
Faithful Amid Weeds 
 

Psalm 86: 1-7, 14-17  Matthew 13: 24-30 
 
 I’m reading The Souls of Black Folk by W.E.B. Dubois. He uses a Greek myth to 
describe the nature of the city of Atlanta. What caught my attention was the Greek myth 
about a virgin huntress named Atalanta. Her father would return to her life after she had  
been abandoned and grew up in the wild with a group of hunters. Dad wants her 
married, however she declares that she will only marry someone who runs faster than 
she does.  
 

As a result, there are footraces of desirous men competing with Atalanta. 
However, she beats them all. By the way, if you lose the race, you die. High stakes. 

 
Then along comes Hippomenes. He knows that he’s up against the odds; no one 

runs faster than Atalanta apparently, and he has seen plenty of good men fail and die.  
 

Hippomenes seeks out the goddess Aphrodite for an edge. Aphrodite gives 
Hippomenes three golden apples which are enchanted to make them irresistible. 

 
When the race occurs, whenever Hippomenes notices Atalanta getting out in 

front, he rolls one of the golden apples in front of her path. She cannot resist the spell 
and goes off chasing after the golden apple as it rolls off the road. Hippomenes uses all 
three golden apples, wins the race, lives, and gets to marry Atalanta. 

 
This mythic tale seems a perfect story to describe how effectively distraction can 

disable our best efforts. We may have every good gift that God would provide us for our 
faithful service, but roll a golden apple across our path, and we drop everything to 
pursue it. Of course, it doesn’t need to be golden apple. It could be something far less 
attractive, but something just as compelling for us. Whatever has the effect of detouring 
us from our good and faithful work acts just like a golden apple. 

 
The range of such distractions should not be limited simply to things and objects. 

Thoughts are distractions as well. Let’s remember that the teachings of Jesus and the 
instructions from God are not always commonplace notions. Often they’re challenging, 
disturbing, and require out best focus in order to follow through faithfully. That means 
we can have a golden apple thought that captures our thinking and takes us into 
unfaithful ideas that are so commonly accepted by society, so frequently promoted by 
Empire. 

 
That’s what makes Psalm 86 quite noteworthy. It starts with some identification 

of the psalmist, a man who describes himself as “poor and needy.” He praises God in a 
variety of ways, asking God to have mercy on him, to listen to his cry, to bring him joy 
and lift up his soul. I’ve skipped some of this because all of this is preamble to the 
presentation of the issue.  

 



The issue isn’t presented until vs. 14: The arrogant are attacking me, O God; a 
band of ruthless men seeks my life – men without regard for you. We get few 
details about this. The attackers are labeled “arrogant” and “ruthless.” Whether or not 
they are important people, at least these attackers hold themselves in high regard. 
However, they have no regard for God. Whatever their pretenses or their positions, it 
would seem that they are used to getting their way by whatever means necessary, 
including violence. Concerns of faith and religion and devotion to God don’t matter, at 
least when their own interests are at stake. That religious stuff may be fine for when 
religious matters, but when it concerns their own desires, the religious stuff gets set 
aside. It simply isn’t so important that it should change your attitudes, behaviors, or 
practices. That would be annoying. 

 
The petitioner turns once again to God: Turn to me and be gracious to me; grant 

your strength to your servant; save the son of your maidservant. Give me a sign of 
your favor, so that my enemies may see it and be put to shame, because you, Lord, 
have helped me and comforted me.  

 
As the psalm comes to an end, the request becomes specific, seeking the strength 

of God to be on his side to save him from his predicament. He seeks a visible sign of 
God’s favor to show his enemies. I found it interesting that, unlike in other places in 
scripture, and given the threat he is facing, he doesn’t seek to annihilate his opponents, 
or seek to bring harm to them, or even to emerge triumphant over them.  

 
All that he asks is for them to be shamed. Now shaming is plenty bad in that 

culture, far more damaging than in our society where shame seems in short supply. But 
I find it quite restrained and focused. He has kept connected to his best faith values in 
the end. Rather than seeking their punishment, he seeks their awareness of the true 
nature of God who beneficent, merciful, and compassionate.  

 
That may explain why the petitioner spends so much of the psalm praising God 

who is the good and forgiving protector of the faithful to whom the petitioner expresses 
his deep devotion and gratitude. A commentator remarked how this psalm is unique in 
its highly personal expression of “you” toward God. No other psalm has God addressed 
so often as “you.”  

 
The ability of the petitioner to remain focused on God and God’s true nature and 

purpose, seeking that love, mercy, and blessing to be revealed to his accusers and 
pursuers, makes him an example to whom we do well to pay our attention. Clearly he is 
in dire distress, his foes in hot pursuit. He turns to God for help, for salvation, but also 
for the betterment of his foes, that they may be changed by the favor God might show to 
him. His petition is for them to know God in truth and pledge their true allegiance to 
God and God’s purpose in the world. That is an example of standing amid the weeds 
with a faithful spirit. 

