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Life is never easy. We all pick up scars along the way. We get hurt, we struggle, we fall, and
we fail. But we are also resilient. With the right encouragement and inspiration at the right
time we are able to find strength, creativity, and perseverance to overcome great suffering
and great obstacles. We have times of joy and celebration, and days when just getting out of
bed is more than we can manage.
For all of its pain and difficulty, we still have an unquenchable longing for life. We just don’t
always know what we need that will lead us to meaningful, fulfilling, and vibrant life. We too
easily get distracted by what promises a good life but fails to deliver. And that’s why we need
faith. An authentic spirituality gives our lives meaning, empowers us to discover where life
can truly be found, and teaches us to fall in love with life, even with all of its suffering.
Every year the Liturgical calendar leads us on a journey of learning to negotiate the seasons
and experiences, the emotions and insights, of human living. As we navigate through the
festivals of the year so we learn what God’s values and priorities are, and we learn about
our own strengths and weaknesses as we seek to follow the way of Christ.
Every year begins with Advent, the season of waiting, and Christmas, the season of
fulfilment. These two related seasons remind us that our Divine Lover is always seeking to
enter our lives and lead us into a deeper experience of love and life. They remind us that
God is not distant, but is found in human flesh and experience. And they teach us why life is
worth living, and how we can live in such a way that we love life intensely.
LOVE LIFE, this liturgical resource for Advent and Christmas, is designed to help you make
the most of these twin seasons in your worship and preaching. It contains guidelines for your
liturgy, including prayers and practices for gathering, listening to the Scriptures, responding
to what we have heard, and integrating our worship into our lives. Below you will also find
guidelines for small groups and personal devotions.
LOVE LIFE explores the life of God that comes to us in Christ, and how the Advent and
Christmas stories teach us to enter into God’s life more fully. It also challenges us to become
carriers of God’s love and life into our corner of the world as we seek to be true disciples of
Christ.

LOVE LIFE does not include a separate devotional resource. This is because I have become
convinced over the years that most devotions simply add extra words to overwhelm the mind.
A more effective devotional practice is to return to the words that we have already heard and
received in our communal worship, and reflect more deeply on them. And then we can
engage with what we are learning practically by repeating the response practices from our
Sunday worship, and by being intentional about integrating our learning into our lives in
practical ways through the integration practices that are offered at the close of each week’s
worship. This is the approach that is embraced in this resource.
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In order to facilitate this devotional approach in your congregation, I recommend that you
give people some way to remember the message they have heard in the preaching—by
encouraging them to take their own notes, or by handing out pre-printed summary notes. In
addition, it can be helpful to ensure that the response and integration practices are available
for easy reference so that people can engage with them during the week. This can either be
included in the handouts, or people can be invited to write the practices down before they
leave the worship.
Alternatively, social media can also be used to engage people more deeply with these
practices in their own time, and video or audio recordings of the sermon can be included as
well.

I have also chosen not to do separate small group notes, because in my experience, the best
format for a small group is to engage more deeply with what has happened in the larger
worship gathering. I believe that congregational worship forms the fountainhead of spiritual
practice, and personal and small group worship should flow from the larger gathering.
I would recommend that small groups begin with a kind of ‘accountability’ moment, in which
members share how they are doing with following the response and integration practices in
their own personal devotional times. They can share any struggles or questions, and also
encourage each other in their practices.
Then the group can ‘replay’ the worship from Sunday, in the sense that they can use the
same prayers, and hymns, but in a more participatory, conversational way (which small
groups make possible). Then, when the time comes to reflect on the Scriptures, each one can
bring what they heard in the sermon, and what they have been learning as they have
reflected through the week so far. This can then lead to a conversation in which members
can encourage each other and learn together. The following questions can be helpful:
1. What stood out for you in this week’s reading, and in the message that was
preached? Why do you think this particularly caught your attention?
2. What does this ‘word’ mean to you for your spiritual walk in the next week, month,
and year?
3. How are you working to integrate this ‘word’ into your daily living?
Finally, the members of the group can pray and encourage each other, and close with any
prayers and hymns from Sunday that they haven’t yet shared.
In this way, the communal, small group, and devotional worship all work together to lead
people into a deeper discipleship.
It is my hope and prayer that LOVE LIFE will be a meaningful and transforming liturgical
guide, but also an authentic guide for spiritual practice and living for the year ahead.
May God bless you as you journey through the twin seasons of Advent and Christmas with
LOVE LIFE.
John
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ADVENT SUNDAY
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PREPARATION AND LIGHTING OF ADVENT CANDLE:
Begin with a moment of stillness. Invite everyone to relax and focus on deepening and
slowing their breathing for a moment. Be silent and allow time for people to open themselves
to the Spirit of God.

