*Jesus’ in the Mustard Seed (10-8-23)

18 He said therefore, “What is the kingdom of God like? And to what should I compare it? 19 It
is like a mustard seed that someone took and sowed in the garden; it grew and became a tree,
and the birds of the air made nests in its branches.” (Luke 13:18-19)

One of the books on my bookshelf is titled, Don 't Sweat the Small Stuff. In the
book, the author, Richard Carlson, quotes John Lennon saying, “Life is what’s
happening while we’re busy making other plans.” The author continues: “When
we’re busy making ‘other plans,” our children are busy growing up, the people we
love are moving away and dying, our bodies are getting out of shape, and our
dreams are slipping away. In short, we miss out on life.”

Ironically, For Carlson — the author — other big plans become the small stuff while
small stuff happening in the present moment is really the important big stuff.
Carlson says, “Many people live as if life were a dress rehearsal for some later date.
It isn’t. In fact, no one has a guarantee that they will be here tomorrow. Now is the
only time we have, and the only time that we have any control over.”

Nicolas Herman, better known as Brother Lawrence, was a man who lived every
moment and every corner of his life fully with God. Brother Lawrence was born
poor in the 17th century. Before he became a monk in a Carmelite monastery in
Paris, he joined the army to get meals and a small stipend. During this time, he
was wounded on the battlefield. This led to him having a unique spiritual
experience and he decided to become a lifelong servant of God.

When he joined the monastery, he was assigned to work in the kitchen. Brother
Lawrence hated his duties as a kitchen helper in the early days, but as time passed,
he realized that the kitchen was a holy place where God’s grace was revealed and
experienced all the time. After that, his routine daily work in the kitchen became
sacramental moments rather than tedious duties.

This transformation is shared by Brother Lawrence in a collection of his writings
and pastoral conversations — The Practice of the Presence of God — that was
published after his death.

| believe he was a man who found Jesus and God’s Kingdom in a mustard seed. In
his book, Brother Lawrence said, “The time of business does not with me differ
from the time of prayer, and in the noise and clatter of my kitchen, while several
people are at the same time calling for different things, | am with God in great
tranquility, as if | were upon my knees at the Blessed Sacrament.” This confession
was echoed in his prayers: “Lord of all pots and things . . . make me a saint by
getting meals and washing up the plates.”



There must have been numerous moments of distress, frustration, and confusion in
his life, but Brother Lawrence was a person who was pleased with and grateful for
meeting Jesus in his every here and now moment, whether in the cloister or kitchen.

In today’s scripture reading, Jesus invites us to find the Kindom of God even in the
mustard seed. (I often use the Kingdom of God, Reign of God, and Kindom of God
interchangeably.)

How big do you imagine the Kindom (or Kingdom/Reign) of God is? In the Old
Testament, the Kindom of God, or the Messianic Hope, was depicted as the cedar
of Lebanon, or “the great tree.” The cedar of Lebanon is often a symbol of a
triumphant future of Israel (Ezek. 17:22-23; 31:2-6; Dan. 4:10-14).

Since the Kindom of God was perceived as vast and splendid, it must have been
puzzling to the listeners when Jesus said God’s Kindom is like a mustard seed.
“How can I picture God’s Kindom for you? What kind of story can I use?” Jesus’
answer was not a familiar, ready-made answer. He tried to find the best words and
images for those who gathered around him.

Instead of using the great cedar of Lebanon image, Jesus said, “It is like a mustard
seed that someone took and sowed in the garden; it grew and became a tree, and
the birds of the air made nests in its branches.”

Have you ever seen a mustard seed? If you mark a dot on your palm with a pen,
that’s the size of a mustard seed. How is that a picture of God’s Kindom? Why
not five-inch avocado seed, at least?

The parable of the mustard seed appears in Mark (4:30-42), Matthew (13:31-32),
and Luke (13:18-19).

Each of the Gospels is different in terms of where the seed was planted. In Mark,
the seed was planted in the ground. In Matthew, the seed was planted in a field.
And, in Luke, the seed was planted in the garden.

