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To every believer who has ever looked honestly at the distance between who they are and who Christ is — and refused to look away.

To the ones who have tried and fallen and gotten up and tried again. To the ones who are fighting for every step. To the ones who have been in the church so long they forgot to come home. To the ones who came from the far country and are still learning what home feels like.

You are sealed. You are held. The blood has covered what the flesh just did. The hands have not opened. The goal is still ahead of you.

Now — abide. Walk. Go again.

The At the Table Series

Volume One — At the Table of Grace

A Socratic Dialogue on Salvation and the Moment Everything Changes

Volume Two — At the Table of New Creation

A Socratic Dialogue on the New Believer's Walk from Conversion to Maturity

Volume Three — At the Table of the Heart

A Socratic Dialogue on the Parable of the Sower and the Soil Conditions of the Soul

Volume Four — At the Table of Skeptics

A Socratic Dialogue on Faith, Doubt, and the Questions That Matter Most

Volume Five — At the Table of Truth

A Socratic Dialogue on Faith and the Culture

Volume Six — At the Table of Judgment

A Socratic Dialogue on Law, Justice, Mercy, and Moral Accountability

Volume Seven — At the Table of the Poor

A Socratic Dialogue on Homelessness, Compassion, and the Systems That Fail the Vulnerable

Volume Eight — At the Table of the Last Things

A Socratic Dialogue on Eschatology and the End of History

The Parable

Matthew 13:1–23 — New King James Version
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Before the dialogues begin, before the table is set and the candle is lit, the text itself must be read. Not summarized. Not paraphrased. Read. In the words Jesus used when He sat beside the Sea of Galilee and spoke to the crowd on the shore. These are the words that every conversation in this book is built upon. Read them slowly. They are doing more than you think they are doing.


On the same day Jesus went out of the house and sat by the sea. And great multitudes were gathered together to Him, so that He got into a boat and sat; and the whole multitude stood on the shore.

Then He spoke many things to them in parables, saying: “Behold, a sower went out to sow. And as he sowed, some seed fell by the wayside; and the birds came and devoured them. Some fell on stony places, where they did not have much earth; and they immediately sprang up because they had no depth of earth. But when the sun was up they were scorched, and because they had no root they withered away. And some fell among thorns, and the thorns sprang up and choked them. But others fell on good ground and yielded a crop: some a hundredfold, some sixty, some thirty. He who has ears to hear, let him hear!”




And the disciples came and said to Him, “Why do You speak to them in parables?”

He answered and said to them, “Because it has been given to you to know the mysteries of the kingdom of heaven, but to them it has not been given. For whoever has, to him more will be given, and he will have abundance; but whoever does not have, even what he has will be taken away from him. Therefore I speak to them in parables, because seeing they do not see, and hearing they do not hear, nor do they understand. And in them the prophecy of Isaiah is fulfilled, which says:




‘Hearing you will hear and shall not understand, and seeing you will see and not perceive; for the hearts of this people have grown dull. Their ears are hard of hearing, and their eyes they have closed, lest they should see with their eyes and hear with their ears, lest they should understand with their hearts and turn, so that I should heal them.’




But blessed are your eyes for they see, and your ears for they hear; for assuredly, I say to you that many prophets and righteous men desired to see what you see, and did not see it, and to hear what you hear, and did not hear it.




“Therefore hear the parable of the sower: When anyone hears the word of the kingdom, and does not understand it, then the wicked one comes and snatches away what was sown in his heart. This is he who received seed by the wayside.

But he who received the seed on stony places, this is he who hears the word and immediately receives it with joy; yet he has no root in himself, but endures only for a while. For when tribulation or persecution arises because of the word, immediately he stumbles.

Now he who received seed among the thorns is he who hears the word, and the cares of this world and the deceitfulness of riches choke the word, and he becomes unfruitful.

But he who received seed on the good ground is he who hears the word and understands it, who indeed bears fruit and produces: some a hundredfold, some sixty, some thirty.”

Matthew 13:1–23



Four soils. One seed. One sower. And a question that has been alive since the day Jesus told this story beside the sea.

Which one are you?

Most people, when they first encounter the parable, look around for the person it is describing. The hard ground person. The shallow person. The one choked by the comfortable life. They find that person in their mind and feel a small quiet relief that the parable is about someone else.

It is not about someone else. It never was.

Jesus did not tell this parable to a crowd of strangers. He told it to people who had followed Him to the shore because they believed He had something worth hearing. He told it to believers. To seekers. To people who thought they were already in. And He told them that the soil — the condition of the ground in which the Word lands — determines whether the Word produces anything at all.

This book is going to press on that question. Not gently. Carefully and honestly and with great respect for every person at the table. But the pressing will be real. Because the question is real. And the answer matters more than most of the things we spend our days worrying about.

Which one are you? And what is getting in the way?

