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Matthew 13:31-33, 44-52 

 

Holy Spirit of God, may the refining fire of your love reach into our hidden, inmost places  

and make us one Spirit with You. Amen. 

 

Good morning! Jonathan, Emma, and I returned just this past Thursday night from two weeks 

spent in Rome – living in and touring the Eternal City, as well as serving the good people of St. 

Paul’s Within the Walls Episcopal Church. I am still awed from being present in the midst of 

such deep and rich history. Our tour guides repeatedly mentioned the Rome “lasagna” of history 

that is all around – how civilizations literally built upon previous ones, allowing archaeologists 

to dig down and see the layers of history over the millennia.  

 What I enjoyed most was seeing history come alive in a way that it transitioned from 

being merely interesting stories of an all-to-distant past to a still-present lived reality. We stood 

in the Pantheon where peopled have worshipped various gods for over twenty-one hundred 

years, and continue to do so even now. We walked among the ruins in the Forum, that ancient 

center of ancient Roman public life – the great marketplace and meeting place of Romans and 

foreigners; the place of triumphal processions; and the place of public speeches such as Mark 

Antony’s funeral oration for Julius Caesar. We explored the grand majesty of the Colosseum, 

built with the riches plundered from the second Temple in Jerusalem and where the world came 

to ancient Rome.  

 I found that the fantastical tales of Roman mythology that I had learned from books 

became relevant and real when standing in the place of such history. That Rome would be 

founded by Romulus and Remus, the abandoned sons of the god Mars and a Vestal Virgin who 

were rescued and suckled by a she-wolf, didn’t sound so ridiculous when standing at the cave 

where it happened. 

  

A myth may be defined as a traditional story that explains the origins of a cultural practice or 

natural phenomenon. The ancient Romans usually treated their mythological narratives as 

historical, even when they contained supernatural elements. Their myths were often concerned 

with politics and morality, and how an individual’s personal integrity relates to his or her 

responsibility to the community or Roman state. The active beings in myths are generally gods 

and goddesses, heroes and heroines, or animals and plants. 

 Roman historian, Philip Matyszak, describes a myth simply as “the ancient’s view of the 

world.” These myths – although often appearing as simple stories filled with valiant heroes, 

maidens in distress, and a host of all-powerful gods – are much more. The gods of the Romans 

were anthropomorphic, exhibiting many human qualities such as love, hate, and jealousy, and 

because of this, the people of Rome were able to see themselves in these tales and understand 

their relationship to the rest of the world as well their connection to the gods.  

Nowadays, we think of myths as fictional, not historical. We often consider myths to be 

like fables or other fanciful tales, and contrast them with what we now consider history. But a 

fable is a different creature than a myth. Fables are allegorical stories that frequently feature 

animals, plants, or forces of nature which often represent a single aspect of human nature and 

serve to reveal a specific moral lesson. Because of their direct allegorical nature, fables are like 
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puzzles, once you understand the overall picture – the moral lesson – the rest of the pieces fall 

together easily.  

Myths, however, are unlike fables in that they are not allegorical in nature. Instead, they 

are complicated and robust stories that explain the origins of a culture, the history of those 

people, and emphasize aspirational human heroic attributes. Unlike a fable, a myth isn’t designed 

to reveal a specific moral lesson, but instead is often a story involving symbols that are capable 

of multiple and layered meanings.  

 

Parables, such as Jesus tells in our Gospel lesson today, may seem to be allegorical like fables in 

the way they say the kingdom of heaven is like this or that, but they function more like myths in 

their complexity. The kingdom of heaven is like a mustard seed that even though it is the tiniest 

of seeds, it grows into the greatest of trees, with room enough for all the birds to nest. The 

kingdom of heaven is like yeast that, although it is often considered a corrupting agent, when just 

a little is worked into dough, yeast has the power to transform it and make it rise. The kingdom 

of heaven is like hidden treasure or a fine pearl for which someone sacrifices all else to obtain. 

