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Sunday 7 October 2012
The Size of God
Year B - Pentecost 19 - 59B
As Andrew Gamman is currently on leave, this week’s resource has been prepared by Alan K Webster

	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
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	Job 1.1`, 2.1-10
Psalm 26
Hebrews 1.1-4, 2.5-12
Mark 10.2-16
Season of Creation 2012     Theme: The word in creation

Alternative readings for Final Sunday of Creation – River Sunday
Genesis 8.20-22, 9.12-17
Psalm 104.27-33
Matthew 28.1-10
Revelation 22.1-5
Excellent resources for this are to be found on the Season of creation website and on textweek. 

Alternative readings for World Communion Sunday
Jeremiah 1.4-10

Psalm 96

1 Peter 2.4-10

Matthew 28.16-20



	Introduction / Background

	Job thoughts:
There is plenty of material in our worship to celebrate and give thanks for God’s goodness: sometimes the church can be too quiet when things turn pear-shaped. God will be offended, we seem to think, if we express our doubts and frustrations, our fears and uncertainties. The Psalmists would have none of this: songs of lament (“why is it like this? It‘s not fair!”) sit in their national song book comfortably along with expressions of wonder and gratitude. 
The Book of Job is a pastoral exploration of illness and personal tragedy in the face of belief in God… here the scene is being set for what will be an extended argument between Job and those who would offer easy solutions to the problem of pain. The author of Job intends us to see right from the outset that Job is not guilty of wrongdoing, and wants us to see that although Satan brings evil upon Job, there are limits to what Satan is permitted to do. The author calls us to be as faithful as Job was… ultimately, Job is commended for his steadfastness, although along the way we will hear him upbraided fro his presumption! It is a cosmic drama, a play intended to underline the size of God, the limits of our understanding and the ultimate purposes of good.

Mark 10 Thoughts

The first part of our reading is Jesus teaching is about divorce. It was very easy for women to be discarded in Jesus’ time: Mosaic law allowed a simple verbal declaration in front of witnesses to take a woman from a position of honour and security to a life of desperate isolation and economic hopelessness. In the face of a question about legal processes, Jesus restores the position of women and the holiness of marriage into something before God: a unity in heaven. It is interesting to ask ourselves why the Pharisees asked this question in the first place: was there something about Jesus’ attitude to everyone that made them suspicious of his legal orthodoxy? Could it be that Jesus’ attitude to women, as shown elsewhere in the gospels (see John 8 in particular) appeared to suspicious Pharisees to be an area where Jesus could be charged with social disruption, with upsetting the social order? 

· Jesus takes the legalism of whether or not to divorce a woman allowed under Mosaic law and transforms it into “A soul’s joining is what is important here: and adultery is betrayal of a soul’s joining…” When he does this, Jesus raises questions about the effects that our actions  have upon our souls, our innermost beings…   
· The second part of Jesus’ teaching is another “upside down teaching” where Jesus takes what might be expected and flips it around the other way. (Other examples might be the workers paid the same no matter how long they worked, the despised Samaritan being the one whom God’s love shows as neighbourliness, the widow’s mite…) Children, who we might think of as cute, as potential, as valuable only for what they will be become instead of intrinsic worth. This theme of the little people is a core Christian focus: it is not the VIPS who are important, but the little ones. Who are the little ones today? I have heard it argued that in 21st century New Zealand we are actually a youth-obsessed culture: could it be that today‘s little people are actually the aged? Another friend suggests that they might be the mentally ill, or beneficiaries, or second-language refugees…Jesus’ call is to honour the little and the powerless, the voiceless and the weak.
· Grace reappears as a theme: Those who consider that they deserve to be part of God’s New Society automatically disqualify themselves: it is those who serve, those who recognise that it’s about God’s goodness, not their importance that puts them in right relationships with others and their maker. We might think of Albert Schweitzer, “giving up” a career as a concert musician to practice medicine in the backblocks of Africa, . Who was it who wasted their life: those whose music entertained Europe, or he who saved countless lives and found time to write of his faith and his theology in far from the seminaries and concert halls of his colleagues? 

