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How Do We See Humanity and the World?
INTRODUCTION - The weeds in my yard...

In our current home, there is a very tiny front yard that I mow with an old-fashioned muscle-powered reel mower, and a not-very-big backyard that I mow with a gas-powered mower.  I’m not big on pesticides and poisons, so every time... before I mow... I go out into the yard and dig up weeds.  The weeding takes me way longer than the mowing does, which only takes minutes.  Here’s what I notice about this part of my life:  There is way more grass growing than there are weeds, but it is really easy for me to get focused on the weeds.  “Man, it’s only been two weeks, and look at all those weeds!  Here I go again!  I’m coming for you, weeds!”

I have the exact opposite approach to the householder in Jesus’ parable that we just heard about the kingdom and the wheat and the weeds.  When the slaves ask their master if they should go and gather up the weeds, which seemingly appeared out of nowhere, the householder replies, “No; for in gathering the weeds you would uproot the wheat along with them.  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.” (Matthew 13:29-30)

I’m not waiting for any fall harvest or winter freeze.  I’m going for the weeds now!

SITUATION - Children of the kingdom / Children of the evil one

The parable gets even more interesting when the disciples ask Jesus for an interpretation of it, and Jesus starts talking about people who are children of the kingdom and people who are children of the evil one and the devil and the “end of the age” and the furnace of fire and “weeping and gnashing of teeth” and the righteous shining like the sun in the kingdom of their Father, and - oh, yeah - listening.

Did you notice that when the disciples asked for an explanation of the parable, they referred to it as “the parable of the weeds of the field”? (Matthew 13:36)

I think that’s about normal.  Someone tells us about good seed being sown and weeds and a harvest of wheat that is coming, and what we tend to hear is... “WEEDS!”

Who are the weeds, Jesus?  Tell us more about the weeds that are going to be burned!

What are we to make of this parable?

Well, Jesus starts out telling it as a story about the kingdom of heaven/God, but it also ends up being a parable of judgment.

Second, Jesus acknowledges that there is evil in the world... people who do evil and who are under the power of the Evil One... the devil.

He acknowledges that the Son of Man - his most frequent self-descriptor - is both the sower of the good seed and the One who will send his angels at the end of the age, and they will “collect out of his kingdom all causes of sin and all evildoers, and they will throw them into the furnace of fire...” (Matthew 13:37, 41-42)

COMPLICATION - Who are the weeds?

I think that we, like the disciples of Jesus, get caught up very easily into focusing on the weeds - specifically, identifying “the weeds”.  And here things can turn very serious and very deadly, because we’re not just pulling up weeds in our backyards anymore.  We are talking about human beings.

And here’s the temptation:  For us to become the judge (and jury) - of who is good and who is bad.  Notice that earlier in Matthew, in the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus says, “Do not judge, so that you may not be judged.  For with the judgment you make will you be judged, and the measure you give will be the measure you get.  Why do you see the speck in your neighbor’s eye, but do not notice the log in your own eye?... You hypocrite, first take the log out of your own eye, and then you will see clearly to take the speck out of your neighbor’s eye.” (Matthew 7:1-3, 5)

I don’t know about you, but I have always thought it a great relief that it is not up to me to determine who is a child of the kingdom and who is a child of the evil one at the end of the age.

I know - O God, do I know! - that our God is so much more wise, more compassionate, more merciful, more understanding - did I mention way more wise and way more merciful? - than I will ever be.

I scare myself whenever I start having thoughts about who is under the influence of the evil one, or any version of that.  Who should be in?  Who should be out?  Especially for E-T-E-R-N-I-T-Y?  Are you kidding me?  Yes, Holy Creator - please let the Son of Man and his angels make this determination.  Not me!

GOOD NEWS - Good people

I have been meandering my way through The Book of Joy, a book based on interviewing the Dalai Lama and Archbishop Desmond Tutu over five days in April, 2015.  I just read the chapter entitled “Despair: The World Is in Such Turmoil.”  The author and interviewer, Douglas Abrams, writes, “It was time to ask the question that people from around the world most wanted me to ask, a question not about joy but about sorrow, and not about theirs but about others.  “People all over the world wanted to know how they could possibly live with joy in a world so filled with sorrow and suffering.” (p.115)

Part of what I read in this chapter was Archbishop Tutu talking about how good people are.  “You know human beings are basically good.  You know that’s where we have to start.  That everything else is an aberration.  Anything that swerves away from that is the exception - even when now and again they can be very frustrating.  People are remarkably, remarkably, remarkably good, incredible in their generosity.  And we had the opportunity of seeing this, especially during the Truth and Reconciliation Commission in South Africa.  It was amazing to listen to people who had suffered, not only black people, you know - white people, too. Not only South Africans, but Americans...”

 “We’ve always got to be recognizing that despite the aberrations, the fundamental thing about humanity, about humankind, about people, is that they are good, they were made good, and they really want to be good.” (p. 120)

This is said by a man who lived under apartheid for decades.

What about you?  Do you see people as basically good, even remarkable good?  Or do you see people as basically evil?  Believe me, your answer will make a huge difference in how you live your life.

Archbishop Tutu and the Dalai Lama agree that part of the issue is that mostly the bad things make the news.  The Dalai Lama continues, “All these things happen, but they are unusual, which is why they become news.  There are millions and millions of children who are loved by their parents every day.  Then in school their teachers care for them... Then in the hospital, every day millions of people receive immense caring.  But this is so common that none of it becomes news.  We take it for granted.”

“When we look at the news, we must keep this more holistic view.  Yes, this or that terrible thing has happened.  No doubt, there are very negative things, but at the same time there are many more positive things happening in our world.  We must have a sense of proportion and a wider perspective.  Then we will not feel despair when we see these sad things.” (p. 121)

At another place, Tutu says, “The world is getting better.  Think about the rights of women or how slavery was considered morally justified a few hundred years ago. It takes time.  We are growing and learning how to be compassionate, how to be caring, how to be human.” (p. 117)

NEW BEHAVIOR - Nurturing the wheat

That is what the Son of Man is calling us to:  To be compassionate, caring, and fully human.

And he’s calling us to listen, and not judge others, and to have the courage - by God’s grace - to look inward.... at ourselves.

Mary Cartwright, during our discussion of this parable on Thursday, said that her main take-away was to be aware of the weeds in her own life, and to nurture the wheat.  To that I say, “Amen!”

The Son of Man has sowed good news in all of us.  Let’s nurture that.  Let’s befriend the darkness in ourselves...that’s another sermon entirely!... not focus our time or energy or money on who are the “weeds” out there in our world... and nurture our wheat, our gifts, our capacity for love and compassion and forgiveness and kindness and peace-sharing and generosity.

Yes, listening includes our capacity for self-examination, our commitment to allowing God to reveal things to me about me - wheat and weed, light and darkness, saint and sinner - and to ask for God’s help in nurturing what is most good and most loving, and to seek God’s power to heal the rest of me.

CONCLUSION

What we focus on expands.  

Let us focus much more on the good seed that God has sown in me and in you.  And as we do that, let’s see how the world begins to look to us.  Perhaps it will look very different all of a sudden!


