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THE THIRD SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST

How Does Your Garden Grow?
Ezekiel 17:22-24; Mark 4:26-34

When I was growing up and had to help weed and harvest my dad's
garden every summer, I did not enjoy it at all except when the corn, okra,
squash, and tomatoes arrived on the dinner table.  Pulling weeds and hunting
for green beans was not my idea of summer fun.  And no, I don’t want to try
my hand at pulling tobacco or picking cotton as many of you had to do!

Yet, like a lot of you, when I finally had enough space to plant a garden
of my own, I did not hesitate.  For many summers now, I have enjoyed
working in and eating from my garden . . . until this year.  Because of repairs
and painting on the shed adjacent to my garden space, and other, more
pressing projects around the house, I never got around to planting a garden
this year.  I was disappointed, but I decided I would give the soil a sabbatical
and plant my garden next spring.

To my delight, my garden did not forget me.  I walked around behind the
shed the other day and there was a nice, healthy tomato plant reaching up
from the soil, a volunteer from an errant seed dropped into the earth last
summer.  A “wild” tomato plant, so to say! Small though it is, I do have a
garden after all.

Nature takes care of itself.  We all know that.  Abandon any kind of
property and before long plants will appear.  When we lived in Savannah, I
built a sandbox over a small piece of ground that had once hosted daffodils. 
After a long winter, I removed the wooden cover of the sandbox and
discovered five or six daffodils that had clawed their way through five or six
inches of sand toward whatever sliver of sunlight managed to coax them
skyward.  Mother Nature is impossible to stop–despite some our best efforts
to the contrary.

I don’t have to remind you that the very first image we get of God is as
a gardener: “In beginning, God created the heavens and the earth . . . .”  The
creation stories in the Book of Genesis describe how God took what sounds
like an enormous pot of primordial soup and turned it into a universe complete
with stars and planets and among them, our lush and fruitful earth.  Although,



I do have to say that God’s method of gardening is quite a bit different from
how we do it today.  Scripture tells us that God blew over the surface of the
deep and spoke into existence all of the wonderful flora and fauna we know. 
God didn’t actually get his hands dirty until humans were created.  That is
something to think about, isn’t it?

The Bible contains lots and lots of illustrations from nature because
those are comparisons that we can immediately understand.  For instance,
earlier we heard Ezekiel’s prophesy in the form of an allegory about God
planting the sprig of a cedar tree high on a mountain.  The story behind that
gardening story is that King Nebuchadrezzar had conquered Jerusalem and
taken King Jehoiachin back to Babylon.  He put Zedekiah on the throne of
Jerusalem, but Zedekiah renounced Babylon and turned to Egypt for support,
though he was rebuffed.  Each of these kings is likened to an eagle, a twig,
a branch or a spreading vine.  In the passage we heard, God declares that he
will take a tiny sprig from a cedar tree and place it on a high mountain where
it will grow into a mighty cedar.  God is speaking of a future, perhaps
messianic, leader whom God will place in Jerusalem and cause Israel to grow
and flourish to the benefit all of the people far and wide.

Those of you who are true gardeners have already picked up on the
absurd detail of this story which is that propagating a single twig into a mighty
tree is not an easy thing to do.  Yet, God the gardener can do it every time.

Jesus himself enjoyed using agricultural illustrations to teach people
what God was up to in the world.  Listen to one example from Mark’s gospel:

[Jesus] said, “The kingdom of God is as if someone would
scatter seed on the ground, and would sleep and rise night and
day, and the seed would sprout and grow, he does not know how. 
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 he goes
in with his sickle, because the harvest has come.”

He also said, “With what can we compare the kingdom of
God, or what parable will we use for it?  It is like a mustard seed,
which, when sown upon the ground, is the smallest of all the
seeds on earth; yet when it is sown it grows up and becomes the
greatest of all shrubs, and puts forth large branches, so that the
birds of the air can make nests in its shade.”
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With many such parables he spoke the word to them, as
they were able to hear it; he did not speak to them except in
parables, but he explained everything in private to his disciples.

