Zion United Church of Christ

Study / Faith Sharing Guide for December 2007

Prepared by Rev. Dr. Daniel Meister
[Please pick one or two areas for your December Gathering Time]
REMEMBER TO INVITE SOME NEW/DIFFERENT PEOPLE TO YOUR GROUP WHEN YOU CAN!

Date December 2™
Theme 1% Sunday in Advent
Text Psalm 122 & Matthew 24:36-44

Throughout this 2007 Advent Season we are reminded that Advent marks the
beginning of the Church Year. And so, while our cultural calendar seesthe arrival of
Christmas—placed at the end of December—as the last month before we begin our New
Y ear, the church sees the lead-up to Christmas as the start of the beginning. The cycle of
our texts this advent engages us with the songs’hymnody of the Psalms & allows usto
hear the power of the Gospel as spoken by the Holy Spirit through Matthew.

On December 2™ we light the candle of the * People’s Longings . Isaiah says that
the ‘people’ who sat in the darkness have seen a great light (ref). Today, we understand
the Gospel message as being timeless and cross-cultural. All cultures express longings.
Often these cultural longings take the form of desiring national freedom. Take, for
example, India’ s independence from Great Britain, Mexico’'s from Spain, and former
‘eastern block’ nations from the Soviet Union—what goes around comes around as the
Bolshevik Party of 1917 wanted to be free from the monarchical Tsars. And then thereis
biblical history to consider: God hears the longings of His people to be free from
Egyptian bondage, but again in the 586 B.C. the Jews find themselves in Babylonian
captivity under King Nebuchadnezzar. The opening of Psalm 137 remembers this when
the Children of Israel sadly sing of their captivity, “ By the rivers of Babylon, there we sat
down, yea, we wept, when we remembered Zion.” Indeed, in the ‘Olam-Ha-Ba’' [Hebrew
for ‘Messianic Age'], all of the scattered Jewish people will return to Isradl.

Of course there are many other things that people ‘long for’. People can long for
intimacy in marriage, warm family relationships, stability in the workplace, children that
are respectful, parents that are attentive, peace within communities, etc.

Application: What do you long for in your life? How about in your spiritual life?
Where are those places of captivity where you long to be free? What do you think are the
longings of the people of Zion Church? How could our church realize the longings of its
collective heart? What role does God play in our longings? Does God cheer from the
sidelines...or is God passionately involved in play on the field? What new identity
emerges for us as our longings are realized? Are you whom you long to become? Are you
this person yet...or are you still in the making? How do you live the Christian life when
what you long for eludes you? How do you apply faith and Christian ethics to your
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longings? During Advent & Christmas, how does Jesus Christ help us, as acommunity
of faith, to realize what our souls long for?

Date December 9"
Theme 2" Sunday in Advent
Text Psam 72:1-7, 18-20 & Matthew 3:1-12

On December 9th we light the Candle of the Prophets’ Urging. Prophets are
special men & women of God. In our “ Understanding My Spiritual Gifts” manual,
David Ovitt identified “ Prophet” as being one of the “equipping gifts’ of the church. In
one of my previous churches, there was awoman in my congregation who functioned
prophetically. She didn’t know she had this gift until | pointed it out to her. Sheled a
difficult life because what she said often made her unpopular, as was true for the
prophets. Because of her “constructive criticisms’—backed with the mind of God—
against what were humanistic or secular influences in the church, she often felt embattled
and alone. Nonetheless, God gave her amighty heart to speak an “uncomfortable’ truth,
which other Christians were often unwilling to hear. This Prophetess al so spoke messages
to others outside the church. Prophets or Prophetesses make themselves available to God
to share God’ s messages with God’ s people. Usually, a Prophet will become visceraly
involved in sharing God’ s message (e.g. Elijah naked). Sometimes, Prophets can resist
the call to share God’ s word knowing how difficult it will make life (e.g. Jonah, or John
the Baptist).

This being said, the prophetic tradition is front and centre during Advent and
forms avery large part of our Judeo-Christian heritage. Jesus was the fulfilment of
hundreds of Old Testament biblical prophecies. If you'd like a good website that
catal ogues the thousands of biblical prophecies Jesus fulfilled, go to:
www.messiahrevealed.org. We remember also the power of Jesus' transfiguration where
Moses & Elijah appear with Jesus and minister to Him (Mt. 17, Mk. 9).

