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Sunday 13 February 2011
Raising the bar
Year A - Epiphany 6 - 14A
One year of 10 minutes

This is the 52nd Sunday edition of “10 Minutes” which means that we are one year old. “10 Minutes on a Tuesday” was the vision of the late Andre le Roux who published the first one in February 2010.

	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
Ctrl+Click to follow links
	Deuteronomy 30.15-20 As the people enter the land of promise, Moses commands them to be obedient and loyal to the Lord. “You can choose life and success or death and disaster.”
Psalm 119.1-8 The psalmist praises the Law of the Lord. God’s blessing will be on those who obey it.
I Corinthians 3.1-9 The Corinthian church has split into factions that are arguing with one another. Paul appeals to them to work together.
Matthew 5.21-37 Jesus raises the bar for our moral behaviour. “You have been taught…. but I tell you….”


	Introduction / Background

	Many have pointed out that Matthew arranges his gospel neatly into five discourses given by Jesus, and see parallels between this and the opening five books of the First Testament. In today’s gospel reading Jesus has the appearance of being the new law-giver. He says six times, “You have been taught…. but I tell you….” (Mathew 5.21, 27, 31, 33, 38 & 43 - the wording of the formula changes slightly from one reference to the next.) Is he quoting the Law and then expounding it, or quoting the Law and then contradicting it? You decide. 
The high moral standard espoused by Jesus in the Sermon on the Mount has caused many Christian interpreters to try to find a way around Jesus’ instructions. David Bosch in Transforming Mission (Maryknoll, New York: Orbis,1991: p69) enumerates some of these:
· Thomas Aquinas believed that these instructions were only for a special category of Christians (particularly the clergy!).
· Lutherans of the 17th century believed that Jesus made impossible demands to expose our inadequacy and sinfulness.
· In the 19th century it was commonly thought that what mattered most was attitude rather than concrete obedience.

· Others have called this teaching an “interim ethic” meant to apply only for a short time until the expected immanent return of the Lord.
Bosch concludes, “there is no getting around the fact that, in Matthew’s view, Jesus actually expected all his followers to live according to these norms.”


	Broader / Personal

Preparation
Ctrl+Click to follow link
	Valentine’s Day
 As tomorrow is Valentine’s Day and this features large in the minds of some (most especially retailers) you may want to make some mention of this in your service. In 1967 St Valentine (along with St Christopher) was dropped from the sanctoral cycle in the Roman rite because any information about this 3rd Century saint was sketchy at best. But there are, of course, some great stories about him…

In the 3rd Century, Claudius Gothicus was Emperor and times were hard for Christians. In an attempt to wipe out Christianity, Christian men and women were being horribly slaughtered. It was not just Christians who were objecting to this treatment. Many good Roman citizens on purely humanitarian grounds opposed this persecution by Claudius.  Valentine was one such man, though not a Christian at the time himself, he put himself in danger by secretly protecting Christians from the authorities. Unfortunately for him, his clandestine activities were discovered and he was thrown into prison. While this was a major setback it wasn’t altogether a disaster as he was due for release at the end of his term. Things took a turn for the worse, however, when he was imprisoned with Christians. Their witness and courage was to him an irresistible sign of the grace of God and, as a result, he also became a follower of Christ. So far as the authorities were concerned that did it. He was sentenced to death. 
While awaiting that fateful day Valentine heard the jailer talking about his blind daughter. He offered to pray, and his prayers for the jailer’s daughter were answered when her sight was miraculously restored. 

Tradition has it that Valentine would send messages back to his family through the prison bar windows. Messages like, “I love you” and “Remember your Valentine”. Valentine refused to give up his Christian faith and was clubbed to death in his prison cell in 280AD.
Valentine’s Day is a good time to think about the love that is more than just a romantic whim – it is a love stronger than death that reaches out to help even those considered to be enemies. 
Divorce

It is indeed ironic that on the day before Valentine’s Day the lectionary takes us to Jesus’ teaching on divorce. The complex tangle of relationship situations that is to be found in many of our congregations requires us to handle this topic with some sensitivity. The New Testament teaching on the topic has 3 streams:

1. In Mark 10.2-12 and Luke 17.18 Jesus appears to give a blanket disapproval of divorce.
2. In our reading today he allows the exception of adultery.
3. In 1 Corinthians 7.15 if an unbelieving partner separates, the deserted spouse is “no longer bound” by the marriage.

