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Sunday 20 March 2011
Be born from above
Year A - Lent 2 - 20A

	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
	Genesis 12.1-4a God calls Abraham to leave to go to a new country where he will be blessed and his descendants will be made into a great nation.
Psalm 121 The Lord, the creator of everything, will help, keep and protect his people.
Romans 4.1-5 & 13-17 Abraham’s faith made him acceptable to God and, in this sense, he is the ancestor of everyone who has faith. “Everything depends on having faith in God, so that God's promise is assured by his great kindness.”
John 3.1- 17 Nicodemus visits Jesus and is confused by talk of being “born from above.” Jesus explains, “God loved the people of this world so much that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who has faith in him will have eternal life and never really die. God did not send his Son into the world to condemn its people.”


	Introduction / Summary
Ctrl+Click to follow link
	Today is the second Sunday of Lent. For Christians Lent is a time to think about the events in Jesus life from his temptation to his death on a cross and look forward to the excitement of the resurrection. These are events that are hard to just look at from the outside. We get drawn into them. As Christ was tested – so are we. As Christ conquered death - so may we.  

This Sunday’s resource is the second in a series under the theme JOURNEY WITH JESUS. In today’s gospel passage we read about Nicodemus coming to Jesus and trying to understand what this journey will involve. An outline of the series, and a template for an advertising brochure can be found on the Methodist website. You will also find there a “10 minutes” giving a plan for a Tenebrae Service on Maundy Thursday (21 April). Another resource for Good Friday (22 April) is going out with this one and will also be on the website.
Lent is the traditional time for Christians to think about spiritual discipline and self denial. I suggested last week that you encourage the memorising of a text each week of Lent. I have reproduced last week’s one and a new one for this week below. Read it out and get the congregation to repeat it. Ask them all to say it again several times during the service. Come back to it again next Sunday. 

Last Sunday’s memory verse 

“No one can live only on food. People need every word that God has spoken.” Matthew 4.4 CEV (Jesus quoting Deuteronomy 8.3)

Today’s memory verse

God loved the people of this world so much that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who has faith in him will have eternal life and never really die. God did not send his Son into the world to condemn its people. He sent him to save them!
John 3.16&17 CEV
There are a couple of John’s special writing devices in today’s passage that deserve comment:
· “I tell you for certain” John 3.3,5 &11 is used as a formula to indicate that we should sit up and take note because something very important is being said here. The fact that it occurs three times so close together in today’s passage should warrant our undivided attention.
· Another thing that John is inclined to do is to use a turn of phrase that can be read two different ways. “The Son of man must be lifted up” John 3.14 (also in John 8.28, 12.32 and 12.34) could mean lifted up on a cross to die (like the metal snake was lifted up on a pole) or it could mean lifted up in the sense of being exalted. The scripture chorus, “Lift Jesus higher” (SIS 119 & CMP 416) is presumably sung with the latter meaning. Similarly in today’s passage we have “born not only by water but by the Spirit” (John 3.5) where the water could refer to baptism or the “waters” of physical birth.


	Broader / Personal

Preparation

	Some movies that you may consider screening over Lent and Easter:
· Chocolat (2000) A mother and her young daughter arrive in a small French village and open a chocolaterie during Lent, provoking the ire of the devout mayor. Raises the issue of compassion verses legalism. Nominated for five Academy awards
· Jesus Christ Superstar (1973). 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). 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). 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). 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). Mel Gibson’s (writer and director) powerful portrayal of the death of Christ is a bit stark and graphic for the kids. 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.


	Creativity /

Visual Aids
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	The invisible moving of God’s Spirit that brings new life

Bring a large electric fan to place at the front of the church. You could use this as a station or as a children’s talk.

Turn the fan on high and stand in front of it for a few seconds (or get others to)
Ask / Think  

What did you see?

What did you feel?

Read  

Only God's Spirit gives new life. The Spirit is like the wind that blows wherever it wants to. You can hear the wind, but you don't know where it comes from or where it is going.  John 3.8
Give everyone a children’s windmill to take home. Get them to put it on their desk or by their bedside. Suggest that it will be a reminder this week of the unseen moving of the Holy Spirit in our lives


	Preaching thoughts and Questions
Ctrl+Click to follow link
	Our current Lenten series, JOURNEY WITH JESUS, will take us to encounters that Jesus had with all sorts of people. Many of those who were drawn to such encounters were from the fringes of society: people who were moral outcasts, the blind, diseased and tax collectors. However, we start today with a man of considerable standing. Nicodemus, a respectable religious leader, made a night time visit to Jesus for a theological conversation. 
He begins cautiously, perhaps seeking to flatter Jesus, “we know that God has sent you to teach us.”

