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It’s now the height of summer, wild flowers are at their height, and we are 
beginning to see a plethora of zucchini, tomatoes, and green beans in gardens 
all over.  

Those of you who are gardeners are familiar with Murphy’s First Law of 
Gardening: When weeding, the best way to make sure you are removing a weed 
and not a valuable plant is to pull on it. If it comes out of the ground easily, it is a 
valuable plant.  

And, of course, there is a corollary to that law: To distinguish flowers from weeds, 
simply pull up everything. What grows back is weeds.  

It has been said, “A weed is a plant that has mastered every survival skill except 
one:  learning how to grow in rows.”  

Weeds just have a way of taking over. I read about one particular weed, known 
as “pigweed.” This weed loves to grow among peas. It comes up between the 
pea plants and even looks a bit like them.  

Once the shallow-rooted peas start sending out their tendrils, it’s difficult to pull 
up the pigweed without yanking out pea plants with it. The peas are what count, 
of course, so the wise gardener leaves well enough alone.  

And so, we have Jesus’s simple story about the wheat and the weeds.  

The kingdom of Heaven is like a farmer who planted good seed in his field. But 
while the farmer and his servants are asleep, some “enemy” comes and sows 
weeds among the wheat. And when the wheat plants come up, the weeds come 
up as well.  

The offending weed is apparently darnel, -- a plant related to wheat, that looks 
like wheat, but which is poisonous.  

Should an attempt be made to pull out the weeds?  No, says the farmer, to pull 
up the weeds now would uproot some of the wheat as well.  

“Let both of them grow together until the harvest; and at harvest time I will tell the 
reapers, Collect the weeds first and bind them in bundles to be burned, but 
gather the wheat into my barn.” (13:30)  



This is the part of the parable that presents us with the most perplexity. The 
servants are told not to separate the weeds from the wheat until the time of 
harvest.  

But farmers of that day would remove the weeds from a grain field several times 
during the growing season.  

Not doing so would have two undesirable results: It would contribute to the 
choking of the good plants, and it would virtually guarantee a bumper crop of 
unwanted weed seeds to plague next year’s planting.  

Now, why does Jesus tell us this parable in the first place? What is he after here?  

Well, I think Jesus tells it, first of all, because he wants us to understand that life 
is a kind of fruit salad of varying degrees of good and evil.  

Experience and observation tell us this all the time. It begs a question 
philosophers and theologians have long speculated about: Could God have 
made a better world? Could God have created a world with more happiness and 
less misery?  

I remember reading the definition of an optimist and a pessimist. The optimist 
believes this is the best of all possible worlds. The pessimist is afraid the optimist 
is right.  

Well, the Bible contains no arguments about alternate worlds that God might 
have possibly made. It does, however, recognize that this world is full of troubles. 
Good and evil are entwined throughout our lives in unpredictable, unavoidable, 
and perplexing ways.  

Accidents and disease punctuate our lives. A downturn in the economy may take 
our jobs. An earthquake may destroy our property. The continuing war in 
Afghanistan may end up sending our children or grandchildren into combat.  

In a thousand different ways our lives can be disrupted by forces beyond our 
control, as well as by our own foolish choices.  

Jesus reminds us in this parable that the troubling and the tragic are interwoven 
in the fabric of our every day existence.  

Lawrence Ferlinghetti reminds us of this quite artfully in one of his poems:  

The world is a beautiful place to be born into if you don’t mind happiness not 
always being so very much fun, if you don’t mind a touch of hell now and then 
just when everything is fine, because, even in heaven, they don’t sing all the 
time.  



The world is a beautiful place to be born into if you don’t mind some people dying 
all the time or maybe only starving some of the time, which isn’t half so bad if it 
isn’t you.  

Oh, the world is a beautiful place to be born into if you don’t mind a few dead 
minds in the higher places or a bomb or two in your upturned faces or such other 
improprieties as our Name Brand society is prey to, with its men of distinction 
and its means of extinction and its priests and other patrolmen and its various 
segregations and congressional investigations and other constipations that our 
fool flesh is heir to.  

Ferlinghetti published that poem in 1955 but he could have written it this morning, 
which just reminds us that as crazy a time as we live in now, it’s always been a 
jumbly mess.   

Like our parents and grandparents, we are stuck with living with weeds.  

Secondly, Jesus tells this parable to help us understand the value of the wheat. 
The wheat is precious to the farmer. He refuses to lose any of it in order to get rid 
of the weeds. It’s a very familiar theme in the gospels—  

The shepherd who leaves 99 sheep to find the one precious sheep that is lost. 
The woman who searches the house from top to bottom to find a lost coin.  

Even the gathering up of those 12 baskets of leftovers after the feeding of the 
5000.  

In God’s economy, nothing is wasted. Nothing good is counted as expendable. 
This is important to bear in mind when we grow impatient with God’s role in 
history.  

Where is the promised vindication? How long must the creation groan under 
oppression?  

Often we focus more on the stubborn persistence of evil than on the slow 
emergence of good. It’s hard not to, but this parable reminds us that God loves 
goodness more than God hates evil.  

Which is interesting because most Christian preachers are so down on “sin,” that 
that is all they talk about.  The world is rife with weeds and God is mad as hell. 
That’s the message that so many shout at the top of their lungs.   

