Glimpses into God’s Realm: A Surprising Solution
Matthew 13:24-30, 36-43

Chickens, seeds, enemies, and surprises. Let’s start with the chickens.


I first met Alison when she was a teenager. She’d moved with her family from Australia so her mother could work on the staff of our congregation in Washington, D.C.


Alison’s now back in Australia, where she lives with her husband and three children. She writes a blog about cooking with local ingredients. She also raises chickens. 


Recently Alison received a visit from a member of the local council. Apparently someone had complained about the chickens. Alison had been careful to meet all of the council’s guidelines, and the visiting officer was satisfied. But this wasn’t the first complaint, and a furious Alison was sure she knew who was behind all of them.

Many of the people in Alison’s neighborhood are “cool veering on cold.” But for years, her family’s most immediate neighbor has appeared to hate them. When Alison greets her, the woman ignores her. When Alison sees her in the street and smiles, the woman turns her back. Alison acknowledges that these encounters have left her feeling fearful and anxious and angry and defensive.
From time to time Alison has thought of dropping in and asking her neighbor what the problem is. But she admits that she’s been too cowardly. “It’s hard,” she explains, “to know how to ask someone why she hisses through her teeth at you; and it feels slightly pathetic, like a jilted teenager begging, ‘But why don’t you like me anymore?’ So the frostiness has continued.”
That frostiness fueled Alison’s certainty that it was this neighbor who’d complained about the chickens. A certainty that caused anger to simmer in Alison.
But she realized she didn’t want to be like this neighbor. As much as she’d like to throw some eggs and yell, she was tired of living with a sense of deep hostility bristling from next door. She couldn’t bear to make it worse.

The next morning Alison had a few hours without her children, so she went out for a fast wintry walk. She found herself heading to the local hill, which had been built over an old rubbish dump. It felt like a fitting place to vent. After doing a few muttering laps, she went up the hill to say her piece to the wind. When she was done, she ran down the hill like a little kid—loose and gangly and arms’ windmilling.

With her rage calming, Alison strode homeward. On the way, she passed a center for spirituality. In its window were gentle words in flowing calligraphy, soft scarves, and candles. While such things might be helpful to a regular spiritual practice, Alison suddenly realized that “any spirituality that runs deep will be nothing like a beautifully draped silk scarf. Instead, it will be hard and messy; and it will be about the most mundane areas of life: how we act when we’re afraid; how we respond to people when they are cruel or rude or thoughtless; how we meet a thousand different challenges in the small exchanges of the household, the playground, or the local shops.”
She also realized that no matter how afraid she was, she had to talk with her neighbor. So she went home and collected the day’s eggs. Then, feeling sick to her stomach, she boxed them up and headed next door.

When her neighbor answered the door, Alison said, “We are enemies.” Although her heart was thumping and she wanted to cry, Alison then asked why.

It turned out her neighbor had perceived a serious slight five or six years before. The council and the neighbor’s son had done their best to maintain that slight. After unraveling the serious misunderstanding, Alison apologized for her part in the episode.

Then the two women talked for a good ten minutes about this and that, like normal neighbors do. The once hostile woman started to smile and then laugh, and she finally agreed to accept the eggs to feed her grandkids who, she reckoned, had never tasted really fresh ones.
Ironically, when Alison asked if the woman had any concerns about the chickens, she said, “I like the chickens!” Apparently they reminded her of her childhood, and she enjoyed hearing them move around the garden. For all Alison’s fear that the chickens were one more thing the neighbor didn’t like, she’d been wrong.

“I’m sure this is not the ending,” Alison says. “Something else will come up—we are all so far from perfect—and I will need to work to maintain this new civility. I still don’t know if the council has anything further to say about our hens. But I feel like a scouring wind has swept through the street and made it clean. A once frosty neighbor smiled at me and told me a few stories, and I felt my fear slowly trickle away; for now, that’s ending enough.”

In the story Jesus tells in today’s reading we hear about another set of enemies. This time the situation involves an intentional act rather than a perceived slight and seeds rather than chickens.

A farmer has a field where he plants good seeds. But during the night an enemy comes and plants weeds in the field. No one knows this has happened until the wheat begins to come up. As it grows, so do the weeds.
The farm hands can’t figure it out. They find the farmer and ask, “Didn’t you plant good seeds? Come, look. Weeds are growing in your field.”

The famer explains that the weeds are the work of an enemy. The workers offer to pull the weeds. But the famer has another plan—one that must sound surprising to those listening to Jesus’ story.
We might expect the farmer to say, “Yes! Pull the weeds as fast as you can. Get all of them out of my field.” But instead he says, “No. Let the wheat and the weeds grow together until the harvest.”
The weed that’s been planted is a specific kind known as darnel. It’s an annual grass that has long, slender bristles and looks a lot like wheat. Since it’d be easy to mistake the darnel for the real thing, the farm hands—in a frenzy of weed pulling—would likely pull up wheat along with the weeds.

