The LCA provides this sermon edited for lay-reading, with thanks to the original author.
Sermon for Proper 6, Year B
The Text: Mark 4:26-34
Let me begin by sharing with you an experience a man had while picking grapes. It was such a wonderful thing to be among the long rows of Shiraz vines and armed with snips he spent the morning harvesting these beautiful rich, purple grapes. As he walked back to his car with hands stained from all that work, he found another bunch of fruit from another plant which had attached itself to his socks. 
This was the fruit of a plant pest called ‘innocent weed’ that gives people shivers whenever they see it. Absolutely horrible! Their barbs are so sharp and if you try to be gentle and get rid of it carefully it makes no difference whatsoever; its barbs go right into the skin. It’s as if it hates all humans and wants us all to suffer!
Farmers hate this stuff, and it is especially bad for sheep. It not only gets stuck in their wool, but in their mouths it can cause painful ulcers. Further bad news is that the fruit of this plant once dried can last for up to three years. Once it travels about the countryside on socks, car tyres, sheep and other animals it only needs a little bit of rain and soil and it reproduces itself. Without a doubt this is fruit that lasts!
‘Innocent weed’ has its peculiar name, because it looks so harmless, innocent and friendly as it grows, until it bears its thorny fruit at the end. Things that harvest this type of plant are not some big industrial machines but simply the humble sock that brushes past. But the thing is, this plant is incredibly hard to get rid of and it fools us human beings because the weed simply looks like normal grass when it is growing and then becomes a pest when it wants to make more of itself.
Now contrast innocent weed with the main plant species mentioned in our text today in Mark’s Gospel: the mustard tree. Now I’m sure you’ve probably been imagining all these years a mustard tree to be a large tree with big strong tall branches. Maybe a European looking tree, perhaps like a strong oak. Well sorry to disappoint you - it looks more like a large untidy bushy shrub. 
You see Jesus is being really clever when he mentions the mustard tree as the kingdom of God because although its seeds were really useful to human beings, it was actually known to be a pest in the ancient world just like the ‘Innocent weed’. Now mustard seeds are quite tiny but the full-grown mustard tree can grow outwards and upwards very rapidly. Mustard trees made very small seeds that could reproduce really quickly but they grew in the harshest of conditions as well. So just when you would hope the sun or lack of water would kill them, think again. They were almost impossible to get rid of. 
Now this bushy, quite annoying pest of a plant is what Jesus uses as a picture of the kingdom of God. It is a pest to Satan and to the world because it will not matter how hard they try to get rid of God’s kingdom, it will just keep sprouting and coming up in all sorts of places. The kingdom’s seed is small and unnoticeable but once it gets going, it only needs a tiny bit of rain and it just takes off and spreads like wildfire. 
But compare this to the previous parable of the process of the sower scattering seed so randomly with no thought or planning and yet life emerges in careful stages from the soil; it baffles the sower because he has no idea how this happens. The process is calmly explained by Jesus in the parable; first the stalk, then the head, and then the kernel or fruit within the head which ripens all ready for harvesting. We delight in this image because we know that the grain or fruit of the plant is good, and beautiful, and it is food for us. Farmers of wheat will know that when the head of grain is ready it sags at the top from the weight. It bows down, and is ready to be handed over; to be cut for the harvest. 
This is another image of the kingdom Jesus is trying to make. Being ripe, bowing down in humility and being cut for harvest is also an image of the Kingdom of God in Christ.. For Jesus was that head of grain that bowed to his Father’s will to be handed over and crucified. But Jesus as that sacrificial fruit was also the means of us giving to him the ‘Innocent weed’ of our sin. Our thorns and prickles became his, and in exchange we became the beautiful fruit of God’s harvest. 
But as we return finally to the mustard tree there is one last amazing design feature of the plant as a picture of God’s kingdom. Sure, it is big and untidy and spreads like weeds, but… it is incredibly good at hiding things. When the mustard tree becomes large and bush-like, birds and other animals can take refuge inside it. From a Jewish perspective the massively large and untidy mustard tree must also be able to hide all sorts of unclean birds and animals. ‘Goodness knows what’s inside there!’ they might say. 
Jesus gave a picture here of the kingdom of God as an ‘unclean’ nuisance plant that hides and protects all sorts of birds and creatures, but as it invades and takes over Satan’s kingdom, it provides protection and safety for small creatures from all the wolves and foxes of the Jewish leaders. 
The Christian church worldwide today is still the mustard tree that flourishes like a weed in tough conditions and refuses to be killed and exterminated. The more it is attacked and hacked to pieces, the more its tiny seeds spread everywhere. It is unstoppable but at the same time mysterious. We don’t always predict or see its growth very easily or when its tiny seeds might spring into action.
But our big bush-like mustard trees also hide the vulnerable and provide safety for those seeking comfort and refuge. I believe we are already that type of refuge that opens its branches to care for people from all walks of life. Aged care ministry, good pastoral care, care for children, families, young people, and increasingly the homeless too all provide that safety and refuge for the vulnerable. 
Don’t be too preoccupied or worried about how neat and tidy our tree is supposed to look like or what gardening manuals we should be reading to achieve the best results. A tall thin and beautiful tree with minimal leaves and foliage doesn’t really do the job of being a refuge. Nor does a tree grow well when all we do is read about being a good gardener without actually doing any gardening. In actual fact our church doesn’t need more farming or growth manuals and strategies, it just needs more fertilizer. God still works the soil to make his kingdom grow but every soil after a while needs fertiliser to top it up. The best fertilizer is the Scriptures through which God goes to work to nurture and nourish us.

May the Lord bless and fertilise the soil of our mustard tree and it’s seed that you scatter in all your everyday lives and your work stations through that same word. May you all deeply trust the Lord who makes his kingdom grow. It’s okay at the end of the day that we don’t know how he does it. But we thank him today especially for the harvest he has given us, and the refuge for the vulnerable that he calls us to be. Amen.

