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Texts: Genesis 25:19-34 • Psalm 119:105-112 • Romans 8:1-11 • Matthew 13:1-9, 18-23

Genesis 25:19-34
These are the descendants of Isaac, Abraham’s son: Abraham was the fa-

ther of Isaac, and Isaac was forty years old when he married Rebekah, daughter of 
Bethuel the Aramean of Paddan-aram, sister of Laban the Aramean. 

Isaac prayed to the Lord for his wife, because she was barren; and the Lord 
granted his prayer, and his wife Rebekah conceived. The children struggled togeth-
er within her; and she said, “If it is to be this way, why do I live?” 

So she went to inquire of the Lord. And the Lord said to her, “Two nations 
are in your womb, and two peoples born of you shall be divided; the one shall be 
stronger than the other, the elder shall serve the younger.” 

When her time to give birth was at hand, there were twins in her womb. 
The first came out red, all his body like a hairy mantle; so they named him Esau. 
Afterward his brother came out, with his hand gripping Esau’s heel; so he was 
named Jacob. Isaac was sixty years old when she bore them. 

When the boys grew up, Esau was a skillful hunter, a man of the field, while 
Jacob was a quiet man, living in tents. Isaac loved Esau, because he was fond of 
game; but Rebekah loved Jacob.

Once when Jacob was cooking a stew, Esau came in from the field, and he 
was famished. Esau said to Jacob, “Let me eat some of that red stuff, for I am fam-
ished!” (Therefore he was called Edom.) 

Jacob said, “First sell me your birthright.” 
Esau said, “I am about to die; of what use is a birthright to me?” 
Jacob said, “Swear to me first.” 
So he swore to him, and sold his birthright to Jacob. Then Jacob gave Esau 

bread and lentil stew, and he ate and drank, and rose and went his way. Thus Esau 
despised his birthright.

Psalm 119:105-112
Your word is a lamp to my feet and a light to my path.
I have sworn an oath and confirmed it, to observe your righteous ordinances.
I am severely afflicted; give me life, O Lord, according to your word.
Accept my offerings of praise, O Lord, and teach me your ordinances.
I hold my life in my hand continually, but I do not forget your law.
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The wicked have laid a snare for me, but I do not stray from your precepts.
Your decrees are my heritage forever; they are the joy of my heart.
I incline my heart to perform your statutes forever, to the end.

Romans 8:1-11
There is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus. 

For the law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus has set you free from the law of sin 
and of death. For God has done what the law, weakened by the flesh, could not 
do: by sending his own Son in the likeness of sinful flesh, and to deal with sin, 
he condemned sin in the flesh, so that the just requirement of the law might be 
fulfilled in us, who walk not according to the flesh but according to the Spirit. For 
those who live according to the flesh set their minds on the things of the flesh, but 
those who live according to the Spirit set their minds on the things of the Spirit. 
To set the mind on the flesh is death, but to set the mind on the Spirit is life and 
peace. For this reason the mind that is set on the flesh is hostile to God; it does 
not submit to God’s law — indeed it cannot, and those who are in the flesh cannot 
please God. But you are not in the flesh; you are in the Spirit, since the Spirit of 
God dwells in you. Anyone who does not have the Spirit of Christ does not belong 
to him.

But if Christ is in you, though the body is dead because of sin, the Spirit is 
life because of righteousness. If the Spirit of him who raised Jesus from the dead 
dwells in you, he who raised Christ from the dead will give life to your mortal bod-
ies also through his Spirit that dwells in you.

Matthew 13:1-8, 18-23
That same day Jesus went out of the house and sat beside the sea. Such 

great crowds gathered around him that he got into a boat and sat there, while the 
whole crowd stood on the beach. 

And he told them many things in parables, saying: “Listen! A sower went 
out to sow. And as he sowed, some seeds fell on the path, and the birds came and 
ate them up. 

