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Last week’s gospel reading was the well-known parable of the sower — ‘a sower went
out to sow’, and as he sowed some of the seed fell on ground in which it was never
going to take root. Bare ground from which birds could readily eat it up, thorny
ground which choked the new growth, rocky ground where it couldn’t get a foothold.
But some of the seed fell on good soil and it brought forth grain. When Jesus
interprets this parable for his disciples he speaks of the seed as the word of God, and
the various patches of ground representing the state of the human heart. And
though it’s easy to think this metaphor defines the permanent condition of each of
us —in fact, our experience shows that at any given point our heart may display any
or all of these characteristics. There may be pockets of good soil, even as our
listening for God lacks hospitality, or risks being crowded out by the cares of the
world, or impeded by underground rocks. But the good news is that the soil of the
heart can be regenerated, its depth and fertility cultivated, and this is what the life of
discipleship is about.

This week’s parable has a similar feel. Older translations of this story speak of
wheat and tares, and ‘tares’, as | discovered from a google search, are a species of
weed that grows in Palestine (the darnel weed, some say), which looks almost
exactly like wheat in the early stages of its growth. Only after some time does it
become evident that it’s a weed, and one that actually uproots the wheat. As with
the parable of the sower, a first reading of this story may suggest there are two types
of people, and that some who look like ‘wheat’, good seed sown by God, are in fact
weeds, who will ultimately be condemned for their failure to be fruitful. Though the
further implication is that we’re not necessarily able to tell who is who, and must

leave the final judgement to God.



On a second reading, however, we might sense that this story too speaks, not
so much of distinct categories of people but of the mixed character of every heart. In
particular, perhaps, it speaks to way in which even our best intentions and qualities
can have their shadow side. Sometimes what we think of as our virtues, our
fruitfulness, our righteousness are closely accompanied by a kind of vice, or at least,
are much more ambiguous than we like to acknowledge. | remember, for example,
the shock of beginning to realise how much of my desire to be good and do the right
thing was about wanting to justify myself and maintain my innocence, rather than
purely selfless concern for others. Or realising the extent to which my general
niceness and equanimity was often more about fear of conflict than some deeply
realised inner peace. Of course my qualities of niceness and care for justice weren’t
all bad and they weren’t all fake, but there is (if | care to acknowledge it) a definite
ambiguity.

Jesus said, ‘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’. While everybody was asleep — while we are unconscious,
unaware, not paying attention — the roots of weed can become intertwined with the
wheat. And here’s the thing. We cannot easily rid ourselves of these ambiguities.
Some act of God, some grace is needed, if our hearts and motives and deeds are to
be purified and made more truly expressive of the good.

As you know, this Sabbath month at Benedictus we’re exploring how the
Word of God becomes flesh in us, how the seed of God’s life takes root in us. We’re
approaching this question by reflecting on the rhythms and patterns of our days and
weeks. Last week, | introduced the Nazareth community whose contemporary rule of
life offers one example of an embodied set of habits for cultivating the soil in which
God’s love may grow. We saw that the Nazareth rule is comprised of 7Ss — Silence,
Service, Scripture, Sacrament, Sharing, Sabbath and Staying With, and that each of
these Ss constitutes one of the roots of the community’s life. “‘When all the roots

work together’, writes the community’s founder Richard Carter, ‘it is earthed,



nourished and able to flourish’.* So far, we have reflected a little on the roots of
Sabbath and Scripture. This week, we’re touching on Service.

Many of us, | think, have experienced how talk of service, commitment to
service, can be an ambiguous thing. As I've said, | know for myself how easily the
‘wheat’ of my desire to serve the good of others, becomes tangled with the ‘tare’ of
my desire to seem good, to be justified in my own eyes, to know that | am ‘making a
difference’. And this slightly self-conscious do-goodery, this slightly self-serving
quality can characterise a great deal of the service performed, not only by nice
Christian communities, but by all kinds of ‘helping’ organisations. So how do we free
ourselves from this subtle self-concern? How do we serve more truly?

