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 Other seeds fell on good soil and brought forth grain, some a hundredfold, some sixty, 
some thirty.  Let anyone with ears, listen!  (Matthew 13:8-9) 
 

 An old story tells of a great artist in the days of the Italian renaissance.  His commission 
was to paint a mural depicting the life of Christ on the wall of a vast cathedral.  The artist knew 
that the project would take many years, and could be his greatest work.  Thus every event in Jesus’ 
life, every parable that he told would be there in brilliant color and intricate detail.  Of great 
importance were the faces of the people whom Christ met, and especially the faces of Jesus himself 
at particular points in his life.  He began with the nativity scenes, and worked steadily until 
reaching the story in Luke of the 12-year old Jesus in the Jerusalem temple.  Here the artist was 
stuck; he simply couldn’t find a boy with facial features that would suggest the Son of God.  Finally 
he happened upon a poor child playing in the street, and somehow the light of Christ shone through 
his face.  The boy agreed to sit for the many sessions it would take to complete the scene, and the 
artist was able to paint on through the life of Christ.   
 

 Years went by as the great mural grew to fill the wall.  Then, strangely, the artist got stuck 
again.  This time it was the face of Judas Iscariot that stymied him.  No man seemed to have the 
angry, cynical, scheming look that the artist imagined on the face of the disciple who betrayed 
Jesus.  One day, as the artist sat in a tavern wondering if he would ever complete the mural, a 
rough looking man already filled with wine stumbled in demanding more.  The artist watched and 
realized that here was his model for Judas.  Without going into detail he convinced the man to pose 
for his great painting.  The artist quickly went to work, but as the day wore on and the wine wore 
off, the model began weeping.  The artist asked gently what was wrong.  The man replied, “Don’t 
you remember me, the beautiful 12-year old boy who posed for your Jesus?  Once I was Jesus, and 
now I am Judas.  Look what my life has become!”   
 

 In today’s reading from the Gospel of Matthew, we’ve heard the well known passage that 
we usually call the Parable of the Sower.  Jesus described the kingdom of heaven to be like a 
farmer who went out to plant his crop.  Some of the seeds fell on the path where the soil was hard.  
Some fell on rocky ground where the soil was shallow.  Some fell on ground where the soil was 
already filled with thorns.  Finally, some seeds fell on good soil where they could take root and 
produce a bountiful crop.  At first you might think that the parable has a meaning that is plain as 
day.  But in truth you can run with any number of interpretations.  Some say we would do better 
to call the story The Parable of the Soils because it is about the soil of human receptiveness.  It is 
about the soul’s ability to hear and receive the word of the kingdom, and grow to produce good 
fruit for God’s purposes.  Indeed, Jesus concluded the first part of the parable by saying, “Let 
anyone with ears, listen!”  Let anyone with ears hear and receive the gospel.  The Gospels report 
Jesus then explaining how the four types of soils align with four types of souls, as if to warn against 
being one of the unproductive soils, and to inspire the hope of being good soil.  So the parable is 
clearly about soils and souls. 
 

 “Not so,” says another view.  We are right to call it The Parable of the Sower because the 
sower, not the soils, is indeed the main point.  What is more, the sower doesn’t have to represent 
only God or Jesus.  The sower is anyone who spreads the word of the kingdom: the disciples, you, 
me, the church.  See how the sower liberally, abundantly spreads the seeds without regard for 
where they may fall.  The parable conveys not only God’s generosity with life upon the whole 



created order, but also invites us to share the gospel with equal abandon.  Let the seeds fall where 
they will.  We are actors in the kingdom like the sower, not merely to be acted upon like the soil.  
So the story is properly called The Parable of the Sower.   
 

 What do you think?  Is it the Parable of the Sower or is it the Parable of the Soils?  As for 
me, I am going to declare, in true Episcopal fashion: yes.  It’s both.  Like many things in life and 
faith, the parable is not an “either-or” proposition, but calls for a “both-and” interpretation.  
Sometimes we are the soil.  Sometimes we are the sower.  What makes sense to me is that first we 
might consider ourselves as the soils, and then move on to identify with the sower.  We don’t start 
with the sower because in the parable itself, Jesus spends too much time on the soils for us merely 
to dismiss them as incidental to the main point.  Furthermore, the soils are highly and helpfully 
descriptive of the human condition.  So let’s start with the soils.   
 

 Most of us hold an image of ourselves as reasonably good soil: not perfect, but able to 
receive a few seeds of the gospel, and capable of bearing some fruit for God’s good purposes.  It 
could be, though, that you look in the mirror one day and the face you see causes you to wonder 
what your life has become.  You may not look as bad as Judas, but no one is asking you to pose 
for Jesus, either.  What happened to the principles you held, and the passions that drove you?  I’ll 
tell you what happened.  Life happened.  Life happened, and the feet of others walking all over 
you and taking advantage caused you to become hard and impervious to the seed.  Life happened, 
and the thorny concerns of the world etched deep lines on your face.  Life happened, and some 
deep wound you don’t understand formed a rock ledge beneath your surface, allowing the roots of 
love and relationship to grow only so deep.  What else happened?  A pandemic happened.  
Economic collapse happened.  Racial injustice happened.  The past four months have been a 
perfect storm, driving our once brash and bustling city to the brink of despair.  Look at what we’ve 
become.   
 

