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This year, for the first time in our married lives, and also for the first time in our individual lives, 
Amanda and I have planted a garden.  Now we had both been around gardens before, and we 
both knew a little bit about what it takes to have one.  I, at least, even remembered spending 
some time helping my parents plant and weed their garden as a very young boy, before they 
stopped gardening when I was about 7 or 8 years old.   

But there is a big difference between helping your mom and dad sink bean seeds into the soil as a 
6 year old boy on one hand and planning, establishing, and cultivating a garden of your own on 
the other.  And I must confess that when we bought our house on Sandstone Lane in Bridgewater, 
I was much more excited about the fully grown trees in our yard, the workshop in the basement, 
and the play structure the previous owners were leaving behind than I was about the rather large 
rectangular swath of ground that had been recently turned over and was very obviously the site of 
a garden the summer before.  For while I was very much in favor of the idea of gardening, the 
reality of potentially having one of my own – with all the work that it would entail – work with which 
I was not very familiar – was just a bit intimidating.   

But after much hemming and hawing on our part, and with some friendly persuasion and 
assistance on the part of some folks sitting in this very sanctuary (you know who you are) Amanda 
and I finally decided that if we didn’t do it now while we had a ready-made garden sitting and 
waiting in our back yard, then we would never do it.  So we did it, with a considerable amount of 
assistance and advice from friends to balance out our own fear and trepidation.  And now, as we 
are just beginning to enjoy the sweet juices of five varieties of ripening tomatoes, and watching the 
shells of our pumpkins turn from dark green to orange, and trying to find new recipes for the 
dozens of zucchini squashes that seem to grow exponentially by the day, we are enjoying the 
fruits of our labor and the decision to give it a go.   

As I look back on those conversations I had with Amanda about whether or not to do the garden, 
and all the thoughts that were swimming through my head as I looked for excuses to not venture 
into the sometimes frightening world of amateur gardening, I wonder what got me so worked up 
about it.  But I must admit that the pattern is a familiar one to me.  I had gotten stuck in dwelling on 
the big picture.  When I was telling myself that I wasn’t up to the task of gardening this year, I was 
not thinking about how I would begin or what tools and supplies I needed or what kinds of seeds I 
wanted to plant.  No – I was thinking about the end I envisioned, about a garden in its prime, with 
perfectly straight and immaculately weeded  rows, a bountiful harvest of vegetables, fruits, and 
roughage all ripe and ready to be picked at just the right time. 

Being able to see the big picture is both a blessing and a curse for me.  It’s a blessing because I 
am often able to imagine what is possible before it happens, and I am usually able to maintain 
perspective when something goes wrong.  And at my best, I can help others to discern a vision of 
what they want to become.   
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But this blessing is also a curse – because I have a tendency to be a passionate idealist.  Thus, 
contentment can be hard to come by for me, because seldom does my reality match up with my 
ideal.  Likewise, when someone or something threatens to disrupt or destroy a vision I have for 
the way things ought to be, I am prone to lose my perspective and sometimes my temper because 
I so firmly committed myself to that vision.  Furthermore, seeing the big picture can also get in the 
way of me doing or trying things, like it almost did with our garden, because I am afraid (or 
sometimes am certain) that my efforts will fall short of the ideal end I envision.  And in those times 
when I am not able to see the big picture – when I can’t envision new possibilities and I feel stuck 
with the status quo – I can get myself stuck – frozen in a state of inaction while I wait for the vision 
to come to me.   

It sometimes takes a kick in the pants to get me moving again.  Case in point: my Senior year of 
college, about halfway through the year.  My roommates and I had been talking about rearranging 
our room for over a month.  It was a bit more complicated than usual since there were three of us 
living in the same room and it took some creativity to get all the stuff we had in there with three 
beds the first time.  All of us wanted a change, but I just wasn’t able to see any other ways to do it 
and still get everything in.  And so I kept nixing any suggestions my roommates came up with, 
because I couldn’t envision how everything would fit together if we put the beds like this or the 
desks like that or whatever the initial suggestion was.   

