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 Sunday 3 July 2011
Providence and persistence
Year A - Pentecost 3 – 46A
	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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	Genesis 24.34-38,42-49,58-67 Abraham sends his servant to his homeland to find a wife for his son Isaac.
Psalm 45.10-17 A psalm extolling the splendour of the marriage of the king.
Romans 7.15-25a Paul explains about the battle that rages within himself. Though he knows what is right, something keeps him from doing it until he is rescued by Jesus Christ.
Matthew 11.16-19, 25-30 Jesus talks of the way the ministries of John and himself are rejected by some and then goes on to promise rest for the weary.


	Introduction / Summary

	Today we are following the Genesis reading in the lectionary as we continue the story of Isaac. Last week, when we recounted that horrific story of Abraham’s willingness to slaughter Isaac as a sacrifice, we pondered the question of how to know and do God’s will. It is a question that carries through to today’s story. It is also a question that carries through the stories of everyone who desires God’s leading for their lives, including us.
At the back of the Genesis 24 account of getting of a wife for Isaac is God’s providence. But, as we shall see, that doesn’t mean that the characters are passively waiting for God’s will to unfold. Each one is pushing very hard to achieve a result. Abraham uses all his wealth and influence. His servant carefully manipulates circumstances using all his and his master’s resources. And with all his gifts of gold as well as ten camels full of precious goodies Rebekah, as lovely as she was, could see that this servant of Abraham was offering a gateway to privilege and power. (I’m sorry, but I immediately thought of Kate Middleton.) Strangely, as each persists in writing their own script, God’s will is worked out.
Next week we will cross over to the Gospel stream and begin a series of messages from Matthew. For those of you who like to plan ahead an outline of the series is printed below:

Jesus: Parables, miracles and oracles

10 July

Matthew 13.1-9, 18-23
A story about a farmer

17 July

Matthew 13.24-30, 36-43
Weeds in the wheat

24 July

Matthew 13.31-33, 44-52
Parables of the Kingdom

31 July

Matthew 14.13-21

Feeding 5000

7 August
Matthew 14.22-33

Walking on water

14 August
Matthew 15. 10-28

A woman’s faith

21 August
Matthew 16.13-20

Who is Jesus?

28 August
Matthew 16.21-28

Take up your cross



	Broader / Personal

Preparation

	The idea of persistence is raised by today’s passage and is also picked up by Bruce Springsteen’s song Racing in the Street off his 1978 album Darkness on the Edge of Town:
     Some guys they just give up living
     And start dying little by little, piece by piece,
     Some guys come home from work and wash up,
     And go racin' in the street


	Creativity /

Visual Aids



	The strong storyline of Genesis 24 is full of drama and interest. Consider reading the whole chapter in a modern translation (perhaps missing out some of the repetition eg v34b-49). You could make this into a dramatic reading with different voices for Abraham, the Lord, the servant, Rebekah, Laban, Bethuel and Rebekah’s mother.
To introduce the story of Rebekah’s marriage to Isaac you could hang a “Just Married” banner across the front of the church.
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If you have church bells ring them at the beginning of the service as you would for a wedding.

During the service get one or two married couples in the church to tell the story of how they met.


