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1 Samuel 15:34-16:13 

Mark 4:26-34 

 

“A Cinderella Story” 

 

 Everyone loves a Cinderella story.  When March comes around each year, many 

Americans including myself turn at least some of their attention to March Madness, the 

college basketball tournament that starts with 64 teams and over the course of a few 

weeks crowns one team the champion.  While statistics show that the winner is almost 

always one of the top seeds, those of us fans still can’t help but root for the underdog; 

we love a Cinderella story.  Even when it means our brackets get ruined, thousands of 

Americans yell at their televisions hoping for that small unknown school (usually from 

the Mid-West) to up-seat one of the top teams.  That’s how we’ve gotten to know names 

like Gonzaga and Valparaiso.  It’s why we watch movies like “Hoosiers.” 

 Nowadays, Cinderella is best known as one of the original Disney princesses, 

springing to stardom from Walt Disney’s 1950’s film.  The story has roots in an 1812 

Brothers’ Grimm fairytale, and a 1634 Italian story by Giambattista Basile that was 

reprised in 1697 by Charles Perrault.  There are even records of a version of Cinderella 

written in 7 B.C. about a Greek slave girl.  And from today’s reading in 1 Samuel, there 

are elements of the story even in the 10
th

 century B.C. when David, son of Jesse was 

anointed king of Israel.  Saul is ousted as king and Samuel is coming to Jesse to anoint 

one of his sons!  What an honor!  As much as we don’t favor our children, surely Jesse 
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knew which son would be best for the job.  So, Jesse gets his best son gussied up and 

ready for presentation, a proud father standing by his strongest, most handsome, bravest 

son: Eliab; the one with the best judgment, he’s good at making decisions, focused and 

confident.   

Here comes Samuel to anoint God’s next king.  But the son, Eliab, is not the one 

God has chosen.  Oh, well, just a slight error in judgment – Jesse primps son number 

two, Abinadab, who was probably a close second anyway, and presents him to Samuel – 

surely this is one whom God will chose to rule over Israel.  But Samuel shakes his head 

– sorry, but no, not him either.  Son after son after son – seven sons pass before Samuel, 

but sorry, no, God has chosen none of these.  “Are all your sons here?” asks Samuel.  

Well, the youngest, smallest, dirtiest, weakest one – well, he’s out working, tending 

sheep.  Maybe the glass slipper will fit his foot, Samuel postures.  Sure enough, God’s 

preference for the small, the weak, and the humble once again is made known and 

David is anointed king.  David is God’s chosen one.  This 10
th

 century B.C. Cinderella 

story reveals (again) God’s fondness for the small, the insignificant, and the looked-

over.  David wasn’t even in the line-up; he hadn’t even made the cut; he wasn’t even on 

the team, but God chose him to rule over all of Israel – scrawny, awkward, irrelevant 

David.  It seems God likes to root for the underdog, too. 

 Well maybe root is the wrong sentiment; perhaps the better word is choose.  It 

seems like God is always choosing the underdog.  Throughout the story of God and 

God’s people, God is always choosing the wrong people to get his work done.  He 
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chooses Sarah to be the mother of a great nation, and she’s barren and way past child-

bearing age.  He chooses Moses to free the Israelites from Pharaoh’s oppression and 

he’s a poor public speaker.  He calls Jeremiah to be a prophet to his people and 

Jeremiah protests – I am just a boy, he exclaims, who am I to speak for you?  

Throughout history, the people God has chosen to get his work done, to speak to his 

people, to reveal his kingdom, to redeem their sins – these people never seem like the 

right people.  Too young.  Too old.  Too weak.  Too small.  Too busy.  Too sinful.  Too 

unaccomplished.  Just plain unqualified.   

