ﬁ We Celebrate Our Presence Together: Gathering ﬁ

Prelude
See suggestions in the Music Document in your downloads

Welcome and Announcements
Greet the people, giving thanks for their “presence” (indicating the “presents” all around
the space, a bit tongue in cheek), and offer any necessary announcements

Becoming Present — an Advent Ritual
“‘What Can | Give Him” arranged by Mark Hayes
See Music Notes document about obtaining this music

[the music to “What Can | Give Him” begins and continues under the Leader’s words]

Leader: Advent can be filled with worry about finding the perfect Christmas gifts. Deep
down we want people in our lives to know they are special and that we love them. But
sometimes we overlook the greatest gift of all... our very presence. The 19th century
poet, Christina Rosetti, wrote “In the Bleak Midwinter” that became a popular Christmas
carol. Modern composer, Mark Hayes, set the last verse of that poem to music as our
theme song for our Advent/Christmas series. It reminds us that even if we are feeling
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poor — in resources, in body or spirit — we can simply be a gift of presence, we can
give our hearts.

[choir or ensemble/soloist sings as the invited Readers come forward to the front where
there is a big “featured” gift box wrapped with paper and bow next to an Advent wreath
ready to receive candles]

What can | give Him, poor as | am?
If | were a shepherd, | would bring a lamb;
If | were a Wise [One], | would do my part;
Yet what can | give Him: | will give my heart.

[music continues to underscore]

Reader: We unwrap a present on this first Sunday of Advent
with great anticipation for the gift that God will reveal.
People: We open our hearts as we open the gift!

[pause while the featured gift box is unwrapped...
the word “Hope” appears on the box under the wrapping (Note: if you have
members who worship online and you use projected technology, consider having a
different person or family unwrap a present on video as well, showing it simultaneously
with the unwrapping in the physical space]

Reader: The promise of Hope is the Divine Gift we receive.
People: And what will we do with it?

[pause as the box is opened and a candle is taken out... then the candle is placed in the
Advent wreath and lit while the next words are spoken]

Reader: The gift of hope is an essential survival tool
because it reminds us that the hard times do not have the last word.
Hope is not simply a wish.

Hope calls us into action based on a belief that things can be different.
We can work to bring about the better world that we hope for.
People: We light this Candle of Hope as a sign that we will be
Present with Hope in the world.

[congregation joins singers in this repeat of the song]
What can | give Him, poor as | am?
If | were a shepherd, | would bring a lamb;
If | were a Wise [One], | would do my part;
Yet what can | give Him: | will give my heart.
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Prayer of Presence
Let us pray:

Holy Living Light of God,
you are our Hopeful Presence.

Let this hope grow in our lives each day,
so we can be a Present of Hope to others.
Unwrap and open our hearts.

May it be so.

Amen.

Opening Hymn
“What Gift Can We Bring”
NCH 370, UMH 87, W&R 685
or
“Gifts from God”

The Peace

[invite the Passing of the Peace as is customary
and invite the children to come forward]

ﬁ The Word Present Among Us: Proclaiming ﬁ

The Gift of Children

Please see “The Gift of Children” scripts in downloads.

First Readings
Psalm 80: 1-2 and 1 Corinthians 1: 4-7

Reader: The book of Psalms was the songbook of the Hebrew people. Psalm 80 was
written in a time when the people were exiled from their homeland. In it we hear the
conviction and hope that God will restore the people. Let us read responsively:

Shepherd of Israel, hear us,

you who lead Joseph like a flock!
You who are enthroned on the cherubim, shine out!
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Shine out before Ephraim, Benjamin and Manasseh!
Awaken your power and come to save us!
O God, return to us — let your face smile on us,
and we will be saved!

Another community at a later time — the early Christians — also lived in a time of
oppression by the Roman occupiers. The letters that circulated among them gave them
hope for the future. Hear this excerpt from the First Letter to the Corinthians:

I continually thank my God for you because of the gift bestowed on you in Christ Jesus,
in whom you have been richly endowed with every gift of speech and knowledge. In the
same way, the testimony about Christ has been so confirmed among you that you lack

no spiritual gift, as you wait for the revelation of our Savior Jesus Christ.

Witness to the Word (Choral Anthem/Band)

“‘What Can | Give Him” (full anthem)
or
“The Gift”

Gospel Reading
Mark 13: 24-37

Reader: The first Gospel reading of Advent from the Book of Mark describes life as
calamity. In the midst of it, Jesus reminds his disciples to make sure they pay attention
and don’t get distracted by all the bad news. Stay awake, stay alert, he says. Watch for
the signs of a new day.

