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THE FIRST SUNDAY OF ADVENT

“HANGING OF THE GREENS”
FINDING SANCTUARY: SACRED SPACE AND CHRISTMAS GRACE

ORGAN PRELUDE:  Sleepers, Awake J.S. Bach

WORDS OF WELCOME AND CONCERNS OF THE CHURCH 

ORGAN MEDITATION:    Lo, How a Rose E'er Blooming arr. Richard Huggins

CHORAL INTROIT  French Melody, 15th Century
O come, O come, Emmanuel, and ransom captive Israel, that mourns in lonely exile here
until the Son of God appear. Rejoice! Rejoice! Emmanuel shall come to thee, O Israel.

LIGHTING OF THE ADVENT WREATH       Jo Ann Lamm and Barry Goldstein
We light candles on the Advent wreath each week to remind us of the intentional way God offers

us the gift of himself through Jesus Christ.  While God came to us in a rather dramatic way, there
is a sense in which God also wants us to seek out the holy in our lives.  Candles work two ways: they
can be a beacon toward which we walk and they can illumine the path we travel.

Today we light the candle of peace.
When we find ourselves in any of a number of sacred spaces, may we also find God's gracious

gift of peace.

LITANY OF PREPARATION Sara Raper
Leader: How shall we prepare this house for the coming of the King?
People: With branches of cedar, the tree of royalty.
Leader: How shall we prepare this house for the coming of the eternal Christ?
People: With garlands of pine and fir, whose leaves are ever living, ever green.
Leader: How shall we prepare this house for the coming of our Savior?
People: With wreaths of holly and ivy, telling of his passion, death, and resurrection.
Leader: How shall we prepare our hearts for the coming of the Son of God?
People: By hearing again the words of the Scriptures foretelling the saving work of

God.
Leader: For God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, but that the

world through him might be saved.
People: Glory to God in the highest!

THE GLORIA PATRI MENDELSSOHN

Glory be to God the Father, Glory be to God the Son,
Glory be to God the Spirit, Ever three and ever one.
Mighty kings bow down before him, Hail the long awaited birth.
Shepherds worship and adore him, King of heaven and Lord of earth.
With the angels let us sing, “Glory to the coming King.”

THE INVOCATION AND LORD’S PRAYER Elizabeth Edwards
Merciful God, in this season of watching and waiting, we have gathered for worship seeking your

life-giving presence. As we worship in the peace that you bring, prepare our hearts for the coming
of your Son. As we receive again the familiar words and melodies of the season, prepare our lives
to embark on this Advent journey, so that we might discover the road which leads us to peace.
Through the grace of Jesus Christ our Lord, who lived among us as the Prince of Peace, and who
taught us to pray together, saying, 



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 and the power and the glory for ever.  Amen.

CAROL:  “O Come, O Come, Emmanuel” VENI EMMANUEL

THE PROPHESY: Isaiah 9:2-7 Nancy Porter
The people who walked in darkness have seen a great light; those who lived in a land of deep

darkness— on them light has shined. You have multiplied the nation, you have increased its joy; they
rejoice before you as with joy at the harvest, as people exult when dividing plunder.  For the yoke
of their burden, and the bar across their shoulders, the rod of their oppressor, you have broken as on
the day of Midian.  For all the boots of the tramping warriors and all the garments rolled in blood
shall be burned as fuel for the fire.  For a child has been born for us, a son given to us; authority rests
upon his shoulders; and he is named Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince
of Peace.  His authority shall grow continually, and there shall be endless peace for the throne of
David and his kingdom.  He will establish and uphold it with justice and with righteousness from
this time onward and forevermore.  The zeal of the Lord of hosts will do this.

THE BLESSING OF THE HOLLY AND THE IVY Will Robillard
Because holly and ivy bear their berries in the dark, cold winter months, our ancestors hung them

in their homes to symbolize the hope and expectation of spring.  Today we use holly as a reminder
of Christ's passion during the otherwise joyous Christmas celebration.  Legend has it that a shepherd
brought a sprig of holly to the stable on Christmas night as a gift to the Christ child.  Its leaves
glistened in the moonlight, and its berries were snow white.  As the Child reached to receive the gift,
the berries suddenly turned a deep red.  For Christians today, the prickly leaves represent the crown
of thorns which Christ wore during his crucifixion and the berries represent the blood he shed for
us.  The ivy represents our human weakness clinging to divine strength.  May God bless the holly
and ivy that grace our sanctuary that we may remember his great sacrifice for us.

