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Sunday 12 February 2012
Run to win!
Year B - Epiphany 6 - 14B
	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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	2 Kings 5.1-14 This is the story of the prophet Elisha healing the Syrian army commander Naaman, who was suffering from leprosy.
Psalm 30 David thanks and praises the Lord for his healing and saving power.
1 Corinthians 9.24-27 Paul likens living as a Christian to being an athlete seeking a prize in a running race and being a disciplined boxer determined not to lose.
Mark 1.40-45 Jesus has compassion for a man with leprosy and touches him. As a result the man is healed and news about Jesus spreads rapidly.


	Introduction / Background
Ctrl+Click to follow link
	The season of Lent begins on 22 February. An outline for a Lenten series and an accompanying template for an advertising brochure are available from the NZ Methodist website. 
This Sunday’s lectionary readings give us two good options for crafting a worship service:
1. The Readings from Mark, Psalms and 2 Kings all follow a healing theme. The narratives of the healings in both the gospel and the passage from 2 Kings lend themselves to dramatic story telling. There is plenty of action and colourful characters. The contrast between the high and low state of the suffering man in each of the stories shows the universality of human need. The important role of the girl in the Naaman story will capture the interest of children and can be used to affirm the value of children in the family of faith.
2. The reading from Paul’s letter to the Corinthians gives us two sporting metaphors. In a sports-mad country like our own there is opportunity to bring sage advice from the scriptures that connects well with one of our main secular pre-occupations. 


	Broader / Personal

Preparation
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	A couple of movies that sit well with our sporting themes today:

Chariots of fire (1981 - G)

This British sports-drama movie is based on the life of Scottish runner Eric Liddell and his competition with Harold Abrahams at the 1924 Olympics. Starring Ian Charleson and Ben Cross, it won four Academy Awards including best picture. When accused by his sister of no longer caring about God, Liddell famously responds, "I believe that God made me for a purpose. But He also made me fast, and when I run, I feel His pleasure."
Million dollar baby (2004 - M) 
A 31 year old down-and-out waitress (Hilary Swank) finds her way to a Los Angeles boxing gym where the owner (Clint Eastwood – who also directed) eventually becomes her manager. Through sheer determination and hard training she almost gets to the top. Then in her biggest fight, a foul hit sends her to the canvas. She hits her head and breaks her neck on the way down. This is a bit more than a “Rocky” boxing movie with major themes like redemption and euthanasia. Won four Oscars including best picture. 
And a music track that comes to mind:

Sometimes you can’t make it on your own – U2

This track off U2’s 2004 album “How to Dismantle an Atomic Bomb” was written by Bono about his dad. It talks about people thinking they are tough but still needing the help of others. “Let me take some of the punches for you tonight.” Read the lyrics. Watch on Youtube. 


	Creativity /

Visual Aids

	Decorate the church 
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To set a sporting theme for today, decorate the front of the church with rugby (or Olympics) paraphernalia. Find the fans in your church community and borrow their gear. Print off some logos, team colours, mascots, photos etc from the web. Assemble your collection of scarves, jerseys, balls, posters etc around the church.


	Preaching thoughts and Questions
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	With the New Zealand provincial rugby season about to kick-off, players are back to training again in earnest. (As I write this) the Auckland Blues have swapped their sprint training, push ups, tackle bags and scrum machine for boats and paddles. In an early morning exercise the team took to the water for dragon boat races against the Team New Zealand yachting crew. The competition was fierce but the Team New Zealand crew, who are perhaps more comfortable on the water, won the best-of-three races. (Watch on TV3 on demand). Well ahead of the games of the new season, the training is in progress. (The Blues first game of the new season’s competition is against the Crusaders on 24 February at Eden Park.)
The readers of Paul’s letter to the Corinthians were also keen followers of their sport. You see, Corinth was host to the Isthmian Games, which took place every two years. The games were held just out of the city and were second only in importance to the ancient Olympic Games at that time. The city of Corinth filled up with athletes in training and Corinthians loved to watch the running races and the boxing bouts. Paul uses this interest in the sports spectacle to tell us that there are lessons that we can learn from these athletes: in our lives expect a fight, train hard and know where we are going.
Expect a fight
(The papers are presently full of the up-coming Sonny Bill Williams fight on 8 February. It is still two weeks away as I write this, but the result will be recent news when we get to Sunday 12 February. Some comments on his fitness and the nature of the bout would be a good lead-in to this section). 
No one goes into the boxing ring without being fully prepared. And the preparation is as much mental as it is physical. There would be no point starting a boxing bout thinking that second place would be okay! Boxing is tough. Perseverance and self discipline are necessary. And a boxer must be prepared to take some punches and receive some bruises along the way.
Likewise, for us, life is hard. There comes to all of us set-backs that knock us so hard that we wonder how we will cope. To prepare for such times we must keep in tune with God and beware lest we become flabby. The disciplines of prayer, Scripture reading and worship prepare us well for such times. When the going gets tough we will determinedly persevere.
And if the going is tough for us as we fight our way through the blows that our experience of life brings to us… it is also tough for the church. In the twenty-first century, our commitment to Christ and his church places us well outside main-steam Western culture. Many churches are battling for survival. For this reason alone we must head Paul’s advice and…
Train hard
Athletes and boxers have to train hard and keep their body in shape to be competitive. It means making an effort, getting up early and giving up the wrong foods. In fact every competitor in the Isthmian Games had to undergo a strict ten month training regime. 

