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Sunday 14 March 2010

Returning:  Making our way home

Year C - Lent 4 – 22C
	The Mission of the Methodist Church of New Zealand

	Our Church’s mission in Aotearoa / New Zealand is to reflect and proclaim the transforming love of God as revealed in Jesus Christ and declared in the Scriptures.  We are empowered by the Holy Spirit to serve God in the world.  The Treaty of Waitangi is the covenant establishing our nation on the basis of a power-sharing partnership and will guide how we undertake mission.
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	Readings
	Joshua 5:9-12 The reading sees Israel celebrate Passover and change from being provided with manna in the desert to eating the food they themselves have produced from the land.  

Psalm 32 A “making our way home” Psalm that includes themes of struggle and healing, confession and forgiveness, celebration and hope.  An invitation to trust and follow the One who is our ‘hiding place.’

2 Corinthians 5:16-21 The well known passage describing that in Christ we are a new creation, reconciled to God, and called to be ambassadors for Christ.  

Luke 15:1-3, 11-32 Many people have pointed out that this could be called the Parable of the Loving Parent.  Both sons are offered the father’s gift:  “Everything I have is yours.”



	Introduction / Summary
	This week, instead of unpacking a single theme, I have chosen to throw out a few ideas that will hopefully add something new to this well known story.  At the centre of them all is grace.  I define grace as the underserved, unconditional, even unasked for, love of God.  The story shows the recklessness of grace and the care-fullness of grace.  Grace meets us on the road of our repentance or in the fields of our resentment.  Grace comes running to meet us, and grace quietly seeks us out.  We find our way home, not because we are good at reading the map of life, but because God’s grace is always available on every part of our journey.



	Broader Preparation
	Spend some time with the three characters in the parable:  

In what ways am I like the younger son?  Where am I ‘wasting my inheritance?’  

In what ways am I like the older son?  Are there areas of resentment that need to be dealt with?   

In what ways am I like the father?  Where am I expressing grace? 



	Creativity /

Visual Aids
	There are many ‘classic’ pieces of music that could be used this week, including:

U2:  I Still haven’t found what I’m looking for (For me, one of the greatest confession prayers ever written…)

John Denver:  Take me home, Country roads
Tony Orlando & Dawn:  Tie a yellow ribbon round the old oak tree.  (You may want to decorate the front door of the church with yellow ribbons and play the song at the start of the service before the call to worship.  This would work particularly well with an older congregation – a feel good moment.)

Simon and Garfunkel:  The Boxer (Though the reference to the ‘whores on 7th avenue’ may make it unsuitable for most congregations)



	Preaching thoughts and Questions
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	One of the most profound and challenging books I have ever read is The Return of the Prodigal Son by Henri Nouwen.  One of the things Nouwen challenges us to consider is the way in which Jesus represents the ‘best’ of each of the characters.  Jesus is the true ‘prodigal son’ – the one who loses His inheritance in a strange land and is still able to return to the Father’s love.  Jesus, is the responsible older brother, but able to live out His obedience without harbouring resentment.  And Jesus is the One who welcomes home, or goes out searching for, the lost.  This would be a really challenging sermon to preach, but even more challenging to prepare!  Well worth doing at some stage…  

Two things worth noting:  By asking for his inheritance early, the younger son is essentially saying to the father, “I can’t wait until you die.  I wish you were dead!”  OR  “Your money (my inheritance) is more important to me than your company, your presence – your life.”  So often are we more concerned about what God can give us than who God is for us.  In many ways we are like the prodigal.

Secondly, both sons are lost in some way.  The one is lost through recklessness while the other gets lost through self righteousness.  Neither experiences the sense of “home” that their father offered them.  Like the sons, we too may be offered all the grace of God, but fail to receive it.

Returning depends on grace.  In order for the prodigal to return home, he needs to ‘come to himself’ (Luke 15:17 KJV) but also trust the father’s love enough to make his way home – even as a servant (v19).  He has ‘done his time’ in the far away land of wild living.  The older son has a different dilemma.  In order to return home he needs to see himself as a son, not a servant:  “All these years I have been slaving for you…” (v29).  He too has ‘done his time,’ but as the responsible, duty bound son.  To both his children the Father offers unconditional love and we see different characteristics of grace shining through:  Grace as reckless, grace as waiting, grace as generous, grace as searching – Finding our way home depends on grace.  

As we stand at the various crossroads of life – in the pig sty of bad decisions or the frustration of entrenched responsibilities – we are faced with the power of grace.  Do we continue as we are, or return to our heart’s true home – God?

I once heard a preacher use the sound of a door slamming to unpack this parable:  “Bang!”  Each door represented a part of the journey of discovering grace.  “Bang” – the door slams as the prodigal leaves the house, setting off in excitement for a new life.  “Bang” – the inn keeper slams the door after throwing the young man out of his pub, drunk and disorderly.  “Bang” – the sound of the pig sty door in the wind as the son considers his future.  “Bang” – the sound of grace as the Father leaves the house running to meet his son. 


	Illustrations / Stories
	There are many stories of children who, as young adults, mess things up and need to turn to mum and dad for help.  In the end the parent has to choose to welcome their child home or reject them because of the values the parents hold.  To illustrate this week’s theme, the story should end with something like, “Well, Jackie, you’d better come right on home.  Your room is waiting for you.”

A retired minister was showing off her new laptop computer to a young parishioner, “Look at what my children bought me!”  Impressed, the young person commented on how loving and thoughtful her children were.  “Not really,” came the minister’s reply.  “I just bought it with their inheritance.”  

“Grace:  There is nothing that I can do to make God love me more.  And there is nothing that I can do to make God love me less.”  (Source unknown)

Amazing how we need to end up in the pig sty before we admit our mistakes.



	Music

AA:  Alleluia Aotearoa

MHB: Methodist Hymn Book

WOV:  With One Voice

CMP:  Complete Mission Praise

S1:  The Source

S2:  The Source 2

S3:  The Source 3
	Hymns

Trust and obey (MHB 516, WOV 531)

And can it be (MHB 371, WOV 138)

Amazing grace (WOV 56, CMP 31)

Dear Lord and Father of ourkind (MHB 669, WOV 519)

Just as I am (MHB 353, WOV 497)

Softly and tenderly Jesus is calling 

When we lift our packs and go (AA 153)

Where the road runs out (AA 156)

Songs

Lord I come to You (The power of Your love) (S1 329, CMP 880)

You are my hiding place (Based on Psalm 32) (S2 1080, CMP 793)

Blessed be Your name (S3 1152)



	Children


	You could tell the story of the prodigal using the “Bang” layout mentioned in the sermon thoughts above.  Or, you could tell a story about a child who goes off to university in another town, and how mum or dad just misses them so much!  They would go into the child’s room and read their books, or sit on the deck and remember conversations they had.  Then the growing excitement of holidays and the child coming home for a few weeks, the greeting:  “How much I missed you!  Welcome home!”  Close by linking the feeling of the parent to God’s love for us – God wants to share life with us.  
Thank you, God, that You love us so much!  Thank You that You want to be with us.  Help us to believe that You are there – even when we can’t see you or hear you.  Remind us that You will never leave us alone.  Amen.



	PowerPoint
	Pictures of roads leading off into the distance could work well for this week.

You could also use Doors, yellow ribbons etc if you choose to build your service around the “Bang” idea or the “done my time” idea. 

Remember to keep the backgrounds simple, with big, clear spaces for the text.
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