
Eleventh Sunday in Ordinary Time – B - 2021 
 

We’re finally back to “ordinary time.”  This is the first time I’ve 

worn green at a Sunday Mass since Lent.  “Ordinary time,” 

though, is liturgical time.  It is not an indicator of the kind of 

“getting back to normal” that most of us are longing for.  It’s 

hard to imagine what that even looks like anymore, the changes 

we’ve been through are so profound. 

And how all those will play out over the long-term is anyone’s 

guess.  The experience is still unfolding.  We may feel like 

we’re through the worst of the pandemic, but now we’re 

entering the “post-pandemic” and no one has ever been through 

one of them, either.  So, we’ll have to stay tuned to things as 

they develop. 

Today's readings may help us ease out of the extraordinary 

character of what has been going on and re-attune ourselves to 

the simple, but still amazing, mysterious and extraordinary 

processes of creation—things we are likely to overlook, but 

which still can bring us to a sense of awe and provide an 

antidote to frustration, impatience and maybe even a sense of 

despair. 

Before we do that, though, it will be good to recall that the 

people for whom Mark was writing his Gospel were suffering 

persecution. The promises of today’s first reading did not seem 

to be coming to pass.  The first generation of disciples thought 

the end of the world was at hand and were deeply shaken by fact 

that Christ had not yet returned in glory. They thought that 

should have happened by now. 



Added to that, their faith proclaimed that the just would flourish 

like palm trees; instead, Christians were being martyred in Rome 

and rejected in Jerusalem. These ugly, incomprehensible 

realities created a perfect seedbed for serious misgivings. Were 

the Christians as misguided as their Jewish sisters and brothers 

claimed? Had they been taken in by a fanatical sect? Mark, the 

first evangelist, wrote to respond to a community overwhelmed 

by danger and the doubts that danger had generated. 

The parable of the seed which grows by itself offers an antidote 

to all that. It provides a reminder of all God’s does as a general 

rule to keep us in life, even in the face of death and oppression.  

It focuses on the divine power that perpetually bursts forth, 

giving life to the seeds of the kingdom of God. The farmer in 

this parable does nothing more than plant. After that, everything 

mysteriously emanates from God. 

The parable of the seed that grows of its own accord harkens 

back to Job's argument with God. It reminds the faithful that 

they don't cause the tides to roll, the sun to rise, or the seed to 

sprout. This parable pushes Jesus’ listeners to remember that 

God's ways go way beyond ours.  He has tools at his disposal of 

which we know nothing about. Therefore, they are called to trust 

God beyond the limits of their understanding. Paul told the 

Corinthians as much when he said, "We walk by faith, not by 

sight." 

Mark published this parable for a disillusioned, frightened 

community. His point was not to tell them to sit back and do 

nothing, but to remember how prodigious and life-giving divine 

power is. Finally, to lighten their spirits in the midst of 

heartbreaking concerns, Mark tells us that Jesus underlined the 
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point of the parable with the mischievous analogy of the mustard 

seed. 

There’s a lot of humor in the story that we might miss. Mustard 

bushes were invasive weeds. A farmer would no more sow 

mustard seed than he would ragweed.  There was no need.  Both 

plants are excellent propagators by nature.  They were made that 

way.  But it’s not the case that Jesus is exposing his lack of 

farming knowledge here.  His point is still made:  We are talking 

about the kingdom of God being like a mustard seed, so if a 

mustard seed does not have to worry about going extinct, neither 

does the kingdom.  It will have its way.  The force of the divine 

will is behind it. 

This parable is found only in Mark.  Luke and Matthew surely 

knew of it, but did not include it in their gospels. Maybe they 

couldn’t figure out how to work its point into their larger 

narrative.  But it has its place:  Watch for wonders God is 

working.  They are hidden in plain sight.  And they will yield 

their harvest for the kingdom of God—just as surely as the 

farmer will have to deal with the mustard plant this year and 

next year, too. 

What will the kingdom of God be like?  No one parable can tell 

the whole story. But it has already been inaugurated by Jesus 

and will come to fulfillment.  We do well to be on the lookout 

for signs of its presence, and give ourselves over to it.  We can 

no more predict what the harvest will be than we can cause its 

growth, but that the harvest will come—of that there is no doubt. 

That’s how it is with the kingdom of God. 

 


