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Sunday 2 May
The Spirit of Commitment
	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
	Psalm 148  A Psalm with nothing but praise for God:  Let everything praise the LORD!  

Revelation 21:1-6 This passage is full of new heaven and earth images, all pointing to a new world where “God’s home is with human beings.”
Acts 2:1-12; 11:1-18 Peter points out that the Spirit was given to the Gentiles in the same way the disciples experienced the Spirit at Pentecost.

John 13:31-35 Having washed the disciples feet, and predicted His betrayal, Jesus gives His disciples a “new” commandment:  To love one another as He loved His disciples.  



	Introduction / Summary
	We have a problem with unity in the church, and Jesus knew we would have it.  The last few acts of His ministry focus on the issue of love among the disciples.  He washes their feet as an example of servanthood.  He issues them with a new commandment to love one another and prays that they would be one.  Still, we struggle to get it.  We fight, we judge each other, we criticise and condemn. We start another church down the road…  And all the while we hear the words of Jesus echo: “If you love one another, then everyone will know that you are my disciples.”  



	Broader Preparation
	For reflection:  Why do we find it so hard to put love first in the church?  When you think about the debates that have divided the church, what stands out for you?  If everyone involved had made loving one another their first priority, how might the debate have changed?  
Take some time to pray for someone you struggle to love.  Invite them into your “personal space” during the prayer.  Imagine sharing a meal with them:  What would you talk about?
 

	Creativity /

Visual Aids
	Give each person a fair sized stone as they enter church, about the size of a fist.  During the service talk about stone cairns: Piles of stones that mark the way along a track (have a picture of one on the screen if you use PowerPoint).  “We, as God’s people, are called to show/mark the way to God.”  To symbolise this, invite people to come forward and place their stones on a (well protected) table up front.   “As individuals we can show the way, but together we become a cairn – a clearer guide / more obvious marker.”  Once those who would like to have placed their stones up front (never force people to do anything), talk about the tragedy of division just before you preach.  Invite someone to come forward and remove their stone – they have had enough and are leaving the church!  It may be easy to remove, without disrupting the cairn, or not so easy, forcing other stones to fall.  Make another invitation or two until the cairn is damaged in some way. (You may need to prepare a person ahead of time to place their stone near the bottom, early on, to achieve some sort of “collapse” when they retrieve it.)  The “marker” has now become a mess.  Division in the church does that to us too.  The sermon ideas below unpack the meaning of this exercise.


	Preaching thoughts and Questions
	It is worth placing today’s gospel reading in context.  Firstly, the context of the great commandment to love God and love your neighbour (Deut 6:5; Lev 19:18). 

Jesus uses the word “new” because He adds a third part to the two fundamentals of faith – to love one another as disciples of Christ, as He has loved us.

Secondly, the immediate context of the washing of the disciples feet.  This “commandment” (not optional) is to follow Jesus’ example of servanthood.  His words, “I have set an example for you…” (Jn 13:15) appear nowhere else in the gospels.  This is the only time Jesus says, “Follow my example.”  The only time!

Why?  Because Jesus knew how hard this commandment would be for us!  He knew that we would be easily divided.  He knew that we would fight.  He knew that people looking from the fringes would shake their heads at our pettiness and power mongering and write us off.  “If you have love for one another, then everyone will know that you are my disciples.”  That is why Jesus spends His last prayer on earth praying that we would be one (John 17:21).  He knew that we would struggle!

In Luke 10:28, Jesus affirms the teacher of the law:  If you love God and neighbour “you will live.”  But Jesus challenges the disciples to love one another so that “people will believe!”  Love for one another proves discipleship and encourages faith.  So, how are we doing?  Do we love one another as we debate sexuality?  Do we love one another as we talk about the place of the organ or the drum kit in worship?  Do we love one another as we argue over property / money / positions of power?  If someone from “the world” were sitting in on our meetings, would they know that we were disciples of Christ by the way we spoke, the things we said, the way we honoured each other?  Do our Leaders’ Meetings, Synod discussions and Conference debates reflect love “as Christ loved us?”  This is a hard challenge!  

When Jesus prays for us, His disciples, He prays that we would be one (John 17:21), “…Just as you are in me and I am in you.  May they be one so that world may believe.”  Does the world struggle to believe because we struggle to be one?  Is the way we speak to and of each other undermining our message?  May we be one!  “Please, God, help us.  We cannot do this alone.”

In Ephesians 4:3, Paul writes, “Do your best to preserve the unity which the Spirit gives.”  Notice that for Paul, unity is the gift of the Spirit.  At Pentecost, the Spirit connected people together through breaking the language barrier.  In Acts 11, the Spirit leads the church into unity, even with the Gentiles – no-one is excluded.  Throughout Acts the Spirit breaks down barriers and puts the strangest mix of people together – all united under one cry, “Jesus Christ is Lord.”  Their love and unity was visible.
How do we achieve this unity?

We show a commitment to the way of Jesus and follow His example of servanthood.  We put loving one another as our first priority in any debate, any court of the church, any policy decision, any action.  Love first.  Love first.  Love first.
We show a commitment to the way of the Spirit as we preserve the unity of the body of Christ.  We fight hard for at-one-ness.  We make unity our goal, our method, our way.  We love first.  Judgment has no place. We let the Spirit grow in us the fruit of love, kindness, patience, humility etc (Galatians 5:22) – the foundations of unity and respect for all.
We show a commitment to let the world see we are Christ’s disciples by the way we love: not only one another, but those around us too.  When we fight, or judge or condemn, we look bad, the church looks bad, God looks bad.  We recognize that God’s reputation is on the line in everything we do.  We show the world that we can live the message we preach.  This requires commitment!



