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Sunday 10 April 2011
Receive Life
Year A - Lent 5 - 23A
	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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	Ezekiel 37.1-14 Ezekiel has a vision of a valley full of dry bones. “I, the Lord God, will put breath in you, and once again you will live.”
Psalm 130 Call out to the Lord in time of trouble. Trust in him and he will save you from all your sins.
Romans 8.6-11 To be controlled by our human nature results in death. But those controlled by the Spirit have life because Christ has accepted them. Even though their bodies die, God will raise them to life by his Spirit.
John 11.1-45 Lazarus becomes ill and dies. By the time Jesus arrives at his house he has been dead for four days, but Jesus goes to the tomb and raises Lazarus back to life again. 


	Introduction / Summary
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	The story of Lent

is the story of Jesus

and he invites us

to become part of his story
Mike Ashburner
Today, as we continue our Lenten series under the theme JOURNEY WITH JESUS, we come to the remarkable account of the resurrection of Lazarus. John structures his gospel around seven miracles and seven “I am” statements of Jesus. He calls the miracles “signs” because they each point to something. They show us something of the nature of God. The resurrection of Lazarus points ahead to Jesus’ own resurrection and to a wider resurrection which is an integral part of the gospel and the highpoint of the Easter message. “I am the resurrection and the life” is the fifth of Jesus’ “I am” statements. It bonds the idea of resurrection to the person of Jesus Christ.  
An outline of the whole Lenten series, JOURNEY WITH JESUS, can be found on the New Zealand Methodist website. (From the drop-down menu choose Ministry/ Refresh/ Lent-Easter preparations.) You will also find there a couple of special “10 minutes” for Holy Week. One gives a plan for a Tenebrae Service on Maundy Thursday (21 April) and the other resource is for Good Friday (22 April).
Lent is the traditional time for Christians to think about spiritual discipline and self denial. As an act of self denial the United Methodist website (General Board of Discipleship) makes a helpful suggestion that we encourage people to reduce their energy consumption during Lent. 

As a spiritual discipline I am suggesting that you encourage the memorising of a Bible text each week of Lent. I have reproduced last week’s one below followed by a new one for this week. Read it out and get the congregation to repeat it. Ask everyone to say it again several times during the service. Come back to it again next Sunday. You could offer a reward to children who have memorised it. 
Last Sunday’s memory verse 

People judge others by what they look like, but I judge people by what is in their hearts.
1 Samuel 16.7 CEV (The Lord speaking)
This Sunday’s memory verse

Jesus then said, "I am the one who raises the dead to life! Everyone who has faith in me will live, even if they die. And everyone who lives because of faith in me will never really die.
John 11.25&26a CEV


	Broader / Personal

Preparation
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	The passage from the gospel today, and the recent events in Christchurch and Japan, should have us as church leaders reflecting on where God is in time of tragedy. It is a time to get on our knees and reflect on what the crucifixion means for us in our time. The Christian faith knows nothing of a detached deity. God suffers with his people. The 2008 song “You found me” by The Frey (listen on youtube) picks up this theme with its searching chorus “Why’d you have to wait? Where were you? Where were you?”

Some movies that you may consider screening over Lent and Easter:
· Chocolat (2000 - M). A mother and her young daughter arrive in a small French village and open a chocolatiere during Lent, provoking the ire of the devout mayor. It raises the issue of compassion verses legalism. Nominated for five Academy awards.
· Godspell (1973 - G). A movie adaptation of the musical. Based on Matthew’s gospel but set in New York City.
· Jesus Christ Superstar (1973- M). The movie based on the Andrew Lloyd Webber and Tim Rice rock opera – an oldie, but the music stands the test of time. 
· Jesus of Montreal (1989 - M). A group of actors put on an unconventional passion play. The lead actor’s story cleverly parallels that of Christ. As such it intersects with our Lenten themes. Nominated for an Academy award for best foreign language film. (It’s in French with subtitles.)

