1st Candle  Shirley and Lizzie

  Ephesians 2 
You are no longer strangers and aliens, but members of the household of God. 
We are built upon the foundation, with Christ Jesus himself as the cornerstone. 
In him the whole structure is joined together and grows into a holy temple. 
In the Lord we are built together spiritually into a dwelling place for God. 

From the beginning, Yahweh's plan for creation has been one of enduring hospitality.  Creations privilege and purpose, its beauty and integrity, culminate in being a sanctuary – a dwelling that God chooses to share with his image bearer.  From the first words in Genesis out of nothing to the final word of new creation, the promise of God is to “finish this relational gift through the permanent union of heaven and earth.

Ezekiel started us on the journey of God's welcoming of us, the stranger, by telling us that he was preparing the mountains to welcome us back after exile. 
8 “ ‘But you, O mountains of Israel, will produce branches and fruit for my people Israel, for they will soon come home. 

We have placed on the tree that grew on the mountains reminders of how God has welcomed us into his family. (Pause after each one, as a picture of each will be shown.)


 This included: Lori's picture of a Bible as God prompted her to ask a coworker about a bible study, 


the state of Alaska as God welcomed Jan to the state with Northern Lights over Anchorage her first night, 


Ryan, Eva and Esme's first Christmas Ornaments, 


Picture of Eva and Esme as Lisa was called to be a mom, 


and John's manger, as God invites all to come to the manger.


We light this first candle of Advent remembering we were welcomed from the beginning and thankful for God for continuing to welcome us into the family of God.  Light first candle lit.


Let us sing, Go, Tell it on the Mountain 
2nd Candle Mandeville's
Luke 10:16
“He who listens to you 
listens to me; 

he who rejects you 
rejects me; 
but he who rejects me 
rejects him who sent me.” 
Lisa

My friends have walked out on me,” is how Eugene Peterson translates God's lament in this powerful opening chapter of the book of Isaiah.  God has been “forsaken,” “spurned,” as the TNIV puts it.   We can feel the affront, the hurt, and,as the chapter unfolds, the outrage.

Ryan


The context is eighth-century BC, when divided Israel is threatened by Assyria.  God is angry with this people not only for turning their backs on him and the filial relationship he has nurtured, but because their behavior has brought ruin.  Such is the state of things that he rejects their sacrifices, yes, even their prayers – because they are meaningless without “understanding”, without the relationship with God as neighbor that really matters.

Lisa


Our tree has been filled with signs and symbols showing the start of a relationship.  (Pause after each one, as a picture of each will be shown.  


This included John's rings of marriage, 

R
Lori's little girl praying as talking to God is how a relationship starts, 

L
Jan's ski lift tickets from her first day and honeymoon as her love of skiing led to the love of her husband, 

R
Ryan's seminary student id cards, 

L
then newsletter from Ryan candidating in this church 14 years ago, 

R
and Sheryl's further acknowledgement of how prayer shapes this congregation as we talk to God in the many ways.  Highlighted by our congregational, session, women's, and individual prayers for Danica over the years.  

L
The question always remains, how do you continue a relationship.  God has made it clear we did not do this well.  We rebelled, a stubborn donkey was more reliable, we were sinful, loaded with guilt, and evildoers.  God calls us to change.  So we light this second candle, in hopes of making the transition from darkness to light.  To stop doing wrong and learn to do right.

R
Let us sing, I wonder as I wander
3rd Candle Tronrud's
The desert and the parched land will be glad; the wilderness will rejoice and blossom. 
Like the crocus, it will burst into bloom; it will rejoice greatly and shout for joy. 
say to those with fearful hearts, “Be strong, do not fear; your God will come, 
he will come with vengeance; with divine retribution he will come to save you.” 
Then will the eyes of the blind be opened and the ears of the deaf unstopped. 
Then will the lame leap like a deer, and the mute tongue shout for joy. Water will gush forth in the wilderness and streams in the desert. 
The burning sand will become a pool, the thirsty ground bubbling springs. In the haunts where jackals once lay, grass and reeds and papyrus will grow. 
And a highway will be there; it will be called the Way of Holiness. 
Only the redeemed will walk there, and the ransomed of the Lord will return. 
They will enter Zion with singing; everlasting joy will crown their heads. Gladness and joy will overtake them, and sorrow and sighing will flee away. 
Normally welcome and acceptance are achieved by what we do and how we perform – if we fall short, we can expect to be rejected.  Intuitively, we all understand that we usually get what other think we deserve.


That is why the first two words in Romans 3:21 are so important.  “But now.”  Paul has made it clear that no one is justified by legal obedience to the law, since all fall short. Having the law as a standard of acceptance led all too easily to putting confidence in the flesh and seeking to develop a humanly centered for  of righteousness.  But now.


But now a different gospel has been revealed.  This new gospel is a righteousness that is from God – centered in Jesus Christ and bathed in grace.  The entire trajectory is different.  The law invited us to work to achieve acceptance.  The gospel argues that acceptance precedes anything that we do.  One was rooted in our vigilance and effort.  The other flows from the character of God.  One was based on a principle of apparent fairness.  The other is grounded in a clear understanding of justice and justification.


This continuing, repetitive offer of his 'but now' grace is seen on our tree through the ornaments that come as a series.(Pause after each one, as a picture of each will be shown.)  


Whether the collection of T-Rex ornament, 


Shirley's icicles, 


the repetition of the Lord's Prayer and Nicene Creed, 


an angel representing the host of heavenly beings Lori received as a teacher


Shirley's Bill and the son's that kept coming represented by the 4 stars


or Lisa's Grandmothers extensive collection of knitted doily snowflakes that cover our tree at home.


