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Have You Got the Mustard? 
St. Mark 4:26-34 

St Mark offers some thought-provoking encounters that preachers and listeners have 
wrestled with for centuries. One difficulty is that we have probably read these Bible 
stories many times. It is problematical to approach these stories from a different 
prospective because they have become like members of our family. We believe that we 
know them and, as the saying goes, sometimes familiarity breeds contempt. 

Another challenge is their form: they are parables, Jesus' teaching mode of choice. Using 
common items, coins, sheep, flowers and seeds, Jesus stresses his main points regarding 
the New Life of Faith. Our danger is we think of these parables as smart, short, and lively 
object lessons and in so doing we may miss the deeper meaning. We see the object, 
hear the story but miss their meaning. 

Jesus lived in a prescientific age. Planters would have known the need for warmth, 
water and weeding, but the entire process of growth would appear to be miraculous, 
God's gift. We see this development in verses 26-29. 

These people who lived in an agrarian society would catch this miraculous sense in the 
parable of the mustard seed. You remember that this seed is the smallest, yet it grows 
into a large shrub, large enough to house birds.

We have probably heard these parables interpreted in ways that say the Kingdom of 
God grows within us and we are transformed. We become spiritually fruitful by God's 
grace and in God's timing. This timing was important because first century believers 
were controlled socially, economically, and politically by a foreign power. They wanted 
freedom by way of physical conflict with the Roman Empire. 

Jesus shares God's assurance of the coming Kingdom via the earthy cycle: "the earth 
produces of itself, first the stalk, then the head, then the full grain" (v. 28). God's rule is 
a work in progress. Don't lose hope. Change is coming. Jesus is saying that the 
Kingdom's growth is visible and we are partners with God. But the plan and the 
creativity come from God. 

With this understanding we can take another look at verses 30-32, and consider if they 
might be saying anything different than the old standby: 'great things come from 
humble beginnings.' Last Sunday I mentioned that Thomas Howard called Jesus, "Christ 



the tiger." Author Dave Lose said this about the parables: "Parables are meant to 
overturn, to deconstruct, to cause frustration, and for those who stay with them, the 
parables bring transformation." 

While the mustard seed has medicinal properties as well as being useful for flavoring 
and preserving food, it is still a pest. A farmer would never consciously sow a mustard 
crop because it grows too rapidly and spreads where it is not wanted, and allows birds 
who nest and then spread the seeds still further. 

A more profound image of the Kingdom of God may be interpreted as the killing 
machine known as the Roman army will be overthrown by the power of a different kind 
of army. God's army will be driven by the uncontainable power of the Holy Spirit. God's 
tiny seeds that grow and give humongous bushes that in tum give protection to birds 
that further spread the unstoppable seeds of Good News. 

More than seeing the parable as giving the idea of small can become large, this parable 
tells of a Kingdom declared by Jesus that is not controlled by humanity. The seeds have 
already been planted. The growth will come and it will do so in ways that will knock our 
socks off! This kingdom will not be constricted by perfectly planned programs, nor will it 
be controlled by those who wish to build fences to contain it or keep it at a distance. 

This is a marvelous hope to those who feel bound by the powers of this word. Change is 
happening now with more to come. This is a challenge to those of us who have the 
wherewithal to be participants in this Kingdom as God's change agents. 

As so much of the Holy Scriptures teach, these two parables show growth, not only of 
plants, but how you and I may grow in our relationship with God and one another. As 
God and the Kingdom grows within us, we are liberated to be who we were created to 
be. Alleluia. Amen. 


