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In my heart and mind, our gospel text is among the most complicated to understand and to grasp.  I have always struggled with it because in its simplicity lies a truth so great, a truth so important I scarcely take it in.  And I am not alone in my struggle with this text for the disciples, the ones most intimate with Jesus, did not get it the first time round either.  

The Kingdom of God, the true subject of this text, is the topic that Jesus came preaching and teaching.  The Kingdom of God is the message central to his time on earth.  Throughout the gospels Jesus compares the kingdom to incomparable treasures.  He likens it to a pearl of great price.  In one instance he describes it as a fancy dress ball to which the famous and powerful refuse to come and whose seats are ultimately filled with the least and the left out; the lame and the crippled, the halt and the blind.  In the 21st chapter of Matthew Jesus tells the officials of the church that even prostitutes will enter the Kingdom before they do because the prostitutes have received the message of the Messiah and they have believed.  Above all else, the first three gospels tell us that to enter the Kingdom of God one must become like a little child.  For it is only by faith and in trusting in God with the completeness of a child that anyone may enter God’s Kingdom.  
So what is the kingdom of God?  The Bible never answers this question directly but a study of the mentions of the phrase show that it is not a location, it is not a destination determined by degrees of longitude and latitude.  The Kingdom of God is not even a place.  No, it is best understood as a move of God though time and in history.  It is best described as the realm of God, the space that is created when the ways of God and the truth of God come together, cohere.  The Kingdom of God is the ontological, the beingness location, of the intersection of righteousness and peace, equity and justice; invitation and welcome.  The Kingdom is incomparable wealth for in the Kingdom all have what they need to be who God has created them to be.  The Kingdom is a banquet feast, for in God’s fully come Kingdom no one will be hungry, no one will be homeless, no one will be without the means of life lived fully.  For the Kingdom is that space where the children of God gather in faith and with full trust, living out the hope of God for a world where peace is the currency of the realm and power is shared to the glory of God’s name.    

So important is the Kingdom that Jesus asks us to pray that it will come not only in heaven but here on earth, “thy kingdom come on earth as it is in heaven”.  So important is the Kingdom that we are told our citizenship in it is higher and more important than our citizenship in the world.  So important is the Kingdom that Jesus came preaching and teaching about it more than any other thing.

Then, if the Kingdom of God is so important why, among his most frequent examples, would he use a mustard seed to demonstrate its presence?  Why would he use something so small to represent something so big?

Why, because in first century Jerusalem, when our text was written, the concept of the coming of God’s Kingdom in the guise of a carpenter turned itinerant preacher who taught love over force, peace over power and unity over division was so radical, so counter cultural, so dangerous Jesus understood his disciples could scarcely take it in.  Jesus knew that as he taught his disciples about the hallmarks of the Kingdom, hallmarks that included sharing the resources of the world; honoring the God image in all men and women; and in holiness – as he taught them these things he was, in essence, asking his followers to put their lives of the line.  He was asking them to take up a script that defied the logic of their current culture and set them up as insurgents against the status quo.  He knew what he was asking them and so he begins their lessons with something so small that none would be threatened, none would run in fear.
He begins to teach them with the simplest of stories.  He tells them, in essence, about the courage of a seed.  He tells them about a tiny seed that seems to have no potential; that garners no recognition.  A seed that worries no one and is as innocuous as can be.  He tells them about a tiny mustard seed.  

The cycle of this seed would be well known in the disciple’s agrarian culture.  It would be common knowledge that a mustard seed would first be nestled in the ground by the hand of the sower; lovingly placed in the heart of the earth and covered with the gift of the soil.  Planting prayers would be offered to show the farmer’s faith hope for the seed.  He would encourage the seed to be unafraid, to be courageous and to welcome the warmth of the earth.  The farmer would speak words asking the seed to be courageous in the dark of the soil.  He would ask it to feel sheltered and nourished until it was ready to send down roots, to take hold of its ground.  He would ask it to anchor itself until it found even greater courage to break through its safe place; reaching higher, growing into what it was designed and destined to be.  

