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 Sunday 1 May 2011
Honest Doubts

Year A - Easter 2 – 32A
	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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	Acts 2.14a, 22-32 Peter, in his message to the Jews on the Day of Pentecost, explains that the scriptures foretold the resurrection of Jesus. “All of us can tell you that God has raised Jesus to life!”
Psalm 16 David praises the Lord for being his protector and guide. 
1 Peter 1.3-9 The resurrection of Jesus has given us new life and a real reason to hope. We have the expectation of the joy that lies ahead. 
John 20.19-31 Following his resurrection, Jesus appeared to his disciples. On the first occasion, Thomas was not present and he didn’t believe the others’ testimony. A week later Thomas was present when Jesus appeared and he responded, “You are my Lord and my God!" 

Faka-Me

This Sunday the Tongan church community celebrates Faka-me, a day especially for children. During the church service everyone is dressed in white, new clothes for the children being the order of the day. The children will have spent much time in preparation to participate in the service with Bible readings, plays and reading hymns. There is a feast lunch especially for the children.

May Day
The first of May is also May Day and this is celebrated in a variety of ways for a variety of reasons around the world. The basic idea is that it is an international day to celebrate the achievements of workers in getting just and fair working conditions. In many counties it is observed as a public holiday. Depending on the part of the world it is observed, it may be seen as an appropriate occasion for political protest or morris dancing!
You may wish to use the occasion to pray for:

· Opportunities of employment for all those willing and able to work, 
· Reasonable standards of living for those, who because of age or infirmity are not able to work.

· Harmonious industrial relations.
· Wages that are fair, housing that is adequate.

· A healthy living and working environment.

· The addressing of the root causes of poverty, unemployment and war.

(By way of interest, the distress call “Mayday! Mayday! Mayday!” has nothing to 

do with any of the above. It is used to signal a life threatening emergency and 

comes from the French venez m'aider, meaning 'come help me'.)


	NZ Music Month
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	This May is the 10th New Zealand Music Month. Through the whole of this month we will be especially recommending kiwi music to use in your worship services. 
“Love where is your fire?” by Brooke Fraser off the Albertine album has the following bridge that you may be able to use with today’s theme.
     Then a doubt comes to lie at the back of my mind
     That I'll offer you me and you'll politely decline 
     So I hasten to mute it, I'll shout and rebuke it - "away!"
New Zealand hymns and songs
Because you came HIOS 10
Christ is alive  AA 15

How is Christ present? AA64

Trust in the Lord SIS 117 (I think it’s a kiwi song)
(If you are inclined to use foreign songs see further suggestions below)
Notes from John Thornley, NZ Hymnbook Trust 

How is Jesus present? No. 64 in Alleluia Aotearoa, words and music by Cecily Sheehy. Cecily is a Catholic sister and of Irish descent. Her contribution to Family liturgy within her own church is well-known and loved. One variant to singing this all together, is to alternate verses, with those under 30 singing verses 1 and 3, those over 30 singing verses 2 and 4, and all joining in verse 5. As the following Sunday is Home and Family Sunday, this song could go well here also.

Christ is alive  No 15 in Faith Forever Singing, words by Shirley Murray, music by Jillian Bray. The church has just travelled the road with Jesus, through the Cross and Resurrection events. The 8 Sundays, starting with Easter Sunday and concluding with Pentecost Sunday, are known as The Great Fifty Days, a time which celebrates the resurrection and ascension of Christ and the outpouring of the Holy Spirit. Therefore Easter songs can still be sung in this period. A keyboard accompaniment to this song can be found on Singing Faith, the karaoke CD of 18 of Shirley Murray’s texts, recorded by Roy Tankersley.

Because you came No 10 in Hope is our Song, is a fine hymn of confession, with specific references to the Easter message, its final verse concluding:

    Because you came on Easter morning,

    because you came at Pentecost,

    and in the Spirit, we are forgiven,

    we live to praise you, Lord Jesus Christ!