ANTHEM:  “Sans Day Carol” Cornish Traditional Carol/arr. John Rutter
Now the Holly bears a berry as white as the milk and Mary bore Jesus, who was wrapped up
in silk.  And Mary bore Jesus Christ our Savior for to be and the first tree in the greenwood,
it was the holly. Holly, holly, and the first tree in the greenwood it was the holly.  Now the
Holly bears a berry as green as the grass and Mary bore Jesus, who died on the cross.  Now
the Holly bears a berry as black as the coal and Mary bore Jesus, who died for us all.  Now
the Holly bears a berry as blood is it red then trust we our Savior who rose from the dead.

THE BLESSING OF THE GREENERY AND WREATHS Sheila Whitley
In many ancient civilizations it was believed that all objects possessed spirits.  Since it was

believed that most trees possessed kindly spirits, it became customary for people to bring home
sprigs and branches of trees in order that their homes might be blessed by their presence.  When
Christianity came into existence, the newly converted pagans refused to give up this custom, so it
eventually became part of our tradition.  As we decorate our homes and places of worship, the
evergreens symbolize God's eternal and everlasting love for us, even after death.  The wreaths, round
with no beginning and no end, symbolize the victory and glory of the fulfillment of scripture in the
coming of Christ.

CAROL MEDLEY
“Away in a Manger” CRADLE SONG

“People Look East” BESANÇON



THE BLESSING OF THE POINSETTIAS Hope Reese
Poinsettias add a special glow to the pageantry of the Advent season.  This plant blooms at

Christmas in Mexico, where it is known by its native name, "flower of the Holy Night."  The
legendary account bears out the appropriateness of the name.  A small boy had no gift to bring to the
Christ Child's manger bed in the village church.  As he trudged toward the church, scuffing his feet
in the dust of the road, he decided he could at least offer the Holy Infant the branches from a bush
that grew beside the way.  Quickly he stripped off some of the branches and made his way to the
church where he reverently placed the green leaves at the manger.  As he knelt there, the other
children jeered and mocked his offering.  Rising tearfully, he looked once more at the branches, only
to find that where his tears had fallen bloomed a brilliant red star-shaped flower.  Today the
Poinsettia is the most popular of Christmas plants, for even without the legend, Christians see in the
flaming star of its red bracts the star of Bethlehem.  May God remind us that the sincerest gifts are
those of the heart which always give birth to new life.

ANTHEM:  “A Place to Keep Your Son” Matthew H. Corl
A watching, waiting people look for signs from above. We keep awake, expecting the
coming of your love. We know good news shall be here soon, a blessed one shall come;
prepare in us a warm heart, a place to keep your son. A voice cries out, “Get ready, prepare
a way for God; be ready for his coming, the coming of our Lord.” We know good news shall
be here soon, a blessed one shall come; prepare in us a warm heart, a place to keep your son.
Rejoicing in your spirit, our deepest joy in you; the world is ever changing, but you are ever
true. We know good news shall be here soon, a blessed one shall come; prepare in us a warm
heart, a place to keep your son. We hear the angel’s greeting, “O hail, you blessed one, for
you shall bear a Savior and he will be God’s son.” We know good news shall be here soon,
the blessed one is near; we’ll make for him a warm heart, we’ll hold your own son dear.

THE BLESSING OF THE CRECHE Rebecca Cone
After Jesus was born in the stable in Bethlehem, his parents bundled him in soft cloths and made

a bed for him in a manger.  What a humble beginning it was for the Son of God!  That which held
feed for animals also cradled the "Bread of Life."  Later, as Jesus traveled about teaching and
healing, he had no place to call "home" and likely spent a few nights in other borrowed stables.  The
manger reminds us that the Son of God was also the "Son of man," that he who was divine was also
human.  May all who contemplate this mystery be filled with awe and wonder and bow down in
humble worship as did the shepherds and Wise Men.

