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 Sunday 22 May 2011
Costly Witness
Year A - Easter 5 - 35A
	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 7.55-60 Stephen becomes the first Christian martyr. After he defends his faith before the Jewish Council they have him stoned to death.
Psalm 31.1-5, 15-16 David prays to the Lord for protection. “You, Lord God, 

are my mighty rock and my fortress.”
1 Peter 2.2-10 Peter encourages Christians by reminding them of their high calling. Even though their Lord was rejected he says, “you are God's chosen and special people…. Now you must tell all the wonderful things that he has done.”
John 14.1-14 Jesus explains that he is the way to the Father. "I am the way, the truth, and the life!"
Wesley Day
A range of Wesley Day resources is available from the New Zealand Methodist website. This includes readings, background notes, hymns, children’s resources and a Eucharistic prayer.

Methodists in other counties celebrate this as Aldersgate Sunday or Heritage Sunday. It is the nearest Sunday to May 24, which was the date that John Wesley's had his life-changing experience at a meeting on Aldersgate Street, London, in 1738. 
He wrote in his journal:

"In the evening I went very unwillingly to a society in Aldersgate Street, where one was reading Luther's Preface to the Epistle to the Romans. About a quarter before nine, while he was describing the change which God works in the heart through faith in Christ, I felt my heart strangely warmed. I felt I did trust in Christ, Christ alone for salvation, and an assurance was given to me that he had taken away my sins, even mine, and saved me from the law of sin and death."

Alternative suggested readings: 

Isaiah 12.1-6; Psalm 130; 2 Peter 1.1-11; Matthew 9.35-10.16
40 hour famine
World Vision’s 40 hour famine is next weekend. Follow the link to register. This year’s focus is on fighting famine in Timor Leste (also known as East Timor). In Timor-Leste children and families do not have a lot of variety when it comes to mealtime during the hungry season. One option is akar (sago) obtained from the trunk of the sago tree. Often having only akar to eat, Adriano, an 8-year-old boy from a village in Timor-Leste and his siblings, are just a handful of the almost one billion people around the world on the front lines of malnutrition and hunger.

World Sunday for Peace

Churches all over the world are invited to participate today in World Sunday for Peace. The World Council of Churches overcoming violence website has downloadable resources with hymns, prayers and posters.

Churches and Christians are called to be peacemakers in their communities and in the wider spheres of government, business and the environment.  It is a call to unity – across borders – for the sake of peace.
Alternative suggested reading: Ephesians 2.


	NZ Music Month
[image: image3.jpg]



Ctrl+Click to follow links

	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. 
The Kiwi download

Go to the Life FM website click on ‘The Vault’ from the menu for a weekly free download of Kiwi Christian music.
New Zealand hymns and songs
Au, e Ihu, tirohia WOV 631

Christ has changed the world’s direction HIOS 15

Give thanks for life AA45

Great and deep the Spirit’s purpose AA 55

How small a spark HIOS 64
Join hands in the Spirit AA 82

O threefold God AA 110

Our life has its seasons AA 113

We are many we are one FFS 67

We thank you, we bless you WHV 14 

Where mountains rise AA 154
(For songbook key and foreign song suggestions see the Music section below)
Notes from John Thornley, NZ Hymnbook Trust 

How small a spark  No 64 in Hope is our Song, with Shirley Murray’s words, and Colin Gibson’s tune ALDERSGATE, tells the story of John Wesley’s 18th Century crusade to the industrial centres of England:

     No boundary sign will stand against this faith,

        no wall restrain this preaching of the Word;

     the Good News travels on, it rides the road,

        and draws to unity the realm of God. 

Christ has changed the world’s direction  No 15 in Hope is our Song, words by Shirley Murray and music by Barry Brinson. The words were written as a commission from the Presbyterian Church of the USA for their General Assembly 2002, and were written shortly after September 11, 2001. Barry Brinson’s new tune has given them a fresh lift for inclusion in the 2009 collection, Hope is our Song. The song is included in the Viva Voce CD recording. 

Our life has its seasons  No 113 in Alleluia Aotearoa, words by Shirley Murray based on Ecclesiastes 3:1-8. The Festival Singers, of Wellington, are led by Guy Jansen in a fine rendition of this song on the Alleluia Aotearoa CD, and a keyboard version (church karaoke) is included on Singing Faith, played by Roy Tankersley. This Trust favourite makes a strong entry or exit to church worship.

Hymnbook Trust Resources: how to view and purchase. Two bookshops in Auckland are Albany Christian Store, 75 Corinthian Drive, and Church Stores, Ellerslie shopping centre. Epworth Books, 157B Karori Road, Wellington, offer a nationwide mail order service Freephone 0800 755 355. Ecclesia Books, Christchurch, and Catholic Books, Dunedin.


