Sunday, 17th May

'Stretching Faith'
Kia ora! Good morning!
Our bubbles are stretching, expanding and for
some of us bursting as we adjust to life in Level
2 lock-down. It has been a long-time coming for
some of us, while for some we would be happy
to just stay in our bubbles a bit longer.
Back to our strange world, back to some normality, back to work, back to noisy traffic and
petrol fumes, back to feeling a little safer as we continue the struggle against Covid19.
There is another struggle however. Our moderator Fakaofo reminds us, “The invisible
enemy is wreaking havoc like never experienced before. We have a common foe. “Keep the
faith, stand firm, do not be afraid.”
Sadly, for many people, God has not come into the equation at all, and as we all emerge
from our bubbles nothing will be different. God is not a necessity for life. We manage fine
and will be fine in the future thank you very much. This was the case for Paul in our
scripture reading this morning. He entered a strange world, Athens to be exact, and
everyone was doing just fine. The early church is bubbling up, growing and scattering. But
not everywhere. The city of Athens, a well to do quiet city, has not yet embraced this new
movement and are not paying attention to the signs of God’s activity amongst them and
around them. They are not ready to open their bubble to this ‘new thing’. A city who didn’t
recognise God…or did they?
God, this morning open our bubbles to the life giving scripture. Amen

We catch our breath…
Here’s an image from Brendon’s camera roll which might provide you some space for
reflection.

Morning cloud rising on the Lindis. Great is our God. This is what Paul thought as he
proclaimed Jesus amongst the people of Athens.
“The God who made the world and everything in it, this Master of sky and land, doesn’t live
in custom-made shrines or need the human race to run errands for him, as if he couldn’t
take care of himself. He makes the creatures; the creatures don’t make him. Starting from
scratch, he made the entire human race and made the earth hospitable, with plenty of time
and space for living so we could seek after God, and not just grope around in the dark but
actually find him. He doesn’t play hide-and-seek with us. He’s not remote; he’s near…
Acts 17 ‘The Message’

We are pausing to acknowledge and grow in the presence of God in our lives.
We are meeting as part of a church community, although a scattered one.
We are stilling ourselves, and all the distracting things around us, to seek and delight in
God’s life with us.

We worship…
When the way is difficult and the path is lonely, Jesus says:
‘I will not leave you alone’.
When the journey is smooth, and the travelling easy, Jesus says:
‘I will not leave you alone’.
When the horizon is far, and the call is clear, Jesus says:
‘I will not leave you alone’.
When the place is here, and the time now, Jesus says:
‘I will not leave you alone’.
With grateful hearts let us worship God.
Yes – let us worship God!
Rose Luxford

We pray…
Gracious and loving God, how we praise you this morning,
and give thanks for this beautiful world in which we live.
A world of wonder and creativity.
A world of potential and opportunity.
A place to call home.
We give thanks for the gift of life and the gift of faith,
and the ability to be in relationship with you through your son Jesus Christ.
Through his work and witness, his death and resurrection,
we know the amazing truth that you do not leave us alone.
You are with us along all the pathways of life.
In our joys and in our sorrows, you are with us.
How grateful we are that that is so.
And through the continuing work of your Holy Spirit,
you are within us, around us, before us, behind us.
Challenging us, enabling us. We thank you.
God, give us eyes to see the beauty of your good creation,
ears to hear your creative heartbeat,
hearts open to the mystery of life, love and faith. O God we praise you this day. In Jesus’
name. Amen.
Rose Luxford

We Delight & Give Thanks…
Light a candle.
Life for many of us is beginning again outside our bubbles with some
normality.
Are there things we have taken for granted?
a hug
a real coffee
a fishing trip
What can you give thanks to God for?