ANTHEM:  “The Lord Shall Come and Not Be Slow” Zebulon M. Highben
The Lord shall come and not be slow; his light is soon appearing. Prepare, you sinners, here
below who are these tidings hearing. Arise, O sleepers, trim your lamps! Their flames so
swiftly burning reveal the path to hope and peace, the dawn for which you’re yearning. Come
forth, you weary, meek, and poor! Forget your strife and labor. Messiah comes to those who
toil, bestowing God’s own favor. Your king eternal, Lord on high, in humble form and lowly,
transforms a simple oxen stall into a throne most holy. For Christ shall come and not be
slow; his light is now appearing. Rejoice, you saints on earth below! His reign of love is
nearing.

THE BLESSING OF THE CHRISMON TREE Jackson Baldwin
The most popular legend holds that the first Christmas tree was cut down by Martin Luther, who

brought it home and decorated it with candles to symbolize the stars that lit the Bethlehem sky on
the night of Jesus' birth.  The Chrismon Tree is an evergreen that symbolizes the eternal life which
our Savior offers to us all.  On it are tiny white lights that speak of Him Who is light of the World. 
The Chrismons (which stand for Christ monogram) proclaim the Name, the Life, and the saving acts
of Jesus the Christ.  May God enable us to see the entire drama of redemption and love as we look
upon this tree and draw us into a life of service and witness.



CHERUB CHOIR ANTHEM:   “Light of Light” Nancy Gifford
Light of light, ever bright, bringing day to darkest night, ev’rywhere hear our prayer, give us
eyes to see. Laudamus te. Blessed one, Mary’s son, Savior of the world undone, ev’rywhere
hear our prayer, give us hearts to love. Laudamus te. Evermore we adore God of majesty and
awe, ev’rywhere hear our prayer, give us voice to praise. Laudamus te. Benedicimus te.
Adoramus te.

 THE OLD TESTAMENT LESSON: Isaiah 40:1-5
Comfort, O comfort my people, says your God.  Speak tenderly to Jerusalem, and cry to her that

she has served her term, that her penalty is paid, that she has received from the Lord's hand double
for all her sins.

A voice cries out: "In the wilderness prepare the way of the Lord, make straight in the desert a
highway for our God.  Every valley shall be lifted up, and every mountain and hill be made low; the
uneven ground shall become level, and the rough places a plain.  Then the glory of the Lord shall be
revealed, and all people shall see it together, for the mouth of the Lord has spoken."

MEDITATION: “The Road Leads to Peace” Jody Wright

On a piece of white cardstock, folded into a tent so that it will sit upright on the windowsill
beside my computer, are printed these words of James Weldon Johnson:

God of our weary years,
God of our silent tears,
thou who hast brought us thus far on the way;
thou who hast by thy might led us into the light;
keep us for ever in the path, we pray.1

I know that these inspired words were written for a people and a time that left so many folks
weary and depleted.  I don’t begin to compare the current experience to that time, but I do know that
these last few years have left me weary in so many ways.  The pandemic and all of the physical,
emotional, social, economic, political, and religious strife we have suffered have wearied us all and
caused more than a few tears to fall.  The threat of illness has been stressful enough, but I am weary
of all the things that have fractured our lives resulting in distances that separate rather than unite us. 
I don’t mean only the physical distances created when we have had to quarantine and keep a certain
number of feet apart and refrain from handshakes and hugs.  Those distances are difficult, but
manageable.  It is the interpersonal distances that have erupted that distress and weary me.  Usually,
any tragedy or trial we have faced has brought us together.  However, this crisis (which encompasses
any number of events, issues, and perspectives) has pushed us apart in ways that are far more painful
than the physical absences we have endured.  I wonder if we can ever find our way back to one
another.  Will we be able to overcome the distance that has now shaped so many relationships? 
What does it all mean for us as people of faith?  Where is the God of these weary years?

Artist and  author Jan Richardson doesn’t question where God is at this time, but she does
wonder what God is inviting us to do with such distances.  Her answer is for us “to find sanctuary.”2 
Find sanctuary for ourselves.  Find sanctuary with each other.  Find sanctuary for our world.

