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GOD LOOKS ON THE HEART

The story of Daniel selecting a successor for Saul and the story of the parables in Mark
give us a lesson in how we are to be disciples. When Jesus tells a parable, he invites
his listeners to open their hearts and their lives to God’s word at work in them.

In fact, if you want a little extra help when you're reading the book, the Gospel accord-
ing to Mark, there are some classic and yet timely instructions. Often | hear people ask,
“Where should | go in the Bible to start reading again? I've forsaken the habit. I've
stopped reading and | want to get back into the word.”

| like Mark. He’s straight-forward. And when | advise people to go to Mark, | tell them to
look for one of three themes. It's in all the parables and it's in most of the verses we
read from Mark. Mark is either going to tell us who Jesus is, or Mark is going to tell us
how God is bringing the kingdom into our world, or Mark is going to tell us what is the
path for disciples to take—three categories. If you are about to take the biblical exegesis
exam, you should that word with you. If you are preparing to become a Presbyterian
minister and are a little frightened about all the tests that lie ahead of you, remember
these lessons from Mark. Who is Jesus? How is God bringing the kingdom into being?
And what am | supposed to be as one of his disciples?

In this parable, the farmer is the disciple. In this parable, disciples are told they need to
sow seeds. The reason Jesus taught with parables and not with hard and fast rules is
that parables say lot. The seeds can become God’s truth for all of creation. The seeds
can be God’'s word. The seeds can be faith lived out in community. The seeds can be
trusting and hope, where there seems to be none. It can be the tiniest of action in our
daily lives.

My daughter loves to quote Mother Teresa where she says, “When we speak, we either
point toward Christ or we point toward darkness.” That's pretty powerful explanation of
what we say—how much it means. | didn’t know this, but Mother Teresa actually had
business cards she passed out to those who came to her. | had a friend who called her
or e-mailed her or texted her (or whatever was popular at that time) or sent something
as common as an ordinary letter. He wanted her to do a public service announcement.
And being a guy who always went for the best, this guy asked Mother Teresa to do a
public service announcement.

Mother Teresa wrote back that she didn’t do that sort of thing, but my friend was wel-
come to come and work with her in Calcutta—which he did. And on her business card,
which he showed me, were these words: “The fruit of silence is prayer. The fruit of



prayer is faith. The fruit of faith is love. The fruit is love is service. The fruit of service is
peace.”

Today all those words sound so simple and easy to accomplish, don’t they? But you
know it's never as easy as simply scattering seed. We're called to be more than Johnny
Appleseed Christians. We're called to a specific path in a specific place with other disci-
ples. We're called to be obedient in daily tasks. One mandate of discipleship is to share
not only in spreading the seed, but in gathering the harvest. We're so far removed from
our agrarian roots that harvest for us does not always have the positive connotation that
it would in first century Galilee.

When you gather the harvest, it's all positive. When we talk about the harvest today, we
think about judgment. We have a punitive aspect of what we refer to as a spiritual har-
vest. It doesn't exist in Mark. We impose that on the scripture ourselves. There’s noth-
ing negative here.

Jesus says even in the ignorance of being someone who doesn’t understand what God
is doing, God will use us in a positive harvest—a harvest of community and souls. Now
we can’'t make that seed grow, and | don’t believe we still completely understand how it
germinates, but we can be obedient. We can be participants in the mysterious forces of
God at work in our world.

And that’'s amazing. God is going to bring about the miracle of a harvest, and God in-
vites us to share with one another what that means. Did | mention that we already know
Mark liked to teach about the kingdom that God is bringing into being? It's like a parable
about the mustard seed. It's about God doing just that.

Yes, we have limitations. Yes, we have things that we cannot fully comprehend in our
own faith journey or in the lives of those around us. Yes, we still struggle with the power
of evil and with sin. And we struggle to understand what it means when bad things hap-
pen to seemingly innocent people. But in spite of our limitations, we are expected to be
able to look around and discern God'’s plan that has been growing all along. Night and
day, the kingdom has been growing in our midst.

What's been growing in your life? What parable has been taking shape? What story is
developing in you because of the gospel? Where in your life has the good news of
Christ’s love and God’s kingdom been prompting you to act and to speak, remembering
that every word either points to Christ or it points to darkness?

What parable would Jesus offer up to explain the kingdom? Would it be that parable of
a relationship with another Christian where all the joy has been taken away? Would it be
the parable of the kids who will not clean up their rooms, and so we fear that one day
they won’t be able to order their own lives? Will it be the parable of the over-stressed
teacher ... and before you say amen ... or the parable of the pupil who they try to
teach? Could it be the parable of the parents who don’t have a clue what to do next?



Or maybe it's the parable that's being lived out right now as Bush Hill Presbyterians. A
parable of Christian friends who really do care about one another, especially during
times of struggle—the parable of Christians and disciples who refuse to walk away from
one another just because times have become difficult. It's the parable of our ministry
together in an imperfect place with imperfect people who remain determined and hope-
ful because they've been miraculously transformed like a seed that has died and yet
comes to life, and we can’t fully explain—people making a difference because their faith
makes a difference in their everyday life. People of prayer who are discerning God’s
leading and then courageously living in a selfless manner.

Yes, also, people who sacrifice for one another rather than playing it safe, rather than
doing what’'s expedient. Rather than doing what they would determine on their own is
best for their loved ones. The hard choice people—people who become living parables
of Jesus to one another. People who understand that in this broken and divided world,
God is bringing in a holy kingdom, and God is changing all that we would perceive; be-
cause more than prayer changing things or changing people, prayer changes the one
praying. The one who makes the prayer is the one who risks the most opportunity for
change.

Now what does all this mean for us—that Jesus only spoke in parables and that he ex-
plained these parables to his disciples in private? Later in the 12" chapter of Mark, Je-
sus told a would-be disciple—a very unlikely candidate, someone who already had most
of the answers— “God is one and we are to love God with all our heart, soul, mind, and
strength.” And then | paraphrase, but he continues “and this love must always be con-
nected to how we love our neighbor.”

When this guiding narrative, this parable, becomes our own—becomes the nature of our
life—we are very close to the kingdom, Jesus says. May God draw us ever closer to
one another, and may we see the kingdom in this place in all its glory.

Amen.



