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Proper 6B, June 13, 2021, St. Anne’s 

1 Samuel 15:34-16:13; 2 Corinthians 5:6-10, 14-17; Mark 4:26-34 

 

It’s feeling more and more like summer these days.  This is the time of year I really 

miss having a garden.  There’s something magical about putting a seed in the 

ground and seeing a plant emerge from the soil.  I love planting seeds, or seedlings, 

and watching the new plants emerge and grow.  Although I always feel a bit 

useless at that stage since they grow without any real effort on my part, so there’s 

nothing much to do except maybe water the baby plants occasionally and resist the 

urge to poke at them too much.  Like the farmer in Jesus’ parable, we humans just 

have to let God and the plants to do their thing so we’re ready to do our part when 

the time comes. 

 

Today’s gospel includes two mini-parables – one of Jesus’ favorite means of 

teaching.  Parables are little stories that take images of ordinary life, like farming, 

and give it a twist that makes us ponder.  They’re like metaphors in story form. 

They invite us to use our imagination to jump to new understandings by setting 

before us a contrast or a paradox. They’re meant to evoke an ‘aha’ experience.  We 

hear it and the "penny drops" … or, unfortunately, sometimes it doesn't. For those 

of us who want explanations we can understand intellectually, parables can be 

really frustrating.  I’m sure lots of us would love to have been in on those 

discussions Mark mentions where Jesus ‘explained everything’ to the disciples! 

 

The parable of the mustard seed is probably familiar to most of us.  But 

unfortunately, we often take it at face value - the tiny mustard seed that grows into 

the biggest of shrubs. Ah yes, we think, it’s an allegory:  just like the mustard seed 

starts small and grows big, so might our faith if we tend it.  Or we might think of it 

as a fable: sometimes large things have small beginnings, so don't be discouraged 
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if you only exercise your faith in small ways, because God can still use it to do 

great things.  Both of which are absolutely true.  Both these interpretations tell us 

something important: the kingdom of God is not at first obvious - it may appear 

quite modest to start with and yet exert significant, even surprising, influence. 

 

But, I don’t think either of these interpretations really gets at the heart of this 

parable.  For one thing parables are meant to overturn our expectations, to cause 

us frustration, and finally, if we stay with them, to transform us.  The ‘point’ of a 

parable is almost never the simple, obvious one.  So, it’s a safe bet there’s more at 

work here than just a nice, comforting message about smallness.  And to get at that 

we need to ask why Jesus used mustard seeds as his example of the Kingdom.   

 

When you say ‘mustard’ today most of us think ‘yellow condiment used on hot-

dogs’.  But of course, Jesus is talking about the mustard plant and few of us have 

much (if any) experience with mustard plants.  While even in the ancient world 

some varieties of mustard were used as a spice or medicinally, in general mustard 

was considered a pesky weed.  It certainly isn’t a seed that any farmer would 

willingly grow in their fields.  Wild mustard is incredibly hard to control, and once 

it takes root it can take over a whole planting area. That's why mustard would only 

very occasionally be found in a garden in the ancient world; more likely you 

would look for it growing wild.  So, in this parable Jesus is comparing the 

Kingdom of God to an invasive weed.  Perhaps, in our own context, a plant closer 

to a dandelion or crabgrass or bindweed, than a desired crop.  Doesn’t exactly 

convey a grand image, does it?  The Kingdom of God is like a dandelion seed… 

 

Nor would the idea of the mustard plant providing shelter for the birds be the nice 

comforting image it is for us.  For farmers who sow by scattering seeds on the 
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surface, birds, who come along and eat those precious seeds, are definitely 

undesirable visitors. So, Jesus is suggesting that once the Kingdom takes root, all 

kinds of things happen - including the sudden presence of "undesirables."  Those 

we would prefer to not invite to the party! 

 

So maybe that’s the point Jesus is making: the Kingdom of God, the gift of the 

life-giving Spirit of God, isn't something we can plan for, control or make do our 

bidding. Rather, the Kingdom comes via the least obvious, and even subversive, 

means to transform the kingdoms of this world.  To transform a world that teaches 

us to be obsessed with power and control; that teaches us that it’s normal – indeed 

perfectly fine - to have scarcity for some so others can have more than they need. 

The world which convinces us to focus on fear and scarcity so we limit our 

generosity and love for others.   

 

So, if you’re not satisfied with the status quo of scarcity and fear and limited 

justice, then Jesus’ image of God’s wild and unruly Kingdom ‘infiltrating’ and 

taking over the carefully controlled systems of this world offers us a word of hope.  

But, it bears mentioning that this hope-filled promise of the coming of the 

Kingdom of God does not mean we can just be passive and sit back while we wait 

for God to do whatever it is God is going to do. While there is something 

inevitable about God’s deliverance, we are still called to participate in Christ’s 

activity in the world. These parables do not promise unhindered progress, as if 

God’s reign is guaranteed to be more widespread and influential ten years from 

now than it was ten years back. But they do insist that the new order Jesus declares 

through his words and deeds will not be relegated to certain ‘spheres’ or particular 

‘ways’. There is no special zone to which the mustard plant is confined. With its 
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seeds carried by the wind or stuck to hikers’ shoelaces, it will grow wherever it 

wants. 

 

Likewise, the reign of God encompasses all aspects of human existence.  The 

teachings of Jesus, the ministry of Jesus, is not apolitical.  It’s not economically 

neutral. You can’t follow Jesus and still dismiss the importance of compassionate 

and respectful relationships and systems.  So, while Jesus is offering us the hope 

that God's kingdom is coming, and while it’s true we can’t control it, or summon it, 

we can actively participate in it’s coming by watching for, and aiding, its 

unexpected growth.  We are presented here with a hope intended to entice you, 

prod you, and encourage you into turning your attention and your actions towards 

what seemingly tiny actions that God is already up to in our world.   

 

Because hope isn’t about cheering you up and making you feel better- real hope 

moves you to action.  Hope is about having the courage to look around and notice 

where the kingdom is taking root so we can work with God to help God’s vision of 

the world come into being. These parables aren’t about unreflective Pollyannaish 

optimism that ‘of course everything will be fine’ or ‘small is beautiful’.  Instead, 

they encourage us to defy hopelessness and to believe that nothing will serve the 

interests of the world, and ultimately us, better than to be part of God's unexpected 

and marvellous reign. So, as you go about the world this week, keep an eye out for 

the places where God’s kingdom is sneaking in, or spreading out, or taking over 

little corners of our world.  Because the Kingdom of God is taking root all over, 

and you are called to be part of God’s subversive takeover program. 


