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COME, THOU LONG EXPECTED JESUS
An Advent to Christmas Pilgrimage
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New Awakening UMC
Chapter 5 – THE NATIVITY OF OUR LORD (CHRISTMAS)
GRACE BORN IN BETHLEHEM
Destination: The New Jerusalem and Your Local Congregation
Scripture:  John 1:1-5, 16-17
1 In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.
2 He was in the beginning with God.
3 All things came into being through him, and without him not one thing came into being. What has come into being
4 in him was life, and the life was the light of all people.
5 The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it.

16 From his fullness we have all received, grace upon grace.
17 The law indeed was given through Moses; grace and truth came through Jesus Christ.
Questions:
1. How does John’s description of Jesus as the eternal Word deepen your understanding of Christmas beyond the manger scene?
_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________




2. What does it mean for you personally to receive “grace upon grace” through Jesus Christ?
_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Scripture: Revelation 21:1-7
A New Heaven and a New Earth
1 Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth; for the first heaven and the first earth had passed away, and the sea was no more.
2 And I saw the holy city, the new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride adorned for her husband.
3 And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, "See, the home of God is among mortals. He will dwell with them; they will be his peoples, and God himself will be with them;
4 he will wipe every tear from their eyes. Death will be no more; mourning and crying and pain will be no more, for the first things have passed away."
5 And the one who was seated on the throne said, "See, I am making all things new." Also he said, "Write this, for these words are trustworthy and true."
6 Then he said to me, "It is done! I am the Alpha and the Omega, the beginning and the end. To the thirsty I will give water as a gift from the spring of the water of life.
7 Those who conquer will inherit these things, and I will be their God and they will be my children.
Questions:
1. How does the vision of the New Jerusalem shape your hope as you celebrate the birth of Christ?
_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
2. In what ways does Christmas point us not only backward to Bethlehem but forward to God’s promised new creation?
_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
THE NATIVITY OF OUR LORD
The Holy Child born in Bethlehem is ever-present and ever-living Word of God and the personification of God’s grace.
Questions:
1. How does understanding Jesus as the living Word and embodiment of grace change the way you celebrate Christmas?
_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
2. Where do you see God’s grace being made visible and tangible in your life today?
_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
THE NEW JERUSALEM
The final sites on our pilgrimage are both the most spectacular and intimately familiar.  Our final pilgrimage guide is the very One for who wthe have been seeking: the preexisting Word of God, Emmanuel, the Messiah, the Child born in Bethlehem, the crucified and resurrected Savior, and the Alpha and Omega.  Our Savior leads us to and meets us at these two locations, which both are already in our midst and yet to come.  In the last two chapters of the Bible, John offers us a vision of a triumphant God recreating the cosmos in beauty and power beyond compare.





Questions:
1. What does it mean to you that Christ is both already present and still leading us toward what is yet to come?
_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
2. How does the promise of the New Jerusalem shape how you live your faith here and now?
_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
YOUR LOCAL CONGREGATION
As we anticipate the New Jerusalem, the final stop in our pilgrimage is another thin place between heaven and earth, your local congregation at worship on Christmas.  When we gather in our places of worship, whether a Gothic sanctuary, small rural chapel, or contemporary suburban church, as we sing carols, read Scripture, and light candles, we have a sense that we have entered the kingdom of God.

In these holy places, children and adults have been baptized, you and adults confirmed, people married, and loved ones remembered in services of death and resurrection.  Sunday after Sunday, year after year, in these sanctuaries, the faithful have prayed, laughed, cried, and witnessed people receive God’s prevenient, justifying, and sanctifying grace.  Each time we receive Holy Communion, Jesus Christ himself is present and invites us to feast with him and one another.  At Christmas, all these people, experiences, and memories are brought into the presence of the Messiah.
Questions:
1. How has your local congregation been a place where you have experienced God’s grace across different seasons of life?
_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

2. What makes Christmas worship in your congregation feel especially holy or meaningful to you?
_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
WATCHING
Are we paying attention to the Child bor in Bethlehem the sitting on the throne? Are we watching fo the birth of the Word of god and expecting the Alpha and Omega?  Even as we arrive at Christmas, we too can just as easily overlook the Holy Family.  Watching and waiting for God’s gift of the Christ child or coming King of heaven do not come easily for any of us.  We are bombarded by ads for Christmas sales that distract us from the Holy Family.  For Christians history id dived between the years before Christ and after the birth of Jesus.

