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Readers' Service

A Service for Lent or the Season of Pentecost

One-eyed Christians

by

The Revd R G G Stevenson

Number: L/P2
THE PREPARATION

In John's vision of heaven, found in the Book of Revelation, worship entails the surrender of autonomy and the ascribing of worth to God:

They lay their crowns before the throne and cry, "You are worthy, 0 Lord our God, to receive glory and honour and power, because you created all things; by

your will they were created and have their being." (Revelation 4:10-11).

Let us worship God, offering our lives in his service and our voices in praise.

Hymn: H&P 484: Angel voices, ever singing 
PRAYERS OF ADORATION
(Versicle: We offer our worship

Response: In thankfulness and joy)
Let us pray:
Great and mighty God, we praise you the creator and sustainer of all things and all that has life. You are not only the maker of the universe and Lord of the earth, but the one whose presence has been experienced as a love that brings light to shatter darkness, freedom in place of captivity, hope to off-set despair, and life where death would seek to claim the final word. You are the God whose power to change and renew your creation is exercised in wisdom and goodness.

Versicle: We offer our worship

Response: In thankfulness and joy
Present with us now in the Holy Spirit, you bring your love to bear upon our lives and, thus, bring us close to the Christ who uniquely served your plan of salvation for mankind. In the power of the Spirit you give us strength to live as Jesus lived the life of love and trust.
Versicle: We offer our worship

Response: In thankfulness and joy
In the power of the Spirit you brought into being the Church, in which you have given men and women a foretaste of new life. Life made glad and wholesome through trust, care, and goodness. In this you have graciously allowed us to participate.

Versicle: We offer our worship

Response: In thankfulness and joy
Enabling God, may our words of praise and our congregating for worship find expression in personal relationships and service, even as your love has been expressed to us through the words and ministry of Jesus Christ our Lord. 
Amen.

A PRAYER OF CONFESSION

Father God, forgive us, that having consistently met in this place and offered you our praise we have not yet been so fired with your love and truth as to walk in your way of peace and reconciliation.

Forgive us our false values: the wealth and possessions we feel we cannot live without; the power we convince ourselves we must hold on to; the feelings of prestige with which we come before you; and the sense of our own righteousness we try to create through the works we do. Humble us, that we maybe exalted in our exaltation of you alone. 
Change our hard hearts, with their lack of imagination and inability to perceive the value you place upon all our neighbours and friends. Help us, that seeing ourselves as you see us we may share your view of the world and be saved from pessimism and despair.
Forgive us, that in our admiration of and desire for success and self-confidence, we fail to see that your kingdom belongs to the poor, the despised and the rejected. Forgive us the sin that makes us blind to the reality of your presence in Jesus, who chose to be at one with the homeless, the beggars and the outcasts.

In the power of your love and for the sake of Jesus Christ our Lord, grant us to know our sins are forgiven. With your forgiveness, let us experience new sight and new hearing, that we may give a new attention to the hopes and fears, longings and heart-aches, in which we are bound together in your love. Then may your name be glorified in us as it has been and ever will be in Jesus Christ our Lord.
 Amen.

THE LORD'S PRAYER 

We now join together in saying Our Father…

A CONGREGATIONAL PSALM

Psalm 67 (H&P 855) 

or 

Psalm 15 (H&P 837)

THE MINISTRY OF THE WORD
Hymn: H&P 739: May the mind of Christ my Saviour
THE EPISTLE: Revelation 5:6-14
The writer of the Book of Revelation has envisaged God's plan for the world as contained in a scroll that has been sealed. The plan is known only to God. But the plan will be revealed when the scroll is opened. That, however, can only be done when there is found in heaven one who worthily reflects God's nature and purpose. Writing as though he is able to look in upon the scene, John of Patmos shares with his readers the heavenly suspense and hope.

THE GOSPEL: Matthew 5:27-30, 6:22-23
Part of Matthew's collected sayings of Jesus that we know as the Sermon on the Mount.

(silence)

We spend moment in silence reflecting upon the words of Scripture we have heard.

Hymn: H&P 464: Walk in the light

THE SERMON (see attached sheets)

Hymn: H&P 788: Behold the Servant of the Lord!

