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Christ's Love, Our Calling.






Advent by Candlelight is an opportunity for women of all ages to set aside the hustle and bustle of holiday preparation and focus their minds and hearts on the birth of Christ.

This service was written by a member of St. John’s, Wauwatosa, Wis. It has been reviewed by Linda Buxa, a member of the WELS Women’s Ministry Executive Committee and approved by the WELS Commission on Worship.
Please note: There may be copyright issues regarding the public use of some songs and hymns. 
Please make sure to obtain permission to use music that is not in the public domain.



A Personal Journey to the Nativity
Welcome
Good evening ladies and welcome to our Advent By Candlelight service. Does preparing for Christmas bring thoughts of shopping, baking, decorating, cleaning, entertaining, wrapping, and sending cards and packages?   If those are your ideas of preparing for the holidays you are not alone. Advertisers do everything they can to help us prepare our homes for the holidays.   Instead of Merry Christmas it seems that our society is wishing us a”Very Martha Stewart Christmas.” But tonight we plan on beginning the preparations of our hearts for Christmas.   In spite of the worldly demands that tug at each one of us we are so glad that you have made this service a priority on your “to do list,” because without Jesus the holidays would be empty and fleeting.
To prepare our hearts for Christmas we will lead you on “A Personal Journey to the Nativity.” - Not many of us can take a trip without a little planning and preparation. First, you need to determine a destination. Tonight ours will be a humble manger in a stable in the town of Bethlehem. Preparations will be manageable; there will be no heavy baggage to carry, the perfect outfit will not be necessary, and your ticket has been purchased at a high cost but is given freely to you by grace.
Before we begin our journey we begin with a prayer.
Prayer
Dear God, our heavenly Father,
We bow our heads and ask that you would quiet our minds and open our hearts to receive the timeless message of the nativity. Forgive us when we are distracted with all the demands the world places on us. Give us the desire to look to your word as we continue our life-long journey with Jesus as our guide, and the heavenly home which you have prepared for us as the destination. 
In Jesus name we pray, Amen.
Congregational Hymn
“The Advent of our King” vs. 1, 5-6
Advent Wreath
A map can be helpful when embarking on a journey and tonight the candles of the advent wreath will light our way to the nativity. To remind us of the glorious coming of Christ, Christians have long made and used the advent wreath. The wreath is covered with evergreen. Just as the tree is always green, so our hope for eternal life is always sure because it is based on Christ. The wreath is in the form of a circle. A circle has no beginning and no end. So our life with God is everlasting. The wreath holds four candles plus one candle within the circle. These candles lead us to the nativity. We light the prophecy candle first followed by the angel candle, the shepherd candle, and the Bethlehem candle. The candle at the center of the wreath is lit last and is the Christ child candle, telling us He, who is the light of the world, is born.
Junior Handbells
“Carols of the Nativity”
Setting the stage

Tonight we journey to Bethlehem through the eyes of Anna, the younger sister of a shepherd boy. Anna and her family live in a small village on the outskirts of Bethlehem. Imagine if you will that you are women in the village from which she hails. There is a sense of community within the village. Women watch out for the good of each other and the safety of all the children of the village.

Last evening it was becoming rather cold and Anna’s mother wanted her son to have a cloak to keep him warm through the night. Anna’s mother sent her, with a cloak, to the fields where her brother and the other shepherds were watching their flocks. This was not the first time Anna had been sent on an errand to the fields. Anna was familiar with the path to the fields and took pleasure in the beauty of her surroundings as she went on her way. She was dependable and enjoyed the sense of responsibility these tasks gave her.   Anna never became distracted from her purpose and never stayed away from the village too long. This time things were different. Anna did not come back to the village when she was expected.

Remember, that night in the fields outside Bethlehem was not just an event that happened a long time ago in a far away land. It can take place in your heart all year long. Indeed, that is the way God intends it to be. And so tonight we’ll lead you to Bethlehem to kneel at a manger which holds a king.

