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Sanctify us in your truth, O Lord; your word is truth.  

Today on this beautiful Sunday morning, you and I are blessed…abundantly blessed with parables!  Our Gospel story this morning has not just one parable, not just two, not even three or four, but we are blessed with six parables from the mouth of Jesus!

And they are all parables about the Kingdom of God.  A couple of them are parables of growth; a couple more are parables of risk and joy.  There is not only a word of grace in these parables…but there is also a call to obedience in them.

And there is one theme that all of these parables share in common:  hiddenness!

· Great growth hidden away in a tiny mustard seed;

· A similarly powerful growth hidden away in a tiny yeast granule.

· Treasure hidden in a field.

· An uncommonly valuable pearl found hidden away in some merchant’s wares.

· Good and bad fish hidden together in a net.

Don’t you just love to find hidden things?  A couple of years ago I bought a metal detector, so I could go looking for hidden things.  At our Minnesota cabin there is an old logging road, dating back a century ago to the time when northern Minnesota was being logged.

And here are some of the things I found on that old logging road, with the help of a metal detector:

· A linchpin;

· A piece of leather with a rivet in it, probably part of a harness;

· A mess-hall fork!

· A horseshoe, of course;

· And something I have no idea what it is!

Isn’t it great finding buried treasure!?!  I remember as a kid, grabbing a shovel from the garage and going with my friends down into the woods, just a block away, looking for buried treasure.  We’d dig and we’d dig and we’d dig.  Every once in a while the shovel would even strike against something.  But it always turned out to be a stone.  Somehow we never found any buried treasure.  But thinking about it was exciting!

Oh, and it’s not just kids either.  What about the grown-ups who go off into the mountains of Colorado and Nevada, looking for lost gold mines?  Or the divers who explore the sea bottom searching for a centuries-old Spanish ship, with its cargo of gold?

The kingdom of heaven is like a treasure hidden in a field, which someone found and hid; then in his joy he goes and sells all that he has and buys that field.

We know what that’s all about!  And you can bet your bottom dollar that Jesus’ listeners knew what that was all about, too.  Throughout history there have been people who have buried their valuables in the earth for safe-keeping.  And likewise, throughout history, there have been people who have dreamed of finding such buried treasure.  Can’t you imagine an Israelite farmer daydreaming about this as he and his oxen are plowing in his rented field, dreaming about the possibility of his plow turning over some earth and revealing some buried treasure?

What is Jesus trying to tell us by implying that the Kingdom of God is hidden…..

· Like treasure buried in a field?

· Like yeast hidden in a lump of dough?

· Like future magnificent growth hidden in a mustard seed?

What does Jesus mean by a hiddenness that has the potential for great growth?

Many of you know that three years ago I had an opportunity to visit Africa on a sabbatical.  Over the years I had been doing a lot of reading about the Christian church in Africa.  Do you remember how we westerners used to browbeat ourselves, over the past 40 years, browbeat ourselves with guilt at having sent missionaries to Africa to impose our Christian faith and culture upon them?  If you happened to have read Barbara Kingsolver’s novel, The Poisonwood Bible, you got a heavy dose of that western guilt.
Almost totally undeserved, Lamin Sanneh would say.  Lamin Sanneh was born a Muslim in Ghana, became a Christian as a teen-ager, and now teaches at Yale Divinity School.  Sanneh offers a counterpoint to that view that missionaries destroyed the indigenous cultures by bringing in Christianity.  Rather, he says, Christianity preserves indigenous life and culture, especially because those missionaries translated the Scriptures into the local languages.  After all, what is more representative of one’s culture than one’s language?

By doing the work of translating, the seed of the Christian faith was embedded into the local cultures….

hidden there, shall we say, if we want to connect it to Jesus’ parables?  The seed of Christianity was hidden away in their language as the Bible was being translated into their own tongue.

And today that seed is bearing much fruit:

· In 1900 there were 10 million Christians in Africa;

· In the year 2000 there were 360 million Christians – half of Africa’s population today is Christian!

Today the center of global Christianity is rapidly moving south and east.  60% of Christians today live in Latin America, Africa, and Asia!  Have you read about the growth of the Christian church in China?  According to a recent issue of the International Bulletin of Missionary Research, the church in China is now the fastest-growing in the world, growing at the rate of 16,500 new Christians every day!

Jesus’ parable is being lived out right in front of our eyes!  The tiny mustard seed growing into a bush so great that birds can even make nests in its branches!

