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Our call is to serve our neighbors in loving witness to Jesus Christ.

• Demonstrating compassion and mercy to all in need
• Building relationships with our neighbors and being 

involved in our communities
• Partnering with other organizations that serve the 

needs of the poor and broken

NEIGHBOR-LOVING SERVICE
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Hope and human flourishing are intimately linked. If you lose 
the former, the latter will never follow. We are living in times 
when the idea, let alone the reality, of hope is passed off as a 
pipe dream. 

Young and old alike are suffering with intense pressures, 
temptations, and pains and are looking for a cure for the 
inner hopelessness they feel. Secular worldviews and secular 
psychology have generated a bewildering number of proposals 
to cure, or at least curb, the problem of despondency in our 
culture. Unfortunately, these remedies share a common thread: 
their ingenuity and power are limited to human resources.

During the Christmas season we appropriately celebrated the 
true hope that is offered in the birth of our Savior. The hope 
offered in the Incarnate God is not like the hope the world 
offers which encourages us to mine positive emotions from the 
depths of our inner being. The world’s best solution is to “hope 
against hope” and if that doesn’t work to “hope for the best.” 

The hope of Christmas is all about what God has done for 
us in Christ. It is not wishful thinking or blind optimism. 
Rather, this hope enables men and women to look honestly 
at the broken and violent world and know that we belong to 
a kingdom that cannot be shaken and have been saved by a 
King who entered into this world’s brokenness and violence in 
order to redeem us for the next.

So what does “Neighbor-Loving Service” look like for us who 
know the hope of Christmas? It may mean pouring a bowl of 
soup for the homeless in the name of Jesus. And it may mean 
reaching out to your friends, neighbors, and colleagues and 
sharing the one reliable hope this world has,  Jesus Christ. He 
is the only one who has come to cleanse and cure us from 
the greatest source of hopelessness, which is sin and death. To 
love our neighbors means looking past forced smiles or routine 
greetings to  see the empty and aching people amongst whom 
we all live every day and offering to them our love, our care, 
and Christ’s hope.

NEIGHBOR-LOVING SERVICE
 DR. TODD M. SMEDLEY, Senior Pastor

5500 River Road, Bethesda, Maryland 20816-3399
301-320-3600  |  4thpres.org
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Where can you eat dinner with an energetic group of 
Brazilians, learn how to properly pour Chinese tea, 
discuss the best places to travel with a knowledgeable 
bunch of Italians, and sing of God's love and mercy while 
surrounded by (almost) every tribe, tongue, and nation of 
the world? Right here at Fourth Church, of course! 

Every Wednesday night, men and women from 42 
different countries around the globe enjoy Fourth 
Night dinner with us in the Upper Room and then 
gather in five of our church classrooms to learn English 
from 11 volunteer teachers from Fourth. Maybe 
you know one of these teachers: Patricia McAllister, 
Claudia Barnes, Cecelia Hubach, Sarah Kimbrough, 
Judith Wortman, Ted and Melissa Voorhees, Carol 
Burrows, Martha Barillas, Marti Carroll, and Maria 
Korossy. They instruct classes of around 15 students 
from 7-9 p.m. every Wednesday from September to 
May. Have you ever asked them about Fourth’s ESOL 
program and why they faithfully serve in this ministry 
week after week and many of them year after year? 

They might tell you it’s because they have discovered 
that the mission field comes through the doors of their 
church each Wednesday night—and all they have to 
do to be a missionary is show up and speak English—
with a little prep and planning for their lessons!

Of the students enrolled in our English for Speakers 
of Other Languages (ESOL) program, about 90% live 
and work within the 20815, 20816, or 20817 zip codes. 
This means that if you attend church at Fourth, live 
in the Bethesda area, or shop or eat at any store or 
restaurant in one of these zip codes, you’ve probably 
encountered a Fourth ESOL student, maybe without 
even knowing it. What a privilege it is for us to live in 
this unique, diverse context. 

