
28 August 2010 – A Profligate Grace (Matthew 13.1-9; 24-30; 33) 
 
In an opening scene of the 2005 film Walk the Line, a young Johnny Cash is talking with his 
older brother one night.  Johnny looks at him and says in amazement, “You know every story in 
Scripture.”  To which his brother replies, “Well, if I'm gonna' be a preacher one day, I got to 
know the Bible front to back.  I mean, you can't help nobody if you can't tell them the right 
story.”   
 
One day, Matthew tells us, Jesus left the house where he was staying and went to sit by the sea.  
Perhaps he needed some fresh air or some time away from the young men he was mentoring.  
Maybe he just felt like watching the boats hard at work earning a living or the children skipping 
stones across the water competing to see whose went the farthest.  Perhaps he thought that 
listening to the wind and the waves could somehow lull him into a waking dream so that he 
could get a little relief from the demands and pressures he faced everyday.  All we are told, 
though, is that Jesus decided to go sit by the sea.   
 
If it was solitude he needed, these hopes were soon dashed.  For a few brief moments Jesus finds 
a sanctuary as wide as the whole world, and then the crowds discover where he is and quickly 
gather, demanding his energy and attention once more. 
 
Strengthened by this respite from the ever-present crowds, Jesus hops on one of the boats near 
the shore and begins telling the crowds parables.  He starts sharing stories, whose meaning often 
seemed a bit muddled if not outright confusing.  The crowds who sought instruction and wisdom 
receive riddles instead—tales about “once upon a time” that aren’t so estranged for those with 
“ears to hear.” 
 
Up to this point in Matthew we’ve already encountered two sermons that Jesus offers to his 
disciples and to the crowds following him.  The first discourse in Matt. 5-7, the one we know as 
the Sermon on the Mount, is intended to shape the character of Jesus’ followers into men and 
women who embrace a “higher righteousness”—a right ordering of life that is summed up in the 
principle, “treat others as you desire them to treat you.”  A few chapters later, in Matthew 10, 
Jesus sends out a smaller group of disciples, “the Twelve” as they are often called, to offer God’s 
shalom, God’s peace, to the nation of Israel, the lost sheep of the house of Israel (as Jesus calls 
them), in the hopes that they will remember and respond to their calling to be a blessing to all the 
peoples of the world.  And now, in Matthew 13, we encounter a third collection of Jesus’ 
teaching that this community has remembered, all of which are in the form of parables intended 
to disclose the means and the manner by which the reign of God is made manifest in the world. 
 
“The kingdom of the heavens, the reign of God, all of creation under the harmony of God’s 
rule,” Jesus says, “looks like scattering seed upon all sorts of soil, like planting good seed in a 
field, like placing a pinch of yeast into some flour and water and stirring it up until you can’t tell 
one substance from another.”  In other words, the reign of God is like the most commonplace 
events you can imagine.  It’s easily missed, it’s easily overlooked, it’s almost too ordinary to 
take notice. 
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With her unique and unmatched turn of phrase, Annie Dillard once reflected that “nature is, 
above all, profligate.  Don’t believe them when they tell you how economical and thrifty nature 
is, whose leaves return to the soil.  Wouldn’t it be cheaper to leave them on the tree in the first 
place?  This deciduous business alone is a radical scheme, the brainchild of a deranged manic-
depressive with limitless capital.  Extravagance!  Nature will try anything once.  If it works, if it 
quickens, set it clacking in the grass; there’s always room for one more.  This is a spendthrift 
economy; [and] though nothing is lost, all is spent.”1 
 
And the kingdom of the heavens, Jesus says, looks like a careless farmer throwing the highest 
quality seeds into every nook and cranny across the world as if there is limitless supply. 
 
In his modern-day classic, Theodor Geisel, better known to us as “Dr. Suess,” tells the story 
about the Whos down in Who-ville who “like Christmas a lot” and the Grinch just north of Who-
ville who “did NOT!”  The Grinch hated Christmas!  The whole Christmas season [and] no one 
quite [knew] the reason,” but the Whos thought that is “may have been [because] his heart was 
two sizes too small.”  After watching and listening to the Whos celebrate fifty-three Christmases 
the Grinch could take it no more.  
 

‘They’re hanging their stockings!’ he snarled with a sneer. 
‘Tomorrow is Christmas!  It’s practically here!’ 

Then he growled, with his Grinch fingers nervously drumming, 
‘I MUST find some way to stop Christmas from coming!’ 

 
So he came up a plan—he would dress up like Santa and steal all the presents from every Who-
boy and every Who-girl while they slept!  So, on the night before Christmas, while all the Whos 
were fast asleep, the Grinch came and took everything, down the last ornament and bow, and 
took it up to a cliff just outside of town to destroy it.  But just as he was about to rid himself of 
everything Christmas, he heard surprising sound.  It wasn’t the weeping or wailing he expected.  
Instead  
 

Every Who down in Who-ville, the tall and the small, 
Was singing, without any presents at all! 

