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The Twenty-first Sunday after Pentecost 
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St. Joseph, MO 
Pastor Keith Hohly 
 
Grace and Peace to you this day in the name of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. 
 
A good friend of mine has a six-year-old son named Seth.  Seth is a great kid – lots of fun, quite 
bright.  He’s also quite an artist – he likes to create his own pictures – preferring to work free 
hand rather than using coloring books.  Seth is also something of a perfectionist.  Everything 
needs to be just a certain way – the way Seth has it pictured in his head.  His dad says this is 
sometimes a problem.  When Seth is working on a picture and something goes wrong – he makes 
a mistake or the picture doesn’t meet his expectations – he crumbles up the paper rather 
dramatically and throws it away and stomps off saying: “It’s ruined.”  When his dad tries to save 
the picture – when he straightens it out and shows Seth all of what he thinks is good about it – 
Seth won’t have any of it.  He just keeps saying “It’s ruined” and will have nothing more to do 
with it.  And the father’s heart is heavy with this child who is so hard on himself. 
 
Listen to these words written on how success and failure seems to affect our spiritual health and 
our relationship with God: 

Early in the Book of Genesis we find the following warning which God gives to Cain: “If 
you do well, will you not be accepted?  And if you do not do well, sin is lurking at the door; 
its desire is for you, but you must master it” (Gen. 4.7).  Another translation describes sin 
as a “crouching beast hungering” for its human prey.  Perhaps in our time it is less sin than 
failure that evokes this fearsome scene.  At the doorsill of every undertaking we sense the 
lurking presence of failure, a beast crouching in wait to pounce upon our best efforts.  If we 
do well, we will be rewarded with acceptance and even commendation.  But if we do poorly, 
we will be without defense against the mauling embrace of failure.  The sole sure way to 
master failure is success, a worldly truth that condemns us to round after round of mortal 
struggle in the Roman arena of contemporary life. 
 
Sadly, the apparent message of God’s words to Cain (and other passages in scripture) is 
that this same horrific dance between failure and success characterizes our relationship 
with God.  Instead of receiving the divine warning as an expression of loving care, 
numerous seekers have heard it as a veiled threat. God, not sin, is the hunkering beast, held 
at bay only by virtue of a ‘successful’ spiritual life.  In quest of this success some people 
expend great energy trying to conceal themselves from a devouring God; others exhaust 
themselves trying to placate a God who seems cruelly unpredictable, ominously hidden, or 
disturbingly silent.  And virtually all who weigh the worth of their spiritual life in the scales 
of success and failure will know bitterness or despair because the God they want to love and 
trust seems unsparingly judgmental. 

 
Early on in his gospel account of Jesus’ ministry, Mark relates that Jesus told a large crowd of 
people a parable we often now call “The Parable of the Sower.” (Mk. 4.3-9) 
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Listen! Jesus tells the crowd, A sower went out to sow. And as he sowed, some seed fell on 
the path, and the birds came and ate it up. Other seed fell on rocky ground, where it did not 
have much soil, and it sprang up quickly, since it had no depth of soil. And when the sun 
rose, it was scorched; and since it had no root, it withered away. Other seed fell among 
thorns, and the thorns grew up and choked it, and it yielded no grain. Other seed fell into 
good soil and brought forth grain, growing up and increasing and yielding thirty and sixty 
and a hundredfold.  Let anyone with ears to hear listen!  

 
When Jesus is alone with his disciples, he explains the meaning of the parable: (Mk. 4.14-20) 

The sower sows the word. These are the ones on the path where the word is sown: when they 
hear, Satan immediately comes and takes away the word that is sown in them.  And these are 
the ones sown on rocky ground: when they hear the word, they immediately receive it with 
joy.  But they have no root, and endure only for a while; then, when trouble or persecution 
arises on account of the word, immediately they fall away.  And others are those sown among 
the thorns: these are the ones who hear the word, but the cares of the world, and the lure of 
wealth, and the desire for other things come in and choke the word, and it yields nothing. 
And these are the ones sown on the good soil: they hear the word and accept it and bear 
fruit, thirty and sixty and a hundredfold. 

 
As Mark’s gospel story of Jesus’ ministry unfolds, we encounter people who fall into the 
categories of this parable.  Those who hear the word and are like the hard path are the scribes, 
the Pharisees, and other leaders in Jerusalem.  Last Sunday, we encountered a person who is an 
example of the third soil.  His story is depicted in the stained-glass window in this sanctuary.  He 
looks to be good soil, and Jesus calls him to follow, but the lure of worldly wealth and cares and 
like weeds that choke the invitation Jesus extends, and he refuses to follow. 
 
For me, the twelve disciples are most like the second type of soil – the rocky soil – the ones who 
hear the word and at first receive it with joy, but then trouble and persecution come along and 
they fall away.  Sure enough, by the time Jesus dies on the cross in this gospel account, all the 
disciples have deserted him.  Today they are asking for special favors and arguing among 
themselves as to who is the greatest.  Once again, an increasingly frustrated Jesus is trying to get 
them to see that the way of God is very different from the way of the world around them. 
 
It is significant to me that three out of the four examples Jesus uses in the Parable of the Sower 
are examples of failure.  Not only is most of the parable given over to failure, most of the gospel 
story itself is as well.  There are far more people we encounter who fail in being the good soil 
than those who succeed.  The failures are legion – whole groups of people falling away.  The 
successes you can count on your hands. 
  
Why so much failure?  It’s almost as if the gospel writer wants to point out how many different 
ways we might try to save ourselves – to be as good as we can possibly be – only to fall short – 
and in realizing our failure, despairingly say: “Then who can be saved?”  But what about Jesus’ 
reply to this very question?  “For morals it is impossible, but not for God; for God all things are 
possible.”  For me, the very heart of the good news is: In Jesus Christ, this is exactly what God 
has done.  God has done what is impossible for us to do and salvation is ours as a gift of grace. 
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The gospel does not tell us that human failure – our own failures – are something unimportant, 
something to be ignored, something to be brushed away, or lightly dismissed.  But it also says 
that our failures are not the final words about who we are.  God’s grace is that final word – it is 
the ultimate word of our salvation.  Failing lives are not to be crumpled up and thrown out like 
pieces of paper which do not meet our expectations or desires.  Think of how a Father’s heart 
must grieve when we do this to ourselves.  But what if we could truly believe for ourselves, and 
truly teach our children, and truly understand in each other, that we are saved by grace – and this 
grace sets us free to be people of God – to be the good soil which is wondrously fruitful in its 
living.  It sets us free to face our failures, even to learn from our failures.  It sets us free to be the 
servants Jesus calls us to be this morning.  It sets us free to serve each other because he is the one 
graciously serving us. 


