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Sunday 16 March 2014
What’s the BIG idea?  2. Faith
Year A - Lent 2 - 20A

	The Mission of the Methodist Church of New Zealand
	Our Church’s mission in Aotearoa / New Zealand is to reflect and proclaim the transforming love of God as revealed in Jesus Christ and declared in the Scriptures.  We are empowered by the Holy Spirit to serve God in the world.  The Treaty of Waitangi is the covenant establishing our nation on the basis of a power-sharing partnership and will guide how we undertake mission.
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	Genesis 12.1-4a God calls Abraham to leave to go to a new country where he will be blessed and his descendants will be made into a great nation.
Psalm 121 The Lord, the creator of everything, will help, keep and protect his people.
Romans 4.1-5 & 13-17 Abraham’s faith made him acceptable to God and, in this sense, he is the ancestor of everyone who has faith. “Everything depends on having faith in God, so that God's promise is assured by his great kindness.”
John 3.1- 17 Nicodemus visits Jesus and is confused by talk of being “born from above.” Jesus explains, “God loved the people of this world so much that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who has faith in him will have eternal life and never really die. God did not send his Son into the world to condemn its people.”
Lent and Easter

This Sunday we continue the series “What’s the BIG idea?” following themes that are suggested by the lectionary readings from the epistles.  We are using Lent to examine some of the central themes of the Christian faith as outlined below. An advertising template for a church flyer is available from the NZ Methodist website. If you wish to follow the gospel readings you will find resources for Year A in the archived copies of “10 minutes” from 2011.

What’s the BIG idea?
9 March
Romans 5.12-19
Grace

16 March 
Romans 4.1-5; 13-17
Faith

23 March
Romans 5.1-11
Reconciliation

30 March
Ephesians 5.8-14
Belonging  

6 April

Romans 8.6-11
Christ in us

13 April
Palm Sunday 

Psalm 118.1-2, 19-29

18 April 
Good Friday

20 April 
Easter Day 

Matthew 28.1-10

Lent is the traditional time for Christians to think about spiritual discipline and self-denial. With this in mind you may want to have a look at Richard Foster’s excellent little book Celebration of Discipline, in which you will find practical applications for both yourself and your congregation. See also the personal preparation section below.


	Introduction / Background
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Mustard seed sized faith
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James W Fowler
Psychologist


	In Abraham… in Adam… in Christ
Those who lived in the world of the New Testament, especially the Jews, had an understanding of corporate identity that is foreign to our modern Western thinking. 

Last week, in our reading from Romans 5, we read that in Adam we are all sinners and stand condemned. The good news, that the passage goes on to tell, is that Christ brought God’s grace to us. Therefore, in Christ, we are accepted and have the gift of life. 
This week the lectionary takes us to Romans 4 where we learn about Abraham who believed God’s promises. Those of us who believe are therefore called Abraham’s descendants because of our faith. 
Have I got enough faith?

Today’s passage from Romans 4 clearly states that our right standing with God does not come about because we have been good. It comes about because of our faith in him. This realisation was what brought about Martin Luther’s “Aha!” moment. 
Some may then go on to concern themselves over the question of how much faith does one need to be sufficient. They may even seek to “work up” more faith. This misses the point completely. Faith is simply putting our trust in Christ and what he has already done. A little faith is always enough. Think in terms of the mustard seed. (Matthew 17.20)
Stages of faith

James W Fowler is an American Methodist minister and retired Professor of Theology and Developmental Psychology. In his 1981 book Stages of Faith he outlines six different faith stages and explains that there is a process of growth and development in human faith. Growth is a graduated process. 

According to Fowler, his basic theory can be applied not only to Christianity but to other traditional faiths, as well as alternative spiritualities and secular worldviews.  The wise Christian leader will be aware that there are people in every church at different stages of faith development and seek to cater for their diverse needs rather than take a one-size-fits-all approach.  
In the archived Refresh section of the New Zealand Methodist website you will find a previous “10 Minutes on a Tuesday” resource for today’s passages that follows the important reading from John’s gospel, Year A – Lent 2 – 20A (20 March 2011.) Further lectionary based resources can be found on Bill Peddie’s blogsite.


