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Whenever I read this parable, I can't help but think back to the spring of 1974, after I had transferred to a college in California to begin preparation for ministry.  In order to make ends meet, I often found part-time employment as a gardener, even though I knew very little about gardening- as my wife can attest.  The first job I went out on was to the home of an elderly couple- Mr. and Mrs. Edwin Gerth of Scotts Valley.  They were going out for the afternoon and left me on the premises to pull out all the weeds from their rather extensive hillside garden.  What a big mistake!  All afternoon, I filled one garbage bag after another with this small green, weed-like vegetation that had proliferated throughout their backyard.  Practically the entire garden was reduced to barren soil by the time I finished and I remember feeling pretty proud of myself for the fine job I had done.  After three hours, the Gerths returned and to their great horror discovered that I had completely uprooted their prized strawberry patch.  What I had thought were weeds (after all they LOOKED like weeds) were not weeds AT ALL but actually healthy strawberry plants.  Thus, when Jesus tells of the danger of uprooting the good growth with the bad, it becomes a very personal experience for me.
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Our Lectionary text for this morning is only found here in the gospel of Matthew and on a much deeper level, it deals with the question of “What is the Christian’s response to evil?”; “What should good people do about bad things?”  We’re told that a farmer sowed GOOD seed upon his field.  However, during the night, his enemy came and sowed BAD seed--often referred to as "darnel"--among the good wheat.  Now darnel acts as a kind of "locoweed" so that if eaten, it produces a strange drunken dizziness in animals and humans.  As this bad seed or "darnel" nearly resembled the good wheat, it was often very difficult to determine which was wheat and which was darnel.  
In our story, the farmhands are the first to realize the deception and so they hurry to alert the farmer about it.  They are prepared to uproot all the darnel so that it doesn't rob the good wheat of nutrients and become mixed in with it when it is finally harvested.  The farmer, however, stops them from doing so for in the process of pulling out the darnel, they could possibly damage or pull up much of the good wheat in the process.  He understands that if he lets them both grow together until harvest time, it will then be apparent as to which is the good grain and which is the bad.  Then the wheat could be safely harvested and stored while the darnel could be separated and then burned as fuel for cooking and heat.

Both the farmer and his servants share the concern about the good wheat having been mixed with the bad.  The question was how, in the interest of maximizing their harvest, the two could be separated so that the darnel or false wheat could be safely removed without damaging any of the good wheat.  Both the servant and the farmer posed different solutions to the same problem.  The servants focused on the TARES and they wanted to get to work immediately pulling out as much of it as they could.  The wise farmer, on the other hand, was focused on the WHEAT.  He knew that the process of ridding the field of darnel would most likely result in the destruction of a high percentage of the good grain.  Therefore, he advised patience, suggesting that they both be allowed to mature together so that when it was time to harvest, the tares could more easily be separated from the wheat resulting in the least amount of damage to his crop.   

The more I think about it, the more I believe we are most like the unwise servants in this story- always focusing upon the tares than the wheat, always thinking about how we can extirpate or eradicate that which we consider bad from that which we consider good.  We all want purity, don’t we?  We can easily feel threatened by others who look or think or speak or live differently than we do, and if you need proof, just look at all the anti-Muslim or anti-immigration hysteria that continues to grip much of our country.  When I accepted my first call to ministry in the mid-1980’s, it was to a small, insulated community in Pennsylvania located on the top of a hill, the highest point in the county.  Like any church, they expressed their interest in wanting to see their church grow.  One day, I was visiting one of my members and I asked him why he thought there weren’t any minorities in the town- after all, there were no Blacks, no Jews, or no Hispanics to speak of.  He replied matter of factly, “Because we don’t want them here, that’s why.”  Then it struck me- yes, they wanted to grow all right, but only with persons like THEMSELVES- with persons who were all white, all solidly middle class, and all rock-ribbed Republicans like most of themselves.  Anyone else was viewed with suspicion by them.
History is replete with examples of what happens when nations are more interested in getting rid of the TARES rather than preserving what good wheat there may be within their borders.  Seventy years ago, the Nazis sought to rid Europe of any trace of Jewish life and heritage because they regarded it to be a blight upon their own Aryan culture.  It resulted in the Holocaust and the deaths of over six million Jews.  More recently, there was the massacre of a million Tutsis in Rwanda by their Hutu countrymen, and the indiscriminate slaughter by Serbs against thousands of their Bosnian neighbors- done in the name of "ethnic cleansing."  History has shown repeatedly that there is a natural inclination for those in power to want to preserve that power through purges and crusades at the expense of those persons who are not necessarily evil but often just different.  As a result, more harm than good has been done as a lot of innocent wheat has been uprooted and destroyed in the process.