This could also be used as a prayer, with the worship leader taking the first three lines, and congregation joining in the final line. Words are by Shirley Murray and music by Colin Gibson. 
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	This week’s “10 minutes” is the last in the present series which has been following the gospel stream from the lectionary. From next Sunday we will begin a new series of seven messages from the book of Acts that will take us to Pentecost Sunday 12 June.
We conclude in the gospels this Sunday with a passage from John 21. Here we find the disciple Thomas full of doubt. However, it is his honest doubts that lead him to an encounter with the risen Christ and his remarkable statement of faith, “you are my Lord and my God!” (John 20.28.)  Though it is never reported that Jesus directly referred to himself as God, (“I and the Father are one” comes close) he accepts Thomas’s declaration of faith. It is true that Christians are those that see Christ as divine. In him we see God. As the founding declaration of the WCC states, “The World Council of Churches is a fellowship of churches which confess the Lord Jesus Christ as God and Saviour according to the scriptures, and therefore seek to fulfil together their common calling to the glory of the one God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit.” (italics mine).

In leading this service you need to aim to affirm those that have honest doubts. Ironically, it is in encouraging people to own and express their doubts that we may open the way for them to grow into a different dimension of faith and a renewal of belief. In a service with the theme of “honest doubts” an affirmation of faith may be appropriate. I have reproduced the Apostles’ Creed and the creedal hymn from Philippians in the prayers section below. 
The Wesleyan quadrilateral

Wesley saw the four pillars of evangelical faith as being Scripture, tradition, reason and experience. As in Wesley’s day, it is the experience aspect that is missing from much of our church life. A dry rationalism just doesn’t cut it with the postmodern generation. It is up to us to pray for, and plan church events that will bring people to an experience, an encounter, with the risen Christ. 


	Broader / Personal

Preparation

	It seems our faith is never static. It is always changing. In considering the topic of honest doubts, we who are church leaders need to honestly reassess our own faith. Have we out-grown the old images that we had of God? Has our faith become tired or inadequate? Is it time to re-assess and renew our faith? Maybe now is a good time to plan to have a spiritual retreat later in the year to do just that.

Movies
There are quite a few movies that explore the interplay between faith and doubt.
Agnes of God (1985 - PG) stars Jane Fonda, Anne Bancroft and Meg Tilly. Set in a convent in Canada, it tells the story of a naïve and fragile young sister who gives birth, and it raises the question “how is God involved in this?” 
The third miracle (1999 - M). Another movie with a Roman Catholic setting. I love this one. Ed Harris plays a priest whose job it is to verify miracles of those on the path to beatification. However this priest is having his own crisis of faith.
Shadowlands (1993 - PG) tells the true story of CS Lewis’s unlikely romance with Joy Gresham (brilliantly played by Anthony Hopkins and Debra Winger). When Gresham develops terminal cancer Lewis’s faith is sorely tested.
Music
Leslie Phillips (now going by the name of Sam Phillips) has a track “Answers don’t come easy” off her album “The Turning” that would be great to use to set the scene for today’s service.

Scottish musician Midge Ure (formerly frontman for Ultravox and, for a short time, with Thin Lizzy) has a 1988 album called “Answers to nothing”. Listen particularly to “Dear God” and the title track. Aussie soprano Grace Bawden also recorded her own arrangement of Dear God as a 14 year old and released it in 2009 on her debut album.
If you’re looking for something brand new (released April 2011), try the “Love and hard times” track off Paul Simon’s album “So beautiful or so what”. Yes, that is Paul Simon, of Simon & Garfunkel fame, from many moons ago.
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	Include in the newsletter a question mark shape made of white paper or card. You will need to have a few spares and some pencils available.
Have a cross at the front of the church. 

Near the beginning of the service explain that over the past few weeks we’ve looked at the raising of Lazarus from the grave, then the betrayal, trial and death of Jesus. Then last Sunday we celebrated the resurrection of Jesus. In today’s gospel reading Thomas, who had been full of doubt meets the resurrected Christ and calls him Lord and God. 

What questions do you have about these events? Do any doubts arise in your mind? Is there anything that you’d like to ask God to “please explain?” 
Get everyone to write on their question mark their queries and doubts. 

