One of the things we know about Jesus is that he liked to tell stories. He rarely spoke in abstract terms even when people asked him a direct question. Frustratingly, he would instead these tantalising stories; stories that we call his parables. A parable may be only a few words long or maybe a beautifully self-contained little story. It may about a lamp on a stand or the story of a lost son and loving father. Parables are drawn from everyday life, from the common experience of his hearers. They deal with weeds and birds and farmers and pearls and judges and robbers and vineyards and roads and masters and servants and soil and wheat and seeds.  Usually a parable has only one main meaning though that meaning is not always obvious at first to hearer. 

This morning I like to think a little bit about Jesus' parables and perhaps just a couple of clues as to how we might read them. One of our problems is I think, that we sometimes miss the power of these little stories either because they have become too familiar or because we just think that somehow they're cheerful little tales, a bit like Aesop's Fables, or sometimes because we miss the significance of the parables because there are details that are lost to our modern ears. But as parables are Jesus' main way of teaching, we need to let them speak to us in such a way that they might change shape our lives. Because these stories of Jesus are life changers. For all that they may appear on the surface to be simple, even homely, if we let them take root in our hearts they will begin to transform us.

So we should start by noticing that many of Jesus' parables have this surprising even shocking quality though sometimes we miss it for the reasons I've just given - familiarity, misunderstanding or lack of knowledge. So when a Samaritan helps a wounded Jew on the road in Jesus' parable that is scandalous. Samaritans and Jews were sworn enemies. Samaritans were to be despised or ridiculed not made the hero of the story. When a father puts aside all the dignity that was appropriate to the head of the household and runs out to meet his waster of a  son that is outrageous. The original hearers would have heard this as a humiliation for the father, and yet, says Jesus this is what God is like. In one parable people who work all day long and people who work for just one hour get paid exactly the same. Shocking! Don't tell the trade unions! 
And even in the shorter parables there is often the strangeness. Have you ever been tempted to throw pearls to pigs? It would be an odd thing to do. Ever seen a camel get through the eye of a needle? The parables of Jesus confront us with surprising, even disturbing, questions that, if we have ears to hear them, make us think about our lives in a completely new way. The parables of Jesus have the effect of bringing us up with a jolt so that we asked the question: What does this mean? Maybe there is something more to life that I first thought.
So where is the surprise in the parable of the sower? Well, in two places at least. Firstly, what kind of farmer is it that wastes three quarters of his seed by throwing it onto ground that is hostile to the seed? Isn't this a little strange when seed was precious and waste to be avoided at all costs? And then what about those returns on seed that happens to fall on good soil? Remember

.... seed fell on good soil, where it produced a crop—a hundred, sixty or thirty times what was sown. He who has ears, let him hear.
Thirty fold? Well, maybe at a pinch. But sixty or a hundredfold? A farmer might realistically hope to get a sevenfold increase on his planting, but a hundredfold is just ridiculous. So what does this tell us about the farmer? That he is prepared to sow his seed even in ground that seems very unpromising and that he also expects results that are extravagant and generous when the seed roots and grows. And if this farmer is God then what does it tell us about how God's word goes out with a kind of indiscriminate, wild recklessness and brings forth the harvest of extravagant joy and peace and love? And is this how we see God's word at work in the world? Do we reveal in our own lives something of this reckless love and joyful fruitfulness?

Which tells us something about the kingdom because all Jesus' parables are parables about the kingdom of God or, as St Matthew phrases it, the kingdom of heaven. Parables often begin with the words, "The kingdom of heaven is like .... a man who sowed good seed in his field, a mustard seed, a treasure hidden in a field, a net that was let down into the lake, a pearl of great price..." Jesus' parables are, as we have seen, something more than clever stories with a moral message, they are kingdom stories. This is the kingdom for which Jesus invites us to pray for in the Lord's prayer, "Your kingdom come, your will be done, on earth as it is in heaven." This is not a kingdom like the kingdoms of the Earth but God's new reality breaking into the world, a new reality that is demonstrated when the sick are healed, the hungry fed, the dead raised, the prisoner set free and described in these parable stories with all their oddness. So when we read a parable we could ask the question: what does this parable tell me about God's kingdom? And that is a question about how God wants us to live in the world. What does it means for me to be part of this hidden and mysterious kingdom? The parables are meant to be transforming.

So what do we discover about the kingdom of God in the parable of the sower? Already we have talked about the reckless generosity of God's kingdom. We might also have said that the parable of the sower is about how we respond to the kingdom of God. In Matthew's Gospel we have both the parable and an interpretation of the parable in which the different kinds of soil are related to different kinds of response to the word of God. Most scholars feel that that interpretation of the parable was a later addition but, be that as it may, this is a parable not only about the generous gift of God's kingdom but also how we respond. The challenge to those who hear the parable is to ask themselves whether they are good soil in which God's Word of love and grace can grow and bear fruit or whether they are living lives that are hardened, distracted or shallow. In reality we will probably find ourselves challenged by this parable because we're conscious that our own lives have sometimes borne little fruit. The clear invitation then is to open our hearts to that word that when planted in us bears much fruit.

So there are just one or two clues to reading the parables of Jesus. Allow the parable to surprise and shock and ask questions of you and then wonder what this story has to say about the nature of kingdom life. Let these stories of Jesus take root in your hearts, let them work away in you to bring about new perspectives and transformation.
So one last thought. Sometimes parables are spoken and sometimes they are acted out. On the night before he was crucified Jesus told a parable. He told it by taking something very ordinary, some bread, some bread that had once been seed, a seed that became wheat in a field. He took that bread and said something surprising, shocking. "This is my body given for you. Eat this in my memory." Those first disciples must have looked at one another and asked themselves, "What does this mean?" And ever since Jesus disciples have done the same. We have entered into that transforming parable of love and have asked the question, "What does this mean?" What does this mean for the world, what does this mean for me? What does it mean that this bread is broken? What does it mean that this is Jesus' body? What does it mean for us to eat this bread that is Jesus' broken body? And in asking that question, perhaps even today when we come to the altar, we open ourselves up to the life changing and lifelong invitation to live in the kingdom of God.
