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For several years now [ have tried to be a gardener. Try being the operative word here. Every year
the fervor in which I happily plant my garden in the spring always seems to wane as the dog days of
summer either kill my precious plants with too much heat and too much rain or my plants go
gangbusters and I end up with bumper jalepefio harvest and more mint that I know what to do with. I
can never figure out just what all my plants need to thrive in this climate and this year is no different as
I've already completely lost control over my meager potted plants and have managed to kill what was a
lovely cherry tomato plant.

Many of Jesus’ parables have a distinctly agrarian slant to them, which makes sense as his
primary audiences would have been farmers and other kinds of folks who worked the land. Whether they
had acres of fields or a small garden, nearly everyone would be familiar with the act of sowing seeds,
waiting, watching, and hoping for those seeds to take root, grow into strong stalks, and produce
abundant crops. So it should come as no surprise to us that these same images are used by Jesus to
describe the Kingdom of God. These are familiar images that related to everyday life, and they are
powerful in his teachings, especially as Jesus subverts these common symbols and turns them on their
heads.

We are told in Mark that Jesus only used parables when teaching to the crowds and then later he
would further explain these parables to the disciples and other close followers. Parables, while helpful in
revealing a truth, are enigmatic and mysterious — on purpose. Jesus does not want the crowds or us to
make complete sense of them. And this is not because Jesus is deliberately being obtuse for no good
reason, wanting to “gatekeep” this knowledge of the Kingdom, but because just like the Kingdom of God

itself, we cannot fully grasp what is being taught or revealed, but we are offered a glimpse. Far too often,

and especially when it comes to God, our tendency is to take these symbols and images and instead of



allowing them to open us up to greater understanding we want to put them in neat little structured
boxes. We limit God and all the potential and possibilities of God’s kingdom to fit our limited
perceptions. So instead of giving clear definitions to God’s kingdom, Jesus invites us into the mystery of
the Kingdom which is always just beyond our understanding with his parables.

The Kingdom of God is like... a sower who scatters seeds and then goes about his life sleeping
and rising and all the while the seeds are germinating, shooting up through the ground, growing tall, and
producing a fruitful grain. The sower sees these things happen and wonders how? Of course today we
know about things like photosynthesis and cell mitosis and people smarter than me on the subject can at
least speak a little more to the “how” of it all, but even still this whole process of life is a miracle. So it is
with God’s kingdom. We don’t always know how the seeds of hope, joy, peace, reconciliation, mercy, and
grace, take root in our lives and in the world and grow and blossom into miracles beyond our imagining,
but nevertheless they are there as God nurtures these seeds in secret. The kingdom of God is beyond our
control and grows without or sometimes despite our influence.

Now it is frustrating and we can feel hopeless when we want to see growth, we want to see
justice, we want to have peace, but it’s still buried beneath the surface of the ground. We feel the weight
of responsibility when we see the injustices of our world, the suffering of others or in ourselves, and
know that this world still has a lot more growing to do. We can often take on that burden ourselves and
believe that it depends us to make the growth of kingdom happen. But one of the truths of this parable I
believe is that while the sower does his job and scatters the seed, ultimately, the growth is God’s
responsibility, and none of this happens without the work of the Spirit.

How else shall we compare the kingdom of God? The kingdom of God is like a mustard seed -
tiny, insignificant and completely preposterous. Now, for Jesus to compare the kingdom of God to a
mustard seed would have been unconventional at best and scandalous and sacrilegious at worst. It may
have been almost comical for some of Jesus’ followers to hear him talk about someone actually sowing
mustard seeds. It’s not a plant that you actively try to cultivate. It’s not some great tree — harkening back

to the familiar image of the Cedars of Lebanon, but it is more like a trash bush or common garden weed.



A more apt comparison for us would be that of a Kudzu vine. Like kudzu, mustard grows anywhere and
everywhere. It’s invasive, wild and untamed. It was a nuisance to gardeners and farmers. It’s difficult to
kill and it’s notorious for taking over whole gardens. Mustard would never be something that a farmer
would intentionally plant, it was against the Law of Moses. The Torah has strict laws that govern
farming and gardening. So mustard was a serious affront to the neat and strictly controlled gardens that
Jews kept. Could it be that the Kingdom of God is not only like a plant that grows despite the farmer
knowing how such a thing happens, but the plant that grows is an unexpected, wild, and untamable
bush that gives safety and shelter to the smallest of creatures, and all are allowed to flourish under its
branches?

On Tuesday I took our Camp RHINO group, a group of teens and their adult sponsors here for
the week on their summer mission trip, to Louis Armstrong Park and Congo Square as part of a tour of
the city. I explained to the group that during the years when slavery was legal in New Orleans, Sundays
at Congo Square was the only time and place where enslaved people could gather freely and practice
their various cultures through music, dance, food, and hand crafts, and that from this mixture of culture
and their expressions of creativity and life we get things like Jazz and our unique culinary flare. As we
were leaving Armstrong Park, an artisan selling his wares just outside the park stopped us and engaged
us in conversation. He told us that slaves escaping slavery would were gifted seeds, which they hid in
their hair, from the Native Americans who were helping them escape. Simple crops like beans that sprout
pretty much anywhere you throw them down, so that when a person reached freedom they would have
something to help sustain them in their new life. Now google wasn't entirely helpful in fact checking this
particularly story, but it is very plausible and I have no reason to believe that it isn’t true. I was able to
confirm from several sources that Africans coming to the Caribbean and North American as slaves hid
grains of rice and other seeds in their hair so they would have something of the foods from home in this
new land. Seeds have long been symbols of hope and new life, even in the most inhumane and dire of
circumstances. In the African American New Testament Commentary, True to our Native Land, Biblical

scholar, Emerson Powery says this about these parables in Mark on seeds, “...one would never imagine a



liberation struggle that began with a few escaped slaves would lead to insurrections that led to the
abolitionist movement that led to the Civil War that led to the Reconstruction that led to the Harlem
Renaissance that led to the civil rights era. God’s liberating reign has certainly become large enough ‘that
the birds of the air can make nests in its shade™ On Wednesday we will mark the Juneteenth holiday,
remembering and honoring this struggle for freedom in our country by and with African Americans,
while we can look back and celebrate remarkable gains made, we also acknowledge that this work is not
done as the struggle for full equality and justice is still being fought. God is still growing the plants and
tending to these grains.

It is easy, especially for us preachers, to over explain Jesus’ parables, and I may have already done
that, but here are some truths I believe we can glean — see what I did there- from these seemingly simple
stories that give us some insight into the indescribable and ineffable Kingdom of God. The growth of
God’s Kingdom is out of our control. It happens in ways that constantly defy our expectations. It
happens even without us, and that give us hope. Even when we don’t know or understand what is
happening, God is working in the darkness to tend to the growth. Now just because God is the gardener
working in secret doesn’t mean that God doesn’t want us to help. Indeed God calls us to join in and play
a part. We are to sow seeds, help till the soil, water the plants, and wait patiently for God to work God’s

miracles, to bring forth life when only we see death. And when those green stalks appear we can rejoice

and be glad.
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