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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 progression 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 lit. Each
Sunday we’ll light an additional candle celebrating the simple gifts of Hope,
Peace, Joy and Love. The fifth candle, in the center of the wreath, is white.
We light this Christ Candle on Christmas Eve to symbolize the presence of
Christ with us. In your home you may want to light the Christ Candle on
Christmas Day.
Our pastor Dorisanne Cooper provides the following glimpse for Advent
worship this year:

During Advent this year, worship will focus on the theme
of Simple Gifts. When many folks’ reality is layers of
activity, commitments, and needs, particularly during the
Advent season, this is a chance to explore what it means to
live aware of simple gifts with spiritual focus and
intention. And what those gifts mean to us. Each week
explores a simple gift (light(s), food, music, and travel) and
the practical and theological ways all of these sustain us
during Advent as well as the privilege they can be in a
world where they are not a given for everyone.
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 7.
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 BurtonCrutchfield 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 2017

SIMPLE GIFTS
FIRST WEEK OF ADVENT: HOPE
NOVEMBER 27-DECEMBER 3
SIMPLE GIFT: LIGHT
SCRIPTURE READINGS FOR THE WEEK:
ISAIAH 64:1-9; PSALM 80:1-7, 17-19;
1 CORINTHIANS 1:3-9; AND MARK 13:24-37
These texts for the first Sunday in Advent and the following reflections
prepare us for the Sunday of Hope. May God, with the simple gift of light,
shine hope upon us and the world during this Advent season.
MONDAY, NOVEMBER 27
Hope: Surprised by an Unanticipated Gift
What are we waiting for? Are we anticipating anything?
The doorbell rang. Mr. Jones was at the door and said that he needed to pick
up the cornet that I had borrowed for the past several months. I didn’t
understand. I had been practicing relentlessly until I could sound a scale. I
had been pouring out not only my time but my passion into learning to play.
Why did he want my instrument back? It was a practice horn that had been
used for many years by many beginning students. It was a bit dented and had
obviously been dropped a few times, but I was finally making the sounds that
resembled music. I loved practicing even though I had been restricted to the
room behind the garage. I wanted to learn so I could be a part of something
bigger. I wanted to be a part of the band. I was almost confident enough to
try out.
After six weeks of tentative squeaking and squawking the year before, I had
abandoned the clarinet and my hope to make music with the group. The

cornet was my opportunity to try something new and to play with a clear,
simple, joyful sound. I was getting better and I enjoyed the effort.
Was he taking this horn to someone he thought more worthy or with more
potential? I didn’t know, but I was upset. I never dreamed I would have my
opportunity snatched from me at the time I was finally embracing it. I tried to
hold back the tears respectfully and looked questioningly at my mother who
had accompanied me to the door. She nodded for me to return it to him and I
did so reluctantly. I wasn’t ready to give up the battered cornet or my hope to
be a part of the band. He must have noticed my despair and mentioned he
might have another horn in his car that I could use.
I bowed my head sadly, but what choice did I have? I sat on the steps by the
foyer until I heard his footsteps returning to the front porch. Opening the door
a bit wider, I noticed he was presenting me with a larger, new case. I was
bewildered and again looked at my mom. She nodded her head, looked
toward Mr. Jones, and started to grin. Gradually the moment started to sink
in. What he held in his hands and was holding out for me to accept was a gift
...for me. I had never anticipated receiving such a gift. It was not my
birthday. It wasn’t close to Christmas. And yet here in front of me ready to
open was something for which I hadn’t even thought to ask. I had never
hoped to even dream about such a beautiful gift – a shiny, new, silver trumpet.
With a bit of encouragement, I took it out and began to play. They said it was
meant for me from the beginning.
I had been waiting for the music with my old, battered instrument. The
director brought so much more.
Advent is here. I remember the new instrument. I remember the gift. I am
also thinking of another gift when I received so much more. God’s gift
created something new of my life, something I didn’t expect. If parents know
how to give good gifts...how much more so does God! I didn’t know I needed
the hope of Christ. I didn’t know to wait for God or invite him; but God knew
I needed his gift, and God sent Jesus. God knew I needed to be newly created
from the inside, and God made that possible before I could even ask. I
accepted the gift I didn’t know I needed, and received the breath of

everlasting life that had been prophesied and fulfilled in Christ. This is the
music of good news and hope for new life with Christ, the Hope of all the
Nations.
As I watch spiritually for Christ to come newly again to the world and newly
again to my heart, I realize that God is waiting for me to come newly to Him
and for me to come newly to my world with the music of good news.
Okay, God. I’m waiting expectantly. I’m as ready as I can be at the moment.
I choose to let your Spirit fill me. I’m waiting for you to start the song. I’m
waiting to share your music.
Karin Oliver
TUESDAY, NOVEMBER 28
What is Hope?
Mark 13: 24-37
In this Mark passage, Jesus explains that there will be times of horror,
destruction, and desperation – even nature will wreak havoc upon the earth.
In times like these, we need to take some action because hope without action
is wishful thinking.
Here are some quotations I found helpful in thinking about hope:
~ We have this hope as an anchor for our souls during a storm.
-Hebrews: 6:19
~ Hope is not a resting place, but a starting point – a cactus, not a cushion.
- H. Jackson Brown
~ Hope lies in dreams, in imagination, and in the courage of those who
chose to make dreams into reality.
- Jonas Salk
~ Every time you stand up for an ideal, you send forth a ripple of hope.
- Robert Kennedy

~ The work goes on, the cause endures, the hope still lives and the
dreams shall never die.
- Edward Kennedy
~ Everything that is done in the world is done by hope.
- Martin Luther
~ Where there is no vision, there is no hope.
- George Washington Carver
~ Hope begins in the dark, the stubborn hope that if you just show up
and try to do the right thing, the dawn will come. You wait and watch
and work: you don’t give up.
- Anne Lamott
~ We must accept finite disappointment, but never lose infinite hope.
- Martin Luther King, Jr.
~ Hope is being able to see that there is light despite all the darkness.
- Desmond Tutu
~ When I stand before God at the end of my life, I would hope that I
would not have a simple bit of talent left, and could say, “I used
everything you gave me.
- Erma Bombeck
Mary Jane Salyers

WEDNESDAY, NOVEMBER 29
Hope
We have been studying God’s Covenants in Sunday School this fall. One
lesson was on the Covenant of Sabbath Rest, and this is what I hope to be
doing this Advent Season. Sabbath Rest began when God had created all
things, saw them as good and rested for a day. Seems to me God didn’t need
to rest but wanted the time to look lovingly at Her creation and hope and
dream of the relationship He would have with all of creation. He made a
covenant with the Hebrew people requiring rest for themselves, their slaves,
and their animals. God knew and knows we all need rest and, I think, hopes
we will take this time to be with Him. With the coming celebration of Jesus’
birth, I will be thanking God again for the gift of his Son.
Sabbath Rest
A time in which I remember that God is the Creator of all things and
that I am the created, not the creator. Sabbath rest – a time to pause
and have a Selah moment, a moment to pause and calmly think of that.
A moment to be still so that I can remember afresh that God is still
God. A moment when I am held in the hollow of God’s hand.
Sabbath rest – a time to slow down. Sabbath rest – a time to step away
from the hustle and bustle.
- “Sabbath Rest,” Journeys: Leaders Guide, p. 17.
During my Sabbath resting time, I will hope as the Chippewa hoped for peace,
for a healthy earth and God’s creatures cared for, and for all God’s children to
learn to love each other.
For Hope, A Prayer of the Chippewa
We pray that someday an arrow will be broken, not in something or
someone, but by each of humankind, to indicate peace, not violence.
Someday, oneness with creation, rather than domination over creation,
will be the goal to be respected.
Someday fearlessness to love and make a difference will be
experienced by all people.

