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Genesis 28:10-19a; Psalm 139:1-11, 22-23; Romans 8:12-25; Matthew 13:24-30, 36-
43

Let us pray:

May the words of my mouth and the meditations of all our hearts be acceptable in your
sight, O God, my strength and my redeemer. Amen.

Parables are hard. And they were designed that way. While many of us have grown up
thinking of parables as stories Jesus used to make concepts more relatable, that’s not
how scholars view them. In their view, parables were used in first century Israel as a
teaching technique to open the mind to a different viewpoint, to provoke questions and
to encourage listeners to think more deeply.

By taking a familiar setting and adding a twist, the rabbi, the teacher, could present the
listeners with an opportunity to reconsider something they had always taken for granted,
to see the world in a new light. Sometimes the listeners figured out what the rabbi was
trying to say—and sometimes, like with today’s gospel—they had to ask him to explain.
And even then, there’s no guarantee that they, or we, truly understand. So, if you find
today’s gospel lesson confusing, rest assured that you are not alone—the disciples
didn’t get it either!

Today, Jesus gives us another agricultural tale. There is an unknown “someone” who
has a field. They plant good, solid wheat seeds in the field. Then, while everyone is
asleep, an unnamed “enemy” came in and planted a bunch of weeds in with the wheat.
So, when the plants began to grow, there were little weed sprouts mixed in with the
baby wheat shoots. The slaves of the field owner saw this. They came to the owner and
asked him, “Didn’t you plant wheat? Where did these weeds come from?” The owner
said, “An enemy has done this.”

The slaves had a very natural reaction to weeds in the field—they suggested pulling
them out. And here’s the twist—the owner told them to let the weeds grow along with
the wheat, together until the harvest. Then, at the harvest time, the harvesters will be
instructed to collect up the weeds first, fasten them into bundles, and burn them. The
wheat could then be gathered and put in the barn.

In the part we didn’t read, Jesus proceeded to tell several more parables on other
topics. But this particular one was apparently so confusing that the disciples continued
thinking about it all day. So, when the groups of people went home and it was just the
disciples with Jesus, they asked him for an explanation of this one.

According to our gospel writer, Jesus gave the following explanation. The owner who
sows the seed is the Son of Man, a name used in the gospel of Matthew to refer to



Jesus himself. The field is the world. The good seed are the children of the kingdom.
The weeds are the children of the evil one. The enemy is the devil. The harvest is the
end of the age. The harvesters are angels. At the end of the age, the angels will come.
They will collect all the causes of sin and all evildoers and throw them in the furnace.
The righteous will shine like the sun.

Okay, that’s straightforward. The good, the righteous, will be rewarded and the bad, the
children of the evil ones, will be punished. That seems fair and just. What's so confusing
about that?

The confusing part starts earlier. What kind of enemy puts weed seeds in a field planted
with wheat? Who does that? It is sneaky—coming in at night and scattering the seeds.
This is an attack on a food source. The weeds take nutrients away from the wheat. They
make it harder for the wheat to grow, stealing minerals and water and sunlight away
from the intended plants. They reduce the size of the harvest. Think about that—they
reduce the size of the harvest.

Using Jesus’ interpretation, the evil one puts evil people in the homes, in the community,
of the righteous—and these evil ones steal away the resources needed to live and grow.
They make life hard for the righteous as they grow rich and fat and strong on resources
that were intended, were supposed to go, to the righteous. And by stealing away these
resources, the evil ones reduced the size of the harvest. They lowered the number of
righteous.

As we look out into our world today, at the field in which we have been planted, it is
easy to see weeds, lots of weeks. In fact, some days, it seems like all we have are
weeds—qreed, selfishness and egoism, a hunger for power, for position, violence,
anger, fear, so much fear. And for many, it seems like so much of the work we have
dedicated our lives to is being taken away, choked out by the weeds of greed and the
lust for power.

For myself, | have been burdened and saddened and frustrated by the situation with
Iran. As many of you know, | spent a number of years as a diplomat, working to find
non-violent solutions to international challenges. During my years working as a
negotiator at the United Nations, | spent a lot of time interacting with my Iranian
colleagues. It was challenging, often frustrating work. The Iranians are skilled
negotiators who operate from a very different mindset, one that, at times, is nearly
impossible for a U.S.-trained negotiator to understand, much less predict. Yet, during
those years and with a lot of hard work on all sides, we were able to lower the
temperature, to resolve some issues and to make incremental progress on others, to
the point where, after nearly twenty years, for the first time the Iranians issued an
invitation for our diplomats in New York to enter their Mission. And for the first time, we
were given permission to accept that invitation.

Not everyone was pleased, | can assure you. Many argued against engagement.
Authorities in Washington put limits on how many could attend and at what level. We



could go, but only a few of us and no one of senior rank. Which is how it ended up that,
as a mid-level officer, | became the lead for our attendance, the first official American
representative to step through those doors in nearly twenty years. | still remember that
moment. The Iranian Mission in New York has a two-story entrance hall with a large
staircase leading to a mezzanine level. That evening, a single junior Iranian diplomat
welcomed guests at the door, and directed them up the stairs where all the important
Iranian officials were lined up along the upper railing in a reception line, greeting guests
as they came off the stairs and before they entered into a reception room.

