


Overview


Greetings, friends! I’m so excited to share this Advent/Christmas series with you 
because I think that its theme is so important right now. As the series trailer says, 
“beyond the wrappings and bows lies an emptiness, a loneliness.” The statistics 
on despair right now are sobering, much less the personal experience you or 
your loved ones may have with this “phenomenon” we are experiencing. And so I 
decided to practice what I teach — one of the best ways to address a topic in 
community is through our community worship. This is because when we talk out 
loud about it, when we realize we are not alone, and when we search for the 
intersections of our faith narrative, transformation is possible. And then the fast-
track to transformation is “practice.” We put our actions into play outside of 
worship, inspired by what we have experienced in worship. So this season we 
will be more “present” in order to work to dispel loneliness, emptiness, and 
despair. We will discover that our own presence is a present to others — and this 
is better than any gift money can buy.


Anchor Image


Every series in the Worship Design Studio has an “anchor image” that grounds 
us in the central symbol of the series. Visual cues are the fastest way to get a 
point across. And the more common, the better. We begin to associate the 
spirituality of our series with the image as we see it out in the world. The use of 
wrapped presents as our anchor image will become a reminder that we are 
called to be the gift of presence (“presents/presence” - get it?). And the ways we 
can incorporate this image into and outside of our worship spaces is vast… 
limited only by our imaginations. I can’t wait to see what you do with this!
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Guest Artists


Two people are featured in this series as guest artists. I am 
so happy to offer suggestions of piano preludes/postludes 
and choral pieces AND our theme chorus “What Can I Give 
Him?” all by my friend, Mark Hayes. Many of you will 
recognize his name as one of the most prolific arrangers of 
our day. I just moved to Kansas City and can now call 
Mark my neighbor! Whether you use all of our 
suggestions, or just some of them, you will enjoy getting 
to know more about the beauty Mark offers. What a gift!


The other gift to us is the presence of Dr. Amy Oden, a 
prominent author in the areas of history and spirituality. We 
are featuring her book, Right Here, Right Now that is a 
history, scriptural study, and practice of “mindfulness” in the 
Christian tradition (yes, it is deeply a part of our tradition). I 
invited her to talk to preachers about how to incorporate the 
idea of being “truly present” in sermons alongside the RCL 
Year B scriptures, and she also joins us for introduction 
videos to a 4-week small group study based on her book 
that we put together for this series. 


Advent Four and Christmas Eve


Friends, as I am writing this in 2023, we must be mindful (ha! the wordplay just 
keeps coming) that the 4th week of Advent falls on Christmas Eve this year! I’m 
sure most of you do not see this as a “gift!” I believe there are several ways to 
address this and your decision will depend on the context of your congregation 
and their rhythms. There is historical precedence for a 5-week Advent. In this 
scenario, you would start this series on November 26, 2023 so that Christmas 
Eve has its own day all to itself. Some of you will be just fine with a morning and 
evening service on Sunday, December 24, 2023. In both of these scenarios, you 
will use the scripts just as I have designed them with full Advent Four and 
Christmas Eve services done separately (and of course if you are doing this in 
another year, you’ll use them that way). If you don’t think your congregation will 
jive happily with coming to church twice in one day AND you don’t want to start a 
week early, I’ve created an adapted script for one service that incorporates some 
of Advent Four with Christmas Eve. 
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Using this document


This Overview document is my way of helping you get an at-a-glance look at the 
series, the materials, and the basic order of worship. I recommend you read 
through this before you read a script so you come to those scripts with the 
“bigger picture” in mind. And I recommend inviting all the worship artists who will 
be helping you prepare this series to read it as well. Then they will be informed 
as you adapt the order of worship elements to your context.


Adapt, adapt, adapt!