	Illustrations / Stories
	If you use Stories of churches divided over silly things and the damage that caused keep them brief without identifying details.  The focus should be on illustrating how we can build unity.

Water and Ice:  Ice fractures easily; water “stays together.”  The best way to ensure the ice doesn’t “fracture” is to warm it into water:  Cold hearts create fragile churches…  Warm hearts keep churches together.

We are called to be a people of soft hearts and hard feet (willing to walk the extra mile for one another).  Sometimes the way we speak reveals a people who have cold hearts and soft feet…


	Music

AA:  Alleluia Aotearoa

MHB: Methodist Hymn Book
H&P: Hymns and Psalms

WHV:  With heart and Voice
WOV:  With One Voice

CMP:  Complete Mission Praise

S1:  The Source

S2:  The Source 2

S3:  The Source 3
	Music

Hymns

All creatures of our God and King (MHB 28; WOV 3)
Come let us sing of a wonderful love (MHB 314)
Help us to help each other Lord (MHB 717; WOV 365)
In Christ there is no East or West (WOV 391; H&P 758)
Kneels at the feet of His friends (WOV 561)
Christ, let us come with you (AA 17)

Jesus, Saviour, Spirit, Sun (AA 81)

Join hands in the Spirit (AA 82)

O threefold God of tender unity (AA 100)

Who is my mother (AA 158)

May they be one (WHV 50)
Songs

A new commandment CMP 1; S1 23)
Brother, sister, let me serve you (AA 8)

For I’m building a people of power (CMP 151; S1 109)
Let there be love shared among us (S1 317)
May we be a shining light to the nations (S3 1432)
We are one in the Spirit



	Prayers
	These two prayers by John van de Laar work well together…

Where Is The Love?
by John van de Laar, © 2008 Sacredise
 

When we treat our faith as nothing more than a self-help system

             and You, God, as simply a cure for whatever ails us, 

Where is the love?   

When we use the gifts our planet gives us

             with little care for our wastefulness and destruction, 

Where is the love?   

When we deny and disdain truths and practices

             that others hold dear, 

Where is the love?   

When we ignore the sickness, the loneliness,

             the struggle and the vulnerability of others,

             because it doesn’t affect us, 

Where is the love?   

When we berate ourselves for our failures,

             or hold ourselves to impossible and trivial standards 

Where is the love?   

Forgive us, Lord,

             and teach us and our world

             what it really means to love.
(Pause)
How You Have Loved
by John van de Laar, © 2009 Sacredise
 

How deeply you have loved us, Jesus;

     how willingly you stepped into our experience,

         how completely you empathised with all that we endure. 

Teach us to love as you have loved us.  

How sacrificially you have loved us, Jesus;

     how completely you gave yourself for us,

         how courageously you suffered for our sakes. 

Teach us to love as you have loved us.  

How restoratively you have loved us, Jesus;

     how generously you share your life,

         how extravagantly you make yourself available to us. 

Teach us to love as you have loved us.  

We praise you for your love

     which is given so freely and so unconditionally. 

And we thank you for believing

     that we could learn to offer such love

         to each other. 

Amen.


	Children


	Prepare a piece of paper to make a paper chain of people (instructions below if you need them), but try to make it look like one piece of paper only.  Talk to the kids about how we are made in the image of God as you cut out the “one” person from the paper.  Hold it up for the kids to see, and begin to explain that God doesn’t want us to be alone, but that we belong to one another.  We are not just individuals made in God’s image, but a people / community made to serve God together and express God’s image.  Unfold the paper chain to show the people joined together.

Invite the kids to make their own, and decorate them, during the service if you have enough resources, or to do them during kids’ time, or at home.  If they do them in church, get the adults to talk to the person next to them about a time they really felt like they belonged to a group.  What made the group special?  What do they miss most about it?

 

	PowerPoint
	The following may work well as backgrounds for hymns and songs:

· Stone cairns (if you use the stones)

· Paper chain people cut outs – Google image search “paper cutouts people” for examples



How to Make a Chain of People Out of Paper
Step 1  Cut a standard size piece of paper in half vertically, forming two long strips.

Step 2  Lay the paper on a flat work surface, so that the long edge is facing toward you.

Step 3  Fold the bottom edge of the paper up about 6cm. Crease the paper well.

Step 4  Flip the paper over and fold the top edge down 6cm, so that the end of the paper is even with the fold. Crease the paper.

Step 5  Flip the paper over and fold the bottom edge up, so that the edges of the paper are even.

Step 6  Rotate the paper so that the short end is facing toward you.

Step 7  Draw the outline of a person on the paper, or trace a gingerbread man cookie cutter, so that both of the person’s hands and feet touch the edges of the paper.

Step 8  Cut around the outline of the person, without cutting the edges of the hands or feet that touch the folds.

Step 9  Unfold the paper to see a chain of four paper people holding hands.
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10 minutes on a Tuesday is a Refresh Resource.  

For more information on this and other resources, 

contact Andre le Roux at andrel@methodist.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 
