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Sunday 27 November 2011
Rip the heavens apart! Come down!

Year B - Advent 1 - 01B
	The Mission of the Methodist Church of New Zealand
	Our Church’s mission in Aotearoa / New Zealand is to reflect and proclaim the transforming love of God as revealed in Jesus Christ and declared in the Scriptures.  We are empowered by the Holy Spirit to serve God in the world.  The Treaty of Waitangi is the covenant establishing our nation on the basis of a power-sharing partnership and will guide how we undertake mission.
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	Readings
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	Isaiah 64.1-9
The prophet cries out for God’s intervention, “Rip the heavens apart! Come down, Lord.”
Psalm 80.1-7, 17-19 
The psalmist prays for God’s help and salvation. “Help us… how much longer?”
Mark 13.24-37 The Son of Man will appear in the clouds and his angels will gather his chosen ones. No one knows when this will happen. We are to be alert, on watch and ready.
1 Corinthians 1.3-9 God chose us to be partners with his Son and keeps us innocent until the day of his return.
Pray for Peace  Advent resources from World Methodist Council 

Christian World Service has comprehensive a range of Advent resources available both on-line (MS Word and PDF) and in a resource pack that includes a CD. The CWS Christmas Appeal theme for 2011 is “Share the Care”.


	Introduction / Background
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	This Sunday is the beginning of both Advent and the new lectionary year. You can find Advent information and Nativity Plays  in the Refresh section of the New Zealand Methodist website. This year’s series plan is as follows:

    Isaiah 64.1-9   - Rip the heavens apart! Come!       27 November      Advent 1              

    Isaiah 40.1-11 - The Lord is coming!                        4  December      Advent 2              

    1 Thessalonians 5.16-24 - Christmas joy & peace  11 December      Advent 3              

    Luke 1.26-38 - Nothing is impossible for God!        18  December      Advent 4              

    Luke 2.1-20 - Jesus is born       Christmas Day      25  December    

The “10 minutes” resources for each week of Advent are written with outreach in mind.  You will see that a number of people have written Advent and Christmas resources and made them available to us. Each is acknowledged at the foot of their work and I am grateful to for their generosity. Each week’s resource will include:

· A New Zealand Christmas Carol to supplement the ones you’ll find in the songbooks

· A reading to go with the lighting of the next candle on the Advent Wreath

· An Advent collect by John Howell

· A prayer by David Poultney

· A “knock, knock” children’s section to introduce a character from the Christmas story

The Methodist General Board of Discipleship website has some helpful tips for use in Planning for Advent year B. 



	Broader / Personal

Preparation

	Planning the season 

Christmas Day and New Year’s Day are Sundays this year, which does take some pressure off those who are preparing services this festive season. Most of us will have extra services on Christmas Eve, but at least this year we won’t also have a Sunday and a Christmas Day service in the same week. Nevertheless, it does seem to be a busy time for everyone. As a worship leader, it is important that you catch afresh the wonder of the incarnation and avoid being like the minister who stood before his congregation on Christmas Day and announced, “You all know the story. There is nothing more I can say.”

· So – take some time to reflect and listen. Drive into the country, or to a park, or to the beach. Take with you a Bible in an unfamiliar translation. Find a quiet space and read through the story of the incarnation (Luke 1.26-2.20 & Matthew 1.18-2.23). Ask God, “What are you saying to me through this story this year?”

· Next, do some planning. Ask, “Are there those on the fringes of the church who could help with the up-coming services?”  Families are often happy to be roped into planning Christmas activities: plays, carol-singing and the like. Getting others to help may take a little extra time now, but it will take pressure off you later and save you time in the long run.

Movies for the season

The Nativity Story (2006 - PG), featuring New Zealand’s own Keisha Castle-Hughes deserved better reviews than it got. A beautiful and tasteful retelling of the biblical narrative. It was the first film ever to premier in the Vatican City.

How the Grinch Stole Christmas (2000 - PG), with Jim Carey, brings alive the Dr Seuss book in a full feature movie. Carey plays the meanest creature alive (the kids love him). In so doing he attacks the consumerism associated with the season and is eventually redeemed by love.

Scrooged (1988 - PG) is a modern re-telling of the classic Dickens story ‘A Christmas Carol.’ It stars Bill Murray as a selfish television executive. 
The First Christmas (1998 - G) is an absolutely superb clay animation of the Christmas story that runs 21 minutes.

The Vicar of Dibley Christmas programmes are a treat. My pick is “winter” off The 

Complete Third Series (1999 – PG). The DVD is readily available to buy and you can often pick it up for not much more than the price of a rental.