Then the eagle will carry our prayer for peace and love,
and the people of the red, white, yellow, brown and black communities
can sit in the same circle together to communicate in love
and experience the presence of the Great Mystery in their midst.
Someday can be today for you and me. Amen
- Book of Common Worship, pp. 407-408.
.
While resting, I will say Dag Hammarskjold’s prayer asking and hoping for
eyes to see, ears to hear, and a heart to respond.
Great and good God,
give us pure hearts that we may see you,
humble hearts that we may hear you,
hearts of love that we may serve you,
hearts of faith that we may live in you,
reverent hearts that we may worship you,
here and in the world out there,
through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.
- Book of Common Worship, p. 17.
I will also beseech God to be with me in all things as asked for in the Sarum
Primer.
God be in my head, and in my understanding;
God be in my eyes, and in my looking;
God be in my mouth, and in my speaking;
God be in my heart, and in my thinking;
God be at my end, and my departing. Amen
- Book of Common Worship, p. 31.
I will pray that someday can be today for you and me. Amen
Judith M. Berry

THURSDAY, NOVEMBER 30
Ten ways I mess up Advent:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.

Not appreciating it enough.
Being too busy.
Not taking time out for quiet moments.
Giving gifts that aren’t thoughtful enough.
Waiting too late before shopping for gifts.
Giving too many gifts and being too commercial.
Thinking about Christmas and overlooking Advent.
Not making the holiday religious enough.
Forgetting to get a flu shot and getting sick the week of Christmas.
(Just once.)
10. Not being like Scrooge at the end of A Christmas Carol, when “it
was always said of him, that he knew how to keep Christmas
well, if any man alive possessed the knowledge.”
Advent is a special time of the year, and I enjoy it, the list above
notwithstanding. It’s marked on the calendar as a time to reflect on many
things, and it culminates in Christmas – the season of giving and gratitude. I
will say, though, that every good thing about Advent and Christmas has the
potential to become another standard that I can’t meet. Each year, I hear a lot
about what we should be doing during this time. The many wise and wellintentioned ideas sometimes seem to add up to a checklist for Advent, and I
don’t seem to be able to get organized to get all of the boxes checked. Maybe
if I had more time or fewer demands on my attention, or something were
different….
In thinking about this, I am encouraged by 1 Corinthians 1:5-7: “For in him
you have been enriched in every way – with all kinds of speech and with all
knowledge – God thus confirming our testimony about Christ among you.
Therefore you do not lack any spiritual gift as you eagerly wait for our Lord
Jesus Christ to be revealed.” It leads me to think that I don’t need anything to
change before I appreciate Advent or in order to eagerly await the revelation

of Jesus at Christmas. Appreciation can grow in the midst of things as they
are now. The gift has been given – I am already enriched by God, even if it
doesn’t always feel like it.
It really brings me full circle. Maybe when people say that we should be
more mindful of the season or that we should take quiet moments for
reflection, they aren’t necessarily saying that we need to insert another
activity into an already crowded time but that we should be glad of all the
activity and grateful in the midst of it. From now on, I’ll try to take it not as a
checklist but as thread connecting my life to Christmas and the revelation
given to us there.
Matt Hanchey

FRIDAY, DECEMBER 1
Hope is by definition a “desire for something to happen.” Hope comes with a
number of variables. We don’t know when, and we don’t know how; we
don’t even know if. Hope can be hidden and hope can be false, but God
encourages us to trust in Him and wait expectantly.
I often hope for the achievable: I hope that my group members will do their
part of a project, I hope for a parking space that I can pull through, and I hope
for 10 more minutes of that panicked kind of sleep where you are completely
aware of each passing second until the snoozed alarm rings again. It has
become a painless habit to wish for these things. What I work towards is

having hope in God. I strive to find fulfillment in knowing that Christ came
in this season to bring hope to the world, and that hope continues in us today.
I find comfort in knowing the outcome, I delight in finding the exact right
answer, and I long to fully understand every step in a process. Hope is the
opposite, it is unknown. I struggle to accept that I can hope because I can’t
help but wonder, what if it doesn’t work out? With God, I have learned that
He gives me the power to dream, to aspire, and to endure. The faith and the
strength that I have gained allows me to simply trust in Him and wait
expectantly for whatever it is He brings. I do not believe hope is easy, and I
do not believe that hope results in the grant of a wish. But with hope in God, I
believe we are given the courage necessary to remain faithful and trusting.
What I desire is constantly changing, even in just one day, but the hope I have
through God is everlasting. Now, we look forward to the presence of Christ
in our lives each day and in the future. This guaranteed hope comes from the
foundation of our Savior who during this season brought to us the greatest gift
of all.
Hannah Sauls
SATURDAY, DECEMBER 2
In one of Flannery O’Connor’s stories, there’s a character who complains that
the problem with Jesus is that he threw everything off balance. What’s meant
by this is that, if the path of life is a slope, Jesus is the fulcrum; he confronts
all with a choice, and the seesaw tips according to our response. Sheep go
one way, goats go another. Recall what it was like, as a child, to experience
that thrilling moment as you stood in the middle of the seesaw before it
toppled in one direction or the other. There’s no neutral point, in other words.
In life we find ourselves always on one side of the balance; and more, we are
perpetually thrown off-balance, as we’re tested in ways that we don’t
anticipate. It’s worth remembering that the birth of an infant was enough to
change the balance forever. This is true of the Christ-child and true to the

experience of any new parent, who will have the epiphany, sooner or later,
that a child is always testing us….
The unsettling that the first noel brought to the world – and the promise that
the last would be first – is not the same as the human penchant for creating
imbalance. Anyone who pays much attention to the world would have to
acknowledge the truth that we live in a world out of balance in many ways:
we have the imbalance of wealth and poverty in our society; we have a natural
world where we continually upset the balance; and the familiar imbalance that
results from trying to find some equipoise between the demands of work,
social life, and family. To be human, you might say, is to live in a state of
imbalance. Yet I think the one who threw everything off balance – who came
to upend the worldly order of things – also came to tell us how we might work
to level the scales.
There’s some notion of this in something that Jack Boger, my friend and
mentor from law school, said: “In everything you do,” he said, “you either
make us more equal or make us less equal.” This seems to me the right thing
to remember during advent. There’s a world of subtlety in every human
encounter; and we are often wonderfully unaware of how we gauge, value,
and judge each person we encounter.
I point this out not to wag a finger but to start at a point of humility.
Superiority is so embedded in human nature that it’s the foundation of our
very sense of humor. Scholars of humor – and there are such scholars, so take
a moment to relish that and imagine the richly entertaining body of
scholarship they produce – point out that almost every joke is premised on
two things. One is our thwarted sense of expectation; the other is our sense of
being superior to the object of the joke. Try this idea on for size, and the next
time you chuckle you’ll be surprised by the truth of it. Take this recent
example:
How many Carolina basketball players does it take to change a light bulb?
Only one, but he gets three credit hours for it.

