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[bookmark: _Toc177399866]Season of Advent
Dates
Advent is the beginning of the church year for most churches in the Western tradition. It begins on the fourth Sunday before Christmas Day, which is sometimes the last Sunday in November, and ends on Christmas Eve at sundown. Sometimes the fourth Sunday of Advent is Christmas Eve.
Feast Days* and Special Days
December 3 – International Day of Persons with Disabilities
*December 6 – St. Nicholas’ Day provides a good antidote to the commercial Santa Claus.
December 6 – National Day of Remembrance and Action on Violence against Women (Canada).
Meaning of Name
The term Advent comes via Old English from the Latin adventus (“arrival”). It is a combination of ad (to) + venire (come). In Advent, we are anticipating the arrival of the baby Jesus as well as the Second Coming of Christ.
Liturgical Colour: Blue
Blue is used within most United Churches for Advent, though some continue with the older practice of using purple. Blue was adopted to symbolize hope and replace the penitential purple, associated with Lent.
[bookmark: _Toc177399867]Season of Christmas
Dates
Christmas Day is fixed on December 25 and begins the Christmas season, which runs through January 5.
Meaning of Name
The word Christmas comes from Old English Crīstes mæsse or “Christ’s mass,” referring to the worship service in celebration of Christ’s birth.
Liturgical Colours: White and Gold
White, which is all colours of light combined, traditionally symbolizes goodness, innocence, and God’s faithfulness. Gold reflects glory, triumph, wealth, richness, and extravagance. Together, they symbolize the light of dawn and are colours of celebration.
[bookmark: _Toc177399868]Season of Epiphany
Dates
January 6 through to Shrove Tuesday. The length of the season of Epiphany varies, based on the beginning of Lent. 
Feast Days* and Special Days
*January 6 – Epiphany, also celebrated as Christmas Eve for Orthodox Christians. 
*Baptism of Jesus – the Sunday after the day of Epiphany. 
January 18–25 – Week of Prayer for Christian Unity. 
*Transfiguration – This feast comes from the Eastern churches, who celebrate it on August 6. It became part of the Western calendar in about the ninth century and was universally celebrated by the fifteenth century. In some Western denominations, the date was moved to the last Sunday before Lent. 
*Shrove Tuesday – the day before Ash Wednesday, on which pancakes are traditionally served. Shrove comes from the word shriven or “to confess.” The practice of making pancakes was meant to use up rich foods in the house, such as fats and sugars, to prepare for Lenten fasting.
Meaning of Name
The word epiphany means a sudden insight or new understanding. It comes from the Greek word epiphainein, meaning “to reveal” or “to be manifest.”
Liturgical Colours: White and Gold; Green
White and gold are used for Epiphany and Baptism of Jesus Sunday. Green is for the rest of the season. Green is a cool colour, evoking nature, growth, vitality, freshness, harmony, endurance, and fertility. It is associated with healing and rest. It is the depth and stability of blue combined with the warmth and joy of yellow.


[bookmark: _Toc177399869]December 1 - Advent 1
Worship materials for Advent were contributed by Beverley Brazier, Pools Cove, Nfld. and Lab.
Jeremiah 33:14–16
A righteous branch from David’s line.
Psalm 25:1–10 (VU p. 752)
To you, God, I lift my soul.
1 Thessalonians 3:9–13
How can we thank God adequately?
Luke 21:25–36
Signs in the heavens and on earth; parable of the fig tree.
Creation Connection
For people living in chaos, the words in Luke are a reminder to be attentive to signs of life and Spirit in creation, signs in the heavens or from the fig tree. Consider a tree’s persistence in a harsh climate, sending forth green shoots just after the winter has taken its worst toll. Let creation be our companion and guide in this season.
Spark
Begin the season with a wire wreath frame. You’ll be adding to it the whole season. Get blue fabric in four different shades, one for each Sunday in Advent, from light blue to deep blue. Cut the fabric into strips. Invite children and youth to present each person with a strip of cloth and a permanent marker when they arrive to worship. Encourage people to pray for hope and write down or draw a sign of hope or a hopeful action they intend to do this season. Emphasize that these prayers and actions are going to make a circle of holy resistance to the fear and hopelessness that permeate our current climate. Children then collect the strips in baskets and tie them onto the wreath frame through the worship time.
With Children
Use the Spark idea for this time, or sing Psalm 25, “Unto thee O Lord,” by Maranatha! Music, with call and response (with permission from the copyright holder).
Alternatively, play a game of noticing something from top to bottom, based on the Gospel of Luke, where Jesus says to pay attention to the fig tree, from the very tip-top down to the roots and the sprouts coming from the roots:
Bring a large stuffie (if appropriate to your group), and, using the senses (touch or sight), discover what is at the top of it and what is at the very bottom.
Hide some things in the sanctuary, up high and down low, and find them by seeking.
Play rhythm instruments in various places and identify where the sounds are coming from.
Jesus used the fig tree as an image of hope. Hope is a promise that God is with us and is at work in this world. God’s hope is everywhere! Pay attention and discover where you find hope this week.
Sermon Starter
Consider the posture of hope. Luke’s gospel invites us to have our heads up. Often, one of the first things people do when they are coming out of a time of depression is to lift their heads higher. Right now, facing the world may be frightening and depressing. This is a call to band together, heads up, facing the reality of our world without turning away or hiding from it. Hope is not the same as optimism. Simply believing that everything will be okay is over. We must search more deeply. Examine the heavens, consider your own heart’s tenacious beating, and notice small shoots poking up. But be honest. Let go of the need to pretend. Hard and unholy things are happening and will continue to happen. We’ll need one another on this challenging journey, with senses alert for signs of hope and ready to be signs of hope for others. This is holy resistance; this is declaring by a simple glance that “my soul magnifies the Lord.”
Hymns
VU 2	“Come, thou long-expected Jesus”
VU 5	“All earth is waiting” verse 1 as an introit
VU 6	“A candle is burning” verse 1
VU 713	“I see a new heaven”
MV 158	“Dream a dream”
MV 221	“I am walking a path of peace” (Use the word hope.)


