15th Sunday Ordinary Time (A)


07/16/2017
I made a retreat in a Trappist monastery in June 2002.  While on retreat, I helped in the gardens.  Brother Placid was my boss.  He was a rough, down-to-earth individual who loved to play practical jokes, to ask questions that he wanted to answer, and to be as pessimistic as he possibly could be (always with the hope that things would turn out better).  In other words, Brother Placid, who was at the time fifty years a monk, was fun.  We, besides weeding (I learned how to hoe a potato patch), did some planting.

Brother Placid wanted everything in a straight line.  (I discovered that this makes it easier to weed.)  We were generous in the number of seeds we planted, often planting 4 or 5 seeds with the hope that one plant would grow.  We were also very precise and measured the distance between the spots where we planted.  Then, when gophers began to eat the planted seeds, Brother Placid took immediate action to stop the pilfering.
None of that planning and concern seems to be present in the parable that Jesus tells us in today’s Gospel story from Matthew.  The sower (in the parable) seems to have no regard to where the seed falls, the amount of seed used, or who is pilfering.  As is often the case when Jesus is making reference to God, there is great, shameful, and even embarrassing abundance.  The sower carelessly throws seeds everywhere.
Jesus always tells his stories from God’s point of view.  We aren’t used to seeing from this perspective.  The Scripture writers often change the stories of Jesus because they too are more comfortable with telling the story from the human point of view.  When the story is told from the human point of view (only), there are always caveats.  The parable, for example, about the sower who throws seed everywhere becomes a story about the soil that has to find ways to make itself rich soil by living a morally correct life.

This moral overtone to the parable isn’t part of the original story.  Jesus tells a parable with the intent of catching us off guard enough that we might be shocked out of our human way of thinking.  We plan and measure most things because we are – among other things – looking for a profit and precision.  God, Jesus says, isn’t concerned about making a profit or precision.  God is only concerned about us.  It is God’s concern for us that causes the seeds to find a way to grow… despite our efforts to help.

We tend – in our humanness – to try to prevent the seed from growing.  Ironically, we often do this by our efforts to make ourselves rich soil!  God, Jesus says, is undaunted by our human tendency to assert our independence.  Rather, the God that Jesus presents knows that some of the seed so carelessly scattered will grow within us.  God dwells within us and God’s infinite love flows through us.
This is the Good News that Jesus proclaims: despite our best efforts to thwart God from dwelling within us and flowing through us, God prevails.  That is, God doesn’t love us because we make ourselves good (which is impossible); God loves us so that we can experience goodness – God – already and always dwelling within us and flowing through us.
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