
Farm manager Rick Rarick parked his 
wagon next to the red wooden farm stand 
with white, hand-painted lettering spelling 
out Matthew 25 Farm. A small group 
of teenagers unloaded freshly picked 
pumpkins from the wagon. The volunteers 
spent the autumn morning picking 
pumpkins on the farm’s expansive fields 
nestled in the rolling green hills between 
LaFayette and Tully, New York. 

Rick turned around to grab another 
pumpkin and a 15-year-old boy ripped an 
apple tree from the ground. He snapped 
it in half. “I was a little mad for half-a-
second,” says Rick. The year-old sapling, 
leafless, about four feet tall and a few 
centimeters round, looked like a stick in 
the ground. The boy thought he  
had removed a weed. He thought he  
had helped.

With the patience of a farmer and the 
understanding of a teacher, Rick turned 
this $60 mistake into an educational 
moment. Rick showed the group of young 
volunteers the parts of the apple tree 
sapling, how the roots form into the stem 
and how the sapling eventually bears fruit. 
Some of these young volunteers, the boy 
included, had never stepped foot  
on a farm before.

Educating volunteers about the source 
of their food is only one aspect of the 
Matthew 25 Farm. This nonprofit farm 
donates its entire yield to local food 
pantries and the food bank. Sixteen 
percent of Central New Yorkers experience 
food insecurity. The farm has grown and 
donated more than 250,000 pounds of 
tomatoes, apples, potatoes, peppers, 
squash, and other fruits and vegetables 
since its founding in 2009. Food pantries 

mostly receive canned and nonperishable 
goods, making the fresh produce even 
more vital.

Unlike most farms, which traditionally get 
passed down from the previous generation 
and work to make a profit, Rick’s older 
brother Jeff founded this nonprofit farm to 
act out his Christian religion. In the Gospel 
of Matthew, Chapter 25, Jesus tells his 
followers, “For I was hungry and you gave 
me something to eat, I was thirsty and 
you gave me something to drink, I was a 
stranger and you invited me in.”

The brothers grew up with the Christian 
faith influencing their lives. “I’m married 
to a minister. They were in church every 
Sunday. I made them memorize Bible 
passages and psalms,” says their mother 
Elizabeth Esmark. “Those poor kids,” she 
adds with a laugh.

The farm acts out the meaning of Matthew 
25 with a non-judgmental philosophy. “We 
don’t care who you are. We don’t care 
what your background is. If you’re hungry, 
we are here to help you,” says Esmark. 
Anyone in need of food can come to the 
farm and eat what they pick. Groups from 
Syracuse’s refugee community will visit on 
occasion to harvest for themselves. Mostly, 
volunteers work the fields and donate their 
goods. Esmark remembers a pleasant day 
when a singing group of volunteers bent 
over in the leafy rows to harvest peppers 
and eggplants on a fall day. 

Happy to share his farming knowledge, 
Rick explains the tricks of farming to 
volunteers. Butternut squashes have a tan 
outer layer when ready to pick. The white 
squashes need more time to grow. Twist 
an apple and it’ll come off when ripe. 

Avoid stepping on the roots while in the 
field because this will hurt the plant  
in the future. 

Rick’s past in teaching shows through in 
the way he explains the farm to volunteers, 
says Syracuse University sophomore 
Maddie Lorang, who volunteered with the 
farm for this year’s fall harvest. The first 
time she volunteered on the farm, the 
group of five SU students helped harvest 
apples in the orchard. The group taste-
tested the ripeness of the apples, picking 
the fruit from the ripe trees. Rick taught 
them how to put stakes in the ground to 
make the trees stand taller. One person 
climbed the ladder, as the others held 
the ladder and prepared the rope. The 
person on the ladder lifted a 15-pound 
stake hammer, slamming it down until the 
stake sturdily dug into the ground. “Some 
people were so clearly bad at it. He’d be 
like, ‘Oh, I think you hit a rock.’ Lorang 
says. “He makes everyone really excited  
to be out there.”

A rare few volunteers have tested his 
patience. About five years ago, Rick and 
a woman were picking green beans for 
herself and for donation. Rick pulled a 
few plump green beans from the plant 
and tossed them in her bucket with the 
rest of the harvested beans. The woman 
refused, saying, “No, I don’t want those. 
They’re the big ones. They don’t taste as 
good. Give them to the poor people. They 
don’t care what they eat.” Rick says the 
insensitive comment angered him, but he 
let it slide at first. “She said she needed 
food so we don’t question people,”  
he says. 

At the end of the day when the woman 
weighed her harvest she repeated the 
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comment again, this time in front of  
Rick’s mother:

“The poor people don’t care what they eat.” 

“She acted like the people she was trying 
to serve were beneath her. And no one is 
beneath anybody,” Rick says. He didn’t let 
it slide this time. Normally even-keeled and 
calm, Rick lividly told her that she was not 
welcome on the farm. “You might live in a 
different town. You might have been born in a 
different country, but it’s all the same home,” 
he says. “We all live on the same rock.” 

Rick became the manager during the farm’s 
second year. Being a college-educated man 
in his early thirties, he is not the stereotypical 
farmer. “We don’t all wear straw hats. We 
don’t wear coveralls. We don’t walk around 
with hay sticking out of our mouth,” he says. 
“Oh wait, I do. It is true I like chewing on the 
grass.” He wears a white, long-sleeved T-shirt 
with a picture of a tractor and the Matthew 25 
Logo. Below this, basic lettering spells out: 
Rick Rarick, Farm Manager.

Other than their mother growing up on a 
farm in Central New York, the family did not 
have much agricultural experience before 
starting the farm. “Jeff kept saying to us that 
he had this vision that we were supposed to 
start a farm,” says Esmark. 

He works in an older generation’s field, quite 
literally. The majority of farmers are growing 
older—about 600,000 farmers are between 
the ages of 55 and 64 years old, according 
to a 2014 Census of Agriculture Report. Their 
children do not want to replace them either. 
The formerly family-owned farms become 
consolidated into larger farms with fewer 
farmers. After peaking at 7 billion farms in 
1935, the United States had around 2 billion 
farms in 2014.

When Rick worked toward his Bachelor’s and 
Master’s degrees in education, he did not 
plan to become a farmer. He dreamed of 
becoming a teacher. He taught children with 
autism in Maryland until he decided to return 
home to Central New York with plans to start 
his own school. “My goal in life ever since I 
was 18 was to do something that gave back,” 
says Rick. “That was my very simple life goal: 
help people.” 

The Matthew 25 Farm is like an outdoor 
classroom where the weather dictates course 
selection and weeding is a core requirement. 
“I’ve crossed over the road basically. But I’m 
still going down the same path. Before, I was 
walking down the left side of it. Now I’m on 
the right side walking down it,” he says. “I’m 
riding a tractor half the time.”

Early morning scenes from the Matthew 25 
Farm’s LaFayette location. 


