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It won't be long and farmers will be toiling in the soil. you can smell the fresh soil turned and the stored fertilizer to help the crops grow strong. After a time we will see plants emerging from that soil.  I take great interest as I drive through the countryside to watch the variation in plant development. Some fields grow evenly and when planted at the right time flourish.  Other fields are spotty with areas that received too much rain at the wrong time and stunt the growth or drown the seedlings completely.
Most of the people who heard the parable of the Sower experienced first hand, the cycle of life in an agrarian culture. They had sown seed themselves or they had watched someone sow seeds. We tend to be more removed from our food source, simply going to the grocery store and purchasing our food. But maybe you have a little appreciation for your food as you drive in the countryside of Rock County as farmers plant their crops this spring.  Some of you may remember visits to grandparents who lived on the farm.
Jesus told parables to plant spiritual truths from ordinary experiences. You might think that everyone would get the point of the story, but Jesus expected people to require spiritual eyes to see and hear the kernel truth regarding the kingdom. Jesus understood that many would only look at the surface meaning and not understand the deeper meaning. That can happen any Sunday with the sermon.  Some people understand, and others don't.

Jesus explained the meaning of the parables to the disciples.  He helped train their eyes and ears to understand the power of God. We too, need 
http://www.gazettextra.com/news/2010/feb/14/farmland-doesnt-get-better-rock-prairie/
to train our eyes and ears to hear the spiritual truths revealed in the parables. At times, we may read a parable think it's a great story, but something leaves us unsettled.  We don't quite understand. Jesus invites us to ponder the message to let it sink into our soil.  In good soil it will grow and bring forth fruit, spiritual fruit. But there are other kinds of soils that don't receive the word of God and fail to produce faithful Christians.
Jesus explains the parable of the Sower to the disciples and hence we gain from their inability to understand the parable. The seed is the Word of God and we are the soil. We all want to be good soil that receives the Word of God and produces good fruit. We usually think of ourselves as good soil, because that is what we expect of Good Christians.  Yet, to be good soil we need good preparation. 

In February, the Gazette claimed that the best soils on earth can be found in the plain called Rock Prairie. The soil formed by our Creator God through the use of a glacier that deposited sand and gravel mixed with silt loam from the Mississippi.  Plants quickly took root and formed a 4-5 foot thick top soil rich in nutrients and great for crop production. This is good fertile soil.
As Christians, we need to cultivate a deep rich ability to receive God's Holy Word. We come to ready to receive the Word in worship, but did you prepare yourself for worship today. In the PresPulse, we print the Scripture lessons for each week. One way to prepare for worship is to read these passages during the week.  The first lesson is the Sunday School lesson that becomes the basis for the worship service.  The other texts come from RCL, a 3 year cycle to help us explore Scripture.

The Rock Prairie soil crumbles allowing roots to take hold, breathe, and for water to percolate feeding the crops the necessary nutrients. As Christians, do we crumble before Christ?  I think crumbling allows us to be molded and shaped by the Holy Spirit. We humbly come to Christ in prayer seeking God's guidance in our life today. Another way to prepare, is a time of prayer asking God to till our hearts and minds so that we can receive a divine message. 

Then crops need the right about of sun and rain, or irrigation to produce a good crop.  We apply these lesson to our lives so that Christ can use us to further the Kingdom of God on earth. We produce good fruit when we live and serve Christ with our lives. Some will be very fruitful producing a hundredfold.  Others will be not produce as much, for a number of factors. Christ gives thanks for any production.

Notice the other soils that do not produce. The hard path, that does not allow the Word of God in to their hearts.  The evil one takes away every word from those who do not believe the Word of God.  It is taken so that God's grace will not penetrate.

The seed that fell on rocky ground receives God's Word and are gung ho for Jesus, but fail to nurture their soil of faith and have no roots.  They quickly fall away from worship and wither spiritually.
The other seed fell among the weeds and get choked by worldly concerns and passions. They do not have the strength of faith to stand firm in Jesus against a culture that does not value faith.

Nurture your soil, so that your faith will grow. TGBTG. Amen 

FOR ILLUMINATION

As we listen approach the throne of wisdom, may the Holy Spirit give us ears to hear and eyes to see the grace of God as you join your hearts with mine in prayer…
Dear Lord Jesus - plant your word deep in our lives - grow in us day by day - and as we obey and serve you - as we tend to the soil within us - as we listen to you and do all you ask - produce in us the harvest of righteousness.  Amen.

