7 Pentecost - July 13, 2014 – Peace
Matthew 13:1-9, 18-23
Our gospel readings for the Lent and Easter seasons were almost all from the Gospel of John. But 3 weeks ago we returned a continuous reading of Matthew’s gospel which will take us all the way through November.  While Jesus seems to be received very enthusiastically at first, as we get closer to the middle of Jesus’ story, resistance and oposition  starts to arise as awareness of Jesus and his mission spreads beyond the common people, to the Jewish leadership. Up to now, the story has been told in a pretty straightforward, matter of fact way. But with chapter 13 we find Jesus speaking in a different way, telling very brief, puzzling stories that have something of the quality of a metaphor and something of the nature of a riddle. We call these stories “parables”. (And since the next two Sunday’s gospel readings are also from this chapter full of parables, lets take a minute to look more closely at this form of speech.)
  Parable is a Greek word but you know the roots of this word because you use them every day.  You know that “para” means alongside of, as in paralegal, someone who works alongside of a lawyer. You all know the word “ball” which comes from the Greek verb “ballo” which means to throw.  So a parable is a way of speaking in which you throw two things alongside of each other that don’t seem to go together at all. It’s like putting a bright lime green alongside of a dark, rich navy blue or like putting lemon sherbet alongside chocolate ice cream. The intent of a parable is to startle you, to make you think and puzzle, to make you see something differently  It is a figurative, imaginative way of speaking, that asks for some interpretive effort from the hearer or reader. (The purpose of a parable, says C.H. Dodd, is to “…leave the mind in sufficient doubt about its precise interpretation or application to tease it into active thought, even to the point of altering one’s worldview.”)
Jesus uses parables because He is trying to get people to imagine the world differently and to imagine God differently.  In His coming Jesus understands God’s future to be invading this present world. He is trying to get people to adopt a very different set of values from those that are assumed in the world around them and to live a lifestyle that is headed toward a very different future, God’s future and so His parables often start, “The kingdom of God is like…” or “The kingdom of heaven is like…” and by “kingdom” he doesn’t mean some vague, far off time in the future but right now.
You may find parables frustrating because their meaning just can’t be nailed down in a propositional statement.  But it is that very lack of precision, and the necessity of engaging the imagination that gives parables the ability to speak in multiple ways in varying situations.  Even though parables are often very short stories, they have power a story has to draw us in, to involve us more completely than flat out statements. Parables leave room for mystery which essential because when God is the subject, our words and our thoughts are always inadequate.  God is always beyond our words.
In the parable that is before us this morning we find Jesus telling a story about a man who goes out to plant a field.  He calls the man a “sower” which means someone who sows or plants seeds. Some of you, no doubt, did some planting of your own this spring.  Odds are good that you made neat rows and labeled them carefully.  But Jesus’ sower has a whole field to plant with no modern equipment.  Making rows would take way too long, so the man puts a bag of seed over his shoulder and walks up and down the field, tossing the seed as widely and carefully as he can. Of course, some planters are bound to be more liberal with the seeds than others, and this man seems to be pretty generous. He makes sure he gets every corner of the field, and of course, there is some overflow.
The seeds the man plants are all the same, but he doesn’t get the same results from each seed. Some falls on the path and is eaten by the birds, some comes up where the soil is thin and in weather like we have today, those plants wither and die.  Some seeds come up just fine, but then they get choked out by weeds and blackberry bushes. It is interesting that up to this point, all the attention of the story is on the places that the seed didn’t make it, all the attention is on what is lost, on the failures. But, of course, the greater part of the seed fell on good soil and the man who plants gets all his seed back and thirty, sixty or a hundred times what he planted. Jesus begins this story with the word, “Listen” and He ends with “Let anyone with ears listen”.  This is a very emphatic way of saying, “Pay attention and think about this carefully”. So there is more to this story than first meets the eye.
Now, Jesus isn’t giving farming lessons. The story has a deeper meaning and a few verses later, we know there is an explanation of this parable.  But since we know parables can speak in more than one way, let’s think about what it might mean if we didn’t have the later explanation.
What is going on in the larger story  of Matthew’s gospel at the point where Jesus tells this parable?  Jesus has begun to send His disciples out on their own to spread the news of how in Jesus and His message, God’s future is breaking in on the present and he tells them right up front that it isn’t all going to be easy going. They, too, are going to encounter resistance and opposition.  If they are calling him Beelzebul (a devil, the lord of the flies), they’ll probably be called even worse. 