We’re surprised by the twist at the end. We laugh at the folly of the Carolina
players – sly, but not sly enough not to get caught – and implicitly, we
imagine that we’re above such shenanigans ourselves. We read in scripture
that God is no respecter of persons, either. That we are weighed by the way
we treat the least of these.
And finally we marvel at the way that Jesus could bring leaders and shepherds
to the same level. In a world that often seems out of order, we can seek a
season of peace by being mindful of how every human interaction teeters on
this see saw: toward equality, or away from it. Even in the disorder of the
world, we might be reminded by that born-in-a-barn infant of our radical
equality in the view of the God who made us and loves us.
Bryan Geimza
THE LIGHTING OF THE ADVENT CANDLE
FIRST SUNDAY OF ADVENT: HOPE
DECEMBER 3
SIMPLE GIFT: LIGHT
ISAIAH 64:1-9; PSALM 80:1-7, 17-19;
1 CORINTHIANS 1:3-9; AND MARK 13:24-37
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, DECEMBER 3
…we are the clay, and thou our potter;
and we are all the work of thy hand.
- Isaiah 64:8
Several weeks ago, I attended an open house at Liberty Arts Studio in Durham
– a magical menagerie (posing as a warehouse) that houses artists working in
metal, wood, stone, glass, and clay. For two hours I meandered among their
respective spaces watching them work and asking questions, while I gasped or
shook my head with the realization that a patina wall piece or a tobacco pipe
or a mythological mask or a glass pumpkin or a vase came almost effortlessly
from their hands. I bent low to examine pieces smaller than a tea cup and
craned my head up to view a 12-foot-tall sculpture. Every 30 minutes we
were called into a particular space with a huge furnace, as two artists braved
the excessive heat to blow and burn glass into art before our very eyes.
Children squealed with wonder, and adults smiled in awe.
Artists are magicians, inventors, laborers – both servants and masters of their
craft – succeeding and failing with a superhuman stamina and passion for
what they love to create. They remind me of God. A God whose love and
passion for us keeps working in our lives even as we fail and break and show
defects. A God whose love and passion for us celebrates when we succeed at
showing kindness, loving mercy, and demonstrating humility.
I spent most of my time watching metal artist Jackie MacLeod turn scraps of
copper into visuals of planets, oceans, and dreamscapes. Her British-German
lilt flowed breathlessly as she described the acids washing across her palettes
and becoming something even she cannot envision until they are complete. “I
never know what will happen,” she says with delight. “I just believe it will be
beautiful.” And they are beautiful, each and every piece. Just like us.
Lou Rollins

SECOND WEEK OF ADVENT: PEACE
DECEMBER 4 – 10
SIMPLE GIFT: FOOD
SCRIPTURE READINGS FOR THE WEEK:
ISAIAH 40:1-11; PSALM 85:1-2, 8-13;
2 PETER 3:8-15A; AND MARK 1:1-8
These texts for the second Sunday in Advent and the following reflections
prepare us for the Sunday of Peace. May God reveal to us the way of Peace
and ready us for the arrival of Christ Jesus.
MONDAY, DECEMBER 4
As we are "maturing" in our ninth decade on this earth and our seventh decade
in this church, we now turn our focus to this season's theme of Simple Gifts to
give us thoughtful reflection of, and appreciation for, so many things that
bring us peace.
First and foremost is the love we share within our family, and the love and
respect we have for so many friends.
We are thankful, too, that we are still able to pursue one of our passions,
which is to travel. That is the reason we are not at church many Sundays.
One place we particularly enjoy is our home in the mountains, as when we are
there we feel a special peace and serenity – as if being at a higher elevation
brings us closer to God, if not physically perhaps, but certainly emotionally.
Advent is a special time for our family in that we gather on the day of
Christmas eve for a family feast, with time to enjoy each other's company and
to catch up on the many things going on in the lives of our extended family.
We have traditional gift giving, then the highlight is having the family
together to celebrate Christmas at the Love Feast and to see many friends.
Music is another "Simple Gift" that we enjoy, both sacred and secular; but the
music of the Christmas season is especially joyful, and relished. Even though

Ann no longer participates with church music (a soloist and choir member
here for 50 years) and her problem with hearing loss makes it difficult to
appreciate the music as well as the spoken word, it is still meaningful for her
to participate by her attendance as this is worshipful and brings her peace.
Grace and peace to each of you this Advent season.
Ann and Phil Pearce
TUESDAY, DECEMBER 5
Every valley shall be lifted up, and every mountain and hill be made
low; the uneven ground shall become level, and the rough places a
plain…. He will feed his flock like a shepherd; he will gather the
lambs in his arms, and carry them in his bosom, and gently lead the
mother sheep.
- Isaiah 40: 4, 11
I love to travel, but I sure hate packing! What I enjoy about a trip – going
somewhere different from my norm, seeing new landscapes, experiencing
different cultures and languages, and tasting unusual foods – are the very
things that make packing a pain. I like to be prepared for what I encounter,
but I can’t be sure of what’s coming. For me, packing is death by 1,000
decisions with insufficient information! Some people – even members of my
own family – can find any old bag, causally throw in whatever comes easiest
to hand, and be done, unperturbed, in half an hour. In contrast, days in
advance I lay out a carefully chosen suitcase, do laundry so everything is
clean and ready, and start selecting items with an eye for maximum versatility
and multiple compatibilities so I might be equipped for as many situations as
possible. Good Lord, just writing that sentence makes me tired!
This year, as I journey through Advent towards Bethlehem, I am mindful that
in Christ something utterly new is coming into the world. Even though it is a
familiar trip, what awaits me there is freshly born and as yet undiscovered. I
must leave room in my bag to receive something I cannot fully anticipate.

Following Jesus means being on his Way – always going somewhere and
encountering the unexpected. I can get distracted and exhausted by my many
preparations for the road. Jesus offers me rest. He promises to be with me
and to provide all that is necessary for the trip. With his presence, there is
peace. I can travel light, and even let him carry me.
Lord, as I cannot know the path that lies ahead of me, teach me to trust in
your presence and to wait patiently to see what new thing you may be showing
me. Help me to prepare by creating space for it in my heart and my life. If I
have packed in useless or outdated things so tightly that I cannot receive
anything fresh, please grant me the wisdom and courage to identify them and
toss them out.
Whit Trumbull
WEDNESDAY, DECEMBER 6
Peace.
It does not mean to be in a place where there is no noise, trouble, or
hard work. It means to be in the midst of these things and still be calm
in your heart.
- Unknown.
This quote has been on a magnet on my refrigerator for my whole life.
Whenever I look at it, my first thought is, “What is this secret ingredient that
grants peace, and where can I find it?”
I wish living by this definition of peace was as easy as this quote makes it
seem. The speaker basically says that without trouble or noise, peace could
not be found. It’s hard for me to wrap my head around this idea, for I often
get caught up in the past.
I make myself believe that peace can only come if I do everything right.
Important things, such as acceptance or self-love, are often found below
deadlines and chores on my to-do list. As much as I wish my stress and

worries could be solved with a “secret ingredient,” I know that it takes more
than that. Although the process can be hard, we can take the first step in
living peacefully by understanding that we are never alone. Even when I feel
like no one understands, I know God does, and that brings me more peace
than anything.
We don’t have to do everything right now. It’s okay to take a break. To me,
peace is about knowing that our plans go beyond ourselves. Things we don’t
understand will happen. Life will sometimes spiral out of our control.
However, we know that God knows everything, and God is taking care of it.
Peace and faith go hand in hand. Life is hard, but it gets easier if we realize
that there will always be someone there to share the burden. For we don’t
know everything, and that is the beauty of it all.
Georgia Chotas

THURSDAY, DECEMBER 7
I am sitting here at the computer having been invited to write an Advent
reflection. The theme is Peace. “Each week explores simple gifts (light,
food, music, and travel) and the privilege they can be in a world where they
are not a given for everyone.”

