THE KINGDOM OF GOD IS LIKE

Mark 4: 26-32

26He also said, "This is what the kingdom of God is like. A man scatters seed on the ground. 27Night and day, whether he sleeps or gets up, the seed sprouts and grows, though he does not know how. 28All by itself the soil produces grain—first the stalk, then the head, then the full kernel in the head. 29As soon as the grain is ripe, he puts the sickle to it, because the harvest has come."  30Again he said, "What shall we say the kingdom of God is like, or what parable shall we use to describe it? 31It is like a mustard seed, which is the smallest seed you plant in the ground. 32Yet when planted, it grows and becomes the largest of all garden plants, with such big branches that the birds of the air can perch in its shade." 


A certain question has haunted me ever since it was first put to me, some twenty years ago. It was put to me by a man whom many of you have met:  Abdias Coulibaly, the pastor of the Mennonite Church of Orodara, in Burkina Faso, who visited us here in March of 2006. He put it to me while I was visiting with him one afternoon in his bookstore while we lived there in Burkina Faso. I was talking with him about a new Jula language translation of Mark's gospel that some linguists were working on in the nearby city of Bobo-Dioulasso. 


Although this new translation of Mark's gospel reflected quite well the Jula spoken in the streets of Bobo-Dioulasso and Orodara and much of northern Ivory Coast, I had a major theological problem with it. I barely got into Mark chapter one, verse 15, and found Jesus quoted as saying, “The time has come; God is king, repent and believe the good news.” 


Now, most of your Bible translations, if they're anything other than a paraphrase, translate Jesus' first recorded message as, “The time has come; the kingdom of God has drawn near, repent and believe the good news.” But instead of saying, "the kingdom of God has drawn near," which is the most literal translation of Jesus' words, the new Jula translation had Jesus saying, "God is king."


Here were my problems with that particular translation: For one thing, it leaves hanging the phrase, "the time has come." The time has come for what? God has always been, and ever will be, king. But more importantly, the phrase “God is king” says nothing in that society, not for Christians, Muslims or traditionalists. Its even something of  a stock phrase used in daily speech, in songs and in sermons in Jula down at the mosque. There are even proverbs like, "God is king; therefore the buzzard will never eat grass." In other words, Don't expect the world to never change much from the way it is. Because God made it so. But Jesus' first message, that "the kingdom of God has drawn near," says quite the opposite. Get ready for major change.


 Its not that its wrong to call God “king” or "ruler," as long as you're not thinking about a human ruler like Ivan the Terrible of Russia. Its just that the stunning, electrifying, earth-shaking meaning of what Jesus meant when he said that "the kingdom of God has drawn near" was lost in favor of something that sounded as though Jesus was just quoting a common proverb, to say that no change should be expected.


So I wrote letters to the translation committee, none of which were answered. After all, who was this new upstart missionary just learning the language to think that he could correct a school of learned scholars and linguists? But my issue wasn't linguistic, it was biblical and theological. 


So when I told Abdias about my concerns over this new translation, he asked me, “Well, what would you prefer?”


That “The kingdom of God has drawn near,” I said.


“But that will leave people wondering just where is the kingdom of God, if it has indeed drawn near,” Abdias said. “People here may take it literally. Is it as near as the border with Mali, fifty kilometers to the west? Or a little further away, like the border with Ivory Coast, 70 kilometers to the south?  If Jesus preached that God's kingdom has come, but things don't look all that different, then where is this kingdom of God, and how can we tell that it is near?” he asked.


In other words, what difference does Jesus' central message make, if, after he preached it and lived it, the buzzard will still never eat grass, and the world continues on as it did before?


And that's the question that has haunted me to this day. So, I shall arrange this message around the three questions that Abdias' response boils down to: 1) What is the kingdom of God? 2) Where is it, that we might recognize it? and 3) What difference does it make if it is here, or near?  Especially when all the problems and the kingdoms of the world remain standing, after Jesus announced that the kingdom of God has drawn near?


I'll start with the third question: What difference does it make if the kingdom of God has drawn near, or here? In other words, what's new or revolutionary about this central aspect of Jesus' teaching, preaching and ministry, the Reign of God, that we should even care about it?


For one thing, we are all part of one or more kingdom already. That's an inescapable fact. Just because our lives are short, and yet they require so much support and protection. Our lives typically span the Biblical three score and ten, plus a few more, strength permitting. And then our children need help repeating the process, if we have them. But fortunately each person, and each generation does not have to reinvent fire. Or the wheel. Or money, commerce and culture. Because human cultures and kingdoms have been going steady for centuries, while generations come and go. So, for health we don't have to rediscover germ theory or vaccines. For beauty we don't have to repaint the Mona Lisa or re-compose Bach's Three Part Inventions. These things all come to us as the accumulating treasures and legacies of human traditions and institutions. In other words, of human kingdoms. And I'm glad for that.


