
A CODED INVITATION

Mark 4: 1Again Jesus began to teach by the lake. The crowd that gathered around him was so large that he got into a boat and sat in it out on the lake, while all the people were along the shore at the water's edge. 2He taught them many things by parables, and in his teaching said: 3"Listen! A farmer went out to sow his seed. 4As he was scattering the seed, some fell along the path, and the birds came and ate it up. 5Some fell on rocky places, where it did not have much soil. It sprang up quickly, because the soil was shallow. 6But when the sun came up, the plants were scorched, and they withered because they had no root. 7Other seed fell among thorns, which grew up and choked the plants, so that they did not bear grain. 8Still other seed fell on good soil. It came up, grew and produced a crop, multiplying thirty, sixty, or even a hundred times."  9Then Jesus said, "He who has ears to hear, let him hear."  10When he was alone, the Twelve and the others around him asked him about the parables. 11He told them, "The secret of the kingdom of God has been given to you. But to those on the outside everything is said in parables 12so that,    " 'they may be ever seeing but never perceiving, 
      and ever hearing but never understanding;  otherwise they might turn and be forgiven!'[a]"  13Then Jesus said to them, "Don't you understand this parable? How then will you understand any parable? 14The farmer sows the word. 15Some people are like seed along the path, where the word is sown. As soon as they hear it, Satan comes and takes away the word that was sown in them. 16Others, like seed sown on rocky places, hear the word and at once receive it with joy. 17But since they have no root, they last only a short time. When trouble or persecution comes because of the word, they quickly fall away. 18Still others, like seed sown among thorns, hear the word; 19but the worries of this life, the deceitfulness of wealth and the desires for other things come in and choke the word, making it unfruitful. 20Others, like seed sown on good soil, hear the word, accept it, and produce a crop—thirty, sixty or even a hundred times what was sown."


How easy a sermon is this? Today's Bible passage practically preaches itself.  To understand verses 1 through 9, you only need verses 13 through 20, where Jesus explains that the seed is the word of God, that is, the gospel. That makes Jesus the sower, as well as anyone who follows him in sowing the seed of the gospel in the world. And the different kinds of harvests are about how the gospel is received, or not, among different kinds of people in different spiritual and moral conditions, and how their reception of the gospel, or not, affects them and the world around them.  I didn't make that up; its what Jesus himself said. Far be it from me then to add anything to what Jesus says about his own parable, or to take anything away from it. 


End of sermon. Amen....... 


But wait, its still a good parable for preachers like me, who also sow the word, to come back to, now and then. But you can listen too, as it could be helpful for all you Sunday School teachers and others in some ministry or another. Or anyone here with a Christian witness, by word or example. On one hand, we are responsible to try and make the message interesting and understandable to others. And I try, with varying degrees of success. But on the other hand, its not totally the preacher's or teacher's responsibility if people receive the word and do anything with it, or not. Its finally the hearer's responsibility to be good and receptive soil, or shallow, rocky and resistant soil. In that sense, this is an evangelistic passage, isn't it? 


And since many of us have known all this about this parable since our first days in Sunday School, so much so that we can sleepwalk our way through reading and hearing it again, for the umpty-hundredth time, you'd hardly think this was an evangelistic setting for an evangelistic message. You just have to feel for the traveling revivalist preacher who would visit a wide circuit of churches to preach, along with his family, including their littlest children. He got up to the pulpit in one church to preach on this very passage one Sunday and said, "This morning, I shall talk about roots and fruits." At which his three-year old daughter wailed, at the top of her voice, so that everyone could hear, "Oh no! Not again!"


So, once again: end of message. Amen.........


But wait! I still have a question about this passage, and maybe you do, too. What about that part in the middle of the story, between when Jesus tells it and when he explains it, when he quotes the prophet Isaiah to say that he tells parables like this one precisely "so that they may be ever seeing but never perceiving, and ever hearing but never understanding; otherwise they might turn and be forgiven?" Why does Jesus of all people try intentionally to leave some people out of the loop, when it comes to understanding this and other parables of his? Jesus tells his disciples that this parable is a mystery about “the secret of the kingdom of God.”   Oddly enough, the meaning is given to some to understand, but withheld from others, depending on whether they already have ears to hear or not. So, let whoever has ears to hear, hear, and whoever doesn't, don't. 


That hardly seems fair. You'd think it would be the other way around: If you don't have ears to hear, let's give you some. Or lets transplant them. Or drill them into the sides of your heads. Are we dealing with some kind of predestination here? I hope not, or I'm in over my head.


But consider, in the crowds before that boat on which Jesus is teaching about the kingdom of God, there could very well be some listeners with some very strong ideas already about what the kingdom of God should be. Ideas for which they are ready to die; ideas for which they are ready to kill. Their ears are already ringing with ideas such as, “We shall bring about the kingdom of God with our swords, in such a way that the whole world shall know it. All we need is the right warrior Messiah to lead us, one with divine power to crush our enemies. Could that divine warrior be Jesus, who has announced that 'the kingdom of God has drawn near?' Could that person be Jesus, who heals the blind and makes the lame to walk?"  They must have been there, checking him out, putting pressure on him to say the things they wanted to hear, because of all the times that Jesus rejects their ideas.