	Creativity /

Visual Aids
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	Stations
Set up these three “stations” around your church. If you have a larger congregation you may need to duplicate them.
1. Oily rag and Christmas star

You will need a couple of oily rags, a sheet of white felt, a pair of scissors, a cardboard star to trace around, a hole punch and some fine ribbon or string. Arrange together on a table with these instructions printed out large:

Read from the Bible

Only by your help can we ever be saved. We are unfit to worship you; each of our good deeds is merely a filthy rag. Isaiah 64.5&6

Consider

Look at the oily rags. The prophet says that our motives are so mixed that even the best things that we do can appear to God like a filthy rags. 

Pray

Lord God, thank you that through Jesus we can be forgiven. Forgive me for those times that I disappoint you.  

Make

Take some white felt and cut it into the shape of a star to make a Christmas tree decoration. Punch a hole in the top and thread some string through the hole. Take it with you as a reminder of how God’s forgiveness washes us clean and makes us “white as snow”.

2. Died up leaves 

You will need a pile of dried up leaves arranged together on a table with these instructions printed out large:
Read from the Bible

We dry up like leaves; our sins are storm winds sweeping us away. No one worships in your name or remains faithful. Isaiah 64.6 &7

Take a dried up leaf and crush it in your hand. Look at the crushed leaf.

Consider

Leaves quickly dry up and turn brown when they are detached from the tree. Have I been detached from the life-giving God? Are there times when I have been unfaithful?

Think also of the cycle of life - When leaves fall to the ground, the cycle continues. The leaves come to an end, decay and become part of the earth. In our lives, things come to an end.... but the seasons go in cycles. When spring comes around again new, fresh leaves appear. Changes are inevitable.  

Pray

Ask for forgiveness for those times when you have been unfaithful. Ask God to come to you afresh this Advent season. Ask to be in the flow of God’s life-giving Spirit. 

Speak to God about the changes in your life at present.  What things are coming to an end?  What might be about to begin?  What does God require of you right now?

3. Clay to be moulded 
You will need a pottery item (bowl or pot), some Fimo, a printout of this template of Christmas shape ideas, a few small plastic knives or clay modelling tools and a nail. (Unless you have a big budget for modelling clay you will want to make small shapes) Plan to take the shapes, bake them in an oven, and return them to picked up next Sunday. Arrange all the items together on a table with these instructions printed out large:
Read from the Bible

We are nothing but clay, but you are the potter who moulded us.

Isaiah 64.8
Consider the way a potter has shaped the pottery item on display. The hands of the potter have moulded it just the way she had in mind. Do we allow God to mould and shape us like this?

Take a small piece of modelling clay. Mould it into a small Christmas shape. Put a hole in the top by inserting a nail and pushing it through. Leave it on the tray to be baked and picked up next Sunday. 

Pray

That you will be open to be moulded, shaped and changed. Just as this clay will harden when heated pray that God will give you strength when things get tough in your life. 

© Andrew Gamman



	Preaching thoughts and Questions
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	It’s not a matter of cynicism, it’s just that we are realistic enough to know that a new government is not going to fix all our woes. We live in a world of imbalance and injustice. Economic uncertainty hovers over even the richest of nations. Political instability pervades the Middle East and Africa. Not only that, but as soon peace is temporarily restored in one world trouble spot, violence erupts in another. The rich get richer and the poor get poorer.  Increased food production doesn’t seem to be helping the plight of the hungry. All the world over, we find that the poor are powerless, and vulnerable to the whims of the rich and powerful.  And we are now beginning to feel the effect of our continued rape of the natural environment. 
Like Isaiah, who gives voice to the anguish of an exiled people, we long for a better world and cry out, “Rip the heavens apart! Come down Lord.” We’d like it if God could somehow clean up this mess. We try, and we try, to make things better ourselves, but things seem to just get worse. Like the psalmist from our reading today, our hearts plead, “Help us… how much longer?”

