Pre:

For the season of Lent we are asking the question: What does a Christian look like? What are some of the identifying characteristics that mark us out as followers of Jesus?

Last week we talked about Nicodemus and the new birth. Being born from above—born again—is the first and primary mark of grace. It’s our birth certificate, not written on paper, but written on our hearts and sealed with the Holy Spirit. At the conclusion of last week’s message I said that being born again begins with God’s initiative: You and I cannot make ourselves be born from above any more than we could choose to be born from the earth. What we can do is believe and accept and live into the new birth that God has already started in us.  

The new birth is just the beginning. The second mark of God’s grace is growth. 

Today’s Bible passage is from the Gospel of Mark, one of Jesus’ parables about the kingdom of God and how we grow into that kingdom. Listen. 

Marks of Grace: Growth

Mark 4


I was reading about bonsai this week. Bonsai is a combination of horticulture and art. It’s an ancient Japanese tradition in which a tree or shrub is intentionally stunted in its growth, by pruning the roots and by keeping the plant in a small ceramic container.  Other kinds of living things can also be kept smaller than nature intended—sharks, for instance. If you take a baby shark and keep it in an aquarium, it will not grow to its full size potential, but will stay proportional to the aquarium. People can have their growth stunted, too. I read recently that the UN reported that 200 million children are stunted in their growth by poor nutrition. 


In living beings, growth is a natural process. You don’t have to make it happen. But you can stunt growth or prevent growth altogether by the kind of environment you provide. And the spiritual life is like that as well. 
Sometimes people make a commitment to Christ at some point or another in their life, but then they stop growing. 

That’s what the parable of the sower is all about. 

Before I say more about the parable itself, I need to do a little sidebar about the nature of parables. They were first spoken, not written.  Kind of like a radio commercial that is meant to convey a quick and focused message.  And when Jesus’ audience heard the parables, they would either get the point immediately, or not, because the meaning is couched in symbolism and suggestion. Kind of like a political cartoon that you read in the newspaper. If you understand what’s behind the cartoon, you get it right away; otherwise it’s a puzzle.  So why did Jesus teach in parables? It’s because his message was too inflammatory to speak directly. It was, as we would say today, politically incorrect. People were looking for the kingdom of God to come, sort of in a blaze of glory and Israel would be saved from its enemies in a great victory. But Jesus says no, it’s more like a farmer planting seed, much of which is wasted because the soil can’t sustain it. 


So the parable is about the kingdom of God and Jesus himself is the farmer; he is planting the word of God.  And here’s the main point: Although much of the seed does not grow for one reason or another, at the end there is a great harvest. And this is how it will be in the kingdom of God. Some of the seed will fall on deaf ears. Sometimes it will be met with great enthusiasm, which will then shrivel up. Sometimes it will begin to grow strongly, but other things will get in the way, and the good plant will be strangled. But there will be a harvest—a big one. The seeds that fall on the good soil will be productive.  Growth is assured because that is the nature of the kingdom of God. It is like a seed. The life force is within it and it will grow. 

The challenge for the listener is this: will you be around for the harvest? Or will you fizzle out somewhere along the way? 

For some reason this story made me think about life insurance. Do you know how life insurance companies make their money? Well, you pay them a premium every month and they invest that money. But a really big money maker for them is the simple fact that many people give up somewhere along the way and decide they don’t want to pay the premium any more.  So they cancel the policy and stop paying. Then the insurance company doesn’t have to pay out. 

So. . .will you be around for the harvest in the kingdom of God? Or will something distract you and pull you away? 


There is a story involving Yogi Berra, the well-known catcher for the New York Yankees, and Hank Aaron, who at that time was the chief power hitter for the Milwaukee Braves. The teams were playing in the World Series, and as usual Yogi was keeping up his ceaseless chatter, intended to pep up his teammates on the one hand, and distract the Milwaukee batters on the other. As Hank Aaron came to the plate, Yogi tried to distract him by saying, "Henry, you're holding the bat wrong. You're supposed to hold it so you can read the trademark." Aaron didn't say anything, but when the next pitch came he hit it into the left-field bleachers. After rounding the bases and coming to home plate, Hank Aaron looked at Yogi Berra and said, "I didn't come up here to read."  

Will you be around for the harvest in the kingdom of God? Will you stay focused, or will something distract you and pull you away from becoming the person that God has called you to be? 

When I was a child, I had a fantasy about grown-ups. And the fantasy was that they were done growing. My belief was that there would come a day for me when I would be one of those grown-ups, and then for the rest of my life I could sort of just coast along on that grown-up plateau. What I have learned in my grown up years is that this was indeed a fantasy. Yes, there are certain points of achievement. Driver’s license, voting, graduating from school, moving away from home. But those are only points along the way. I discovered that if I want to be a whole and effective human being, I need to keep growing, intellectually, emotionally, and spiritually. Physically, too, though the challenge there is to keep the body in tune, not necessarily grow in size. 

But here’s what I want you to notice: Growth is one of the most obvious signs or marks of life. 

Those who have been born from above—born again—don’t need to worry about spiritual growth. Like a seed, God’s word has a life of its own. The growth will happen if you provide the right kind of soil. 

You are the soil. 


Are your attitudes and habits so hard and fast that God’s word bounces off instead of sinking in? In one ear and out the other?


Do you get all excited when you hear God’s word, but then you lose your enthusiasm and drop out? Here today, gone tomorrow?


Do you make a good and faithful start, but then things get in the way? Too many things on your plate and God gets pushed to the side? 


Or do you really hang in there with God, letting God transform you, letting yourself grow into the person God has created you to be, entering into ministry and mission, as God’s word multiplies to others through you? 


Will you be around for the harvest? You will, if you give God’s word room to grow in your heart and in your life. 


So here’s today’s challenge. I want to challenge you to open yourself to spiritual growth during this season of Lent. Here’s a simple spiritual discipline I am going to be doing during this season, and I invite you to come along with me in this adventure. The instructions are on the bookmark you were given when you came into church today. On one side (with the rooster) it says Let Yourself Grow! Morning and Evening Prayers for Lent. The idea is to bookend your day with prayer. Open yourself to God in the morning, try to stay open to God all day, and then (on the flip side of the book mark) have a debrief with God at the end of the day. As it says in Psalm 92: “It is good to give thanks to the Lord, to sing praises to your name, O Most High; to declare your steadfast love in the morning, and your faithfulness by night.” 

So there are four steps to follow in the morning, and five at night (see next page). There’s no magic in these steps. But a miracle can happen in you if you truly open yourself to God’s word. Expect God to speak to you during these days of Lent. And open your heart to the word that God will speak. 
Let Yourself Grow!
Morning and Evening Prayers for Lent!

 

“It is good to give thanks to the Lord, to sing praises to your name, O Most High; 
to declare your steadfast love in the morning, and your faithfulness by night.” 

Psalm 92:1-2

  

Morning Prayer

1. Remember God is with you!

2. Thank God for today.

3. Ask God to help you stay aware of God’s presence all day.

4. Tell God about your concerns for the day.

Evening Prayer

1. Remember God is with you

2. Thank God for today’s gifts

3. Ask God to help you be honest

4. List some things that happened today

5. Talk to Jesus about how you are feeling
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