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Earthy Wisdom, Part 3: Parable of the Leaven 
Guest sermon by Deena Wolfe 

First Congregational Church of Eugene 
January 25, 2026 

 
May the Words of my mouth and the meditations of our hearts be pleasing to you O God, our 
strength, and our redeemer. 
 
The Parable of the Leaven (Matthew 4:33-34) 
 
33 He told them still another parable: “The kingdom of heaven is like yeast that a woman took 
and mixed into three measures of flour (or about sixty pounds)[a] until it worked all through the 
dough.” 
34 Jesus spoke all these things to the crowd in parables; he did not say anything to them without 
using a parable. 
 
Why did Jesus use parables? 
 
When someone uses metaphors or parables, the brain undergoes a complex process involving 
multiple brain regions. Here is what happens in the brain: 

Metaphors activate visual processing centers: They tap into the brain's visual neurons, linking 
words to images and creating mental stories that help explain complex concepts.  

Both hemispheres are involved: The left hemisphere is responsible for semantic processing, 
while the right hemisphere contributes to figurative language, including metaphors.  

Sensory regions become active: Metaphors can activate sensory areas traditionally related to 
real experiences, enhancing the understanding and memory of abstract concepts.  

Emotional engagement: Metaphors can evoke strong emotional responses, making them more 
relatable and memorable.  

These processes illustrate how metaphors and parables are not just figures of speech but are 
integral to how we think and communicate. They allow us to share our experiences and 
perspectives, using language that demonstrates our unique understanding of the world. 

Jesus told stories that his audience could relate to, and that will help us use our whole minds to 
understand. 

On the surface, this parable’s meaning is simple – Jesus is saying “If you work even a tiny 
experience of heaven into someone’s life, it is capable of transforming their entire life.” 

This is the leaven of wholeheartedness. 

The Glory of God is a person living “fully alive.” Living fully alive to me means I am sincerely 
striving to serve God in some way – serving wholeheartedly – not under a feeling of duty or 
obligation. A student once asked the late Rev Howard Thurman how he should go about 
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 2 

choosing a Godly career path. Thurman responded, “Do not ask what the world needs. Ask 
what makes you come alive and do it. Because what the world needs is people who have come 
alive.” I would say living “fully alive.” 

Living fully alive will produce something that, like bread, feeds not only ourselves but many 
others. Sometimes we get caught up in thinking that serving God means it must be something 
“church” related, yet this parable about the kingdom of God being like leaven in bread dough is 
encouraging us to think about serving God in broader terms. If we focus on the 
wholeheartedness of our efforts – not the churchiness – then the parable could say “the 
kingdom of heaven is like a person who labors wholeheartedly. The results of their sincerity 
spread far beyond the amount of their labor. 

When my mom was on hospice, one of the things on her bucket list was to spend time with a 
horse. The volunteer coordinator knew someone who had a horse and brought ladybug the 
horse to where she was staying. Mom got to groom, talk to and spend time with the horse. It 
was a magical moment. This was a taste of the kingdom of heaven for me and for her. I see this 
same wholehearted attitude to care for people in the social workers, nurses, administrative 
assistants, and others I work with in hospice. 

A conductor is looking for the “light in the eyes” of the instrumentalists being directed. What 
causes your eyes to “light up?” This may be what God is calling you to do to serve the world in 
some way. 

The Leaven of Extravagant Hospitality 

There are other meanings to this parable that Jesus Jewish listeners would have understood 
more than we do. 

The amount of flour the woman was using was “three measures” which equates to about sixty 
pounds. The typical bag of flour I buy at the grocery store is 32 OZ which is about two pounds. 
So, this woman is working with thirty of those size bags. That is an enormous amount of flour 
that this woman is kneading. This would not have been lost on Jesus ancient audience. 

There is another ancient story where “three measures” of flour is used and this is with 
Abraham’s wife Sarah who baked bread for three strangers who walk by their camp, using 
exactly three measures of flour.  

 
Genesis 18:1-8 
18 The Lord appeared to Abraham near the great trees of Mamre while he was sitting at the 
entrance to his tent in the heat of the day. 2 Abraham looked up and saw three men standing 
nearby. When he saw them, he hurried from the entrance of his tent to meet them and bowed 
low to the ground. 
3 He said, “If I have found favor in your eyes, my lord,[a] do not pass your servant by. 4 Let a little 
water be brought, and then you may all wash your feet and rest under this tree. 5 Let me get 
you something to eat, so you can be refreshed and then go on your way—now that you have 
come to your servant.” 
“Very well,” they answered, “do as you say.” 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Genesis%2018&version=NIV#fen-NIV-428a
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6 So Abraham hurried into the tent to Sarah. “Quick,” he said, “get three measures of the finest 
flour and knead it and bake some bread.” 
7 Then he ran to the herd and selected a choice, tender calf and gave it to a servant, who 
hurried to prepare it. 8 He then brought some curds and milk and the calf that had been 
prepared, and set these before them.  
 
Think about the generosity and hospitality provided. Abraham begs these men to turn aside 
from their path so that he and Sarah can address their every need – especially in the food 
department. Not only did Sarah bake this mountain of bread, but they provided a fatted calf of 
beef along with fresh cheese curds and milk. That is a lot of food for three people. 

This might seem extreme to us, but when understood in the ancient Near Eastern context – in 
ancient cultures throughout the region – there was a well-established custom to offer 
extravagant hospitality to strangers. 

Think about taking a road trip at that time. They did not have convenience stores or drive 
through lanes, or a hotel to stop at. If you did not bring what you needed for the journey and 
you ran out of food and water, that was a problem, you could die if not well supplied. No one 
wanted to face that reality themselves if they were the ones travelling. 

