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Sunday 9 January 2011
The Servant of the Lord
Year A - Epiphany 1 - 09A
	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
	Isaiah 42.1-9 The Lord has chosen his servant to bring justice to the nations and hope to all people. 
Psalm 29 David sings a psalm of praise to the Lord of the storm.
Acts 10.34-43 Peter, having received a vision from the Lord, preaches the gospel to Gentiles for the first time and decides that God treats the people of all nations the same.
Matthew 3.13-17 Jesus is baptised by John the Baptist in the River Jordan.


	Introduction / Summary
	There are four passages in the book of Isaiah that we call “Servant Songs” (in chapters 42, 49, 50 and 52-53) and the lectionary takes us to the first two of these this week and next. The big question is who is this “Servant of the Lord” that is referred to in these passages? 
There is no doubt that the prophet is talking about Israel. If we look in chapter 41.8 we read “Israel, you are my servant. I chose you.” Israel was chosen by God to show his light and his justice to the world. But we could read the biblical history of that nation as their failure to accomplish this task. At other times the Servant appears to be a king who will do God’s will.
The context of today’s passage is that the people of Israel have been dragged off as captives to a foreign nation. Maybe there is only a remnant now that is faithful to God. So is it the remnant that is the Servant? Well, yes - but a large part of the Servant Songs has the look of a single person being spoken about. Is the prophet speaking about himself - or someone like Jeremiah? That’s exactly the question that the Ethiopian in the book of Acts asks, “Who is the prophet speaking about, himself or someone else?” (Acts 8.34). Philip answered by beginning with the Servant Songs and telling him about Christ. So, more than any other, Christians see these passages as referring to Christ. And, particularly in the last of these four songs, we find it hard to read it as applying to anyone else except Jesus. So Jesus is the supreme Servant. His whole life is dedicated to serving the will of God the Father. 
But he also said to his disciples that, in serving, he was giving them and example so that they would also be Servants. It is true then that the disciples of Jesus are the servants of the Lord. By extension that applies to you and me. For the church today inherits the role that was originally given to Israel. We are chosen by God to show his light and his justice to the world.
Bringing justice to the nations is the theme of this passage. The Servant of the Lord is the Just Servant. Look in Isaiah 42.1 “He will bring justice to the nations” and verse 3 “He will make sure that justice is done” then verse 4 “He brings justice everywhere on earth.” The word is an interesting one and various translations render it: justice, judgement, God’s law and righteousness. Justice is living according to God’s judgements, God’s right way, the way of peace and concord. It is the church’s mission to bring justice. For us it means to stand alongside the weak, broken and dispirited. To believe, because the Spirit is with us, that our presence will bring strength and hope.
The Servant isn’t to just speak the revelation of God, but to be the revelation of God.
Over the years, this has been a favourite passage of mine to preach. The imagery lends itself to being adapted to many current life situations both personal and corporate. Along the way I have no doubt picked up ideas and turns-of-phrase from others. In preparing this material for today I have called on material I have previously written over the course of my ministry. Some ideas have come from Alan Redpath’s devotional commentary “Captivity to Conquest”. I apologise if there are others that are borrowed inadvertently and are unacknowledged.


	Broader / Personal

Preparation
	A couple of movies that come to mind that dance around the theme of lowly service:
Driving Miss Daisy (1989) starring Morgan Freeman and Jessica Tandy and set in Atlanta, Georgia in the middle of last century. A chauffeur (Freeman) achieves a place of dignity through quiet, devoted, faithful service.
Gandhi (1982). The role that shot Ben Kingsley to fame was playing Mahatma Gandhi in this biographical movie. By turning is back on possessions to serve his people, Gandhi uses non-violent passive resistance to guide the nation of India to independence. 


	Creativity /

Visual Aids
	Two Prayer Stations (as a response to the message)
Set up “stations” around your church and allow 10 minutes for this activity. There are two different stations and the idea is to get everyone to visit both. Depending on the size of your congregation you may have to set up several of each. In a larger congregation you could have 3 tables with the ‘reed’ station on the left of the church and 3 tables with the ‘candle’ station on the right.  
At one station you will need note paper, a bottle of writing ink and reed pens. Make the ‘pens’ by cutting flax leaves into strips about ½cm wide by 12cm long. Cut one end to a point.  Cover the table with newsprint (writing ink can get messy). Print the following instructions out large:
“A bruised reed he will not break”

Pray for someone who is a bruised reed

Take a pen and write their name.

It may be:

- A family member or friend

- General – An overseas crisis

(Haiti, Niger, Afghanistan?)

