
 

Sermon at the Cathedral Eucharist  Harvest Festival 

readings: Deuteronomy 26 1-11, Philippians 4 4-9, John 6 25-35 25 September 2022 

Preachers delivering sermons like to think they command the congregation’s undivided attention. They are 
not used to competition! But I am aware that in preaching on this Harvest Festival Sunday, which is also the 
start of Generosity Week, with a focus on our gratitude for what we have, and our need for generosity 
towards those who have not, I am actually faced with some competition. Gaia is a marvellous 7 metre 
diameter Earth hanging there, visually and powerfully reminding us of our place on, and our stewardship of, 
this beautiful planet, and our inter-related responsibility for it and for all its peoples.  

Who needs a sermon when you can just look that? How can I be expected to compete? That’s not fair! 

Equally unfair however was an experience I had some years ago in the season of harvest festivals. I went to 
a Rich World/Poor World event organised by Oxfam, held in a local school. A ticket cost me £5 and for 
this I was promised that there would be food included. As you went in, you were given a numbered ticket. 
Those with even numbers were sent to the right and sat down to a 3 course meal…delicious so I’m told. 
Odd numbers like me were directed to the left, and were presented with a very small bowl of cold rice.  

That’s not fair, I thought. But that was the whole point: life isn’t fair. As a parent and a teacher for many 
years, the most common lament I heard from children was “it’s not fair!” 

Bill Gates, billionaire philanthropist and owner of Microsoft, in a speech to graduating high school students, 
offered them “11 Rules for Life”, giving primacy of place as his Rule 1 to the statement: “Life isn’t fair: get 
used to it”: easier to accept when you are on the right side of the unbalanced distribution equation? 

But the distribution of the world’s resources certainly isn’t fair. Consider these facts:  

60% of the world’s population lives in Asia: they receive 15% of the world’s food. 
10% of the world’s population lives in Africa: they have only 5% of the world’s food, far less than they need 
to survive. 
5% of the world’s population lives in S America but accesses 10% of the world’s food  
5% of the world’s population lives in N America & consumes 20% of the world’s food. 
20% of the world’s population is in Europe, but we consume 50% of the world’s food. Yet even in our own 
country we have increasing numbers of people having to rely on food banks to provide their daily bread.  
 
That’s not fair. 
 
But the inequality is not solely confined to food. The world’s privileged third has an average of 2 rooms per 
person. It has access to 3/4 of the world’s doctors. It has an average life expectancy of nearly 80 years. But 
the world’s under-privileged two-thirds has an average, not of 2 rooms per person but 5 persons per 
room. It has access to only 1/4 of the world’s doctors and an average life span of under 60 years. And if we 
don’t do something about this, between now and our next harvest festival, another 50 million of them will 
have died of avoidable starvation. That’s not fair either. 

So if you woke up this morning in good health, you are more fortunate than the 1 million people who will 
die this week through lack of basic health care. If, in spite of our cost-of-living crisis and energy woes, you 
have a fridge full of food, clothes on your back, a roof over your head and a safe place to sleep, you are 
more fortunate than most of the world’s population. 

So what’s to be done?  



 

I want to contrast Bill Gates’ “Life isn’t fair, get used to it” with the words of Mahatma Gandhi: “Earth has 
enough for everyone’s need, but not for everyone’s greed”. But I want to overlay that sentiment with some 
words of Jesus recorded in the story of the feeding of the 5000 in Mark’s gospel ch6. The crowds have 
followed Jesus all day and it is getting late. The disciples come to the Lord and say “this is a lonely place, 
send the people away to buy themselves some food”. But Jesus says to his disciples: “Give the hungry 
something to eat yourselves”. 

In our gospel reading today (John ch6 25-35) the crowds are reminded that they are fed not only by loaves 
and fishes, bread that satisfies for only one meal; not only by the manna in the wilderness which provided 
bread that satisfies for a few days; not only from the earthly sustenance of the land of milk and honey to 
which the Lord has brought them (as told in Deuteronomy): they are now being nourished by Jesus, the 
Bread of Life itself, a bread which can satisfy both now and for eternity, a bread which offers us both 
physical and spiritual nourishment for life. Sustained by that bread, we can indeed give the hungry 
something to eat ourselves.   

But to be so fed by Jesus is by no means a free lunch. To eat of this bread, this living bread, is to accept a 
new rule for life, a new philosophy of care, a new relationship with others. It demands we set aside the 
worldly focus on success and replace it with a capacity for sharing. 

Shortly in this Eucharist, the president will break the bread and invite us to share in the body of Christ. And 
we will respond: “though we are many, we are one body, because we all share in one bread”. That 
commitment to sharing, that sharing in sacrificial love, commands us to recognise our responsibilities to all 
God’s people wherever they are set; it demands we do ‘the things we have learned and received and heard 
and seen’ (as our reading from Philippians exhorts us). It calls us to recognise that ‘all is harvest’ and that 
harvest is for all, that we can all give the hungry something to eat ourselves, be it through practical support, 
political action, compassionate caring. 

Some of us may be able to give financial support to the work of the aid agencies, some may have more time 
to offer to volunteer in charity shops or in fundraising. Some may offer gifts of essentials for Padley’s work 
with the homeless and destitute, or to support food banks.  Some may offer support by buying products 
from Traidcraft or other Fair Trade organisations. Some may use their skills in lobbying and campaigning. 
All can pray for the needs of the poor and hungry of God’s world, and for the coming of His Kingdom. 
What is done and how it is done matters less than the fact that it is done: that sermons become plans, that 
theory becomes practice, that words become actions, so that the harvest can become plentiful and all can 
be fed. 

I am very fond of the story of the novice Buddhist monk who becomes increasingly irritated by his Zen 
Master, who seems always to be right. He resolves to show him that he can sometimes be wrong and so 
devises what he regards as a cunning plan. “I will get a butterfly cupped in my hands behind my back and I 
will ask my master: ‘Master, is the butterfly alive or dead?’. If he says ‘alive’, I will crush it and show that it is 
dead. If he says ‘dead’, I will release it and show that it is alive”.  

So this he does and asks: “Master, is the butterfly alive or dead?”. And his Master sagely replies: “The answer 
is in your hands my son”. 

Jesus says: “Give the hungry something to eat yourselves” … and the answer is in our hands. 
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