
Planting Seeds

1 Samuel 15:34—16:13; Psalm 20 2; Corinthians 5:6-10, (11-13), 14-17; Mark 4:26-34

One of the best things about working for Jesus is his stories. If you like your gods theoretical

or immediately practical, obvious and orderly, direct and straightforward, then go worship

obviousness and practicality rather than Jesus. On the other hand, if  you delight in being teased,

cajoled, surprised, jolted, and tossed about, there’s nobody better than Jesus when he’s on a roll with

his stories. 

“Tell us who God really is,” we asked. “You’re not the god we craved or expected.” 

And Jesus replied (as is so typical) not with a lecture or an enunciation of biblical principles but

with a story: “A farmer went out to scatter seed...” 

Both Mark and Matthew say that Jesus said nothing except in parables (Mark 4:34; Matt

13:34). In word and deed, he was a parable: the storyteller becomes the story. We preachers quickly

learn there’s no better way to bore into the brains of our congregations than narrative; our Creator

knew that the best way to get to creatures is through stories. 

And a favorite parable of us preachers is the one that is told in this Sunday’s Gospel. A farmer

sows some seed. And then the farmer goes away, and the seed germinates and produces a plant.

The farmer does not know the mystery of the germinating seed. A farmer does nothing to make the

seed germinate. It’s a story about the mysterious work of God. You know why this story is such a

favorite of preachers? In a way, that’s what we preachers attempt to do every Sunday. We just stand

up in here, say some words, sow the seed, and then wait to be surprised by the soul in which God’s

word takes root. 

Sowers are people of great faith. To dare to plant a seed is to put oneself  at the mercy of the

future, to risk farming failure, to hazard your work to factors beyond your control. Harvest is hoped
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for, never guaranteed. Still, harvest is promised. Every preacher clings to the hope that the prophet’s

words are true: “My word...does not return to me empty” (Isa 55:11). 

In this morning’s Gospel, Jesus gathers around him his twelve disciples and tells them some

stories about God’s realm. Whatever God’s kingdom is like, it is not self-evident. So, Jesus tells

parables that provide analogies from daily life and worldly experience that can help us better

understand the nature of the kingdom of God. 

In the first story Jesus tells, he uses the analogy of a farmer who plants a seed. Then the

farmer walks away and lets God do the rest of the work. Jesus’s words to us are like seeds awaiting

germination, taking time to take root (John 12:24). Jesus’ deeds among us are often mysterious and

invisible. The growth of God’s realm is not on our timetable or at our command. Patience is required. 

In the second story, Jesus compares the growth of God’s kingdom to the germination and

growth of the tiny mustard seed. The plant comes forth rather miraculously out of a small seed. From

a tiny seed comes a shrub big enough for birds to perch upon. That which begins as something small

and insignificant through God’s mysterious work becomes great. 

Maybe Jesus tells us these parables so that they might be a lens through which we look at

ourselves and our own participation in God’s realm. 

Will Willimon tells the story six women who have been meeting for the past decade to pray

and study the Bible together. “During one of their Bible studies, one of the participants told about a

book she was reading on the tragedy of mass incarceration in America. They started making

connections between imprisonment as narrated in Scripture and a nation where two million citizens

are in jail. 

Let’s face it. There’s not much that six ordinary people can do in response to so vast a

problem. They prayed about it. And, I don’t know all the details, I do know that then and there they
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decided to make cookies to give to prisoners in a nearby penitentiary. Just six people. Just cookies. 

And yet I am told, that small, seemingly insignificant and ineffective gesture has transformed

that prison. That Bible study group had to recruit friends and neighbors to help bake cookies.

Suddenly the community began relating to the prison. More people became aware of conditions

there. Relationships were formed with the incarcerated persons there. 

How did the prayers and the efforts of just six church people bear that sort of harvest?” 

He also related: “I know a person who has spent her life as an urban missionary. She has

organized and supervised a ministry in one of the toughest parts of the city of New York. For two

decades, she has led this courageous, effective ministry to those in the greatest of need. 

One day I asked her how in the world she got into this work. Here’s her response, “When I was

16, I went with my church youth group on a week-long summer mission trip to Appalachia. At the end

of the week, we had worship and during the service, or maybe right afterward, one of the adult

leaders said to me, ‘Sharon, you’ve got a lot to give. I bet you will spend the rest of your life in service

to the needs of others.’” 

That’s it? This person had dedicated her life and undertaken seemingly impossible work on

the basis of that offhand comment. That was all? 

