Freed to Forgive: Mark 4:1-34

Today’s gospel story from Mark is often called the Parable of the Sower, but more often than not, we hear it as the Parable of the Soil. We hear Jesus talking about the path, the rocky ground, the thorns, and the good soil, and our minds immediately begin to wonder about what sort of soil we are—and what sort of soil our neighbors, our friends, and even our enemies are. If you’re anything like me, Jesus’ parable leaves you with questions like: Who of us is on the path? Who would be considered rocky ground? What about the thorns? Certainly, I am good soil, right? If I’m not, then what? These questions lead us to make quick judgments about our own “soil quality” and that of those around us.  

Honestly, I think it’s hard not to hear Jesus’ parable this way. We are taught from a very young age to discern between good soil and the path, the rocks, and the thorns. If we have the means, we choose to live in neighborhoods where we think our children will have “good” opportunities to flourish. We give to organizations that we think will bear much fruit and have “good” returns. We spend our time working for those things that we think will cultivate “good” relationships in the communities in which we live. And, on the other side of the coin, we often choose to distance ourselves from those places and those people that seem to be lacking in the good soil about which Jesus speaks. Because of this training, we read this text and naturally begin sorting between the good and all the rest. Between those who understand and bear much fruit [on one side] and those who do not understand, endure only for a while, and are consumed by the cares of the world [on the other].

But, if we are really honest with ourselves, we know that it is difficult—even impossible—to decide who is what. We actually cannot discern whether we are lying on the path, lodged in the rocks, entangled in the thorns, or flourishing in the good soil. The truth is that we are all harder, rockier, thornier, and better than we often care to admit. And, so are the communities that we create.  We are all of these things, all at the same time. 

If we are all hard, rocky, thorny, and good soil, then this parable isn’t so much about the different soils of which Jesus speaks as it is about what the Sower is doing in and among all of them.  Rather than being tempted to read this as the Parable of the Soil, we can instead read it as the Parable of the Sower. We turn our focus to what God—the Sower—is doing. Read this way our questions about this story necessarily change. We begin to ask questions like: Doesn’t the Sower see that the ground is hard or rocky or thorny? Why does the Sower seemingly waste so much seed? Wouldn’t a careful Sower choose to plant only where the soil is sure to produce a great harvest?

But to the questions of scarcity that we’ve been trained to ask, God responds with overwhelming abundance. This is a story of a God who doesn’t write some off before sowing the seed—a God who doesn’t give up on some in order to focus on those that seem to have the most promise. Nope—this is a good God who chooses to fling freely the seeds of mercy, grace, faith, and forgiveness far and wide, and sets each of us free to do the same.

+++

The eve of Martin Luther King, Jr. Day seems like a particularly good time to talk about the freedom that we’ve been given to sow seeds of forgiveness. After all, it was only about fifty years ago that water fountains, restaurants, and schools were segregated on the basis of skin color. Public toilets didn’t really mean public, and homes for sale had certain stipulations on who could actually buy them.  It was only fifty years ago that the military liked to keep soldiers separated on the basis of race. And interracial marriage wasn’t reason for celebration; in some states, it was actually considered a crime. To be sure, it’s not so long ago that the soil on which we stood looked and felt rocky, thorny, and hard. 

With a segregated America as his backdrop, Martin Luther King, Jr. delivered a sermon on Christmas in 1957 entitled “Loving Your Enemies” at Dexter Avenue Baptist Church in Montgomery, Alabama that he had written while imprisoned for his part in the Montgomery bus boycott. Listen to the way that King begins: 

Let us be practical and ask the question. How do we love our enemies? First, we must develop and maintain the capacity to forgive. He who is devoid of the power to forgive is devoid of the power to love. It is impossible even to begin the act of loving one's enemies without the prior acceptance of the necessity, over and over again, of forgiving those who inflict evil and injury upon us. It is also necessary to realize that the forgiving act must always be initiated by the person who has been wronged, the victim of some great hurt, the recipient of some tortuous injustice, the absorber of some terrible act of oppression. The wrongdoer may request forgiveness. He may come to himself, and, like the prodigal son, move up some dusty road, his heart palpitating with the desire for forgiveness. But only the injured neighbor, the loving father back home, can really pour out the warm waters of forgiveness.
 

King could have preached that those who had been wronged because of the color of their skin should practice selective forgiveness. He could have suggested that only those who had said they were sorry—or those who were truly repentant—or those who had turned their lives around should be forgiven. He might have said that his congregants had every right to be pickers and choosers. After all, they were the ones who had been beaten and discriminated against. They were the ones riding on the back of the bus and sending their children to separate and unequal grade schools. They were the ones who had lost family members to the hatred that permeated the American South and North. Yes, King could have told his congregation to analyze “the soil” that surrounded them carefully and to spread forgiveness in only the most fertile patches that they found. But he didn’t. Instead, he told them to spread seeds of forgiveness—or in his words, the warm waters of forgiveness—among the rocks, on the hard ground, amidst the thorns, and in good soil that surrounded them.

+++

Much has changed since Martin Luther King, Jr. asked his congregation to get countercultural—that is, to forgive those who hadn’t asked for it, to extend a hand of mercy to those who at least initially had no intentions of turning from their discriminatory ways. For those seeds that sprouted and changed the world in which we live, we can be very, very glad. To say that the soils that surround us, however, have completely changed would be a fallacy. Each of us is surrounded—just as those marching for civil rights were—by soil that looks less than fertile, even uninhabitable. And today we too are challenged by the Sower—and by King’s words—to sow the seeds that we’ve been given in even the most unlikely of places. 

I’m convinced that King could preach his message in 1967 because he understood the gospel truths contained in today’s parable: Where we see scarcity, God sees abundant possibility. Where we abandon hope or where hope seems to abandon us, God is at work sowing a new thing even in what we consider to be the most unfertile of places. We are trained to hear Jesus’ parable as a story about the soil. But it is more importantly a story of the Sower, who promises to generously sow seeds of love, grace, mercy, and forgiveness in all of us and frees us to give the seeds of forgiveness away, even when—or perhaps precisely when—we’re unsure what will become of them.

AMEN.
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