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Introduction 
 
1. Several years ago, I attended a Christmastime worship service that was advertised to be a 

traditional worship experience with traditional Christmas Carols and a traditional sermon. 
The preacher was Reverend Jim Hawkinson, a well know figure in the Covenant 
denomination who passed away in 2011. He was someone who I had personally worked 
with in planning a Covenant Founder’s Day worship service at First Covenant Church in 
2009. In the time that I was privileged to get to know Jim, I found him to be in some ways 
traditional and in other ways constantly looking for a way to poke at tradition.  
 
The Christmastime worship service was a predictable as expected until the final Christmas 
Carol before the sermon. For those who may not be aware, I was a Worship Arts Pastor for 
eighteen years prior to becoming the Lead Pastor at First Covenant Church in 2009. So, 
there are very few Christmas Carols I do not know. And, I did not know this Christmas 
Carol. Not only did I not know it, apparently no one else in the room did either, and they 
were all pastors who had probably sung every Christmas Carol in the Covenant hymnal 
many times over.  
 
Beyond unfamiliarity, the carol itself was incredibly difficult to sing—even for those who 
could read music. It had big interval jumps, complex lyrics, and several verses. It was 
painful…painful to the degree that everyone started to giggle some at how uncomfortable 
the moment was in a worship service we expected to be traditional, which in some ways is 
another way of saying “predictable.” 
 
After sitting down and putting the hymnals away as quickly as possible Pastor Hawkinson 
rose to the pulpit with a twinkle in his eye and began his sermon saying something like, 
“Wasn’t that the most uncomfortable song you have every sung in advent? Maybe in your 
life? I bet you were expecting something much more familiar and sing-able. I picked that 
carol because 2,000 years after the coming of the Christ we sing Christmas carols and 
think of Jesus coming as the Incarnation with such familiarity we have completely lost the 
idea that Jesus’ arrival was both marvelous and wondrous as well as unusual and 
uncomfortable. And, it was religious people who felt the most uncomfortable.” 
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2. I share this personal story because today is the first teaching in new series on the Parables 
of Jesus, which, in the first century and when first told, were breathtakingly fresh and they 
made religious people very uncomfortable. They made religious people uncomfortable 
because some of his parables were paradoxical or saying seemingly opposite things that 
can only make sense if you hold those opposite ideas in tension. The parables made 
religious people uncomfortable because some of them were very subversive to the religious 
and cultural roles and traditions of the day. Some parables literally turned convention on its 
head like what Pastor Hawkinson did when having a room full of pastors sing an unknown 
and difficult song in a highly predictable time of the year.  
 

3. Technically speaking, what are parables? Parables are an ancient Eastern form of 
phraseology, riddles and stories that use common events or people from everyday life to 
illustrate truths through such means as fables, analogies, allegory and comparisons.1 The 
art of the parable was one of Jesus’ favorite means for communicating the truths of God 
with parables forming approximately one third of his recorded teachings in twenty-five 
parables re-told by the Gospel biographers. Jesus’ parables covered an array of themes, 
such as loss and redemption, mercy and forbearance, love and forgiveness, prayer and the 
nature and character of the Kingdom of God.  

 
4. One might wonder why Jesus chose to speak in parables and riddles rather than just 

coming right out and saying, “Here is what I want everyone to know!” Jesus’ first disciples 
had such wonderings and, at one point when not understanding one of his parables, sort of 
got fed up and asked Jesus “Why do you teach in parables?”2 Jesus’ reply was 
telling…almost alarming. Jesus responded: “Whoever has will be given more and whoever 
does not have, even what they have will be taken away.”  
 
Jesus went on to explain that faith and knowledge of God and love for the ways of the 
Creator of all things are principally a matter of the heart. And, that if someone has a heart 
that is hardened against such realities and truths, it will be nearly impossible for them to 
embrace or understand the teachings of Jesus. Furthermore, it is desire that helps the 
overly defended person to open up their heart. And, desire is best stirred by causing a 
person’s thinking or world view to be put off balance such that it needs to puzzle its way to 
a new equilibrium. It’s kind of brilliant, isn’t it? 
 

