
 

 

 
 

 
That same day Jesus went out of the house and sat beside the lake. Such great crowds gathered around 
him that he got into a boat and sat there, while the whole crowd stood on the beach.  And he told them 
many things in parables, saying: ‘Listen! A sower went out to sow. And as he sowed, some seeds fell on 
the path, and the birds came and ate them up. Other seeds fell on rocky ground, where they did not have 
much soil, and they sprang up quickly, since they had no depth of soil. But when the sun rose, they were 
scorched; and since they had no root, they withered away. Other seeds fell among thorns, and the thorns 
grew up and choked them. Other seeds fell on good soil and brought forth grain, some a hundredfold, 
some sixty, some thirty. Let anyone with ears listen!’ Matthew 13:1-9 
 
The parable of the sower is, of course, known and loved by many Christians. When Jesus explains the 
parable to his disciples (Matthew 13:19-23), he talks about how the Word is received by people and how 
some are distracted and fall away because of the lures of the world. It is the good soil which nurtures 
people in God’s way and allows them to flourish, and these people populate the kingdom of heaven. This 
further explains why some spiritual seekers, like the disciples themselves, dedicate themselves to Jesus, 
and others, like the rich young man, go away disappointed. 
 
But as a mission theologian I’ve always been most interested in the unfavourable conditions and what 
happens to the Word of God in those unlikely places. The birds ate the seed, yes, and stopped the growth 
of the plants, but the birds were nourished by it: what happened to the birds? The seeds sown in the 
shallow soil sprang up joyfully, but withered because they had no root. I have seen this so often in 
evangelism, where people are consumed by new fervour and excitement, only to drift away from the idea 
of a lifetime’s commitment. How could those people form roots? What about the weeds, the thorns, 
growing alongside God’s wheat: what was their purpose? What could we learn from the weeds?  
 
Sometimes I think leadership in the church is especially focussed on the wonderful wheat in the good soil. 
There’s nothing wrong with that. That is what we want from an ecology of mission in our churches – 
Christians flourishing and growing in God’s love. But if we concentrate only on the good soil and the 
lovely wheat, we miss the fact that Jesus presents the whole parable to us; he talks explicitly about the 
meaning of all the problems with growing the wheat – the pesky birds, the shallow soil, the choking 
weeds. We are supposed to think about the distractions and lures of the world which pull us away from 
God’s love.  
 
So I always wonder who is best placed to lead us collaboratively in understanding the distractions and 
temptations of the ordinary world, the lure of wealth and daily troubles we all endure. If we don’t 
understand them and recognise them, we cannot cultivate good soil. If we do not listen to those who 
have to wrestle with it daily, then we are only providing leadership in our own insulated little bubble of 
Christian wellbeing.  
 
There needs to be other kinds of leadership keeping us sharp about all of this, and this is where I think lay 
people are often underestimated, underused and often ignored. I have been talking recently about a 
young Christian, working in the City, who has become a mentor to co-workers struggling with the thorns 
of high rents, financial worries, job stress, relationship problems and drug habits. Well paid, but broke,  
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and with chaotic lives, they turn to him to find out how his faith helps him cope. He is a frontline 
evangelist but with no support from his local church who just want to know when he is next going to turn 
up and when he’s going to bring in new people. He is a leader and a sower but working in a field which his 
local church really doesn’t understand and doesn’t have the tools to engage. The city is a train ride away 
and another world. 
 
I’m personally grateful to the parents at the school gate who talk to the people who have left one of my 
teaching sessions full of enthusiasm for Christ, but whom I also know will quickly run out of steam once 
their children have got into a church school. They keep fertilising that shallow soil, encouraging roots; 
they do what I cannot. Without them adding fertiliser, my sowing would never lead to any harvest at all.  
 
I’ve also met some birds, not caring, even hostile, about the church, but pecking and grabbing at the 
goodwill of Christians. They are all in need and they come because they know we provide. Yet some of 
those birds I’ve met have changed and been transformed. They can lay down their hostility and 
destructiveness and embrace God’s kingdom. Too often they are just written off, but we need leadership 
from those who meet and work alongside these ‘birds’ every day and who have the wisdom and skill to 
know when the Word is, in fact, nourishing them.  
 
Will we encourage these frontline leaders though, and are we willing to be challenged and changed by 
them? I’ve met too many lay people who have simply abandoned church because their wisdom and 
energy in their work situations has been dismissed as irrelevant and I have met too many clergy whose 
prophetic leadership in cultivating the shallow and weed-choked soil has been erased by demanding and 
inward-looking congregations. Jesus told parables to teach those who have ears to hear, and so the birds, 
weeds and unrooted seedlings have much to tell us. Will we listen and allow the Word to root in our own 
lives?  
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