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Sunday 5 February 2012
Covenant Sunday / Joined to the vine
Year B - Epiphany 5 - 13B
	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 for Covenant Sunday

Jeremiah 31.31-33 This prophecy of Jeremiah tells of a day when God will make a new agreement with his people. His law will be written, not in stone, but on people’s hearts.
Psalm 25.4-15 David prays for guidance and protection and he extols the Lord’s kindness to those who keep their agreement with him.

Romans 12.1-2 Paul pleas with Christians to allow God to transform their thoughts so that they are distinct from other people. “…offer your bodies to him as a living sacrifice…” 
John 15.1-8 Jesus is the true vine and we are the branches. We produce fruit by staying joined to him.
Alternative readings for Epiphany 5
Isaiah 40.21-31 God created the world and the stars of the sky. He energises the weary, and those who trust in him find new strength.
Psalm 147.1-11, 20 The Psalmist encourages God’s people to praise the Lord who is great and powerful and heals the broken-hearted.
1 Corinthians 9.16-23 Paul speaks of his sense of obligation to share the gospel and how he seeks to identify with his hearers. 
Mark 1.29-39 Jesus heals Simon’s mother-in-law and many others. The reason he came was to preach the good news and this is what he set about doing.
Alternative readings for Waitangi Day

Deuteronomy 10.12-21
Psalm 144.9-15
1 Corinthians 1.26-31
Matthew 6.19-24
 

	Introduction / Background


	As Michael Greer puts it, “Most characteristic of things ‘Methodist’ is the Covenant Service. It originated in one of the early London Societies of Methodists when John Wesley used words of commitment which Richard Alleine, a Puritan, had suggested that every Christian should make with their Lord. As the revival gathered in momentum, all over England, Wales and Ireland, Methodist people began to adopt the Covenant for themselves.   Today it has become an institution in the liturgies of the Church throughout the world and is often used in the early part of each year. Nothing more clearly expresses both the personal nature of the Christian faith and the social demands of the gospel… The Covenant Service is a service in which we renew our commitment to God, to each other and to ministry and mission in the year ahead.”


	Suggested

order for 

Covenant

Service
	STAND 
Leader:  Let us worship God

               who has established an everlasting covenant

               and calls us through Jesus Christ to be a faithful people.
People: We are here to make our response to God.
Hymn     Lord for the years (CMP 428; S1 327)
SIT
Leader:  Let us adore the God of love:
People: You created us, O God;

              you continually preserve and sustain us;
              you love us with an everlasting love;

              through the light of Christ

              you have given us the knowledge of your glory.

              We praise you; we acknowledge you to be the Lord.
Leader: Let us give thanks for the grace of our Saviour Jesus Christ;
People: Though you were rich,

              yet for our sake you became poor.

              You were tempted at all points as we are

              yet without sin.

              You went about doing good

              and preaching the gospel of the kingdom.

              You were obedient to the point of death,

              even death on the cross;

              you were dead, yet are alive for ever;

              you have opened the kingdom of heaven

              to all who trust in you.

              You sit at the right hand of God;

              you will come again to be our judge;

              you, O Christ, are the king of glory.
Leader: Let us rejoice in the fellowship of the Holy Spirit.
People: You are the giver of life;

              by you we are born into the family of God

              and made members of the body of Christ.

              Your witness confirms us;

              your wisdom teaches us;

              your power enables us.

              You will do far more for us than we ask or think.

              All praise to you, O Holy Spirit.
SILENCE
Leader: Let us make our confession to God: 
              Merciful God, in Christ you have shown us the way of life. 
              We confess with shame our slowness to learn, 
              our failure to follow, our reluctance to bear the cross.
All:        Have mercy on us and forgive us.
Leader: We confess that too often we have impoverished the life of the church 
              by the half-heartedness of our worship, 
              our neglect of fellowship and the means of grace, 
              our hesitating witness for Christ, 
              our evasion of responsibilities in your service, 
              our imperfect stewardship of your gifts.
All:        Have mercy on us and forgive us.
Leader: We confess that too little of your love has reached others through us.     

              Often we have been hasty in our judgments,

              grudging in forgiveness, slow in reconciliation, 
              unwilling to help our neighbour.
All:        Have mercy on us and forgive us.
Leader: Let each of us in silence make our own confession to God.
SILENCE
Leader: Make us pure in heart, O God;
People: breathe into us a new and faithful spirit.
Leader: If we confess our sins, God is faithful and just and will forgive 

              our sins and cleanse us from all unrighteousness. 
              Therefore I declare to you, we are forgiven.
All:        Thanks be to God.
The Lord's Prayer 

Our Father in heaven,

hallowed be your name.

