
 1 

Camille Cook Murray      September 10
th

, 2017 

Georgetown Presbyterian Church    1 Thessalonians 5:12-28  

Until the Winter Comes     Matthew 9:35-38 

 

Growing up I was always jealous of my cousins who lived in Northern Minnesota.  
In the suburbs of St. Paul, we started school on the Tuesday after Labor Day.  But 
outside of the Twin Cities, schools often started a few weeks later.  This was to 
allow the students to help their families with the harvest.  It seemed totally unfair 
to me – little did I know!  Well, we are in harvest season again and Jesus is 
looking for laborers in the fields.  This familiar passage from Matthew has 
wonderful imagery for the church’s traditional ‘kick off’ Sunday.  ‘The harvest is 
plentiful but the laborers are few.’  There is more nuance here than a simple call 
to rally the troops.  Jesus has been teaching his followers about what it means to 
be a disciple and now he is commissioning them for Christian leadership – to be 
shepherds for the sheep of his flock. 
 
Jesus portrays the sheep as needy, “harassed and helpless”, he says. Jesus needs 
people who are willing to minister to them.  But as Reverend Trace Haythorn 
writes, “Leadership of this sort in first-century Palestine is a precious 
commodity.”  That’s what Jesus was saying about the workers being few.  Jesus 
needs people who will step into positions of leaders, to shepherd his flock.  Jesus 
previously has been demonstrating to the disciples what this kind of leadership 
looks like – it looks like acts of healing, great patience, offering forgiveness, 
showing mercy, displaying generosity, and humble service.  For months, he has 
been showing them with his actions what leadership looks like but at this point 
Jesus stops being the sole teacher and guide and asks the disciples to pick up the 
mantle and start ministering in his name.  He calls them his ‘apostles’, a word 
that means “those who have been sent out.”  They are no longer observers of 
Christ but practitioners of the faith and leaders in the community.   
 
The leadership section in bookstores has swelled in recent years with endless 
articles and books about how to lead in business, in medicine, in relationships, in 
politics, in everything imaginable.  Generally, I enjoy these types of books and 
often gain insights from them but there is a difference in the type of leadership 
Jesus is looking for in his laborers.  Leadership 101 often begins by trying to 
define who is a leader and what makes a good leader – do you have the abilities to 
resolve conflicts, lead teams of people, create strategy, and raise funds?  Are you a 
type who can stand out from the crowd?  The inference is that some are leaders 
and some are not.  Here are four quotations from people who have studied and 
taught and written about leadership. 
 
Peter Drucker said: "The only definition of a leader is someone who has 
followers." 
Warren Bennis said: "Leadership is the capacity to translate vision into reality.” 
Bill Gates said: "As we look ahead into the next century, leaders will be those who 
empower others." 
John Maxwell said: "Leadership is influence - nothing more, nothing less." 

http://www.forbes.com/profile/bill-gates/
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But Jesus’ sets out a different model wherein all can be considered leaders in his 
service.  This is not a question of “are you a leader?” but “will you lead?”  Jesus 
has been spending the last weeks and months shaping this group of disciples 
through an intentional formation process – a leadership conference or degree 
program, if you will.  In this course, Jesus is teaching them how to live.  A 
Christian leader is one who has discerned a calling to the faith and who has 
accepted the ways of Christ.  You don’t have to be a good communicator, a 
visionary, or an executive – you need to be a certain type of person, with qualities 
and characteristics and ways that reflect the person and example of Jesus Christ.  
Everyone is able to be a leader for the kingdom – it is not simply about the skills 
you bring but about the faith you live out.   
 
I think of Mother Theresa, this awkward, timid, and complicated soul – who 
would not look like a leader by any secular definition and yet she just embodied 
Christ’s teachings so remarkably that she has been a hugely influential Christian 
leader.  She led through her willingness to be with the people, a shepherd to the 
most vulnerable sheep in the world.   
 
Jesus did not say in order to lead you need to have influence, you need to have 
followers, and you need to execute vision.  Rather we see him set out for his 
followers an ethic for how to live and in doing so one becomes a leader for the 
faith.  This is what the church needs to teach its members, the ethic of Christ to 
apply to their lives, their professions, their neighborhoods, their schools.  This is 
what Jesus was trying to impart.   
 
