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Sunday 26 February 2012
Easter Songs  1. Guidance & Pardon
Year B - Lent 1 - 19B
	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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	Genesis 9.8-17 God places a rainbow in the sky as a reminder of his promise to never again destroy the earth and those living on it with a flood.
Psalm 25.1-10 David’s prayer for guidance and help. “Show me your paths 

and teach me to follow.”
1 Peter 3.18-22 Christ died for our sins to bring us to God. Baptism saves us like Noah’s boat saved those who went through the flood.
Mark 1.9-15 When Jesus was baptised, and the Holy Spirit came down on him like a dove, a voice from heaven said, "You are my own dear Son, and I am pleased with you." After his baptism, Jesus was tested in the desert before he began to announce the good news of God’s coming kingdom.


	Introduction / Background
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	Today is the first Sunday of Lent. An outline of the “10 Minutes on a Tuesday” Lenten series “Easter Songs” is printed below and additional resources, including last year’s material, are available from the NZ Methodist website. 
     26 February – Guidance and pardon (Psalm 25)

     4 March – Suffering (Psalm 22)
     11 March – The heavens reveal God (Psalm 19)

     18 March – Rescued by God (Psalm 107) 

     25 March – Reconciliation (Psalm 51) 

     1 April Palm Sunday (Psalm 118)

     5 April Maundy Thursday – Tenebrae: a service of shadows

     6 April Good Friday – Contemplate the cross (John 18.1-19.42)

     8 April Easter Sunday – Celebrate the resurrection (Mark 16.1-8)
The Psalms

Of all the First Testament books, the Book of Psalms is the best known and read.
But what kind of book this is the Psalms? 
The psalms are songs. They are written in poetical form and written to be sung. Many authors wrote them over a period of around 800 years. Other books we see as God’s word to people. The Psalms are made up of people’s words to God. These words express a whole range of ordinary human experiences and unfiltered emotions: joy and praise; confidence and faith; doubt and despair; anger and fear; guilt and sorrow; comfort and struggle; vengeance and bitterness. They are words used by God’s people in their approach to God.
You may know people who always seem to talk on a superficial level. I remember someone who always wanted to talk about the weather… “Hello Andrew. This southerly has been blowing for a few days now eh? It keeps the temperatures down. Looks like we could be in for some rain again tomorrow…” Sometimes that sort of conversation is most appropriate… but with someone you know well, when there are big things happening in your lives, it is not appropriate at all. But it is easy to slip into this sort of shallow, superficial conversation.
It can be the same in our relationship with God. It is easy to throw a few clichés God’s way… “Praise you Lord, and thank you for your goodness…” and our relationship with our God can stall on a superficial plateau. By contrast, the psalms encourage us to be genuine, honest and gut-level in talking to God. The psalms were never meant to be nice platitudes. Sometimes by repeatedly singing them, particularly if we retain the archaic language, we make them quaint and lovely and all-but lose the direct, straight-talking intention of the writers. We’re also pretty selective about the bits we sing. We don’t usually sing, “Pay attention when I groan” (Psalm 5.1) “Get angry, Lord God! Do something!” (Psalm 7.6) and certainly not, “May the Lord bless everyone who beats your children against the rocks!” (Psalm 137.9). Which may cause us to ask, “what’s that vindictive stuff doing in there anyway?” There’s quite a lot of it! Even in Psalm 23, the lovely shepherd’s psalm, David’s enjoyment of the feast that the Lord has spread for him is heightened by the fact that his enemies have to helplessly look on (Psalm 23.5). 
While it was the most natural thing in the world for the Jews of old to be in God’s face with the things they felt and wanted, we may correctly consider some of the sentiments to be sinful. On the other hand, there is something we can learn about coming before God completely without airs and graces. We don’t have to put on our Sunday face. We can come to God in all our sinfulness and naiveté, knowing that he will even listen to our misguided prayers, and regardless of our wrong sentiments he will still receive us as his people. What better place is there to unload our anger and bitterness? We learn from these psalms that we can dispense with politeness and be authentic and passionate in our prayers and our worship.

