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Texts: Genesis 29:15-28; Psalm 105:1-11, 45b; Romans 8:26-39; Matthew 
13:31-33, 44-52

We pray it along with millions of other Christians every Sunday: “thy 
kingdom come on earth as it is in heaven…” 

In that prayer we are taught that the kingdom of heaven is not just 
somewhere far off, but that it indeed is something that God is , and we can par-
ticipate in here and now.

We hear that message in earthly fashion in these very world-oriented 
parables.

They show us the upside down economy of God, if you will.
In Jesus’ way of thinking about the kingdom, one element can make all 

the difference —
one mustard seed can over take a field, 
one ingredient changes the cooking, 
one treasure in a big field is worth it all, 
one pearl is valuable enough to pursue, 
one fishing trip and all the rest.
We hear it in other stories of Jesus — the one lost sheep and on and 

on they tell us in ordinary ways how the kingdom of heaven is known in the 
world.

This kingdom is the reign of God’s justice, love, goodness, and peace, and 
our prayer and work is rooted in the hope that this reign of God will be known 
in every corner of every life and every community in the world for all of time. 

This last week has marked the 100-year anniversary of the beginning of 
World War I, the supposed war to end all wars, if only it were so. 

I believe the last surviving American veteran of that war is now gone. 
My great uncle Lester Pace was a veteran of that war. We still have his army 
helmet, love letters written to his wife, and his chair, which sit in my office. My 
family kids me about that chair. It is only one of a few things left that were his. 
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He didn’t have any children, and his immediate family is gone.  So I feel that if 
I got rid of that chair, we might forget about Uncle Lester. Anyway, he was like 
many common people, drawn into a war by the leaders of earthly kingdoms 
and the violence of a few.

With the combination of an assassination in Europe and the sinking of a 
ship, among other things, the world was launched into full-scale conflict.

While the kingdoms of this world were at war, while revolution stalked 
Russia and set up a dictatorship, while labor strikes were sweeping across 
North America, a man named Walter Rauschenbusch delivered four speeches 
at the Yale School of Religion. He had been pastor at the Second German Bap-
tist Church in a suburb of New York City politely called “Hell’s Kitchen.” He had 
seen children working 14-hour shifts in dark and dirty factories. He watched 
pregnant women suffer while standing at their industrial posts. He said fu-
neral prayers for men who died in tragic accidents, whose families would be 
turned out into streets at the loss of income and lack of insurance or pensions.

Rauschenbusch searched the scriptures and prayed as Jesus taught, “Thy 
kingdom come!” Then he challenged Christians to look and pursue a kingdom 
that was bigger even than the church, a kingdom that stepped into the world 
on Monday and infiltrated the work place like mustard seed in a field, that 
mixed in peace like yeast in the halls of prestige and power, that valued chil-
dren and the helpless like fine pearls. 

We followers of Jesus that would model this kingdom are inspired to 
give our whole lives — heart and mind, time and money, hands and feet, to 
allow it to spread. 

This vision of a peaceable kingdom, like the birds of the air, must find a 
nest home in us sisters and brothers.

Now, if you’re like me, I’m not sure I’m always up for what these king-
dom parables suggest. If you are like me most mornings, I am up for a great 
deal, ready to tackle the to-do list, make the bold move, conquer the world. 
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By the time 2:00 p.m. hits and the coffee wears off, the day has beat on 
you some, you’re not sure about those morning aspirations, and by night fall, 
you’re recalibrating your goals and ready to settle for less.

I resonate with something Saint Augustine said in his Confessions: “I 
had discovered the good pearl. (But) To buy it I had to sell all that I had; and I 
hesitated.”

All Jesus?
Renowned preacher, theology professor, and storyteller Fred Craddock 

swears this happened to him: 
He was visiting in a home of one of his former students after 

graduation, and after a great dinner, the young parents excused 
themselves and hustled the kids off to bed, leaving Fred in the liv-
ing room with the family pet — a large, sleek greyhound. Earlier 
in the evening Fred had watched the kids roll on the floor playing 
with the family dog. 

“That’s a full-blooded greyhound there,” the father of the 
kids had told Fred. “He once raced professionally down in Florida. 
Then we got him. Great dog with the kids, that greyhound.”

Well, sitting there with the dog, the dog turned to Fred and 
asked, “This your first visit to Connecticut?”

