
Common Worship in Separate Places 

For the people of Elmwood Avenue Presbyterian Church 

London, Ontario 

and their friends 

  

The 3rd Sunday of Advent 

12 December 2021 

  

To cross the threshold into worship, light a candle and keep a moment of silence. 

  

Opening Words  

L: The wilderness and the dry land shall be glad; the desert shall rejoice and blossom; 

P: like the crocus it shall blossom abundantly, and rejoice with joy and singing. 

L: Let us worship God. 

  

Prayers of Adoration and Confession 

Holy Lord, you spoke to your chosen people by the prophets, and in our Saviour 

Jesus Christ you fulfil the hope of Israel and the desire of all nations. By your Word and 

Holy Spirit make us ready to receive Christ truly as our Lord and Saviour, and with 

grateful hearts to praise him, now and always. 

God most high and most near, you send glad tidings to the lowly, you hide not 

your face from the poor; those who dwell in darkness you call into the light. Take away 

our blindness, remove the hardness of our hearts, and form us into a humble people, 

that, at the advent of your Son, we may recognise him in our midst, and find joy in his 

saving presence. 

L: Lord, have mercy upon us. 

P: Christ, have mercy upon us. 

L: Lord, have mercy upon us. 

            Gracious God, you sent John the Baptist to prepare the way for the coming of 

your Son. Grant us wisdom to understand your purpose. Open our hearts to know your 

will, that we, too, may prepare the way for Christ, who comes to dwell in our hearts, 

and to establish his kingdom of justice and peace, who lives and reigns with you and 

the Holy Spirit, one God forever.  Amen 

  

An Assurance of Pardon 

L: “Steadfast love and faithfulness will meet; righteousness and peace will kiss each 

other.” May God grant us pardon, true repentance, and bring us to eternal life. 

P:  May the peace of Christ be with us all. 
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Prayer for Illumination   God of truth, in the speaking of your Word tell us what we 

need to hear and show us what we ought to do; through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen 

  

Psalm 85  (A prayer for the Restoration of God’s Favour) 

  

Lord, you were favourable to your land; 

   you restored the fortunes of Jacob.  

You forgave the iniquity of your people; 

   you pardoned all their sin. 

You withdrew all your wrath; 

   you turned from your hot anger.  

Restore us again, O God of our salvation, 

   and put away your indignation towards us.  

Will you be angry with us for ever? 

   Will you prolong your anger to all generations?  

Will you not revive us again, 

   so that your people may rejoice in you?  

Show us your steadfast love, O Lord, 

   and grant us your salvation.  

Let me hear what God the Lord will speak, 

   for he will speak peace to his people, 

   to his faithful, to those who turn to him in their hearts.  

Surely his salvation is at hand for those who fear him, 

   that his glory may dwell in our land.  

Steadfast love and faithfulness will meet; 

   righteousness and peace will kiss each other.  

Faithfulness will spring up from the ground, 

   and righteousness will look down from the sky.  

The Lord will give what is good, 

   and our land will yield its increase.  

Righteousness will go before him, 

   and will make a path for his steps. 

  

(Said together) Glory be to the Father, and to the Son, and to the Holy Spirit, as it was 

in the beginning, is now and ever shall be, world without end. Amen 
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A Reading for the Day 

  

St Luke 3: 7-18  (The message of John the Baptist) 

  

John said to the crowds that came out to be baptised by him, ‘You brood of 

vipers! Who warned you to flee from the wrath to come? Bear fruits worthy of 

repentance. Do not begin to say to yourselves, “We have Abraham as our ancestor”; for 

I tell you, God is able from these stones to raise up children to Abraham. Even now the 

axe is lying at the root of the trees; every tree therefore that does not bear good fruit is 

cut down and thrown into the fire.’ 

And the crowds asked him, ‘What then should we do?’ 

In reply he said to them, ‘Whoever has two coats must share with anyone who 

has none; and whoever has food must do likewise.’ 

Even tax-collectors came to be baptised, and they asked him, ‘Teacher, what 

should we do?’ 

He said to them, ‘Collect no more than the amount prescribed for you.’ 

Soldiers also asked him, ‘And we, what should we do?’ 

He said to them, ‘Do not extort money from anyone by threats or false accusation 

and be satisfied with your wages.’ 