So it is for the Christian, says Paul. His attention to the body is worthy of note here. “I keep my body under control” (1 Corinthians 19.27). He is concerned with people and wholeness not just “souls”. It is hard to be mentally fit or spiritually fit if we are unconcerned with our physical fitness. 

It is through sacrifice and self disciple we achieve our goals in life. A student may have to give up his or her social life to achieve the desired results at exam time. A person in business may have to give up some money-making opportunities in order to spend time with family. In Christian service, likewise, we will make sacrifices to learn the skills necessary to competently serve others. For some that may mean being equipped to help the needy, for others learning to lead in worship or work in administration. For all of us it means finding our God-given gifts and developing, honing and practising our skills so we can achieve to maximum effect. Our desire is to seek the spread of the gospel. In doing this, our faith is something that is meant to be practised not just believed.  
Such thinking is entrenched in Methodist heritage. In Wesley’s day to be admitted to a Methodist Society meant to begin a process that took three to six months. At issue was the practice of those things that were believed. What had to be examined was whether the intending new member practiced their faith by adhering to the General Rules that demanded spiritual discipline, doing good and helping others.
Know where we are going
“Run to win! …I don’t run without a goal” (1 Corinthians 9.24 and 26) declares Paul. The reward for a winning athlete was a laurel wreath. It was just a wreath of leaves and branches that would quickly dry and wither. This is how Paul symbolises lesser, temporal and material ambitions. Instead he says “we do it for a crown that will last forever.” (1 Corinthians 9.25) 

We must have a goal. What are our aims for 2012? Individually, and as a church fellowship, we need to be aiming to go somewhere. What do we hope to achieve? As the old saying goes, “Aim for nothing and you will hit it every time.” Surely we dare not settle for such meagre goals as to be comfortable, or to maintain the church building?

All through this letter Paul is encouraging Christians toward the goal of living as citizens of the Kingdom of God. He calls them God’s very own people (saints) and encourages them to always live in such a way that God is honoured (1 Corinthians 10.31). And there was nothing vague in Paul’s mind about the ultimate goal and winners’ prize. It was the resurrection of believers which he writes about fully in chapter 15. This is described later in the New Testament by an image that contrasts with the wreath in today’s reading: a crown that doesn’t lose its glory (1 Peter 5.4). 
Don’t lose out. Run hard to reach the goal. This is a thought that is picked up in Kate Wilkinson’s only published hymn “May the mind of Christ my Saviour” (WOV 537):
May I run the race before me

strong and brave to face the foe

looking only unto Jesus 
as I onward go.


	Illustrations / Stories
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	Quotes

"The greatest danger for most of us is not that our aim is too high and we miss it, but that it is too low and we reach it." Michelangelo.
“If you chase two rats you don’t catch either.” West African proverb.

Someone once drew a cartoon showing two men on Mars looking down at the people in this world scurrying here, there and everywhere. One said, “What are they doing?” The other replied, “They are going.” “But,” said the first, “where are they going?” “O,” said the other, they are not going anywhere; they are just going.” And to go just anywhere is the certain way to arrive nowhere. William Barclay Letters to the Corinthians (St Andrew’s Press: Edinburgh,1961) p95-96
Outliers
Since it was recommended by my brother-in-law and by the gbod website both within days of each other, I thought I should mention the book Outliers: The story of success by Malcolm Gladwell (Little, Brown & Co: New York, 2008). Gladwell asks what it takes to be an “outlier’ ie one who achieves well beyond the average. His answer is that being a high achiever is not so much a result of the qualities of a person as circumstances and influences of their upbringing, and opportunities that may arise. He suggests that putting in 10,000 hours of practice at their craft at a young age was a key in developing the skills needed for success and cites examples from the Beatles and Mozart to Bill Gates and his own mother to illustrate his theories. He calls this “the 10,000 Hour Rule”.
What effort do we put in to develop the gifts and skills God has given each of us for ministry?  Have we taken advantage of any of the opportunities for distance learning that are provided by Trinity College? Do we seek opportunities to practice our skills?
Rugby league chaplain’s prayer

Years ago I heard that this prayer came from a chaplain of one of the Australian NRL Teams. Since then it has popped up in other contexts, so maybe the story of its origin was an urban legend. Anyway, it goes like this…
     Dear Lord, 
     so far today, I’ve done all right. 
     I haven’t gossiped, haven’t lost my temper and haven’t used any bad 
     language. 
     I haven’t been greedy, grumpy, nasty, selfish, or over indulgent. I’m very 
     thankful for that.
     But, in a few minutes, God, I’m going to get out of bed. And from then on, I’m 
     probably going to need a lot more help.
     Amen



