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November is mission month. Help us
celebrate what God is doing in the
world and how God calls us to share
the good news with others. Here

are some tools to plan a Mission
Sunday celebration. We hope you'll
find them helpful.

Mark 4:1-32 and Luke 15:3-32

Written by Sandy Miller, inspired in
conversation with Mauricio Chenlo on
what planting a peace church in the
U.S. looks like. Sandy Miller is director
of Church Relations and Mauricio
Chenlo is minister of church planting at
Mennonite Mission Network.

SEEKING =
KINGDOM

WHO IS CALLED?

This year, join us for several Sundays to reflect on what it means to seek
God’s kingdom on earth as it is in heaven.

We can see God at work everywhere: in the beauty of a community
garden or in the welcome of a stranger. Because of that, our role as missional
leaders is to invite the Holy Spirit to help us discern where and what God is
calling us to—individually and as faith communities.

To find what God is calling us to, let’s return to Jesus’ teachings. After all,
Anabaptists believe that Jesus is the center of our faith. The motivation for
what we do. Not politics. Not morals. Jesus.

So what is Jesus calling us to?

New Testament scholars believe that Mark’s Gospel was a source for both
Matthew’s and Luke’s writings. That’s why the same parables with slight
variations are included in different Gospels. The parables are part of an oral
history among followers of Jesus and new Jesus-believing communities, long
before they were written down. In the earliest church—from Aramaic-speaking
communities of Galilee into the Greek-speaking worlds of the Mediterranean—
the early Christian apostles preached the gospel message they had heard.

The Gospel writers Mark, Matthew, and Luke shaped the ways the
parables were told and interpreted for a specific audience. We are going to
look at just five of the 24 parables that can be found in the Gospels. A table
of parallel versions of the 24 parables of Jesus can be found at http://ww3.
haverford.edu/religion/courses/301F09/Parable %20Table.htm.

When Jesus taught through parables, he used everyday examples with a
twist. The point of the parable often lies in the reversal or twist of the story.
It challenges the reader to imagine a new reality of the kingdom of God.
Jesus’ parables include elements of clarity and hiddenness. To the listeners
who did not know Jesus as the Messiah, the parable is a story of farming. To
those who know Jesus as Lord and Savior, it is so much more.

The parables were relevant to all cultures and people that the Gospel writers
were teaching and preaching to. Today, these parables are still relevant for us.



Worship resources

Scripture
Mark 4:1-32, Luke 15:3-32

Parallel versions of the parables of Jesus

The sower Matthew Mark 4:1-20 Luke 8:5-15
13:3-23
Matthew Mark 4:30-32 | Luke 13:18-19
The mustard seed 13:31-32
Matthew Luke 15:3-7
The lost sheep 1812-14
The lost coin Luke 15:8-10
The prodigal son Luke 15:11-32

Sermon starters

The Sower

Mark 4:1-20

In the Gospel of Mark, the parable of the sower begins
and ends with the word “listen.”

It is common thought that this parable encourages
believers who have already accepted the word of God
to nourish their faith to grow. It also explains why some
people fail to respond or become mature Christians.

At first, the focus is on the sower, but then turns
quickly to the seed. As Christians we are quick to identify
the sower as Jesus and the seed with those of us who hear
his preaching and believe. If we review the verses prior
to this parable, Mark 4:31-35, we see Jesus pointing to
those who are seated in the circle and stating that they are
his mother, his sisters, and brothers. Do these verses have
anything to say about the farmer?

If we understand Jesus to be the sower, and consider
the prior conversation about who are his brothers and
sisters, we can also reason that Jesus is asking who is
going to do the work with him. Most scholars would
agree that farmers in that day would have had access to
some form of a plow. They likely understood that there
was work for the sowers to do in preparing the field to
be ready to receive the seed. Given the ratio of good soil
and the seeds, the harvest identified in verse 20 remains
surprisingly abundant.

After speaking publicly, Jesus has a word with just
his disciples in Mark 4:10-12. We may not consider this
important, and yet, we can assume that public instruction
only goes so far. The element of private instruction is also
important in how Jesus taught both the crowds and the
disciples. I think this parable says a good bit about where to
spread the seed and how important it is to prepare the soil.

The Mustard Seed

Mark 4:30-32

Here the kingdom of God is referred to in small seeds,
and growth is not dependent on the sower. No matter
what the sower is doing during the growing season,
growth happens. When the grain is ripe, the sower is
quickly back to work to harvest the grain. This is an
important word to anyone involved in leadership or
ministry. We do not bring the growth; God does. We also
may not see the growth, but we are still called to prepare
the soil and plant the seed.

