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Sermon: “The Extravagant Sower”
Scripture: Matthew 13:1-9; 19-23

That same day Jesus went out of the house and sat beside the sea. Such great crowds gathered around him that he got into a boat and sat there, while the whole crowd stood on the beach. And he told them many things in parables, saying: "Listen! A sower went out to sow. And as he sowed, some seeds fell on the path, and the birds came and ate them up. Other seeds fell on rocky ground, where they did not have much soil, and they sprang up quickly, since they had no depth of soil.  But when the sun rose, they were scorched; and since they had no root, they withered away. Other seeds fell among thorns, and the thorns grew up and choked them. Other seeds fell on good soil and brought forth grain, some a hundredfold, some sixty, some thirty.  Let anyone with ears listen!"   
“When 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.  As for what was sown on rocky ground, this is the one who hears the word and immediately receives it with joy; yet 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. As 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.  But 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."

Introduction: Some Thoughts on Gardening
In the Scripture we have just shared, we have encountered Jesus as a gardener--sowing seed upon the earth! 
And what a great metaphor this is for our great Lord! Our very survival depends on the work of our Master Gardener--who provides for us.

[pause] 

With this metaphor in mind, I began my preparations for this morning’s sermon message by collecting a few thoughts on gardening…

For starters, let’s keep in mind that some people are not very good at gardening! It’s just not their gift. 

One such person reported: "I have a rock garden.  Last week three of them died." 

For such persons, the way to guarantee year-round color in the garden is to buy a garden gnome! 

[hold one up in the air]

Others, though, prefer to do it the hard way. 
And these can be sure of one thing: 
If you wan to be a successful gardener, you are required to overcome a multitude of challenges! 

[pause]

One of the challenges Jim and I face in our gardening, at the parsonage, is our pet dog Ragamuffin--who likes to help us dig. 
The experts claim that this problem is easily solved: 
How do you stop a dog from digging in a garden? 
You never let the dog see you digging to begin with . . . Doggy see, doggy do.
Or, you can just make them stay inside.. 

But as experienced gardeners know, dogs are not the only obstacle to successful gardening: 
According to one gardening website, there are some facts that all gardeners know to be true: 

1) Whichever garden tool you want is always at the back of the shed.
2) The only way to ensure rain, is to give the garden a good soaking.
3) Weeds grow at precisely the rate you pull them out. 
4) And, however dead the lawn may become, grass will still appear in the cracks between the patio paving stones. 
These are problems all gardeners face. 
But did you know that there are certain gardeners, however, who actually enjoy the challenges that gardening presents? These are the master gardeners (with a lower case “m”, of course!). 
Perhaps you are one of these! 
How do you know you are a master gardener? [invite persons to raise hand if true]
1) There is a decorative compost container on your kitchen counter.
2) You would rather go to a nursery to shop than a clothing store.
3) You prefer gardening to watching television.
4) You plan vacation trips to arboretums and public parks.  
5) The dirt under your fingernails and calloused palms are things you are proud of.  

It looks like we do have some master gardeners among us today!

Let’s hear what kinds of plants you are growing in your garden 
[pass microphone for people to share aloud]  

Is anyone growing potatoes? 
Before we get into our Scripture lesson, I have a funny metaphor to share with you. 

It has been said that people are potatoes in the garden we call life! 
See what you think:   

Some people never seem motivated to participate, but are content to watch others ... 
They are called "Speck Tators.

There are those who are always saying they will, but somehow, they never get around to doing  
We call them "Hezzie Tators."  

There are some folks who spend a lot of time sitting and peering into their garden ...  
They are called "Medi Tators." 

And there are some who are always looking to cause problems and really get under your skin ... 
They are called "Aggie Tators."

[pause]

Well, no matter what kind of “potato” we are, it is the Master Gardener, who brought us into existence by sowing seeds. And according to writer Matthew, it is Jesus, God’s beloved Son, who sowed the seeds that sustain us and give us life.     
 Let’s take a closer look…
Today we encounter Jesus
teaching from the prow of a boat.