If the psalms take in the low points, they also take in the high. Many of them make reference to the king, but some seem to transcend any descriptions of an earthly king and relate better to the Messiah. The New Testament writers see this and, in numerous places, write about Christ by quoting psalms. These psalms we call Messianic Psalms. Two of the psalms that appear in this year’s Lenten lectionary readings fall into this category: Psalm 22 and 118.
Psalm 25 – An acrostic psalm
Psalm 25 is an alphabet poem. Each of the verses begins with the next letter in the Hebrew alphabet until we get through all 22 letters. This means that that the verses don’t necessarily have same the logical progression that otherwise would be the case. The other acrostic psalms are Psalm 9 and 10 (combined together), 34, 37, 111, 112, 119 and 145)
Rather than stopping the reading at verse 10, as suggested by the lectionary, consider reading the whole Psalm. You might like to use the psalm as a Prayer for Guidance and Pardon at the end of the message. 


	Broader / Personal

Preparation

	The Truman show (1998 - PG)
Written by Kiwi Andrew Niccol and starring Jim Carey, this is a great movie on many levels. It is a comment, ahead of its time, on reality television as well as being an interesting play on theme of determinism verses free will. Several scenes pick up the idea of journey and the choices we make to move in the right or wrong way: Truman repeated driving around the roundabout; determinedly sailing through the storm; and climbing up a ladder to discover another reality. Nominated for three Academy awards.
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	Compose your own improvised Psalm
Using a simple tune (perhaps the tune to Thy Loving-kindness SIS 71, CMP 706) get the congregation to compose their own psalm. Ask people to spontaneously shout out things that they are thankful to God for, and write them up for all to see. With a bit of juggling of the words, you can usually get it all to scan, and maybe rhyme too (although rhyming is not necessary) … and you never know what you’re going to end up with! For example – someone shouts out that they are thankful for the summer day, so you start…
     Lord we thank you, for this summer day
Others suggest the beauty of mountains and trees… then the joy of children. So…
     For mountains and trees and children at play

     We’re glad to be here

     We’ve come to worship

     So we thank you, for this summer day
Second verse…
When you’ve got it all sorted get the congregation to sing it through.

Top 10 list of things you can try for the Lenten season

Read Penny Ford’s list (scroll down) as an inspiration to write a “Top 10” with your own congregation. 

Signposts

To reinforce the idea of embarking on a Lenten journey, and choosing God’s ways, set up signpost at the front of the church. (A cardboard tube with blank cardboard signs pointing in different directions). At the end of the service get people to suggest from Psalm 25 what could be written on the signs. (Hopefully people will suggest things like guidance, humility, trust, pardon and forgiveness.) 
Write some of the suggestions on the signs with a broad-tip black felt marker.



	Preaching thoughts and Questions
CEV = Contemporary English Version of the Bible
	Talk about spirituality, and you’ll likely find that there are a lot of people interested. Spirituality is a rather trendy topic these days. There’s even talk about spirituality in business. In the book Megatrends 2010 the author predicts the “spiritual transformation of capitalism.” She uses the word “spirituality” to mean “enlightened self interest.” What she sees happening is a move to values driven consumers, ecological awareness and socially responsible investments. That sounds pretty good - but “enlightened self interest” is not generally what we mean when we talk about spirituality in the church. 

Which just goes to show that Christians certainly have no monopoly on spirituality. And the sort of spirituality that is associated with beliefs, doctrines, rituals and creeds is definitely not the sort that is in vogue! 

Today is the first Sunday of Lent. Lent is the traditional time for Christians to think about their spirituality, especially with regard to spiritual disciplines and self denial.
Lent covers a period of 40 days, not counting Sundays, from Ash Wednesday (this year that was last Wednesday 22 February) to Easter Saturday. For Christians, Lent is an important time of the year. It is a time to think about the events in Jesus life from his temptation to his death on a cross and to look forward to the excitement of the resurrection.
This year we are using the Psalms as an accompaniment to our experience of Lent. The psalms are songs. They are the songs that God’s people sang as they came to worship. So we have called this series “Easter Songs.” 
Today we begin our Lenten journey with Psalm 25. Verse 4 and 5 of the psalm, with their cry to God to 
    “Show me… 
      teach me… 
      guide me… 
      instruct me… 
      keep me” (CEV) 
will launch us on our way. Inherent in the prayer is the desire that our way will be God’s way for us.  

Choose God’s ways
Before we rush into the Lenten season imploring God, as we always do, to come to our aid and bless our plans, stop. 

Yes, stop. 

It is time to seriously consider, or reconsider, our plans and the way we are taking. We need to ask:

      How do my plans line up with God’s plans? 
      Have I just assumed that my opinion is the right one? 
      What if my chosen direction is not God’s chosen direction for me?
      What is God’s way for me?