5. It makes me wonder—if we gave ourselves more to Jesus’ wisdom provocations through 
paradox and parable—how different our thinking might be about any number of things in 
our lives today? I wonder how it might challenge all that comes at us as “all bad or all 
good,” and say “Wait a minute, what are the deeper questions here and what is fueling my 
focus about this matter? Is it a hunger to have an intense and targeted dislike or am I 
willing to remain open to what isn’t being presented? Or, am I willing to not make a 
judgement about a person or matter at this time?! That is a shocking idea—waiting to pass 
judgement. Or, as Jesus said in some cases, just don’t judge at all. 
 

6. Our journey through the twenty-five parables of Jesus will invite us to many wonderings 
about ourselves and our world. We are to take courage when we are confounded and have 
some of our traditional—and in some cases false beliefs—dislodged from their place of 

                                                
1 Robert Stein, An Introduction to the Parables of Jesus, The Westminster Press, 1981. Pages 15-16. 
2 Matthew 13:1-23. 
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settled-ness. And, in it all, anticipate joyful discoveries about Christ, about ourselves, and 
our world.  

 
The Parable of the Seed Growing Secretly 
 
1. The parable that we are going to look at today is referred to as “The Parable of the Seed 

Growing Secretly” and is found in the Gospel Biograph of Jesus written by Mark 4:26-29: 
 

26 [Jesus] said, “This is what the kingdom of God is like. A person scatters seed on the 
ground. 27 Night and day, whether they sleep or get up, the seed sprouts and grows, 
though they do not know how. 28 All by itself the soil produces grain—first the stalk, then 
the head, then the full kernel in the head. 29 As soon as the grain is ripe, they put the 
sickle to it, because the harvest has come.” 

 
Mark 4:26-29 New International Version (NIV)3 

 
2. These brief four verses are a classic parable of Jesus: he used some commonly 

understood ideas of his day—a farmer or plant grower type person scattering seeds, soil, 
growth, and harvest. And, as was typical to Jesus—while his metaphors were basic his 
topic was indescribably complex: The Kingdom of God. The word “kingdom” is a bit 
problematic in our time because we live in a post-monarch-democratic nation state world. 
And, while Jesus is referred to in some Christian religious traditions as simultaneously a 
prophet, priest and king4, the actual embodiment of Jesus was that of a wounded healer 
and not a dominating monarch.  
 

3. New Testament Scripture in the book of Revelation does include apocalyptic imagery that 
alludes to Jesus being imbued with extraordinary power in regard to the end of all things 
and in a moment of return. And yet the teachings of Jesus and Jesus’ supreme command 
to love God and love neighbor as wounded healers is the ethical framework for Christ 
followers and the Christian movement now and until the end of all things.  

 
Why is this so? Throughout the New Testament the “Kingdom of God or the Kingdom of 
Heaven” (those phrases are used interchangeably) is described as a broad construct built 
with the scaffolding of what Jesus creatively lived through his own lived life and taught in 
many forms including the twenty-five parables. Teachings on the Kingdom of God include 
such big ideas as grace, faith, hope and love, and how humans are to live most fully into 
such things. And, the entrance points into the kingdom of God are framed by very 
interesting invitations such as these teachings of Jesus about the kingdom of God: 

 
• “Unless you become like children you will never understand the Kingdom of 

Heaven”5 
 

                                                
3 Edited for gender inclusivity.  
4 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Threefold_office (accessed 3-9-19) 
5 Matthew 18:3. 
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• “The Kingdom of God is like the miracle of how organic matter grows, especially 
seeds because while it can start small in someone’s life, it can grow beyond our 
wildest imagination.”6 

 
• “Wealth has a unique ability to blur our vision of God’s reality or kingdom, so we 

need to be careful in the way we think about money.”7 
 

• “The Kingdom of Heaven is like bridesmaids getting ready for a wedding…you have 
to work at it, but it is a party, so it’s worth it!”8 

 
• “The Kingdom of Heaven includes what we could consider on the surface good and 

bad people, and it sifts both the good and the bad…”9 
 
And there are dozens more aspects about the Kingdom of God that Jesus talked about--all 
that tell us that the Creator is participating and sustaining the human experience and our 
choice to live out certain patterns and specific ways of thinking will help us realize more of 
God’s reality in our day to day lives. 
 

