Sermon - 27.09.2026 – Proper 21, Year A (Season of Creation 4)
Lectionary readings:  Exodus 17:1-7; Psalm 78:1-4, 12-16; Philippians 2:1–13; Matthew 21:23–32

23 When he entered the temple, the chief priests and the elders of the people came to him as he was teaching, and said, “By what authority are you doing these things, and who gave you this authority?” 24 Jesus said to them, “I will also ask you one question; if you tell me the answer, then I will also tell you by what authority I do these things. 25 Did the baptism of John come from heaven, or was it of human origin?” And they argued with one another, “If we say, ‘From heaven,’ he will say to us, ‘Why then did you not believe him?’ 26 But if we say, ‘Of human origin,’ we are afraid of the crowd; for all regard John as a prophet.” 27 So they answered Jesus, “We do not know.” And he said to them, “Neither will I tell you by what authority I am doing these things. 28 “What do you think? A man had two sons; he went to the first and said, ‘Son, go and work in the vineyard today.’ 29 He answered, ‘I will not’; but later he changed his mind and went. 30 The father went to the second and said the same; and he answered, ‘I go, sir’; but he did not go. 31 Which of the two did the will of his father?” They said, “The first.” Jesus said to them, “Truly I tell you, the tax collectors and the prostitutes are going into the kingdom of God ahead of you. 32 For John came to you in the way of righteousness and you did not believe him, but the tax collectors and the prostitutes believed him; and even after you saw it, you did not change your minds and believe him. [Matt 21:23-32 NRSV]

Well, we have now reached the 4th and final Sunday in the Season of Creation, and I have the privilege of bringing this series to a conclusion. It is also the Sunday that, in HTK, we have nominated as our Harvest Thanksgiving and I will try to make some kind of connection between our normal Lectionary readings, Harvest Thanksgiving and our theme for SofC this year, which is ‘Living Water’, while also looking at potential answers to environmental concerns and the Christian response to these.

I know it is not the custom in HTK to read the Psalm on Sunday mornings, but had we done so, it was Psalm 78, where we would have read: 12In the sight of their ancestors he worked marvels in the land of Egypt, in the fields of Zoan. 13He divided the sea and let them pass through it, and made the waters stand like a heap. 14In the daytime he led them with a cloud, and all night long with a fiery light. 15He split rocks open in the wilderness, and gave them drink abundantly as from the deep. 16He made streams come out of the rock, and caused waters to flow down like rivers. [Ps 78:12-16 NRSV]

This is a brilliant summary, in poetic form, of the setting for today’s OT reading, which continues the story of the Exodus of the Children of Israel from enslavement in Egypt, their safe passage through the divided Red Sea while the mighty Egyptian army perished trying to prevent them. In last week’s instalment, we learned of the ungrateful Children of Israel complaining and heard of a generous all-providing God who provides them with manna and quails as food in the wilderness.  This week, they have moved on a bit in the narrative and find themselves not just in a wilderness but in a desert, the Desert of Sin, located between Elim and Sinai (look it up on your bible maps when you get a chance). Sources suggest that Elim was a place with abundant water; but they are now in an intermediate place, in the desert, moving in a direction, but one which does not provide enough water for them or their livestock. The Israelites at this point had been following a pillar of fire by night and a cloud by day; they had been given manna and quail for food. Yet they didn’t seem to trust God to provide water. Perhaps they had seen God meet their needs and thus expected God to provide this too. My understanding of the attitudes of this time period is that blessing is both physical and spiritual. God not providing water was perhaps seen as a sign that they were not being blessed. They expected God to reward their obedience in leaving Egypt with provision – maybe in their minds, God was not living up to His end of the bargain. How do our expectations of God impact our experiences?

There is an amazing parallel between the importance of water during the Exodus – whether as a ‘barrier’ in the case of the Red Sea, or as ‘life-supporting necessity’ in the Desert of Sin – with the deep dependency on water that the human race still has, even in our own country. We can become very smug about this in the West of Scotland – where we often wish we didn’t have quite so much water! – but it’s very different if you live in the southern half of this same island! There, every recent Summer has been increasingly bad, but this summer has been exceptionally bad. This Summer has been the driest on record and the results have been there to see – I’m sure you have all seen the photos on TV of the parched brown fields that were once fresh green grass or succulent plants. Many people, just like the Israelites, complain of ‘hosepipe bans’ and ‘bans on baths’ but these are relatively minor irritations compared with what it has done for food production.

