The Lord of the Harvest

A sermon preached by Ted Atkinson, Minister , (ixford Preshyterian Church, Uxford, PA on the 4th Sunday after Pentesost,
July 5, 1992, Seripture Lesson: LuLe 10:1-12, 17-20.

{H THE NAME OF THE FATHER AND OF THE SON AND OF THE HOLY SPIRIT. AMEN.

1. | was viciting the Delps av 31“5‘34‘1_&‘!_,‘ and | said to Vernan, “Tell me shoul
harvesting wheat.” Vernon went on irsﬁ atiout growing up on the farm, harnessing @
tearn of horses, snd how he once fell asleep ob the side of the field and let the team of
horses plow all by themselves. He tald all sorts of other farm related stories and about a
half an hour later ) Yearned that you have a relstively short harvest season for wheat. If
you harvest wheat 100 soon it doesn’t ripen. But if you wait too iong the grain drops off.
0 when it’s time for harvesting the whest you do nothing else all day but harvest. 171t

looks like its going to rain, you den’t stop for \unch. You don’t stap for dinner. You don’t

stand around and tell stories. You work fram dawn to night until all the wheat is

| t\;\ar\zested.

The same thing’s true of roses. | asked puffy about harvesting roses. “How long do
you have?” Duffy ssid, “Justa couple days at mast”. 1f you cut a rose bud too soon it
never opens up angd doesn’t become &8s beautiful ss it could be. But if you wail until it
apens up then it’s too late and the pgtals will fall off. There's just a relatively narroyy

window of oppartunity for harvesting roses.

2 There are times of spiritual harvesting as well.

preactctrEegosgel. 0 our Gospel lesson, Jesus knew that the time for a spiritual horvest
had come and there was no time Lo lose. After nearly three years of cultivating the soil
and planting the seeds of the Gogpel, Jesus knew there were many men angﬁwampn in the

M«\‘M s OQ?.N
tovens and villages of Palestine who were ripe for conversion.' He sppointed 70 to gather




* the harvest but he lamented that 70 wouldn't be enough. “The harvest ig plentiful, but the
lahorers are few; therefore ask the Lord of the harvest to send oul labarers into his
haryest.”

3 There’ve been times in the history of aur nation when the harvest has been
plentiful and the laborers insufficient to the task. Most of us don’t realize how
spiritually and morally decadent our nation was in the aftermath of the Revalutionary War.
when our nation celebrated the first 4th of July there was an sbysmal moral slump in the
Hnited States. Drunkenness was epidemic. According to one historian, of a population af
four million, 300,000 were confirmed drunkards. Profanity and blasphemg were rampant.
Prostitution and other forms of sexual immorality were widespread. Census slatistics
show that between a quarter and a half of all trides were pregnant at the time of their
marriage.

The churches were 1snguiching. Episcopalians and Congregationslists were deeply
influenced by enlightenment skepticism and rationalism. The Methndists were losing mare
members than they were gaining. The Baptists were barely holding their own. The
Preshyterian General Assembly afficially deplored the ungodliness of the country. The
Rev. Samuel Shephard, of Lenox, Massachusetts, said that in 16 years he hadn’t taken one
young person into membership. Yoltaire, the French skeptic, said, “Christianity will be
forgotten in 30 yesre’ time”. Tom Paine preached this message cheerfully all over
America. “The Church is dead. Christianity is dead.”

Colleqe students prided themselves on their rejection of Christianity. They took @
poll at Harvard and discovered only one practicing hetiever in the whole student body. At
Princeton, they discovered only two believers in the student body. They had & mock

commnion service at Williams Coliege.
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took 8 Bible from s Presbyterian church in Mew Jersey and burned it in & public bonfire.
Kenneth Scott Lotourette, the Church historion, said, “it looked oz though Christionity
were 8 waning influence, sbout to be ushered out of the affairs of men.”

But then something strange and unexpected began to happen. In 1793, a minister,
lsaac Backus, began ta urge Christians of every denorination to meet together for prayer.
They set aside the first Tuesday of January and once each quarter after that. They prayed
far God’s harvest. They prayed for laborers to go forth and reap the harvest.
Presbyierians, Episcopalians, Lutherans, Reformed, Baptists hegan to meet tagether in
small groups to pray. e A2 begm b s ,

In dugust of 1801, at Cane Ridge, Kentucky, hard-drinking, swearing frontiersman
came from aut of the woadwork to Preshyterian camp meetings. Thousands of peaple
walked and rode for miles to hear the Gospel preached. These reugh, tough frontiersman
We‘ré reducéd to tears, fell an the ground trembling, and rose up to commmit their lives to
Christ and his Kingdom. So many people were converted that Preshyterians in Kentucky
begged the church to send out rnore preachers. “The harvest was plentiful but the laborers
were few.”

in 1802, Tirnothy Dwight, the president of Yale began to call the students to renew
their minds, ta repent and helieve the gospel. About a third of the entire student body
were converted. There were s0 many conversions that Dwight couldn’t counsel them all.
The harvest was plentiful but the labarers were few.

