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Matthew 13: 1-9, 18-23 (Soil)
There are people who are gardeners and people who are not.  My mother-in-law, bless her soul, was a gardener.  Not me, and certainly not Paulette.  It’s not that I don’t like the idea, in the abstract.  And it’s not the physical labor.  It’s just that I can’t seem to be satisfied with the results.

The closest I came to gardening was when we lived in northern CA.  My folks started buying us bare root roses for our anniversary.  Jackson & Perkins roses, delivered in a cardboard box with instructions on the sides.  I followed the directions and waited to see them die.  They surprised me.  They not only lived, but sprouted leaves and bloomed.  I told my folks that we loved the gift, and we continued to get bare root roses every anniversary.

Well, we lived there for many years and wound up with 15 or 20 rose bushes.  I learned about mildew, that I thought only affected cloth cushions and old rags.  I learned about black spot, and aphids – little bugs that mess with the blooms.  And I learned about pruning and weeding and adding systemic fertilizer and trying to get the water adjusted just right.

When we moved to Surprise AZ it was all desert landscaping.  I was delighted.  But the church had a beautiful desert garden in front, with a circular walkway around a fountain.  And on each side of the walkway were amazing roses.  Beautiful, flower-shop quality roses.  Turns out that a long time parishioner, Joe Bickman, grew roses professionally.  His farm was one of the top three rose producers in the country, and a major supplier to Jackson & Perkins.  Before I knew it he offered me six rose bushes of my liking, the number that would fit in a planter that we had built in our back patio area.

I figured six would be ok, so we got special soil that was supposed to be ideal for roses.  I watched when Joe had the roses pruned at church and did the same.  I got the fertilizer and bug repellent that he recommended.  But I still had problems.  I brought Joe leaves and blooms and asked him what was wrong.  He told me I needed to add lime to the soil, so I did.  Still, despite my best efforts, my roses never did compare with his.

The parable of the sower brings to mind my experience with roses on a couple of levels.  First because it highlights all the things that can interfere with growth. And second because I’ve always thought about the bumper crop of 30-, 60-, or 100-fold in terms of bringing others to Christ, or church growth.  My success with this is, to be honest, akin to my experience with roses.  Despite my efforts, I’m never really satisfied with the results.

In a way the parable of the sower is reassuring about this.  Jesus was telling his disciples that, regardless of their best efforts in spreading the Word, there will be a lot of disappointment.  Because some will ignore it, like we tend to ignore the message of the Jehovah Witnesses that come to our door.  And some will come to church to be married, or to have their child baptized, and never show up again.  Others will be pretty regular at first, but then get caught up in other things – golf, or cars, or work, or a hobby, or Rving.  Then just fade away.

The trouble is that most of us hear this parable and suspect we are supposed to be working harder in the garden.  That when Jesus tells us about the hard packed paths and birds overhead he expects us to turn over the soil and scare the birds away.  That when we see the soil is thin and rocky he expects us to rake away the rocks and add topsoil.  That when we see weeds and thorns he expects us to dig them up.  The problem with parables, and their strength, is that we can hear them in many ways.

When I was in seminary I took two classes in field education.  One was at an Hispanic mission called El Buen Pastor, and the other was at a Christian foster family agency where Paulette worked.  It is called Hosanna Homes, and I served as their chaplain.  I had the idea for a program that I called Parables for Parenting.  I was convinced that there was wisdom in the parables that would help parents in raising their foster children, as well as  their own.  I found ten parables that I thought might shed light on raising children.

Twelve staff and volunteers met weekly over brown-bag lunches, praying together, reading each parable from the Bible, and talking about how the parable related to our experiences as parents, grandparents, godparents, and children.  At the end, I put together a pamphlet with each parable, along with  a  reflection based on our discussion.

The first parable we discussed was that of the sower.  Here is the reflection that came from our discussion:

We all want our children, grandchildren, and godchildren to experience all the blessings of this life – to love and to be loved, to be compassionate towards others, and to find the joy, peace, and goodness of God’s Spirit.  We want to protect them from the ‘birds’ that seek to devour them, to nurture their ‘roots’ so they may withstand the trials of life, and to chop away the ‘thorns’ that can threaten their health and happiness.