Speaking of adapting… a word about adapting our series. We expect that you 
will. Maybe a little, maybe a lot. I write these with a general view of the majority of 
Worship Design Studio subscribing churches in mind, but I cannot know each 
church and your “eccentricities” (I think that’s a good thing… a gift, perhaps?). So 
I expect that you will move things around, delete certain elements, substitute 
things, come up with your own twists on our basic ideas. You have my 
permission to do this without needing to ask me if it’s OK. It is. When it comes to 
the work of other artists that I suggest, you need to procure your own 
permissions (like music licenses except for our original song, “Right Here, Right 
Now”) as you would normally do. We always appreciate being given credit for the 
series idea and materials with this in your worship guide (bulletin), and anywhere 
you post recordings or materials online: “Adapted from 
www.worshipdesignstudio.com/present"


Thank you, friends, for all you are. You are a gift. I hope you will find sweet 
moments of true presence in little and big ways this season. And I hope having 
these materials will help you find more 
time to be fully present with the ones you 
love and the ones who need it most. May 
isolation be transformed into relationship, 
may emptiness be filled not with the 
“things” of our consumer culture, but the 
experience of hope, peace, joy, love, 
light, and assurance. I am praying for you 
and am so grateful for you!


Peace & Passion,

Dr. Marcia McFee
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Downloads

What’s included and what to do with it


This Overview - Have your whole team read this to get a good foothold on the theme 
and order.


Scriptures and Synopses - This is your at-a-glance look at the movement of the series 
and the scriptures highlighted from the RCL, Year B.


Six Worship Scripts - You WILL adapt these for your context (Tip: Do this in one fell 
swoop before the season begins, and you’ll feel amazingly prepared and your team will 
thank you!).


Children’s Time Scripts - Decide who is doing this and get it into their hands early so 
they can have fun with it, adapt it, and connect it to what children are doing in other 
settings like education (be sure to look at our suggestions for children and youth in the 
Small Group document as well).


Communion Script - Incorporate this into whatever weeks you are doing communion 
as you adapt your weekly scripts.


Sermon Fodder - Scan it pre-season so you know what is there. Watching my interview 
for preachers with Dr. Amy Oden will really get your juices flowing. Then use it to help 
jumpstart your own sermon preparation each week, alongside our sermon discussion 
threads in our website where you can chat with other preachers doing this series.  


Visual and Media Ideas - Make some time early in your planning process to go through 
the ideas with your team and land on how you’ll apply the main images to your space, 
then get folks working on it (the earlier, the more fun they’ll have, the more things they 
can create!).


Music Documents and Files - We have a theme song and a prayer song that repeats 
weekly, so have your musicians try it out early (or decide to use the recordings), and 
then get together to actually try it in the space as you adapt the scripts for your context.



Logo and Trailer - Put your own branding on these 
early (directions in the Visual and Media Ideas doc) so 
you can begin to get the word out pre-season.


Small Group Suggestions - Take a look at our 
suggestions and decide if you will organize small 
groups or simply send out suggestions for individuals to 
read. We have prepared a Devotional Journal for 
people to use on their own to go along with the series. 
As always you can adapt it or print/send it “as is.”
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Order of Worship


This series is designed to give you everything you need — all words, hymn and song 
suggestions, anthem and band/soloist suggestions, leader introductions, etc. But also 
please know that if you want to adapt to fit your current order of worship, you can easily 
lift any of the suggested material out of my scripts and place it in your more familiar 
structure.


The order of worship is the same each week. This goes with the concept I teach that 
repetition is a good thing and a solid foundation is necessary in order to be creative 
within it. Doing series can give you the opportunity to try on a slightly different order of 
worship or a different way of doing an element of the service for a season but keep it 
the same during that season, therefore offering some sense of familiarity and a rhythm. 
We have included a communion prayer separately from the scripts so you can fit that in 
whenever you have communion. As always, adapt the communion prayer to fit your 
tradition.


Prelude and Welcome/Announcements


In the music document you will see some suggestions for piano preludes and postludes 
by our featured artist, Mark Hayes. The specific choices are up to your musicians for 
these. There are plenty of play-on-words opportunities for your welcome each week… 
“We are grateful for your presence [with a nod to all the wrapped presents in the 
space],” “All we ask of you here is to set aside the worries you may have and be fully 
present. If you forget, just look at all the ‘presence’ right here with you!” I’m sure you’ll 
find your own groan-worthy fun with this. 


