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Let the Word of God take root in your life 

Before I left for vacation this summer, a friend 

handed me a book and said, “You need to read this.” 

It’s called Except By Grace, by Allegra Turner, about 

the life of her husband, Jesse Turner Sr. I could not 

put it down. 

Jesse Turner Sr. was a remarkable man. He excelled 

academically at the University of Chicago at a time 

when doors were not easily opened to him. He served his country with honor, confronted racism 

with quiet dignity, and became a highly respected businessman and banker, breaking barriers 

most of us can hardly imagine. And yet, early in the book, Allegra recounts something striking. 

When his daughter Frances showered Jesse with praise for his intellect, his courage, his success, 

his response was always the same: none of it could have been achieved “except by grace.” 

Here was a man with every reason to point to his own hard work, his own brilliance. Instead, he 

pointed beyond himself. He understood something the world so easily forgets: that whatever 

good fruit our lives produce is not ultimately our 

own doing. It is the fruit of a seed planted in him, 

the seed of God’s Word, that finds in his heart soil 

ready to receive it. Jesse Turner, banker and 

president of the Memphis NAACP, speaks to 

striking sanitation workers on February 22, 1968. 

That is what I want us to talk about this morning. 

In today’s Gospel, Jesus tells a parable about 

exactly this: a sower who scatters seed generously 

and soil of every kind that determines whether 

that seed will ever bear fruit. Jesse Turner Sr.’s life is a living icon of what happens when the soil 

of a human heart is truly open. And when a life truly bears fruit, the only honest thing we can say 

is what Jesse said: except by grace. 

So this morning, I invite you to ask the question Jesus is asking each one of us: What kind of soil 

am I? And what needs to happen so the seed of God’s Word can take deep root in me and 

produce a harvest thirty-, sixty-, and a hundredfold? 

The Sower Scatters Generously 

Let’s turn to the parable itself, from Matthew’s Gospel, chapter thirteen. Jesus says: “A sower 

went out to sow. Some seeds fell along the path, and the birds devoured them. Other seeds fell on 

rocky ground, and sprang up quickly since they had no depth of soil... Other seeds fell upon 

thorns, which grew up and choked them. Other seeds fell on good soil and brought forth grain...” 
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If you or I were farmers in first-century Palestine, we’d find this sower’s technique baffling. A 

prudent farmer doesn’t scatter seed on a footpath or throw good seed onto rock or thorns. He is 

careful, economical. But this sower, God himself, sows without such calculation. He scatters the 

seed of his Word everywhere: on the hardened path, the rocky patches, among the thorns, and on 

the good soil too. This is the sheer extravagance of God’s grace. He does not wait until our lives 

are in order before offering us his Word, nor does he reserve grace only for the deserving. He 

scatters it lavishly on every human heart, regardless of its condition. 

Saint Paul reminds us that “while we were still weak… while we were yet sinners, Christ died 

for us” (Romans 5:6,8). God does not wait for good soil. He sows anyway. That is the first thing 

this parable teaches us: God is patient, generous, and never stops sowing, even in hearts that 

seem unlikely to bear fruit. But the seed’s fate does depend on the ground that receives it. God’s 

generosity does not override our freedom; the soil matters. Jesus describes four soil types, and 

only one bears fruit. So the question before us is not “Is God generous?” That is settled. The 

question is: “What condition is my heart in, and what do I need to do about it?” 

The Path, the Rocks, the Thorns 

Let’s look honestly at the three soils that fail to bear fruit. I suspect most of us recognize 

something of ourselves in each. The first is the path: ground walked on so often it has become 

packed hard as stone. No seed can penetrate; it sits on the surface until the birds- the evil one, 

Jesus tells us- snatch it away. This is the heart hardened by the sheer traffic of daily life: 

busyness, distraction, noise. We hear the Word on Sunday morning, and by afternoon it’s been 

trampled by a hundred other concerns. 

What does this soil need? Rain, a soft, soaking rain that breaks up what has hardened.    

Hosea 6:3, 

Let us know, let us strive to know the LORD;  

As certain as the dawn is his coming. 

He will come to us like the rain, 

like spring rain that waters the earth.” 

 

God’s presence and restoration are compared to the coming of the “early and latter rain.”  
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For us, that rain comes as Sabbath rest and silence. We must reclaim real quiet: turning off the 

noise, setting aside the iPhone, giving God room to loosen the hardened ground of our hearts. 

Without that silence, the Word cannot get in. 

