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Harvest festivals in rural communities where there are a lot of people employed and dependant upon the land are markedly different to our quick hit harvest festivals
· where we are prone to scramble around at home in the pantry to find something that is not in a tin to bring to an hour long church service or school assembly 

Our first reading could well have been set in the midst of wild celebrations of a harvest successfully gathered in, with barns overflowing with grain, grapes and other produce

· it was certainly a time of great prosperity and affluence in Israel – at least for some
· it was also a time of wonderful peace, (for some) – while others had received raw unfair deal in the community
So we could imagine a festival celebrating the harvesting of the vineyards
· it takes place somewhere in the neighbourhood of Jerusalem

· there would have been singing, and dancing, and drinking, and merriment 

· this festival of booths was not a one night affair – it lasted a whole week

It is well documented in several parts of the Old Testament

“They went out into the fields and gathered the grapes from the vineyards
 trod them, and celebrated.”  Jud 9.27

In the midst of such festivities the young man Isaiah steps forward, maybe with an 8th century BC equivalent of a guitar in his hand

· “Let me sing a song!” he declares, “A song about my friend and his vineyard”

· and the crowd is attentive as the song begins

And so he starts to sing about his friend

The songs tells us how he started out up on the hill, that very fertile spot

· to create his precious vineyard, he dug, he cleared, he planted, he built, and he hewed out a pit to tread his grapes
· finally my friend waited for his fruit, the result of his labours

· but at the end of the season the grapes were bad, 
· and all he had were sour grapes

The song ends and the mood of the party is now confused

· and taking the role of the friend Isaiah asks:
“Now, judge me, people of Jerusalem and Judah, did I do something wrong?”
      “Well, no”

“Could I have done anything more for this vineyard of mine?”
      “Of course not!  You did everything that was right”

“So why did the vineyard produce such a bad crop?”
      “Well, it certainly was not the fault of the owner”

So what is the farmer going to do?  he asks.
Well, I tell you what he is going to do . . .
he is going to take away the hedge
he is going to break down the wall
he is going to let the weeds grow up
and he is not going to prune the vine
and he will not water them

Then in v.7 comes the final punch line

“Israel is the vineyard
 the people of Judah are the vines
 The Lord expected them to do what is right
 but their victims cried out for justice”

The first 39 (of 66) chapters of Isaiah are about how Jerusalem had failed to keep the covenant 
(Like they were married, but behaved as if they were not)

· basically concerned with the economy - the way it was managed

· in Isaiah 5 the temperature increases – “Woe to you” (you are doomed!)
Let me focus on two:

5.8  (You are doomed!) “Woe to you who join house to house and field to field, soon there will be nowhere else to live, and you alone will live in the land”
· we live in an economy where we have joined banks to banks, shops to shops, and businesses to businesses at the expenses of the little man or woman, and the small trader
· and many of us have benefitted financially from such arrangements
· but if one walks onto the Hurdsfield, Weston or Moss estates there are many people who have not faired well under our financially driven society (these are small estates compared with our cities)
“Woe to you” – you’d better look out!

· big trouble is coming on the Jerusalem economy because it has become greedy, acquisitive, and it is destroying the neighbourhood
· APPL: (financial crisis) we have had a taste of trouble already and we are starting to suffer for it because it is even going wrong for us too

· and it tastes like ‘sour grapes’

Note:  This is not God out to get us, this is simply what happens when we live in ways that do not embrace justice and righteousness – consequences

Further on from our reading:

5.20  “Woe to you, you call evil good and good evil.  You turn darkness into light, and light into darkness”

· Eight days ago a ceremony was held in Hiroshima to mark 65 years since the dropping of the  atomic bomb on the city
· talk about calling evil good:  the bomb was called ‘Little Boy’ 
(Note how Jesus used children as illustrations of a different kingdom)
· from that blast around 140,000 people died, some instantly, others later from the effects of the radiation (BBC website)
· The Financial Times ran the headline this week: ‘Hiroshima still clouds a postwar friendship’

Our vineyard has produced sour grapes
In 1986 we came under the (so called) protection of 50 new American missiles

· each missile was able to carry up to 10 nuclear warheads, each warhead with the power of 20 Hiroshima bombs
· and what was the missile called? – ‘Peacemaker’

· “Woe to you who call evil good”

And we also call good evil, (or regard it so), as one commentator noted:

“There is no word more offensive to a culture driven by a desire for unlimited economic growth, than the word ‘enough’.”

‘enough’ is not a popular word in a culture committed to ‘more’

and I fear that this applies as much to church life as it does to our personal economic status

Also verses 18, 21, 22

The ‘Woes’ are naming the distortions in society that are going to lead to destruction

Two/three years ago I was preaching on a difficult subject like this

· Man complained: “I don’t come to church to hear this sort of thing; I get it all week long on the TV.”

· Isaiah might respond: “The reason why it is on your TV so much during the week is because it is not talked about enough in church on Sundays”

Isaiah’s case is rooted in last week’s reading, Isaiah 1.10-20

· where the Lord has had enough of the worship of God’s people

· and God puts it very cruelly – your worship is like a bad smell
· to put it very concisely, worship of God is simply unacceptable to God if it is divorced from the practice of justice in the community, or
· if you want ‘good worship’, practice justice in society

So where is the Hope?

a.  The problem has been diagnosed – which is half the problem

if you carry on with a limited regard for justice things will turn sour

b.  We have examples of alternative living
Cre8 – on our own doorstep – bringing Christians to live on the estate to work with the community by being part of it – social justice
Amish – TV series (The World’s Squarest Teenagers) – who are radically NOT committed to more
India Direct – small community committed to the poorest people in India who are cast out of normal society by poverty or injustice
c.  All of these have something to do with the Cross 
  
that by losing something you gain something
