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Ezekiel 17:22–24 
22Thus says the Lord God: I myself will take a sprig from the lofty top of a cedar; I will set it out. I will break off a tender one from the topmost of its young twigs; I myself will plant it on a high and lofty mountain.
23 On the mountain height of Israel I will plant it, in order that it may produce boughs and bear fruit, and become a noble cedar. Under it every kind of bird will live; in the shade of its branches will nest winged creatures of every kind.
24 All the trees of the field shall know that I am the Lord. I bring low the high tree, I make high the low tree; I dry up the green tree and make the dry tree flourish. I the Lord have spoken; I will accomplish it. 
Mark 4:26–32 
26He also said, “The kingdom of God is as if someone would scatter seed on the ground, 27and would sleep and rise night and day, and the seed would sprout and grow, he does not know how. 28The earth produces of itself, first the stalk, then the head, then the full grain in the head. 29But when the grain is ripe, at once he goes in with his sickle, because the harvest has come.”
30 He also said, “With what can we compare the kingdom of God, or what parable will we use for it? 31It is like a mustard seed, which, when sown upon the ground, is the smallest of all the seeds on earth; 32yet when it is sown it grows up and becomes the greatest of all shrubs, and puts forth large branches, so that the birds of the air can make nests in its shade.”
Welcome to a late Spring day here in West Bridgewater. Are your flowers and tomatoes growing? We have almonds, cherries, strawberries, and Goji berries. It’s great when you can eat things that you have grown.
We have images of growing things in both our readings today. And in both, it is God who causes the growth. In the Ezekiel passage, God tweaks off a spring and plants it, obviously a metaphor for his plucking the people Israel out of Egypt and planting them in the land of Israel. The parable in Mark is even more focused on the image of growth. It is about the kingdom of God, and is not Israel-specific. It is a story about growth itself, telling us how growth happens through stages. 
Furthermore, we do not know how the growth happens; the farmer plants the seed, “and would sleep and rise night and day, and the seed would sprout and grow, he does not know how” (4:27). The actual growth is out of his control, and beyond his understanding. Rather, “the earth produces of itself,” and it does so through stages: “first the stalk, then the head, then the full grain in the head” (4:28). He is telling us that our spiritual growth also happens through stages, and is not really our own doing. As Paul wrote in First Corinthians, it is “only God who gives the growth” (1 Cor 3:7).
Now, we can provide favorable conditions for growth; we can choose good soil, and we can water the plant. But God gives the actual growth. And the same is true about spiritual growth. We can provide favorable conditions by choosing moral behavior, healthy habits, and spiritual determination. But we don’t actually cause the growth. Rather, we let it happen. 
In the parable, the growth happens while we sleep. In other words, the growth happens apart from our conscious minds, and we don’t control it. We may grow slowly, with occasional bursts of growth at certain times, without any explanation. To our surprise, we may find that we have become a tall cedar, a noble tree. Or we may be surprised that our growth seems to proceed so slowly. Jesus would say, “don’t worry. We’ve got it in hand. You’ll be fine.”
I am often surprised at how slow my progress is. I am still an introvert, not a natural socializer and maker of friends. I still have to make an effort. I haven’t suddenly become a glowing source of love. A few people are drawn to me but to many others I seem to be neutral: neither repulsive nor interesting. I’ve learned to accept that. I’m a book nerd, and will probably remain one. But I am willing to apply the love lessons I have learned here on earth. We all are in this school of love, learning to live and work with others from diverse backgrounds. Our Father God loves all of his children.
Some of you who are fathers may be self-critical, wishing you could be better at parenting. I wish to extend compassion to you. You might not have expected that being a father would come with such intense feelings. Further, the job did not come with an instruction manual. And you did not have a perfect example, growing up. For who among us is perfect? There are probably some things your father did that you do not want to repeat, and many that you do. 
Often your mind presents you with two principles that you have to balance carefully: you want to be firm, but also loving. You want to provide protection, but not be smothering. You want to be friendly but also to be the adult in the room. I think these pairs of values are all good, and you should keep doing your best. Trust that you will grow as a parent, just as the plant in Jesus’ parable grows overnight, without the farmer knowing how.
Hazel Scott, an internet author, says that the challenge is “fostering independence while still providing a safety net . . . It’s about guiding more than guarding, teaching rather than controlling, and learning to step back just enough to let them step forward” (mamasaywhat.com/the-fine-line-in-modern-parenting/). Phil Steiger writes about Christian parenting. One of his founding principles is respect: “Respect teaches us not to treat others as unimportant. Nothing hurts a child more than being treated as if he is useless, and almost nothing encourages him more than being respected and valued . . . Refuse to use cruel language — whether directed toward family members in your home or outsiders. [Thus do we] model respect to our children” (www.focusonthefamily.com/parenting/a-biblical-basis-for-the-7-traits-of-effective-parenting/). Even if your children are grown, these are good pieces of advice.
It is also good advice for respecting one’s friends without being controlling, standing for what you believe without being confrontational. As Jesus said, “be at peace with one another” (Mark 9:50). Hebrews says “Pursue peace with everyone” (Heb 12:14). We not only grow as individuals, our relationships can grow tall and strong, like a cedar tree. What is the secret of life? It is love and growth. Go and grow in love; flow on growing.
