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Earth 
 
For our scripture and sermon today we’re continuing with the second of our five-part 
sermon series that we began last week…this series is one that I’m excited about, and so 
I hope you’ll find it fruitful and interesting as well, which is a series engaging with the five 
classical elements—water, earth, air, ether/the void, and fire—and particularly engaging 
them from a spiritual and biblical perspective, the goal being to see what we can 
discover in terms of that which is elemental to life in general, and also that which is 
elemental to our own lives in particular.  
 
We began with water last week as we celebrated the baptisms of Jesse and Allie, and 
we’ll conclude with fire on June 8th as we celebrate Pentecost as the birthday of the 
church. For today, then, the element that we’ll engage with is one that I know many of us 
draw great spiritual inspiration and strength from, which is the element earth.  
 
Soon we’ll hear in our scripture some of the ways that Jesus drew on earthy images to 
teach us about the nature and reality of God, but before we hear the scripture, I want to 
invite you to take a moment, and to think about, to call to mind, what it is about earth that 
you appreciate the most, or maybe, what are some of your favorite ways to experience 
the earth, or favorite things to do that connect you to the earth…this could be something 
like walking barefoot in the grass, or it could be spreading out a towel and lying on the 
beach, digging your toes into the sand, listening to the waves crash; or maybe it’s 
waking up early and just listening to the birds for awhile, the “dawn chorus” as it’s called; 
or maybe it’s just stepping out the door each day and noticing the many changes, the 
constant cycle of birth and decay and rebirth; or maybe it’s watching how the color of the 
leaves changes in the fall, and really, not just in the fall, but how the color of the leaves 
changes in the spring too—the poet Robert Frost pointed this out well in his famous 
poem “Nothing Gold Can Stay,” where he noted how “Nature’s first green is gold, her 
hardest hue to hold.” I’ve been trying to notice that this hear, how indeed there is at first 
an amazing golden shimmer to the spring leaves. So again, just spend a moment with 
that question, what is it about the earth that you appreciate most, what are your favorite 
ways to experience earth, or how does the earth bless your everyday experience?  
 
And so now, with deep appreciation for this element earth, I invite you to listen to our 
scripture this morning from the Gospel of Mark, chapter 4: 

 
 
Again he began to teach beside the sea. Such a very large crowd gathered around him that he got into a 
boat on the sea and sat there, while the whole crowd was beside the sea on the land. He began to teach 
them many things in parables, and in his teaching he said to them: “Listen! A sower went out to sow. And 
as he sowed, some seed fell on the path, and the birds came and ate it up. Other seed fell on rocky 
ground, where it did not have much soil, and it sprang up quickly, since it had no depth of soil. And when 
the sun rose, it was scorched; and since it had no root, it withered away. Other seed fell among thorns, 
and the thorns grew up and choked it, and it yielded no grain. Other seed fell into good soil and brought 
forth grain, growing up and increasing and yielding thirty and sixty and a hundredfold.” And he said, “Let 
anyone with ears to hear listen!” 
 
He also said, “The kingdom of God is as if someone would scatter seed on the ground, and would sleep 
and rise night and day, and the seed would sprout and grow, he does not know how. The earth produces 



of itself, first the stalk, then the head, then the full grain in the head. But when the grain is ripe, at once 
he goes in with his sickle, because the harvest has come.” 
 
He also said, “With what can we compare the kingdom of God, or what parable will we use for it? It 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.” 
 
 
Here as he so often does, Jesus evokes agricultural images and metaphors to try to 
teach us about the kingdom of God, which is really the core concept of his teaching. The 
kingdom of God—it can sound both familiar and strange to us today, familiar because 
we’ve probably heard the phrase a thousand times if we’ve ever been to church or read 
the Gospels, and yet also unfamiliar because, unlike the ancient world, ours is one in 
which we tend not to talk about things in terms of kingdoms. Many modern 
commentators, then, try to find other ways to translate what Jesus seems to be talking 
about here—some call it the realm of God, or the reign of God, or some highlight the 
sense of community and equality as children of God that Jesus talked about and call it 
the kin-dom of God, while still others, highlighting the intensely personal and inward 
dimension to the relationship with God that we each have call it the consciousness of 
God, or the awareness of God’s presence, or the connection to the spark or the image of 
the divine that is within each of us.  
 