Questions:
1. What distractions make it difficult for you to watch and wait for Christ during the Christmas season?
_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
2. What spiritual practices help you stay attentive to God’s presence in your daily life?
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

CHRISTMAS CELEBRATIONS
Why do we celebrate Christ on December 25th?  In the first centuries after Christ, the church began to read the Old and New Testament Scriptures about Jesus Christ in an organized way, beginning a pattern that we now , call the Christian Year.  As early as 221 CE, the church believed that March 25 wa the original date of Jesus’s crucifixion.  March 25 ws also claimed as Adam’s creation, the fall of Adam and Eve, the aborted sacrifice of Israel through the Red Sea.  Thus, Christians believe that this very day, the birth of Jesus in Bethlehem marks the turning point of history.  For Christians is divided between the years before Christ and after the birth of Jesus.  

There is no single right way to celebrate Christ.  As we can see even in this brief overview of a few segments of the church, there have been a wide variety of attitudes, rites rituals, and traditions associated with the holiday, and all have, ebbed, flowed, and evolved over time

Santa Claus has become the face of Christmas and for many people more important than thoe Messiah.  We anticipate the arrival of Sant with a sleigh full of toys more than the birth of Jesus and the promise of salvation.  Based on the Christian bishop Myra in Asia Minor in the fourth century, saint Nicholas has morphed across many cultures into Father Christmas, Kris Kringle, Sinterklaas, and Pere Noel.  Whatever the future of Christmas brings, we do not want it to shift our attention away from the essential and original message of the holiday.

We must keep Jesus Christ at the center of Christmas.  When see all the hurt around us, it can be hard to believe that God is with us.  Many people’s finances are unstable.  Violence takes too many lives.  Politicians have forgotten how to compromise. Christmas reminds us that God has responded to all of these signs of darkness through Emmanuel.  God has become wrapped in flesh.  The incarnation reminds us that grace is not just a generic word about love but a living person.  Grace is primarily not a gift but a giver, Jesus Chris is grace and when we witness to him, we witness to grace.
When the first verses of the Gospel of John are read, everyone stands. At Christmas, we celebrate the Word of God who has always been and will always be the Incarnation of God in Bethlehem and alpha and omega in a new creation.  At Christ’s return, the angels will join him in defeating evil and singing around the throne of God.  The Word that existed before the beginning of time has always been the light of the World, became incarnate in Bethlehem, and will shine in New Jerusalem.
Celebrating the Nativity on Christmas, we can each prepare to receive the fullness of God’s grace, While attending a worship filled with Scripture, music, lights; and Holy Communion, be open to God’s prevenient grace drawing us close.  Like the prophet Isaiah remember that eve when we are far from home, the Messiah is coming.

Questions:
1. How can Christians honor cultural traditions while still keeping Jesus Christ at the center of Christmas?
_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
2. What Christmas practice or tradition most helps you remember the true meaning of the season?
_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

CHRISTMAS: A GIFT FROM GOD
Ultimately, of course, we are not the ones who make Christmas happen, Christmas does not depend on us or what we do.  Sharing presents, lighting candles, or attending worship do not initiate Christ’s coming.  No matter how hard we try,  we cannot make Christmas perfect.  On God offers Christmas to us and all the world.  As the sun sets on Christmas Eve and rises on Christmas morning, slow down take a deep breath, be still, watch and wait.  May the preexisting Word of God, Emmanuel, the Messiah, the Child born in Bethlehem, the crucified and resurrected Savior, and the alpha and Omega come to you today, tomorrow and forever!
Questions:
1. What would it look like for you to receive Christmas as a gift rather than something to manage or perfect?
_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
2. How can slowing down, watching, and waiting open your heart more fully to God’s grace this Christmas?
_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________



PRAYER
Eternal God, by the birth of Jesus Christ you have yourself to the world.  Grant that, being born in our hearts, he may save us from all our sins, and restore with us the image an likeness of our Creator, to whom be everlasting praise and glory, world with end.  Amen.
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