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Sunday 17 October 2010
Persistent Prayer
Pentecost 21
	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.



	Readings
	Jeremiah 31.27-34 This is an important passage in Jeremiah where the prophet points ahead to the new agreement between God and his people. “I will put my instructions deep within them, and I will write them on their hearts. I will be their God, and they will be my people.” In a drastic revision of the repeated idea in the law (Exodus, Numbers and Deuteronomy) that the punishment for the sin of the fathers will come on the children for the following 3 or 4 generations, Jeremiah declares that everyone will be responsible for their own actions. This is also where we get the “sour grapes” saying, which must have been widely in use (cf Ezekiel 18.2).
Psalm 119.97-104 The psalmist declares his love for God’s law. He persists in meditation on it all day long. It makes him wise and gives him understanding.
2 Timothy 3.14-4.5 The young preacher Timothy is encouraged to be faithful in preaching God’s message. As the Scriptures are God-breathed they are useful for equipping us to do God’s work. (It is of note that, while we may legitimately extend the application, what we call the New Testament had not yet come into being at this stage.)
Luke 18.1-8 Jesus tells the story of a widow who has to pester and annoy a crooked judge to get justice.
This Sunday marks the end of the week of action on food.
It is also the beginning of the week of Prayer for World Peace. New Zealand Order form for material.


	Introduction / Summary
	The lectionary readings have taken us to some of the major themes that run through Luke’s gospel. We’ve been looking recently at God’s concern for the poor and the implications that has on our attitudes toward wealth and possessions. Today we return to another of Luke’s major emphases: prayer. The parable of the unjust judge conveys the message that we must persist in prayer. It needs to be read in the context (Luke 18.8) of the church struggling with the delayed return of the Son of Man. 
Like the parable of the dishonest manager (Luke 16), which the lectionary covered a few weeks back, this story shows the importance of looking to the overall message of the parable not the detail. If we read this as an allegory, God would be likened to the unjust judge! It is the encouragement to persist in prayer that is the point of the story.


	Broader / Personal

Preparation
	If you are continuing to follow the stream from Luke’s gospel, today’s Jeremiah passage seems too important to skip altogether. Consider getting a lay preacher to bring a five-minute mediation from Jeremiah 31.27-34 earlier in the service.
The Movie Erin Brockovich (2000) starring Julia Roberts is based on a true story and tells of a legal assistant’s persistence to achieve justice after a big power company pollutes the city’s water supply.
The Bob Dylan song Knockin on Heaven’s Door could be used to set the theme. Originally recorded by Bob as a sound track for the movie Pat Garrett and Billy the Kid it lends itself to reframing and has been covered by just about everyone. Versions by Eric Clapton, Guns and Roses and Avril Lavigne are all exceptional.


	Creativity /

Visual Aids
	To illustrate the theme from Luke, just before the start of the service have one of the musicians (or someone else in the congregation) request loudly that you include “Shout to the Lord” (or some other favourite song) in the service. Ignore the request and carry on. Over the next 10 minutes have them keep on sidling up to you or shouting out to request the song. Eventually in exasperation say, “Alright, alright. We’ll have it just because you keep on pestering me. If I didn’t include it you’d wear me out!” As the theme unfolds through the service the congregation should pick up the point of the interchange without any further explanation.


	Preaching thoughts and Questions
	There is something very down to earth about the stories that Jesus told about prayer. No way would anyone listening would be left with the impression that prayer was some sort of mystical, pious pursuit, out of reach of ordinary folk. 

“Prayer,” says Jesus “is like a bloke going next door to borrow some bread from his neighbour (Luke 11.5-8). Prayer is like a woman who nags and nags a judge until she gets justice” (Luke 18.1-8).

