Pentecost 4A 2011
Matthew 13:1-9, 18-23

“Parable of the Soils”

Being hot, thirsty and wanting a soda, I went into a convenient store to purchase one. Inside, there were four or five people busily scratching off the face of a lottery instant cash ticket and purchasing other lottery tickets. It was sad, really. It was sad because the chances of winning the lottery are about one in fourteen million which is better than being attacked by a shark which is one in 65 million. But you are much more likely to be struck by lightning than winning the lottery---- being struck by lightning in one year is about one in a million. And as for these folks buying lottery tickets, their chances of winning would be substantially higher if they obtained the names of all newly pregnant women and wagered on which ones would have twins. For you see among general populations, the chances in having twins is about 3 in 100 or 3% which are far better odds than winning the lottery.
Well, speaking of statistics and probabilities, last fall during my regular check up, my doctor strongly suggested that I get a flu shot. He said there was an 80% chance someone of my age group would acquire the flu without getting a flu shot. So, when I said, “You know, I think I’ll take my chances.” Without thinking he responded, “Are you crazy? You got to be kidding!” 

Well, I was. An 80% failure rate and a 20% success rate bring back painful memories of my high school algebra experience. And yet, a 20% success rate is exactly the expected return Jesus seems to be pleased with in today’s gospel story of the Parable of the Soils. 20% is not much of a harvest. Yet, Jesus ends the parable celebrating the results.
In this morning’s parable Jesus tells of a farmer who sowed seed. Alas, most of it falls on bad soil and most of seed perishes. What makes an impression on me is all that wasted seed and all of that wasted human effort. I am no farmer or even a decent gardener. So, let me put it to you this way. All of us have sprinklers for our lawns. Now, if you are like me, you wind up watering your driveway, your walkways, the side of your car, half of the street in front of your house and areas of your lawn that despite your best efforts just won’t grow grass. Like the sower who willy-nilly scatters seed, my rate of return on the amount of water, effort and money is minimal. The only one winning in the water game is DWP. 80% of my bill goes directly to them and not for the water.
Granted I am no farmer or horticulturist or purveyor of water to a water starved district. So, let me put this into terms that I do know something about------church work. There have been times over the years of my priesthood where I have felt like Fr. McKenzie in the Beatles’ song, Eleanor Rigby. To refresh your memories, the lyrics go like this: “Father McKenzie writing the words of a sermon that no one will hear.” 
There are times when I have felt I have delivered a terrific sermon only to have someone come up after the service and say, “Sorry, but what you said today just didn’t connect for me. But you can’t have a winner every week.” Jesus says, “Hey, don’t worry. Just get back up into that pulpit and do it all over again next week. Your job is to scatter the seed and not worry about the results.” 

Now, you don’t have to be a clergy person to know this feeling. Teachers, therapists, social workers, nurses, coaches and many other professions also understand. You never know when what you say to someone might actually make a difference in their lives. In fact, we ALL know what this is like because in our social intercourse in life we don’t know when something we say or something we do might really make a profound difference in another’s life.
For instance, I received a call once from a young woman who even when she told me her name I couldn’t place her. She said that she had been a member of the youth group I had directed in a previous church and wanted to know if I would come to Atlanta from Los Angeles to officiate at her wedding. Now, I will tell you the truth. Until I saw her, I couldn’t place the name. And even when I saw her, I didn’t remember her as being particularly active. In a conversation at the rehearsal dinner, she told me how on a youth Sunday when I gave out awards to the graduating acolytes, in my brief remarks about each recipient I commented to the congregation how she was always dependable, knew her duties, always had a smile and befriended everyone. Aside from her parents, no one had ever said that about her before. She took it to heart. Today she is a pharmaceutical salesperson. She has achieved quite a bit of success receiving awards for being dependable, accessible and friendly towards her clients, and always smiling. And she thanked me for it. Thanked me for it! I didn’t even remember her! How does the old adage go? “It may turn out that you may be the only Bible someone ever gets to read.” This is the traditional understanding of this parable.
Scatter seeds everywhere and don’t worry about the waste. Our job, as the sower, is to sow. It is God’s job to grow. Now, I believe this……….to a point. But this belief comes awfully close to saying that God is the one who gives us faith. We receive, but God grows, which puts our efforts at zero. And that comes way to close to saying that God saves some people but damns others. And that is something I just don’t believe. As you have heard me say ad nauseum, God saves us not damns us. As a matter fact, we can’t even damn ourselves if we want to because a loving God will redeem each and every one of us. Thus, if God gets to choose at all, it is to save and redeem us not damn and condemn us.