Jesus exercises no such restraint in his response. He dives straight into deep theological waters, “you must be born from above before you can see God’s kingdom.”

Poor Nicodemus, his mind is running at 100kph and he quickly gets tangled in the detail of the metaphor – how could grown adults re-enter their mother’s womb to experience birth over again? Jesus is trying to convey a wonderful and important truth but the word picture just isn’t carrying it for Nicodemus.

For different reasons, we have difficulty hearing the same truth through the metaphor of being born anew. The term “born again Christian” has entered common Western parlance with a meaning altogether different from what Jesus was trying to convey.  In secular, as well as many Christian circles, the term has come to represent adherence to a narrow, American, right wing, Christian fundamentalism often devoid of compassion. It certainly makes one hesitate before responding in the affirmative to the question, “Are you a born again Christian?”
What Jesus was talking about was getting “into God’s kingdom” (John 3.5) – and this takes us into another metaphor. We are not as familiar with the idea of a king’s rule as those who were acquainted with absolute monarchies. The teaching of Jesus repeatedly focused on the kingdom of God. A kingdom is where the king rules. The kingdom of God is where God rules. The question that this passage confronts me with is, “Does God rule in me?” The alternative to God’s rule is doing things my own way. So, in essence, I have a choice: do things God’s way, or do things my own way. If I do things my own way, I am my own king. If I choose to do things God’s way, I have to learn to live under his rule. This requires a radical change. It is life so different to my natural selfishness that it is like starting out in life all over again – being “born from above” as the passage today puts it. 
Just as Jesus’ words required response from Nicodemus, they also require response from us. 

A new birth by the Spirit is not to be mistaken with an intellectual assent to right doctrines. As indicated by the metaphor of being born from above, the trust in God that is required when we enter his kingdom involves a complete revolution, a change in life and behaviour. It is not some mere detached agreement with Jesus’ teaching. It is not just a matter of having the right knowledge, or adhering to a creed. It is a life-style change. For some, the revolutionary change occurs over a long period of time, for others it is sudden. For all, it requires a re-aligning of priorities and relationships to the purposes of God. It is the commitment that we make in our Methodist Covenant Service when we say “I am no longer my own but yours. Your will, not mine, be done in all things.”

Nor is it to be mistaken with baptism. John Wesley in his sermon “The New Birth” puts it this way, 
     “baptism is not the new birth: They are not one and the same thing. Many 
     indeed seem to imagine that they are just the same; at least, they speak as if 
     they thought so; but I do not know that this opinion is publicly avowed by any  

     denomination of Christians whatever… For what can be more plain, than the 
     one is a visible, the other an invisible thing, and therefore wholly different from  

     each other? - the one being an act of man (sic), purifying the body; the other a 
     change wrought by God…”
Lent is often thought of as a time of preparation for baptism but, just as the external and visible rite of baptism is not to be neglected, nor are we to neglect the internal and invisible commitment of yielding our lives to the rule of God. God’s Spirit gives new life. The moving of the Spirit is like the wind. You can’t see it, but you can see what it does.
Believe

The gospel encourages us to have faith in the Son of God; to put our trust in him. We certainly wouldn’t want to live under God’s rule unless he was trustworthy, so Jesus has come to show us what God is like. And the promise is that eternal life will be given to those who have faith in him (John 3.16). We’re not just talking here about a life that goes on, and on, and on. That could be boring. But it is life of a different quality, an eternal quality. We can begin to experience this in the here and now as we consciously put our lives under the rule of God and in line with his purposes. To do just this is to…
Be born from above

This idea of being re-born is one of many biblical metaphors for being introduced to the new life possible to us under God’s rule. In other places it is said to be like being:

· redeemed (bought back into God’s rule.) 

· or justified (originally meaning to be declared legally innocent – but I rather like the imagery of “justifying” print so it is all in line!)

· or reconciled (Paul’s favourite term, and one that resonates so well with our own culture). The nature of our salvation is reconciliation with God and each other.
Like Nicodemus we can get tripped up by the terminology. But in the tangle of words and metaphors we must make sure that we don’t miss out on the experience. We must be born from above. This is the beginning of our JOURNEY WITH JESUS.


