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Take Root 

Reading from the Gospels:  Matthew 13:1-9, 18-23 

In 1980, John Lennon recorded a song entitled, Beautiful Boy. 

Dedicated to his son Sean, the song begins with a father calming his son 

after waking from a nightmare.  “Have no fear, the monster’s gone; he’s 

on the run and your daddy’s here.”  This is followed by a rather curious 

call to prayer. Lennon encourages his son, “Before you go to sleep, say a 

little prayer, Every day in every way, it’s getting better and better.” 

Every day in every way, it’s getting better and better. Is that 

actually a prayer? And even if it is, can such a claim be made with any 

integrity in such a fragile and angst-ridden world as ours?  

Every day? In every way? It’s getting better and better? Joel Osteen 

and Norman Vincent Peale made a lot of money selling that idea, but 

that doesn’t make it true for the mother who has lost a son to opiates or 

the meteorologist seeing that swirling monster bearing down on the 

coast.  Every day in every way, It’s getting better and better. I’m not sure 

why Lennon included that line in his lyric, but I found out it is not 

original. It is actually an allusion to an early 20th Century fad that 

influenced the future $10 Billion self-help industry.  
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A French pharmacist, named Emile Coue` peddled the idea of 

conscious autosuggestion.  Coue` was convinced that “Internal conflict 

occurs between the will and imagination, but the imagination is always 

stronger.” (Emile Coue`)  Self-mastery was therefore possible simply by 

“thinking of oneself in exclusively positive terms and repeating over the 

simple mantra” - Every day in every way, It’s getting better and better. 

Well, faster than fidget spinner mania, the autosuggestion fad 

spread across Europe and across the pond to America with followers 

numbering in the millions, all offering testimonials crediting the little 

man from Nancy, France with “curing just about every malady you 

could name: sinusitis, neurasthenia, brain tumors, nymphomania, and 

clubfoot. Author Bill Bryson reports, “One ecstatic client professed 

overcoming a lifelong difficulty in digesting strawberries.  Another 

joyously renounced kleptomania. By the mid-1920s, Coue` had clinics 

all over Europe and North America.” (Bill Bryson, One Summer) 

Every day in every way, It’s getting better and better. Or not. 

Unfortunately, Coue` died of a sudden heart attack and the fad seemed 

to die with him.  Bryson reports that one dedicated disciple, the head of 

the Bank of England, returned to a state of hypochondria, where he 
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seemed more comfortable anyway. The Boston Herald followed up after 

six months with the patients Coue` had supposedly healed during a trip 

to Boston and found most had initially felt better but soon returned to 

whatever ailments they previously had.  

In 1954, social critic Dwight MacDonald, lamenting the traffic jam 

of 3500 self-help book titles on the market, said that self-help writers 

are to other writers as frogs are to mammals. “Their books are not born, 

they are spawned.” (Boris Kachka, New York Magazine)  Today, there are over 

45,000 self-help books in print according to Forbes magazine and 

millennials spend almost $300 a month on self-improvement, investing 

their resources in everything from the newest workout regime to the 

latest diet plan, to life coaches, therapists, all while searching for the 

freshest app designed to improve well-being.  94% of millennials, 84% of 

boomers, and 81% of Gen Xers report making commitments to personal 

improvement. (Caroline Beaton, Forbes) 

Why? Well, there are all those advertisements and emails 

promising self-actualization, and let’s not forget all those celebrity 

commencement speakers telling graduates to follow their passions, 

which strikes me as a rather curious recommendation since passions 
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tend to be fleeting, expensive, dangerous, and sometimes destructive. 

Follow your passions? Okay, but be careful and remember that is how 

most wars start. Observing the explosion of the self-help ethic over the 

last century, Boris Kachka describes it as “a reality-show version of 

spirituality in which the meaning of life is to unleash the inner 

superstar.” 

Follow your passion? Well, seeing the chaos that counsel had 

wrought on earth, God quietly snuck into a perpetually volatile 

neighborhood around two millennia ago, tapping the world on its 

shoulder to suggest that instead of following our passions, we might get 

along better if we just tried to follow Jesus. 

Hot July. It is that time of year when we fret as the fescue fades 

and the weeds win. Somewhere back in the evolutionary process it sure 

would have been nice if human eyes had been trained to see chickweed 

and crabgrass as lovely groundcover. “My, that’s a nice lawn. Do you 

use chickweed?”  “No, I planted thistle this year.” The fescue seed bag 

said heat resistant.  I’m looking for heat impenetrable. The saving grace 

is that my weed worries are mitigated by the beauty of the crepe 

myrtles.  Did you know that the root system of the crepe myrtle spreads 
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out up to three times farther than the canopy?  While some of the other 

perennials are looking like a thirsty tourist lost in the Sahara, the crepe 

myrtles are begging for a photo shoot.   

So, what is the root system that feeds, nourishes, and sustains you 

in a harsh, shifting, and unpredictable climate?  The fact that there are 

45,000 self-help options out there tells me that people are looking for 

something that is missing, because I can tell you that the publishers 

wouldn’t be putting them on the shelves or adding them to their 

websites if people weren’t swallowing them up like jellybeans at Easter. 

