Bill Krieger

St Paul’s

June 14, 2009; 2 Pentecost, Proper 6, Yr B


Sermon:  Mark 4: 26-34 (Mustard Seeds)
There is not a lot that is accepted without debate among Biblical scholars.  But today we find, in our gospel, something that comes close.  It is broadly agreed that Jesus spoke about the Kingdom of God, and when he did, he spoke in parables.
When I returned to the Christian faith in my 30’s, I found myself intrigued with the notion of the Kingdom of God.  And frustrated by Jesus’ parables.  Now I really liked the use of parables as a teaching device.  They were fresh, they were memorable, and they were as sharp as cactus thorns.  But they never seemed to answer the questions that I had.  I wanted to know, “What is the Kingdom of God like?  Is it heaven, or something else?  Is it here now, or is it in the future?  Is it within me, or out there somewhere?”
Instead, Jesus tells us that the Kingdom of God is like seeds, or yeast, or treasure, or fish caught in a net, or like the actions of laborers or servants or sons.  We glean from the parables of the fish in the net and the wheat and weeds that the Kingdom allows the good and bad to co-exist, until a final judgment.  We hear that the Kingdom is something that is, at first, small, hidden.  Like a mustard seed, or like leaven, or buried treasure, or a pearl one finds almost by chance, that becomes something that is great, pervasive, or overriding value.  But it is also something that can be lost, snatched away by birds, or strangled by weeds.  It is also about God’s mercy to his servants, and God’s judgment on those who fail to show mercy.
I still have questions about the Kingdom, but I came to believe that Jesus told us what is most important for us to know.

The parable of the mustard seed, in our gospel today, is an interesting one in many ways.  We find the parable of the mustard seed in all three synoptic gospels, Matthew, Mark and Luke, and in the apocryphal Gospel of Thomas.  The similarity between Matthew and Luke suggests that both evangelists used the so-called Q source.

And just as leaven was a most unlikely image for the kingdom of God, so was a tiny mustard seed.  Leaven was regarded as a symbol of corruption by the Jews.  Before celebrating Passover, all leaven needed to be removed from a home.  It was the Feast of Unleavened Bread.  Similarly, the proper symbol of the Kingdom of God was something great, not insignificantly small like a mustard seed.  These incongruities, and other factors, led even the very skeptical Jesus Seminar to favor these parables authenticity.  Giving the mustard seed parable a “red” rating, one of only 15 sayings regarded as almost certainly from Christ.
Comparing the gospel accounts there are many minor variations, but one that stands out.  Mark has, “ . . . yet when it is sown it grows up and become the greatest of all shrubs.”  Matthew reads, “ . . . but when it grows it is bigger than the shrubs and becomes a tree.”  And Luke says, “ . . . and it grew and became a tree.”

Many commentators are quick to point out that the mustard seed never becomes a tree, just a bush.  A big bush, but still, a bush.  The commentary Sacra Pagina notes that the mustard plant grows to a height of 2 to 6 feet along the Sea of Galilee.  The mustard shrub was both hardy and intrusive, tending to take over a garden.  In fact, Jewish law prohibited the growing of mustard seed in a garden.
  It was a “managed weed.”
In contrast, the reference to a tree stems from the OT, where great trees are  sometimes symbols of national power.  It goes beyond this.  The birds are important, too.  Richard Longenecker writes, “ . . . a great tree that supplies a home for birds is a common representation in the Old Testament for a great empire that provides security for the people and nations of the world.”  From our OT lesson today we hear, “Consider Assyria, a cedar of Lebanon, with fair branches and forest shade, and of great height, its top among the clouds . . . All the birds of the air made their nests in its boughs; under its branches all the animals of the field gave birth to their young; and in its shade all great nations lived.”
In the book of Ezekiel we hear, “Thus says the Lord God . . . On the mountain height of Israel I will plant it, in order that it may produce boughs and bear fruit, and become a noble cedar.  Under it every kind of bird will live; in the shade of its branches will nest winged creatures of every kind.”

Then there is Nebuchadnezzar’s dream from the book of Daniel:  “Upon my bed this is what I saw; there was a tree at the center of the earth, and its height was great.  The tree grew great and strong, its top reached to heaven, and it was visible to the ends of the whole earth.  Its foliage was beautiful, its fruit abundant, and it provided food for all.  The animals of the field found shade under it, the birds of the air nested in its branches, and from it all living beings were fed.”

