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Advent Greetings! 
 
This collection of Advent, Christmas, and Epiphany devotional resources is a 
rich tradition at Watts Street Baptist Church.  Again this year the resource is 
offered by Adult Ministries.  All contributions are written by members of the 
Watts Street family, from youth to senior adults.  Original artwork by our 
children also is included.  We hope that all shapes and sizes of households 
will find these meditations meaningful as we prepare our hearts once again 
for the coming of Jesus. 
 
Advent, the four weeks prior to Christmas Day, marks the beginning of a new 
church year.  Advent itself is a time of preparation, of getting ready again for 
the celebration of the coming of God to us in the form of Jesus.  The word 
“Advent” means “the coming.” 
 
During this time of preparation, the lighting of the candles in the Advent 
wreath helps mark the passing of time, as do Advent calendars.  Other 
families make Advent chains or find other ways to mark the passing of the 
days during this season. 
 
The evergreen boughs of the Advent wreath remind us of the life that God 
gives to us.  The roundness of the wreath reminds us that our life in God never 
ends.  Some faith traditions use four blue candles in the Advent wreath 
because blue is the church color for hope.  At Watts Street we use three purple 
candles, the color for royalty and repentance.  During the third week of 
Advent we celebrate our joyful anticipation, so a pink candle is used.  The fifth 
candle, in the center of the wreath, is white.  We light this Christ Candle 
during the Christmas Eve Love Feast, to symbolize the presence of Christ with 
us.  In your home you may want to light the Christ Candle on Christmas Day. 
 
The season of Christmas begins at sundown on Christmas Eve, and continues 
for 12 days until January 6, the Epiphany.  This day marks the coming of the 
Magi bringing gifts to the baby Jesus.  We will celebrate Epiphany this year in 
worship on Sunday, January 3. 
 



 

Many thanks to those who contributed to this resource.  Your willingness to 
share your thoughts and experiences provides us with a guide for the Advent 
journey, and also invites us to know you better.  Thanks to John Burton-
Crutchfield and Ross Houser for organizing and formatting the resource. 
 
Advent blessings on us all as we prepare once again for his coming. 
 
Diane Eubanks Hill 
Minister with Adults 
Advent 2015 
 
 
 

WAITING FOR THE LIGHT OF ADVENT 
 
THE LIGHTING OF THE ADVENT CANDLE 
 
FIRST SUNDAY OF ADVENT:  HOPE 

NOVEMBER 29 
SCRIPTURE READINGS FOR THE WEEK: 

JEREMIAN 33:14-16; PSALM 25:1-10;  
1 THESSALONIANS 3:9-13; AND LUKE 21:25-36 

 
Leader:  Advent is the season of preparation for the coming of the Christ 

child.  The prophet Isaiah has said, “For behold, darkness shall 
cover the earth, and thick darkness the peoples; but the Lord will 
arise upon you, and the Lord’s glory will be seen upon you.” 

 
One:  Why do we light this candle? 
 
Everyone:  We light this candle as a sign of hope, for we long for God to enter 

into our world and reign with compassion, justice, and peace.  Let 
us wait patiently for the Child Jesus, the fulfillment of our hope.   

 
 



 

SUNDAY, NOVEMBER 29 
 
It takes only a minute at the beginning of the service and another minute at the 
end.  Bringing in the Light, the Prayer of Thanksgiving for the Light, and 
Carrying the Light into the World comprise one of the few Sunday rituals that 
seem, in the secular sense of the word, sacred.  We may change the order of 
worship, sing two hymns instead of three, come forward or remain seated to 
receive Communion, have a Minute for Mission to support or a baby to 
dedicate or new members to welcome – but Sunday after Sunday, season after 
season, the light bearer processes in with the lighted candle and then processes 
out during the postlude, silently praying that no sudden draft extinguishes the 
flame. 
 
As often happens with habits, some of us may have witnessed this ceremony 
so many times that we have stopped giving it much serious thought.  (I admit 
that I find it helpful in learning the name of the person serving as light bearer 
each week, which was probably never the primary purpose.)  Entering the 
season of light, we might want to take a moment to reflect on the meaning of 
light generally and of this light particularly:  What does it represent? 
 
For me, light is always a symbol of knowledge; so in the context of Sunday 
morning service, the light is a lamp to illuminate our spiritual path as we sing, 
read scripture, and pray in our efforts to know God and God’s purpose.  For 
you, light may represent safety, warmth, and welcome – all characteristics 
found in glorious abundance at Watts Street Baptist Church.  Light can also 
suggest belonging; just as people gather together around a campfire at night, 
we gather together around the candle to praise God. 
 
Light can symbolize purity and holiness.  In the “Divine Comedy,” for 
example, Dante describes the three circles of the Trinity as being “In the deep 
and bright / essence of that exalted Light.”  Light can stir us to remembrance, 
as when we light candles at memorial services for victims of violence – or in 
the Watts Street tradition, when we celebrate the Moravian Love Feast and 
sing “Silent Night” during Christmas Eve candlelight services. 
 



 

During this Advent season, we are learning about other ways to understand 
the place of light in our lives and in our worship:  the light of hope, the light 
of peace, the light of joy, the light of love.  In her inspiring, intelligent and 
humorous way, Dorisanne will help us understand each of these better.  Let 
her lessons inform your meditations about the meaning of light in your own 
worship experience and larger faith journey. 
 
What is the significance of the light of a single candle brought in, prayed over 
and taken away?  There is no wrong answer to the question.  This light is there 
to be exactly what you need it to be. 
 
Gene Downs 
 
 
MONDAY, NOVEMBER 30 

Vigilant Hope 
 

Be on guard so that your hearts are not weighed down with dissipation 
and drunkenness and the worries of this life, and that day [the Coming 
of the Son of Man] does not catch you unexpectedly, like a trap.  For it 
will come upon all who live on the face of the whole earth.  Be alert at 
all times, praying that you may have the strength to escape all these 
things that will take place, and to stand before the Son of Man. 

– Luke 21:34-36 
 
These provocative verses come as Jesus is wrapping up his earthly ministry, 
preparing for the events that will lead him to the cross.  Surely he is aware that 
his efforts have not had time to fully bear fruit within his followers’ hearts.  
That his words alone would need to carry his followers through dark days 
ahead.  That his was a time for planting, only. 
 
This exhortation to watchfulness then, is his final seed, placed with care into 
the hearts and minds of those ready to receive his teaching.  Seed-like, it 
germinates quietly, mysteriously, and meditatively.  Indeed, this teaching is a 
meditation technique! 
 



 

Watchfulness, like the expectancy of a farmer waiting for the first crop to 
come up, is the quality of alert awareness that begins to distance our small 
ego-centric selves from the tumult of the world around us.  Watchfulness, this 
vigilant hope, establishes the inner habits that tend the soil of our hearts, and 
allows Kingdom values to take root. 
 
It’s a game of “Let’s Pretend” that you play your whole life, and your whole 
life is the game.  What if Right Now is the moment?  Could this one be it?  
The practice of vigilant hope is, precisely, how we live “in the world, but not 
of the world.” 
 

Let peace begin with me 
Let this be the moment now. 
With every step I take, 
Let this be my solemn vow: 
To take each moment 
And live each moment 
With hope expectantly. 
Let there be peace on earth, 
And let it begin with me. 

 

– Sy Miller & Jill Jackson, 1955 
 
Erich Smith 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

TUESDAY, DECEMBER 1 
 
Advent was always my favorite church season.  I only think back fondly to the 
large wreath placed at the front of the sanctuary with each of the five unlit 
candles, knowing there finally were only four Sundays until the day we’d all 
been waiting for.  The Advent season still brings me that comforting feeling 
every time I see the familiar sight of the tree, the wreath, and the many 
ornaments beginning to decorate the church and my own home.  When I was 
younger, I remember specifically using this time to be especially thankful, 
particularly since I could fathom the seemingly simple concepts this church 
season is built upon:  Hope, Joy, Peace, and Love.   
 
