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This parable of the sower is one that lends itself to a rich variety of interpretations.  
Jesus himself gives one explanation in the reading today: the seed is the word of 
God – the promise of the kingdom.  But the word has different levels of 
effectiveness depending on where it lands – on what kind of people listen the 
message.  It can’t take hold in shallow or hard ground, but when it falls upon soil 
that is rich and ready, the people who truly hear it, it bears a phenomenal harvest.  
One problem with that explanation is that Jesus might not have given it.  Some 
scholars contend that this was added after Matthew’s gospel was written, by a 
later editor.  One thing that suggests that this might be the case is that Jesus 
doesn’t usually explain his parables in this detail – in fact, it’s the only time he 
does. 

But even in the context of Jesus’ explanation, there is still a good deal of additional 
interpretation we could do.  Parables always invite us to locate ourselves in them.  
Here, you might see yourself as the sower.  Sometimes that is what we are, when 
we share the message of God’s love with other people.  If we look at it like that, 
then the image of the different types of soil alerts us to the fact that when we share 
our story, our “seed” is not always going to be well-received.   

In this parable, you might also see yourself as the seed itself.  I think that from 
time to time God “plants” us in a place or situation hoping that something particular 
will happen – that you will grow, or have an impact.  And the conditions in the 
place where God plants us are not always ideal.  You might have had the feeling 
at some time in your life that God did that with you.  Those are both legitimate and 
meaningful interpretations of Jesus’ story. 

But today I want to go with Jesus’ own interpretation of the parable – that God, or 
Jesus, is the sower, and that Jesus’ intention is to make us think about how we 
receive the word of God.  Jesus wants us to carefully consider how hospitable an 
environment we are for the seeds he is sowing in us. 

So, what kind of soil are you?  Answering it would seem to be a simple matter of 
sitting down and taking an honest personal inventory.  And that would be a pretty 
straightforward exercise, if it were not for a couple of pretty common human 
tendencies.  The first is the difficulty we have being really objective about 
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ourselves.  If we claim we are always objective about ourselves, then we’re just 
not being objective about ourselves.   

The fact is that the clear human tendency is to think more highly of ourselves than 
we probably should.  You understand this phenomenon if you’ve ever had to 
deliver an “average” job performance evaluation in your work.  It doesn’t happen 
without a fight.  Nobody ever wants to hear that they’re an average performer. 

I saw a fascinating example of this recently in the results of an online poll 
conducted by a research organization called YouGov.  The survey asked the 
simple question, “Are you more intelligent than the average American?”   And a 
whopping fifty-five percent of respondents said that they were.  As YouGov 
cleverly put it, the survey showed that the average American thinks that he or she 
is smarter than the average American. 

A humble 34 percent of citizens say they are about as smart as everyone else, 
while a dismal 4 percent say they are less intelligent than most people.  As an 
interesting aside, men (24 percent) are more likely than women (15 percent) to say 
they are "much more intelligent" than the average American.1 

The second difficulty we have with being objective about ourselves is found in our 
amazing ability not to see or hear things we don’t want to.  In today’s reading, 
Jesus invites those with ears “to listen.”  The version of the Bibles in your pews is 
one of the very few that use the word “listen.”  Most of the others say “hear.”  I 
think “hear” is a better choice.  Listening is a physiological action.  Hearing is 
understanding and appropriating the results of our listening.   

And we humans tend to listen a lot, but only hear things that conform to our own 
views of reality.  All you need to do is view any political discussion today to witness 
our ability to listen to someone with no intention of actually hearing them. 

Whether we admit it or not, what we want hear personally is feedback that 
confirms all the good things we already know, or think we know, about ourselves.  
In those moments of openness where we are capable of “letting in” new and 
possibly negative information that really challenges the way we think about 
ourselves, it can shake us to our very cores.  This is true no matter how lovingly 
the message is delivered. 

So, if we were to do a poll here about how receptive we are to the Word of God – 
what kind of soil we all are, in the language of today’s parable – human nature 
suggests that the results would show that there is nothing but rich, brown, 
receptive earth sitting in our pews.  Maybe that’s true.  After all, it is fair to note 
that you are here listening, and worshipping instead of doing something else on a 
beautiful summer morning.  And possibly, this sanctuary is in fact filled to the 
rafters today with nothing but prime spiritual topsoil.  But then again, maybe it isn’t.  
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Speaking for myself, I have tried to be rich soil for God, but I know often I haven’t 
been.  