4. It was the famous 20th century quantum theory physicist Niels Bohr10 who used to say to his 
students “Every sentence that I utter should be regarded by you not as an assertion but as 
a question.”11 The same is true for the parables of Jesus—every assertion is a question or 
“wondering” in disguise, including today’s parable on the Kingdom of God.  
 

• One wondering in disguise is “who is the one scattering the seed?” Is it God? Is it 
people? Both? 

 
• Another wondering in disguise is “how is it possible that the seed scattered on the 

ground without tilling and care could ever grow?”  
 

• And, a final wondering in disguise is “how is it that someone could yield a harvest 
regardless of how hard they did or didn’t work?” 

 
The first wondering invites us to ponder what the seeds may be in the first place. Are they 
ideas? Are they people? Are they passion projects? Have you ever had an idea or a 
business, or a relationship that felt like a precious little seed? But you knew that if you didn’t 
let it go and release the seed into the world and put it in touch with some kind of organic 
material, it wouldn’t grow? Probably everyone has felt that way at one point or another 
because the Creator created us to create and to be given entrustments that can only grow 
if we let them go.  

 
But, what about the second wondering in disguise: what makes things grow? 
 

                                                
6 Mark 4:26-29. 
7 Matthew 19. 
8 Matthew 22 and 25. 
9 Matthew 13. 
10 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Niels_Bohr (accessed 3-9-19) 
11 William R. Herzog, Parables as Subversive Speech, Westminster/John Knox Press. Location 89. Kindle Edition.  
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5. Next week Andrea Hollingsworth, the First Covenant Theologian in Residence will speak to 
a longer parable in Mark chapter 4: “The Parable of the Sower.” In that parable Jesus 
indicates that the type of soil that seeds land on is important for the viability of the seed to 
grow. Today’s parable is framed differently where Jesus seems to be saying that seeds or 
good things have the capacity or at least the possibility to grow in the Kingdom of God 
regardless of good or bad soil, good or bad tending to the soil and seed. This isn’t to say 
that the other parable is wrong and that soil quality doesn’t matter, but on a very high level, 
Jesus seems to be saying that growth is possible with God regardless of soil and 
circumstances.  
 
Then there is our final wondering which can’t be anything other than shocking in that a 
harvest is possible and can be yielded regardless of the soil and regardless of the tilling. 
This is the secret that the parable is talking about—that God and the forces God has put 
into the inertia of the kingdom of God is always pulling, pushing, or enticing us toward 
growth and harvest whether we are aware of it or not.  
 
All three of these wonderings in disguise point us toward a deep and scandalous truth 
about the kingdom of God: Our creator is a benevolent creator and while the human 
experience is fraught with problems, suffering and human sin, and our very lives are 
vulnerable in their core essence—God is utterly for us regardless of how well or poorly we 
live. And God is always present and wanting to fill our lives with growth and harvest 
whether in good times or bad.  
 

6. Here are a few examples that have been on my mind lately. The first is from nature. I have 
an uncle on my wife Holly’s side of the family who lives in Thousand Oaks California, one of 
the cities engulfed in the horrific wildfire of late 2018 now called “Camp Fire 2018.”12  Camp 
Fire was the deadliest and most destructive wildfire in California history to date and the 
world’s costliest natural disaster in 2018. The fire caused at least 85 civilian casualties, with 
3 people still missing. It covered an area of 153,336 acres of land, destroyed 18,804 
structures with a total damage cost of $16.5 billion dollars. $4 billion of those structures 
were not insured. My uncle sent me a photo taken near his house that I showed to FCC 
staff who were all but certain the image was photoshopped. 

 

 

                                                
12 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Camp_Fire_(2018) (accessed 3-9-19) 
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It wasn’t photo shopped. The Boeing 747-400 Supertanker is the largest airliner in the 
world used to drop fire suppressant, even in California neighborhoods.  
 
The fire was devastating, and the loss of life and property is inestimable. Several months 
later my Uncle sent me a second photo that he titled “After the fire and rain”  

 

 
 

…demonstrating in a small but meaningful way that life can spring from ashes and that 
death is never the end. And, in light of today’s parable—while God did not create the 
Campfire 2018 fire, the fire just happened as a matter of being in the created order of 
things where bad things happen to the good and the bad alike—God was with the earth 
and with people in the fire--weeping for all those who died and all that was lost. And, God 
has infused into our earth and into people—resurrection after death.  

