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Wesley United Methodist Church 
Rev. Beverly E Stenmark 

June 13, 2021 
“Sowing Seeds” 

Scripture:  Mark 4:26-34 
 

	 I was sitting out in my yard reading commentary on this week’s Gospel passage 

while my neighbor was puttering around in his garden.  We have very small sections of 

yards and he has purchased many beautiful flowering plants that he carefully sets out 

around the yard and I commented to him that his gardens were looking very nice.  

 His response fit so perfectly with what I was reading that I had to stop myself 

from laughing.   He said, “I hope it grows.  I don’t grow it – I just stick it in the ground 

and hope it grows.” 

 I was reading commentary on Jesus’ parable about the Kingdom of God, 

comparing it to plants growing.  The first section particularly talks about how a plant 

grows while the farmer is sleeping – a reminder to us that God is the one who brings 

about growth of the plants. My neighbor’s comment seemed to fit with that 

understanding.  

 Contrast my neighbor’s approach with a story told about a different man who had 

beautiful gardens in front of his house.  One day a person walking by said, “Isn’t it 

amazing how many beautiful plants God has created for us to enjoy!”  The man replied, 

“Well, it certainly is beautiful now, but you should have seen what it looked like when 

God had it all to himself.”i  

 So many times, we are eager to take credit for what we have and what we have 

accomplished.  We think we have earned it and we deserve it – and to some extent and 

in some cases that may be true, but when we apply that too broadly, we lose sight of 

the mystery, majesty, and grace of life that today’s gospel points out to us.  

 There are certainly things that we do that make a difference. Knowing what kind 

of plant grows best in what kind of soil, planting at the right time, and remembering to 

feed and water plants does make a difference.  But sometimes something so amazing 

happens that we know we can’t take any credit for it.   

 Many many years ago, my older brother dragged a branch of a weeping willow 

tree home from a neighbor’s yard. He insisted that my father plant it in our yard. Dad 
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indulged him and stuck it in the ground near the fence. Much to my father’s surprise, the 

branch took root and quickly grew into a tree large enough that my younger brother 

broke both of his arms when he fell out of it about 13 years later.  When he allowed my 

brother to stick the branch into the ground, my father never imagined that it would grow 

in such an amazing way and he knew that he had not had anything to do with its growth. 

 But although Jesus spoke about plants growing while their sower slept, and 

about tiny seeds growing to become shrubs large enough for birds to build nests in its 

branches, and while what he said is true about plants, he was using that as a metaphor, 

an illustration, to help his hearers understand something much more complicated. He 

told these parables to give some understanding of what the Kingdom of God is like.   

 We can find ourselves in several places in these parables.  We are the gardeners 

sowing seeds in our world.   We may also be the seeds themselves as we grow in our 

faith.  There are also many different kinds of seeds that may be sown.   I have only this 

week and next with you before I retire, so I hope you will cut me some slack if I do some 

rather loose interpretation and application of these parables.   

 Jesus told a lot of parables in his ministry.  He talked about common things to 

illustrate bigger principles and ideas.  His parables come alongside our lives and invite 

us to use our imagination – to imagine ourselves in his stories.  However, one thing that 

was almost always true of his parables was that there was a surprise, or something that 

challenged the way people expected the story to go.  There was always something that 

called for a shift in how we see ourselves, how we see God and how we see others.   

 Like the tiny mustard seed that becomes a very large bush, even a tiny shift in 

the way we see or think about things can have a significant impact.  It can produce 

miraculous results.   

 At the beginning of COVID, the first reaction of many was fear, or to be upset that 

our lives were being interrupted and that things were being changed in ways that we 

couldn’t control.  Slowly we started to look at these obstacles and start to see them as 

challenges and opportunities.  They became opportunities to do things differently.  They 

became opportunities to think about what was really important.   

 We were told to close our churches, but soon we came to understand that it was 

only our church buildings that were closed.  A slight shift in our thinking reminded us 
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that in the words of a familiar song, “The church is not a building, the church is not a 

steeple, the church is not a resting place, the church is a people.”ii    

 We began to counter statements that churches were closed by responding that 

only the building was closed, the church was still alive and well.  And, indeed, it was and 

is.  We are only in our 4th week of worshipping in-person in the sanctuary, but we never 

stopped worshipping together.  We learned how to record parts of the service and put 

them online.  We discovered that people could now worship from their homes or 

wherever they might be – so that someone far away could still worship with us, 

someone unable to leave their home could worship with us, someone who was surfing 

the web and maybe not even knowing they were looking for a church could worship with 

us.  

 Many years ago, in its program of urban renewal and development, the City of 

Pawtucket decided that it needed the space where the First Methodist Church was 

located.  This could have been a disaster, but instead it became an opportunity.  A seed 

was planted and after much discussion, planning and praying, three churches came 

together to build this sanctuary where we have been worshipping for over 50 years.  

