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 When one preaches a sermon on the subject of patience, it’s advisable to get 

the joke out of the way first.  So, here’s Mark Twain on patience, “All good things 

come to those who wait . . . and don’t die in the meantime!”  OK, let’s go! 

 
 Michael was a familiar sight in the school corridor, sitting—or rather squir-

ming unhappily—on a chair outside the door of his fourth-grade classroom.  It 

seemed he spent more time there than inside.  There had been visits to the princi-

pal’s office, and conferences with his mother, a situation stretching into months.  

His mother worried that he wasn’t learning as he should.  The teacher was con-

cerned that he not disturb her class.  “I have 29 other children to worry about,” she 

said.  “I can’t have him upsetting things.  I don’t know what else to do with him.” 

Another teacher had seen children like him.  She spoke with Michael’s teacher,  

then to the principal, and got Michael transferred into her classroom.  It doesn’t 

usually work that way.  Teachers ordinarily don’t want to move a disruptive child 

like that into their classroom, but this was an unusual teacher.  She put him at a  

table up near her desk.   

 The first day he went home and told his mother, “she smiles at me.”  There 

was no magic solution, of course.  He still wiggled and sometimes stood instead of 

sitting, and had to be reminded not to talk or disturb the other students.  Getting 

him to sit quietly, except for short periods of time, was like trying to “unbounce 

Tigger,” for us Winnie the Pooh fans.  As the days went by, his new teacher began 

to find things the boy liked to do.  He had artistic talents she praised.  He could 

even help other students.  He was dependable, so she would find little errands for 

him to do, always prefacing her request with, “Michael, would you like to do 

something for me, please?”  Michael readily  responded, and it wasn’t long before  

it was clear he really loved his teacher.  As the school year drew to a close,  
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Michael’s teacher was assigned a fifth-grade class, as she’d requested a year earlier.  

She asked the principal if she could have Michael assigned to her room for the next 

year, also.    

 
 Was Michael a weed among the wheat?  Some would have thought so, see-

ing him languishing there on a chair out in the corridor.  His first teacher evidently 

thought so.  Maybe Michael thought so too.  His young self-image certainly wasn’t 

being enhanced by this neglect.  Did his mother consider him a weed?  After all, 

her other two children, two little girls, didn’t have any problems in school.  What 

does one do with weeds?  Pluck them out, uproot them, and separate them from the 

“good plants”—from the wheat or the flowers?  Or go with a teacher who sees 

things differently—in the way of Christ—with an attitude of patience.  “Let him 

grow.”  And lo and behold, things began to change.  We so easily fall into the trap 

of thinking in exclusive terms—of good or bad, right or wrong, liberal or conserva-

tive, those who agree with us or those who don’t . . .  Thus we may easily become 

rigid, judgmental, and look harshly upon those who aren’t in perfect consonance 

with our opinions of what good people ought to be.  In so doing, we’re not the peo-

ple our faith calls us to be.  Rather, scripture reminds us that we all stand in need  

of redemption. And Paul tells us in Romans 8.26f. that “the spirit helps us in our 

weakness . . .  and intercedes for us.”  The implication is that with the Spirit acting 

through us, we ought to intercede for others rather than dismiss or judge them. 

 
 The story Jesus tells about the weeds in the field recognizes that there are 

problems in the world and among people.  The world is the field described in the 

gospel lesson, and there’s no doubt there are many weeds in a field of good grain.  

The field hands come to the landowner and ask if they should go through the field  

and pull up the weeds.  We can image the destruction—trampling down and up-

rooting the good plants with the bad.  The landowner has more patience, and wis-
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dom.  He tells the field hands to wait until the wheat matures, and then the weeds 

can easily be separated from the grain. 

 Lest we think the problem of the landowner in Jesus’ parable is confined to 

the past, here’s something from Scotland.  Even in this day of modern, mechanized 

farming, there’s still one task that needs to be carefully done by human beings.  

Oats are one of the major food products in Scotland.  They’re the source of a 

national dish called porridge—what we call oatmeal, but what Scots call oatmeal 

are the raw oats they feed to horses.  Cooked oats make porridge.  Just a few days 

before the harvest, a large number of field hands walk through the oat crop, and 

pull up some of the plants.  They are simply removing the wild oats before they 

reap the domestic oats.  This is particularly important for oats that are grown to 

produce seed for next year’s crop.   

