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Introduction 
 
1. We are in the midst of a Sunday morning teaching series on the twenty-five parables of 

Jesus recorded across all four gospel biographies of the New Testament of the Bible. The 
teaching team wanted to take a close look at Jesus’ parables to help us as a community 
learn how to seek wisdom in a time of complex political and social unrest. The main 
challenge before us in this multi-week study is that Jesus’ made it very clear that his 
parables were designed to intentionally confound listeners and dislodge settled beliefs. As 
Christian thinker Thomas Keating once wrote: “It is characteristic of the parables to ask the 
question, ‘What makes you think that the world is the way you see it?’”.1 
 
The risk of doing this study, of course, is that we may become even more unsettled than we 
would be in an already unsettled moment in time. And yet, universal wisdom across the 
ages advises us that sometimes one needs to go carefully and more deeply into the 
problems that vex us in order to discern a different and new vantage point that is more 
helpful for us and our world.  
 

2. Today’s parable, the Parable of the Leaven, invites into such a space. And, we have 
planned a slightly different liturgy today to allow for deeper personal reflection on the 
particular vexing issues and people that we have brought into this space today. We are 
also going to use the literary form of poetry to frame today’s teaching and to help us enter 
the space of being more unsettled gently and with generosity such that we open ourselves 
up rather than shut ourselves down. It was modern poet David Whyte who once said, 
“Poetry is language against which you have no defenses….” And that “the deeper discipline 
of poetry is overhearing yourself say things you didn’t want to know about the world, 
something that actually emancipates you from this smaller self out into this larger 
dispensation that you actually didn’t think you deserved.”2 

 
3. Rainer Maria Rilke was a poet who lived at the end of the nineteenth century and was 

considered a transitional figure between the traditional and modernist writers.3 Rilke was 
raised in the Christian tradition and was forced to attend church and did not experience a 
positive version of our religious tradition. Yet, rather than leave the whole notion of God and 
Christ behind, he wrote a great deal about God in ways that simultaneously pushed against 
the patriarchal and asphyxiating aspects of Christian religion while inviting his readers into 
a more expansive understanding of God. For example, Rilke wrote in a poem titled “God’s 
True Cloak”: 

                                                
1  Keating, Thomas, Meditations on the Parables of Jesus. The Crossroads Publishing Company. 2010.  Page 36. 
2 https://onbeing.org/programs/david-whyte-the-conversational-nature-of-reality-dec2018/ 
 (accessed 5-11-19) 
3 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rainer_Maria_Rilke (accessed 5-12-19) 
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We must not portray you in king’s robes,  
you drifting mist that brought forth the morning.  
Once again from the old paintboxes  
we take the same gold for scepter and crown  
that has disguised you through the ages. 
 
Piously we produce our images of you 
Till they stand around you like a thousand walls. 
And when our hearts would simply open, 
Our fervent hands hide you.4  
 

In other poems Rilke wrote about God: “‘You are like a web’ or ‘you are like a tree’ or ‘you 
are a forest through which I run,’ or ‘you are a herd of luminous deer’ and ‘I am forest and 
dark and you run through me.’”5 
 
One of Rilke’s more famous collections is titled “The Book of Hours.”6 “The Book of Hours” 
focuses on the difficulty of communion with God in an age of disbelief, solitude, and 
profound anxiety. For the remainder of today’s service we are going to move through five 
segments that will include the rhythm of a very brief teaching, a reading of a Rainer Maria 
Rilke poem, mostly from his Book of Hours, followed by a time of silent reflection. We will 
have music at a few pivot points and then conclude with a reprise of the song we just 
learned “Look Up Child.” 

 
We begin with Scripture. 
 

31 He told them another parable: “The kingdom of heaven is like a mustard seed, which 
a man took and planted in his field. 32 Though it is the smallest of all seeds, yet when it 
grows, it is the largest of garden plants and becomes a tree, so that the birds come and 
perch in its branches.” 
33 He told them still another parable: “The kingdom of heaven is like yeast that a woman 
took and mixed into about sixty pounds of flour until it worked all through the dough.” 
34 Jesus spoke all these things to the crowd in parables; he did not say anything to them 
without using a parable. 35 So was fulfilled what was spoken through the prophet: 
 
“I will open my mouth in parables, 
    I will utter things hidden since the creation of the world.” 
 

