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In the preface to her book “Practicing our Faith”, Dorothy Bass describes how her family, like many of ours, takes off each summer for some time “away from it all”. In their case, this means traveling to a retreat center high in the mountains where her husband can hike and fish, she can enjoy time without cell phones and computers, and their kids can play in the great outdoors. As part of a spiritual community, they live a simplified life – helping with meals, eating as she says “lower on the food chain”, spending time in nature, worshiping daily. Bass writes that this way of living somehow feels like their vision of how life is supposed to be, and they begin to feel themselves become a little different, a little better.

She then goes on to say, “Back home, we jump right in. The kids are back to school and their playmates, while we adults return to jobs, to housework, to worship, to friendship. But now we are doing these good things in a divided, fast-paced society. Here, eating and consuming are not patterned for the good of creation. Work and play and prosperity are out of balance. Expectations coming from different parts of our lives conflict with one another. It is hard to keep our moral and spiritual bearings. We yearn once again for a way of life that is whole, and touched by the presence of God.”
Does this sound as familiar to you as it does to me? There is something about summer, about changing up the pace of life and surrounding ourselves with gardens and blue sky, rivers, lakes and sunshine, family and friends, that can open us to God at work in ourselves and in the world. We make more time for things that are holy – our awareness of beauty, time spent laughing, moments of gratitude. 
But, now we are at the end of August. Suddenly, summer is coming to an end. For some, school has already started. For others, it soon will. Everyone’s schedule is picking up as activities start up again, and soon we will all be in the full swing of another fall. As our schedules fill up, how do we continue to be open to God? Or supposing summer hasn’t been a time of renewal and reconnection for some of us but rather a time of stress or grief or doubt? As summer turns to fall, how do all of us, in the language of today’s parable from Matthew, tend to the soil of our faith?
Once again, Jesus is incredibly insightful about human nature as he tells his listeners, the disciples and others at the lakeside, the Parable of the Sower. As in other parables, Jesus uses a familiar image to help learn. God is like a sower of seeds and we are the soil on which the seeds land. Jesus goes on to describe four kinds of soil. 
The first is the soil on a path - soil that is so hardened and dry from the feet of travelers stepping on it and grinding into it that when the seeds land, they have no place to settle. Soon, birds come and eat them. People like this are people who are told about God and God’s kingdom, but they don’t understand. Their minds and hearts are closed – perhaps by a history of being hurt, perhaps by hopelessness. They cannot comprehend that there is a loving God who yearns for relationship with them.
The second kind of soil is rocky – the kind of ground where there is so little actual dirt that while seeds may germinate, they cannot put down real roots. So, the plants soon whither from lack of water and nutrients. These, Jesus says, are the people who hear about God’s kingdom and at first are very excited. Yet, they do nothing to care for their newfound faith – they do not tend the soil, remove the rocks, fertilize, or till – and soon their faith withers away.

Then there is the soil covered in thorns. Though the seeds land on this soil, germinate and set down roots, the young plants are soon choked by thorns and weeds. These are the people who become so distracted from faith by the lure of work, success, addictions, or money that they lose connection with God.

Finally, there is the good soil. The healthy, rich, fertile soil in which the seeds God plants take root and grow with strong stems and abundant leaves and fruit. These are the people who tend to their faith, who work at connecting with God and opening themselves to God’s movement in their lives.

I would venture to say that all of us have had times in our lives when we have been each of these types of soil. Which type of soil are you right now – the hardened path, the rocky soil with no place for roots, the garden tangled with thorns where nothing holy can grow, or the fertile ground?
I would also venture to say that we wouldn’t be all be here in this place to worship if we didn’t want to be, yearn to be, the rich and fertile soil Jesus calls good – the soil in which a deep and abiding relationship with God and God’s Creation can grow.

So the question becomes “how do we do that? How do we tend to the soil of our faith so that it continues to be a rich and fertile ground for growth in Christ? And, particularly, how do we do that when we can’t just “get away from it all”? We can’t leave for vacation or a retreat center? There’s school and work and lessons and sports and Scouts and friends and church.

John Wesley, the founder of Methodism, wrote dozens of sermons on the journey of faith – a journey he describes with the word “sanctification”. For Wesley, sanctification is a lifelong process of growing more and more like Christ. The process is dependent on our faith – faith in God’s grace, faith in Jesus’ teachings, faith that God can and will transform us. Yet, it is not a process in which we are passive – simply waiting for God to fix us. Rather, sanctification is like a dance in which God leads but we are active participants. And we participate through what Wesley calls works of piety and works of mercy.
Works of piety are our acts of prayer and worship, learning from scripture, participating in the sacraments, and spiritual disciplines. Works of mercy are the acts we do for others – caring for the sick, the poor, the marginalized, the oppressed, the imprisoned.

And, according to Wesley, both are necessary – works of piety and works of mercy. You need both to grow in faith. You need both to be balanced. Each informs and nurtures the other. 
In our church, we speak of works of piety and works of mercy in different language. Here, there is a sign on the front of our building which says, “know God, love others, serve the world”. Works of piety are how we know God. Works of mercy are how we love others and serve the world. And like Wesley, we believe that to tend the soil of your faith, to be open to what God plants in your life, you need a balance of the three. To know who God is by praying and studying and learning and asking questions and expressing doubts and talking about faith and coming to worship. To love others by actively caring for people in this community, by advocating for those who suffer injustice and marginalization, and by choosing to live in a way that is affirming of all God’s creation. And to serve the world by participating in one or more of our many mission and service projects here in Ann Arbor and around the world.
Now, that’s a tall order. This soil-tending isn’t easy, but there’s good news around that, too. Jesus knew, and Wesley did, too, that to live with this kind of intentionality, to seek a balance of knowing, loving, and serving, would be a lifetime challenge and that what we need to succeed, in addition to the assurance of God’s love and grace, is each other. Jesus had twelve disciples – a community of people learning how to follow in his steps. Wesley organized the Methodists into small groups and larger societies so that everyone would have someone to support them, challenge them, teach them, and inspire them.

And today, in this church, this community, we do the same. We are a community of faith which intentionally cares for each other. And so we organize ourselves into small groups and large where we can worship together and learn together, love together and serve together. While each of us tends to the soil of our faith, none of us stands in the garden alone. We are a community.

After worship today, our community will gather for a pancake breakfast downstairs in the social hall. It’s the first community building event of the new program year – an opportunity to connect with each other and build our relationships of love and support. And it’s also a chance to learn what is happening in the life of our church this fall. You will hear about Adult Sunday School classes, children and youth programs, new service opportunities, our efforts to be more welcoming, rainbow crossing, and so many other things.

This is your chance to begin to think about how to tend to the soil of your faith. What do you need to be doing in the coming year to add texture, richness and balance to your spiritual journey? For example, if your church life has been focused on Bible Study, consider signing up for some of our new service projects. If you only come to church to support your child or teen, consider what Sunday School class you might take to deepen or stretch your own faith.

As Christians, we follow the teachings of Jesus. In his life, we see how knowing God leads to love and service and love and service lead us to knowing God. May we each live by his example, tending to the soil of our faith that we might be the soil he calls good. 
Amen.
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