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Scripture Reading: Mark 4:1-9 (The Inclusive Bible)
This week, we’re finishing up our series on “Finding Your Path.”  It wouldn’t be complete if we didn’t talk about obstacles.  It’s very exciting for me to talk about finding your path.  When I was just starting out, my greatest treasure lay in finding a path that led me to be able to give the gifts that I had inside, and I want everyone to have that experience.  What surprises me is that when I try to do that as a sermon series, I find that many people feel guilty or helpless, and that’s not my intent at all.  
So today I’m going to talk about the obstacles that can get in the way of finding our path.  And that’s true for everybody; Jesus knew that, and he told parables about how God can enter our lives.  You can re-frame that in a different way to make it work for you, if that helps.  But when Jesus told a  parable, what he was trying to do was to teach you how God works…how the divine works…how the sacred works…how you find that in your ordinary life.  If the church were right, and literal theology was what Jesus intended to teach, then parables would be the worst way to teach that.  The only reason we would need riddles like that is if there is something that people aren’t finding that’s right in front of their face.  
The word ‘parable’ means to lie something along side of.  So something that you know as ordinary is laid along side of your life, so that you can discover who you are.  If at the end of your time at St. Andrew’s, whenever that is, all you’ve learned are Bible verses, that will be a very sad story, because what  Jesus wanted to give was life, and Scripture was a way of coming to life, of awakening us to  life, but it was not the end of the story.  It was the first word, not the last word.
He talked about his teachings as a seed.  A seed is something that, at present, is not what it’s going to eventually be.  It doesn’t look like what it’s going to be; an acorn doesn’t look like an oak tree.  So very often if you’re going out looking for truth, and you have a little bitty acorn and you’re looking for a great big acorn, your assumption is that growth is just going to make it bigger.  If that’s what you’re looking for, it may be a long search.
In today’s scripture, Jesus is going to give a parable based on the experience of planting seeds.  To begin with I must confess that I don’t have a green digit on my body.  Plants are things that I don’t fully understand.  I have a plastic fica tree at home, (laughter) and I’m surprised I haven’t killed it.  But I appreciate these symbols, and this symbol is saying that seeds are scattered out, and they fall on different situations.  Notice that the soil is good, but it may have problems; it may be packed down, it may have too many rocks mixed into it, it may be alongside the road, but it’s not saying that the soil corresponds to good people and bad people.  Sometimes the Church has interpreted the soil in this way.  The seed is scattered and some of it falls in the right place, but most of it doesn’t, and apparently that’s what planting is like.  
I found poems about planting from around the world, and one of them, from England, says, “Plant one for the rock, one for the crow, one to die, and one to grow.”  This is saying that when you start out to plant seeds, you don’t expect everything to blossom.  But in your spiritual life, in your personal life, you may feel guilty that so much of what you do doesn’t seem to produce instant growth. This is a real grace that’s being given to us here: We don’t have to hold ourselves to account, thinking that everything has to grow and everything has to look like what we were expecting it to be.  
Now I need to get weird here for a moment.  I tried this in the early service.  I guess it went over okay, at least no one said to my face that it was too strange for church.  But as I’ve  studied ancient cultures, it’s very clear that they had a sense of an intelligence beneath what they were experiencing, and  this word, logos which in the Greek, means word, thought, or principle, is linked with the concept of a seed.  The idea is that when somebody like Jesus is teaching, what he’s really talking about is the depth beneath your experience.  What he’s really talking about are the patterns that go together to make life.  What he’s really doing is calling us to our own depth, not to agree or disagree at the surface level.  

