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Transcript 
 

Introduction and Prayer 

Good morning.  It’s good to see you again.  Welcome to our worship.  Wherever you come 

from today, your presence enriches us all in this time of fellowship and celebration together. 

 

Advent Candle: Today we light the 3rd of the Advent candles: 
A prayer whilst lighting Advent candle: 

Loving God, as we light this candle we celebrate your presence with us today. 

May your light infuse the dark places of our hearts; 

may your truth reassure us when doubts drain and exhaust us; 

may your peace seep into the restless places of our souls; 

and may your grace strengthen, sustain and guide us, 
through this Advent, this winter, and always.  Amen. 

 

Remain seated as we sing three verses of our Advent Hymn: 

The candle of hope we light in this hour 

Proclaims that the Lord is coming in power. 

We wait for a future, now hidden from view, 

When Christ in his glory will make all things new 
 

The candle of peace shines bright with God's plan; 

The wolf will lie down and dwell with the lamb. 

Our guns and our weapons, our hatred and war, 

Will give way to gardens that heal and restore. 

 
The candle of joy reminds us to sing, 

For God is at work to do a new thing. 

The proud will be humbled; the lowly will rise. 

God's kingdom is one of delight and surprise. 

................. 

Now, let’s take a moment of quietness, let us let go of the cares and the worries of the past 

week, and know the presence of God among us. 
 

Pause 

 

A gathering prayer 

Lord, you are the source of all hope and healing. 

As we gather today, as we see signs of the approach of winter, 
may you warm our cold hearts and strengthen our weak spirits. 

Lead us away from the dark places where our doubts take us, 

and take us instead along your holy, hope-filled way.  Amen. 

 

Call to worship 

Do your hands ache?  Do you have wobbly knees? Is your heart filled with fear? 
Rejoice and be glad, because the Lord is coming: 

to open blind eyes, to make the deaf hear, and make the lame leap like athletes. 

So let joy and gladness abound, and be done with sorrow and sighing. 

Let us worship God: 

 

Hymn 290 The race that long in darkness pined 

 
Opening Prayer and Lord’s Prayer 

God of all seasons, 

your love never wavers; your power never fails. 



You never leave us to our doubts, never abandon us to our own insecurity. 

You always hear our cry, and you always help us to begin again – 

so that we may help others in Jesus’ name. Amen. 
 

Living God, 

We give thanks for the opportunity to read and reflect on Scripture together. 

In our doubts help us not to falter, but to grow in faith; 

from our memories and regrets may we grow in the wisdom of experience. 

When we feel tired and world-weary, renew us and help us to glimpse your presence in our 
lives and in our world. 

 

Loving God 

In our hurts, heal us, in our uncertainties, reassure us. 

When we lose sight of you, remind us of your presence with us, 

show us again your love in action. 
 

God of Advent, 

We remember with thanks John the Baptist, 

the greatest and the least, his certainty and his doubts; 

his honesty and his humility; his passion and his pondering; 

for his questions – and your answers. 

In his example, and in the example of Jesus Christ our Lord, 
may we find inspiration today and in our everyday life, 

In his name we ask, and in his words we pray: 

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 debts, as we forgive our debtors.  

And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil. 

For thine is the kingdom, and the power, 

and the glory, for ever.  Amen. 

 

Readings: Shona will read for us today: 
1st Reading: 

 

James 5:7-10; New Revised Standard Version, Anglicised 

Patience in Suffering 

Be patient, therefore, beloved, until the coming of the Lord. The farmer waits for the precious 

crop from the earth, being patient with it until it receives the early and the late rains. You 
also must be patient. Strengthen your hearts, for the coming of the Lord is near. Beloved, do 

not grumble against one another, so that you may not be judged. See, the Judge is standing 

at the doors! As an example of suffering and patience, beloved, take the prophets who spoke 

in the name of the Lord.  Amen. 

