22nd September 2024
Harvest litany
Harvest thanksgiving prayer, suitable for all ages
For high street and superstore;
Checkout and debit card:
We thank you, O Lord of our lives.
For commerce and industry;
Factory and workshop:
We thank you, O Lord of our lives.
For college and school;
Teacher and pupil:
We thank you, O Lord of our lives.
For police and firefighter;
Doctor and nurse:
We thank you, O Lord of our lives.
For leisure and fun;
Recreation and sport:
We thank you, O Lord of our lives.
For food and clothes;
Friendship and family:
We thank you, O Lord of our lives.
For spiritual food;
And the gift of your son:
We thank you, O Lord of our lives.
For your kindness and love;
And a plan for our lives:
We thank you, O Lord of our lives.
Remembering at Harvest
A prayer for those in need when we have plenty
As we celebrate and give thanks for our blessings at Harvest, this prayer helps us also to remember those who do not have such good things.

When we hear the gentle sound of the rain watering the earth,
help us to remember the thirst of those whose land is dry.

When we feel the warmth of the Sun on our faces,
help us to remember the plight of those locked away in darkness.

When we buy the fruit of the world's harvest,
help us to remember the hunger of those whose basket is empty.

When we enjoy the ease of communicating around the world,
help us to remember those who are isolated from their friends.

When we relax in times of holiday,
help us to remember those who have to work without ceasing.

When we celebrate our blessings at harvest time,
help us remember those who experience disaster.

May our remembering reactivate our conscience
and result in a renewed commitment to Christ in our neighbour.

Amen.

Wise slogans W E 

You will need: A5 postcards (one per person); coloured pens. 
· Revisit the quote from Robert Fulghum’s book All I Really Need to Know I Learned in Kindergarten, see Share the Word.  
Fulghum suggests that there are some things learned by the age of five that are still relevant and important for your life now. He summarises his own wisdom as: 
‘Share everything. Play fair. Don’t hit people. Put things back where you found them. Clean up your own mess. Say you’re sorry when you hurt someone. Wash your hands before you eat. Flush. Warm cookies and cold milk are good for you. Live a balanced life…draw and paint and sing and dance and play and work every day. Take a nap every afternoon. When you go out into the world, watch out for traffic, hold hands and stick together. Be aware of wonder.’ 
· Ask everyone to remember some of the wisdom they learned before the age of five, or as a child. (Children can share some of the wisdom they have now!)
· Invite everyone to write this wisdom on a postcard and to pin these to a display board for all to see. 
· If you’re feeling very creative, add your ‘wise slogans’ and/or some Biblical wisdom to plain white t-shirts using fabric pens. 
 

Credo

To begin with, did I really learn everything I need to know in kindergarten? Do I still believe that? Here is the original essay, followed by my editorial reaction.

Each spring, for many years, I have set myself the task of writing a personal statement of belief: a Credo. When I was younger, the statement ran for many pages, trying to cover every base, with no loose ends. It sounded like a Supreme Court brief, as if words could resolve all conflicts about the meaning of existence.

The Credo has grown shorter in recent years—sometimes cynical, sometimes comical, and sometimes bland—but I keep working at it. Recently I set out to get the statement of personal belief down to one page in simple terms, fully understanding the naïve idealism that implied.

The inspiration for brevity came to me at a gasoline station. I managed to fill my old car’s tank with super deluxe high-octane go-juice. My old hoopy couldn’t handle it and got the willies—kept sputtering out at intersections and belching going downhill. I understood. My mind and my spirit get like that from time to time. Too much high-content information, and I get the existential willies. I keep sputtering out at intersections where life choices must be made and I either know too much or not enough. The examined life is no picnic.

I realized then that I already know most of what’s necessary to live a meaningful life—that it isn’t all that complicated. I know it. And have known it for a long, long time. Living it—well, that’s another matter, yes? Here’s my Credo:

ALL I REALLY NEED TO KNOW about how to live and what to do and how to be I learned in kindergarten. Wisdom was not at the top of the graduate-school mountain, but there in the sandpile at Sunday School. These are the things I learned:

Share everything.