But that is not the message Jesus came to deliver.  It’s the message the 
Pharisees of the day brought.  But Jesus was always speaking up in opposition 
to them.   



It’s so sad and unnecessary -- Jesus’s essential message gets lost -- the 
message of so much of Christianity, ironically, makes Jesus into a Pharisee, 
focusing more on the stubborn persistence of evil than on the slow emergence of 
good. 

In the Greek tragedy that bears her name, Medea kills both of her sons in 
revenge against her faithless husband. When he asks how she could have done 
such a thing, she replies, “Because I hated you more than I loved them.”  

It staggers the imagination, but sick things like that happen in this world. The 
good news of the gospel is that for God, hate is never a stronger emotion than 
love.  

There’s a story in the Jewish tradition that illustrates this point. It’s related to the 
story of the chariots of pharaoh as they chase the children of Israel at the time 
they are walking on dry ground across the Red Sea. Remember how the waters 
of the Red Sea remained parted to their right and their left as they walked along. 
Then God allowed the waters to come back together once they were safely 
across and that action takes out the whole Egyptian army.  They drown.   

Well, in Jewish tradition, a celebration goes on in heaven following this 
cataclysmic moment of victory. But God doesn’t attend the celebration.  The 
angels look and look and finally they find God, and God is weeping.   

“Why,” they ask? 

God says, “The bodies of my Egyptian children are floating face down in the sea, 
and you . . . are celebrating.”  

The children of Israel needed rescue, but God doesn’t like to see any of his 
children perish.  And God certainly doesn’t like seeing any of his children 
celebrating the death of others of God’s children.   

The remarkable writer, James Baldwin has said, If the concept of God has any 
validity or any use, it can only be to make us larger, freer, and more loving. 
 
And let me add a corollary: the concept of God should never ever make us 
smaller, stubborn about needed change, or more judgmental.  It should open life 
up and our hearts up too – not close them down.   

The farmer in the parable says, “Don’t try to pull the weeds out; you will kill some 
of the wheat.” In the very act of rooting out evil, something of value is invariably 
damaged.  



But note:  this is not a call to passivity in the face of evil. It is not a divine 
command to ignore injustice in the world, or violence in society, or wrong in the 
church.  

Its message is not that we cannot make the world a better place; 
it is instead a caution that we cannot make the world a perfect place.  

Third, Jesus wants us to have a realistic attitude about our life in the world.  

Remember, he said we are to be in the world, but not of the world. Being in the 
world means learning how to live with the weeds.  

You raise your children, and grandchildren as best you can and you pray for 
them. You take them to church; you give them hundreds of edifying experiences.  
But then they go to school and come home with odd new words and schemes 
that you never imagined they’d come up with.  

Or they get on the internet with its easy access to hateful ideas and  
pornography.  

It’s like wheat being surrounded by weeds. We pray to God, “Take the weeds 
away!” Take away the evil and the temptations and the anxieties. Take away the 
hate mongering and persistent lying. Take away the divisions between us.  

But God assures us that the kingdom of God is still here on earth along with all 
that. and we need to let the wheat and weeds grow side by side. We dare not pull 
out the weeds lest we disrupt some of the wheat as well.  

The gospel does not give us the option of saying, “This one stays, but that one 
goes.”  No.  “Judgment is mine, says the Lord.” Not yours.   

There is one final lesson that Jesus wants us to take from this parable: God is 
not yet finished with this world. That is the good news of this parable.      

We know there are times when we have seen good come out of evil. There have 
been times in our lives when something that we were sure was the worst thing 
that could happen turned out to be a very good thing after all.  

And just as God is not finished with the world yet, God is not finished with us yet.  
For God knows there is a mixture of good and evil inside each of us.  

I often quote the following from Alexander Solzhenitsyn because it is so seminal 
and so wise:  

“If only there were evil people somewhere insidiously committing evil deeds, and 
it were necessary only to separate them from the rest of us and destroy them. 



But the line dividing good and evil cuts through the middle of the heart of every 
human being. And who is willing to destroy a piece of his own heart?”  

God knows your heart and God knows mine. And the work of our life is to do our 
best to encourage the better impulses of our nature and to identify the worst.   

Evil is temporary; the good endures. But patience is required in the meantime.   

So, in the meantime, let us do our best to be good wheat, and not led the weeds 
of the world bring us down, or make us small and mean spirited.   

Rather than erecting walls, and building boundaries, let us do our best to reach 
out to those who call us adversaries.  Let us do our best to protect the weak 
among us who get thrashed by those full of greed or wrongheaded anger. 

Our job is to do our best not to let the hate that is running unchecked today infect 
us or our children, and to leave the rest to God.  

Brian Doyle was one of the great voices of reason in our world.  He passed away 
this year. When asked the question:  How should we live?  Here was his answer: 
 
Of course you do your absolute best to find and hone and wield your divine gifts 
against the dark. You do your best to reach out tenderly to touch and elevate as 
many people as you can reach. You bring your naked love and defiant courage 
and salty grace to bear as much as you can, with all the attentiveness and humor 
you can muster; this is, after all, a miracle in which we live, and we ought to pay 
ferocious attention every moment, if possible. 
 
Amen.  
 
I owe a debt to the Rev. Stan Gockel for the theme and basic structure of this 
sermon.   
 
 
 


