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Today's sermon from the archives discusses Jesus' Parable of the Farmer.  Although written
15 years ago, the words nevertheless feel fresh and relevant to our lives today, demonstrating that
the struggle to understand ourselves and others is ongoing, and the urge to compartmentalize and
judge others is a universal one that we must continue to resist. 
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If there is anything that ought to be appealing about the Bible to us moderns, it's the fact that
it tells it like it is.  It's true that the Bible does speak about angels and demons and walking on water
and rising from the dead and other things that seem pretty archaic in a world of computers and cell
phones.  But nowhere are you going to find a more accurate picture of human life than in the stories
of the Scripture.  Especially in Jesus' parables.  Some of Jesus' parables are like full length mirrors
in which we see ourselves as we are, while others are like curve balls that clip the outside corner of
the plate and catch us by surprise.

The Jesus story that we examine today indicates that life is a mess.  And that even the church
is a mess.  All of us wrestle with a world that is messier than we would like for it to be.  All of us
have lives that are more disheveled and muddled than we would like to admit.

Personally, I like life neat and orderly.  My mother taught me that.  All clothes hung neatly
in the closet.  No empty drink cans sitting around.  Books put back in the shelves after reading.
Material filed away in carefully marked folders.



Life is not so neat and orderly.  Neither is God's grace.  Jesus told a parable that may be of
some help to those of us who have to live with the mess in the world, in the church, and in ourselves. 
As Jesus told it, there was a man who sowed wheat in his field.  Later some enemy came through and
sowed weeds in the same field.  As the grain grew, so did the weeds.  Like kudzu.

Those of us in the South know about kudzu.  I heard sometime back of a university student
who, along with some of this fraternity brothers, sowed kudzu seeds in the freshly cultivated lawn
of a rival fraternity and then waited with glee for it to take over the unsuspecting zoysia.  All of us
have seen stretches of highway where some overzealous planter once did a number with kudzu seeds. 
The vines have covered acres of trees and telephone poles and some of the road signs, even some
of the small outbuildings.

"If you are going to plant kudzu," the saying goes, "drop it and run!"  Back in the days of the
Depression it became a popular forage crop to feed animals and was used to control erosion.  Kudzu
became the darling of the Soil Conservation Service and in the early ‘40s government nurseries
produced seedlings and planted them wherever they would grow.  There were Kudzu Clubs and even
a Kudzu Queen who reigned over this creeping disaster.  Later the Department of Agriculture had
enough of the stuff and demoted kudzu to weed status.  Today it's just a nuisance and an eyesore. 
Kudzu was not a biblical crop, but something similar was taking over the farmer's field.

So the servants asked, "Master, don't you want us to chop the weeds out before it takes over
the wheat fields?"

And the master said, "No, no, if you do that, you will pull up the wheat.  Just leave it alone.
At harvest time, I'll tell the harvesters to separate everything.  I know there's both wheat and weeds
out there," he said, "but just let both grow. We'll take care of it later."  Now, I claim absolutely zero
agricultural expertise, but that doesn't sound like much of a way to run a farm!

There's a natural impulse to get rid of the weeds.  Out in the world there are all kinds of
groups dedicated to doing that, to getting rid of what they think is undesirable.  “Put them on a boat
and send them back where they came from” is a common mentality regarding people who want to
come into our country.  Get rid of the aliens.  Don't give them any benefits.  It's not a very Christian
attitude, but it's still a common one.

Why did the farmer say “no” to the servants who had the good idea to neaten up the field? 
Perhaps the first reason was that in this business of dealing with people we do not know how to
distinguish the wheat from the weeds.  You think you are pulling up a weed and it turns out to be
wheat.  I confess that I often do not know a weed from a flower.  I have sprayed Round-Up on some
“weeds” that were little plants that cost $4.95 apiece.  I sprayed a whole bed of what I thought were
weeds once and it was a bed carefully under cultivation!

We usually don't know the difference between the wheat and the weeds.  We usually do not
know enough to make a judgment.  We need to be very careful in our assessment of others.  We do
not know a person's situation or his circumstances.  We have not walked a mile in his shoes.  We do
not know enough to make the necessary judgments.  We do not know how to distinguish between
the good, the bad, and the ugly.



There was a time in years past when churches would expel from their membership people
who they felt did not measure up to their standards.  Old church records tell of kicking people out
for drunkenness, running around with somebody else's wife, even using profanity.  I remember when
I was a little boy my home church in South Carolina "kicked out" a man who bought the local
alcoholic beverage store.  In South Carolina at that time they did not have an ABC system and
“liquor stores,” as we called them, were state licensed but privately owned.  They expelled the man
from church, had an official church meeting and voted him out.  It was a bad thing to do, a very
hypocritical thing to do, because some of the people who voted to throw him out were his good
customers!  Turn us “good” people loose with our swing blades and it's hard telling how much
damage we will do out in the fields.

Furthermore, we need to be cautious in our judgments of others because we are a mixed bag
ourselves.  All of us are a mix of good seed and kudzu.  God allows a mixed field and whether we
like it, approve of it, or understand it, God asks us to tolerate that mixed field too.

Sometimes the weeds will surprise you.  People do change.  Old dogs do learn new tricks. 
Anne Lamott is a wonderful writer and now a serious Christian.  After decades away from the church
and a difficult and troubled life filled with drugs, alcohol, and near disaster, she found her way to
a small, mostly African-American congregation, St. Andrew Presbyterian Church in Marin City,
California, just across the Golden Gate Bridge from San Francisco.  She loves her church, teaches
Sunday School, serves as an elder.  On one occasion she was asked to preach the sermon.  Because
of her own rather “loose” lifestyle in the past, she chose to preach about the story of Rahab, an Old
Testament woman who was a prostitute.  But in addition to her escort service, she helped hide some
Jewish spies on her roof, helped them down by a rope, and played a big role in helping God's people
conquer the land.  All she asked for was a break when the walls came tumbling down.

Anne Lamott comments: “You've got to love this in a God—consistently assembling the
motleyist to bring into this lonely and frightening world a commitment to caring and community.  
It's a centuries-long reality show – Moses the stutterer, Rahab the hooker, David the adulterer, Mary
the homeless teenager.  Not to mention all the mealy-mouthed disciples.  Not to mention a raging
insecure narcissist like me."

The people God uses are an amazing mixed bag of saint and sinner.  Jesus makes it clear that
it is not our job to play Santa Claus – to try to figure out “who's been naughty and nice.”  Leave that
to God.  He's the only one who knows enough about us to make those distinctions.

Our job in this mixed field is not to destroy the weeds and the climbing kudzu, but to tend
to our own business.  And that business is to be wheat in a messy world, to go on bearing witness
to the unconditional love of the One who planted us and who never gives up.

If we do that, God will take care of the rest!


