The Book of Judges Chapter 15, verse 1 to 6

The Gospel according to Saint Matthew, Chapter 13, verse 24 to 30

THE WHEAT AND THE TARES

God bless British Farmers who grow the wheat to make the bread which we eat.  God bless British Farmers who grow the wheat to feed the pigs that become the sausages which we eat. God bless British Farmers who grow the wheat that gives the straw which our horses sleep on.  Above all, God bless Saint Matthew for reporting JESUS’ parable of the wheat and the tares which feeds our wisdom and imagination.

A GOOD FARMER

JESUS really knew his stuff about farming.  In parable after parable, The Sower, The Barren Fig Tree and this, The Wheat and The Tares, He is agriculturally correct.  We need to know as much as JESUS did to understand this story.  Why can’t you tell wheat from tares at the two leaf or the four leaf stage?  After all, we can tell wheat from couch as soon as it shows.  Why do you have to wait for it to be in ear to know the difference?  What is so wrong about tares anyway?  The answers are taken from F.C. Grant’s ‘Dictionary of the Bible’ 1909, Sir Edward Salisbury’s ‘Weeds and Aliens’ 1951 and R.L. Mabey’s ‘Flora Britannica’ 1996.
TARES
There was no such thing in First Century Palestine as our modern wheat with seed in an envelope, in a husk.  Just like barley the seed was naked but with an awn (AWN) a fibrous spike, at the tip to discourage anything from eating it.  We call this type of wheat Rye or Whiskery Wheat.  For the consumer it is ‘Ryvita Crisp Bread’.  Farmers now nearly always use Rye as whole crop silage because of the high sugar content.  For JESUS’ audience ‘wheat’ was rye from which they made bread, but presumably nothing like so horrible as ‘Ryvita’.

Saint Matthew’s Greek word translated as ‘Tares’ is used for various plants – corn cockle and blue bottle and darnel which are all arable weeds.  The seed sown by the enemy was darnel (DARNEL) that was the culprit.  It looks exactly like rye all the way to harvest and beyond.  You can tell wild oats from oats and wall barley from barley because one grows taller than the real thing and the other grows shorter. Darnel grows to the same height as the host crop.   Neither wild oats nor wall barley bear a mill-able seed.  Darnel bears a seed which grinds perfectly well.  The difference shows up when the darnel meal is mixed with real meal and made into bread.  Then just 4% of darnel meal in the dough will give you the raging trots or a bad LSD trip, or both.  
The one thing that works in the farmer’s favour is that darnel ripens rather later than rye.  When the rye is obviously fit to harvest the darnel is still a bit green.

That is why it was when the crop began to mature that the farm workers in the parable detected the darnel.  That is why the farmer told them not to try and weed it out.  They wouldn’t only pull up the rye with it but flatten the rest of the crop just before harvest by stamping about after individual darnel stems.  JESUS got a Double First in agronomics you know. 

WHAT A HORRIBLE JOB

The solution was to cut the crop with scythe or bagging hook then, stem by stem, separate the rye from the darnel and bind them into different sheaves.  Imagine that bent double under the mid-day sun or kneeling in the no doubt dwarf thistle infested stubble.  Just what the farmer told his workers to do.  Darnel is still found on Middle East subsistence farms.  They do not burn it after cutting but let it ripen and feed the seed to chickens.  Lebanese chickens are very into early Pink Floyd.  In Europe rigorous seed screening and cleaning has eliminated darnel and we sow good, that is clean, seed.  Darnel is in the same botanical family as rye so designing a selective herbicide to control it in a rye crop is very difficult.  My agricultural adviser tells me that is why we see charlocks thriving in rape these days. They both belong to the Crucifer or cabbage family.  You could say that JESUS the good farmer is still perfectly correct.

WHY TELL ME?

Which is exactly what JESUS audience would have thought.  They already knew as much about darnel in rye as you now do.  Later JESUS’ inner circle of disciples asked why He had told the parable, they meant when it was such old hat.  That is exactly JESUS parable technique.  If we ask ‘So what?’ we are at least interested, we might burrow towards a truth.  But if we have hard core theology shovelled at us it is in one ear and out the other.  JESUS answers the disciple’s question by saying – 

I am the farmer who sowed the good seed.  People are the seed.  The field is the whole world.  The tares were sown by the Devil.  The farm workers are the Angels.  The harvest is the end of the world.

We can reasonably ask why the Devil didn’t sow docks?  A good covering would have smothered the rye and reduced the yield to practically zilch.  
Indeed, that would have made the Angel’s job much easier.  You can know a dock as soon as it shows and carefully dig it out root and all without harming the seedling rye.  

MARTIN LUTHER

You probably know he was a founder of our branch of Christianity, separated from the Church of Rome.  He wrote a sermon on the Wheat and the Tares in 1518 and says it has to be tares because we cannot separate a good from a bad person before the harvest – 

‘Someone who errs today may find the truth tomorrow.  Who knows when the Word of God may touch his heart?  But if he be burned at the stake it is certain he can never find the truth.  Indeed, a true saint may be burned’

That satisfies me.  A fortnight ago on Boxing Day we remembered St Paul, then plain Paul, assisting at the murder of St Stephen.  The Inquisition would have burned Paul that afternoon.  Luther is of course talking about establishing JESUS truth, not leaving bank robbers to be dealt with by the Angels.  

ONE SPECIES

Why does an almighty God permit the Devil to sow tares?  That is another reasonable question.  My answer is a little theological.  The world, the seed bed, provides conditions in which everyone can grow.  God teaches us through His Son JESUS the difference between them but we are not forced to choose good and refuse evil.  If we were there would be nothing good about being good.  We are all born with free will to be rye or darnel.  Actually we are a mixture of both at different times and at the same time, remember St Paul, and even darnel feeds chickens.  That is why separating out the stems is so fiendishly difficult and best left to the Angels.  The analogy of the specific herbicide works well.  As we are all in the human family you can’t design something to spray off Mormons but leave Presbyterians intact.

Amen.