I want to cry out in anguish. I am not at peace. I grieve and rail and want to
act. I want to do something about the state of this world. I want to do
something about starving children locked in an open-air prison in Gaza
because of US and Israeli government policies. I want to do something about
untold numbers of young people throughout the world tortured by the mental
illness which society stigmatizes and makes invisible. I want to do something
about racial injustice, about degradation of the environment, about the assault
on public education, about a reasonable living wage, about treatment of
immigrants, about decent housing and healthcare for “the least of these,”
AND about my white privilege.
Yes, I am not at peace, and I do not want to be at peace. I do not want my
Christian brothers and sisters to be at peace. I do not want to feel privilege. I
do not want any of us to feel privilege until all humankind, and indeed all of
creation, feels privilege.
In my prayer, I cry out to God to fix the injustice and the failure of mercy that
exists in our world, but deep in my heart I know God won’t. God says WE
must fix it.
At advent, we come to celebrate the birth of a savior. He was not at peace
with the world, and he did not feel privilege. What he would feel today is
acid indigestion at the privilege most of us take for granted. He spoke truth to
empire, the empire of government and of temple (church), and he was
arrested.
We don’t need an Advent feast or fast in this season. We need an Advent
arrest. Too few of us Christians get arrested these days. We don’t resist. We
don’t cry out loud in anguish. We just lament and move on in privilege.
This is pretty much what I feel in reflecting on Advent. It might not fit well
with the season. I start to apologize for not being in a better place, but then I
refuse. This is where I need to be, not at peace and not at privilege.
Ralph McCoy

FRIDAY, DECEMBER 8
Somehow when Jim married me, he was under the impression I was a city
girl. True, I grew up in Manhattan, but I think all those years of falling asleep
to the sound of sirens, honking, and loud voices on the street made me crave
the greenery, peace, and quiet that comes from country living. Most who
know us are aware we have 4 acres and 17 chickens, 2 neurotic dogs, a very
senior cat, pond goldfish, and this year, we added a rabbit to the mix. Despite
the many potential animal caregivers we have had in our house over the years,
responsibility for our pets always seemed to gravitate to me – or should I
truthfully say, I gravitated to this role. I was too critical of how others might
leave the water bowl empty, or the gate unlocked, and I could tell when Daisy
was asking me personally to oblige her with a dried pork knuckle. Let’s face
it, it’s easier to just do it yourself! I am chronically late to work because I am
feeding the chickens, dogs, cat, fish, and rabbit. That’s no excuse, mind you.
I could always get up earlier, but even if I did, something tells me I would still
be late despite best laid plans. Sometimes I linger intentionally, knowing I’ll
be late, but savoring the one-on-one I am having with my beasts. A moment
of peace before the frenetic pace of work.
With all these animals comes adventure and drama. This year alone, we have
had many snakes in the chicken coop; a fox invasion, which led to the death
of three hens; a five-foot blue heron, which took our goldfish count from 50 to
15; and an illness which caused our cat’s (Obi) face to swell up dangerously
while we were gone on vacation – necessitating that we cut our trip short,
come home, and get Obi to the vet. Sometimes even I have questioned why
we do it all – why do we have this menagerie, and wouldn’t life just be
simpler if we didn’t?
What I have realized is that while it may be simpler, it would not necessarily
be more peaceful. The beauty in it all – in these animal treasures that we have
– is that despite the chaotic times, there always seems to be a counterbalance.
Take the blue heron. While I was horrified to learn of the fish massacre, I
found 3 days later that about 15 fish had survived. They had gone into hiding.
I had been perseverating all summer about over population in the fish pond,
and what would I do? Now the pond seems more balanced and less crowded.

On the heels of the fox incident we lost 3 hens, but true to the cycle of life, 4
chicks were born in the following weeks. Lastly, thanks to the vigilance and
perseverance of our vet, we were able to determine that Obi had two
abscessed teeth. Surgery and antibiotics later, he’s doing better than he was
before his face became swollen! He had probably been suffering with those
teeth a long time. As I write this, Obi is nestled at my side, more loving and
affectionate than he has ever been…. What gifts we have, and when we see
the balance in it all, there is peace.
Kris Arges

SATURDAY, DECEMBER 9
Food is a simple gift we often take for granted. We forget that it comes from
somewhere – someone grew it, planted the seed, tilled the earth, and cared for
it until it was ready for harvest. I’m a weekend gardener who tries every year
to grow a few veggies. So, I also understand the simple gift of getting your
hands dirty and eating the food you planted.
Recently I was awed by a community who demonstrates the true simple gift
of food. I was lucky to attend an open house at Transplanting Traditions
Community Farm in Chapel Hill. This non-profit educational farm is the
work of Burmese refugees who have been displaced from their home country
and settled in North Carolina. These families are in an unfamiliar land so they
created a connection back to the life they used to know. They grow

traditional items such as Thai peppers and bitter melons. They work together
with their children to produce the food they would have in Burma. As a
result, they have established a vibrant community farm. In addition to
growing their own food, they have created new businesses such as
Community Supported Agriculture (CSA) so that they may expand their
economic possibilities beyond working as housekeepers at UNC.
The day of my visit at the farm, a Burmese community gospel choir serenaded
us while we sampled chicken and squash curry and pennywort juice. Family,
community, hard work, tradition, faith, entrepreneurship, and simple gifts
were all apparent that day. Faithfulness was springing up from the ground,
and righteousness was looking down from the sky!
Cathy Brennan
THE LIGHTING OF THE ADVENT CANDLES
SECOND SUNDAY OF ADVENT: PEACE
DECEMBER 10
SIMPLE GIFT: FOOD
ISAIAH 40:1-11; PSALM 85:1-2, 8-13;
2 PETER 3:8-15A; AND MARK 1:1-8
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 10
Climb a high mountain, Zion. You're the preacher of good news.
Raise your voice. Make it good and loud, Jerusalem.
You’re the preacher of good news. Speak loud and clear. Don’t be
timid!
Tell the cities of Judah, “Look! Your God!” Look at him!
God, the Master, comes in power, ready to go into action.
He is going to pay back his enemies and reward those who have loved
him.
Like a shepherd, he will care for his flock, gathering the lambs in his arms,
Hugging them as he carries them, leading the nursing ewes to good
pasture.
- Isaiah 40:9-11 (The Message)
The people of God have been in Babylonian exile. They have suffered and
felt the hiddenness of God. Isaiah 40 marks the prophet offering words of
comfort and a reminder of God's power and presence.
As I reflect on this passage and the focus of this week of Advent, peace, I am
inspired by the strength that is called for by those who have been traumatized
in a strange land. Earlier in the passage it is very clear that they, and we, are
fleeting in time; people are compared to grass and wildflowers who wither
and fade. On the other hand, God and God's power are permanent and “stands
firm and forever.” Yet they, and we, are directed to stand boldly and proclaim
the Good News. We are to stand boldly and declare, “God is here! God is
working!”
How do we do that when perhaps we feel that we are in a strange land; when
ideas and ideals we have held are shattered; when internally we are asking
“who are we?” and “who are we becoming?” and we are filled with grief and
dread, fatigue and hopelessness. How do we stand and declare “God is here!”
“God is working!”?
How do we move from despair to boldness? Something has to inspire us. I
find it here in verse 11, “Like a shepherd, he will care for his flock, gathering

