27 September 2020; Harvest

2 Corinthians 9: 6-15; Luke 12: 16-30

Ashdon 9.30am

1.
Harvest: cosy, being fed, thanksgiving

What a marvellous image we have on the cover of the Autumn Village magazine, and in all the articles people speak of how very fortunate we are to be living in this beautiful countryside and able to see the changing seasons around us. When I lived abroad it was, I think, autumn that I missed most about England, and the ways in which our seasons are so well defined. For most of us then, Harvest time is about thanking God for what comes naturally, for counting our blessings and singing hymns that we sang at school. It is a time for picking apples and blackberries, for making jams, pickles and wine and for realising that winter lies around the corner, with the seasons of Remembrance and then Christmas ahead. And as we thank God for our blessings, we seek too to remember those with less and to give some of our surplus to those who have so little. For as we celebrate the familiar, we are sure to be reminded – quite rightly it seems to me – of those for whom harvests cannot be taken for granted; those who are refugees or whose harvests have failed. 

This year, more than ever, we pause to give thanks for the front line workers on our farms and in the fields. Those who have kept the food in our shops, and in barns ready for the year ahead. Here in Ashdon, we are close to those who have worked so hard for us all, and this is a time to be truly grateful. Although the COVID pandemic has disrupted many aspects of our lives, most of us have not as consumers really suffered shortages - after the initial run on toilet rolls! 

Yet that cosy image is not the whole story. For even in an affluent nation like our own, there are increasing numbers dependent on food banks and many thousands for whom the current pandemic has led to serious concerns about the future and their material security.

2020 has disturbed our complacency – forcing us all to be aware of those in most need within our communities. And it threatens our mental complacency too – the sense of seasons coming round again, of looking forward to winter and Christmas as usual. In church, we are having to re-write the familiar scripts for Remembrance and Christmas, and every family is wondering if they will be able to gather as usual. The Village magazine is full of societies saying in effect – ‘watch this space’. We simply do not know when familiar activities will be possible again. Most of us are understandably anxious for our own safety and that of family members, and for some that anxiety has become crippling. 
2.
Jesus also disturbs complacency

In our gospel reading today, Jesus tells people not to worry about what to eat and drink or what to wear. I often wonder how this text would read if I were in real need – perhaps in one of the poorer countries of the world, or even in the inner city, dependent on a food bank to feed my family. Yet he is not addressing his words to those who have good reason to be anxious for their material needs. His story is about a rich man who was complacent. And disturbing complacency was something that Jesus did quite often, so perhaps we too should see our current disturbances as an opportunity to re-assess what matters most to us.

The point being made here is about the difference between material and spiritual riches, about reliance on what God give us and about generosity both material and spiritual.
Today we give thanks for our food and for all who grow it and bring it to our shops and tables. But what are the things that nourish and feed our souls, our spirits? Nature and the beautiful countryside would certainly be high on my list, especially living where we do. When our Bishop Roger was asked early on in the pandemic what he missed most during lockdown, he talked of how important live music is to him, and how he had missed attending concerts. Certainly music is something that nourishes our souls. It is just lovely today to hear our organ once more. We have probably all missed seeing family as often as before, and many of us have realised just how much we miss being out and about – those casual relationships and acquaintances. I for one am getting sick of seeing people on the computer with a box round their face on zoom. For those in care homes unable to see relatives the pain must be enormous as further restrictions come into force again. The current restrictions remind us all of things that nurture us.  
All these are ways of nourishing the spirit that are not tied to any particular belief system. Yet from a faith perspective that are other things that can feed our souls. These derive from our understanding of God and of Jesus as the one who supremely shows us what God is like. These include study of his life and words, prayer and the fellowship that we enjoy together, as well of course as the symbolic nourishment that we receive in Holy Communion that we share shortly, albeit in reduced form.  Jesus tells his followers – and us, over two thousand years later – that it is he who is the bread of life. Not just the bread for life, like the things we offered earlier, but the bread of life. He provides food for our spirits. He promises that if we follow him, we will never be spiritually hungry or thirsty. When we pray ‘give us today our daily bread’, we don’t just ask that our material needs will be met, but that God will nourish our souls as well as our bodies.
3. 
How faith can work in daily life 

This can all sound very abstract, so how does it work in daily life? I find the words of Christopher Jamieson, who was previously Abbot of Worth Abbey, very helpful. He wrote this:

‘The way that faith works in daily life for me is that it enables me to listen more attentively to the people, to the processes, to the whole of life going on around me and. insofar as I manage to listen when I’m praying, or listen when I’m reading scripture, then I will be that good when I’m listening to the processes of life around me. So the two for me are integrally connected. They’re all about attentiveness, the amount of interior awareness I can bring to the process of daily living.’
 (Transcript York Course Faith Hope and Love, p7)

So today as we give thanks for the harvest, and for our many blessings and for all those who work to enable us to enjoy them, let us think about ways of developing this attentiveness. For it is this that will enable us truly to hear the cries of the hungry, the desperate and the lonely above the noises of daily life and above our own concerns.

True thankfulness leads to generosity. Quoting scripture, I will in a moment introduce our sharing of the peace of God with these words:

The Harvest of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control.

These are all qualities that we need more than ever at the present time. Let us nurture them as we might nurture and care for a plant, taking time to listen to God, through reading and prayer so that our lives may bear the Harvest of the Spirit.



Amen
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