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The Rich Soil of the Heart – Homily for Fifth Sunday after Trinity 

Isaiah 55.10–13 
Romans 8.1–11 
Matthew 13.1–9,18–23 

In troubled times such as these, it is a blessing to live in a city so close 

to natural beauty, nestled between the sea and the South Downs. 

Indeed, it is hard to beat, in my opinion, a walk along the Downs on a 

sunny day with a gentle breeze on one's face accompanied by the song 

of skylarks and surrounded by a panorama spanning the sea’s 

turquoise horizon and the green hues of the Weald. The valleys, 

villages, cricket greens, church spires, woodlands, and chalk paths all 

ring out with music. Flowers, butterflies and bees dance to a common 

rhythm. Sheep, cows and horses paint and dot the scene with familiar 

brushstrokes. With every step, the spirit seems to soar higher, breathe 

deeper, enter further into rest and peace. Joy within mingles 

effortlessly with joy without. And yet tinges of sorrow and regret, hurt 

and fear also surface more easily, along with sighs and tears like shy 

creatures emerging from deep underground. Atop the Downs, the 

beauty of the world conspires towards opening the human heart 

beyond itself to something greater.  

It can be tempting to dismiss what I’ve just said as pathetic fallacy. 

That literary device loved by the Romantic poets which attributes 

human feelings, actions and purpose to what is not human. But we 

must not be too literal minded nor dismiss things as mere metaphor 
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too rashly. The pathetic fallacy may encompass more truth than we 

realize. For if we hold that everything is created by God and 

participates in God and communicates something of the divine being, 

then each thing possesses a mysterious depth that points beyond 

itself. Here the language of poetry comes into its own. As Gerard 

Manley Hopkins puts it: ‘the world is charged with the grandeur of God 

/ It will flame out, like shinning from shook foil.’ ‘There lives the 

dearest freshness deep down things.’ Or as our Old Testament says: 

‘the mountains and the hills before you shall burst into song and all 

the trees of the field shall clap their hands.’ 

It is against this backdrop that we should hear today’s Gospel. Jesus, 

the word of God made flesh, knows full well that the world is charged 

with the glory of God and that the beauty of each thing is a living word 

of God that calls out to our hearts. In the Gospel, Jesus seeks to bring 

people out of a narrow vision back into the radiant light of God’s 

universal presence. He does this by drawing the crowds out of the 

familiar context of a private dwelling and leading them first to the 

edge of a lake. He then gets into a boat and pushes out into the water. 

With echoes of the renewing grace of baptism and sacramental 

worship, Jesus deliberately sets a scene in which human hearts can be 

made ready to receive the living word of God. The eyes of each person 

are drawn simultaneously to the infinite expanse of the lake’s horizon 

and to Jesus’s face, his concrete person, and his voice. This captures 
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the paradox of the Christian faith: that the universal light of God’s 

infinite being, which shines out in the depth of all things, is most fully 

expressed in Jesus’s own concrete person.  

Jesus gives all this poetic expression in the parable of the sower. The 

language of the parable continues the spiritual open-heart surgery 

Jesus has begun. In the original Greek, the passage is full of poetic 

rhythm and rhyme, assonance and repetition as Jesus uses the 

concrete imagery of seeds, rock, soil, sun, heat and birds to stir hearts 

to deeper listening. The simplicity of the imagery serves to 

communicate the truly catholic scope of God's presence as available 

to all. God’s word is a fertile seed scattered in generous abundance.  

Then suddenly, with their hearts made open and pliable in wonder, 

Jesus challenges his listeners, challenges us, to confront whatever 

prevents us from responding fully to God’s abundance. Jesus applies 

the imagery of the parable with surgical precision. First, like the hard 

path on which some seed falls and is eaten by the birds, Jesus invites 

us to acknowledge how our hardheartedness refuses to let God’s 

grace work within us. Jesus’s warning is stark. To allow our hearts to 

be impervious to God and others, leaves us without depth, without 

understanding, without a capacity for mystery, beauty or compassion.  

This turns us against our human  nature and leaves us at the mercy of 

the forces of hatred, destruction and evil.  
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Second, we must take care not live out a shallow and rushed response 

to the gift of God’s abundance. This can descend into a search for 

instant spiritual success, superficial pious sentimentality and a 

religious fickleness without roots, unable to persevere and offer 

consolation to others in the face of difficulty and suffering. This is a 

heart that refuses upfront the cost and depth of true love in favour of 

cheap emotion. 

Third, we must not let the cares and anxieties of our lives crowd out 

God’s presence. This concerns all the seemingly undramatic decisions 

and routines that make up our daily lives – all those times we give 

priority to things that work against God’s abundant harvest like so 

many suffocating thorns. These are the habits of carelessness and 

selfishness that denigrate others and make us plain mean. Our hearts 

are divided, unable to commit, paralyzed by division and unable to 

cultivate growth in ourselves or others. 

These exacting and difficult words of Jesus are themselves new potent 

seeds of mercy meant to combat the dangers they identify. They are 

meant to stretch our hearts and leave us sore but only to direct us 

back to the depth of the beauty of God shining in creation, by the 

lakeside, on the Downs, in our ordinary lives, the faces of others, and 

the yearning of our hearts amid joy and sorrow. This is precisely the 

good soil that yields an abundant harvest. This is the soil that gives rise 

to poetry’s rich excess, to art and song, music and dance. The richness 
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of this soil depends not only on the openness of our hearts to God and 

others, but also our commitment and fidelity amid challenge and pain. 

It is a soil irrigated by tears of repentance and joy; fertilized by sighs 

of prayer; ploughed by sharing a common life of service and creativity 

with others in a particular place; and enriched by the worship of the 

infinite God especially in the Eucharist. For at the altar, we stand on 

the shoreline before the infinite horizon of God’s love made concrete 

in the presence of Christ, his body and blood, whose  tears of pain on 

the Cross and tears of joy at the resurrection have already softened 

the parched soil of our human existence and brought forth new life. 

Let anyone with an open heart, listen and come feast amid God’s 

abundant harvest. 

 

 

  