Old Testament (or Tanaach) prophets have two general roles: the first is to focus
on the broken relationship of Israel toward God & secondly to point the way toward
Messiah. The story of Israel within the Old Testament cannot be told apart from the
office & role of prophet. The prophet calls the people to renewal, faithfulness and
obedience in their relationship with God. The prophet calls the peopleto livein God's
community (nationhood) with one another. The prophet proclaims the longings of God’s
heart for God’ s people. The prophet, who is more interested in proclamation than
prediction, conveys God’s judgment injustice, evil behaviour, and against having a hard
heart (such as Moses did with Pharaoh Ramses) while also calling God’ s children back
into aloving relationship of forgiveness. The reason God is so vested in getting the
people to live right for Him is because God' s people are to be the vehicle by which the
way of salvation is announced to aworld that islost in darkness. The message of the Old
Testament prophets has two audiences: to the Jewish people in their various historical
contexts: Egypt, Israel, Babylon, etc. and also for us today!

Application: Do you...or have you ever known a prophet...or prophetess? How
does the message of the Old Testament prophets affect your life today? How do you feel
about injustices in the world? Are they acceptable to you? If the prophets, at God's
urgings had particular standards for faithfulness, right worship & ethical behaviour, what
are your standards? Is there arole today for crying out against immoral behaviours, such
as John the Baptist did against Herod the Tetrarch (Mt. 14:4)? Reflect on the dominating
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influence of “political correctness’ in our culture today. Why do we often endeavour to
harmonize & be politically correct when God’ s prophets took outspoken and public
stands against immoral or anti-god behaviours and attitudes? If the Old Testament
prophets strongly resisted and condemned idolatry...why do we allow sharing space with
the God and other world religions...that are often anti-Christian. What would a prophet
of God say today to Zion Church &/or Norwood, if ghe were dive?

Date December 16"
Theme 3% Ssunday in Advent
Text Psalm 146:5-10 & Matthew 11:2-11

On Sunday December 16", we continue to follow the prophetic tradition by
lighting the candle of the Preparer, John the Baptist (Jesus' cousin...see Luke 1:36).
Christians interpreted Isaiah 40:3-5 as referring prophetically to John, based on John®
own statement as written in John 1:22-23: He said, ®am the voice of one crying out in
the wilderness, "Make straight the way of the Lord" ©@as the prophet Isaiah said.

Both the Orthodox Church & the Roman Catholic Church regard John as a Saint
with various feast days & special services observed to honor hislife & ministry. In the
United Kingdom he is the Patron Saint of Penzance, Cornwall. How do Protestants regard
John the Baptist? George W. Bush has nicknamed himself * The Decider’ —Christians
regard John the Baptist as the Forerunner or the Preparer. The most important part of
John’s work was to make preparation for the coming of the Messiah. John spent hislife
as'‘prelude’. In al likelihood, John was beheaded in the Herodian fortress of Machaerus
(the remains of thisfortress are still present today on the eastern side of the Dead Sea).

Application: What did John do to prepare the way for Jesus? Why is preparation
so important today? How does the need to prepare mesh with our culture of ‘instant
gratification’? What mistakes/ errors of judgment can occur when adequate preparation
has not taken place? Can you think of some examples? How does a lack of preparation
affect our military, political negotiation, the world of business and commerce, church-
growth? What does the proverb mean: “ He who fails to plan, plans to fail”? How do you
prepare to share your faith? John gave his life to make sure that all was prepared for Jesus
and His ministry? How do you prepare your life with Christian ethics, i.e. knowing what
is right from wrong, as John the Baptist did? Is resistance to evil aform of spiritua
preparation? How do you prepare for worship each week? What would John the Baptist
say we, as a church community, ought to do to prepare for Jesus' coming at Christmas?