Think of the mustard seed when it grows into a tree.
Scripture in Mark says the tree will house birds and
provide shade. If you look at a picture of a mustard tree,
you will often notice that it does not grow straight and
tall, but rather is broad and bushy. It often appears that
the branches are tangled with leaves that go every which
way. If having faith like a mustard seed is enough, what
does having faith like a mustard tree look like?

When faith grows, God is working in individuals; and
in the analogy of leaders as farmers, we better be ready to
continue the important work of harvest and instruction.

Consider

e Who are the people called to be sowers?

e  What does it look like to do the work of planting?

¢ How do we identify the soil? Or know when the soil is
ready for planting?

e  What is it we are planting?

e Who is responsible for the growth?

e What does faith look like? Could it be that faith is

messy? What examples of a messy faith do you know of?

The Lost Sheep, The Lost Coin

Luke 15:3-10

While it is common for the church today to call Jesus
our Good Shepherd, the context in which these parables
were being told had a very different view of shepherds.
Shepherds in the first century were primarily known as
shiftless, thieving, trespassing people. By Rabbis in that
day, shepherds were listed among the despised trades
right along with camel drivers, sailors, gamblers with
dice, dyers, and tax collectors.

This parable challenges the role of leaders who at
times did not have the best interest of the flock in mind.
The religious leaders in that day were quick to point out
who the outcasts were and to designate people as sinners.
The Rabbis knew “those people” as outcasts and sinners,
and that they would not be included in the kingdom. The
Pharisees knew that “those people” broke the moral laws
and that they did not maintain the ritual purity that they
themselves practiced. Here is the scandal of it all: Jesus
received such outcasts, shared meals with them, and even



hosted them, showing love and forgiveness that challenged
the religious leaders and threatened their status quo.

This parable is an image of Jesus as a loving and
caring good shepherd, our shepherd. A “good” shepherd
would have been a twist in concept for the Pharisees and
religious leaders in that day. Was Jesus comparing them to
the outcasts and sinners? Jesus is the good shepherd, and
as believers we are called to do as Jesus did. And just who
is called to search for the lost?

The silver coin focuses more on what our priorities
are. The silver coin was probably a day’s wages, so not a
great deal of money, but still so important to the woman.
Even though she still had nine silver coins, she searches
the house thoroughly to find what was lost.

Finding the lost seems to stir something inside people. In
both parables after finding the lost, there is a sharing of the
story and a celebration happens. Jesus even said that there is
rejoicing for the angels of God when the lost is found.

Neither parable mentions what humans do regarding
repentance, but rather focuses on what the righteous must
do when the lost is found. Heaven rejoices in finding
the lost in all circumstances. Don’t miss the reality that
finding the lost is reason for great rejoicing!

Consider

e Who are the outcasts or sinners of today?

e Who is responsible for looking for the lost? For
reaching out?

e  What is the role of the church when the lost are
found?

e What does celebration look like?

The Prodigal Son
Luke 15:11-32
This story focuses on the relationship of the father and
the two sons, and we see the two brothers through the
father’s eyes.

The son who took an early inheritance comes to
understand his dilemma when he is at his lowest. He
is without money or possessions and realizes that he
is worse off than the hired hands on his father’s farm.
Squandering his inheritance that he received from his
father is a sin against his father. So, he returns home not
expecting to be reinstated as a son, but as a hired hand.
It’s a hard lesson to recognize that inheritance without
relationship is not all that great.

When the son arrives home, he sees that his father
has been waiting and watching for him to return. He
is greeted with mercy and treated with love and given
possessions and a celebration that he did not deserve. The
entire household is called upon to celebrate his return.

The second son, who has been faithfully by his father’s
side the whole time, is understandably angry. We can

reason that if the younger’s son’s inheritance was already
given to him, the possessions his father now has would
one day belong to the older son. I can understand why
the older son felt that his father was squandering his
inheritance on his younger brother. Isn’t it human nature
to want what is rightly ours to have?

This parable is complex and full of layers. It’s about
individualism and materialism. It’s about relationships. In
the end, it is the story of a father who once again has two
sons at home. Relationships are reconciled with the father,
although it is unclear what will happen to the brothers. We
understand that the father, waiting and watching, is God.

At times in our lives we can imagine ourselves as one
or the other son. Things seem fair and right when we
have enough food or clothes for our family. Or if all our
families get along. But what about the other family? Do
we care and celebrate when we see reconciliation? Do
we throw a party for our neighbors when their son or
daughter who was lost comes home? The good news of
hope for the world today is that no one is excluded from
God’s grace! God desires reconciliation to all people and
is eagerly watching for children to come home. Can we
celebrate the entire family of God? How willing are we to
offer forgiveness and grace to others?

