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“/ am bringing you good news of great joy for all the people: to you is born this day in the
aity of David a Savior, who is the Messiah the Lord.” ~ Luke 2:10-11

Dear Friends,

Advent arrives when the nights are long, deep, and dark. The times we live in can
sometimes feel full of darkness, sorrow, conflicts, and division. It can be difficult to find
the joy of the season but we are called to rejoice in the birth of our Savior. We are called
to look to Jesus, the light of the world.

May we remember the joy the shepherds experienced when they heard the good news of
Christ's birth. May we remember the angel’s announcement of “good news of great
Joy" (Luke 2:10).

May we too have moments of joy this season.

Joy to the World'is the title of Children’s Ministries” 13t annual Advent and Christmas
devotional book. We have used thoughts from our clergy, church staff, Children’s
Ministries staff, friends, and other authors. The beautiful artwork is from the children of
MPUMC, and what a gift that is! As you read through its pages, we pray your family will
find ways to grow closer to one another and find glimpses of peace and joy during this
Advent season.

Amy Jo Alspaugh

Leslie Lowery

Danielle Prevatte

Lisa Ross-Smit _
Betsy Scott -

The Shepherd, Claire Mosby, age 10



The Manger, Ridge Ries, age 9
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Today we light the first candle on the Advent Wreath — the candle of Hope. If you have a
lot of readers in your family, make this ritual one where they can participate. Use it the
way it works best for your family.

Reader:

Reader:

Reader:

Reader:

God's people waited for hundreds and thousands of years for the birth of
God’s son. We still wait today. We wait and prepare our hearts during the
season of Advent to celebrate once again the mystery of Christmas.

Read Jeremiah 33:14.

(Light the first candle.) We light the candle of Hope. The prophet Jeremiah tells
us that God will fulfil the promise that God made to Israel and Judah by giving
them a Messiah.

“Light the Advent candle, one: Now the waiting has begun; we have started on
our way, time to think of Christmas day. Candle, candle, burning bright, shining
in the cold winter night; candle, candle, burning bright, fill our hearts with
Christmas light.”

Quietly enjoy the light of the Hope candle.

Sing “A Candle is Burning” to the tune of “Away in a Manger.”

A candle is burning, a flame warm and bright,

A candle of HOPE in December’s dark night.

While angels sing blessings from heaven’s starry sky,
Our hearts we prepare now for Jesus is nigh.

Prayer:

Reader:

God of Hope, sometimes we find it very hard to wait. We want everything right
now. Help us to wait. Help us to
know that because we have hope, we
can wait. We know that something is
about to happen! Amen.

(Extinguish the candle.) We
extinguish the light of the candle of
Hope, knowing that the light of Jesus
lives in our hearts always.

The Best Season Ever, Austin Moses, age 6
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During Advent we do hark to those “/erald angels” singing, * Glory to the newborn King!
We sing of angels, but can we get quiet and hear them? “ 7he world in solemn stillness
lay, to hear the angels sing,” “ sweetly singing o er the plains” that “ glorious song of old.”
When Christmas arrives, we plead with them to sing even more for us: “Sing, choirs of
angels, sing in exultation!’
According to the Gospel of Luke,
when the angels appear to the
shepherds, one speaks. The angel
says to them, “Jo not be

afraid’ (Luke 2:10). “And suddenly
there was with the angel a
mulfitude of the heavenly host,
praising God and saying, ‘Glory fo
God” (Luke 2:13-14). But surely
the angels’ praising involved

singing as the carols suggest.

Angels Looking at the Star, Alexander Hieronymus, age 9
We don't for a moment think of an
angel soloist. Angels sing together. And so for us, the most lovely witness of singing in
worship is that all of us, young and old, sopranos, tenors, altos and basses, and those
who aren’t quite any of those, do it together. Finding unity at church may not be simple.
But when we stand and sing all four stanzas of some hymn, we are mystically one.

Angels are not just about playing harps, “bending near the earth, to touch their harps of
gold”as artists have imagined. Angels are about communicating God’s will, the breaking
in of God's reign into our world, into our lives.

And remember the Bible’s assignment to engage in radical hospitality: “Do not neglect to
show hospitality to strangers, for by doing that some have entertained angels without
knowing it.” (Hebrews 13:2). So the angels we encounter this Advent will be the
homeless, the poor, the marginalized, the hurting, maybe even the untouchable. Can we
show hospitality? Can we make room for the angels?

~ Dr. James Howell, Senior Pastor
from Why This Jubilee? Advent Reflections on Songs of the Season
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I was in a rush to make our way through the parking lot and onto the beach.
She was in no rush at all.

On my own, | could have hustled across that lot in under a minute, including stopping to
pay the parking meter.

I lost track of how long it was taking the two of us.

She stopped early and often. She stopped to watch a family unload a ridiculous amount of
paraphernalia from the back of their car. She stopped to examine a long-forgotten
seashell left on the wooden railing. She stood completely still, carefully eyeing the
longboards in the hands of two surfers passing by.

Not yet to the sand, we stopped to sit on a bench. We could see, hear and smell the
ocean, yet were not close enough to touch it.

| was getting anxious. | had “Take Ma to the beach” on my to-do list that warm May
morning, and it looked like | was not going to get to check it off. Just as | was beginning to
feel this outing was a complete disaster, a lady walking by stopped to speak to us. She
told me about her mother who had Alzheimer’s and how she used to bring her to the
beach. She said it made her mother feel happy and relaxed. She told me how much she
missed her and how lovely it was to see the two of us here together.

So we sat.

We watched mothers walk by with their children. Some mothers clutching sandy toddler
hands. Some preschoolers running ahead being scolded to slow down. We watched
college students stroll past in no hurry at all. All the time in the world stretching out
before them.

I think | will always like to check things off my to-do list and see how efficiently | can finish
a task. It's just who | am. But whenever | am feeling particularly anxious about something
undone, | remember this day at the beach, when we never quite made it to the beach. It
was never really about the beach anyway.

