I was thinking all week about the second reading today… the continuation of last week’s reading from Romans, when Paul is describing his struggle to come to terms with himself as a follower of Christ.
He recognizes and appreciates the new freedom wrought by God through the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus.

No longer does the law of God need to be fulfilled in us individually… that is, following all the “shoulds” and the demands for perfection.

Something about the life of Jesus changes that impossible task for us because it is by God’s action that we are made to be right with God… not OUR action of righteousness.
In that new freedom for living and in that act-of-God of being made right with God, Paul describes how hard it is within his own life to actually experience the integrity he hopes for (last week).

He then goes on in this week’s reading to explain more about the nature and power of God’s grace to liberate us from the frustration of struggling with sin’s power.

Paul declares a profound new reality in Christ… we are delivered from sin’s power… we are empowered to live a life patterned by God’s spirit… God’s spirit is a spirit of LIFE… a life of profound freedom and opportunity.

Well, that’s a one-page nutshell of a sermon I might have written, springing from the reading of Romans 8.

But, I decided to focus instead on today’s Gospel reading.

It is likely a very familiar story to all of you hear…  here (I wrote the word “hear” accidently… kind of an unintended pun since the gospel reading is all about “hearing” the word of God.)
Remember, it’s a little parable about sowing seeds… of planting seeds in different kinds of soil.

Jesus attaches general meaning to the story and specific meaning to the details… it is unusual that we see Jesus providing such explanation relative to a parable.
The planter is scattering “seeds” but, as included in Jesus’ explanation, the seeds are symbolic of God’s Word being shared with different kinds of people who experience that word in a variety of ways.

We hear about four different kinds of “ground”… four different kinds of people or four ways to hear and receive the Word of God.

And, of course, we the hearers of the story are encouraged to be like the so-called “good” ground that receives the Word well, lets that seed into the self such that it can grow into genuine fruit and benefit.
This story inspired a song… a “prayer-song” that I’d like to offer… it is in the blue hymnal if you’d like to see it (number 713).
It is a prayer that implores God to let MY life be like that of the good soil.

Some congregations use this prayer-song as a gospel acclamation… a preparation for scripture reading.

I am happy to see that it is included in the new hymnal.

(Sing WOV #713)
To think about this seed/Word story, I’d like to note the flow of the gospel of Matthew leading up to this story in chapter 13.
In doing some literary analysis, it is fair to suggest that chapter 13, which contains the “sowing of seeds” story, is the sixth section of material in Matthew… I’ll quickly list and briefly describe the five sections leading up to this sixth section so you can better consider the overall context of this reading.
1. The first four chapters serve as an introduction to the main character… Jesus… how he came into the world, how he began his ministry.

2. We hear what Jesus said… what he taught as described by the so-called “sermon on the mount”… or when using his teachings to focus on stewardship and church-giving the “sermon on the Amount”.

3. The third section moves from what Jesus says to what he does… this section is three chapters of rapid-fire action from healings to stilling the storm to super miracles… so, by now we’ve heard about Jesus’ words and actions.

4. His followers, the disciplined ones… the disciples… are told to go and share with others what they’ve observed in Jesus… to say and do what Jesus has said and done… they are called to re-present (represent) Jesus to the world around them.

5. Responses and reactions to Jesus’ words and deeds vary among people, even John the Baptizer seems to have trouble thinking that Jesus was authentic… and we see conflict with those who oppose Jesus’ teachings and actions (and will also oppose the words and deeds of the disciples… and will oppose people of the early church as well)… even though Jesus is a genuine expression of God’s Word to the world and carries godly power to heal and bring wholeness, many do no join Jesus’ cause… or receive him effectively.
So, again, a quick recap of the five sections leading up to today’s gospel reading:

1. Introduction of Jesus and his ministry

2. Words and teachings

3. Great actions of compassion and power

4. Disciples are charged to do the same thing… as were those of the early church (remember that Matthew was written after around 40 plus years of early church witness and life)
5. The reality that people receive and experience God’s Word-in-Christ in many different ways… and much of the “sowing” effort seems to NOT produce the desired effect… and so goes the church throughout the ages.

Now… the sixth part… the story we hear today… sowing God’s Word and receiving the Word in various ways.

One thing worth noting with the story, the focus really is upon the best part of the story… it is an optimistic, hopeful, assuring aspect of this parable.
Sometimes the Word is received well… it is taken into good soil… the sown seed is transformed into new life… the soil thus produces a new living thing that grows and matures and provides fruit to sustain other life… and in that fruit provides a new sowing of seed for a continuing process of increasingly abundant life.

One can ask all kinds of questions about the different soils that did not provide a good setting for the sown seed (the Word).

The variety of ways in which people hear and experience God’s word varies as much… in fact, the ways people hear and experience God’s Word varies far more than the four soils described in this little story.

And, I’m sure that all of us, when we are sufficiently honest and thoughtful, can see evidence of each of the four soils in us.

Sometimes we hear God’s Word with as much effectiveness as sowing a seed onto a hardened footpath… it never has a chance to penetrate IN and is simply lost on us… too bad… it is a “waste of time” it would seem.

Sometimes, we hear and experience God’s Word like the stony ground… sure, the seed enters, the word is heard, and there is definitely a new effect… but the Word doesn’t really take deep root… and God’s Word seems to wither in the face of real human life and real pressure or struggle.
It’s sort of like the typical teenage – early adulthood reality… the childhood faith understandings and attitudes do not carry one through all of the new things that come along, including the doubts and struggles and opportunities that are normal in more complex and maturing life realities.

Sometimes, like the thorny, weedy ground, other kinds of values and priorities choke out the life and effectiveness of God’s Word in us… perhaps that is a larger risk in more affluent times and situations.

It is like, “Hey, the weeds are fine… plenty of life…” but unfortunately we discover sometimes that it is a less than a fruitful and meaningful way to live… losing the potential of what the sown seed might become.

I see that in congregations sometimes when people loose track of the things that are primary about our life of faith… and instead focus on other things that distract us from our core mission.

And, sometimes, we see in our lives the wonder of good soil… when God’s Word gives profound hope and real effect… the fruit that makes a positive differences to the world touched by our lives… touched by our words and our deeds that are fruitful byproducts of God’s Word sown and grown in us.
While this little seed story and Jesus’ explanation does not provide in itself a solution to our different responses, we are reminded that, individually and collectively, human beings are containers of mystery… and the story doesn’t undo that mystery.

But it does proclaim a proclamation that in God’s “economy” (as some theologians might say) all will be well… good soil DOES exist and comes more into being… the distractions to God’s Word are not the end in themselves… God’s Word does produce life again and again… generation after generation.

As go the words of the First Reading today… (verses 10 and 11)

So, we take heart… we open our lives to God’s Word that will produce fruitfully like the good soil.

And, we recognize that, just like the new plant that provides new seed for new growth, we are part of that fruiting and new generation process.

We become the means through which God’s Word increases and becomes sown in other people’s lives.

It isn’t about the other soils… it’s about the good soil.

Or, as I’ve said in our systems classes, it isn’t about some “them” or “they”… it’s about YOU… what YOU do… how YOU function.

We hear in Matthew that we ARE to say what Jesus (the Word) says… and do what he does…

We ARE to be the ones who continue sowing the Word of God into the lives of others… they depend upon that from us.

We ARE called to participate in the mission of God in our world.

The song we’ll sing together reflects this kind of thinking… Number 753 of With One Voice… “You are the seed that will grow a new sprout…”  “Go to the world, proclaim the great love of God.”
(Note – the refrain is repeated and we thus sing both lines.)
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