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Have you ever thought about how what seemed like rather minor events at the time 

were the beginnings of something far greater than hardly anyone could have 

imagined?  In our nation’s history, who could have imagined that settlers in places 

like Plymouth, Massachusetts, or Jamestown, Virginia, would be the beginning of 

a nation that would reach from the Atlantic to the Pacific and beyond?  By the 

same token, who could have imagined that two skirmishes in Lexington and 

Concord, Massachusetts, would be the first shots in the war that would see thirteen 

upstart colonies defeat the mightiest military force on the planet in order to win 

their independence and form this nation?  To bring us up to at least the Twentieth 

Century - who could have imagined that a quiet young African American woman 

refusing to give up her seat to a white person on a bus in Montgomery, Alabama, 

would be a pivotal event in a civil rights movement that, sadly, has yet to achieve 

all its intended goals?  I would imagine you can think of many other examples in 

science, social justice movements, and other fields where small, relatively 

insignificant discoveries or actions had enormous consequences. 

 

This has certainly been true in the Church.  Jesus’ small ragtag group of disciples 

could never have imagined that their efforts would be the beginning of a movement 

that now claims over 2 billion followers of Jesus Christ.  In our Gospel Lesson for 

today, Jesus is using parables with agricultural examples to help them keep things 

in perspective. 

 

In the first parable, Jesus tells of a farmer who scatters his seed.  While Jesus 

doesn’t tell us anything else the farmer does to help the crops grow, he does say 

that whether the farmer sleeps or gets up, the seed will sprout and grow.  Many of 

you have green thumbs and seem to be able to grow just about anything.  You 

probably know better than the rest of us that, while there are some things you can 

do to improve the chances for growth, you can do nothing to make the seeds you 

plant sprout.  In spite of all you might do, there comes a time when you have to sit 

back and let things happen. 

 

This parable can be a comfort to us.  The consummation of God’s reign is not 

ultimately dependent on our best efforts.  The basis for our optimism about the 
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future rests in God, the giver of growth and the sole determiner of the time for 

harvest.  Just as plants grow in their own way in their own times, God’s kingdom 

will grow in God’s way in God’s time. 

 

One of my colleagues brought this home to me several years ago when I was at my 

previous appointment.  I was part of a small group of pastors who met every week 

for lunch.  We would check in with one another to see how things were going.  As 

you might imagine, there was often a lot of “shop talk.”  One time, I was going 

through a particularly rough patch where it seemed like everything I did was a 

bust.  I probably moaned and groaned to my peers for several weeks in a row.  

Finally, one of them had had enough of my whining.  He said something to the 

effect of, “For crying out loud, Bill, give it a rest!  You are not personally 

responsible for the coming of the kingdom of God.  It will come, no matter what 

the people in your congregation think, say or do; and, more importantly, no matter 

what YOU think, say or do!”  That was what I needed to hear.  I received those 

words in the spirit they were intended.  I wasn’t going to slack off on what I was 

trying to do; but I also wasn’t going to be as hard on myself.  I did the best I could 

and trusted God for the rest.  I think that’s a good practice for all of us.  We do the 

best we can and remember that the Church is, first and foremost, Jesus’ Church.  

We plant spiritual seeds and trust God with the harvest. 

 

You have been planting those seeds for many years now.  Let’s consider some 

examples.  There have been youth mission teams from Dranesville Church going to 

other parts of the country to serve for at least 10-15 years.  The leaders who put 

those trips together had no way of knowing what impact the trips would have on 

the youth and adults who went or the individuals and families you served.  Maybe, 

one day, some of the participants will see those mission projects as a catalyst in 

their spiritual growth. 

 

You have been doing remarkable work during the pandemic to help feed our 

neighbors through the LINK Mobile Food Pantry, collecting and making deliveries 

for LINK, and gleaning produce for the Society of Saint Andrew.  Will any of the 

recipients of your generosity come to faith as a result?  It’s hard to know.  I have 

heard from some of you who have been motivated to serve to a greater extent as a 

result of your experiences in this feeding ministry. 

