HELENA UNITED METHODIST CHURCH
2020 ADVENT DEVOTIONAL GUIDE

Advent is the season four weeks before Christmas, in which
we prepare our hearts for the coming of Christ. The season
proclaims Christ’s anticipated coming again in the fullness
of time, as well as the coming of Christ as infant Savior,
whose birth we celebrate at Christmas every year.
The 2020 Advent Devotional Guide is a little different than
in years past. This publication contains devotions by many
from our Helena UMC family, as well as pictures drawn by
some of the children of our church. We simply asked
everyone to write a devotion or draw a picture
demonstrating what Advent 2020 means to them.
You are invited to read these devotions in any order
you choose … and you may decide to read those that
particularly resonate with you more than once!
2020 has been a challenging year for all of us but it is our
hope that these STORIES OF HOPE will provide YOU with
hope as together we begin the Season of Advent 2020.

NOVEMBER 29: The First Day of Advent – Dr. Mary Henley
The voice of on crying out in the wilderness: ‘Prepare the way of the Lord, make his paths
straight. Every valley shall be filled, and every mountain and hill shall be made low,
and the crooked shall be made straight, and the rough ways made smooth;
and all flesh shall see the salvation of God.” — Luke 3:4-6
Advent means “the arrival” and as Christians we observe Advent as a four-week season of
preparation that leads up to the holy day of Christ’s birth, or the arrival of the Messiah, the
Anointed One. The season of preparation mirrors the six-week season of preparation that we call
Lent that leads up to the holy day of Christ’s resurrection. Together, our year is anchored by these
two seasons — both seasons of preparation, both leading up to the holy day at the end of the
season. These seasons give us time to prepare our hearts and minds for the big day. They give us
the chance to settle in to hear God’s voice and to grow spiritually. So, the fact that you are sitting
down to spend some time devoted to God this Advent is a big deal. When we set aside time each
day of Advent for devotion to God it’s like we are saying to God “I want to be with you, hear from
you, listen to you.” That is a significant spiritual decision. When you make that decision you are
deciding to commit to sitting in the presence of the Divine and to lay aside your agendas, to do
lists, activities. It’s a big deal!
During Advent, I like to drink hot chocolate out of my cute snowman coffee mug while I read my
Advent devotional guide. Now, let me be clear, hot chocolate isn’t required and snowmen have no
bearing on our spiritual development! But make no mistake about it, there’s something special
about intentionally marking our Advent days and nights. Make this time with God special, distinct,
on purpose. Some people choose to light a candle on their Advent wreath while they read their
devotion. Some people light a single white Christ candle. Some people use an Advent calendar that
prompts them to consider different aspects of the Advent journey.
You’ve picked up this devotional guide and I am so excited for you. I am excited for all of us
because this devotional guide has been written just for you by your fellow church members and a
few staff members. It is a special collection of thoughts on the Advent journey. And, most
importantly, it’s an invitation to prepare for the arrival of the Christ child and to prepare for
Christ’s return in the future. It’s an invitation to mark the days and nights of Advent and to open
ourselves to the presence of God. John the Baptist held the special role of preparing the people
and announcing that God’s salvation would be for all. May we each be blessed as we set aside time
to devote to God each and every day of this season.
PRAYER:
Merciful God, help me find the intention and determination to set aside time to simply be
with you during Advent. I am open. I am listening. Speak, Lord. Amen.

NOVEMBER 30 — Rev. Ted Peterson
In the beginning was the Word …. The light shines in the Darkness
and the Darkness cannot overcome it — John 1:1, 5
It is late November as I write this. I recently went up on the roof of my house to put up the
Christmas lights as I have done during Advent ever since I came to Helena. I don’t know what all my
neighbors think about my lights. Some appear to be appreciative of them. I am sure that others
grumble about the lights disturbing their sleep and others think it is too gaudy. My stepson says that
airplanes could find their way and land using those lights and that Alabama Power should send me a
letter of appreciation for being an extra-good customer. Joyce and I think that not only are those
lights celebrative of the season, but that they give witness to the fact that the Jesus we celebrate
is the light of the world. We need more of His light, so we will continue to put up our lights as long
as we can.
Many years ago I took a guided tour in one of the caves in our area. I think it was Sequoyah Caverns
up near Valley Head, but it probably wasn’t.Down deep inside the guide turned off the lights so
that we could experience absolute darkness. I remember how oppressive that darkness was because
that was one of the few places I could be where there is no light at all. Then the guide did
something significant. He lit a little paper match. Do you remember those little paper matchbooks
“for our matchless friends”? You don’t find many of those around anymore. To those of us in the
cave who had grown accustomed to being in darkness, that very small light lit the far corners of
the room we were in. People who live in darkness need a little light.
Recently I was at Vulcan Park atop Red Mountain. Just north of the crest there once was a railroad
that carried away the iron ore from the mines. Today that roadbed is a walking trail winding
beneath the television stations and The Club. I walked about a mile down that trail and by the time
I got back it was getting quite dark. The view of Birmingham below was quite different than it had
been in broad daylight two hours earlier. Now the lights were on in the skyscrapers of the financial
district, in the hospitals at UAB, and in the streets. The lights shine in the darkness and will
continue to do so until the sun comes up in the morning.
This little light of mine I’m going to let it shine, let it shine, let it shine.
PRAYER:
Lord, help me to shine the light of your grace in the dark corners of my world. Amen.

DECEMBER 1 — Melissa Jarrell
“Wait

for the LORD; be strong and

take heart and wait for the LORD.” — Psalms 27:14
GOD’S timing is quite different from ours. The story of Jesus’ birth gives us assurance, joy and hope
because even though GOD’s people waited for decades, GOD sent his son just as he had promised in
HIS time. What are you waiting for? Answers to difficult situations? Healing? Employment? Peace
among family and friends? Life to get back to “normal”?
Waiting is so difficult. When I taught Kindergarten I often came across children that were so
impatient when they didn’t get their way! Sometimes they would pout and cry. Sometimes stomp
their feet and yell. No matter what way they chose to show their impatience, they made sure
everyone knew how disappointed they were. The drama made everyone around miserable.
As adults, do we ever let our impatience make GOD say, ”My child, why the drama?” Well of course
not, because he is a patient, loving, full of Grace GOD. But I know for me, I want things; I want
answers; I want direction; I want to know what’s coming next. And all these things I want, I don’t
want to wait patiently for. It’s a hard pill to swallow, but I need to take what the Psalms say to
heart. GOD hears me. HE knows my true needs, even before I know them. HE will answer my
prayers in his time, not mine. I’m so glad he is patient with me and doesn’t declare to everyone“I’m done with her drama!”
PRAYER:
Heavenly Father, Please give us strength and patience as we wait. During this Advent season,
help us to plant our faith and wait upon YOU. Teach us to enjoy our waiting without the
drama. Amen.
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DECEMBER 2 — Melanie Thomas
“She will give birth to a son, and you are to give the name Jesus, because he will
save his people from their sins.” All this took place to fulfill what the Lord had said
through the prophet: “The virgin will conceive and give birth to a son, and they will
call him Immanuel” (which means “God with us”). — Matthew 1: 21-23
In The Creed, Adam Hamilton gives an in-depth description of The Apostles’ Creed, and what each
part means. When discussing the Holy Spirit, he writes, “I often feel a nudge-a thought that comes
across my mind, to call on someone I hadn’t thought of in a while or to speak with someone I might
otherwise have walked by. I’ve learned to pay attention when I feel the nudge, as almost always
something important happens when I follow it” (p. 98). Because of Jesus, we are able to feel the
Holy Spirit and invite the Holy Spirit to fill our minds and our souls. I have learned to listen to the
Spirit and to these nudges.
It was March 27, 2019. My right foot was in a cast from yet another clumsy accident. I was resting
on the couch, my newly acquired scooter right by me, and I was focusing on how exactly I was
going to keep an active 3 year old occupied the next day in my one-legged state. I looked at my
dying phone and noticed I had missed a call from my mother. I thought I would call her back
tomorrow. After all, to return the call would involve getting off the couch, scooting across the
room and charging my phone during the call. This was a trek that I did not want to make. However,
a nudge incessantly echoed in my heart and brain to call her now. I bargained that I would call her
tomorrow but still the nudge would not give up. I whined, I cajoled and I determined to stay on the
couch. But the ever present nudge would not let up.
Finally and begrudgingly, I got off the couch to scoot across the room to call my mom. She wanted
to see how I was. She knew I was tired so we decided to talk again the next day. She said, “I love
you.” I said, “I love you.”
The next call came at 9:45 a.m. the next day. But it was not my mother. It was a police detective
who put me on the phone with my step-father. He told me that my Momma, my Granny and my
Aunt Dawn had died. There was a fire. There was a lot of smoke. They were all gone....
From that moment, I have been overwhelmed with gratitude at our amazing and loving Lord God
who through the Holy Spirit encouraged me to return the call. Because of the Holy Spirit, I got to
talk to my Momma one last time. Because of the Resurrection, I know I will see them again.
Because of the babe in the manager, Jesus, Immanuel, God With Us, all of these things and more
are possible.
Dear friends, through this Advent season, listen to the nudges!
PRAYER:
Dear God, Thank you for loving us and giving us grace and mercy. Thank you for sending
your Son for us and for sending the Holy Spirit to send us nudges. Amen.

