     
  


       Picture Thinking




           Mark 4:26-34


I am increasingly curious about the scientific discoveries and theories of  Einstein.

So I have been reading and studying, taking notes even, in books like Stephen Hawking’s A Briefer History of Time and another recent book, Einstein’s Cosmos. I’ll tell you when I have figured it all out!……

I have solved one partial mystery though! During my sabbatical in 2005, I read that “Einstein imagined his theories before he actually worked them out mathematically.” I had a generalized notion of what that meant, but now I think I understand it concretely:


 Einstein was a picture thinker! And so he came up with these pictures—or visual scenarios you might call them to help him learn things about the way the universe really

works. For instance, he imagined a scene like this:


A person on a train, traveling 90 miles per hour, is playing ping pong with another passenger, and hits a ping pong ball to that person at a speed of 10 miles per hour. You can imagine doing that, right? To you, the ping pong ball you have just hit to your playing partner is traveling at a speed of 10 miles per hour—not too fast. A soft shot just over the

net!!  But to a person standing on the railroad station platform, who can see you, in your train car, hit  the ping pong ball to your playing partner— that ping pong ball!—is traveling 100 miles per hour—the speed of the ball, 10 mph, plus the speed of the train, 90 mph. It’s going really fast! But to you, it’s a 10 mph soft shot !

With this picture, Einstein began to imagine the theory of relativity which involves, in one part, the idea that speed is not absolute. In this case, speed is relative to whether you are positioned on the train or on the platform. 

In a similar way, we appear to be traveling through our day on earth at a relatively slow pace, the time it takes the sun to move from the eastern horizon to the western horizon. Actually, we usually feel we are standing still. From our observation point,

we are practically standing still. But to someone out in space, we are traveling 20 miles per second, or 1200 miles a minute or 72,000 miles per hour. Pretty fast, huh? And I thought I was standing still! So speed is relative!

Einstein then imagined the same ping pong player on the moving  train tossing the ball straight up in the air and then catching it. To this person, the ball went up and came right back down. Again, though, out on the platform, the observer, watching the same ball being tossed up in the air on the moving train, sees it travel forward 40 feet. With this picture, Einstein began to imagine the theory of relativity which involves  the idea that space is not absolute. It’s relative to where you are. 
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Like Einstein, a lot of us are picture learners. We’re visual learners! 

Einstein just worked at it with persistent focus! 


Now a lot of us are auditory learners! We learn by listening, by hearing! Either way of learning is quite valid! And quite necessary! We can and do learn in both ways! 


In fact, if there were two words we could put in front of all of Jesus’ teachings and sermons and lessons, they would be:


LOOK!…………….AND LISTEN!


 LOOK!—AT THE BIRDS OF THE AIR! 

LOOK!—AT THE LILIES OF THE FIELD!
           LISTEN! A SOWER WENT OUT TO SOW!

HEAR, O ISRAEL, THE LORD OUR GOD IS ONE!

Picture learning!

Auditory learning!


We learn both ways!......Jesus taught both ways. For instance, Jesus created a picture
of corn seeds being scattered on the ground; and within themselves, these seeds contained all the possibility and all the potential of growing into a 8 foot tall stalks of corn with many

ears and many more kernels by which animals and people may be fed. 


“The earth produces of itself,” Jesus’ parable goes on, “ first the blade, then the

ear, then the full grain in the ear.”

A picture parable for picture learners!     A picture of what?


It might help you to know that this first parable in the pair we are considering today is traditionally called “The Parable of the Seed Growing Secretly” 


And since the corn seed growing is a picture, and Jesus did not mean it to be a picture for a lesson on farming, but instead a spiritual lesson, it suggests that there is a secret of spiritual growth in human beings! 

What is that secret of spiritual growth—according to this picture parable? The parable suggests that the secret lies deep within ourselves! It lies deep within—in that spiritual dimension that we call soul!
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And what is soul? Good question!

I picture soul! I picture soul as an inner realm or inner space! Now, that’s just me! 
Other people sing soul! Or they play soul out on a musical instrument!

Some people paint soul into existence! 
Some pray soul into active existence! Some action soul into vivid reality!
But I picture soul! I imagine soul!
I picture soul as: The inner realm where we forgive!
I picture the soul as: The inner kingdom where we are generous with love!
It’s The inner YOU and the inner ME where our courage—amidst the very worst that happens to us—voices prayers that still seek the very best coming out of us!

Soul is the realm where our capacity for self giving love grows or does not grow! 

Soul is the space within where self sharing love grows or does not grow! 


Soul is where self-loving love— self sacrificing love!— God-loving love

grow or—do not grow!


Like the moon, soul may wax into a lovely and grace filled spiritual body or may wane into hardly anything at all!


But the secret to soul’s growth, as suggested in this parable of Jesus’—lies within us individually and collectively.

“The earth produces of itself, first the blade, then the ear, then the full grain in the ear.”

  Now to the next picture! Maybe Jesus’ listeners didn’t get the first picture. Or maybe they did get it and Jesus saw that they wanted to learn more. So Jesus created another picture: “The Kingdom of God is like a grain of mustard seed, which, when sown in the ground, is the smallest of all the seeds….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 aircan make nests in its shade.”