- myself
At the other station you will need a pillar candle (lit) in a candle holder and enough tea-light candles (unlit) for everyone to have one each. Print the following instructions out large:
“A dimly burning wick he will not quench”

Light a candle and pray a quiet prayer for yourself 
that the light of your life would burn brighter



	Preaching thoughts and Questions
	It is the mission of Jesus’ disciples to bring justice. For us it means to stand alongside the weak, broken and dispirited. To bring strength and hope. How are we to do that?
Know  the quiet ways of the Servant 
“He won't shout or yell or call out in the streets.” Isaiah 42.2
The Servant doesn’t need fanfare and splendour, pomp and prestige.  Instead servants are happy to work in silence and often it doesn’t even look like they’re working at all. Have you ever considered that the all-powerful God who created the universe and guides the stars, does it all so quietly that many say there is no God at all!

In the Greek religions of Jesus’ time those considered “spiritual” were often those who shouted and wailed and drew attention to themselves. But consider Jesus; how he worked among ordinary people and when they tried to make him King, he withdrew from them. When he healed and delivered people he said, “tell no-one”.
And on that last night when he was with his disciples, when you would expect him to do something monumental and memorable, the thing he did was to take a towel as the lowest of servants would do and wash his disciples’ feet.

Yet the message of the gospel spread quickly and quietly over the whole of the ancient world. Its symbols were not a sword, a crown or a lightning bolt – but a seed, yeast and dew. Things that work quietly but mighty forces unable to be resisted in the might of their silence. God still works in the ordinary.

Those who haven’t understood what it means to be a Servant seek a place where they will be recognised among the noisy and proud, those who boast themselves to be someone. 
All of which causes us to ask, “what is the quality of our service?” Seldom does God shout at us through the clamour of the world. He is more likely to speak in a still small voice. Are we listening? The Servant has quiet ways.

Know the tenderness of the Servant
“A bruised reed he will not break” Isaiah 42.3a
The Servant is tender with the bruised reed. Maybe you are a gardener - Imagine your garden after a storm.  The heavy rain has fallen – the strong wind blew, and your most precious plants are hanging down. They’re not broken, but bruised and crushed. You tenderly straighten them up, tie them and push the earth firmly around the roots. 
It has been suggested that the prophet was writing this prophecy with a reed pen and as the end became burred he would break it throw it away and take another. And he thought, “The Messiah won’t be like that – he won’t cast away bruised reed.”
Of course there is nothing particularly attractive or precious about a reed, yet God’s Servant won’t break a damaged reed and cast it aside. For the strongest being in the universe is also the gentlest.  And to him all life is precious. Here is a triumphant hopefulness, for the most battered, broken and bruised can be restored. The most worthless, sinful and godless can be brought near. In nature the weak are often cast aside. The animal that is sick turns aside to die as the healthy herd carries on indifferent to its fate. This is not how God’s Servant acts, for God’s Servant is required to help the weak. And the weaker a person is, the more special the care that is needed.

Maybe you’re one who has been bruised as the world has rushed at you head on.

Some situation you’ve been through has left you weary or even devastated. No-one seems to notice or care. But the Lord does. And his word to you this morning is that no-one is so injured that they cannot be restored.  

No-one is so far of from God that they cannot be brought near, or so bruised that they cannot be restored. If you go amongst the reeds of a river bank not one is free from scars and bruises.  We are all frail humanity – men and women everywhere are as bruised reeds. 

The amazing truth is that God uses bruised and damaged people. We don’t have to be the people who have it all together to be servants of the Lord. In fact Paul says that God “comforts us when we are in trouble, so that we can share that same comfort with others in trouble.” (2 Corinthians 1:4)  God uses our troubles. When we have known great grief or severe illness we are able to empathise with others in similar circumstances. That’s what grace is all about. We don’t deserve God’s favour, but he gives it. We are a faulty people, but he uses us to carry his grace to others. The Servant is tender with the bruised reed.

Know the gentleness of the Servant

“A smouldering wick he will not snuff out” Isaiah 42.3b

The Servant is gentle with the smouldering wick. The picture is of an ancient lamp. It is more like a teapot or gravy boat than a lamp as we know it. It is filled with oil and has a wick at one end.  Instead of burning brightly, the wick has become caked and charred, and it is smouldering. It needs to have the rubbish removed. It needs more oil and air. 
The smouldering lamp represents the faint signs of goodness in everyone: conscience, conviction, desire for good.  See how Jesus handled those faint in faith:

Thomas who just couldn’t believe in the resurrection. Jesus came to him and said, “Touch my hands, my side”.
Peter, who denied that he knew Christ. Jesus especially came to restore him.
Those that don’t understand Servanthood say of the unsatisfactory tree “Cut it down” but Jesus said, “let it stand another year.” Of course we’re not talking about trees but people. We say “I’ve got no time for him” “She’s had her chance so far as I’m concerned.” Jesus says, “give her another chance.”

The disciples said, “send them away.” Jesus said, “Give them something to eat.

Disciples said, “call fire down on them Lord.”  Jesus said, “You don’t know what Spirit you are of”. The Servant is called to be patient with those weak in faith.

How many of us know that we are not the burning lamps we could be, but rather more like dim smouldering wicks? This Scripture tells us that Jesus accepts us where we are. He wants to tend us and clear the rubbish away. He wants to bring us into the flame again.

