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 There is a sense, I think…a sense in which today’s reflection—and today’s 
scripture reading—places us at the true start of our journey through the parables. 
Yes, there are parabolic sayings found in the 2nd chapter of Mark: sayings we 
reviewed two weeks ago.  Yes, there are similar one-liners found in the 3rd 
chapter of Mark: sayings so wonderful we’re going to save them and come back 
to them at the end of our journey through Mark’s parables.  And yes, buried early 
on in Mark 4, is that unsettling saying as to why Jesus tells parables: a saying 
with which we wrestled last Sunday.  But this morning…this morning, we are 
finally coming face to face with the first big-ticket parable, a parable sometimes 
referred to as the “master-parable”…a parable which Jesus offers to his hearers 
as central to the life of the Kingdom of God.   

 
 And we should, I think, take comfort in the fact that Jesus’ first hearers 
found this parable every bit as opaque as many of us are liable to find it.  The 
blank looks on the faces of his disciples must have made it abundantly clear to 
our Lord, that even his closest friends were puzzled when he finished speaking to 
them about the sower and the seed.  And so, having told the parable, he then 
offers them an explanation of the parable: an explanation which itself has 
become quite controversial.  Many New Testament scholars have gone so far as 
to argue that the only way we are going to understand the parable itself is to 
ignore the explanation!  Others argue in precisely the opposite direction!!  Where 
in the world does that leave us on a morning when we have listened—as we 
have just listened—to both the parable and to the explanation Jesus 
subsequently offers? 

 
 Well.  As a student of literature, I am well aware that a poet only gets one 
vote as to the meaning of any poem they have written!  I definitely want to hear 
what T.S. Eliot has to say about “The Wasteland”…but I don’t want to ignore 
what other, equally thoughtful readers, may have to say.  Make no mistake about 
it.  Jesus, the crafter of parables—his many other titles notwithstanding—can 
rightly be regarded not only as “Jesus the Preacher”, “Jesus the Miracle Worker,” 
“Jesus the Prophet,” but also as “Jesus the Poet”.  And obviously, given the 
unique authority with which Jesus comes to us: obviously it’s unwise to relegate 
his own interpretation of this parable to the same place where we might relegate 
T.S. Eliot’s interpretation of one of his poems.  Which is why I suggest that we 
start there; that we begin with Jesus’ own interpretation of what may well be the 
most central of his parables!   

 



 And yes: it’s an interpretation that focuses upon the undeniable fact, that 
the sower sows seed into four very different types of soil.  Incidentally, it’s worth 
noting the research that suggests Middle Eastern farmers in Jesus’ day would 
have used a scattering process like the one described here, meaning that the 
parable, with its depiction of a sower scattering here and there, is not as far-
fetched as it may seem to our ears.  At any rate: some seed falls on the path, 
where birds immediately devour it.  Jesus, in his interpretation, compares those 
seeds to the Word of God, and compares those birds to Satan, who immediately 
snatches the Word away from such superficial hearers, much as the birds snatch 
the seed off the path.   

 
The parable next speaks of seed scattered on rocky ground, where it 

quickly appears to be putting forth shoots, but given the lack of soil-depth those 
shoots don’t get very far.  In the interpretation, Jesus compares that to people 
who hear the Word, initially rejoice in it, but have no inner root and slip away.  
Next the parable describes seed that falls among thorns, seed that is choked off 
by the thorns as soon as it shows any promise of growth.  In the interpretation, 
Jesus speaks of those who hear the Word—who hear the Gospel—but who are 
so weighed down with worries and so distracted by other things, that the Gospel 
is choked off before it can gain any real traction in their lives.  Finally…finally, the 
parable speaks of the soil in which the seed can flourish, comparing that soil to 
those who not only embrace the Word, but bear fruit through their embrace of the 
Word.  And you know! 