Mark 4:26-34

In Jesus’ story, the kingdom of God is compared to a farmer who goes
about his or her routine chores.  The ground is prepared, the seed is planted,
a stalk grows and produces grain.  The farmer has no idea how it happens,
but welcomes the result.  It is not that the farmer is ignorant of how seeds
grow into plants and produce crops.  It is an expression of awe, of wonder. 
There is a miraculous element to nature and God’s part in it.  God can grow
a mighty cedar from a tiny twig.  God can produce abundant crops from tiny
seeds.  Nature is God’s creation and it is miraculous.  Just like the tomato
plant in my otherwise barren (except for weeds) garden plot.  I know how and
why that plant grew, but its appearance is nonetheless miraculous for me.  It
is a divine experience because I know that ultimately God is the energy, the
sun and water and nutrients in the soil, the mover and maker behind it all.  My
reaction is awe and wonder and, I hope, enjoyment of a delicious tomato or
two!

The point of Jesus telling the story, however, is not to make his hearers
more appreciative of the food that lands on their plates.  No, Jesus is talking
about something far more important.  He is making them aware of the
kingdom of God, the community of God, the reality of God that is all around
them and within them.

Most of us like gardens that are neat and orderly with straight rows and
nicely mulched soil that is free from weeds and pests and disease.  There is
nothing wrong with that kind of garden, but it is not God’s typical garden. 
God’s garden is wild and unpredictable and surprising and miraculous.

Jesus compared God’s kingdom, God’s community garden, to someone
planting a mustard seed.  I have never planted a mustard seed, but I do know
that mustard seeds are teeny, tiny.  I also know that, at least at the time Jesus
told this story, a mustard plant was a scrubby little bush, growing maybe up
to a couple of feet high.  Moreover, mustard plants were not a typical crop. 
They were invasive plants, essentially weeds that would take over otherwise
essential farmland.  I suspect if Jesus were describing the kingdom of God to
us today, he might say something like, “The kingdom of God is like a kudzu
seed, which, when sown upon the ground, is a small seed; yet when it is sown
it grows up and becomes the greatest of all vines, and putting forth large
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leaves and long vines, so that the birds of the air and animals on the ground
can make nests in its shade.”  We are all well acquainted with kudzu.  It was
introduced to this country at the Philadelphia Centennial Exposition in 1876
as an ornamental flowering vine which could help stop soil erosion.  We know
it as a predatory vine that it has practically taken over the South.  It does not
take much to get it going, but it is practically impossible to stop.

That is precisely Jesus’ point.  The movement of God among us begins
tiny, almost imperceptibly, but it grows and propagates and flourishes and
spreads everywhere.  Moreover, unlike the mustard shrub which reaches only
a height of a couple of feet or kudzu which spreads along the ground and up
the sides of trees and other structures, the community of God grows huge
until it is larger and taller than anything else.  Talk about miracle growth! 
God’s movement among us is truly miraculous.

Don’t misunderstand me.  God’s movement is not about number or size
or any of the other measurements that we like to take.  God’s movement is
about what happens in hearts and lives and communities.  It is about how the
Gospel spreads from person to person.  It is about changing one life after
another.  If you want to do something that can be both fun and very
enlightening, I encourage you to sit down some day and sketch out your
spiritual family tree.  Try to trace all of the people who, in one way or another,
fed you spiritually.  Who fed them?  And who fed those people?  Who are the
gardeners who helped till the soil and plant the seeds of your faith?  Who did
the same thing for them?  The result will be your mustard plant, the garden
of your faith.

Most of us would jot down the names of our parents, maybe
grandparents, teachers, and friends.  The name of a minister might even pop
up from time to time.  While those are names that should be in our tree of
faith, sometimes the branches are quite surprising.