[bookmark: _Toc177399870]December 8 - Advent 2
Malachi 3:1–4
A refiner’s fire and a launderer’s soap.
Luke 1:68–79 (VU p. 900)
Zechariah sings, “Blessed be the God of Israel.”
Philippians 1:3–11
I thank God every time I remember you.
Luke 3:1–6
A voice calling in the desert.
Creation Connection
Luke, quoting Isaiah, declares of the things that are almost upon us: “‘All flesh shall see the salvation of God.’” All flesh. The gospel of God in Jesus is universal, is for all flesh. We live the gospel in its fullness only when our visions and actions include everything that lives.
Spark
Continue adding to the wreath you began last Sunday, using peace as the key word for messages and drawings on the fabric strips. Have children distribute materials, collect them, and add the strips to the wreath.
With Children
You might use the Spark idea for this time. You might also share the story of John the Baptizer and his call to repent. To repent simply means to turn around. Share an example of a time when you may have been on the wrong road (literally or figuratively) and what you did when you found out you were going in the wrong direction. You turned around. John was asking people to repent and turn to God’s ways. Give some more examples of wrong roads, literal and otherwise. Invite the children to suggest others. How might our world need to repent?
Sermon Starter
Begin the Luke 1 reading at verse 57 and read to verse 80. Hold up the example of Zechariah and the beauty and poetry of his life and his song. Luke’s gospel is like a musical: people break into song at key moments. This is a key moment in the gospel. Zechariah is often overlooked, and the narrator literally mutes him in the first chapter. But the story couldn’t move forward without him. His faithful service in the temple, his honest fear, and his questioning: “How could this be so?” (Note: Mary also asks, “How can this be?” but is not muted.) By tradition, Zechariah should have spoken the Aaronic Benediction from Numbers 6:22–27 to end his service in the temple, but he cannot…something there is unfinished. We are made to wait for what is yet to come. Consider the conclusion of his story in verses 57–80. You might also hold up the idea of elders (Elizabeth and Zechariah), how our society has forgotten to seek, celebrate, and heed the wisdom of elders who might encourage us to “serve God without fear, in holiness and righteousness…all our days” (verses 74–75).
Hymns
VU 5	“All earth is waiting” verse 1 as an introit
VU 6	“A candle is burning” verses 1 and 2
VU 18	“There’s a voice in the wilderness”
VU 20	“On Jordan’s bank”
VU 23	“Joy shall come”
VU 595	“We are pilgrims”
VU p. 900	“Song of Zechariah”
VU p. 901	“Song of Zechariah”
MV 221	“I am walking a path of peace” (Use the word peace.)


[bookmark: _Toc177399871]December 15 - Advent 3
Zephaniah 3:14–20
Sing, daughter of Zion; God comes to bring you home.
Isaiah 12:2–6 (VU p. 880)
Proclaim God’s deeds to the nations.
Philippians 4:4–7
Rejoice in God always! Again, I say, rejoice!
Luke 3:7–18
John warns the crowds, “You brood of vipers!”
Creation Connection
Consider these phrases from the Isaiah reading: “make known God’s deeds among the nations” and “draw water from the wells of salvation.” This would be a perfect time to highlight the need for clean, accessible drinking water in many Indigenous towns in Canada or a specific Mission and Service project helping to provide wells and clean water where people need them. Is it your own community that needs the “salvation” of clean drinking water?
Spark
Continue the wreath project with fabric strips of prayers and drawings representing joy.
With Children
If you are highlighting a Mission and Service project providing wells, get a globe or map and find the location, then learn a little about it and explore its need for water. Water brings life and joy and hope. As appropriate to your community, share what is being done in your own area to achieve clean and accessible drinking water or explore how you can help through Mission and Service offerings. John the Baptist is our example of not accepting the way things are and working for just access to water.
Sermon Starter
John is nothing if not surprising. He challenges the status quo, not by presenting something new but by calling people back to their story, the story passed on to them through faithful generations. The river is the Jordan, the river their ancestors crossed to enter the land. John calls them back to this river. He refers to the stones, which were the stones the priests set up as a memorial to that first crossing. He calls them back to the vision that they would occupy the land as a witness, as a light, and as a blessing to all the families of the earth. They recognize how far they have wandered from that vision, how crooked their path has become. They ask what they should do, and he gently, more gently than his speech until now would suggest, tells them practical, understandable actions they can take to straighten the path forward. John reminds them that much depends on their response. In what ways do we need to be called back to our story as followers of Jesus? What are the stories and symbols we need to remember? What practical actions are needed for our path forward?
Hymns
VU 5	“All earth is waiting” verse 1 as an introit
VU 6	“A candle is burning” verses 1, 2, 3
VU 23	“Joy shall come”
VU 232	“Joyful, joyful we adore you”
VU 249	“Rejoice in the Lord always”
VU p. 820	“Make a joyful noise”
VU p. 884	“You shall go out with joy”
MV 40	“Never ending joy”
MV 211	“Go now in peace, guided by the light”
MV 221	“I am walking a path of peace” (Use the word joy.)


[bookmark: _Toc177399872]December 22 – Advent 4
Micah 5:2–5a
Out of Bethlehem in Judea will come a leader.
Luke 1:47–55 (VU pp. 898–899)
Mary sings, “My soul gives glory to my God.”
or Psalm 80:1–7 (VU p. 794 Part One)
Shepherd of Israel, hear us.
Hebrews 10:5–10
Made holy through the sacrifice of Jesus’ body.
Luke 1:39–45, (46–55)
Mary visits Elizabeth.
Creation Connection
Last week’s Isaiah 12 reading declares, “Let this be known in all the earth,” not just to all the people but to all the earth. If the gospel means anything at all, it has to mean good news for the earth as well as all living things upon it.
Spark
Continue making the Advent wreath. Hand out the last strips of fabric, to be used for love messages and drawings. When the children tie these onto the frame, your wreath will be complete. You might also add a large, blue bow and some pine boughs or holly. Hang or place it at the front of the worship space or another spot where people will notice and enjoy it.
With Children
Examine the wreath together and perhaps share some of the messages. We have added in all our prayers and drawings of hope, peace, joy, and love. There is power when we bring all of our prayers together. Our prayers create a circle of love around those who need God’s care.
Sermon Starter
I love the moment when Elizabeth receives Mary’s greeting. The new life leaps in Elizabeth’s womb, and she is filled with the Holy Spirit. We’re never told exactly when Mary was filled with the Holy Spirit, when new life began within her. Is it possible that it was at this moment as well? Explore this inner leaping of recognition of the Holy. Hold up the contrast between the two women: one young, who shouldn’t be pregnant but is; one old, who shouldn’t be pregnant but is. Both are defined by their reproductive ability. Consider the fact that they both have voices in this story and the deliberate, literal muting of the male voice. Explore the delicious symmetry of their stories, how each balances the other. Ponder the value of having an Elizabeth and a Zechariah in your life: a safe place to go when your world has been turned upside down. Examine, through the lens of this story, the power that comes when elders and youth get together, willing to bring something new to life.
Hymns
VU 5	“All earth is waiting” verse 1 as an introit
VU 6	“A candle is burning” verses 1 to 4
VU 8	“Lo, how a rose e’er blooming”
VU 12	“She walked in the summer”
VU 16	“Mary, woman of the promise”
VU 59	“Joy to the world”
VU p. 899	“Song of Mary”
MV 120	“My soul cries out”
MV 134	“There was a child in Galilee”
MV 221	“I am walking a path of peace” (Use the word love.)


