John Eason – St. Barnabas Sermon, July 17, 2011 – Pentecost V
Matthew 13:24-30, 36-43
Bo shared with us last Sunday about the seed that was sown in different kinds of soil.  And he talked about how this parable of Jesus related to those who receive the “Good News,” and how they respond to it … Ultimately, the good soil producing an abundance of fruit for the Kingdom of God.
In our lesson from Matthew today, Jesus continues this theme – this idea – of seed which is sown.  The seed in today’s parable is all sown in a field, which has been prepared and cultivated to produce a crop of wheat.  Our assumption would be that this soil is “good,” unlike the various kinds of soil in last week’s lesson.

The farmer who owned this field intended to produce a crop of good, healthy wheat.  My grandfather – my mother’s dad – was a wheat farmer in Kansas.  And I remember being with him during the summer, at harvest time – looking out over acre after acre of beautiful, golden wheat.  An abundant crop which provided a living for my grandparents. 
To me, it was “fun” to visit the farm in the summertime.  It was a novelty to ride on the tractor with my grandfather, and sit up in the combine with him, as he harvested the wheat.  To him it was hard work, and the quality of his crop had a direct impact on his and my grandmother’s quality of life!!  And it would have been a definite “setback,” to say the least, if someone had come in and had sown weed seeds among the wheat Gramp had so carefully planted!!
A couple of things bear mentioning here.  First, the idea that an enemy might come during the night and sabotage one’s livelihood was not unheard of – not necessarily a surprise - in Jesus’ time and to his audience.  Feuding between families or other groups, which might have been going on for generations, was not beyond the realm of possibility – and could very well have led to such destructive action as Jesus describes in this scenario.

Also, in Palestine, and throughout the Near East, there is a weed known as “bearded darnel” which grows plentifully, and which reportedly bears an uncanny resemblance to wheat – at least in its early life.  However, once the head finally appears on the plant, the difference is obvious.  But, unfortunately, this happens near harvest time.
“Master, did you not sow good seed in your field?  Where, then, did these weeds come from?”  To which the farmer – the Master – answered, “An enemy has done this.”  However, much to the surprise of his slaves, when they offered to go and “weed” the field, the Master told them not to – and that they should let both the good and the bad plants grow and mature until the time for the harvest.
Then, the difference between the wheat and the weeds would be obvious.  And the weeds would be harvested first, and then bound and burned … And afterwards, the wheat would be gathered and placed in the Master’s barn.

There’s an important lesson here in the Master’s response to the slaves who wanted to pull up these weeds as soon as they appeared.  We learn here that believers – those who have chosen to follow Jesus … and nonbelievers – those who have rejected him, and who have chosen to go their own way and “do their own thing” – grow and exist side-by-side in this world.  And you know what, like it or not, they’re not always obviously distinguishable – one from the other – are they?!  Seems like it’d be a lot easier if they were!  They could just be plucked up, and thrown out!!  

But here’s where it gets a little more complicated, than if we were talking about literal plants here, and not people – Who’s to know which of the weeds may be transformed into wheat – by the end of the age – at the time of the harvest?!

Now, of course, from a biological – more specifically – from a botanical standpoint, this is an impossibility!  Right?!  A weed is always a weed, and that can never change … and wheat is always wheat!  But since Jesus is talking about people here, and not literal wheat and weeds, there is always the possibility of a miraculous change of heart and transformation!  Amen?!  “With God, all things are possible!”
I was involved in prison ministry a number of years ago, and I remember sitting next to a man at a men’s fellowship meeting at our church.  I was telling this guy about this ministry I was involved with – this ministry to prison inmates – and he said to me – “You’re wasting your time!  You can never change them!”  To which I responded, “Yes, I know I can’t … but God can!  God can!!”
I got behind a man on a motorcycle the other day, and he happened to be going in the same direction I was – he seemed to live in a neighborhood not far from ours – so I followed him to ask if he might want to ride with us sometime.  He was an old guy, riding a big cruiser, and I just had a hunch he might fit right in!

When I introduced myself and told him I was the rector of St. Barnabas, his eyes lit up, and he told me that he was a priest too!  He’s on staff over at the Church of the Messiah that meets at JU.  He told me he was getting ready to leave the next day for a Kairos Prison Ministry weekend, and he told me how blessed and amazed he always is at how God touches and transforms the lives of these men – many of whom society and even their families have given up on!  And, since I’d already read our lesson for today – I couldn’t help but think about the miracle of “weeds” becoming “wheat!”  And there’s no way I could chalk up the meeting with this man as just to see if he wanted to go on a motorcycle ride!!
And as I thought more and more about our lesson for today, I could sense a purpose of the “wheat” co-existing alongside the “weeds.”  And that purpose is for those of us who are “wheat” – those of us who’ve heard the message of the Gospel, and who’ve made a decision to follow Jesus as his disciples – for us to have an influence on the “weeds” we find planted in our midst – right next to us!
Now, don’t get me wrong!  God is the only one who can draw them in and effect that change and transformation in them!  But you and I can plant seeds in their hearts – seeds of encouragement, and of hope, and of meaning, and of purpose, and of the possibility of living outside the bondage of all those things that drain the life from us!  The possibility – as we model it before them – of a life which is free, and full of joy and peace!  And a future which is eternal – in that place where there is “fullness of joy, and where there are pleasures forevermore!”  Amen?!

You know, if you’re like me, it’s easy to wish that God would just pull up all those “weeds” so we wouldn’t have to deal with them ... so we could avoid the hassle!

But that’s not the way life works, is it?  Oh, God will ultimately see to those weeds that are still in his harvest field – at the end of the age!  But it will be in His time, and according to His purposes, and not ours!!

This morning, we welcome Jordan Xavier Thomas into the family of God – into the Body of Christ – through the Sacrament of Baptism.  And as Sacramental Christians – as believers who trust that God’s grace is present and at work – through this Sacrament … we believe that the Holy Spirit will light a fire in Jordan’s heart and life today!

But, as you’ve heard me say before – there must come a time in his life when he makes that decision to “own” his faith – and not depend on the faith of his mother, his grandmother, or even his “big sister” – who’s bigger than he is right now – but Jayden, that’s most likely going to change in a few years!  A time must come when Jordan makes that decision to call upon Jesus Christ as his own Savior and Lord.

And, as we know, like the rest of us – Jordan will have to live alongside the “weeds” in this world.  And his decision, and our decision, is to decide if he’ll let those weeds bring him down and “stunt” his growth in Jesus – or if he’ll decide to let his light for Jesus shine so bright, and show forth the “abundant life” he has in Christ – that the weeds around him will be miraculously transformed into wheat, in the harvest field of the Kingdom of God!  Amen!!  

