Exegetical Statement:  The hidden Reign of God is a joyful surprise worth decisive, resourceful and risky action. (Matt 13: 44-52)
Focus Statement:  God extends his reign in a variety of surprising ways

Function Statement:  That my hearers would be open to the joy of God’s reign
Introduction

In our age of abundance it has become a stock story to talk about the experience of cleaning out your parent’s house.  In prior generations, there just wasn’t enough stuff, to invoke George Carlin’s routine, to cause a stock story.  Today, we buy bigger places to hold all our stuff…and jokingly leave it to the kids to fight over.  Some people telling this tale can take it in a maudlin direction explaining how they weeped when they found their mother’s childhood rag-doll.  Others can take it in a completely comedic direction telling about the tax returns from 1958 when dad made $300…it was a good year.  The gifted story-teller combines both.  A treasured memory exemplified by the joyful and chuckle inducing find.  That find makes all the trash we wade through pale in comparison.  Prayerfully, I am a long way away from such a day, but I can already tell you what I’m expecting.  I will have to go through every pocket of every 1970’s jumpsuit and every 1980’s puff shoulder coat.  I will do this because there is a 50/50 chance of finding a 10 spot or maybe a twenty squirreled away in them.  Mom, ever her mother-of-the depression’s daughter, always keeps an emergency bill around.  It is just as she became wealthier…and changed wardrobes…those emergency stashes started to be the proverbial money in the mattress.

The gospel text for today continues in Matthew 13.  Two weeks ago we heard the parable of the Sower, a farmer went out to sow seed.  Last week, we heard the wheat and tares together sown.  This week, we come to the end of the parable discourse.  We come to buried treasure and to pearls, big honkin, expensive pearls.

Hidden Reign

C.S. Lewis was what you could call a seeker, although in a different way than that term is used in evangelical circles.  Lewis sought truth – an Oxford professor tutoring students in English classics – also a committed atheist.  He contemplated, and he read, and he wrote, and he criticized, and was a successful academic.  He bartered and traded in what is supposed to be the academic’s inventory, knowledge and wisdom.  Yet it brought him no joy.  In his own words,

 “This discovery flashed a new light back on my whole life. I saw that all my waitings and watchings for Joy, all my vain hopes to find some mental content on which I could, so to speak, lay my finger and say "This is it," had been a futile attempt to contemplate the enjoyed
Lewis waited and he watched.  His studies showed him traces.  He saw the forms of joy, the impact and the words it left behind, but the ideal escaped him.  Joy itself escaped him.

A merchant was seeking good pearls.  He bought and sold and had a keen eye.  He saw good ones and even felt excellent ones.    And they all had that pearly luster, but they all seemed to point to something more.  They all had a flaw.  So he kept trading and seeking.  It’s a living.
A different kind a guy, call him Doug.  The only searching Doug does is for where the keys are.  His wife keeps hiding the truck keys is all kinds of weird places. Doug does all kinds of odd jobs as a handyman.  Meets all kinds of people.  People in big houses and people in not-so-big houses. Angry people, happy people and the just plain busy people. Sometimes it is plumbing and other times drywall.  You would never believe the stuff that gets put behind drywall or under floorboards.  A house can changes owners 3 times before someone opens the wall or puts down a new floor.  Doug once uncovered a shoebox full of money.  Old stuff – some didn’t even have presidents on it.  One day Doug gets a call from a familiar number to come fix some wiring.

A man is out plowing a field.  The land-owner made a contract with him at the start of the season, every season.  The land had changed hands a couple of times, but this was his to plow.  And he had no real desire or interest to do anything else.  A nice wife, a few kids, the village family all close, a modicum of respect as a good farmer.  It’s a living.
In the midst of our daily lives, when we are making a living, there is the kingdom, the reign of heaven.  We don’t always see it.  In this world, in this blending of the old age and the age that is coming, the wheat and the weeds grow together.  The fish swim into the net together.  Without God’s action, without his revelation, that is where his reign stays, it stays hidden.  We could be great seekers and merchants, or people just living lives, and the pearl remains unseen and the treasure buried.

Received with Joyful Surprise

Doug unlocks the door of his sister’s house, Cathleen.  Cathleen was always a wreck.  Yeah, Doug and his buddies had smoked some pot in high school, but Cathleen went a little father.  She was always looking for something.  She had married the class loser, to mom’s everlasting lament, soon after graduation.  They stayed together long enough to have that third child, the one who would repair the marriage, but he left soon after the girl was born.  Cathleen bounced around from Doug’s to the parents eventually landing in this place with some help from both Doug and Mom.  Boyfriends would come and go.  The kids spent the time at grandma’s mostly.  Doug took care of the place, it was always a mess.  But this visit was a little different from the moment he opened the door.  First he had to unlock the door.  Cathleen never locked doors.  Second, when he pushed the door in, he almost fell on his face.  The stuff usually piled behind the door wasn’t there to block the push.  The door swung freely.  Doug looked around, the place was clean.  It hadn’t looked like this since the day they moved Cathleen in.  He called out, “Cathy, you on speed now, enter a manic phase for once?  The place looks great.”  This time Cathy calls back, “Ha, Ha, very funny Doug, come on back to the kitchen I’ve got a couple of things to talk with you about.”