And we wait. 
Today is the beginning of Advent. Advent is a time of waiting… We wait for God’s intervention. 
In fact, the word ‘Advent’ means ‘coming’ and it refers to the promise that God will come and establish his rule. In a sense that rule began when God took human flesh and was born as a baby in Bethlehem. So we wait for the coming of Christmas, the time when we remember the birth of Jesus. But Christmas was just a beginning. There is more to Advent than the story of a baby on a bed of hay. We also wait for the time, that today’s gospel reading speaks of, when Christ will come again in power and gather his people to himself. Of more immediate importance is another coming: Christ coming to us in the present. If we allow him, he will come to clean up our lives now and give us hope for the future. For such a coming we need to be prepared. So Advent speaks of coming, waiting and preparation. (Linda Cowan’s story below is a good lead-in to the idea of preparation) 
Ask for God’s intervention

When we look at the prayers of the psalmists and the prophets, many of our prayers look to be a bit timid and wimpy by comparison. Unlike them, we often try to adopt a holy stance and we wouldn’t presume to tell God what to do. They were more direct and had no hesitation in giving expression to their experiences of pain and suffering, heartache and difficulty. The prophet in our reading from Isaiah today prays, “Rip the heavens apart! Come down, Lord.” (Isaiah 64.1)
If we want God to intervene in our broken lives, and in the broken lives of others, there is no harm in being direct. Even when our requests are wrongly directed, when we come to God in prayer we come to the one who can not only change the circumstances but, as we seek to commune with him, he can also change our hearts and the nature of our requests. 
So when things get really tough – be it when we see someone getting a raw deal, or when our business dealings are in jeopardy, or our study is not going to plan, or our relationships are falling apart, or our health is failing – follow the example of the prophet and cry out to God, “Rip the heavens apart! Come down, Lord. We need your intervention here. Do something!”
Be honest with God

If we want God to intervene – we must come to him warts and all. Admit who we are and tell it to him like it is. We only have to get a fleeting glimpse of God to realise how far we fall short of his standards. He knows exactly what we are like. This is the sentiment that the prophet is expressing when he says to God, “We are unfit to worship you; each of our good deeds is merely a filthy rag.” (Isaiah 64.6)
If we want God to come to us, we must prepare ourselves by dealing with those things that separate us from him. Like a sail boat that can’t keep a true course in a storm, “our sins are storm winds sweeping us away.” (Isaiah 64.6) 
A big part of the preparation we do at Advent is to examine ourselves and our actions in the light of Jesus’ instruction to us that we should love God and love our neighbour. It is because we know that we fail to reach his standards that we ask for his forgiveness. We have the promise that when we confess to him in this way, he forgives us and restores us.
Put ourselves in God’s hands
Have you ever watched a potter at work turning a pot on a potter’s wheel? When you watch those skilful hands shaping the clay it looks easy. But it is not as easy as it looks! Even in the work of the most able artists sometimes defects appear and the clay is then pressed down and re-shaped. Isaiah was not the only prophet to see all this in terms of a metaphor. God has the power to reshape us and conform us to his purposes. Are we willing and receptive? Are we as pliable as the clay that is moulded by the potter’s touch? Do we trust his skill? Isaiah says, “You, Lord, are our Father. We are nothing but clay, but you are the potter who moulded us.” (Isaiah 64.8) This Advent, as we prepare for the coming of Christ to us we must ask, “Are we willing to put ourselves into God’s hands?” When we answer, “yes!” it changes the course of our lives. 


	Illustrations / Stories
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	Who could be coming?
It wasn’t a usual morning. Margaret and Jack, now that they were of “more mature” years, usually allowed themselves a cup of tea and a quiet read of the paper before they embarked on the days’ activities. But today there was no time for that.

“Take this shopping list, Jack, and go down to the supermarket right now before it gets too busy”, commanded Margaret. Jack looked down at the list that had been thrust into his hand. “Cocopops”, he muttered. “What about my AllBran? And why would we need Mars bars treat sized, and what on earth are fruit strings?” “I don’t know where to find half these things”, he told Margaret. “Just ask”, his normally patient wife told him. “We have to be organised before they arrive.” So off went Jack, thinking longingly of the second cup of tea, but recognising that he had a job to do! 

Meanwhile Margaret got out the cake mixer. She didn’t do a lot of baking now, but today was different. It wouldn’t be long before they were here. “No, a fruit loaf would not do”, she decided. “Chocolate chippies sounded much better”. Normally a frugal and cautious woman, she doubled the quantity of chocolate chips that the recipe suggested.  Then she took out her sharpest knife, went into the back of the cupboard, and took out the lollies she had been hiding from Jack. She knew he would have eaten them, and then how could she have made a lolly log? 

The lolly log was just into the fridge when Jack returned home with bags and bags of groceries. He brought them in from the car and was about to sit down when Margaret pounced again. “Don’t you need to mow the lawns, Jack? We do need the house to be looking its best.”  And so off went Jack. The lawns were mowed, the edges trimmed, and the odd weed foolish enough to have raised its head over the past two days was removed firmly.  The house looked great, and Jack was pleased. “I do want them to feel welcome”, he thought. 