the lambs in his arms, hugging them as he carries them, leading the nursing
ewes to good pasture.”
The image of the shepherd is compassionate and merciful. Young lambs tire
easily; and for a flock that is grazing and moving about, the only way the
lambs would survive is to be gathered up in the arms of the shepherd and
carried. We must find the place in our living that allows us to feel as if we
have been scooped up by the tender, loving arms of God – the place that we
feel held close to God. It is vital to know and have a place that gives us quiet
rest, a place that helps us tap into and connect to the creative, consistent,
peaceful, and powerful presence of God.
For me that is our porch, whether it is the early morning sunrise accompanied
by the symphony of awakening birds and insects or the early evening sunset
and the quietness of settling in for rest; the porch lets me be still and scooped
up into the arms of God, being constantly reminded of God's creative power
in me and through me. May we each find our place and time.
Debbie Isley-Roghelia

THIRD WEEK OF ADVENT: JOY
DECEMBER 11 – 17
SIMPLE GIFT: MUSIC
SCRIPTURE READINGS FOR THE WEEK:
ISAIAH 61:1-4, 8-11; LUKE 1:46B-55;
1 THESSALONIANS 5:16-24; AND JOHN 1:6-8, 19-28
These texts for the third Sunday in Advent and the following reflections
prepare us for the Sunday of Joy. May God, with Music and Joy, prepare our
hearts and minds for Christmas.

MONDAY, DECEMBER 11
Finding Joy
What brings you joy? To be honest, it’s not something I typically think about.
I can be excited, happy, even thrilled at times; but for me, experiencing joy
seems to be something deeper, something I sometimes have difficulty
considering.
In Luke 1:46b-55, Mary expresses joy as she sings “The Magnificat,” a hymn
praising God. Prior to this passage, Mary greeted her cousin Elizabeth, and
the child in Elizabeth’s womb “leaped for joy,” knowing Jesus was nearby.
Advent is a time of joy and anticipation, waiting to celebrate the birth of
Jesus. I wonder who or what in your life might cause you to “leap for joy.”
The dictionary defines joy in different ways: “gladness, exuberance, source
of pleasure, delight, treat, whoops of joy.” In exploring joy in this context, a
few things come to mind.
For me, joy is breathing in the power of God at the beach – it’s the vastness of
the ocean, the never ending horizon, the powerful waves and the calm ones
too. It’s looking for shark’s teeth, picking out the best shells, examining
jellyfish on the shore, watching dolphins diving playfully.
Joy is seeing the Grand Canyon for the first time. It’s catching the sunrise and
morning sunlight across the rocks. Joy is silently watching the changing light
casting beautiful colors across the mountain. It’s listening to the birds waking
up at the dawn of first light. It’s breathing in the cool, crisp air.
Joy is being a part of a child’s life. It’s helping children thrive. It’s seeing the
thrill on their faces as they jump into a mud puddle. It’s sharing their delight
in finding a caterpillar. Joy is sensing a child’s pride in passing an exam or
doing well at a recital. Joy is the excitement of children dressed in their
Christmas Pageant costumes. It’s hearing them sing “Away in a Manger.”
Joy is finding someone special to share your life, someone to love and who
loves you unconditionally. It’s having a good friend who listens and helps

you process the stuff you bring to the table. It’s being with someone in the
valleys, the mountaintops, and in the daily living of our lives.
In the movie The Bucket List, Morgan Freeman asks Jack Nicholson, “Have
you found joy in your life? Has your life brought joy to others?” These are
hard questions – we may be able to define the joy in our lives, but we may
never know if our lives bring joy to others. What we can do is live faithfully,
share our gifts, and discover surprising moments to “leap for joy.”
Esther Soud Parker
TUESDAY, DECEMBER 12
Our lives are busy, and many days are spent running from one thing to
another. We need to get things done, and we do not notice what is happening
around us. We pray for patience and peace and understanding, but continue
our hectic pace. We hope for joy and do not understand why it is not being
given to us.
Joy is not something that can be given to us unless we are open to receiving it.
God places joy all around us as many gifts that are waiting to be noticed:
A sunny day, a rainy day, a snowy day.
A smile on the face of a co-worker, a smile on the face of a friend, a smile
on the face of a stranger.
The laughter of your child, the laughter of your partner, the laughter of
your parent.
God does not want joy to be reserved for church, but joy is something that
happens no matter where you are or what you are doing. Even though our
days will continue to be filled, we can still notice what God is sharing with us.
As we journey through Advent, in anticipation of the birth of Jesus, be aware
of all that is around you and be ready to open the gifts of joy that God has
provided.
Kendall Newswanger

WEDNESDAY, DECEMBER 13
For as the soil makes the sprout come up
and a garden causes seeds to grow,
so the Sovereign Lord will make righteousness
and praise spring up before all nations.
- Isaiah 61:11
“Joy” is probably a word used often to describe the sentiment many high
school seniors express, knowing they have just over a semester left before
graduating. Of course, this time in one’s life offers a multitude of exciting
experiences to look forward to. But I would be lying if I said that I did not
regularly find myself in less than “joyful” situations, balancing a hectic week
between class assignments and extracurricular activities, or being
overwhelmed when planning and trying to make decisions for future academic
pursuits. The truth is, as soon as I have accomplished one task, another seems
to have presented itself, or there is something else to do or be concerned with.
For many, this is an all too familiar cycle which weighs heavily on our minds
and spirits, and can be constantly burdensome.
I find myself amidst the chaos of a school week wondering where I might find
gratification and satisfaction, which appear ever-distant with approaching
deadlines and days packed with commitments. Each day, however, I can see
my faith providing insight from meaningful interactions with people; through
rewarding opportunities; and from the unornamented gifts of comfort,
support, and warmth that I receive from so many in my life. I find the talents
and abilities God provides each of us to offer assurance and contribute to the
greater welfare of others, which sustain us in times of need and when life may
prove overwhelming. If we, as God’s people, are the garden, then our
valuable gifts are the seeds which bear joy and praise, and glorify His
beautiful work in the world. This is nothing to be less than “joyful” about!
Grey Lehman