· Jesus the Movie (1979 - G). A two hour classic life of Christ based on Luke’s gospel which was made as an evangelistic tool. Now available in over 1000 languages.
· The Miracle Maker (2000 - PG). An engaging animation of the life of Christ. The expressiveness of the characters gives an uncanny realism. Will be enjoyed by all people of ages. 
· The Passion of the Christ (2004 – R15). Mel Gibson’s (writer and director) powerful portrayal of the death of Christ is a bit stark and graphic for the kids. The New Zealand censors gave it an R16 certificate – then reduced it to R15. It covers the last twelve hours of Christ’s life. Received generally good reviews (nominated for three Academy awards). In Aramaic, Latin and Hebrew with English subtitles.
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Rembrandt’s ‘Crucifixion’
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Dali’s
‘Christ of St John of the Cross’

	Dramatic Bible reading

Once again our gospel reading this week is a long one, full of drama and action. Read well it could be the high-point of the service. You may like to consider turning it into a costumed dramatic reading with a narrator and other voices for      Jesus, the disciples, Thomas, Martha, Mary, and the other mourners.
Alternatively, you could get some actors to mime the story as it is being read. It naturally breaks into 3 ‘acts’. 

· John 11.1-16 – Jesus in Jerusalem

· John 11.17-37 – Jesus on the road just out of Bethany
· John 11.38-45  - Jesus at the tomb 

U2 – October

Irish band U2 have a lovely little praise song called “October” on their 1981 album by the same name. It would be an appropriate track to play at the conclusion of the service. It is mainly instrumental, but the lyrics speak of autumn in the Northern Hemisphere:
October and the trees are stripped bare

of all that they wear but what do I care

October and kingdoms rise

and kingdoms fall

but you go on and on

This is our experience. We have seasons of change. We have seasons of spiritual life and vitality and seasons of dryness. This is true of our church life, as well as our personal life. People rise to power and fall from power… but through it all God goes on and on. In joining ourselves to Jesus he brings that “on and on” quality into our lives in the now. 
Easter art meditation – Dali and Rembrandt
Set up “stations” around your church and allow 10 minutes for this activity. The number you set up will depend on the size of your congregation. At each station you will need instructions, paper, pencils and a print of Rembrandt’s ‘Crucifixion’ and Dali’s ‘Christ of St John of the Cross’. (Google images for high resolution copies of both.)
Print off the instructions below in large print spread over two A4 sheets.
Read from the Bible

He suffered and endured great pain for us, but we thought his suffering was punishment from God. He was wounded and crushed because of our sins; by taking our punishment, he made us completely well. All of us were like sheep that had wandered off. We had each gone our own way, but the Lord gave him the punishment we deserved. Isaiah 53.4-6

We know that the persons we used to be were nailed to the cross with Jesus. This was done, so that our sinful bodies would no longer be the slaves of sin. We know that sin doesn't have power over dead people. As surely as we died with Christ, we believe we will also live with him. We know that death no longer has any power over Christ. He died and was raised to life, never again to die. When Christ died, he died for sin once and for all. But now he is alive, and he lives only for God. In the same way, you must think of yourselves as dead to the power of sin. But Christ Jesus has given life to you, and you live for God.  Romans 16.6-11

Consider

Artists though the ages have sought to depict the crucifixion in their paintings. Inevitably they bring something of themselves also to their art.

Rembrandt’s ‘Crucifixion’ 17th Century - Rembrandt has actually painted himself into his painting (that’s him in blue at the foot of the cross). Why do you think he has done this? How do you think that you are involved in this story?

Dali’s ‘Christ of St John of the Cross’ 20th Century - Dali’s painting was inspired by a vision of Christ that the mystic St John of the Cross had. The painting is unusual because of its point of view. Whose point of view is it? Can you see the cross as linking heaven and earth? Is there significance in the hour-glass shape of the painting?

Doodle

Draw a cross on a piece of note of paper. Put an ‘x’ where you think you are in relation to the cross (near or far away; above, below or alongside).

Pray

Lord, help me to better understand what the cross means for me. Amen 

(Alternatively you could project the images and lead in a meditation on them.)


	Preaching thoughts and Questions
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	If you have a brother or sister, how similar are you to your sibling? 

In Luke’s gospel Martha is described as “distracted… anxious, troubled about many things” and, as we meet her in our gospel reading today, she is acting true to character. She was one of those people that didn’t like to sit still. She was a doer. And how different her sister was. Mary was happy to sit. She was cool. She’d rather bide her time. 
As soon as they hear that Jesus is coming their way, Martha is on her feet and off to meet him. Mary stays behind. And when Martha meets Jesus coming her way, all those things that are going on inside her head burst out of her mouth. She’s full of accusation. Jesus is a friend and she’s angry with him because he has let her down. Listen and you can hear her hurt, her disappointment and her disapproval of Jesus… “Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died” (John 11.21).