As I’ve grown in my spiritual life, specifically in this last year or two, I’ve 
begun to recognize the complexity of these common concepts.  I was asked to 
share a reflection on the term, hope, an idea that I’ve come to realize has a 
much deeper meaning than just a desire or want.  Our faith is grounded on this 
idea of hope that God will allow into our lives the things necessary for our 
well-being.  I think about my future fairly frequently now-a-days, and I’m 
hopeful that no matter where my path takes me, God will lead me there – 
allowing opportunities and experiences to shape the person I am becoming.   
 
By partaking in missions and service projects with the youth group, I feel that 
I am continually learning about the outside world around me, and specifically 
my role in participation of what God calls me to do.  From helping renovate a 
house for women making the transition from incarceration back into society, 
to clearing out a vacant lot in the middle of Harlem to create a natural play 
space so kids can be responsibly involved in their own environments, God has 
recurrently given me the audacity to feel hopeful for those I am serving, while 
finding out more about myself in the process.   
 
This Advent season, when we are called to respond to that simple image of 
hope in our lives, I will remember my hopefulness for those I have served and 
have gotten to know more about through the eyes God has given me.  I will 
consider how feeling a sense of desire to help others in their process of 
succeeding in their lives has impacted me so positively.    
 
Grey Lehman 



 

WEDNESDAY, DECEMBER 2 
 
"The worries of this life..." – Luke 21:34 
 
We live in a world that commonly, calmly, and repeatedly tells us that we will 
never be enough.  Not smart enough or secure enough.  Not loving enough or 
accomplished enough.  Not beautiful enough or worthy enough.  The worries 
of this life demand of us to be more and to do so immediately.   
 
Nonsense!  Hope can be found in the relentlessness of the diversity of God's 
creation.  Our job is not to be "as good as" anyone else.  Our job is to be 
ourselves in the fullest, most extravagant way possible.  As we hurtle towards 
Christmas, being bombarded by images of idyllic firesides and peaceful 
families, pause to know that we have each been made with purpose and care.  
Just the way you are, you are enough.   
 
Michelle Roach 
 
 
THURSDAY, DECEMBER 3 

Joseph the Midwife 
 

Mary gave birth to her firstborn son; and she wrapped him in cloths, and 
laid him in a manger, because there was no room for them in the inn.   

– Luke 2:7 
 
When we think about the birth of Jesus, we think about our precious nativity 
sets with the pretty statues.  We gently unwrap each statue as we do our 
Christmas decorations, just as we unwrap the Santas, the nutcrackers, and all 
that other garish red and green stuff.   
 
But let’s face it:  the story of the birth of Jesus takes place in a barn.  And 
barns stink.  Even in winter.  Cute sheep, placid cows, and resting camels all 
have bodily functions, even when a birth is in progress only a few feet away.  
And what if the innkeeper was not a Jew?  There might have been swine in the 
barn.  



 

And what kind of inn was it?  Maybe there was raucous music with singing 
and dancing by less-than-wholesome men and women.  Those shepherds had 
been out tending sheep, you know.  And they were not singing a song written 
by Franz Gruber. 
 
There is no mention of any women coming from the inn to help with the birth. 
Surely Mary couldn’t have done it all by herself! 
 
Which brings us to Joseph.  He had to put up with the indignity of having a 
pregnant fiancé.  Then he had to find a donkey and take this pregnant fiancé 
back to the hometown of his family.  Why did he go to an inn rather than to 
the home of one of his cousins or aunts?   
 
So here he was, in a stinky barn.  A young woman was giving birth to a baby 
that was not his.  Furthermore, Mary and Joseph had not gone to prenatal 
birthing classes during the previous 9 months.  This was a scene for disaster.  
Joseph could have turned and run.  But he didn’t run away!  Joseph is always 
there, standing on the side, looking useless, in every nativity scene. 
 
Luke assures us that the baby was successfully delivered.  Was the successful 
delivery possible as a result of Joseph acting as Midwife?  Who knows?  But 
next time we have dung on our sandals and don’t want to get involved, we 
might think of Joseph the Midwife as a role model. 
 
Skip Kauffman 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

FRIDAY, DECEMBER 4 
Hope 

 
As an attorney at Legal Aid’s Helpline, I spend my days conducting legal 
consultations with clients who have a variety of civil law problems.  Evictions, 
substandard housing, repossessions, special education rights, child custody, 
among other matters.  I listen to my clients’ stories.  I provide them with advice 
about their legal rights, and a step-by-step plan of how to address their issues on 
their own because we rarely have enough staff available to assign an attorney to 
help them.  It’s hard for clients in desperate situations to hear they will have to 
handle it on their own.  
 
At the end of the interview, a client often will ask me to repeat my name.  At 
least once a day, upon hearing my reply, the client will gasp and exclaim, 
“Oh! Your name is Hope! You have given me Hope, you really have!”  As 
though my name is a talisman against the injustice they face.   
 
I’m always slightly embarrassed by these outbursts.  It’s only a name: 
bestowed upon me because it’s the maiden name of my grandmother.  I’m 
afraid to get my clients’ hopes up.  I know the challenges that await them.   
 
Psalm 25 reminds us that we should keep our hopes up.  “No one who hopes 
in you will ever be put to shame, but shame will come upon those who are 
treacherous without cause.”  Although I’d like to interpret this to mean my 
clients will triumph over the immediate injustice they face, it does not.  But 
the vista expands for those who ask God to “show me your ways…teach me 
your paths…guide me in your truth.”  We have hope that the painful emotions 
we feel when faced with material setbacks will be temporary when our eyes, 
heart, and mind are fixed on God’s path and plan.  As long as there is a path, 
there is expectation. 
 
As we begin this Advent season, I invite you to allow hope to illuminate your 
paths that are shrouded in uncertainty, pain, and doubt.  Ask for strength and 
clarity to keep your hope in God always.  
 
Hope Williams Durack  



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
SATURDAY, DECEMBER 5 
 
I look at the Singer Sargent painting of “Flight into Egypt” at the NC Museum 
of Art often.  A dirt road, sparse trees, hazy greys.  Joseph is looking grim, 
and utterly exhausted.  Mary is folded in on herself and doesn’t want to talk 
anymore.  In her arms is the Son of God.  How well could she remember 
Gabriel’s promise after all the dust she ate traveling through the Sinai?  How 
well could Joseph remember the dream that had set him on the path of a 
refugee?  Did they have hope, these two parents on the road?  The baby’s halo 
is the only glint of light in the painting.  Did they see it?  What succored them 
as they cared for the Christ? 
 
In worldly terms, things were as low as they could get.  What shored him up 
in Egypt?  I’ve been thinking of spiritual hope as opposed to worldly hope.  
Spiritual hope is not about things going great for us in our lives.  This hope 
doesn’t affect our bank account or provide us with a comfortable bed.  
Spiritual hope is that we know God, feel His presence, and are assured He will 
not abandon us.  God is with us in life, and will enfold us out of life.  There is 
no extinction for us, rather we will be lifted into an existence more true and 
substantial than we know now.  What we are now is partiality, but in time we 
will touch God and know wholeness.  That is hope.  When we feel it, our 
earthly cares are as nothing. 
 
We don’t know much of Joseph’s struggles in Egypt, or how he sat at the port 
of Pharos and longed for home.  I am certain he saw with eyes of hope, seeing 
in his baby the promise of fulfilled life, and he knew God had not abandoned 
him.  I imagine he even looked at his son and foreshadowed the words of God, 
saying, “You are my beloved son, with you I am well pleased.”   
 
Angelo Sphere 



 

THE LIGHTING OF THE ADVENT CANDLES 
 
SECOND SUNDAY OF ADVENT:  PEACE 

DECEMBER 6 
MALACHI 3:1-4; LUKE 1:68-79;  
PHILIPPIANS 1:3-11; AND LUKE 3:1-6 
 
Leader:  Jesus said, “I am the light of the world.  Those who follow me will 

not walk in darkness, but will have the light of life.   
 
One:  Why do we light two candles? 
 