Matthew 13:31-35. NIV 
 
PART ONE: “In Everything and at all Times” 
 
1. The Parable of the Leaven would have been to Jesus’ listeners, particularly his Jewish 

listeners, a very unusual use of the idea of leaven. In the ancient Israelite world, leaven 
(what we call yeast today) was, at a minimum, considered non-sacred, and at a maximum 

                                                
4  https://onbeing.org/poetry/gods-true-cloak/ (Accessed 5-12-19) 
5 https://onbeing.org/programs/joanna-macy-a-wild-love-for-the-world/ (accessed 5-11-19) 
6 http://payingattentiontothesky.com/2011/01/04/the-book-of-hours-by-ranier-maria-rilke/ (accessed 6-6-13) 
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used as an archetype of uncleanness and corruption. Three chapters later in the Gospel of 
Matthew Jesus is quoted as saying, “Be on your guard against the yeast of the Pharisees 
and Sadducees!”7 speaking to their pride because leaven “puffs up” bread.8 That was the 
typical way leaven would be referred to in a teaching or illustration. 
 
This is so because Jesus was raised and taught in the Jewish religious tradition and Jewish 
tradition, to this day, includes the annual practice of re-enacting the Exodus Passover event 
in which the Israelites fled their oppressors in Egypt with no time to let their bread rise. In 
light of the miracles of the Exodus--some parts of ancient Hebrew Scripture9 in specific and 
Jewish religious thought over time have come to beautifully symbolize unleavened bread in 
terms of redemption, freedom and humility.  

 
So, for Jesus to speak of leaven as not only positive, but in parable form about how the 
entire Kingdom of God works in our world might have been quite scandalous and for sure 
was paradoxical to the other negative uses. Welcome to the maddening world of paradox 
where we must hold two apparent opposites in tension in order for a truth to emerge!  
 

2. The key insight of this parable is that the life-giving presence of God, like leaven is to 
bread, is always present and a growing agent in ourselves and in everything and at all 
times—Including those things we consider sacred and that which we have never thought as 
sacred. Additionally, and based upon Jesus’ teaching across all Gospel biographies—we 
are to have the courage to become like leaven and catalyze and move with the life giving 
and expanding yeast of God’s love and healing everywhere.  
 

3. For this first segment, I want to focus on the reality that God’s presence is growing 
everywhere and at all times and how scandalous that idea really is, particularly to religious 
people. Jesus’ most provocative assumption here is that God’s presence/God’s kingdom is 
bigger than any human understanding of religion, including Christian religion with its tens of 
thousands of variations. Christian thinker Thomas Keating, who I referenced earlier, was an 
American Catholic monk often revered in contemplative Christian circles, said this about 
this parable:  

 
“Where is the kingdom if it is not in the holy, the sacred, and the acceptable places? 
Jesus, by his example and preaching, says, ‘Look for it in the most unexpected 
places.’…the kingdom of God is free to appear anywhere, any time, and under any 
guise. It does not fit into our presuppositions or expectations, and still less, our 
demands. In fact, it deliberately removes, prop by prop, everything holding up our ideas 
of the nature of the kingdom and where it is to be found.”10  

 
Think about that. “God is free to appear anywhere, any time, and under any guise.” What 
does that dislodge or unsettle in you today? Who have you encountered, or what have you 
experience that was well outside of the Christian tradition, or of no religious tradition, and 
you thought to yourself, “I wonder if God was at work and speaking in and through that?” 
 

                                                
7 Matthew 16:6. 
8 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Matzo (accessed 5-11-19) 
9 Exodus 12 and 18 
10 Keating, Thomas, Meditations on the Parables of Jesus. The Crossroads Publishing Company. 2010.  Page 36. 
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Let’s listen to the first Rilke poem titled “Widening Circles” and take time to reflect on such 
a profound idea. 

 
Widening Circles 
 

I live my life in widening circles 
that reach out across the world. 
I may not complete this last one 
but I give myself to it. 
 
