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Sermon for Trinity 7 Sunday 26th July 2020

Five times Jesus begins: The Kingdom of Heaven is like….

Tricky ideas need simple illustrations. 

We see this in life all the time.

Scientists are often very good at giving us accessible ways to understand complex subjects. 

Analogies drawn from ordinary life experience are amongst the very best.

This morning Jesus uses five ordinary examples that would have been bread and butter to his coastal, agricultural and poor audience: Jesus chooses a mustard seed; yeast; treasure; fine pearls, a fishing net…

Jesus spoke clearly into his context when he spoke about the Kingdom of God. His was no academic treatise. Instead he connected with people through the ordinary and the available, through the issues that dominated their lives, through the realities by which their lives were defined.
There are few such communicators in the church today – though in the new Archbishop of York, Stephen Cottrell – we have someone who understands that if your message is irrelevant, so will the church be. And Archbishop Stephen thrives on Jesus talk; to be in his presence is to be animated by the gospel, brought alive by the energy that Jesus can provoke in us. Do find Stephen Cottrell on you tube and listen to him.

So, what is the Kingdom of God like for us?
The Kingdom of God can be glimpsed more readily than it can be grasped, for as Jesus said more than once, the Kingdom of God has come so close.

Jesus’ illustrations may make sense to you.

The Kingdom of God is like a mustard seed for it appears weak, and yet is full of strong possibilities given the opportunity to breathe and grow. It is like yeast, for once experienced it multiplies rapidly in the hearts that witness it and it keeps on growing. It is like treasure or fine pearls, for it magnetises our attention and we cannot but desire more and more of it. But it is also like a fishing net – it requires of us to be discerning, to make good choices, to know the difference between those things that help communities to flourish and those things that are to our detriment and eventually lead to our destruction.
We understand Jesus’ analogies because of the tradition within which we’ve grown. But they’re not going to work for many today in our culture and time. Too many simply wouldn’t know what a mustard seed, yeast, pearl or fishing net look like.
Try these analogies on for size and see if they work for you…or for people you know…or make up your own.
The Kingdom of God is like a new born child; unsullied by the world; full of potential and hope; trusting in those who care for her…

The Kingdom of God is like the NHS nurse, who strives day and night to care for his patients, retires exhausted at the day’s end and yet come the renewal of the morning is back, re-energised, smiling and attentive…

The Kingdom of God is like the successful banker who discovers later in life that giving money away is far more rewarding than earning it…

The Kingdom of God is like the teenager attending their first music festival who soaks up every band, every stall, every street food, overwhelmed by it all; in love with life…

The Kingdom of God is like the low-income householder struggling to keep soul and body alive for her children who comes home one day to find food on the doorstep from someone who noticed her need…

The Kingdom of God is like John Lewis whose faith and humanity led him to 60 years of struggle for black Americans and inspired countless others to see hope in the mirror…

All glimpses of the Kingdom. 
Don’t expect definitions for Jesus struggled to pin the Kingdom down and no one knew it better than he did.
But do expect poetry. 

For the Kingdom of God resonates to the harmonies of language lived out in truth, justice and equality. Ours is a Kingdom that transforms dead end lives into untold possibilities and restores to people their God-given inheritance to be people of hope.

Cynthia Bourgeault has described hope as a ‘quality of aliveness’, what a beautiful concept! It places hope not in the future, but in the now and in the living. Hope resides within us as part of our humanity, to be hopeful is to be human; where hope ceases to exist, dehumanisation has gone before.

After this service, go and sit in front of a mirror. Look into your eyes, do you see hope lovingly smiling back? The Kingdom is here, it is closer than you think.

But it will never be popular.

Church institutions are obsessed with numbers and yet Jesus never was. For him the prophetic community thrived on small numbers of disciples not large rallies. In this world, few will recognise the Kingdom though it is all around us.

Carl Dudley’s book Making the Small Church Effective, is almost 40 years old but his wisdom remains current. Of small churches he writes:
“In a big world, the small church has remained intimate. In a fast world, the small church has remained steady. In an expensive world, the small church has remained plain. In a complex world, the small church has remained simple. In a rational world, the small church has been the anchor. In an anonymous world, the small church calls us by name.”

The Anglican churches in Bromsgrove are small and whilst we’d love to see some new faces, we mustn’t allow our small numbers to worry us. The values of which Dudley speaks can fast be eroded by numerical growth.
I believe Dudley’s values are Kingdom values: church should be a place where one can know intimacy and be known by name; a place of resilience in today’s sometimes frightening world; a place where simplicity is respected and valued; a place where all can find anchorage in turbulent times.

Small congregations can feel vulnerable though. It is easy to sense the perception of failure or the judgement of others. “How can such an such a church be successful when so few go to it?” 

Christians can easily become infected by the attitudes of the wider world. Our church culture sometimes mirrors the culture of our society far too readily. Ultimately, spiritual success is not to be found in numbers but in the hearts of individuals.

As we have heard Solomon resisted the pressure to echo the desires of the world – wealth, power and vengeance – and was rewarded with a wise and discerning heart.

The strength and confidence required to conform to the values of Christ rather than to the values of the world comes solely from God; wisdom and grace are gifts of prayer born from a willingness to be patient and to trust God. “In all things God works for the good of those who love Him”.

If COVID19 has felt like a testing time for the churches, I am sure there are even more testing times ahead. Much of this will revolve around the ratio of money to people and people to buildings. There aren’t simple solutions but I’m certainly not losing sleep over it and pray that you don’t either. Let’s trust God and sally forth; not ignoring reality but trusting in that greater steer at the heart of life. All will be well, for the Kingdom is near.
Amen.
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