So, what did Jesus really say?  Did he say “tree,” using poetic license to describe a fully grown mustard bush, in order to evoke the OT images of great nations as representing the Kingdom of God?  Or did he say “the greatest of all shrubs”?  And if so, was it just to be correct in the horticultural sense, or was it more than this.  Was he saying that the Kingdom of God was not like a towering cedar, but more like a common mustard plant?  Not the image of worldly power, but of something extraordinary in its ordinariness.  Hardy, common, intrusive.  Outlawed by the authorities, regarded as a weed.  Take your pick, both interpretations have their supporters.

But two things are clear.  The Kingdom of God is pictured as starting from something so small that it borders on the insignificant, but grows to something large and dominant.  The second point is that the Kingdom of God is universal.  Remember the OT references earlier, from Ezekiel and Daniel, to the birds that nested in the branches of a great tree?  In all these OT writings, the birds of the air symbolized the nations, the Gentiles.  This is made explicit in later Jewish texts:  1 Enoch,
 and Midrash on Ps 104:10.  In the Kingdom, in Christ, there is neither Jew nor Greek, male nor female, slave nor free, as Paul put it.

William Barclay, in his commentary on the parable of the mustard seed, tells a story about a new church being built.  Especially important was a stained glass window.  A committee searched for a theme for the window, finally deciding on the lines of a hymn, “Around the throne of God in heaven, thousands of children stand.”  They commissioned a great artist to paint the picture from which the window would be made.
The artist loved his work, and soon it was done.  When he slept he had a dream, seeing a stranger with brush and palette working on his painting.  The artist cried, “Stop, you’ll ruin my picture.”  The stranger said, “I think you have ruined it already.  You used only one color for all the faces of the children.  Who told you that all the children were white?”  With that, the stranger started painting over the children’s faces.  With yellow, and brown, and black, and red.  “They have all answered my call, the stranger explained.”  It was a dream, but the artist understood.  He reworked his painting early in the morning, before the committee arrived.  When they gathered they all praised the work, one whispering, “Look – it’s God’s family at home.”
This past Thursday I had my first letter to the editor published in the Yuma Sun.  Actually, it was the first such letter I have ever written.  It was in response to an article on the opinion page, written by Timor Machan.  He is a research fellow at the Hoover Institution, and advises Freedom Communications.  The parent company of the Yuma Sun.  The title of his column, published May 16th, was, “In free society, even intolerant behavior has to be accepted.”  I was surprised by what I read.  He said that in a truly free society, people that own a business should have the legal right to discriminate on the basis of race, gender, or religion.
My letter to the editor took issue with this, concluding that such discrimination violates a person’s civil rights.  And that it is a mark of this nation’s commitment to freedom that our laws now prohibit this.

If you want to read Mr. Machan’s article, my response, and his follow-up, they are all posted on the bulletin board outside the church office.  In my letter, I never bring up what our faith tells us.  Not that it’s unimportant; just the wrong venue.
I have no such reservations with you all, because this is the right place to say that discrimination and prejudice have no place in the Kingdom of God.  It is a place where all people, Jew and Greek, male and female, black and white can see the image of God immutably present in every human being.  If you think this is pretty basic stuff, try thinking Republican and Democrat.  Still easy?  Think Green Party and Libertarian. There are many different birds on the branches of our mustard bush.  We don’t need to agree with each other, thank God.  But we do need to remember that we are all children of God.  Good fish, bad fish, caught up in the net together.  Wheat and weeds, growing side by side.
A big bush from a tiny seed.  The more I think about this, the more it seems reflected in everything about us.  Look at ourselves and our children.  A sperm and an egg, microscopic.  Look at our genetic make-up, tiny mutations that fueled the evolution of our species.  Look at our universe, exploding out from the big bang, continuing to grow, to expand.
And it is not just our physical universe and selves that resemble the mustard seed in our beginnings.  It is everything important to us.  For those who have married, or fallen in love, think how it began.  A glance, eyes meeting, the flicker of a thought.  An inner smile, a yes.
So with our relationship with God.  An inner smile, a yes.  A yes to the carpenter’s son, to the young Jewish man who so vexed the religious and political authorities of his time that they nailed him to a cross.  A man who one day spoke to a small group of Jews and said, “The Kingdom of God?  Why, it is like a mustard seed, the smallest of seeds on the earth, but when it grows . . .”
He said this, have no doubt.  And the early church saw it happen.  We see it still.  The Kingdom grows, enveloping all nations and peoples of the earth.  And it grows in the same way.  A word spoken, an invitation made, a flicker of a thought.
A smile, a yes.  
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