
The Bishop of St Albans’ Harvest Appeal 2018

Based on John 10:1-10, these sermon notes focus on the story 
of Frank Zulu, a smallholder farmer in Malawi. Christian Aid’s 
partner, the Evangelical Association of Malawi, has been working 
with farmers like Frank to ensure abundant life for families living 
with the difficulty of severe and unpredictable weather conditions.

Sermon Notes 
Harvest 2018

Introduction

At Harvest time we give thanks for the abundance 
of God’s provision. For crops harvested, for healthy 
livestock, and for the food available to us from all 
over the world.  

Whether we live close to the land and grow our own 
crops or live at a distance from it, we all depend on 
food from farms across the world. We gather today 
to give thanks for the harvest of food for the world. 
In particular, we give thanks for the harvest in Malawi 
and the profit from growing pigeon peas that is 
changing the lives of farmers’ families.   

Abundant life

• John 10:10 is a popular and often quoted verse. 
And the word ‘abundant’ resonates strongly at 
harvest time when we hope for plentiful yields 
so that all may have enough to thrive and not  
just survive. 

• It is a verse that lies very much at the heart 
of Christian Aid’s work across the world and 
particularly at this time of harvest, echoing a 
belief in the importance of ‘life before death’.

• The figure of speech of the sheepfold, whereby 
we give thanks for healthy livestock including 
sheep, provides an agricultural connection 
to harvest beyond the traditional sowing 
and reaping. 

• These words of Jesus are spoken as part of 
a longer exchange between Jesus and the 
Pharisees. In chapter 9 we see Jesus had 
healed a man who was born blind and he did 
it on the Sabbath. This healing challenged at 
least two long-held laws and caused so much 
confusion among the Pharisees that the healed 
man was finally driven out, excluded once again.

• By his healing action and by his words of 
restoration, Jesus demonstrates how abundant 
life is available through him here and now and 
is particularly available to the marginalised and 
excluded. 

• Following Jesus to enable abundant life for all is 
at the heart of our ministry. 

Frank’s story

• For Frank Zulu of Chithumbwi village, Malawi, 
abundant life is in part denied because the rain 
is no longer reliable: ‘Sometimes it rains heavily 
and washes seeds away and then it suddenly 
stops; sometimes it rains very late so our seeds 
die in the ground; sometimes it doesn’t rain  
at all.’

• The consequences for the maize harvest, and 
therefore for communities, is devastating. 
Frank says: ‘In Malawi, when we say somebody 
is hungry, we mean they don’t have maize. 
When the maize is not in harvest or there are 
shortages, people starve.’

• With support from Christian Aid’s partner the 
Evangelical Association of Malawi, Frank has 
diversified his crops to include sweet potatoes 
and pigeon peas, which can survive low rainfalls.

• However, even with a successful harvest of pigeon 
peas, the poor market prices for individual farmers 
has been preventing Frank and his family from 
getting a good price for his crops. This means that 
so far, they’ve been denied abundant life.  



I AM the gate

• Jesus does go on to identify himself as the good 
shepherd in John 10:11 but it is the gate to the 
sheepfold that he first identifies with.

• This sheepfold gate is a source of protection 
from thieves, bandits and corrupt shepherds. 
And it is a portal for good shepherds to enter 
and to lead the sheep to pasture, to the food 
and nourishment needed for abundant life.

• In contemporary society, ‘gate’ is a word 
often associated with bad leadership, as an 
indication of corruption or scandal. Rev Francis 
Mkandawire, Head of the Evangelical Association 
of Malawi, has spoken out about ‘the cashgate, 
tractor gate, maize-gate, and all other gates that 
may have happened or are happening behind the 
public eye in Malawi.‘1 And at a recent gathering 
of faith leaders, he emphasised ‘the need for faith 
leaders to put love in all issues because God  
is love.’

• For Frank and his community, this experience of 
corruption often happens at the farm gate where 
he sells the pigeon pea crop to traders. Often, 
these middlemen use illegal buying scales and 
exploit individual farmers. These ruthless tactics 
have the effect of driving prices right down. 

• For Frank, this is a disaster: ‘Even though I am 
growing more pigeon peas than ever, my life is 
miserable because of the low prices offered by 
the traders. The money is not enough to feed my 
family or pay school fees for my four children.’ 

• The thief comes to steal, kill and destroy. How 
then can we enable abundant life for Frank and 
his community? 

Evangelical Association of Malawi (EAM)

• Christian Aid in partnership with EAM has 
been working with local farmers like Frank 

to make sure they have the business training 
and resources they need to change their lives. 
The result is that many families have already 
seen a huge turnaround in their fortunes. 

• It starts with making sure farmers are using the 
most productive seeds possible. Pigeon peas are 
wonderfully resilient to the flash flooding and 
droughts that have destroyed so many farmers’ 
crops in Malawi. 

• Just as the sheepfold was a place where the 
farmers gathered their sheep for safe keeping as 
a cooperative, the farmers of Malawi have come 
together in cooperatives. Working as a group, 
they can negotiate with professional buyers to 
get better prices for their crops. 

• Through EAM and Christian Aid, Frank and his 
community now have the agricultural knowledge 
and support they need to achieve a more 
abundant life. 

Conclusion

• As followers of the good shepherd we are led 
to life in abundance, perissos in Greek, which 
in this context means ‘superior, extraordinary, 
surpassing, uncommon’ life. This Harvest, may 
we live out of such abundance rather than out 
of any fear of scarcity. Old Testament scholar 
Walter Brueggemann encourages us to resist the 
voice of scarcity in society: ‘It is our propensity, 
in society and in church, to trust the narrative 
of scarcity. That’s what makes us so greedy, 
and exclusive, and selfish, and coercive. But 
the narrative of abundance persists among us. 
Those who sign up and depart the system of 
anxious scarcity become the history makers 
in the neighbourhood.’ 

• May we live out a narrative of abundance this 
Harvest, and be the much-needed history 
makers in this changing world.

Endnotes
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