
WEEDPULLING – A GOOD PRACTICE OR A DANGEROUS PASTIME?                               

(Sermon for Sunday 19th July 2020 – Pentecost 7 – Matthew 13:24-30 & 36-43) 

Each of our lives are full of experiences and stories. One of the ways we can share these 

experiences and stories is if people ask us questions about our lives. A question I have been 

asked so many times is: “Why did I become a priest?” Similarly, you may have been asked:  

“What work do you do?” or “What influenced you to become a teacher or nurse or 

engineer or policeperson or whatever you chose to do?” Other common questions are: 

“Where were you born? What school did you go to? Are you married? How many children 

do you have? What books are you reading now? What are your favourite pastimes or 

hobbies?” There are countless stories waiting inside us provided the right questions are 

asked.                                                                                                                           

Jesus must have told many, many stories, and the Gospels contain only a fraction of them. 

Probably, many of these stories were in response to questions he was asked about God and 

the Kingdom of Heaven, and about how we should act and react to life situations around 

us. Sometimes, we don’t have the original questions but thankfully we do have many of his 

answers in the form of the stories and parables he told. 

Jesus talks a lot about what we might call ‘sloppy’ farming practices. There were stories 

about lost sheep and badly tended vineyards and fruit trees, and stories about careless 

sowing of wheat seed, as in last week’s Gospel reading. He also talks of bad weeding 

practices as in today’s Gospel. Jesus compares these stories to the way God farms in his 

creation and how it will be in the Kingdom of Heaven.  

Today’s Gospel passage, from Matthew chapter 13, is a story Jesus told about the farm 

workers who come to the farm owner and report that there are a lot of weeds growing up 

in his wheat fields. They ask: “Do you want us to go and pull up these useless weeds?” The 

initial response of the farm owner is that some enemy or nasty person with a grudge has 

done this and sown weeds among his wheat. I guess any of us who like gardening know that 

no matter how careful we are in planting our flower or vegetable or lawn seeds, weeds 

inevitably grow up vigorously around them. It would be easy to blame them on some nasty 

neighbour down the street, but we really know that this is just the way it is in nature. 

Unless we take the most careful precautions, weeds will grow either from seeds blown 

there or from those dropped by birds. Weeds are normal and grow everywhere and 

especially seem to grow really well where we don’t want them to grow!                                                                                                    

So, what is Jesus’ story today of the weeds really about do you think? Jesus actually tells his 

disciples what the parable means later, which doesn’t always happen in the Gospel. What 

question might have provoked this story as an answer? I am sure that it is not a story 

literally about weeds in the wheat-fields growing around them. Perhaps someone said to 

Jesus: “Lord we have so many good people amongst us, why then do we have so many 

angry and even violent outbursts amongst us?” Or perhaps the question was: “Why do 

good people have such bad things happen to them?” or “Why do our little children get sick 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew%2013%3A24-30%2CMatthew%2013%3A36-43&version=NIV


so often and die?” or “What should we do about the cheats and robbers and murderers 

who try to destroy our security and lives?” And, so, Jesus told this story about weeds in the 

wheat-field, growing up right where we do not want them, as a symbol of our own lives and 

of our church and our world.  

The farm workers ask whether the farm owner wants the weeds removed and the owner 

responds, “No, you should leave the weeds alone to grow as they are in case you pull out 

the good wheat with the weeds. I will sort it all out at harvest time.” Now, we probably 

know that this is really not the best farming practice, as the weeds take away needed 

nourishment from the growing wheat. But this story is not really a story about good farming 

practices at all.                                                                                                                                            

Then, Jesus says God is like this farm owner. How is God like this? Jesus seems to be 

implying that God refuses to sort everything out neatly during our lives. God refuses to 

separate the good from the bad, and to make judgments about what is weed and what is 

wheat before the final harvest of our lives. Why? Perhaps it is because it would put too 

much good wheat at risk of being destroyed in the weeding process. Or perhaps the weeds 

are not all completely evil and bad and do have a purpose despite being a trouble for the 

wheat farmer. Indeed, if we get rid of all the weeds then, perhaps, we could induce an 

environmental catastrophe for other parts of God’s creation like for the birds and insects 

and grazing animals.                                                                                               

It is rather ironic that the workers in the field, who are surely meant to represent us, as 

Jesus’ listeners, consider the weeds to be the big problem. Yet, when we read the Gospels, 

we see that it doesn’t always seem like it is the weeds that are the problem. People like the 

tax collectors and prostitutes and sinners are not the ones that bring great pain and grief to 

Jesus. Rather, it is those who are the religiously proud and ‘oh-so-righteous’ ones, or what 

might be called the good wheat that give Jesus the greatest grief and distress. Jesus’ 

strongest words of criticism were for the religiously self-righteous and judgmental among 

the religious leaders and self-appointed ‘owners’ of Judaism. So perhaps, one of the chief 

meanings of this parable is that Jesus is saying: “I wouldn’t trust anybody to really know 

what is the good wheat and what are the bad weeds. The wheat-field of life is such a 

complex mixture of the good and the bad and the in-between. They are all growing 

together and within each other and so that they cannot be easily separated. Only, the final 

judge at harvest time will know the true valuation of everything in God’s extraordinary 

garden of life. Be patient! Try to be good and fruitful wheat growing up in the messy fields 

of life, and don’t get too judgmental and harsh about what you perceive as unacceptable 

weeds among the wheat.”                                                                                                                                             

This story speaks to me very powerfully about my own life. There have been in the past a 

number of church people, particularly in the more narrowly evangelical and fundamentalist 

areas of the church, who have seen me as an awful weed growing among the good wheat 

of God’s Kingdom. This was because I am a Priest with same-sex orientation. They would 

have eagerly weeded me out of ordained ministry as an unproductive and unfruitful and 



unwanted weed. But I do think my ministry of over 40 years of apparently much loved and 

successful ministry has shown that even the religiously over-righteous are not always good 

judges about what are the weeds and wheat in God’s good garden.  

Even the Anglican Church began somewhat ignominiously. There were numerous 

motivators for the split with the Church in Rome, but politically, it was mainly out of the 

English nation’s desires for a male heir for King Henry VIII, and exacerbated by Henry’s 

overly strong sexual desires. In time, the Anglican Church has produced many fine examples 

of wheat, as well as some prominent weeds, but we haven’t always been able to see the 

wheat from the weeds until much later in history. Weeds and wheat are not always easy to 

tell apart.  

The genius of the main body of the Anglican Church worldwide, or what we call the 

Anglican Communion, has been its ability to embrace a great variety of worship styles and 

spiritual expressions and theological differences, generally achieving this with grace and 

hospitality. The Parish Church is meant to be the place where, under God’s grace, all people 

of faith can be welcome, no matter how ‘weedy’ or ‘wheaty’ some of us may seem to be.  

Sometimes, the Church has been led by over-enthusiastic and narrowly focused church 

leaders saying there are too many weeds among the wheat. So, they have tried to get rid of 

them. Sadly, at such moments in the past, we have lost much that is good wheat also. For 

instance, how many young women of good faith and energy and stature left the church 

during the bitter divisions over whether women were worthy of leadership as lay women 

and then again as ordained women in the church? The same is certainly true of same sex- 

attracted men and women of faith.  

The church of God is messy at times. It is frustrating and it is not always comfortable and 

neat, but we must not do the weeding for God. We should allow, in God’s gloriously 

abundant and messy wheat-field, everything that God allows and encourages to grow 

there. The bad weeds and even the bad wheat will not ultimately survive the scrutiny of 

God’s harvest-time and only God really knows who they will be. 


