6th Sunday after Pentecost
Sermon 7.24.11
Scripture:	1 Kings 3:5-12
		Matthew 13
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I have a friend who says the reason we mothers of young children talk about our kids so much is because, absent this, all we’d have to say are confessions about our own bad hygiene and the embarrassing television shows we watch once everyone else in the house is asleep.  
If that’s true, you’ve got two choices.
I tend to avoid confessional preaching, but not so today.  Not to worry, though.  My hygiene, this morning at least, conforms to cultural standards of decency.  But I have been watching Spartacus, its most recent rendering, which is on cable TV and so doesn’t conform to cultural standards of decency.  It is so absurdly violent that it dwells in that strange land where you shudder, cover your eyes and than laugh for some relief.  And it’s so sexualized that it really should make any self-respecting clergyperson blush.  
And it does.
It also makes me think.  I’ve never spent any time studying the Roman Empire, which, it’s wise to remember, started out as a republic.  And, of course, this TV show is something I probably shouldn’t consider an introductory course: it probably wouldn’t count as a pre-rec.  Remember when I was watching The Tudors—all about Henry VIII and reformation England?  I was so scandalized by how much power one man was allowed by a whole people to exercise.  Heaped with wealth, endowed with all authority, the king was a concept I could hardly get my head around.  That said, I had to keep reminding myself that this wasn’t necessarily an historically accurate depiction.  And yet it did follow the events of history very closely, according to my reading along on Wikipedia.  (Harvard’s going to revoke my degree.)  The main things they got wrong, I imagine, were how impeccably dressed everyone was and how perfect were all their teeth.  
Well, as with The Tudors, so with Spartacus—except these characters are not so impeccably dressed, or really dressed at all.  They do, though, have perfect teeth—even though many of them get slammed in the side of the face with bludgeons and maces from time to time.  They do also have this—shockingly little regard for the value of human life.  
Maybe you know the story of Spartacus.  I didn’t, in spite of the fact that it was first written down (to our knowledge) just one generation after Spartacus lived—written down by Plutarch, the 1st century Greek historian; in spite of the fact also that it’s been told many times since.  Popular particularly since the 19th century, it has a surprisingly modern ring to it—this early tale of a slave successfully leading an uprising of so many slaves against so many masters.  (This explains its resurgent popularity around the time when American slavery was finally coming undone.)  Yet Spartacus lived two millennia ago, in the 1st century before Christ—an undeniably pre-modern time.  A Thracian, which is to say a Greek, this man was enslaved to Rome when his village was attacked by one of the empire’s legion.  It’s unclear whether he was once a mercenary who fought for Rome and who turned then against them, or whether he was just a villager in this place that Rome would now take.  In any event, he was made a slave and offered for sale at market, where a man named Batiatus bought him to train him to be a gladiator.
Batiatus ran a ludus, which was a school for gladiators, and so had many such slaves—these of high rank whose only service was entertainment, fighting to please the crowd in the stands who wanted to see a good, bloody fight; fighting to thrill the senators in the box seats who, smirking, would seem somehow above it all and yet were very invested in it all; fighting to bring glory and honor to their masters and even to themselves.  For, to own a champion gladiator was similar to owning the Yankees or the Packers, and to be one was similar to being a first-round draft pick.  Conversely, to own a cowardly or reckless gladiator was to be put to shame; and to be a gladiator who shamed your master was to put yourself to death—death by things such as slaughter in the arena or, in special cases, crucifixion.
And in this way, being a gladiator differed from being a Green Bay Packer.  Gladiators lived in cages.  (Of great strength and skilled in fighting, they couldn’t be let loose because they could overpower most people who stood in their way.)  Sometimes enslaved for having fallen into debt, other times taken as war booty, they were occasionally volunteers—but only because they were otherwise outcasts with no means to live, no way in to society.   Now, of course, they’d be let in but only in so far as the arena, and they’d be let out of their cages only to train and to fight.  
There was, it seems, a certain discipline to it.  But, at the end of the day, it was a discipline to their own deaths.  A lucky gladiator would have a glorious death following a long run as champion—death in the arena at the end of one, final, well-fought fight against a formidable opponent.  Most would die ingloriously, anonymously—maimed, ripped apart, spectacularly let of so much blood, and then dragged away as feed for wild animals or just to rot in the sun.  
