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The image on the front of the bulletin today is one of a sunflower growing on the side of

a busy cobblestone street in Marrakech, Morocco.

If you were to zoom out from that shot, you'd see brightly colored walls; intricate stone
and wood carvings around doors and archways; people selling their wears;
motorcycles, taxis, pedestrians, wide-eyed tourists—all on streets that don’t look big
enough for everyone to pass, but somehow still are. At the intersections, you'd see signs
in French and Arabic, beggars and stray cats, artists and horse carriages. You might say
that the environment around that sunflower is thorny—full of things that might impede its

growth.
But yet, it grew. And it was gorgeous. | took a photo to highlight its beauty.

In the Parable of the Sower, Jesus offers advice about how to garden. It's a metaphor
for what it is to engage lovingly with the world—to receive from it what we need and to
encourage the growth of love and connection. Jesus offers advice about what
prevents new life from emerging and what supports it. This message is so commonly

referred to that | see its influence often in contexts far from religious doctrine.

In a recent conversation with two colleagues, one person was sharing a vision of the
type of work she wanted to support. In response, the other colleague told her: “all you
can do is plant seeds.” She nodded as if this was just common knowledge—immovable

fact.

The idea that we are always planting seeds and hoping for the best is so common. And
when things don't work out, we often refer to the concepts of this passage, sometimes
unknowingly—if it doesn’t work out, we blame the soil or we decide that the planting

was in the wrong place. Today, | am asking you to rethink this model.



What about things like the sunflower in Marrakech? It grew in the thorniest of places
and probably won't last long—sunflowers rarely do. But as it grew, it was beautiful, |

have a photo to prove it—and now you've seen it, foo.

And what about the soil itself? Is it possible for us to change it or do we always have to
be on the lookout for birds, rocks, and thin patches of dirt with foo much sun2 | am
suggesting today that the Parable of the Sower is not a fixed recipe. It's an invitation to
focus on love first. Do what it takes to ensure “good saoll,” then let the planting come

second.

When | do culture change consulting work, | like to use the concept of gardening
because human culture is organic. What we produce isn't predictable: it moves and
changes, comes and goes, and depends on a variety of factors. And I've found over
the years that, when people work with this gardening concept, they tend to experience
less burnout—not because they are focused on planting in good soil or blaming
themselves when it doesn’'t bear fruit. It's because they feel empowered to plant or

not—and to work at the level of soil composition when it's not yet time to plant.

The ability for trust, love, connection to bloom in us—it requires a certain kind of
metaphorical soil. It requires having experienced love before—knowing what to look
for, being able to adjust and adapt, being able to move on from pain, trusting that
better is possible. We have to know these things ourselves in order to model them for

others. This is how we change the soil composition.

When | was offering a workshop a couple years ago, one woman said that she had
taken her current job after experiencing a very aggressive and frightening boss at her
last job. A few days prior, her new boss had come to knock on her door. She froze and
experienced intense fear. It turns out that the boss wanted to ask her if she'd tried the
new lunch spot in town and if it was any good—not yell at her like the last one did. She
relaxed and let go of the past, said that it was indeed good, and then she sighed as he
left.



This is a soil composition moment. It is simple and nearly subconscious. In this case, the
boss didn’t even really know the change he inspired. This soil composition
enhancement involves simply offering a feeling of love that counters the lack of love of

Our previous experience.

Another soil composition moment came when a friend of mine, a very smart senior
professor, started asking questions at talks. She told me that until about 50, she had
always been afraid to say anything for fear of being seen as not smart enough. Once
she saw how untrue that thought was, loving herself through the anxiety, she began
shifting the entire culture by unabashedly asking questions. Other colleagues thanked

her. Younger graduate students saw her as a model.

This is a soil composition moment. She created the conditions for others to let go of the
idea that they weren't good enough. She did this by learning that she, herself, was

good enough.