And this is where it gets really weird.  It’s like there was a musical instrument-like a harp-underneath what you see, taste, touch, and it’s invisible to you.  But when you pluck the strings, it makes mathematical patterns that your eyes see as beauty, your ears hear as music, or your skin feels it as heat.  The people in those ancient cultures knew there was something happening…I think that it was amazing that they had this intuition of DNA, that there was a seed, a word, that gave life.  And part of the symbol they used was a snake coiled, like the DNA helix. So, intuitively they had known there had to be something undergirding our life that we cannot see.  They used the symbol “God”; if that doesn’t work for you, don’t move away from what the symbol is pointing to, which is that depth.  There is an intelligence, there is a beauty, there is a goodness, there is a truth undergirding what we see, and human words can’t get to it.   

At your house, the water comes from a faucet that doesn’t look anything like water.  The faucet does not look like water.  For a very good reason, it’s not made of water.  That would be problematic.  The foundation of your life is something so basic that only symbols can talk about it.  You see what comes out of it, but you can’t reach into that depth.  

So Jesus is telling us that he’s going around teaching, and his words are like seeds that go into you and grow, and stir within you that musical sense of who you are in the universe.  Science can tell you about the universe.  It can lay out all the facts, but it doesn’t tell you who you are in the universe, in a way that you can feel.  Jesus is trying to give you that.  
Now what he says is that some of the seeds fall by the wayside.  Every symbol that human beings have reveals some things and hides some others.  The idea that you have a path is great in some ways, but it can trick you into thinking that there is something outside of you that you’re looking for, and that you’ll recognize it when you find it.  I spent a great deal of my life looking for this as though there was something like a bus someplace that I was supposed to find, but I didn’t have the information to find it, so I kind of wandered around and groveled, trying to find it.  What Jesus is saying is that this is growing inside of you, and what keeps that from happening are things like busyness.  In this case, the seeds are falling all around, but people are going someplace else.  They don’t even notice them.  So the idea that you’re being taught, that something is speaking to you in your life may be hard to grasp, hard to trust, hard to believe.  

The first step then is to stop.  Now that’s a strange first step toward finding your path, isn’t it?  But if you’re lost, you don’t know where you’re going, anyway, so why not stop and become aware?  One problem for me on my path is that this is a very selfish view, it’s a self-centered view, and what I’m really looking for is how our lives fit together.  So it’s the we, the universal we, the us, that I’m looking for.  But I have to die into that.  That has a cost to it.  I give myself to this larger life, like the seed goes into the soil, it seems to die, but it gives a new life.  

The image of life going on in this symbol system is not reincarnation, and it’s not one soul that’s born and lives forever…it’s death-resurrection / death-resurrection.   The seed dies, it becomes a new life.  And you cannot ever tell where seed ends.  As Emerson said, you can tell how many seeds are in an apple, but nobody can tell how many apples are in a seed. (laughter) It’s a whole different kind of economy.  
So you’re not looking for something you don’t have.  You are trying to awaken to who you are at a deeper level.  You need to listen to your inner voice.  Somebody said that when we stand before God (and that may be your image, or it may not be), that God will not look at our medals and trophies, but at our scars.  How did you give yourself to others?  It may be a failure that is your greatest tribute…the time when you didn’t lash out trying to win an argument; you thought of just the right thing to say but you didn’t say it.  Have you ever had a bad feeling when you think of the right thing to say, the most devastating thing you could say, and you actually say it?  Do you ever feel good about that?  “That showed ‘em.” And maybe for fifteen seconds you feel good.  

So far we’ve said the first thing is to stop, the second thing is to listen.  There is something happening.  There is an intelligence that is happening in your life and working.  See, the good thing is that you’ve already done those two steps. You stopped to come here, and you’re listening.  But the trick is to listen deeper.  To not just agree with what I say, or disagree, but to go through what I say into the depth.  What this lesson is showing is that there are clues in the obstacles that seem to debilitate your path; things that get in the way, time constraints, shortcomings that you have, having children to care for.  The things that may feel like they are pulling you off your path are the path.  These are the creative energies and tension that will become this great art.  
Do you remember on the “Batman” show…remember “Batman” on television?  I’m very cultural. (laughter)  I don’t know if you knew that or not.  Remember that Batman never really caught anybody in the act?  The bad guys always left clues.  They had the bat cave, they had the computer, and they were always trying to figure out how the villain was leaving the clues.  Remember that? No?  It was always something like, “He said his name was Al. Al Qaeda – Wait a minute!” (laughter)  Like that…and then they’d figure out that the villain had tipped his hand, and they’d make the arrest.  
What this seed symbol means is that the thumbprints of God are everywhere.  In the patterns of your life, even if they don’t work out in your story, where you’re trying to go, something is speaking to you, something’s calling you.  And it’s probably a different direction.  Joseph Campbell once said, “If you can see the path clearly in front of you, it’s not your path.” (laughter) Right?  If it’s what the preacher says it is, clearly and distinctly, that’s not your path.  Usually it doesn’t feel that good; usually it stings a little bit.  

