
2021 19TH DECEMBER – WORSHIP AT HOME – ADVENT FOUR 

Dear friends, 

Christmas is almost upon us! I expect that many of you will be attending carol services this week – what a 

joy they are and how good to hear the familiar carols again, along with more modern ones also inspired by 

the glad tidings that God sent his Son into the world as a vulnerable baby. May you all be able to enjoy this 

season and be moved once again by the story of Christmas. Today we look at Mary and Elizabeth. 

With every blessing, Margaret. 

Call to worship: 

Lord, you dropped in on Mary – drop in on us today.  

Lord, you told her not to fear – give us also your confidence and hope.  

Lord, you revealed the nature of your Messiah – make Jesus clear to us today.  

Lord, you helped Mary to say ‘yes’ – help us to say ‘yes’ to you. Amen.  

 

The words to  ‘O come, O come, Immanuel’ translated by John Mason Neale [1811-1866]. Based on the 

ancient Advent Antiphons’ during 18th century and in Latin. 

1 O come, O come, Immanuel, and ransom captive Israel, 

That mourns in lonely exile here until the Son of God appear: 

Rejoice! Rejoice! Immanuel shall come to you, O Israel. 

 

2 O come, O come, O Lord of might who to your tribes on Sinai’s height, 

In ancient times did give the law in cloud, and majesty, and awe: 

Refrain 

 

3 O come, O Rod of Jesse, free your own from Satan’s tyranny; 

From depths of hell your people save, and give them victory o’er the grave. 

Refrain. 

 

4 O come, O Key of David, come, and open wide our heavenly home; 

Make safe the way that leads on high, and close the path to misery: 

Refrain 

 

5 O come, O Day-spring, come and cheer our spirits by your advent here; 

Disperse the gloomy clouds of night, and death’s dark shadows put to flight: 

Refrain. 

 

 Prayers:  

Loving God, you promised to come to your people of old through the Advent of the Messiah. You promise 

to come to each of us in the triumphant and glorious return of your Son.  

Open our hearts to his coming. 

Loving God, you came into our world through Mary, entering our world of space and time. You want to 

come afresh through each of us, Christ made real in our day to day lives. 

Open our hearts to his presence. 

Gracious God, you needed Mary’s assent before you could work through her. You need our willingness to 

let you work through us. 

Open our hearts to your Spirit. 

Sovereign God, you called Mary to believe that with you nothing is impossible. You need us to show that 

same faith if your kingdom is to come. 

Open our minds to all that you can do - the guarantee that God is with us. 



Mighty God, you brought a new beginning to Mary – to Joseph – to your people Israel and to all the world. 

You offer a new beginning to each of us, this and every day. 

Open our lives to your renewing, transforming love, through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen. 

 

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 who 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. 

 

Luke 1: 26-39 – an alternative reading written by H. J. Richards: 

This is St Luke’s adaptation of the Song of Zephaniah to announce the birth of Christ – the guarantee that 

God is with us. 

God sent his angel to the town of Nazareth in Galilee, 

to a young woman named Mary 

who was engaged to a man named Joseph, 

a distant descendant of King David. 

 

The angel said to her, 

‘Shout for joy, Mary, beloved by God! 

The Lord is in your midst.’ 

Mary was startled, 

and wondered what these words could mean. 

The angel said, 

‘Do not be afraid, Mary. 

God has chosen you to be the mother of his Son. 

You must give the baby the name “Jesus”, 

which means “God has become our Saviour”. 

He will inherit the throne of his ancestor David, and rule over God’s people for ever.’ 

Mary said, ‘How can this come about? I am not yet married.’ 

The angel replied,  

‘The power of God will enfold you. 

Nothing is impossible for God.’ 

Mary said, 

‘I am here to serve the Lord. 

Let it be as you have said. 

The Almighty has worked this marvel for me.’ 

 

Luke 1: 39-45 [taken from The Message – the translation by Eugene Peterson. 

Mary didn’t wait a minute. She got up and travelled to a town in Judah in the hill country, straight to 

Zachariah’s house, and greeted Elizabeth. When Elizabeth heard Mary’s greeting the baby in her womb 

leapt. She was filled with the Holy Spirit and sang out exuberantly. 

You are so blessed among women, and the babe in your womb also blessed! 

And why am I so blessed that the mother of my Lord visits me? 

The moment the sound of your greeting entered my ears, the babe in my womb skipped like a lamb for 

sheer joy. 