In the face of the disciples guarding his time, Jesus welcomes children into his presence. Surely Jesus is far too important to be wasting his time on people who have no resources to offer, no power to use, no influence or prestige, nothing but themselves? But Jesus says not only that these are worth his time and attention: he goes further to say that unless you become like children, you cannot enter the kingdom. 

Huh? You mean my wealth, my degree, my family connections, my rank, my network of associates, my influence, my goods and property, my reputation don’t count?

And the idea that there is a difference between a childish faith and a childlike faith is worth meditating upon…

Perhaps one difference is that one is unexamined, and the other humble before the unknowable.

Hebrews thoughts:

This is the height of Christian theology…the magnificence, the transcendence, the utter holiness of God. The writer to the Hebrews begins with the trumpet blast of God’s glory, and continues with where Christ fits in the wider picture. Hebrews has been summarised as an Anthem of Faith.
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	Hebrews 1:1-3, 2:5-12

This passage could be read aloud to the accompaniments of trumpets, or perhaps the Hallelujah chorus full tilt in the background. (Check out the foodcourt Hallelujah chorus clip on YouTube http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SXh7JR9oKVE
where Handel’s Messiah meets Christmas shopping.) Or if you have enough time (!) call on one of your photographers to assemble some of their Large landscapes into a powerpoint with suitable music behind it: (Dvorak’s New World? Also Sprach Zaruthustra? Toccata and Fugue in D minor?) while someone reads Psalm 8 
Another approach could be 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VgfwCrKe_Fk
is a Cosmic Zoom…someone rowing boat in Canada , and the camera “zooms” in on a mosquito on their arm, to cellular, then atomic level, then zooms out to national/universe/cosmos level…it lasts eight minutes, and could be shown with sound down while someone reads our passage slowly…

Louis Armstrong’s What a wonderful world 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=m5TwT69i1lU
is one of the better ones, though any photographers in your congregation could come up with something not quite so literal, I am sure! The words pick up the dual themes of majesty and relationship...watch your congregation sing along quietly to it!
River Bits: A few years ago now we made a river in the church, with a two metre high tower at one end of plastic 44 gallon drums that fed into roofing tile channels to do a big “U” down through the church, back to the base of the tower…where it was pumped up to start all over again. We ended up, therefore, with a River that was some 30 centimetres across, with perhaps 3cm of water running continuously: our local technical people accepted the challenge and put it all together on the Saturday before! 

We floated plastic fish down our river in a river race, had a local ecologist come to speak to us about the fishes in the Heathcote River, “There’s a River of Life flowing out from me” (see below) and combined with the local Methodist church, whose presbyter (Rev Mark Gibson), had a particular interest in eco-theology. It made for a very memorable service…

Another year we used our local river to play Pooh Sticks after the service… we trooped down to tee river carrying sticks that we’d labelled in the service, threw them off the road bridge and then scampered further downstream to see whose arrived at the rope stretched across a hundred metres along. (I’m sure there was a point…?)

A river made of blue tarpaulins and boat covers folded lengthways along the floor of the church could be unfolded by the children and the congregation to discover gifts of grace: 

- if the river were to be seen as a picture of the Christian life, you might have photographs of people prepared to give testimonies hidden in the river…as they were discovered, they could tell a story for 120 seconds about a hard time in their lives, (Job) a time when they were taken seriously instead of being dismissed as too young ( Mark) a time they were glad ( Psalm 26) or aware of God’s majesty ( Hebrews)

-if the river were seen as a picture of how we gather more and more water/ understanding as we grow in the Christian life, there might be someone in the congregation prepared to talk about growing faith

- A quick review of the history of your worshipping community might fit in here with picture of the river…the effects flowing downstream from a building decision, a decision to combine congregations, a tributary that led to the founding of new works, the effects of things said in Sunday School thirty years ago that are still being seen in the lives of people long gone from the neighbourhood but still gratefully effective for Christian nurture.. 



