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Sunday 7 March 2010

Repentance:  Finding fruitfulness

Year C - Lent 3 – 21C
	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
Ctrl+Click to follow links
	Isaiah 55:1-9 This passage calls us to come to God for nourishment, even if we have nothing to offer.  Seek the Lord while He may be found for His ways are higher than our ways.
Psalm 63:1-8 The themes of nourishment and closeness to God continue in the Psalm:  “Your love is better than life.”
1 Corinthians 10:1-13 These warnings end with a challenge: “So, if you think you are standing firm, be careful that you don’t fall!” and the reminder that God will be with us as we face temptation.
Luke 13:1-9 Jesus challenges the myth that suffering is God’s way of punishing us for our sins.  He then tells the parable of the fig tree that wouldn’t bear fruit.


	Introduction / Summary
	As we continue our Lenten journey we pause at the crossroads of repentance.  Will we continue to live as we have always done?  Or, will we take on a new way of living – one that is defined by God’s way?  Repentance is both a putting aside of sinful ways and the taking up of new grace-filled ways.  It is a character building, life changing, habit forming, fruit bearing practice. Repentance changes us.  Those changes are seen in the way we live:  “By their fruit you will recognise them.”  Fruitfulness is the natural outcome of repentance.  



	Broader Preparation
	During the week, try to spend some time in silence and reflection with these two questions:  What areas of my life have become hard and dry over the past year?  What can I celebrate about my life at the moment?



	Creativity /

Visual Aids
	On Saturday, get 3 white flowers – carnations work well – and place them in 3 small vases.  Add blue food colouring to the water in one vase and red colouring to another, keeping the third flower in plain water.  Overnight the two flowers should absorb the food colouring in places, giving a beautiful new look to the flower.  (Our fruitfulness depends on what we put our roots into…)

If you are serving communion on this Sunday, and use the white flowers (above), you may want to give each person a white flower once they have received the bread and wine, before they return to their seats – a reminder that at God’s table all people are made new.  “Wash me, and I will be whiter than snow…”

Have a glass of water with stones in it, and a jug of extra water.  Describe the glass as our lives, the stones represent obstacles to grace:  sin, laziness, resentment etc.  The water symbolises God’s Spirit.  As we remove the stones from our lives (take one or two out), we have more space for grace (add more water).  Repentance is not only getting rid of that which opposes God or God’s grace, it is also receiving what God has to give us.  Interestingly, taking the stones out of the glass often causes us to spill some water.  When we “dig around” (See Luke 13:8) in an attempt to become fruitful we end up spilling grace – hopefully onto those around us.


	Preaching thoughts and Questions
	The readings for the day are held together by a theme of nourishment.  In Isaiah 55 is the wonderful invitation to those who have no money: “Come, buy and eat!”  Without cost!  The idea of getting something for nothing does not make sense to us – we feel we should get what we deserve.  But God’s ways are not our ways (Is 55:8) and grace is something we don’t yet fully understand.  However, tucked into this grace-filled invitation is a warning:  “Eat what is good” (v2) - Not all food is healthy…  We may need to change our ‘life’ diet, and like any diet, this means putting aside the unhealthy behaviours and taking up the healthy ones – we could call this repentance.  

For some reason we have often defined repentance in the negative only – turning away from sin.  However, the other part of repentance is turning towards God.

The parable of the fig tree holds together both these elements of repentance and reminds us that the evidence of repentance is found in the fruit that we bear.  So, what does a repentance that leads to fruitfulness look like?

(Two good verses to put alongside the parable that describe the same process:  Hosea 10:12 and Philippians 2:12b,13)

1.  Repentance takes time

Notice that 3 years have already taken place, and that the caretaker asks for another year to work with the tree.  Some things take time to change – especially deep and difficult things.  Human nature will try to dominate, our selfishness will try to win the day – that is who we are.  We are also impatient and want everything done immediately.  (If you used the white flowers and food colouring – they took time to change.)  Fruit trees do not bear fruit all year – it takes time to produce each crop. 

