The parable of the soils

This could be the easiest sermon ever! And the best one! We could simply read the second part of the passage again and it would be a sermon by Jesus. What could be better than that? Job done! And see you next week! I was tempted. But that wouldn't be like me. As a representative of Gen X, I feel I must give my opinion. Even if it's just a thumb up.

As many of you will know, this parable is commonly referred to as the Parable of the Sower. However, I will refer to it as the Parable of the Soils. Why? Because I think differently, and I want to shift the focus. This parable is often interpreted in terms of evangelism, particularly why not everyone responds to the gospel. Typically, the responsibility for the lack of response is attributed to the quality of the soil, the hearer. The problem is never the sower... It's like a poor teacher who blames their students' lack of engagement and learning on their cognitive ability rather than their own ability to make learning accessible.

We have seen it many times before, particularly in the past. The student who struggles with literacy should sit at the back of the class. This student doesn’t make friends, but that’s OK because he or she is quiet during lessons and gets good marks in maths. That student has to be sent to the headteacher because he or she can’t sit still. It's as if someone has decided that two of the children are not good enough, and that the third one is optimal.
Unfortunately, the Church is no stranger to this kind of practice. I mean, both the institution and the congregation might be tempted to classify, and many times they do, deciding which soil is fertile and which is not. You might think this only happened many years ago, but a General Synod report, All Kinds of Minds, that made it to the front page of The Times at the end of last month suggests otherwise. We don't realise it, but normalcy excludes. As the report states, 'there is no one "normal" type of brain or mind, or one "right" style of neurocognitive functioning', which is easy for me to understand, but difficult to practise.
The report also states that 'many neurodivergent people have been unwilling or unable to be open in their work, ministry or community, fearing prejudice, discrimination and judgement'. I would have liked the report to also cover laypeople because I suspect this prejudice, discrimination and judgement affects more than just clergy. All too often, I suspect, those who are neurodivergent blame themselves for their failings, when we should all be motivated to seek changes to the environment and advocate systemic change.

Once upon a time, two very different people shared an open day at a theological college. Not only were they physically different, but they were also from different cultures and had quite different characters. One looked calm; the other was anxious about everything. One was quiet; the other was chatty. The former thought negatively of the latter: 'This student reminds me of my wife’s friend.' As they both applied to the same institution and studied together, this initial impression was reinforced by their subsequent interactions. However, neither of them passed judgement. They became great friends, and who knows — maybe even great ministers. This doesn’t mean that no effort was made on either side. Like the child who is often sent out of the classroom, one of the ordinands was coming to terms with their recent ADHD diagnosis. Like the good maths student at school, one of them was either masking or silently suffering from possible undiagnosed autism spectrum disorder. Neither of them judged the other for being good or bad soil.
In that same college, sitting in the so-called “bad boys' corner”, there was a gardener. His huge hands were sculpted by branches and bushes, and the many scars left by their spikes. It was clear that the gardener was not familiar with computers or technology; even a pen seemed like a strange object in their hands. The student gardener was asking about voice-to-text software, a computer program that writes text based on voice dictation. Regardless of the technology used, the student struggled greatly with the initial assignments. A blessing for the gardener, the college was truly inclusive and offered oral assessments. The college didn't judge the gardener as bad soil for the seeds, which would have been quite a paradox. Like the student who was terrible at literacy, the gardener and even our Archbishop Sara Mullany were struggling with dyslexia.
The Gardener was blessed to be at this particular college. Many other institutions lack the necessary tools and resources, and do not listen to their students. Through being blessed, he became a blessing to the college. This student was an SPLD (Specific Learning Difficulty) Ambassador not only at this college, but also beyond. All the slides used during classes and services adhered to dyslexia standards, and all the students learnt a lot more about neurodivergence. The soil, once considered bad, produced a bountiful harvest.
When Jesus himself explained this parable, he didn’t tell the sower to be more careful about where he scattered the seeds. Nor did he say to look for the perfect place to plant them. Jesus showed no preference for places where the seeds were most likely to germinate. If this parable is held up like a mirror in front of us, as it was for those who listened to Jesus and for the first readers of Matthew, asking us where we stand today. Then we should answer, "We stand practising the generosity and hope of the sower, planting seeds of Christ's love and teaching, even if someone can say that the soil quality is questionable."
We are called to love, to include and to embrace, not to judge. We are called to scatter seeds, regardless of the quality of the soil.
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