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Last Advent season we made the paintings of Vincent Van Gogh the background 
upon which we hung our narrative of the expectation of the birth of Jesus.  If you 
were with us then, you will remember the large print of Van Gogh’s “Starry Night” 
hanging prominently above our communion table.  Well, since then I learned 
something about the genesis of that painting.   
 
When he painted “Starry Night,” Van Gogh first set out to paint Jesus and an 
angel in Gethsemane under a night sky.  But he got side-tracked with the 
background and just painted the sky.  The night sky just captured him; took his 
imagination hostage.  He set out to paint a very spiritual painting, yes, but would 
anyone doubt Starry Night is anything short of intensely spiritual even without an 
image of Jesus in it?   
 
Van Gogh, you may know, had temporal lobe epilepsy.  Here is what the 
literature says about the manifestation of this condition:  Although the seizures 
may be undetectable to observers, they can prompt symptoms like 
hallucinations, powerful religious sensations, fury, fear, joy and -- a blessing for 
those in the arts -- an unquenchable desire to write or draw, a desire that persists 
even after the seizure is over.   (In the Temporal Lobes, Seizures and Creativity, 
by Natalie Angier, NYtimes, October 12, 1993) 

Now, combine that with the manic phases he was subject to when he produced 
his final torrential outpouring of work.   
 
At the end, the paintings came so quickly, sometimes three in one day.   
Now, I am not going to say that Jesus was an epileptic nor bipolar, but he did 
have a vivid imagination.  And it manifested, often in visual ways.  “Consider the 
lilies” he once said, and you can imagine that having seen them in full bloom, he 
carried them in his imagination vividly and always.   
 
In this morning’s text from the gospel of Matthew, Jesus launches a volley of 
such images -- 
 
The kingdom of heaven is like a mustard seed, he says, like yeast, like a buried 
treasure, like a fine pearl; like a net cast into the sea. The images come quickly, 
one after the other, with no preparation, no commentary after, no time given for 
questions and answers.   
 
It may not seem like him to be in such a rush.  He can be such a fine story-teller 
– patiently telling a tale about a young man who leaves home and loses 
everything but finds himself, and then how his father sized-up that young man, 
and then how he sized-up the situation from his brother’s point of view and then 
leaves it for the hearers to decide who is righteous and who is not.   



 
He liked to begin his stories leisurely with, “There was once a king,” or, “Let me 
tell you the story of a landowner.” 
 
People hear words like those and they sit down knowing the story will be full of 
meaning.  But these five flashes come so quickly. These are like scenes 
glimpsed through the windows of a fast moving train. The kingdom of heaven is 
like this, and this, no, maybe like this. 
 
The first two seem easy enough.  The kingdom of heaven is like a mustard seed 
or a handful of yeast.  Nothing much to look at, nothing very impressive, but sow 
the seed or mix the yeast with flour and water and the results can impress you.  
A huge tree.  Enough bread to feed a family for a week. 
 
If the kingdom of heaven is like this it is potent, there is more to it than meets the 
eye. 
 
The next pair are more difficult but are also more interesting.  In fact, the second 
improves on the first in this pair.  The kingdom of heaven, says Jesus, is like a 
man who stumbles upon a treasure buried in a field and covers it up until he can 
scrape together enough money to buy it.  
 
And then I imagine Jesus thinking, “No,” it’s actually more like a man who is 
already rich, a merchant, who is searching for pearls to add to his collection.   
And he finds one of such inestimable value that he does something he could 
never ever have imagined doing, He sells all the others he so treasured in order 
to buy this new one he had no idea even existed;  a steep trajectory of value. 
 
The final comparison of the kingdom of heaven and a fishing net is all together 
different.  Thrown into the sea the net gathers fish of every kind, good and bad, 
which are sorted out once the net is full. 
 
If the kingdom of heaven is like that, then it is not, in the end, something we find 
ourselves, but rather something that finds us and hauls us into the light.   
 