And God’s way may be more than one. It is of note the psalmist speaks in the plural asking God to show him his ways and teach him his paths (verse 4). Nevertheless it is easy to miss it and, inadvertently by our inattention, end up wandering far from any of God’s intended paths for us.

Why do we miss it? One reason is because of our natural inclination to be proud. David reflects, “You lead humble people to do what is right and to stay on your path” (verse 9). Humility doesn’t always come easily!
One of the joys in being involved in a fellowship with a high percentage of children, as well as others with intellectual disability, is the way they can just blurt out heart-felt spiritual insights. On one occasion we had some stations set up to encourage confession and forgiveness. While I adopted a quiet and reflective posture and remained suitably dignified and detached, one of our younger members announced loudly, “I got angry and kicked Mary! I shouldn’t have done that!” Such a prayer goes straight to the throne of God! Meanwhile my dignified veneer keeps me further away. No wonder the Psalmist reflects that it is the humble that are led to do what is right and to stay on God’s intended path.
Related to humility is the way we regard God. The word translated “worship” (CEV) in verses 12 and 14 is rendered by other translations “fear” (NIV, NRSV) or “reverence for the Lord” and a desire to “obey him” (GNB). All of these translations pick up some of the original meaning of standing in awe before the All-powerful God. 
Another reason we may miss God’s way is because we don’t really want to find it. This lovely psalm comes from later in David’s life and, through its deeply personal petitions, we get a sense of his heart-felt desire. “I offer you my heart Lord God, and I trust you… I always trust you… remember me… be true to your name” (verses 1,2,7,and 11). David is pulled this way and that by pressures and disappointments that are within and without. But above all and through it all he desires to be led in God’s ways. He finds that these ways lead him down a path of humility.
Journeying with Christ is not something we do in our spare time. It is an all-encompassing life style. It is not giving intellectual assent to a series of belief statements but an on-going commitment to daily seek God’s will and transfer it into the actions of the day. 
This Lenten season the psalms will help us set the direction of our hearts. We are called to embark on a journey requiring us each to make our own individual commitment and find our own direction… but strangely it is also a community pilgrimage as we join with others whose hearts are also set upon the Way. 
Yes, we often sail through difficult waters. Because of this we are all the more aware that we need a guiding star: the sense that we are traveling in the direction that God has intended for us. And, continuing the nautical imagery, we all from time to time find ourselves in the doldrums. At such times we are encouraged and inspired by the brutal honesty and trust we see in the psalmist who says, “I always look to you, because you rescue me from every trap. I am lonely and troubled. Show that you care and have pity on me. My awful worries keep growing. Rescue me from sadness” verse 15-17.

This Lent let us all consciously stop. Seek and choose God’s ways and…
Know God’s pardon
The psalmist models for us what it looks like to bare our souls and lift our lives before God. He asks God for pardon and a clear the way ahead. We hear his confession, “Be true to your name, Lord, by forgiving each one of my terrible sins… See my troubles and misery and forgive my sins” (verses 11 and 18).

Confession is good for the soul - well, so says the old adage. An adage that no doubt has arisen out of the nitty-gritty of human experience. 
It is a central tenant of the Christian faith that spiritual health is only attained by the disclosure and confession of sins to God. Such confession is not just an acknowledgement of our own short-comings but also an acknowledgment of the holiness of God and of his mercy toward us. By means of confession comes God’s pardon and peace. It’s good for the soul.
Confession and pardon are a necessary part of our Lenten journey. In the words of Rev David Poultney, “every year at Easter we celebrate our Passover, we declare that we find our life and our hope in the dying and resurrection of Jesus. Lent is a time to prepare ourselves for this celebration. To examine ourselves and to challenge all that holds us back, all that diminishes us, a time to be honest about the distance between who we are and who we are called to be.”*
Guilt is not the only thing that casts its shadow over our lives. Lurking, not far below the surface for all of us, are apprehensions and fears. Part of that fear comes from the sure knowledge that things are not always going to go well for us. Pain and separation are universal in human experience. And our faith is not just about feeling great. In fact, when we feel great we need little faith. It is the journey through dark valleys that requires great faith. So it is that, near the close of the Psalm we have the words, “I come to you for shelter. Protect me, keep me safe, and don't disappoint me” (verse 20) followed by a commitment to obey and a statement of complete trust in God (verse 21).
Of all the exercises of Lent, this is the best we can do: Choose God’s ways, know his pardon, commit ourselves to obey, then trust completely in him.
* from Eucharsitic liturgy © David Poultney 2010. (used with permission)
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	Daniel Boone lost?

