December 23, 2018
FOURTH SUNDAY OF ADVENT

INTRODUCTION
Cradle and cross are inextricably connected on the fourth Sunday of Advent. Between a lovely tribute to the little town of Bethlehem and the blessed virgin Mary's magnificent song of praise, the letter to the Hebrews reminds us in no uncertain terms that Christ's advent is for "the offering of the body of Jesus Christ once for all." It is the kind of tension in which the church always lives as when in the holy communion—with high delight—"we proclaim the Lord's death."

CONFESSION AND FORGIVENESS
All may make the sign of the cross, the sign marked at baptism, as the presiding minister begins.

Blessed be the holy Trinity, + one God,
the Lord of Israel who comes to set us free,
the mighty Savior who comes to show mercy,
the Dawn from on high who guides us into peace.
Amen.

Let us come before God in confession.

Silence is kept for reflection.

To you, O God,
we lift up our souls.
You know us through and through;
we confess our sins to you.
Remember not our sins; 
remember us with your steadfast love.
Show us your ways;
teach us your paths;
and lead us in justice and truth,
for the sake of your goodness
in Jesus Christ our Savior. Amen.

Children of God, come with joy
and draw water from the well of salvation.
Remember the gift of baptism:
your sin is washed away in the name of + Jesus;
you belong to Christ;
you are anointed to serve.
Stand up and raise your heads!
The reign of God is near.
Amen.

PRAYER OF THE DAY
Stir up your power, Lord Christ, and come. With your abundant grace and might, free us from the sin that binds us, that we may receive you in joy and serve you always, for you live and reign with the Father and the Holy Spirit, one God, now and forever.

GOSPEL ACCLAMATION
Alleluia. Here I am, the servant | of the Lord;* let it be with me according | to your word. Alleluia. (Luke 1:38)

READINGS AND PSALM
Micah 5:2-5a
Luke 1:46b-55
You, Lord, have lifted up the lowly. (Luke 1:52)
Psalm 80:1-7 (Alternate)
Let your face shine upon us, and we shall be saved. (Ps. 80:7)
Hebrews 10:5-10
Luke 1:39-45 [46-55]

FIRST READING: Micah 5:2-5a
The prophet Micah, having pronounced judgment upon Judah, speaks of a future shepherd-king who, like David, will come from the small town of Bethlehem. (Ephrathah refers to the area around Bethlehem.) This king will restore Israel and bring peace. New Testament writers understood this passage to be referring to Jesus.

2But you, O Bethlehem of Ephrathah,
	who are one of the little clans of Judah,
from you shall come forth for me
	one who is to rule in Israel,
whose origin is from of old,
	from ancient days.
3Therefore he shall give them up until the time
	when she who is in labor has brought forth;
then the rest of his kindred shall return
	to the people of Israel.
4And he shall stand and feed his flock in the strength of the LORD,
	in the majesty of the name of the LORD his God.
And they shall live secure, for now he shall be great
	to the ends of the earth;
5aand he shall be the one of peace.

PSALMody: Luke 1:46b-55
You, Lord, have lifted up the lowly. (Luke 1:52)

46bMy soul proclaims the greatness | of the Lord,
	47my spirit rejoices in | God my Savior,
48for you, Lord, have looked with favor on your | lowly servant.
	From this day all generations will | call me blessed:
49you, the Almighty, have done great | things for me
	and holy | is your name.
50You have mercy on | those who fear you,
	from generation to | generation.   R
51You have shown strength | with your arm
	and scattered the proud in | their conceit,
52casting down the mighty | from their thrones
	and lifting | up the lowly.
53You have filled the hungry | with good things
	and sent the rich | away empty.
54You have come to the aid of your | servant Israel,
	to remember the prom- | ise of mercy,
55the promise made | to our forebears,
	to Abraham and his chil- | dren forever.   R

PSALM (ALTERNATE): Psalm 80:1-7
Let your face shine upon us, and we shall be saved. (Ps. 80:7)

1Hear, O Shepherd of Israel, leading Joseph | like a flock;
	shine forth, you that are enthroned up- | on the cherubim.
2In the presence of Ephraim, Benjamin, | and Manasseh,
	stir up your strength and | come to help us.   R
3Restore | us, O God;
	let your face shine upon us, and we | shall be saved.
4O LORD | God of hosts,
	how long will your anger fume when your | people pray?
5You have fed them with the | bread of tears;
	you have given them bowls of | tears to drink.
6You have made us the derision | of our neighbors,
	and our enemies laugh | us to scorn.
7Restore us, O | God of hosts;
	let your face shine upon us, and we | shall be saved.   R

SECOND READING: Hebrews 10:5-10
The author of Hebrews uses the image of religious sacrifice to convey the significance of Christ's coming. Through obedient acceptance of God's will, Christ allows his own body to become the greatest sacrifice of all, one through which we are made a holy people.

