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Risky Hang-ups
I

s it too irreverent to admit that Jesus had hang-ups?

Yes, I contend that Jesus did have hang-ups and one of the greatest was his obsession with “the Kingdom”.  In trying to convey to us the reality of God, Jesus became obsessed with “the Kingdom-idea” – a reality that has nothing to do with power and domination, nor with territorial dimension, but  a reality “within” and “beyond”, reaching deep into the heart and mind of each human being and embracing the world beyond the narrow bounds of personal individuality.  For Jesus the “Reign of God” projects each of us into an intimate, mutual and eternal union and love relationship with God, and in turn flowing into the relationship with each other.
P

recisely because of this “within” and “beyond”, Jesus could only speak of the Kingdom in metaphors and images from the “personal” experience of his hearers.  Once again, today, as we heard so often in the Gospel readings from Matthew over the last few Sundays, we hear the mantra: “The Kingdom of heaven is like . . .”, and once again we find ourselves in the now familiar agricultural setting of fields and growing seeds or dragging fishing nets off the lake.  These were familiar “ordinary” sights to his hearers, but for us the “setting” of the parables is an invitation to look at our own cultural “normality”, at our ordinary icons and at our daily experience, and there find the presence of a God willing us into a loving relationship with himself.

Although seemingly diverse, the images put before us in today’s Gospel reading speak of richness, preciousness and abundance, and of the joy that comes with the discovery of something very valuable, even if its attainment may demand risky decisions and sacrifice.  That is what the Kingdom is for Jesus: an experience of joy and love offered us and possessed, so long as we are prepared to seek it and commit ourselves to its attainment.   As the narrative unfolds, we first encounter a skilful and fortunate merchant who will do anything in order to gain possession of a field where he knows there is a hidden treasure, or to buy that one precious stone he has discovered.  Preciousness, joy and commitment all rolled into one are thus the outcome of discovering and seeking God in our life.

Our attention then shifts to the lake of Genezareth, so central to the presence and ministry of Jesus and of his followers.  That was their life, their history and their future, and the scene of fishermen dragging a net to shore and making a selection of their catch was the normal routine for those people.  Again, abundance, richness and the joy of a successful endeavour are the images describing what “the Kingdom is like”.  Again, Jesus taps into the daily reality of those people and invites us to look at our experience, and there make a decision for God, the seer and giver of the precious goodness offered us, if we but choose to own it and rejoice in it.  
H

owever, often the experience of finding God in our life is at least ambiguous, if not downright painful or negative.  Sometimes our best efforts seem to come to nothing and we wonder where the God of joy and of rich abundance is hiding.  As we experience loneliness, disappointment, emotional drain, low self-esteem, moral failure and physical or mental suffering.  In all these, where are we to find that idyllic setting and source of God-engendered joy and preciousness of the Kingdom that Jesus talks about?  Where is God when our guard is down and our life is a never-ending struggle?

Somehow, this parable always sets off the doubting Thomas syndrome in me.  Given the custom at the time of hiding precious things or family heirlooms underground, we can well surmise that the treasure in the field may well have been buried there unknown and forgotten for a long time,.  As precious as the treasure may have been, its hiding place was probably a mini jungle overgrown with noxious weeds and a wild tangle of vines.  Yes, a treasure hidden and disfigured by unwanted and pernicious elements that seem to obliterate the beauty and preciousness below.  Then again, that is the Kingdom.  If God wanted a perfect world he would not have created this one, and if he planned to populate this world with incarnated sinless angels, none of us would probably be around to see it.  In their hard work of catching fish, the fishermen think nothing of having to make a selection of their catch once they are on shore.  They know that every catch hauled in contained always some unsuitable or unsavoury fish that would need to be disposed of.  But that does not stop those same fishermen from braving the elements and their physical strength again and  go out repeatedly to look for an ever bigger catch.  The richness of God’s presence and the beauty of God’s gifts are not negated by the ugliness and the brokenness that we experience in ourselves and in the world around us.  The real issue is that the briars of evil and the noxious weeds of human frailty and mistakes do not deter God from seeking us and possessing us as his very own precious treasure.

I

ndeed, this is quite a foolish merchant, really!  What if the treasure buried in that field was to prove to be a fake?  The Master Merchant has now risked everything and lost it all, his efforts turned to waste and all come to nothing.  The question is irrelevant and idle.  It stems from our world obsessed with security and certainty, but it certainly does not belong to the realm of the Kingdom.  Yes, our God is foolish by human reckoning, prepared to risk everything, indeed the very credibility of being God, just to draw us into life and love.  Our God not only is capable of seeing the rare treasure buried deep inside unkempt and unwelcome appearance, but he believes in the beauty and richness of that treasure, be what it may.  God does not put any conditions when it comes to enter our life, to possess us and to journey with us.  No, God is not blind to the rough and ugly exterior of sin, suffering and injustice that sometime seem to overrun the Kingdom of his life-giving presence and action.  In the end, however, God is only interested in the goodness and richness that is there, whatever the appearance or even whatever the risk that it may be false or choked out of existence by other destructive energies. 
As Jesus himself encourages us to do, we desperately need to read, understand and own the parable.  Often our life seems overrun by non-life, choked by difficulties and strangled by suffering, “a clumsy blundering from one crisis to the next”.  We need to believe in ourselves as that hidden treasure for which the foolish God will risk everything and anything.  Self-image is a vital element of our personality and we need to accept that as far as God is concerned we are good and worthy of his love and care.    Memories of the past as much as helplessness in the present and uncertainty for the future may trap us into a vortex of guilt and fear, where God is not only the stranger far away, but very much the judge and executioner in a Kingdom of condemnation and rejection.  That is the moment calling us to accept that we are the object of God’s love and care. Whatever we may think of ourselves, we are citizens of that Kingdom where God is reckless enough to risk everything in order to draw us into peace and joy whatever the foibles of life.  Let us rejoice in God’s foolishness and give thanks for Jesus’ obsession!
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