Matthew 13: 1-9, 18-23  “The Art of Sowing Seeds”  Rev. Janet Chapman 7/12/20
	It must have been around 1998 when we took our first road trip to Atlanta from KC to let Mikayla spend some time with her grandparents on her dad’s side.  Her aunt was to pick her up in Atlanta and drive her to Tampa and her dad and I would have some couples time in Georgia. It was there that I first encountered the creative work of folk artist and Baptist minister, Rev. Howard Finster.  Now many of us ministers would like to consider ourselves creative, but Howard took it to a whole new level.  He claimed to be inspired by God to spread the gospel through the design of his swampy land into a folk art sculpture garden with over 46,000 pieces of art.  If you are familiar with art, you may know that he was a visionary who painted thousands of his visions on common items like plywood, broken mirrors, soda bottles, canned ham tins, old refrigerators, mailboxes, high-topped sneakers, and even an old Cadillac that was rusting in the garage (pictured here are some of his works).  His diverse range of subjects included pop culture icons like Elvis, George Washington, Ronald Reagan, religious images like The Devils Vice and John the Baptist, UFOs & aliens, war and politics.  Every painting has a number for he believed God had asked him to do 5000 paintings to spread the gospel and Finster wanted to keep track; he exceeded that goal almost 10 times over.  His real claim to fame occurred when the band REM filmed a video in his gardens in 83 as well as Talking Heads commissioned a painting for their album cover, Little Creatures. That piece got notable recognition from Rolling Stone magazine as one of the best album covers of 1985.  Finster remarked of that cover, “I think there are 26 religious verses on that cover. They sold a million records in the first 2 ½ mos after it came out, so that’s 26 million verses I got into the world in 2 ½ mos!”  
You see Finster never lost his vision for sowing the seeds of the gospel in whatever he did.  I am indebted to Barbara Brown Taylor for introducing me to another side of this artist.  He started out as a preacher and served 8-9 churches in rural Georgia & Alabama before he became disillusioned in the early 70’s. After preaching 4,625 sermons, presiding at more than 400 funerals and 200 weddings, he conducted a survey at his church and found out that no one remembered anything he had said.  So he retired from preaching and began fixing things instead – TVs and bikes mainly, until 1976 when an inner voice told him to paint sacred art.  “I can’t,” Finster told the voice, “I’m no professional.”  “How do you know you can’t?” the voice demanded, and Finster’s career as an artist began.  His work is both bizaare and beautiful primarily housed in the 3 acre Paradise Garden in which he has, in his words, consecrated to the inventions of nature and humanity.  If you follow the walkways, you see they are embedded with old watches, gears, jewelry, marbles, and pottery shards.  There is a 24 foot tower fashioned from old bicycles, crowned with a cross made out of 2 lawn mower handles.  There is the two-ton concrete shoe and the pump house made from coca-cola bottles.  There is an aquarium that holds the bones of a three-legged chicken, a shed full of sewing machines, a six-foot mound of serpents sculpted from poured cement; there are bubble gum machines, bunk bed springs, picture frames, and flights of stairs that lead nowhere.  It gives the phrase, “One person’s junk is another’s treasure,” a whole different slant as Finster’s front porch sign explains, “I took the pieces you threw away, and put them together night and day; washed by rain, dried by sun, a million pieces all in one.”  Marie Kondo, the woman who turned closet organizing into a spiritual practice, would most certainly lose her spirituality in such a place but to those with a more extravagant vision, it is paradise.  You might think nature would be offended by such a display, but not so.  The whole garden is covered by a canopy of vines heavy with ripening fruit; there are blueberry bushes and blackberries and day lilies blooming among the clutter; there are hens laying eggs and bees making honey and tadpoles turning into frogs.  It is quite simply the most gorgeous pile of garbage you will ever see.  Interspersed throughout are other signs posted by Finster which say, “I built this park of broken pieces to try to mend a broken world,” and “It’s watermelon time; get your knife; eat, shout and shine.”  “What I do talks,” he said in an interview with People magazine.  “I figure when I’m dead, (which happened back in 2001), my work will be talking same as if I was here.  Jesus used things that were familiar to people to get the subject over to them.”  He paused for a moment then nodded to himself, “God’s message is getting around.”
