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Last week, Ernie kicked off our Lent sermon series. He reminded us of an old proverb that says, “We do not see 
things as they are, we see things as we are.” Jesus came to change this - to offer a new, radical way of seeing the 
world. Throughout Lent, we are exploring this new way of seeing and considering the spiritual practices help us 
to do this. One way that Christians have sought to see the world differently is by looking for the Kingdom of 
God, which is what we’ll think about today.  

Let’s begin with prayer – 

“Holy God, as we listen to your word, open our eyes, so that we might see your great kingdom around us. 
Amen. 

Our scripture passage today is short, but also poignant. Listen for God’s voice in this reading from the gospel of 
Luke chapter 17 verses 20 and 21. 

Once Jesus was asked by the Pharisees when the kingdom of God was coming, and he answered, “The kingdom 
of God is not coming with things that can be observed; nor will they say, ‘Look, here it is!’ or ‘There it is!’ For, 
in fact, the kingdom of God is among you.”  

Mashama Bailey is featured in the Netflix documentary “Chef’s Table.” Mashama is an African American lead 
chef and partner at “The Grey,” a fine dining restaurant in Savannah, GA. “The Grey” is located in an old 
greyhound bus station that was once segregated with a colored waiting room. While Mashama was born in the 
Bronx, she traveled throughout her childhood to spend the summer with her grandmother and other family in 
Savannah. It was in her grandmother and her mother’s kitchen that she developed a love for southern cooking. 
And through her chef training, she had also developed a passion for French dining and the ways that such 
cuisine overlaps with traditional southern cooking.  

When Mashama was invited to be the head chef and partner as “The Grey” was opening, she couldn’t pass it up. 
She worked and worked on her first menu. But when she sent the first copy of her menu to her mentor in New 
York, her mentor said,  

“This food is all over the place. I don’t know what this menu is telling me. It’s not really telling me a story.” 

Something was missing. 

One day Mashama went to a restaurant called, “The Mayflower,” one of those classic southern diners. As she 
tasted the food, she remembered her grandmother’s kitchen. And her mother’s Sunday dinners. 

It was an “aha” moment, Mashama says. And she set off to reacquaint herself with the South, reading about the 
first African American chefs in the country, networking in the local farmers market, picking that famous East 
African crop spread here through slavery - okra. And she spent time with oyster farmers in the border islands on 
the Georgia coast where many African Americans moved after emancipation. 

Mashama says, “I was soaking in all that heritage and all that knowledge. And there’s a sadness that comes with 
that. But there’s also this great sense of pride because you look at the beauty of survival. The fruitfulness of 
hope. You realize how resilient your culture is.” 



The Grey is now one of Savannah’s most popular restaurants and has been featured with a Certificate of 
Excellence on Yelp since 2016.1 

There was a beautiful story right in Mashama’s midst, but she had to train her eyes to see it.2 

The Kingdom of God is among you. 

Rev. Richard Joyner is a pastor in Canetoe (Ca-Knee-Ta) - a rural area with a population of about 300 in 
Eastern North Carolina. Canetoe was a food desert with a high rate of diabetes, strokes, and heart disease. 
Mental health concerns were increasing due to the stress.  And as a result, Rev. Joyner found himself doing a 
ton of funerals - 2 to 3 funerals a month, even for folks in their 30s and 40s.  He watched the devastation of 
families and felt overwhelmed and helpless that he “couldn’t stop the chronic disease.” Now, things are 
different. With the creation of Canetoe Family Life Center, once a small garden and now 21 acres of farmland, 
Rev. Joyner and his congregation are now able to provide fresh food to the community. They are now spending 
$4,000 less a month on prescription pills. And the number of funerals has slowed. Rev. Joyner says, “We are 
united around saving lives together.” 

He says that the idea for Canetoe Family Life Center came “when one day I pulled on the side of the road and 
really started praying. I wanted to know what could I do. I had an epiphany saying, open your eyes and look 
around. And I opened my eyes and all I saw was fields.3 

He knew that he had to turn those fields into food, and the rest is history.  

The Kingdom of God is among you. 

310 individuals died of homicide in Baltimore City in 2018 alone and 343 in 2017. At a prayer vigil honoring 
the victims, a mother of one of the victims stood up to read some of the names. Overwhelmed, she could not 
continue, and another mother of another victim went up to read instead. This mother found where the previous 
mother had left off, and she began to read. She quickly realized that the next name on the list was her son’s. She 
read her son’s name “loud and clear” and then turned the page to continue reading. At this point, she must have 
had, as one pastor put it, “a holy vision.”4 Because she “took a deep breath and read the next name – it was the 
name of the young man who killed her son.” 

The Kingdom of God is among you. 

About 2000 years ago a great rabbi – Jesus of Nazareth -  was born. He claimed to be the Messiah, the Savior, 
and he taught a lot about the Kingdom of God.  

While most kingdoms are run by the rich, this rabbi said, “Blessed are you who are poor, for yours is the 
kingdom of God.” (Lk 6:20)  

While most kingdoms feature the adults, this rabbi said, “Let the little children come to me … for it is such as 
these that the Kingdom of God belongs.” (Lk 18:17) 

While most kingdoms glorify their past, this rabbi looked to the future, saying, “No one who puts a hand to the 
plow and looks back is fit for the Kingdom of God.” (Lk 9:60) 

                                                           
1 https://www.eater.com/ 
2 Netflix, “A Chef’s Table,” Season 6, episode 1 
3 https://vimeo.com/282897376 
4 Andrew Foster Connors, “If God Were in Charge,” Brown Memorial Presbyterian Church, 21 January 2018, 
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While most rulers hold onto to power with all their might, this rabbi said, “It is God’s good pleasure to give you 
the kingdom.” (Lk 12:31) 

And while most kingdoms are well planned and organized, the rabbi shared that God’s kingdom is characterized 
by these crazy miracles and healings - “The Kingdom is like a mustard seed that grew and became a tree …. and 
like yeast mixed with three measures of flour until it was leavened.” (Lk 13:18, 20)  

He also said, “Cure the sick who are there, and say to them, “The Kingdom of God has come near.” (Lk 10:9) 

The rabbi’s followers heard these words, looked around at the chaotic world around them, and scratched their 
heads in confusion. They asked, 

“Where is this strange Kingdom?”  