DECEMBER 3 — Paula Crosby
I wait for the LORD, my whole being waits, and in his word I put my hope.
— Psalm 130:5

I have waited many times during my life, often with little patience. The most difficult period of
waiting might have been when my husband and I were waiting to travel to China to adopt our first
daughter. We were full of questions: Will our baby be healthy? When will we travel? What size
diapers should we buy? How will our lives change when the two of us become three? Exactly how
do we take care of a baby? There was so much we didn’t know.
The waiting was difficult, but it was made easier by the fact that we did not wait alone. Family
members helped us gather the documents we needed for international adoption. An adoption
agency representative met with us to answer our questions and to tell us about her experiences
as an adoptive mother. We met the Biancos, a couple who lived right here in Helena and would
travel with us to get their daughter. Friends planned showers for us. A co-worker showed me some
of the paperwork dating from when she was adopted as a baby. My mom made a quilt and other
bedding to go in the nursery. My dad told everyone he met that he was about to be grandfather
to his “China doll.”
The baby we were anticipating is now an adult. I am sure I have forgotten some of the details,
but the experience impressed upon me the importance of not letting people wait alone. There
are always so many people waiting, especially these days. People wait to find out when they will
become parents; they wait for justice; they wait for inclusion; they wait to see if their loved ones
will recover from Covid. It’s a privilege to wait with people, and it may mean more to them than
they can say. Who needs you to wait with them during this season?

PRAYER:
God, our Creator, we thank you that we do not wait alone during joyful and sorrowful times;
we know that you wait with us. Let us be your hands, feet and voice in the world by showing
us the ones who need our companionship during their times of waiting. Amen.

DECEMBER 4 — Cynthia Dooley
Scripture: Luke 2:8-14
I have always admired the Fontanini Nativity set in the narthex of our church.I think it is so
beautiful and I especially like that it isn’t breakable, so you don’t have to keep kids away and tell
them not to touch! A few years ago I received my own Fontanini Nativity. Over the past few years I
have added to my collection and have several marketplace buildings, people, animals, and even a
stream with a couple of fishermen! When I look at this nativity set it brings me great joy and so I
leave it out all year long. Whenever I see baby Jesus in the manger, it reminds me of how much
God loves me. I'm reminded of the verse I learned as a 4 year old. “For God so loved the world,
that he gave his only begotten Son, that whosoever believeth in him should not perish, but have
everlasting life.” (John 3:16) God loves us all so much that he sent us the greatest gift ever, Jesus!
One of my most favorite Christmas movies is “A Charlie Brown Christmas.” I love when Linus tells
Charlie Brown what Christmas is all about. “And there were in the same country shepherds abiding
in the field, keeping watch over their flock by night. And, lo, the angel of the Lord came upon
them, and the glory of the Lord shone round about them: and they were sore afraid. And the
angel said unto them, Fear not: for, behold, I bring you good tidings of great joy, which shall be
to all people. For unto you is born this day in the city of David a Saviour, which is Christ the Lord.
And this shall be a sign unto you; Ye shall find the babe wrapped in swaddling clothes, lying in a
manger. And suddenly there was with the angel a multitude of the heavenly host praising God,
and saying, Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace, good will toward men.” (Luke 2:8-14)
I find myself saying these words I learned in kindergarten along with Linus as I watch the movie.
A few years ago on Facebook, the story was circulating with a video that shows Linus (who always
carried his security blanket everywhere), letting go of his blanket when he says, “Fear not.” When
we put our trust in God, we don’t have to fear. He is our security, He is our strength, He is our
hope, He is our joy.
As we prepare to celebrate the birth of Jesus, I hope you
“find the babe wrapped in swaddling clothes” and you
realize just how much Jesus loves you. He is always with you.
“Fear not” and trust Jesus in all that you do.
PRAYER:
Heavenly father, we thank you for this special time
of year to celebrate the precious gift of your son, Jesus.
Let us always remember how much you love us and how
we need to always put our trust in you. Amen.
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DECEMBER 5 — Melissa Little
Scripture: 1 Kings 19:11-13
While this year has been harder for some than others, it has touched us all. Sickness, isolation,
deaths, uncertainty, racial riots, wildfires, hurricanes, tension, disunity, a far from normal
election. We may have entered the new roaring twenties on January first, but the new decade
didn't have to roar so loudly. This has been a year full of noise. In all the noise, how can we find
Christmas in our hearts? Where is the silent night, holy night this year?
Looking away from rose-tinted carols, we know, realistically, that Jesus was born during a census,
in a city so crowded all the inns were full. Imagine the traffic. Imagine the human roar. The
pushing, the weariness, the crush and stench of bodies, the smell of animals. Imagine the voices
raised over the volume of babies crying, the men growing rough and impatient when they cannot
find a place to stay.
Then the darkest night fell over Bethlehem when Herod, in a fit of jealousy, ordered all the little
boys killed. Historians don't know exactly when this happened within the Nativity timeline, but the
Apocrypha places it when Jesus was still lying in the manger. Imagine the screaming in the streets.
Imagine the noise on what we call a silent night, holy night.
But still, Christmas came. In the middle of a massacre, God's greatest gift came to a stable.
Christmas is not the absence of ruin and turmoil, death and pain. Nor is Christmas an addition of
anything, a coming together of families and friends, an abundance of plenty or happiness or
security. Christmas is simply the glorious promise of life in the thick of whatever darkness the
world can dream up. Christmas does not rely on our circumstances. It comes, anyway, and it can
only be good.
1 Kings chapter 19 (verses 11-13) tells us that God is not in the wind, and not in the earthquake,
and not in the fire, but in the still, small voice. In the chaos of Bethlehem, the still, small voice
came to the manger, and it has come again now. In the midst of this year's fear and hate, the still,
small voice has come for us, and the silent night, holy night is in our hearts.
PRAYER:
This Christmas, make us the vessels of your still, small voice to bring peace to those around
us, just as you did as a baby in the chaos of Bethlehem. Amen.