The hiddenness and the growth of the Christian church is nothing new.  Rodney Stark is a sociologist who has written a book entitled, The Rise of Christianity, subtitled, How the Obscure, Marginal, Jesus Movement Became the Dominant Religious Force in the Western World in a Few Centuries.  
He begins with the facts that we know:

· According to the Book of Acts, a few months after the crucifixion and resurrection, there were 120 Christians in Jerusalem.

· By the middle of the 4th century, in about 350 A.D – 30-plus years after Emperor Constantine himself became a Christian – there were about 34 million Christians in the Roman Empire, more than half the population!

Stark lays an excellent case for a growth rate for Christianity of about 40% per decade, or about 3.4% a year.  Now, I don’t know about you, but I have always assumed that it was the Emperor Constantine’s conversion to Christianity in the early 300’s which produced the dramatic growth in the Christian Church in the Roman Empire.  But Stark shows how that consistent growth of 3.4% a year – from the beginning years – would result in the great numerical growth from 300 to 350 A.D. – but that it, too, was simply a growth of 3.4% a year.
Stark maintains, in fact, that Constantine’s conversion was not the cause of that remarkable numerical growth, but rather was the result of it!  He saw which way the wind was blowing!  Once again, the “hiddenness” of the Kingdom in that obscure, marginal Jesus movement – the mustard seed – that resulted in a majority Christian population of the Roman Empire by the mid-4th century – the great shrub with birds nesting in its branches!

Three years ago, when I was on sabbatical in Tanzania, we met with Bishop Thomas Laiser, Bishop of the Arusha diocese of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Tanzania.  Their church is now growing at the rate of 5 or 6% a year.  Three years ago, there were 4.6 million Lutheran Christians in Tanzania.

Do you know how many ELCA Lutherans there are in our country?  About 4.5 million.  And we are shrinking!  There are now more Lutherans in Tanzania – a country of 38 million people – than there are in our Evangelical Lutheran Church in America – in a country of over 300 million people!

Hiddenness and growth:  that is the theme of these parables of Jesus.  And more than that!  Hiddenness and growth is the theme embedded in the very Gospel itself!

· It is God himself hidden away in human flesh, the divine Christ hidden away in the human Jesus of Nazareth.

· It is the wonderful, amazing reconciliation of the whole world hidden away in a terrible death on a cross 2,000 years ago.

That is the word of grace in this parable….that once there was a man, 2,000 years ago, who uncovered a treasure, and he surrendered everything he had for it.  He was a man, yet more than a man; because he was also God.  And because he was God hidden away in man, he was able to die the great death, the great redeeming death on the cross.  If there is a word of grace in these parables, then it is that.

But there is also, I believe, a call to obedience in these parables.  You cannot read these stories without a sense of the terrific value of the Kingdom, the great cost of the Kingdom.  The fact that it demands total self-surrender.  The one who discovers the treasure goes and sells all that he has and buys that field.  The merchant likewise went and sold all that he had and bought [the one pearl of great value].

And realize this:  this call to obedience – to surrender everything, to risk all for the sake of the Kingdom – this is not some sad and forlorn task laid upon us.  No, it is joy!  It is pure, unmitigated joy!  In his joy, [the farmer] goes and sells all that he has and buys that field.
The church in Africa, the church in China, I believe, is proving to be faithful to that call to obedience.  And that call to obedience is nothing other than this, to be witnesses to that Kingdom of God, to be witnesses to Jesus Christ….to make what is hidden known to all!

Sometimes I think we American Christians act as if we were still living in the pages of the Gospel of Mark before the crucifixion and resurrection.  You know, in that time period when Jesus kept on telling his disciples and telling the recipients of his miracles:  don’t tell anyone…keep it to yourself…keep it hidden!

The point being, in Mark’s Gospel, that you don’t yet know the full story…you don’t yet know how it is all going to turn out…you don’t know yet about the cross and resurrection.  Only when you know that, only then can you make what is hidden known to the world.

Well, now we know, don’t we?  Now what has been hidden has been made known to us!  The wonderful reconciling death of Jesus – hidden on the cross – has now been revealed in the Resurrection of Jesus.  And you and I have been called to be witnesses to what we have seen and heard.

It is our job to make what is hidden known.  It is our task to let our light shine, to be the city set on the hill.  To light a candle and not set it under a bushel basket, but to set it high on a lampstand for all the world to see.

You and I, who now have this wonderful hidden treasure in our hands…you and I are called to make it known to the world.  We are called to be witnesses to this Kingdom of God, witnesses to Jesus Christ.  To be signs of the Kingdom, to speak the Word, the hidden Word made flesh in Jesus Christ, to name the Name so that what is hidden may now be made plain for all to see.
