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  Matthew 13:31-33, 46–52 !
Heaven’s imperial rule is like leaven a woman took and hid in three measures of flour. !
When I went to Dunedin to study at the Theological Hall, I got work at the St Andrew’s St Church of 
Christ. They had set up a coffee bar ministry in NE Valley. One of our regulars was a young man who had 
fallen out with his Brethren church and was excluded from table fellowship. He wanted company and we 
provided some of it, but during the times we sat with him he would not eat or drink. We were puzzled by 
this, but he was clear he could not eat with those outside the fellowship no matter how hospitable we were. !
What is this parable about? On the face of it it seems a simple enough image, I mean, I’ve got a bread 
maker and regularly put yeast in flour and three hours late – I’ve got bread. In that light it translates simply 
into our culture and we can carry on. Yeast works away unseen and we as Christians are to be like yeast, 
leavening society so that the church grows, and society becomes more Christ-like. It is a parable about 
growth, or is it? Because read like that there is no real challenge to any attitude the hearer or reader might 
have – it is just a useful little illustration. !
None of Jesus’ parables are like that though, they’re never simple little illustrations. They always have an 
unexpected edge to them, something that grates as it were which challenges even the best (or worst) of us to 
rethink our standpoint. A simple example is the good Samaritan – the order of men coming down the road 
goes priest, Levite, and the next one expected would have been a Pharisee who would have done the right 
thing, except it was the hated Samaritan. In answering the question “Who is my neighbour?” Jesus says one 
of them can come to the aid one of us. The walls we have erected must come down so there is no more us/
them. That’s the shocking bit – we’re not to have walls at all. !
So what’s there to shock here? If you’ve been reading most modern translations the parable usually says she 
took and mixed the leaven, after all that’s what you do. Except the original text uses a word which 
means“concealed” or “hid”. One translation guide says “Hid is translated as “mixes” by TEV, which seems 
more appropriate in this context.” Yes it seems more appropriate but the word is not translated that way in 
any other place, so why do so here? What is the problem about hiding leaven? !
Well the first problem with leaven comes from the Bible itself. The earliest reference is in Exodus where in 
association with the Passover feast we read, “Seven days you shall eat unleavened bread; on the first day you 
shall remove leaven from your houses, for whoever eats leavened bread from the first day until the seventh 
day shall be cut off from Israel.” That seems rather severe. In fact all the references to leaven in the Old 
Testament have the same idea. Leaven is not kosher, in every sense of that word. Leaven is seen as 
something that corrupts. Comparisons are made of decomposing animal corpses with the fermentation of 
yeast, and so leaven is in the class of unclean things as a result. !
Both Jesus and Paul use the image of leaven negatively. Jesus uses the word to describe the very people who 
want to keep the social order pure and holy – the Pharisees. So here at the beginning of the parable the very 
word leaven associated with corruption, Jesus uses as a symbol of the kingdom of God, the holy reign of the 
pure one. That which is unholy is being used as a picture of the holy, surely that can’t be correct. !
That imagery is extended by a woman doing the concealing. Without oversimplifying, we can recognise the 
role of women is complex. Generally they were at a disadvantage in a highly structured patriarchal society. 
In religion, especially trough the purity codes, women were placed at a disadvantage, and moved between 
states of being viewed as clean and unclean far more frequently than men would. While in the normal run 
of village life a woman would be preparing the dough for baking, a woman’s role as a symbol of the sacred 
becomes a problem for the listeners, especially as she is concealing corruption in the bread dough. 



!
Now the amount of flour is important. Three measures! Those who knew their Genesis would know that 
three measures of flour was how much Sarah took to prepare cakes for the visit of the messengers from 
God. That is a clue because it points to an open hospitality given to the stranger. Three measures! That is 
enough to feed a hundred people. This is no small thing she is doing. She has some serious hospitality going 
on here. And the leavening goes on working the flour until it is all finished – or is it, all corrupted? Then 
what? !
The parable doesn’t say, but unlike me with my loaf tins or bread maker, she won’t be baking at home. That 
is a very modern western practice. In much of the world in villages there is a communal bakery where 
people bring their prepared bread dough to bake. Often they were a focal point for the community, with a 
central location. The bakehouse could be a place for women to socialise and exchange news. In places where 
a baker presided over the oven, it might be young people and children who got a chance to meet while 
handing in dough and picking up loaves.  !
As I was reading around this I found how this has come to be important in the war in Syria. The Assad 
regime has been targeting these communal bakehouses with rockets at times when there are most people 
likely to be there. Bakeries are the centre of city and village life in the Arab Mediterranean; they symbolise 
cooperation, the social contract. Bread is synonymous with food, as in the Biblical daily bread, and even 
with life itself. Because of these dual roles—of symbol and sustenance, body and spirit—bread is also an 
excellent tool for controlling a hungry and impoverished population. !
But back to the parable. The woman will be taking her dough to the bakery, her leavened dough, to be 
baked in the communal oven. Pitas, tortillas, roti, flat breads– they’re all unleavened. This woman will cause 
a stir when she turns up with her huge quantity of leavened dough. She is entertaining, but who? Who does 
God include in the divine feast? What does God feed them with? The Holy feeding with the unholy?  !
To get a sense of how powerful this is, one of Scott’s students dying of breast cancer, reframed it like this. 
“God’s overwhelming love is like cancer that invaded a woman’s breast until it had consumed all of her, 
even her Sunday finery.” He comments “It is just as difficult to conceive of God’s love as breast cancer as it 
is the empire of God as leaven. Yet, in her recasting the parable, she could see God was with her even in her 
struggle with cancer.  !
So for us today, for whom would this parable be good news and for whom is it bad news? Is it good news 
for women who need to hear that they are given a major role in the empire of God just the way they are, 
doing normal everyday activities? Or how about those who would be seen as leaven by the righteous and 
holy ones? Surely for them this parable assures them that the empire of God is like them. All those who are 
unable to observe the purity codes are the leaven, the ones cut off from table fellowship, who are excluded 
from the activities of “proper” society. “Blessed are the poor” is not a commendation for the bottom 15% as 
it would be here in NZ, but to at least 80% who lived at subsistence levels in first century Palestine. !
The ones who would take offence at the parable are those who were doing well under the current regime. 
For them it spells out that God is not like what they imagined, or how the scriptures predicted. God was 
not like holy unleavened bread, but leavened. The boundary of the Sacred is eliminated. It subverts the 
hearer's ready dependency on the rules of the sacred, the predicability of what is good, and warns that 
instead the expected evil that corrupts may indeed turn out to be of the kingdom.  How would my young 
man cope with this? But then he is not alone. Many of the unspoken codes we set up exclude rather than 
include. The kingdom of heaven, the empire of God, the fellowship of the church is, I am utterly 
convinced, a place of complete and open hospitality excluding no one and accepting everyone as they are. 
In all we do as a community we have to keep the doors wide open, the table full and the grace of God will 
leaven everything, and that nuclides us too !
The Word of Jesus is among us. Hear that Word.


