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Sunday 7 November 2010
Hope and the world to come
Pentecost 24 / Conference Sunday 65C
	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
	Haggai 1.15b-2.9. The prophecy of Haggai promises that the temple will be restored to a state more splendid than what it was before. “All the silver and gold of the world is mine.”  
Psalm 145.1-5,17-21 David sings a hymn of thanksgiving and praise to the Lord. The Psalm is an acrostic poem with each verse beginning with a successive letter of the Hebrew alphabet. Ideal for use as a responsive prayer of praise (see below).
2 Thessalonians 2.1-5, 13-17 Paul reassures the Thessalonian Christians that they are chosen and saved. He tells them not to be confused by reports that the Lord’s second coming has already taken place, but to stand firm.
Luke 20.27-38 The Sadducees, who don’t believe in the resurrection, try to trick Jesus with a question about resurrection life. Jesus’ answer silences them.
All Saints may be celebrated on this day. The alternative readings are: Daniel 7.1-3, 15-18; Psalm 149;  Ephesians 1.11-23; Luke 6.20-31


	Introduction / Summary
	We’ve been following the stream from Luke’s gospel through the lectionary. As it is Conference this week, and many lay leaders will be putting together services in the absence of their Presbyter, I was rather hoping that we would strike an easy and accessible passage today. Some hope! Instead we get the passage where Jesus is questioned by the Sadducees concerning the resurrection: A seven times married woman – who will be her husband at the resurrection?  

I will, however, stick with the set reading and try to give some cues to make it accessible. Inevitably, something of my own view of the resurrection will become apparent. If, after glancing through the material, this looks unpalatable or just too difficult, the alternative Gospel reading for All Saints covers the more familiar territory of the beatitudes and Sermon on the Mount.


	Broader / Personal

Preparation
	There may be pastoral repercussions when we raise the issues of death and the resurrection. Be aware of, and sensitive to, of those recently bereaved. A visit may be required.  This is however no reason to avoid the subject. The opposite is true. A Christian view of the resurrection brings strong hope and comfort. Popular mythology which views the deceased being absorbed like a drop into the ocean or into the wind that blows sounds poetical but is, by comparison, barren.
NT Wright’s 2007 book Surprised by hope is well worth reading on the topic. You will note that I’ve used the title as the first point in the sermon outline below.

Sometimes I feel like a motherless child 

This is a traditional “spiritual” from the enslaved African people in America – dating back to mid 19th century. The “home” longed for was not just Africa, but an eternal home with the Lord.
Sometimes I feel like a motherless child
Sometimes I feel like a motherless child
Sometimes I feel like a motherless child
A long ways from home
A long ways from home
True believer
A long ways from home
A long ways from home


	Creativity /

Visual Aids
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Our readings today from Luke and Thessalonians remind us of the life ahead to be inherited. Life makes more sense when we know of the wonderful final destination with our Lord to which we are headed.


	Preaching thoughts and Questions
	To say that there is some confusion today surrounding the resurrection, and what is termed “the afterlife”, is an understatement. Somewhere within the psyche of many in our land, including some good church people, is the idea that following on from death our disembodied spirits will be gathered somewhere in the clouds for an eternal “songs of praise” session. It is little wonder that a group of Christian youth, who were discussing this topic, told me that they were unanimous in that they didn’t believe in heaven and, even if there was one, they didn’t want to go there! How different this is from the Christian hope that has motivated centuries of believers to strive live faithfully for their Lord. What has gone wrong?

The Jewish and Christian belief is the bodily resurrection of God’s people. Jesus reinforces this belief in our reading from Luke’s gospel today. However, the resurrection was by no means a universal belief among the Jews of Jesus’ day. The Sadducees were the religious conservatives of the time and, for them, it was what the Pentateuch (the books of Genesis through to Deuteronomy) said that was all important. Since the idea of bodily resurrection arose later than these early books, they believed that there was no resurrection and used stories like the widow who married seven times to ridicule the whole idea. 

