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Today we would normally be focused on Seaman’s Sunday in our
service, but in fact we will be marking that day next week. So instead,
we have a more agricultural theme which begins with the reading from
Isaiah, talking about the water necessary for crops coming from
heaven and not returning there until it has done its work in giving life
to plants and food to “the eater”. A very all-embracing expression
which doesn’t differentiate between birds, animal or humans. And he
gave us the lovely phrase which follows and is now a hymn too — you
shall go out in joy and be led back in peace — trees of the field shall clap
their hands.

As we know only too well here in Provence, nothing will grow without
water other than some spiteful prickly plants designed to withstand
drought like thistles. They have long roots which go deep into the
ground and find moisture.

Isaiah draws a parallel between the life-giving rain and snow, and his
word which is also life giving. It too won’t return to him without
bearing fruit. His words were special — if only people would listen to
him and take them to heart, act on them. He foretold the coming of
Jesus, the Messiah, describing accurately that he would be the Prince
of Peace who was the obedient, suffering servant. In fact, the Book of
Isaiah in the Old Testament has more overtones of the New Testament
than any other.



He lived around 700 BC, at a time of virtually constant warfare in the
Middle East and spoke out against social and political evil. The people
were outwardly religious but not inwardly. Religious hypocrites who
said all the right things but it was only skin deep — much like the
Pharisees that Jesus would encounter. He challenged everyone at all
levels to live by God’s word, not just speak it —and that is often hard to
do. Isaiah opposed idolatry, insincerity, and all forms of rebellion
against God. He had a long ministry and must have been frustrated so
many times that his prophesies and admonishments were ignored or
misunderstood by so many.

Our psalm today also dwells on the generosity of God, again in
beautiful language which people who lived off the land would have
understood. God provides water, rivers, and good fertile land which
produces corn and supports huge flocks of sheep.

Paul tackles not the provision of water and food for the body, but for
the spirit. He emphasises Isaiahs message that it isn’t enough to pay
lip service to the word of God, whilst remaining firmly wedded to the
transitory pleasures of the flesh. Christ’s followers are reborn
spiritually and so must remain true to that rebirth, not be hypocritical
and try to have their cake and eat it. To be a Christian requires self -
discipline and focus on the life-giving spirit which Jesus brought.

And then we come to the parable of the Sower, from Jesus. This must
be one of the most well known of all his stories, giving rise the
expression often used nowadays when a message hasn’t got across
“some fell on stony ground.” He often spoke in parables — stories to
illustrate a point, to make it understandable to everyone from the
illiterate to the well-educated, and he used everyday life examples.
This one would have been easily approached by his audience, all of



whom would have been close to the land. It’s still recognisable today
by farmers and growers.

In his day seed would be sown by hand —someone with a basket or bag
of seeds would walk up and down the field throwing the seed around
in abroad arc. Not for them the computerised drilling machines so
beloved by todays’ farmers when every seed is placed at exactly the
right depth in exactly the right place. It was hit and miss. Seed would
be blown about and not every one would sprout. Birds would have a
feast, weeds would smother them, some would fall on rock or thin soil
so they shrivelled up and died before they in turn could set seed. So
usually, you would have to sow a lot more seed than you would
eventually reap. Although the sower in this parable seems unusually
careless!

Nature knows all about this — you could say it’s God’s design — most
plants produce way more seeds than they need to. | left a couple of
carrots in the ground last year and this year | have two big bushes of
attractive flowers busily going to seed. I'll get hundreds from those two
little carrots. If | look after them, | could grow enough carrots to keep
the village going all year. God is generous to a fault — all we have to do
it appreciate his generosity and tend our crops.

Much as we need to tend our spiritual crop too. Our spiritual harvest.
Jesus isn’t talking about plant seeds, as he went on to explain. He is
looking for a harvest of the soul from his words.

He explains to the crowd on the bank —who could hear him clearly due
to the unusual acoustics in that particular place where an inlet of the
lake forms a natural amphitheatre — that he is talking about people
hearing about the Kingdom of God and not acting upon it for all sorts
of reasons. If they hear it but don’t understand it, the devil will come
and take those words from their memory. Some people will hear it and
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be very enthusiastic but as soon as life gets difficult, and it becomes
hard to live a Christian life, they’ll give up. Others are smothered by the
trials of everyday living, the “cares of the world” and by the
temptations presented by the pursuit of wealth. Consumerism, the
next must have fashionable shiny bauble gets in the way.

It's always hard to judge what people take in when you talk to them.
Are they listening with all their attention, or are they thinking about
something else altogether like what’s for Sunday lunch? Or are they
too keen to get their own ideas across to give the words of someone
else any credence? Perhaps they are too tired to concentrate, or
perhaps they can’t actually hear individual words. It’s an occupational
hazard for preachers — wondering what people have really taken in
from your words. Often, | find, people have taken in something that
has resonated with them, which hadn’t occurred to me. They will take
some of my words, and think about them, and come up with a different
message to the one | thought | was giving. And that’s fine — we all have
our own road to travel and our own individual signposts.

Jesus was all too aware of these pitfalls, and understood that his
listeners were a mixed cross section of the community, with different
experiences and different viewpoints; he knew all too well what
obstacles would come up for them to really follow his teaching every
day of their lives. He knew that the people were looking for a glorious
revolution sweeping through against the Roman occupiers, not a
piecemeal change to hearts and minds. They wanted it all to happen
on one day — God changing the world and judging all its inhabitants.
Which would be fine if everyone had a clear conscience wouldn’t it?
God’s new order, all the evil people judged and thrown out, all the good
people rewarded. There’s a snag with that though — it’s great if you are
in the right group, not so good if you aren’t. And God thankfully doesn’t
work like that -He knows that that most people make mistakes, need



time to work out how to live as God wants us to, need guidance and
patience to figure out where we might go wrong.

So, like the sower of seeds, Jesus carried on teaching, giving out his
wisdom and his guidance because he knew that there would be some
people who would be fertile ground, who would take his words to
heart, who would despite all the temptations and difficulties they
would meet, would flourish. And in their turn would work hard to really
understand the meaning of his teaching and pass it on to others. And
it can be hard to understand, it needs effort and study and thought.
Words, like seeds, get implanted. It’s up to us to decide what to do with
them — whether to be fertile soil and change the world, or whether we
like the idea but find it all too difficult.



