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Invasive 

Reading from the Gospels: Matthew 13:31-33; 44-52 

When Jesus says, “I will not leave you desolate,” I am comforted, 

but that is certainly not the only manner of comfort to be mined from 

the scriptures; for I find also some measure of comfort in the fallibility 

of the Bible’s grand cast of characters, which certainly includes that 

mobile company of obtuse acolytes following Jesus from Galilee to 

Jerusalem. 

A tour through chapter 13 of Matthew’s gospel can make your 

brain hurt. Seven parables that provide all the clarity of a funhouse 

mirror. One chapter, seven parables.  It’s like cramming a semester 

class into one lecture.  Sower. Weeds. Mustard. Yeast. Treasure. Pearl. 

Net.  Any questions?  For almost 2000 years PhDs, popes, and 

parishioners alike have been trying to pinpoint the message of these 

parables, and the folks in the lab are still working on them.  

And yet, when Jesus finally takes a breath at the end of the 

lecture and asks the disciples, “Have you understood this?” The 

disciples uniformly say, “Yes.”  I can’t imagine even Jesus, the Son of 

God, being able to keep from rolling his eyes at that one.  If he didn’t 
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bust out laughing, you have to believe he was like the friend getting 

tickled and trying to suppress a giggle during a funeral. 

“Have you understood this?”  “Yes.” Seriously? Not long after this, 

their actions will tell us they didn’t have a clue, at least not yet.  But 

you can forgive the disciples, can’t you? Because how many times have 

you feigned knowing something when you most certainly did not in a 

vain and futile attempt to save face?  “Well, the leak in your 

maleficentejigger has cauterized the sacrosanctodenser here below the 

Heidegger line, and so we’re going to have to rebuild the whole 

qumquatiful.  You with me?”  Uh, yeah.  And thus, you find yourself 

writing an $1,100 check and you don’t know why.   

“Have you understood this?” Yes.  The physician walks you 

through a Latin maze describing your disease. The job interviewer 

probes your experience with various software. Then, on your first day, 

the Human Resources manager outlines company policies. Do you 

understand this?  Yes. Sure. Absolutely … Not in the slightest.  Or 

maybe, you try to give yourself a little leeway. “Do you understand 

this?”  “I’m not absolutely sure,” which most folks know to mean “I have 

no earthly idea.” 
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With the parables, we’re not going to hit the bull’s-eye, but we can 

at least get close to the dartboard. Called to be emissaries of Christ in 

and for the world, the disciples, including you and me, have to 

continually wrestle with the words we can use to articulate our 

experience of the kingdom of God brought near to us in Jesus Christ. It 

is, without question, a difficult task, because as Paul so eloquently 

confessed, “Now I know in part; then I shall see face to face.”  

Boomers here may be able to approach this like contestants on the 

classic game show, Hollywood Squares, Peter Marshall asking Rose 

Marie, “The kingdom of heaven is like…” How would you complete the 

sentence?  Could you complete the sentence?   

Well, in Matthew 13, Jesus takes 5 swings at it. Prior to this, 

Jesus is encountering a rising tide of doubt, grievances, and derision. 

From prison, John the Baptist sends messengers to Jesus, “Are you the 

one to come, or are we to wait for another.” It’s understandable. Prison 

isn’t exactly a sign that things are going well for Jesus incorporated.  A 

few verses later Jesus intimates that the wise and intelligent are not 

lining up down at the Jesus campaign headquarters to volunteer. The 

Pharisees are busting Jesus’ chops about how he and his pals spend the 
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Sabbath. Not long after this, the name-calling starts.  The Pharisees 

call Jesus, Beelzebul, and Jesus calls them a brood of vipers. So, by the 

time we get to the end of chapter 12, even Jesus’ mother is growing 

impatient with her son the Messiah. How long before Jesus is singing 

like B.B King? “If you’re going to walk on my love, the least you could do 

is take off your shoes.”  

I don’t know if you would say that in Chapter 13 Jesus is hitting 

the reset button, but it is a time when Jesus is trying to encourage folks 

to see the broader meaning or big picture of his presence and purpose. 

And thus, Jesus says, “The kingdom of heaven is like: a Sower; 

Weeds in the wheat; Mustard seed; Yeast; Treasure; Pearl; Net. Now, as 

with most parables, the images Jesus uses would be relatively familiar 

to a first century audience, even when they might not translate well to 

21st Century suburbia. And, as is also the case with most parables, we 

should try to see the forest without trying to identify every tree, which 

would only lead to frustration.  

A first century listener would be quick to tell you that no farmer 

would be sowing mustard seed and the ethics of the land speculator look 
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a bit specious, but neither of those realities do damage to the larger 

meaning of the parables. Of the five parables in our text today, the first 

two speak to the emergence of God’s kingdom and the last three speak 

to our response to God’s kingdom. 

For sure, we have little familiarity with mustard seeds outside of 

that time your aunt let you inspect her mustard seed necklace. But as I 

said, no first century gardener is going to be intentionally sowing 

mustard seed, because it was basically a weed, an invasive weed that 

tends to take over an area like kudzu and Bermuda grass in the South. 

One moment you are admiring your grandfather as he stakes his 

tomato plants and the next, you fear Pops is buried along with his 

Buick somewhere under the tangled mess of distending weed.  

