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Sunday 14 September 2014
Love the difference
Year A - Pentecost 14 - 56A

	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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	Exodus 14.9-31 The Israelites escape from Egypt and the Lord opens up a path though the Red Sea for them to pass through. The water then closes in again on the army that is chasing them.
Psalm 114 This is a song in praise of the Lord who worked wonders in bringing his people out of Egypt. “Earth, you will tremble, when the Lord God of Jacob comes near.”
Romans 14.1-12 Don’t criticise other followers of the Lord whose beliefs are a bit different from yours.
Matthew 18.21-35 Jesus tells his disciples that they should keep on forgiving. He then tells them a story of an official who was forgiven a debt by the king, but who then unmercifully demanded repayment from someone who owed him money.
Season of Creation

The observance of a Season of Creation began in the Lutheran Church in Australia in 2000 as a response to the environmental crisis. Since then this opportunity for the church to examine creation-based themes has spread to many different denominations and around the world. The 2014 theme is The Spirit in Creation and this year’s series is outlined below:
Sept 7 

1st Sunday in Creation
Forest Sunday
Sept 14 
2nd Sunday in Creation
Land Sunday
Sept 21 
3rd Sunday in Creation
High Country Sunday
Sept 28 
4th Sunday in Creation 
River Sunday
Oct 5 

5th Sunday in Creation 
Blessing of the Animals
Alternative readings for Land Sunday

· Genesis 3.14-19; 4.8-16
· Psalm 139.7-10
· Romans 5.12-17
· Matthew 12.38-40
There is now an enormous amount of detailed on-line resource material to help with Season of Creation services:

· The first go-to site is the Australian Season of Creation website which provides resources for a full service each Sunday in MS Word

· The American Let all Creation Praise website has much additional material and adapts the Australian material for US use in a pdf format.

· The Methodist General Board of Discipleship website has weekly worship planning helps

· The textweek website has range of resources for each week of the season

· The World Council of Churches website has additional information including prayers for forests
· Sermon notes, intercessions, group study and harvest festival ideas by Churches Together in Britain and Ireland (in English with Welsh and Irish translations).

· Outline of a prayer service on the theme of creation held at the Ecumenical Centre on 22 April 2013

· Resources collected by the Anglican Communion Environmental Network
· Resources including a set of worship service outlines by the United Church of Canada

· Exegetical and liturgical resources collected by the Network of Earthkeeping Christian Communities in South Africa (in English and Afrikaans)

· Prayers, blessings and meditations collected by the European Christian Environmental Network (in a variety of languages). 

· Additional Season of Creation resources on the Seasons of the Spirit website

· Season of Creation resources by the Mid North Coast Uniting ecoministry in Australia

· Prayers and liturgies, preaching and educational resources by the Canadian Green Church project (in English and French)

In addition Mission Resourcing has a few copies of a Faraday Institute DVD and study book called “Test of Faith” (2009) that are appropriate for this season and are available to borrow for use with a group in your church. They deal with the issue of science and faith which is important for all of us, but especially for young people in the secondary and tertiary age group. 

There is also a copy of the DVD The Last Ocean (2012 – PG 88 mins). This is a documentary movie about the race to protect the earth’s last untouched ocean, the Ross Sea, Antarctica. These are available for free loan (provided you pay the postage) on request from nehu@missionresourcing.org.nz.
Election 2014 – Saturday 20 September
With the New Zealand General Election coming up this Saturday you may want to take this as a theme for your service today. The passage that the lectionary readings recently skipped, Romans 13.1-7, could be an appropriate text to use. A suggested outline could be:
Vote for the well-being of others

If you’re a worker you may be attracted by a party promising less tax, if retired by guaranteed super, if a student by lower fees, but don’t get caught into the trap of voting for yourself. Our society is sick with selfishness. The constant Scriptural bias is toward the poor, the needy and the stranger. Issues that we should be most mindful of are things like inequality, child poverty, foreign aid, housing, refugees and environmental concerns.

Vote for integrity
We are increasingly led to believe that results are more important than morality. When choosing a local MP look for someone of virtue to represent you. A person with a proven record of honesty, justice, faithfulness, truth and integrity deserves to get your vote. 

Pray for the government

Pray for the elections on Saturday and pray for the MPs who will be elected.  Respect them and encourage them. Public figures attract a lot of criticism but most of them work very hard. Whether we like them or not, whether we voted for them or not, pray for the members of the new government and for the Prime Minister.

See this Public Issues page on the NZ Methodist website for a summary of the parties’ policies on some vital issues. 
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	Romans

Our reading from Romans today takes us to the end of this stream in the lectionary. Today’s passage highlights the fact that, even within the early church, believers had to grapple with a diversity of opinions on matters of faith. You will recognise the problem! It still hasn’t gone away.  

