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Sermon Preached on Sunday July 30, 2017 

By Lisa M. Erdeljon 
Proper 12 • Year A (RCL) • Track 1 

Genesis 29:15-28; Psalm 128; Romans 8:26-39; Matthew 13:31-33,44-52 
 
 
Today’s Gospel reading is a series of parables or metaphors, explaining what the Kingdom of 
Heaven is like.   
 
We get five parables: the mustard seed, the yeast, the hidden treasure, a fine pearl, and fish. 
 
Scholars break these down into all sorts of subcategories. 
But when we actually look at the parallels and the repetitions, it seems like we still don’t know 
much about what the Kingdom of Heaven is actually like. 
 
“The Kingdom of Heaven is like…” 
 
A mustard seed?  Yeast and leaven?  A hidden treasure or a fine pearl or… whatever these 
images are trying to say… 
 
My favorite part of this Gospel reading is the ending: 
Jesus asks if his listeners understand and everyone is like, “Yup!  We got it!  We understand!” 
 
“Have you understood all this?” They answered, “Yes.” 
 
But really… do they?  Do the scribes or disciples or whomever Jesus is talking to – do they 
really understand these parables, these allegories of the Kingdom of Heaven to things that might 
exist in their daily lives.  Do they really know more about the Kingdom of Heaven? 
 
Certainly the farmers among them know that the mustard seed is tiny and intrusive and thought 
to be a weed in a field of wheat. 
 
And certainly the bakers among them know that yeast is forbidden during Passover and three 
measures of flour would make enough bread to feed a whole wedding reception. 
 
And at the time of Jesus’s sermon, a merchant was untrustworthy, trespassing was a crime, and 
everyone knew bad fish meant a bad reputation at the market place. 
 
So yes, maybe the listeners did understand Jesus, but I certainly don’t! 
 
I mean, I read these parables and I’m like, What in the world are you talking about Jesus?  The 
Kingdom of Heaven is like yeast: That nasty, smelly stuff that causes the dead to rot?  That 
comes from moldy bread? 
 
The Kingdom of Heaven is like selling everything I own to buy one really valuable object – a 
pearl or a hidden treasure? 
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I walk away from today’s Gospel reading not really knowing much more about the Kingdom of 
Heaven than before I hear these parables.  In fact, perhaps I should admit that I feel like I know 
even less now. 
 
But before we dismiss these parables as just another series of odd sayings from Jesus, we must 
force ourselves to dive deeper and look below the surface. 
 
The word parable means “comparison, illustration, analogy,” and so to understand a parable, we 
must understand the comparison or illustration. 
 
But Jesus is known for his confusing parables – in fact, although Jesus' parables seem to be 
simple, with basic imagery, scholars throughout the history of the Church regularly propose 
deeper meanings, attempting to pull out central teachings and understandings. 
 
In the late second and early third centuries (that’s more than one thousand seven hundred years 
ago), Origen proposed the idea that Jesus’s stories and sayings and teachings might actually have 
more than one meaning.  Perhaps, Origen offers in his writings, we should look at these parables 
through both literal and spiritual lenses. 
 
Origen is considered a Father of the Church, and although he was never canonized, he plays a 
key part in the foundation of today’s Christian understanding, teaching, and identity. 
 
He argues that the whole universe – everything we know and experience – is entirely made up of 
symbols and signs – things that point to the invisible, unknowable world of God. 
 
If you look at a tree, you see the tree, but you also see time and seasons and life and growth and 
creation and God. 
 
So, Origen argues, why can’t we look at Scripture as signs and symbols, too? 
 
Origen concludes that we can interpret Scripture through two lenses:  
The literal, corporeal, sensible lens that is accessible to all who can experience through the body. 
And the spiritual, mystical, metaphysical, abstract lens that is only accessible to the perfect or 
near perfect. 
 
Origen offers these two as hierarchical, saying that everyone can access the literal meaning of 
Scripture, but only those closest to God can access the spiritual.  And yet, he also proposes that, 
if Scripture does not make sense through the literal lens, then we must try the spiritual lens.  In 
fact, if Scripture does not make literal sense, then it must make spiritual sense.  And if we do not 
understand the spiritual sense, then we are not close enough to the perfection of God to 
understand it.  It is our fault, not the text, not God. 
 
In other words, perhaps, if these five parables about the Kingdom of Heaven do not make sense 
to me right now, then I’m trying to hard to understand them in the literal, concrete sense, and if 
they still don’t make sense when I try to understand them through spirituality, then maybe I am 
just not close enough to God to understand them.  Maybe, Origen would say, I am not perfect 
enough to know what the Kingdom of Heaven is really like. 
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… 
 
Anselm was a medieval theologian, a Benedictine Monk, who served as Archbishop of 
Canterbury in the late 11th century, before Anglicanism existed. 
 
He proposes a definition of God as “That Than Which Nothing Greater Can Be Conceived” and 
he applies this definition to all things God, all things Trinity, all things God’s Kingdom. 
 
In laymen terms, “that than which nothing greater can be conceived”:  think of the greatest, the 
most beautiful, the purest… and then place God one step beyond that.  Of course placing God 
there, makes God yet again another step farther… it’s circuitous, but if you don’t think too hard, 
it eventually makes sense. 
 
The idea behind Anselm’s definition is that no matter how hard we think or analyze or interpret, 
we will never fully understand God or God’s Kingdom. 
 
If God is that than which nothing greater can be conceived, then the only things we can conceive 
are not proper attributes of God because they are inconceivable. 
 
If we can imagine what something is, and we attempt to say that THAT is what God is, then we 
are limiting God and truncating our definition and conception of God.  The same goes for the 
Kingdom of Heaven. 
 