A few things to consider as you examine these passages:

· Most (but not all) commentators see that in allowing divorce in some circumstances these passages imply that one is free to re-marry. Pastorally, the provision for re-marriage offers the potential for healing and fulfilment. 
· It is possible to view these readings as representing a progression. As the church faced the reality of difficult circumstances, exceptions were made. Would we not want to add that a person should separate themselves from an abusive relationship?

· All the passages need to be read against a backdrop of an historical context where (in Greek, Roman and Hebrew society) the wife was considered to be the property of her husband and she was subject to her husband’s whims. Divorce was easy for men and they could, and did, dispense with their wives for the most trivial of matters. Some divorced simply because they had found another more attractive. The whole institution of marriage was under threat. This is the situation that Jesus was addressing. Needless to say, there are some parallels with our own day.
And some information about our own context: 

· According to Statistics New Zealand both the marriage rate and the dissolution rate are falling in New Zealand. 
· In 2009 there were 21,600 marriages of New Zealand residents and 8,700 dissolutions. 
· Just over 1% of existing marriages were dissolved that year. 
· About one-third of New Zealanders who married in 1984 had divorced before their silver wedding anniversary (25 years). 
Taking oaths

Some religious groups (notably Mennonites and Quakers) literally apply Jesus comments in Matthew 5.33-37 and refuse to take legal oaths. They, quite rightly, argue that there should be no double standard when it comes to truth-telling.



	Creativity /

Visual Aids
Ctrl+Click to follow link
	Raising the bar
Set up a small jumping bar at the front of the church and get the children to jump over it (I’m thinking little children and a low bar that is soft and easily dis-lodged - but you might need a few mattresses). Raise the bar until one or two can’t make it any more.

Begin the service by talking about how high-jumpers and pole vaulters better their performance by raising the bar. The term “raising the bar” is used generally to mean lifting our standards so that we perform better. That’s exactly what Jesus is encouraging us to do in our gospel reading today. He encourages us to do better than just aiming for a minimum standard.

Alternatively, if you have a data-projector, you could show a YouTube high jump attempt like the world record jump by Javier Sotomayer. 



	Preaching thoughts and Questions
	We see here a contrast between the old Law, written in stone and received by Moses on Mt Sinai, and the new Law that came with Christ and is written on the hearts of people. The new Law raises the bar and makes us dependant on the Holy Spirit’s power to enable us to live positively.
Watch that temper Matthew 5.21-26
If avoiding God’s displeasure was just a matter of not going around killing people most of us could justifiably feel quite self-righteous. But Jesus words remind us that at the back of the extreme action of taking another’s life are the internal issues of anger and contempt. These are things with which we all have to wrestle. Here we are told that God’s concern is not just with our actions but also with our motives. Jesus even goes as far as saying that we need to put a check on those insults we can freely heap on people whose behaviour we deem to be undesirable or unpleasant.  
But why not call an idiot, “an idiot” and a rotter, “a rotter”? Well, isn’t it true that the essence of the gospel is that God reaches out to the lost and undeserving. All those idiots and rotters in our world are just the sort of people who have a welcome into God’s kingdom where they may find forgiveness and become children of God. 
As in our reading from Corinthians today, the words of Jesus implore us to be reconciled and to work together for God.
Value the vows Matthew 5.27-32
The shocking metaphors used for dealing with our wrong desires, “cut off your hand” and “pluck out your eye”, should cause us to sit up and take notice of the importance of Jesus words. It comes as no surprise that Christ, and his church, should advise us not to lose a marriage for the sake of an adulterous relationship. But Jesus here takes that advice a step further. The real problem he explains is the motive behind the action. Wedding vows come under threat when you become “unfaithful in your thoughts” (v28 CEV). Wrong desires do result in wrong actions.

On the positive side, it is in valuing our wedding vows, and disciplining ourselves so that our desires stay within the marriage relationship, that we will find real fulfilment and joy. In our day when it seems everyone is on the lookout for a better job, or a better church, or a better husband, or a better wife, Jesus’ words remind us not to take lightly the commitments we have made. To take a marriage vow is to make a serious promise. It has no element of “we’ll give it a go and see how it works out”.