THE OFFERING AND CHURCH NOTICES

SUGGESTED PRAYERS OF INTERCESSION

Let us pray
A prayer for the ability to see aright:

Living God, we pray that in Jesus we may see the one who has revealed your plan for us all and that, in following him, we may share his vision. We need the gift of your love if we are to serve in your name the needs of those among whom we live - if we are to see the good, the bad, the strong, weak, rich, poor, influential and brow-beaten, without prejudice or favour. We give you our allegiance and pray that our eyes, like yours, may look behind the proud facade and haughty words to the self-doubt and fear of humiliation; that our eyes may see where encouragement, reassurance and forgiveness are needed; and, in your name, speak to them of the peace and joy we have in the fellowship of Christ Jesus. 
Amen.

A prayer for the Church:

Make your church, we pray, a community in which men, women and children, receive help and hope and healing; a community in which there is experienced the Spirit's desire to bestow upon the members all the gifts they need in your service; a community in which each has a God-​given sense of the other's value. Let your people share your power, not ill order to dominate or manipulate but that their delight may be in the giving of a service that sets others free to be your sons and daughters.

In silence (or where appropriate by name) we commend to you those we see to be in need of your consoling love: the sick, those in hospital, the unemployed, the anxious, the dying.
Amen.
A prayer far the world:
We pray for all who rule the nations of the world. May those who govern perceive that a concern for world peace and the health and well-being of all peoples is more important than ideological prejudice and national self-interest. Deliver them from delusions of grandeur and the vain belief that they can master all the complexities of life. Give them wisdom to understand themselves as you see them, that they may exercise patience, have the ability to discern what is good, and be possessed of a determination to establish justice with mercy.
Amen.
A final prayer:

Father, you have made us and you have called us to see each other as brothers and sisters. Make us good for one another, so that in blessing we may be blessed with Christ Jesus the Lord. 
Amen.

THE DISMISSAL

Hymn: H&P 378: Be thou my vision, O Lord of my heart 

THE BLESSING

THE SERMON

ONE-EYED CHRISTIANS

The Gospels record Jesus as a speaker who often made his point by way of exaggeration. In the parable of the man who fell among thieves it had to be a Samaritan who came to his rescue. In the story of the prodigal son, the boy had to sink to the lowest depths before he came to his senses and returned to his father. Or again, there was the simple story of the woman who took a little yeast and mixed it with half a hundred weight or twenty five kilograms of flour - she must have been fund-raising for the local synagogue!

If Jesus made his point in parables by way of exaggeration, what of such a saying as this: "If

your right eye causes your downfall, tear it out and fling it away; it is better for you to lose one part of your body than for the whole of it to be thrown into hell”? Matthew records this saying as following upon the comment that a man who looks upon a woman with lust has already committed the sin of adultery. If the teaching of Jesus is taken literally, then we should expect to see many one-eyed men among his followers! I guess we see this as another exaggeration. But is that all it is?

Have you ever wondered why there are so few blind people in prison? Of course you haven't! Most of those in prison tried very hard to avoid being seen or recognised when they committed an offence. Blind people can never be sure there are no witnesses or that their disguise is perfect. So they don't take the chance or risk!

Did Jesus advocate a self-inflicted blindness as a way to a better morality? Obviously not because he spoke only about losing one eye, not both. So what did he really mean when he spoke about "your right eye causing you to sin"? Do you look with one eye more than the other? How can you be sure it is your right eye rather than your left with which you see what is not good for you?

Just as we talk about being right or left handed, so in the time of Jesus people thought about vision in terms of right-eyed and left-eyed. That's because their thinking about the eye was very different from our technical and medical understanding of it. For them, the eye was like a lamp that had the ability to emit rays of light. Whatever it glanced upon it illuminated and thus made visible. So, they thought, your eyes enable you and no one else to see where you want to go, do what you want to do, be what you want to be and get what you want to possess. Functioning by your will and choice, as do your hands.

We have our own saying - "Beauty is in the eye of the beholder." With a little shift in emphasis it can be made to mean "We see what we want to see"! How true this is of those art and drama critics who have their own column in the national newspapers. Often they write enthusiastically in support of events which fail to capture the imagination of the public, or they slate what the majority of the public describe as brilliant. Not long ago a pile of old car tyres was acclaimed a masterpiece of modern sculpture by the critics. To many who viewed that exhibit it looked no different than what can be seen in many a breaker's yard.

The eye of the professional critic can make or break the life of an artist. In the same way, those who are appointed to select properties that, in their view, should be kept for posterity can make or break those whom they make responsible for preservation. They could well be described as the heritage secretary's ‘right-eyed men and women’, for their glance can significantly affect what they look upon, and its owner.

