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Sunday 10 June 2012
A kingdom divided
Year B - Pentecost 2 - 42B
	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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	1 Samuel 8.4-11, 16-20 The people demanded that Samuel give them a king like other nations have. Under instruction from the Lord, Samuel warned them that a king will make them slaves, but the people did not listen. 
Psalm 138 A psalm of David praising God for his kindness, protection and care.
2 Corinthians 4.13-5.1  “Just as God raised Jesus, he will also raise us to life.” Our present troubles prepare us for our eternal home.
Mark 3.20-35 People accuse Jesus of having an evil spirit, and even his family think that he is out of his mind. Jesus, who has been freeing people from evil spirits, responds that Satan cannot oppose himself. He adds that his family is everyone who does God’s will.
Corpus Christi

In the lectionary calendar followed by the Roman Catholic Church (as well as some Anglicans and Lutherans) this Sunday is Corpus Christi. The feast is a celebration of the body and blood of Christ present in Holy Communion. In many places the tradition is to have a procession in this day.
There are, however, some spin-off observances of the feast that are odd or even dangerous, including the dancing egg and baby jumping. The latter is practised to this day in the Spanish village of Castrillo de Murcia. Men dressed as the devil jump over babies born during the previous twelve months of the year who lie on mattresses in the street.
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Symbol of Kingdomtide

	This Sunday is the beginning of ordinary time in the church calendar. The word “ordinary” here means that we are outside of the major Christian seasons. Although dates differ a little between Catholic and Protestant observation, the term is used to describe two periods. The first is from the end of the Christmas season and extends until the beginning of Lent. The second begins after Pentecost Sunday and extends until the beginning of Advent.  Orthodox Churches do not have an ordinary time. 

A move to name this season Kingdomtide was started in 1937 by the Council of Churches in the US. Later the term was used only for the second half of this period and this was officially adopted by Methodists for 20 years (1945-1965). The emphasis of the season was on the message of the Kingdom of God with a focus on social justice and concern for the poor. Its observance has fallen from favour in more recent years as churches of different denominations have sought to follow a more uniform and ecumenical lectionary calendar.
Unlike previous weeks, the lectionary readings now have no obvious theme that connects them together. This year is the year of Mark, so over the next seven Sundays we will focus on the readings from Mark’s gospel. 

June 10
A Kingdom divided

Mark 3.20-35

June 17
A story about seeds

Mark 4.26-34

June 24
A storm


Mark 4.25-41

July 1

Dare to touch


Mark 5.21-43

July 8

Sending the twelve

Mark 6.1-13

July 15

John the Baptist

Mark 6.14-29

July 22

Sheep without a shepherd     
Mark 6.30-34, 53-56
Mark – the first gospel
It is generally believed that Mark was the first gospel to be written (between 55 and 65 AD) and just about the whole of Mark is quoted somewhere by the other gospel writers.  Literary critics speculate that the material that Matthew and Luke have in common, but is not in Mark, has come from another source nicknamed “Q”. John Mark, the author of the Mark’s gospel, was not one of Jesus’ twelve disciples but appears in the book of Acts as a companion of Paul. His accounts of the events of Jesus’ life are succinct and fast-flowing. He tries to lay out the events recorded in his gospel in a chronological order. With its direct approach the reader of Mark gets a quick overview of the life of Christ. So this gospel is an especially good one to recommend to a new Christian who is starting to reading the Bible. 
The incidents recorded in our passage from Mark’s gospel today are also found in Luke 8.19-21 and Matthew 12.22-50.

An unforgiveable sin?

If you speak against the Holy Spirit, you can never be forgiven. That sin will be held against you forever. Mark 3.29
This verse needs to be read in the light of its context. Jesus has made an open display of the grace of God by setting people free from the power of evil. The teachers of the Law respond by saying he has only done this by the power of Satan. They are calling “evil” the actions by which the Holy Spirit extends grace to people. In so doing they burn the bridge that they, and indeed all people, need to cross to find forgiveness and life.  

I have known of people who are very troubled by this text. As long as we believe Christ is able to extend his grace to us we remain within reach his forgiveness.

Beelzebub – Lord of the flies

The name Beelzebub (Mark 3.22) is a colloquial name for the Prince of Demons which was used across Semitic cultures and beyond. Having been accused of being under the power of Beelzebub, Jesus changes the terminology and speaks of Satan (Mark 3.23). The name first occurs in scripture in 2 Kings 1.2 where Beelzebub is described as the god of Ekron. Possibly originating with a Hebrew word for dung, Beelzebub is a description of the Lord of filth and is often given the title “Lord of the flies”.