Fram that second great awakening came many programs of social reform. The
modern migsiopary movement was born. Soon, nearly every Presbyterian church had a
missionary seciety. The Fresbyterian church sent out micsionaries out of all proportion

to our numbers. Wednesday evening prayer meetings were initiated in nearly every
o
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Presbyterian church. The Surwﬁl movernent was born out of this movement. It's
purpose was originaliy to provide free religious educatiuh to poor children. Out of this
Second Great Awakening the at;n_l_i_tignist movement received new vigor. Lyman Beecher
and ather evangelists began attacking social and cultural evils such as dueling, slavery,
alcaholicm, and prostitution. They promoted peace and prison reform. Beecher preached
that an unreformed nation cannat help but come under the judgment of God. And people
responded to the Gospel in unheard of numbers.
But harvest times don’t 1ast forever. The harvest came and went. In the middie of
the 19th century the country was seriously divided over the igsue nf slavery. People were
making money hand over fist, and they turned their backs on God. T HeLeprm, Flens o treass,
4. | believe there sre times of harvest ahead of us” Think of Oxford. %Iww?e are Eaming

about 3000 people in Oxford not counting the outlying areas. There aren’t enough churches
 .in Dxford to contain'sll those people if they all came at once. ‘We have over 00 members

and anather 100 or so on the roll of baptized members. Our new church, when completed,

would be too small to sccommodate sl of them

But | believe in the the Lord of the Harvest. Even now there’s something of a

harvest among the junior highs. Drew and the Parents Support group are praying that God

vrould provided, from our congregation, youth group leaders. Pray the Lord of the Harvest

to raise up workers. We have a hundred or more elementary age children. The Christian

Fducation committee wants to start s weekly youth group far these young people but we

don’t have the workers. “Ack the Lord of the harvest to send out laborers into his

harvest.”

we have many elderly people whao can’t come to church regularly. | thank God for

those of you whao visit some of thesze people faithfully. But the dernand is Tar greaier than
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* the supply of visitors. “The harvest is plentiful, hut the laborers sre faw.”

But it’s easy to become blind Lo what God is doing arcund the world. The harvest is
plentiful in Eastern Eurcpe and South America. The fastest growing churches in the world
are in Africa and Asia. There are mare Presbyterians in Korea than in the United States.
In Romania and Russis ministers can’t be trained fast enough to keep up with the men and
wromen who are turning to Christ. At the last Urbana Missionary conference sponsored by
Inter Varsity Christisn Fellowship, 20,000 college students met for a week during their
Christmas vacation. At the end of that week 3000 of them dedicated themselves to
serving Christ as cross cultural missionaries. 0f these 3000, the largest group of young
people nffering to go out as missionaries were Preshyterians. They've been brought to
faith and nurtured within the Presbyterian and they want to go as Presbyterian
missionaries. But the General Assembly doesn’t have the money to send out new

-ﬂmssi'enaries because local-churches are cutting back on their mission giving. “The
harvest is plentiful, but the laborers are few.”

wWhat can we da? The first thing Jesus saye is, “Ask the Lord of the harvest to send
aut 1abarers into his harvest.” Ask! Since early in March a small group of Men, never less
than four of us, have been meeting at Philip’s florists to read and discuss the Scripture
and to ask the Lord af the Harvest to send out laborers into the harvest. On wednesday
mornings at Ann Bailey’s another small group of women meet to study the Bible and pray.
At 6:30 on Thursday mornings a group of Oxford area ministers have been meeting for
prayer.

what if every women’s circle meeting sceduled quality time for prayer that God
wauld send out 1aborers in our church and throughout the world. What if every Session
meeting, every Deacons meeting, every committee meeting spent some quality time asking

)




" the Lord of the Harvest to provide workers and a grest harvest. The needs sre so grest and
the warkers are so few.

Severs! months ago | went to the Presbyterian Historical Society to do some
research on the history of our Church. | read all the session minutes from 1837 until
1670, | wanted to discover how the Session dealt with their plans to build s new church.
| was amazed to discover not one reference to the planning, funding, ar building af the
church. The year the church was completed the Minister called Sescion meeting to discuse
and pray for a revival of religion in Oxford. They huilt a large church, larger than they
needed at the time. But they balisyed in the Lord of the Haryest. They believed that God
was going Lo give them 3 harvest. The Session met. They prayed. The Congregation
prayed. And God blessed.

Ask the Lord of the Harvest to send out labarers into the harvest. What is involved

-in this dsking? whet if some of us got up at 6:00 in the morning to pray or have a half-
night in prayer. What if same of us would give up our lunch time and pray at a noon-day
prayer meeting with Episcopalians, Roman Catholice, Baptists and Methodists?

we can cultivate the soil and remove the rocks. We can plant the seed. We can

water. But only God can give the harvest.

Let us pray: Risen Lord Jesus, we remember the way in which you called the disciples to be with you, and recall
how you sent them out, two by two, invested with your authority to speak about the Kingdorn of God, and your power to cast
aut of hearts all that makes for death and destruction. Bless our desire to bring your message to this parish and te our entire
world. Help us first to spend time with you, and may it be your veice in our hearts which shall bid us go farth to do your
work. And just as you rejoiced at the simplicity of your first disciples, and through this saw the power of darkness fall, so
aive to us the uncorplicated response of children of the Heavenly Father. This we ask for your name’s sake. Amen.




