17th July 2011 SERMON: ‘A Mixture of Wheat and Weeds’ by Allister Lane
Psalm 139:1-12, 23-24
Matthew 13: 24-30, 36-43

“Why don’t we just get rid of it?”
“Let’s just rip it all out!”

This is what the slaves say to their Master:  “do you want us to go and gather them?” (v28) 

“We can go and uproot those weeds that have grown among the wheat.”

“Let us fix this.”

Just as we did last Sunday, this morning we have heard one of the parables Jesus taught.
Just like last Sunday this parable is also about farming – planting seeds to be precise.
Just like last Sunday Jesus uses a story about planting seeds to say something about the reality of God’s Kingdom.

Just like the parable last Sunday Jesus presents a pretty realistic description of the Kingdom of God that we can perceive, to some extent at least.  And again, it’s a parable that has implications for us – for the way we live.

In addition to the figure of the Sower, this parable has additional characters: the slaves who serve the Sower.
And when they see the weeds that are growing among the wheat they express their dismay.

Their impulse is to take action; 

to uproot the weeds.

No doubt their motivation to take this action is in order to protect and purify the crop of wheat.

The Sower did not plant the weeds; they are not part of the plan – so let us get rid of the weeds.

We can relate to what they want to do. 

The weeds are a contaminant to the wheat.

The weeds are a bad influence. As in the parable we heard last week, weeds have the affect of choking the life and vitality out of other plants.

Those of you who are parents can probably relate to this in a way.
Carefully surrounding your child with a nurturing atmosphere of love, it can be distressing to observe behaviour that reflects others influences – influences that you don’t like – influences you’d like to get rid of.

But to the slaves who want to get rid of the weeds, the Master says “No.”
“No; for in gathering the weeds you would uproot the wheat along with them.”

To get rid of the weeds will do violence and injury to the wheat.

Uprooting the weeds is not a ‘fix’ at all.

The mixture of wheat and weeds; of good and evil, are so entangled that such action would be a mistake.
There is nothing wrong with the motivation to pursue the Master’s original plan for a crop of wheat, but the course of action suggested would do greater harm.

It’s a mistake to think the mixture of good and evil can be cleansed this way.

It’s the mistake of moralism.

The tragedy of fanatical finger-pointing can make us cringe when we see those obsessed with campaigns to purify social conditions. 
These vitriolic crusades make us uncomfortable (I suggest) because we sense that their superior moral position is misplaced. 
And the greater the ranting about others, the more exposed is the miserable state of their own hearts.
For the mixture of good and evil is not simply found among us;
the mixture of good and evil is found within us.

Each of us have hearts that are a complex and tortured mixture of both good and bad.

No one is merely a sinner, ...a liar, ...a cheat.

No one.

Not even the soldiers who nailed Jesus to the cross and mocked him were only blasphemers and killers. 

Each and every one of us, in humble assessment of our hearts, knows our propensity for both good AND bad.
So a truly effective campaign to destroy the evil of humanity would leave who...? 
Precisely no one!

None of us is perfect, and Jesus’ teaching here emphasises that this mixture of good and evil should give us certain
· expectations 
· and requires a certain response.

Our expectation is that we won’t see pure unblemished goodness around us, or in us. 

We live in a world that is contaminated and distorted by sinfulness. 
The intentions God has for creation have been subverted – at least for the time being.

God’s intentions have not been lost.

For we do find pure goodness somewhere – or to be precise in someone.

True goodness is found in the One who hung on a cross and died for us. 

The same one who teaches about God’s Kingdom, shows us how we can participate in God’s kingdom.
So our response is not shaped by this expectation that we won’t see pure unblemished goodness around us, or in us.
Our response is shaped by Jesus who, full of love and mercy, does not judge the world but rather shares with us God’s amazing grace.

To live God’s grace is to know that we are all a sad mixture of good and evil, and to love people anyway – really love people.

Dostoevsky said that “To love a person means to see him as God intended him to be.”
Jesus’ teaching does not deny the evil of the world, but calls us to love the good, rather than try to ‘fix’ the bad.
This teaching has that characteristically radical nature we see in Jesus. 
We are invited to show grace, this costly grace that Jesus himself modelled for us.
Jesus is teaching non-resistance; to suffer evil rather than try and defeat it. 
When the Sower says “Let both of them grow...” (v30) the same Greek word is used as that in the Lord’s Prayer that is translated “...as we forgive those who sin against us.”
The evil, the badness that is manifest in the real world and in the lives of real people is not to be attacked but is to be let be, is to be forgiven, is to be suffered, …is to even be given permission.
The time will come for God to fulfil His purposes, but for now, doing nothing is appropriate.

It seems likely to me that through this parable Jesus teaches non-resistance because evil cannot be defeated by the power of destruction and death.

To attack evil with the intent to destroy it is to necessarily employ the power of death. 

To take up this power for the purposes of destroying evil is to use the very power we are trying to destroy. And thus the power of death is enlarged.

Evil doesn’t care about our motivation; it simply delights that we have succumb to the point of desperation where we rely on the sense of immediate power, immediate results.  This urge in us is expressed in how the hero in a film shoots dead all the ‘baddies’.
But this urge is also very real. 

Is it not the same urge of punishing the wrongdoer...? 

killing the killer...?

declaring war on terror...? 

Good motives do not equal good methods.

Employing the power of death is not the method of the Kingdom.

But, I hear you say, what about the destruction described at the end of the parable...?

“all causes of sin and all evildoers, will be thrown into the furnace of fire, where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.” (v41-42)

This is the imagery used to indicate God’s intention for the end of time.

We must note the difference between eschatology (the end of time) and ethics. Jesus teaches that in the Kingdom, both what God does and what we do are important.

But judgement is God’s business, not our business.

To the slaves who want to get rid of the weeds, the Master says “No.”

“No; for in gathering the weeds you would uproot the wheat along with them.”

Mixed up as we are in the powers of sinfulness and death, we run the risk of getting carried away with our own campaign of judgement against evil.
It’s not that judgement isn’t coming to all things evil, wretched, tyrannical, and abusive.

It’s just that this judgement doesn’t need OUR help!

This parable is a pre-crucifixion lesson that we cannot achieve salvation, only God can. 
And in Jesus we see the strategy of God toward evil that (I suggest) we cannot yet fully comprehend: – rather than attacking evil, Jesus gives into it. And His non-resistance defeats evil.

We might ponder today what Jesus wants from us.

How might non-resistance of evil be part of our witness along with our declaration in the hope we have in the promises of God?
As the children of God, might we better realise the reality of God’s Kingdom by living grace and forgiveness above judgement and destruction?
And what might this mean in our relationship toward systematic violence... ?

The sad necessity of a police force, prisons and military and how we are implicated in them, may be worth our reflection in light of this parable.

Can we live this sort of grace? This Kingdom grace?

There is no doubt we need God’s help.

We need God’s help to avoid our impulses of moralism, judgement and using the power of death to bring a ‘fix’.

We need God’s help to live with the ambiguity, the mixed reality of good and evil. 

We do so trusting in God who is committed to us, cares and wants the best for us.

Let us pray:

Our Father in Heaven,

help me forgive others who sin against me; 

help me foster your love as my default position towards others,

as revealed in Jesus who humbled himself
   and became obedient to the point of death—
   even death on a cross. (Phil 2:8)

Amen.