Lord of the Flies is also the title of a William Golding novel, first published in 1954, that examines the dark side of human nature. The plot revolves around a group of English school boys stuck on a deserted island. The book was made into a movie first in 1963 and again in 1990.

Beelzebub also features in Milton’s epic poem Paradise Lost:

     He soon discerns, and weltring by his side
     One next himself in power, and next in crime,
     Long after known in Palestine, and nam'd Beelzebub.



	Broader / Personal

Preparation

	He ain’t heavy he’s my brother
This song gives a good introduction to today’s theme. It was written by Bobby Scott and made famous by the Hollies recording (with Elton John on keyboard) in 1969. Watch on YouTube. Read the lyrics. It has also been recorded by Neil Diamond, Cher, Glen Campbell and a host of others.
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Visual Aids
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	Sayings about unity
Write up sayings around the theme of unity and stick them on the walls and at the front of the church. As well as the quotes from the illustration section below there are familiar sayings like:

· The family that prays together stays together

· United we stand divided we fall

· A friend in need is a friend indeed

· Two heads are better than one

· All for one and one for all

· A kingdom divided cannot stand

· A problem shared is a problem halved

· Together we can

Near the beginning of the service get people to read out loud the saying that is near them to introduce today’s theme. See what other related sayings people can think of and write them up.



	Preaching thoughts and Questions
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NRSV= New Revised Standard Version of the Bible

Unless otherwise cited, scripture references are from the Contemporary English Version of the Bible
*According to globalsecurity.org  
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* Relationship statistics from Statistics New Zealand, A silver anniversary is 25 years.

NZ youth statistics from journeytobrilliance

	If a kingdom is divided against itself,

that kingdom cannot stand.

If a house is divided against itself,

that house will not be able to stand.

Jesus – Mark 4.24-25 NRSV
In today’s passage from Mark’s gospel we find Jesus still in the early stages of his ministry. He is swamped by the crowds. So much so that the disciples worry that he will be crushed – its pandemonium. People bring their sick and oppressed to Jesus. There’s so much going on that there’s no chance for him to even grab a bite to eat. Many people are healed and evil spirits flee under Jesus’ authority. 

The religious leaders have come down from Jerusalem to watch what’s going on. In front of the crowds, they accuse Jesus of being in league with the devil. “This man is under the power of Beelzebul, the ruler of demons! He is even forcing out demons with the help of Beelzebul.” (Mark 3.22)
Why did they say that? 
Simply because he was performing wonders - and the obvious alternative to demonic involvement was that all this was happening by the power and will of God. This alternative was unpalatable to Jesus’ opponents. Jesus was not the sort of prophet that they were seeking - and certainly not the sort of Messiah that they were expecting. So they said that what he was doing was all the work of the devil.
Jesus blasted holes though their logic. “How can Satan force himself out? A nation whose people fight each other won’t last very long. And a family that fights won’t last long either.  So if Satan fights against himself, that will be the end of him.” (Mark 3.23b-26)

In passing, Jesus’ argument touches on some timeless issues. Nothing unravels the fabric of society as quickly as divisions. Jesus talks of…
A nation divided
So much grief and anguish, so much brutality and violence, are caused in our world today by nations divided. 

There are presently as many as two dozen civil or "intrastate" wars raging.* They are fuelled as much by racial, ethnic, or religious animosities as by ideological fervour. Countries like Somalia, Syria, Yemen, Uganda, Afghanistan and Congo are being torn apart by factions from within. From civil conflicts we have heard horrific reports of the evils of ethnic cleansing, genocide and child soldiers. Most of the victims of these civil conflicts are civilians. This is a disturbing feature that distinguishes modern warfare. During World War I, civilians made up fewer than 5 percent of all casualties. Today, 75 percent or more of those killed or wounded in wars are non-combatants.
There’s nothing new about nations divided. Two years before he became President of the United States of America, and three years before the Civil War broke out, Abraham Lincoln could see the dangerous threat that a North/South division over the issue of slavery posed to his nation. His speech addressing this issue was one of his most famous. The best-known section of the speech picks up today’s passage from Mark’s gospel:

A house divided against itself cannot stand. I believe this government 
cannot endure, permanently, half slave and half free. I do not expect the 
Union to be dissolved — I do not expect the house to fall — but I do 
expect it will cease to be divided. It will become all one thing or all the 
other. 
Lincoln’s speech, grand and perceptive though it was, didn’t prevent a civil war in which more than 620,000 people died at the hands of their own fellow citizens. 
How terrible is a nation divided! But Jesus also talks about…
A family divided
…And he does so in the context of tension within his own family. It is tension caused by Jesus. 