Nothing good is to be gained by disclosing all the secrets of God's real kingdom to such people there and then, not by that lake shore, not at that early stage in Jesus' ministry. Then is not the time, and there is not the place to tell them openly that the kingdom of God is already here and is yet coming, yet in a way much more subtle, personal and peaceful than what they plan, a way which will not need their swords and armies and guerrilla tactics, a way which will even oppose them and leave them to their own self-provoked destruction. That scandalous revelation about Jesus' kingdom of God will come soon enough. If they missed it when Jesus healed the slave of a Roman officer and commended his faith, they should get it at least when Jesus comes to Jerusalem and is arrested without a fight, and stands before them, unarmed, unaided, and helplessly humiliated by the Romans. Then, these deeply disappointed revolutionary bandits will join the high priest and the mobs in urging Pontius Pilate to crucify him, and give them back their fellow warrior and bandit, Barabbas, in his place, without knowing that by that very cross the kingdom of God is coming in ways they cannot hear or see. Until then, let them go home from the lake shore scratching their heads and saying, “We were hoping to get a stirring call to arms, but all he talked about was farming, go figure.” They don't have ears to hear.


Then, if other gospel stories are any guide, there is probably another group scattered among that crowd who believe that the kingdom of God has already come, and is already there, in the vested power and privilege and interests they own, along with those of the high priest and his crowd of acolytes, who enjoy protection from the Romans and their clients (for a price, of course), along with the scribes and priests and merchants in the temple district in Jerusalem who all benefit from the sacrifices and pilgrimages there, under watchful Roman eyes, of course. They're often checking Jesus out to see if his teaching is of any threat to them, or of any use. No sense in Jesus making it plain before them, on this beach, at this early stage in his ministry, that the kingdom of God has indeed come, but in such a way as to overturn and bypass their little kingdom of worldly wealth and of powerful, private connections. That will become clear enough in the days to come, as Jesus forgives sinners and cleanses lepers and heals on the sabbath, on his own authority—not theirs-- without recourse to the priests, the rituals and the regulations of the temple. Without even sending anyone there. Without even being there. 


Oh, there'll be a time to tell them, clearly, all right. Like when he knocks over the market tables and drives the money-changers and the racketeers and the profiteers out of the Court of the Gentiles before the temple in Jerusalem. Then they too will chant before Pilate, “Crucify him!” But for now, let them also go home scratching their heads and saying, “Well, we came to check him out, but all he talked about was farming;  don't ask me why or what it meant.” Neither have they ears to hear. 


But there are others in that crowd who do have ears to hear what Jesus is not saying too clearly in the words that he is saying. People with the inner disposition toward God that will enable them to make the connection between their hard and risky lives as farmers and fishermen, and the coming of God's kingdom. Jesus talks about barren, fallow ground where seeds go to die, or where seedlings spring up in sun-baked or thorny, weedy soil, only to wither and die. These listeners would hear his words and remember what the prophet Jeremiah had said to Judah and Jerusalem: "Break up your unplowed ground, and do not sow among thorns,” because they had examined the soil of their hearts and had broken up the hard and infertile clods. They had obeyed the prophet's call for self-examination and repentance. That gave them ears to hear what Jesus was really saying.


Such people would hear Jesus' words about fruitful harvests of thirty-, sixty- and a hundred-fold, and would remember Isaiah's words, about how “The vineyard of the LORD Almighty is the house of Israel, and the men of Judah are the garden of his delight. And God looked for justice, but saw bloodshed; for righteousness, but heard cries of distress (Isaiah 5:7).” Such people knew what it was to break up the fallow grounds of their own hearts, in repentance and self-examination, in order to sow the word of God in their lives and to reap harvests of justice, righteousness and peace. Such ones knew what it meant to look to God for the miracle of growth, after having risked their last seed on the hope of next year's crop, when it could have been tonight's dinner. Such people were the grass that got trampled whenever the elephants of empire and of revolution squared off for a fight.  Wanting to do justice, love mercy and to walk humbly with God, on God's terms, they had ears to hear. And they would hear in Jesus' curious story about a farmer who sows seed everywhere, indiscriminately, a promise that would stir up their souls and leave their hearts strangely warmed. 


Don't let what sound like the words of an agriculture extension agent fool you. It didn't fool the receptive, the humble and those who hunger and thirst for righteousness. In language they are ready to hear, Jesus is saying that God's kingdom has come, and is coming, not in the form of violent revolt, nor as powerful and prosperous empires and institutions, but in the form of fruitful people,with fruitful lives and fruitful loves, sown by God's Word, springing up to fill the earth with the firstfruits of justice, peace and mercy, until God knows that the time of the harvest is at hand. Then will the wheat replace the weeds, and not vice versa.  


