20261004 Harvest Festival 2 Corinthians 9.6-end 
The Next Crop Going In
There is something deeply humbling when holding some soil in your hand. 
What looks an uninspiring brown is teeming with lifeforms. Not that I can see them, but they are there. It’s estimated there are more living organisms in a teaspoon of decent soil than the number of people on the planet. Is this urban myth? Or should I say, rural myth? Such a teaspoon of soil could well contain more than 75,000 species of bacteria, 25,000 species of fungi, 1,000 species of protozoa and 100 species of nematodes.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  https://regenerativefoodandfarming.co.uk/soil/] 

Earth is awesome. 
We know this, know it so well we take it for granted. Food too, that’s awesome and we take it for granted too. 
If we want to, we can get pretty much any food at any time of the year. It is both a blessing and a curse. Having strawberries in January, that still seems odd and they usually taste that way too. 
The seasonality of the year is reflected in our church year, and celebrating harvest is very good for us as it gives us the opportunity to remember gratitude and hospitality, both are central to Christian faith. 
On Thursday night I went along to a harvest talk in St Margaret of Antioch church in Bygrave. Earlier this year I’d been in conversation with James Northern. He’s a farmer, a Christian, Church Warden and a lay leader of worship. He happened to mention the Harvest Talk they were planning that his equally passionate farming daughter Zara was going to speak at. This tiny church was full eager to hear and learn. 
It wasn’t a Christian talk, it was about farming and specifically, the soil and what they are doing as famers. It has been a tough year for farmers.
They are planning for the future of extreme weather: wetter winters and drier summers. 
The depth of scientific knowledge to understand the soil structure, soil components: biological, physical and chemical. Plus, their lived experience of the generations of farmers running through their family. There is an immense amount of behind-the-scenes work and investment to work the land appropriately. I can’t do justice to what Zara and James shared. 
In the complicated and fascinating world of soil, biological, physical and chemical, there are gaps, the gaps hold water and pockets for air.  
The good soil is like a chocolate sponge, lots of bubbles, these gaps, which will also hold the water. When the is in a bad way, the soil becomes more like a chocolate brownie, dense, without those air pockets. 
To help the soil, especially to protect it and enhance it for the following year, there is benefit in cover-crops over the winter. These crops, some are a green manure, to fold back into the earth, providing the biological organisms something to munch on, literally unlocking the elements. This all helps to create the sponge-like texture with those gaps, rather than the compacted dense brownie structure.
And importantly, the farmer is considering what comes next, what’s the next crop going in?
Zara had pictures of her experiment of sugar beet, one crop growing in the field that had had the cover crop and one that was in a field that had not. There was a significant increase in the yield in the sugar beet growing where the cover crop had been. The chocolate sponge soil with the gaps had provided the ideal growing conditions. 
I don’t know about you but when I think of a gap, it’s like a gap in a shelf or mind the gap, something should be there,  yet this is what the soil needs, gaps for air and for water. 
Yet this is what our Christian life is all about, opening up, giving something away, creating gaps, little  bubbles. These gaps are places of growth, in opening up, giving away, these are the spaces within us that God can fill with life giving Spirit and spaces for water, that baptismal water that we we’ve committed to trust God in our lives. This is the one I choose to follow. 
These gaps are what are needed for the seed, the roots will grow down and wide to be fed with water, air and the soil nutrients. 
Farmers need to be very savvy regarding their seed sowing, an awful lot of planning, which I knew little about, but it involves satellites, soil science, to the accuracy of fertiliser and exact seed sowing rates even within a field, depending on the soil composition and potential weed growth. Seed is precious and expensive, it can’t be wasted. 
Though this is a difference between farmers and God. God is wilfully liberal with seeds. 
‘He who supplies seed to the sower and bread for food will supply and multiply your seed for sowing and increase the harvest of your righteousness.’[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  2 Corinthians 9. 10] 

Imagine that, he will multiply your seed for sowing and increase your harvest.  
Trusting God, that can be difficult, but when we do, we grow, when we give liberally, and create those gaps, God promises to increase our harvest, something changes in us, this is growth and it is transformative. 
We are amazingly complex too, our life experiences as richly diverse as the soil. This festival of Harvest, it is about gratitude, thankfulness to God and recognising how little we do frankly for our daily bread, which wouldn’t be here if there wasn’t a farmer sowing the seed. 
In the prayer of preparation for communion, that we often have, we pray together
"Yours, Lord, is the greatness, the power, the glory, the splendour, and the majesty; for everything in heaven and on earth is yours. All things come from you, and of your own do we give you."
Everything, everything I have comes from you, and of your own, do I give you. 
This is giving back to God, and he will increase the harvest and supply you with future seed for growing. 
And St Paul goes on to say, 
‘The one who sows sparingly will also reap sparingly, and the one who sows bountifully will also reap bountifully.’ 
God is planning on the next crop going in to be a harvest of righteousness. As Paul commends to the early Christians, he’s encouraging these followers to be generous, without reluctance, not under compulsion, but from a place of gratitude and trust that God will provide when we let go, give and in doing, we have gaps. 
These gaps, that’s for God the farmer to be thinking about what’s the next crop going in. 
God is always calling us onwards, what will be the next crop? 
I wonder what that is for you, for our church in community.
Or maybe think and reflect, is God planting a cover crop in your life, that will prepare your inner soil to be the perfect growing soil for the seeds he will sow in your life, the future abundant harvest. What is the cover crop? Some new activity or friendship, exploring a different way of praying, reading some inspiring books or listening to a Christian podcast? There’s a future harvest to look forward to.
 Final inspiration from James, as a hard-working, passionate Christian farmer, saying he has mounted above his back door is 
"Don't judge each day by the harvest you reap but by the seeds that you plant"
It is the next crop going in. 
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