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A Sermon by Robert W. Prim 

June 14th, 2015; 3rd Sunday after Pentecost 

Mark 4:30-32 

“Shrub Work” 
~~~~~~~~ 

And Jesus 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.”  

(Mark 4: 30-32; NRSV). 

~~~~~~~~ 

The Gospel of the Lord. 

Praise to you, O Christ. 

~~~~~~~~ 

The basic point of this parable is that small things turn into 

bigger things when offered in love to God.  The work we do for 

God’s reign on earth may seem puny when laid along side all 

that is being done for selfish gain or from arrogance and pride; 

yet, Jesus tells us in parable, the small things done in love for 

God and neighbor will come to a glorious fruition and are a part 

of the ongoing in-breaking of God’s new life.  Our work is not 

to expect instant and grand results; rather, our work is to plant 

little seeds of love, forgiveness, grace and then to trust God to 

bring the seeds into their fullness in God’s good time. 

~~~~~~~~ 
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What I like most about Mark’s telling of this parable is that 

Mark speaks of the fullness of the seed as... a shrub.  Matthew 

and Luke have this story too but in their versions the mustard 

seed turns into a tree – they felt the need to super-size the shrub 

and make it something bigger.  Maybe they had the passage 

from Ezekiel in mind – a mighty cedar tree on top of a very high 

mountain. A shrub, on the other hand, is not such a big thing  –  

though it is much bigger than the seed.  Shrubs, at least in 

comparison to trees, are somewhat insignificant.  Mark calls the 

shrub the greatest of all shrubs, but, it is still, nevertheless, a 

shrub.  Trees can be majestic; shrubs, even the greatest among 

them, not so much. In this telling our daily work for love, peace, 

forgiveness, grace is put in a helpful perspective – it is shrub 

work. 

~~~~~~~~ 

For the last several weeks I have been reading a book by Dr. 

Atul Gawande entitled Being Mortal: Medicine and What 

Matters in the End.  He is writing as a physician looking 

carefully at how we spend our last months and years of life in 

this country.  He wants things to improve.   

 

One example he gives in the book is the story of Chase 

Memorial Nursing Home in New Berlin, New York and the 

medical director of that facility, Dr. Bill Thomas.  Dr. Thomas 

went to Harvard Medical School but he was from the same area, 

upstate New York.  When he took over the job of medical 

director he was only 31 years old.  He quickly saw that the 

residents of Chase were teachers, shopkeepers, housewives, 

factory workers...just like the people he knew growing up.  Dr. 

Thomas wanted to attack the three plaques of nursing homes – 
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boredom, loneliness, and helplessness.  To do this he hatched a 

plan – a wild and ridiculous plan – that ultimately worked.  He 

decided to introduce into the nursing home plants (throwing out 

the artificial ones), animals and children.  He decided to hit it 

hard by bringing in all the animals at once to combat the inertia 

and resistance of the place. They brought in a greyhound named 

Target, a lapdog named Ginger, four cats, 100 parakeets, a 

colony of rabbits and flock of laying hens!  They also planted  

vegetable and flower gardens.  It was glorious chaos!   

 

The story is not without bumps and set backs but the end results 

were that people who had been silent started to speak.  People 

who had been completely withdrawn and non ambulatory 

started coming to the nurses’ station and asking to take the dog 

for a walk. A study of the place found that the number of 

prescriptions required per resident fell and deaths fell 15 

percent.  Dr. Thomas was addressing the fundamental human 

need for a reason to live.   

 

It was shrub work!  The model has grown but it has not made 

anyone famous; rather, some people are being given a more 

meaningful life in their last years.   

~~~~~~~~  

Thinking of God’s reign like a shrub, thinking of our work to 

embody God’s reign like a shrub, makes good sense because so 

often our activities in the realms of grace, forgiveness, love, 

peace and justice are rather small.  God’s reign of love comes 

to us in little sprouts and often seems forever in the making.  If 

we offer our gifts, however, gradually things will grow and for 

the better.  God’s work through us, however, is often a slow 
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blossom.  God’s work is often in the quiet of the night or 

