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Cultivate – to promote or improve the growth of something by labor and attention.  Dictionary 325 

Cultivating community occurs when _____________________ ? 

o Seeds are available and germinate 

o Soil is fertile and free from rocks, weeds and pliable 

o Quantities of sunshine and water are close to perfect for growth 

o Care, time, effort, commitment, sacrifice is given over time 

o Maturity takes place for fruit to grow 

For something to grow, whether it be wheat or agape love for one’s neighbor, you must possess those 

capacities (seeds and the fruit of the Spirit) and the conditions must be right.  Since moving to Green 

Bay, I have noticed the anxiety level raising this time of year due to “conditions” maybe NOT being right 

for planting.  This year the primary issue is too much water, and that its getting late to plant.  Those 

“conditions” have dramatic influence on the health of the crop, and impact farmers lives in multiple 

ways!   

Our spiritual lives are no different.  There are internal areas of our lives that help foster the cultivation of 

community, and external conditions that have dramatic impact as well.  The variety of layers, and 

diversity of processes involved reveal the complexity of cultivating – a process that we have 

responsibilities for, on one hand, and also areas that lay outside out control and even knowledge.  Thus, 

in a very real way cultivation is a process bearing indeterminate future surprises, yielding toward faith,  

trust and submission to our Father who art in heaven, and one another. 

The internal condition corresponds to the seed of the gospel; the branch being attached to the vine; 

being given a new heart, Spirit, and life – in Christ.  The external condition speaks to our local context, 

were we are planted; the place; people; and posture that forms our daily lives. 

Living in an information culture we tend to equate growth with – how do I grow?  Give me 10 steps and 

I’ll do them!  Give me the instructions and I’ll get on with it.  In Ellen Charry’s book, By the Renewing of 

Your Minds, she notes a shift in our culture – “the quest for certainty began to compete with the quest 

for sapience [to taste and see] the invitation to seek God…  That is, to know the truth was to be in the 

truth.  To know the good, in Christian understanding, was to participate in it with God’s help.  Classical 

thought believed that truth, beauty, and goodness are affective that is, that they change the seeker by 

bringing her into their orbit and under their influence.  This is what Pauline and Johannine literature and 

the theology that followed them mean by dwelling in God and being indwelt by God” 235.   

Esther Lightcap Meek introduced me to the author Makoto Fujimura, a Fuller Seminary professor, 

painter and author. In his most recent book, Culture Care: Reconnecting with Beauty for Our Common 

Life, he speaks to our current situation and provides tasteful antidotes that bear our reflection and 

savoring. 

T. S. Eliot writes helpfully of a common life and the common good—in Notes Toward the Definition of 

Culture.  “If we take culture seriously, we see that a people does not need merely enough to eat . . . but 
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a proper and particular cuisine. . . . Culture may even be described simply as that which makes life worth 

living.”  Today, what makes life worth living for artists is a dying ember…  We have done little to 

cultivate the soil of culture for the next generation, so efforts we make now to plant seeds of culture will 

likely not yield significant results for some time.  This is a bleak assessment, but it may be encouraging to 

reflect on parallels in the natural world: for example, volcanic soil is highly fertile, and forests fires can 

benefit the ecosystem.  The right conditions and care make rapid regeneration possible in the aftermath 

of many disasters.   

Generative activity is transformative.  But living into the ideal of a common life will demand much from 

the artist—and much from each of us in other spheres of influence.  Destruction and dissolution are far 

easier than creation and connection.  We need vision, courage, and perseverance.  This is why the care 

and cultivation of culture begins with the care and cultivation of the soul.   42-43 

 

NIDNTT, Vol. 2 

Grow - auxano and pleonazo both denote increase in quantity or quality.  Auxano is a word to do with 

plant-life and originally dented the natural process of growth into fruition.  It is only used in a positive 

sense in the NT.  Plenazo is a quantitative word which originally meant to overflow, and thus to exceed.  

In figurative NT usage the differences are still clearly discernible.  128 

In the New Testament auxano is found 22 times…  The noun auxesis occurs only in Eph 4:16 and Col 

