Harvest Festival, Church in the Wood -Joel 2:21-27 and Mark 6:30-44
Farmers are notoriously hard to please, but might just agree that here at least, 2011 will go down as a good (above average) harvest… with healthy prices for grain and other crops. Not so in many other places- with a succession of disastrous years in the Horn of Africa, for example, bringing drought and famine. 
Our farmers may have problems to contend with… but one of them is not locusts. The prophet Joel paints a vivid picture of descending plagues of locusts devouring all vegetation in their path. Many parts of the world suffer from such natural phenomena wreaking havoc with crops.
Back in the mists of time before Christ Joel’s words had a double meaning for the people of Israel- not just of locusts he warned- “like blackness spread upon the mountains, a great and powerful army comes”- such metaphors also spoke of Israel’s enemies invading and plundering their land… as well as conjuring up a foretaste of God’s wrath and final Judgement. 

Now, before dismissing this as Old Testament hyperbole, remote from us today… remember that like many a prophet before him, Joel was reminding the people of their agreement, or Covenant, with God; in return for being loyal to God, worshipping the one true God- and giving grateful thanks for his fatherly care and protection- he would be their God, living right in their midst… “Thou shalt love the lord thy God with all thy heart and with all thy soul and with all thy strength and with all thy mind…” and “love thy neighbour as thyself”- thus summary explains how “on these two commandments hang all the Law and the Prophets”? 
For, just as the Bible charts the story of God’s people through millennia, it is also the living word of God for our age, and for us… his present day people too. 
This old Harvest Festival’ text, then, is not just a pretty picture of God blessing people with prosperity. Blatantly obvious to us now… is the fact that there are good years and bad years… and some places in the world suffer terrible deprivation when floods come, or rains fail… and the sun beats down relentlessly. What then are we to make of God’s care and protection? Well, you could argue that we are to hear Joel’s call to repentance today as speaking as clearly into our own times and situations… as it did in those centuries before Christ.  

The prophet’s words are no picturesque Scriptural embellishment for a quaint yearly festival when we make token offerings to God in the faint, (or even fervent?) hope he’ll bless us. They are a serious reminder that we have our part to play, and will be held to account for the way we lead our lives… 365 days a year. 

I’ll return to some practical advice on that score in a moment… but first…we know less about the prophet Joel than many of the other messengers of God- his father’s name (Pethuel) and that’s about it! But he was certainly regarded as an authentic bearer of God’s word- “telling it like it is” to his generation who had once again gone their own way, disregarding God’s commandments. And Joel was predicting dire consequences. Judgement would be swift and devastating: “Truly the day of the Lord is great; terrible indeed- who can endure it? Yet, even now, says the Lord, return to me with all your heart… rend your hearts and not your garments. Return to the Lord your God for he is gracious and merciful… abounding in steadfast love.”

After Christ’s death and resurrection Peter and the other apostles were filled at Pentecost with the Holy Spirit, so much so that they could not keep quiet… and it was to Joel’s prophecies that Peter returned when addressing the crowds in Jerusalem: it might be nine in the morning, he explained, but we’re not drunk… this is what the prophet Joel spoke of: “I will pour out my Spirit upon all flesh.”

“All flesh”… that includes you and me… those not born Jews but now part of God’s all embracing love, witnessed to by his Church… built on the cornerstone of Christ, and the apostle Peter, his Church- “which is the blessed company of all faithful people.” So what has all this to do with harvest you might ask? 

Well, none of us, Jew or Gentile, is given the gift of the Holy Spirit as some preferential mark of God’s blessing… the Spirit empowers us for a purpose. Christ’s power is not for storing but sharing… 
Old Testament stories of God’s anger, a prophet’s pleas on behalf of the people, and God’s response and promise might seem almost irrelevant to us today… but they should not. We make sense of who we are through story; stories can convey complex truths about who we are. How we make sense of our own identity- who and whose we are- is through the unique details of our own “life story.” (You may have come across this well-known anthology of poetry and prose about death and bereavement, entitled “All in the end is Harvest.”)
All in the end is harvest. Jesus drew on everyday farming images to tell memorable stories, like the Parable of the Sower. He spoke of how the fields were white, “ripe” and ready for harvest (and he also lamented how few labourers there were for the work of God’s kingdom)… Time and again these stories, parables, helped the crowds grasp his meaning (while he stayed one step ahead of others… who would lynch him for speaking out the plainer truth in public!). 
In Mark’s story of the feeding of the five thousand we see Jesus stepping ashore and encountering a great crowd “and he had compassion for them because they were like sheep without a shepherd.”

