Three Harvests

A sermon preached by John M Hull in All Saints Church, Kings Heath, Birmingham, on

1st October 2006, when the Reverend Rosie Morton presided over the Holy Communion

for the first time, following her ordination to the priesthood the previous evening.

This is a most unusual day, and I’m dressed in a most unusual way, but that is not the point!  The point is that today we celebrate not one, not two but three harvests: one of them is agricultural, the second is social and political, and the third is ecclesiastical.

You only have to look around you to discover the first harvest.  The church is beautifully decorated with flowers and fruit.  There are tables covered with food, some fresh vegetables, some packaged, some tinned; and I would not be surprised to find a couple of chocolate biscuits hastily grabbed from the Fair Trade stall at the back of the church!  In spite of its natural feel, and the fact that it links us to the earth, this is a relatively modern innovation.  The harvest festival as we know it today was first begun in 1843 by the Rev'd. Robert Hawker, who invited his parishioners to bring the produce of their farms to his church in Morwenstow in Cornwall.

True, there had been a medieval festival called Lammas or Loaf Mass, because people made loaves and brought them to church to be used as the sacred bread in the Mass.  But this took place at the start of the harvest, not at its end as we do today, and in any case, the custom was abolished by King Henry VIII in the 16th century, because he thought it encouraged the people in popish customs.  Lammas however does survive today, as one of the festivals observed by Wicca, the old pre-Christian religion of Britain.  So the Harvest Festival that we celebrate here today only began in 1843, but it has proved very popular, and even in urban contexts such as ours, it is observed with joy.  This, then, is what I meant by the agricultural festival.

But what is the second harvest we celebrate today, the social and political one?  Today is the first day of the operation of the Gang Masters Licensing Authority, a consequence of the Gang Masters Act, which was passed by Parliament in 2004 as a result of the shocking loss of life in February of that year, when 23 Chinese people who had been working for a gang master picking cockles in Morecombe Bay were caught by the suddenly inrushing tide and drowned.  This outrage brought to the notice of the public the behaviour of the unscrupulous gang masters who were using unprotected labour to collect sea-shells, and to harvest the crops.  The churches have taken an active part in the pressure to secure some control over these abuses; and on the table as you leave the church you will find a few copies of a leaflet entitled ‘Rural Migrant Workers: the modern slavery?’ issued by Churches Together In England.  Please take one of these leaflets when the service is over if you would like to know more about this issue.

It is not known for sure how many gang operators there are in England, but it is estimated that there are at least 3,000 and that they employ something like 60,000 workers.  Many of these are migrants, or illegal refugees, or travelling communities, and many of them are paid an unfair wage, and live in intolerable conditions.  From today, Sunday 1st October, every gang master must obtain a license in order to operate, and must meet certain minimal standards of pay and conditions of work for the labourers.  So this is the second harvest, the fruit of public outrage at a disgraceful situation of injustice.

And now we come to the third harvest that we celebrate today, the one I described as ecclesiastical.  It is, of course, the harvest of a dedicated life.  Having left behind a successful career as a research nurse, and having trained in the Queen’s Foundation for Ecumenical Theological Education, where I had the privilege of having some small part in her preparation, and having spent a year or thereabouts in All Saints Church as a deacon, Rosie Morton was ordained to the Anglican ministry yesterday as a priest.  It was a wonderful service, conducted by our own Bishop Mark, with stacks of fellow priests joining in the ceremony.  In a few minutes Rosie will begin her priestly ministry with the celebration of the Lord’s Supper, over which she will preside for the first time.

All three of these harvests are referred to directly or indirectly in the passages read this morning from the Bible. First we heard Psalm 8 which begins ‘O Lord our Lord, how glorious is your name in all the earth!’  This beautiful Psalm celebrates the majesty and order of God’s reign over the earth and the heavens, and the way that the animals and human life share the planet harmoniously in praise of God.  This is the passage I associate with the first harvest.

The second reading was a striking contrast.  It was from the prophet Amos in the fifth chapter of his book.  ‘I hate, I despise your festivals and I take no delight in your solemn assemblies.  Though you offer me your burnt offerings and your grain offerings, I will not accept them.  Take away from me the noise of your songs!  I will not listen to the melody of your harps, but let justice roll down like waters, and righteousness like an ever flowing stream.’  This powerful passage of scripture springs out of the exploitation of agricultural workers in ancient Israel, and it reminds us of the people who pick, pack and process our food today, and of the exploitation which they have suffered, and which hopefully will begin to come to an end today.  But it does more than this.  It tells us that religion, however grand its worship, however lovely its music, will descend into triviality unless it is accompanied by the demand for justice.  It is the search for justice that redeems religion from becoming trivial; it is when worship is a platform for justice that worship itself becomes acceptable to the Most High God.

The third passage told us of the words of Jesus in the fourth chapter of St John’s Gospel.  It tells us of one of the first women in the church to be an evangelist and an apostle.  After she recognised Jesus as the Saviour of the world, she brought all the people in her village to him as well.  Jesus spoke of the harvest which, he said, was ready and ripe.  He told his followers to pray to the Lord of the Harvest that he would send labourers into the harvest.  Rosie, you are one such labourer, and the church on behalf of the Lord has commissioned you to go out and begin the work to which you have been called.  As you begin your priestly work among us, here in Birmingham and Britain and maybe beyond, we all pray for God’s richest blessing upon you and your ministry.

Now may the Lord of the Harvest direct every one of us into the work of justice and peace, for the good of humanity, and for the glory of God.

Amen.
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