The rabbi replied, “The Kingdom of God is among you.” (Lk 17:21). 

Hearing this, they followed up, asking, “What do we do when we find it?” 

He responded, “Go - heal, preach, and share the good news!” (Lk 4:43, 8:1, 9:60, 16:16). 

And so they did. 

The Kingdom of God is among you. 

Any gardener can teach you that there is a great deal of flourishing around us that can’t be seen on the surface. 
Turn over a bit of dirt and innumerable creatures are found. Carefully tuck in a tiny seed, add a little water and a 
lot of prayer, and in a few weeks, if you’re lucky, something green and fuzzy might poke through. 

There is flourishing around us, but we almost always have to dig under the surface to find it. And the same 
potential for flourishing is true for us as we look within ourselves as well. 

This past week the Westminster young adults watched the first video from the Servant Leadership School class 
that Ernie is teaching on Sunday nights. In the video, the instructor, Greg, shares his own story of near burnout. 
His wife had recently purchased a new, comfy chair, and she was spending a lot of time in it with her journal. 
Day after day he would watch her in that chair. And day after day he watched as she was transformed, with this 
aura of peace forming around her. Greg realized his own need for a chair to spend time in. He needed to 
personally experience God’s loving kindness. He was trying to share this loving kindness with the world, but he 
was finding he had less and less of it to share. 

Greg says, “You can’t give what you don’t have.” 

And I would add, “You can’t share what you don’t see.”5  

Seeing the kingdom can be the hardest part. The disciples weren’t the first ones to wonder where the kingdom 
is. In Jesus’ day, it was common to understand the kingdom as a distant hope. Throughout history, some have 
imagined the kingdom as some kind of “earthly utopia,” a place where humans live together in perfect harmony 
and sing kumbaya all day. Many have worked to bring such a utopia to fruition, but few of these communities 
have persisted for long. More recently, some have thought of God’s Kingdom as somewhere you go when you 
die, assuming you’ve been good enough.6 But none of these explanations really fit what Jesus says, that the 
Kingdom is among us. 

And if a kingdom of flourishing is among us, it sure is mixed in with a lot of pain, hurt, and rejection. 

                                                           
5 Servant Leadership School Second Breath video series, class number 1. 
6 Cynthia Borgeault, Encountering the Wisdom Genius, 2005. 



I must say the word “kingdom” a thousand times in this sermon, and nearly every time I can’t help but think of 
all the ways that this word has been used to exclude women like me. 

When I see rural areas like Canetoe out the car window on my way to the beach, I think things like, “I sure am 
glad I don’t live here.” When I see the many ways that our country is still divided by race, I think about the 
ways that the legacy of slavery still defines much of our nation’s life today. When I hear about Sincere Davis, a 
Paige High School college-bound senior and mere 18 years old, who died from a gunshot wound this week or I 
hear about another terrorist attack in a place of worship, I am overwhelmed by all the evil in the world. 

And I don’t have an answer to why these horrific things still happen if God’s Kingdom is among us. 

But I do believe that under the surface, there is flourishing, and it takes some awakening to see it. There are 
places where the most marginalized are lifted. There are people who experience healing. There are 
communities who work to ensure that all are provided for. Through hospital visits I witness a lot of miracles 
through medicine. We wake up each morning, and just this fact is a gift. 

Theologian Cynthia Borgeault says, “The Kingdom is not later, it’s lighter … You don’t die into it, you awaken 
into it.” 

There’s a reason why gratitude journals work. That is, intentionally listing each day what you are grateful for. 
The science is clear – no matter how convinced we are that we are good multi-taskers, we aren’t. Our brains can 
only focus on one thing at a time. And when we focus on what we appreciate, our brain are forced to take a 
break from focusing on our worries, frustrations, or sadness. And as we practice gratitude, it becomes easier and 
more natural.7 

Or in the case of our children’s time today, we practiced centering prayer. As we focus our hearts and minds on 
words like “Jesus,” or “Divine Love,” or “Mercy,” it becomes more natural to see these things in ourselves and 
then to see them in the world. 

Jesus is pretty clear we should look for the Kingdom of God around us. This doesn’t mean we have to “look for 
the good in everything” or claim that “tragedies happen for a reason.” But we are called to look for kingdom 
flourishing or miracles in our midst, and when we see them to share about them and join in the work when we 
can. 

Richard Joyner, feeling hopeless and helpless, pulled on the side of the road and cried out in desperation, 
listening for God’s voice. The voice reminded him, There is a Kingdom Among you. 

“This garden has changed our community’s life. It’s a place we can produce. It’s a place we can play. And it’s a 
place where we can live.” Joyner says.  

Friends, there is a place we can produce. There is a place we can play. And there is a place we can live. There is 
a kingdom among us. May we develop the eyes to see, and upon seeing, join in the work of the kingdom, and 
share that kingdom with others.  Amen.  
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