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      People have differing images of a pastor… a teacher who explains the Bible, a counselor who 
helps them cope with personal challenges, a motivational speaker who gets people excited 
about using their gifts for ministry in the church.   And yes, many of us here, age 60 and above, 
remember the days when the pastor was expected to be the disciplinarian, making sure 
everyone follows the rules, like no TV watching or dancing.    I’ve mentioned before that the 
word “pastor” in Spanish actually means “shepherd.”   It’s a common biblical analogy that I like 
quite well - someone who cares for sheep, watching over them carefully to provide for their 
needs, keeping them safe, healthy, and productive.    However, since I’ve never taken care of 
sheep, I like better the image of pastor as a gardener or farmer, as we heard in today’s parable.     
    Gardening, the actual hands-in-the-dirt type, looks deceptively simple to the inexperienced:   
you just need some soil, seeds, water, a little weeding, and “presto” – a few months later you 
have some fresh veggies for your table.  Those of you who have done any gardening know that 
just isn’t the case!    There is so much more to it than first meets the eye.    When you get 
started, the learning curve is steep, and much is learned by trial and error.    Different seeds 
need to be planted at different times.   Some, like tomatoes and peppers, should be started 
indoors under grow lights, so they’re big enough to plant when chance of frost has passed.   
Some plants need a lot of sunlight, others do better with considerable shade.    Some plants 
prefer a pH over 7.   Others, like blueberries, need very acidic soil in the pH 5 range.   And then 
you’ve got the furry and feathery enemies – rabbits, groundhogs, deer, birds, etc – to drive 
away.   You also need to figure out a way to attract beneficial insects, like honeybees and 
ladybugs, but keep away the harmful ones like Japanese beetles and tomato hornworms.   
   Likewise, some people think pastoring is simple.   “Oh, you’re a pastor?   What a creampuff 
job!   Working just one day a week, maybe two if your church has Wed night services.”   You 
spend a couple hours putting a sermon together, and if you’ve had a rough week you can even  
recycle one from 3-4 years ago, and no one will know.   So you preach each Sunday, planting 
seeds of truth from God’s Word, do a little watering – that might be praying for your people or 
sharing a few words of encouragement to those who are struggling.    Some weed-pulling – I’ll 
let you come up with your own analogy for that one.   And “presto” – in a couple of years you 
have a nice, healthy, growing congregation where everyone gets along and works together to 
advance God’s Kingdom.    That’s the fruit waiting to be picked at harvest time.   
     Those with any experience in pastoral ministry know that it just doesn’t happen that way!     
Congregations are made up of a wide variety of people, with differing personalities, gifts, 
interests, convictions, and needs.    One size doesn’t fit all!     You can’t preach a sermon and 
expect everyone to get something helpful from it.    You can’t teach a SS class that captures 
everyone’s attention.    Some people are self-starters, others need to be prodded to use their 
talents for the growth of the Body.    Some people desire constructive criticism, knowing it will 
help them grow.   Others respond best to a patient and gentle touch.   Like the BC cartoon in 
your insert, it doesn’t work that well to stand up here and shout “Grow!”     It’s not always easy 
for persons with strong convictions to talk respectfully to each other and agree to work 
together.    Sometimes persons or groups in conflict expect the pastor to fix it, to take one side 



