19 December, 2004

Pieces of nativity set to children (NOT the baby and NOT the three wise men)

Call to worship:

This is the week of Christmas:

So much to plan!  So much to do!

By next Sunday it will all be over:

So much pressure!  So soon over!

We celebrate the birth of one who offers rest:

We start to re-frame our Christmas.

We celebrate the coming of the One who is our hope:

We lift our eyes beyond activity toward reality.


We worship Christ, the Lord.

Hymn 233:

God rest your merry people all (Vss 1, 2, 5)
During the singing of this hymn we light the fourth advent candle: The Candle of Love.  The previous advent candles of Hope, Peace, and Joy are already lit.

Prayer 

We will conclude by saying together the Lord’s Prayer.  This will be led in contemporary form, the words of which are found on the inside cover of the hymn book.  Feel free to pray in the language of your heart.

Lord God,

On this Sunday before Christmas

we take time to consider your good news.

we remember the story

and give thanks that Christ our Saviour

was born on Christmas Day.

We pause to ponder the possibility of comfort and joy:

the comfort of reconciliation and re-creation.

the joy of promised peace between heaven and earth.

We praise you for our salvation

brought about through God made flesh,

announced to ordinary working people 

by your own heavenly messengers.

You are gracious to us and we are glad and grateful.

Help us to deal with the incongruities of this season.

Help us to name and acknowledge the discomforts 

that Christmas brings forth:

Take any hurts and bring a process of healing we pray:

Use our scars.

Use our tender places to bring hope to others this Christmas.

Take any feelings of guilt 

and, in your mercy, bring a new sense of forgiveness:

Empower us to act for peace among those we know best.

Take any shame 

and  surprise us with acceptance and love.

Help us know that we belong,

and strengthen us to accept one another.

For we pray in the name of Jesus:

the One of whom the angels sang,

the One whose coming brings tidings of comfort and joy,  Amen.

We pray together:  Our Father in heaven hallowed be your name.  Your kingdom come, Your will be done on earth as in heaven.  Give us today our daily bread.  Forgive us our sins as we forgive those who sin against us.  Save us from the time of trial and deliver us from evil.  For the kingdom, the power and the glory are yours now and forever.  Amen

Welcome & notices

1 Visitors

2 Youth group gardening etc. yesterday??????

3 Christmas Greetings from the Ministry Team – thanks, Christmas Cards – Graham preaching at St Peter’s this morning.

4 Today at 11.15 Half Hour Café Presentation

Information Gathering / Models / not a debating or decision-making time

5 Farewell to the Haigh Family:

Anne Sidwell and David Haigh along with two of their family are shifting to Brussels:

Anne has been an active supporter of our youth programmes and of BGI.

Matt has been helping with youth work and is bravely staying behind here in NZ – look out for him – he’ll need meals next year I’m sure! Alex has been part of the senior youth group and Tessa has been part of the Junior Youth Group – they are bravely going to Brussels with their Mum and Dad.

Hymn 246:

The north wind is tossing the leaves

Children’s Time:
Christmas pictures tell a story

Come and bring the people and the animals that some of you were given when you came in to church:

We’ll set them on the communion table.

· What are they?

· What story do they tell?

· Some pieces are missing – which pieces?

· why are they not here yet?

Pulpit Fall:

· Which parts of the Christmas story?

· Which pieces are missing from here?

A lady who used to be at St John’s wrote a Christmas carol

I don’t know it, but the people who remember Helen Clyde know it and they are going to sing it and teach it to you and me!

Song:  


And did you see him little star 

Helen – use order of service

We focus on & respond to God’s Word in Scripture

Daniel Ramsay for both readings

First Bible Reading: 
Isaiah 7: 10 - 16


(p636.of the Old Testament section of the pew Bible)

Hymn 232:

The virgin Mary had a baby boy

Second Bible reading:
Matthew 1: 18 - 25

(p1. of the New Testament section of the pew Bible)

Sermon

On the first Sunday in advent 

the reading was from the end of Matthew’s Gospel

and it was all about waking up and being ready.

· getting ourselves sorted out so we 

won’t be caught by surprise when Jesus comes back.