We cannot really know what the Kingdom of Heaven is because the very nature of it is beyond 
our conception. 
 
And so, when Jesus says, “The Kingdom of Heaven is like…” he is not attempting to attribute 
these qualities to God’s Kingdom.  Instead, Jesus is trying to shed light on our own world and 
our own understanding of our world. 
 
Like Origen, Anselm requires layers of understanding or interpreting, and a grand revelation that 
only God can offer to us. 
 
In his writings, Anselm argues that when we attempt to positively attribute to God, not only are 
we limiting God but in actuality, we are revealing more about those positive attributes. 
 
In other words, to say “God is beauty” is really a revelation about Beauty because the only truth 
is God and the only fully knowable is God. 
 
And so, when Jesus says, “The Kingdom of Heaven is like a merchant in search of fine pearls,” 
Jesus is not revealing the Kingdom of Heaven.  Instead, he is revealing the merchant in search of 
fine pearls. 
 
When Jesus says, “The Kingdom of Heaven is like a net that was thrown into the sea and caught 
fish of every kind,” Jesus is not revealing anything about the Kingdom of Heaven.  Instead, he is 
revealing the nature of a net that catches fish of every kind. 
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As a result, today’s parables are a lot less about the Kingdom of Heaven than they are about our 
own world, our own understandings, and our own conceptions of God and God’s kingdom. 
 
In fact, today’s parables aren’t even about things easily seen or known or understood. 
 
Each of these five parables references something hidden that must be found or revealed. 
 
A mustard seed: practically invisible in the hand, that is only revealed when it breaks through the 
earth and appears as a tree in a field of wheat. 
 
Yeast: unknown in dough until baked and turned into leavened bread. 
 
A hidden treasure: found in a field, unbeknownst to the original owner of the field 
 
A fine pearl: requiring sifting through piles of regular, boring pearls until this one is found. 
 
And fish: when the net is dragged in, only then can the good fish and the bad fish be identified 
and sorted.  Before that, it is simply a net filled with fish. 
 
More often, especially in today’s world, we seek to draw clear unarguable boundaries – 
nonnegotiable attributes of God and the Kingdom of Heaven. 
 
But in these parables, Jesus is pointing to something invasive and unpredictable.  Something 
unknown until fully revealed, not by our own doing but by chance or fate or perhaps … God. 
 
… 
 
Maimonides is a medieval Jewish philosopher and theologian.  Writing in Arabic during the 
Moorish control of the Iberian Peninsula, he follows up on Origen’s work and lays a foundation 
for Anselm’s ideas. 
 
Maimonides proposes two types of intelligence: 
One is material, dependent on and influenced by the body – sensual, scientific, literal. 
The other is a “universal active intellect”—efforts of the soul to attain correct knowledge of the 
absolute, pure intelligence of God. 
 
For Maimonides, understanding Scripture in light of Origen’s proposition aligns the literal 
meanings with the material understandings, and the spiritual meanings with the universal 
understandings. 
 
We can only gain the universal intellect through spiritual growth and learning.  If we fail to 
achieve a perfection that allows us to fully understand God and God’s Kingdom, then we are 
forced to sit with the literal understanding of a material intellect. 
 
But that makes me wonder… 
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If the Kingdom of Heaven is eschatological – referring to the end of times when we are reunited 
with God and God’s kingdom – then how will we ever fully understand it at that spiritual level 
with that universal intellect prior to us being reunited with God in all of God’s perfection? 
 
Until we can fully understand the allegories, the illustrations, the comparisons on the concrete, 
bodily level, we will never understand the level at which God is. 
 
So what if, instead of these parables being about eschatology, about the end of times and that 
reunion with God and that than which nothing greater can be conceived… 
 
What if these are about incarnation!?!? 
 
About the embodiment of God’s creation around us and within us – kept as small as a mustard 
seed, revealed like bread rising, discovered by a stranger, valued more than all our other 
possessions, and sorted to be preserved. 
 
These five parables are not for us to understand the Kingdom of Heaven as something beyond 
our reach, beyond our comprehension, beyond our bodily understandings of the world around 
us. 
 
These five parables are about our bodily understandings of the world around us. 
 
There is no need for spiritual interpretation of this Scriptural passage to build our universal 
intellect that may aid in revealing that than which nothing grater can be conceived. 
 
Instead, this is a revelation about ourselves, about this world, about Jesus.  The man hanging on 
the cross. 
 
The Kingdom of Heaven is like a mustard seed: something small and almost undetectable, but 
also something real and held in the palm of your hand and witnessed through all your senses. 
 
The Kingdom of Heaven is like yeast: it may be about death, but it is also about life—a living 
creature that nourishes us with bread – the same bread that we break at Eucharist, the same bread 
that we pray for daily in the Lord’s Prayer. 
 
The Kingdom of Heaven is like a hidden treasure that is found.  It is no longer hidden!  And not 
only is it found but it is owned!  By a human!  Not by God or angels, but by a person! 
 
The Kingdom of Heaven is like a fine pearl that is not invaluable – it has a value: and that value 
is all that we own, all that we have, all that we are! 
 
We are the embodiment of the Kingdom of Heaven because Jesus is the embodiment of the 
Kingdom of Heaven. 
 
Jesus came down from that Kingdom and was made human because we are humans.  We are 
flesh, we are carnal.  And so Jesus became incarnate.  And the Kingdom of Heaven must be 
revealed in the incarnate world – the incarnation of God in us and around us. 
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The Kingdom of Heaven is no longer about the end of times.  It is about the here and now, 
revealed through creation, experienced through the senses, known to us just as we are known to 
God. 
 
The Kingdom of Heaven is like each of us, a human, hidden until revealed through the power of 
God, incarnate just… like… Jesus. 
 
Amen. 