But traditionally this parable gets interpreted allegorically in way as to compare the unaccepting soil to us, as individuals. I think this is wrong. So, allow me to offer a different interpretation. We are the seeds which God sows, and various churches are the soil. The rocky, hard soil are those churches that won’t accept other churches let alone other faith traditions. Just this past week I had a family, who are not members here but have an affiliation here, ask if I would baptize their two young daughters. I, of course, agreed. They were in agreement until they discovered that being baptized in the Episcopal Church would jeopardize the girls’ chances of receiving their first communion and confirmation in the Roman Catholic Church. For me that is arrogance, and it would be enough reason for me to leave that denomination. But the Roman Church was the Church in which these persons were raised and is part of their culture. Thus, the way I see it, the Roman Catholic Church with so many of its hardened and exclusionary rules is the rocky soil.
Churches that choke us with Bible verses are the thorny soil. Memorizing Biblical verses and spewing them forth without any acknowledgement as to their context or culture or historical perspective do nothing but strangle us. And yet, that is all many churches are based upon. I once had a wise clergy person tell me, “Our job, as preachers, is not to stand behind the words we preach, but to stand in them.” Churches or schools that do nothing more than quote the Bible and tell you to believe the words are shallow soil choked by thorns. The Bible, which is about God’s desire to love and be with God’s creation, gets so stuffed down our throats that we choke and thus, as any thinking person would do, we fall away.
Nobody here is bad soil. Instead, we are all seeds seeking to take root in God’s Word. Thus, it is my job and the job of all of you to provide a fertile environment for which all seeds to grow. We need to take responsibility for this! It is my experience that people are starved for a spiritual connection with God. The trouble is we really don’t know the best way to communicate the message. But rather than looking at what is wrong with the Church and thus seeing the Church as the unfertile soil in which you, the people, are to grow, the Church blames all of YOU by saying you are bad soil. Then, I, as a preacher, can rationalize away my failures by saying, “Oh, well, my job is simply to throw out seed willy-nilly, and it is God’s job to make it grow thereby removing all responsibility from my shoulders.” 

In part I agree that we, in the church, are not to be result oriented. Also, I understand that you can lead a horse to water, but you can’t make him drink. True enough. But we can do a much better job at communicating God’s love and care for humanity. And the way to do this is to make the Bible and religious wisdom more relevant to people’s lives. And we can do this by entering into one’s every day life and looking for ways as to how God is involved in all the minutia we call life. Allow me to illustrate.
A couple of weeks ago, I received a call from a young couple who were members here a few years ago but have since moved away. They called to tell me that they were pregnant. It was big news-----bigger than normal. You see, two years ago they were also pregnant. Everything was fine until two days prior to the proposed inducement date. At a routine doctor’s visit, suddenly the doctor didn’t hear a heart beat. Rushed to the delivery room, it was determined that their full term baby had died. The decision was made to deliver the baby naturally. Can you imagine just learning that your baby whom you have carried for nine months is now dead, and now you are to deliver her as if she were alive and healthy? Unspeakable sadness engulfed what was to be unspeakable joy.

Shortly after birth, I was called in. They wanted me to baptize their baby----their deceased baby. I agreed. So, with blue cheeks instead of pink rosy cheeks and coldness to the touch instead warmth and tears of pain instead giggles of joy, I baptized their baby as family members gathered around.
After sprinkling water over her head, I gave her back to her mom sitting upright in bed. She held her baby and rocked her slowly back and forth sobbing, her tears dripping down upon her baby’s cheek and face. It was then I realized that it was SHE who was baptizing her baby-----baptizing her in the love of her own tears. 
As I looked upon mother and child, I thought of Michelangelo’s Pieta, mother Mary holding her dead son Jesus on her lap. The passion……the love…….the sadness……the tragedy……the real life of it all. If the gospel is to mean anything, it has to mean something incarnationally----that is it has to be made real for us to smell and taste in joy and in absolute suffering or our faith is absolutely worthless.

And what I saw in this 21st century, real life Pieta, was not only a mother’s love for her child, but God’s love for humanity. What I saw was God holding humanity on God’s lap weeping over our hurt, pain and sadness. In love, I saw a God who loves us like a mother loves her newborn child-------dead or alive. In subsequent weeks, I told the mother of my impressions. She simply nodded and cried some more.

That was two years or so ago. When they called me a couple of weeks ago to report of their current pregnancy, they told me how initially she was pregnant with twins. However, within a short period of time, one heartbeat began to weaken and then disappear altogether. Talk about lightning striking twice! They lost one of their twins.
When I asked her how she was doing, she said it was difficult at first. She had to fight the thoughts and feelings that there was something wrong with her or worse that somehow God was punishing her or had lost favor with her. “But,” she said, “I have made it through because I know what God knows-----the pain of losing my child. Thus, he knows my pain. I know he weeps, too.”

We concluded our conversation with the obligatory, “Let’s keep in touch. Have your machine call my machine” which is a gentle way of saying goodbye without saying goodbye. But she said, “Oh, we will keep in touch. We will always keep in touch. And even though we don’t go to church that much, the church will always be a part of our lives.”
That, to me, is an example of communicating the gospel. And I pass it on to you. May you not only pass it on but when a tragedy strikes you, may you live it and believe it. This is communicating the gospel because it is meeting people where they live and move and have their being. It is in meeting God in the process of meeting and being with people in the living of their lives that matters. THERE is the fertile soil in which the seeds can grow. And it is right in front of all of us. You don’t need a collar around your neck to see it or communicate it because life is life for us all and available to us all. The only advantage I have is that you pay me to remind you what is right in front of you and totally free for all to see.
God scatters forth human seeds all over creation hoping they will fall in fertile soil and grow. Unfortunately, too many churches bloviate a lot excrement and instead of fertilizer.
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