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Your vestry has spent the last several months discussing a new book called Beating the 

Boundaries: The Church God is Calling Us to Be. Written by the Rev. John Spicer (that’s John 

Spicer!) an Episcopal priest and rector of a parish in Kansas City – perhaps you’ve read about 

some of those discussions in the Bells recaps written by vestry members. There’s quite a bit to be 

said about the book and what we’ve learned, but it’s relevance this morning has to do with a 

brief reference that Spicer makes to a church he visited whose programming allows for people to 

attach themselves temporarily to that parish, without becoming part of the church’s ongoing life;  

in the author’s words, “a wide variety of people [orbit] into and out of its worship and 

ministries”.1 The scriptural example he uses for this is Jesus’ parable of the mustard tree. 

 

Given our gospel for this morning, I thought it might be helpful to look at our parish in light of 

Spicer’s example; but let’s not stop with the mustard tree. How might each of these little parable 

gems apply to us, and what can we conclude about the ways this church “may be compared to” 

the kingdom of heaven? 

 

The very tiny mustard seed produces a bush, a tree, large enough that God’s creatures can find a 

home, a resting place, in its branches. How are we at St. Giles like a mustard tree? What nests 

in our branches that isn’t a part of our ongoing common life? The most obvious is Campanella.  

They’re here five days a week during the program year, singing, drawing and painting, and  

studying Russian, art history, and math: young children, youth, and their parents. The 

Community Garden of Feedin’, now in its 9th season, has been a home and a place of joy for 

those who like to grow plants both edible and beautiful – probably not mustard plants! – for 

themselves but also to feed others. Who else nests here? Spiritual seekers, who walk the 

labyrinth – I live and work on this property, and I see them. Think of those who attend one of our 

special, seasonal services or practice yoga; those in need of healing and support, 12-step groups;  

creative types, like Sassy Stitchers; hungry neighbors who come to Second Sunday Community 

Breakfasts. Occasionally one of our neighbors (including the Northbrook Police down the street)  

will ask if they can use our parking lot, and we say “yes”. If you count up the people who “nest 

in our branches”, we’re looking at hundreds. 

 

Anyone who bakes bread knows the importance of yeast, and that a little can go a long way. 

How are we at St. Giles like leaven? What we do here on Sundays and at other times reaches 

both deep into our faith community and outward into the larger community. I like to think that 

our formation activities, even if only a few participate, are leaven for the entire congregation:  

the Bible Challenge and other scripture studies, inquirers’ classes, quiet days, the conversational 

sermons – you guys are really good at that! – the Thursday evening prayer service all come to 

mind. That is leaven that goes deep. And for years, decades, members of this parish have been 

driving our donations of nonperishable groceries, along with surplus food from local businesses, 

to food banks and soup kitchens as far away as Chicago’s Bronzeville neighborhood. Several 

years ago the Hunger Resource Network was born, further facilitating, on a regional scale,  
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the amount of surplus food that actually gets into the hands and stomachs of hungry. HRN didn’t 

replace those food deliveries – their respective efforts complement each other: St. Gileans still 

drive that surplus food AND work actively with HRN to feed people. We’re a small parish but 

those ministries, along with the Community Garden deliveries, reach far outward, and over the 

decades, thousands upon thousands of people’s lives have been touched by the generosity of time 

and effort and money that people here have put into our feeding ministries. We are leaven for 

those folks. 

 

How are we at St. Giles like treasure hidden in a field? We’re not as well-known as we’d like 

to be. I wouldn’t say we’re hidden, exactly, but as big as our building is, and as noticeable as our 

sign or our event banners may be, people drive by here pretty fast and believe it or not, they 

don’t always notice there’s a church here. Sometimes, too, I think we’re a little bit shy, reserved, 

a little reluctant to “toot our own horn”. Evangelism can feel difficult and uncomfortable – I get 

that. But so often, when people do find us, they’re amazed at what we do, and how we do it:  

our community outreach, already mentioned; our music; our hospitality and welcoming spirit.  

People who are looking for meaning, for spiritual and religious expression, for the opportunity to 

serve their neighbors, for relationship, are attracted to those things. They treasure them. And they 

are willing to support them and keep them vital. 

 

We are constantly looking for ways to live into our mission; the leadership, in particular, tries to 

scope out vision and direction for the parish. How are we at St. Giles like the merchant 

hunting for pearls? We do our best to discern the will of God, and I believe we really try to 

listen to one another. That doesn’t mean that we always agree, or that each of us will always get 

what we want – nor should we expect that. But in deciding how to “move forward”, we’re on the 

lookout for that “pearl of great price”, God’s direction for this church, and when we believe 

we’ve found that, we do our best to put our resources toward that effort. 

 

We are an open and welcoming community here. How are we at St. Giles like that big net? 

The welcome statement on the bulletin and on our website makes clear what kind of parish we 

are: diverse in many ways, some of them more obvious than others. We don’t reject people based 

on…well, anything! We know we’d like our parish to be bigger, to have more people call St. 

Giles home – but we don’t serve others based on the expectation that if we do, they will 

automatically turn around and join this church. Jesus didn’t operate that way, and neither do we.  

We don’t make our ministries conditional on how people live their lives, or what they believe, or 

whom they love, or where they’re from. That’s especially important for people to understand 

nowadays. And if there’s going to be a judgment, we will leave that up to God; we know we’re 

accountable to God for welcoming and serving others, not for judging them. 

 

Do we understand all this? Do we truly understand how what we do here at St. Giles points to 

the reign of God? It’s important that we do – not so we can pat ourselves on the back, but so we 

can be grateful for the opportunities we have to serve God, and to acknowledge the fruits that 

service produces. Maybe that needs to be said more often. Maybe I need to say it more often.  

The work we do here is important; it takes all of us, and it needs and deserves our support.  

 

It needs our financial support, of course, to keep the operations that support our ministries 

running smoothly and to provide a safe space for those ministries that happen here. Kingdom 



work also needs and deserves our presence, our participation, because we are a community, 

together. When we gather here together, to worship and to engage each other, we grow as a 

congregation and as individuals. The parish becomes stronger when more of us participate and 

show up more often, on Sundays and other times. Maybe we’re reluctant to place that 

expectation on ourselves or on each other, but it’s so important, because that is how we become 

those “scribes trained for the kingdom of heaven” that Jesus talks about. That’s how we are fed, 

so that we can “feed people” in all these different ways. That is how we continue to be mustard 

tree, leaven, treasure, merchant. That is how we continue to be that huge net. That is how we 

become partners in bringing about the reign of God. 

 