Daniel Boone (1723-1820) the well known American folk hero was renowned as an explorer and pioneer of the great American wilderness. Tales are told, both true and imaginary of his hunting expeditions and wonderful exploits. He is eulogised in the words of the folk song:

     What a Boone, what a do-er, 
     What a dream come-er true-er was he!

It is said that he once he was asked if he had ever been lost. He replied, “No.” He said that he had never been lost, but he did admit that he was “a mite confused once for about three or four days though!”
Sometimes it’s our pride that stops us admitting that we need a little guidance. We’d rather wander around for days lost than come to God and ask him to “show me your paths and teach me to follow” (Psalm 25 .4).

Christian spirituality?

One afternoon I found myself chatting with a dozen or so students in a bar, none of whom had any religious affiliations, but most of whom had an interest in spirituality. As the discussion progressed, I asked them what they thought about Christian spirituality. ‘Christian spirituality?’ one of them mused; ‘I don’t’ think I’ve ever thought of putting those two words together.’

Dave Tomlinson, Re-enchanting Christianity: Faith in an emerging culture (Norwich:Canterbury Press, 2008) p85
Quotes
At its best, Lent offers an invitation to the practice of stillness where, amid the bustle of our days, we can pause to let God take the measure of our lives… Don't just do something, sit there!
Richard Garland.
Most people’s wilderness is inside them, not outside. Thinking of it as outside is generally a trick we play upon ourselves – a trick to hide from us what we really are, not comfortingly wicked, but incapable, for the time being, of establishing communion. Our wilderness, then is an inner isolation. It’s absence of contact. It’s a sense of being alone – boringly alone, or saddeningly alone, or terrifyingly alone.  We often try to relieve it – understandable enough, God knows – by chatter, or gin, or religion, or sex, or possibly a combination of all four. The trouble is that these purple hearts can work their magic only for a very limited time, leaving us after one short hour or two exactly where we were before.

Harry Williams, The True Wilderness (London: Continuum, 2002 reprint) pp29-30.                                                                                               

Open confession is good for the soul.

Scottish proverb



	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
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	Hymns & Songs
All the way my Saviour leads me S2 625

Beautiful Lord, wonderful Saviour S2 640

Because you came HIOS 10

Broken the body AA 8
Create in me a clean heart (Green) S2 669

Create in me a clean heart (Fellingham) CMP 108 

Forgive. Forgive us, holy God FFS 20

Gentle God AA 44
Guide me O thou great Jehovah MHB 615; WOV 478; H&P 437; CMP 201; 

      S2 708

Jesus still lead on MHB 524 (This is one of many hymns written by Austrian nobleman 
        Nicolaus Ludwig von Zinzendorf 1700-1760. Zinzendorf was of Pietist upbringing and founded the strongly 
        missionary Moravian Church. His intense religious experience had a major influence on the Wesley 
        brothers.) 
Lead us heavenly Father, lead us MHB 611; WOV 492; H&P 68; CMP 400; 

     S1 311

Love is your way HIOS 95
May the mind of Christ my Saviour WOV 537; H&P 739; CMP 463; S2 887

O for a closer walk with God MHB 461; WOV 488; CMP 494

Rock of ages MHB 498; WOV 157; H&P 273; CMP 528; S2 950

Teach us, O loving heart of Christ AA 130
The journey of life WOV 670

This is my desire CMP 1013; S1 515

To you O Lord S1 530

Unto thee O Lord SIS 104

Who would true valour see MHB 620; WOV 467; H&P 688
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	Call to worship

Dear brothers and sisters in Christ:
the early Christians observed with great devotion
the days of our Lord's passion and resurrection,
and it became the custom of the Church that before the Easter celebration
there should be a forty-day season of spiritual preparation.
During this season converts to the faith were prepared for Holy Baptism.

It was also a time when persons who had committed serious sins
and had separated themselves from the community of faith
were reconciled by penitence and forgiveness,
and restored to participation in the life of the Church.

In this way the whole congregation was reminded
of the mercy and forgiveness proclaimed in the gospel of Jesus Christ
and the need we all have to renew our faith.