I circle around God, around the primordial tower. 
I’ve been circling for thousands of years 
and I still don’t know: am I a falcon, 
a storm, or a great song? 

 
Rainer Maria Rilke, Book of Hours, I 2 

 
SILENCE 
 
PART TWO: “Inside Us” 
 
1. One of the mysteries of the Christian faith embedded in several of Jesus’ teachings is that 

the Kingdom of God or the presence of God (terms often used inter-changeably) is not only 
everywhere out there, but also right here and inside us. As with all creation, the presence of 
God is embedded in all that we are to even our cellular level—ready and wanting to grow in 
us, if we are awakened and responsive to the movements of God. Sadly, of all the created 
species, humans are the ones most capable of choosing to not be not be what we are 
created to be. Animals of all varieties are so much better at just being who they are—cats, 
dogs, birds, fish, worms, insects, whales—you name it, they excel at just being who they 
were created to be. Humans have the unique ability to stop being human and do great 
harm to themselves and others. And, humans have a special ability to ignore the presence 
of God in them, which is why Jesus went to such great lengths to teach about such things 
as being re-born, re-awakened, returning to God who is in us. 
 

2. The older I get the more I am learning to recognize in myself several reasons why I am 
tempted to stop being human and to turn away from the presence of God in my inner being. 
One reason is the whole matter of “control.” Some days life just feels like we are totally out 
of control, right? For me, the feeling of being unable to control how I want things to turn out, 
what others think about me, what I want everyone around me to be doing to make the world 
a better place. (I know, kind of ridiculous, right?) When things are not working out as I like 
them to be I am tempted, with a fearful spirit, to over function in an attempt to get some 
kind of control. When, what I really need to do, is to let go of scarcity thinking, trust the 
Spirit of God in me and in everything, and stay in the flow of God where I will be more free 
to realize that “being in control” is always an illusion anyway. 

 
This may seem a bit silly, but growing a beard has helped me with my control issues. For 
many years now my spouse Holly has said “you should grow a beard” “bald and beard is in” 
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and so on. And, my response was always, I tried growing a beard and it looked thin and 
terrible, like a bad version of an Abraham Lincoln beard because it grew in as a weird and 
thin mixture of blond, red, and brown. And, Holly would always respond by saying, “sure, 
but that was more than twenty years ago. And, it may grow in different and better now.”   
 
So, finally, I relented and in between Christmas and New Year’s I started growing a beard 
that actually grew in totally different than 20 years ago. She was right! And, in many ways 
this is way better than I thought it would be. AND, to my illustration, just this week I 
experienced a feeling that completely caught me off guard. In the midst of my whole new 
routine of beard oils, trimming and yes even returning to hair salons to manage this 
sometimes wavy growing beard—I found myself totally frustrated that my head gave up on 
growing hair 16 years ago and yet my face seems to have no trouble at all growing hair, 
and lots of it! Frankly, I would rather have it on my head. I could probably grow a “yeard” if I 
wanted to. A yeard is a beard that you never trim for a full year. A tweard is a beard that 
you never trim for two years! Yikes! 

 
3. A simple lesson in this silly illustration is this: I am really not in control of much and I am 

made the way I am—with my quirks, strengths and weaknesses, personality and body. 
And, while always seeking to do the inner work to imitate Christ and push away from my 
false self and lean into my true self, I can only be me. And, my own journey toward my 
truest self is a journey of letting go of a need for control and turning toward our Creator’s 
ways and living in the flow of where the Creator is at work all around me.  
 
How about you? How are you aware of the Presence of God at work and a growing agent 
inside you? We are your resistances and avoidances to acknowledging and moving with 
the movements of God in you? Let’s listen to a second poem by Rainer Maria Rilke titled 
“Go to the Limits of Your Longing” 

 
Go to the Limits of Your Longing 
 

God speaks to each of us as he makes us, 
then walks with us silently out of the night. 
 
These are the words we dimly hear: 
 
You, sent out beyond your recall, 
go to the limits of your longing. 
Embody me. 
 
Flare up like a flame 
and make big shadows I can move in. 
 
Let everything happen to you: beauty and terror. 
Just keep going. No feeling is final. 
Don’t let yourself lose me. 
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Nearby is the country they call life. 
You will know it by its seriousness. 
 
