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Confounded and Challenged by the Word 

 

“The problem for many Christians is that instead of asking themselves, ‘What would 

Jesus Do?’ they ask, ‘What does the Bible say is permissible?’ suggests Stephen Mattson 

in a recent Sojourner’s magazine article. Or as my seminary professor would often say 

to us future clergy, “Idolatry for Catholics is when they worship the Pope instead of 

Jesus. And idolatry for Protestants is when they worship the Bible instead of Jesus.” The 

temptation for us all is to use Holy Scripture to justify our interests, opinions and self-

preserving worldviews. To quote a piece of Scripture out of its context in order to prove 

our way of thinking and to reinforce our agenda at the expense of ignoring Jesus and 

his call to follow him. Christianity is not about a book or a set of laws or an institution 

or traditions that have been passed down from generation to generation. It’s about a 

dynamic, living relationship. And at its best, the Bible is a vehicle for deepening this 

relationship. In both the Old and New Testaments, we are invited into God’s story and 

through the person of Jesus, we realize how our stories are connected to God’s story. 

The Bible points us toward Christ and his way of love. To love your God and to love 

your neighbor is what it means to be a Christian. Anything we do apart from this is not 

of God. The Bible is not meant to prop up our way of thinking; but challenges us to see 

our lives and God’s loving purpose for us and our world through new lenses. Maybe 

the better questions to ask ourselves is: What is Jesus doing out there in our world that 

we are being called to participate in? 

Today, we begin another season of being confounded by Jesus’ parables. If we think we 

are so sure that we know what Scripture means or how God is speaking to us through 

its words, then just chew on a parable for a while. Nothing humbles our self-righteous 

certainty more than listening to one of them. David Lose explains parables in this way: 

“Maybe it’s easier to say what a parable is not. It is not simply an analogy for us to 

figure out, where A=God and B=Jesus and C=us, etc. They are not generally an encoded 

message for us to decipher. They are also not morality tales - pearls of wisdom Jesus is 

dispensing like a self-help coach or, for that matter, a political activist. Rather, parables 

are narrative contrasts – Eugene Peterson somewhere calls them, more provocatively, 



‘narrative time bombs’ – that are meant to undermine our assumptions of the various 

‘givens’ and even ‘realities’ that we accept unquestioningly and offer us a vision of 

something different. A parable is throwing one thing (a vision of God’s kingdom) 

beside another (the world as it is) to see what happens. The comparisons are 

unpredictable – sometimes stark, sometimes subtle, sometimes something to mull over. 

But because they call into question accepted ‘truths,’ they are almost always a bit 

subversive, challenging and even goading us to consider other possibilities in light of 

God’s promises.” 

 

The two parables we heard from Mark this morning question our assumptions about the 

kingdom of God and our place in it. Seed is scattered liberally and randomly and with no 

apparent tending, and a wonderful harvest grows. The tiny, insignificant mustard seed 

becomes the largest of all shrubs. Author Sara Miles writes, “So I put this before you: the 

kingdom of God is like a mustard seed. It’s like my friend Lisa, who always prays for people 

while she gardens. Lisa has Multiple Sclerosis which has made gardening hard, but she 

loved everything that grew in her foggy backyard, and kept trying to get people to come 

take her bulbs and seeds. One afternoon we were walking very slowly together along the 

little pathways, while Lisa introduced me to plants she thought I might like cuttings from: 

“What about that blue stuff?” I asked. “The forget-me-not?” said Lisa, “I keep trying to get 

rid of it—it takes over your garden.” I looked longingly at the plants, and she yanked one 

up. It had tiny little burr-like seeds. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you,” she said, “it’ll spread 

everywhere.” It did. There are clouds of blue flowers all over my garden now, and 

whenever those annoying little seeds stick to my pants legs and invade the decent, orderly 

beds of roses, I think of Lisa. I can’t forget her. The kingdom of God is like a forget-me-not.” 

 

The kingdom of God is also like seed scattered everywhere. It’s like St. Peter’s Children & 

Youth Ministry. The kids ask wondering questions in Godly Play and they tell the stories of 

the Bible using Legos. They acolyte, play their instruments and gather with me around this 

holy table. They go on sacred pilgrimages and are celebrated here at the significant 

moments in their young lives. And sometimes they show up here in droves; while other 

times there are just a few of them in these pews. Sometimes they bring with them great joy 

and enthusiasm; while other times they are bored, they question everything and resist their 

parents every step of the way. And then a St. Peter’s mom tells me that recently she and her 

teenage son were in the car together. He is one of those questioning ones. As they drive past 



the church he says, “Mom, you know why I love our church? “Why,” she responds.  

“Because all are welcome here. No matter who you are all belong at St. Peter’s.”  “You’re 

right,” she says. “And so maybe it’s good to go to church.” “Yep, maybe so,” he replies. The 

kingdom of God is like this ministry. You scatter the seeds broadly and widely with reckless 

abandon. You create a place that is safe and welcoming. A place of belonging. And then you 

wait, and you wonder. And more often than not you are joyfully surprised by the sheer gift 

of this community and what God can do when we choose to be on this journey with each 

other. 

 

These parables, the Bible itself, challenges us to move beyond our own narrow confines 

of what we think God’s will is for us and for one another and we open ourselves to 

God’s limitless promises. They remind us we are to live with the confidence that we are 

simply called to participate in what God is already doing around us and through us and 

in spite of us. And that that is good enough. We entrust God with imagining the 

possibilities and envisioning the dreams. We trust in the dynamic, living relationship 

revealed within the pages of Scripture. We trust that the Holy Word will point us 

always to the Word made flesh, the One who confounds us, goads us and surprises us 

into new and abundant life. And like any good and patient gardener, we will continue 

to plant some seeds here and plant some more over there and then we wait with hope 

for God to take care of the rest. Amen. 

 

 