Our ESOL program is always looking for additional 
volunteers, but even more importantly, we want 
the whole church to know that these international 
students, many of them now friends, are in our midst 
each week. If you see international students at Fourth 
Night dinner, sit next to them and ask them where 
they are from and what brought them to this area. 
If you happen to walk through Halverson Hall after 
Fourth Night classes between 8 and 8:30 (our class 
break-time), stop and join in the simple worship songs 
being sung by our students, many of them learning 
the words for the first time. There is no easier way to 
engage in neighbor-loving service at Fourth than to 
welcome people of all nations—100 of whom already 
eagerly walk through our doors each week. 

If you would like to know more about our 
ESOL program, please contact Bill Bronson at  
esol@4thpres.org.

Our Neighbors from 
AROUND THE 

WORLD
ABIGAIL MYRICK, ESOL Volunteer
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When you are a new Deacon there is a definite learning curve during your first term. No one expects it, but 
everybody experiences it.  As I nervously monitored the Deacon line during those first few days of my Deacon 
duty no call for help came in and I was quietly relieved. Then the calls started coming in, and I had more to 
balance than I had anticipated. How would I know who was telling the truth, who was telling the real story and 
who wasn’t?  I asked for God’s wisdom and in time he gave it. It finally came down to one client with whom 
my Deacon partner and I agreed to meet the following Sunday. The client was waiting in Halverson Hall and 
someone announced her as she walked slowly to our office. I was feeling apprehensive, but ready.  We welcomed 
her. She was unknown to us, but it was clear from the beginning that she was sincere. Her mother had died and 
she was the oldest sibling left to pay for the funeral expenses. After they had been paid, she had no money left 
for her utility bill. All of her documentation was provided, and we went eagerly forward to assist. I was asked to 
pray before our session ended and, as I prayed, a gentle calm came over us. There was a brief silence and then 
she stood up in tears and asked me to give her a hug. I stood and we embraced.  I called her “sister…sister”. 
The hand of God was so powerful at that moment that I’ll never forget it. My first Deacon experience at Fourth 
Presbyterian Church turned out to be more than what I had ever imagined. 

It is important to remember that we as Deacons are never alone; we have numerous resources in our neighborhood 
and community to assist us with our responsibilities.  Our call is to serve our neighbors with love and discernment 
the way Christ served when he walked the earth.  There will be challenges for us at every turn, but we know that 
our work is blessed and that God will sustain our Neighbor-Loving Service.

DEACONS PRACTICE  
NEIGHBOR-LOVING SERVICE

LINDA SILLIN, Deacon
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GARRETT ROBINSON A Heart of Mercy
GINA HARDIMAN, Fourth Member

You may remember Garrett Robinson as 
the Middle School Director not that long 
ago. You may remember seeing him tearing 
through the halls with a gaggle of middle 
schoolers following close behind or talking 
about building meaningful relationships with 
students while steering them to learn God’s 
Word and serve him in his world.  

Garrett has been serving God in his world 
for some time. In high school, he served 
with Step DC an initiative started by High 
School Director, Ryan McKinnon, involving 
partnering with elementary age kids in 
DC. Garrett participated in mission trips 
including Katrina clean-up and El Salvador.  
Apart from church he volunteered at the 
Kensington Fire Station. Two years ago, 
Garrett partnered with Adam Norris to 
create Respond, bringing together hundreds 
of Fourth members to live out the Gospel by 
serving others in response to God’s grace.

While still on staff, Garrett applied with 
Samaritans Purse as staff for the international 
disaster assistance response team. As a 
contract worker, he can be deployed at 
any time with very short notice and these 
deployments can last anywhere from a 
couple of weeks to several months. Recently, 
Garrett received a phone call and had two 
hours to pack his bags and get to the airport, 
unsure where he was going to help.