5Consequently, when Christ came into the world, he said,
	"Sacrifices and offerings you have not desired,
		but a body you have prepared for me;
6in burnt offerings and sin offerings
	you have taken no pleasure.
7Then I said, 'See, God, I have come to do your will, O God'
	(in the scroll of the book it is written of me)."
8When he said above, "You have neither desired nor taken pleasure in sacrifices and offerings and burnt offerings and sin offerings" (these are offered according to the law), 9then he added, "See, I have come to do your will." He abolishes the first in order to establish the second. 10And it is by God's will that we have been sanctified through the offering of the body of Jesus Christ once for all.

GOSPEL: Luke 1:39-45 [46-55]
We are presented with Elizabeth, John's mother, and Mary, the mother of Jesus, two women filled with the Holy Spirit and with faith. In Elizabeth's inspired greeting and Mary's song of praise we hear of a saving God who remembers, scatters, lifts up, and fulfills all things.

39In those days Mary set out and went with haste to a Judean town in the hill country, 40where she entered the house of Zechariah and greeted Elizabeth. 41When Elizabeth heard Mary's greeting, the child leaped in her womb. And Elizabeth was filled with the Holy Spirit 42and exclaimed with a loud cry, "Blessed are you among women, and blessed is the fruit of your womb. 43And why has this happened to me, that the mother of my Lord comes to me? 44For as soon as I heard the sound of your greeting, the child in my womb leaped for joy. 45And blessed is she who believed that there would be a fulfillment of what was spoken to her by the Lord."
	[46And Mary said,
	"My soul magnifies the Lord,
		47and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior,
	48for he has looked with favor on the lowliness of his servant.
		Surely, from now on all generations will call me blessed;
	49for the Mighty One has done great things for me,
		and holy is his name.
	50His mercy is for those who fear him
		from generation to generation.
	51He has shown strength with his arm;
		he has scattered the proud in the thoughts of their hearts.
	52He has brought down the powerful from their thrones,
		and lifted up the lowly;
	53he has filled the hungry with good things,
		and sent the rich away empty.
	54He has helped his servant Israel,
		in remembrance of his mercy,
	55according to the promise he made to our ancestors,
		to Abraham and to his descendants forever."]

PRAYERS OF INTERCESSION
The prayers are prepared locally for each occasion. The following examples may be adapted or used as appropriate.
As we await the coming of Christ, we pray in hope for the church, the world, and all of creation.
A brief silence.
Faithful Lord, you keep your promises. Move your church to sing like Mary and rejoice like Elizabeth. Teach us to sing of your faithfulness all our days. Hear us, O God.
Your mercy is great.
Ancient of Days, with joy you danced over the waters and birthed creation. Give us joy in caring for the soil beneath us, the water around us, and the sky above us. Hear us, O God.
Your mercy is great.
Prince of peace, your sacrifice gives abundant life to all. Raise up leaders in every nation whose goals are health and wellbeing for all people and creation. Grant them wisdom and compassion to serve as you would have them serve. Hear us, O God.
Your mercy is great.
Good Shepherd, you feed your flock. Fill the hungry with good things. Lift up the lowly. Accompany the refugee. Comfort the lonely. Heal the sick (especially). Send us in haste to surround them with your love. Hear us, O God.
Your mercy is great.
Love Incarnate, you are with us at the manger, on the cross, and on the resurrection road. Walk with all who live with depression, grief, or heartache in this season. Hear us, O God.
Your mercy is great.
Here other intercessions may be offered.
Ever-living God, you are Alpha and Omega. We thank you for all who sing now in the heavenly choir, especially those dear to us. Join our voices with theirs in praise of the Christ child. Hear us, O God.
Your mercy is great.
Confident that the Holy Spirit intercedes for us, we bring to you these prayers and those unspoken, in the name of Christ, our Savior and Lord.
Amen.

OFFERING PRAYER
God of abundance,
we bring before you the precious fruits of your creation,
and with them our very lives.
Teach us patience and hope as we care for all those in need
until the coming of your Son, our Savior and Lord.
Amen.

INVITATION TO COMMUNION
God fills the hungry with good things.
Taste and see that the Lord is good.

PRAYER AFTER COMMUNION
Holy One, we give you thanks
that in this bread and cup 
we have feasted again on your endless love.
Let that love overflow more and more in our lives,
that we may be messengers to prepare your way, 
harvesters of justice and righteousness,
and bearers of your eternal Word,
our Savior Jesus Christ.
Amen.

SENDING OF COMMUNION
Gracious God, 
whose mercy endures from generation to generation:
As Mary set out to visit Elizabeth 
before she gave birth to her son,
bless those who go forth to share your word and sacrament
with our sisters and brothers who are sick/homebound/imprisoned.
In your love and care, nourish and strengthen
those to whom we bring this communion,
that through the body and blood of your Son
we may all know the hope of your promised coming
in Jesus Christ our Lord.
Amen.

BLESSING
May God direct your ways in peace,
make you abound in love for one another and for all,
and strengthen your hearts
until the coming of our Lord Jesus. 
Almighty God, Father, + Son, and Holy Spirit,
bless you now and forever.
Amen.

DISMISSAL
Go in peace. Christ is with you.
Thanks be to God.
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