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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.’ With many such parables he spoke the word to them, 
as they were able to hear it; he did not speak to them except in parables, but he 
explained everything in private to his disciples.  
 

I was visiting with a wonderful young couple yesterday who will be 
getting married soon, and they granted me permission to share a little bit 
of their story. She is from here; he is from St. Louis; they met in 
Philadelphia. Over the years, they have been parted by distance and 
circumstance: their jobs took them a continent apart from each other; their 
schedules were chaotic; once, when they barely knew each other, they 
were accidentally swept together into a tidal surge of Phillies fans who 
celebrated a World Series Championship by swinging from street lights, 
turning over cars and committing small acts of arson. Their struggle to get 
away from the surge of the mob made them appreciate the calmness and 
stability of the other. They eventually reunited in Fort Worth; soon, they 
will be husband and wife. We talked about God’s mysterious 
Providence—how, with all of the people in the world they could have 
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wound up with, they wound up with each other. It is as if, out of the chaos, 
God was working to bring order and purpose to their relationship. 

It’s that special time in the sermon—what I call “Nerd Time”—when I 
tell you some random thing I learned this week that is of interest to 
perhaps six other people here today. Those six people will know far more 
about the topic than I do, and afterwards will be anxious to tell me what I 
got wrong, while the rest of you get to once again practice the virtues of 
patience and Christian forbearance and respond to that text message you 
originally planned to not answer until after communion. Today’s topic for 
Nerd Time is “Chaos theory.” Chaos theory is a mathematical model that 
looks at fluid dynamic systems that are very responsive to the initial 
conditions. That means that small changes in the original set of 
circumstances can lead to vastly different results. The most famous 
depiction of chaos theory was made by the mathematician Edward Lorenz, 
who was looking at weather models, and who theorized that the turbulence 
caused by a single butterfly flapping its wings in west Africa could create 
enough turbulence to provoke a chain reaction that would lead to a 
hurricane in the Caribbean. But the key word is “could:” between the 
butterfly flapping its wings in Africa and the hurricane tearing through 
Cuba, millions of intervening circumstances would have to align just so. 
Lorenz referred to it as “the butterfly effect.” Let me give a hypothetical 
example that may resonate with some of us. Imagine you lent your 
teenager your car the night before. When you need to go to work the next 
morning, you can’t find where he left the car key. It takes you three 
minutes to find it. You are frustrated and running late when you head for 
work and on the way you have a fender bender in an intersection. Who are 
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you mad at? Your teenager for misplacing the car key, or yourself for 
handing it over? If you hadn’t lent him the car the night before, the key 
wouldn’t have been misplaced the next morning, it wouldn’t have taken 
you an extra three minutes to find it, and at that exact moment you would 
not have been in the intersection where the fender bender occurred. Who 
could predict that the night before, when you had blithely handed over the 
car key, that you would be yelling at your kid the next day and he would 
be yelling back that he hated you and was going to leave home and never 
come back and so you both went into counseling; thirty years from now, 
your child brings up the car key incident at a family reunion, thereby 
ruining that special day for you and making you wonder yet again if you 
were a failure as a parent. If your child had left the key on the kitchen 
counter, instead of on his dresser, none of that would have happened. 
Chaos theory in action. 

We live in chaos. But God is a God of order. According to the 
beautiful words of the first chapter of the Bible, what God did at Creation 
was to bring order out of a chaotic mess: 

In the beginning, when God created the heavens and the earth, the 
earth was a formless void and darkness covered the deep…and God 
said, “Let there be light,” and there was light. And God saw that the 
light was good and God separated the light from the darkness. 

 
   And so Genesis tells of how God divided the day from the night, and 

the dry land from the seas; how God brought forth all kinds of intricately 
unique plants and animals; how God brought forth humankind: “So God 
created humankind in his image, in the image of God he created them; 
male and female he created them.” God still makes order out of the chaos 
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that is everywhere around us, the chaos that threatens to undo us. Of 
course, the related scriptural point is that creation is born out of the chaos. 
Like all the other complementary Biblical binaries we’ve talked about 
before, like heaven and earth, law and grace, justice and mercy, male and 
female, crucifixion and resurrection, human and divine—the consistently 
repeating double helixes of our spiritual DNA—creativity and order both 
derive from our relationship with God. 

Consider the binaries in our scripture reading today. God creates the 
good earth; the farmer tills it. God provides the seed; the farmer scatters it. 
The farmer tends the crop as it grows; God provides the rain and grants the 
growth. God and farmer are working together in this life-giving enterprise 
of food growing from the dirt. The growth occurs over time, almost 
invisibly, and sometimes it seems like forever between the planting of the 
seeds and the gleaning of the harvest. Gratification is delayed. Patience is 
required. 

We have almost forgotten, we technologically privileged 21st Century 
westerners, what delayed gratification even means. I thought about that the 
other night, as I ate a bag of popcorn it took me two minutes to 
microwave, while I was watching a basketball game being played 1600 
miles away that it took me two seconds to turn on. Heaven forfend if the 
microwave dies, or the remote control disappears. I’ve had both of those 
happen at the same time before—a dead microwave, a missing remote. 
Looking back, I wonder how I survived the evening. But in God’s realm, 
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things are done in the fullness of time. When do the seeds that are planted 
become fields that are ripe for harvest? In God’s good time. 