Play fair.

Don’t hit people.

Put things back where you found them.

Clean up your own mess.

Don’t take things that aren’t yours.

Say you’re sorry when you hurt somebody.

Wash your hands before you eat.

Flush.

Warm cookies and cold milk are good for you.

Live a balanced life—learn some and think some and draw and paint and sing and dance and play and work every day some.

Take a nap every afternoon.

When you go out into the world, watch out for traffic, hold hands, and stick together.

Wonder. Remember the little seed in the Styrofoam cup: The roots go down and the plant goes up and nobody really knows how or why, but we are all like that.

Goldfish and hamsters and white mice and even the little seed in the Styrofoam cup—they all die. So do we.

And then remember the Dick-and-Jane books and the first word you learned—the biggest word of all—LOOK.

Everything you need to know is in there somewhere. The Golden Rule and love and basic sanitation. Ecology and politics and equality and sane living.

Take any one of those items and extrapolate it into sophisticated adult terms and apply it to your family life or your work or your government or your world and it holds true and clear and firm. Think what a better world it would be if we all—the whole world—had cookies and milk about three o’clock every afternoon and then lay down with our blankies for a nap. Or if all governments had as a basic policy to always put things back where they found them and to clean up their own mess.

And it is still true, no matter how old you are—when you go out into the world, it is best to hold hands and stick together.

Deep Kindergarten

As I write this I am sixty-five years old. Not so old, really, but I have been around awhile. Kindergarten is a long way back there. What do I know now?

The Kindergarten Credo is not kid stuff.

It is not simple. It is elemental.

The essay answers the questions asked sooner or later by every one of us who once stared out a classroom window wondering: Why am I here? Why do I have to go to school?

We are sent to school to be civilized—to be introduced to the essential machinery of human society. Early on in our lives we are sent out of the home into the world. To school. We have no choice in this. Society judges it so important that we be educated that we must go. It is the law. And when we get to school we are taught the fundamentals on which civilization rests. These are first explained in language a small child understands.

For example, it would do no good to tell a six-year-old that “Studies have shown that human society cannot function without an equitable distribution of the resources of the earth.” While this statement is profoundly and painfully true, a child cannot comprehend this vocabulary. So a child is told that there are twenty children and five balls to play with; likewise four easels, three sets of blocks, two guinea pigs, and one bathroom. To be fair, we must share.

Likewise a six-year-old will not understand that “By and large it has been demonstrated that violence is counterproductive to the constructive interaction of persons and societies.” True. But a child can better understand that the rule out in the world and in the school is the same: Don’t hit people. Bad things happen. The child must understand this rule is connected to the first rule: People won’t share or play fair if you hit them.

It’s hard to explain the cost and consequences of environmental pollution and destruction to a six year old. But we are paying a desperate price even now because adults did not heed the instructions of kindergarten: Clean up your own mess; put things back where you found them; don’t take what’s not yours.

“The history of society is more defined by its understanding of disease than its formulation of philosophy and political theory.” True. Basic sanitation. Keeping excrement off our hands as well as out of our minds is important. But it’s enough to teach a child to use the toilet, flush, and wash his hands regularly.

And so on. From the first day we are told in words we can handle what has come to be prized as the foundation of community and culture. Though the teacher may call these first lessons “simple rules,” they are in fact the distillation of all the hard-won, field-tested working standards of the human enterprise.

Once we are told about these things, we soon discover we are taking a lab course. We are going to be asked to try and practice these precepts every day. Knowledge is meaningful only if it is reflected in action. The human race has found out the hard way that we are what we do, not just what we think. This is true for kids and adults—for schoolrooms and nations.