FIRST SCRIPTURE READING– 

Matthew 13:1-9, 18-23
The Parable of the Sower

That same day Jesus went out of the house and sat beside the lake. 2Such great crowds gathered around him that he got into a boat and sat there, while the whole crowd stood on the beach. 3And he told them many things in parables, saying: ‘Listen! A sower went out to sow. 4And as he sowed, some seeds fell on the path, and the birds came and ate them up. 5Other seeds fell on rocky ground, where they did not have much soil, and they sprang up quickly, since they had no depth of soil. 6But when the sun rose, they were scorched; and since they had no root, they withered away. 7Other seeds fell among thorns, and the thorns grew up and choked them. 8Other seeds fell on good soil and brought forth grain, some a hundredfold, some sixty, some thirty. 9Let anyone with ears* listen!’ 
The Parable of the Sower Explained

18 ‘Hear then the parable of the sower. 19When anyone hears the word of the kingdom and does not understand it, the evil one comes and snatches away what is sown in the heart; this is what was sown on the path. 20As for what was sown on rocky ground, this is the one who hears the word and immediately receives it with joy; 21yet such a person has no root, but endures only for a while, and when trouble or persecution arises on account of the word, that person immediately falls away.* 22As for what was sown among thorns, this is the one who hears the word, but the cares of the world and the lure of wealth choke the word, and it yields nothing. 23But as for what was sown on good soil, this is the one who hears the word and understands it, who indeed bears fruit and yields, in one case a hundredfold, in another sixty, and in another thirty.’ 

TIME WITH GOD’S CHILDREN #333 “Seek Ye First” (Verse 1)
SECOND SCRIPTURE READING 


 Matthew 13:10-17
 Then the disciples came and asked him, ‘Why do you speak to them in parables?’ 11He answered, ‘To you it has been given to know the secrets* of the kingdom of heaven, but to them it has not been given. 12For to those who have, more will be given, and they will have an abundance; but from those who have nothing, even what they have will be taken away. 13The reason I speak to them in parables is that “seeing they do not perceive, and hearing they do not listen, nor do they understand.” 14With them indeed is fulfilled the prophecy of Isaiah that says:
“You will indeed listen, but never understand, and you will indeed look, but never perceive. 
15 For this people’s heart has grown dull, and their ears are hard of hearing, and they have shut their eyes;
     so that they might not look with their eyes, and listen with their ears, and understand with their heart and turn— and I would heal them.” 
16But blessed are your eyes, for they see, and your ears, for they hear. 17Truly I tell you, many prophets and righteous people longed to see what you see, but did not see it, and to hear what you hear, but did not hear it.
SERMON 
“Planted to Grow”

Sunday House's liturgy was based on the lectionary readings of Isaiah 55: 1-13 and Matthew 13:1-9 and 18-23.

Here's my sermon:

It’s been a difficult few weeks for us at House talking about this parable.  We almost called this service: Good dirt bad dirt a liturgy based  on a parable we don’t like.  It just seems so…unfair. Like what about that part “when anyone hears the word of the Kingdom and doesn’t understand it, the evil one comes and snatches it away”.  Which sounds like its somehow our fault for not understanding.  
 For those of us raised in super duper religious homes, the question of what kind of soil we are still looms in our spiritual imaginations…calling out for us to give the obvious Sunday School answer like Rod and Todd Flanders:  “I’m good soil”.  Even if we don’t understand what “I’m good soil” means or we think we know what it means and we suspect that we might be the rocky kind or at least prone to thorns, we answer “good soil…we’re definitely the good kind” all the while harboring the notion that God seems to judge our soil without having the decency to give us the ability to really decide what kind of soil we’re going to be .  If soil is stuck with what it is: rocky, thorny, good, whatever -- then why can’t God’s word change it into what it should be?  It’s like an unfunded spiritual mandate.    Even if I start to think that maybe God’s word has born fruit in me I’m then being prideful and certainly God’s word can’t do a whole lot in prideful soil.  So even if we are good soil we can’t say that or else by doing so we become the bad soil so when asked “what kind of soil are you?” I really just want to hide under the covers, or maybe convert to a religion a little less crazy, like branch davidianism.  All that is to say, we decided that we don’t like this lousy parable of the soil.