“Other seeds fell on rocky ground, where they did not have much soil, and 
they sprang up quickly, since they had no depth of soil. But when the sun rose, 
they were scorched; and since they had no root, they withered away. 

“Other seeds fell among thorns, and the thorns grew up and choked them. 



Everything Belongs • July 16, 2017 • Rev. Dr. Bill Kerley • Page 3

“Other seeds fell on good soil and brought forth grain, some a hundredfold, 
some sixty, some thirty. 

“Hear then the parable of the sower. When anyone hears the word of the 
kingdom and does not understand it, the evil one comes and snatches away what 
is sown in the heart; this is what was sown on the path. 

“As for what was sown on rocky ground, this is the one who hears the word 
and immediately receives it with joy; yet such a person has no root, but endures 
only for a while, and when trouble or persecution arises on account of the word, 
that person immediately falls away. 

“As for what was sown among thorns, this is the one who hears the word, 
but the cares of the world and the lure of wealth choke the word, and it yields 
nothing. 

“But as for what was sown on good soil, this is the one who hears the word 
and understands it, who indeed bears fruit and yields, in one case a hundredfold, 
in another sixty, and in another thirty.”

I got to give a version of the sermon you are about to hear at the 8:30 service 
this morning. After the service was over, I stood at the back of the sanctuary speak-
ing to people as they left. One man, whom I did not recognize, handed me a piece 
of paper and said, “Read this when you get home.”

Of course, I didn’t wait until I got home. As soon as I went back into the sac-
risty, I opened and read it. The note said: “I have been attending church all of my 
life and have heard hundreds, if not thousands of sermons. Never, however, have I 
heard a sermon that gripped me as much as the one you preached today.”

Of course, that person didn’t know how to spell “gripped.”
It is not, of course, my desire for any of you to leave here griping about 

the sermon or any other thing having to do with this wonderful church and its 
community.

I don’t know what needs or hopes you have brought into this sacred space today. 
But, I want you to leave here comforted, encouraged, strengthened, consoled, ener-
gized, hopeful, nurtured, and motivated to leave here committed to practice kindness, 
generosity, and justice to the various places where you go when you leave here.



Everything Belongs • July 16, 2017 • Rev. Dr. Bill Kerley • Page 4

And yet, and yet — being faithful to Jesus and being committed to pass-
ing along his teachings does put the preacher in the precarious position of being 
offensive. 

The fact is that much of what Jesus said and did was offensive to those who 
first heard him — at least to those who were in power, both religious and political 
power. Though Jesus offered comfort and compassion to those who were on the 
bottom, he tried to open the eyes of those on the top — those who had the power 
and made the rules. And, more often than not he exercised this Jewish prophetic 
role in ways that really upset those very people. Indeed, he was so offensive that he 
got himself drummed up on false charges and executed. And, it wasn’t for saying, 
“Consider the lilies of the field.”

This parable that you just heard read from Matthew’s narrative of the Jesus 
story is among the most radical teachings Jesus ever offered. Of course, over the 
centuries the church has so de-clawed both Jesus and his message, domesticated 
him and his teachings, that the offensive stuff is mostly gone.

The story we call “The Parable of the Good Samaritan” has become a story 
about a nice guy who had compassion for a man who was the victim of gang vio-
lence. You know it. A man was set upon by robbers and left for dead. Some from 
the religious establishment passed by and saw this, but they really did have prior 
important commitments. Fortunately a nice Samaritan guy came by, saw the victim, 
took him to the nearest Day’s Inn, gave the manager his American Express card, 
and said, “Spend whatever is necessary to take care of him.” What a guy!

Then there is the story we call “The Parable of the Prodigal Son.” A young 
man can’t or doesn’t want to go off to college. Maybe his SATs weren’t high enough. 
He asks for what inheritance would have been his anyway, gets it, and goes off to 
make it on his own. But, he can’t. He parties too much. Finds out he lacks the skill-
set needed to make a living and slinks back home where he experiences a warm 
welcome and there is a sweet family reunion and everyone lives happily ever after. A 
Hallmark moment if ever there was one.