As the people were filled with expectation, and all were questioning in their 

hearts concerning John, whether he might be the Messiah, John answered all of them by 

saying, ‘I baptise you with water; but one who is more powerful than I is coming; I am 

not worthy to untie the thong of his sandals. He will baptise you with the Holy Spirit 

and fire. His winnowing-fork is in his hand, to clear his threshing-floor and to gather 

the wheat into his granary; but the chaff he will burn with unquenchable fire.’ 

So, with many other exhortations, he proclaimed the good news to the people. 

  

L: This is the Gospel of the Risen Christ. 

P: Praise to you Lord Jesus Christ. 

  

Some thoughts on the Reading 

  

St Luke 3:7  ”Who warned you to flee from the wrath to come?” 

  

            I have a friend whose welcome mat says Go Away! If we were to emblazon the 

Biblical equivalent on our Church sign, we might borrow those furious words of John 

the Baptist. The sign outside would say, “Welcome to the Third Sunday of Advent, you 

brood of vipers!” 

John the Baptist had one volume. Loud. “There’s a hurricane of wrath coming,” 

he hollered. “Trees that bear no fruit will be axed and rooted out – and by trees, I mean 
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you lot. Wheat, say goodbye to Chaff. Chaff, you’ll be burned in unquenchable fire. 

Now, line up and get baptised.” He shouted this in Capital Letters, like a rude email. 

But doesn’t this ‘Welcome’ sound more like ‘Go Away’? The Church’s marketing 

plan puts the anger of Advent ahead of the cosy comfort of Christmas. That’s hard on 

sales, isn’t it? The Mad Men of Madison Avenue would have us delete Advent and fast-

forward to the sweet story of the child in a manger, shepherds and angels, wise men, 

and a message of Peace on Earth. Why should we listen to John the Baptist frothing 

with fury? It’s bad marketing. Where’s the joy? Where’s the love in that? It sounds like 

hate, doesn’t it? 

But who hasn’t spoken words of hot anger to people we love? Does that mean 

we don’t love them anymore? Of course not. Love can laugh. Love can weep. Love can 

beam with delight at the sight of the beloved one. But love can get angry too. Love can 

raise its voice at us and still be love. 

Our parents knew this. So do our close friends, still. “I’m angry at you because I 

care about you,” they say through gritted teeth. “What you’re doing will lead to your 

destruction. Stop it. Re-think your life. Change.” Even strangers who walk blindly into 

traffic with their heads down, ‘texting’, deserve an angry shout: “Watch out, you fool!” 

There’s no sense whispering when matters of life and death are at hand. Only a voice 

full of angry urgency can get a fool’s attention. But we’re not used to coming to Church 

to hear such a voice, are we? It’s rude. It’s repellent. It’s ‘unwelcoming’. But it’s the 

voice of John the Baptist. And he says something we need to hear. Matters of life and 

death are at hand. 

It’s not ‘hate speech’, it’s the Word of Divine Love. It’s not punishment, either; 

it’s preparation. “The Messiah is coming,” he says. “You must change your life.” 

“What should we do?” the people ask.” 

“Be fair. Be just. Be kind. Be honest,” he says. “If you have two coats, give one to 

someone who’s cold and shivering. If you have too much food, give it to someone 

who’s hungry,” he says. “That’s the way it works in God’s kingdom.” 

Not that this will save us, though it may elevate our opinion of ourselves. But in 

God’s eyes, our opinion about ourselves – whether it’s high self-esteem or malignant 

self-loathing – is not the true and final measure of our worth. It’s how God sees us that 

matters. Jesus Christ comes into the world to assure and show us that we are infinitely 

precious; we are deeply and divinely loved. Who are we to say we’re not? That’s the 

source of our worth – not our popularity, our usefulness to others, not even our ‘net 

worth’, but the infinite, intimate Love of God. 

So, our real preparation for the coming of Christ is not just more good deeds and 

better self-esteem, though they’re as welcome gifts under the tree. No, the real 

preparation is captured by that unwelcome word ‘repent’, the word John the Baptist 

shrieks like an air raid siren. The deep-down repentance we need is this: it’s no longer to 

see ourselves as the centre of reality. Repent, says John the Baptist. The world doesn’t orbit 



 5 

around you. Jesus Christ is the centre of reality, whose light and love draw us into his 

orbit. “Turn to face this new reality. Change your life to fit within God’s new kingdom,” 

he says, “or you’ll find you have no place there.” 

