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I once read that …a sermon proves to be a communal act, not the creation of one person but the 

creation of a body of people for whom and to whom one of them speaks…   and I’d agree.                                                     

(Barbara Brown Taylor) 
 

But preaching feels different right now. It feels as if there is a greater space between us, far 

greater than I would like there to be. We are not together, enacting a familiar shared ritual 

and I’m not in robes, stood in a pulpit. I’m speaking to a camera live on Sunday but I 

prerecorded this text for the website on Weds and somehow this makes me feel more 

vulnerable. 

Preaching is different right now. 
 

But then, so is listening. We have to attend in a different kind of way. If what you hear 

interests you, you know you can listen again later online. If you get bored, you can wander 

off to make a cup of tea and if you disagree you can shout back at me (well, if you’re on 

mute). Whilst you might get the odd strange look nobody can prevent you  - for our social 

community of mutual care and respect is dispersed. We are gathered and yet we are each 

alone. 
 

How then in the midst of all this can I preach? How can we hear this text together today? 
 

In todays gospel text Jesus begins to teach by saying ‘Hear then the parable of the sower’. 

Hearing in this context is of course about understanding but its also about taking heed - 

about responding in some way to what is newly or freshly understood. With such a familiar 

text I really wasn’t quite sure where to go with all this until earlier this week I heard the 

following prayer. 
 

Give me a candle of the Spirit, O God,  

as I go down into the deeps of my being.  

Show me the hidden things,  

the creatures of my dreams,  

the storehouse of forgotten memories and hurts.  

Take me down to the spring of my life,  

and tell me my nature and my name.  

Give me freedom to grow,  

so that I may become that self,  

the seed of which You planted in me at my making. 

Out of the depths I cry to You…                                      George Appleton 



 

I wonder what memories you have of this parable and in what ways you have heard and 

understood it over the years. I wonder how you understand it now. 
 

As a teaching parable it seems pretty concrete and it’s presented in a similar way in all 3 

synoptic gospels. It’s a story full of visual imagery so retold in countless children’s Bible 

storybooks. As a child growing up in a rural Devon village this parable resonated with me. I 

saw, heard and took part in the annual cycle of ploughing, sowing, growing and harvesting 

which happened all around me. But I also have distinct recollections of it cropping up in RE 

lessons at secondary school where I was both reassured and disturbed by the 

straightforward explanation Jesus provides. I knew that I wanted to grow up to be fruitful, 

hearing the word and understanding it, like the seed in good soil; I knew that I didn’t want 

to end up anywhere else – that all sounded too dangerous. The message I took to heart 

was that I should, through my own efforts, try to have deep roots and grow in the best soil, 

so to avoid the perils of… whatever else might happen .. 
 

I didn’t realise that this parable is an apocalyptic text, full of mystery, urgency and 

judgement. I simply wanted to be good - or rather, not to be exposed as the bad person 

which I felt inside, somehow, for some reason, that I was. 
 

Perhaps it would have helped me if Id realised that the story is punctuated by a passage 

where Jesus explains to the disciples why it is that he teaches in parables - in verses 10-17 

that are also missing from today’s text. In Matthew’s version he says of the gathered 

crowds that ….seeing they do not perceive, hearing they do not listen, nor do they understand…. 

and that he will only reveal the mysteries of the kingdom to the disciples who are already in 

on the secret – he tells them,  ‘blessed are your eyes for they see and your ears for they hear’. 

Thus a frame for understanding is in the middle rather than around the edge of the text. 

The way Matthew presents this to us makes it hard – but then parables are not meant to 

easy or straightforward. I wish I’d known that, back then. 
 

Rene Girard observes, ‘for those caught in a persecution mentality everything appears in 

parables. Instead of freeing us, the parable, when taken literally, reinforces the walls of our prison.’ 

I think I have often been one of those who heard but did not understand. 
 

Not that I would claim any great wisdom now, but over the years my biblical literacy has 

increased and my understanding of grace has changed and deepened as I have experienced 

that gift. However its not so easy to shift that internal voice of self criticism that makes 

everything good or bad with nothing in between.  
 

But as one commentator says, ‘Truly this is not just about good seed triumphing.’ 

We can hear and receive this parable in other ways. For example, it could have other 

names –the parable of the seeds or of the four soils - and indeed the explanation Jesus gives 

seems to be much more about the soil than the sower. 



 

I’ve been thinking a lot about soil recently. Partly because during the lockdown  

Ive been doing a lot more gardening, but also because along with many others 

Ive been thinking about how as a society we might ‘build back better’ and what we can 

learn and do differently as a church too; what needs to be in place for healthy and 

sustainable regrowth. 
 

For most plants, good soil requires large amounts of organic material – it’s the stuff of 

death and decay - that creates the circumstances for healthy growth.  

COVID has been more of a revealer than a leveller,  revealing the injustices and inequalities 

of life experience; not for one moment do I wish to diminish the devastating impact this has 

had on the most vulnerable but it has also created the circumstances in which protest and 

challenge can influence for good. Bishop Pete observed recently that for the first time in 

many years the whole country has been united in a corporate lament, a shared experience 

as we name that which has harmed and grieves us and causes us to cry out ‘How long?’ As 

people of faith we can hold a candle of hope for others; in this state of disorientation we 

need to take time to reorient ourselves anew. We want things to be different for us, for 

the world, for all of creation. But there’s a long way to go. 
 

The ethicist Stanley Hauerwas states bluntly that this parable is about wealth and that 

 ‘…it is hard to imagine any text more relevant to the situation of churches in the West…. 

‘Why we are dying is very simple’, he says, arguing that,  

 ‘ wealth stills the imagination because we are not forced, as the disciples of Jesus were forced, to 

be an alternative to the world that only necessity can create.’ 
 

Hmm… Who was it who said, ‘It is easier for a camel to pass though the eye of a needle than 

for someone who is rich to enter the kingdom of God? 
 

We all need good soil to flourish and grow to our full potential; we need warmth, 

protection, support, sustenance, and these should be available for all in equal measure. But 

whilst vitally important and challenging, that hasn’t caught my attention in the sense of 

providing any sense of revelation, of new understanding. What I noticed most was that 

actually Jesus gives no detail about how the sower prepared the ground or how much 

fertiliser he used; and the sower doesn’t even plant carefully for the seeds go everywhere.  

Perhaps this is therefore a tale of a prodigal farmer? Someone extravagant who scatters the 

precious seed far and wide, seemingly at random and in every place in the hope that it will 

take root and grow. 
 

It wasn’t long before I found someone else who’d noticed this too. Barbara Brown Taylor 

wrote, 

… if this really is the parable of the sower and not the parable of the different kinds of soil, then it 

begins to sound quite new. The focus is not on us and our shortfalls but on the generosity of our 



maker, the prolific sower who does not obsess about the condition of the fields, who is not stingy 

with the seed but casts it everywhere, on good soil and bad, who is not cautious or judgemental or 

even very practical, but who seems willing to keep reaching into his seed bag for all eternity,  

covering the whole creation with the fertile seed of his truth.’ 
 

Maybe for now I, we, simply need to trust in that abundance of life, and in the purposes of 

God’s sure and steadfast love.  
 

How will you, how can we, listen, respond and grow? Amen. 