Both of these parables, however, were, when they were first told, about as of-
fensive and shocking as possible.

In the first it was Jesus making the hero of a story someone we might put in 
the category of an ISIS terrorist or a radical white supremacist. And, in the second, 
Jesus takes every sacred value about family and belonging and respect and order 
and tosses them out of the window. He took what had mattered for centuries, what 
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was considered to be the glue that held society together, and treated it as if it mat-
tered not at all.

And, this story we heard today is just as radical, perhaps even more so.
When I was working on my doctorate in theology, I took a seminar called 

“Exegetical Greek Homiletics.” It was neither as boring nor as difficult as it sounds. 
There were perhaps a dozen of us taking this seminar. The professor was a New Tes-
tament genius from Scotland and assigned me this particular parable, and nothing 
else, to work on for the entire semester. That’s four and a half months!

When I found out I would be preaching these services today, the first thing 
I did was look in the lectionary to see what the texts for the day were. When I saw 
that this parable was among them, I could not help but believe that there is some 
sort of Divine Entanglement at work here.

This parable is not only found here in Matthew. It is in Luke. It is in Mark, 
and it is in the Gospel of Thomas. We have just over 40 parables of Jesus — depend-
ing on how you count. This is only one of two parables that is given a name in the 
Christian Scriptures. (The other is “The Parable of the Wheat and Weeds.”) To each 
of them, and only to them, are appended the words, “Let the one who has ears to 
hear use them.”

If you wanted to find a single teaching of Jesus that was the most comprehen-
sive in conveying what Jesus meant to teach about the rule of God, it would be this 
parable. Though this is not the parable we are the most familiar with, if you go to 
the scholarly books and commentaries, you will find that of all of Jesus’ teachings 
this is the one that gets the most attention. Trust me on this.

I gently remind you that Jesus, the one who told this parable, was not a 
Christian. He did not live in the United States in the 21st century. He was a Jew-
ish mystic in the Jewish prophetic tradition who was intent on reforming his own 
religion. It was speaking out of that prophetic tradition that could make him be so 
irritating.

There are many interpretations of this parable. The one I’m going to offer 
comes out of my belief that God is not “out there” somewhere but we are in God 
and, paradoxically, at the same time God is in us, seeking to find expression 
through who we are and how we live.

The sowing and reaping metaphor is prevalent in both Jewish and Christian 
teachings. It is also very prominent in Buddhism. It is even part of our conven-
tional wisdom. More than one of you, I’m sure, have heard a parent say, “Be careful 
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what you say or do. What you sow, you will also reap.” In short, what the metaphor 
means is that everything is connected. Everything has consequences. Everything 
belongs.

In this parable some seeds produce nothing. Since all of Jesus’ teachings are 
about what he called “the rule of God,” then the Kingdom of God is a place where 
there is failure. It is also a place where there is the miraculous as some seeds produce 
a humongous amount. And, some seeds produce what the farmer would expect.

This is the way farming is. Sometimes you get a crop failure. For whatever 
reason. Bad weather, insect infestation, something uncontrollable. Sometimes you 
get an average yield. Sometimes you get what is called a bumper crop. We want 
there to be a bumper crop every year. Especially in our culture where the emphasis 
is on success and winning. American success is not synonymous with God’s rule. 
Hard as that is for many Americans to believe.

What I have come to believe is that this parable is about embracing God’s rul-
ing activity under the most unusual and, perhaps, unacceptable forms. Jesus point-
ed to the fact that in this kingdom prostitutes would be queens, and street people 
would be kings. Shocking! In God’s way of farming, scattering seed indiscriminate-
ly, everywhere, in everyone — seeds that fail, seeds that are ordinary, seeds that are 
spectacular — all are included. Everything belongs.