This Advent season, | hope you can find some time to admire all that is around you, the
extraordinary and the ordinary. This season isn't meant to be rushed. It isn't a to-do list
to check-off before Christmas. May we all slow down, maybe even stop, and prepare our
hearts for what is to come.

~ Leslie Lowery, Assistant Director of Children’s Ministries
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“Then an angel of the Lord stood before them, and the glory of the Lord shone around
them, and they were terrified. But the angel said fo them, ‘Do not be atraid); for see—/
am bringing you good news of great joy for all the people: to you is born this day in the
aity of David a Savior, who is the Messiah, the Lord." ~ Luke 2:9-11

Advent is the name believers give to the season that leads up to Christmas. It's a Latin
word, adventus, which means arrival or approach. Whenever | think of arrivals, my mind
goes to airports. | love the Arrivals terminal. There are always groups of people waiting to
see their loved ones step off the plane, holding signs, carrying flowers, and running to
meet those they love. It's a delight to see the smiles, hugs, and sighs of joy that
accompany these reunions.

| remember one arrival, though, that was quite the opposite. | was living in Austin, Texas,
and the President was coming to town. It just so happened that | was headed to the
airport that same day. As | walked to my gate, | saw Air Force One parked on the tarmac!
As boarding time neared, the crew made an announcement: “If we hurry, we can take off
before the President arrives back at the airport. If we don’t, we'll be grounded for hours.”

| have never seen such focused intensity! People skipped bathroom breaks, gate-checked
bags without complaint, and helped each other onto the plane. There was a concerted,
determined effort to 7ot be there when the President arrived. We sacrificed, worked
together, and moved quickly to avoid him.

And we succeeded! We avoided him!

I wish | could see that level of dedication to Jesus’ arrival. Only, instead of hustling away,
I'd want us to work together, sacrifice, and focus on moving toward him as quickly as
possible.

The shepherds heard the best arrival notification in history. And yet, | read the stories of
Jesus’ birth and sigh. God sent angels, set stars blazing in the heavens, and had
shepherds shouting in the streets. There was even a prophet in the Temple proclaiming
the good news. But most people just went on with their days, oblivious to the greatest
arrival in history.

What about us? What about you? If you had heard, would you have risked leaving work,
missing a meeting, or braving the traffic? Would you go? Gosh, | hope so.

Remind yourself this Christmas season that the goal is to welcome our Savior. Be willing
to risk, sacrifice, and even leave things behind to greet Jesus on his arrival.

~ Rev. Laura Heikes, Pastor of Missions and Community Engagement
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When | was a little girl, | found the secret hiding spot where my parents kept some of the
Christmas presents. When they were not around, | would go to it and look through the
gifts to see if | could figure out which gifts might be mine. It was not until | got older that |
realized | was taking away the joy and surprise of the season by knowing my gifts ahead
of time. I've also learned that it's more fun to look in my closet at the Christmas gifts | am
giving others and to experience the joy of watching them open their gifts.

During the holidays, we find ourselves busy shopping, wrapping gifts, going to parties,
and baking. Our calendars are completely booked. If we are not careful, we are exhausted
by the time Christmas Day arrives. We
often are left wondering where the joy of
the season went. Joy is supposed to be
part of the holiday festivities. Joy is the
third candle we light on the Advent
wreath. Joy is one of the fruits of the
Spirit. We sing the carol “Joy to the World”
and wonder where the joy is.

What brings us joy? The answer will be
different for each of us. One thing is
certain though. Joy does not come from
the world. Joy comes from God. Joy does
not come from something you can buy. It
comes freely given, just as the Christ child
came to us. Joy to the World, Charley Fulghum, age 10

The angels rejoiced at the birth of Jesus, the wise men rejoiced, and Mary and Joseph
rejoiced. How can we rejoice this Advent season? Perhaps our joy can be in slowing down.
Perhaps our joy can be in giving more than receiving. Perhaps our joy can be in
spreading joy to others.

May you celebrate the birth of the savior with joy. May you sing with joy as the angels did.

~ Amy Jo Alspaugh, Director of Children’s Ministries
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Today is a day many people celebrate as St. Nicholas Day. Nicholas was born in what is
now called Turkey. His parents died when he was young. They left him a lot of money.

One day he heard about a man with three daughters who had lost all his money. Although
the daughters were old enough to get married, they could not because the family had no
money. They would be sold as slaves.

The night before the oldest daughter was to be sold, she washed her stockings and put
them in front of the fire to dry. Then all of them went to sleep — the father and the three
daughters.

In the morning, the daughter saw a lump in her stocking. Reaching in, she found a small,
heavy bag with gold inside — enough gold to provide food for the family and money for
her dowry!

The next morning, another bag with gold was found. Imagine! Two of the daughters would
now be saved. Such joy!

The next night, the father planned to stay awake to find out who was helping his
daughters. He dozed off but heard a small “clink” as another bag landed in the room.
Quickly he jumped up and ran out the door. Who did he catch ducking around the corner?

“Nicholas, it is you! Thank you for helping us — | hardly know what to say!” Nicholas asked
the father to thank God and then to tell no one what Nicholas had done.

Nicholas continued helping people. He always tried to help secretly. He didn’t want any
attention or thanks. Years passed and he was chosen to be a bishop. Bishops look after
their people as shepherds look after their sheep. And that is what Nicholas did.

Everyone loved Nicholas. After he died, they told stories of the good and kind things
Nicholas had done. He is an example of how we should live. And that is why he became a
saint.

Our tradition of hanging stockings goes back to this story about St. Nicholas. Many of us
also have the tradition of setting out a plate of cookies and a glass of milk to welcome
Santa as he sneaks into our houses to leave gifts, much like St. Nicholas.

This year when you welcome Santa with cookies and milk, think about this: What would
you do for Jesus if you knew he was coming to your house in the middle of the night?
Would you provide food or a blanket? How would you prepare a place for him near a fire
or at the kitchen table?

