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Mark 4:26-34
If I Don’t Do It, Who Will?

We have one problem.  Humans, I mean.  I can sum up our human problem in one phrase:  We tend to get too big for our britches.  In our relationship with God – we run into most of our problems when we think too highly of ourselves.  And in our relationship with others, we run into most of our problems when we think too highly of ourselves.  We tend to get too big for our britches.

You might remember the silly poster from years ago with a picture of a toddler in a high chair, with a big smile on his face, and an entire bowl of spaghetti and sauce dumped over his head.  The caption under this photo reads – “Don’t take yourself too seriously.”  We make big problems in our relationship with God and with others when we take ourselves too seriously.

Of course the recent couple of me-first, grow your self esteem decades have not helped matters much.  Don’t get me wrong, I’m all for a healthy self-esteem.  But I am also interested in a realistic self-esteem.  Our emphasis on raising up a generation of strong-willed, I-am-important children has led to the creation of  too many self-absorbed, I-am-more-important–than-you folks, even in the church, too many folks who think we are the center of the universe.  
We should have known this might be a problem.  The 17 Century astronomer Galileo faced excommunication from the Church when he boldly suggested that the earth was not the center of the universe.  His scientific claim struck right to the heart of the church’s theological problem, then and now, that sometimes, if we’re not careful, we tend to think we are the center of the universe.
Take the tiny seed for example.  Farmers have this one already figured out.  It’s why they are, by nature, a patient lot.  Once the seed is planted, there’s not much more you can do, but wait.  And pray.  Seeds are amazing.  They are like tiny powerhouses – packed full of natural energy – ready to bust out of their shell.  And when they do, at just the right moment, somehow, the root goes down into the soil and the stem and leaves pop up into the sunshine.  There is absolutely nothing I can do to stop it, and there is nothing I can do to make it happen.  In fact seeds pop into life even when I don’t want it to happen.  I like to feed birds and squirrels in our backyard, so I have these tubs of seed under the deck.  Every now and then, some rain water leaks into one of those tubs, and sure enough, in a day or two, I’ve got a tub full of sprouts.  I even had sprouts coming out of corn seed while it was still on the cob.  I just couldn’t stop God’s powerhouse of growth.  It happens with me, or without me, when I want it, when I don’t want it.  

And so I am reminded in the sprouting seed that there is something, some force at work that is beyond me, more than me.  A force I cannot control, a force I cannot predict.  A force I cannot stop.  It happens with or without me.  And I learn that I am not so important to that seed.  And so I understand the man in our parable as Jesus says something about salvation.  The man scatters the seed on the ground, and what does he do?  Jesus says that night and day, whether the man sleeps or gets up, that seed sprouts and grows, though the man does not know how.  All by itself the soil produces grain -- first the stalk, then the head, then the full kernel in the head.

You just heard three of the most important words in Scripture, words we have forgotten, because we are too big for our britches, “all by itself”.  The man only scatters the seed.  That man knows, that man understands what he is and what he is not.  He scatters the seed, and night and day, whether he sleeps or gets up early, the seed sprouts and grows though he does not know how.  That man knows his part, and the rest, well, he leaves it up to whomever, whatever, is making that seed sprout and grow.

Just scatter the seed here and there and chill out.  The Church should hear this.  Sometimes I think we have lost our way.  Maybe it’s just me.  When I was in college at Penn State in the mid-70s, an enormous, secular institution, we were at the peak of the Jesus movement.  We were on a mission to change the world.  One night a bunch of my friends and I went to a Campus Crusade training camp to learn how to win souls for Jesus.  It was rigorous.  I thought I was in boot camp.  We had practice drills, we were memorizing our lines, we had pep talks, we did push-ups, we had exams to see if we were learning it the right way.  We were learning how to win souls, how to save people for Jesus.  

The staff at Campus Crusade had developed a formula, a carefully scripted sequence of questions and answers, that, if followed, would result in a person – the one who needs to be saved -- repeating what they called the sinners’ prayer and thus becoming saved.  We learned everything, what tone of voice we should have, our posture, how to answer whatever questions come up from this poor unsuspecting victim.  I learned everything but how to carve that notch in the butt of my rifle, or in my belt to count my kills.  I was becoming quite the warrior that night.