DECEMBER 6 — Rev. Wes Savage
When the angels had left them and gone into heaven, the shepherds said to one another,
“Let’s go to Bethlehem and see this thing that has happened, 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. When they had seen him, they spread the word
concerning what had been told them about this child. — Luke 2:15-17
Happy New Year! The season of Advent marks the beginning of the Christian new year. All the
more reason to embrace this season of change, expectancy, and hope! I’ve been wrestling with
a question lately (maybe you have been wrestling with a number of questions recently).
Why didn’t they know him? You know, Jesus’ neighbors, extended family, childhood friends, local
rabbis, even priests in Jerusalem. How could they have forgotten the scene and the events
surrounding Jesus’ birth? I ask because it seems that as Jesus began doing the most remarkable,
almost unbelievable miracles in their midst, they acted as if Jesus was a normal, Nazareth-raised
boy. Many doubted He was the Messiah. It seems most of the people in Jesus’ life either did not
remember or had come to possibly doubt the events described by the shepherds who encountered
the heavenly host and later found Jesus with Mary and Joseph (described in Luke 2).
How quickly we forget. The same shepherds who were suddenly interrupted by the brightest Light
they had ever seen, literally the blinding glory of the Lord, also made their way to Bethlehem and
actually found Mary, Joseph, and the newborn Jesus. After witnessing this indescribable scene, the
shepherds would become witnesses and tell others of all they had seen and heard from the angels
of the heavenly host. The Message translation tells us, “they told everyone they met … about this
child.” Understandably so. This was a life-changing event for this humble group of herders. They
couldn’t remain silent and they didn’t keep it to themselves. Yet it seems like the account of Jesus’
birth did not register with those who were witnessing Jesus’ miracles 30 years later.
But why? Life went back to normal for them. You know, after the evil purge by Herod of all sons
of Bethlehem who were two years old or younger (in Matthew 2), it seemed like the “season” of
miracles had come to an end. Of course, it had not … it was only just beginning. In God’s perfect
timing, the Messiah who had come to offer salvation and abundant life to them all would begin to
demonstrate He was unlike anyone else they would ever meet. He was the answer to their prayers,
yet many did not believe.
PRAYER:
Lord of Light and Love, help us this Advent season to remember the glory of that night,
to be strengthened by Your willingness to come to us in person, and to believe Your work
in our lives is only just beginning. In the name of Christ we pray and are saved. Amen.

DECEMBER 7 — Peggy Scott
Scripture: Isaiah 40: 9-11; 43:18-19; John 1: 1-5
ADVENT as defined in my dictionary is a period of time before an Event, usually a coming or arrival
of something infrequent or unusually important.
We all know the time before Christmas as a period of time of much ‘doing’, as in: preparing,
anticipating, expecting, worrying, planning, working, WAITING, PRAYING and HOPING.
EVENT A happening, especially an important happening. — The birth of the Christ Child is
definitely an important happening.
As I begin thinking of the meaning of Advent as a spiritual adventure, my first thought is about the
WAITING. For example, waiting for the birth of a child and how Mary and Joseph might have felt
awaiting the birth of that very special child! My personal memory takes me to a time of ‘nesting’;
I washed little clothes and even ironed them! It was definitely a scary, busy, prayerful, and hopeful
time. What would Mary have felt and done?
As we observe this Advent Season, how will we prepare for the birth of Jesus? Will it be more than
‘just getting ready for Christmas’ and stressing over things we ‘need’ to do? Years ago, our family
began using an Advent wreath and candles along with readings directing our hearts and minds to
what God was doing in the birth of Jesus. Along with the special worship services, the ritual of the
wreath and, of course, the music, these practices and symbols became a way of actually choosing
to recognize Advent as an official and intentional time to prepare and awaken the spirit!
At the time of Jesus’ birth, Mary’s world was one of poor and rich, powerless and powerful, hate
and love. There had to be danger, fear and uncertainty. We are still experiencing some of the same
circumstances and feelings today, and perhaps can relate to Mary’s situation. 2020 has brought
loneliness, fear, illness and death … grief and uncertainty. Many have experienced hopelessness and
depression. We need to remember God protected and cared for Mary and Joseph as God brought
His son into this crazy world of humanity, bringing hope and encouragement to all humanity; Jesus,
God Incarnate, ‘God with us’! God is with us now during these, often dark, days. The prophet Isaiah
reminds us God is doing something new and that God is our Hope for our world. Waiting is not an
easy thing, but God is with us as we Hope and Pray. Search your heart, because the EVENT of
CHRISTMAS is on the way.
PRAYER:
Holy and Loving God, Thank you for Jesus, our Light and Life. I pray you will pour out your
Spirit on this broken world. We need your Presence, bringing renewed Faith and Hope, Peace
and Joy for a new future with one another and with you. AMEN.

DECEMBER 8 — Jeannine Usher
But the angel said to them, "Do not be afraid. I bring you good news
that will cause great joy for all the people.” — Luke 2:10
When they saw the star, they rejoiced with exceeding great joy. — Matthew 2:10
Nobody ever liked planning things more than my mother ... whether it was a birthday party,
holiday dinner or a family gathering at our lake cabin. She thought for weeks or even sometimes
months about who would sit where at the table, where everyone would sleep, when she would
get her hair done (the beauty parlor appointment was always a big deal), what the menus would
be for meals and so much more. Mother took such pleasure in the anticipation of these upcoming
happenings. And then when the Big Event arrived, she really took it all in and was so happy ...
sitting at the perfectly set table, hosting her loved ones or just sitting and enjoying being with
her family and watching her loved ones laugh and simply enjoy being together.
Many of us certainly enjoy planning family events and trips (I definitely inherited that planning
gene from my mother!) but though it’s great to look ahead and eagerly anticipate happenings
with excitement and hope ... let us also remember to take the time to appreciate and cherish
these moments when they finally arrive — just like my mother did!
This year we may all find that our plans look a little — or perhaps a lot — different than usual and
we all really need something to look forward to. What could be better than anticipating our
celebration of the birth of our Lord and Savior? And when Christmas Day arrives, I plan on taking
a deep breath and just really embracing this reminder that Jesus was born, lived and died for all
of us ... and his life as well as the yearly celebration of his birth demonstrates to all of us that
God loves us and that Jesus’ life gives us all a reason for incredible joy and peace.
PRAYER:
Lord, Thank you for giving us your Son … and please help us to remember that this gift
from you to all of us is cause for great joy and hope. Amen.
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DECEMBER 9 — Elizabeth Moore
My grandmother’s birthday and the anniversary of her death both fall during the Advent season.
Each year, I put out our Christmas decor that includes a red cardinal. Each time I see it, I think of
her and other loved ones who’ve gone before us — grateful for their love and lives.
The red cardinal has long been a Christmas symbol of remembering loved ones. The red bird also
serves as a sign of hope. It suddenly appears, bright and cheery, against a cold, gray winter day.
“A thrill of hope, the weary world rejoices.
For yonder breaks, a new and glorious morn.”
The word “thrill” stands out from Adam’s “Oh Holy Night” - a sudden excitement that moves
through us and can be shared with others. As believers, God’s hope is exciting and can move
through us. We can share His hope with a weary world … a call, a text, a card, an image of a
red cardinal … a reminder that we are not alone and our hope is found in Him.
I will put my hope in God! I will praise Him again — my Savior and my God!
— Psalm 42:5

PRAYER:
Thank you, Lord, for sending your precious Son. Thank you for the thrill of hope in His birth
and in your precious love for us. Use us to share Your hope with others. Amen.
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DECEMBER 10: “Another Way” — Dottie Nelson
And having been warned by God in a dream not to return to Herod,
they departed for their own country by another way. — Matthew 2:12
Just the last two words of that verse caught my attention. Another way. Another way. Another way.
Because of the COVID 19 pandemic, those words have echoed throughout much of 2020. Another
way to do school. Another way to buy groceries. Another way to worship. And now we’re in the
season of Advent/Christmas — a time of anticipation, hope and joy. We’re usually excited about
pictures with Santa, parties with friends, and cherished family traditions. Normally, we look
forward to Sunday School class parties, decorating the sanctuary, and the Festival of Three Kings
party. I look forward all year to the extraordinarily beautiful Christmas presentation by the
combined musical programs in our church. Missing these special events, or even substituting
another way, may be disappointing, frustrating, or even depressing for some.
I’ve been thinking about Mary — wondering how she must have felt in those days leading up to the
very first Christmas. She had probably always dreamed — or at least assumed — that when she gave
birth to her first child, she would be married, near her home, with her mother and other female
relatives and friends to attend her — reasonable expectations. But God had another way planned
for Mary’s life. She was already engaged to Joseph, a poor Jewish carpenter. Her life as his wife
would not have been easy, but it was what she expected. And then the angel suddenly appeared
with an astonishing announcement — God had chosen her to be the mother of his only son. Talk
about another way! But Mary accepted the angel’s news with faith and joy and praise to God. What
a contrast! We (at least some of us) are distressed that it just won’t feel like Christmas if we have
to skip some of the things we love to do, or even if we have to do them another way, just this
once. And then we look at Mary. The angel’s news did not make her life easier. Indeed, she found
herself riding on a donkey into a strange town to give birth in a stable. And then she had the added
responsibility of mothering and raising Jesus. And her response was to praise God.
Have some of our traditions become more important than actually celebrating the birth of our
Savior? Have we allowed those traditions to become idols? If so, it’s definitely time for another
way. (One of my very favorite preachers often interrupted his sermon to say, “I’m preaching to
myself here.” And that is what I’m doing, because I do love my traditions.) Christmas will still be
Christmas, even if it looks a little bit different this year. Let’s remember what really matters.
With your indulgence, and with apologies to Dr. Seuss, I’d like to borrow a few of his words. That
old Grinch didn’t like Christmas and thought he could stop it. Let’s imagine the coronavirus looks
like the Grinch and we’re all Whos:
Every Who down in Whoville, the tall and the small,
Was singing without any presents at all!
He hadn’t stopped Christmas from coming! It came!
Somehow or other, it came just the same!
Emmanuel is coming! Let us prepare our hearts to receive him.
PRAYER:
God, in this season of Advent, we ask you to help us remember the things that really matter.
We are so grateful that you sent us Jesus, and he is the reason we celebrate. Give us faith
like Mary’s, that we will always praise you, even when things don’t go the way we planned.
We pray in Jesus’ name, Amen.