The plane landed in St. Maarten and his 
assignment was to work on a team to manage  

the distribution of food, water, tarps, and 
other supplies to people on the island hit hard 
by hurricane Irma. Each morning Garrett’s 
team gathered supplies, loaded up trucks, 
and followed a convoy of military/police to 
various locations on the island distributing to 
citizens. Most of the island was completely 
devastated by the hurricane. Residents told 
Garrett the island was the worst they had 
ever seen, and yet they were strong and 
resilient. As soon as the hurricane was over, 
citizens worked hard doing whatever they 
could to repair the island. They drove the 
trucks used for the distribution and rather 
than work on restoring their own homes, 
residents chose to help their community at 
large by handing out supplies with Garrett’s 
team. Garrett said, “It was mind blowing to 
see the hope of the people there in the midst 
of absolute tragedy.”

While on St. Maarten another hurricane 
quickly formed. Most people had their roofs 
blown away during Irma, so they had no shelter 
from hurricane Maria. Tarps arriving on huge 
rolls needed to be cut to size and distributed to 
communities. As the hurricane inched closer, 
word spread that tarps were available and 
people wanted to do anything they could to 
help. Therefore, a massive group of Samaritans 
Purse staff, U.S. Marines, Dutch soldiers, and 
St. Maarten locals worked hard to deliver the 
tarps. “It was just incredibly humbling to see a 
diverse group of strangers uniting to serve the 
people on the island,” Garrett shared.  

When asked why he went, Garrett said the 
short answer was that he was deployed; they 
called so he went. However, the longer answer 
is that he believes that this is what God has 
called him to do. One of Garrett’s favorite 
passages of Scripture is Isaiah 58.  God is 
explaining to His people what true fasting is 
and says, “Is it not to share your bread with 
the hungry and bring the homeless poor into 
your house; when you see the naked, to cover 
him, and not to hide yourself from your own 
flesh?”   Garrett explained the significance of 
this Scripture to his life:

 “The last section of that verse is incredibly 
powerful to me. We share a brotherhood/
sisterhood with all people who are made in 
God's image.  All people, near and far, are our 
own flesh. We are called to serve, clothe, feed, 
and love our fellow image bearers. When we 
fail to do this we are ‘hiding ourself from our 
own flesh’.  Serving with Samaritans Purse is 
my earnest but broken attempt to live out the 
true fasting described in Isaiah 58.“  

As stated in one of the core values of Fourth, 
our call is to serve our neighbors in loving 
witness to Jesus Christ by demonstrating 
compassion and mercy to all in need, building 
relationships with our neighbors and being 
involved in our communities, and partnering 
with other organizations that serve the needs 
of the poor and broken.  In answering both the 
call from Samaritan’s Purse and God’s call, 
Garrett Robinson has demonstrated our call.
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For the past year and a half, I have volunteered at the Sandy Spring Volunteer Fire 
Department. I have had the privilege to serve as an EMT, riding the ambulance on 
Friday nights and picking up other shifts when available. I am currently taking firefighter 
training as well, occupying my Tuesday and Thursday evenings and Saturdays all day. 
Although it is somewhat of a large time commitment, I enjoy learning everything I can. 

When I first started volunteering, I wanted to determine whether I would be interested in 
pursuing medicine in the future. I saw it more as a means to gain experience rather than 
something I would stick with for a long time. However, the more time I spent serving in 
this role, the more I fell in love with it and saw it as a way to serve God and others. 

During my time at the fire department, I have encountered countless people suffering 
through the worst moment of their lives and I find it a blessing to make their day a little 
better. Although ambulance calls may not always be as dramatic as some may expect, 
simple things such as helping someone who has fallen out of bed often brings visible relief 
and comfort to the person in need. When it is more of a life or death situation, I get the 
humbling opportunity to change someone’s life for the better. 

My relationship with God is central to my service at the fire department. When I have to 
wake up at 4AM for the umpteenth call of the night, I do it joyfully for the glory of God. 
Every call offers me the chance to show the love of Christ to someone who is hurting. 
Although I may be exhausted from a long week at school, I know that God has placed me 
in this position to serve and I thank God for this opportunity. Every week, I look forward 
to spending my night at the station, serving the community of Olney and shining the light 
of Christ into a dark and broken world. 