For a brief introduction to the letter see the 13 July ‘14 edition of “10 Minutes on a Tuesday”.
In the archived Refresh section of the New Zealand Methodist website you will find a previous “10 Minutes on a Tuesday” resource for Year A – Pentecost 13 – 56A (11 September 2011) that follows the gospel reading. 
Further lectionary based resources can be found on Bill Peddie’s blogsite.


	Preaching thoughts and Questions
* For that reason this is the second time I have used this story in the pages of “10 Minutes”.
CEV = Contemporary English Version of the Bible
* From Wesley’s sermon “Catholic Spirit”. The word “catholic” is used in the sense of meaning “universal” ie It does not refer here to the Roman Catholic Church.

* John Wesley from “A plain account of the people called Methodist.” 
	It was the mid-1980s when the priest from local Roman Catholic Church addressed a request to the leadership of the church where I was pastor at the time. The request asked that we would stand with them and pray for them. He explained that his congregation felt they were in need of significant spiritual renewal and that they were entering a time when they would be making deliberate efforts to seek this. It asked that our congregation would join in prayer for their spiritual renewal. I was staggered! We were an evangelical church. Some of our members didn’t even rate Catholics as real Christians. 
God used that incident early in my ministry to teach me about Christian unity. It had an immediate and profound impact on my outlook.* The faith in Christ that unites us is far bigger than the doctrinal differences which can cause division. 

I tried to imagine the situation with the Catholics happening in reverse – us going to them to ask for prayer for renewal. It just wasn’t likely happen! Why not? It wouldn’t have happened in reverse because our church had quite a lot of catching up to do in the areas of humility and graciousness. 
This raises a question that relates to the theme of our reading from Romans today. It is all about the Lord’s followers who have beliefs that are different from our own.

     “Welcome all the Lord’s followers, even those whose faith is weak. Don’t    

     criticize them for having beliefs that are different from yours.” 

     Romans 14.1 CEV

Go to almost any Christian leader who has spoken out publicly about anything and they’ll tell you of the criticism that they have had to face. It comes with the territory. Almost invariably they will tell you that the harshest criticism has come from other believers. 

Along with some other people, I am currently arranging a series of New Zealand meetings for the American Christian author, Brian McLaren. McLaren’s writing has appeal to Christians across a broad range of the theological spectrum. He is reluctant to accept the labels which others would use to box him into a particular range of views, but nevertheless has often been grouped with leaders of what is known as “emergent Christianity”. His writing and speaking shows a particular concern for issues like ecology, poverty, social justice and reconciliation. I have heard him speak, and his manner is both humble and conciliatory.  But Goggle his name and you’ll find pages of emotive vitriol criticising him. The dark side of human nature delights in passing on rumour and criticism. The phrase “antichrist propaganda by the neo-liberal cult of the Emergent Church” is used so often of McLaren that you’ll get two pages of results for that phrase alone! 
I only mention McLaren because of my involvement at present with his New Zealand itinerary, but almost any Christian that speaks out on anything seems to get a similar treatment from inside the church. 
Why is that?
The nature of religion is that it contains the underlying beliefs and values by which we order our existence. When any of those beliefs are called into question by someone suggesting an alternative view, people can feel very threatened. We only have to look at the way people reacted to Jesus reinterpreting orthodox Jewish beliefs to find examples of the violent reactions that may result. But when it comes to beliefs and values, even within the Christian church, there is a very wide range of opinions. So what can we do?
1. Work to create harmony
It is the intention of Jesus that the unity of the church would be such that outsiders would be drawn in by the love that we have for each other. The converse is also true and a divided church simply will not grow. I’ve seen it. When a church fights the new Christians leave first.  

But unity is not a matter of having people who all think the same thing. That’s called “uniformity”. It’s how cults work. In a cult you either have to agree or leave.