“No,” Fred answered. “I went to school up here a long time ago.”
“Well, I guess you heard. I came up here from Miami,” said 

the greyhound.
“Oh, yeah, you retired?” Fred said.
“No, is that what they told you? No, no, I didn’t retire. I tell 

you, I spent 10 years as a professional, racing greyhound. That 
means 10 years of running around that track day after day, seven 
days a week with others, chasing that rabbit. Well, one day, I got 
up close; I got a good look at that rabbit. It was a fake! I had spent 
my whole life chasing a fake rabbit! So, I didn’t retire; I quit!”
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You know how true it is. We chase all kinds of treasures and place value 
on all kinds of things that matter very little or are the wrong things altogether.

Will Willimon says, “Life is short. If there is anything worse than not 
reaching your goals, it’s setting goals too low and reaching them.”

One gets the sense that the pursuer in these parables is one who has 
staked a lot on what they are after. And the kingdom, Jesus says, is worth that 
pursuit whatever the risk or reward. It can be just one seed, one pearl, one 
treasure that brings the reign of God to a place.

Did you hear last week about the 12th-century Greek Orthodox church 
located in Gaza?

Last week they harbored about 600 Muslims fleeing Israeli mortar fire. 
These are common folks not military. The church dates back to the Crusades 
when Christians and Muslims fought each other over this land.

Archbishop Alexios told the press: “We have opened the church in order 
to help people. This is the duty of the church, and we are doing all we can to 
help them.” 

As the sounds of small children playing echoed through the halls of the 
church, he went on. “Yesterday a woman gave birth to a baby in the church, a 
new life! Humanity should be hopeful. There is death, but also there is life,” he 
said with a smile, while the sounds of bombs continue in the background.

One church, one town, and it changes life and perceptions and brings 
reconciliations that spread. The kingdom of heaven is like that.

Have I told you about the church I served where the Disciple Bible Study 
ladies group was meeting one night? This nine-month study of the Bible is 
very demanding. One day in that town, the ladies got word that the new Mexi-
can restaurant had opened on that day, and it had partially burned just hours 
after its opening.

This family had worked so hard, spent their savings, labored to open 
their restaurant, and this kitchen fire breaks out just a few hours after open-
ing, forcing them to shut down the restaurant for repairs. It was heartbreak-
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ing, and when these ladies showed up to Disciple Bible Study that same night, 
they went about deciding what they could do. Sure, they could cut a check, and 
so they passed the hat around the circle and came up with a few thousand dol-
lars among them.

But what if they offered to do more? 
And so they decided they could help with debris cleanup for free and 

when the restaurant re-opened they could save the owners some money by 
busing tables, being the greeters, and waiting tables, just until the owners got 
back on their feet. 

And that spirit of generosity and service spread over the whole church. 
One disciple Bible study group, one church. The kingdom of heaven is like that. 

And then some of those same folks and I traveled not long after that to 
Matamoros, Mexico, for mission work. We were staying in a Methodist church 
in the city when one night we were passing by a Sunday School classroom and 
out walked another group of women with workbooks. They, too, were carry-
ing Methodist Disciple Bible study books like us, and we realized were weren’t 
alone.

Their one church and our one church together spread two plots of land 
in this world with a kingdom vision.

I don’t know what to do exactly with the weeping and gnashing of teeth; 
it sounds terrible, but you have to say at the very least that it wants us to know 
that this life means something. That what this world comes to means some-
thing to God. That justice, love, and peace are not just bumper stickers, but 
understanding them is worth wrestling with, pursuing, worth treasuring and 
training for with the master Jesus.

What we do matters.
Who we are matters.
What sort of rabbits we chase and kingdoms we pursue matters.
Well, It was the wheat and the weeds parable last week, it’s good and 

bad fish this week (all of which stink, by the way, good or bad). 
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In every case, God will do the sorting out in the end. 
And I’m a bad fish some moments and maybe a good one others, but 

we’re all in the same net. Thank God I don’t have to classify myself or anyone 
else.

We are freed to spend the days we have, friends, pursuing a kingdom 
more worth pursuing than any.

And when what it spreads is the justice, love, and peace that Jesus talks 
about, it must be the kingdom coming on earth as it is in heaven.

In the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit. Amen.