[bookmark: _Toc177399873]December 24 - Christmas Eve
Worship materials for Christmas Eve to Epiphany were contributed by Gill LeFevre, Walton Memorial U.C., Oakville, Ont.
Isaiah 9:2–7
A child has been born for us.
Psalm 96 (VU p. 816)
Sing to God a new song.
Titus 2:11–14
Live a godly, upright life.
Luke 2:1–14, (15–20)
Jesus’ birth.
Creation Connection
The winter solstice has just taken place and the northern hemisphere is now turning toward longer, brighter days. What needs to change in our communities to move us all toward a brighter, more accepting world?
Spark
Play broken telephone in two groups (or more). Have the last person in each group race to get the “good news” message from the front of the church to the back. Perhaps choose the titles of Christmas carols as the “news” to pass on. Enjoy the excitement and commotion experienced through the urgency of sharing the news.
With Children
Many congregations will have a nativity performance on or around Christmas. Consider the different roles that are needed to make the production possible. Discuss (or imagine) some of the more “creative” roles that get added to plays, depending on the number of people taking part. Highlight that in the nativity story, there is always a role for everyone, because everyone is included in Jesus’ story. At Christmas, we remember that Jesus wasn’t born for just a few special people; we celebrate that he was born for us all.
Sermon Starter
The broad scope of the Christmas story is very likely familiar to your congregation today, but the more nuanced details will not be. One such detail is in Luke 2:18: “and all who heard it.” These words demonstrate that the impact of the nativity expanded beyond the intimacy of a stable and into the wider community, increasing the scope of the event. This birth was not kept quiet but excitedly shared. The shepherds were boisterous in their excitement, and news spread throughout the town. You might reflect on how this wide-open version of events changes the way the story makes you feel. God’s love has been given freely for everyone, right from the very start. How can we share God’s love, given freely, in our communities today?
Hymns
Along with your trusty Christmas standbys, here are some less familiar options to consider:
VU 35	“Good Christian friends, rejoice”
VU 40	“Before the marvel of this night”
VU 59	“Joy to the world”
VU 70	“There’s a star in the East”
VU 74	“What child is this”
VU 232	“Joyful, joyful we adore you”
VU 333	“Love divine, all loves excelling”
“Sing we now of Christmas”; traditional (hymnary.org)
“Christmas hymn” by Anna Deming (hymnary.org)
“Were you there on that Christmas night” by Natalie Sleeth (hymnary.org)


[bookmark: _Toc177399874]December 25 – Christmas Day
Isaiah 62:6–12
Prepare the way for the people.
Psalm 97 (VU p. 817)
Let the earth be glad!
Titus 3:4–7
Saved by grace; heirs of hope.
Luke 2:(1–7), 8–20
Shepherds and angels.
Creation Connection
Titus talks about “the water of rebirth,” evoking the image of waters breaking at birth. What can be reborn or reset within us? What needs to pass from us so a new perspective may be born for the sake of creation?
Spark
Prepare a series of encouraging reflections or scripture passages and write them on paper hearts. Then give one heart to each person at your service, for them to ponder in their heart, as Mary did.
With Children
With the excitement of Christmas finally here, ask the children if they tried to stay awake and listen for Santa. Talk about how hard staying awake can be and how everyone falls asleep before Santa arrives. Listening for God can be just as difficult. Discuss why it can be hard to listen for God (e.g., because a lot is going on in our lives and we can be pretty distracted, or God’s messages may be shared in a gentle, ordinary, and unassuming way, not a big and boisterous one). Perhaps highlight the description of Mary pondering the events of Jesus’ birth in her heart. Emphasize that God can always be found in our hearts when we stop and take time to ponder (perhaps in prayer). You might need to explain the word ponder. God always wants us to use our hearts by loving those around us.
Sermon Starter
Depending on your schedule for Christmas Eve, Christmas Day may be a quieter and smaller service. It is a time that can resonate with Mary’s experience—“Mary treasured all these words and pondered them in her heart”—evoking moments of peaceful reflection. Mary’s pregnancy had almost certainly been challenging and uncertain, but with shepherds arriving and sharing stories of angels, the divine power behind this baby was now unquestioned. In this context, the events of the birth were likely equally overwhelming and reassuring, and hence Mary now stops to reflect on the awesome miracle of God’s love. Where in our lives might we discover instances of God’s incredible love for us, if we stop to ponder? How can we make the time to pause and reflect on the wonder of Jesus’ birth and the gift for us that his life and ministry would be? You might give people time now to reflect on the words on the hearts you have given out.
Hymns
This is a chance to sing a selection of hymns that may have been omitted from Christmas Eve or to repeat and enjoy your favourites, given how short the liturgical Christmas season is.
VU 46	“Gentle Mary laid her child”
VU 47	“Still, still, still”
VU 64	“O little town of Bethlehem”
VU 76	“See amid the winter’s snow”
VU 95	“Born in the night, Mary’s Child”
MV 134	“There was a child in Galilee”
MV 147	“God, help us to treasure”
MV 190	“Laughter lit the stars of morning”
“Love came down at Christmas” by Christina Georgina Rossetti (hymnary.org)