We receive a persistent welcome in spite of our limitations – and because of the character of our host.  We light this third pink candle of Advent joy, because we are living in an era of “But now.” Light Candle 

Let us sing, Joy to the World because the world has changed.
4th Candle Wards
 Matt. 7:7, Luke 11:9 
Jesus said: Ask, 
and you will receive; 
seek, 

and you will find; 
knock, 
and the door will be opened to you. 
God abounds in love and mercy and welcomes our return, 
for in Christ, God came to us that we might have abundant life. 
Abraham's welcoming of the three visitors in Genesis 18 has long been seen as an expression of Middle Eastern hospitality.  Desert travel, always risky, is protected by the venerable practice of welcoming the stranger.  In my tent, you are under my protection.  Genesis 18 is different only because the visit and the visitor(s), come from heaven.  We might call it the First Great Advent.


The key is not the travelers appearance, but their presence.  God the divine Lord, has broken the silence of heaven, accepted the risk of travel in a hostile land, and stands before Abraham at the door of his tent.  2000 years later, God again broke the silence of heaven, coming before us as an infant. “The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us.”  And we rejoice that “The light shines in the darkness, but the darkness has not overcome it.”  Even in the darkness of our sin, Jesus makes a way for his light to shine in our life as we are welcomed into God's family and welcome God to be a part of ours.

We have put that light onto our tree (Pause after each one, as a picture of each will be shown.) 


through the spent candle from worship that Jan added,  


an aluminum star reflecting the light John created, 


stain glass letting the light pass from Sheryl, 


Jo's ring of light, 


or Ryan's stain glass star shining despite the brokenness.  

These make up the  light emitting, ornaments of our tree.  Now, we light these four candles of Advent to make sure there is plenty of light to see Christ when he comes.  (Light 4 Candles.) 

Let us rejoice that the light has come to us, by singing O Holy Night
5th Candle  Ryan

Matthew Video

John 13:30-14:4
Matthew's gospel is pretty matter of fact about Jesus coming.  


The first 17 verses acknowledge 



that this is an action that God has been building up to




 through the genealogy through 42 generations.  

In verses 18-24, 


we hear Joseph being brought in on the plan.  

It is only in verse 25 that we get any information about the birth 


with a whopping, 



“She gave birth to a son.”  


Sorry moms. 



 Your efforts deserve more ink.

Part of what is clear to me this year is, 


the reason more ink is not spilled, 



is because God has always been present, 



always been welcoming us into a relationship, 




since the beginning.  

God is present,


 the question is always, 



will we receive that hospitality.  

Thus the reason that 18 verses are spent showing how God worked with a star, 


scripture, 


a plotting king, 


and more to help the Magi find him 



and welcome his presence.

The gospel of John continues that welcome, 


by telling us how the hospitality has continued through Jesus' life 


through to the end of creation.  

Jesus tells his disciples that he is going to prepare a place for them and us.   


He will come back for us 



when the rooms are prepared.  
That is what hospitality looks like, 


right?  

You come into a room 


and the bed is made, 


the toilet clean, 


towels are dry and hung on the rack, 


perhaps even a mint on the pillow.  

All ways of saying, 


you are welcome here 


and we are excited you came.  

Even if we are coming late, 


we need not worry, 



because God has left the light on for us, 


even if darkness tried to extinguish it.

Jesus came to a world 


that was not quite as prepared for him.  

We all know the simple line, 


there was “no room for them in the inn.” out of Luke.  

But Luke goes on to tell us that 


even when we are surprised, 



we will do the best we can to make people welcome.  

We often try to make the circumstances sound more dire, 


placing Jesus in a manger full of straw.  

But they did not have memory foam for their beds, 


they had beds of straw that they slept on 



if they were lucky.  


A manger had walled sides, 



just like the cardboard boxes 




many of our newborns are sent home with today.  

When they are new born, 


you want them to sleep 


without being able to roll over.  



A manger seems more than up to the task.  
Remember, our Savior could be held.  


There is a double meaning to 



“Come and be hold him.”  


Mary and Joseph on this night, 


show us what hospitality can look like 



with our creator and God.  


It does not have to be perfect.  



The towels do not have to be monogramed.  

Jesus just asks that we take what we have 


and do the most we can with it for God's glory.  

Just as he is taking what he has, 


power over death and sin, 



and creating a home for us 




where we can live in a world that is without those things.  

He wants to welcome us there.  


We need to first accept his great act on this night, 



that God came among us as an infant.  

Then, we will be ready to accept that God is inviting us to a different type of life 


in the future and right now.

So we light the Christ Candle, 


acknowledging that the light has come into the world.  

He has brought to fulfillment the process of the other four candles.  


We are welcome 


and are in a position to welcome him 



with whatever we have.  

Will you do so?

You have heard this evening what we put on our tree this Advent.  


As we sing with Andrew,



 “Do You Hear What I Hear”  


I invite you to come 



and take a manger ornament to put on your tree. 

 Remembering that it was an ideal bed for a newborn, 


once we accept that it is being used differently.  

Just as parents today place their most precious creation 


in cardboard boxes at night today.  

As you take it home, may it help you consider how you can be more hospitable 


to God in your life in the coming year.
Do You Hear What I Hear
You have a bed for the King of Kings to rest in.  I invite you to receive the light of the world as it breaks into our lives.  Let us close with Silent Night.
