POISONOUS YEAST

Mark 8: 11The Pharisees came and began to question Jesus. To test him, they asked him for a sign from heaven. 12He sighed deeply and said, "Why does this generation ask for a miraculous sign? I tell you the truth, no sign will be given to it." 13Then he left them, got back into the boat and crossed to the other side.   14The disciples had forgotten to bring bread, except for one loaf they had with them in the boat. 15"Be careful," Jesus warned them. "Watch out for the yeast of the Pharisees and that of Herod." 16They discussed this with one another and said, "It is because we have no bread."  17Aware of their discussion, Jesus asked them: "Why are you talking about having no bread? Do you still not see or understand? Are your hearts hardened? 18Do you have eyes but fail to see, and ears but fail to hear? And don't you remember? 19When I broke the five loaves for the five thousand, how many basketfuls of pieces did you pick up?"      "Twelve," they replied.  20"And when I broke the seven loaves for the four thousand, how many basketfuls of pieces did you pick up?"       They answered, "Seven."  21He said to them, "Do you still not understand?"


“Do you still not understand?” Jesus asks his clueless, befuddled disciples. No, they don't. They don't even understand what it the general subject matter that they are supposed to understand something about.


After all the times I've read this passage, I'm still not sure I do, either. 


But I know it has something to do with yeast. And with that my preaching series on the kingdom of God in Mark's Gospel ends, for now, where it began: on the subject of really small things that can have very big impacts. Earlier in the year I began my preaching focus on Mark's gospel not with verse 1 of chapter 1, but with that parable from Mark 4 in which Jesus said, "The kingdom of God is like a mustard seed, the smallest seed you plant in the ground. Yet when planted, it grows and becomes the largest of all garden plants....."  By which he meant that the kingdom of God does not first enter the world like a massive, one-time invasion so obvious and visible and over-powering that we instantly go from hundreds of human regimes to one heavenly one. That's the end of the kingdom process, not the beginning.


No, the kingdom of God starts out small, like a mustard seed or a pinch of yeast: one man and twelve disciples in a remote corner of the world at the edge of two empires. And as it is caught from one disciple to the next in succeeding generations and new places, it begins to transform lives and loves, not from outside in and top down, but from the ground up, like a mustard seed, and inside-out, like yeast working through bread.


Our theme this year has been "Striving first for the kingdom of God." But in all of my sermon stories what we also see is God's kingdom striving for us, working gently and peacefully through lives and loves until God knows that the time has come, the loaf is risen to the point where all is now ready for the Wedding Feast of the Lamb. 


But in today's passage, Jesus also tells us to beware of something else small and subtle, that can also work from within and grow into large dangers and divisions: the yeast of the Pharisees and of Herod. "Could he be saying that," the disciples ask, "because we left the baskets of left-over bread on the shore?"


And Jesus asks them, "Don't you understand?" 


Normally, I wouldn't dare confess, in the course of a sermon, that I'm not sure I get it, either. But this seems to be such an important passage in Mark's gospel that I couldn't honestly bring myself to charge on past it and avoid it, either. There's something here that Jesus wants all his disciples to understand. Not only those original twelve, but all his disciples, including his disciples here and now. Jesus still poses the question to us, today: “Do you still not understand?” 



Fortunately, Jesus does not leave his disciples without clues, as to what constitutes the yeast of Herod and the Pharisees. He asks them some leading questions like, "When I broke the five loaves for the five thousand, how many basketfuls of pieces did you pick up?"


"Twelve," they replied. 


"And when I broke the seven loaves for the four thousand, how many basketfuls of pieces did you pick up?"  


"Seven."


So, this mysterious "yeast of Herod and the Pharisees" has something to do with his two miraculous multiplications of food. The first one happened in the disciples' home turf, on the Jewish side of the Sea of Galilee. Those were fellow Jews that they fed, on the Jewish side of the Lake.


The second one occurred on the other side of the lake, in the region of the Decapolis, the Gentile side of the Sea of Galilee.  In that case, thirteen Jewish men shared lunch with a lot of Gentiles. That was new for everyone involved.  Jews didn't normally eat with Gentiles.


