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During this series, we’ll be exploring six parables of Jesus that draw on the natural world to
convey wisdom about how to live—shall we say, fruitfully—in difficult times.

This morning, we begin with what may be Jesus’s most mysterious parable: the Parable of the
Growing Seed.

| call it mysterious, not because it’s complicated, but because it appears only in the Gospel of
Mark. That alone is curious. Matthew and Luke both had copies of Mark in front of them when
they wrote their own gospels. We know this because nearly all of Mark—about 97 percent of
it—shows up in Matthew or Luke, often word for word.

And yet, both Matthew and Luke read this parable and apparently decided to leave it out.
Why?

Did they think it wasn’t up to par?

Did it confuse more than it clarified?

Or did something about it make them uncomfortable?

We can’t know for sure. But what is clear is that this parable has a way of making us
uncomfortable, too.

Jesus says the kingdom of God is like someone who scatters seed on the ground. Night and
day—whether that person is awake or asleep—the seed sprouts and grows. The farmer doesn’t
know how. When the crop is ready, the harvest comes.

That’s it.

Which raises a troubling question:

Is Jesus suggesting that in a world marked by injustice, violence, scarcity, and chaos, our task is
simply to scatter a few seeds and then... go to sleep?

If that’s what he means, | can understand why Matthew and Luke might have taken a pass.

Because in a world like ours, a “let go and let God” spirituality doesn’t just sound naive—it can
sound dangerous.

For many of us, that discomfort hasn’t been abstract this past couple of weeks. It has been
concrete, unsettling, and hard to ignore.



It has felt for some time like we in the United States are passengers on a train that has jumped
its track and is speeding toward a precipitous cliff. And this past week, that feeling intensified
for many of us.

We watched our government topple a sovereign nation — one whose leader may well have
been deeply flawed — and yet we found ourselves wondering whether the moral cost of our
actions may surpass the evil we claim to oppose. We heard talk that made it sound as though
other countries, even long-standing partners, might next be treated as pieces on a geopolitical
chessboard. And here at home, a mother of three was gunned down by ICE agents in
Minneapolis — a human life lost in a way that left many asking where this is all heading ... and
then another shooting involving immigration agents in Portland, the circumstances of which are
still under investigation.

In moments like these, it feels as though many of us have been running up and down the aisles
trying to get the attention of the conductor — while those in the engine room seem not only
unaware of the danger, but intent on shoveling more coal into the fire.

If Jesus is telling us to sit back and enjoy the ride, trusting that God will fix everything, then this
parable really does belong on the cutting-room floor. It’s the spiritual equivalent of singing
“Don’t Worry, Be Happy” on the Titanic.

But I've learned something over the years:
Whenever | assume that Jesus doesn’t have a firm grasp on reality, it’s usually me who doesn’t
yet have a firm grasp on Jesus.

A few years ago, when | was serving a church in Omaha, a Jewish rabbi and a Muslim imam
helped me get a better grasp on Jesus when | sat down and studied the very parables in this
series with them as conversation partners. Frankly, what they noticed astonished me. They saw
things | had never seen, despite a lifetime of study and a Ph.D. in biblical studies.'

The rabbi pointed me to a saying in the Talmud about stolen seed. It observes that even when
seed has been stolen—when justice would seem to demand that it fai—nature does not
cooperate with our moral accounting. Stolen seeds grow just like any others.?

At first, | thought this observation was a tangent. But the more | sat with it, the more it began
to open something up.

A seed carries within it a power that does not belong to us—a power we cannot command,
predict, or control. There is something almost holy about that—a reminder that life itself
operates according to a wisdom that exceeds human intention, virtue, or sin.

' Our conversations were recorded as Episodes 31-36 of the Converging Paths Podcast, which may be found
through any podcast app you may have such as Apple Podcasts and Podbean. If you don’t have one, simply click this
link for the episodes: https://tinyurl.com/mx4tfzen

2 Talmud Avoda Zarah 54:b
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Then the imam added another layer. Sometimes, he said, “bad” seeds are planted—seeds of
violence, hatred, or fear—and they grow like weeds, causing real harm. But often, in response,
other seeds are scattered. Seeds that take on a life of their own and eventually begin to counter
what was destructive.

To illustrate, he pointed to September 11, 2001.