In the eighteenth century the Wesley’s were finding little acceptance in the Church of England. John had the outlandish idea that he could start preaching outdoors to coal miners and Charles was trying to push the unacceptable practice of congregational singing.  In this context John preached about the “catholic spirit”* in which he presented the ideal that a Christian with such a spirit would be one who… 

     “…loves - as friends, as brothers (sic) in the Lord, as members of Christ and 
     children of God, as joint partakers now of the present kingdom of God and 
     fellow heirs of his eternal kingdom - all of whatever opinion or worship, or 
     congregation, who believe in the Lord Jesus Christ; who love God and man…”
Creating harmony was a priority. And despite Wesley’s attempts to show that his theology was orthodox – he goes on to say…
     “Orthodoxy, or right opinions, is, at best, but a very slender part of religion, if it 
      can be allowed to be any part at all.”*
If we work to create harmony we will…
2. Avoid being judgemental
     Why do you criticize other followers of the Lord? Why do you look down on
     them? The day is coming when God will judge all of us. Romans 14.10 CEV
It is so much easier to see fault in others than to see it in ourselves. It is a point that Jesus made with some humour when he told of someone trying to remove a speck from the eye of a friend when he has a log in his own eye. 
It is truly wonderful how biased we are when it comes to ourselves and our own short-comings. We interpret our own mistakes as though we had the best of motives:
“I wasn’t lying when I said it happened on Tuesday. I had my days muddled.”

… But we infer the worst of motives to others:

“She deliberately set out to deceive me by saying it happened on Tuesday.”

So Jesus tells us to treat our neighbour in the same way that we would like to be treated. That means rather than jumping to conclusions and assuming the worst of motives we can aim to start from a position of assuming the best of motives. 
In our own church, as in the ancient Roman church, there can develop a negative tendency to spend our time nit-picking about beliefs that are different from our own. Rather than trying to get everyone’s theological ducks in a row, our call is to put our beliefs into action by serving God and loving their neighbour.

We don’t have to account for the way that others behave. But Paul does remind us that there is a day of accountability and…
     Each of us must give an account to God for what we do. Romans 14.12 CEV

Another challenge is to…
3. Avoid using labels in a divisive manner
It makes life easier to be able to sort people into categories. We can then accept or dismiss all their views on the basis of them being in the right or wrong box. It happens in our communities when people are type-cast as being lazy, dishonest or shrewd because of their race or nationality. In the church we can neatly sort people into categories on the basis of the way we perceive their religious outlook. We may label them:
· progressive, 

· emergent, 

· fundamentalist, 

· conservative, 

· traditionalist, 

· heretical… and so on…

In real life people are a bit more complex than the labels we may put on them. 
I was once asked, “Are you liberal or evangelical?” If you’ve been reading “10 Minutes” for a while you probably have an opinion about just where you’d place me on the evangelical-liberal spectrum. But I’m not sure that’s always a helpful distinction to make. My response was, “I wouldn’t be offended it you called me either.” 
True religion is seen in what we do rather than in what we profess to believe. It is all about things like helping the needy, widows and orphans (James 1.27). Such things are best achieved in co-operation and harmony with other believers.
(Rather than having your reading before your message you could finish the message with the dramatised Bible reading in the Creativity section below)


	 Illustrations /  

 Stories
 
[image: image4]

	They peck each other

In my college days one of my tutors went to the poultry farm to buy eggs for the college. The poultry farm was one of those terrible battery hen operations and he noticed that the hens didn’t look very healthy.

He asked the farmer, “Why are the hens red and raw around their necks?”

“Because they peck each other,” was the reply,

“Why do they peck each other?” 

“Because they have nothing else to do.”

 After a pause the tutor reflected, “There is a lesson here for the church!”



	Broader / Personal

Preparation
 
	How well do you tolerate differences of opinion?
As a church leader do you try to silence those whose opinions are different from your own? It is true that different opinions can cause division – but it is also true that they can add richness and indicate the breadth within the church. I know of a Baptist minister who had a pulpit exchange with the neighbouring Anglican minister. They decided that they’d both preach on the subject of baptism to share their view with a congregation that maybe had never heard the other denomination’s perspective.
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Available from kererupublishing.com

	Dramatised Bible reading – Cultivating good relationships

Reader 1  I love God’s creation, especially animals. We shouldn’t kill living 

                 creatures and we definitely shouldn’t eat them! I’m a vegetarian.
Reader 2  You’re a tree-hugging hippy. I love my meat: bacon and eggs for 

                 breakfast, Big Mac for lunch, steak for tea – that’s me.

Reader 3  I’m a Christian, so I mark Sunday out as a holy day. People should only

                 use the day for worship, hospitality and rest.

Reader 4  I’m a Seventh Day Adventist – and according to the scripture, that 
                 would be Saturday you’d be talking about that’s holy.

Reader 5  I don’t know about this “holy day” thing. One day is as good as another 

                 by me. All I know is Sunday is my only day off, so when I get home 
                 from church I mow the lawn.
(The rest of the script is taken directly from The Message translation of the Bible)

Reader 1  Welcome with open arms fellow believers who don’t see things the way
                 you do. 
Reader 2  And don’t jump all over them every time they do or say something you
                 don’t agree with—even when it seems that they are strong on opinions
                 but weak in the faith department. 
Reader 1  Remember, they have their own history to deal with. Treat them gently.

