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Jesus' primary message throughout the synoptic gospels of Matthew, Mark and Luke is about the imminent coming of the Kingdom of God:  what it will look like, and how to live in relation to it.
  He asks us to pray to God,  "Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be thy Name, thy kingdom come, thy will be done, on earth, as it is in heaven."
  Matthew prefers the expression  "the Kingdom of Heaven" to the "Kingdom of God," which is used more frequently in Mark and Luke, but commentators seem to agree that these two phrases are equivalents.
  In both cases, though, the reference is to what's happening in this world, not in the afterlife.
  As Biblical scholar Marcus Borg explains, the Kingdom of God is "what life would be like on earth if God were king and the rulers of this world were not."


Yet, understanding the actual nature of the Kingdom of God is bafflingly complex, even just as it's described in the Gospel of Matthew alone.  Today's gospel lesson
 depicts it as like a mustard seed growing in a field, like yeast leavening bread, like hidden treasure, like a pearl of great value, like a net that catches many different kinds of fish, and like what is new and what is old.  Besides the seed imagery I've discussed in my last two sermons, elsewhere in Matthew we learn that the Kingdom belongs to the poor in spirit,
 is available only to those who change and become like children,
 is comparable to a king who wished to settle accounts with his slaves
 or gives a wedding banquet for his son,
 is like a landowner who hires laborers early in the morning or bridesmaids who take the lamps to meet the bridegroom,
 is something for which certain people make themselves eunuchs,
 and is very difficult for rich people to enter.
  Whew!


Pope Benedict XVI devotes a chapter of his 2007 book, Jesus of Nazareth,
 to explaining what the gospels mean by the Kingdom of God.  He sees three primary dimensions:  Jesus himself as representing the Kingdom on earth in person, the Kingdom not being observable but being within each of us, and the Kingdom being closely related to the Christian Church in history.
  I personally have problems with the third dimension -- with the Kingdom of God being associated with the very fallible institutional Church over the last two thousand years.  Today, I'd like to discuss a novel called Things Fall Apart by the Nigerian Christian author Chinua Achebe to see if it can help elucidate this complex biblical idea of the Kingdom of God on earth.  


Set at the end of the 19th century in pre-colonial Nigeria, 
 Things Fall Apart describes what happens in traditional tribal society (in this case of the Ibo people) before and after Christian missionaries arrive, soon to be followed by military and political power from England.
 The Church doesn't come off particularly well, because it destroys the sense of spiritual enchantment with nature of the Ibo people, it demolishes the cultural unity of their community, and it brings white political domination in its wake.  On the other hand, Achebe himself is a Christian, born in 1930, in the next generation, and he knows that these new religious values offer an improvement over some significant moral lapses in traditional Ibo culture:  like seeing twins as abominations and leaving them out in the forest to die, and like maintaining a society with a permanent outcast group.


For the first two thirds of the book, we as readers are caught up and mesmerized by the traditional Ibo view of the world.  People live close to nature, which is filled with spirits, both good and evil.
  Harmony and balance, especially in relation to the great goddess of the earth, are important to maintain for the community to thrive.  There is one main priestess for the village in the novel, who consults with an Oracle in a round hole in the side of a hill.  Every person has a unique, personal god-agent called a chi, representative of the supreme god, and responsible for one's success in life, although one can change one's fate by working very hard at it.


The main character of the book is Okonkwo, a great warrior and leader, who has more-than-life-sized virtues as well as vices.  He's full of energy and courage.  But he's also afraid of ever appearing weak.   He's respected among his people and his achievements are revered -- not only his prowess in inter-tribal wars but also his skill as a farmer raising the local staple, yams.  But he has a short temper and beats his wives.   When the Oracle decrees that a young prisoner of war who had lived in his household for three years must be killed, Okonkwo executes him, even after being warned by an elder, "That boy calls you father.  Do not bear a hand in his death."
  Afterwards his emotional suffering is huge, and his own oldest natural son is forever distanced from him.  Okonkwo is later banished from his village for seven years when a gun he fires as part of a salute at a funeral explodes and kills a bystander.  But he rebuilds his life in a new location and thrives again.


While he's in exile, though, the first Christian missionaries come to his ancestral village, led by the first white man anyone's ever seen.  They build a church there, and begin to make converts from the traditional Ibo religion.  They also come to the village where Okonkwo is now living in exile.  When a white missionary first speaks publicly, through an interpreter, "about this new God, the Creator of all the world and of all the men and women," he explains that, "good men who worship the true God live forever in His happy kingdom."  A local person asks, "If we leave our gods and follow your god, who will protect us from the anger of our neglected gods and ancestors?"  The white missionary replies, "Your gods are not alive and cannot do you any harm.  They are pieces of wood and stone."  But, "When this was interpreted to the [Ibos]...they broke into derisive laughter.  These [Christian] men must be mad, they said to themselves."
  Most readers at this point in the book are so thoroughly aligned with the Ibo worldview that we also feel there's something fundamentally awry with these Christians too.


