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Call to Worship: 

Called to be branches in Christ’s body, 

we yearn to be connected to the vine. 

Called to be mustard bushes offering shade to God’s creatures, 

we search for places to plant the seeds of faith. 

Called to be growing with God in the midst of this world’s painful questions, 

we seek God’s nurturing presence. 

  

 
Prayer/Reflection: 

Loving God, we answer your call to worship offering this time and these prayers.  We worship 

you for your love, more aware than ever today that we live in a world where many seem 

unloved, abused and abandoned.  We worship you for your care for your people, more aware 

than ever that there are millions who are uncared for.  We worship you for your forgiveness, 

more aware than ever that there are many for whom life seems little more than a punishment.  

We worship you for your justice, more aware than ever of the injustice of our world where 

people are divided by their wealth or their skin colour.  We worship you for your power, more 

aware than ever of the destructive power of nature that can so quickly deprive thousands of 

their health or even their lives. 

And so we come with a faith that is sometimes confused, sometimes uncertain, but which is 

grounded in the life, example and death of Jesus of Nazareth who spoke of love, care, 

forgiveness, justice and power and set them in the context of the Kingdom.  Keep us from 

despair, loving God, when we realise how far from the Kingdom our world remains.  Forgive us 

our neglect, our lack of caring, our unwillingness to forgive, our failure to stand up for justice, 

our contempt for nature that, even in the face of disaster and suffering, your people may grow 

in faith, learn from the past, and continue onwards on the pilgrimage. 

Encourage us to follow the example of the faithful men and women of the past who have 

grasped the vision of the Kingdom and who have put aside personal ambition and security to 

proclaim the Good News in word and deed; fill us with your Spirit that we may more clearly see 

how we, as individuals Christians and as a family of your people, can more faithfully make a 

difference to the world around us; convince us of your grace and forgiveness that, as we engage 

in the ministry of your church we not have to carry with us the guilt of past failure; strengthen 

us in our calling that we may be equipped and ready to put aside our own wishes and desires and 

follow Christ. 

Loving God, as we worship, we open ourselves to your Spirit, offering ourselves in faith for ther 

service of the Kingdom.  May we today hear the word of God, feel the presence of God’s Spirit, 

and remember Jesus, that the word of the Kingdom we share here today may uplift and 

strengthen us as we journey together. 

 

 

The Lord’s Prayer: 



Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name; thy Kingdom come; thy will be done 

on earth as it is in heaven.  Give us this day our daily bread and forgive us our trespasses as 

we forgive those who trespass against us.  Lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from 

evil.  For thine is the Kingdom, the power and the glory for ever.  Amen  

Reading: Ezekiel 17:22-24  

HYMN 100 

O love of God, how strong and true, 

eternal and yet ever new, 

uncomprehended and unbought, 

beyond all knowledge and all thought! 

 

O love of God, how deep and great, 

far deeper than our deepest hate; 

self-fed, self-kindled like the light, 

changeless, eternal, infinite. 

 

O wide, embracing, wondrous love! 

We read you in the sky above, 

we read you in the earth below, 

in seas that swell and streams that flow. 

 

We read you best in him who came 

bearing for us the cross of shame; 

sent by the Father from on high, 

our life to live, our death to die. 

 

We read your power to bless and save, 

ev’n in the darkness of the grave; 

still more in resurrection light 

we read the fullness of your might. 

 

O love of God, our shield and stay 

through all the perils of our way! 

Eternal love, in you we rest, 

forever safe, forever blest. 

 

Reading:  Matthew 13:31-35 

Reflection: 

 If you are a regular worshipper here you will have heard me suggest before – probably 

more times than you care to count – that our understanding of Jesus’ parables will be weakened, 

diminished and perhaps misdirected if we fail to take into account their context: the 

circumstances, beliefs and expectations of those who first heard Jesus’ stories. 

 The two parables heard today are a perfect example. 

 In the parable of the mustard-seed, Jesus says that the Kingdom of God is like a tiny seed 

planted in a field which grows into a great tree in whose branches birds will build their nests. 