 Look at what became of Esau in today’s Old Testament reading from Genesis (25:19-34).  
Esau might well be described by the third soil in the parable: rocky and without depth.  He was the 
eldest of two boys, born just ahead of his twin brother Jacob.  As such, he was off to a great start 
and his life was full of promise.  He was the apple of his father Isaac’s eye.  But Esau couldn’t 
foresee his brother’s treachery.  Once after hunting game all day, Esau came home famished and 
wanted some of the stew that Jacob had made.  Jacob would only give it to him in exchange for 
his inheritance as firstborn.  Esau said, “I am about to die of hunger; of what use is a birthright to 
me?”  Jacob said, “Swear to me first.”  So he swore to him, and sold his birthright to Jacob.  In 
exchange for a mess of pottage Esau just handed over a priceless thing.  But the swindling of Esau 
didn’t end with the birthright.  Later on, beyond today’s reading, Jacob was able to trick Isaac into 
giving him, not Esau, the paternal blessing that belonged to the firstborn.  We can imagine how 
Esau, who had such a great beginning, saw in the mirror a man without birthright or blessing, and 
wondered what had become of his life.  Esau’s bitter tears soon turned to rage and spite, and he 
vowed to kill his brother Jacob.   
 

 As for Jacob, the thorny soil best describes him.  Any good intentions we can see in Jacob 
were always competing with and compromised by the weeds already rooted in the soil of his soul.  
Is that it, then: the slow but sure slide from Jesus to Judas?  We are formed of the dust and we 
return to it.  We are doomed to the destiny of whatever type of soil we happen to be.  If the message 
of the parable ends with nothing more than the knowledge that you happen to be this or that type 
of soil, then we’ve reached the limits of the story’s transformative power.  Insight is a wonderful 
thing, but if insight leaves us with nothing to do, we might respond: then who cares?  It’s one thing 
to say that the parable encourages us to be good soil, but soil cannot change itself.  It just sits there.  
Any upgrade in its condition has to come from someone else’s breaking it up, weeding it, and 
clearing it of rocks.  What it takes is the action of a farmer, or a sower, who notices a particular 



patch of earth and decides to transform it into a productive garden.  The good soil is good because 
the sower made it good before he scattered the seed.   
 

 I wonder if Esau himself fell into the hands of some such good sower.  You see, Esau’s 
destiny was not to go the way of the man in the mural.  We could well understand if Esau had 
remained bitter and resentful for the rest of his life, but he didn’t.  Initially he did seem to bottom 
out in marital woes and continued family dysfunction.  But if you read on in Genesis it appears 
that he settled down, and everything about him changed.  We don’t know how it happened, but the 
next time Jacob encountered Esau, Jacob found his older brother to be a totally transformed person.  
The story is told from Jacob’s point of view, who was trying to avoid Esau.  Esau was approaching 
with a party of four-hundred men, presumably for revenge.  But when Esau came near, he ran to 
meet Jacob, and embraced him and kissed him and they wept.  Years before Esau had been short 
sighted and shallow.  Now he was wise, and the light of Christ shone through him.  Esau gave to 
Jacob the priceless gift of forgiveness.  He who had been shallow, rocky soil had not only become 
good soil, but then, like the sower, began sowing the seeds of the kingdom, even the seeds of 
forgiveness.  The most stunning line in the story is when Jacob, the swindler, says to his brother 
Esau, “truly to see your face is like seeing the face of God” (Genesis 33:10).  Imagine, if the great 
artist had wanted to paint the face of God into his mural, he could find no better model than Esau.   
 

 Here is where you and I, with great humility, might rise to the calling of the sower who 
prepared the land and scattered the seed.  In today’s reading from Romans (8:1-11), Paul the 
Apostle writes that you and I have the Spirit of him who raised Jesus from the dead dwelling within 
us.  Note how Paul writes in the past tense.  The first and hardest part of the work is finished.  God 
has done for us what we could not do for ourselves: tilled the soil of our souls, planted the seed of 
resurrection life, and drenched the furrows.  Now it’s time to bear the fruit of the Spirit: love, joy, 
peace, patience, kindness, gentleness, and goodness – just to name a few.  Hard souls, shallow 
souls, thorny souls abound in this world.  Who will extend God’s helping hand to them?  By the 
grace of God, someone went to work on Esau, and then Esau went to work on Jacob, and it’s 
through Jacob’s line that the people of Israel and thus we Christians trace our spiritual heritage.  
Who was it, who by the grace of God, went to work on the soil of your soul?  Who is it to whom 
is God calling you to be a good sower?   
 

 Sometimes we are the soil.  Sometimes we are the sower.  I think of an anecdote from the 
life of Samuel Taylor Coleridge, the English poet and philosopher and founder of the Romantic 
Movement in England.  In his diary for July 30, 1830, he wrote of a conversation he had with his 
friend and fellow poet, John Thelwall.  Thelwall insisted that the practice of religion, and especially 
religious instruction for children, was an affront to liberty.  Children should be allowed to come to 
the age of discretion and then choose for themselves, said Thelwall.  Coleridge described how he 
took Thelwall out to what purported to be his garden.  A few desired plants were struggling for the 
light of day, but most of the ground was a patch of weeds.  Coleridge’s diary entry reads: I showed 
(John Thelwall) my garden, and told him it was my botanical garden.  “How so?” said he, “it is 
covered with weeds.”  “Oh,” I replied, “that is only because it has not yet come to the age of 
discretion and choice.  The weeds, you see, have taken the liberty to grow, and I thought it unfair 
in me to prejudice the soil towards roses and strawberries.”  While we can’t know for sure, history 
suggests that the conversation planted a seed that grew to produce good fruit in God’s kingdom.  
One of Thelwall’s four children and a grandchild became priests in the Church of England.   
 

 Hard souls, shallow souls, and thorny souls abound in this world.  Sometimes we ourselves 
are the soil, in need of the Master’s care.  At other times the Christian calling is to be valiant against 
all disaster, and follow the Master, and be the sower.  Jesus said, Let anyone with ears to hear, 
listen! 
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