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The Kingdom of God is the model of Interculturalism
Sermon by Ji Zhang

Two years ago, I had an opportunity to research overseas. We spent 6 months in Boston, 
another 6 months in China. Between the US and China, we took a holiday in Europe. It 
was wonderful to see diverse European cultures. On the second last day, I went to see a 
theologian in German. I brought with me a single question. He has a great theological 
vision that God will become All and in all. So I asked him this question: if God 
becomes All and in all, does it mean every human being, in fact every single creature, 
will be taken into God? If so, will humans lose individuality? His answer was simple. 
Individual personalities will not be swallowed. When God becomes All and in all, God 
dwells immanently in all. Humans will discover the fullness of life in God. I then 
revealed to him my question had a Daoist origin. I also offered a Daoist answer to the 
one and many question. He understood me, because he had written a chapter on Chinese 
Daoism in his latest book. Our conversation lasted 2.5 hours. Finally I realised my wife 
Xixi was waiting for me, and we supposed to drive to Heidelberg in that night. 

What will be the Kingdom of God look like? In today’s Gospel reading there are five 
parables: the Kingdom of God is like a mustard seed, a small amount of yeast, a hidden 
treasure, a fine pearl, and a fishing net. These are familiar parables. Perhaps we have 
heard many sermons about them. But do we realise a simple fact? The parables are all 
about small things, a seed, yeast, a treasure, a pearl, and a net. Before the transfiguration 
of Jesus, during his healing ministry, he does not flood people’s mind with big ideas. 
Nor he is a Hollywood director, like Peter Jackson and Steven Spielberg, who recycle 
apocalyptic images to create visual impact. For Jesus, God’s Kingdom is as small as a 
mustard seed. Once it has been sowed into earth, it will grow into something big. The 
Kingdom is as humble as a spoon full of yeast. A woman takes and mixes in with tree 
measures of flour until all of it is leavened. The Kingdom is like a small treasure hidden 
in a field. A peasant has unearthed it. With great joy, he goes and sells everything. He 
risks everything, literally everything, for the hope to attain what he believes to be 
valuable. The Kingdom is like a merchant in search of fine pearls. Once he has found 
one of great value, he gives up all his possessions just for the single pearl.

Why do people risk all they have for a single thing? It is like someone who goes into 
ministry. To be the servants of Christ, our lives re-enact the life of the fisherman Peter, 
who has left his boat beyond to follow the call of Christ. All we have is a visionary 
hope. Like a peasant who found a treasure, a merchant who discovered a fine pearl, we 
too become single minded on an unrealised hope. In fact each disciple of Christ, we are 
in the same boat of Peter. We hope to capture that by which we have been captured. But 
human hope for something valuable, something wrest while does not solely belong to 
Christians. In this multicultural society, if we talk to migrants, especially refugees, we 
can hear living stories of hope. People leave family, friends, language, culture, and the 
whole social network behind them. Then they take the journey to Australia through 
various means. I remember on 11 December 1989, I arrived in Melbourne airport with 
one suitcase and U$ 110 in my pocket. I left China short after the Tianan Men Square 
incident. Like a quarter million Chinese students left China in that year, I was on 
voluntary exile. But life in Australia was hope against hope. For six years, I worked in 
factories as a cheap labour to feed myself and battled with racism. I maintained a valued 
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visa by studying theology. Two people at UFT thought I had knocked on the wrong 
door. The great Christian tradition, the heart of western civilisation, had nothing to do 
with this Chinese, who just wanted to get a visa. But with hope for new life, I waited six 
years, went through a four-year long legal battle, and won a visa as a political refugee.

What is a multicultural society made of? According to the last census, today a quarter of 
Australian population are migrants. Chinese has become the most spoken language 
other than English. In the department of medicine at Melbourne University, about 80% 
of incoming students are Asians. Most of them are the children of migrants who came to 
here 10-15 years ago. Recently an academic in Sydney wrote a book to critique the 
increasing trend of Asianisation. Australia has become too Asian and too soon. But in 
the Age this week, the business community urgently wants additional 50,000 skilled 
migrants this year. The biggest source is China. Last year three close friends of my wife 
came to Melbourne under this category. If we put all these pictures together, we begin 
to come to term with the society not just now, but next 10 years. UCA is facing a 
challenge. UCA is one of the least multicultural churches second last to Anglican 
Church. Why? In the last issue of Crosslight, there are two pages on multicultural 
ministry. It has maintained some achievements in the past and problems ahead.

I don’t want to recall the discussions, but bring your attention to an underlining issue. Is 
multiculturalism an external reality or an internal reality? Is it a social phenomenon that 
someone could tolerate and the others would keep a safe-comfortable distance? Or it is 
intrinsically a form of life close to the heart of every citizen? I believe, first of all it is an 
inner life, an inner virtue, and an inner plurality. But what will keep a multicultural 
society as well as an inner plurality intact?