or the other.   That’s particularly tough if you’re a people pleaser!    All of this, and much more, 
makes me think of Paul’s question (2 Cor. 2:16), “…who is equal to such a task?” 
    Every gardener, regardless of experience, makes some mistakes.   I’ve probably given some 
plants too much water and others not enough.   I may have talked to my garden too much and 
not listened enough.  Yes, plants (a.k.a. people) really want to be heard when they speak.     
And some experts say that plants do better when you sing to them.   I don’t think you would 
have cared much for that!       
    Let’s pull in a few of the many other gardening texts we find in scripture, beginning with our 
Psalm 126 reading.    Have you ever thought it a bit strange, this picture in v. 5 & 6, of going out 
to plant seeds and sobbing while you’re planting?    Putting in a garden in the spring is, for me, 
a joyful time of hope and expectation!   I suppose, if you connect it with today’s parable of the 
four soil types, there is a degree of sadness in knowing that some people, like seeds on the 
footpath, are very resistant to the message of Jesus and just won’t respond to your gardening 
efforts, no matter how hard you try.    Or those whom you help lead to a relationship with Jesus 
who take off like zucchini in their growth, only to wilt when things get hot.  You also see folks 
with such potential for fruit bearing get caught up in the rat race, or as Jesus put it, “the worries 
of this life and the lure of wealth”.   The demanding pace needed to maintain their lifestyle is 
like thorns that choke out an otherwise productive life.   
    All of these challenges of pastoring tend to keep a person humble and dependent on God.     
Paul was told of problems in the Corinthian church – people were comparing gardeners and 
taking sides.   Some were saying “I like Paul’s way of gardening”, others insisted that Apollos 
was the better gardener.    Paul writes to them saying, “After all, who is Apollos? Who is Paul? 
We are only God’s servants through whom you believed the Good News. Each of us did the work 
the Lord gave us.   I planted the seed in your hearts, and Apollos watered it, but it was God who 
made it grow.”  He continues,  “ It’s not important who does the planting, or who does the 
watering. What’s important is that God makes the seed grow.   The one who plants and the one 
who waters work together with the same purpose.  And both will be rewarded for their own 
hard work.”    (I Cor. 3:5-8)  
     I am well aware that previous pastors, as well as many of you here, have done some 
excellent garden work before I came.   Like yourselves, I’ve also planted a few seeds, done a 
little watering, weeding, and harvesting, and others will continue to do the same well into the 
future, as the Lord tarries.    So rather than becoming fixated on the strengths and weaknesses 
of the gardeners, we should remember that it’s more about God who makes his garden grow.    
Like the parable Jesus once told in Mark 4.  Let me just quote it:   “The Kingdom of God is like a 
farmer who scatters seed on the ground.   Night and day, while he’s asleep or awake, the seed 
sprouts and grows, but he does not understand how it happens.   The earth produces the crops 
on its own. First a leaf blade pushes through, then the heads of wheat are formed, and finally 
the grain ripens.”  (v.26-29) 
    Eventually, except for a few cases of total devastation like drought or hail, the gardener 
experiences the joys of harvest from the seeds that fell in fertile soil.  As the psalmist says, 
“singing joyfully as the harvest is gathered in.”      I’m blessed, richly blessed, with a deep and 
lasting joy as I think about the changes in this Beech garden over these last 9 ½ years of 
gardening.  New life/growth - new persons who’ve joined our family.   Children and teens 



growing and maturing in their faith.    Many here of retirement age, as I mentioned two 
Sundays ago, who are among the most energetic and productive people I’ve ever known.    
   Which leads us to another biblical text on gardening.   Paul writes this in 2 Cor 9 – “…a farmer 
who plants only a few seeds will get a small crop. But the one who plants generously will get a 
generous crop.   For God loves a cheerful giver.”  (v.6-7)   He continues with the gardening 
analogy,  “God is the one who provides seeds for the farmer….In the same way, he will provide 
and increase your resources and then produce a great harvest of generosity in you.    Yes, you 
will be enriched in every way so that you can always be generous. And when we take your gifts 
to those who need them, they will thank God.”   (v.10-11)   The “you” here is plural, reminding 
us again that all of us are gardeners.    
    In your gardening work here at Beech, alongside Jeanette and myself, you’ve given us many 
gifts.    Let me mention a few.    The most obvious is the way you went “all out” each October 
during Pastor Appreciation Month.  Gift cards, homemade pies, meals out, and much more.    
More important than these, however is the precious gift of restoring my confidence and sense 
of call.   After the previous pastorate, with its struggles and disappointments, I went through a 
dark period of self-doubt.   Did I want to return to pastoring in another place, or go back to 
teaching science or Spanish to kids?   One unexpected phone call on a cold February night 
changed all of that.    “Would you consider an interim pastorate for one year at Beech 
Mennonite Church?”   As they say, the rest is history.   Closely related to this gift is another – 
that with only one or two exceptions, you never made comparisons between my gardening 
skills and those of previous gardeners.   And I trust that you will give that same gift to the next 
pastor.  Another gift you’ve given to us are deep and lasting friendships.   Officially, things will 
change after today.    But, above the sadness, we carry the certainty that you will always remain 
our dear friends – more than that, our brothers and sisters.  
   One final text on gardening.   In Luke 10, Jesus said this to his disciples,  “The harvest is great, 
but the workers are few.  So pray to the Lord who is in charge of the harvest; ask him to send 
more workers into his fields.”    (v 2 NLT)    There’s so much work to be done around us, planting 
seeds, watering the soil, pulling weeds……  God wants you to roll up your sleeves and get some 
dirt on your hands.    As he calls, will you say,  “Here I am, Lord”?   
    So I commend you now to the grace of God, confident that the one who has begun a good 
work in you, both as individuals and collectively as a family of faith, will complete that good 
work until the day when Jesus returns to finalize his eternal Kingdom.    
 
 
 
 
 


