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We are  still immersed in Matthews   collection  of  Jesus’  parables. As  Brandon  Scott  suggests,  “Jesus  told   parables  to let  people  in on his   experience  of   God.  They  were   his  way  of making   God   available to   them.”  Jesus  parables  are  like  doors  that  open  into  God’s way  of   being.  They are  like   windows through which we can touch  and  be  touched by the  Holy

Jesus parables give us a  glimpse into  the  mind  of God 
What  God   longs  for and   dreams   of. Through  Jesus   parables  we are introduced  to    how   God  moves   about  and   operates in  our  lives and  in  our   world.

Jesus parables  come out  of his  relationship  with  God.    His  attention was  riveted on  the  Holy. As  observant as he was   about the   everyday  things of life   flowers,  birds,  bread,  farmers,  grape vines,  children, coins,  dinner  parties,  wheat; he was  even  more  attentive and  observant of  the  Holy One’s  desire  for  intimacy  with  us  and justice  for the  world.    

 Jesus’ relationship  with  God  was so deep so  clear so  profound and simple   that  he  could  call God   Abba, Father. He  knew  God  that  intimately and that  thoroughly.  And it is out of that  experience that he  tells  the  parables  that  he  does. 

There  is no  closure to  Jesus'  parables.   They are open  ended   like  God’s   future......  Like  our  journey.    Jesus was not a  moralist  so  his  parables   do  not  endorse  specific  rules of   behavior.  What he  endorsed  was our absolute  trust in God   and our  trust  in  one  another.  

I want to explore Jesus’  parable  of the  Leaven with you  this  morning and  see what  we  discover.

“What does  God’s  kingdom  remind  me  of?”    says  Jesus,  “It is like  yeast that a woman took and mixed in three measures of  flour  until it was all leavened”.

Nomads in  the  ancient  world normally  ate  unleavened   bread   or  flat  bread  a lot like  our   pita  bread.  They served  unleavened  bread when they had special  quests.  A  grain  offering  in the  temple  consisted of  unleavened  cakes. 

Yeast, or leaven in the  ancient  world  was a symbol  of moral  corruption,  It  was made by taking a piece of  bread and storing it in a damp  dark  place until mold formed.  The  bread  rotted and  decayed.  This  is  ugly stuff  very  unlike  modern  yeast  which is  nicely domesticated in little  packages.  

So  when  Jesus  likens the  Domain of God  to  leaven.   He  has  just  associated  things  like decay,  rotteness and  corruption;  that is  very  unacceptable, with the Holy and   Sacred 

Then the  woman  hides the  leaven in  flour.   Normally  baking  bread was  a family activity,  done once a week  before  the  sabbath.  “The  children gather  wood,   the fathers kindle the fire  and the  women  knead  dough”  (Jeremiah 7:18)   

The  whole family  scene is blocked out in this  parable  and  the   focus is only on the  woman.  Generally  speaking  in the culture of that  day   women were thought of as impure.  So the  wholesomeness  of the  family  is  replaced  by  a  lone  woman.   And  she is  not  kneading  the  dough.  She is  hiding  the  leaven  in  it.  

“Hide”  here   means  to  conceal  for  ones  own  selfish  interest.   Like the  farmer who in  plowing his  field  discovers a  treasure   hides it and then goes and  buys  the  field so  that  the  treasure  becomes  his.

The  imagery  here  is   very  “off putting”,   very   unappealing  and   unattractive.    There is  rotting and  decay  and  corruption  and   uncleanness and  sneakiness.    How could  God’s way   of  making   his dream  for the   world  come   true,   be like  leaven  and a  woman  and  hiding.?   This  seems  more like  a  nightmare  than  a  dream.  

And all of  this in  three  measures  of  flour.  That’s  about  50  lbs of  flour.  Enough to feed  over a hundred  people.  What is that all about???