Date December 23"
Theme 4™ Sunday in Advent
Text Psalm 80:1-7, 17-19 & Matthew 1:18-25

On Sunday, December 23" we light the candle of the God-bearer: Mary (in NT
Greek, the Theotokos). The person and role of Mary cannot be underestimated in the
Gospels or thelife of Christ. Mary is sometimes referred to as the * Second Eve’ because
whereas the first ‘Eve’ was disobedient, the * Second Eve’ was obedient. “ After Jesus©
baptism by John the Baptist and his temptations by the devil in the desert, Mary was
present when Jesus worked hisfirst public miracle at the marriage in Cana by turning
water into wine at her intercession. The Bible records that Mary was avirgin [The
Annunciation by the Angel Gabriel, in Luke 1:35. The virginity of Mary is also recorded
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in Matthew 1:18-25]. Many Christian traditions venerate Mary (i.e. sheis unique,
special, sacred & certainly a Saint), but none worship her. “ According to tradition, Mary
died while surrounded by the apostles (in either Jerusalem or Ephesus) between three
and fifteen years after Christ@ ascension. When the apostles later opened her tomb they
found it empty and concluded that she had been bodily assumed into Heaven. The House
of the Virgin Mary near Ephesus, Turkey is believed by some to be the place where Mary
lived until her assumption into Heaven. The Gospel of John states that Mary went to live
with the Disciple whom Jesus loved (John 19:27), who is traditionally identified as John
the Apostle. Irenaeus and Eusebius of Caesarea wrote in their histories that John went
later to Ephesus, which may provide the basis for the early belief that Mary also lived in
Ephesus with John.” [source: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mary %28mother_of Jesus¥%29# note-7].

During Advent, we reflect upon Mary’ s humble origins (remembering that she
was probably widowed at an early age), and the mystery of how Mary was the bearer of
God Himself, and how she watched her son die a criminal’s death on the cross. Mary
alone, as a human being, lived with the unique tension of having birthed a Son that was
not her Son. In orthodox Christian theology, Mary is not a co-creator with God the
Father—rather Scripture attests that she was the ‘chosen’ one to be ‘ The Bearer’. Perhaps
a ‘surrogate mother’ might come the closest to understanding Mary’ s feelings about her
Son; however, Jesus was unlike no other child: heralded by athe angelic armies of God,
attended to by shepherds, and visited by powerful Persian kings.

Application: This Sunday asks us to consider what it is that God has placed
within us that He wishes to bring to birth. How will we care for that which the Father has
placed within us? During Christmas, we think of the Christ-Child in His innocence and
how Mary & Joseph sought to protect their Son (by fleeing into Egypt to avoid Herod's
summary destruction of the first-born male Jews, known as the massacre of the
innocents, see Matthew 2:13-18). Think of birth in your own life (whether being a
woman or aman) & consider the pain involved in something brand new being born into
your life. Reflect on the challenges and struggles you face when something new is born
within you: afresh insight, away to overcome a destructive attitude or behavior, a new
way to treat and regard your neighbors. Would you consider Zion Church to be pregnant?
What are the exciting aspects associated with a pregnancy...the scary parts? If Zionis
giving birth to something of God, how are we, like Mary, becoming ‘ God-bearers' ?

Date December 24™
Theme Christmas Eve
Text Psalm 97 & Luke 2:1-7, 8-20

On Christmas Eve, we light the centre, middle, ‘ Christ-candle’. We celebrate
how at Christ’ s birth both heaven & earth are energized and convulsing with the * Good
News' of Christ’s birth! At Jesus’ birth, we find that all spheres of life have their
attention fixed on this small babe: angels (heaven’ s witness), shepherds (the witness of
the common man), kings (the witness of intellect, power & earthly wealth), and animals
(representing creation). “ Three leaders of the Chinese Christian Church cite an alternate
proposal for the origin of one of the Magi. They state that many Chinese Christians
believe at |east one of the Magi came from China. They cite anecdotal evidence about Liu
Shang, the chief astrologer during the Han dynasty in China at the time that Jesus was
born. Liu Shang discovered a new star the Chinese called the "king star" - which was
associated with the birth of a new king. The disappearance of Liu Shang from China®
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imperial court for two years shortly after this star was discovered, they interpret as
perhaps traveling the Sk Road to Bethlehem.” [http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Biblical_Magi] On
this most sacred of all nights, heaven & earth become one! The Spirit isjoined with true
flesh and God becomes incarnate!

Application: Reflect upon what the ABSOLUTE ESSENCE of Christ’s birth
means to you. What hope has your life been given because of Christ’s birth? How are you
adifferent person because you believe in Jesus' birth...than...say, if you were a person
of another faith tradition? How does being a Christian relate to this glorious night an
obscure Judean village? What is your favourite memory of Christmas? Try & pick just
one to share. What are your plans to make this Christmas special & unique at Zion
Church?

