Worship Resources

18 December 2022
Fourth Sunday of Advent (Love)
Matthew 1:18-25/2:1-8 IV
God is with Us

Additional Scriptures
Isaiah 7:10-16; Psalm 80:1-7, 17-19; Romans 1:1-7; 
Doctrine and Covenants 165:2a-b

Preparation
Books for Storytime that can be purchased or checked out of a library are suggested below. 
Display an Advent wreath with candles.
Use the same Narrator for The Christmas Play throughout Advent and Christmas.

Prelude

Gathering Hymn
	“Jesus, Our Brother, Kind and Good“	CCS 412			This song can be sung with a guitar. Using stuffed animals, figurines, or felt figures to 
		illustrate the animals speaking in each stanza can be a fun activity.
OR “Away in a Manger” 	CCS 425/426
OR “How Far Is It to Bethlehem?”	CCS 417

Welcome and Sharing of Community Joys and Concerns

Pastoral Prayer

Call to Worship
	Matthew 1:18-25

Storytime
Books are just suggestions: local libraries often have many options. Focus on “Love” as the subject of the story you choose. 
For an Advent focus, divide the storybook “The Tale of Three Trees” by Angela Elwell Hunt, into 5 parts, one for each Sunday of Advent and then Christmas Day. ISBN 0745917437. Fourth Sunday focus: the first tree’s holy purpose. Summarize the first parts for those not in attendance earlier before continuing with today’s part.
OR “Be Kind” by Pat Zietlow Miller. When Tanisha spills grape juice all over her new dress, her classmate contemplates how to make her feel better and what it means to be kind. From asking the new girl to play to standing up for someone being bullied, this moving and thoughtful story explores what a child can do to be kind, and how each act, big or small, can make a difference – or at least help a friend.
OR “I am Love” by Susan Verde. Explores many aspects of love that can help one weather any storm, including that love is comfort, effort, connection, and taking care of oneself.
OR “Guess How Much I Love You?” by Sam McBratney. The story of Little and Big Nutbrown Hares' efforts to express their love for each other. 

     OR visit your local library. 
 
Disciples’ Generous Response     
	Scripture Reading:  Doctrine and Covenants 165:2a-b

Spiritual Practice: Gratefulness       see website Gratefulness (allthingsarespiritual.org) 
Today our practice helps us think about being grateful.

Let’s take three, deep, peaceful breaths together.
Now let’s close our eyes and think of something or someone for whom we are very, very grateful.
Maybe a family member, a distant relative, a pet, a meal, an activity, or something you treasure.
Place your hands together like a cup or bowl and hold them in front of you.
Imagine you are holding the thing for which you are grateful in your hands.
Now say with me, “I am grateful.” We will say it three times slowly.
I am grateful
I am grateful
I am grateful
Now let’s take one more deep, peaceful breath and let that feeling of gratefulness fill us up from our toes to the top of our head.
Let's open our eyes.

Sharing		in small groups, pairs, or in the large group
What or who did you hold in your hands?
Why did you choose this person, or belonging, or pet?
How can being grateful, help us experience peace?

This week
Teach someone what you learned today.
Share with them how to experience peace by being grateful for the people, places, and things in their lives.

Statement
During this time of a Disciples’ Generous Response, we focus on aligning our heart with God’s heart. Our offerings are more than meeting budgets or funding mission. We can tangibly express our gratitude to God through our offerings, who is the giver of all.

As we share our mission tithes either by placing money in the plates or through eTithing, use this time to thank God for the many gifts received in life. Our hearts grow aligned with God’s when we gratefully receive and faithfully respond by living Christ’s mission.

Blessing and Receiving of Local and Worldwide Mission Tithes

For additional ideas, see Disciples’ Generous Response Tools at CofChrist.org/spiritual-practices-generosity/.

Advent Candles
“Hope is a Light”    stanzas 2, 1, 3, and 4	      CCS 398
During the first stanza light the candle of peace, during the second stanza light the candle of hope, during the third stanza, light the candle of joy, during the fourth stanza light the candle of love.

Statement
Advent is a season in the Christian calendar that marks the four Sundays before Christmas. In Latin, Advent means ‘coming’ and it is a time to prepare and remember the real meaning of Christmas, the coming of Jesus into the world. 

Today we light the candle of love. 

Love is a gift our hearts can give. It challenges us to see the worth of all people in the eyes of God. To love others the way God first loved us, unconditionally and unceasingly. Accepting all and following the example shown to us by God’s beloved, Jesus Christ.