I don’t know if you’ve ever thought about it this way – but Jesus was a real worry to his family. The prophecy of Simeon, when Jesus was just a baby, declared that this would be the case. “Mary, will suffer as though… stabbed by a dagger” said Simeon (Luke 2.35). That prophecy was certainly fulfilled at the cross, but it started long before that. There was the trip to Jerusalem when he was just 12 years old. Without telling his parents, Jesus stayed back talking with the teachers in the temple. His parents spent three days looking for him (Luke 2.41-48). We can only imagine their worry! 

In today’s reading we find Jesus in the centre of an out-of-control press of people. Not only that, but he is arguing with the religious leaders from Jerusalem.  His family knows that these leaders are people that you don’t want to pick a fight with. They have the power to hurt you. The family thinks that Jesus has lost control. He’s gone too far. He’s going crazy. According to John’s gospel, at this stage in his ministry, Jesus’ family did not believe in him (John 17.5). So they are on a mission to rescue him. But Jesus does not want to be rescued.
Of course we know all about family tensions. Many New Zealanders find it hard to maintain any commitment each other in the face of family tensions. 40 percent of our young men and women opt for de facto relationships - and of the marriages that do take place, more than third are dissolved before they reach a silver anniversary.* Family tensions are only increased by the problems we have with our kids. ALAC tells us that over 40 percent of our 13 to 16 year olds are binge drinkers. If that’s not worry enough, 31 percent of our boys appear in court before their twenty-fifth birthday.
So is there any good news in any of this?
Well yes! Because in a roundabout way Jesus issues an invitation to…
Join a new kind of family
Not wanting to enter into the chaos inside the house, Jesus’ family remains standing outside and send a messenger in to him. 
“Your mother and your brothers and sisters are outside and want to see you.”… he looked at the people sitting around him and said, “Here are my mother and my brothers. Anyone who obeys God is my brother or sister or mother.” (Mark 4.32-34)
This is not to be understood as an attack or slight on his family - but rather an affirmation of the strong sense of belonging among true disciples of Christ. 
Jesus throws the door wide open. The way that he breaks down barriers, and puts the welcome mat out to anyone, is unsettling. Surely, nobody welcomes sinners, outcasts and riff-raff and treats them like family. 
But Jesus does. 
His closest friends are fishermen, tax collectors and rebels. No wonder his own family thinks that he must be crazy!

Jesus is saying something here about the grace of God. The grace by which everyone can find acceptance and a home. Each one of us is welcome to be part of his family.

And, in extending this invitation, Jesus is also saying something about the importance of being united under a common purpose. Anyone who obeys God is my brother or sister or mother. It is the pressing desire to be obedient to God that binds his family together.
“Yeah, but the church isn’t quite like that,” you may be thinking. And you’d be right - it isn’t. The church - that local group of the disciples of Jesus that we meet together with - can be divided and selfish and sinful. But Jesus calls us to be his gracious and welcoming new kind of family. And the pettiness that divides Christians apart on the basis of personalities or theories deserves to be shamed by Jesus’ display of unmerited favour and acceptance.
Who is my mother? who is my brother? Anyone who obeys God is my brother or sister or mother


	Illustrations / Stories
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	Christians united?
Do you remember the 1960s song by Peter Scholtes, “They’ll Know We Are Christians by our love”? The original publisher was FEL (Friends of English Liturgy) Publications. They brought a lawsuit against the Roman Catholic Archdiocese of Chicago for copyright infringement on that song - and won $190,400 in damages. Not content, the publisher claimed another $3,000,000 on the basis of the archdiocese interfering with its business. The legal battle went on for fourteen years before the additional claim was thrown out of court.  
They’ll know we are Christians by our love. Yeah right!
Read the news article in Chicago Tribune
Quotes on unity and division

Though we may not think alike, may we not all love alike?
John Wesley

In essentials, unity; in non-essentials, liberty; in all things, charity.