Reader 2  For instance, a person who has been around for a while might well be
                 convinced that he can eat anything on the table, 
Reader 1  while another, with a different background, might assume he should 
                 only be a vegetarian and eat accordingly. But since both are guests at 
                 Christ’s table, wouldn’t it be terribly rude if they fell to criticizing what 
                 the other ate or didn’t eat? God, after all, invited them both to the table.
                 Do you have any business crossing people off the guest list or 
                 interfering with God’s welcome? 
Reader 2  If there are corrections to be made or manners to be learned, God can 
                 handle that without your help.

Reader 3  Or, say, one person thinks that some days should be set aside as holy Reader 5  and another thinks that each day is pretty much like any other. There 
                 are good reasons either way. So, each person is free to follow the 
                 convictions of conscience.

Reader 4  What’s important in all this is that if you keep a holy day, keep it for 
                 God’s sake; 
Reader 2  if you eat meat, eat it to the glory of God and thank God for prime rib; 
Reader 1  if you’re a vegetarian, eat vegetables to the glory of God and thank God
                 for broccoli. 
Reader 2  None of us are permitted to insist on our own way in these matters. 
Reader 1  It’s God we are answerable to—all the way from life to death and 
                 everything in between—not each other. That’s why Jesus lived and 
                 died and then lived again: so that he could be our Master across the 
                 entire range of life and death, 
Reader 2  and free us from the petty tyrannies of each other.

Reader 1  So where does that leave you when you criticize a brother? 
Reader 4  And where does that leave you when you condescend to a sister? I’d 
                 say it leaves you looking pretty silly—or worse. Eventually, we’re all 
                 going to end up kneeling side by side in the place of judgment, facing
                 God. Your critical and condescending ways aren’t going to improve  

                 your position there one bit. 
Reader 3  Read it for yourself in Scripture:
                 “As I live and breathe,” God says, “every knee will bow before me;
                 Every tongue will tell the honest truth that I and only I am God.”

Reader 5  So tend to your knitting. You’ve got your hands full just taking care of 
                 your own life before God.
Romans 14.1-12 The Message (MSG) Copyright © 1993, 1994, 1995, 1996, 2000, 2001, 2002 by Eugene H. Peterson
Unmerciful official

Matthew 18.23-35
For those following the gospel reading today, the following worship station comes from the newly published “Stations for Parables of Jesus”.

Jesus often talked about forgiveness. He revealed to us a gracious and merciful God who is always ready to forgive us and able to restore us. He also taught that we must forgive each other and even told us to pray that God would forgive us as we forgive others.

This is another of those parables where the story is too long to be quickly read at a station. 

Read from the Bible

Matthew 18.23-35 is the story of an official who was forgiven a large debt by the king but was unmerciful in his treatment of someone who owed him money. As there are too many words to include the whole reading at a station, the story needs to be read, told, presented as a drama or as a dramatic reading earlier in your service.

At each station you will need:

Small squares of notepaper.

Felt pens.

A vacuum cleaner.

The following instructions printed out in large type

INSTRUCTIONS

Consider

The official in Jesus’ parable was forgiven a great debt. Later he refused to forgive someone indebted to him and this angered the king.

Confession and forgiveness are at the heart of the Christian life. 

Are there ways I may have offended God?

Have there been times when there has been a lack of love for him 

or for my neighbor

and that has been expressed in things done or left undone,

in words spoken or left unspoken,

in evil thoughts or in thoughtlessness?

Do I hold unforgiveness in my heart toward another?

Write or draw your ideas on a sheet of notepaper.

Pray a prayer of confession

Lord God,

I confess that I have sinned against you

and against my neighbor.

I have sinned in thought, word and deed,

through negligence, through weakness,

and through my own deliberate fault.

I have not loved you as you deserve.

I have not showed sufficient love to my neighbor.

Nor have I forgiven others as you have instructed me.

There have been times when I have harbored offence and bitterness.

Today I turn away from all my sins.

In your great mercy and in the name of your Son, Jesus Christ,

forgive me 

call me again

and grant me the strength to serve you afresh with a whole heart.

Amen.

Activity

Rip the sheet of paper into tiny pieces.

Scatter them on the ground.

