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February 6, 2000, Epiphany V 
The epiphany in this morning's Gospel is Jesus' manifestation of himself as a teacher. Jesus was a teacher -- a rabbi. There can be no doubt about it. But some people like to suggest that Jesus was only a teacher. That appears to treat him with respect, but it really dismisses him. 
Jesus' teaching does not demand our attention because it is wise and clever -- though it is indeed wise and clever. Jesus' teaching demands our attention because of who he is -- the Messiah of Israel and the Son of God. He is a teacher, yea, and more than a teacher. 
Today he returns to his familiar technique of teaching in parables. His parables are stories that make one point or another about God and our relationship to him. But Jesus also says that the most important purpose of the parables is to separate the people who understand them from the people who do not -- those who get it about God from those who don't get it. 
Today's parable describes how things are in this world -- and, by extension, how things are in the church. There are thirty-nine Articles of Religion in the back of the Prayer Book. It may be that my sermons are too short for you ever to have noticed them. They are more or less the Church of England's answers to the questions that the Reformation of the sixteenth century raised. For you heresy-hunters who read my sermons on the Internet I hasten to acknowledge that I know that the Articles don't have any official standing in our church -- but I like them anyway. 
The twenty-sixth Article makes the reassuring point that if some particular clergyman is a moral re-probate or holds weird views about theology, those things in themselves don't make his sacramental ministrations invalid. If you go to a church that is officially apostolic and orthodox, you can be sure that the Holy Communion the priest gives you is real, even if he is a horse thief and a Unitarian. 
In any event, Article 26 begins, "Although in the visible Church the evil be ever mingled with the good," -- in the visible church evil is always mixed with good -- and that is precisely the point of today's parable. Jesus tells about a farmer who sows good seed in his field, but at night his enemy comes and sows weeds in the same field. 
When the wheat and the weeds begin to come up together, the farmer recognizes that an enemy has done this to him. When his farm workers ask if they should root up the weeds, the farmer says, "No. You cannot be sure as you are yanking up weeds that you won't be yanking up some good wheat along with them. Let them both grow together until the harvest, and then the reapers will separate them out." 
Later on Jesus explains this not-really-too-tough-to-understand story to his rather slack-jawed disciples. He sows the good seed, and the wheat that comes up are his people. The enemy is the devil, and the weeds he sows are the people who belong to him. At the final judgment the angels will separate the wheat people from the weed people. The wheat people will be in heaven, and the weed people will go to hell. 
So there are some lessons in this parable beyond the most obvious one -- that there will be a Judgment at the end, and as a result some people will go to heaven and the rest will go to hell. First, Christians should never be surprised at the presence of evil in the world or in the church. 
Once we got over our tremendous shock that other people can actually act out of their selfish interest (something we, of course, would never do) then we have to face the fact that we may not be as clever as we think we are about telling the difference between the good ones and the evil ones between the wheat and the weeds. 
The kinds of weeds Jesus talks about here in fact look a good deal like wheat. The line dividing good and evil is often rather more blurry than clearly defined. We have to be very careful about the kind of self-righteous moral crusading that would suggest that we are absolutely sure who and what are thoroughly good and who and what are thoroughly evil. Jesus is giving us the helpful caution, "Don't worry about having to sort all this out yourselves. I have a plan for sorting it all out at the end." 
In today's epistle, St. Paul suggests some ways in which we can become a bit more certain about our own place among the wheat. We need to realize that in the church we are all part of the same body. We are members of the same organism. To do right by another member of the body is to do right by ourselves, because we are connected. 
The most important matter is forgiveness. Jesus forgives you, you should forgive others -- no grudge-holding -- work it out, don't let it fester. Charity is what holds everything together, and to have charity is to do whatever is best for the other person. Charity is not necessarily the same thing as being nice. Charity often takes the form of refusing to allow people to keep on with their own uncharitable and destructive behavior. 
St. Paul says, "Let the peace of God rule in your hearts." Whenever you have to make a judgment call, try to resolve it in favor of what will most promote peace -- what will be most like what Jesus would do. 
So "Although in the visible Church the evil be ever mingled with the good,"… "yet do all in the name of the Lord Jesus," and "in the time of the harvest (he) will say to the reapers, 'Gather ye together the tares, and bind them in bundles to burn them, but gather the wheat into my barn.'" 
The Collect: O LORD, we beseech thee to keep thy Church and household continually in thy true religion; that they who do lean only upon the hope of thy heavenly grace may evermore be defended by thy mighty power; through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen 
The Epistle. Colossians 3: 12 - 17 
The Gospel. St. Matthew 13: 24 - 30. 