The second soil is rocky ground. The seed springs up quickly, real enthusiasm, even joy, but with 

no depth, the roots cannot go deep, and when trial rises, the plant withers. How many of us have 

felt this? A retreat, a powerful moment of prayer, fills us with fervor, and weeks later, when 

difficulty comes, that fervor has evaporated. The rocks beneath the surface, old wounds, 

unresolved doubts, our past, prevent the roots from finding depth. 

What does this soil need? The stones must be removed. Two practices do this work in us: regular 

spiritual direction and reconciliation, which dig beneath the surface and clear away sin; and 

prayer before the Eucharist, which slows us down long enough to let Christ’s presence reach the 

depths of who we really are. Without these, our faith remains shallow and beautiful for a season 

but cannot withstand real trial. 

The third soil is thorny ground. The seed takes root and grows alongside the thorns. Jesus names 

these thorns plainly: “the cares of the world and the delight in riches.” This heart doesn’t reject 

the Word; it’s simply so crowded with worry and ambition that there’s no room left for the Word 

to mature. I suspect this is the condition many of us live in most: not hardened, not shallow, but 

overgrown with legitimate-seeming concerns that leave no space for God to flourish. 

What does this soil need? The weeds must be cleared. Here, I’d point to fasting and almsgiving 

practices that the Church has always paired. Fasting clears our attachment to comfort; almsgiving 

clears our attachment to riches by putting our resources in the service of others. Together they cut 

back the thorns of worldly care so the Word has room to breathe. 

Good Soil: Rooted and Fruitful 

And then there is the good soil, the one for which the entire parable exists. “As for what was 

sown on good soil, this is he who hears the word and understands it; he indeed bears fruit, and 

yields, in one case a hundredfold, in another sixty, and in another thirty.” 

Notice: good soil doesn’t happen by accident. It is soil broken by rain, cleared of stone, weeded 

of thorns, not a state we either have or lack from birth, but the result of ongoing conversion. 

That’s good news because whatever condition our hearts are in this morning isn’t our permanent 

sentence. Through prayer, the sacraments, and a life turned toward God, that same ground can 

become good soil. 

 

What sustains good soil once it’s prepared? I’d point to two practices: the Eucharist and study 

and reflection on God’s Word, the prayerful reading of Scripture. The Eucharist is the very Body 

and Blood of Christ, given to us again and again, feeding roots that must be nourished 

continually to bear lasting fruit. And praying the scriptures, sitting slowly, prayerfully with a 
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single verse, is how the seed of Scripture sown on Sunday continues to be watered throughout 

the week, rather than left forgotten by Friday. This is what happened, I believe, in the life of 

Jesse Turner Sr. Decades of prayer and humility, a heart tended and returned to God again and 

again, until the soil of his life was so deep that the seed of grace produced an extraordinary 

harvest: intellectual excellence, moral courage, professional success, and above all, a humility 

that gave all the glory back to God. 

And this fruitfulness is not without cost. Saint Paul writes in Romans chapter 8: “I consider that 

the sufferings of this present time are not worth comparing with the glory that is to be revealed to 

us… the whole creation has been groaning in travail together until now.” Creation itself is like a 

field in labor, straining toward a harvest not yet seen. The rain that softens hard ground can feel 

like a storm; the removal of stones, like surgery; the clearing of thorns, like loss. But Paul 

assures us: what we endure now is nothing compared to the glory of the fruit that is coming. The 

labor of preparing good soil is real — but the harvest it yields is glory. 

Bearing Fruit by Grace 

So, Sisters and Brothers, as we leave today, be honest about the condition of your soil. Is your 

heart a hardened path, in need of the rain of Sabbath rest and silence? Rocky ground, in need of 

the stone-clearing work of Confession and Adoration? Crowded with thorns of worry and 

ambition, in need of fasting and almsgiving? Or has the Lord already made your heart good soil, 

needing simply the ongoing nourishment of the Eucharist and the Word? Whatever soil you are 

in this morning, choose one practice this week. Just one. Sit in silence for ten minutes a day. 

Seek out reconciliation through the sacrament. Spend an hour before the Blessed Sacrament. Fast 

one day and give what you save to someone in need. Sit with a single verse of Scripture each 

morning. Small acts, tended faithfully, prepare the ground for an extraordinary harvest. Because 

here is the promise: God is not stingy with his grace. He is sowing the seed of his Word into your 

life right now, generously, without holding back. The only question is whether the ground is 

ready to receive it. And when that ground is prepared, when the Word takes root and bears fruit 

thirty, sixty, a hundredfold, may we have the humility of Jesse Turner Sr., who looked at every 

accomplishment of his life and said the only thing that could truly be said: none of it was mine 

alone. All of it except by grace. 

 

Fr. Stephan Brown 