Prayer of St. Nicholas: God of joy and cheer, we thank you for your servant, the good
bishop Nicholas. In loving the poor, he showed us your kindness; in caring for children, he
revealed your love. Make us thoughtful without the need for reward so that we, too, may
be good followers of Jesus. Amen.
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“Let the heavens be glad, and let the earth rejoice; let the sea roar, and all that fills it; let
the field exult, and everything in it. Then shall all the trees of the forest sing for joy.”
~ Psalm 96:11-12

When we think of joy, we often associate it with happiness, but biblical joy runs much
deeper. It's the confidence that no matter the struggles or trials we face, the promise of
God's love is steadfast. In this season of Advent, we are

invited to anticipate the coming of Jesus with this C '

deep-rooted joy. The angel proclaimed, “I bring you
good news of great joy to ALL people!”

Recently, | was able to visit California to see the sequoia
trees. | was awestruck by their size and beauty! These
ancient giants (some more than 3,000-years-old) stand
tall and resilient through storms, fires, and the passage
of time. Their roots are surprisingly shallow for such
massive trees, but they intertwine with the roots of other
sequoias forming a network of strength and stability.
This interconnectedness allows them to withstand even
the most severe conditions.

The Manger, Ford Hurley, age 8

In the same way, our joy in Christ gives us strength. It anchors us through life’s storms
because it is rooted in something far greater than ourselves. When we connect to God as
our source of true joy, we stand firm, even when everything around us seems unsteady.
And just as the sequoias rely on one another for stability, we are called to share our joy in
Christ with others. This abundant joy is for ALL people! It is not meant to be hoarded but
to be shared. Joy to the world!

As we prepare our hearts for the coming of Jesus this Advent season, let us remember
that the joy He brings is for everyone. It is enduring, resilient, and grows stronger when
shared with others. Just as His beautiful sequoias thrive together, we too flourish when we
root ourselves in the joy of the Lord and support one another in that joy.

~ Susan Quinn Matz

Prayer: Gracious Lord, thank you for the gift of your precious Son, who brings joy to the
world. Thank you for the gifts of nature that you have provided to help us understand
your love. Help us fo root ourselves in your joy so that we may stand firm in our faith. Give
us hearts to spread the joy of Christ to others. Amen.
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Baby Jesus, Eva James Zoog, age 7
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Today we light two candles on the Advent Wreath — the candle of Hope and the candle of
Peace. If you have a lot of readers in your family, make this ritual one where they can
participate. Use it the way it works best for your family.

Reader:  Today we mark the second Sunday of Advent and as God's people we continue
to wait. We wait and prepare our hearts during the season of Advent to
celebrate once again the mystery of Christmas. (Light the first candle.) The
prophets told us to hope.

Reader: Read Isaiah 40:9.

Reader:  (Light the second candle.) We light the candle of Peace. The prophet Isaiah
says to lift up your voice with good tidings — the good news of peace.

Reader:  “Light the Advent candle, two: Think of humble shepherds, who filled with
wonder at the sight of the child of Christmas night. Candle, candle, burning
bright, shining in the cold winter night; candle, candle, burning bright, fill our
hearts with Christmas light.”

Quietly enjoy the light of the Hope and Peace candles.
Sing “A Candle is Burning” to the tune of “Away in a Manger.”

A candle is burning, a candle of PEACE,
A candle to signal that conflict must cease,
For Jesus is coming to show us the way,
A message of peace humbly laid in the hay.

Prayer:  God of Peace, help us during the season of Advent, to be peacemakers in your
name. Amen.

Reader:  (Extinguish the candle.) We extinguish the light of the candle of Hope and the
candle of Peace, knowing that the light of Jesus lives in our hearts always.



Silent Night, Porter Guy, age 5

Advent marks the beginning of the Christian year despite falling at the end of our calendar
year. Perhaps 2024 was a wonderful year for you, but it was a challenging year for me. It
was filled with grief, heartache, anxiety, stress, and weariness. Christmas is filled with
jolliness and joy, which can make our grief feel out of place. | think it's important for us to
not get caught up in the “Christmas spirit” and miss out on Advent.

Advent is a season of hope, a time where our sorrows can be laid before God and we can
join in the hopeful waiting for Jesus. Jesus doesn’t erase the suffering of the world, but
meets us in it. Jesus joins us in our pain and guides us toward a true and eternal hope. |
am so grateful for the complexity of Advent and the space it allows me to feel both
sadness and joy, both grief and hope, both weariness and anticipation.

| encourage all of us to allow this Advent season to be a time of honest reflection — to
invite our grief, our weariness, our joy, and our gratitude to stay with us as we wait for the
hope found only in Jesus Christ, our Savior.

~ Rev. Taylor Pryde Barefoot, Pastor of Emerging Ministries
Prayer: Holy God, we lay our experiences, our memories, our emotions at your feet. Meet

us this Advent. Help us to be peaple of hope. Thank you for meeting us exactly where we
are. Amen.
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Joy to the world, the Lord is come!
Let earth receive her King!
Let every heart prepare him room
And heav'n and nature sing,
And heav'n and nature sing,
And heav'n and heav'n and nature sing.

A few years ago, as | was helping line up the children in the narthex for Christmas Eve, a
fifth grader marveled that | could sing along without a hymnal. He asked me how | knew
all of the words. | smiled sheepishly and admitted that such knowledge came with my
advanced age. (I also sang in my church choir, my school choir and an a cappella group
in high school, which helped me memorize so many hymns.) In French the verb for
memorize is apprendre par coeur, which literally means to learn by heart. | love thinking
that the words to these hymns reside both in my mind and my heart.

I've always loved the hymn “Joy to the World” and have been thinking especially about
what it means for every heart to prepare him room. | spend so much time in November
and December getting my house ready, but what am | domg to prepare my heart for
Jesus? What might it mean to repeat o - =
the sounding joy and share of the
wonaers of his love this Advent?

