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THE SOWER AND THE SEED
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Good morning.

We’re back in the book of Mark with a story that will seem very familiar to you and you are possibly wondering if anything new can be said about it?

You may think, as I did for a long time, that it is a story that seems to take we humans, and put us into boxes.  1. Hard, 2 Rocky, 3 Thorny, 4 Good.  It always left me (even as a little girl) with a vaguely uncomfortable feeling where ‘I knew that I should be Box 4 ‘the good soil’ but in reality  I knew myself to be a crazy mix of the first three boxes, with a smattering of Box 4 thrown in on a good day!

 It seems to be a story about our response to the gospel.  I think  that response is a part of the story of the sower and the seed, but there’s a great deal else as well.  It’s an important parable found in Matthew, in Mark and in Luke and given a lot of footage in each.  John does not record any of the parables but his ideas add rich meaning to the story.

I’ve come across a great book that has helped me in thinking about the parables.  It’s by Robert Capon, an American Episcopalian priest.  He writes with a light touch, suggesting that God has created us ‘more as his hobby than his business….more for pleasure than for profit.’  Basically he suggests that in the parables,( which often seem quite strange and sometimes shocking to us, if we’re honest), Jesus is putting forward an idea of a God who is pretty much exactly the opposite of what most of us imagine.

I have a  story to illustrate what I mean.  At BIS on Wednesday we did the story of Jacob, who did some very foolish stuff, as you know.  And one little guy in my class put his hand up and suggested that God might be letting Jacob feel miserable as ‘Payback’.  

Well, my 7 year old was badly wrong in his answer, but he touched on a raw nerve I thought.  Deep in our psyche most of us somehow think of God as angry with us, or at least disappointed with us.  Wanting to ‘pay us back’ for our poor performance.

Jesus’ parables are sometimes quite bizarre stories to shock us out of this wrong way of thinking about God – and into a new way.

We can see some of this, if we put the story in its context.   Mark is a fast paced book and in the first three  chapters  Jesus has shown by his actions a ‘people friendly God’, an unbelievably ‘accessible God’, and a God with a very wide embrace  – from the leper who should never be touched at the bottom of the heap, to the boys in the ‘fast lane’ – the tax  collectors and their hanger-on ers    Jesus has shown a picture of a God who serves and helps his people so long and hard that he misses his own dinner night after night.

But, sadly, the net result of this is not a lot of progress in people’s thinking.

His own family (and maybe even his own mum?) think he’s lost his mind and try to lure him back home.  Some teachers of the law suggest his power comes from the devil.  And when he heals a shrivelled arm on the Sabbath,  Jesus is deeply distressed and angry at the reaction of the congregation.  There is no generosity that rejoices at a fellow human helped -  they just cannot see past their rigid ‘rules and regulations’ and in fact, they begin to plot to kill Jesus.  Scary stuff.

So Jesus uses parables as ‘word efforts’ to add weight to his actions.  When we look at them, therefore, we should expect them to reinforce this ‘generous, non judgemental God image’ he is putting forward.

But most of the people listening still don’t really catch on.  They just can’t seem to get past the idea that  ‘God is out to get them’ 

So, slap bang between  the parable and its explanation are those seemingly difficult words from Jesus about ‘seeing and yet never seeing’ and ‘hearing and never hearing’.  Jesus is quoting from Isaiah and I think he could be looking around in exasperation and saying something like:

‘Good grief, Isaiah was dead right.  These people see what I’m doing and they hear what I’m saying, but they still can’t put one and one together and make two!   They still can’t see that I’m showing them a different sort of a God than the one that they have built up in their minds.’

I suppose the thought  crossed his mind ‘what is it going to take to make them see?’

Well, the parable seems to have three main characters, and I am going to slip in a 4th.

First we meet God – God the farmer, God the sower, God the gardener.

This God  is ever present and he is always at work throwing his seed out into all the world – to all of us – to those in the church and to those outside the church.

I grew up (and you probably did too) with the terrible burden that if I didn’t tell others about Jesus,  then they might  somehow never grasp that there was a God who loved them.  The parables are talking about a God who is bigger than that.  He is present and somehow sharing with every race and culture and belief – at every moment.  There is a ‘catholicity’ or all embracingness, a universality here. – ‘Hol’ is in the middle of catholic and that’s what it means, the ‘whole’ lot. – the whole shebang!

What is the seed that he is casting around?

We are told that the seed is the word of God.

Not just the words of God, but the actual Word of God.

Enter character no 2 – Jesus.

John 1 says:

‘From the very beginning the Word was there.

He made everything.

He came and dwelt among us and he was FULL of grace and truth.

And from that fullness we have all received, grace upon grace.’

To fit in with our story we could tinker slight with those words –

‘Since the very beginning God has been casting out his word into the world.

That word made everything.

That word came and dwelt among us, full of grace and truth.

And that word has been thrown into the lives of every person, and enriched the lives of every person, not just once, but time after time after time.’

Talk to the person next to you and decide ‘how much of the world has been populated by seeds?’

