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Let us pray. May the words of my mouth and the mediation of our hearts be 

acceptable in your sight, Oh, God our Rock and our Redeemer. Amen 

 

Good morning. Thank you all for entrusting Kathy and me with the 

opportunity to stand before you today. It is indeed a privilege.  And if I may 

say, it is a wonderful process that I recommend to each one of you. Sitting 

down and working through a service is a good exercise, and trying to come 

face-to-face with ancient text is as exciting and interesting as it is demanding.  

 

My sermon is not long - just right for a beautiful day - but what I'd like to talk 

to you about is some interesting interplay between our two readings. That 

relationship is valuable on its own, but I think it also has some bearing on this 

dear, vital place, the Church of the Redeemer.  

 

The similarities between our two readings today are remarkable.  

The goal of each is to retrench basic knowledge. In Psalm 105, the Psalmist 

reminds the faithful, who apparently have lost their focus, of their duties to 

God, to their past, and to themselves. Later, the Jesus of Matthew advises the 



disciples. They seem to know their overall role yet are getting a Theology 101 

lesson, learning more exactly what the Kingdom of Heaven is. 

 

Both instructors also build a steady tension throughout.  The Psalmist starts 

off with some apparently straight-ahead ideas - give thanks, sing to God. Jesus, 

opening at a similar level,  implies that the kingdom of heaven may seem tiny 

but ultimately is massive and hospitable. The seed becomes a tree. Both  the 

Psalmist and Jesus, however, turn up the tension as things progress: The 

speaker of Psalm 105 offhandedly reminds his listeners not only to Remember 

the wonderful Works God has done for them but also that they are bound in a 

covenant with God, which then subsequently takes on the legalistic title 

“statute,” apparently just in case the faithful have forgotten this agreement’s 

obligations. As if this were not enough, the psalm also reminds the listeners of 

the land of Canaan, a place of identity and security.  

Jesus shows a similar ability to turn up the Heat. The Parables become a little 

bit more demanding, but then, as if sensing that the disciples might be yessing 

him and might need a little focusing, Jesus whips out some of his his best 

Stephen King: “The angels will come out and separate the evil from the 

righteous and throw them into the furnace of fire, where there will be 

weeping and gnashing of teeth.” And to further engage these drowsy students 



- who apparently need not one, not two, but FIVE analogies about the 

Kingdom of Heaven - Jesus tells them to get out there and do their job - 

communicate to strangers just what is the Kingdom of Heaven. Now, that’s 

teaching! 

 

The difference seems to be audience. The first audience, though the speaker 

bears down on them, needs just a nudge, compared the attention the disciples 

earn. And though the Psalmist has to give them reasons why they must listen 

to the message, the message itself is pretty much standard issue and timeless: 

 Memorialize, evangelize, and seek perpetually. 

 

As Old Testament ideas, these are, almost literally, old truths. Their durability 

alone is proof that they're valuable, though it is interesting that even 

thousands of years ago, before Twitter, before our boredom-fearing society,  

the faithful were forgetting or minimizing these basic actions. And they are 

actions, things that need to be done and, moreover, done consciously and 

“continually.”  Perhaps it is because the ideas had been around and were so 

woven into the society that the people listening to the Psalmist had let things 

slip a bit, “Okay, yeah, we got it.” And once the lapse is pointed out to them, 

they know and value the ideas and seem to get back to them. 

 



Jesus's audience is different in a few ways. First, while the ideas of the Psalms 

had been around for probably a thousand years by the time of the disciples - 

so those ideas had been turned over, examined, and absorbed - the ideas 

surrounding the Kingdom of Heaven were relatively new. And like any 

emerging idea, the people of the day had trouble seeing that new idea 

completely and without distortion. My favorite contemporary version of this 

is the term “Postmodern,” which commonly refers to a way of thinking that 

began after WWII. We are postmodernists. We know that we are living in a 

mindset that differs from the “Modern” mindset of the early 1900s - but we 

cannot get outside of our own mindset enough to say what it really is, so we’re 

stuck with the rather useless “Post...Modern.” The corollary for the disciples, 

and probably many people of Jesus time is this - they felt oppressed - no  

surprise there - and just as unsurprisingly hoped for a revolution. And they 

hoped that the revolution would be dramatic. And think about the massive, 

looming power implied by the Psalm. I can see it now, a few followers off to 

the side at the market, “Well, when the Messiah comes, man is he going to 

straighten out these pagans - rains of fire, a few plagues. Yeah, it’s going to be 

big.” 