Consider

e  What does coming to oneself require?

e Do we build relationships based on money, merit, or
mercy?

e Does reconciliation with God require reconciliation
with each other?

e What does reconciliation look like?

e As a believer, what do we understand our inheritance
to be?

Children’s story: Listening for God

The following story comes from our Botswana mission bank
materials. To find accompanying activities and stories, visit
www.MennoniteMission.net/BotswanaMissionBank.

In the capital of Botswana (called Gaborone), there’s a
neighborhood called Bontleng. A long time ago, it had a
playground with swings and shiny new slides. But with
time, the swings and slides broke. It became unsafe to
play in or pass by.

The people of Bontleng wanted to clean up the space.
Together with mission workers, they formed a plan. They
would use recycled materials to build spaces to garden,
gather, and play sports.

Before the first brick was laid, the group prayed for
God’s blessing. They knew if they wanted to rebuild
the park, they would need God’s help. They didn’t get



a verbal answer, but they were reminded of the battle
of Jericho. That’s when Joshua led God’s people to the
Promised Land.

Like Joshua, they decided to walk and pray around
the park, every day for seven days. And they listened for
God’s blessing.

On the second day they walked around the park, a
boy came along. They talked about their hopes for the
park. The boy joined them to walk and pray. Soon, the
mission worker realized that he didn’t know the name
of his new friend. “Surely it was a common name like
Thabo, Kagiso or Lesego,” said the mission worker. “But
rather, it was a name we had never heard in Botswana
before or since.”

“My name is Joshua,” the boy said. And with that, the
group knew they had God’s blessing to rebuild the park.

Questions for discussion

e The title of the story is “Listening for God.” God
talks to us in many ways if we are ready to listen. In
the Bible and in the story you just read, how did God
talk to people? What are other ways that God spoke
to people in the Bible?

e If God has no physical mouth, how do you think God
speaks to us?

¢ Sometimes God talks loud and clear. Other times, it’s
very quiet and easy to miss. Think about some things
that God is calling you to do. Would anyone like to
share with the group?

Prayer

Jesus, thank you for speaking to us. Open our hearts.
Open our minds so that we’re ready to listen and follow
you. Amen.

Mennonite Mission Network supports a variety of
ministries in Botswana. One of the primary ways that
mission happens is by sharing the good news of Jesus
through friendships and loving our neighbors. In
Botswana, this happens by working with children and
youth through sports activities. Giving children a clean,
safe place to play is very important and something
everyone can help provide. Gifts will fund the Botswana
ministry, including coaching, organizing events,
equipment, and clean water.

www.MennoniteMission.net
1-866-866-2872

Key

HWB = Hymmnal: A Worship Book
S] = Sing the Journey

SS = Sing the Story

Worship songs

“Far, far away from my loving father” HWB 139
“The kingdom of God” HWB 224

“You are salt for the earth” HWB 226
“Here I am, Lord” HWB 395

“Santo, Santo, Santo” HWB 400

“We are people of God’s peace” HWB 407
“Seed, scattered and sown” HWB 454
“Come, thou fount” HWB 521

“Ah, what shame I have to bear” HWB 531
“You’ve got a place” SJ 4

“Cantai ao Senhor” SJ 12

“God of the Bible” SJ 27

“Listen, God is calling” SJ 42

“How can we be silent” SJ 61

“Lord, you give the great commission” SJ 63
“You walk along our shoreline” SJ 99
“Jesus, be the center” SS 31

“Firstborn of Mary” SS 37

“When Jesus worked here on earth” SS 38
“Abre mis ojos” SS 65

“Jesus has done so much for me” SS 95

Worship readings and prayers

Hymmnal: A Worship Book: 659, 666, 676, 683, 693,
699, 711, 721, 735, 764

Sing the Journey: 122, 130, 132, 139, 142, 156, 167

Sing the Story: 141, 145, 150, 152, 162, 176, 194

Did you know?

e $25 buys enough seed for a small community garden
to provide fresh produce.

e $50 buys three soccer balls for girls and boys to use
for practice and games.

e $100 helps support teachers and coaches from the
community.

Gift designation

All gifts to support ministries in Botswana should be sent

to Mennonite Mission Network, PO Box 370, Elkhart, IN
46515-0370. Please indicate that the funds are for “Mission
Bank-Botswana” or “Project #1814.”
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