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Sunday 15 August 2010
Trouble and division
Year C - Pentecost 12 – 52C
	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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	Isaiah 5.1-7 A song of judgment on God’s people because of their dishonesty and injustice.
Psalm 80.1-2, 8-19 The people of Israel cry to their Shepherd for help.
Hebrews 11.29-12.2 The heroes of faith endured much and their deeds inspire us to live well as we seek to follow Jesus.
Luke 12:49-56 Jesus makes people choose and this brings division and trouble.


	Introduction / Summary
	The words of Jesus in Luke’s gospel today bring us to one of the paradoxes of the Christian faith: the God who comforts the grieving also disturbs the comfortable. The same call of Jesus that promises security can also throw us into turmoil and conflict. If we choose to follow the one who walked the hard path, chances are it will be no bed of roses.
Being Lay Preachers Sunday plan for some lay participation in the service. The passage is rather difficult but you could divide it into three parts and get a different person to take each part.


	Broader / Personal Preparation
	As with the gospel passage last week (“Sell what you have and give the money to the poor” Luke 12.33), today’s reading from Luke brings us to some very hard sayings of Jesus. One of the benefits of consistently following the gospel stream through the lectionary, or one of the other streams for that matter, is that it forces as to contemplate passages that we find difficult and challenging. Our natural inclination is to stay with the well-trodden and affirming passages that are easier and more familiar. In today’s reading Jesus says that he has come to bring division (Luke 12.51). Can you think of times that your faith has caused you to choose sides and this has brought division?
The 1999 movie The Insider starring Russell Crowe tells the true life story of Jeffrey Wigland, who became a whistle blower on the tobacco industry. The film picks up the theme of the cost and loneliness of standing firm for something true and right.

Similarly... as I write this, Bradley Manning is in the news for leaking an enormous number of security documents about the war in Afghanistan. These include the record of many previously unreported events that have involved civilian casualties. Bradley has caused division. Regardless of whether you regard this as a huge threat to security or a brave move towards peace, Bradley has taken a stand for what he thought to be right and there is now some cost involved for him.


	Creativity /

Visual Aids
	Cover a brick with velvet and place it on a table front dead centre of the church (on the communion table?) The term “velvet brick” is used as a metaphor for something which is soft but hard; smooth but harsh. We are used to these paradoxes in the Christian faith. The metaphor is a good one for the words of Jesus. Sometimes they are soft like velvet. Today they hit you like a brick!
At some point in the service take the velvet covered brick in your hands and explain the metaphor. See if you can get people to suggest some of the velvet sayings of Jesus. Then see if they can suggest some of his brick sayings. You might be able to determine that some of the velvet sayings have a brick inside, and some of the brick sayings also have a velvet touch. (eg Matthew 11.28-29 If you are tired from carrying heavy burdens, come to me and I will give you rest –velvet - Take the yoke I give you - brick.)


	Preaching thoughts and Questions
Ctrl+Click to follow link
	Consider Christ - Luke 12.49-50
We would like to be able to put Jesus in a box, and see him as always nice and saying nothing but kind and affirming things that build our self esteem and make us all feel better about ourselves. Instead in today’s reading he says things that disturb us and make us feel uncomfortable. “I came to bring fire… I came to bring division…” 

