Weeding the Kingdom of Heaven 
Sermon for 19 July 2020
Seventh Sunday after Pentecost; Romans 8:12-25; Matthew 13:24-30, 36-43
In the early 1600s, the Church of England was riven with factions, which bubbled over into secular life as well. We are taught that people came to New England seeking religious freedom, but it is more accurate to say that they sought a different sort of religious intolerance than they encountered in England, one that they would control instead of their rivals. There were two important factions in the part of the story I will relate, adapted from a book about Roger Williams: Separatists, who came to Plymouth as the Pilgrims and sought to establish a church that was independent of the Church of England, and Puritans, who came to the Massachusetts Bay Colony as dedicated members of the Church of England but sought to reform it around their deeply Calvinist theology, among other things. The Puritans were not welcome among the Pilgrims, and vice versa, because of their different positions on remaining with the Church of England. However, even within the Puritans, there were differences of opinion on issues like the use of the Book of Common Prayer, conformity to other practices dictated by the Archbishop of Canterbury, and church polity. Shortly after Salem was established, the Massachusetts Bay Company sent another ship full of colonists. Salem did not exactly welcome them. In fact, only colonists who belonged to covenanted churches, that is, congregationalists, were allowed to participate in the Lord’s Supper and have their babies baptized. The new colonists largely moved on to form Boston.
Eventually Salem and Boston grew, new churches were formed, and the colony flourished. As a result, rules got tighter. It wasn’t exactly a theocracy, but only “male church members who were not servants” could vote. Initially, church membership could be attained simply by signing the church covenant. Soon, that changed so that potential members “had to prove that they were among the precious few elect whom their Calvinist God would save.” This meant a prospective member had to present compelling evidence that God had particularly blessed him and visibly revealed him to be a saint. The members then had to unanimously vote to accept him. Those who failed were still required to worship in a church, just like every other resident in the colony, but could not be a member.
The Gospel According to Matthew is organized around five discourses. Today’s lesson is a parable from the third discourse, squarely in the middle of the story of Jesus’s teachings. I only read the lectionary parable and its interpretation, but in between are two other parables about the kingdom of heaven growing abundantly: a mustard seed that becomes a tree and a small amount of leaven that makes a huge amount of bread. Our parable also directly follows last week’s lesson about the sower whose seed falls on different kinds of soil. Today we hear that the soil is all good, but different kinds of seed fall on it.
The sower, Jesus, has good seed, but “the enemy” sows weeds among it. Some references I read indicate that the weeds were likely darnel, which is another species of grass. In their early stages of growth, wheat and darnel are indistinguishable. At harvest time, though, darnel is toxic. The enemy’s actions are somewhere between vandalism and slow murder.
It is easy to read this story as supporting double predestination, of the form the Puritans believed. That is, some people are the wheat that is destined for God’s harvest and some people are the weeds that are destined for “the furnace of fire, where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth,” as Jesus says. Perhaps. I have my doubts about these self-interpretations sprinkled through the Gospel. But for now, let’s take it at face value.
In the Old Testament, there were many, many rules about who was allowed in the Temple. Anyone who was ceremonially unclean was not allowed. Gentiles were not allowed. In fact, the book of Acts records an event where Paul was arrested on suspicion of bringing Gentiles into the Temple, for which some people wanted him killed. There are some indications in the Old Testament that these rules are only temporary. Yet we read in the New Testament that the new Christ-following communities still had divisions between who was “in” and who was “out.” Paul had to write that “now there is neither Jew nor Greek.” Eventually, this concept took root and churches welcomed both Jew and Gentile believers. But the gatekeeping urge never ended, and indeed led to schisms throughout the ages. Eastern and Western churches split. The Western church spawned a Reformation with a few major denominations, which subsequently continued to split and merge. The PC(USA) of which we are a member is just one denomination formed by splits and mergers in the Presbyterian family “bush.”
Reasons for splitting included theology, political and economic power, polity, and inclusiveness. In my lifetime, the major reasons have been women’s roles in the church and LGBTQ inclusion. Every time a denomination makes a move towards including more people into full participation in the life of the church, there are people who say NO! In 1973, PCA split off from what became PC(USA) over a wide range of issues; one of the key differences today is that only men may hold any offices or leadership positions in PCA congregations. Similarly, about ten years ago, after PC(USA) voted to endorse gay marriage and to allow gay ordination, many congregations split off and formed ECO.
But let’s look back at the parable. When the workers discover that weeds are growing among the wheat, they want to go remove them. This seems prudent. Why allow weeds to grow and steal resources from the wheat? Maybe the weeds will prevent a bountiful harvest. Yet the master stops them. He is worried that in pulling weeds they may inadvertently pull up good plants, too. He would rather allow the weeds to grow to fruition than to lose the yield of a single seed that he planted.
Coupled with the other parables in this discourse, we know that the seed that Jesus sows has enormous yield. He knows that the weeds won’t really do any harm. Yes, they will grow and yield toxic fruit, but the seed of the Word of God will grow and yield abundant fruit, abundant life.
