Christ Church, 1 December 2024

Call to Worship (inspired by Jeremiah 33:14-16)

“In those days, says the Lord, | will cause a righteous branch to spring up for David; and he shall
execute justice and righteousness”

The time is surely coming when our love for one another and all of God's children will increase.
We would live into that time with hope and joy.

The day is surely coming when God will strengthen our hearts with humility and holiness.

We would anticipate that day as we reach out to serve all of those in need.

The days are surely coming when we will walk the paths of faithfulness and steadfast love.

We begin this journey, knowing that all of God's promises will be fulfilled.

Hymn O come, O come Emmanuel R&S 126 omitv3, 7 and 8

O come, O come, Emmanuel, O come, Thou Rod of Jesse, free
And ransom captive Israel, Thine own from Satan's tyranny;
That mourns in lonely exile here, From depths of hell Thy people save,
Until the Son of God appear. And give them victory o'er the grave.
Rejoice! Rejoice! Emmanuel Rejoice! Rejoicel...

Shall come to thee, O Israel.
O come, Thou Key of David, come

O come, thou Wisdom from above And open wide our heav'nly home;
who ord’rest all things through they love; Make safe the way that leads on high,
to us the path of knowledge show And close the path to misery.

and teach us in her ways to go: Rejoice! Rejoice

Rejoice! Rejoice!...

O come, Thou Dayspring, from on high,
And cheer us by Thy drawing nigh;
Disperse the gloomy clouds of night,
And death's dark shadows put to flight.
Rejoice! Rejoice!...

Children’s Time
Advent comes from the Latin word Adventus, which means coming, and it's the time when the
Church gets ready for the coming of Jesus, celebrated at Christmas. The Bible readings in Advent
look not only to Christ’s first coming as a baby in Bethlehem, but also to his eventual second coming
as judge and ruler of all. The themes are:

e hope

o darkness / light

e preparation

o expectation of the incarnation of Christ (Jesus born as a human)

e anticipation of Christ's second coming
In Roman times purple cloth was the most expensive and was associated with kings and rulers. So
the colour for Advent, when we get ready for King Jesus, is purple.
All too often, Advent gets lost in rehearsals for Christmas presentations and nativity plays, in
shopping and preparing food and the sense of anticipation and waiting disappears. This year let’s
try to recapture Advent as a season in its own right - preparing ourselves to receive the gift of the
Christ Child on Christmas morning.

Watch Advent in two minutes video: https://youtu.be/S02KOIw7dIA?si=jAdWARG9QUG1yPTb
(no audio and the words move very fast)

In a moment we’re going to light the first Advent candle and sing an advent candle song. For the
most part, the song is very good, as we’'ll see as we add a verse each week. Unfortunately, the first
verse ends with “time to think of Christmas Day” which kind of negates all we’ve just said about
Advent! We may be eating Christmas dinner after worship today, but today is only the first Sunday
of Advent, only the first day of December — we have 4 weeks of Advent to think about Jesus coming,
not only remembering him being born, and re-telling the story of his birth with the stable and
animals, shepherds and Wise Men and so on, but Advent also asks us to think about the second
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coming of Jesus and think about the difficult times we live in. So let’s not think of Christmas Day just
yet; let’s savour the expectation, the waiting, and the suspense of Advent.

Light the 15t Advent Candle
We light our first Advent candle reflecting on Paul’s words in the letter to the Thessalonians which
we’'ll hear later.

Yearning God, You draw close, aching to hold us in Your love;

teach us to follow Your paths of justice and faithfulness.

Show us Your ways that we may be strengthened in holiness

as we await our redemption which draws ever nearer. Amen

Sing - Light the Advent candle Red folder 61 v1 & chorus only (Tune at R&S 157)

Light the Advent candle one Candle, candle burning bright,
now the waiting has begun shining in cold winter night

we have started on our way Candle, candle burning bright,
time to think of Christmas day. fill our hearts with Christmas light.

