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   June 8, 2004PRIVATE 

Text: Luke 8

The Church where I am a pastor right now is a big old cathedral church in the middle of town.

It(s located right on campus too so the University of Wisconsin students and faculty are part of our hood.  And that has always been that way.

During the fall of the year, I like to take my ninth grade confirmation students into the narthex of the church and have them then open the big wide doors and stand out on the front steps, outside of the church.

I then attempt to tell them about the world out there – and have them chime in with descriptive things about the world.  Hopefully, with them concentrating on the crummy, lousy things the world has to offer.  Stuff like greed and selfishness, despair, loneliness, the fast pace – you know the drill.

These things are easily planted by a pastor.  I have honed the skills over years of ministry and can get them to drive that truck that carries the world(s sin with little effort.  Which, on my own part, might be a sin in itself.

So they stand out on the steps and name all this stuff the world has to offer and after I think they have sufficiently drained and milked that topic, we walk inside.  Through the narthex and into the cathedral.  That beautiful space that is excessive in its physical plant and vaults and sails to the sky and the stain glass patterns on the floor terrazzo and tile – gives glory to the triune God.

And they walk into that space and I say, (Now what’s different in here?”  So they talk about the church structure and altar and communion rail and pulpit and pews.  And with each thing we name, I give a little run down.

I talk about what the altar means: did you know, that’s about sacrifice and it really does tie in with Holy Communion.  And the pews are all the same and we sit together – I just love that – we all sit on the same level and we are kind of squished next to each other and there(s no space between us. No individual chairs – we share things – even in our seating.  It’s a great symbol.

Even going through the narthex, it’s where we gather before we go in to worship and that gathering is important for us.

“It’s different in here,” I always insist.  This is a different land in this place – different culture.  Different way than out there.

Then I tell them that my job with them is to teach about this way, because it is so weird and peculiar and strange.  But it is the truest way to live a human life I know.  Then I tell them, as if they haven(t heard enough that night, that some of it they’ll learn from books and talking.

Some of it they’ll get from being in church Sunday after Sunday.  And some of it they’ll get through hanging around other Christians who are trying to be faithful and it will rub off even when they(re not thinking about it.

It just happens.  You don(t even need a focal awareness of it – it just comes and sinks in our bones.  It can happen – and does happen, in a subsidiary manner you just pick it up.  You don(t even have to be open to it.  It can catch you off guard.  Sprung on you from something you never dreamed of.

Come upon you by the most unlikely people in the worst places and in your situation that doesn’t seem hallowed or glorious at all.  But it can also come from things that are intentionally practiced in the faith.

Then I read them this little parable from Luke about the sower.

Seed is sown on a path where the devil comes and takes away the word from their hearts, so they can’t believe and be saved.

The seed on rock, where it doesn’t have roots to grow; falls away in a time of testing.  No backbone and no guts.

Other seed is tossed in with the thorns, and the thorns grow around it.  Thorns that are the riches and cares of this world and when we have those pleasures of life, the fruit can’t grow – it can’t mature.

I just love the explanation Jesus gives to the crowd: the good soil are ones who, when they hear the word, hold it fast in an honest and pure heart, and bear fruit with patient endurance.

How do you get good soil?  God gives it to us.  Our lives given to us are wonderfully fertile ground.  I am just white and middle class enough to know that not all babies come out of the shoot looking so great.  Some do not have fertile ground.  I have a good friend who is a neonatologist who says that some babies come out very small, no bigger than a loaf of teeny bread, and that they have to fight their way to stay alive.  She says, “We give them drugs and all that – and try to help them – but they have to fight on their own too.”  They are addicted to crack and other stuff and have to withdraw.

So don’t believe for a minute that this soil is in neat little rows with the ends rounded exactly and the grain is all coming up uniformly.

The soil’s ground is messy, cluttered.  For those who are perfectionists, and try to be that way in their faith, this parable is for you!  We perfectionists are trying desperately not to leave so much mess to clean up.

Have you ever thought that good soil might just mean that clutter and mess show us that life is being lived?  Clutter is wonderfully fertile ground – you can still discover new treasures under all those piles, clean things up, edit things out.  Tidiness suggests that something is as good as it’s going to get.

Tidiness makes me think of held breath, of suspended animation, while being good soil and making my heart honest and pure – my heart needs to breathe and move around and float a little.

Like the little clip says between the parables: “To you has been given the secrets of the kingdom of God; but to others I speak in parables, so that ‘looking they may not perceive, and listening they may not understand.’”
Something veiled is happening here.  Something obscure.  Something we are not able to see and even understand or make sense out of.  Something masked is taking place.

Not great soil.  Not the best soil in the world or the one with the most nutrients – just “good” soil. It’s something we can live with.  This parable gives us a break.

God seems to think that something of his kingdom can come from “good soil.”  Even in ninth grade confirmation students.  Even in me.  And in you.

Amen.  