So the farmer tells the workers to wait and let the wheat and weeds grow together. Then when it’s time for harvest, the famer will tell the reapers to collect the weeds and bind them in bundles to be burned and to gather the wheat to be stored in his barn.

The farmer doesn’t like having weeds in his field, but he has a different plan for dealing with the problem. It’s a surprising solution—one that’s ultimate rather than immediate.

Later when his disciples ask, Jesus says the field is like the world. We know what it’s like to live in a world that’s weedy and not the way it’s supposed to be. Sometimes we feel like there’s nothing we can do to set things right. But at other times we’d like to volunteer to go out and rip up all that’s wrong by the roots.

Maybe it’s at those times that we need to be surprised anew by Jesus’ saying, “Wait.” Sometimes—just as with wheat and weeds—it can be hard to tell the difference between the good and the bad in the world.

In Jesus’ story, the enemy plants the weeds and then goes away—confident that the damage he intends will happen. But in his book on parables, Robert Farrar Capon writes that the enemy doesn’t have any real power over goodness. The wheat is in the field, God’s realm is in the world, and there’s not one thing the enemy can do about it. What he can do, according to Capon, is “sucker the forces of goodness into taking up arms against the confusion he has introduced, to do his work for him. That is why he goes away after sowing the weeds. He has no need to hang around. Unable to take positive action anyway—having no real power to muck up the operation—he simply sprinkles around a generous helping of darkness and waits for the children of light to get flustered enough to do the job for him.” 

But in the story Jesus tells, that’s not what happens. And through this story Jesus offers us a glimpse into God’s realm, showing us that it doesn’t have to happen in the stories we live either.

Think about the damage that’s been done through the centuries by people who are sure they know God’s mind and try to weed out those they judge to be wrong or evil. Today is no different—with extremists around the world who seem to believe they have a divine mandate to destroy those they label as enemies—both of themselves and of God.
It might have been easy for Susan Retik and Patti Quigley to think in terms of enemies. Both women lived in Boston suburbs. Both were to give birth in a month or two. And both became widows on September 11, 2001, when the planes their husbands had boarded in Boston crashed into the twin towers of the World Trade Center.

The two women met several months later at the suggestion of a mutual friend. A deep bond developed between them almost immediately. They shared the grief of losing a spouse and the bittersweet emotion of giving birth to a baby who’d never know her father. But they also shared the incredible support they’d received from friends, family, and strangers from around the world.

As Susan came to terms with her new life and followed media coverage about Afghanistan, she felt a connection to the vast number of Afghan widows. She noticed that widows in Afghanistan had none of the support she and Patti had received. Decades of conflict had ravaged Afghanistan, leaving hundreds of thousands of women without husbands—a cultural necessity for Afghans. In many cases, Afghan widows had no means to feed, clothe, or shelter their children.
Susan felt the generosity she’d received brought with it a responsibility. She wanted to use her new voice and platform to do something tangible—perhaps to change the life of just one Afghan widow. Susan talked to Patti about her idea, and within a matter of weeks the two began working to turn their shared vision into reality.
In 2003 they founded Beyond the 11th, a charitable organization devoted to supporting widows who have been affected by the horrors of war and terrorism. They began talking with an international organization working in Afghanistan about how they might help. The two women settled on raising money to provide baby chicks and incubators so Afghan widows could raise chickens and sell eggs.

For their first fundraising effort, Patti and Susan rode their bikes from Ground Zero to Boston on the third anniversary of the 9/11 terrorists’ attacks. They raised more than $140,000, which would help change the lives of hundreds of women in Afghanistan.

In May 2006, Patti and Susan traveled to Afghanistan to meet some of the widows they’d been helping. They saw firsthand the difference a few chickens could make in empowering a woman to support herself and her children. They also forged an unlikely but powerful bond with the Afghan widows—women who understood loss and struggle but also clung to the hope that their children might know a better future. And they realized that in addition to suffering from post-traumatic stress, both they and the Afghan widows also had experienced post-traumatic growth.

At the end of a documentary about Patti and Susan’s journey, Patti’s brother offers this reflection: “There’s a way in which each of us makes small choices every day. And after a period of time those choices develop into a pattern. Each moral and ethical choice forms our identity. It seems to me that the terrorists who flew planes into the buildings on September 11th, they started making choices a long time ago—choices that took them so far off center that flying a plane into a building seemed like the right thing to do. It’s like any one of us. We choose our way into being ourselves. And I think that’s what Patti and Susan do in little choices and in big choices. When given a choice between violence and love—they chose love. When given a choice between retribution and restoration of harmony—they chose restoring harmony. When given a choice between death and life—they’ve chosen life. That’s just who they are. It’s who they’ve come to be. It’s who they’ve chosen to be. And because of that, their children are learning to choose life as well.”

May the surprising solution that Jesus offers—one that gives us a glimpse into the realm of God—help us as we make both small and large choices. And may those choices develop into a pattern that forms our identity and transforms our world. Amen.
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