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I planted, Apollos watered, but God provided the growth.




1 Corinthians 3: 6
The sower went forth to sow some good seeds, and some seed fell on good soil . . . . 

Just when I had gotten almost every phone number in our church directory 

memorized-- just when I had run out of the 1000 business cards I had printed up when I first came here-- just when things were feeling really comfortable for me here,  I heard the voice that said I had completed the work I was called to do, then told me it was time for me to leave.

These past few days have been reflective for me, as cards, letters and phone calls have come in from all over the country, thanking me for the work I have done here at Morgan Park.

My reply is what our gospel reminds us this morning--  that we are only sowing seeds, and sometimes by God’s grace, some seed falls on good soil and due to the nature of the seed itself, it produces lots and lots of fruit.  

I tell them what Paul reminds us:  that we are all part of the sowing, watering, and harvesting process.  It doesn’t matter who does the work, as long as everyone does their part.

We have accomplished a lot in the last ten years.  And anything I have done is related to what we all have done together.

In other words, “it’s not about me, it’s about you.”

I.

Many of you don’t know how my story with you began.  In my last congregation, I was almost ready to walk away from the ministry.  I was well-loved by the congregation but the core leaders who had founded the church forty years before didn’t want to work together.  They made church leadership difficult for me.  Thinking I would like to attend the School of the Art Institute and work on creative writing, one Christmas Eve I put my dossier in the mail.  I put a fleece before the Lord.  I said “God if you want me to stay in ministry, open the doors and make it happen.”  Things clicked, doors opened, this was the only church I applied for ten years ago.  And the rest, from that point on, begins our shared  history.

On the first day I arrived, I remember meeting Ensign Leininger and Fred Lux, working in the office.  We stood and sang the Doxology together.  It was a memorable first moment.

Then I started unpacking boxes and cleaning up my office. Unfortunately, my office has never been clean since that first day I moved in. There must be some Guinness Book of World Records I have broken because it’s taken me ten years to unpack and clean my office.  

That first night I was still unpacking when the Gougis family came into the church, looking for a prayer meeting.  I invited them into my office, we got to know each other and had our own prayer meeting.  Little did I know that I would go on to baptize Reshard, Reuvon, Raven and Ryan;  or how close we would grow.

On my first Sunday,  I found to my surprise that someone had put an alarm clock in the pulpit.  I got the hint, so I asked Dorothy Spinka about it.  Dorothy was the wisest woman I have ever met.  She told me the congregation loved good preaching, but keep it within 20 minutes, or else the offering that morning would be less.  

Dorothy Spinka sounded the note that informed my ministry when she told me:  “When you are a true pastor, your time is not your own.” That’s been true for me, as I have tried to be the minister you needed, giving myself and extending myself in every way.

The following Tuesday, I was introduced to the Sewing Circle ladies, who were on their best behavior.  Earlier that morning, Betty Lee stopped by my office, said she wanted to talk with me, then closed the door.  After telling me about her participation in the church and all about her daughter’s family, Betty said in her own gruff voice:  “Pastor, I’ve got one piece of advice for you.  Don’t let these ladies boss you around.  Don’t let these women tell you what to do.  Just do what you feel the good Lord calls you to do, and you’ll be fine.”  

The second week, I got my first introduction to the racism alive and well at Morgan Park.  Approximately half- a- dozen families had left the church during the interim because they didn’t like “the black” in our church.  I also experienced other members and leaders who made things difficult each Sunday for our African-American children.

But with each meeting, the Session stood strong, affirming the place of children in our church, caring about each and every particular child as a part of our church family, lifting us all up in our identity as children of God.  It was a great moment when the Elders stood up against the subtle and sometimes sophisticated forms of racism that existed then.  

Many of you will recall my first year as Dana Brown came back from his doctoral work to become our interim music director.  Dana and I clicked immediately and worked well together, there was an upsurge of energy and many people began to join the church . . . 

In my second year, infighting between personalities, individuals and groups took over, and it seemed like that the brunt of all the clashes and hostility fell upon me.  After every Session meeting, I would come home upset and disturbed, and since I didn’t have anyone at home to pour out my emotions (except my cat), I had to do something with all that energy, so I swept and vacuumed and cleaned my home.  Just as I was trying to get my ministry off the ground, church was a hotbed of conflict.  For a few years, my home was very clean the weekend after Session meetings. . . .  






II.

But in 1999, three amazing things happened.  First, Dr. Daniels and I and the Christian Education Committee cooked up the idea to invite Ann Page-El to join our staff.  Ann came on board as our Christian Education Director, working for $1 a year, and brought her experience, knowledge of Christian Education and her passion for ministry to our church. Ann made things happen, helping our church school grow until some Sunday mornings, there were twenty children here for children’s sermons and forty children here in church school.

Never was there a prouder moment for our congregation than when Ann was named APCE Christian Educator of the Year.

The second thing is that we called Jacob Haywood to be our director of music.  Jacob brought his passion and vision to our worship, and helped guide our music program as a ministry of outreach to the community.

