A.
HEARTLINES back on South African TV Screens

For the next six weeks – starting on March 3 – Tuesday nights at 19:30 are poised to become compulsory, stay-at-home viewing when “HOPEVILLE” - a new television series - is flighted on SABC 2.

Second chances and redemption form the backdrop to this moving series which hopefully will grip the nation’s imagination in the same way that the eight award-winning films on Godly values did in 2006. 

“HOPEVILLE” is the moving story of a community without hope transformed by one man’s courage to live out his values. Filmed in Waterval Boven, Mpumalanga, everyone – right from the Mayor to the town’s greengrocer – has been caught up in the flurry of excitement and activity that has seen the derelict, local public swimming pool become the focus of the lights, camera and action of the enthusiastic filming crew from Gauteng.

It takes the arrival of a stranger, trying to restore his self-respect and regain the respect of his estranged son, to bring change to this mean little community. Amos, in a bid to win over his son – an outstanding swimmer – believes that by tackling the restoration of the public swimming pool, he will regain what has been lost.

Through patience, perseverance – not to mention perspiration - but above all courage, Amos’s selfless act ripples through Hopeville, inspiring others like Ma Dolly, a woman on the brink of giving up and Felix Venter for whom the world has become a place of fear, to take action and do what they know is right.  Slowly, but surely positive actions break down barriers that have existed for years in Hopeville.

In what could be seen as a microcosm of how a stereotypical town can be transformed. “HOPEVILLE” depicts a small country town much like any other, where human weaknesses like apathy, bigotry, division, and suspicion lie beneath the surface of a seemingly normal existence. 

The series is an ideal vehicle through which it is hoped ordinary people will be inspired to do good for change.  To this end 6 Weeks of VALUES IN ACTION has been planned to coincide with ‘HOPEVILLE”.

Although the ACTION period will focus specifically on youth, any form of action that allows us to live out values such as compassion, service, courage or responsibility is encouraged.  In living out the Gospel, our prayer is for Christians to take the lead.  Good ripples just as evil does. Activities such a restoring a park or cleaning up a public space in your suburb; mentoring a young person or collecting books for, or adopting your local library, are merely a few suggestions. 

N.B. Report back to HEARTLINES on the various good deeds undertaken will be a great source of inspiration and will encourage others to be involved.  – email action@heartlines.org.za.  Go to www.heartlines.org for new resource on taking action.

Going behind the scenes of the filming of ‘HOPEVILLE” some of the actors talk about the characters they portray and who should or should not be emulated through the messages they hope to convey.

PIC ONE: (emailed separately)

Desmond Dube plays Patrick, the corrupt mayor of Hopeville. “I’m known as a comedian, so I smile a lot and make other people laugh and smile. Patrick is a two-faced  mafia boss who’ll take you out without blinking.  If you spot Patrick dial 1011!”

PIC TWO:

Mary Twala plays Ma Dolly an old lady who cares for abandoned children. “The series will teach people that we should all stand together in doing good.” 

PIC THREE:

Jonathan Pienaar (remember him for “The Miners”?) plays the part of Fred Palmer, Hopeville’s hippie barman.  “Fred has no ambition in life, he’s a happy man, an ex hippie – peace, love and happiness – which is easy for me to play!  What I love about HEARTLINES work is that social issues are discussed which open up dialogue between different people.”

PIC FOUR:

Terry Pheto play Patrick’s mistress but who falls for Amos. “My character came to South Africa illegally and meets Patrick who promises her the good life, but in the end she has to choose between this and what is right by sticking to her values and principles.”

PIC FIVE:

Wilmien Rossouw plays a school teacher: “Denise believes very strongly in basic humanity and treating people with respect. She isn’t easily swayed by the group’s opinion or beliefs. I completely agree with the character’s journey – we all need to stand up for what we believe in such as tolerance and respect.”

PIC SIX:

Jody Abrahams plays PJ the hardened businessman ready to make a fast buck. “I believe that morals and values are the glue that keep our society sane, this is why the HEARTLINES initiatives are very dear to me.  PJ will surprise ‘HOPEVILLE” viewers.”
PIC SEVEN:

Themba Ndaba plays the main character Amos. “The message that comes across is that all of us have a place we can fix, within ourselves, our families, our communities.  That little bit that you can do – do it ..it doesn’t matter how small.  Watch ‘HOPEVILLE” to get some hope.”

PIC EIGHT:

Junior Singo (remember him from “The Good Provider”?) plays Amos’ son Themba. “I hope that a lot of young people and adults will relate to the problems that characters in the series face and take charge of their own lives and try to change.”

B.
Sermon sketches on values
1.  Respect

Scripture reading: Exodus 20:1-17

Respect is one of those words of which one definitely cannot define the full meaning and extend in one sentence or paragraph. And what complicates matters further, is that this word does not appear in the Bible. The Bible does, however, use a number of words related to it and emphasizes a kind of life style that reflects the meaning of this word.

Words and actions like honoring, revering, giving preference to, as well as holding in high esteem, help to understand what respect is. Exodus 20:12 is an example in point.

To have respect implies definite actions, as: to listen attentively, not to interrupt when someone is talking, not vandalize anyone’s property / cause anyone grief, not cause his downfall, etc. 

Only people who understand respect, show respect. The more respect you show, the greater are the chances of cultivating respect in others. It is also possible that the respect you built up over years, can be lost in one moment in a rash, misguided action.

Man/society cannot effectively exist without respect. Respect actually works in four ways:

1. There should be reverence and respect for God, because He is Creator of heaven and earth.

2. You must have respect for others and their positions, rights and feelings, especially in the parent child relationship (see Exodus 20:12 again). Parents should conduct themselves in such a way that they earn the respect of their children. The philosopher John Locke said: Parents wonder why the streams are bitter, when they themselves have poisoned the fountain!

3. Self-respect is also extremely important for the normal well-being of our society. Self-respect protects you from temptations. It prevents you from saying and doing the wrong things. The greater your self-respect, the greater the value you place on yourself and the better your moral decisions and conduct.

4. The last type of respect of which we should take cognizance, is the respect for nature. God expects us to be responsible stewards of His creation. In this connection, Dr Anton Rupert once said: ”We did not inherit nature from our ancestors, but have borrowed it from our descendants.”

What makes the richness of this word so dynamically challenging is its Latin origin. In Latin respect means to look again, almost to re-look. Literally it means to re-spect as in “spectacles”. It therefore calls for another look, a second and deeper look. It especially asks you to look through the eyes of Jesus, in other words, respect expects us to look with spiritual eyes, that we look through the cross of Jesus. This meaning of respect links the looking and the doing.

Respects calls us not only to look anew, to look again, to look through the eye of Christ, to look differently, but also to do differently, to act differently, to conduct yourself differently. Thus, in the fullest sense, respect demands that we live differently! (Chris Jones in: Lig)

This understanding of respect forms the foundation of any successful, growing, developing relationship. It is the glue of a civil society. It makes the followers of the different religions tolerant of one another and it has the potential to dissolve conflict effectively. It is the vehicle to a society of human dignity and ethical ways. From the Christian perspective we have respect and we show respect because we believe people are created to the image of God – and that that has to be acknowledged /respected. From this perspective it means that respect towards others is actually respect towards God.

Exodus (meaning departure) tells the story of how the people of God were suppressed and  were later led out and freed. God wanted only the best for them. He looked after them in a special way. Within this context respect can be seen as liberating. If respect is part of our different relationships and our association with God’s creation, as well as our handling of conflict, it can be liberating. Because then we see one another as God sees us. And then we are doing what God, in His Grace, did to His people, to us!

The more we conduct ourselves with respect, in other words show respect towards others and their possessions, the more we look at one another through God’s eyes, the more we can be freed, among others, from our prejudices, jealousies and stereotypes. Respect can lead us away from false perceptions into the direction of growing together, living together in unity and learning together so that we can become a better and safer community.

Respect does not steal, does not rape, does not abuse, is not guilty of corruption and does not commit murder.

On the other hand: respect creates, builds, does good, acknowledges and allows good to befall others.

Donald Katts (People’s Church of Africa)
2 (a)  Service

Disregarding his status as the Son of God, Christ personifies servanthood and tells his disciples to do likewise. His actions, however goes before his words. A great example and true reflection of how we ought to live our lives within our communities. John 13:1-17.
Just like James and John, we would like a place of honour, not only in heaven, but also here on earth. During the Last Supper, the disciples were arguing over who would be the greatest, so Jesus put servanthood into action. Luke 22:24–30; John 13:1–17. 

Serving has many benefits. It allows us to build relationships with our neighbours and we discover who we are. Most importantly, we discover who God is in Christ. We experience the true presence of His Spirit. We receive more than we will ever be able to give.  

