Harvest  2009  I Timothy 6.6-10;  Matt 6.25-33

My Dad has always worked in the wholesale fruit and vegetable trade, in Covent Garden and Spitalfields markets, wonderful displays. Amazing displays of fresh, raw foodstuffs, in wonderful colours, shapes, smells. 

There is still enough to feed all in this world, even this 21st-century’s population, but this Gospel is a difficult message to take to a mother in Africa whose baby is starving because her body cannot make milk. “Do not worry about your life, what you will eat or what you will drink.”  Life is certainly more than food – but life cannot continue without food. 

Meanwhile, we in the west throw food in the bin because it’s passed it’s ‘sell-by’ date, or struggle to keep our weight down to an acceptable limit. Half the world battles against malnutrition, the other half against obesity. Something has gone seriously wrong.

Food has become one more commodity, to be bought and sold at whatever cost market forces dictate. Ethical considerations are often swept away in the face of financial ones. The developed countries want food to be cheap, to be transportable, to be continually available regardless of natural growing season, to be ‘perfect’ by our own definitions. But at what cost to others does that come? (Cost of Fairtrade products, loss of rain-forest to farm beef cattle.)

We have relatively recently, lost the direct connection of producing our own food. In our busy lives we have no space  for cultivating and harvesting, no time or energy for allotments or vegetable patches which need digging and weeding and watching for slug attack. Now, we don’t even have to labour getting to the supermarket and picking items off the shelf. – Tesco-man will do it for us if we just ask.

When we moved to Bolton, I discovered that there was a vine growing in the greenhouse at the bottom of the garden. I was thrilled to be able to take branches of the vine, bunches of grapes still attached, for the Harvest display, “I’ve grown them myself!” 

What a sense of achievement ! Sadly, growing our own has largely become a fashionable hobby.

By-gone school Harvests. Parcels to the elderly and lonely, hampers to residential homes and hospitals. Is Harvest Festival now more trouble than it’s worth? More friction than festival? Throughout the land schools and churches have faced the perennial problem of what to do with the Harvest produce. In this country today we all have food to eat (and clothes to wear. And co-incidentally too much waste to dispose of!). 

No longer will many people appreciate a basket of fruit, even if it is the gift of love from a local child. There are rules and regulations governing food safety and quality, contracts for regular supplies to be taken into account. Collections of tinned or dried goods for organisations such as the Booth Centre are less problematic, but how to get goods to the appropriate place, where to store them, what to do with vast quantities of pasta and tinned tomatoes when what is really wanted is decent coffee? Hence alternative initiatives like the Shoe-box appeal or Jars of Grace.

Although many popular legends  abound, that more children list the Co-op than the cow as the source of milk, or that many believe potatoes grow on trees like apples do, for example, children do learn a lot more than is often thought about how and where and why food is produced – and often in practical ways. The thrill of growing fruit and vegetables is immense and real. Memories of children growing cress  - and eating it in sandwiches. Tomatoes and peppers on the classroom window-sill. We grew it ourselves!!!

So do we need Harvest Festival any more? Well yes, I think we do, for we take too much for granted. Perhaps even we grown-ups overlook the basic points in this world of sliced bread and oven-chips and Italian pizza made in the USA
We plough the fields and scatter the good seed on the land …   Well, we probably don’t actually, but someone does. But it is fed and watered by God’s almighty hand. HE sends the breezes and the sunshine and soft refreshing rain. Even in this world of artificial technology, where seasons are no longer significant, where Man can somehow produce every fruit and vegetable imaginable every day of the year, it will never be possible to feed the world – without the natural cycle of sun and rain, of cold and warm, of light and dark. 

How did the  tomatoes turn red? Because that’s what they are programmed to do when they are ripe. I’ve brought these grapes which I grew myself. In truth, the only part I played was to prune the foliage in order to persuade the vine to use its energy producing fruit instead. We shouldn’t ever take for granted the miracle by which our food and the other necessities of life are resourced. All good gifts around us are sent from heaven above …

So, if God provides for all our needs, what has gone wrong? How has it come about that half the world go hungry whilst the other half gorges itself? Climate, climate change, economics, politics – all these play a part. There is little enough you or I can do about it, but we should at least address the question. Paul suggests an answer in his letter to Timothy. Paul speaks of contentment.  Perhaps, like Harvest Festival, the real concept of contentment is in danger of being lost. Contentment is considered an old-fashioned idea, bringing to mind a well-fed cat, or Grandma dozing in her rocking-chair beside the fire.

Content is a mild-mannered idea in our parlance. “I’m quite content,” suggests a compromise. I’m not exactly thrilled, ecstatic, HAPPY – but mustn’t grumble. Things could be better – but then they could also be worse. This might be the motto for many lives today. The contentment of which Paul wrote is a much more definite commodity. Contentment contained the notion of sufficiency, of having enough. 
Paul does not condemn the rich for being rich. Having sufficient money – or food or clothing or house or car for that matter, are not the issue. It’s over-enthusiasm, greed, loss of self-control that cause the problems; the desire not just to have enough but to have more and more and more. So much money that society has to worry about theft and embezzlement and the ethics of investment; so much food that society has to worry about obesity and pesticide poisoning and the ethics of gene modification.
As long as we have enough, Jesus’ words reported by Matthew make perfect sense. Do not worry what you will eat or drink or wear – for your Father in heaven knows all these needs.
Although this Gospel passage fits well with our concept of Harvest Festival, yet in truth, that’s not what Matthew was writing about; nor what Jesus was teaching about, for this passage is taken from the Sermon on the Mount, when Jesus taught a vast crowd of people, telling them of the gracious God who watched over them. 
Hear again the last verse of that passage, the verse which so easily gets missed on this day when we focus so closely on things gastronomic. 

“Strive first for the kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all these things shall be given to you as well.” The Harvest which is God’s purpose is not of fruit and vegetables; God’s Harvest is the harvest of souls. That first hymn which we sang gives just that same message. “Grant O Harvest Lord that we, wholesome grain, and pure, shall be.  

We can reasonably predict the seasons and the times when each crop, in each country will be ripe for Harvesting. But truly we have no way of knowing when each of us will be gathered in, nor when the Lord our God shall come and take His harvest home
Harvest marks a time to stop and remember the good things that are given to us. With just a little bit of attention, next year the grapes will again grow and swell and sweeten in the greenhouse, the wheat will be safely gathered into the barns – and perhaps the gulf between the first and third worlds will have closed a little from both sides. Today, rightly, we give thanks to God that He does provide for all our needs; that with just a modicum of co-operation such wonderful things come to fruition. 

So too with our spiritual ripening. God plants the seeds of love, nurtures and encourages that love to grow and bear fruit, with the tiniest and weakest human assistance. There is nothing we can grow ourselves, yet God knows how good we feel when we hold in our hand something which we have fed and watered and protected from attack and watched grow to maturity. 
Thanks be to the Lord of the Harvest for all His love, for all His gifts, not just today, but every day. Amen
