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There is no way we’re going to get to all six of the parables Jesus tells in our Gospel lesson for today. Even though some of 
them are quite short, each could be a sermon in its own right. Take the parable of the yeast – more accurately the parable of 
the leaven. Or, after the bread-baking craze of early pandemic times, we might say the parable of the sourdough starter. 
What Jesus is talking about here is not a little packet of yeast but a mix of flour and water which a baker tends so that wild 
yeast and lactic acid bacteria can grow and then be used to leaven bread, or whatever you’re baking.  
 
Anyway, Jesus’s parable of the sourdough starter is one sentence long. It is a simple image, with simple elements taken from 
the everyday life of ordinary people in Jesus’s first century Galilee: some leaven, a woman, a quantity of flour. And yet, the 
parable “teases the mind,” as 20th century New Testament scholar C.H. Dodd said. His working definition of a parable is 
regularly cited in commentaries: quote, “At its simplest a parable is a metaphor or simile drawn from nature or common life, 
arresting the hearer by its vividness or strangeness, and leaving the mind in sufficient doubt about its precise application to 
tease it into active thought.”1  
 
And tease the mind into active thought Jesus’s parable of the leaven certainly does. Even though it is one sentence long, we 
have to wonder, who is this woman, and why is she making so much bread? In this case three “measures” of flour is not 
three scoops – it’s around 50 pounds, to use weight measurements more familiar to us than Jesus’s Greek satons. What is all 
that bread for? Clearly she’s not baking just for her own family. Is there a feast? Is someone getting married? And is the point 
of the parable how little leaven she needs for this huge quantity of flour? Or are we supposed to note the woman’s action in 
mixing in the leaven – actually the word Jesus uses is hiding – hiding the leaven in the flour. Wait, what do you mean she’s 
hiding it? That’s not a bread-baking term. Or is the point that after the leaven is mixed you have to wait, wait while the 
leaven causes the dough to grow and grow, in this natural process that nevertheless seems miraculous? All this from a single 
sentence. The cleverness of Jesus’s mind never ceases to amaze me. 
 
So yeah, we’re not going to make it through all six of these parables of the kingdom today. There’s a lot to say about each 
one – a lot to say in part because their interpretations are open-ended. The other parables from this chapter, the parables 
that we read last week and the week before – Jesus gives explanations for those, gives allegorical interpretations that help us 
make sense of what these strange and vivid stories might mean. Like last week, in the parable of the wheat and the weeds, 
when Jesus explained just who was weeds and who was wheat: good seed, children of the word; bad seed, children of the evil 
one. Nice and neat. But Jesus doesn’t offer such explanations here. So we’ll have to use our imaginations – which, according 
to C.H. Dodd at least, is precisely the point. 
 
While we’re on the subject of food, let’s talk about mustard seeds. You have a lovely illustration of the mustard plant on the 
cover of your bulletin: its seeds, leaves, stems and flowers. Again, this parable arises from a simple image: the kingdom of 
heaven is like a tiny mustard seed that someone sowed in his field, Jesus says. Whether the mustard seed is truly the smallest 
of the seeds, as Jesus claims here, is a matter of some historical debate, but I don’t think Jesus is really all that worried about 
its precise size. That the mustard plant has small seeds is a well-established fact. What matters is that when planted, that 
small seed grows into a great tree. 
 
Ok, not technically a tree. Jesus seems to be exaggerating a bit here. Perhaps he is trying to help his listeners draw a 
connection with the Hebrew Bible, where empires are sometimes referred to as great trees. The prophet Ezekiel, for 
example, compares the Assyrian empire to a great cedar of Lebanon, “with fair branches and forest shade, and of great 
height… all the birds of the air made their nests in its boughs; under its branches all the animals of the field gave birth to 
their young,” Ezekiel writes (Ez. 31:3-6). So the kingdom of Assyria was like a cedar, at least until it was cut down by the 
Babylonians. The kingdom of heaven, the kingdom Jesus brings, it’s like a tree too – well, almost a tree. A great shrub, a 10 
foot tall vegetable. A roadside weed, really, one that germinates quickly and spreads rapidly. Once you have it around, it’s 
hard to get rid of. Pull up a mustard plant, turn over the soil, and soon enough another mustard bush will be growing in its 
place. This is the kind of tree the kingdom of heaven is like, Jesus says.  
 