Luke emphasizes more than any of the other gospel writers that followers of Jesus are praying people. Only Luke records the two parables (above) about persisting in prayer. Only Luke records the disciples asking Jesus, “Lord teach us to pray.” Prayer is portrayed as a characteristic of Christian life. Christians are a praying people.
The town in Jesus’ story sure had a crooked judge! He had no care for people and no regard for God. Such an attitude left him being controlled only by his own ideas and selfish desires. An unfortunate widow came to him looking for justice. She is the symbol of helplessness. She had no power to influence the judge and no money to be able to bribe him. All she had was her persistence. She just kept coming back again and again to say, “I want justice.” She wore him out with her persistence. (The Message gives a literal translation of “she will wear me out” Luke18.5 when it renders, “I'm going to end up beaten black-and-blue by her pounding”). Because of the widow’s shear persistence the crooked judge finally relented and helped her. 
So what does the story mean? Well, in this case, it’s quite easy to see because we are told the meaning at the beginning of the story: “Jesus told his disciples a story about how they should keep on praying and never give up” (Luke 18.1). We’ve said before that in interpreting a parable we don’t seek to give meaning to the details but to see the over-all message. This parable in particular illustrates that principle because, if we were looking to give meaning to the details, God would be seen as an unjust judge. So we should hear this story as a how much more than story. If even an unjust judge will give justice to a widow because she passionately persists in her pleading how much more will a loving God listen to the persistent and passionate prayers of his people.
Persist in prayer
Why should we have to persist in prayer? Why should anyone, especially a widow, have to plead and wait and wait and plead? Herein lies the problem of unanswered prayer. Why is it that prayer is answered in one circumstance and not in another? One is relieved of suffering but for another the suffering continues. We are caught in the agony of not knowing why. 
The message of the parable is to carry on praying. Persist, even when an immediate answer to prayer is not evident. Sometimes, in the praying, change comes to us rather than to the circumstances for which we are praying. 
I suspect the Gethsemene prayer of Jesus is nearest to the heart of our faith. Facing the cross, Jesus prays three times, “take this cup from me” (Luke 22.42), and seemed to find no answer. Yet, his praying is an example to us when we can see no clear way ahead. The parable says, “Don’t weary in prayer. Persist. Keep on.”

Be passionate in prayer

Starbucks in the US is now promoting instant coffee!! In our age, when we expect everything to be instant, immediate and fast, we can be tempted to pray cheap, glib prayers and expect slick, quick answers. If prayer was like an Aladdin’s lamp, that magically brought everything we fancied, life would become impossible. 

“Lord, a parking space now would be good, some wind for my yacht this afternoon, a win for the Crusaders tonight and rain for the garden tomorrow.” 
But what of others who have prayed for a still fine day, and a Blues win, and the same parking space? 
We’re not to play with prayer. Lukewarm prayers are not usually answered, but “the earnest prayer of a righteous person has great power and produces wonderful results” (James 5.16).
This story of Jesus encourages us to pray passionately and persistently. And if the widow got justice from the crooked judge how much more will God answer those who cry to him day and night.


	Illustrations / Stories
	Persistence

In his biography of the influential Washington criminal lawyer Edward Bennett Williams, Evan Thomas relates how Williams was visited by Mother Teresa.

“In 1986, Mother Teresa came to his office in the Hill Building to ask for a contribution from the Knights of Malta to a hospice for AIDS patients. ‘AIDS is not my favourite disease,’ Williams told Paul Dietrich, a fellow member of the order who helped him raise funds. Williams and Dietrich rehearsed a polite refusal to Mother Teresa. Her head peeking over Williams’s enormous desk, the diminutive nun made her pitch, and Williams apologetically, but firmly, declined. ‘Let us pray,’ said Mother Teresa and bowed her head. Williams looked over at Dietrich, and the two men bowed with her. When she was done, Mother Teresa gave exactly the same appeal. Again, Williams politely demurred. Once more Mother Teresa said, ‘Let us pray.’ Williams looked up at the ceiling. ‘All right, all right,’ he said, and pulled out his checkbook”
Evan Thomas The Man to see: Edward Bennett Williams Ultimate Insider; Legendary Trial Lawyer p378.
Prayer – try it out

My wife was in conversation with a woman who was a recent immigrant to New Zealand and had moved into our neighbourhood. As part of the conversation my wife mentioned praying.
“What is this ‘prayer’?” asked the woman. The whole concept was quite outside of her understanding. The rest of the conversation went like this:
“Well, it is just talking to God.”
“But what would you talk to God about?”