1James Weldon Johnson, “Lift Every Voice and Sing,” (1921).
2Jan Richardson, The Sanctuary Between Us: A Retreat for Women’s Christmas, Copyright ©2021,

Jan Richardson; janrichardson.com



Sanctuary is understood to be a place where the holy is experienced.  Most often we think of
buildings like this one, but the ancients built their physical sanctuaries at the places where God was
directly experienced.  An encounter with God came first followed by a physical structure where
someone expected it would happen again.  True sanctuary is found wherever God is known to be
present, be that a place, a relationship, or an experience. 

Sanctuary also refers to the ancient tradition of providing a haven for security, welcome, and rest. 
Anyone desperate for hope, unjustly accused, needlessly attacked, or simply bone and spirit weary
from the world could seek asylum in a religious building where they would be cared for, listened to,
and helped to find a path to a better, healthier, happier, safer life.

When I was little boy, there was a small church alongside the street we traveled into town.  Just
before you got to the church there was a sign that said, “Bird Sanctuary.”  It was years before I
realized that sign meant that twelve year old boys weren’t suppose to shoot birds with BB guns
instead of marking a church where birds worshiped!  Sanctuary is a place of safety, rest, and hope.

We need sanctuary today as much as we ever have.  We need safe places where we can
experience God together.  During Advent, we will look at some of the distances that separate us
these days and together look for sanctuary in the sacred spaces around us.  These spaces may be
physical structures like the building in which we are gathered now.  Sanctuary may also be found in
other places like nature, the concert venue, the art gallery, your back yard or any place where you
meet God.  Sacred space need not be a physical location.  Relationships can also be sacred spaces
because, if God is present anywhere, it is certainly in the space we share with and between other
people.  Sanctuary can be our hopes, our dreams, our commitments.  Wherever God is, there is
sanctuary.

During Advent, we will look for sanctuary in the sacred spaces where God bring us Christmas
graces.

Part of the reason I propped James Weldon Johnson’s hymn-prayer on my windowsill is because
it acknowledges how I feel right now: “God of our weary years, God of our silent tears, thou who
hast brought us thus far on the way. . . .”  I also put it in a place where I can see it many times during
the day because it continues: “thou who hast by thy might led us into the light; keep us for ever in
the path, we pray.”

Our faith is often described as a journey.  The origins of our faith are traced back to Abram and
Sarai, two pilgrims following God along an uncharted path into an unknown land.  Their grandson
Jacob and his sons took a path to Egypt for refuge from famine.  After being enslaved for four
hundred years, the Hebrew people followed Moses through the wilderness along a road that would
lead them to the Promised Land.  Centuries later, their descendants, exiled in Babylon, dreamed of
a road, described by Isaiah as being broad and smooth, one that would take them home.

Our faith is a seeking faith.  Journey is the first means of finding sanctuary because we often
need to go looking for it.  The road we choose to follow is important because the road itself–if
chosen correctly–can and should be a sacred space.  That is why Isaiah described God’s highway
back home in the way he did.  The road that did exist, a road of long hills and deep valleys, a
challenging and dangerous road, would be transformed into a broad, level, safe and speedy highway
back to Israel, their families, and their beloved temple.  Advent itself is a journey of preparation that
is two-fold: we prepare to welcome the Christ-child once again and we prepare to meet the Risen and
Exalted Christ at the end of the age.



Just as the Great Depression and World War II forever bonded a generation of people, just as the
flood of 1999 pulled us together as a community, and the terrorist attacks of 9/11 united us as a
country, this pandemic will mark our lives forever.  We have shared a journey and walked a road that
hopefully no future generations will have to negotiate.

One day we will look back on this experience and tells stories about what a trying time these past
few years have been and the ways that God brought us through it all.  I wonder, however, when we
share our story, what the outcome will be.

The journey of these times and the road we choose to walk offer us opportunities to find
sanctuary together, to discover points at which God is clearly present, to discover ways we can be
safe and secure and nurtured and nourished, comforted and cared for . . . together.