Encouraging good soil is not fancy work. It's quiet, knowing, and humble. | think
sometimes that's why we don't think of it easily. But, what's amazing is that it works in
the harshest conditions, too. | have a friend who worked at a domestic violence support
center. She told me that, on average, women try to leave seven times before it works
out. This can be exhausting, dangerous, and incredibly challenging work. This is a hard
path to support. And yet, if every tfime someone moves toward more love, they are met

with kindness and grace, they are more likely to keep going.

Workers were instructed to nurture every contact with each caller as one of those
attempts (not knowing if this attempt would be THE successful one or not, but holding
hope of the possibility). They were instructed to engage without judgement or pity, just
trustworthy connection. Someone who is confused about what love feels like has only
known rocks and thorns. Your mere presence, your ability to offer compassion and

grace, that removes impediments to growth—that’s soil composition work.



It's about seeing and respecting the sunflower on a thorny road. Afterall, it does point to
the sun no matter how long it grows. Every movement toward more love counts. We

encourage that through our own work.

On asimple level, what I'm suggesting that we do here is this: love yourself so much that
it radiates. Get to the place where others’ interaction with you offers a feeling of

compassion so strong that it is fransformative.

Parker Palmer talks about burnout as giving from nothingness. If | had to rephrase it in
the context of the Parable of the Sower, | might say that burnout happens when we try

to plant when the soil isn’t ready or when we promise seeds we don't have.

If you're always focused on planting where the good soil already is, then it's possible to
feel helpless, almost victimized by the rocks and thorns of the exterior world. Sometimes |
do meet people who are trying so hard to plant things where nothing can grow that

they've exhausted themselves without even realizing that they had no seeds to give.

So, now, I'd like to pause for a moment to ask you to think about a soil composition
moment that you have had. You don't have to share it if you don't want to, but spend

a couple moments thinking about these questions:

e Has there been a moment when you met someone who showed you a healing
possibility simply because they had already healed themselves?

e Is there a moment of grace in your life, a time when the challenge you were facing
felt lighter because you were seen with compassione

e What did this feel like?

You can think about this alone or perhaps jot down some notes in your phone to chat

about later.

| want to share with you now a quick story of my own. When | was 22, my mother died.
Usually when | tell people that, even today, they feel shock and pity. It is indeed a hard
thing to experience at a young age. But now, | feel quite grateful for it. Not because I'm

glad it happened, but because I've had so much time to process it, it's led me to
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deeper spiritual understanding, it's led me to find people and relationships and
resources that | would have never found otherwise. It's given me resources to comfort

others who are grieving.

When | meet people who express pity or project sadness onto me, it doesn’t feel good.
It's like someone is throwing seeds at me, trying to change things that can’t be

changed.

But when | think back to a soil-composition moment for me along this journey, |
remember being 22 or 23, right after it happened. | was at a friend’s house. His mother’s
friend was over. | don't even remember her name. This woman did social-justice work
and had also lost her mother at an early age. The friend’s mother told me | should talk
to her. | felt a bit awkward. We didn’t even know each other and the woman seemed
kind of surprised by the suggestion. There was also part of me that thought, *oh, good,
maybe someone else can tell me how to fix this horrible thing that happened to me.”
The woman, however, simply said, “Yes, it was hard, but now | feel even closer to her

than | ever did.”

That was it. | think the entire interaction lasted five minutes. The only thing this woman

did was show me that healing was possibility. And, 25 years later, | still remember it.

The Parable of the Sower isn't a list of instructions about how to get it right, even though

sometimes | think we read it that way.

It's an invitation to create the conditions for love to bear fruit. To change our
environment and ready the world for planting—it is to agree to know love on a deeper

level.

This requires a focus that is more active AND more subtle at the same time. It is an
agreement to operate, as adrienne maree brown says, as if the entire universe exists to
teach us more about love. To love a new world into being—to get to the vision of all

means all—it is soil-composition work.



