Sunday 9th October 2011. Harvest Thanksgiving. Canongate Kirk.

Deuteronomy 26:11
You are to rejoice...in all the good things which the Lord your God has bestowed on you and your household. 
On Friday my latest series of early morning broadcasts on BBC Radio 4 came to an end and I’m grateful for the kind and encouraging comments that they have prompted. Friends from Wiltshire to Wick have been in touch and as usual some have been kind enough to suggest I have a good voice for radio and others less kind enough to suggest I have a good face for radio. But that’s friends for you! The more interesting reactions actually come from people I don’t know at all but who are good enough to take the trouble to get in touch. The following e mail, for instance, came in on Friday:
Dear Mr Gardner

Listening to your daily broadcast this week on BBC 4 was very refreshing. Thank you. I live as English Chaplain in downtown Istanbul. It is a vulnerable life here with little support from within Turkish society... Simple prayers such as the prayers you are offering this week give listeners a moment of eternity and a seed of goodness for the day. Thank you and bless you.
I thought I’d share it with you not out of any sense of blowing my own trumpet but rather because the note it strikes seems especially appropriate in a service of Harvest Thanksgiving, a note of thankfulness in circumstances that are less than ideal. It reminds me of so many of St Paul’s New Testament letters where congregations in Corinth or Philippi or Galatia, not so very far from Istanbul or Constantinople as it was, are struggling with similarly testing conditions, little support from local society and a sense of isolation from the wider church. And yet Paul writes them all encouraging letters urging them to be thankful even in the midst of their suffering and struggling. You are to rejoice...in all the good things which the Lord your God has bestowed on you and your household. 

Every year Christian Aid publishes material to resource services of Harvest Thanksgiving, and every year such material focuses on simple signs of thankfulness even in the most trying of circumstances. This year is no exception, with a focus on the story of a girl called Selina in Bangladesh. Here’s a quote from Christian Aid: The soil and water in southwest Bangladesh has become increasingly salty because of sea level rises, in large part caused by climate change. In May 2009 a cyclone tore through Selina’s village, causing huge tidal surges which covered the area in sea water and left salt behind in the soil and in fresh water. The combination of climate change and the cyclone was the last straw for those whose homes were destroyed and lands submerged. Many families have left their villages, becoming floating people without roots and in many cases, without a means of earning a living. But Selina is determined to work and not be forced from her home and in collaboration with Christian Aid is cultivating her second crop of salt resistant rice. The material also tells the story of another girl Asha whose family’s crops failed in the salt-water flooded fields. But again with help and advice from Christian Aid they built protected ponds in which they now rear crabs for fattening and selling on. Just two signs of hope in adversity and reasons for thankfulness in the most trying of circumstances. You are to rejoice...in all the good things which the Lord your God has bestowed on you and your household. 

By the time we joined the people of Israel in the Old Testament lesson set for today, they had passed their most obvious salt water hazard in the crossing of the Red Sea but like so many in Bangladesh today they were very much still a floating people. “My father was a homeless Aramaean”, they are taught to recite, “who went down to Egypt and lived there with a small band of people, but there it became a great, powerful and large nation. The Egyptians treated us harshly and humiliated us; they imposed cruel slavery on us. We cried to the Lord the God of our fathers for help, and he listened to us, and when he saw our misery and hardship and oppression, the Lord led us out of Egypt with a strong hand and outstretched arm, with terrifying deeds, and with signs and portents. He brought us to this land, a land flowing with milk and honey”. This is what they’re being told in anticipation of reaching that happy destination. This is what they are coming to realise.  He brought us to this land, to this point in our history, to this place where we can settle and establish ourselves and take some of the firstfruits of the harvest from the land and put them in a basket and bring them to the temple and set them down before the altar of the Lord our God. Except they’re not quite there yet. For here it is Moses who is telling them what they must do when eventually they reach the Promised Land, and he would not be permitted to accompany them on the final leg of their journey. “After you come into the land which the Lord your God is giving you”, he begins, then you must solemnly recite My father was a homeless Aramaean and so on and so forth. After you come into the land. Not now. Not yet. The journey was not yet complete, the Promised Land was still just that. A promise. A dream. A vision. And yet even as the journey continues, they are driven by a spirit of thankfulness. Despite their suffering. Despite their struggling. Despite their misery and hardship and oppression. You are to rejoice...in all the good things which the Lord your God has bestowed on you and your household. 
As once again we celebrate Harvest Thanksgiving that there are still too many parts of the world where people are living in misery and hardship and oppression, suffering and struggling physically and economically and spiritually, in Istanbul and Bangladesh and in so many other difficult places and circumstances. The journey is not yet complete, the Promised Land is still just that, a promise, a dream, a vision. And yet You are to rejoice...in all the good things which the Lord your God has bestowed on you and your household. 

Praise God for the harvest of mercy and love,

From leaders and peoples who struggle and serve

With patience and kindness, that all may be led

To freedom and justice, and all may be fed.

And now may God bless to us this preaching of his most holy word, and to God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, be all praise and glory now and forever.

