Sunday, July 23, 2023 — Eighth Sunday after Pentecost
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Introduction

It is an age-old question: why is there evil in the world? In the parable of the wheat and the
weeds Jesus suggests that both grow together until the harvest. With Paul, we long for the
day that all creation will be set free from bondage and suffering. Having both weeds and
wheat within us, we humbly place our hope in the promises of God, and from the Lord’s table
we go forth to bear the fruit of justice and mercy.

Prayer of the Day

Faithful God, most merciful judge, you care for your children with firmness and compassion.
By your Spirit nurture us who live in your kingdom, that we may be rooted in the way of your
Son, Jesus Christ, our Savior and Lord. Amen.

First Reading: Genesis 28:10-19a

God'’s graciousness to Jacob is shown in God’s revelation of the divine self to the patriarch, who is running for
his life after cheating his brother Esau out of the family inheritance. Jacob promises that if God brings him back
fo the land, he will be loyal to God and give God a tenth of everything (vv. 20-22).

10Jacob left Beer-sheba and went toward Haran. ""He came to a certain place and stayed
there for the night, because the sun had set. Taking one of the stones of the place, he put it

under his head and lay down in that place. 12And he dreamed that there was a ladder set up
on the earth, the top of it reaching to heaven; and the angels of God were ascending and

descending on it. 13And the LORD stood beside him and said, “I am the LORD, the God of
Abraham your father and the God of Isaac; the land on which you lie | will give to you and to

your offspring; 4and your offspring shall be like the dust of the earth, and you shall spread
abroad to the west and to the east and to the north and to the south; and all the families of the

earth shall be blessed in you and in your offspring. 5Know that | am with you and will keep
you wherever you go, and will bring you back to this land; for | will not leave you until | have

done what | have promised you.” 16Then Jacob woke from his sleep and said, “Surely the

LORD is in this place—and | did not know it!” ”And he was afraid, and said, “How awesome is
this place! This is none other than the house of God, and this is the gate of heaven.”

1830 Jacob rose early in the morning, and he took the stone that he had put under his head
and set it up for a pillar and poured oil on the top of it. 198He called that place Bethel.

Psalm 139:1-12, 23-24

LoRD, you have | searched me out;
O LORD, you | have known me.



2You know my sitting down and my | rising up;
you discern my thoughts | from afar.
3You trace my journeys and my | resting-places
and are acquainted with | all my ways.
4Indeed, there is not a word | on my lips,
but you, O LORD, know it | altogether.
5You encompass me, behind | and before,
and lay your | hand upon me.
6Such knowledge is too wonder- | ful for me;
it is so high that | cannot at- | tain to it.
"Where can | go then | from your Spirit?
Where can | flee | from your presence?
81f I climb up to heaven, | you are there;
if | make the grave my bed, you | are there also.
9If | take the wings | of the morning
and dwell in the uttermost parts | of the sea,
even there your | hand will lead me
and your right hand | hold me fast.

10

Mif | say, “Surely the darkness will | cover me,
and the light around me | turn to night,”

2darkness is not dark to you; the night is as bright | as the day;
darkness and light to you are | both alike.

233earch me out, O God, and | know my heart;
try me and know my | restless thoughts.

241 ook well whether there be any wicked- | ness in me
and lead me in the way that is | everlasting.

Second Reading: Romans 8:12-25

For Paul, true spirituality means that we experience the reality of the Spirit, which enables us to pray as God'’s
children, keeps us in solidarity with creation, and gives us unseen hope that God will liberate us and creation
from bondage to death and decay.

12350 then, brothers and sisters, we are debtors, not to the flesh, to live according to the flesh
—13for if you live according to the flesh, you will die; but if by the Spirit you put to death the
deeds of the body, you will live. 1#For all who are led by the Spirit of God are children of God.
15For you did not receive a spirit of slavery to fall back into fear, but you have received a spirit
of adoption. When we cry, “Abba! Father!” 16it is that very Spirit bearing witness with our spirit

that we are children of God, '7and if children, then heirs, heirs of God and joint heirs with
Christ—if, in fact, we suffer with him so that we may also be glorified with him.



18| consider that the sufferings of this present time are not worth comparing with the glory
about to be revealed to us. °For the creation waits with eager longing for the revealing of the
children of God; 2%for the creation was subjected to futility, not of its own will but by the will of
the one who subjected it, in hope 21that the creation itself will be set free from its bondage to
decay and will obtain the freedom of the glory of the children of God. 22\\e know that the

whole creation has been groaning in labor pains until now; 23and not only the creation, but we
ourselves, who have the first fruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly while we wait for adoption, the

redemption of our bodies. 24For in hope we were saved. Now hope that is seen is not hope.

For who hopes for what is seen? 2°But if we hope for what we do not see, we wait for it with
patience.