That was until one Friday evening, when I had gone out with Amanda until…let’s just say very late 
in the evening.  When I returned to my room in the wee hours of the morning, I found Luke, one of 
my roommates, sitting at his computer desk in the middle of the room, surrounded by all our 
furniture.  Not only had he taken the initiative to force our hands by moving everything to the 
center of the room, he had even borrowed an extension cord so that he could pass the intervening 
time playing computer games while he waited for the other two of us to return.  So we spent the 
next 5 hours or so trying new places for all our stuff, and after we had finished our work and 
rewarded ourselves with donuts after working straight through the night, we had a new room set-
up, one that became my favorite of all the years I spent in college.  I don’t think I ever could have 
envisioned it if we hadn’t been just trying things out to see if we could make them work.   

In all honesty, that night was one of the most important learning experiences I had in college, and 
to this day, I occasionally have to remind myself of the little proverb I made up about it: 
“Sometimes you just need to move stuff.”  Its just another way of rehashing the age-old wisdom 
captured in that ancient Chinese proverb: “A journey of a thousand miles begins with a single 
step.”   

I learned the same lesson again this spring when I was debating whether or not to have a garden 
– one which I knew full well would not be ideal.  The basic lesson is that its OK to start with a 
small step – in fact, it’s the only way you can start.   

And when I began to think about these lessons I have learned because of my tendency to only 
think of the big picture – and when I thought about our garden, and the way our tomatoes and 
squash and peppers and beans and cantaloupes and watermelons are all now growing and 
producing, I gained a new insight into why Jesus might have chosen to illustrate the kingdom of 
God with parables about a tiny mustard seed and a pinch of yeast.   

You see when I have read these parables before, I have always focused on the mustard seed and 
the mature tree, the yeast and the leavened bread.  These are, after all, the things to which Jesus 
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compared the kingdom of God.  However, until I began to reflect on these parables in preparation 
for this sermon, it never occurred to me that the seed and the yeast might not be the heart of 
Jesus’ illustration.  Because while these small things get all the action and the attention in these 
very brief stories, they would be worthless without that one in the background who plants the 
garden and mixes the dough.   

Now perhaps this is not a new thought for all of you, but for me, it truly changed the way I read this 
text.  Because being one who so often gravitates toward the big picture, I always viewed these 
parables in terms of potential: Small things have great potential.  The seeds of the kingdom will 
grow great and strong.  Don’t disregard the little things.  Etc. etc.  That’s basically where I thought 
I was going with this sermon when I first planned to use this text last month.   

But this new insight changed my focus as I read these words.  Rather than focusing on the 
potential inherent in the seed and the yeast (which is no less present with this new insight), I 
suddenly couldn’t think about these parables without noticing the catalyst which released that 
great potential – the one who took the seed and planted it in the garden and the one who took the 
yeast and mixed it into the dough.  If that one were not present and active, the potential of the 
seed and the yeast would have lay dormant, growth would not have happened, latent possibilities 
would never have been realized.  In short – the seeds and the yeast would have been wasted.   

And I think about myself, and how I wouldn’t be enjoying fresh vegetables from my backyard 
garden if someone hadn’t convinced us to go ahead and try our hands at gardening, or how I 
probably would have never enjoyed my favorite room arrangement in college if my roommate 
hadn’t moved all our stuff to the center of the room.  In both cases, the potential was there from 
the start.  What I needed and got in both cases was a catalyst – someone to move me from 
potential to action.  Someone to rip the seed packets open and let the wonders of creation be 
displayed.  Someone to add the yeast to the dough and let it work its magic.   

