Cheriton Harvest Festival

18th October 2009

OT based on vv. from Lev. 25-6, 31, Num 35, Ex 20, Deut 5;

Mark 4: 26-29

Have you ever watched a small child grow their first sunflower from seed?  Or even some cress in damp cotton wool on the kitchen windowsill?  If you have, you will have been touched by their wide-eyed wonder which makes them say ‘wow!!!’ in such a way that they might as well be watching the first moon landing.  And when the sunflower is taller than daddy and has produced hundreds more seeds, you also begin to see the slight disconnection.  The wonder is still there, but is now tinged with confusion because the difference between seed and full plant is so great that they can no longer comprehend the connection between the two.  A bit like the difference between a row of corn on the cob growing in the garden, and a row of tinned sweetcorn in the shop.  Sometimes the final product is so far removed from the basic building blocks that we cease to make the connections and fail to recognise the source.  Today’s service is all about making those connections and recognising that the ultimate source of life and creation is God.

So the gospel reading reminds us that the earth knows how to produce its harvest, irrespective of us.  ‘All by itself the soil produces corn – first the stalk, then the ear, then the full grain in the ear.  Night and day, whether the farmer sleeps or gets up, the seed sprouts and grows, even though the farmer doesn’t understand how it happens’.  And of course the gospel is trying to tell us that the ‘how’ of how it happens is that God’s amazing creative force has enabled it to happen.  We have such advanced techniques of assisting production, that it is easy to forget that the initial creative ability of the earth comes from God.  The vast majority of us are so far removed from the land and its cultivation nowadays that we give it little thought and assume that food will always be plentiful.  To be reminded of the wonder of new growth, as the gospel does, is therefore timely.  

Giving thanks, as we have done today, for the various aspects of our harvest: grain, dairy, vegetables and so on is also a way of acknowledging the vast complexity of our food production and distribution systems, and reminding ourselves of how dependent we are on those systems for our survival. Once we begin to take account of that dependence we may be in a position to appreciate our dependence on God, who is so often hidden from us by layer upon layer of apparent self-sufficiency and achievement.

Some of you may already have heard me mention the experiences of a family I once knew, which taught me with vivid desperation, what dependence on God for the basics of survival, day by day, means.  I once lived in a very rural community in Namibia in Southern Africa.  Namibia is a sparsely populated desert country and for the vast majority of the people, life is lived on the edge.  The staple food is a form of maize porridge called oshifima, the staple food is a maize based drink called omolodu.  If possible, spinach will be grown.  On very, very special occasions chicken or goat will be eaten.  But most people eat just the maize porridge all of the time.  They live in traditional round stick houses with the bare minimum of possessions.  When the rains fail, as they often do, the crops are scarce and many families really do face starvation as there is no alternative food available to them.  Even when the rains come and the maize can be harvested, life is still precarious.  All the crops are stored in large baskets on stilts, but they are vulnerable.  One family I knew suffered a fire and their whole house and all their grain reserves were wiped out.  That grain was the equivalent of a bank account – there was no back-up, no insurance policy, no savings, nothing.  The family had to rely on the generosity of neighbours who had scarcely enough for themselves anyhow.

That sort of life is simply unrecognisable compared to our own, but it is sometimes only when we are reminded of the extreme poverty in some parts of the world that we begin truly to appreciate the plenty, the excessive plenty, which we enjoy.  We may not be able to alter the gross inequity in the distribution of the world’s food supply, but we certainly do have control over our attitudes towards our consumption.  It is our choice as to whether we promote an attitude of thankfulness, which looks outwards in connection to God and others, and considers their needs and rights as well as our own, or an attitude of greed which is devoted to the pursuit of more for my gain, regardless of the efforts borne by others to supply me.  Harvest festival is, in part, about giving our attitudes in this regard a health check.  Do I need to change some of my habits and practices?  Could I be more mindful of the needs of others, and the earth?

In our Old Testament reading we heard the Israelites being chided to care appropriately for the land.  The ideas of pollution are perhaps more to do with ritual than chemical, and the sense of desolation that can arise from abuse are to do with the wrath of God, rather than global warming, deforestation and desertification.  Nonetheless, it doesn’t take much interpretation to understand that the basic principles applied by the ancient Israelites thousands of years ago hold good, for very sound environmental and social reasons today.  It’s rather trendy and politically correct to be ‘green’ and ‘eco’ today, but our Old Testament reading doesn’t frame this as a lifestyle choice for those wealthy enough to make discerning consumer choices.  It presents our relationship with the environment in which we live as one of survival – for land and people equally.  But it also bases this perspective on a dimension which is largely missing from current public debate about the environment, except from discredited religious extremists, that the desolation we experience from bad stewardship of the earth’s resources is not simply an exhaustion of supply, but a punishment from the Creator, intended to force humankind to cease abusing the planet.  I find that sort of an approach deeply troubling to a modern expression of Christianity.  After all, after the flood which wiped out all creation except Noah and his family and zoo, God’s rainbow was a sign that he would never again destroy his creation.  Nonetheless I do find it very salutary to read these passages and to reflect on the moral and spiritual dimension of our ecological decisions and attitudes.  At the very least it suggests that good stewardship of the land and environment is not simply a matter of common sense in terms of preservation and productiveness; it suggests that there is a moral duty incumbent on those of us who use excessive amounts of the earth’s resources, not to be wasteful or wanton or disrespectful of the source from which they come.

In this part of the world and the country we really do enjoy some of the best that the land has to offer.  So let’s enjoy it wholeheartedly, with due thanks and praise to God our creator.

Amen.