In the aftermath of that horrific day, a rabbi who participated in our parable study—Rabbi
Aryeh Azriel—realized almost immediately that Muslims in his city might be in danger. So he did
something remarkably simple and profoundly risky. He called his congregation and said, “Come
with me to the mosque.”

Together, they stood shoulder to shoulder around the mosque, forming a ring of protection.
Cars drove by shouting insults. Threats were made. But they stayed.

At the time, Rabbi Azriel had no idea what would come of that act. He wasn’t launching a
movement. He wasn’t executing a long-term strategy. He was scattering seed.

What followed unfolded slowly, unpredictably, and over many years. Relationships deepened.
Trust grew. Eventually, the synagogue and mosque decided to relocate and rebuild near one
another. Then someone wondered: what if Christians joined us?

That question became the seed of Omaha’s Tri-Faith Initiative—a shared commons where a
synagogue, a mosque, and a church now stand together, along with a community center. It took
eighteen years to come fully into being. But today, it stands as a beacon of hope in a polarized
world—and likely will for generations to come.

Seen through the lens of Jesus’s parable, Rabbi Azriel looks very much like the farmer who
scattered seed without knowing how it would grow. God handled the growing. Human beings

chose the seed.

The violent seed planted on 9/11 produced many weeds. But it also provoked the scattering of
other seeds—seeds of courage, solidarity, and love—that are still bearing fruit.

So what, then, is Jesus actually teaching?

Not that we do nothing.
And not that we control outcomes.

The parable suggests something both humbler and more demanding:
that faithfulness means acting decisively without mastery over results.

God does the growing.
We do the sowing.



In our own moment—when it feels as though the world is burning—this matters deeply. Faith
is not meant to make us comfortable right now. It may be meant to make us faithfully
uncomfortable.

That brings me to a second image, one closer to home. Lodgepole pine cones remain sealed for
years, their seeds locked inside by resin. What releases them is fire. In this way, the species
ensures its future precisely when its world seems to be falling apart.

Fire is not the goal. But sometimes fire is what releases the seed.

Rabbi Azriel let go of comfort on 9/1 1. He let go of fear. He let go of whatever suspicion he
might have carried. And in that discomfort, he planted something small—something he could
not control—and trusted the rest to God.

This morning, | want to invite us into that same posture.

Not to embrace fear.
Not to give in to despair.
But to allow discomfort to become a spiritual discipline.

In the Jewish tradition there is a saying: If you are planting a sapling and someone tells you the
Messiah has come, first finish planting the sapling—then go greet the Messiah.’

In the Muslim tradition, the Prophet Muhammad is reported to have said: If the Final Hour arrives
while one of you is holding a sapling, and there is time to plant it, then plant it. *

Friends, | don’t know whether the end of the world is near. But | do know this: faith has never
meant predicting the harvest. It has meant choosing what we plant—especially when the future
feels uncertain.

Let us allow our faithful discomfort to lead us to search for ways that we, as a community,
might sow seeds that may not bear fruit for many years to come—seeds capable of growing
into something far larger than we can imagine right now. Seeds that, like the Tri-Faith Initiative,
may take decades to mature and may only be fully harvested by generations yet to come, yet
still reshape what is possible in a divided and fearful world.

Reflection and Discussion Questions
Here are a few questions related to the sermon for personal reflection and small group conversation.

I) Discomfort vs. Fear
In the sermon, a distinction is made between fear and faithful discomfort.

3 Avot de-Rabbi Natan, Version B, ch. 31 (rabbinic expansion of Pirkei Avot)
* Musnad Ahmad, no. 12902 (hadith)



Where do you notice the difference between those two in your own life right now?
How does each one tend to shape your reactions or decisions?

2) Seeds and Control

Jesus’s parable suggests that growth happens beyond our control, even as our actions matter.
Where do you find it hardest to act without knowing outcomes?

What helps you let go of the need to manage results?

3) The Tri-Faith Story

The Tri-Faith Initiative began with a simple, risky act that had no guaranteed future.
What stood out to you about that story?

What does it suggest about the kinds of seeds that can reshape a community over time?

4) Fire and Release

The image of lodgepole pines suggests that disruption can sometimes release new life.
Without romanticizing suffering, where do you sense that present challenges might be calling
something new forth in you—or in us as a community?

5) Long-Range Faithfulness

The sermon ends by inviting us to plant seeds whose harvest we may never see.
What kinds of seeds do you hope this congregation might plant right now—for future
generations?