Blessed woman, who believed what God said – believed every word would come true. 

 

 



The words to ‘Tell out my soul’ written by Timothy Dudley-Smith [b. 1926] Singing the Faith 186 – based 

on The Magnificat. 

1 Tell out my soul the greatness of the Lord! 

Unnumbered blessings give my spirit voice; 

tender to me the promise of his word; 

in God my Saviour shall my heart rejoice. 

 

2 Tell out, my soul, the greatness of his name! 

Make known his might, the deeds his arm has done; 

his mercy sure, from age to age the same; 

his holy name – the Lord, the Mighty One. 

 

3 Tell out, my soul, the greatness of his might! 

Powers and dominions lay their glory by: 

proud hearts and stubborn wills are put to flight, 

the hungry fed, the humble lifted high. 

 

4 Tell out, my soul, the glories of his word! 

Firm is his promise, and his mercy sure. 

Tell out, my soul, the greatness of the Lord 

to children’s children and for ever more! 

 

Thoughts: 

Most people are really pleased when someone tells them about an eagerly awaited pregnancy. There are 

weeks of planning and preparation – every conversation seems to be centred around the coming event and 

it’s hard to think about anything else – especially if you are the parents! 

It is much the same for an unplanned pregnancy except that the conversation is often not that encouraging 

and joyful! In fact – in some cases – the conversation isn’t particularly complimentary! 

So you can imagine what Mary felt. Here she was, a teenager, engaged to a respectable chap and along 

comes an angel to tell her she’s pregnant! It didn’t help matters that she came from an area that had a bit 

of a rough reputation to start with. Mary came from Nazareth which was considered to be a bit of a no-go 

area for any respectable Jew. The town was full of non-Jews who didn’t observe all the requirements of the 

Jewish law. Come to that, some of the Jews were known to be pretty lax about it too. Because there were 

already many non-Jews there, Nazareth also attracted  ‘foreigners’ who brought their own customs and 

traditions which the Jews thought were a bit dodgy. 

So, after discovering that she was pregnant Mary went off to another town to spend time with her cousin 

Elizabeth whose husband was a priest, respected by the community. 

Elizabeth opened the door and as soon as Mary greeted her with the news that she was engaged to 

Joseph, she was a virgin BUT she’s going to have a baby! You would have thought that Elizabeth would be 

shocked, but she wasn’t! Instead, her baby [to be born John the Baptist] leapt in her womb – and Elizabeth 

celebrated Mary’s news! After all, Elizabeth was getting used to the unusual – she and her husband, 

Zechariah, were childless and had reached an age when it was unlikely that they would have any offspring. 

This was in a society which considered children a blessing and to be without children was often seen as a 

punishment from God. Zechariah had asked God why there was no child and an angel was sent to tell him 

that Elizabeth would have a son. When he didn’t believe that it was possible, the angel struck him dumb 

until the baby’s birth. It was because of all this that Elizabeth was able to understand and accept what 

Mary was going through and so called he ‘fortunate’ because Mary chose to believe God. 

Indeed, both Mary and Elizabeth chose to believe and trust God in situations which were far from normal.  



Pete Townsend, a Christian writer, wrote - ”Imagine how Zechariah might have reacted to Mary’s news. He 

was a respected member of the community and his wife’s cousin arrived with some disturbing news. Might 

he have thought: ‘Well, what do you expect, coming from Nazareth?’ or ‘What are the other priests going 

to say about this?’ 

How do we react to news that is a little hard to believe or is something we don’t really want to hear? Do 

we dismiss it straightaway or think for a few seconds, then dismiss it – or may we now trust and believe?” 

 

Meditation of Elizabeth: 

My baby jumped for joy, I swear it! 

Oh, I know you often feel them kicking and you may say it was only shuffling about in the womb but this 

was different, I’m positive. It was the first time I’d ever felt it move for a start – a wild lurch as Mary 

approached, almost as if it knew even then she was carrying the child who would shape its life. 

Yes, I know that sounds ridiculous, and I wouldn’t have given it another thought myself – I’m not usually 

given to romanticising. But, you see, when I saw Mary coming, I knew something special had happened – 

something quite out of the ordinary. 

I realised she was pregnant for one thing – but then we women often spot these things, don’t we? Not that 

it was showing yet, mind you, but it was there in her eyes, in her expression, in the spring in her step – just 

as it had been in mine a few months earlier. I knew and I ran to embrace he, sharing her joy. 