	 Preaching thoughts and Questions
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	- the Book of Job and this passage is about the presence of God, the actions of God, the relationship between being good and receiving good. There’s a one-to-one relationship in many people’s minds: God “owes” me good if I keep the rules…and if people (usually other people!) don’t, they somehow “deserve” punishment. Job addresses this head on: and his reply to his friends in verse 20 of our reading is an important rebalancing of the cause-and effect theology.

- The Point of Grace, of course, is that it is undeserved: it is God’s nature, not our behaviour, that calls forth love. (See Saved though Trusting in God, sermon No 1 in Sermons on Several Occasions by John Wesley, translated in modern English by James D Holway Morely 2003)  

- There’s a pastoral note sounded in Satan’s argument to God that is important to notice: as Satan observes, when our bodies are hurt, it is easy to become angry and to feel abandoned by God. Some anger that ill people express, not only towards God but sometimes towards the people they love, comes out of this sense of frustrated justice: “I do not deserve” this illness. One of the stages that Kubler Ross identifies as part of dying is anger: this passage explores that, and might make a preaching point.

- “For no reason at all” (3b) might also make a starting point for a discussion about illness. To find a reason is also sometimes to try to find a cause-and effect that we can change: and some illnesses can be attributed to asbestos exposure, to nicotine and tar, even to genetic factors and therefore possibly some kind of “reason for…” Many don’t, however: and even in those instances there are plenty of exceptions where reason doesn’t follow, and people don‘t get ill even when they “should” (!)
PSALM 26 

For a paraphrase see here
One way to unpack this psalm might be 

Verses 1-3 looking inwards to see what’s there “the journey in”
Verses 4- 5 looking outwards to see that I am not corrupted by what’s around me, taking my cues from places and people I don’t want to
Verses 6-8 celebrating people who will help me: choosing good company
(verses 9-12 recap)

Cueing in to what mentoring is all about, to where our models of behaviour and speech are, where they come from, and the effect that we have upon others

HEBREWS

Quoting Psalm 8…you could insert the whole Psalm at verse 6, of course…

This passage could be read aloud to the accompaniments of trumpets, or perhaps the Hallelujah chorus full tilt in the background. (Check out the foodcourt Hallejuah Chorus clip on Youtube http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SXh7JR9oKVE
where Handel’s Messiah meets Christmas shopping.) Or if you have enough time (!) call on one of your photographers to assemble some of their Large landscapes into a powerpoint with suitable music behind it: (Dvorak’s New World? Also Sprach Zaruthustra? Toccata and Fugue in D minor?) while someone reads Psalm 8 

Another approach could be this one:-
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VgfwCrKe_Fk
is a Cosmic Zoom…someone rowing a boat in Canada, and the camera “zooms” in on a mosquito on their arm, to cellular, then atomic level, then zooms out to national/universe/cosmos level…it lasts eight minutes, and could be shown with sound down while someone reads our passage slowly…



	Illustrations / Stories
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	- A wonderful little story from the Christchurch earthquake…a woman minister was riding on a bus in clerical garb, dog collar and all, at the moment the February earthquake struck. Once the rocking and the screaming, the terror and the shock was over, someone on the bus sneered “Where is your God now?”.
Quick as a flash she came back “She’s sitting right alongside you at the moment, mate”
Here’s a young English boy talking about what he thinks life will be like when he’s 50...

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=i3y3TBJ2WLI
 - My 7 year old grandson was walking with me to school the other day, and we were engaged in our usual serious man to man conversation. He came up with a story of how one of his friends at school had said “Holy Cow!” – and then the story stopped. I recognised it immediately as a question: addressed to the man whose life is all about God, holiness and so on. He has picked up that I don‘t like God’s name used as a swear word, and with all the subtlety he could manage the question was “Is it okay for me to say that, or is it the same as those other things that people say?’

    We had an interesting discussion from there…but I had a sudden flashback to my own childhood as a thirteen year old calling an adult a lucky sod as part of a card game…The word meant nothing to me (sodbuster?) but it was highly offensive to them, and it took a lot of tearful back and forth explanations before relationships were restored.

