July 16, 2023
15th Sunday in Ordinary Time
Matthew 13:1-23

On that day, Jesus went out of the house and sat down by the sea. Such large crowds gathered around him that
he got into a boat and sat down, and the whole crowd stood along the shore. And he spoke to them at length in
parables, saying: "A sower went out to sow. And as he sowed, some seed fell on the path, and birds came and
ate it up. Some fell on rocky ground, where it had little soil. It sprang up at once because the soil was not deep,
and when the sun rose it was scorched and it withered for lack of roots. Some seed fell among thorns, and the
thorns grew up and choked it. But some seed fell on rich soil, and produced fruit, a hundred or sixty or
thirtyfold. Whoever has ears ought to hear."

The disciples approached him and said, "Why do you speak to them in parables?" He said to them in reply,
"Because knowledge of the mysteries of the kingdom of heaven has been granted to you, but to them it has not
been granted. To anyone who has, more will be given and he will grow rich; from anyone who has not, even
what he has will be taken away. This is why | speak to them in parables, because ‘they look but do not see and
hear but do not listen or understand." Isaiah's prophecy is fulfilled in them, which says: "You shall indeed hear
but not understand, you shall indeed look but never see. Gross is the heart of this people, they will hardly hear
with their ears, they have closed their eyes, lest they see with their eyes and hear with their ears and understand
with their heart and be converted, and | heal them." "But blessed are your eyes, because they see, and your ears,
because they hear. Amen, | say to you, many prophets and righteous people longed to see what you see but did
not see it, and to hear what you hear but did not hear it.

"Hear then the parable of the sower. The seed sown on the path is the one who hears the word of the kingdom
without understanding it, and the evil one comes and steals away what was sown in his heart. The seed sown on
rocky ground is the one who hears the word and receives it at once with joy. But he has no root and lasts only
for a time. When some tribulation or persecution comes because of the word, he immediately falls away. The
seed sown among thorns is the one who hears the word, but then worldly anxiety and the lure of riches choke
the word and it bears no fruit. But the seed sown on rich soil is the one who hears the word and understands it,
who indeed bears fruit and yields a hundred or sixty or thirtyfold."

Background:

The first eight verses of this Gospel are usually referred to as The Parable of the Sower. However, the focus is
not on the sower who seems to scatter seed indiscriminately. Nor is the focus on the seed, which in Jesus’
explanation is likened to the word of God that will yield the kingdom of God. The focus of the story is on the
ground, and especially the ground’s ability to receive the seed and produce an astonishing harvest.

The Gospel text has three sections: the parable, the explanation of the need to teach in parables, and the
explanation of the parable.

Most scripture scholars believe that the parable originally stood alone. As a teaching by itself, it highlights the
generosity and power of God for people of the day that failed to comprehend Jesus’ instruction to them. At the
time of its telling, seeds were sown and then tilled under. When the harvest was complete, a farmer normally
expected a yield four or five times greater than what was planted. Even a return of tenfold would have been
surprisingly abundant.

The largely peasant audience who would have heard Jesus tell this parable would have been shocked at the
wasteful manner in which the seeds were being sown. The precious bits of grain, if not sown as seed, could be
ground into flour that could feed hungry people. But because Jesus does not identify the sower, the audience
would wonder who this sower is. If it is the landowner himself, the story does not contain good news because at
the end of it he seems to be rewarded for his wastefulness. If the sower is a tenant farmer or a day laborer, the
good news is that, even given the difficult land to farm, the harvest is sufficient to pay the landowner his share



of the harvest, and the taxes, and still have sufficient grain for the sower to feed his family. But because the
harvest is so abundant, it is obvious that it is the result of a loving and caring God who looks after the needs of
the less fortunate.

The explanation that is added moves the parable away from the daily struggles of peasants who worked the
land. The focus is instead on the struggles of the early Christian community. More often than not, the early
Christians’ efforts to spread the word of God were rejected. Many of those who showed an original interest, and
even initial acceptance of the Christians’ way of life, had failed to remain with the community. In this context,
the parable reassures the community that God is in control of the productivity of their efforts. It also gives them
great hope because their efforts to spread the word of God are more fruitful than they expect.

Reflection Questions:

1. Can you think of times in the life of Jesus when he may have felt discouraged?

2. What stories from the Old Testament might Jesus have prayed with in order to give him hope and trust in a
generous Father?

3. Can you envision Jesus addressing this huge crowd of mostly poor and needy from the boat as they stand
along the shore? What kind of comments might those listening be making as Jesus is telling this parable?

4. The explanation of the parable seems to suggest that at some level God has granted to some and not others
the grace of understanding. Yet the explanation of the parable offered in the text suggests that it is
individual response to the word of the Kingdom that is responsible for the seeds bearing fruit. What is your
understanding and experience of God’s word bearing fruit within you?

5. Do you know people who have the extravagance of the sower?

6. Who in your community could use to receive a taste of the extravagance of God in their lives?

7. What in this text draws your attention? Can you spend some time talking with God about whatever that is?

The Gospel background and reflection questions are written by Fr. Paul Gallagher, OFM. They are edited by
Sister Anne Marie Lom, OSF and Joe Thiel. The excerpts from the Sunday readings are prepared by Joe Thiel.
To be added to the distribution list, send your name and email address to fr.paul.gallagher.ofm@gmail.com.

