Sermon for JULY 12 2026 	  Matthew 13:1-9,18-23           “How Deep Are Your Roots?”

	Jesus went out of the house and sat beside the sea. 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!” “Hear then the parable of the sower. When anyone hears the word of the kingdom and does not understand it, the evil one comes and snatches away what is sown in the heart; this is what was sown on the path. As for what was sown on rocky ground, this is the one who hears the word and immediately receives it with joy; yet such a person has no root, but endures only for a while, and when trouble or persecution arises on account of the word, that person immediately falls away. As for what was sown among thorns, this is the one who hears the word, but the cares of the world and the lure of wealth choke the word, and it yields nothing. But as for what was sown on good soil, this is the one who hears the word and understands it, who indeed bears fruit and yields, in one case a hundredfold, in another sixty, and in another thirty.”

		Welcome, friends, to a short series of very effective agricultural parables presented by Jesus, relayed to us by St. Matthew, and expounded upon by preachers all over the world this morning. These teaching stories are especially vibrant in these summer months, when the planting has been done but the harvest is still ahead of us. So, let’s metaphorically get our hands in the dirt together, and learn about some spiritual dimensions of growth and flourishing and bearing fruit. And it all comes down to…the roots.

		I quote from online gardener’s resources: Root systems are fundamental to plant survival, serving as the primary interface between plants and their soil environment. They anchor plants, absorb water and nutrients, store energy, and facilitate interactions with soil microorganisms.  In our context this morning, let me reframe it this way: Spiritual root systems are fundamental to our soul survival, serving as the primary interface between us and the world around us. Spiritual roots, values, learnings, and beliefs anchor us, allow for the absorption of love, forgiveness, and other forms of spiritual nutrition, store energy for future needs, and facilitate interactions between us and God and us and others and us and animals, plants, and the whole creation.


		In the parable of the sower, Jesus describes the effectiveness of seeds based on where and how they are planted. And honestly, his descriptions are really much more focused on the roots that develop, or don’t, than on the seeds themselves. Remind me to sing you a little song later…but for now, let me quote from the internet again: There are three primary types of roots—taproot, fibrous, and adventitious. It would make for easier preaching if there were four types, but these are the basic three, with dozens of more specialized variations. So let’s talk about three kinds of Christian practice as it relates to the three main root systems, always remembering that with people, infinite variations are possible.

		The first of the seeds sown have a rough way, literally. They fall on the path, the main thoroughfare, beaten hard and unyielding through repetitious footfalls. We don’t need a root system to describe them because, sadly, they never develop roots. They are snatched away, brushed aside, gobbled up by rodents and birds before they can develop their potential. In human terms, this is the grievous outcome for millions around our world, whose lives get scattered onto the broad, non-descript path, without signposts or direction, just tossed out there. We all know kids, grandkids, maybe even great-grands, who haven’t thrived, who never put down roots, who suffer lives of tedium and worse. We read with horror of sex-trafficked children, kidnapped or coerced, then just tossed into foreign lands without language or support, and they never flourish, these ones. With a lack of rootedness, any plant cannot establish itself.

		Jesus next talks of the seeds who land on rocky ground, who sprout up bravely and quickly but perish just as rapidly. Rocky ground is better than the path any day – nooks and crannies to hold water and nutrients, a little soil, maybe the wee seeds could make a go of it here. Yet, I lose track of the number of ‘rocky-ground’ Christians I have met over the decades, bursting with fledgling enthusiasm, overflowing with love and Jesus-y words, but they don’t last, because their roots can’t go deep in the thin soil where they land and remain. These are the aforementioned fibrous roots…thin, wispy, lots of them, but no gripping power. Lawn grass and onions have these kinds of roots, and they can thrive in well-watered environments, but in the harsh burning sun of a Chico summer they are scorched and wither away. People too, despite the early-spring flush of radiant green, cannot thrive in too rocky of environments. 