Before We Begin

Three Stories of Soil That Changed

––––––––
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Before the dialogue begins, before the five men and women sit down at the table, we need to establish one thing clearly. The soil can change.

Good ground is not a personality type. It is not a gift that some people are born with and others are not. It is not reserved for people who had the right upbringing or the right church or the right combination of experiences. It is a condition. And conditions can be changed. By the right kind of pressure. By the right kind of encounter. By the patient, persistent work of a Sower who does not give up on difficult ground.

The three people whose stories follow began in three different problem soils. They ended in the same place. Not without cost. Not without pain. Not without the plow doing the work that plows do. But they ended there. And their stories are the proof that the table we are about to sit at is not a place of condemnation. It is a place of cultivation.

C.S. Lewis — Hard Ground to Good Ground

Clive Staples Lewis was born in Belfast, Ireland, in 1898. His mother died of cancer when he was nine years old. He prayed desperately for her recovery and she died anyway. That loss packed the ground down hard. If God could not be trusted with the thing Lewis needed most, he decided he would not need God at all.

He became one of the most brilliant academic minds of the twentieth century. He taught at Oxford and later at Cambridge. He read everything. He thought about everything. He was proud of his atheism in the way that only very intelligent people can be proud of it — not as a rebellion but as the rational conclusion of a rigorous mind. The ground of his heart was packed down not by hostility but by logic. Or what he believed was logic. Every time the Word tried to land, the birds were right there. He had an answer for everything.

What he did not have an answer for was his friends.

J.R.R. Tolkien was one of them. Hugo Dyson was another. These were men as serious and as brilliant as Lewis himself. And they believed. Not naively. Not without having thought carefully about what they believed. They had walked the same intellectual road Lewis had walked and arrived somewhere different. That fact disturbed him. He could not dismiss it.

On the night of September 19, 1931, Tolkien and Lewis and Dyson walked the path at Magdalen College until three in the morning, talking about myth and story and the nature of truth. Something shifted in Lewis that night. The hairline crack appeared in the hard ground.

He described his conversion later with characteristic precision and honesty. He was riding to the zoo in a motorcycle sidecar when he realized that he had a choice. He could keep the wall up or he could let it down. He let it down. He described himself as the most reluctant convert in all of England. A man dragged kicking and struggling into the kingdom.

What grew from that ground was C.S. Lewis. Mere Christianity. The Chronicles of Narnia. The Problem of Pain. The Screwtape Letters. A body of work that has led more people to faith than almost any other Christian writing of the twentieth century. Thirtyfold. Sixtyfold. A hundredfold.

The lesson of Lewis is not that hard ground is hopeless. It is that hard ground sometimes breaks open precisely because it is hard. Because the pressure of honest thinking, applied long enough, eventually reaches something that the defenses cannot answer. And when it does, the same mind that built the wall can build something extraordinary on the other side of it.

––––––––
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Charles Colson — Thorny Ground to Good Ground

Charles Colson grew up working class in Boston. He clawed his way up through ambition and intelligence and the willingness to do whatever it took. By his early forties he was Special Counsel to the President of the United States. He was one of the most powerful men in Washington. He was also described by his colleagues as a man who would walk over his own grandmother to serve Richard Nixon.

The thorns in Colson’s life were not evil things. They were the things that successful, driven, brilliant people fill their lives with. Power. Influence. Access. The sense of being at the center of history. These things filled every available space in his heart. There was no room for anything else. Not because Colson was a bad man by the ordinary measure. But because the thorns were so thick and so attractive and so completely satisfying that the idea of needing something beyond them had simply never seriously presented itself.

Then came Watergate.

The scandal that unraveled the Nixon presidency also unraveled the life Colson had built around it. He faced prison. He faced public humiliation. He faced the complete collapse of everything the thorns had been producing. And in the middle of that collapse, a friend named Tom Phillips sat him down and read to him from C.S. Lewis’s Mere Christianity.

Colson sat in his car outside Tom Phillips’s house that night and wept. Not because he had decided anything. Because something had broken open that had not been open before. The thorns had been cleared by the catastrophe. And the seed found soil it had never been able to reach.

He went to prison. He came out a different man. He founded Prison Fellowship, which became the largest prison ministry in the world, serving prisoners and their families in more than a hundred countries. He wrote books. He spoke. He pressed the church to take seriously the people that the church had decided were not worth its time.

He died in 2012. The crop was still growing.

The lesson of Colson is not that catastrophe is required for thorny ground to be cleared. But it is that the thorns sometimes have to be cut before the seed can go down. And the cutting, however it comes, is not punishment. It is cultivation. The Sower was there the whole time. He was simply waiting for room to work.