When I first encountered this parable, I was sure the parable was about the 
soils mentioned. The admonition was, “Don’t be shallow or rocky soil. Be the kind 
of soil in which God’s word can find root and bring forth a bountiful crop. Be reli-
giously and spiritually successful.”

But this parable isn’t about the different types of soil and our determina-
tion and grit to be the right kind of soil. This parable is about the seed and God’s 
indiscriminate way of scattering seed everywhere and taking a chance on us and 
the world. We are not in control, and we are not called to evaluate the nature of 
the crop. God is to be found in all things, even and most especially in the painful, 
tragic, and sinful things, exactly where we do not want to look for God. In God’s 
reign everything belongs, especially the broken, the poor, the marginalized, the 
expendable.

It was one thing for Jesus to offer this parable. It was another for him to go off 
and live it, consorting with the dregs of that society: the outcasts, the sinners, the 
prostitutes, the tax collectors and the like. He scattered seed everywhere. 

Everything belongs.
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I think Jesus taught in parables for several reasons.
For one thing, he could sneak the truth in on people. Most of us don’t want 

to hear the truth directly. We don’t want to be reminded, for example, that though 
we love to call ours a “Christian nation,” our social policies are about as anti-Jesus as 
you can get. 

He was clear: “As you do it to the least of these, you do it unto me.” This par-
able has to do with a willingness to hear the truth about “what is” and respond to it.

The imprudent generosity of the sower reveals a God who gives without con-
sidering the worthiness of the recipient. This apparent lack of taste travels from the 
sower and permeates the seed, growing in us a word that uproots our deepest as-
sumptions about what is prudent and who is deserving. God’s generous giving of 
self makes the stinginess of our self-protection that much more evident.

As I said, at first this parable seems so inoffensive as to be boring. But after 
telling it, he went and put it into practice — and for that they got him. An encoun-
ter with God and the way God wants things to be presents a challenge to us about 
how we see things. Not just once and for all. But every day. A relationship with the 
God of Jesus is meant to cause us to reorient ourselves — all the time. The rule of 
God is a rule of truth and this parable is about receiving the truth and staying fo-
cused on it in such a way that we are defined by it more than we are defined by any-
thing else.

This parable says that Truth can be lost. I think Truth can most easily be lost 
by our being sometimes so cocksure that we have found it. Truth can be underval-
ued or Truth can be received. What we receive from God cannot be satisfied with 
casual or temporary attention.

This parable is not about what kind of harvest we ourselves produce. The 
evaluation system of God’s way is very different from ours. The emphasis is on our 
hearing the word.

Our main job in spiritual work is to listen. The failure in this parable is a 
failure to hear. We are to produce fruit, to be sure. But the success or failure of our 
efforts is often not in our control. We are to listen. As the parable concludes, “Let 
anyone who has ears, listen.” 

Gandhi said, “God speaks to us every day, but we do not listen.”
The relevance of this parable for the divisive and divided world in which we 

live is, I think, enormous. Immense.
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One of the reasons our world is so divisive and divided is that we can’t get 
it together and keep it together internally. Just so you won’t have anything to gripe 
about, I want to be clear that I’m not talking about you. I’m talking about the per-
son sitting next to you.

We have, humans have, such difficulty seeing and taking personal responsi-
bility for own complicity in things being the way they are — both in our personal 
relationships and in the world.

If you look back through history or around you now, most of the world’s 
atrocities have been committed by people who are absolutely convinced that not 
only is their view the right one but, even more, that their God has given them both 
the agenda and the permission to set the world straight.

When Jesus here and elsewhere admonishes us to open our eyes and to use 
our ears, he is saying that we don’t so much achieve the truth as we awaken to it. 
The most important truth Jesus had for people was about who they really were. 
Jesus would look at people and see past what they thought defined them — some-
thing like poverty, being an outsider, being physically afflicted in some way and, 
then, say to them, “If you see yourself as I see you, if you have faith in that, you will 
experience the wholeness that you are. Who you are is who you are in God. No 
more. No less.”