Perhaps Jesus had something of all these dimensions in mind when he talked about the 
kingdom of God, but given that so many of his teachings and parables draw from the 
organic images of the earth and of agriculture, I wonder if he also had what today we’d 
call an ecological dimension to his understanding of God, something perhaps like the 
environment of God, environment in the sense of that within which we live and move and 
have our being; or perhaps better the ecology of God, ecology in the sense of the 
interrelatedness and the interdependency of creation with its Creator, the 
interrelatedness and interdependency of us with one another, of us with the earth, of us 
with God.  
 
I was thinking this week about how it’s sort of a stroke of good luck for us here in a place 
like Weybridge that Jesus did in fact draw so heavily on images from rural and 
agricultural life. Perhaps he would agree with something that the ecologist Aldo Leopold 
who had a farm in Wisconsin once wrote: “There are two spiritual dangers in not owning 
a farm. One is the danger of supposing that breakfast comes from the grocery, and the 
other that heat comes from the furnace.” 

And yet Jesus could very well have spoke more, for example, about building or carpentry 
or stonemasonry, as our best guess is that he grew up with his family business being 
that of a skilled-craftsman. Jesus, it seems, could have just as easily told parables about 
the great skill and determination and creativity it took to shape and fashion the elements 
of the earth into a beautiful wood table, for example, or a stone staircase, or a clay 
hearth. And yet, when he tried to teach the world what he knew about God, he reached 
for images decidedly more organic, and perhaps, from the perspective of a non-farmer 
like himself, more mysterious—the way the smallest of seeds can somehow sprout into a 
great tree; the way a field, once barren and fallow, can with but little by way of human 
care or manipulation, sprout up into a giant green wave of grass. 



“The kingdom of God is as if someone would scatter seed on the ground, and would 
sleep and rise night and day, and the seed would sprout and grow, he does not know 
how. The earth produces of itself, first the stalk, then the head, then the full grain in the 
head.” 

“The earth produces of itself,” Jesus says—the earth produces automatos, as the Greek 
puts it, the earth produces automatically, that it is, the earth is self-prompted, self-
sufficient, requiring no external effort, but rather, the earth is spontaneous and self-
propelled. The kingdom of God, Jesus says, is like this, it just happens, it percolates, it 
rises up on its own, the way the dandelions this time of year just sprout up everywhere 
without anyone having planted them.  
 
There’s a 17th-century German mystic named Angelus Silesius, who was a priest and a 
poet and a physician—he has a great nickname as the Prophet of the Ineffable—and he 
once wrote something quite similar to what I think Jesus is trying to get at here with his 
teaching of the kingdom of God being like the earth which produces of itself, when 
Angelus looked at a rose that he found alongside the road, and he wrote, “The rose is 
without why; it blooms simply because it blooms. It pays no attention to itself, nor does it 
ask whether anyone sees it.” The rose is without why, the dandelion is without why, the 
earth is without why, it blooms simply because it blooms.   
 
As humans for some reason it seems that we can get so caught up in wondering about 
the reasons for things, and we can get so preoccupied with trying to determine the 
proper use and utility and value of things, that we have a hard time glimpsing the true 
glory of the thing itself. When he points to the way that the earth can teach us about 
God, Jesus I think suggests that we consider another approach—that perhaps we’ll 
glimpse God when we let go of our grasping after a reason for why things are they way 
they are, or when we cease speculating about what value they might have to us, and 
instead attend simply to the way that they are—the way that the earth produces of itself, 
Jesus notes, and then he pays attention and he observes the earth doing just that—first 
the stalk, then the head, then the full grain in the head; or first the gold, as Robert Frost 
points out about the spring leaves, and then the green; or first the stalk, then the sepals, 
then the petals, as Angelus might say watching the rose blooming without why. 

 
The kingdom of God is like the earth, Jesus says, and the earth produces of itself, and it 
produces such wonderful things for us to enjoy. The British philosopher and ethicist Iris 
Murdoch has put it well—“People from another planet without flowers would think we 
must be mad with joy the whole time to have such things about us.” 

 
And so I think about Jesus out there in the field, his bare feet on the warm grass. 
Consider the lilies, he says, simply consider them. Consider the birds of the air. Consider 
the mustard seed. Consider the grass as it grows, automatically, spontaneously, without 
why. The kingdom of God is like this, he says, and maybe even the kingdom of God is 
this. Or at least, that’s Jesus’ best hope, as when he begins to pray: May your kingdom 
come, he says, on earth as it is in heaven, on earth as it is in heaven, and lead us not 
into temptation and despair, he might continue, but help us always to be mad with joy, 
mad with joy to have such things of the earth about us. Amen.   
 