Give me your hand. 

 
Rainer Maria Rilke, Book of Hours, I 59 

 
SILENCE 
 
MUSIC 
 
PART THREE: “In Times of Confusion and Unknowing” 
 
1. Franciscan Christian thinker and author Richard Rohr often says “God comes to us 

disguised as our life”11 and for most of us we find that disappointing! Or, at least frustrating. 
Particularly when we experience seasons of confusion and unknowing. Because in those 
times and seasons we tend to want God and life to be more like some magical kingdom 
where miraculous and mountaintop kinds of experiences frame what we know and 
experience about God. That’s what we want. Not God disguised in our sometimes boring, 
sometimes chaotic and most certainly imperfect lives.  
 
Yet, the idea of God coming to us disguised as our life has much weight to it, and in Jesus’ 
parable as well. Another reason why Jesus’ use of leaven is particularly interesting in 
today’s parable is because in Jesus’ one-sentence tale, a woman took leaven and put it in 
three measures or about sixty pounds of flour. This is the exact measure that we hear 
about in other places in Scripture. Abraham has his wife Sarah make three measures of 
bread for the angelic visitors at the Oaks of Mamre, and while she was barren. Hannah 
made the same kind of offering when she presented Samuel in the temple, her son born 
after much of her life experiencing barrenness. In both of these instances there was an 
epiphany or visitation of God in the midst of confusing times of life and in the ordinary 
matter of making bread.  

 
A point being that God comes to us, appears to us, in the ordinary moments of our lives, 
like when we make bread, even if we are not aware it is God.  

 
2. How might we be more awakened to God “in disguise” in times of confusion and 

unknowing? How might we have actually missed the presence of God even this last week? 
Let’s listen to another Rilke poem titled, “Let This Darkness Be a Bell Tower” and take time 
to reflect and pray.  

 
Let This Darkness Be a Bell Tower 
 

Quiet friend who has come so far, 
 

                                                
11 https://cac.org/negative-capability-2016-01-11/ (accessed 5-11-19) 
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feel how your breathing makes more space around you. 
Let this darkness be a bell tower 
and you the bell. As you ring, 
 
what batters you becomes your strength. 
Move back and forth into the change. 
What is it like, such intensity of pain? 
If the drink is bitter, turn yourself to wine. 
 
In this uncontainable night, 
be the mystery at the crossroads of your senses, 
the meaning discovered there. 
 
And if the world has ceased to hear you, 
say to the silent earth: I flow. 
To the rushing water, speak: I am. 

 
Rainer Maria Rilke, Sonnets to Orpheus II, 29 

 
SILENCE 
 
PART FOUR: “In Moments of Loss” 
 
1. Without question, the most difficult idea to digest in the Christian worldview is that God 

purports to love us and be everywhere at all times and growing in even us, and yet evil 
seems to go unchecked around us and most problematic of all—the experience of loss is 
deeply embedded in what it means to be human. And, across a long lived lifetime, no small 
amount of loss, either. In some cases absolutely senseless loss, as if God wasn’t paying 
attention, or didn’t care.  
 
First Covenant’s Theologian in Residence Andrea Hollingsworth spoke eloquently about 
this topic last week in her teaching about the parable of the wheat and the weeds that 
included theories about the presence of evil and loss. In the end she pointed out that Jesus’ 
approach was to simply acknowledge that there are things in our reality that cause life to be 
less than optimal And, rather than explain exactly why that is and never theologically 
legitimizing or defending pain, there is an acknowledgement that suffering is with us, as 
God is with us in our suffering. The most stunning demonstration being that of Jesus 
himself.12  

 
2. What kinds of losses are you experiencing now? How do you wrestle with evil? How do you 

experience the feeling of God being absent in the midst of loss? How do you lament such 
things as the way humans treat one another or our planet? Let’s reflect on this as we listen 
to the fourth Rilke poem titled “Dear Darkening Ground” 

 

                                                
12 Andrea Hollingsworth, The Mystery of Evil, May 5, 2019, First Covenant Church, Minneapolis.  
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Dear Darkening Ground 
 

Dear darkening ground, 
you’ve endured so patiently the walls we’ve built, 
perhaps you’ll give the cities one more hour 
 
and grant the churches and cloisters two. 
And those that labor—let their work 
grip them another five hours, or seven, 
 
before you become forest again, and water, and widening wilderness 
in that hour of inconceivable terror 
when you take back your name 
from all things. 
 