  Perhaps it is the only place he can find to sit

--because so many have come



--wanting to be near him,




yearning to hear what he has to say,

longing to be touched by him.

 On this day,


like several times before,



Jesus tells parables



--He “makes up” stories 

to teach a lesson.  

He’s been “on a roll” these past few days,

creating one metaphor after metaphor



for what the Kingdom of heaven is like.

And as always,


he uses metaphors

--using the common, everyday things in their lives




--crops growing in their fields 



and loaves in their own kitchens




to teach the people





what he wants them to know.

.

This time, 

as almost always,



he does it with 
a twist.

The sower he presents 

is not at all what one would expect!


--considering that Jesus is obviously 

talking about “heavenly things!”

And everyone knew 

that a capable sower  


would not fling his seeds everywhere



--with no regard 
for where they were landing!

Experienced sowers

work frugally,

 placing seeds carefully in straight rows




--in fields that had been tilled 

--into soil that was fertile.

But,

 to the crowds surprise,

this is not the kind of sower



Jesus was describing to them.
This sower  


flung his seed 

--to the four winds 
  

  


--letting them land 

wherever they ended up.
This meant that seeds landed on different kinds of ground:


Some on the hard, packed ground of a footpath,



Some on ground that was full of rocks,




Some on ground that was thick with thorns,





and…
Some on soil 
that was good and fertile.


Depending on where it landed,

the seed either got eaten right away by birds,



sprouted  quickly…but withered away




got chocked out by thorns,





or… took root in good soil 

and thrived and reproduced. 
Some people got it



and some did not.
With a little imagination, 

we can see some people nodding their heads



…and others scratching their heads in bewilderment.

For…as Jesus said:

 only certain kinds of listeners could understand


--those who had ears to hear.

“Let those who have ears to hear, listen!” Jesus said to the people of that day.

And his voice still cries out 

--even today

--from that boat across those waters
…calling us
—to listen

so that we can better understand 
the God who loves us and sustains us 

--giving us opportunity once again
to examine our own lives



--to take a closer look 

at how we are responding 

to God’s love and care. 

“What kind of soil are you?”

This question 

is before each of us now, 

in this very moment.
How receptive are we 

to the blessings God showers 

upon our lives?
Has the ground of our heart 

become so hardened over the years 


that we can no longer let love in?
If so, these words of St. Irenaeus [ear en a’ us] are for us: 

The early church father writes:

It is not you that shapes God
it is God that shapes you.
If you are the work of God
await the hand of the artist
who does all things in due season.
Offer Him your heart,
soft and tractable,
and keep the form
in which the artist has fashioned you.
Let your clay be moist,
lest you grow hard 
and lose the imprint of his fingers.

So, how exactly does one 

“go about” letting God form him or her?

Let us envision the process this way: 

[talk about letting God till the soil of the heart]

As the Psalmist prayed,


we should also pray:



“Create in me a clean heart O God,




and renew a steadfast spirit within me.” 

Soil that is packed hard 

can neither receive nor give love.

So hard 

that the blessings of God 



cannot take root and grow. 
Dear God, please give us hearts that are pliable.


Mold us into your image.

And this brings us to the second kind of soil 

Jesus describes in this parable


 --that which is rocky.

According to Jesus,

this is the heart of one who hears the word

but does not allow it to take root in his or her heart.

When trouble or persecution arises on account of the word, 

that person,

instead of persevering,

immediately gives up the faith

and falls away. 

St. Paul, 

in his letter to the Romans,

tells us to glory in tribulations, 

because tribulation produces perseverance ; 
and perseverance produces character; 
and character produces hope. 
If we interpret the struggles in life as opportunities to grow stronger in the faith,

God’s word will take root in our heart, 

and we will not be disappointed. 

