
Starting an Organic Community 
Vegetable Garden

at YOUR house of worship!

Letty Naigles and Charmaine Craig

Green Houses of Worship Gardening Project
A program of www.irejn.org



Two major threads

• PRACTICAL

• Where to garden

• How to garden

• Organic tricks of the 
trade

– Compost

– Bugs

– Diseases

– Critters

• ORGANIZATIONAL

• Your clients
Fellow congregants?

Greater community

• Your assistants

• Some simple ways to 
get everyone involved



What do you need for 
gardening?



SUNLIGHT



WATER

From the 
hose or 
faucet

Consider 
drip 
irrigation



SOIL1

• Use your own

• Check with UConn 
extension:

• http://www.soiltest.uconn.
edu/

• Free ph testing 2x/year

• Amend with compost

• Mulch with wood chips 
between rows

http://www.soiltest.uconn.edu/


SOIL2—other ways!

Compost from UCONN
http://www.extension.uconn.edu/
http://blog.extension.uconn.edu/2017/04/24/spring-compost-sales/

Sources of compost across the state:
http://www.ct.gov/deep/cwp/view.a
sp?A=2718&Q=325352

http://www.extension.uconn.edu/


Compost at your house of worship
•Start a compost pile!  
•grass clippings and leaves 

from last fall
• coffee grounds from coffee 

hour and any other food 
leftovers that are fruit/     
vegetable based

• (so NOT meat/fish/dairy 
scraps, although egg shells 
are OK).  
•Generates rich soil that 

you can add to the garden 
in future years.  



SEEDS

www.hartseed.com
Vegetables to grow from seed:
Beans
Peas
Greens
Carrots
Squash . . . .

NESEED.com 800-825-5477
122 Park Ave, Building H
East Hartford, CT 06108



SEEDLINGS

Vegetables to grow from plants:
Tomatoes
Peppers
Broccoli
Cauliflower
Brussel Sprouts . . . 

If possible, support your LOCAL 
Garden center



STOP! 
Time for some organization!

• Who are your clients?

• Who are your 
collaborators?

• Which vegetables do 
they like?

• Which vegetables can 
they grow to like?

• Consider also garden 
products

– Grow pumpkins, bake 
pumpkin pie to sell

– Grow herbs, make pesto 
to sell

– Grow tomatoes, make 
tomato sauce

• Use proceeds for the 
garden!



What do you need help with in the 
garden?

EVERYTHING



Specific ‘jobs’ for helpers

Once/season

• Build the beds

• Acquire the soil

• Test and amend soil

• Acquire the seeds

• Acquire the seedlings

• Plant the seeds

• Plant the seedlings

Multiple times/season

• Mulch the plants

• Water the garden

• Weed the garden 

• Harvest the produce

• Bring the produce to 
your clients



How attract and keep your helpers?

• Talk about it as a 
‘community garden’

• Plant with blessings

• Give updates during 
services as plants grow

• ASK for help!

• Bring your harvest as an 
offering, to be blessed 
during services



Collaborative community garden model
• Gather interested collaborators
• Small garden committee

• Visualize what goes into the garden
• Find the location
• Teach how to build, add soil, plant, weed, water
• Teach about bugs and other challenges
• Teach about harvesting times and how to ‘put the garden to sleep’ 

over the winter
• Teach about how to use the produce!  Healthy habits

• Develop community spirit through gardening
• Discuss community garden concerns like water, compost, 

cleanup
• Discuss community food concerns like food security, 

knowing where food comes from workshops for 
others?



Back to the gardening thread . . .

Let’s think about ORGANIC



WHY garden organically?

