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the Sunday Readings

Jesus told the crowd many things in parables

saying: “Listen, a sower went out to sow, . .."
( Matthew 13:3)
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the parable of the sower’
introduction

In today’s gospel Jesus uses a parable to show us the significance of what
Matthew calls, ‘the kingdom of heaven’? Earlier in the gospel, the evangelist has
dealt with the rejection of Jesus' message.®> Now, by way of parable he explains
how some argue about and ignore Gob’s reigning, while others accept it. Disciples
are those in whom the message, ‘bears fruit’. They succeed in translating the
reigning of Love into a permanent gesture of solidarity with others. The worst
and most subtle rejection of the kingdom of heaven, comes when we pretend to
accept the message of Jesus, while denying it by our conduct. The parable of the
sower and it's explanation clarifies this point.

first reading: lsaiah 55:10-11" [ an invitation to abundant Life ]
For as the rain and the snow come down from heaven, and do not return
there until they have watered the Earth, making it bring forth and sprout,
giving seed to the sower and bread to the eater,(10) so shall my word be
that goes out from my mouth; it shall not return to me empty, but it shall
accomplish that which | purpose, and succeed in the thing for which I sent
it.(11)

The power of the prophet's message lies in the LoRrD. If we welcome the
WORD, it becomes nourishment in our lives. Second Isaiah,’ uses new images to set
up a contrast between a work-for-bread system of the Babylonian empire and the
free-bread system of the LORD. The memory of the manna; of strangely given
bread for those who were vulnerable in the desert;® becomes the basis of hope.’

The prophet addresses Israelites who accept Babylonian ways — and dares to
think about a time when there will be no hunger, because the LorD Gop will
provide. Shifts in international power had made it possible for the Israelites in
Babylon to return from exile. The prophet calls them to return. In the First

1 Cover Image: “The Sower,” by Vincent van Gogh, June 1888. Qil on canvas, 162.5 x 204.5 cm. Kroller-
Miller Museum, Otterlo, Netherlands.

2 Matthew is reluctant to use the divine name.

3 CF.Mt12

4 The biblical excerpts are drawn from the New Oxford Annotated Bible, New Revised Standard Version
(NRSV), published by Oxford University Press (1994).

5 Second Isaiah (/s. 40 — 55) cannot be the work of the prophet of the 8 th century. The historical setting

of these chapters is about two centuries later after Jerusalem has been captured and the people are

captives in Babylon, Cyrus has made his appearance and is about to be the instrument of the people’s

deliverance. The chapters contain the teaching of an anonymous upholder of the Isaiah’s tradition; a

prophet like Isaiah himself of whom for our want of a better name we call, ‘Second Isaiah’. He preached

in Babylon between the early victories of Cyrus in 550 b.c.e., forewarning the collapse of the

Babylonian Empire and Cyrus’ liberating edict of 538, which allowed the first group of Israelites to

return to their homeland.

Cf. Ex.16

[s.55:1-3
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Exodus, Gob freed them by making a dry pathway in the sea. Now, reversing the
images, the prophet announces that Gobp intends to free them from exile by
making a pathway in the wilderness; a river of life in the dry and lifeless desert.®
The prophet calls the people home; not only to their own land, but to a renewed
relationship with the LorD their Gob (v.7). The prophet invites the Israelites to
imagine anew that there will be a future different to the present reality which
dominates, consumes and brutalises them. The hope of an alternative source of
nourishment, frees them to criticise the Babylonian Empire. The nhew WORD from
Gob in the speech of the prophet reminds and warns that mastery of human life
isn't to be found in the acquiring more and more technical know-how; but in a
relationship with the living WorD of Gob (v.11).