unnoticed or hardly noticed during the day, just a little growth at 

a time.  God’s work, God’s realm, the Kingdom for most of us 

makes itself known a little at a time and only rarely in 

super-sized and grand ways; in other words, the Kingdom is like 

a shrub. 

~~~~~~~~ 

There is a folklore tradition within Judaism known as the 

Lamed-Vav Tzaddikim. These stories tell us that in every 

generation there are 36 hidden saints in the world (the two 

Hebrew letters for 36 are the lamed, which is 30, and the vav, 

which is 6) whose existence keeps the world from coming to an 

end.  There are all sorts of stories about these 36 people – some 

of the stories indicate that these saints emerge from their 

concealment when a disaster is about to take place and they use 

their mystic powers to avert the catastrophe and then return to 

obscurity.   

 

Other versions of the stories, however, and the ones most 

relevant to this sermon tell us that the Tzadikim, the righteous 

ones, do not even know who they are and they are thought to be 

simple, unlettered people who lead ordinary lives of holiness, 

humility, and prayer and because of these 36 hidden and 

obscure saints God is able to see the real purpose of human 

beings and God allows the world to continue to exist.  Through 

the simple acts of kindness and grace of the 36, God is able to 

see the beauty of the world and of the human beings God 

created. 

~~~~~~~~ 

Mark’s imagery (Jesus’ imagery) of the Kingdom of God like a 
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shrub makes the same point.  Faithfulness is the quiet work of a 

sower of mustard seeds waiting for the shrub to branch out and 

provide shade for whatever creatures find their way into the 

shelter.  We would do well to think smaller in our 

understandings of the work of God in our lives and in our time 

and place.  God’s realm is slow, quiet work that may take a 

lifetime to bring a little shade and a place to sing for a few birds.   

Expectations for grandiosity can leave us pining away for 

results that we will never see and therefore keep us from doing 

the little things that make for pockets of God’s reign on earth 

nearby us and today.  For most of us, working in God’s field is 

shrub work, and such work is beautiful and impacting but rarely 

leads to much in the way of notoriety. Mostly the work in the 

Kingdom is shrub work that carries within it, if we have eyes to 

see and hearts to know, a mustard seed of vision for how God is 

working to bring about kingdom come. 

~~~~~~~~ 

In the StoryCorps collection of stories entitled Listening is an 

Act of Love, there is a simple, short reflection by a New York 

city bus driver named Ronald Ruiz that captures the importance 

and power of shrub work.  The everyday small moments of 

extending a hand of grace and love and respect are the seeds that 

blossom, in God’s good time, into the reign of God on earth.  

This story is told in the first person; the speaker is Ronald Ruiz, 

bus driver: 

I love my passengers.  I remember one woman in particular – a 

senior who had gotten on my bus.  She seemed completely lost.  

She said she was going to a restaurant on City Island Avenue.  

I could see she was confused.  There was just something about 

her.  She looked so elegant, but with a fur coat on a hot summer 
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day, so I said, “Are you okay?”  She said, “I’m fine, but I don’t 

know what restaurant I’m meeting my friends at.”  I said, “Get 

on.  Sit in the front.”  I asked a gentleman to get up so she 

could sit near me, and I said, “I’ll run in, and I’ll check each 

restaurant for you.”   

 So I checked the restaurants, and no luck, but at the very, 

very last restaurant on the left, I said, “ It’s got to be this one.  

Let me swing the bus around,” and I swung it around.  I said, 

“Don’t move. Let me make sure this is the place before you get 

out.”  It was a hot day, and she’s got a fur on. She could pass 

out.  So I said, “Stay here, sweetie.  It’s nice and cool in 

here.”  I went in and I said, “There’s a lady in the bus, and 

she’s not sure of the restaurant,” and I saw a whole bunch of 

seniors there, and they said, “Oh, that’s her!” 

 I ran back to the bus and I said, “Sweetie, your restaurant 

is right here.”  I said, “Let me kneel the bus.”  Kneeling the 

bus means I bring it closer to the ground so she gets off easier.  

And I said, “Don’t move.”  I remember my right hand grabbed 

her right hand.  I wanted to make her feel special, like it was a 

limousine.  It was a bus, but I wanted to make her feel like it 

was a limousine.  And she said, “I’ve been diagnosed with 

cancer – but today is the best day of my life.”   

 And I never forgot that woman. (Weeping.) She’s 

diagnosed with cancer, and just because I helped her off the 

bus, she said she felt like Cinderella.  Can’t get better than 

that.  And doing your job and getting paid to do a job where 

you can do something special like that?  It’s pretty awesome. 

– From Listening is An Act of Love, pages 86-87; recorded in New York City on July 28

  ~~~~~~~~ 

  Ronald Ruiz is doing shrub work. One of the 36? 



 7

He was sowing small seeds of kindness and respect. 

He thought it was pretty awesome. 

I don’t know for sure, but I’d say –  

God thinks its awesome, too! 