Hymn of Advent Love
“Go, Tell it on the Mountain 	CCS 409
OR “Wonder of Wonders” 	CCS 491

A Christmas Play – Part 4 	see script below

Ministry of Music or Congregational Hymn
	“God’s Love Made Visible!”	CCS 411
	OR “People, Look East”	CCS 395


Message 
	Based on Matthew 1:18-25

Sending Forth Hymn
“What Child Is This”	 CCS 432
OR “Hark! The Herald Angels Sing” 	CCS 423
OR “Silvery Star, Precious Star” 	CCS 419

Prayer for PeaceLight the Peace Candle.
Prayer
God of love and peace, 
Truly this is a time of watching and waiting, full of promise and hope for the future.  

So long ago you spoke through the Christ child, the promised Messiah.  In Him we see your heart and mind revealed in love and sacrificial service.  In the witness of Christ, you reveal what your kingdom looks like.  You show us the Way the world is saved through acts of love, compassion and justice.

Our world and the communities where we live continue to struggle with inequity, poverty, war making and selfish pursuits that seek to deny the light you offer to all humankind.  In the mist of these destructive forces this Christmas season reminds us again of your generosity and love. 

The Christ child is your gift of love to all.  Christ is our Advent hope, your promise to be with us and amongst us; your covenant to build your kingdom on earth as it is in heaven. 

At this sacred time of year, remind us to prepare for your coming and to be ready for the good news you bring into the world and our lives.  Remind us to reflect the light of your love and compassion, to share our witness so that others can begin to see hope shining through the darkness that surrounds them.  

Help us prepare the way, to clear our minds and hearts and be ready to meet you in our lives; to see you through the love of parents, family, friends and neighbors, and acts of compassion and love.  

May we celebrate again your coming to us in the birth of a child in a manger who heralded a new way, a new beginning, a new kingdom.  Help us to reflect the love of Christ and follow Him, the Prince of Peace, reflecting His light to all.

In Jesus’ name,
Amen.
	Peter Lonsdale, Perth
	Western Australia, Australia

For additional ideas: Find this day’s Prayer for Peace service on the church’s website at www.CofChrist.org. 

Postlude
_________________________________________________________________________________
A Christmas Play – Part 4

Directions 
Assign all characters and props before the Narrator starts the script.  
Have a manger set up upstage and a baby Jesus behind the manger, out of site. 
The narrator needs to read all the text and ad lib, prompting the actors to copy the words or follow the directions. 
Feel free to repeat lines for emphasis. 
The Narrator may need to give additional directions depending on engagement of the participants. For example, if Mary doesn’t look scared, “Come on Mary, you need to look a little more scared then that.” 
Characters  
*Narrator-recruited ahead of time to prepare; does all the reading and a lot of the stage directing  
*Mary-no lines; recruited on the spur of the moment
*Joseph-no lines; recruited on the spur of the moment
* 3 Magi(Wisemen or Wisewomen)-no lines; recruited on the spur of the moment
*Star (person holding star on a stick)

Props 
*Something to symbolize each character e.g., crowns or extreme head ware for the magi 
*Manger with baby Jesus

Scene 4
Narrator: Now we left last week just after the shepherds had come to visit Mary, Joseph, and Jesus. They had been directed by some angels while they were out in the field looking after their sheep. Oh, and for anyone who missed the first couple of weeks, Jesus was the Son of God, or the incarnation of God on Earth, depending on your Christology, which Mary and Joseph had been charged with protecting and bringing into the world. The story of these characters has been our main focus and we need these actors every week. Even if they mostly sit and wait for visitors. So, Mary and Joseph if you can take your positions back up near our manger for our last instalment of this Christmas story.  

Mary and Joseph enter

Narrator: Today we will also be using our Wisemen or Wisewomen. Maybe this is something like Ghostbusters, Elementary, Doctor Who and Ocean’s eight. 
Enter wisemen/women


Narrator: These are our wise people, or shall we call them magi? They are astronomers who study the stars and they had noticed a new star in the heavens and set out on a journey to find where it led. They travelled very, very long distances, which might be represented now by slowly wandering around our space, in search of the King, they believed the star was representing. At one point they went and saw King Herod, thinking that maybe the King they were looking for was connected to him somehow, which would make sense. Only to have a super awkward encounter when they discovered the King represented in the heavens had nothing to do with the reigning existing King Herod. They sparked Herod’s interest, and jealousy over who this new King might be. But the Magi didn’t let this slow them down too much; they just knew they needed to return home a different way to stay away from King Herod. So, they are on this journey guided by that star.
	Oh, we need our star, to go settle over the manger scene. 

Enter Star and stands near the manger scene.

Narrator: The Magi followed the star until it stopped over this very special spot and on 
Entering, they found Mary and Joseph and Jesus. Seeing Jesus with his mother, they knelt to pay him homage and presented him with gifts worthy of a king - gold, frankincense and myrrh. 

