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HEARERS OF THE WORD
Ezekiel 17:22-24; Ps 92 (91); 2 Corinthians 5:6-10; Mark 4:26-34

Jesus spoke the word to them,
as they were able to hear it
Mark 4:26 Jesus also said, “The kingdom of God is as if someone would scatter seed on the ground, 27 and would
sleep and rise night and day, and the
seed would sprout and grow, he does not
know how. 28 The earth produces of
itself, first the stalk, then the head, then
the full grain in the head. 29 But when
the grain is ripe, at once he goes in with
his sickle, because the harvest has
come.”
30 He also said, “With what can we
compare the kingdom of God, or what
parable will we use for it? 31 It is like a
mustard seed, which, when sown upon
the ground, is the smallest of all the
seeds on earth; 32 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.”
33 With many such parables he spoke
the word to them, as they were able to
hear it; 34 he did not speak to them
except in parables, but he explained
everything in private to his disciples.
INITIAL OBSERVATIONS
In the gospel up to chapter 4, Mark has
indeed referred to Jesus’ teaching but has
in fact reported quite little of it. There is a
brief summary in 1:15 and there are
brief references in the conflict stories. It
is important not to exaggerate this because his gospel is so much shorter that
Luke or Matthew. Nevertheless, it is true
to say that he “blocks” the teaching of
Jesus into two important though not so
large sections – ch.4 and ch.13. In our
selection, the parable of the farmer in
vv. 26-29 is one of the rare passages in
Mark found only in that gospel and
there is every chance that his parable
goes back to the historical Jesus. The
parable of the mustard seed in vv. 30-32
is possibly a rare example of a parable
shared by Mark and Q(uelle), the sayings
source used by Matthew and Luke.
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Thought for the day
Sleep that knits up the ravell’d sleeve of care
is a daily therapeutic miracle, healing
the heart. There is a gentle reflection
of this in John 11, “Lord, if he has
fallen asleep, he will be all right.”
Sometimes, it is better to leave things
alone and they will come along of
their own accord. Parents know this
very well…you just have to trust the
process / the growth. The typical
heresy of our time is not quietism but
rather meticulous activism, often declining into pernickety interference.
Some things just take time and the
courage of non-interference!
Prayer

KIND OF WRITING
The parable is found in chapter 4, a
chapter with a special structure.
Section
A 1-2
B 3-9
C 10-12
D 13-20
C’ 21-25
B’26-32
A’ 33-34

Content
Introduction
Sower
Reasons
Allegory
Enigmas
Seed Parables
Conclusion

Vv. Words
2vv. 46
7vv. 105
3vv. 52
8vv. 146
5vv. 74
7vv. 117
2vv. 26

The structure here is significant because
C-D-C’ all deal with reactions to the
teaching of Jesus, while B and B’ simply
offer that teaching in parable form. Furthermore, the allegory at the centre may
indeed reflect what Mark wanted his
listeners to hear, but it also shows signs
of being a reflection of some preacher’s
adaptation, and hence a reflection of
church tradition. This means that in this
chapter we have the opportunity to observe three things:
(a) The setting in the life of Jesus
(b) The setting of the life of the early
church
(c) The setting of the evangelist, i.e. the
parables in their present context.
Our concern is with level (c) but we will
keep an eye on the other levels.

