Trinity 3
Beauworth, Cheriton, Bramdean

Matthew 13:1-9, 18-23

The Parable of the Sower

In our gospel reading we heard Jesus’ story about the sower.  The sower is a farmer who scatters his seed indiscriminately and, not surprisingly, some seed is picked off by the birds before it’s had a chance to take root; the seed which falls on rocky ground yields nothing; that which grows alongside the thorns is choked, and that which falls on fertile ground produces a crop.  Now, farmers and gardeners among you may well be thinking that he was a pretty clueless farmer if he bothered to waste the seed by scattering it on unsuitable ground, but the deeper meaning which Jesus is trying to teach through this story is about God’s offer of his love.  Jesus explains that the seed stands for the Word of God – God’s communication/ relationship with us through Jesus and through the Bible.  And this is offered to everyone.  No one is left out because God has already pre-judged them to be ‘not worth the effort’.  There seems to be a foolishness about God that He will hope against hope that His love will be returned and will never cease to make that offer.  

What the parable makes clear however, is that there are many reasons, excuses and obstacles, which can prevent the seed from taking root and flourishing, just as there are many reasons why we fail to take seriously the offer of God’s love, why we may respond at first with enthusiasm but then drift away when the initial fascination has worn off, why we get distracted by the cares of the world from focusing on the things that really matter.  But the joy of this parable is Jesus’ reassurance that when the seed falls on fertile ground and takes root, it’s yield can be a hundredfold.  His promise is that when the love of God deeply enters our hearts we become transformed people who live with our feet firmly planted in this world, but with our eyes clearly focussed on the kingdom of God.  The message is that the word of God needs to take root in order for us to flourish as the human beings God intended us to be.  And what does it mean to flourish?  To flourish is to live life embracing the values of the kingdom of God: ‘thy kingdom come, on earth as it is in heaven.’  Fine words, perhaps, but what would this ‘kingdom of God’ look like if we could see it?  What would the ‘kingdom of God’ look like here in Beauworth/Cheriton/Bramdean? 
I believe that one of the key features of Jesus’ teaching about the kingdom of God, is the fact that it is a community.  The kingdom of God is about unique, loved individuals in relationship with others.  No one in God’s kingdom is a second-class citizen and no one is so much more important than another that they cannot serve that other.  ‘The first shall be last and the last shall be first’ speaks volumes about the crazy, topsy-turvy nature of Jesus’ values, which place our common humanity before any accidents of birth, family, status or wealth.  But community, and close relationships within a geographical community are increasingly difficult to foster nowadays.

We all know that society is much more fragmented than it once was.  People used to live, work and socialise within their local community but huge social development over the last fifty years and more has seen much of that change with far more disparate communities and social networks superseding the relationships which once existed with those amongst whom we live.  Clearly our modern way of life has provided immense opportunities and benefits for many people.  But the problem has been that many towns and villages have lost their identity and community spirit, leading to isolation, suspicion and fear.  This is of concern to the government with its vision of ‘Big Society’, which speaks of values such as neighbourliness, local identity and community spirit, in terms of ‘social capital’.  

The church has been in the business of social capital for a long time.  The parish system which encompasses every square inch of the land in a parish unit with a church and a minister goes back to the early middle ages.  There might be problems associated with this system, but it nonetheless speaks of a profound interest in and concern for including and serving everyone in a community.  Our model is always Jesus Christ who was passionate about belonging.  He repeatedly sought out those who were considered outcasts or undesirables from their local communities, healed them of their physical or social ailments and offered forgiveness to those who repented their misdeeds, allowing them to be reintegrated into the vital life-line of society.  Jesus did this to show us that we are all precious and valued and wanted by God, and it is that understanding which drives local churches to want to foster a sense of community and belonging.

So I want to encourage you to be more bold in your witness; to recognise that what we do as a community and as individuals in the church, is done in response to God’s invitation to live on earth as in heaven.  One very clear way of enacting this community outreach with the sharing of the gospel is to involve yourself with the Alpha course in the autumn.  Whether you participate in the course, cook for it, join a prayer team to support it, or encourage and invite others to take part, I strongly encourage you to commit yourself to its support and boldly pray that the living Spirit of God will find a home in our community.  Amen.
