
1 
 

The defiance and subterfuge of baptism and the mustard seed – A 
homily for Trinity II 

Mark 4:26-34 

Very shortly, we will all be witnesses to an act of defiance and 

subterfuge, or, better, collaborators in it. Surrounded by his parents, 

brother, sister, godparents, family, their friends and all of us, Toby will 

be baptized in our font. But why call this an act of defiance? Well, 

baptism is first of all an occasion of joy and hope. Outrageously so. In 

these uncertain times, we are all hyperaware of the fragility of our 

existence, the magnitude of threats that face us, and how solutions 

often seem beyond our reach. When the challenges are this big, surely 

it is outrageous to say salvation lies in an ancient but simple ritual 

whereby water is poured over a child’s head. Yet this is what we in the 

Church do say, defiantly, before all the forces of negativity and chaos. 

By this act, we declare just how much Toby matters, how irreplaceably 

valuable he is, how much he is loved, how much we want his joy, how 

much joy he gives without knowing. Indeed, we indicate just how 

much any person matters. Whoever and whatever they are, theirs is a 

value beyond measure. To do this, precisely in a world that is often 

overwhelming and frightening, is one of the most personal yet 

universally significant things we do as human beings capable of love. 

For when we love another person, when we care for them with the 

same dedication as parents love their child, we also fear for them to 

the point of aching. Yet there can be no option to deny our love or 
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their value. Rather we take a stand. We make scandalous claims, that 

we will never stop loving them. But how can we get away with this? 

However deeply we may feel these things, however defiantly, surely, 

as mortal, fallible beings, what we are saying is impossible?  

This is where the subterfuge of baptism comes into play. For, from a 

purely worldly perspective our claims do come to nothing. However 

ardently we believe them, we cannot make them true. But God can. 

And God does. In baptism, the same God who calls all things into being 

and affirms the immeasurable value of each person as made in God’s 

image, makes true the outrageous defiance of human love. Only, by 

making use of nothing more than water, human words and symbol, 

God does this in a way that confounds the expectations of a world that 

prizes shows of power and strength.  

We see this at play in the second parable in our Gospel today. Jesus 

compares God’s active presence to a mustard seed which, in blatantly 

exaggerated language, he calls the smallest of all the seeds on the 

earth that grows into the greatest of shrubs in which birds shade and 

build their nests. Whether Jesus is correct about the sizes of seeds and 

shrubs is beside the point. The mustard seed declares that God, who 

is greater than anything we can imagine, does not redeem and 

transform the world by displays of sheer power. Rather, God always 

begins to act in our lives in the smallest and most hidden ways, in ways 

that seem insignificant even futile. 
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Such divine subterfuge is revealed most fully in Jesus himself. For in 

Jesus, God comes to dwell amongst us as one of us, born a tiny baby, 

dependent on others. His earthly life was, by worldly standards, 

insignificant, albeit marked by costly love for God and others. For this 

he suffered, was condemned, abandoned by his friends, and died a 

shameful death on a cross. And yet by his resurrection to new life, 

Jesus declares the victory of love's hidden way over death, a love in 

which no-one is forgotten, all are valued. 

In Jesus, God pours out the endless depth of divine love in so many 

small ways so that all who wish may receive the gift of a humanity fully 

restored to itself in God. We encounter this foremost in the concrete 

life of the Church. In the waters of baptism, we become seeds watered 

by Christ’s Spirit. We are planted in Christ, united to his dying and 

rising to new life, and enabled to sow the seeds of divine love in all we 

do. In the Eucharist, we are empowered in this hidden way of love by 

being nourished by Christ’s hidden presence in bread and wine 

transformed and in our communion with others who are as fallible yet 

irreplaceable as ourselves. In Scripture, human words become 

vehicles of God’s word to us. In our deepest sighs, the Spirit prays in 

us. And, as Jesus says elsewhere in the Gospels, if we but have faith 

the size of a mustard seed, we will move mountains (Matt. 17:20). 

All these tiny ways of grace shape us to see how the divine is at work 

in our lives. None of this denies the importance of coordinated 
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responses to pressing global issues. But the fulfilment of our humanity 

can never be simply about large scale solutions imposed upon us once 

and for all. What fulfils us must be small enough to be sown and take 

root in the soil of our freedom, become part of what guides our 

thoughts and actions, and fill out every aspect of our lives in a way 

that transforms us through acts of self-giving that burn away what is 

selfish in us with all the fiery potency of mustard. In fact, this is how 

God collaborates with us, transforming all our small acts of kindness, 

generosity, truthfulness, faithfulness, forgiveness and celebration into 

something far greater than we can imagine and create ourselves: a 

sustainable ecology of love that celebrates the value of each person; 

a hidden network of branches upon which human beings can build 

nests together in the shade of God’s presence and help foster a world 

characterised finally by joy and hope, not despair. 

One of the most powerful yet ordinary ways we see the greatness of 

God’s love made flesh in the smallness of our humanity is the gift a 

tiny child. Today we see it especially in the gift of Toby. And in the way 

he is embraced with fearless tenderness by the love of his family who 

nurture him with a myriad hidden acts of love so that he may grow 

into the full stature of the person he is in God’s eyes. Toby, together 

with your family and on behalf of all God’s people, we welcome you 

with God’s death-defying love, now and, outrageously, forevermore. 


