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How do we learn and understand? How do we come to a deeper understanding of
what God is asking of us?
Last week I had some friends visiting me from Australia. I went in one afternoon to
meet them in town and we went into the National Gallery. Because of the door that
we went in, we ended up going up in the lift to the top floor. The lift was one of
those talking one’s that tells you what floor you were on, usually they have quite a
mechanical sound – but the lift we were in had a northern accent. It was a clear
English voice with northern vowel sounds. I was really taken by it.
We then went in to see the impressionists – Monet, Van Gogh – the gallery was
packed with tourists from all over the world – with many people trying to take a
selfie on their mobile phone of them standing in front of one of the famous paintings
that they were looking at. While my friends looked at the paintings, I spent quite a
lot of time watching people looking at paintings. Watching how people tried to
understand the paintings, but also the way that people found ways of recording
their visiting, their story.
Understanding and comprehension come in many different ways – it may be in the
voice that we chose to use in an elevator lift, or in the way that we engage with a
painting, or even in the stories that we tell about the experience.
For the last few weeks we have been hearing a series of parables from Jesus about
how we understand God, and also how we understand the Kingdom of Heaven.
Today we hear 5 more brief similes or descriptions of what being part of God’s
community is like. Each description tries to appeal to a different part of the
community.
Jesus is a good teacher. He never assumes that we all learn in the same way, or
understand the same stories. Though often when we listen to Christians speak about
faith on the radio or television it presumes that everyone knows what God is like.
The reality is, that each of us experience God in different ways and would describe
God in different ways.
I was reading a commentary this week that put it this way - How would you describe
the wind or love? One could say the wind is like a feather’s touch or love is a journey. These
literary devices are effective ways for giving colour, life, and meaning to concepts that would
otherwise be difficult to understand.
However, the tools are only effective if the person who hears them understands the references
used. If I have never felt the touch of a feather I cannot know how the wind felt. Likewise, if I
have never been on a journey, the comparison doesn’t help me better understand love. While
the descriptions get us closer to the meaning, it is not the same as experiencing it.
Specifically, it is the difference between knowing about something and actually knowing
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something. In this text, Jesus compares the kingdom of heaven to several concepts in order to
enhance the crowd’s understanding of his teaching1.
In one of my favourite comedy shows on television, one of the characters is
frightened to learn to swim. He refuses to get into the pool, or to even get into a
bath. He is however worried that in a flood he might drown. To allay his fears, he
takes an online course, learning from a computer the principles of how to swim. He
then practices lying on the floor in his living room. It is very funny episode, but in
the end he really is only learning about swimming, he hasn’t actually learnt how to
do it.
The challenge of living out faith so often is that we talk about it, we study it, but
sometimes we don’t actually do it! Or sometimes we have faith but we expect that
the outcomes will bring change quickly or in a way that we can control. The truth
however is that the kingdom of God does not operate upon the desire of our whims
or in a way that we might control. God happens in God’s time, and in ways that God
understands!
The generations of old understood time so differently to us. We expect immediate
changes, quick resolutions, lasting peace. The peoples of old understood that time is
not about the moment, but in some ways more about the process – and in this some
understanding, some wisdom, some transformation might come!
In the readings we have been hearing from Matthew’s gospels over the past weeks
Jesus tries to help his listeners to understand the timeless and all-encompassing
Kingdom of God. But why so many parables? Why so many stories? Why doesn’t
he just tell us all straight?
As Jesus reminds us: ‘let those who have ears hear and those with eyes see!’
The bottom line is you never know what might click for you, when the connection
will happen, for our faith, for what we believe. What illustration, what analogy will
resonate? Which action will challenge us enough to change? Each day is different
when it comes to being a disciple, and so the image, the story, the issue that clicks
and helps us to understand is likely to be different. In some sense this seems to be
the logic behind the many parables we are hearing.
After all, how does one depict the kingdom of heaven? The possible pictures of the
kingdom of heaven are certainly not exhausted by Matthew, not even by Jesus. No
one impression will suffice. And more importantly how are we challenged to see
that we can make a difference now and see the kingdom of heaven now – if only we
believe transformation and change is possible. How can we dare to imagine that
things might be different?
But there is something more going on here too - God’s coming kingdom is
threatening before it is comforting, because it invites no half measures. David Lose
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reminds us that these images of God’s kingdom bring comfort most to those who are
not content with what life has presented them without God.
The Gospel of the kingdom that Jesus proclaims and lives is truly good news only to
those who are not finally satisfied with what this life has to offer. For those who are
content, selling everything to possess a single pearl, no matter how valuable, seems a
little crazy. How can anything be so precious as to give up everything else to possess
it? But to those who are dissatisfied – for those who are oppressed, or for those who
are limited by stereotypes, for those who have no security, – then Jesus’ Gospel,
while still disruptive and even upsetting, nevertheless feels true, real, and something
worth buying at any cost2.
The Gospel, as Paul says, appears foolish in the eyes of the world and so has little
value to the self-contented, the self-made man or woman of the age, and the
powerful. But to those who are perishing – whether by illness or disappointment or
poverty or dissatisfaction with the inequities of the world or spiritual discontent –
Jesus’ promises are still good news, indeed the best news we’ve heard and worth
sacrificing all to embrace.
In this sense these parables are about seeing, not only God, but also our true selves.
Do we have the courage to see our weaknesses so that we can see the true context of
the God’s promise?
These readings we have heard today should disturb us, they are intended to
challenge how we see God and ourselves.
If we are content with our lot in life, they are a challenge us to think about where
God might be pushing us next, what seeds are waiting to bud and grow in and
around us.
If we are angry with God, or ourselves or a that the world – they are a challenge to
consider what healing we need – how we might need to be honest, and what we
might need to let go of to find something more precious.
If we are unsettled by our lives, or the church, or the world around us – they are a
challenge to what we might need to sort out, what needs to be kept and what needs
to be thrown away.
And when we are unsettled by the parables, and wondering about how we
understand the Kingdom of God – Paul reminds us, as he reminded the Romans –
the spirt of God will help us in our weakness, as much as it will help us in our
strength.
These parables and images work to reveal different facets about God and about our
human condition, both personally and corporately. What is God saying to you about
what you might need to change? How does Jesus vision of a world where we let go
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of one things to find something more in God, challenge the way that we are living?
What courage might we need to have to know about faith but live it out?
In the end, we can be assured that the reason Jesus spends so much time explaining
the kingdom of heaven is because we need to be reminded that it’s there even when
it seems so excruciatingly absent. The promise of the parables about the kingdom of
heaven is that even when the kingdom is not seen, it is near! So often, the very thing
that will transform our lives, is the very thing we fear the most. But today – no
matter what we might fear we are reminded: That neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor
rulers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor
anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus
our Lord3. We just have to get on with it! Amen
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