	Illustrations / Stories
Ctrl+Click to follow link
	Relocation

As a result of the earthquake, Christchurch residents George and Ilene have permanently relocated to Nelson. They are not alone. 
The September 2010 earthquake had left Ilene feeling permanently edgy and fearful. As a couple George and Ilene were unable to settle back into any normal routine. We knew this, so sitting well away from the disaster in our Whangaparaoa home, we were really concerned for them when the more devastating February earthquake struck. We were unable to contact them by phone and our concern increased until we got an email from them. They said that they had left Christchurch within one hour of the new earthquake striking! It went on to say that they are now safe and living in Nelson. 
This is a major relocation for them. It means a new home, new jobs and being away from the extended family. It is a leap of faith that means a whole new beginning. It parallels both our gospel reading today about being born anew and also the Genesis reading about being led to a new and unknown country. 
Wind on a hill

The poem “Wind on a hill” by AA Milne is a lovely illustration of Jesus’ teaching about Spirit and wind (John 3.8).


	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
Blessed Assurance  MHB 422; H&P 668; CMP 59; S1 52
Born again, born to win SIS 475

Breathe on me breath of God MHB 300; WOV 320; H&P 280; CMP 67; S1 57
Come let us sing of a wonderful love MHB 314; H&P 691; CMP 94; S2 660
Give thanks SIS 509; CMP 170; S1 118
God forgave my sin SIS 412; CMP 181; S1 123
God is love let heaven adore him WOV 93; H&P 36; CMP 187
God within our deepest thought  HIOS 53
He’s the Saviour of my soul SIS 106; S2 732
How deep the Father’s love for us CMP 988; S1 185

I believe in Jesus CMP 264; S1 195
It is a thing most wonderful MHB 845; WOV 171; CMP 346; S2 801
I walk by faith S1 253
Jesus lover of my soul (Ezy, Grul & McPherson) S1 290

Jesus lover of my soul (Wesley) MHB 110; WOV 139; H&P 528; CMP 372; 

    S2 838
Lift Jesus higher SIS 119; CMP 416
Love divine all loves excelling MHB 431; WOV 148; H&P 267; CMP 449; S1 343
May the anger of Christ be mine FFS 48

O Lord my God, when I in awesome wonder CMP 506; S1 396
There’s a wideness in God’s mercy MHB 318; WOV 72; H&P 230; CMP 683
To God be the glory MHB 313; WOV 85; H&P 463; CMP 708; S1 526
You will keep them in perfect peace SIS 89; CMP 701


	Prayers
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	Collect 
Christ, Son of the living God, 

who for a season laid aside the divine glory 

and learned obedience through suffering: 

teach us in all our afflictions 

to raise our eyes to the place of your mercy 

and to find in you our peace and deliverance. 

We make our prayer in your name. Amen. 
© The Methodist Worship Book (Peterborough, England: Methodist Publishing House, 1999)
Psalm 121

I look to the hills! 

Where will I find help? 
It will come from the Lord, 

who created the heavens 

and the earth. 

The Lord is your protector, 

and he won't go to sleep 

or let you stumble. 
The protector of Israel doesn't doze 

or ever get drowsy. 

The Lord is your protector, 

there at your right side 

to shade you from the sun. 
You won't be harmed 

by the sun during the day 

or by the moon at night. 

The Lord will protect you 

and keep you safe from all dangers. 

The Lord will protect you 

now and always 

wherever you go.

Contemporary English Version (CEV) Copyright © 1995 by American Bible Society
James K Baxter’s Song to the Holy Spirit fits with today’s theme.
More prayers written in an Australian context by Moira Laidlaw.


	Children
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	Get a children’s Bible and read the story of Nicodemus coming to Jesus. Or, better still, tell it in your own words. Explain how Nicodemus just couldn’t “get it” when Jesus talked about faith. When Jesus said that coming to God in faith made such a big change it was like being born over again, Nicodemus tried to picture himself in nappies crawling around the floor and it was all too much for him! 
Today’s lesson is all about believing in Jesus. Faith is hard to understand because we can’t see it. So Jesus explained it was like the wind (see creativity above). We can’t see the wind but we can see the difference it makes to things. Actually, when we think about it, there are a lot of things that we believe in but that we can’t see. Things like electricity and gravity. We can’t see them but we can see the difference that they make. (You could illustrate both of these.)
The sort of faith that Jesus talks about is the sort that changes what we do. That’s what happened to Nicodemus. Later on, John tells us that Nicodemus boldly stood up for Jesus against the other religious leaders who were out to get him (John 7.49-51). The last thing that we hear of Nicodemus is at Jesus’ burial when he was so devoted that he brought a fortune of burial spices to be used in wrapping up Jesus’ body (John 19-38-40). 


	PowerPoint
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	Images of wind in the trees, windmills, kites.
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Or you could use some video footage of wind in the trees like this from YouTube.
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Mission Resourcing: Inspiring and resouring our communities for a journey with Christ that enriches lives and relationships 
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