Be true to your word Matthew 5.33-37
The idea behind taking an oath is that, while what we normally say may not be true, what we are saying now by oath will be. Jesus’ contemporaries had it all worked out. You could swear by heaven and earth, and that was not binding. But if you swore by “God” that was a binding oath. Jesus says, “Get over it! Just say what you mean and mean what you say.” Relationships are built on trust and trust is built on being truthful. There is no allowance here for having our fingers crossed behind our back - or for twisting words, as in the Real Estate agent’s “handy-man’s dream.”
In the Sermon on the Mount Jesus raises the bar for moral behaviour. He gets to the thought behind the deed and encourages us to examine our lives. It is true that in that light of Christ’s standard we all fall down from time to time. This teaching needs to be examined in the context of the grace and mercy of God, who offers forgiveness to all who confess their short-comings with an open heart. Confession and forgiveness free us to enjoy on-going fellowship with God and with one another. The apostle John put it like this, “if we admit our sins—make a clean breast of them—he won't let us down; he'll be true to himself. He'll forgive our sins and purge us of all wrongdoing.” (1 John 1.9 – The Message)


	Illustrations / Stories

	Angry email

One of the down-sides of instant electronic communication is the prevalence of ill-considered, hasty, angry and insulting emails. (Yes, even in some church correspondence).  
Consider this (from The New Zealand Herald, 4 February 2011) “An estate agent who inadvertently copied two vendors into an email which insulted them has been fined. (The agent) called the vendors “smug” and wrote “I will sort her out” and “I know how Asians work”.
Good email etiquette includes the following guidelines (from howstuffworks):

· Don't use all capitals. Using all caps MAKES IT SEEM LIKE YOU'RE SHOUTING. Shouting is rude. Use normal capitalization rules. If you need to emphasize something, write "I'd like to emphasize…" 

· Read it, out loud, before you send it. While you may think you're writing exactly what you mean, it pays to read some e-mails out loud to yourself, putting yourself in the recipient's shoes, before hitting that "send" button. Once it's in writing, it's hard to take back. Also, never forget that the recipient has both a printer and "forward" button. Never write something you wouldn't want to have circulated throughout the company or even beyond. 

· Don't write when you're angry. Perhaps one of the most common etiquette rules to break is firing off an e-mail to someone when you're angry, either at them or a situation. See "Read it out loud" above. You can't take it back once you "flame" someone, and it can come back to haunt you.

Be reconciled

It is true that reconciliation is not always possible. More than one party has to
desire reconciliation, and be committed to the process, to see resolution. However, reconciliation is the constant bias of the gospel. At the heart of the gospel is our reconciliation with God and one another.
Reconciliation often takes time and effort. As I write, Honi Harawira is involved in a disciplinary hearing with the Maori Party after a complaint was laid by Te Urutoa Flavell following a newspaper article in which Mr Harawira criticised the party. Regardless of how you regard the politics and personalities of this situation, the report of the process is worthy of note. After a heated four hour long meeting at Taheke marae Mr Flavell and Mr Harawera wandered off together for a further one hour discussion. This, they said, was the most helpful part of the process. 
I imagine that, by the time you read this, we may know whether of not any actual  resolution was achieved.
A gold coin under the mast step

A custom of putting a coin under the mast step of a sailing ship goes back to ancient times. The practice is still followed today by many yachties as a superstition to ensure ‘good luck’. When the USS Constitution (the oldest American Navy sailing ship located in Boston Harbour) was renovated they found gold coins under the masts. The practice a gives value to old wrecked ships that many people who don’t know about the practice don’t recognise. Maybe Jesus words about calling no-one “a fool” or “worthless” is because he knows of their hidden value that others can’t see. 


	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 glory praise and honour MHB 84; WOV 250; H&P 160; CMP 9
All hail king Jesus SIS 219; CMP 11; S1 5

At the name of Jesus WOV 170; H&P 74; CMP 41; S1 33
Be Thou my vision MHB 632; WOV 455: H&P 378; CMP 51; S1 50
Dear Lord and Father of mankind MHB 669; WOV 519; H&P 673; CMP 111; 

        S1 79
How sweet the name of Jesus sounds MHB 99; WOV 158; H&P 257; CMP 251; 

        S1 190
In Christ alone S3 1311
Jesus at your name we bow the knee CMP 355; S1 273

Jesus I come  AA 79

Light of the world, you stepped down S3 1406
Lord Jesus Christ WOV 451; H&P 617; CMP 435
More about Jesus CMP 889; S1 358