Deitrich Bonhoeffer wrote once that original sin is choosing the knowledge of good and evil over the knowledge of God.  What we want is what the disciples wanted – the knowledge of good and evil.  We want to be judgers of soil for ourselves and others.  Like in the passage that immediately follows this gospel text we want to be able to above all else know for sure what is weed and what is wheat rather than know that God is merciful and just, slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love.  And because of this,  we heard this reading today as the parable of the soil.

Until, that is, we realized that this isn’t actually the parable of the soil at all.  It’s the parable of the Sower.  Shockingly this parable isn’t about me after all.  Here, instead of a standard by which we must judge our worthiness to receive God’s word we are offered a lush image of how God extravagantly, wastefully, wantonly sows the Word of the Kingdom.  Isaiah reminds us that God’s Word does not return empty but fulfills its purpose.  So maybe the fact that the evil one snatches the seed from those who don’t understand it is a good thing considering the role of birds in the whole process of reseeding.  They might snatch up seed but only to replant it somewhere else now perfectly encapsulated in it’s own fertilizer.  
Again and again in the midst of a thorny and rocky and good world, God sows the life-giving Word.  All we do is show up.  We hear the story again and again as it works in us, interprets us,  and despite ourselves even bears fruit and yields a hundred fold not because we’ve managed to make ourselves good soil through piety and being really really good.  No.  That would be the parable of the soil.  God’s Word lavishly scattered around us bears fruit because God’s ways are not our ways and God’s word does what it intends without even the slightest amount of soil management on our part because this is the parable of the Sower.

In my tradition, the Word – God’s Word - is first and foremost the Christ principle – the logos- God’s own self made flesh – Emmanual, God-with-us-and-for-us  - The Word, as one of my favorite theologians says- is the God who would rather die than be in the sin accounting business anymore. This is the Word to whom the scriptures bear witness.  The one who always comes to us again and again.  This God who pursues you beyond time and beyond rock and beyond soil and angst and confusion and pride.  This pursuing God, while we seek only knowledge of good soil and bad soil, in the cross this God proclaims, arms wide to the suffering of this beautiful creation, this is who I am.   Making all things new.  Making all things new.  Extravagantly sowing Christ in with and under all things, even the things we least suspect: rock, thorn, weed – us, them, you, me, good, bad….God’s inverted first shall be last, last shall be first kingdom defies our attempts to domesticate the agency of God’s Word. This is the God spoken of in Isaiah.  A God who establishes an inverted economy of free wine and milk.  A God who is continually redeeming the world and even us. God’s word does not return empty, but comes to earth enfleshed in the Christ dies and returns, scattered and sown for the good of the world endlessly pursuing you even in the midst of all the forces that would defy it.  

------------------------------------------------------

  For the interactive piece, we had set the chairs in a semi circle around a green cloth on which sat an empty, very large bowl in the middle - surrounded on 4 sides by somewhat smaller bowls filled with -1.  "soil" 2. "seed" 3. "thorn" and 4. "rock" Around the whole circle sat cushions.  Following the sermon ambient techno played while people were encouraged to sit and feel each of these things in their hands and reflect on what they represent in their lives, after which they were to toss what was in their hands into the large bowl at the center.  All of the soil, rock, thorn and seed then ended up together in the large center bowl.  This then housed the candles for our the prayers of the people which followed.

CHILDREN'S TIME   "The Seed is The Word of God"

Object    Rakes, hoes, shovels, garden tools (seed).

Theme:    Without the right seed the soil produces nothing of value

Source:   Self

Good morning.   How many of you like to work in the garden?   Or have worked on a farm?  There can be a lot of work to get a garden to grow things properly.   This morning I brought some of the tools I have been using to build a garden for my wife.....   First - a pick....  to open up the ground - then a shovel (to turn over the soil) - then a rake - to take out the weeds and clean up - then a small trowel and small rake to maintain things and to keep the soil loose.   

Over the last month or so I have made a garden spot.   It is really  quite beautiful if I say so myself.  But one thing is missing.   Can you guess what it is?   It is SEED.

We can have the best kind of soil - the best kind of land - we can even make it - but if we don't have the seed or the bedding plants to plant - then we have nothing.  So it is in our lives - we can work hard to do everything that we should do

- but unless we receive the Word of God deep into our lives we will have nothing of value.  It is God's word - God's presence for us in Christ Jesus

- that gives life its meaning and purpose.  When we really hear and obey Jesus - when we follow him and pray to God through him - when we allow him inside our lives where he can grow - then we end up with a beautiful crop of those things that we want and our world needs.

