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Sunday 8 January 2012
The Glory of God
Year B - Epiphany 1 - 09B
	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 1.1-5 

Psalm 29
Acts 19.1-7
Mark 1.4-11
PSALM 29 paraphrase

Praise the Lord!

Praise the Lord in the moments of wonder, in the glories of the heavens spread out in a sunset

Praise the Lord in the wonder of the small things that mark this glorious world
Praise the Lord in the presence of rolling thunder and flashing skies: of towering mountain, of mighty wind, of crashing waves

And praise him in the delicate discovery of a backlit dandelion clock in the fingers of a grandchild

Or the soft muzzle of a labrador wet from the joyful pursuit of seagulls on the beach

Praise God in the soft sweet melody of a solo flautist alone in a mall corner

And the exploratory notes of a band getting ready for a concert: the chords breaking the silence and electrifying the listeners.

Praise God in the loudness and the softness

Praise God in the overwhelming and the certainties

Praise God in the strength and the vulnerability

In majesty and peace

Praise to the Lord! 

                                                                                                       Alan K Webster


	Introduction/ Background

	The Genesis reading is a dramatic and direct claim that God created: in the context of the day, not just the little bits and pieces that other “gods” might have claimed to have made, but the very matter of life itself, and even more, even the light which we see it by. It is a great and glorious hymn of praise, and needs to be read and presented with drama and imagination. Now is the time to use dry ice, lighting special effects, to supply background music while the reading (ditto for the Psalm) is being done. Sure, there’ll be complaints that it makes it inaudible… choose someone with a big voice, crank up the speaker volume and pull out all the stops. Your organist might be able to provide a musical backdrop. Ask them of or suggestions, or try (eg)  the few first chords of the Hallelujah Chorus, or O for a Thousand Tongues (Lingham) as theatre… that’s how it should be read. Don’t get tied up in arguments about how light arrived before the sun in verses to follow: this isn’t dry thesis but exultant praise!

Today’s Psalm can be treated similarly… the point is God’s glory. I’d finish, with a live musical background, by fading to a single note for verse 11… the crescendo concludes with gentleness and quiet just for the last verse.

And with our two New Testament readings, the text is describing something that ultimately defies definition. God’s Holy Pneuma (breath/wind/spirit/ Spirit) makes a difference in the lives of those who follow Jesus, and in the act of baptism, the sacramental opening of self towards the Holy, something happens that transforms those who followed John’s preaching about repentance into those who rejoice in ways that all languages, all cultures, all nations enjoy. 
Our lectionary reading sources the Acts reading back to Jesus’ baptism: I cannot for the life of me connect our two sets of readings, but others may! 

 

	Broader / Personal

Preparation

	· There are moments of tender quietness and gentle reflection… this is not one of them. There are times for appreciating God’s love in the miniature beauty of a roadside weed… not today! There are times to nestle into the intimacy of warm embrace: but today’s for organ chord, trumpet call, the expanse of the heavens, the breadth and height and spread of praise!  
· The Genesis account bears testimony to God bringing the light – creating the light – shining the light, and beginning a process that will turn chaos and confusion into something ordered and meaningful: something to be tended and maintained, something to be loved and appreciated. In a context of malevolent chaos, God’s creativity is purposeful, is good: and we give praise.
· Moments of illumination occur and change our lives… perhaps when we realise that a friend is more than just a friend… perhaps when all the pieces fall into place enabling us to buy something, to go somewhere, to achieve something… What is the process that leads us to recognise the light when we see it.


	Creativity /

Visual Aids

	· Get an electrically minded handyperson in the congregation to mount a naked projector bulb or a very bright (500W?) bare bulb on a stand. (See below for suggestions). At an appropriate place in the service *, turn the light on.
· Black out the church so that everyone in arrives in stygian gloom…most buildings will not be able to be blacked out altogether…but drawn curtains, and (depending upon your architecture!) strategically placed light blockers can dim ambient lighting a lot. 

· An old 35mm slide projector can be used to project a spotlight somewhere significant (a reader? the cross? the floral display at the front?) Punch or cut a circular hole in the exact centre of a 50mm x 50mm piece of cardboard, and put it into the slide-holder. If it’s out of focus you’ll achieve a different effect…experiment with distances, differently sized and shaped holes for your conditions…

· Alternatively, photograph the sun – carefully! – with a digital camera. Contrary to received wisdom, a quick photograph won’t permanently scar the sensor…but it will hurt your eyes, so be careful. A light overcast day or late afternoon will give dramatic unique images for you to use for this service. (See samples… you’re welcome to use them!)
· A science teacher might be able to get you some magnesium ribbon… it’s a dangerous but highly dramatic (() source of very bright light, to ignite between verses 3 and 4 of the Genesis reading…
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	Preaching thoughts and Questions