Everyone:  We lit the first candle as a sign of hope, for the Christ Child is the 

fulfillment of our hope.  We now light the second candle as a sign 
of peace for we long for God’s comfort, both mighty and tender.  
Let us patiently wait for the Child Jesus, the Prince of Peace.   

 
 
SUNDAY, DECEMBER 6 

Coming Clean 
 

See, I am sending my messenger to prepare the way before me, …he is 
like a refiner’s fire and like fullers’ soap; he will sit as a refiner and 
purifier of silver...   

– Malachi 3:1-3a 
 
I did not know what “fullers’ soap” was before reading the passages of 
scripture the church is asked to sit with in this week’s Advent reflection.  
Malachi’s reference made me curious.  Fullers’ soap is a compound that 
cleanses and prepares wool prior to its becoming the amazing thing that can 
dress us and keep us warm.  Like fullers’ soap, all the passages for reflection 
are about getting clean, becoming pure, and refining ourselves in preparation 
for the messenger of the Lord.   
 
Coming clean is a fascinating process.  When I was a child, I would watch my 
dad use strong soap to clean the oils from his hands so that he could leave his 



 

work as a mechanic in his shop, rather than bring it to the table.  As a 
healthcare worker, I am familiar with this process of coming clean.  Before 
and after every encounter with a client, I scrub my hands with soap and water 
or grab chemical foam that will help me remove the germs, infectious 
material, or remnants of one visit before transitioning to another.  The process, 
repeated so many times, has evolved into a ritual that helps me to remember to 
prepare myself in other ways as I move from one person’s sacred space to 
another person’s space.  As I scrub out, I tend to pray for the person or people 
I have left, remembering what pieces of themselves they have entrusted in 
God’s and my care.  As I scrub in for a visit, I consider what I need to leave 
outside the door of this encounter – my worries, my anxiety, my struggles, and 
my fear.  I come clean in more ways than one. 
 
Malachi’s image of fullers’ soap made me wonder what I need to do to get 
clear, clean, and centered in preparation for God’s messenger.  What might 
each of us as individuals and as a community of believers need to do to come 
clean in preparation for the Peace that God has for us?  Fulling wool is a 
process to eliminate oils, dirt, and other impurities, but the process also makes 
the wool thicker, thus easier to work.  May God’s Messenger work like 
fullers’ soap.  May the fears, anger, and worries that strangle our peace be 
rinsed away.  And may we, in coming clean, be pleasing to the Lord. 
 
Wanda Burton-Crutchfield 
 
 
MONDAY, DECEMBER 7 
 
If any season challenges me to live in the moment, it’s Advent.  
 
Of course, I am thankful for our joyous traditions of worship as we celebrate 
the coming of the Prince of Peace.  I am grateful for precious time shared with 
family, friends, and neighbors.  
 
But I’m keenly aware that this is not a season of celebration for all.  Near and 
far, many people face loss and grief, illness, poverty, natural disasters, armed 



 

conflicts or other hardships.  My chaotic holiday to-do list rightfully pales in 
comparison to such overwhelming struggles.  
 
Despite my prayers for peace, plenty, and goodwill for all, my own sense of 
peace retreats as Dec. 25 advances.  Practices I find centering – yoga, 
walking, reading, and writing – are suspended as the deadline nears to be 
“ready for Christmas.” 
 
Recently I heard a re-broadcast of NPR’s TED Radio Hour with David Stendl-
Rast, the Benedictine monk who teaches that it’s not happiness that makes us 
grateful, but the reverse.  We feel grateful, he points out, for that which is 
spontaneously and freely given, that which we haven’t earned or bought.  
 
He reminds us that “every moment is a gift, the most valuable thing that can 
ever be given to us.”  And if we miss this moment, there’s another, and another.  
 
We cannot, of course, be grateful for violence, war, oppression, or 
exploitation.  Yet those confronted by grave difficulties that avail themselves 
of the opportunity of each moment can help to “revolutionize the world.” 
 
“If you’re grateful, you’re not fearful, you’re not violent.  If you act out of a 
sense of ‘enough,’ not of scarcity, you are willing to share.  If you are 
enjoying the differences between people, you are respectful to everybody, and 
that can change the power pyramid under which we live.  Grateful people are 
joyful people.” 
 
Resist the urge to rush, he suggests, and simply follow the advice we give 
children learning to cross the street:  “Stop, Look, Go.”  Whatever life offers 
in the present moment, stop, and use one’s senses to look and listen, and then 
“really do something.”  But mostly, he acknowledges, creation urges us to 
“enjoy.”   
 
St. Augustine said that “Christians should be Alleluias from head to toe.”  So 
may we be, moment by moment.   
 
Elisabeth Stagg 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
TUESDAY, DECEMBER 8 
 
Another large raft with frightened refugees makes it to the shore of a Greek 
island.  A child's inflatable swim vest is discarded on shore as evidence that a 
future generation of Syrian refugees has made it this far.  Days will turn into 
possible weeks and years for these families seeking safety, security, and a 
chance at a future – a future of a peaceful existence – a chance in life's roulette 
of survival. 
 
Is this the peaceable kingdom first envisioned in Isaiah and then made clear 
by Jesus' teachings two millenniums ago?  How has a world, with all of the 
knowledge and understanding of human relationships, not figured out how to 
live in peace with one another?  Our "world" in the last ten years has created 
the largest refugee crisis in the last seventy-five years.  I’m sure most of these 
refugees would prefer to return to their homes and villages, if they could live 
there in "peace.” 
 
How quickly times can change.  Seven years ago our family visited Syria.  As 
visitors and guests, we were welcomed with hospitality and many cups of tea.  
Now, those who demonstrated such kindness find themselves surrounded by 
massive destruction and devastated lives.  Our hearts go out to the families we 
met and wish that there could be some means for them to find peace.  But, the 
situation is so intractable, so dangerous, and the possibility of a resolution 
seems so remote; thus, they flee. 
 



 

Our Advent journey leads us to the Light of Peace and how Jesus calls us to 
be peacemakers.  Inasmuch as we yearn for peace in our own lives, imagine 
the desire for peace expressed by refugees willing to undertake such a perilous 
journey in a quest for it.  May our prayer be that peace will come in some 
small way to those who are seeking a better life for their children and 
themselves by leaving “home” and starting over in a strange, faraway land.  
God longs for us to work for peace for all humanity.  Help us, O Lord, and 
guide our steps into the path of peace. 
 
Alan Williams 
 
 
WEDNESDAY, DECEMBER 9 
 
Growing up in the 60s and 70s I would sit in front of the TV almost every 
night, watching the nightly news, while mama was getting dinner on the table.  
A war was raging halfway around the world in Vietnam, and scenes of 
destruction and mayhem were delivered nightly to our living room.  Even as 
an early teen, I was petrified of being drafted and was secretly planning my 
escape to Canada (with my little dog Rascal).  I wasn’t sure how the war 
would end, but I was praying that Henry Kissinger would bring peace to the 
world before I turned 18.  Eventually peace was declared, and Rascal and I 
were able to stay in the country.  However, Vietnam was followed by other 
wars and rumors of wars; and I began to understand that this was the way of 
the world, and that international peace was a fleeting thing.   
 
As I entered my 20s, I wasn’t so much worried about world peace, and my 
focus turned toward the complicated relationships with my family and friends.  
Familial relationships were difficult, and I took on the exhausting role of 
Henry Kissinger – constantly trying to bring peace to a conflicted and hurting 
family, or peacemaking between warring friends.  For all my good intentions, 
that now seems like naïve arrogance – how would I know what they need, and 
think I could help them get it?   
 
Decades have passed, and my understanding of peace has become more 
personal and intimate.  Every morning, I push the furniture out of the way in 



 

my living room and do a set of Tai Chi.  At the end of the set, I stand still and 
close my eyes before the final bow.  During that time, I used to pray for 
specific things for family, friends, and loved ones.  Now, I just bring the 
image of the person to mind and utter the word “peace.”  And try to remember 
to include myself as well.  
 