 For most of us who were brought up in the Christian Church, this is a familiar story. And 

we are just as familiar with the interpretation of it that tells us it’s about great things growing 



from tiny things.  The lesson is that, though our faith may be small and we may feel weak and 

ineffective as Christians, the Kingdom can nonetheless grow out of that weak, small thing, and 

become great.  We could sum it up by saying ‘tall oaks from little acorns grow’. 

 For Jesus’ listeners, however, there was something stange and disturbing about this 

parable.   

 First of all, they would have known perfectly well that the mustard plant is not a mighty 

tree but a straggling bush barely four feet high.  Secondly, they would have known that the 

mustard bush was an unwelcome addition to anyone’s garden or farm.  It was a weed which grew 

quickly and strangled other plants.  The Kingdom of God is a weed: often unwelcome and 

virtually uncontrollable.  It seems to appear overnight and is notoriously difficult to get rid of.  

It seems to be able to grow in impossible conditions. It runs wild.  When it is cut down it springs 

up again.  That’s a weed.  That’s the Kingdom of God. 

 For Jesus then to say that birds will build their nests in its branches must have sounded 

most unlikely, if not downright nonsense, but of course it was meant to sound nonsensical.  The 

tree with birds nesting in its branches is a reference – an obvious reference to those who knew 

their scriptures – to the mighty cedar of Lebanon, a symbol of the might of the kingdom of Israel 

under Saul, David and Solomon, and a reference to the hope that the kingdom would be 

restored, as in Ezekiel chapter 17:  ‘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.’ 

 Now of course the purpose of parable is not to give people the answers but to make them 

think, and here is Jesus saying, ‘You might want to believe that the Kingdom of God is strong, 

tall and safe like a mighty cedar tree, but I’m suggesting to you that the kingdom is like a weed.  

Uncontainable, uncontrollable.’  It’s a provocative suggestion that might have upset his listeners 

– and might upset us as well – but a far more effective one than saying that the kingdom is 

mighty like a cedar.  That’s what they would have expected him to say. 

 The same is true of the second parable of the pair, the parable of the leaven; and again 

it uses an image that would have struck people as odd.   

 For us today, who have been brought up with this parable, there is nothing very striking 

about it.  The image is obvious.  The leaven is an organic substance which works invisibly in the 

dough, permeating through it and changing its properties:  the Kingdom is the influence of the 

Spirit working through the people of God, invisibly and almost imperceptibly changing the 

people and the properties of human society.   

 But for those listening to Jesus this would all have come as something of a shock, 

because in Jesus’ society leaven was a symbol of corruption.  

 Jesus himself used leaven in this context.  In Matthew’s gospel he tell the disciples to 

‘beware the leaven of the Pharisees and Sadduccees’ and Matthew says, ‘they understood that 

he had not told them to beware of the leaven of bread, but of the teaching of the Pharisees and 

Sadduccees’. 

 We can see this imagery too when Paul wries a letter to the church in Corinth, where he 

says: let us celebrate the festival , not with the old yeast, the yeast of malice and evil, but 

with the unleavened bread of sincerity and truth.  Evil is as leaven creeping its corrupting way 

through the Church and destroying it from within.  He speaks rather of unleavened bread, the 

religious significance of which is that it is not in any way contaminated with the corrosive 

influence of yeast.   

 That’s the kind of image that people would have had in mind when Jesus told them that 

the Kingdom of God is like leaven.  They must have been shocked, but we are not shocked 

because we expect by now that when Jesus speaks he is very likely to reverse our expectations 

and turn our thinking on its head. 



