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For the early Church, for those in whom the word of the kingdom initially took root and brought
healing, peace, and joy, there was still a conundrum: why doesn’t everyone who hears the word
believe? Why is what is so plain to us so imperceptible to others? Why, when we can say, “Jesus is
Lord,” even at the risk of our lives, don’t others get it? What’s wrong here?

We may wonder some of the same things. Faith in Jesus is important to us. We go to Church. Why,
we’re here listening to this sermon, coming to the altar to be in holy communion. Why isn’t
everyone? Why are we the minority in our community, coming, giving, serving, while all around us
there are people who choose sport or coffee or Bunnings or sleep over what makes sense to
us? Why are churches getting smaller or struggling? Is there something wrong with the word? Is
the seed not what we thought it was? Are we wasting our time? Is there something else we should
let take root in our hearts? Keeping soil good for planting can be hard work sometimes, and we
want to know, is it worth it? Did the sower get it wrong?

To the first disciples, to the early Church, to us, Jesus says, there is nothing wrong with the seed.
The sower is dependable. But here’s what happens when the seed falls on different kinds of
ground. Trust the sower. Trust the seed. But we must be good soil.

We don’t often think of it, but of all the New Testament literature, St. Paul’s letters are the oldest
sources we have about Jesus — predating the Gospels by a couple of decades. And Paul writes that
for those who are “in Christ,” and “Christ is in them,” “the Spirit of God dwells in you.” (Romans
8:9) This ought to strike us as an astonishing assertion. Not something we should take for granted.
And we might ask, just how does this “Spirit of God,” this Christ, come to dwell in us?

“Us” is the key word here, since St. Paul writes in the plural - For St Paul rarely speaks of an
individual’s relationship to Christ. He speaks almost exclusively of the individual in the context of
the faith community — the community of Christ’s Body, the priesthood of all believers, the
Household of God.

Therefore how does Christ and the Spirit of God come to “dwell in us™?

Along comes the Parable of the Sower, rich with varied depths of meanings to help us see just what
things we ought to do, and just how we might find ourselves equipped to accomplish them, and
which things very well may prepare ourselves as a community to receive Christ and the Spirit of
God into our midst — so that God’s spirit might “dwell” among us, a technical word in the Greek for
pitching a tent, setting up shop, moving into town.

And the first thing we might notice is the repetition, “A sower went out to sow, and as he sowed
...~ That is, this is no random person scattering seed, hoping gravity and good luck will take care
of the rest. This sower is sowing, which points to a practiced skill. This seed goes where it is
supposed to go. No soil is left bare. No soil is over planted. Yet, even with such a sower, some seed
lands on the road, or on stones, or among thorns.

On a number of occasions I have had the pleasure of visiting the Van Gogh Museum in Amsterdam.
As its name implies it is dedicated to the works of Dutch painter Vincent van Gogh and his
contemporaries. It’s on the Museumplein, a square rather like the area of South Kensington in
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London that has several great museums close by; the Stedelijk Museum, the Rijksmuseum, and the
Concertgebouw, concert hall.

Within the extensive collection of Van Gogh’s works is the The Sower painted in November 1888
only just two years before Vincent’s untimely death. Vincent made over 30 drawings and paintings
on this biblical theme during his artistic career. This particular interpretation of the theme was
during the time he was working with Paul Gauguin when they shared a garret in the Southern
French town of Arles. Gauguin was encouraging Vincent to draw less from reality and more on his
imagination. So here we have an example of how Vincent used colour to express his passion and
emotions. We have the amazing hues of the sky in greenish-yellow and purple-blue of the soil in the
field. The bright yellow sun looks like a halo suggesting the sanctity of the sower.

Like many artists before him Vincent van Gogh the 19th-century Dutch artist, had a clear Christian
sense. He understood that the seeds were God’s Word - and van Gogh knew, as we all know, that
Christ is God’s Word. Christ, the Word of God’s Kingdom, came to proclaim a message: I will set
you free; I won’t let you be anything but holy, good and free.

Now what most people do not know is that the young van Gogh set off to follow in his father’s
footsteps as a Dutch Reformed Minister. He spent some years ministering, bringing this good news
of God’s Word to the poor, beginning with mine workers in Borinage, a poor coal mining town in
Belgium. During this time he was able to identify with the miners, their families and their lifestyles.
His religious beliefs made him want to alleviate spiritual and physical suffering.

Only later did he turn to painting as another way to express his desire to bring people closer to God,
closer to each other and closer to themselves. In 1888 he painted 7he Sower, an important work in
the history of art, and surely a scene related to our parable here in St Matthew. One sees the sower,
practiced in the art of sowing, deliberately planting the seed in the soil. For van Gogh the colour
yellow-green symbolised faith, triumph and love. The colour blue represented the divine — and the
purple humanity- the soil- and he combines these colours so they seem to move and flow together,
showing the relationship of all living things. And there is something holy, good and free in the
figure of The Sower — who, in the parable, of course, is God in Christ planting the Good News of
God’s Kingdom in the soil of our hearts.

And the very thought that this seed, the Word of God, could yield a hundredfold would be heard by
the farmers and fishermen Jesus addresses as simply fantastic! No seed known yields such bounty.
Maybe tenfold, twentyfold or even thirtyfold, but 60 or 100 is unprecedented, unknown — simply
unimaginable! We are meant to respond with awe that God’s Word possesses such grace and power.
We are meant to want this Word planted in the soil of our own hearts, where we can tend to it, hear
it, and be transformed a hundredfold ourselves. What a truly awesome gift from an awesome God.
Of course, the dangers of not tending to it are outlined. It is a parable of self-analysis: Are we
fertile, well-tilled, deeply mulched soil? Or are we rocky ground? Do we welcome and make
opportunities to tend to God’s Word every day? Or do we spend more time tending to the thorns of
wealth and the cares of the world, such that the Word yields nothing?

Many who first heard Jesus tell this story worked out its meaning: We are the soil, the seed of God’s
Word comes to rest in us, and for those who till and water and mulch and care for God’s Word, we
become sowers of the Word ourselves — like the young Vincent van Gogh, like St. Paul, like the
fishermen, tenant farmers, soldiers and others who first heard this story.
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Like the skilled sower, may we become more practiced in letting the Word take root in our lives so
we might begin to feel and to know that what St. Paul says is true: “We are in the Spirit, God’s
Spirit dwells in us.”

God’s son Jesus desires to pitch his tent and plant his Word in our hearts and minds and souls so
that we might truly become holy, good and free!

Fr Robert Newton
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