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Second Sunday After Pentecost

June 14, 2009

Understanding the Kingdom of God

Jerri L. Kumm, LP

May the light of your Word so shine through my words, Father, that those who hear might know you better.


As a small child, when she recited the Lord’s Prayer, our niece, Amy, told her mom that she thought that Kingdom come was a member of the family.  She was young and confused.  In today’s lesson from the Gospel of Mark, Jesus relates two parables about the Kingdom of God.  Parables can be confusing.  When we began Bible study several years ago we tackled the parables as a field of study.  One person, got so confused, she said, “I’m flunking parables!”  Well, as Ruth reminded us, “there are no wrong answers” which is good, because we all had different ideas as to what a certain parable might mean.    


A parable is a puzzle to some.  Jesus preached in parables and then went home to allow people to contemplate what he was saying.  To those who were Jesus’ followers the parables were stories to explain the meaning of the sermon, to those on the outside – the disbelievers - the parables remained a paradox – totally unexplainable.   Matthew 13:10-13 says Jesus did this on purpose so that he might confuse those who were enemies of his work and ministry.

It is said that Martin Luther used the same principal when he preached.  When he was done preaching on Sunday, he went home to relax, read the paper, sip his warm Wittenberg beer and let the Gospel run its course.   He knew that his great theological knowledge was worthless as was the eloquence with which he preached unless the Holy Spirit dwelt in the heart of the hearer.  The seed that he planted on a particular Sunday would either take root or it would not, depending on the soil in which it was planted – that is the heart of the listener.

Well let’s see what we can make of these parables about the Kingdom of God.  The term the Kingdom of God is an enigma – puzzle because it is used in several different ways within the pages of the Bible.  Are we talking about “thy Kingdom come” in the future – that is heaven or when Christ comes a second time?  Or does the Bible refer to the spreading of the Kingdom of God as in sharing the Word, that is Jesus, with the rest of the world?

         And if that is the case then why in Luke 17:21 does Jesus further confuse the matter by explaining to the Pharisees saying: “The Kingdom of God does not come in such a way as to be seen.  No one will say “Look, here it is…because the kingdom of God is within.”

What is the Kingdom of God and where, on earth, is it?


I think we must begin with the realization that the people who wrote the Bible have only one understanding of the word Kingdom – and that is a land ruled by a king.  King David is considered perhaps Israel’s greatest king.  He ruled over an earthly Kingdom.  But the Kingdom of God is a little different than that.  It is not necessarily earthly in manner – and yet it is.  Aw - “curiouser and curiouser” - just like Alice in Wonderland. 

One scholar I read suggested that the Kingdom of God  “progressed” from a small band of Hebrews at the time of Abraham to the followers of Jesus and finally to all the peoples of the whole world, over whom God reigns as they live within his creation.  Nonetheless, this scholar does not stop there with his theory, but also defines the Kingdom of God as a “place” where we go when we die where we can dwell with God.

But in our lesson Jesus uses the parable of the growing seed to explain the Kingdom. Just reading the words, I think Jesus is telling us that it’s o.k. to be confused.  He uses a common act – that of growing food – to explain that there are mysteries involved.  He says that the seeds are sprouting and growing, “yet {the man} does not know how this happens.”

Now being the wife of a farmer and the mother of an agronomy student, I have come to be somewhat educated in the mystery of growing food.  Our daughter Whitney, says that from the minute a seed is born, it has but one goal – to reproduce.  To that end it is “programmed” genetically to produce a certain number of soybeans or kernels of corn, for example.  Rocky says that when it is planted the seed has a starch molecule within which tells it which direction is up and therefore the direction to grow.  But when I asked him some questions saying that for this sermon I would contrast what we now know with what the people of Bible times knew about growing food – that they thought there was “magic” involved – he said to me “there is still a lot of magic involved”.

The mystery or magic of the first parable of the Kingdom indicates that regardless of “how” it happens, the plants grow because they are put into the soil where they die as seeds and become the parent of many seeds.  Mark says this is because of the soil in which they are planted.

I think what the author of Mark is saying is that depending on where the seed of the Kingdom is planted, that is, in us, it can either die and stay dead, or it can germinate, sprout, and push its way into the sunshine where it reproduces many seeds which can be harvested and sown to grow more grain. 