If you were travelling and entered a village, you would be recognized as a stranger. Inevitably 
someone would come up and beg you come stay with them. The custom was to initially refuse, 
and then the host would become more insistent that you could not refuse. You might respond 
that you were “just passing through and going to draw water from the well before moving on.”  
The host would say, come use our water and a nice tub to soak your feet. It would be an honor 
to host you for the night in one of our super soft beds. We can have a delicious meal and then 
send you on your way with leftovers!” 

Back and forth the exchange would go until it was clear that the guest was not needy or 
begging for anything and the host was not being imposed upon and was offering hospitality out 
of genuine interest, not obligation. This also was a way for hosts and their family and friends to 
get the latest news from wherever you were travelling from.  

This is the backdrop of the story of Abraham and Sarah entertaining the three strangers. They 
are a great model of hospitality – and what they offer is extravagant even for their day. 

You might say – well I do not have the means or desire to cook a 5-course meal for anyone! In 
fact, I do not even like to cook! You do not have to. Jesus used this example because his 
audience understood that is what extravagant hospitality looked like in their culture. You can 
provide extravagant hospitality in small ways which still reflects the extravagant nature of the 
kingdom of God. My mom provided extravagant hospitality by “rounding up.” If she owed 
someone money, and the bill was $18.30, she never rounded down – she always rounded up 
and not to $19, no she would round up to $20. She did this with the gifts that she gave to the 
mail person or the newspaper person. She did not know them, but she provided wholehearted 
extravagant hospitality in those small ways. She was the church’s housekeeper for a couple of 
churches where I served. She wanted the church to be clean and be a welcoming place when 
people came in, and she did this wholeheartedly. She did this as long as she could, even when 
she was diagnosed with cancer. This is extravagant hospitality to me. When I was living in a 
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two-bedroom apartment, I kept a twin bed in my second room because I wanted to be ready 
to provide hospitality if someone was in need.  

This reflects the kingdom of God – acting with wholeheartedness and passion, and extravagant 
hospitality. It all needs to be in balance – too much yeast causes a problem with bread and the 
body! 

Lastly, here is one other significant message in the Parable of the Leaven which his audience 
would have noticed – this is the concept of Sabbath Leaven. In a Jewish household, it was the 
woman’s job to make fresh bread for Shabbat or the Sabbath. She would knead the dough and 
bake the bread, so that at the beginning of the meal she would light the Shabbat candle and lead 
the family in a special blessing of the bread. 

You might know that the Jewish Sabbath extends from sundown on Friday to sundown on 
Saturday. It is a time when you gather for a great meal with family and friends – a meal that is 
supposed to be worthy of royalty. Then the rest of Sabbath is not doing anything resembling 
work – so you can do three activities – praying, playing, and “practicing” hospitality and 
conjugality as a family. 

The fact the bread was baked by women specially for the grand and joyous Sabbath meal would 
not have been lost on Jesus audience. They might have remembered the story of Abraham and 
Sarah, and they also might have thought about a typical Jewish mother making Sabbah Challah 
for an unusually large crowd.  

So how does keeping the Sabbath replicate the Kingdom of Heaven on earth? The parable could 
read something like “The kingdom of heaven is like a large sabbath meal, wholeheartedly 
prepared. One that includes your family, friends, and other people whose need for a satisfying 
meal may be greater than you think. 

The regular keeping of Sabbath not only replicates an experience of heaven on earth 1 day per 
week, but also to help a person connect with God and others that help through the other six 
days. The Sabbath is like yeast that makes its way into the dough of our whole week. Yeast in 
bread is crucial for bread’s texture, flavor, and aroma. It also contributes to crust color and can 
enhance digestibility and nutrient availability, especially in bread such as sourdough. 

When you find your passion and serve wholeheartedly in that passion, provide extravagant 
hospitality with what you have been given, and allow the Sabbath to refill and encourage you, 
you become a part of helping the kingdom of God on earth be accessible to others!  

Why not start today? 

 
Benediction: 
God may we live wholeheartedly as a reflection of the kingdom of God on earth 
Lead us and guide us as we leave this place to touch others we meet with your light and love 
And may your Spirit blow a refreshing wind upon us that we can share. 
Amen 
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Reflection and Discussion Questions 
Here are a few questions related to the sermon for personal reflection and small group conversation. 

 

1. Where Leaven Has a Body 
 
The podcast conversation invites us to notice hidden, quiet movements of God. Deena’s 
sermon grounds that movement in real people and real acts of care. 
 
Where have you seen the “kingdom of God” take on flesh lately—through someone’s work, presence, 
or attentiveness? 
What made that moment feel real rather than abstract? 
 
2. Wholeheartedness in Ordinary Places 
 
Deena reframed service not as “church work,” but as wholehearted presence wherever life has 
placed us. 
 
Where in your daily life are you already showing up with sincerity—even if it feels small or unnoticed? 
How does it change your sense of calling to think of that as holy work? 
 
3. Hospitality When You Don’t Have Much to Give 
 
The podcast questions honor exhaustion and fragility. The sermon adds the insight that 
hospitality doesn’t require abundance—only intention. 
 
What kind of hospitality feels possible for you right now—given your limits, not despite them? 
What would “extravagant” hospitality look like if extravagance were measured by care rather than 
scale? 
 
4. Sabbath as Quiet Resistance 
 
Where the podcast invites patience and trust in slow transformation, the sermon names 
Sabbath as the practice that makes such trust possible. 
 
What currently threatens your capacity to rest or delight? 
How might even a small Sabbath practice become leaven for the rest of your week? 
 
Optional Integration Question (for groups with time) 
 
After reflecting on both the podcast and the sermon, what feels like one faithful posture—not a 
solution—that you want to carry into the coming week? 
 


