PENTECOST 3, B – June 13, 2021
SCRIPTURES – Ezek. 17:22-24; 2 Cor. 5:1-17; Mark 4:26-34
51 years ago the following words about Jesus, which Tim Rice wrote and which Andrew Lloyd Webber set to music, were first sung:

Every time I look at you I don't understand

Why you let the things you did get so out of hand.

You'd have managed better if you'd had it planned.

Why'd you choose such a backward time in such a strange land?

If you'd come today you could have reached a whole nation.

Israel in 4 BC had no mass communication.
Who was it who sang this in Jesus Christ Superstar? It was Judas Iscariot… and we understand that, don’t we? Even though the story sought to make Judas a more sympathetic character by presenting him as a confused and torn individual, Judas still ends up, of course, to be the bad guy… the betrayer. It makes sense to have him sing this song. Lack of understanding leads to lack of faith, and even betrayal. I understand.
Roughly 2,000 years ago Jesus spoke the following words (Mark 4): "The kingdom of God is as if a man should scatter seed on the ground. He sleeps and rises night and day, and the seed sprouts and grows; he knows not how. The earth produces by itself, first the blade, then the ear, then the full grain in the ear. But when the grain is ripe, at once he puts in the sickle, because the harvest has come." He spoke this to crowds of people who had come to see and hear Him, and perhaps even be helped by Him. But, He especially spoke this to His closest disciples; Judas, yes… but also Peter and James and John, and the rest of the 12. The words of the parable that leap out – at least, to me they leap out – are the words, “He sleeps and rises night and day, and the seed sprouts and grows; he knows not how. The earth produces by itself…” By itself; the Greek word is automatè – automatic. It just happens that the seed grows. The man who sows it doesn’t understand how or have anything to do with it. It’s automatic.
Automatic. This word doesn’t seem to fit with faith in Jesus and the growth of His kingdom, does it? It certainly doesn’t sound very spiritual, and it completely leaves out our understanding, along with any other service or contribution of our own. But, this is how it is in the kingdom of God, Jesus says. The kingdom of God: he’s talking about the kingdom and Church that God builds and rules, and how things are in His dealings with us. In the kingdom of God, God alone is the doer, the builder. You and I not only have nothing to do with it; we do not and cannot understand it. “he knows not how.” These are uncomfortable words.
We human beings like to know, after all. We like to use our minds and our abilities to create and to manage. And, in many ways, this is a good thing. Out thirst for understanding and control has led to incredible discoveries… to amazing advances in technology; in industry; in medicine (an effective Covid19 vaccine in record time!); in communications; in countless things and ways. We have also applied this to our relationship with God. For the benefit of that relationship we have built everything from simple and tiny places of worship to great cathedrals which not only pushed the boundaries of engineering and architecture but are filled with beautiful works of art that are amazing in themselves. Such churches can be awe-inspiring!
This is fitting, isn’t it? After all, Jesus Himself was awe-inspiring, and especially in the early days of His ministry. Read through the first chapters of Mark and you will hear again and again of how He cast demons out of many people, healed others of various diseases and afflictions, and powerfully taught and drew many people to Himself. We are blessed, indeed, to know Him and have Him as our God and Savior!
As our God and Savior, Jesus challenges us today with His parable, and especially with the words, “he knows not how. The earth produces by itself…” This means we are not in control of God’s kingdom, of His work among us. The growth of His kingdom of faith does not depend upon our good managing of it but solely upon the seed, which is itself beyond our understanding and control.
This is not only hard to understand; it is hard to accept. It’s hard to preach. What does Jesus mean when He says, “he knows not how. The earth produces by itself”… automatically. Does this mean it’s ok to not build churches, or to not attend worship Services? No. That would be as foolish and unproductive as a farmer not sowing any seeds. The seeds in the parable are critical, aren’t they? They’re the only crucial thing. The seeds must be sown for there to be a crop. God’s Word must be proclaimed, cast forth into minds and hearts. You need to hear it and receive it. Without it there can be no growth, no kingdom of God in our midst and rule of God in our hearts. So: listen to God’s Word! Take advantage of every opportunity to have it sown deeply into your heart and mind! Only then can you be God’s crop, His new creation in Christ, and be prepared for when He harvests His crop and brings all people “before the judgment seat of Christ, so that each one may receive what is due for what he has done in the body, whether good or evil.” (2 Cor. 5)
Let the seed of God’s Word be planted deeply within you, and then don’t be surprised when things you do not understand arise in God’s kingdom. Yesterday I attended the funeral of a woman who belonged to our church in Cheshire. Judy was a pillar of faith in that congregation, a member who was not only in church every Sunday but who taught in, and then ran, their Sunday School and did many other things. But, although she never smoked, she developed lung cancer and died in less than a year. Why? Why her? Even her pastor wondered. Later yesterday I ordained and installed a young pastor into his first church, a very small one in Orange, CT. Why did they get a pastor from the seminary and two other churches in our District, which are larger and more prosperous, did not?
And then, why did Judas deny Jesus, even after seeing Him cast out demons, heal every disease and affliction among the people, and even raise the dead? Why did Peter, who also denied Jesus, repent and receive forgiveness, while Judas did not? They followed the same Jesus. They saw the same things and heard the same words from Him. Why did Peter come back, but not Judas? I don’t know.
I do know that people are fickle. We’re strong in faith one day and questioning the next, and this is not simply because we do not understand. It’s because we are sinners. Unbelief and unfaithfulness and doubt and denial are within us. Trust in yourself, your own understanding and your own managing of your life and your faith, and you will have great reason to be uncertain and to doubt.

Trust in Jesus: the Jesus revealed to you in the Scriptures. What He says… what He has done for you by His death, resurrection, and ascension for you… it is all within His Word, as life is within a seed. Receive His Word as seed cast forth to you, and be glad that it does what Jesus says: “it sprouts and grows; he knows not how. The earth produces by itself”… automatically. Thank God, automatically! Jesus is telling you that you can rely on God’s Word, even when it is beyond your understanding and is seemingly tiny and useless. Like the mustard seed, which God created, it can grow into a large plant and provide shelter to many. God’s Word can give you life and growth as God’s new creation because it is the true and powerful voice of His Holy Spirit, bringing you Jesus. He is all that you need, now and into eternity! Amen.
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