We are called not to remove the weeds from among us, but instead to ensure that we ourselves grow in the strength of God’s Word. In this story, we are not the sowers, but the plants. Who among us knows what is in another person’s heart? Who are we to judge our neighbors? All each person knows is what is in their own heart, their own life, and how they are producing the fruits of God’s Spirit.
After PC(USA) voted to allow gay ordination, many people thought the fight was over. Yet as we’ve seen with recent stories about the after-effects of the Civil War and so-called defeat of the Confederacy, it’s just as important to win the peace. So More Light Presbyterians, one organization that pushed for the change to the Book of Order, decided to continue their work and ministry. Their mission statement is:
Following the risen Christ, and seeking to make the Church a true community of hospitality, the mission of More Light Presbyterians is to work for the full participation of lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, intersex, and asexual (LGBTQIA+) people in the life, ministry and witness of the Presbyterian Church (USA) and in society.
More Light recognizes that there is a difference between a rule on the books and lived reality. How many people in Rolla know the history of the Book of Order and its present position on gay rights? Most people don’t even know what a Presbyterian is, let alone our internal rules and politics. What they could know is how we behave, how we talk about ourselves, how we advertise ourselves to the community. How we witness to and demonstrate the love and grace of God in and for the world. More Light churches affirm that they will not only “tolerate” or “accept” LGBTQ individuals, but will also welcome and embrace them as fellow children of God. I am personally a member of More Light, and look forward to the day when we might be a More Light church, one that truly lives our calling to welcome everyone into the Kingdom of Heaven.
I’d like to shift the metaphor now. While acknowledging Jesus’s self-interpretation, let’s look at the parable a different way. Suppose each one of us is a field, into which some seeds have been sown. We are each full of both weeds and wheat. Yet sometimes, it is hard to know which is which. Remember that darnel and wheat are indistinguishable in their early stages, but yield much different fruit. We can only know which ideas, which behaviors, which relationships are from God by their fruits. For example, once upon a time, I was a big Ayn Rand fan. I assume most of you know her by reputation at least. She put forth a philosophy of radical individualism, with perhaps a bit of social Darwinism. She took the Enlightenment concept of the individual, complete in themselves, to its logical conclusion. What I realized as I matured is that none of us, not one, are truly complete as individuals, but are instead inextricably intertwined with our families, communities, and world. Sure, my success is a product of my hard work, but also of my education, the opportunities given to me by mentors, the support I’ve received from my family, and so forth. Only as I began to see the fruits of these relationships did I recognize some of my other beliefs as weeds that needed to be cast aside.
How can we recognize the weeds in our lives? How do we identify good fruits and bad? Let’s turn now to Paul’s message. He says, “If you live according to the flesh, you will die; but if by the Spirit you put to death the deeds of the body, you will live.” When Paul refers to the flesh, he means our worldly needs. If your focus, your top priority, is satisfying your physical desires, your life will be empty. As the saying goes, nobody on their death bed wishes they had spent more time at work. We all have basic needs: adequate food, clean water, clean air, shelter. Once those needs are satisfied, we are free to pursue our wants. We can pursue career success or wealth. We can indulge gluttony, lust, and greed. Or, we can prioritize God and neighbor. We can be guided by the Spirit into broader and deeper relationships. If we do, we will find that our lives are more abundant—not necessarily in wealth, but in joy.
I realize that I live in a pretty nice house for someone preaching against pursuing material wealth. But let me cast it in a different light. Over the last decade, Rhonda’s mobility has progressively decreased. Our house was increasingly inappropriate for her needs. We knew that we had to do something different. First, we considered whether Rolla was the right place for us. After weighing the pros and cons of moving to a different university, perhaps one in a big city with more extensive public transportation and medical resources, we realized that Rolla was now our home. We have so many connections here that we would lose if we were to move.
So next we investigated various rental options, none of which would really work for us. We looked at a few houses, none of which would work. Finally, we decided to build a house that would serve our needs. We found a lot that is in town, within walking or wheelchair distance of stores, and near a park. We built a house that will enable Rhonda to not only survive, but to thrive. The vast majority of our decisions were based on accessibility, so that she can fully participate in family life. We erased barriers that were inhibiting her ability to be with the rest of the family, to entertain friends, to go out and visit people. Now that her physical needs are accommodated, she can focus more of her energy on relationships, and so can I.
This, I think, is Paul’s point: if we are led by the Spirit into deep relationships with our family and community, we will find ways to satisfy our physical needs that will lead to abundant life, life that produces good fruits for God’s kingdom.
Parables have a richness of meaning, but cannot be taken too literally. We can read the parable as endorsing double predestination, meaning each one of us is either wheat or weed, with no chance to change. That’s taking the analogy too far. Jesus’s other teachings, as well as the rest of the New Testament, tell us to repent, to turn away from sin, to change. We can live by the Spirit and overcome our sinfulness, our worldly desires. Then we can produce the good harvest that God intends.
As we learned last week, our place is to sow the good seed of God’s Word. Today we learn that our lives are a product of what has been sown in us. Let us live by the Spirit, remove the weeds of our worldly desires, and let God’s Word come to fruition in each one of us, producing a bountiful harvest for the Kingdom of Heaven. Amen. 
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