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Sunday 19 October 2014
Loyalty
Year A - Pentecost 19 - 61A

As Andrew is currently on study leave, this week’s resource has been prepared by David Poultney.

	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.



	Links


	Ctrl+Click on the links below to go directly to the text you require
Readings
Introduction
Preaching thoughts
Illustrations
Creativity
Music 

Prayers
Children
PowerPoint


	Readings
Ctrl+Click to follow links
	Exodus 33.12-23 Moses speaks with the Lord who promises to be with his people. Moses requests to the Lord reveal himself in his glory, and the Lord agrees. 
Psalm 99 A psalm in praise of the Lord who is king and answers the prayers of his people.
1 Thessalonians 1.1-10 Paul greets the people of the Thessalonian church and speaks of their faith, which is an example for all the Lord’s followers in Macedonia and Achaia.
Matthew 22.15-22 The Pharisees and followers of Herod try to trap Jesus with a question about paying taxes. His answer amazes them and they go away.


	Introduction / Background
Ctrl+Click to follow links

	We are in the midst of a series of readings Sunday by Sunday on the Kingdom, that vision of life and possibility that is God’s hope for the World. Today we are challenged about our ultimate loyalty and touch on the often complex issue of the loyalty we owe as citizens and the limits placed upon that loyalty by our first loyalty to God. Sometimes early theologians, Augustine especially, talked about Christians as aliens and strangers, exiles in this world. I am personally wary of this language as it can be “world denying” and can become fixated on “heaven” over Earth.
Yet it touches on a truth, we have a loyalty and longing for a vision of the world that is not here yet but it is coming, and our faithfulness can make its presence in the world more tangible, real and compelling.

In the archived Refresh section of the New Zealand Methodist website you will find a previous “10 Minutes on a Tuesday” resource for today’s passages, Year A – Pentecost 18 – 61A (16 October 2011.) Further lectionary based resources can be found on Bill Peddie’s blogsite.


	Preaching thoughts and Questions

	The rightful relationship of Christians to their societies, nations or rulers is a longstanding issue.
Christianity emerged out of Judaism, in the Roman Empire the Jews alone were granted certain exemptions from acts of veneration and worship towards the Emperor. As the Christian community emerged and became more and more Gentile this exposed it to risk, they could not in conscience offer – for example – libation (pouring out a glass of wine) in veneration of the Emperor though the penalty for not doing so at a banquet was death. Over time the emerging Christian community’s leaders sought to present the new faith as not being a threat to the social order (though Jesus was executed precisely because he was perceived to be a threat!)

Once Christianity was first recognised under Constantine, and later on it became the official religion, a close and intimate relationship developed between church and state, echoes of this persist in how in Britain the Church of England and the Church of Scotland are “established” churches. During this long intimacy between church and state Christians often thought of there being separate realms of authority; so they owed allegiance to the Church in regard to spiritual matters but to divinely appointed rulers in “temporal” matters. We see how this is fraught with difficulty when the decisions of rulers offend the conscience of subjects – as in the story of Thomas More (see below.)

The development of democracy can be seen as creating space for a rightful dissent and appropriate exercise of conscience.

Contemporary theologians (Walter Bruggemann is a good example) often talk of Empire. When they do it is a conscious reminder of the Roman Empire. Rome was a superpower without rival, but more than that it demanded the total loyalty of its subjects including in matters of religion and conscience. Sometimes theologians might say there are traces of Empire in the United States or maybe in China; this isn’t simply about them being big and powerful, it is because they can be stifling and oppressive.

Sometimes theologians say that the threat of Empire isn’t just about the claims of powerful nations but also the claims of our economic system and the forces of globalisation.
Explore God’s promise in Exodus to abide with the Covenant people. How do we encounter the presence of God in our life as a Church community? How can we draw strength from this to live more authentically? How can cultivating a sense of the Sacred, of a Presence of the Divine, in daily life help us to be more faithful Christians?

Nb. While the Gospel text asserts the rightful authority of God use “alpha male’ language sparingly. God is King and Lord but what other language can you use to assert God’s primacy?



	  Illustrations /  

  Stories

	Ask people to look at their coins; each coin carries an image of Queen Elizabeth. Though there is a debate about whether or not New Zealand should become a republic very few of us – even if we are republicans – look at the Queen’s image and see our oppressor looking back at us.
Imagine that this was not an independent country, that we were occupied and lacked freedom of speech and were subject to arbitrary arrest and economic exploitation by our occupiers.  Imagine how you would feel if your coins bore the image of the foreign Dictator in whose name your country is occupied.

