“Planting Seeds”

Mark 4: 26-34

 When you read the gospels, you cannot help but notice that Jesus was a master storyteller. It was, I think, his preferred teaching method. The stories he told often took the form of parables. I like the way one current biblical scholar refers to Jesus’ parables as “stories with intent.” (Klyne R. Snodgrass, Stories with Intent: A Comprehensive Guide to the Parables of Jesus).

 Jesus told stories with a purpose. And what better way to get your message across. As, the biblical scholar I just mentioned, Klyne Snodgrass, puts it”

 “Jesus was the master creator of story, and nothing is so attractive or so compelling as a good story. Children (and adults) do not say ‘Tell me some facts;’ they want a story.” 

 We’ve just read two of Jesus’ “stories” from Mark 4. Both of which have a common denominator – seeds. In fact, in the earlier portion of the 4th chapter there’s another story told by Jesus that also focuses on seeds - the parable of the sower. And all three of these parables in Mark 4 are called “kingdom parables,” for they all address the matter of what the kingdom of God is like. In each one of these parables in Mark 4, Jesus likens the kingdom of God to the planting of seeds. Thus the title for the sermon today – “Planting Seeds.”

 Seeing as how Jesus was the master creator of story. And seeing as how Jesus would often simply tell a story and then say, “let him who has ears, hear!”; in the remainder of this sermon today, I’d like to tell you some stories; stories which I believe have to do with planting seeds.

A Personal Story

 I have become a much more interested in the planting of seeds lately. In some ways, my interest in agriculture is coming full circle in my life. You see, my dad was a farmer. He farmed on a small 60-acre tract of land that was the family homestead. Farming alone wasn’t enough to make ends meet with our family of 9, so my father worked full time in a cotton mill, about 12 miles from the farm. But the cash crops (cotton and some tobacco) grown on our farm, helped to supplement the family income and the vegetables grown were canned to help the family have enough to eat through the winter. 

 I can still remember picking and shelling beans and how I wanted to be playing rather than “working in the garden.” Needless to say, like most “modern” boys, when I grew up and went off to college, growing a garden lost its appeal for me and buying Del Monte and Green Giant would work just fine for me the rest of my life, thank you! Cantey has occasionally planted a small garden, and I have willingly left that to her. So agriculture and farming was not on my radar anymore – a memory from the distant past.

 About 6 years ago, our son Ian was looking for a summer job. Some sweet members of our church – Clark and Betty Gilbert – offered Ian a job working on their flower farm off Black Acre Trail in Acworth. Clark and Betty’s son, Bob taught Ian a good deal about farming and for the next 2 years, Ian worked off and on there around school and football. 

Well, Ian went off to UGA as many of you know, and lo and behold, to our surprise, Ian announced to us that he was going to major in Agricultural Education. On May 9, Ian graduated from UGA with a B.S. in that field and will begin teaching high school “ag” in August. He seems quite passionate about agriculture and passionate about teaching it.

 Who would have known that Clark and Betty Gilbert had planted a seed in our son’s life for what may be his calling. Clark passed away last month, but I spoke with Betty this week to say “thank you” for planting seeds in our son’s life.

A Cultural Story

There’s no telling when and where seeds will get planted and who will plant them in our lives for the glory of God. Catholic priest Fr. William Brausch in a homily tells a truly fascinating story that illustrates the power of planting seeds.

 Some years ago, reporters were interviewing Boris Yeltsin and asked him what gave him the courage to stand firm during the fall of communism in the former USSR. Yeltsin thought about it a minute and then said that it was an ordinary guy, an electrician named Lech Walesa, who had started the downfall of communism in his own country of Poland that had inspired him. 

When, on a different occasion, Walesa was interviewed by a different group of reporters, he was asked what had inspired him in his struggles. He said it was the civil rights movement in the United States and the leadership of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. 

Years before, when Dr. King was interviewed and asked what had inspired him in his work, he said it was the courage of one woman, an ordinary African-American woman who worked as a seamstress, whose name was Rosa Parks, who refused to give up her seat and move to the back of the bus.
It doesn’t seem like too much of a stretch to say that one ordinary, tiny, brave woman living in a small, ordinary town in the southern U.S. brought about the downfall of communism. That’s the way seeds—and their planting, and their nurturing, and their growing—so often ultimately work. (Lectionary Homiletics, June-July 2006, p.31)
Two Congregational Stories

 I. 

Did any of you make it out to the Georgia BBQ Classic out at Sam Smith Park last weekend? What an event! There were thousands of people there. Cantey and I went out and spent about 3 hours there on Saturday and wondered around people watching, just amazed at what that event has become by way of a fund-raiser for the Good Neighbor Shelter in our community. And as I looked at all of the people; all of the cars; all of the traffic and the carnival atmosphere, I remembered a story.

 It was the summer of 1994, and our then Choir Director at First Presbyterian of Cartersville, Janet Strange was impatiently waiting for one final choir member to arrive at the church, so the choir members could depart for the Montreat Music Conference. The hold up was Susan Shellhorse Howard, who at that time was a member of the church staff doing the ministry of hospitality. She came flying into the parking lot 30 minutes late because she said she had to take a homeless person to the shelter in Rome. As the choir members departed together, Susan said, “You know, we sure need a homeless shelter in Cartersville.” It was a passing comment and Janet thought nothing of it. She was still too irritated about the delay to give in much thought.