2:19 in connection with the verb.  Natural growth is alluded to directly only in Lk 1:80 and 2:40, where 

the child Jesus is said to grow in physique and in the Spirit.  Auxano features in Mark’s version of the 

parable of the sower (Mk 4:8), the parable of the mustard seed (Matt 13:32; Lk 13:19), and the saying 

about the lilies of the field (Matt 6:28).  According to the synoptic account of Jesus’ preaching, the 

picture of plant-like growth illustrates the coming of the kingdom through the word in the face of all 

opposition.  God is the one who causes to grow that which he himself sows through Jesus, or plants 

through his servants (cf. also 1 Cor 3:6 f.; 21 Cor 9:10).  128-129 

In the teaching of Paul auxano is significantly lacking in Romans and Galatians.  It is not part of the 

doctrine of justification, but belongs to paraenesis (strong advice).  Only God can cause the church to 

grow (1 Cor 3:11).  Only by remembering its origin which is given in Jesus Christ (1 Cor 3:11) can the 

church truly grow.  the thought here is not solely of numerical increase, but also of maturity and the 

consolidation of the community in Christ from which good words naturally grow (2 Cor 9:6-11).  129 

The growth of the community in Ephesians derives ultimately from Jesus Christ who at the same time 

holds the building together (cf. 2:20 f. with 1:5 ff., 10; 2:10; 4:15 f.).  Growth does not mean that the 

gospel calls men into some kind of extra-historical existence.  Because Christians are placed in the 

fellowship of the people of God, they are thereby placed in a historical process which is determined by 

the promise of the world-wide rule of Chri9st.  The existence together of Jews and Gentiles as children in 

the presence of the Lord of the church opens up a new dimensi9on for the church as it grows into a 

single structure.  “The growth of the church in personal holiness in Christ is a continuous process.  The 

present tense of auxein makes this clear.  Auxein is the mode of the church’s being.  The church exists 

as it grows.”  129 
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The final goal of growth in faith is the day of Christ (Phil 1:6).  Growing faith always words outwards, 

bringing fruit and bearing witness (2 Thess 1:3; 2 Cor 10:15).  A summons to growth in faith can even be 

given in the imperative (2 Pet 3:18).  130 

NIDNTT, Vol 3 

Seed = sperma 

In the Old Testament the English word seed is zera’ in Hebrew.  Zera’ is used figuratively of offspring or 

posterity, either individually (Gen 4:25; 21:13) or collectively (e.g. seed of Noah, Gen 9:9; seed of David, 

Ps 89:4; seed of the patriarchs, Deut 1:8), thereby highlighting the cohesion of the elect community.  

Zera’ in Genesis 3:15 includes the two preceding ideas: collectively the seed foreshadows the spirituality 

renewed posterity of Adam who strive with Satan; ultimately it refers to Christ the paramount seed who 

seals Satan’s doom.  In the Genesis promise texts zera’ denotes Abraham’s spiritual offspring (Gen 15:5; 

17:7, 8; 22:18) who adhere to the covenant of Yahweh.  Ps 22:30 refers to the seed (i.e. spiritual 

progeny) of the messiah.  521-522 

In the New Testament sperma occurs 44 times and speiro 53 times, frequently in the parables of Jesus, 

where the familiar imagery of seed sown in a field conveys profound teaching about the kingdom of 

God.  In the parable of the sower (Matt 13:1-9; par. Mk 4:1-9; Lk 8:4-8) emphasis rests upon the act of 

seed sowing which, on the basis of Jesus’ identification of the sperma with the “Word of God”, is 

symbolic of the proclamation of the arrival of the kingdom.  Jesus’ interpretation of the parable (Matt 

13:8-23, par. Mk 4:13-20; Lk 8:11-15) emphasizes the four kinds of soils upon which the word was sown, 

thus illustrating the diversity of response to the message.  522 

As the physical sperma was the generator of life in the physical order (Gen 1:11 ff.), so the divine 

sperma becomes the fount and origin of life in the new order of recreated humanity.  The figure of seed 

sown in the earth (cf. Jn 12:24) is used by Paul to illustrate the interment and resurrection of the bodies 

of deceased believers (1 Cor 15:36 ff.).  As the bare grain of wheat sown in the soil unfolds into a full 

grown ear, so the germ of spiritual life deposited in the ground will be raised into a glorious new body 

animated by the Spirit.  524 

 

When scripture was written life was rooted in an agrarian culture.  Today, we are far more 

informational, rational, objective and utilitarian in our approach to all of life – including our spirituality.  

I’m adding a new word to our vocabulary due to the conditions of our lives being different than what 

they were when scripture was written – sapience, to taste, savor, draw nourishment from. 

I close with a quote from Alan Roxburgh noted in Stephan Paas book, Church Planting in the Secular 

West.   

Alan Roxburgh compares this hidden interaction between human and divine factors very aptly 

with the cultivation of   his own garden.  He writes: “In that planting process, I was making 

something, not by the imposition of my will, but by working with and becoming part of a process 

that was much greater than myself and my tools.  Cultivation is a process that is, at its heart, 

profoundly mysterious.” 204 

 