[bookmark: _Toc177399875]December 29 - First after Christmas
1 Samuel 2:18–20, 26
God blesses the boy Samuel.
Psalm 148 (VU p. 871)
Let the whole creation praise God.
Colossians 3:12–17
Clothe yourselves with compassion and kindness.
Luke 2:41–52
The boy Jesus learns at the temple.
Creation Connection
Amidst the wildness and worry of winter storms, what does it mean to recognize the power of God in the natural world? How can we find beauty and offer our worship in all types of weather?
Spark
Decorate your worship space with items of clothing labelled to represent the values Paul extols; for example, a scarf for compassion, a soft sweater for kindness, and sandals for humility. (You could also add items of clothing for the fruits of the Holy Spirit from Galatians 5:22–23 or the armour of God from Ephesians 6:13–17.)
With Children
Grown-ups read the Luke story as “Jesus gets lost,” but it’s more accurate to recognize that Jesus is neither lost nor worried—the people who are worried are his parents. Discuss different aspects of this story: How do you think Mary and Joseph became separated from Jesus? (There were lots of other travellers that Jesus could be with and maybe they were rushing to keep up with the group.) Why wasn’t Jesus worried? (He knew he was with God; he trusted God to look after him.) Use these perspectives to highlight how we get separated from God and how, instead, we can trust God to look after us. You might note that it is always good to make sure your adults know where you are. It’s just safer that way and saves worry and upset for everyone.
Sermon Starter
Luke’s text from today repeats phrases from the birth narrative in the first part of Luke 2, e.g., “all who heard” Jesus in the temple and Mary “treasuring” events in her heart. Either of those examples from the birth story could be picked up and developed in conjunction with this story from Jesus’ childhood. Or, shifting away from the nativity event, the passage from Colossians challenges us to think about how we present ourselves in the world. What spiritual items do we clothe ourselves with? Does our outward behaviour reflect the faith that we profess to hold? Are the values of Colossians 3:12 sincerely reflected in our choices and priorities, or do we put them on—like party clothes—when we feel they are expected, only to discard them for something more comfortable and convenient?
Hymns
VU 65	“Ring a bell for peace”
VU 70	“There’s a star in the East”
VU 345	“Come, children, join to sing”
VU 367	“Come down, O love divine”
VU 595	“We are pilgrims”
MV 162	“Christ, within us hidden”
MV 166	“Jesus Christ, Jesus Christ”
MV 182	“Grateful”
“Let all the world in every corner sing” by George Herbert (hymnary.org)


[bookmark: _Toc177399876]January 5 – Second after Christmas
Jeremiah 31:7–14
The people return home singing and dancing.
Psalm 147:12–20
God’s word goes out to the ends of the earth.
Ephesians 1:3–14
Our inheritance through Jesus Christ.
John 1:(1–9), 10–18
The Word became flesh and lived among us.
Creation Connection
What are the ways in which we notice “the goodness of the Lord” in our lives? How do we give thanks to God for the abundance of creation?
Spark
The call of living out Christmas is beautifully expressed in Howard Thurman’s well-known poem “The Work of Christmas.” As well as using it in your service (either as a poem or as hymn VU 87 “I am the light of the world”), consider displaying images that represent the ideas in the poem and adding the words as captions.
With Children
Light shining in the deep of the night is a vivid description that is easily relatable. Explore or show some different types of light that we experience in the world (e.g., candles, flashlights, car headlights, campfires) and discuss how these lights can be turned off or put out. Then compare these lights to the light of a star that is always there in the sky. Emphasize that God’s love is like the light of a star and is always there for us. You might sing “God is like a flashlight” by Lesley J. Clare (All God’s Children Sing, p. 78).
Sermon Starter
John’s “nativity story,” if you will, doesn’t talk about any of the tangible, concrete aspects of Christmas, which makes it perfect for the start of a new year. There aren’t any shepherds or wise men to distract; the only hint we even have of the birth of Jesus is right at the end: “And the Word became flesh and lived among us.” This text can thus take us from the character-filled, historic event of Jesus’ birth into a reflection of the ongoing love and ministry manifest in Jesus’ life. Instead of focusing on Jesus the baby, we are now called to celebrate Jesus as the adult we find in the gospels who is inclusive, compassionate, controversial, and outspoken. As holiday parties and celebrations become memories, this text keeps us company as we recognize the shadows of the world. Powerfully, it reminds us that celebrating Christmas has everything to do with how we live and what we value—that Christmas embraces the shadows but will not be overcome by them. How can we meet the challenges of this calling throughout the year?
Hymns
VU 42	“Down to earth, as a dove”
VU 45	“Joy is now in every place”
VU 59	“Joy to the world”
VU 79	“Arise, your light is come”
VU 87	“I am the light of the world”
VU 92	“In the darkness shines the splendour”
MV 89	“Love is the touch”
MV 97	“Listen, God is calling”
MV 158	“Dream a dream”


[bookmark: _Toc177399877]January 6 – Epiphany (Monday)
Isaiah 60:1–6
Arise, shine, for your light has come.
Psalm 72:1–7, 10–14 (VU p. 790 Parts One and Two)
God’s anointed defends the poor.
Ephesians 3:1–12
Boldness and confidence through faith.
Matthew 2:1–12
The visit of the magi.
Creation Connection
Camels are quirky and resilient creatures provisioned by God for long journeys and unwelcoming climates. How has God provisioned and blessed us for our journey?
Spark
During a suitable hymn or liturgical moment, have your congregation turn on their phone flashlights and wave them to light up your worship space. Reflect on the ability of the congregation to bring light into the world.
With Children
The story of the magi is a familiar part of every nativity play, but their journey would have been much harder without the camels they presumably travelled on. Reimagine the magi’s journey from the perspective of the camels. How were the camels uniquely made in ways that helped the magi? (E.g., they are able to carry things, travel at speed over long distances, and don’t need as much water as their humans.) How has God made each one of us unique for our own journeys?
Sermon Starter
In the still-short days and cold of January, with the Christmas sparkle fading, the reading from Isaiah evokes images that are warm and encouraging. Arise, shine! The text radiates hope and blessings, as we seek to bring the loving generosity of Christmas into our world in the new year. Consider, then, the light of Isaiah as a call to action. Where is God’s light shining for you? How are the needs of the world illuminated in a way that shows you how you can help? 
While the NRSVue translation of verse 5 reads that the hearts of the people of Israel “shall thrill and rejoice,” other translations make this more active: their hearts shall be enlarged. So, while we are encouraged to worship and rejoice, we are also called to enlarge our hearts and notice the ways in which we can serve. In this context, the passage reflects the message of the carol “In the bleak midwinter” (VU 55), which also explores the idea that Christmas inspires service. How can we illuminate that path for others through our worship today?
Hymns
VU 55	“In the bleak midwinter”
VU 82	“A light is gleaming”
VU 93	“When heaven’s bright with mystery”
VU 96	“Will you come and see the light”
VU 98	“How brightly beams the Morning Star”
MV 40	“Never ending joy”
MV 81	“Love us into fullness”
MV 82	“Bathe me in your light”
MV 209	“Go, make a diff’rence”


