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ORDER OF SERVICE

HARVEST FESTIVAL

CALL TO WORSHIP
Let us proclaim God's bounty and blessing

Let us proclaim God's goodness and providence!

Let all who are hungry come and eat from God's provision. 

Let any who are thirsty come and drink from God's blessing. 

Let us rejoice in our generous God!

Hymn: H&P 333: For the beauty of the earth.

PRAYER: 
(Introduce the response: Gracious God, to you we raise 
    This our sacrifice of praise.)
Heavenly Father, creator and sustainer of the universe,

we are struck dumb before the beauty of the world;

the ever changing sky, the variety of colour,

the immensity of the night sky and the delicate, intricate detail of the tiny flowers.

We thank you jar this season when the earth, rain and sun have again performed their miracle of producing a harvest.

We thank you for our food and drink in such variety and abundance.

Leader: Gracious God, to you we raise

Response: This our sacrifice of praise.

We praise you for the work of painters and sculptors adding to the pleasure of life. Through their imagination and skill we are made aware of the splendour of the earth as well as the poignancy of human experience.

We thank you for the great artists whose work still endures,

those who built the great cathedrals and churches,

those who recorded the customs and great events of history in paintings, tapestries and friezes,

those who gave visual expression to the stories of the Bible in murals, on ceilings and in stained glass.

Leader: Gracious God, to you we raise

Response: This our sacrifice of praise.

We praise you for the music of the seasons,

in bird song and insect drone, in wind and flowing water,

in the rustle of leaves and the crash of thunder.

We thank you for the work of composers, making music of all kinds to move us and thrill us.

We thank you for all who perform as soloists, members of choirs and orchestras, dance bands and small groups.

We thank you for the pianists, organists and other musicians who lead us in worship.

Leader: Gracious God, to you we raise

Response: This our sacrifice of praise.
We praise you for writers throughout the ages.

For those who wrote the Bible and shared their faith.

For those who continue to translate the Bible, print and distribute it that it may continue to be used by the Holy Spirit to turn people to you.

For the story tellers who have excited our imaginations and challenged our attitudes.

For poets and historians, for novelists and journalists.

Leader: Gracious God, to you we raise

Response: This our sacrifice of praise.

Accept the praise and thanks of our hearts which we find difficult to put into words.

We rejoice in your creation and glory in your goodness.

To you be all praise and glory now and forever. 
Amen.
THE LORD'S PRAYER

NOTICES AND OFFERTORY

PRAYER OF DEDICATION
All good gifts around us are sent from heaven above; we thank the Lord,

we thank the Lord for all his love.

Hymn: H&P 352: We plough the fields
READING: H&P 824: A Song of Creation - used responsively.

PRAYER
Though you made this wonderful world for our good,

we confess that our selfishness, greed and desire for control

has resulted in us treating it as our property rather than as your gift. Lord, in your mercy forgive us.

We have denuded the land of trees, polluted the water and the air. Lord, in your mercy forgive us.

We have failed to value and respect others, instead we have abused and deprived and even killed

Lord, in your mercy forgive us.

We have failed to appreciate ourselves. Instead, we have damaged our health, closed our minds and neglected our spirits.

Lord, in your mercy forgive us.
We have even failed to appreciate you, having ignored your word, rejected your love and forgotten your presence with us.

Lord, in your mercy forgive us. 
Amen.
Out of our desire to change, we ask for the help and wisdom of your Spirit; for planning authorities and officers and all responsible for the conservation of our environment; for those in industry and waste disposal that satisfactory long term solutions may be found for our waste;
for the leaders of the nations as they seek to uphold justice and freedom without promoting further conflict and warfare;
for international aid agencies as they seek to decide where and how to apply

limited resources in a world of unlimited need;
for the abolition of prejudice in workplace and community;
for open hearts and minds that delight in the gifts of others;
for gracious words and kind deeds to grace relationships.

These prayers, and all the unspoken prayers of our hearts, we offer out of our concern for your world and as an expression of our trust in you, our creator and redeemer. 
Amen.
Hymn: H&P 337: O Lord of heaven and earth and sea.

READING: Deuteronomy 16:13-17

This part of Deuteronomy lists many instructions to the people. It gives rules about tithing, the year for cancelling debts, freeing servants, keeping the Passover Festival and the Feast of Weeks. This reading from Deuteronomy is instructing the Israelites about the Feast of Tabernacles, which is the origin of our Harvest Festival.

