Glimpses into God’s Realm: An Extravagant Generosity

Matthew 13:1-9, 18-23

Let’s see if we can picture it. Jesus is sitting on the beach when people begin to gather around him. Lots of people. So many people that Jesus decides to get into a boat and push off a little from the shore.

From there he can talk to the people standing along the beach. After all, they’ve come to hear him teach. In a short period of time, he’s developed a reputation for reframing the old stories of faith, of helping people look at things in new ways.

As Jesus gently bobs in the small boat, he looks at the crowd of people and says, “Listen.”

You can almost feel the anticipation as the people lean forward and strain to hear the important lesson Jesus is about to share.

“A farmer goes out to sow seed.”

A little air goes out of the crowd’s balloon of excitement. That’s it? A farmer who’s sowing seed? What can be so urgent or surprising about that? Farmers sow seed all the time.

But wait a minute. As Jesus continues the story, maybe there is something different about this farmer.
Everyone knows you have to pay attention to where you plant seeds if you expect any kind of success come harvest time. Besides, seeds aren’t cheap, and they don’t come in an unlimited supply.

But the sower in Jesus’ story seems careless. He tosses handfuls of seeds almost willy-nilly. Seeds go flying into the middle of the path, onto the rocks, among the thorns. What’s this farmer thinking?

Jesus may have captured the crowd’s attention with his tale about the irresponsible farmer, but almost everyone on the shore can guess how the story will end. If the farmer is lucky, he may break even. If the weather holds and the seeds that actually found their way to good soil survive, then the farmer may have a harvest that’s large enough to offset the seeds he’s wasted.

But Jesus has one more surprise in store for his listeners. The farmer doesn’t reap a twofold harvest, which would be considered fortunate, or even a fivefold harvest, which would be reason for a real celebration. No, this farmer who sowed his seeds with reckless abandon receives a shocking abundance—a harvest of thirty, sixty, and a hundred times what he planted.

Jesus was right. There is a reason to listen. Something’s going on beyond a simple farming lesson. And now the people remember that Jesus said the story has something to do with God. But how could a careless farmer have anything to do with God?
Unless. . . . Is it possible that what first seemed like extreme recklessness actually reveals extravagant generosity? Is it possible that a seemingly carless sower gives us a glimpse of a caring God?

As one writer reminds us: “Jesus told stories to shatter our perspective and to make us think again. The Bible is full of ironic images to call into question taken-for-granted views. . . . Parables challenge us at foundational levels. What really is at stake in life? How do we deal with diversity and difference? What is compassionate behavior?”
This parable gives us an unexpected glimpse into the realm of God. A realm that, according to Jesus, is like a sower. A sower who has an abundance of seed. Who tosses it out without first checking whether the recipient is worthy. Who reveals the nature of God to be one of overwhelming abundance and extravagant generosity.

If we’re willing to listen to the parable in this way, what might it teach us?
For one thing, it might encourage us to trust in the abundant love and grace that God offers. And that trust might allow us to be honest about ourselves. We can accept that we don’t have to fake how good we are or what we believe in order to receive God’s love and grace.

As one writer explains: “We are every type of ground in this parable. Some days we are the rocky ground. Other days we have no depth in our spiritual self. We have not watered our souls by attending to a spiritual discipline and practicing it faithfully. Then there are days when we are thorny and no one can touch us because we are too prickly. Then there are days where things are right with the world and our yield even surprises us.”
The parable of the sower reminds us that life is a struggle for balance. If we’re to achieve that balance, we need to take a close look at ourselves—at our motives and intentions, at our practices and priorities.

But we can examine ourselves within the context of a divine realm of abundant love and grace that give us and others second and third and fourth chances. And that frees us to focus on the positive possibilities that exist rather than get bogged down in all the negatives we might identify in our lives.
Glimpsing the abundance and generosity of God’s realm also can help us see the world in a different way. It can help us spot and pay attention to the places, moments, and experiences that are life giving and hope instilling. And, as one writer notes, it can help us stop dividing “the world into weeds and flowers.” If we’re able to find “the flowering in the weeds and the weeds in the flowers,” perhaps we’ll learn to “till our garden of life with an attitude of looking for growth in unexpected places, to “sow love and hope,” and to “leave the judging to God.” Perhaps we’ll be able to “cultivate our ability to be astonished.”
And perhaps in response to this glimpse of God’s extravagant generosity, we’ll commit ourselves to helping make the abundance of God’s realm a reality in the world. Perhaps we’ll follow in the steps of the divine sower. We won’t worry about what kind of return we’ll receive. We’ll simply be willing to toss handfuls of grace around like there’s no tomorrow, trusting that there will always be more than enough and that somehow what we toss may touch a life in need of new possibilities.

After all, the story of a reckless sower can surprise us. Just ask Joe Reagan.

Joe is president and CEO of Greater Louisville, Inc., the chamber of commerce and economic development organization in metro Louisville, Kentucky. But almost two decades ago, he was in a very different position.

That fall Joe was wrapping up a failed business venture. He also was hospitalized that year—which damaged his business even further and left Joe and his wife, Julie, digging out from medical bills.
The couple had started a family. They had two young children—ages 2 and 1—and were expecting their third.

Joe recalls that by that time in his life he’d surrendered most of his life to God. But he was living by a motto attributed to St. Augustine: “Pray as though everything depends on God. Work as though everything depends on you.” That seemed like a logical division of labor to Joe, so he worked with all the self-will he could muster while praying for God’s help—especially when it came to taking care of his growing family.

But Joe’s belief was shaken one night that fall when he realized he and Julie had absolutely, completely run out of money. They had $25 in their checking account, no credit, and little food in the house. Some cash might be coming in about two weeks, but there was none right then.
For someone whose self-image was completely wrapped up in winning in business and taking care of his family at home, this realization was devastating. Despite his hard work and tenacity, Joe couldn’t change what was happening.

And then, on top of being pregnant, Julie became painfully ill.

Julie had a friend in their congregation who found out she was sick. It wasn’t uncommon for friends to organize meals when a baby was born, but this friend knew what it was like to be pregnant and sick. She realized that Julie could use some meals now. So she sprang into action and organized ten days of meals for the Reagans.

This friend didn’t know anything about Joe and Julie’s financial situation. She was just acting out her faith. And there she was at their doorstep with meals for the next day and promises of meals for the next ten days.
Joe recalls that each evening the doorbell would ring and he would open the door to see the face of God standing there with a casserole. He adds that those women had no idea what they were really bringing into his family’s home and what lesson they were teaching him.
On the tenth day, Julie realized they didn’t have any milk. She was going to scrounge around in coat pockets in hopes of finding some milk money when the doorbell rang. There was another of her friends—with a sack full of meals and two gallons of milk. Julie was blown away. “Why would you bring us milk?” she asked.

“I didn’t even think about it,” her friend replied, “Why wouldn’t I? You have to have some milk with your meal.” Again, this friend was oblivious to the true challenge the Reagans had.
In reflecting on that time in his life, Joe writes:

All my effort— my working like it was all up to me—could not even produce a gallon of milk for my family. But through these faithful, loving women, God was doing for me what I could not do for myself.

I abandoned the belief of praying like it’s all up to God and working like it’s all up to me, and instead I began to accept that all of my life, prayer and work, rests in God alone.

Not that I stopped working. But I now believe that I work by the grace of God and try most days to dedicate my work for the glory of God. What is up to me is to be still and know that God is God, and I am not.

“The kingdom of God is like a sower. . . .” May that glimpse into God’s realm will remind us of the times when we’ve experienced abundant grace and encourage us to sow our own seeds of extravagant generosity. Amen.
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