O for a thousand tongues MHB 1; WOV 141; H&P 744; CMP 496; S1 383
Praise him! praise him! Jesus our blessed Redeemer! CMP 559; S2 941
Praise to the Lord, the Almighty MHB 64; WOV 28; H&P 16; CMP 564; S2 945
Purify my heart CMP 921; S1 436
Reign in me CMP 570; S1 437
Simply to be  HIOS 118

There is a name I love to hear CMP 672; S3 991

Turn your eyes SIS 34; CMP 712; S1 533
You are crowned with many crowns S1 590

Your word is a lamp S3 1563
Wisdom be our guide HIOS 156


	Prayers

	Collects 
God of infinite mercy, 

grant that we who know your pity 

may rejoice in your forgiveness 

and gladly forgive others, 

for the sake of Christ our Saviour. Amen.
God of pardon and deliverance, 

your forgiving love, revealed in Christ, 

has brought to birth a new creation. 

Raise us from our sins to walk in your ways, 

that we may witness to your power 

which makes all things new, 

in Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen
The Methodist worship book

Forgiveness (See Matthew 5.21-26)
God you invite us to forgive others, as you have forgiven us.

Lead me to the forgiveness that gives strength, 

to rise above anger and hurt,

to seek out the beauty and dignity,

in how you show us to be human.

Give me courage to be gracious,

as did Jesus my friend, Amen.
© John Howell (used with permission)
Last week I released words from my mouth
words carefully selected and measured, weighed and chosen in love 


for the people who matter to me, and whose hearts I value. 

Some of those words weren’t heard 


with all the weight that I gave them in my own heart

But that’s okay…

Those who heard them treasured what was behind them


Interpreted my stumblings with love



Kept grace alive

And I am grateful

Other words that came out of my mouth, 


from my fingers on the keyboard, from my pen 




seemed neutral




weren’t particularly intended 






for praise or bridge-building

And somehow they ended up as far more important 


than I had intended

Some of those words affected their hearers far too much: 


they ended up weighing more than they should have..

and that is hard to remember today. 

Is that a call to be more careful, Lord? Or is it just rueful recognition that sometimes spontaneity ends up in unexpected places? 

Only you and I can know that, Lord…


help me listen to myself as well as to others.

And some words that came from me this last week I regret.


Some words came from places of my personal pain

And I knew that as I let them go


watched them do damage

 

saw them wounding, wall-building, alienating, angering.

I can’t get them back, Lord.

All I can do is be sorry…repair where I can, learn what I must, 





grow and mature in my walk with you.

All I can do is ask for your healing in me 


                             and more, in those who received my words.
© Alan K Webster (used with permission)



	Children

	Wipe the board
Get a white-board or a black-board and ask the children to give you some words to spell – maybe some that they have previously got wrong, or that they think are hard. 
As you write them up on the board spell most of them incorrectly. (Depending on your spelling ability you may not have to try hard to do this!) 
After you’ve got a list of words, see if the children can suggest the ones you’ve got wrong. (txt English and the prevalence of Americanisms on the internet has largely undermined the younger generation’s ability to spell corektly – as attested by the spelling of the song lyrics shown on most data-projectors)
Put big crosses on the ones you’ve misspelt and point out the correct spelling.

Ask if the children sometimes make mistakes like this in their school work – their spelling or maths.

Say how bad you feel with all your mistakes marked with a cross on the board. Do some of your school exercise books look like this? Are you allowed to use correction fluid?

Then take a duster and wipe the board clean. Say how much better that feels to have a clean start.

Read Matthew 15.21-22. In our gospel reading today Jesus talks about how bad it is to murder people – everyone knows that – then he says that Christians shouldn’t get angry or call people names either. He expects a higher standard of behaviour, and that’s a lot harder to achieve. 

Sometimes we blow it and lose our cool – maybe we shout at mum – or call our sister names. Afterwards we can feel bad about what we’ve done. The good news is that God can “wipe the board” for us. 

The Bible says “if we admit our sins—make a clean breast of them—he won't let us down; he'll be true to himself. He'll forgive our sins and purge us of all wrongdoing.” (1 John 1.9 – The Message).  All we need to do is confess to God that we’ve done wrong and that we are sorry about it and he gives us a whole fresh new start. He just wipes the board!


	PowerPoint
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	Google images for high-jump or pole vault.
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Mission Resourcing: Inspiring and resourcing our communities for a journey with Christ that enriches lives and relationships 
2