Let every heart:

o Show up for worship and joyfully
sing the words we know by heart

« Volunteer with Room in the Inn

e Smile at strangers and make room
for them in our pew

e Participate in Roof Above’s
Operation Sandwich

o Use the church shuttle to save the  Baby in a Manger and Shepherd and His Sheep
closest parking spots for others Jack Yates, age 7

When we actively participate in worship, demonstrate love for our neighbors, and
generously offer hospitality and words of welcome, we prepare our hearts for Jesus and
do our part to bring joy to the world!

~ Betsy Scott, Assistant Director of Children’s Ministries

Prayer: Precious Lord, help us prepare our hearts for you. As we go about this Advent
season, may we sing the good news and spread joy to the world. Amen.
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“You make known to me the path of life; you will fill me with joy in your presence, with
eternal pleasures at your right hand.” ~Psalm 16:11

| once heard that “/oy is sustainable, happiness is fluctuating.” There will be days in our
lives when we get stuck in traffic, miss our alarm and then the biggest meeting of the
quarter, or even get news we were not prepared to handle that day. This is when
happiness fluctuates. But joy? Joy, my

friend, is what sustains us until our

happiness is filled back up to the brim.

If we are filled with joy in God's presence,
and Christmas is when we are reminded
of God’s literal presence with us — in the
form of Jesus — then how much more is

this season filled with joy? The concept of :
Joy to the worldis now that the whole ¥ '
world has a tangible reminder that we are e 3

not alone, we are not hopeless, and we ' 4 '

are no longer in a state of anguish (even

on our darkest days). Joy whispers in our

ear that Jesus is nearby. Joy shouts from -~ -~ -

the rooftops that God has not forgotten Star, Crew Fulghum, age 4~~~ - - -
us! Joy reminds us that there is hope — in

the form of a tiny baby boy — even when all hope seems lost.

This joy is not an empty promise either. This joy makes known to us the path of life and
greets us with eternal pleasure once our course here on Earth is done. Joy reminds us
that those who have gone before — and that maybe we are grieving a little extra this
holiday season — are experiencing hope even as we read this booklet.

Perhaps joy is Poppy from the movie 7ro/ls singing, “I will get back up again,” after
fighting strange monsters, literal wild flowers and cawing birds. Joy isn’t an empty promise
or trite, blind optimism. Joy reminds us that our hope is in Jesus, and if Jesus is right
beside us at all times, then we are not hopeless, even on the days that seem the
grimmest.

~ Mary Helen Lockee, Assistant Director of Youth Ministries



Thusdasy. Decemboy 12

Many years ago, when my children were very young, | asked them if they knew the words
to that beautiful Christmas carol “Joy to the World.” They nodded and began belting at the
tops of their voices, “Jeremiah was a bullfrog. He was a good friend of mine.” That wasn't
the rendition that | had in mind, but | couldn’t help but laugh. | let them continue (they
knew almost every word!). When they got to the chorus, | listened carefully: “Joy fo the
world. All the boys and girls. Joy to the fishes in the deep blue sea. Joy to you and me.”

| read somewhere that Three Dog Night may have gotten the inspiration for the song from
the prophet Jeremiah and that there actually is a song that begins with “/eremiah was a
prophet...” Now | don't know about that — it would be interesting to explore at some
point, but | do know that singing that chorus over and over is fun and it makes me smile.

| am not sure that my children ever learned the words to the hymn “Joy to the World,” but
| know that we sang it during Advent, Christmas, and even other times of the year. The
song has a pretty impressive pedigree. The words were written in 1719 by Isaac Watts, an
English minister and hymnist. We usually sing it to the American composer Lowell Mason's
1848 arrangement of a tune attributed to George Frideric Handel.

Watts said that his inspiration for the hymn was Psalm 98:4-9 in which the psalmist says,
“.. . break forth into joyous song and sing praises. . . Let the sea roar and all that fills it;
the world and those who live in it. . . Let the floods clap their hands. . . let the hills sing
fogether for joy at the presence of the Lord, for he is coming. . .” Watts tells us, “Let. . .
heaven and nature sing. . .while fields and floods, rocks, hills, and plains repeat the
sounding joy. . .He rules the worfd. . . ”And Three Dog Night says over and over, “Joy to
the world. . . joy fo the fishes. . .
Joy to you and me.”

As we prepare for the birth of our
Savior, may our hearts be filled
with joy as we sing with the
psalmist, Isaac Watts, or Jeremiah
the bullfrog,

“Let heaven and nature sing.”

~ Sarah Sumner

The Barn, Tel Mosby, age 8
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“I am the Alpha and the Omega, the First and the Last, the Beginning and the End.”
~ Revelation 22:13

I've always enjoyed countdowns and | suspect some of you do, too. We use countdowns
before midnight on New Year's Eve, before sporting events, at pedestrian walkways, and
of course, for rocket launches. As a boy,
| followed the Apollo missions to the
moon on television (I still have my G.I.
Joe with his space suit and helmet) and
eagerly used terms like T-minus 10 and

blast-off. Before the launch, they would w ‘
go around the room to be sure that -~ ijp
everyone was ready. Are we a “GO?” = — v
Seos el te .y

The tradition of Advent calendars : : ;
reminds us that this is a countdown of == \\ i g AT R
sorts to the essential event of the Holy Lamb, Carson Kloss, age 9
incarnation of Jesus at Christmas.

And yet, Jesus is the Alpha and Omega, the beginning and the end. So even though God
is timeless, his son appears briefly in time in human form and we prepare for and
celebrate the anniversary of that arrival.

My question this Advent is how to count down to the future but still be living fully in the
present. Can the sentimental qualities of this holiday season lead us to dwell in the past?
(Can anticipation of the new year lead us to neglect the current and the obvious tasks of
the now? In the historical catholic church, Advent was a time of repentance, a penitential
season that helps us release the past to God's grace. What about our anxiety and
excitement about the future?

In his book 7he Eternal Now, Paul Tillich teaches us that “it is the eternal that stops the
flux of time for us. It is the eternal ‘now’ which provides us a temporal ‘now.” Perhaps if
we reconnect with the Alpha and the Omega, the beginning and the end during this
season, we can this year be present, save presence, not just presents, in the present.