Three measures of  flour is  the  same  amount  used   by  Abraham  at the  oaks  of Mamre  to  feed   three angels  who  had  come to visit him and   Sarah,  to  announce  to  them   that they  would,  even in their   old  age,   have  a  child  from   whom  would  come a   whole  nation   of    people.   

 When an  angel of the lord  appeared  to   Gideon And told him that   he  and his   small  clan  would  be  the  ones  to  lead  the  Israelites  to   victory   over  the    Mideanites who   dominated   them,   he prepared a kid and unleavened  bread  from  50  lbs of  flour.  

Hannah, one  of  Elkanah’s  two wives,   who  had   been   childless for  years,  finally  conceives a son, in   answer  to   her   prayers. In  gratitude  she  dedicates her   son  to   serve God in  the   temple.  When  the  boy   is  weaned,  she  takes  Samuel to the  temple and   offers   him  to  live  in the   serve  of   God for  the  rest  of  his  life,  and   among her other offerings  of  wine and   meat  is...you  guessed it...   50  lbs of  flour.  

This  amount of  flour is  connected  with  promises   that  are  fulfilled.   It is  associated  with the   future.  It  is  tied  to   visions  of  God.  It is  about   trust  in   God  and God’s  faithfulness.  This   amount  of  flour  is  associated  with  extravagance,  abundance, gratitude, and  celebration.  It  is   associated  with those  words  we  repeat  so    often  both as  pleading and   supplication and  as  recognition and acknowledgement  of  what  is   happening in this present moment.  “Thy  kingdom  come   Thy   will be  done.”     

So  how  do  we  put  this all together.    This is not  all that different   from  putting  together  the  images and  symbols  in  our  dreams   in an  attempt  to make  sense of them.  

And  the  final  words  will help  us here.    “Until it was all leavened.”   Up until now  the focus has been on the  woman’s  activity.  Her  hiding and  concealing  this  rotten  stuff  ....  the  leaven.... in the  dough.   Now  the  parable  fast  forwards to the  end of the  process.  The  conclusion is not the  baking of the  bread  but  the  leavening or  rising, of all the  dough.    The  end of the  process once  begun  is  inevitable.

Jesus   parable  is  also  about   how    God  works  in  God’s  world and in  our   lives.

God  can and   will  use   anything  at   hand  to  make  God’s  dream for the  world  come  true. Any thing  except   violence.  That is  the   last  temptation   which we  pray not be  led  into. 

God’s  way  of  working  is  not  necessarily   open and   visible.  It   often   can only  be  seen  by   insight.    By   looking   into  and  below the   surface  of   what  is   going  on.  The  intent  is  to  flavor  all that  is   with   love.  And   this  love  is not  some   syrupy   sentimental  kind  of  thing.  This is  love   that  involves  caring  and  struggle  and   giving and   taking  and  discomfort.  It is a   life   lived for   self  and   others.  It is   always  a   way  of   service.  Service  out  of   gratitude  for   covenants   fulfilled,  promises   kept.  

Jesus   tells  us in  this parable  that  if  we  are to  be   co-operators  with   God  in  this  process of   transforming  the   world  we   will have to let  go  of  our  old  ways  of  thinking.  This  is  especially  true  of  those  ideologies   of  the  far   right and  left   that  are  hard  and  fast and   held  so    tightly, and  are  sometimes  if not   often  wrong  and  will blind  us  to  those  events  that  are  happening  in   our   life   that   would  warrant  50 lbs. of   flour.   

So the  Holy  may  show up anywhere,  any  time,  any   place.    And that   loosens us up  quite  a  bit  and  makes  us  a lot  less  certain of  what is  right.    And  that is  how  God  would  have us  be.  That   simply   makes it   easier for  us  to   join  God   in the great   cosmic   clean   up   that   God   has  begun in  Jesus,  and  continues.

And  we  can  and  will  do  this   with  the certainty and  conviction  that    no   part  of  the    whole  will be   overlooked or untouched or  unclaimed or   unchanged. Everything  will be   transformed.    Amen
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