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Deuteronomy 8.10: When you have plenty to eat, bless the Lord your God for the good land he has given you …

Chapter 8 of The Book Deuteronomy sets in front of us the story of God’s people. It does so to enable them to remember it for good when their temptation clearly is to forget it out of carelessness and neglect and to do so to their own detriment. Gratitude to God is encouraged. This is a story to be told down through history. This is a story that is shared by Jews and by Christians. This is a story of God’s provision as a template of home and a template of gratitude and therefore a template of gratitude for harvest. People are asked to remember more than selected highlights or cherished moments. They are asked to remember the whole sweep of their protection and their promise:

The Lord led them for forty years through the wilderness and, in that time, he tested and pressured them in two entirely opposite ways: with hunger for food and with excess of food to see if they had it in them to keep his commandments.
Their ‘take-away’ as we sometimes say is that they, and we, are to stick with God to enable God to stick with us. This is how the love of God works. It does not pre-judge good and bad, bad and good. It keeps open the door of possibility and of opportunity. The purpose of this relationship of care and squabble, squabble and care was to show them that the sustenance provided by the word of God is primary and the provision of food is secondary; the testing was about the harvest of obedience and its formation of character for them and for future generations. It took them forty years to get it for the first time. 
It was not all about punishment because, as we are told, their clothes did not wear out nor did their feet blister; there was an enduring sense of care at the heart of the hardships, the defiance, the rebellion and the tantrums – like the maturing relationship between two potentially warring males, father and son. 

The reward is described as a land of promise fulfilled: fertile, irrigated above and below ground, a land of fruits, flora and fauna but also a land rich in metals also for the crafting of utensils and implements to make the most of it. They could use the skills they learned in captivity in Egypt. Nothing is wasted in the providence of God. 
With hardship there comes stronger character; with discipline there comes deeper resilience; with care there comes lasting relationship; with promise there comes a plenty of harvest; and the best thing to do with harvest is to share it and to give away as much of it as you can to those who will receive and enjoy with a sense of gratitude – and most important of all will bless you and will bless God. 
These words of Moses form the backdrop to the celebration of harvest in this parish today and in many other harvests across the Church of Ireland. For us, the celebration of harvest may be less immediate, less tangible than it might have been some generations back or than it might be were we living more in the countryside than in the engulfing suburbs. But there is another way of looking at it. As farming and agriculture have become more diverse and complex, the skills needed to navigate them become more broad ranging and more diverse. As import and export both play their part in the harvesting of creation worldwide, the questions asked of us broaden in terms of ecological responsibility. Farming and agriculture draw in a very wide range of skills and those who farm the land and farm the sea find themselves caught fair and square in an ecological conversation that few would have predicted in an earlier generation. Farming is newly-complex as well as being oldly-difficult. Weather is always weather – unpredictable, sporadic, opportunistic and unreliable yet sometimes glorious. Anyone who brings in a harvest will readily tell you that doing so is an annual miracle. The politics of agriculture is another matter entirely. We believe that it is God who provides.     

Something else brings us together today for another type of harvest. It is the Harvest and Thanksgiving for work completed. Satisfaction is a good thing. You set yourself a task, you plan it, you carry it through – and you are rightly satisfied. It is a job completed and a job well done. And I should like to congratulate you on it. It is a harvest of skill, a harvest of generosity and a harvest of vision.  

A decade ago, this parish embarked on an imaginative scheme and one that had both a purpose and a road map. The constituency of a parish is constantly changing so it may just be useful to go over the ground quickly again. The parish, encouraged by the then rector, The Reverend William Bennett, took the existing rectory and adapted and developed it into a multi-function parish centre. The Glebe field became sites for up to five free-standing houses and one of them is the rectory. This is the initiative and this is the use that we celebrate this evening and that we consolidate as these developments move into their second decade alongside a parish church steeped in history and association and resonance for the community of Newcastle and for the Parishes of Newcastle, Newtown Mountkennedy and Calary. To everyone both in times past and in times now I say: Well done! and: Thank you!  
There is not only one harvest but there are three harvests which tie in with these initiatives and give cause for thanksgiving and celebration today. These three harvests are the work of God at the heart of what people do for and give to their parish and share in their community in providing opportunity to build cohesion and solidarity in the name of God and in the service of neighbour.
Deuteronomy 8.18: Remember the Lord your God; it is he who gives you strength to become prosperous, so fulfilling the covenant guaranteed by oath with your forefathers as he does to this day.  