Now there is a lovely picture upon which to meditate! Here is a vivid image of how the sovereignty of God, or the rule of God, or the Kingdom of God—might come about in a situation or in a person or in a relationship—or in circumstances in the world at large! 
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But before developing an interpretation of this parable, let me give you a little

background: The mustard plant in Israel is very different from the one we grow in North

America. And although there are smaller seeds there, the cypress tree for example,

it was a proverbial, colloquial saying amongst ancient Jews to talk about the mustard

seed as an image of smallness. And the mustard seed does grow into a very large shrub,

often more 7 feet tall up to 12 feet tall, and it was not uncommon to see these large bushes

surrounded by a cloud of birds!—because the birds love the little, black seeds of the mustard tree and will land there in droves to feast on them.


I think Jesus made up this picture about the way the Kingdom of God works—like Einstein made up his pictures of the way the physical universe works. 


And what is suggested in this picture is that God’s realm comes into existence—and grows!— by virtue of people acting on a little bit of faith. 

A little faith!—no bigger than a mustard seed—is all it takes! 

A little faith!—the inch by inch kind of faith!—will make the garden grow!
A little faith!—the row by row hoeing kind of faith!—will make the Kingdom grow.

  Suppose you come just a little bit closer to God today!

  Suppose you come just a little closer to people you are praying for!
       What if, today, you came a little closer to the people you are praying with and 

singing with and worshipping with!

  What if you come a little closer to your own soul!

  Act on a little faith, and faith will be given you!

        As the great Scottish Presbyterian Bible Commentator, William Barclay, 
once observed: “The Kingdom of God starts from the smallest of beginnings, 
but no one knows where it will end and along the way, many will be drawn 
into its sheltering branches and shade.”
 
Let me conclude rapidly now by referring back to a concept we learned on
Pentecost Sunday, the concept of Dayeinu—It would have been enough! It would have been enough if Jesus had only given us the Parable of the Seed Growing Secretly! But look!—and Listen! Jesus also gave us the Parable of The Mustard Seed!  Dayeinu!  Amen!

Rev. Scott Myers, Pastor

Westport Presbyterian Church




Secrets of Spiritual Growth
1. The message of the parables is that we can learn  about spiritual growth—how to grow spiritually—from Jesus  Christ—by reading the gospels, reading his words & attempting to reproduce his works in our own personal & congregational ministries. 



Christ gives us visible evidence of an invisible God!

a. Main lesson of the 1st parable is that the secret  of our spiritual growth lies deep within ourselves  and ultimately comes about as a result of our exposure to God.

· One secret of spiritual growth is to expose  yourself to the spiritual realm, and then  unconsciously, you will grow spiritually. 




Mention visit with engaged couple…”Something out there…God only in church”
· Consider Moses as an example of “What a person exposes him or herself to brings  about unconscious spiritual growth. 

Moses got out of the grandstand and jumped into the arena!




b. Main lesson of the parable of the mustard seed is that we have to begin with a little faith, and  then just act on that little bit of  faith, which means to act as if this thing that’s important to you and to the world will come to pass, no matter how inconsequential it seems to be right now. 

· Westport Center for the Arts
· School Reform group

2. Always remember that a critical secret of spiritual growth 

     is to pray and pray often.  Value of memorized prayers!
23rd Psalm!    Lord’s Prayer!   Jesus’ prayer on the cross!

121st Psalm!   “Consider the lilies of the field…birds of the air…



LET GOD SPEAK TO YOU!  YOU ADDRESS GOD!

     Purposes of Prayer:  Come closer to God!





    Come closer to people you are praying for!





    Come closer to your own soul/true inner self!

CLOSING STORY:   Father’s Day story: Whatever your experience of fatherhood,

your relationship with that man, whether for better or for worse, or both, represents an opportunity for or an obstacle to spiritual growth, e.g. Maybe I didn’t have a great father, but I can be a great father and I can forgive the part of my father that was not so great….same with mother……




Sunday School Class

1. What is spiritual?



Has to do with soul……but what is soul……???

Define soul:   Soul is:



· That inner realm where we forgive!

· That inner realm where we are generous with love

· That inner realm where we our courage says its prayers

· The realm of self giving, self sharing, self sacrificing love

         ………….so given that…………..what is spiritual?????  You tell me…..

3. What is religion?



Has to do with the way in which we recall, re-enact, reproduce



individually and collectively, our experiences of the sacred, our



our experiences of God, and the individual and collective experiences of our 



ancestors…..all the way back to Jesus and from there all the way back to Moses



and Abraham….and so on…..



If the spiritual could be defined as the raw data of our spiritual

experiences, the religious is the connecting together and collating and

interpreting and collecting and finding the relationships in and common themes

of the raw data. 



e.g. Jesus, on being baptized, seeing a dove descend from heaven and

hearing a voice, “Thou art my beloved Son.” is a spiritual experience, a mystical

experience even. Our reproducing that through the ritual of baptism is religion!


Hopefully, we will have our own spiritual experiences through



participating in the ritual of baptism, thus completing the circle



by taking us into some elements of the experience Jesus originally had!



It’s the same with the resurrection!   Jesus had a spiritual experience!

 He epitomizes, with respect to the concept of eternal life and the living of the

eternal life in this life, what the doctor said in An Enemy of the People: “Before

many people can know something, one person must know it.”—that eternal life

is available….and immediately available…because it’s a quality of living or a

life energy….that does live forever.



So let’s look at an artist trying to represent the resurrection through



sculpture!   Show: Grandlund’s resurrection (Note theme of “Flight”)



Then show Wesley’s interpretation, with Jesus in it! 



And then just with the women! 

