St. Mary of the Angels   Sunday OT 11 B   6/13/21
Ezekiel 17:22-24;   2 Corinthians 5:6-10;  Mark 4:26-34

My Brothers and Sisters,

You remember in the Genesis story of The Flood how Noah kept sending out a dove until finally it returned with an olive leaf in its beak.  It was then that he knew the water was subsiding, the flood was coming to its end. 
So, too, Ann and Peter, your flying from west coast to east coast to be with us at this time is like that dove with an olive branch.  You are a clear sign that the pandemic is receding. 
So, we are doubly happy that you have come, -- happy for who you are to us and happy for your being a sign of hope of new life.
In truth, we are not unlike the Israelites of today’s first reading who were just coming to the end of their exile in Babylon.  
Battered and bruised, they needed hope, needed a sign that a new life would unfold for them. Through the prophet Ezekiel, God gave them that sign of hope.  God did so with the image of a tree. 
     God promised to take them, -- tender shoot that they were,-- and plant them on mountain heights of Israel. 
     God promised that they would “put forth branches and bear fruit and become a mighty cedar” and that birds of every kind would dwell beneath it.  
     In other words, God was promising that, emerging out of exile, they themselves would flourish and they would even shelter other peoples . 
Three aspects of the prophecy need underlining:
1) The beginning was small: just a “tender shoot.” – the remnant of Israel.
2) God would do all the work of growing and producing.

3) The result would be great: much fruit and great branches, fruit for feeding and branches for shelter.  
As the waters of the pandemic now recede, we, too, are battered and bruised.  
We, too, need encouragement and hope.  
We, too, want a new life to flourish because we know that we cannot just go back to our former way of life.  
We have to pause and look at both our outer landscape and our inner landscape, and ask: what new outer life do we want for our country, church and world, and   what new inner life do we want for ourselves?  
Our outer landscape is still bleak with violence, poverty, inequality, racism, prejudice and abuse: from domestic abuse to global abuse.  
Our inner landscape may feel dry and weary and even anxious. What do we need to do to bring new life to both landscapes?
Jesus responds with the two parables of today’s Gospel, which -- taken together -- echo the image of Ezekiel, and is just as reassuring because God himself wants this new life.  Through these parables, Jesus is saying to us:
1) Tiny seeds are enough to begin with.
2) Don’t worry. God will do the work to make them fruitful. – just as God did with Israel.
3) The results will be similar: much wheat for feeding and great branches for sheltering.
So, our part is the scattering of seeds.  But, what kind of seeds? Not surprisingly, I suggest, seeds of love.  
Every act of love is a seed that God will use for producing fruitfulness such as feeding those hungry for food, for justice, for education, for safety.  
Every act of love is a seed that God will use to shelter the homeless, the migrant, the refugee, the outcast. 
God promises to grow and produce, but we must plant.
Seeds of love.  Do we know what they look like?
Native American Episcopal Bishop Steven Charleston claims that we are surrounded by love and just do not notice it.  He says, “Try this simple test: stand still in a crowded place and watch people around you.  Within a short time, you will begin to see love, and you will see it over and over and over: a young mother talking to her child, a couple laughing together as they walk by, an older man holding the door for a stranger – small signs of love [I am calling them seeds of love] everywhere.  The more you look, the more you will see.  Love is literally everywhere.  We are surrounded by love.”  (quoted by Richard Rohr 5/31/21)

Are we noticing the seeds of love planted over and over in this community? --  from welcomes at the door to sanitizing and cleaning, from announcements to food pantry, from committee work to social work, from teaching to speaking, from singing to praying?  So many seeds of love!  Every smile, every greeting is a seed of love. We sometimes take these acts for granted.  Or, we appreciate the deeds but don’t name them as seeds of love. But, they are seeds of love.  They are meant to grow and God will make them grow.
In these recent years, other people have sown other seeds: seeds of individualism, seeds of mistrust, seeds of lies, seeds of anger.  The evil spirit has used these seeds to produce the wide destruction and deep divisiveness that we see all around us today.  We must not let the sowers of those seeds, with the aid of the evil one, produce the final fruit.  It seems to be still happening – even in the church.
As the waters of the pandemic recede, it is time for us to get out of the ark and get to work planting those seeds of love – planting one seed at a time, but over and over and over, -- trusting that God will keep God’s promises: that God will produce an abundance of food to feed the hungry and large branches to shelter the vulnerable. 

I can see God smiling and nodding as God says to us once again: “Yes. You do your part and I will do mine. Together, we will bring new life.”
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