Gifts for HARP & Homestart

Offering

As we hope for better times we know we have to give. Not just in the frenzy of Christmas where
giving can be difficult, but in our day to day lives where we give of our time and our talents as well
as of our money. St Paul told us that God loves a cheerful giver, but often we can be a bit grumpy
as we give! We complain about our busyness, our exhaustion and our bank balances yet, despite
the grumbling we know there’s joy in giving. The face of a child on Christmas morning, the thank
you of a friend. And so we give, in joy and sometimes with grumbling, but together God takes our
gifts, and our attitudes, and makes wonderful things.

O God, giver of all that is good, we thank you for the gifts given in this community -

kindness to strangers, food to the hungry, time to the lonely, a listening ear to the depressed
and the financial gifts to church and charity.

Bless our giving, O God, and bless us, that through our lives and by Your will,

Your Kingdom will come. Amen.

Hymn The voice of God... R&S 131 omit v3 (Tune Woodlands, at R&S 740)

The voice of God goes out to all the world;
his glory speaks across the universe.

The great King’s herald cries from star to star:
with power, with justice, he will walk his way.

The Lord has said, ‘Receive my messenger,

my promise to the world, my pledge made fresh,
a lamp to every nation, light from light’:

with power, with justice, he will walk his way.

Anointed with the Spirit and with power,

he comes to crown with comfort all the weak,
to show the face of justice to the poor:

with power, with justice, he will walk his way.

His touch will bless the eyes that darkness held,
the lame shall run, the halting tongue shall sing,
and prisoners laugh in light and liberty:
with power, with justice, he will walk his way.
Luke Connaughton ©McCrimmon Publishing
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Children leave for Sunday Club

Opening Prayer

Won’t you come back tomorrow, Lord? There’s much to be done — sea levels rise, wars wage, the
poor are on the move displaced by conflict, persecution, and famine, undeterred by the borders we
erect. Won'’t you come back tomorrow, Lord?

Won'’t you come back tomorrow, Lord? There’s sickness, corruption, and danger all around us; who
will tear down the barriers we erect? Who will stand up for justice? Who will bring healing for the
wounds and scars of life? Won'’t you come back tomorrow, Lord?

Eternal One, we come to worship You today

with the needs of the world and of our own lives pressing upon us;
a world in need of redemption, warring peoples needing peace,
injustice feeding terror, and the nations in need of healing.
Everlasting God come down and put things right.

Approaching God, as once you came to the poor and excluded,

we long for You to come again;

to remind us of Your ways, to establish Your Kingdom, to lift up the poor,
to send the rich away empty, and to establish righteousness and justice.
Everlasting God come down and put things right.

Healing One, as we yearn for our world to be put right,

we become conscious of what is not right within us,

as well as what is wrong in our world;

give us insight, self-awareness, and the ability to change,
that as we turn back to You we gain the strength,

to see where you, Everlasting God, have already come down,
and how You urge us to put things right.

Maybe you won’t come back tomorrow, Lord! Maybe your silence should inspire us to act to change
our world and proclaim your coming Kingdom. Maybe the needs of our world cry out for us, not you,
to act! Help us to make our world fit for you tomorrow Lord. Amen

Hymn And art thou come with us to dwell R&S 136

And art Thou come with us to dwell, Each heart's deep instinct unconfessed;
Our Prince, our Guide, our Love, our Lord? Each lowly wish, each daring claim;
And is Thy Name Immanuel, All, all that life hath long repressed,
God present with His world restored? Unfolds undreading blight or blame.
The heart is glad for Thee! It knows Thy reign eternal will not cease;

None now shall bid it err or mourn; Thy years are sure, and glad, and slow;
And O’er its desert breaks the rose Within thy mighty world of peace

In triumph o’er the grieving thorn. The humblest flower hath leave to blow.
Thou bringest all again; with Thee The world is glad for Thee! the heart

Is light, is space, is breadth and room Is glad for Thee! and all is well,

For each thing fair, beloved, and free And fixed and sure, because Thou art,
To have its hour of life and bloom. Whose Name is called Immanuel.