	Preaching thoughts and Questions 
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Abraham
Detail from a painting by Rembrandt

[image: image5.png]



Martin Luther
1483-1546

* Quoted from Roland Bainton, Here I stand (Nashville: Abingdon, 1978) p49.
	Jeremy had bought cheap seats for the show. When he arrived at the theatre he found that they were right at the back. But there were a couple of good seats that were empty and near the front, so Jeremy and his wife sat in the front seats instead of their own ones… And that was fine until the person who had paid for those seats tapped him on the shoulder and said, “What’s the big idea?”
That’s the sort of response you are likely to get from someone when you’ve done something that they have found to be particularly annoying. It’s the usual use of the phrase “what’s the big idea?”
But, in another tone of voice, with a slightly different emphasis the question can mean something altogether different. What is the big idea?
TIME magazine recently named 10 big ideas that could change our world. This is the list:
1. In vitro meat – meat grown by cell cultivation in laboratories (to solve the food crisis)
2. Micro-apartments – compact urban living spaces (to solve urban sprawl)
3. New urgency in Christian mission (to address the increasing numbers who have no religious affiliation)
4. Surveillance software used to see what appeals to crowds (for marketing)
5. Stereotype-free toys – construction sets for girls, flamboyant dress-up costumes for boys
6. Flood-proof architecture – with increasing areas of the earth prone to flooding, buildings are being designed with water-proof basements that allow the water in.
7. Encouraging the use of bikes and off-peak delivery (to fix traffic jams)
8. Wearable sensors to monitor your health

9. Laws to control robots (Who is to blame when your robotic lawnmower runs over the neighbour’s cat?)

10. Constitutions for new democracies
TIME has picked these as the big ideas for this moment in history… but, in the broader picture of things, what’s God’s big idea for us? What are the big ideas that we find in the Bible?
These are the questions that we are running with in this season of Lent. 
Perhaps a common conception of the Christian faith is that it is all about the idea of getting people to be nice to each other, or up-holding old-fashioned values. There’s nothing wrong with being nice, or having values – but these concepts are so bland it is little wonder there is a decreasing number of people who feel drawn to the church.

On the other hand, you could probably answer by simply saying that God sending his Son Jesus was his big idea. On God’s side that was an act of grace, which was our theme last week. On our side it is a matter of faith, simply trusting in Jesus and what he has done. And that is our theme today. From here, over the next few weeks we will go on to look at reconciliation, belonging and Christ in us.
So today we are looking at faith. And there are two people who will give us an understanding of what faith is all about.

The first is Abraham. Abraham is cited in our reading from Romans today as an example of someone with faith. God said that he would be with Abraham to lead him to a land he had promised, and that he would give him many descendants. On the basis of what God had promised Abraham started out on a journey. He trusted in God and acted on that trust - and because of that “The Scriptures say, ‘God accepted Abraham because Abraham had faith in him.’” (Romans 4.3 CEV). 

We need to note that Paul strongly makes the point that it wasn’t because Abraham was a good chap that God decided to accept him. 
It was his faith in God. 
Nor was it a matter of Abraham having a correct understanding of the eternal nature of God. 
He just trusted. He trusted God and followed where he believed God was leading, even though he didn’t know where that would be.
All of which speaks to our misguided desire to have all our ducks in a row: to present ourselves as morally upstanding citizens who give intellectual assent to all the important tenants of our religion. Whereas all that God demands of us is that we trust that his presence is with us and that we embark on a journey of faith.

The second person is Martin Luther. Early in the sixteenth century Martin was sitting in the tower of an Augustinian monastery, called the Black Cloister, in Wittenberg, Germany. He was studying the letter to the Romans in depth in preparation for lectures about the book that he was delivering to his students. But there was something that troubled him deeply. It was one word. And it is a word that Paul uses again and again (five times in the verses we read from Romans 4 this morning).  The word is the one that is translated into English as “justice” or “righteousness”. 
This was Martin’s problem: the word represents the thought of being in right-standing with God. Martin was acutely aware of his own faultiness, and therefore concluded that he was destined to be punished by God. In his own words:

I did not love a just and angry God, but rather hated and murmured against him… until I saw the connection between the justice of God and the statement “the just shall live by faith.” Then I grasped that the justice of God is that righteousness by which through grace and sheer mercy God justifies us through faith. Thereupon I felt myself to be re-born and to have gone through open doors into paradise. *
It is through faith that we are made right with God. This insight was the pivotal experience that changed Martin’s life, and went on to change the course of church history. 
The message of the gospel is not, as is often supposed, that God has come to reward good people for all their good works by bringing them close to himself forever (…and conversely that God punishes bad people). Sometimes we hear the related adage, “the Lord looks after those who look after themselves” as though it came from the pages of Scripture. Maybe the church in the West projects the idea that God looks after those who are winners, who are morally upstanding  and who are successful and he claims them for his own. But such thinking misses the target by miles!
Instead, we see the Jesus of the Bible coming to the lost, the hopeless and the bad people. It is Jesus who said, 
“Healthy people don’t need a doctor, but sick people do. I didn’t come to invite good people to be my followers. I came to invite sinners.” (Mark 2.17 CEV). 
I fear that we frequently miss this simple message, for again and again I hear good church people speaking as though our good behaviour is the thing that earns right relationship with God… And that the same God will make sure those that behave badly will get their come-uppance 
What God does require is faith.
All God asks of us is to trust that his presence is with us and to embark on a journey of faith. He calls us, his people, each day to trust him and to follow him step by step.


	Illustrations
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	Faith: Letting go and trusting God
A man was walking over the cliffs on the beach front. Looking out over the ocean he ventured a bit near the edge and slipped. The cliff had an almost sheer drop – he slid down about 30 metres before he managed to grasp a little piece of shrub that was growing out of the rock face. He clung as tightly as he could to the little branch and there he was suspended. 

He looked down. It was another 30 metres to the rocks below.
What could he do?

He yelled at the top of his voice, “Help! Is there anyone up there?”

He knew he had been alone on the cliff top so was really surprised when a voice came back, “I’m right here”

“Who is it?” he yelled.
“It’s the Lord God.” The voice came back… there was a bit of a pause. He certainly wasn’t expecting this, “God, what shall I do?” he shouted.
“Let go. I’ll look after you,” was God’s reply… There was a longer pause…

“Is there anyone else up there?”

How difficult it is at times to trust the future, and our outcomes to God. We’d rather cling on and try and work something out ourselves. 
“Let go,” says God, “and trust me.”
(My re-telling of an old preachers’ yarn)
Quotes
· Faith is to believe what you do not see; the reward of this faith is to see what you believe. St Augustine
· God's goodness manifest in Christ (but not absent beside or before him) offers life to people in the death of alienation and lostness and makes possible the miracle of a new beginning. No priestly manipulations, no religious powerbrokers, no secret or ceremonial rites, no works prescribed in biblical law are required. It just needs us to believe in this love. William Loader

· Faith is taking the first step even when you don't see the whole staircase. Martin Luther King Jnr

· Faith is a living, daring confidence in God's grace, so sure and certain that a man could stake his life on it a thousand times. Martin Luther

· Faith takes God without any “ifs”. DL Moody
· People who like quotations love meaningless generalizations. Graham Greene (from Travels with my Aunt)


	Broader / Personal

Preparation
Ctrl+Click to follow links

[image: image7.png]



KJV = King James Version of the Bible
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	Personal preparation

Lent has traditionally been a time for self-denial, and the pursuit of spiritual exercises and disciplines, such as fasting and giving to the poor. 

The mention of self-denial and disciplines has a counter-cultural sound about it in our present society. In fact, by many, these things are likely to be regarded as a kind of lunacy. For this very reason it is good for us to use the season to reflect on how much we have been influenced by the self-gratification, and enslavement to following our every desire, that is so prevalent about us. Have we been so entranced by our physical desires that we have ignored our spiritual hunger?
The big idea - Kite by U2

A song that comes to mind, that could be used introduce the theme of the big idea, is Kite off the All that you can’t leave behind album by Irish band U2 from 2000. From the lyics:
There's a kite blowing out of control on a breeze

I wonder what's gonna happen to you

You wonder what has happened to me…

Life should be fragrant

Rooftop to the basement…

Was the big idea

That was the big idea
Read all the lyrics. Watch on YouTube. 
Some movies that you may consider screening over Lent and Easter - in order of their release:
· Godspell (1973 – G). A movie adaptation of the Broadway musical which, in turn, was based on a book. Set in New York City, it features parables, mainly from Matthew’s gospel and concludes with the passion of Christ. 
· Jesus Christ Superstar (1973 – M). The movie based on the Andrew Lloyd Webber and Tim Rice rock opera – an oldie, but the music stands the test of time. Remade in 2000 with Rik Mayall and Glenn Carter – also M.
· Jesus the Movie (1979 – G). A two hour classic life of Christ based on Luke’s gospel (in KJV English) which was made as an evangelistic tool. Now available in over 1000 languages.