True knowledge gives reason to not accept that the present powers-that-be,
will be permanent; that they need not be taken too seriously. Second Isaiah
creates a new space outside the dominant consciousness. A new humanness can
be based on such hopes. It is the WORD of the LORD that shapes this new reality.
The prophet begins with images of the pretensions of the Babylonian Empire.’
Now the Israelites are invited to imagine ‘home’. It is a place where the WoORD of
the LORD is active; where reliable forms of nourishment show the LORD is in
control and able to deliver what Babylon cannot!

response: Psalm 65:9-13 "° [ prayer for protection ]
You visit the Earth and water it, You greatly enrich it;
the river of Gob is full of water;
You provide the people with grain,
for so You have prepared it.(9)
You water its furrows abundantly, settling its ridges,
softening it with showers, and blessing its growth.(10)
You crown the year with Your bounty;
Your wagon tracks overflow with richness.(11)
The pastures of the wilderness overflow,
the hills gird themselves with joy,(12)
the meadows clothe themselves with flocks,
the valleys deck themselves with grain,
they shout and sing together for joy.(13)

The LorD Gob visits, fills, provides, waters, smooths, blesses, crowns and
enriches. It is the speech of a liberated community, prepared now to go on with
their public business because Gob has acted in their fFavour. The speakers are not
so full of themselves that they are unable to reflect on their lives in the light of

8 [s.43:19

9 Is.40:8

10 In Ps.65 the community is aware of its unworthiness (vv.3-4), gives thanks for divine bounty (v.5), a
bounty resulting from Gob's creation victory (vv.6-9). At Gob's touch the Earth comes alive with
vegetation and flocks (vv.10-13).
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Gob's power for life-giving, or grace. Because of GobD's staggering generosity and
power, the created world bears fruit (vv.10-11). The community knows it has been
forgiven and is ready to make a new start.

The Gop of the psalmist not only intervenes in the historical processes of
oppression through the actions of Moses and the prophets, but more expansively,
governs the very reliability of the whole of the created world. The response of
praise, serves to keep life securely in this context. Praise to the Creator prevents
reducing life to a commodity. This community stands in respectful wonder. It is at
the beginning again of the creation process. The loss of wonderment and the
inability to sing songs of praise about the reliability of life, are reason and cause
of the human profanation of life.

second reading: Romans 8:18-23 " [ the apostle’s promise of future glory]

| consider that the sufferings of this present time are not worth comparing
with the glory about to be revealed to us.(18) For the creation waits with
eager longing for the revealing of the children of Gob;(19) for the creation
was subjected to futility, not of its own will but by the will of the one who
subjected it, in hope(20) that the creation itself will be set free from its
bondage to decay and will obtain the freedom of the glory of the children
of Gob.(21) We know that the whole creation has been groaning in labour
pains until now;(22) and not only the creation, but we ourselves, who have
the first fruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly while we wait for adoption, the
redemption of our bodies.(23)

The author had been discussing the Christian life in terms of being set free
and possessing life and peace in the Spirit of Gob. To live according to the Spirit is
to belong to a new community of faith where Gob dwells. Christians are prone to
imagine that the true mark of faith is to ignore the pain and suffering of life in the
world. Far from ignoring the reality of pain and suffering, Paul pictures the whole
universe sharing the destiny of suffering humanity. Christian life, to be realistic,
embraces the pain and suffering that characterises life in the world (v.18).

In Genesis, after each day of creation came the refrain, "And Gobp saw that it
(Creation) was good".** After Adam's sin, Genesis has; "Accursed be the soil because
of you" In other words, the whole universe, as well as humanity, waits for
redemption with the coming of the Christ (v.19). The body of Christ; that is, the
community of disciples called, ‘church’, is active in extending Jesus' redeeming

11 [Rm.8:18-23] The glory that believers are destined to share with Christ far exceeds the sufferings of
the present life. Paul considers the destiny of the created world to be linked with the future that
belongs to the believers. As it shares in the penalty of corruption brought about by sin, so also will it
share in the benefits of redemption and future glory that comprise the ultimate liberation of Gob's
people (v.19-22). After patient endurance in steadfast expectation, the harvest of the Spirit's
presence will be realised. On Earth believers enjoy the firstfruits, i.e., the Spirit, as a guarantee of the
total liberation of their bodies from the influence of the rebellious old self.(v. 23)

