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Sermon for June 13, 2021—“Dangerous Hope” 
Eleventh Sunday in OT, Year B—Texts: 1 Samuel 15:34-16:13; Mark 4:26-34 

He was just a kid. He was so young and apparently so insignificant that his own father 

didn’t consider him worthy, even to attend the sacrifice being offered by the traveling 

prophet Samuel. Sure, he was good looking. Sure, he was tough. Sure, he had some talent; 

but by and large, everyone who knew him assumed he’d spend his days as an adult the 

same way he’d spent those of his adolescence—doing things like tending sheep, playing 

with his sling, writing poetry and playing music. Would this kid seem at all like a suitable 

replacement for a great warrior like Saul? Not likely.  

Yet David, the least of Jesse’s sons and the unlikeliest of leaders, was chosen by God and 

anointed by Samuel to be king over God’s people Israel. It was just like the God of Israel 

to do something so totally unanticipated. He had—after all—chosen to redeem the world 

through the as-yet-unborn descendants of a pair of skeptical senior citizens named 

Abraham and Sarah.  

When those descendants were enslaved and oppressed by the mightiest political, economic 

and military power the world had known, what did God do? He called upon a hot-headed, 

inarticulate fugitive named Moses to take up their cause and lead them to freedom. And 

more than once he responded to their recurring disobedience and loss of faith with 

reassurance and forgiveness.  

Why, then, should it surprise us to discover that when Israel demanded a king, so they 

could be like the other nations, God responded, after an initial false start with Saul, by 

choosing so improbable a candidate as David? It is, quite simply, the way God—the God 

of Israel and of Jesus—works. He works in divine power, manifest in human weakness; in 

divine purpose made present in the midst of human folly. As the Psalmist says, “Some 

take pride in chariots and some in horses; but our pride is in the name of the Lord.”  

David—of all people—who no one expected to be God’s anointed, his “messiah,” (that’s what 

the name means), was filled with God’s Spirit and became the greatest of Israel’s kings. He was 

considered, “a man after God’s own heart,” who was destined to be the ancestor of the one 

through whom God would bring salvation to all creation—an unlikely one in His own right.  

The story of David serves as a nice example of the lesson Jesus taught when he told the 

parables in today’s Gospel reading. The reign of God, when it came, would appear—first 

of all—not as an overwhelming counter-presence to Roman or, for that matter, any other 

imperial power. Rather it would come quietly, unassumingly, underwhelmingly. The 

Kingdom of God, Jesus explained, is like a mustard seed.  

The basic lesson of this parable is easy enough to grasp. In Jewish tradition, the mustard 

seed was proverbially known as the smallest of seeds. Its diminutive size made it a favorite 

image of the teachers of the faith. It encouraged them, as the prophet Zechariah said, not 

to despise the “day of small things.” God’s reign was like this most miniscule of seeds. 

Why? Because God’s reign began with insignificance.  

Think about it. Think of all the ways in which God could’ve been at work changing the 

world? Could there be anything less likely than anointing a teenage shepherd boy as king? 

Seriously. And could there be a better sign of that unlikely work than something as small 

as a mustard seed?  
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What about establishing his reign? Could God have picked a less obvious person to get all 

this off the ground than an itinerant peasant teacher from—of all places—Galilee and his 

rag-tag group of disciples? Not likely. Outwardly, there was nothing special about him. 

Isaiah describes him as having, “...no form or majesty that we should look at him, 

nothing in his appearance that we should desire him.” Nondescript to say the least. And 

this was God’s Messiah? You’ve got to be kidding God. These are the people you’re going 

to use to save the world? Not likely. Hardly the movers and shakers of the day. Heck, they 

couldn’t have been any less important. They were practically nothing. They were like—

well—like a mustard seed. Small, barely noticeable. 

But seeds do not remain seeds, do they? No they do not. The mustard seed, sown in fertile 

soil, eventually sprouts and grows. Yeah it grows all right. It grows and grows and grows, 

often becoming the largest plant in the garden—a shrub that can grow up to fifteen feet 

high. Big enough, Jesus tells us, to offer shelter to birds. Wait—big enough to offer shelter 

to birds? Hmmm—that’s interesting.   

See, I’m thinking that there’s an irony here that we dare not overlook. God’s reign begins 

small. Hardly noticeable, like a little tiny seed and then it develops. It grows. It matures, 

and it becomes—a shrub. Just a shrub. Not a mighty oak. Not one of the famed Cedars of 

Lebanon, no. But a modest, unassuming and—most of all—insignificant shrub. Okay, 

fine—you ask. What’s that about? Well, what it’s about, is that it’s a metaphor for the way 

God works in the world.  

God begins with weakness and impotence and insignificance and he works through those 

things, until finally they become God’s salvation, even though the world is likely to 

continue to regard those God uses as weak, impotent and insignificant. God’s work in the 

world is the life together of God’s people and throughout the Bible, God’s people are 

seldom impressive by any standards. Except God’s, that is—God’s standards. As God 

himself told Samuel, “For the Lord does not see as mortals see. They look on the 

outward appearance, but the Lord looks on the heart.” Again, that’s how God works. 