Light the first Advent candle. You may want to use the following words:
As we light this candle of hope, we remember that life breaks out even in the most hostile
environments, and we commit to noticing and celebrating all the signs of life we see.
CALL TO WORSHIP:
When all around us the world seems devastated
when hope seems naive and foolish,
when God seems absent and the future is unpredictable and frightening,
We remember that every death leads to a new birth,
every ending brings a new beginning,
and in every dark night, life breaks out.
And so we worship
inviting the Spirit to open our eyes
to God’s unquenchable life.
Amen.

One or more hymns may be sung
PRAYER OF ADORATION AND CONFESSION:
You, God, are the Life of all things,
the Life that cannot be quenched,
that transforms death into birth,
and destruction into creativity;
You, Christ, are the Hope we cling to,
the Hope that sees signs of life in every circumstance,
that speaks life in the face of death,
that defies cynicism and insists on trying one more time;
You, Spirit, are the Truth-Teller we need,
to show us that what is is not what will always be,
that violence, darkness, and deceit do not have the final word,
and that within us is the God-given capacity
to bring light into our corner of the world.
Forgive us when despair and trauma blind us to possibilities;
and give us the strength to hold fast to your presence
in these challenging times.
We receive your grace with such gratitude,
and we open our hearts to your life once again.
Amen.
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READING:
Mark 13:24-37
SERMON STARTER:
For many of us 2020 will be the year we remember but wish we could forget. It feels like it’s
been crisis after crisis. Hardly a day goes by without me witnessing some outpouring of grief,
despair, or fear online, and that’s not just from those who have lost loved ones to the
pandemic.

Recently on social media, a friend expressed how deeply painful the absence during
lockdown of in-person worship has been for her. As a Christian minister she feels lost,
lonely, and unmotivated without congregational gathering, singing, and worship. She has
expressed more than once that she is feeling overcome by the struggle of this season. Any
remnant of hope or creativity has long since left her. It’s a dark and painful place to be.
The readers of Mark’s Gospel were also dealing with a season of crisis and trauma. At the
time of writing they were either in the middle of the Roman invasion of Israel or they had just
lived through it. They witnessed the temple being destroyed, loved ones executed, and the
country laid to ruin. It was a dark time that challenged their capacity for faith and hope. I
suspect that the Gospel writer hoped they would find comfort in knowing that Jesus had seen
this tragedy coming, and had offered them a healing and comforting way to navigate the
crisis.
Using the metaphor of the new growth that appears in Spring and Summer, Jesus called his
followers to look for signs of life. Yes, there would be pain and trauma—he was wise enough
to see that revolution would break out in Israel and that Rome would respond swiftly and
violently. But there would also be signs of resilience, courage, hope, and love. As Helen
Keller once observed, “Although the world is full of suffering, it is also full of the overcoming
of it.”
Trauma comes to us all in big and small ways. No one gets through life without scars. And it
can be very hard to believe that the universe is on a trajectory toward truth, goodness, and
beauty when we’re in agony.
But if we can learn to lift our eyes beyond our suffering, even just for a few moments at a
time, we can begin to see that there is more going on than just our pain. Jesus’
encouragement to see signs of life in the midst of death is an invitation to find meaning in
our suffering, and to find the strength to navigate our struggles with dignity and humanity.
When we can connect with life and creativity, even in the smallest ways, we are able to cling
to hope, remain connected with others, and even find moments of joy.
It’s not easy, but it is possible if we embrace three practices that Jesus offers his disciples. The
first is to remember the image of Christ’s triumph. The vision of ‘the Human One coming in
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the clouds with great power and splendour’ (CEB) is not about Jesus coming back to earth
like a military conqueror. It is a vision from Daniel about the Messiah returning to God’s
throne room and receiving honour for faithfully fulfilling his mission of bringing God’s reign
to earth. Even in death Jesus remained compassionate and gracious. He never lost his
humanity and he found goodness even in that diabolical situation. He triumphed over evil by
not becoming evil in the face of his suffering. When we remember this vision we remember
who we are and that it is possible to retain dignity, humanity, and goodness even in dark
and traumatic times.
The second practice is to remember that life, death, and resurrection are fundamental
processes of the cosmos. When we hold this truth in our hearts we are able to cling to the
hope of our own rebirth to come. It can be very powerful simply to visualise an end to our
struggle and imagine a new life beyond the pain.
Finally, a surprisingly strengthening and energising practice is intentionally to notice the signs
of life when they appear (and they will). This isn’t just about literal new growth in the natural
world. It’s about small moments of light, playfulness, possibility, and even joy that appear in
the midst of our pain. It’s about the unexpected creative thoughts, or the serendipitous
discoveries that open a new way forward. Or it could just be about a moment of connection
and comfort found with a loved one.
On this first Sunday in Advent, which is traditionally focussed on hope, we have an
opportunity to see beyond the pain of this pandemic, the vitriol of the US election (which has
bruised us all no matter where in the world we live), and the fear of the economic
contractions of this difficult year. If we are willing to stay open and alert and watch for the
life signs around us we can still find courage, creativity, and hope to carry us through this
time. And if the world needs anything right now, it is people who remain what Zechariah
called ‘prisoners of hope’ (Zechariah 9:12).