“I talk to God about the things on my mind. The concerns I have. I talk to him a lot about my family.”

“Oh.”

The next time they met the woman said, “By the way, I’ve been trying that ‘prayer’. It’s quite good isn’t it?”

Prayer – not a facade 
Many of the beautiful homes and much of the scenery that we see in the movies or on TV are in reality props and fake fronts. They look good to the viewer, but actually they aren’t real. In older programmes sometimes you can tell that it is all phoney. 
In the old Western TV programme Bonanza they used “Western Street” in the Paramount Studios. The mountain to the rear of the street was constructed of chicken-wire covered in plaster, with a painted backdrop behind it. Eventually the backdrop was taken down as it looked too fake. 

When it comes to praying we don’t need any fake fronts, to have a ‘holy’ tone or to put on a show of spirituality. We do need a sense of awe, but we also need to be honest and genuine, to be down-to-earth and to be ourselves.


	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
As the deer pants for the water SIS460; CMP 37; S1 27
Gentle God  AA 44

God of grace and God of glory  WOV 543; H&P 712 
Heal us Immanuel H&P 390

I the Lord of sea and sky CMP 857; S1 246

Jesus stand among us MHB 684; H&P 530

My Jesus, My Saviour CMP 1003; S1 367
O Jesus I have promised  MHB 526, WOV 514; H&P 704 
O Lord hear my prayer CMP 908; S1 394
Open the eyes of my heart Lord  S2 926
Pray, without ceasing pray  H&P 719

Seek, O seek the Lord WOV 397

Simply to be  HIOS 118
Spirit divine attend our prayers MHB 289; WOV 377; H&P 327; CMP 614 

When our confidence is shaken  H&P 686   

Where the road runs out  WOV 672

Who would true valour see  MHB 620; WOV 467; H&P 688   

Will your anchor hold in the storms of life  MHB 634; H&P 689; CMP 770


	Prayers
	The International Prayer for Peace 
Lead me from death to life, 
from falsehood to truth. 
Lead me from despair to hope, 
from fear to trust. 
Lead me from hate to love, 
from war to peace. 
Let peace fill our heart, 
our world, our universe.
O Lord, how we love your law!
      we think about it all day long.
 Your commands make us wise
      for they are our constant guide.
We have better understanding than our teachers,
      for we are always thinking of your laws.
We are even wiser than our elders,
      for we have kept your commandments.
Instead of following a way that leads to trouble,
      we remain obedient to your word.
 We haven’t turned away from your regulations,
      for you have been our teacher.
 How sweet your words taste to us;
      they are sweeter than honey.
 Your commandments give us insight;
      no wonder we hate every false way.
Based on Psalm 119.97-104


	Children
	Ice creams

The following dialogue could be narrated or acted out as a drama.
Have you ever been out in the car on a hot summer’s day, perhaps on the way home from the beach, when you have an idea that it would be good to have a nice cool ice cream? 

Someone says “Can we stop for an ice cream mum?”  

But mum says “It’s not long until tea time. I think we’ll just carry on home.”  

However, now that someone had mentioned ice cream, you can just visualise a double-scoop chocolate ice cream. So you say, “Pleeease mum, we’ll still eat our tea... honest.”

Mum can also visualise the chocolate ice cream... making a mess all over the car upholstery. She stubbornly says, “Not today dear.” 

As you drive along you can see that you are coming up to a dairy. It’s got a big Tip Top Ice Cream sign outside. The children all start whining together, “Muuummm – look, an ice cream shop... pleeeease can we stop??”

