
 The Puritans were people always looking for signs.  Looking 

for signs is called divination: looking for clues, messages, 

directions from God in everyday things. We all do it.  We all 

wonder is God trying to tell us something?  What does this mean?  

We ask this when things are odd, something doesn’t work out, 

there is a loss.  Am I being punished?  We all look for signs of 

God’s favor and disfavor.  We do this from time to time; 

Puritans looked for signs non-stop. 

 I recently read the story of a Massachusetts Bay colonist, 

a Puritan, who needed food.  This was the first half of the 17th 

century. Life was rough, food was scarce and this Puritan farmer 

was told by his Puritan wife: the cupboards were bare.  You need 

to find food.   

So he went hunting.  A few hundred yards into the woods the 

Puritan realized his pig was following him.  Not wanting to lose 

the pig, he guided the animal back to his barn.  Just as he 

secured the pig, a flock of geese flew overhead and he shot a 

goose.  Food for supper. 

The Puritan, being prone to divination, began to consider 

the pig as the messenger from God.  God wanted him to survive, 

to find food, but he was going the wrong way.  The food would 

fly over his house, not the woods.  God sent the pig to guide 

him; the pig was obviously a sign of God’s care.   



I am no Puritan but I saw a sign a few years ago.  It was 

my birthday early in the morning when the sunrise is just 

gaining.  I was on my way to the office driving down Ten Eyck 

Street when I came across a skunk.  I stopped my car and waited 

not wanting to hit the skunk.  It took the creature a fair bit 

of time to cross the street as he was moving slowly.  He was 

moving slowly because he had a soup can stuck on his head.  

Obviously at some point in the night he was trying to eat the 

remnant from the bottom of the can and his head got stuck. 

I watched him move slowly across the street heading for the 

path that cuts between our house and Bob and Jean.  All I could 

think as he made his way with the soup can shoved on his face 

was: what kind of sign is this?  This can’t be good.   

I knew the skunk; he lived, or he used to live in the old 

barn just beyond your yard.  He was mostly white, so very 

distinctive.  I knew the skunk but I didn’t know what this 

meant.  To have a skunk cross your path with a can on his head 

on your birthday: what does this mean?  The best I could gain 

from the skunk was to enjoy this day so much you do not even 

leave a drop of happiness in the bottom of the soup can.   

Signs are open to interpretation.  I guess I could have 

taken away from the skunk that this was a sign that I should be 

cautious in terms of enjoying the day.  Don’t enjoy the day too 



much lest you get a soup can stuck to your head.  That is a 

plausible interpretation.  It’s hard to say with skunks even if 

you get to know them. 

I am no Puritan but I do look for signs, for meaning.  

Something odd is an invitation to pause and wonder: are you 

talking to me?  I am not someone who believes that tragedy or 

disaster is necessarily God talking.  I don’t believe there is 

an intended lesson in every heartbreak.  Something bad can 

happen and there is no meaning beside the truth, things fall 

apart.  If I were a Puritan, though, I would not be so cavileer. 

For them signs were everywhere; signs were happening all 

the time.  You needed eyes to see and ears to hear. Most of this 

vigilance was born of the doctrine of election and double 

predestination.  The future and past were all ready decided and 

determined by the fiat of God’s will.  It’s not a matter of 

finding out what could be; we need to understand what God has 

chosen already for the world.  

Puritans also looked for signs to see what God had 

determined or chosen for them in particular.  Your salvation was 

an election, a choice of God; but so was your damnation.  It 

just came down to what God intended, chose for you.   

Our reading, the interpretation, explanation of the parable 

of the sower, was clear to the Puritans.  The seeds sown were 



choices of God; the soil where the seed fell was no matter of 

luck or coincidence or blind fate.  God threw some seeds on the 

road; God threw some seeds on the rocks; some in the weeds and 

some in the good soil.  The challenge for the Puritans was to 

figure which seed are you.  You would think such religious 

zealots, people who gave up their home and security in England 

and braved the new world in search of theological purity, you 

would think they were convinced of being good soil; they were 

the 30, 60, and the 100fold.   

You would think, but they didn’t.  True they knew were not 

the seeds on the hard ground.  They were not godless heathens, 

reprobate wastrels.  True.  But that is only the first matter of 

signs.  After the hard path there were calamities and 

persecution.  Some people made it through; some people didn’t.  

Those who made it through may not be stronger, better for it.  

If a hardship doesn’t build your faith, then obviously you are a 

seed God chose to cast in rocky soil. 

Three hundred and fifty years ago in the wilds of 

Massachusetts there was plenty of hardship to go around.  Lot of 

hunger and sickness and danger.  The Puritans not only struggled 

to survive, they struggled to understand what God was saying to 

them.  Is this sickness a test?  Is this time of hunger a 

message?   



A goose shot over the house was obviously a sign, a sign of 

favor.  But this is the soil of the third seed.  Nothing 

frightened and worried the Puritans more than success.  They 

wanted to succeed, but not too much.  For riches and wealth held 

the great temptations of the cares of the world, the seedling 

choked by the weeds.  The more they succeeded, and they did, the 

more they feared that they were being tempted, tested, lured 

aside.  Would they bear fruit or not?   