You are the mystery at the heart all
and in you we put our trust. When we
are asleep, when we are awake, you
are silently at work. In you, we place
our trust. Amen, amen.
OLD TESTAMENT BACKGROUND
The word of the LORD came to me: O
mortal, propound a riddle, and speak an
allegory to the house of Israel. Say:
Thus says the Lord GOD: A great eagle,
with great wings and long pinions, rich
in plumage of many colours, came to
the Lebanon. He took the top of the
cedar, broke off its topmost shoot; He
carried it to a land of trade, set it in a
city of merchants. Then he took a seed
from the land, placed it in fertile soil; A
plant by abundant waters, he set it like a
willow twig. It sprouted and became a
vine spreading out, but low; Its branches
turned toward him, its roots remained
where it stood. So it became a vine; it
brought forth branches, put forth foliage.
(Ezekiel 17:1–6)
The days are surely coming, says the
LORD, when I will raise up for David a
righteous Branch, and he shall reign as
king and deal wisely, and shall execute
justice and righteousness in the land. In
his days Judah will be saved and Israel
will live in safety. And this is the name by
which he will be called: “The LORD is
our righteousness.” (Jeremiah 23:5–6)
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NEW TESTAMENT FOREGROUND
The immediate context is ch. 4 on the
seed parables. The wide context is the
preaching of the Good News and the
various reactions to that proclamation.
In the view of Mark, this teaching can
by grasped only by those who have come
to full faith in Jesus as messiah and as
Son of God, after the resurrection. This
emerges in his parable theory (see below)
and through the centrality of the person
of Jesus. Pre-Easter and post-Easter tensions are found throughout Mark.
ST PAUL
For in hope we were saved. Now hope
that is seen is not hope. For who hopes
for what is seen? But if we hope for what
we do not see, we wait for it with patience. Likewise the Spirit helps us in our
weakness; for we do not know how to
pray as we ought, but that very Spirit
intercedes with sighs too deep for words.
And God, who searches the heart, knows
what is the mind of the Spirit, because
the Spirit intercedes for the saints according to the will of God. We know
that all things work together for good for
those who love God, who are called according to his purpose. For those whom
he foreknew he also predestined to be
conformed to the image of his Son, in
order that he might be the firstborn
within a large family. And those whom
he predestined he also called; and those
whom he called he also justified; and
those whom he justified he also glorified.
(Romans 8:24–30)
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remains hidden and deeply mysterious.
The general meaning is in view and
there is no need to see here a division
into temporal periods. At the level of
Mark, words like sprout and shoot point
discreetly and obliquely to the messiah
(cf. Zech 3:8; 6:12; Jer 23:5-6; 33:14-16;
see above).
Verse 29 Harvest is a regular image for
the end, the eschaton. The eschaton
points to God’s own time of the kingdom, which will make manifest what is
hidden from us now.
Verse 30 This is the only parable found
in both Q and Mark (meaning it has a
complicated history). The double question at the start is unusual. Who is the
“we”? At Mark’s level, it is the voice of
the community, an ecclesial “we”. This
“we” blurs the line between Jesus and
the voice of Mark’s tradition.
Verse 31 It is true that the mustard seed
is quite tiny, in comparison to the final
shrub.
Verse 32 Farmers of the period did not
welcome the mustard “tree” because it
tended to colonise the land. At Mark’s
level of redaction, the birds (see Ez 31:6)
point to Gentiles “moving in”, also perhaps not so welcome to some. The size
reflects in part botanical reality. Very
small mustard seeds grow to a height of
over 2 metres and birds find in it shade

BRIEF COMMENTARY
Verse 26 The comparison is with the
whole situation in the parable. What this
parable might have meant during the
ministry of Jesus is probably connected
in a general way to the sense of wonder
associated with the mystery of growth in
nature and in cultivation. By the time
Mark offers this parable to his church, it
takes on the extra meaning of encouragement to preachers. Preachers don’t
know how the seed they sow will germinate—a mystery in the hands of God—
and their duty is simply to scatter the
seed.

Verse 34 This is the voice of Mark,
offering his parable theory again. Cf. Mk
4:10-12. According to that theory, Jesus
was not understood and did not intend
to be understood until after the resurrection. There is a truth in both, of course,
but the idea that Jesus spoke in parables
in order not to be understood is certainly
bizarre. Why speak at all? For Mark,
however, the teaching of Jesus does not
stand alone but rather is a function of
his Christology. In a word, the tale requires the teller, the Gospel requires the
Christ.
POINTERS FOR PRAYER
1. If you sow seeds, or watch plants
grow, you have ample opportunities to
pause in wonder at the whole process of
growth. It takes place imperceptibly and
comes to fruition in beautiful flowers,
majestic trees and abundant harvests.
2. Jesus uses this as a parable about the
growth of the Kingdom of God, the
kingdom of right relationships with God
and with one another. There too growth
is slow, development is imperceptible,
and then without realising it you have a
mature relationship. Recall the stages of
such development in your life and relationships, and give thanks.
3. In the second parable Jesus invites us
to reflect on the importance and
significance of relationships in
our lives as they grow and mature. This is true both of our
relationship with God and with
others around us. When have
you found a relationship in
which you could “make nests in
its shade”?
PRAYER

Verse 27 The regular rhythm of life
conceals the mystery of germination and
growth.

and seeds. The image of a large tree for
the end is found also in the Bible (see
Ezekiel 17 above; cf. also Ex 31:6; Dan
4:10-12, 19-22). It is an analogy of replacement. God’s just rule will replace
worldly empires. As we see from the
comment on vv. 31-32, the image is
somewhat double-edged.

