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Sunday 30 January 2011
Where the blessings fall
Year A - Epiphany 4 - 12A
	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
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	Micah 6.1-8 The Lord challenges his people to please him by being obedient. “And what does the Lord require of you? To act justly and to love mercy and to walk humbly with your God.” Micah 6.8.
Psalm 15 A psalm of David which states that moral integrity is required of worshippers of the Lord. 
1 Corinthians 1.18-31 The message of the cross appears foolish to those who are lost but for those who are being saved it is God’s power at work.
Matthew 5.1-12 Jesus begins his Sermon on the Mount by telling of the blessings of God’s upside down kingdom.


	Introduction / Background
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	We are now following the stream from Matthew’s gospel which will take us into Lent. Over the next few Sundays this will lead us through the Sermon on the Mount. You may be interested to read (and try to contextualise) Wesley’s 13 sermons on these passages (sermons 21-33). As Wesley puts it, Christ “is teaching us the true way to life everlasting; the royal way which leads to the kingdom…” If you’ve never taken a series of messages through the beatitudes, you might like to consider taking a few weeks over today’s passage and preaching through it verse by verse. This “10 minutes” gives just a brief overview.
I was just a kid, and the Beatles were in their heyday, when I went to church and saw that the preacher that day was to speak about “The Beatitudes”. I was sure that this was some kind of word-play on the Beatles name and I was looking forward to a message that would include some reference to contemporary music. You can imagine my great disappointment when I tuned in only to find that the message included no mention of the Beatles.



	Broader / Personal

Preparation
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	The Micah Call
Has your church added its name to the Micah Call? Based on Micah 6.8 the Micah Call is a global petition, and a statement of belief that now is a time when poverty can be challenged:

This is a moment in history of unique potential, when the stated intentions of world leaders echo something of the mind of the Biblical prophets and the teachings of Jesus concerning the poor, and when we have the means to dramatically reduce poverty.

We commit ourselves, as followers of Jesus, to work together for the holistic transformation of our communities, to pursue justice, be passionate about kindness and to walk humbly with God.

We call on international and national decision-makers of both rich and poor nations, to fulfil their public promise to achieve the Millennium Development Goals and so halve absolute global poverty by 2015.

We call on Christians everywhere to be agents of hope for and with the poor, and to work with others to hold our national and global leaders accountable in securing a more just and merciful world.

Go to the Micah Challenge NZ website where you can add your voice to the call to change global poverty and download a Micah Challenge brochure.
Gandhi (1982) won eight Academy Awards including best picture. Ben Kingsley was shot to fame by his role playing Mahatma Gandhi in this biographical movie. By turning his back on possessions to serve his people, Gandhi used non-violent passive resistance to guide the nation of India to independence. Despite set-backs and imprisonment he finally achieved his goal.


	Creativity /

Visual Aids
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	In his opening statements from the Sermon on the Mount Jesus turns conventional wisdom upside down. (Compare the Dean Koontz quote with Jesus words). To introduce your theme gather together, and demonstrate, that some objects that when turned upside down have surprising (and delightful) results. Some ideas:

· A pottle of chilly philly

· A self saucing pudding (Aunt Bettys)

· A bucket of sand turned up-side down to make a sand castle

· Toy and puzzle shops sometimes have a Reverse hour glass. These are cheap to buy and are great for illustrating an unexpected result when things get turned up-side down.
· Or… if you have a glass full of water in the pulpit, you’ll get a surprised reaction by turning that up-side down



	Preaching thoughts and Questions
	You can almost imagine these sayings of Jesus appearing on a Tui “Yeah right” billboard. 
     The meek will inherit the earth… yeah right! 
The trouble is that as we look at our suffering world we are more likely to find the poor being down-trodden rather than blessed; to find the grieving sad rather than happy; the meek ignored rather than put in any place of influence and those who long for justice forlorn as they see their hopes fade. 
So what are we to make of all this talk about God’s blessing falling on these unlikely recipients? 