Our nation’s OWN history has not been exempt from such injustices.  In the 1600’s, women were burnt at the stake for being witches when in actuality they were nothing more than innocent women whom others claimed talked and acted strangely, differently.  The Ku Klux Klan arose just after the Civil War to keep Blacks down and to promote white dominance.   However, rather than keeping America “pure” as they intended, the organization created a legacy of terror and hatred that haunts the South to this very day.  More than sixty years ago, at the height of Cold War hysteria in our country, Congress created the House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC) to expose and purge any Communist influence in the government and throughout the nation.  It not only resulted in the suspension of people’s First Amendment rights but a number were imprisoned and their reputations ruined even after it was proven that many who had been called before the committee had minimal or NO connection to Communism or the Communist Party.  And today, with the legalization of gay marriage in a growing number of states including Iowa, gays and lesbians continue to be targeted and discriminated against, even still within our own Armed Forces.  By focusing in on the tares rather than the good wheat, such movements have appealed to the worst impulses of our national character and unleashed the destructive forces of fear and suspicion, hatred and division throughout every strata of society.  
Not even the CHURCH is blameless.  Like the Pharisees before her, once the church became a powerful and established institution, she concentrated her energies on rooting out anything that contradicted her own teachings at all costs.  The early church Councils were efforts to preserve what they deemed "orthodox" or "right doctrine" as various heresies arose.  Beginning in the twelfth century, the Roman Catholic Church instituted a series of inquisitions in an attempt to uphold the purity of the Christian faith and preserve her power over people’s lives.  Persons who thought differently or challenged those teachings were not only beaten, imprisoned, or banished but often put to death- all in the name of Christianity.  Even John Calvin, whose theology forms the basis of our own Presbyterian Church, had Michael Servetus burned at the stake for refusing to adhere to the doctrine of the Trinity, despite professing a fervent belief in Jesus Christ.  More recently, conservatives in the Southern Baptist Convention have waged all-out war against theological moderates in an effort to uproot the tares of modernism and liberalism from their colleges and seminaries.  This has driven out many moderates from their denomination including women who by being denied ordination are made to feel like second-class citizens in the church.
In all these examples, the central problem has NOT been the tares THEMSELVES, only how best to get RID of them.  No matter how thoroughly you may uproot the weeds in your garden, within a few weeks, they are all back again.  I discovered this many years ago while ministering in the Redwoods National Park in Northern California.  I spent two whole days uprooting every weed I could find on both the front and back lawn of the small house I lived in.  I filled bag after bag with some of the largest weeds you ever saw in your life.  Three weeks later, they were back more numerous than before.  The fact of the matter is that you will never entirely eradicate the tares from your field.  
Furthermore, there will also always be SOME measure of darnel mixed among the wheat, some evil intermixed with the good.  This is unavoidable as there is no such thing as purity in life.  This means there can never be a pure CHURCH any more than there can be a pure SOCIETY.  The story is told of a man who drifted from congregation to congregation, hoping to find and then join a “perfect church.”  In the midst of his search someone was bold enough to say to him, “I feel sorry for that church if you ever find it, for in the moment you join it, it will not be perfect anymore!”  We have to realize that the church, just like the rest of the world, is still a very imperfect institution and that there will not only be weeds all around us, trying to suffocate the life of God’s good work in our lives, but weeds INSIDE of us as well, and this is why we are constantly in need of a fresh supply of God’s grace and love and forgiveness.  None of us is completely free of selfishness and pride and lust in our lives with the sad truth being that there is more bad in the best of us and more good in the worst of us than we will ever know.  

Jesus, just like that wise farmer, knew all-too well the hazards of trying to eliminate the evil seed in our midst, that it posed dangers far greater than its supposed rewards.  He understood the folly of setting oneself up as judge and then trying to destroy what is perceived as bad from among the good, that it engendered attitudes of pride and self-righteousness which in the end would prove more destructive than productive.  The folly of most reformers and moralists is that as they try to rid the world of all personal and social ills, they too often overlook their own.  The truth is that most of the time, we don't really demand "purity" as we do "conformity” to our particular position.  
Besides, who among us has the wisdom to be able to perceive people’s hearts the way Christ did, to distinguish between a hypocrite and a genuine person?  It was just for this reason Jesus cautioned his followers against judging lest they themselves be judged, and that before they locate the speck in their brother’s eye, they had better discern and remove the one in their own.  The reality is that no one but Christ has the mind of God, and no one save Christ has the purity of heart to look into the depths of people’s souls and judge their inner motives.  CHRIST ALONE has that power of judgment and he will exercise it, himself, both wisely and righteously on that Last Day.  