	Preaching thoughts and Questions

	In some cultures marriage is considered to be too important an issue to trust to chance meetings and emotional whims. Family organization is required to make sure an appropriate spouse is found. This was particularly the case when Abraham sought a wife for his son Isaac. After all, God’s promise that Sarah and Abraham’s son would “give rise to nations” (Genesis 17.16) was rather dependent on Isaac getting a wife. 
So it was that Abraham chose his most reliable servant for the job of finding a wife for Isaac. Abraham wanted Isaac to marry someone from his own family line, rather than one of the foreign Canaanite women among whom they were living. So he sent the servant to Haran to find a wife for Isaac there. Having made a solemn promise to Abraham that he would get the right young woman, and that she would return to Canaan rather than lure Isaac off to Haran, the servant was sent off. To ensure his success he went armed with gold jewelry, ten camels loaded with precious gifts and the promise that the angel of the Lord would go ahead of him and help him.
When he got to the land around Haran, he stopped at the well outside of the city and prayed for God’s help. 
“Lord let me find a wife for Isaac today. The young women are coming out to draw water. This is my request. I will ask one of them, ‘Please give me a drink.’ If she says, ‘Yes, have a drink, and I will water your camels, too!’ - let her be the one you have selected as Isaac’s wife.” 
He hadn’t finished praying when a beautiful young woman named Rebekah arrived with a heavy water jar on her shoulder. She went past him and lowered her jar into the well to draw water. He ran over to her and asked for a drink. “By all means,” she said and held the jar while he drank from it. 
If not from his appearance, then from the ten laden camels, she could tell she was with a man of some substance and influence, and she generously offered to draw water for the camels also. (After a trip, a thirsty camel will drink 100 litres of water. Multiply that by ten camels and we can see that Rebekah was a very busy and very fit young woman who was keen to impress!) While she was drawing all the water, the servant watched on in silence. 
Things seemed to be going well! To reward Rebekah and further advance his plan, the servant presented her with gifts of expensive gold jewelry. He put a ring in her nose (don’t try this at your local drinking place) and bracelets on her arms. He then asked after her father, and whether there could be the offer of hospitality for the evening at her family home. She said that she was sure the servant could be accommodated and ran ahead to tell her family. On hearing her news, brother Laban ran out to meet the servant who was still standing with his camels at the well. (There’s a lot of running in this story – everybody’s keen to keep it moving along!)
The servant was led by Laban to the family home where he was offered generous hospitality. Before they sat down to the evening meal the servant gave the family a description of his master’s great wealth. Then he outlined that the reason for his visit was to procure a wife for the son of his master and that he thought Rebekah was the Lord’s choice. 

Rebekah’s dad and brother on hearing all this responded, “This all looks like God’s doing. We’ve got no say in it. Take Rebekah and be on your way.” The servant thanked the Lord and brought out more expensive gifts for Rebekah and for all the family. They ate and drank and the servant spent the night with Rebekah’s family. 

In the morning he was keen to get on his way. The family however, with a little extra time to think about it, thought it would be nice to have another week or so to say their farewells to Rebekah. The servant didn’t think this was such a good plan. “Now that I’ve found a wife for Isaac, don’t make me stay. I want to get going.”

They decided to ask Rebekah (for the first time) what she thought. 

“Are you willing to leave with this man right now?”

“Yes,” she answered.

So it was decided, and they left immediately. After the long return trip Rebekah was taken to Isaac and became his wife. Then, in the last verse of the narrative we are told, “he loved her” (Genesis 24.67).
With all the emotional ups and downs that young people face trying to find a future partner, many a modern-day Isaac and Rebekah would say, “Oh, that life could be so straight-forward!” Maybe, with this in mind, we can see in this story an encouragement to…
Find God’s will

In all the choices that we make in life, isn’t it true that we want to know that we are in the place that God wants us to be? …and that we are doing the things God wants us to do? 
But finding the will of God may be for us a bit like finding the end of a rainbow. We do learn some things, however, from this story in Genesis. 
First of all, there is nothing passive about the way the players the story went about seeing God’s promise fulfilled. Abraham, his servant, Rebekah and Laban all seem to be working particularly hard at moving things along. It is a well-worn adage, but you can’t steer a stationary ship. If we are looking for God to direct us we need to get moving. Even if we are heading in the wrong direction, when we are looking for God’s guidance, he can steer us when we’re moving. 
Continuing the nautical metaphor, being in God’s will doesn’t mean that everything will be plain sailing. There will always be obstacles in our way. When we are looking for a door to open there is no harm in kicking it a little to see if that helps. And it is not as if there is just one pre-ordained route (or just one pre-ordained person) chosen for us and we must find this one. Though there are many choices we have to make, as we seek guidance we can often find ourselves in God’s will and providence regardless of which option we choose.
The other thing we notice is that on arrival at Haran the first thing that the servant did was pray (Genesis 24.12-14). In fact through this chapter the servant stopped to pray three times (also verses 26-27 and verse 52). It might sound obvious that we will pray if we want to be in God’s will. But how easily it is neglected or passed over too casually. Oh, it’s easy enough to pray as a last resort when everything has turned to custard. But this story encourages us to pray in the first instance before any decision is made, and then to keep on praying along the way. And it’s not enough to think, “Well, I’ve prayed about that now.” We are to pray and to keep on praying. Jesus told the story of a widow pleading for justice from an unjust judge (Luke 18.1-8).  Although the judge cared nothing for the poor woman and her rights he eventually heard and answered her case just because she wouldn’t stop badgering him. If this parable means anything for us it is an encouragement for us to be persistent and earnest in prayer. 
Pass on the promise