Turn on the vacuum cleaner and clean them all away.
© Andrew Gamman & Carline Bindon, Stations for Parables of Jesus (Auckland: Kereru Publishing, 2014) – used with permission
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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
S4:  The Source 4

SIS: Scripture in Song
WHV:  With heart and Voice
WOV:  With One Voice
WOV = AHB
	Hymns & Songs
All creatures of our God and king MHB 28; WOV 3; H&P 329; CMP 7; S2 614

A new commandment I give unto you WOV 571; SIS 12; CMP 1; S1 23   

At the name of Jesus  WOV 170; H&P 74; CMP 41; S1 33

Behold how good and how pleasant it is (free words and music from hymnry.org) 
Bind us together Lord SIS 185; CMP 54; S1 91
Beloved let us love SIS 125

Change my heart O God SIS 482; CMP 69; S1 68

Come to our land  AA 26

Father make us one SIS 153; CMP 137; S3 1200

God be in my head MHB 405; WOV 456; H&P 694

God is love let heaven adore him WOV 93; H&P 36; CMP 187

God of grace and God of glory WOV 543; H&P 712; CMP 192

He came singing love AA 59

How good and how pleasant S1 187

In Christ there is no east or west  WOV 391; H&P 758 ; CMP 329 

Jesus stand among us at the meeting of our lives SIS 427; CMP 381

Jesus, united by your grace MHB 721; WOV 365; H&P 773
Let him to whom we now belong MHB 382; WOV 146; H&P 698
Let there be love shared among us SIS 322; CMP 411; S1 317

Look in wonder  HIOS 93

Lord in the strength of grace MHB 594; WOV 408; H&P 800
Make me a channel of your peace H&P 776; CMP 456; S1 348

More love, more power CMP 892; S1 359
Purify my heart CMP 921; S1 436

This is my desire, to honour you  CMP 1013; S1 515

Turn our hearts S1 531

We are many we are one FFS 67


	Prayers

	Collect 
God, our Redeemer, 

who called your Church to witness 

that you were in Christ 

reconciling the world to yourself: 

help us to so proclaim the good news of your love 

that all who hear it may be reconciled to you; 

through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.
© The Methodist Worship Book (Peterborough, England: Methodist Publishing House, 1999)
Psalm 133

How wonderful, 
how beautiful, 
when brothers and sisters get along! 

It's like costly anointing oil 
flowing down head and beard, 
Flowing down Aaron's beard, 
flowing down the collar of his priestly robes. 

It's like the dew on Mount Hermon 
flowing down the slopes of Zion. 
Yes, that’s where God commands the blessing, 
ordains eternal life.
The Message (MSG) Copyright © 1993, 1994, 1995, 1996, 2000, 2001, 2002 by Eugene H. Peterson

Living in harmony

Lord God

we thank you for the church community 

to which we belong
Help us to see our belonging

not as a means to position

but as a means to serve others.
May we be motivated 

by love and service

and work constantly 

for unity and peace

May we be more concerned 

with the rights of others 

than with our own rights

and have a greater concern for people 

than for rules.
Help us to live together in peace and harmony

that we may reflect the glory of Christ.

Amen.

© Andrew Gamman
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	Spring photo competition
In last week’s “10 Minutes”  I suggested that you ask your congregation to look for and take photos of signs of spring. If you did that, print and display the photos in your church service, or project them. Use them as the basis for a thanksgiving prayer. 
Arrange for someone outside the congregation to judge the best and award prizes. Have a special category for children’s photos.
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	What’s in your lunchbox?
Do any of you children make your own school lunches?

Who has their mum or dad cut lunch for them?

What do you like having for lunch?

Jackie’s mum is into healthy food – so Jackie gets a lunch with just fresh veges and fruit: apples, carrots and, almost every day, celery sticks. Some of the boys in her class have started calling her “Celery Stick”.
Troy is supposed to cut his own lunch, but he can’t be bothered so most days he doesn’t bring lunch.
Alex really likes packets of chips and chocolate muesli bars – he’s also a bit overweight and some people call him “Fat Alex”.

Charlotte gets teased because she always has lettuce and vegemite sandwiches.

Different people like different things and that’s good. Just because I like chocolate it doesn’t mean you have to – and just because you like broccoli it doesn’t mean that I have to. In our Bible reading today it seems that people were arguing over just this sort of thing:
     Some think it is all right to eat anything, while those whose faith is weak will eat

     only vegetables. But you should not criticize others for eating or for not eating. 
     After all, God welcomes everyone. Romans 13.2-3

We are all different, we look different from one another, come from different places and like different things. But just because some people are different from us it doesn’t mean that we should judge them or call them names. After all, God welcomes everyone.

More resources for children from sermons4kids.com  Scroll down for a children’s bulletin in MS Word.
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	Google images for “cute unlikely animal friends” or similar for a range of images that represent difference living in harmony.
Cartoon from reverendfun

· Beam in my eye
· Using labels
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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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