Inside the house Margaret had made up beds. The pillows were plumped, the room was dusted, and the windows checked for streaks.  She raced round the floor with the vacuum cleaner. She checked the bathroom -yes, there was bubble bath in the cupboard. She put fresh flowers in the hallway. 

At lunchtime she called to Jack, “Can you make yourself a sandwich today? I still have lots to do before they arrive.” 

Jack made a sandwich for them both and a cup of tea. “Now, sit down for bit, Margaret”, he said firmly. “You don’t want to be quite worn out when they arrive.” It was true that Margaret did feel much better after a break, but there were still things to do. Jack went off to bath the dog. She needed to be looking her best too. 

It was almost 3 o’clock. Jack and Margaret changed into clean clothes and went to sit in the lounge. They kept looking out the window. Finally the dog barked, and a car pulled up.  Running up the drive came their very important visitors,  James aged four and Fiona aged six. “Hello, Gran, hello Granddad”, they called. “We’ve come to stay!”

At Advent we look forward to the coming of the Christ child. How do we prepare for his coming? Does this story give you some ideas?

© Linda Cowan (used with permission)

How Stuff Works has a selection of 16 Christmas stories – mostly told in an American and overly sentimental way, and surrounded by unwanted ads, but they are adaptable.


	Music

AA:  Alleluia Aotearoa
COC: Carol our Christmas
CMP:  Complete Mission Praise

HIOS: Hope is our Song

FFS: Faith Forever Singing

MHB: Methodist Hymn Book
H&P: Hymns and Psalms

S1:  The Source

S2:  The Source 2

S3:  The Source 3
SIS: Scripture in Song
WHV:  With heart and Voice
WOV:  With One Voice

	Hymns & Songs

All heaven waits CMP 15; S1 9

All my hope on God is founded MHB 70; WOV 465; H&P 63; CMP 16; S2 620
Awake O Lord as in the time of old (words) – tune Chilton Foliate (WOV 530&566)
Beautiful Lord, wonderful Saviour S2 640

Brightest and best of the sons of the morning MHB 122; WOV 234; H&P 123;  

     CMP 65
Change my heart O God SIS 482; CMP 69; S1 68

Christ is our peace AA 16

Christ is the world’s light, he and none other  WOV 191; H&P 456
Come and let us go SIS 157

Come now, Lord Jesus  AA 23; COC 14

Come thou long expected Jesus MHB 242; WOV 200; H&P 81; CMP 102
Darkness like a shroud CMP 110

God was in Christ  HIOS 49

Hail to the Lord’s anointed MHB 245; WOV 203; H&P 125; CMP 204; S2 709
Have your own way Lord CMP 212
Jesus take me as I am SIS 318; CMP 382; S1 297

My soul does magnify the Lord SIS 60; CMP 479
O come, O come Emmanuel MHB 257; WOV 193; H&P 85; CMP 493
O come all you faithful MHB 118; WOV 228; H&P 110; CMP 491; S1 380

Sing we the king MHB 116; CMP 602; H&P 244

Soon and very soon CMP 605; S1 460
There's a light upon the mountains MHB 256; H&P 246
We are children of God HIOS 142

We shall see the king S1 496

Advent Carol

Lord, give us HOPE this advent time,

that we may not despair

with tragedies and grief and pain

and sadness everywhere.

As we await Christ’s coming

to live upon this earth,

may we find HOPE as we begin

to celebrate his birth.

Lord, give us PEACE this advent time,

that we may know as friend

those of another culture, creed;

that wars may have an end.

As we await Christ’s coming

to live upon this earth,

may we find PEACE as we begin

to celebrate his birth.

Lord, give us JOY this advent time,

that we may share your light

throughout our whole community

and make our small world bright.

As we await Christ’s coming

to live upon this earth,

may we find JOY as we begin

to celebrate his birth.

Lord, give us LOVE this advent time,

that we may serve and care;

to treat our neighbours as ourselves

and all our bounty share.

As we await Christ’s coming

to live upon this earth,

may we find LOVE as we begin

to celebrate his birth.

Tune: O Little Town of Bethlehem (traditional)

Or Forest Green, With One Voice 240, Or Bethlehem (Methodist Hymn Book 125)

© Jan Chamberlain (used with permission)



	Prayers
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	The Advent Wreath

The Advent wreath is a simple circle of evergreens. It is a symbol of life without end. Four candles (usually purple) are arranged among the evergreens with an additional white candle in the middle, called the Christ candle. The wreath is placed on a table at the front of the church. A candle is lighted on the first Sunday of the Advent season, and an additional candle is lighted each Sunday. Over the course of the month some of these candles may need to be replaced. On Christmas Day all the candles of Advent and the white candle in the centre are lighted.
Lighting the first Advent candle

We wait for the light

and prepare ourselves 

as we ask God 

to put new life into us, 

and make us strong again 

to smile on us 
and save us.