But so do war, racism, sexism, the trauma of slavery, conquest and colonialism. No one here owned slaves on a southern cotton plantation. But we're all affected by that legacy, passed down to us through human institutions, that we could call, in a way, "kingdoms."


Sometimes you can see this more easily in other people's cultures than in your own. When Becky and I were recently in Mexico, we went on a bus trip from Mazatlan up to a few mountain villages with this wonderful Mexican guide, named Milton. He brought the history and the culture to life for us. He was both very knowledgeable about, and very proud of, the Aztec Indian part of his heritage. We learned about all the contributions of his Indian ancestors to art, mathematics, agriculture, architecture, about their cities, their pyramids, their outlook on life, all of which are still a living part of Mexico, and of Milton, personally. But he did confess to being disturbed by the terrible toll of the Aztec wars of conquest, and the bloody human sacrifices carried out on those Aztec pyramids each and every day. 


He also spoke very knowledgeably and proudly and personally about the Spanish and Roman Catholic part of his heritage. But then again, he had to wonder, which was worse, the Aztec human sacrifices, or the Spanish ones? You know, the Inquisition and the torture and burning of alleged witches and heretics, and of Jews, Moslems and Indians.


From him I got this window into his Mexican identity and heritage: both pride and pain. Am I a conquered Indian or a Spanish conqueror? he seemed to be asking. He was both, for good and bad. And that gave me a glimpse into myself as a member of this American kingdom. I grew up learning first about these wonderful peaceful pilgrims from England who came seeking religious freedom, and who had turkey and cranberry sauce on the first Thanksgiving with their Indians friends. That's a wonderful part of me as an American. But then I learned that there were African slaves in Virginia at least four years before the pilgrims came. Then a few years after the Pilgrims came, they were at war with the local Indians who had helped them. So what am I as an American? A peaceful pilgrim or a conqueror and a slaveholder? Well, they're both in my history. And therefore in my identity, too. I need a better identity. And therefore, a better kingdom.


And that's one problem with each and every human kingdom. They are part and parcel of every human being who is born into them, for both good and bad. And sometimes, we who live in the midst of these kingdoms are the least aware of how they shape and affect us, for good or bad. We're like fish who can't tell you what water is like, they know nothing else. We are inveterate, compulsive kingdom builders, piling up our idolatrous towers of Babel, trying to reach heaven and God-hood on our combined talents, drunk and blinded and corrupted by our own powers to get pretty far and pretty high. And then we march off to war with other kingdoms and bring the whole thing crashing down around our heads. And then we start over.


So when Jesus began his ministry with the message, "The kingdom of God has drawn near," that was new and revolutionary, partly because people understood themselves to be already part of another kingdom, the kingdom of Rome, of Tiberius Caesar at the time, for both good and bad. Good if you liked the rule of law and due process (for some people at least), roads and seas free of pirates and public works like statues, sewer systems, baths and schools. It was bad if you didn't care for conquest, war, and watching everything that's not nailed down get shipped off to Rome.


So, now we're getting into the first question: What is the kingdom of God which Jesus preached? For one thing, it is a radical alternative to the human kingdoms in which we live. It is even their eventual replacement.


But that is not the heart of it. We must not get stuck in the act of describing what Jesus is for just in reaction to what he's against. The kingdom that Jesus brings and teaches takes its cues positively from God, and from everything that God promises.  As I've said before, simply put, the kingdom of God is the restoration of all that was lost in humanity' fall into our sinful estrangement from God, ourselves, each other and creation. It is the restoration of the harmony which the Hebrew prophets promised, when they foresaw nations beating swords into plowshares and spears into pruning hooks, or this imagery and symbolism of peace, with wolves lying down with lambs and infants toddling around safely among vipers, bears and leopards. At least the lion will eat grass, like the ox. It is also the restoration for which the Hebrews prayed in the Psalms, in words such as, "Restore us again, O God our Savior, and put away your displeasure toward us....Revive us again, so that your people may rejoice in you (Psalm 85)." So, whenever you read and pray the psalms, you are praying for God's kingdom.