DECEMBER 11 — Joe Eversole
When they saw the star, they rejoiced with exceeding great joy. — Matthew 2:10
I do not know about you but Advent could not come soon enough for me. I have never needed what
Advent means more than this year. Advent and the birth of Jesus is all about Joy, Love, Peace and
Hope. I can relate to the 3 Wise Men who saw the star and followed it and brought gifts to baby
Jesus. I am so glad Matthew and others have brought us the Advent story because we really need
the Joy, Love, Peace and Hope it brings to us during a very challenging time in our lives because of
the Pandemic and how it has harmed and disrupted our lives.
I am 77 years old and was born in July so soon I will have experienced 77 Advent seasons but none
like this one. My Advent number 77 is a huge challenge for me. Instead of focusing on the tragedies
caused by the Coronavirus, Advent gets my mind off the negative and directs my attention to the
positive the birth story of Jesus brings to us all. Changing my focus to the Christmas story brings
me a sense of calmness and serenity because Jesus' birth and life story and teachings embody Joy,
Love, Peace and Hope.
I am also reminded that we are called to be like the Wise Men and bring gifts to others. The gifts of
masks, cards, meals and calls from our Church members to God's earthly children must be pleasing
to God and to Jesus.
PRAYER:
Heavenly Father, I am thankful for what Advent means for me and for us now more than ever.
Thank you for your Son's birth and His life. Without Jesus we would not know real Joy, Love,
Peace and Hope. Amen.
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DECEMBER 12 — Nancy Graben
I pray that God, the source of hope, will fill you completely with joy and peace because
you trust in him. Then you will overflow with confident hope through the power
of the Holy Spirit. — Romans 15:13
I grew up in a Christian denomination that did not celebrate Advent as we do here at Helena UMC.
I really enjoy celebrating the four weeks prior to Christmas. Don't get me wrong, we celebrated the
birth of Christ, but just didn't have special presentations (lighting of candles, etc.) each of the four
Sundays leading up to Christmas. The lighting of the candles and the liturgy put the upcoming
"Reason for the Season" in the right perspective.
So, we all should anticipate the coming of our Savior and if lighting the Advent candles of Hope,
Faith, Joy, Peace, and most of all, Jesus, helps to put us in the right frame of mind and spirit, by
all means take part at church or in your home.
PRAYER:
Dear Father God, I am so thankful that I believe in ADVENT — the belief that "Something New
is Coming." As we celebrate the four weeks prior to Christmas - Jesus' birth, my desire is to
have what You want each one of us to have most — Jesus. Amen.
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DECEMBER 13 — Laney Savage
And there were shepherds living out in the fields nearby, keeping watch over their flocks at night.
An angel of the Lord appeared to them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them, and they
were terrified. But the angel said to them, “Do not be afraid. I bring you good news that will
cause great joy for all the people. Today in the town of David a Savior has been born to you;
he is the Messiah, the Lord. This will be a sign to you: You will find a baby wrapped in cloths
and lying in a manger.”
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 2:8-14
To be sure, the year 2020 has turned out to be immensely challenging and, at times, downright
scary. For many, this year has brought about times of stress, worry, anxiety and fear. I have
certainly faced these same feelings at times. As you read this passage of scripture, what do you
notice to be the first emotion experienced by the shepherds after the angel appeared? It was fear.
In fact, the passage tells us the shepherds were positively “terrified.” Can you empathize with
their reaction? I certainly do. Quite honestly, it would have been my reaction as well. Yet, the
angel immediately reassures them “do not be afraid.” Consequently, as the bold and resplendent
beauty of heaven’s light shone all around them, the shepherds then shed their fear for great joy.
Oh, what a glorious scene! As I read this passage, my imagination runs wild with the image of such
a marvelous event. Talk about a birth announcement! In this moment, the heavens provide a rather
stunning proclamation that our God reigns, and we mustn’t fear for He knows us intimately and He
sees us in our darkest hour.
Indeed, there are times it may seem difficult to find a renewed sense of joy. Perhaps, you have
found it difficult to even feel the richness and wholeness of God’s love during challenging times.
However, it is in those dark moments that we must find ourselves propelled to earnestly seek Him.
The gift of His continued presence in our lives moves us out of darkness and into glorious light!
Just as the shepherds tending their flocks in the darkness of night were magnificently immersed in
the brilliant glory of God’s light, we too can experience all the splendor and brilliance of God’s
light and love. This is cause for celebration and great JOY!
Our Heavenly Father will always bring light out of darkness. Let us be reminded of how, in Christ,
we have been lifted out of the darkness and into His marvelous light. Let us proclaim with the
shepherds and the angels: “Glory to God in the highest heaven …”
PRAYER:
Heavenly Father, we come before you this day thanking you for the gift of your Son, Jesus.
We praise you for the brilliance and splendor of the light you bring to this often dark world.
Father, we pray for the forgiveness of our sins and for our failures in the darkness. As we
seek and experience the light of a life we have in you, help us, Father, to share that light
with others each and every day. We love you. In your Holy, worthy name we pray, Amen.

DECEMBER 14 — Rev. Ted Peterson
And suddenly there was with the angel a multitude of the heavenly host, praising God …
— Luke 2:13
When my daughter, Emily, was a pre-teen, she was the angel in our local church’s Christmas
pageant. Because of that, a dear family friend began calling her “Angel,” and until Mr. Pulliam
died that was what he called her. Today she is 46 and a research physicist, but in those years she
was “the angel.” Look on your mantle and see the manger scene there. Where are you? Which one
of those characters do you identify with?
Perhaps you are the angel. Angels are messengers from God. They proclaim the good news: God’s
good news of hope and salvation. “Behold I bring you good tidings of great joy which shall be to all
people.” They also sing in the choir as they did in the heavenly chorus long ago.
Perhaps you are the shepherd. Shepherds take care of the flock. They minister to those who are
sick, they bring back those who have strayed, they find pasture for those who are hungry, they lead
troubled souls beside still waters, they console the grieving.
Perhaps you are one of the wise men. I have never been accused of being a wise man: a “smart
aleck, yes, but not a wise man. Those wise men deduced the state of affairs by looking to the
stars; I almost flunked my college astronomy course. Wise people have special insights into the
realities around them. They can see the signs of the times all about them, whether in the stars or
closer by, and the implications of those signs.
Perhaps you are more long-suffering like those camels. I try to imagine them trudging day after day
over hot desert sands with no end in sight. Surely they complained, for that is the nature of
camels, but still they did their job, one mile at a time. If their owners, the magi, were truly wise,
they probably took good care of them, but still their function was to get the job done, transport
those princes and all their gear. Have you ever noticed how proud camels look? They know what
they are doing is dull but important.
Perhaps you identify with the cow back in the corner. That cow may look contented lying there
chewing her cud, but in reality she is a displaced person. That is her home where all this activity
is taking place, that is her feed trough where they laid the baby. No telling how sheltered the Holy
Family was in her stable, but she was out in the cold.
Perhaps you are one of the townspeople. The Bible does not mention the people of Bethlehem
standing by but surely all this activity has stirred up a commotion and curious people have begun to
assemble. Maybe even the indifferent innkeeper has been roused from his slumber to see what is
going on. As in any assembled crowd, surely some of them were just curious; perhaps some of them
were indignant that this should be happening in that location (try to imagine a young girl having
her baby in a city park in Birmingham); surely some (being hospitable Southerners) have rushed
home to find blankets and food.
During the Renaissance and the Middle Ages, it was customary for an artist to include their patron
in their paintings of the Nativity. There, among the citizens of Bethlehem is the Duke taking part in
all that is going on. And you, where do you stand? All these are honorable locations; all these had
an important part to play in the unfolding drama. What is your role in the Nativity?
PRAYER:
Lord Jesus, help me to find my place in the drama of your salvation. Amen.

