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“Putting It Together”
“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.”

The Chautauqua Institution is a unique community on the shores of Lake Chautauqua in western New
York that offers a nine-week festival of arts, music, education, and relaxation in a setting that takes
you back to the Victorian Era.  One of the features of the Institution are the denominational houses
that offer affordable accommodations to visitors from churches throughout North America.  Susan and
I have been guests at the Lutheran House on many occasions and have enjoyed the house’s central
location as well as the fellowship of fellow guests who share in the week’s activities as well as spirited
discussions on the porches.  One tradition that continues at the Lutheran House is the jigsaw puzzle
that is begun at the start of the season.  It is placed on a table in the communal dining room, and
throughout the season each week’s guests take their turns putting pieces of the puzzle into place until
at the end of the season the puzzle has been completed and is hung on the walls for the next year’s
guests to enjoy, serving as a reminder of how many hands were involved in putting it together.

These annual puzzles are but one example of how many hands work to put together the ministry of
the Lutheran House at Chautauqua.  Since it is owned by a volunteer association, members are
involved in opening the house in the spring, maintaining it throughout the year, and making certain
that everything is running well from year to year.  Work parties are organized to keep the house in
good shape for guests and visitors who enjoy the facilities, and the board of directors oversees the
continuing operations even when the house is closed for the winter.  It takes the work of many hands
with any gifts to put together all of the pieces needed so that the Lutheran House can continue its
ministry on the grounds of the Chautauqua Institution.

There are many instances in our lives in which we need to work together to put the pieces together so
that what we are involved in can continue to thrive and to serve its purpose.  Neighbors work together
so that a local playground might be built and maintained for the enjoyment of their children; farmers
band together to raise a barn for a friend whose previous structure was destroyed in a fire; and
members of a service club put together a community center to serve their city and its citizens
throughout the year.  It takes many hands with varying skills to put together what is needed for the
benefit of ourselves and others; it is not a task that any one person could possibly accomplish on their
own.

In today’s Gospel lesson, Jesus shares a parable that includes a lesson in what it means for his
followers to put together what will be a blessing both to themselves and others.  Jesus frequently
uses parables in his teaching, which come from a word that literally means “something cast beside,”
something used to explain or clarify, such as a comparison or analogy.  Jesus’ method of
communicating in parables was not the typical practice of rabbis of his time, but a new and unsettling
departure in religious communication:

· “In the preaching of Jesus, parables were not vivid decorations of a moralistic point but were
disturbing stories that threatened the hearer’s secure mythological world – the world of
assumptions by which we habitually live, the unnoticed framework of our thinking within which
we interpret other data.” – Eugene Boring, New Interpreter’s Bible.

The occasion for today’s parable is yet another occasion when great crowds come to hear Jesus’
teaching: “Such great crowds gathered around him that he got into a boat and sat there, while the
whole crowd stood on the beach.” (13:2).  Even though they are on the lakeshore, Jesus chooses a
parable with an agricultural setting, one in which “a sower went out to sow.”  Clearly, this unnamed



sower is unconcerned about how many seeds he scatters, because his sowing results in seeds
landing on a variety of surfaces, most of which are not conducive to their taking root and growing.  

· The first group of seeds falls on a path, where birds quickly come and consume them.
· The second scattering of seeds falls on rocky ground, where the lack of depth in the soil

causes them to be scorched in the blazing sun, “since they had no root, they withered away.”
· The sower’s third scattering falls among thorns, which grow and choke the fledgling plants.
· While all three of these groupings failed to take root and grow, the fourth scattering of seeds

succeeds when they “fell on good soil and brought forth grain, some a hundredfold, some sixty,
some thirty.”