But let me ask you this, if there are 45,000 self-help titles out there, 

doesn’t that suggest that people are not finding what they are looking 

for? How many personal bookshelves are lined with titles that reveal a 

chronology of aborted attempts at self-help, self-actualization, self-

mastery?  Could it be that for all the options, self help may not be what 

we need the most?  

What is it that roots you, grounds you, sustains you, drives you, 

saves you?  "Listen! A sower went out to sow. 4 And as he sowed, some 

seeds fell on the path, and the birds came and ate them up. 5 Other 

seeds fell on rocky ground, where they did not have much soil, and they 
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sprang up quickly, since they had no depth of soil. 6 But when the sun 

rose, they were scorched; and since they had no root, they withered 

away. 7 Other seeds fell among thorns, and the thorns grew up and 

choked them. 8 Other seeds fell on good soil and brought forth grain, 

some a hundredfold, some sixty, some thirty.” 

This is a significant text, among Jesus’ most eloquent and 

memorable, but it is not an easy text, because, as with most parables 

the messages and meanings are intentionally imprecise. Though we 

want algebraic answers, life is more of a philosophy class, and knowing 

this, Jesus wants us to wrestle with meaning, for ironically it is in 

wrestling with meaning that we discover meaning.   

With the parables, it’s as if Jesus gathers us around a table, reads 

a story, closes the book, and simply says, “Discuss.”  So, we have some 

scholars saying this should actually be called the parable of the soils, 

while others are saying it should be understood as the parable of the 

seed, and still others insist that it should be the parable of the sower.  

So, do we call it the parable of the sower or the seed or the soil?  

Apparently yes.  And so it is that the Spirit of God never ceases to 
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reveal new meaning and nuance to the scriptures as finite, human 

communities wrestle with the eternal questions.  As Carlton Buck 

declared, scripture “gives both the life and light, and guides us through 

the shades of night.” 

The sower, the seed, and the soils – There are so many shades of 

meaning to be mined from a simple story, but in the end there is one 

question that cannot be avoided.  What is it that roots you, grounds you, 

sustains you, drives you, saves you?  

Every day in every way, It’s getting better and better.   That’s just 

not the world we live in. I can’t speak for Jessica and Rebecca, but you 

want to know what the life of the preacher or church teacher is?  

Imagine being in a place where everyone is frantically moving about, 

desperately searching for the glasses they have misplaced.  They are 

pulling up seat cushions, retracing steps, calling the stores, libraries, 

airlines where they think they may have left them.  They are getting 

increasingly anxious and desperate, maybe even falling under the spell 

of conspiracy – “Well, I put them right there. Someone must have taken 

them. Can you believe it? Someone actually stole my glasses. Of course, I 
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never would have put them down if my spouse/my kid/my neighbor 

hadn’t distracted me.  So, it’s really their fault.”  

Panic stricken, overwrought, rushing to and fro. “What am I going 

to do without my glasses? I can’t see where I’m going.  How can I get to 

where I need to go? “  And all the while, we’re standing there seemingly 

unable to catch their attention.  

“Uh, excuse me … umm, hey there … I don’t mean to interrupt a 

good rant, but … Yo … pardon me … your glasses … they’re right there 

… on your head.” 

45,000 self-help titles and thousands more to come.  Still 

searching … haven’t found it yet.  It’s right here folks.  He’s been here 

all along. Jesus said, “But as for what was sown on good soil, this is the 

one who hears the word and understands it, who indeed bears fruit.” 

I talked with a dear friend this week who is walking down a rough 

patch of road, right now.  The cancer has escaped its initial landing spot 

and is threatening the neighbors, and he’s in that frightful place of 

waiting to see how much territory it has claimed.  And yet, this morning 

he is climbing into his pulpit to preach, a sower sowing the seed. These 
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days he is preaching through the gospel of John and this week he’s been 

studying and ruminating on John 9 where it says, “We must work the 

works of him who sent me while it is day; night is coming when no one 

can work. As long as I am in the world, I am the light of the world." Not 

knowing when the night will come, my friend feels God’s presence and 

peace in the life and work he is doing. He said, “Our troubles are more 

than fodder for a theological seminar on the problem of evil.  They are 

an occasion for God's power of deliverance to be displayed.  We have 

work to do, meanwhile, while it is light, the kind of work Jesus does and 

calls us to do.”  

My friend spoke of the text, not as a salesman hoping for some 

gimmick to market his product, but as one whose relationship with the 

scriptures has been long and deep, as one for whom the scriptures are 

life sustaining, no less than the blood that courses through his veins or 

the air that feeds his lungs. The peace he professed was not showy or 

naïve or manufactured or as empty as Coue`’s autosuggestion.  He 

spoke as one for whom the peace he professed was real and for whom 

Christ’s life sustaining Spirit was more present and profound than the 

heat and humidity of a July afternoon. 
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Self-help? It may be more problem than solution. For it is in self-

giving that we find reason to live.  

“But as for what was sown on good soil, this is the one who hears 

the word and understands it, who indeed bears fruit.” 

“Uh, excuse me … umm, hey there … I don’t mean to interrupt, 

but … what you’re looking for?  It’s here. He’s been here all along.”  

Amen. 

       

  

  