THURSDAY, DECEMBER 14
A play of light and shadows filtered through a window. Relief notes
following dissonance on a piano. A child's laughter interrupting heavy
thought. Blue skies now magnified through leafless trees. An impalpable
warmth that overcomes you for no reason at all; the trust living inside your
deepest self that says, “All shall be well,” despite news of the contrary. We
cannot live in a world of only light, and thankfully, nor one of only dark.
Both joy and suffering exist in our world; however, we are reminded during
Advent that even in winter darkness, the simplest candle flame can grow a joy
within our deepest selves that cannot be extinguished. This light is God's joy,
and God's joy becomes ours. It is this joy that we carry forward to light the
world, and then receive again and again and again.
Joanna John

FRIDAY, DECEMBER 15
Home
When I think of Advent and the holiday season, I think of home. I think about
dinner at my parent's house and the church I grew up in. Home is the place
where you walk in the door and someone is happy to see you. There may be
good food and a place to sleep; but there are definitely hugs, love, and joy.
Recently I spent a few months in Shanghai, a place that didn't feel very much
like home. The food is different, people stared at me, and I don’t speak
Chinese. But actually I had a home there: our neighbor would leave us

dinner; I could get a hug after a long day, and stay up late for tea time and
long talks about life. These things brought joy to our Shanghai townhouse
and made it home.
I’ve always been skeptical of people who say everyone wants the same things.
Some people want prestige and have big ambitions, some want big families,
some like chaos, and others like peace and quiet. I realize now that most
people want a home.
The hardest thing about watching the news and the lives of those around me is
seeing people who don't have a home. From people who live long distances
from their families to disasters that displace people; from people who aren't
accepted by their communities to immigrants who no longer belong at home
but don't feel they belong here either, there are so many people who just want
to go home.
I'm not sure if earth felt like home to Jesus when he was here. I suspect that,
like most infants, it didn't feel like home when he was born. But I'm thankful
that Jesus came to teach us to love and help us to make the world feel more
like home to everyone.
During Advent I pray that all of God’s children will experience the joy of
being home, and that I can make the world feel a little more like home to
people near me and in places far from me around the world.
Karoline Johnson
SATURDAY, DECEMBER 16
A Love Story
On a cold and rainy, late January Sunday afternoon, a young second semester
freshman pre-med student willed himself, a step at a time, toward the only
theatre close to campus. The challenge of a demanding course load, endless
adjustments to first-year college life, and the suffocating fear of failure/letting
his parents down, converged as a great and lonely weight.

The movie turned out to be a powerful love story, the actress breathtakingly
beautiful. Touched profoundly by the extraordinary portrayal of deep love
and enduring commitment, I experienced a renewal of energy as light broke
through the dark cloud around me.
Outside the theatre, with night falling and a cold wind blowing the rain, my
sense of being alone was suddenly magnified by the joyful, healing
relationship I had just witnessed. As I slowly walked to my dorm, frightened
by my level of discouragement, bordering on despair, I was keenly aware of
desperately wanting/needing a sign of hope, “a word from the Lord.”
Struggling with my faith and the concept of prayer (as a two-way
conversation), I tried to pray, feeling like a lost soul, a stranger in a strange
land, without a map.
Approaching my dorm, I noticed a car parked at the curb, both doors opened
toward the sidewalk. The dome light illuminated the car’s interior. A student
and a woman (obviously his Mom) were in the back seat. The Dad, sitting on
the passenger’s side of the front seat, was turned, facing his son. At the exact
moment, I was beside the car I heard him say, “No matter what, even if you
don’t make it, your Mom and I will never, ever stop loving you.” My feet
tangled; I nearly fell. In that intricately timed encounter, my “soul,” for the
moment, at least, was restored.
As we anticipate the celebration of the Birth, the coming of the Light, and the
priceless gift of Hope; may we be reminded, once again, of the great mystery
and wonder of acceptance, forgiveness, and love, no matter what.
David May

THE LIGHTING OF THE ADVENT CANDLES
THIRD SUNDAY OF ADVENT: JOY
DECEMBER 17
SIMPLE GIFT: MUSIC
ISAIAH 61:1-4, 8-11; LUKE 1:46B-55;
1 THESSALONIANS 5:16-24; AND JOHN 1:6-8, 19-28
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 17
Rejoice Always!
Rejoice always, pray without ceasing, give thanks in all circumstances;
for this is the will of God in Christ Jesus for you.
- 1 Thessalonians 5:16-18
I’ll be honest: I don’t find myself being thankful as often as I’d like these
days. It’s so easy to get caught up in negative news cycles and negative
patterns of communication. It’s quite easy to see what’s wrong, what’s
deficient, what the world around us seems to lack. I think, in fact, that
negativity is probably our “default” setting. From a negative perspective, of
course, the verses above seem impossible: naive, willfully ignorant, or both.
It seems that way, I think, because I’ve forgotten something important.
Somewhere along the way, I must have forgotten that the contents of the vast
treasury of the heart are available, if I would only choose to open it, and seek
them. This passage reminds us that joyfulness and gratitude, like all of the

heart’s virtues, are a moment-to-moment choice. The mind – though it seems
to default to negativity, holding back, turning away from – can choose
otherwise. Having chosen to remain in a state of open receptivity, we find
that the heart responds, allowing us to access our inner stores of gratitude and
joy. These moments of heart-dwelling might be fleeting at first; but we are
encouraged to return there, choosing again and again to turn our minds toward
the positive, to say, “Yes!” to our circumstances, whatever we face. Our
circumstances may not change, but our way of seeing them certainly can.
I think when we are present in this way, open to the heart’s way of seeing, we
often encounter the Spirit. May these encounters sanctify us, heal us, and give
us the grace to give thanks and abide in joy, even when – especially when –
that seems difficult.
Erich Smith
FOURTH WEEK OF ADVENT: LOVE
DECEMBER 18 – 24
SIMPLE GIFT: TRAVEL
SCRIPTURE READINGS FOR THE WEEK:
2 SAMUEL 7:1-11, 16; PSALM 89:1-4, 19-26;
ROMANS 16:25-27; AND LUKE 1:26-38
These texts for the fourth Sunday in Advent and the following reflections move
us on our journey to the Sunday of Love. May God help us give voice to the
wonderful news: Christ is coming to dwell among us! May the joy we feel
stir us to share the Love of Christ.
MONDAY, DECEMBER 18
Let It Be!
Luke 1:26-38
Addie Davis began attending services with the Watts Street Baptist Church of
Durham, North Carolina early in 1963. One Sunday, Davis, who was a

