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 My formative years were frequently punctuated by visits to my sainted mother’s 
childhood home, a rough and tumble old farm five miles out into the country.  President 
Martin van Buren had signed the original deed to the property when Presidents used to 
do such things. From family stories it was clear that farm life wasn’t an easy life 
necessarily, but they mainly produced what was needed, and preserved or shared the 
rest with family, friends, (not to mention the occasional hobo, my grandmother told 
me), and the little country church down the road.  The farmhouse was very old, hot in 
the summer and freezing in the winter unless the woodstoves were beginning to glow in 
their appointed rooms.  Out back was the proverbial outhouse.  Potato and corn fields 
stretched to the woods; the kitchen garden itself was far larger than most yards these 
days.  Several barns and sheds housed a small herd of bucolic Jersey cows (you need 
cream? – get a Jersey), chickens which stalked the back lot, and two massive work 
horses who held court in the big barn on the ridge.  Those horses of Clydesdale lineage, 
Florrie and Betty, were the engines that ran the daily chores on the farm.  Attuned to my 
grandfather’s least tug or barked command, they ensured that the fields were plowed 
with furrows straight and narrow, corn and potatoes were hauled to storage, and wood 
brought in for the stoves, including my grandmother’s cast iron kitchen range.  I still 
remember the smell of bread baking early in the morning. 
 Florrie and Betty were my grandfather’s pride and joy.  You didn’t get near them 
unless Bert said you could; his younger grandchildren were reminded over and over 
that, while gentle, those massive beasts could put a hurtin’ on you if you weren’t careful.  
Bert loved my father, his city-boy son-in-law, but affection of a wizened old farmer was 
hard to express.  Neither could he hear from his family much of their own affection for 
him since he was deaf as a stump.  Thus, his way to demonstrate his regard for my father 
was to encourage him to take Florrie and Betty into the potato field for a bit of plowing.  
Always a good sport, dad would occasionally regale us in later years with stories about 
those @#!!%?* horses who just about killed him that day.  Plowing, he found, was 
neither easy nor self-evident work.  The learning curve was high and muscle-memory 
after the experience could keep you on a heating pad for days. 
 The gospel for next Sunday, the third after Pentecost, is not a pleasant tale for 
easy listening.  Jesus clearly is endorsing the adage that he came to comfort the afflicted 
and afflict the comfortable [accent on the last part!].  Nevertheless, it is an honest 
exchange between Jesus and his apparently waffling followers.  Typically for Jesus, he 
couches his blunt words about the Kingdom’s work looming before them in ways they 
understood – no esoteric jargon or sugary piety disguise his meaning.  Jesus invites 
folks with his familiar:  Follow me. …but one of his followers said, Lord, first let me go 
and bury my father.  But Jesus said to him, Let the dead bury their own dead; but as 
for you, go and proclaim the kingdom of God. Another said, I will follow you, Lord; but 
let me first say farewell to those at my home. Jesus said to him, No one who puts a 
hand to the plow and looks back is fit for the kingdom of God [Luke 9:51-62].  Jesus 
doesn’t seem to have been paying much attention during his seminary class about 
pastoral care! 
 Fortunately, we do know from other passages in the gospels that Jesus did, 
indeed, understand human grief and frequently expressed deep sorrow for the suffering.  



The key to this gospel passage is in the last verse we hear next Sunday.  Those who lay 
their hand to the plow – that is, those who desire to be disciples in God’s kingdom – 
cannot afford to dither and waffle about it.  The work of discipleship is not like a hobby 
we casually take up or put away if we get bored with it or distracted by something else.  
God’s call to us and our subsequent embrace as God’s beloved children comprise a 
reality that lasts 24/7.  God’s call is perpetual, demanding – yes! – but energizing 
because of God’s love and gifts for service poured out to sustain us in our working and 
our weariness.  Gospel weariness might be likened to family and friends sitting on the 
porch as twilight falls, glasses of iced tea at hand, fresh watermelon cut, and a day’s 
work stacked on pantry shelves, a sewing project finished and ready for ironing, a 
beginning tennis player having mastered the backhand stroke at the city park, the 
spelling bee won, a memory of encouraging folks under your supervision to do their best 
at the office and expressing the deserved appreciation for work well done – “…good and 
faithful” folk reminiscent of Matthew 25.  It is Aunt Bea, Andy with guitar, Barney, and 
Opie singing an old song and reviewing the events of the day. 
 Dad’s foray into plowing and the hard-won wisdom gained by the experience is 
reflected in a number of hymns and sayings.  One venerable spiritual, Keep Your Hand 
on the Plow! is captured by Youtube® video clips, some by legendary gospel singers 
such as Mahalia Jackson and others of someone’s granny or great-aunt up in the hills, 
sitting on the porch with some folks for a singin’, pickin’ and fiddlin’ fest:  Heard the 
voice of Jesus say / “Come unto me, I am the way” / Keep your hand on the plow, hold 
on / When my way gets dark as night / I know the Lord will be my light / Keep your 
hand on the plow, hold on!  The spiritual even gave birth to another song, Keep Your 
Eyes on the Prize, one of the iconic songs for civil rights and the zeal for justice and 
mercy for all the people God loves, “…red and yellow, black and white.”  Such regard for 
others’ dignity and well-being remains since Bible-times what another old hymn calls 
“our theme in glory!”  Folk wisdom as well as the Bible reminds us that life is very often 
“…a long row to hoe,” hoeing and plowing being first cousins in labor.  Neither is it too 
farfetched to suggest that the Lord’s straight and narrow [Matthew 7:13-14] is related 
to those furrows plowed by two gentle giants, Florrie and Betty, simply because they 
wanted what Papaw Bert bid them do.  Plowing which is straight, hoeing which 
cultivates rather than destroys, and whatever missional service is made possible by each 
of our gifts given by God in love is what this time of Post-Pentecostal plowing is about.  
Just keep your hand on the plow and hold on!!! 
  