1 Peter 4:10: We should be aware of the needs in our communities. Once we start reaching out we discover how we need each other. We all have different gifts that God has given us to share with others, especially those in need.

Matthew 25:40: We are given the opportunity to be Jesus to others. The grace that has touched our lives, can reach out to others. 

We all live in our comfort zones and we are uncomfortable with those who are different from us. Serving alongside others not only teaches us to tolerate one another but also teaches us to be patient. We unite and appreciate one another. People that we would never have chosen as our friends become our friends. It is in serving that we receive. It is in serving that we are able to receive healing. God uses serving as a channel to deliver us from prejudice, racism, discrimination and many other stumbling blocks in our lives. It is in serving that we shine forth the light of Christ. Whether we are ready or prepared to change, serving changes us. 2 Cor 4:1-18. Serving builds and unites communities. It bridges the gap between denominations, churches and communities. 

When we serve with an attitude of love and sense that Christ is the one who is receiving the glory, we are able to accomplish much and will earn the right to be heard.  

Francis of Assisi said, “Preach the gospel at all times; if necessary, use words.”

Just like Jesus told his disciples that they would be blessed if they did as he did, so will we. John 13. The thought of washing others’ feet – and of allowing them to wash ours – makes us vulnerable and digs at our pride. To serve is not glamorous, at times we might feel that we are robbed of our dignity, but this is part and parcel of transformation for everyone, for those serving and for those being served. Christ will be visible to others, through our actions of love. Christ will be visible in our communities.

“Jesus called in a loud voice, Lazarus come out! The dead man came out, his hands and feet wrapped with strips of linen, and a cloth around his face.” John 11:43-44.

The love of Jesus Christ is different from any human love. Even the love of a parent falls short compared to the love of God. By serving, we symbolize this love. A love that gives birth to new life in Christ. When we serve together as ONE CHURCH of JESUS CHRIST, our actions shout out “COMMUNITIES RISE” – rise from the death of drugs, prostitution, crime, violence, corruption, poverty, sexual abuse, HIV/AIDS. Rise and shine for the LIGHT has come! 

Natalie A van Rooyen (St Andrew’s Presbyterian Church, Cape Town)

2 (b)  Further thoughts: service

Learn the lesson that, if you are to do the work of a prophet, what you need is not a a sceptre, but a hoe. – Bernard van Clairvaux

As the cross is a sign of renunciation, so the towel is the symbol of service. In John 13 we read that Jesus got up from the table, took a towel, poured water into a basin and washed the feet of His disciples. In this way He redefined service and greatness!

So many people spend so much of their time trying to discover self-worth. They search for the meaning of life. Everyone wants to be happy and feel good about him/herself. But often people search in the wrong places for this. So, it is not necessarily found in success, because there will always be people who are better than you. The same applies to status or a salary.

The Bible shows us that self-worth, the meaning of life and happiness lies in being willing to serve. That is why Christ said: He who gives his life, will find it! It is incredibly rewarding to be used by God.

Availability 
To serve like Christ, you must be available. One day as Jesus was leaving Jericho, two blind men called Him. We read that Jesus stopped, stood still … and paid attention to them.

This is important. To serve God you must be willing to be interrupted. To be brought to a standstill. Most of the miracles of Jesus, most of His ministry, actually, happened as a result of interruptions.

Gratitude

To serve like Jesus you must be grateful for every opportunity to serve, that is given to you. There are, however, four things that make it difficult for one to serve with a grateful heart: when you continually compare yourself to others, when you are jealous, when you have a spirit of criticism or wrong motives. 

Faithfulness

God calls us not to be discouraged or to stop in the middle of a task you are busy with. He asks for perseverance and faithfulness even in the simplest of tasks.

A few decades ago two young boys walked into a church in America. There was no more room in the church. As they turned round and wanted to leave a friendly person at the door invited them to go in with him. He found a seat for each of them. That night both boys gave their heart to the Lord. The name of the one boy was Billy Graham!

We have no idea how important the most insignificant task is in the eyes of the Lord. God pours great power in small containers. Just be faithful – a simple task can lead to great kingdom blessing.

Chris Jones  - DRC (as appeared in Kerkbode: 27 July 2007)

3 (a)  Second chances (God gives second chances)

Scripture reading: Psalm 51; 1 Sam 12:1-13; 2 Sam 23:1-7

David is, amongst others, described as “a man after God’s heart, the man whom God exalted and the anointed of God” (1 Sam 13:14; 2 Sam 23:1). David was a god-fearing and righteous man, but according to 2 Sam 12 he did evil in the sight of the Lord.

In Samuel David is described as an ordinary man. He was no saint. No, he is described as a man with shortcomings … a man like us who makes mistakes … a man who confesses his sins and begs for forgiveness. But moreover, we learn to know God in our scripture reading as a God who gives you and me a second chance.  

Psalm 51 is one of the seven penitential psalms in the Bible. The title of Psalm 51 links it to 2 Sam 12: 1-13. David had an adulterous relationship with Bathsheba, the wife of Uriah, a soldier in David’s army. This adulterous relationship led to Bathsheba falling pregnant. To conceal the fact that he was the father, David ordered them to put Uriah in the frontline. “Put Uriah in the forefront of the hardest fighting, and then draw back from him that he may be struck down and die.” (2 Sam 11:15) David planned the death of Bathsheba’s husband in the finest detail. He did not even hesitate to use the machinery of state for personal gain to execute his plan.

And thus it was that Uriah, a brave soldier, was slain in battle. After the period of mourning, David took Bathsheba into his home and she became his wife. And she gave birth to their illegitimate child. In this way David tried to conceal his sin from the people.

David, the man after God’s heart, abused his position as king to conceal his own sin – but what David had done was evil in the eyes of the Lord. Therefore the Lord sent his prophet Nathan to David. God does not slumber or sleep. He reveals everything – also that which man so badly wants to hide.

It is important to note that immediately after David had confessed his sin, Nathan declared the forgiveness of the Lord. God gave David a second chance. He is indeed a God of second chances. In this psalm David emphasizes his personal responsibility. Note the words: “my iniquities, my transgressions, my sin”. It is clear that David is deeply aware of his guilt, and pleads fervently for mercy.

David does not try to place blame for his sin on circumstances beyond his control, or on ignorance, or the devil, or Bathsheba’s seductive behaviour. In no way does he try to justify his actions. No, David takes full responsibility for his behaviour. He admits having sinned against the living God: “against You alone have I sinned, and done what is evil in Your sight.” (verse 4) 

David clearly states that his sins are always before him. In verse 1 and 2 he pleads with God to blot out his transgressions, to totally eliminate them. David throws himself on the mercy of God, the only one who is able to save him (v 5-8) “Purge me with hyssop, and I shall be clean, wash me, and I shall be whiter than snow,” David prays. 

Hyssop was used as a brush for the sprinkling of blood of burnt sacrifices with the view to purification. (Ex 12:23). David does, however, know that no sacrifice is big enough to atone for his transgressions. David realizes that sin moves one away from God, in the direction of eternal darkness. This is the reason for David’s prayers for the restoration of his relationship with God. (v 9-14). “Blot out all my iniquities,“ he pleads. Not only forgive my sins, but make me a new person. David is asking for a second chance!

“Create in me a clean heart,” asks David. He knows that only God can create and make re-creation possible, that is why he turns to God. Only He who died for us on the cross of Golgotha, can give us a steadfast spirit. A steadfast spirit is a spirit that stands firm against any temptation and does nor waver. This new life that David desires can only be brought about in man by the Holy Spirit.

This psalm ends with a call to true worship. David does not offer to sacrifice any animal as sin-offering for his adulterous relationship or his accessory to the murder. No! David confesses, not only his personal sins, but he confesses his guilt as king of Israel too. One must understand that the sin of the king was a threat to the entire nation. His extra-marital relationship and accessory to murder must be seen as something that undermined the very walls of Jerusalem. That is why David prays for his people to find favour in the eyes of the Lord, for their safety, as well as communion with the living God.

David finds favour with God. He is given a second chance. God gives David the opportunity to again sing praises to the glory of God. (compare Psalm 18). By the grace of God, David and his house were anointed by God to rule over God’s people. After the death of the illegitimate son of David and Bathsheba, God gives them a second son, named Solomon.

After David’s death Solomon became king. The Messianic promise is therefore forever linked to the house of David. God gives second chances and He pours out His blessings on all who trust Him. Also to you and me He wishes to give a second chance. Towards the end of his life David, the man after God’s heart, could say with gratitude and in great humility’ “The Spirit of the Lord speaks through me, His word is upon my tongue.” (2 Sam 23:2)

God asks of you and me to give one another or a community, a second chance. A man to his wife, father to son, a community to an individual. In a second chance lies the potential of recovery, of healing, of new possibilities.