We cannot achieve our true identity in God. What we can do is awaken to it. 
We can draw upon it. We can grow in appreciating ourselves and others as who we 
and they truly are. Our identity is who we are in God. No more. No less.

This is something organized religions all over the globe have gotten wrong 
over and over again. Our true identity has nothing to do with our race or with what 
religion we practice. Hindus have it, Buddhists have it, so-called “pagans” in Africa 
have it. They are just as much children of God as we are. Objectively. Theologically. 
Eternally. 

Where did they come from? Did some other god create them? 
Every person’s divine DNA is the same. We deny our true identity if we be-

lieve anything else.
The great tragedy of much of organized religion is that in some times and 

places it has convinced people that there is something they can do to get God to 
love them more. Or, and much worse, there is something they can do to get God to 
love them less. Jesus taught that God loves you just the way you are. Those who got 
this were transformed. Those who get this are transformed.
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In his great prophetic vision Isaiah hears, not the voice of God, but the sera-
phim revealing, “Holy, holy, holy is the Lord of hosts; the whole earth is full of his 
glory.” 

Few, I think, see this Sacred Presence everywhere and in everyone. Jesus did. 
The whole earth is full of God’s glory, but we do not perceive it. It is within our 
reach but beyond our grasp. The earth is filled with the glory of God. So are we. 
So is everyone. Not knowledge about God. Not information about God. Not facts 
about God. Not doctrines about God. But, full of God’s glory. What is critical here 
is not our knowing it but our awareness of being known by it.

The seeds of this truth are scattered all over the world. Everything belongs.
Those who have ears, let them hear. But, let us not ever think we have heard 

it all.
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Genesis 25:19-34

Jacob and Esau by Lorenzo Ghilberti, 1378-1455
Gilded bronze panel, Gates of Paradise doors, 1425-1452
Baptistery of St. John, East Side; Florence, Italy

The east doors of the baptistery contain ten panels, each panel depicting scenes from the Old 
Testament. In this panel a number of the events in the life of Rebekah, Isaac, Jacob, and Esau 
are shown. In the distant background, through the left arch, Rebekah, faintly shown, is giving 
birth to Esau and Jacob. On the rooftop in the upper right she receives the prophecy of her 
sons’ future conflict. At the front of the central arch, partially obstructed by Isaac sending Esau 
hunting, Esau is selling his birthright to Jacob. In the right foreground Jacob is kneeling before 
the blind Isaac and receiving the blessing due Esau.

Lorenzo Ghiberti had previously completed the north doors for the baptistery and had received 
wide acclaim for them. He then proceeded to spend 27 years working on the doors for the east 
side. The principles of perspective had been only recently discovered, and he employed them 
to give depth to the panels, as clearly can be seen here. Ghiberti used various sculptural tech-
niques, such as incised lines and almost free-standing figure sculpture, within the panels to 
further accentuate the sense of space.  

Each panel is considered a masterpiece of Renaissance sculpture and some of the finest low-re-
lief perspective in Italian art. Standing before the doors, Michelangelo said “They are so beauti-
ful that they would grace the entrance to Paradise”; hence their name: Gates of Paradise.



Most Sunday sermons also are available via the church website, www.stpaulshouston.org, as well as pre-printed 
and on CD. Access the sermons on the website via either the Worship section or the Media Center. The pre-printed 
sermons are in the information rack at the Jones Plaza entrance to the Sanctuary Building. To order a $5 CD of the 
complete worship service, contact Phyllis Brockermeyer at 713-528-0527 or pbrock@stpaulshouston.org.
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The original bronze panels have been restored and are in the Museo dell’Opera del Duomo, the 
Duomo’s art and sculpture museum, with excellent copies being in the actual doors. Each panel 
is approximately 31 inches square.

— Curated by Norman Mahan