 

HYMN 477 Lo, he comes with clouds descending 
 

2nd. Reading: Matthew 11:2-11; New Revised Standard Version, Anglicised 

Messengers from John the Baptist 

When John heard in prison what the Messiah was doing, he sent word by his disciples and 

said to him, ‘Are you the one who is to come, or are we to wait for another?’  Jesus answered 

them, ‘Go and tell John what you hear and see: the blind receive their sight, the lame walk, 

the lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the poor have good news 
brought to them.  And blessed is anyone who takes no offence at me.’ 

 



As they went away, Jesus began to speak to the crowds about John: ‘What did you go out 

into the wilderness to look at?  A reed shaken by the wind?  What then did you go out to see?  

Someone dressed in soft robes?  Look, those who wear soft robes are in royal palaces.  What 
then did you go out to see?  A prophet?  Yes, I tell you, and more than a prophet.  This is the 

one about whom it is written, 

“See, I am sending my messenger ahead of you, 

    who will prepare your way before you.” 

 

Truly I tell you, among those born of women no one has arisen greater than John the Baptist; 
yet the least in the kingdom of heaven is greater than he. 

Amen.  Thanks be to God. 

 

Hymn 277 Hark the glad sound 

 

Message:  
The Jewish-Roman historian Josephus tells is that John the Baptist was imprisoned at 

Machaerus, which was Herod’s hilltop palace and desert fortress, placed in a very strong 

position on a hilltop not far from where the Jordan River enters the Dead Sea. 

 

We remember that John had publicly and sternly rebuked Herod Antipas for putting away his 

own wife and marrying his brother’s wife.  It was unwise to get on the wrong side of Herod, 

and Herod had taken his revenge by throwing John into a dungeon.  For any human being, 
this would have been a terrible fate, but, for John, that wild child of the desert, who had lived 

his life in the wide-open spaces, with the wind on his face and the wide sky for his roof, to be 

confined in a cramped underground dungeon must have been agony.  Worse, he had no 

expectation of release, indeed he expected to be executed. 

 

Matthew tells us that when John ‘heard in prison what the Messiah was doing’, he sent 
disciples to find out whether Jesus was really the one who was to come.  John is moving from 

being a fiery preacher to being a questioning doubter.  Maybe it was because of his situation 

in prison, confined, badly depressed, beginning to have doubts and second thoughts, but 

more likely, John had heard ‘what the Messiah was doing’, it began to dawn on him that 

either this was not the one who was to come, or that this was a very different Messiah from 

what he had expected.  John was the fierce preacher urging the people to turn from their sins 

before the awful day of judgement.  When was Jesus to start the action, the separation of the 
sheep from the goats, the chaff from the corn?  When was God’s holy destruction to begin?  

Was he right about Jesus?  Is Jesus really the Messiah, or has John made a huge mistake?  

He somehow manages to send word to Jesus to ask the direct question: “Are you the one 

who is to come, or are we to wait for another?” 

 

For John, a lot hung on that question.  Maybe it came from impatience or even despair, but 
maybe it was the dawning of hope, and the need for confirmation. 

Then came Jesus’s answer: “Go and tell John what you hear and see”.  Don’t tell him what I 

am saying – tell him what I am doing, what is happening.  That message still resonates for us 

today: it’s not so much “Listen to what I have to tell you” as “See what I have done for 

others; see what I can do for you.” 

 
The things that Jesus was doing in Galilee he still does in our time and in our place, both 

literally and metaphorically.  The blind receive their sight, and the lame walk, the deaf hear, 

and skin diseases are cured through the miracles of modern surgery and medicine, at the 

hands of professionals, who, whether they know it or not, are the agents of God in everyday 

life. 

Through Jesus, people who are blind to the truth about themselves and about God have their 

eyes opened; in him, those whose feet are never strong enough to remain in the right way 
are strengthened, those who are tainted with the stain of sin are cleansed; those who were 

deaf to the voice of conscience and of God begin to hear; people dead and powerless in sin, 

trapped in addictions and substance abuse, are raised to newness of life.    The poorest 



people of the world do have good news brought to them, and with the good news, material 

help, although still woefully inadequate in the face of famine and disease and war and 

oppression. 
 

Another lesson: Jesus says, “Blessed is anyone who takes no offence at me.”  A comment 

meant for John.  Jesus was not doing the things John expected him to do, or in the way John 

expected, but the powers of evil are being defeated not by superior power, but by the power 

of love. 

