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At mealtime in my house, it’s a tradition for my children to lead the blessing. Sometimes they use a little wooden die with simple prayers printed on the six faces, but most often, before I’ve even been seated at the table, they’ve started to belt out one of our several versions of a sung blessing. And their favorite blessing is one I first learned at summer camp when I was small, and you probably know it, too. It’s called the Johnny Appleseed Blessing. 

Oh, the Lord is good to me.
And so I thank the Lord!
For giving me the things I need…
The sun and the rain and the apple seed. 
Oh, the Lord is good to me! Amen. Dig in. 

Yes, it’s one of my favorites. Which…is strange, when you think of it, isn’t it? I mean, I love apples as much as the next guy, but I’m not sure I would put apple seed on par with sunshine and rain in the list of God’s greatest blessings. But it’s a fun prayer to sing, and so I try not to be too literal about it when the kids belt it out at the dinner table. 

In a funny way, that prayer must have left an impression on my spiritual imagination, which I didn’t fully realize until this past week when I reread the gospel lesson for this morning. We’re beginning a series of weeks featuring parables, and today’s parable is the one about the Sower. Now, by way of reminder, parables are little stories that use ordinary stuff from life to teach about the deeper reality of the Kingdom of God, and the parable we heard Jesus tell this morning is one of the very first he ever told. A farmer goes out to sow and the seed he casts falls on all kinds of ground – including some on hard path, some in rocky soil, and some in the middle of thorns. Some, thankfully, falls on good soil, and it grows into a wildly bountiful harvest.  

Well, for most of my life, when I imagined this parable, the farmer looked a lot like Johnny Appleseed, wandering along, pulling out seed from a bag at his belt, and carelessly throwing that seed all over the place. And what’s important is that my Johnny Appleseed farmer was only carrying one single kind of seed inside his bag – probably apple seed, right? – and it seems he had enough to waste some, because he didn’t really care where that seed landed just so long as some of that seed landed somewhere decent. I wonder how you imagine this story? Is your farmer a sort of foolhardy Johnny Appleseed? Is he carrying around one kind of seed, but has plenty enough to waste some?  

Well, remember this is a parable, a little story Jesus tells using ordinary stuff to teach about the deeper reality of the Kingdom of God. So this past week, I’ve finally come to realize that my Johnny Appleseed interpretation is unhelpful in at least two ways, ways that are important for this moment we’re living as individuals and as a society. 

First, the Kingdom of God is not a monoculture. And second, the Sower is not a fool. Let me take them in turn. 

First, while Johnny Appleseed may only carry around one kind of seed, God sows seeds with countless variety and diversity. Because the Kingdom of God is not a monoculture; it’s an ecosystem. 

This came to me as I drove home from Colorado last week. If you’ve never made that drive, it’s a long one, because besides tumbleweed and cattle, the only thing to see is a lot of corn. That’s what a monoculture is: a huge area of land that is planted with a single type of vegetation. It could be corn or soybeans or oil palms or pine trees. A monoculture is when you only sow one sort of seed over and over again, and try to get rid of everything else. Monocultures work in the short term, which is why they’re popular, and they’re easier to farm. But they are dangerous in the long term, because they’re not how nature works. Plant the same thing in the same spot year after year, and you’ll ruin your soil, drive away all the pollinators, and basically destroy an ecosystem. 

A healthy ecosystem is diverse. Before we headed to Colorado, I downloaded an app that identifies plants simply by taking a picture of them. Every day we would go for a hike in the mountains, and I nearly drove my family crazy by making them stop every few minutes so I could pull out my phone and use that app to identify another different flower or tree or plant. I must have taken 1,000 pictures of plants, including, as it turned out, some that were growing on the hiking path, and some that had thorns, and even some that seemed to be growing right out of giant boulders. 

Friends, the Kingdom of God is not a monoculture. God is not Johnny Appleseed, sowing only one kind of seed. God’s kingdom is beautifully diverse. It is made up of people from every language and race and nation and orientation. And in that diversity is its strength and health. Which is why it’s so important that we keep up our fight against the heresy of white supremacy, with its lingering effects on so much of our society, from housing to education to policing. And it’s also why it’s so important that we strengthen our efforts to cultivate greater diversity right here at Transfiguration, because the truth is that, even as we’ve worked to widen our embrace to be more like Christ’s, well, we remain an overwhelmingly white congregation. The faces of our church don’t match the diverse faces of our society. That means there is work for me to do as Rector to address this reality, and there’s also work for all of us as a community, too, to strengthen the ecosystem of our church by refusing the simplicity of a monoculture in order to pursue the healthier and more beautiful diversity of the Kingdom of God.

The second mistake I think we can easily make about this parable has to do with the Sower. It would be easy to get the impression, based on how he seems to fling seed here and there and everywhere, that the Sower is a fool. But remember, this is a parable, a story in which Jesus is trying to teach us something about the deeper reality of the Kingdom of God, which means it may be time to consider that the Sower is not a fool, and actually knows more than we do. Because – and this is so important – our God does not waste anything. No seed that God casts – no good word or deed, and certainly no person – is wasted. Nothing that God touches is a mistake or useless. As we heard God speak through the prophet Isaiah today, 

“It will not return to me empty, 
but it will accomplish that which I purpose, 
and succeed in the thing for which I sent it.” 

If the seed that falls on the ground and in the rocks is simply wasted, if it has not purpose or future, then Jesus is teaching us that the Sower is a fool and can’t be trusted. But we know God is not a fool, and that means we need to stop thinking of the seed that fell upon the path and in the rocks and thorns as wasted. Because God is not only interested in what grows in the freshly tilled field. God doesn’t only care about who is behaving well where things are comfortable and predictable. God also cares about what’s happening in the rocks and thorns, too. 

Which feels to me like such good news, because in these past few months, doesn’t it feel a bit like we’re seed that’s been cast onto a hard path, or into rocky soil? Between the pandemic, the economic crisis, the attacks on peaceful protests, the Saharan dust storms, and the murder hornets, it feels like we’re up against an awful lot these days.

Which is why we need to remember that the Sower is not a fool, and nothing the Sower plants is wasted. We can trust that God is up to something right now, even in the middle of all these crises we’re facing, even when we’re in the rocks and thorns. Remember, nothing, God says through Isaiah, nothing returns to God empty; it will accomplish that which God purposes, and it will succeed in the thing for which God sent it. Which means that we are not forsaken when we find ourselves in the rocks and brambles, because even there God is up to something. 

I see an awful lot of signs of God out there these days, friends. Who would have ever predicted that during this pandemic, Mississippi would finally decide to remove the Confederate flag? And maybe it took a pandemic for God to help us finally appreciate the incredible importance of teachers and nurses, and how difficult their jobs are even in good times. And I sense God using this moment to wake up us to the reality that all people need and deserve quality health care, as well as our need to address an economy in which so many people are one paycheck away from abject poverty. Yes, we may be in the middle of a pandemic, and the murder hornets may still be out there, but God has been casting seed out into this rocky soil, and God’s seed is never wasted: it always succeeds, always grows up, always accomplishes what God intends. 

So I hope we won’t treat this pandemic as simply something we have to endure until better times arrive. This is not just a big emptiness between what we were up to in March and everything we hope to be able to do when there’s finally a vaccine. Even in the middle of a pandemic, God is looking to us to grow and sprout and live and do. God is looking to us to bear some good fruit.

[bookmark: _GoBack]Because while God may not be Johnny Appleseed, our God is certainly wandering the highways and byways of this hurting world, casting all kinds of seeds every which way, sowing and watering and looking to see what beautiful things will grow and bloom. 
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