the Su nday readlngs

| will pen my mouth to speak in parables
(Matthew 13 : 35)

16" Sunday Ordinary Time (a)
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16" Sunday Ordinary Time (a)

the parable of the wheat and weeds '

introduction

The parables of Jesus, reflect some of the views that Matthew formed in light
of his own situation. When he wrote, opposition to Jesus' teaching had been
growing among the religious Israelites. And behaviour inconsistent with Jesus'
teaching was becoming more common among the Christian disciples themselves.
Matthew is concerned that the demands of faith in Jesus, must be taken
seriously. The apostle is preoccupied with the attitudes, beliefs and behaviours
that flow from the demands of discipleship. One of Matthew's frequent themes is
that of judgement. That is a time when things will be clear to us. When our lives
will have a direction that we establish by what we've done. This is the focus of the
interpretation of the parable of the weeds in today's gospel.

first reading: Wisdom 12:13,16-19" [ the LoRo is sovereign and has lessons for Israel ]

For neither is there any god besides You, whose care is for all people,(13)
.., For Your strength is the source of righteousness, and Your sovereignty
over all causes You to spare all.(16) For You show Your strength when
people doubt the completeness of Your power, and You rebuke any
insolence among those who know it.(17) Although You are sovereign in
strength, You judge with mildness, and with great forbearance You govern
us; for You have power to act whenever You choose.(18) Through such
works You have taught Your people that the righteous must be kind, and
You have filled Your children with good hope, because You give repentance
for sins.(19)

Wisdom writers generally responded to the fragmentation of life by affirming
that everything is connected. And they held that the inter-connectedness of all
life is Gob's handiwork. The above passage confirms this. The writer's contemp-
oraries weren't ready to accept such speech about Gob's acts. They didn't think
GopD intervenes in human affairs. Their bureaucratic consciousness assumed life
wasn't connected. Their mind-set was that life was parcelled out in manageable
bits that could be dealt with a piece at a time; that no part of life could be
administered any differently.

In response the Wisdom writer affirms that everything is inter-connected
(v.13) and that no human power has the capacity to connect or unconnect life
differently (vv.16-19). It means that in this alternative view, no administrator

1 Cover image: Wheat with Darnel compared (the latter is a weed that is often mistaken for wheat).
2 The biblical excerpts are drawn from the New Oxford Annotated Bible, New Revised Standard Version
(NRSV), published by Oxford University Press (1994).
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could overcome certain givens ordered by the Lorbp.? The writer affirms a thrust
and order to life by referring to the leniency of Gob (vv.16,18). No human agent
can invalidate the divine leniency. In the face of the fragmentations that result
from human bureaucratic control, such leniency, as evident from Gob's history of
dealings with the Israelites, gives us hope for a future that is ordered differently.

In Fact, the writer affirms that the connections hold and that Gobp's power for
life-giving is For all (v.16). The deep riddle of the wisdom tradition is the ability to
affirm both human responsibility along with Gob's purpose. The mystery of Gob's
reigning is the reality of limit and gift.*

response: Psalm 86:11-17 [ a plea for help against enemies ]
Teach me Your way, O LORD,
that I may walk in Your truth;
give me an undivided heart
to revere Your name.(11)
| give thanks to You, O LORD my GoOD,
with my whole heart,
and | will glorify Your name forever.(12)
For great is Your steadfast love toward me;
You have delivered my soul
from the depths of Sheol.(13)
O Gop, the insolent rise up against me;
a band of ruffians seeks my life,
and they do not set You before them.(14)
But You, O Lorp, are a Gob merciful and gracious,
slow to anger and abounding
in steadfast love and faithfulness.(15)
Turn to me and be gracious to me;
give Your strength to Your servant;
save the child of Your serving girl.(16)
Show me a sign of Your favour,
so that those who hate me may see it

3 According to the wisdom tradition, the basis of our knowing is the mystery that is Gop's reigning and
that mystery is, a plan. In other words, while we human agents remain responsible for the world that
emerges from our own decisions, we are not free to make the world in the image of our greed (v.17).
We are responsible for our future, but in spite of our best planned efforts, our experience is
mysterious and disconcerting!