 Through the years many seeds have been planted and many ministries have 

grown.  I believe that one of the important pieces of these parables is that the Kingdom 

of God is dependent upon God’s grace and also upon human initiative. St. Augustine 

said, “Without God, we cannot.  Without us, God will not.”   

 The seeds that have been planted in this church and many others have yielded 

great fruit for God.  Yesterday at Annual Conference some of that fruit was seen as men 

and women who have heard God’s call were ordained as Deacons and Elders in The 

United Methodist Church.   But that’s not the only fruit that comes out of seeds planted 

in churches and in homes.   

 The personiii who received the Ziegler Preaching Award at Conference told us 

about a man who called the church looking for help.  He was so frustrated with his 

neighbor and her actions that he didn’t know what to do.  He said he was calling 

because he wanted some other options than the potentially violent ones he was 

contemplating.  As he told the pastor his back story and why the things this woman did 

aggravated him so much, the pastor asked, “Have you asked her to tell you her story?”  
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The pastor explained that maybe if he knew the woman’s back story, he might better 

understand her actions, and maybe they could come to some reconciliation.  His 

response was, “Now you’re asking me to really be a Christian.”  

 He recognized that inviting her to share and creating a place where he would 

listen, and her story would be safe might change their relationship and allow something 

better to grow.    The pastor then quoting from the song, “There is a Balm in Gilead” 

sang these words, “If you can’t preach like Peter, if you can’t pray like Paul, just tell the 

love of Jesus and say he lived for all.”  

 Throughout the years people in this church have planted many seeds.  God has 

taken the planting and produced growth that we may never know about.  Children in 

Sunday School classes have heard about God’s love for them.   Youth have been 

encouraged to struggle with some of the tough questions they face and see how their 

faith can help them during those times.  Adults have had someone walk beside them 

during the difficult times of life and have discovered that they were not alone, and that 

God was walking with them through the actions of a fellow traveler on this faith journey. 

 During the pandemic we have donated many many pounds of food to the 

Northern RI Food pantry.  We don’t know the people who have received that food and 

we don’t know the difference it has made in their lives, but God does.   

 Many of the people who were instrumental in the beginning of this congregation 

have passed on to eternal life.  They saw the seed growing, and they undoubtedly 

benefitted from some of the fruit.  But many many others who do not know their names 

have also found this to be a place where they could find rest and peace and connect 

with God.  

 During the last couple of years, as a congregation, we have been intentional 

about trying to discern what God is calling us to be and do in the future.  Together we 

have developed a Ministry Action Plan that we believe will help guide us into being 

faithful in some of the places God is calling us to act. However, some of that became 

stalled when COVID hit and other things took priority.   

 But the seeds have been planted.  It is time to pray as if everything depends 

upon God and work as if everything depends upon you.  Next Sunday is my last Sunday 

with you, and by the beginning of July, you will have a new pastor to walk with you.  
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This is the way it works in life.  Some of us help plant.  Some water.  God gives the 

sunshine and ultimately it is God who gives the growth, because the growth of a plant, 

or a seed, or an idea, or a project is always something that is a mystery and a surprise.   

 Like the mustard seed, we, the followers of Jesus are a bunch of ragged people, 

full of doubts, full of fears, and like the disciples, often unable to comprehend much of 

what of what Jesus says or does.  But Jesus emphasizes that it is from these scruffy 

seeds that God’s love is proclaimed to the world.  God takes us and what we have to 

offer and transforms it into a great plant that provides sustenance for all.   

 God calls us to be faithful, to scatter the seed, and to give thanks for the 

mysterious gifts that surround and sustain us.  

Let us pray: 

 God of grace and love.  You are the great gardener.  You call us to be partners 

with you, planting seeds of hope, kindness, love, compassion, and mercy.  You often 

take actions or words that we think are small and insignificant and you allow them to be 

sown in places where the soil is fertile, where someone is ready to hear and where your 

message and love takes root and grows.  Help us to be faithful in planting seeds, 

watering and fertilizing them, and giving thanks to you when you help them grow in 

ways that we can’t even begin to imagine.   

 We are grateful that your grace is working in us, through us and sometimes 

despite us.  We are grateful that you are at work in the world around us and that we are 

privileged to participate in your mission.  Thank you. Amen.    

  

   
   
																																																													
i	Source	unknown.		I	remember	reading	this	but	can’t	locate	the	source.		I	am	also	using	words	as	best	I	remember	
them.		
ii	“We	Are	the	Church”		United	Methodist	Hymnal,		#558	
iii	Rev.	Rae	Fraumann	