	Introduction / Summary

	The Acts of the Apostles is the story of the beginning of the church and it records the journey outwards of the gospel from Jerusalem. The gospel spreads in ever-growing circles until it reaches what was then the centre of the whole world, Rome. Our lectionary readings from Acts pick up something of this journey (although not sequentially). We are approaching the series under the following themes:

     May 8     Acts 2.14&36-41     Turn back

     May 15   Acts 2.42-47            Fellowship

     May 22   Acts 7.55-60            Costly witness

     May 29   Acts 17.22-31          Reaching further

     Jun 5      Acts 1.6-14              Start at home

     Jun 12    Acts 2.1-21              Pentecost

Our passage today (Acts 7.55-60) represents a key turning point in the outward reach of the gospel. The martyrdom of Stephen looks like a terrible tragedy. It is the beginning of the persecution that chases the Christians away from their base in Jerusalem.  However, it is in being forced to flee that they spread the gospel further and further. 
Such was the cost of professing Christian faith the Greek word translated “witness” comes to mean “to die for your faith”. By the end of the first century we are unsure which of these two ways it should be translated. It is the word that gives us the English word “martyr”.



	Broader / Personal

Preparation

	It is worth reflecting on the cost that these early believers paid for their faith. If they had distilled their message down to “God is love” there would have been no trouble. It was their insistence on mentioning the “offense of the cross” of Christ (Galatians 5.11) that ensured their on-going persecution. There are parallels here with our own witness.
Some movies that pick up the theme of costly witness:
Romero (1989 - R13) A biographical movie of Archbishop Oscar Romero’s opposition to tyranny in El Salvador. As a result of Romero’s public protests the government begins to destroy churches and kill priests, Romero himself was assassinated in 1980.
The Mission (1986 - PG) starring Robert DeNiro and Jeremy Irons. Also based on actual events, it tells the story of the costly witness of the 18th Century Jesuit mission in the jungles of South America.
The Insider (1999 - M) Russell Crowe plays research chemist who becomes whistleblower to the tobacco industry. He agrees to a television interview (Al Pacino plays the “60 Minutes” producer) but it turns out to be at enormous cost. This one is also based on a true story. 


	Creativity /

Visual Aids

	One sentence to say to the world
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Photocopy the speech box to the right and distribute a copy to everyone (with the newsletter?) as they arrive at the service. 

Near the beginning of the service distribute pencils and ask everybody to anonymously fill in their sentence. Talk about how Christians through the ages have boldly proclaimed what they believed and some have suffered for it. 
John Wesley was never short of things to say to his world. His last message before he died was, “Seek the Lord while he may be found.” At other times he brought the message, “The kingdom of heaven is at hand, repent and believe the gospel.”

Collect the sentences with the offering – they should make interesting reading for the church leaders.



	Preaching thoughts and Questions

	In the first chapters of Acts we have the record of the beginning of the church and they were exciting days. The church rapidly expanded. We saw last week that hand in hand with the acceptance of the gospel message was a willingness among the new believers to share their possessions. As the church grew, the task of redistribution - so that the poor were looked after - became greater. Inevitably, there arose some criticism of the way this was done. It was said that some were not getting their fair share. 

The apostles were busy preaching and teaching the word of God, so the believers chose seven men who were assigned the task of distributing food and aid to the poor. Stephen enters the biblical narrative as one of the seven. We are told that he was a man full of faith and the Holy Spirit. In fact, so keen is Luke for us to get this message, that he tells us three times of him being Spirit filled. 
Stephen was obviously an outstanding and gifted Christian. He performed great wonders and signs. As to his character, he was noted for being full of both God’s grace and power. 

He was already an ‘outsider’ to the conservative mainstream Jews because of his Greek education and language. (Because the name Stephen is Greek we assume he was one of the Hellenist Jews). Now, as a follower of Jesus, he came into open conflict with the Jews in the synagogue. His apparent disrespect for their institutions and traditions angered them. So they dragged him before the Jewish Council. Bringing accusations similar to those brought against Jesus, they accused him of saying terrible things about the temple. Full of admiration, Luke writes of Stephen, “his face looked like the face of an angel” (Acts 6.15).
Stephen’s long speech in own his defence only seemed to confirm their worst suspicions. When he rounded off by accusing his adversaries of killing the One who was foretold by the prophets, the Council members and the crowd flew into a blind rage. Although under Roman law they had no authority to do so, they attacked Stephen and dragged him out of the city to be stoned. Again echoing the words of his Master, Stephen prayed “receive my spirit” (compare Luke 23.46) and “do not hold this sin against them” (Luke 23.34). They threw him over a ledge. Then, from a height, dropped boulders down on him until he was dead. (This was the method of stoning.) Saul, later to become the apostle Paul, cheered them on and even guarded the clothes of the murderous horde. 
So what do we learn from this man we call the “protomartyr” who lived so long ago?