Scotty Elliott 
 
 
THURSDAY, DECEMBER 10 
 

Finding Peace in the Wilderness of Winter 
 
I feel closest to God in the outdoors.  There’s something about the stillness of 
the mountains or the rhythmic sounds of the ocean that fills me with gratitude 
for the creator who put it there.  I feel truly at peace in these moments.  I feel 
it sitting on the shore of Kerr Lake, gazing up at the brilliant stars, and hearing 
nothing but the waves quietly rolling over the rocks.  I am free from all of the 
insignificant worries of daily life.  
 
I have noticed that Christmas has the same effect on me.  Bringing the tree 
into our home creates a peaceful atmosphere.  Singing carols puts my mind at 
ease.  During these moments I feel in touch with God.  But when January 
comes and it is time to take the tree down, we all get sad.  Like returning from 
a camping trip, I anticipate the stress and routine as I return to my daily grind.  
So how do I find peace for the cold winter months after Advent?   
 

“The voice of the one crying out in the wilderness  
‘Prepare the way of the Lord,  
make his paths straight.  
Every valley shall be filled,  
and every mountain and hill shall be made low,  
and the crooked shall be made straight,  
and the rough ways made smooth;  
and all flesh shall see the salvation of God.’”  

– Luke 3:4-6  



 

In order to find peace throughout the “wilderness” of late winter, we must 
open our hearts and make an effort to bring God into our daily routine.  
Ironically, I accomplish that by taking a walk in the “wild” woods.  Even in 
sub-freezing temperatures the fresh air, birds singing, and the crunch of the 
earth underfoot put my mind at ease.  I am able to converse with God.  We 
talk about real things like the beauty of his creation, the love he shares with 
his people through Jesus, and how I can follow him through my thoughts and 
actions; peaceful things.  Like in any kind of relationship, setting aside time 
for God is important.  In him you will find peace.  
 
Joe Heflin 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
FRIDAY, DECEMBER 11 

Searching for Peace 
 
I enjoy hearing about Zen monk practices.  I like the idea of doing one thing at 
a time, slowly, deliberately, completely, and developing rituals.  There are 
times I have truly enjoyed the everyday tasks of folding laundry, dusting 
furniture, or grocery shopping.  Soon enough though multitasking again 



 

becomes the norm.  In the middle of a busy afternoon, it seems there is no 
time to completely do anything.  A minute of closed eyes and deep breathing 
does not overcome the parade of thoughts that each demanding priority brings.  
I’m actively seeking it, but where is the peace? 
 
Calm is an emotion you can more successfully summon; peace can be elusive, 
and it’s my experience you must wait for it to come to you.  Calm can be 
defined as quiet and still.  Using self-control, most of us can sooth the inner 
being and appear calm.  Peace on the other hand is defined as harmony.  I 
have a long list of places where I have not always successfully looked for 
peace:  working in the yard, my sewing room, a hike on the treadmill.  Feeling 
peaceful doesn’t have to mean everything is right, but it’s acceptable.  It might 
be how you wish you could live your life in contrast with how you do.  It can 
be friends with different opinions, nations with different priorities.  There 
should be respect for the differences.   
 
In October, celebrating an annual tradition, Bob and I spent a weekend with 
two other couples in the mountains.  This time together is enjoyable but that 
40 plus hours can be tiring.  In one house there are six adults, six schedules, 
and six personalities.  Early Saturday morning I was sitting alone with coffee 
and a quilt in process when others began to appear.  One had a book; one 
wanted to chat.  No one bothered with how they looked or what they wore.  
And it came to me.  I was in a house miles from home with five other souls; 
and with no special preparation, I was visited by peace.  I was aware that I 
was where I was supposed to be and doing exactly what I was supposed to be 
doing.  It was rare, precious, relaxing, and so filling.  So may it be, for each of 
us during this Advent season.  May the peace of our Lord touch us when and 
where we least expect it, and most importantly, may we be aware of the gift.  
 

“By the tender mercy of our God,  
the dawn from on high will break upon us,  
to give light to those who sit in darkness and in the shadow of death,  
to guide our feet into the way of peace.”   

– Luke 1:78-79. 
 
Diana Jackson 



 

SATURDAY, DECEMBER 12 
 

A Gift of Peace on the Anniversary of 9/11 
 
I was flying home from a business trip in St. Louis on the anniversary of 9/11.  
Just prior to my flight I had the great pleasure of having tea with a novelist 
whose work I admire very much.  We had a wonderful hour together getting 
to know each other and talking about books, family, politics – the gamut – and 
discovering we had much in common.  
 
I boarded the plane and cheerfully greeted the passenger next to me.  He noted 
that I seemed especially happy, so I told him about connecting with my new 
novelist friend.  As a busy IT specialist and father of a new baby daughter, he 
said he didn’t have much time to read.  But he did have a book with him 
which he showed me.  It was an Islamic spiritual book in a language related to 
Farsi (possibly Pashto), from his home country of Pakistan.  We ended up 
having a spirited discussion about the relationship between Islam, Judaism, 
and Christianity – so many commonalities – and he said he felt great 
connection with religious people of all faiths.  
 
We were late landing in Chicago, and I had a very tight connection.  My 
seatmate kindly offered to use an app on his phone to help me find the gate for 
my connecting flight to RDU, and then he handed down my bag from the 
overhead bin.  I said goodbye to this good-hearted man and raced to my 
connecting flight.   
 
Still in a very open and friendly frame of mind, I said hello to my new 
seatmate.  He turned out to be another young IT professional – this time from 
India.  We talked nonstop all the way home to RDU.  I learned all about his 
wife and toddler daughter and the delicious dinner awaiting him when he 
arrived home in Cary.  He asked me about places to visit in this country, and I 
asked him where I should go if I visit India.  When we landed, he thanked me 
several times for talking with him, and I thanked him back.  
 



 

Waiting for my bag at midnight in the RDU airport, I had an overpowering 
sense of the oneness of all of God’s people – a gift of peace on the anniversary 
of 9/11. 
 
Anne Claire Broughton 
 
 
THE LIGHTING OF THE ADVENT CANDLES 
 
THIRD SUNDAY OF ADVENT:  JOY 

DECEMBER 13 
ZEPHANIAH 3:14-20;  ISAIAH 12:2-6;  
PHILIPPIANS 4:4-7;  AND LUKE 3:7-18 
 
Leader:  We lit the first candle to proclaim that hope is on the way.  We lit the 

second candle as a sign of God’s promise of peace.   
 
One:  Why do we light the third candle? 
 
Everyone:  We light this candle as a symbol of the joy God gives as we draw 

near to the Christ Child.   
 
 
SUNDAY, DECEMBER 13 
 

Waiting on the Light of Joy 
 
We both like the idea that we are waiting on the light of joy because sometimes 
it can feel like the light of joy is missing, lost, or worse yet, intentionally 
hiding from us.  All we know is that sometimes it feels as if everything joyful 
is simply gone. 
 
Paul's command to "Rejoice in the Lord always.  I will say it again:  Rejoice!" 
can be encouraging, sure.  But it can also come across as a bit of an unrealistic 
command at times.  Yes, we know that we should rejoice in the Lord, trust 
God to provide for us, and not be anxious about the future.  We also know we 



 

should eat our veggies, exercise regularly, and get enough sleep in order to be 
healthy; but knowing those things doesn't make doing them any easier.  At 
least not for us.  Sometimes we just don't want to, and sometimes life is just 
weighing so heavily on us that we don't feel as if we could rejoice if we had 
to.   
 
The Old Testament readings this week from Isaiah and Zephaniah are more 
helpful for us as we're waiting on the light of joy.  However, we prefer to look 
at them in their larger context rather than in the isolated verses the lectionary 
provides.  Both of these prophets were speaking to people who were living in 
pretty dire circumstances.  These verses sound uplifting, encouraging, and 
hopeful.  But if you look at the chapters before and after these, you'll see that 
God also has some harsh words for the people of Israel who are currently in 
exile.  These people are probably at their lowest point, cut off from everything 
they have known and seemingly abandoned by the God who had led them to 
the promised land all those years ago.  They thought they were set for life in 
the land flowing with milk and honey, and now they find themselves outcast 
and alone and wondering what in the world their future is going to look like.  
Forget milk and honey, they could use a nice serving of manna about now!   
 
