
Sermon for the Sixth Sunday after Pentecost, July 12, 2020 

St. Andrew’s Episcopal Church, Pasadena, Maryland 

The Rev. Dr. Jason A. Poling, Priest-in-Charge 

 

 In our Gospel reading today we find Jesus kicking off a new 

phase of his ministry.  For the next few weeks, and then again for 

most of the fall, we’ll find Jesus teaching in parables.  One thing 

we encounter as the Gospel writers recount Jesus teaching in 

parables is that people don’t understand him.  That includes the 

disciples—the lectionary skips over the scene where the disciples 

come to Jesus after he gives them this parable of the sower and 

say, “Huh?”  So maybe we shouldn’t be so hard on people when 

they don’t understand the parables. 

At the same time, though, a whole lot of mischief comes 

from reading parables the wrong way.  And while there is much 

that is mysterious about Jesus’ teachings, he also is gracious to give 

us direction as to how we should understand them.  Sometimes he 

is very gracious to give us very clear direction.  This parable of the 

sower is one of those places where Jesus both tells us what he’s 

talking about and explains what it means.  What’s more, it’s the 

first of the parables he gives—Matthew, Mark and Luke all put it 

in front of all of the other ones, and specifically note that he began 

teaching in parables.  So it makes sense for us to pay close 

attention to this first parable as a guide to how we should 

understand all the others. 

The most important thing I can say about the parables is this:  

they are not moral lessons.  Growing up, I’m sure you had the 

same experience I did of hearing a story and then being told at the 
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end, “The moral of this story is…”  The moral of the story of the 

tortoise and the hare, for example, is that slow and steady wins the 

race.  You’re supposed to observe what one character in the story 

does, and discern a principle from that character’s actions that you 

can then apply to your own life.  That is not what Jesus does in his 

parables.  He does not teach in parables to tell us what we should 

do.  He teaches in parables to tell us what God is doing. 

[I’ll say that again.] 

Let me show you what I mean.  In this parable, the parable of 

the sower, a person goes out to sow seed.  Some of it falls on the 

road, some falls on the rocky ground, some falls amidst thorns and 

some on good soil.  Now, a really dumb way to read this parable 

would be to say, “Therefore, when you go out to sow, you should 

waste ¾ of your seed, just like the guy in the parable did.”  Jesus 

uses a lot of agricultural references not because he wants to give 

lessons on farming but because they would have made sense to the 

people hearing them.  And the people hearing this story, because 

they know something about agriculture, would know that only an 

idiot wastes seed by throwing ¾ of it away.  Think about how you 

get seeds:  back then you didn’t go to Home Depot and pick up a 

little envelope; you saved the seeds from the crops you brought in 

the year before. 

Another word for seed is “food.”  Until it was time to plant, 

you needed to save those seeds, not eat them, so that you could 

plant them.  Otherwise you’re “eating your seed corn,” which 

means that you can eat now but you can’t eat at all next year.  

Scraping out a subsistence living, as most people did for most of 

human history, you’d probably have to fight pretty hard against the 
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temptation to eat that seed corn when food was scarce, when the 

kids cried that they were hungry, when you felt too tired to plow.  

But you saved it so that you could plant it and grow more food.  

Considering how precious these seeds were, then, everybody 

listening to Jesus would have known immediately that he was not 

talking about the reality of life that they know. 

Another way of reading the parable, then, would reject this 

obviously stupid way of understanding it and say, “Well, the moral 

of this story is that you should always sow your seed on good soil 

rather than in places where it’s not going to bear fruit.”  Frankly, 

that’s so basic an idea that I can’t imagine why anyone would need 

a story to get it.  That’s one reason I don’t think we’re supposed to 

read it that way.  But the other is that Jesus expressly tells us that’s 

not what he’s talking about.  When his disciples ask him to explain 

the parable, he tells them, “When anyone hears the word of the 

kingdom and does not understand it, the evil one comes and 

snatches away what is sown in his heart” (Matthew 13:19).  So 

Jesus is not talking about seed, or some other sort of investment, 

or our efforts; he’s talking about the word of the Kingdom.  Who 

is able to distribute the word of the Kingdom?  God, that’s who. 