Verse 28 “Of itself ” is in Greek automatē—“automatically” but Mark has in
view God’s action in causing mysterious
growth. The human contribution is deliberately set aside here. There are observable stages, even though the process

Verse 33 All the verbs here are in the
imperfect tense, i.e. continuous, repeated
action. Probably here we listen to the
voice of tradition Mark received. Jesus
taught in order to be understood. “The
word” is early Christian shorthand for
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the proclamation of the Gospel.

people.

O God, at whose bidding the
seed will sprout and the shoot
grow towards full stature, hear
the prayer of your assembled

Make us trust in your hidden ways, that
we may pray with confidence and wait
for your kingdom now growing in our
midst.
We make our prayer through our Lord
Jesus Christ, your Son, who lives and
reigns with you in the unity of the Holy
Spirit, God for ever and ever. Amen.
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We walk by faith, not by sight
2 Cor 5:6 So we are always confident;
even though we know that while we are
at home in the body (A) we are away from
the Lord (B)— 7 for we walk by faith,
not by sight. 8 Yes, we do have confidence, and we would rather be away
from the body (B) (and at home with the
Lord (A). 9 So whether we are at home
(A) or away (B), we make it our aim to
please him.
10 For all of us must appear before the
judgment seat of Christ, so that each
may receive recompense for what has
been done in the body, whether good or
evil.
INITIAL OBSERVATIONS
To get the sense of where we are in 2
Corinthians, it might be good to glance
over the first couple of chapters. All the
same, the reading has an appealingly
direct and personal tone. We feel we are
getting a glimpse into something very
much at the heart of Paul’s own faith.
KIND OF WRITING
The substance of chapters 1-7 is taken
up with an kind of apologia for both the
apostle and the apostolate. In 4:7-5:10
Paul has been reflecting on the fragility
of the apostles, comparing them to
earthen vessels. At the same time, he
does think of the apostolate itself as a
very exalted calling (see passages below).
The immediately context has a coherent
train of thought:
4:7-12
4:13-15
4:16-18
5:1-5
5:6-10

Earthenware vessels
Paul’s faith
Daily renewal
The human condition
Dwelling with the Lord

The form in vv. 6-10 is a complex and
playful rhetorical dance, in the shape of
ABBAAB, with A = being at home and
B = being away from the body. Paul sets
aside the radical alternatives.
ORIGIN OF THE READING

BRIEF COMMENTARY
Verse 6 The confidence is at risk because we are “earthen vessels” and because we are way from the Lord, while
in the body.

that it may be made clear that this extraordinary power belongs to God and
does not come from us. We are afflicted
in every way, but not crushed; perplexed,
but not driven to despair; persecuted,
but not forsaken; struck down, but not
destroyed; always carrying in the body
the death of Jesus, so that the life of
Jesus may also be made visible in our
bodies. For while we live, we are always
being given up to death for Jesus’ sake,
so that the life of Jesus may be made
visible in our mortal flesh. So death is at
work in us, but life in you. (2 Cor 4:7–
12)
So we are ambassadors for Christ, since
God is making his appeal through us; we
entreat you on behalf of Christ, be reconciled to God. For our sake he made
him to be sin who knew no sin, so that in
him we might become the righteousness
of God. (2 Cor 5:20–21)
Being in the body
For to me, living is Christ and dying is
gain. If I am to live in the flesh, that
means fruitful labor for me; and I do not
know which I prefer. I am hard pressed
between the two: my desire is to depart
and be with Christ, for that is far better;
but to remain in the flesh is more necessary for you. (Phil 1:21–24)
For now we see in a mirror indirectly,
but then we will see face to face. Now I
know in part, but then I will know fully,
just as I have been fully known. And
now these three remain: faith, hope, and
love. But the greatest of these is love. (1
Cor 13:12–13)

