3rd Sunday after Pentecost, June 17, 2012, Mark 4:26-34, The Rev. Mary S. Trainor

There I was, hiking deep in a maple forest in Canada. I was tired, having just hiked six miles.  The trail is beautiful; below me in the understory were beautiful wildflowers (trout lily and trillium) blooming.  There were many roots on the trail just waiting to trip me so mostly I was looking down as I hiked. I heard a slight rustle in the trees to my left and so I stopped and looked – usually when this happens, it is a red squirrel or a chipmunk – but I saw neither of these.  My eyes went up and not far off looking at me was moose. It was a small female probably weighing only a ton. She went back to what she was doing: eating large quantities of leaves.  The moose is a gangly mammal with an enormous nose with things hanging off of their heads, rough coat, a galumping gait. It is truly a privilege to see a moos in the wild, but let’s face it -- the moose is one of the ugliest creatures God ever made.  Their outward appearance is truly unattractive.
This brings us to our first reading this morning when we heard the Lord teaching this to the prophet Samuel, “the Lord does not see as mortals see; they look on the outward appearance, but the Lord looks on the heart.”  This is a huge lesson for us, in our “outward appearance” dominated society.  What’s inside is what really counts.  That is easy for a moose, as they don’t have mirrors or magazines or TV images to tell them how homely they are – but we do, and we let those things get to us.  In fact, many of us allow our outward appearance define who we are.  But this is not God’s way, and we are here to learn about God’s way:  God’s point of view.  
Let’s look at the context of why the Lord said to Samuel not to focus on outward appearance but to look on the heart.  Samuel had been given the job of finding and anointing the next King of Israel, and he was led by God to find the king among the sons of a man named Jesse.  Now, Jesse had a lot of sons—eight to be exact!  He paraded them starting, with the oldest, most handsome, and strongest, before Samuel!  Jesse figured one of these would be the chosen, but no – none of them were to be the one.  Now this confused both Jesse and Samuel as they assumed the usual criteria for king selection: appearance and stature.  The Lord tells Samuel to look inside, at the heart. Jesse only had one more son who had not even been considered because he was so small, and he was a lowly sheep herder.  This was David; he was the one Samuel was to anoint (in spite of his outward appearance not matching expected criteria). The Lord’s standards dismiss the criteria we humans use for success (power, influence, position, good looks, body type). In the kingdom of God here on earth, the least can be the source of greatness.  St. Paul echoed this message in our Epistle reading today when he said, “from now on, therefore, we regard no one from a human point of view.” Instead, “we walk by faith and not by sight.” What really matters is what is inside, and if we have believe in the Lord in our heart then we make decisions based upon this belief, our faith.  
Last fall, the winner of, “Dancing with the Stars” was JR Martinez, a wounded veteran whose face and head was deformed from an explosion. His face is full of scars, he has no ear on one side.  He was not expected to live, but he did – and has gone onto live an incredibly full life.  In spite of his deformities he openly and gladly appears on stages and in photographs.  He lives from the inside out, as we should; and gives thanks to God publically for his blessings.  JR has learned to live regarding everyone, including even himself with his awful looking deformities, not from a human point of view but from God’s point of view.  He is an amazing guy who says that he is a better person now than before.
The same is true with us, St. Paul says: “if anyone is in Christ there is a new creation; everything old has passed away; see, everything has become new.”  We, as Christians, are to see ourselves as new creations in Christ, as Christ sees us – more beautiful than any movie star, more perfect than any model, more valued than a precious diamond – this is what happens in our baptism.  It took a horrible military explosion to get JR to claim his new identity in Christ, but hopefully we can live as new creations in Christ without a crisis. How do we do this?  We do just what Paul says, “if anyone is in Christ:”  we live our lives “in Christ,” everyday we tell Christ that we love Him, we believe in Him as our Savior and Lord, and then we talk with Him as our day goes getting strength to make the right decisions.  In the evangelical world, people speak about the moment they came to Christ, the exact time they were “born again” and some of you may know such a moment – but in here in the Episcopal world, most of us did not have a moment like that, but rather see our growth “in Christ” as gradual.  Every day we commit our lives to Christ and try to follow Him – and the “new creation” emerges steadily in us.  After a while we look back, and realize that we have begun to really live as a follower of the Lord, relying on His strength.  It is not easy because we mess up and forget, but if we keep at it bit by bit, gradually God transforms us and with it comes that new heart, full of peace and joy (no matter what is going on in our environment).  This takes us to our Gospel lesson today about the tiny mustard seed that grows into a huge plant.  The theme carries on about if Christ is inside us, and we live through His power one day at a time, one small action at a time, amazing things can be done through us.  Jesus uses the mustard seed illustration to teach us to look at life with new eyes, eyes that can see beyond the values of the culture.
Think back six months ago, when here at St. John’s I handed out $10 bills to everyone – with one condition, that you had to give it away and come back and tell me the story of who you gave it to.  $10 is not much money now days: a trip to McDonalds. So, wouldn’t our expectations for that $10 be small? But, oh my, the stories that came back to me were amazing about how much difference the $10 you gave away made to people! A boy was able to go on a school activity that he would otherwise not have been able to go on – this was huge for him. A homeless person had two meals. A woman at the domestic abuse center was able to buy gas to drive to her new job.  And, there were many more examples. This was a wonderful one time challenge, but we are challenged everyday to make small differences to people.  
Today is Father’s Day, and for those of us who have had good fathers have the best memories about the small things that our fathers did with us. You know, things like sitting on a porch and listening to our problems or sharing family stories or making us laugh with little silly jokes or barbecuing or shoveling snow with us.  One of my favorite memories of my father was when he put on his head a blue shower cap that my mother had received as a gift, and the whole family had a good laugh and we captured the moment in a photo.  At the grocery store the other day I helped a woman in a wheelchair get her groceries onto the conveyor belt – she was not having a good day, and kept dropping things. My little bit of helping her she said made her day. These are small acts that demonstrate our being, “in Christ.”  
Our small acts, coming from Christ’s love, add up to make a huge difference.  So, Jesus gives us a perspective on ourselves and the impact that we can make in the world that is so different than what our culture tells us, and we are to have His perspective.  We are beautiful new creations in Christ, and are to live into this reality daily!  God will do the watering and provide the nutrients for abundant growth of new life in your life, but you have to make the decision to let him do that. You can do great things for God if you are willing to offer yourself to one who has planted in you the tiny seeds of love, generosity, mercy, justice and kindness.  
Let us pray:  Jesus help us to see ourselves as you see us, and not let the world get us down.  We invite you into our hearts as our Lord and Savior.  Help us to turn to you each day as we go about our lives so that we do small things that give you great joy.  Amen.  
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