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THROUGHOUT THE HISTORY OF THE CHRISTIAN 

CHURCH ) A NUMBER OF DIFFERENT METAPHORS 

HAVE BEEN USED TO DESCRIBE THE WORK OF 

ORDAINED MINISTERS. A STUDY OF THE HISTORY 

OF THE MINISTERIAL OFFICE REVEALS AN 

ASTONISHING VARIETY OF DESCRIPTIONS AND 

TERMS. THE VERY WORD "MINISTER" COMES FROM 

THE NEW TESTAMENT WORD FOR "SERVANT ) " AND 

HAD ITS ORIGIN IN JESUS' MISSION AS EXPRESSED 

IN THE STATEMENT ) "THE SON CAME NOT TO BE 

MINISTERED UNTO) BUT TO MINISTER." YET 

THE WORD "MINISTERn IS ONLY ONE AMONG THE 

MANY WHICH_ HAVE BEEN USED TO DESIGNATE THE 

CHURCH'S ORDAINED AND APPOINTED LEADERSHIP. 

"MINISTER" BELONGS PECULIARLY TO THE REFORMED 

TRADITION) IN CONTRAST TO "PRIESTn IN THE 

ROMAN CATHOLIC1 EASTERN ORTHODOX) AND 

ANGLICAN TRADITIONS AND "PASTOR" IN THE 

LUTHERAN AND MANY OTHER PROTESTANT CHURCHES. 

YET ALL THESE NAMES PASS BACK AND FORTH 

AND THROUGH THE TRADITIONS AND BECOME USEFUL 

IN MANY ECCLESIASTICAL VOCABULARIES, 

OTHER WORDS HAVE ALSO BEEN USED, MINISTERS 

HAVE BEEN CALLED "SHEPHERDS.)" "PREACHERS ) " 

"PARSONS,u uPROPHETS," "EVANGELISTS ) " 

"TEACHERS) " AND SOMETIMES NAMES THAT ARE 

NOT SO GOOD -- "MEDDLERSJ

n FOR EXAMPLE. 

IN 1956, H, RICHARD NIEBUHR CAME UP WITH 
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THE TERM upASTORAL DIRECTORn IN AN ATTEMPT 

TO DEFINE THE WORK OF AN ORDAINED PERSON 

IN OUR KIND OF WORLD. 

ALL OF THESE WORDS AND METAPHORS HAVE 

SOMETHING TO CONTRIBUTE TO THE OFFICE TO 

WHICH CHERYL IS BEING ORDAINED. SHE WILL 

FIND HERSELF FUNCTIONING AS A PASTOR} A 
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PRIEST} A PROPHET1 A TEACHER1 AN ADMINISTRATOR1 

A POLITICIAN1 A FRIEND J A CHOIR DIRECTOR1 

AND MORE I . .  

THIS AFTERNOON1 HOWEVERJ I WANT TO SUGGEST 

ONE MORE TERM TO DESCRIBE HER WORK AND THE 

WORK OF OTHERS WHO ARE MINISTERS IN LOCAL 

CONGREGATIONS, THE TE.RM I WANT TO USE COMES 

FROM THE PARABLE WHICH JESUS TOLD1 WHICH 

WAS READ EARLIER FROM LUKE'S GOSPEL, uA 

SOWER WENT OUT TO SOW THE SEED.u WE ARE 

AS MINISTERS ALSO TO BE SEEN AS SOWERS OF 

THE SEED OF Goo's WORD AND Gan's LOVE. 

FURTHERMORE } WHAT TAKES PLACE IN THE 

PARABLE AS JESUS TOLD IT CONTAINS SOME GOOD 

ADVICE FOR ALL OF US WHO ARE IN THE PROFESSION 

OF MINISTRY. 

IN TELLING THIS PARABLE1 JESUS WAS SAYING 

SOMETHING LIKE THIS: "LooKJ I HAVE COME 

TO sow Gan's WORD AMONG YOU -- TO BRING 

YOU THE GOOD NEWS OF GOD, I HAVE BROUGHT 

THE SEEDJ AND IT IS GOOD SEED. You J MY 

FOLLOWERS1 ARE ALSO TO BE SOWERS OF THIS 

GOOD SEED. IT IS YOUR JOBJ ALONG WITH ME1 



TO SCATTER THIS SEED AMONG AS MANY PEOPLE 

AS POSSIBLE AND LET IT FALL IN THE MIDST 

OF THEM. 

"BUT ALSO REMEMBER THAT SOME OF THE SEED 

WE SOW WILL GO TO WASTE. SOME FALLS ON 

THE PATH AND IS WALKED ONJ OR THE BIRDS 

EAT IT BEFORE IT _CAN TAKE ROOT, SOME FALLS 

ON THE ROCKS AND IT WITHERS AWAYJ BECAU.SE 

THERE IS NO DEPTH OF SOIL IN WHICH IT CAN 

TAKE ROOT. SOME FALLS AMONG THE THORNS 

AND IS CHOKED OUT. BUT SOME SEED FALLS 

INTO GOOD SOILJ AND IT YIELDS A HUNDREDFOLD. 