We read and listen to scripture…
Bible Reading: [Why not read it out loud]
Acts 17:22-31
1 Peter 3:13-22

Stretching Faith
I like Paul. He has a way with people. Paul in
addressing the Athenians, does so with respect,
grace and thoughtfulness. The other reading
from 1 Peter 3 talks about this. He does not
criticize their culture and worship of pagan
Gods. Paul meets them where they are at and
explains to them who their ‘unknown God’ is.
Being a witness for Jesus requires respect, the
ability to listen to others and thoughtfulness
while not watering-down the message of
salvation.
In fact, there is a great song, a ‘blessing song’ circulating the world at the moment on the
internet. It has gone viral. Sue Mepham in her reflection and song links highlights this
following this reflection. Make sure you spend some time with this and the links provided
to the different versions of the song. Stretching our faith respectfully in song and blessing
the nations.
But back to Athens. It was a progressive town where people could avoid the hustle and
bustle of city life and instead talk about the meaning of life. It was a popular Greek religious
practise, the worship of idols. They were religious in every way (check Acts 17:21) they
loved learning and would spend time in nothing but telling or hearing something new!
The city of Athens was absolutely chocked full of idols. An ancient historian once said of
Athens: "It is easier to find a god there, than a man." Everywhere you looked, there were
altars, shrines, and temples. There was one to Athena, one to Zeus, one to Ares, Mars,
Jupiter, Venus, Mercury, Neptune, Diana. Take your pick!
Nothing irks a Jewish Christian more than idolatry. Paul strolling into Athens must have
been like a vegetarian walking into a meat market. Paul would have been beside himself
and absolutely loathed at what he saw. The Message version says...“The longer Paul waited
in Athens the angrier he got – the city was a junkyard of idols.”
So what does Paul do? He could have washed his hands and left in disgust, he could have
got a sandwich board out and marched the street with sign – repent or go to hell, he could
have produced a wee tablet tract (on stone) with a picture of an idol with a red cross next
to it and a picture of Jesus with a big green tick and handed them out.
No. Paul doesn’t do any of that. He hangs around and engages with the people and has
some conversations. But here is the clincher. Paul directs a speech, not just to the crowd,
but to the whole of Athens and he uses a direct talk speech they are familiar with. He
speaks their language. “I see an idol to an unknown God. Well guess what! I have

discovered who this unknown God is.” I love the The Message version here again, “God
doesn’t play hide and go seek with us. He’s not remote – he’s near.”
What Paul is saying off course is that the statue is not God but points to God. Don’t worship
the statue and idea of it. The Message version Pauls says, “One of your poets say it well:
‘We’re the God-created.’ Well, if we are the God-created, it doesn’t make a lot of sense to
think we could hire a sculptor to chisel a god out of stone for us, does it? God overlooks it as
long as you don’t know any better – but the time is past. The unknown is now known, and
he’s calling for a radical life-change”
I love that bit. Paul is real sharp here. He taps into local well known poetry and uses it as a
way to point to God. Paul respectfully affirms their quest for something bigger than
themselves and reminds them that God overlooks their naivety on this matter.
Three things that stand out for me regarding Paul and his speech to the city of Athens.
Firstly - Paul is determined in his witness of Jesus. Athens could have easily been put into
the too hard basket. He could have chosen to stay behind closed doors and just pray for the
city while shaking his head in disgust. No. He prays and follows it with an action.
As we head back into our strange world our faith stretches with us. But we also need to
realise that in our attempts to reach further, God is already at work ahead of us. God is at
work in this world. Outside of the church, God is working in the minds and consciences of
all those who seek to do good for humanity and for the earth. Paul, in his sermon to the
Athenians explains that God gives life and breath to all people and isn’t far from any of us.
He has done this so that people will look for him, reach out to him and find him (Acts 17.25
&27). He spoke of how we are built with an inherent restless longing for God. St Augustine
puts it this way, “You have made us for yourself O God and our hearts are restless until they
find their rest in you”.
The gospel that we carry is the good news that the knowledge of God, which people long
for, is realised in the person of Jesus Christ. God is no longer the “unknown God” for he is
made known in the resurrected Christ.
Secondly – Paul was adaptive in his witness of Jesus. What a legend. He worked really hard
to communicate the gospel in all kinds of circumstances. Here he is alone in Athens driven
out of Philippi trying to be a faithful witness in a strange and complex situation.
As our bubbles stretch let’s keep listening, discerning, adapting, praying for our
Government and community leaders. Let’s keep listening to the world around us, our
community, our poets. Let’s avoid criticism, huffing and puffing, hiding behind closed doors
and waving our rights over responsibility as some churches are currently doing. We are part
of a long tradition and legacy of believers who are resilient and can adapt. In fact, that’s
what the church has been doing the past 6 weeks.