While they are at their lowest point, God speaks to them through the prophets 
to let them know that hope, peace, and joy are coming.  Despite what it looks 
and feels like right now, God has not forgotten about them; and God promises 
to gather them back up, restore them, and delight in them.  If you keep reading 
after these passages, you'll see that joy is not there yet.  There are still many 
difficult days ahead.  But perhaps now the people can move on knowing that 
God hasn't actually forgotten about them, even though it may feel that way 
sometimes, now knowing that joy will be on the way.  It's the light at the end 
of the tunnel that so often gives us the strength to go on.  Sometimes it is just 
a pinprick of light that lets us know that all is not lost.  There is an end to the 
tunnel of trauma we're experiencing.  We haven't wandered into an endless 
cave of darkness and despair.  God IS with us.  Joy is coming.  We can see the 
light of Joy in the distance, and we will keep putting one foot in front of the 
other until we once again find the space to truly, honestly rejoice in the Lord 
with all our being. 
 



 

God, please help us catch a glimpse of the light of joy that is coming – on the 
good days, but especially on those days when it feels as if joy is nowhere to be 
found.  Amen. 
 
Amy Armstrong and Joy Turner 
 
 
MONDAY, DECEMBER 14 

Sense of Joy 
 
When I was 15 my mother told us one morning at breakfast that our 16 year-
old Kerry Blue Terrier – who was born before I was – had reached the end of 
her life, and was going to the vet to be put-to-sleep and buried.  My mother 
decided the best way to deal with her grief and ours would to be get a new 
puppy.  She purchased a white English bulldog and named her Agnes.  When 
we arrived from school, our mood quickly shifted from sadness and grief to 
happiness and JOY!   
 

A Song of Joy 
Sing aloud, O daughter Zion; shout, O Israel!   
Rejoice and exult with all your heart…. 
The Lord has taken away the judgments against you,  

and turned away your enemies. 	 
The king of Israel, the Lord, is in your midst;  

you shall fear disaster no more…. 	 
Do not fear, O Zion; do not let your hands grow weak.  
The Lord, your God, is in your midst, a warrior who gives victory; 	 
he will rejoice over you with gladness,	 he will renew you in his love; 	 
he will exult over you with loud singing…. 
I will deal with all your oppressors,…save the lame, 
…gather the outcast,…change their shame into praise.  
I will bring you home…and restore your fortunes. 

– from Zephaniah 3:14-20 
 



 

Joy comes from walking in the light of Jesus – the more we walk in the light, 
the more we want to be in the light.  My dad took GREAT JOY at Christmas 
when he surprised my mother with a special gift (such as a fur coat or 
diamond ring) wrapped in an unusual and disguised package. 
 

Let your gentleness be known to everyone….  Do not worry about 
anything, but in everything by prayer and supplication with 
thanksgiving make your requests known to God.  And the peace of 
God…will guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus.   

– from Philippians 4:5-7 
 
Luke 3 describes the work of John the Baptist and the baptism of Jesus.  Like 
John, we are to get ready for the joyful coming of Christ: 

“Prepare the way of the Lord,  
make his paths straight” (verse 3). 
 

The Holy Spirit descended upon JESUS in bodily form like a dove. 
And a voice came from heaven, “You are my Son, the Beloved; with 
you I am well pleased” (verse 22). 

 
Russ Ames 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
TUESDAY, DECEMBER 15 

Wells of Salvation 
Isaiah 12:3 

 
Isaiah lives, preaches, and writes in a dark time.  God’s people are divided.  
The northern kingdom has fallen into captivity, and Judah is pressured on all 
sides as their small country is surrounded.  They are manipulated and live in 



 

fear.  Their leaders depend on shifting liaisons and political deals that allow 
them the appearance of self-government, but it is only a matter of time until 
they will be overcome and exiled in Babylon.  All this does not seem a context 
for joy, and yet in Isaiah 12:3 there is a promise:  “With joy you will draw 
water from the wells of salvation.”   
 
How can Isaiah anticipate joy in such a dismal situation?  In the midst of 
oppression, injustice, suffering, and fear, how can God’s people claim to be 
acquainted with joy?  When disappointment, loneliness, sadness, and failure 
trouble our own journey, where can we turn to find joy?   
 
“With joy you will draw water from the wells of salvation.”  Jesus spoke of 
himself as living water that overcomes and quenches the thirst of the human 
soul.  This water, provided by our God whose will is true to his redemptive 
nature, is able to saturate the believer with deep joy that is grounded in an 
understanding of peace as it is rooted in relationship with God.  This kind of 
joy exists as a deep undertone and undergirds the soul through any 
circumstance that life presents.  It does not wait for good news or good times.  
Perhaps we could even say that it is most available when it is most needed and 
that prosperity and happiness may even cloak the human need for the 
refreshing and reassuring joy of God’s presence.   
 
Bidden or unbidden, God is present.  And because of God’s presence, the 
accompanying joy is available to us as well, even and especially in the midst 
of our suffering.  Our own awareness and experience of joy is what can 
change.  Sometimes it is effervescent and bubbles up around us.  Sometimes it 
must be mined and pulled up from the depths.  Sometimes it is simply 
remembered and claimed with deep faith, rooted in our trust in the steadfast 
love and nature of our heavenly Father.   
 
So, let us together, this Advent season and in the year that lies beyond, draw 
deeply from the well of God’s salvation, and may we immerse our souls in 
that joy!   
 
Debra Freeman 
 



 

WEDNESDAY, DECEMBER 16 
 

A definition poem: Joy 
 
joy (joi) n.  1. The emotion of great delight, elation, a keen pleasure.  As in:  The 
juncos brought her great joy as they flitted among the branches that fierce winter. 
2. An event that lifts you up, brings optimism; a great source of happiness.  As in:  
God is in your midst, and rejoices over you with great shouts of joy.  3. A new 
beginning after a long endurance, a fresh start or perspective.  As in:  Oh, now I see!   
Or, as in:  Weeping may endure for the long night, but joy comes in the morning.   
4. The bright star that wise people follow through the darkness.  5. A delight found 
in the juxtaposition of opposites, like a king born in a manger.  6. The flutter felt in 
your chest when you realize the world is bigger, wider, more brilliant.  As in:  
After seven years in flight, the space probe New Horizons has reached the dwarf 
planet Pluto, and has begun transmitting pictures from the edge of our galaxy.   
Yet, God is bigger still.  – adv. joyfully.  – ant. grief. despair. sorrow. misery.  As 
in:  How I miss my beloved!  As in:  A man of sorrows, acquainted with grief.   
– adj. joyful.  As in:  This night, I bring you good tidings of great joy, which shall 
be for all peoples. 
 
Joy.  A feeling caused by something exceptionally good or satisfying; elation. 
Something or someone greatly valued or appreciated.  As in:  God loves you.   
As in: Joyful, Joyful, we adore Thee, God of glory, God of Love. 

Hearts unfold like flowers before Thee, opening to the sun above. 
Melt the cloud of sin and sadness; drive the dark of doubt away. 
Giver of immortal gladness, fill us with the light of day! 

 
Juliana Caldwell 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

THURSDAY, DECEMBER 17 
Joy through Service 

 
“I slept and dreamt that life was joy.  I awoke and saw that life was service.  I 
acted and behold, service was joy.”   

– Rabindranath Tagore, 1913 Nobel laureate in literature 
 
What brings us joy?  Or more specifically, what makes us content? 
 
In Luke 3:7-18, the lectionary text for the third Sunday in Advent, John the 
Baptist praises the virtues of service as he addresses the crowd who seeks to 
be baptized by him.  He tells the people to share what they have with others, 
the tax collectors to be fair, and the soldiers to be truthful and honest.  Instead 
of thinking about one’s self, he encourages people to focus on their service to 
others.  In that we can reach contentment and joy. 
 