 What might this story say to these disciples? As the man who plants the field goes out to spread the seed, the disciples are sent out to spread Jesus’ message. The man who plants is not tight fisted.  He spreads the seed generously, even in places where it might not grow which is also the way that Jesus spreads the message of God’s kingdom, God’s future to anyone who will listen,  to scribes and Pharisees, to fishermen and laborers, to women and children, to tax collectors and sinners..  As the planter is not worried about taking chances or protecting the seed, Jesus seems to be saying, “Spread the message without calculation. Throw it everywhere! Don’t worry about how likely it is to grow and sprout, just plant the seed and leave the harvest to God.
[bookmark: _GoBack]As the disciples meet opposition, their temptation is going to be to focus on what isn’t working, on all the places where their hard work seems to be going nowhere. Facing opposition is no picnic. Think of how this works for you.  How many compliments does it take to outweigh one critical remark?  How many successes does it take to recover from one failure? And yet, the emphasis of the story is not on loss and failure but on the tremendous harvest that comes about by the grace of God, in spite of all the failures.
There is a lot of difference between the way the generous planter sows the seed and the way that we share what we know about God’s future. We tend to be pretty careful about sharing our faith. We don’t want to be obnoxious and we also don’t want to get hassled very much for what we believe. Our society tends to think of faith as a private matter.  But the kingdom of God is not a gated community. God’s future is a challenge to all of the other futures that are held out to us. God’s future is a challenge to all of the “kingdoms” of this world, “kingdoms” headed by kings and presidents, by sports stars and movie stars, by CEO’s and CPA’s.
If we turn now to the explanation of the parable in verses 18-23, we find that here the emphasis is not on the one who sows, but on the different kinds of soil upon which the seed falls. The soil on the path that has hardened under many steps is like a person who is not receptive to the word of the kingdom. Perhaps this person has become hardened and cynical or maybe God just doesn’t seem to matter.  In any case, this person doesn’t “understand it” and we are not just talking about having an intellectual grasp of this word. To “understand” the word of the kingdom is to internalize that word, to take that word into yourself and to be shaped and guided by that word. For instance, if deep in my heart I do believe that God’s kingdom, God’s future is what really matters, then I’m not going to be nearly as concerned with accumulating possessions that show how successful I am as I will be concerned with finding graceful ways to help the person without sufficient income, the student who is scrambling to get sufficient education, the person who is imprisoned by mental illness.
The seed that falls on rocky ground and springs up right away is like the person who hears of God’s future and is full of joy and enthusiasm. Naively, this person may think that being a Christian means being protected from sickness and trouble and problems.  When this person’s new faith encounters the world’s resistance and hostility , they may become disillusioned and fall away. This person doesn’t understand that persecution and trouble do not mean that God’s future is not coming or that God’s promises are not true.
The seed that falls among the thorns, the bramble bushes sprouts and grows, but there is too much in the way in this person’s life. At one end of the economy it is the “cares of the world” – making a living, raising a family, staying ahead of the bill collectors that doesn’t seem to leave room for anything else.  At the other end it is the “lure of riches”: the remodel, the dream house, the portfolio, the move up to a better car, a bigger boat. For all of us, no matter where we fall on the spectrum of wealth, there is the endless chatter and constant advertising on our electronic devices that so divides our consciousness that we can barely pay attention to each other anymore.
And finally, there is the seed that falls on good soil and “bears fruit”. These are the people who hear and understand, who see Jesus’ vision and take Jesus’ call to heart and begin to live in terms of God’s kingdom, God’s future even now.  These are the seeds that give back a hundred or sixty or thirty times what was planted.  These fruit bearers don’t necessarily think of themselves this way.  They may not even be aware of how much God’s future means to them until their backs are against the wall.  Nevertheless, God’s harvest grows within them.
Certainly the scribes and the Pharisees don’t make the cut for good soil, but the disciples don’t look like such likely candidates, either. When Jesus tried again and again to teach them that the greatest in the kingdom of heaven, the people that are most important in God’s future are those who are least important in the present world, they must have seemed like hard or rocky ground.  (When the authorities came to arrest Jesus, they took refuge in the thorn bushes of self preservation.) What is remarkable is that in spite of these failings, Jesus does not give up on the disciples.
For that matter, most of us can probably think of times in our lives when our hearts were hard, not receptive to God’s word and God’s agenda or when our minds and lives were overcrowded and distracted with other matters. Still, Jesus issues to us this invitation to clear our lives of the thorns of busyness and to let the hard ground of our hearts soften to receive the seed of the kingdom, the seed of God’s future. Amen
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