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PENTECOST VIII                   PROPER 12                                JULY 26, 2020 

Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. Amen. 

The disciples no doubt wondered what Jesus meant by the expression  After all, 

-in definition. Its meaning is not immediately clear. So, perhaps 

g this morning are all brief, and there is no attached explanation. The 

activity of Jesus was pretty much limited to Galilee and for a limited period of time, certainly not enough 

 

Many people did not immediately embrace his teaching or their understanding of his ministry. 

purposes in Jesus. If anything, the kingdom sounded threatening to them.  part of the mystery 

inherent in the term, because it can be both full of promise while also being quite threatening, depending 

on who is seeking its meaning. Nevertheless, Jesus assures us that the kingdom is near even when we 

n other words, God can be doing a new thing, and many people will be unable 

to recognize it as the work of the Father in heaven. And the concept of the kingdom of heaven is an 

especially difficult idea to convey to large crowds of people.  

both describing and resisting Roman rule. 

But the thing about parables is that they usually have a strange element to them that is disconcerting but 

in time can lead to greater insight. And that strange element is actually crucial to the thrust of the 

parable. One noted authority on the parables tells us that parables 

meant to be easy, but they are meant to provide answers that more closely resemble reality. 

If we consider for a momen

gmatic everyday world that treats 
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what an unimpressive metaphor a mustard seed is  

Mustard seeds are tiny, certainly, and they grow to enormous size, but they are essentially weeds. They 

are not towering, noble trees that provide real shade and suggest power and influence. In the old 

Testament Israel is depicted as a noble cedar of Lebanon. The mustard seed when it matures, morphs 

into a very inelegant shrub. Not a lofty, proud tree providing ample shade for the birds of the air. What 

does this suggest? Well, for one thing, it may suggest that the kingdom of God is not going to resemble 

what we have come to think of as the great, proud empires of the world, the kind Rome epitomized. Its 

is not to be underestimated.  

Or think of Jesus himself and the ways in which he can be compared to a mustard seed. If Jesus is a 

key to the meaning here is the element of strangeness introduced by the lowly mustard seed when 

compared with its ultimate growth and maturity which are completely unexpected and overwhelming -

-- its  Discounted and dismissed by the world, it nevertheless grows into 

a very impressive plant which is not what we expect but nonetheless exceeds our expectations in a 

spectacular way. 

There are some similarities here with the example of the leaven. In the ancient world, leaven was 

associated with moral corruption. It is made by taking a piece of bread and storing it in a damp, dark 

place until mold forms. The bread rots and decays, unlike modern yeast which is domesticated. The 

hearer of the parable would have been shocked by the comparison between the lowly leaven and the 

ned bread which is far 

more palatable than the unleavened kind. Yet, the parable seems also to be saying that the Kingdom of 

eedom to appear under its own guise , even if it be the guise of corruption. So, 

again, notice the element of the unexpected. Like Jesus himself, the unexpected kind of Messiah, God is 

working his purposes out in his own way which usually eludes us. 

People frequently overlook the concluding lines here which refer to scribes. Although there were 

the opposition to Jesus which sought his arrest an

learning 

anything new or when it caused them to look down on and judge others whom they viewed as less 

worthy. Thi
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from the very beginning of his public ministry. And since this is the focus, it relates directly to the whole 

question of what stance one took at the time toward the kingdom about which he spoke so frequently. 

in order to 

challenge his critics. 

 usually elude 

results. We see it later with the crucifixion, and this dynamic seems to be a regular practice of God. Like 

the cross, the Mustard Seed parable is a challenge to human perception and judgment about smallness 

and significance. We see though a glass darkly and too often fail to recogniz

disparaging insignificance nor doubting what God can do and does do with small beginnings.  

At a later point in the early history of the church, St. Paul reminded his congregants of the will of God 

as it had been fully revealed in the life, death, and resurrection of his Son in this beautiful anthem: 

will separate us from the love of Christ? Will hardship, or distress, or persecuti on, or famine, or 

nakedness, or peril, or sword? No, in all these things we are more than conquerors though him 

who loved us. For I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things 

present, nor thing to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, 

 

Thanks be to God.  

Amen. 
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