 
The Grinch was astounded.  “How can they still be celebrating Christmas, what do they have to 
sing about?” he wondered.  And then something even more surprising happened.  The Grinch 
became less “grinchy.”  The singing and the celebration changed the Grinch, and he quickly rode 
his sled back down the hill to return the toys and decorations.  More surprising still, the Grinch 
even joined the Whos in celebrating and feasting.  What exactly happened is somewhat of a 
mystery, but “in Who-ville they say, that the Grinch’s small heart grew three sizes that day!”2   
 
And the reign of God, Jesus says, looks like wheat growing in the midst of weeds, because all 
appearances withstanding, weeds, like the Grinch, who sow seeds of evil in the night may just be 
transformed by the presence wheat who sow seeds of compassion and light. 

                                                
1  Annie Dillard, Pilgrim at Tinker Creek, (New York: Harper’s Magazine Press, 1974), 65. 
2  Dr. Suess, How the Grinch Stole Christmas (New York: Random House, 1957). 
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In August of 2003, the fourteen-year civil war that had claimed the lives of 250,000 and had 
devastated the African nation of Liberia came to an end.  Three years later, the country was 
stable enough to end the transitional government and elect their first female president, Ellen 
Johnson-Sirleaf whose inaugural address focused on healing.  “It is time for us,” she said, 
“regardless of our political affiliations or persuasions, to come together, to heal and rebuild 
our nation.”  To that end she instituted the Liberian Truth and Reconciliation Commission 
that was tasked with “‘investigat[ing] gross human rights’ violations.’”  Perhaps both unique 
and disturbing was the fact that the Commission was given no authority to arrest those 
responsible for such atrocities, believing that this was the best way to promote openness and 
bring reconciliation.   The Commission was a place for victims to confront criminals with 
their misdeeds and for criminals to acknowledge their crimes and potentially ask for 
forgiveness.   
 
At one of the many hearings a surprising event occurred.  A police sergeant was confronted 
with his crimes and he affirmed that he had, indeed, wrongfully arrested and executed a 
woman’s husband and son right in front of her eyes.  The woman was sitting in the 
courtroom as he made his confession, and afterwards the Commission asked what she wished 
would be done to this murderer.  She replied, “‘I want three things.  First, I want the sergeant 
to know that God forgives him, and so do I.  Second, I want him to come to my house one 
day each week and sit with because I no longer have anyone for a family.  And third, I want 
to come forward now and hug the sergeant to prove that my love is real.’”  At this 
unexpected mercy, at this extravagant grace, at this defiant love confronting the worst of 
evils, the story goes that the sergeant fainted and the people in the courtroom quietly began to 
sing Amazing Grace.3 
 
And creation under the harmonious rule of God, Jesus says, looks like a little yeast, a little 
hope, a little love that infects the whole batch of dough with life-giving redemption. 
 
Elie Wiesel (El-ee Wee-sel) once said that "people become the stories they hear and the 
stories they tell.”  And if this is true, then Johnny Cash’s brother was right, “you can’t help 
nobody if you can’t tell them the right story.”  Perhaps this is the wisdom Jesus offers us 
here.  In a world that offers lots of stories that seek to define us, Jesus offers help, offers hope 
by telling the right stories.  Stories of redemption, of healing, of transformation.  Stories of 
seeds sown with variant results, and then re-sown and re-sown and re-sown in the hopes of 
even more positive outcomes.  Stories of weeds that become wheat, of “Grinches” 
transformed by the celebration of the Whos down in Who-ville.  Stories of grace and hope 
and truth and life that get all mixed up with the stories of judgment and despair and falsehood 
and death until the evil is somehow overcome and transformed by the embrace of love.  
Stories of a “rare and relentless grace”4 offered to all without distinction.  
 

                                                
3  Michael Helms, Hoping Liberia, (Macon: Smyth and Helwys, 2009). 
4  Derek Webb, excerpt from the song “Take to the World.” 
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The truth is, none of us is quite what we should be—we are, all of us, a mixture of weeds and 
wheat seeking to find our humanity, our identity, once again.  And at times, if we’re honest, 
we may be more weed than wheat, and so Jesus tells us that it’s not our place to judge the 
condition of other’s because the two-by-four sticking out of our own eye makes it pretty hard 
to complete the delicate task of removing that little speck of dust from the eye of our 
neighbor.  Jesus says that God alone is fit to sift the weeds from the wheat because God alone 
can rightly distinguish the two.  And perhaps in the delay we can detect a faint hope, a daring 
hope, that God will somehow turn the weeds into wheat, so we better not pull them up just 
yet.  Maybe there are more “Grinches” out there that can be transformed by the Whos’ defiant 
celebration of the coming of love into the world. Jesus reminds us that the grace of God is 
profligate—broadcast ceaselessly across the vast landscape of humanity—and our calling is 
to be the leaven that holds the possibility of infecting the whole earth with the rare and 
relentless love of God. 
 
So may we follow in Jesus’ footsteps by indiscriminately casting the glad news of profligate 
grace upon all peoples, believing that it is the right story to tell, even for those, perhaps 
especially for those, whose “soil” may be less than ideal.  May we remember and, in our glad 
recollection, be inspired to share with others that their lives can be redeemed by the story we 
tell because our lives have been redeemed by the story we’ve been told.  And may we dare to 
believe that the good news is better news than we ever dreamed—a story of grace that spends 
everything and yet loses nothing, a grace that is able to transform even the worst of weeds 
into the best of wheat.  Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 