Just think how you would react, if it had been your brother who had been seriously ill. The family doctor was an old friend so you sent for her straight away. You knew that she was reliable. But she didn’t come. You waited, but still she didn’t come. When she got your message she just took her time and came when it suited her. When she arrived it was too late, and your brother had died. What would you say when she walked in?
Martha said, “if you had been here, my brother would not have died.” And through the words you can hear her thinking, “When you got our message why, O why, didn’t you come at once? Now it’s too late.” However, no sooner are these words out then there comes words of faith, “Yet even now I know that God will do anything you ask." 

Isn’t it true that the attitude to death of the friends of Jesus is what marks them apart from other people? 
Jesus said to her, "Your brother will live again!" (John 11.23). Hope is growing. But Martha decides that this is religious talk. “Martha answered, ‘I know that he will be raised to life on the last day.’”
Jesus wasn’t talking about the last day. He was talking about the then and there. He responded, “I am the resurrection and the life.” (The Greek and most English translations render “the resurrection”. However, this is not followed by CEV.) All of which causes us to…
Have hope

“I am the resurrection and the life.” The turn of phrase requires closer examination.  (See “the doctor doesn’t say” in illustrations below). Jesus is life, and we are called to share in his life. It is the sort of life that doesn’t end. Of course, the end of our present mortal body is a certainty. And we can’t deny the pain associated with the death of a loved one. Death cuts us off from people we are close to. And we see this in the way that Jesus faced the death of his friend Lazarus. “He was terribly upset… Jesus started crying, and the people said, ‘See how much he loved Lazarus’… Jesus was still terribly upset” (John 11.33, 35 & 38). Having said that, the point of the account is to show that Jesus robs the grave. Jesus “shouted, ‘Lazarus, come out!’ The man who had been dead came out.” (John 11.43-44). 
The Christian hope is that, when we are joined to Christ, life continues forever. There is no destruction of self, or of our identity, our knowledge, our love or our values - for we believe in the resurrection. Jesus puts death under his feet. As the hymn writer William Williams paradoxically puts it in Guide me O thou great Jehovah, Jesus brings “death of death”. In Christ death has lost its finality. Jesus has cleaned out the grave and made it a decent place to wait for the resurrection.

Receive life

Those who are joined to Christ, though they die yet they live. Jesus speaks in the present tense when he says, “I am the resurrection and the life.” He brings the experience of the life of the age to come into our lives in the here and now. So eternal life becomes a present reality. John’s gospel makes this point repeatedly:

      Everyone who has faith in the Son has eternal life. (John 3.36)
      Everyone who hears my message and has faith in the one who sent me has 
      eternal life and will never be condemned. They have already gone from death 
      to life. (John 15.24 &25)
This makes a difference to our experience of life. When sorrow and grief come, we are uncrushed. When disappointment and pain arrive, we still have hope. This is the eternal breaking into our present experience. When we are afraid, we are undefeated. When we are unsure of ourselves, we remain sure of our God. 

As we join ourselves with Jesus, God brings to us the enduring quality of life eternal. We can experience this life whether we are in joy or sorrow; whether we are in a time of growth or stagnation; whether we are being built up or broken down; whether we are laughing or weeping; whether we are dancing or mourning; whether we are embracing or cut off. This eternal life is a free gift in the present to those joined to Christ. And, in the future, we have the hope of a resurrection to something better still.



	Illustrations / Stories

	The doctor doesn’t say…

How can Jesus be the resurrection and the life? After all the doctor doesn’t say, “I am the medicine and the health.” What he says is: “I will give you medicine and you will get your health back.” The doctor is not the medicine. He is the medicine giver. We could understand Jesus better if he said, “I am the resurrector, the dead-men-alive-again-maker.” But he doesn’t say that. He says, “I am the resurrection.” And that’s the point. Resurrection is not something he does. It is something he is. He is not a fairy-godmother. He doesn’t go around touching spiritually dead people and making them alive. He doesn’t give life. He is life. If you want life you have to be joined to him. You have to share in his life. His life is never-dying life. If you have his life it means that you never die. And if you do die, you don’t.

From The Xerox Equation an unpublished commentary on the gospel of John by Brian K Smith.

The catacombs

Underneath the ancient city of Rome is a series of underground galleries called the catacombs. The catacombs have recesses excavated in the sides which were used as tombs. It is believed that in the early years of the church, when there was severe persecution, the catacombs became a secret meeting place for Christians. There are many interesting inscriptions carved into the walls. As Christians laid their dead to rest they frequently inscribed these words, ”Goodnight – the morning comes.”
CS Lewis

In his book Mere Christianity CS Lewis argues that Jesus, because of the claims he makes about himself, was either a liar, a lunatic or deserves to be called Lord. The argument has particular relevance to the claim in today’s gospel reading. “I am the resurrection and the life”. The polemic used by preachers has often advanced the same thought as “Jesus was either a dangerous megalomaniac, a liar or he was who he said he was.”