	The Genesis account bears testimony to God bringing the light – creating the light – shining the light, and beginning a process that will turn chaos and confusion into something ordered and meaningful: something to be tended and maintained, something to be loved and appreciated. In a context of malevolent chaos, God’s creativity is purposeful, is good: and we give praise.
Our Acts passage has Luke telling us of Paul coming upon a group of John’s disciples who had committed themselves to John’s baptism of repentance. “These disciples did not know the meaning of the cross and the resurrection, or of the gift of Pentecost.  They had joined a religion of preparation for the Messiah but knew nothing of his return to empower those who believed in him. They had not heard of the Holy Spirit: as soon as they learned about  living Christ and his presence in the Holy Spirit, they wanted to be baptised anew.” [Acts Lloyd Ogilvie Communicator’s Commentary, 1983.]  
One touch point in our preaching from this passage could be in drawing a comparison between the difference between knowing about the gospel, believing that to follow Jesus could make a difference in the world and in our lives, and on the other hand all that is implied in God’s Breath breathing through the believer, the pneuma/breath/wind/spirit Spirit of God breathing/winding/spiriting in all that we are and do. This is a description of someone living in God, filled by the Holy Spirit, at one with how God breathes and lives… describing the indescribable by using word pictures.
The story is further unfolded in the image of something that Mark records as happening when Jesus was baptized. People were (verse 4) baptised (by John) to show that they had turned from their sins and turned to God be forgiven (NLT). When Jesus was baptized, however, something different happened. Whatever it was, it was like a dove. Children’s storybook pictures of a pigeon fluttering about Jesus’ shoulders cheapen the gospel accounts – what is described are hints back to the dove and the ark, temple sacrifices and so on, but the most important part of this image is the Holy Wind/Breath/Spirit of God on Jesus in this moment of baptism, and that’s what the picture is about… 
* Note: the Greek pneuma means breath, or wind, or spirit (life-force) or Spirit. It is only the context that gives clues as to what is meant… and this ambiguity is a rich picture of grace.


	Illustrations / Stories

	STORY ONE:
Years ago now I (Alan) went out to Whatipu on the coast of West Auckland late in the day to get some sunset photographs. I went way out on the far reaches of the beach, in amongst all the sandhills, scrub and headlands a long way up a wild and lonely coast and the weather closed in far more quickly than I had expected. In the space of a very few minutes all available light went, the stars were hidden by clouds: even the city lights that were usually visible over to the east were shaded over and in the confusion of the waterways, gorse and scrub and the confusion of the geography I became totally disoriented. My little torch was fine for keeping my feet out of puddles but not much else: it was impossible to work out exactly where I was or where I had been, and therefore how to get back to the car so that I could get home again.

I had a moment of panic…I tried to reassure myself by saying “Well…I’m not going to die out here:  at the absolute worst it‘s just going to be a cold and lonely night..” but people were going to be worried about me, and it wasn’t going to be much fun. 

I prayed aloud…not a very expectant or faithful prayer, but a prayer nonetheless, and hardly had I finished articulating my fears when two things happened. The first was a thump… thump… thump and then the continuing harrumphing of a diesel generator getting going in the darkness vaguely off to one side… and then, moments later, the second: glory of glories! a pin-point light shone out of the black and solid darkness in the far distance to my right. It was the generator of Whatipu Lodge, in the days before the power poles: and I knew exactly where it was, back near the carpark. 

Instantly, dramatically, I now had a navigating point, a place to head to, a guiding light to enable me to orientate around pools and gorse bushes. All I had to do was to get to the light… and it really didn’t matter how I did it. It was a long scramble and a wet one… but I could and did do it because I could see the light in the darkness.

Seeing the light enabled me to walk where I needed to go…
STORY TWO

In the film The Boy in Striped Pyjamas, eight year old Bruno offers his starving friend Shmuel , a Jewish concentration camp inmate, food from the family table. An SS guard comes in and asks Bruno whether he gave it to Shmuel:  Bruno suddenly realises that he will apparently be in trouble if he acknowledges that he gave it to him, so he lies and denies it. The only possible conclusion left is that his Jewish friend stole it…
Bruno is confronted with the consequences of his lie when he next sees his friend: he has been savagely beaten for theft.
- There is a huge difference between knowing what is right and doing it: identifying as a Christian is sometimes relatively easy, but acting in a Christ-like way can be costly, especially when the current of the crowd is going another way…


	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
Light of the world you stepped down into darkness S3 1406
This little light of mine, I’m gonna let it shine (?)
O for thousand tongues MHB 1 