[bookmark: _Toc177399878]January 12 – Baptism of the Lord
Worship materials for January 12 to February 2 were contributed by Tori Mullin and Scott Reynolds, Growth Animators, General Council Office.
Isaiah 43:1–7
When you pass through the waters, I will be with you.
Psalm 29 (VU pp. 755–756)
Ascribe to God glory and strength.
Acts 8:14–17
Peter and John baptized the converts in Samaria.
Luke 3:15–17, 21–22
Jesus is baptized by John.
Creation Connection
It is through the ritual of baptism, the intimate act of life-sustaining water running over our skin, that we recognize our inclusion in God’s family and our connection with all of creation.
Spark
Create your own River Jordan for folks of all ages to explore with their senses. Place a large tub (flat and wide is best) of water in the children’s space or where folks gather before and after the service. Fill the bottom with a layer of sand and rocks before adding water. Invite folks to come and explore the riverbed with their hands and to listen to the sound the water makes as it ripples. Have hand towels at the ready! With permission, consider reading Extra Yarn by Mac Barnett (Balzer and Bray, 2012).
With Children
How do you know whose family you are a part of? (Be aware of those for whom this might be a painful question.) Responses might include the following: we share a home, a name, or favourite activities; we have a chosen family; we have the same laugh; and so on. How do you know you are a part of God’s family? Invite responses. Every person is created in God’s image and is one of God’s children. But it can be hard to tell if someone knows God as their parent or recognizes Jesus as their sibling. Baptism is something we do together as a church, to recognize that each person is a part of God’s family. We pour water on their head to remember when John dipped Jesus in the river. When John did that, a voice called out to tell all those watching that Jesus was God’s child. When we baptize someone, we are loudly declaring the same thing, that this person is a child of God!
Sermon Starter
Over the next four weeks, we will explore the theme of “strengthening invitations.” Baptism, for many families, is an invitational moment. A parent comes with a newborn child to your church to be welcomed. A family member may attend a baptism even when they usually would not attend church. A co-worker may hear about an upcoming baptism and ask questions about the ritual. Baptism is about welcoming individuals into the family of God, and it is also an opportunity to share beliefs about the transformation that can occur. In Acts, Peter and John leave their own context and comfort to ensure that the Samaritan believers experience baptism by the Spirit. When someone is baptized, we anoint them with oil and make the sign of the cross as a means of strengthening them through the Spirit to live the Christian life. This invitation is not passive but active; it is also personal, experienced through the intimate act of the laying on of hands. How can our invitation into full immersion in God’s family be active and personal? In what ways have we experienced this invitation in our own lives?
Hymns
Isaiah 43:1–7
VU 220	“Praise to the Lord, the Almighty”
VU 449	“Crashing waters at creation”
MV 161	“I have called you by your name”
Psalm 29
VU 281	“Not far beyond the sea”
VU 296	“This is God’s wondrous world”
Acts 8:14–17
VU 202	“O Breath of life”
VU 375	“Spirit, Spirit of gentleness”
VU 573	“Eternal Spirit of the living Christ”
MV 138	“My love colours outside the lines”
Luke 3:15–17, 21–22
VU 18	“There’s a voice in the wilderness”
VU 100	“When Jesus comes to be baptized”
MV 157	“I am a child of God”


[bookmark: _Toc177399879]January 19 – Second after Epiphany
Isaiah 62:1–5
No longer called Desolate but now named Delight.
Psalm 36:5–10 (VU p. 762)
God’s steadfast love extends to the heavens.
1 Corinthians 12:1–11
Different kinds of spiritual gifts but the same Spirit.
John 2:1–11
The wedding in Cana.
Creation Connection
God creates with intentionality. Just as every part of Earth’s ecosystem has an important role in the flourishing of creation, so also does every individual person have unique gifts for the flourishing of our community.
Spark
Invite everyone to bring to this week’s service an object that represents one of their gifts. Set up a table to display them all. Fill the table with musical instruments, sports equipment, art projects, trophies, handicrafts, and more as a visual reminder of all the talents among you. After the service, invite people to come and guess who each object might belong to! Alternatively, with permission, read Where Oliver Fits by Cale Atkinson (Tundra Books, 2017). It’s also available in French: Olivier cherche sa place (Éditions Scholastic, 2017).
With Children
God gifts all of us with special talents and strengths—each and every one of us. Sometimes, though, it can be hard for us to notice our own gifts. Invite everyone, people of all ages, to take a notecard. Ask them to think about someone in the community who has a special talent they appreciate. It could be anything! What special gift does that person have that makes you smile? Write a note or draw a picture for that person to thank them for sharing their gift. Invite them to pass along their cards after the service. Consider asking your leadership team to prepare a card for each child (and adult!) ahead of time with something they appreciate about them, and have extras on hand in case newcomers are visiting.
Sermon Starter
Invitation doesn’t stop after an initial welcome. Continuous invitation helps people find a sense of belonging among us. Erik Carter tells us that to belong, we must also feel needed. Carter’s work on including people with significant cognitive disabilities in faith communities demonstrates that everyone needs to be able to contribute to the life of the church. We have all been uniquely gifted by God, and by being given space to exercise those gifts, we find belonging among God’s people. How does your community of faith identify gifts? How do you take time to name and thank people for the gifts they offer? Do you prize some gifts more than others? How are the gifts of the whole diversity of people celebrated in your community? Is there room for everyone’s way of giving?
Hymns
Isaiah 62:1–5
VU 332	“The church’s one foundation”
VU 367	“Come down, O love divine”
Psalm 36
VU 559	“Come, O Fount of every blessing”
MV 214	“May God’s sheltering wings”
1 Corinthians 12:1–11
VU 566	“Awake, O sleeper”
VU 603	“In loving partnership we come”
John 2:1–11
VU 101	“Songs of thankfulness and praise”
VU 297	“All praise to you”


