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Sunday July 12, 2020
Matthew 13: 1-9, Parable of the Sower
At first blush, this parable sounds like a very simple story, easily understood by those who were listening to Jesus – easily understood on the surface, that is. After all, they were an agricultural people, and knew all about farming and planting and (hopefully) reaping.
But actually, there are several layers of meaning here, both for Jesus’ original listeners and for us.

For a variety of reasons, some people who hear the Gospel fail to do anything at all with what they hear, it makes no difference in their lives, while others respond positively and fruitfully – as Jesus says, some 30-fold, some 60-fold, some 100-fold.

How many of you grow vegetables?  How much do you expect to get out of one of those little packets of seed that you sow so carefully? 10% maybe, 25% if things go well, 50% if you are really lucky?  You know that not every single seed in that little packet will produce a lettuce, a carrot, a radish or whatever, but you sow the whole packet anyway, water them, watch over them and hope that at least a reasonable amount of the seeds will produce vegetables. On my mother’s side the family were farmers for multiple generations, and I recall my grandparents saying, apropos the planting of seeds, “One for the birds, one for the worms and one for us if we’re lucky.” They knew all about the competitive side of nature.
But for that seed to mature into anything viable, it needs not only suitable soil, but other things, which Isaiah tells us about – rain and snow (much as we may dislike that one!) watering the earth and encouraging the seed to sprout and produce. The prophet tells us that God has a definite plan for his word: “it shall not return to me empty, but it shall accomplish that which I purpose, and succeed in the thing for which I sent it”. His intention is that it should produce good fruit: cypress instead of thorns, myrtle instead of briers.
The tenant farmer of Jesus’ day would have hoped only that his seed would produce enough crop to satisfy the landowner, give seed for the next year, pay his taxes and feed his family. Anything more than that would have been gravy!

Let’s look more closely at what Jesus actually said, and try to tease out his meaning, not only then, but for us, his followers today.

Some seed fell on the path and the birds ate it up. This seems to mean those who never really heard the word – in one ear and out the other, if you like. For us, it is perhaps a stage in our lives when other influences draw us away from God. In our more material and cynical age, there are those who hear the word but for whom it either has no value, no meaning or seems to be calling them someplace they don’t want to go!
Some seed fell among stones, where there was little soil. This seems to refer to those who heard the word, and accepted it, but that acceptance was short-lived and vanished at the first obstacle or challenge. For us, it is perhaps that first flush of enthusiasm, which lasts only until it starts to be costly in some way.

Some fell among thorns and was choked. This might mean those who heard the word and hated the message, maybe because it inconvenienced them in some way.  For us, it may be those who are deeply affected by their initial hearing of the word, but only until a more attractive option comes along. The word may also find a temporary home, but quickly become lost in all the other concerns of life, before it has a chance to put down any kind of solid, resistant roots.
And then there is the seed that falls on good ground – those who truly and profoundly hear the word, accept it and act upon it, even if it means changing their lives. These are the ones whose encounter with the Word leads them to grow, respond and act – so that the word becomes the foundation of their lives.

The sower in this parable is, of course, God, our loving and provident God, who provides for all regardless of how they respond to his bounty. That same God who makes the sun rise on everyone and the rain fall on everyone – and everyone’s crop!
Jesus spoke of the different levels of yield – 30, 60 or 100 times. This can be a scary prospect, even somewhat off-putting for us, because we are afraid that we cannot reach these levels, certainly not the 100-fold.  But this is not an occasion to beat up on ourselves and consider ourselves failures just because we cannot give as much yield as others do – or we think they do. Whatever we can do with the seed of God’s word, whatever yield we can bring out of it, is acceptable and pleasing to God – and I can’t help thinking he probably knows us better than to even expect 100 times yield from everyone!

The important thing is surely to hear the word, search out what it means for us in our lives and act accordingly.

I think this gospel lesson leads us to ask ourselves a few questions:

· Who or what steals the word which is sown in our hearts and minds?

· How deep and how sturdy are our roots, and what are we doing to nourish them?

· What are the things we allow to distract us from living the Word of God authentically?

With this in mind, and as we hear more of Jesus’ teaching Sunday by Sunday and in our daily Bible reading, let us make up our minds to be the most fruitful seed for God that we can possibly be. And most assuredly, as God sees our efforts, he will strengthen and encourage and enable us for greater efforts and greater fruitfulness.