I am sometimes amazed at what we did not fully grasp in kindergarten. In the years I was a parish minister I was always taken aback when someone came to me and said. “I’ve just come from the doctor and he told me I have a only a limited time to live.”

I was tempted to shout, “What? You didn’t know? You had to pay a doctor to tell you—at your age? Where were you the week in kindergarten when you got the little cup with the cotton and water and seed? Life happened—remember? A plant grew up and the roots grew down. A miracle. And then a few days later the plant was dead. DEAD. Life is short. Were you asleep that week or home sick or what?”

I never said all that. But I thought it. And it’s true. The idea was for us to have the whole picture right from the beginning. Life-and-death. Lifedeath. One event. One short event. Don’t forget.

There’s another thing not everyone figures out right away: It’s almost impossible to go through life all alone. We need to find our support group—family, friends, companion, therapy gatherings, team, church or whatever. The kindergarten admonition applies as long as we live: “When you go out into the world, hold hands and stick together.” It’s dangerous out there—lonely, too. Everyone needs someone. Some assembly is always required.

What we learn in kindergarten comes up again and again in our lives as long as we live. In far more complex, polysyllabic forms, to be sure. In lectures, encyclopedias, bibles, company rules, courts of law, sermons, and handbooks. Life will examine us continually to see if we have understood and have practiced what we were taught that first year of school.


James 3.13 – 4.8a
This is a thanksgiving – we are thankful for the harvest we have and the harvest that we can share. A Sunday School Teacher asked one of her children, "Now, Johnny, tell me frankly do you say prayers before eating?" "No miss," Little Johnny replies, "I don't have to, my mom is a good cook!"
It’s great being a Christian because you have someone to thank – we thank God our Creator and sustainer of the universe for all that we have. Our culture and media is fairly anti-religious and you hardly ever hear intelligent articulate Christians being allowed to talk in the media. Its important to have our voice heard and stand up against the dominant views of our time.
 I wonder if you say thanks in your household for what God has given you? A thankful heart is an open heart.
There is this atheist swimming in the ocean. All of the sudden he sees this shark in the water, so he starts swimming towards his boat.
As he looks back he sees the shark turn and head towards him. His boat is a ways off and he starts swimming like crazy. He's scared to death, and as he turns to see the jaws of the great white beast open revealing its teeth in a horrific splendour, the atheist screams, "Oh God! Save me!"
In an instant time is frozen and a bright light shines down from above. The man is motionless in the water when he hears the voice of God say, "You are an atheist. Why do you call upon me when you do not believe in me?"
Aghast with confusion and knowing he can't lie the man replies, "Well, that's true I don't believe in you, but how about the shark? Can you make the shark believe in you?"
The Lord replies, "As you wish," and the light retracted back into the heavens and the man could feel the water begin to move once again.
As the atheist looks back he can see the jaws of the shark start to close down on him, when all of sudden the shark stops and pulls back.
Shocked, the man looks at the shark as the huge beast closes its eyes and bows its head and says, 
‘For what I am about to receive may the Lord make me truly thankful’
We sometimes just dive into food in our house but more often than not we try to stop and give thanks. From the early years in the bible, the people of God were to give some of their harvest away – a gift to God and to the poor – those whose harvest hadn’t been good. The intention was that if you have been blessed, go and be a blessing for those who hadn’t. The other principle was that all of life was a gift – a gift from God. So be open handed about the gifts you have – don’t grasp at them – live graciously and generously.
That same kind of advice seems to come up in our reading from the letter of James today. James is concerned with the calls between the wisdom from below, earthly unspiritual wisdom from the devil, and the wisdom that is from above. The wisdom from below is about bitter envy and selfish ambition and results in disorder. The wisdom from above results in a harvest of a different kind. A harvest of peace and righteousness. 
We have been looking at this letter in the New Testament during this month. James seems to have been writing to a Christian Community that had its divisions and had its problems. ‘What causes fighting and quarrels among you?’ he says in verse 1 of chapter 4.
James attempts to analyse why we often end up with 'disputes and conflicts' and no peace and to give practical advice on how we might live at peace with our neighbour. 
Last week we were warned of the importance of controlling our tongues. This week he warns of the dangers of harbouring bitter jealousy and the spirit of rivalry in our hearts. 
A lot of people do not live at peace today. Internationally, we know of the conflicts around the world. At home we have never had so much in Britain, never been more comfortable. Yet surveys suggest that more people than ever are depressed or dissatisfied. Rivalry, competition, comparing ourselves to others, concern about our image all lead to stress and a lack of peace, both personal and interpersonal.
I remember seeing a cartoon a while back depicting four cows in adjoining fields, each leaning over a fence to munch the grass in their neighbour’s field. There was no need of a caption. It delightfully illustrated that old saying about the grass always being greener on the other side, and , illusory though that greener grass may be it can be true of the way we think sometimes. 
Instead of being content with what we have we just can’t help looking jealously at those around us, eyeing up their latest acquisition or their lifestyle and perhaps wishing it were ours. 
Occasionally of course the grass is greener – sometimes it is important to make changes to our lives because you can see the differences in other people’s lives. But when we’re driven by jealousy and rivalry our quality of life and our perception will be poisoned.
Does this mean that ambition is a bad thing?
It is said that Michelangelo prayed: "Lord, grant that I may always desire more than I can accomplish." 
 
