1. Love
2. Matthew 1:18-25
18 This is how the birth of Jesus the Messiah came about[a]: his mother Mary was pledged to be married to Joseph, but before they came together, she was found to be pregnant through the Holy Spirit. 19 Because Joseph her husband was faithful to the law, and yet[b] did not want to expose her to public disgrace, he had in mind to divorce her quietly.
20 But after he had considered this, an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream and said, ‘Joseph son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary home as your wife, because what is conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit. 
3. 21 She will give birth to a son, and you are to give him the name Jesus,[c] because he will save his people from their sins.’
22 All this took place to fulfil what the Lord had said through the prophet: 23 ‘The virgin will conceive and give birth to a son, and they will call him Immanuel’[d] (which means ‘God with us’).
24 When Joseph woke up, he did what the angel of the Lord had commanded him and took Mary home as his wife. 25 But he did not consummate their marriage until she gave birth to a son. And he gave him the name Jesus.
4. Recall a time of great struggle in your life. Disappointment; stress; rejection; loss. If you are willing share a short version of this with your group. 
Have you ever had a dream from God? Share with each other? What happened as a result?

5. Some thoughts on Love:
What a week. Tragically a pair of radical Islamist (Islamic Terrorists) shot and injured multiple people last Sunday targeting Jewish people celebrating Hanukkah. 
The nation as a whole was horrified. It stood against everything we hold dear as a nation: safety; peace; comfort. It stood against our latent Christian vision of a flourishing society and its secular counterpart.
Sunday night there was political unity. By Monday the opposition; probably supported by Jewish anger were trying to make political mileage. The Israeli Prime minister weighed in to make his own political point. Anthony Albonese was directly responsible for the shooting….
6. It brought to the fore the best and worst of humanity. Hatred and fear of whole groups of people: Antisemitism and from many a condemnation of all Muslims even when one of the people who confronted and wrestled a gun from one of the gunmen, being injured in the process, was himself a Muslim. 
Gun laws and anti-hate speech has been debated this week. 
7. It brings close the purpose of Advent: A time to connect with deep longing for the coming of Christ. A longing for a world where there are not shootings or hatred or fear.
It is a time where we recognise the brokenness and pain of this world. That is easy to do this week. But in that experience we ask where is the hope found in God; the peace of Christ; the Joy of the Holy Spirit to be found. 
The people of Israel and Judah longed for the coming Messiah. For this very reason. They had the prophesies. Prophesies by their very nature are often a little opaque until they are fulfilled and then with hindsight people say “Oh look there it is fulfilled.”
8. The one referenced in our gospel passage was from Isaiah 7:14  …the Lord himself will give you[c] a sign: The virgin[d] will conceive and give birth to a son, and[e] will call him Immanuel.[
9. Faced with a dark and broken world the Jews by the time of Jesus birth had been waiting, wanting, longing for a messiah. They were dispersed all over the known world. They had been exiled and made slaves. Most lived outside of Israel. Judea and Galilee was under the occupation of Israel.
But they had hope. God was going to do something to redeem them. They trusted his faithfulness. They trusted in His love. But oh the wait was long.
10. Love, like hope, peace and joy is something that has to be chosen and worked for. Any emotion called love or hope, joy, peace comes from the choice to trust and obey. It has to be chosen. 
11. I believe in God and his Spirit to bring about His purposes in this world; and I have faith enough to start living as if the future is in the present. To see God’s Kingdom come on Earth as it is in Heaven. To believe the future promise of hope.
12. Jesus uses the picture of a Kingdom – The Kingdom of God deliberately. A Kingdom is literally where the will of the King is done. But this is a Kingdom of love. 
13. It is a kingdom where the solution starts with a virgin bearing a child. A pair of obedient people. Mary – a young girl, unmarried, finding herself pregnant. But she at least has an angel turn up and tell her what’s happening. Joseph is just hurt and confused. Trying to do what’s right. But then he has a dream. From that point forward Joseph, who is not recorded to actually speak anywhere in the gospels acts in love. He marries; honours; protects both Mary and Jesus. We believe that he showed Jesus his trade and brought him up. 
14. Joseph is just an average guy trying to do the best he can. Somehow, he is caught up in this grand act of God. His part though vital is so ordinary. So, he gets married but because of the miraculous things going on does not consummate the marriage until after Jesus; the Hoy Spirit conceived child is born.
But this is the way of human love. It is in the everyday ordinary acts that love is shown. Often when I conduct a wedding ceremony I tell the couple that the secret to a happy marriage is no secret at all. It is simply preferring one another; over and over again. It is submitting one to another; over and over again; it is the simple acts of kindness; it’s even good hearted generous competition to see who can be the kindest to each other. It’s time together; encouraging words; thinking of each other with acts of kindness or gifts or physical closeness and touch.
15. God in inaugurating his kingdom of love comes himself. He desires to be amongst his own experiencing their hopes and joy and peace and love and pain and grief and loss and suffering and fears. His love is demonstrated by coming as a helpless babe; humbling himself in every way. He does so because of his great love.
He will go on to demonstrate his great love by giving of himself as a sacrifice for sin at the cross for the purpose of reconciliation; to defeat the evil usurping powers; to defeat sin and death; to set up his kingdom of love.
16. The great theologian Bono put it this way…
Love has to become an action
or something concrete. 
It would have to happen.
There must be an incarnation.
Love must be made flesh.
17. The danger for each of us in dark times is to not reach for the act of love and peace but the false security of the blunt instruments of fear, power and hatred.
The Rev. Benjamin Cremer 
The moment we Christians start put it this way: looking for an authoritarian “strongman” to lead us is the moment we stop looking for the One who leads by washing feet, who rides a donkey instead of a warhorse and who tells his followers to put away their swords and take up their crosses instead.
Love has to be lived out. And it’s no good saying sure that works in the family but not in politics, not in real life confronted with real evil. Jesus showed that was exactly what he intended and he defeated the evil powers of this world doing exactly that. He came to set up a kingdom not from or of this world but very much for this world. He fully expected that those who claimed to be his followers would follow his example.
18. Part of the project of God incarnate is to show us a better truer way to be human. How to be truly human. The old unforgiving bitter resentments and feuds only perpetuate the inner cancer of sin within. He shows us a way of love.
But Joseph example does show us that this is often not done with great acts of heroism but through small acts of good loving honourable action. Sure, in a short time he will run from the murderous Herod and oppressive Empire of Rome to Egypt. But right now, he is just doing what is in front him, living out his values. Being a loving fiancé.
19. This is Rev. Dr. Mitri Raheb. He works in a mission called Bright Star of Bethlehem. Yes, Bethlehem in the Gaza strip. He works for peace fostering talks between Palestinians and Israeli Jews; and programs of beauty and hope for children from different backgrounds. He is a Palestinian Christian, Lutheran Pastor in Bethlehem. When artillery shells landed near the chapel the stain glass windows of the church were all smashed. The children of the church were devastated. So much wanted waste and destruction; fear and loss. Now one of the only things of beauty left were gone as well. The Rev. Dr. Raheb picked up the pieces and with the children remade them into ornaments for the Christmas tree.
This year the Christians of Bethlehem are lighting the Christmas tree for the first time since 2022.
20. Advent does not deny darkness. It names it. But it also insists that darkness is never the final word.
21. Faced with darkness in the world this year what simple acts of love could you express?
Tell the person beside you.

