The Rector's Ramblings
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So today was the beginning of a long Harvest celebration time for me. It began this morning when I had the great joy of welcoming the pupils, staff and parents from West Dean School into St Andrew’s for their combined Harvest and Welcome back to school service. It will continue on Sunday with Children’s Church, and then the Parish Harvest Festival on Sunday 4th October at East Dean.
It is always wonderful to welcome the children of both our schools into their respective churches, and this morning the West Dean School family took it in their stride that there is scaffolding up around the tower, a narrower entrance, and the parents couldn’t use the balcony. In fact, in some ways, everyone congregating, as a congregation, in the nave gave the service a wonderful feeling of community, and of celebration, and it was great to see the church overflowing with joy and with song.
I had written a short talk for the service based on Matthew 6: 25 – 34, the birds of the air and the flowers of the fields, and how God cares for them and so will also care for us. But my talk wasn’t about not worrying about tomorrow, which is often the theme taken from that reading, it was about appreciating God’s Creation, giving thanks for it and also to all the farmers, pickers, packers, transport drivers and supermarket staff who get the food to our tables, and also the parents and carers who cook it for us. It was also about remembering that not everyone is as fortunate as we are.
The glorious problem, however, was that before my talk there were ‘Harvest Lessons’ from the children, songs, poems and presentations, that gave the same message. My planned prayer didn’t need to be said because the children’s prayers, written by themselves, said all that I would have said. I still gave my talk, because you can never hear an important massage too often, but I was, as the saying goes, ‘preaching to the already converted’.
We are blessed in where we live, in the fact that most of us have gardens, and that the roof over our head allows us to have fridges, freezers and cupboards in which to store food not just for today, tomorrow or next week, but possibly for the next few months. At the service this morning, through their donations to the food bank and their prayers, the pupils reminded us all that although being grateful for what we have is important, it is also important to share our blessings. It is important to remember that there are people in this country who can’t afford to stock a fridge, even if they have one. That there are people without a permanent roof over their heads, moving from one temporary accommodation to another, as they can’t afford the rent.
But in counting our blessings, we also need to remember the millions of people around the world who are in extreme poverty, living on less than $3 a day (that's £2.27, less than a single bus fare to Chichester). In fact, a recent United Nations report found that the number of people in extreme poverty was 826 million – that is 1 in 10 people. If we applied that ratio to the Valley Parish, it would equate to roughly 110 of our neighbours and friends not having enough to eat, nowhere to live, and no hope for the future. That is a staggering and disturbing thought and I’m sure if it became a reality then you would all rally round to help.
The thing is, our neighbour is not just the person next door, or down the road. They are the people of Sub-Saharan Africa, where 80% of the population are in extreme poverty. Our neighbours are the families, including children, living in slums and on refuse dumps, in South America. They are the refugees from war torn countries who now face a life of not just poverty but also fear for the future.
As we celebrate Harvest, as we bring our gifts for the food bank to the service on the 4th, we also need to think about how we can share our blessings further afield. How we can support the Charites and aid agencies that are working with the poor, the oppressed, to try and give them not just food, but a future, and a future with dignity.
As Jesus said ‘For I was hungry and you gave me something to eat, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you invited me in, I needed clothes and you clothed me, I was sick and you looked after me, I was in prison and you came to visit me.’ Then the righteous will answer him, ‘Lord, when did we see you hungry and feed you, or thirsty and give you something to drink? When did we see you a stranger and invite you in, or needing clothes and clothe you?  When did we see you sick or in prison and go to visit you?’ And he replied - ‘Truly I tell you, whatever you did for one of the least of your brothers and sisters of mine, you did for me. (Matthew 25: 35 – 40)
Let us be the ones who clothe the naked, feed the hungry, and remember that everyone is a child of God
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