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Fourth Sunday of Advent 20th December 2020 
 

W e l c o m e  t o  P r a y i n g  T o g e t h e r  b u t  
S e p a r a t e l y  

 
WELCOME AND INTRODUCTION 
 
HYMN  
 

1 The Angel Gabriel from heaven came, 
 his wings as drifted snow, his eyes as flame; 
 'All hail', said he, 'thou lowly maiden Mary, 
 most highly favoured lady.' Gloria! 
 
2 'For known a blessèd mother thou shalt be, 
 all generations laud and honour thee, 
 thy son shall be Immanuel, by seers foretold; 
 most highly favoured lady.' Gloria! 
 
3 Then gentle Mary meekly bowed her head, 
 'To me be as it pleaseth God', she said, 
 'My soul shall laud and magnify his holy name': 
 most highly favoured lady. Gloria! 
 
4 Of her, Immanuel, the Christ was born 
 in Bethlehem, all on a Christmas morn, 
 and Christian folk throughout the world will ever say, 
 'Most highly favoured lady.' Gloria! 
 
 

GATHERING BEFORE GOD 
 
Let the world hold its breath,  
for good is coming in all its vulnerable newness.  
Deep within our life a wonder is conceived,  
hidden in humanity is moments of faithfulness.  
Look for it, for it is near.  
Believe in it, for it is of God.  
Be ready to nurture its life among us,  
for it is a precious gift for all history.  
Christmas is drawing close.  
Thanks and praise be to our God. 

From, ‘Liturgies for High Days’, by Dorothy McRae-McMahon 
 

PRAYER OF THE DAY 
Eternal God, 
as Mary waited for the birth of your Son, 
so we wait for his coming in glory; 
bring us through the birth pangs of this present age 
to see, with her, our great salvation 
in Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.  
 
HYMN  
 

1 A great and mighty wonder, 
 a full and holy cure, 
 the Virgin bears the Infant 
 with virgin-honour pure. 
 Repeat the hymn again!  
 'To God on high be glory,  
 and peace on earth to men!'  
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2 The Word becomes incarnate 
 and yet remains on high. 
 And Cherubim sing anthems 
 to shepherds from the sky. 
 Refrain 
 
3 Since all he comes to ransom, 
 by all be he adored, 
 the Infant born in Bethl'em, 
 the Saviour and the Lord. 
 Refrain 
 
4 And idol forms shall perish, 
 and error shall decay, 
 and Christ shall wield his sceptre, 
 our Lord and God for ay. 
 Refrain 
 
 

BIBLE READING:  LUKE 1.26–38 
 
In the sixth month the angel Gabriel was sent by God to a 
town in Galilee called Nazareth, to a virgin engaged to a 
man whose name was Joseph, of the house of David. The 
virgin’s name was Mary. And he came to her and said, 
‘Greetings, favoured one! The Lord is with you.’ But she was 
much perplexed by his words and pondered what sort of 
greeting this might be. The angel said to her, ‘Do not be 
afraid, Mary, for you have found favour with God. And now, 
you will conceive in your womb and bear a son, and you will 
name him Jesus. He will be great  and will be called the Son 
of the Most High, and the Lord God will give to him the 
throne of his ancestor David. He will reign over the house of 

Jacob for ever, and of his kingdom there will be no 
end.’ Mary said to the angel, ‘How can this be, since I am a 
virgin?’ The angel said to her, ‘The Holy Spirit will come 
upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow 
you; therefore the child to be born will be holy; he will be 
called Son of God. And now, your relative Elizabeth in her 
old age has also conceived a son; and this is the sixth month 
for her who was said to be barren. For nothing will be 
impossible with God.’ Then Mary said, ‘Here am I, the 
servant of the Lord; let it be with me according to your 
word.’ Then the angel departed from her. 

 
SOME THOUGHTS FOR FURTHER REFLECTION:  
 
One of my favourite jokes is about Michelangelo painting the 
ceiling of the Sistine Chapel. Michelangelo was required to lie on 
his back at the top of some scaffolding so he could painstakingly 
paint the ceiling. One day, as he was quietly lying there, getting on 
with his painting, an old, Italian lady came into the chapel to pray. 
As she took out her rosary and began clacking the beads together 
Michelangelo realized that she hadn’t noticed he was lying at the 
top of the scaffold tower. It had been a slow day, with 
Michelangelo labouring for a long time on the hand of God, and so 
he was a bit bored and thought he would have some fun.   
 
Quietly lying on his scaffold, he called out in a deep voice, 
‘This is Jesus. What prayer do you want answering?’ He quickly and 
quietly peered over the edge of the scaffold to see the lady’s 
response. There was none; she carried on praying and clacking her 
rosary.  
‘Must be deaf’, thought Michelangelo, so he tried again a bit 
louder. ‘This is Jesus. What prayer do you want answering?’ 
The lady did not flinch: not a flicker of expression, or a second’s 
pause in the prayer. 
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Michelangelo thought he had better give it one more go to see if 
he could get a response from her. He raised his voice again, ‘This is 
Jesus…’ 
 
Suddenly the old lady interrupted him. ‘Thank you Jesus: I heard 
you the first time!’, she exclaimed, ‘Now please can you be quiet, I 
am trying to pray to your mother.’ 
 