RELATED PASSAGES

Not only this, but we ourselves also, who
have the firstfruits of the Spirit, groan
inwardly as we eagerly await our adoption, the redemption of our bodies. For
in hope we were saved. Now hope that is
seen is not hope, because who hopes for
what he sees? But if we hope for what
we do not see, we eagerly wait for it with
endurance. (Rom 8:23–25)

Apostleship
But we have this treasure in clay jars, so

Judgment
Why do you pass judgment on your

Relations between Paul and the
Corinthians were “interesting,” to say
the least. This is already evident in 1
Corinthians, where it seems the
Corinthians Christians valued expert
rhetoric more than true substance.
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brother or sister? Or you, why do you
despise your brother or sister? For we
will all stand before the judgment seat of
God. (Rom 14:10)

Verse 7 This is fundamental. Cf. For in
hope we were saved. Now hope that is seen is
not hope. For who hopes for what is seen? But if
we hope for what we do not see, we wait for it
with patience. (Rom 8:24–25)
Verse 8 This is an eschatological preference. It is also hyperbole: Paul does
not really think he is away from the Lord
now.
Verse 9 Technically, Paul lands on the
Stoic virtue of the adiaphora, i.e. things
which are indifferent and do not break
communion. In spite of vv. 6 and 8, it is
radically indifferent to him whether he is
in the body or not. All that matters is
pleasing the Lord. Here Paul sets aside
his own preference for the good of the
Corinthians.
Verse 10 This is the longterm motivation for pleasing him now. V.10 is a kind
of frame with vv. 4-5 (not given above).
V.10 is threatening: the judgment seat.
Vv.4-5 are consolatory: we have the
Holy Spirit.
POINTERS FOR PRAYER
1. Awareness of our own fragility / unworthiness is not sophisticated low self
esteem but simply reality.
2. Walking by faith goes very much
against contemporary culture, which
prizes what can be seen, measured,
physically assessed. But we know too
that even in the everyday, the things
which bring us happiness don’t fall into
that category.
3. The desire to please may sound a
little jejune, but in reality it is all part of
a grown-up relationship with Christ
wherein communion of heart is more
important than external observance.
PRAYER
Loving God, we know that that the
journey home is the journey inwards.
Help us to take the Good News of Jesus
to heart, so that living the good news
now we may come to our true homeland
with you. Amen.
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The riddle of the cedar
and the future of Judah
Ezek 17:22 Thus says the Lord GOD:
I myself will take a sprig
from the lofty top of a cedar;
I will set it out.
I will break off a tender one
from the topmost of its young twigs;
I myself will plant it
on a high and lofty mountain.
23 On the mountain height of Israel
I will plant it,
in order that it may produce boughs and
bear fruit,
and become a noble cedar.
Under it every kind of bird will live;
in the shade of its branches will nest
winged creatures of every kind.
24 All the trees of the field shall know
that I am the LORD.
I bring low the high tree,
I make high the low tree;
I dry up the green tree
and make the dry tree flourish.
I the LORD have spoken;
I will accomplish it.
INITIAL OBSERVATIONS

It is immediately apparent how this first
reading was chosen in the light of the
parables from Mark 4. At the same time,
the reading should be attended to first of
all in its own time and place, in its own
literary context, because it is very rich.
Initially at least, that context points to all
of Ezekiel 17, which should be read at
this point. Here we have a threefold allegory (the eagles, the vine and the cedar)
which bears meaning in a particular
context.
That context is quite specific: the allegories refer to dramatic events in the
history of Judah. King Jehoiachin (ruled
briefly 598-597) lasted only three
months as monarch, being sent into exile
in Babylon (for more of the story read 2
Kgs. 24:12-17; Jer. 27:19-20; cf. 2 Kgs.
25:13-15). His uncle Zedekiah (597–
586), the last king of Judah, took his
place. He refused to listen to Jeremiah’s
advice to surrender to Nebuchadnezzar
and instead he committed the monumental blunder of allying himself with
Egypt against his Babylonian overlord.
He died in exile. Ezekiel 17 refers to this
act of treachery and to the consequences, which flowed from it.
Naturally, all of this is being reflected
upon in retrospect. There are, nevertheless, little “bombs”. For example, it is
www.tarsus.ie

