
“The Parables According to Mark, Part 6: 
Seeds…yet one more time!” 

A Sermon for Trinity United Church (Nanaimo, B.C.) 
for July 19th 2015 (Eighth Sunday after Pentecost) 

by Foster Freed 
 
Mark 4: 30-35 
 
 I suppose we had better begin our reflection, this morning, by paying due 
attention to the fact that there are at least one or two horticulturalists in our midst!  
And yes: if they were paying attention to the parable—a parable which describes 
the mustard seed as the smallest of all seeds—if they were paying attention, 
they may have heard faint echoes of the still-small-voice in the back of their 
brains, insisting that no, the orchid seed is even smaller than the mustard seed.  
That having been said—given my undeniable status as a child of the big city, 
possessed of two certifiably un-green thumbs—I’ll acknowledge that I would be 
hard pressed to pick out either a mustard seed or an orchid seed in a mixed-
crowd.  I’ll leave it to the avid gardeners in our midst to sort all-of-this out at their 
convenience.  The point being, of course… 

 
  …the point being that we turn to our scriptures not in pursuit of 
horticultural expertise (or any other sort of specifically scientific expertise) but in 
the hope that we will be enabled to drink deeply of its spiritual wisdom.  And 
there is, you may be certain, a great deal of spiritual wisdom available this 
morning. 

 
 “With what can we compare the Kingdom of God, or what parable will we 
use for it? It is like a mustard seed, which, when sown upon the ground, is the 
smallest of all the seeds on earth; yet when it is sown it grows up and becomes 
the greatest of all shrubs…” 

 
 And you know: as I have pondered that parable over the past week, it has 
seemed increasingly clear that it fits its initial context with breathtaking precision.  
Consider the situation Jesus’ found himself in during the roughly 3 years of his 
earthly ministry.  Or, for that matter, consider the situation of his closest followers 
in the immediate aftermath of his death. Were a sociologist of religion to have 
shown up in the outskirts of Jerusalem immediately before—or immediately 
after—Jesus’ public execution, that sociologist would have been likely to 
conclude that she was witnessing a dead-end spiritual movement, one without 
even a snowball’s chance in hell of getting off the ground.  After all! 

 
 On the day Jesus was handed over to the Roman authorities, Judaism 
represented but one comparatively small dimension in the complex religious mix 
of the ancient Mediterranean.  Furthermore, Judaism itself was dominated by a 
number of impressive religious parties, each of them defined, at least in part, by 
their relationship to the Jerusalem Temple, a Temple which—having been 



lavishly rebuilt by Herod the Great—was once again one of the most impressive 
structures anywhere in the civilized world.  Placed next to those long-standing 
Jewish movements, the rag-tag assortment of followers Jesus could claim was, 
quite frankly, pathetic.  Had I been that sociologist of religion, I suspect I would 
quickly have reached the conclusion that the movement to be reckoned with in 
that world of 2nd Temple Judaism, was that of the Sadducees: those who held the 
positions of power and authority in and around the Temple.  In the process, I 
would have been oblivious to the irony that the Jerusalem Temple would soon be 
destroyed, no stone left standing.  So much for the Sadducees!  And while it is 
most definitely the case that their rivals—the Pharisees—demonstrated much 
greater staying power, eventually helping to give birth to what we know as 
Rabbinic Judaism…the real surprise… 

 
  …the most unexpected development was that the only other Jewish 
group to survive the Temple’s destruction was the very movement which—at its 
nadir—could boast little more than a crucified messiah and a frightened band of 
less than two dozen followers.  Yet it was this movement…this hopelessly 
outmatched movement…which succeeded in spreading the message of Israel’s 
God into every corner of the globe.  Go figure!  And yes: that story provides the 
ideal backdrop against which to hear the mustard seed parable. 

  
 “With what can we compare the Kingdom of God, or what parable will we 
use for it? It is like a mustard seed, which, when sown upon the ground, is the 
smallest of all the seeds on earth; yet when it is sown it grows up and becomes 
the greatest of all shrubs…” The greatest….the greatest of all shrubs! 

 
 Then again…my hearing this particular parable in this particular way, may  
well have something to do with the juxtaposition between that mustard seed, and 
the course I am presently half-way through at Regent College.  “World 
Christianity in the 20th Century”, led by Professor Mark Noll, an evangelical 
historian who teaches at the Catholic University of Notre Dame, is in many ways 
an utterly ridiculous course.  How do you summarize recent developments in 
North American Christianity in one lecture?  In Latin America in two lectures?  In 
Africa in four lectures?  Can’t be done, of course, beyond surface impressions.  
But even surface impressions make an impact… 

 
  …and tell a complex story which, in its own way, is a mustard seed 
story.  Story of parts of the world, such as Europe and North America, shaped for 
generations by the Gospel story…where that Gospel story appears to hold very 
little interest for a changing culture.  Story of other parts of the world in which the 
seed of the Gospel was planted by missionaries whose own efforts rarely 
produced much growth in their own life-times, but whose legacy—through the 
efforts of the native Africans and Asians who received the Gospel from them—
has produced churches experiencing unprecedented growth, in places where 
there was no earthly reason whatsoever to expect such growth. 

