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[bookmark: _GoBack]Fireworks, Parables, and Daily Decisions

In the name of God: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. 
_________________________

I love a good fireworks display. Though fireworks weren’t part of my childhood traditions, the first July 4th after I got my driver’s license, I grabbed a picnic basket, picked up some friends, drove to and through Detroit and over a blue suspension bridge with bright red letters – the “Ambassador Bridge.” There’s a park in Windsor, Ontario on the banks of the Detroit River and there, we watched the most fantastic fireworks display which twinkled both in the sky and on the surface of the water. It was breathtaking, and I returned every year until I moved here.
I haven’t found a display here that rivals that one. Fair Park’s are nice, Kaboom Town is ok. For years, we’ve tailgated in Whole Foods’ parking lot where we’ve watched the Lakewood Country Club’s fireworks. Of everything I’ve the pandemic has cancelled this year, missing the fireworks earlier this month was one of the worst. I love a good fireworks display that begins slowly and builds until it reaches the grand finale when a barrage of explosions lights up the night sky as bright as day.
We’ve been reading for weeks from Matthew 13 in which Jesus fires off fireworks in the form of parables, pithy stories that use things from daily life to reveal the kingdom of heaven. Matthew’s Gospel is all about the kingdom of heaven. From the genealogy of Jesus, to the angels, shepherds, and magi of Jesus’ birth, through the accounts of Jesus’ early ministry, Matthew has been showing us God’s heavenly realm. 
Remember what John the baptizer proclaims: “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has come near” (3:1-2). And after John’s arrest, Jesus steps into his shoes and repeats the refrain: “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has come near” (4:17). For Matthew, everything Jesus says and does shows us what the kingdom of heaven is like. 
John the baptizer isn’t convinced. From prison, he sends his disciples to Jesus asking: “Are you the one who is to come?” (11:3). Jesus responds by quoting Isaiah’s prophecy about happens when God comes: “the blind receive their sight, the lame walk, the lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the poor [receive] good news” (11:5).[footnoteRef:1] And John’s not the only one who’s unconvinced. Some of the scribes and Pharisees ask Jesus: “Teacher, we wish to see a sign” (12:38).  [1:  Jesus draws from Isa 29:18-19; 35:4-6; and 61:1-3.] 

That’s when the fireworks begin. Responding to those who cannot see the kingdom of heaven as he’s revealing it, Jesus pulls out an arsenal of parables. 
You know, parables (like fireworks) are multivalent. You can read one in a park in Windsor and see one aspect of the kingdom of heaven. Years later, you can read it again in the Whole Foods’ parking lot and see something totally new. Two weeks ago, we heard the familiar parable of the sower whose seeds fell in various places – on the path POP!, on rocky ground BANG!, among the thorns ZEEEWWW!, and into good soil BOOM! And while previously, I’d focused on how to be sure I landed in good soil or how to be good soil myself, Fr. Casey noted God doesn’t drop seeds without expecting them to grow. Rather, God casts “all kinds of seeds every which way” and waits to see what beautiful things will grow. In the kingdom of heaven, nothing returns to God empty.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  See Isaiah 55:11.] 

Last week, we heard the parable of weeds FZZZZ! sown among wheat POP! Previously, this parable has called me to protect against the weeds an enemy would sow in my field. Pastor Nancy focused us on the nearness of the kingdom of heaven in the midst of the weeds and called us to grow where we are planted – to look for the wheat – to be wheat (goodness) in the world.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  From Pastor Nancy’s sermon last week.] 

Today, we’ve reached the grand finale in which Jesus barrages us with parables. “The kingdom of heaven is like 
“… a mustard seed. BANG!
“… yeast. POP!
“… treasure hidden in a field. BOOM!
“… a merchant in search of fine pearls. CRACKLE!
“… a net thrown into the sea. POW! 
These final parables come in three rounds: 
· mustard seed and yeast; 
· treasure and pearl; and, finally, 
· net. 
Let’s start with round one.
The kingdom of heaven is like a mustard seed that someone sowed in his field; it’s the smallest of all seeds, but when grown it’s the greatest of shrubs and becomes a tree, so the birds of the air come nest in its branches.