Later, perhaps during the singing of a hymn, or while playing the Leslie Phillips “Answers don’t come easy” track, get people to come and put their question mark at the foot of the cross. 
Following this lead in a prayer 

     Lord God, 

     sometimes we ask questions for which we have no answers

     Through our questions and doubts 
     help us to seek you

     rather than display our own cleverness.
     Breathe your Spirit into us.
     Give us faith,
     light in the darkness,
     a spark of hope.
     Lord, we believe

     help our unbelief.

     Amen.



	Preaching thoughts and Questions
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	Don’t you just love Thomas? How many of us are a bit like him – pessimists, skeptics and doubters?
Remember the powerful story of Lazarus that we looked at only three weeks ago. Jesus informed his disciples that they were to return to Judea and that Lazarus was dead. Surely only Thomas, and Eeyore, would think to reply to Jesus, “Let's go, so we can die with him" (John 11.16). 
And then, later, when Jesus said to the disciples, “You know the way where I am going,” it was Thomas who replied in his honest, blurt it out, in-your-face way, "Lord, we don't even know where you are going! How can we know the way?" (John 14.5).
Thomas was his own person who had to find his own unique way through life. 
We can only speculate why Thomas was not present when the resurrected Lord first appeared to his disciples. All the others were there, except Judas who had taken his own life. Back in that upper room they huddled together to support each other. Perhaps Thomas preferred to be alone in his misery.  
Hatred toward the followers of Jesus was running high. They were all scared. They locked the door. Would the authorities come for them? Would they be next to die? They talked in low tones, looked towards the windows and puzzled over the resurrection reports carried to them by Mary, Peter and John. Suddenly… a voice. They were terrified. But it was Jesus! He greeted them… and greeted them again. Stunned, they couldn’t believe it. He showed them his wounded hands and his side. Seeing this with their own eyes they realised that the risen Jesus was with them again and they became exuberantly happy. 
Jesus told them that just as the Father had sent him into the world, so he was sending them. And, along with that commission, he breathed into them the Holy Spirit. What a night!... But Thomas missed it. 
As soon as they saw Thomas again they told him, “we saw the Lord.” They were so excited and all of them, all of his friends, testified that they had seen the Lord. 

“Nope, don’t believe you… refuse to believe you,” was Thomas’s response. He just couldn’t believe. Unless he saw for himself he couldn’t believe that! His faith in Christ had died at the time of that terrible execution at Golgotha.
A week later Jesus appeared to them again in a similar way. This time Thomas was present. Jesus told him to doubt no more. “Take your finger, examine my hands.” 

Thomas responded, “You are my Lord and my God!”

His honest doubts had now been turned resulting in this remarkable statement of faith. This faith had come about, not because of rational argument or Christian apologetics, but through his experience of the risen Lord. 

In the end this is just what we need: an experience of the risen Lord and the breath of the Holy Spirit. A dozen second-hand reports can never take the place of this. While it is helpful to re-examine our beliefs and re-evaluate the church from time to time, this is never going to be an adequate stand-in for a fresh encounter with Christ.
As we mature in our faith, it is natural for us to re-assess and re-evaluate what we believe and who we believe in. While, for a new Christian, it may be enough to simply say, “Jesus is the answer,” sooner or later we are likely to come to the stage of asking, “How is Jesus the answer?” and “Where can we see faith in Christ making a difference in this particular situation?” So it is that we are drawn to look again to Jesus and ask afresh, “Who is this man?” and “How is it that he can be God coming to me?” and “What does it really mean that he died on a cross so long ago?”

Our unquestioned conformity to the beliefs and values of the church may begin to crumble as we re-examine our faith and start to think outside the box. It is usual that we try to picture God using concepts and images – but as our faith changes, in the end our own concepts prove to be too small for him. Or God proves to be too big. The old concepts don’t fit and doubts may arise.
To have honest doubts about things that we had assumed for years to be true, is not necessarily bad or unhealthy. On the contrary our questions and doubts can form the pathway to renewed faith and revised hopes. For our faith to grow sometimes it also needs revisiting and revising. God works in unexpected ways and, to keep up with him, we need to make changes, revisions – re-assessing our faith and renewing our commitment. Our faith is always changing. With attention it can become firm, renewed and strong, until we arrive at that place where like Thomas we can declare “you are my Lord and my God!” (John 20.28.) 


