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Service Outline

Background

This is a service outline for the Sunday after Christmas, including a short thought focusing on Anna and Simeon, for you to lead a stress-free service after the busyness of Advent and Christmas.
It focuses on the theme of Hope for the Long Haul, with Anna and Simeon’s story reminding us that waiting with God is never wasted.
He is always at work, even when we cannot yet see it.
As the year draws to a close, Anna and Simeon point us beyond Christmas, encouraging us to keep living in hope as God’s story continues to unfold.
Feel free to use this outline as it is or adapt it to suit your context.

Welcome

You could say something along these lines to welcome people:
Christmas Day may have passed, but God’s story continues.
Today, we pause with Anna and Simeon – people who waited faithfully and discovered that God keeps his promises.
As we look back on the year behind us and forward to the year ahead, we come to worship this same God who is with us in every season. Whether it feels like we’ve waited all year for a breakthrough to happen, we’ve waited for a storm to pass, or we’ve rejoiced in the fulfilment of God’s promises today, we celebrate the coming of Jesus.

First Song

‘Come, Thou Long-Expected Jesus’, SASB 104: salvationist.ca/files/salvationarmy/maga/onlineserviceresources/christmasresources/USAwestlyricvideos/come_thou_long_expected_jesus_sweet_chiming_bells.mp4 
When you open the link, click on the three dots to download the video.

Alternatively, you could play this music video and invite people to simply let the words, instrumentation and visuals wash over them (there are no lyrics):
‘Come, Thou Long-Expected Jesus’ by Charles Wesley: www.youtube.com/watch?v=5lwtbnU-1Tw
Other options (when you open the link, click on the three dots to download the video):
· ‘Joy to the World’, SASB 113:
salvationist.ca/files/salvationarmy/maga/onlineserviceresources/christmasresources/USAwestlyricvideos/joy_to_the_world.mp4
· ‘Angels from the Realms of Glory’, SASB 100:
salvationist.ca/files/salvationarmy/maga/onlineserviceresources/christmasresources/USAwestlyricvideos/angels_from_the_realms_of_glory_iris.mp4

Opening Prayer

Thank God for:
· The gift of Jesus
· Christmas celebrations
· God’s faithfulness through the past year
· His presence in the year ahead
Keep it brief and warm. You may also choose to use some local examples during the prayer.

Interactive Reflection

For this, you will need a box of chocolates.
Show everyone your box of chocolates. Ask around and see what people’s favourite chocolates are. Once someone has responded, you can say something like ‘Don't worry – you can have that one’, or ‘Yes, that can be yours.’ But do not hand out any chocolates just yet. 
Once you’ve asked a few questions and got people interested in wanting your box of chocolates, tell everyone they can have some, but not yet. 
Ask:
· How do you feel about having to wait that long?
· What if I don’t tell you when you will receive the chocolate? Is that OK with you? 
· How many of you would give up waiting and just presume you won’t get the chocolate?
· Do you find the overall experience of waiting positive or negative?
Afterwards, reflect on what the experience reveals about our attitudes towards waiting, including impatience, restlessness and unease.
You can then connect this to Anna and Simeon’s lifetime of waiting.
You may choose to hand out the chocolates at this point or leave the chocolates in view until the end.

Reflective Song

‘O Come, O Come, Immanuel’, SASB 117: backing track available at salvationist.org.uk/resources/key-dates/advent-jazz-vespers (scroll down to ‘Backing Tracks’).
The words help to frame the yearning and longing for the arrival of Jesus, while the chorus recognises that amongst the waiting we still rejoice and hold on to hope.
When you open the backing track, click on the three dots to download the MP3.

