10 July 2011 SERMON  ‘Where do we find God’s Word in our lives?’  Rev Allister Lane
Psalm 119:105-112

Matthew 13:1-9, 18-23
Over the next few weeks the lectionary readings take us through the many parables of Jesus recorded in the thirteenth chapter of Matthew’s Gospel.
And with this first parable we have heard read today, we have the luxury of a follow-up explanation from Jesus. Jesus describes the meaning of the elements of the parable. He doesn’t by any means do this for all the parables. 

And although this may be a familiar parable and one that we have a pretty good understanding of its meaning, there is actually nothing in the parable itself to even give a hint as to what Jesus is teaching about. On the face of it, it is simply a story about a careless and rather reckless farmer.

It reminds me of the nursery rhyme ‘Humpty Dumpty’. We all know it’s about an egg that fell off a wall – but actually there is nothing in the words of the rhyme itself to suggest Humpty Dumpty is an egg:

Humpty Dumpty sat on a wall,
Humpty Dumpty had a great fall.
All the King's horses, And all the King's men
Couldn't put Humpty together again!

Thankfully with this parable of Jesus, he has given an explanation of its meaning.

Jesus says: “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.”
But wait a minute! Jesus has skipped something here. He begins by explaining what?     ...The outcome of the seed which fell on the path.

Don’t we want to know more about how the seed got there?

What about the person scattering the seed? 

Who is this Sower meant to be?

Jesus doesn’t say; he begins immediately by talking about the different soil types and what they represent.

But the identity of the Sower is important for our understanding of Jesus’ teaching.

I read a good story in Grapevine magazine this week about the importance of identity:

His request approved, the Newspaper photographer quickly used a cell phone to call the local airport to charter a flight.

He was told a twin-engine plane would be waiting for him at the airport.

Arriving at the airfield, he spotted a plane warming up outside a hanger. He jumped in with his bag, slammed the door shut, and shouted, "Let's go!" The pilot taxied out, swung the plane into the wind and took off.

Once in the air, the photographer instructed the pilot, 'Fly over the valley and make low passes so I can take pictures of the scrub fires on the hillsides."

"Why?" asked the pilot.

"Because I'm a photographer for the newspaper," he responded, "and I need to get some close-up shots."

The pilot was strangely silent for a moment. 

Finally he stammered, "So, what you're telling me is ... you're NOT my flight instructor?"
Identity can be important!
Whilst Jesus doesn’t explicitly give the identity of the Sower in the parable, we are given a strong clue.
It is how the account of Jesus’ teaching and the parable both begin.

The chapter begins: “That same day Jesus went out of the house and sat beside the lake.” (v1)
And once Jesus had the attention of the crowd, listen how he begins the parable: “Listen! A sower went out to sow.” (v3)
Matthew uses the exact same term ‘went out’ about the Sower and about Jesus who ‘went out’ to teach. Matthew presents Jesus then as the Sower scattering the seed.

So what about the seed?

This element of the parable Jesus explains as ‘the word of the kingdom’ (v19)

In our life as a Church we sometimes talk about the Word when referring to the canon of scripture in the Bible. When Ailsa concluded the reading this morning she said ‘This is the Word of the Lord; thanks be to God.”  But in actual fact the Word is not limited to just the Bible. 

The Word is also the truth of God declared. So we also talk about the Word as what we experience through a sermon faithfully prepared and preached, and attentively heard. But the Word is not limited to that either. 

The New Testament and our theological inheritance tell us that, fully understood, the Word is a person.

A person who embodies and reveals the truth of God. 

And so in this parable, the Sower is also the seed.

Jesus is both the content of God’s truth and the means by which God’s truth is shared.

Jesus is teaching us that in him 
- God’s Word comes to us

- God’s Word takes root in us
- God’s Word bears fruit
...at least given the right conditions.

There are no guarantees about the seed successfully bearing fruit.
Indeed, this parable is a realistic assessment of what we observe in the range of responses (incl. non-responses) to God’s Word.

There are impediments to the Word being received, taking root and bearing fruit:

we can fail to understand it

we can fail to live with it

we can fail to hold on to it

we can fail to prioritise it – allowing distractions of worry and wealth to take over.

How do we hear and apply and reflect on God’s Word? 

What sort of conditions do the seeds scattered in our lives find?

Depending on where we are in our life journey, do the words grow well or is it something we are not ready or open to hearing?

We may well at times ask “Where do we find God’s Word in our lives?”
The realistic acknowledgement of impediments and challenging conditions to the Word growing in our lives may further emphasise our need to be encouraged by a community; a community of support where the Word is recognised as real, powerful and worthy of nurture.

As a church community St John’s has been planted in this place for over 150 years, intentionally and actively witnessing to the Word of God, welcoming and gathering people to participate in the growth given by God. 

God blesses each of us, and blesses us through each other.
Knowing that there are impediments, experiencing these impediments, we come together to encourage each other in the declaration and discernment of God’s Word. 

“Where do we find God’s Word in our lives?”  We expect to be able to find it here – among us, as we seek to be faithful to Jesus.
And it doesn’t stop there.
This parable, like so much of Jesus’ teaching, has implications for the way we live. (doesn’t it?)

In our last hymn we sang:

“debtors, then as living letters,
we must make our gospel heard!”
To recognise the place of God’s Word in our lives is to not only receive it but to declare it.
The Word of God bears fruit because it is shared.

Recklessly scattering seed with the same generosity of the Sower, we demonstrate our faithfulness to God’s Word in our lives.

This does not misinterpret the parable if we understand ourselves to share in the ministry and mission of Jesus. 
Scripture tells us “in Christ God was reconciling the world to himself,...and entrusting the message of reconciliation to us. So we are ambassadors for Christ...” (1 Cor 5:19-20)

There are two things I want to say about sharing in this ministry and mission (as I conclude this reflection):

Firstly, we need to recognise that this parable tells us that it is the scattering of the seed that is important, not the successfulness of the seed once scattered. 
We are called to be faithful, not successful.

Often I think we tie ourselves in knots taking on a burden God does not intend us to take. When we transfer our efficient and efficacious lifeskills (necessary in so many areas of our living) to our Christian discipleship we risk the mistake of either:

· taking on responsibility for efficacy of God’s Word or 
· becoming mean-spirited – only scattering seed where there is high probability of success. Such prudence is not taught in this parable.

Secondly, in faithfully sharing God’s Word, not taking on God’s responsibility for its fruitfulness, are we prepared for our efforts to go unrecognised?
Planted seeds are usually covered up with soil – this is the optimum growing condition – so our efforts in sharing the Word of God may ‘disappear’. Part of our call to be faithful is to being prepared to be unrecognised for what we do.

Living this way, we are given the example of Christ; our Guide who shares generously with us the truth and grace of God.
The Choir will now offer us an Anthem that expresses this same truth...