~ Dr. Hugh Floya, Director of Music
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Read Isaiah 64:1-11.

The prophet Isaiah says, “O that you would tear open the heavens and come down”. The
Israelites knew what it was like to see destruction all around them, to have their hearts
broken, to feel the pain of the world around them. Leading them to cry out to God, asking
for God to come near, to bring relief.

Each year, Advent always comes at just the right time. When the world is hungry for
reminders that though the world is hurting and broken, we can still cry out to God and ask
for God to come near, to bring healing, to bring relief and wholeness to all of creation. As
we reflect on a year of political division, of war and violence, of witnessing the magnitude
of natural disasters in our own state, we have been witnesses to pain that we can easily
want to ignore and turn away from. It is easy to feel overwhelmed and even helpless amid
such tragedy. It's easy to long for escapes that help us to feel good and help us to put up
blinders. However, the season of Advent is an invitation to be reminded that yes, the
world is not as it should be. So let us cry out to God, let us lament, let us confess, AND let
us ask God to come close once again.

This Advent, may we be reminded that the good news of a child in the manger is the good
news that God does not put up blinders and ignore the pain and brokenness of the world.
But instead, God sees the pain and chooses to come close. God sees the pain in humanity
and decides to come in the flesh so that all flesh may be healed. God comes in the flesh
so that all flesh may be redeemed and one day experience the power of redemption
through the resurrection.

~ Rev. Jessica Dayson, Pastor of Lay Involvement

e T
e

Baby Jesus’ Birthday, Tarpley Ciesluk, age 8



The Sign of Peace, Briggs Fulghum, age 6



Ounduy. Decenfor 19

Today we light three candles on the Advent Wreath — the candle of Hope, the candle of
Peace, and the candle of Joy, which is often called Mary’s candle. If you have a lot of
readers in your family, make this ritual one where they can participate. Use it the way it
works best for your family.

Reader:

Reader:

Reader:

Reader:

Today we mark the third Sunday of Advent and as God's people we continue to
wait. We wait and prepare our hearts during the season of Advent to celebrate
once again the mystery of Christmas. (Light the first candle.) The first candle
reminds us of Hope — God keeps promises. (Light the second candle.) The
second candle reminds us of Peace and Jesus, the Prince of Peace.

Read Isaiah 12:2-6.

(Light the third candle.) We light the candle of Joy and remember that the Lord
has done glorious things.

“Light the Advent candle three: Think of heavenly harmony; angels singing
‘Peace on earth’ at the blessed Savior's birth. Candle, candle, burning bright,
shining in the cold winter night; candle, candle, burning bright, fill our hearts
with Christmas light.”

Quietly enjoy the light of the Hope, Peace, and Joy candles. Sing “A Candle is Burning” to
the tune of “Away in a Manger.”

A candle is burning, a candle of JOY,

A candle to welcome brave Mary’s new boy.

Our hearts fill with wonder and eyes light and glow
As joy brightens winter like sunshine on snow.

Prayer:

Reader:

God of Joy, you love us and take care of us. You pay special attention to the
people others ignore and overlook. You came to live among us as a tiny baby.
We are filled with joy when we say thanks be to God. Amen.

(Extinguish the candle.) We extinguish the light of the candle of Hope, the
candle of Peace, and the candle of Joy, knowing that the light of Jesus lives in
our hearts always.
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Son of God, love’s pure light
Radliant beams from Thy holy face
With the dawn of redeeming grace

Jesus, Lord, at Thy birth!
Jesus, Lord at Thy birth!

| grew up in the Methodist church in Athens, Georgia. Besides the University of Georgia,
Athens is a small town. Christmas Eve church services are a big deal. Our churches are
not huge so you have to get there early to get a seat.

My favorite part of the Christmas Eve service was singing “Silent Night” by candlelight. It
was a family tradition. My husband, Andy, and | continued the tradition with our children.
When they were young, | loved seeing them sing by candlelight. The glow on their little
angelic faces brought tears to my eyes.

My children are all adults now, but we still attend a Christmas Eve service that includes
singing “Silent Night” by candlelight. They have grown a lot and their faces have changed
but the experience is still magical. Last year | noticed that they all teared up as they sang.
They all felt the true meaning of Christmas.

May your holiday be filled with the true spirit of Christmas.

~ Laura Barksdale, Director of The Children’s Gircle

I J:’

Baby Jesus' Family, Emily Fleck, age 7
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"And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us, full of grace and truth; we have beheld
his glory, glory as of the only Son from the Father. (John bore witness to him, and cried,
“This was he of whom | said, ‘He who comes after me ranks before me, for he was before
me.””) And from his fulness have we all received, grace upon grace. For the law was given
through Moses; grace and truth came through Jesus Christ. No one has ever seen God;
the only Son, who is in the bosom of the Father, he has made him known.”

~ John 1:14-18 (RSV Translation)

John chapter 1 points to the truth about the nature of our Incarnate God. Incarnate
means for one to be invested with flesh and bones, signifying the union of divinity with
humanity in Jesus Christ. God knows us and loves us and God chose to be WITH US in the
most intimate of ways. In most all things, nothing can substitute for presence.

My parents live on the other side of the globe and my brother lives on the other side of
the country. We connect via email, phone, and FaceTime. While we appreciate these
various ways of communicating, nothing comes close to us being able to eat together,
play together, and pray together. My children often ask when we will

see Uncle Paul again and when we will visit their grandparents.

In this Advent season, we are, yet again, reminded that our God (I
cared enough for us to be WITH US, taking on human flesh in the -y 7
person of Jesus Christ. In doing so, Jesus reveals the fullness of the 7 e
heart of God, showing us how we can journey toward perfection in

love with God and our neighbors. Jesus, being WITH US, intimately

identifies with our pain, our struggles, and our brokenness while :
offering reconciliation with God. In doing so, Jesus invites us to D;ﬁg[%’oﬁs tgg ﬂ’;f;s,

embrace the full depth of our humanity and seek to live as Jesus ~ Edward Zoog, age 6
lived.