Today our reading is at the beginning of Matthew’s Gospel

It’s also about waking up and getting on with it.
Advent is that kind of time.

Last week

the text was about John the Baptist 

and his expectations of the Messiah.

Because his expectations didn’t seem to be met

he began to wonder and entertain doubts.

Was Jesus really the One?

Graham suggested that often

God’s plan is very different from our expectations 

Have you heard of the male and female driver who were travelling very fast in opposite directions on a mountainous and windy road?

As they rounded one of the corners,

they very nearly met head on, 

He leaned out his window and yelled, “Cow!”

She was incensed and yelled back, “Pig!”

She sped on, muttering about chauvinistic drivers,

and as she rounded another corner she hit the cow 

the other driver had been trying to warn her about.

Expectations!

Assumptions!

Perceptions!

We can be so sure we’re right, can’t we?!

But our rightness is based on our perceptions 

and our perceptions lead us astray 

more often that we realise!

The Season of Advent keeps on at us about these sorts of things.

It’s time for us to wake up.

It’s time to sort out the difference between our perceptions 

and what actually is.

The text about how the birth of Jesus came about

is no exception.

It tell us of assumptions that were turned on their heads

not by dubious spin doctors

nor by maniupative advertisers

but by God!

God 

turns ideas on their heads.

Things that seem very wrong turn out to be part of God’s plan.
This is a scary God we worship!

One thing we can be sure of:

We can trust God to shake our security.

Another thing we can be certain about:

We can trust God to meet our expectations 

in ways that are almost unrecognisable.
A little background:

The Gospel of Matthew is a very Jewish text,

It attempts to demonstrate that Jesus really is the One 

the Jews had been expecting.

It begins with a series of three genealogies or whakapapa

that show that Jesus was born into 

the royal lineage of the Jewish people.

They expected that the Messiah would be part of 

the dynasty that began with David.

And all through Matthew’s Gospel 

there are references to Jesus as the Son of David.

Jesus is written of as a King.

Prophesies from the Jewish scriptures 

about the Kingly Messiah 

are quoted as coming true in and through his life.

Why did Matthew feel the need to write like this 

into the Jewish community?

Quite simply because 

Jesus didn’t seem at all like the expected Messiah.

His birth wasn’t what people would have expected for 

the Messiah.

Nor was his life(nor his death.

In demonstrating how he fulfilled the prophecies

Matthew helped Jewish people of faith 

to absorb that Jesus was the One.

He just didn’t seem like it!

Part of that demonstration was the rehearsal of Jesus’ whakapapa or genealogies.

Through the whakapapa, 

Matthew told his community that Jesus really was the Messiah 

because we his royal descent can be shown.

And in Matthew’s telling 

It is also told that

God is faithful and surprising at the same time.

Perhaps we could go so far as to say shocking.

God is not just surpising.

God is shocking.

Somehow God gets Mary pregnant.

Our modern concerns about the virgin conception 

are always around the impossibility of that kind of miracle.

Our rational scientific minds find it difficult to take on board.

Matthew and his contemporaries also knew 

that in the normal course of events it took a mother and a father to make a baby!

But they were apparently less concerned about the miracle
And more concerned about morality.

Our text tells us that Joseph was a good man.

And because he was a good man

it was obvious to him 

that he could not be expected 

to go through with his marriage to Mary.

Not once he knew she was pregnant!

And because he was such a good man 

he resolved to divorce Mary quietly.  

(Notice the difference between our engagements and 1st century Palestinian betrothals)

He resolved!

Poor Joseph.

He had been shocked and worried by Mary’s pregnancy.

He must have been anxious about how best 

to preserve his reputation 

without Mary getting hurt any more than he could help.

Clearly he felt some pity for her.

But equally clearly 

he had no intention of being made an idiot 

by going ahead with the marriage 

when it was obvious that she loved someone else 

who was presumably the father of her child!

Through his careful and prayerful thinking 

Joseph arrived at a win-win solution:

No one could ask or expect a better solution 

to a moral dilemma:

His reputation would stay intact.

Mary wouldn’t be hurt, 

and she would be free to pursue another relationship.

Well done, Joseph!

Joseph is a model of reasonableness 

mixed with warmth and care.

His solution was not just logical.

It was also merciful.