When | walked in the entrance, followed by two of my colleagues, | thought the young
diplomat at the door’s face would break. His smile truly went from ear to ear. Instead of
greeting us, he turned around, looked up at the senior officials on the balcony, and
shouted in his loudest voice, filled with both surprise and joy, “The Americans are here!
The Americans are here!” As one, the senior officials turned and leaned over the railing
to see us. | wasn'’t really sure what to do with that greeting, so | just gave a little wave.
At which point, they abandoned the receiving line, leaving several Ambassadors just
standing there, as they rushed as a group down the stairs to meet us.

Now, that didn’t solve all the problems between our countries. It didn’t change our
positions on key issues. But what it did do was begin to strengthen a fragile relationship,
to provide an opening for further talks. Sitting down together in their tearoom, sharing
pastries and conversation were openings, beginnings.

When | see where we are today, with bombs going off, with people being killed, with
lives being destroyed, my heart breaks. It breaks. The pain—all those hours of work, all
that trust built over endless cups of tea, all the struggles to understand and to find a way
forward, gone. Destroyed. The lives lost. The trauma that will last for generations. My
heart weeps. And | feel surrounded by, strangled by, weeds, evil weeds filled with greed
and ego and power.

And | know that | am not alone. So many of you have worked hard in your own areas to
make the world a better place, a more righteous place, a more just place. Dedicating
yourselves to education, to health care, to the environment. To feeding the hungry, to
housing the homeless, to welcoming the immigrant. To all types of good work, so much
of which seems to be under attack, to be starved for resources, to be strangled by greed
and self-interest.

| find myself very much in sympathy with those slaves who wanted to pull out those
weeds from the roots. There is something very satisfying about reaching down to the
very base, grabbing a weedy stem, and pulling with force until the entire plant comes
up, roots and all. There is something fulfilling about tossing that plant onto the trash
heap. Throwing it away. Maybe even watching it wither in the dry air.

Yet that is not what this particular parable instructs. As the rabbi points out, the roots of
the weeds and the wheat have become intertwined. There is no way, at this point, for



the slaves to clearly distinguish one from the other. Pulling up one causes injury to the
other. The time has not yet come to harvest.

Now, there is another response, another very human response, for when we find
ourselves in a world filled with evil, in a field smothered by weeds. A response that many
over the years have used this parable to justify. And that is to do nothing. To become
what | remember one of my early teachers calling a “Que Sera Christian.” You may be
familiar with that old song, “Que sera, sera, whatever will be, will be, the future’s not
ours to see, que sera, sera.” When the work seems overwhelming and when it feels like
we as a community, as a society, are sliding backward, it is oh so tempting to give up, to
take a fatalistic approach and say, “It's in God’s hand,” to turn inward, to sit back and do
nothing.

Yet this approach, this interpretation of the message, doesn’t seem to correspond to the
other teachings, to the life, that Jesus himself lived. Jesus did stuff. Jesus healed the
sick. Jesus fed the hungry. Jesus reached out to include the marginalized. Jesus
advocated peace in the face of violence, generosity in the face of selfishness,
forgiveness in the face of wrong doing. Jesus wasn’t passive, and he didn’t teach his
disciples—or us—to be passive either.

So, what does this parable mean? What insight is Jesus trying to give his disciples with
this confusing tale? What were they supposed to do with it? What are we supposed to
do?

And that is the purpose of a parable, to make us think, to make us question, to make us
search for meaning and insight and wisdom. In my own study and reflection, | came
across a few insights that I'd like to share. First, the harvesting, the separating, is not
ours to do. We are not called upon to pull up, to destroy, to cast out, others—even if
they are behaving like weeds. We are not the owner; we are not the reapers who will
distinguish between good and evil; we are the wheat.

And as wheat, it is our job to grow. To grow and ripen and mature so that we can bear
fruit, so that we can feed others. And we’ve got a list of the fruit we are supposed to
bring forth—love, joy, peace, long-suffering, gentleness, goodness, faith, humility, self-
control. We are called upon to use the resources we have, depleted though they may be
by the evil ones around us, we are called upon to use these resources to grow the fruit
of the spirit, to spread the seeds of love and self-control and peace into the world
around us.

And finally, perhaps most importantly, we are to remain hopeful, to remain confident in
God'’s promise that, even in the midst of strangling weeds, there are enough resources,
enough sun and rain, enough community and strength, to continue growing, to continue
maturing, to continue sharing. We are assured that, at the time of harvest, we can be
placed safely in the barn. We can, as Jesus has said, “shine like the sun in the kingdom
of our Father.”



So, | encourage you, as you go home today, to think about this parable. To question and
probe and struggle with it. To explore the parts that speak to you. To wrestle with the
parts that make you uncomfortable. And to do it all with the assurance that God'’s plan
for you, for all of us, is to be healthy, productive wheat planted and nurtured by God’s

love.

Amen.