Mary-Anne Plaatjies-van Huffel (URCSA)
3(b)  Further thoughts: Second chances (We are to give one another second chances)

Scripture reading: The letter to Philemon

The letter to Philemon represents a clear call to the church, and more specifically the leadership of the church, to be available to show mercy. Paul appeals to Philemon on the basis of love (v 9) and later on behalf of his own spiritual child, Onesimus (v10) to give that runaway slave, who might even have been stealing from his master, (v18), a second chance. 
Few guarantees

Without a doubt it remains a huge risk to give someone a second chance. The possibility, some would say the probability, of becoming disappointed is huge. “I told you so!” people say when someone has been let down after giving someone a second chance. Paul also couldn’t give Philemon any guarantees. All he did was to confirm what Philemon already knew, namely that Onesimus was a no-good. (v 11). But Paul emphasizes that he is convinced that that is a thing of the past of formerly  (v 11) and now things were different.  

Says Paul!

Now he is sending him back confident that Onesimus is completely rehabilitated, and confident in the mercy of Philemon.

Predictable reaction, almost like a reflex.

Unfortunately there are no guarantees. There is also none for Philemon and the congregation gathered in his house. Is it therefore surprising that a call to “give him/her another chance!” is met with scepticism and often laughed off cynically? There is even an idiom to testify to this: Can a leopard change its spots? 

What would have been the reaction of our sister, Apphia (v 2) to the letter of Paul brought to Philemon by the ex-jailbird? What was Philemon’s reaction? What did the congregation say? We don’t know. Just as we don’t know what the hardworking labourer who was treated unfairly said to the late-comers (or did to them!) in Matthew 20. Or Jonah said in defence to the harrowing question put to him by the Lord at the end of the story of Jonah and Nineveh. 

Down the centuries of church history, this and other Bible stories leave open a dotted line, on which the church and its leaders have to fill in a response. And the question remains the same: Do you really believe that a leopard cannot change its spots?  Differently put: what do you know of the Wind that blows where it chooses (John 3:8)? Of His power to re-create, to totally re-make, as a new birth.

A reward?

Knowing that there were no guarantees, and that the reactions of the people were predictable, Philemon could have asked himself: is there something in this for me, will the sacrifice I make and the chance I am going to take, be to my advantage somehow? That is apart from the short-lived sense of feeling good which normally follows good works? Apart from something like Matthew 25:31-46 that sounds far too much like one day?

No, in all probability there is no quick reward for the mercy you distributed. Except if you take to heart Paul’s salutation and his blessing at the end: Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ, and also: The grace of Lord Jesus Christ will be with you. Grace twice bestowed on Philemon and the congregation, grace from beginning to end. Grace to you who have been called to show mercy.

No, I don’t know of any other rewards. Perhaps the blessed, favoured life is enough.

And now? What does the church and its leaders and the people of the church do about the account of Philemon and Onesimus? We are drawn into such stories, sometimes (often) against our will. After all these are “church stories” that are, in the first instance, told to us!

And the “narrator” does not make it easier for us. It is told in such a way that the listener cannot misinterpret it: “Grace” is not an empty concept; to give someone a second chance, demands of Philemon to accept the runaway … as a beloved brother.
And no, the voice of the narrator is not silenced by noisy metal or clanging cymbals, not by carefully minuted decisions or long-winded commissions. At least Paul knows: this is a matter of the heart. (v 12) 

[There is a beautiful image of Dirk Smit (Geloof sien in die donker. Lux Verbi, 1998. 73-74) which can be used anywhere above: the escape for the marble players after a bad shot – “overs”. Immediately after a bad shot, the player shouts “overs”. If he can convince his fellow players, he can, with this call, have another shot. Is this not like a principle calling of the church; the granting of “overs” to someone who calls for it?)

Barend Vos (DRC)

4(a)  Responsibility

Responsibility, obligation, and duty are virtues that mutually reinforce one another.

A great American Philantropist said: “I believe that every right implies a responsibility, every opportunity, an obligation, every possession, a duty.” 
Responsibility

A president, a doctor, a lawyer, a businessperson, a clergyperson, a father, a mother, a son, a daughter, a citizen has no intrinsic value. They derive their value and legitimacy from a consensus and convergence of social relations and symbolic goods. Any rights need constant reinforcement by that segment of society for which it is responsible. 

King Saul dealt fraudulently with the trust which the Lord placed in him. He set the soldiers in his care a wrong example against the instructions of the Lord, by plundering the loot of the Amalekites whom he had defeated in battle. At the direction of the Lord, the prophet Samuel dethroned him and anointed David as his stead. (1 Sam 15) As king, Saul had a responsibility to be an example of integrity to the people of Israel, and because he was found to be seriously wanting, he paid dearly for this.  

Obligation

The great men and woman in history teach us that to be ready for the great opportunity when it comes, is to prepare for it. The farmer who wants to reap a good harvest must plant seed and he must plant the right seed. He cannot expect to have a harvest if he has not planted the seed. When Isaac came to the land of the Philistines, there was a famine in the land. Because of the famine, nobody planted anything, but Isaac planted seed in spite of the drought. When the rains came, he was the only one ready for a harvest, because he looked to the future and prepared for it. (Genesis 26:12) We have an obligation to prepare for the responsibilities we have. If we are faithful in little things we prepare ourselves to be ready for greater opportunities. (Mark 4:29)

Duty 

The American statesman George Washington said: “To persevere in one’s duty and be silent, is the best answer to calumny”. Just as there are things that we must do out of love, there is a place for things to be done out of duty. Jesus went to worship in the synagogue every Sabbath as it was his duty. (Luke 4:16) To love ones neighbour is not a feeling, it is a duty, because Jesus commands the Christian to do it. To teach a child to do his duty and to reinforce it through repetition is indispensable for the building of character. 

The captain and the crew of the Birkenhead, the British vessel that sank off the coast of Arniston in the 19th century, first saw to it that the woman and the children put to safety. When it came to their turn to flee the sinking ship, it was too late and they went down with it. They had been trained and drilled in doing their duty.         

A story

An elderly couple retired to the countryside - to a small isolated cottage overlooking some rugged and rocky heathland.

One early morning the woman saw from her window a young man dressed in working clothes walking on the heath, about a hundred yards away. He was carrying a spade and a small case, and he disappeared from view behind a copse of trees.

The woman thought no more about it but around the same time the next day she saw the man again, carrying his spade and a small case, and again he disappeared behind the copse.

The woman mentioned this to her husband, who said he was probably a farmer or gamekeeper setting traps, or performing some other country practice that would be perfectly normal, and so not to worry.

However after several more sightings of the young man with the spade over the next two weeks the woman persuaded her husband to take a stroll - early, before the man tended to arrive - to the copse of trees to investigate what he was doing. 

There they found a surprisingly long and deep trench, rough and uneven at one end, becoming much neater and tidier towards the other end. 

"How strange," the old lady said, "Why dig a trench here - and in such difficult rocky ground?" and her husband agreed.

Just then the young man appeared - earlier than his usual time.

"You're early," said the old woman, making light of their obvious curiosity, "We wondered what you were doing - and we also wondered what was in the case."

"I'm digging a trench," said the man, who continued, realising a bigger explanation was appropriate, "I'm actually learning how to dig a good trench, because the job I'm being interviewed for later today says that experience is essential - so I'm getting the experience. And the case - it's got my lunch in it."

He got the job!

Austen Jackson (Anglican Chaplain, Stellenbosch) 

4(b)  Further thoughts: responsibility

The word, responsibility, has an ethical or moral meaning. We mostly use the word in connection with the relationship between people, where one person has the obligation to take care of the other (parent to child), or react to a demand made on one (child caring for parent who is ill). It often happens that words that have a moral implication, become theoretical. We spend time discussing it, write about the different meanings and application of the word, without putting it into practice. Morality and ethos is actually about applying the correct behaviour (actions) in a specific situation. What is “responsible” behaviour of a Christian in a given situation?

Full meaning of “responsibility”

One must be careful not to limit the word “responsibility” to mere knowledge and/or material provision. We should force ourselves often to think of the deeper meaning of the word – especially aspects pertaining to the spiritual and emotional support. It is not only fathers and bread-winners who have a responsibility. Every person has a responsibility towards himself, his fellowman, his community, his employer and of course, in the first instance towards God. Responsibility is based on other values as those merely making provision for the material. It entails relationships and fellowship. Spiritual and emotional aspects are crucial.