     So where do we learn our cues, where do our mores come from? Our contexts, of course... and teachers will tell of small children reeling off terrible obscenities uncomprehendingly, reviewing graphic videos for morning talks and generally reflecting the places they are listening, watching, living…The psalmist declaration is that he will not be in the company of people who might corrupt him…he chooses his company according to his faith. 
- Being with someone is a hugely wonderful gift. Time and time again I hear at funeral services as ultimate tribute “He was always there for me…” and that refers to far more than lending money, giving advice, fixing things up. The art of simply being with is one Job’s friends managed for quite some time (see 2:13) but they quickly blew it! Job asked for help: but he didn’t want advice, theology, explanation..he wanted friends. I can think of several times in life when words would have ruined the moment of communion: and did! Fortunately, I can also remember times when silence spoke volumes.

I had occasion recently to ask a colleague, Hosea Tupou, whether God always answered prayer: his answer is one I’m still living with
“Sometimes quiet is an answer to prayer”
A random questioning of the congregation “What do your children and grandchildren ask about God?” will bring smiles to people’s faces… and possibly spark both prayers and discussion. (Give people a week to think about it, and you’ll get better results: don’t, and it’ll be more spontaneous…()



	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
GOD’S MAJESTY

How great thou art WOV 628, MP 506
Broken the body  FFS 8
Jesus touch us HIOS 80
O for a thousand tongues MHB 1
Majesty SOP 206

Praise God from whom all blessings flow (old Hundredth) WOV678

God of Grace and God of Glory  WOV543
When I look into your holiness MP 754
SPRING
Jesus comes to me as a springtime tree AA 77
Our life has its seasons AA 113

The Spring has come AA 140

RIVER

There’s a river of life SOP 55
Shall we gather at the River? traditional
FRIENDS WHO HELP
Just a closer walk with thee traditional
What a friend we have in Jesus traditional


	Prayers
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	Psalm 26 paraphrase

In your court of law I plead Not Guilty, Lord:

Even if my conscience condemns me I know my heart is after you.

I will hold on to your constant love, your faithfulness, and your abiding presence

Because I realise what damage to my soul bad company can do, I am careful who I spend time with, whose attitudes I take on board, who my heroes are.

Worshipping with people who honour your name encourages me, builds me up, and helps me keep on track. Singing and listening to music that honours you lifts my heart, keeps me strong, fills my spirit with strength: and so that is what I choose to do. As I see the poor decisions that others have made in their lives, I have decided which way I will travel, and where my goals will lie: I will keep my integrity, and do what honours you.

Living my life in an honourable place with honourable people keeps me focussed on honourable things: praise you, Lord!

© Alan K Webster

Collects 
Entering the kingdom as a child   
Mark 10:13-16

God, my maker, 

touch me with the mysteries of being,

the rhythms of the seasons, the pulse of life.

I value your grace in creation,

I am indebted for the gift of life and health,

the purity of the water

and the beauty of the river.

Grant to me the faith and openness of a child 

in the relationships I have with others,

which we saw

when Jesus took the children in his arms

and blessed them.

Bless me too, 

Amen.
© John Howell (used with permission)
More prayers written in an Australian context by Moira Laidlaw.


	Communal 

Sharing


	PSALM 8 revisited

VOICE ONE: Reminders of you are all around

VOICE TWO: moments when we are humbled, and we stand in awe before breadth and width and depth

VOICE ONE: balanced against a strong wind on the brow of a hill

VOICE TWO: silent before a thunderstorm booming and flashing overhead

VOICE ONE: Waves smashing into a seawall

VOICE TWO: A clear night sky

VOICE ONE: and we lift our voices with the Psalmist “This is a world where we are tiny, and we don’t seem to matter much”

VOICE TWO: We come face to face with tiny beauty

VOICE ONE: dots of purple that turn out to be exquisitely formed florettes

VOICE TWO:  the view through a microscope of unimagined worlds

VOICE ONE: the revelation of detail where we observe dimly, slowly and in part

VOICE TWO: And we bow our heads in wonder, clumsily appreciating that we are complex beyond comprehension, and we live in a complicated and interdependent world that proceeds quite happily without us