If, indeed, you were a seed in good soil, there were signs 

here too.  Your faith, your ministry, your holiness was supposed 

to increase beyond the imagination of all.  That is a lot of 

godliness.  The reputation of the Puritan as being a bit uptight 

was true and well-earned.  But wouldn’t you be uptight if pigs 

following you were a sure sign of God’s blessings when you kill 

a goose.  That is a very vigilant view of everyday life.  They 

not only had eyes to see, they also had eyes always looking, 

always searching for signs of the good soil.  

Although we look for signs and try to listen for God’s 

voice, most of us are not convinced God has predestined life, 

caused an eternal election.  This doctrine was a gift of the 

Apostle Paul that Augustine explored and Calvin codified.  The 

pedigree of the doctrine is impressive, but the fruits have not 



proven healthy.  You will know a fruit by its tree.  These 

doctrines produce bitter fruit. 

Last week I offered my interpretation about the parable of 

the sower.  Seeds on the ground were passing thoughts; seeds in 

the weeds were notions considered, but unable to endure the test 

of life; seeds in the weeds were notions, beliefs once held 

dear, but they could not bear fruit; they were choked out by the 

temptations of the heart.  And the seed in the good soil is the 

truth that reaches our heart and stays.   

I took this path of interpretation from the troubling quote 

Jesus gives from Isaiah: if people were told the truth, they 

would repent.  I take this to mean that if we were told the 

truth in a plain obvious way, it would change our thinking, but 

it would not reach our heart.  The parables were given because 

they have a way, a power to reach the heart.  You can hear this 

when we say to people, don’t tell me what you think; tell me 

what you feel, what you believe.  We can hear this when we sense 

someone is not just speaking the truth, but speaking from the 

heart.   

There is a difference here, an important difference.  We 

believe lots of stuff; we consider endless possibilities; we are 

ever looking around for what might be- the vigilance of 

attention.  There is nothing wrong with this.  Jesus gave a 



parable about this, keeping oil in lamps and keeping them lit.  

Yet, after all the vigilance is done only a few things, a small 

portion, reaches our heart.  Lots of stuff out there; not a lot 

ever reaches in here, the heart.  

Today is transfiguration Sunday.  I wish we called it sign 

Sunday.  This is the real sign we need to see, ponder.  Pigs and 

skunks are good.  But this sign is the real deal.   

The three apostles are given a sign, a revelation: they see 

something and they hear something.  They see that Jesus is the 

Son of God, he hangs out with Moses and Elijah.  And they hear 

something.  This is my Son, listen to him.   

This is the only sign we need.  The Puritans were well 

intended looking for signs in hardship and success, but it was 

not a good path in the end.  And we do try to see and understand 

God’s favor or disfavor.  It’s a natural part of care.  We love 

God.  Part of love is caring about our actions and affections 

for the ones we love.   

Most of the signs we seek are not so eternal.  We look for 

signs of the seasons; signs of age; signs of joy and misery.  We 

pay attention to these. Most of these signs are the first three 

seeds.  Yet, in the great sign of the transfiguration we hear 

the promise of the good soil.  Listen to him.  This is my son, 

listen to him.   



When we listen to Jesus, when we consider his teachings, we 

have the seeds that can be cast in the good soil.  The question 

is: have the teachings of Jesus reached our heart?  Have they 

taken root and born fruit or do have they remained something we 

simply understand?   

I know I am supposed to be slow to anger, but has 

compassion, patience become my instinct?  I know I am not 

supposed to care about what I wear or what I eat, but has fear 

given way to joy?  I know I am not supposed build my house on 

the sand, but sometimes I do.   

These three teachings and forty more are found in the 

Sermon on the Mount.  If we really wanted to know how we are 

doing in faith, in hope, in love of God, a sign of our spiritual 

growth, all we need to do is see, listen as to whether or not 

the teachings of Jesus have reached our heart.   

This will sound a bit critical, but if you do not know the 

beatitudes, the antitheticals, the disciplines, the wisdom and 

the charges found in the forty some teachings of the Sermon on 

the Mount, if you know about them, but cannot say you actually 

know what they are, it it fair to say they may not have reached 

your heart yet.   

Growing in faith, finding the miraculous growth of good 

soil, comes when the seeds of the word reach our heart.  



Remember: when things are simple to understand and very 

difficult to live, we are close to Jesus, close to his will and 

direction.   

Pigs and skunks are sure signs that something is up, 

something is happening here.  A skunk with a can on his head on 

your birthday, what are the odds of that?  You should stop for a 

moment as I did and ponder, what does this mean?   

After that though ponder this: do we know the teachings of 

Jesus?  We believe.  We trust and understand Jesus is the Son of 

God, the beloved.  Yet, have his teachings reached our heart?  

The voice didn’t say, worship him as was Peter’s intent. The 

voice didn’t say, look at him.  The voice said, listen to him.  

Are we listening to the to the teachings of Jesus?  Have they 

reached our heart? 

As you enter into Lent and give things up or take things 

up, exercise more and eat less- all good, I would strongly 

encourage you listen to the teachings of Jesus.  Take one into 

your heart.  They are powerful and wily and will undo you as 

they will bring new life, a heart born anew.  Take up the 

teachings of Jesus and put one in your heart.  Keep a look out 

for pigs and skunks.  Yet, also keep your ears open.  Listen to 

him.  Amen. 