Jesus took our human nature and in identifying with us he restores and renews us.  The smouldering wick he does not quench.

In the Servant we see:

Jesus – in gentleness he brings comfort to the weak and afflicted. He sees you and me.  He cares for us and strengthens us when we are broken, hurting or bruised. He doesn’t reject us – in fact because of our difficulties he uses us so we in turn comfort others.

Our task – to take God’s grace to others by being patient with the weak, healing the hurt, forgiving the faulty, and strengthening the discouraged – tending the bruised reed and the dimly burning wick.


	Illustrations / Stories
	Bamboo irrigation

Consider the metaphor of the bamboo irrigation systems used in Asia. (For visuals see “bamboo irrigation” on YouTube.) While the bamboo is growing tall and proud it is of limited use – sometimes even a nuisance. However, it can be used to serve the food needs of an entire community. First of all though it must be cut down, stripped of leaves, split and have its heart cleaned out. Then be laid flat to the earth. Once all that has happened, it can be used to irrigate crops.
A bruised reed

I remember talking to a stranger one summer at a camping ground. He told me of his teenage daughter. Her experimentation with hallucinogenic drugs while overseas had ended badly. She had ended up deranged in a mental health institution. With his wife he went to be at her side. It was a terrible time for the family and, as a dad, he just wanted to be there for his daughter. He said that eventually his wife wanted to return home and get on with life, but he wanted to remain. As a result his marriage broke up. What do you say to someone like that? I didn’t say anything. Then he said, “through it all I have come to know the love of God.”


	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 links
	Hymns & Songs
Abba Father let me be SIS 305; CMP 3; S1 1 

All hail the power MHB 91; WOV 159; H&P 252; CMP 13; S1 7

Be thou my vision MHB 632; WOV 455; H&P 378; CMP 51

Breathe on me breath of God MHB 300; WOV 320; H&P 280; CMP 67; S1 57

Brightest and best MHB 122; WOV 234; H&P 123; CMP 65

Brother, sister let me serve you SIS 256; AA 8
He gave me beauty for ashes SIS 144; CMP 213

I will serve you (words and score available from musicnotes) 
Jesus shall reign where’er the sun MHB 272; WOV 136; H&P 239; CMP 379; 

     S3 1376

Let justice roll down AA 85

Lord speak to me that I may speak MHB 781; H&P 553; CMP 444

May the God of new beginnings  FFS 49

O for a thousand tongues MHB 1; WOV 141; H&P 744; CMP 496; S1 383

O Jesus I have promised MHB 526; WOV 514; H&P 704; CMP 501; S1 391

O thou who camest from above MHB 386; WOV 486; H&P 745; CMP 525; S1 416

Take my life and let it be MHB 400; WOV 520; H&P 705; CMP 624; S1 486

The blessing of water  HIOS 130

This is my desire CMP 1013; S1 515



	Prayers
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	The Lord of the storm

Ascribe to the Lord, you heavenly beings, 
   ascribe to the Lord glory and strength. 
Ascribe to the Lord the glory due his name; 
   worship the Lord in the splendour of his holiness. 

 The voice of the Lord is over the waters; 
   the God of glory thunders, 
   the Lord thunders over the mighty waters. 
The voice of the Lord is powerful; 
   the voice of the Lord is majestic. 
The voice of the Lord breaks the cedars; 
   the Lord breaks in pieces the cedars of Lebanon. 
He makes Lebanon leap like a calf, 
   Sirion like a young wild ox. 
The voice of the Lord strikes 
   with flashes of lightning. 

The voice of the Lord shakes the desert; 
   the Lord shakes the Desert of Kadesh. 

The voice of the Lord twists the oaks 
   and strips the forests bare. 
And in his temple all cry, “Glory!” 
 The Lord sits enthroned over the flood; 
   the Lord is enthroned as King forever. 
The Lord gives strength to his people; 
   the Lord blesses his people with peace.
Psalm 29 NIV
Benediction
Grant, Lord that we may hold to you without parting

worship you without wearying

serve you without failing

faithfully seek you

happily find you

and forever possess you

the only God

blessed now and forever. Amen.
St Anselm (1033-1109)

More prayers written in an Australian context by Moira Laidlaw.


	Children

	Bring along two flowers: one with a broken stem and one straight and beautiful.
Also two toy cars: one with a wheel missing and one flash and new.

Which one would you prefer?

We generally prefer things that look right and work well.

The trouble is sometimes we are the same with people. We like to be with people who look trendy and are cool. If there is someone in trouble, or unhappy or being teased at school, we keep away from them – or worse still join in with the teasing.

Our passage from the Bible today says that God’s servant doesn’t break a bruised reed. What it means for us is that we are not to knock people when they are down. When someone is being teased they especially need a friend. Being friendly at these times is putting our Christian faith into action.


	PowerPoint
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	Images of oil lamps
            or of Jesus washing his disciples’ feet
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