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A story is told about a boy named Tim Conroy.  Tim is in the process of growing up, and it’s proving to be a tough job.  One day Tim confides to a friend: “I come from a family of practicing Catholics.  But do you know something?  The more I practice, the worse I get.”

All of us feel like Tim, at times.  Maybe we aren’t getting worse, but we aren’t improving much either.

Think of it this way.  By the time we’re 25, we’ve heard God’s word read and explained about a thousand times.  After all these times, why haven’t we improved more than we have?

The answer to this question may lie in the parable Jesus tells us in today’s gospel.

The farmer in the parable is Jesus.  The seed is God’s word.  The seedbeds -path, rock thorns, good soil - refer to the people who hear God’s word.  Some people reject it outright.  Others receive it, and reject it later.  Still others receive it, treasure it, and put it into practice.

It is important to note that in only one case was the word rejected outright.  In the other three cases it was received with joy

The problem is not in receiving God’s word.   The problem is in treasuring it and putting it into practice.

There are, therefore, three steps involved in responding to God’s word: receiving it, treasuring it, and practicing it.

Let’s take a close look at each of these steps.

The first step is hearing God’s word.  It might be called the “mind” step.  It involves listening attentively to Scripture being read and explained.

The second step is treasuring God’s word.  It might be called “heart” step.  
It involves taking to heart the word we have just heard.  We consider its implications for our life and how it can make our life better.

This second step doesn’t necessarily take place in church.  It may start in church, but it usually continues during the week ahead, as we think about the word we heard on Sunday.

The third step is putting God’s word into practice.  If we call the first step the “mind” step, and the second the “heart” step we might call the third step the “soul” step.  It involves acting on what our mind has received and what our heart has treasured.  
St. Paul referred to the “soul” step when he said: 
“The word of God is … sharper than any double-edged sword.  It cuts all the way through, to where soul and spirit meet.” Rom. 4:12

A story may illustrate these three steps.

There was a man named Bill.  He was a prominent contractor.  In time the pressure of his business caused him to turn to alcohol.  Before long he separated from his family, and his business went bankrupt.

One day Bill was walking down the street.  He happened to look down.  There on the sidewalk was a bent, rusty nail.  Bill thought to himself, “That nail is a perfect picture of me.  I’m rusty and bent out of shape, too.  I’m good for nothing but to be thrown away, just as that nail is.”

Bill stooped down, picked up the nail, and put it in his pocket.  When he got home, he took a hammer and began to pound it straight.  Then he took some sandpaper and removed the rust from it.

Next Bill place the nail alongside a new one.  He could hardly tell the difference between the two.  A thought flashed through Bill’s mind.  His life could be strengthened out and sanded clean again, just as the nail was.  But it wouldn’t be easy!  Could he take the hard blows and the sanding?  He decided to try.

Today Bill is reunited with his family, and he is back in the construction business.  He owes everything to that old, rusty, bent nail that he found on the sidewalk at just the right time in his life.  To this day Bill keeps the restored nail in his wallet.

As we look back over that story we can see the three steps.

The first step, or “mind” step, was when Bill realized the bent, rusty nail was a perfect picture of himself.

The second step, or “heart” step, was when Bill hammered the nail straight, sanded it clean, and realized he could do the same thing with his own life.

The third step, or “soul” step, was when Bill made the changes in his life that resulted in his complete recovery.

If we’re like Tim in our first story and wonder why we’re not better practicing Catholics, today’s gospel may have an important message for us.

Perhaps we aren’t better because we aren’t responding to God’s word with our whole mind, our whole heart, and our whole soul.

The message in today’s gospel is an invitation to begin imitating Bill.  It is an invitation to begin responding to God’s word as Bill did: by receiving it, treasuring it, and putting it into practice.

Let’s close with a prayer.

	Lord Jesus, sower of the seed of God’s word, help us realize that just receiving your word isn’t enough.  Help us, also, take it to heart and put it into practice.
	Lord, Jesus, sower of the seed of God’s word, help us respond to your word, not only with our whole mind and our whole heart but also with our whole soul.