And this brings us neatly to the connection with our Harvest Thanksgiving this morning. In rural communities, the idea of a thanking a deity for a successful harvest goes back to pre-history; in the biblical narrative, the week-long observance of the Feast of Sukkot (or Tabernacles) is commanded in Lev 23:33,35, marking the end of the agricultural season.
In the Christian era, it is not easy to know where it began but, certainly by the Middle Ages in Europe, Martinmas, celebrated on the 11th of November, was the primary harvest thanksgiving festival and also marked the start of winter. Of course, since the start of the 1st Industrial Revolution and ever-increasing urbanisation in this country, most of us have become fairly detached from “where our food comes from” and our harvest festivals can become fairly remote from actual agriculture. So, let me pose a relevant question: how long do you suppose it has been since the UK was self-sufficient in food production, i.e. did not have to import food to feed the nation?
 
You may be surprised to know that, in fact, the UK has not been self-sufficient since the late 18th century (around the start of the 1st Industrial Revolution) but this year will still set a new record in shortfall. In the UK, we are on course for the worst agricultural harvest since records began and the main cause of this is too much and/or too little water, primarily as a result of Climate Change. In the past three years, our farmers have faced the wettest winter on record, the hottest summer on record, and now an even hotter summer! This year, total output from cereals and oil-seeds, for example, is around one-third down compared with the 2014-23 average. Four of the five worst UK harvests on record have occurred in this decade – 2020, 2024, 2025 & 2026. Now, this is not just a problem for farmers – it directly affects us all.  While I understand the practicality of our harvest offerings in HTK being in the form of dried goods and canned product (which could come from anywhere), it can easily disguise and disconnect us from these real issues in our food chain, where we are increasingly having to import agricultural products from abroad; and, since many of the countries we are importing from have had as bad, if not even worse harvests, our notorious ‘cost of living’ will sky-rocket again! And if, like me, you are still a meat-eater, the harvest for the produce (e.g. silage) that we use for feeding livestock is just as bad, if not worse.

Today’s Epistle Lection includes St Paul’s well-known ‘Humiliation & Exaltation of Christ’ poem: “8he humbled himself and became obedient to the point of death—even death on a cross. 9Therefore God also highly exalted him…” and so on. So, even Jesus had to humble himself, in order to save the world and I believe that this is also a blueprint for us in helping us in our stewardship of Creation. The ecological crisis is fundamentally a crisis of human pride and selfishness. Much environmental destruction results from the belief that humanity has unlimited rights over creation – cf. President Trump’s speech at the UN last week. Forests are exploited, rivers polluted and oceans overfished because economic gain is placed above the wellbeing of people and ecosystems. Paul's call to Christ-like humility directly challenges this mindset.

Finally, coming to our Gospel reading today, we have the also well-known Parable of the Two Sons. The first refuses to work in his father’s vineyard but later changes his mind and obeys; the second promises obedience but never acts. Jesus concludes that genuine discipleship is measured by faithful action rather than religious words. I always love reading this in the quaint language of KJV, where it reads: “A certain man had two sons; and he came to the first, and said, Son, go work today in my vineyard. 29 He answered and said, I will not: but afterward he repented, and went. 30 And he came to the second, and said likewise. And he answered and said, I go, sir: and went not. 31 Whether of them twain did the will of his father?”  Our governments, for example, are past masters of acting the ‘second son’ – they announce their environmental commitments with great fanfare but when you actually analyse how well they have done after a certain period, you realise that “they went not”! However, many Christians also resemble the second son, professing faith while failing to protect God's creation. Churches often affirm that the Earth belongs to God, yet many remain silent in the face of pollution, deforestation, biodiversity loss and climate change. Jesus reminds his hearers that obedience is demonstrated through action. The first son's change of heart offers hope. ‘Repentance’ is more than ‘regret’; it is a transformation that leads to different behaviour. Ecological repentance likewise means changing lifestyles, policies and economic systems that harm Creation. It involves restoring wetlands, protecting rivers, reducing GHGs and ensuring equitable access to clean water.

Matthew 21 calls the Church to become the community that not only says "yes" to God's Creation but actively ‘enters the vineyard’, caring for the land, protecting living water and participating in God's
work of renewing the Earth. My prayer is that each one of us will respond to that call and play our own part in the care of God’s wonderful Creation. Amen.