Abraham Lincoln often said to himself as a boy studying by the pine log fire at night: "I will study and get ready and perhaps my chance will come." And, indeed, it did come. 
 
Surely there is nothing wrong with ambition so long it does not cause us to mistreat others or betray our values. My guess is Jesus wants his disciples to be ambitious because ambitious people get things done. He just wants them to be ambitious in the right way. 
So, James counters against ‘selfish ambition rooted in envy and bitterness. 
The wisdom of God that James offers to counter all that is peace loving, considerate and open minded; it is straight forward and sincere, rich in compassion and in deeds of kindness that are its fruit. Peace is the seed bed of righteousness and the peacemakers will reap its harvest.
Blessed are the peacemakers said Jesus. I remember seeing on a news bulletin the story of the father of a young man who had been killed in an accident. Distraught with grief, the father agreed to donate his son’s organs to a hospitalised patient in urgent need of a transplant. Nothing extraordinary about that, you might think, except that the donor was an Arab and the patient Israeli! ‘I wanted my son’s death to bring life’, explained the father, ‘whether it be a Jew or Arab’. A small act but a massive gesture that, for a few hours at least, spoke of peace and reconciliation
Our situation may be far removed from his, but in innumerable ways we all have the opportunity every day to act as peacemakers or to perpetuate the things that cause division. We can show forgiveness or nurse grievances, swallow our pride or thrust ourselves forward, admit mistakes or refuse to bend, make the first move or resist every advance, be gracious and giving or mean spirited. 
I read a story about an elderly lady in a church who was upset because a piece of her artwork had been thrown away in a clearout. ‘I just wish I’d been asked’, she said. ‘The group of clearers had told her that all the ‘junk’ had to go. ‘I wanted the clearers to apologise’ she said but they wouldn’t. They felt they had done the right thing. But this dignified lady then smiled and said ‘well, I suppose we come to church to learn how to grow up and let go’. The writer of the article was impressed. She had expressed her disappointment and anger, and then let it go.
Tolerance requires forgiveness and learning to get along in all our communities. Perhaps we progress from the small issues of coffee rotas and clutter cleaning to more complex political and moral issues.
Prayer is vital in all this. James urges us to come closer to God and he will draw close to you. That is the core of things, That is where deep peace comes from. If you know you are loved by God you are less anxious about finding love through your own efforts and less jealous of others who you feel are more loved and blessed than yourself.
One day Steve Jobs was walking through the Xerox corporation, and he saw something that helped him change the world as we know it: a computer with a graphic interface. Xerox was experimenting with how people interact with their computer, what we now call “user interface,” or “UI.” Graphic interface was revolutionary. No longer did people have to interact with their computer with code or numbers.
They could touch a button. An icon. They could touch it and things would happen.
Jobs walked away from Xerox with the idea and he ran with it. He was so obsessed with UI, that he famously said that he wanted icons to be so beautiful that people would want to lick them.
As cool as interface can be – and especially now that we’re not only pushing buttons, but we’re swiping, pinching, and talking to Siri – what really drives a device is its operating system. It’s the operating system which provides the core functionality that allows us to interact with it. Most of us don’t see the OS itself, we just see the different ways that we can use it and manipulate it.
User Interface doesn’t just excite us in technology, but I’d argue that UI is what we spend most of our time on in the church today.
We spend time on bulletins and prayer methods. We obsess over the church website and presentation of the sermon. We have committees on communication, and outreach, and facility management.