(all flora, every tree, every flower, every blade of grass)

(all fauna too – animals and humans  - we say David is the seed of Merv, who is the seed of Mervyn  and so on)

Seeds are a vital part of planet earth.

Without them there is no life or beauty.

Also true, surely, of our brother Jesus – the true Seed.

What methods can you think of by which seeds are dispersed?

Pine cones explode

Avocado seeds are heavy and roll

Marigold seeds are shaped like arrows (fly and sharp tip to dig into soil)

Fairy clocks have parachutes.

One of the main ways is by wind.

And wind is always used in the Bible as a picture of the Holy Spirit.

Character No 3 has slipped silently but importantly into our story.

The parable of the Sower and the Seed demonstrates the Trinity, God the three in one, busy at his work in the world. 

God the farmer

Jesus the  seed who brings life and beauty

And the wind of the H S pushing that seed in your direction and mine, not once, but time after time – and also pushing it in the direction of the Buddhist in Bangkok and the Muslim in Mecca.

Seeds are magic things.

In a later parable Jesus mulled over the mystery that a mustard seed, so minute that it appeared lost when it slipped into the soil, could yet, in time, produce a tree large enough to shelter birds.

He also said ‘unless a seed fall into the ground and die, it remains alone, but if it die, it lives again and produces many more seeds.’

Can you hear his mind ticking over?  As he observed the rythmns and patterns of life he saw an analogy for his own life – almost certainly not a very welcome one.

I’m sure you know the old song ‘Love and marriage, love and marriage, go together like a horse and carriage, oh you can’t have one without the other’   Not so true today probably.  But certainly true for seeds and soil.  They are interdependent.    There is relationship between them.

Jesus has chosen to need us to bring life and colour and fruitfulness to the world, and we certainly need him.  We are dull and drab soil, a poor shadow of our true potential without his life giving seed growing in our lives.

Character 4 – you and me

And we fall into 4 types. (an early enneogram – maybe?)

The first soil is hard because it has been trampled down by many feet and it is difficult for the seed to lodge.  Like a person who has had a tough time in life.  They’re not going to be listening to stories of a good God because they’ve never seen much goodness or love in their own life.

Type 2 is rocky with just little pockets of soil in between the rocks.  The seed can penetrate here, the sun can quickly warm the small amount of soil and the drainage is good.  But there’s no depth for the roots to wriggle down.  A troubled person.  We sometimes say, don’t we, that so and so is going through a ‘rocky time’.


Type 3 soil is good.  It’s so good that it’s already got lots of stuff growing in it and those weeds choke out the new seedlings. This has to ring a bell with most of us surely.  It does for me.

The last type  has great potential.

As I said at the before, this story used to leave me feeling a bit uneasy.

But – there is good news.

Soil is in the gardener’s hands – so our case is not hopeless.

My brother is a great gardener and he says

‘you don’t grow plants, you grow soil’

Grow good soil and you can grow anything’

Soil is infinitely improveable by a keen and dedicated gardener.

And I have brought some proof!

Here is the container that sits under my sink – full of household scraps.  It looks like rubbish, smelly and useless.

But in this second container, it has been transformed into this friable, sweet smelling, dark, very good compost or soil.  It is very useful indeed.

And God, our meticulous, thrifty gardener can certainly do the same for us if we let him.

He can – dig the hard, trampled soil.

He can – remove rocks, one by one.

He can – pull out the weeds and thorns

He can – till the good soil.

And he has an end in sight.  Out of good soil can come vegetables to strengthen, fruit to refresh, flowers to delight and trees to shelter

When my mum died, just over 6 years ago, Steph wrote a poem about her.  She was a very keen gardener.  I thought we could use the words as we finish as a picture of God the gardener, hard at work in his world.

Close your eyes and imagine:

Moving about your garden, back bent, eyes keen,

Your hands warm the earth.  Stained with goodness

They knead, respond, know – a song in patient sowing.

Cat at your heels, your search, gannet fierce,

For beauty, newness, fat rhubarb stalks to share.

What heart bigger than yours – to love taste, smell, ripeness, as you do

And your arms   always open.  So many times your garden over

You have heaped your love on us.  It still clings, earthy, new.

Goodness takes root in the rich soil spread by you, sweet gardener.  Strong bright watcher of loveliness, we watch for you and with you

As you linger in beauty forevermore.

Let us pray:

Dear good gardener – we are your soil.

None of us are beyond your capability

None of us are neglected by you.

We are not your ‘one off project, but your life time preoccupation.

Search out pockets of goodness in us with your gannet fierce eyes.

And let us gladly receive the good seed of Jesus, and let him grow, lush and beautiful in our lives, to feed others and bring beauty to our world.

In Jesus name we pray, amen.

Blessing

Now may the blessing of God who is always tending us

The blessing of Jesus who is always coming to us

And the blessing of the Holy Spirit who is always blowing goodness towards us,

Be with us and with all whom we will meet, this day and all through the week.  Amen.