Biblical perspective
The Bible shows us how relationships and fellowship are important values for a deeper understanding of “responsibility”. Deuteronomy11: 18-21 shows that parents are responsible for emphasizing the values underlying the life of the community in the teaching of their children.  The bases for this value system are God’s guidelines for a life in faith. Keep these words that I am commanding you today in your heart. Recite them to your children and talk about them when you are at home and when you are away, and when you lie down and when you rise. Bind them as a sign on your hand, fix them as emblem on your forehead, and write them on the doorposts of your house and on your gates. (Deut 6:6-9). Paul too teaches fathers to instruct and discipline their children according to the will of the Lord. 

Proverbs 31: 10-31 praises the worth of the mother as educator in terms of her example in her service in her community. She provides for the physical and material needs of her family, but also sees the need of the poor, and gives freely to the needy (v 20). She is wise, because she serves the Lord (Psalm 111:10) and leads in love. She is neither idle nor lazy (v 27). In recognition for what she does, we hear how important the spiritual and emotional aspects of a responsible community life is: Her children praise her and her husband admires her (v 28). Responsibility calls for recognition and encouragement. The yardstick for recognition of community service, is service to the Lord: If she serves the Lord, a woman deserves to be praised (v 30). These values are the bases of a serving community.

God as Father and his family of believers

In the Bible the image of the family is used to describe the structure of society and community. In the family structure the father plays an important role. The description of the virtuous woman of Proverbs 31 is not enough to tell us how a father or parent has to conduct him/herself. No person serves as an ideal example to be followed. In the Bible God, Himself, is the “true” Father. His example shows us what to do and what caring of a community entails. He is the perfect heavenly Father (Matthew 5:48), who gives us everything we need (Matthew 6:33). That is why we can also care for our families, community and society. God, our heavenly Father, gives good gifts to those who ask for them (Matthew 7:11); He gives the best gift, the Holy Spirit, so that we can know and serve Him (Luke 11:13); He shows His abundant love by calling us His children (1 John 3:10); He disciplines those He loves (Proverbs 3:12); to our own good, so that we can share in His holiness (Heb 12:10).

Christian parents and a Bible story

It is clear that Christian parents have to live close to the Lord and through their intimate relationship with the Lord they should carry over the values to their children and live according to the values. Our responsibility towards our families, community and society encompasses an entire life, not only the material. In this many parents fail – even those who have a serious and intimate relationship with the Lord. The Bible tells in 1 Sam 1-3 of such a parent: Eli, the priest in the temple in Jerusalem with his two sons Hophni and Phinehas.

Eli was known in the community as a believer who served the Lord. But both as parent and as leader in the temple, he neglected to put right or take responsibility for that which his sons had done. Their task (responsibility) was to see that people who came to worship in the temple acted according to the Jewish sacrificial rites. Instead of serving the Lord faithfully by helping the people to serve the Lord correctly, they abused their position and did the people an injustice. They dishonoured the offerings with sexual immorality (1 Sam 2:12-17, 22). God rebuked Eli. God is the Father who chastises those He loves, so that they may share in His holiness. In 1 Sam 2:29 He asks: Why then look with greedy eyes at my sacrifices and my offerings that I commanded, and honour your sons more than me by fattening yourselves on the choicest parts of every offering of my people Israel?

Applied to our lives

From God’s question to Eli it is clear what our priorities should be. Nothing, not even our children, is more important than God. To share in God’s holiness is the primary goal of man’s existence. Therefore our sole responsibility is to honour and serve God. We have to practise this in our lives and teach our children. The content of our spiritual and emotional responsibility is to serve God. Moral and ethical responsibility starts with our knowledge of God; to trust Him as our heavenly Father and to obey Him.

The society of which we and our children are part, should, like the virtuous woman (Proverbs 31), see the need around us and render support where there is need. Society must learn to see people through God’s eyes, as His worthy representatives. Knowledge of and service to God is the essence of a responsible life.

Eddie Osmond (DRC)

5(a)  Compassion

Scripture reading:  Luke 9:10-17
Verse 16: “And taking the five loaves and two fish, He looked up to heaven, He gave thanks and broke them. Then he gave them to the disciples to set before the people. They all ate and were satisfied ...”
Introduction
The miracles of Jesus were demonstrations of divine power to prove that He was God. But at the same time, the miracles of Jesus were virtually, all of them, connected to some expression of compassion, to demonstrate the compassionate heart of God.  

For example:

1. The miracles of healing had compassion on those who were ill. 

2.  The miracles of resurrection had compassion on those who mourned the loss of a dead one. 

3. The miracles of casting out demons were compassionate miracles for those who were tormented.

Even in the miracle of feeding the five thousand, He feeds them because they're hungry. It's just one meal and it's just one day, but God cares ...   

You can't ever divorce the power of Christ from the compassion of Christ, because the two are in partnership all the way through His ministry. 

God’s power through compassion

We know that God is powerful, we also know He's compassionate because we look at Jesus and that's what we see:

1. He understands human need. 

2. He understands human pain.  

3. He understands human suffering and He cares. 

Jesus meets the crowd - verse 11-12

Why were they there? 

Why did they come running over there? 

John tells us, "Because they were seeing the signs which He was performing on those who were sick." 

1. It was all about the healings.  

2. They were back for more miracles and more favours . 

3. We want more healing, more healing.    

4. They came for the well-being.  

... And then they became hungry !

Christ`s Reponse to the need

You know, you wouldn't be unkind to Jesus if He said, "Hey, I'm not going to deal with this, let's get back in the boat and go somewhere else." 

You'd understand that, I would understand that.  

BUT...

1. He just had so much compassion , concern and empathy on them. 

2. That's the heart of God, He just welcomed them.

3. He just received them, opened His arms up and took them in. 

4. Sure it was food they wanted. 

The disciples could not care less for the crowd in their need: Verse 12: “Late in the afternoon the Twelve came and said, Send the crowd away ...”

But Jesus cared for the crowd. 

HE HAD COMPASSION

1. He felt it in the gut. 

2. It churned in His stomach.  

3. It hurt Him.

He felt compassion for them in their suffering, so He healed them. 

· This is the compassion of God.

· He cares about our physical weariness. 

· He cares about our suffering.  

· And most importantly, He cares about our eternal souls.

· And the message in the FEEDING OF THE MULTITUDE is compassion.

Verse 16-17: “Taking the five loaves and the two fish, He gave thanks ... they all ate and were satisfied.” 

Conclusion

Christians we can set the same example! What the world needs to see from us, is this same kind of compassion.

 

· We need to be those who understand weariness,

· Those who understand suffering, 

· Those who come with compassion. 

If you are to be a representative of Jesus Christ, if you are to belong to Christ, then you ought to walk the way He walked. 

Tommy Solomons (Rhenish Church)

5(b)  Further thoughts: compassion

Scripture readings: Matthew 9:36: 14:14; 15:32; 18:27; 20:34; Mark 1:40-41; Luke 7:12-14; 10:33-34; 15:20

“I don’t want your pity”

It has become a negative thing to say that you pity someone. To pity someone is often associated with an attitude of superiority, which insults someone else’s self worth. When experiencing a crisis you sometimes refuse help and support, just because you don’t want people to look down on you with that humiliating expression of pity. Everyone longs to be accepted by his fellowman, to be loved and cared for in a time of need, but not to the extent that you are reduced to a pitiful victim of your circumstances. In this age of individualism where people want to appear independent of one another, and show that they can stand on their own feet, they will rather refuse necessary assistance, than be pitied.

Stigma

Especially with diseases like HIV/AIDS, to which a strong negative stigma is still attached, people are very sensitive and do not want to be treated like someone who has a contagious disease, but as one with dignity. The result is that one does not always know how to extend a helping hand to those in need. The easiest solution is to throw money at the problem. We can salve our conscience, by donating money to e.g. HIV/AIDS organisations. In so doing we do not have to face the problem of actually having to deal with the sufferers face to face.

Many of us live in an affluent society of business and success, where HIV/AIDS is only a reason for attending a fundraising event now and then. To a firm it is a form of tax deduction. In their world HIV/AIDS is not a fatal disease that touches peoples lives and effects them intensely. We pay other people to see to the problem. To become involved with someone with HIV/AIDS oneself is simply not an option.

The compassion of Jesus is different

In the Bible, when Jesus had compassion, or when He told a parable to explain God’s compassion, it looks different. The word that is used to describe the compassion of Jesus, means to have your gut in a knot, as you are stirred by the need of another. There is no question of superior behaviour, or superficial display of empathy. Jesus is turned inside out by the empathy He has for people.