We need to find the road–the sacred space we travel together–that brings us peace.  That is the
gift God always offers his people.  Peace is not just an absence of conflict.  Peace is wholeness, a
feeling of unity with oneself and the world.  The Hebrew word shalom suggests a way of being in
the world that honors our sacred origin as children of God–all of us.

God promised peace to Abram and Sarai in the form of a heritage of people that would be their
security.  God promised peace to his people seeking refuge in Egypt where they would be fed and
given a home.  God promised peace to his people in the Promised Land where they could thrive and
no longer be subservient to ruthless taskmasters.  God promised peace to his people who were exiled,
alienated from all that was familiar and home to them.  And God offered peace to all humanity
through Jesus Christ who came to teach us who God is and how we should live together.  Today,
God offers us the Christmas grace of peace which we will find if we walk this journey together and
not alone.

A couple of thousand years ago, a couple traveled a long and dusty road to the little town of
Bethlehem in order to fulfill a government mandate to be registered for the Roman census.  While
there, the woman gave birth to a child who was named Jesus which means “he will save.”  Angels
shared the news with shepherds in the field who followed the road to the borrowed stable where the
child was.  Learned men, eager to explore the mysteries of life, followed the road from Persia.  Ever
since, people seeking true peace have followed the path that leads to Christ.

This Advent, let us walk that same road to welcome the Christ child and to discover God-with-
us.  If Jesus can bridge the distances between us and God, surely Christ can bridge all of the
distances we experience between one another.  When that happens, surely we will receive the grace
of true peace.  May it be so with us all.  Amen.

CAROL: “Hark! The Herald Angels Sing” MENDELSSOHN

PRESENTATION OF THE OFFERING AND PRAYER Amy Shortt
Great God of wonderful surprises: we enter this season of preparation for your Son's coming,

looking not for just a memory of past events, but anticipating a return. We strive to get our lives in
order and pray that our giving of ourselves to these preparations might reflect the earth-shaking
importance of his coming. Help us to give ourselves generously, for we do not know the day or the
hour. We pray in the name of the one who will come. Amen. (Mark 13:24-37)

THE DOXOLOGY AWAY IN A MANGER

Praise God from whom all blessings flow. Praise God all creatures here below.
Praise God above, ye heavenly host. Praise Father, Son, and Holy Ghost.



CONFESSION OF FAITH
Minister: Let us decorate this tree with symbols of our faith.

The Chrismons we use represent the life and inspiration of the church in times past,
the witness of the church today, and the hope of the church for generations to come.

People: As we share these symbols, let us confess what we believe.
Minister: We believe in God.
People: Father, Creator, Sustainer.
Minister: And in Jesus Christ, his only Son, our Lord.
People: Alpha and Omega, Light of light, Prince of Peace, King of kings, Lord of lords. 

Immanuel: God with us.
Minister: Jesus!  Born of the virgin Mary, born in Bethlehem, cradled in a manger.  Heralded by

shepherds, Magi, and angelic hosts.
People: Glory to God in the highest and on earth . . . peace.
Minister: We believe in the Holy Spirit.
People: Comforter, Heavenly Dove, Spirit of Love.
Minister: We believe in the church.
People: The Body of Christ, the communion of the saints, the people of God.
Minister: We believe in the Word of Life.
People: Sent from God: living, transforming, and challenging.
Minister: We believe that Christ has conquered life and death.
People: That he was crucified, dead, and buried: the Lamb of God who takes away the sins

of the world.
Minister: We believe in the resurrection.
People: Offering life everlasting!
Minister: Bursting forth with hope!
People: Hallelujah!
Minister: Let us offer our lives to God.
People: In gratitude for the gift of love and life, we offer ourselves to God.  Amen.

BENEDICTION Jody Wright
During this season of anticipation and preparation,
may God lead us to sacred spaces
where we experience Christmas grace.
May the gift of Christ become our gift to the world,
and may we share peace wherever we go.

ORGAN POSTLUDE:  In Dulci Jubilo Wilbur Held

The poinsettias and wreaths that adorn the sanctuary and the doors of the church
are given to the glory of God and in memory or in honor of loved ones.

Please see the memorial brochure for a listing of these gifts.
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