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At the left end of every pew, you will 
find a small orange bottle. If you would 
take it, open it, and then pass it down 
the pew so that everyone can hold at 
least one mustard seed in their hand. 
When you receive yours, I want you to 
look at the seed, its color and texture. 
What does it feel like to roll it around in 
your hand? Imagine the pungent taste 
or be brave, and put it in your mouth. 
Bite down on it to release the flavor. 
Think about its size in comparison to 
other seed you know about…like 
a watermelon or an orange or an 
avocado seed. If the mustard seed 
got caught between your teeth or 
up under your heel, how would it 
irritate? Does everyone have one 
in the palm of their hand? Good! 
Just hold it and listen:

The Kingdom of Heaven is like a 
mustard seed, which, when sown 
upon the ground, is the smallest of 
all the seeds on earth; yet 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.

How can something so small make such 
a big difference?

It had been years since we had seen 
one another. Well, at least it had been 
years since we could visit one on one 
and speak about the things of our heart. 
She told me pieces of her life that I had 
never heard before but had somehow 
suspected. She was born into a family 
that wanted children, but just not so 
soon. The one bedroom seminary flat 
was just too small for a father who was 
intense about his studies and who was 

angry, well, about everything. So she was 
resented from the very beginning. My 
friend put it this way: she was “a mistake 
in the life plan.”

Their father-daughter relationship was 
fear based. She never knew what spark 
might fuel his fire. His yelling came from 
a deep place in his chest. His yelling went 
on for more than a couple of minutes. 
His yelling could bring tears to the most 
stalwart. And his yelling was usually 

coupled with excessive spanking. Her 
mother became only a presence in the 
background. She saw her major role as 
keeping the two daughters quiet and out 
of their father’s way. As my friend said, 
“hiding under beds or behind locked 
doors was a good start if you weren’t 
sure of Dad’s mood.”

Now I realize that it is Father’s Day, and 
you are hoping for warm stories about 
godly men who pull their families close 
with consistent and loyal behavior. Sadly, 
the stories to which I listen are very 
different from the Ward Cleaver model. 
I hear about the parents’ rejection of 
children because of their identity. If their 
relationship is not severed completely, 
then there is the unhealthy response of 
“don’t ask don’t tell” and their children’s 
most significant relationships do not 
ever get recognized for fear of being 
completely rejected themselves.

Or the stories about the incarcerated 

A message by 
Rev. Sarah Jackson Shelton

Pastor
Sunday | June 17, 2018

Dear Friends,
Thank you for wanting 

to read and study these 
thoughts more 

carefully. Please know 
that I do not take full 

credit for anything that 
may be contained within, 
because I may have read 

or heard something at 
some point during my 
pilgrimage and do not 

remember its source and 
thus, cannot give the 

rightful author his/her 
credit. I pray that you 

will find inspiration and  
encouragement.

Sarah Shelton

A Grain of Mustard Seed
Ezekiel 17:22-24; II Corinthians 5:5-10, 14-17; Mark 4:26-34

WHERE FAITH COMES TO LIFE

How can something so 
small make such a big 

difference?

With gratitude to my friend who will eventually tell her story publicly, because she is God’s loving 
proclaimer who is claiming a wide circle of “orphans” as her family of choice.



parent who is unable or incapable of caring for their 
children.

Or the stories where mental illness causes a loved 
one to self-medicate with drugs and alcohol so that 
it appears as if they love 
their medications more 
than those who care about 
them.

Or the stories where the 
parent is physically and/or 
emotionally absent.

If the stories entrusted to me hold any hope it comes 
in the form of how community often steps in to provide 
and fill the empty places. It is what happened to my 
friend. While she has this devastating relationship 
with her parents, the good news is that she has been 
fortunate enough to find others to fill the void created 
when her own parents failed her. She says she just 
kept looking for new parents to adopt her and in the 
small, faithful acts of her created family, her spirit 
has been healed enough to give her a chance at 
happiness.