 The differences between wild and domestic oats are quite subtle.  After 

doing the job a day or so, the distinction between the two is so obvious workers 

don’t even have to think, but on the first day of the job they have to pay close 

attention.  Strangely enough, the wild oats are often larger and stronger plants that 

we might think should be kept.  However, upon closer examination, the wild oats 

have longer spikes, and they are much less nutritious.  Jesus would have easily 

understood why they wait until just before the harvest to get rid of the wild oats, 

because it’s only then that the difference really can be seen.  He also would have 

enjoyed a good bowl of hot, nutritious porridge for breakfast, and maybe some 

cinnamon, blueberries and walnuts, milk and honey on it! 

 
 Patience is a virtue to be cultivated in the effort to redeem the world and its 

people.  It’s easy to become frustrated, discouraged, or to give in to angry reactions 

at what we perceive as a lack of success.  But just as God has not yet finished with 

us, God is surely patient enough to allow for possibilities we’ve not yet dreamed of.  
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We dare not destroy what is possible in our preference for order over potential, or 

in our desire to judge the world by finite categories of good and evil, right and 

wrong, truth and untruth, grain and weeds.  It’s not a perfect world, but we must 

seek to love it into perfection, and not hate it into chaos. 

 
 Back to Michael, the boy in our opening story, the one some thought dis-

posable, who should be separated from the “good” students.  He became a success 

story, as we might have guessed from the attention provided by the teacher who 

saw the seed of goodness planted in him.  Twelve years after he left her classroom, 

he became a teacher himself.  It wasn’t an easy road because he came from a low 

income family.  Yet he came back to the same school for his first teaching assign-

ment.  A few of the old teachers were around, and his former teacher, whom he 

loved and who admired him, was now the principal.   

 Michael was a popular teacher, a bit unorthodox in his methods, and more 

students asked to be in his classes than could be admitted.  His classroom was 

amazing.  One year they had a major study on the environment, and the students 

created a jungle in the classroom, with fabricated trees, plants, and vines that crept 

up the walls and across the ceiling, with recorded animal sounds.  Each child had  

a research project on an endangered species.  The key to Michael’s interaction with 

his pupils was a smile as he greeted them, as indeed he had been greeted by his tea-

cher many years before.  He would then move around the room asking questions 

and encouraging answers.  He was an enabler, a celebrator of accomplishments, 

and very patient with students who were slow, confused, or those whom many 

otherswould call . . . “problems.” 

 
 Patience is one of the hardest lessons for us to learn.  In almost any aspect  

of modern life, it’s all hurry up and wait!  But patience is where we learn to discern,  

to make solid decisions, to follow Jesus even more faithfully.  If the workers in his  
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parable had pulled up the weeds, some of the wheat would’ve been uprooted in the 

process.  With patience and perseverance, the wheat was able to mature until the 

harvest.  What if Michael had been left to languish on the chair in the hallway out-

side his classroom?  Each year slipping another year behind, and then dropping out 

of school because of hopeless frustration.  But one teacher had the patience, com-

passion, and wisdom to bring him in, to allow him to grow and mature, until he 

was able to blossom and bear fruit.   

 
 Kay Ryan, a Californian and UCLA graduate, who was appointed Poet 

Laureate of the Library of Congress in 2008, expressed this in her poem entitled 

“Patience.” 

 “Patience is / wider than one / once envisioned, / with ribbons / of rivers / 

 and / distant / ranges and / tasks undertaken / and finished / with modest / 

 relish by / natives in their / native dress. / Who would / have guessed / it 

 possible / that waiting / is sustainable—/ a place with / its own harvests? /  

 Or that in / time's fullness / the diamonds / of patience / couldn't be / 

 distinguished / from the genuine / in brilliance / or hardness.” 

 
 Patience.  We would best heed the advice in Ecclesiastes of Qoheleth, the 

Preacher, “Better is the end of a matter than its beginning; better patience than 

ambition.” To which we could add, “All good things come to those who wait . . . 

and are willing to look at life and people with the love of Christ.  

AMEN! 

  

 

 

 