That's beautiful. And its a picture of the future, the kingdom of God in all its fullness, when people of all tribes, tongues and nations shall share in the feast of the kingdom of God. 


But not everyone is thrilled by such miracles, especially not the second one, among the Gentiles. And that leads us to another clue about what constitutes the yeast of the Pharisees and of Herod. Just after the second feeding of the Gentiles, as the glowing memories of this beautiful moment of sharing are still fresh and stomachs are full and people are marveling over this picture of the kingdom to come, who shows up but some Pharisees? They say to Jesus, “Show us a sign from heaven.”


Oh, duh. Thirteen Jewish men have just shared a meal with four thousand Gentile families. Not only shared it, but multiplied it miraculously, and still the Pharisees want to see a sign from heaven? If those seven baskets of leftovers don't count as a sign from heaven, and if a peaceful meal shared by Jews and Gentiles don't count as a sign from heaven, then what would?  
Maybe not if bread descended like manna from heaven, but if thunderbolts and giant hailstones did and left those thousands of Gentiles dead on the hillsides. Or maybe if all those Gentiles were to become slaves and subjects of a new, expanding Hebrew empire, as their ancestors were when King David ruled both sides of the sea of Galilee. 


To those Pharisees, those might qualify as “signs from heaven.” 


Its enough to make a grown man sigh. And that's what Jesus did, Mark tells us. He sighed "deeply." Kind of like what my parents did sometimes after they saw some of my report cards. Kind of like what some of us do when we look at the quarterly statements of our retirement funds. 


Then Jesus said, “Forget about it; no sign.” Not like the one you want. Not if you can't recognize what's in these baskets, and in these Gentile hearts and stomachs, and everything we shared in addition to bread, as heaven's sign. Then the thirteen of them all got in the boat and left. 


At which point the disciples' minds are on their next meal, while Jesus is still thinking about the Pharisees and their clueless request. Here they are, in the presence of the One who multiplies bread to feed thousands, and they're pointing fingers and panicking over having forgotten the baskets of leftovers, over having just one loaf of bread among them. Yes, to answer Jesus' question, their hearts are indeed hardened.


 That's when, in the midst of all this panic and finger-pointing, Jesus says, “Beware the yeast of the Pharisees and of Herod.”


“What did he mean by, 'Beware the yeast of the Pharisees, and of Herod?'” they ask each other.


“It means that he knows that you forgot the bread, Thadeus, and boy, are you in trouble.”


But that's not what he meant at all. While they're panicking and pointing fingers for fear of missing a meal and going hungry, Jesus has a greater danger, a bigger, more impending threat, on his mind. Its the most important thing that they are to understand and avoid (and us, too): the yeast of the Pharisees. And of King Herod. Which means that King Herod and the Pharisees finally have something in common, surprisingly enough. 


But the disciples still don't understand what that is. 


Bear with me this morning, I'm struggling after it too. And if, by the end of this sermon, you think I didn't get it, I'll be glad to hear from you. 


But I'll venture an educated guess this morning about what constitutes the yeast of Herod and the Pharisees. Its the opposite to the yeast of God's kingdom. I think it has to do with with fear, versus the mustard seed of faith. The fear of scarcity versus faith in God's generosity and hospitality. The fear of privation versus faith in God's provision, not only as it applies to bread you can eat, but to other things, like bread for our souls and spirits. Like love, and dignity and the grace and mercy of God.


And I say that because, in the clues Jesus gives them about this poisonous yeast, and from his leading questions we know: 1) its deadly, evil stuff that will poison your minds and blind you to the providence and generosity of God, like it did the disciples and the Pharisees; 2) the antidote to it has to do with Jesus and his power to make sure everyone has enough, so that no one need fear either scarcity or sacrifice; and 3) the opposite of this poisonous yeast is the bread he has shared with everybody, Jew and Gentile.


Now do we understand? This is such an important event in Mark's Gospel, and such an important question, that from here on, the tension and dissension between Jesus and the Pharisees will only get worse. When Jesus gets in that boat and leaves the Pharisees on the beach, that's not just a geographical separation; its a real parting of the ways between them. And Herod will be seeking to kill Jesus, so that Jesus will leave for Jerusalem. 