· Jesus of Montreal (1989 – M). A group of actors put on an unconventional passion play. The lead actor’s story cleverly parallels that of Christ. As such it intersects with our Lenten themes. Nominated for an Academy award for best foreign language film. (It’s in French with subtitles.) 
· Chocolat (2000 – M). A mother and her young daughter arrive in a small French village and open a chocolatiere during Lent, provoking the ire of the devout mayor. Raises the issue of compassion verses legalism. Nominated for five Academy awards. 
· Pay it Forward (2000 – M) Under the guidance of his unconventional teacher a twelve year-old boy tries to make the world a better place. A film that illustrates the theme of grace. Starring Helen Hunt and Kevin Spacey.
· The Miracle Maker (2000 – PG). An engaging “claymation” animation of the life of Christ. The expressiveness of the characters gives an uncanny realism. Will be enjoyed by all people of ages. 

· The Passion of the Christ (2004 – R15). Mel Gibson’s (writer and director) powerful portrayal of the death of Christ is a bit stark and graphic for the kids. The New Zealand censors gave it an R16 certificate – then reduced it to R15. It covers the last twelve hours of Christ’s life. Received generally good reviews (nominated for three Academy awards). In Aramaic, Latin and Hebrew with English subtitles.

· Son of God (2008 – PG). Tom Wright acts as a consultant to this three part BBC documentary which draws on historical, scientific and archaeological research and uses computer graphics to recreate the world of Christ. Part homage to Christ and part homage to science. Total running time 150 minutes. 
· La Passione (2010 – M). A film director, down on his luck, reluctantly agrees to run the passion play in a small Tuscan town. An unusual movie, full of anti-heroes, yet strangely poignant in a European sort of way. (Italian with subtitles.)
· Son of God (2014 – yet to be rated) The New Zealand release of this movie is expected shortly. You’ll have to plan a trip to the cinema to see this one. It is a spin-off from an American TV mini-series. The trailer looks impressive. 


	Creativity 
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	Mustard seeds
If you wish to emphasise the amount of faith that is required of us (see introductory notes) buy a box of mustard seeds from the herbs and spices section of the supermarket. Tape a seed to each copy of your newsletter or order of service sheet.  

Stations
The new e-book Stations for Lent and Easter (Auckland: Kereru Publishing, 2014) contains descriptions of 49 different stations that can be used in a congregational worship setting through this season. A special electronic reader is not needed.


	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
S4: The Source 4

SIS: Scripture in Song
WHV: With heart and Voice
WOV: With One Voice
WOV = AHB
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	Hymns & Songs
All my hope on God is founded MHB 70; WOV 465; H&P 63; CMP 16; S2 620

Author of faith, eternal world MHB 362; WOV 473; H&P 662
Faith is God’s creation WHV 35

Give me the faith which can remove MHB 390; WOV 479; H&P 767; CMP 168

Give me wings of faith to rise MHB 831; WOV 360; H&P 815

God who weeps  HIOS 52
Have faith in God my heart WOV 552; H&P 675
How firm a foundation WOV 491; CMP 243; S1 186

I believe in Jesus CMP 264; S1 195

If you but trust in God to guide you WOV 459; H&P 713

In Christ alone S1 225

I walk by faith S1 253
Jesus lover of my soul (Wesley) MHB 110; WOV 139; H&P 528; CMP 372; 

         S2 838

May the anger of Christ be mine  FFS 48
Not my will, but yours be done SIS 14

O love that will not let me go MHB 448; WOV 525; H&P 685; CMP 515

The God of Abraham praise MHB 21; WOV 53; H&P 452; CMP 645; S2 975 

This is my desire CMP 1013; S1 515

Trust in the Lord SIS 117

When I call on your name S4 2135

Where the road runs out  AA 156
Without faith it’s impossible(A good bounce-along song by Frank Hernandez and Sherry Saunders 
          Powell that will appeal to younger folk. Not in any of my song books but you can listen on YouTube.)
Your way, not mine O Lord MHB 515


	Prayers

	Collect 
Christ, Son of the living God, 

who for a season laid aside the divine glory 

and learned obedience through suffering: 

teach us in all our afflictions 

to raise our eyes to the place of your mercy 

and to find in you our peace and deliverance. 

