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How can I learn to see as God sees?  How can I learn to see what is there, rather than what I am not looking for?
When I was in high school I worked Saturday mornings in my neighbor’s garden.  Mr. Jones loved gardening and would teach me from his wheelchair, smoking his pipe while I dug about in the flower bed, the vegetable plot and around the edges of the lawn.

Mostly I did weeding, or tried to.  That was a challenge to me at first.  I looked around in the Jones’s backyard and saw many growing things,  I couldn’t see to distinguish a young flowering plant, or a new tomato, or a bit of decorative groundcover from a weed.  I couldn’t see what belonged in the garden and what didn’t.  More than once I pulled something up that looked pretty weedy to me, only to hear the familiar sound of poor Mr. Jones groaning into his hands.
With time my vision changed.  I learned to distinguish.  I now see weeds.  In fact, I am wired for weeds.  Sometimes I walk down the street pulling dandelions out of my neighbors’ lawns.  
Something similar has happened with the way that I see people.  I distinguish between people in a way that I didn’t when I was a child.   I don’t want to say that I see some people as flowers, some as vegetables, some as decorative groundcover and, yes, some as weeds.  But I think that most of us have a way, if not of labeling people, at least of sorting them in to working categories that determine how we act towards them, that is, which relationships are to be nourished and which are not, which people belong in our life and which do not.  And since people are not plants, the consequences for seeing someone as a category and not as who they are can be very grave.
It’s good, then, when life occasionally teaches us to unlearn the way that we see people.  Several years ago, as I crossed the Boston Common on my way to work, a man asked me for some spare change.  I gave him no money, but I invited him to the lunch we were serving that day at the Cathedral.  He let me know exactly what he thought of me and what I could do with my free lunch.  

In the weeks that followed, I had other conversations with the man.  I have come to see him, in a way I could never have predicted, as someone who belongs in my life, and I in his. I think I see him more for who he truly is.  
What if I saw everyone and everything as it truly was in the world, without analyzing or discriminating or dividing things into categories?  What if I unlearned all distinctions?  What if I saw the world again the way I saw it as a child?  
For the last three Sundays we have been hearing parables of seeds and soil, crops and weeds from the 13th chapter of Matthew’s gospel.  We’ve heard stories about some strange farming practices.  These stories are meant, I think, to challenge the way that we see things and people in the world.  In fact, in the verses between the parables, Jesus repeatedly refers to fact that we may be listening without hearing and looking without seeing.  The very reason Jesus speaks in parables, he says, is to fulfill the prophecy of Isaiah:

“You will indeed listen, but never understand,
   and you will indeed look, but never perceive.”
First, in the Parable of the Sower we hear of a farmer who apparently can’t see the distinction between good ground and bad, between what is the garden and what isn’t.  He tosses seed onto roadways and into weeds as well as into good soil, but it all seems to work out for him.  The good soil produces so abundantly that it more than makes up for the seed he supposedly wasted.  What if I were to sow my relationships with people in that way, without distinguishing between which were appropriate and worthy and productive, and what were not?  Would it work out so well for me?
Next, in the Parable of the Weeds and the Wheat, we hear of a farmer telling his slaves not to weed the fields; to let the weeds and the crops grow together without attempting to discriminate one from another, trusting that things would sort themselves out in due time.  What if I made a practice of ‘unlearning’ the distinctions I have come to make, and the various ways I have of sorting people one way or another.  Could I trust that it would all come right in the end?  
Finally, this week we hear the Parable of the Mustard Seed in which a farmer deliberately plants a common weed in his field and then allows it to grow into an admirable and commodious shrub, until “the birds of the air come and make nests in its branches.”  I think of my foul-mouthed friend in the park and ask myself, where else might God be planting relationships in my life that, if I just let them grow, might become connections in which I unexpectedly find that I belong?
I believe that God may well be practicing some strange farming techniques.  I believe that at the heart of the universe is a pulsing source of life that creates eccentrically, tossing seeds outside the lines, bringing all sorts of things into being.  I believe that this same source of life practices a form of assertive forgiveness that allows all manner of things to grow and thrive together, without discrimination.  And I believe that in the midst of this burgeoning life God has particularly planted the seed of something among us that looks to us exactly like something that doesn’t belong, something that ought to be pulled out at the roots, but which will unexpectedly in time become the great and commodious place where we all will find ourselves at home.
If you want evidence for this, look at Jesus. Of all the possible species of messiah that could have come into the world, he was not the one people looked for.  He did not look anything like the great king or priest or prophet that the people of God expected; not flower, not vegetable, not ornamental groundcover.  He died alone and rejected.  A single, failed, rejected human life – how like the single insignificant seed of a common weed!  
And yet, precisely because he was rejected, his death has become for us the vantage point from which we may begin to unlearn all of our invidious distinctions and come to see one another as God sees us, that is, as we are.  The cross of Christ has grown into that tree in which all of us belong and all of us may find our home.
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