But despite being kind of a weed, a mustard bush is good to have around, especially if you were a farmer or a fisherman in 
first century Galilee. Of course mustard seeds can be ground and used to flavor food. But mustard was also considered 
medicinal in Jesus’s day. Roman scientist and writer Pliny the Elder, in his Natural History, notes that mustard is “extremely 



beneficial for the health,” citing it as a treatment for “snake and scorpion bites, toothache, indigestion, asthma, epilepsy, 
constipation, dropsy, lethargy, tetanus, leprous sores” and more.2 In other words, mustard produces good fruit, a harvest 
that is beneficial to the people who grow it, or who happen to find it by the side of the road. And beyond that, Jesus says, a 
10-foot mustard bush can provide a home for other living creatures. Birds can live in a cedar tree, sure – but they can also 
live in the branches of a sturdy, wild-growing vegetable. 
 
Jesus is always subverting our expectations in his parables – it’s one of the ways he catches our attention, one of the ways he 
teases our minds into active thought. Maybe we would like to think of God’s kingdom as a great tree, firmly planted, 
growing tall and straight, “with its top among the clouds,” as Ezekiel says. Imposing, dignified, grand. No, Jesus says. It 
doesn’t have to be as majestic as all that. The kingdom of heaven is like a mustard seed. Something tiny, but which grows 
beyond all expectation, grows into a towering bush. Something scraggly, something scrappy and opportunistic, something 
which, once introduced, is nearly impossible to get rid of. Something that might at first glance be considered a weed, but 
which grows strong, which produces a good harvest, a harvest which gives flavor to food, which provides relief to suffering 
people, which offers shelter for small creatures, creatures who also belong to God.  
 
I don’t know about you, but that sounds like good news to me. It takes the pressure off. In case we thought that to be part of 
what Jesus is doing in the world we have to be straight and tall and majestic like a towering cedar tree – no, we don’t. The 
kingdom Jesus brings grows wild; it takes root in neatly plowed fields but also anywhere it can find some fertile soil. If we 
feel scrappy and scraggly, if we feel like we’re growing wild or growing only in places outside the straight lines of the farmer’s 
field or the orderly colonnade of shade trees, we are not outside of the kingdom Jesus brings. In fact we fit right in.  
 
And according to this parable, Jesus’s kingdom is not about having one’s head in the clouds. In fact Jesus’s kingdom is very 
much down to earth. Jesus’s kingdom is about being fruitful, about providing care and shelter for people and for other 
members of God’s good creation. And God’s kingdom can start small – with a small amount of faith, a small action, a small 
number of people – God’s kingdom can start small and grow in surprising ways, like a seed a third of an inch long that 
through seemingly miraculous growth becomes a 10 foot tall vegetable. Or like a small scoop of sourdough starter that can 
leaven 50 pounds of flour into bread to feed a multitude. God’s kingdom starts small – we can start small. 
 
In Bible study on Wednesday, I asked the group to finish the sentence: “In an ideal world…” In an ideal world. It took us no 
time at all to find words to fill in that blank. In an ideal world there would be unlimited cookies – I can get behind that. In 
an ideal world we would have universal healthcare – or better yet, universal wellness, so that we didn’t even need healthcare. 
In an ideal world there would be no more war. Imagine what we could spend all that money on if we weren’t spending it on 
bombs. In an ideal world people would share things in common, so that there was enough for all. In an ideal world we 
would live in caring community with one another across our differences. In an ideal world, love would reign.  
 
That ideal world: that ideal world is nothing less than the kingdom of heaven. That ideal world is the way God dreams, 
hopes, desires for us to live together. The kingdom of heaven, God’s reign of love manifested here on earth, in our daily lives 
– it’s not hard for us to name the things that would be part of the ideal world, part of the kingdom of heaven. 
 
Of course how we get there is another matter. It didn’t take the Bible study group long to start disagreeing about 
implementation. For example, we had a back-and-forth about the limits of communal sharing, particularly when enforced by 
a strong central government, as anyone who lived through the Soviet era will remind you. We may not agree on how to 
arrive at this dream of a world, this kingdom of heaven realized on earth. And in our broken humanity we will never fully 
achieve it on our own anyway.  
 
But Jesus’s parables of the kingdom remind us that we don’t have to begin with a grand vision or with a plan to grow 
hundreds of feet tall. We can start small. We can start with the small, ordinary elements of our everyday lives. We can start 
with a tiny seed which we plant and water and allow to grow until it produces good fruit that blesses the community. Or we 
can start with a sack of flour, which we mix a little leaven into, which we knead and let rise and bake into bread, enough to 
feed the neighborhood. Jesus says it’s ok to start small and scrappy – we just have to start. Who knows what might grow 
when we do? 
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