Jesus approaches and touches

Jesus’ compassion means that he draws nearer and touches people. Even the lepers, who suffered the same stigma as the HIV/AIDS sufferers today, were touched by Jesus. Jesus does not stand at a distance and feel sorry for people. Jesus’ true empathy for these people compels Him to draw nearer, and make personal, physical contact.

To see

We often read the when Jesus saw people in need, He felt compassion for them and drew near to them. To look someone who is really suffering in the eye, is vastly different from reading about the problem in the newspaper. Only when we look the person, who is, for instance, suffering from HIV/AIDS, in the eye, do we realize how this pandemic is affecting us. Only when we are no longer hearing the statistics and the figures, but seeing the people who are affected by the disease, will we have sympathy for them, will we draw near and touch people with real empathy.

Compassion in spite of …

To see people and feel sorry for them, does not mean that they have suddenly become blameless in your eyes. Sometimes we feel that in our opinion a person does not deserve to be helped. It is sometimes/often a slow and painful discovery that sincere compassion of people in need, requires looking beyond their shortcomings. The fact that someone does not deserve help, does not mean that he doesn’t need  it. 

We seek excuses to avoid empathy

The easiest way to stay indifferent to our fellowman, is to see only his faults and short-comings, and to determine that on those grounds he is not worthy of our help.. True empathy means not to focus on someone’s shortcomings, but to be aware of his deepest need and to be so moved by that need, that you are compelled to draw nearer and touch the person. Apathy sees people’s faults and uses them as an excuse to stay at a distance, but empathy sees the pain of people and is then driven to become involved.

Is it impossible?

Is it impossible for us to show so much empathy to our fellowman?  Are we so selfish, self-centred and individualistic that we invariably see the failings of others and stand aside.

Yes, it is impossible for man to show true empathy with our fellowman, but not for God. God is our Father, and we are His prodigal children. God sees us coming from afar; God has compassion for us and comes running towards us, embraces us and kisses us.

Not for God

Because God has such boundless empathy for us, it is not impossible for us to have empathy for one another. Because God has compassion for us, we can have compassion for our fellowman. 1 John 4:19 says: “We love, because God loved us first.” Although we are selfish, insensitive and apathetic, God instills a true sense of compassion and empathy in us. Although we don’t deserve God’s compassion and empathy, God looks beyond our iniquities, sees our need, and comes running to us to embrace us and kiss us. How can we possible act differently to our fellowman than the way in which God acts towards us?  

Tinus van Zyl  (DRC)

6(a)  Perseverance 

Scripture reading:  Nehemiah 5:5-16; 2 Kings 2:1-12; Mark 9:2-9
Heartlines has always has as its focus, instilling and recapturing values. Had there not been a loss of values, the need there would not be need such an urgent need to for a return to values. Our society today reflects a loss of values in society, in politics, in business, on the sports field, among Christians and sadly, also in the church. By placing these matters on the agenda rather than denying it, allows for free and open debate and reflection on these and other matters.

Perseverance. Perseverance presupposes a journey or a course already embarked upon. The required concomitant plan of action is to persevere and to press on in the face of tiredness and the temptation to give up. Apartheid itself was pursued with the utmost of diligence and perseverance. As a result choices for study opportunities, residential areas and employment were limited. The church on the other hand was devoted to the cause of praying for the downfall of this unjust regime. With the advent of our new democracy and our newfound freedom, choices proliferated. While this is to be celebrated, there is much decay that filtered in as well. It’s as if our society could not manage this newfound freedom and liberty. Sadly, many of the more prominent church leaders were lost to the church as they were co-opted in the portals of government and the corridors of power.

The much longed for power by the people, for the people and with the people echoed as an empty promise. Newly elected politicians were big on promises and slow on delivery and self enrichment and corruption became the order of the day. South Africa, the one beacon of hope in an otherwise sliding-fast-on-a-downward-spiral-rest-of-Africa, is in danger of fast gaining prominence as becoming increasingly becoming corrupt and eroding investor confidence. In all of this the voice of the church has been eerily silent. As church leaders and ministers stand before the people, can they say with conviction; “Can we believe and follow this person?”

A reporter visiting a building site asked various workers what they were doing. Came the answers; “I lay bricks” and “I do the electrics’ and “I do the plumbing.” Another worker responded by saying; “I am building a cathedral.” He saw the bigger picture. What is our bigger picture? To participate in the mission of the church to get all God’s children back to becoming worshipping Christians and building the kingdom of God. We may do well to follow the example of the disciples during the Transfiguration of Jesus. They looked up, look down and look again.

Over the last few weeks, months and years, many very prominent individuals both national and international have through their doing or undoing brought themselves and the church in disrepute, either as a result of sexual indiscretions, corruption or embezzlement. They have at some stage in their lives all fallen from grace. Christians who have for a moment or two turned their eyes away from Jesus and succumbed to temptations. This was a sad day not only for them, but for the church as a whole. There was a lack of perseverance and it set back the cause of all Christians.

Nehemiah in his struggle to rebuild the walls of Jerusalem faced and awesome struggle to keep the people motivated and dedicated to their task. In Nehemiah 5:15&16, he has cause to say; “Out of reverence for the Lord … I devoted myself to the work on this wall.” He constantly had his task and mission foremost in his mind. Against mounting opposition, Nehemiah pursued his task to the point where the walls had been rebuilt, the doors put in place and the gatekeepers and singers were appointed.

We too are building the walls of democracy, morality, trust and equality in the face of an ever increasing individualization with its mistrust, secularization and racial intolerance. And yes, we do long for and preach and pray for the church to be an advocate for peace and justice and that Christians would still experience Mountain top experiences. 

Our text in Mark’s gospel focuses on one of the high moments in the life of Jesus. Six days after Peter’s confession at Caesarea Philippi, Jesus took three of his disciples - Peter, James, and John - and went up a mountain to pray. (Most likely Mt. Hermon, which is 230 meters high and only about 22km’s from Caesarea Philippi). We are told that Jesus and his disciples climbed to the top. The distance, hardness of the climb and the lateness of the hour, as well the likely darkness caused the disciples to fall asleep while Jesus was praying.

They suddenly awoke to see Jesus in a “glorified” state. He was transfigured before them. The Greek word transfigured is more literally “a metamorphosis,” indicating a radical change in the whiteness of his garments and the brightness and aura of his presence. The disciples saw Moses and Elijah with Jesus in this transfiguration. And they were terrified by this sight. What is the significance of this story?

I. Firstly, the Transfiguration signifies God’s approval of the ministry of Jesus

This transfiguration was Mark’s way of confirming the ministry of Jesus and noting God’s approval on Jesus’ understanding of his ministry. It was God’s blessing of Jesus’ life and work. Moses, the great and first lawgiver of Israel, and Elijah, the greatest of the prophets, appeared with Jesus. God’s voice from the cloud affirms: “This is my beloved Son in whom I am well pleased.” While Moses and Elijah were called servants, Jesus was called “my beloved Son.” God spoke out of the cloud. It was also a cloud that symbolized for Israel, the presence of God. 

The message to the Jewish people was clear. Here was one who was greater than Moses and greater than Elijah. The disciples probably did not fully understand, but this confirmation was that Jesus was no ordinary person. This mystical vision was a confirmation of his ministry. 

2. The Transfiguration served as an encouragement to Jesus’ disciples.

As always, only later would the disciples begin to understand the experience they had on the mountain with Jesus. Peter (2 Pet 1:17-18) later testified and said; “For he received honour and glory from God that voice said in Majestic Glory ‘This is my Son, my Beloved, with whom I am well pleased.’ We ourselves heard this voice come from heaven, while we with him on the holy mountain.” 

This mountaintop experience was to the disciples an affirmation of who Jesus was. Here God affirmed in their minds that the work and ministry of Jesus was indeed the work and ministry that God planned for him. This vision helped them understand more deeply the genuine ministry of Jesus, even if they would not fully grasp its meaning until after the Resurrection. All they had to do was persevere.

3. What is the significance of this strange story for us today? 

Is there some message we can draw from it to help us in our spiritual journey? This story reminds us
i. To look up. As the disciples looked up to Jesus in the transfiguration, we too need to look up to be fed spiritually and to be nurtured. Our burdens, needs, hopes, desires, and struggles through life are often too heavy to bear alone, and we look for resources beyond ourselves. Some turn to drugs, alcohol, or other escape routes. Our text reminds us to look up for help. Jesus himself, our text notes, looked up. He went to a high mountain to pray. Jesus continuously separated himself from his disciples and the crowds to find time alone to meditate and pray. If our Lord knew that he had this need in his life, this quiet time, this time apart from the business of life, who are we to assume that we can get by without such quality quiet time?