In the middle of that training session something turned my stomach.  At the time I wasn’t quite sure what bothered me.  So, I went over to my friends (I swear I remember seeing one of them learning how to apply a headlock).  I told them I was leaving.  They were relieved, thanked me, and we all walked out together.  
It’s not that I understood everything right away.  Although I am clear about it now, I wasn’t quite sure what bothered me that night at that training session.  It took me about ten years as a leader in the church after that to realize something was wrong with that model, and another ten years out of the church after that to discover a better way, that not everyone, not every church is that way.  It took me most of 20 years to learn that I was lying to myself because I believed it all depended on me.  I believed that God needed me to save people.  So, if I didn’t do it, no one would.  I had become too big for my britches.  I had somehow come to believe that God needed me to win souls for Jesus.  How absurd, how arrogant.  What a small, puny God I was serving.  As if God needs me for anything.  
I have learned a bit since then.  Mostly, that I had gotten too big for my britches.  That I had grown to think I was an essential part of God’s salvation plan, that God somehow needed me.  I am thankful now, for God’s grace.  Because our true and powerful God is gracious enough to invite anyone, everyone he chooses to enjoy the fruit of the Kingdom despite me, despite my arrogant efforts.  Sure, we are called to scatter seed, but then we can only wonder with the man in the parable, we can only wonder with delight how it all happens, because we do not know how.  God will do the work of salvation.  We can even go home and take a nap.
I can only imagine the confusion I have caused over the years, the pain, perhaps, in my years of arrogance.  I remember hearing about a small child raised up in the church, who had heard the good news about Jesus many times.  He was loved by his family very much and encouraged to respond to the good news.  One day in church, his pastor was giving an altar call.  After a few minutes, the child’s father turned and noticed that the little boy was sobbing in his seat.  Later the child explained it like this:  When the pastor made that altar call, I wanted to go, I wanted to go forward and accept Jesus as my Lord, but I was afraid, because I didn’t want to do it wrong.

Little children, young and old, there is no right way, or wrong way, there is no formula you are required to recite.  When the seed of God’s love is planted in your heart, the truth is this -- we do not know how it sprouts and grows.  We do not know when it is to happen.  How and when are God’s business.  This is what the Kingdom of God is like.  The Kingdom of God is God’s Kingdom, not mine, not yours.  And that’s a good thing.  I am relieved.   

I find that comforting.  It is a relief to know that God will do the real work.  Whether I repeat correctly those four spiritual laws I was to memorize, or whether I say nothing, it is God who does the work.  Sometimes it’s not about our words at all, anyway.                            
I want to settle a couple of questions, though.  First, what is that seed we are to scatter?  Have you ever wondered?  In other parables, Jesus seems say that the seed is the Word of God.  I think it’s safe to say that the seed is God’s Word here too.  Notice that I am saying the seed is the Word of God, not necessarily the words of God.  Big difference between the words of God and the Word of God.  I make an important distinction.  
The words of God are generally known as the words of Scripture –it’s all we have right now.  If we consider those seeds only as the words of God we run the risk of narrowly understanding what it means to scatter that seed.  With this narrow view, our scattering must be about the words we say.  It must be about the Scripture passages we memorize and recite and read for others.  But it’s so much more.  Jesus never considered the seed in such a narrow way.  In fact, when Jesus told this parable, our words of God from the new testament did not even exist yet.  
For Jesus, the seed, or the Word of God includes the words of Scripture, but only because they point to the Word of God, who is Christ.  Scripture has no purpose more important that to reveal and point us to Christ.  The seed we scatter, the Word we scatter about in today’s world is the good news of Christ Jesus, and we might not even use words.  Sometimes the best way to scatter the Word of Christ is without words at all, but with our a loving and gracious actions.  

Every once in awhile I am confronted about why I do not give altar calls here in our worship services.  Here is what I like to say:  I give an altar call every week.  Have you not noticed?  The most important altar call is the altar call of our lives when we walk out of here – how we live, what we choose, where we go, how we love one another.  When I challenge you to go and be the Church of the Living Christ, I am calling you to live out the Word for others.  
The seed we scatter is the Word of God who is Christ, and the Word, who is Christ, when planted, will grow in its own time and the evidence will be in how you live, and how you love one another.
Another important question to settle.  Do we really do nothing?  Is it true that we only scatter the Word of Christ, then take a nap?  Not a bad idea now and then, but there is something we can do.  Jesus doesn’t talk much about it with this seed parable but he is clear in other seed parables – we do have a part in preparing the soil.  Remember – we are not making the seed sprout or grow, but we can provide a healthy, safe context.  This is why we talk a lot about being a welcoming church.  This is why we talk a lot about being a generous church.  When we are a welcoming, generous church, it’s as if we are clearing away obstacles to growth for whatever seed is planted.  

Like my own garden, the best thing I can do is clear away obstacles – rocks, weeds.  Just get the bad stuff out of the way, even if that means getting me out of the way.  I might be the biggest obstacle.  While we might have nothing to do with the seed sprouting and growing, we do have a responsibility in the church to establish a safe, healthy, welcoming, loving environment for any seed to grow when it is time.  When it is God’s time.  But it always happens in God’s time.  In God’s way.  Whether we understand or not, whether we expect it or not.  The seed will sprout and grow in God’s time, in God’s way.

Have we gotten too big for our britches?  Let us pray to the God of the Kingdom so that we do not get puffed up in our arrogance.  Ask God to remind us who we are, and who we are not.  And let us enjoy, let us delight in God’s beautiful creation – as we watch each seed sprout and grow around us, and within us, in God’s time, whether or not we had anything to do with it, whether or not we even understand how.  We will rejoice.
Amen.    
Copyright by Jeffrey Harlow, 2009.  If I Don’t Do It, Who Will? (Mark 4:26-34).