 
7. Another thing on my mind is a second illustration of how the Kingdom of God is at work 

regardless of the quality of soil, is connected to our March honoring of Women’s History 
month. Katie Geneva Cannon was an American Christian theologian and ethicist 
associated with womanist and black theology.  
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She passed away in 2018 and back in 1974 was the first black woman to be ordained in a 
leading brand of Presbyterianism.13 If you think things are bad now in terms of racism, 
genderism, and the struggle for LGBTQ rights, you should have been with Dr. Cannon in 
1985 presenting the first paper ever presented on womanist theology to a room where, 
beyond the majority of white men…”all the women were white and all who were 
black…where men.”14  
 

8. Cannon was dropped like the scattered seed of today’s parable onto hard and impenetrable 
ground. But she was brave. And, is was reported that, “together with four other black 
women inquirers, she advanced the fundaments of a new form of discourse and emerged 
as a matriarch of theological womanism—a theology that affirmed the significance of black 
women’s God-talk, survival, and flourishing…”15 And, most poignantly, an African American 
writer said this about how the kingdom of God works despite society and religions’ 
exclusions: 

 
“Long before Cannon brought womanist God-talk into the realm of academic 
discussion… it was flourishing in the faithful lives of black Christian women. Womanism 
was born around black women’s kitchen tables, on front porches, in beauty shops, in 
women’s clubs, in the varieties of black women’s prayer closets, and in various 
“women’s spaces” within the black church. In these spaces, as black women came to 
know the love, mercy, and justice of God for themselves, they forged a theology that 
boldly affirms that black women’s lives are significant and valuable not only to God but 
also to the church and the world. In the social, political, and religious realms that so 
often erased black women’s experiences, black women of faith had the courage to 
believe and assert, “I am”: I am here, I am fully human, and I am “fearfully and 
wonderfully” made in the image of God.” 

 
Conclusion  
 
1. That says it all. For all of us. We are all uniquely designed to be who we are, and God loves 

us exactly as such. And, the parable of the seed growing secretly is an invitation to trust in 
the continuous work and provision of God in our lives whether we see it or not, whether 
others see it or not, and in spite of any type of ground that our lives may have landed on.  

 
2. Returning to wonderings—it is important to always remember that our personal growth can 

take place on any soil…so, what kind of soil do you find yourself on today? What about the 
seeds, or your most precious ideas or relationships?  

 
If it seems as if letting go of your precious seeds is too difficult to do…or, if you find that 
your ideas and relationships are on not great soil….take heart! Have hope! Trust in the 
ways of our benevolent Creator. The secret of this parable is that growth and harvest can 
happen anywhere, because that is what Jesus tells us that is what the kingdom of God is 
like.   

 
                                                
13 https://www.nytimes.com/2018/08/14/obituaries/katie-cannon-68-dies-lifted-black-womens-perspective-in-
theology.html (accessed 3-9-19) 
14 https://www.christiancentury.org/article/critical-essay/black-women-s-faith-black-women-s-flourishing (3-9-19) 
15 IBID. 
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Please pray with me. 
 
Prayer 
 
God of all creation and the lover of our souls—it is difficult for us to comprehend the 
scandalous nature of your love and grace for us. It is difficult for many reasons including the 
fact that, like seeds scattered on good and bad soil, the ups and downs of our lives and the 
frustrating violence and exclusions that we face seem to tell us that we are “less than” or “not 
equal” to others. We pray that we awaken and stay awake to the reality that you are always at 
work building us up and growing us and the ideas that you placed in us to the day of harvest. 
May we trust in your unceasing love and provision for our lives.  
 
In Jesus’ name. Amen.   
 
Benediction 
 
As our new week begins may we see the parables of Jesus as teachings that challenge us to 
consider matters of the heart and the Parable of the Seed Growing Secretly as an invitation to 
trust in the continuous work and provision of God in our lives whether we see it or not. 
 
Go in Peace. Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 