Some years ago, a church called me to see if I’d be interested in interviewing with them about their vacant pastor position.  They’d received a copy of my Personal Information Form along with several of my sermons and they seemed anxious to want to meet me as soon as possible.  Well I agreed to drive down the following week although it was a good distance in a neighboring state.  After finding the church, the committee and I shared a wonderful meal at a fancy restaurant where we all spent time getting to know one another.  Afterwards, we all headed back to the church for a brief tour- it was a beautiful old facility that had recently been remodeled.  Over the next few hours, we laughed together and established a wonderful rapport among ourselves during which we discussed the church, my philosophy of ministry, and how I saw myself fitting in there.  Just as the meeting seemed to be wrapping up, the head of the search committee suddenly said to me, “David, I think I speak for everyone when I say that we have thoroughly enjoyed our time together and we really like what we have seen and heard from you.  However, let me ask you one last question, and as far as I’m concerned, it is the most important question of the entire evening.  How do you feel about the ordination of gays and lesbians in our denomination?”  Well I didn’t hesitate to tell them that I believed there was definitely a place for gays and lesbians in the church and the church would have to be an open, tolerant, and inclusive congregation regardless of who came through those doors.  That would be the ONLY kind of church I would ever consider coming to.  With that answer, I could see the air suddenly leave the room and everybody’s face grow heavy with disappointment.  “Well then,” said the committee chair, “I’m just going to be honest with you.  That is a philosophy that is totally at odds with this committee and with this congregation.  I’m sorry to say that with a position like that, there’s no way we CAN call you to become the next minister here.” 
I told him and the rest of the committee that if they truly felt that way, I completely understood and thanked them for their honesty.  It was certainly better to find out now than LATER, I said.  However, as I drove home that night, I couldn’t help but think what a pity it was that they were more concerned with the bad tares than the good wheat, a pity how churches like that could still be so small and so narrow in their view of the world.  Instead of looking at the big picture and all the wonderful ministry we could have achieved together, they were hooked on a single wedge issue and because there was disagreement on just one point although there had been such solid agreement on so many others, it would never come to fruition. 
But here’s the kicker.  One of my best friends has ministered in that same town for almost twenty years now and he tells me that it has become the sorriest congregation in the entire community.  They can’t keep a minister, can’t agree on what kind of ministry they want to do, and saddest of all, they refuse to participate with any of the other churches in town whether in joint worship services or mutual mission projects because they think of them as being far too liberal to associate with.  It’s just too bad because they’re so busy trying to uproot tares that they can’t see all the good wheat outside their doorstep just waiting to be harvested.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Now let me share with you one OTHER story.  In a sermon delivered several years ago on this same parable, Rev. Jim Somerville--the pastor of the First Baptist Church of Richmond, Virginia--talked about his former church in Wingate, North Carolina and a special ministry they had begun to the area.  It was an outreach to the children of a nearby trailer park, but instead of trying to root out all the tares in that place, that is, trying to chase down the drug dealers and the deadbeat dads, trying to confiscate handguns and arrest child abusers, they chose instead to do something POSITIVE.  They put up a basketball goal, they told stories from the Bible, they put their arms around little children and sang songs about Jesus.  After two years of continuous ministry to the residents of that trailer park, he received a note in his box at the church containing these five words: “Adrian wants to be baptized.”  Adrian was the terror of the trailer park, a little girl who never stopped giving them a hard time.  “Who’d have guessed?” he asked.  Instead of pulling weeds in the field where she lived, they just tried very hard to be wheat and somehow little Adrian saw that and fell in love with it and wanted it for herself.  Said the reverend, “After she was baptized, there was then a little more wheat in the field. And because SHE was there, soon, there was even MORE.”  
Well, what lesson may be learned from all this?  Isn’t it that Jesus instructs us not to become so obsessed with the tares that we disregard the GOOD grain?  "FOCUS ON THE WHEAT!" he says.  If churches would only concentrate on the WHEAT instead of the tares, there would be a whole lot more ministry and mission being done in the name of Jesus Christ.  If only we would look for the GOOD instead of the bad, focusing on the POSITIVE instead of the negative, you can bet there’d be a greater number of people visiting our churches on Sunday mornings.  If only we were more concerned about exhibiting the Fruit of the Spirit—that is, displaying more love, more joy, more peace, and more patience towards one another rather than complaining about everything and criticizing those who may be different or who don’t quite measure up to our own particular standards--then I believe we’d see a lot of the same ones who’ve left the church over the years return and “SERVE THE LORD WITH GLADNESS” as the psalmist once put it.  My friends, we TOO need to stay patient; we TOO need to remain positive; we TOO need to remain focused on the good wheat instead of the tares-- in our neighborhood but especially in our church--and then we TOO just might have people saying about US, “Who’d have guessed?”  Let us pray…
Gracious God, we thank you for our church and the vineyard here in which you have planted us to produce much fruit.  Help us to stay focused on the good wheat, on all the good that is in us and all around us instead of concentrating on those things that separate us or make us different. Help us to maximize your harvest in the interests of your kingdom.  In Christ’s name we pray.  Amen.
