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Earthy Wisdom, Part 4: Parable of the Weeds and the Net 
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Scripture: Matthew 13:47-52; 13:24-30 

 
Jesus tells a strange story. 
 
A farmer sows good seed in his field. Wheat—strong, nourishing, reliable. But while everyone is 
asleep, an enemy comes and sows weeds among the wheat. And when the plants begin to grow, 
the servants panic. 
 
“Master, didn’t you sow good seed in your field? Where did these weeds come from?” 
 
They want to act. They want to fix it. They want to pull the weeds now. 
 
But the landowner does something unexpected. He restrains them. 
 
“No,” he says. “If you pull up the weeds, you might uproot the wheat along with them. Let 
them grow together until the harvest.” 
 
This is one of those parables that sounds gentle—until you realize how hard it actually is. 
 
Because we are living in a time when everyone feels pressure to sort. To identify the good 
people and the bad people. The faithful and the faithless. The righteous and the dangerous. The 
wheat and the weeds. 
 
And Jesus says, Be careful. 
 
Not because injustice isn’t real or harm doesn’t matter, but because human beings are 
remarkably bad at knowing, with certainty, who is who. And we are especially bad at predicting 
who someone might yet become. I know how tempting that confidence is—because I’m human 
too. 
 
Many years ago, when I lived in Arizona, I was deeply uneasy about immigration. I worried 
about the strain it was putting on communities, schools, and systems. Then I participated in a 
program that took U.S. citizens across the border into Nogales, Mexico. 
 
I met families living in conditions I had never seen—sharing meals in makeshift homes built from 
pallets and cardboard. And at one point, sitting with one of those families, a realization hit me 
with startling clarity: 
 
If I were in their shoes, I would do exactly the same thing. 
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If loving my neighbor means loving them as myself, how could I oppose them doing what I 
would do to protect my own children? That experience changed me. It moved me from 
wariness to deep solidarity. 
 
And then—years later—I walked across the country. 
 
Along the way, I met progressive Christians who loved immigrants and were deeply concerned 
about overwhelmed schools receiving no additional funding. I met rural workers whose wages 
had collapsed because the labor market had become saturated with cheaper labor. And I 
realized something else: 
 
The issue was more complicated than I had understood—on either side. 
 
Loving my immigrant neighbor did not cancel my responsibility to love my non-immigrant 
neighbor. The question was never which neighbor to choose—but how to love both. That was 
my first deep lesson in how dangerous it is to pull weeds too quickly.  
 
On that walk, I also learned how misleading our labels really are. 
 
I met Mary, a fierce advocate for racial justice and economic justice, who could not support 
LGBTQ equality. I met Frank, who championed LGBTQ inclusion and environmental 
sustainability, but was deeply opposed to abortion and immigration. I met Leslie, who fought 
tirelessly for immigrant rights, a living wage, and universal healthcare—and who believed the 
Bible was literally inerrant and feared that her Jewish and Muslim friends might be eternally lost. 
 
So I began asking myself: If you divide the world into wheat and weeds—where do these people 
fall?  Who gets pulled? Who stays? 
 
How many stalks of wheat are lost simply because they didn’t grow the way we expected? 
 
It was then that I began to see what Jesus was warning us about. Not evil—but overconfidence. 
The assumption that we can see clearly enough, early enough, to sort human beings without 
doing damage. 
 
Jesus knows something else we often forget: What looks like a weed today may feed the world 
tomorrow. 
 
Some of the plants we curse—like dandelions—are prized in other cultures. Rye began as a 
weed in wheat fields. Farmers tried to eradicate it. And over time, it became a grain we now 
value highly. 
 
Transformation is rarely obvious at the beginning. Eradication often destroys what patience 
would have redeemed. 
 
There is a story from recent years that haunts me in a good way. 
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A young man named Derek Black arrived at New College of Florida. Polite. Quiet. Unassuming. 
And deeply embedded in white nationalist ideology—raised in it, trained in it, broadcasting it. 
 
When his background became known, the condemnation was swift. Loud. Understandable. 
 
One student did something different. 
 
An Orthodox Jewish student named Matthew Stevenson invited Derek to his weekly Shabbat 
dinners. Week after week, Derek showed up. He listened. He argued. He laughed. He 
encountered people who did not excuse his beliefs—but who refused to reduce him to them. 
 
Later, Derek would say something striking: 
The condemnation cracked the shell. 
But the hospitality changed the heart. 
 
He eventually renounced white nationalism entirely. 
 
Both voices mattered. Yet, only one created the conditions for transformation. 
 
That is what “letting them grow together” looks like—not passivity, but patience anchored in 
hope. 
 
Now, if this parable speaks truth—and I believe it does—then it applies even where we most 
want to resist it. It applies in places where harm is real and policies are cruel. It applies where 
anger feels justified. It applies where fear is loud. 
 
I believe there are immigration enforcement practices today that stand in clear opposition to 
the teachings of Jesus. I do not bless those practices. And—I also know the danger of deciding 
too quickly that everyone who participates in a broken system is at peace with what they are 
doing. 
 
This parable does not tell us to do nothing. Yet it tells us to be very careful about what we 
destroy while trying to do something. When wheat is treated like weeds long enough, it begins 
to wither—or worse, to harden. Jesus reminds us there is a better way. 
 