 
Jesus continues with a message to the crowds, and a tremendous tribute to John.  He asks 

the people what they expected to see when they went out into the desert to see John.  Not 

something ordinary. like wind-blown reeds; not a courtier in rich and luxurious clothing, but a 

prophet – as they had expected, but a prophet, and more than a prophet.  Jesus was 

declaring that John was indeed nothing less than the forerunner, the warm-up act, the divine 

herald whose duty and privilege it was to announce the coming of the Messiah.  There had 
never been a greater figure in all history, yet, says Jesus, “The least in the kingdom of 

heaven is greater than he”. 

 

A strange thing to say, but pointing to a general truth.  The prophets who had gone before 

were great and they brought a precious message, but with Jesus, there emerged something 

still greater, and message still more wonderful. 

 
Commenting on this passage, the late Prof. William Barclay quotes the Jewish scholar C.G 

Montefiore, a Jew, not a Christian, and significant figure in the contexts of modern Jewish 

religious thought, Jewish-Christian relations.  Montefiore wrote: 

‘Christianity does mark a new era in religious history and in human civilisation.  What the 

world owes to Jesus and to Paul is immense; things can never be, and men can never think, 

the same as things were, and as men thought, before these two great men lived’. 
 

Here is a prominent scholar, a non-Christian, admitting that things could never be the same 

now that Jesus had come. 

 

Yet, for John, there was one thing lacking, one thing that the Christian has, one thing that 

John could never know in this life: the full revelation of the love of God expressed in the 

sacrificial love of Jesus.  It took Jesus and the cross to show to men and women the length, 
breadth, and height of the love of God: to show that there is no length to which God will not 

go to demonstrate that love to us - something that the humblest Christian knows; something 

that the greatest of the Old Testament prophets could not know. 

 

John had the job of pointing men and women to a greatness he himself would never enter, to 

a person greater than himself, to a world and a way of life that he would never know.   
We live in times of change, change in the world around us, with the dire warnings about 

climate change; change in our own everyday lives, with worry over rising prices and all the 

rest; change in the church, in Orkney and throughout Scotland.  Maybe our hopes and our 

expectations have not come to fruition.  Maybe the things we have worked for have been 

delayed or altered or postponed.  Maybe we are like John, asking ourselves, is it all 

worthwhile?  What does it matter in the greater scheme of things?  The answer?  Look 
around.  We must never be discouraged.   

 

It is clear from many sources that the early Christians expected the Lord to return at any 

moment, and James endorses that message: “The coming of the Lord is near”.  James offers 

both encouragement and warning: “Strengthen your hearts, Beloved; do not grumble against 

one another” - advice as valid today as when he wrote those words. 

 
Jesus himself warned us that, regarding his coming again, “About that day and hour no one 

knows, neither the angels of heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father”.  We rest in patience, 



we keep the faith, we try to follow in the example of Jesus, we trust that God is indeed 

working his purpose out.  As Ainger’s hymn has it: 

 
God is working his purpose out, as year succeeds to year; 

God is working his purpose out, and the time is drawing near; 

nearer and nearer draws the time, the time that shall surely be: 

when the earth shall be filled with the glory of God 

as the waters cover the sea.  (Hy 235) 

Amen.  SDG. 
 

Let’s sing that hymn: 

Hymn: 235 God is working his purpose out 

 

Dedication of Offering and Prayers of Intercession. 

Generous Giver of all good gifts, 
with these tokens of our commitment 

we offer to you also our talents, 

our time, and all that we possess. 

Transform these gifts, and our lives, 

into means of your life-giving freedom for all. 

In Jesus’ name.  Amen. 

 
“A voice cries in the wilderness:  prepare the way of the Lord!” 

Advent God, 

we pray that, in our hearts, your way may be prepared,  

that the path among us, the path by which your Spirit comes, may be made straight. 

Prepare among us the path of peace.   

Grant the peace that comes in following your ways,  
in opening our lives to you, and sharing our gifts for your sake. 

