18th October 2009



                            Preacher:  Jennifer Potter
HYMNS:
1
“All people that on earth do dwell”



333
“For the beauty of the earth”



342
“For the fruits of his creation”



335
“Come ye thankful people, come”



352
“We plough the fields and scatter”

READINGS:

Genesis 1:9-22




Matthew 13: 1-9

“ERE THE WINTER STORMS BEGIN”
“Come, ye thankful people, come,

Raise the song of harvest home!

All is safely gathered in,

‘Ere the winter storms begin;

God, our maker, doth provide,

For our wants to be supplied;

Come to God’s own temple, come,

Raise the song of harvest home.

We have just sing the first verse of a well-known and favourite harvest hymn. It was written in the middle of the 19th century – about 150 years ago. It was written when people in this country relied for most of their food on crops grown and animals reared in this country by themselves and by their neighbours. If the winter storms came early, if the rain was too little or too much, if the sun shone too strongly or too weakly, people experienced the consequences immediately. There were years of poor harvests and years of good harvests. So our forbears were keenly aware that their well-being, their food supply for the coming year was dependent upon much more than their farming skills.
So when they gathered in church at this time of the year, as we are doing today, with the produce of their fields all around them, they sang with deep feeling, ‘all is safely gathered in, ‘ere the winter storms begin.’ They sang in thankfulness to God, the Creator, to God the Sustainer for the rain and the sun which had allowed their fields to yield their harvest. They would survive another year – thanks be to God.
Our ancestors knew that their well-being was intimately interlinked with the land on which they lived and the sea which surrounded them. They recognised their dependence on the cycles of nature and most of all, upon the God who set those cycles in motion as we heard from our reading in Genesis. They sang with feeling, ‘God our maker doth provide, for our wants to be supplied.’
But we, by and large, have lost contact with the earth on which we live and with the soil that brings forth the food we eat. That intimate link between land and people has been severed and with it the sense of our dependence upon God and the rhythms of nature which God set in motion.
How many of us have gathered anything in this harvest-time? Those of us with gardens may have harvested some vegetables. Those of us with fruit tree some apples, pears or plums. Those with gro-bags on the porch or the balcony some tomatoes, onions or a few potatoes. Put up your hands, please, all those who have harvested anything with your own hands, from your own soil in the last month or two. (Only four hands were raised in a congregation of around 200 people.)
Yes, we live in London, land is at a premium, and we should not expect to be able to grow anything. True ……. but not completely true … the Girls’ Brigade have managed to grow potatoes here at the Chapel and they have now embarked on their next project – growing garlic and onions. Their efforts are visible for all of us to see as we come into Church.

But growing our food is not the only thing we have lost. Because we can go at any time to a supermarket and get virtually anything we want, we have lost our sense of wonder at the processes by which our earth yields its abundance. When we go shopping we imagine that we are in control of our food supply. We set out with our list, possibly augmented by mobile phone calls from family members as we walk along the aisles. We know what we want to eat and where we can get it. Only rarely to we contemplate how the products we buy have got to our shelves, who has produced them and what prices have been paid to them. We live at one remove … it is no longer our business or concern how the harvest is gathered in. All we want id the food on the shelves at ‘competitive prices.’
How many of us, for example, know that each and every day of the year a million litres of milk is imported into Britain form Holland, Belgium and Northern Ireland? At present two British dairy farmers per day are leaving the business because they cannot make a living let alone a profit. They are squeezed at the one end by the high costs of fuel, feed and fertiliser and at the other end by the low prices offered for their milk by the supermarket chains. Last week I bought 2 litres of milk from our local Tesco just down the road. It said on the label, ‘we pay our farmers a premium.’ I wanted to ring up the Tesco management and ask them, ‘what sort of premium?’ ‘Does it allow your suppliers to make a living?’
How disconnected we are! When we go to shop for milk we are looking for the colour-coding –red for skimmed, green for semi-skimmed, blue for full cream and more especially we are looking for the sell-by-date. Scarcely ever, I imagine do we think of the cows which produced the milk, where they grazed so that they could give their yield or how that milk got from cow to supermarket shelf. It is alleged that some children are surprised to learn that milk comes from cows. And certainly, through ignorance rather than ill-will, we rarely give a second thought to the plight of our dairy farmers.
We are disconnected from the natural world, from the land which sustains us and from those who farm the land and produce our food. And this disconnection leads to a disconnection from God the Creator, God the sustainer. We think we are in control of our world, our food supplies, and our well-being. Our sense of dependence on God has been eroded.
How can we become re-connected? Well, the very fact that today we bring produce rather than money for handing over to Whitechapel Mission is one small step. In terms of strict efficiency it may well be that it would be better for us to bring money and for the Whitechapel Mission to buy what they need most. But the sheer physicality of our bringing cereals and soup, tinned meat and baked beans means that we are made to think about food and how central it is for human life.
But can we, urban-dwellers, move one step further and learn or re-learn to relate to the world around us? Could it help if we relate to the physical world as we relate to other human beings?

