There’s an old Native American story about the opossum and raccoon.  One day an opossum visited his good friend the raccoon at his home near the river.  The opossum marveled at the raccoon’s beautiful garden and asked if he could grow one like it.  The raccoon assured him that he could, although he told him that it is a lot of hard work.  But the opossum promised to do the hard work necessary, then asked for seeds.  He rushed home with the seeds, buried them excitedly, went inside to clean up, ate, and went to bed.  The next morning, he jumped out of bed to see his new garden.  Nothing.  The ground looked no different than the day before.  The opossum was angry and began shouting, “Grow, seeds, grow!”  He pounded the ground and stomped his feet.  But nothing happened.  Soon all the forest animals gathered to see what all the commotion was about. The raccoon came too, and he said, “Opossum, wait a minute.  You can't make the seeds grow. You can only make sure they get sun and water, then watch them do their work. The life is in the seed, not in you." 
As that truth sank in, the opossum stopped yelling and began to care for the seeds as the raccoon instructed, watering them regularly and getting rid of any weeds that invaded the garden.  Then one morning the opossum wandered outside to see that little sprouts were popping up out of the ground.  A few days later, flowers began to bloom.  The opossum was so excited, he ran to get the raccoon to come see.  The raccoon took a long look at the garden and said, “You see, Opossum, all you had to do was let the seeds do the work while you nurtured them.”  The opossum smiled and said, “Yes, but it's a hard job watching a seed work." 
There’s a lesson here for all of us.  As Christians striving to grow in the faith, we sometimes think that all of our plans are going to work out perfectly, exactly how we envision them—good things will happen to us according to the timeline we set out, as long as we follow the prescription we’re sure is the key.  And if it doesn’t work out exactly that way, we get frustrated, we get angry, we give up our plans and abandon the practice of our faith.  It might be we’re dealing with trying to believe – we’re going to Mass regularly and we’re praying everyday, but we’re not seeing ourselves at the level we think we should be at.  It might be we’re dealing with an addiction of some sort – we keep making the resolution to stop it, and we might do well for a while, but then one day we stumble and fall again.   It might be that we’re trying to win back the affection of a friend we’ve hurt – we do everything we can to be really nice, doing good things for them, being conscious not to say or do anything hurtful, but they give no indication of wanting to forgive us.  It can be very disheartening for someone who’s really trying.  We get impatient and want to reap the rewards now, like the opossum who thought he should have the perfect garden in a day.  But that’s not the way gardens grow, and that’s not the way we grow in holiness or in faith.  It takes time.  
The parable Jesus tells us today of the sower and the seed reminds us that we can’t force our growth in holiness.  It’s dependent on the seed and the environment in which it’s planted.  Like the raccoon said, “the life is in the seed that is sown, not in us.”  That seed we have all received—it’s the Word of God within us, which can either flourish or not, depending on the type of ground where that seed falls, whether or not the environment of our lives is nurtured and cared for.  

I think there are two types of environments that Jesus is referring to here: the environment around us and the environment within us.  Both need to be nurtured.  
· The environment around us refers to the atmosphere we create at home, at work, at school, wherever we are.  Are we immersing ourselves in an atmosphere that honors Jesus Christ and the life of Christian faith?  Or have we surrounded ourselves with people who constantly criticize the Church, or condemn the ways of faith, or who living an immoral lifestyle?  Consider how that atmosphere affects our attitude towards the things of faith.  To nurture this environment around us so that our faith can grow, we need to surround ourselves with people and things that build up our faith, rather than disparage it—truly joy-filled and moral Christian people, religious images that remind us of the love and mercy of Jesus Christ.  This even means putting ourselves in places that will serve to boost our faith—come to Mass regularly, pray every day, create a prayer group with some good friends that will keep you accountable to your faith.  The key is to root out the bad influences and replace them with the good—like removing weeds from a garden and adding fertilizer.  
· Then we have the environment of the heart, which is often neglected by many people.  This is where Jesus’ parable gives us plenty of great insight on the importance of proper nurturing.  The different soils represent our various human weaknesses that need to be strengthened.  We can nurture the soil of our heart by:

· Being attentive to the Word of God – being eager to listen to it and learn from it and understand it, rather than just to hear it.  That attentiveness means that we’re hungry for God’s Word to transform us, so we’ll hold onto it and savor it when we receive it.  
· By fostering a spirit of perseverance and strength and long-suffering – Jesus never promised a perfect life to his disciples.  He said suffering and loss will enter into every life—the rain will fall on the good and the bad alike—but it’s how we choose to deal with those circumstances that makes the difference.    
· By letting our life not be about the pursuit of worldly things—riches and material goods—but about the pursuit of holiness and the things that won’t pass away.  It’s about placing the proper priority on things: God first, others second, ourselves last.  

Even by nurturing all these things, though, we still have to understand that in the end, it’s the work of God.  He is the One who makes the seed to grow within us.  He is the One who makes all of our efforts bear fruit.  And if we are faithful to Him and listen to His Word, He will work within us and bring us the gift of a rich harvest.   
Recently, I was reading the blog of a priest-friend I knew back in seminary (he’s now a religious order priest).  He was reflecting on this idea of achieving holiness.  He wrote, “Holiness for man, for the saints, if it is at all authentic and real, is the realization of the tender mercy of God…God elevates our nature, transforms it, makes what was unholy holy.  Yet we remember that it is God only who does this. And only when a person becomes fully and truly convinced of his own incapacity to transform himself is sincere permission granted to God by man to change him.”  
It’s when we nurture the environment around us and within us—filling it with holy influences—that we give God that permission to transform us and help us to flourish.  