 

Prepare among us the path of love.   

We pray for all who need to be embraced by love:  

people cramped in spirit by illness or misfortune;  

who have lost the ability to trust;  

people longing for a sign that they are cherished,  
appreciated - or even noticed - by someone;  

those who struggle with a lifetime burden of being told they are not good enough. 

Show us where we can help. 

 

Prepare among us, O God, the path of hope.   

We pray for those in need of hope today:   
all who mourn the death of a loved one, or grieve the end of a relationship – 

some of them known to us; 

people anxious about a family member’s health; who worry about a friend; 

people overwhelmed by illness or disability; 

people struggling to make ends meet in the face of rising prices. 

Show us where we can help. 
 

In the midst of the headlong rush towards Christmas, 

the bustle, the cards and decorations, the getting and spending; 

in the frustration of industrial action and strikes by so many people, 

let us not lose sight of the Christ Child in the manger. 

Bring to governments and employers, and to workers and employees 

the spirit of concession and compromise and concern for other people. 
 

Generous God, 

prepare among us the path of joy. 



We pray for all who have forgotten childhood’s gift 

of taking delight in the simple things of life, things which come from you. 

We pray for those who suffer depression at this time of year; 
whose spirits need to be raised, 

who need to see that there is light at the end of the tunnel – the Light of Christ. 

We know people like that. 

Maybe we are people like that. 

Show us what we can do. 

 
God of hope, peace, joy, and love,  hear our thanks and praise, 

and the prayers of our hearts, as our spirits turn to you,  

remembering, in a moment of silence, the blessings we enjoy, 

and the people, and the problems, that we carry with us today: 

Pause 

 
Loving God, 

hear these and all our prayers through Jesus, your Anointed One, 

and in the expectant power of your Holy Spirit.  Amen. 

 

Choir: Let there be peace on earth" 

 

‘Tailpiece’ 
A poem by Allan Boesak, the award-winning South African theologian and political activist 

known for his participation in the anti-apartheid movement alongside Desmond Tutu and 

Nelson Mandela: 

 

Advent Credo 

It is not true that creation and the human family are doomed to destruction and loss— 
This is true: For God so loved the world that He gave his only begotten Son, that whoever 

believes in Him shall not perish but have everlasting life; 

 

It is not true that we must accept inhumanity and discrimination, hunger and poverty, death 

and destruction— 

This is true: I have come that they may have life, and that abundantly. 

 
It is not true that violence and hatred should have the last word, and that war and 

destruction rule forever— 

This is true: Unto us a child is born, unto us a Son is given, and the government shall be 

upon his shoulder, his name shall be called wonderful counsellor, mighty God, the 

Everlasting, the Prince of peace. 

 
It is not true that we are simply victims of the powers of evil who seek to rule the world— 

This is true: To me is given authority in heaven and on earth, and lo I am with you, even until 

the end of the world. 

 

It is not true that we have to wait for those who are specially gifted, who are the prophets of 

the Church before we can be peacemakers— 
This is true: I will pour out my spirit on all flesh and your sons and daughters shall prophesy, 

your young men shall see visions and your old men shall have dreams. 

 

It is not true that our hopes for liberation of humankind, of justice, of human dignity of peace 

are not meant for this earth and for this history— 

This is true: The hour comes, and it is now, that the true worshipers shall worship God in 

spirit and in truth. 
 



So let us enter Advent in hope, even hope against hope. Let us see visions of love and peace 

and justice. Let us affirm with humility, with joy, with faith, with courage: Jesus Christ—the 

life of the world. 
 - From Walking on Thorns, by Allan Boesak, Eerdmans, 2004. 

 

Let us conclude our worship in 

Hymn 352 O for a thousand tongues to sing 

 

Blessing 
Lord, as we go out into the world, may we be signs of your coming kingdom. 

As we struggle through the dark, may we know that you are there with us. 

And, as we walk the way of faith, may we know that your faithfulness is deeper than our 

doubts.  Amen. 

 

And now may the blessing of God almighty,  
the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit,  

be with you, and remain with you,  

now and always. Amen. 

 

Doxology: Hy 786 

 