The rupture between Jesus and the Pharisees will not be so much over points of  doctrine. In fact, we read about so many controversies and conflicts between Jesus and the Pharisees precisely because they had the most in common to argue about. They worshiped in the same synagogues; they sat together in scholarly discussions, they even had meals together, in ways that you never read about Jesus doing with other kinds of Jews of the time. They agreed on the same writings as comprising the Bible, they shared a similar belief in life after death, a coming judgment of all souls, and a coming kingdom of God under the reign of the Promised Messiah. So the yeast of the Pharisees, at least in Mark's Gospel, is not just a matter of doctrinal differences like, How often should we wash our hands?


But the Pharisees' reaction to the feeding of four thousand hungry Gentile households says everything about the widening and irreconcilable difference between Jesus and them. “That was cool, Jesus, but let's see a real sign from heaven.” Either they really are as clueless as cows watching a train pass, or they understand what's happening when Jesus feeds four thousand Gentiles, and they feel threatened by it. Because in the Pharisee's understanding of what it means to be God's chosen people, there's only so much chosen-ness to go around. They don't understand that they are chosen for the sake of the world. They think only of being chosen from the world. Like Jonah, wishing that fire would fall upon the Ninevites, their conception of God's mercy, compassion and providence is based on scarcity. There's only so much of that to go around, they fear, and God has promised it only to them, they seem to think. After all, when God made bread descend from heaven in the form of manna in the desert, he only gave it to the Israelites. Making that happen for the nations around them is not an idea they welcome. That fear-filled, scarcity-driven idea of being God's chosen people is their yeast. Let a little bit of that fear-based thinking into your head and it grows into something explosive and divisive. There's never enough of anything for anybody then. Everybody starves, for hope, for meaning, for life itself.  Such willful, irreconcilable differences over what constitutes God's kingdom, and a sign from heaven, are enough to make a grown man sigh, get in the boat, and go.


It also tells you why Jesus would speak of the Pharisees and King Herod in the same breath, why he would issue a one-sentence warning about both of them, even though they otherwise had so little in common. For as much as Herod and the Pharisees might hate each other, neither of them seem thrilled with the thought of Jews and Gentiles sitting down together and sharing bread. For Herod, the thought of someone multiplying bread and sharing it in a great feast of racial reconciliation is a threat to his own power. He looks at that same miracle and probably asks himself, “So, does this Mr. Magic Bread-Man want to be king in my place? And what will happen to my power over Jews and Gentiles if they suddenly start sharing food and power and community with each other?” Herod's kind of kingdom  depends upon their both being hungry and hostile to each other. 


Just as the Pharisees view God's grace through a prism of scarcity and privation, Herod views power and security through the prism of scarcity and a winner-take-all competition. There is only enough to go around; its either mine or theirs, in a grim, deadly, zero-sum game.


There you have "the yeast of Herod and the Pharisees." That fear-filled, scarcity-driven, competitive mindset about power and grace and life itself is, I believe, the "yeast of Herod and the Pharisees." And it has infected the minds of Jesus' disciples, we can tell, by the way they panic and point fingers at each other once they realize that someone forgot to load the seven baskets of leftovers on the boat, and there's only one loaf of bread between them. All that while they are in the presence of the very miracle worker who has twice already multiplied a family's lunch into a breadline for thousands.


This poisonous yeast, their zero-sum, competitive notion about power and worth and grace and goodness, continued to infect them, like when the disciples began arguing among themselves as to who would be the greatest in the kingdom of heaven. Or when James and John came to Jesus and asked for the privilege of sitting at his right hand and his left in the kingdom.  Even after Jesus' resurrection, Peter asked him, "Are you now going to restore the kingdom to Israel?"


Sigh.


It took time, and the gift of the Holy Spirit, for it to sink into their minds, that God's leaven from heaven is about the miraculous kinds of gifts that actually grow with the sharing. And that the only way to get more of such Wonder Bread is to give it away........ even to your enemies. 