	Music

AA:  Alleluia Aotearoa

CMP:  Complete Mission Praise
COC: Carol our Christmas
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 the way my Saviour leads me CMP 22; S2 625
Amazing grace MHB 56; H&P 215; CMP 31; S1 18
Be thou my vision MHB 632; MHB 455; H&P 378; CMP 51; S1 50
Fight the good fight MHB 490; WOV 511; H&P 720; CMP 143
Give thanks with a grateful heart SIS 509; CMP 170; S1 118
Ephphatha, be opened, my soul HIOS 25

I can run through a troop SIS 161

I will sing, I will sing SIS 254; CMP 313
Lead us heavenly Father MHB 611; WOV 492; H&P 68; CMP 400; S1 311
Lord speak to me MHB 781; H&P 553; CMP 444
May the mind of Christ my Saviour WOV 537; H&P 739; CMP 463; S2 887
O thou who camest from above MHB 386; WOV 486; H&P 735; CMP 525; S1 416
Praise to the Lord the Almighty MHB 64; WOV 28; H&P 16; CMP 564; S2 945
Take my life MHB 400; WOV 520; H&P 705; CMP 624; S1 468
Take time to be holy CMP 625
Where there once was only hurt S1 577

You are born in us again  COC 52

And here is a collection of newer hymns and songs that have the themes of running the race and winning the prize
I’m running the race S2 777

I want to be holy S2 808

There is no higher call S2 994

This song is in my heart S2 1011
Wake up my soul S1 534

When the cares of life come S2 1055
Your eye is on the sparrow S2 1093


	Prayers
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	Collects 
Psalm 30; Mark 1:40-45
God, 

Source of joy and life,

thank you for drawing me up

and healing me when I cried for help.

I was as strong as a mountain,

even though the snow became tears.

I was dismayed when You hid your face;

yet You turn mourning into dancing;

You clothe me in joy instead of ashes.

Let my anger be just for a moment.

My soul gives thanks,

for your treasure of eternal blessing, 

Amen.


© John Howell (used with permission)
O God, 

forasmuch as without you we are not able to please you; 

mercifully grant that your Holy Spirit 

may in all things direct and rule our hearts; 

through Jesus Christ our Lord.
Amen.
© The Methodist Worship Book (Peterborough, England: Methodist Publishing House, 1999)
A Prayer of Thanks 
Psalm 30 (selection)

I will praise you, Lord! 

Your faithful people, Lord, 

will praise you with songs 

and honor your holy name. 

Your anger lasts a little while, 

but your kindness lasts 

for a lifetime. 

At night we may cry, 

but when morning comes 

we will celebrate. 

I was carefree and thought, 

"I'll never be shaken!" 

You, Lord, were my friend, 

and you made me strong 

as a mighty mountain. 

But when you hid your face, 

I was crushed. 

I prayed to you, Lord, 

and in my prayer I said, 

Have pity, Lord! Help!" 

You have turned my sorrow 

into joyful dancing. 

No longer am I sad 

and wearing sackcloth. 

I thank you from my heart, 

and I will never stop 

singing your praises, 

my Lord and my God
Contemporary English Version (CEV) Copyright © 1995 by American Bible Society

Benediction
May we stand before the throne

When earth and seas have fled

And hear the judge pronounce our name

With blessings on our head

Traditional
More prayers written in an Australian context by Moira Laidlaw
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	Golden crown or leafy wreath

Ask who among the children is into sports. Rugby? Netball? Tennis? Athletics?... Is anyone in a team? Do you have practices? How often? What happens if you don’t show up for practice? Is there a trophy that you play for? 
(You could bring along a sports cup and explain what it is for. Years ago I got to borrow the Ranfurly Shield for a weekend simple by asking for it!) 
Read 1 Corinthians 9.24-27 in a children’s Bible or a modern translation. 
Make a laurel wreath from the branches of a vine and bring it along. Also bring along a crown (from the $2 shop). 
Explain how athletes used to compete for the honour of wearing a laurel wreath. The leaves would be all withered and dried the next day. The Bible talks about us working for a crown of gold. Which would you prefer?
The difference is that one lasts and the other doesn’t. God wants us to put every effort into doing his will: loving people, helping those in need, worshipping him because these are the important things that last. Some people however get trapped into putting all their effort into things that don’t last like making money or being popular.  
Depending on your context and the range of children you are working with, you may like to have an actual running race as an introduction to the theme. You’ll need to handicap the older children. 
Read the story of Naaman

Retell or read the story of Naaman 2 Kings 5.1-14 from a children’s Bible. Be sure to make the point that, in a drama full of powerful people (an army commander, two kings and prophet), it  is a little girl who saves the day by speaking out what she believes.



	PowerPoint
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	Images of running and boxing:
· Peter Snell wins double gold in Tokyo
· Training with a punch bag
A servant girl tells Naaman’s wife about the prophet
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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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