	Illustrations / Stories
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	Garrison Keillor reflects on his experience of holy week in an article from salon.com
“I came to church as a pagan this year, though wearing a Christian suit and white shirt, and sat in a rear pew with my sandy-haired gap-toothed daughter whom I would like to see grow up in the love of the Lord, and there I was, a skeptic in the henhouse, thinking weaselish thoughts...
Skepticism is a stimulant, not to be repressed. It is an antidote to smugness and the great glow of satisfaction one gains from being right.”

Doubts
· Here’s a young couple in their late twenties. Neither of them have come from a Christian family, but they both found the joy of discovering faith through a church youth group in their teenage years. Life seemed simple, straight-forward and joyful back then. Jesus seemed to be the answer to all the questions that one could ask. Everything seemed so black and white and answers came easy. The youth group provided a lively social scene and Christians seemed such fun, and such good people. Now they are not so sure about any of that. Life seems more complicated. Some of the people in church are not very nice at all. Some of their non-Christian friends seem to live more moral lives and, not only that, they have more fun too. They are having doubts.
· Here’s a couple in mid-life. They’ve always been involved in church life and presently carry many leadership roles in their local church. Now, for the first time in their lives they are not so sure about the dogma of the church, the relevance of their faith, or the moral positions that they have held unquestioned for so long. Is their current intellectual reasoning compatible with their Christian faith? They have their doubts.

· A group of retired friends get together. All of them have had their turns serving on church Parish Councils and Leaders Meetings. Their church is healthy these days – at least that’s what they’ve been told. There are lots of new and young people there. But they feel remote from it all. To them it’s all noise and clamour. There have been so many changes that there is not much left of those things that they hold dear. They wonder what it’s really all about.


	Music

AA:  Alleluia Aotearoa

CMP:  Complete Mission Praise
HIOS: Hope is our Song

FFS: Faith Forever Singing

MHB: Methodist Hymn Book
H&P: Hymns and Psalms

S1:  The Source

S2:  The Source 2

S3:  The Source 3
SIS: Scripture in Song
WHV:  With heart and Voice
WOV:  With One Voice

	Hymns & Songs
A safe stronghold our God is still MHB 494; H&P 661; CMP 2
Begone, unbelief MHB 511; H&P 667

Dear Lord and Father of mankind MHB 669; WOV 519; H&P 673; CMP 111; 

     S1 79
Have faith in God my heart WOV 552; H&P 675   
I believe in Jesus CMP 264; S1 195
I'm not ashamed to own my Lord MHB 465; WOV 470; H&P 677; CMP 323    

     (adapted CMP 992)
In Christ alone S3 1311      
I walk by faith S1 253
Jesus take me as I am SIS 318; CMP 382; S1 297
Let the weak say I am strong S2 862

Lord I lift your name on high CMP 881; S1 330
My faith it is an oaken staff H&P 682

None other Lamb MHB 94

O love that will not let me go MHB 448; WOV 525; H&P 685; CMP 515
When our confidence is shaken H&P 686   
Will your anchor hold in the storms of life MHB 634; H&P 689; CMP 770  
Wonderful grace CMP 966; S2 1070
Your hand O Lord has guided WOV 389; H&P 784; CMP 705

For NZ music see NZ Music month above


	Prayers

	Collect

Faithful God, 

the strength of all who believe 

and the hope of those who doubt; 

may we who have not seen, have faith 
and receive the fullness of Christ’s blessing; 
who is alive and reigns with you, 
in the unity of the Holy Spirit, 
one God, now and for ever. Amen.
© The Methodist Worship Book (Peterborough, England: Methodist Publishing House, 1999)
Dear Lord, 
Although I am sure of my position, 
I am unable to sustain it without you. 
Help me, or I am lost. 
Amen.
Martin Luther

We come this morning to offer worship


standing before a great mystery 

in recognition that we do not know it all, 


cannot know it all

in reverence before God who loves us

Returning love 

   and offering praise 


as from human ignorance 



to infinite grace

We come believing that somehow 


what we have to offer matters



And that we matter



that our heartfelt praise is somehow pleasing

that even our mixed motives, 


our shabby attempts at unselfish prayer, 


our limited understandings of the huge metaphors of love 


are gently enfolded into something beautiful for God

and that our wanting to please God 


pleases him 


more than we can imagine or even hope.

