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I feel that Jesus has been admonishing or advising us for several weeks now to “Let anyone with ears listen.”  Our Savior did so last Sunday at one point during the parable of the sower and the seeds.  At that time, he said it to the great crowd that was gathered on the beach in front of him as he bobbed around on the Sea of Galilee offering his parable about the Kingdom of God.  He says it again today, this time he is just with the disciples.  He says it at the end of his private conversation with them about the parable of the weeds among the wheat.  I believe that with this phrase Jesus is really pressing us to dig deeper in our efforts to understand Scripture whether in the cacophony of the world at large or in the blessed sanctity of a small group bible study.  Or even when we are on our own thinking about our faith journeys.  Or sitting on a beach or by a pool with our summer reading.  I think we need to be in a position that is summed up very well by Paul in the passage we heard from his letter to the Romans.  “But if we hope for what we do not see, we wait for it with patience.”  We must be patient in order to truly hear what Jesus tells us about our hope and faith. 

I am not going to duck the expansive allegory and apocalyptic images about the end times that Jesus presents with his explanation of the parable to the disciples.  I mean he invokes the “furnace of fire” from the Book of Daniel and it is the only time in the Gospels that good and evil are acknowledged as being a reality in the Kingdom of the Son of Man.  But I first want to explore the concept of patience and tolerance that appears in the passages from the Gospel and Paul’s epistle.  

Patience is connected explicitly with hope in the final verse of the Roman’s passage.  It is also implied in a more implicit but no less meaningful way in Matthew’s Gospel.  When Jesus publicly presents the parable of weeds among the wheat, the slaves, upon seeing what has happened, urgently say to their master “Then do you want us to go and gather them?”  The master calmly replies that they should not go out and rip everything up.  Rather they should wait patiently until both wheat and weeds have grown together.  Then the sorting out of the situation which looms large in Jesus’ explanation to the disciples may take place.  So patience with hope is an important theme in these two Scripture readings today.    

I imagine that many of us head into the summer months with aspirations to get into one or more books, be they hard copy or electronic such as a kindle or a nook or some other e book.  Me, I’m still hopelessly yoked to the print medium.  Before I high tailed it out of town, Idaho bound, on July 4th, I had actually already read one of my summer reading selections.  I also had another book that I had been engaged with for some time to finish.  After a couple of days of total wilderness release, hiking in the Sawtooth Mountains and floating on the main Salmon River, I needed to turn my attention to preparing for worship last Sunday.  Once I got this organized on Saturday and took another float trip to experience two class IV rapids as a sort of bonus outing due to the especially high waters this summer, I noticed a book sitting on a table in the cabin where we gather for meals and games and general hanging out.  

I must confess that I can be a little exasperated by some of the “literature light” breezy novels that my dear wife and young adult daughters consume.   But, I suppose I should say to myself, at least they are reading.  In between a couple of their splashy titles I noticed a book with the title “The Map That Changed the World.”  The subtitle is “William Smith and the birth of Modern Geology.” I sat down and nibbled at the first couple of chapters.  Well I was hooked.  I noticed a page turned down a few chapters further on and asked whose book this was.  My older son who is working at a molybdenum mine down river this summer somewhat haughtily replied “Who do you think.”  I believe he even tossed me a knowing wink about the stuff his mother and sisters read.  

In the early 19th century, William Smith had the vision to see the world in a completely new and different way.  With meaningful support from enlightened Church of England priests and others, he pursued his goal of mapping the earth in the three dimensional reality of the underlying geology of our little sphere in the midst of God’s creation.  This was quite revolutionary because the Bible was still very much being read in an almost thoroughly literal manner.  The earth was created in six days just a few thousand years ago.  Smith was proposing a radically different story.  The church would snap back after Smith had successfully published his geological map of England.  But a fellow by the name of Charles Darwin had already picked up the scent and his theory of evolution would follow within a few decades further upsetting the dogma of the church.  I stand here today pinching myself to be reminded that all this took place less than two hundred years ago.  It makes me wonder what we were doing for the other 1,800 years after our Lord and Savior dwelt among us.  Smith was not a religious person.  Yet his deep attachment to his scientific work counter to common beliefs and practices at that time does provide a type of critique of religious belief that is important in the same sense that Jesus advises all of us to “Let those who have ears listen.”  We can’t simply take the transmitted knowledge as dogmatic truth.  We must individually and collectively listen and look afresh at how we are leading our lives especially in our faith community. 