Dora Greenwell

Readings: Luke 21:25-36
1 Thessalonians 3:9-13
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Both our readings today speak of hope — often linked to the first Sunday in Advent and the first word
to appear in our window, though it may be hard to find if you watch the news much and it’s not so
easy to find in today’s readings.

The first letter to the Thessalonians is believed to be written to a group of day labourers Paul had
converted. As day labourers they would have had a precarious existence never knowing if they’'d
get work tomorrow. Today’s passage reveals various tensions in this early congregation. First,
there’s the issue of the coming again of Christ. Later in the letter, in chapter 5, there is more focused
teaching on Christ’s coming; it clearly was a concern for this group of believers. In the early Church
the hope of Jesus’ imminent return meant that preaching had a certain urgency; the Gospels were
only written as the Apostles and first eye witnesses were dying and it became clear Jesus’ return
wasn’t imminent as they had expected. Paul didn’t press the fact Jesus had already come to this
group of new believers but rejoiced in their newfound faith and in the faith that would yet come.
Paul is concerned about what Christ will do — strengthen their love for each other and make them
holy and prepared for when Christ does come. Salvation, here then, is a future not a past act.
There’s another tension in Thessalonians where Paul uses the term ‘Lord’ for Jesus Christ. It's a
term which is widely used in the Christian tradition and is preserved in much of the Church’s liturgy
as well as in the New Testament. It’s so familiar to us we don’t give it much thought. Yet the term is
deeply subversive. Kyrios, or Lord, was a term used with great tension in the early Church as at the
time Paul was writing the term referred to the Emperor. So, Christians had to use the term to mean
both Jesus and Caesar and the assertion that only Jesus is Lord meant that Caesar wasn’t. Rulers
tend not to like hearing that their authority is questioned or limited so this was a political tension for
the early believers. They proclaimed a Kingdom not fully arrived, a salvation not fully complete and
a Lord who wasn’t the emperor. Further, the type of lordship that Jesus lived was one based on
simplicity, weakness, love, and kindness not overbearing power. It’s all confusing counter cultural
stuff. Much as today, Christians live counter-culturally, and | find this most noticeable at Christmas,
when most of what we are surrounded by has nothing to do with Christ or God made incarnate.
Throughout Christian history, ever since Christianity became the official religion of the Roman
Empire, the Church has downplayed hope in the Second Coming as it has concentrated on cosying
up to power. We've left thoughts about the Second Coming to the fanatical fringe of the Church yet,
every time we celebrate Communion, we proclaim that “Christ will come again.” Those precarious
day labourers were offered hope by Paul; hope that the Lord Jesus would come, hope they’'d be
ready to meet him, and a hope that through their own discipleship they’d find holiness. And those

aren’t bad hopes for us to have today.

Although today is only the 1t of December, and the first Sunday in Advent, the trappings of
Christmas, or at least secular Christmas, are all around, and have been for some time. Many
houses already have lights and trees up, mince pies have been in the shops since the summer, and

all the other festive food began appearing weeks ago, but then | bought hot cross buns two weeks
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ago — as far as supermarkets are concerned, Christian festivals and the food that goes with them,
now have no relation to the actual time they occur. Though of course both Easter and Christmas
take place when there were already pagan festivals happening, presumably as an incentive to get
people to celebrate them, but | digress. As we saw in the short video earlier, many people will be
using Advent to stress about shopping, cooking, parties and so on, rather than reflecting on, and
preparing for the birth of Christ, much less thinking about the second coming.