4 There are limits. And we can't go beyond the limits without destroying ourselves and our world. Yet
giftedness is at the centre of our lives. Sustenance and restoration are given. Giftedness, taken on its
own, may lead us to careless exploitation of others and of Nature, or imagining that matters will be
settled on human terms. The limitedness of our lives, taken on its own, may lead us to pettiness and
bitterness. The wisdom writer takes life as it comes to test what yields and what doesn’t. And behind
this experience of life is the conviction that this will lead to the conclusion that our lives are connected.
Accordingly, experience leads to a new inter-connectedness of our lives in the world and with Gob's
purpose.
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and be put to shame, because You, LORD,
have helped me and comforted me.(17)

The speaker laments the circumstances where life's meaning has collapsed
but still affirms, from the midst of troubles, that the Lorp is: faithful; forgiving;
and generous (vv.5 & v.15). The prayer expresses hope that the Lorbp Gobp will
bring these qualities to bear on the present crisis, just as Gob has done before.
This expression of confidence is offered as the motive for the LORD to act. This
confidence finds it's source in the Israelite's earliest expression of faith in Gob.?
Sooner or later other peoples will notice that their ‘gods’ are neither powerful nor
very reliable (vv.14-15). Its the psalmist’'s conviction that eventually all will
recognise the splendour of the LORD GoD. The reason that other nations will come
to have faith in the LoRD is Gob's own glorious deeds of creation, liberation, and
transformation, which no other ‘god’ can do (v.10).°

second reading: Romans 8 : 26 - 27 [ life in the Spirit ]
Likewise the Spirit helps us in our weakness; for we do not know how to
pray as we ought, but that very Spirit intercedes with sighs too deep for
words.(26) And Gob, who searches the heart, knows what is the mind of
the Spirit, because the Spirit intercedes for the saints according to the will
of Gobp.(27)

According to the apostle, the human intellect can't fully understand Gob's
ways, nor can the human intellect, by itself, enter into any meaningful dialogue
with the infinite Gob. But the Spirit of the divine within us, more than compensates
for our shortcomings. Like the psalmist, Paul makes clear that the completion or
perfection of the Earth, requires the decisive action of Gob.’

Creation is in deep futility. There is within creation itself — an expectation; an
insistence; a resolve even - that this sorry state of futility need not, will not and
cannot persist. That is, creation has within it, a hope that leans towards Gob in
desperate, urgent expectation that Gobp will indeed liberate the world from its
terrible decay and bondage. The very creation, that is decaying, has within it
(because it is Gob's creation and not of it's own nature) an urging toward Gob's
newness that is promised and sure. This urging from within Nature, is Gob's Holy
Spirit, who inspires the prayer of Christian people; ordinary people who recognise
their own limits and gifts. The true character of human life consists in communion.

5 The psalmist asks Gob to be the same Gob, here and now, as Gop has been in the past.(See Nm.14:17-
20). Because of this confidence, the speaker anticipates that all nations will eventually come to trust in
and serve this Gobp (v.9).

6 The speaker expresses this confidence in the power of the Lorp Gob even from the midst of troubles.
In fact, it is the speaker's experience, that Gobp is proven credible, especially in such situations of
vulnerability (v.15).

7 Earlier Paul had stated that this faith affirms not only that such an action is required, but that Gob in
faithfulness, will perform it. (Cf. Rm.8:19-23)
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Believers participate in both the divine and the natural realm. Paul prefers to
emphasise the divine realm and the role of the Holy Spirit, rather than repeat the
traditional wisdom themes that touch on the necessary conditions for effective
prayer (w.26-27).

According to the apostle, our human intellect cannot fully comprehend Gob's
ways and cannot by itself enter into dialogue with the infinite Gob. But the Spirit
of the divine in us, more than compensating for our limitations. Our groans are so
deep and so inarticulate, that it would not be prayer at all, if it were not for the
Spirit's help (v.26). So it is Gobp's holy Spirit who gathers our yearning needs and
puts them into speech before Gob. The apostle affirms that Gob, "searches human
hearts" and understands these prayers perfectly, because the Spirit intercedes in
a divine way.®

gospel reading: Matthew 13 : 24-43 [three parables; use of parables; Jesus explains the parable of the wheat ]

Jesus put before the crowd another parable: "The kingdom of heaven may
be compared to someone who sowed good seed in his field;(24) but while
everybody was asleep, an enemy came and sowed weeds among the
wheat, and then went away.(25) So when the plants came up and bore
grain, then the weeds appeared as well.(26) 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?'(27) He answered,
An enemy has done this.' The slaves said to him, 'Then do you want us to
go and gather them?'(28) But he replied, 'No; for in gathering the weeds
you would uproot the wheat along with them.(29) Let both of them grow
together until the harvest; and at harvest time | will tell the reapers,
Collect the weeds first and bind them in bundles to be burned, but gather
the wheat into my barn.'"(30)