In the epistle reading for today, Paul’s message to the Romans is inspirational. Paul 
suggests two things that keep a community intact: 1) the living-giving Spirit, and 2) the 
love of God. Let me share with you one at a time. Paul talks three attributes of the 
Spirit. First, the Spirit helps us in our weakness. Second, according to an ancient 
translation, in all things God works for the good. Third, Christ is the firstborn in the 
Kingdom of God formed by the Spirit. When put these three together, we have a picture 
of Paul’s idea about unity and plurality. Within the church, the Spirit assists people to 
overcome individual weakness. The Spirit moves people forward for a common 
purpose. It is the purpose of creation, namely the common good. Paul says God works 
through all things for this good. The Spirit keeps all creatures intact in a harmonious 
whole. This same Spirit is also very capable to keep to human society intact. This Spirit 
is capable to bring the dead Jesus into life. As Paul puts it, the risen Christ is at the right 
hand of God and intercedes for us. By forming a large family we will discover together 
the general resurrection from within.

What does the spirited community imply for multiculturalism? It implies the term 
multiculturalism itself is wrong. I never like the sociological term with a post-modern 
twist. I rather use the term intercultural ministry instead. Multiculturalism suggests a 
social plurality without any necessary unity, just like a bag of mixed vegetables. Plato 
warned people 2500 years ago: absolute democracy simply means a society without a 
guiding purpose. Post-modernism rejects Unitarianism celebrated by modernity, in 
which a society is governed by natural laws and universal reason. Modernity has 
produced the world of sameness. The world becomes shopping centres. No matter 
where you go, you have Safeway, Coles, Kmart, and Burnings, if you luck you find 
IGA at the far corner. The world becomes the many duplicated out of the same one. The 
very rejection of modernity cries out an ethical crisis. The masculine modernity has put 
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increasing pressure on each human to be in conformity with a single purpose, 
presumably evolutionary. European history has already tasted the bitterness of 
Colonialism and Nazism. Self-inflated righteousness has played an apocalyptic role to 
sort out bad fish from good fish. G. W. Bush and his comrade J. Howard want to play 
the same role in the war against terror. To put all in perspective, the god of modernity 
wanted to have the One Over Many structure. Now the goddess of post-modernity 
wants to have many without one.

But why can we have both one and many? The life-giving Spirit forms the body of 
Christ that contains parts. We don’t need to look into the transcendental sky for divine 
revelation. God has reveals the model of Interculturalism in everyone’s body. What 
brings various parts of the body together is life. Likewise to be a plural church 
essentially is to be an inter-cultural unity. In a meeting this year, someone asked me a 
question. I cannot remember the exact question. But I remember a troublesome tone in 
the question. It suggests Interculturalism is the sole responsibility of people like me. 
Presumably I need to learn to be a real OZ, drinking Forster, laying on the beach, 
cooking a BBQ, and pushing a lawn mower in my backyard. As the matter of fact, I 
have learned these OZ virtues, except I still don’t like Forster beer. I replied to him, 
Interculturalism is the business of everyone. It requires not only me to walk out of my 
home culture to be a part of the large society, but also people like you to walk out of 
your fenced up home to participate in my life. Having said that, perhaps too confronting 
for that man, I realised one thing on the way home. Interculturalism is all about building 
a community. But it adds the dimension that people have different cultural traditions. 
The model of Interculturalism is not a theory, but a way of life.

If different people are interwoven together by a common good, do we return to the 60’s 
model of the church? No. The common good are different. Menzies did not know about 
Asians, perhaps he did not want to know. Now Australia is one of the most cultural 
diverse countries in the world. How is it possible to attain an inner plurality and an 
intercultural life? Daoist thinker Lao zi said 2500 years ago: we should live like an 
ocean. He asks, why is ocean the greatest? Then he answers, because the ocean takes 
the lowliest position. By taking the humbling position, it empties itself. But as it 
becomes empty yet open, it draws all streams of living water to flow into its space. 
Then he says, Dao does not act, but nothing is left undone. Likewise the myriad lives 
evolve out of the ocean. The diversity of life expresses the essence of ocean’ unity. Can 
we accommodate ocean in our hearts? Can we humbly empty ourselves? Can we 
become as indeterminate as ocean?

For Christians, the love of God is as indeterminate as the Daoist ocean. Paul says, God 
did not withhold his own Son, but gave him up for all of us. When Christ has been left 
onto the cross, God also loves his only son. Yet the love is indeterminate and powerless 
to take Jesus down from the cross. When God has withdrawn his presence, God also 
draws the whole creation into God for redemption. This is central paradox of the Christ 
event. The same paradox is said by Lao zi. Dao does not act, yet nothing is left undone. 
It is about this power of powerless love that Paul proclaims the good news of salvation. 
“I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things present, 
nor things to come, nor power, nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, 
will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord”.

Why is there nothing in the entire creation can separated us from the love of God? Love 
is not created, but creates. Everything exists in the creation are bond together by that 
love. As Augustine said once, without love, all things will fall apart. None can separate 
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us from the love, unless we choose to separate from it. Anything defeats the purpose of 
love, and anyone contributes energy to evil courses by separating people from the love 
of God, will be eliminated. Jesus illustrates the truth vividly in the parable. After the 
eschatological catch of people, the fisherman will sit down on the shore and divide the 
good fish from the worthless ones. Those who minister God’s love, just as those who 
discovered hidden treasure, and fine pearl, will be received into God. What will they see 
when God becomes All and in all? Apart from see God face to face for the first time, 
people will see each other face to face with the greatest joy of being different.

Amen
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