		The Master Gardener then describes the seeds that landed among thorns, and details how the thorns overwhelm and choke the life out of the baby seeds. You know, we had a big vegetable garden when I was a kid, and how I hated to go out at mom’s insistence to weed it. Seemed like a big waste of time then, but I understand better now. Water, nutrients, minerals, every field has what it has, and the more plants that end up there, the more those needful things are spread too thin. The dreaded weeding, come to find out, was an effort to give the young veggie shoots a fighting chance. And this is rather overtly true with people too, at least in our usual awareness. We perceive a scarcity of many things in this world: money, water, love, affordable housing, healthcare, food and drink, the list goes on. Jesus unabashedly calls these the thorns, the worldly cares and strife that divert nourishment and healing away from our souls and towards our bodily passions. Notice I didn’t say bodily needs, and he wouldn’t have said that either. The root system we develop among the thorns was the least familiar to me, the one called adventitious roots. Again, I am quoting: Adventitious roots arise from stems, leaves, or nodes. They vary from thin and fibrous to thick and fleshy, often growing in clusters from stems or aerial tissues. Their arrangement depends on the plant’s habitat. In other words, these are adaptive root systems, making due as best you can where you are. Corn, ivy, and orchids are well-known plants with adventitious roots. There is even theology lurking about here: remember our season of Advent, the season of new beginnings in a time of bleakness? Listen: Adventitious roots enable plants to colonize challenging environments, such as wetlands, cliffs, or tree canopies. Mangrove forests in the Louisiana bayou? Adventitious roots. In other humans, we find family and kin and all manner of folks whose roots are not deep but sure are adaptive, and we work with them and worry over them and try and help when the surrounding thorns try to choke them out.

		And finally, the example with which we are most familiar, the seeds that land on the good soil, where conditions are optimal and water and nutrients are plentiful and the flourishing happens. Ever drive up the I-5 and look out over the hills by Anderson and see the land, parched and brittle this time of year, but wait…what is that row of bright green, happy trees? You know…those are the cottonwoods, the willows, the plants thriving along the riverbanks. Those seeds are happy seeds, because they have the most stable root system of all: the rightly famous taproot. One more time with the quotes, Pastor Dave: The taproot system features a single, prominent central root that grows vertically downward, with smaller lateral roots branching off horizontally. The taproot is typically thick and elongated, penetrating deep into the soil. This root is robust, often conical or cylindrical, with a diameter larger than lateral roots. The taproot provides strong anchoring, ideal for tall plants like trees. It accesses deep water and mineral reserves. It also stores water, carbohydrates, and nutrients held in reserve for later use. Taproots can grow down thirty feet or more!

		Have you got a lawn? How do you feel about dandelions? Hard to get outta there, right, because they have taproots. Enjoy carrots, radishes, beets? The plant itself is usually discarded; it is the taproot we eat. And finally, the majestic oak tree, whose deep roots allow a flourishing canopy high above the ground, creating abundant shade for us fragile mammals. Jesus describes this anchored, grounded, taproot-kind-of-spiritual practice as one in which the words of God have been both heard and understood, and we must add, allowed to amend the soil of our lives. Hearing is great; understanding, even better. But application, use, these are the fruit of our faithful plantings.

		As alluded to earlier, I will close with a song, made famous by Kathy Mattea. Not as theologically airtight as I would hope for, but great food for thought nevertheless. It is called, simply, Seeds.

Sometimes I stop on my way home and watch the children play
And I wonder if they wonder what they'll be some day
Some will dream a big dream and make it all come true
While others go on dreaming of things they'll never do

We're all just seeds in God's hands
We start the same but where we land
Is sometimes fertile soil and sometimes sand
We're all just seeds in God's hands

I saw a friend the other day, I hardly recognized
He'd done a lot of living since I'd last looked in his eyes
He told his tale of how he'd failed, the lessons he'd been taught
But he offered no excuses and he left me with this thought

We're all just seeds in God's hands
We start the same but where we land
Is sometimes fertile soil and sometimes sand
We're all just seeds in God's hands

And as I'm standing at a crossroads once again
I'm reminded we're all the same when we begin…and in the end?

We're all just seeds in God's hands
We start the same but where we land
Is sometimes fertile soil and sometimes sand
We're all just seeds in God's hands…we're all just seeds in God's hands