What is this word of the Kingdom?  At the very least it’s the 

good news that Jesus came preaching, that the Kingdom of God is 

at hand.  If you wanted to, you could even capitalize Word and see 

this as God sending Jesus himself into the world, where he’s 

received in all kinds of different ways.  Do Jesus’ followers 

cooperate with God in that work?  Of course, absolutely, yes we 

do.  But that’s not what Jesus is talking about here.  When he 

explains to his disciples why he’s teaching in parables he quotes the 
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story from Isaiah where God is sitting on his throne, and asks, 

“Whom shall I send?”.  “Here am I,” Isaiah says, “send me.” 

“OK,” God says, “here’s what that will be like:  the people 

you go to will hear but not understand what they hear, see but not 

perceive what they see.  In fact you’re going to do so much of this 

that their hearts will grow calloused” (Isaiah 6:9-10).  This 

prophecy, Jesus says, is being fulfilled precisely in the way people 

will respond to his teaching (Matthew 13:13-14).  Why don’t they 

understand, why don’t they perceive?  Well, one reason could be 

that it would cost them something to get on board with what Jesus 

is saying—think of the rich young ruler when Jesus told him to sell 

everything and give it to the poor.  He went away sad because he 

had many possessions (Matthew 19:16-22). 

But at a more basic level it could be because many people 

have a hard time letting things not be about them.  People come to 

Scripture demanding answers to the questions they have, one of 

which is usually, “What does this text mean for me today?”  Well, 

it’s often the case that the text is dealing with different questions.  

The answers that Scripture offers—and, often, the further 

questions that it raises—relate to the questions that Scripture has 

raised, not the ones we have raised.  If we come barging in to a 

text demanding that it have something for us right here, right now, 

and if we aren’t willing to leave unless we get that, then inevitably 

we will shoehorn in something that doesn’t at all fit. 

It is not incumbent upon God to give us Scriptures that make 

perfect sense to us, or seem to speak to our present situation.  

Sure, there are times when he gives us insight into something we 

read in the Bible that illuminates something we’re dealing with 
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right then.  But there are plenty of others when we come away 

from the sermon, or from a Bible study, or from our devotions, 

just as confused as we were beforehand, if not more so.  (At least 

you can come away from a sermon well-rested.)  And this will 

continue to frustrate us as long as we insist upon having things our 

way.  Once we decide to stop acting like toddlers, and receive from 

God what he wants to give us—which is, of course, better than 

what we were demanding—then we can be in a position to learn.  

We can have ears that hear.  In this case, we can have ears to hear 

that in the parable of the sower Jesus is not talking about farming, 

and he’s not talking about what you do, he’s talking about what 

God is doing.  That may not be as interesting to you, but that’s 

what Jesus wanted to talk about. 

As I close let me share with you this quote from one of my 

heroes, Eugene Peterson, who started a Ph.D. at Hopkins, then 

planted a church in Bel Air, and later on produced The Message 

paraphrase of the Bible.  Peterson said this about our proper 

attitude toward Scripture: 

[Good Bible reading] does not mean mastering the text, it means 

submitting to it; not taking charge of it and imposing my knowledge 

on it, but entering the world of the text and letting the text “read” 

me.  [Good Bible reading] is an act of sustained humility.  There is 

so much about this text that I don’t know, that I will never know.  

Christians keep returning to it, with all the help they can get from 

grammarians and archaeologists and historians and theologians, 

letting themselves be formed by it.1 

 
1 Eugene Peterson, Eat This Book:  A Conversation in the Art of Spiritual Reading (Grand Rapids:  Eerdmans, 2009), 
57. 
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So my prayer for us is that God would give us ears to hear, 

that he would quiet our anxious strivings, our nagging doubts, our 

petulant demands, and make us ready hearers of the Word he so 

generously pours out.   


