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Sermon: Seeds of Hope

Many years ago, I was traveling with a delegation as part of Christian Peacemaker Teams in 
southern Turkey and northern Iraq. We were documenting the human rights abuses that were a 
result of the bombings between different governments and different rebel groups; human rights 
abuses that were occurring on innocent communities caught in-between the conflict. In most 
villages we would stay a few days, listen to stories, share a meal or two and then leave. We 
stayed in an ancient apple orchard for a few nights and on many different farms. 

The land is rich in that part of the world. Think Mesopotamia, the place of the first civilizations 
that relied on agriculture, the land of milk and honey. As we were crossing the border from 
Turkey into Iraq, there were miles upon miles of field; fields of deep rich soil. Soil that told 
stories of generations, of civilizations that had come and gone, and of people, oh so many people 
who had crossed and recrossed over the land. In the farms where we visited we heard the voices 
of farmers who were just hanging on. The fertile soil of the land did not mirror the social and 
political soils— peace seemed distant, healing nonexistent, hope scarce. 

Ancient farming and agricultural practices were being replaced by quick growing crops that 
striped the soil. Farmers needed a quick yield to try to dodge the bombings and the raids. 
Indigenous seeds were becoming scarce. Younger generations were leaving the land to seek 
safety and prosperity elsewhere. What we saw and heard over and over was the dying of a 
culture. 

One day, we drove quite close to the Iranian border to a mountain village. We shared a simple 
meal of honey comb, yogurt, and cheese—all foods that had been harvested and raised by the 
family. While we were eating we heard a small explosion outside and all of us foreigners froze. 
Our host shook his head sadly and simply said, “There goes another chicken” and sighed. The 
farm was surrounded by landmines, and chickens don’t seem to be able to learn where not to 
step. 

After dinner, I pulled our translator aside and mentioned that I had a gift for the family—
something we didn’t usually do. Our group and the family gathered together as I took out tiny 
packets of seeds. As part of a seed saving collective in Philadelphia, a few friends of mine from 
home had helped me gather seeds to bring as gifts—if that ever felt appropriate. At this visit, it 
did feel right to offer them. As I held out the seeds to the farmer and his family, his eyes welled 
up with tears. He gestured to his son who pulled out a rusty tin. The farmer took a small bag and 
filled it with a few of his own seeds. After exchanging and discussing cultivation information, the 
farmer patted my arm, looked me in the eye and said “you give us hope. We haven’t had any for 
a long time, but if there are people in the world like you all, people who understand seeds & 
understand the earth, then we have hope. Thank you.”



These days it’s hard to have hope. Somedays more than others. The fires in Australia, the locust 
infestation in East Africa, the refugee camps and immigration detention centers on the U.S. 
Mexico border, policies and actions of our government, droughts, famines, even an unexpected 
warm week that melts the snow— has us worried about what is in store.  Perhaps we wonder if it 
is hopeless to have hope. Perhaps we wonder if we sowed our seeds, our hope on the path and 
the birds came and ate them up. Perhaps we wonder if we sowed our seeds, our hope among 
stones and the sun has come and the plants died. Perhaps we wonder if we sowed our seeds, our 
hope among thorns and the world has grown up choking out the light. Where is the healthy soil 
for our seeds of hope? Where can we sow these seeds for a better future?

What even is good healthy soil? What makes up the healthy soil that we need to grow our seeds 
of hope? What makes up the healthy soil that we need for our work in the world to make a 
difference?

I’m sure some of you here can tell me with a lot of detail exactly what makes healthy soil.  There 
are quite a few farmers, master gardeners, climate activists, and land lovers around here. When I 
was working in hospice, several of my patients were farmers too and it was not uncommon for 
them to request that some of the soil that they loved and worked on be placed near them in their 
final hours. In fact the last wish of one patient was die with her feet touching the soil she so 
loved. That one was bit tricky but her family creatively made it happen. They each held a deep 
understanding of the soil that they loved and that soil contained in it not only a grounding and 
base for their spirituality but also a metaphor by which they lived their lives. 

So as I was saying, many of you know way more than me about what goes into making and 
sustaining good healthy soil. —pause— However here’s a simple definition for us to ponder 
together, which comes from Rob Avis at the Permaculture Research Institute: “Healthy soil is a 
complex community of life that supports the most biodiverse ecosystem on the planet.”

“Healthy soil is a complex community of life that supports the most biodiverse ecosystem on the 
planet.”  If we truly understand that… if we participate in that complex community of life that 
supports diversity, biodiversity and other kinds of diversity on this planet, then we can have 
hope. We can sow our seeds of hope and watch them grow. 

So how do we do that?

First, healthy soil needs plenty of organic matter & microorganisms. Yes, in essence, I’m talking 
about the theology of compost—the process of creating resources from waste. (pause) Healthy 
soil needs plenty of organic material that is dead or dying to decompose and be broken down by 
microorganisms. This builds up a layer of rich nutrient dense soil that is perfect for new life to 
grow. In the Christian Scriptures, Jesus routinely participated in deconstructing the empire-based 
culture around him. He challenged structures and systems of power, exploitation, and privilege. 
By acting like a microorganism and breaking down what was around him, Jesus enriched the 
social soil of his time and for generations and generations; he enriched that social soil for new 
ideas, a new hope, and a new society to grow. And when the time came, even his own life was 
added to that rich revolutionary organic matter with his death. His resurrection then, like to a 



seed spouting and growing from the compost around him, was seed of hope that fell on good soil 
and flourished. 

