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15th Sunday in Ordinary Time, Year A

The Generous Sower
From a farmer’s perspective, the sower that Jesus mentions is not very good at his job.  Of all the seed he is trying to plant, almost none of it lands anywhere that it can grow.  Some falls on the road, some falls on rocky ground, and some falls in a thorn patch.  Nowadays we think he should get more out of what he has.  He needs to plow that field first to break up the ground and pick out the rocks.  He needs herbicide to kill those weeds and maybe a couple well-aimed rifle shots to scare the birds away.  He needs a nice 14-row planter to get all those seeds directly into the ground.  
I think that is most often our perspective—to get the most out of what we have.  Remember that coffee that was advertised as “good to the last drop?”  How about our focus on efficiency?  We have efficiency appliances, efficiency washing machines with special efficiency detergents, efficiency cars, and even efficiency apartments.  Think of how many products are advertised today with the phrase “Get the most out of your”—the most out of your bank, investments, exercise program, computer, garden, and so on. 

 Efficiency is a very prudent attitude when it comes to investments and day to day living, but something dangerous can happen.  We can take that practice of efficiency and make it into our perspective on all of life.  I have to get the most out of everything.  I need to get the most out of this relationship, out of my children, out of my parents.  I even need to get the most out of my church and God.  And when any of these things is not giving me a big enough return for the time I put into it—when I am “not getting anything” out of my friends, my family, or my faith—then I will drop them and move on to something else.  
Contrast this with God’s perspective.  Jesus describes a sower who freely and generously gives what he has.  As Jesus explains to his disciples, the seed is the best thing the sower can give.  The seed is the word of God.  The seed is that teaching of God that leads to eternal life.  God offers it freely to all people, not only to a chosen few.  But as Jesus explains, only a chosen few, his disciples, will understand it, because only they have the proper perspective.  Only they have generous hearts as well.  Jesus taught them this attitude a couple chapters earlier in this Gospel when he said “Without cost you have received; without cost you are to give” (Matthew 10:8).
God thought this attitude was so important, that he required his people to put it into practice by purposely being inefficient in some areas of life.  In the Old Testament, God told the Chosen People “you shall not be so thorough that you reap the field to its very edge, nor shall you glean the stray ears of grain.  Likewise, you shall not pick your vineyard bare, nor gather up the grapes that have fallen. These things you shall leave for the poor and the alien” (Leviticus 19:9-10).  God required this generous action in the Law given to Israel to teach them to have generous hearts.
In this day and age, the poor are not going to pick through our fields or gardens for food left behind.  We must learn to have generous hearts through different actions.  The principle will be the same.  We must not let the practice of efficiency become our perspective on life.  We need to be purposefully inefficient in those areas of life that will teach us to have a generous heart.  When we get down to it, that leaves three basic areas in which we can show generosity: time, talent, and treasure.  That also leaves three actions we need to take regularly: giving our time, using our skills, and sharing our wealth.  
Giving time to others teaches true generosity.  Especially when we could be doing something else or when the people we are with are unpleasant or downright annoying, spending time with those in need shows great generosity.  The elderly and the sick need regular visits, even when we could be doing something else.  People who are lonely or grieving simply need us to be with them.  Parish outreaches and functions always need volunteers, everything from cleaning and cooking to lectoring, serving, and singing at Mass.  Giving our time also means paying attention to the people we are with.  We absolutely need to avoid the bad habits of calling and texting other people while a real live person is right in front of us.  
Using our skills for the benefit of others also teaches true generosity.  Whatever talents we have must be used consistently for the good of others, and not simply to make money or to entertain ourselves.  Many charitable groups and our own parish need expert opinion and skilled labor in all facets of business, arts, sciences, trades, and crafts.  If you have not offered your skills for any projects before, please let me know what you have to offer so we can do greater things for the Lord.
Finally, sharing our wealth teaches us generosity.  God required this as well from the Chosen People in the Old Testament.  They were commanded to give one tenth of their income and produce every year as an offering to God.  This practice is called tithing.  We used to tithe more as Catholics, but we got away from it when we began stressing service in general.  The fact is that no service can be effective without financial support.  Maybe we cannot give one tenth of our income regularly, but we ought to give something to maintain a generous heart.  
In this regard, please give generously to the Annual Catholic Appeal, our diocese-wide fundraiser that keeps so many wonderful ministries going: seminarian training, Catholic schools, and relief for needy families.  Right now we are far beneath our goal, at about 30% of what we need, but only about 70 people in our parish have given anything.  So please give in this way, because much of the money is returned to us in help from the diocese, and anything we make above our goal is given right back to us.  I hate talking about money, so make this the last time I have to say anything.  

Most important, remember the attitude of the sower: generosity.  Remember not to let the practice of efficiency become your perspective on life.  Take actions regularly to learn and practice generosity by giving your time, using your skills, and sharing your wealth.
Rev. Eric Culler

