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Passages:
2 Peter 3:1-4, 13-18
Idea:
Souls bloom in well-gardened lives.
Subject:
Spiritual formation
Title:
Blooming Souls:  “Why Our Lives Need Gardening”; JJB, SPUC, 4 Feb 07
This past week I had a visitor here at the St. Paul Cultural Center who was my original partner in this project.  And as I greeted him at the door, he looked out at the garden.  I said to him, “We’re about to do a major overhaul of the garden, so it will look quite different the next time you see it.”
Then he said to me, “But the plants, with a few exceptions, all look quite good.”

And I replied, “Yes, that’s because we have a good gardener – he takes good care of not only the grounds in general, but he especially cares very well for the plants.”

When it comes to the well-being of a garden, I think we would all agree that a good gardener makes a crucial difference.

However, it is becoming more common in our day and age to create low-maintenance gardens.  This past week I read an excerpt from the book First Things First.  The ex​cerpt told of a very busy consultant who decided to landscape the grounds around his building.  So he hired a woman who had a doctorate in horticulture and who was sup​posedly the best person around to design and develop gardens.  He instructed her, “I need you to put in a garden that will require little or no maintenance on my part.  My business keeps me very busy, I travel a lot, and I don’t want to have to hire another worker.  So, put in automatic sprinklers, weed-blocking ground cover, and other devices that will save me time, work, and money in the long run.”
What that business consultant wanted by way of a garden is much like what many people want by way of a soul.  People want low-maintenance souls; or at least they think that they have low-maintenance or even no-maintenance souls.  It is enough for them to know that they have faith in Christ as their Savior so that when they die they will (most likely, anyway) be okay.
This quite well describes the major emphasis of my own Christian upbringing.  During my childhood and teenaged years, I was told thousands of times that I needed to have faith in Christ as my Savior, but I was only told at the most tens of times that I also needed to develop qualities such as humility, fortitude, compassion, & Christlikeness.
In fact, if Islam as a religion is more heavily weighted in the area of submissive prac​tices (after all, four of the five pillars of Islam have to do with practices or disciplines, rather than doctrines or beliefs), then perhaps over the years Christianity has become overly focused upon the proper doctrines or beliefs.  Of these three words, for exam​ple, which one is best known and most used in the Christian world:  orthodoxy, ortho​praxy, or orthopathy?  Orthodoxy!  And what does orthodoxy mean?  (Right beliefs.)  I wonder if any of you even know what the other two words mean.  Who can say what orthopraxy means?  (Right actions, or right practices.)  What about orthopathy?  (Right affections.)  I daresay we tend to think too little about Christian orthopraxy and ortho​pathy, des​pite the fact that they too are vitally important aspects of the Christian life.
To be living a Christian life that is almost exclusively constituted of right beliefs would be much like having a garden that has only trees in it.  But to add to that Christian life a firm commitment to right practices would be like adding a healthy, lovely ground cover to that garden; and to add to that Christian life the affections for which the Bible calls would be like adding colorful, delightful flowers that would give that garden a truly well-bal​anced and beautiful appearance.
That is what our Christian lives should be like, Friends.  And I don’t know about you, but I need help.  I need the incomparable skill of the divine Gardener to tend to me & to care for me day by day, because this is true:  souls bloom only in well-gardened lives.
During the three remaining Sundays leading up to the season of Lent and then during most of the Sundays of Lent, we are going to focus here in the St. Paul Union Church on facilitating the growth of our souls, so that they more readily bloom and flourish with the fruit of the Holy Spirit.  Today I would like to introduce you to five aspects of spiritual gardening that we are going to give serious attention to in the coming weeks.  These five aspects are as follows:  cultivating, planting, weeding, pruning, & nurturing.  Each one of these activities requires our diligent attention and effort if we are to ever make our lives like well-balanced, beautiful gardens in which our souls do bloom.
The first aspect is spiritual cultivating, or preparing our souls to receive the seed of the Word of God and to be fruitful.  But what exactly does it mean to cultivate our souls with respect to the Word of God?  Let’s look at 2 Peter 3:1 (read).  Peter aims to stimu​late his readers to “wholesome thinking,” or, in another translation, “pure minds.”
The Greek term translated “wholesome” literally means “sun-judged.”  To ‘sun-judge’ a pot was to hold it up to the sun and see if there was even the minutest sign of light showing through.  If there was, then the pot wouldn’t hold liquid and was considered to be essentially unwholesome.  A few days ago Phil, Linda, and I ‘sun-judged’ one of the walls in their flat, and it didn’t pass the test.  We found a problematic spot of light shining through – a little hole that hopefully will be sealed this week!
We prepare our souls for the Word of God by thinking about the Word of God in a wholesome, rather than in a worldly way.  That means we approach God’s Word be​lieving that he exists, that he has communicated meaningfully & graciously with us, that he is able to accomplish his purposes and to fulfill all his promises, and that all people should humbly turn to him with a living and loving faith.  Such wholesome thinking cultivates our souls – prepares our hearts – for the saving Word of God.