Some have suggested that these blessings are of a “when we get to heaven” nature and point out Matthew’s use of the term “the kingdom of heaven” to support the idea. But this is to misunderstand the term. In Jewish fashion Matthew, out of respect, avoids the use of the name of God and his “kingdom of heaven” should be read as the equivalent of the “kingdom of God” as used by the other gospel writers.
The point is that Jesus inaugurates a new kingdom with radically different values. This kingdom has arrived, but it is not fully realised. Actually, it is not realised at all by many. That’s why Paul can say, in our reading from Corinthians today, that his message doesn’t make any sense at all to lost people. We really have to get our heads around the radical nature of the gospel before it can make any sense at all to us - Because who among us is not influenced by the driving forces in our culture that tell us that those things that are most valuable in life have to do with wealth, power and security? Jesus, the revolutionary, here suggests instead there is value in being poor, meek and persecuted!
Get poor
In Luke’s parallel passage it is “the poor” who are blessed. Matthew has it as the “poor in spirit”. Any way we look at it, this saying strikes pretty hard at our desire for riches. Jesus foresaw great difficulty in the rich attaining the kingdom. "It's terribly hard for rich people to get into the kingdom of heaven! In fact, it's easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich person to get into God's kingdom." (Matthew 10.23-24). How hard it is for us to recognise the evil power that possessions can hold over us, let alone to try to separate ourselves from their influence! If the wider society has little regard for those who are down-and-out this is not the case in God’s kingdom. God’s kingdom brings the great reversal. The poor have ease of access, while the rich have much to lose. 
Wesley sees poverty of spirit as “a just sense of our inward and outward sins, and of our guilt and helplessness.” CEV renders it “those people who depend only on him.” Dependence is not something highly regarded outside Christian circles. We’d rather be self-sufficient. To admit that we are flawed and in need of forgiveness, aimless and in need of purpose, weak and in need of God comes hard. But it is just such a confession as this that is the gateway to the kingdom of heaven. God’s blessings fall on the poor.
Get meek
Surely the meek don’t ever inherit anything. That’s why there are workshops teaching people how to be assertive. Conquest comes to the powerful, the self assured, the aggressive, the capable… but never to the meek. 

In our world where nations fight over land, neighbours fight over fences, and we all watch TV programmes about murder for entertainment, Jesus words again turn everything upside down. The earth he says will belong to the meek. CEV renders the meek “those people who are humble” and NEB “those of a gentle spirit.”
The word translated here as “meek” has associations with friendship and gentleness and has a background of use with such things as mild words, soothing medicine and tamed animals, as well as benevolent people. Rather than weakness, with which it unfortunately rhymes, meekness conveys power under control. Like a horse that has been broken, God’s people are made useful to him when they are under his control. God’s blessings fall on the meek.
Get persecuted

We think that it would be a great blessing if everyone recognised and praised us - then along comes Jesus and says, “Woe to you when all speak well of you; for that is what their ancestors did to the false prophets.” (Luke 6.26) 
While popularity and praise are indeed pleasant, they also have power to corrupt us. 

On the other hand, once we have made a decision to be followers of Jesus, it is inevitable that sooner or later some kind of persecution will come our way. The values espoused here by Jesus are so radically different from common wisdom that they set his followers apart. In a world where most are happy to bend the truth a little for their own advantage, those of us who seek to remain uncompromisingly honest (pure in heart) won’t have to try had to get persecuted. Those who maintain ethical standards unconsciously become the conscience of those who do not. And the voice of conscience is not always welcome.

Likewise, in an environment marred by international as well as inter-personal conflict, to take an uncompromising stand for peace is bound to spark some opposition.
According to Jesus there is always a cost in being a Christian. He said that when we openly identify with him opposition is to be expected (Luke 6.22). But he also says here that God’s blessings fall on the persecuted.