Joy doesn't always have to be accompanied by a feeling of elation.  Service 
and missions are usually not performed in a festive atmosphere.  Yet, the 
completion of a task done to help others leads to a feeling of inner joy and 
satisfaction. 
 
I've been to El Salvador two times with our church mission group to build 
houses.  It is hot and humid.  Everything is done manually:  digging a 
foundation, hauling buckets of water and gravel for concrete, and carrying 
cinderblocks and rebar.  The roads are bumpy, and the van is cramped.  The 
shower water is shockingly ice-cold.  The trip does not have the components 
of a joyful party.  But still, the feeling of contentment and inner joy gained 
through service is much better than a celebration complete with confetti and 
fireworks. 
 
It is joyful to work alongside a woman whose future house you are building 
together.  It is joyful to sit under a shade tree after mixing a few hundred 
pounds of concrete with a shovel.  It is joyful to finish the day with sore 
muscles, knowing that a lot of good progress was made.  It is joyful to serve. 
 
Greg Palmer 



 

FRIDAY, DECEMBER 18 
 
When I was asked to write about joy for an Advent reflection this year, I had 
to sit down and really think about it.  The first thing that popped into my head 
was, “Why do they want me writing about joy?  Love or peace would be so 
much easier.”  I’m in my first semester of my first year of high school, and 
there isn’t a whole lot of joy in that.  Joy is all about easiness for me, and this 
school year has been everything but easy.  Since there aren’t many “big” joys 
right now, in my life or in the world, I’m learning to find it in little things.  
Things like doing errands with my parents or saying goodnight to my brother.  
Walking my dog or visiting my grandparents make the most stressful days 
easier.  Knowing that I can do these things, that I have a neighborhood to walk 
in and have family to spend time with, is a very important thing to 
acknowledge in my life.  I think joy is what you make of it.  Gratitude is 
something that none of us spend enough time on.  There are two ways of 
going through life – focusing on the negative things; or really stepping back 
and marvelling at everything that God has done for you, and thinking about 
what you can do for God.  Once you do this and commit to Him, I believe joy 
will come easily.  There are 214 uses of the word Joy in the Bible – I think 
this is trying to tell us something.  We see joy in children, we see joy in the 
elderly – but how will we make someone look at us and see joy?   
 
Georgia Chotas 
 
 
 
 
 
SATURDAY, DECEMBER 19 
 

Rejoice in the Lord always.  I will say it again:  Rejoice!   
Let your gentleness be evident to all.  The Lord is near."  

– Philippians 4:4-5 
 
The word “rejoice" has been in my religious vocabulary since I discovered it 
while struggling to follow along in the hymnal as a very young child.  Despite 



 

its familiarity, my unconscious hesitance to incorporate it into my everyday 
vocabulary has made the concept seem foreign at times.   
 
So what does it actually mean?  How do I "rejoice" when I am not surrounded 
by trumpets, harps, and a choir?  When I think of rejoicing, I think of loud 
celebrations and large groups of people.  I think of the way the sanctuary fills 
on a crisp December morning, packed with the warmth of worship, and the 
way “Hark! The Herald Angels Sing” sounds when we all sing it together.  
While I absolutely adore services like these, I also appreciate quieter 
moments, and the idea of rejoicing “always” seems overwhelming to me.  I 
think this is why I am so drawn to the second verse, “Let your gentleness be 
evident to all. The Lord is near.”  My brain does not automatically connect 
rejoicing to gentleness.  Yet this picture of what it means to live joyfully 
encourages me to go beyond harps and sanctuaries.  
 
Maybe being joyful this Christmas season doesn’t equate to festively 
attending all of the parties I can in my favorite sweaters.  Maybe it doesn’t 
mean that I have to sing “Joy to the World” at the top of my lungs or break out 
my tambourine.  In Philippians, Paul seems to suggest that there are many 
different ways to rejoice.  
 
God calls us to rejoice always, yet we see Jesus weep in the book of John.  
Somehow, joy and sorrow are not mutually exclusive, and we have the ability 
to experience both in a way that is loving and transformational.  Rejoicing 
could mean talking with a prisoner enslaved by a corrupt system, or buying an 
extra box of Christmas cookies to share with a stranger.  The nearness of the 
Lord is not dependent on the location in which we take the opportunity to 
rejoice, or on how loud or powerful we sound.  Christ is found in the flickers 
of the candlelight service, the uplifting conversation with the discouraged 
employee, and the peaceful warmth of candy-cane flavored tea.  My definition 
of rejoicing is acknowledging and inviting the presence of Christ in as many 
situations as possible.  Often, the simplest and quietest moments encapture the 
purest, loveliest joy of all.  
 
Rachel Sauls 
 



 

THE LIGHTING OF THE ADVENT CANDLES 
 
FOURTH SUNDAY OF ADVENT:  LOVE 

DECEMBER 20 
MICAH 5:2-5A; LUKE 1:46B-55;  
HEBREWS 10:5-10; AND LUKE 1:39-55 
 
Leader:  We lit the candles of peace, hope, and joy.  We come now to this 

Advent wreath, this circle of endless light, to light one more candle.  
 
One:  Why do we light this candle? 
 
Everyone:  We light this candle to proclaim the love that God sends.  Love is 

here!  May the Light of the World, the light of love, shine through us.   
 
 
SUNDAY, DECEMBER 20 
 

7 Beloved, let us love one another, because love is from God; everyone 
who loves is born of God and knows God.  8 Whoever does not love 
does not know God, for God is love.  9 God’s love was revealed among 
us in this way:  God sent his only Son into the world so that we might 
live through him.  10 In this is love, not that we loved God but that he 
loved us and sent his Son to be the atoning sacrifice for our sins.  
11 Beloved, since God loved us so much, we also ought to love one 
another.  12 No one has ever seen God; if we love one another, God 
lives in us, and his love is perfected in us.   

– 1 John 4:7-12 
 
"God is love" is one of the first Bible verses I remember learning as a child.  
And I believed it, because I felt surrounded by love at home and at church.  I 
knew that I was loved by my parents and grandparents, my aunts and uncles, 
my Sunday School teachers, and by many adults in my church who took a 
loving interest in me.  As an adult, I have come to realize how much another 
part of this passage from 1 John has to do with what I felt as a child:  
"Beloved, since God loved us so much, we also ought to love one another."  



 

The important people in my life lived by this admonition.  They loved one 
another, and they loved me.  Growing up in a loving community was a gift 
that I carry with me today. 
 
At Christmas we acknowledge God's ultimate gift of love when we celebrate 
the birth of Jesus.  This gift is extended to all.  It is free, given because God 
loves us, and not as a reward for anything we have done.  But because we 
have received God's love, we are instructed to love in return.  It is through 
loving others that we reflect and perfect God's love.  God's love, which begins 
at Christmas with a baby's birth, persists throughout our lives.  Let us 
therefore strive to love one another as God has loved us. 
 
Emily Wyatt Joiner 
 
 
MONDAY, DECEMBER 21 

Magnificat 
 
Buy Advent on Amazon.  Shop Advent at Target.  Capture the excitement of 
the season with a Pottery Barn, deer painted, Advent calendar ($159) or 
countdown with the magic of fresh snow on a fir tree ($69).  Fun doors open 
to display teddy bears, assorted chocolates, the merriment of the season....  
Nothing intrinsically wrong with pleasure and amusement, nor the traditional,  
secular objects associated with this time of the year.  Yet our Advent devotions 
suggest that we pause and reflect.  What are we celebrating?  How are we 
celebrating?  What does it all mean? 
 
According to the American Heritage Dictionary, “advent” indicates “the 
coming or arrival of something or someone that is important or worthy of 
note.”  In Christianity it refers to “the liturgical period, beginning in Western 
churches on the fourth Sunday before Christmas, and in Eastern churches in 
mid-November.”  Many Christians observe Advent as “a season of prayer, 
fasting, and penitence.”   
 