What is remarkable and common in these differing images is their essential 
hidden-ness.  The mustard seed hidden in the ground, the yeast hidden in the 
dough, the treasure hidden in the field, the pearl hidden in the antique shop,  
the net hidden in the depths of the sea. 
 
If the kingdom of heaven is like this, then it must be something right here among 
us that either must be searched for, or exists in plain sight like in the “Where’s 
Waldo” books children love so much.   
 
Maybe it waits just under the surface of our puny expectations.  
 



The Coptic Gospel of Thomas has a saying I’ve shared with you before that is 
purportedly from Jesus though it doesn’t show up in any of the gospels.  “Jesus 
said, ‘the kingdom of heaven is spread out over the earth, only people do not see 
it.’”  
 
The things of God are all there waiting to be discovered and claimed, but the vast 
majority of people are just blind to it all.   
 
I remember Doug Fabrizio once talking with someone about how the late 
renowned cellist, Pablo Casals, found the score of the nearly unknown Suites for 
solo Cello by Bach, in a second hand store back in the 1890s when Casals was 
only 13 years old – and it changed his life forever and led to the world hearing 
Bach’s work with a freshness it hadn’t had since Bach had lived a century and a 
half before.   
 
NPR and its News Hour are full of such things --  The life long research librarian 
who stumbles on a lost poem of John Keats. 
 
Or the art critic who finds a study gathering dust in the basement of a museum 
previously attributed to a student of Michelangelo’s but which is clearly from the 
hand of the master himself. 
 
Or the retired grocery clerk from Yuba City, California who, it turns out, is the 
next Earl of Essex – which sounds preposterous, except that it was in the news a 
couple of years ago.   
 
Or the single mother of three who is notified of her eccentric great-aunt’s death, 
so she buys a bus ticket with her grocery money and goes to sort through her 
aunt’s things and when she is packing an old wool coat into a bag to give it to the 
Salvation Army she feels something thick in the hem and behold there is a 
bundle of hundred dollar bills.   
 
“Yep,” she says to the newsman, “ever since the Depression, Aunt Edith could 
never bring herself to trust the banks.” 
 
So, let me lift this whole discussion from the level of the academic to the level of 
the personal: let me ask, what is hidden for you? What has been lost for you?  
What is dying to be found?   
 
It might be your mother’s watch, or your wedding ring, or a relationship, or a job, 
or a child who has lost his own way, or maybe, just maybe, the lost thing we are 
always looking for that we thought we’d never find is not some old keepsake, or a 
lost sheep, or even a lost child – maybe that thing you lost is, well, you.!  You 
were going along in life following a trail you know by heart and gradually or 
abruptly (only you know) you lost your heart or some part of you that had life.   
 



Or maybe what got lost was an essential part of you -- your sense of wonder.  
You used to have one, but because your career, or your health, or your family life 
has so drained you, you haven’t had the leisure for it in decades.   
 
Well, stories like this one, and the stories Jesus tells, are told not to de-spirit us, 
but to wake us up, you know, to remind us who we are or who we used to be, or 
who we are at our heart.   
 
No one wants to be lost.  It may be our greatest fear.  It certainly looms large 
when we are children and I think it stays in us forever. 
 
Now hold that thought while I invite us to think again of that central image of 
Jesus, the kingdom of Heaven.  What can he be getting at? Well, the people he 
was speaking to, many of them peasants, knew exactly what he was talking 
about.  All their lives they had known about kingdom.  And the kingdom they 
knew about – the kingdom that was always in their face, was the kingdom of 
Caesar. The kingdom of Caesar was forever reminding them that the fact that 
they lived in a time of “peace” was due entirely to the current Caesar, that is,     
the current Roman king.  
 
Never mind that it didn’t feel like peace.  Never mind that they were always 
plagued by tax collectors. Never mind that they were forever reminded that if they 
thought for themselves or stood up for what they imagined their rights were or for 
anyone’s else’s claim to rights, they might be crucified. Few of the people Jesus 
spoke to were citizens of Rome, and they were reminded of that sad fact 24/7 as 
well.       
 