The kingdom of heaven is like yeast that a woman mixed with three measures of flour until all of it was leavened.

Previously these firework-parables have revealed for me that in the kingdom of heaven, tiny things like mustard seeds and grains of yeast become exponentially larger. God makes big things out of tiny things. You’ve heard that, right?
This year, after Fr. Casey and Pastor Nancy have revealed new facets of the kingdom of heaven, I’m noticing something new. Yes, the mustard seed and yeast are tiny. Perhaps more importantly, they are subversive. This isn’t French’s mustard; it’s a highly-invasive weed in the form of a bush. Fr. Merriman recently shared with me that Romans strictly limited mustard planting. Like the weeds among the wheat last week, ancient people would have been “sorely tempted to weed out and burn” and mustard from their fields.[footnoteRef:4] It was the kudzu of the day.  [4:  J. David Waugh, “Exegetical Perspective” in Feasting on the Word.] 

Similarly, leaven wasn’t Fleishman’s yeast. It was a bit of bread intentionally left to spoil and used as a rising agent for the next loaf. Leaven was dicey. If it didn’t spoil enough, the bread wouldn’t rise; if it spoiled too much, it was toxic. The next loaf would be your last. That’s why, for ancient Jews, the word “leaven” had negative connotations – as in, “Beware the leaven of the Pharisees” (Mt 16:6). 
So, the kingdom of heaven is like a mustard seed that grows beyond a bush into a tree where birds nest. It’s like a woman (don’t even get me started – the kingdom of heaven is like a woman?!) adding leaven to three measures of flour – enough to make bread for a wedding feast. These parables aren’t just about God making big things from tiny things. God marvelously transforms things we consider useless and corrupt into life-giving abundance. If God can do that with pesky mustard seeds and potentially poisonous leaven, think of all the amazing things God can do with you, me, and those other people who don’t seem like kingdom material. 
Is it any wonder, then, that in round two the fireworks finale, Jesus describes people who “in joy” (13:44) sell all that they have to acquire treasure – to participate in this heavenly realm? The kingdom of heaven demands decisions. The parable of the treasure in the field and the pearl of great value should come as no surprise. Jesus has already taught us not to “store up … treasures on earth, where moth and rust consume and thieves break in and steal” but to “store up … treasures in heaven.” Soon, a rich man will ask Jesus how to enter the kingdom of heaven (which he’ll call “eternal life”), and Jesus will tell him: “Go, sell your possessions, give the money to the poor … then come, follow me.”  
I don’t know about you, but I like that first round of Jesus’ grand finale. High in the night sky, his images burst with extravagance. This second round, though, it’s popping a little closer. God’s extravagance calls forth my own extravagant, joyful, and singular response. The kingdom of heaven asks me to choose it over the trappings of the world around me every moment of every day.
Which brings us to the final parable – the last firework in Jesus’ display:
The kingdom of heaven is like a net that was thrown into the sea and caught fish of every kind; when it was full, they drew it ashore … and put the good into baskets but threw out the bad.

For me at least, this firework explodes directly into my heart, striking terror – and we haven’t even reached the part about the furnace of fire and the weeping and gnashing of teeth. Jesus’ parables reveal the kingdom of heaven’s richness and transformational power. Now Jesus shares the urgency of the decisions we face. A day is coming when good will be gathered and bad will be burned.
This time through the firework-parable display, though, I’m noticing who does the separating. Jesus says, “at the end of the age, the angels” – God’s messengers – will separate the evil from the righteous. Judgment belongs to God, not us. Like the disciples last week who wanted nothing more than to uproot the weeds sown among the wheat, we want to root out and separate from ourselves all that undesirable – mustard seeds and leaven in our midst. We’re so concerned with being counted among the good that we distance ourselves what we consider to be bad, focusing on the splinters in other eyes without addressing the logs in our own (7:5). 
This isn’t your work, Jesus says. 
Cast the net far and wide. Collect all the fish of every kind. Draw in the net and sit down with all of it. When you’re tempted to examine anything, examine yourself. If you want to ask whether you are a good fish, remember what I told you:
“Whoever does the will of my Father in heaven is my brother and sister and mother.”
“Have you understood all of this?”