In this time of Lent, Christians would do well to use the time to Look Up. The time to have a renewed commitment to be at worship and to persevere in our faith. What does this mean to worship? To meet as a church in order to give thanks, to worship, to connect with God and be in an ongoing relationship with God. This means we need to worship and nurture our faith so that we may maintain that mountain top experience. Just maybe all those names I mentioned earlier, took their eyes off Jesus. We must look up.

ii. Look down. The disciples had such a meaningful experience on that mountain that they immediately wanted to make it permanent. They were tempted to prolong that wonderful experience. Peter said, “O Lord, this has been wonderful. We have never had anything like this before. Let us build three tabernacles/ three dwellings so we can have some way to make this permanent.” They wanted to hold on to that experience, capture it, preserve it, and make it immortal in some way. 

You may remember some meeting time or place you experienced God in a special way, and you may try to cling to that moment and try to make all our spiritual experiences filter through that special experience or define “the” only way you can encounter God. There is always the temptation of wanting to stop and “build tabernacles,” to stay with what is good and comfortable to prolong our experience with God.

Jesus challenged his disciples to “look down” the mountain into the valley and see the needs of the people and the mission possibilities and the new encounters with God that were possible. He pointed to a father whose epileptic son was brought to the other disciples, and they were not able to cure him. Jesus reminded his disciples that they could not remain in meditation all the time, but there comes a time to rise, go down from the mountaintop, where one may be isolated from human need, and minister to those needs.

We earnestly learn to give, share, help and reach out. Carl Niehaus blames apartheid for his woes. While Apartheid has done much wrong, we cannot change the past. But we can take responsibility to affect the future.

iii. We are to look up, look down, and then look again.
The transfiguration had indeed been a frightening moment for the disciples. To know there is only Jesus and then suddenly to see two other figures must have been a terrifying moment. The voice from the clouds and the vision of Moses and Elijah left them terrified. When they looked again, they “saw Jesus only.” This is the central thrust of the New Testament’s witness. Jesus is the focus of God’s revelation to us. He is the one through whom we see God. Jesus is a bucketful of God. His transfiguration affirmed that he was God’s beloved son. Our focus is not merely on the law or regulations about life or the prophetic words of Elijah but on the centrality of Jesus as God’s way of redemption and life. 

There are times we need to hear the words of law and commandments like forgive, do not sin, do not covert, love and forgive. And other times we need to hear the revolutionary words of challenge and change. 

We the people of South Africa are going through an unprecedented cultural change. We would do well to constantly evaluate who we are as the church and how can we best give expression to our faith in our worship. With Jesus Christ as our central focus, we look again at his life, death, resurrection, and Ascension and to the words of comfort, support, encouragement, hope, forgiveness, and salvation he brings. When we focus on Jesus again as Lord of our lives, he guides us to live life as we should.

When we look again at the presence of the Risen Lord, we have the assurance, no matter what we do, where we go, or whatever our need, burden, or challenge, Jesus goes before us to guide, comfort, challenge, and sustain us. We can move forward with the conviction that when we look up, look down, and look again and again this transfigured Jesus will lead us into fullness of life. 

Now is the time that we have to persevere in acquiring a spirituality for our vocation as Christians, an interior adequate to match a moral exterior.

Bruce Theron (Congregational Church)

6(b)  Further thoughts: perseverance

Scripture reading: Genesis 37:1-11

A young man with many dreams

In Genesis 37 we read of a young man who had numerous dreams. Each of the dreams of this young man, Joseph, was about the future. And his dreams were about the same issue: Joseph, the great grandchild of the patriarch, Abraham, was born to be a leader, and even his own family would bow to his leadership.

Joseph decides to share his dreams with his brothers, which was not such a good idea, because they were jealous of him and did not like him very much. The narrator of Genesis tells us that after he had told them the dream they hated him more. They were so jealous of his confidence and dreams, that they devised a clever plan. Pretending that he had died, they sold him as a slave to traders who were on the way to Egypt. 

Obstacle upon obstacle

We know the rest of the story – how he rose in Potiphar’s service. But just as it looked as if his career was taking off, his confidence had returned and he was starting to live a good life, disaster struck a second time. 

Potiphar’s wife saw that Joseph was attractive and tried to seduce him. She was not successful, because he adhered to strong principles. The result was that she accused him of raping her. And for the second time he was unjustly treated by people in power. He was put in prison where he stayed for a very long time. 

Destroyers of dreams

We have had this type of experience – obstacles in the way of fulfilling our dreams. We as South Africans can make a long list of these obstacles: unemployment, HIV/AIDS, education, crime, violence and corruption.

The question is: What is preventing us from achieving our dreams? And can anything be done about it?

Because from experience we know that this type of hindrance not only destroys dreams, but can easily change life into a meaningless drudgery. When one’s life no longer has meaning, one also loses the energy and motivation to do things. 

Joseph’s perseverance

In this regard we can learn from Joseph. We do not know how long the journey to Egypt with the traders lasted and we do not know how long he worked as a slave for Potiphar’s wife. What we do know is that he spent a considerable time in prison and that life in prison in those days was tough. It was a place in appalling condition where diseases bred. Joseph had reason to fall into total despair. And he lived under these circumstances for a number of years. 

Eventually, at the age of 30, thirteen years after being sold as a slave, he tasted freedom. In a miraculous way, he was brought before Pharaoh, and he could demonstrate his ability to interpret dreams, before others.

The fact is, and we should honour him for this, Joseph never stopped worshipping God during all the years that he was jailed. This was evident in the manner in which he dealt with his fellow man and served him. His perseverance made the difference.

Pharaoh was so impressed that he put Joseph second in charge in his court, and entrusted him with all the administrative power in his entire realm. This was especially important in the light of the impending famine. Then we read how Joseph’s entire family, as he had dreamed, came to Egypt to buy food. And it is no-one other than Joseph who takes care of them!

God’s power behind Joseph’s perseverance

The important question is: What is behind Joseph’s conduct? What made it possible? And this is where we come to the surprising realization: it was but by the grace of the living God that Joseph could do it. The dreams Joseph had, were God-given. They were not merely his own teenage ambitions – he was only 17 years old at that stage. God gave him a vision of his future as a prominent leader.

In a meaningful way, God showed Joseph how His work of deliverance became a reality through all the difficulties and how Joseph’s perseverance contributed to God’s salvation plan.

What are your dreams?
This brings us to the question: What dreams has God placed in your heart? How does He want to make you part of His story?

Such dreams can be incredibly powerful. They give us a singleness of purpose and hope for the future, something to live for. Like Joseph we must hold on to the knowledge that a better life is possible, that we can and must live with hope. Here we see that perseverance not only brings deliverance for us, but as in the case of Joseph, for others as well.   

The story of our country

Had it not been for the perseverance of so many men and women in the face of very trying circumstances, democracy would never have become reality in our country. Although there were many people who saw violence as the answer, it was the endless endeavours of so many people who participated in non-violent protest actions, who negotiated and who prayed that made it possible for us to make the transition to a democracy without any bloodshed. It was Nelson Mandela’s magnanimous willingness to forgive, as Joseph had forgiven his brothers, which created the opportunity for years of perseverance, perseverance which laid the foundation for the future. Let us ask ourselves: Where would we have been in this country if it had not been for perseverance?

Deeper power

More important for the Christian is that perseverance does not lie in our own personal power or ability to keep on, because we are weak and often make mistakes. It does not depend on our families and friends – relatives may die, friendships may be broken or friends may even betray us. 

Perseverance is only possible on the basis of our hope in Christ. All the time that Joseph suffered, he believed that God’s purpose for him was true and good, and that is why he persevered.

As Christians we have a still greater reason to persevere and that is that our hope is in Christ because of what He has done for us on the cross. Christ overcame the obstacles of betrayal and death and we can hold onto that knowing that there can be no obstacles in our way which cannot be overcome. Nothing that cannot be conquered, whether it is something we did, or was done to us. 

No easy solution
What we must bear in mind is that there is no quick-fix way in which Christ works His triumph over sin and death in our lives. Salvation often takes us along a road of bad experiences, of trauma, loss, heartache and difficult times. What is important, is the way in which we handle these stumbling-blocks. Our conduct can be a powerful testimony through which the power of Christ to deliver us, is made visible when the human eye just sees despair. 

Our faith in Christ is anchored in the fact that He had perseverance for our sake. So much so that He paid for it with His own life.

Ian Nell (DRC)    

7.  Acceptance 

Scripture reading: Ephesians 2:11-22; Luke 15:1,2,11-32; Philemon 1:1-25

Labelling actually means exclusion

In his book, The way of the heart, Henri Nouwen writes that we unconsciously place people in categories of good, less good and bad. In this way our sympathy and love is severely limited. Think of the categories of separation in our society. Let’s be honest: this separation often leads to exclusion. Soren Kierkegaard was correct in saying: As soon as you label me, you exclude me. 