The kingdom of heaven is like a dragnet that collects every kind of fish from the sea, without 

discrimination, and leaves the sorting and evaluating for later. 

 Like fables, parables are short stories or similitudes that impart a moralistic or spiritual 

lesson, but they do so in a different way. Both fables and parables invite us to search for the 

meaning hidden beneath the literal, but parables are often designed to be surprising or baffling. 

New Testament scholar, C.H. Dodd describes parables this way: “At its simplest the parable is a 

metaphor or simile drawn from nature or common life, arresting the hearer by its vividness or 

strangeness, and leaving the mind in sufficient doubt about its precise application to tease it into 

active thought.” In other words, a parable is, by its very nature, surprising and not what we 

expect to hear, and this often shocks us into a different way of thinking.  

 Parables, and myths as well, are also means of disclosing new truth that cannot be 

reduced to mere allegorical or didactic explanation. They are a way of providing insight into 

truths that cannot be explained or decoded in any other way. As such, parables and myths are 

more like pieces of art, or musical compositions, or poems in how they reveal truth. They don’t 

make a specific concrete point so much as illuminate the mysterious. While fables may explain a 

truth, parables invite us to wonder in the presence of great Truth. 

 In his book, What the Dog Saw and Other Adventures, writer Malcolm Gladwell 

differentiates between puzzles and mysteries. He argues that a puzzle is a situation that can be 

completely understood with the right information; therefore the key to the puzzle is gathering 

enough information. A mystery, however, is different in that there isn’t a simple, factual answer, 

and, frequently, gathering more information obscures rather than clarifies. Mysteries require 

creative interpretation. 

 Our gospels demonstrate that Jesus frequently taught in parables. They shocked, 

confounded, and, hopefully, provided surprising illumination for his followers. The Truth of 

God, his will for creation, and his in-breaking Kingdom are mysteries that we are not able to put 

together like a puzzle. They are mysteries that require illumination and wonder. Jesus understood 

this, which is why a truth as great as God’s kingdom can only be illuminated in small pieces. 

 

So, what is all this imagery – the mustard seed, yeast, hidden treasure, pearl, dragnet – what is it 

all this pointing to? What truth are they reflecting? Taken together, they point to the 
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transformational power and potential of the kingdom of heaven that is hidden and threaded 

throughout creation.  

 The mustard seed is so very, very tiny, but buried deep within it, lies the potential to 

become a robust and great shrub, with branches enough for the birds to come and build their 

nests. Likewise, in the kingdom of heaven, potential is hidden in even the most ordinary and 

unassuming, just waiting to erupt in glory. The kingdom of heaven also has the hidden potential 

to transform flour and water into risen dough, suggesting that when we experience God’s in-

breaking reign and integrate our faith in our lives, we, too, may live risen and transformed lives. 

 The kingdom of heaven, when discovered, brings great joy and motivates us to radical 

action. We are transformed to risk everything in this world that our culture says brings security, 

esteem, and meaning in order to possess this joy fully. Like the man who discovers the hidden 

treasure in the field or the merchant who searches and searches and, at last, finds the treasured 

pearl, in their joy, they sacrifice all else to possess it and hold it close. 

 And the kingdom of heaven is for all of us – each one of us with our very human mixture 

of good and evil alike. Like the net that that is dragged in the sea and catches fish of every kind 

without discrimination and judgment, we are all gathered to live in this kingdom here and now. 

The kingdom of heaven has the power to transform our hearts and minds so that we stop judging 

each other and let God take care of whatever sorting is needed in God’s own time. 

 God’s kingdom is a mystery, but that doesn’t mean that we don’t bother trying to 

understand, just that we should let go of approaching it as a puzzle, seeking instead illumination 

and wonder of this great Truth. God calls us to seek and experience the hidden transformative 

power of God’s kingdom threaded throughout all creation. May we, with great joy upon finding 

it, risk everything with complete abandon to be transformed by God’s love.   

 

Amen. 