But Okonkwo's oldest son becomes a convert.  As explained in the text, "It was not the mad logic of the Trinity that captivated him. He did not understand it.  It was the poetry of the new religion, something felt in the marrow.  [It] seemed to answer a vague and persistent question that haunted his young soul -- the question of twins...[abandoned to die] in the bush, and the question of Ikemefuna who was killed [by his father after living in his family for three years]."
  When Okonkwo learns that his son has become a Christian, in a fury he almost chokes and beats his son to death.  His son leaves the household and never returns.  Ultimately he converts his mother and his brothers and sisters to the new faith too.


Then when Okonkwo returns to his ancestral village after seven years in exile, he learns that the church has become quite strong there too.  Parents of twins who have been saved from dying in the forest have joined.  Outcasts and lowborn people have joined.   Even some tribally worthy and wealthy people have joined.  Along with the church, the white men have now brought a government, with police and a court and a jail.  As one of Okonkwo's friends explains, "The white man is very clever.  He came quietly and peaceably with his religion.  We were amused at his foolishness and allowed him to stay.  Now he has won our brothers, and our clan can no longer act like one.  He has put a knife on the things that held us together and we have fallen apart."


However, we learn that Mr. Brown, the white missionary, actually tries not to be divisive and is "very firm in restraining his flock from provoking the wrath of the clan."  He preaches against excess of zeal in condemning traditional Ibo religion, and he makes "friends with some of the great men of the clan."  He engages in interfaith dialogue, learning particulars of the Ibo tradition and comparing his Christian supreme God to the Ibo supreme God, Chukwu.  He explains that "In my religion Chukwu is a loving Father and need not be feared by those who do His will."  ("Thy kingdom come, thy will be done, on earth, as it is in heaven.")  Mr. Brown builds a school and a hospital in the village, and there's a genuinely positive effect for the populace in terms of education and health care. 
  


So, what have we learned about the kingdom of God through the fresh eyes of people newly introduced to Christianity?   It's committed to the flourishing of all people, no matter what their background.  It has a strong social justice dimension, protecting and defending the outcast, the condemned twins, the lowborn, and the disadvantaged.  It has a strong social service dimension, building hospitals and schools to help people find greater physical health and knowledge along with spiritual health and wisdom.  Its king, its supreme God, is a loving Father who's not to be feared.  
But the Ibo people learn as well not to relate the Kingdom of God too closely to the church in the world.  For following Mr. Brown, a new white missionary comes to the village, named the Reverend James Smith.  He openly condemns what he considers "Mr. Brown's policy of compromise and accommodation."  He sees things as black and white, with the "world as a battlefield in which the children of light... [are] locked in mortal conflict with the sons of darkness."  He encourages over-zealous converts, such as "the son of the [local] snake-priest who was believed to have killed and eaten the sacred python."  This parishioner violently unmasks a man who is dressed up as one of the ancestral spirits of the village at the annual ceremony in honor of the earth goddess.  The next day the church is burned to the ground.  Then the white District Commissioner arrests six leaders of the village, imprisons them, and says they will not be released until the village has paid a substantial fine that he imposes.  The court messengers then tell the villagers that their leaders will be hung if the fine isn't paid, and rumors begin to spread that soldiers are on the way to shoot all the people of the village.  The fine is paid, with the court messengers taking an extra 25% bribe, and the six leaders are released.  The next day, when the White District Commissioner sends court messengers to stop a village meeting, Okonkwo kills the head messenger.  He then commits suicide before he can be arrested. 


The novel ends with the District Commissioner thinking about the book he plans to write, to be entitled, The Pacification of the Primitive Tribes of the Lower Niger.  He thinks to himself, "The story of this man who had killed a [court] messenger and hanged himself would make interesting reading.  One could almost write a whole chapter on him.  Perhaps not a whole chapter, but a reasonable paragraph at any rate.  There was so much else to include, and one must be firm in cutting out details."


"The kingdom of heaven is like a mustard seed that someone took and sowed in his field; it is the smallest of all the seeds, but when it has grown it is the greatest of shrubs and becomes a tree, so that the birds of the air come and make nests in its branches."

BENEDICTION
And now, may we have faith in life to do wise planting,

That the generations to come may reap even more abundantly than we.

May we be bold in bringing to fruition the golden dreams

Of human love and justice.

This we ask that the fields of promise become fields of reality.  AMEN.








Emil Gudmundson
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