FRIENDS AND ENEMIES

Sermon for the Fifth Sunday after Pentecost, July 17, 2011

Readings: Genesis 28:10-19a; Psalm 139; Matthew 13:24-30; 36-43

Sermon text: The one who sows the good seed is the Son of Man; the field is the world, and the good seed are the children of the kingdom; the weeds are the children of the evil one, and the enemy who sowed them is the devil; the harvest is the end of the age, and the reapers are angels. Matthew 13:37-39

I pull up weeds in our community garden often and I rarely uproot the neighboring flower or vegetable which we carefully planted with “good seed.” But every once in awhile the two roots systems are completely entwined—and as I give a tug on the weed I feel the good plant coming loose as well. Then, just as Jesus says in today’s gospel parable of the “wheat and the weeds,” I have to let go and let them both grow until harvest.

Sometimes our sins are separate from our strengths and virtues—from our good self—and we can work on simply eradicating them. In that case—say addiction to heroin or alcohol or nicotine—a foreign substance has got into our mind/body and screwed up the message system. It keeps sending a signal: I need a cigarette, a drink, a fix—until it gets satisfied, for a while. Mental illness often works the same way-as if a foreign substance or agent has got into our mind and body and is sending commands that work against what we know is our best interest and self. That is when we resonate with Paul when he says, “I do not understand my own actions. For I do not do what I want, but I do the very thing I hate.” It is as if there is another controlling agent in the self—one that “lies close at hand” and “makes me captive to the law of sin that dwells in my members.” 

Modern medicine attacks this enemy with behavior modification therapies and drugs that reduce the message urgency and so on. There is some success in these therapies, especially when combined with a clear and undeniable self realization that one’s life is or will be ruined , family lost, and death hastened if this behavior is allowed to continue (what is amazing is that this realization of itself if often not enough). A group support system is helpful, and an admission that we need to rely on a higher power than our self-will is essential. More on this in a moment.

But there are other behaviors that separate us from the love of God and each other that are more closely entwined with our best self. They are, as Carl Jung put it, the shadow side of our strengths and virtues. Anyone with a child who is skilled at arguing over every request to do something knows that what is frustrating to a parent may be useful later in a lawyer. The shy child who can hardly be coaxed into saying hello to an adult may be a wonderful observer, with a future as an author. Someone who is very good at reaching a goal may not be very good at including others along the way; one is so concerned that everyone is on board may not reach the destination in time.

Let me use my own self as an example. I recently attended a weeklong conference sponsored by the church pension fund that encouraged the priests in attendance to work on vocational skills and self-care and set goals for the future. One of the tools in this process was a “360” profile—we asked people who worked with us as staff or lay leaders of colleagues to fill out an online survey of some 120 questions in various areas—preaching, teaching, communication, management and so on. I also filled out the survey—a sort of grading scale. There weren’t too many surprises in assessing my strengths and weaknesses. Let’s say that for me energy is not a problem but focus is. For another thing, my background as a contractor has predisposed me to be goal and project oriented; I have to work on process and group cohesion. I grew up with two brothers—we argued and competed over everything. I have to learn not to insist on doing it my way or interrupt others with my wonderful insights. I don’t see anyone wearing an expression of shock at these revelations. The thing is that I am working on them—and I hope improving with age. My friends and family love me despite my flaws, because they value me for my strengths—and know they can tell me when I am off base. That seems to me be a key—to keep a sense of humility and willingness to listen and adapt. We can do this at any age. 

I was talking to friend the other day who admitted to feeling regrets about different things in his life—a musical gift and training that never blossomed into a career; a business path that seemed to have stagnated; a relationship that ended that should never have taken up so many years in the first place. He has felt in recent years a renewed spiritual longing to get close to God but is questioning his reentry into church life—yes, he is making friends, but also getting frustrated with the dysfunction that can attend volunteer organizations. Most of all, there is this nagging voice of self-doubt that often plagues him. 

Self-doubts, regrets, hesitations---I see by some nodding that this is also familiar territory for many of us. Well, we had better get used to them, for we will never rid ourselves of the voices within—the self-doubts, the regrets, the destructive desires. They are built into the human condition. The mind is a scenario creating and conduct evaluating machine. It is constantly popping up with thoughts like, hmm, desirable mating opportunity (if only I were single), hmmm, dangerous looking person (should I avoid or attempt to befriend?), reviewing past behaviors—stove hot, don’t touch again—in order to guide future. But often misguiding—hurt once in love, shouldn’t love again. 

But we can learn and grow. And we don’t have to listen to the voices of fear and self-doubt.  “Do not be afraid” is the angelic refrain. Do not be anxious, says Jesus—it will not add an inch to your life. Trust in God—that’s the golden key--and follow Jesus—that’s the way. Confront evil—in others as well as in oneself, with courage and determination, but not violence. Let God be the judge. And God will be the judge. On that last day we will each one of us stand before our maker and judge and we will then see ourselves as we are seen—and that which is evil, sinful, worthless will be burned off—that’s the wailing and gnashing of teeth part. Because only the good can endure the awesome presence of the holy. But the good in us is what will stand and remain—and we all have some. And that which is good and righteous will shine like the sun, says Jesus, on that day. 

Until then, hold on to the presence and promise of God.  Think about the story of Jacob’s dream.  He dreamt of a ladder between heaven and earth, with angels ascending and descending upon it. He heard the voice of God reassuring him of the promise made to his forefathers.  The dream holds true today. Even here is the gate of heaven, even now we can trust the promises of God. The psalmist reminds us that nothing can separate us from the presence of God—a comforting and also challenging thought.  

In last week’s gospel reading we heard Jesus’ parable about sowing the good seed—the word of God-- in different kinds of soil with different kind of results; today about sowing good and bad seed closely together. Interwoven with these are other parables that hint at what the kingdom of heaven is like—that is, what God is up to on earth and how to connect to that. These include the parable of the mustard seed—something very small that grows to be a life-giving canopy for many—and a parable comparing the kingdom to leaven, again a small measure yet once mixed in well serves to raise the whole loaf. Another pair of parables speak of a great treasure buried in the field that once found lead the person who has found it to sell everything to acquire the field, and of a pearl of great price, which a merchant acquires by selling all of the rest of his stock. And, finally, the comparison of the kingdom of heaven to a net thrown into the sea that catches fish of every kind—which will be sorted into good and bad when the fishermen come ashore—so it will be with us at the end of the age.

Jesus then asks the disciples, have you understood all this?” They say yes—but I am not so sure. 

But that’s okay. I take heart in the example of another great teacher and guide, Confucius. 

One of my favorite Confucian quotes is this, “The Master said, at 15 I bent my mind on learning; at 30 I stood firm; at 40 I had no doubts; at 50 I knew the decrees of heaven; at 60 my ear was obedient; at 70 I could follow what my heart desired without transgressing what was right.” If Confucius, one of the greatest human teachers of self-cultivation, needed 70 years to get it right, well, there is hope for all of us.

Let those with ears to hear, hear, and those with eyes to see, see.

In the name of Christ, Amen.
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