And it was the best he could do 

given the state of wakefulness he was in.

The text suggests that Joseph was as wakeful as we often are.

We might also infer that that is sometimes

not wakeful enough.

In the amount of consciousness and awareness 

that Joseph was able to muster 

he’d made a good decision.

It was the kind of decision that we would hope 

we would make when faced with moral dilemmas.

The only problem with it was(God!

Apparently God was not as concerned as Joseph

about the rights and wrongs of the situation!

Sometimes, God is a worry!

God’s view 

is so often not our view.

So often

 God’s perspective 

falls far short of the sensible.

So often God’s ways 

are not the ways we would feel safe in recommending.

And yet, it is God’s ways that lead to redemption.

To help Joseph understand this unusual state of affairs

God had to appeal to him at a different level of knowing(

a different level of consciousness.

Joseph heard God speak to him through a dream.

All of the information in the dream 

is critical to our understanding of God’s plan:

The name of the child was to be Jesus.

Jesus was a common enough name.

It means saviour.

But it was spelt out that the salvation 

was no ordinary political or social or even military salvation.

The kind of salvation that this child was to bring 

was the salvation of the whole person 

and the salvation of all peoples.

The child would save people from 

all that distorted their relationship with God.

This was a significant and systemic salvation but different!

Not what people were expecting or even hoping for.

They were hoping for something much smaller than that.

They were hoping for a simple military overthrow of the dominant empire of their day.

They were hoping for a temporal saviour

who would probably end up being a temporary saviour,

But God was determined to disappoint them!

God planned to provide so much more 

than they ever wanted 

or expected 

or asked for.

Strange that!

God is a faithful God who is always there for us

who always provides

always delivers;

But who often provides and delivers in ways 

that are so unexpected 

that we find them quite unacceptable.

By appealing to Joseph’s subconscious mind through a dream

God was able to help Joseph to truly wake up.

And the key to helping him truly become aware

and to wake up to all that was really important 

was the first part of the message:

“Do not be afraid to marry Mary 

because what is happening in her 

is the result of the work of the Holy Spirit.”

Do not be afraid.

Do risk the unexpected and unacceptable.

Do not be afraid.

Do step into the future in a way you might not have anticipated

because the Holy Spirit is at work in that future.

Do not be afraid.

Have faith.

God’s message over-turned Joseph’s common sense 

and his wise and kindly morality.

It over-turned his concern 

for his own reputation.

It overturned his doubts about Mary 

and the child she was carrying.

Do not be afraid.

And when Joseph woke up – really woke up this time –

He acted on the faith message 

and not the fear message.

He married Mary.

Not the action of a sensible man:

The action of a man of faith who I’m sure lived another day 

to use his common sense!

Hymn 240:

O Little Town of Bethlehem (Vss 1,3, 4)
Prayers for ourselves and others

In our prayers for ourselves and for others this morning 

I invite you to sit silently for a moment or two

with your own hopes and fears.

In the silence you might like to ask God

how Christ might meet these this Christmas.

So let’s sit quietly.  

Name in our hearts our hopes and fears.

Let give God space to speak into these 

and I will end our time of prayer 

by repeating a few of the words of the carol we have just sung.  We pray now in silence . . .

After silence . . .

“O Holy Child of Bethlehem, descend to us we pray;

Cast out our sin.  

Enter in.  

Meet our hopes and fears.

O come to us, abide with us, Our Lord Immanuel.”

Amen.

Offertory and Choir Anthem: How shall I fitly meet thee?

                                                        J S Bach

Prayer of dedication:

How shall we fitly meet thee, Lord?

We will meet thee with what we have.

We will meet thee with who we are.

Come to us and meet us as we dedicate our offering to you.

Abide with us, that we might meet thee in Christ.

Use us.  Use our gifts.

For we give them and ourselves to you, 

in the name of the Holy Child of Bethlehem,

Jesus Christ, our Saviour and Lord.

Amen

We return to the community, strengthened in faith

Hymn 218:

Unto us a boy is born (omit verse 3)

Benediction, followed by threefold Amen.

Go now and do not fear.

Go in faith to risk and to love, with joy and with hope

You can because the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ

The love of God and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit

Go with you today and always,