Matthew presents a number of parables that illustrate Jesus' teachings on
the imminent reigning of Gobp, or as Matthew terms it, ‘the kingdom of heaven'.
The gospel writer links the totality of the practise of Jesus' disciples, to the
reigning of heaven. Jesus begins by saying that Gob's reigning is like a person who
sowed good seed (v.24). An enemy sowed weeds (darnel) among the good seed
(v.26). There are two sowers: a sower of good seed and a sower of weeds. In the
world there is both good and evil. Christians tend to believe that all the good is on
one side — their side and all the others are evil! But from the very earliest days of
the Christian community, believers began to see that evil was flourishing within
the community itselFf.

8 For Paul, it is the presence of the spirit of Jesus, that guarantees the conditions and effectiveness of
our prayer. It is the Spirit that bridges the gap between the human and the divine. Christians in their
human weakness are sustained by the Spirit's intercession and by the knowledge of Gob's loving
purpose (v.27). The way to Gob is open and waiting. We believers are subjected to human suffering and
limitations, but our participation in the divine realm works to our advantage.
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It must have been in the light of such experiences that people like Matthew
remembered and repeated the parables of Jesus and later put these stories into a
written Form. It is important to consider that ‘the field in the parables is ‘the
world’rather than the Church. But the lesson of the parable is reasonably clear —in
the present, good and evil are mixed up — in the future good and evil will be
sorted out and separated. Gob isn't inclined to root out evil so ruthlessly that
good is also supppressed and much greater evil caused. Better to give grace time
to work it's victory subtly. Then, what has been wounded and hindered by evil,
won't be crushed but will be rescued and transformed for life. Later in the
chapter, Matthew will record Jeusus’ own interpretation of the meaning of the
parable to his disciples in private.’

He put before them another parable: "The kingdom of heaven is like a
mustard seed that someone took and sowed in his field:;(31) it is the
smallest of all the seeds, but when it has grown it is the greatest of shrubs
and becomes a tree, so that the birds of the air come and make nests in its
branches."(32)

The next two parables also have to do with the reigning of heaven and both
contrast the present state of affairs with the future. The mustard seed is the
smallest of seeds but within a year of its sowing, it grows into a shrub so large
that in some cases it could almost be considered a tree. In the present, the
reigning of heaven may have unimpressive beginnings but this doesn’t mean that
before long it won't have sprouted up into something very much larger. The
mature tree, with all its branches and leaves, is already present in the seed,
though in a hidden form. In the same way, the new era (the reigning of heaven) is
already present in us, but in a hidden way too."

He told them another parable: "The kingdom of heaven is like yeast that a
woman took and mixed in with three measures of flour until all of it was
leavened."(33) Jesus told the crowds all these things in parables; without a
parable he told them nothing.(34) This was to fulfill what had been spoken
through the prophet: "I will open my mouth to speak in parables; | will
proclaim what has been hidden from the foundation of the world."(35)

The yeast, is the love in humanity. In the beginning it appears small and
insignificant. We know its small in ourselves — but it grows and develops. Its going
to unite us all. Jesus implies that with something very tiny, the new era of Gob's
reigning begins. Elsewhere Jesus warns: "Beware of the yeast of the Pharisees . .,

9 CfME13:37-43

10 The parable of the seed (Christ), tells us the new era of Gob's reigning is the product of the same
process of evolution that formed stars, plants, animals and people. It grows in us, impelled by the same
forces of Nature that impelled the evolution of the whole universe. That's saying that the new era is
evolution itself.
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and the yeast of Herod." So evil is also tiny; an elite that corrupts the whole of the
dough. The ‘yeast of the Pharisees’ seems to mean the corruption of the religious
elite; ‘the yeast of Herod’, the corruption of the power elite. That's bread that
cannot sustain life. It brings hunger and death. Jesus spoke this warning after
multiplying the loaves.™
Then he left the crowds and went into the house. And his disciples
approached him, saying, "Explain to us the parable of the weeds of the
field."(36) He answered, "The one who sows the good seed is the Son of
Man;(37) the field is the world, and the good seed are the children of the
kingdom,; the weeds are the children of the evil one,(38) and the enemy
who sowed them is the devil; the harvest is the end of the age, and the
reapers are angels.(39) Just as the weeds are collected and burned up with
fire, so will it be at the end of the age.(40) The Son of Man will send his
angels, and they will collect out of his kingdom all causes of sin and all
evildoers,(41) and they will throw them into the furnace of fire, where
there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.(42) Then the righteous will
shine like the sun in the kingdom of their Father. Let anyone with ears
listen!(43)