Greg Carey is a Professor of New Testament at Lancaster Theological
Seminary in Pennsylvania.  He tells this story about who cultivated his faith:

I didn't grow up going to church.  When I was 12 I spent a
week in the hospital with a hip injury.  While I was there I received
two visits.  One visitor was a retired pastor who served part-time
in my aunt and uncle's rural Presbyterian church.  I barely knew
him.  He had absolutely no pastoral obligation to look in on me. 
The second visit came from a small group of church kids who
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made cute little animals out of soap and washcloths.  Funny thing:
After I did convert in high school, those two visits stood out in my
memory.  At our best, that's the kind of thing Christians do.  I
suspect that's how it works for most of us who come to faith.1

Who would have ever thought that cute animals made out of soap and
washcloths could open anyone’s heart to God?  Clearly, it wasn’t the crafts
that did the trick; it was the love of God and the love for him that made the
difference.  I suspect that if we thought for a while, we would also come up
with some quirky sounding but no less miraculous people who popped up in
the garden of our faith.

The next question is: For whom are we preparing the soil of faith? 
Where are we planting the wild seeds of God’s love that will overtake
someone else’s life in the best way possible?

The seeds we plant do not always have to be a direct presentation of
the gospel.  Often, the seeds we plant which flourish best are more subtle
because they are coated in the love of God which motivates us to plant them
through acts of kindness, words of encouragement, confessions and
forgiveness, second chances, and first impressions.  How has your handling
of the pandemic borne witness to your faith in God?  How has your attitude
about cultural issues reflected the teachings of Christ?  How has your
compassion been evidence of a kinship with other people in our community?

God’s community garden (which we often call the kingdom of God) is
not always a neatly manicured example of master gardening.  God’s garden
is often wild, unruly, messy, and unpredictable.  But the fruit is sweet, the
crops are tall, the harvest is plentiful, and the results are always miraculous
because they involve us and other people like us.  And yes, God’s hands are
always dirty now because God is dealing with us day by day and helping us
learn to be good gardeners as well.

How does your garden of your faith grow?  I hope it is as surprising and
miraculous and wild as mine is this year because we all know that God is
working in it.  Amen.

1Greg Carey, "How People Come to Faith," HuffPost (March 4, 2014); available online at:
https://www.huffpost.com/entry/how-people-come-to-faith_b_4528242.
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June 13, 2021 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

Each day of life is an opportunity to recognize your presence and
experience your grace, Holy God, but in the beauty of springtime, your
generosity is especially apparent.  The new life that is flourishing around us
is a reminder of the joy we know through our Risen Christ.  The variety of
colors and fragrances in every yard and field signify your love of diversity and
the artistry with which you created our world.  Warm breezes and gentle rains
soothe and renew the earth just as your Spirit offers the comfort and vitality
of your constant presence with us.  Every corner of our world bears the
imprint of your creative handiwork and every creature sings your praise.  In
the midst of such splendor, Gracious God, how can we not be filled with
wonder and gratitude and recognize the abundance of gifts which give
meaning to our lives and move our hearts to worship and praise?

But we confess that there are days when even the warmth of the
sunlight and the multitude of blessings we receive from you cannot overcome
the darkness and discouragement in our lives.  There are days, even
seasons, when we search for a sign of your nearness but find only doubt and
loneliness.  Sometimes the noises that surround us and the fears and
anxieties that swirl within us cause us to strain to hear faint echoes of your
voice or catch fleeting glimpses of your reflection in our world.  Move us, we
pray, toward all things that spark life and breathe peace. Move us from a need
to control toward a willingness to surrender; from stubborn certainty to curious
wonder; from a nearsighted view of the world to a broad and open vision of
your kingdom; from a posture of fear and self-preservation toward an attitude
of generosity and grace.

Holy God, there is much that we can do to plant and nurture seeds of
faith, to prepare ourselves for your call to discipleship, and to respond to the
cries of a suffering world, but give us the wisdom to recognize that only you
can transform hearts and the trust to follow in the way of Christ that leads to
life.  And equip us, Gracious God, to reflect the light of your presence for
others who, because of illness or grief, poverty or hopelessness, violence or
injustice, have long felt distant from you or wonder if you are there at all.  Fill
our hearts with compassion and courage instead of condemnation and fear. 
Strengthen our hands to reach out with acceptance and healing rather than
promote division or lash out in anger.  Guide our feet to places of service, and
enable us in all things to make evident your life and light so that others might
experience the grace you so freely give.  In the name of the Christ who came
to dwell among us and by the power of your Holy Spirit who abides with us
still.  Amen.

Elizabeth J. Edwards
Associate Minister


