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Matthew 13: 24-30, 36-43 (Weeds)
Last Sunday I shared my experience with gardening with you.  But I didn’t tell the whole story.  It began with our first home, in Sugarland TX.  We had moved there right after we had finished our education at Purdue, and it was our first time living in the South.  We bought a house that needed a little fixing up, and it seemed to me the yard needed some attention too.  One day I was weeding in the lawn and I saw things that looked like roots, running just along the surface.  I grabbed one and started pulling it up.  It took me from one spot to another and to another.  It never seemed to end.

After a while I noticed that the lawn was starting to look a bit thin where I had been weeding.  It dawned on me that I was weeding the grass.  Evidently, the runners are how St Augustine grass spreads.  So I went indoors, got a beer from the fridge, and told Paulette I was done weeding for the day.  To her credit, she never mentioned the bare spots in our lawn.

Here’s another story, this from Fred Craddock, an outstanding preacher of the Disciples of Christ church:

“Folks, I am telling you, I do not know a weed from wheat. I do not know a weed from a flower. I pull back the swing blade ready to assault this bunch of weeds, and here comes my wife, Nettie, saying, “Wait, wait, wait, wait!” Then that night at the supper table, there is that “weed” in a vase in the center of the table. It looked like a weed; I thought it was a weed. I do not know a weed from a flower, and every church I have known that tried to

weed the garden made horrible, horrible mistakes. Because, you see, that is God’s business. God said, “In the harvest, I will take care of all that. I am the only one who knows weeds from wheat. So you leave it alone.”

The weeds Jesus spoke of in this parable were most likely darnell.  When  darnell is in the early stage of growth, it is virtually identical to wheat.  According to Barclay’s commentary, the Jews called the weeds ‘bastard wheat’.  The grain of the darnell is slightly poisonous, with even a small amount having a bitter and unpleasant taste.
The idea of someone deliberately sowing darnel in a wheat field wasn’t farfetched.  It was forbidden in Roman law, and a punishment was laid down.  Indicating that people actually were doing this.

Last week I spoke about the Parables for Parenting class that I led at Hosanna Home, a Christian foster family agency.  Where a group of twelve of us would read one of Jesus’ parables over a brown-bag lunch, and talk about our experiences as parents, grandparents, godparents, and as children.  The parable of the weeds was the second parable we studied.  Here is the reflection  based upon this parable:

There are times when, as parents, it is good to reflect on the mistakes we ourselves made as children and youth.  No matter how much we would like to protect our children, this parable makes it clear that there will be weeds alongside wheat until “the end of the age.”  In life, our children will be exposed to all sorts of troubling influences.  They will have to make judgments and decisions when we are not present, and sometimes they will make mistakes.  Just like we did.

We cannot “cloister” our children, at least not successfully.  Christian schooling is no panacea, nor is church participation.  Peer influence will come to bear, and it will not always be benign.

The roots on weeds can run much deeper than those of wheat, and without thinking it is easy to do more harm than good by yanking out the weeds thoughtlessly.  Parents and teachers can sometimes be negligent in failing to  direct, protect, and discipline children, but they can also be overly zealous.  If a child or youth allows himself or herself to be vulnerable to his or her parents by sharing some temptations, fears, or failures, and the parents respond with a critical and judgmental attitude, the child or youth will learn not to make that mistake again.  Confiding, that is.

What does it mean to pull weeds thoughtlessly?  There was a church youth group where the leader intentionally reached out to the more wayward kids.  While on retreat, it was found that some of the teenagers had brought some marijuana hidden in a pack of cigarettes.  The pot was confiscated, but when word of this got back to members of the church board they demanded that the guilty youth be expelled from the church group.

The leader’s response was that these were the very children that he was trying to reach.  The church board accepted his resignation, but he found another church that was sympathetic to his goal.  If the leader had agreed to yank these “weeds” from the youth group, the others might have been sheltered.  But an important lesson in ministry would have been sacrificed.