Abraham had faith. The letter to the Hebrews lists him as one of the great heroes of faith (Hebrews 11.8-12). He obeyed God and went to a land he had never seen. He believed that God would bless him with many descendants. 

The fact that he had faith didn’t necessarily mean that his faith was going to pass on to the next generation. For the promise to be fulfilled, Isaac had to catch the vision too, and Abraham was not happy to leave this to chance. He worked hard to make sure his faith in God’s promise was passed on to the next generation.
One of the great challenges that we face is to pass our faith on to the next generation. Of course there are no guarantees that this will happen, but our children need to see that both the corporate and personal expression of our faith is authentic and relevant. If they don’t see us praying over the issues that affect our family life, they will have nothing to imitate when they have the own families. If they are not engaged by our worship services, they will not continue to attend when attending worship is their own choice. We need to consciously think about how we will pass on the faith to the next generation.
In our story this morning we can be inspired by the desire of Abraham to ensure that the promise was passed on to Isaac. This resulted in extensive detailed effort and planning and for both himself and his servant. 



	Illustrations / Stories
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	Passing the faith on to the next generation

I spoke with a young couple who had recently had their first child. The mother had grown up in a church-going family. Her family had not given her a Christian education because they didn’t want to be seen to be “indoctrinating” their child. Their thinking was, when she grew up, she could choose for herself whether or not to have a Christian faith. The interesting thing was that, rather than being grateful for her parents’ open-mindedness, she was resentful. She felt that her ignorance had kept her away from something valuable. As a result she wanted to catch up on all that she had missed out on. Not only that, she was determined that her own child would grow up with a knowledge of the Christian faith.  

Jonathan and Sarah Edwards – passing the faith on
Jonathan Edwards (1703-1758) more than anyone is identified with the American Great Awakening. He married Sarah in 1726. “…they had eleven children. Despite his pastoral responsibilities, research and writing, Jonathan made it a point to spend time with his children, individually and collectively. One hour each evening was family time, and whenever either parent traveled, they took one child along.

Each night before bed, Jonathan and Sarah prayed and read Scripture together.”
Christianity Today – Christian History Timeline – Glimpses #167
Quotes

“Divine guidance does not come to those who idly sit and speculate.” 
Walter Russell Bowie
“Permanence, perseverance and persistence in spite of all obstacles, discouragement, and impossibilities: It is this, that in all things distinguishes the strong soul from the weak”
Thomas Carlyle


	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
Ctrl+Click to 

follow link

	Hymns & Songs
Be Thou my vision, O Lord of my heart  MHB 632; WOV 455; H&P 378; 
     CMP 51; S1 50  
Come and find the quiet centre FFS 10

Eternal Spirit of the living Christ AA 33
God, companion of our journey HIOS 32

God is the one AA 47

God moves in a mysterious way MHB 503; WOV 54; H&P 65; CMP 193; S2 700
God who sets us on a journey FFS 32

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

     S2 708  

Jesus lover of my soul (Ezzy/Grul/McPherson) S1 290 

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

     S2 838
Lead us, heavenly Father, lead us  MHB 611; WOV 492; H&P 68; CMP 400; 

     S1 311    
Mine eyes have seen the glory MHB 260; WOV 205; H&P 242
O God of Bethel, by whose hand  MHB 607; WOV 49; H&P 442; CMP 907    

O Jesus, I have promised  MHB 526; WOV 514; H&P 704; CMP 501; S1 391
There's a light upon the mountains MHB 256; WOV 207; H&P 246; CMP 679    
The church is made of people   WHV 37 