Through the lens of our scripture passages for the week, I perceive Advent as 
a time of glorious announcements, wonder provoking visits, and joyful 



 

surprise.  God reveals God’s self to unexpected people at unexpected times 
and places, to those “who are too little” to be customarily included in such 
splendid, history defining events.  Human amazement transforms into humble 
surrender to God’s will and plans.  Mary bursts into song and modestly 
submits to be used for God’s purposes in the world.  Her magnificat, a song of 
societal reversals, expresses a new social order for the coming kingdom. 
 
How to celebrate the season?  Ponder the mystery of the Incarnation, praise 
God for God’s loving grace, join with kindred spirits to discern how God is at 
work in the world, become a “magnifier” of God’s presence.  A movement 
called Advent Conspiracy proposes resisting our culture’s narrative of 
Christmas consumption and instead worshipping more fully, spending less, 
giving more of ourselves, and loving all.  What would this look like in my 
life? 
 
Rebeca Olmedo 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
TUESDAY, DECEMBER 22 

Love is Patience 
 
In thinking over the theme of “Love” and of the Advent season where we wait 
for the birth of Jesus, I was prompted to think about the connection between 
love and waiting, the meaning of patience, and how waiting can be a sacrifice 
that we make for love.   
 
Of course, there is a lot of waiting in the Bible.  In the Old Testament, Israel 
waits to be set free, they wait (impatiently) to come out of the desert, and they 



 

look forward to a savior who has been promised to them.  In the New 
Testament, Elizabeth is barren for many years before becoming pregnant and 
giving birth to John the Baptist.  Mary waits for the birth of her baby Jesus.  
And we wait for the ministry of Jesus, his death and resurrection, and return. 
 
Waiting itself can be a sacrifice; and it can either be forced on us (when it is 
not possible to have what we want right now), or it can be a decision (when 
we delay having something we want in order to achieve a greater goal).   
 
I can think of many current, real-life examples, but something I was thinking 
about recently was the experience of my stepfather, Bob.  I recently visited 
my mother and stepfather in Northern Michigan, and Bob was telling a story 
of how he ran into someone who he used to work with years ago at the 
maximum security prison in Marquette.  His former coworker said, 
“Remember how I saved your life in the riots?”  And Bob said that he 
remembered, although it was something he tried not to think about.  He had 
been held hostage by a prisoner when his colleague came to his aid. 
 
Bob worked at the prison for a number of years, and it was really a terrible 
place to work and very stressful.  The prisoners were difficult to deal with, 
and so were the guards and the management.  He wasn’t working there 
because he wanted to, but in order to support his family.  While he worked 
there, he had a side business chopping and selling firewood, and eventually he 
saved enough money that he was able to quit the prison and just work for 
himself.  It took years, however. 
 
Patience and waiting can be a struggle and a sacrifice.  Patience is not just 
about time, but about inner space, and changing your state of mind.  It can be 
crucial to exercise patience in order to make the right decision, or to wait for 
the Holy Spirit to speak to you.  There is a passage from the Tao that asks:   
 

Do you have the patience to wait until your mud settles  
and the water is clear? 

Can you remain unmoving until the right action arises by itself? 
– Tao Te Ching, verse 15 (Stephen Mitchell, trans.) 

 



 

If we can visualize our spirit as a glass of water with mud stirred up in it, the 
mud being chaotic thoughts and reactions, it makes sense to stay still:  
withholding actions, withholding judgment and conclusions, and simply 
waiting – until we can see our way clearly. 
 
So, during this Advent season, let’s try to wait for our water to become clear.  
Let’s remind ourselves that we do not have to achieve everything 
immediately.  God’s kingdom is bigger than this small, broken world, and 
God’s time and space reaches far beyond our perceptions.   
 
Ilse Styles 
 
 
WEDNESDAY, DECEMBER 23 
 
I often find myself in awe of God’s love and power when I sit down to read 
the Bible; but in the lectionary verses for today, I’ve especially noticed how 
He chooses the “least of these.”  In the book of Luke, Chapter 1, we find the 
story of Mary, who I imagine was completely unaware of the glory she was 
about to encounter.  I see her in my mind’s eye, a young woman or teenager 
going about her day, completely unsuspecting, when an angel shows up in the 
middle of her house.  It’s no wonder Scripture tells us that she was “greatly 
troubled.”  God was going to change her life with what this angel was about to 
tell her.   
 
This leaves me thinking about my own life and the unlikely people I have 
encountered along the way.  At the beginning of the school year, I met a 
developmentally disabled boy on my bus.  He asked everybody who walked 
by to sit with him, but nobody did, and so I sat with him.  He is much older 
than I am, but he is still learning to do things that I take for granted, such as 
unlocking his door when he gets home.  Some days I enjoy our conversations; 
other times I am merely tolerant.  I haven’t always been as gracious as Mary.  
Once the angel left her, she began to praise the Lord in song. 
 
God called Mary to do something huge for His glory.  But, though we will 
never do anything as monumental as Mary, even the smallest things we can do 



 

are still important to God.  God regularly gives us opportunities to be more 
like Jesus and to follow his example of love.  We tend to place people in 
boxes and draw lines between “us and them.”  Jesus says there is no line, and 
there are no boxes.  During this Advent season, as well as the rest of the year, 
may we look for the opportunities God offers us to be more like Jesus by 
reaching out to “the least of us,” those unlikely people who have the power to 
change our lives for the better.   
 
Georgia Ritz 
 
 
 
 
 
THURSDAY, DECEMBER 24 
 
Something about the idea of stars had grabbed ahold of our four-year-old.  
Post bath, wearing much less than the recommended cool-weather outdoor 
evening attire, she grabbed a flashlight and ran out into the yard.  Based upon 
what she knows of the dark, she believed that the flashlight would help her to 
find the stars in the night sky.   
 
As I caught up to her she stood, staring with disappointment as the light from 
her flashlight dissipated just above her head.   
 
Flashlights cannot help you see stars, because stars are already light in the 
darkness.   
 
I don’t know if she understood my explanation.  But it struck me, even as I 
spoke, that I was also talking about Advent.  That as I ran through wet grass to 
retrieve an equally exuberant and disappointed, and also half-naked, child, the 
words spontaneously spilling out of my mouth were shaped by liturgy.   
 
And so they were not spontaneous at all.  Because they had been formed by 
decades of waiting for light in the darkness.  Because in many pews in many 
churches (though mainly the same pew in the same church) during Advent’s 



 

somber plodding along, I have soaked in the promise “the light shines in the 
darkness and the darkness has not overcome it” (John 1:5).  Because I have 
sung, again and again, of the everlasting Light (which shineth in Bethlehem’s 
dark streets).   
 
Flashlights cannot help us see stars, because stars are already light in the 
darkness.   
 
If our light in the darkness is the incarnate Lord Jesus, if we watch for the 
Holy Spirit to break into the darkness of our lives, what, then, are the feeble 
flashlights with which we attempt our looking?  What do we impulsively grab 
as we run, ill-equipped, into darkness, hoping that it will help us find the 
Lord?   
 
And what is our darkness?  What is your darkness?  What life-sucking, hope-
draining, crazy-making reality is your darkness?   
 
During this season of Advent, we wait in darkness for the Light of Love to fill 
us, and surround us, and mend our brokenness, and soothe our restlessness.  
May we relinquish those feeble lights that are of no real help and turn our 
energies to following the only Light that the darkness cannot overcome, Jesus, 
God with us.    
 
Mary Elizabeth Hanchey 
 
 
THE LIGHTING OF THE CHRIST CANDLE 
 
CHRISTMAS DAY 

DECEMBER 25 
ISAIAH 62:6-12; PSALM 97;  
TITUS 3:4-7; AND LUKE 2:1-20 
 
Leader:  Glory to God in the highest!  
 
Everyone:  And peace to all God’s people on earth.   



 

Leader:  We come now to light the central candle on the Advent wreath, the 
Christ Candle. 

 
One:  Why do we light this candle? 
 
Everyone:  We light this candle to welcome the Christ Child into the world.  

He is God’s gift, the light of the world, who has come to bring 
hope and peace and joy and love.  Thanks be to God! 

 
Everyone sing:  O come, let us adore him.  O come, let us adore him.  O 

come, let us adore him, Christ the Lord. 
 