I want to turn to the book I took with me to finish at the start of my vacation.  It has a lot to do with the theme of patience and hope and, for that matter, the reality of good and evil.  I think a brief back story is important.  A little over a year ago, I was working with the executive director of the Interfaith Center of New York discussing board development and new possible board members.  She asked me to look over a resume and interview an acquaintance of hers.  I met with this person and had a fascinating conversation about faith journeys and the way that life can change in mysterious and sudden ways.  One particular change we talked about was his awaiting the arrival of his first child.  After our conversation and some further vetting we invited him to join the board and he accepted.  At the time of our conversation, I was mainly intrigued by his accomplishment of winning two Pulitzer prizes in journalism and thinking about the value of his wisdom in the program activities of the Center.  He seemed somewhat interested in the change of vocation that I had pursued.

I was subsequently fascinated to learn that he and his wife had written a book that was published last October.  The authors, David Rohde and Kristin Mulvihill, wrote about their respective experiences during the eight months that David was held as a hostage having been kidnapped by the Taliban in Afghanistan and taken to Pakistan.  Their book is “A Rope and a Prayer.”  He was kidnapped in November, 2008 – two months after his marriage - and he escaped in June, 2009 by sliding down a rope from the top of the compound in which he was being held.  The prayer part of the title became a bit clearer after I finished the book last week and reflected on the conversation that he and I had in the spring of 2010.  

It is evident in the book that Kristin was able to draw on her Christian faith during the ordeal while David, I believe, realized that his ability to be patient and hope for his release opened some doors within him regarding his own spiritual location.  Talk about living into Paul’s remarkable verse “But if we hope for what we do not see, we wait for it with patience.” No matter what travails, small or large, confront us, we may rest assured that in Christ Jesus we have hope through patience in dealing with whatever situation we are in.  Interestingly enough, the university David attended has as its motto In Deo Speramus “In God is our hope.”  He took a moment to emphasize it when he addressed the class of 2010 a couple of months after our conversation.  Our need to be patient is inextricably bound up in our faith and hope.  I might add that we must also be attentive to having our ears listen for God.

If we are patient and attentive and listening, we will recognize God’s presence.  We may not experience it as Jacob does in the account of his first encounter with God in the Genesis passage but I imagine many of you know just when you have your encounters with the divine.  Because you are listening to the living Jesus and you are being patient through times of trouble, major and minor.  It would be wonderful if God appeared beside us with angels ascending and descending a ladder that stretches from earth to heaven.  Wouldn’t it be great too if God then resoundingly declared to us that; “I will not leave you until I have done what I promised you.”  That would surely inspire me to set a stone on a pillar, anoint it and declare that location to be Bethel, or in Hebrew bet’elohim, the “house of God.”  But I imagine that our experiences of the divine are not quite as bold.  In fact, they are probably much more like Elijah’s encounter with God.   Elijah patiently waits through wind then an earthquake then fire until in “sheer silence” the prophet hears God (1 Kings 19:11-13).  Having now finished “A Rope and a Prayer” I hope that I will have a chance to continue my personal conversation with David about patience and hope.  It will also include the reality of good and evil that he most certainly witnessed first hand during his captivity.

This brings me back into the explanation of the parable that Jesus offers the disciples in the Gospel passage.  While Jesus implicitly encourages us to be patient and tolerant in the parable itself, it is a completely different sense that is conveyed as it is broken down for the disciples.  The stage is set for us with the kingdom of the Son of Man being part of the field that is the world.  In that very world is the good seed AND the presence of evil.  Bear in mind, this particular image of good and evil in the kingdom of the Son of Man is unique in all the Gospels.  I believe that it is helpful for us to be confronted with such a reality.  
The challenges arise as we indeed seek to understand the implications of where this leads us. We are encouraged to be patient and tolerant in the parable but the explanation tends to push us toward an “us versus them” sense of how things will ultimately play out.  It is a daunting and alarming picture of angels of the Son of Man as reapers who will collect out evildoers and throw them in the furnace of fire.  Then the righteous will shine like the sun.  This brings me to my last piece of summer reading that I want to share today.  Earlier this year, the pastor of Mars Hill Bible Church, Rob Bell, published a book called “Love Wins.”  It carries the subtitle; “A Book about Heaven, Hell, and the Fate of Every Person who ever Lived.” 
In a manner that could be compared with William Smith’s revolutionary thinking just a couple of hundred years ago, Bell takes on today many of our longstanding images of heaven and hell from Scripture and various pulpits and other church sources.  Most prominent would be the picture of these eternal localities as being otherworldly and physical realities.  In my reading of this book, the author repeatedly underscores the reality of good and evil right here, right now, within and among humankind.  We create and live in our heavens and hells in the way we treat ourselves and one another.  Only through patient and hopeful listening to our Savior can we begin to overcome these human tendencies and look anew at ourselves in light of the role we are called on to play in the field that is the world.   
We know that we are an amazingly mixed bunch of seeds and each and every one of us has the capacity to listen even more deeply to our Lord.  Then we can go out together and spread the kingdom of the Son of Man.       AMEN
