
 

 

9 September 2018 Life-Shaping Stories: Field of Dreams   Matthew 

13:1-9, 18-23

 More than ten years ago, I was the out-of-province guest 

preacher at a church one Sunday. At the door following worship, a 

middle-aged woman shook my hand with confident firmness. I 

had never met her before. Looking me straight in the eye with an 

assertive tone she said curtly: “Preaching for that long here is 

completely unacceptable; 15 minutes is sufficient.”   

In 20 years of preaching that was the first time that someone 

passed on such advice to me at the door. It represents a sea-

change that’s been going on within the church for some time. I 

had not met her need. In North America—where people now talk 

about “church shopping”—we bring our consumerist attitudes to 

worship, along with a shopping list of needs that we want to “get” 

from our worship experience. And in large part the church has 

responded to this tendency by catering to people’s wants. 

Entrepreneurial evangelical churches are driven by the wants of 

the unchurched. Mainline Protestant churches are more often 

driven by the wants of key stakeholders in the congregation. 

Craig Satterlie, a Lutheran pastor and preaching professor 

says: The problem comes when we become so focused on 

ourselves that preachers end up worrying too much about how 

well they preach, parishioners judge a message’s value solely 



 

 

according to what they got out of it, and Christians insist on 

having every question answered before they will even utter a 

single word about Jesus.  When this happens the voice of Christ 

and the Word of the Kingdom, which is the real speaker in 

worship, never gets heard. What has happened to the cultivation 

of an attentiveness and an openness to what the Spirit is doing 

and saying in and through worship? 

Stories truly have the power to reshape us. Today we begin 

a new series on Life-Shaping Stories. This fall at St. Andrew’s we 

will be listening to a number of key parables that Jesus told and 

allowing them to re-shape us in Kingdom values and ethics. 

Jesus used stories a lot during his ministry. As scholar, Alyce 

McKenzie says, parables are short narrative fictions that seek to 

make us evaluate our lives. And while we think we are interpreting 

them, they are actually interpreting us—challenging us to figure 

out how they apply to various situations in our daily lives. Jesus’ 

parables are focused on answering two questions: “What is the 

kingdom of God like?” and, “How should we live so that we 

participate in it, both now and in the future?” 

 Today’s life-shaping story is the Parable of the Sower. The parable 

describes this crazy farmer that sows seed everywhere—not just on open 

prepared soil, but also on hardened paths, rocky ground and among 



 

 

thorns. Seed is a valuable commodity. Not many farmers want to waste 

it. Yet this sower liberally casts seed everywhere.  

 Jesus’ own preaching is like this generous sower described here 

who flings the seed even in the most unlikely of places. Preaching is the 

seed of Jesus’ earthly ministry from which everything else grows. Not 

every soil is receptive—often those who see themselves as the most 

religious are the most resistant. At Nazareth Jesus’ preaching caused the 

people at worship to drive him out of town and to try to hurl him off a 

cliff. While the good news of Jesus’ unconditional love and acceptance 

attracts people, his call to discipleship and the demands of the gospel 

cause many to turn away.   

Jesus enjoyed preaching. Mark’s portrait of Jesus gives the 

impression that preaching is the primary emphasis of Jesus’ 

ministry. Matthew and Luke make clear that preaching is not an 

original word. Christian preaching is a continuation of God’s 

ongoing speech in the world. John presents Jesus as the Word of 

God become flesh—making plain how profoundly this gospel 

writer regarded the reading and preaching of Scripture in worship. 

Jesus then, is “God’s sermon preached to us in the living out of a 

human life.”    

Preaching is like a mustard seed, which when sown, is the 

smallest of all seeds; yet it grows and becomes the greatest of all.  

Preaching is like yeast; it has a power, which may seem 



 

 

insignificant but has tremendous effect. When it comes to results, 

we do better to think of the cumulative effect of preaching, the 

small but significant ways that preaching changes people and 

faith communities over weeks, years and lifetimes. A Yale 

professor notes how the church defeated the powerful Roman 

Empire in less than 400 years using nothing more than the Word 

—the intrusive Word that plowed through Roman institutions and 

values, creating new people.  Jesus, who preached himself, 

commanded the church to preach and is himself the power at 

work in preaching. 

 The most important question for each of us is whether we 

really expect God to speak in and through the sermon. Is 

preaching a word from God or just words about God?  The church 

finds power and wisdom by trusting that when Scripture is read, 

when sermons are preached and when faith is shared in ordinary 

and extraordinary moments of life, ultimately God is doing the 

talking. The church also finds power and wisdom by expecting 

that God has something worthwhile to say. How often someone at 

the door thanks a minister for something said in a sermon that 

was particularly meaningful, even quoting it back – but the 

minister never said it…. God was doing the talking, and God had 

something important to say to that person. 



 

 

 The Parable of the Sower tells us, that the type of soil has a 

lot to do with how the Word is received in us. If the reading of 

Scripture and preaching is of little value to me, then God’s Word 

will bear little fruit in me. If getting what I want is more important 

than the supple flexibility of discerning God’s will, the Work of the 

Kingdom cannot take root in me. Yet, the Good News is that 

because Jesus has come, by his cross and resurrection he has 

the power to clear out the rocks and thorns of our self-focused 

hardened lives. Because of the cross and resurrection, God’s 

Word can grow anywhere – even in the most hardened and 

unexpected people. And if we are willing to let Jesus come and 

clear out the rocks and thorns in us—an abundant Kingdom 

harvest is indeed possible. It begins with a reorientation of our 

approach to worship—towards the Kingdom Prayer of Jesus—

“Thy will be done.” In other words, a shift away from my 

preferences, my needs and my plans, to consider instead how 

God is present in worship— speaking his promise, bringing 

Christians and the church new life, and empowering us to share in 

God’s work of bringing new life to the world. 

 The other crazy and inspiring thing about this parable is the 

outcome. This story is part of God’s field of dreams for the church and 

the world for that matter. When some of the seed does fall on open soil 

the seed yields a harvest that is not just plentiful, but extraordinary. A 



 

 

tenfold yield was considered a good harvest, while a yield of seven and a 

half was an average one. The thirty-, sixty-, and one hundredfold 

harvests that the parable describes are, literally, too good to be true. 

There is a miraculous quality to it. We may plant seeds of faith and 

nothing seems to come of it. Yet the failures should never cloud our 

hope and confidence that the Word of the Kingdom planted in human 

hearts can still have amazing impacts for good in the world—far more 

than we could ask or imagine. 

 While I proclaim the gospel in church on Sunday, you are called to 

preach in the world during the week. Many important sermons are 

preached outside of worship by baptized Christians who, share faith with 

their children, care for neighbours, allow the gospel to guide their 

business dealings, and work for justice and peace in various forms of 

their lives.  Preaching is not merely something an ordained minister does 

for 15 minutes (or so) on Sundays, its what the whole congregation is 

called to do all week long.  Christians proclaim the gospel in places that 

preachers in pulpits never reach—and that’s the way that Jesus intends 

to transform the world. 
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