 Over and over again, we read about God’s preference for the small and 

insignificant.  In one of the two parables from Mark’s Gospel that we read this morning, 

Jesus describes the kingdom of heaven like a mustard seed, the smallest of all seeds, 

which through the miracle and beauty of life and growth becomes this enormous bush 

that becomes a shelter, a refuge, a home for all sorts of birds.  You think we’d get the 

point by now because it’s something that God keeps doing and something that Jesus 

keeps talking about – the first will be last and the last will be first – but we need to keep 

hearing it, over and over, again and again, week after week.  Because we continue to 

live in a world that is just the opposite.  A world where the rich, the smart, the best 

educated, the most attractive, those with the best social skills and are charming, those 

with quick wit and are impeccable at making decisions – these are the folks chosen by 

the world.  These are the world’s chosen.   
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We need to keep hearing over and over again God’s preference for the small and 

seemingly insignificant because even the church can get wrapped up in thinking that 

God’s chosen is the same as the world’s chosen.  We see big towering churches and 

admire their grandeur, their pipe organs, their music endowment.  We see non-

denominational churches with their A/V equipment, their sharp, flawless, easy-to-

navigate website, their podcasts, and their satellite campuses and envy their forward-

thinking.  Even in our own presbytery, we look at the large Presbyterian churches of 

Bryn Mawr, Wayne, and Doylestown and wonder how we can be such a presence in our 

community as they are in theirs with their Sunday school programs and seasonal 

cantatas and mission trips to Central America.   

But this is not the story we read about in our Scriptures – we read about the value 

of that poor widow contributing two coins to the offering plate.  We read about mustard 

seeds growing into enormous shrubs.  We read about the poor being blessed, the young 

and immature being anointed king, the sinners getting a seat at Jesus’ table; we read 

about our Savior dying a criminal’s death.  Our predictions for who and how the 

kingdom is expressed is always defying our human expectations.  Our predictions for 

who and how the kingdom is expressed is not something that even the church can put its 

finger on.  Despite our best efforts, when we plant those seeds, we still don’t know the 

mystery of how they grow.  Just like that sower in our first parable who throws the 

seeds on the ground and has no idea, really, how they grow into a fruit-yielding plant.  
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Even with all our knowledge and effort, God’s mystery and God’s wisdom remains in 

control above and beyond our own. 

 We look to the big churches, the rich denominations, the saintly people who have 

hearts of gold, the well-off folks who have the ability to make big donations to charity, 

the smart, well-educated people with solid upbringings and the right social class to do 

the real work of the kingdom.  They are the ones to cure the sick, to spread the love of 

God through international mission trips, and to help end homelessness in Philadelphia 

with their connections to the mayor’s office – the salt of the earth people who are 

always doing good works.  The Good News for us today, friends, is that maybe even 

you, maybe even me – with our occasional lapses in judgment, a past that rules out ever 

running for public office, and character flaws that make that prayer of confession 

meaningful every week…  Maybe even us – with our barely making it budget, our 

stagnant membership role, and our uncertainty about the future of this mall, this space…  

It’s hard to read Scripture like today’s and not see the potential for anyone of us to do 

great things for the kingdom of God. 

But even as we read these stories of David the unexpected king of Israel, and the 

tiniest mustard seed being compared to the kingdom of God, my casual interpretation of 

these being proof that God prefers and chooses the underdog needs to be heard with 

caution.  The nature of God is not that simple to deduce.  The parables of the kingdom 

of heaven that Jesus tells are complex and don’t have one easy-to-understand moral or 

conclusion.  God and God’s activity in the world always contains an element of 



6 
 

mystery.  Jesus’ parables about the kingdom are confusing.  Sometimes it’s hard to tell – 

who in the story is supposed to be God?  Who are we?  Who is the sower?  Are we 

supposed to be reaping a harvest?  Are we supposed to be scattering the seed?  Or is that 

God?   

They are confusing.  Ok, let’s say that another way, because confusing sounds too 

negative – they are dynamic and they contain an element of mystery.  How, after all, are 

we to explain the kingdom of God?  The kingdom of a God who is mysterious, way 

beyond understanding by our limited human brains.  Jesus chooses parables to explain 

the unexplainable.  He chooses parables to put into words something that is beyond 

words.  Being confused by these parables is not a sign that you are not smart enough, or 

not versed enough in the Bible – it’s a sign that God is beyond comprehension and that 

we see only in part.  If we say we know fully, we are reducing God to something 

comprehendible; we are whittling God down to fit into our capacity for understanding.  

