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The German Philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein had a fascination with words, among many other things.  And he 
enjoyed reflecting upon what he described as his “language games.”  Consider, for example, the word “strike”.  
What does it mean?  Wittgenstein would answer that he has no idea what it means, and neither do you.  You 
can’t.  At least not yet, because he and we would need to know a lot of other things before we could understand 
what a “strike” is.  Are we uttering that word at Target Field?  Or at Flaherty’s Bowling Lanes?  Or are we 
watching a bolt of lightning?  Or a fist fight?  Are we walking a picket line at a job site?  Are we editing text at a 
newspaper office?  Or maybe we are speaking of a person who has come down with a sudden illness, or one 
who’s had a sudden moment of insight.  Or someone posing for a photograph or lighting a match.  He was 
correct.  Uttering the word “strike” without any other information is useless.  The word itself has no meaning, 
except in relationship to something else—something bigger.   

And the same thing applies to gospel words, including the ones we just heard today.  What exactly does “seed” 
mean?  It matters whether I’m standing in a corn field or cheering at a NCAA Basketball tournament or starting a 
small business.  And what does “soil” mean?  Again, am I tending a plant when I use that word, or am I doing the 
laundry?  And what about the word “Kingdom’?  It depends whether I’m discussing Queen Elizabeth or whether 
I’m speaking about Jesus.  (The crowns they wear are quite different).  And what about “see”? Am I looking at 
the ocean?  Am I playing a note on the piano?  Am I visiting with an eye doctor?  Am I describing a Catholic 
bishop’s diocese?  And the word “hear”?  Am I telling you about the place where I am standing right now?  Or 
referring to the condition of my ears?   

I am belaboring the “language games” a bit here, because they can provide a very important insight into today’s 
gospel parable of Jesus, for at least two reasons.  The first one is this:  Pretty much every word in the bible, in 
and of itself, makes no sense until it is related to a bigger story.  Or more specifically, to a bigger 
Person/Persons, like God and Jesus Christ and the Holy Spirit.  Which is why it is possible for the same crowd to 
hear the same words from the same mouth and to come up with completely different reactions to it.  Such was 
the case at the Sea of Galilee in today’s Sacred Scripture.  The words of Jesus’ parable were deeply welcomed by 
some; they were not very interesting to others; they were violently opposed by others, and they simply made no 
sense to others.  The difference in all those reactions had little to do with the words, but with the relationship of 
those various people to Jesus himself, to the bigger picture/person.   

To some of that crowd he was beloved as their Lord and Savior.  To some he was a curiosity.  To some he was a 
threat.  And to some he was speaking a foreign language.  That is still the case among hearers today.  For some it 
is absolutely life-sustaining.  For some it doesn’t much matter.  For some it is very true but very troubling. And 
for some it is gibberish.  The difference among them is in the depth of their attachment to the speaker—Jesus.  
Without that daily devotion to know and follow him, the words he speaks to us can be like just so much wasted 
seed on the rocks and the weeds and the shallow dirt.  The sower, God, is always lavish—even to the point of 
being wasteful and unwise—lavish in spreading the seed of his Word and his presence.  The growth is up to us.   

And that’s the second reason that “language games” can help us with this gospel.  It can help us not to 
misunderstand that part where it can seem that Jesus is taking some sort of pleasure in misleading people with 
his parables or that he might be deliberately holding back some vital information from some people but 
disclosing it freely to others.   
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Christianity in general, and Catholicism in particular, is a public religion.  I.e., we do not believe in gurus or 
swamis or L. Ron Hubbard or any other persons who presume to have some privileged and private access to God 
that is not available to absolutely every person.  Popes and bishops don’t have it.  Theologians and pastors don’t 
have it.  If anyone might be imagined to have easier access to God’s word than others, it would be the child, the 
poor one, or the suffering one.  That’s what this same Gospel of Matthew tells us.  The sower strews the seed on 
all of them too.  And it’s because so many of those people have cultivated a far more profound love and trust in 
Jesus than those of us who believe ourselves to be wiser, more clever, and more cynical.   

If hearing the parables of Jesus does not stir us to greater devotion to live our lives in charity, justice and mercy, 
then the challenge is for us to know him more intimately and honestly.  It is not because Jesus is not being close 
or open enough.  It is ours to be the ones who see, hear, understand and respond.  Everything we need to do 
that is richly present to us every day because of the sowers generosity and patience with us.  The purpose of the 
parables is not the words or images.  The purpose is to recognize how important is the relationship with the 
Teacher.  That’s what we’ve gathered here to do.  