•Biblical perspective (Genesis 1):

•On Day 3 of Creation, God gathered together the 
waters, and let the dry land appear.  And God 
enabled the earth to put forth vegetation, plants 
yielding seed and fruit trees bearing fruit in 
which is their seed . . . And God saw that it was 
good.

http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&frm=1&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&docid=y_GKgHB7mdyp1M&tbnid=reahYOS6W6SymM:&ved=0CAUQjRw&url=http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Seascape.jpg&ei=7-EYU8rBN42qkQfKsIH4BQ&bvm=bv.62577051,d.eW0&psig=AFQjCNFfnKjRtqaCnZnWDfFKdGRNtqqYug&ust=1394225980521524
http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&frm=1&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&docid=yyIDw5Itx6icZM&tbnid=xL0xaMMKbhFZzM:&ved=0CAUQjRw&url=http://www.russellfeedandsupply.com/rfi-news/news-updates/5171-2013-03-5171&ei=kuIYU5eoM6fN0wH2-YHQCA&bvm=bv.62577051,d.eW0&psig=AFQjCNGe5LfXqZb14xwonkFXKQ9KHjDGxQ&ust=1394226166427872
http://www.google.com/imgres?sa=X&rlz=1T4DKUS_enUS243US245&biw=1024&bih=659&tbm=isch&tbnid=VQscxrt4GOzrWM:&imgrefurl=http://www.upwithtrees.org/&docid=nUldelqbiV0S9M&imgurl=http://www.upwithtrees.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/05/normal_First_flowering_trees_of_spring_-_01.jpg&w=1024&h=680&ei=v-MYU-CEDcfG0wHl54DYCQ&zoom=1&ved=0CP8BEIQcMDA&iact=rc&dur=747&page=4&start=41&ndsp=16


Genesis, continued
•On Day 5 of Creation, came the creatures of the seas, and 

of the air.

•On Day 6 of Creation, came the creeping things of the 
earth . . . and us.

•All of Creation is connected in this story, in God’s plan

http://www.google.com/imgres?sa=X&rlz=1T4DKUS_enUS243US245&biw=1024&bih=659&tbm=isch&tbnid=VhtbIB4SYNty8M:&imgrefurl=http://tracycochran.org/2012/06/a-fish-in-water/&docid=Ebmx2mk3oP5oqM&imgurl=http://tracycochran.org/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2012/06/Fish.jpg&w=1280&h=853&ei=ReYYU8icMqHL0gHcwoHwDg&zoom=1&ved=0CPQCEIQcMFg&iact=rc&dur=1473&page=7&start=88&ndsp=15
http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&frm=1&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&docid=Fldq2qHowm4eCM&tbnid=rBUDN20sV5yUkM:&ved=0CAUQjRw&url=http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Scutelleridae&ei=u-YYU6agH8vKkAeS04CgDA&bvm=bv.62577051,d.eW0&psig=AFQjCNFaLLi9qQYBzMxkKxapyT-vS8rK7Q&ust=1394227244308088
http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&frm=1&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&docid=dv_8_q8y7hvKKM&tbnid=bDYM_iQcTXAIpM:&ved=0CAUQjRw&url=http://www.fanpop.com/clubs/animals/images/31476961/title/animals-wallpaper-wallpaper&ei=VucYU8TlBsvM0gG3pICYBA&bvm=bv.62577051,d.dmQ&psig=AFQjCNEoNvK1rrcIes44cm6S4YMaOXvnmg&ust=1394227309457328
http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&frm=1&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&docid=BlAVN4aNFmWCjM&tbnid=2c2Jn0VJUhNGCM:&ved=0CAUQjRw&url=http://petkaria.com/hd-picture-of-animal/12/hd-animals/&ei=JecYU5mnDcnQ0wHfo4GYAg&bvm=bv.62577051,d.dmQ&psig=AFQjCNEoNvK1rrcIes44cm6S4YMaOXvnmg&ust=1394227309457328


Wisdom from the Qur’an
Islam teaches that human beings have been placed on 
the earth as khalifa (stewards) of the environment. 

In this instance, human beings have been appointed 
stewards over the earth to take care of it on behalf of its 
Creator and Owner, God.

In return, He has “given you the earth for a dwelling 
place and the heavens as a canopy” (Qur’an 40:64), 
while enjoining us to “eat and drink the sustenance God 
has provided and do not cause corruption in the land” 
(Qur’an 2:60).



Therefore  . . . 

