SERMON for 7/19/26     Matthew 13:24-30; 36-43     “Primitive Biological Warfare Remediation”  

THE FIRST READING: Jesus put before the crowd another parable: “The kingdom of heaven may be compared to someone who sowed good seed in his field; but while everybody was asleep, an enemy came and sowed weeds among the wheat, and then went away. So when the plants came up and bore grain, then the weeds appeared as well. And the slaves of the householder came and said to him, ‘Master, did you not sow good seed in your field? Where, then, did these weeds come from?’ He answered, ‘An enemy has done this.’ The slaves said to him, ‘Then do you want us to go and gather them?’ But he replied, ‘No; for in gathering the weeds you would uproot the wheat along with them. Let both of them grow together until the harvest; and at harvest time I will tell the reapers, Collect the weeds first and bind them in bundles to be burned, but gather the wheat into my barn.’” Then he left the crowds and went into the house. 
THE SECOND READING   Later, his disciples approached him, saying, “Explain to us the parable of the weeds of the field.” He answered, “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. Just as the weeds are collected and burned up with fire, so will it be at the end of the age. The Son of Man will send his angels, and they will collect out of his kingdom all causes of sin and all evildoers, and they will throw them into the furnace of fire, where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth. Then the righteous will shine like the sun in the kingdom of their Father. Let anyone with ears listen!”

		The Holy Land has been much in the news for as long as I can remember. Gaza has always been an arid, low, desert kind of place…and I am sure that years of bombings have not improved the landscape! It is quite a contrast to the area around Galilee where Jesus lived and worked and preached, a land of abundance and fairly lush greenery, with perhaps the best cultivated land in that region.  Knowing that, it is not surprising how many of Jesus’ parables feature agricultural themes, sowing and reaping, seeds and crops and stuff. In Vacation Bible School a few years ago, one of the more popular songs was about a seed.  And it went like this:

                       D                                A7                                          G                                 A7
Faith as small as a mustard seed will move mountains, move mountains; 
                        D                                A7                                         G                                A7               D
faith as small as a mustard seed will move mountains by the power of God!
                                          G                              D                        G                           D  
Believe what Jesus said is true; believe he said it just for you;
                                    G                                  D                                         A7 
wait and see what God can do when you pray, when you pray!

		In this song and parable – not today’s parable, but another famous one -  the seed is a person’s faith, which when tended can grow from a tiny thing to a grand thing, giving shade and shelter to others.  But Jesus mixes it up pretty well when it comes to his seed analogies; sometimes the seed is faith, but sometimes the seed is the Word of God, like last week; and in today’s story, the seeds are people, different kinds of people.
		I sang that little song a moment ago because it fits the seed category, but also because it presents the challenge of a mature faith in stark contrast with its kid friendly lyrics.  I understand the educational value of teaching kids ideas like this: Believe what Jesus said is true; believe he said it just for you…but that kind of faith is shown to be more and more naïve the longer one lives, and the more we learn about the history of the scriptures.  We are well aware that Jesus got many of his speeches invented for him by the gospel writers; we are well aware of the global nature of the Bible, that it is not directed at any one individual only.  We discover that a mature faith has to wrestle, and has to finally claim the truth it can from within the whole, which we assume to be true in its fullness when we are young in the faith.

		Fair play to my more conservative friends, though; some folks hold all of this to be true, entirely true, their whole lives.  For them, I think, it is harder than for me, when Jesus says something that is proved by history or science to be completely untrue.  It takes a different kind of faith to assert the eternal truth of those little red letters in spite of mounting evidence to the contrary.  I am put in mind of Jack Nicholson, portraying the music mogul Harry in the great romantic comedy Something’s Gotta Give, when he says to one of his lady friends, “I have never lied to you; I have always told you some version of the truth.”  And my conservative friends scramble to point out that truth, capital T truth, doesn’t have versions, it just is.  Nevertheless, I think to be honest we have to say that our understanding of the truth surely has versions, versions that change as we mature.

		Why am I going on about this?  I am lathering on here because in this story, Jesus says some pretty upsetting things about the nature of reality, things that many of us do not believe to be true.  And there is more than a little tension in a Christian when the ancient and revered words of their leader and savior come smashing up appositionally to the unfolding truth of their lives.  For clarity and brevity, we need to leave aside everything in this story that is not earthly; the angel harvesting crew, the enemy sneaking about at night planting weeds, and focus on these two seeds, the wheat and the weed seeds, the good and the bad seeds, cause in Jesus’ parable, these seeds are you and me.  These seeds are people, and according to him, there are two kinds, good ones and bad ones, and that is just how it is.