This is no “Gentle Jesus meek and mild” that appears in our passage today. Although, to be fair to Charles Wesley who penned the hymn with that first line, the scriptural idea of meekness is that of controlled power. But mild? Maybe that word has changed in meaning over the years too… for no way could we could we call the Jesus of the gospels mild. Compassionate, yes, but dangerous too!
In verse 50 we find Jesus anxious and distressed about the path to the cross that looms up before him. This brings home to us the self-sacrificing choice that he had to make that found its climax in his prayer in the Garden of Gethsemene, “Not my will but yours be done.” Significantly, in Matthew’s account, these sayings of Jesus are followed immediately by the challenge to those of us who want to follow Christ that we must also take up the cross (Matthew 10.38).
Take sides - Luke 12.51-53
The coming of Jesus to us demands a response. Will we be his followers or not? Jesus divides humanity into those who are his disciples and those who are not. This division was felt very strongly by followers of Jesus in the years that immediately followed his life on earth. It seemed that the whole Roman Empire turned against them. Persecution and martyrdom became the lot of many. Even today, in some countries, there is a high cost to being a follower of Jesus, and his words in these verses are literally fulfilled. To declare oneself as a Christian may be perceived as bringing disgrace to the family and, as a result, family links may be completely severed. In New Zealand, however, it is more likely that a decision to be a follower of Jesus will be greeted with indifference.
For all of us, once we decide to become his followers and be loyal to his teaching, there will come times when our commitment to Christ means we have to stand apart from the crowd. We will no longer be comfortable participating in any form of exploitation. We will be compelled to take a stand against injustice. We will seek to honour Christ.
Jesus said that he came to bring fire to the earth. On a few occasions we see him as a raging fire against injustice. He was so angry at the behaviour of the moneychangers exploiting the worshippers who came to the temple that he took short cords and drove them out. 
What about us? What makes us burn with a sense of injustice? Sadly, in our day, it is things like someone taking our parking space that evokes this sort of response! We call it road rage, but it is just a sign that people now get angry over selfish little things. Can we get angry enough about child slavery, extreme poverty, ‘collateral damage’, environmental destruction or manipulative power-broking to do something about these things?
Read the signs - Luke 12.54-56
We can look to the sky and read the weather, says Jesus, but can we read the signs of the times? The impact of Jesus’ words is to impress upon his hearers the urgency of the hour. Life only gives us a limited number of opportunities, and we are well advised not to squander these.  
“Do you think that I came to bring peace to earth? No indeed!” says Jesus (Luke 12.51) But… well, yes… we did think he came to bring peace. Isn’t that what the angels sang? The concept of peace, once again, introduces us to Christian paradox (read U2’s lyrics for Peace on Earth). Peace doesn’t come because everyone just starts to be kind. It comes through the pain, struggle and suffering of standing for justice and truth… and our call is to deny ourselves and join in this struggle. 
To round off this difficult passage, in which we are promised no peace, an appropriate John Wesley quote: “No Scripture can mean that God is not love, or that his mercy is not over all his works.” 


	Illustrations / Stories
	In the CS Lewis classic The Lion, The Witch and The Wardrobe the Christ figure is represented by the lion Aslan. The dialogue from the book (in children’s section below) dispels the “gentle Jesus meek and mild” image.
Have you ever visited a lion safari park? The idea is that you sit in your car and drive through the park to see the lions. It is a lot more humane than putting these majestic animals in a cage. You are given the instruction that you must have your car windows wound up. A male lion, up close, is an awesome sight. And he is not safe. Between meals he may seem docile – but hear his angry roar, and get too close to those giant paws and you’ll see just how chilling, awe-inspiring, majestic and fear inducing a lion can be.
I read recently (I don’t remember where) of a woman called Kathryn. She said “I am essentially a Kathrynist” – from all the opinions that exist about God, and the nature of things, she had pieced together a belief system, in a mix-and-match way. In putting all her preferred alternatives together she had made a god who suited her down to the ground – Kathryn was a Kathrynist. Does that sound ridiculous? Isn’t it a little true that in our Western church culture we have made for ourselves a god who is nice, and is primarily concerned that we be happy?

He keeps his distance, unless we have a problem to solve, then we can call on him as a kind-of divine butler to help us out. How very different from the God revealed in Jesus in our reading from Luke’s gospel today.