VOICE ONE: and you proclaim our importance

VOICE TWO: You articulate love for us

VOICE ONE The tiniest part of the big world

VOICE TWO: The most arrogant of the small world

VOICE ONE: The most ruthlessly self-centred part of all your creation

VOICE TWO: And yet you declare your love for us

VOICE ONE: You tell out love

VOICE TWO: You tell out undeserved but unmeasured grace

VOICE ONE: You declare us lovers, friends, companions, brothers and sisters 

VOICE TWO: You receive our worship even as creation sings in whale song, birdsong, wave song, in cloud song, in volcano, in gale and in the soft slipping of snow into the mountain stream ...all sing songs of praise to you

VOICE ONE: We join with their voices to praise you, God!

VOICE TWO: All praise to you, our God!

© Rev Alan K Webster


	Children
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	More resources for children from sermons4kids.com  
WORDS WRITTEN ON THE FLY AT THE TIME BY BECKENHAM METHODIST 

There’s a river of life

Flowing out from me

Makes the lame to walk and the blind to see

Opens prison doors sets the captives free

There’s a river of life flowing out from me

There’s a river of hope all around I see

When the people live in what they’re called to be

Leaves alone condemning, and from judgement free

Opening our hearts to community

There’s a loop of river all around our lives

Offering us cleansing, and a brand new hope

Jesus’ love equips us, and it strengthens too

 Keeps us looking outwards in the things we do

There’s a place of beauty we’re all called to share

Liquid light surrounds us when where we choose to stare

Greenery and ducklings, all around us grow

This a spring-swept world all of us can know

Keep us building upwards as along we go

Keep constructing faith, in your light to grow

Keep us growing Christ-like, searching high and low

For that touch of grace in all we see and know   

A story that might fit...I drew quick sketch pix on a whiteboard to keep the children interested, while adults worked out what it was all about…

Once upon a time there lived a giraffe named Runciman. Runciman lived at the bottom of a very slippery and high hill… and at the top of this very high and slippery hill grew an apple tree. Year after year Runciman would look up at the apple tree and think to himself “I wonder what apple tree leaves taste like? I wonder if they’d be nicer than acacia leaves? I wonder what they ‘d really taste like?”


Every time he tried to climb the hill, however, he’d get only a little way up before he’d slip back down in a tangle of legs, and so he’d go back to eating acacia leaves and dreaming.

One year the apple tree did something it had never done before… it produced an apple..and Runciman stared at it for hours, trying to work out how to get up the hill to get the apple.

He spent so much time looking up and pining for this apple, however, that he got weak and droopy, sad and unhappy…so much so that his friend Grouster the turtle got worried, and came to talk to him. Grouster was not a naturally happy animal…where Runciman was… but it upset Grouster to see Runciman unhappy,. You see, even though Grouster looked miserable, he wasn’t really as bad as all that, and he actually liked Runciman to try to cheer him up.

But when he saw Runciman’s expression, and found out what was wrong, he decided to do something about it…

So he climbed to the top of the hill to see what he could do.

Well: climbing up wasn’t hard… but once he got there the apple was way too high for a turtle…so he had to think of another way. Finally he came up with an ingenious solution… and he found seven friends, each of his turtle friends poked their bottoms into the muddy and slippery hill so that Runciman could stand carefully on their backs and climb up to the top. 

All went exceedingly well… and eventually Runciman was able to stand at the top of the hill, beside his appletree, and was able to reach out and carefully snap off the big red juicy apple from its place high in the tree. 

He was just about to eat it when he looked down and saw something on Grosuter’s face that he’d never seen before.

It wasn’t grouchiness

It wasn’t unhappiness.

It was something else..it was curiosity…and suddenly Runciman stopped thinking just about his own tummy, his own appetite, his own focus..and saw that Turtles might actually quite like apples…so he very carefully put the apple on the ground, and very very carefully chomped it into nine pieces….quite hard for you and me, but easy for a giraffe with a long long lip and a great big tongue and an eye for odd angles.