Bible Reading

Invite someone to read out the following Scripture:
When the time came for the purification rites required by the Law of Moses, Joseph and Mary took him to Jerusalem to present him to the Lord (as it is written in the Law of the Lord, ‘Every firstborn male is to be consecrated to the Lord’), and to offer a sacrifice in keeping with what is said in the Law of the Lord: ‘a pair of doves or two young pigeons’.
Now there was a man in Jerusalem called Simeon, who was righteous and devout. He was waiting for the consolation of Israel, and the Holy Spirit was on him. It had been revealed to him by the Holy Spirit that he would not die before he had seen the Lord’s Messiah. Moved by the Spirit, he went into the temple courts. When the parents brought in the child Jesus to do for him what the custom of the Law required, Simeon took him in his arms and praised God, saying:
‘Sovereign Lord, as you have promised,
you may now dismiss your servant in peace.
For my eyes have seen your salvation,
which you have prepared in the sight of all nations:
a light for revelation to the Gentiles,
and the glory of your people Israel.’
The child’s father and mother marvelled at what was said about him. Then Simeon blessed them and said to Mary, his mother: ‘This child is destined to cause the falling and rising of many in Israel, and to be a sign that will be spoken against, so that the thoughts of many hearts will be revealed. And a sword will pierce your own soul too.’
There was also a prophet, Anna, the daughter of Penuel, of the tribe of Asher. She was very old; she had lived with her husband seven years after her marriage, and then was a widow until she was eighty-four. She never left the temple but worshipped night and day, fasting and praying. Coming up to them at that very moment, she gave thanks to God and spoke about the child to all who were looking forward to the redemption of Jerusalem. (Luke 2:22-38 NIV)
You might like to take a short pause, before moving on.

All-Age Discussion Questions

Encourage the congregation to discuss the questions below with the people around them:
· Who was Simeon?
· Who was Anna?
· Do you think they found the waiting difficult?
· How did they remain hopeful about the birth of Jesus?
· What do you think the story is trying to tell us today?

Song

‘Strength Will Rise (Everlasting God)’ by Chris Tomlin: www.youtube.com/watch?v=JSHRThrP1O0&list=RDJSHRThrP1O0&start_radio=1 
This song helps to remind us that while we wait upon the Lord, we remain devoted to praising him.
You might like to say something like this to draw out this link:
Within the song there is the line ‘Our hope, our strong deliverer’. We pray that each of us knows what it means to hold on to him being our hope in each season.

Short Thought

 Introduction.
You could start with this or a similar illustration about growth that takes some time to see:
· A bamboo grower plants a seed, waters it, fertilises it and does everything they can to provide the right environment for the plant to grow. For four long years, the only visible growth is one tiny shoot sprouting up.
· Then, in the fifth year, the bamboo plant suddenly grows over 80 feet in six weeks!
· So did the plant grow in six weeks or five years? What was happening when the plant was dormant before the rapid growth occurred?
· What was happening below the surface for those first four or five years, unseen and unknown, that meant the plant could grow successfully in the end?
When we say we are in something for the long haul, we mean that even when we don’t see the results of our hard work for many days, weeks or even years, we will still wait.
Not only that, but we will be unwavering in our commitment to the cause, no matter how long it takes before we see results.
In our fast-paced world, we don’t even want to wait a few seconds for our laptop to load, or more than a few minutes for our food orders to be ready.
Waiting is counter-cultural. It requires faithfulness. It requires commitment. It requires a lot of patience.

 Challenge from Scripture.
In our Bible passage we meet two people who have each waited an exceptionally long time. 
Simeon was a prayerful man, deeply in tune with God’s Holy Spirit and expectantly waiting for what had been promised by God. We are told that he ‘was righteous and devout’. 
Led by the Spirit that day, he encountered the young couple with their newborn baby, and a lifetime of waiting was instantly fulfilled.
How would that have felt? Having waited so long for something to unfold, what would it feel like to be finally living on the other side of that promise? Relief? Satisfaction? Perhaps even a little strange?
You could invite some responses here, or encourage people to share in pairs.
Simeon’s response was to praise God, and we read his beautiful prayer of praise and contentment (Luke 2:29-32).
He could now live out the rest of his days in peace, and get his reward in glory, having seen and experienced the salvation and glory that Israel had been waiting for.
And then we meet Anna, who had lived in the Temple for most of her adult life, worshipping God every day with fasting and prayer.
When she came upon Simeon with Joseph, Mary and the baby Jesus, she knew immediately that this was the child that God had promised.
Her response was to tell everyone about it.
A deep hope helped both of these devout prophets to wait long lifetimes for what God had promised.