We have a choice when we are baptized into the Church – we can either nurture the seed of the Kingdom of God, grow in Christ with it in our hearts – OR we can reject God’s offer and let the seed die.   God does not force us to be good soil – he only invites us to be good soil

 The type of soil we become begins when we are children.  Church is a time to dress up, a time to sit and listen and a time to wonder.  Until I was about 9 years old, I thought God was going to disappear when I got older, just like other childhood myths i.e. the tooth fairy and Santa Claus.  I thought God was something our parents invented to make us be good.  I was not raised in the Episcopal Church. In the church in which I grew up, I was taught that IF I was good, when I died I would go to Heaven and IF I was bad, when I died, I would be condemned to Hell.  Now, of course, I know the truth of these matters,  but at the time, in my childhood, that was what God was all about.  God was a “Fierce Judge” held over my head to make me behave.

But fortunately God would not let me continue with that misguided perception.  He brought me out of the darkness of the soil, and into the light of the sunshine where I grew in understanding and knowledge.  He took me up on my offer to “help him in any way I could” and put me to work in his Church and in the lives of those around me.


But back to our parables about the Kingdom of God – I find it disconcerting when someone TELLS me the meaning of a parable because I wonder (as we found in Bible study) if there aren’t many meanings.  Nonetheless the parable of the growing seed, and the parable of the mustard seed MAY be explained in this way:  Within the Kingdom of God we are meant to multiply the knowledge and love of God and send it out to those around us: those in our lives, those in other cities, those around the world.  The seeds for such growth are planted in our hearts, the soil, when we are baptized into the Church.  If we remain in the Church and are fed with understanding and the love of Jesus Christ, we germinate those seeds, they sprout and grow.  And if we are living examples of the love of Christ, then people see that.  We do not all have to be priests, deacons, or missionaries for people to see that.   We do not have to all be charity workers or stand on the street corner and preach to the world.  The love of Christ, the Kingdom of God, shows forth for all the world to see in a myriad of ways.  Regardless of what we do for a living in this world, IF the world sees in us, the love of God and the person of Jesus, then we ARE reproducing the seed God planted in us at Baptism.   What God has begun with his Kingdom in us, he will cultivate and grow and harvest in his own time.
Listen to this MODERN JEWISH PARABLE: WE UNDERSTAND BUT LITTLE
from A Treasury of Jewish Folklore: Stories, Traditions, Legends, Humor, Wisdom and Folk Songs of the Jewish People, Edited by Nathan Ausubel Copyright, 1948, Crown Publishers, Inc., New York

Two young brothers had lived all their lives in the city behind great stone walls and never saw field or a meadow.  One day they decided to pay a visit to the country.

Along the way they saw a farmer his plowing his field. They watched him and were puzzled.

"What on earth is he doing that for!" they wondered. "He turns up the earth and leaves deep furrows in it. Why should someone take a nice green grass meadow and dig it up?"

Later they watched the farmer sowing grains of wheat along the furrows.

"That man must be crazy!" they exclaimed. "He takes good wheat and throws it into the dirt."

"I don't like the country!" said the impatient brother "Only crazy people live here." So he returned to the city.

His brother remained in the country and saw a change take place in the field. The plowed field began to sprout tender green shoots, even more beautiful than the grass that had grown there before. This discovery excited him very much. So he wrote to his brother in the city to come at once and see for himself the wonderful change.

His brother came and was delighted with what he saw. As time passed they watched the shoots grow into golden heads of wheat. Now they both understood the purpose of the farmer's work.

But when the wheat became ripe the farmer brought his scythe and began to cut it down. At this the impatient brother exclaimed: "The farmer is crazy! He's insane! How hard he worked all these months to produce this lovely wheat, and now with his own hands he is cutting it down! I'm disgusted with such an idiot and I'm going back to the city!"

The patient brother, held his peace and remained in the country. He watched the farmer gather the wheat into his granary where he skillfully separated the grain from the chaff.  Wonder filled him when he discovered that the farmer had harvested a hundred-fold of the seed that he had sowed. Then he understood that there was logic in everything that the farmer had done.

The moral of the story: Mortals see only the beginning of any of God's works within his Kingdom.  Therefore they cannot understand the nature and the end of creation.
   My friends, it’s true, we can not fully understand all the meanings of the Kingdom of God but it is his wish that we go forth in the love and life of Christ to share the Kingdom with others.











Amen