apparent from Ezek 17:20 that God
identifies with Nebuchadnezzar and
regards treachery towards the Babylonian as treachery towards God himself: I
will spread my net over him, and he shall be
caught in my snare; I will bring him to Babylon
and enter into judgment with him there for the
treason he has committed against me. (Ezekiel
17:20)
KIND OF WRITING
As very frequently, the text of the
prophet is poetry, this time at the service
of a riddle or comparison. It is up to the
listener/reader to “crack” the riddle and
makes sense of the images.
ORIGIN OF THE READING
The reading comes from the prophet
Ezekiel, along with Jeremiah the exilic
prophet par excellence. The book of
Ezekiel is in three large sections:
1-7 The prophet is commissioned and
prepared
8-39 The activity of the prophet among
the exiles
40-48 The vision of the new kingdom
and temple.
Ezekiel 17 comes from a large section in
the middle, chapters 16-23. These chapters disclose the abominations which
brought about the great exile in Babylon. The preceding chapter 16 is quite
astonishingly graphic and sets the scene
for our chapter 17.
Within chapter 17, our passage is the
third of three riddles or allegories. While
the first two riddles are condemnatory,
the third allegory looks to the future and
proclaims a glorious restoration of the
Davidic monarchy, in the spirit of Is
11:1-10 and Jer 23:5-6, 33:15.
RELATED PASSAGES
Cf. Ezek 17:11-21 and 34:11-16.
BRIEF COMMENTARY
Verse 22 The cedar is the tallest of the
trees, the grandest and most majestic.
God himself being forced to act is a
theme in Ezekiel (cf. 34:11-16 above).
Notice the elaborate parallelism in v.22
(a) I myself will take a sprig
(b) from the lofty top of a cedar;
(c)I will set it out.
(a*) I will break off a tender one

(b*) from the topmost of its young twigs;
(c*) I myself will plant it on a high and
lofty mountain.
Verse 23 The tallest tree will be placed
on a high mountain (= Zion?), as a sign
of restored power and prominence. It
will become a place of hospitality for all,
symbolised by the winged creatures of
every kind. The scale is cosmic.
Verse 24 The effect of his restoration
will be to reveal God’s sovereignty, who
is the Lord. The Lord controls destiny,
including the fall and rising of Judah (cf.
“For all who exalt themselves will be
humbled, and those who humble themselves will be exalted.” [Luke 14:11]).
Notice the number of first person singular verbs (even more apparent in the
original Hebrew). The metaphor in 24c
is especially powerful. The final line
(24d) is found in modified form throughout Ezekiel (Ezek 5:13, 15, 17; 17:21, 24;
21:17, 32; 22:14; 24:14; 26:14; 30:12;
34:24; 36:36; 37:14).
POINTERS FOR PRAYER
1. In the light of all of Ezekiel 17 and its
background, it might a good idea to reflect on your experience of failure/
restoration. What did you learn from the
painful experience? What brought you
new life? What kept you going?
2. Faith is meant to be a place of hospitality and welcome. Who are the people
who have shown you this welcome and
sustained you? Conversely, to whom are
you a source of welcome? A prayer of
thanksgiving.
3. In the end, faith is faith, i.e., faith in
God who accompanies and guides, in
whose hands are all the things that happen to us, in whom we place our trust.
Could you name a time in your life
when such fundamental trust became a
reality for you personally?
PRAYER
God, giver of the gift of new life, your
providence never fails, even when we fail
to perceive it.
Breathe on us again your Holy Spirit,
that we come once more to the springs
of new life and know in our hearts that
your word is true because all that you
have spoken you will bring about.
We make our prayer through our Lord
Jesus Christ, your Son, who lives and
reigns with you in the unity of the Holy
Spirit, God for ever and ever. Amen.
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THE LITURGY
Ezekiel 17:22-24; Ps 92 (91); 2 Corinthians 5:6-10; Mark 4:26-34
READINGS 1 AND 3

dured as an apostle.

Friday 18 June

Ezekiel 17 helps us to grasp some of the
hidden (!) meanings of the second parable in today’s Gospel, at the level of Mark’s
redaction. The great tree is an image of
the end-time kingdom of God. Even the
mention of the birds point to the inclusion of the Gentiles.