Just ask folks who attend our Tuesday night Bible study – sometimes the deeper you get 

into the passages the more complex and confusing it gets!  God’s activity in the world, 

God’s kingdom and our participation in it (and experience of it) is deep and rich in 

meaning.   

The first parable points to this mystery – indicating that even when the sower 

tosses seeds and is ready to reap the harvest, what happens in the earth when the seed 

transforms into a fruitful plant is beyond our understanding and knowledge.  There is 

something about the kingdom of God that will always be mysterious.  God has created 
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us in the divine image with curiosity, intellect, and the desire to know more and more 

about this beautiful earth, how it works, and from where it came.  And still, even our 

amazing brains with all its synapses and everything else are small and insufficient in 

comparison to God’s wisdom, to God’s understanding, to God’s knowledge.   

Who will God chose to reveal God’s kingdom?  Probably not who we would 

expect.  How is it, exactly, that God is at work in the world?  The mystery of life and 

growth and seeds and shrubs will be studied and explored and analyzed.  We will read 

books on church growth, study research about the best ways for non-profits to raise 

money, and things small churches should do to have the best chances of guests coming 

back.  And even so, God will surprise us by bringing about the kingdom in ways beyond 

our best predictions.   

When we experience God and God’s kingdom for ourselves, we, too, can have a 

hard time putting into words just what is going on.  We will experience his love and 

redemption in unexpected places and through unexpected people.  We will see the 

power of his forgiveness in ways that baffle our predictions and assumptions.  We will 

feel the way he uses our weakness as a strength but we will struggle to explain what is 

taking place within us.  Like trying to explain a dream, we will tell others about our 

experience, but we will struggle to find the words and fall short of doing our experience 

justice when we try to explain it to someone else. 

When someone is healed by Jesus Christ, when he restores sight to the blind, 

when he cleanses a leper and casts out demons – ask the person how it happened, what 
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was the miracle, how do you know what was really taking place – and they will look 

past your questions and just proclaim – I know because I am healed.  A Walt Whitman 

poem goes as follows: 

When I heard the learn’d astronomer, 

When the proofs, the figures, were ranged in columns before me, 

When I was shown the charts and diagrams, to add, divide, and measure them, 

When I sitting heard the astronomer where he lectured with much applause  

in the lecture-room, 

How soon unaccountable I became tired and sick, 

Till rising and gliding out I wander’d off by myself, 

In the mystical moist night-air, and from time and time, 

Look’d up in perfect silence at the stars. 

 

Understanding the kingdom of God is at times like star-gazing.  Our experience 

of it far surpasses the learned explanation or description.  Experiencing the kingdom of 

God is at times like that sower who knows well enough to stay out of the way and allow 

the mystery to take place, so rather than control and orchestrate the growth, we allow 

God to bring about the kingdom, with us at the ready to experience it when the harvest 

comes to be.   

When Samuel is anointing the next king of Israel, God reminds him – God does 

not see as morals see; we look on the outward appearance, but God looks on the heart.  
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We see exteriors of buildings, of people, of programs; we see outward appearance, but 

God sees our hearts.  Our potential to be a part of bringing about God’s kingdom is not 

limited in the ways the world limits us, but even in ways we may never know, the 

kingdom comes.   

The humble, unassuming, and seemingly small and insignificant have the 

possibility of yielding great, enormous results when God is the one doing the growing.  

The weak, too young, and not-quite-qualified are just the ones God uses over and over 

again to be the instruments for his work in the world.  When David is anointed, it is not 

his innate qualities that make him able to do this work – when David is anointed, God’s 

spirit comes mightily upon him and only because of that powerful spirit is he able to 

reign as a strong king.  May we keep our ability to be surprised at the mystery of God’s 

work in the world and may we be open to the ways that God may use even us to bring 

about his kingdom.  Thanks be to God!  Amen. 

 