 Well the choir got to Montreat and the conference began. If you’ve ever been to Montreat then you know Jesus lives there! Surrounded by the beauty the Blue Ridge Mountains, you just feel a lot closer to the kingdom of God there. And then there is the great music and great preaching as well. In the midst of one of those worship services; surrounded by the general revelation of God’s creation and the special revelation of God’s Christ in Word and Sacrament, our Choir Director, Janet Strange heard a call from God. “You must open a shelter for the homeless in Cartersville.”

 Janet said the call was so clear and distinct it was almost overwhelming. Janet says she came home and decided to share this calling with three trusted friends, asking if they thought she was loosing her mind. The first person Janet shared it with was her husband (our organist, Terry). Janet says, he was 100% supportive and behind her in the calling. So was Kathy Keck, another member of the church and close friend. And then Janet shared her vision with Don Shepa, who invited her to go with him to speak with our county commissioner. From there the seed that had been planted began to sprout.

 The county provided a small, run-down house on Church Street which members of the church and community helped fix-up; a board was formed. Support grew over the years. Through the generosity of another church member a new residence was provided on Porter Street and eventually a whole new shelter was built on that site. Janet Strange, or course, was at the forefront of this, being the shelter’s, first director. Our congregation concurred in Janet’s call, rallying around her and helping her transition from a ministry of music to a ministry of social justice for the needy in our presence.

 And it all started with one little seed, planted by the Holy Spirit, through Susan Howard, germinated in the heart of Janet Strange. I thought about that as I watched all those people at the BBQ classic and how much support our community has given to realize God’s dream of a shelter for the homeless here in Cartersville.

 Jesus spoke of the mustard seed; that tiny little seed. And he spoke of how when it is planted it grows to become a spreading bush in which the birds find shelter. What a beautiful image for the seeds planted that led to the Good Neighbor Shelter, where week in and week out more than 30 homeless people find help and hope.

II.

 Here’s another story about planting seeds. Recorded in the Session minutes of our church on October 10, 1956 is the decision to initiate a Presbyterian Sunday school among the unchurched black children in the Summers Hill community of Cartersville. At the next meeting of the Session on November 28, the pastor, Rev. Clyde Plexico, reported that there were 35-40 children attending along with 5-10 adults. The Sunday school continued to meet and progress over the next few years under the leadership of Al and Sarah Munn and the support of the Session and pastor.

 In the process of growing this cutting edge ministry, one young man was identified as exhibiting unusual leadership ability. His name was Rudolph Hendricks. It’s clear when you go back and read the church session minutes that Rudy was much loved and appreciated. He played the piano for the singing and even taught the Bible lessons. In 1958, he graduated from Summers Hill High School and by that time, the Session had seen Rudy’s promise as a leader in the church. They encouraged him to apply for college and offered him scholarship support. He enrolled at Stillman College in Tuscaloosa, AL and proceeded to get his education, all the while the church continuing to send financial support. In 1962, he graduated with honors with a degree in Sociology and Religion.

 But Rudolph was not through with his education. You see, even while he was in college, Rudy had continued to be involved with the Sunday school mission when he was home from school. And under the nurture and encouragement of Al and Sarah, along with P.D. Gurley and Ella Cummings, Rudy decided to prepare for pastoral ministry. The church continued it’s scholarship assistance and Rudy enrolled at Johnson C. Smith Seminary in Charlotte. He graduated in 1965 and went for 2 years to serve a church in Shreveport, LA being the first black minister in Red River Presbytery. He then returned to Charlotte, where he served several churches as a pastor for the next 40 years. He was the first black minister to serve as moderator of Mecklenburg Presbytery and he went on to get his doctorate from Princeton.

 And this past Tuesday night, the Rev. Dr. Rudolph Hendricks, appeared before our church Session to tell his story and express gratitude for the ministry of First Presbyterian Church of Cartersville. On June 28, Dr. Hendricks will be preaching in our service here at 11:00. I hope you will be here to welcome him.

 Planting seeds. Jesus says the work of the kingdom of God is like that. Unlike my son, I have not had the ambition to be a farmer or to teach others agriculture. That may not be your calling either. But everyday, you and I are called to plant seeds…

…seeds of love and mercy;


…seeds of tolerance and understanding




…seeds of hope and help






…seeds of possibility and promise

 And then like the farmer in the parable we are to go about our day-to-day business; sleeping and waking; working and resting; in labor and in leisure. And then to our amazement and mystery, we can watch the Lord take those tiny seeds and make something beautiful and enduring out of them. And finally we can stand in awe at the harvest the Lord provides from the small seeds we sow.

I want to leave you with a prayer by poet Christina Rosetti:

 “Give us grace, O Lord, to work while it is day, fulfilling diligently and patiently whatever duty thou appointest us, doing small things in the day of small things and great labors if thou summon us to any. Amen.” (as recorded in a sermon by Martha Sterne, “A Day of Small Things” are http://day1.org)
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