		On a warm summer morning, it is hard to wade into the thinking pool too deeply, but this really needs to be talked about.  Surely this is not what we believe, that there are good seeds and bad seeds, and everybody is just one or the other?  That people are like seeds, with all the directions and potential for their lives within them, and some are good, but others are not.  We see this determinism in seeds; plant an apple seed, expect an apple tree, not a watermelon vine.  Plant an almond, really not expecting bananas to grow instead.  But are people similarly configured?  Did Jesus, the savior of all humankind, believe that some of us are good, and others just rotten?
		Here is where it gets sticky, and stickier, frankly, the more theologically conservative one is.  If Jesus, for you, is beyond reproach and could never ever say anything inaccurate or untrue, then you are up against the wall with a text like this.  But if you allow for the full humanity of Jesus, you may allow that his understanding of the truth was limited and evolving, just like ours is.  You may allow that, as a Jewish man, he was subject to the twists and turns of his faith, which included a healthy dose of simplistic dualism.  We have discussed dualism a lot over the years; this temptation to frame the world in black and white, either or, good and bad, and talked about how inadequate a frame that is.  You may go so far as to allow that even Jesus could fall into the mindset that there are two kinds of people in the world, good ones and bad ones, and that the bad ones are gonna get it in the end.       
	
		We have learned a lot about one another in the intervening twenty centuries since this parable first was spoken.  And one of the things that science has brought to bear is that this notion of genetic determinism, that we just are who our genes say we are, is no longer completely true.  There simply is no such thing as an inherently bad person, a bad seed.  There is also no such thing as an inherently good and magnanimous person, although we do tend towards the good more than the bad in the human family.  And while it is true that we are, for the most part, what our chemistry says we are, it is not true that that chemistry is fixed and unchanging and we are just stuck with it, whatever kind of seed we find ourselves to be.  We can change our thinking; we can change our behaviors; but we have recently discovered that we can even change our DNA.  Yes, that’s right; even our chemistry, once thought to be the very solid nature of things, is open to adaptation and revision.

	The science here is the growing field of Epigenetics…the science of changing genetic factors once thought to be unchangeable.  People are now routinely modifying their own DNA through meditation, magnetic resonance, and other modalities.  We all know that laughter causes certain chemicals to be produced in us, and romantic attraction causes other chemicals to be produced, and intense physical activity calls forth still others.  Epigenetics explores ways of causing those chemical changes to occur and to linger, eventually altering the DNA itself.  Our chemistry, like a seed, is largely set, but not entirely.  Changes are small, subtle, but very real, and thus the theory of genetic determinism is now largely proved false by modern science.

	I have called this sermon “Primitive Biological Warfare Remediation” and have yet to even mention it outright…but it is the very stuff we are mucking about in all this time.  Friends, listen: It is not the same for us as it is for seeds; we are not locked into being just this or that kind of person, with no power of choice.  We have choices, and plenty of them: external choices about where we put down roots, and the kind of watering and light we get, but also internal choices, our thoughts and feelings and habits and aspirations.  We are not, as the story might imply, just planted someplace against our will and at the mercy of whatever light and nutrients and water may or may not come.  But above all, for me, there are no bad seeds.  God simply doesn’t make bad seeds.  Some surely get twisted and corrupted along the way, influenced unduly by situations and choices that do not enhance life, but even those people have free will and could choose to grow in other directions.  It is hard work, reinventing oneself in goodness.  It is the very work of a lifetime.

		As we near the conclusion of this message I want to emphasize the primitive part of the sermon title. I think we have the biological warfare part figured out; the enemy planted bad seed among us good folks but we have to wait till the harvest, and then, well…we get glorified and they get tossed aside into the furnace. Primitive. Tribal, us versus them, all the old unevolved thoughts. But we are big boys and girls here, and we know that nobody is all good, and that nobody is all evil, and that every human ever has acquired this mixed personality. Yes, even Jesus, who had violent episodes and dismissive prejudice and snarky comments to spare. He overcame these character flaws, and we Wesleyan Christians expect to overcome them too, but let’s not get swept up with the primitive folks in our world who demand that we sort out human seeds under false categories. They would have us believe that seeds without white skins are inferior. They would further have us believe that seeds without penises are inferior. They would yet further have us believe that the non-heterosexual seeds are not only inferior but ungodly and abominable. They would have us believe that all the poor are bad seeds, lazy seeds, criminal seeds; that all the addicted are bad seeds, without willpower to quit. And for them, this list could go on…

		We watched a documentary a few nights ago about the Burning Man experience, which will draw thousands and thousands out into the desert just a handful of weeks from now. Not my cup of tea, but I know many for whom this is the highlight of the year. I can only imagine what the primitive thinkers among us think of the Burner community, and while every large group has some bad seeds, the ones I know personally are great folks. Some of them are online with us and in this very room, and if we were to listen to the primitive thinkers, we would be well within our rights to eject them from our glorious presence. Not on my watch!

		So…some sermons are hard to get started…this one seems hard to end, as you may have noticed! Friends here at Trinity, I know you pretty well, and feel I can advise you on some life choices, so this week’s advice is direct and simple: don’t be a primitive thinker. Don’t let the current attempts to shame you for education and sneer at you for sophistication take roots in your mind or heart. People, as you have discovered, are infinitely complicated and multi-faceted, which illustrates the ‘made in the image of God’ idea pretty darned well. God gave us brains, friends. Let’s use them as we grow deeper together. Amen.   
                 