Rosaria Butterfield — Rocky Ground to Good Ground

Rosaria Butterfield was, by every external measure, a woman who had her life exactly the way she wanted it. She was a tenured professor of English at Syracuse University. She was a committed lesbian in a long-term relationship. She was a post-Christian progressive intellectual who had thought carefully about Christianity, found it wanting, and moved on. The ground in which the Word tried to land was not hostile exactly. It was simply fully occupied. Her identity, her relationships, her career, her ideological framework — all of it fit together into a coherent life that had no vacancy for the gospel.

She received a letter from a Presbyterian pastor named Ken Smith. She had written an article criticizing the Promise Keepers movement and he had responded — not to argue but to engage. To ask questions. To invite conversation. She almost threw the letter away. She did not. Something about the quality of the questions made her write back.

What followed was years of conversation. Ken and his wife Floy opened their home to her. They ate together. They talked together. They did not treat her as a project or a target. They treated her as a neighbor. And somewhere in the middle of those years of honest conversation, Rosaria Butterfield encountered the Word at a level her framework had never had to engage before.

She describes the conversion as a train wreck. That is not an exaggeration. Everything that had given her life its shape — her relationship, her career identity, her community, her ideological framework, her understanding of herself — had to be renegotiated from the ground up. She lost things she loved. She lost people she loved. The root going deep required tearing up things that had looked like they were growing.

What grew from that ground was a woman who could speak to the church about the people the church had written off. Who could speak to the culture about the Christ the culture had dismissed. Who could model a hospitality so costly and so genuine that it reproduced itself in the communities around her. Who could write books that told the truth about the price of good ground without making it sound either easy or impossible.

The lesson of Rosaria Butterfield is that rocky ground is not cured by enthusiasm. The spring up was always there. The joy was genuine. The problem was depth. And depth is not produced by feeling more. It is produced by honesty. By the willingness to let the Word say what it says even when what it says is unwelcome. By the community that loved her enough to keep the conversation going when it would have been easier for everyone to let it drop.

––––––––
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Three stories. Three different soils. Three different paths to the same destination.

The path is not easy. It is not quick. It is not without cost. But it is real. And it is available to everyone at the table we are about to sit down at. Including the three people whose stories you are about to read who do not yet know that their soil can change.

Including, perhaps, you.

The Five at the Table

Who They Are and Why They Are Here

The people at this table did not choose to be here. No one ever chooses to be examined. Socrates simply has a way of showing up in the middle of a person’s life and asking the question they have been avoiding. And once Socrates has asked a question, it cannot be unasked.

Each person at this table is carrying something. The soil of their heart has been shaped by their history, their pain, their choices, their relationships, and the voices they have chosen to trust. They are not caricatures. They are not straw men. They are people. With real reasons for where they are. Real wounds that formed the ground they stand on. Real defenses that have served them well enough that they have never had to examine whether those defenses are keeping them from something they were made for.

They will not go quietly. They will push back. They will defend their positions with the full force of people who have never had to sit with the contradiction long enough to examine it honestly. And Socrates will not let them go until the examination has gone as deep as it needs to go.

Socrates

Athens, 470–399 B.C. — The Questioner

Socrates never wrote a single word. Everything we know about him comes from his students, especially Plato, who recorded his conversations with the care of a man who understood he was in the presence of something rare. Socrates believed that wisdom began not with answers but with honest questions. He spent his life sitting with people who were certain they knew the truth about something and asking them to explain it. Most of them discovered, in the asking, that they knew less than they thought they did.

He was put on trial by the city of Athens and sentenced to death for it. His friends arranged his escape. He refused to go. He said that a man who had spent his life arguing that the examined life is the only life worth living could not run from the examination the moment it turned against him personally. He drank the hemlock and died with his students around him.

He is at this table because the question this book is asking — what is in your ground, and what is keeping the Word from producing fruit in your life — is exactly the kind of question he has been asking for twenty-four centuries. He will not accept a surface answer. He will not let anyone stay comfortable in a position they have not examined. He will press every person at this table, with patience and without cruelty, until what is in the ground becomes visible.

His method in this volume is more personal and more pastoral than it was in the previous books. He is not primarily exposing logical fallacies in political arguments. He is pressing on the things people say about themselves and their faith and following those statements to where they actually lead. He is direct when the argument is hiding behind sophistication. He is patient when a person is close to seeing something they have not seen before. He never condemns. He illuminates. And the illumination, in this book, is the most important thing that happens at this table.

Pastor D.

Good Ground — Matthew 13:8

Pastor D. has been in ministry for over thirty-five years. He has stood at gravesides and bedsides and pulpits and kitchen tables and has never confused which words belong in which place. He carries a Bible that is not new. He has read it until the pages have the texture of something that has been handled by someone who needed it.

He is the voice of the biblical worldview in this book. Provisionist, pastoral, scriptural. He believes that God’s grace is genuinely extended to every person. That the gospel invitation is a real offer to all. That human beings carry real moral responsibility for their choices. That the seed is good and the Sower is faithful and the soil is always the variable. He is the only person at this table who has an answer when the examination reveals that the ground is harder or shallower or more choked than the person examining it knew.