Jacob’s passion for worship made our worship services come alive, Sunday after Sunday.   

The third thing that happened in 1999 is that we established a relationship with McCormick Theological Seminary, and became a field-education site.  We brought in high-caliber students, offering them an incredible learning experience.  Students like Tara Spuhler, Theresa Cho, David Aja-Sigmon, Patricia Lind, Trina Ward and Katie Snipe, each student brought a vibrancy and passion to our ministry.  






III.

With the staff picture complete, we began growing in new ways and I believe we have continued to grow ever since.

Do you remember the Sunday before Thanksgiving in 1999 when we showed up for worship only to find the boiler had gone out?  In two weeks---  with an emergency loan from Presbytery--  we had a brand new boiler.

Do you remember in 2000, we needed to raise 60,000 to put a new roof on our leaking Christian Education Wing.  Our efforts were stalled at about $40,000 when one rainy afternoon, with the roof leaking, Ann Page El and I were meeting, John the mailman came by.  I jokingly asked him if there was any money in the mail that day.  He handed me the mail, I opened one letter and found a check for $25,000 from one of our former members.  You have never seen David dance before the Lord with such joy . . . .

One of the highlights of this ministry for me has been maintaining contact with long-time former members and friends of Morgan Park, people in every state, who continue to write or e-mail or drop by when they are in town, sharing memories . . . 

Another joy came when the Session invited the Reverend David Leeb to become our Parish Associate.  David has been an incredible witness to us, serving as pastor, colleague and friend these past years, we have shared so much together . . . 

In all these things, it was you and not me, who did the work;  God working through us together.






IV.

You will remember that in September of 2001, I had vacation time scheduled, with a reservation to stay at a clergy apartment owned by Trinity Church on Wall Street--  when the planes struck the World Trade Center one Tuesday.  Because I felt God calling me to serve, I was on the first flight out of Midway to LaGuardia the next Monday morning, and on Tuesday night, spent five nights in a row, ministering at Ground Zero to firemen, policemen, rescue workers, any soul who needed spiritual care.  It was an incredible time to be in New York City.  Though it was earth-shattering to be there, I felt privileged to be able to be there and do ministry in the name of Christ.  Every moment I felt your prayers, your love and support.

It was you and not me.

In the summer of 2002, I was invited by Rev. Lawrence Shu to visit Cameroon.  What began as a vacation to the lush beaches and rain forests became a personal passion to raise awareness about the pandemic of HIV/AIDS.  Between the Presbytery and our congregation, we raised nearly $5000 which I took to Cameroon and shared with Rev. Ny-Nku to start a pilot program to educate pastors and churches about prevention of HIV/ AIDS.  At a time when the Cameroonian Christian leaders did not know that much about what was going on, even in their own country, I arrived on the scene and found myself in the right place, at the right time, to share critical information with Rev. Ny-Nyku, who now is the Moderator of the African Council of Churches. 

One Sunday, I climbed to the top of a mountain in a rainforest and preached in a cinder-block church with a tin roof on top of a mountain in a rain forest, the rain poured from the heavens, falling down so hard that the goats and chicken came into the sanctuary out of the rain.

Another Sunday sermon I preached in front of 3000 Christians in the national capital church of Yaounde on Election Day, and I called Christians to get involved in the political processes of their nation, especially so that they could hold the French-speaking government accountable for its lack of AIDS education prevention policies.

Because of that two week trip, and subsequent follow ups, every Presbyterian Church in Cameroon has a monthly bible study on HIV prevention for men, women, boys and girls, every pastor preaches on HIV/AIDS once a month, every pastor attends a training conference on HIV/AIDS once a year, and every congregation has a ministry to persons who have been infected with HIV, so they no longer are stigmatized or isolated or go off into the country to die.

In Louisville, they know who Morgan Park Presbyterian Church is.

It was you and not me.






V.

In ten years, we have accomplished so much together.  

When I came here, the Chimes had died, so we started the Vision.  With Gayle Burgher and Martha Kubajak, our communications ministry is strong.

When I came here, we were not computerized, and didn’t have a website.  With the help of Maribeth Kasik and Craig Beardsley, we are doing well.

In my ten years here, we have maintained an excellent staff, with great working relations.  In 9/10 year here, we have had two incredible secretaries, Donna Roberts and Juanita Bailey and three dedicated janitors, Howard Goodman, Henry Gatz and Keith Christie.  

In ten years here, Jacob Haywood and Candace Peters, with interims Dana Brown, Rich Boban, Irving Bunton and Patricia Lind have made our choir and our music program one of the best in town.  

In ten years, we have offered the gospel in music to our community, through seven Messiahs and eight Jazz in the Sanctuaries and several Seven Last Words and Requiems, Requiems, Cantatas, seven Concerts in the Spirit.

Our music ministry is so amazing and continues to draw people into the church.