There are many Christians who have a very real, and deep tradition 
of praying to Mary for various reasons. There are many Christians 
who don’t pray to Mary, but have respect for her. Equally there are 
some Christians who, feeling that the ‘cult of Mary’ is idolatry, are 
very nervous of elevating Mary in a manner that makes her what 
they understand to be an ‘intermediary’ between us and Christ. In 
their mind elevation of Mary ignores the truth of the Bible that 
Jesus is our Great High Priest who through his life, death, 
resurrection and ascension has gained us direct access to God. If 
we have that direct access to God why do we need to ask Mary to 
pray for us, we can pray for ourselves. 
 
There are a number of reasons why Mary grew in her status, some 
of them complicated and intertwined with a lot of history - and 
church history at that. One theory is that at a point in history the 
Church emphasized the fact that Jesus is God – the divinity of 
Christ -  by ‘playing down’ the human nature of Christ.  
 
This made Jesus hard to follow, hard to relate to. In many paintings 
of the Virgin with Christ if you look closely Jesus’ own mother 
barely touches her child: if Mary can hardly touch Jesus, how can 
we? 
 
One answer is Mary: definitely human, humble and obedient, the 
mother of Jesus and so close to Christ in heaven. For those who 

find it hard to follow Jesus they reach out to his mother, and  ask 
her to pray to Jesus on their behalf.  
 
I sympathize with both positions. Those who think we don’t need 
Mary can often over-compensate for bad theology and practice 
around Mary, and ignore her completely in case they accidentally 
stray into worship of her, thus ignoring a saint who is a remarkable 
example to us of the life of discipleship and faith.  
 
For those who venerate Mary there is a danger of complicated 
doctrines getting in the way of us seeing Mary for who she really is. 
An even greater danger is that Mary takes our eyes off Jesus. The 
reason we should look at Mary is where there is Mary, there we find 
Jesus.  
 
Who is Mary? A pale faced, calm, sedate woman, who holds a 
perfect infant lightly in her arms, just in case she assumes too much 
and holds the Son of God in the wrong way? Nothing more than a 
womb in which God temporarily resides? 

 
Mary’s Story and What we Can Learn 
 
If we cast aside some of our preconceived ideas of Mary and take a 
look at her role in the biblical story, there are some things we can 
learn.  
 
The story of Mary begins with our reading and the visitation of the 
Angel Gabriel to tell her that she has been chosen by God. The 
arrival of an angel was one of many surprises about to hit Mary: 

 
- Mary would have a son who would be unique in the 

whole of human history because he would be the Messiah 
of God.  
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We can gloss over this and move on quickly because we know the 
story well. It is, however, worth thinking about. The details of that 
fact are simple, but the implications are beyond our 
understanding. Nonetheless, we should reflect on them anyway: 
God will be born as a human being.  
 
Mary would be pregnant by some kind of miracle.   
 
The Holy Spirit who hovered over the waters at the beginning of 
creation would be over Mary so that she would conceive and yet 
still be a virgin. That again is unique. It is either right or wrong, but 
you can’t have Christianity without it.  
 
Mary agrees.  
 
This is the real surprise. Luke 1:38 says, ‘..may it be...’  

 
What was Mary agreeing to? 
 
Mary was already engaged. This is different to being engaged 
nowadays: to be engaged was to be married but without the 
sexual relations. Engagement was a contract and covenant that 
could only be undone with divorce. To become pregnant when 
you were engaged meant that either your fiancé was the father - in 
which case you were both breaking Jewish laws; alternatively the 
fiancé wasn’t the father – in which case Mary is in big, big trouble.  
 
Mary was likely somewhere between the age of 13 and 16 at this 
point in her life. To accept that she will be pregnant puts her future 
marriage at risk, and her life in danger. She could be stoned for 
being adulterous. Although this didn’t happen that often at the 
time of Mary, there was a trial that was often carried out. It wasn’t 

done in secret, but in full view of the whole town. Everyone would 
have known what had happened, and Mary had broken Torah. 
 
Mary’s life might be under threat, her marriage was under threat, 
her reputation was under threat. What about when the child was 
born: who would believe her story of angelic visitation and virgin 
birth? Furthermore, how would things be when Jesus was born? 
There would always be those who questioned Jesus’ origin, they 
would call him names, pick on Mary’s firstborn, question his 
parenthood.  
 
Why did Mary agree to God’s plan? It can only be because she 
trusted God and had faith…but what faith! 
Harry Steele 
 
HYMN  
 
1 Come, thou long-expected Jesus, 
 born to set thy people free, 
 from our fears and sins release us, 
 let us find our rest in thee. 
 
