Prayers and Reflections
4 Sunday of Advent

Introduction to the day
Today Isaiah prophesies that a young woman will bear a son and name him Emmanuel. The
gospel is Matthew’s account of the annunciation and birth of the one named Emmanuel, God-
with-us. During these final days of Advent we pray, “O come, O come, Emmanuel,” a beloved
hymn based on the O Antiphons, ancient prayers appointed for the seven days preceding
Christmas. On this final Sunday of Advent we prepare to celebrate the birth of the one born to
save us from the power of sin and death.
FIRST LESSON: Isaiah 7:10-16
An Israelite and Aramean military coalition presented a serious threat to King Ahaz of Judah. In
response, Ahaz decided to secure his throne and kingdom by seeking Assyrian help. Isaiah
reminds Ahaz that human attempts to establish security will fail. The prophet gives the sign that
is the only source of true safety: Immanuel, God is with us!

PSALM: Psalm 80:1-7, 16-18
Show the light of your countenance and we shall be saved. (Ps. 80:7)

SECOND LESSON: Romans 1:1-7

Most of the Christians in Rome do not know Paul. In this letter’s opening he introduces himself
as an apostle divinely appointed to spread God’s gospel. The gospel’s content is the promised
coming of Christ, and Paul’s mission is to bring about the obedience of faith among all nations,
including his Roman audience.

GOSPEL: MATTHEW 1:18-25

Matthew’s story of Jesus’ birth focuses on the role of Joseph, who adopts the divinely-begotten
child into the family of David and obediently gives him the name Jesus, which means “God
saves.”

Promises Made Real

Dreams are delicate things, often hanging in our minds only long enough to evaporate in the
morning like dew on the grass. Yet dreams can also endure and shape the arc of social
movements and the identities of people near and far. Joseph has the rare privilege of an angelic
dream, of all things—a visitation from a divine messenger, beckoning a change of heart and a
change of direction for him and the person he loves.

It is no small thing to change direction in life, especially when family expectations and social
norms can make life harder than it needs to be. Yet, Joseph and Mary do a remarkable thing as
they face uncertainty: They trust God’s promise that something incredible is about to happen.
They take the angel’s words to heart and lean into the possibility of God’s Holy Spirit doing
something neither of them expected.

Joseph and Mary are at a precipice, a pivot point, a threshold, a new beginning. Isaiah’s language
reminds us of the relationship that stands at the center of this divine arrival: God is with us, God
is with humanity, God is with (and in) the world! Emmanuel!

We stand at a similar threshold every time God gathers us in worship. In word and sacrament,
God’s promise unfolds anew, birthing love and grace in our lives. Such mercy may seem like a
fever dream, a vanishing vision, an impossibility. Yet it is the very thing that undergirds our lives
of faith, turning us time and again to what is most important: God’s promises fulfilled. As God



chose to be with Mary and Joseph, God has chosen to be with us, as we together bear witness to
the Spirit who brings about a world where sin is forgiven and God is ever near.

THE PRAYERS OF INTERCESSIONS
In our waiting and watching, we come to you in prayer, O God, trusting your promise to renew
the church, the nations, and the whole creation.

In the anticipation of these days, prepare our hearts for your arrival. Stir our spirits through the
gifts of artists, musicians, poets, and preachers, as together we proclaim your advent among us.
God of grace,

hear our prayer.

The earth breaks forth in singing as it heralds the Messiah’s coming. Fill our hearts with wonder
as we join heaven and nature in announcing this holy birth. God of grace,
hear our prayer.

You send your saving grace and peace to the nations. Lead us in work for justice and care for the
common good. May we meet the Christ-child we seek in the faces of our neighbors. God of
grace,

hear our prayer.

When tears of grief, exhaustion, or loneliness come, or physical or emotional hurt overwhelms
us, come to our aid. Uphold all who are anxious, who know the challenges of depression, or who
are ill. We especially pray for Shirley Glickman, Donna L. Hoffman, Barbara Kant, Glenda
Panke, Marilyn Schneider, Doug Sell, Debbie Thom and those in long term care facilities and
senior residences. In this moment of silence, we name out loud or in the quiet of our hearts, those
who need your healing touch. God of grace,

hear our prayer.

Surround expectant parents and those suffering from infant loss with communities of support.
Bless young children and new parents. Guide us in ways that provide safety for all children and
those who care for them. God of grace,

hear our prayer.

We give thanks for all who have treasured the gospel and lived in faithful service. Strengthen our
earthly journeys until, at the last, your face shines upon us and we are held in your in love. God
of grace,

hear our prayer.

Draw near to us, O God, as we commend all for whom we pray, trusting in your mercy through
Jesus Christ, Emmanuel.
Amen.

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,
and the power, and the glory,
forever and ever. Amen.

BENEDICTION (LBW p. 130)

The Lord bless us and keep us.

The Lord make his face shine on us and be gracious to us.
The Lord look upon us with favor and give us peace.
Amen

ANNOUNCEMENTS:

Sunday, December 21 - 4™ Sunday of Advent

9:00 AM - St. John Bonnechere - SOW

10:30 AM — Grace — Sunday School Christmas Pageant
Following worship, fellowship

Wednesday, December 24 Christmas Eve
4:00 PM — St. John Bonnechere (lessons and carols)
8:00 PM — Grace (lessons and carols with Holy Communion)

Thursday December 25 Christmas Day
10:30 AM - Grace — Holy Communion

Sunday, December 28 - 1% Sunday after Christmas
9:00 AM - St. John Bonnechere — Holy Communion
10:30 AM — Grace — SOW

Week of December 29 to January 2 — Pastor Ralph will be on vacation. He will be available
for emergencies if needed.

Pastor Ralph and Ellen wish you all a Blessed Christmas and a Happy New Year.