[bookmark: _Toc177399880]January 26 – Third after Epiphany
Nehemiah 8:1–3, 5–6, 8–10
Ezra reads the Torah at the Water Gate.
Psalm 19 (VU pp. 740–741)
The heavens declare the glory of God.
1 Corinthians 12:12–31a
Now you are the body of Christ and each one a part of it.
Luke 4:14–21
Jesus reads from Isaiah, “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me.”
Creation Connection
When we use our bodies in ways that are good or just or right or beautiful, we are declaring the glory of God, just as the plants and animals do by being what they were created to be.
Spark
Bring in a puzzle of the human body or a toy skeleton, or ask a small child to lie down on a large piece of rolled-out paper and trace their outline. Invite participants to help put the pieces together or decorate the outline you’ve created. Invite them to think about how our body parts are connected by muscles and tendons and our organs supported by veins and nerves. Ask them to consider how all the parts work together (e.g., to move, read, communicate, eat, and breathe). With permission, accompany the activity with this great book: There’s a Skeleton Inside You! by Idan Ben-Barak (Roaring Brook Press, 2020).
With Children
Sing “Head, Shoulders, Knees, and Toes” along with the actions, adapting as needed for those present. Try a verse in French (« Tête, épaules, genoux, et pieds ») or in another language used in your community. After this movement activity, ask children to name the different body parts we use to do everyday activities (e.g., eating breakfast, bouncing a ball, solving a math puzzle, watching television). Include examples like using sign language to speak, a wheelchair and arms to go for a walk, or hands to read a braille book. Emphasize how all of our body parts have an important role in our daily life. Paul states that every member of the church is like a different body part, each with an important role in our community. Everyone is needed.
Sermon Starter
The Good News Jesus preaches at the beginning of Luke, at the start of his public ministry, is a powerful message of social transformation. If you were going to preach from a passage of the Bible at your ministry debut, what scripture would you pick? Or would it be a quote from another source? How would you communicate to your audience the dramatic dream God has for our world? When we invite friends, family, and neighbours to come to church, we are inviting them to transformation. What is the transformation you experienced through your relationship with Jesus? What transformation have you noticed in your community or the world through the vision of God’s kin-dom? In what way is the scripture Jesus read fulfilled in your community of faith?
Hymns
Nehemiah 8:1–3, 5–6, 8–10
VU 368	“Holy Spirit, truth divine”
VU 421	“Lead on, O cloud of Presence”
Psalm 19
MV 92	“Like a rock”
MV 143	“We cannot own the sunlit sky”
1 Corinthians 12:12–31a
VU 467	“One bread, one body”
VU 588	“Many are the lightbeams”
Luke 4:14–21
VU 179	“Hallelujah, hallelujah, give thanks”
MV 79	“Spirit, open my heart”
MV 154	“Deep in our hearts”


[bookmark: _Toc177399881]February 2 - Fourth after Epiphany
Jeremiah 1:4–10
Before you were formed in the womb, I set you apart.
Psalm 71:1–6 (VU p. 789 Part One)
God is our fortress and sheltering rock.
1 Corinthians 13:1–13
Love is patient and kind.
Luke 4:21–30
Jesus is driven out of Nazareth.
Creation Connection
God’s creation is made with care and purpose. Creation is in a constant cycle of making space for the new, sometimes tearing down and sometimes building up, with life emerging in both expected and surprising ways.
Spark
Bring in some plain building blocks and markers and set them on a table. Ask folks to write on a block something that they hope to build more of in the world, connecting it to God’s dream. If you have some little builders in your congregation, they can collect the blocks from everyone and creatively build God’s kin-dom for all to enjoy. An accompanying book that could be read, with permission, is Loujain Dreams of Sunflowers by Lina AlHathloul (Minedition, 2022); also available in French as Loujain rêve des tournesols (400 coups, 2024).
With Children
Bring in a tool box to show the children. In the Jeremiah passage, a young man worries about a big thing God has asked him to do. God has given Jeremiah a message to tell others but Jeremiah is scared. God assures Jeremiah that God is with him and that he is going to do wonderful things—to tear things down and build up new things. Every one of us, no matter how young or old, is one of God’s construction workers! We’re called to help God build the kin-dom by tearing down things that hurt others or keep us from being close to God and building things up that help others and bring us closer to God. God also gives us tools to do this. These tools are things like prayer, community, truth, justice, generosity, kindness, and compassion. What other tools can you think of?
Sermon Starter
Jesus’ Good News is not accepted by all; in fact, he experiences rejection in his own hometown. When we invite transformation into our lives, not everyone will be on board. When we invite transformation into our communities of faith, not everyone will be on board! Yet the gospel stories tell us of God’s dream for the world, a vision of transformation and new creation. How can we be bold disciples, like Jesus, listening to God’s call and not the pessimism or rejection of our neighbours? How can we, as a community of faith, try to welcome Jesus’ transformational ministry among us, instead of rejecting it like the people of Jesus’ hometown did? Are there spiritual practices that can help us cultivate a posture of readiness for God to be at work among us? Considering Jeremiah’s call, we can also wonder how to ground our invitation to others in the invitation into relationship that we first accepted from God. We proclaim and invite others into God’s love because we have first accepted God’s invitation ourselves.
Hymns
Jeremiah 1:4–10
VU 276	“O God who shaped creation”
MV 1	“Let us build a house”
MV 120	“My soul cries out”
Psalm 71
VU 215	“Hope of the world”
VU 675	“Will your anchor hold”
1 Corinthians 13:1–13
VU 256	“O God beyond all praising”
VU 595	“We are pilgrims” 
Luke 4:21–30
VU 670	“Precious Lord, take my hand”
VU 700	“God of freedom, God of justice”


