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“He told them a parable: “The kingdom of heaven is like yeast that a woman took 

and mixed in with three measures of flour until all of it was leavened.” 

 

Parables are not proverbs: “A stitch in time saves nine.” “First things first.” “No pain, no 

gain.” 

 

Parables are not common sense, not Habits of Highly Effective People. You don’t write   

mission built around parables. They don’t have bullet point.  

 

Jesus spoke in parables –  and when he did, some people who heard them were baffled –  

even, a lot of the time, the disciples. Others were shocked but the subversive subtext. 

Some people giggled, and some even laughed  

 

Children understood better than adults who had been trained in the rules of logic  

and were thoroughly schooled in the way things are.  

 

The unconventional, the simple, the sinners and tax collectors “got” the parables better 

than the professionals. 

 

To hear them, you needed to be a little less organized, less linear, less left brained…. I 

guess, because the topic was the kingdom of heaven. 

 

Jesus preached the kingdom, and he did the kingdom: making the wounded whole 

healing the sinsick soul. 

 

Unlike many of our projects, the kingdom of heaven can’t be built, managed, organized, 

planned, deserved, or earned, and it’s not a place you have to wait to get into after a long 

life of virtue.  

 

It’s the area, the dimension that God oversees; it’s God’s landscape, territory, realm - not 

the country of America or the realm of money or the dominion of success. 

 

The kingdom of heaven is better experienced than explained.  

 

The kingdom of heaven is an alluring, beckoning hopeful, lovely and delicious promise 

of Jesus – vision of this church, of our illogical, hard-to-grasp faith.  

 

Perhaps even today, Jesus’ parables can jolt us into the right brain, into the imagination 

of God. 
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It might speak to us who are so sensible, or just satisfied with the minimum, resigned to 

the status quo, accommodated to a subsistence level of peace, joy, and love. 

 

 

II. Last February, after a long time of feeling pulled to be with women in prison, I 

found myself leading a poetry workshop at Hilltop Unit in Gatesville, Texas.  

 

I had never been to a prison before, and I didn’t tell the organizer, Peggy, that I’d also 

never taught a poetry workshop. 

 

“I teach scripture… I’m a priest,” I said. 

 

“Our program is not ‘faith based’ she had explained. 

 

That’s OK, I thought, for art, dance, poetry is a close cousin of prayer and faith. So 

poetry it was. 

 

I left Austin in the dark, met Peggy up on the Starbucks north on the highway. As we got 

closer, and drove up to the hill, I found myself anxious, even terrified. The shining razor 

wire was spiraling at the top of the fence, reflecting the early morning sun on a winter 

day. We gave our ids to the guard at the tower, signed in, went through the metal 

detector, searched, and escorted by the guard to the place where the workshop would be.  

 

You couldn’t bring anything with you. No supplies. Pencils only.  

 

I had a rough plan in mind, but I was worried about what I could teach to fill two and a 

half hours? What did I have for this place?  

 

In the dining hall, with tables pulled to the side, I met 18 women in white uniforms - old, 

young, heavy, skinny, black, white, brown. I didn’t know what had brought them to be 

confined here.  

 

There was a blaring fan that made it hard to hear.   

 

Peggy explained to me that at random times during the class an officer would walk 

around and ask each woman for her number and name to count the inmates. And this 

happened during the class.  

 

I chose this poem: 

 

“To make a prairie, it takes a clover and one bee,  

A clover and one bee  

And revery,  

And revery alone will do  

If bees are few. “ 
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It was so short, so easy to remember – four nouns – I didn’t need a blackboard or a 

handout. 

 

“What is a prairie?” I asked. “There are prairie dogs,” answered one woman (familiar no 

doubt with prairie dog colony by Fort Stockton.) It’s place to go a place to be, a light 

breeze blows, the fragrance of grass, and wide space. There’s freedom there.  

 

“A clover?” Well, there’s a four leaf clover that brings luck, and there’s the clover 

flower, small, whitish pink.   

 

“A bee?” Well it can sting you, but it seeks the flower to pollinate, so flowers proliferate 

throughout and over the acres of prairie.  

 

One more – not concrete, can’t touch it hold it. 

 

“Revery?”  Well, dreaming, imagining, day dreaming, being lost in thought. 

 

“Revery alone will do, if bees are few.” 

 

A recipe with three ingredients -- how to make a prairie------ clover+bee+reverie = 

prairie.  

 

The only essential ingredient is “revery”– abstract– when you are lost in thought, when 

your mind is free to roam, beyond the razor wire, out of body, out to the beautiful 

fragrant prairie. When you are jolted from the linear. 

 

I hadn’t given any introduction with information about Emily Dickinson, the poet of 

Amherst, Massachusetts, her dates (1830-1886), and biography. But I asked them what 

was the person like who wrote this poem. 