Jesus begins his preaching and teaching by saying that the fulfillment of all the prophets' promises, and the answers to the prayers of the Psalms, have now come with his coming. That's the really stunning, electrifying and surprising thing that Jesus taught. Not just that God is king, but that God the king has come and has acted to reclaim what is his own. And to prove it, Jesus did things that showed that the kingdom really was near. He healed the sick, gave sight to the blind, preached good news to the poor, and raised the dead. These are all foretastes or down payments of the fullness of God's kingdom. Just as importantly, these signs and teachings show that Jesus is the king, the human sign and presence of God among us in direct rulership. 


But I can understand how that might have been hard to believe even then, especially during the days of Jesus' arrest, torture and execution.  I can understand how hard that would be to believe even now in a country as poor and desperate as Abdias' Burkina Faso. Where is the kingdom of God, and what difference does it make when infant mortality is so high, malaria is becoming more and more drug resistant, AIDS is making terrible inroads into families and villages,  and two out of every five crops fail due to drought, disease, or insects?


And I can believe how we might wonder, Where is God's kingdom even in a wealthy country like ours, when there is so much loneliness and estrangement between people, and when war and violence eat at the root of our social foundations. While most of us were sleeping soundly in our beds last night, homeless people, many of them mentally ill, were fending off the cold under plastic and cardboard beneath some highway overpasses, not far from from some half empty mansions. Do you see any sign of the kingdom of God in all that?


And this brings us to the second question: Where then is the kingdom of God, so that I might recognize it? If its of any help, consider that Jesus must have known that God's approaching kingdom would be just as hard to recognize in First Century Palestine, even with himself around, as it is for us, today, wherever we live. So, Jesus recounted two stories about God's kingdom, both of which stressed not its majesty and triumph, not its visibility, but its mysterious and invisible nature. Its invisible and mysterious and so easy to overlook if we are looking for evidence of God's kingdom in the same way and in the same places that we look for evidence of worldly, human kingdoms. 


That's what both of Jesus' stories have in common: that God's kingdom would first come to us in a form and size that are as easy to miss as a tiny seed. In case we didn't get that the first time around, Jesus restates it a second time to say that God's kingdom would come even like a mustard seed, which would be the smallest seed that a Palestinian farmer would know of.  I think his audience needed to hear that, because by this point in Mark's Gospel, Jesus only has about a dozen shaky followers, his family has declared him crazy, enemies are already plotting to kill him, so he has withdrawn with his few followers away from the towns to live and teach out in the countryside. At this point his friends and followers are probably all thinking, "If this is the kingdom of God, boy do we have a lot of work to do."


In fact, I can understand if they're thinking, "This is not how I expected the kingdom of God to come at all. In Psalm 2 we pray about God's messiah smashing the nations with a rod of iron. And last week in the synagogue we heard God say in the scroll of Haggai, 'In a little while I will once more shake the heavens and the earth, the sea and the dry land.  I will shake all nations, and the Desired of all nations will come, and I will fill this house with glory,' says the LORD Almighty.'(2:7-8).  The only thing shaking around here is me, now that I know how many people are after us.  Isn't there anything more we can do to move this kingdom business along?"


And that's another surprising thing that Jesus' parables convey: in a way, no, there's nothing, really. In a way, there's nothing anyone can do to make this promised kingdom take shape. Just like the farmer does not make a seed grow into a stalk of wheat, and certainly not into a big, sprawling mustard bush, so the citizen of God's kingdom does not make God's kingdom come or grow. God does, similar to the way that God makes wheat stalks and mustard plants grow. In secret. While you're not watching. While you're busy doing other things. God makes his kingdom come and grow, not we.


And this is what I'd like to tell the driver of the car I saw the other day with the bumper sticker that said, "We have the tools to build the kingdom of God." I think I know what he meant. And I think I would like the guy and all that he stands for. I don't think he would be at all like the Spanish Conquistadors who did such terrible things to Milton's Aztec ancestors  in Mexico, they were so addicted to kingdoms, conquest and crusading. I think he'd be a much nicer and more peaceful fellow. But those Conquistadors also thought they were building the kingdom of God. And they would have said that their tools for building the kingdom of God were their swords and their spears and their superbly-trained war horses.  That's one reason why I go silent whenever I come across verses in hymns and songs that say something like, "We'll build the kingdom of God." I can't sing or say those words. Or in that song, "Bring forth the kingdom of mercy, bring forth the kingdom of peace," I sing those words as a prayer to God, rather than a command to you or myself. Because if we think its all up to us, with our hands and our tools and our brains and our schemes, to build God's kingdom, then what's to keep the results from becoming our kingdom? Or from treating it like our kingdom? Don't we have enough kingdoms already? And aren't they as much the sources of sorrow and squalor as they are of treasure and triumph? And if people see faults and problems and shortcomings in our efforts to build God's kingdom, which there will just have to be--we're human--will we be thankful for the help, or at least for the reminders to be humble, or will we treat them as enemies of God, and therefore our own enemies, like the Conquistadors did?