	Music

AA:  Alleluia Aotearoa

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

HIOS: Hope is our  Song
WHV:  With Heart and Voice
WOV:  With One Voice

CMP:  Complete Mission Praise

S1:  The Source

S2:  The Source 2

S3:  The Source 3

	Hymns

Awake my soul and with the sun (MHB 931; WOV 469)

Come down O love divine (MHB 273; WOV 310; CMP 34; S1 72)

God of ages (HIOS 39)
Jesus shall reign (S1 136)
King of glory, King of peace (WOV 129)
O God  (HIOS 106)

O Thou who camest from above (MHB 386; WOV 486; CMP 174; S1 416)
See how great a flame aspires (MHB 263)
Who would true valour see (MHB 620; WOV 467)

Songs

I have decided (S2 766)
Jesus take me as I am (S1 297)

Jesus we enthrone you (S1 300)

Purify my heart (S1 436)

Reign in me (S1 437)
The Lord reigns (S1 485)

We have come into his house (S2 1033)



	Prayers
	Call to worship

Come to worship this morning

and seek the fire of God:

  Fire to energise and enliven and make us sparkle

  Fire to cleanse and make us pure

  Fire to soften our hearts and fill us with love

  Fire to harden our resolve and make us strong

  Fire to separate and make us holy

  Fire to unify and make us one.

Let us worship our God

who is a consuming fire

Prayers
To set the earth ablaze, O God
your Son submitted to death on the cross, 

and from the cup of suffering

you call the Church to drink.

When we are tempted

give us strength to run the race that lies before us

and keep our eyes fixed on Jesus;

who is alive and reigns with you, 

in the unity of the Holy Spirit

one God, now and for ever. Amen.

© The Methodist Worship Book (Peterborough, England: Methodist Publishing House, 1999)
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 to 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
Amen



	Children


	Bring along some pictures of animals.  Get suggestions of the characteristics of each animal?  Which ones are cute, wild, pretty, ugly? Which animals would you trust?  Which animals would you feel safe with?  Which animals do you like to visit in the zoo? 
In the book The Lion the Witch and the Wardrobe there are several animals and other creatures. One of the main characters is a lion called Aslan. It was Mr and Mrs Beaver who began to open the eyes of the children in the book to who Aslan really is. 

“They say Aslan is on the move…”

And now a very curious thing happened. None of the children knew who Aslan was… but the moment the beaver had spoken these words everyone felt quite different… At the name of Aslan each one of the children felt something jump in its inside. Edmund felt a sensation of mysterious horror. Peter felt suddenly brave and adventurous. Susan felt as if some delicious smell or some delightful strain of music had floated by her. And Lucy got the feeling you have when you wake up in the morning and realise it is the beginning of the holidays or the beginning of summer.”

Later, when Aslan enters the conversation again, Mr and Mrs Beaver, with some difficulty, try to explain what he is like.

“Is – is he a man?” asked Lucy. 

“Aslan a man!” said Mr. Beaver sternly. “Certainly not. I tell you he is the King of the wood and the son of the great Emperor-Beyond-the-Sea. Don’t you know who is the King of Beasts? Aslan is a lion, the Lion, the great Lion.”

“Ooh,” said Susan, “I thought he was a man. Is he – quite safe? I shall feel rather nervous about meeting a lion.”

“That you will, dearie, and make no mistake,” said Mrs. Beaver; “if there’s anyone who can appear before Aslan without their knees knocking, they’re either braver than most or else just silly.”

“Then he isn’t safe?” said Lucy. 

“Safe?” said Mr. Beaver; “don’t you hear what Mrs. Beaver tells you? Who said anything about safe? ‘Course he isn’t safe. But he’s good. He’s the king I tell you.’’

Eventually the children encounter Aslan for the first time

But as for Aslan himself, the Beavers and the children didn’t know what to say when they met him. People who have not been in Narnia sometimes think that a thing cannot be good and terrible at the same time. If the children had ever thought so, they were cured of it now. For when they tried to look at Aslan’s face, they just caught a glimpse of the golden mane and the great, royal, solemn, overwhelming eyes, and they found that they couldn’t look at him and they went all trembly.” 
CS Lewis, the man who wrote this story, tried to show us through the character of Aslan the lion, something of what Jesus is like. Aslan is not a tame lion. Some people like to think of Jesus as mild and willing to do everything we want. But Jesus, as we see him in the Bible, has a mighty strength about him that commands respect. He is our protector who wants us to obey him.


	PowerPoint
	Fire 
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