Lord, listen to our prayer 

and let your light shine.
(Light the first candle)

© Andrew Gamman

Collect

Almighty God,

give us grace to cast away the works of darkness 

and to put on the armour of light, 

now in the time of this mortal life, 

in which your Son Jesus Christ 

came to us in great humility:

that, on the last day,

when he shall come again in his glorious majesty

to judge the living and the dead

we may rise to life immortal;

through him who is alive and reigns with you,

in the unity of the Holy Spirit,

one God now and forever. Amen.
© The Methodist Worship Book (Peterborough, England: Methodist Publishing House, 1999)
Advent 1 


waiting for Christmas
Mark 13:24-37
Midwife God,

in the waiting room,

we don’t want surprises.

Yet here, instead of having things under my thumb,

my palms face up.

Anytime, anywhere,

the Messiah might drop in.

What could I expect?
God, we long to witness the new creation, 

Amen.

© John Howell (used with permission)

God of Advent, always coming,

restless and unceasing 

like the southern sky 
and Te Moana nui a Kiwa

the Great Pacific Ocean,  

we start our Advent journey today.
Like a river running to the sea,
like the Godwit’s flight
we follow the course
set out for our journey.
The path of hope

the way of peace

a road of joy 

and the gateway of love. 
Keep us true to the journey

that we make our way again to the manger.
To every place where the way of Jesus takes flesh, 

your word is enacted amongst us 

and your kingdom comes.
May the lengthening of summer days

see a greater radiance.

As we prepare to remember once again 

the birth of Jesus may our lives be a manger 

that carries the Christ.

We ask this in his name.  Amen.
© David Poultney  (used with permission)

Rip the heavens apart! 

Rip the heavens apart! 

Come down, Lord; 

Listen to our prayer 

and let your light shine 

Be a spark that starts a fire 

causing water to boil. 

Save us by your power. 

Our God, make us strong again! 

Smile on us and save us. 

Only by your help 

can we ever be saved. 

We are unfit to worship you; 

each of our good deeds is merely a filthy rag. 

Our God, make us strong again! 

Smile on us and save us. 

We dry up like leaves; 

our sins are storm winds sweeping us away. 

If you smile on us, 

we will be saved

We are nothing but clay, 

but you are the potter who moulded us. 

You, Lord, are our Father. 

Remember that all of us are your people.

Psalm 80 and Isaiah 64 conflation - Contemporary English Version (CEV) Copyright © 1995 by American Bible Society
More prayers written in an Australian context by Moira Laidlaw


	Children


	Knock, knock
This is the first in a series of “knock, knock” slots which will introduce characters from the Christmas story. The idea comes from Ian Hanley. You could start of with a series of the old knock, knock gags:

Knock, Knock! 
Who's there? 
Amos. 
Amos who? 
A mosquito just bit me!
Knock, Knock! 
Who's there? 
Cows go. 
Cows go who? 
No, cows go moo! 


Knock, Knock! 
Who's there? 
Spell. 
Spell who? 
OK, W_H_O.

	Knock, Knock! 
Who's there? 
Boo. 
Boo who? 
Don't cry, it's just a joke. 


Knock, Knock! 
Who's there? 
Mikey.
Mikey who? 
Mikey doesn't fit in the keyhole!
Knock, Knock! 
Who's there? 
Interrupting cow. 
Interrupt- 
Moo!!

	
	Get someone to dress up in an angel costume (a boy?) and stand on the other side of a door… get them to knock and at the same time say “Knock knock”.
Knock, Knock! 
Who's there?
Angel

Angel who?
Angel Gabriel. 

Now explain that the angel Gabriel is the one in the Christmas story who announced some important births. It may surprise you to learn that the angels mentioned in Scripture all have male names (Michael and Gabriel). So it is a bit strange that the role of angels is usually played by girls in church Nativity Plays. The first birth that Gabriel announced in the gospel was when he came tell Zechariah that his wife would have a son. He said that the boy will be John the Baptist and he will prepare the way for the coming of Jesus. Later, he told a peasant girl called Mary that she will have a son and he was to be named Jesus… this was the very important birth that we celebrate at Christmas time.



	PowerPoint
Ctrl+Click to 
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	Google images for “potter clay” (to avoid potter harry)

Rip the heavens apart – Photo of a volcanic eruption in Java accompanied by a lightning strike. 
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