Narrator: This is where our story ends. This story and these people went on to change the world as they knew it, and as we know it. That is why each year, at this time we remember the story and celebrate the birth of Christ.

Exit all actors.



Sermon Helps
Sermon Helps Year A – Letters 
Fourth Sunday of Advent 
Matthew 1:18-25 
Exploring the Scripture 
Rather than recounting the birth of Jesus, today’s passage provides important background. It tells that Mary is engaged to Joseph but that she is pregnant by the Holy Spirit before living with Joseph. Then, engagement was considered binding, so Mary being pregnant was what today would be considered as a violation of the marital agreement. Joseph would have had every right to make a public spectacle of her and reject her as his engaged. But we are told he is “a righteous man” and he decides to “dismiss her quietly.” Already, the text introduces a different notion of righteousness than simple obedience to the law. He decides to respond to Mary out of compassion.
After having decided, an angel visits Joseph and tells him not to be afraid to take Mary as his wife. The angel tells him the child Mary is expecting has been conceived by the Holy Spirit. Further he is told to name the baby “Jesus.” This is important, as the earlier verses of this chapter have shown Joseph as a descendant of David. By naming the baby, Joseph claims Jesus as his own and as a descendant of David. This allows the author to proclaim this child as “Emmanuel,” in fulfillment of Hebrew prophecy, a connection especially important throughout Matthew’s Gospel.
The name Jesus meant “Yahweh helps” or “Yahweh saves.” Even with such a intense meaning, the name Jesus was common then. It serves as a bridge between the holiness of God and the commonness of humanity. Jesus was known in tradition to be the successor of Moses and this theme continues throughout Matthew’s Gospel.
Today is the last Sunday of Advent, the Sunday just before celebrating Jesus’ birth on Christmas Day. The church’s declaration, after the expectation of Advent, is that Jesus is born! Not only do we remember an event that occurred 2,000 years ago, we affirm that Jesus is born anew. Jesus’ birth is not just a onetime event. He is born again each time we remember and relive his life and ministry. Whenever his disciples reach out in love, compassion, and care toward others in need, Jesus is present. He lives today just as much as he did after his birth in Bethlehem, his upbringing in Nazareth, and his life in Palestine. With joy, on this day, we shout “Jesus is born!” 

Central Ideas  
	Jesus’ birth occurred under unusual circumstances.

Jesus’ birth fulfilled Hebrew prophecy.
Jesus was God’s gift to humanity to bring about salvation.
Jesus is reborn in each act of genuine Christian discipleship.
 

Questions for the Speaker 
	What do you find most unusual about Jesus’ birth?

How have you experienced God’s love so far this Advent season?
How does Jesus’s birth fulfill your greatest longings?
How have you experienced Jesus’ birth anew as you share with other Christian disciples, both in giving and receiving acts of love?





Sacred Space: Small Group Resource

Year A, Letters

Fourth Week of Advent

Matthew 1:18-25


Welcome
Advent is a season of waiting in expectation for the coming of light into a darkened world in the form of the infant Jesus. Advent is spent anticipating and spiritually preparing for the arrival of the Christ-child. Scriptures, symbols, and hymns help make Advent a time of expectation for Christ’s birth, rather than a frenzy of holiday tasks.
The Advent season begins four Sundays before Christmas and is observed each Sunday until Christmas Day. An Advent wreath with four candles and one Christ candle in the center often is used to observe the weeks of Advent. One candle is lit each week until all are burning brightly on Christmas Day.

Prayer for Peace 	

Ring bell or chime three times slowly.
Light Peace Candle

Great Shepherd,
You faithfully lead and guide us each day, yet we still feel like voices crying out in the wilderness.  You have blessed us with an abundance of love, yet we struggle to feel that abundance. God, as we look about the world today, we recognize that there are many who do not feel your love.  Who do not feel the love of their friends and families who may be around to support them. Who struggle with loss and division and join our voices calling out for a sign of your love. God, grant us peace.  Grant us peace that settles our weary hearts so that we can love again. Grant us peace that allows us to love unconditionally, so that others may recognize your light in our lives. By sharing the light of your love in our lives we believe that we can become peacemakers for those around us.  Bless us with your love during this season of Advent. Amen.


