Sunday Service # 11 – April 2009


CHURCH SERVICE

OBSERVER SUNDAY

Opening Reflection: “In the final analysis, the questions of why bad things happen to good people transmutes itself into some very different questions, no longer asking why something happened, but asking how we will respond, what we intend to do now that it happened.”
                                                  Pierre Teilhard de Chardin: Paleontologist, Theologian

HYMN:
Lord, Listen to Your Children Praying
       
         (Voices United - #400)



And on This Path
      

      

      (More Voices-#8)

CALL TO WORSHIP

One:

Here is the moment

All: 

This is the moment that we gather in the Spirit

One:

Now is the time

All: 

This is the time we pause to listen to the voice of God

One:

This is the place

All: 

Grant us a will and way to stand in solidarity with Christ. 

     Amen.

PRAYER OF APPROACH

God of our heights and our depths, our joys and our trials, we come together to ask for patience to face the unpredictable tomorrow.  Help us to lay down our burdens for a time so that we depart better able to lift them. Show us where to go from here, remembering that the best of this earth belongs to you. Fill us with hope and confidence so that we may share our courage with others. Grant us strength that we might feed a hungry world. Amen.

THE PEACE OF CHRIST     


One: Peace be with you



All:  And also with you.

PRAYER OF CONFESSION

God of our renewal: we are tried and tested by life. Sometimes we pass. Often we fail. Help us over our despair. Assist us in seeing beyond cynicism. Grant us faith and forgiveness and strengthen us anew. Amen.

WORDS OF ASSURANCE: What is past is past and we are forgiven: we are filled with hope again! Amen.

CHILDREN’S TIME (SEE ATTACHED)

HYMN: 
One More Step Along the World I Go 

(Voices United-#639)

FIRST READING:  Ezekiel 37: 1-6                            

ANTHEM (Please see suggestions at end of this service)
SECOND READING: Luke 18: 9-14

(Suggested Epistle Reading: Philippians 4: 8, 9)
SERMON       


This Also is the Day

When the Editor of The United Church Observer magazine sets the question for the monthly ‘Ethics Column’, the rule is that any foreseeable answer must be a lose/lose proposition. Meaning, the answer isn’t simple…it’s not a slam-dunk. After all, if the question didn’t present a thorny and complicated issue, then the answer would be straightforward. We wouldn’t need two minds to mull it over because all the responses would be pretty much the same. Few would find it a ‘must’ read. Even fewer would find it reminded them of hard choices in their own lives. Let’s face it—no one would bother reading it.

Life is like that: filled with difficult decisions. Life asks hard questions. The journey is a path littered with pebbles. We trip on those pebbles. The path has stones, it is dusk: we stumble over those stones. We just catch ourselves in time. Then comes the day that seems like night; it is dark, that stone is a giant boulder. We fall, coming down hard.

The economy that we are living in right now has thrown many big, ugly boulders onto the road. Job cutbacks, savings devastated, plant closings, uncertain futures for our young.  It is going to be a long, hard, slow climb to recovery. Our media cover it so well; too well, we are tempted to think. Did previous generations have to listen and read quite so much bad news? Did they have the dubious advantage of knowing intimately the woes of millions? It doesn’t make us better people, does it? After a while, we sit and judge and find those folks wanting. What previously would have seemed an unforeseeable consequence repeated over and over becomes old and loses its ability to stir compassion in us. We find ourselves wondering, “well how come they didn’t save more? Prepare better? Pick a safer career? Not make such risky investments? Live in a different place?” 

This is our defense…we would have been smarter. But it is a lose/lose proposition. It doesn’t make us better Christians to be so judgmental. Canadian theologian David Demson once said to a class of graduating United Church ministers that “Judge not” should be the eleventh commandment. He claimed it was harder to keep than all the other ten combined. Try it…try just one day to withhold judgment of others, strangers and friends and family. You will see what he meant. 

But this also is the day…with all that implies. “This is the day that the Lord has made, let us rejoice and be glad in it”. Rejoice? Are you crazy? How can we face all this difficult news and probably personal hardship in our own lives with anything but tightly clenched jaws and even tighter fists? Rejoice? I don’t think so! Be glad? No way!  Because hard times do make us want to batten down the hatches. As we see this parade of woe, we are inclined to close our doors, our hearts and our purses, jam that wallet tighter into an inside pocket of our soul and hang onto what we’ve got. We don’t want to become the poor wretch on TV who made a bad choice.

We hear the words of our own time of troubles dramatically expressed in this excerpt from Psalms: “All nations surrounded me; in the name of the Lord I cut them off! They surrounded me, surrounded me on every side; in the name of the Lord I cut them off! They surrounded me like bees; they blazed like fire of thorns; in the name of the Lord, I pushed them off! I was pushed hard so that I was falling…” 

This is a very bleak picture…what a grim piece of scripture…this must be one of those Psalms or songs of lamentation…all sorrow and gnashing of teeth. 

No, this is song of joy…in fact, this is the very source of the familiar words: “This is the day that the Lord has made; Let us rejoice and be glad in it”. Psalm 118.  The Psalm blasts us through all the scenes of trouble and destruction, armed not with a great investment manager, or a terrific credit card deal or an armour–clad job offer, but with the simple reminder: “What can mortals do to me? The Lord is on my side to help me.” 

As Christians, our marching orders from this Psalm are simple:  “It is better to take refuge in the Lord than to put confidence in princes.”  You can bet the folks who gave money to Bernie Madoff or Conrad Black wish they’d listened! 

Beyond that simple advice, what is this Psalm saying to us? If you haven’t read it recently, take a few minutes…because “herein lies wisdom”.