DECEMBER 15 — Michelle Hall
At that time Mary got ready and went with haste to a town in the hill country of Judea, where she
entered Zechariah’s home and greeted Elizabeth. When Elizabeth heard Mary’s greeting, the baby
leaped in her womb, and Elizabeth was filled with the Holy Spirit. In a loud voice she exclaimed:
“Blessed are you among women, and blessed is the child you will bear! But why am I so favored,
that the mother of my Lord should come to me? As soon as the sound of your greeting reached my
ears, the baby in my womb leaped for joy. Blessed is she who has believed that the Lord would
fulfill his promises to her!” And Mary said,
“My soul magnifies the Lord,
and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior,
for he has looked with favor on the lowliness of his servant.
Surely, from now on all generations will call me blessed;
for the Mighty One has done great things for me,
and holy is his name.” — Luke 1: 39-49
This passage has always been one of my favorite verses of the Christmas season and this year it
holds even more meaning.
After Mary heard the news from the angel, the Bible tells us she went with haste to find her friend
and cousin, Elizabeth. Through the long journey, Mary would have carried the most unbelievable
news in her heart. I can imagine that she would have been filled with much uncertainty and fear …
until she saw Elizabeth. For in that moment, Mary was instantly embraced in Elizabeth’s words of
hope and affirmation. Because Elizabeth was filled with joy for what the Lord was doing, Mary was
also able to trust that God was truly at work. When they recognized the miracle happening in each
other’s lives, their hearts’ response was to praise God.
In many ways, 2020 feels like it has also been a long journey filled with uncertainty and fear, but
the story of Mary and Elizabeth reminds us that we are not meant to walk through those times
alone. Seeking a faithful community — in person or virtually — helps us to see our circumstances
through a lens of hope and expectation. It reminds us that God is faithful and is still at work in our
lives. Like Mary and Elizabeth, when we share in each other’s miracles, God is able to reveal
Himself to us and to those within our circle of friendship.
During this season and this year, I have been blessed by my circle
of Elizabeths-the faithful friends who have helped me to focus on
God’s presence in these uncertain times. May we all be — or find
— an Elizabeth this Christmas. And may our souls magnify the Lord.
PRAYER:
Lord, Thank you for the unexpected miracles
of Christmas. Help us to remember that even
in times of frustration or fear, you are always
with us; Help us to share in each other's joy,
so that together we can rejoice. Amen.
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DECEMBER 16 — Janet Bedsole
“For my eyes have seen your salvation, that you have prepared in the presence of all peoples.”
— Luke 2:30
I think I have always looked at Advent as a season of waiting. I love to sing Christmas carols, but in
the church where I grew up, we didn’t sing Christmas songs until Christmas Eve. The one exception
was the last Sunday in Advent, when we got to sing “Joy to the World.” I so looked forward to that
Sunday! And at the Christmas Eve Service, the children got little bags of Hershey’s kisses; I looked
forward to that too!
But of course, we are waiting for so much more than that. Each year, we prepare to celebrate
Christ coming into the world again. Simeon was promised by the Holy Spirit that he would live to
see the Christ child. He faithfully waited, and was able to take Jesus in his arms, and praised God
for this wonderful event - salvation for all believers!
There’s a lot to be waiting on and praying for in our crazy world; the end of the Coronavirus, the
end of extreme political divisiveness, justice for all people. As we wait for Christmas, let us keep
Simeon’s excitement in our hearts; Christ is coming and will come again, bringing healing and
salvation to the world.
PRAYER:
Dear Lord, we thank you for sending Jesus to earth to be our Savior; show us how to wait
and prepare for His coming. In Jesus’ name, Amen.

DECEMBER 17: A Time for Waiting — Pam Hand
Scripture: 1 Samuel 1:1-20 and Luke 1:26-56
Advent is a time of waiting. As I write this, we all seem to be in a time of waiting. We are waiting
to see what the next phases of the COVID pandemic will be, how our holiday seasons will be
affected, and for the outcome of our national elections to be determined. Life is full of periods of
waiting. But what should we do in our waiting?
Two stories of mothers and waiting came to mind. The first was Hannah, the mother of Samuel.
Hannah was considered barren — a miserable state in that period of history. She knew her husband
loved her, but the fact that he had another wife who had been able to bear children and who also
chose to regularly torment Hannah, made her life extremely unpleasant. This situation lasted for
years. Still, as she continued to wait for the Lord to bless her with children of her own, she stayed
in relationship with Him and persisted in prayer. In fact, in the passage referenced above, on at
least one occasion her prayer was so emotional that the temple priest believed her to be drunk!
She described her state as one of anguish and grief. I am sure we can all relate in some way to
those emotions, but do we cry out to God with that much passion? Do we actively remember to
engage in deep, meaningful prayer in our waiting?
The second mother is Mary, mother of Jesus. Of course her story comes to mind for the season of
Advent. She too had to endure a period of waiting, but in a much different situation than Hannah.
Mary was going to give birth under very non-traditional circumstances, to say the least. Becoming a
mother was not something she had been praying for, at least not like this. Her waiting had to be
accompanied by some degree of fear. Joseph did agree to stay with her after wrestling a bit with
that decision — but how would others react? While Mary was waiting, she went to visit her relative
Elizabeth, who also happened to be pregnant. She chose to seek the comfort of a loved one with
whom she felt safe and felt she could share all the emotions she was experiencing. She wanted to
be with someone who shared her faith and would be able to understand the enormous nature of
this event.
Waiting is hard, whether it be for a joyous event or a sorrowful one and whether we desired the
event or it was thrust upon us. But waiting is best endured by not merely being passive and idle.
We should seek to spend our waiting time in prayer with God and in the company of those persons
we love and trust and who will support us, celebrate with us, or mourn with us.
As you read this, I hope we may not be waiting any longer for some of the topics mentioned above.
I hope instead we can focus our time and energy in joyous anticipation of the Christmas season and
the birth of the Christ child — and that we will spend some of our waiting time in prayer to our
Father thanking Him for our many blessings and in the company of loved ones.
PRAYER:
Just as both Samuel and Jesus needed to be born at just the right time, we know that you
lead us through our stages of life according to your good and perfect will. In the times of
waiting we can be unhappy, anxious, and impatient. Grant us peace as we draw near to you.
Fill us throughout the year with the joy of this Christmas season. Amen.

DECEMBER 18: Joyous Advent — Susan Benson
For behold, when the sound of your greeting came to my ears,
the baby in my womb leaped for joy.
— Luke 1:44
Those who know me know that I really love music and Christmas. When the two are combined,
I am overwhelmed with joy! My favorite Christmas hymn is “O Come All Ye Faithful” and verse six
often brings tears of joy when I sing it:
“Yea Lord we greet thee, born this happy morning.”
On the third Sunday of Advent, we light the candle of joy; Mary’s candle. In the “Magnificat,”
Mary tells her cousin Elizabeth, “My soul magnifies the Lord and my spirit rejoices in God my
Savior.” In the second chapter of Luke, the angels tell the shepherds “Behold, I bring you good
news of great joy.” In verse two of Matthew, when the wise men saw the star come to rest “they
rejoiced exceedingly with great joy.”
Christmas is all about joy! We can celebrate and express our joy in many different ways. Maybe
you enjoy looking at beautiful Christmas lights, others may love buying gifts and seeing the joy
they bring to the recipient. Who doesn’t enjoy all the delicious food lovingly prepared during the
holidays … and let’s not forget our wonderful church traditions. No matter how you choose to
prepare and celebrate, always look for the joy!