·
In most instances, Jesus lets his parables speak for themselves, inviting his audience to consider
what his teaching means in their lives.  But when his disciples ask him, “Why do you speak to them in
parables?” (13:10), Jesus first explains to his disciples the reason why he teaches in parables and
then offers a detailed explanation of this particular parable.  In the section that is not included in
today’s Gospel lesson, Jesus states that “the reason I speak to them in parables is that ‘seeing they
do not perceive, and hearing they do not listen, nor do they understand.’” (13:13).  Jesus’ parables to
not obscure the truth but present it; the hearers receive the message through their physical senses
but do not comprehend.  Our Lord quotes the prophet Isaiah, who sets out the difference between
hearing and understanding:

· “Keep listening, but do not comprehend; keep looking, but do not understand.  Make the mind
of this people dull, and stop their ears, and shut their eyes, so that they may not look with their
eyes, and listen with their ears, and comprehend with their minds, and turn and be healed.” –
Isaiah 6:9-10.

Even prophets and righteous people have “longed to see what you see, but did not see it, and to hear
what you hear, but did not hear it.” (13:18).

Jesus then offers a detailed interpretation of the parable to his disciples who had come to him earlier
asking why he speaks in parables.  “Sowing” is a stock metaphor for teaching or preaching, as was
“harvest” for the eschatological ingathering and judgment.  While Jesus does not state it directly, he
interprets the parable christologically, identifying the sower as Christ.  Those who are like the seed
that was sown on the path are those who “hear the word of the kingdom and does not understand it,
[and therefore] the evil one comes and snatches away what is sown in the heart.”  Those who are like
the seed sown on rocky ground, they are those who “hears the word and immediately receives it with
joy; 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.”  The third group, those who are
like what fell among the thorns, also hear the word, but in this case “the cares of the world and the
lure of wealth choke the word, and it yields nothing.”  Only the fourth group, those who are the good
soil that receive the word, bear fruit which in some cases yields a “hundredfold,” which may be an
allusion to Genesis 26:12, in which “Isaac sowed seed in that land, and in the same year reaped a
hundredfold.  The LORD blessed him.”  On this basis, “Jesus’ story begins in the ordinary world and
concludes in the biblical world of hope and promise.” (Eugene Boring).

In each of these four instances, the people among whom the seed is sown “hear” the Word that Jesus
sows among them.  Throughout Scripture, people are invited to receive what Jesus did and said by
hearing:

· “And he said to them, ‘Pay attention to what you hear; the measure you give will be the
measure you get, and still more will be given you.’” – Mark 4:24



· “Jesus said to them, ‘Go and tell John what you see and hear: the blind receive their sight, the
lame walk, the lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the poor have
good news brought to them.” – Matthew 11:4-5.

· “Being therefore exalted at the right hand of God, and having received from the Father the
promise of the Holy Spirit, he has poured out this that you both see and hear.” – Acts 2:33.

· “We declare to you what was from the beginning, what we have heard, what we have seen
with our eyes, what we have looked at and touched with our hands, concerning the word of
life…” – 1 John 1:1.

But hearing is clearly not enough, because in the first three instances all hear yet are unable to allow
that which is sown upon then to bear fruit.  Those who are the good soil in Jesus’ parable, the group
that “bears fruit and yields, in one case a hundredfold, in another sixty, and in another thirty,” are
those who both hear the word and understand it.  The word Jesus uses here for “understanding”
(syniemi) literally means “to bring together,” “to come together,” or “to put together.”  As the picture in
a jigsaw puzzle becomes clear once all of the pieces have been put together, so also does what we
hear become understandable when the words we have heard come together in our minds; it is that
moment when we say, “I get it!”, as if “somehow a light is turned on in our brains and we understand
what is being talked about.”  Those who able to put together the teachings of Jesus so that they are
understandable are those who will succeed in being the good soil that will allow what our Lord sows
among us to fulfill their purpose of bearing fruit that will be a blessing to others.

