
Sermon for Sun 14th June 2015 - Third Sunday after Pentecost. 

 

Mark 3:20-35 

 

There’s something of the panic going on in church circles in the USA at the moment. 

 

A recent survey has produced a church media frenzy as its results show decline in 

attendance/membership even in those denominations like the Southern Baptists, that had not 

experienced it before. 

 

That is not news to us at all. We may dislike it, even dread it, but we have been living with it for 

many years.  

 

Now that may seem entirely pessimistic and even defeatist. But there are a few things to ponder. 

What we are seeing in the West the death of Christendom... not the Church. But maybe decline is 

telling us something important about the church – about God’s work in the world, about the 

Kingdom of God.  

 

First, a declining church does not equal a declining God. Second, a full and rich church does not 

equal a growth in the power of God. We used to talk wrongly about extending the Kingdom of God, 

meaning colouring more of the world map “Christian”. Clergy back then used to call us to pray and 

work for the extension of the Kingdom of God, i.e. building more and more impressive churches, 

establishing new congregations. Wrong-headed now I say.  

 

The Church and the Kingdom of God are not the same, though the Church serves the Kingdom - but 

in history often has not. The Church may proclaim the Kingdom, live the life of the Kingdom as a 

demonstration community, but it is not the same as the Kingdom. Growth remember, can be 

malignant.  

 

Here are some more heretical thoughts. 

Maybe God’s work in the world has nothing to do with numbers. Maybe God’s mission through the 

church cannot be measured quantitatively. Maybe what God is doing can only be experienced 

qualitatively. What we get wrong about decline is that we rarely consider that it just might be how 

God is doing God’s work, in and through us – God’s church. The life out of death pattern of Christ’s 



resurrection is a pattern that might just apply to the life of the Church as well. Maybe we’ve got 

some more dying to do. Seeds look like dead things and they get planted in the ground.  

 

So that brings me to today’s parables.  

 

We used to just look at these and say yes yes, They tell us the  Kingdom is going to grow from small 

beginnings and it may have a tiny unprepossessing start like a mustard seed, but will grow to 

enormous size eventually. And we stop thinking about it.  

And we equate Kingdom and Church and expect continual numerical growth (along with financial 

strength, cultural clout and political influence) because mustard seed church will become the huge 

trees of the second parable. 

 

Then along comes decline, and we worry that the signs are not good.  

 

Maybe we need to rethink these parables.  

 

Might the first of the parables be about our complete inability to control the coming kingdom, to 

dictate whether we (and others) believe (or not).  

This possibility is uncomfortable because it leaves us vulnerable. God’s kingdom comes apart from 

our efforts, cannot be controlled or influenced, and can only be received as a gift. It challenges the 

business/military model of church growth  by means of the cleverness of our strategic planning. It 

defies prediction and orderly measurement.  

 

In this sense, faith is apparently a lot more like falling in love than making planning decisions. 

 

What about the people who maybe have left the church or have never been interested? Are these 

folks objects to be targeted, persuaded, and cajoled into faith? Or are they mysteries to be 

understood and loved, part of the fertile soil that God may be working apart from our efforts.  

 

The second parable tells an even more difficult truth. There’s more to mustard seeds than their size. 

Maybe we are being told about the kingdom’s penchant for penetrating and taking over our lives, 

sometimes against our better judgment. Mustard, after all, was an invasive weed, something you’d 

want to keep out of your garden and lawn at all costs because it runs amok easily, gets out of hand, 



and nearly takes over whatever ground it infests.Perhaps Jesus was having a bit of a comedy turn 

here, lampooning the triumphalist hopes of Israel, and also the triumphalism of the Church at times. 

What if he’d talked about a gardener deliberately sowing Oxalis in a new garden? Then perhaps we’d 

laugh as Jesus original audience laughed 

 

So also with God’s kingdom. It is a new reality that slowly imperceptibly invades, overturns, and 

eventually overcomes the old one. It’s a word of promise that creates hope and expectation, leads 

people to leave behind their old ways to live into it. The kingdom is dangerous because you just 

don’t know where it will take you or what you will do when it seizes hold of you.  

 

And the bit about the birds of the air? Take the well-known “cedars of Lebanon” imagery from the 

prophets,and the great birds of the nations coming from afar to link up with the great tree of Israel 

 

Even mature mustard plants stand only a few feet high, modest little bushes. Furthermore, Jesus 

puts an interesting spin on it when he says the “fowls” can come and rest in the branches of the 

mustard bush. The word “fowls” is a reference to the birds that eat carrion, and eat up seeds the 

farmer sows.  

Farmers did not want fowls in their gardens. That’s why they put up scarecrows.  

 

The Kingdom seems like it might be a nuisance to some people’s self interest. The Kingdom will 

attract undesirables.  

 

Finally some have been puzzled to find so many good people outside the church even among 

avowed unbelievers.  

 

Maybe if we keep hold of the idea that Kingdom and the Church are not the same, we shouldn't be 

surprised, but pleased when we experience kindness in unexpected places, healing where there was 

only brokenness, selflessness among human beings for whom selfishness is our instinct, courage 

where fear would be more reasonable, generosity when our first impulse is to keep the best for 

ourselves, life where there was only death? Action for justice in the face of injustice.  

 

When that happens we may after all be encountering God’s reign and we can allow ourselves to be 

part of it, in less ‘churchy’ terms and enter into God's life and love at work in the world in grateful 

recognition and celebration. 


