November /Advent Study Group 

The length and timing of Advent has varied over the centuries.  It may originally have had no direct connection with Christmas, but was 40 days of preparation for those who would be baptised at the feast of the Epiphany.  At one time, Advent was celebrated for the 7 weeks starting on St Martin’s Day on 11 November, until Christmas Eve.  In the Celtic tradition and the Orthodox church, Advent begins on 15 November.  Whatever the timing, it is an opportunity for us to pause and reflect, to withdraw from the rush, look around us, and within us, and upwards to find hope for this world.  

1: God’s welcome to all

Reading: O come, O come Emmanuel, verse 1

O come, O come Emmanuel

And ransom captive Israel

That mourns in lonely exile here

Until the Son of God appear

Rejoice! Rejoice!

Emmanuel shall come to thee, O Israel.
Isaiah 56: 1-8 (abbrev).
Thus says the Lord: Maintain justice and do what is right

For soon my salvation shall come and my deliverance will be revealed.

Happy is the one who does this, the one who holds it fast, 

Who keeps the Sabbath, not profaning it, and refrains from evil.

Do not let the foreigner joined to the Lord say, 

‘The Lord will surely separate me from his people’.

And do not let the eunuch say, ‘I am just a dry seed’.

For thus says the Lord, ‘To the eunuchs who keep my Sabbaths,

Who choose the things that please me and hold fast my covenant…..

I will give an everlasting name, that shall not be cut off.’

And to the foreigners who join themselves to the Lord, 

To minister to him, to love the name of the Lord,…..these I will bring to my holy mountain…..

Thus says the Lord God, who gathers the outcasts of Israel, 
I will gather others to them, besides those already gathered.

Romans 15: 5-7

May the Lord of steadfastness and encouragement grant you to live in harmony with each other, in accordance with Christ Jesus, so that together you may with one voice glorify the Lord and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ.  Welcome one another, therefore, just as Christ has welcomed you, for the glory of God. 

Reflect:

The Jews never forgot their experience of exile and it was ingrained fiercely in their corporate memory.  It seems that it was not just the trauma of being a conquered people.  They had been taken by force from the land that had been promised to them; the land of God’s people, and the place of God’s presence among them in the Temple. Many must have wondered if they would be able to find and worship God in a strange land of other gods.  

The prophets sent to them spoke of the people’s past failures, their disobedience and their breaking of the covenant between the people and their God.  They made clear that the disaster that had hit Israel was not – or not only – a matter of misfortune, but a righteous judgement.  
But there was another side to the prophets’ message – a vision of hope, of return, of new beginnings. This would come through the gracious mercy of God who had never given up on his people.  And interwoven into this message was a thread of hope for all, that modifies what can sometimes be seen as a very exclusive and specific concern for the people of Israel: the hope that others could be included, that God’s welcome would be extended.  

This image of exile, and of hope, would be taken up by the early Church, not least by Paul.  ‘Welcome each other, as God has welcomed you’.  And he calls us to extend that radical welcome to others in our fellowship and mission.  
Questions:

1. How does it feel to be an exile?  - for the Jews, for people today?  What kinds of exile are there?
2.  The Psalm speaks of some who were seen as outsiders.  Who are the ‘insiders’ and ‘outsiders’ of today?

3. What might you include in a welcome pack for a family from a foreign country who have recently arrived, and come to your church?