Meanwhile, across the empire, when Jesus said that the kingdom of heaven is like a mustard seed, his hearers would likely have leaned in to make sure they were hearing him right.  “The kingdom of heaven is like a mustard seed that someone took and sowed in his field…”  
We often focus on the fact of its smallness, as Jesus himself seemed to do:  “…it is the smallest of seeds,” he said, “but when it has grown it is the greatest of shrubs and becomes a tree, so that birds of the air can come and make nests in its branches.”  And in this, we assume, is the lesson; in this is the moral to the story.  Good things start small, but can have yet great impact.
And it’s a good lesson—because it’s true.  Very often good things do start small.  William Shakespeare probably didn’t mean to begin the modern era; he probably just meant to write plays people liked and would pay good money to see.  Rosa Parks probably didn’t mean to enact Civil Rights legislation; she probably just wanted to sit down on the bus at the end of a long day of work.  But a parable isn’t a lesson; it isn’t a story that has a moral.  A parable is a realm you step into that, disoriented now, your senses altered now, you see and hear anew.  A parable isn’t a noun, it’s been said; it’s a verb.  A parable isn’t something we listen to; it’s an action done to us.  Jesus parabled his followers, and by this they were changed.  Jesus parables us, and by this we’re to be changed.  
This is what he meant, just moments earlier, when he explained to the disciples, “The reason I speak to the crowds in parables is that ‘seeing they do not perceive, and hearing they do not listen, nor do they understand.’”  He was eager for this generation not to fulfill again the prophecy of Isaiah, who himself spoke to a generation that was so to be described:  “You will indeed listen, but never understand, and you will indeed look, but never perceive.  For this people’s heart has grown dull, and their ears are hard of hearing, and they have shut their eyes; so that they might not look with their eyes, and listen with their ears, and understand with their heart and turn—and I would heal them.”  Jesus would then rely less on prophecy or plain proclamation and more on parable, that the way he described his disciples might become so: “But blessed are your eyes, for they see, and your ears, for they hear. Truly I tell you, many prophets and righteous people longed to see what you see, but did not see it, and to hear what you hear, but did not hear it.”
The irony here is that the very things Jesus said to upset, and reset, the hearing of those listening are now familiar to us, or to some of us—so much so that they rarely upset us, they rarely reset our mindset.  Those of us who come to church every week and have so for years; those of us who’ve listened to the words of Jesus to the degree that we can recite at least some of them; those who know very well that the meek will inherit the earth and that we’re to pray for our enemies and that we’re forgiven for we know not what we do (blah blah blah): we are very easily as those who listen but do not hear and who look but do not perceive; we are very easily as those who long to see what Jesus means for us to see, but do not, and who long to hear what Jesus means for us to hear, but do not.
Okay.  So what is it that we’re to see, to hear?
The seed is small, yet becomes great.  But even this greatness sounds a strange note.  After all, the typical image of greatness in the Bible is the cedars of Lebanon.  The go-to symbol of towering strength was these trees that were not just legendary but were so because they were the raw materials used to establish Solomon’s Temple.  And so it’s with this familiar trope framing the disciples’ expectation that Jesus’ likening the kingdom of God to a bush would have surprised them and probably seemed a mistake.  It’s with the image of towering trees in their minds’ eye that the image of even a mighty bush that somehow becomes a tree would have struck the disciples as falling comically short.  And so it would have required a blessed sort of hearing; it would have required a blessed sort of seeing—the blessing being that the God the disciples had thought they knew was coming to the world differently now, the blessing being that the God whom we call almighty is, if mighty, then in a strange, even disturbing, way.  Not towering strength, but tangled proliferation: this is the character of God-with-us.  
And speaking of strange, disturbing, what about this—that no one would sow mustard seed in his field, no one would plant mustard in her garden, for it takes over.  It’s a weed.  Like the Bishop’s Weed I can’t seem to stop from taking over my Pachysandra, mustard let to seed spoils everything.  Yes, it will become a mighty shrub, and birds will enjoy it, but then it’ll take over.  Then it’ll become the all in all.  Nothing else will stand a chance.  Everything, everywhere will be mustard, mustard.
Same with leaven in dough.  Let’s remember, the Jews were a people who prized unleavened bread.  And in this vein, once a year Jews would (and still do) scrub their households clean of any leavening in order to keep kosher for Passover.  Chametz is what the forbidden food is called, and now here it’s praised in being likened to the kingdom of heaven.  Religious tradition would have us know that just a little bit of leavening spoils everything.  But now Jesus was saying that just a little bit of this same leavening makes everything to rise. 
