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Sunday 20 February 2011
Just Desserts?
Year A - Epiphany 7- 15A
	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
	Leviticus 19.1-2, 9-18 The Lord gives Moses a list of moral laws for Israel which include care for the poor and disadvantaged and a prohibition on stealing, cheating and revenge. “I am the Lord, and I command you to love others as much as you love yourself.” 
Psalm 119.33-40 The Psalmist asks the Lord to give him understanding of the Law and a desire to obey it. 
I Corinthians 3.10-11, 16-23 Paul likens the followers of Jesus to a temple indwelt by the Spirit. You belong to Christ, factions have no place.  Our shared faith in Christ takes precedence before the labels which separate us.
Matthew 5.38-48 Jesus raises the bar for our moral behaviour when it comes to revenge and how we treat our enemies. “If you love only those people who love you, will God reward you for that?”  


	Introduction / Background
Ctrl+Click to follow links
	By following the gospel stream this week we come to the last two of six related  statements from Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount. In each of the statements he quotes the expected standard for moral behaviour then raises the bar. We looked at the first four last week. Today he addresses two subjects that are related to each other: retaliation and our reaction to our enemies. A suggested way to get to the heart of this week’s topic is to imagery evoked by the saying “getting your just deserts” (see below). 
Background information from last week’s “10 minutes”

Those preparing a service this week as a one-off, may want to look at some of the ideas and background information in last week’s resource as today’s passage is a continuation and is really “Raising the Bar - Part 2”. The two paragraphs below are reproduced from last week.

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 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.”
Did the Law really say to hate your enemies?
“You have heard it said, ‘love your neighbours and hate your enemies’” says Jesus in Matthew 5.43. In this case the verse in Matthew is not actually quoting the Law so much as commenting on the Pharisees’ interpretation of the Law. Their thinking was no doubt dependant on verses from the Psalms like, “I hate them with a perfect hatred. I count them my enemies” (Psalm 139.22 – we don’t usually sing that part of the Psalm!) 
Jesus’ examples of alternatives to retribution
1. Turn the other cheek. Some have suggested that to be struck on the “right cheek” implies a hit with the back of the hand, which apparently was a particularly vicious insult. We can read this verse literally or figuratively. However, regardless of how we read it, the point is that for followers of Jesus retaliation is out of the question.
2. Give your coat as well. In a social context where people wore only two garments, for a person to be sued for one and then give the other away as well would mean that they are left standing naked. Such an act would presumably bring shame on the one taking the legal action. The Law protected people from having their coat taken permanently from them (Exodus 22.26-27). Once again we may read this verse literally or figuratively, but the point is that there may be bigger and better things at stake than standing up for your own rights.
3. Carry his pack two kilometres. In Jesus day the Jews were deeply resentful of the Roman occupation of their land. A Roman soldier could, at any time, force a civilian to carry his pack for a kilometre (milion – a Roman mile that was actually, in distance, between a kilometre and a mile). Should this happen, Jesus is suggesting, the civilian should show graciousness instead of resentment and go two kilometres.
By way of background you may like to read:

· John Wesley’s sermon 39  A Catholic Spirit
· The Charter for Compassion
(Thanks to David Poultney for these suggestions) 



	Broader / Personal

Preparation
Ctrl+Click to follow link
	A couple of movies come to mind where people act generously and graciously toward those who treat them badly:
Return of the Jedi (1983)
Episode 6 of George Lucas’s Star Wars saga, starring Mark Hamill, Harrison Ford and Carrie Fisher. For those unfamiliar with the characters (could there be anyone?) Darth Vader is the towering, black-hooded, evil representative of “the dark side.” In the previous movie (The Empire Strikes Back) he has severed the hand of Luke Skywalker, the saga’s hero. But towards the end of The Return of the Jedi Luke extends kindness and forgiveness to him. 
Pollyanna (1960)
An old Disney classic about a precocious child (played by Hayley Mills) who brings the best out of people by her positive view of life. In the film the cranky, old, invalid (hypochondriac) Mrs Snow is constantly mean to Pollyanna. Despite this Pollyanna persists in showing kindness with such delightful deeds as bringing jelly to her. (Perhaps another link to “Just desserts”)


	Creativity /

Visual Aids

	Just desserts?

Present everyone with a small piece of chocolate brownie or lolly-cake to eat as they come into church.

Following the call to worship set the theme of the service by explaining the meaning of the saying “to get your just deserts”. It is pronounced “desserts” but it is better written with one “s” as the word in the saying comes from the same root as “deserve” and therefore has nothing to do with puddings. To get your “just deserts” then means to get what you deserve. It is usually used in the negative sense of getting what’s coming to you, and so can be the equivalent of taking revenge. In this context the word ”just” is used in the sense of the grim justice that is to be visited upon perpetrators of evil.
In the gospel reading today Jesus addresses the issues of taking revenge and of our behaviour toward those we consider to be enemies. Rather than “an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth” Jesus suggests being kind to those who offend us by “going the second mile”. Maybe a good present day equivalent of “going the second mile” would be making a lovely cheesecake for someone who was particularly mean to you. Now, that would be giving a real gospel twist to “getting their just deserts”!


