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Life will break you.  Nobody can protect you from that, and living alone won't 

either, for solitude will also break you with its yearning.  You have to love.  You 

have to feel.  It is the reason you are here on earth.  You are here to risk your 

heart.  You are here to be swallowed up.  And when it happens that you are 

broken, or betrayed, or left, or hurt, or death brushes near, let yourself sit by an 

apple tree and listen to the apples falling all around you in heaps, wasting their 

sweetness.  Tell yourself that you tasted as many as you could.  

—from The Painted Drum, by Louise Erdrich 

 

Ancient Witness: Matthew 13:24-30: 

 

He put before them another parable: ‘The kingdom of heaven may be compared to 

someone who sowed good seed in his field; but while everybody was asleep, an enemy 

came and sowed weeds among the wheat, and then went away. So when the plants came 

up and bore grain, then the weeds appeared as well. 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?” He answered, “An enemy has done this.” The slaves said 

to him, “Then do you want us to go and gather them?” But he replied, “No; for in 

gathering the weeds you would uproot the wheat along with them. Let both of them grow 

together until the harvest…”  

 

 

There is a Sufi story about Mulla Nasrudin who was sitting in tea shop when a friend came 

excitedly to speak with him.  “I’m about to get married, Mulla,” his friend stated, “and I’m very 

excited.  Mulla, have you ever thought of marriage yourself?”  Nasrudin replied, “I did think of 

getting married.  In my youth in fact I very much wanted to do so.  I waited to find for myself the 

perfect wife.  I traveled looking for her, first to Damascus.  There I met a beautiful woman who 

was gracious, kind, and deeply spiritual, but she had no worldly knowledge.  I traveled further 

and went to Isphahan.  There I met a woman who was both spiritual and worldly, beautiful in 

many ways, but we did not communicate well.  Finally I went to Cairo and there after much 

searching I found her.  She was spiritually deep, graceful, and beautiful in every respect, at home 

in the world and at home in the realms beyond it.  I felt I had found the perfect wife.”  His friend 

questioned him further, “Then did you not marry her, Mulla?”  “Alas,” said Nasrudin as he 

shook his head, “She was, unfortunately, waiting for the perfect husband.” 

 

We search for perfection, and we may think that we have found it—in others and especially in 

ourselves—yet it eludes our grasp. 

 

But, as Jesus’ parable says, the wheat and the weeds grow together.  As Paul Tillich wrote in his 

Systematic Theology,  
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Every life process has ambiguity that the positive and negative elements are 

mixed in such a way that a definite separation of the negative from the positive is 

impossible: life at every moment is ambiguous. 

 

Each of us, at each moment, is a combination of good and bad.  Every action, every motive is 

mixed. 

 

A big, tough samurai once went to see a little monk.  “Monk,” he said in a voice accustomed to 

instant obedience, “teach me about heaven and hell!” 

 

The monk looked up at this mighty warrior and replied with utter disdain, “Teach you about 

heaven and hell?  I couldn’t teach you about anything.  You’re dirty. You smell.  Your blade is 

rusty.  You’re a disgrace, and embarrassment to the samurai class.  Get out of my sight.  I can’t 

stand you.” 

 

The samurai was furious.  He shook, got all red in the face, was speechless with rage.  He pulled 

out his sword and raised it above him, preparing to slay the monk. 

 

“That’s hell,” said the monk softly. 

 

The samurai was overwhelmed.  The compassion and surrender of this little man who had 

offered his life to give this teaching to show him hell touched him deeply.  He slowly put down 

his sword, filled with gratitude, and then suddenly, peaceful. 

 

“And that’s heaven,” said the monk softly. 

 

On earth, you see, we live in both realms—heaven and hell.  We are motivated by greed, anger, 

pride and fear, but also by love, compassion and joy.  On this earth, the wheat and the weeds 

grow together. 

 

It is said that the weeds to which Jesus refers in this parable is a weed called “bearded darnel.”  It 

is a certain weed that in its early stages is impossible to distinguish from the wheat because it 

looks so much like wheat.  In fact, they called it “bastard wheat.”  Later, when both have headed 

out it becomes easy to distinguish them.  However, by this time their roots become so 

intertwined that the darnel cannot be pulled out without tearing out the wheat with them.  

 

And this really was one of the curses that the farmers occasionally had to endure.  In fact, people 

often got back at their enemies by planting these bad seeds in their fields.  The wheat and the 

weeds eventually needed to be separated because the darnel was slightly poisonous and had a 

bitter, unpleasant taste.  So the farmers had to hire women who painstakingly picked the darnel 

grain out of the wheat, which was to be milled. 

 

One thing was sure:  the wheat and the weeds were inseparable until the harvest.  And so it is 

with life. 

 

But you know, it’s easy to see the attraction to religion that claims to have absolute clarity.  (This 

exists both on the Right and the Left.)  They offer us, like candy, the illusion of perfection.  In 

our chaotic, ever-changing world, it sure would be nice to have an understanding that is so 
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unambiguous, certain and manageable.  It’s alluring to have something that has no 

contradictions, something that is in black and white. 

 

I think that Jesus offered an alternative religious perspective to those who claimed absolute 

certainty, those who reduced everything to “law.”  He offered an alternative to the dualistic view 

of reality; a world divided between heroes and villains, the good and the bad, the saved and the 

unsaved; a world in which God is distant and “out there.”   

