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“ Families with children were hit hardest during the pandemic.  
Parents told us heartbreaking stories, like hiding food from their  
children so they could ration it until their next pantry visit.  
And home deliveries of food, primarily for seniors, nearly tripled.”
—Rhonda Oliver, director of Feeding Greene, an all-volunteer food pantry in Greene County, Virginia

Spring was making 
itself known in 
Albemarle County. 
Unfortunately, so was 
COVID-19. Pastor Lance 
King of Earlysville 
had just finished his 
morning devotion, 
where he had prayed 
for guidance as to how 
he and Chestnut Grove Baptist Church should 
respond. “As I opened my eyes, I looked out 
through my office window, and directly across 
the street was a great big, beautiful pasture,” 
he recalled. Immediately, Lance envisioned 
the pasture filled with crops: rows and rows of 
healthy vegetables for underserved neighbors in 
his region. “I thought one of our church families 
owned the four-acre field, but before  
I ever called her, another neighbor called me

later that week and asked if the church could use 
her land.” Miraculously, the caller owned part of 
that pasture, and his church member did indeed 
own the rest. Both landowners, the Bailey and 
Philkill families, readily supported Lance’s idea.

Next came a picnic-table planning session with 
Mitzi and Aaron Hammer, church members who 
own a nearby homestead, and Jonathan Proffitt, 
a neighboring farmer who worships with Faith 
Mission Fellowship. Jonathan is a graduate of 
Virginia Tech’s agricultural technology program, 
so he sketched a garden layout and crunched 
numbers to estimate harvest yields. Though 
Lance initially imagined planting the entire four 
acres, Jonathan’s calculations revealed that even 
a .65-acre plot had potential to produce 5,000 
pounds of vegetables in just one summer! Lance 
suggested hardy crops – vegetables that are 
naturally robust, nutritious and not vulnerable 
to inexperienced volunteers (himself included). 

SEEDS OF FAITH

By Lynn Kirk

Chestnut Grove 
Church members 
Aaron and Mitzi 
Hammer were 
instrumental in 
making Pasture to 
Produce a reality.

Pastor Lance King
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SEEDS OF FAITH EVEN A .65-ACRE PLOT HAD POTENTIAL 
TO PRODUCE 5,000 POUNDS OF 

VEGETABLES IN JUST ONE SUMMER
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By meeting’s end, they agreed to plant half the 
field in sweet potatoes and the remainder in 
green beans, squash, zucchini and cucumbers. 

The church, which was founded in 1773, 
provided $1,000 for start-up materials by 
reallocating funds from a COVID-canceled 
community picnic. As others heard about the 

project, another miracle ensued: an additional 
$3,000 in donations flooded in the first week.  
“Of course, there were skeptics, but we navigated 
all voices,” Lance said. “Our congregation has 
managed to stay limber enough to accept new 
ideas and try new things, even though our 
church is older than America itself.”

The planning team divided responsibilities. 
Mitzi branded the project Pasture to Produce 
and graphically designed a custom logo. 
Meanwhile, Jonathan did the groundwork and 
tilled the field, after which other volunteers 
raked out rocks (including a stubborn boulder!), 

added compost and planted rows of seeds and 
seedlings under Aaron’s direction. They added 
flowers here and there to attract pollinators 
and dissuade destructive insects. Granted, 
the sowing was later than the typical spring-
planting schedule, but even the postponement 
was part of God’s master plan. An unexpected 

hard frost occurred 
in mid-May, so there 
would have been 
significant losses if 
the crops had been 
planted any earlier.

As the crops grew, so did the chores. There was 
no on-site well or electricity, so Aaron rigged up 
a water cart in case summer brought drought. 
Another Chestnut Grove member, Josh Hatcher, 
signed up to help from day one, along with 
his sons, 11-year-old Grayson and 7-year-old 
Corbin. The father-son team worked every week, 
sometimes several times a week, during late 
spring and summer. The children not only learned 
Scripture in action; they learned how to rake, hoe 
and hunt pesky potato bugs with expertise!

Before long, the Pasture to Produce story 
hit the local news network, and community 

“ NOT ONE PLANT DIED, AND THERE WERE NO BARE SPOTS.  
I KNOW THE HANDS OF GOD WERE IN THAT SOIL!”



19imagine I fall 2020

volunteers signed up to work, all within the 
required social-distancing parameters. Some 
were other parents with children, others were 
teens and seniors. Those physically unable 
to work supported through Chair to Prayer 
and Care, where they prayed mid-week and 
occasionally worshiped at the garden. Almost 
100 volunteers, ages 3 to 78, gave nearly 700 
hours to help transform that fallow pasture 
into a bountiful harvest beyond Lance’s dream. 

“Scripture makes it very clear in 1 John that 
we are to take care of one another,” explained 
Jonathan, when asked why he had devoted so 
much time to the project. After all, he has his 
own nearby farm to attend. “When we do serve, it 
is an example of the love God has shown to us.” 

Aaron and Mitzi continued to work in the 
mission-rooted garden all summer, too. As 
first-generation farmers, Mitzi blogged about 
Pasture to Produce, “Life is about relationships 
and about meaningful connection. Our village 
here in Earlysville has opened its arms to us, 
and we fully embrace them in return, taking 
the time to love one another thoughtfully, help 
our neighbors genuinely and live as much as 
we can off the land around us.” 

The first harvests in June netted an amazing 

1,100 pounds of fresh vegetables. “Not one 

plant died, and there were no bare spots,” 

Mitzi shared with faith-infused glee. “I know 

the Hands of God were in that soil!”

By harvest’s end, Pasture to Produce netted 

even more than expected: more than 

6,000 pounds of wholesome vegetables, 

with 100 percent donated to food pantries 

in Earlysville, Charlottesville and Greene 

County. The church, which became a BGAV 

member in the mid-1800s, had demonstrated 

the powerful and life-changing impact of 

community missions. 

“Some churches determine success through 

an attendance and cash matrix,” Lance 

remarked. “Those old systems limit how 

much you can do, so we’re on a shift toward 

a more ecclesiastical mission — working 

together for the tangible blessing on people 

as part of the Kingdom of God on Earth.”

Jonathan added, “Paul tells us in 1 

Corinthians, ‘I planted, Apollos watered, 

but the Lord kept it growing.’ God gave the 

increase … and for good purpose.” 

Jonathan Proffitt 
of Faith Mission 
Fellowship provided 
agricultural instruction 
and Scriptural wisdom.
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