Our Gospel Reflections are hosted by the Franciscan Sisters of Christian Charity. Their homepage is
https://fscc-calledtobe.org/. One link there is labeled Franciscan Gospel Reflections. A click on the icon will
take you to the Gospel reflections for the upcoming Sunday. By following this link, you will be able to blog or
comment on the reflection questions. The material will be posted on Fridays and will be available until the
following Friday when the new material is posted.

Excerpts from the Lectionary for Mass for Use in the Dioceses of the United States of America, second typical
edition © 2001, 1998, 1997, 1986, 1970 Confraternity of Christian Doctrine, Inc., Washington, DC. Used with
permission. All rights reserved. No portion of this text may be reproduced by any means without permission in
writing from the copyright owner.

Please include this information when printing or forwarding.

Excerpts from the readings for July 16, 2023, the Fifteenth Sunday in Ordinary Time

Thus says the Lord: Just as from the heavens the rain and snow come down

and do not return there till they have watered the earth, making it fertile and fruitful,

giving seed to the one who sows and bread to the one who eats,

so shall my word be that goes forth from my mouth;

my word shall not return to me void, but shall do my will, achieving the end for which I sent it.
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The seed that falls on good ground will yield a fruitful harvest.

You have visited the land and watered it; greatly have you enriched it. God's watercourses are filled;
you have prepared the land: drenching its furrows, softening it with showers, blessing its yield.

You have crowned the year with your bounty, and your paths overflow with a rich harvest;

The untilled meadows overflow with it, and rejoicing clothes the hills. The fields are garmented
with flocks and the valleys blanketed with grain. They shout and sing for joy.

The sufferings of this present time are as nothing compared with the glory to be revealed for us.

For creation awaits with eager expectation the revelation of the children of God,;

creation was made subject to futility, not of its own accord but because of the one who subjected it,

in hope that creation itself would be set free from slavery to corruption

and share in the glorious freedom of the children of God.

We know that all creation is groaning in labor pains even until now;

and we ourselves, who have the first fruits of the Spirit, wait for adoption, the redemption of our bodies.

Jesus got into a boat and spoke to the whole crowd along the shore in parables, saying:

"A sower went out to sow. Some seed fell on the path, and birds came and ate it up.

Some fell on rocky ground, where it had little soil. It sprang up at once because the soil was not deep,
and when the sun rose it was scorched, and it withered for lack of roots.

Some seed fell among thorns, and the thorns grew up and choked it. But some seed fell on rich soil,
and produced fruit, a hundred or sixty or thirtyfold. Whoever has ears ought to hear.”

The disciples said, "Why do you speak to them in parables?" He said to them in reply,

"Knowledge of the mysteries of the kingdom of heaven has been granted to you, but not to them.

| speak to them in parables because they look but do not see, and hear but do not listen or understand.
Isaiah's prophecy is fulfilled in them, which says: You shall hear but not understand, look but never see.
Gross is the heart of this people, they will hardly hear with their ears, they have closed their eyes,

lest they understand with their hearts and be converted, and | heal them.

"But blessed are your eyes, because they see, and your ears, because they hear.

Many prophets and righteous people longed to see what you see and to hear what you hear.

"Hear then: the seed sown on the path is the one who hears the word of the kingdom without
understanding it, and the evil one comes and steals away what was sown in his heart.

The seed on rocky ground is the one who receives the word at once with joy. But he has no root and
lasts only for a time. When some tribulation comes because of the word, he immediately falls away.
The seed among thorns is he who hears, but anxiety and the lure of riches choke the word and it bears
no fruit. But the seed on rich soil is the one who hears and understands it, who indeed bears fruit."

Excerpts from Isaiah 55:10-11; Psalm 65:10-14; Romans 8:18-23; and Matthew 13:1-23

Friends,

Here are the Gospel background and reflection questions for July 16th, as prepared by Franciscan spiritual
director Fr. Paul Gallagher. The Gospel from Matthew is the parable of the sower, sowing his seeds. Some of
the seeds fall on the path, some on rocky ground, some among thorns, and some on rich soil, where they
produce good fruit.

The other readings also have references to how the harvest is fruitful where God tends his fields. In the first
reading from Isaiah, the Lord says, “Just as rain and snow come down from the heavens and do not return there
until they have watered the earth, making it fertile and fruitful, so my word shall not return to me void. My
word shall do my will, achieving the end for which I sent it.” The verses of the responsorial are from Psalm 65,
describing the cycle in the fields, where God prepares, tends, and waters them until the fields overflow with
bounteous harvest. In the second reading, from the letter to the Romans, Paul writes, “All creation is groaning



in labor pains even now; and we, who have the first fruits of the Spirit, also groan within ourselves as we wait
for adoption, the redemption of our bodies. Creation itself hopes to share in the glorious freedom of the children
of God.”

if the long form is used, there are several more elements to the Gospel. The apostles ask Jesus why he speaks in
parables, and he replies by quoting a prophecy from Isaiah (but this is not the text from Isaiah in our first
reading). He says, “They look but do not see, and hear but do not listen or understand.” Jesus also gives the
explanation of the seeds in the parable: “One hears, without understanding. One hears but it has no root and
does not last. One hears but anxiety and the lure of riches choke it. But the one who hears the word of the
kingdom and understands it indeed bears a yield of fruit."”

Joe
1< May the Word light your way each day!