LET THE JOURNEY BEGIN!
Anna:

“Mother! Mother! You’ll never believe what I’ve just heard and seen…” (Anna goes on about her experience)

Mother:  (Interrupting Anna) 
“Anna!” (Anna continues to ramble) “Anna! Please calm down, are you all right? Is your brother all right? Where have you been, you’ve had us all very worried!”
Anna: (Begins again still speaking very quickly she’s about ready to burst!)
“Oh mother, my sisters; how I wish you could have been there to see and hear all that I have. (She looks around as if she sees the whole scene again). The star, the angel - it felt as though I was floating on air. The baby, oh, mama the baby. I couldn’t help but….”
Mother: (Interrupts before Anna can finish) 
“The baby? A baby? You mean to tell me you kept us worried and sleepless all night for a lamb? You’ve seen plenty of lambs Anna - what was so special about this one that kept you out all night?!?

Anna:
“Mama, this was not a lamb from the flock. This was the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world!!! Our Savior has been born!!!”

(We hear gasps and words of disbelief and surprise from women of the village)

Voice in Audience: 
“(Gasp) The Savior!”

Voice in Audience: 
“It can’t be!”

Voice in Audience:

“The Savior from the scriptures?”

Mother:

“Slow down Anna, I’m tired and I’ve been up all night pacing and worried. I couldn’t have heard you right; did you say our Savior is born?
Anna:

(Deep sigh and release of breath) “Yes Mama, that is what I have seen.
Mother:

“Come Anna, come. Warm yourself by the fire and tells us everything you’ve seen and heard.”
Anna:

“I did as you asked. I found my brothers cloak and started down the path to the fields. (As an aside) I do enjoy when you send me on errands to the fields. Everything was so quiet and peaceful as I journeyed away from the village, all I heard were my footsteps on the path. I continued on my way enjoying my quiet thoughts and softly singing hymns of praise. The night was so clear and the stars so bright that soon I could see the sheep peacefully grazing under the watchful eye of my brother and the other shepherds.” The stars in the sky reminded me of the promise from scripture-“I see Him, but not now; I behold Him, but not nigh; a star shall come forth out of Jacob, and a scepter shall rise out of Israel.
Star is lit above the stable.
Prophecy candle is lit

Guitar Solo
“Jesu, Joy of Man’s Desiring/O’ Holy Night”
Mother:

“But what happened next Anna? Did I hear you say something about an angel?”

Women of the village:
(Making various statements encouraging Anna to get to the more exciting part the story)
Voice in Audience:

“Yes, Anna tells us about the angel”

Voice in Audience:

“I’ve never seen an angel.”
Voice in Audience:
“Anna, are you sure it was an angel?”

Anna:

“It was like nothing I’ve ever seen before … I want you all to know that I did not imagine or make up what I’m about to share with you, my brother and the others will tell you the same story… It all happened with such suddenness. In an instant the dark sky burst into light like the sun had suddenly returned but I knew that was impossible, the sun had just set a few hours before.”

“Light flowed from every direction. Brilliant light. Divine light. It filled me with awe and terror! I will never forget, my heart pounded. The flocks remained calm, yet I was paralyzed with fear. I wanted to run, yet I couldn’t help myself from keeping my eyes on the light.”
Mother:

“Oh my, Anna. Where was the light coming from?”
Anna:

“It was an angel of the Lord, mama. And the glory of the Lord shone all around us. And the angel said to us,”

“Do not be afraid. I bring you good news of great joy that will be for all people. Today in the town of David a Savior has been born to you; he is Christ the Lord. This will be a sign to you: You will find a baby wrapped in cloths and lying in a manger.”             

Mother:
“Anna, but what about…”
Anna: (Interrupting)

“Wait Mama, there’s more. Suddenly a great company of the heavenly host appeared with the angel, praising God and saying,”

“Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace, good will toward men.”
Angel appears over stable.

