
Lay Reader Sermon Series II


The Fifth Sunday after the Epiphany


psalter:
Psalms 112 & 113
1st lesson:
Habakkuk 1:12-2:4, 9-14
2nd lesson:
Matthew 13:24-30
Let Both Grow Together
"Let both grow together until the harvest: and in the time of harvest I will say to the reapers, Gather ye together first the tares, and bind them in bundles to burn them; but gather the wheat into my barn."
The tares were weeds which grew in the wheat fields. Their roots became entangled with the roots of the wheat, and it was almost impossible to tell them from the latter until the heads of the tares and of the good grain formed and filled out. So it was the practice to leave them all to grow together until the harvest. Then the heads of the tares could be cut off and burned; or after the grain was threshed, workers separated the grains of the tares from the wheat.

This parable deals with the problem of evil in the kingdom of heaven, and what should be done about this disturbing presence among God's people. Our Lord gives the answer: "Let them both grow together until the harvest," and then they will be separated. He tells us to trust the Lord of the harvest to make the final decision. We heard a passage today from the work of the prophet Habakkuk, who spoke at the time that the Babylonians invaded the Holy Land, carried many people into exile, and then in 586 B.C. destroyed Jerusalem. As he looked in anguish at what was happening to the chosen people, he could not refrain from asking God, "Wherefore lookest thou upon them that deal treacherously, and holdest thy tongue when the wicked devoureth the man that is more righteous than he?" (Habakkuk 1:13)
In the answer that came to him, he did not say why this happened (though other prophets had often warned that the people's idolatry and immorality would bring God's judgment upon them). But he did state that the righteous would be vindicated, and that they must put their confidence in God, and remain faithful. He spoke of a "vision" that "awaits its time," a vision of the divine justice that would inevitably come; therefore, God's people must have faith in Him. He declared, "The vision is yet for an appointed time, but at the end it shall speak, and not lie: though it tarry, wait for it; because it will surely come, it will not tarry. Behold, his soul which is lifted up is not upright in him: but the just shall live by his faith." (Habakkuk 2:3-4)
God appears to be ignoring all this evil that is corning upon His people, but this is not really the case. Instead, He also will be vindicated, because, says Habakkuk, "The earth shall be filled with the knowledge of the glory of the Lord, as the waters cover the sea." (Habakkuk 2:14)
Centuries later, the writer of the Epistle to the Hebrews took up this ancient prophet's theme of how the just will live. He urged his readers to have patience in the service of God, and called for a faith that endures: "Now the just shall live by faith: but if any man draw back, my soul shall have no pleasure in him. But we are not of them who draw back unto perdition; but of those that believe to the saving of the soul." (Hebrews 10:38-39)

So we must trust the Lord of all things, Who said, "Let both grow together until the harvest." He not only admonished us to do this, but also set the example Himself in how He worked with His disciples. He knew for a long time that Judas was going to turn against Him, but He never expelled him from the circle of the Twelve. After the Feeding of the 5,000, and the long discussion about it the next day, many of Christ's followers left Him because they could not accept all that He said about Himself as the bread of God from heaven. Saint Peter pledged the disciples' loyalty to their Lord, but Christ replied, "Have I not chosen you twelve, and one of you is a devil?" Then Saint John explained, "He spake of Judas Iscariot the son of Simon: for he it was that should betray him." (John 6:70-71)
Much later, six days before His crucifixion, Jesus and the disciples were at a dinner in the home of Lazarus, Martha, and Mary, at Bethany, a town near Jerusalem. During the meal, as Lazarus and his guests reclined at the table, Mary anointed Jesus' feet with a costly ointment, or perfume. Judas protested her action, and asked, "Why was not this ointment sold for three hundred pence, and given to the poor?" Christ rebuked him, and graciously accepted what Mary had done. The writer of the Fourth Gospel explained that Judas objected "not that he cared for the poor but because he was a thief, and as he had the money box he used to take what was put into it." (John 12:1-8)

Then, at the Last Supper, our Lord made this sorrowful prediction to His disciples, "One of you will betray me." When they asked who it would be, He replied, "He to whom I shall give this morsel when I have dipped it." Then He gave it to Judas, who later went out into the night to betray his Lord (John 13:21-30).

Judas' character and intentions were known for a long time, the but it was he who removed himself from the group of disciples. We have no record that the others in this fellowship tried to put him out, nor did they or the Lord think they were too good to associate with him. He Who will be Judge of all did not expel Judas, but followed His own teaching, "Let both grow together until the harvest."

However, Christians have not usually interpreted this parable to forbid completely the separation of "an open and notorious evil liver" (to use the Prayer Book phrase) from the rest of the Church. In First Corinthians, Saint Paul called for the excommunication of a member of the congregation in Corinth, one who was guilty of a sin not even found among the pagan inhabitants of that notorious city. "Let him who has done this be removed from among you," was Paul's blunt command.

In one of the rubrics at the end of the Communion service, the Prayer Book speaks of anyone who is known to the minister as "an open and notorious evil liver, or to have done any wrong to his neighbors by word or deed, so that the Congregation be thereby offended." The minister is to require such a person not to come to the Lord's Table until true repentance and amendment of life are clearly shown in his life.

The writer of this sermon knows of only two examples of the imposing of such discipline. One was a case of earnest but mistaken judgment on the part of a clergyman; he had to leave his parish not long after the unjustified imposition of this restriction on a member of the congregation!

The other situation involved a couple married not in accordance with the canons of the Church. They went to their Bishop about this. He imposed certain discipline, including attendance of church services for a year without receiving Communion. When all conditions had been met, their priest blessed their marriage, and thus readmitted them to the fellowship of the Church.

Thus Christians have not regarded the parable of the wheat and the tares as forbidding the protection of a congregation from open scandal, nor the imposition of appropriate discipline in the rare cases when needed. Otherwise, it seems clear that our motto should always be, "Let both grow together until the harvest." Following both the command and the example of its Lord, the Christian fellowship is always to be loving and forgiving, and to leave judgment and division to Him.
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