Matthew 5:38-42
We are always tempted to meet violence
with violence. Jesus’ alternative is radical
and different.

2 Corinthians 11:18, 21-30
Pau is unwilling to put himself forward
and so the reading is full of ironic affirmations. This paragraph is valuable for
the information about the upbringing
and ministry of Paul.

THE RESPONSORIAL PSALM
The very attractive Psalm 92 (91) continues the botanical metaphor. Comparing the just to a tree or palm is found
elsewhere in the Psalter (Ps 1:3; 52:8;
92:12; 96:12; 104:16–17).
SUNDAY INTRODUCTIONS
First reading
Ezekiel 17:22-24
Any gardeners among you will enjoy this
reading because it evokes botanical imagery. What’s the prophet trying to say?
Well, he was writing during and after a
catastrophic collapse, a collapse of both
religion and politics. But here his message is one of hope, hope built on faith
in God.
Second reading
2 Corinthians 5:6-10
When he wrote this, St Paul was no
longer a young man and aware of the
fragility of life. But he remains young in
the Spirit and is still full of faith and
longing.
Gospel
Mark 4:26-34
The botanical metaphors continue in
our Gospel. Both parables speak of
planting and growing, but each one has
its own message: the mystery of growth
and the miracle of hospitality. It is all
truly the gift of God—perhaps something we need to keep in mind today?
WEEKDAY INTRODUCTIONS
Monday 14 June
2 Corinthians 6:1-10
There is a great invitation in this reading: today is the day of salvation. Paul
goes on to give a list of hardships enwww.tarsus.ie

Tuesday 15 June
2 Corinthians 8:1-9
A great dream of Paul was the collection
for the Christians in Judea and
Jerusalem. Like any fundraiser, he tries
to invite and to provoke the Corinthians
Christians by underlining the remarkable generosity of the Macedonian
communities, who are poor by comparison.
Matthew 5:43-48
Jesus quotes the usual attitude—love
your neighbour, hate your enemy—and
then gives a series of penetrating arguments to offer his alternative vision.
Wednesday 16 June
2 Corinthians 9:6-11
Why should the Corinthians give to
Paul’s collection? Here is gives arguments from faith and, intriguingly, from
the nature of God.
Matthew 6:1-6, 16-18
These two paragraphs surround the
Lord’s Prayer and represent a Jewish
devotional triad: alms, prayer and fasting. Any attraction to showiness in religion is resolutely set aside.
Thursday 17 June
2 Corinthians 11:1-11
A rather human side of Paul is revealed
in this reading. He has been replaced in
the affection of the Corinthians by other
preachers and he minds! But he really
does love his Corinthians, as we hear.
Matthew 6:7-15
The introduction to the Lord’s Prayer in
Matthew is central and helps us understand the prayer and its brevity. In reality, the Lord’s Prayer is not so much a
prayer as a form of words but a method
or series of steps in prayer.

Matthew 16:19-23
The “voice” in these reading is the voice
of Jesus, the bearer of wisdom. The first
paragraph is clear enough and points us
to what is of lasting value. It is easy to
be distracted by the immediate and the
tangible. The second paragraph speaks
metaphorically of the eye as the “window” of the body. What is meant here is
that our fundamental way of looking at
the world and life affects every thing
about ourselves and about our engagement with the world. How we allow the
light in determines how much light we
enjoy. This raises an essential question:
where is my heart?
Saturday 19 June
St Romuald, abbot
2 Corinthians 12:1-10
Some people in Corinth were attracted
to leaders with spectacular spiritual experiences. In Paul’s mind, this is a
wretched foundation for faith — and
risks showing off. Nevertheless, he risks
telling the Corinthians of his spiritual
experiences, all the while affirming that
this cannot be the foundation of the
faith! It is a remarkable piece of writing
— powerful in allusion and disclaimer.
Matthew 6:24-34
This is a favourite passage from the
Sermon on the Mount, prized by people
well beyond frontiers of Christianity.
The vision is Jesus is not “airy-fairy”
detachment, but a costly choice of values and attitudes, grounded in faith in
God. We might feel there’s risk of sheer
impracticality but this is overcome by the
general statement: “You heavenly father
knows you need all these things.”
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