So, what is a coded dis-invitation to some, a hopelessly hidden mystery to those whose ears are already full and ringing with the echoes of their own pride and power and privileges and plans, turns out to be a carefully worded, diplomatically revealed invitation to those whose open ears are directly connected to willing hearts, hearts whose fallow ground has been broken up and are only waiting for the seed of God's Word and the showers of God's grace to bear fruit. That's why Jesus speaks here with his cards so close to his chest. That's why he speaks in a code that baffles some and which warms the hearts of others.


But even when people understand what Jesus is saying, and desire to embrace it, its not easy or automatic that the seed of God's Word will take root and grow.  Jesus' own disciples heard this parable, they sensed that there's more to it than meets the ear, but they still have to come to him and ask, “Now, what was that about?” What was hidden from the enemies was still murky to the disciples. So don't be surprised if we have to struggle to apply this word to ourselves. No matter how long we've known this parable and its meaning, we're never done with it.


To us who have heard Jesus' explanation and have taken it to heart, Jesus is still issuing this invitation: an invitation to increasingly fruitful lives and loves in the fields and vineyards and orchards of God's kingdom. Even, an invitation to tend, and to keep tending, the soil of our hearts and homes and lives and to keep making of them fertile ground for the growth of a harvest that will be collected when God's kingdom is no longer hidden, but is revealed to all the world. This work continues after the seed is first sown. Because from experience I know that I often go back and forth between being good , receptive, soil and being hard, thin and sterile soil, sometimes within the space of a day. Depending on whether I am feeding on faith, or on fear, whether I am caring, or careless. Does that ring a bell with anybody else?


With this invitation also comes a warning about the very things that could make our lives and loves unfruitful, things such as "trouble or persecution" which can kill the fruits of the word, or "the cares of this world...the deceitfulness of riches.....and  desires for other things" that would choke out the fruits of God's word, if we let them. 


I fell into that trap ironically when preaching once on a similar passage, also about how material things can entice us and entrap us and  steal from us our right relationship with God. So I thought I would bring a mousetrap to the pulpit and spring it for dramatic effect. At just the right moment, leading up to the main point, about how our possessions can possess us, I'd make it go Whap! Boy, I'd have everyone's attention then! But while setting it up before the message, the trap broke. And I didn't have time to go find another one. There went the center piece of my sermon! I was flummoxed,  flabbergasted, and furious......at God, I confess. Until I began laughing at myself for getting so worked up and angry about--you guessed it--a material thing that I had allowed to entrap me and steal my right relationship with God. Was that your idea? I asked God. 


If it was God's idea, I think I know what the lesson was about: It was a reminder that I had some spiritual weeding to do in my own heart. I had relied on things, more than on him, to approach my preaching. So the words of Fourth Century pastor and preacher, St. John Chrysostom, caught my attention when I read a sermon of his, (No, I wasn't there to hear it) in which he said, "When the Word is choked [in our lives] it is not merely due to the thorns as such, but to the negligence of those allowing them to spring up. There is a way, if there is a will, to hinder evil growth and use wealth appropriately. For this reason he warned not of 'the world' but of the 'care of the world'; not 'riches' as such but 'the deceitfulness of riches.' Let us not place the blame on what we possess, but on our own corrupt mind."


In the same vein, St. Augustine wrote a few years later, "Work diligently the soil while you may. Break up your fallow [ground] with the plow. Cast away the stones from your field, and dig out the thorns. Be unwilling to have a 'hard heart,' such as makes the Word of God of no effect. Be unwilling to have a 'thin layer of soil,' in which the root of divine love can find no depth in which to enter. Be unwilling to 'choke the good seed' by the cares and the lusts of this life, when it is being scattered for your good. When God is the sower and we are the ground, we are called to work to be good ground."


Being here and worshiping is a very good step at working "to be good ground." So are our times of personal prayer, Bible study, self-examination, Christian education and small scale spiritual interaction, such as in small groups or spiritual direction. Ministry and service often has the effect of softening up the soil: I might think I'm helping someone else, or testifying to someone else, but I come away with the sense that things have been turned over and softened in my own heart as well, for my own good.


And that is how the kingdom of God is entering our world and claiming it. Not by the force of revolutionary violence, nor by the power of human empires and institutions, but as the Word of God takes root in the hearts and lives of receptive people and bears fruit in faith, love, justice and peace. It is God's work, by God's power. And yet we have a responsibility too, one that does not end when we say, "Yes, Lord, I believe." That is the vital beginning, but only the beginning. Our task is to do the spiritual and moral plowing and weeding necessary, to keep removing, as needed, everything that competes with the growth of God's kingdom in our hearts and homes and loves and lives. And to repeat as needed, because sin's growing season is quite long, and the weeds of sin are very aggressive. But don't lose heart: the fruits of the harvest of God's kingdom last forever.
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