12 Gn.1:4fF.

13 Gn. 3:17
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action to other people, and to all the world.” Because the whole of Creation is
waiting and eagerly longing for this liberation and because suffering and decay
are woven into the fabric of Creation, the whole created order strains forward in
the gloom of searching for glimmers of hope.” The brokenness of Creation is a
prayer to Gobp for deliverance. The sound of the prayer is, ‘a groaning’ (v.22). The
mournful groaning of the world, is joined by the groaning prayers of Christians'
yearning for the new age (v.23). The inward groaning is borne of human suffering.
It cries out for the redemptive presence of the Source of hope and newness for
life in the world.
gospel reading: Matthew 13:1-23 [ the parable of the sower ]
That same day Jesus went out of the house and sat beside the sea.(1) Such
great crowds gathered around him that he got into a boat and sat there,
while the whole crowd stood on the beach.(2) And he told them many
things in parables, saying: "Listen! A sower went out to sow.(3) And as he
sowed, some seeds fell on the path, and the birds came and ate them up.
(4) Other seeds fell on rocky ground, where they did not have much soil,
and they sprang up quickly, since they had no depth of soil.(5) But when
the sun rose, they were scorched;, and since they had no root, they
withered away.(6) Other seeds fell among thorns, and the thorns grew up
and choked them.(7) Other seeds fell on good soil and brought forth grain,
some a hundredfold, some sixty, some thirty.(8) Let anyone with ears
listen!"(9)

Jesus' talk about seeds and birds that eat the grains of seed is like our hearing
the words of the message and immediately forgetting them. Our minds may be
closed by propaganda. Or we may believe what every-body tells us and Gob's
WORD (Jesus' message) about a new era in human history, although sown, is gone
and quickly forgotten. When we are hard-hearted, self-righteous and act with
little love; that's like seed falling on rocky ground. The message doesn't take root
in a heart where there’s little love. The seed is also smothered by thorns.™

If we hear the WoORD of Gob, the seed of the new era is buried in us. In this
harvest a lot of seed — maybe most of it — is lost. But in the end, the seeds that
produce, more than make up for all that was lost. Jesus speaks of the new age,
only for those who have, ‘ears to listen’. It seems its up to us to understand or not
understand, according to the way we are disposed. We can hear this parable like
someone who hasn't listened to a word, or on the other hand, these words can
penetrate into us and transform us. To have ears to really listen, is to be ready to

14 The Second Vatican Council emphasised the teaching that all Christians share in the prophetic, royal
and priestly role of Christ. Paul would have said it in another way: that the Christian worker, scientist,
teacher, parent; is engaged in redeeming the universe. The new age of Christ's ruling is extended by
the redeemed ones, engaging in their own proper area of work and competence.

15 Neither as punishment nor as the fault of Nature.

16 [v.7] Which is later interpreted as ‘cares of the world’and ‘the seduction of riches’. Thomas Merton once
said that for Jesus, "Riches are not sweet and pleasant — they’re thorns!"

5
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receive this message. That's the same as being ready to live in the new order in
the reigning of Gob's love.

The powerful and educated had created a bad atmosphere to receive Jesus'
WORD, or teaching. Repression and opposition were becoming real. Talking about
GobD's new era by means of parables for all to hear, is a strategy of caution. The
new era had been slowly taking shape since the beginning of the world. First with
the development of the slow evolution of the universe. Then more swiftly with
the evolution of human society. But until Jesus came, neither Nature nor human
society, knew where all this was heading. Christians are not necessarily more
radical or more loving than non-Christians. But they are the ones who know
through the gospel, where things are heading and what the goal of love is. Jesus
is now revealing the secret that was hidden from the beginning of the world and
telling the truth is always dangerous.