God enters the world as a peasant, from an obscure Middle Eastern tribe, as an infant born 

to a poor unwed teenage girl in an occupied country. That infant grows to become a great 

teacher with many followers and then he suffers the most shameful death imaginable at the 

hands of the government. God then breaks into history once more and raises him from the 

dead. What’s more, he leaves his work in the hands of the very people who denied and 

abandoned him at the end of his life. He then sends the Holy Spirit to empower them to 

preach and demonstrate the reality of God’s reign. 

And guess what? They do! They go! And what do they go and do? They gather followers 

who turn out to be every bit as weak and ambivalent as the people Israel had ever been. 

And still—to this day—God continues to work. The Kingdom has planted, it grew, and it 

continues to grow and birds, people of all shapes and sizes, have taken shelter in its 

branches. Would any of us have done it this way? I don’t think so. 

David was just a kid. The mustard seed grows into just an ordinary shrub. All of us are part 

of a church, much like lots of other churches. We’re a relatively small, mostly regular group 

of folks, who live together on the west side of Cincinnati, doing the best we can to live our 

lives, pay our bills and live as faithfully as we can. On Sundays we gather to worship God 

and we put our hearts and our minds and our souls into it. 
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We have fellowship. We have bible studies. We have women’s circles. We occasionally 

baptize children, and on the first Sunday of every month, as we did last week, we gather—

warts and all—around Christ’s table. You know what that sounds like to me? It sounds to 

me like God’s got us exactly where he wants us. It sounds to me like our shortcomings are 

the very soil for the seeds of God’s Kingdom. It sounds to me like we better be careful, 

because before we know it, hopefully, we might find birds—others like us or maybe even 

unlike us—taking shelter in our branches. When that happens—look out! 

Why? First—because as the mustard seed starts small and grows, so might our faith if we 

tend it. Sometimes very large things have small beginnings, so don’t be discouraged if you 

exercise your faith in small ways because God can—and will—use it to do great things. 

Now, I could end the sermon here. 

Seriously—I could. And I’ll bet some of you would very much like me to. But I don’t want 

you to feel cheated and I honestly think that there’s really a lot more to Jesus’ parable. 

You’re intrigued—I can tell. What am I talking about? 

Well, what if the key to reading the parable of the mustard seed were to understand what a 

peculiar seed it actually is? The things about mustard seeds—you see—is that while some 

varieties were used as spice, and others medicinally, in general, they were considered at 

the very least pesky and often somewhat dangerous.  

Why? Because wild mustard—as I’ve learned—is incredibly hard to control, and once it 

takes root it can take over a whole planting area. That’s why it wasn’t found all that often 

in gardens back then. More likely, you’d look for it overtaking the side of an open hill or 

in an abandoned field. So pick your favorite, garden-variety (pun intended) weed—

dandelion, crabgrass, ground ivy, spurge (Can you tell I researched this?), kudzu, 

knotweed, thistle, etc.—these are pretty much that to which Jesus is comparing the 

kingdom of God. Oh, and that part about the birds seeking refuge? Maybe it’s meant as a 

comforting image, birds finding shelter from the elements or maybe—given the 

unfavorable reference to birds in the parable about the sower elsewhere in the gospels, 

eating seed that fell on the footpath—it suggests that once mustard shrubs take root all 

kinds of things happen, including the sudden presence of “undesirables.” 

Looked at this way, Jesus’ parable is a little darker—even ominous. As one scholar puts it:  

“The point...isn’t just that the mustard plant starts as a proverbially small seed and grows 

into a shrub of three or four feet or even higher. It’s that it tends to take over where it’s 

not wanted. That it tends to get out of control, and that it tends to attract birds within 

cultivated areas where they’re not particularly desired.  

“And that, said Jesus, is what the Kingdom was like; not like the mighty cedar of 

Lebanon and not quite like a common weed. It’s [more] like a pungent shrub with 

dangerous takeover properties. Something you’d want in only small and carefully 

controlled doses, if you could control it.” 

I think that’s Jesus’ real point, and here, brothers and sisters, is the thing: This kingdom 

Jesus proclaims isn’t something we can control. And it’s definitely not safe. Not, that is, if 

we’re even remotely happy with the state of the world. Show of hands. Anyone happy with 

the state of the world? Didn’t think so! 
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So this, then, is good news, because the kingdom comes to overturn; to take over—to 

transform—the world. But if you're not satisfied, if you can imagine something more than 

the status quo... 

If you can imagine a world without fear, a world where there is truly liberty and justice for 

all—a world where we all live full and abundant lives, a world that is infinitely better than 

the one in which we currently live, lives infinitely better than we can possibly imagine...  

If we can imagine this—then there’s hope. Because that is exactly what the kingdom of 

God—the kingdom that is slowly, inexorably, relentlessly, insistently infiltrating the world, 

the kingdom that Jesus is describing—offers the world. It offers hope. A hope that will 

entice, prod, or provoke us, into working toward the vision of the kingdom of God Jesus 

proclaims. Hope’s like that—you see. It doesn’t just cheer us up. It provokes us to action. 

At least it should. 

In the movie, The Hunger Games, one of the characters, President Snow, says that “Hope 

is the only thing more powerful than fear.” He goes on to say that “A little hope is effective, 

a lot of hope is dangerous.” That is what Jesus is offering: dangerous hope. God’s hope. 

Can we summon it? No. Can we contain it? Nope. Can we control it? Not a chance—why 

would we want to? All we can do is seek it—though it may not appear as we think it 

should—and help it grow. 

Thanks be to God. Amen and amen. 

 

 