SERMON (see attached sheets)

PRAYER
Let us remain silent for a few moments to allow those six words to sink into our minds and hearts as a word from the Lord. Let me remind you of them: 
Rejoicing, Thanksgiving, Remembering, Seeking, Sharing and Gathering.

(Allow an appropriate time of silence.)
Amen
Hymn: H&P 355: Come, ye thankful people, come
BLESSING
Go in peace, go in joy, go in love, in the name of Christ. 
Amen.

SERMON

HARVEST FESTIVAL
We come to an occasion like this with so many memories:

.
two year olds tottering up to the front with a bag (not box) of eggs!

.
five year olds staggering up with one enormous pot leek (that had won the local

show two weeks earlier)!

.
dahlias and chrysanthemums bigger than your fists put together.

.
churches packed to the doors, with extra chairs down the aisle.

.
a mountain of fruit, vegetables and flowers at the front of the church.

.
the overpowering smell of flowers and produce that hit you on entrance.

Memories of times now gone! Because of the memories, harvest today can be something of an anticlimax for many. The question comes to mind, 'Is it worth continuing such an agricultural festival when so few today even grow their own flowers never mind their own fruit and vegetables?'

Let's go back to the origins of the Harvest Festival to see if it still has any significance for us today.

Its earliest name was the Feast of Ingathering. It was held in the seventh month of Tishri, which is equivalent to mid-September/mid-October. It was one of the three great feasts of the Jewish people. Indeed, at the time of Jesus, a Jewish historian called Josephus described it as “the holiest and the greatest of Hebrew feasts”.
It was a time of rejoicing. 
The people were told to rejoice at the feast (Deuteronomy 16:14) and they needed no encouragement. It was not on a particular day but was timed to mark the end of the harvest when all the corn had been harvested and threshed, and when the grapes and the olives had been picked and put through the presses. After many long, hard working, tiring days when they had little rest and no pleasure, they now made the most of this party. They relaxed, enjoyed story telling and bragging, laughing, eating and drinking and plenty of dancing. We have accounts of the women singing and dancing in the vineyards and olive groves. There was a Jewish saying – “The man who has never seen the joy of the night of this feast has never seen real joy in all his life.” 
The festivities were interwoven with worship and lasted seven days with the eighth day as the special climax! They would go to worship in procession, dancing as they went, often carrying some fruit in one hand and a branch in the other. They were not only glad the work was over, but also that there had been a harvest to reap. Now there would be food to see them through the winter.
Is rejoicing a lost art? Even at the birth of a baby all we say is “Oh, how lovely!) Our hymns speak of rejoicing, but we sing with such straight faces (if not miserable ones)! Where's the excitement and thrill that stirs our emotions and moves us to tears? If our British culture has lost this then we're the poorer for it. Harvest is a time to rejoice at the wonders of creation; at the provision of food; at God’s goodness.


It was a time of thanksgiving.
The people expressed their gratitude to God by bringing their sacrifices to worship. These were “according to the blessing of the Lord your God which he has given you” (Deuteronomy 16:17) so those who received more, gave more. They offered animal sacrifices, grain offerings and drink offerings to express their communion with God, their gratitude and their devotion. They were very much aware of God's presence in the whole of life, so the sun came from him and the rain and their health and their families; indeed, the very breath in their bodies.

What of today? Milk comes from bottles and food from supermarkets! For health we look to the doctors, for life to nature, for beauty to the conservation authorities, for the future we look to the government and pension companies etc. All right, it's exaggerating a little, but we don't have that sense of God's presence and kindness in the whole of life.
If we try at the end of the day to remember what has happened, so that we can be aware of how God has been with us, how he has blessed us and what he is saying to us - how difficult it is. No wonder our gratitude is muted if we are not aware of his gifts. The people of old were thankful, whatever their personal hardships, and they had many, because they recognised that “all good gifts around us are sent from heaven above”.

It was a time of remembering. 

