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“Sowing Seeds, Nurturing Possibilities”
Mark 4:1-9 October 28, 2018

Comments in response to the deadly shooting at Tree of 
Life Synagogue in Pittsburgh:

As we gather in worship, I want to share the words of 
scripture that came to me in the restless hours overnight as I 
searched for some vision of hope to offer on this day. 

The Psalmist writes this defiant pledge “God is our refuge 
and strength, a very present help in trouble. Therefore we 
will not fear though the earth should change, though the 
mountains shake in the heart of the sea.

Like you, my heart and mind are overcome today with 
images of people gathered for worship, just as we gather each 
Sunday, who became victims of an evil act of hatred. I think of 
the sacred space of sanctuary violated and turned to a scene of 
crime and cruelty, and I weep. 

The words of Psalm 46 remind us that God is our refuge 
(place of safety) and our strength and that, for this reason 
(and this reason only), we will not be afraid no matter what. 
Fear is a natural and understandable response to acts of terror 
and violence—fear is the human response. As people of faith, 
we seek to overcome our fear. As the old adage says, “Fear 
knocked at the door. Faith answered. There was no one there.”

We gather for worship today in the midst of that sadness, 
filled with questions that do not have easy answers. We gather 
seeking comfort in the community of faith, praying for those 
who grieve deeply this day, hoping to find peace in the midst 
of tragedy. We also remember that we are people of faith and 
that even, no especially, in the midst of tragedy, God’s presence 
is our comfort and God’s promise gives us hope. 

Above all, we respond to these horrific events by refusing to 
allow hatred and fear to overcome our call to dwell in God’s 
light and love. We gather to worship God and to pray for the 
world. We weep with those who are weeping. We hold the 
community of Tree of Life Synagogue and the city of Pittsburgh 
in God’s light and strength. We respond to neighbor and 
stranger with compassion and grace. We embrace one another 
as a community of support and encouragement. We act in ways 

that encourage justice, peace, and safety for all of God’s beloved 
children. We commit ourselves to changing our own words 
and actions to reflect the Shalom of God, and we demand that 
others do the same. We live by the faith we profess. May we 
have the courage to live in hope even as we grieve.

I’ve been thinking about something my friend Tom 
Long, one of the most gifted preachers and thinkers I know, 
said about the church in a conversation before I began my 
ministry here at Second. Tom suggested that the greatest 
threat to faith in our time is not atheism but superficiality. 
In Tom’s words, “you can walk across most of the religious 
landscape in our country these days without even getting 
your ankles wet.” 

Which brings me to you, and us together, on this 
Dedication Sunday. Who are we called to be? How are we 
to respond to the spiritual needs of this time and place? 
How can we serve the community that is our home? In the 
midst of shallow pools of superficial religion, how can we 
offer a deeply rooted faith? I believe that we need a new 
vision for the church, or rather an ancient vision freshly 
stated. We have been deeply blessed with resources, energy, 
conviction. We have been called to be a place of invitation 
and of mission. We have been called to grow deep and to 
reach out. Like a mighty oak tree, our deep roots enable 
expansive and impressive growth. But first, we must grow 
deep. As some of us learned again last weekend, without 
deep roots we will be too easily toppled by the strong winds 
that do come.

The scene described by Jesus in this morning’s parable is 
one to which everyone in his audience could relate; In the 
agrarian culture that was first century Galilee, this story 
played out year after year. Seeds were scattered widely, some 
took root and resulted in fruit, and some did not. This story 
most often receives the title, “Parable of the Sower,” but I 
want to suggest to you that it is the soil that has the leading 
role. Four kinds of soil are described in the parable, and we 
can relate to each of them.
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Sometimes we feel like the hard path. A life-changing 
message comes to us but for some reason, it is gone as soon 
as it arrives. The seed hits the hard path and those sparrows 
hover above, robbing us of potential growth. Jesus says that 
it is the devil who comes and steals the word from within 
our heart. Of course, the devil wears many disguises. I know 
people who will not enter the doors of the church because 
some experience of pain, sometimes decades ago, has not 
released its hold on them. They are convinced that all 
churches are places of hypocrisy, conflict, or sanctimonious 
pretending. Others were traumatized by hurtful messages 
as a child or young adult—all judgment and no grace. They 
can’t go back to a place like that, their hearts, like the path, 
are hardened. Too many sparrows overhead—all the seeds 
get eaten up. 

Sometimes we are more like the rocky soil. We have an 
experience of God and we find ourselves overwhelmed with 
joy and newfound commitment. We purchase a Bible, come 
to church, and begin practices of prayer and devotion. The 
seed is planted. But the roots aren’t planted deeply enough 
in the community of faith. Something happens that tests 
our faith and we give up. Someone asks us a difficult 
question of faith and we withdraw in embarrassment and 
anxiety. The roots just weren’t deep enough yet. 

