
Practicing a Way of Life 
A sermon preached by Emily Hull McGee on September 10, 2017 

on Matthew 13:1-8, 18-23  
at First Baptist Church on Fifth, Winston-Salem, NC 

 If you watched last summer’s Olympics at all, you surely caught a 

glimpse of it. An elite athlete arriving at the arena two hours early. 

Stretching and loosening up according to a precise pattern. Then jacket 

on, earphones in, game face ready. Seated: towel on one side, goggles on 

the other. His race called, walking to the blocks, two stretches — straight 

leg, then bent, left leg first. Right earbud out. Name called, then left 

earbud out. Stepping onto his block from the left side. Drying the block. 

Then came the flapping that became the signature move he was known 

for, arms out and in and out and in, slapping his shoulders and back for 

the final warmup.  

 When his coach designed the routine for Michael Phelps, it became a 

routine that he would repeat every single time he prepared to enter the 

pool. It became the stuff of legends! When asked about it, Coach Bowman 

said this: “If you were to ask Michael what’s going on in his head before 

competition, he’s say he’s not really thinking about anything. He’s just 

following the program. But that’s not right. It’s more like his habits have 

taken over… the actual race is just another step in a pattern that started 

earlier that day.”  1

 As told by Greg McKeown in Essentialism: The Disciplined Pursuit of Less, p203-205.1
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 We may not be Michael Phelps (although some of us have spent the 

summer in the pool!), but we have spent our summer together talking 

about, studying, and engaging with the practices of Christian faith. As we 

began, we learned from Dorothy Bass, author of the Practicing Our Faith 

book we’ve studied, that “Christian practices are things Christian people 

do together over time in response to and in the light of God’s active 

presence for the life of the world in Christ Jesus, suggest[ing] the patterns 

of a faithful Christian way of life for our time.”  2

 Some twelve weeks later (and because we’ve moved from the pool to  

school!), I have to ask you — have you done the homework I assigned you 

back in June? Just to refresh your memory for all of you who are looking at 

me with panic in your eyes — I invited you to pay attention to how you 

practice your faith. Notice what you’re already doing. It may not involve 

stretching your legs, drying the block, or flapping your arms, but it might 

be prayer in times of joy, meals with neighbors, rest on the Sabbath. I 

asked you to think about what these practices do for you. Are there 

practices that are missing from your life? Or are there others that are so 

ingrained in your daily routine, they have become like habits? Do these 

practices strengthen your faith, cultivating good soil within you? 

 A sower went out to sow,” Jesus said. Those seeds were flung about 

abundantly, indiscriminately, lavishly. Some fell on the path to be devoured 

 Dorothy Bass, Practicing Our Faith: A Way of Life for a Searching People, p5. This book has 2

informed the whole sermon series!
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by the birds. Others withered because the ground in which they fell was 

rocky, the sun was scorching, and the soil was shallow. Still others were 

choked by the thorns. But the seeds that fell into good soil, soil dense in 

nutrients, cultivated regularly by a gardener, ready to yield … those seeds 

will bear fruit in full measure! 

 I hear Jesus’s parable of the sower, and it evokes for me the way of 

life filled with practices of Christian faith. Threaded throughout our 

engagement with these twelve practices are prayer and Bible study.  3

Prayer becomes like a portal between the immediate and the eternal, 

where we enter into a rhythm of praise and thanksgiving, petition and 

lament. Study of our common scripture orients us to God’s story of Love in 

this world, the narrative arc of human history that is always bending 

towards wholeness and reconciliation, justice and liberation. So when we 

join practices with prayer and study as the gathered-scattered community 

that is the church, we honor God with sacraments of worship: baptism and 

communion. Together, we enter into the waters of life, waters that do not 

flood or destroy but rather bathe us in God’s infinite grace and mercy. 

