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The Crazy Sower

Its summertime and “Jesus went out of the house and sat by the sea.”  If he was on retreat, his retreat was short lived.  A crowd quickly gathered.  What were they seeking; why had they come, what did they want?

The answer hidden in the next line says, “He got into a boat and sat there.”  “Sat there,” what does that tell us?  Teachers sat and students stood.  The people were looking for a teacher.  That’s why they had come.  The rabbis taught from a seated position and people who wished to learn, stood before them.  We still stand when reading the Gospel.  By standing we put ourselves into it.  We exert effort and the exertion helps open our ears and unlock our minds for the invasion of something utterly different, totally new and profoundly life-giving.  Jesus sat there and the crowd stood on the beach and he told them many things in parables.  
They too had left their homes that day and come to the sea hoping to find what was missing, something that would fill the hole in their hearts, the emptiness at the core, the senselessness that seemed to be driving the world.

Jesus became their teacher and used parables to teach.  He didn’t respond directly.  Instead he told them stories.  But it wasn’t just a story, it was more than that, it was a parable.  

Parables are special; a unique art form invented by Jesus as he moved toward his destiny.  They do not behave as we expect and interpret us as we interpret them.   No one had ever used parables before because they require a distance from the crowd impossible to achieve prior to Jesus.   Ancient literature used allegory, where one thing stands for another, but they did not use parable.  It makes sense that Jesus moved away from the crowd gathered around him and addressed them while seated in a boat on the water just off shore.  He was coming from a place different from any they had ever known.
(My favorite metaphor for a parable is a ping-pong ball with English on it.  I used to play a lot of ping pong.  I am not particularly athletically gifted but I have quick movements and no aversion to guile and trickery in how I play.  Consequently I developed a style of play dependent on putting spin on the ball.  I bought an almost sticky, soft paddle capable of imparting tremendous spin if I used my wrest motion as well as my arm when I hit the ball.  And of course, I varied the direction of the spin with each serve or return so that my opponent could not get use to it.  The ball would hit the table and pop up in a different direction than my opponent expected and it threw off their return.  The way they had positioned themselves for their return revealed what they expected the ball to do, but when it didn’t do that, it messed with their confidence in reality as they knew it.  

This is what parables do.  They jar our world and open us to the possibility of seeing in a new way; a way that we couldn’t have thought of on our own because it is outside our frame of reference.  This is why Jesus used parables.  He had a message from outside their frame of reference; but it was a message so foreign to their usual way of thinking that he could only communicate it through parables, special stories that had spin on them.

Now to be fair, my ping-pong game is not that overwhelming.  All my opponents have to do is observe my wrest motion to know what the ball would do when it hit the table.  They then could either impart their own spin and send it back or use a ping pong paddle so worn that it was incapable of catching my spin.

This latter way, of using an old paddle incapable of catching any spin, reminds me of how parables are often interpreted by people who have grown so used to the gospel stories that they no long see them for what they are.  These people find some innocuous or highly violent way of interpreting the story that does exactly the opposite of what Jesus intended in telling it in the first place.  When this happens the heart of the interpreter is only hardened as he thinks he has yet more evidence confirming his harsh, over-against and unforgiving view.

Let’s take a look at Jesus’ parable.)

“Listen!  A sower went out to sow.” In my mind I picture myself carrying a bag of seed.  I thrust my hand into the bag, bring it out full of seed, and with my hand cupped hand, I fling the seed away from myself trying to disperse it evenly in the direction in which I am throwing.  How many of you have used this method in sowing seed?

I suspect the people on the beach also knew how to broadcast seed.  When he said, “listen!” they would have perked up their ears to discover his hidden meaning.  
“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.  (Maybe it was a rainy, overcast week when he planted so that the seeds actually began to sprout).  But when the sun came out, 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.”  