Advent reminds us that our God refuses to play a tourist, as a god who stares and judges
from a distance. On the contrary, our incarnate God desires a real relationship with each
and every one of us, offering a life of transformation, healing, and goodness. Let us be
grateful for our God, Jesus WITH US, and journey onward together in Christian discipleship
witnessing to the world of God'’s grace and mercy.

~ Dr. Uiyeon Kim, Pastor of Discipleshijp

Prayer: Spirit of the living God, we come to you with hearts and arms open to receive the
fullness of your goodness and good news. Grant us patience, courage, and obedience as
we continue to wait for you. Come, Lord Jesus, and fill us with your faith, hope, and love.
In Jesus’ name we pray. Amen.
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Who among us does not have dreams
That this year will be different?
Who among us does not intend to go
Peacefully, leisurely, carefully toward Bethlehem,
For who among us likes to cope with the
Commercialism of Christmas
Which lures us to tinsel not only the tree
But also our hearts?
Who among us intends to get caught up in the tearing around
And wearing down?
Who among us does not long for:
Gifts that give love?
Shopping in serenity?
Cards and presents sent off early?
Long evenings by the fireside with those we love?
(the trimming devoid of any arguing about who's going to hang
what where,
The aroma of cinnamon and nutmeg mingling with the pine
scent of the tree,
And carols playing over our idyllic scene)
And the children! The children cheerfully talking about
Giving instead of getting?
Who among us does not yearn for
Time for our hearts to ponder the Word of God?
Moments of kneeling and bursts of song?
The peace of quiet calm for our spirit’s journey?
This year we intend to follow the Star
Instead of the crowd.
But, of course, we always do
Intend the best
(And sometimes best intentions tend to get the best of us!)
This year, when we find ourselves off the path again
(And we invariably will!),
Let’s not add another stress to our Advent days,
That of “trying to do Christmas correctly”!
Instead, let's approach the birth of our Lord
With joyfu/abandon!



And this year
Let's do what Mary did and rejoice in God,
Let's do what Joseph did and listen to our dreams,
Let’s do what the Wise Men did and go to worship,
Let's do what the shepherds did and praise and glorify God
for all we've seen and heard!
As for the Advent frantic pace, we don't have time for that.
We'll be too busy singing!
This year will be different!

~ Ann Weems, Kneeling in Bethlehem

In the Manger, Kate Cassady, age 7
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“And you, child, shall be called the prophet of the Most High,
for you will go before the Lord fo prepare the way,
to give God's people knowledge of salvation by the forgiveness of their sins.
In the tender compassion of our God the dawn from on high shall break upon us,
to shine on those who awell in darkness and the shadow of death,
and to guide our feet info the way of peace.” ~ Luke 1:76-79

So many of us look for ways to find a better location in life. Sure, we may live, work, and
go to school in a fine location. Yet we may also find ourselves, loved ones, or even
strangers in a difficult location of life: a difficult relationship, compromised business
practices, a stressed financial situation, an unknown diagnosis, an overwhelming fear or a
valley of deep depression. They may smile and sing “O Little Town of Bethlehem,” and yet
not know or trust that their “hopes and fears of all the years are met”in Jesus. They may
not know this because no one has, like John the Baptist, prepared them to find their
Advent location.

Advent is not about scaring people to be prepared to meet God, nor is it about being
scared of God — we have enough of that already! In the midst of your hopes and my

fears, my trials and your unknowns, Advent, like John the Baptist, points us away from

= 1] .- ourselves and what Barbara Brown Taylor
o/ | fg!! /" calls our “exhaustible goodness”, and

instead points our attention toward God and

how Jesus enters our broken humanity.

When we allow people to see God working in
all parts of our lives, we have an opportunity
to prepare people to notice God showing up.
We point people in God’s direction. When we
locate ourselves on the side of God's justice
and mercy, we forecast Advent hope for
others, pointing out God'’s salvation. Every
time you submit yourself to God's forgiveness and grace, you prophesy Advent hope by
your humility, and you help others glimpse the coming kingdom. There, on this frontier,
people who have yet to know God will witness a changing course of your story, and
perhaps their history. May we then hear Zechariah’s song in Luke’s Gospel, more
personally and more tenderly, as God's calling to your Advent location.

Jesus, Frances Mosby, age 6

~ Rev. Nancy Dixon Walton, Pastor of Congregational Care
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Rose Spinks, a friend of Children’s Ministries, shared this favorite devotion from Kate
Bowler's book Have a Beautitul, Terrible Day:

God, we are feeling

the spark of anticipation,

the delight, that gives us the tiniest inkling.

We are beginning to understand the truth:

joy is our natural habitat, our real home.

And just maybe, somehow,

you are making a way for us to live there already.

Jesus, we're craning our necks to see more.
But that’s as far as we can stretch for it.
You are going to have to bring a little
heaven down closer to us.

And show us more of this reality we sense
but can't yet quite comprehend:

that hope fulfilled will become

our foundation,

love our shelter, and joy the air we breathe.

Blessed are we who say,
“

Come, Lord Jesus, and come soon,
You are filling our hearts to overflowing”

Reflection prompt: Where is the pull toward joy in your life now?

Jesus Being Born in the Nativity, Caroline Stout, age 8
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Angels are heavenly beings who are known for being God’s messengers to his children
like you and me. God sends his angels on special missions to deliver messages about
important events that are going to happen in our lives. In the birth story of Jesus we read
of three different visits the angels make to give messages to Mary, Joseph and the
shepherds.

“God sent the angel Gabriel to Nazareth, a town in Galilee, fo a virgin pledged to be
married fo a man named Joseph, a descendant of David. The virgin's name was Mary. The
angel went to her and said, “Greetings, you who are highly favored! The Lord is with you.”
Mary was greatly troubled at his .
words and wondered what kind of ° T
greeting this might be. But the . E = g *
angel said to her, ‘Do not be N :
afrald, Mary, you have found favor - o o o ° :
with God. You will conceive and give 20 i © 0.
birth fo a son, and you are to call ' 0

him Jesus. He will be great and will
be called the Son of the Most High.
The Lord God will give him the
throne of his father David, and he
will rejgn over Jacob's descendants
forever; his kingadom will never
end.”