PRAYER:
Holy Father, fill our hearts with Your joy this Advent season and let our words and actions
bring joy to others. Amen.

DECEMBER 19 — Camille Maier
“And the angel said unto them, Fear not: for, behold I bring you good tidings
of great joy, which shall be to all people.” — Luke 2:10
As we approach another Advent season, it might seem hard to be thankful for things during this
time of isolation, stress and worry over some things that we have no control over.
Our family has been an ever present source of help and encouragement during this isolation.
I know not everyone has family to rely on and that makes me more grateful than ever for mine.
My KnitWitness group has also been a great source of comfort during this crazy year. We have all
shared each other’s joys, heartaches and trials and have encouraged each other through it all.
But as we reflect on this verse from Luke 2, we remember that God sent Jesus as a baby into a
world of great unrest, just like today. As Jesus grew, he gave us instructions on how to survive
these times we find ourselves in now, if we will only believe in Him and trust that God is always in
control.

PRAYER:
Dear God, help us to remember that you are always in control and we must
never waver in our faith. In Jesus’ name we pray. Amen.
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DECEMBER 20: Hanging out with Outcasts
— Jay Reeves
Scripture: Mark 2:13-17
Advent provides us with an annual reminder that God came to Earth as a baby named Jesus.
And once here, God made it a point to reach out in love to people who had been pushed aside
by others. Sometimes the “good church folks” of the day — the pharisees, the teachers and the
priests — would avoid or exclude people they thought were sinners. Other times they might shun
them because they were unclean, not from the right place or not of the right religious practices.
But Jesus rejected that sort of thing. He made a point to hang out with the outcasts and give
them an up-close view of God in the flesh, calling them to belief. To paraphrase pastor and
author John Stange, Jesus loved the people who were the easiest people to hate.
Mark 2:13-17 is a beautiful illustration of this. Tax collectors were outsiders in the Jewish world.
You might have a friend who works for the IRS or the county tax office or something similar;
perhaps you joke with them about their job. But back in Jesus’ time, tax collectors were generally
considered traitors and thieves because they were working with or for the Roman occupying force.
Despite that, we have this passage from Mark where Jesus calls a tax collector named Levi to be
one of the disciples. Levi did pretty well with Jesus — he’s thought to be the same person as the
apostle Matthew, the writer of the gospel that tells us much of the story of Jesus’ birth. Yet the
religious leaders questioned Jesus even being with him. It was the same story with women,
children, the poor, the unclean, even oppressors like a Roman centurion: Jesus was there for
those who were rejected or looked down upon by others.
I can’t help but look at my own attitudes and actions when I read about how Jesus treated those
who were on the fringes of society. The stories push me to wonder: Who would Jesus hang out with
if he were walking around Earth in 2020? Those are the same people I should be reaching out to in
this Advent season and beyond.
PRAYER:
God, please show me how to love others, particularly those who are different than me. Amen.

DECEMBER 21 — Sherri Smith
Sell what you have and give to those in need. This will store up treasure for you in heaven!
And the purses of heaven have no holes in them. Your treasure will be safe — no thief can
steal it and no moth can destroy it. Whereever your treasure is, there your heart and
thoughts will be. — Luke 12:33-34
If you take the time to really think about this scripture verse, it becomes abundantly clear what
Jesus was saying to the people everywhere- whether it was two thousand years ago or today. The
Lord has blessed me and my family and continues to do so each day; in turn, because I am blessed
it is my blessing to share with others that are in need. Many years ago, I began instituting the
Advent tradition within my family of donating to charities in honor of each other instead of
purchasing presents from the store. Of course, the first year of celebrating Christmas in this way
was not very well received by my family! However, the next Christmas was more successful in
reducing the number of store-bought presents and with the proceeding years everyone got the hang
of it. My goal was to return to a Christmas filled with joy and peace, not stress and anxiety over
which present to buy each other. The other goal was and still is — to bless those in need with the
abundance of our blessings … not just to buy another blouse or a pair of shoes to have the latest
fashion style.
One of my favorite Advent studies is Advent Conspiracy by Rick McKinley, Chris Seay and Greg
Holder. One of the key points from the book is as follows:
“In our hearts we know that consumerism is not the Christian way to celebrate the birth of
Christ. Could opting out of our cultural Christmas give us the chance to worship truly and
love all? Might it be that the King of Kings is more powerful, and more worthy of our trust
than the god of consumerism? Are we willing to spend less and receive more?”
Over the course of the years, members of my family and friends have really embraced this practice
of donating in honor of each other. I know I look forward to opening the cards on Christmas Day
from my family to discover which mission or charity received the donation in my honor!
It is my prayer for you and your family that you will experience this Advent season in a personal
and meaningful way; maybe in a different way that allows us to slow down and to clear the clutter
in our heart and soul to be able to share the Good News with others; not only during Advent but
every day.
PRAYER:
Thank you Jesus for loving us enough to be born here on earth and to save us
with your love and grace! Amen.

DECEMBER 22 — Bruce Dooley
Scripture: James 1:27
True devotion, the kind that is pure and faultless before God the Father, is this: to care for orphans
and widows in their difficulties and to keep the world from contaminating us.
God is good to let us fulfill His commandments with joy sometimes. In earlier seasons of my life, I
remember reading this passage (and others) about orphans. I was like oh well, I don’t think I will
ever be positioned to act on this.
When I was a kid, I experienced joy by receiving gifts. When I started earning money, I experienced
joy by seeing loved ones have the same experience I did as a kid.
But how about the orphans? How could they experience joy at Christmas time? I didn’t ever expect
to be involved with orphans or foster children (I imagine foster children would have been called
orphans back in biblical times). My goodness how things change!
You probably guessed where this is going: Cynthia got us involved in The Festival of Three Kings at
Church. We always look forward to possibly seeing the little kids for whom we got gifts. They don’t
know us, and we keep our secret, but what a joy when a family comes through and she recognizes
the names on their little nametags! Usually about that time, the room gets really dusty because my
eyes will water up.

PRAYER:
Lord, thanks for the unimagined opportunities to experience the joy that only You can
deliver. Amen.
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DECEMBER 23 — Cory Swinford
I don’t know about you but this year has been a horrible year. It seems like everything that could go
wrong, just didn’t go wrong but went catastrophic quick. Everywhere we look, the world is filled
with uncertainty and despair. Most of the stories we have heard this year are ones of fear,
heartache and sadness. Stories of job loss, financial trouble, or the loss of a loved one due to
disease or illness. It feels like the world is stuck in a dark tunnel with no hope of getting out
wondering … where is God?
But we’ve heard this story before. Many, many, MANY years ago, the world was the way it feels
today. Disease, death, oppression and sadness filled the land with the people of that time probably
asking the same questions we are asking today: God, where are you? Things were not as they should
be and the world was full of darkness with no hope in sight. See, the Jewish people had spent years
roaming the wilderness trying to get to their homeland … only to get there and be ruled by the
oppressive Roman Empire. Disease was rampant in the land and it felt like they were living in a
constant time of darkness. But after years of despair the most amazing thing happened. God heard
the cries of His people and answered by sending the best gift He could send, His son. In a world of
darkness, Jesus broke through as a beacon of light bringing with Him hope, joy and peace. The
birth of Jesus was the turning point not only for them but for us as well because on that day Jesus
entered into our story. When Jesus came into this world He brought the one thing the Jewish
people had been praying for … hope. Hope that tomorrow will be better. Hope that the darkness
will break away to light. Hope that the story isn’t over.
This Advent season is different for most of us and there is still a lot of uncertainty in the days to
come. But read what Jeremiah 29:11 says,
“For I know the plans I have for you, declares the Lord, plans for welfare and not for evil,
to give you a future and a hope.”
Even though our world feels dark right now, we know that God has a plan for a better tomorrow.
So this Advent season let us live with Jeremiah’s words in our hearts to give us hope for a better
tomorrow. And remember, as long as Jesus is in our story then our story isn’t finished. And that my
friends gives me hope.
PRAYER:
Gracious God, when the world around us seems dark and feels like it's more than we can bear,
give us your light to shine through the darkness and let us rest in the hope of Jesus who gives
us peace. In Christ Name. Amen.