And that’s not all.  This yeasty, weedy kingdom is all the stranger to hear about, and still more so to rejoice in, given the parable Jesus told immediately prior to these—when the kingdom of heaven may be compared to someone who sowed good seed in his field; but while everybody was asleep, an enemy came and sowed weeds among the wheat and then went away.  And we know what happens, having just heard the story: when the plants came up and bore grain, then the weeds did as well.  And in our listening we make the same assumption the slaves of the householder did—that the weeds should be removed so the wheat can be let to grow.  Moreover, we assume that the master is either Jesus or God.  Right?  When the master says that all must be left to grow together, and that they will be separated at the end of the age, we hear this (wink, wink; nudge, nudge) as insight from Jesus/God, and we accept (smugly, if we’re self-righteous enough) that in the end what’s clearly good will be confirmed as good and treated accordingly, while what’s clearly bad will be confirmed as bad and treated accordingly.  
The problem with this conventional understanding, though, is that it fails to hear and take into account what comes next; it doesn’t see that in the very next story, the weed is cast as good.
Alright.  So, we regroup.  And we wonder, what if the master in the story isn’t Jesus, but is precisely as named: a slavemaster?  And what if the enemy in this story isn’t some shady enemy of God, set to thwart God’s good intentions, but is the enemy of such human cultures as produce, for example, master-slave relationships?  And what if the weed this enemy sowed isn’t something that infects what is good with what is bad but is something that infects what is expedient with what’s eternal?  Yes, what if the field is the world, the enemy is the Christ, and the weed sown is the gospel that grows up among social convention and cultural norms—these that serve the purpose of safety and security for their citizens (some of their citizens at least), these that do indeed serve to sustain life (for a time at least, for some people at least), these that are, in the end though, yet in the thrall of death, fueled by the power and threat of death?    
I’ll tell you this, the smack Jesus was talking was a weed to the likes of gladiatorial Rome.  The church that Jesus was beginning to generate was weed to the wheat of Rome’s economic, political, and social structure: it would take over the good grain that would earn good coin in the arena—because the outcasts who’d make good gladiators might decide instead to follow Jesus.  The kingdom that Jesus was even now inviting the people to see unfolding among them and to hear breaking out in their midst; the kingdom that Jesus was even now entreating the people to contemplate and to live among: this kingdom was indeed as a weed growing, undermining, choking out the good fruits of civilized culture—because those who’d otherwise have joined the economy, fueled as it was by their sweat and blood, might decide instead to join this proliferating whatever-it-was.  And so, can’t you just imagine all the people made secure within Rome’s cast-iron culture thinking that this enemy, Jesus, or later on his followers, sowing bad seed among what’s commonly recognized as good, really should be weeded out?
Now, I know I’m dealing with a roomful of farmers and gardeners.  So I know the idea of the kingdom of heaven being like a weed is going to be a hard sell.  But here’s why I like it, my battle with Bishop’s Weed notwithstanding: there’s a lot about Western civilization that feels to be coming to an end.  The ascendency of the East; the globalization of the economy; the crisis of the world’s changing climate, brought about by our actions; as well as our country’s more immediate difficulty in addressing the problems of unemployment and a shrinking middle class, its apparent inability to lessen the growing disparity of wealth among citizens and its national debt: these are all things that tempt us to despair.  I know they do me.  For, while on some level I don’t want to live amidst a mighty empire, in my weaker moments I wouldn’t mind it so much.  It’s nice, after all, to live out your days secure in the illusion that you know what’s good and what’s bad, that you’ve indeed cultivated what’s good and cast out what’s bad.  Yes, in my weaker moments I wouldn’t mind it so much.  After all, once you’ve been the most powerful player—the champion gladiator, as it were—it’s hard to imagine how else to be, easy even to wonder whether you will yet continue to be.
Unless you imagine a realm of love that has the strange power of proliferation. Unless you see ever before you a kingdom of love that simply cannot be rooted out.   There’s something inevitable about the victory of God’s way.  There’s something inevitable about the victory of freedom, of true relationship, of life, of love.  This is the gospel that Christ not only proclaimed but also unleashed.  This is the word that Christ not only spoke but also enacted.  Once you see a slave as a human being, you can never go back to keeping him caged.  Once you recognize beasts as living beings and so beloved of God, you can never go back to burdening them to death.  You’ve been parabled; you’ve been gospeled.  The Empire will no longer have you, is no longer your home.  You’re ruined for it—ruined by what abides, which is to say faith and hope and love.  
There’s a loss in this, it’s true; and it’s one that I grieve, one that we might truly suffer.  But it’s the loss of money in trading it for the priceless pearl of the parable; it’s the loss of stuff in trade for the treasure found in some random field.  The loss is real.  But the gain is far greater.  
Thanks be to God.
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