Together, we meet at the table of our Lord, where ordinary bread and 

wine become the nourishing, life-giving sustenance on the road. Engaging 

with God in prayer and study, experiencing God through worship in the 

 Dorothy Bass and Craig Dykstra, “Practicing a Way of Life,” Practicing Our Faith, p194.3
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water and at the table, and cultivating the practices of faith as a beloved 

community create the climate for sacred seeds to take root! 

 But we must remember that practicing our faith in this way of life 

does not assure us that the Christian journey will be one free from 

heartache. These actions do not protect us from tragedy or loss, grief or 

anger, fear or anxiety, indifference or entitlement. They don’t remove us 

from our lived lives, nor do they become like a drug to dull our senses 

enough to get us through it, or like a diet to deprive us and shame us into 

submission. The sufferings of this world can still act like a devouring bird, a 

scorched earth, a broken path, a choking thorn. In and of themselves, just 

knowing these practices of faith do not guarantee a life of good soil. 

 Rather, it’s when these practices become habits, that they orient us 

even in seasons of suffering. It’s as we do our faith, that it becomes a way 

of life abundant, not just a fad or a phase or a season. Pastor Tom Long 

teaches us about this way of life, saying this: “One cannot go off into the 

desert on private spiritual retreat and dream up the Christian faith any 

more than one can become a plumber by dreaming about valves and 

pipes … One becomes a plumber by learning from other plumbers how to 

sweat a joint and rebuild a faucet and then crawling under the sink and 

getting to work. … In the same way, one learns how to talk and think and 

act in Christian ways by living in the midst of the Christian community, 

becoming tangled up in the messy business of working with, learning with, 
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worshiping with, serving with, talking with, and hanging around other 

Christians!”   4

 Put in the parlance of Jesus, one cannot expect seed flung on dry, 

cracked, thorny, shallow, or bird-ridden soil to bear fruit. One creates the 

climate for good soil, where as we sang earlier, “love can grow and peace 

is understood,” by “living a whole life attentively, together, in the real 

world, for the good of all, in response to God” and by practicing that way 

of life to the point where habits begin to form and seeds take root.   5

 Josh and the kids and I were on vacation this past week, enjoying a 

trip with our entire Tennessee McGee family to the South Carolina coast. 

You couldn’t ask for better beach weather — 80 degrees, breezy, and 

supple. On the whole, our kids were delightful, our meals were tasty and 

memorable, our condo was warm and fitting, the time together that all 

eleven of us spent was renewing and filled with love, laughter, and life. 

With this summer series on my mind, I was practicing Sabbath, cultivating 

hospitality, saying yes to my family, finding healing in relationships 

through time spent together. What could be troubling?  

 Well you’ve watched the news this week; you’ve seen the 

notifications pop up on your phones; you’ve read the paper. With each 

passing day, the reports of Hurricane Irma began to grow. Predictions 

 Tom Long, Testimony: Talking Ourselves into Being Christian, p35.4

 Dorothy Bass, On Our Way, http://www.practicingourfaith.org/sites/default/files/5

On%20Our%20Way%20Study%20Guide.pdf 
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grew more dire, the outlook became grimmer by the moment, and our fear 

grew more palpable with each day that passed. Wednesday’s rain caused 

Thursday’s decision to evacuate early. And as we joined hundreds of 

thousands of others who packed up our belongings and stuffed them in 

the car, I feel certain that fear rode home with us, an unwelcome guest. 

 I thought of this as I drove us back to Winston, of the simmering fear 

and anxiety that has invaded so much of our daily lives, not just in the face 

of a hurricane. For fear has become ubiquitous and unavoidable these 

days, fear that chokes and ensnares and causes us to wither or die on the 

vine. Every day seems to bring some new decision or revelation that spikes 

our national and international anxiety. 24/7 cable news only perpetuates 

the problem, preying on our most basic worries and our ceaseless capacity 

for outrage to sell ads and increase ratings. Constant attention to 

incessant tweets and posts surely doesn’t help either, as we find ourselves 

endlessly aware of the news, and what people are saying about the news, 

and what people are saying about what people are saying about the 

news!  

