24th July 2011 SERMON  “the greatest of shrubs” by Allister Lane
Psalm 105: 1-11

Matt 13:31-33, 44-52 

It’s something that many are fearful of doing.

The fear issue is familiar to most of us and causes hesitation and reservation in otherwise confident people. 
Here are some common concerns some of us have: 

- "I am afraid I might do more harm than good."

- "I don't know what to say."

- "I may not be able to give snappy answers to tricky questions." 

- "I may seem bigoted."

- "I may invade someone's privacy."

- "I am afraid I might fail."

- "I am afraid I might be a hypocrite."

However, perhaps the most common fear, that prevents us from sharing our trust of God with others, is that of being rejected. 
It’s not that we don’t care; most acknowledge that if the love of God is good for me it’s got to be good for others. But we are afraid of how people will react.

None of us like to be rejected, ridiculed, or regarded as a weirdo.  

Talking about our trust in God, and expressing our love for God is okay in church, because we share our faith with others; others whom share the same hope, express their love of God in similar ways to us, and (at the end of the day) if we annoy each other the people at church HAVE to forgive us!  Right?
I wonder if some of our anxiety about sharing the love for God from our hearts is because of the way we understand the difference between the reality in here and the reality out there!
A split between the sacred and secular can give us the impression that outside the church all we can expect to find is a barren spiritual desert.

The greater we perceive such a split, the greater we will fear what is ‘out there’ and the hostile reaction we might receive if we share the promises of God we talk about in church.

After all, it’s not that the promises of God are exactly self-evident.  If they were, everyone would believe them and Christian discipleship would ask less of us.  If we are honest, part of our coming together in worship is to remind ourselves of the promises of God which ARE difficult to trust. Some aspects of our faith sound absurd.
‘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.’ 

The mustard seed starts small.
Some things start out big:

...the latest model car  
...the newest generation phone

...new computer technology

...or iPod toy 
The mustard seed starts small.  
But Jesus doesn’t leave it there, the mustard seed grows.

The dynamic biological energy that has been stored as potential within the tiny seed grows and grows to become “the greatest of shrubs”.

The greatest of shrubs?

Perhaps hardly the most inspiring and lofty description of the majesty of God’s Kingdom we might imagine.

The imagery of trees in the Old Testament give much grander visions of God’s presence.
In Ezekiel the prophet declares:

Thus says the Lord God:
I myself will take a sprig
   from the lofty top of a cedar;
   I will set it out.
I will break off a tender one
   from the topmost of its young twigs;

I myself will plant it
   on a high and lofty mountain. 
23 On the mountain height of Israel
   I will plant it,
in order that it may produce boughs and bear fruit,
   and become a noble cedar.
Under it every kind of bird will live;
   in the shade of its branches will nest
   winged creatures of every kind.  

The clear similarities with Jesus’ parable suggest a link, and yet Jesus moderates the vision; severely moderates the vision. 

The mustard seed grows into ‘the greatest of shrubs’.

A quick Google search makes it clear that the mustard plant is far from the grandest of plants.

Once again, Jesus is telling us that the Kingdom of God is about a different kind of ‘power’ than the power we are used to.

If he had wanted to, Jesus could have used biological imagery to emphasise the impressive force that can come from small beginnings. Such potency realised as expanding and unstoppable dynamism can be seen with seeds that fall down thin cracks and can quite literally split solid concrete.  
This is truly impressive as an illustration of smallness expanding to something grand.
That is why it is not a good example of what Jesus was teaching.

His parable is not about small to grand, but small to ‘averagely impressive’ and ‘of some usefulness to birds – as long as they aren’t too heavy’.

Jesus is teaching us about a different kind of power. 

After all what is highlighted is the ‘smallness’. 

If there is any ‘power’ it is not brute force or domination over other things – it’s about influence, growth, change that is good and brings benefit to all.

We see this is also the emphasis in the next parable Jesus tells, the parable of the yeast.

‘The kingdom of heaven is like yeast that a woman took and mixed in with* three measures of flour until all of it was leavened.’ 

This is the shortest parable (or smallest parable) Jesus told to describe the Kingdom of God.  

And doesn’t that seem apt?

If you want to talk about something small, yeast is about as small as it gets. It has influence even at microscopic level.
The mysteriousness of the influence of the yeast is further emphasised by verb that describes the actions of the woman.
Translated in our reading as ‘mixed in’ the word ekrypsen means ‘hid’. 

Jesus tells us that the kingdom of God is like yeast that a woman hid in a lot of flour.

When seeds are planted, they are hidden; although if you wanted to you could go digging around and hunt for them. Proportionately, there is much more dirt than seeds, but with enough time and determination you could recover at least some of the seeds.

But yeast? No way!

It is much more successfully hidden in its surroundings.
The one element in this parable that isn’t small is the amount flour. 

Three measures of flour is a LOT of flour – about 36kgs actually.

The sheer amount of dough this woman is working with gives the sense of expansive universality.

And there is no part of the dough that the yeast does not influence with its dynamic growth.

I think this suggests a very exciting thing about the Kingdom of God...

It suggests that the Kingdom of God entered the world ...right back at creation.

Like a woman making a huge amount of bread, God has infused the power of the Kingdom within the world at creation.

The Kingdom of God was not an innovation of Jesus’ teaching; it is a reality that has been ‘hidden’ in the world long before Jesus’ earthly ministry – since creation itself.
This is what Jesus is teaching. The reality of God’s Kingdom is not experienced as a transition from non-Kingdom to Kingdom; rather it is transition from Kingdom-in-a-mystery to Kingdom-made-manifest.

Therefore, the world is not a barren spiritual place that we sometimes might conceive it to be. 

The Kingdom of God is ‘hidden’ in it, and its unique power is influencing the world.

The Kingdom of God brings growth and change that is good and brings benefit to all.

The dynamic power of the Kingdom is not where we might expect 

· it’s in a tiny seed that becomes a shrub not a towering cedar tree; 

· it’s in the hidden yeast not the huge amount of flour; 

· it’s in the salt not the soup; 

· the light not the vast expanse of darkness. 

If light could think and dream would it develop an anxiety complex when it realised: outside, everything is pitch dark and I am only a little light. What can I do amidst that?

Jesus teaches us that the power of the Kingdom of God is radically different to what we are accustomed to. It is the power of serving others, of forgiveness, of healing.

The power of the Kingdom subverts the status quo with humility and grace.

Our living in the power of the Kingdom is not about domination, but sharing; sharing the reason we have to trust God in all things.

This power of the Kingdom at work in our lives will compel us to share with others; to be part of the Kingdom’s influence, growth, and change that is good and brings benefit to all.

The Psalm writer gives this truth to sing out loud:

make known his deeds among the peoples. 
Sing to him, sing praises to him;
   tell of all his wonderful works.

The Kingdom of God everywhere, at work all around us.
And Jesus is inviting us to seek it, above all else.
...Let us sing: “Seek Ye First the Kingdom of God”
