Make ready quickly three measures of choice flour, 
knead it, and make cakes.”  These three visitors are assumed to 
be Three angels, one of whom is Yahweh, and they come as part of 
the story of the birth of Isaac.  There is so much more at work here 
than just a large amount of flour.   That story is about God bringing 
something out of nothing, ... of God making a way where there is no 
way.... Of God calling forth a son of promise from an old man and a 
barren woman beyond the age of procreation.   This work of God 
seems improbable,  if not down right impossible!  But that 
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connection goes unnoticed by changing Three measures into 50 
lbs.  
 
Next remember that the main actor in this story is a woman, add 
this fact into our understanding, and the parable moves even 
further underground.   There is nothing unusual about a woman 
baking bread, but a woman as a symbol of the sacred activity of 
God, this is highly problematic.  Indeed it could be said to even be 
scandalous.    
 
Finally “the phrase “until it was all leavened” speaks of the process 
by which leaven works on dough until everything is “corrupted.”  
Once set in motion, the outcome is both inevitable and irresistible.   
 
But why would scholars refer to this process as corruption?  How 
can a huge quantity of bread rising to feed a hungry world possibly 
be a bad thing?”  But if we were a first-century Jew we would 
immediately see the problem.  In the ancient world the process of 
leavening frequently stood as a metaphor for moral corruption.   
 
Remember the Passover is the feast of unleavened bread!  As 
Jews prepared to celebrate the Passover no leavened bread was to 
be eaten for 7 days.  “Leaven makes bread rise, but it also makes 
it rot.  It makes it swell, just as a dead body swells.  Corpses were 
a powerful symbol of impurity, hence the power of Jesus calling 
some Pharisees ‘unmarked graves that people walk over without 
realizing it.’” 
 
Matthew refers to the Pharisees teachings as the “leaven of the 
Pharisees.” Matt 16:12  And In Mark 8:15 Jesus cautioned them, 
saying, "Watch out — beware of the yeast of the Pharisees and the 
yeast of Herod." 
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Everyone who heard Jesus utter this parable would get that leaven 
meant rotten. 
 
So now, we have a woman, acting as God’s agent, hiding 
something into the bread of the empire, that will cause the entire 
empire to rot.  This is indeed a subversive parable.   
 
Far from being a harmless baker who knew her place in society, 
she becomes a secret agent of God bringing about the corruption of 
this world’s power. Note that his is not  open warfare.  It is hidden, 
subversive acts meant to transform the whole.   
For a modern example of how this works think of Rosa Parks who 
refused to give up her seat on the bus on December 1, 1955 in 
Montgomery, Alabama.  She did not know what the outcome of her 
action would be.  Did she know that this act would bring about the 
radical changes in the economics of the city?  Did she know that 
the ensuing bus boycott would become one of the catalysts that 
sparked the civil rights movement of the 50"s and 60's.  
 
Rosa Parks Parks’ refusal was spontaneous but it was not brought 
on merely by her tired feet, as is the popular legend. In fact, local 
civil rights leaders had been planning a challenge to Montgomery’s 
racist bus laws for several months, and Parks had been privy to this 
discussion.  In that sense this was truly a “subversive act” 
introduced into the bread of Montgomery’s racist society.  Without 
knowing how, Rosa Parks simple act was committed in the 
conviction that God’s promise of a kingdom of justice and 
righteousness was yet to be realized.  Her act was done in the 
hope that justice would be done for people of color .... This simple 
act seemed to be improbable of bringing about  that longed for 
dream into reality, Indeed, it seemed impossible.  Yet her action 
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corrupted the whole Montgomery bus system ... so that ultimately it 
had to yield.    
  
Or one could also point to Colin Kapernick’s decision to kneel 
during the national anthem in order to bring attention to America’s 
police abuse of people of color.  Could he have imagined the 
resulting transformation of American attitudes towards police 
brutality that has ultimately come about in the aftermath of the 
killing of George Floyd?  In the protest demonstrations that ensued 
there were black and white people  together.  Now there is a 
growing sense that White America is finally beginning to grasp its 
own ugly history and its complicity in the continuing existence of 
racism.   
Kapernick could not possibly have known that just a few years after 
his courageous public act of protest to call attention to police 
brutality would result in a transformation of America’s mind.   Yet 
today, 9 of the top 14 nonfiction books on the current New York 
Times best-sellers list are about the need for change in white 
Americans.  Even though this result seemed improbable, if not 
down right impossible when Colin took the knee.       
 
