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Diagnosis: Faith  
Sunday, Third Sunday after Pentecost, Year B 

Ezekiel 17:22-24; 2 Corinthians 5:1-17; Mark 4:26–34 
June 13, 2021 

Grace, mercy and peace to you from God our Father and our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ.  Amen. 

Many of you know that I had been diagnosed many years ago with a condition that has 

challenged me in many ways.  In fact, one time while I was in the office of one of my professors, 

during my fourth year at seminary, he told me, “Clif, I’m not telling you that you can’t be a 

pastor.  I’m just saying that it will be very difficult for you.” 

I’ve often thought, “Why couldn’t we have had this pep talk during my first year at 

seminary.  Why wait until my fourth year to tell me I may be a miserable failure? Perhaps I could 

have picked a different vocation.  A different ministry. Or, something.” 

It is also because of this condition that I have such beautiful, wavy, luscious, luxurious hair on my 

head.  Actually, I used to.   My hair was most definitely something I had taken pride in.   I had 

90’s version of the Elvis Presley doo… or whatever you would call it. 

Instead, it caused me to lose much of my hair.  I went through a period of extreme weight loss, as 

I could not keep food down.  I would eat once a day, and would most likely not be able to keep it 

down.  It was miserable. 

What was this terrible, miserable, dreadful ailment?  Cancer?   No, thankfully. 

It wasn’t even a physical disease.  It was a mental one.  It was, basically, fear.  Irrational fear.   My 

diagnosis was Social Anxiety, or, at the time it was known as Social Phobia…. Literally ‘social fear’.  

And, the person who diagnosed me, while I was teenager, said that it was the most extreme case 

he had seen.  “Yay, me!” 
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The National Institute of Mental Health defines Social Anxiety this way, “Social anxiety disorder 

(formerly social phobia) is characterized by persistent fear of one or more social or performance 

situations in which the person is exposed to unfamiliar people or to possible scrutiny by others. 

The individual fears that he or she will act in a way (or show anxiety symptoms) that will be 

embarrassing and humiliating.” 

Why tell you all of this?  Mostly, I just want you to feel sorry for me… just kidding.  I 

mention it because, I think it is important for us to share each other’s burdens.  We can’t share 

them, if we don’t know about them.  But, mostly it is because it is one of my most intimate 

experiences with chronic, irrational, debilitating fear. 

I have been through counseling.  I’ve been on medication.   I’ve come along way, but there 

are certainly times when that fear grows stronger. 

As Christians, we are not immune to fear.  Even whole congregations can be debilitated by 

fear.  Whether it is an anxiety disorder, a fear of snakes or spiders, or a fear of losing your job, 

being in financial crisis, of losing your independence, of being alone, or from some trauma in your 

past.   Fear can be rational, or, like me, irrational.   Either way, the fear is real and it cripples you. 

Being afraid, or having fear, does not make you less of a Christian.  It simply makes you 

human.  This world is full of things to be afraid of.  You know, things like sin, death and the devil.  

If those things have never caused you fear, you may need to recheck your humanity. 

Standing in front of you as your pastor is always nerve wracking and humbling. 

I think that is a healthy fear.  It causes me to be diligent in what I do.  I’ve been told by 

people who have known my secret fear, that they couldn’t tell it.  To that, I simply say, “God be 

praised!” I’m glad the Gospel is proclaimed boldly and received that way.  That is truly the work of 
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God the Holy Spirit.  And, this is exactly what I pray for when I kneel at the altar before preaching 

each Sunday.  God is faithful.   He hides my fear, so that His Word may be proclaimed.   

I say this to glorify God.  He uses a fearful vessel to serve His people. 

And, if He can use this broken and crushed vessel, then He can use anyone here to spread 

the Gospel. 