Rabbi Susan Silverman, in her memoir, Casting Lots: 
Creating Family in a Beautiful and Broken World, 
writes about the formation of her non-traditional 

family: “Only after we stopped holding our nuclear 
family together, desperately smearing ourselves in 
some sort of emotional superglue, only when we let 
the pieces fall apart, were we able to build something 
real.” (p. 37)

This is what my friend says:

I was learning that people did not just come into 
my life to pass the time. When people came and 
stayed, it was God’s way of saying, “Meet your 
new family members. These are the people I am 
giving you to live life among and flourish!” …it felt 
like the winds of a life re-orientation. It felt like 
the fire of a surrender to fear. It felt like the rush 
of the great unknown being the present. It felt 

like the ground shook and doors opened wide…
This realization came to me with faces and names 
and experiences to give me life again and again 
and again. …God was giving me a new family, 
a soul family, a family that loved the ways that 

God made me me. The 
refining fires of Pentecost 
adopted me and told me 
to stay put, because I 
was at home. [Finally and 
at last, I was home.]

You will remember from 
last week’s scripture that 

Jesus refuses his family of origin who come to “seize” 
him…to take him back home to hide him away in 
normalcy. Instead of leaving with them, Jesus looks 
to those who are devoting themselves to live the 
will of God…to love God with all of who they are 
and to love their neighbors as they love themselves. 
Jesus looks to the citizens of the Kingdom and claims 
them as his mother and brothers, as family to one 
another. It is what I hear you say of Covenant’s faith 
community. We are a family of choice—a family 
beyond the ordinary boundaries of mother, father, son 
and daughter, a family committed to be a kingdom 
that is filled with God’s good grace.

And then, today, Jesus continues to preach and 
teach in parables that open us up to understanding 
the Kingdom of which he speaks so often. In today’s 
reading, Jesus compares the Kingdom to a mustard 
seed, so he is not expecting grand visions. Jesus wants 
us to think small. Tiny seed. Unimpressive shrubs. 
Easily dismissed as insignificant and ineffective. But 
in the eyes of Jesus, faith the size of that tiny seed 
you hold in your hand can move mountains (MT. 17:20), 
and uproot sycamore trees (LK 17:6). No act is too small 
when entrusted to the mysteries of Kingdom growth. 
Farmers do it all the time. They put a tiny seed into 
the earth. Then comes the commitment, hard work 
and steady attention—a kind of deep and holy love—
that lends encouragement to hardy growth.

You know this mystery too. As a family of choice, we 
witness the astonishing mystery of the extraordinary 
growth that comes from planting small seeds of 
faithfulness. Refusing to believe that “this is the way 
it has always been” or “things will never change,” I 
watch you infect the landscape of fear and insecurity 
with a Kingdom that is full of hope and joy. How? One 
seed at a time. Tiny seemingly insignificant seeds 
that are planted in the assurance of a loving God who 

When people came and 
stayed, it was God’s way of 

saying, “Meet your new family 
members.

Jesus looks to the citizens of 
the Kingdom and claims them 
as his mother and brothers, as 

family to one another.

– 2 –



is intent to bring the Kingdom on earth even as it is 
in heaven.

Walking into St. Vincent’s Hospital one day, I 
experienced the Kingdom of Heaven when a young 
man, wearing scrubs greeted me by name. He was 
clean-cut and had that all-American look. When he 
came near to hug me, and who was I to refuse? I 
caught a glimpse of his name tag: Travis. Could it 
be? Yes, this was Travis, one of the SouthTown kids 
that was a regular at SouthTown Leadership. This was 
Travis who worked a summer or two under Jimmy 
Hawley’s supervision. This was Travis who let us know 
his paycheck was no good because neither he nor 
his mother had bank accounts, so he had nowhere 
to use the check unless he went to Easy Money who 
would take 20% off the top just for the privilege of 
doing business with him! This was Travis who has 
since graduated from High School and is gainfully 
employed at the hospital. This was Travis asking 
about some of you by name. Yes, this was Travis—
living proof of a small seed 
planted that is growing into a 
large shrub where all the birds 
of the air are welcome to nest. 

