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Sunday 3 October 2010
Faith & Service
Year C - Pentecost 19 - 59C
	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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	Readings
Ctrl+Click to follow links
	Lamentations 1.1-6 Jeremiah laments the sacking of Jerusalem and the exile of her people. He recognises this as punishment for the sins of the people.
Psalm 37.1-9 David appeals to people to trust in the Lord and promises rewards for those that do. “Take delight in the Lord and he will give you your heart’s desire.”
2 Timothy 1.1-14 In his second letter to Timothy, Paul begins on a personal note, with mention of the faith of Timothy’s mother and grandmother. He encourages Timothy to make full use of the gift that God has given him.
Luke 17.5-10 Jesus encourages his disciples by telling them that just a little faith is enough to work wonders. However, there is no room for pride as we are merely servants carrying out the will of our master.
If you are following the Season of Creation, this Sunday is Blessing of the Animals. Resources can be found at www.seasonofcreation.com
It is also World Communion Sunday, and the suggested readings for this are: Jeremiah 1.4-10; Psalm 96; 1 Peter 2.4-10; Matthew 28.16-20. Click for resources


	Introduction / Summary
	Luke’s gospel has the uncanny ability to touch us where we hurt. In any given congregation there are likely to be people separated from the fullness of Christian joy by deep-seated, and often long-standing, unforgiveness and resentment. While the person towards whom the resentment is felt may be blissfully unaware, those holding the unforgiveness can become depressed and even physically ill. Confronted by Jesus’ instruction to offer forgiveness, the disciples feel unable to act. It’s a mountain too big to move. “Make our faith greater,” they plea. Jesus replies that just a tiny bit of faith will be enough! And that is encouragement for us to experience the freedom that comes from getting rid of any dark, lurking unforgiveness.
 

	Broader / Personal

Preparation
	If you are following the lectionary stream from Luke’s gospel, it may be best to pick up the reading a few verses earlier (from Luke 17.3) to give the context of the disciples request to have their faith made stronger. I have taken these earlier verses as the key to understanding today’s passage. (Although some commentators see this as a random collection of sayings with no inter-connection.) There is a strong pastoral theme here and the possibility of freeing people from situations that have bound them.  My suggestion is that you finish the sermon by leading in the prayer to forgive (below) or similar. Allow space in the prayer for silent reflection and for people to talk to God about their own circumstance.  You may want to say that you are available to talk to people afterwards about situations that have been raised by the message. 

As preachers we can’t preach this unless we put it into practice ourselves. It would be appropriate to spend a moment in a “search me, O Lord and try may ways” prayer. 
Once again two very diverse movies come to mind to illustrate the theme of faith:
The Never ending story (1984) is a fantasy children’s film in which a boy, Bastian (played by Barret Oliver), enters a new world called Fantasia through the pages of a book. Fantasia is destroyed by the Nothing, and all that remains is one grain of sand. The grain of sand combined with Bastian’s wishes and imagination will restore Fantasia to its former glory. A re-make of the movie is due for release shortly. 

The third miracle (1999). A priest (Ed Harris) who has all but lost his faith is sent to investigate claims of miracles on behalf of the Vatican. The miracles must be verified for a deceased American immigrant woman to proceed down the path of sainthood. Through a few unexpected turns the priest rediscovers faith in a new way.


	Creativity /

Visual Aids
	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.  


	Preaching thoughts and Questions
	Have faith to forgive

The point of the mustard seed in this passage is that it is only a little seed. Look at the seed. It is tiny. How much faith do you have? A tiny bit like this? Only a little faith is needed to bring wonderful change. We don’t need to be people of great faith. A little faith in a great God can work wonders!

The point of the mulberry tree in Luke’s narrative is that it is a very deep rooted tree (think pohutukawa) and therefore it is not an easy tree to move. Mustard seed faith can tell the mulberry to uproot and plant itself in the ocean and it will be done. Compare this with Matthew 17.20 and Mark 11.23 where, in the same saying, it is it is a “mountain” that is moved and planted into the ocean. 
Tree or mountain, the point is the same, it looks like a big ask! Now, disciples of Jesus aren’t in the business of tree removal or reclaiming coastal property by shifting the odd mountain, but we are in the business of forgiveness. 
Forgive