Take the issue of segregation of races. How much prejudice against the other race is still present in society? Our own difference, and the difference of others, lead us to shut out one another.

Economic exclusion is common practice. David S. Landes, professor in Economics and History, writes: This world is divided into three groups of nations: the lot who spend money to lose weight; the nations who eat to stay alive and the nations where people don’t know where their next meal is going to come from. The well-known economist, John Kenneth Galbraith, writes: In the USA more people die of too much food, than too little!

Although All Media and Product Survey of 2005 found that the income gap between black (black, coloured and Indian) and the white population in South Africa is decreasing, the gap is still alarmingly wide.

This leads to social separation. Rich mix with rich, and the poor with the poor. Snobs mix with snobs, and the common people with common people. Sometimes you are labelled because of the area you live in. Some live on the hill, and some below the railway line.

Separation between people, in whatever form, leads to the cancer of exclusion, which is the opposite of true acceptance.

What does the church look like?

Unfortunately we have to admit, to our disgrace, that the church is often part of the problem, rather than of the solution. Acceptance of one another is often a scarce article in the church. Bram van de Beek writes: The church of today is vastly different from the Bible. In stead of unity, we see division. In stead of new relationships we see broken relationships. Think of any difference and you will find it in the church. You can write volumes on the harm people do to one another. Libraries of volumes.

The place where the weak should be getting love and acceptance is often the place where their pain is heightened. The place where the sinners, those who were wronged and the rejected should find a home, because there are people there who will bear their burdens, often becomes the most exclusive society!

Think of the division in the church as result of our obsession with race. There are countless stories of exclusion!

Think of the exclusion of women in the life of the church. A well-known philosopher stated that the Christian dogma towards women is one of the reasons why women cannot call themselves Christians or have a place in the church. The male image of God, has become more and more of a problem for women, and was often used to justify the subordinate position of the woman in the church and society. There are countless stories of disqualification and exclusion in the church on the grounds of gender.

Think of the debate on sexual orientation in the church. In a Sunday newspaper of 30 September 2001, a reader wrote that the church had killed his soul. He experienced that he, as a gay person, was unacceptable in the community of believers. When people became aware of his sexual orientation, they shut him out.

Think of how people who think differently to us are marginalized. Henry David Thoreau wrote:  The biggest compliment I was ever paid was when someone asked me what I thought, and then listened attentively to what I had to say. This is not often the case in the community of believers. You are in or out. How do we react to people who have obstructive or critical questions. If you start asking critical questions you are regarded as a radical or a trouble-maker. You are placed in that category immediately. There is little room for openness, tolerance and acceptance. We pull the boundaries tightly around us. We create comfort zones for ourselves, where only the like-minded are welcome. There is no room for “strange” thoughts and persons because they disturb our comfort zones.

What does the Bible say?

Throughout the New Testament the separation between people, and the exclusion of people on the grounds of social, cultural and gender categories is rejected. Even where people have differences of opinion there should be openness (Rom 14:1-6). Acceptance of one another, despite differences, is the basic value that is propounded. This is founded in Christ’s acceptance of us: Welcome one another then, therefore, just as Christ has welcomed you, for the glory of God (Rom 15:7). Forbearance, love and acceptance are part of a Christian lifestyle!

It is, however, not in our blood. It is not a human attempt. You can only accept others if you have experienced how Christ has accepted you. But we have to understand clearly, Christ is not merely an example we have to follow, Christ is the cause of our new behaviour.  He sacrificed Himself so that we can be delivered from sin and redeemed to a new life.

What does this new life, that is renewed daily, look like?

In this new life people who are radically different become God’s new household. People who have been saved by grace, are people who make allowance for others. They remove the boundaries around themselves to allow others in. At various times, Paul emphasizes that the traditional classes and distinctions on grounds of race, and social and religious standing are not applicable in Christ and should not bring division (1 Cor 12:13; Gal 3:28-29; Col 3:9-10).

Bobby Loubser writes: Even though these people were Christians, they could not curb their attitude of aggression and mentality of violence. They split the congregation. We know that the church should be different to the world. But unfortunately the church … looks as ravaged as the world.

In the church we do not choose our brothers and sisters. God chooses them. Dietrich Bonhoeffer is spot-on when he writes: We are divided from one another by a gap of dissimilarity and strangeness, that cannot be spanned. All our attempts to close this gap by natural association or emotional or spiritual unity, will be prevented. Only if Christ binds us together, will we be united. 

This cannot be emphasized more than in Ephesians 2:11-22. Why did Christ die? Not only for our sins and so that we can be redeemed. By the death of Christ the dividing wall was broken down. The unity is the fruit of Jesus’ death (Eph 2:11-22). Because of His reconciliation, we are a new people. There is only one body and just one Spirit, as there is only one hope to which you are called by God. There is only one Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God and Father of all (Eph 4: 4-6).

The death of Jesus bound people together. The Spirit brought about this unity (Eph 4:3). Through this Spirit we worship one Father (Eph 2:18). The words Our Father and my church are mutually exclusive. Therefore we are called upon to live in humility, gentleness, patience, forbearance and peace (Eph 4:2,3). This is no humanitarian equality but being of equal value before God, because of the body and blood of Christ. Believers must understand that this unity was brought about by the death of the Son of God. When we strive for this unity, we are glorifying the death of Christ!

It is to accept one another, not because of the good things, but in spite of the unpleasant things and shortcomings. Someone said: What makes the difference is not that we can live with sameness, but with differences.
The letter to Philemon is a practical illustration of the far-reaching effect of this new value. There is a new kind of household in the Lord (Phil 1:16). In the Name of the Lord there must be a different way of acting, than the way prescribed by the ‘laws” of an ordinary household. The conduct in the new household is to accept one another, because our identity in Christ has been changed. What is natural in the eyes of the world, becomes quite relative through belief in Christ. A slave becomes a brother. In faith there is no longer a distinction in class, position or status, only brotherhood, equality and love for all people (Gal 3:26-29; Col 3:9-19)!

The letter to Philemon does not include an answer from Philemon or his congregation. The letter does, however, challenge the church of today to answer.

How do we do that?

As church we will have to seriously address the social orders which cloud relationships in the church. Markus Barth wrote: When no tension is confronted and overcome, because “insiders” and “outsiders” of a specific class or group are comfortable together, the new thing that God brought about is absent: peace and the one new mankind in Christ (The Broken Wall, 1959). No order in society may negate the new order and values created “in Christ”.

· We do it by looking at one another through the eyes of the Gospel that made our brothers and sisters in Christ part of the new household.

· We do it by addressing the structures of society which influence this new relationship negatively.

· We join those who experience that the ranks of society cause them pain and damage the new identity as family member.

In this new life of acceptance we reach out to those who are, in the eyes of the world, unacceptable. The parable of Jesus about the lost sheep, the farthing and the prodigal son is in reaction to the marginalizing of the “sinners” and “tax collectors” (Luke 15: 1,2). Here too, the story is left open. Do we share in the joy of the shepherd, the woman, the excited father, who found the lost item, or do we remain standing outside the feast? Barbara Fuhrwerk wrote: There are so many lives that have been torn by the tragedies of life that are waiting to be sorted out, fitted, sewn into the warm blanket of the body of believers. And the ugly pieces? God will not be pleased if these scraps are cast aside. The unseemly and irritating people along our life’s journey must be sewn into the blanket. To use only the bright, shiny and beautiful parts, and throw the rest into the rubbish bin, is a one dimensional life. It is precisely the contrast between the bright and the stained pieces which brings out the subtle beauty of the quilt. We cannot afford to lose the saints and the needy who reflect the subtle beauty of life. Only then may the feast begin.

Richter and Francis (Gone, but not forgotten) ask: Is there room in the church for the agnostic, the one seeking, the one who has become disillusioned, the one who attends church irregularly, those who stand on the sideline of the congregation, the moral transgressor? Will the prodigal son of Luke 15 be allowed into our congregation?

Robert Farrar Capon wrote that grace cannot be measured according to accepted bookkeeping principles. In the book of God’s grace there is no word like “earnings”. If the world could be saved by sound accounting, our salvation would have been in the law of Moses, not in the cross of Jesus. And no one would have been saved. The same principle applies to the body of believers – unconditional acceptance, with no regard for “merit”.