Then the disciples came and asked him, "Why do you speak to them in
parables?”(10) He answered, "To you it has been given to know the secrets
of the kingdom of heaven, but to them it has not been given.(11)

A parable demands reflection to be understood. Only those prepared to
explore its meaning can come to know its true meaning. To understand is a gift
Gobp granted to the disciples but not to the crowd. Here the disciples'
understanding and the crowd's obtuseness are both attributed to Gop. To ‘know
the secrets of the kingdom’," is an expression used to refer to a divine plan or
decree, that affects the course of history and which can be known only when
revealed. Knowing the secrets of the kingdom means recognising that the
kingdom has become present with Jesus.

For to those who have more will be given and they will have an abundance
but from those who have nothing, even what they have will be taken
away.(12) The reason | speak to them in parables is that 'seeing they do
not perceive, and hearing they do not listen, nor do they understand'.(13)
With them indeed is fulfilled the prophecy of Isaiah that says: 'You will
indeed listen, but never understand, and you will indeed look, but never
perceive.(14) For this people's heart has grown dull, and their ears are
hard of hearing, and they have shut their eyes; so that they might not look
with their eyes, and listen with their ears, and understand with their heart
and turn — and | would heal them.'(15) But blessed are your eyes, for they
see, and your ears, for they hear.(16) Truly | tell you, many prophets and
righteous people longed to see what you see, but did not see it, and to
hear what you hear, but did not hear it."(17)

The principle drawn from experience, is that Gob gives further under-standing
to those who accept the revealed secret. From those who don’t, Gobp will take

17 ‘The secret’—the word is used in Dn.2:18,19, 27 and in the Qumran literature.

6
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away that understanding.’® Jesus observes the similarity between love and what
seems to happen with capital. Riches seem to attract riches and loving is like that.
The person who has much love is given much more love for others. Selfishness
too, attracts more selfishness just as love attracts more love.” Unlike the
unbelieving crowds, the disciples have seen what the prophets and the righteous
of the Old Testament longed to see without having their longing fulFilled:

"Hear then the parable of the sower.(18) When anyone hears the word of

the kingdom and does not understand it, the evil one comes and snatches

away what is sown in the heart; this is what was sown on the path.(19) As

for what was sown on rocky ground, this is the one who hears the word

and immediately receives it with joy;(20) yet such a person has no root, but

endures only for a while, and when trouble or persecution arises on

account of the word, that person immediately falls away.(21) As for what

was sown among thorns, this is the one who hears the word, but the cares

of the world and the lure of wealth choke the word, and it yields nothing.

(22) But as for what was sown on good soil, this is the one who hears the

word and understands it, who indeed bears fruit and yields, in one case a

hundredfold, in another sixty, and in another thirty."(23)

Why doesn’t Gob go in once and for all and root out evil and make the final
the triumph of the kingdom? There's a powerful opposition at work against it,
holding human hearts. That explains the slowness of the kingdom’s growth. The
struggle within the human heart is subtle. Attempts to root out the evil may also
destroy the good. Like the farmer in the parable, GoD is patient; prepared to
tolerate evil along with the good until the time For the harvest. But that time will
come and ‘the good’ (the kingdom) will prevail. Gob is not inclined to root out evil
so ruthlessly that good is also suppressed and much greater evil caused.?

18 This axiom of practical wisdom is found in: Mt25:29; Mk.4:25; Lk.8:18;19:26; Gop gives further
understanding to one who accepts the revealed secret. From the one who does not, Gob will take away
that understanding.

19 Teilhard de Chardin once remarked that for the first coming of Christ, it was necessary for individual
human beings to have reached a certain degree of evolution. For Jesus' second coming its going to be
necessary for all-of-society to have reached a certain special degree of evolution. For ‘evolution’ we
could substitute “{ove’. We believe that the Son of man will not come as an individual as he did the First
time. Christ will come as the collective Jesus, as the new society of love!