Four-Fold Pattern Headings


The service is designed with the traditional four-fold pattern of worship (Gathering, 
Proclaiming, Responding, and Sending Forth). As I do occasionally, I have created 
headings for these four sections that reflect the theme: “We Celebrate Our Presence 
Together: Gathering,” “The Word Present Among Us: Proclamation,” “Fully Present in 
the Moment: Praying,” and “Present to the World: Sending.”


“Rubrics”


Rubrics are the liturgical terms for “stage directions.” I also use them as notes to you as 
you are discerning how to use these services. They are in red italics and as you adapt 
the scripts, you can change them to reflect what you are actually doing in the space or 
delete them as necessary. Worship is more than words and music… it is often the 
actions or visuals that really bring home the message for some people. Rubrics are the 
way I communicate to you what I am imagining in the embodiment of these scripts.  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Becoming Present — an Advent Ritual

(Threshold Moment)


This concept of a “threshold moment” that I teach introduces people to the journey and 
the theme of the day at the beginning of the service so that every part of the service is 
seen through that thematic lens. Advent has a natural “threshold moment” in the lighting 
of the Advent candles. For this series, our theme song is one verse of Mark Hayes’ 
song, “What Can I Bring Him,” that is based on a portion of the carol “In the Bleak 
Midwinter.” I suggest that the music start softly under the leader/minister’s opening 
paragraph. This helps distinguish it from the welcome/announcements tone and helps 
us enter the journey. The choir, ensemble, soloist sings the theme refrain and then there 
is a litany that can be read by a lay leader or different voices/families each week. It 
proceeds slowly, with pauses between couplets so the action of unwrapping a gift box, 
pulling out a candle for the wreath, and lighting it can happen. Then the congregation 
sings the theme refrain, which is very easy to learn (the rest of the weeks they may just 
join in from the beginning). You can see a video clip of Mark Hayes singing the theme 
refrain HERE. The second time singing the refrain is followed by a unison “Prayer of 
Presence” that closes out the threshold moment. 


Opening Hymn/Song


We have chosen hymns (for more “traditional/classic” worship) and songs (for more 
“modern/contemporary” worship) as suggestions. But you can also feel free to adapt our 
suggestions if you choose. Just look at the hymns/songs we have chosen and try to find 
something that keeps the “essence of the message” but is something more beloved by 
your congregation.


The Gift of Children


A time with children includes the fun of leaders dressed as Christmas presents (like the 
one I’m wearing on page 3 of this document)! We know you’ll get creative with this 
(we’ve put a tutorial for making a basic costume in the Children’s Time scripts). This 
might be a fun way to incorporate youth into the leadership of this part of the service… 
perhaps they take on the project of creating costumes and being the Gifts of Hope, 
Peace, Love, Joy, Light, and Assurance. 


First Readings 


This series utilizes most of the readings from the Revised Common Lectionary, Year B. 
The scriptures in the scripts are from the Inclusive Bible. Of course, if you prefer 
different translations, feel free to adapt and replace in your scripts. The “first readings” 
include excerpts from two of the lectionary readings that are not the Gospel reading for 
the week. One is a responsive reading with the congregation (or you could do it by 
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having two sides of the congregation back-and-forth) and the other is a one-voice 
reading. Both are preceded by the reader offering a contextualizing statement to help us 
focus on its relationship with the theme. You might likely expand on this in the sermon. 


Witness to the Word


This is the choral anthem or, if you are doing modern worship, something the band 
presents on its own. As with congregational song selections, we offer a classical/
traditional choral option as well as a soloist/band-style option. You may wish to listen to 
the suggestions we made in the scripts and decide if they suit your choir or band. As 
always, please choose from your existing repertoire if that makes your preparation more 
doable. We have an at-a-glance list of all music in the Music Document to make looking 
at all the choices in one place easy.


Gospel Reading


The Gospel reading in this order of worship happens just before the sermon so you 
might decide that the preacher will read this one or you might, as the preacher, 
incorporate its reading into your actual sermon in portions. As you read through the 
scripts before the season, think about ways you might offer one of the scriptures 
creatively (in other words, not from the lectern every time): a member of the choir could 
read one from their place in the choir just after the anthem, a dancer could choreograph 
based on one, make one a video recorded by one of your parishioners who worships 
remotely. Think about the talents in your congregation and plan accordingly!


