
 

 

Third Sunday after Pentecost (14 June 2015)  
“Two Parables for the Price of One”   
Jane Unger, Church of the Good Shepherd, Athens, Ohio 
 

 

Two parables for the price of one.  Two parables about the Kingdom of God.  

One about farmers planting and harvesting crops and one about mustard seeds.  

As a full time gardener, this would seem to be right up my alley, but really this isn't 

really so much about the seed part, but rather, about growing God's Kingdom.  

Those pesky parables have a bad habit of not being quite what they appear, and 

as today's scripture says, Jesus explained them to his disciples in private. As usual, 

we are left on our own to figure them out for ourselves. 

 

The Kingdom of God grows in a hidden, mysterious way, and though the first 

parable speaks of growth, its meaning is not that the Kingdom of God develops 

thanks to human efforts.  Rather, growth is spoken of as the miraculous work of 

God and harvest as an outcome that is both gift and miracle. The parable is 

significant, and something we should remember, whenever and wherever we 

Christians take ourselves and our efforts too seriously, seeking by our plans and 

programs to bring in the kingdom of God.  God does not work in a sudden, 

dramatic way.  He is working in a way that is hidden and opaque. He will not 

bring in his kingdom in the manner that Jesus' contemporaries desired - as in right 

now.  Remember that Paul was pretty sure that Jesus would return during his life 

time.  

 

 



 

 

The parable with its assurance that the harvest will come stands in opposition to 

those through history who, instead of waiting for God to fulfill his promise, 

endeavored to force the coming of the Kingdom or to build it themselves -- by a 

revolution like the Zealots, by exact calculations and preparations like the 

Apocalyptists, or by complete obedience to the law like the Pharisees.  The 

parable is asking if we are willing, for Jesus' sake, to wait with him for God to do 

what he is sure to do, and if we are willing to wait with the carefree attitude which 

is becoming to the children of God, without any spiritual maneuvering or 

misguided efforts.  To build one's life in this way -- entirely upon God's promise 

and no longer upon one's own ability or inability -- demands all the feeling, 

thinking, doing and speaking of which we as Christians are capable.  

 

While in the parable, the sower does nothing after scattering the seed, real 

farmers (in contrast to farmers in parables) spend a lot of time and energy 

working against the forces that might hinder the natural growth of the seed, 

fighting bugs and weeds, adding fertilizer if needed and irrigating the fields when 

clouds don’t bring the needed rains.  Yet, even with all that work, farmers still 

wait in faith.  The growth happens while they sleep, not because of their efforts.  

So despite appearances sometimes to the contrary, the crops are growing and the 

harvest will come, but it will come in God’s time, and in God’s way, not by human 

effort or in accordance with human logic.  And so it is with the Kingdom of God. 

 

 

Then there is the second parable this morning, the one about the mustard seed.  

I think that we often miss the most significant element of this story.  Rather than 

concentrating on 'small', the important image is 'mustard plant'. 



 

 

 

Why a mustard plant?  If all Jesus was saying in this parable was that the 

kingdom of God starts small and grows large, any seed would do.  All seeds start 

small and are miraculously transformed into something much larger.  A garden 

note - the mustard seed is far from the smallest.  Plenty are as fine as dust.  

Anyway, in that way the kingdom of God is like a seed.  You plant a mustard seed 

in the ground and it grows into a large shrub where birds find shade.  

 

Mustard is a common weed in Palestine and Israel and Mark is more correct than 

Matthew and Luke when he calls it a large shrub rather than a tree.  It was 

considered a weed, too, in Jesus' day.  Cedars of Lebanon, often mentioned in 

scripture, grow about 100 feet tall.  The mustard plant about 10 feet.  Today we 

might make a contrast between the mighty Redwoods out in California, with the 

dandelions growing in our own yards.  Which better illustrates the kingdom of 

God?  The power of God? 

 

The giant Redwood tree, like the cedar, would be a fitting symbol for the might 

and power and grandeur of God's rule coming to earth.  They are trees that 

seem to live forever.  Their tops appear to reach right up to heaven.  The trunks 

can grow so large that a tunnel can be cut out large enough to drive through.  

They are a magnificent part of God's creation. 

 

But Jesus says that the kingdom of God is like the mustard plant.  There is 

nothing grand and glorious about a mustard plant.  It is a common, ordinary 

bush, perhaps like dandelions in most of our neighborhoods - or sagebrush in the 

desert. 



 

 

 

The kingdom will not appear all at once in its full splendor, but will begin 

inconspicuously.  God has planted a small seed, which will grow into a great 

shrub.  The ministry of Jesus, which does not look like the expected coming 

kingdom, is in fact, its beginning. 

 

Perhaps we are looking in the wrong places for the kingdom - staring up in the sky 

for tall trees, instead of looking on the ground for common weeds. This 

interpretation of the parable - God's rule is like a weed - is one that certainly 

would challenge and threaten many people's assumptions of the coming, 

powerful kingdom of God.  Yet, when the seed of a weed is covered by cement, 

it still seems to find a way to grow through the tiniest of cracks.  The Kingdom of 

God will come - in its own way and in its own time - but come it will. 

 

So back to the first question - How does the Kingdom of God work?  It works by 

the Son of God, who appeared to be tiny, of no account, and insignificant at first, 

bearing our sins upon the cross.  The kingdom works by Jesus making us 

righteous, free, and alive in return, as his resurrected glory becomes a shelter for 

sinners, a home for the homeless hearts of this world 

 

And the kingdom works 'of itself', just like the earth produces the grain in the first 

parable.  We don't do it.  Jesus does it, through the Holy Spirit.  We can stop 

being fixated with getting the right answers, and instead be not just content, but 

delighted, with the bountiful goodness of our God.  Rather than worry about 

how it works, we can simply enjoy his love.  We can receive the sacrament and 

hear the Word.  And we can trust the mystery:  Jesus pours himself into us 



 

 

through these very means.  How does it work?  Wrong question.  Why does it 

work?  Right question.  And the answer is because God wills to make sinners 

righteous with the righteousness of Christ.  That's what matters. 

 

Today we celebrate my husband Hank's 45 anniversary of his ordination.  He has 

spent those years in parish ministry, as a theology professor at Valparaiso 

University, as a campus pastor at Western Reserve in Cleveland and as a hospice 

chaplain.  Settings from the very rural in Indiana, to cities and small towns in 

Ohio, from young people to the elderly, baptisms, weddings, funerals and 

everything in between.  A journey he could not have anticipated when he took 

those vows back in 1970.  It's another part of growing the kingdom.  Hank 

doesn't do it and we don't do it, but we can all plant the seeds for God to grow. 

 

You don't have to be ordained to do your part.  Just as the farmer "at once goes 

in with his sickle" we can rush with joy and anticipation into the harvest fields of 

this world.  We can serve and give; worship and pray, teach and bear witness, 

feed and clothe.  We can listen to stories and share The Story.  How will these 

things grow the Kingdom?  I don't know.  Will they boost our Sunday 

attendance?  Perhaps.  These are the same kind of things that the farmer can't 

explain, but for which he nevertheless rejoices when he sees the grain grown 

without his effort?  

 

We don't understand how it all works, but we know that God who does the work 

of bringing in the kingdom is faithful and true.  Such goodness is a mystery - not 

to be solved, but to be celebrated.      AMEN 