For the third time now in a decade we in these villages of the Upper Itchen are rather “like sheep without a shepherd.” As a third interregnum begins the future does look somewhat uncertain. Alexandra starts her new job back in Cambridgeshire in a few weeks. Meanwhile our benefice is being “suspended.” 

Yet looked at from the point of view of how Christ’s power, is “not for storing but sharing,” might we not celebrate the fact that one of our number, Sarah Lloyd, has just begun a three year theology course near Oxford? That, building on work begun more than 18 months ago I’m now developing a ministry among the elderly, re-licensing next month as a Reader in Alton where I am a Chaplain to Older People in order to further enhance that work? Celebrate that Bruce continues to exercise his valuable Reader ministry here, and that we now have our candidate for the priesthood, ordinand, Alex Pease, spearheading the first Alpha course here for a number of years and looking forward to serving his curacy in these parishes? And that more lay people are stepping up to lead services and volunteer for pastoral visiting, volunteering for the Voluntary Care Group too (another success story of recent years)… than ever before? The Holy Spirit is empowering his people… and will empower each of us… in so far as we faithfully seek to discern and do his will. Christ’s power is not for storing but sharing.
Harvest Festival is a time for sharing festival meals, saying “thank you.” And that brings me to that practical advice I mentioned. A simple, but effective, discipline (or routine?) is to end each day before sleep with a “review of the day.” Thanking God for the things we have enjoyed is so important. (I hope I’m not teaching my grandmother to suck eggs), but we have a tendency, anyway, don’t we, before we fall asleep to recall events of the day, especially if we have had a row! We replay the incident, adjusting it to our advantage, kicking ourselves over some detail or another. 
You may already have discovered how we can use this natural inclination… to recall the good moments of the day, the moments we enjoyed, and so relish and appreciate them, no matter how trivial. What we find, surprisingly, when we first do so, is how numerous are the incidents which were enjoyable and for which we are grateful. 
It is only by looking at, appreciating and cherishing such moments of our lives that we can come to any real notion of God’s goodness. We should see these moments as God’s gifts to us, as the prophet Isaiah says, “not because you have been good or worked hard, have been virtuous or loyal, but because you are precious in God’s eyes and he loves you.” (Isaiah 43:4) 
This review of the day is a practical way to begin to see the reality in which we live, not life simply as an impersonal string of circumstances set up to try us; a kind of divine obstacle race with eternal penalties awaiting the losers, but as “a presence,” the presence of a beckoning and loving God, a God who delights in giving, who is much more for us than we can possibly be for ourselves.

Whatever our lot…we need to praise God so we begin to recognise that beckoning presence in the everyday things of life. The way we relate to God’s creation, especially the way we relate to one another, is the way we relate to him. “In so far as you did this to one of the least of these brothers of mine, you did it to me.” (Matthew 25:40)
On the green grass of that hillside, Jesus took the gift of a little- a small picnic of a few loaves and fish. He gave thanks, and by blessing it, breaking it… then sharing it… a whole crowd of people were fed… with plenty for all. That is to be our pattern for life... a life based on God’s grace: “All you’ll ever need, for every situation you’ll ever face.” That’s what God’s grace is: “All you’ll ever need, for every situation you’ll ever face.”

So this Harvest Festival let us praise God from the bottom of our hearts… and dedicate our lives afresh to him, using such simple prayer of praise and thanksgiving as this:

“Let us pray…”
“Almighty God, Creator of the Universe,

I feel small and helpless in the face of famine, drought, disease and disaster.

I offer you the only thing I can- my ordinary, everyday life.

I ask you to take it in your hands and use it to bring peace and plenty.

I do not ask to understand, but only to accept that you need very little… in order to do much,

For you once fed five thousand hungry people with five loaves and two fish, the gift of one small boy. 

Amen