 Response.
To invite people to think about how this applies to them, you could use one or two of these prompts:
· How long is too long to wait?
· Is there something that I have been waiting for that feels like a lifetime?
· Have I sensed a promise from God, but I am not completely sure what it means or how it will be fulfilled?
There is a line in the song ‘Way Maker’ that says, ‘Even when I don’t see it, you're working’.
When we wait, we can’t always see or feel that God is working. We can easily get despondent, hurt, frustrated and impatient. We wonder why we are still waiting after so long.
Here you can draw out what makes Simeon and Anna’s wait distinctive:
· Simeon and Anna were not just waiting for God to fulfil his promise.
· They were waiting with God as he fulfilled and revealed his promise.
· Their time was not wasted in the waiting, because the waiting was their life.
· They spent a lifetime waiting with God, being with God, and devoting everything to God.
· They were faithful, committed and patient.
At the heart of Advent and Christmas is the truth about God being with us – Immanuel.
When we recognise that God is in the waiting and waits with us, surely we then can embrace all that the waiting will bring to us – the joys, challenges, hope and deep reliance on God.
You could close with two questions – one that looks to the present, and one that looks ahead:
· What does waiting with God look like for me in the week to come – whether I am working, resting or preparing for the new year?
· How can I embrace the waiting, for the long haul?

 Conclusion.
As we step towards the end of the year, Anna and Simeon encourage us to wait with hope and expectancy. 
Because God is present, hope is present.
Even in seasons of darkness, uncertainty or longing, we never wait alone.
We wait with God in the long haul, knowing that he is working and he is faithful to fulfil his promises.

Response Song

As the song is playing you may wish to encourage people to reflect on the lyrics and come to God with their prayer requests. This space should allow the congregation an opportunity to hold on to hope that God has a plan and a way for each of us.
‘Way Maker’, sung by Leeland: www.youtube.com/watch?v=29IxnsqOkmQ&list=RD29IxnsqOkmQ&start_radio=1

Prayer of Response

Here you could lead a prayer that responds to the short thought:
Faithful God,
You are with us in every season.
Like Anna and Simeon, may we look back and see your hand at work, even in those seasons that feel long, cold and dark.
We look back on this past year. We think of all the waiting.
We look ahead to this new year. We acknowledge that there will be waiting to come.
But we wait in hope, because you are with us.
Thank you for that beautiful truth, revealed in your son Jesus Christ.
Amen.

Closing Prayer

‘I Will Light Candles This Christmas’ by Howard Thurman
I will light candles this Christmas:
Candles of joy despite all the sadness,
Candles of hope where despair keeps watch,
Candles of courage for fears ever present,
Candles of peace for tempest-tossed days,
Candles of grace to ease heavy burdens,
Candles of love to inspire all my living,
Candles that will burn all year long.
Amen.
Source: spirituschristi.org/i-will-light-candles-this-christmas/ 

Final Song 

‘O Come, All Ye Faithful’, SASB 116: backing track available at
samusicindex.com/celebrating-christmas-at-home/carol-accompaniments 
The lyrics of the song gather us all to worship and give thanks for Jesus, just as Simeon and Anna did in the Temple. Like them, we now have a responsibility to go and share the good news with others.

Blessing

As Anna and Simeon waited with hope, may you wait with hope.
As they recognised God at work, may you recognise God at work.
And may the presence of Christ go with you into the year ahead.
Amen.
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