I wonder if Jesus meant to say that the Kingdom of God is like that.  If he was trying to tell us that 
the Kingdom of God is indeed like a tiny seed – full of potential that waits for someone to take it 
and give it a place in which to grow.  Or like yeast that can change the nature of bread if only 
someone takes it and adds it to the dough.  If that is what Jesus was meaning when he told these 
parables, then I may have gotten it all wrong before, when I thought that the most important thing 
in them was the seed and the yeast.  Because the crucial element in these stories may not be the 
small things which hold the great potential, but rather the small thing which releases that potential 
– the planting and the mixing.   

And for someone like me, who is prone to get stuck in the big picture and to get frozen trying to 
envision the end before I begin, there is a lesson to be learned in that realization – a lesson that I 
have already learned many times, but need to learn again and again.  “Sometimes you just need 
to move stuff.”  Just plant the seed, or add the yeast, and then see what happens.   

I think there is a lesson for the church in there as well, and for each of us who wants to follow 
Jesus.  Because I think many of us tend to think of the Kingdom of God as an end – an ideal to be 
realized at the end of time.  And when we think of it like that, the Kingdom of God is way too big 
for us to handle, and it can be pretty intimidating for us to think about having any responsibility for 
it.   
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But if the kingdom of God is a smaller thing – something like a seed, or a packet of yeast, or a 
kernel of popcorn like our children considered during their Sunday school lesson this morning – if 
the kingdom is indeed like that, then it is something we can handle.  In fact, it is something we 
must handle, for if we don’t, the seed may never grow and mature, the bread may never rise, the 
kernels of popcorn may never break forth in white fluffy goodness.  If that is what the Kingdom of 
God is like, then the Kingdom of God needs us – it does not come into being without us – without 
someone to plant or leaven.   

And further more, as one commentator noted, seeds and yeast, trees and bread are not eternal 
entities, but only last for seasons and for certain purposes.  If the Kingdom of God is indeed like a 
seed or like yeast, then should we not carry the metaphor through and conclude that the seeds of 
the Kingdom must be planted anew each season, and that the yeast of the Kingdom must be 
mixed into the dough of daily bread?   

If this is what the Kingdom of God is like, then we must recognize what profound trust God has 
placed in those of us called to share the good news of the Kingdom of God.  It is an awesome 
responsibility.  But it is a fairly simple one too.  Because we are not called to change the world by 
ourselves.  We are called to plant kingdom seeds.  We are called to use kingdom yeast to bake 
and share the bread of life.  We are called to be the catalysts that release the potential of God’s 
kingdom into all the world.   

Mother Teresa encouraged the faithful to, “Be faithful in small things because it is in them that 
your strength lies.”  I think one of the reasons we think of this small woman as a great saint was 
because she had faith that those small kingdom seeds God gave her were enough to change the 
world, and she faithfully planted those seeds each day.  She was a catalyst that released the 
potential of the Kingdom of God through the yeast she added to the world.   

And this is exactly what we are called to do.  Its what we are doing when we participate in 
workcamps or volunteer with Habitat.  This is our aim when we provide assistance to those in 
need.  This is the goal when one of us gives up a week of vacation to help rebuild homes 
devastated in a hurricane.   

But it is also the outcome when one of us takes time to really listen to the pain in another’s heart; 
when we make an effort to reach out to the stranger or the outcast; when we offer kind words to 
the cashier who is clearly having a bad day, when we make hospitable preparations for persons 
who are not even present among us yet.   

These are seeds of the Kingdom of God, which only when planted will be given a chance to grow.  
Each day we are given such seeds, each day we have a supply of yeast to add to the world.  And 
too often we let the growing season pass without planting.  Too often we let the big picture of our 
own lives and the life of the world keep us from attending to these small things God entrusts to our 
care.   

But the kingdom of God needs us – it cannot exist without us.  So let’s make sure to plant the 
seeds we are given each day.  Let’s make sure to add our kingdom yeast to the world, so that the 
bread of life might rise up within it.  Let’s be faithful with these small things, so that we might be 
catalysts that make possible the great things of God’s Kingdom.  As we continue the work of 
Jesus here in this place, may it be so.   