To be able to turn and to live a new life – not to be self-centred, but to be Christ-

centred – must mean there’s a pivot point within each of us, too, like the centre of a 

compass needle, the single point it balances on. That point never turns because 

everything turns around it. This is the heart of our true self, the point where our 

thoughts, feelings, and intentions all meet. John the Baptist’s call to repent is, I think, a 

call to return to that quiet, still point, the living heart within each of us, so that, from 

there, from the depths, everything about us can turn to Jesus Christ when he comes to 

meet us. 

Do you remember those self-propelled merry-go rounds we used to find in 

playgrounds before they were banished? As a boy, I’d hop onto the edge and lean right 

out, while a friend spun it as fast as he could. I’d hold on with a white-knuckle grip lest 

I fly off and crack my head open. That was the fun of it. 

But isn’t that the state we’re in? Here we are, living our fast-paced lives, doing 

our best to meet its demands. But really, we’re spinning in circles, barely holding on. 

We cling with a white-knuckled grip to our selfishness, greed, resentment, pride, guilt, 

and self-loathing. And we cling to all those habits and ways of life that cause and 

sustain them. But who dares to let go? We’ll fly off and fall to the ground. 

But there’s John the Baptist, shouting about a Messiah who’s arriving on our 

horizon. Our repentance is our migration to the centre of reality, and an inward turn, 

too, a revolution in our own hearts. Because, if we make our way from the edge to the 

centre of the merry-go-round, we’ll come to the place of stillness, the point that 

everything else orbits around. That’s where Christ lives, at the centre of reality. When 

we meet him there, in our heart’s core, all those things we held onto with a white-

knuckle grip – our shame and resentment and greed and self-hatred – lose their pull 

and power over us. We can release our grip and let them go, and live more fully, and 

we won’t fly off handle or fall to the ground. 

Here’s an ancient definition of Holy Communion: it’s an outward, visible sign of 

an inward, spiritual grace. Like John the Baptist, crying aloud for us to turn and face the 

one who’s coming, the bread and wine take us into Christ’s presence, to the turning 

point within each of us. It’s where we can accomplish the mightiest revolution there is, 

which is to meet the Holy Giver and receive his Holy Gift. 

  

Prayers of Intercession  

            Loving God, we praise you for the good news you give your Church to proclaim 

at Advent and Christmas. We praise you for the joy of this season, and for the light of 

your love that enters our home at the darkest time of the year. Keep our hope alive for 

the Saviour's coming. 
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L: Lord in your mercy 

P: Hear our prayer 

Eternal God, give your Church courage to proclaim your work in Christ, in the 

crib and on the cross. Help us to be faithful witnesses to him by welcoming the stranger, 

by speaking the truth in love, and by watching for your coming in the world all around 

us. Help us to face our fears in these frightening times, but not to give into them. 

L: Lord in your mercy 

P: Hear our prayer 

We pray for young people, both those known to us, and young people 

everywhere. Be near them as they face the trials and troubles of these days. 

L: Lord in your mercy 

P: Hear our prayer 

            We pray for those who take risks for the welfare of others; for physicians who 

stretch out their hands to heal; for nurses and caregivers who use their skill for the 

comfort of others; for therapists and counsellors who open their hearts to the sorrows of 

others. Bring your healing, O Lord, to those who heal. 

L: Lord in your mercy 

P: Hear our prayer 

Hear our prayers for victims of cruelty and accident, for those whose faith is 

shaken by what they have seen and endured and lost. Invade them with your grace, 

console them with your comfort, and give them that hope whose source is your own 

love. 

L: Lord in your mercy 

P: Hear our prayer 

Eternal God, we remember with thanksgiving those who have died, who have 

gone before us in the way of Jesus Christ. Keep us, like them, walking in his way, 

faithful to his truth and eager for the life that lives in him; until, under the sway of his 

grace, our lives become a perfect image of his eternal love.…(keep a time of silence in 

God’s presence)…. 

L: Lord in your mercy 

P: Hear our prayer 

God of all wisdom, our hearts yearn for the warmth of your love, and our minds 

search for the light of your Word. Increase our longing for Christ our Saviour, and 

strengthen us to grow in love, that at the dawn of his coming we may rejoice in his 

presence and welcome the light of his truth. 

As our Saviour Christ has taught us, so 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, the power and the glory, forever. Amen 
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 Benediction (Said together) The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God, and 

the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with us all, now and forever. Amen 

 