 

We hosted seminars about mental health issues and learned about resources to help 

persons in caregiving situations.  Members of the community were invited and 

several participated.  I firmly believe those who attended went away better 

informed and reassured that they were not alone in their struggles.  Still, we 
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offered the events and trusted God to send the people who needed help to the 

seminars. 

 

There are many other ministries in which seeds were scattered and we had to trust 

God with the harvest.  They include activities like Bible studies, Sunday school, 

Vacation Bible School, worship services, the Disciple’s Path class, Operation 

Christmas Child and many others.  In many cases, we may have wondered if what 

we did made a difference.  Once again, we do our best and trust God.  Growth in 

the kingdom of God often seems to be slow and hidden. 

 

Just like I couldn’t make great things happen for the kingdom all alone, there are 

limits to what we can do in our personal faith journeys.  We can pray, study 

Scripture, worship, seek discernment, perform acts of mercy and service - we can 

do all these things to make ourselves open to grow in faith, but we cannot control 

the rate or amount of the growth. 

 

In our Wesleyan heritage, the desire for a stronger faith plagued John Wesley in his 

earlier years.  When he expressed his doubts about faith and whether he was called 

to preach amid his doubts, Moravian leader Peter Bohler advised Wesley: “Preach 

faith until you have it; and then when you have faith, you will preach it.”  

 

This first parable is about the ultimate triumph of the kingdom of God - not the 

immediate success of the Church - its membership, budgets, etc. - or with the 

prosperity of individual believers.  The Church may bloom in the slums of 

Calcutta, a hospital emergency room or wherever the power of God overcomes the 

destructive forces of evil. 

 

Let’s consider the other parable, often called the Parable of the Mustard Seed.  

Although I don’t know much about plants of any kind, I do know a little something 

about the mustard plant.  On my first trip to Israel, when we stopped at 

Capernaum, the tour guide showed us some mustard plants growing near the lot 

where our bus was parked.  I was able to taste one of the mustard leaves which, not 

surprisingly, tasted just like the yellow mustard we put on hot dogs.  Although 

Jesus said mustard seeds are the smallest of all plants, there are some smaller; but 

not many.  They are small enough that most animals don’t bother trying to make a 

meal of them.        

 

In spite of the small seeds, mustard plants grow to be large shrubs.  The ones I saw 

were at least 6’ tall.  From what I understand, no one deliberately plants mustard.  

It grows wild and will take over a garden.  For those of you from around here, 
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imagine anyone wanting to cultivate Virginia creeper.  What’s the point?  The stuff 

grows like crazy as it is.  The same is true of the kudzu vine in places south of 

here.  Both of these plants are nearly impossible to control.  Unlike the mustard 

plant, no one has told me of any use for Virginia creeper or kudzu. 

 

Jesus wasn’t alone in his recognition of the pervasiveness of mustard plants in the 

Ancient World.  Pliny the Elder, a Roman author, naturalist and military leader 

declared: “Mustard…with its pungent taste and fiery effect is extremely beneficial 

for health.  It grows entirely wild though it is improved by being transplanted: but, 

on the other hand, when it has once been sown it is scarcely possible to get free of 

it, as the seed, when it falls, germinates at once.” 

 

Let’s not be fooled.  Inconspicuous beginnings may lead to a vast conclusion.  

God’s rule will not be thwarted.  In the Bible study that I am leading, we are 

looking at the Book of Acts.  We are currently focusing on Paul’s journeys - where 

he went and which churches he planted.  The Apostle Paul is regarded as the 

greatest missionary and church planter in the history of Christianity.  His impact on 

the growth of the church is immeasurable.  One thing that many people do not 

realize is that Paul did not establish any congregations which became what we 

would consider megachurches.  Many congregations were small enough to meet in 

houses.   Paul was not hung up on the numbers.  He was intent on developing 

believers who were strong in their faith.  If he did that, he may have believed the 

numbers would take care of themselves. 

