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The Sower

Matthew 13:1-9. 18-23

It seems so very unfair.  The parable of the sower.  You see if we believe, that our eternal destiny depends upon whether we have faith in Jesus Christ and not upon whether we do good works or not then it seems so unfair that this parable suggests that some people are born to be saved and others are not.
And isn’t that what the parable is saying?  Jesus explains to his disciples that the seed is the word of God – what Jesus teaches.  It is cast by the sower and lands in four types of ground – on the path; on rocky ground; surrounded by weeds; and in good fertile ground.  
Jesus explains to his disciples that the path represent people who just don’t understand the word; the rocky ground is people who have enthusiasm for the word until things get tough; the seed amongst thorns is people who receive the word but are distracted by the pursuit of wealth or the worries of life from giving effect to it in their hearts and the good ground are those who receive the word and produce this incredible crop – 30, 60 or a hundred times more than what was sown.  
If that is who we are from the moment that we are born – some will inevitably have faith in Jesus Christ and become part of the kingdom of God now and later have eternal life and some will not- it seems so brutal.  Why would God create people who will never understand the word or are too timid to hold onto it?  Why would God place people in places where they are going to be distracted by the lure of wealth or by worries so that they are ultimately condemned?  

I have been thinking a lot about this recently because some of us have been doing some sowing of our own during the last week or so.  Last week we distributed invitations to attend the Alpha Course that we will be running in the Autumn to 1665 households in the local community.  
I preached about this course last Sunday at the Benefice Service but I know that many of you were not able to make it.  Alpha is a course which has now been attended by 2 million people in the UK and 14 million people worldwide.  The ministry team went to some training on the course a month or so ago at the church where it was born – Holy Trinity Brompton in London.  There were over 1000 people attending – from 168 nations and every denomination – Baptists, Orthodox, Methodists – everyone.  There was a presentation in support by someone very senior from the Vatican and by the Bishop of London Richard Charteris fresh from conducting the wedding service of the Duke and Duchess of Cambridge.  The course is described by one of my tutors Jane Williams (married to the Archbishop of Canterbury) as “very Anglican” – it’s mainstream.  The course is principally for atheists and agnostics but anyone who wants to brush up on the basics of Christianity is very welcome.
The ministry team have become convinced that now (despite the beginning of the interregnum) is the time that God has been calling us to start this course.  
As I was folding many of the 1665 flyers and putting them into envelopes it was amazing to think that perhaps this one will lead to someone attending the course and having their entire life changed as it did for Lucy and I 13 years ago.  
But then another thought struck – what if the people in these six villages are in their nature so hardened to spiritual things, or have such a predisposition to be distracted by the pursuit of wealth or by the cares of the world, or to abandon the word so easily, that actually this exercise is a complete waste of time; that this attempt to turn around the spiritual life of our community is actually futile – that all the letters will simply be consigned to the bin like those for double glazing and roof insulation?  What if God knows that much of our community will never form a relationship with him because he made them that way?
But I am not sure that such a gloomy view is a correct view of how God has made us.  You see the God I worship is a God who overflows with grace and love for his people even though they reject him.  He is a God who like the father of the Prodigal Son never stops loving the son who takes his inheritance and squanders it.  He is a father who runs to greet him when finally the son returns home.  He is a God who knows that we go off the rails and spend vast periods of our lives being totally unreceptive to him.  He is a God who gives us all every opportunity to turn to him and embraces us warmly when we finally do.  But if that is correct how does this fit with the parable of the sower?  Am I making up this view of God – all we can reliably know about God’s character and the nature of our relationship with him is what is written in Scripture.
As I was pondering this while taking the dogs for a walk round Kilmeston the other day, it struck me that the picture of humanity in the parable of the sower is not quite as depressing as I had though.  After all the land on which the sower is sowing is constantly changing.  We tend to think of paths as quite permanent - covered in tarmac or some other kind of hard standing – but the parable of the sower is set in the first century – it would have been just flattened earth.  
Why would the sower waste valuable seed on land which he knows is going to be unprofitable and just eaten by birds?  In one translation the sower is described as “the farmer”.  He is not just the hired hand but a farmer who cares about the land and cares about not wasting his seed crop.  One commentator suggests that in the first century the ploughman followed the sower and so the sower would not necessarily have known what kind of soil he was sowing into.  

But I think the key thing is that ground which is hard in one season may not be the next. Rain, flooding, erosion, the effects of wind and sun will all have an effect on the land.   Sometimes a particular stretch of soil will be hard and impenetrable.  Another year the land may have been broken by frost; the path may have gone elsewhere as some short cut became sensible.  Weeds in one place one year may have been rooted out by the next.  In the same way, people change.  They can choose who they are going to be.  They can choose whether to be receptive or not.  Whether by a change of heart, making a new friend, by a crisis or broken by suffering, we can all become more receptive to God’s word.
Therefore it is worth sowing extravagantly and it must be done year in year out.  In the same way we as the Christians in the six villages must continually make attempts to sow God’s word into our community and to draw our neighbours in – by Alpha, by other courses and things we can do for them, in the hope that one day, the hard ground of cynicism and disbelief will be changed; will be broken by some experience of God’s incredible grace and that ultimately they too will hear the word and understand it and bear fruit and yields some a hundredfold, some sixty and some thirty…
1