I am going to stop here and ask you a question.  I think it’s the question Jesus’ listeners would also be asking themselves.  What kind of sower is this?  
If this were a multiply choice question which of the following would you check?  (A) a very uncoordinated sower who had a poor throwing arm and just threw seed everywhere; (B) a wasteful seed sower who didn’t care how much seed he used even though seed was expensive and what was not sown was eaten or sold; (C) Jesus knows exactly what he is talking about and the craziness  of the sower’s method is the point and key to the story.  I think the correct answer is “C”.  Jesus knew exactly what he was talking about and the craziness of the sower’s method is key to understanding the parable.
So we have talked about seed scattered on the path that the birds got, seed thrown among rocks on a rainy day that sprouted but then died, and seed broadcast over thistles where if they grew at all they soon got choked out by the ramped and thorny growth.  The story concludes with, “Other seeds fell on good soil and brought forth grain, some a hundredfold, some sixty, some thirty.  Let anyone with ears listen!” 

If you are like me you will immediately begin wondering which kind of soil you are.  Am I the three soils where the seed doesn’t have a chance or am I the good soil?  We begin comparing ourselves with others and wondering if we are good enough.  We automatically use the story to measure ourselves and others.  We use the story to set up a baseline for inclusion and exclusion.  We make the story into an allegory where one thing stands for another and we began wondering where we fit.  Are we the good soil, the hardened path, the rocky outcrop or the bull thistle patch?  Or we begin looking at others to determine what kind of soil they are.  In our musings we think, “People who get a glimmer of the faith but don’t stick with it are like those seeds planted amid rocks that spring up but then whether down.”  Thorns and thistles represent the cares of the world and the pursuit of wealth that choke out spiritual growth.  The seed on the path becomes religious tracts and pamphlets that people hand out that soon find their way into the trash bin.  
This way of interpreting the story makes the story about the soil and yet the traditional name given to the story is “The Parable of the Sower.”  The title suggests it’s not about the soil that the seed fell on but the sower who sowed the seed.  Could we have gotten it wrong all this time?
Remember we said that Jesus’ parables don’t behave as we expect and wind up interpreting us.  The way we take them shows us something about ourselves.  The fact that we automatically missed the point Jesus was making about the sower and made it an allegory about soil tells us how caught we are in comparing ourselves to others and in wondering if we are good enough.  This can only mean we are still living in a world oriented toward inclusion and exclusion and not the Kingdom of God that Jesus came to proclaim.  His kingdom is full of grace and light where all are sinners included because it’s the character of God to include them.  
The sower in the parable threw seed everywhere.  He acted as if his supply of seed was inexhaustible. He threw it in places where it had no chance of growing; he threw it where he knew it would soon be devoured.  He was indiscriminant in the dispersal of seed; he was profligate, extravagant, wasteful, even reckless, in scattering it about.   He threw seeds in illogical and counterproductive places—it didn’t matter.  This sower was not operating in the way we would expect.  He was not following usual farming practice.  He was bold and flamboyant, scattering seeds everywhere as though the supply was limitless.    He even scattered seed in my heart and long before any of them grew.
It turns out Jesus’ parable tells us about God’s non-exclusive, extravagant and wildly generous love that showers itself upon everyone whether they look promising or not.  Goodness and badness doesn’t matter, being old or being young makes no difference, preoccupation with this world’s concerns do not alter it; even a hardened attitude toward benevolence poured down from above does not impede the showering.  The bag from which the sower draws his seed is bottomless for it carries God’s commitment to us that knows no limitation.  In fact, even as Jesus tells this story he is preparing himself for his demonstration of the limitless nature of God’s love expressed on the cross where we kill God and God forgives us.  On the cross we see the full revelation of the profligate lover.
And just as we are the recipients of love so generously sown, so we are sowers in all the fields through which we walk.  We cast our seed everywhere and do not aim our throw toward what we think is the good soil.  No, we just throw it everywhere.  We mimic God by ourselves being profligate lovers.  This is the meaning and joy of our lives.  Amen.
I must add a postscript to this sermon.  The biblical readers among us with good memories will note that Matthew 13:18-23 does interpret the parable as an allegory in just the way I said we were in error in doing.  I believe even the writer of Matthew’s gospel missed Jesus’ point in his interpretation of Jesus’ parable.  For this reason most scholars do not believe the words of the interpretation are the actual words of Jesus though the parable itself is.  The Bible serves as its own commentary.  
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