Spiritual Practice- Take Five
Read the following to the group:
Throughout this Advent season we have been contemplating how “taking five” helps us slow down and connect with the divine.  To have hope, peace, and joy in the new light being birthed this season. Jesus taught us to not settle for a love that’s safe and bordered. Jesus taught us through his actions to not only love those who look or act or think like us but to open our arms wide to all.  Jesus models a love that is unrestricted, unbounded, and unrelenting. This is the hope of Advent. The hope of new birth, the hope of God’s mercy and love.
Today we are going to engage in five minutes of centering prayer. Centering prayer is where we choose a word or phrase and repeat it while we focus on breathing in and breathing out. 
Select a word to focus on (peace, blessing, compassion, grace) and keep it in your mind as you breathe in for 8 seconds, breathe out for 8 seconds. We will repeat for 5 minutes. 
Start the timer for 5 minutes. At the end of 5 minutes say Amen.
Ask if anyone would like to share the word they chose and what they experienced as they focused on the word during the centering prayer 


Sharing Around the Table- Matthew 1:18-25
Now the birth of Jesus the Messiah[a] took place in this way. When his mother Mary had been engaged to Joseph, but before they lived together, she was found to be pregnant from the Holy Spirit.  Her husband Joseph, being a righteous man and unwilling to expose her to public disgrace, planned to divorce her quietly. But just when he had resolved to do this, an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream and said, “Joseph, son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary as your wife, for the child conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit. She will bear a son, and you are to name him Jesus, for he will save his people from their sins.” All this took place to fulfill what had been spoken by the Lord through the prophet:
“Look, the virgin shall become pregnant and give birth to a son,
    and they shall name him Emmanuel,” which means, “God is with us.” When Joseph awoke from sleep, he did as the angel of the Lord commanded him; he took her as his wife but had no marital relations with her until she had given birth to a son, and he named him Jesus.

This passage details the unremarkable birth of yet another child into poverty, in an overcrowded village. The parents-to-be are directed by Roman decree to leave their hometown of Nazareth and travel to Bethlehem, the ancestral home of the father, to be officially counted and registered. We assume it was a difficult journey for Mary and Joseph, considering Mary’s pregnancy. But as oppressed people, there was little choice; they were required to comply with the decree. At a deeper level, one objective of this text is for the readers to make the connection between 

Joseph’s ancestry in the house and lineage of David (centered in Bethlehem) and the prophesied coming of a Messiah (Micah 5:2). Another objective of the beginning of the story is to help us imagine and understand the unjust political environment in which Mary and Joseph are living.
The humble setting of this story continues as shepherds in their fields are overwhelmed by the angel message. Shepherding was considered the lowliest of professions—a curious choice for those who are to witness the newborn Messiah. 

Here it is the shepherds who witness the heavenly event and testify of the importance of what has happened. As witnesses go, shepherds would not have been at the top of the list of those who have credibility or importance. 

God breaks in on the usual and expected with an incarnational message delivered by socially unacceptable participants. 

Christ came into the world as Savior for everyone, yet God chose to be present among the humble, ostracized, and poor of that time and place. Through his life and ministry, Jesus continued to walk with the poor, marginalized, and outcast. In the person of Jesus, God graces the world with a message of hope and favor not tied to birthrights, education, or worldly success. 

	What elements of this story are most meaningful to you?

On this Christmas Day, what message can you share with those who are struggling, mourning, and despondent? What is the good news of Emmanuel, God with us?


Generosity Statement
”Beloved Community of Christ, do not just speak and sing of Zion. Live, love, and share as Zion: those who strive to be visibly one in Christ, among whom there are no poor or oppressed.” Doctrine and Covenants 165:6a
The offering basket is available if you would like to support ongoing small-group ministries as part of your generous response.
The offering prayer for Advent is adapted from A Disciple’s Generous Response:
God who is Faithful, Be present with us as we plan our spending. May we use our resources in ways that build healthy, happy relationships with you, with others, and with the Earth. May we remember the teachings of Jesus that challenge us to make lifestyle choices that are counter to our culture of accumulation and excess. Amen.

Invitation to Next Meeting
Closing Hymn CCS 401 “View the Present through the Promise”
Closing Prayer 



Optional Additions Depending on Group
Sacrament of the Lord’s Supper
Thoughts for Children



Thoughts for Children
You will need:
Ornaments cut out of cardstock in the shape of a heart- see template
String
Small hole punch
Decorating Materials or crayons and markers

Say:  Today is the fourth Sunday in Advent. Advent is a time of waiting, when we prepare ourselves for the coming of Jesus at Christmastime. Each Sunday of Advent we will focus on a different theme. Each theme represents something Jesus brings to the world.
On this fourth Sunday in Advent, we remember the Love Jesus brought into the world. Jesus was born with the intention to share love in the world and make it a better place for everyone. Today, we are going to create ornaments to hang on our trees that remind us to share love. Our ornaments will be shaped like hearts because hearts are a symbol of love.
Allow participants time to decorate their ornaments however they’d like before tying a string to it and heading back to their seats.
Template


