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THE THIRD SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST

What Seed Shall I Sow?
I Samuel 15:34–16:13; Mark 4:26-34

Can’t you see Jesse, the quintessential proud father, standing beside
his boys, chest puffed out, eyes shining, an arm around each broad shoulder
as he introduced them one by one to Samuel:

“Samuel, I would like for you to meet my oldest son Eliab.  He is a fine
young man, hard working, a born leader to his brothers.”

“May I introduce my second oldest son Abinadab.  Yes, he is named for
the one who guarded the Ark of the Covenant for many years.  This one, too,
is an honorable young man.”

“This handsome young man, Samuel, is my son Shammah.  You will
notice his broad shoulders and strong legs.  I think he has the making of a
valiant warrior for the king.”

One after another, the sons of Jesse paraded by the prophet as their
father extolled their virtues.  He was one very proud papa!

Little did Jesse and his sons know that Samuel was in Bethlehem on a
scouting trip looking for the next king of Israel.  King Saul had become such
a disappointment to God that Samuel was in Bethlehem planning for the
future.  Jesse and the boys knew that it was not every day that the prophet
came to call.  They were honored by his presence and aware that Samuel
could influence their futures in significant ways, but never did they dream that
one of them might become king.  Samuel was quite vague about his purpose
and all he said as the last one went by was, “The Lord has not chosen any of
these.”  We know why Samuel was in Bethlehem, but everyone else was in
the dark.

When the last of the seven older sons had met Samuel, the prophet
asked Jesse if he had any other sons and Jesse told him the youngest was
tending sheep.  He sent for David, and the moment David appeared the
narrator gushes, “Now he was ruddy, and had beautiful eyes, and was
handsome.”  Did not God warn Samuel about paying too much attention to
physical characteristics when he said, “Do not look on his appearance or on
the height of his stature, because I have rejected him; for the Lord does not
see as mortals see; they look on the outward appearance, but the Lord looks
on the heart.”?  Whatever God was looking for, David had it–and was good
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looking to boot!  Some people just have what it takes, I guess!  God told
Samuel to anoint young David on the spot which he did.  Apparently, however,
neither Jesse nor any of his boys–including David–had a clue about what was
going on.

There is no reason to think that each and every one of Jesse’s sons
was not a fine, upstanding young man.  Yet, for some reason, God did not
see in any of the seven older boys what he wanted in the next king of Israel.

You have to wonder about David, though.  Obviously he was a valiant,
charismatic leader and proved overall to be a great king over Israel.  In fact,
he is probably the one king most people can name.  Are any of you familiar
with Jereboam, Nadab, Jehoash, or Menahem?  They, too, ruled Israel along
with many other kings, but David has overshadowed them all.  David made
mistakes.  He did not always govern well.  His sons ended up conspiring
against each other and their father to take over the throne.  Jealousy,
intrigue, and deceit dogged him most of his life.   And then there is that matter
of his relationship with Bathsheba and the orchestrated death of her husband
Uriah.  Surely those are not the things God saw in the heart of the young
shepherd boy that caused him to choose David over his older brothers!  What
was it about David that brought Samuel to Bethlehem under false pretense
to anoint the future king?  And what made David such a strong king?

One biographer of King David noted that despite all of the problems and
faults the warrior-poet-king had, he consistently had numerous strong
character traits.  He demonstrated valor in war, loyalty even when mistreated
by his mentor King Saul, magnanimity in victory, and faithfulness in his
friendships, especially with his friend Jonathan, Saul’s son.1  All of these
virtues are important, but many people possess them.  What was different
about David?

The Apostle Paul was clear about what he thought was of utmost
importance in shaping a virtuous life.  To his friends in Philippi, he wrote,
“Finally, beloved, whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is just,
whatever is pure, whatever is pleasing, whatever is commendable, if there is
any excellence and if there is anything worthy of praise, think about these
things” (Philippians 4:8).  I asked someone the other day what virtues they
thought are most important to pass onto our children and they quickly replied
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that all virtues are important.  If a character trait is virtuous, then we ought to
inculcate it in our children.

As I reflected on this matter, I heard an interview with Mark Shriver as
he discussed the memoir he has written about his father, Sargent Shriver who
died a little over a year ago.  Most of you remember Mr. Shriver.  He served
as an Ambassador to France, headed the Peace Corps, the Job Corps, and
the War on Poverty.  He was married to Eunice Kennedy and was the person
Jackie Kennedy relied upon to plan and coordinate President Kennedy’s
funeral and all the arrangements necessary to assist a grieving family,
country, and world.  

Talking about his father and the things that made him unique, his son
said something that caught my attention.  He indicated that throughout his life,
Sargent Shriver chose to be good over being great.  When asked to explain
the difference between goodness over greatness the younger Shriver said,

“Well, you know, I think there are a lot of so-called great
men and women that have made a lot of money or have a lot of
power and prestige, but when the lights are turned off and no
one's paying attention, they're not good.  And what I found about
Dad that was really incredible was that he was as kind and
thoughtful to the waitresses at his favorite restaurant as he was
with presidents or cardinals.