Take this even further. There is an inscription on every coin declaring this person, who you fear and loathe, is a god. This gives us an insight into the emotional and social context in which our Gospel story is set.

When Thomas More, formerly Chancellor of England could not reconcile himself to England’s separation from the Catholic Church was tried and sentenced to death for treason he replied; “I am the King’s good servant, but God’s first.” We each have duties and obligations as citizens but we cherish the primacy of conscience.
In the film Chariots of Fire, the Christian athlete Eric Liddell, refuses to compete in races on Sundays despite strong pressure both from the British Olympic Committee and the Prince of Wales. To proclaim the sovereignty of God is to say that no one or nothing else has the ultimate power to define us. It may be the claim of nation or culture which would seek to define us, more and more though it is the pressure of our consumerist and capitalist society which seeks to define us. Yet our Christian faith is the great truth around which we define our lives, no one and nothing else can have that power of definition over us.

Another example, so close to the anniversary of the commencement of World War One is the example set by conscientious objectors.



	Creativity /

Visual Aids

	If you have a license to show movies then clips from some films are very useful to convey a sense of totalitarian power, of Empire demanding absolute allegiance. The film 1984 would be a good resource with plenty of material. More subtly the clip from the film Chariots of Fire where Eric Liddell resists pressure to race on Sundays.
If you can source copies of old Soviet, Chinese or Eastern European propaganda posters which glorify “The Leader.” 

Use a map of the world and place lighted tea candles on it to remember and pray for prisoners of conscience and those who suffer for their faith, for their loyalty to their vision of God; Christians and Yazidis in Iraq and Syria, Baha’is in Iran etc.



	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
S4:  The Source 4

SIS: Scripture in Song
WHV:  With heart and Voice
WOV:  With One Voice

	Hymns & Songs
AA 26  Come to our land.

AA 158  Who is my mother?
FFS 6  Blow through the valleys.

FFS 14  Faith has set us on a journey.

FFS 24  God in the darkness.

FFS 47  Maker of mystery.

FFS 50  Nothing is lost on the breath of God.

FFS 57  Song of faith that sings forever.

WOV 10  All people that on earth do dwell.

WOV 13  Let all the world in every corner sing.

WOV 28   Praise to the Lord, the Almighty.

WOV 455  Be Thou my vision.

WOV 520  Take my life and let it be.

WOV 635  First set your mind on the kingdom of God.

	Prayers

	An Examination of Conscience.

Let us ask ourselves about our discipleship,
how closely – or how distantly – we follow the way of Jesus,

who lived and died in radical obedience.

If nation or faction, politics or passion has had the first claim on our loyalty,
then we must change.

If desire or ambition, ego or wealth has driven us before anything else,

then we must change.

God hear our truthfulness, our need of a new direction,

a deeper and more authentic discipleship,

that our lives may be more like the life of the One in whom we see you,

Jesus.

Hear our prayer, bless and nurture our deepest longing for faithfulness, grant us newness. Amen. 

A Collect – A Prayer on the Theme of the Day.

God, our Great Truth,
Bright Sun around which we orbit,

keep us in the gravity of faithfulness,

that we may live with integrity,

with lives and choices that honour

your vision for humanity,

your dream for what can be.

We ask this in the name of Jesus,

in whose story we see you.  Amen.

Offertory.

God, giver of all good gifts,

of all we have we offer these gifts of money (and food,)

may they be used with integrity,

may they be a sign that all we have is yours.
Let our every gift honour you,

Our Great Truth.  Amen.

A Blessing.

May God, the Great Light, shine brightly,

that we see the path ahead,

the path of discipleship,

the way of deep obedience.

May we journey confidently

as the path unfolds before us.

And the blessing of God be with us / you all; the Creator, Redeemer and Sustainer of the World.  Amen.



	Children
Ctrl+Click to  

follow link

	More resources for children from sermons4kids.com  
With older children perhaps explore “who is the greatest?” Who do they admire, emulate seek to become like? Is their particular idol the best model for their development?



	PowerPoint

	Some images of totalitarianism like the propaganda art mentioned above. 
Also images of other powers we wrongfully surrender our autonomy and our loyalty to which diminish us. (The pursuit of wealth and celebrity carry these risks.)
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