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From Weeds to Wildflowers


I grew up on my grandfather’s farm in Middle Tennessee.  They don’t grow much wheat in that region, so I don’t have any first hand experience regarding wheat farming.  But I can tell you a thing or two about weeds, because we had plenty of those, and my grandfather hated them with a passion.


Certain weeds were toxic to livestock and could make them seriously ill.  Other weeds, if eaten by cattle, could cause their milk to sour.  Then there were those pesky garden weeds, which seemed to spring up from nowhere.  They would rob nutrients from the garden plants, entangle them, and if left unchecked, they could even choke out the tender young vegetable plants and take over the garden.


Fighting weeds was a family enterprise.  Each spring and summer, we would all be engaged in pulling, hoeing, spraying and burning.  “You have to get the roots,” my grandfather would say.  “If you don’t get the roots, in a few days they’ll come right back up.”


It was war, a war on weeds, and in that war, weeds had no redeeming social value whatsoever.


But all this was part of the culture of my childhood.  I grew up, went off to school, and then settled here in East Tennessee.


Suddenly it was the late 1970’s, and there was a rising consciousness in America about the beauty of things natural, unspoiled, things existing just the way God had made them.  I was driving on the interstate one spring day.  It was in Virginia, I believe, when I saw something I had never seen before.  Instead of the usual well mowed and groomed grassy median between the lanes of the interstate, the median had been allowed to grow up in an absolute profusion of color.  It was mile, after mile, after mile of wildflowers, all putting on a dazzling display of God’s creative glory.  Soon, every state in the South was doing this same thing on their interstate medians.


Then wildflowers started showing up around welcome signs, and in parks, and even in residential flowerbeds.  Florists began including wildflowers in their arrangements, sometimes in very formal arrangements.  Wildflowers even began showing up as altar flowers in churches.


Now, there’s a certain irony to all this, which I’m sure many of you have already guessed and anticipated.  A lot of these splendid and colorful wildflowers were the very same weeds my grandfather had worked so hard to eradicate on his farm.


In today’s gospel, Jesus tells the Parable of the Weeds, and in this parable, he makes an analogy between plants and people.  He doesn’t talk about weeds and wildflowers.  Instead, he talks about weeds and wheat, because this is something the people of his time and culture would have understood, something with which they were familiar.  Bread was an essential part of every meal in the Middle East, and most bread was made from wheat.


In the wheat fields of the Middle East, even today, there is a weed called the bearded darnel.  When this weed first comes up, even an experienced farmer can’t tell the young weed from a young wheat plant.  By the time it has grown sufficiently to be identified as a weed the darnel has wrapped its roots around those of its wheat plant neighbors.  At this stage, it is impossible for the farmer to uproot the weed without also uprooting the wheat.  Consequently, the weed gets a free pass until harvest time.  Only then can weed and wheat be separated without losing much valuable wheat.


Jesus tells the Parable of the Weeds to the crowd, and then he withdraws into a house.  There in the privacy of the house, the disciples ask Jesus to explain the meaning of the parable, and this gives us a rare treat.  We get to hear Jesus himself explain the meaning of this parable.


The field in which the wheat and the weeds were growing is the world in which we live.  The wheat and the weeds themselves are people, both good and bad.  The harvest is the end of time.


Obviously, the wheat people are the good people, the ones who are gathered into the Father’s barn.


But why wait until the end of time, why wait until the final judgment to determine who is wheat and who isn’t.  The answer is to avoid losing much good and valuable wheat.  No one except God at the final judgment can determine who is wheat and who is not.


Certainly it is not up to us to pass judgment on anyone at any time.  God can oftentimes see and understand goodness in people when we cannot, and through the compassion and mercy of Christ Jesus, even those who have appeared  to us to be  the worst of humanity may yet be reckoned as righteous before God.  Never underestimate the power of God’s grace.


In the real world, our world, plants do not change from one species to another.  A darnel weed will always be a darnel weed.  It will never become a wheat plant, but in the world of the parable, such a transformation is possible.  What has appeared to be a weed through most of its earthly existence, may yet be transformed into wheat, and our God, our compassionate God, has the patience to allow time for this to happen.


Actually, I think all of us are a mixture of wheat and weed.  Metaphorical hybrids, perhaps.  I know I am.


I want to be wheat, surely we all do, but there are times when I can be downright weedlike.  I regret those times, but they are there, and for that reason, I am depending on a compassionate and merciful judge.


No matter how often I act the weed, I want to be seen as the wildflower God intended me to be.  And I am confident that through God’s grace, no matter how much we have played the weed, or may yet do so, we can all be wildflowers.


I do not pretend to know what heaven is like.  No one in this world does.  But I do know that our God is a God of infinite love and compassion, and I know something of the transforming power of God’s love.  Therefore, it would not surprise me to someday learn that heaven is filled with a lot more wildflowers than any of us could ever have anticipated, each one reflecting the resplendent beauty of the glory of God.
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