The two parables of Jesus make the same point: that God brings his kingdom, and that God builds his kingdom. But that doesn't mean we don't have a role. It doesn't mean we have nothing to do with God's kingdom, so that we can just lie back and watch it all happen on its own. People do have important roles in both of these parables. One of which is happening right now before our very eyes the same way it did through Jesus: to sow the seed, so that it is in the right place at the right time for God to make it grow. 


Yes, the tiny, seemingly most insignificant seed of God's kingdom is the word, God's word. We sow the seeds of God's kingdom with our words, sharing God's word. But that wasn't exactly or entirely the seed that I think Jesus had in mind in both of these parables. It fits, but it leaves something out. 


We also sow the seeds of God's kingdom with our works, as Jesus did, those actions of ours that also demonstrate our loyalty to God's kingdom, and which demonstrate the nature of God's kingdom. Such as  when our middler Sunday School class recently went about collecting food on a food drive. There is no hunger, poverty, nor wasteful excess, in God's kingdom, and their actions demonstrated that. But that's not quite entirely the seed of God's kingdom that Jesus was talking about either. Its that and more.


And I also see God's kingdom breaking into our world through our worship, as we declare God's worthiness of his rightful throne, and our love and loyalty to God as our sovereign. Worship is always worth doing just because God's worthiness is a right and true thing to proclaim. But another value of worship is that it reminds us whose kingdom has drawn near, and whose kingdom it is, and who is responsible for growing it and building it. That's what we're always most in danger of forgetting. Church history shows we even have an uncanny knack for turning God's kingdom into our own kingdoms. 


But worship isn't quite exactly what Jesus has in mind as the tiny, unremarkable seed of God's kingdom either, although its an important part of it. Given the setting--twelve shaky, hidden disciples facing their first tests of rejection and resistance, I think the tiny little seed of the kingdom which Jesus is talking about, which has the potential to grow into a huge harvest and big, broad, scraggly bushes sheltering lots of birds, in a way, is them: Jesus' quite unremarkable, eminently over-lookable, sometimes laughable, sometimes lamentable excuses of disciples. 
In a way, they are the seeds of a kingdom that is taking root and growing like a mustard bush, unbeknown to the giant Seguoiah trees of human kingdoms and institutions towering above them. 


And so are we. We are not the kingdom of God, but we are the signs and seeds of this kingdom. And the harvest. God gives the growth, but we plant it and nurture it with words, work and worship. And twenty centuries later, we are also part of  the growing, coming harvest.


So, to answer Abdias' question, "Where is the kingdom of God that we might see it and recognize it? Especially in a world of towering, monstrous kingdoms often working towering, monstrous evils?" Jesus gives two answers in these parables: 1) Don't be surprised if God's kingdom is hard to see, at first. Its not coming into the world like an eighteen wheeler bearing down on a Mini-Cooper in the passing lane. Not at first, at least. Not until God knows that the time of the harvest has come. Then there'll be no mistaking it. But secondly, know that God's kingdom has already come, but in a form and shape that the kingdoms of the world are bound to overlook at first, and to despise once they start to catch on. With the coming of this kingdom, no borders are breached, no walls or towers or monuments or dynasties fall.  Just some unremarkable things like quilts being sown to fight world hunger. Or a blind woman in 19th Century England composing hundreds of hymns in her life time whose words and melodies still have the power to melt hearts, even when translated into other languages. That was Fanny Crosby, by the way. Or an elderly man and his wife I recently heard about who have willingly adopted and are raising the child of their single parent daughter who is incapacitated by severe mental illness. Or two missionaries I know, nearing retirement, wrapping up their work and preparing to come home, because now there is a fledgling church that needs to step up and fly without them. These are some very unremarkable and easily over-lookable signs and seeds of God's kingdom. Not much when you compare them with what they're up against. But oh so much infinitely more when you consider their potential, when you dare to imagine what they are silently, invisibly growing into, until the day that God knows that the harvest  is ripe. Then there will be no mistaking God's kingdom for one of our own.


So, let us not weary of planting the seeds of God's kingdom, through our worship, words and works. Let's not get too worried either about size or speed of growth. Let's not worry about how we measure up to the standards of success set by human kingdoms. Because the harvest will be as big as the the power, the promises and the purposes of God, and as sure as the faithfulness of God, because this is God's reign and kingdom, not ours. And it is growing even as we water and work and sleep. 


Amen?
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