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16th Sunday in Ordinary Time 
2014 (Matthew 13:24-30) 

 
 

For Christians, Jesus is the pre-eminent "theologian", that is, Jesus is the one who more 

than anybody else both speaks and embodies words about God and words that come 

from God.  And he did this not in a way that most theologians have spoken words about 

God- through abstractions or logical syllogisms or through historical analysis, or by moral 

directives.  Jesus did theology largely through story-telling in a very particular style that 

we call "parables".  And so it is important, it seems to me, for us to recognize first of all 

that his parables are not just cute sayings or even moral injunctions.  They are Jesus' way 

of theologizing, of trying to tell us something about God and about what God is up to.   

 

Jesus' parables have roots in the Jewish tradition of sayings and maxims, but they are 

really quite unique.   In the Old Testament  there is only the prophet Nathan's parable to 

King David that matches Jesus' parables, and in all the rabbinic literature there are only 

a few similes that come down to us from the period before Jesus.  But what is most 

unusual about Jesus' use of parables in his teaching is not just the uniqueness of their 

form, but what they actually say and do.  The rabbinic tradition of stories generally 

reinforced conventional wisdom and biblical exegesis, while Jesus' parables almost 

always have a kind of "subversive" strategy with regard to the received tradition and ways 

of imagining what God is like and how God acts.   Rabbinic commentaries on stories are 

usually caught up in interpretation and application, while Jesus' parables are often about 

the reign or the kingdom of God  being inaugurated through Jesus' presence and most 
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often are open-ended, almost in a post-modern kind of way,  leaving those who are 

listening to them to figure out for themselves what they mean. 

 

Today we heard Jesus' parable of the wheat and the tares, or the wheat and the weeds.  

And so the question is- what is Jesus trying to tell us theologically about God and about 

God's relationship to us and to the world?  When you begin looking at this short, pithy 

parable, you realize that it is actually packed full of theology; it's saying a lot. In fact, I 

think there is so much packed into this little story that all one can do with it at first is just 

to sit with it and let it work on how you normally think about things.  So what is it saying, 

or maybe more accurately, what is the parable doing to us when we hear it? 

 

Well, the first thing that happens is that the parable bumps up against a question that is 

usually not very far from our minds- why doesn't God do something?  What doesn't God 

act to sort out this world and all the negative, bad stuff that goes on in it.  Tragedies 

happen.  Horrific accidents devastate lives and families. Tyrants and bullies force their 

plans on people, crush opposition and seem to get away with it.  Sensitive souls ask, 

again and again, why is God apparently silent?  Why doesn't God just step in and stop it?  

Why do the weeds seem to take over so much of the field.  When you ask these questions, 

you can begin to understand why in the parable, the servants ask the farmer if he doesn't 

want them to go into the field and pull up the weeds that somebody somehow has planted 

in the field.  That's not a bad question or a stupid impulse. 
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When you begin reflecting on that question and impulse, though, there is a problem with 

it, and ironically, we may be able to get some help from the so-called "New Atheists" in 

understanding it.  Christopher Hitchens, one of the four horsemen of the militant "New 

Atheism", put it like this: "I think it would be rather awful if it were true.  If there was a 

permanent, total, round-the-clock divine supervision and invigilation of everything you did, 

you would never have a waking or sleeping moment when you weren't being watched 

and controlled and supervised by some celestial entity from the very moment of your 

conception to the moment of your death. . . It would be like living in North Korea".   

 

Here Hitchens has put his finger on the problem with the impulse to have somebody 

prematurely come in to pull up the weeds so that the field is always clean and pristine.  In 

so many ways, that would be fantastic, but would I really want it so that my every thought 

and action were being weighed and instantly judged and if necessary punished by God 

according to the scales of God's absolute holiness?  If the price of God stepping in and 

stopping a campaign of genocide were that God would also have to rebuke and restrain 

every other evil impulse in me and in everybody else, would I be prepared to pay that 

price?   

 

Jesus seems to be saying in the parable that that is not how God works.  God's sovereign 

rule over the world, which Jesus firmly believed in, isn't quite such a straightforward thing 

as we sometimes imagine or even want.  God works differently.  Wheat and weeds grow 

up together, good and evil exist side-by-side, both outside of us and, I would add, inside 

of us as well.  This theological insight of Jesus' parable is very much in accord with the 
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new, emerging Christian understanding of creation and the presence of evil in the 

universe which is being shaped by contemporary quantum physics.  Rather than seeing 

the world as being a ready-made divine puppet theater, we are beginning to understand 

more clearly that this universe and our own planet are part of an evolving process in which 

creation and creatures have a God-given freedom and are allowed to "make themselves".  

From  the beauty and fruitfulness of this world to viruses, diseases, people hurting one 

another, and tectonic plates shifting, life seems to be a package deal, an integrated 

process in which growth and decay, fruitfulness and malignancy are all part of the 

package.  "Let them grow together until the harvest", the owner of the field tells the 

servants in the parable.  And life does indeed seem to be a lot like that!  When we look at 

life's beauty and goodness (the wheat), it all seems wonderful, but very quickly we begin 

to realize that there is also a necessary, and often very unpleasant, cost (the weeds) to 

life. 

 

At its core, the parable seems to be confronting us with waiting and with dealing with the 

very necessity of waiting. It's what a good farmer does, it's what we do all the time, and it 

is even what God does.  Jesus' followers often didn't want to wait, and we often don't want 

to wait.  I'm usually not interested in God's timetable of things.  I would rather that His 

conformed to mine.  I have every sympathy with those servants who wanted to go in and 

pull out those frickin weeds.  I know who the good guys are and the bad guys.  I know 

what is right and what is wrong.  I know who should be in and who should be out.  I know 

what should happen next. 
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But the way Jesus presents God in the parable is different: "‘Do you want us to go and 

pull them up?’ He replied, ‘No, if you pull up the weeds you might uproot the wheat along 

with them. Let them grow together until harvest; then at harvest time I will say to the 

harvesters,“First collect the weeds and tie them in bundles for burning; but gather the 

wheat into my barn.”’”  Here we see Jesus theologizing about God's character, about what 

God is really like.  God is patient with us, God waits for us, and God is merciful towards 

us.  Pope Francis has said over and over again that this is the heart of God- patience and 

mercy and compassion. Delaying judgment, as hard as this sometimes is for us to accept, 

is an act of love on God's part, so that more people, so that I, might in the end be saved. 

 

If we hear this parable not only as a story dividing humanity into two-into wheat and 

weeds, but also as a story that speaks to me about my own individual life, about how both 

wheat and weeds are  also  a part of me, then the parable might challenge me to live 

more patiently than I am otherwise inclined to do.  I still don't like the fact that there are 

weeds. I hate the fact that cancer and tsunamis and planes getting shot out of the sky are 

a part of how life is.  Those things scare me.  The parable confronts me with the fact that 

the final overthrow of the enemy is yet to come; the battle isn't over yet.  But if Good 

Friday and Easter are real, as we Christians believe they are, then, we wait with patience, 

not like people in a dark room wondering if anyone will ever come with a lighted candle, 

but we wait like people in the very early morning who know that the sun has just risen 

over the mountains and we look forward to the full brightness of midday. 
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