OUR YOUTH IN SERVICE
MICHAEL JACOBSEN, High School Senior
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Special Blessings mom Tricia Han serves as the Special Needs Liaison-USA for the ministry Moms in Prayer 
International. After her firstborn child, Peter, was diagnosed with developmental disabilities at age one, families 
of children with special needs became her mission field. Since 2004, Tricia has known the blessing of praying 
with Moms in Prayer groups for Peter, his sister Elisabeth, and their schools.

Tricia writes: Praying with Moms in Prayer has provided an opportunity for me to have regular contact with other moms 
that is positive and purposeful, for a relatively small investment of time. For our prayer time, we use Four Steps of Prayer: 
praise, silent confession, thanksgiving, and intercession. This approach has changed how I pray:

SPOTLIGHT: TRICIA HAN

Praising God 
challenges me to 
remember to whom 
I’m praying, as we 
reflect on verses 
about one of God’s 
particular attributes 
each week.

Confession reminds 
me that I am not like 
God, cannot handle 
life on my own, and 
am dependent on 
him for wisdom, 
strength, and  
provision.

Thanksgiving 
cultivates a 
grateful heart, as 
I look for people 
and things to be 
thankful for in 
between meetings.

Intercession starts by praying the 
Scriptures and often changes what 
I ask for. For example: 
“God is our Burden Bearer: 
Heavenly Father, may ________ 
cast all his/her anxieties on 
you, knowing that you care for 
________.” (from 1 Peter 5:7)

Tricia is thrilled to have the opportunity to serve in her sweet spot: encouraging moms of children with special needs to pray using the 
Scriptures, helping them find resources, networking, mentoring, and team-building.

1 2 3 4

Like many DC area families, our kids 
are part of our pool's summer swim 
team. Summer swimming is a fast-paced, 
spirited, and intense activity for 6-8 
weeks of the summer. It's also a volunteer 
intensive activity.  I was asked to take on a 
leadership role last year. My first response 
was no. I was looking to decrease familial 
commitments, not add to them. A year 
later they asked, again. At that point, 
I felt the Holy Spirit prodding me that 
this is where he was calling me to serve. 
Because of the swim team demands, we 
spend a lot of time with swim families. 
These are families we intend to be in 
relationships with for many years to 
come. Agreeing to take on an intense 
job (that no one else was willing to do) 
was a small step in making a sacrificial 
investment in the lives of the families with 
whom we spend countless hours. It's an 
opportunity to extend hospitality to new 
families and serve existing families. So, 
if you see me frazzled next summer, you 
can pray for me!

My involvement with our children’s schools 
began early. I served in various roles on the 
parent board that ran our children’s preschool. 
When our children moved on to elementary 
school, I continued to volunteer in the school 
community by serving on the elementary 
school PTA Board for six years, holding various 
positions including a two-year term as co-
president. I currently serve on the PTA Board 
at our middle school. My husband, Akin, and 
I believe in being active participants in our 
community and the institutions that serve and 
educate our children. Serving on the school 
parent boards has given me insight into the 
local schools, the Montgomery County Public 
School system, and even the Montgomery 
County government. I have gained an 
understanding of the school curriculum, 
procedures and budget process, as well as the 
challenges facing our schools and our children. 
Having school-aged children gives me the 
opportunity to be engaged and to use my voice, 
which is shaped by the gospel and my Christian 
worldview, for the benefit of all the children in 
our community. I have also had opportunities 
to develop friendships and relationships with 
wonderful people in our community, many of 
whom are not Christians.

