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The text for my sermon comes from the Gospel of Matthew, chapter 13 - verses 31-32.  Listen 

now for the word of God:  

 Jesus put before them another parable: ‘The kingdom of heaven is like a mustard seed that 

someone took and sowed in his field; it is the smallest of all the seeds, but when it has 

grown it is the greatest of shrubs and becomes a tree, so that the birds of the air come and 

make nests in its branches.’  

This is the Gospel for God's people. Thanks be to God.  

 

 Hearing this parable, I imagine that some of you are reaching out to hold the applecart 

steady, as you remember that parables are supposed to shock us, to surprise us, to stop us right in 

our tracks! We have to ask ourselves when we hear this parable– do we get too comfortable 

when we hear Jesus talk about sowing seed?  After all, this isn’t the first time in the Gospel of 

Matthew that Jesus talks about a sower, and it's not the only time Jesus mentions a mustard seed.   

When I hear this parable of the mustard seed, I can also hear Jesus saying to the disciples on 

another occasion — if you have faith the size of a mustard seed, you can move mountains.   

Now…we have another mustard seed and I wonder—have we conflated all of these stories to a 

simple moralism—we spread the seeds and God will do the rest! So, how do we peel back the 

layers of our cultural lens to hear the truth of this parable?  What are the hidden surprises in this 

parable? 

 The first surprise is that the kingdom of God is like a mustard seed.  I don't know about 

you, but I think of God's reign as being huge, over all of creation, beyond comprehension… not 

tiny… like a mustard seed. When I think of God's reign breaking in, I see brilliant flashes of 

lightening on a dark night, the kind that split the sky into jagged pieces, making everything 
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visible around us, the kind that are followed by crashes of thunder that jerk us out of a deep 

sleep.  But not a tiny mustard seed! 

 The second surprise is that anyone would deliberately sow mustard seed in his own field.  

No respectable first century farmer would sow mustard seed so carelessly. Mustard is an invasive 

plant; it grows fast and spreads even faster. The seed germinates as soon as it hits the ground; a 

wise farmer sows it in small beds to keep it contained. Think kudzu.  Like kudzu, once mustard 

is established, it's hard to eradicate.  Mustard seeds are invasive! Unwanted!  Unpredictable!   

Mustard seeds ignore boundaries, spreading beyond control, invading the entire field, taking over 

your plans for other crops.  And sowing mustard seed like this violated the Jewish purity laws 

that mandated separation of diverse kinds. Probably envisioning situations just like this! This 

field is in jeopardy—potentially unclean. No farmer sows this kind of seed so carelessly. Just 

who is this strange sower? 

 The third surprise is that the mustard seed becomes a tree that supports life. This 

transformation from a small seed to a great tree is not how a mustard seed commonly grows.  

The mustard plant is a shrub, not one of the mighty cedars of Lebanon.  Even at its largest and 

strongest, the mustard plant's branches are certainly not strong enough to hold bird nests.  

So, just what do these surprises tell us? 

 If God's reign can be as small as a mustard seed, then perhaps God's reign begins with 

small things that break into our lives. Something as small as a mustard seed, something that 

crosses our boundaries and invades our lives, something small that cracks open our hearts and 

minds in ways that radically transform us! What is it about this mysterious reign of God that 

disrupts our lives so completely? 
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 If God's reign is something that someone can sow, it's likely that we would not plant it 

where God does. In this story, this unknown sower is not sowing the mustard seed where 

responsible first century farmers would want it. This mysterious sower scatters seed that breaks 

down boundaries and disrupts the established order of our lives. Which raises the question—if 

we are honest with ourselves— is the reign of God something that we really seek? Do we want 

something this invasive, something that breaks in and takes control of our lives? And if God's 

reign becomes a place of refuge, a place that supports life, again I have to ask, is this something 

we would welcome in our own backyards?  And we can't escape asking - how do our modern, 

rational minds cope with this image of God's reign—when we know that is not really a great tree, 

just a shrub? Do we dismiss it as insignificant?  Do we domesticate it, thinking we can control it?   

Regardless of how we see it, to those who find it, this mustard plant is a place of shelter, a home, 

a safe haven.  Perhaps we simply don't have enough imagination when we think of God's reign. 

 So I wonder...where are mustard seeds taking hold in our lives?  While I can't name when 

or where the seed was sown, I've experienced this transformation in my own life. Since I first 

heard my call to seminary, my life has been full of the unexpected, the unpredictable, and—at 

times—the disruptive changes that come when God is at work. Four years ago, my call was so 

new that I wasn't sure it was real.  My doubts stayed with me, even though God kept showing me  

the way.  Seminary was full of surprises, from studying Hebrew to finding my call to preaching.   

Nothing was as unexpected as discovering how a small text of Scripture can invade my thoughts 

and demand my attention.   

 And having participated in the Theology Among the People (TAP) program, I had the 

opportunity to travel to Thailand as part of the first TAP Global Initiative.  As a cautious 

traveler, I worried in the back of my mind about traveling that far to a different culture. But I 
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went…and in Thailand, I discovered God in new ways.  I met Buddhist monks who fight for 

justice, many risking their lives every day.  Their example broadened my understanding of how 

God works in our world.  

 Later here in Atlanta, in one of my seminary courses, I saw ministry in communities that 

opened my eyes to the systemic injustice that exists in our own country.  These unplanned and 

unexpected transformations have made this of the most surprising and miraculous times in my 

life.  God pushed me outside my boundaries, moving in ways that I would never have imagined.   

God disrupted my image of who I was, recreating me in new ways.  What I would never have 

imagined doing on my own transformed me, and I now see this as a gift from God.  

 But the transformations in my life continue to unfold.  Next week, I plan to be at the 

airport to welcome a young Burmese family as my own church works with RRISA, Refugee 

Resettlement and Immigration Services of Atlanta, to co-sponsor our first refugee family.  For 

our small church community, this act of hospitality is a big step of faith.  But perhaps we are 

taking on this challenge because someone sowed a mustard seed in our midst.  

 The irony in all this is that the tiny mustard seed only becomes a tree when we are willing 

to let go, to risk being transformed. Then, the mustard seed that is sown becomes an act of 

radical hospitality; the tree that grows offers shelter beyond our wildest imagination, shelter for 

those we may not understand or even know, welcoming all the diversity of God's creation.  

All because we are willing to let go. This parable of the mustard seed reminds us that the reign of 

God is beyond our control.  No matter how strong our boundaries are, God moves through them. 

No matter how hard we work to order our lives, God disrupts our plans. No matter where we 

create boundaries, God changes everything around us. We are transformed into that great tree of 

life.   
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 In the end, the question becomes this – are we ready for the mustard seed,  knowing that 

wherever it grows in our lives…it will be unexpected, it will be invasive, and it will radically 

reorient us in ways that bring new life.  Once we let go, it's not up to us.  God is at work in the 

world. Stand back, watch out, let go! The reign of God is breaking in! 

Amen. 


