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I’ve started a new spiritual discipline. It’s an unusual practice, which arose out of my need to simplify my 
life and to create a greater sense of harmony. The practice is writing e-mails that I don’t send. As part of 
this practice, I’ve written e-mails I’ve not sent to individuals who have hurt my feelings and others who 
have done stupid things that irritate me. I’ve written e-mails I’ve not sent to businesses that have given me 
poor service. I’ve written e-mails to people who let me down, to friends who posted things on Facebook 
that offended me and to a contractor who did a lousy job and charged too much—and I didn’t send a one.  

I started this practice of not sending all these e-mails when I realized that sending just one e-mail that 
probably should not be sent often can waste hours and even days of energy afterward. Initially, when I’d 
unload all my frustration and anger and hit “send,” there was a sort of rush. There! I’d said it. Good!  

But that feeling didn’t last long. Just as the feeling of vindication and power reached a pinnacle, I’d fall over 
the precipice into a deep sea of regret. I’d start frantically grasping for a way out. Usually denial: maybe 
what I wrote wasn’t so bad. Maybe it sounded less harsh than I meant it, but that is never the case with 
e-mail. If anything it sounds harsher than you intended. Finally, I’d move into the hard work of damage 
control. Drafting more e-mails attempting to moderate what I’d said or, if need be, simply apologizing. I’m a 
pretty skilled communicator, so usually I was able to make my way out of the situation without having to 
grovel, but occasionally I’d have to just bite the bullet and gush with mea culpas. Almost without exception 
I was able to mend the fences and move on, but at what cost? There was my own anxiety and fretting. Add 
to that some lost sleep and wounded pride. There was the hurt on the other end, which sometimes I’m 
sure I overestimated, but other times I probably underestimated how much hurt I’d caused. There was also 
the uncalculated collateral damage I’ll never be able to assess: the loss of respect or trust from whomever I 
had gone after, the withdrawing of someone from my life in a quiet way that I did not notice or the wounds 
never shared. 

While it might seem like a waste of time to write e-mails that are never sent, it takes much less time than 
moving through the whole system of trying to undo what should not have been done. I call it a spiritual 
discipline because writing e-mails I do not intend to send is a process of self-examination. After the second 
or third draft, one’s inner guide or innate voice of self-knowledge starts to ask important questions: Why do 
you care about this so much? What might the person you are addressing be feeling? What prompted them 
to act the way they did in the first place? Are they hurting emotionally? Are they well? Are their bunions 
acting up or their rheumatism flaring? Often I’m moved into a form of prayer for enlightenment, for a 
softening of my own opinion and compassion for the one who has irritated or wronged me. At the end of 
that process, I’m opened to the possibility that perhaps what ought to be said is nothing at all.  
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I’ve also learned that when I get an e-mail that has “tone,” as we say, always to offer the benefit of the 
doubt. E-mail is a particularly strong conductor of anger, pain or other snarky-ness. Most often the tone 
you read is much harsher on your end than what was intended.  

I could talk more about the perils of e-mail, especially in the church, where we foster a pretty tender and 
vulnerable community. But I really don’t mean this to be a sermon about e-mail. The problem isn’t really 
e-mail. Human beings were hurting each other with things that were better left unsaid long before e-mail 
came around.  

This goes back as far as humans have existed, I’m sure. I can imagine the prehistoric cave dwellers angrily 
chiseling some hieroglyphics or even earlier forms of writing and then later pulling their beards in regret. 
Maybe they tossed and turned at night thinking, “I shouldn’t have carved that.” Since the dawn of time 
until today, in our bad moments, in our own fear or frustration, in our own self-centeredness, we hurt one 
another with our words—and that is a sad fact of life.  

It is true of the Bible; our own sacred text holds some damaging words. Even the ancient scribes seem to 
have had some bad days and used some poor judgment regarding what they wrote. Sometimes I feel sorry 
for biblical writers. They didn’t know we’d be taking it all so seriously these thousands of years later. As a 
woman in a Bible study once asked when we had been laboring over something Paul said about women, 
“Do you think Paul had any idea we would be sitting here 2,000 years later reading his mail?” He and all the 
others certainly could not have predicted the damage that happened later because they wrote down 
something that maybe would have been better left unsaid.  

We have a good example in the lesson assigned in the lectionary today. The text indicates the words in 
question were spoken by Jesus, but scholars generally agree that the passage can’t be authentically 
attributed to him, which is somewhat comforting, I guess. But regardless of who first said it or wrote it, we 
still have it there to deal with. It comes at the end of chapter 13 of Matthew and is an interpretation of the 
parable of the wheat and the weeds that comes earlier. 

The parable itself is not so difficult; I don’t think it needs explanation at all. Jesus taught them saying the 
wheat and weeds grow up together, and it is best to let them be until the great harvest when the reapers 
will sort out what is good and useful and what should be thrown away and burned.  

There are many interpretations or applications of that parable we might find useful. It could mean for us 
not to worry so much about something that doesn’t seem to be going right in our life; let God sort it out in 
time. It could mean not to be so hard on ourselves and our undesirable traits; let what is good and what is 
not so good in us live side-by-side. We are each both saint and sinner, after all. It also could be a valuable 
lesson for the human race: don’t divide one another into good and bad; there is good and bad among us all. 
Leave the judgment to God, who we trust is both loving and wise.  