We are to be sowers of the seed.  We do not make it grow.  In fact, if we try too hard to 

make a plant grow, we are very likely to do something detrimental to that plant.  Those who have 

a green thumb simply know that the plant grows if it just has what it needs.  Sun, water, soil, 

nutrients.  And the plant will grow. 

Those of us who are brown thumbs, think that the plant is totally dependent on us.  If it 

wasn’t for me the plant will die.  The funny thing is, it usually will die because of our fretting and 

fear of its demise.  Too much or too little sunlight.  Too much or too little water.  Fertilizer, which 

is a good thing and provides nutrients to a plant, will kill a plant.  We can love the plant to death. 

The same is true with the Gospel.  It does not depend on you, or me, or this congregation, or 

The Lutheran Church – Missouri Synod.  The seed, if planted, will grow.  It doesn’t need our 

manipulation.   

Yet, in our fear, we often overcompensate.  

The Greek gives us a really important word in this text.  It says, when the sower plants the 

seed it sprouts and grows.  He doesn’t know how, it does it itself.  The word for “itself” is the 

Greek word “αὐτομάτη” which is simply transliterated into English as ‘automatic’. 

Plant the seed and it is automatic.  Some seed will sprout and grow.  Some will not.  Some 

will sprout, but not grow.  Some will sprout and grow, but will not bear the fruit of faith. 
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But, once the fruit of faith is produced, then the harvest happens. 

For the plants all around us in this world, God provides the sunlight, the water, the nutrients 

they need.  They don’t necessarily need our help to grow.  It is, from our perspective, automatic. 

It is funny how Ezekiel describes this same process this morning.  It says God Himself will 

take a sprig from the top of a cedar, plant it and it will grow, produce fruit and be a strong cedar 

that will protect all kinds of birds. 

All the other trees will look to it, not because the tree did anything great, but because God 

did all the growing. 

The tree dips into what God has so graciously provided and grows strong.  So much so, that 

all the other trees look at it and recognize it as a tree of God. 

What is funny is that, this is not how trees are planted, especially cedars.  You can’t just 

plant a twig and expect it take root and grow.  That’s not how it works.  You need seed.  

Unless you are God;  the Creator, Redeemer and Sustainer of all things. 

Jesus, similarly, tells us of the mustard seed. 

Notice the contrasts that Jesus makes.  Calling the Mustard seed the smallest seed on earth, 

then how it becomes the largest plant in the garden. 

This is the power of God.  He take the least and does great things with it. A seed, a twig, a 

pastor, a teacher, a doctor, a gardener, a truck driver… When God is behind the work, watch out! 

Fifty years ago was the beginnings of this congregation.  A small group got together.   

Absorbed the nutrients that God provided in Word and Sacrament.  Basked in the glory of God’s 

love and forgiveness. And grew into this parish with a roof that shelters many birds and to whom 

many look and say there is the tree of God. 
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A tree that, itself, is sheltered by the tree of God, as it sits in the shade and shadow of the 

cross of our Lord. 

Let’s face it, that is the fount and source of our faith, the source of the seed that we sow, the 

purpose of our very being. 

Friends, often we stand in the shadow of our own fears, whether rational or irrational, known 

or unknown, real or imagined.  Those fears often rule over us.  And, we cower in the darkness they 

provide. 

The cross doesn’t provide darkness, but shelter.   Not gloom, but glory.  Not despair, but 

safety. 

So, encourage one another.  Encourage your pastor, take time to ask one another how you 

can pray for each other, stay rooted in God’s Word and Sacraments,  these are some of the things 

given to us by our God to nurture us, strengthen our faith, and to drive away fear. 

As St. John writes, “There is no fear in love, but perfect love casts out fear” (1 John 4:18). 

No matter what happens in our world, or even to our church building, or to us, God has it 

under control.  Trust Him.  He planted the seed.  The tree of His cross sprouted and will shelter us, 

even when this world continues driving us toward darkness and fear. 

Now may the peace that passes all understanding, guard  your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.  

Amen. 

 


