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On this Sunday of remembrance, and this hundredth anniversary of an uneasy peace, 
we have read one of the best known of Jesus’ parables.  It is an illustration from 
country life as he knew it.   

It begins with a rural idyll: a farmer goes out to sow his seed – and in your mind you 
can see the many pictures that have been painted to illustrate either this parable, or 
this timeless action.  You can see the man, silhouetted against maybe a pastel morning 
sky, his bag of grain slung across his shoulders and his hand dipping in and then 
scattering the seeds from him. He is a farmer, with whole fields to cover, not a 
gardener, who can take the time to plant each seed individually.  He scatters his seed.   

Almost at once reality creeps into this idyllic picture: some of the seed falls on the path 
and is destined to be trampled on.  Its life is over, with nothing much to show for it. 

And then some of the seed falls on rocks – this sounds like Highland fields, with soil 
full of stones, though unlike the Highlands there is a lack of moisture! – It sprouts but 
cannot come to fruiting before its life too is over. 

And some falls among thorns, presumably at the edge of the field, and as it grew, 
those choking thorns grew right alongside and choked all the life out of it, so that again 
its life is over before it can reach its potential and purpose. 

Just when you think that this is a story of agriculture disaster, a hard-luck story told by 
a farmer who wants sympathy, we learn that some – most? – of the seed falls on good 
soil and grows up to bear a harvest, to fulfil its purpose, to bring good to the farmer by 
yielding a crop.   

We have the story, told in public, and puzzling to many, and we are also given the 
private interpretation, the meaning which Jesus attached to his story for his disciples.  
This does not mean that this is the only meaning of the story, though.  Jesus told 
parables and stories because they can be interpreted and re-interpreted to inform 
different situations.  The interpretation which has come down the centuries with this 
story is the one which Jesus used to teach his disciples.  He was teaching them to 



follow him, to learn to think his way so that they could carry on his work, and so this is 
what he wanted those who were under special instruction to take from his story. 

He talks about the things which stop people growing in faith from hearing the word of 
God.  Hardness of heart – like the hard soil of the path; shallowness of life, so that the 
roots cannot go deep enough to last; the stuff of everyday life – cares and concerns 
given priority over God and his word.  These are three reasons Jesus gives for the 
seed of God’s word not being able to bring about a harvest in the lives of those who 
hear it.  The disciples needed to know this: after all, the seed was busy taking root 
quite well in them, otherwise they would not have stuck around long enough to be 
called to form the twelve.  They needed to be aware that not everyone would react in 
the same way to the good news that they accepted eagerly.  And of course, they 
needed to be aware that they were not immune from the hard soil, the rocks and the 
thorns. 

At the end of the day, this is a story which is about one thing: it is about the seed 
growing for harvest, about the plants coming to ripeness, and about people reaching 
their full, God-given potential, bearing fruit in the world, changing the world into the 
place where God is seen and known and God’s goodness and love are able to shine 
forth.  This story tells the listeners that the desired end of their lives is that they should 
bear fruit, not that they should wither and die with nothing to show for their lives. 

It seems to me that Jesus’ training for his disciples, and his basic illustration can all 
come together on this Remembrance Sunday.  Today we remember lives blighted by 
war.  We remember those who were killed in action, who have their names inscribed 
on our memorials.  We remember too those whose lives were never the same because 
their sons or husbands, brothers or friends never came home.  We remember those 
who served in reserved occupations, often feeling that they were not understood or 
thought of as less than those who were called up.  We remember the conscientious 
objectors and all they were prepared to put up with and to do to live with their integrity.  
Very few people who lived through the world wars were unchanged by it, and some 
were killed or hopelessly stunted by the experience.  For some it seems that they were 
not able to live to the fullness of their potential: they were like the seed that was wasted 
in the story.   

This is not to say that what people gave and gave up, up to and including their lives, 
was worthless – for from it.  But for them, personally, there was no happy ending of a 
long life of fulfilment.  And it is the memory of these people that we mourn. 

In the parable, the seed lost is not the end of the story.  It is not the main point of the 
story.  The main point is the seed that fell on fertile soil, growing and becoming what 
was intended for it.  And for we who remember, we who would learn from the past lest 
we have to repeat it, surely this is the lesson. We should live seeking to bear fruit. 

Since the nineteenth century, one of the principles of medical care has increasingly 
been that known as primum non nocere, or first, to do no harm.  It is a good principle 
especially for a doctor, who must try not to make our overall health worse while healing 
any part of our body.  Some people have adopted it as a principle for life – to go 
through the world trying to do no harm.  It is a good idea!  It is certainly a better idea 



than crashing through life not caring what havoc you leave in your wake, so long as 
you can do what you want. 

To do no harm is a good idea, but that is not the idea in the parable.  Here Jesus is 
asking more: he wants us to bear fruit, to be positive, to do good.  To do no harm is 
good but to do good is better.  “Doing good” is a phrase which can get a bad rap these 
days.  People talk about “do-goodery” and if they do it is never with approval.  But do-
goodery is not the same thing as doing good and bearing fruit.  Do-goodery has 
overtones of being interfering, of poking in where you are not wanted and being 
superior and even look-at-me about things.  Do-goodery is a sham goodness. 

Real goodness is often very quiet.  It looks to others and not back at itself.  It adds to 
the sum of happiness in the world.  There have been those who reading Jesus parable 
have wanted to limit the “fruit” of the seed n good soil to the ability of a person to bring 
others to Christ.  Now, that is a very good thing, and will add to the happiness of the 
world – for to know yourself loved by God and in communion with Christ is a very 
happy thing indeed.  But it is not the only fruit that is worth producing.   

St. Paul says that the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, 
goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control.  These are great things to have in 
your own life, but they are only to be got by seeking to give them away to others (with 
the possible exception of self-control.)  You can’t know love or joy or peace until you 
share them.  You will not know patience unless you can be patient, and kindness must 
have an object.  Goodness is not known unless it is shown, nor is faithfulness or 
gentleness.  And this is a harvest of fruit that will bless our world and add to the lives 
of others. 

Today we have stood/will stand at a stone of remembrance, looking at names which 
for most of us are just names.  But each one of them represents a life cut off, an 
individual made in God’s image.  If we are to honour their memory, if we are to honour 
their sacrifice, then we should aim to live lives of fruitfulness.  It is not enough just to 
be neutral in life and do no harm; we should seek to live by God’s Spirit and allow God 
to use our lives to bring his good to those around us and so also to ourselves. 

Amen. 

--- ooo --- 