	Preaching thoughts and Questions
CEV= Contemporary English Version of the Bible
	Today’s reading contains a couple of sayings of Jesus that have slipped into every day speech. We’re all familiar with the phrases “going the second mile” and “turning the other cheek.” Often though it is our familiarity with these sayings that has prevented us from encountering their revolutionary power. Contained within them is the concept of grace – showing favour to people who don’t deserve it. Grace is central to the gospel. The good news is that God showers his grace on us. The real challenge is for us is to pass that grace on to others. In Matthew 5.38-48 Jesus makes a couple of practical suggestions:
Think of an alternative to revenge
Just about every popular action novel or action movie, from Kill Bill to The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo, features a baddie who has done some despicable act and a hero or heroine who eventually exacts revenge. We thrill at the final unfolding of events that see those who have inflicted suffering having the tables turned on them. And we can’t help but think, “He had it coming!” or “She got her just deserts!” 
Although we don’t usually suffer the extremes of injustice that we see in the action movies, other people do harm and offend us from time to time. Jesus says that, to let the gospel light shine, when we feel the impulse to take revenge, we should stop… and think of an alternative. Is there some act of kindness that we could show the undeserving person who has caused us offense?  “Ah!” you think, “we  could act kindly so that the evil person will be shamed and sorrowful and repent of their wickedness.” Well, that would be nice, but no such promise is made by Jesus. The point is that when we act in such a gracious way it is evidence of a gracious God. 
Then Jesus gives some practical examples of how this could work out in situations that were common to his day. Here’s what you could do, he tells his followers,  if someone hits you… or if someone sues you…or if a Roman soldier forces you to carry his bag for a kilometre…  And just when we think, “That’s impossible. Nobody can live like that” we see exactly this sort of behaviour demonstrated in the life of Jesus. When he was unjustly convicted of a capital offense, mocked and beaten, and then taken away to be crucified he said, “Father forgive them for they don’t know what they are doing.” (Luke 23.34) Not long afterwards in the life of the early church we see his words echoed by Stephen, the first Christian martyr (Acts 7.46). 
Is it possible then, when we are feeling justifiably angry, and bitter, and hurt, for whatever reason, to act differently from what we feel?

Yes, it is. Even though it runs counter to all our natural inclinations. Jesus here encourages us to stop… and think of how we could creatively deal with someone who is antagonistic to us. Is there some gracious act, some act of kindness we could do for this person rather than thinking of evil. In so acting we unleash the power of heaven.
Love someone unlovely

I love my family. I love my immediate family and my extended family. The highlight of the summer holidays was having them all around to visit and having many of the littlies staying over. Not only that, we are in the fortunate situation of having our neighbours as our best friends. To do a favour for any of them, family or neighbours, is a joy to me. It brings me joy because I like to delight them. Not only that, doing such favours makes me feel good about myself. 
But here in our gospel reading today, along comes Jesus and says, “love your enemies… If you love only those people who love you, will God reward you for that?...If you greet only your friends, what's so great about that?” So what are we to do? Do a favour for someone we don’t like? Pray God’s blessing on someone who is mean to us? Love someone who is unlovely? Yes – these things seem to be exactly what Jesus is suggesting.
To love those who mean us ill-will is to run counter to our natural inclinations. We really don’t have the resources to do such a thing. Which perhaps is Jesus’ point. We need a strength stronger than ourselves. We need the Spirit of Christ to enable us to live as those who belong to Christ. This is all about what it means to live as a follower of Jesus: to seek to live the way that Jesus lived. “Always act like your Father in heaven” as CEV has it in Matthew 6.48. To live “the Jesus Way” means that we can show to the world the existence of a new and very different reign: the reign of God. 


	Illustrations / Stories
Ctrl+Click to follow link
	“He sends rain for the ones who do right and for the ones who do wrong.” (Matthew 5.46)
The rain it falls

on the just and unjust fella

but more upon the just

because the unjust has the just’s umbrella.

Don’t resist and evil doer

So says Jesus in Matthew 8.39. Archibald Baxter (father of poet James K Baxter) was an Otago farmer with pacifist and Christian socialist beliefs. At the outbreak of the First World War he argued for exemption from military service on the basis of his understanding of the teachings of Christ. 
When his appeal was turned down he was shipped to Europe and forced to the front line against his will. There, refusing to take orders, he was beaten, starved and placed in the firing line of the enemy. He also faced the indignity of “Field Punishment No.1” a type of “crucifixion” whereby he was bound hands, knees and feet and hung from a post. At one stage he was tied to a shed that the Germans used for target practice. He was eventually consigned to a mental institution, but survived and returned to Otago following the war. He wrote of his experiences in the book We will not cease.
“An eye for an eye leaves the whole world blind.”
Mahatma Gandhi.
See the Ruth Bridges story in the children’s section below



