Home Service Sheet for Sunday 20th December 2020 (Prepared by David Muschamp)
Call to Worship          Psalm 89: 1-4
Holy and gracious God, eternal source of who we are and the eternal goal of who we shall be, we praise and bless your holy name. We praise you for the promise that Christ will come again to establish his kingdom, to begin a new era, to bring us and all your people life everlasting. Loving God, forgive us that so easily we lose sight of that message of Advent, allowing its wonder to be swamped by our preparations for Christmas and our concerns around Coronavirus. Forgive us that we forget your promises, we frustrate your Spirit, we lose sight of your love. Meet with us through this time of worship, through your living Word, through the fellowship we share, and through the risen Christ.  Amen.
Sing or read the hymn Come, Thou long-expected Jesus by Charles Wesley (1707-88)
https://youtu.be/WBGx_4PxO3g
	1 Come, Thou long expected Jesus,
   Born to set Thy people free;
    From our fears and sins release us;
    Let us find our rest in Thee.

	2  Israel's strength and consolation,
    Hope of all the earth Thou art;
    Dear desire of every nation,
    Joy of every longing heart.

	3  Born Thy people to deliver; 
    Born a child and yet a King; 
    Born to reign in us forever; 
    Now Thy gracious kingdom bring .

	4  By Thine own eternal Spirit
    Rule in all our hearts alone;
    By Thine own sufficient merit
    Raise us to Thy glorious throne.


The Lord’s Prayer
Our Father, who art in heaven, Hallowed be Thy Name. Thy Kingdom come. Thy will be done on earth, as it is in heaven. Give us this day our daily bread, and forgive us our trespasses, as we forgive those that trespass against us. And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil. For Thine is the kingdom, the power, and the glory, For ever and ever. Amen.
1st Bible Reading          2 Samuel 7: 1-11
2nd Bible Reading         Luke1: 26-38
Reflection by David Muschamp (Treasurer at Allerton Congregational Church)
 
In the passage from 2 Samuel we have the opening of a dialogue between King David and God. David would like to build a house, a temple, for the Lord. In the passage from 2 Samuel we have the opening of a dialogue between King David and God. David would like to build a house, a temple, for the Lord. In reply, the Lord said that the Lord had no need of a house suggesting that God, the Lord, cannot be housed or contained in a fixed place.
 
Our Call to Worship from Psalm 89 is a psalm praying for the restoration of the Davidic dynasty. God’s steadfast love and faithfulness are acknowledged and celebrated.
In the first chapter of Luke’s Gospel, we read of two visits by the angel Gabriel, firstly to Zechariah, announcing that his wife’s barren years will come to an end. She will bear a son, John, who will be dedicated to God to prepare the people of God for what is coming.
Gabriel’s second visit, in the sixth month of Elizabeth’s pregnancy, is to her cousin, Mary, in Nazareth, which we read earlier.
I suppose Mary had even more reason for dismissing the angel’s words than Zechariah did, because his second annunciation is even more breath-taking than his first. Mary’s divinely favoured womb will give birth not merely to a prophet, but to the Messiah.
Her child will be named after Joshua (Hebrew for ‘Jesus’), who established the people of Israel in their own land. He will not simply prepare the nation for whatever God has in store, but rule over it for all time as the successor of David.
His character will not be modelled on the great men of old, like Samuel or even Elijah, but on God himself. Mary’s child is conceived by the Holy Spirit: as God’s Son he can be nothing other than Holy. In every way, the one promised to Mary surpasses John.
Luke proceeds with great reserve in his account of the annunciation to Mary. He and his first readers were well aware of stories of great men conceived by the intervention of gods. Luke conveys the true greatness of Jesus by drawing on the imagery of Jewish Scriptures, which speak of the Spirit of God hovering over the waters in the beginning (Genesis 1:2), and the overshadowing presence of God in the wilderness (Exodus 40:35). God’s initiative and creative power are brought to birth in Jesus, who lies at the heart of the Spirit’s new work in salvation. Luke is not interested here in biology, but in the fruitful action of life-giving divine grace.
Like Zechariah, Mary too is surprised at what she hears, though her response could not be more different. Mary’s natural desire to overcome her puzzlement is a world away from Zechariah’s sceptical demand for a sign. The word of God is enough for her, and she shows herself to be a model believer.
In one of his meditations, Nick Fawcett asks us to consider whether we are ‘ready to say yes’:
Imagine yourself, for a moment, in the situation of Mary two thousand years ago. You are engaged to be married and looking forward to your future, when suddenly you’re told that you are to bear a child not of your fiancé Joseph but of God – a child who will change not just your life but that of the world itself. How would you have felt? And, more important, how would you have responded? Understandably, Mary was bemused. ‘How can these things be?’ she asked, and behind that question must have lain countless others. What would people say? What would Joseph say? Who was she to be singled out for such responsibility? Was she up to the job of parenting such a special child? Was she ready to have her life turned upside down, her plans thrown into confusion?
Many of us in Mary’s shoes would have politely but firmly declined, coming up with one excuse after another as to why we were the wrong person for what God had in mind. But Mary was different. ‘I am the Lord’s servant,’ she said. ‘Let it be to me just as you say.’ Had she answered differently, would God have refused to take no for an answer? I don’t think so, for that’s not the way God works. He invites a response rather than demands obedience; he works through cooperation not coercion. What God asked of Mary, she was willing to do; his wish was her command.
Less will be asked of us than of Mary, but God nonetheless needs our service and witness to help build his kingdom. He needs our faith, our love, our caring and sharing to help make him known. Each of us has a part to play, a contribution to make, but it’s down to us whether we will take it on or shy away from the challenge. Have we, like Mary, the necessary courage and commitment to say yes?
Perhaps the importance of Mary in the birth narrative and across two millennia of Christian tradition is her openness to God and her devotion to Jesus. Faithfully, she cared for him, helped shape his thinking and followed him to the foot of the Cross. So precious was she to him that, at his death, Jesus asked the Beloved Disciple to care for her, to take his place.
May the Holy Spirit guide and direct us as we seek to serve him in whatever he calls us to do for him and his kingdom. Amen.
Prayers of intercession
God of the past, present and future, encircle in your love and care those for whom we pray:
For the housebound: keep warmth in heart and home and cold and loneliness at bay.
For the homeless: give shelter and hope, and save from despair and addiction.
For those who are ill and for those who care for them: bring healing, strength and encouragement.
For those facing violence in the home: affirm their worth and dignity, protect from blows and shield from scorn.
For those missing a loved one: may their memories be precious, not morbid nor morose.
God of the past, present and future encircle in your love and care those for whom we pray. Amen.
Prayer of blessing
As Jesus brought peace, turn us into peacemakers.
As Jesus brought hope, make us messengers of hope.
As Jesus brought love, rekindle love in us so that the birth of the baby in Bethlehem 
may be a beginning and not an end.
And the blessing of God almighty, the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit,
be among us and remain with us always.  Amen.

