Parable of the mustard seed
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For the people of Jesus’ time, the tension between everyday reality and a mythical vision of
Israel as God’s chosen people was felt with particular urgency. From the heyday of national
power and prestige during the reigns of King David and King Solomon, Israel had been on a
downhill slide for several centuries, its kingdom conquered and divided several times over.
The Jewish people looked forward to the day when God would act to reverse this trend.
They looked for a glorious new age of universal peace, with God’s chosen people at the
head of the nations. In the particular myth in which the people of first-century Israel were
living, the new age had specific connotations of power, triumph, holiness, and goodness.
The cultural symbol for this myth was the great cedar of Lebanon. Cedars of Lebanon were
comparable to the huge redwood trees of California. They grew straight up for two or three
hundred feet or more. Every kind of bird could enjoy their shade. This image was deeply
embedded in the cultural conditioning of the Jewish people. The kingdom of God as a nation
would be the greatest of all nations just as the great cedar of Lebanon was the greatest of all
trees.
Instead, Jesus proposed this parable, “What is the kingdom of God really like? It is like a
mustard seed”—proverbially the smallest and most insignificant of all seeds—“that someone
took and sowed in his garden.
A mustard plant, a common weed, was forbidden in a household garden because it was fast
spreading and would tend to invade the vegetables. In the Jewish view of the world, order
was identified with holiness and disorder with uncleanness. Hence there were very strict
rules about what could be planted in a household garden. The rabbinical law of diverse kinds
ruled that one could not mix certain plants in the same garden. In stating that this man threw
a mustard seed in his garden, the hearers are alerted to the fact that he was doing
something illegal. An unclean image thus becomes the starting point for Jesus’ vision of the
kingdom of God in this parable.
If the starting point is an unclean image, the rest of the parable becomes even more
perplexing. What do we know about a mustard seed, botanically speaking? It is a common,
fast-spreading plant, which grows to about four feet in height. It puts out a few branches. No
self-respecting bird would build a nest in this puny shrub. At best, a few birds might rest in its
shade.
Steeped in their cultural images of the great cedar of Lebanon, the hearers would be
expecting the mustard seed, Jesus’ symbol of the kingdom, to grow into a mighty apocalyptic
tree. Jesus’ point is exactly the opposite. It just becomes a bush. Thus the image of the
kingdom of God as a towering cedar of Lebanon is subverted. Once again, Jesus’ listeners
are frustrated. According to Jesus, the kingdom of God is like a mustard seed, which some
man illegally planted in his garden. It became a shrub and a few birds nested in its modest

branches. That’s all. The parable subverts all the grandiose ideas about what the kingdom is
going to be like when it finally arrives.
One of the most firmly held Israelite expectations was that the kingdom of God would
manifest the final triumph of God in history. Its arrival, heralded by the long-awaited Messiah,
would rescue Israel from its miserable subservience to the Roman Empire. It was a future
kingdom, not one in the here-and-now. The kingdom, according to Jesus, will not fulfill our
expectations. It is not something great and glorious. It will not arrive with fanfare and
trumpets. It will simply appear in the midst of ordinary life. And to most people it will be so
insignificant that they will not even notice its presence. In this parable Jesus show us that we
do not have to wait for an apocalyptic deliverance. We do not have to wait for a grandiose
liberation. The kingdom is available right now. It is here in our midst and we do not even
realize it.
A parable points to something we only gradually come to know as we absorb the teaching of
Jesus. In this parable he intimates that God is not necessarily going to intervene in this world
for the triumph of the just. God will not intervene in an apocalyptic manner to deliver Israel or
bring about justice and peace. God has entrusted the job to us. We are not to wait around for
an apocalyptic intervention to do the job. We are simply to get on with it.
So hard was it for people of Jesus’ time to get over their idea of the kingdom of God as a
triumphant institution that even the evangelists tried to change it into something great
anyway. In other words, the myth recaptured the parable. The parable was meant to change
one’s idea about the kingdom, but what happened was that the old mindset began to
interpret the parable in a way that was consistent with its former mythical expectations.
There are four versions of this parable in the gospels, three in the synoptics and one in the
Gospel of Thomas, a document recovered about fifty years ago in the Nag Hammadi Gnostic
collection, which many scholars think is closer in some places to the original oral tradition.
For Luke and Matthew, contrary to all botanical good sense, the mustard seed does turn into
a tree. In Mark, it turns into the greatest of shrubs. In Thomas, it turns into a great branch so
that a lot of birds can rest in its shade. All of these expectations are contrary to the facts. A
mustard seed does not become a tree, the greatest of shrubs, or put forth a great branch,
however much one may want it to. The oral tradition was evidently influenced by the old
expectations of grandeur as people gradually slipped back into their former mindsets. They
lost the radical thrust and the incredible freedom to which the parable called them. For us
too, it is a threat to our preconceived ideas and mythical belief systems, and hence there is a
strong tendency to resist its stark realism.
If we are looking for a great expansion of our particular religion, nation, ethnic group, social
movement, or whatever, into some great visible organization that fills the earth, we are on
the wrong track. This is not God’s idea of success. Where are the mightiest works of the
kingdom accomplished? In our attitudes and hence in secret. Where there is compassion,
there is God. Opportunities to work for the homeless, the starving, the aging, are all readily
available. No one may notice our good deeds, including ourselves. The kingdom of God
manifests itself in the modest changes in our attitudes and in the little improvements in our
behaviour that no one may notice, including ourselves. These are the mighty works of God,
not great external accomplishments.

