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At first glance, it kind of feels like Jesus does all the hard work for us in today’s gospel.  He tells us a parable: a sower went out to sow.  There are seeds on the path that get eaten, seeds that fall on rocks and are rootless, seeds amongst thorns that are choked out, and then, thank goodness, the seeds that thrive in good soil.  This is more than just a lesson in good farming, however; this is a metaphor for our receptiveness to the life-giving word of God.  
But Jesus doesn’t just leave it there.  He actually explains this parable to us.  No guessing, no wondering, no interpreting, just the plain meaning, straight from Jesus himself.  Jesus explains that the seed is God’s word.  If we don’t understand the word, it’s like the seed sown on the path – snatched away.  If we have no depth in our faith, it’s like the seed on rocky ground – quickly withered.  If we let the temptations of life steal us away from true faith, it’s like the seed in the thorns – edged out.


And finally, Jesus explains to us the good soil.  Ah, the good soil!  The good soil is where the seed, God’s Word, lives and thrives and produces a harvest.  We are good soil when we hear the word, understand the word, and show the fruits of the word in our lives.  Of course!  It makes sense.  And better yet, it’s what we know we want to be.  No distraction by earthly affairs or vulnerability to the temptation of the devil or lack of understanding for us!  We are good soil.  But then, how exactly do we know?  

This is where Jesus’ explanation of the parable starts to break down.  He leads us right up to the edge of it, explaining how our hearts should be receptive to the word.  He warns us of the dangers of being constantly exposed to evil, of being swayed by worldly pressure, of not truly understanding our faith.  We know what good soil doesn’t look like.  So what does good soil look like?  Here Jesus is strangely terse.  Good soil is when we hear the word, understand the word, and indeed bears fruit and yields.  But that explanation still lives in the land of metaphor.  What does it really, actually look like to yield good fruit?  If the hallmark of one who hears and understands God’s word is one who bears fruit and yields…w hat does that mean?  

We want to be good soil, and the seed sown on good soil is the one who hears the word and understands it, who bears fruit and yields.  That’s such a good word: yield.  The original verb in the Greek, the one translated here as yield, is really a more generic and multi-use word, something like our word “make”.  The translation of the Bible that we use in worship, the one we read today, the New Revised Standard Version, translates the verb as “yield”.  It’s a totally appropriate choice, since to make or produce can mean to yield, as in what crops do: they make, they produce, they yield.  A measure of a good crop is its yield.  

When we hear that those who are good soil bear fruit and yield, we think of harvest.  Production.  Fruit.  So, we know we are good soil when good things come from us.  Jesus tells us that the yield is different for each person – he says it’s sometimes hundredfold, sometimes sixty, another thirty.  Some of us achieve big things because of the way the Word works in us.  People can do incredible things when they act out of faith.  They build hospitals in foreign countries, begin after school programs that change communities, give huge donations to equip congregations.  But a big yield isn’t the only kind of yield that indicates good soil.  You don’t have to win a Peace Prize to produce good fruit.  The yield can be smaller – teaching a young child at VBS, packing a meal at Feed My Starving Children, knitting a prayer shawl.  This is still an abundant gift, produced by a heart that knows and understands God word, offered in faith and love.  No matter the enormity of the action or the quietness of the service, the yield produced by a heart rooted in faith is good indeed.

But yield has other meanings, and I think they are just as indicative of good soil.  To yield can mean to wait.  Stop.  Pause.  Quit barreling through things and be still for a moment.  This kind of yield is also the fruit of God’s word.  We who follow God must be attentive to God’s word, always listening for the call of the Spirit.  How can you hear it if you don’t stop and listen?  How will you be good soil if you don’t tend to the growth of the word in your heart?  Those who wait, who mediate in quiet, who earnestly take time to pray, their willingness to yield is a good fruit.  It is a product of a heart that knows God, that trusts God, that wants to have the time and space to be attuned to God’s call.


So: yield can be visible produce.  Yield can be waiting and listening.  And yield can also mean to give over, to release, to hand off.  We are good soil when we give up our fighting and proving, when we realize that salvation is not our work to earn, when we trust that God and God alone is in charge of our lives and there is nothing for it but to give up, to stop striving and clawing and climbing but to let God be God in every aspect of life.  We yield our lives, our very selves, to the God who made us, who saved us, who works in us even now.  We are good soil when we yield, when we know it is not us alone that yields good fruit, but God at work in us.  We are good soil when we yield, when we stop trying to prove to ourselves and to everyone else and to God that we are good enough, and instead trust that we are.  We are good soil when we yield, when we hand over our sins and our regrets and our failures and our anxieties.  


There is therefore no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus.  Paul reminds us in these live-giving words from Romans that those who are truly in Christ, whose hearts are good soil, abundant with the power of the word, that they yield all their sins and faults to God, who has destroyed the power of sin and death over us all.  Paul calls us to yield, to fall fully into love with God, trusting completely that it is the Spirit that makes our hearts good soil, working in us to yield fruits of love and service, yielding to hear the whispers of God’s call in our lives.  And this is not our work: this is God’s work in us.

So, what does good soil look like?  It looks like us, when God’s word is active in our hearts, thriving and growing, spilling out in true service, spiritual discipline, and commitment.  We do not make ourselves good soil – our Savior Jesus Christ makes us good soil.  And through him, we yield good works, we yield to listen and pray, and we yield our lives to the one true God.  Thanks be to our God, through whom we yield.  Amen.