But here’s the thing.  I don’t think that we ought to be thinking about whether we 
are rocky ground, or full of thorns, or the pathway, or the rich brown earth.  We 
are, each of us, all those things at the same time.  Each of us has some fallow 
ground, some rocks, some thorns, and in all likelihood, a few swamps.  Each of us 
has places in our lives where the Holy Spirit has grown deep, deep roots.  Each of 
us also has places where God is still struggling to get a toehold.   

Some places within us, in our lives, are hard, resistant to God’s word and action, 
and the word does not take root.  Some places within us are shallow, and though 
God’s word and action initially is felt and takes root, the seed fails to grow when 
put under pressure.  Some places within us are like the areas that are covered 
with thorn bushes that Jesus talks about.  In those areas, the seed of God’s word 
and action within us is strangled by competing interests and activities.  But in other 
places in our lives it takes root, and brings forth an extravagant harvest.   

When I look at the parable of the sower this way, I have to recognize that there are 
parts of me that are resistant, and even disobedient to God’s word and action.  I 
begin to see that I am not all I could be for God.  And yet, I see God’s grace.  Even 
though I am resistant, I know that just like the sower in the parable, God has been 
extravagant spreading love and grace in my life.  I trust, and believe, and hope, 
that God will make the harvest come – with extraordinary abundance, just like in 
Jesus’ parable. 

It’s interesting looking at Jesus’ parable alongside this morning’s reading from the 
prophecy of Isaiah.  God uses a very similar agricultural image.  And I think it gives 
us something else to think about as we reflect of the parable of the sower.  In 
Isaiah, God says, “As the rain and the snow come down from heaven, and do not 
return to it without watering the earth and making it bud and flourish, so that it 
yields seed for the sower and bread for the eater, so is my word that goes out from 
my mouth: It will not return to me empty, but will accomplish what I desire and 
achieve the purpose for which I sent it.” (Isaiah 55:10-11) 

Is there a contradiction there?  God says that God’s word will always accomplish 
the purpose for which God has sent it.  But in the parable, Jesus talks about seed 
that was scattered wildly around places where it couldn’t possibly grow.  What 
about all the seed that seemed to accomplish nothing?  Did Jesus have it wrong? 

I think we can find an answer if we extend the seed metaphor just a bit more.  The 
problem is not one of effectiveness, but merely of time.  We know that seeds can 
still germinate after very long periods of time.  I’ve kept grass seed in the garage 
for several years, and it grew when I finally got around to spreading it.   But did 
you know that the oldest documented seed that actually grew into a viable plant 
was a Judean date palm excavated from the palace of Herod the Great in 2005.  
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Carbon dating proved that when the seed germinated, it was 2,000 years old.  The 
fact is that the word that is sown by God never goes to waste.  I think every seed 
that God has ever sown in places that we think it would have no hope of growing is 
still there, just waiting for the conditions to change so it can burst into glorious 
flower. 

God has sown the seeds in us – in everyone.  He has sown them just like the man 
in the parable; he has scattered them carelessly, profligately, abundantly.  They 
are there, in us, in the whole world.  Some have born wonderful fruit.  Some are 
there still, waiting.  They are the promise of the kingdom – the seeds of God’s 
love; the seeds of joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, 
gentleness and self-control. 

The message of the parable of the sower is both a promise and a challenge.  The 
promise is that God’s seeds will bear fruit in us, in our church and in our world. 
The challenge is for us to make ourselves into places where that can happen.  Our 
job as disciples of Jesus Christ is not just to listen – but to really hear what God is 
telling us.  In the language of Jesus’ parable, it is to be continually cultivating the 
soil of our souls and our community, taking advantage of every opportunity for 
learning and spiritual growth, stepping forward ever more boldly in our 
stewardship, welcoming everyone, and committing ourselves to every possible 
outreach of love. 

Those who have ears, let them hear. 
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