This morning I invite us all to marvel at, and give God thanks with me, for such gifts of multiplication that are still around us all the time, like faith, hope and love. And the gifts of God's Spirit for ministry. Don't let the fact that they usually take more than nanoseconds to appear blind us to the fact that they are still miracles of God, which only exist while being shared. 


Consider the Wonder Bread, the leaven of heaven, which we saw in action yesterday, at the Twin Cities Mennonite Central Committee Relief Sale. Marvel with me at how, for example, leftover quilt fabric samples, and  the loving labors of hands making furniture, artwork and food, serving food, and selling food, became thousands of dollars' worth of material aid, "in the name of Christ," to people around the world who may also be wondering where their next meal is coming from. 


Let's not overlook the miracle of multiplication in our coming step from a chapel inside a seminary to a beautiful, historic sanctuary in an uptown neighborhood. These  two miracles took a little longer to happen than the one we read about today. But they are signs of God's extravagance, providence, and generosity nonetheless.


And that's one reason why I thought this would be a good year to focus on the Kingdom of God. Besides the fact that it was the mainstay of Jesus' message. While we were searching for space, I wanted us to have a bigger picture in which to conduct that search, something bigger and other than questions like, What do we want? What looks good to us? What feels right, or familiar? Instead, I hoped that we would look at space and location within the bigger picture of God at work making his kingdom grow, not only for this church, but in the growing church of the Twin Cities, and all throughout the world. I didn't want our search for space to be something scary, or a big grief and inconvenience. I wanted it to be an adventure in faith and confidence, like when the disciples looked at four thousand-plus dinner guests, put their last four loaves of bread into a basket, and finished that meal with seven baskets of leftovers. 


That's been my experience of this process.


And though I didn't really have this in mind at first, it also struck me that it would be good to focus on the kingdom of God in an election year. So that, whatever our party or our vote last Tuesday, we would remember just who is God, who is not, and whose kingdom will have the last word and be left standing when all other empires and nations and even democracies are but dim memories and dusty ruins of their former glories. 


This election year, I don't have to tell us, has been a  year-round, round-the-clock fear fest. Even at their best, political campaigns are usually not about growing power and sharing power, but about taking power or keeping power. That's a surefire recipe for a climate of fear--the yeast of Herod and the Pharisees-- even when the good times are rolling; it gets even worse when people fear for their jobs and their pensions and their housing, as is the case this year. 


Which turns out to be another good reason to reject the yeast of Herod and the Pharisees and cultivate the mustard seeds of God's kingdom: this time of scarcity that we're going through. Material and economic scarcity. But we are citizens of a kingdom that requires no “us” versus “them.” A kingdom in which the power and worth and security of every citizen, of every tribe, tongue and nation, are not won or lost in a cutthroat, zero-sum game of deadly competition, but a kingdom in which power, worth and security grow with the sharing, like bread from Jesus' basket. We here are, first and foremost, citizens of a kingdom in which no one needs to fear either scarcity of power, worth and resources, nor the sacrifice and sharing thereof. We are citizens of a kingdom in which the will of God is that there always be, as Ghandi put it, "enough for everyone's need, but not enough for everyone's greed." 


Such miracles of sharing still seem to be the way in which God desires to demonstrate his kingdom. I don't know if the world will be any less clueless or more appreciative than the Pharisees were if they see us helping each other generously, sacrificially, through the hard times we all are facing. 


But scoring points with the world is not our mission. Demonstrating God's kingdom is. In the kingdom of God there is always enough to share, and no reason to fear asking for help. If you lack bread, God is working to provide it through your brother or sister. So we have, for example, a deacon's fund. There's bread in it, last I checked. If we have bread, let's not be afraid to share it. And don't worry that the few loaves you have to offer won't be enough. In his first temptation, Jesus proved that he won't create bread from stones just to feed himself. That's not love, that's gimmickry. But bread made from honest labor,  offered in sacrificial and indiscriminate love, no matter how little, will go a surprisingly long way in the hands of the Master. So let's not be afraid to share, either, with each other, or through the ministries of this church. Because we serve a God who can make very little go a very long way. Kind of like yeast. 


The good kind. 
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