AND WEJ AS SOWERSJ CAN'T ALWAYS TELL THE 

GOOD SOIL FROM THAT WHICH WILL NOT BRING 

ANY YIELD. " 

THIS IS A PARABLE OF BOTH FAILURE AND 

SUCCESS. AND AS SUCH IT HAS SOMETHING TO 

SAY TO ALL OF US WHO ARE MINISTERSJ AND 

AS SUCH -- SOWERS. 

1. FIRST OF ALLJ THE PARABLE REMINDS US 

THAT BOTH SUCCESS AND FAILURE WILL BE PART 

OF OUR MINISTRY AND THAT WE SHOULD NOT BE 

SURPRISED BY EITHER. ONE PERSON PUT IT 

THIS WAY: "No FAILURE IS FATAL; NO SUCCESS 

IS FINAL. n SOME OF THE SEED WE SOW WILL. 

ALWAYS GO TO WASTE, No ONE IS SUCCESSFUL 

100% OF THE TIME, No ONE BATS l J OOO. THINGS 

DO NOT HAVE TO BE PERFECT TO BE GOOD, 

2. SECONDLY) REMEMBER THAT AS JESUS TOLD 
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THIS STORYJ HE WAS IMPLYING THAT GOD IS 

THE MAIN SOWERJ BUT IN ADDITION ALL OF US 

WHO CALL OURSELVES CHRISTIANS ARE TO BE 

SOWERSJ AS WELL, THE MINISTER IN THE 

CONGREGATION IS NOT THE ONLY SOWER, 

I MENTION THIS BECAUSE TOO OFTEN MINISTERS 

SEE THE CONGREGATION AS THE MAIN FIELD IN 

WHICH THEY ARE TO SOW THE SEED. SOME EVEN 

GO SO FAR AS TO SEE THE CONGREGATION AS 

THE OPPOSITIONJ RATHER THAN AS COLLEAGUES 

AND PARTNERS IN MINISTRY, SOME MINISTERS 

SEE THE CONGREGATION AS BEING MADE UP OF 

ONLY BAD SOILJ ROCKY SOILJ PATHWAYSJ AND 

WEEDS, 

ACTUALLY J AS JESUS TOLD THE PARABLEJ ALL 

OF USJ MINISTERS AND LAY PEOPLEJ ARE BOTH 

SOIL AND SOWERJ AND ALL KINDS OF SOIL ARE 

WITHIN EACH ONE OF US, ALL OF OUR LIVES 

HAVE THE HARD SURFACES OR PATHWAYS THAT 

ARE TRAMPED SOLID AND SMOOTH ) PARTS OF US 

WHERE IT IS DIFFICULT FOR THE SEED OF ANY 

NEW IDEA TO TAKE ROOT, 

• 

ALL OF OUR LIVES HAVE ROCKY PATCHES IN THEMJ 

AS WELL -- PLACES WHERE THE SOIL IS THIN, 

THE SEED MAY SPRING UP QUICKLY J BUT THEN 

WITHER AND DIE FOR LACK OF DEPTH AND 

NOURISHMENT, MANY OF US ARE .GOOD STARTERS) 

BUT WHEN THE GOING GETS ROUGHJ WE LACK 

FOLLOW-THROUGH. 

THENJ TOOJ WE ALL HAVE WEEDS AND THORNS 
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IN OUR LIVES WHICH TEND TO CHOKE OUT ANY 

NEW SEED, WE LIKE TO HOLD ON TO OUR OLD 

ASSUMPTIONS, WE ARE AFRAID OF TOO MUCH 

CHANGE) SO IT GETS CHOKED OUT. 

BUT IN EACH OF OUR LIVES) AND IN THE LIFE 

OF EVERY CONGREGATION) THERE IS GOOD SOIL) 

AS WELL -- SOIL WHERE THE SEED OF Goo's 

WORD WILL TAKE ROOT AND THE YIELD WILL 

SURPRISE US. IN ADDITION) WE MINISTERS 

HAVE TO BE CAREFUL BECAUSE WE CANNOT ALWAYS 

TELL WHAT IS THE ROCKY SOIL) WHERE THE WEEDS 

AREJ WHERE THE PATHS AREJ AND WHAT IS THE 

GOOD SOIL. WE ARE OFTEN SURPRISED, IN 

OTHER WORDS) WE ARE NOT TO BE JUDGMENTAL 

ABOUT WHICH SOIL IS WHICH. 

OUR JOB AS MINISTERS AND LAY PEOPLE IS TO 

SOW THE SEED ) TOGETHER AND FAITHFULLY ) AND 

WHEN WE DOJ THERE WILL ALWAYS BE A HARVEST 

THAT WILL SURPRISE US. 