And, these things are fine. In fact, for an organization, they are necessary. We need to help our members interact with their faith and their church, and we need to reach others who have yet to walk through our doors.
But, what about the OS? At our core, what drives us? What makes us tick? What is it that informs every decision and interaction?
This is what James gets at in the third and fourth chapters of his epistle.
And his answer, is surprising. Astounding.
If I were producing an Apple promo video, I’d say it was “revolutionary.”
Gentleness.
Show by your good life that your works are done with gentleness born of wisdom…But the wisdom from above is first pure, then peaceable, gentle, willing to yield, full of mercy and good fruits, without a trace of partiality or hypocrisy.
James, writing to a church in conflict urges gentleness. And, why? Because its OS. Gentleness is meant to drive our faith, our assembly, our relationships.
Those conflicts and disputes among you, where do they come from? Do they not come from your cravings that are at war within you? You want something and do not have it; so you commit murder. And you covet something and cannot obtain it; so you engage in disputes and conflicts.
He says that when something is going wrong within our churches, it’s because of the cravings that are inside of us.
This isn’t UI. This isn’t a matter of tweaking the bulletin or the constituion.
It’s a matter of having gentleness at the very core of our understanding of God, our relationship with each other, and our common faith. And, it’s a gentleness that’s “willing to yield.”
Wow.
And why? Because, believe it or not, we have a gentle God, a gentle Lord. Our Good Shepherd..
Yes, there are times to act, to “stand firm.” Yes there are moments where we need to defend the faith, and rise up to aid the oppressed.
But, at our core we need gentleness. We need to be a gentle people. And we desperately need to be gentle with each other, and with those who need to experience mercy and grace. God promises that our gentleness will reap a harvest of peace and righteousness.

Harvest prayer
A prayer of intercession
Lord of the harvest,
the time of sowing and the time of reaping are yours.
The time of weeping and the time of singing are yours, too.
Thank you for the time of sowing and the time of reaping.
Let there be harvest in your world.
We pray for those places in the world where the crops have failed
and for those where poverty is the result of human aggression and human greed…
We pray for a harvest of peace and plenty
and we promise to work with you for it, both reaping and sowing.
Let there be harvest in the hearts of children, women and men.
We pray for those who are spiritually starved,
who long for meaning in their lives and who need to belong.
Give to your church patience and energy, boldness to speak out and the ability to listen…
We pray for a harvest of faith and of lives transformed by the Gospel
and we promise to work with you for it, both reaping and sowing.
Let there be harvest in our own lives, and in the lives of those we know and love.
We pray for those who are sick or troubled, for those who are lonely or who have suffered loss…
We pray for ourselves, that, whatever difficulties we face, our lives may be grateful and joyful.
We pray for a harvest of deepened love, more faithful discipleship,
and we promise to work with you for it, both reaping and sowing.
Lord of the harvest,
the time of sowing and the time of reaping are yours.
The time of weeping and the time of singing are yours, too,
and we promise to work with you for the harvest of your kingdom, both reaping and sowing.
Amen.
