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readings: Genesis 29 15-28; Romans 8 26-39; Matthew 13 31-33, 44-52.	26 July 2026
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[bookmark: _Hlk234318338][bookmark: _Hlk187746951][bookmark: _Hlk174892697][bookmark: _Hlk207447118]It was a well-known ploy amongst teachers of my generation, at the start of a new school year, to ask pupils to write an essay on “what did you do on your holidays?”. I know that the school holidays have actually only just started, but I have already had mine: one of the positive advantages of no longer being a school teacher tied to school terms. The Flintham family traditionally go to Suffolk, to the same peaceful cottage on the Alde estuary we have used for the last 15 years.
But don’t panic: I am not going to inflict upon you the detail of our holiday! But I do firmly believe that holidays with their new contexts and experiences are story-making factories which can offer a new lens through which to view our personal stories and those of the world around us, and new opportunities to see things in a new light. So I want to link one or two of the experiences from our holiday to our gospel reading from Matthew this morning.
Matthew is not afraid to wrench from the linear narrative arc of the earlier gospel of Mark, blocks of Jesus’s teaching which allow things to be seen in a new light. There are 5 such blocks scattered across the gospel: the Sermon on the Mount, the charge to the apostles, the relations between disciples, the apocalyptic parables of judgement, and this morning, the dimensions of discipleship. 
In this particular block of Jesus’s teaching as assembled by Matthew, there is not a lot of abstract theology but a lot of stories: stories related to the experiences and contexts of his audience, drawn from everyday life, enlivened by memorable images that stick in the mind. Matthew collects together 5 parables: the mustard seed, the yeast, the treasure in the field, the pearl of great price, the bulging net of fish, and uses them to provide a toolkit for would-be disciples.
In the parable of the mustard seed, he reassures those who worry that the Kingdom seems to be a long time coming, that from small beginnings great things can grow. In parkland in the Suffolk village of Yoxford, there stands a gigantic bronze sculpture of a man, 26 feet tall, weighing 8 tonnes, known as The Yoxman. The vision of local sculptor Laurence Edwards and his concern about our relationship with the landscape, it began as a small 6-inch maquette and over 4 years grew in execution into a bronze behemoth. Birds roost on it, passing motorists on the A12 slow down to see it, and tourists (including me) pose in awe under it. 
And it reminded me of the parable of the mustard seed, where a small seed can grow into the greatest of shrubs in which the birds roost and in whose shade passers-by can rest. The parable offers an image of encouragement to those who query their involvement in the seemingly minority pursuit of Christianity in our secular world by assuring us whilst the Kingdom may start from the smallest of beginnings, no one knows where it will end. And each disciple’s witness is the seed from which the Kingdom grows. 
But seed cannot grow without being watered, just as bread cannot rise without yeast. So Jesus offers a second parable, that of the leavened bread. In Palestine, bread was baked at home and 3 measures of flour was about what was needed for a family. Jesus would have seen the technique at work in his own home, with the leaven simply a little piece of fermented dough kept over from a previous baking as a starter for the next batch, as we presently do in making sourdough. His message to disciples is plain: the transforming power of the leaven changes the loaf from something dry and unappetising into something which is good, as the transforming power of Christ can manifestly change both the individual and the world for the better.
In my academic life, I have researched an early 20th century education pioneer, Arthur Smithells, who revolutionised early science education by championing “the science of common things”, where science lessons were linked to the daily contexts of the students in order to make the science more accessible. But Jesus had got there before him, using “the theology of common things” to teach theology through the common tasks of the home, and also through the working environment of the local fishermen, in order to make that theology more accessible. So we have the parable of the net. Such fishing was done using a drag net, what we would now call trawling. It is the nature of this fishing that it cannot select or discriminate: it catches all sorts of fish, edible and inedible, good and bad. So the Church, the instrument of God’s Kingdom here on earth will contain all sorts and conditions of folk, of whatever background, gender or sexuality, all safely gathered in. But it is not our role to judge or to separate but solely to welcome, leaving the final judgement in due time to God. For the parable also reminds us that discipleship is not something to be taken up lightly, its choice has eternal consequences; it is a matter of life or death.
[bookmark: _Hlk235198766]And then there are the two remaining parables: the treasure in the field and the pearl of great price. Near where we holiday in Suffolk is Sutton Hoo. Edith Pretty who bought the estate in the 1920s had long been puzzled by the strange mounds she could see from her windows. In 1939, she commissioned a local archaeologist Basil Brown to excavate them. They realised they had found “the treasure in the field”, the Anglo-Saxon burial chamber of a great longship and within it “the pearl of great price”, the burial artefacts of a great king: treasures so precious that, with war imminent, swift reburial was essential to protect them.
There are clear parallels with the biblical parables. They share a common platform: when the treasure or the pearl is found, the discoverer is prepared to go to whatever lengths necessary to secure and preserve it. However there are differences: the protagonist in the first parable is a poor worker, ploughing a field and making an unexpected life-changing discovery; the protagonist in the second is a dissatisfied rich man who sets out to search for the pearl of great price. But Jesus uses the twin parables to show that both are able to come to discipleship, albeit via different circumstances. Neither passes up the opportunity. The discovery takes precedence over all else, it reshapes priorities and sharpens focus. Discipleship is like that says Jesus: when you have found it, seize it, treasure it, don’t lose it.
The poem “The Bright Field” by the Welsh priest and poet R.S. Thomas sums this all up: 

I have seen the sun break through
to illuminate a small field
for a while, and gone my way
and forgotten it. But that was the pearl
of great price, the one field that had
the treasure in it. I realise now
that I must give all that I have
to possess it. 

Life is not hurrying
on to a receding future, nor hankering after
an imagined past. It is the turning
aside like Moses to the miracle
of the lit bush, to a brightness 
that seemed as transitory as your youth
once, but is the eternity that awaits you.

The Revd Dr Alan Flintham
Cathedral Chaplain Emeritus
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