As Advent begins, beloved images of Christmastime start to appear - like peaceful nativity scenes
with docile donkeys and sheep; meek baby Jesus no crying he makes — he never eats or has a dirty
nappy either, but we’ll gloss over that! Meanwhile in the real world, the war in Ukraine continues and
gets worse, the war in the Middle East continues — Gaza is now mostly flattened and unliveable,
with over 45,000 dead; while many choose to ignore it, [Pic JC in Rubble Icon] the climate crisis
gathers pace with flooding in Spain and in the UK — once in a lifetime events happening every
couple of years, and goodness knows what will happen in that arena with Trump in the White
House. Our gospel reading for today does not shy away from these things — no schmaltzy
Christmas advert, or cheesy nativity here — Luke’s gospel highlights cosmic catastrophe, apocalyptic
urgency, and warnings of danger to come. But its main message is one of hope. Amid a world filled
with chaos and a future marked by uncertainty, Luke’s Jesus reminds his hearers that redemption is
drawing near. Still with a kick-off like this, it is no wonder some might be happy to skip Advent for a
secular Christmas of extravagant, goody filled Advent calendars and gingerbread lattes.

The verses we heard today, continue a miserable discourse on things to come, that sounds not
unlike our world today — there will be wars, earthquakes and famines, and surely the effects of
climate change could be read as “dreadful portents and great signs from heaven” as in verse 11.
Jesus goes on to tell his followers that they will be arrested and persecuted and betrayed by family
and friends. We might struggle to find hope amongst all the strange language about Jesus’ return in
a cloud of glory. It's very dramatic and we’re not used to fear and foreboding in church these days.
The title “Son of Man” is often used by Jesus about himself. It’s a title coming from the book of
Daniel about one given power and dominion over nations and rulers. Jewish hearers would have
immediately grasped the allusion. What'’s interesting, however, in the New Testament is the pairing
of this title with the idea of suffering. It's not all glory; or maybe glory is seen in suffering. Jesus’
message of his return is so strange that it's shaped in very odd language, a language of mystery
and imagery. The literary conventions of his age used such language when speaking of the end of
time. Once we’re used to the literary style, we can focus on Luke’s main point which is hope. There
will be painful things, there will be suffering, but there’s hope because salvation is drawing near.
We hope in a better future, we hope in Christ’s return when all shall be put right, we hope in the
grace given to us to improve things now. We hope not in a faith to dull the senses, but in the
courage, energy, and vision given to us to both proclaim and work for the coming Kingdom.

We often long for Jesus to come back and put things right; yet we also know that since the

Ascension it's been over to us until Jesus returns. We may ignore the teaching on the Second
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Coming as, to be honest, the Church has been waiting for some time — after 2024 years, it's only
natural to wonder if it will ever happen! Or we may long for the Second Coming as it lets us off the
hook of having to do the work to make God’s kingdom a reality now. It's another tension to live with.
We know that Advent is about two things at once — looking back and looking forward, and we must
live with a tension about mission. We’re called to love and embody God'’s love in the world. We're
called to make changes, to make the world more loving, more just, more like the coming Kingdom
yet, at the same time, we know these things won't fully come until the end. Until then we’re called to
both wait and work, hope and help.

Much of the Christmas story is not nice and cosy, there’s plenty of suffering in there — a child born in
poverty, with no place for his parents to stay; people living under an oppressive, occupying empire,
a massacre of infants by Herod — yet we have made it into story for children with all the nastiness,
and the awe and mystery sanitized out. Most people probably no longer even know why we give
gifts at Christmas, and wouldn’t know what frankincense and myrrh were if it hit them in the face.
And how can we sing, ‘how sweet we see thee lie’ about Bethlehem, while we know Bethlehem is
surrounded by a wall, its people cut off from work and relatives and the annihilation of the
Palestinians continues. You may remember that last year we didn’t light the third Advent candle
because of the war in Gaza, a small gesture, but at least it reminded people of what was going on —
| haven’t seen any calls for a similar action this year. [Pic JC in Rubble Nativity]

The aim of these rather strange verses in Luke, is not to predict the future as much as it is to offer a
word of hope to encourage faithfulness in the present. Jesus does promise a day when the Son of
Man will arrive, a just reckoning will happen, and the faithful will see redemption, but this promise
calls not for strategic predicting as much as for realizing that our faith is not in vain.