The questions that we ask are so important.  I think the questions come from God.  I think the answers come from people, but what haunts us are those questions, and I believe that they are like a homing device to get back to the intelligence, the ground out of which we come.  

This is a great quote from Ingrid Bengis about questions: “The real questions are the ones that obtrude upon your consciousness, whether you like it or not…the ones that make your mind start vibrating like a jack hammer…the ones that you come to terms with only to discover that they’re still there.  The real questions refuse to be placated.  They barge into your life when it seems most important for them to stay away.  They are the questions that are asked most frequently and answered most inadequately…the ones that reveal their true nature slowly, reluctantly, and most often against your will.”
How do you know that anything I’m saying is true?  Have you ever asked that question of yourself?  You don’t know, do you?  I could be crazy.  Even if I was sane yesterday, something could have happened in the night, and I could have flipped out.  How do you know that you are understanding a scripture in the right way, and it’s not making you crazy?  What you know is when a teacher or a word or a passage takes you deeper into your experience; that you know.  When you look up from Scripture and you see a wider world, the symbol has taken its effect upon you.  When you feel your own heart more deeply, the symbol has worked within you.  

So you stop, you listen.  One of the things that today’s scripture says is that some of the seeds fall among thorns.  I came up with a horrible example of that, and chickened out of it at the first service.  I was thinking of playing you a song but wanted to do laundry at the same time. [Jim lifts up his guitar.  On each of the strings he has hung socks with clothespins.] (laughter)  I was thinking that this is a pretty good symbol of the modern human heart.  The point is, you don’t need to find that book that you’re looking for.  You don’t need to find the teacher.  You need to simplify, right? [Jim releases the clothespins and the socks fall away.] You need to take things out of your life and carve out time, and then the song in your heart will be very clear.  
When Jesus taught, I think it is very important to realize that this was a person completely motivated by love.  He wasn’t trying to indoctrinate you; he wasn’t trying to twist your arm.  Like any deeply loving person, Jesus wanted you to discover the song within your own heart.  He said that when the seed falls in the good soil, which is not different from the other soils, but was soil from which the rocks had been removed, where the habits had been broken, the world becomes wider, becomes deeper.  The music is richer.  
How do you know it’s true?  You can’t question it then.  You feel it from the inside out.  If you look and you see a path very clearly defined, Jesus is saying that’s not your path.  This word is going to work within you, and you will have to make decisions with inadequate information, perhaps without the approval of the ones you most want it from.  But when you step out of that trust, that faith, even your mistakes lead you in a new way to a deeper life.  
Do not hold against yourself the mistakes you’ve made.  You did not have all the information when you started.  You’re learning as you go.  Somebody once said that life is like learning to play the violin in Carnegie Hall with no practice.  You’re learning as you go.  Realize that your teacher loves you more than you can possibly imagine, and understands that you sometimes don’t have time, sometimes don’t have energy.  Sometimes you just don’t want to.  But through it all, a voice speaks from inside you, from all around you.  It calls you to the depth.  Plant your seed, but remember, “it’s one for the rock, one for the crow, one to die, and one to grow.”
Transcribed and edited by a member of the St. Andrew’s Sermon Transcription Project.
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