Later in July, when the new windows are installed in the Christian Education wing, we will have undergone over $300,000 in repairs and improvements to our physical plant. Think about it:  on top of our weekly and monthly giving, this congregation has opened their hearts and checkbooks and kept giving and giving every time we have been asked, to rebuild this sacred place.  Over $300,000 of repairs and improvements.  I want to remind you that not all of it is paid for yet!

It was you, not me.






VI.

In ten years, we have sent four people to the Presbytery of Chicago to become candidates for Ministry of Word and Sacrament, one of whom will be ordained and installed in two weeks.  

We have maintained a quality Christian education program with relevant Christian education for all ages here for ten years, and each year, we have offered a high-quality Vacation Bible School to hundreds of kids.

In ten years, we have sent every young person who wanted to go to camp to summer camp at Saugatuck.  We have sent other young people to Presbytery Confirmation retreats and National Youth Trienniums.  

I believe there are young people here in this church who will go on to become the future elders, deacons and pastors of many congregations.

For ten years, we have sent over a hundred thousand dollars to local, national and international agencies working for justice and reconciliation, peace and healing.

For ten years, we have helped almost every person who come to our church in need with bus fare, groceries, finding shelter, the homeless and mentally ill have received a warm welcome, a cup of coffee and a prayer.  

For ten years, we have been a spark in promoting ecumenical relationships, our congregation is one of the leaders in the community in the World Day of Prayer, the Ministerium and the Community of Churches.  Every church in the community knows our congregation can be counted on to help unify our community.  

Each Sunday we have offered the best worship we can offer to God.  Each Sunday we have offered the best music and preaching and praying.  It has been glorious for me to worship here in the beauty of this sanctuary.

It’s all about you, not me.

We are only planting seeds.  We are only weeding and watering, we are growing and harvesting the gospel that grows in the minds and hearts of every child of God once it is planted.  We are only doing what should be our primary work--  all because a sower went forth to sow some seeds.  And the sower’s name was Jesus, and the seed he sowed was that kingdom of God is in our midst, right here, right now.






VII.

But now I need to close.  I hope you will remember me as a pastor who returned his phone calls.

I hope you will remember me as a pastor who cared for people.  If you were going into the hospital at 5:00 a.m. in the morning, I would be there to say a prayer.  If you were in the hospital, I would try to visit you as often as possible, every day if need be.

I hope you’ll remember me as someone who loved potluck suppers, showed leadership by being the first to go back for seconds and thirds . . .  I hope you’ll remember me as a pastor who loved a good laugh, and a good party.

I hope you’ll remember me as a preacher who was passionate about the issues of our day, and cared about the world we live in.

I hope you’ll remember me as a pastor who loved church music so much that he insisted we sing all six or seven verses to every hymn.

I hope you’ll remember me as a man who would do whatever it takes to help our church go forward. If Vacation Bible School needed a games leader, I played duck-duck-goose and leap frog for 4-5 year olds for five days in a row under scorching heat, my body sore for a week afterwards.

If furniture for the rummage sale needed to be transported, I did it.  If someone needed a ride to church, I gave it.  If a church member was down on their luck and couldn’t pay the bills, I offered my home. If you called at 1:00 a.m. in the morning, and needed to talk because you were struggling with something, I listened to you and offered up a prayer. If a youth needed a car to practice driver’s education, I became their driving ed instructor.

I hope you’ll remember me as a pastor who loved children and youth, and remember me as a pastor who loved the elderly.

I offered my best gifts in writing prayers, poems and speech choirs.  I offered my best gifts in teaching Bible study classes, especially teaching three or four courses on the Artist’s Way, which changed lives dramatically.

I offered my best gifts to you in trying to personalize weddings and bring out the personal meaning in each funeral sermon I gave, remembering the best in the best of this church.

I hope you will remember me as someone who tried to connect with each member of the congregation in a personal way.  Ministry is always personal and human, ministry is always dear and precious.  And sometimes the light of God shines through the colors and transparencies of our personality.  And sometimes the grace of God flows through our flaws and imperfections and weaknesses.  And sometimes--  just sometimes-- the love of God flows through our brokenness and our woundedness.  And something beautiful grows up.  That beauty is the life of this congregation.

Paul wrote:  “we have this treasure, in earthen vessels, to show that the power we live by comes from God and not from ourselves.”  (2 Corinthians 4:7)

It’s always been about you, and not about me.






VIII.

I have been so honored to be your pastor.  I have felt cherished and always prayed for. I am so glad to have been here, blessed to share with you in the ministry we shared in together.  

I want to thank you for helping me fulfill my call in Christ Jesus.  I want to thank you for being my friend in Christ.  I want to thank you for being my co-worker in the work of the Lord.  I want to thank you for all you have planted and all you have harvested in my life.  

And the last words I would leave you are:  Keep doing what you are doing, Morgan Park Presbyterian Church.  Keep being the church.  Keep being the people of God in mission. Keep planting. Keep watering and weeding.  Keep growing what God is growing in our midst. And other generations will harvest the seeds you grow.  

All because a sower went forth to sow some seed.  And the sower’s name was Jesus.  Amen.

