
Grace and peace to you from God, our Father, and from our Lord and Savior, Jesus 
Christ.   
 

The parable of the mustard seed is often interpreted as an enduring allegory.  Every 
interpretation strives to relay some kind of moral meaning behind Christ’s words.  For 
instance, just like a mustard seed starts out small but then grows into a shrub, so might 
your faith if you tend to it. Or, another example, sometimes very big endings have small 
beginnings. God can and will use you to do great things even if you lack confidence in 
your abilities. Or, to add to a never-ending list, like birds nesting in the branches of a 
mustard tree, we can take refuge in God’s kingdom of grace and goodness.   
 

Some of these interpretations are good and well. They teach, instruct, and edify our 
hearts, pointing us in new directions like any fine allegory should. Other interpretations 
are comforting, as long as we’re careful not to qualify “the good things of God” as 
material things or make God’s love into something we deserve based on merit.  But 
then, some scholars agree, various interpretations of this parable can be 
misleading.  This is because a mustard seed has a few defining attributes we often 
forget to consider when reflecting on our mustard seed parable.  
 

In ancient Israel, a mustard seed grew more aggressively than seeds considered much 
smaller. In Jesus’ day, it was a spirited seed and Jesus picked it to illustrate his 
parables for a reason.  “The thing about mustard seeds is that while some varieties 
were used as spices and others medicinally, mustard seeds were considered, at the 
very least, pesky and often dangerous. Wild mustard was considered incredibly hard to 
control.  Once it took root it could take over an entire planting area. This is why mustard 
would only occasionally be found in a garden plot in the ancient world.   More likely, one 
would see it overtaking a hillside or abandoned field. 
 

So pick your favorite garden-variety weed -- crabgrass, cinquefoil, dandelion, wild onion 
-- that's pretty much what Jesus is likening to the kingdom of God.  Oh, and that part 
about the birds seeking refuge--perhaps it's meant to be a comforting image...or 
perhaps it’s not.  Given the unfavorable reference to birds eating seeds off paths in the 
sower parable, it suggests that once a mustard shrub takes root, all kinds of things can 
happen, including a sudden appearance from ‘undesirables.’   
 

Looked at this way, Jesus' parable is a little darker, even ominous. As a fellow 
theologian puts it: 
“The point, in other words, is not just that the mustard plant starts as a proverbially small 
seed and grows into a shrub of three or four feet, or even higher.  [Rather], it tends to 
take over where it is not wanted, that it tends to get out of control, and that it tends to 
attract birds within cultivated areas where they are not particularly desired. And that, 
said Jesus, was what the Kingdom was like: not like the mighty cedar of Lebanon and 
not quite like a common weed, [more] like a pungent shrub with dangerous takeover 
properties. Something you would want in only small and carefully controlled doses -- if 
you could control it (The Historical Jesus, pp. 278-279).” 
  



This is the kind of parable I like to imagine Jesus deciphering to his disciples behind 
closed doors, long after the crowds had left for the evening.  “The advent of the kingdom 
of God isn't something any one person can control,” he would say, “and it's definitely not 
safe, especially when complacency quells what is God’s gospel of life-changing grace. 
No, the kingdom of God has come to overturn, to take over, to transform the kingdoms 
of this world.”  
 

Can you join me in imagining Jesus saying this to his disciples?  Better yet, can you 
imagine yourself as a disciple?  What’s it like for you to hear the Kingdom of God 
described as a “pungent shrub with takeover properties” vs. that of an enduring 
allegory?      
 

What’s more, parables are often difficult to understand because the kingdoms of this 
world are often hard to recognize.  Sometimes they can look like the frenetic busyness 
of our lives and our obsessions with working to attain more and more.  Rather than 
accepting God’s grace as a gift, such ways of thinking get us equating salvation to 
something we must attain and orchestrate much like our well-run offices, our manicured 
lawns, and our lives that only look good on social media.  
 

Or what about our anxious attachment to certain ideologies that cause division within 
our midst?  In the kingdom of earthly Christianity, for example, we often get so caught 
up in our world of doctrine and interpretation, we end up extracting what is the Gospel of 
God’s love for all.  Subsequently, this marginalizes and hurts those we are called and 
challenged to love.   
 

The same can be said about our political affiliations.  Our fixations on “righteousness” 
tend to usurp our relationships these days.  Whereas the kingdom of God asks us to 
love one another in light of our differences, holding tension in relationships when 
opinions cross swords, our kingdoms of this world are reflective of the soles of our 
shoes: worn out from digging our heels in so hard. As we move into the future, if we’re 
going to resemble any kind of heavenly kingdom here on earth, we need to learn how to 
give and to take, especially when it comes to the many beautiful, God-ordained things 
that make us different.   
 

Using the parable of the mustard seed, Jesus is calling us into a very different way of 
being with ourselves, one another, and the divine by asking us to recognize that spiritual 
growth and intimacy with God arises as naturally as seeds growing while we 
sleep!  He’s also using this parable to teach us about the transformative power of God’s 
grace.  This parable is not an allegorical truism about life as much as it is an analogy 
about dangerous hope--hope that the kingdom of God, our salvation, forgiveness, love, 
and freedom are all gifts from God.   
 

Hope becomes dangerous when it inspires the lowly to advance higher and the 
downcast to speak out.  Dangerous hope calls the powers that be into question; hence, 
the reason Christ was put on the cross in the first place.  In Christ, the kingdom of God 
was and is being realized in and for people we normally excluded.  Back then, all of a 



sudden the kingdom of God was showing up in places, spaces, and things we 
overlook.  The same continues to happen today.   It does so without our 
permission.  Jesus died because of dangerous hope and God’s intention to save us all 
despite how much we try to resist God’s grace.   
 

As our world shrinks in size, as we grow more connected, as we change how we 
perceive one another, such parables about the kingdom of God should make us 
hopeful!  God’s kingdom is coming to pass as we grow into a society that is more 
accepting of each other’s differences.  It’s coming and already here as we grow into a 
society that embraces, uplifts, and listens to the outcast and the hurting.  This is the 
kingdom of God coming into fruition.  While we certainly cannot control or even summon 
the kingdom of God, we can actively anticipate it by looking for it and even aiding in its 
unexpected growth.   
 

As plants and flowers bloom all around you this early summer season, how do you see 
the kingdom of God blooming?  How are you preparing yourself for the harvest?  How 
are you, yourself, transforming and opening your eyes to new ways of perceiving God’s 
presence and dangerous hope in the world?  A little something to consider as you go 
out into the world in peace this week.  Amen.    
 


