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In 1975, the American jazz pianist, Keith Jarrett,
arrived in Germany expecting to play a full concert
on a prestigious grand piano. Instead, because of a
backstage mistake, he was given a small rundown
rehearsal piano. The instrument had weak base
notes, thin upper registers, faulty pedals, and some
of the keys didn't work. Keith was exhausted from
travel and he was struggling with severe back pain,
so initially he refused to play and asked that his
concert be canceled. But after much persuasion, he
walked onto that stage with a rundown piano into
a room full of people. And rather than fight it and
blame the piano for his poor performance, he
learned to play with it. He adapted to its
limitations, avoiding certain keys, leaning into
repetitive rhythms, discovering the music that that
piano could play, not what it wouldn't play. The
recording of that concert became the best-selling
solo piano album in history and one of the best-
selling jazz recordings ever made.

And it happened because Jarrett stopped waiting
for the instrument that he wished he had, and
instead just played the piano that was right in front
of him. | wonder if many of us approach the life of
faith that same way. It's tempting to imagine that a
life with good prayer, with generous service, with
patient forgiveness, with meaningful worship,
those are things that will really give ourselves and
some future version of life, once our lives are
easier, to be a Christian in. But God doesn't wait for
our lives to become ideal before meeting us. God
meets us where we are, and we don't have to wait
for perfect conditions before responding in a life of
faith. The saints didn't become faithful because
they had a life that was easy or a life that was
perfect. They became faithful because they kept
returning to God in the middle of very ordinary,
often very complicated, often very painful lives.
They just kept returning to God day in and day out.

Jacob is one of those very saints from reading from
Genesis this morning, but Jacob is hardly at the
high point of his life. In fact, if we read the verses
just before today's lesson, we discover that Jacob is
indeed on the run. He has deceived his father,
stolen his brother Esau's blessing, and now he's
fleeing for his life. He's not on some spiritual quest
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to go have some spiritual experience. He's not
taking some big pilgrimage that he had planned for
months. He's sleeping outdoors with a stone for a
pillow, because he has nowhere else to go. And it is
there, not in a temple, not after he has gotten his
life together, but in the middle of nowhere at
surely one of the lowest points in his life that
heaven opens up.

Jacob dreams of a ladder stretching between earth
and heaven, and he hears God's beloved promise,
"Know that | am with you and will keep you
wherever you go." God doesn't say, "Yes, Jacob,
you have really messed up. Why don't you come
back here when you've sorted out the mess you've
made?" God meets Jacob before Jacob has fixed
anything. And oftentimes, grace arrives before
there is any type of resolution. And here's what's
also interesting about Jacob's story. It's not just the
divine experience, it's the moments that come
after this divine visit. Jacob doesn't simply wake up
from the dream and say, "Well, that was
interesting, and now I'm on my way again." He
marks the spot. He builds an altar. He pours oil on
the stone. He gives the place a name, Bethel,
House of God. And one extraordinary encounter
becomes the beginning of a very ordinary practice,
because Jacob will name more places on his
journey.

Jacob will have more experiences with God, and
Jacob, time and time again, will have to learn how
to return to God. And | think that's where the life
of faith is really cultivated. It's not only in these
mountaintop moments. Those are gifts from God,
and they are wonderful and beautiful, and we
should treasure them when they visit us. But faith
is cultivated in what we return to every day. Things
like prayer, reading scripture, coming to worship,
serving our neighbor, loving our enemies, coming
to God's table. These practices are not glamorous.
Prayer, at least for me, rarely feels spectacular.
Forgiveness almost never makes headlines.
Reading scripture on a Tuesday morning doesn't
exactly feel like changing the world or getting
anything done that's productive. Showing up for
worship week after week can sometimes become
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so familiar that we hardly notice it. It's just what
we do on a Sunday morning.

But gardens are not grown by fireworks. They are
grown by ordinary care, repeated over time. Any
good gardener knows that. And that reminds me of
compost. A compost bin is not impressive. If you
keep one, it's really not anything spectacular. It's
not at the top of list things you would show to
guests who arrive at your home. It's mostly scraps.
It's coffee grounds and banana peels. The leftovers
of the vegetables that the kids will not eat. It's
crust from sandwiches. Things that we usually
consider waste and we might as well just throw
out. Nobody looks at a pile of compost and thinks,
wow, that is so beautiful. Wonderful. But a
gardener knows better. Over time, those ordinary
scraps are transformed into rich soil. The things
that seem useless become the very thing that gives
life to something that's new. It's one of the things
that | love about God's grace, that God is a
gardener who wastes absolutely nothing.

God takes what seems ordinary, broken, repetitive,
or even wasted, and patiently transforms it into
something that can bring life. And the practices of
the Christian faith are not ways that we earn God's
love, they're ways that we keep turning toward the
God who already loves us. They keep the soil of our
hearts open to do the work that God is already
doing, just like in Jesus' parable. The servants in the
parable look at the field and they see a bunch of
weeds. Their instinct is to fix the problem
immediately. And how human is that, to look at
what is wrong before we notice what's growing?
We can spend so much time focused on the weeds
in our own lives, focused on the failures, the fears,
the roads that we could have taken, the habits that
we can't seem to shake, the circumstances we wish
could be different, the people we wish we could
change.

Jesus looks at that same field and sees wheat
growing. And Jesus isn't saying that the weeds
don't matter. He's not pretending that evil doesn't
exist or that the problems of our lives and our
suffering is insignificant. Those weeds are real, but
the weeds don't have the final word. The servants
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are so focused on removing what is wrong that
they risk destroying what is growing. And perhaps
that's true for us as well. Sometimes we get so
focused on what's wrong or broken that we miss
the ways that God is cultivating something new.
God looks at that same field and sees what is
growing. The Christian life then is not about
creating a perfect field, it's about faithfully tending
the field that God has given us. Our calling is not to
produce the harvest. That's God's job. Our calling is
to keep returning to God in a life of prayer, in a life
of reading scripture, in worship, because over
months and years, often in ways that we can't see,
God is cultivating good soil in our hearts. God
keeps growing wheat. God keeps bringing life from
something that looks ordinary or broken or wasted.

The record-breaking pianist, Keith Jarrett, was
right. We don't need a perfect piano. We just need
to play the one that we have. We don't need a
perfect field. We just need to keep our eyes and
hearts on being good soil. And we simply need to
keep returning to God with the life that we have
with what we've been given, trusting that the
gardener is already at work. Amen.



