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The weeds in our gospel today are sown in exactly the same place as the wheat, there is no 
distinction, all are caught up together, so much so that to try and remove them would damage the 
healthy growing crop.  ‘Leave them,’ the master says to the servants who suggest they should uproot 
them, ‘and wait until the harvest and then they will be separated and the wheat will be gathered in’.  
In his explanation Jesus tells the disciples that the same is true for them, for God’s world, where the 
lives of those seeking to live with the values of God’s kingdom are set amongst those who would 
seek to destroy it.  

 

The job of the disciples is not to start to take judgment into their own hands, dividing the good from 
the bad or evil, but to live in the midst of this confusion and complexity, and allow the judgment to 
be God’s. It suggests they have to be patient and wait for God’s timing.  Easier said than done, when 
our lives show us that we don’t just encounter wheat and weeds somewhere out there in the world, 
but good and bad in our communities, the life of the church, in our families and within ourselves. 
How are we supposed to live with injustice in the world, violence, wrong in the church, and our own 
propensity to choose to sow the wrong things in our own lives? 

 

In the drama series Broken1, that has recently ended, we see this kind of complexity sown in a local 
community as Fr. Michael, a catholic priest, played by Sean Bean, seeks to minister in a town in the 
North of England, in amongst a community that is broken by austerity, where lives are challenged 
by poverty, cycles of debt and a woefully inadequate welfare system.  Here it’s hard to see what is 
wheat and what is weed. A woman steals money from a till at work to pay for food for her three kids, 
and we are with her all the way because we see her desperation, might we not do the same? But then 
she hides the fact that her mum has died for three days so that she can collect her pension. Her 
sister can’t forgive her and we’re not sure we can either, and she faces a custodial sentence. A police 
officer who witnesses an unlawful shooting and is tempted to compromise the truth and collude 
with his colleagues, struggles to find strength to do the right thing, torn between closing ranks, or 
telling the truth so that a mother can find peace, and risking his job and friends and a home for his 
family. A woman full of shame for a crime she has committed is unable to forgive herself and is 
seeking a way out.  

 

In the midst of it all a catholic priest, struggling to stay true to the lives of these people he serves, 
battling with his own inner torment – a childhood blighted with abuse by a priest whom he later 
confronts, only to find that he shows no remorse, and his own actions as a young man that caused 
damage and harm to others.  Beautifully written by Jimmy McGovern, a series for our times of 
austerity, we are knee deep in the soil of real life here, struggling to find our bearings. 

 

Probably only a priest would binge-watch Broken on their day off, but that’s what I found myself 
doing this week. It is a compelling, heart-breaking, beautifully acted drama that gets under the skin 
of what it means to be a priest and how to live faithfully in the tangle and mess of life.  What makes 
it so compelling and real is the identification of the struggles Michael faces with the wheat and tares 
sown in his own life.  When he decides not to return a call to a parishioner who rings him in need, 
late at night, and instead goes to bed, he struggles with the consequences. Did he do the wrong 
thing? He is taken to the depths but redeemed by those he has served and walked alongside and 
defended on the breadline, against a system that perpetuates poverty and deprivation.  

                                                           
1 Broken, BBC 1 6 part drama series, written by Jimmy McGovern, starring Sean Bean, produced by LA Productions Ltd, 
2017 



 

In the midst of this community of ‘Broken Britain’ the church is there, offering hope and 
compassion, an open door, a place to share confidences, steadfastly present and a focus for 
community. What Jesus is encouraging in the gospel is for the disciples to concentrate not on 
tearing up the weeds around them but on being faithful, just where they are. How we do this defines 
us as a community, how we struggle with this in our own lives defines who we are, and our own 
growing as we ‘bloom where we are planted’, to use the phrase of St Francis de Sales. We have seen 
this in the five and a half weeks since the Grenfell Tower fire, the local church in North Kensington 
steadfastly present, patiently supporting, trusted, able to bring opposing sides together, seeking 
truth and justice for victims in the tangle of blame and hurt this incident has uncovered.  

 

Jesus is not telling the disciples to ignore injustice in the world, violence in society or wrong in the 
church.  Rather than living passively, he encourages them to live with the hope and promise that the 
same Jesus who is alongside them now will be there as judge over all things at the end, that the 
harvest is sure. In Broken it is those members of the community that Michael has struggled with 
and walked alongside who are able to show him that he is ‘true wheat’ sown among them, just when 
he fears his life is only fit for uprooting.  The candle he has lit, as a reminder that Christ was present 
and sharing the pain of those who came to talk to him, is also lit for him. It is Christ who is his 
judge, and in the faces of his community he sees reflected back Christ’s mercy, trust and 
forgiveness.  

 

Learning to live courageously, just where we are, with the assurance of God’s presence is what 
Jacob discovers in the encounter with God in his dream.  God is judge but a judge who comes to be 
alongside us, patiently present with us, offering us a new way to live. 

 

Jacob is in an in-between place, on the run in fear for his life, having stolen his brother Esau’s 
birthright and father’s blessing, seeking the safety of his uncle’s home at Haran.  But it is in this 
unexpected place, when Jacob is at his most vulnerable, asleep at night, that God breaks into his life 
and assures him of his presence and promise.  Through this dream God offers Jacob an alternative 
future that will transform his experience as a fugitive, his days of fearfulness and guilt. God binds 
himself to Jacob, assures him that he will be with him wherever he goes, and shows him that his 
future is hopeful. God will not cut him off or uproot him because of what he has done but will be 
with him, patiently leading him into a life of possibility and promise and blessing, for himself and 
through him for many others. This is the character of God who allows wheat and weeds to grow 
together. God offers the possibility of a transformed life, and is faithful, to the most unexpected 
people, at the least expected time and place.   

 

God gives Jacob and us ‘alternative facts’ to live by when he breaks into our lives in unexpected 
ways. Not the kind of alternative facts of the white house press room, where truth is discarded, but 
the earth shattering, deeper truths of God’s life that bind heaven and earth. He gives us an 
alternative future that redefines our way of looking at the world, and that leads us to live in the 
world in a new way. Jacob is called into a bigger life, beyond his imagining, where heaven and earth 
are truly connected,  and so are we, if we like Jacob return God’s trust in us, making our own 
covenant with God, committing ourselves to God as he has committed to us. 

 

As it was with Jacob, so for each one of us this will be a personal commitment - our own way to 
return to God with all our heart, to do things differently; to commit to seeing God more clearly, 
loving God more dearly and following more nearly/closely each day.   If we live with the expectation 
that God is truly with us, then even the unexpected times and places of our lives will become places 
of encounter and gateways to God’s faithful love and friendship. And because of that God will be 
able to use our lives and this community as a source of blessing for many others. 

 

Our East Window is inspired by the story of Jacob’s Ladder. Some people say that it looks broken. A 
visitor once said to me on their way out of church that they’d just put money in the collection plate 
so that we could fix the window and straighten it. Jane Williams at our Parish Away Weekend last 
weekend encouraged us to reflect on it as we considered our mission to be ‘At the Heart and on the 
Edge’, because it’s not clear where the middle is and where the edge begins. Today in a moment as 



you hear the choir sing words from Psalm 48, of God’s glorious presence and faithfulness, I invite 
you to use the window as you reflect on your own commitment to God and God’s faithfulness to 
you, just where you are today; to reflect on the future he is inviting you into, a future where he 
stands alongside all that is broken and tangled and offers life and healing and peace.  

 

How awesome is this place. This is none other than the house of God, and this is the gate of 
heaven. 