“But in those days, after that time of distress, ‘the sun will be darkened, the moon will
lose its brightness, the stars will fall from the sky and the powers in the heavens will be
shaken.’ Then they will see the Promised One coming in the clouds with great power
and glory; then the angels will be sent to gather the chosen from the four winds, from
the ends of the earth to the ends of heaven. Take the fig tree as a parable: as soon as
its twigs grow supple and its leaves come out, you know that summer is near. In the
same way, when you see these things happening, know that the Promised One is near,
right at the door. The truth is, before this generation has passed away, all these things
will have taken place. Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will not pass
away. But as for that day or hour, nobody knows it — neither the angels of heaven, nor
the Only Begotten — no one but Abba God. Be constantly on the watch! Stay awake!
You do not know when the appointed time will come. It is like people traveling abroad.
They leave their home and put the workers in charge, each with a certain task, and
those who watch at the front gate are ordered to stay on the alert. So stay alert! You do
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not know when the owner of the house is coming, whether at dusk, at midnight, when
the cock crows or at early dawn. Do not let the owner come suddenly and catch you
asleep. What | say to you, | say to all: stay alert!”

Sermon

See Sermon Fodder document in your downloads to get you started.

ﬁ Fully Present in the Moment: Praying ﬁ

Prayers of the People
‘Right Here, Right Now”

Sung slowly

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.

Leader: In our time of prayers during this Advent and Christmas season, we will take the
opportunity to practice being fully present in the moment. Mindfulness has deep roots in
our Judeo-Christian tradition. The scriptures say “be still and know that | am God” and,
as we have heard, Jesus speaks often about “staying awake” to what God is up to.
Prayer is an intentional way to stay awake and alert to the presence of God among us.

We will begin our prayers with three questions, each followed by a short silence.
Focusing intentionally on thoughts and memories can be a kind of prayer, bringing our
lives into a conversation with the Holy. | invite you to take a deep breath and close your
eyes if you are comfortable doing that.

The first question is this: Who was a gift of presence to you this week? Did you
experience their attention in a way that felt like a special connection?

Take a moment to recall this in your mind’s eye, seeing it emerge like opening a gift. If
you cannot recall such a moment, it is OK... this week you will notice these moments
more deeply.

[pause for a bit]
The second question is this: How did you offer yourself as a gift of presence? What did

it feel like to extend your attentiveness and availability beyond yourself? Did you notice
how it made a difference to someone else for you to be truly present to them?
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[pause for a bit]

The third question is this: Is it possible that God’s presence is felt more acutely in these
moments when we truly tend to one another? What could you do this coming week that
would allow God’s gift of Hope to flow through you to someone else? It may be as
simple as finding opportunities to speak an encouraging word. Or as complex as
actually lifting up someone’s circumstances through volunteering or donating.

[pause for a bit]

[break the silence with the sung refrain]
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.

In this prayerful, present moment, we train our attention on those who are in distress.
We pray this week for...
[continue with the prayer concerns of your community and the world]

In this prayerful, present moment, we train our attention on thanksgiving and joy.
We give thanks this week for...
[continue with the prayers of gratitude of your community and the world]

In this prayerful, present moment we ask you, Christ Jesus, the Greatest Gift of All,
to help us savor our journey toward the celebration of Christmas.
Help us recognize and create moments of sweet presence
rather than filling the voids with the things that do not last.
Help us to stop, notice what we are experiencing,
and accept it with open hearts and minds.
In doing this, we allow you to meet us
in the right here, right now, right where we are.
Amen.

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.

Offering

[Proceed with Offering in the way that is customary for your community.
If you have decided to engage in a church-wide mission project for Advent/Christmas,
offer an account of that here. You could also share various ways that the “gift of being
present” is being shared in your community.]
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Communion

[If you are celebrating communion this week,
refer to the Communion Script in the downloads]

) Present to the World: Sending

Closing Carol

Leader: We close our service with a Christmas carol. While singing carols in Advent has
been, for some, too soon to proclaim the birth, we sing carols in this worship series just

like we are opening presents a bit early, to remind ourselves that God is with us already
and always. The carol we sing today has a restored third stanza that says “oh hush the

noise and cease the strife to hear the angels sing.” May we give ourselves the time and
room this season to hush, to hear, to listen, to just be... present.

“It Came Upon the Midnight Clear”

[click the link to see the restored third stanza in the hymnal, Glory to God]
Chalice 163, GTG 123, LW 62, NCH 131, UMH 218, VU 44, W&R 191
or
“It Came Upon the Midnight Clear”

Benediction

“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 qift 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.
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Postlude
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