He was the same with the guy at the U.S. Air counter at
National Airport as he was with great executives, business
executives. The difference is that you wouldn't want to have a
drink or dinner with a lot of great people because they're not nice
and they're not good and they're not - they don't treat people the
same.”2

What a simple, yet powerful realization.  I can imagine that being a part
of the Kennedy family practically demanded greatness.  For so long, in a
variety of ways, that family had a hand in grand and glorious things that took
place in this nation and around the world, regardless of what you think of them
politically.  Yet, here was a member of the family, albeit my marriage, living
his life by a different principle.  One of the most telling examples of this
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characteristic is an experience which Shriver’s son clearly remembers.  On
one occasion when they were children, his brother Bobby fell down and began
crying.  Their uncle Bobby Kennedy said to the little fellow, “Don't cry.
Kennedys don't cry.”  Sargent Shriver picked up his son and said, “That's OK,
you're a Shriver, you can cry.”3  What a good thing to do.  What a profound
lesson to pass onto one’s child about handling life, not in a great, standing-on-
the-world-stage kind of way, but in a way that acknowledges hurt and offers
comfort.  That is good.

As he most often did to make a point, Jesus told parables.  Earlier we
heard two parables about the kingdom of God.  In one, Jesus noted that a
farmer sows seed on the ground and harvests that crop, but really does not
understand the process of germination, growth, and production that is a part
of the miracle of God’s creation.  Neither do we fully understand the ways in
which God works in the hearts of people we encounter and with whom we
share his love.  In the second parable, he compared the kingdom of God to
the tiny mustard seed.  As tiny as it is, from that seemingly insignificant seed
can grow a bush large enough to provide spice, shade, and refuge for birds
of all types.  In the same way, he said, we sow seeds of life among one
another and cannot possibly know the far-reaching benefits of our work.

Goodness most often comes, I think, in small acts like the comfort of a
child or the kindness to a stranger.  Remember, God often used the smallest
or the youngest to accomplish his work.  Joseph was the youngest son of
Jacob but became the one who saved his family and all of Egypt.  David was
the youngest of Jesse’s son and became king.  In many of the parables, it
was the smallest, the youngest, or the last thing that held the most
significance in the story.  Right before his death, Jesus told his disciples, “the
greatest among you must become like the youngest, and the leader like one
who serves.  For who is greater, the one who is at the table or the one who
serves?  Is it not the one at the table?  But I am among you as one who
serves” (Luke 22:26-27).

Choosing goodness over greatness is like planting a seed that can grow
and flourish into a life worthy of God’s notice.  Goodness incorporates all of
the virtues of life.  Greatness, in the eyes of most people, often ignores the
virtuous life.  When King David had his problems it was because he was trying
to be great or feeling the power of his position.  Thus he could push other
people around, claim things that were not his to have, ignore the guidance of
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God, and even take the affection and life of another person.  When he sought
to be good in the eyes of God, however, his decisions were wise, his
leadership strong, his poetry uplifting, and his commitment to God and his
people unshakeable.  David’s life is a study of goodness over greatness.

Goodness alone is not all that we need, however.  It is clear that despite
his failures, David maintained a strong faith in God.  His greatest virtue was
his devotion to God.  In a similar way, the one thing that influenced Sargent
Shriver’s life above all other things was his faith in God.  Again, his son said,
“What was the key to that life that he led?  That he was happily married for 56
years to the woman of his dreams, that he raised five kids that all love him,
that he had countless friends.  He went to Mass on a daily basis, yet he still
did all of these great things . . . I think it really was his faith that gave him that
foundation.”4

As parents, as mentors, as friends and spouses and children of God the
Father, we ought to sow seeds of faith and of goodness.  To encourage one
another to be faithful to God and to lead lives of goodness that emerge from
that faith will have untold results.  At the very least, we may help to change a
life for the better.  At the most, we may help God change the world.  Like
Jesse, would it not be wonderful to stand beside those people we love the
most and introduce them with pride as someone who is faithful and good?  I
can think of no better description of a life well lived.  God noticed it in David.
God will see it in us as well.  Sow the seeds of faith and goodness and watch
the miraculous ways in which God changes our world.  Thanks be to God.
Amen.



June 17, 2012 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

The brilliance of the sunshine, the deep colors of fragrant flowers, the
cool refreshment of running water, and the whispers of a gentle breeze
cannot surpass the love and gratitude we feel for you, O God.  From times
long before our entry into the world, you breathed life into your creation and
claimed humanity as your own.  As a father raises his children, providing for
them, teaching them, caring for their every need, so you have loved us with
a great love that is beyond our comprehension yet as near and tangible as the
air we breathe.  We thank you, O God, for your love and for all the ways you
care for us day by day.

We are also grateful for the men who are our fathers.  Not only today,
but moment by moment, we are aware of all they have done for us in life.  The
nurture and care they have provided have shaped us.  The sacrifices they
have made, the lessons they have taught, the character they have exemplified
have molded us in significant ways.  Bless them, we pray.  And for those of
us whose fathers are no longer with us, bless their memory and receive our
gratitude as an offering of thanksgiving for their lives.

We are also mindful that not all fathers are able or willing to fulfill such
a high calling.  For them we pray as well.  For those of us who ache with
unkind memories or wince over wounds that will not heal, we ask for your help
and grace.  Forgive where needed.  Forget where necessary.  Help us to
move forward where essential for health and well-being.

We thank you, our Father, for the many ways you meet all of our needs.
Today we are especially mindful of our friends who are ill, of loved ones
waiting to complete treatments, of folks who are grieving, and of others who
are uncertain what to do next in life.  Bring care and comfort to us all, we pray.
By the power of your Spirit bring healing where possible, comfort where
needed, assurance where longed for.  Surround us and those who care for us
with your grace, we pray.

We pray for our community and our world, O God, that you will guide us
to live out the relationships that mark us as sisters and brothers to one
another.  Give our leaders wisdom and the courage to follow it.  Give us all
insight into opportunities for bringing hope to bear in this good world that is
yours.  Grant us all your peace, we pray, in the name of Jesus the Christ.
Amen.