The parable of the sower is a parable about the relationship between hearing and understanding, “the
reception of grace and the call to repentance in response to salvation and its ethical demand.” (Kittel). 
But how is such understanding accomplished?  What does it take for us to have the understanding
necessary to be the good soil that will be the means through which Jesus’ blessings might bear fruit
among us?  How are we to hear and understand our Lord’s teaching this morning so that we might be
faithful to our Lord’s call: “Let anyone with ears listen”?

The first lesson for those of us who seek to both hear and understand is that we cannot do it by
ourselves.  In his explanation of the third article of the Creed in the Small Catechism, Luther teaches
us that part of our confession of faith is to recognize that the proper understanding about God cannot
be self-generation – or as Luther puts it, “I believe that I can’t believe.”

· “I believe that by my own understanding or strength I cannot believe in Jesus Christ my Lord or
come to him, but instead the Holy Spirit has called me through the gospel, enlightened me with
his gifts, made me holy, and kept me in the true faith, just as he calls, gathers, enlightens, and
makes holy the whole Christian church on earth and keeps it with Jesus Christ in the one
common, true faith.”

The second lesson for us that grows out of this parable is that we cannot succeed in the task of
understanding, of “putting together” the teachings of Jesus, by ourselves.  As Jesus called individuals
to come together to hear his teachings, so are we called together as a community that is the church,
the “assembly of all believers among whom the gospel is purely preached and the sacraments are
distributed according to the gospel” (Augsburg Confession), to hear the word of God and to work
together to put together what our Lord is saying to us as his gathered people.  For God’s people,
understanding “comes not just from hearing or studying the Word, but by living it in a community of
other people who are striving to live the word.” (Crossmarks).

· “In the community of faith we listen to all of these longings and find the courage, not to avoid
them or cover them up, but to confront them in order to discern God’s presence in their midst. 
There we can affirm each other in our waiting and also in the realization that in the center of
our waiting the first intimacy with God is found.  There we can be patiently together and let the



suffering of each day convert our illusions into the prayer of a contrite people.  The community
of faith is indeed the climate and source of all prayer.” – Henri Nouwen.

Once we have turned to the Lord as the source of understanding what we have heard and seek to put
together our Saviour’s teachings in the context of the community of faith that is the church, the third
lesson for us is that once we have borne the abundance of fruit that occurs when we are the good soil
that allows what our Lord sows to accomplish its purpose, we cannot keep this abundance to
ourselves.  Every year, my Father planted an enormous garden in our backyard, far more that a
family of three could ever consume.  When his efforts at preparing the soil and nourishing his plants
produced his annual abundant harvest, my Father would share the fruits of his labours with friends,
neighbors, and people in our congregation.  The abundance that is ours when we work together to
understand what the Lord is saying to us cannot be hoarded by the church as its private possession;
it fulfills God’s purpose only when we pass it on to be shared by others so that they too might be
blessed by what we have produced as God’s faithful people.  

· “Jesus’ approach to mission is quite at odds with our play-it-safe instincts.  He gives us
freedom to take risks for the sake of the gospel.  He endorses extravagant generosity in
sowing the word, even in perilous places.  Though we may wonder about the wisdom or
efficiency of his methods. Jesus promises that the end result will be a bumper crop.” –
Elisabeth Johnson.

While we haven’t visited the Lutheran House at Chautauqua for many years, I’m fairly certain that
their annual jigsaw puzzle is still being put together over many weeks by many hands who work to
complete the puzzle so that what began as a confusing jumble might be more easily seen and
understood.  Those who gather to put that puzzle together also gather in that place for worship, for
study, and for conversation as to how we can put together what the Lord is inviting us to hear so that
we might understand and fulfill what is God’s will in that place.  Indeed, whenever we come together
to hear God’s word, our task is once of mutual understanding, so that we might put together what we
are hearing to discern what is God’s purpose for us here in this place.  May our faithfulness to our
Lord’s call to be a community of mutual understanding make us the good soil that will allow what God
sows among us to bear fruit that we might share here in this place, “in mission to others.”
Amen.


