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The other day I finally got to my optician, where I ‘should have gone’ a long time ago. In spite of several reminders I kept postponing the visit because of the pandemic and lockdowns etc. But now I was there and as the usual preliminary questions were asked, it came out in the conversation that I was a minister of religion. The person who took my details suddenly asked – without even looking up from the papers – ‘So, is Jesus coming back then?’ I was so taken aback by the question that I couldn’t answer right away. At that point the person looked up and saw my surprised expression and quickly apologised saying, ‘O I am sorry, I shouldn’t have asked that, it was inappropriate’ and swiftly proceeded with the examination as if nothing had happened.


Having thought about it afterwards a number of things came to me that I could have said, starting with ‘this is not as simple a question as it sounds, because...’, but somehow I don’t think any of the theological arguments I had in mind would have satisfied my questioner. It was not what this person was after. In spite of the casual way the subject was raised, I think it has come from somewhere deeper, where an underlying uncertainty lives. Why are things so bad? Why can’t we trust our leaders to solve situations crying out for something better? Is there anything in what some of these religious people believe about their Jesus, who may be the answer? But then where is he? Is he coming, or not? Why the delay?


In the middle of all this reflection came today’s gospel passage about a returning master and about treasures, things or people we hold in the highest regard, that dominate our lives and guide all our decisions, and according to Jesus, the place where our heart is. One commentator defined treasure in this biblical sense, as that which can be described to others in a way that they understand it. For example, a way that communicates to them what our faith means to us. Now there is a challenge! For this doesn’t come naturally to most of us. 
We can talk about the people we love, about our possessions we are proud of, about our favourite projects we are involved in. But when it comes to the things that really keep us going, the source where our energy comes from, the roots that nourish us even in adversity, we somehow dry up. We lack the appropriate language and this may be one reason why we shy away from talking about it. Also, most of us have no fully worked out ‘theology’, as it were. We have inherited truths we cherish. We have personal experiences, which we cannot deny, but can’t always interpret, we have ongoing quests and half-answered questions – in other words we are still very much a work in progress. Should that stop us from sharing what we have? I don’t think so. I love the way Jesus encourages his disciples, who must have felt similarly inadequate: ‘Have no fear, little flock; for your Father has chosen to give you the Kingdom’. There is such tenderness in this, such understanding of their doubts and hesitations and such a gift of hope, which puts everything in a larger and deeper context, in the context of God’s kingdom, which has already been given to them.


We too need this encouragement, in which there is no condemnation of seeking or having treasures, just a way of directing our attention to the impermanent nature of some of our chosen treasures and the dangers of getting too attached to them.  Yes, they are close to our hearts, they fill us with joy, they make us get up in the morning. They may be different for different people. You must know what it is that you treasure the most. And treasure here doesn’t just mean wealth. It can be such things as social status, prestige, comfort, intelligence, independence and so on. Just be aware that there may be circumstances which may change your mind about them.

 The story goes about a boy who set his heart on a particular toy, a kaleidoscope, which was like a Holy Grail to him.  Every penny he could get hold of was saved up for the kaleidoscope and eventually he was able buy it only to be stolen by the neighbourhood bully boy. So he had to start saving again and finally got the money together. He was riding his bike to the shop so hard, it got broken, so now the money had to go toward repairing the bike. Another lot of saving ensued and the boy finally got to the shop to get the toy. But there he was told the toy had sold out and they won’t be selling it anymore. Several years passed, the boy has grown up, had a job but has never forgotten his childhood dream, the kaleidoscope. So once, when he was given a bonus he found a Vintage Toy Shop and bought his treasure. He could hardly wait to get out of the shop to look into his kaleidoscope and not seeing where he was going he bumped into a beautiful young woman scattering her shopping all over the road. Of course, he dashed over to help her and as he did, he stepped on the fallen down kaleidoscope and broke it. A sorry end to a heroic tale about a lost treasure, you would think.

 But, not a bit of it, according to the man who told the story about himself. The beautiful young woman later became his wife and that’s how he summed up his experience: ‘I didn’t know where I was supposed to be until I’ve arrived’. Is Jesus talking about something like this? That the real treasure is found somewhere else than we normally look for it? And that when it is found it puts everything else in a totally different perspective? 


Or, a contemporary story: just think about the people who were thought important and treasured above others before the lockdown a couple years ago: The celebrities, film stars, sports personalities and the like. But come the pandemic and people, who had been largely disregarded before doing mundane jobs, became ‘key workers’. NHS staff, shop workers, delivery drivers, paramedics etc. Suddenly, we were made to revaluate who we treasured. One can only hope that this wasn’t just a fleeting necessity!

In the parable about the servants waiting for their master’s arrival there is a period of uncertainty, when the servants have to respond to the delay. They can just use the time to please themselves, or they can stay prepared expecting the master at any time and work as if the master were already present. It is the predicament the early churches have found themselves in and it is the same as the Christian Church is living in now. Parts of the Church take literally some of the apocalyptic visions of Scripture with the violent arrival of a Judge, who sorts out all the problems by punishing the sinful and rewarding the righteous. But for the rest of us we rely in faith on all we know of Jesus, his teachings and behaviour both in his earthly life and in his resurrected form. In the parable the Master arrives not to judge but to bring happiness and joy with him, coming, as he does from a wedding feast ready to continue the party and to serve all those waiting for him.

I think the point is, that we do not have to wait for a crisis situation for looking at our ‘treasures’ and trying to develop a kind of healthy detachment from them. They may be really good things, but they may also disappoint us, they may be broken, they may change and ultimately we have to give them up any way, when we come to the end of our lives. In contrast to these earthly treasures Jesus is talking about ‘never-failing treasures in heaven’. And heaven is not simply the afterlife. For Jesus, it is a short-hand for living with God or in the kingdom of God, where life is lived as it was meant to be both here and now and in the hereafter.

 On my regular route between my home and church I drive through a lovely wooded area, which looks gorgeous all through the year.  It is full of flowering Rhododendrons in the spring, it is lush, deep green now and it will soon turn into flaming autumn colours. In the middle of all this living beauty there stands the striking outline of a leafless dried up tree. It has no business to be there, it is dead, yet miraculously it is still held upright by its deep root system, I suppose, and by the cradle of the surrounding living trees. I find it a strangely comforting sight, both for now and for whatever may come later. We do not know what happens after this life, but Jesus’ promise is that the treasure of living with God, being rooted in the love of God is the best possible way of being both here and there.

I am still not quite sure how could I have said all this in a few words at the opticians, but I would like to finish with an Affirmation of Faith, which goes some way to attempt it. It comes from the Revd Jenny Mills, the URC’s Secretary for Education and Learning and a one-time fellow student of mine at Mansfield College, Oxford:

We believe in heaven on earth, here and now.

We believe we all have a part to play in being, bringing and celebrating the love of God, joining in where God is already at work.

This we do because of all we have received and all we know.

This we do as we anticipate the world finally becoming true to the vision of ultimate peace, joy and love being the way of the world.

This we do because God is. 
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