What can devour our children?  Drugs, alcohol, sexual exploitation, gang violence, suicide.  These birds care nothing for race or ethnicity, economic status, intelligence, or faith tradition.  They have become accustomed to scarecrow parents: those who are absent, those incapable of recognizing danger, those unable to provide effective protection by setting and enforcing the boundaries that all children need.  Some parents become a caricature of their role, befriending their children and winking at their ‘youthful indiscretions’ as a natural part of growing up.

What can cause roots to wither?  A basic lack of the fundamentals – water, sunlight, air, nutrients in the soil.  For children the fundamentals are love, affirmation, and a home where they feel secure.  They need parents who will take the time to talk with them, to listen to them, to play with them.  Parents who understand the need for boundaries, but who do not fall prone to harsh physical discipline.  Parents who take their children on family outings, whether camping in Yosemite or in the back yard.  Parents who model their faith by the way they live their lives.

What thorns can choke the vitality of our children?  ‘The worries of this life, the deceitfulness of wealth and the desires for other things . . .’  Children worry about a lot of things.  They worry about what their peers think, they worry about how they will be treated by their parents, and they often worry about whether their parents are going to divorce.  Children can get choked, just like adults, on materialism, appearance, achievement, and self-gratification.

In addition to considering our children as the seeds in this parable, we also sow seeds in their lives.  The seeds of love, encouragement, affirmation.  The seeds of time.  And here we need not worry about whether these seeds land on what appears to be a hard, beaten path, or on stony soil, or amid a cluster of thorns.  We sow the good seed widely and wildly, as from a ‘hurricane planter.’  Because we can never be sure, based on outward appearances, when or where that seed will take root and produce 30, 60, or 100 fold.

Parables for parenting.  Pause for prayer with Deacon Pat.  Seems like we have a proclivity for alliteration on the letter ‘p.’  I felt myself drawn to other versions:  parables for priests, parables for parishioners, parables for Paulette.  I even wrote her one, based on her current work as a personal trainer:  Listen up.  A personal trainer went out, inviting people to work out at the gym.  Some of them heard the invitation, but were seduced by the pizza and beer at Da Boys next door.  Others thought it would be great to get in better shape, they joined the gym and started in her boot camp program.  They got sweaty and tired and were sore the next day.  In a week they disappeared.  There were those who stuck with boot camp for over a month,  but found it impossible to keep to a routine.  Job demands, visits from family and friends, household chores.  Their three day per week commitment became two, then one, then ‘Days turn into weeks, how quick they pass . . .’
  But some of the recruits made real progress.  They kept to the regimen, and found they could do more cardio, lift more, and weigh less.  They began to like how they looked and felt, and became gym rats.  Like the trainer, they  began proselytizing everyone.

If I can’t make you feel guilty about evangelizing, maybe I can nudge you back to the gym.
We can think of ourselves as the sower, we can think of ourselves as the seed, we can think of ourselves as a gardener, and we can think of ourselves as the soil.  Both as individuals and as a parish.  But it is more like an imaginary soil.  A soil that is, in places, beaten down as hard as concrete.  In others, just a dusting of dirt upon shale.  A soil that is, in places, filled with weeds and thorns.  And in other places, not so bad.  But this magical soil changes over time, with parts morphing into others.  The good soil becoming beaten down, the thin soil becoming weed laden.  The proportions change also.  Soil that was almost all good can become almost all worthless.  And soil that was almost worthless can become good, river bottom soil.  This magical soil is us, and we have control over our composition.  Not through our own willpower, but by the grace of God.

We have the chance to grow something at St Paul’s, but it will depend upon our soil.  We are starting to plan for a new Sunday service.  A Eucharist that will start at 11:00 a.m. and end at noon.  We are also looking into the possibility of having ESL (English as second language) classes here, training volunteers to teach the classes.  What will be our yield?  It all boils down to us.  For these seeds, what will make our soil unproductive?  What would make it beaten-down, or rocky, or full of thorns?  And what would make our soil rich in nutrients, well-tilled, and with the right pH balance?

Just remember, we don’t need to grow perfect roses.  Garden variety are just fine.  But we do need to try.
� Dionne Warwick, Do You Know the Way to San Jose?
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