The God of Abraham praise MHB 21; WOV 53; H&P 452; CMP 645; S2 975
The Kingdom is within you AA 137 
The Lord's my shepherd /And I will trust in you alone CMP 1008; S2 988 
The love of God is greater far (words and sheet music)
This is our faith HIOS 136 

Turn your eyes upon Jesus SIS 34; CMP 712; S1 533

Who'll stand as Christ today WHV 34 
Who would true valour see MHB 620; WOV 467; H&P 688
Will your anchor hold in the storms of life MHB 634; H&P 689; CMP 770    
Yahweh, breathe the breath of God HIOS 158

Yes, as the clay  AA 162
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	Collect

Boundless, O God is your saving power;
your harvest reaches to the ends of the earth.

Set our hearts on fire for your kingdom

and put on our lips the good news of peace.

Grant us perseverance as heralds of your Gospel

and joy as disciples of your Son,

Jesus Christ our Lord;

who lives and reigns with you,

in the unity of the Holy Spirit,

one God for ever and ever. Amen.

© The Methodist Worship Book (Peterborough, England: Methodist Publishing House, 1999)
Intersections

O God who meets me at the intersections – 

a place where paths cross, ways meet; 

where going faster may end up slower; 

where braking will avoid colliding; 

gift me a sense of direction. 

At the human divine intersection 

worlds collide, constellations emerge, 

time is created. 

May I risk losing life, 

to find wisdom and understanding, 

to follow my sacred guide, 

the one who carried the cross. Amen.

© John Howell  from Longings for the Eternal  (used with permission)

In this moment I am alive

I am breathing


My blood is circulating



My breakfast is digesting




My nerves are at work understanding my environment

Ears


Eyes



Touch




Perhaps taste and smell

In this moment I am alive


With memories of my life



And how my senses have informed me over the past years

In this moment I am even more alive because I am aware

I am connected with other people who love me and whom I love. 

I am part of a community… an important part

    With a task , 


   a purpose, 



a common life

In this moment I am not only physically alive and socially alive


I am choosing to nurture my spiritual life



To sharpen spiritual ears




tastes





senses

I have chosen the path Jesus spoke of when he talked about having life more fully

This morning - here and now - I choose life 


in all its goodness



all its richness




all its fullness

as I open my living to the presence of God’s grace

Amen

© Alan K Webster (used with permission)                 
Matthew 11.28-29
“Are you tired? 
Worn out? 
Burned out on religion? 
Come to me. Get away with me and you'll recover your life. 
I'll show you how to take a real rest. 
Walk with me and work with me—watch how I do it. 
Learn the unforced rhythms of grace. 
I won't lay anything heavy or ill-fitting on you. 
Keep company with me and you'll learn to live freely and lightly."
Jesus –The Message (MSG) Copyright © 1993, 1994, 1995, 1996, 2000, 2001, 2002 by Eugene H. Peterson
Confession

Loving God

You are gracious and merciful and forgiving

You came seeking us when we had no thought for you

We confess that we get carried along by the spirit of our age

We think so much of what we may possess

So little of what we have to give

So much of the immediate

So little of the eternal

So much of ourselves

So little of you

Lord have mercy. Christ have mercy.

We crave that others would think well of us, 

We want so much to make a good impression

We have so much concern for our reputation

So little for yours

We think so often of how others could serve our needs

So little of how we can serve others

Lord have mercy. Christ have mercy.

Strengthen us through the tests that we face

Deliver us from conformity to the standards of those outside your kingdom 

Send your Spirit 

so that we may be uncompromising in our worship and service of you

Make our lip-service into reality

that here and now we would live as your people

owned by you, and joyfully celebrating your life.

In Christ’s name. Amen

More prayers written in an Australian context by Moira Laidlaw.


	Children

	Children, particularly girls, will delight in the story of Rebekah at the well. Retell the story, or read it from a children’s Bible or Bible storybook. This is a good opportunity to talk about marriage, and the arranged marriages common in other cultures. More importantly, it is a chance to explain that compatibility and commitment are as important (or more so) than romance in making a good marriage – a point almost completely lost in movies and television.
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Ctrl+Click to 

follow link

	Freechristimages.org has a series of high resolution of Christian art images depicting Rebekah at the well.
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