A profound and memorable moment in my teenage years was when I was playing games outside 
with a group of friends and I stumbled across a decaying pumpkin. The feel and sound of its 
squishiness beneath my sneakers made me pause and groan in disgust. Yet something compelled 
me to look closer. Further examination of the decay revealed that the seeds of the pumpkin had 
taken root and in the rich nutrient dense earth that had been created by the pumpkin’s decay, tiny 
strong new plants were growing. A moment of profound beauty. A moment of profound 
understanding of life and death and life again, resurrection before my eyes. Good, healthy soil 
for my own seeds of hope. 

In addition to organic matter and microorganisms, healthy soil also needs a healthy pH. What 
that means may depend on what you are trying to grow, but in general you want a soil that isn’t 
too acidic and isn’t too basic. A farmer friend of mine explained to me that when soil is too 
acidic it locks away some of the nutrients making them inaccessible to the plants. By adding 
lime, alkalizing the soil, bringing the soil closer to neutral, nutrients that are already there are 
unlocked and available to enrich new life. 

So here’s a challenge… in a world such as ours today, where we are more polarized, more 
divided, and more engaged in conflict than we have been for a long time, what does it mean to 
find a balance? What do we need to add, to take away, to change to bring our societal ph closer to 
neutral? How do we shift the pH of our society to unlock the nutrients, the gifts, the resources 
that are already there and already prepared to nurture a life filled future?

The parable of the sower was told because Jesus was trying to teach his followers about the 
Kingdom of God—the ideal society. He was trying to teach how that world worked and what it 
was like, what it could be like. Thinking about this in today’s context,  I wonder… Does any of 
us here believe that the Kingdom of God means that all the conservatives are excluded? All the 
liberals? All the oil-burning anti-environmentalists? All the people who you disagree with, you 
dislike, you wish weren’t around? All the… you fill in the blank. 

My family and I have been watching the TV show called the Good Place. Generally the show is 
about the afterlife and without ruining it completely for you, there is a point in the series where it 
is discovered that no one has gotten into what we might term Heaven for a long time since the 
world has gotten so complicated that its hard to balance our individually good deeds, thoughts, 
etc with our individual bad deeds, thoughts, etc. In fact life has gotten so complicated that its 
impossible to balance the good and the bad, and even more impossible to come out on top. Jesus 
didn’t ever ask us though to be perfect. Jesus recognized human faults, human failings, and 
human sin. He did though teach his follower how to work on finding that balance. His first steps 
included loving each other and loving God. “The good soil stands for those with a noble and 
good heart. Who hear the word of God, retain it…” and helps it grow. 

The third thing that healthy soil needs is a texture that retains moister yet drains well. This is 
essential for feeding plants and providing enough water to sustain life while also draining the 
excess so not to overwhelm the new life and also to cycle back into the ecosystem to provide 



water and substance for others, so that others may drink, may grow, and may live. Spiritually 
when we think of water, Jesus’s teachings of living water come to mind. In the gospel fo John, 
Jesus speaks of living water that quenches the spiritually thirsty and never runs dry. In order to 
drink that water though we must tend to ourselves. There are days where I feel that the spirit of 
God flows through me but nothing sticks. Like be dehydrated while drowning. In order for us to 
tend to a soil, we must prepare our own hearts and minds to be able to receive the spirit. To 
receive God’s word, from scripture, from prayer, from continuing revelation, and from moments 
of awe and beauty. We must clear away that which separates us from God, from living into the 
teachings, that which clutters our lives and keeps us from being fully authentically us. 

At the same time as we prepare and learn to take in that living water that nourishes us and 
provides for our seeds of hope, we must also let go of what is of excess, what isn’t ours to take 
on, what isn’t ours to keep. God speaks to each of us, moving us in different ways, giving us 
different gifts, revealing different truths. When we feel like all of God’s meaning, purpose and 
call to action is for us, we forget that we are a small part in that large diverse ecosystem. An 
ecosystem where there are many people with many roles, roles that work together and rely on 
each other. In this case discernment is necessary—discernment, the spiritual practice of listening 
closely to what is yours to do and what is not yours to do. The spiritual practice of trusting that 
God speaks to others and works through others; the spiritual practice of listening to how God is 
speaking to you and work through you. Lord give me serenity to accept the things I can not 
change, courage to change the things I can, and wisdom to know the difference. How can you 
tend to your pieces of this ecosystem while also supporting others in their tending of their 
pieces? 

Our world, our country, our society, is a land that has been sorely neglected physically, 
emotionally and spiritually. It is a land that needs work, it needs tending and attention. And as 
Mary Oliver writes “Attention is the beginning of Devotion.” There are stories out there of 
farmers who buy land completely stripped of the top layer of soil and over many years nurture 
and work and nurture and work, creating an environment for complex communities of life, 
creating environment for life to grow and flourish. This is devotion. This is love. This is hope. 

So as I stand before you today, each of us holds seeds of hope for this world. Each of us has 
different seeds, with different gifts, with different hopes, with different futures, like farmers 
diversifying the harvest.  We are all looking at different soil too— some clay, some loam, some a 
mix, each with different challenges and needs to make it healthy. Yet we are all looking soil that 
has been affected by the same conditions.  Like a hurricane came through, and ripped away all of 
our top soil. And what we have left is a soil that is void of organic matter, microorganisms, a 
healthy ph, and a texture that retains moisture yet drains well. In fact we are looking a soil, a 
world, a country, and a culture that actively poisons, deliberately divides, and block movement 
and change. Where then can we plant our seeds?

We have work to do, work to build up our healthy soil, and work to be part of that complex 
community of life that supports the most biodiverse ecosystem on the planet. Let us first tend to 
the soil and devote ourselves to building up layer upon layer of nutrient rich soil so that when we 
plant our seeds of hope, they will grow and they will flourish. 