But the Coles Notes’ version applies to our situation right here, right now: A little less judgment, a little more joy. When trouble knocks, don’t hide and cringe. Answer with a smile and your hand extended. In tough times, we must go on rejoicing about the love we have been given and the care the Lord has offered. Our answer to our neighbour around the block or around the world must always be an open hand, not a closed fist. Give and go on giving. If your financial resources are short, give your time. If you still have a dime in your pocket, give away a nickel to the person who doesn’t. Do it willingly, with smiles and an open heart and mind. In fact “rejoice and be glad in it”.  And to God be the Glory. 

HYMN: 
This is the Day




(Voices United-#412)



This is the Day




  (More Voices-#122)

OUR MORNING OFFERING 

HYMN:
We Give You But Your Own


(Voices United -#542)

               
Ev’ry day Is a Day of Thanksgiving

   (More Voices-#185)

OFFERTORY PRAYER 


God of all our days, we offer what is useful, time and talents. We choose to give back what we have been given. Amen.

PRAYERS OF THE PEOPLE AND THE LORD’S PRAYER

(Pease feel free to use your own words or adapt this)

Divine Spirit, we come before you knowing there are those who would join us if only they could. We thank you for the opportunity to join together in community with those who nourish, inspire and give us hope. They are all around. When they need us we will be there for them. There are those within our community and in the world beyond who need our prayers and we remember them now (speaking each one aloud, saying their names in our heads). Grant them peace, freedom from pain and loneliness. We bless this moment by saying once again the ancient words of the prayer that Jesus taught us… (The Lord’s Prayer). Amen.

CLOSING HYMN:
  Precious Lord, Take My Hand

           (Voices United-#670)

  Send Out In Jesus Name                                (More Voices-#212)

BLESSING AND SENDING FORTH

All: Our time together over, our faith and hope renewed 

One: Go now: spirit strengthened, resolved to be a better instrument of God’s will.

Hymns throughout are selected from Voices United and More Voices. If your congregation is not yet familiar with this new resource, we urge you to explore further and contact UCRD.

ANNOUNCEMENTS/THE LIFE AND WORK OF THIS CHURCH are not listed as part of the Order of Service as congregational approaches to the placement of these are an individual decision: please adapt as needed.

ANTHEM: Individual choirs/organists vary greatly in their approach to this portion of the service: we offer the following as suggestions


Dem Dry Bones                     
             Traditional Spiritual (James Weldon Johnson) 
Maker, in Whom We Live

                                                VU #321

 
Let My Spirit Always Sing         
                                                More Voices #83

Observer Children’s Time

Leaders:
Please review this Children’s Time to make yourselves aware of the concept of the Moonjar.  You may decide to just read this out to the children, and encourage them to make their own jars at home.  Or you might want to have a craft session one Sunday, and supply the markers, stickers, magazines, glue etc., for the children to create their own Moonjars.  Whatever you decide, we ask that you create your own Moonjars to have on display as you explain the concept to the children. (Please feel free to adjust the text below accordingly).

This Sunday we are talking about how to be generous when we don't have a lot left over.  This is not just something that grown-ups have to think about; children can do their part too.  I have been thinking about it a lot and I have come up with an idea for a project I want to share.  Let me tell you about my Moon Jars (show finished jars...)

Before we begin let me explain the name:

The first part is the word Moon.  Have you ever heard someone say,  "Shoot for the moon?”  It means to go after dreams and goals.

The second part of the name is jar.  We see different sizes and types of jars, all around us, in our homes, and classrooms.  Jars are meant to hold things.  The idea for these special jars comes from an ancient custom where wishes or dreams are written down and placed inside for future celebration! 

So moon + jar = MOONJAR!

Here is the fun part:

When you get home, gather three containers like I have here.  They could be old coffee cans, or jam jars, whatever you can find.  You will want to make sure that each has a lid.  Once you have your three jars, it’s time to have some fun. Gather together stickers, paint, crayons and markers, and use these items to decorate each of your jars.  You can make them as fun and colorful as you like.
The next step is to label each of the jars with one of the following words: “Spend”, “Share”, and “Save” 

Now I will explain what to do with each of the jars:

The spend jar is for you to use now. Maybe there’s a small item you’d like to buy.  Possibly a book or a new set of trading cards, whatever you decide.  You can use your money from your spend jar for these types of things – things that don’t cost too much money.  This is fun, as it won’t take you too long to save, and once you have spent your money, you can begin to save again for a new item. Can you tell me some things you would like to save for that don’t cost too much money?

The “share” jar is where you put money that you are going to share with others.  Every time you are given money, or receive your allowance, you can put some of that money into your share jar.  This is special money because you are going to take what you have and share it with others.  You can do this in many different ways:  You can put this money into the collection plate at church on Sunday, or you can give it to a charity to help others.  A wonderful way to share is to sponsor a child from another country. Every dollar can really make a difference in those lives. We always feel good when we help others and share with them. Can you think of other ways to use the money from your share jar?

The third jar is the “save” jar.  The money in this jar is for the future. You can use this for something really special, such as a new bike or skateboard, something that can be quite expensive.  A great idea is to cut out a picture of the item you are saving for and glue it to the front of your jar.  This makes it so exciting, because every time you put money into your save jar, you are a little bit closer to buying what’s on the front. You don’t have to spend the money in this jar, after all it is called a save jar.  When your save jar gets full, you can gather this money together and take it to the bank and make a deposit into your account.  This way your save jar money really is for the future.  Can you thing of some special things that you would like to use your save jar for?

Talk with a grown-up about how much money you put in each jar.  The key is to make a deposit into each of the jars every time you receive some money.

As you can see, the Moonjar helps us save for our dreams, big or small, and at the same time lets us do our part in helping others by sharing our gifts with them, which is what God asks us to do. 
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