Your kingdom come;

your will be done on earth as in heaven.

Give us today our daily bread.

Forgive us our sins

as we forgive those who sin against us.

Save us from the time of trial

and deliver us from evil.

For the kingdom, the power and the glory

are yours, now and for ever. Amen.

Or in Maori…

E to matou Matua i te rangi,
Kia tapu tou ingoa.
Kia tae mai tou rangatiratanga.
Kia meatia tau e pai ai ki runga ki te whenua,
kia rite ano ki to te rangi.
Homai ki a matou aianei he taro ma matou mo tenei ra.
Murua o matou hara, me matou hoki e muru nei
i o te hunga e hara ana ki a matou.
Aua hoki matou e kawea kia whakawaia;
engari whakaorangia matou i te kino.
Nou hoki te rangatiratanga,
te kaha, me te kororia, ake, ake, ake. Amine.

Ministry of the Word
First Reading:       Jeremiah 31:31-34
Second Reading: John 15:1-8

Sermon
Prayers of intercession
The Covenant
Leader: In covenant God chose Israel to be a servant people.

              Through the death and resurrection of our Lord Jesus Christ,

              God has declared the covenant to be with all who trust in Christ.

              We stand within this covenant and we bear Christ's name.

              On one hand, God promises to give us new life in Christ:

              on the other, we pledge to live not for ourselves but for God.

              Today we meet, as generations before us have met,

              to renew the covenant which bound them

              and which now binds us to God.
Hymn    Come let us use the grace divine MHB 749; H&P 649
SIT
Leader: Let us claim this covenant for ourselves and take again the yoke of Christ
              upon us. 
              To take this yoke upon us means that we are willing for Christ to appoint  

              us our place and work, 
              and for Christ alone to be our reward.
All:        Christ has many services to be done:
              some are easy, others are difficult;

              some bring honour, others bring reproach;

              some are suited to our natural inclinations

              and material interests, others are contrary to both;

              in some we may please Christ and please ourselves;

              in others we cannot please Christ except by denying ourselves.

              Yet the power to do all these things is given to us in Christ who 
              strengthens us.
STAND
Leader: Loving and holy God, 
              with joy we take upon ourselves the yoke of obedience
              and for love of you commit ourselves to seek and do your perfect will.

              We are no longer our own, but yours.
All:        I am no longer my own but yours.

              Your will, not mine, be done in all things,
              wherever you may place me,

              in all that I do and in all that I may endure;

              when there is work for me and when there is none;

              when I am troubled and when I am at peace.

              Your will be done when I am valued

              and when I am disregarded;

              when I find fulfilment and when it is lacking;

              when I have all things, and when l have nothing,

              I willingly offer all I have and am to serve you,

              as and where you choose.

              Glorious and blessed God

              Father, Son and Holy Spirit

              you are mine and I am yours.

              May it be so forever.

              Let this covenant now made on earth be fulfilled in heaven. Amen
The Methodist worship book              © 2000 Faith and Order Committee
Offering

Leader: Holy God, with confidence we come to you and bring you what is yours

All:        Accept us and these gifts for your service and glory. Amen
Hymn    Lord of creation to you be all praise (WOV 557; H&P 699; CMP 440)
Holy Communion


	Creativity /

Visual Aids
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	Wedding clips

We are familiar with the idea of making a solemn and binding agreement from attending wedding ceremonies. Marriage is a good picture of what we are doing today in our Covenant Service. For today, as in a marriage service, we seek to make a solemn and mutually binding agreement. Also, as in a Christian marriage, this agreement is made in the context of a deep love and is founded in a commitment to the other party rather than in the desire for selfish fulfilment.
Introduce the covenant theme by projecting short video clips from the weddings of several people in the congregation. Or you could get some of the older members to bring a wedding photo and hand them around (or project them) and see if others recognise the couple.


	Preaching thoughts and Questions
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	It is part of the religious heritage of the Jews to see the grapevine as a metaphor for God’s people: 

“We were like a grapevine,” says the Psalmist (Psalm 80.8).
“Israel is the vineyard,” declares the Lord (Isaiah 5.7).
And again and again Ezekiel speaks of Israel by the symbol of the vine (Ezekiel 15.1-6 and 19.10-14).
The vine had become the symbol for the nation. It was used to decorate the temple and used on coins. The curious thing is that every reference in the First Testament to Israel being a vine is negative. The nation is described as a “rotten and worthless vine” (Jeremiah 2.21) and an “empty vine” (Hosea 10.1). 

So this saying of Jesus, recorded by John, “I am the true vine” sets Jesus in stark contrast to a nation that has fallen short of what it was intended to be. Jesus is “the true (real and genuine) vine.” He is saying, in effect, that being a Jew won’t save you. God’s people in the First Testament failed. God’s new vine is Jesus. It is only in having a relationship with him that we can be connected to the life of God.