 

“She’s lonely.” “She wants freedom.” She who taught us the recipe for the prairie.  

 

We explored words that rhymed with “eeee.” And we brainstormed bees and wrote our 

own menus and told stories and each person went to the mike and spoke her poem above 

the rattling fan.  

 

And those two and a half hours were gone in an instant, and we were renewed as though 

by an afternoon at a prairie, lured into reverie by Emily Dickinson and the power of 

parable. 

 

III.  “The kingdom of heaven is like yeast that a woman took and hid in three 

measures of flour until all of it was leavened.” 

 

It is really easy to remember – four nouns – three are concrete – the two ingredients, the 

flour and the yeast and the protagonist, the woman. One is abstract -- the kingdom of 

heaven. 
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Jesus says, the kingdom of heaven is like this… it’s similar to it,– akin to it – the 

kingdom of heaven resembles this baking project, a really ordinary recipe for bread,  

with the basic medium flour, and it’s like the ingredient that makes bread be bread. 

 

What does Jesus mean? Are we able to hear it? What does this parable do to us sensible 

people, content with little? 

 

The awesome power within mild mannered, unassuming yeast to expand and 

grow and make the loaves brown and crusty and smell so good.  

 

Could the kingdom of heaven be constantly expanding beyond our sensible grasp? 

 

Maybe it’s something about the suspicious character of yeast. At Passover when 

the people of Israel fled they couldn’t wait for the bread to rise, so they left it flat and 

stiff,  

the crackers, the unleavened bread became the sign of their identity as the holy people of 

God. (And continues in our unleavened communion hosts.) 

  

In other places in the NT, yeast is bad – yeast of malice and foolishness; it’s something 

unsavory that infects the rest – like the bad apple spoils the whole barrel.  

 

Could the kingdom of heaven be something vaguely subversive, vaguely corrupting, not 

nice, not respectable?  Maybe this would have made some of the children giggle, and the 

tax collectors and sinners laugh outright. 

 

Could people mixed up and all mixed together be holy too? Gentiles and Jews, felons and 

voters, citizens and illegals, black and white, heavy and skinny? 

 

Maybe it has to do with what she does with the yeast; the verb “mixing” really 

means “hiding.” The secret ingredient is hidden in the flour, like the gospel, hidden until 

the time is fulfilled. Hidden from the wise and evident to babes. Hidden wisdom, hard to 

fathom.  

 

Could the kingdom of heaven be eluding those who look for the obvious? 

 

Maybe its’ about the baking itself, preparing a meal  for guests,  

entertaining angels unaware. Remember Sarah in her tent under the trees? When she 

hears the visitors, going inside taking the three measures of flour to make cakes preparing 

it to offer the strangers who came with good news –crazy news - to change her life to 

give her life, to make her laugh.  

 

Could the kingdom of heaven be like a child born from a dried up old couple? 
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Maybe the one who looks after the kingdom of heaven is less like a king  

and more like a peasant woman baking daily bread in her kitchen, cooking, offering, 

serving at the table.   

 

Could the kingdom be a kitchen? 

 

IV. I have a friend, Sister Anna, a member of the Congregation of the Sisters of 

Charity of the Incarnate Word. Over many years she has held important positions in her 

order. A nurse, a hospital executive. Sister Anna is slight of stature, with white hair, and 

twinkling blue eyes of her Irish ancestry. You might mistake her for an old lady. But 

there’s not much that she doesn’t know. And not much she can’t do.  

 

Last year, when her closest friend, Ellen, was in the terminal stages of cancer, they spent 

every day in prayer and conversation. The only thing that would relieve Ellen’s nausea 

and suffering were some marijuana cookies that friends had brought back from Colorado.  

When they had run out, Sister Anna drove to East Austin, bought a baggie of pot from a 

dealer, and brought it home to her friend. It was leaves, twigs, and “grass.” 

 

She looked up a recipe online, that called for one  pound of unsalted butter, to be stirred 

with the contents of the baggie for two hours.  

 

She stirred and stirred and stirred until the mixture was smooth and could be baked with 

the chocolate and sugar and flour to bring relief from pain and to give peace.  

 

“The kingdom of heaven is like yeast that a woman took and hid with three 

measures of flour until all of it was leavened.” 

 

The kingdom of heaven is like the romance of the clover and the bee. 

 

The kingdom of heaven is like revery when you should be following the rules or giving 

the guard your identification number. 

 

The kingdom of heaven is looked after by God, who may have twinkly blue eyes and 

who could be mistaken for an old lady. 

 

Who can make you giggle, or laugh outright. 

 

Who makes the wounded whole and heals the sinsick soul. 

 

“The kingdom of heaven is like yeast that a woman took and hid in three 

measures of flour until all of it was leavened.” 

 

 

 

Amen. 

 