22. In Matthew 5:44 Jesus tells us to love our enemies and pray for those who persecute, hate, abuse, deride, are violent to you.
Umm OK Jesus I mean I’d like to, I even think that’s a good idea but how?
23.
Golden Rule:
Pray for people the way you would want to be prayed for
1 model -
The Lord’s Prayer — Even for Your Enemies
· Father, grant that my enemies — my colleague who snubs me, my wife who belittles me, my child who disrespects me, the ISIS member who wants to kill me — grant that they would come to hallow your name. Grant that they would treasure you above all, and reverence you, and admire you more than anything.
· Father, grant that my enemies would come under the saving, purifying sway of your kingly rule and that you would exert your kingly power to make my enemies your own loyal subjects.
· Grant, Father, that my enemies would love to do your will the way the angels do it in heaven with all their might, and without reservation, and with the purest motives, and with great joy.
· Grant, Father, that my enemies would have all the physical resources of food and clothing and shelter and education and healthcare and transportation that they need to fulfill your calling on their lives.
· And forgive my enemies their sins, as you bring them to repentance, and make them forgiving people, and protect them from overpowering temptations and from the destructive power of the devil.
This is what we should be praying for ourselves. And therefore, it is what we should be praying for our enemies.
24.

Model 2:
Loving Meditation:
Settle in and make sure you are comfortable. 
Try not to have any arms or legs crossed.
Close your eyes.
Take some deep breaths in and out.
Prayer:
1. Someone who is easy to love
[bookmark: _Hlk217151282]May the peace of God rule in their heart
May the joy of the Holy Spirit fill their very being
May the love of God enfold them
2. Pray for yourself
May the peace of God rule in my heart
May the joy of the Holy Spirit fill my very being
May the love of God enfold me
3. Pray for someone neutral
May the peace of God rule in their heart
May the joy of the Holy Spirit fill their very being
May the love of God enfold them
4. Pray for someone who is difficult to love
May the peace of God rule in their heart
May the joy of the Holy Spirit fill their very being

Pray for a whole group who you find difficult to love
May the peace of God rule in their heart
May the joy of the Holy Spirit fill their very being
May the love of God enfold them
5. Pray for all of the Fraser Coast
May the peace of God rule in their heart
May the joy of the Holy Spirit fill their very being
May the love of God enfold them
6. Pray for the whole world
May the peace of God rule in their heart
May the joy of the Holy Spirit fill their very being
May the love of God enfold them
25.
Oh Wisdom
Lord and Ruler
Root of Jesses
Key of David
Rising Sun
King of the Nations
Emmanuel
Come, Lord Jesus


   