In view of this, Advent rightly focuses neither simply on Jesus’ future return nor on his arrival at
Christmas, but also on his arrival today in daily life and faith. It does not take the end of all things or
December 25" for someone to encounter Jesus in a profound way. And that encounter is worth
looking for and embracing now.

The gist of Luke 21:25-36 is a message of profound hope, a hope that is sorely needed today.

Our world is riddled with uncertainty, injustice, conflict, indifference, pain, judgment, and
condemnation of anyone who thinks differently. However chaotic and uncertain our world is, Jesus
promises a day when his return will bring about lasting salvation, justice, redemption, and healing.
This changes everything. A sure future hope inspires faith here and now. And that means more than
can be conveyed by even the finest nativity scenes and Christmas cards.

Hymn  Come thou long expected Jesus R&S 138
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Come, Thou long expected Jesus Born Thy people to deliver,

Born to set Thy people free; Born a child and yet a King,

From our fears and sins release us, Born to reign in us forever,

Let us find our rest in Thee. Now Thy gracious kingdom bring.
Israel's strength and consolation, By Thine own eternal Spirit

Hope of all the earth Thou art; Rule in all our hearts alone;

Dear desire of every nation, By Thine all sufficient merit,

Joy of every longing heart. Raise us to Thy glorious throne.

Prayers of Intercession

Charles Wesley

We bring our prayers before you, O God, that we may wait and work for your coming Kingdom.

Eternal One, we thank you for all that is good in our lives;

the beauty of our world, the love we share with friends and family,
the freedoms we enjoy to worship, love, and live as we please.
Yet as we thank You we remember those who aren't free;

those persecuted for faith, politics, and love;

those living in fear that once precious freedoms will be removed.
Help us, dear God, to hope and help.

Living Lord Jesus, may your joy abound in our hearts

as we pray, night and day, for your coming reign.

We may not see the signs in the heavens you spoke about,

but see plenty of signs in our world:

the rise, again, of dictators and those who envy them,

the mass movements of people, war and terror, ecological disaster.
We long for the joy you promise but live in the gloom of our realities.
Help us to speak truth even when inconvenient,

to lift up those oppressed by life,

and to challenge the unjust use of power wherever we encounter it.
Help us, dear God, to hope and help.

Most Holy Spirit, strengthen our hearts in holiness

as we live and work in a confusing world

full of pain and praise, tragedy and beauty, failure and glory,

that we may become blameless before God.

Help us to be alert to the needs of our world, and of our community,
that we may respond to Your call to love

both as individuals and as a congregation,

showing your life and love as our redemption draws ever near.
Help us, dear God, to hope and help.

Eternal Trinity, be with us this Advent as we look both forward and back,

to pray and work for the coming Kingdom as, with Jesus, we pray, Our Father...

Hymn Hail to the Lord’s Anointed R&S 127 (Tune Thornbury at R&S 567)
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Hail to the Lord’s Anointed,
great David’s greater Son!
Hail, in the time appointed,

his reign on earth begun!

He comes to break oppression,
to set the captive free;

to take away transgression,
and rule in equity.

He comes with succour speedy

to those who suffer wrong;

to help the poor and needy,

and bid the weak be strong;

to give them songs for sighing,

their darkness turn to light,

whose souls, condemned and dying,
were precious in his sight.

He shall come down like showers
upon the fruitful earth;

and love, joy, hope, like flowers,
spring in His path to birth:

Blessing
URC Prayer Handbook p68

before Him on the mountains
shall peace, the herald, go;

and righteousness, in fountains,
from hill to valley flow.

Kings shall fall down before Him,
and gold and incense bring;

all nations shall adore Him,

his praise all people sing;

for He shall have dominion

o’er river, sea, and shore,

far as the eagle’s pinion,

or dove’s light wing can soar.

O’er every foe victorious

he on His throne shall rest,
from age to age more glorious,
all-blessing and all-blest;

the tide of time shall never

his covenant remove;

his name shall stand forever,
that name to us is Love.
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