20 The parable has often been applied to the prevalence of both good and evil in the Church, and seen as
giving a divine sanction for tolerance - or at least for leaving dealing with evil and evil-doers to the
end-time judgement of Gob. But we should note that it is ‘the world’ as a whole of which the Church is
a part, that is identified as, the field, to explain why ‘the children of the kingdom’ continue to suffer at
the hands of evil-doers. There's a continuity between the original parable and the allegorical
explanation that follows: (Mt.13:36-43). Both the original parable and it's later interpretation are
concerned about handling the mixture of good and evil in both the world and in the Church and what
may be hoped for, in view of a particular vision of G OD. At a time when the Church has been made so
painfully conscious of evil in it's midst, the parables and their interpretation attains fresh relevance.

7
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for sharing: *
e The Israelites on their good days, when informed by their memory, live
towards a vision: Comment on Isaiah 55:10-11
e The apostle’s promise of future glory. Comment on Romans 8 : 18 - 23
e The parable of the Sower. Comment on Matthew 13 :1-23
prayer: “
Gob of the heavens, Gobp of the Earth,
all creation awaits Your gift of new life.
Prepare our hearts to receive the WorbD of Your Son,
that his gospel may grow within us
and yield a harvest that is a hundredfold.
We ask this through Jesus Christ. Amen.

review: 2
The readings discipline, legitimate, and energise us, in the task of ‘world-

building’. Gob sows the WORD in us, yet we've produced results that aren't
particularly worthy of the Gospel. Christ is the parable of Gob, yet we allow the
cares of the world and the seduction of wealth, to block our hearing Gobp's Good
News. GoD's holy Spirit continues to sow the WORD in our hearts, but our ears and
eyes remain closed and we fail to convert ourselves. Matthew wrote his account
as a precaution against the entry of a spirit of Phariseeism into the fledgling
Christian community. All the readings are about building an alternative world. Its
a world that is faithful to the memory of what Jesus said and did. Jesus promoted
the performance skills to live communally and imaginatively in a world where G ob
reigns.

21 Lectio Divina: reading Gob’s WORD in @ moment of prayer and allowing it to enlighten and renew us:
The practise of lectio divina requires a quiet space, a passage of scripture and the willingness to give
time to the project. The passage used should be short. For the purpose of this leaflet, we suggest
using the gospel reading of the up-coming Sunday. There are four steps in the traditional practise of
lectio divina. The steps don’t have to have the following order: lectio (reading) — read the passage of
Scripture read slowly - more than once. If a particular word, phrase, or sentence seems significant
(even if you don’t know why) you may want to write it down. meditatio (reflection) — let the significant
words fill your mind without straining to analyse them. We are in GoD's presence and so let the Holy
Spirit lead your understanding of the words. oratio (prayer) — allow your heart to speak to Gop, in
words inspired by the passage of Scripture, or by the thoughts that have come to you, while reflecting
on it. contemplatio (rest) — let go of ideas and words and allow yourself to rest in the presence of Gob,
in simple and wordless contemptlation. This leaflet gives the context and some commentary on each
of the readings and the psalm used in the Sunday’s liturgy. Familiarity with the texts and the
commentary beforehand, can better prepare our hearing and understanding the passages in our
worship. Whatever our preparation for doing this exercise and whatever questions we may use to
break open the passage, we must be conscious of Christ’s promise: ‘Where two or three are gathered in
my name, | am there among them’

22 The prayer that concludes the Lectio Divina is ICEL's 1998 opening prayer from the Proper of the Day.
These prayers draw upon the concrete and vivid images of Scripture and conclude with a clearly
focused petition inspired by the readings.

23 The review — at the end of each reflection the review examines one of the themes of the readings,
usually drawn from the gospel, and provides an opportunity to check our own performance, in the light
of the Worp and Eucharist that we have previously heard and experienced.
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