God wants us invested in the process. In the Biblical story of the 
Garden of Eden, Adam and Eve were given four directions by God: to be 
fruitful and multiply; to refrain from eating the fruit from the Tree of the 
Knowledge of Good and Evil; to name the animals; and to tend the 
Garden. When Adam and Eve were cast out of the Garden, Adam 
remained a gardener, but their bad choice turned that good work into 
laborious toil. Gleaning food now involved more than plucking the fruit 
off of a tree; it involved digging in the dirt, and struggling with thorns and 
thistles. But still, even after the expulsion from Paradise, gracious and 
generous God still provided the soil and the seed. Adam and Eve provided 
the sweat. 

There’s a word in today’s scripture—the New Testament Greek word, 
automate, from which, of course, we get the word “automatic.” Automate 
means “self-moving,” or “self-thinking,” but in the Biblical context it 
doesn’t mean that the plant is self-aware, but that God has made the laws 
by which living things grow. The real point of the scripture is not how 
long it takes the plant to grow, but rather that, if the soil and seed are 
good, and the rain is sufficient, and the sun shines as needed, then the 
growth is inevitable. The issue is not the slowness of the growth, but its 
sureness. Growth, however slow it may be, is inevitable if we work in 
accord with God’s purposes. God’s Creation is always on the side of life. 
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In March, 2008, when my little girl was born two months prematurely 
with a hole in her lung, I was desperately afraid. They put her in neonatal 
intensive care for 11 days, attached and inserted whatever needed to be 
attached or inserted, and then I was told—at the time I thought, pretty 
coldly—that the rest was up to her. “Up to her?” I asked. “She’s a 
preemie! She shouldn’t even be born yet. What does that mean—the rest is 
up to her?” What was meant was that the doctors and nurses would do all 
they could (and the care was excellent), and her mother and father would 
do all they could, but the rest was up to the natural healing capacity of her 
own small body. Who gave that natural healing capacity? The same God 
who, as the Psalmist says, knit her together in her mother’s womb. The 
hole in her lung healed of itself. We got to take her home. She grew and 
grew until she got to the point where she is now, telling her old man what 
to do. 

Of course, there is also a life cycle, and sometimes, tragically, life 
seems far too short. There is a fundamental wrongness—we all feel it—
when the young pass before their time. Still, regardless of the age we 
return to God, the death rate is always 100%. We don’t live forever on 
earth—eternal life is reserved for heaven—but even in this fallen world, 
Creation is on the side of life. Right now, we’re energetically striving to 
find life somewhere else other than on our small blue planet. Maybe that 
life is out there, but if it is, it’s a long, long way away, and we haven’t 
found it yet. Which makes the world on which we live even more 
precious. Out there, for as far as we can see, there is no evidence of life. 
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But there is life here on this good earth, abundant life. And that life, and 
this earth, which God made to be good, are to be cherished. 

 After Jesus talked of the seed growing over time into the living plant, 
and the sureness of that growth, he reminded his disciples of the tiny 
mustard seed, which grows into a mighty shrub, laden with branches, 
home and refuge for the birds of the air. Jesus was using that illustration to 
describe the growth of the Gospel, the way in which the Kingdom of God 
comes into being. Ultimately, all great things begin small. A mighty tree 
grows from a single seed; a great invention from a single flash of insight; a 
human being from a two-cell zygote created at the moment of conception. 
All large great things begin as small things. Even a life transformed by the 
infinite grace of God starts small, with one believer telling someone some 
version of this: “Jesus loves you, this I know.” So tell the story. Don’t 
worry about the end results—that’s up to God. Maybe your job is just to 
be like the butterfly flapping its wings. 

*** 
I still marvel at the miracle of the rain we have received. In 26 days, 

we received enough to bring us out of a Stage 5 Catastrophic Drought; 
enough to fill our lakes to the brim. For the longest time, it seemed like the 
drought would never end; even the most optimistic predictions said it 
would take years before we recovered. I heard one meteorologist predict 
that by 2020, Wichita Falls would join cities like Juarez, El Paso, Los 
Cruces and Albuquerque in the ever-expanding Chihuahuan Desert. We 
were never out of water; but yet, it seemed almost inevitable that we 
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would be. People throughout the country mocked us for our use of 
recycled water. Every day we were praying for rain, and sometimes all we 
got was what was sufficient for the day. Jesus taught us to ask God to give 
us this day our daily bread; sometimes, we were praying for our daily 
water. And in that challenge, we learned great lessons, lessons of 
stewardship, of conservation, of creativity. Those were all lessons worth 
the learning. And then the rains came. It didn’t take years to fill the lakes; 
it took 26 days. We didn’t do that. God did. You can feel the results 
among the people, the great upsurge in morale, in confidence, in hope. 
God heard our prayers. God has not abandoned us. “Dear Lord, thank you 
for the rain, the beautiful rain, the abundant rain—please, dear Lord, don’t 
let us squander it; please, dear Lord, don’t let this answered prayer cause 
us to cease praying; please, dear Lord, don’t let this sudden, blessed 
abundance make us careless and stupid.” It may seem as if the world is in 
a spiritual drought. It may seem as if the Gospel of Jesus Christ is under 
assault by the malice of its enemies, and the lazy indifference of its 
friends; but God’s will will be done. God’s Kingdom will come. In the 
end, when that will be is entirely up to God. Until then, we till the fields 
God created. We plant the seeds God provided. We tend the tender young 
plants as they grow. And then, in the fullness of time, we will sing eternal 
praises to God for the abundance of the heavenly harvest. But our first task 
is to plant the seed. As Christians we do what it is in our spiritual nature to 
do, like a butterfly flapping its wings. 

Amen. 
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