 
Jesus’ parable of the wheat and the weeds brings us once again to an agricultural 

metaphor. He is still describing the Kingdom of God, and returns to the sowing of seed 



in a field. Unbeknownst to the sower, his enemy has come to his field at night and sown 
seeds, too, but these seeds are weeds.  

 
It becomes apparent as they grow up together that the wheat and the weeds are 

competing in the same space. They are so intermingled that the owner decides against 
the servants’ offer to pull up the weeds. If you pull up the weeds, then the wheat is likely 
to get uprooted as well.  

 
Like last week’s parable of the sower, the competitor with the seeds of the 

Kingdom are the seeds of its opposite, the Empire. Here’s what I said last week to 
refresh your memory about Empire. Empire is the worldly power that seeks to usurp 
the sovereignty of God, that would play God over life and death. Empire blesses some 
with prosperity and curses others with poverty, providing health or allowing sickness, 
demanding accountability from others while accepting none for your people, judging 
by law instead of by spirit, condemning instead of being compassionate, raising 
individual rights over community well-being. It demands our loyalty, our faith in its 
rhetoric, its historic destiny, its uniqueness, its excellence, and above all, its promise of 
abundant blessing. 

 
Here in this parable of wheat and weeds, God’s word of new life exists amid the 

competition of Empire. They grow together and cannot be easily sorted out. God’s word 
has to stand within the Empire. It isn’t some safe, separate preserve that we can create, 
say, in our worship space. Empire encroaches on God’s sovereignty at every step, 
claiming for itself the allegiance and faith of people against whatever God would desire 
in advancing the Kingdom and its promise of new life. 

 
Let’s also be clear that the weeds of Empire are not out there with a sign hanging 

on their efforts that say “sinful,” or “unfaithful to God.” The Empire provides us with a 
daily dose of what’s permissible and acceptable, what’s standard and normal.  

 
That’s why I picked the picture on the bulletin cover. You should be able to see 

the wheat that is struggling to emerge. But the things that you notice first are the pretty 
flowers. Wheat doesn’t have those pretty flowers. Those are the weeds.  Yes, we can say 
that one person’s weeds are another person’s flowers, but in this case, the field was 
meant to grow wheat and produce a harvest. The weeds are the things that compete over 
resources with what was meant to be there. But they don’t look ugly, mean, or evil. They 
look quite nice and attractive, maybe even more attractive than the wheat.  

 
If we think that the Empire is lurking around the corner like a mugger waiting to 

pounce, then you aren’t understanding this. If you think the Empire looks like storm 
troopers, or like a big toothed vampire, or some maniacal caricature rubbing his hands 
together with evil intent, then you’re missing this. It’s commonplace, regular as bacon 
and eggs, or peanut butter and jelly. It invites you to take your eyes away from their 
focus on God and Jesus, convincing you that it’s perfectly normal to do so, to let your 
guard down, to accommodate things like everyone else, not to rock the boat, and trust 
them.  

 



It’s the golden apples rolled by Hippomenes into the path of Atalanta. It’s the 
pretty flowers that seem quite nice. They take your eyes away from the desire of the 
sower to have wheat, not flowers, not weeds, not false promises and vague assurances. 
The sower wanted wheat, to produce new life, to grow compassion, grace, peace, and 
justice. The sower wanted the human family of God’s creation to recognize each other as 
sisters and brothers, not others and strangers, as family and not foreigners. The seed 
that the sower wanted to grow would bring a harvest of the promise of God in the 
Kingdom. This is what Jesus sought to make his disciples aware of, what he wanted 
them to stay focused on. 

 
Before we leave this parable, let’s also remember one more point. The Empire has 

been here for a long, long time. Asking which came first, the play for sovereignty by the 
Empire, or the mission to advance the Kingdom, is kind of a chicken-and-egg question. 
It bears noting that the Kingdom can also be seen as trying to grow wheat in the field 
that had been well established for other purposes by the Empire, like growing pretty 
pink flowers. It can seem plenty of times that the unwanted plants in the field are the 
seeds of the Kingdom. The Empire is very good at its wiles and deceptions. 

 
Those faithful to God are warned in this parable as well as other places in Jesus’ 

teaching that the Kingdom strives against Empire. To remain faithful to God is no small 
accomplishment as we heard in the psalm. Keeping faithful perspective when golden 
apples are strewn in your path is challenging.  

 
May we remain focused on the promise in the teachings of Jesus and in the word 

of the Kingdom that seeks to advance peace, prosperity, justice, and new life for all of 
God’s creation. 