Before this mystery 


we can only worship

© Alan K Webster (used with permission)                 
Psalm 16 (selection)
Protect me, Lord God! 

   I run to you for safety, and I have said, 

   "Only you are my Lord! 
   Every good thing I have is a gift from you." 
Your people are wonderful, 

   and they make me happy.

You, Lord, are all I want! 

   You are my choice, and you keep me safe. 
You make my life pleasant, 

   and my future is bright. 

I praise you, Lord, 

   for being my guide. 
Even in the darkest night, 

   your teachings fill my mind. 

   I will always look to you, as you stand beside me 

   and protect me from fear. 
With all my heart, I will celebrate, 

   and I can safely rest. 

I am your chosen one. 

   You won't leave me in the grave 

   or let my body decay. 
You have shown me the path to life, 

   and you make me glad 

   by being near to me. 

   Sitting at your right side, I will always be joyful

Contemporary English Version (CEV) Copyright © 1995 by American Bible Society
Apostles Creed

I believe in God, the Father almighty,
creator of heaven and earth.

I believe in Jesus Christ, his only Son, our Lord.
He was conceived by the power of the Holy Spirit
and born of the virgin Mary.
He suffered under Pontius Pilate,
was crucified, died, and was buried.
He descended to the dead.
On the third day he rose again.
He ascended into heaven,
and is seated at the right hand of the Father.
He will come again to judge the living and the dead.

I believe in the Holy Spirit,
the holy catholic Church,
the communion of saints,
the forgiveness of sins,
the resurrection of the body,
and the life everlasting. Amen. 

Creedal Hymn  - Philippians 2.6-11
Christ was truly God.
But he did not try to remain equal with God.
Instead he gave up everything and became a slave,
When he became like one of us.

Christ was humble. He obeyed God
and even died on a cross.
Then God gave Christ the highest place
and honoured his name above all others. 

So at the name of Jesus everyone will bow down,
Those in heaven, on earth and under the earth.
And to the glory of God the Father
everyone will openly agree,
”Jesus Christ is Lord!”

Contemporary English Version (CEV) Copyright © 1995 by American Bible Society
More prayers written in an Australian context by Moira Laidlaw.
See also my Doubters’ Prayer above
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	True or false
Give the children a true or false test. Depending on your setting you could project it and ask the children to call out – or hand out pencils and sheets of paper with the quiz printed on it. For younger children you will need simpler questions.
1. Monarch butterflies every year migrate from Canada to Mexico, a distance of over 3000 km (t)
2. Justin Bieber is really 25 years old (f)

3. In 1969 a man walked on the moon (t)
4. Transformers from another planet once walked the earth (f)
5. Our most distant planet is called alpha centauri (f – it’s the closest star))

6. A bite from a katipo spider can kill you (t)

7. Elvis Presley is dead (t)

8. From outer space the earth looks pink (f)

9. There are eight planets in our solar system (t – Pluto got voted off!)

10. Ninety Mile Beach in Northland is ninety miles long (f – its actually 55 miles or 90 km long)

After the test talk about how we know these things. We can’t find all these things out for ourselves. Other people have sought to prove them. We have to trust others who tell us. 
Some adults don’t believe that a person has walked on the moon. And some people don’t believe that Elvis Presley is dead. 
Knowing about God and Jesus is a bit like that. In the end we can’t really prove it, we have to trust. We call that faith. We can look at all the evidence and what other people say, but some people will still not believe. 
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	Google images for the incredulity of St Thomas
This flickr page has a lovely set of five stained glass windows featuring Thomas 
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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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