Sermon


I have written Sermon Fodder in a separate document for each of the services. As I 
mentioned above, my interview with Amy Oden as well as her book, or any of the other 
resources we’ve listed in the Small Group resources are good fodder for expressing the 
message each week.  


Prayers of the People


My regular music collaborator, the talented Chuck Bell, and I wrote a refrain for this 
series inspired by Amy Oden’s book, Right Here, Right Now. The music for your 
musicians, for your worship guide, and recordings are in your downloads. Here are the 
lyrics:


Right here and right now we open our senses

to see and perceive the gifts we’ve been given,


to know and believe that what we must do

is open our hearts to let all gifts flow through.
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The prayers in this series begin with a set of questions to invite our memories of the 
moments when others were present with us and when we were present to others, then 
imagining how we can practice this further in the coming week. The hope is that this act 
of visualizing these moments will help us become even more present to the theme and 
the practice coming out of it. The repetition throughout the series of these questions is 
part of the tradition of creating habits of attention that train us to notice these moments 
of being present during the week more deeply, more readily. So rather than seeing the 
repetition as tedious, consider it a way of going deeper. 


After singing the prayer refrain once again, the prayers turn to being attentive with 
prayers of concern and thanksgiving unique to your community and what is happening 
in the world. The final part of the prayer script is a directed to Jesus, the Greatest Gift of 
All. I have not included the Lord’s Prayer in the script, but please feel free to add it. 


Offering/Offertory/Doxology


Various techniques for offering have shifted since the pandemic so please do this as is 
your current practice. If you are engaging in a mission related to being present in the 
community in a specific way for this series, this would be a good time to talk about this, 
whether or not you actually “take up” an offering. This is another moment for your 
musicians to select what they want to use as an Offertory if you do pass the plate. If you 
are doing communion, you may want to adapt this and have people place their offering 
at the door or as they come up for communion. 


Communion


This is the place where you can insert the communion script I have written on the weeks 
when that is appropriate for your tradition. This one is based largely on the ecumenical 
standard from 2nd century Hippolytus prayer. If you commune weekly, you may want to 
adapt the language I have written to include references from that week’s scripture or 
message. Part of the liturgy is sung to the tune of the prayer song, Right Here, Right 
Now. Some of it is call and response — if you are a presider who loves to sing, go for it! 
If singing is not your thing, the choir or a soloist can do those lines. And if you’d rather 
not sing at all during the Great Thanksgiving prayer, as always, adapt, adapt, adapt!


Closing Carol


Sometimes I incorporate Christmas carols into the whole Advent series (I know, 
scandalous!), and in this one I have decided to do that. It is a good reminder that the 
declaration of the presence of Christ among us is always appropriate! I have provided 
links to the sources of the traditional hymnody and modern interpretations of it for those 
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of you who are adapting these scripts for modern worship. The carol is preceded by a 
little verbal introduction to its theme. Of course, if you change our selections, you’ll write 
your own verbal introduction. 


Benediction


The blessing at the end of the service starts with words excerpted and adapted from 
Amy’s book, Right Here, Right Now, that speak to that week’s theme. The the 
Benediction continues with words that are repeated each week (with the exception of 
the reference to Hope/Peace/Joy/Love). Here is a peek:


“The good news of Jesus Christ is that God is with us, 

no matter what, no matter where, no matter when. 


There is no place you can go where God is not, 

no time of the day when God is off the clock. 


This is the teaching of the Incarnation, God with us, Emmanuel.”

[adapted from Amy Oden, Right Here, Right Now]


So now go and be truly present

so you may be a gift of presence for others.


That’s all that is expected — 

that the gift that is YOU


is the best gift you can give.


In the name of the Holy Presence,

the Divine Gift,


and the Spirit of Hope that is just waiting for us 

to unwrap abundant life.


Amen.


Postlude


I hope this helps you get an at-a-glance feel for the scripts!


See the synopses for every worship experience in the series HERE


If you haven’t purchased the series yet (free to WDS Subscribers), click HERE


If you’d like to get access to ALL our series, check out a Worship Design Studio 
subscription HERE
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