	Illustrations / Stories

	Suzanne Aubert
Suzanne Aubert came to New Zealand from France in 1860 and established here the Catholic Sisters of Compassion. As she spent her life in service of this country’s poor and disadvantaged her life seems to personify many of Jesus’ beatitudes. Her biography by Jessie Munroe was the Montana Book of the Year in 1997. Some excerpts:
       … she might have walked home scarlet-faced in the company of Mother Aubert who was once     

       carrying a clean chamber-pot (one offering) filled with strawberry jam (another offering). This 
       would scrape off another layer of pride. 
       The sisters did not work, then pray; they worked and prayed. Suzanne once saw Sister Agnes 
       scrubbing clothes at the tub, saying her prayers with her face slightly turned in the direction of 
       the chapel. Suzanne took Agnes’s face in her hands and brought it back to the tub. God was 
       there, and there for the time being was her chapel. 
       She wrote… we owe to the poor our love and care, and we must be their servants; but we owe 
       to the rich the honour of charity. On reading the Gospel, one would be led to believe that they 
       have a poor chance of salvation. Our Saviour’s language in their regard is severe. Let us be 
       their apostles. By begging our bread from them, by carrying to them the wailings of the 
       unfortunate, by recalling with gentle instance to them the great law of charity and the 
       responsibilities of fortune, let us induce them to give alms to the poor out of their wealth, their 
       intelligence and their heart, in the name of Our Father Who is in heaven; and the moment they 
       will do so, the proud selfishness which fastens them to earth with thaw like ice…
Ormond Burton: Peacemaker and persecuted
New Zealander Ormond Burton was decorated for gallantry in the First World War but his subsequent disillusionment with war and the failed peace effort turned him into a pacifist. At the time there was a strong pacifist movement in the Methodist church and by the outbreak of World War II Ormond, as a Methodist minister, was an outspoken advocate of the Christian anti-war movement.  As the nation became embroiled in the conflict there was little tolerance of his opposition and as a result he was both imprisoned and (in 1942) expelled from the Methodist church. (He was later reinstated to Methodist ministry in 1955.)
Rock of Ages
Nothing in my hand I bring,

simply to your cross I cling

naked, come to you for dress; 

helpless look to you for grace; 

foul I to the fountain fly; 

wash me Saviour, or I die.

Augustus Montague Toplady – from Rock of Ages

Inheriting the earth?

Prolific American author, Dean Koontz, has this to say about the third beatitude: "Modesty is related to diffidence, diffidence is related to shyness, shyness is a synonym for timidity, timidity is a characteristic of the meek, the meek do not inherit the earth, they serve those who are self confident and self assertive." 

Bumper sticker: The meek shall inherit the earth… if that’s OK with the rest of you.



	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
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	Hymns & Songs
All hail the power MHB 91; WOV 159; H&P 252; CMP 13; S1 7
Be thou my vision MHB 632; WOV 455; H&P 378; CMP 51; S1 50
Blest are the pure in heart MHB 950; WOV 376; H&P 724
Can I ascend S1 63

Christ is our peace  AA 16

Create in me a clean heart (Fellingham) CMP 108; 

Create in me a clean heart (Green) S2 669
Give thanks with a grateful heart SIS 509; CMP 170; S1 118
God comes to us as one unheard  HIOS 42 
God has spoken to his people CMP 182
God of grace WOV 543; H&P 712; CMP 192
He came singing love  AA 59

He has shown you SIS 59
In the cross of Christ I glory MHB 183; WOV 265; H&P 167; CMP 338
Now thank we all our God MHB 10; WOV 14; H&P 566; CMP 486
O for a heart to praise my God MHB 550; WOV 476; H&P 536; CMP 495; S2 904
Rock of ages MHB 498; WOV 157; H&P 273; CMP 582; S2 950 & 951
Seek ye first the kingdom of God WOV 635; H&P 138; SIS 96; CMP 590; S1 447
We are the singers  FFS 68
What does the Lord require (Bayly) WOV 568; H&P 414
What does the Lord require (Wallace) HIOS 146

Those who attended last year’s Methodist Conference in Palmerston North will recall Philip Garside’s hymn Loving God of Aotearoa that was sung at Desmond and Sue's induction service. This and some other songs can be downloaded for free here.