The plow-man was just out doing what he always does.  Then…thunk.  The plow stops.  The oxen stop moving.  There is something there.  Probably a rock, how’d he miss it all the other years.  Dig a little, not a rock, its wood…and some metal.  Dig a little more, a little faster.  Pull, again harder, it starts moving.  A chest and it’s full.  What do I do now?
C.S. Lewis tells his story of the end of seeking differently
“The odd thing was that before God closed in on me, I was in fact offered what now appears a moment of wholly free choice. In a sense. I was going up Headington Hill on the top of a bus. Without words and (I think) almost without images, a fact about myself was somehow presented to me. I became aware that I was holding something at bay, or shutting something out. Or, if you like, that I was wearing some stiff clothing, like corsets, or even a suit of armor, as if I were a lobster… I could unbuckle the armor or keep it on…. Neither choice was presented as a duty; no threat or promise was attached to either, though I knew that to open the door or to take off the corslet meant the incalculable.
The merchant couldn’t believe what he was looking at.  It was perfectly round, and immense.  The size of an eyeball.  The pearl was not just white, but blinked with the luster of the rainbow.  White with dancing explosions of color as he turned the pearl in the sun.  I’ll never see a pearl like this again.  What do I do now?

What do we do now?  The reign of heaven, when revealed, when offered, comes as that complete surprise.  The thing you’ve been searching for all your life, but not finding.  The change seen in one formerly hopeless person.  Christ is right there before you in a surprising way.  We weren’t expecting this.  Not this way.  Not in the face of a beggar, or on a bus, or from our ne’re-do-well sister.  But you know that the treasure is in that chest.  That there is no other pearl like this one.  You can go back and make a living but it is not life.  It is not the life that Christ offers.  Finding the treasure or the pearl is not the offer of the easy life, but a question.  What do we do now?
With decisive action

Lewis tells his story well.  Being sinners and saints, we don’t change completely overnight.  He is still on Oxford Don, but in terms he understands God makes his point.
Enough had been thought, and said, and felt, and imagined. It was about time that something should be done. 

The merchant goes and sells all, as much as he has and buys the pearl. 

Doug was blown away by Cathleen’s story.  Cathy, recognizing what others did for her, saying sorry and thanks?  That’s not my sister.  And then she starts getting all religious.  Talking about Jesus and forgiveness and finding what she was looking for.  What do I do?  If I’m the skeptic, which frankly I probably am, time will tell, but ignoring this could crush it.  Something is different about Cathy and I like the change.  She wants me to know Jesus as well.  What do I do?  She’s my sister, I was willing to support her when she was messed up, shouldn’t I support her in this?  I can’t miss this opportunity.  It’s just found treasure, like those bills in the wall, only better.  I’ve got to go make sure mom and her kids are with this as well.  If this Jesus guy can help Cathy, it is worth the risk.
The plow-man finds the treasure.  Quickly he buries it again.  With joy he goes and sells all, as much as he has and buys that field.

What do we do now?  The answer is take action.  For C.S. Lewis you know his story.  Remaining the Oxford Don, he became the pre-eminent 20th century Christian apologist as well as the writer of children’s books, still being turned into big-budget movies with a Lion character Christians might recognize. In Doug’s story it was take a risk.  Put aside the skeptisicm.  Get behind Cathy’s belief.  Rally the family.

What do we, ourselves, do now?  The answer is always to take action.  Eph 2:8-10, especially verse 10.  We have been saved by grace through faith – and this not from yourselves it is the gift of god – a found treasure, a pearl stumbled upon in the course of our lives – not by works so that no one can boast, but listen to verse 10 – for we are God’s workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do.  God already has planned what action he wants you to take.  He’s prepared these good works in advance.  He has given us the treasure of the kingdom, of His reign and entrusted us with its care and feeding.    For Lewis – proclamation of the reign of Heaven, for Doug – support, for you – at the start, prayer, meditation – listen for what God wants you to accept with Joy – listen for the risk that God wants you to take.  They are prepared in advance.  Those actions, and risks and good works are there.  When you hear it.  Take action - it is what we are here to do.

May the Lord give you the ears to hear and the strength to take action.  Amen. 