Jesus used the stories of a simple seed to show the disciples that the greatness of the Kingdom was not a matter of their doing, but that it was a matter of God’s doing.  God had planted the seed in the soil of Jerusalem, that seed was Jesus, and now the Kingdom was growing, pushing up through the ground.  First, quietly just among the twelve and slowly out among the people.  God had given the seed and now the Kingdom would come.  It would come with quietness and in the course of time it would grow to greatness and be able to supply all who came to be sheltered in the shade of its branches.  
In our gospel text the disciples do not get it and over many opportunities Jesus teaches them about the coming of the Kingdom.  And eventually it takes root in their hearts.  Peter in the Book of Acts acts with impunity and frees a woman from the bonds of her abusive masters; freedom for the oppressed is a mark of the Kingdom, let your kingdom come.  Paul teaches in Galatians that in Jesus there is no Jew or Greek, no free or slave; equality must exist among all of God’s beloved, this is a mark of the Kingdom, let your Kingdom come.  The message to the church at Corinth that love is the greatest gift of all, and this love is a mark of the Kingdom, God let your kingdom come.  

And now 21 centuries after Jesus taught his disciples the power of the Kingdom, it is our turn.  Not unlike the era of the disciples who first sat with Jesus, we live in a society that does not know, does not seek, does not understand the power and the promise of the Kingdom.  Our culture does not live by rules that urge us to seek peace; in fact we have become quick to consider war.  We do not measure our lives by how much we help others but how much we help ourselves.  We do not seek opportunities to lift the prostitutes of our day out of life’s difficulties but instead I know I seek to live in neighborhoods where those difficulties simply disappear from my sight.  You and I, we who call ourselves children of a loving God, we who call ourselves followers of the Savior; we too have forgotten the heart of the message Jesus came preaching, that the Kingdom of God must come and we must live in such a way that the peace, righteousness, justice and love of God’s kingdom intersect in us and are made manifest through us.    

So like the disciples who sat at Jesus’ feet let us return to the parable of a mustard seed; for in every generation God provides the opportunity to grasp again the gift of the Kingdom and our role in it.  Let us begin by remembering the courage of that mustard seed.  For just as those ancient prayers asked that the seed have the courage to be nestled into the heart of the ground.  Just as those ancient prayers asked that the seed have the courage to be patient and to put down roots, to establish and anchor itself in the good ground of the earth; just as those ancient prayers prayed that in due time the seed would grow to greatness and become what it was designed and destined to be; so you and I may recover our desire and ability to participate in the Kingdom of God by having the same courage of that seed.  
With courage we must nestle down into the heart of God’s word.  With courage we must put down roots in what God says we must do and we must anchor ourselves in what our God and our Savior teach.  With courage we must increase our understanding of the Kingdom of God so when the winds of the right and the winds of the left, when the cold of doubt and heat of intense inspection arise; like that seed we will not be swayed from becoming what we were created to be, children of God’s Kingdom, sign and symbol that what was once promised through the metaphor of a mustard seed can thrive in this place, this culture, this time.

Jesus taught the Kingdom of God would come through that which began as something so very small.  The Kingdom may come in us in the same way.  As we study together, as we pray together, as we walk through our ups and our downs together, as we seek to know what God is saying together – in our hearts a seed will be nestled, in our hearts a seed will take hold, in our midst something that began as so small, a Sunday School class, an adult Bible study, a daily time of devotion – something that began so small will begin to grow, and in God’s own time we will see that our understanding of God’s word, God’s call on our lives will make of us better representatives of God’s Kingdom and we, like the bush grown from a tiny seed, will be able to be in and for our world a glimpse of the true power of the Kingdom of God.  
How long will it be before we see this growth and serve as this glimpse?  I do not know, but I pray we will not lose heart for the world has spun away from the vision of God’s kingdom, before.  Still God is always ready for another generation to take up this cause.  And we have a wonderful goal toward which to work.  2800 years ago Isaiah gave us that goal in a glimpse of the Kingdom; and it is a goal to which we may still hold.  As we share the courage of the seed, as we go down into God’s word and God’s good seed grows in our midst, as we understand more and more about the power and the presence of God’s Kingdom we, like Isaiah, will know more of God’s hope for the world; a hope made more and more manifest when Ginny all children have clean water to drink, when Lucky children no longer lay dying in the street, when Brian your nephew no longer battle enemies on their very land; when Phil reconciliation is a word we use and claim among our deepest truths; when Carol Christians in far countries need not fear for their lives, and when we on this corner of Lincoln and Grove can say we have helped peace truly reign, abuse to disappear, and love remain.  Isaiah says it like this there will be a day when evil and all harmful things will be no more; where God’s wisdom will be as plentiful as the waters of the sea.

You and I my brothers and my sisters share in this vision, in the coming of this Kingdom, as we choose to live out its precepts and share in its bounty, a bounty that all begins with the courage of a seed.  God bring to full fruit in us the power of your kingdom that we may be to the world what that mustard seed plant was to the garden.
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