Up close, that certainly doesn’t make the kingdom of heaven 

appear too appealing, but if we just take a step back, perhaps we can 

see the stunning growth of something so small you didn’t even know 

was there, into something that breathes life into every fabric of your 

being; something that now and then invades every nook and cranny of 

your spirit with a deep breathe of fresh air; something that swallows 

you in loving embrace, wiping the tears from your eyes and giving you 
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hope for tomorrow; something that whelms you with peace though the 

world is crumbling around you; something that clobbers your cynicism 

and conceit and evicts you from your forever funk to the point that you, 

yes you, find yourself doing the strangest things – handing out olive 

branches to antagonists, giving up your place in line to the harried mom 

with the two kids in full meltdown, opening the Bible and signing up for 

a class; skipping the round of golf to tutor the student.  Word gets out to 

your old friends and frenemies, and the reaction is universal: “Who are 

you and what’d you do to the reprobate I went to school with?” That’s 

the invasive kingdom Jesus is talking about.     

Similarly, Fleishmann’s wasn’t marketing yeast in the first 

Century.  In fact, yeast was a pretty sketchy ingredient that you’d be 

tempted to avoid using. You produced it by allowing your leftover loaf 

spoil to the extent that you’d easily mistake it for a chia pet. But if you 

waited too long, you’d be eating toxic toast when the next loaf comes out 

of the oven and getting sicker than you ever remember. If you didn’t 

wait long enough? Well, you know those Styrofoam wafers some 

churches use for communion?  ‘nuff said.  But here’s the thing. If you 

can ignore the whole mold thing, a tiny pinch or two of leaven hidden in 
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a mountain of dough would make enough bread to fill the Panthers’ 

training table. You’d need a forklift to deliver the bread, but you’d only 

need a set of tweezers to handle the leaven. 

Like the mustard seed and leaven, God’s kingdom is hidden. In 

contemporary imagery, one could say the kingdom of God is like kudzu, 

you start with a sprig and before you know it the farmhouse and barn 

have disappeared under a carpet of green.  Or, the kingdom of God is 

like that one friend who just a few years ago was so proud of this clunky 

bag phone sitting on his passenger seat, and now it seems everyone you 

know loves their devices more than they love one another.  And what do 

they call the stuff they are looking at instead of you? Viral.   

And yet, the kingdom of God can be viral if we understand that 

grace is infectious, mysteriously emerging in unexpected moments and 

in unlikely places, working within you and through you to make Christ 

known, and you may not even realize it. 

Amidst the perpetual reality show we’re living through right now, 

you may have missed the Observer article about a shy local, young 

Jewish woman named Rachel Groner.  She describes herself like this: 
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“I’m the type of person who would let somebody step on my foot for like 

a half-hour before I would say something.”  But something welled up 

within her, compelling her to an act of grace while others stewed and 

scowled.  About an hour into an eight-hour flight from Brussels to New 

York, Rachel heard sounds of distress behind her. Over the next 15 

minutes, the distress became louder and louder.   

Reporter Bruce Henderson writes, “As the wailing continued, 

tension mounted. Sleeping passengers woke up, startled by the noise. 

Others stirred, restless and increasingly irritated. The phone between 

the attendants’ station and flight deck kept beeping.”  Groner 

recognized the familiar sound of shrieking without words. You see, she 

and her husband Bentzion operate Friendship Circle here in Charlotte 

which pairs teen volunteers with children with special needs, including 

autism.  They also run ZABs Place, a thrift boutique over in Matthews 

that employs 28 adults with special talents.  She recognized the sound 

of a child with autism in distress and she knew she had to rise, step of 

her comfort zone, and do something.   

She grabbed a nausea bag, borrowed a pen from an attendant and 

approached the sobbing, young Muslim boy of African descent and held 



 

 

9 

9 

out her hand. Henderson reports, “The boy looked at her, stopped his 

wailing, and took it. They walked into the aisle and plopped down 

together on the floor near an emergency exit. “I put him in my lap and 

gave him a firm hug and I just started to rock him,” she says. His body 

had been tensed. Soon, “you could feel his muscles start to relax.” 

“Groner doodled on the nausea bag, tracing the outline of her 

hand as the boy watched, absorbed. Groner talked and smiled at him, 

and grabbed more nausea bags. At one point, the boy traced his own 

hand. 

“So it went for another hour or two. A travel pillow, some orange 

juice and cookies helped calm the child. The boy spun a fidget spinner 

and held it to his cheek, soothed by its rhythm. He even smiled and 

laughed.” 

A Jewish woman, an Islamic boy, and no shared language but the 

universal language of grace. One positive contribution of the digital age 

is that this story has been shared now across the globe.  Jesus said, 

“"The kingdom of heaven is like a mustard seed that someone took and 

sowed in his field; it is the smallest of all the seeds, but when it has 
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grown it is the greatest of shrubs and becomes a tree, so that the birds 

of the air come and make nests in its branches." In a moment we will 

proclaim together one meaning we derive from this: “Christ’s lordship is 

hidden. The world appears to be dominated by people and systems that 

do not acknowledge his rule. But his lordship is real. It demands our 

loyalty and sets us free from the fear of all lesser lords who threaten 

us. We maintain that ultimate sovereignty now belongs to Jesus 

Christ in every sphere of life.”  

While powers and principalities preen and posture, a Jewish 

woman, an Islamic boy, and the countless saints of Christ’s church 

doing the unpublicized, unheralded works of grace, reveal a kingdom 

that brings heaven to earth. Amen. 

 

 

     