So, when Jesus spoke of the Kingdom of Heaven, he was talking about a 
kingdom that acted very differently from Caesar’s.  In God’s kingdom people 
mattered.  They were not just there to support Caesar.  For Caesar, everyone 
was expendable -- every single person, citizen of Rome or no. The only reason 
on earth you might be missed would be that Caesar would miss you as a tax-
payer.   
 
The kingdom of God, as Jesus spoke of it, was the place, as I said last week, 
where a sheepherder has 100 sheep and if he loses even one, he is willing to 
sacrifice everything to find that one lost sheep.  The kingdom of God is the 
absolute opposite of the kingdom of Caesar, and the people knew this.  They got 
it.  These words provided the people so much hope.  A completely new world.  
And the words were deeply subversive, as well.   
 
Our modern world is deeply influenced by this particular message of Jesus.  Let 
me remind you why and how.  Every summer there are these great fires in the 
Western United States, right?  And every time there is a fire, we hear about on 
the news, it is one that threatens homes that are in the fire’s path.  Word comes 
ordering people to evacuate.  



And the word on the radio to those people who want to stay and guard their 
property is always the same:  “Things can be replaced.  People can’t.”   
 
That’s the essence of the parable of the lost sheep, and the lost coin, and the 
prodigal son, and the mustard seed that appears expendable, but is really mighty 
if people only knew.   
 
I know of a woman who was battling cancer, and it had the effect on her it has on 
everyone with the disease, it made her mindful of her own death.  She joked that 
she was going to fake her own death, and arrange for someone to tape the 
memorial service so she could hear the nice things she expected people to say 
about her.  But then she said, “Nah, it would probably be too depressing to 
realize that few, if any people, know the real me.”  What she found herself 
wanting was to be known for who she was; who she really was.   
 
I imagine that is who Jesus was for so many – it’s why they thought they were 
with someone who walked with God and had a lot of God in him.  Because he not 
only said things that turned the values of Caesar on their head, he made them 
feel, each and every one of them, like they were not expendable, just by the way 
he looked them in the eye, or touched them tenderly, and their children.  It was 
as if they really mattered – just for being themselves.   
 
That’s the assurance we find in the eighth chapter of Paul’s letter to the Romans:  
“For I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things 
present, nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor anything else 
in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our 
Lord.” 
 
How interesting that this man who never met Jesus, at least in the flesh, who 
never looked into those eyes, got the heart of the man’s message.  He got the 
beating heart of that message.   
 
This is what we want to know as much or more than anything; that something of 
our life will be preserved beyond the pale of death.   
 
In regard to that, the scientist, theologian, John Polkinghorn, offers this hope,   
 
Death is present in this world because of the second law of thermodynamics, 
which says that in the end, disorder always wins over order. However it seems 
perfectly coherent to believe that God could bring into being a new kind of matter 
with such strong self-organizing principles that the drift to disorder would no 
longer happen.   
 
With that glimmer of possibility in mind I will close now with a poem of Mary 
Oliver’s: 
 



“White Owl Flies Into and Out of the Field” 

Coming down out of the freezing sky 
with its depths of light, 
like an angel, or a Buddha with wings, 
it was beautiful, and accurate, 
striking the snow and whatever was there 
with a force that left the imprint 
of the tips of its wings — five feet apart — 
and the grabbing thrust of its feet, 
and the indentation of what had been running 
through the white valleys of the snow — 
and then it rose, gracefully, 
and flew back to the frozen marshes 
to lurk there, like a little lighthouse, 
in the blue shadows — 
so I thought: 
maybe death isn’t darkness, after all, 
but so much light wrapping itself around us — 
as soft as feathers — 
that we are instantly weary of looking, and looking, 
and shut our eyes, not without amazement, 
and let ourselves be carried, 
as through the translucence of mica, 
to the river that is without the least dapple or shadow, 
that is nothing but light — scalding, aortal light — 
in which we are washed and washed 
out of our bones. 

 
 
Amen 
 