 

That said, did you ever wonder why the Church today gets so hung up on 

statistics?  We judge success by numbers.  As a result, we focus too much on 

bodies, bucks and buildings.  I also wonder why, if we want to live and die by 

numbers, we don’t focus on the right ones.  For example: There is a constant push 

for church resources to be focused on large membership churches, the ones with 

the fancy programs.  The erroneous idea is that the megachurches are where 

growth will occur in the Church.  Many folks are surprised to learn that numerical 

growth (and growth in many other areas) happens much more in the small 

membership congregations.  I am talking about both raw numbers and percentages.  

It’s nothing for a small membership church to see a 10% growth in attendance.  

Large churches are lucky to see 3%-4%.  Let’s do the math.  If ten small 

congregations with 100 folks in attendance each see a 10% growth in attendance, 

the result is 10 new attendees per church times the ten churches for a total of 100 

new attendees.   If a congregation with 1000 in attendance sees a 4% gain, that is 

only 40 people.  The small membership congregations, of which there are many 

more than the large ones, are where the growth is occurring.   
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The same is true of professions of faith, persons involved in Christian education, 

participation in missions and all the other metrics.   I can honestly say that I have 

never seen a congregation with a higher percentage of its members involved in 

some form of mission than I have seen here at Dranesville Church.  You hold your 

own with (and often surpass) the best of them.  

 

Let me mention some of the small beginnings in my life and how they greatly 

multiplied over the years.  I imagine you have some parallels in your life. 

When I was in early elementary school, my Grandma Heinzman took me to 

worship for the first time.  I didn’t go to worship often then, but it was the 

beginning of what would become a lasting habit.  I didn’t understand much of what 

was happening, but I knew that something special was going on. 

 

Before I started school, my Aunt Hazel took me to the Sunday school class she 

taught during one weekend when I stayed with her and my uncle.  That sparked my 

interest in Christian education. 

 

My Grandma Heinzman, once again, gave me my first Bible when I was five years 

old.  Although I was ahead of my peers in reading level, that King James Bible was 

a tough slog for a five-year-old.  No matter.  I was given my first taste of the 

Scriptures which I would come to love to study.        

 

 The “mustard seed” moments continued.  During my last few years on active duty, 

before retiring and going to Duke Divinity School, the senior pastor of the church 

where I was a member encouraged me to take training to lead the first Disciple 

Bible Study class at that congregation.  For those of you who have taken Disciple, 

you know it can be life transforming.  Leading the study that year, coupled with 

my first of several trips to Israel, really gave me me a feel for the Scriptures, 

brought out my passion for sharing them with others, and strengthened my faith 

overall. 

 

During those same few years, I completed lay speaker training and was invited to 

preach on a couple dozen occasions when the pastors were off leading retreats or 

otherwise occupied.  My faltering attempts at preaching the word were a good 

preparation for divinity school and ministry which followed. 

 

There have been many other such opportunities.  One of the most recent, which 

will have an impact on me well into retirement, was my attendance at a Five-Day 

Academy for Spiritual Formation in North Carolina.  Everything about that 
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experience - worship three times a day (including daily Communion), the academic 

lectures, times for silent reflection, and the overall routine - whetted my appetite 

for more of the same.  The result was completion of a Two-Year Academy for 

Spiritual Formation in the following years.  I learned and grew more spiritually 

through that experience than anything I had ever done.  I have also been fortunate 

to share some of what I learned with quite a few of you. 

 

Jesus’ message for us today has two parts which are especially relevant in this 

congregation.  The first part is that the kingdom of heaven is among us.  It’s 

growing in ways we may not perceive.  It may not grow on what might be 

considered a large scale, but the growth is steady and certain. 

 

The second part of the message is that what may seem like small, insignificant 

actions which seem to have little, or no results may end up being the start of 

something far beyond anything we could imagine. 

 

My hope is that we will all do our best and trust God for the results and recognize 

that even the smallest actions in the name of Christ may have the most dramatic 

effects.   Amen.  