In the case of other people, we can get to know them, learn their strengths and their weaknesses – yet there is always a dimension of strangeness and mystery about other people. We have to approach them with respect, ready to go on learning about them.

St. Francis used to refer to the aspects of the physical world which he saw around him as members of his family – Brother Sun, Sister Water and so on. He saw the universe around him as a set of relationships in which he had a share. He respected the world of nature, recognising that, like human beings, it held aspects of mystery and always had new secrets to yield up. All of nature was part of a great complex circle of life, created by God and created good and in which he, as a human being had a vital role – but not as the sole manager or proprietor. He never sought to usurp the role of God.
Can we recover what St Francis had? Can we learn to sing, ‘Come, ye thankful people, come’ with new understanding? Deeper feeling and greater thankfulness to our God, the creator of all that is and the One who seeks to sustain our well-being as part of the whole created order?

‘All the world is God’s own field,

Fruit unto his praise to yield.’

So we have now sung the second verse of our hymn. Perhaps it would be truer to our thinking and habits if we adapted the first line to read, ‘all the world is our own field’ because that is what it feels like.
If I were to list the place of origin of the goods on this table it would be nothing less than a round-the-world tour. We consume the produce of the world. We expect to be able to eat virtually any food item at any time of the year because we know that it can be sourced somewhere in the world – strawberries, kiwi fruit, melons, new potatoes, peas, beans, you name it – there is scarcely any seasonality in our foods these days. We expect to be able to eat all manner of food, all the year round ….. and at low prices. And when the prices are low, how often do we ask ourselves how such items travel halfway round the world and still manage to be cheap?

The answer, of course, is that producers are paid low prices – or, at least, prices out of step with the profits made by the middlemen and the supermarkets.

But worse that that is going on.

The world’s rich countries, especially those who are not able to grow their own food needs, are acquiring land in other countries. There is a new colonialism at work, a massive land-grab. Currently,  so the United Nations estimates, 30 million hectares of land is being acquired mainly by China and the Gulf States and the trend is accelerating.

South Korea has gained control of 700.000 hectares in Sudan, Saudi Arabia 500,000 hectares in Tanzania and South Africa 8 million hectares in the Congo. Poor countries are selling off or leasing off their land to rich countries while large sections of their population are suffering from hunger. Other targets for land-hungry countries are Cameroon, Ethiopia, Madagascar, Zambia and Cambodia. One fifth of the land deals are not even for the growing of food for human consumption but for the growing of bio fuels. Some of the world’s largest food, financial and mining companies have also invested in land across the world.
Friday 16th October was World Food day and the World Food Programme has estimated that one sixth of humanity is suffering from hunger in varying degrees.
What a world we live in! Except for areas of extreme climate most countries could grow a high proportion of the food that its population needs – yet that is not how it is. The way the world organises its trade is highly skewed – in favour of the rich and against the poor and powerless. Each day we eat products that have been produced by people in the poorer parts of our world. Each day we waste mounds of food produced by poor people.
Prices for many of their goods  - tea, coffee, sugar etc are not even set by the producers but by traders betting on the futures markets down the road in the City of London.

The sower in Bangladesh or Zambia or Vietnam does not have to contend only with the stony ground, the thorns and the hungry birds but with the erratic patterns of world trade and rich country fashions in food.

We are celebrating harvest today – not just the harvest of our own land but the harvests of Jamaica, Chile, Brazil, Swaziland, New Zealand, Argentina and Guatemala. Can we look the producers of those harvests, especially those in poorer countries, straight in the eyes  as we sing our harvest hymns?

‘All the world is God’s own field’ – God’s not ours. God’s for all his children.
As we rejoice at our harvest let us give our support for God’s people in all the world, that they should have land on which to grow their food and just prices for their produce when they sell it.

‘Come, ye thankful people, come

Raise the song of harvest home.’ Amen