Accept the lowly task
Don’t you find it remarkable that one with so much wisdom and so talented is happy to be chosen for the task of “waiting on tables” (the literal rendering of Acts 6.2) while the apostles go about preaching and teaching? Although it seems he soon outgrew the task, he was content to be assigned a lowly beginning. 
How do we feel about being assigned the lowly tasks? Is there always difficulty getting someone to do the menial tasks around the church? 
Remember our Lord who wrapped a towel around his waist, as the lowest of servant would do, and then proceeded to wash his disciples’ feet. He said “I have set the example, and you should do for each other exactly what I have done for you.” (John 13.15)
I recall a time in the life of a local fellowship when the church was discussing hiring a professional cleaner to do a weekly clean of the building. A church member, who was a retired missionary, piped up, “I count it a privilege to vacuum the church building, and do it as a service to my Lord. I would be offended if you contracted this task out.”

Do we see it as a privilege to accept the lowly tasks?
Boldly speak
Stephen wasn’t afraid to speak out. His speech (Acts 7.2-53) is the longest one recorded in the book of Acts. The reason people got so angry was, not because he was preaching too long, but because he was presenting a change of perspective. His hearers were sure that God’s concern was with Israel, and primarily with the temple in Jerusalem.  
“Look,” said Stephen, “there’s a bigger view. Our history starts in Mesopotamia (v2) and Egypt (v9-36) and even the law was given the desert (v38). Sure David built a temple in Jerusalem, but God doesn’t live in houses made by humans (v48). When God sent prophets, your ancestors killed them and when he sent his Son Jesus, you killed him too (v52&53).” 

He was attempting to totally refocus their attention. It is the kind of change of perspective that is so needed in our consumerist Western society, which is obsessed with comforts and luxuries. If God is in the picture at all, he is seen to be there to fulfil our needs so that we can have happy lives. 
Where are those who will boldly speak against the small-mindedness and selfish focus so prevalent in our society?
Where are those who will boldly speak out against the rape of the environment?

Where are those who will be a voice for the impoverished nations that are crippled by interest rates charged by the rich? 

Where are those who will still boldly proclaim the gospel of Jesus Christ in an age of religious pluralism?

Keep trusting
What a tragedy the death of Stephen must have been for the early church. It certainly knocks holes in a ‘come to Jesus and live happily ever after’ gospel. You can imagine those early believers being perplexed and asking one another, “Where is God in this disaster? How could he allow such a thing to happen?”

They are the sort of questions that we are all inclined to ask when tragedy strikes. Of course nobody could see the bigger picture – the things that lay ahead:

That same Saul, who witnessed and approved of the stoning and looked after the garments of Stephen’s attackers was soon to become Paul, the most effective champion of the early church. The power of Stephen’s witness was indelibly marked on his heart and conscience.
Further, the persecution that scattered that first group of Christians was the very thing that caused the spread of the gospel. They took their faith with them when they fled away from Jerusalem and shared the good news throughout Judea and Samaria.  

Of course Stephen’s death was a terrible thing, but it was a terrible thing that God used mightily for his own purposes.

The fact that Stephen’s words in his death echo those of Jesus and bear witness to the fact that the experience of the cross is an on-going reality for followers of Christ! It is true that sometimes we can look back over our times of pain and sorrow and see that God has been at work after all. The message for us is that when tragedy comes, keep trusting in God.


	Illustrations / Stories

	Costly witness – A day on a preaching tour with John Wesley
In the Midlands town of Wednesbury, John suffered for many hours at the hands of a violent mob. For three hours, three rival gangs dragged him about until he managed to win two of the gangs over by some well chosen words. But the group from Walsall were still out to attack him. At times he was carried aloft by the violence of those around him who continually hit out at him, hoping that he would fall. It was his small size that helped to protect him. The mob ran around him shouting: ‘which is the minister?’ some cried, ‘Drown him!’, ‘Throw him into a pit!’ Others, ‘Hang him up on the next tree! – and some cried ‘Crucify him!’ All said ‘Kill him’, but they could not agree how it was to be done. The magistrates and the mayor of Walsall were too afraid of the mob to give John any assistance when he asked for it. At the height of the violence one man dropped the stick he was about to hit Wesley with, and stroking his hair, said, ‘What soft hair he has!’ Wesley’s calmness so impressed the leader of the mob, that he carried John across the river to safety.