The second aspect of the gardening of our souls is spiritual planting, or putting seeds in the ‘soil’ of our soul for growth.  Too often we think of spiritual seeds as simply the core gospel message:  that the sinless Christ died as a sacrifice for our sins, so that by his death and resurrection we too might have the hope of victory over death and sin.  This is how most Christians understand the seed in the Parable of the Sower in Matt​hew 13:  that it refers to the initial response to the proclamation of the gospel.  But the context there makes clear that Jesus is referring to not just an initial response of faith, but to a life of faith … perseverance and progress in the faith; or, in other words, a grow​ing and fruitful garden of faith.

My point is that even today – here and now – the seed of God’s Word is being scat​tered upon the soil of our souls … will it take root & grow?  Peter says to his readers, “I want you to recall the words spoken in the past by the holy prophets and the com​mand given by our Lord and Savior through your Apostles.”  Will we allow such seed – the words and commands of God – to really take root in our lives and grow?  The fact of the matter is that the seed of God’s Word is all-too-often snatched or lost from our souls before it ever has a chance to grow and mature.  That’s why it’s so important that we learn to dwell on God’s Word not just on Sunday mornings, but all week long.  The planting of such seeds is a vitally important ongoing activity of the Christian life.
The third activity of the gardening process is spiritual weeding, or rooting out of the troublesome plants.  When I was a boy growing up in the state of Michigan in the US, we had a very large garden around our house.  And guess whose job it was to prima​rily weed that garden?  Yes, ’twas mine.  I spent countless hours weeding troublesome plants out of that garden, and I would often wonder to myself, “Where did these prob​lematic plants come from?  No one intentionally planted them here.  No one wanted them here.  So what were they doing strangling our petunias?  What were they doing infesting our rock garden?”
Troublesome plants, so to speak, often show up in the gardens of our lives as well.  Our passage tells of one such troublesome plant:  doubt.  (Read verses 3-4.)  How do we deal with such scoffers in our lives, and with the troublesome plantings of doubt they can leave behind?  Well, it goes back to wholesome thinking with respect to what we have learned about God.  I wish I had included verses 8 & 9 in our Scripture Read​ing for today, because they give crucial instruction with respect to the weeding out of this doubt:  (read 8 & 9).  God is not governed by time, and certainly not by humans’ sense of time.  God stands above time, and if he is governed by anything, it is his own unfathomable patience and grace.  Verse 10 goes on to make clear that, in his own per​fect time he will indeed come … as suddenly and unexpectedly as a thief in the night.
While we must keep vigilant and diligent weeding out such useless and often danger​ous plantings in our souls, we must also be vigilant and diligent in pruning, or cutting off undesirable growth for the sake of desirable growth in our lives.  Pruning is the fourth vitally important gardening activity; without it no garden can be truly healthy.
When I was young, I would often have to prune the roses in that garden of ours.  My father taught me the important truth that, in order to make room for purposeful growth, living pieces of those rose bushes had to be cut off.

The same is true in our lives, Friends.  There are certain activities, certain habits, cer​tain relationships, certain pastimes, certain forms of entertainment, that just have to be cut off if God’s purposeful growth is going to continue on in our lives.  Regular prun​ing is a vitally important part of the Christian life.  We must “be on our guard,” says Peter, “so that we may not be carried away by the error of lawless men and fall from our secure position.”  A soul that is not regularly pruned will develop all kinds of ‘growth errors’ in it – not necessarily weeds that come from outside the community of believers, but also distortions, as it says in verse 16, that can even come from those who claim to preach the truth. We must be on guard, watchful & ready. I wonder, when was the last time you consciously and intentionally pruned the garden of your soul?

The final aspect of the gardening of our souls is nurturing, or nourishing, supporting, and encouraging desired growth.  Peter, like a good pastor, seeks to nurture the growth of his readers:  (read verses 13-15a, then verse 18).  Here at the St. Paul Union Church we seek to nurture the desired spiritual growth of all who attend on Sundays and Wed​nesdays.  You can always count on being nourished, supported, and en​cou​raged in your faith here.  But during most of the week, the nurturing of your garden of faith is largely up to you.
Let me give you each a threefold assignment for this coming week.  Hopefully you can either write these points down or remember them.  First, take stock of the garden of your soul.  What condition is it in?  What gardening activity is it most in need of right now?  Cultivating, perhaps, with some serious ‘wholesome thinking’ about God and his Word?  Planting – maybe it’s been too long since you spread the seed of God’s Word liberally upon your soul.  Perhaps you need to do some drastic weeding or pruning, or maybe you’re most in need of a good dose of nurturing.  Take stock of the garden of your soul.

Then, try to envision the finished product.  What does God want your soul to be like?  Verse 14 gives a clue:  “spotless, blameless and at peace with him.”  Try to envision what it would mean for you to be spotless, blameless, and at perfect peace with your Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.
Finally, talk honestly with the Lord about the gardening that needs to be done.  Seek the guiding & masterful input of the divine Gardener himself, who makes things grow.
When the hired expert landscaper heard the requests of the very busy, often traveling busi​ness consultant, she replied, “There’s one thing you need to deal with before we go any further.  If there’s no gardener, there’s no garden!”  And in closing, dear Friends, I restate to you:  if there’s no gardener, there’s no garden!
Souls only bloom in well-gardened lives.  Amen.