 



 Nor, I hasten to add, is it either necessary or faithful to restrict the 
implications of the mustard seed parable to the growth of the Church: since it is a 
parable about the growth of the Kingdom, which far transcends the Church. 
Anytime we look at our world…we are invited—through this wonderfully 
subversive parable—to do so with hopeful eyes: recalling that it is sometimes the 
tiniest of seeds that will produce the most impressive growth.  Let’s be clear on 
that much.  Whatever else can be said of this parable, what we dare not leave 
unsaid, is the way in which it invites us to recall the God at work in our world: 
capable of bringing forth from the smallest, most fragile and seemingly 
unpromising of beginnings, growth that will eventually astonish and delight us.  
The God of the Kingdom…the Christ of this parable…would not wish us to be left 
without the tangible witness of just such a hope.  That having been said! 

 
 That having been said, I’m convinced there is something further 
here…something that needs to be considered beyond the sturdy hope the 
mustard seed offers us.  Like any good parable it not only comforts…it also 
challenges.  And surely part of its challenge has to do with the reminder that we 
do not infallibly know which seeds will produce which kind of growth.  It would be 
idiotic to construct, on the basis of this parable, a rule of thumb to the effect that 
the smaller the seed, the bigger the growth.  The parable doesn’t tell us that; it 
only tells us that a small seed can produce a large effect, without revealing to us 
which seeds might produce such an effect. 

 
 And I’m reminded, reminded of something one of my seminary 
Profs…Brian Fraser…said to my class back in the day.  Brian was making the 
point that ministry can be a frustrating profession, because we often don’t get to 
know the consequences of the work we do.  Occasionally…occasionally…a 
minister may bump into someone who they haven’t seen in years who will say to 
them: “You know…you really changed my life when…”, going on to describe an 
incident the minister will likely have long forgotten.  In ministry we often plant 
seeds that may appear to us to be inconsequential, but which were anything but 
inconsequential.  And really… 

 
  …really, how is that any different from the life most of us lead?  As 
spouses….as parents…as grand-parents…as colleagues…as friends…it is often 
the tiniest act, the smallest gesture, the almost incidental act of kindness or 
cruelty that can have the most profound effect on another human being.  Without 
misplacing the lively hope that this parable seeks to impart…what it also ought to 
provide is a reminder of the way in which we—as human persons made in the 
image of God—are constantly planting seeds filled with promise as well as seeds 
filled with the potential to do  harm.  The briefest word…the slightest glance…the 
most fleeting of acts…can change lives for good or for ill…can change the world 
for good or for ill…can plant a seed that will live on long after we have forgotten 
that we were the ones who, in fact, placed it in the soil.  Every gesture is an 
eternal one!  Every act…every word…resonates long after we are gone! 

 



 “With what can we compare the Kingdom of God, or what parable will we 
use for it? It is like a mustard seed, which, when sown upon the ground, is the 
smallest of all the seeds on earth; yet when it is sown it grows up and becomes 
the greatest of all shrubs…” 

 
 Those of you with keen ears and a sharp memory will notice that I have 
been omitting—each of the three times I have spoken the mustard seed 
parable—will notice that I have been omitting the ending.  As I bring these 
reflections to a close…it’s time to recall the parable’s proper ending. 

 
 “With what can we compare the Kingdom of God, or what parable will we 
use for it? It is like a mustard seed, which, when sown upon the ground, is the 
smallest of all the seeds on earth; yet when it is sown it grows up and becomes 
the greatest of all shrubs… 

 
  …here it comes…listen up!... 

 
   …yet when it is sown it grows up and becomes the greatest 
of all shrubs, and puts forth large branches, so that the birds of the air can 
make nests in its shade.”  And yes…yes…definitely: 

 
 This is most certainly the time and the place, as we ponder the birds of the 
air making nests in the shade of that most luxurious of shrubs…this is most 
certainly the time and place to ponder that other saying of Christ’s, the one in 
which he assures his disciples not to be anxious: “Look at the birds of the air; 
they neither sow nor reap nor gather into barns, and yet your heavenly Father 
feeds them.  Are you not of more value than they?”  

 
 And you know: whether we answer that question with a full-throated “Of 
course we’re of move value!” or with a more cautious “Well, we’re at least of 
comparable value!”…the bottom line is simply this.  The lively hope…and the 
weighty reminder of our own responsibility…offered us in and through the 
mustard-seed parable, are both offered in the name of love.  It’s not just that the 
seeds, once planted, produce impressive growth.  It’s the blessing conferred by 
its growth that provides the real cause for celebration: that the birds of the air are 
invited to find rest, shade, shalom, in the mustard shrub’s magnificent growth, 
much as we ourselves have been royally invited—all of us together!—royally 
invited to find our rest, our shade, our shalom in the magnificent grace of God’s 
Kingdom.  All of us, without exception!  All who are heavy laden…all who yearn 
to know that their labour was not in vain…all who yearn to rest in the assurance 
that their sowing and their reaping was to the glory of God. 

 
 And glory be to God: whose power working in us can do infinitely more 
than we can ask or imagine.  Glory to God from generation to generation: in the 
Church and in Christ Jesus, now and for ever more.  Amen!   