Gospel: Matthew 13:24-30, 36-43

Jesus tells a parable about the coexistence of good and evil in this world. God’s judgment will remove all
evildoers and causes of sin, but not until the end of human history.

241Jesus] put before [the crowds] another parable: “The kingdom of heaven may be compared
to someone who sowed good seed in his field;2%but while everybody was asleep, an enemy
came and sowed weeds among the wheat, and then went away. 26So when the plants came

up and bore grain, then the weeds appeared as well. 27 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?’ 28He answered, ‘An enemy has done this.’ The slaves said to him,
‘Then do you want us to go and gather them?’ 29But he replied, ‘No; for in gathering the

weeds you would uproot the wheat along with them. 3Let both of them grow together until the
harvest; and at harvest time | will tell the reapers, Collect the weeds first and bind them in
bundles to be burned, but gather the wheat into my barn.””

36Then he left the crowds and went into the house. And his disciples approached him,
saying, “Explain to us the parable of the weeds of the field.” 3’He answered, “The one who
sows the good seed is the Son of Man; 38the field is the world, and the good seed are the
children of the kingdom; the weeds are the children of the evil one, 39and the enemy who
sowed them is the devil; the harvest is the end of the age, and the reapers are angels. *%Just

as the weeds are collected and burned up with fire, so will it be at the end of the age. “1The
Son of Man will send his angels, and they will collect out of his kingdom all causes of sin and

all evildoers, #2and they will throw them into the furnace of fire, where there will be weeping

and gnashing of teeth. 43Then the righteous will shine like the sun in the kingdom of their

Father. Let anyone with ears listen!”
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Prayers of Intercession

Confident that God receives our joys and concerns, let us offer our prayers for the church,
those in need, and all of creation, saying “Hear us, O God,” and responding, “your mercy is
great.”

A brief silence.

O God, you call your church to announce the gospel of reconciliation and truth both near and
far. Guide your church as it seeks your wisdom and shares it, trusting your Spirit bearing
witness among us. Hear us, O God. Your mercy is great.

You brought forth all creation and called it good. Direct policymakers to protect lands and
seas. Bring rain to sun-parched fields and protect areas impacted by natural disasters
(especially). Hear us, O God. Your mercy is great.

You desire peace among nations and peoples. Guard our neighborhoods from hatred, watch
over police officers and firefighters, and teach us to advocate for those who live in fear. Hear
us, O God. Your mercy is great.

You are gracious and merciful, comforting those who suffer any affliction (especially). Sustain
your people living with HIV/ AIDS, provide shelter for all who are unhoused, and release any
who are unjustly imprisoned. Hear us, O God. Your mercy is great.

You name each of us as your children. Guide our hospitality ministry to welcome all, our
education ministry to equip us for faithful living, and our social ministry to enact the gospel in
our community. Hear us, O God. Your mercy is great.

You send faithful people to proclaim freedom from bondage and to renew your church.
Encourage us by the witness of the faithful departed (including Birgitta of Sweden, whom the
church commemorates today), so that we live into that same hope. Hear us, O God. Your
mercy is great.

Into your hands, O God, we commend all for whom we pray, in the name of the one who
reconciled all creation to himself, Jesus Christ our Savior.
Amen.



A reflection for this Eighth Sunday after Pentecost...

Judgment and Mercy

Matthew's gospel knows little compromise: sheep or goats, wheat or weeds, good or evil.
Finding the good news of God's love for all people, for all creation, can be a challenge in
this book. Today’s gospel is no exception. Jesus interprets a parable for the disciples; he
announces that all evildoers will be thrown into the furnace of fire, while the righteous will
shine like the sun. The “Son of Man” will judge the world. Matthew’s phrase “for the
kingdom of heaven may be compared to . . .” occurs here for the first time in this gospel.
Jesus' parable is a genuine metaphor—it is best viewed as a whole with no point-by-point
comparison. The kingdom of believers has the same potential as those of the world to do
good and to do evil. Jesus’ allegorical interpretation encourages believers to strive for
righteousness, and emphasizes God as judge.

St. Paul, however, in his letter to the church at Rome focuses on God as merciful judge. He
proclaims that all creation will be freed from decay and receive redemption. Paul reminds us
our hope lies with God, our parent through a spirit of adoption. This dichotomous picture of
God as judge and giver of mercy began with last Sunday’s texts and evidences itself in
readings from Romans and Matthew across the next four Sundays. In some cases the God of
mercy is highlighted in Paul’s letter, at other times in the gospel. This good news, however,

is always present!

The exercise of judgment and mercy reflects God’s emphasis on justice over fairness. A fair
God condemns those who do evil. A just God moves beyond fairness to justice, peace, and
reconciliation. As evil doers, sinners, one and all, we are grateful for God'’s justice towards us

and all people.
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