 

Jesus’ alternative worldview sees that God is in the midst of us, that the kingdom of heaven is 

among us and within us, that the world is the hiding place of God.  God is embedded in things, 

like wheat amongst the weeds.  They are intertwined and grow together.  For Jesus, Reality is 

one.  And our spiritual task is to develop eyes to see the Sacred Presence deeply within our 

undivided Reality.  It is to see, as Meister Eckhardt said, that “God is closer to me than I am to 

myself.” 

 

And so Jesus’ advice?  Let the wheat and the weeds grow together.  Don’t try to have the perfect 

life.  If you pull up all the weeds, you’ll also pull up all the wheat.  They’re intertwined; they’re 

one.  Pull them up, and you’ll do away with life, itself.  Try to uproot pain, suffering and failure, 

and you’ll also eliminate joy, meaning and happiness.  Better to embrace the imperfect life than 

no life at all. 

 

The Buddhists have a word for trying to have a weed-less life: aversion.  We try to resist, filter 

out and avoid bad things, things that scare us.  We say to ourselves, “I don’t want this.  I don’t 

want this.”  We put a lot of energy into this.  And when we’re so occupied doing this, we cannot 

be fully present, fully alive to the radiance, the heart-breaking beauty that is constantly, 

continually sprouting up. 

 

Often we say to ourselves, “You know, if it weren’t for this… things would be O.K.  If it weren’t 

for that… life would be good.”  But life is already good, no matter what.  The Buddhists, in fact, 

would say that life is perfect just as it is. 

 

I’m not saying we don’t try to make things better, transform our world, improve our society, 

fight injustice, and strive for goodness.  But we can do all these things with a foundation of a 

deep acceptance of things as they are, an unconditional embrace of life as it is.  But this is 

extremely difficult! 

 

It’s common on Thanksgiving to go around the table and say what we’re thankful for.  But from 

a spiritual perspective thanksgiving is not just for the good things, but for the whole—the good 

and the bad—because it is intertwined and inseparable.  One cannot exist without the other.  As 

Paul wrote, let us give thanks in all things, in every circumstance.  (I Thess. 5:18)   

 

One of my all-time favorite quotes is by Albert Camus, who said 

 

If there is a sin against life, it consists not so much in despairing of life as in hoping 

for another life and in eluding the implacable grandeur of this life. 

 

So by hoping for a life with less weeds, we miss the implacable grandeur, the wheat that is there. 
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Life is not a problem to be solved; it is not an argument to be won; and it is not a cause to be 

championed.  But, at the most basic level, it is a reality to be fully experienced, a feast to be 

savored. Life, at its root, it everything it is meant to be.  It cannot be embraced conditionally or 

piecemeal; it’s all or nothing.  It’s indivisible. 

 

And what I’m talking about is non-dual, contemplative awareness.  In the words of that 14th 

century mystic, Julian of Norwich, “All shall be well and all shall be well.  All manner of things 

shall be well.” 

 

There’s no such thing as a weed-less life.  But the amazing thing is that there is still wheat 

growing there—within us, around us. 

 

There’s another metaphor in the Christian tradition for the Sacred, Loving Presence: “flowing 

water” or a “river.”  Richard Rohr, in his book on contemplative prayer, Everything Belongs, 

wrote, 

 

I believe that faith might be precisely that ability to trust the river, to trust the 

flow and the lover.  It is a process that we don’t have to change, coerce, or 

improve.  We need to allow.  It takes immense confidence in God, especially when 

we’re hurting.  Usually, I can feel myself get panicky.  I want to make things right, 

quickly… I’m into goal-orientation, trying to push or even create the river—the 

river that is already flowing through me. 

 

Faith does not need to push the river precisely because it is able to trust that there 

is a river.  There is a river; we are in it. 

 

I think this is what Jesus meant about not trying to separate all the weeds from the wheat.  You’ll 

never do it.  Reality is one.  It cannot be divided.  Embrace it all.  The pain and the beauty, the 

good and the bad.  Everything belongs.  Trust the river.  Feel yourself in it, being carried along.  

Feel it within you. 

 

It is said that Cherokee chiefs would say to the young braves, “Why do you spend your time 

brooding and worrying?  Don’t you know you are being driven by great winds across the sky?” 

 

The spiritual path in all the traditions is about learning how to embrace Reality, to trust the river, 

to accept and celebrate both the wheat and the weeds—even within ourselves. 

 

Here’s the paradox:  The more we are able to accept the weeds, the more wheat we harvest. 

 

When we are able to really embrace our shadow, our failure, our complicity with evil, our 

weakness and woundedness—then we are able to see our immense beauty and value, our 

complicity with holiness, and the image of the divine. 

 

Look at what we distain, what we scorn, what we dismiss, what we spend our whole lives 

avoiding.  Look at where we are unsuccessful, where we fail, where life has broken us.  Look at 

that big field of weeds and embrace it! 

 

As Augustine prayed to God, 
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In my deepest wound I see your glory and it dazzles me. 

 

It is precisely through our wounds, amongst the weeds, that we discover the sweetness, the 

dazzling beauty, the holiness of life.  Their roots are intertwined, inseparable.   

 

Life is both wheat and weeds. May we let them grow together. 

   

May we find the courage to embrace this life, trusting in its ultimate goodness. 

 

May each of us give thanks for and love this life of ours, not just selective parts, but all of it.  

The whole thing.  It’s a package deal. 

 

 

(NOTE: The spoken sermon, also available online, may differ slightly in phrasing and detail 

from this manuscript version.) 