ALLISON HARRISONSARAH THATCH

WOMEN SERVING IN 
THEIR COMMUNITIES

About four times per year, Fourth 
Church reaches out to families and 
individuals who have recently moved into 
the neighborhoods immediately around 
the church.   The gourmet gift basket is 
intended to acquaint newcomers with 
our church and to invite them to visit 
our worship services and to participate 
in the various programs and resources 
that Fourth Church offers.  To that 
end, the baskets contain not only items 
such as olive oil, tapenade, preserves, 
a kitchen towel, napkins, a flowering 
plant, chocolates and the like, but also, 
a warm welcoming letter from our 
senior pastor, Dr. Todd Smedley. The 
baskets are also discretely loaded with 
our ministry  brochures and additional 
church information. Since 2006 when the 
“Welcome Basket” program started, we 
have delivered close to 400 baskets.  They 
have been extremely well received and 
the Fourth members in the neighborhood 
who help put the baskets together and 
deliver them are always blessed.

MARY BAJWA
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WOMEN SERVING IN 
THEIR COMMUNITIES

Patt Ennis and Lisa Tatlock address questions 
about hospitality in their book called Practicing 
Hospitality: The Joy of Serving Others. Their experiences 
as two longtime professors of home economics 
and theological base, help provide practical 
knowledge to incorporate God’s plan for hospitality. 
Recipes and projects are included in each chapter.  
Call Number: 241.6 E59

In Charles Swindoll’s book Improving Your Serve, he 
explains the important aspects of servanthood that are 
authentic. He outlines challenges, rewards and what it 
takes to serve unselfishly. This book helps guide the reader 
in understanding how to develop a servant’s heart. This is 
a great book for someone seeking to live a fulfilling lifestyle.  
Call Number: 248.42 S978

Robert D. Lupton is a community developer and an 
urban activist who wrote this book after he toured 
a devastated city. In his book, Renewing the City, he 
examines Nehemiah as a role model for community 
transformation. By doing so, he is able to place 
Nehemiah’s example into contemporary realities to 
encourage readers to seek after the welfare of their cities.  
Call Number: 261.83 L966

Louise Sutermeister Richards, a member of Fourth, 
founded the Salem Children’s Home and School 
in Western Maryland. In her newest book, A Heart 
for Children Renewing Life with Love, she tells the 
inspiring story of starting this home and chronicles 
God’s great faithfulness through this journey. A book 
review is also available in the library for this book.  
Call Number: AAU 306.87 R514   

In Charity: The Place of the Poor in the Biblical Tradition, 
Gary Anderson studies social justice as known to 
early Jews and Christians. He argues that the poor 
achieved an importance since they were thought 
of as living altars. Anderson spends time outlining 
how the world was created through charity and 
how it affirms the goodness of the created order.  
Call Number: 241.4 A546 

In Counsel from the Cross, readers are given a counseling 
model based on God’s Word and powered by the 
work of Jesus Christ. Elyse Fitzpatrick is a trained 
biblical counselor and Dennis Johnson is a professor 
of practical theology. Their backgrounds come 
together to provide relevant information for those 
in pastoral ministry and any involved in mentoring. 
The case studies in this book are helpful because they 
demonstrate the power of God’s Word to change lives.  
Call Number: 253.5 F559

BOOK RECOMMENDATIONS
  MEDIA CENTER

The Media Center has various materials that discuss the neighbor-loving 
service. This list provides a few books that are written about our call to 
lovingly serve our neighbors.



How can we as believers reach into a hurting world with 
the compassionate love of Jesus Christ? How can we, 
so richly blessed with worship, fellowship, preaching 
and teaching move from the pews into the streets of our 
neighborhoods, communities, and the nation’s capital and 
demonstrate tangible, hands-on love, build relationships, 
and share the gospel?  

These are some of the questions Rev. Ron Meyer and a small 
ad hoc Serving Committee have been wrestling with for 
many months. Drawn together by a desire to serve, we have 
met regularly to learn, pray, expand our vision, and seek 
opportunities to serve some of the more needy in the metro 
area.  We have read books, talked with pastors experienced 
in mercy ministries, and dialogued with representatives 
of organizations as they presented their goals, services, 
and volunteer opportunities. We have served in various 
organizations to gain first-hand experience.