PRAYERS OF THANKSGIVING AND INTERCESSION:
God we wonder if you’ve grown tired of us;
Have you given up on us and gone in search of more responsive creatures?
Have you forgotten your promises and left us to fend for ourselves
in this frightening and painful world?
In the past you sustained us, healed us, and made us aware of your presence;
you reminded us of the life that waits beyond our trauma;
and now we ask you to help us again,
fill us with hope and life again;
We need to know your Spirit’s presence and inspiration,
we need to trust in the signs of life that we believe are there
even if we cannot see them,
and we need you to remind us of all the reasons
to cling to hope.
Thank you for your presence even when we cannot feel it,
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for your guidance even when we seem lost,
for your hope even in the midst of suffering,
and for your life that breaks out even in the midst of death.
Amen.

One or more hymns may be sung
EUCHARIST (if it is to be shared – see Table Liturgy below)
RESPONSE RITUAL:
For this response ritual you may want to prepare a fire in a bowl or container in your
sanctuary (for in-person worship) or encourage your people to preparer one at home (if the
worship is happening online). You will also want to invite people to have a ribbon or a piece
of wool or string at the ready (for online worship) or have them available in a container (for
in-person worship).

Invite everyone to consider what may be robbing them of life and hope right now. What may
they want to release and overcome in their lives. Encourage them to write those things down
on a piece of paper and throw them into the fire you have prepared.
Next invite everyone to take a ribbon, string, or wool and tie it to something that holds
meaning for them: a Communion rail, a tree, a window, or a piece of furniture in the place
where they pray or meditate. Encourage them to use this as a sign of the hope and life that
they want to invite into their lives at this time. As they tie it, they may also want to pray a
simple prayer asking God to bind life and hope to them in this Advent season.

SUGGESTIONS FOR LIVING THE MESSAGE OUT DURING THE WEEK:
As you close your time of worship, invite people to be intentional about noticing the signs of
life in their corner of the world. You can encourage them to use their string to remind them to
keep looking out for those ‘lifesigns’ each day.
You may also want to encourage people to keep a journal through Advent of all the signs of
life and reasons for hope that they encounter in this time.

Encourage people to engage in these practices each day as their devotional practice, and to
return to and reflect more deeply on the readings and message of this week.
SENDING STATEMENT:
You may want to close the worship and send the people into the week with the following
words:

Go into your world to see and celebrate the signs of God’s life around you.
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Thank you for downloading this sample of LOVE LIFE from Sacredise.com. I hope you have
found is inspiring and helpful as you prepare your Advent Sunday worship.
To download the full version of LOVE LIFE go to Sacredise.com.

You may also want to sign up for one of the mailing lists at Sacredise.com so you don’t miss
any of the new resources that are posted to the site through the year.
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