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Sunday 28 February 2010

Transformation:  Searching for meaning

Year C - Lent 2 – 20C
	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.



	Links


	Ctrl+Click on the links below to go directly to the text you require
Readings
Introduction/ Summary
Broader Preparation
Creativity
Preaching thoughts
Illustrations
Music 

Prayers
Children
PowerPoint


	Readings
Ctrl+Click to follow links
	Genesis 15:1-12, 17-18  God’s covenant with Abram and the promise that his descendants will be as many as the stars.  Abram believes God and it is ‘credited to him as righteousness.’

Psalm 27  The Psalm reflects both a confidence in God and a search for God – a wonderful expression of the tension of faith.
Philippians 3:17-4:1  A call to ‘stand firm in the Lord.’ 
Luke 9:28-43  The transfiguration leads to the healing of a boy with an evil spirit.  (The resources below focus on this reading)
OR  Luke 13:31-35 Jesus weeps over Jerusalem and expresses His love for the people.



	Introduction / Summary
	In our search for meaning we often look for the ‘mountain tops’ of spiritual experiences.  These experiences of grace change us – they confront us with the divine and take us another step along the road of holiness.  However, today’s gospel reading reminds us that real life is not lived on the mountain, but among people – many of whom are demanding or broken.  We discover that our experiences of God alone do not always provide the resources we need to make the world a better place.  But if we allow Christ to be at work among us and through us, we discover that people and situations can change for the better.



	Broader Preparation
	Watch the film Up (Now out on DVD).  It may be animated, but it is not a children’s movie in many ways.  Each character is searching for meaning, but when does a search become an obsession? 


	Creativity /

Visual Aids
	Give each person a popcorn kernel as they enter church (and be prepared for the corny jokes and puns to follow).  How they might be used is explained below.
You raise me up – Josh Groban.  (A wonderful song for a variety of worship and pastoral situations that seems to reach a variety of age groups despite the music style.  Well worth creating / have someone create a PowerPoint of this as a general ministry resource.)
If you are in a multicultural setting that includes Samoan members, instead of reading Psalm 27, you could play the Adeaze song The Lord is my light that is based on the Psalm.



	Preaching thoughts and Questions
	The gospel passage holds together the important themes of sanctification (being made holy) and service.  It reminds us that when we experience God “it is good to be here!” (v33) and that we are tempted to hold onto those moments as long as possible: “let us put up shelters.”  However, these experiences are often accompanied by a sense of call:  “Listen to my Son!” (v35), and this call is often to service outside of the church (vv37ff).  Rev George Irvine, addressing protesting students in Apartheid South Africa once said, “Prayer without action is useless.  But action without prayer is dangerous.”  Meaningful change would require a working together of spirituality and protest.  Christian transformation and the search for meaning may best be found through the working together of divine encounters and acts of loving service.
Our world is in need of transformation – values that build healthy relationships, beliefs that express God’s unconditional love and actions that break down barriers and prejudice.  While so many live with ‘hard hearts and soft feet’, we are called to be people of soft hearts and hard feet.

Invite people to look at their popcorn kernels, to feel them.  Hard!  Inside the hard kernel is a soft core, but it needs to be released (If possible get some popcorn popping on a gas cooker in church – you may get a visitor drawn in by the smell!)  Popcorn needs heat – needs fire for the softness to be released!
The fire / energy of faith is often found in encounter with God.  This will be different for different people, but the experience of the divine, a sense of the holy, an encounter with Jesus – these things change us!  The challenge is to get in God’s way so that we can be touched and experience the sacred. 
(It may be good to have 3 people share how they experience God’s presence.  One might tell of walking in nature, another of finding God through offering an act of hospitality, or another through loud, energetic music…  3 different stories to illustrate that we are all unique and that there is no set ‘formula’ for spirituality.  This could be done in an interview, or by reading what people have written.) 

Faith without love is meaningless (1 Corinthians 13):  A little girl once prayed, “Lord, please make the bad people good, and make the good people nice.”  Every one of us needs softening… especially those who try to follow in the way of Jesus.

However, the softening of our hearts is not found in ‘spiritual’ encounters alone.  Transformation it is often best achieved through our encounters with others.  Coming face to face with a grieving mother, listening to the stories of a struggling father, hearing the disappointment in a child’s voice when granny didn’t visit again…  Seeing first hand the destruction of a tsunami or the effects of poverty can change us forever.
As we walk with others we find the journey gives us hard feet – the willingness to walk the extra mile because the person matters to us.  Love grows.  Our presence with them brings hope; we discover that we can make a difference.  Jesus constantly reminds us of the importance of loving our neighbour.  As we do so, we make their world a better place and discover that our world is different too.  As Andrew Lloyd Webber’s song has it: “Love changes everything.”  

The key to our search for meaning may well be found in a heart softened by the experiences of God (often ‘mountain top’ experiences) and feet hardened by the journey of travelling alongside others.  Soft hearts and hard feet.  How easy to become one dimensional – the mountain or the mission.  How hard to hold together a spirituality of encounter and a lifestyle of service.


	Illustrations / Stories
	The animated film Up may provide some good illustrations for the service.  If you are able to use film clips there are a few good scenes to extract too.

Pop Corn – hardness softened by heat.

Transformation in nature: Butterflies, frogs, seeds

The way children can go almost anywhere barefoot – we can’t do that because we are always protecting our feet.  Too protective… too careful… No wonder Jesus tells us to become like children…  Where is our sense of adventure?



	Music

AA:  Alleluia Aotearoa

MHB: Methodist Hymn Book

WOV:  With One Voice

MP:  Mission Praise

S1:  The Source

S2:  The Source 2

S3:  The Source 3
	Hymns

How good, Lord, to be here!  (WOV 390 – esp. the last verse)

Where cross the crowded ways of life (WOV 531 – esp. v5)

Be Thou my vision (MHB 632, WOV 455)

Guide me O Thou great Jehovah (MHB 615, WOV 478)
There’s a light upon the mountains (MHB 256, WOV 207)
I cannot tell why He whom angels worship  (MHB 809, MP 83)
Songs

My life is in You, Lord (S1 368)

Lord I come to You (The power of Your love) (S1 329)
This is my desire (S1 515)
Change my heart O God (S1 68)


	Prayers
Ctrl+Click to follow link


	A prayer of confession and assurance from Bruce Prewer’s website.
 

	Children


	Ask the kids to point to God.  (Hopefully most of them will point up - to the sky.)  Mmm. (pause)  We’ll come back to that…   Hold up a picture of a telescope.  What is this?  What does it do?  Describe how the telescope looks up ‘into heaven’ to see stars and planets.  If God is ‘up there,’ do you think that we might see God through a telescope?   No – God is not up there but ‘in here’ (point to your heart).  So, let’s point to God again (get the kids to point to their own hearts)…  We point to our hearts, not because we are God, but because the Bible teaches us that God lives inside of us.  God is with us always.  So, where is God?  Let’s point again.

Help us to remember that You are always with us Lord Jesus.  You are not far away in heaven so that we have to shout to get your attention.  You are not hiding in the stars so that we have to look for your light in the sky.  You are always with us – you live inside our hearts.  Thank you for being a God who is close to us.  Amen.



	PowerPoint
	If you work the ‘soft hearts, hard feet’ theme, then hearts or footprints could work well.  Other possible backgrounds could include: popcorn, stones smoothed over time by water, butterflies.
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