Matthew records Jesus' interpreting the meaning of the parable to his
disciples privately. The word, ‘angel’ (v.39) means ‘messenger’. GOD appears acting
in the Scriptures through messengers and these are ‘angels’. The harvest is the,
‘end of the world'. It's the end of evil rather than the end of the universe. What is
the good of ending evil, if we also end the universe? Annihilation by a blazing
furnace (v.42) refers only to the fate of the weeds. In other words all those who
provoke offences (literally scandal-makers and evil-doers) will be gathered Ffirst.
All those who are obstacles, (opposed to unity) and those who do evil, are going
to be annihilated.

The weeping and grinding of teeth, gives the idea that this annihilation is
something that stays outside. Then the evil ones are compared with the virtuous
(those who have done justice). The latter will, shine like the sun (v.43). That seems
to refer to the resurrection; a transformation of the virtuous into something
substantially different. To have ‘ears’ (v.43b) is to be ready to receive this
message. That's the same as being ready to receive the new era (the reigning of
heaven) and to be transformed. The new era is going to satisfy and sustain us.
Jesus compares it with a loaf that is going to be baked™ and the yeast that will
enlarge it and make it grow, is love.

11 See MLt.16:11 & Mk.8:16
12 Mt14:13-21 & 15:32-39
13 ME13:33
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for sharing "
e The reading underscores GobD’s patience. Comment on Wisdom 12 :13,16-19

e Onone hand, Gob is patient; on the other hand, Gobp is very impatient.
No wonder our prayer turns at times into groans that words cannot express.
Comment on Romans 8 : 26 - 27

e The existence of evil, even in the holiest places, isn’t a cause for disillusion-
ment and the abandonment of hope. The reigning of heaven is not here yet.
Human evil delays it's coming; dealing with that evil, requires patience and
hope. Comment on Matthew 13 : 24-43

prayer
O Gob, patient and forbearing, You alone know fully
the goodness of what You have made.
Strengthen our spirit when we are slow
and temper our zeal when we are rash,
that in Your own good time You may produce in us a rich harvest
from the seed You have sown and tended.
We make our prayer through our LORD Jesus Christ. Amen.

review '

Our hearing these parables, is part of the often slow work of our transformation,
which touches the way our assumed world works. The parables in the WorD of
Scripture and the Presence of Gobp in the Eucharist, confront our unexamined
assumptions about our life. Our assumptions are often rooted in alien ideologies.
The truth of these parables and the presence of Jesus, doesn’t come to us coercively
but through our participation in good liturgy.

The message can re-image the reality of our relationship with Gobp; our world;
our neighbour; and our own self. Good liturgy provides the materials for subversion —
but permission to subvert, belongs to us alone! Compared to the confusing profusion
of the world's energies, this seems like a small and insignificant activity. But like the
workings of mustard seeds and leaven, the task of extending GobD's patient
transforming power for life-giving, or grace, is the only work that counts.

14 Lectio Divina: reading Gob’s WORD in @ moment of prayer and allowing it to enlighten and renew us
through reflection. The practise of lectio divina requires a quiet place, a passage of Scripture and the
willingness to give time to the project. The passage used should be short. We suggest using all or part
of the gospel readings of the up-coming Sunday. We let the Holy Spirit lead us to understand the
words and allow our heart to speak to Gop in words inspired by the Scripture passage, or by the
thoughts that have come to us while reflecting on it. Then we let go of ideas and words and allow
ourselves to rest in the presence of Gob in simple and wordless contemptlation.

15 The prayer that concludes the Lectio Divina is ICEL's 1998 opening prayer from the Proper of the Day.
These prayers draw upon the concrete and vivid images of Scripture and conclude with a clearly
focused petition inspired by the readings.

16 The Review — at the end of each reflection the review examines the themes of the readings, usually
drawn from the gospel, providing an opportunity to check our own performance in the light of the
WOoRD and Eucharist that we have previously heard and experienced.
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