Think of the story of Zacchaeus—the tax collector everyone had written off. He was up in that 
tree for a reason—for fear of the crowd, who were surely shaking their fists at him. Yet, Jesus 
didn’t join in. Instead, he opened his arms, publicly calling out, “Friend, come down. I want to eat 
at your house tonight. It was that welcome—not the crowd’s condemnation—that changed him. 
 
The truth is, both voices mattered. 
As with Derek Black, it was likely the condemning ones that cracked the shell. 
The welcoming ones changed the heart. 
Every movement needs both voices. Every field contains both. 
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So Jesus leaves us with a hard discipline. 
 
To resist the rush to sort. 
To oppose injustice without surrendering our humanity. 
To confront evil without pretending we are immune to it. 
To trust that God is not wringing divine hands over the field. 
 
“The field is God’s,” Jesus says. “The harvest is God’s.”  
 
And thank God—so is the final judgment. 
 
Now, some of you may be wondering about something else in this parable, which is made overt 
in the parable of the net.  
 
Because later in Matthew 13, when Jesus explains this parable and continues with the Parable of 
the Net, his language gets sharper. He speaks of fire. Of weeping. Of gnashing of teeth. And for 
many Christians—even progressive ones—that language immediately triggers fear. Fear of hell. 
 
So we need to pause here for just a moment—not to argue, but to clarify. 
 
Did you know that nearly every time Jesus uses the word that our English Bibles translate as 
“hell,” he is not talking about a place of eternal torture? He is talking about Gehenna—short for 
Gey Hinnom, the Valley of Hinnom, a real place just outside Jerusalem. 
 
In Jesus’ day, Gehenna was the city dump. Trash was burned there. And it had a dark history. 
Centuries earlier, it had been a place where children were sacrificed to a god named Molech—
an atrocity so horrific that Israel turned the place into a garbage dump. A perpetual flame 
burned trash where children had been sacrifices so that Molech’s altar would be perpetually 
desecrated. It is one of history’s great tragedies that a place meant to prevent children from 
ever again being burned in devotion to a god was later imagined as a place where the Christian 
God would burn God’s children for eternity. 
 
When Jesus spoke of Gehenna, his listeners didn’t imagine a cosmic torture chamber. They 
imagined a place where what destroys life is finally destroyed. Where what does not belong is 
not preserved forever—but burned away. 
 
That matters. Because Jesus’ point is not that God delights in punishment. It’s that God does 
not confuse judgment with cruelty.  
 
So what might faithfulness look like in a moment like this? I don’t think Jesus gives us a single 
script. What he gives us is a field—and a warning.  
 
Real movements for justice have always needed more than one kind of witness. Some people 
are called to stand on the front lines, naming injustice clearly, forcefully, even angrily—refusing 
to let harm be normalized. And sometimes those voices are the first to break the spell. They jar 
people awake. They disrupt denial. 
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Yet, movements also need people who can see wheat where others see only weeds. People 
willing to risk hospitality. People who dare to open a space where transformation can actually 
happen. 
 
So maybe the question Jesus leaves us with isn’t, “Which side are you on?” Maybe it’s this: 
 
Which body do you feel called to inhabit? 
 
The one shaking its fist? Or the one opening its arms? 
 
There is room for both. There is need for both. 
 
But whichever body you inhabit, Jesus asks us to remember this: 
 
The field is not ours to burn. The sorting is not ours to rush. No one is beyond what grace can 
still grow. 
 
So may we be fierce in our love for justice, daring in our welcome, and humble enough to trust 
that God is still speaking, and still at work—even in fields that make us uneasy. 
 
The field is God’s. And God is not finished yet. 
As the saying goes, “Never place a period where God has placed a comma.” 
 
 

Reflection and Discussion Questions 
Here are a few questions related to the sermon for personal reflection and small group conversation. 

 
1. When Sorting Feels Urgent 
 
The parable of the wheat and weeds names how quickly fear and urgency can push us to sort 
people into categories—good and bad, safe and dangerous, wheat and weeds—before we really 
know them. 
 
Where do you feel the strongest pressure right now to “sort” people or situations? 
What do you notice happening in you—emotionally or spiritually—when that pressure rises? 
 
2. Loving More Than One Neighbor 
 
Eric’s story about immigration reflects a difficult truth: loving one neighbor deeply does not 
cancel our responsibility to love another neighbor who is also affected. 
 
Where have you encountered a situation that felt morally complex rather than clear-cut? 
What helped you stay engaged rather than retreating into certainty or avoidance? 
 
3. Letting Judgment Belong to God 
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Jesus’ parable—and the reflection on Gehenna—suggest that judgment is real, but not ours to 
rush or weaponize. The field and the harvest belong to God. 
 
How does it feel to hear that judgment ultimately belongs to God rather than to us? 
Does that idea bring you relief, discomfort, trust, or resistance—and why? 
 
4. Which Body Will You Inhabit? 
 
The sermon suggests that movements for justice need different kinds of witnesses: those who 
confront injustice forcefully and those who risk hospitality and welcome. Both play a role. 
 
Which kind of witness do you feel most drawn to inhabiting right now? 
What might faithfulness look like for you this week in that posture—without needing others to choose 
the same one? 
 