student at Southeastern Seminary in Wake Forest, approached pastor Warren
Carr and told him that her call to be a “preaching minister” was “firm and
definite.” At the time no Southern Baptist church had ordained a woman to
the ministry. Like Mary, Addie Davis was perplexed by her call; yet she
pondered these things in her heart, knowing that the Holy Spirit had come
upon her.
The church soon granted her a license to preach and invited her to fill the
pulpit. But Carr and the deacons resisted ordaining her until she could get a
congregational call. She continued to talk with churches searching for a
minister, but they would always say that they could not find a place for her.
She began to think that they would rather have no pastor rather than a
qualified woman. Though it seemed increasingly unlikely that she would be
called as the pastor of a Baptist church, she continued to trust that nothing is
impossible with God.
In July of 1964 Addie Davis notified Carr and deacon chair Vivian Parks that
the First Baptist Church in Readsboro, Vermont was prepared to call her as
their pastor. Watts Street quickly approved her to stand for ordination, but
first she had to be examined by a committee from the local Baptist
association. When the time for the examination came, the council considered
two candidates. The other prospective ordinand was a young campus minister
whose doubtful opinions on the virgin birth gave the committee cause for
concern, but when they examined Addie, she passed with flying colors.
Still two members of the council confessed they could not in good conscience
approve a woman for ordination. A heated argument ensued, and they were
about to vote her down, when a young minister on the council spoke out,
saying, “Brethren, you leave me confused. In the case of our first candidate
you were quite insistent that he believe that a virgin bore the word. How is it
that you are now so adamant that a virgin should not preach the word?”
Laugher broke out. The committee took a vote, which passed unanimously,
and on August 9, 1964, Addie Davis became the first woman ordained by a
Southern Baptist church.

Here am I, the servant of the Lord. Let it be with me according to your word.
Amen.
Curtis Freeman
TUESDAY, DECEMBER 19
When I was asked to do an Advent Devotional, I said sure. Then I started
thinking about whether I knew anything about Advent. Growing up in eastern
Kentucky as a Southern Baptist in the 1940s and 50s, Advent was like Lent –
something Catholics did, and I didn’t even know a Catholic until after I
graduated from high school.
Even after attending Watts Street for the past 27 years, I realize that I haven’t
given a lot of thought to Advent, except for how much I enjoy watching the
children carry in the different parts of the nativity scene and the lighting of
candles.
Naturally, I know that Advent means to wait and that, during Advent, we are
waiting for the coming of the Christ. Certainly, all of my Christian life I have
been very aware of the fact that, as a Christian, I am waiting for the second
coming of Christ and that a big part of my waiting is to be spent doing those
acts of kindness and justice that Jesus requires of us as He outlines in
Matthew 25: feed the hungry, give water to the thirsty, invite the stranger in,
clothe the needy, tend to the sick, and visit the prisoner.
Surely this season with all of the hurricanes, floods, and earthquakes, we can
all concentrate on waiting for Jesus by following the Matthew 25 instruction,
even more than usual. Psalm 27:14 says, “Wait for the Lord; be strong and
take heart and wait for the Lord.” Particularly with all that is happening in
our country and around the world, we may find it hard to “take heart.”
In this season of Advent may we all “be strong and take heart” as we wait for
the Lord.
Fran Langstaff

WEDNESDAY, DECEMBER 20
A Simple Song
Sing God a simple song
Lauda, Laude
Make it up as you go along
Lauda, Laude
Sing like you like to sing
God loves all simple things
For God is the simplest of all
For God is the simplest of all.
A chaotic Kyrie eleison with multiple and often clashing instruments and
voices opens Leonard Bernstein’s Mass, written for the 1971 opening of the
John F. Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts in Washington, D.C. The
complex Kyrie is followed closely by “A Simple Song,” begun with a single
chord and sung by a single voice that is clear and pure. The melody is
uncomplicated. It calls the listener out of chaos and into reflection. It then
declares God the simplest of all. God, the simplest of all. Can this be?
A YES resonates somewhere deep inside of me, and I ponder: How can our
Source be anything but the simplest, the purest? Called out of chaos I find my
breath; I find that my heart is still carrying its rhythmic beat.

Life in this season of Advent may not feel simple. Our days may be filled not
only with the regular stuff of life, often challenging, but also with additional
tasks and expectations. Chaos may threaten to overshadow expectant joy.
Then I remember the simple, the basic, with a breath. I remember God, the
simplest of all, and I offer this day to God as my simple song.
Nancy Sowa
THURSDAY, DECEMBER 21
Prepare, Wait, and Travel
Travel is the theme word for the fourth week of Advent. Such an appropriate
word! We are reminded that Joseph and Mary, “being great with child,”
traveled from Nazareth in the north of Israel to Bethlehem just south of
Jerusalem. It was an 8 to 10 day-long exhausting journey of 100 miles over
difficult terrain. Joseph and Mary likely traveled with others for a required
enrollment and taxation in Bethlehem, the city of David, Joseph’s ancestral
home. (The journey was about the same as a hike from Durham to Pilot
Mountain!)
Two other words come to mind when we think about the theme word travel.
Those words are prepare and wait. All trips require us to prepare – to get
ready. Surely Joseph and Mary had to make preparations for the 100-mile
journey. They likely brought some food with them. Plus they asked their
friends about the dangers to avoid during the journey.
And they had to wait…for the best starting date and for others who would
make the journey with them. Plus Mary was waiting for the expected birth
that she and Joseph knew was about to happen.
The days of Advent are days of preparation and waiting. There are all the
tasks we “simply must accomplish” before Christmas Day. Also there is the
preparation – sometimes overlooked – of our spiritual hearts and minds to lay
claim to the coming again of the baby Jesus. And the waiting…for the
children and, indeed, for some of the rest of us, waiting is the most difficult

part. Our we-want-it-now selves find waiting a test of endurance not easily
accomplished and sometimes sparking short tempers!
May the traveling journey toward Christmas continue as we both prepare and
wait.
Dear God, help us to remember the traveling journey of Joseph and Mary as
we continue to prepare and wait for the celebration that is just days away.
Amen.
Richard Chorley
FRIDAY, DECEMBER 22
Advent is filled with many activities leading up to the birth of Jesus. The
month of December is always busy with church activities, school events,
social gatherings, Christmas parades, shopping, cooking, and preparing for
Christmas day. At some point, we have all gotten caught up in the
commercialized version of Christmas. Sometimes it is hard to slow down and
remember “the reason for the season.”
The theme for this Advent Season is “Simple Gifts,” and on Sunday we will
light the Advent candle of Love. Simple gifts are usually not purchased at a
store and don’t come with a bow on top. They are given with love and
received with grace.
I can think of a lot of simple gifts I get during the Advent Season: the
Children’s Christmas Pageant at church, singing Christmas carols with my
family in the car, and Christmas Caroling in the nursing home. These simple
gifts bring love and joy. Simple gifts that we can give are smiles, asking
people how they are doing, opening a door for someone, or doing something
nice for other people (even strangers). The simple gifts we give each other
are the best kind of gifts.