If the ancient world thought of the eye as a lamp through which we direct our wills, perceive our aims and objectives in life and reinforce our convictions - then being someone's right-eyed person was as important, if not more important, than being their right-hand person.

And if being someone's right-eyed person is the reason for your sinning - then better not to be right-eyed!

Jesus himself spoke of the eye as the lamp of the body. And when he did so he also went on to say, "If your eyes are good your whole body will be filled with light. But if your eyes are bad your whole body will be full of darkness. If then the light within you is darkness, how great that darkness is!"

As they stand, these two statements could be paraphrased: ‘The better your eyesight the better you will see. The poorer your eyesight the less you'll be able to see’. All of which is so self-evident that there's no point saying it. But obviously Matthew didn't consider it self​evident or it wouldn't have been included in the Gospel.
It is unfortunate that modern translation of the New Testament assume it makes better sense to refer to good or bad eyesight rather than good or bad eyes. What Matthew originally recorded was, "If you have the good eye you will be filled with light ... if you have the evil eye you will be full of darkness!" And with expressions of that kind we leap into a whole new understanding.

To have a ‘good right eye’ is to look at the world as God's servant and thus be flooded with the wisdom and goodness which comes from the one who is all light. A person with an ‘evil right eye’ is one who does not see the world as God sees it but only as it he or she wants to

see it… And in excluding the source of all light he or she has chooses to belong to the realm of darkness. A darkness which, in the story of creation, lies outside the purposes of God and is associated with chaos.

According to the book of Proverbs: “A good eye is blessed because it shares its bread with the poor." A good-eyed person reflects the nature of the God who sees everything made as good and who acts always in loving mercy to benefit all mankind. Jesus not only implied we were made for that very purpose, but challenged his own people to make whatever personal sacrifice was necessary to honour the God of loving kindness, goodness, and order, in whom they professed faith. The evil eye belongs to the person who begrudges bread to others because that person is never satisfied. For such a person the grass is always greener on the other side. Such persons cannot be citizens of God's kingdom.

What the Gospel is dealing with is not something that can be put right by the optician. It is whether you see things as God sees them or whether you see life only in terms of advantage and personal satisfaction. To see the world as God sees it is to be full of light and to see the world without God is to be full of darkness. And you can only see the world as God sees it if you allow God to rule your heart and mind and strength. What that means is what following Jesus is about.

The early Church believed that God had acted in and through Jesus to flood the lives of men and women with the light of his goodness and love. What is more, in the resurrection of Jesus the power of God's love had overcome death and dispelled the darkness of the grave. Consequently, they no longer need to see everything through eyes that look only for what is safe and sure in terms of personal relations, work, pleasure and life. They believed they could dare to see where and how to be self-giving and dare to risk being so! Because that is how Jesus looked upon them they could dare to look at one another in the same way. Jesus had shown what it meant to look as God looks and, having shown how generous and life-giving that was, Jesus had provided the remedy for bad eyes.

But those first Christians also experienced a world that turned against them. The initial persecution by the Jews was little compared to the persecutions instigated by the Roman Caesars and Roman Senate. Christians asked one another, "How can we go on believing in a God of love and life and purpose when it obviously doesn't pay?"

The prophets of the Old Testament declared "Thus says the Lord!" The writer of the book of Revelation might have declared "Thus sees the Lord!" For the book of Revelation, like certain other passages in the New Testament, was written to help Christians see the world from God's perspective - a world that is loved by God and not abandoned to evil, chaos and self-interest.

The author of that book, John of Patmos, sees at the centre of all things the light of a love which absorbs darkness and despair. So for John, the one who was and is worthy to receive power and wealth, wisdom and might, honour, glory and praise, is none other than the Christ who was slain for looking and acting as God's right-eyed and right-hand man. Jesus lived and died seeing not only what had been and what was, but always the love and justice that was coming. Those who share his vision may in faith be required to share his sufferings now, but they do so with the promise that they will be granted the vision of God and life.

In so far as we're prepared to be the Lord's right-eyed people, seeing and acting towards others as Jesus did and does towards us, then through that kind of faith and hope our whole being will be filled with the light of God. But if we choose only to see that which is to our own advantage the end is darkness - and what a darkness, not only for us, but for all! That is the gospel of the Christ who sees each of us and who, in his love, longs that everyone will grasp the opportunity to see all things new.

(RAP 788 verse 4)

Here then to thee thine own I leave; 
Mould as thou wilt they passive clay; 
But let me all thy stamp receive, But let me all thy words obey. Serve with a single heart and eye, And to thy glory live and die.
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