	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
All my hope on God is founded MHB 70; WOV 465; H&P 63; CMP 16; S2 620
All the way my Saviour leads me S2 625

And can it be MHB 371; WOV 138; H&P 216; CMP 33; S1 21
Because you live O Christ  AA 7

Breathe on me breath of God MHB 300; WOV 320; H&P 280; CMP 67; S1 57
Come down O love divine MHB 273; WOV 310; H&P 281; CMP 89; S1 71
Come let us join our friends above MHB 824; WOV 370; H&P 812
Father I believe you SIS 150

Give to our God immortal praise WOV 43; WOV 43; H&P 22; CMP 171
God, come now to explore my heart  HIOS 38

Guide me O thou great Jehovah MHB 615; WOV 478; H&P 437; CMP 201; 

      S2 708
Hallelujah! Sing to Jesus WOV 439; CMP 207
I believe in Jesus CMP 264; S1 195

If we died with him SIS 354

I live, I live SIS 411; CMP 282; 
It is a thing most wonderful  WOV 171; H&P 224; CMP 346; S2 801
Let the weak say I am strong S2 862
Lord turn our grieving into grace FFS 45

O God our help MHB 878; WOV 46; H&P 358; CMP 498; S2 905
Something’s dead inside me HIOS 123
Song of faith  FFS 57

To God be the glory MHB 313; WOV 85; H&P 463; CMP 708; S1 526

We are an Easter people AA 146

Your voice has stilled S3 1693
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	Collects

Almighty God, 
your Son came into the world 

to free us from sin and death. 

Breathe upon us with the power of your Spirit, 

that we may be raised to new life in Christ, 

and serve you in holiness and righteousness all our days; 

through the same Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.
© The Methodist Worship Book (Peterborough, England: Methodist Publishing House, 1999)
Most merciful God, 

who by the death and resurrection of your Son Jesus Christ 

delivered and saved the world: 

grant that by faith in him who suffered on the cross, 

we may triumph in the power of his victory; 

through Jesus Christ our Lord, 

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)
Prayer in time of tragedy

Lord, just as Martha came 
in her time of tragedy

and cried, “Lord, if you had been here, 
my brother would not have died”
we who have witnessed earthquakes
in Christchurch and Japan

also cry, “Where were you?”
Where were you?

You were weeping with Martha and Mary

You weep with us

Suffering God

give us faith to believe in you

the crucified God

the God of comfort

and to believe for a better tomorrow.

Psalm 130
From the depths of despair, O Lord,
      I call for your help.
Hear my cry, O Lord.
      Pay attention to my prayer. 
Lord, if you kept a record of our sins,
      who, O Lord, could ever survive?
But you offer forgiveness,
      that we might learn to fear you. 
I am counting on the Lord;
      yes, I am counting on him.
      I have put my hope in his word.


I long for the Lord
      more than sentries long for the dawn,
      yes, more than sentries long for the dawn. 

O Israel, hope in the Lord;
      for with the Lord there is unfailing love.
      His redemption overflows.
He himself will redeem Israel
      from every kind of sin.
Holy Bible. New Living Translation copyright© 1996, 2004, 2007 by Tyndale House Foundation.
More prayers written in an Australian context by Moira Laidlaw.


	Children
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	Today we have the opportunity to introduce children to the idea of resurrection and prepare them for the wonderful truth of the event that we celebrate on Easter Sunday. Both the word and the concept of resurrection may be new to children. If the gospel reading is done dramatically this will engage the children. (You could involve them in it.) Otherwise you could tell them the story or read it from a children’s Bible.
Jesus gives an explanation in the next chapter (John 12.24) when he tells of a seed being buried into the ground and dying, so that it can sprout and produce new life. This is an explanation that children will be able relate to. Bring along a seed and a seedling. If you can find an oak tree, this time of year you will probably be able to find both an acorn and an oak seedling nearby.
Talk about Lazarus dying and being raised by Jesus, then about Jesus’ death and resurrection at Easter. Finally tell of the Christian hope that those who trust in Jesus will be resurrected to a new life with him forever.
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	Google images for ‘sprouting plant’
Or use this Rembrandt etching of the raising of Lazarus 
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Mission Resourcing: Inspiring and resourcing our communities for a journey with Christ that enriches lives and relationships 
3

