Hope in Small Seeds, Mark 4:26-34, 6/18/18

It was late summer and the preacher was making a pastoral call on one of his flock, a corn farmer.  They were sitting on the big porch, rocking and drinking some iced tea, looking out over corn as far as the eye could see.  Thinking this would be a teachable moment regarding stewardship, the pastor commented, “Those are some beautiful fields, Ed, and it’s good to remember that all the earth belongs to the Lord.”  The farmer rocked a couple of times more then slowly replied, “Well yeah, I guess so, but you should have seen those fields when god had them by himself.”  
That exchange reflects the way we normally think about how God’s will gets done in the world:  Perhaps God brings a little to the table, but finally, if anything is going to change, it will be because we work long and hard to make it happen.  It is our diligence, smarts, and efforts which might create something approximating a good and just society.  But if we take our cue from this morning’s gospel lesson we can imagine Jesus on that rocking porch responding to Ed, “You have worked hard; I admire that, but tell me, what do you think that field would look like without rain, sun, or the genetics of corn—all things over which you have absolutely no control or input?
This morning’s texts are calls to humility regarding our efforts, but they are not intended so much to put us in our place as to offer hope and exhortation when we are discouraged.  I have little doubt that Mark records these parables, in part, as pastoral care for the early church.  Imagine what it must have been like for them, this small band of believers:  They were so excited about this message of a risen Lord and they went out with renewed enthusiasm to spread the word and invite others to join them in following Jesus.  What Jesus had taught and done was incredible; who could possibly resist jumping on board?....Well, actually, just about everyone they met.  More often than not their invitation provoked either apathy or antagonism.  So they were left with some big questions.  Commentator Lamar Williamson offers this summary:  
Is the effort to follow Jesus, to live in and to proclaim the Kingdom of God worthwhile?  Why does the preaching and the teaching of the gospel not bear more fruit?  What difference, if any, does hearing the gospel make?

And those questions are not just of historical interest; they are exactly the same ones we ask on those days when those around us seem blissfully uninterested in what God is up to in the world, let alone in allowing that agenda to make one iota’s difference in how they live.

The answer Jesus gives to the question of how God’s will gets done may not be immediately satisfying.  We are people who like a 5 step plan, a proven technique which guarantees results—that’s why the diet industry is a multi-billion dollar enterprise.  But Jesus says, in essence, “You want to know how God makes a difference in the world—it’s a mystery.  Like a seed growing under ground; the really important action takes place out of sight and without your action.  But one day you look around and there is a fully formed plant.”  That’s a really frustrating image when we want to believe anything is possible if we just put in enough time, money, and energy—but it’s an incredibly liberating metaphor if we are keenly aware that we do not have enough time, money, and energy to make all the changes that need to happen.  It says we do not have to be like Atlas, bearing the weight of the world on our shoulders.
That is not, however, the same thing as saying that there is no role for our action.  The parable says, The earth produces of itself, first the stalk, then the head, then the full grain in the head.  But when the grain is ripe, at once [the farmer] goes in with his sickle because the harvest has come.”  Our job is not to compel the growth of God’s rule in our world (as if we could) but we do need to be attentive when opportunity comes.
Last week at the synod assembly we heard about a growing clergy shortage in the ELCA, due to a combination of retirements and fewer students entering seminary.  One speaker said, “The advice I would give is the same as the TSA gives you at the airport, “If you see something, say something.”  By that he meant if you see gifts in a person for rostered ministry, tell them so.  If you see evidence that God is working in their life, point it out.  Right then and there, sitting on the assembly floor, I texted one of our Well students.    I have no idea whether that will bring in a harvest, but I know I saw a great piece of wheat which might feed the church.
It is not just ordained ministry with which we are concerned.  God is active all around us, if we just have eyes to see it.  A neighbor moves in and finds it hard to feel at home in Blacksburg; there is an opportunity to offer hospitality.  A young girl asks a serious faith question; right there is an ear waiting to be harvested if we take the time to listen and engage her with honesty and care.  One day you feel your heart filled with the desire to do something, anything, to ease human suffering—just as an invitation to drive for the Blacksburg Refugee Parnership hits your email’s inbox—and a mini-harvest can happen.
But all of those things are so small aren’t they; what real difference can they make?....which is why I think Jesus told a second parable.  The rule of God is like a mustard seed; on any given day it seems so small, but it grows over time.  Surely part of the point of this parable is we can never predict how a single tiny action may have great consequences.  I have thought many times how my life would have been radically different if my Dad had not suggested I read Here I Stand, a biography of Luther.  We can not know how our acts of kindness and faithfulness will ripple out in ways we never could have imagined.  But I want you to notice something slightly different here.
In Mark’s gospel the mustard seed grows to “the greatest of all shrubs.”  That does not sound like much; clearly Matthew and Luke agreed because they change shrub to a tree.  But Mark is botanically correct; mustard is a annual plant never becomes more than a big shrub.  Mustard never dominates a landscape, like a towering oak or cedar, but it is incredibly prolific.  It can cover a field with small plants.  I wonder if that does not tell us something very important.

We get very discouraged when the rule of God is not obvious, when it does not tower over the earth.  But maybe God’s rule is typically more subtle, maybe the way God’s kingdom comes is in a thousand small actions of faithfulness, in a million moments of ordinary people trying to live as Christ would have them do so in every day encounters—the way ragweed turns a field yellow in the spring.  As an allergy sufferer I can tell you pollen grains are not big, but they are powerful.
We long for God’s purposes to be perfectly realized in our world.  That is why we sometimes pray, “Come Lord Jesus” as part of our liturgy.  There’s a lot of suffering and ugliness in world, but that does not mean that God’s rule is not making inroads.  In Jesus we have seen the beginning of how it will be.  The rule of god is like the sunrise:  As the sun begins to peak over the horizon the day is not as bright as it will be at noon, but there is light, there is no doubt that the night will yield to day and the darkness to light.  May we be part of that light this week.
