26 July 2020, Trinity 7, Proper 12

Romans 8:26-39; Matthew 13:31-33, 45-52

1.
Hidden treasure

I wonder if you remember, a short while ago, a story that appeared in the local press about a horde of gold treasure found in a piano? These were gold sovereigns worth about £500,000 in today’s money, and it was the largest collection of gold sovereigns that has yet been found. That piano was originally in Saffron Walden, and was indeed eventually brought back here a couple of years back to be kept in the Museum. 
This incident is one that has special significance for us, since the piano was owned by good friends: fellow members of St Mary’s church in Saffron Walden, Meg and Graham Hemmings. Indeed, we had been on a long distance walk – along with other friends who are here today - with Meg and Graham when they were trying frantically to down size prior to a move, and wondered how on earth to dispose of a piano? Meg was at her wits end with all the packing, but had hopes that the local school might take it, which indeed they did. The school was then delighted a little while later to find that they were to receive a lot of money in reward for that unexpected find. Little did any of us know what Meg and Graham were about to give away as we trudged along, sympathising with Meg’s struggles to get rid of unwanted furniture.
Stories of hidden treasure come up in the national news too from time to time – even treasure found in a field! But what has stuck in my mind about the piano is how very close we ourselves had unknowingly been over the years to that fortune. We had eaten in that room, and our children had played there. Yet none of us had any idea it was there. And this is one of the features that Jesus highlights in two of the parables we heard today. The Kingdom of heaven is right there, amongst us, but easily overlooked.
2.
Spiritual Treasure 

Some of you may be familiar with the poem that I have copied for you this morning. (The Bright Field: R.S. Thomas).  It refers to two of the parables from today’s gospel reading, and speaks of the glimpses of eternity that we so easily miss or dismiss as we ‘hurry on to a receding future’ or ‘hanker after an imagined past’.
These special moments – which I believe are common experiences for us all – may occur in all sorts of situations. Perhaps on a walk as the countryside opens up before us, perhaps in a relationship when a special moment of understanding or intimacy is experienced, or indeed in a special building like a church where we sometimes feel the centuries of prayer around us. When things become too much for us, when everyday worries or responsibilities bear down on us, such moments of clarity and stillness can restore our souls, reminding us of what is really important.

Jesus tells us that what is really important in life is seeking the Kingdom of God. He uses this phrase a great deal. Indeed, his whole message is to tell people that this Kingdom of God has, in his very person, come close to them. The parables of Jesus comprise more than one third of his recorded teaching, and they concern the Kingdom. The heart of the message of Jesus was the God’s kingdom was not a distant hope but had broken into human history through his coming. This Kingdom of justice and mercy is a work in process, not yet realised, but now a future certainty. And of this Kingdom, we have glimpses, easily missed as we live our everyday lives.  In effect, those who are baptised or who follow Jesus are citizens of two kingdoms. We have, if you like, dual nationality. And whilst the kingdoms of this world are subject to political and human rules, the Kingdom of God is subject to God’s ways. This kingdom is not somewhere ‘out there’ but in our very hearts.
3.   Reassurance

Such are the demands of our everyday lives that it is very hard to hold on to the glimpses that we see of God at work in our world. That much is clear from those two parables I referred to earlier, and is clearly stated in the poem before you. Like the treasure sitting safely in the piano, we may simply not realise that God is at work. What is more, understanding God’s work, and the ability to be in tune with Him, is not something handed to us on a plate. 
In our study group last week (conducted of course on zoom) someone commented that they did not know how anyone new to faith could understand the scriptures, given that it took us all so long to study a single passage. So deep and extensive are the mysteries of faith that it is probably fair to say that even those of us who have been churchgoers all our lives, still struggle to fully understand. 
Yet we believe that although concerns for our everyday life may blind us to signs of God at work, ordinary things can also give us pointers and help our understanding. The parables of Jesus all draw upon everyday life experience to help us. If we look at the parable of the merchant who found the pearl of great price, we can conclude that he had to build up experience of pearls of lesser worth in order to be able to recognise this special one. So it is for us. Much of our life is spent in work or situations that do not deeply satisfy us. That is inevitable, but it is precisely this experience and this background that enables us to recognise those special moments that are of God.

The parables we heard and our other reading also offer more encouragement and reassurance. We are told that the kingdom of God is like a mustard seed, or like yeast. Awareness of God starts small but grows larger, to an unimagined size. It is the leaven in the yeast and is transformative of our whole lives as well as that of others.
What is more, Paul tells us in the letter to the Romans that the Holy Spirit of God helps us to recognise him at work in the world.  We don’t even know how to speak with God or to pray, but God himself helps us through his Spirit.

And then we heard that final assurance that there is absolutely nothing in life or even in death that can separate us from God’s love.  This is an amazing statement. Our citizenship in the Kingdom of heaven is secure, guaranteed by his love for us. It does not in the end depend upon our ability to understand the scriptures, on intellectual ability or even our actions, but simply on our willingness to recognise him and to respond to his love. And that we do by gradually getting to know him in and through the everyday events of life; in nature, in our relationships and through our worship. The more attention we pay to those glimpses of immortality, the stronger our hold on eternity becomes. 
No matter how small and fragile our faith may be, God promises to help it to grow until, through the work done in his name, consciously or unconsciously, his Kingdom comes here on earth, as it is in heaven.

Amen
 (1213 words)
The Bright Field

RS Thomas
No hymns due to COVID -19 restrictions
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