 
FRIDAY, CHRISTMAS DAY 
 

10But the angel said to them, ‘Do not be afraid; for see – I am bringing 
you good news of great joy for all the people:  11to you is born this day 
in the city of David a Savior, who is the Messiah, the Lord.  

– Luke 2:10-11 
 
I have found it difficult to write a devotion about joy.  When I was first given 
my assignment, I longed to write about Advent.  There seemed to be so much 
more to say about waiting in the darkness, longing for the Messiah.  Advent 
was grittier and appeared meatier somehow.  The topic of joy seemed light 
and almost frivolous in comparison.  I had struggled with what to write for a 
long time when the answer finally dawned on me.  I had been conflating 
happiness with joy. 
 
The Christmas season contains much to make us happy.  After the long wait 
of Advent, the happiness of the season can be dazzling.  Singing all of the 
familiar carols, or just looking at the lights of the tree reflected in the window, 
can fill us with delight.  While it is right and good to enjoy this happiness, we 
do ourselves a great disservice if that is all we experience.  The true gift of 
Christmas is joy.  While happiness is external and depends on the situation in 
which we find ourselves, joy is internal and comes from God.  It comes from 
having lived through times of both light and darkness, of happiness and grief, 



 

all the while retaining God’s presence in our lives.  Joy comes from trying to 
bring the Kingdom of God into the world and from struggling to realize God’s 
purpose for our lives.  The happiness we get from the Christmas season can be 
fleeting and soon turns into the chore of taking down the tree and the 
decorations.  The joy that was born at Christmas is eternal.  Even after the tree 
is gone and the twinkling lights are a distant memory, joy remains. 
 
Jenny Barrier 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
SATURDAY, DECEMBER 26 
 
When approached to contribute to this Advent collection, I felt an immediate 
tension between my lackluster contributions to this wonderful church versus 
providing inspirational text to its congregation.  To be but a blip on the 
church’s radar, and at the same time thinking that I could possibly have the 
steady ground to offer words of scriptural inspiration, seems comical at best 
and hypocritical at worst.  Yet saying no to this request would only strengthen 
my role as a non-presence.  Clearly, it is hard being me.   
 
So I began searching through the various scriptures that had been offered up 
as potential starting points.  There is much in these scriptures to draw from, to 
be inspired by, to expound on.  My mindset was to find a burning bush, an 
‘Aha!’ moment that would write itself and relieve me of the chore of serious 
introspection.  You know, don’t wanna put myself out there too much.  My 
mind was not open; so of course, I found nothing and set the whole thing 
aside. 
 



 

Later I came back to it and realized I had overlooked the suggestion of Titus 
3:4-7.  I turned to it and read verses 4 and 5:  “But when the kindness and 
love of God our Savior appeared, he saved us, not because of righteous things 
we had done, but because of his mercy.”  I didn’t get any further than that, 
because there it was, the Great Reminder.  I began to think (as I’ve always 
known) that any salvation coming my way will not be a result of my righteous 
works (at least up to this point).  Profession of faith?  Yes.  Works?  Mmm, 
not so much.  Then I began to think that maybe I’m not alone.  Maybe God 
inspired these words for those of us who have an honest struggle with faith.  
Maybe it’s for those of us who ping pong back and forth between the Faith of 
our Fathers and Neil deGrasse Tyson.  Maybe it was written for those of us 
who don’t find their way to the center of the church, yet hang on by their 
fingernails to the edges as if Heaven offers some sort of wild card program.  
Maybe it’s about Grace.  And if it is (and we know it is), then surely it’s about 
Hope.  If those of us who – despite our weaknesses, shortcomings, and 
inactions – have, through Grace, a path to redemption, I can’t imagine 
anything more Hopeful.  In this season of Christmas, there is so much to 
remind ourselves of, to grab hold of.  I suggest that Hope is not the least of 
these, and perhaps, the most comforting. 
 
Dowell Godwin 
 
 
SUNDAY, DECEMBER 27 

The Gift of All Gifts 
 Titus 3:4-7 

 
What will you inherit someday?  We are born not knowing what will be 
passed down to us.  Truthfully, most of us do not dwell on what may come our 
way by the passing of others.  My parents were always thrifty without a lot of 
frills in life.  When my dad would make a significant purchase he would say 
to his children, “This is part of your inheritance.”  I often wondered what I 
would do with a backhoe.  Thank goodness he sold it.   
 
So, whether it’s money, property, titles, the family heirlooms, or other things 
most of us may receive; what is the most significant item you can inherit?  



 

It is the gift of all gifts, eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord.  Without the 
birth of Christ there would not have been his death.  Through his birth and 
death we inherit eternal life.  Through his love and grace our sins are forgiven.  
What goodness and greatness it is to know that through faith, and not by 
works, we are the heirs to his kingdom. 
 
This Christmas season ponder his greatness, your inheritance – the gift of 
eternal life.  Glory to God! 
 
Peggy Walters 
 
 
EPIPHANY  

JANUARY 6 
ISAIAH 60:1-6; PSALM 72:1-7, 10-14;  
EPHESIANS 3:1-12; AND MATTHEW 2:1-12 
 
Epiphany comes twelve days after Christmas, on January 6.  The season of 
Epiphany continues until the beginning of Lent on Ash Wednesday, February 
10.  This year, we celebrate Epiphany Sunday on January 3.   
 
Epiphany means “to make manifest” and brings to light the mission of Jesus 
to the world.  Central images of the season of Epiphany include the Spirit 
descending at Jesus’ baptism and the wedding at Cana.  With Epiphany, 
however, we usually associate the story of the three magi who followed the 
star to find baby Jesus.  When we celebrate Epiphany, we commemorate this 
appearance of Christ to the Gentile World.  The good news is that God loves 
each of us.  God calls us to find ways to show this love to all of God’s children 
everywhere.   
 
How might you carry out the message of Epiphany?  Will you make a 
commitment to share God’s loving light through at least one special act 
during this season?   
 
 
 



 

WEDNESDAY, JANUARY 6 – EPIPHANY  
 
The days after the Christmas holiday often bring a letdown.  It’s hard to help it 
sometimes.  The special exception of the days before just doesn’t last.  It 
can’t.  We couldn’t live that way all the time.  It wouldn’t be special anymore.  
But interestingly the church calendar doesn’t just go back to normal after 
Christmas.  It doesn’t just send us on our way hoping for the best or tell us to 
get back to the way things were.  It brings us Epiphany.  It brings us light.  
Light that isn’t just here for a season, but Light that continues to shine, Light 
that continues to beckon, Light that goes out into that wider world (into which 
we return after Christmas), and Light that guides.   
 
But it’s also not just a Light for us.  Epiphany also brings us the wise men, 
complete outsiders – not just geographically, but theologically as well.  They 
aren’t kings so much as astrologers, sorcerers some say.  And yet, they are 
drawn in by this new Light, beckoned to imagine a new truth, that a new king 
has not been commissioned or crowned, but born.   
 
You know the story – their interaction with Herod, the worldly power who is 
shaken by the news they bring.  You know of his consultation with the 
religious leaders to help find where this light may lead.  You know of the wise 
men finding Jesus, Mary, and Joseph; worshipping Jesus; and then being 
warned to go home a different way.  I like that last part especially, their going 
home by another way, because they’re different than they came.  So, they go 
home – back to their normal lives perhaps – but back having seen the Light, 
having worshipped a new king that would indeed save the world.   
 
Still, surely life is no more Epiphany all the time than it is Christmas.  Except 
maybe it is.  Maybe thanks to this gospel story we know in our “back to 
normal” lives that God’s Light is still in the world, that the vision, as W. H. 
Auden puts it, will not go away.  But is here, in a way that will challenge the 
status quo.  In a way that will poke through all our efforts to put our ultimate 
faith in anything but God.  The challenge of the time being then, of the new 
year, of the whole year, is to figure out how to arrange our lives so we can see 
it.  May the Light shine upon each and every day. 
 
Dorisanne Cooper 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


