Glimpses into God’s Realm: An Everyday Opportunity

Matthew 13:31-33, 44-52


How do we explain or describe something that’s outside our everyday experience? Something that seems too vast or too astonishing or too unexpected?

That’s the challenge a father faced earlier this year when his daughter asked, “What’s a tsunami?”
The seven-year old had walked into the family room and caught a glimpse of the morning news of Japan’s horrific earthquake before her dad could turn off the television. When she asked what had happened, her parents decided to be as truthful as they could.
After explaining how far away Japan was and that a tidal wave probably would never hit their town, the parents tried to describe the physics of a tsunami to their daughter. After stammering through a few sentences about tectonic plates, it was clear they weren’t getting anywhere.

So the father took a breathe and tried again: “It’s like what happens in the bathtub when you and your sister splash around so much that water gets on the floor. It’s like being in the tub, and you all of a sudden move your legs very fast, up and down. Wouldn’t that make the water go back and forth? . . . It’s kind of like when you see someone dive into a pool, and they make a big splash.”

Now that his daughter understood.
If a concept is so big and broad or so alien and astounding that we have a hard time wrapping our head around it, sometimes it helps to bring it down in size and scope. To scale it down to something we can recognize or relate to.

When it came to explaining the realm of God, maybe Jesus felt a bit like a parent trying to describe a tsunami. If he tried to explain God’s realm in actual size and scale, it might be like describing a catastrophic natural event in scientific terms to a seven-year old. The people might just stare at Jesus with wide eyes and no idea about what he was trying to tell them.

So Jesus thinks of some things that the people would recognize and relate to.

He says that God’s realm is like a mustard seed or a handful of yeast. At first it doesn’t seem very important or impressive. But give it something to work on—plant the seed in soil or mix the yeast with flour—and the results can be amazing. A plant big enough to be home to birds; bread plentiful enough to feed a family for a month. God’s realm—like a seed or yeast with surprising potential—is more than meets the eye.

Jesus adds that’s God’s realm is like buried treasure or a fine pearl. It’s something we may stumble on unexpectedly or find after much searching. Either way its discovery makes everything else seem trivial. God’s realm—like treasure or a peal—is rare, but it’s attainable to those who are willing to pay the price.

And Jesus explains that God’s realm is like a fishing net. When it’s thrown into the sea, it gathers every kind of fish—good and bad. The sorting out waits until the net’s full. God’s realm—like a net—is something that finds us and hauls us up into the light.

Jesus doesn’t say that God’s realm is a seed or a pinch of yeast or a treasure or a pearl or a net, but that it’s like those things. Each one offers a little glimpse of God’s realm. Each one helps us glimpse the extraordinary in a way we might recognize or relate to—because each comes from the ordinary, everyday world in which we live.

And maybe that’s part of what Jesus was trying to explain. Maybe he was trying to help the people around him that day—as well as us today—understand that there are glimpses of God’s realm all around us and that catching such glimpses is an everyday opportunity.


I wonder how often we miss that opportunity because of the ways we tend to compartmentalize our lives.

There seems to be an increasing sense in which we’re made up of and defined by the various pieces of our lives—the work piece, the family piece, the church piece, the social piece, and the list goes on. The problem emerges as we realize—or fail to realize—that these pieces never connect in a way that allows us to integrate them and to live our lives as a meaningful whole. The busyness that controls many of our lives only complicates this sense of compartmentalization.

Another complicating factor is that we often tend to define life—and ourselves—in terms of secular and sacred rather than as a whole. Edward Hays has written a wonderful collection of prayers titled Psalms for Zero Gravity. One of those prayers touches on this problem of compartmentalization:
O Holy One who is everywhere,

     make me a holy eraser

removing the old dividing lines

     of sacred and secular.

For blessed are the eyes

     that see all as good and holy

and fully saturated with you.

Daily empowered as your holy eraser,

     may I boldly wipe out

all of religion’s confining graffiti,

     those sharp sanctuary lines

that make the spiritual and practical

     as different as earth is from sea.

What might it mean for us to erase the things that separate the secular and the sacred, the spiritual and the practical in our lives? Later this summer during our worship services we’re going to explore some ancient spiritual practices that might give new breath to our lives. But this morning I’d like us to spend a few moments reflecting in general on spirituality and the everyday opportunities it provides us.

There are lots of definitions of spirituality out there. But perhaps this morning it might help us to think of spirituality as the lived experience and expression of our faith.

Spirituality— not as a theory or a set of beliefs. Not as a kind of feeling we’re supposed to have or a guaranteed way to get to God. Not as an obtainable goal or a set destination.

But, instead, as how we actually experience and express our faith in our ordinary, day-to-day lives. Sometimes those experiences and expressions seem to explode within our lives like fireworks on the Fourth of July. At other times, what we experience and express in regard to our faith is like an old quilt on a cold winter evening—quiet and familiar and comfortable. Still at other times, those experiences and expressions seem shrouded in fog, and we strain to spot even a speck of light that might guide us forward.

If we imagine spirituality in this way, then at its heart is awareness—awareness of our need for a relationship with God; awareness of the ways in which we experience God in the whole of our lives (sometimes at surprising moments and in surprising places); and awareness of the concrete ways in which we can respond to those experiences of and with God as we live out and more fully express our faith.

I’m drawn to Benedictine spirituality for just that reason. The Benedictine way of life is organized around what’s known as the Rule of Benedict. The Rule is a short work that was written by St. Benedict in sixth-century Italy. It provides a guide for monastic life that revolves around prayer, work, rest, and obedience in a strong community setting.

The Rule opens with Benedict’s simple call to listen. In other words, Benedict says, “Pay attention! Be aware!” And that emphasis on awareness has and continues to permeate Benedictine spirituality. Benedictines understand that we can experience God through worship, through nature, through relationships, and through all of the other ordinary events of our lives—but we must be aware.

One of the important people in my life is Sr. Barbara Schmitz. She’s a Benedictine sister who lives and works in a monastery in Ferdinand, Indiana. She’s one of the most alive people I’ve ever known. That aliveness almost oozes from her pores.

For about a year, Sr. Barbara was my spiritual director. We’d get together every three or four weeks either in Louisville or in Ferdinand. We’d talk about what was happening in my life—joys I experienced in my ministry, books I was reading, things about which I was worried, my hopes and dreams for the future.

Sometime during each of those conversations, after I’d talked and talked and talked, Sr. Barbara would ask, “And where is God in all of this for you?” With that simple question, she reminded me of the need to be aware—aware of how I experience God’s presence and how I can respond to that presence.


This week I invite you to join me in asking that question at least once each day. As we think about where we’ve gone, who we’ve encountered, what we’ve experienced during the day, let’s also ask, “Where was God in all of that?”

And maybe as we reflect on that question, we’ll catch a glimpse of God’s realm and see that it’s like a tiny seed, a handful of yeast, a hidden treasure, a precious pearl, a net full of fish. Or maybe the everyday opportunities of our lives will allow us to glimpse something else—something that will change the way we recognize and relate to the realm of God. Amen.


Kathryn Palen


July 24, 2011


Central Baptist Church


Jamestown, RI

PAGE  
3