The symbol of the vine in John parallels Paul’s use of the image of the body, with Christ as the head and us as its members. It speaks of the inter-connectedness of God’s family, and the key relationship being with Christ himself.

John’s Gospel includes no account of the last supper. Instead we get the story of Jesus washing his disciples’ feet. In John 15 these words about the vine are spoken by Jesus in the upper room not long before his arrest. So some commentators see in the reference to the vine as a hint of the Last Supper. Whether it is intended or not, it is true that in our minds there is a link between “I am the true vine” and “take this cup. It is my blood poured out for the forgiveness of sin.” Further, in the context of the Passover meal, grapes are used as a symbol for God’s goodness. So God’s goodness and God’s forgiveness are here. But the direct and obvious message of the passage is a challenge to fruitfulness and growth.
As we come to this Covenant Service at the beginning of 2012, it is a good time for us to do a bit of a vineyard inspection. To ask ourselves, “Has there been growth? What does the fruit look like?” This is a necessary exercise for us as a fellowship as well as individually. There’s only one reason people grow grapevines - to produce grapes. And vines need a lot of pruning if they are going to be productive.

You’ve no doubt seen vineyards with the rows of vines growing along wires stretched between poles. Left to themselves, vines produce an enormous amount of unproductive growth and bunches of small grapes. But the viticulturist goes through pruning the vines in winter and removes 90% of the new growth. Again in summer, in a summer prune, the non-productive shoots are cut away. There is a disease protection aspect to this too. In opening up the vines and allowing air circulation they are less susceptible to fungal rots. The pruner sometimes discovers vines with bacterial crown gall and has to cut back these vines really hard to save them.
“If you stay joined to me you will produce lots of fruit” says Jesus (John 15.5) but the Father cuts away branches that don’t produce fruit and trims others so they will produce more fruit (John 15.2).
It is good for us all to do a regular self examination - to look for those things that are unhelpful in our lives: Things like unforgiveness, selfishness, impurity, covetousness - and to ask the Lord to cut them out of our lives so we can be healthy and productive.
So how is our fruit going?

· Do we live in a way that is sufficiently different for people to see us and be attracted to Christ?

· Are we ready with an answer for those who would like to know more about Christ?

· Are we actively praying for family members and friends to come to Christ?

· Are we expecting life and growth in the church in the near future? 
· Where will the new Christians come from? 

· Will they be our friends and contacts?

These are important questions. Of course fruit doesn’t just mean new Christians. 

In John 15.7 fruitfulness is seen as answered prayer. It works like this - when we are living in relationship with Christ (joined to the vine) his teachings become part of us. The result of this is that our prayers become more and more aligned to God’s will - and because of this they are answered. So we have the fruit of answered prayer. 
This fruitfulness grows out of the covenant we make today when we pledge ourselves to God and ask that his will, not ours, be done in all things.



	Illustrations / Stories
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	Origin of the Methodist Covenant Service

John Wesley was keen to encourage those in the new Methodist Movement to make their own “covenant” with God and to renew it periodically. The idea of an actual “Covenant Service” originated with a service that he conducted in a French church in Spitalfields, East London. He had borrowed the church for the occasion as its size was sufficient for the large number of people seeking to attend. His journal contains this recollection of the event:

"I mentioned to the congregation another means of increasing serious religion which had been frequently practiced by our forefathers, namely, the joining in a covenant to serve God with all our heart and with all our soul. I explained this for several mornings, and on Friday, many of us kept a fast to the Lord, beseeching him to give us wisdom and strength, to make a promise unto the Lord our God and keep it. 

"On Monday...I explained once more the nature of such an engagement and the manner of doing it acceptably to God. 

"At six in the evening we met for that purpose. After I had recited the tenor of the covenant proposed, all those who desired to give testimony of their entrance into this covenant stood up, to the number of about 1,800 persons. Such a night I scarce ever saw before. Surely the fruit of it shall remain forever."

The Great Vine

The great vine at Hampton Court Palace (just out of London and next to the river Thames) was planted in 1769 and is listed in the Guinness Book of Records as the world’s largest grapevine. The average annual crop is 272 kg of dessert grapes. The circumference of the main trunk measures 3.65 metres at the base. Even though the branches extend 36.5 metres from the main stem they still produce fruit, so long as they are joined to the vine. The vine is carefully cultivated to ensure its continued fruitfulness. 
(After the First World War grapes from the vine were sold for 6 shillings a pound. One shilling of this was for their basket containers which were especially made by residents at St Dunstan’s, a home for soldiers blinded in the war. During the Second World War German prisoners of war were set to work thinning out the bunches of grapes on the Great Vine.)