In Jesus’ time, the rabbinical law prohibited people from mixing certain plants in
the same garden. A mustard seed was especially forbidden because it was fast
spreading and takes over the vegetable garden. The mustard seed of the parable,
therefore, is a symbol of all those who are rejected and marginalized — we can find
the sick, the poor, and so-called ritually unclean. We can also find Jesus, himself,
as he touched and healed them, often being accused as a friend of unclean people.

In a metaphoric way, Jesus invites his audience to foretaste the Kindom of God in
their daily lives, becoming small branches where someone can feel welcomed,
loved, and cared for instead of being ignored, discriminated against, or excluded.



Jesus’ parable of the mustard seed shows that God’s idea of success is different
from our expectation of success. David Buttrick (1927-2017), who was a
renowned preaching professor at Vanderbilt, recognizes that preachers have often
invoked the dream of triumph, or “big-time success,” when preaching the mustard
seed parable. In his book, Speaking Parables, Prof. Buttrick asserts that in Jesus’
teaching, “there is no support for triumphalism, national or ecclesial.... If we
remember the Cross, triumph is even more unlikely.”

Whenever I read the parable of the mustard seed, I see ‘Jesus’ in it. The heart of
Jesus’ message and ministry was the Kindom of God in which God exercises rule
especially through “people,” all of whom are equally valued and loved in God’s
eyes and hearts. When Jesus uplifted, empowered, and healed those who were
marginalized and oppressed, Jesus himself also became the mustard seed and
branch where people could make nests.

Not an overbearing cedar of Lebanon, but a loving, caring, and embracing mustard
branch was the best image of the Kindom of God in Jesus’ mind. Just like that,
Jesus’ seeming weakness and powerlessness on the Cross still empower us as we
try to follow his Cross of love that is meek but stronger than death. Even now,
Jesus, who is God’s self-giving love, sees us with the eyes of love, inviting us to
make nests in his branches.

| believe prayer is one of the best and most important ways of making nests in
Jesus’ branches. Prayer connects ourselves with the living Christ, also placing our
whole selves, which includes our struggles, pains, and joys, before the loving and
humble heart of Jesus. As Henri Nouwen said, “prayer is not simply a source of
support in time of need... Praying is living... It is the unceasing recognition that
God is wherever we are, always inviting us to come closer and to celebrate the
divine gift of being alive... A spiritual life without prayer is like the Gospel
without Christ.”

| have seen our church is active in prayer ministry, which is an essential part of
caring ministries. Sometimes prayer is the best thing, perhaps the only thing, that
we can do! Prayer is one of the most important ways to care for others.? Prayer
also reminds us that God is always in our ‘here and now’ moments. In this Spirit-
led movement of becoming mustard seed and branches of a mustard plant, we will
foretaste God’s Kindom, being nourished and equipped as disciples of Jesus Christ.

! Henri Nouwen, The Only Necessary Thing.
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| hope the prayer and caring ministry of the Swift Memorial will continue to
support and strengthen the entire congregation to be a hospitable, loving,
reconciling, and justice-seeking body of Christ in which everybody is welcomed
and cared for and blessed to be part of this community of care. Not only in this
congregation, but also in the world, we are invited to see Jesus as well as God’s
Kindom in a mustard seed, especially in people who are sometimes invisible and
the most vulnerable.

Let me finish this sermon with an invitation of Thomas Keating, who was the
founder of the Centering Prayer movement and Contemplative Outreach.
Concerning the parable of the mustard seed, he said that “God’s greatest works are
not done on a grandiose level. Not in cathedrals, big buildings, or large
mausoleums.... The kingdom is in everyday life with its ups and downs, and
above all, in its often seeming insignificance. This is where most people actually
live their lives. The kingdom is readily accessible to everybody.” Let me repeat it:
“The kingdom is readily accessible to everybody.”® And all God’s people say,
Amen!

* Thomas Keating, The Kingdom of God Is Like... (adapted).