 
 With all do respect to those who think we need to ignore the interpretation 
when we encounter this parable, I simply don’t know how I might ever go about 
doing that.  To my way of thinking, the interpretation is simply too powerful—and 
too apt—for me entirely to ignore it.  It’s apt, in part, because it rings so true to 
life, and not only where the Gospel is concerned.  Take just about any activity in 
which human beings can immerse themselves, and their response to that activity 
is likely to take one of the four forms outlined in the interpretation.  Hand a child a 
hockey stick, and some will have no use for it, some will delight in it for a couple 
of weeks and then get bored, some will be passionate and try to develop their 
skills but eventually get distracted by other things, and finally some will end up in 
the NHL.  The interpretation is true to life…and it’s also, at least to a point, true to 
the parable itself.  I can’t just ignore the interpretation.  But here’s what I can do. 

 
 I can ask some rather sharp questions of the interpretation.  In 
particular…in particular…I want to note something really basic, namely this.  If 
the interpretation is correct, then frankly we have misnamed this parable, a 
parable we regularly refer to as the “parable of the sower”.  If the interpretation 
exhausts every ounce of the parable’s meaning, then we had best rename it the 
“parable of the soil,” because that’s what the parable—at the end of the day—is 
really and truly all about.  It’s about four different kinds of soil in which the seed of 
the Gospel can be planted: three of which are pretty hopeless, only one of which 
holds out any promise.  But if that’s the case—if it is truly the case that this is a 



parable of soil, of four different kinds of soil, four different kinds of human soil in 
which the Gospel can be planted: if that is really what this parable is about, my 
question is simply this.  What if…what if you wake up one morning, my friend, 
and come to the ghastly realization that you are the wrong kind of soil? 

 
*     *     *     *     * 

 
 A few weeks ago…a few weeks back, I had a fascinating conversation 
with a woman I got to know in Parksville many years ago.  She’s not a United 
Church person; she belongs to a different denomination.  Over the years, 
however, she has attended a number of different events and study-groups I’ve 
hosted in Parksville…and recently even came down to Nanaimo to attend one of 
our Trinity events.  In other words, she can be described as someone with a 
genuine interest in the life of faith.  And yet, in the conversation we held a few 
weeks ago, she acknowledged the fact that she has always…from a very young 
age…had very little sense of the truth of religion, including the Christian religion 
in which she was raised.  The way she puts it is this.  “Whatever the DNA is that 
makes a person open to the religious life, I appear not to have a drop of that DNA 
in my system.”  And yes: for my purposes this morning, another way she might 
have put that is simply to note that she provides the Gospel with the wrong kind 
of soil, soil in which it is highly unlikely ever to flourish.  “Case closed; file 
shredded.  You lose!  You’re the wrong kind of soil.  Please move on so that we 
can process the next file.”   

 
 That, or so I contend, is an entirely valid way of hearing this parable, in the 
event that we fixate all of our attention on the four different kinds of soil.  Oh yes: 
there may well be some things I can do to improve the PH balance in my soil, but 
my hunch is that there are some pretty strict limits to the things I can 
meaningfully change under my own steam.  Just as my friend can’t go out and 
remake her DNA…I rather doubt most of us can change our soul’s essential 
makeup.  After all: my friend has done all the right things.  She attends church 
regularly, attends study groups regularly, envies those who embrace the Gospel 
whole-heartedly…but is simply incapable of following in their footsteps.  Let me 
tell you!  When I ponder someone like her, I can’t help but hear this parable—if it 
really is the parable of the four different kinds of soil—I can’t but hear it as a very 
harsh, a very hopeless, a very despairing parable.  How very disappointing…how 
very disappointing…that it should be the master parable with which our Lord 
begins to unfold his understanding of God’s coming Kingdom. 