DECEMBER 24 — Roxann Edsall
We spend a lot of time at Logan Martin Lake in the spring and summer. We have wonderful
memories of our children growing up enjoying summers there. The last several years, we have even
enjoyed watching eagles roosting in a nest on a nearby island. So it was with great sadness last fall
that we saw crews clearing the island and burning huge debris piles. The eagles, who had called
that island home for many years, did not return to their nest. I feared they were gone for good.
Then just a couple weeks ago, we took out some kayaks to go exploring one Saturday afternoon
and we paddled over to the island. As we got to the back side, lo and behold, the mated pair were
there and took off overhead. What joy filled my heart! The island looked a little different, but with
crews gone, the eagles were drawn back to their home to roost. I can hardly wait till the spring to
witness them teaching their young to fly!
Thinking about this later, I thought how different our Christmas looks this year. The sickness that
has changed all of us and has taken away many of our typical traditions has had me in a funk. No
other way to put it. I’ve had a hard time even getting through Thanksgiving, let along getting
excited about preparations for Christmas.
But I think about the majesty and joy that I felt as I saw as those eagles fly over us and I can’t help
but think that no matter what we are going through this Advent Season, we will find joy when we
focus on Him … not on our surroundings or the trappings of the season, but truly focus on Him.
Advent is a time of great anticipation. Don’t let the frustrations of what is not to be keep you from
seeing the possibilities for new and different activities. The Christ Child is coming and you don’t
want to miss it! He may teach you to fly!
Splendor and majesty are before him; strength and joy are in his dwelling place.
— 1 Chronicles 16:27
And but those who hope in the Lord will renew their strength.
They will soar on wings like eagles; they will run and not grow weary,
they will walk and not be faint. — Isaiah 40:31

PRAYER:
Gracious and loving Lord, help us to slow
down and look up to you. Help us to have
peace, knowing you are leading us through
the troubling times. Help us to focus on
you to find our joy. We anxiously await
the coming of your son, our Savior!
Thank you for loving us enough to give
us the gift of your son. Amen.
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DECEMBER 25: The Light Shines — Rev. Ted Peterson
Scripture: John 1:1-5
In some traditional manger scenes, Joseph is depicted holding a lantern. This is very practical:
somebody has to hold the light so that others can see what they are doing. But it is also highly
symbolic: we are also saying that the little babe, innocent and fragile, is the light of the world.
Indeed, in that manger scene, the light that Joseph holds illuminates those close to it: Joseph’s
face, Mary and the baby. But the far corners of the stable are dark. Joseph’s lantern does not go
that far. Yet by faith we say that Jesus is the light and there are no dark corners where His light
does not shine. The light has come into the world and the darkness cannot overcome it.
But that is not all. The text says He is also creator. The very same Word that God spoke, the Word
that called the heavens and all that is into being, that Word now abides in Him. Last summer I took
my family to the Grand Tetons and Yellowstone National Parks. I have many beautiful pictures, but
my favorite was one I took just as I was getting off the airplane at dusk. Looking westward from
the airplane are the mountains and the setting sun shining through them. It is a scene of majesty
and wonder. That is why “the heavens proclaim the glory of God.” They also proclaim the glory
of Jesus, the incarnate Word through whom God spoke and continues to speak.
Then, thirdly, the text says that Light, that Word, now abides with us. It is a temporary dwelling,
so the Scripture says, for Jesus is no longer physically among us. But wherever you and I go that
Word, that Light, goes with us for now we are the Word, we are the light and it continues to shine.
Several years ago I was visiting one of the caverns in our state. Down deep inside the earth the
guide turned off the lights and we were in total darkness. Then in a minute he struck a match,
a simple little paper match. It was amazing how far into the total darkness that little light
extended. I have a friend who for some time has been a resident in one of our state prisons. We
correspond regularly. In one of his letters he was telling me how dark prison life is. I shared this
story with him and urged him to be that little light in the darkness of his world. He has taken that
as his mission: to let the light of Jesus shine through him and bring light to those who walk in
darkness.
At one time the Romans celebrated the winter solstice with the “Feast of the Unconquered Sun.”
We celebrate it with the “Feast of the Unconquered Son”! It is Christmas. We celebrate the joy
and hope of Christmas. But somewhere around you are those for whom this is not a season of light,
of joy, or of hope. Maybe this is so for you as well. It does not need to be, for the Light is among
us. Be a bearer of that Light!
PRAYER:
Lord Jesus, let your light shine through me into the dark places of the world. Amen.

DECEMBER 26 — Norman Patty
Trust in the Lord with all your heart. And do not lean on your own understanding. — Proverbs 3:5
And we know that God causes all things to work together for good to those who love God,
to those who are called according to His purpose. — Romans 8:28
And do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind,
so that you may prove what the will of God is, that which is good and acceptable and perfect.
— Romans 12:2
The scriptures listed above may not be considered typical for use during Advent, but I think, at
least for this year, that they provide help to us, given all that is happening in our lives. To me,
Advent is about hopeful anticipation concerning God’s direct, saving intervention in the world.
There are many ways that God works through this intervention. One way is to teach us how to live
better lives than we would live on our own.
One of my favorite authors is Stephen Covey, who wrote “The Seven Habits of Highly Effective
People.” Many are familiar with this work. He also wrote several other books, one of which is “The
3rd Alternative.” In this book, Covey shares with us an approach to how people can work together
to create highly synergistic solutions to the problems that we all face. It goes far beyond the
concept of compromise, which many believe is the best goal that we can accomplish by working
together. Compromise might be visualized by 1 + 1 = 1.5 or maybe 2. Synergy is a paradigm shift in
thinking where 1 + 1 = 10 or even a 1000. The book goes on to describe how we humans can
interact to create these kinds of solutions.
My view is that God is the original 3rd alternative thinker (He did create the universe, after all) and
that Advent teaches us what this means. When Jesus arrived on the scene, the world had operated
under crushing conditions for most people, for many thousands of years. God’s intervention through
the life of Jesus upended the human condition. Suddenly, all people were important, because we
all are made in God’s image and He loves every single one of us. Examples of God’s 3rd alternative
solutions are “don’t seek revenge, but seek reconciliation, practice non-violence, be internally
transformed by love, don’t hate or fear the “other,” don’t be anxious over money or security, don’t
live for wealth, but for God, don’t hate your enemies, but love them.” (Richard Rohr Meditation —
“Jesus and the Reign of God”). Advent is a time for preparing our minds for this transformational
kind of thinking.

PRAYER:
Dear God, I pray that during this Advent season, we all will be open to your transforming love
and that you help us raise the level of our thinking so that we might help create abundant
lives for all of your creation. Amen.

DECEMBER 27 — Rev. Jeff Moore
Hope = Direction
Guide me in your truth and teach me,
for you are God my Savior,
and my hope is in you all day long.
— Psalm 25:5
If you’ve ever been canoeing, kayaking or white water rafting then you know the importance of
a paddle. It is your lifeline to your destination. Sure you can just let the current carry you but
it’s almost guaranteed that you’ll end up somewhere you don’t want to be. Maybe you’ll hit some
rapids or get stuck in shallow water. Maybe you’ll end up in some brush or in an area where the
water isn’t moving at all. And in all of those places you’ll be wishing you had been able to use
your paddle to avoid the situation you find yourself in.
Our paddle gives us some control in an otherwise uncontrollable situation.
When we talk about our faith, I see hope as our paddle. It’s a concept that gives us some control in
situations that may very well seem uncontrollable.
Every day when we wake up we have the opportunity to choose our attitude and our focus for the
day ahead. It doesn’t mean we won’t stumble or struggle or even just flat out fail, but it does
mean that we’re starting our day with paddle in hand.
Even knowing the importance of choosing hope every day, I often still find myself overwhelmed by
the currents that life throws at me. Worry about what’s around the next bend. Fear of the rapids
that I can hear down the river. Or just a general weariness about having to keep paddling. All of
these can, and sometimes are, situations that lead us to choose actions and attitudes that don’t
line up with hope.
Fortunately, when I’m reminded of just how powerful God is, I find it easier to make the choice to
put my hope in Him. When we choose hope in God, we choose grace, joy, love, mercy, justice,
equality, strength, truth, peace and because we’re United Methodists I’m going to throw grace in
there again … you can never have too much!
Wherever you find yourself this Advent season, choose to pick up your paddle and send your life in
a direction that is guided by God. Choose hope every day and you’ll find yourself filled with so
much more than you could ever imagine.
PRAYER:
May the God of peace guide you during this Advent Season. Amen.