Christmas Day at our house is always simple. We don’t have to be anywhere
or do anything. After breakfast and gift giving, we relax and spend time with
our family. My favorite simple gift is watching Christmas movies with my
sister and eating leftovers. It is nice not to be on a schedule on Christmas
Day.
The circumstances surrounding Jesus’ birth were simple. He was born in
stable that he shared with animals. In this week’s gospel lesson, the angel
tells Mary not to be afraid because God has found favor with her. She will
conceive and give birth to a son and call him Jesus. “He shall be great, and
shall be called the Son of the Highest: and the Lord God shall give unto him
the throne of his father David: And he shall reign over the house of Jacob
forever: and of his kingdom there shall be no end” (Luke 1:26-38). Jesus was
God’s gift to all of us.
Emily Holloway
SATURDAY, DECEMBER 23
Kelly and I were married on December 11, 1999. Our wedding party was
small, but the sanctuary felt full with the warm regard of family and friends,
many of whom had traveled long Georgia back roads to attend this worship
service in my hometown.
The wedding processional that we chose was a lovely piano arrangement of
the Quaker melody “Simple Gifts.” When I hear the tune today, I remember a
younger version of myself, walking toward Kelly and toward our life together.
This song centered us on that day and reminded us to focus on love.
This beautiful and busy Advent season needs centering moments too.
Sometimes those moments are unexpected, like a hug from a child or a kind
gesture from a stranger. Other times we have to create those pauses for
ourselves – scheduling time with a dear friend or sitting in front of a lighted
Christmas tree. I expect that God is with us as we are bustling about on
shopping errands or fretting over a holiday meal, but being aware of God’s

presence makes room for the essence of Christmas that we long for – peace
and hope, love and grace.
In this season, despite the tasks and amid the wonder, may we remember
Emmanuel, God with us.
Elizabeth Sasser
THE LIGHTING OF THE ADVENT CANDLES
FOURTH SUNDAY OF ADVENT: LOVE
DECEMBER 24
SIMPLE GIFT: TRAVEL
2 SAMUEL 7:1-11, 16; PSALM 89:1-4, 19-26;
ROMANS 16:25-27; AND LUKE 1:26-38
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 24
Hope is coming. And so one of the
messages of Advent is, don't weep over leaves.
-Ann Lamott
Waiting patiently and cheerfully is challenging. The anticipation of the
arrival of a loved one or even a package in the mail fills me with delight, but
also anxiety.

As the days grow shorter and the light changes during this season, it is easy
for melancholy and nostalgic thoughts to creep in. My mood can become
regretful and negative. On some days, I feel despair over our inhumanity to
one another. I grieve for the heartbreak of so many people around the world
dealing with man-made and natural upheaval. It is easy to get carried along
on that stream of thought. I think I may be guilty of “weeping over leaves.”
But Advent, I am reminded, is about hope and leaning into faith in God’s love.
I remember that my grandfather carried a handwritten Bible verse in his wallet.
It rested on top of all the grandchildren’s photos. “Now faith is the substance
of things hoped for, the evidence of things not seen” (Hebrews 11:1). He was a
humble man full of faith yet still carried this reminder.
We are waiting for God’s greatest gift of love. It is a love beyond our
comprehension. Both the light and dark of each moment are evidence of God’s
love for us. There is hope for humanity and all that we suffer. God knows us
even in our anxiety.
I am choosing to turn toward hope this advent. I embrace the delight of
anticipation. As leaves fall and days cool, I am waiting joyously for the
arrival of the Christ child.
April Walton

THE LIGHTING OF THE CHRIST CANDLE
CHRISTMAS DAY
DECEMBER 25
ISAIAH 9:2-7; PSALM 96;
TITUS 2:11-14; 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.

MONDAY, CHRISTMAS DAY
I’m afraid I won’t get it all done. I’m afraid everyone won’t get along. I’m
afraid of being depressed today. I’m afraid of what it will be like without her
here, without him, without them here. I’m afraid. Advent and Christmas are
so often filled with fears, some that are put upon us by the outside world’s
expectations of what we’re supposed to feel, others that come from deep
within us. For some they are actively felt. For others they are like a dull ache
somewhere deep inside. Some try and avoid them, just for today. Others can
do no such thing and are overwhelmed with pain.
I used to think that Christmas was the day to put those things aside, that
Christmas was the day to try and forget what was wrong with the world, what
was wrong with my life. It was the day of escape. But somehow it never was.
Those thoughts were present anyway. Those fears just crept back in anyway.
Until.
Until I remember the young mother of 2000 years ago, pregnant out of
wedlock, who by every account might have been stoned to death were it not
for Joseph. Until I remember the threat to all the boy babies of that time.
Until I remember that life has always had loss and pain. And that’s when I
really remember…
…that Christmas day isn’t the day to put aside anything. It isn’t the day to
pretend or to imagine that all is well. It’s the day to realize that in the midst
of fears, in the midst of grief, in the midst of a world in turmoil, peace broke
through anyway. Somehow in the darkness, love labored to show its cause
and was birthed anew in the form of a fragile child. God in the most
vulnerable of all places, with the most powerful of messages. God’s love
breaks through in the midst of our lives, in spite of it all, with a sense of
possibility and grace.
Come quiet incredible gift. Come into my life and world.
Dorisanne Cooper

EPIPHANY
JANUARY 6
ISAIAH 60:1-6; PSALM 72:1-7, 10-14;
EPHESIANS 3:1-12; AND MATTHEW 2:1-12
The season of Advent concludes with Christmas Day. The twelve days
following Christmas Day comprise Christmastide. Epiphany Day occurs on
January 6, and we usually celebrate Epiphany on the first Sunday following
that date. This year, we celebrate Epiphany Sunday on January 7.
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 from the east to find the Christ Child. Their visit represents Jesus’
manifestation to the Gentiles. 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.
SATURDAY, JANUARY 6 – EPIPHANY
As soon as the Thanksgiving dishes are cleared and the kitchen put back in
order, I go to the closet holding the Christmas decorations. Among the most
treasured Christmas items are the story books, some of which survive from
my childhood. A newer addition to the collection is Humphrey’s First
Christmas by Carol Heyer.
From the detailed picture of Humphrey’s fascinating face on the cover, to the
touching conclusion, this story grabs me and invites me to respond to the birth
of the Christ Child through the eyes of Humphrey, one of the camels bearing
heavy gifts to the new-born king.
On the long trek to find this new-born king, Humphrey has lost his “glorious
carpet blanket,” a blanket that protects his back from the heavy load he is
forced to carry. Until he finally convinces the caravan master to provide

another blanket, he suffers greatly. He cries out in pain and weeps. In
frustration at Humphrey’s crying and weeping, the master finally tosses him a
new blanket, not only a symbol of comfort, but also of splendor.
The caravan continues, finally entering Bethlehem. Through Humphrey’s
eyes we experience the conclusion of their journey:
At last we reach the end of our journey, but I am confused.
There is no great palace, no rich oasis, no palm heavy with
fruit. I see only a lowly stable with a family inside…. Finally!
The chests are taken from my back and placed before this tiny
child…. I have walked past many children, but never before
have I felt the need to walk toward one. Now I kneel before
this baby shivering in a manger. Watching him gladdens me
more than sweet water, fresh hay, or even my wonderous new
blanket. I look into the baby’s eyes, and I am overwhelmed by
love. I pull the treasure from my back and lay my gift
carefully upon this child.
During Epiphany we celebrate the Light of the Christ, made known to all,
even to the Gentile kings. I am called once again to open my life to the gift of
this Light. In gratitude for this gift of the Light of the world, and following
the example of Humphrey and the kings, I am challenged to offer gifts to our
suffering world. Your gifts are different from mine. No matter the specific
form of the gifts, we all are called to offer comfort, acceptance, joy, hope,
peace, love….
I pray that I will remember to “pull the treasure from my back,” or release it
from my hands and heart, and offer it with generosity to those around me in
need.
Diane Eubanks Hill

