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When you imagine the kingdom of God, what do you see? If you see pearly gates and a golden
city with rooms prepared and reunions waiting, you’re not alone. That’s what I used to
picture—after all, a kingdom needs a castle, right?

Do you want to know what I didn’t picture? Wheat fields and mustard bushes.

And yet, this is what Jesus gives us in two short parables in today’s reading. The kingdom of
God is a seed that sprouts and grows…so what does that mean? This is where I get a little
annoyed with Jesus: he taught in parables, in stories, but he explained everything privately to
his disciples…meanwhile here I am with my commentaries—and boy do people like to comment
on these parables.

The interpretations of what Jesus is trying to say here cover a wide range: he’s commenting on
Jewish purity laws; he’s talking about the welcome of gentiles; he’s calling for the disruption of
the empire; etc. There are as many ways to preach this good news as there are branches on a
mustard tree. Or shrub. That, too, is up for debate. But, as New Testament scholar Amy-Jill
Levine observes, maybe we’re over-complicating the stories by trying to fill them with allegory.
Sometimes a bird is just a bird. Sometimes a seed is just a seed.

But even simple stories have truth and meaning, and these parables of the kingdom of God
have good news for us today—though, in keeping with so much of what Jesus taught and lived,
the good news is not always what we expect.

In both these stories, something small—a seed—does what it does best—grow—and the effects
it has are great. No seed is insignificant, no matter its size. And the seed is not asked to go
against its nature; rather its purpose and fruition are what comes naturally.

The kingdom of God is what comes naturally.

Could it be? That doesn’t seem right. If we live in a broken, sin-marred world, how can we trust
nature?

And yet, Jesus says it: the kingdom of God is like a field of wheat: it is planted, germinates, and
grows until it is ripe and ready for harvest. The farmer doesn’t even know what’s happening—he
just trusts the process. And the mustard seed: from a tiny seed (not the tiniest, but, you know,
pretty small), from a small seed grows a plant large enough to shelter animals, just by following
its natural process.



In fact, another important lesson here is that for the process to work, sometimes we need to get
out of the way and leave it alone. We’ve established previously that I’m not the most
knowledgeable about Jesus’ agrarian imagery, but I do know that seeds need damp darkness to
germinate. You can’t plant a seed and then keep digging it up and exposing it to air and expect it
to grow. Sometimes even well meaning efforts fail. Here’s a story of my own:

When I was around ten or eleven, my cousin Julie lived with my family for a bit. I loved Julie
(and still do) because she was more than a couple years older than I, and thus very cool, but
she still spent time with me and treated me like a peer instead of a baby.

Anyway, when Julie was going to be away for some weeks, she gave me a very important task:
watering her houseplant. I did so dutifully and carefully, and the plant stayed green and
happy—until it didn’t. Within a matter of days its leaves turned yellow, then brown, then began to
fall. My mom confessed: she, too, walked by the plant every day, and thought it would be great
to add some fertilizer and really coax it along—but it seems she was a bit overzealous in her
application.

Sometimes seeds and plants just need the time and space to do what they need to do. Some
water; perhaps a bit of sun—but no poking and prodding, no liberal application of fertilizer.

As we work together to build and inhabit the kingdom of God, sometimes we need to leave
things—or people—alone for a while and trust the process. Trust that the story is bigger than us.
Trust that the kingdom is what comes naturally. Trust that God is at work in the soil, and we are
not God.

The kingdom of God is what comes naturally, and it’s close to home—right in our own
backyards, in our homes, our neighborhoods.

The kingdom of God is not an imagined royal city—or at least it’s not only that. The kingdom of
God is right outside those doors; it’s right next to you; it’s in your home, at your office. The
kingdom of God is in the generosity of the earth and in the daily work of humble women and
men.

Jesus’ parables often challenge us and our world. These are no different. But the challenge
here, the good-news call, is to live in harmony with our natures, to do what comes naturally (and
trust others to do the same), to do what we’re on this earth to do: work hard, provide for
ourselves and our neighbors, love God and others.

It almost seems too easy, but it’s harder than it seems—when things are easy, we start
wondering what’s going to go wrong (something like what Brené Brown calls “foreboding joy.”
When we’re asked to rest and trust God’s process, we start questioning that process, in
ourselves (shouldn’t there be more effort, pain, and self-denial?) and in others (surely God didn’t
intend for God’s kingdom to be built like THAT).



Much of Mary Oliver’s poetry is grounded in nature, in what comes naturally, and I think of the
opening lines of her poem “Wild Geese”:

You do not have to be good.
You do not have to walk on your knees
for a hundred miles through the desert repenting.
You only have to let the soft animal of your body
love what it loves.

Can you do this? Can you trust yourself? Can you trust that God is working God’s purpose out
in you? Can you trust those seeds of faith to do what they’re meant to do? What does that look
like? That looks like the kingdom of God.