 



And so when Jesus gives the disciples a mustard seed, a lump of sourdough 

starter, and a rather meagre treasure chest, you can see why they were not 

exactly buoyant. 

 

And the disciples suffer for their expectations.They remind me of my students 

when I tell them about the perils of passive verbs, for example - Yes, the ball 

was hit through the window, but by whom?  who's responsible here? Or, 

indeed, when I lecture to them about the glories of Hawthorne’s exquisite 

precision and about his elegant use of “perhaps.” Their concentration, as if it’s 

some balmy spring day in their brains, is not quite there because... Well, I'm 

not really sure why they do not value these basics, but this is the pose of the 

disciples, who want something else: Come on, give me the good stuff, the  

arcana, the fireworks, the lightning. But Jesus knows that lightning will blind 

them; they can handle only light right now. Afterall, Jesus’ version of the 

Kingdom of Heaven had not been around long - giving every nuance and 

wrinkle probably would have stunned the disciples. And 2,000 years later, we 

have a lot more thinking and distance to work with, so the Parables that 

seemed so elusive to the disciples seem pretty transparent and uncluttered to 

us. 



 

Also different from the Old Testament auditors is this: Jesus is running a 

spiritual boot camp. He has a very short time to turn these followers, who 

often mislead themselves, into leaders of a nation, an entire people. These 

people from the fringes of society - fishermen, tax collectors - must develop 

the intellect and the skills to confront and command. And here the 

appropriateness of the Parables becomes clear in several ways: Much of 

leadership is not about fireworks; it’s about the mundane stuff - it’s not about 

casting plagues, it’s about making bread for 150 people (I did the math on that 

one). Moreover, they need to deliver a message that works. They cannot go 

out and merely state the new truths - Jesus tells them that they need to bring 

out of treasure “What is new and what is old.” 

Now, to credit the disciples, with the old, they may be doing a pretty good job 

in some ways. Jesus calls them “scribes,” as if they've been capable, even 

advanced scholars at taking notes and understanding in a literal, concrete 

way: They’ve paid some attention, they have written down what they need to 

know to do a good job. But Jesus is a good teacher, and he realizes that their 

ability to apply that knowledge in novel situations just is not there. You hear 

his frustration when he asks, “Have you understood all this?” and “they,” 

apparently as one, and without inflection, “answered, ‘Yes.’” It's one of those 



moments in the classroom - or the committee meeting or the presentation - 

when you as leader know that the followers just are not where they need to 

be.  

 

And Jesus does something pretty cool anyway. He sends them on their 

mission. They don't really know enough about what's new. They're pretty 

confident, pretty solid in the Old Testament Theology and ways, but this new 

thing, the Kingdom of Heaven, they really don't have it. Yet. Still, he's going to 

send them out. My reading of this is that Jesus seems to feel that they know 

enough to carry the Kingdom forward.  They are going to have to figure it out 

as they go. It won't be easy, and it won't be perfect, but it will work.  

 

And think about it. Think about turning points in your own life - starting a 

relationship... ending a relationship, starting a family, retiring - Did you, 

despite your best research, know enough? Of course not. And did you suffer 

some bumps and have some wholly strange and new surprises, both good and 

bad? Just as certainly. So, often, we know the old way - how things worked and 

what our core values are - we know to  give thanks, to sing to God - but new 

territory requires new ways - and we can't always know those ways before we 

get there. But it’s like Jonathan Edwards said: “And now you have an 



extraordinary opportunity.” Sometimes, before we can progress we need to 

realize we’re like those disciples and just...say...yes. Amen. 

 

 

 