Yet there was more to it than that, I could feel it in my bones even before she began to speak. I could sense 

that her child would be different, not just from mine but from every child – born to set us free, the 

fulfilment of our hopes, the answer to our prayers. 

You think that’s over the top? Well, I may have over-reacted, I accept that – let my imagination run away 

with me. I’d been a bit on edge, that’s true, ever since that queer business with Zechariah – that day I 

conceived when he came back from the temple, eyes staring, shaking his head in disbelief, unable to say a 

word  until after John was born. 

It got me down, I don’t mind admitting it, and, yes, perhaps I was a little overwrought – perhaps just plain 

excited. 

But I still say it, despite what anyone may think – my child leaped in my womb – positively jumped for joy! 

 

Prayer: 

First – a prayer of confession: 

Loving God, 

We thank you for all the good things we enjoy in this season -carols – much-loved words of Scripture – for 

all that speaks to us of your coming in Christ. 

Help us to keep sight of the heart of Christmas, what it really means – to celebrate the birth of the infant 

Christ – to worship him as joyfully and reverently as shepherds and wise men long ago – to welcome and to 

follow him as faithfully as those who left everything to be his disciples. 

Loving God forgive us if we have lost sight of what this season truly means or if we have become over-

familiar with its simple yet wonderful message. Forgive us if we have failed to make room for Christ in our 

Christmas celebrations. 

Speak to us now through all that we shall do and share so that our lives may be touched by the wonder of 

his presence. 

You have given us so much, receive our praise through Jesus Christ. Amen. 

 

The words to ‘It came upon the midnight clear’ written by Edmund Hamilton Sears [1810-1876]. StF 205 

This hymn was written while the author was minister of the Unitarian Church at Wayland, 

Massachusetts and published in the Christian Register, Boston, for 29th December 1849.  The hymn came 

to England in 1870. We often sing it now though it was not composed as a Nativity hymn. It is an ethical 



song extolling the worth and splendour of world peace, based on the song of the angels in Luke 2: 14. 

But its social message is surely as urgent now as when it was written. The third verse especially reflects 

the widespread unrest due to the gold rush and the passing of the fugitive slave law in the United States 

– the Chartist movement in Britain – and the political revolutions in Germany and France. Ironically, in 

America, the storm clouds erupted a dozen years later in the Civil War. Unfortunately, there is still much 

social unrest throughout the world – if only all would ’hush the noise…….and hear the angels sing’ 

1 It came upon the midnight clear, that glorious song of old 

from angels bending near the earth to touch their harps of gold; 

‘Peace on the earth, good will to men, from heaven’s all-gracious King!’ 

The world in solemn stillness lay to hear the angels sing. 

 

2 Still through the cloven skies they come, with peaceful wings unfurled; 

and still their heavenly music floats o’er all the weary world; 

above its sad and lowly plains they bend on hovering wing; 

and ever o’er its Babel sounds the blessed angels sing. 

 

3 Yet with the woes of sin and strife the world has suffered long; 

beneath the angel strain have rolled two thousand years of wrong; 

and man, at war with man, hears not the love-song which they bring. 

O hush the noise, ye men of strife, and hear the angels sing.! 

 

4 For lo, the days are hastening on, to prophets shown of old, 

when with the ever-circling years shall come the time foretold, 

when the new heaven and earth shall own the Prince of Peace their King, 

and all the world repeat the song which now the angels sing. 

 

Closing Prayer – A time for others. 

Gracious God, we have heard the good news of this season – the glad tidings of the birth of your Son, our 

Saviour Jesus Christ – and we have rejoiced in everything that means. 

Yet we know that this message is not just for us but for everyone – 

your love for all the world, 

your concern for all people, 

your purpose without limits. 

Help us then to go into the week with joy in our hearts and wonder in our eyes, to share the love that you 

have shown, and to make known the great thing that you have done in Jesus Christ. 

Through the words we say and the deeds we do – the love we share and the compassion we show – the 

faith we proclaim and the people we are, may his light shine afresh in the world bringing hope, healing, joy 

and renewal. 

Grant that all may come to know you for themselves and so celebrate the news of great joy, your coming 

among us in Christ to bring us life in all its fullness. 

May Jesus be born again in our hearts and made known through our lives. 

In his name we go to live and work for him with joyful thanks and grateful praise. Amen. 