The vision is to share our findings with you, our brothers 
and sisters in Christ, and encourage an even greater 
spirit of service within the congregation.  We live in a 
broken world, and for many it is filled with suffering, 
overwhelming challenges, and hopelessness.  Hurting 
people are all around us in our neighborhoods and 
communities, in schools, hospitals, nursing homes, and 
on street corners. The poor and hungry seek meals 
regularly at various locations and visit food banks. The 
homeless, wrapped in blankets, sleep outdoors.  The sick, 
suffering with life-threatening diseases and no longer able 
to cook, need meals delivered. Young children miss their 
dads confined to prison, while mothers struggle to make 
ends meet.  Teen mothers are overwhelmed with caring 
for newborn infants.

As Christians we know that the greatest need of any 
person is spiritual, the need for salvation through faith 
in Jesus Christ, the hope of the world!  The Reverend 
Chris Sicks, Pastor of Mercy at Alexandria Presbyterian 
Church and author of the book Tangible, writes of 
the apologetics of mercy. “The message of God’s love 
becomes credible when we make God’s love tangible 
through sacrificial service.” (Sicks, 2013, p. 48)  “God’s 
people need to proclaim the gospel, and also work hard 
to provide tangible evidence that this gospel is true—that 
God actually cares.” (Sicks, 2013, p. 21) Where can you 
serve to help meet the challenges facing so many?  How 
can your service touch individuals and build relationships 
which lead to sharing the gospel?

The Serving Committee has prepared information 
on volunteer opportunities in several community 
organizations and helping ministries where we have 
first-hand experience or knowledge and look forward to 
sharing it with you in the new year.  Eventually the goal 
is to identify such opportunities throughout MD, VA, 
and  DC because of the geographic spread of Fourth’s 
congregation.  Please watch for further details.

Ad Hoc Serving Committee: Rev. Ron Meyer, Pastor; 
Newlin Morgan, Elder (non-sitting); Richard Tucker, 
Elder (non-sitting); John Richards; Judy Anderson; Carol 
McClelland; Pamela Roylance; Jean Erskine 

TANGIBLE 
LOVE IN A 
HURTING 

WORLD
AD HOC SERVING COMMITTEE

“YOU SHALL LOVE YOUR 
NEIGHBOR AS YOURSELF. 

AND WHO IS MY NEIGHBOR?”
LUKE 10:27, 29
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The work of Fourth’s Mission and Outreach Department is defined by the worldwide partnerships, in which the Family of Fourth lends support 
to organizations in their ministries to help the needs of the poor and broken.  Our neighbor could be next door, on the other side of the beltway, 
or around the world.  We are called to build relationships with our neighbors and be a good witness to them. The local partnerships are described 
below to help you understand the opportunities available for your prayers and participation.

ALPHA MINISTRY—A series of interactive video sessions, 
Alpha freely explore the basics of the Christian faith.  This ministry 
meets in the evening at a volunteer’s home; a Fourth member brings a 
friend with questions about the Christian faith for dinner, a video, and 
discussions.  Email alpha@4thpres.org for information.

ESOL MINISTRY—This ministry meets Wednesday nights 
and is led by Fourth volunteers.  The students may join the Fourth 
Night dinner hour; class is from 7 to 9,  including a devotion.  Email 
esol@4thpres.org for information. 

WELCOME MAT—Invite an international student into your 
home for dinner and conversation.  Our international outreach at the 
Fourth Picnic has been a huge success.  Email welcomemat@4thpres.
org for information.

PRISON FELLOWSHIP—Our commitment to this ministry is 
ongoing.  The demographics of DC are changing.  The majority of our 
families are in SE now.  Email proylance@4thpres.org to learn more.  

STAR OF BETHLEHEM—On the second and fourth 
Tuesdays of the month, volunteers help cook and serve a meal.  Email 
faithinaction@4thpres.org for information. 

CHRISTMAS OUTREACH—Fourth partnered with 
Central Union Mission to give children gifts for Christmas. Email 
proylance@4thpres.org to sponsor a child.