[bookmark: _Toc177399882]February 9 – Fifth after Epiphany
Worship materials for February 9 to Transfiguration Sunday were contributed by John Moses, Trinity U.C., Charlottetown, P.E.I.
Isaiah 6:1–8, (9–13)
I saw God seated upon the throne.
Psalm 138 (VU p. 860)
Do not forsake the work of your hands, O God.
1 Corinthians 15:1–11
An account of Jesus’ resurrection.
Luke 5:1–11
Jesus calls Simon and James and John.
Creation Connection
In both the secular and the religious history of the Western world, there has been a strong tendency toward removing God from creation and then laying the natural world, now forsaken of divinity, open to abuse as if it were nothing more than a commodity for our exploitation. Is it possible for us at this late stage to find a meaningful relationship between faith and creation?
Spark
Drape some old fishing nets (or something resembling them) across the pulpit and communion table or perhaps across the entrance of the sanctuary, as a reminder of today’s fishing story. Or, because of the theme of call in all the scriptures, place signs and images about being called all around or project them on a screen (e.g., “You’ve got mail,” “God is texting you,” and “Message alert”).
With Children
If you’ve ever worked on a craft or some other project and just couldn’t get it done, tell the children about it. It can be effective to show an uncompleted piece of knitting, artwork, or even some writing that has frustrated you. Ask the children if they have had the same kind of experience in their work or play. What did they do? Did they give up and move on to something else? Ask for help? This would be a good point to connect with the gospel story of how the disciples fished all night and caught nothing—until they listened to what Jesus was recommending. How might listening to Jesus make a difference in our lives?
Sermon Starter
At a time of change in Israel’s history, while going about his routine priestly duties in the temple, Isaiah is suddenly confronted with a manifestation of the Holy Other. Yes, the temple is meant to be all about the worship of God, but this is uncomfortably real. Isaiah is stricken with a sense of his own unworthiness, but God makes him worthy and Isaiah answers the call. 
The fishers on Lake Gennesaret (Sea of Galilee) have also been going about their routine business. They have just come ashore from a fruitless night of fishing. Then Jesus asks to borrow one of their boats so he can use it as a teaching chair. After that, he tells them to put out into the deep water and let down their nets. The amazing catch inspires awe in Simon Peter. Like Isaiah, he is acutely aware of his own unworthiness. That doesn’t stop Jesus from calling him to discipleship.
In the Corinthians text, Paul reflects on his unworthiness to be an apostle but still insists on the validity of his call “by the grace of God.” Perhaps that is the theme that connects all three of these readings: God’s call is an act of grace, not dependent on our worthiness. It is God who equips us and makes us worthy. What can we do but respond with gratitude and joy?
Hymns
Isaiah 6:1–8, (9–13)
VU 255	“The living God be praised”
VU 315	“Holy, holy, holy, Lord God almighty”
VU 391	“God, reveal your presence”
MV 26	“Your love is amazing”
Psalm 138
MV 27	“Creator God you gave us life”
MV 92	“Like a rock”
MV 94	“Love knocks and waits”
1 Corinthians 15:1–11
VU 448	“We know that Christ is raised”
VU 565	“Love, who made me in your likeness”
MV 115	“Behold, behold, I make all things new”
MV 180	“Sing, sing out!”
Luke 5:1–11
VU 507	“Today we all are called to be disciples”
VU 562	“Jesus calls us”
MV 113	“Jesus saw them fishing”


[bookmark: _Toc177399883]February 16 – Sixth after Epiphany
Jeremiah 17:5–10
Those who trust in God are like trees planted by water.
Psalm 1 (VU p. 724)
Blessed are those who follow God’s law.
1 Corinthians 15:12–20
How can you say that there is no resurrection of the dead?
Luke 6:17–26
The Beatitudes upon the plain.
Creation Connection
Consider water in today’s scriptures. Those who trust God are like a tree planted by the water. The wicked are like a shrub in the desert or chaff in the wind. The contrast can call to mind how dependent we are on water for our own flourishing. Water is threatened by climate change, which is turning once-verdant areas of the earth into deserts. In other places, flooding and rising sea levels make water itself a threat to life. What is the experience in your context?
Spark
Ask people to bring some of their houseplants to church, and not just the ones they are proud of. The display could include struggling, scraggly plants as well as strong, healthy ones. A collection of pictures could also suggest the contrast between barely thriving and flourishing.
With Children
Have some seedlings ready to be transplanted into small pots. Ask the children what they think it takes to make a plant grow (soil, water, fertilizer, light, etc.). These are all God’s gifts to us. Then ask them what it takes to make a person grow (food, light, shelter, love, etc.). These too are God’s gifts to us. How do we help others grow? Be sure to make the connection between all of this and living the way God wants us to live. 
Sermon Starter
In Psalm 1, there is the stark contrast between those whose “delight is in the law of the Lord” and the wicked who do not follow God’s ways. This an unequivocal call to follow the ways of God and know the fullness of life. Of course, life is way more complicated than that. Nonetheless, we are always challenged to live as God calls us to live. The reading from Jeremiah has a similar message.
Note the caution against putting trust in “mere mortals” and following “the advice of the wicked.” In our time, there is a tendency to put our trust in those with the loudest voices, who promise to “fix” a world they inevitably describe as “broken.” Very often, this kind of trust leads to the destruction of community and the erosion of compassion and justice. At its heart, the law of God is all about how we live together, about the kinds of relationships and communities needed for human flourishing.
The Beatitudes in Luke’s Sermon on the Plain are much more jarring than the Beatitudes in Matthew’s Sermon on the Mount. Notice how they echo the Song of Mary (Luke 1:46–55). Some believe that Luke is describing “a world turned upside down.” It might be better described as a world put right, a world that reflects God’s intention, a world where the rich and the powerful do not hog all the blessings.
In arguing the case for the resurrection in 1 Corinthians, Paul shows us that scepticism and unbelief are not exclusively the children of the modern or postmodern eras. 
Hymns
Jeremiah 17:5–10
VU 222	“Come, let us sing”
VU 643	“Faith, while trees are still in blossom”
MV 45	“You are holy”
MV 87	“Water flowing from the mountains”
Psalm 1
VU 242	“Let all things now living”
VU 255	“The living God be praised”
VU 287	“Wellspring of wisdom”
MV 144	“Like a healing stream”
1 Corinthians 15:12–20
VU 175	“This is the day that God has made”
VU 186	“Now the green blade rises”
MV 125	“When a grain of wheat”
Luke 6:17–26
VU 701	“What does the Lord require of you”
VU 708	“My Lord, what a morning”
VU 709	“O holy city, seen of John”
MV 13	“O let the power fall on me”
MV 46	“Bless the Lord”
MV 146	“The kingdom of God”