As time went on it was also called the Feast of Tabernacles or Booths, when the Israelites were supposed to live for the seven days in little shelters made of branches and mud. This was a reminder of the time their forefathers wandered in the wilderness after leaving slavery in Egypt. Forty years they wandered because they were disobedient. So the Feast of Tabernacles was for them a reminder to be faithful and obedient to God, as individuals and as a nation. It reminded them of how God had rescued them, provided for them and finally brought them to the Promised Land in which they now lived. It was a celebration of God's mighty saving acts. This is why they were commanded to sacrifice a male goat each day of the feast as a sin offering. It was part of their acknowledgement of their need of God's forgiveness, and their need of God's salvation.
For us it can also be a time for remembering our dependence upon God's grace. Through Jesus we have also been rescued from a kind of slavery - bound by ungodly habits, imprisoned by blinkered attitudes and trapped in self-centred life styles. Through Jesus we have been loved and called to be his people. We have also been offered forgiveness and invited to follow him right into that Promised Land beyond this life. These are the images in some of our harvest hymns. It isn't just what we experience in this moment of our lives that makes us rejoice and give thanks, it's also remembering God's goodness that has led us up to this point. This is why so often we begin worship not by focusing on how we feel but upon Jesus and all he has done for us.

It was a time of seeking.
It was a time when the Israelites sought God's blessing upon them. As well as asking for forgiveness with the offering of their sacrifices, they also prayed for health and wealth. They prayed for sun and rain and growth for their crops next year. We catch a glimpse of this in Zechariah 14:17 – “If any of the families of the earth do not go up to Jerusalem to worship the King, the Lord of hosts, there will be no rain upon them.”

These sacrifices were a costly business! They came with a deep heart-felt longing that God would bless them, and their offerings showed they meant business with God.

In John's Gospel we catch a glimpse of Jesus at this Feast of Tabernacles. John does not explicitly tell of the procession of people, led by the priests, taking the golden flagon to fill it with water from the pool of Siloam in order to pour it over the sacrifices. But it was during this procession that Jesus stood in the Temple and said “If anyone is thirsty, let him come to me and drink” (John 7:37). He gave this invitation to all who were seeking not merely a drink of water, but a thirst quenching, satisfying drink of life itself. How strange! The one thing most people want is a sense of meaning, and fulfilment, and joy, and satisfaction from life; yet we do everything and look everywhere except to the one who offers it to us!
For us, as for the Israelites of old, this is a time of seeking, a time of praying, a time to mean business with God as we long for a richer, deeper life.

It was a time of sharing
Harvest was a time when God reminded them of their responsibility to the needy. The poorest at that time were the widows, the orphans and the sojourners. The sojourners were the foreigners who had no home or rights in the country. We would call them

refugees or immigrants. So God laid down certain provisions: the fruit that fell from the trees was to be left for the poor. The olive pickers were only allowed one pick of the trees, anything left was for the poor. This applied to the grapes as well. And the well-loved story of Ruth shows us that the gleanings of the corn fields were also left for the poor, both that which the reapers dropped and the edges of the fields.

For ourselves, this is also a time when we remember our responsibility to the poor, of this country and of the world at large. Many receive a pile of charity appeals at this time of year, and harvest sermons over recent years have tended to focus heavily on this particular theme. The Conference has encouraged local churches to support the Methodist Relief and Development Fund at this time of year. This is very important, but it also needs to be kept in balance with all the other insights of the harvest season, otherwise we end up giving out of a sense of duty rather than desire. This is never as generous or as meaningful. If we over stress our responsibilities, the things we ought to do, we may end up with a hardening of the oughteries which kills faith and action.


It was a time of gathering together.


This Feast of Tabernacles was one of three occasions when all the people were asked to meet together. It was a strengthening of the bonds between them. A time of identification and commitment as these people from different tribes reaffirmed their national unity and renewed friendships.

Some who have attended the Methodist Conference have found that it has given them a sense of belonging to something big and worthwhile. Some who attend circuit or district gatherings say the same, find encouragement and also renew friendships.

Conclusion

Should we continue to observe harvest, even though our culture is very different from theirs? Indeed, should we continue Harvest Festivals when they are now very different from those of our childhood? We can answer yes with confidence, if, and it is a significant if it continues to be:

a time of rejoicing,

a time of thanksgiving,

a time of remembering,

a time of seeking,

a time of sharing, and

a time of gathering together.

It can be a valuable resource and a significant witness, for the lessons it teaches and the experience it gives can both challenge and enrich society as a whole.
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