The disciples’ request to Jesus to make their faith stronger comes as a result of his instruction in the previous verse that they should forgive even those who repeatedly mistreat them. This business of forgiving “seven times a day” (Luke 7.4) – or “seventy times seven” (Matthew 18.22) isn’t an easy thing at all to put into practice. It goes completely against human nature. The temptation is to quickly revert to “She’s had her chance” and “I’ve had enough of him”. No wonder the disciples appeal to Jesus to “Make our faith greater.” 
However, by kingdom values, forgiving other people is not an optional extra. Our own forgiveness by God is dependent on the way we forgive. “Forgive others, and God will forgive you” (Luke 6.37) says Jesus. And listen to what we pray will happen every time we say the Lord’s Prayer ...“forgive our sins as we forgive those who sin against us”. We are asking God to forgive us in the same manner that we forgive others. Looking at it in the negative, if we don’t forgive we are asking God not to forgive us. 
Regardless of the situation, when someone has hurt us by what they’ve done, or what they’ve said, by leaving us out or by ‘putting us in it’ we must forgive. Maybe there’s a grievance or a family break up that’s left us feeling hurt or angry. We must forgive. All we need to do is say it to God in prayer “Lord God I forgive...” and name the person. But this forgiveness is no easy task, especially if someone has really caused us offence. Sometimes it can seem like too big a step. We may feel like the hurt is too deep. We need more faith. Then at least we can pray a mustard seed prayer, “I can’t let this go right now, but Lord help me, I’m willing to be changed.” 
And when we have forgiven, we can tell because we will never raise the issue again. Forgiveness is a promise never to raise an issue again.
Have a servant attitude
What’s the link between the mustard seed faith (Luke 17.5-6) and the servant who has just come in after having been out in the fields ploughing? (Luke 17.7-10) The link is in the attitude required by the servant. Employees can’t get all smug and pat themselves on the back for doing what they are paid to do. Likewise once we have shown the grace of forgiveness toward another we dare not smugly think that we must now be numbered with the great saints because of our generous action. “No way,” says Jesus. When we have forgiven, we’ve done what we are supposed to do and nothing else. There’s no room for pride here.
Having sufficient faith is not an issue of power. We’re not the ones in charge. God is.  We only do his bidding. No matter how long we’ve served on the church Property Committee, or how much we’ve given to the Pakistan Flood Appeal we can never have reason to be proud. We’ve only done what should be done. The only thing to be proud about is the privilege of being God’s servants. But at no time can we feel that God owes us something. 


	Illustrations / Stories
Ctrl+Click to follow link
	The life story of Mother Teresa is a great example of a little lady doing what little she could.  She once said, “In this life we cannot do great things. We can only do small things with great love.”
Would you like to super-size that?

“Lord, increase our faith. We want a bigger portion.”
“No, little is fine for you. Mustard seed faith will be sufficient.”

Sometimes we just don’t know when we have sufficient. The Super Size Me movie (2004) started an apparent backlash against super-sized fast food. Most chains have toned down the super-sized promotions and also subsequently introduced healthy food options. Despite this, Lisa Young writes in By any other name, it’s still a supersize that current (2010) fast food servings are 2 to 5 times larger than they were when the fast food phenomenon got going in US in the 1950s. A regular soft drink is now 2½ times the size of one back then, and a large one is 4½ times the size!
When Robert Louis Stevenson was in Tahiti it was his custom to have family worship each day. This daily devotional included the Lord’s Prayer. One day in the middle of the prayer he rose and left the room. Thinking he was ill, his wife hurried after him.

“What’s the matter? Are you ill?” she enquired anxiously.

“No,” he replied, “I’m not fit to pray the Lord’s Prayer today.”
(From William Barclay’s Matthew commentary)
“If you hug to yourself a resentment against anyone, you destroy the bridge by which God will come to you.” Peter Marshall. 



	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
Come, fill our cup with the water of life  HIOS 18

Dear Lord and Father of mankind MHB 669; WOV 519: H&P 673; CMP 111; 

        S1 79

Forth in your name O Lord I go MHB 590; WOV 480; H&P 381; CMP 159
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 of grace and God of glory WOV 543; H&P 712; CMP 192
God forgave my sin SIS 41; CMP 181; S1 123

Have faith in God my heart WOV 552; H&P 675
In Christ alone S1 225

I walk by faith S1 223

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

The bread is blessed  HIOS 131
Trust in the Lord SIS 117
Strengthen for service Lord WOV 417; H&P 626
When we walk with the Lord MHB 516; WOV 531; H&P 687; CMP 760

Wonderful grace CMP 966; S2 1070



	Prayers
	Call to worship
Jesus said, “Come to me, 

all of you who are weary and carry heavy burdens 
and I will give you rest. 
Take my yoke upon you. 
Let me teach you because I am humble and gentle, 
and you will find rest for your souls.”

Mathew 11.28&29   New Living Translation

Prayer to forgive
Search me, O God, and know my heart;
  test me and know my anxious thoughts.
Point out anything in me that offends you,
   and lead me along the path of everlasting life.

Lord, you know the issue
  and how what that person did hurts.
I think they deserve to be hurt back
  but your Word says that they deserve to be forgiven.
I confess the unforgiveness that I have held on to
  as I have followed my own heart.
Restore me and wash me clean.
It is hard, but I say to you “I forgive … (name the person in silent prayer)”

I promise never to raise the issue again.

And I ask for the empowering of the Holy Spirit

  to love and restore relationship

  for the glory of Jesus

Amen



	Children
	Give each child a mustard seed to hold in their hand. Put one in your own hand too. Drop yours and see if you can get the children to help you find it. Depending on your floor covering (and how clean the floor is!) the task may be nigh on impossible. This is a good opportunity to comment on just how small a mustard seed is. Yet Jesus uses this seed to talk about what it is like to have enough faith to do great things. A tiny bit like this is enough! 

Inside this tiny seed is all the genetic information that is needed of it to burst into life. This tiny seed, when it is planted and watered can grow into a shrub 3 metres high. And more amazing, the shrub every year can produce thousands and thousands more seeds.
Do you think a child’s faith is big enough to pray for people who suffering from the floods in Pakistan and make a difference? Do you think a child’s faith can make a difference when we pray for friends or family members with troubles? Jesus says if we’ve got this much – faith the size of a mustard seed – it is enough. That’s good news for people of all ages.
What’s more, just like the seed that grows into a plant that produces more seeds, our faith can grow and spread to others and produce faith in other places.



	PowerPoint
	Seeds would make a great background.
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Mission Resourcing: Inspiring and resourcing our communities for a journey with Christ that enriches lives and relationships 
4