In the light of what Jesus says to us in this Sunday’s parables, I believe parables of God’s

mysterious, miraculous work continue. Many of you listening are walking parables of the good news

about how God works. God is doing some extraordinary things through the actions of ordinary

people.

Rachel Naomi Remmen M.D. in her book Kitchen Table Wisdom tells the story of Max: 

“Max was the sort of man who lived close to the edge, smoking drinking, fighting, driving fast

cars. He was there wherever the edge was. At sixty three, he had been married four times and had
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made and lost two fortunes. At present he was a successful cattle breeder. He sat in my office in a

ten-gallon hat, battered boots, as uncomfortable and uneasy here as one of his own beloved

champion bulls, penned up too small. In response to my questions about his past, he told me he had

grown up on a ranch in the Midwest. His father had been a cowboy, his mother the only daughter of

the town banker. He had been close to his mother. His older brother, a robust and fearless child, had

been close to their father. Their father had loved him, he said, and looked away.

I looked at him sitting there, large and competent and reckless-looking. His hands, resting on

his denimed knees, were scarred from a lifetime of outdoor work. They were a man’s hands. Why

then did I have this stab of protectiveness, this fleeting sense of him as a frail little boy? Following

this hunch, I asked him what he knew of his own birth and early childhood. He told me he had been

born prematurely. For the first two or three years of his life he was sickly and had absorbed a great

deal of his mother’s attention, worry, and time. His father’s frustration had built until in one violent

argument with his mother he had told her, “If that little runt was one of the animals, I’d have put it out

to starve.” I asked if he’d overheard this or had been told about it by someone. He could not

remember, he said, but he’d always known it and he knew beyond doubt that it had happened.

His father’s resentment toward him had remained unchanged even after he had become big

and made himself physically tough. “He was not a forgiving man,” he said. Sometimes his father

would not speak to him or acknowledge his presence for weeks acting as if he were not there at all.

He never knew why. It had been no easy childhood and at fifteen Max had left home.

Annoyed with my questions he asked me why this was important. His foot was tapping and his

eyes were restless. He patted his pockets absently I told him that people’s attitudes sometimes made

it easier or harder to recover their health and so it was good to understand as much as we could.

He began to talk then about his self-destructive tendencies. He told me that he had “pushed
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death” for as long as he could remember and described years of hard living and numerous injuries.

He did not understand why this was so as he was athletic and well coordinated, “I always felt like I

was no account, like I was no good.” His many successes in business or in sports, had not eased

these feelings but just covered them over. “Fooled them all,” he said grimly. “Perhaps,” I said, “it was

hard to feel okay because you could never be sure just what you needed to do to be okay.” He

looked at me, puzzled.. “If you were supposed to live to please you mother, or die to please you dad,”

I said.

My remark shocked him. He had often wondered if he had lived recklessly in order to win his

father’s approval or to prove himself the tougher man. This put a new spin on it. “From the moment I

was born, I was a real thorn in his side just because I was there. Nothing I could do made a

difference. He didn’t want me anyhow.

I reminded him that despite his many brushes with death, the broken bones, the accidents, the

risks he took almost daily, he was still here. I asked him what he thought had brought him through.

“Luck,” he said quickly. I shot him a skeptical look. No one was that lucky. He sat for a while with his

thoughts, Then in a choked and almost inaudible voice, he told me that he himself had always

wanted to live. I could hardly hear him. “Can you say that any louder?” He looked at the rug between

his boots. Unable to speak, he just nodded. Almost in a whisper he said, “I feel ashamed.”

My heart went out to him. In a shaking voice he said, “Something in my wants to live.” His eyes

were still fixed on the rug. “Say it, Max,” I thought. “Say it until it becomes real.” I wondered if I dared

to push him a little further. “Do you think you could look at me and tell me that?” I asked him. I could

sense the struggle in him. Had I gone too far? He had never confronted his father. Most likely, saying

such a simple thing out loud went against a lifelong pattern. Perhaps he would not be able to free

himself even this little bit. With an effort he raised his eyes, his voice still choked but no longer
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inaudible. “I want to live,” he said evenly. We stared at each other for a few moments but he did not

drop his eyes. I smiled at him. “I want you to live too,” I said.

That my friends is the power of mustard seed faith. Planted and allowed to grow in the lives of

God’s children. Jesus tells a couple of stories about growth in the natural world, comparing it with

growth in God’s realm. Watching God mysteriously work through all God’s people suggests to me

that Jesus’ stories are true! Thanks be to God. Amen.
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