	Prayers
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	Collect 
God of heaven and earth, 

whose power is made fully known 

in your pardoning mercy: 

ever fill us with your grace, 

that, entering more fully into your promises, 

we may come to share the good things of heaven; 

through Jesus Christ our Lord. 

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

Psalm 15

Who may worship in your sanctuary, Lord?
Who may enter your presence on your holy hill?
Those who lead blameless lives and do what is right,
      speaking the truth from sincere hearts.

Those who refuse to gossip
      or harm their neighbours
      or speak evil of their friends.
Those who despise flagrant sinners,
      and honour the faithful followers of the Lord,
      and keep their promises even when it hurts.
Those who lend money without charging interest,
      and who cannot be bribed to lie about the innocent.
Such people will stand firm forever.
New Living Translation copyright© 1996, 2004, 2007 by Tyndale House Foundation. 
A prayer for humility
Creator of the foundations of the earth,

May I wear the jersey of humility 

with a self-knowledge found in the simple life style.

Let those who quest for power and privilege 

realise their deepest desires 

are met, not in worshipping their own ego, 

or putting others down, 

instead in a contemplation 

of parenting a maturity in others, 

to let the meek inherit the earth, 

through our courage to scrum together. 

Amen.

© John Howell – From Longings for the Eternal (used with permission)

Prayer of St Jerome (342-420)

Lord, you have given us your word

for a light to shine on our path.

Inspire us to meditate on that word, 

and follow its teaching, 

that we may find in it the light which shines more and more 

until it is perfect day; 

though Jesus Christ our Lord.

Amen
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	Upside down Jenny

Print off a picture of the famous “inverted Jenny” bi-plane postage stamp. 
Show the children the picture of the stamp and ask them what is wrong with it. The image is upside down. 

Tell the children the story of how this stamp was printed in the USA in 1918 when airmail was a new thing. People paid a lot extra to buy these stamps to put on letters that they wanted delivered quickly. By mistake one sheet of 100 stamps has the image of the aeroplane upside down. The sheets were printed one colour at a time and this sheet was upside down on the second run through the printing machine. The plane in the picture is a Curtiss Jenny bi-plane. So this stamp is known as the Inverted Jenny. You might think that it’s a pretty useless stamp because it’s upside down. But, because they are so rare, the stamps from this sheet are desired by collectors and are now worth a million dollars each.
In our gospel reading today Jesus is speaking to a crowd of people on a hillside. The things he says are completely upside down from what people expect. He says that God values the people that others think to be of little worth. 

(You might like to read Matthew 5.3-11 from GNB where “blessed” is rendered “happy”.) 
Nobody expects to be happy if they’re poor or mourning or humble or insulted or persecuted. But Jesus says that these are just the sort of people who will be happy when God rules. The poor are welcomed by God; the mourning are comforted by him; the humble receive his promises; and the insulted and persecuted will have a great reward.


	PowerPoint

	You’ll find some great artwork by searching “Sermon on the Mount’ in Google images.
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© 10 minutes on a Tuesday is a Refresh Resource. Unless otherwise acknowledged all material is prepared by Andrew Gamman. While every effort has been made to acknowledge source material, if you believe unacknowledged work has been quoted, contact the email address below to request that it be acknowledged or removed. Material included here may be freely used and reproduced for the immediate purpose of worship. Permission must be sought to republish in any form, or to reproduce for commercial gain. If you wish to share the content with others you may do so by linking through the NZ Methodist website. For more information on this and other resources, contact andrew@missionresourcing.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 
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