[bookmark: _Toc177399884]February 23 – Seventh after Epiphany
Genesis 45:3–11, 15
Joseph reveals his identity to his brothers.
Psalm 37:1–11, 39–40 (VU p. 763)
Do not fret; trust in God.
1 Corinthians 15:35–38, 42–50
Understanding resurrection.
Luke 6:27–38
Love your enemies, be merciful.
Creation Connection
Can the devastation our species has inflicted on this planet ever be healed? Can Earth forgive us for the disappearance of rainforests and pristine waters and multitudes of species? Is there such a thing as atonement for a crime of this enormity? Can we make amends?
Spark
Use signs around the sanctuary, the printed bulletin, or the screen projector to ask such questions as “Why should I forgive?” “Whom should I forgive?” and “How can I forgive?”
With Children
What do we do when someone has done something to hurt us? Acknowledge the responses without judgment. This is a really hard question and we are all still trying to find answers. Maybe you could briefly retell the story of Joseph and his brothers, but stop before the reconciliation scene. Ask the children what they would do if they were Joseph. Then share what Joseph did. What Jesus asks us to do is to not hurt people who have hurt us and to find ways of love. That’s not easy.
Sermon Starter
Joseph’s reconciliation with his brothers is a pivotal moment in the story of Israel. Joseph had his siblings, who had once sought his death, in his power. He could have punished them without ever mentioning who he was. Yet Joseph forgave them. Somehow, he discerned the presence of God in all that had happened and thus was able to welcome his brothers as beloved kin. It is Joseph’s willingness to forgive his brothers that opens the way for future generations to thrive. This is an eloquent testimony to the power of forgiveness.
Almost every congregation and family has at least one person who holds on to a grudge with a tenacity akin to how Gollum in The Lord of the Rings clutched his “precious” ring. Like Gollum, people are often destroyed by the thing they hold so close. This poison can sometimes leach out into the faith community or the family with the same debilitating results. How do we ever get beyond this to a healthier place?
Psalm 37 cautions against tying ourselves in knots over the actions of evildoers. We know rotten people who prosper and we become embittered at the unfairness of it all. This can engender in us a sense of futility and leave us feeling helpless in a messed-up world. The psalmist counsels trust in God.
How could anyone possibly live by turning the other cheek, offering no resistance, loving their enemies, refusing to judge? We might be tempted to explain away texts like this. Yet, like the story of Joseph and his brothers, they may hold the key to the future. What if this is the only way that we will ever be able to live together on this planet without hurting and destroying?
Hymns
Genesis 45:3–11,15
VU 267	“Like a mighty river flowing”
VU 611	“Out of the depths, O God”
MV 17	“God in the darkness”
MV 97	“Listen, God is calling”
MV 160	“There’s a river of life”
Psalm 37
VU 288	“Great is thy faithfulness”
VU 296	“This is God’s wondrous world”
VU 654	“All my hope is firmly grounded”
MV 88	“Over my head”
1 Corinthians 15:35–38, 42–50
VU 345	“Come, children, join to sing”
VU 704	“God give us life”
MV 93	“What calls me from the death”
MV 98	“Like a river of tears”
Luke 6:27–38
VU 684	“Make me a channel of your peace”
MV 169	“When hands reach out beyond divides”
MV 171	“Christ has no body now but yours”
MV 173	“Put peace into each other’s hands”


[bookmark: _Toc177399885]March 2 – Transfiguration Sunday
Exodus 34:29–35
Moses is radiant as he comes down the mountain.
Psalm 99 (VU p. 819)
God rules and delights in justice.
2 Corinthians 3:12—4:2
We are bold in our hope.
Luke 9:28–36, (37–43)
Jesus is transfigured upon the mountain.
Creation Connection
The rising sun on newly fallen snow, the hardwood hills clad in autumn colours, the snow-capped mountains touched by the fire of heaven, the forests hushed in the shadows of evening, the placid waters whipped into a pounding surf: nature is no stranger to transfiguration. These moments leave us wonderstuck or even afraid. Yet, we shunt aside environmental concerns to serve our short-term interests. What would it take to transform or transfigure our relationship with creation?
Spark
Provide a backdrop of pictures of mountain peaks, either projected or displayed, to connect with two of today’s readings. Invite people to reflect on experiences when, however briefly, they felt themselves taken out of the ordinary and caught up in something truly amazing. Did this have an effect on the rest of their lives or was it for the moment only? As suits your faith community, encourage conversation around this, either during the worship service or at a gathering afterward.
With Children
Share an experience you have had of a singular moment of amazement or transformation as a way into the story of Jesus’ Transfiguration. Or use John Moses’s example: “I have never been much of an athlete, never very good at team sports, especially baseball. But one day at school, when everyone was expecting me to be an easy out, I hit a home run. It was a moment I still remember all these decades later. It helped me believe that I could do unexpected, amazing things.” What might the moment of Transfiguration have meant for Jesus and for the disciples?
Sermon Starter
Moses descends the mountain and then goes through the rest of his life with a strange glow emanating from his face. What is expressed here is the powerful, mysterious nature of a close encounter with God. The people were afraid to go near their leader, so he placed a veil over his face. Over the centuries, religious leaders in many traditions have sought to manage access to the Divine for the alleged well-being of ordinary folks. Some of the faithful may want this managed and mediated experience of the Holy Other. Other intrepid souls long to discover what is beyond the veil.
In 2 Corinthians, Paul refers to Moses’ veil and writes that only in Christ is the veil set aside. This text has been used as a basis for anti-Judaism, discarding one veil and replacing it with another.
The story of the Transfiguration, with Moses and Elijah in supportive roles, can be taken as God’s affirmation of the path that Jesus has chosen. The optional part (verses 37–43) connects the mountaintop experience with the reality of life on the ground below. A cranky and frustrated Jesus is met by a father begging for help for his demon-possessed son and ineffectual disciples. 
Most preachers will be able to relate to this: a great worship experience where our faith is about something real and transforming is followed by news that a family has received a frightening diagnosis and someone wants to talk about the music being too loud. We are always moving between the mountain and the valley of deep shadow. They are not opposites; they are both part of life and neither can nor should be denied.
Hymns
Exodus 34:29–35
VU 250	“O God of matchless glory”
VU 264	“Immortal, invisible, God only wise”
Psalm 99 
VU 312	“Praise with joy the world’s Creator”
VU 314	“Come now, almighty King”
VU 473	“Let all mortal flesh keep silence”
2 Corinthians 3:12—4:2
MV 44	“Shadow and substance”
MV 147	“God, help us to treasure”
Luke 9:28–36, (37–43)
VU 102	“Jesus on the mountain peak”
VU 104	“We have come at Christ’s own bidding”
VU 339	“When morning gilds the skies”
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