~ Luke 1:26-33
=] [}
[+] o

) ) i e®2 0 ' © °
In this scripture, God sent his angel, © » . °oo° 0° %" s o ¢ " °
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Gabriel, to tell Mary she is aboutto = = 5.9 "o g 0 e To .
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become pregnant, give birth to a © %o ot g0,0 ece o ° R

son, and is to name him Jesus. Angel of Love, Marin Lall, age 9
“An angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream and said, Joseph son of David, do not
be afraid to take Mary home as your wife, because what is conceived in her is from the
Holy Spirit. She will give birth to a son, and you are to give him the name Jesus, because
he will save his people from their sins.”” ~ Matthew 1:20-21

In this scripture, God sent his angel to Joseph and instructed him to marry Mary and to
name his son Jesus. The name Jesus means, Ae saves and /ight of salvation. This is a
foretelling of what Jesus will do for us later on the cross.



“Suddenly a great company of the heavenly host appeared with the angel, praising God
and saying, ‘Glory to God in the highest heaven, and on earth peace to those on whom
his favor rests.”” ~ Luke 2:13-14

Angels are also known to praise and worship God in heaven.

“When the angels had left them and gone into heaven, the shepherds said fo one
another, 'Let’s go fo Bethlehem and see this thing that has happenead, which the Lord
has told us about.” So they hurried off and found Mary and Joseph, and the baby, who
was lying in the manger.” ~ Luke 2:15-16

In this scripture, the shepherds go to Bethlehem and find the baby Jesus as the angel
had told them.

“The shepherds returned, glorifying and praising God for all the things they had heard
and seen, which were just as they had been fold.” ~ Luke 2:20

| wonder what important message God is sending you this holiday season. Take a
moment and offer a word of praise to God for sending us his son, Jesus.

~ Wendy Wallace-Wright

Angel in the Air, Evelyn Stout, age 5
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Weeks of Waiting, Jackson Hutson, age 8
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Today we light four candles on the Advent Wreath — the candle of Hope, the candle of
Peace, the candle of Joy, and the candle of Love. If you have a lot of readers in your
family, make this ritual one where they can participate. Use it the way it works best for
your family.

Reader:

Reader:

Reader:

Reader:

Today we mark the fourth Sunday of Advent and as God'’s people we continue
to wait. We wait and prepare our hearts during the season of Advent to
celebrate once again the mystery of Christmas. (Light the first candle.) The
first candle is the candle of Hope. (Light the second candle.) The second
candle is the candle of Peace. (Light the third candle.) The third candle is the
candle of Joy.

Read Micah 5:2-5a.

(Light the fourth candle.) Today we light the candle of Love and remember
that Love was born at Christmas.

“Light the Advent candle four: Think of joy forevermore; Christ Child in a stable
born, gift of love that Christmas morn. Candle, candle, burning bright, shining
in the cold winter night; candle, candle, burning bright, fill our hearts with
Christmas light.”

Quietly enjoy the light of the Hope, Peace, Joy, and Love candles.

Sing “A Candle is Burning” to the tune of “Away in a Manger.”

A candle is burning, a candle of LOVE,

A candle to point us to heaven above.

A baby for Christmas, a wonderful birth,

For Jesus is bringing God's love to our earth.

Prayer:

Reader:

God of Love, the waiting is almost over. Come and be born in our hearts.
Amen.

(Extinguish the candle.) We extinguish the light of the candle of Hope, the
candle of Peace, the candle of Joy, and the candle of Love, knowing that the
light of Jesus lives in our hearts always.
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Every Christmas Eve, my dad wore the same holiday outfit: slacks, a white button-down
shirt, loafers, and his holly bow tie. This clip-on bow tie was handmade from felt, with two
green holly leaves side by side and three berries in a triangle in the center. This bow tie is
not fancy. It became faded and tattered
over years of wear at family gatherings,
and it has never been “on trend” (ever).
But I love it because it reminds me that
Christmas and God are in the little details.

Holly branches were used to “deck the halls” at Christmas because the plant’s evergreen
leaves and bright red berries were available during the cold winter season. In Victorian
England, festive Christians couldn't rely on Amazon Prime two-day delivery for their decor
like | will. Instead, decorations were local plants borrowed from nature, which were then
returned to nature after the holiday as animal food and compost. God’s beauty is in the
details.

The prickly leaves of the holly tree serve to protect not only the plant itself, but also
smaller animals during the winter. When the oak trees lose their leaves, depriving
chipmunks and bunnies of protection from predators, they take shelter underneath the
evergreen holly. Above their hiding spot, the holly’s red berries offer vital nourishment for
birds and deer long into the bitterly cold winter. God’s refuge is in the details.

Over time, Christian tradition adopted the symbolism of the prickly, thorny leaves to
remind us of the crown of thorns worn by Christ on the cross, and the red berries to
symbolize the blood spilled by Christ for us. God’s love and grace is in the details.

So, when you see someone wearing a holly bow tie, sing “Fa-la-la-la-la,” or see boughs
decked with holly this Advent season, | hope you remember God's creative beauty,
comforting refuge, and endless love and grace. It's all there to be seen, right in the
Christmas details.

~ Meredlith Starling
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“The people who have walked in darkness have seen a great light: those who lived in a
land of deep darkness on them a light has shined.”~ |saiah 9: 2

Light. During this wonderful season of Advent, waiting for the birth of our Savior and
Lord, | am not sure that there is a more important word to me than light. (I have used
this verse before, and again this season, | am drawn to it as | see “light” in yet another
way, a way that is again living out ministry and the love of Christ.) | see the light that
comes into my office at the peak of the day and makes it warm, the light reflecting off the
benches in the Columbarium, and the light peeking through the stained-glass windows all
hours of the day, from all kinds of sources. That's the beauty and hope of light. It is
refreshing, renewing, and hopeful.