Thirdly - Paul was a thoughtful witness. Paul has thought about the situation he is entering.
He has taken some care in how he approaches. He affirms the aspiration of the people who
are searching and restless. His witness was thoughtful of others. He respected differences
and the views of others.
What a gift Paul was. Able to step outside of his Christian way of seeing things and shake
hands with people, ideas and a culture that was different than his. He stirred their curiosity
– the unnamed god is named. This God demands repentance. There is a point in the
conversation where he speaks of Christ’s resurrection and its consequences and so he does
take the risk of being switched off by people of Athens. What was the response…many
laughed while others suggested he might be right!
Sound familiar? We stretch again into a world who might laugh at the idea that God is part
of our bubble and centre of our life. But some might consider it ‘deeply’. This didn’t side
track Paul. He found some common ground with the people there while also holding on to
his integrity.
So, we have this challenge. No longer can we expect people to just come to the church and
take on board our language and church culture. We need to find ways of going to people
and finding ways of engaging with their language and worldview, while still holding our
integrity. It is a tension – but a tension we are called to explore.
Proclaiming Jesus. If we do so with the same sincerity and conviction of Paul in Athens, then
I am convinced that we, too, can surprise those around us. I pray that we will have the
courage to achieve a new way to proclaim Christ before this modern Athens and that we
will move them to say, "We will hear you again about this." Amen.

Wondering questions for contemplation
 Was there a word, sentence, or phrase that stood out to you in the
readings today?
 Where do you see the activity God working in the hearts and minds of
people who are seeking the good of all humanity?
We reflect on song…
The Lord Bless You and Keep You
Last week I included a magnificent piece of
music, Benedictus, by Karl Jenkins,
performed by 2Cellos with the Zagreb
Philharmonic Orchestra. (Listen again!)
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=f_RjlIPuqyc

Benedictus is a Latin word meaning, ‘blessed’, past participle of benedicere, meaning ‘wish
well’. What a beautiful word! And, almost impossible to replace in English. (Possibly the
closest words in our language are ‘lucky’ or ‘fortunate’.) In te reo Māori, there are more
phrases and words to choose from:
 turou hawaiki
greetings, may the force be with you, blessings upon you
 whakamānawa
(verb) to bless, honour, venerate
 whakapai
(verb) to make better, improve, revise, bless, set (a table)
(verb) to approve of, praise, compliment, acclaim, agree with
The Bible too, has a lot to say about being blessed and being a blessing. It is clearly a part of
God’s plan and intention for all people, and apparently, we have an important role in this!
Matthew 5:16
In the same way, let your light shine before others, so that they may see your good works
and give glory to your Father who is in heaven
Genesis 12:1-20
Now the Lord said to Abram… I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you and
make your name great, so that you will be a blessing
Numbers 6:24
The Lord bless you and keep you
Proverbs 11:25-26
Whoever brings blessing will be enriched, and one who waters will himself be watered.
Amidst the chaos of COVID-19, musicians have got busy and responded to the global
epidemic with a song of blessing, based directly on the Priestly Blessing found in Numbers
6:22-27
The Lord bless you and keep you
the Lord make his face shine on you and be gracious to you
the Lord turn his face toward you and give you peace.
“The Blessing” is a song which was written in March this year by Kari Jobe & Cody Carnes,
from Elevation Worship in the USA. Already it has spread around the world and been rerecorded in Philadelphia, South Africa and in the UK, by adults as well as by children. With
over 12 million hits in the USA and 2 million in the UK, we can say it has gone viral! (😊a
good sort of virus). Check out the song:
The UK Blessing
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PUtll3mNj5U

Tim Hughes explaining the project
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jlC6C4pLmco

So, why has this Christian worship song become a phenomenon? Essentially it is a song of
good news, affirming God’s love, peace and comfort to “all people, everywhere”. (Luke

2:14) Around the world, this is a message people need to hear and clearly, many are
responding to it. Kari Jobe (the composer) says the song expresses “the heart of the Father
over His kids.”
Here is an application of the prayer of blessing for us:

Let’s pray this blessing over our tamariki, mokopuna and the neighbourhood children and
young people as they go back to school and university this week.
Some other music to look up:
How He Loves Us, David Crowder
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SUKJEhkk2G8;

Christ Before Me, Malcolm Gordon
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KJD7HfhVMGc;

I’m Restless, Audrey Assad
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nNWOC4qJeZA;

The Lord bless you and keep you
Sue Mepham

We pray for others and ourselves…
Dear heavenly Father,
our world is broken and we can’t fix it.
Everything has changed, and yet nothing has changed at all.
We need a Saviour, we have a Saviour, thank you for sending your Son.
We pray for our broken world,
that your Spirit will bring new life to our church and to our land,
that you will be a light to our path and a lamp to our wandering feet.