	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
A new commandment WOV 571; SIS 12; CMP 1; S1 23
A pinch of salt HIOS 1

Christ from whom all blessings flow MHB 720; WOV 364; H&P 764
Come let us use the grace divine MHB 749; H&P 649
Come pursue a mission journey WHV 31

E te Ariki AA 30

E te Atua, kua ruia nei WOV 650

Father, I thank you SIS 269

Father, we thank you H&P 561

God of ages  HIOS 39
God who sets us on a journey  FFS 32

I bind unto myself today MHB 392; WOV 454; H&P 695
Jesus, united by your grace MHB 721; WOV 365; H&P 773
Lord of creation to you be all praise WOV 557; H&P 699; CMP 440
Lord for the years CMP 428; S1 327
Ma te marie a te Atua WOV 679

O God, our help in ages past  MHB 878; WOV 46; H&P 358; CMP 498; S2 905
O thou who camest from above MHB 386; WOV 486; H&P 745; CMP 525; S1 416
Tama ngakau marie AA 128

There is a redeemer SIS 644; CMP 673; S1 492
These hills FFS 63


	Prayers

	Call to Worship



Minister

In the midst of God’s creation
People

Let us respond with praise
Minister

In the light of Christ’s example
People

Let us take up our cross and follow  
Minister

In the power of the Spirit of God 
People

Let us respond with joyful service
Minister

Today as we renew our covenant 
People

Let us worship God in spirit and in truth.
Michael Greer (adapted)

Waitangi Day Opening Sentences

Whakamoemititia a Ihowa. Whakamoemititia, e nga pononga a Ihowa, Whakamoemititia te ingoa o Ihowa.

(Praise the Lord. You servants of the Lord, praise his name.)

Kia whakapaingia te ingoa o Ihowa aianei a ake, ake.

(May his name be praised, now and forever.)

Collects 
God of grace, 

through the mediation of your Son, 

you call us into a new covenant. 

Help us therefore to draw near with faith 

and join ourselves in a perpetual covenant with you; 

through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen

© The Methodist Worship Book (Peterborough, England: Methodist Publishing House, 1999)
Isaiah 40:21-31

Everlasting God,

when we are faint and weary,

when we are powerless,

we must wait upon You.

Renew our strength.

You who stretch out the heavens like a curtain,

build our resilience against all aftershocks.

Let our inner strength

resonate with your eternal life, 

Amen.

© John Howell (Used with permission)
Covenant Service Prayer
Minister
O Lord our God, through Jesus Christ you have called us to share in Covenant, Sacrament, and Service together.   Through his life, death, and resurrection you have brought us both young and old into your Church.  Today, at this Covenant Service, we are grateful for your promise to lead us, to teach us, to challenge us, to love us.

People
Help us to give all - children, youth, adults  - an honoured place in this, your church family.   Help us to be honest with each other.   Help us to be sensitive to one another’s needs and gifts. May we learn from each other and serve you faithfully in the wider community in which you have placed us.  Equip us to bring healing in this often broken and hurting world.    

Minister    This we ask in the name of Jesus. Amen.

Michael Greer (adapted)

Psalm 25 (selection)

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. 

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 come to you for shelter. 

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

I obey you with all my heart, 

   and I trust you, knowing that you will save me. 

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



	Children
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	Promises
Talk with the children about promises. 

Is it important to keep a promise? When did someone promise something to you? Did they keep their promise? Have you ever promised to do something for someone? Did you keep your promise? Does God promise to do anything for us? You could make a list of some Bible promises and their conditions. eg
Proverbs 3.6  Always let him lead you, and he will clear the road for you to follow.

Isaiah 26.3     The Lord gives perfect peace to those whose faith is firm. 

John 3.16       God loved the people of this world so much that he gave his only 
                       Son, so that everyone who has faith in him will have eternal life and 
                       never really die.
Romans 8.39  Nothing in all creation can separate us from God's love for us in
                       Christ Jesus our Lord!
Should we promise to do anything for God? 
Often in the Bible there is an agreement when God promises to do something for his people and they make promises to him. 
We call these agreements “covenants.” 
There are agreements with: Noah, Abraham, Moses, King David and then a new agreement was made with the coming of Jesus. 

Today’s service reminds us of the new agreement where God promises that we can be forgiven and a part of his family and we promise to serve him and do those things that please him.


	PowerPoint
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	Covenant - Project a series of wedding photos of people in your congregation.
Waitangi Day - Google images for “signing of the Treaty of Waitangi”
John 15 – Google images for “vineyard”
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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 
2

