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Those of you who have visited my house,
May remember that I have low growing blueberry bushes

Surrounding the front and back of the house.

We planted these bushes

In our pursuit of a grassless yard.

We wanted to eliminate mowing

And the use of a lot of chemicals

In close proximity to the lake.

Blueberries are supposed to be a hardy ground cover

That thrives on rocky terrain 

Like we have in our yard.  

The downside is that these bushes 
Seem to be prone to a lot of weeds

Abby and Taylor probably know this

Because they weeded these bushes for several hours

To earn money to go to confirmation camp.  

For several years it has felt like 

We were losing the battle of the weeds.
One morning last week,

I had gathered all of my sermon prep materials

And walked past the blueberry bushes to the dock,

To do some Bible study,

While enjoying the beautiful weather.

After doing lots of reading on this week’s Gospel,

I must have had weeds on the brain,

Because as I walked back to the house,

I looked down and noticed how awful the blueberry bushes looked.

There were yellow chickweed flowers,

Wild sorrel clumps,

And wild strawberry vines

All running amok,

Intertwined with the blueberry branches.

Without thinking, I put down my pile of books

And reflexively started to pull weeds from the blueberries.

As I looked down at my hand

At the weeds that I had pulled,

Sure enough, there were baby blueberry bush sprouts

Mixed in with the weeds.

In my well-intentioned attempt to eliminate the weeds,

I had damaged new sprouts of the desired blueberry bushes.

Upon reflection I realized

That the patch of bushes in the back of the house

Has several really bare places.
Undoubtedly these are spots

Where I have been too aggressive with weed pulling

And have inadvertently uprooted the baby blueberry bush sprouts.

I also noticed that the harder to reach places

Where I have not been able to get in and weed

Have no bare spots.
Probably because the blueberry bushes have spread and thrived

Choking with out the weeds with no help from me.
Although it is conventional wisdom 
That getting the weeds out of the garden helps the plants,
Sometimes, as in the case of my blueberries,

It may actually harm the good plants.  

This is the illustration that Jesus uses

In his parable story in this morning’s Gospel

Jesus was talking to one of the groups of people
Who had gathered around him.

He tried to talk to them with examples they would understand.

He told them a story about a farmer who had sowed good wheat seed,
Only to find out that his enemy had sabotaged him.

The enemy came at night and sprinkled weed seeds into the field.

The damage became evident when the weeds sprouted.

The farmer’s field workers wanted to make things better,
By cleansing his fields from all the weeds.

They were just itching to just get in there,
And make the wheat fields look good again,

But the farmer stopped them.

He could see that the wheat and weeds were intermingled,

With their roots all tangled together. 

He realized that the wheat could co-exist with the weeds,
And that it would be a bigger risk to try to pull out the weeds,

Because undoubtedly some of the wheat would also be uprooted,

Decreasing the crop yields. 
The farmer told the field hands

That the wheat would thrive among the weeds,

And that the weeds could be separated 

From the wheat at the harvest 

Upon questioning by his disciples

Jesus went on to explain what he meant by the story.

Jesus, himself, is the farmer,

Helping to sow the good seed,

The children of God’s kingdom.

The devil comes along

And plants evil in the midst of the good,

Causing all kinds of trouble.

No one except God, 

Should try to figure how to separate the good and the evil.

Attempts to separate good and evil,
Can result in damaging the good.  

Just like my trying to pull the weeds from the blueberries

Actually ended up harming the blueberry sprouts.

We are not really sure why Jesus told this story at the time

Or why Matthew, alone among the Gospel writers,

Chose to include it in his Gospel.

We can speculate that Jesus

May have been concerned about the Pharisees’
Highly judgmental attitude towards the people around them.

Jesus may also have worried

That his followers would lapse into the very human error

Of trying to set themselves up as judges,
Deciding who should be part of the in-group of the Jesus team. 
Matthew most likely chose to include this story,

Because it addressed some problem in the early church. 

Perhaps there were people who were setting themselves up

As the authorities on the Christian standard.

Perhaps there were people who wanted to judge

Who was good enough to become part of this new Christian church.

Matthew clearly wanted to deliver the message

That judging others is not the job of the church’s fieldworkers.

They are to live and let live

And leave the judging to God,

Who sows, plants and harvests the crop at the end of time.

Jesus wanted to free his followers and listeners

From the burden of judgment,

And the need to improve the people around them.

Good and evil co-existed in Jesus’ time

Just as it does today.

Jesus knew that if his followers could

Avoid the trap of judging other people,

In the pursuit of rooting out evil,

They would be less likely 
To fall into the twin sins of self-satisfaction
And idolatry.

On the other hand setting themselves up as judges

Would bring them perilously close

To trying to be God.  

You know things aren’t so very different today.

As a pastor, I often hear comments and questions like

Why isn’t he or she a better Christian?

Or if this is a Christian church, 

Why do they let people like that be part of the church?

Or that person is destroying the church,

Why don’t you do something about it?

Jesus would coach us that it is really not up to us

To judge who is the desirable wheat

And who is a weed in the church.  

Jesus’ words to us are that wheat and weeds can grow together.
The good news for us 

Is that it is not up to us to pull out the weeds out of the church.

God does not want us making judgments

About who should be considered a good Christian.

If we try to uproot the weeds of the church,

The resulting impact

Will be damage to God’s harvest. 
Not only will we waste tremendous energy

In this fruitless task,

We also run the risk of damaging the faith
Of someone whom God considers to be fruitful wheat.

Not only should we not attempt to uproot the weeds,

We should realize that what we consider to be a weed,

God may consider to be wheat.

Think about Jesus’ personal approach to dealing with evil.

From the cross,

Jesus did NOT say,

“Father condemn all of them

For what they have done to me,”

Rather he said,

“Father forgive them,

For they don’t know what they are doing.”

Not only did Jesus leave the judging to God,

He interceded with God

On behalf of the people who had hurt him.

Our jobs as fieldworkers in the kingdom,
Are to tend the whole crop--weeds and all,

Doing the work to which Jesus calls us

Feeding the hungry, housing the homeless, comforting the bereaved,

Visiting the imprisoned, and bringing water to the suffering.  

When someone comes to me,

Asking for food or help with rent,

It is not up to me to judge if they deserve it, my job is to help them.  

Within the Christian community,

We are called to love one another,

Forgiving seven times seventy.
The call to forgiveness

Is as countercultural in the 21st century

As it was in Jesus’ time.

Somehow if someone hurts us,

We want to reverse that hurt, maybe get even.
We want the person confronted, punished,
And maybe even banished from our sight.

But Jesus is telling us

That making judgments about others’ behavior

And trying to reform them,

Or uproot them from the community

Is not our job.

God has mercifully removed that job from us
And will take care of judgment in the last days.
God is also merciful to each one of us

Who undoubtedly has wheat and weeds mingled

In our very beings.

God fertilizes the good in you,

But does not banish you for your evil tendencies.

God does not focus on all the things you do wrong,

But rather, through the Word, Water, Bread and Wine,
God helps you to find the ways to fight the evil within yourself.
It is a merciful God, who is slow to anger,
And who has heard the words of the crucified Savior,

“Forgive them, for they don’t know what they do”

Who, in the last days, will judge each one of us. 

With this in mind, I ask you,

The next time you get the urge
To uproot something negative in the church,
Remind yourself that God gets to decide what is wheat and what is weeds. 

Pray about what you observe

And pray for the person who is bothering you.

Ask God for help in tolerating the weeds.
And Remember Jesus’ words,

“Forgive them for they don’t know what they do.”   
Amen
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