Robert Poulter, The John Wesley Story  (London: Foundery Press, 1987)
The feast of Stephen
St Stephen is honoured by having his saint’s day immediately after Christmas Day. This is the “feast of Stephen” in the Good King Wenceslas carol.

“The blood of the martyrs is the seed of the church.” Tertullian c160-220



	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
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	Hymns & Songs
Christ Jesus lay in death’s strong bands MHB 210; WOV 283
City of God how broad and far MHB 703; H&P 809; CMP 814
For the joys and for the sorrows S1 110

God is the refuge of his saints MHB 705; WOV 45; H&P 53
God of ages WOV 662

God of grace and God of glory WOV 543; H&P 712; CMP 192
Holy Spirit come S1 180

I’ll praise my maker MHB 428; WOV 44; H&P 439; CMP 320
O safe to the rock MHB 499; S3 1456

Rock of ages MHB 498; WOV 157; H&P 273; CMP 582; S2 950
Rock of ages (arr Kendrick) S2 951

Take my life MHB 400; WOV 520; H&P 705; CMP 624; S1 468
The church’s one foundation MHB 701; WOV 365; H&P 515; CMP 640
The journey of life WOV 670

We have a gospel to proclaim WOV 189; H&P 465; CMP 728
When the cares of life come S2 1055

Hymns by Charles Wesley

All praise to our redeeming Lord MHB 745; WOV 367; H&P 753; CMP 19
All you that pass by MHB 188; CMP 26; S2 628
And can it be MHB 371; WOV 138; H&P 216; CMP 33; S1 21
Christ from whom all blessings flow MHB 720; WOV 346; H&P 764
Christ whose glory fills the skies MHB 924; WOV 140; H&P 457; CMP 79
Come Holy Spirit our hearts inspire MHB 305; WOV 331

Forth in thy name MHB 590; WOV 480; H&P 381; CMP 159
Jesus lover of my soul MHB 110; WOV 139; H&P 528; CMP 372; S2 838
Lo! He comes with clouds descending MHB 264; WOV 201; H&P 241; CMP 424;
     S1 324

Love divine MHB 431; WOV 148; H&P 267; CMP 449; S1 343
My Saviour how shall I (Gerhardt - transl John Wesley) MHB 388; WOV 460; 

     H&P 743
O for a thousand tongues MHB 1; WOV 141; H&P 744; CMP 496; S1 383
O Thou who camest from above MHB 386; WOV 486; H&P 745; CMP 525
Rejoice the Lord is king MHB 247; WOV 147; H&P 243; CMP 575; S2 948
What shall I do my God to love MHB 77; WOV 50; H&P 47
You servants of God MHB 426; WOV 144; H&P 278; CMP 784; S2 1074
For NZ music see NZ Music month above
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	Collects
Loving and eternal God, 

through the resurrection of your Son, 

help us to face the future 

with courage and assurance, 

knowing that nothing in life or death 

can ever part us from your love for us 

in Jesus Christ our Saviour; 

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)
Eternal God, 

whose Son Jesus Christ 

is the way, the truth and the life: 

grant us to walk in his way, 

to rejoice in his truth, 

and to share his risen life;

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)
Call to worship

We, the scattered and the 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)                 
More prayers written in an Australian context by Moira Laidlaw.
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	Costly Witness is a difficult theme for children. The cost often comes as a result of standing against the influence of institution or the status quo. The difficulty is that the very thing that we want to encourage children to do is to accept the guidance the institutions that they know: their parents, teachers and church leaders. 

So, you could suggest that they can be good followers of Jesus by befriending and supporting the unpopular children in their schools or neighbourhoods. This is often a hard thing to do because everyone wants to be with the popular crowd. Maybe tell a story about a new kid at school and how it would feel to be an outsider and not know anybody. Then explain what it would mean to that child if someone was particularly friendly to them.
Wesley Day

An easier option may be to focus on Wesley Day and tell the story of John Wesley. Wesley Day children’s resources can be found on this page of the Methodist Website
        

	PowerPoint
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	Artmight.com has a high resolution Image of Rembrandt’s “stoning of Stephen” and you’ll find other artwork on the same theme by Googling images for “stoning of Stephen”.
For Wesley Day images – there are some good ones in stained glass or you could Google images for “Wesley with horse”
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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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Mission Resourcing: Inspiring and resourcing our communities for a journey with Christ that enriches lives and relationships 
2