Light. | pray that during this season as we await the “Light of the World” to arrive, you will
“find the light” each day, and look for the light of the love of Jesus Christ. It is there
waiting to shine with you.

There is no darkness that God’s love cannot outshine. Light and hope are needed more
than ever.

Merry Christmas!

~ Julie Wentz, Director of Church Hospitality and Guest Services |}

90 (€ 1

The Star, Margaret Ries, age 7
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Reader:

Reader:

Reader:

All:
Reader:

Reader:

Tonight marks the time known as Christmas Eve. Tonight marks the end of our
waiting for the birth of God’s son. Tonight all those who have waited gather at
the manger.

(Light the first candle.) The people who hope gather there. (Light the second
candle.) The people who pray for peace gather there.

(Light the third candle.) The people who search for joy gather there. (Light the
fourth candle.) The people who long for love gather there.

We gather there.
Read the story of the birth of Jesus in Luke 2:1-20.

To help us celebrate the gift of God’s son, Jesus, we light the Christ candle.
(Light the white Christ candle in the center of the wreath.)

Quietly enjoy the light of the Christ candle as we think about that holy night.

Sing “A Candle is Burning” to the tune of “Away in a Manger.”

We honor Messiah with Christ’s candle flame,

Our Christmas Eve candles glad tidings proclaim,
0O come, all you faithful, rejoice in this night

As God comes among us, the Christian’s true light.

Prayer:

Reader:

Reader:

God of Hope, Peace, Joy, and Love, we give thanks for the gift of your son,
Jesus. Through Jesus, you gifted us with your great love. May our giving and
receiving of Christmas gifts reflect your love. Amen.

(Extinguish the blue candles.) We extinguish the light of all those gathered at
the manger.

Watch while we change the light of Jesus. (Extinguish the Christ candle.) Now
the light lives in all of God's creations. Now the light lives in our hearts and the
hearts of all God’s people.



The Manger Scene, Vera Walsh, age 5



The Newborn King, Lincoln Allison, age 4



“The Christmas Story”
Waiting for Christmas by Carol Greene

“Mighty me,” said Caesar. “I'm ruler of the world. Let's count how many people | rule.”
And so the counting began.

“We must go to Bethlehem,” said
Joseph. “We must be counted in my
hometown.”

“But the baby will soon be born,”
said Mary. “l know,” said Joseph.
“I' know.”

They got to Bethlehem late. The inn
was already full. “You can stay in the
stable,” said the innkeeper.

“I'm afraid that's all that's left.”

2 i {' ,’ ., sk T

“lunderstand,” sighed Joseph. =
God is Born, Adriana Moses, age 9

“Thank you.”

They settled themselves in the stable and there Mary’s baby was born. She wrapped him
in strips of cloth, as mothers did back then, and laid him in a manger full of straw.

“Rest now, Mary,” said Joseph. “I will watch the child.” So Mary closed her eyes and the
dark night folded itself like a blanket around the stable.

Close by, shepherds were tending their sheep. Suddenly the sky filled with light and an
angel appeared. The shepherds trembled and shook in their sandals.

“Fear not,” said the angel. “I bring good news, news to make the whole world joyful.
Today, in Bethlehem, your Savior is born! He is the Lord, the one God promised, and you
will find him in a manger.”

Then a great throng of angels appeared. “Glory to God in heaven!” they sang, “And
peace to his people on earth.”

“Let’s go!” said the shepherds, and they ran as fast as they could to Bethlehem. There in
the stable they found baby Jesus and told what the angel had said. Mary listened quietly
and kept their words like a treasure, deep in her heart.

And baby Jesus slept in the manger, lost in the dreams that babies dream, the small,
helpless ruler of the world.
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Jesus and Joseph, Marshall Guy, age 7
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What happens after Christmas Day? If you look around at the world, you decide that
Christmas is over. It’s time to pack away ornaments and candles and move on. But
Christmas is just beginning on Christmas Day. And it continues for twelve days! What a
delight to know that we do not have to be frantic any more. We can just enjoy Christmas!

Here are suggestions for how your family can enjoy the twelve days of Christmas!
o Have 1 family sleepover under the Christmas tree.

o Visit 2 friends you have not seen in a while.

o Send 3 notes/cards/ pictures to people who could use a smile.

e Play 4 games (cards, board games, etc.)

e Share 5 good memories with someone.

o Name 6 things you are grateful for.

e Give 7 cans of food to a food pantry.

o Try to watch a family movie as close as possible to 8 AM with breakfast in bed
or 8 PM with popcorn.

o (ather the family and read 9 pages in a new book aloud.
o Find 10 items of clothing in your house to donate.

o Stop whatever you are doing at 11:11 and pray for those who are sick or may be in
the hospital.

e Make 12 cookies and take them to someone who is lonely or alone this Christmas.
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Epiphany means “shining forth.” It is the season of the year when we recognize the
significance of Jesus and when his identity as the Christ will begin to manifest itself
beyond the boundaries of a small town in a small country.

When we think of Epiphany, we think of stars and kings. To celebrate this day, read the
story of the wise men’s journey to visit and worship the new king — Matthew 2:1-12.

Move the wise men and their camels to the creche. They arrive to worship the Christ child,
bringing their gifts of gold, frankincense, and myrrh. Even after you pack up the créche,
let the kings and camels hang around for a few weeks! Send them in different directions
away from the créche around the house. Let them be the first bearers of the good news
to faraway places beyond the borders of Israel.

You know what gold is, but what are frankincense and myrrh? Go online to see what you
can learn.

Prayer. God of light, just as the wise men were “overwhelmed with joy” to meet the Christ
child, may we also be overwhelmed with joy to know Jesus. Our light has come and shines
in us this day and always. Amen.

The Wise Men Came to See Him, Hazel Hurley, age 7



North Star, Keegan Hurley, age 4



Christmas Morning, Holston Wright, age 9
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