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True confession time.  I have a thing for silhouettes – love ‘em -- always have.  So imagine my 
surprise yesterday when I came in here and saw all the silhouetted sports images going up on 
the walls all around our church building.  Believe it or not, I didn’t have anything to do them 
(but kudos to all those who did!)  But I did have something to do with the image on our bulletin 
cover.  (Show bulletin cover.) 
 
I love this picture.  It’s a few years old, unused from the week before BVS two years ago when 
we were doing a space theme and I decided to create my own cover connected to that theme.  
And as tempting as it is to do so again to connect with the sports theme, I had to go with these 
bulletin covers this year, and not just because I rescued them from a certain fate in the recycle 
bin.   
 
As I said, I love this picture.  And quite honestly, I think it is because at the moment I can’t help 
but see myself in it.  I see this image with the eyes of my heart.  As a father, and as the father 
of a little girl, I see in this photo one of the things in life that I hold most precious – a 
relationship that I absolutely treasure.  There is truly nothing that can replicate the feelings of a 
parent for their child.  Which is why I resonate with Father’s day in a very acute, and deeply 
personal way, and also why I am very mindful that not everyone knows this feeling that so 
shapes and even dominates my own life right now.   
 
But this image speaks very strongly to where I am right now in life, and for those of you who 
don’t share my resonance with it, I hope you can at least enter into it with your mind if not your 
heart.  Because in many ways, this image is representative of how I have experienced and 
responded to these scripture texts in the past few weeks since I first read them in preparation 
for our worship this morning.   
 
Let’s look first at the passage from Ezekiel.  It is one of those many passages of scripture that 
use gardening metaphors, and along with that, I think it also provides one of the most touching 
images of God in all of scripture.  In my mind, it ranks right up there with James Weldon 
Johnson’s portrait of the Creator as a “Mammy bending over her baby.”  Far from many of the 
other gardening images in scripture where the initiative of the divine consists in randomly 
scattering seeds or gathering a harvest and discarding chaff, these few verses in Ezekiel 
present a God who is intimately involved in the nurture of a single plant.  The language is 
clear: Thus says the Lord GOD: I myself will take a sprig, I will set it out, I will break off a 
tender one, I myself will plant it.  There is no question here who is planting and caring for THIS 
plant.   
 
I can’t help but contrast that portrait to the image of the gardener we see in Mark’s gospel text 
that we just read, especially given their pairing in the lectionary for today.  There the gardener 
scatters seed and (gasp) doesn’t even know how the seed sprouts and grows, but doesn’t 
hesitate to take the sickle and bring in the harvest.  And in the parable of the mustard seed, the 
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gardener is so uninvolved as to be almost invisible – appearing only implicitly in the sowing of 
that smallest of seeds.   
 
Now perhaps the comparison is unfair.  After all, these are different kinds of stories told for 
different purposes.  In Ezekiel, these are words of hope, directed to a people in exile.  They are 
comforting words, words intended to make the hearers feel better about not only the present, 
but also the future.  In Mark, on the other hand, these are words of challenge, teaching words 
inviting hearers with ears to hear to think about the kingdom differently and to grow in faith and 
discipleship.  But perhaps you can now see why I said that our bulletin image is representative 
of the way I first experienced and responded to these two texts.  This intensely intimate 
silhouette is evocative of the kind of divine image that I see and with which I resonate in 
Ezekiel 17.  
 
I spend a lot of time these days thinking about what I want for my two children.  I think about 
what kind of values I hope to teach them, what kind of opportunities I want to provide for them, 
what kind of example I want to set for them, what kind of future I want to see them have.   
I also spend a fair amount of time thinking about the same kinds of questions for your children 
and grandchildren – the kids who journey through our Sunday School, Children’s Church, and 
Vacation Bible School, the youth who pass through the Inquirers class, attend Workcamps, 
and serve us spaghetti at fundraiser meals, the young adults whose plays, concerts, 
graduations, and marriages I am privileged enough to attend.   
 
It was these kinds of questions that dominated my thinking as I attended a 4-day conference 
on “Children, Youth, and a New Kind of Christianity” in Washington D.C. early last month.1  I 
was also already beginning to think about this sermon and these lectionary texts during those 
days (Lots of percolating time is one of the advantages of only preaching once per month!).  
And while I received lots of food for thought in those 4 days in D.C., two of the presenters 
spoke directly to my contemplation of these two scripture texts from Mark and Ezekiel.  The 
first was Melvin Bray, the charismatic, dreadlocked fellow who served as the “M.C.” for the 
conference.  He described his vocation simply with the phrase “I grow kids”, referring both to 
his fatherhood of his own three children as well as his professional work as a school principle, 
teacher, camp director, curriculum developer, and founder of a ministry called Kid Cultivators.   
 
I resonated with Melvin on many levels, especially in the simple way in which he described his 
life work.  But it was in his spontaneous reflections on the tragic death of Trevon Martin as a 
part of a panel on violence that really touched my heart.  Hearing him speak about his own 
reactions as an African American male living in a rough urban neighborhood and his fears for 
the safety and well-being of his own son, and then reflecting on how Trevon’s shooting 
affected his community of faith, its children and its youth, and his role as a leader among them, 
I was struck by both the similarity and the stack differences between my story and his.  
Reflecting on his words, the Ezekiel text took on new meaning for me.  The hopeful mood, the 
tone of promise, and the intimate, personal involvement of God in establishing a better future – 
all these spoke with fresh vitality as I listened to the bitterly honest testimony of a brother who 
still experiences much of his life and faith as an exile in his own land.   
 