You are the same, yesterday, today and forever.
Forgive us for clinging to our yesterdays.
Open our hearts to the leading of your Spirit for today’s world,
show us how to church as your people of 2020,
so that your good news may be more infectious than COVID-19.
You are the God of compassion and loving kindness.
Open our hearts to the need around us.
For those who are sick, may you be their healing and strength.
For those who are tired, may you be their rest.
For those who have lost loved ones at this time
and have been left to mourn alone, may you be their comforter.
For those whose bubbles were already too small,
may you be the companion in every bubble
and the hope for the future.
For those who have spent weeks in unsafe bubbles,
may you be their refuge.
For those who face an uncertain future, may you be their certainty.
May your Holy Spirit move through our land,
inspiring us to pray, teaching us to love and serve,
showing us how to share the good news,
so that the name of Jesus is glorified.
In Jesus name, Amen.
Heather Paton

We pray for the road ahead…
E te Ariki, ko koe te kaihomai i te ora.
Homai ki a matou te mana o to Wairua hei awhina i to matou whakapono
Pupuri matou ahakoa he kaore matou e mohio. Amine
Lord, you are the giver of live.
Grant us the power of your Spirit to sustain us in the journey of faith.
May you hold us, even when we have no sense that we are being held. Amen

Blessing
May you be aware of God with you in the week ahead,
and may that change the way you see things and what you do.
May you know God’s love and peace. Amen
God’s Spirit be in your bubble, beyond your bubble and holding your bubble always. Shalom

Please be in touch with any comments, ideas, concerns, questions, or if you just want to chat.
Rev Brendon: Phone: 027 356 9200 Email: brendon@churchatflagstaff.co.nz;

Flagstaff Community Church
Tuesday Prayer Gathering: 8.30am. Tocher
Lounge Flagstaff Community Church. A
small group of 5 meet so we have room for
5 more! We will be meeting safely and
within the guidelines of Level 2 restrictions.
Covid-19: A reminder that due to Covid-19
Level 2 restrictions, Flagstaff Community
Church worship services will remain
suspended until further notice. All
gatherings, meetings, hui in both Halfway
Bush and Wakari buildings are not
permitted unless approved by Parish
Council. This includes providing a Health
and Safety Plan. Please ring Sarah Barton if
you wish to discuss this and require more
information.
Pastoral Visit: If you would like a pastoral
visit from someone from within the
pastoral team or the minister please ring
elder Sarah Barton 021 385905. Under
level two lock-down pastoral visiting is ok if
done safely. The pastoral team will
continue with phone calls for now unless a
visit is requested.
Flagstaff Prayer Team: If you or someone
you know would benefit from having some
prayer support then please feel free to
send
your
requests
to
sarahbarton629@gmail.com; and the team
will spring into action. (You can be assured
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of confidentiality). Prayer Team: Sue Yule
476 7655, or Sarah Barton 021 385905.
Receiving this bulletin or a worship
resource: If you know of someone who
would like to receive this bulletin please
email: brendon@churchatflagstaff.co.nz;
Tithing/Giving: In lock-down and with job
disruptions over the coming days, times
will be tough financially for some people. It
is understandable that there might be a
review of expenditure which includes
giving/tithing at this time.
For others it may be a good opportunity to
consider regular giving/tithing and make
the most of Flagstaff Community Church
Automatic Payment System. The Envelope
System of tithing and regular monetary
offerings in the weekly kete/plate are on
pause during lock-down.
One can use internet banking to make
direct credits or automatic payments to the
Flagstaff Community Church. Westpac
bank # 03-0903-0192517-03.
Please
include your name for reference or if you
use Envelopes use your Envelope
reference/number.

Elder: Sarah Barton

Minister: Rev. Brendon McRae

Phone: 021 385 905

Phone: 027 356 9200

sarahbarton629@gmail.com;

brendon@churchatflagstaff.co.nz;

Parish contact details: PO Box 10074, Halfway Bush, 9042, Dunedin
Website: www.churchatflagstaff.co.nz
Office
9 Centennial Avenue
Wakari
Dunedin, 9010