2 Israel's strength and consolation, 
 hope of all the earth thou art; 
 dear desire of every nation, 
 joy of every longing heart. 
 
3 Born thy people to deliver, 
 born a child and yet a king, 
 born to reign in us for ever, 
 now thy gracious kingdom bring. 
 
4 By thine own eternal Spirit 
 rule in all our hearts alone; 
 by thine all-sufficient merit 
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 raise us to thy glorious throne. 

 
SILENCE During this time of quiet invite Jesus in to your hearts.  
 
Followed by: 
 
  MARANATHA! Come Lord, 
  Dwell in our hearts, full of grace and truth 
  MARANATHA! Come Lord, 
  That we might live prophetic lives 

  MARANATHA! Come Lord, 
   Make us one, as You and the Father are one 

  MARANATHA! Come Lord, 
   The Spirit and the bride say, “Come!” 
 
OUR PRAYERS  
Living God, 
you promised to come to your people of old 
through the Advent of the Messiah. 
You promise to come to each of us 
in the triumphant and glorious return of your Son. 
Open our hearts to his coming. 
 
Loving God, 
you came into our world through Mary, 
entering our world of space and time. 
You want to come afresh through each of us, 
Christ made real in our day to day lives. 
Open our hearts to his presence. 
 
Gracious God, 
you needed Mary’s assent 

before you could work through her. 
You need our willingness 
to let you work through us. 
Open our hearts to your Spirit. 
 
Sovereign God, 
you called Mary to believe that with you 
nothing is impossible. 
You need us to show that same faith 
if your kingdom is to come. 
Open our minds to all that you can do. 
 
Mighty God, 
you brought a new beginning to Mary, 
to Joseph, 
to your people Israel, 
to all the world. 
You offer a new beginning to each of us, 
this and every day. 
Open our lives to your renewing, transforming love, 
through Christ our Lord. Amen. 
 

From, ‘Prayers for all Seasons’, by Nick Fawcett 

 
A PRAYER CONCERNING THE CORONAVIRUS 
God of compassion, 
be close to those who are ill, afraid or in isolation. 
in their loneliness, be their consolation; 
in their anxiety, be their hope; 
in their darkness, be their light; 
through him who suffered alone on the cross, 
but reigns with you in glory, 
Jesus Christ our Lord.  
Amen. 
 



 6 

HYMN  
 
1 People, look east. The time is near  
of the crowning of the year. 
Make your house fair as you are able, 
trim the hearth and set the table. 
People, look east and sing today: 
Love, the guest, is on the way. 
 
2 Furrows, be glad. Though the earth is bare, 
one more seed is planted there: 
give up your strength the seed to nourish, 
that in course the flower may flourish. 
People, look east and sing today: 
Love, the rose, is on the way. 
 
3 Birds, though you long have ceased to build, 
guard the nest that must be filled. 
Even the hour when wings are frozen 
he for fledging time has chosen. 
People, look east and sing today: 
Love, the bird, is on the way. 
 
4 Stars, keep the watch. When night is dim 
one more light the bowl shall brim, 
shining beyond the frosty weather, 
bright as sun and moon together. 
People, look east and sing today: 
Love, the star, is on the way. 
 
5 Angels, announce to man and beast 
him who cometh from the East. 
Set every peak and valley humming 
with the word, the Lord is coming. 

People, look east and sing today: 
Love, the Lord, is on the way. 
 
AN ACT OF SPIRITUAL COMMUNION   
My Jesus,  
I believe that You are present in the Most Holy Sacrament.  
I love You above all things,  
and I desire to receive You into my soul.  
Since I cannot at this moment receive You sacramentally,  
come at least spiritually into my heart.  
I embrace You as if You were already there and unite myself wholly 
to You. Never permit me to be separated from You. Amen. 
 
THE 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,  
the power and the glory, for ever and ever. Amen 
 
BLESSING 
 
HYMN 
 
1 Lo, he comes with clouds descending, 
 once for favoured sinners slain; 
 thousand thousand saints attending 
 swell the triumph of his train: 
 alleluia! alleluia! alleluia! 
 God appears on earth to reign. 
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2 Every eye shall now behold him 
 robed in dreadful majesty; 
 those who set at naught and sold him, 
 pierced and nailed him to the tree, 
 deeply wailing, deeply wailing, deeply wailing, 
 shall the true Messiah see. 
 
3 Those dear tokens of his passion 
 still his dazzling body bears; 
 cause of endless exultation 
 to his ransomed worshippers: 
 with what rapture, with what rapture, with what rapture, 
 gaze we on those glorious scars. 
 
4 Yea, amen, let all adore thee, 
 high on thine eternal throne; 
 Saviour, take the power and glory, 
 claim the kingdom for thine own: 
 O come quickly, O come quickly, O come quickly, 
 alleluia! come, Lord, come! 
 
 

 