I invite you, therefore, in the name of the Church,
to observe a holy Lent:
by self-examination and repentance;
by prayer, fasting, and self-denial;
and by reading and meditating on God's Holy Word.

Public Domain

Collect 
Almighty and merciful God, 

you hate nothing that you have made, 

and forgive the sins of all who are penitent. 

Create in us new and contrite hearts, 

so that when we turn to you and confess our sins 

we may receive your full and perfect forgiveness; 

through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.
© The Methodist Worship Book (Peterborough, England: Methodist Publishing House, 1999)
A prayer when in the wilderness
Mark 1:12; Matthew 4:1-11; Luke 4:1-13

A life untested is a life unfulfilled; 

the path must be walked. 

God, in our struggle to have a resilient faith

walk with us.

The national park wilderness

confronts with raw glacial sculpture,

imposes limits to my control,

and brings me to an edge.

It stretches my comfort zone,

it sharpens my endurance.

It’s tempting to want technology’s magic,

like America cup super yachts,

impressive and awesome,

but in a cyclone – they are seaweed.  

I dream of great empires,

people looking up to me 

as I wield great power.

But if I listen to my soul

I place my feet back on the track.

God, when I trust you,

it’s an all or nothing relationship.

Roped together on the mountainside I know

it is all about faith.  

Together:
God take us outside the box of a holy house,

learning to live with enough,

sharing our joy in love,

and facing the hard questions.

God, push our limits,

grow our ability

in harmony with your creative will.

These are testing times,

God, give us courage, 

Amen.

© John Howell (used with permission)
A prayer for guidance and help

I offer you my heart, Lord God, 

and I trust you. 
Show me your paths and teach me to follow; 

guide me by your truth and instruct me. 
You keep me safe, 

and I always trust you. 
Please, Lord, remember, 

you have always been patient and kind. 

Forget each wrong I did when I was young. 

Show how truly kind you are 

and remember me. 

You are honest and merciful, 

and you teach sinners how to follow your path. 

You lead humble people to do what is right 

and to stay on your path. 

In everything you do, you are kind and faithful 

to everyone who keeps our agreement with you. 
Be true to your name, Lord, 

by forgiving each one of my terrible sins. 

You will show the right path to all who worship you. 

Our Lord, you are the friend of your worshipers, 

and you make an agreement with all of us. 

I always look to you, because you rescue me 

from every trap. 

I am lonely and troubled. 

Show that you care and have pity on me. 

My awful worries keep growing. 
Rescue me from sadness. 

See my troubles and misery and forgive my sins. 
I come to you for shelter. 

Protect me, keep me safe, and don't disappoint me. 

Psalm 25 (selection)  Contemporary English Version (CEV) 
Copyright © 1995 by American Bible Society

Confession

Lord you are steadfast in your love 
and infinite in your mercy; 
you welcome sinners 
and invite them to be your guests. 
We confess our sins, 
trusting in you to forgive us.
Silence
We have yielded to temptation and sinned:
Lord have mercy

Lord have mercy
We have turned from our neighbours in their need:

Christ have mercy
Christ have mercy

We have resisted your word in our hearts:

Lord have mercy

Lord have mercy
May Almighty God have mercy on us

forgive our sins, 
and keep us in life eternal. Amen

© The Methodist Worship Book (Peterborough, England: Methodist Publishing House, 1999)
More prayers written in an Australian context by Moira Laidlaw
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	Signposts

Cut out enough directional signposts to give one to all of the children. Get them each to write the name of the street where they live on their sign. See who can correctly point their sign in the direction of their home. 
Sometimes, without signs to direct us, we would get lost. In the same way we need God to guide us so we can do the things that please him. King David knew this. He wanted to do the right things so he prayed asking God, “Show me your paths and teach me to follow; guide me by your truth and instruct me” (Psalm 25.4-5). We have the Bible to teach us the right things to do, and when we are unsure we can pray asking God to guide us, just like King David did.
A rainbow – God’s agreement

The Genesis and Mark readings more readily lend themselves to activities for children.

Take a prism and a strong torch and, shining the torch through the prism show the children the rainbow effect. Then tell, or read, the story from Genesis 9 of God giving a rainbow as a sign of his agreement never again to destroy the earth and those living on it with a flood. Use this as a spring-board to talk about bread and wine as a symbol of God’s new agreement  whereby we can become his children because of the broken body and shed blood of our Lord Jesus.
More resources for children from sermons4kids.com


	PowerPoint

	Google images for signposts.
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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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