Then there was the Bible teacher in a Christian high school and one of his students.  The student was well regarded by faculty and students alike, receiving the “David Award” by the vote of both groups for his character and integrity.  As the student neared graduation, he became troubled by the violence he saw sanctioned in the OT.  When he began raising the issue with the Bible teacher, the instructor dismissed his questions out-of-hand, and his manner changed from one of affection to icy reproof.  The Bible teacher’s “weeding” of unsound doctrine uprooted the student from Christianity altogether, and he hasn’t returned yet.

Sometimes as parents we need to “weed”; sometimes we need to choose our battles.  But when we “weed” or contemplate “weeding” we need to watch the “roots.”  Remember how Jesus treated the tax collectors and the woman caught in the act of adultery.  Remember how and why he chastised the Pharisees.

As some of you know, I very much enjoy the sermons of Barbara Brown Taylor.  On my shelf I have a very small book called The Seeds of Heaven.
  Here is part of what she wrote in a sermon called Learning to Live with Weeds.
No one can say for sure how accurate a reporter Matthew is, but one thing is certain: he warms up to any parable that has to do with judgment.  Of all the gospel writers, he is the only one who waxes eloquent about the end of the world, the only one who mentions a furnace of fire where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.  His is the only gospel that contains the wise and foolish virgins, or the division of the sheep from the goats, or today’s parable about the wheat and the weeds.  Of all the gospel writers, it is Matthew who most wants a clearcut creation, in which things are black or white, good or bad, in which people are faithful or wicked, blessed or cursed.

. . . To the insiders, the message is clear: never mind that there seem to be a lot of weeds in the world right now.  Hang in there, be patient.  When the last day comes the wheat will be vindicated, while the weeds will go up in smoke.

It may have been a  comforting message at the time, but in these latter days it tends to have the opposite effect.  Matthew may have been clear that there are only two kinds of people in the world – the wheat and the weeds --  but it is a clarity that escapes most of us, we who have encountered both kinds in ourselves, and in our neighbors, and in the world.  Most of our fields are full of mixed plantings, or worse.  Sometimes I think that if I examined mine closely I would not find wheat or weeds anymore.  They have grown together for so long that a hybrid would be more likely, a mongrel seed that is neither one nor the other.  So the business about gathering and burning the weeds tends to make me a little nervous, and the burning question is: which am I?  Wheat or weed?  Blessed or cursed?

Maybe you feel in the same boat.  Like me.  You might wonder how she resolves this dilemma.  Here is how she ends her sermon, creating a parable of her own.

One afternoon in the middle of the growing season a bunch of farmhands decided to surprise their boss and weed his favorite wheat field.  No sooner had they begun to work, however, than they began to argue – first about which of the wheat-looking things were weeds and then about the rest of the weeds.  Did the Queen Anne’s lace pose a real threat to the wheat or could it stay for decoration?  And the blackberries?  They would be ripe in just a week or two, but they were, after all, weeds – or were they?  And the honeysuckle – it seemed a shame to pull up anything that smelled so sweet.

About the time they had gotten around to debating the purple asters, the boss showed up and ordered them out of his field.  Dejected, they did as they were told.  Back at the barn he took their machetes away from them, poured them some lemonade, and made them sit down where they could watch the way the light moved across the field.  At first all they could see were the weeds and what a messy field it was, what a discredit to them and their profession, but as the summer wore on they marveled at the profusion of growth – tall wheat surrounded by tall goldenrod, ragweed and brown-eyed susans.  The tares and the poison ivy flourished alongside the Cherokee roses and the milkweed, and it was a mess, but a glorious mess, and when it had all bloomed and ripened and gone to seed the reapers came.

Carefully, gently, expertly, they gathered the wheat and made the rest into bricks for the oven where the bread was baked.  And the fire that the weeds made was excellent, and the flour that the wheat made was excellent, and when the harvest was over the owner called them all together – the farmhands, the reapers, and all the neighbors – and broke bread with them, bread that was the final distillation of that whole messy, gorgeous, mixed up field, and they all agreed that it was like no bread any of them had ever tasted before and that it was very, very good.  Let those who have ears to hear, hear.  Amen.
� Fred Craddock, “But What About the Weeds?” Cherry Log Sermons, page 25-30.
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