You see, I not only hear the 
stories of heartbreak but I 
am privileged to watch the 
Kingdom of Heaven sprout and 
grow through Care Teams who, 
without hesitation, take on 
legal guardianship and power 
of attorney for the elderly and vulnerable.

The Kingdom of Heaven is like golf tournaments and 
NCAA basketball brackets whose winnings are turned 
over to Camp BCOC.

The Kingdom of Heaven is like individuals, estranged 
from their own children, who quietly pass scholarship 
money to Valerie so that every child and young person 
receives an opportunity to go to Passport.

The Kingdom of Heaven is like adults with no children 
at home who happily show up for band concerts, 
awards days and grand pal’s day.

The Kingdom of Heaven is like foster parents who 
give children of the system a chance to be loved in 
ways that affirm their presence among us as beloved.

The Kingdom of Heaven breaks out when young 

parents stand in front of this congregation to willingly 
dedicate their babies and, with God as our helper, 
we pledge to tell the stories of faith in the hope 
that they will one day claim faith as their own, and 
they come! They do! Think about all the Logans and 
Eleanores, the Gizatus and the Tylers, the Dorothys 
and the Laylas that have summoned up their courage 
to stand in front of you to say ”I believe!”

The Kingdom of Heaven comes when homeless 
families are provided a safe place to sleep with home-
cooked meals for a week in the ministry center.

The Kingdom of Heaven breaks out in the laughter 
that graces our fellowship hall when the food 
insecure receive a hot meal or a cup of cold water or 
their utility bills paid or basic toiletries are hung on 
the Take What You Need fence. Just this week, we 
received a check for $100 from a name we did not 
recognize. Attached on a scrap of paper was a thank 
you for all the things we do to recognize the need 

in our neighborhood. Someone, 
who found themselves in a 
better place and desiring to 
do their part, sent this check 
or another way of looking at 
it, it is the Kingdom of Heaven 
breaking out in gratitude.

The Kingdom of Heaven 
shines in the bright eyes of 
the students of Terra Nova 
Academy and Shalom Baptist 

Church because they recognize the embrace of love 
that characterizes the great big family of Jesus 
Christ.

Planting seeds requires trust that God will do God’s 
part and it is hope that believes the impossible 
because of the resurrection. Hope is what keeps 
cancer patients going when the oncologist has thrown 
every drug at the disease only to find the cancer 
still multiplying. Hope is what tells the farmer that 
planting seed again next spring is the best antidote to 
the drought that wiped out his crop in previous years. 
Hope is believing in your teenager with every fiber of 
your love, even when the absence of good judgment 
thins parental patience to the tiniest thread. (Peter 
Marty, “Hope,” Voices of Faith)

Oh my friends, you know hope, because you are the 
very ones who keep faithfully planting little seeds 
of grace and courage and joy. I am aware that this 

You know hope, because 
you are the very ones 
who keep faithfully 

planting little seeds of 
grace and courage and 

joy.
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is frequently my message, but I cannot bear for 
you to get discouraged or give up! Our families 
need us! Birmingham needs us! The world needs us! 
The Kingdom needs us! We must be the very ones 
who heed the words of Paul: “Be of good courage, 
because the love of Jesus Christ controls us. Live for 
him! Know that his love is what removes the old, so 
that a new creation may come.” A creation whose 
landscape seems to have an abundance of mustard 
shrubs whose limbs are strong enough to house us 
all!

Now, I don’t know what you are going to do with 
the mustard seeds you have been holding all this 
time. Mainly I want the mustard seed to remind you 
that you possess the capability to bring about the 
Kingdom in your very hands. So take the challenge 
and responsibly plant them with God’s good grace. 
I am counting on you to know the exact spot that 
you intend to risk the growing, the exact place that 
demands you to hope the impossible, the exact 
place to plant some kindness so that the mysterious 
workings of the kingdom can flourish. May it be so. 
Amen.
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