Bruce Larson says that the pub in the neighbourhood is the best falsification of the body of believers. You are invited there. Liquor, instead of grace, is sold. Escapism, instead of facing reality, is practiced. But there is one big difference: In the pub you are accepted just as you are and taken in by the company. The pub does not shock you and is absolutely democratic. You can tell them your secrets which they will not broadcast. The pub, says Larson, does not flourish because people are alcoholics. It flourishes because God placed in man the need to know and be known, to love and be loved. This is what people get in the pub and on the golf course. They are buddies. The only price you have to pay is to drink a few beers. Christ wants His body to be a place where people can come and say: I can no more. I am broken.

In this new life of acceptance we see the image of God imprinted on the lives of each person. In his book, Life of the beloved, Henri Nouwen wrote: It is not so easy to believe and to hear that God loves you in a world filled with the words: You’re a no-good, ugly, worthless, a nobody, unless you can give evidence to the contrary … Even if the world says: you are a nobody: You are just another mouth to feed and your needs are just another problem to be solved … you are actually a mistake … and even if these voices become louder … God loved us before our parents, teachers, spouses, children or friends loved us or wounded us. When we allow our parents, teachers, employers, marital partners or friends to determine whether we are acceptable or not, we are smothered by worldly values.

The church must ensure that the worldly values do not gain the upper hand! Every person is made in God’s image and must therefore be respected and accepted (Gen 1:26-28).

Treat others as you want to be treated
A few years ago people of different religious convictions came together to discuss the question why, despite all the religions in the world, there was still so much injustice, lies, poverty and inequality. They accepted that there were insurmountable differences regarding fundamental issues between the religions. They agreed that there was one golden rule that they shared. This is found in the words of Jesus: Do to others as you will have them do to you (Luke 6:31) Why? Because before God, each person has indisputable dignity. In the Jewish tradition there is an idiom that says: An angel walks ahead of every person, shouting: look, look here comes the image of God.

As Christians we add something special to that: we love one another as Christ loved us (John 13:34). By this every man will know that we are His disciples (John 13:35). We accept one another as Christ accepted us (Rom 15:7). We forgive as Christ forgave (Eph 4:32). We show mercy as Christ did (John 8:10-11).

There was an article in Beeld (7/3/2001) of two black journalists who attended a white church in Ventersdorp. They met an “angel in the pew.” When Magubane had visited a church in Johannesburg 44 years before, the sermon was: The devil appeared in our midst. This time, said Don Makatile and Magubane, they met an angel in the church. Inge Hall, a nine-year old girl, shared her hymn book with Magubane and encouraged him to sing along. The minister said: If the Lord could use small angels sitting in the pews, the future could not be dark. 
To see yourself as made in God’s image and to worship Him, but to reject others, is, in terms of the Bible, quite impossible. Antoine de Saint-Exupéry asks: What is your love, your religion worth to God, if you can’t even embrace the object of His love, your fellowman?

Quotation: O, God make the door of this house wide enough to receive all who need human love and fellowship; narrow enough to shut out all envy, pride and strife. Make its threshold smooth enough to be no stumbling-block to children, nor to straying feet, but rugged and strong enough to turn back the tempter’s power. God make the door of this house the gateway to Thine eternal kingdom. Thomas Ken (1637 – 1711) 

Annes Nel

8.  Forgiveness

Scripture reading: Matthew 6:5-15

To be able to forgive, is a miracle. Most people find it extremely difficult to treat someone who has hurt him/her (badly) or wounded his pride, as if it never happened. Everyone knows what it is like to be hurt, just as everyone knows what it is like to hurt someone. And as you wish to be forgiven, you must be willing to forgive others!

In Matthew 6:14-15 Jesus says: For if you forgive men when they sin against you, your heavenly Father will also forgive you. But if you do not forgive men their sins, your Father will not forgive your sins.

The essence of faith

To forgive is one of the fundamental principles of faith. That is the reason why Christ died. God expects us to heal broken relationships. He wants us to live in reconciliation, peace and love with one another.

Christ teaches us that if someone sinned against you, you should do everything in your power to rectify the matter. You must take the initiative! Forgiveness starts with you! You must reach out! You must assure that person who wounded you of your friendship in spite of … (Matthew 5: 23-24)

Forgiveness is a miracle

Forgiveness is to start anew with someone who hurt you. It is to make time for him/her and love the one who does not really deserve it. Forgiveness is to forgive the unforgivable. And that takes some doing! Alexander Pope said: To err is human, to forgive divine.

Forgiveness is also a process

Forgiveness is not like a switch which you put on and off. It’s a process. It means being hurt, becoming embittered and hating, and then gradually becoming healed.

First you have to decide that you want to bury the hurt you suffered. Only when you have done that, you can start on the road to healing, forgiveness and eventually deliverance. To take such a step you must be well-informed. You must be aware of the destructive power of negative conduct in your life, such as not forgiving. At some stage you must decide to close the book of hurt and hate, before deliverance and healing can even start. If you don’t succeed in doing this you will remain in bondage to the destructive.

Forgive and forget?

Often you hear people say: I can still forgive him, but forget – never!  Some say that that is not true forgiveness. You must be able to forget. That is not true. It is actually impossible to forget. You will always remember, because some things simply cut too deep.

When you think of the hurt caused by someone, you have to consciously put that thought out of your mind. You must try your best not to relive that incident with the same negative emotions. Don’t become embittered and filled with hate again. Cleanse you thoughts continually. That brings peace and calm.

Forgiveness is a positive decision of faith. It is based purely on grace. For this you must continue praying.

In Christ we have the capacity to forgive!

One could say that one cannot forgive, in any case, not as God forgives, or as He asks us to, because you are not God! Yet, Paul reminds us in Colossians 2:9-10 that if we are in Christ, we have been given the fullness of God in us, and therefore the capacity to forgive.

I read the following somewhere: Vengeance may break a man’s spirit, but kindness will break his heart!

Vengeance and anger destroy relationships. They are contrary to God’s will. Vengeance binds. Forgiveness frees! Just as God assures you that He forgives you, you have to assure the person who sinned against you that you have forgiven him/her. Voice it. Reach out your hand. This is the first step to deliverance for you and the other person to whom you give pardon. It releases life energy and love, and instills confidence which systematically removes anger, suspicion and hate. To show love, to do to others as you want them to do to you, to conquer evil with good, is to release new possibilities of life.

Grace of the cross

God starts each day anew with you and me. He also expects us to start anew with that person who hurt us and whom we hate. Remember: Vengeance evens the score (an eye for an eye). Forgiveness makes you a winner!

By forgiving others you show that you understand God’s forgiveness for you. The cross remains a prototype of forgiveness. When you have succeeded in forgiving like Christ forgives (Luke 23:34), you will experience one of the most noble moments of your life. You will experience peace, joy and a new enthusiasm for life that surpasses all understanding. Then you start living in victory. Then the blossoms break forth and the fragrance of God’s coming kingdom is revealed.

A touching present-day story of forgiveness

In a television programme they reported about a woman (Ginn Fourie) who heard about someone who had planted a bomb (Mothlapa), who was to testify before the Truth and Reconciliation Commission. Her daughter had died in the Helderberg tavern where the man had planted the bomb. She traced him and they were reconciled. Afterwards the man told how liberating it was for him to be forgiven by the mother of the young woman who was killed. Together these too currently facilitate reconciliation processes between others! (I have a short DVD (few minutes) on this story.)

This is the kind of forgiveness and reconciliation we need in South Africa! It can only be planted in your heart by the Holy Spirit. Are you willing to be led along this road by the Holy Spirit?

[The following story of Leonardo Da Vinci’s painting, The last supper, can also be told somewhere. The painting took 21 years to complete. He used a live model for each of the people he painted. When he came to the figure in the centre, Jesus, he searched for almost a year. One day he saw someone in a street in Naples whom he knew would be a perfect model. Nine years later he had to paint the last figure, Judas Iscariot. He hunted for the right person for a year and a half … until he put a coin in the hand of a beggar in a backstreet in Rome. He knew that was the right person. The corruption, the lies, the embitterment on his face, was what Da Vinci was looking for. Because the man needed money accede to be painted. When Da Vinci had finished he turned to the man and said: This painting is going to be the greatest master piece. Do you agree?  This man did not look up. When eventually he did look up, tears were rolling down his cheeks and he said: Mr Da Vinci, do you know who I am? I am the man who sat here 9 years ago when you painted Jesus. Yes, it is the same man but because of a grudge against a close relative, for something he did against me, a grudge I held in my heart, my features changed so much that you now used me to paint Judas. Grudges, unforgiveness, hate and all thoughts of vengeance, kill one slowly on the inside!]

Quotation: Forgiveness is the fragrance the violet sheds on the heel that crushed it!

Jo Petty

Chris Jones
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