We make our prayer in your name. Amen. 
© The Methodist Worship Book (Peterborough, England: Methodist Publishing House, 1999)
Something in us that believes

Lord

There is something in us that believes XE "something in us that believes" 

That wants to fly beyond tangible, the measurable, the known

And there is also something earthbound


Mired in past disappointments and what our parents called reality

Released, 

we would be free to discover our wildest dreams, 

to seize the golden and fleeting opportunity, 

to boldly claim all that is best and holy and pure:

Bound,

The grinding necessity for finding cause and effect, for making ends meet, for adding up the logic 

can blind us to the miracle of everyday

At one and the same time Lord


We want – how we want! –

Both the faith of the child gazing in wonder at the rainbow rimmed puddle on the driveway 

And the searing drive of the person demanding to know who split the petrol

We want the trust that asks for the best from our loving father

and 

The rigour of mind that will not be deceived by false hope

The gentleness of spirit that enables us to see the miracle

And an honesty of insight that checks it out

As we balance these poles, Lord

We ask both for 

a gentle cynicism that guards us from credulity 

and a tender insight that humbly acknowledges 

we are often blind in a world far more colourful than we can ever know

© Alan K Webster (used with permission)
Lord we thank you that you’ve called us

Lord we thank you that you’ve called us

        We will journey with you Lord
You said, “Come and follow me.”

        We will journey with you Lord
We will follow where you lead us

        We will journey with you Lord
You are our trustworthy Guide

        We will journey with you Lord
You hold our future in your hands

        We will journey with you Lord
You are the living God
        We will journey with you Lord
Psalm 121

I look to the hills! 

Where will I find help? 
It will come from the Lord, 

who created the heavens 

and the earth. 

The Lord is your protector, 

and he won't go to sleep 

or let you stumble. 
The protector of Israel doesn't doze 

or ever get drowsy. 

The Lord is your protector, 

there at your right side 

to shade you from the sun. 
You won't be harmed 

by the sun during the day 

or by the moon at night. 

The Lord will protect you 

and keep you safe from all dangers. 

The Lord will protect you 

now and always 

wherever you go.

Contemporary English Version (CEV) Copyright © 1995 by American Bible Society
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	Night at the movies
Plan a church family movie night during Lent. You’ll find some film suggestions above. Make sure to choose one that is suitable for the age group and make up of your particular congregation. You could also invite in friends and neighbours, Brigade families, Mainly Music families etc. Use the opportunity to promote your Easter services.
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	Blind faith?
How do you think I would get on if I put this blindfold on and tried to walk around the church?
I think that I would bump into things. I might bump into people. I may knock something over and break it. I may even hurt myself. 

Some people think that faith in God is like that. Because we can’t see God they think that it’s a bit risky – they call it “blind faith”. 

But faith in God isn’t really like that at all. It’s all about trusting. Now I’m going to put on the blindfold and get Jane (any trust-worthy person) to lead me around the church. 

See. That was no trouble at all. Even though I couldn’t see where I was going, I know Jane and I trusted her to lead me. Faith is like that. It’s not blind. We trust God because of what we know about him. He is loving and trust-worthy and wants the best for us. 
The Bible speaks of Abraham as an example of someone who had faith. Hebrews 11.8 says, “Abraham had faith and obeyed God. He was told to go to the land that God had said would be his, and he left for a country he had never seen.” Abraham couldn’t see where he was going, but he trusted God to lead him. Likewise we never quite know what is ahead for us but, because of what we know about God we can trust him to lead us.
More lectionary based resources for children from sermons4kids.com . 
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	Google images for “Faith” or “Trust in God”
Every problem is an opportunity to trust in God
Cartoons from reverendfun:
· My sister Faith
· Super-big faith
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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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Mission Resourcing: Inspiring and resourcing our communities for a journey with Christ that enriches lives and relationships 
2
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