By gardening organically, you think of your 
plants as part of a whole system within Creation 
that starts in the soil and includes the water 
supply, people, wildlife and even insects. 



A bit of biology and chemistry

• Good soil is full of living microorganisms
• Bacteria are decomposers for plant matter, returning its nutrients 

to the soil
• Bacteria bind compounds so they stay in the soil
• Bacteria collaborate with legumes to fix nitrogen

in the air and add it to the soil 

• Chemical fertilizers contain mineral salts that
plant roots can absorb quickly.  Hence, they 
get big, quickly.
• BUT
• These fertilizers ‘starve’ the bacteria, so they disappear
• Then  the soil structure declines, water is no longer retained
• Then more and more chemical fertilizers are needed to 

stimulate plant growth b/c they are the only things ‘left’!

http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&frm=1&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&docid=5gJdDyPVAkCbmM&tbnid=SUNwW6SjN5SrLM:&ved=0CAUQjRw&url=http://www.indiamart.com/mmindustries/agro-chemicals.html&ei=4-cYU96vLrPJ0gG354HgBQ&bvm=bv.62577051,d.dmQ&psig=AFQjCNFNUd1-LetJkRYLazrADqHkFr93zA&ust=1394227478804983


Plus

•Manufacture of most chemical fertilizers 
depends on nonrenewables like coal and natural 
gas  greenhouse gasses  global warming

•ALSO, the runoff from chemical fertilizers goes 
into our lakes and rivers, and ends up 
suffocating and killing the living things there—
fish, crustaceans, water plants!

http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&frm=1&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&docid=g_3nsfHC4pR2GM&tbnid=9HlIwIar8pXJhM:&ved=0CAUQjRw&url=http://www.shutterstock.com/s/"chemical%2Bfertilizer"/search.html&ei=gegYU_fzK4yw0QGe0YGYAg&bvm=bv.62577051,d.dmQ&psig=AFQjCNFnVkBQudMLknPPNwLCV9ECtASzKA&ust=1394227627293973


Drawbacks of pesticides
• NONorganic pesticides are indiscriminate: they kill everything in 

their path.  

• Applied to soil  they kill the beneficial bacteria as well as 
blights and diseases.  

• Applied to the plants themselves  they kill the beneficial 
insects (ladybugs, butterflies) as well as the problematic ones

• AND they harm birds and herbivores (squirrels, voles, moles) that 
eat the plants and nuts and seeds (remember DDT?) 

• AND they harm the mammals/carnivores that eat the birds 
(foxes, hawks, and also our dogs and cats!).  

• AND they could even harm us, the long-term effects of the 
buildup of these chemicals in our bodies is not good!



So, HOW garden organically?

•Use COMPOST as much as possible

• If needed, purchase truly organic fertilizers:

•Made from natural plant and animal materials

•Made from mined rock minerals.  

• Look for products labeled “natural organic,” “slow 
release,” and “low analysis.” 

•Ask a reputable garden center owner to recommend 
fertilizer brands that meet organic standards.



Be proactive!

If you MULCH your plants

You won’t have to 
WEED so much!



Be proactive!

•Encourage the 
‘good’/beneficial bugs, 
like ladybugs and 
nematodes.  

• Flowers surrounding 
the garden attract 
ladybugs (marigolds are 
great), 

 you will have fewer 
problematic bugs



Be proactive!

If you 
FENCE your 
garden,
the critters 
will find it 
HARDER to 
get in



IF you do get pests

•Spray them away with jets of water, or with 
gentler applications of soapy water or 
pepper/garlic water.

•Pick them off—sooner is better—and place the 
pests in sealed jars/containers to kill them.

•Use organic controls like BT (cabbage loopers eat 
leaves with BT, cannot digest, bulks in their 
digestive tracts, they die). 

•Neem

•Diatomaceous earth 



WHERE to find organic controls?

•www.organicgardening.com

•www.gardensalive.com



When to grow what . . . 



Don’t forget . . . Harvesting!



Last words

• WEIGH your harvest

• Estimate its VOLUME (for greens)

• Go and TELL