DECEMBER 28 — Jay Smith
My son was born with a diaphragmatic hernia. When he was just one hour old, he went into surgery
at Children’s Hospital. When he took his first breath, he sucked everything from his gut through the
hold in his diaphragm to his chest. His new lungs were unable to inflate, so this was emergency
surgery.
I spent the next hour in the waiting room praying to God to save my son. Thankfully, he spared my
son and allowed us to leave the hospital a week later with him.
It was a tense time for my wife and me. The nurses told us afterwards that they never see children
survive this. For us he was our miracle baby and now he is a 31 year old man and has nothing but a
scar on his stomach to show for it.
So, I think I can understand how hard it would be to allow your son to die, even if it is for the
salvation of the world. How much love God must have for us to do this for the many of us unworthy
of his sacrifice.
The greatest love of al!
“For God so loved the world that he gave His only begotten Son, that whoever believes
in Him should not perish but have everlasting life.” — John 3:16

PRAYER:
Loving God, may I remember today your depth of love for all of humanity. Help me remember
and remind me of your deep mercy, love and grace. Amen.

DECEMBER 29 — Kaleigh Godwin
After this interview the wise men went their way. And the star they had seen in the east guided
them to Bethlehem. It went ahead of them and stopped over the place where the child was.
When they saw the star, they were filled with joy! They entered the house and saw the child
with his mother, Mary, and they bowed down and worshiped him. Then they opened their
treasure chests and gave him gifts of gold, frankincense, and myrrh.
When it was time to leave, they returned to their own country by another route,
for God had warned them in a dream not to return to Herod. — Matthew 2:9-12
A few years ago, I heard a sermon about the Wise Men in which the pastor said “When you are
looking for your phone or keys and you finally find them, you don’t just sit down and do nothing.
You get up and get in your car or you make a phone call. You do something with the item you just
found.” After finding Jesus, the Wise Men changed their direction and took another path. That
connection between the Wise Men and finding Jesus has really stuck with me. After we hear the
good news and we find Jesus, we too must change. We must take a path that is responsive and
obedient to God’s word.
So often we look at the ending of Christmas as the finale. All the anticipation, excitement and
preparing came together for one moment and then it’s over. But it’s not over, it’s only the
beginning. The Wise Men’s story teaches us that finding Jesus is only the start. It’s the start of a
new life filled with the Holy Spirit. The birth of Jesus gives us purpose. We are called to take the
joy and hope of Christmas and change our paths so we can become the hands and feet of God.
The story doesn’t end on Christmas. It’s only the beginning!

PRAYER:
Heavenly Father, May your spirit be with us
as we share in Jesus’ birth this Christmas
season. May we find hope and purpose in you.
Amen!
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DECEMBER 30 — Hardwick Gregg
We are hard pressed on every side, but not crushed; perplexed, but not in
despair; persecuted, but not abandoned; struck down, but not destroyed.”
— 2 Corinthians 4:8-9
This has been a challenging year for most of us. We have had to deal with a corona virus pandemic
and its effects on our lives. We have had to Be the Church without meeting in church for worship.
We have been challenged by issues of racial justice and understanding those who are different than
us because of race, ethnicity and nationality. We have gone through contentious state and national
elections. Some of us have lost income because of business closings and changes in the economy
due to the pandemic. Many of us have lost loved ones or dealt with serious illness. “We are hard
pressed on every side, but not crushed; perplexed, but not in despair; persecuted, but not
abandoned; struck down, but not destroyed.” — 2 Corinthians 4:8-9
In this world we will be faced with many frustrations, hard times and sadness. Yet at this time each
year we will always celebrate Christmas and the birth of Jesus. This is also the time when our
screens are full of ads that put the pursuit of the best gifts we can buy at the center of this season.
The gifts that can bought with a credit card are not the ones that are important. For those of us
who are followers of Jesus, God’s gift of his only son is the most important gift that we can
receive. Advent is that time when we are reminded of why we follow Jesus. It is the time when we
get to prepare the way for Jesus both in our hearts and in the world. As we prepare our hearts to
receive Jesus we are better equipped to help make way for Jesus in the world around us.
One of the ways we can prepare the way for Jesus to come is to give thanks for all the good things
in our lives. I am thankful for having enough to eat, for having a warm and dry place to sleep, for
good health, for the ability to get out in the woods and enjoy God’s creation, for my church, for
friends and family. Many people do not have those things. We can help prepare the way for Jesus
to come into the world by helping with missions locally, nationally and around the world. For
information on missions that are supported by our church go to Missions (helenaumc.org). If you
made a pledge to the Faith Promise Fund this would be a good time to make sure you fulfill that
pledge and look for opportunities to volunteer in a local mission. Through these missions we have
the opportunity to be the hands and feet of Jesus in the world. Perhaps Advent can be a teaching
opportunity for young people to learn that this season is not just about what we receive but about
what we are able to give to help others.
PRAYER:
Let’s all do what we can to make every day about Christ as we prepare our hearts to welcome
Jesus into the world. Amen.

DECEMBER 31 — Dr. Mary Henley
For by grace you have been saved through faith, and this is not your own doing; it is the gift
of God – not the results of works, so that no one may boast. For we are what he has made us,
created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand to be our way of life.
— Ephesians 2:8-10
Who is ready for 2020 to come to an end? Many of us would raise, no, wave wildly, our hands saying
“Mmmeeeee!” We are ready for a rough, rough year to end. For lots of reasons. For some this
year’s impact has been rather minimal. For most, it has been anywhere from difficult to
devastating. As much as I will always remember the pandemic and other headlines of 2020, for me,
I will always remember first that it’s the year my father died. Unexpectedly.
No amount of pandemic stress compares to the heaviness that my family and I feel every day. My
dad had a lot more living to do, more books to read, more conversations to have. More memories to
make. More work to be done. More time needed with children and grandchildren.
And yet his life came to an abrupt end.
When we were growing up, my dad was known for optimistically proclaiming early in the mornings
“Get up and live your life! Today is the first day of the rest of your life!” There he was, going back
and forth between my siblings’ bedroom doors and mine, giving us a pep talk to start our day.
Believe me when I say that as a sleepy teenager I did not find that this was a great way to begin my
day. Well, looking back now, a few decades later I think I know what Dad meant. He meant that
each new day is a gift from God and an opportunity. Each new day brings new possibilities and new
adventures and new successes. All we have to do is get up, go, participate, engage, live life to the
fullest! There are good things in store for us!
In his letter to the church at Ephesus, the Apostle Paul encouraged the believers to live life to the
fullest, to thoroughly engage in good works for the benefit of others, to soak in the grace of God
and to live as grateful people, knowing all that we have is a gift from God.
I would love to say that once we turn that final page of December 31, 2020 that all shall be well.
That with the new year all is fixed, remedied, restored! The truth is we aren’t there yet. However,
the truth is also that even though we don’t know how 2021 will unfold we know Who holds us in the
new year. Even though we may not feel like we are bouncing back to normal, we know that it is
God who lifts our weary feet so that we may place one foot in front of the next. There is hope. In
spite of it all. There is hope in God. As the sun rises each morning so can we. A new day brings new
opportunities, new growth, new blessings. There is joy in the grace of Jesus Christ and there is
power to live a new year. So, get up, get up, get up — today is the first day of the rest of your life!
PRAYER:
God of New Beginnings, by your grace the sun rises each day. Help me to claim the hope
for my life that I need. Help me to trust fully in you for each and every new day of my life.
Amen.