	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 new commandment WOV 571; SIS 12; CMP 1; S1 23
Broken the body  FFS 8
Everything that has voice  HIOS 28
Blessed be your name S3 1152

Brother sister let me serve you SIS 256; AA 8
Christ is made the sure foundation WOV 343; H&P 485; CMP 73; S2 654
Come down O love divine MHB 273; WOV 310; H&P 281; CMP 89; S1 71
In Christ alone S3 1311
Jesus shall reign where’er the sun MHB 272; WOV 136; H&P 239; CMP 379 

        S3 1376
Jesus the very thought of thee MHB 108; WOV 126; H&P 265; CMP 386
Lord be glorified SIS 577; S1 230

Lord I come to you CMP 880; S1 329

Lord the light of your love SIS 580; CMP 445; S1 335
Love divine MHB 431; WOV 148; H&P 267; CMP 449; S1 343
Love is your way HIOS 95

Make me a channel of your peace H&P 776; CMP 456; S1 348
May the mind of Christ my Saviour WOV 537; H&P 739; CMP 463
O thou who camest MHB 386; WOV 486; H&P 745; CMP 525; S1 416
The church’s one foundation  MHB 701; WOV 385; H&P 515; CMP 640; S1 477


	Prayers

	Call to worship

We the scattered and separated come together now:

together to celebrate unity in love:

together to demonstrate that thinking together 



need not mean thinking alike

together to show what mutual respect and love 



look like in God’s kingdom

We the broken and the confident

the hopeful and wounded

the faithful and the questing

declare by our presence the value of grace



the place of forgiveness




the bond of community

We come in Jesus’ name 


to understand more of each other 

to know more of ourselves

and to learn more of Him who loves us

in praise, 


in confession, 



in supplication, 




in gratitude, 





in humility and in hope

the better to become the people God wants us to be

© Alan K Webster (used with permission)

Collect 
God of infinite mercy, 
grant that we who know your pity 
may rejoice in your forgiveness 

and gladly forgive others, 

for the sake of Jesus Christ our Saviour. 

Amen.
The Methodist worship book

Loving our enemies (See Matthew 5.38-39)
Loving God,

Your call is to love our enemies,

and to bless those who curse.

This is very hard to do, God.

When people hurt us, it is much easier to strike back.

Forgive me for any impulsive retaliation,

for when we hate, we let the enemy control us.

Surround me with your mercy,

to live the truth in love, Amen.

© John Howell (used with permission)
A prayer for insight

God, teach me lessons for living 
      so I can stay the course. 
   Give me insight so I can do what you tell me— 
      my whole life one long, obedient response. 
   Guide me down the road of your commandments; 
      I love travelling this freeway! 
   Give me a bent for your words of wisdom, 
      and not for piling up loot. 
   Divert my eyes from toys and trinkets, 
      invigorate me on the pilgrim way. 
   Affirm your promises to me— 
      promises made to all who fear you. 
   Deflect the harsh words of my critics— 
      but what you say is always so good. 
   See how hungry I am for your counsel; 
      preserve my life through your righteous ways! 
Psalm 119.33-40    The Message (MSG) Copyright © 1993, 1994, 1995, 1996, 2000, 2001, 2002 by Eugene H. Peterson


	Children
Ctrl+Click to
follow link

	The idea of loving your enemies is both a difficult one and relevant one to raise with children. The nature of playground interaction is that even amongst the best of friends lines like, “I don’t want to be your friend anymore” get freely thrown around and are often associated with a good deal of hurt (albeit usually very temporary).
You could tell the story of Ruby Bridges, the first African-American child to be integrated into an all white elementary school in Southern USA in the 1960s. 
(Follow the hyperlink to get some more background information. You’ll also find there a famous painting by Norman Rockwell of Ruby going to school. You could print or project this to show to the children)

In 1960 Ruby was six years old when she started to attend William Frantz Elementary School in New Orleans, USA. None of the other children there, or their parents, wanted her at their school because she came from a different ethnic group and looked different from them. People disliked Ruby being at their school so much that they threw things at her when she arrived. She had to be taken to school by guards who were there to protect her. None of the other children would even go into the same classroom as her. Poor Ruby had to be taught in a classroom all by herself for a whole year! All this made Ruby very scared. Her mum suggested that the best thing for her to do was to pray on the way to school. Because Ruby was so brave, and chose to forgive the people who were so mean to her rather than retaliate, she paved the way for many other African-American children to be able to attend schools where they would get a good education.


	PowerPoint
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© 10 minutes on a Tuesday is a Refresh Resource. Unless otherwise acknowledged all material is prepared by Andrew Gamman. While every effort has been made to acknowledge source material, if you believe unacknowledged work has been quoted, contact the email address below to request that it be acknowledged or removed. Material included here may be freely used and reproduced for the immediate purpose of worship. Permission must be sought to republish in any form, or to reproduce for commercial gain. If you wish to share the content with others you may do so by linking through the NZ Methodist website. For more information on this and other resources, contact andrew@missionresourcing.org.nz or 09 525 4179 (w) 
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