Paul assures us this
--that the love of God 
will be poured into our hearts 
by the Holy Spirit 
who has been given to us
When our spirit grows faint within us;

and our heart within us is dismayed,



we, like the Psalmist,


 
are called to remember the days of long ago;

to meditate on the many ways 

God has worked in our lives

and to consider what God’s hands 

have done. 

Like the Psalmist,

we must spread out our hands to God

and feel our soul thirst for Him 

as though we were a parched land.

If we do these things,


the word of God will take root in our heart…

and it will not wither away 

when days of difficulty come.

But what about those thorns? 
How can we be sure that we don’t have the kind of soil in our heart 

that places the word of God in danger 

of being choked out by thorns? 
Jesus tells us, saying: “This is the one who hears the word, but allows the cares of the world and the lure of wealth to choke out the word.”

Clearly, 


the way to keep God alive in our hearts 

is to keep our eyes on Jesus.

Jesus has said to us: 

“Do not worry, saying, 'What shall we eat?' or 'What shall we drink?' or 'What shall we wear?' …For your heavenly Father knows that you need all these things.  But seek first the kingdom of God and His righteousness, and all these things shall be added to you.  Therefore do not worry about tomorrow.” 

If we do these things:


*surrender our lives to God so that our Creator can mold and shape us


*hold onto our faith and persevere when difficulty times come our way


* keep our eyes on Jesus and seek first the Kingdom of God

…then will we be like the good soil 

on which the word of God not only takes root, 

but thrives and bears much fruit!
As Jesus has proclaimed, 

“you who hear the word and understand it: 
You will indeed bear fruit and yield, 
thirty fold, sixty fold

--a hundred fold!"

The good news is this:
We have a God 

who is extremely generous with his seeds!
Our God flings seed everywhere 

with holy abandon


--He is a sower who keeps on sowing, 

confident that there is enough seed to go around.

--and He is confident of this too:

when harvest time comes,




every barn in the world 
will be filled to the brim!
What hope these words of Jesus give to us!

And what wonderful metaphors we now have 
--to help us understand 

this parable that Jesus told:

God the sower, 

the blessings of life—the seeds,




--and you and I: 

the soil.   

Each of us has a job to do in the garden of life.

We’ve all known people who absolutely love gardens--but don’t like the work. 
Some would say:

"the best way to garden is to put on a wide-brimmed straw hat and some old clothes.  And with a hoe in one hand and a cold drink in the other, tell somebody else where to dig."

But, according to God’s plan,

all are called 
to participate in the gardening project:

 

A certain gardener purchased an old, run-down, abandoned farm with plans to turn it into a thriving enterprise. The fields were grown over with weeds, the farmhouse was falling apart, and the fences were broken down.  During his first day of work, the town preacher stoped by to bless the man's work, saying, "May you and God work together to make this the farm of your dreams!"   A few months later, the preacher stopped by again to call on the farmer.  Lo and behold, it's a completely different place.  The farm house is completely rebuilt and in excellent condition, there is plenty of cattle and other livestock happily munching on feed in well-fenced pens, and the fields are filled with crops planted in neat rows.  "Amazing!" the preacher said. "Look what God and you have accomplished together!"  "Yes, Reverend," said the farmer, "but remember what the farm was like when God was working it alone!" 

 You and I know
that God is perfectly capable of doing it all alone,


but we are also certain 
that He does not want to do the work 

all by himself.

We do not have a God 

who is distant 

or isolated from us. 
We have a relational God 

--a God who calls us to be relational people

--sisters and brothers in the Spirit 

who join hearts and hands

--to make this world a better place to live


--and to help prepare hearts and minds



to receive Jesus Christ. 
God has promised to help us. If we do our best, God will do the rest.

There is a beautiful hymn in our Hymnal 

that gives us assurance of this promise.

It’s entitled “Hymn of Promise”
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Let’s now unite our voices to sing praises 

unto our Master Gardener.

