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Third Sunday after Pentecost—Proper 6—Year B 
Ezekiel 17:22-24 
Psalm 92:1-4, 11-14 
II Corinthians 5:6-10, [11-13], 14-17 
Mark 4:26-34 
 
Having spent 5 of 9 nine days in a car, and trekking through a large and very loud city, and soaking 
in the noise of the interstate and bridge than now run through my childhood home place, and 
experiencing the literal roar of the 17-year cicadas in Kentucky, it is awfully good to be home! 
This trip, more than most, I was struck upon our return by the beauty and the green and the quiet 
of our mountains. Even with all the daggone rain—they are the balm of Gilead. Truly, we are 
blessed to live among them. 
 
So, it is with joy that our lessons this morning dial us into the lessons of nature. The tender sprig 
that grows into the noble cedar; the righteous that flourish like a palm tree; those planted in 
the house of the Lord who flourish in the courts of our God, still bearing fruit in old age, 
green and succulent are they.  
 
Even Paul gets this process of transformation so natural in nature that also occurs for those 
who dwell in Christ—“So if anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation: everything old has 
passed away; see, everything has become new!”  
 
And then, Jesus keeps going back to nature images to try to explain just what the kingdom of 
God is like, “It’s as if someone would scatter seed, and would sleep and rise night and day, 
and the seed would sprout and grow, he does not know how.”  
 
And still trying to find the image to get across what he sees, Jesus offers the parable of the 
“mustard seed, which, when sown upon the ground, is the smallest of all the seeds on earth; 
yet when it is sown it grows up and becomes the greatest of all shrubs,” growing as high as 20 
feet and just as wide across, “and puts forth large branches, so that the birds of the air can 
make nests in its shade. That’s what the kingdom of God is like,” Jesus says. And parables, 
by their very nature, tease us into a deeper place where we are invited just to sit with these 
images and see what we can see anew from their vantage point. 
 
The thing about all of these images is that it has very, very little to do with us; it has very little 
to do with our will, our efforts, with our calling any of the shots or our attempts to control the 
situation. God works with the natural processes of growth and trusts in the transformation 
that unfolds quite naturally. The cedar tree, the palm tree, the mustard tree, they simply grow 
as they are meant to grow, without resistance. They don’t fight all the changes that must occur 
for them to grow into their full stature; they let the old pass away and allow the new to become. 
And they don’t go through all these changes for their own sake, but their growth is in service 
to their kin in creation—to provide shade, to bear fruit, to provide grain, to put forth large 
branches in which the birds of the air may make nests. 
 
If these aren’t just beautiful images to behold but images meant to train our mind’s eye on what 
the kingdom of God looks like, then how do we enflesh these images in our lives? 
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As we grow like cedars, where might God be wanting to take a tender sprig from us to allow 
a new tree to grow? What would it look like to release a tender part of being for new growth 
quite apart from us? 
 
How do we view those who are aging? Do we see them as past their prime? OR do we recognize 
how succulent and green they really are and what wonderful fruit they are still bearing? Do 
we take time to eat of this fruit, relishing it, be that fruit sweet or bitter? My goodness, look 
around the St. Luke’s community and take note of all the luscious trees among us in their 
70’s and 80’s and 90’s! The world may move on to what is new and shiny and bright, but our 
tradition invites us to honor what is old, what moves slowly, what has attained wisdom, what 
has been refined through the trials and tribulations, the passions and loves and joys lived 
through a lifetime of experience. We are truly blessed with the trees that stand among us, even 
if time and wind have bent them a bit. 
 
Paul says that “those in Christ no longer regard anyone from a human point of view”—how 
are we doing with that one? Our baptismal vow reminds us that we “seek and serve Christ in 
all persons, loving our neighbor as ourself”—as we look at others, are we seeking Christ in 
them? Are we serving Christ in them? OR are we totally regarding them from a human point 
of view, getting them sorted into a box as quickly as we can so that we can move on to the next 
overwhelming, complexity that rattles our mind? It’s far easier to place people in boxes than 
to allow for the majesty and mystery of the human being before us to stand on their own terms, 
a majesty and mystery who can’t be reduced to a neat and tidy, defined, caricature. 
 
Do we allow the old creation to pass away, in others? In ourselves? And do we allow the new 
creation to shine forth in all its glory, OR do we dim its radiance for fear that it’s a little too 
much for others to behold? 
 
Do we appreciate that which is the smallest of seeds in us, that nascent potential within us that 
is so easy to ignore, or push aside to address what we consider the “real” demands of living? 
Can we trust that the very smallest seed within us can grow into something tall and broad that 
can provide so much shade to those who need it, that can even provide a place for others to 
nest and to rest?  
 
And for whom are we being called to stretch? Who needs sanctuary, who needs places to land 
and rest and nest?  
 
And can we let God keep stretching us as broad as we’re growing tall? That is the very 
definition of a cruciform life, and true to form, there will be times when that stretching feels 
like dying and we’re not at all able to see the new life that will come on the other side? That’s 
the very definition of faith, to trust that life will rise out of the dust and ashes. 
 
And as we grow in all these ways, can we also hold in our mind’s eye, and in our heart, the 
wise counsel from our Collect this morning: “Keep us, O Lord, in your steadfast faith and love, 
that through your grace we may proclaim your truth with boldness, and minister your justice 
with compassion.”  
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Yes, as we grow into the full stature of Christ and into all that God would have us to be, we 
are to proclaim God’s truth with boldness, but that truth and boldness won’t mean a thing if 
they do not also find expression in the work of justice, and that work of justice can’t just be 
bold in its truth, but must be tempered with compassion.  
 
There are many voices out there today that are speaking the truth with boldness, and there are 
many hands working for justice, but far too few root all of this work in compassion. When you 
find someone, or better still a community of someone’s, committed boldly to truth and justice 
rooted in compassion, well, go all in and know that you will truly be repairing the breach and 
building the kingdom that God envisions and that will last. When we place our lives in God’s 
hands and grow as we are meant to grow, then the fruit we bear and the shade and sanctuary 
we provide to others will always carry the taste and scent of compassion.  
 
The lush green of our mountains reminds how lush and green and succulent, to quote the 
psalmist, our lives are meant to be. God is good with starting small, with something as tiny as 
a mustard seed, and God can grow us tall and broad in ways that will astound us, stretching 
out our branches as sanctuary for others.  
 
You don’t have to will it; you simply have to stop resisting it; you simply have to allow God 
and the process of transformation to move in you and through you, letting the old pass away 
and allowing the new creation to take shape.  
 
Nature shows us how to do this every day, and it is beautiful to watch unfold. The new creation 
being revealed in you and your life will be no less glorious to behold, and this, for God, is the 
very definition of delight. Amen. 
 
 
The Rev. Cynthia K. R. Banks  
St. Luke’s Episcopal Church, Boone, NC 
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