 There’s lessons for us in the church today in these two parables. If we have anything in 

common with Jesus’ listeners, it is that we want to welcome the Kingdom of God on our own 

terms.  We want the kingdom to be something we can control, and so Christian Churches of all 

denominations have formulated rules and practices about how things should be done, how local 

congregations should operate, how worship should be structured, how mission should be carried 

out, what is appropriate and what is wrong.  Churches meet in synods and presbyteries and 

assemblies and convocations and all kinds of formal structured groups and meetings to give order 

to the work of the kingdom.  And while it is probably true that we need to order ourselves in our 

service of the Kingdom, we cannot control the Kingdom.  It is a weed that grows throughout the 

church and the world and can appear at unexpected times in all sorts of unlikely places. 

 In these days, as churches struggle to respond to the coronavirus crisis, we may discover 

that the kingdom of God exists and flourishes independently of our efforts to control it, and that 

much of the ecclesiastical baggage we carry – meetings, structures, protocols, doctrines, 

liturgies and so on – are of less value than the compassion, justice and hope of the Kingdom of 

God that infuses our world like leaven and grows like a weed. 

Amen  

                                                                                                                                                         

Prayer:  

We are thankful, loving God, for this world of your creation, with all its beauty, all its resources, 

all the food, shelter and material it provides for us to build comfortable prosperous societies and 

communities.  We are thankful that, in its abundance, this world provides everything, and more 

than everything, we need to sustain ourselves and to flourish.  

We are thankful for the richness and diversity of human society, for places of safety and 

prosperity, where people can live together sharing the world’s resources is harmony and peace, 

where there are opportunities for all people to work, to eat, to worship and to enjoy their share 

of all that the world provides.  

But we lament that not all share the benefits, and we pray for those who are victims... 

We pray for victims of poverty, for those who, because of the greed of others, the injustices of 

social structures or the exploitation of the weak, find themselves with nothing; for those whose 

lives are a constant, never-ending struggle to find their next meal; and for those for whom 

poverty means a life of suffering and an early death. 

We pray for those who are victims of conflict, who are caught up in the power-struggles of those 

who are stronger than they are, well-armed, and ready to use violence to gain their wealth and 

achieve their ambition.  We pray for those who have lost home and family through violence and 

war; those whose communities have been shattered, their homes destroyed and their peace lost 

for ever. 

We lament the human family’s abuse of the world, thinking especially of those many places 

where fresh air of nature has been turned into a poisonous gas that brings discomfort and 

disease.  We acknowledge the damage that has been caused over the years, and our part in it as 

we have shared in the abuse of nature.  

And we pray that ways may continue to be sought of restoring the life of the planet.  May we 

find ways of using wisely the gifts that we have been given, that the life of the world may be 

sustained and renewed, water and air may be refreshed and renewed, and the human victims of 

our damaged world may know  a brighter, cleaner future. 

And finally we pray for those who are sick, and those who are afraid of sickness.  In these 

troubled times of infection and disease, encourage us in our vigilance, soothe us in times of 

illness, and comfort us in times of loss 

Hear our prayers for the world, loving God.  May our world become your Kingdom.  In Jesus’ 

name we pray. 



Amen 

 

 

HYMN 90 
O Lord, all the world belongs to you 

and you are always making all things new. 

What is wrong you forgive, 

and the new life you give 

is what’s turning the world upside down. 

  

The world’s only loving to its friends, 

but your way of loving never ends, 

loving enemies too; 

and this loving with you 

is what’s turning the world upside down. 

  

The world lives divided and apart, 

You draw us together, and we start 

in our friendship to see 

that in harmony we 

can be turning the world upside down. 

  

The world wants the wealth to live in state, 

but you show a new way to be great: 

like a servant you came, 

and if we do the same, 

we’ll be turning the world upside down. 

  

O Lord, all the world belongs to you 

and You are always making all things new. 

What is wrong, you forgive, 

and the new life you give 

is what’s turning the world upside down. 

 

  
Benediction: 

Let us journey through the world in confidence and hope. 

To strengthen those who are tired and exhausted; 

to comfort those who are anxious and fearful. 

to say to them all: 

“Be strong, and do not fear! 

For God’s kingdom is coming— 

Indeed, God’s kingdom is already here! 

 

 

And may the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit 

be with us and with all those we love, today and ever more.  Amen 

 

 

 