Date December 30"
Theme 1% Sunday After Christmas
Text Psalm 148 & Matthew 2:13-23

On December 1% we mark the First Sunday After Christmas as an interlude
Sunday between Christmas and the beginning of Epiphany on January 6". The text for
this Sunday considers the famed ‘ Flight Into Egypt’.




The ‘Saughter of the Innocents' is one of the more painful passagesin Holy
Scripture. It reminds us that even in the very midst of God bringing about the most
important plan in human history, great evil surrounded the birth of our Saviour, namely
Herod summarily executing every male child two-years old & under (see Matthew
2:16c¢). Herod the Great ruled Judea for 34 years and was famed for both hisimpressive
building projects, including the rebuilding of the 2™ Temple in Jerusalem (where Jesus
will have preached...destroyed by the Romans on August 4™ 70 A.D.) and also his
extraordinary brutality. When Matthew 2:16 says, “ Then Herod, when he saw that he had
been tricked by the wise men, wasin a furiousrage....” Matthew is not exaggerating the
known personality profile of Herod in the least. At times we sense our own horrors living
in the 21% century, and yet previous ages knew an indiscriminate cruelty where dictatorial
monarchs, like Herod, viciously used their great power, on awhim, or because they felt
threatened (as was the case for King Herod), to snuff out human life—with no court, no
trial & without having to account to anyone. While God works within the framework of
human circumstances and human agency, God allows humans the autonomy to be able to
choose good or evil, life or death, peace or war, building or destruction (i.e. free-will).
All through the Gospels, Jesus never compels or forces others to follow Him. He only
offered Himself & then others had to choose. In this sense, our faith as Christiansis very
real. Oursis not afaith that deniesreality (as some ancient cults sought to do—or as our
present culture does by self-medicating), rather our faith acknowledges God’ s purposes
even as painisfelt, God s triumph as Satan tempts us, God’ s peace as we are perplexed,
God' s assurance as we face the unknown, and God'’ s love, when surrounded by hate.
Jesus' best summary of thisisfound in His high priestly prayer offered in John 17:16-17
where He says, “ My prayer is not that you take them out of the world but that you protect
them from the evil one. They are not of the world, even as| am not of it.”

Application: So reflect this Sunday on these themes: (1) how evil purposes will
go to great lengths to thwart God’ s purposes; (2) how, even in the midst of God’ s will
coming about in your life—or the life of our church—sometimes great pain will be felt
and experienced; (3) that God always knows the path of escape; (4) We can never
outmanoeuvre God (5) has anyone ever saved you from some evil purpose or



circumstance from occurring in your life? (6) how do you, as a Christian, live in the
world while not being of the world?

Looking Forward:
On Sunday January 6™ 2008 we celebrate the Christian feast of Epiphany (Greek:

, "appearance” or "manifestation”). Epiphany celebrates the "shining forth" or
revelation of God to mankind in human form, in the person of Jesus. The feast is also
called Twelfth Day, asit is the twelfth day after Christmas, or Three Kings Day.

Prayer for Group Facilitators to Use:

God Almighty, you are the Timeless One who works within our time, with your people,
with our frailty and with our sin. You understand how imperfect, flawed and rebellious
we truly are. When given the choice to follow, we go our own way. When given your
penetrating Light, we prefer the darkness...so heal us, Lord. Turn us back from the habit
and lure of sin. Help Zion Church to confess its wrongs, repent of its mistakes, and for its
people to trust you as our unfailing strength and provision—as we begin a new church
year this Advent. Proclaim your Word afresh to us so that it might be music to our ears!
Give us your power without restraint this Advent Season to know that you have called us
to be Ambassadors of Light fromthe Lateral to the Café...fromthe Hill of Indian Mound
to Carthage—and beyond! We are here and you have spared not by accident, but on
purpose. Use us, O, God, to bravely and faithfully spread your Gospel of Peacein a
brand new year! Take us where you want us to be, mould usinto a shape that pleases,
soften us with the prevailing needs of others, call usinto new directions, and bless us
beyond what we deserve. May you be with our Pastor, our Consistory and every member
and friend of our loving church family in 2008! Amen.

Prepared: 11.29.07