Marco Antonio de Dominis

Among Christians there ought to be so great a dislike of schism, as that they may always avoid it so far as lies in their power.
Jean Calvin


	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
And are we yet alive MHB 709; H&P 707
A new commandment I give unto you WOV 571; SIS 12; CMP 1; S1 23   

Bind us together Lord SIS 185; CMP 54; S1 91

Blest be the tie that binds H&P 754; CMP 60
Every day AA 36

Father make us one SIS 153; CMP 137; S3 1200

God of grace and God of glory WOV 543; H&P 712; CMP 192

God of our every day AA 52

Here to celebrate God’s presence HIOS 58

In Christ there is no east or west  WOV 391; H&P 758 ; CMP 329 

Jesus, united by your grace MHB 721; WOV 365; H&P 773

Let our love shine out HIOS 88

Let there be love shared among us SIS 322; CMP 411; S1 317
One Lord, one faith S2 919
Thank you for the night HIOS 128

The church's one foundation  MHB 701; WOV 385 ; H&P 515; CMP 640; S1 477
There is a place of commanded blessing S1 491
The strife is o’er MHB 215; WOV 287; H&P 214; CMP 670

We are many we are one FFS 67


	Prayers
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	Call to worship

Come, let us whole-heartedly praise the Lord

Praise him in his holy temple
Praise him for his steadfast love and faithfulness
Though he is above us all
he cares for humble people
With his own powerful arm he keeps us safe
The Lord always treats us with kindness
His love never fails
Based on Psalm 38
Collects 
Our common family          Mark 3:20-35
It is wider than the family business,

the Auckland boardroom,

the old boy’s club,

or which school you went to.

It is a different kind of gene match,

a wider purpose and wavelength.

Having proper credentials

is about respecting the earth,

loving our neighbour,

advocating for justice, 

overpowering the demonic.

Together:
God renew me within.

Let my walk be visual art.

Open my door and my mind

to the family of the planet, 

our common humanity.  

Amen.

© John Howell (used with permission)
Ever-loving God,
your Son Jesus Christ healed the sick 
and restored them to wholeness of life. 
Look with compassion on the anguish of the world, 

and by your power make whole both people and nations; 

through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.
© The Methodist Worship Book (Peterborough, England: Methodist Publishing House, 1999)
In standing together, we face together

We face the cross, 


the centre of our faith

We face the road and the footpath, 

communication lines between the church 

  
and the community 



in which we work, live and play

We face the pulpit, the communion table, 


the public face of the church; 



and we stand to honour all that it stands for

In standing together, we demonstrate what we stand for:


Unity in Christ Jesus


A shared experience of what it means to tell out the gospel


A common-unity of people committed to Jesus

In worshipping


We declare in our music, 



our readings, 




our speaking, 





our prayers both heard and silent

                        Our listening


                       and our simply being present

            that we are believers

Believers choosing this day to stand together 


in the mystery of fellowship and grace.

© Alan K Webster (used with permission)                 
Psalm 133

How good and pleasant it is 
when God’s people live together in unity! 
It is like precious oil poured on the head, 
running down on the beard, 
running down on Aaron’s beard, 
down on the collar of his robe. 
It is as if the dew of Hermon 
were falling on Mount Zion. 
For there the Lord bestows his blessing, 
even life forevermore.

Holy Bible, New International Version®, NIV® Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984, 2011 by Biblica, Inc.® Used by permission. All rights reserved worldwide
More prayers written in an Australian context by Moira Laidlaw.
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	Sports achievements
Are you aware of the sporting endeavours of those in your congregation?  Some people spend a lot of their time with their sports - be it junior rugby, bowls, golf or table tennis. We build a sense of community in our church by allowing space to acknowledge the sporting achievements of our members. In the context of worship, take time to congratulate those who have won a tournament, or a title or hit a hole in one.

A good introduction to today’s theme would be to get someone who plays a team sport to share what difference it makes when everyone is playing together as a team.
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	Newspaper cut out

Bring along a couple of newspapers and some scissors. Get the children to cut out all the articles that they can find that feature a conflict between people or between nations.

Read the words of Jesus from Mark 3.24

A nation whose people fight each other won’t last very long. 
Pray a one sentence prayer about each clipping. Ask God for peace for those affected by conflict. 

More resources for children from sermons4kids.com  
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	Graphic for a house divided
Jesus and his family – Today’s story from Mark’s gospel told in six slides from the brick testament.
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