Two simple acts, mixed into the dough of empire, have had a 
corrupting effect far greater than either of the actors could have 
hoped for.  That is not to say the Rosa Parks and Colin Kapernick 
acted in isolation of countless other folks whose selfless acts, who, 
in the words of Jesse Jackson, Kept Hope Alive!    
 
You might also say that these acts were not hidden, but sometimes 
we do our best hiding  in plain sight.   I submit to you that their 
true subversive intent were hidden.  
 
And the real goal of these simple acts committed by Rosa Parks 
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and Colin Kapernick was the subversion of America’s White 
supremacist culture and were done to end systemic racism.  Both 
knew that this world was not what it was supposed to be.  Both 
dreamed of a better world where dignity and equality existed for all 
people.  It was the same dream that moved and motivated Dr. 
Martin Luther King, the same dream that empowered the late  
Honorable John Lewis.  And it is a dream that can empower us as 
well. 
 
Life is not about winning and losing, it is about faithfulness to the 
promises of God.  It is in trusting that “the arc of the moral universe 
is long, but it bends toward justice.”   The dream of God, the will of 
God, the promise of God is Shalom for all people.  It is for 
distributive justice and righteousness in all the earth.  
 And here is what we can learn from our black brothers and 
sisters.  They can teach us the true meaning of the passage.  
“For in hope we were saved. Now hope that is seen is not hope. 
For who hopes for what is seen?” Romans 8:24 
 
Austin Channing Brown in her book I’m Still Here quotes Ta-Nehisi 
Coates who when asked the question if he had reason to hope that 
racism in America will one day change responded: 
 
“Slavery in this country was 250 years.  What that means is that 
there were African Americans who were born in this country in 1750 
/ 1760 and if they looked backwards their parents were slaves.  
Their grandparents were slaves.  Their great grandparents were 
slaves.  If they looked forrard their children would be slaves.  
Their grandchildren would be slaves.  And possibly, their great will 
be slaves.  There was no real hope within their individual life span 
of ending enslavement – the most brutal form of degradation in this 
country’s history.  There was noting in their life that said, “This will 



 7 

end in my lifetime.  I will see the end of this.” And they struggled.  
And they resisted.”2 
 
Austin Channing Brown writes: “This is the shadow of hope.  
Knowing that we may never see the realization of our dreams, and 
yet still showing up.  I do not believe that I or my children or my 
grandchildren will live in an America that has achieved racial 
equality.   I do not believe this is a problem that America will fix 
within any soon-coming generation.  And so I stand in the legacy 
of all that Black Americans have already accomplished – in their 
resistence, in their teachings, in their voices, in their faith – and I 
work toward a world unseen, currently unimaginable.” 3 
 
James Cone says in his book The Cross and the Lynching Tree 
that : “if America has the courage to confront the great sin and 
ongoing legacy of white supremacy with repentance and reparation 
there is hope “beyond tgragedy.”4 
 
 
Martin Luther King, Jr. on the eve of his assassination said:  
“We’ve got some difficult days ahead, ... but it really doesn’t matter 
with me now, because I’ve been to the mountaintop … I’ve seen 
the Promised Land. I may not get there with you. But I want you to 
know tonight, that we, as a people, will get to the Promised Land” 
 
King died hoping in the promise, trusting that in and through his 
faithfulness God would make a way where there is no way.  That 
God would bring about the improbable and the impossible. 
 
If we are to dismantle white privilege, and right the wrongs of over 
400 years of our history, we indeed have some difficult days ahead.  
But like the woman hiding leaven in the flour to corrupt the status 
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quo, we too can act in hope and faithfulness, through our small acts 
of subversive hope, trusting that God will bring about not only the 
improbable but also the impossible.   
 
Amen. 
 
     
 

 
1.Much of the opening of this sermon is from chapter 7 of Meyers book The Underground Church 

2.2. Ta-Nehisi Coates as quoted in Austin Channing Brown I’m Still Here (Convergent 2018) 
180  

3. Austin Channing Brown I’m Still Here (Covergent 2018) 180-181 

4. James H. Cone The Cross and the Lynching Tree (Orbis Books 2013) 166 