 
Like a farmer, when the crop is ready, needs to mobilize workers in the field so to 
does the church need to mobilize its members to live this ethic and therefore to 
lead.  New Testament scholar, Tom Long says, “This is a mission that cannot wait 
for a more opportune time – when the church is stronger, richer, or more 
confident.  The harvest time has come, and laborers are needed in the fields 
today.”  Our world with its brokenness and terror and heartache and poverty and 
despair needs the message of Christ.  Our world needs those who will minister to 
the sheep and follow in the footsteps of the Good Shepherd.  And so we imagine 
this as harvest season, a season when the church and the world desperately needs 
Christian leaders.  It needs people to carry out Christ’s teachings, to minister to 
his people, to live according to the ethics of a grounded, authentic, and selfless 
faith.  That is what the church and the world needs in this season. 
 
For me, it is quite strange to be preaching the last sermon before my maternity 
leave on this kick off Sunday, of all Sundays in the church.  It is strange to be 
absent from the work of this upcoming season and not be returning until the end 
of November.  The fall is the time when there is the most work to do.  This is an 
important season for the church.  It is not particularly good timing and it has 
made me worry.  In one of my 2am pregnancy insomnia panic sessions, I had an 
epiphany about this – thank you, Lord.  A large section of our New Testament is 
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comprised of letters from a pastor to churches written in seasons when they are 
apart from one another.  Paul, the pastor, writes to churches where he ministered 
in Rome, Corinth, Thessalonica, Ephesus, Galatia, just to name a few.  He is not 
with them all the time and so writes to encourage them to be faithful laborers.  
Most of these letters have a similar chorus, usually at the beginning and the end 
of the letter, with sound pastoral advice for how they are to be the church. 
 
George Burns had some advice for his pastor.  He said, “The secret of a good 
sermon is to have a good beginning and a good ending; and to have the two as 
close together as possible.”  Well Paul was not known for this kind of preaching 
or writing.  He often starts and ends his letters with incredibly poetic words but 
in the middle he raises complicated issues, wields confusing theology, and goes 
on long tangents.  But he usually starts and ends very strong.  1 Thessalonians is a 
great example of this kind of letter; it is considered the oldest text in the New 
Testament, written sometime around 51 AD.  Paul concludes this letter with eight 
pieces of advice to his flock.  This is his reminder to them about what it means to 
be the church, what it means to be leaders in the faith: he writes, ‘be at peace with 
one another, encourage the faint hearted, help the weak, do not repay evil for evil 
but seek to do good, rejoice always, pray without ceasing, give thanks in all 
circumstances, hold fast to what is good.’   
 
You will recognize some of that from the benediction I offer.  Paul’s words are 
meant persuade the church in Thessalonica to maintain this Christian ethic for 
how to live and to remain faithful to their callings.  For if they will remember how 
to live then they will know how to lead – they will know how to be faithful 
apostles and the church will go from strength to strength.   
 
These reminders are important for us – that as Christians we are defined by how 
we live our lives.  We are called to follow in Christ’s ways.  We are called to 
embody faith, hope, and love.  We are called to shepherd the young, the old, the 
hungry, the hurting, and the vulnerable.  In these ways we become laborers in the 
fields for the sake of the kingdom.  In these ways, we become powerful, 
influential, and courageous leaders of the gospel.  In these ways, we become the 
church.   
 
In the harvest seasons, Jesus wanted his followers to remember how they were 
called to live.  In Paul’s absence, he wanted his churches to remember what kind 
of leaders they were called to be.  Jesus calls us into leadership and Paul reminds 
us what that means.  If we will lean into these teachings then the church will be 
fine – fine because our community will be filled with Christian leaders, those who 
hold onto what is good, strengthen the weak, and rejoice in all circumstances.   
 
Paul ends his letter to his church with a promise.  The promise is this: the one 
who calls you is faithful.  That promise remains: great is God’s faithfulness, in 
springtime and harvest.  And so may our lives respond to God’s faithfulness and 
Christ’s call for help, that we might be faithful leaders and laborers for God’s 
kingdom.   
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God’s rich blessings unto each of you this season; may your lives be faithful and 
fruitful until the winter comes.   
 
Amen.    