But he was not always good ground. He was shy as a child and young man. Not quiet in the peaceful sense but hidden — a person who observed more than he participated and felt more than he showed. He was a questioner from early on. He needed to know why before he could commit to anything. That questioning drove some people away. He was not the person anyone would have looked at and said: there is a future pastor.

He carried a little of every problem soil in his own history. He had James’s conflict — a period when two worlds sat in his chest without resolution. He had Bethany’s shallow season — a time when the faith felt real and warm and then a hard thing happened and the faith felt very thin. He had Lucinda’s avoidance — moments when he chose the comfortable thing quietly, without drama, and recognized the choosing and did not like what he saw.

What changed him was not a dramatic experience. It was people. And the Word. God placed specific people in his path at specific moments who took his questions seriously, who modeled a faith with roots, who loved him enough to press him toward the good ground even when the pressing was uncomfortable. And the Word, read slowly and honestly with the question what does this require of me rather than what does this mean, went deeper than it had ever gone before.

He is at this table as a witness. Not a judge. What he has that the others do not yet have is not superiority. It is fruit. And fruit is the evidence that the cultivation has happened. He is here so the others can see that the destination is real.

James

The Wayside / Hard Ground — Matthew 13:4

James is a man in his late forties who has attended the same conservative evangelical church for eleven years. He sings on Sunday morning and means it. He is moved by the sermon and means that too. He volunteers in the parking ministry once a month and gives consistently and shows up for the workdays. By every external measure he is a committed church member.

He is also the man who drives home from church on Sunday, turns on the news, and spends the next six days in a completely different interpretive world. He leans left politically — consistently, across every issue — in a way that tracks the progressive media he consumes rather than the Scripture he hears on Sunday. He calls himself a moderate. He is not a moderate. He is a man with two frameworks that contradict each other in specific and important ways who has never been made to sit with the contradiction long enough to examine it honestly.

He is not a bad man. He is not a hypocrite in the cynical sense. He genuinely believes both things. The faith and the politics. The church and the news. He has simply never been asked to put them in the same room and look at them together in the same light.

His ground was packed down hard by real things. A community where the political identity and the family identity were woven together so tightly that separating them feels like betrayal. Real experiences of real people being hurt by the systems the conservative church defended. A media diet that has been carefully designed to feel like truth — to feel like care for the vulnerable, to feel like the reasonable position — and that has been shaping his hermeneutic more than he knows.

He is seeking. That is the most important thing about James. He has not hardened himself against the truth. The ground has been hardened by traffic — by years of the world walking over it before the Word arrived. He did not build the hardness deliberately. He lived it into existence. And somewhere underneath it he knows that something is not resolving the way it should. He does not yet know what to do with that knowing.

At this table, he is going to find out.

Bethany

The Rocky / Stony Ground — Matthew 13:5–6

Bethany is a woman in her mid-thirties who claims Christ enthusiastically and publicly. She posts Scripture on social media. She attends a progressive evangelical church where the worship is excellent and the hard truths are handled carefully — which in practice means they are not handled very often. She is warm and caring and genuinely concerned about people. She is also, in ways she cannot see, one of the most defended people at this table.

She received the Word with joy. That is real. The spring up was genuine. But the root never went past the emotional layer. The faith she has is the faith that matches her feelings — and her feelings are generous and warm and empathetic and organized around making people feel accepted and affirmed. When Scripture says something that does not produce those feelings, she finds the reading that does. She is not lying. She genuinely believes the reading she finds is the correct one. The problem is that the reading is always the one that matches her framework rather than the one the text is reaching toward.

She has to be right. Not about facts. About values. She needs to be the most compassionate person in the room. And the way she maintains that position is by defining compassion as agreement with her. Anyone who disagrees is by definition less caring. If you push back on her position you are not making an argument. You are being unkind. And unkind people are not worth engaging. They are worth correcting.

Her best quality and her worst quality are the same thing. She feels deeply. The empathy is genuine. But the empathy has become the authority. When the truth of Scripture and the truth of her feelings point in different directions, the feelings win. Every time. Because the root never went deep enough to hold when the feeling pushed back.

She was hurt once by someone who used truth as a weapon rather than as love. That wound is real and it shaped the ground. It convinced her that the choice was between truth and love when the Bible insists they are inseparable. She chose love as she understood it. And she has been choosing it ever since in ways that have kept the root from going any deeper than the hurt.

At this table, she is going to be pressed in ways she has never been pressed before. Not unkindly. Precisely. And the precision is going to feel unkind. Which is itself the most important thing she is going to discover at this table.

Lucinda

The Thorny Ground — Matthew 13:7

Lucinda is a woman in her early
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