And when he’d finished dividing up the apple, putting it on the ground, and when he saw the turtles starting to eat the apple of his eye, he saw something he’d never seen before…a turtle smile.

It made him so happy inside that he almost forget to eat his own bit of apple…a tiny little bit, far too small for a giraffe with a long, long neck and quite a big tummy!

But Runciman ate the apple carefully…and discovered that it actually tasted quite horrible for a giraffe. It was nice for a turtle…great for a turtle… but not giraffe food at all.

But Runciman looked around at his friends, and he knew that it wasn’t a good idea to tell them that he didn’t like apples after all, so he ate it up quietly… and took a bite of apple leaf instead.

He looked at his friends eating happily, smiling turtle smiles…and he chewed his apple leaf… it was okay, but not nearly as nice as acacia after all.

And he smiled a long loopy giraffe smile.

At his smiling friends…

And at their efforts to keep him smiling.

© Alan K Webster 2011
Here’s another one that might be useful..?

The Obama Llama Drama

Obama was a black alpaca

Resplendent in the summer sun

He wore his coat with pride and joy

And outshone, outdressed, everyone

He’d peer down his (clean) nose and sniff

At common beast and man

‘Twas clear his gait and gaitered quiff

Made him quite a Speciman /made him not a backpacker slacker hacker knackerwacker yakker 

Now in the next door field Tama lived

One of the more ordinary l-l-lamas

Who’d slop around in comfy clothes

And sometimes even in pyjamas!

She’d look next door and say “O please!

Are you a wardrobe or a beast?

A fashion statement or a wheeze? 

I’m not that turned on! Not the least!”

Obama’d toss his head and sneer

“ I’m no lama, in pyjama, waiting for a melodrama

I’m a black alpaca man!

Wait until the lama farmer

Sees the difference: and 

He’ll redraw this panorama!”

Now in the next adjoining field

one fenceline less or more

Another field, another bore

A great big pig: a great big slob

Whose carefree suit, whose life’s attire

Was mud, and dirt, and bog, and mire.

Boris worshipped Tamar from afar

And wanted, more, to make her star

In a porcine llama-drama: 

“Messy we our lives will make

Tidy is a big mistake

We’ll slop our lot together, straight

Just let me in and through the gate!”

And Tama trembled deep within

As outwardly she humoured him

For being messy’s quite alright

But dirt’s another name for sin!

As stories go, you all will know

One day the gates will open, though

One day the fates will have their way

One day the truth will come to stay

One day a lovelorn lama’s tricks

Will turn and bite the lip that licks

We’ll watch the wily way unfold

Will fortune favour cold or bold?

The farmer left the gate ajar

And Boris spied it from afar

When lama Tama saw him push

She ran behind the nearest bush

 And called aloud “Obama love!

“Come rescue me from push and shove! 

I want your suit, and suit as well:

Alpacas rule! And pigs do smell!”

Obama heard her plaintive cry

Her off-white trembling rump he spied
He looked at his clean suit and then

Alpaca blood it boiled within!

He braced his chest! He filled his lungs! 

He brayed a dreadful, awful sound

And started running: off the ground!
he cleared the fence..well, all but cleared

He caught his suit atop the tip

His coat-tail tore, ripped and split

Obama didn’t care a bit 

He tore into that great big boar

And sent him packing, suit and all

Straight back towards his field forlorn

And Tama gazed admiring up

At Obama’s heaving chest

And then there throbbed within her breast

The knowledge then that what was best

Was courage, no matter how that’s dressed

He looked into her eyes and then

She looked at him

Well: you can guess the rest

Obama came at her behest

To make a little llama nest

Where she could be a llama mama

Safe where pig could never harm her

Big bad beast no more alarm her   

Happy with the drama’s karma

A lovely, calmer Tama Llama

The moral’s plain:

It may well be 

that clothes they make the man

But what’s beneath the covered book

Will always run to plan

When llama dramas threaten harm

Big pig wig dreams don‘t count for figs

Whatever hearts beat ‘neath the skin

Will show what kind of love’s within 

© Alan K Webster 2010
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