3. THIRDLY ) THE PARABLE REMINDS US THAT 

AS SOWERS WE ARE TO TAKE OUR WORK SERIOUSLY) 

BUT WE SHOULD NOT TAKE OURSELVES TOO SERIOUSLY. 

THIS ESPECIALLY IS GOOD ADVICE FOR MINISTERS. 

FROM THE POINT OF VIEW OF THE PARABLE ) THERE 

SEEMS TO BE A KIND OF DIVINE CARELESSNESS 

IN Gon's SOWING. 

THIS PICTURE OF A PERSON SCATTERING THE 

SEED BROADCAST IS A LITTLE FRIGHTENING AT 

FIRST UNTIL WE UNDERSTAND THE END OF THE 

---... -



STORY. WE WORRY BECAUSE SO MUCH OF THE 

SEED WILL BE LOSTJ SO MUCH WILL GO TO WASTEJ 

AND SO MANY THINGS CAN INTERFERE WITH ITS 

GROWTH. BUT AGAINJ REMEMBER THE POINT OF 

THE PARABLE IS THAT IF WE SOW FAITHFULLY J 

THERE WILL BE A HARVEST-

WHEN I SAY THAT WE MINISTERS SOMETIMES TAKE 

OURSELVES TOO SERIOUSLY J I THINK IT'S BECAUSE 

WE TEND TO THINK THAT WE ARE THE ONLY SOWERS 

AT WORK. RATHER J WE NEED TO TAKE OUR WORK 

SERIOUSLYJ AS I SAID BEFORE) BUT THEN KEEP 

A SENSE OF HUMOR ABOUT OURSELVES AND WHO 

WE ARE. Too MANY CLERGY BELIEVE THEY ARE 

THE CHURCHJ AND THUS TAKE EVERY FAILURE 

TOO PERSONALLY. SOME OF THE SEED WE SOW 

WILL ALWAYS GO TO WASTE. 

SOMETIMESJ TOOJ WE MAKE THE MISTAKE OF 

WANTING TO SEE INSTANT RESULTS BECAUSE OF 

OUR SOWING. WE FORGET THAT SOME GROWTH 

IS SLOW AND ALMOST IMPERCEPTIBLE. 

IN MY FIRST PARISH) I CAN REMEMBER VISITING 

A WOMAN IN THE HOSPITAL REGULARLY SEVERAL 

TIMES A WEEK. SHE HAD HAD A SERIES OF BRAIN 

OPERATIONS FOR TUMORS AND WAS THEN TRYING 

TO RECOVER FROM ANOTHER ONE. THERE WAS 

LITTLE HOPEJ IF ANYJ THAT SHE WOULD RECOVER. 

I VISITED HER WEEK AFTER WEEK AND MONTH 

AFTER MONTH) ALWAYS TRYING TO BE SENSITIVE 

TO HER NEEDS AND HAVING A BRIEF PRAYER. 

SHE DID NOT OFTEN VISIBLY RESPOND OR TALK 
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VERY MUCH, FINALLY 1 AFTER MANY MONTHS1 

SHE DIED, I WAS DISCOURAGEDJ NOT BECAUSE 

SHE DIED 1 BUT BECAUSE IN ALL OF MY VISITS 

SHE 1 HAD NOT BEEN VERY RESPONSIVE AND DIDN'T 

SEEM TO CARE WHETHER I CAME OR NOT. Nor 

LONG AFTER THATJ I MOVED AWAY. THE NEXT 

CHRISTMAS I RECEIVED A LONG LETTER FROM 

HER HUSBAND TELLING ME HOW MUCH THESE MANY 

VISITS HAD MEANT TO HIS WIFEJ HOW MUCH IT 

HAD PREPARED HER FOR HER DEATH 1 AN.D HOW 

MUCH IT HAD MEANT TO HIM, 

I HAD COUNTED MY EFFORTS A FAILURE1 BUT 

THE SEED HAD TAKEN ROOTJ FAR MORE THAN I 

EVER EXPECTED. 

SOMETIMES THE WORD OF GoDJ THE LOVE OF GoDJ 

SEEMS SO FRAGILE IN THIS WORLD AND SO 

VULNERABLE, THE CHURCH SEEMS TO HAVE SO 

LITTLE CHANCEJ YET THE SEED HAS CONTINUED 

TO BE SOWN1 AND IT CONTINUES TO TAKE ROOTJ 

BECAUSE GOD IS SOWING RIGHT ALONGSIDE OF 

us. 

CHERYL 1 I AM HONORED TO BE YOUR COLLEAGUE 

AS A SOWER, You WILL BE A GOOD AND FAITHFUL 

SOWER1 AND I KNOW THAT YOU WILL LEAD MANY 

OTHERS IN THE CONGREGATION YOU SERVE NOW 

AND THOSE YOU WILL SERVE IN THE FUTURE TO 

BE GOOD AND FAITHFUL SOWERS OF THE SEED 

OF GOD'S LOVE ALSO. AMEN, 


