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The Bad Gardener

[Note:  this sermon actually begins with talking with the children 
(overheard by the adults of course), showing them pictures of dandelions 
and asking: “Do we see weeds or flowers?  Or both?  Can they be both 
or is that too great a contradiction for us to bear?  In Winnie-the-Pooh, 
Eeyore tell us that “Weeds are flowers too, once you get to know them.” 
Is it a matter of seeing the world as God does?  And is that possible?]

No one could have expected that somewhere in the wilderness between 
Beersheba and Haran would end up being a place of divine revelation.  
Nor could it have been predicted that Jacob would have been the human 
recipient of God’s holy presence.  Jacob was, after all, a cheat and a thief 
of monumental proportions--having committed a crime that was 
absolutely unforgivable in his culture, cheating his slightly older twin 
brother out of what was always regarded as the God-given special 
birthright of the eldest son.  Jacob was a sinner if ever there was one.  
He took advantage of his brother’s one frailty, lied to his own father and 
cruelly tricked him, kept his mother ’wrapped around his little finger’ 
ever-ready to defend and protect him even against her own best interests.  
Jacob was a first-class cad, a ’bounder’ and a ‘n‘er-do-well‘--no doubt 
about it.

And yet, somehow, in God’s infinitely mysterious wisdom, Jacob 
becomes one of the great patriarchs of our spiritual tradition--a person 
set apart and blessed by the very hand of God as the great ancestor of a 
holy nation.  Who would have thought it?  Who would believe it?

Such contradictions are too difficult for our tiny minds--or, as the 
psalmist said, “Such knowledge is too wonderful…so high that [we] 
cannot attain it.”
How can we put evil right up against goodness and still experience the 
holiness of God?  Because that is what we see in a person like Jacob--the 
stark contradiction of evil and goodness contained in a single person.  
Yet he dreams of the connections of earth and heaven--the flat two-tiered 
universe becomes connected by a ladder.  What a wonderful vision of the 
divine-human relationship! Jacob the ‘bounder’ and ‘n’er-do-well’ sees 
this--and responds to it with exceptional faith and celebration.



Which leaves me asking…what if, instead, he had gotten what he 
apparently deserved for being a criminal, a cheat and a thief?  How 
much the poorer would our own heritage of faith be if Jacob had been 
confronted and punished for his great sin?  The reality is that he would 
not have lived to have that dream in the wilderness somewhere between 
Beersheba and Haran if the full weight of the law had come down upon 
him.  The city of Luz would never have become Beth-el (the ‘house of 
God’).  At Sunday School I never would have learned the song, “We are 
climbing Jacob’s ladder.”  And we all would have missed out on this 
great story of redemption--this reminder of how God calls us even when 
we are unworthy, 

uses us even when we are pretty well useless, 
loves us even when we are grossly unattractive, 
and blesses us even when we are most undeserving.

What if Jacob had been ‘weeded out’ of God’s human garden?

You see, it is people like Jacob--and, frankly, like most of us--people 
who hold within them both great strengths and tragic weaknesses, that 
the first Christian disciples evidently had some serious doubt about.   
Parables do not come into being in some kind of pure theoretical realm; 
rather they are always stories purposely placed into a specific human 
context to challenge or explain or enhance some aspect of that context.  
This is especially true of the parables of Jesus, as it is of all really good 
preaching.  Sometimes, located as we are in a different time and culture, 
we have to make educated guesses about the context--but it is only in 
doing that, and then in building a relationship to our time and place, that 
the deepest meanings of parables can be found.

This what Matthew tries to do in collecting some of the oral tradition of 
the parables of Jesus--and then adding explanations or commentaries on 
them for the later first century church.  We then take the parables 
themselves, Matthew’s commentary and our own context into our minds 
to consider the meaning for us too.  And sometimes we can even see how 
this meaning even stretches back to older religious traditions.

The twin stories of last week’s reading (‘The Parable of the Sower’) and 
this week’s (‘The Wheat and the Weeds’) accomplish this in quite a 
wonderful and somewhat unexpected way.  In the community of the first 
Christians there must have been some difficult questions about good and 
evil, about who should be included and who excluded from that 
community, about how faith can be kept strong and healthy, about how 



heaven and earth can be united in human society, about how God works 
in human persons.  These parables are spoken into that context of 
questions. 

Perhaps the first thing we might notice is that these parables show us that 
Jesus was apparently a very bad gardener.  First he speaks of a terribly 
casual farmer sowing seed hither and yon without paying much attention 
to where it lands.  No one does that.  Not even in Jesus’ time did they do 
that to such an extreme extent.  Some attention has always been paid to 
the preparation of the soil, to proper ploughing, and to the thoughtful 
planning of a field.  But not so for this farmer.  What is described here 
in almost absurd terms, and with Jesus’ unique exaggerated sense of 
humour, is (as Peter reminded us last week) a picture of God’s 
inexplicable generosity. 

Then, apparently not satisfied with that dose of very suspect gardening 
advice, Jesus goes on to an extraordinarily unorthodox method of weed 
control.  No one--whether a professional farmer or a weekend gardener 
like me--no one in their right mind lets weeds grow like Jesus describes 
here.  No one of us humans, that is.  We dig them up, we poison them, 
we swear at them, we cut them down.  But in God’s human garden there 
is, instead, incomprehensible grace for the weeds.  And hearing that, we 
should all be breathing great sigh of relief--for even we are spared.

One commentary on this passage makes the point that, in Jesus’ context, 
the particular form of common weed in the usual species of wheat field 
looked very much like the wheat itself when a young plant.  So there 
might be an inference here about the expectations of a maturing faith--of 
not being ‘cut down’ in one’s youthful confusion but the expectation that 
adulthood had better give evidence of productivity.  Well, I don’t 
know…I just suspect that Jesus actually meant something a lot more 
radical than that.  I have to ask:

What if he meant that good and evil would always be together in
the world’s field of contradictions?

What if he meant that everyone should be included and no one 
excluded from the embrace of God’s love?

What if he meant it was never up to us to judge the human 
‘weeds‘

and ‘flowers‘?
What if he meant that growing a healthy faith did not depend on

having an easy life?
What if he meant that heaven and earth were so connected that 

only



God could ever really tell them apart?
What if he meant that even ‘weeds’ have their divinely-appointed

place in God’s garden?
What if, known as God knows us, we are all flowers--just like

Eeyore said?

These questions are too difficult for someone like me, dedicated and 
passionate as I am about ridding the world of evil, injustice, greed and 
war.  I’m a prophet and an activist--a writer of letters, singer of songs 
and preacher of sermons designed to motivate others to join with me in 
the struggle to make of this earth God’s eternal realm.  I am a 
consummate Weeder!

But what if it’s not our job to save the world--only to do our part?
What if it’s not our job to rid the garden of the weeds of evil, but only 
to 

lovingly tend the wheat of goodness?
What if it’s not our job to rise above the reality of this world, but rather 
to

understand again and anew our place in the world?

And what if, even in the Church, we find ‘weedy’ people like Jacob--
sinners, bounders and ne’er-do-wells?  In fact, are we not also just such 
people, if we admit the truth?  Is this not the wonder of our own 
redemption?  Here, in each other, we see again
 how God calls us even when we are unworthy, 

uses us even when we are pretty well useless, 
loves us even when we are grossly unattractive, 
and blesses us even when we are most undeserving.

I am so glad that in God’s garden, there is only a bad gardener--with 
inexplicable generosity and incomprehensible grace for us all.

Rev. Janis R. Huggett