 In such a cultural climate, why in the world does it matter if we 

practice our faith? When faced with nuclear weapons in North Korea, 

hurricanes in the Atlantic, earthquakes in Mexico, deportations around the 

country, unrest in the Middle East… not to mention depression in our 

everyday, addictions in our family, broken trust in our marriages, and 

death at our doorstep, what good will it do us (or anyone for that matter) 
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to give energy to these ancient, sometimes hard, other times weird, 

practices of faith? Even in our church, when faced with a once-in-a-

generation shift in how we do everything — ministry, missions, outreach, 

communications, staffing, buildings, and budgets, a shift that is both fully 

hopeful and fully terrifying — why does it matter what we do as a 

gathered community? 

 And so we wonder: how then shall we live and honor the body in a 

world where bodies are abused, shamed, drugged, ravaged, oppressed, 

exploited, prejudiced, condemned, ignored, or denied basic decency 

because of ability, age, sex, orientation, size, shape, or color? 

 How then shall we live and practice hospitality in a world where 

welcoming the stranger, creating space for the immigrant and refugee, 

and loving the neighbor have become divisive and politically-charged 

statements instead of bedrock, biblical principles of the Christian faith? 

 How then shall we live and manage the economics of our households 

in a world where some of us are busier, more distracted, more easily 

enticed, more encumbered by stuff than ever before, and others of us are 

bored, broke, unsupported, and lacking of basic human needs upon which 

to create a home? 

 How then shall we live and know when to say yes and when to say 

no in a world that convinces us that nothing we do is ever enough? 

 How then shall we live and keep sabbath in a world where our value 

is directly tied to our productivity, our worth dependent upon keeping our 
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hand firmly on that plow, keeping up with the Joneses, keeping busy in the 

rat race of anxiety? 

 How then shall we live and give testimony to God’s good news for 

everyone in a world where the perception among a substantial majority of 

Millennials is that Christian churches are first and foremost — in their 

words — exclusive, judgmental, hypocritical, anti-gay, and insensitive to 

others?  6

 How then shall we live and discern in a world of hasty decisions, 

deeply-held convictions, divided loyalties, polarized communities, personal 

agendas, and complex interests? 

 How then shall we live and shape communities in a world where 

people are ordered and divided based on factors largely outside of our 

control, with resources that are unequal, challenges that are uneven, and 

relationships that are fragmented? 

 How then shall we live and forgive in a world that would just rather 

let our anger fester, hot and reactive and self-satisfying? 

 How then shall we live and heal in a world that prefers a quick fix or 

an easy cure, instead of a transforming wholeness where mercy can begin 

to flow freely? 

 Research from the Barna Group, https://www.barna.com/research/what-millennials-want-6

when-they-visit-church/. 
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 How then shall we live and die well in a world where life is something 

to be guarded and protected rather than a gift to be freely given and to 

which we respond in gratitude?  

 How then shall we live and sing our lives in a world where the 

liberating, healing, prophetic, abundant voice is often drowned out by a 

song of scarcity? 

 A piece of our answer, my friends, is in our practices. Practices that 

build up for us what Phillip Yancey calls “a fortress of habit,” that cultivate 

within us the good soil of abundant life.  But even as we practice, even as 7

we arrange our lives in such a way that the things we do create a more 

just and hopeful life, may we remember the other piece, that “there is no 

traditional practice that can substitute the presence of Mystery.”  It is a 8

mystery as profound as Love made flesh among us — fear and war and 

suffering and all; a mystery as simple as a seed plunged into the soil, 

stubbornly hopeful that life will emerge on the other side.

 https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/acts-of-faith/wp/2017/07/21/the-death-of-reading-is-7

threatening-the-soul/?utm_term=.7de5b443e078 

 Pat Schneider, How the Light Gets In.8
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