In the vision of the Nazareth community, the heart of service is ‘being with’.
Not ‘doing good’, or ‘fixing what we think is broken’, or ‘saving the world’, but ‘being
with’. Samuel Wells, author of the Nazareth Manifesto, writes: ‘Being with does not
start with a problem — or, if it does, the problem lies with ourselves, rather than with
the person in whom we perceive scarcity ... We are not the source of their salvation:
they are the source of ours. There is no goal beyond restored relationship. Being with
is not a means to an end: it is an end in itself’.” And these words remind me of the
yearning expressed at the end of the 2017 Uluru Statement from the Heart,
addressed by First Nations’ Australians to our nation: “We invite you to walk with us
in a movement of the Australian people for a better future’.?

The service that emerges from ‘being with’, says Richard Carter, ‘arises
spontaneously from compassion and friendship. It is not about an apron put on to
dole out charity. It is about the reciprocity of true caritas; it is about the mutual gift
of our humanity’.* And again: Service ‘is not the means of [earning] grace; it is the

response to grace, the reciprocation of Christ’s love’.
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Here’s an example. One of our Benedictus members — I'll call her ‘Jacqui’ —is
in hospital. She’s been debilitatingly ill for months, able to do very little, and at times
she feels despairing of her recovery, embarrassed by her illness, a burden to others.
It’s a profoundly painful season, but she’s sought to keep facing in God’s direction,
open to grace, even if often she doesn’t sense a response. Last week, another
woman came onto the ward —a woman with crippling arthritis in her hands. ‘Jacqui’
saw that she was unable to cut up the dinner she’d just been served, and quite
spontaneously, almost without thinking, found herself offering to do it for her. She
said it was as if she’d been nudged by something beyond herself, and what she
experienced wasn’t primarily the satisfaction of doing a good deed but a sense of
having been caught up in a larger movement of grace and connection. She herself
was nourished and encouraged by this encounter; it connected her anew with her
own humanity. ‘It is a miracle of grace’, writes Wells, ‘that God meets our scarcity
through the abundance we discover in those more apparently exposed to scarcity
than ourselves’.

In the Nazareth rule, then, service begins with face-to-face encounter. The
role of the community is ‘to create the opportunity, the sanctuary and the
attentiveness to recognize in each of those who come, the image of God’.” In
London, the Nazareth community has a particular ministry to those who are
homeless, and who live, quite literally, on the doorstep of the church. But this
ministry isn’t primarily about running a soup kitchen or laundry service or a program
to solve the homelessness ‘issue’, although food is shared, showers and warm
clothing are available, and advocacy happens. But the heart of the ministry is about
joining together in conversation groups, hearing stories, praying with, creating a
place of belonging where shared humanity is recognized and celebrated, and all are
enlivened. Says Carter, ‘Do not fear that we are not doing enough. The welcome of
just one guest can be the welcome of Christ. One act of forgiveness, or peacemaking,

or compassion, is one act of Christ’. Think of Jacqui cutting up dinner in hospital.

> Carter, The City is my Monastery, p.56.



We serve in many ways, according to our gifts, and, says Carter, ‘there is no
hierarchy of service’. Some of you, here at Benedictus, serve those who are
profoundly marginalised and vulnerable — being with refugees and asylum seekers,
with communities in Cambodia and central Asia, with those stricken in the aftermath
of natural disaster and by chronic poverty. Among us are people who work with
indigenous communities, who rehome animals and provide veterinary care for the
pets of homeless people, who participate in land regeneration, volunteer in aged
care facilities, care for the sick, visit the lonely, counsel the despairing, offer spiritual
companionship and accompany people in their search for meaning. And there are
those who wash up after supper, move the chairs, gift us with music, open their
hearts in conversation in person and on Zoom, reaching out to encourage and care
for those who are struggling and to receive care in return. In simple acts of giving and
receiving and face to face encounter we discover Christ in those we meet, says
Richard Carter, and the kingdom of God grows within us and among us. So to
encourage us in this gift and call of service, let me end with a prose poem by Richard,
called ‘Service is just turning up’.’

Service is not a public display that is over in an event

It is the daily turning up

It is the problem addressed that has no obvious solution
It is the washing up after

It is the carrying back of heavy bags

It is the accumulation of unfinished need that lies heavy
It is in the kindness of the returned phone call or email
It is in the time taken

The being with when no one else was

The offering without recognition

The caring without expectation of thanks

Costing not less than everything.

| open my hands

To the God who transforms offering into gift

And service into blessing

| thank you Lord for the need you find in me

The place where compassion is born

And service becomes your grace offered

Your grace received.  And so, Amen.

®Ca rter, The City is my Monastery, pp.59-60.



