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Sunday 21 March 2010

Blessing:  Taking risks for others

Year C -Lent 5 -23C
	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
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	Isaiah 43:16-21:  God reminds the people of how they have been saved from slavery, but tells them not to “dwell on the past.” Rather, look for the new thing as it springs up.  “Can you see it?”
Psalm 126:  The Psalm encourages the people to celebrate what God has done, turning sorrow into joy.

Philippians 3:4b-14: Paul reminds the Philippians of his “righteousness before the law”, but considers that worth nothing at all. He wants his life to honour Christ. 

John 12:1-8: Mary’s extravagant gift of expensive perfume offers a model to those who want to live generous lives.



	Introduction / Summary
	This week we reflect on the way we bless and honour people.  The resources include a practical focus with ideas of a hand washing ceremony as part of worship for smaller congregations or groups.



	Broader Preparation
	Take some time to “count your blessings, name them one by one” (as the old song has it):  What blessings have I received lately?  Who brought that blessing to me?  How can I celebrate these blessings and these people?
Is there someone I know who needs a blessing?  What can I do?



	Creativity /

Visual Aids
	Have some fragrant aroma therapy oil burning in the church so that people are greeted with the ‘smell of perfume’ as they enter for worship.  A well displayed bowl and towel at the front of the church could give visual strength to the image.  (The bowl could be used for hand washing as part of the service - see Preaching thoughts below.)  
Phil Collins’ Another day in paradise offers a good counter point to the theme of the reading – the man in the song avoids giving to the person in need: “He pretends he can’t hear her.”  Mary on the other is generous in her giving.



	Preaching thoughts and Questions
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	A few brief thoughts on sermons and then a suggestion for smaller congregations or groups.  On the Crossroads theme of Blessing:  Taking risks for others…
At it’s heart, blessing is about honouring people.  This dinner is given in Jesus’ honour (v2) – to bless Him.  For centuries we have gathered around food to honour people, going to extra-ordinary lengths for those few hours. But how can we do this on a daily basis?  People matter, they are sacred.  We honour them by showing respect, love and grace to all people.  
Blessing begins with presence – Jesus is invited!  He has to be there to be blessed – simple as that.  The incarnation reminds us again and again that in order to make a difference in someone’s life we have to enter into their world, but this involves risk because in doing so we surrender control.
Blessing is built on gift giving – Mary gives Jesus something.  She doesn’t count the cost.  She could have used a little, but, extravagantly, she gives it all.  When the woman touches Jesus’ cloak and is healed, Jesus says, “something went out of me.” (Luke 8:46).  Blessing others costs us – it comes at a price – we risk what we have.  When last did I give in such a way?
Blessing fills the moment – nothing else matters.  Mary is lost in what she is doing. Everything else fades as she honours the One who brought her brother back to life (John 11).  Expensive perfume, the use of her hair, the presence of those around her – nothing matters but the One to be blessed.  Such intensity…
If you are not following the Crossroads theme, John 12:3 offers a wonderful opportunity for a classic 3 point sermon on gratitude:

Tension is growing around Jesus… the plot thickens (see John 11:37 and 12:10).  Into the tension Martha and Mary hold a dinner in Jesus’ honour and Mary anoints the feet of Jesus with expensive perfume.  This brings the tension to the surface again as Judas objects to the wastefulness of the act.
But Mary cannot help herself.  She is filled with gratitude!  Jesus had restored her brother to life (John 11). 
Gratitude gives without counting the cost (v3a).  Mary’s gift is extravagant!  Worth almost a year’s wages (12:5).  So much of our giving today is given from what’s left over, not from the heart.  Our ‘generosity budget’ is very well managed.  
Gratitude gives without thought of self (v3b).  The way that Mary gives the gift is extravagant: ‘Wiped his feet with her hair.’ Her gratitude inspires humility.   Judas sees only what’s in it for himself, but Mary sees what’s in it for Jesus.

Gratitude reminds us of how things could be (v3c).  The result of Mary’s gift is extravagant:  “Perfume fills the house.”  Her act of blessing Jesus touches those around her – not only the blessed one benefits!  Gratitude has a knock on effect.
For smaller congregations and groups:

Today’s gospel reading gives the opportunity to hold a hand washing ceremony.  (Foot washing is normally too threatening for at least one person in the group.)  

In place of the sermon, invite people to gather in a circle, perhaps around the altar.  Have 3 or 4 bowls of aromatherapy scented warm water, and towels at the ready - placed just inside the circle or on the altar.  

Use John 12:1-3 as a Lectio Divina (a divine or holy reading):  Once people have settled, have someone in the group read the verses slowly.  Encourage the group to let the words wash over them – we pay attention, but are open to elements we don’t expect.  After a minute or so, someone else reads – again slowly and carefully.  Another pause and another reading.  

