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Here we are trying to go on as normal as we can in a very 

abnormal time, continuing our Lenten series on the Teachings of Jesus.  

Today it is familiar scripture about the Kingdom of Heaven: the Parable 

of the Mustard Seed.    

A bit of background: A generation after Jesus told this this parable, 

Matthew ensured that it would be read in his church --a small and 

struggling church. Steeped in Hebrew scripture and heritage, like manyh 

of their family members in the synagogues around them, their world had 

been turned upside down when the Romans turned violent, ransacking 

the Temple, destroying the Holy of Holies, the home of God. Faith was 

in crisis. Where is God?  The answer for Matthew’s people was “in the 

person of Jesus Christ.”   



It was this person Jesus who told stories to open us up the ongoing 

presence of the Kingdom of Heaven. Listen now to the Word of God 

from the 13th chapter of Matthew, beginning at the 31st verse:  

31 [Jesus] put before them another parable: “The kingdom of 

heaven is like a mustard seed that someone took and sowed in his 

field; 32 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.”  (Mt. 13: 31-32 NRSV)   

This is the Gospel of our Lord.  Amen.  

 In this 13th chapter of Matthew there are numerous parables of the 

Kingdom of Heaven.  Weeds are all over the place.  In the first parable, 

weeds choke the sprouting seed.  In the second, weeds are sown among 

the wheat – weeds than cannot be told apart from the wheat until the 

harvest. And in this third parable of the Kingdom, I dare say, weeds are 

making an appearance again – at least if you ask Mary, a woman in the 

Michigan church I served. 



 I had preached a sermon on this very parable.  She came up to me 

afterwards, “I don’t get this romantic notion that preachers have with 

mustard.  I hate mustard.  As a youth, I spent hours on my knees  

digging up mustard in the fields of our family farm.  An image of the 

Kingdom?  No way.”  

 I did some research and have learned that there are varieties of 

mustard plants.  There is a mustard weed that is the bane of farmers in 

the Midwest.  But I also discovered that the Roman naturalist, Pliny the 

Elder, who wrote in 78 AD – about the same time as Matthew, would 

have agreed with Mary.  He wrote "mustard... is extremely beneficial for 

the health. It grows entirely wild, though it is improved by being 

transplanted: but on the other hand, when it has once been sown, it is 

scarcely possible to get the place free of it, as the seed, when it falls, 

germinates at once." (Natural History, translated by Harris Rackham, 

Loeb, 1950, Book XIX, Chapter LIV.)     

If we think of mustard’s wild weed-like qualities, it is subversive – 

spreading far and wide -- uncontrollably – taking over.  If we look at the 



parable itself, I don’t think anyone knows of a mustard tree. Yes, there is 

a small bush that is one variety of mustard. But, large enough to shelter 

birds? But that’s the way Jesus describes the Kingdom of Heaven – as he 

seems to do in parables – moving us beyond the expected to expand our 

notion of God.   

Imagine being Matthew’s little church confused and struggling and 

hearing this. God’s kingdom is taking take over.  It may seem little in 

the face of the big Roman army and its so-called Pax Romana. But 

watch out.  

 We are besieged by a very small virus that has turned into 

something very big.  We are perplexed.  We are fearful. We feel very 

small in the face of it.  God’s kingdom has weeds.  Some are 

troublesome – very troublesome. But some are good --tasty, medicinal, 

sprouting from small seeds, spreading out and up in ways unimaginable, 

subverting our limited human point of view.  We can trust those seeds of 

Heaven’s Kingdom are growing right here and now among us.   



 God’s kingdom of heaven – which is not pie in the sky for afterlife 

– but here and now – is at work in ways that have been unimaginable 

before.  Maybe this unexpected time in our homes is the Sabbath rest 

that our far too hurried and conflicted world has needed.  There are 

people for whom these days are anything but a sabbath: those on the 

front lines of health care, those trying to keep shelves stocked in toilet 

paper (I don’t get why “stocking up” means buying more toilet paper 

than anyone can need in six months.)  But then little things are 

happening.  Those well and healthy offer to watch a child while a parent 

works. There are those too feeble to shop; those unable to feed their 

child who survived and thrived on school breakfasts and lunches. Then  

little things happen: sharing some of that stock of toilet paper with a 

elderly neighbor and making sandwiches for hungry children. There are 

and we anticipate many, many more of us who will be ill, some seriously 

so.  But a little thing we church people do?  We pray.  Pray for the ill.  

Pray for those caring for them. Little things: a phone call, FaceTime 

with the lonely – little things that grow big in the eyes of the other – and 

if we truly admit grow big for ourselves. 



On Friday night on PBS News Hour, commentator and author 

David Brooks talked about research he had done on the flu epidemic of 

1918, curious as to why it hasn’t entered American folklore despite its 

devastating impact.  He found people didn’t tell stories about this time 

because they were ashamed.  They had let fear grip them. They turned 

from neighbor, from one another and curled into themselves.  He is 

fearful that as this crisis deepens, we could do the same.  

That is a real possibility -- unless we open our ears to hear the hope 

in this parable of the Kingdom of Heaven. Those little seeds are taking 

sprout and moving us beyond the paralysis of fear. God uses us. It is 

who the church has been for centuries in the face of epidemics and 

pandemics. Little acts that grow big. Pray. Call. The Kingdom of 

Heaven is like a mustard the seed, a very small seed that grows and 

grows and grows.  Seeds of hope, seeds of grace.  

Let us pray:  We give thanks, expansive God, for your small seeds 

and the small deeds that bear witness to your Kingdom – to your care, 

your love, your hope.  Amen.   


