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Sunday 11 B (2)         16th/17th June, 2018 
 

Small Beginnings, Great Ends 
 

I suppose the expression we use which is rather like what Jesus says about 
the mustard seed in the Gospel today is “great oaks from little acorns grow”. 
The mystic, Mother Julian of Norwich, imagined the whole of creation 
contained in a tiny hazelnut, and, indeed, a small acorn contains all the 
potential to become a great, towering oak tree, and how all this comes about 
is something of a mystery and a miracle for us as it was for the people of 
Jesus’ time in spite of our breadth of scientific knowledge. As Jesus says in 
the Gospel:  

A man throws seed on the land. Night and day, while he sleeps, when he is 
awake, the seed is sprouting and growing; how, he does not know. Of its own 
accord the land produces first the shoot, then the ear, then the full grain in the 
ear. 

 
In a similar way we are often surprised at how some great and momentous 
event can begin from something very small and almost insignificant.  This 
week we commemorate a year since the Grenfell Tower catastrophe, the 
worst and most destructive fire, in terms of lives lost, that this country has 
suffered since the Second World War. That great conflagration started with 
a small electrical fire in someone’s freezer.  It recalls that other Great Fire 
of London which began with a few glowing embers from a baker’s oven in 
Pudding Lane. A tiny spark can start a vast and destructive forest fire, a 
small stone can precipitate a landslide and a cough can start an avalanche. 
 
The same is true of human history too. A small virus is said to have caused 
Napoleon to lose the Battle of Waterloo as the common cold muddled his 
thinking. The collapse of the whole of the communist block of Eastern 
Europe in 1989 was said to be have been sparked by a sermon preached by 
an unknown Protestant pastor in a remote Romanian village. 
 
On December 1st, 1955 a forty-two year old black woman boarded a bus in 
Montgomery, Alabama laden with heavy bags after a long day’s shopping. 
She went to a seat and sat down. This simple, insignificant event was to 
spark a revolution in the United States to change forever the status of black 
people as second-class citizens.  
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Up until that time the State of Alabama operated an apartheid system. 70% 
of the people using the buses were poor blacks, yet nearly all the seats on 
the bus were reserved for whites.  The blacks were allowed a few seats right 
at the back of the bus and buses frequently travelled with empty ‘white’ 
seats while the rear section was overcrowded with black people standing 
like sardines, unable to sit anywhere.  Moreover, they were obliged to board 
the bus at the front to buy a ticket from the driver, then get off the bus and 
walk to the back before getting on again in their cramped section.  Many 
times drivers thought it a great joke to drive away before they could get back 
on the bus and they were left stranded even though they had bought a ticket. 
This even happened to elderly people and pregnant women. 
 
On the occasion in question the lady, whose name was Rosa Parks, had got 
on and sat down in the black section. At the next stop some whites got on. 
The white section was full and the bus driver told Mrs Parks to give up her 
seat in the black section. She refused, not for any revolutionary reason but 
because, as she said, “I was just plain tired and my feet hurt”.  The driver 
called a policeman, Mrs Parks was arrested. For the black community who 
had endured generations of abuse, injustice and hateful discrimination, this 
was the last straw.  Mrs Parks simple refusal to give up her seat sparked a 
national uprising among the black population that launched the civil rights 
movement. After nearly a year of protests during which the black population 
boycotted the buses, the US Supreme Court struck down Alabama’s racist 
laws and the first victory for the civil rights movement was won.  It was to 
take a titanic struggle which still continues to this day, as we know, to begin 
to combat racial discrimination in the States. Rosa Parks died in 2005 at the 
age of 92. 
 
Sometimes a small, apparently insignificant action can cause a tsunami of 
reaction that can change the world. When Jesus began his preaching career 
he was just another prophet or holy man, but it soon became clear that he 
was different.  “Who can this man be?” People asked, “Here is a teaching 
that is new and with authority behind it”, and those who were most open to 
him believed he was the Messiah. From those small beginnings, the word of 
God was sown in peoples’ hearts and began to grow quietly and steadily 
until, after a couple of hundred years, the Church had grown to cover the 
Middle East, North Africa, Syria and parts of Europe around the 
Mediterranean. It continued to grow over the centuries through the work of 
missionaries and under the inspiration and guidance of the Holy Spirit, so 
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that today Christians are the largest religious group in the world, present in 
every country on the globe and embracing, at 2.2 billion followers, one third 
of the world’s population. 
 
Very often we begin to despair that the Christian faith which, admittedly, is 
heavily persecuted, is dying, but the statistics show that it is still growing 
worldwide even if, in the tired, jaded West, religious observance is 
declining. Jesus’ message in today’s Gospel is that we should not despair 
that the Church is dying but trust that, like the farmer’s seed, it is growing 
quietly underground  and will spring up and blossom again; it will have its 
revival even in the West since, at the centre of our hope is the fact of the 
resurrection promising the new life of Christ in every generation, and his 
own promise that he will be with his Church, “yes, until the end of time”. 


