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As I often do when thinking about what to say in a sermon, I looked up today’s Gospel reading in a commentary. And in a not wholly encouraging manner, the relevant section for today’s passage began: “The parables of Jesus are tricky texts for sermons. On the one hand, they offer the most vivid stories and the most luxurious metaphors to be found in the Bible, an inexhaustible resource to be exploited for preaching. On the other hand, the parables are open to multiple interpretations, and the preacher has to be careful… Nowhere is this more obvious than in the two parables included in the Gospel reading for this Sunday–the seed growing secretly and the mustard seed.” So suitably for-warned, and for-armed, I steeled myself and read further to discover what insights and challenges awaited us in today’s reading.

I think what is very interesting is that if you were sitting here a hundred years or so ago, at the turn of the twentieth century in the period that philosophers and historian often refer to as the period of ‘modernism’, the preacher (I think it would have been Rev .  . . . . . . . . . . . . .), would probably have stressed how these two parables were about the inevitability of growth, and the progressive development of the reign of God. Like a steady, upward line on a graph, life was improving and human efforts were marshalled for the building of the kingdom on earthly soil. Just as a well established mustard seed grows and becomes a mighty tree, so the kingdom of God was powerfully manifesting itself through the achievement of human civilisation and technological skill. The interpretation reflected the optimistic mood of the time.

Well a sermon preached today about these two parables would I think also be optimistic, but in a rather different way compared to that of (Rev . . . .. . . .  . ..  . .. , or ) one of my (other) Victorian and Edwardian forebears whose pictures hang in the vestry. After two world wars and many other terrible human events, today the optimism of achievement or even triumphalism just would not ring true. But instead I think we can find in these two parables the optimism of encouragement and trust in a God who is involved in our world, albeit often secretly and mysteriously, and who will, in his own good time bring things to fulfilment.

A few verses before our present parables is the story of the Sower and Mark clearly expects us to have that great parable still in our minds. The Parable of the Sower is in part about encouraging the Christian community, who sometimes will be discouraged about how hard working for the kingdom of God might feel at times. Some people, Jesus explains there, hear the Gospel but for various reasons do not persist in their responsiveness and fall by the wayside. But be assured, he also says, because on good soil the word will bear abundant fruit, even beyond the disciples’ wildest imaginations, thirty- or sixty- or a hundredfold. So be encouraged, Jesus tells them, just be faithful and stick at it, for very good things will ultimately come.

The two parables today take this line of consolation, reassurance and encouragement further. Jesus makes the contrast between “the smallest of all seeds on earth” and the “greatest of all shrubs”, but the one will grow into the other. It might be hard being the Church, and one may feel impossibly weighed down by the great task ahead, but the promise nevertheless is there. Inconspicuous beginnings will lead to a vast conclusion. God’s rule will not ultimately be thwarted.

Now it is very important to observe that the promise does not have to do with the immediate success of the church (membership, budgets and so on) or with the prosperity of individual believers (and people have tried to read these parables in these ways), but with the ultimate triumph of the reign of God. That reign will always be shrouded in some mystery, Jesus suggests. It can and will happen in the contexts of churches and in the lives individual believers, but it will also happens in the most unlikely places, like the streets of disadvantaged areas helped by the Church Urban Fund, or in care-homes or hospital accident and emergency rooms, whenever the power of God overcomes the destructive forces of evil.

And in these parables what I find particularly interesting is what Jesus hints at about the farmer himself who does the planting. Once the farmer has planted the seed Jesus suggests that he contributes nothing to its growth (“The earth produces of itself”, he says), and nor does the farmer apparently understand how it matures. He simply waits for the moment of harvest, when he gathers the results. Rather than mentioning his ploughing or weeding or irrigating, the parable simply speaks of his sleeping and rising. The mystery of growth belongs to the seed, and not to the farmer. His activity neither hastens or deters the time of harvest. But the cause for optimism is very much there; for the harvest will surely come.

So today’s Gospel is a supremely encouraging one, and through it we are to understand ourselves as sowers who play our part faithfully and that is all that God requires of us. But the encouragement also has a subtle edge of challenge to it as well, for the figure of the farmer presents us with a wholesome reminder that the fulfilment of God’s reign is not ultimately dependent on our efforts alone, whether in service, or pastoral ministry, or evangelistic activity or whatever other calling and gift God gives us. We are freed from the burden of determining the harvest, of assuming that our successes or failures hasten or deter God’s plans. I acknowledge the challenge in that thought, but I also find it somewhat liberating as well. 
The basis for our optimism about the future, then, rests in God, the giver of growth, and ultimately the determiner of the time for harvest.