I am the Light of the World WOV 669

Jesus is Lord of all the earth WOV 674

God who carved this timeless landscape FFS 31
Glory to God in the blue of the sea FFS 23

For the Music of Creation AA41

Join hands in the Spirit AA82
For his name is exalted SIS 101

He is exalted SIS 143

Bless the Lord, O my soul SIS 123
Above all S2 611

Be Glorified S1 42

Lord the Light of your love is shining S1 335

Great and Deep the Spirit’s purpose AA 55

Breathe on me, breath of God WOV 320



	Prayers

	This day began in darkness
This day began in darkness

And at some point light crept in…

At some point today, things that looked dark and indefinable, things that had no visible shape, things that loomed alarmingly in the gloom gradually became clearer…

At some point – with or without someone watching – what was invisible became visible

What was not clear became clear

What was dark became light

We talk of a light coming on

We show a light bulb illuminated over the head of a cartoon character when things become clear

We talk of enlightenment, of a light in the eyes, of shining light into a situation…

This day began with an absence of light…and the light came…

May our experience of this day, 
                       and this time together, 
                                   and of this week ahead

                                           Be one of seeing light

Of understanding what is in the darkness by the light that God shines on it

And in praise, being grateful for the light God gives

Amen

                                                                                                   Alan K Webster
We honour those who have shed light in our world

We honour those who have shed light in our world

For people like Isaac Newton, whose observation of what we call a law of gravity enables us to live more comfortably in a world that is predictable, discoverable, able to be analysed and understood,…

For people like Florence Nightingale, who saw soldiers and casualties as people needing care simply because they were human, and not as fighting units or consumers of military resources

For people like Martin Luther King, whose vision of a person’s worth enveloped character and personhood beyond what was immediately visible in their skin

For people who have contributed to our understanding of this world and the way it works: whose political and scientific insights make a difference in the rules we follow, the constructs of society in which we live: unnamed and anonymous, forgotten and neglected now by history, but whose light still makes a difference…

For those people in our own lives who have shone light into our own darkness: parents and teachers, Brigade leaders and Sunday school teachers, lecturers and authors and minsters and friends and colleagues..

For all who have in some way shone your light into those parts of our lives and the lives of those around us to illuminate what needed to be seen, to then to make a difference

May we continue to receive and to shine forth your light

Amen  

                                                                                                      Alan K Webster
Light conversation

VOICE ONE: We know what to expect

VOICE TWO: we expect what we know

VOICE ONE: and usually that keeps us comfortable

VOICE TWO: but 

                                  sometimes light breaks in

VOICE ONE: something comes out of the blue

VOICE TWO: something unexpected shakes our complacency

VOICE ONE: our comfort

VOICE TWO: our reasonable expectation of predictability

VOICE ONE: and sometimes that light feels good..very good

PAUSE

VOICE TWO: Sometimes, however, our crises are God’s opportunity

VOICE ONE: where we learn about what control really means

VOICE TWO: where we confront the need for some inner strength

VOICE ONE: resilience

VOICE TWO: hope

VOICE ONE: grace

VOICE TWO: sometimes the irruption of light into our darkness takes us into a different place

VOICE ONE: where we are forced to look at things that we’d rather not

VOICE TWO: habits that are not helping us grow

VOICE ONE: behaviour that is holding us back from the people we want to be

VOICE TWO: attitudes that will cramp our development as children of God

VOICE ONE: Sometimes the light comes hard

PAUSE

VOICE TWO: but we thank you God, in this moment, for the light…for all light…

VOICE ONE: help us to seek the light…to bathe in the light…to welcome the light… to grow in the light

VOICE TWO: and in your light, grow strong in grace and truth

VOICE ONE AND TWO: Amen

                                                                                                                                     Alan K Webster



	Children

	IDEA ONE:
A brief history of torches, demonstrating an increased intensity of light

1. A candle (in a fancy holder?) to read by… (Can you imagine reading by a candle?) 
2. A flaming torch (a quarter of a cotton tea towel, wrapped to a broomstick and nailed to it: soaked in meths, lit with taper by a second person…it’s safer than it sounds! The meths will burn off dramatically, and then smoulder away…THINK about what you are going to do with a hot smouldering torch, though…have a metal bucket, a handy and visible fire-extinguisher for the reassurance of a fearful few in the congregation!) and rehearse it so you and an assistant know what to expect are essential! It will be memorable. promise!)

3. A Coleman / Tilly lantern

4. A bicycle torch

5. A modern possum-hunting lantern

etc etc

When you have shone your light, ask the children what lights can teach us about the gospel…you will be surprised by their insights. Widen it to include the congregation if responses are slow… 
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Mission Resourcing: Inspiring and resourcing our communities for a journey with Christ that enriches lives and relationships 
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