At other times, we resemble the soil surrounded by thorns. 
Too busy to hear words of love or forgiveness, to recognize 
the call of God. It’s not that we intend to reject some holy 
encounter; it is just that we can’t recognize it amidst all the 
other things happening in our busy lives. Sometimes we 
just want to sleep in, or work a few extra hours, or get in an 
extra round of golf, or go to brunch. Not bad things. Our 
schedules are just a little too full to squeeze another thing 
in, even if it is just a tiny seed. The thorns do take up so 
much space, don’t they? 

But sometimes (and here is the moment of wonder in the 
parable), sometimes we are the good soil. We are ready to 
receive the presence of God, to let it take root in us, and to 
grow deep and bear fruit. There is no way to fully explain 
why this happens. Someone invites us to church and we 
decide to go. Some painful or joyful personal experience 
sends the message, “it’s time to open up to something new.” 
Sometimes a moment of prayer or scripture or song or, dare 
I say, sermon, just clears the thorns and breaks through the 
rocks and dives into your soul. And, here is the key, you are 
surrounded by a community of encouragement that has 
prepared you for this moment. The soil is ready and the 

roots grow deep. You have felt that in your own journey of 
faith. I hope you feel it often. Deep faith made possible by a 
prepared heart and mind.

We are blessed to be part of a community with deep 
roots. Last Friday morning, Bob Everitt came by the 
church and picked me up. Bob and Joan joined this church 
in the summer of 1965 and he has served as an elder and 
longtime clerk of our session. For two hours, he drove me 
around the city, focusing on the history and impact of faith 
communities on Indianapolis. We visited the two previous 
sites of this church and thought about those who built the 
firm foundation on which we stand—the courage it took 
to sow seeds in this frontier town one hundred eighty years 
ago, the consistent faithfulness that birthed new missions 
and brought growth and vitality to the church, the bold 
choice to build this space “way up north” in the late 1950s. 
And we talked about you, the members of the church now, 
your strong faith in the future. and your openness to God’s 
next chapter for us. 

You may not know this, but each Sunday morning the 
children who are with us in worship are given a sheet 
a paper about the size of our offering envelopes. There is 
space for them to draw a picture or write some words 
related to the message of worship that day. Then they are 
invited to place the paper in the offering plate as their act 
of commitment in worship. I love receiving these, and 
often they convey the best sermon preached that day. The 
last Sunday in September, when the sermon text was the 
phrase from the prophet Micah, “do justice, love kindness, 
walk humbly with God,” we two offerings that brought joy 
to this preacher’s heart. The first was a picture of me, with 
wonderfully long eyelashes, sharp haircut, and the title 
“Dr. Henry”—it was my first honorary degree! Next to the 
drawing were the words, “so nice!” The other offering sheet 
showed two brightly colored words that summarized the 
sermon and so much of the gospel message—“BE KIND.”  
Deep roots—you don’t see or hear them growing, slowly 
through the years, but there are moments when their 
strength and beauty will take your breath away.

On Tuesday evening, I had the opportunity to lead the 
monthly Theology on Tap discussion group. Our topic was, 
“God’s Vision for the Church” I began with a question: 
“Why do you come to church?” I invited folks to respond 
with any answer that came to them, except, “I don’t.” The 
answers were broad in scope and emphasis, and they were a 
beautiful testimony to the gift of community. It struck me 
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that the common thread running through these responses 
was this: we come to church for an experience of depth. 
This is why I come as well. Because the health of the fruit 
we share with the world depends on the depth of the soil we 
cultivate here. 

This summer, when we moved into our new home in 
Carmel, Sara was eager to take advantage of the full sun in 
our backyard to plant some tomatoes. What followed was 
a booming harvest of cherry tomatoes, often more than we 
could keep up with on our own. The most zealous tomato 
picker among us when Ben, our nineteen-month-old son. 
He had a wonderful technique. He would pick a tomato, run 
around the yard, take one bite into it, then drop the tomato 
on the ground. We enjoyed watching him. A few weeks later, 
something unexpected happened. I was mowing the grass 
when I saw them. Volunteer tomato plants springing up all 
over the yard, thanks to our young farmer. It was a parable. 
When the soil is right and the roots go deep, growth happens. 
We sow seeds. We nurture possibilities. 

When he died in 1862, the naturalist, author, and 
philosopher Henry David Thoreau left behind a dozen 
notebooks containing unpublished essays, poems, and 
reflections. One of those essays is the result of a meticulous 
scientific study revealing how wind, weather, and animals 
move seeds about to produce new plants. Always able to 
discover the truth and lesson in nature, Thoreau wrote, 
“Though I do not believe that a plant will spring up where no 
seed has been, I have great faith in a seed. Convince me that 
you have a seed there, and I am prepared to expect wonders.”

Faith in a seed, sown with hope, nurtured with care, 
deeply rooted in the earth. I’m prepared to expect wonders. 
How about you? Amen.