Angel candle is lit
Nativity Choir Sings
Mother:

“Anna, what did your brother and the other shepherds do?”
Anna:

“When the angels had left us and returned to heaven I ran to my brother and the others. Their fear as well as mine had turned to joy and they said to one another,”

“Let us now go even unto Bethlehem and see this thing which is come to pass which the Lord has made known to us.”

“We went without hesitation. My brother and the other shepherds confident that the flock they were willing to protect with their lives would be safe from any danger. Mama, you know that a good shepherd will risk his entire flock to search for a single wayward lamb. Tonight I felt like that lamb and my Shepherd had come, seeking me. And suddenly I had no other desire than to see our King.”

Shepherd enters and stands near the stable.

Shepherd candle is lit
Congregation hymn
“He is Born, the Child Divine” (LAPPY p. 102)

Mother:

Please Anna, don’t stop, please tell us more!

Anna:

Mama, you know the roads leading to Bethlehem have been busy because of the census issued by Caesar Augustus. The city was very busy as well. People were filling the streets; we were crowded in shoulder to shoulder even at that time of night. I could barely look down and see my own feet let alone where a newborn may be staying. Yet we could hear and we listened to what the travelers around us were saying. They talked among themselves; we heard them say that all the inns were filled. The Lord’s messenger had said that we would find the child wrapped and lying in a manger. But we weren’t sure where to find the manger. We began asking at the inns we passed. Finally an innkeeper told us he didn’t have the heart to turn away a young couple who was expecting. All he had to offer them was the stable- at least it was warm and dry. We ran around to the back of the inn to find the stables where the animals were kept. “
Mary and Joseph enter the stable
Light the Bethlehem Candle

Nativity Choir: 
“Mary’s Little Boy Child” (LAPPY p. 204); congregation joins in the refrain
Mother:

“Was it as the angel had said Anna? Our Lord was in a manger? A manger where the oxen and cattle feed?”

Anna:

“Yes, mama. I have the picture fixed forever in my minds eye; everything was quiet in the stable. The light was dim yet there seemed to be a brightness leading my eyes directly to the center of the stable. That is when I saw the Christ-child, wrapped and warm, a baby yet a king. My mind was trying to take it all in and my heart was being filled to overflowing. Finally, I gathered the will to ask a question.” 

“His name?”

“Jesus, it means the Lord saves.” “His Father said.”

“Those were the only words spoken in the stable that night. I fell to my knees, overcome with gratitude and awe, and I adored the infant prince from heaven.”
Baby Jesus is put in manger.
Light the Christ candle
Anna:

“We left the stable unable to contain our excitement anymore. We shouted in the streets, we woke those who were sleeping with our celebrating. All those who heard learned of the unexpected events of the night. We told them of the birth of Jesus and the joy this meant for all people. They were amazed at what we were telling them.”

(Thoughtful pause)
Anna:

The Lord’s messenger had said this news meant great joy to all people. I count myself and all of you among that flock. The Holy One’s favor had surely rested on me that night. Of all the nights for you to send me on an errand to the fields!   My heart is so filled with truth, warmth and light.   I feel like I’m glowing!”
Mother:

“You are Anna, you are. Now rest my child and commit this night in your heart and mind, not to be locked away, but to be shared. And in sharing this story the truth you have will be multiplied.”
Anna:

By God’s grace, I will continue to tell of this wondrous night.   Goodnight Mama.”
Mother:

Sisters in Christ, let us praise God for giving us the holy child, Jesus. With the light of our candles and the love of voices let us glorify the Lord this Advent season.

Congregation hymn
Silent Night, light individual candles
Conclusion
Our journey to the nativity doesn’t have to stop here tonight. It can continue. That is God’s plan for believers. As you return home this evening and back to your baking, decorating, and shopping, remember what Anna experienced that night. A day that began like any other day ended in awe and wonder. These next few weeks will be filled with preparations for the holidays but our days can end in awe and wonder too if we keep our eyes on the promise that was fulfilled in a lowly manger that night in Bethlehem. 

Closing Song
Closing Comments
A Personal Journey to the Nativity 