                                                 
1
 More about this conference at http://children-youth.com/   
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The second presenter who really caught my attention was a veteran youth leader from 
Missouri by the name of Mike King.  He has written a book entitled Presence Centered Youth 
Ministry, of which I had heard but have yet to read.  His presentation, which he summarized 
with one word, simply “STAY,” was focused on being a “curator of a community of practice.”  
He spoke about what he called the “art of the long view”, stressing that in a line of work 
focused on quick results, with groups changing every year, youth bringing shorter and shorter 
attention spans, and the average tenure of youth leaders being under two years, the practice 
of long-term ministry in the same community and context is a vanishing art form.  As he 
reflected on his own 36 years in youth ministry in the same congregation, noting how he has 
been and continues to be able to nurture young lives as they develop over not just years, but 
decades, I was thinking about these parables of the seeds from Mark.  And it struck me that I 
have often viewed myself and my ministry in terms of planting seeds.  Mike’s reflections on the 
art of the long view offered a slightly different perspective – not only of planting seeds, but also 
of nurturing them, watching them grow, and being ready for the “harvest.” 
 
So what holds all this together?  In thinking about these presentations and these scriptures 
over the past month, I have continued to hold them in tension, but I have also realized that my 
initial take on Mark’s parables of the seeds was unduly influenced by my bias for reading God 
into the parables.  In truth, these parables say nothing about God – only the kingdom of God.  
Perhaps we could also say the Way of God or even the image of God.  And that Kingdom, that 
Way, that image is already present, already active, already latent in the seed.  And I now think 
the parable is really about us, about how we sow seeds, how we nurture and witness their 
growth, and how we might reap the rewards of the harvest they produce.  Its about what we do 
with that bit of God, that seed, that is already there.   
 
Isn’t that why we do all this?  Isn’t that why we invest so much in the children and youth of our 
community of faith, knowing that within each young life there resides a bit of the image of God, 
a seed waiting for its season?  Isn’t that why as a father, I know deep down that one of my 
biggest and most important jobs is to simply support and not get in the way of my kids growing 
into that image of God within them, into the fullness of who they are meant to be?   
 
As I mentioned already, one of the benefits of preaching once a month is having lots of time for 
ideas and thoughts to percolate in my heart and mind in preparation for each sermon.  But one 
of the occasional drawbacks, or at least annoyances, is that sometimes I become fixated on an 
idea that may or may not be helpful in my contemplation and study.  Such has been the case 
with this one.  Since mid-May, when I submitted my title for the sermon today to the newsletter, 
I have had the song “Edelweiss” from The Sound of Music stuck on repeat in my mind.  I kid 
you not – every time I thought about worship planning or sermon preparation, this song began 
to play in my mind.  I thought it would wear off.  It never did.  So last night, I finally succumbed 
and did a Google search on “Edelweiss” just to see where it would lead.  And surprisingly I 
found a story that I want to share with you.  Its called “ The Flower that Lives Above the 
Clouds” and it comes from the Children’s Story Garden.2  

LONG, long ago when the flowers first woke to life on this earth, each chose where it would 
live.   

                                                 
2
 From The Children’s Story Garden.  Available online: http://www.strecorsoc.org/storygarden/62208_tftlatc.html 
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"I will cover the ground and make the bare soil lush with green blades," cried the grass. 
"I will live in the fields and by roadsides," laughed the daisy. 
"I, too," echoed the buttercup, the cornflower, the poppy, and the clover. 
"Give me the ponds and the lakes," the water lily called. 
"And let us have the streams and the marshes," begged the irises, cowslips, and Jacks-in-the-

pulpit. 
"We love the shaded, ferny woodland spots," lisped the shy forget-me-nots and wood-violets. 
"And we wish to reside in gardens," declared the rose, the pansies, the sweet williams, and the 

hollyhocks. 
"I love the warm dry sun — I will go to the sandy desert," said the cactus.  

And so on, until all places on the earth were chosen, except the bare ridges of the highest 
mountains. To these, no flower wished to go. 

"There is not enough food there!" the daisy explained.  "There is not enough warmth!" they all 
decided. " It is so bare and chilly! Let the gray moss go and cover the rocks," they said.  But 
the moss was loath to go. 

"One cannot live without moisture, warmth, nourishment — surely the bleak places of the 
mountains must do without flowers! How foolish it would be to try to make the ragged, bare 
mountain-tops lovely! Let the gray moss go — he has not yet chosen!" 

And so the gray moss reluctantly went up the high mountains because he was told to go. He 
climbed over the bare rocks beyond the places where forests ceased to grow. All was desolate 
and silent up there.  Up higher and higher crept the gray moss. It went even above the clouds 
where the ragged rocks were covered with ice and snow.   

And there, it stopped short in amazement, for it found a quiet star-shaped flower clinging to the 
crags and blossoming! It was white like the snow around it, and its heart was of soft yellow. So 
cold and bleak was it up there that the little flower had cased its leaves in soft wool to keep 
warm. 

"Oh!" cried the gray moss, stopping short. "How came you here where there was no warmth, 
no moisture, no nourishment? It is high above the forests, high above the clouds! I came 
because I was sent. But who are you?" 

Then the little starry flower nodded in the chill wind. "I am the edelweiss," it said. "I came here 
quietly because there was need of me, that some blossom might brighten these solitudes." 

"And didn't they tell you to come?" 

"No," said the little flower. "I have always been here.” 

Inside every child, inside each one of us, is a seed of God’s Kingdom, the imprint of God’s 
image.  And thus says the Lord God: “I myself will plant it on a high and lofty mountain.”   

And whether we are sleeping or whether we are awake, that seed will bloom and grow.     
May we be awake.  And may it be so. 