Our gospel author, Matthew, is concerned with exactly that – getting God’s message out to a broken world, teaching about the new realm that God seeks to establish.  The very well known parable of the sower is one of 7 such stories in the 13th chapter of Matthew.  As different as they can be, they are all parables about God’s realm.  “The realm of God is like a mustard seed,” Jesus tells the crowd on the shore of the lake, “like a treasure lying buried in a field,” “like yeast,” “like a pearl of great price,” “like a net let down in the sea.”  He is teaching from a boat because it is the only place he can find to sit; so many have come to hear him, to learn from him, to touch and be touched by him that there is no space left in their midst.  So he steps into a boat and speaks to them across the water, his figure swaying a little with each lift of the waves, his as full of life and as hard to hold as a handful of lake.  If the crowds have come for lectures in theology, then they are disappointed.  Jesus’ parables conceal his meaning, even as they reveal it, and some say it was how he stayed out of jail.  He could have been arrested for talking heresy and treason, except for he was just talking about seeds and thorns, good soil and bad, right?  What the crowds get when they hear Jesus are more like dreams or poems, in which images of God’s realm are passed before them.  The images are as familiar as the crops in their own fields and the loaves in their own kitchens, but with a strange new twist.  In the Parable of the Sower, we have often heard it explained away as a challenge to be different, as a call to improve our lives, to be that fertile soil in which the gospel can grow.  The difficulty here is in the title, why then isn’t the Parable called the Parable of the Good Soil rather than the Parable of  the Sower?  Matthew ignores the title and hands us an explanation in verses 18-23, but in fact the original version of the parable was circulated without such an explanation. Some of the most ancient manuscripts of the parable first told by Mark and then Matthew end with verse 9.  If that is in fact how Jesus told the parable, then it is far more accurate that this story be known as the Parable of the Sower which may actually be the way Jesus intended it. 
 In that spirit, I share with you this parable once more with a new twist which is similar to some of my adventures in my garden.  Once upon a time a sower went out to sow. And as he sowed, some seeds fell along the path, and the birds came along and devoured them.  So he put his seed pouch down and spent the next hour or so stringing aluminum foil all around his field. He put up a fake owl he ordered from a garden catalog and, as an afterthought , he set a couple of traps for the Japanese beetles. Then he returned to his sewing, but he noticed some of the seeds were falling on rocky ground, so he put his seat pouch down again and went to fetch his wheelbarrow and shovel.  A couple of hours later, he had dug up the rocks and was trying to think of something useful he could do with them when he remembered his sowing and got back to it, but as soon as he did he ran right into a briar patch that was sure to strangle his little seedlings.  So he put his pouch down again and looked everywhere for the weed poison, but finally decided just to pull the thorns up by hand, which meant that he had to go back inside and look everywhere for his gloves. Now by the time he had the briars cleared it was getting dark, so the sower picked up his pouch and his tools and decided to call it a day. That night he fell asleep in his chair reading a seed catalog, and when he awoke the next morning, he walked out into his field and found a big crow sitting on his fake owl. He found rocks he had not found the day before and he found new little leaves on the roots of the briars that had broken off in his hands. The sower considered all of this, pushing his cap back on his head, and then he did a strange thing.  He began to laugh, just a chuckle at first, and then so hard that  end when his wind ran out. Still laughing and wheezing, he went after his seed pouch and began flinging seeds everywhere, into the roots of trees, onto the roof of his house, across all his fences and into his neighbors’ fields. He shook seeds at his cows and offered a handful to the dog. He even tossed a fistful into the Creek, thinking they might take route downstream somewhere. The more he sowed, the more he seemed to have. None of it made any sense to him, but for once that didn't seem to matter, and he had to admit that he had never been happier in all his life. Let those who have ears to hear, hear. 