Someone may want to say a few words on the reading, picking up the blessing theme, or a piece of music may be used for reflection – “Give thanks with a grateful heart” may work well.
“When you are ready, take the bowl and towel from the altar and, in silence, wash the hands of someone in the group.  As you do so, pray for them silently – pray blessing on them – whatever that may mean for them or for you – that God would touch them, honour them, fill them. Dry the person’s hands carefully, gently, respectfully – these are sacred hands that God has blessed through your touch – you have been part of blessing them with God.  Once you have returned the bowl and towel to the altar, sit quietly and enjoy the atmosphere of God at work in the group and through the group.”

(Music during this time should be quiet and contemplative, not intrusive.  Keep things very simple – we are honouring each other and honouring Christ.)


	Illustrations / Stories
	You may know of people who have expressed love to others – tell the story (with their permission) or interview them.

Remind people how little things, like cards expressing love, or phone calls to “see how you are” can make big differences in people’s lives.  



	Music
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AA:  Alleluia Aotearoa

MHB: Methodist Hymn Book
H&P: Hymns and Psalms
WOV:  With One Voice

CMP:  Complete Mission Praise

S1:  The Source

S2:  The Source 2

S3:  The Source 3
	Hymns
Kneels at the feet of His Friends (H&P 145; WOV 561)

Praise, my soul, the King of Heaven (MHB 12; WOV 68)

My song is love unknown? (MHB 144; WOV 257)

Jesus comes with all His grace (MHB 87; WOV 149)

What shall we offer our good Lord (MHB 784; WOV 362)

What shall I do my God to love (MHB 77; WOV 50)

One more step along the world I go (H&P 746)

Count your blessings – words and music from hymnry.org
Songs

Come on and celebrate (CMP 99: S1 75)

I, the Lord of sea and sky (CMP 857; S1 246)

Give thanks to the Lord (His love endures forever) (S2 688)
Give thanks with a grateful heart (CMP 170; S1 118)

I will offer up my life in spirit and truth (CMP 990; S1 265)

You are beautiful beyond description (S1 589)


	Prayers
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	This prayer has a wonderful link to last weeks theme of grace – the extravagant welcome home of the prodigal and the plea for the older son to come and celebrate the return of his brother.  As such, it may be best used as a call to worship that leads straight into a well known praise hymn like Praise my soul the King of Heaven.

Good News   

It is good news, this Gospel:    

the message of God's reign among us;   

the reality of God's presence with us; 

the challenge of God's justice calling us.
It is good news:

a call to celebration,  

a reason to bring out our best,       

and offer it to God in extravagant thanksgiving and reckless devotion;    

an excuse for making our worship public,      

and letting our passion for this Saviour be seen.
Whatever we may face:    

whatever evil we might fight,        

whatever injustice we might resist, 

we refuse to forget the life, the celebration, 

that this Good News offers;
because it is truly good and liberating news      

when cynicism and hatred       

are incapable of stealing our joy.

John van de Laar © 2010 Sacredise (used with permission)
Having used John van de Laar’s prayer/poem as a call to worship, you may want to end your service with another of his prayers to send the people into their mission fields with confidence:

The Healing Power Of Celebration  

Leader:  In the midst of grief we choose to celebrate,    

People:  Because it reminds us of hope,        

     and brings comfort to our broken hearts;
L:  In the midst of poverty we choose to celebrate,
P:  because it speaks of wealth beyond material things,       

     and gives dignity to our humbled hearts;
L:  In the midst of conflict we choose to celebrate,  

P:  because it turns us to peace,      

     and restores humanity to our angry hearts;

L:  In the midst of suffering we choose to celebrate,    

P:  because it lightens our darkness,        

     and inspires strength in our fragile hearts;
L:  In the midst of injustice we choose to celebrate,    

P:  because it defies evil, 

     and renews determination in our compassionate hearts;

L:  Though crosses may loom, and opponents gather,    

     though cynics may scoff at the extravagance of our devotion to you

P:  Jesus, we still choose to embrace and enjoy,       

     for our own sake, and that of the least,    

     the healing power of celebration.
John van de Laar © 2010 Sacredise (used with permission)


	Children


	There is an old children’s song that says “count your blessings, name them one by one… and it will surprise you what the Lord has done.” Even if you don’t sing the song, get the kids up front for a ‘counting game.’  “We are going to count blessings!  But, what is a blessing?” (Get some feedback and decide on a definition – something simple like, “A blessing is something that makes us feel good.”  

“OK!  So let’s count our blessings – what makes you feel good?”  (The kids offer ideas and we count them off – up to 10 or 12 blessings – don’t let it drag.

“Good!  That didn’t take us long to count 12 blessings!  Where do these good things come from?  Who gives them to us?  (Make sure parents, teachers, God are mentioned…)

Encourage each child to say a one sentence thank you prayer for some blessing they have received.  “I’ll go first and then we’ll go around the group…  Let’s pray.  Thank you Lord for the taste of watermelon.  Amen.”


	PowerPoint
	If you are doing the hand washing, use pictures of water or bowls and towels.

Otherwise, pictures of oil / perfume jars or ‘smoke’ to represent the incense of perfume. 
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Mission Resourcing: Inspiring and resourcing our communities for a journey with Christ that enriches lives and relationships 
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