Just give me a little more time! 
 
I want to love the things 
as no one has thought to love them, 
until they’re worthy of you and real. 

 
Rainer Maria Rilke, Book of Hours, I 61 

 
SILENCE 
 
MUSIC 
 
PART FIVE: “As We go out into the World as Agents of Healing” 
 
1. Our final segment today speaks to us about having the courage to move with God’s yeast-

expanding idea of being agents of love and healing in the world. With Jesus as our model 
of a wounded healer—the kingdom idea of yeast works on us yet again. In ancient times 
leaven was made by placing a piece of bread in a dark, damp place until it fermented. The 
yeast’s work was dormant until it was taken out of the dark, damp place, and actually put 
into flour.  
 
I love how John Paul Lederach, a remarkable modern-day international peace maker, 
describes the process of putting people, like yeast, to work in our world:  

 
First of all, yeast, if it sits in a jar, is useless. So it’s not yeast, per se. You have to take 
the yeast out of the jar; and then, you have to prepare it. And typically, you do that with 
a little bit of moisture, a little bit of sugar, and not too much burning light. So you’re 
actually talking about kind of a preparatory space that we don’t often want to do. And 
then, when you put it in the mass, you mix it. But you never accept the first mix or two. 
You keep [kneading] it. ‘I don’t care if you’re growing. Go back down. We’re gonna try it 
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again.’ So the metaphor kind of captures the imagination about what people…who were 
in a situation where they felt that [there were too few of them to make a 
difference]…could understand that this may, in fact, be the ingredient that makes 
everything else grow….That is really what critical yeast was about: quality of 
relationship.13 
 

3. “Critical yeast.” That’s a provocative goal. Instead of needing large numbers or everything 
to go absolutely perfectly, we are ok being small as we seek to be life giving, love and 
healing leaven wherever we are placed and wherever God leads us. History, and the 
gospels of our Christ tell us that transformation always comes at the small and one to one 
level first and where people live their faith authentically such that someone else, or a few 
others join them and a new web of relationships form that in the end causes justice, mercy 
and compassion to spread and rise in the most unexpected places all over the world.  
 
Listen to the fifth and final Rilke poem titled “Onto a Vast Plan.” And, while listening 
consider the humility of our small and individual humanity as “critical yeast” and an 
important growth agent to expand the grand narrative of God’s love in our world. 

 
Onto a Vast Plain 
 

You are not surprised at the force of the storm— 
you have seen it growing. 
The trees flee. Their flight 
sets the boulevards streaming. And you know: 
he whom they flee is the one 
you move toward. All your senses 
sing him, as you stand at the window. 
 
The weeks stood still in summer. 
The trees’ blood rose. Now you feel 
it wants to sink back 
into the source of everything. You thought 
you could trust that power 
when you plucked the fruit: 
now it becomes a riddle again 
and you again a stranger. 
 
Summer was like your house: you know 
where each thing stood. 
Now you must go out into your heart 
as onto a vast plain. Now 
the immense loneliness begins. 
 

                                                
13 https://onbeing.org/programs/america-ferrera-john-paul-lederach-how-change-happens-in-generational-time-
jun2018/ (accessed 5-11-19) 
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The days go numb, the wind 
sucks the world from your senses like withered leaves. 
 
Through the empty branches the sky remains. 
It is what you have. 
Be earth now, and evensong. 
Be the ground lying under that sky. 
Be modest now, like a thing 
ripened until it is real, 
so that he who began it all 
can feel you when he reaches for you. 

 
Rainer Maria Rilke 

 
SILENCE 
 
MUSIC 
 
Benediction 
 
As our new week begins, may we see the presence of God, like leaven is to bread, as always 
present and growing in us and in everything and at all times, and to have the courage to move 
with that growth to be a healing agent in the world. Go in Peace. Amen. 


