19 July 2020, Trinity 6, Proper 11

Romans 8;12-25   Matthew 13: 24-30, 36-43

SW Zoom 9.30am

1.
Goodies and baddies
I wonder if you ever watch old black and white films? If you do, or if you can remember them, you will know that one of the joys of old films is that you could always tell who were the goodies and who were the baddies. For one thing they looked different – baddies often had a squint or sinister looking clothes. Then there was the music: when a baddie came on it changed and became dark and brooding. Film makers gave us plenty of clues. These days the opposite seems to happen, and the baddie is the person we least suspected. In our post-modern world we like to see ourselves as more sophisticated, and we acknowledge that life is far more ambiguous.
Despite this, it seems to be a human tendency to categorise and label. Quite possibly we have differences of opinion about precisely who the goodies and baddies are in public life. This is apparent in politics, where one person’s hero is another’s monster. Whatever negative views some people may have of Donald Trump, for example, others hail him as America’s saviour. No doubt even in this congregation we will come to different conclusions about public figures, but still we do all tend to judge them and put people into boxes: those we think are good, and those who are not, and some of our media reinforces this binary perspective.

2.
Another agricultural parable of Jesus

We have just listened to a parable told by Jesus to illustrate the Kingdom of Heaven. It is a story that has some things in common with the more familiar parable of the sower that we heard last week. Both draw parallels with agriculture and the natural world, and in both we are offered an explanation. There are differences, however. In the parable of the sower that we heard last week, all the seed is good, sown by God. It is the soil that differs. In the parable we heard today, some of the seed is good, sown by ‘the son of man’, and some of the seed is bad, sown by the devil.
Both parables are in their different ways very challenging. Last week, we asked ourselves: am I good or bad soil for the word of God?  This week we may, if we take the story at face value, ask: am I a plant growing from the good seed, who will be gathered into God’s barn, or might I be one of the other sort, whose end is rather graphically portrayed and involves weeping and gnashing of teeth?

Both parables need to be read alongside our belief in the possibility of change and redemption: certainly it is not my belief that any one of us is unwaveringly ‘good’ or irredeemably ‘bad’ from the start. For we believe that the Spirit of God works within us always to turn our lives around, and that God is always ready to forgive. This might seem to contradict the image from our reading that some seed is simply bad, and other is good.
3.   Parables are not allegories

To resolve this apparent contradiction, it is important for us to remember the difference between a parable and an allegory. Parables, such as those Jesus told us, are stories that make us think. There are not always exact parallels, and we cannot take the analogies too far. In fact scholars think that the second part of our reading here does not actually reflect Jesus’s own words, but is a later addition by the early church seeking to strengthen the message for their own generation.

So rather than hearing the story literally, it becomes important to ask what are the issues this parable makes us think about?

It speaks to me most clearly of the difficulty of telling the goodies and baddies apart. I understand that if we place the story back in its original context, the weeds referred to here were actually very difficult to tell apart from wheat, so there was indeed a real danger of rooting up the good with the bad. (This is always a danger for me, since I am not the best gardener in the world). And so we notice that this householder instructs his slaves to let them both grow together. For us, this is a reminder of the dangers of classifying people, and a reminder that we should let God be the judge of souls. As I said at the start, this is a salutary lesson for those of us who do have a tendency to put people and their actions into boxes.
4.
The possibility of change

I have a fridge magnet that has the words of the Danish philosopher Kierkegaard. It says simply ‘Life can only be understood backwards, but it must be lived forwards’. I love that quotation because it reminds me that although often I can’t make sense of things at the time, it will all make sense in retrospect. At times of change and uncertainty, I sometimes have to hold on to that thought. How is this thought relevant to our subject today?

Well, we can be sure that there is a difference between God’s perspective on the world and our own. We are like the characters in a book who do not know how it will end. God is the author and can see the whole picture. It is his perspective that is reflected in this parable. He is the one who is outside time and can understand things by seeing them as a whole. God alone can see our motives and our hearts; God alone knows what we are like, and indeed it is God alone who has the whole picture. God alone is in a position to judge us, and it is our belief that he understands our weaknesses and forgives.
We live our lives forwards. And the great good news of our faith is that ‘while there is life, there is hope’. Hope of change, hope of redemption. Paul, writing to the church in Rome, is quite clear that none of us can by our own efforts be good. But through Jesus and the work of his Spirit within us, we can change and grow closer to God. As human beings, we are not simply ‘good seed’ or ‘bad seed’ that has no choice but to grow into what it is destined to be, we have the potential for free will, for development and change.
And so we end with the prayer that God will indeed inspire and guide each one of us. That when we come to the end of our lives and are able, with God, to make sense of them by looking backwards, we will see evidence of the seeds of his love and his Spirit and of the actions that flow from them. We lay claim to salvation through the example and free gift of Jesus, who can transform our frailty so that we become more like him.



Amen



Zoom hymns
Morning has broken

Come, ye thankful people, come
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