Mum says, “Okay, okay. Just stop whining. You’ll drive me crazy!”

In our story from the Bible today, Jesus says that when we pray we should be a bit like those kids that wanted an ice cream. We should keep on asking and keep on asking. Of course he is not suggesting that we pray for things like ice creams. But when we pray for God to help someone, we shouldn’t give up just because nothing happens straight away. 

Drums for a persistent seven year old

My youngest son has always liked to keep the beat. Much to our dismay, his older brother often gifted him with noisy things to bang. And bang he did. Before he could walk, his favourite place was the pot cupboard where he unpacked and banged pots. At the age of five he drummed on his school desk and pretended to be Larry Mullen Jr (U2 drummer). At six we bought him a little toy drum kit which he loved... but eventually banged to pieces. In the second year of primary school the music teacher recognised and encouraged this obsession and gave him some basic tuition. Mercifully, the teacher suggested he arrange cushions like a drum kit and beat them with drum sticks to the rhythm of songs. So beating cushions with drum sticks is what he did... hour after hour, for months he pounded the cushions. But what he really wanted was a real drum kit and real drum lessons. Now, if you had asked me, I’d have said that seven was too young to get a real drum kit... but in the face of his perseverance we relented and bought him a proper kit when he was seven years old. He has never stopped drumming and is currently the drummer in his College band. 


	“10 Minutes”  

   survey
	At the end of June this year a survey form was sent to those using this resource. Thank you to the 53 people who responded. As I collate the responses, I’ll continue to publish them here and comment on them. Since a number of people have joined the email list subsequent to the survey and you have a different writer now, I plan to repeat the exercise next year. I have received helpful feedback from many of you by email and this is always welcome. - Andrew

What hymn/ song books do you use?

32 different songbooks were mentioned by the 53 respondents. As expected, most congregations use more than one. The most popular are:

   With One Voice used by  34

   Alleluia Aotearoa             18

   Faith Forever Singing      14

   Methodist Hymn Book     10

   Hope is our Song               9

Other responses were spread thinly over the other 27 titles.
What do you use in “10 Minutes”?

   81% of respondents use the Preaching Thoughts and Questions
   77% Illustrations

   67% Readings Summary

   63% Broader/ Personal Preparation

   63% Prayers

   58% Introduction/ Summary

   56% Music

   56% Creativity/ Visual Aids

   54% Children

   29% PowerPoint

What is most helpful?

Respondents were asked to mark the one thing that they found most helpful. Several marked more than one so we total more than 100%.

   63% marked the Preaching Thoughts and Questions as the most helpful

   35% Illustrations

   24% Readings Summary

   22% Creativity/ Visual Aids

   18% Music

   14% Introduction/ Summary

   12% Prayers

   12% Children

   10% Broader/ Personal Preparation

    3% PowerPoint 

What is least helpful?

Many respondents left this blank. The only other responses that were made by more than two were:
   22 responded that none of it was unhelpful

     7 PowerPoint

     3 Children

Comments
Songbooks – Fortunately, all of the most-used songbooks are included in the 10 that I make recommendations from week by week. Projection is slowly taking the place of songbooks, and more and more churches are buying their music on-line. Within the next year I plan to send out an advisory paper on the best places to source on-line worship music and the copyright requirements.
It is surprising to find that every part of “10 Minutes” is so well used, and that each part at least someone finds is the most helpful. Those that found the PowerPoint Suggestions, Children’s Material or Visual Aids least helpful also remarked it is because their particular churches/services didn’t have PowerPoint, children and visual aids.


	PowerPoint
	If you are using the children’s ice cream story or drama, ice cream or ice cream cones would make a good backdrop.
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10 minutes on a Tuesday is a Refresh Resource.  Material included here may be freely used and reproduced for the immediate purpose of worship. Permission must be sought to republish or to reproduce for commercial gain.
For more information on this and other resources, contact Andrew Gamman gammanclan@bindon.co.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 