2.  Repentance takes some digging

Traditionally, Lent is a time to ‘dig around’ in our lives, confronting our weaknesses and admitting our faults.  We examine behaviours that have become habits and try to ‘break up our unploughed ground’ (Hosea 10:12) – those areas of our lives that have become hard or dry.  If we are not aware of what needs to change we cannot work to change it.  Often we need God’s help to identify our weakness.  Prayer and reflection are the ‘digging tools’ that help reveal our weakness.

3.  Repentance needs Fertiliser

It is one thing to avoid sin, another to do good.  Albert Einstein once said that, “the world is a dangerous place, not because of those who do evil, but because of those who let it happen.”  The future of the fig tree depends on its ability to bear fruit (Lk 13:9).  “And the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace…” (Gal 5:22)

Fertiliser enters the plants through the roots.  What are we putting our roots into?  (The coloured flowers come in really useful here)  What changes us for the good?

Phil 2:13 suggests that our motivation and ability to do God’s will is a result of our work and God being at work in us – the divine/human partnership.  Fruitfulness is a result of God’s provision on the one hand, and our ability to receive it on the other. 

Christianity is not defined by what we believe, nor is it about God’s desire to punish those who disobey (Lk 13:1-5).  It is about being the people God in the way we live and move and have our being.  It is about the fruit we bear.    



	Illustrations / Stories
	"I like your Christ, I do not like your Christians. Your Christians are so unlike your Christ." (Mahatma Gandhi) 
“Character is easier kept than recovered.” (Unknown)

Personal gardening stories – when you have failed to produce fruit, or exceeded your expectations.

What happens if you walk up to a fruit tree and beat it with a stick?  Will it turn on you and beat you with its branches?  No, it will drop fruit for you to take.  How do we respond when we are “attacked” – fight back or drop fruit?  What does this say about our basic nature?



	Music

AA:  Alleluia Aotearoa

MHB: Methodist Hymn Book

WOV:  With One Voice

CMP:  Complete Mission Praise

S1:  The Source

S2:  The Source 2

S3:  The Source 3
	Hymns

O love that will not let me go (MHB 448; WOV 525)

It passeth knowledge that dear love of thine (MHB 436; WOV 172)

Just as I am (MHB 535; WOV  497)

Dear Lord and Father of our kind (MHB 669; WOV 519)

Touch the earth lightly (AA 143)

Teach us, O loving heart of Christ (AA130)

Songs

Change my heart O God (CMP 69; S1 68)

Search me O God (CMP 587; S2 955)

Soften my heart, Lord (CMP 606; S1 459)

Spirit of the Living God (CMP 613; S1 462) 



	Prayers
	Based on Isaiah 55
We come to you, O God, because we are thirsty.
We come searching for an oasis, for something to refresh us

 
We come to you, O God, because we are hungry
We come searching for nourishment, for something to strengthen us.

 
We come to you, O God, because we are lost
We are searching for direction, for something to take us home 
  
We come to you, O God, 

knowing that if we drink from the waters you draw we shall never thirst again
   
We come to you, O God, 

believing that if we eat of the Bread you provide we will hunger no more
 
We come to you, O God, 

trusting that you are the Way, the Truth, the Life:  we shall never be lost
 
We come to you, O God, Home, Safe, Abundantly Alive.
Amen.


	Children


	Get some of the kids to help you with a fruit salad tasting test.  Blindfold the kids and see if they can guess what fruit you are feeding them.  If you have a few kids get other adults to help so that as many can take part as possible – all try the peaches, then the watermelon etc at the same time.  Slip in one or two other things – like chocolate or courgette!  Instead of giving the banana, give a piece of the banana skin. Just have fun with the kids, but make sure it doesn’t drag out too long – keep it fun, but keep it moving!  

Once you are done, hold up a banana:  “What tree does this come from?  How do you know it comes from a banana tree?”  Hold up another fruit.  Reinforce the lesson – you know the tree by the fruit.  Jesus said the same thing, “By their fruit you will know them.”  What “fruit” do we have?

Lord Jesus, please help us to show other people how good you are by the way that we live.  Help us to show them how much you love them by the way that we care.  Amen.


	PowerPoint
	Fig tree backgrounds could work well if they are not too “busy”, or fruit pictures generally.  Bold, plain colours may be a simple way forward too.
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