Given the doubts that existed among the Sadducees, and that the same doubts are prevalent in our own time, we need to…

Be surprised by hope

Unlike many of the recent passages that we’ve looked at from Luke, today’s incident is also told by Matthew and Mark. For the early church, the resurrection of Jesus was proof of a general resurrection. Jesus was the prototype. In the light of Jesus’ resurrection they enthusiastically retold this incident to show how wrong the Sadducees had been. The gospel accounts of the resurrected Jesus show him not as spirit, or a disembodied soul, but as a person eating fish on the beach and enjoying the company of his friends. He was the same… but also somehow different. 
What we do know is that the Day of the Lord is the “blessed hope” (Titus 2.13) for which Christians from the first generation have longed. We are promised a new earth (Revelation 21.1) and, if sometimes we feel that here in this place and in this time we don’t quite belong, we look forward to a time of complete belonging. The old “spiritual” captures the longing we all have from time to time: “Sometimes I feel like a motherless child, a long way from home.”  
It is easy to run off into conjecture about what a resurrection to a life forever on a renewed earth could be like. While our veiled minds may imagine a shadowy land appearing through the mists, I rather like the images used by CS Lewis (in the fantasy novel The Great Divorce) of a land so real that it makes the present earth seem shadowy. However, in such speculations, we can easily become like the mocking Sadducees who projected the norms of their own age into the next. We would be like an unborn child trying to imagine what life could be like outside the womb!
Stand firm

While we await the “blessed hope” of Christ being revealed and his ultimate plan for us unfolding, we remain here where sometimes life can be filled with difficulty, frustration and struggle. In this context our epistle reading today reminds us to “stand firm” (2 Thessalonians 2.15); to hold on tight to our trust in Christ and obedience to those things he has taught. Of course the wonderful truth of the gospel is that Christ has already inaugurated the new age. Through prayer and our experience of the Holy Spirit something of the strength and power and hope of the age to come can break through into our present reality. This no doubt helps us to stand firm. With this in mind we can echo the Bernie Taupin lyrics (made famous by Elton John):
   “Don't you know I'm still standing 
    better than I ever did
    Looking like a true survivor, 
    feeling like a little kid
    I'm still standing after all this time”
Just as Jesus redirects the speculation of the Sadducees to the central issue of the identity of the Christ (Luke 20.41-43), our central focus is not on the world to come but who we believe Jesus to be and the claims that he has on our lives here and now. 


	Illustrations / Stories
	Knowing where we’re heading determines how we run the race

He was only five years old but his mum and dad had watched him run and thought he could run like the wind. He was fit and fast and just loved running. As there was an athletics club that met in the nearby park, enquires were made and, yes, there was a junior section that began with five year olds. He was duly enrolled and brought along on Saturday morning to his first athletics meet. The first race was a bit of a disappointment for his mum and dad as he came in about last. But he seemed to enjoy the experience, and that was what really mattered, so the talk was positive and encouragement was given. 

The next race produced a similar result and his dad, who was watching carefully, felt he wasn’t really trying to run fast at all. He seemed to be just ambling along. 
The following week dad gave him a bit of a pep talk before the race. 
“Now son when the starter gun goes, you just run as fast as you can. Show us just how fast you can run!” 
Sadly, however, the result was similar to the previous week. Moreover, it seemed obvious to dad that he wasn’t trying to race at all. A more direct motivational talk ensued before the next race. Dad crouched down next to him, and in a quiet cheerful voice said, “I’ve seen you run around home and I know you can run very fast indeed. So today, when the starter gun goes off, I want you to run hard. Run as fast as you can. See if you can beat the other children. Keep running fast until you get to the finish line.”

“Get to the what?”

“The finish line.”

“What’s that?”

He didn’t know what a finish line was, or even that there was such a thing! Not knowing where he was headed meant that when the race started he just followed everyone else. His dad took him down and showed him the finish line and from that time on he always finished near the front of the race. Knowing where we’re heading determines how we run the race.
Arrival in the new land

“Then some re-adjustment of the mind or some focussing of my eyes took place... It was the light, the grass, the trees that were different; made of some different substance, so much solider than things in our country...”
CS Lewis The Great Divorce p27


	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
All your works shall praise you O Lord SIS 191 (Psalm 145)
Be still for the presence of the Lord CMP 50; S1 47
Come let us join our friends above MHB 824; H&P 812; 
For all the saints MHB 832; WOV 384; H&P 814; CMP 148
Go gently, go lightly  HIOS 35
I know that my redeemer lives (Medley) MHB 235; WOV 299; H&P 196; CMP 278
I know that my redeemer lives (Pilcher) WOV 132