But as easy as it is for us today to find helpful application, it seems that Jesus’ disciples had a harder time 
with it. The story goes that they were not happy letting it be. They came asking, “Tell us what this means.” 
The Jesus I know and trust would have said something ambiguous like, “Let the one with ears hear.” Jesus 
typically liked to let the lesson come clear on its own. He was not prone to explanation, but as it is recorded 
in Matthew, he broke his own pattern and decided in this case to lay it all out . . . in the most unhelpful way 
I can imagine. He says that the wheat represents good people. The weeds are bad people. The harvest is 
the end of time and the reapers are angels. The good people will go to an eternal reward and the bad 
people will go to eternal punishment, where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth. 
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Someone should have hit delete. After all, who is good? Jesus himself said that no one is good except God 
alone (Mark 10:18, Luke 18:19). All of us are a mix of good and evil, or at least good and not-so-good. The 
world divided into those who are good and those who are bad is a dangerous world. It is the world of 
vengeance and retribution. It is the world of prejudice and hate. It is the world of genocide and holocaust. It 
is the world of violence and war. It is not the realm of God.  

Like Ira Gershwin wrote for Porgy and Bess: “It ain’t necessarily so. The things that you’re li’ble to read in 
the Bible, they ain’t necessarily so.” But there it is, and what are we going to make of it? 

In this case I think we need to let the parable itself override the interpretation. We can be reminded that 
our sacred book is sacred not because it is perfect but because it is a mix of human effort and divine 
intention. It is sacred not because it is edict, but rather is it sacred because it is story. It is true, but it is not 
the end of all truth; it is an invitation into an unfolding truth. This dual nature of holiness is the spark that 
ignites when that which is fully human collides and unites with that which is fully divine—that is the very 
heart of the Christian message. It is a radical and wonderfully humbling, expansive and open view of the 
world, but it is one that Christianity itself has ironically often gotten wrong.  

I’ll give you an example: I met two women last Friday night, a beautiful couple from Indiana. We were 
seated together at the wedding of friends. They are the kind of people when first meeting them you know 
they are bright, lovely, warm and open. The conversation turned toward our work. One of them is a 
professor at a university; the other woman is a corporate executive. Mark and I, of course, shared our 
professions—a cantor and a minister—and that opened up a tender conversation. These women were 
raised as devout Catholics. When they fell in love, they went to their priest to ask him about their place in 
the church in light of Catholic doctrine. He said bluntly and clearly that as a same-sex couple they had no 
place in the Catholic Church.  

Maybe he had been reading Matthew 13. There were good people and bad people, and these women for 
him were among the bad: defective, disordered, wrong. They were stunned and then devastated. They left 
the church and tried to move on, but over several years of exile they were never at peace. Even though 
they were hurt by the church’s position and by the priest’s words that expelled them, they loved the 
church. They loved its sacraments, its rituals and its community. Catholicism was their home; other 
churches did not feel like their people, their tribe. So eventually they decided to go back again, one last 
time. This time when they laid out their story, the new priest they approached said something very 
different. He said, “The story about your place in the Church is still being written; it is still unfolding, and we 
don’t know the end. Meanwhile we are one people, and you are welcome.” 

They went back to their church, and they still struggle, of course. They struggle as women. They struggle as 
a same-gender couple, and they struggle as so many people struggle with the deep and sorrowful history of 
abuse and secrecy in the church—but also in the struggle they find a home, find nurture, find forgiveness 
and belonging and grace.  

We might wonder how people like these strong women can remain in the Catholic Church. This is a 
narrowness that we have as liberals. We ask, how can someone who is a thinking person ascribe to a 
creed? How can someone with a mind be Catholic, we wonder, or evangelical, or charismatic or 
fundamentalist? But someone else is wondering why you are sitting here or in any Christian Church in light 
of all the wrongs committed by it through history.  

Are we here because our community is perfect? I doubt it. We are here because in the midst of our 
imperfect community, still we find nurture. Despite the ways we wound one another, still we also find 
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healing. Being human together is not easy, here or in any community. We feel hurt so easily. We feel 
inadequate and are often afraid. Our wounds compromise our higher selves, and our anger comes out 
sideways and upside down. Our lives are complex and our hearts are fragile vessels, but they are vessels of 
divine love. Despite all that is wrong in our lives and in our world, we also see beauty, and healing, and 
hope unfolding. The wheat and the weeds grow together, and it is a sacred field. 

When something confounds you, or discourages you, dismays or upsets you, remember this, the wheat and 
the weeds grow up together—one beautiful, sacred and fragile field. If there must be judgment someday, 
let that judgment come in God’s ways and time. After all, sometimes a weed is a flower misplaced, and a 
flower from another’s perspective is a weed.  

At the bottom of every e-mail I send from my personal account is this quote, “Be kind, for everyone you 
know is fighting a hard battle.” We are each of us a mix of wheat and weeds, and we are all of us together a 
mess—a mess of good intention and harmful action, of pure hearts and wounded egos, of deep pain and a 
profound ability to heal. Let us all just grow together. The end of the story is not yet written—all we know is 
this: We are planted by a loving and supremely intelligent hand, and the unfolding of our lives is guided on 
a path toward healing.  

Let that truth be the ground in which you grow, and the nourishment you need to bloom. Amen. 


