It’s the Seed.  Matt. 13ff, Lectionary 15, 7/16/17

During his first presidential campaign Bill Clinton’s staff had a mantra which they repeated over and over:  “It’s the economy, stupid.”  They judged that this was the issue on which the election would be won or lost and so they kept a laser focus on that topic.  They refused to be distracted by other issues, repeatedly returning the debate to how the economy was doing and how people were fairing.

This morning’s gospel parable presents us with a multitude of lens through which we might interpret Jesus’ familiar story of a man who went out to plant his crop. Most of the time we focus on the different soils, in large part because Matthew has given us a nice allegorical interpretation of the parable.  The thrust of such sermons is usually something like, “Don’t be like the hard, rocky, thorny soil.  Be like the good soil and bring forth an abundant harvest.”  I have preached the parable with that emphasis, and it’s a perfectly good way to see the text.  But maybe we would do well to adopt as our interpretative key, “It’s the seed, Sal,” because I am convinced the central point of the story is not the different soils but the incredible fecundity of the seed.  
We non-farmers may not appreciate the outrageous numbers at the end of the parable, but this is an incredible yield.  As one commentator rather whimsically puts it, “Sevenfold meant a good year for a farmer, and tenfold meant true abundance. Thirtyfold would feed a village for a year and a hundredfold would let the farmer retire to a villa by the Sea of Galilee.”  Yet that is what Jesus says this farmer gets—a hundredfold return on his planting.  Clearly, this is some serious seed.
I suspect that Jesus’ early hearers, and certainly the members of the first century church, needed to hear this parable, because it was easy to be discouraged.  We hear a lot of success stories in the New Testament in places like the book of Act, so we may imagine the gospel’s progress was quick and sure.  The truth is that for every convert to the Way who responded to Jesus there were a hundred who rejected or simply ignored him.  I suspect the early disciples were filled with doubt about their ability and perhaps the viability of their message.  In telling this parable Jesus is saying, “Only a small fraction of the seed you sow will be fruitful, but oh those seeds which do find fertile ground—they will produce an amazing harvest.  There are always going to be setbacks and discouragement, but trust the seed. Trust this incredible message of God’s love and care to do amazing things.”
This morning’s sermon is a little different from the one I had imagined preaching.  Today we were to begin ministry with our intern and I had planned to talk about sowing new ministries possibilities together.  This week we found out Jamie Jordan will not be with us for the coming year; she has decided not to continue on the path to ordination.  The enthusiasm which had been building for this bold adventure has wilted like a delicate plant in the scorching July sun.  Yet perhaps this text is exactly the right one for today because it reminds us that it is not the sower or even the soil which is most important; it is the seed.  The gospel is bigger than any person, any program, any plan.  There will always obstacles and adversity (that is what those poor soils are all about), but this message of a God who is passionate for justice and deeply concerned for us has power to transform lives if we just dare to speak it.
This week I attended the funeral for my friend and colleague Woody Leach.  Woody was my partner in ministry at the Cooper House when I first came to Tech and he helped me find my way on campus.  There was a time when if you lived in Blacksburg you knew Woody.  He had big personality and an even bigger passion for social justice which endeared him to some and enraged others.
The funeral bulletin contained a beautiful summary of his life and there was long list of the organizations which he midwifed into existence.  It was an impressive list, but as his colleague at Cooper House I knew there were a lot of initiatives which went nowhere, great ideas and noble aspirations which never caught fire.  Woody was like the sower in the parable; he just kept slinging seed rooted in his vision that Jesus deeply cares about all people—and some of it took root.

Still, it was not that list of his accomplishments which moved me the most at Woody’s funeral.  One speaker observed, “A lot of people found Woody annoying, but he never gave up on anyone.  He never believed someone was beyond changing.”  That was true.  I’ve seen folks come out of his office red-faced in anger over some stand Woody had taken, then a few moments later Woody would emerge and say, with a twinkle in his eyes, “Well, I think he’ll come around.”  And he really thought it was possible; his care extended to those who were most antagonistic.
I offer what may sound like a eulogy for my friend Woody because doing so lifts up three things which are the core of understanding this parable:  The seed is powerful stuff; trust it.  Sling it far and wide without a lot of concern about whether you are being successful.  And don’t prejudge the soil because you have no idea in which little patch of someone’s heart the good news might take root and bring forth a harvest.
This is a good parable for us to hear in the middle of July.  We are on the cusp of planning our programming for the coming year.  Jesus challenges us to be bold, to trust that simply bearing witness to God’s deep love in word and deed can be transformative.  Some ideas will go nowhere.  Some paths will be dead ends.  But someone will find support at a critical moment.  Some new initiative may meet a critical need.  Some stony heart, against all odds, may be softened by simply bearing witness to Christ….And miracle of miracles, we may discover that in slinging the seed, we find a harvest of hope and joy growing in our own hearts.