I know that my redeemer lives (Wesley) MHB 565; H&P 731

Let saints on earth in concert sing WOV 370; CMP 409
May the grace of Christ our saviour WOV 373; H&P 762

Now is eternal life WOV 305; H&P 203
Now thank we all our God MHB 10; WOV 14; H&P 566; CMP 486
Soon and very soon CMP 605; S1 460

The Lord is righteous in all his ways SIS 242 (Psalm 145)

There is a louder shout to come CMP 490

What a hope you’ve treasured up for us S2 1049
When morning gilds the skies MHB 113; WOV 151; H&P 276; CMP 756
Where the road runs out  AA 156



	Prayers
	We will praise you, our God and King, 

   and always honour your name. 

 We will praise you each day 

   and always honour your name. 

You are wonderful, Lord, and you deserve all praise, 

   because you are much greater than anyone can understand. 

Each generation will announce to the next 

   your wonderful and powerful deeds. 

We will keep thinking about 

   your marvellous glory and your mighty miracles. 

Everyone will talk about your fearsome deeds, 

   and will tell all nations how great you are. 

They will celebrate and sing about your matchless mercy 

   and your power to save. 

You are merciful, Lord! 

   You are kind and patient and always loving. 

You are good to everyone, 

   and you take care of all your creation. 

All creation will thank you, 

   and your loyal people will praise you. 

They will tell about your marvellous kingdom 

   and your power. 

Then everyone will know about the mighty things you do 

   and your glorious kingdom. 

Your kingdom will never end, 

   and you will rule forever. 

 Our Lord, you keep your word 

   and do everything you say. 

When someone stumbles or falls, 

   you give a helping hand. 

Everyone depends on you, 

   and when the time is right, you provide them with food. 

By your own hand you satisfy 

   the desires of all who live.

Our Lord, everything you do is kind and thoughtful, 

   and you are near to everyone whose prayers are sincere. 

 You satisfy the desires of all your worshipers, 

   and you come to save them when they ask for help. 

You take care of everyone who loves you, 

   but you destroy the wicked. 

We will praise you, Lord, 

   and everyone will respect your holy name forever.
Psalm 145 CEV (adapted)

Collect

God of peace,
whose will is to restore all things
in your beloved Son, the king of all:

govern the hearts and minds of those in authority,

and bring the families of the nations,

divided and torn apart by the ravages of sin,

to be subject to his just and gentle rule;

who is alive and reigns with you,

in the unity of the Holy Spirit,

one God, now and forever. Amen.
© The Methodist Worship Book (Peterborough, England: Methodist Publishing House, 1999)


	Children

	Treasure Hunt
Make a treasure hunt with hidden clues that take the children around the church (inside the church if this activity is part of the service – or outside the church if it is a separate children’s activity). Bring the children together and tell them that you have set out a treasure hunt with a prize at the end for them to discover. Tell them the first clue. For example:
1. Look around the flower stand – somewhere around the flower stand you have put a little bit of paper with the next clue written on it
2. Look under the front pew... continue with as many clues as you have time for until the final clue, which takes the children to a packet of chocolate sprats. Share them out among the children. 

The joy of a treasure hunt is knowing that there is a prize at the end. In the big picture of things this is a bit like our life. Just like to sprats at the end of the treasure hunt, the real joy of this life is knowing that Jesus has promised a wonderful new life with him at the end of this one. Somehow that gives meaning to all the things we do here and now and makes our journey through life seem worthwhile.


	PowerPoint
	Google images for a map and/or a compass to reinforce our theme today.
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Mission Resourcing: Inspiring and resourcing our communities for a journey with Christ that enriches lives and relationships 
Reproduce the map to the left (or a similar random map) in your newsletter – or project it onto a screen. 


Ask if anyone would find this useful? Does anyone know where this is? (It’s actually the suburb of Alford’s Point in Sydney – but don’t expect anyone to know that!) If you found yourself in a street on this map (say Bottlebrush Place) would the map be helpful? 


It would only be helpful if we knew where we wanted to go. If we were in Bottlebrush Place and we knew that our sister and her family lived in Marlock Place this map would be very helpful. We could purposefully make our way there. 


Life is like a journey. It is like finding ourselves on a map. But it all makes very little sense unless we know where we are headed. 
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