 
*     *     *     *     * 

 



 Then again…then again…perhaps our custom of referring to this parable 
as the parable of the sower ought to cause us to inquire whether there may be 
something else happening here.  As you will have guessed by now, I believe that 
there is—in fact—something else happening here: something bubbling vigorously 
under the surface of that final type of soil…the receptive soil on which the sower 
scatters seed.  Having described the seed that falls on the path…seed thwarted 
by the birds of the air…having described the seed that falls on rocky 
ground…seed thwarted by lack of depth of soil…having described the seed that 
falls among thorns…seed thwarted by worldly care…Christ then packs what I 
think must be regarded not only as the true punch-line to the parable…but that 
which ought to be regarded as the heart of the parable.  “Other seed fell into 
good soil and brought forth grain, growing up and increasing and yielding thirty 
and sixty and a hundredfold: let anyone with ears to hear listen!” 

 
 Indeed!  Surely that’s the key to the parable: not a monotonous recital of 
the countless ways in which we human beings manage to muddle and misplace 
the good news of Christ (we know that, we don’t need a parable to figure that 
out!); rather the remarkable potency of seed sown by a sower whose seed is so 
different from that of any other sower, that its yield far exceeds anything the 
human mind can even begin to imagine.  Seed so potent that even if it misses its 
mark 3 out of 4 times, it yields an impossibly bountiful crop: thirty, sixty even a 
hundredfold!  That, in my humble opinion, is what this parable is really all about!  
That’s what makes it a true description of God’s behind-the-scene power at work 
in our midst.  That’s what makes it not just any sort of news, but fantastically 
good news. 

 
 The good news of God’s light shining on good and bad alike…the good 
news of God planting seeds of love in promising and not so promising soil, 
confident that such love is so powerful that it can overcome the sad fact that at 
least 75% of us will initially choose simply to ignore it.  Good news!  Good news 
which, of course, comes with a challenge, namely, the challenge placed before 
those whose soil has provided at least some openness to the Gospel, that they 
might be as lavishly generous with their gifts, as the Sower has been with that 
super-potent seed.  Generous in ways that might even break through the hard 
surfaces of those who have resigned themselves to the troubling possibility that 
they have no good soil to offer God!  No good soil to offer others!  This 
Sower….this seed…give the lie to such anxieties.  This Sower…this seed…hold 
out the promise of an abundant crop: thirty, sixty, a hundred-fold!  Now that’s 
Gospel!  That’s good news!!  That’s a parable worthy of our hearing!! 

 
*     *     *     *     * 

 



 Permit me a final thought.   
 

 I suspect many of us are still reeling from the horror that transpired earlier 
this week in Charleston, North Carolina, where a Bible Study turned into a blood 
bath.  I know I am still reeling from it.  I also know that I have no easy insights to 
share with you, this morning, over an incident I find every bit as complex as—
say—the 9/11 terror strikes that took place in New York and Washington 14 
years ago.  So many words are being uttered and printed to analyze, dissect, 
comprehend this horrible incident, an incident that ultimately refuses to be placed 
inside any of the boxes into which we might like to place it.  At this early stage, 
perhaps the only thing that is abundantly clear, is that the survivors of the 
shooting—the black Christians in that historic Charleston Church—those sisters 
and brothers in Christ have provided a remarkable witness, through the words of 
forgiveness they have spoken to the troubled young man who killed nine 
members of their community.  I’m not sure I would have the wherewithal, at such 
an early stage of grief, to offer even a hint of the forgiveness they have offered 
through their tears. 

 
 For our part, we can only pray that their forgiving words will fall on at least 
some good soil, where it will bear fruit: thirty, sixty, a hundredfold.  Let’s be 
clear…let’s be clear…that where forgiveness is offered…God, the Sower is 
busily at work.  And where God is at work, the future is never closed…the curtain 
is not yet drawn…the ending remains not merely open, but radiant with possibility 
and yes, even in the aftermath of horror, radiant with hope.  Forgiveness 
extended in such a way, under such circumstances, plant seeds that are far from 
ordinary: seeds planted in the name and in the Spirit of One who is no ordinary 
Sower! 

 
 May it be so! In Jesus’ name! 