COLLECTIONS—This outreach starts in Fourth’s parking lot. 
Clothing, small household items, children’s books, and food are 
welcome. Novels and how-to-books are best for another ministry.  
These items go to Central Union Mission, Star of Bethlehem, Oxford 
House, Melwood, and directly to homes of those in need. Email 
faithinaction@4thpres.org for information.  

EASTER CELEBRATION—The Monday after Easter, families 
from Central Union Mission gather at Camp Bennett for an egg hunt, 
lunch, and a short message of the resurrection.  The Youth Department 
supports this outreach.

SERVE DAYS—For two years, Fourth held Respond as a way to 
serve our greater community. Out of Respond, we created Serve Days 
throughout the year for members to go into the community, serving at 
places such as: Samaritan Inns, Wider Circle, Habitat for Humanity, 
Food and Friends, Maryland Salem Children’s Trust, Shepherd’s 
Table, and here at Fourth.

A MISSION TRIP IN 
YOUR OWN BACKYARD
  PAMELA ROYLANCE, Local Missions Coordinator



“FOR TO US A 
CHILD IS BORN, 

TO US A SON IS GIVEN; 
AND THE GOVERNMENT SHALL BE UPON HIS SHOULDER, 

AND HIS NAME SHALL BE CALLED 

WONDERFUL COUNSELOR, 
MIGHTY GOD, 

EVERLASTING FATHER, 
PRINCE OF PEACE.”

— ISAIAH 9:6

On December 1st, over 200 gathered in the 
Upper Room for the Advent Celebration.  This was 

a new event to Fourth and was a delightful time for all who 
attended.  Highlights of the event were: Christmas Carols led by 

the Middle School Worship Band; a skit performed by fifth graders 
based on an adaptation of “The Tale of Three Trees” written by Christin 
Ross and co-directed by Amanda Westly; an Advent devotional led by 

Rev. Corey Gray; Christmas crafts for all ages; a photo booth with Joanna 
Billigmeier; and finally, a celebratory singing of the Twelve Days of Christmas 
to conclude the evening.  Many said that it was a fun way to fellowship with 

others in the church while also focusing their attention on the Advent season. 
Families decorated Advent wreaths to take home along with the book, We Light the 

Candles, to lead them through devotions for each day of Advent.  Advent is a time of 
joyful anticipation and the Advent wreath is a symbol of this season.  The circular 
shape of the wreath is a reminder of Jesus’ divinity and his unending love.  The 
candles on the wreath symbolize the four weeks of Advent and Christmas day.  One 
purple candle is lit on the first Sunday and an additional candle is lit on each of the 
following Sundays.  The candle of promise represents God’s promise to send his Son, 
Jesus the Savior.  The candle of light reminds us that Jesus is the light of the world. 
The candle of love represents God’s love for us. The candle of hope reminds us of our 
hope of eternal life with him.  On Christmas, the center candle is lit to represent Jesus 
our Savior, the Christ King.

Our hope was for a blessed Advent season for you and your family!

Christmas is not my favorite time of the year, 
and it is not because after 30 years of Christmas 
sermons it is hard to be original—though that 
is certainly the case. It is not even because 
Christmas has become so commercialized 
though that too is a sad reality. The reason is 
that the Bible does not give us a date for the 
birth of Jesus and it was not until around 200 
A.D. that the birth was celebrated and then it 
was held on January 6th.

When and why did December 25th come 
to be celebrated as the birth of Christ? The 
when is a little easier to answer. It was around 
the middle of the fourth century that the 
birthday celebration was moved to December 
25th though the modern Armenian Church 
still celebrates Christmas on January 6th. 

The reason for its movement has often been 
debated. The most often repeated theory is 
that the Church took over the date from a 
pagan rival religious festival. The early rival 
to Christianity was the worship of the Persian 
deity Mithra, whose nativity fell on December 
25th. Another rival was the feast of the new sun 
which took place on December 25th. 

While there is no certainty as to the reason 
for the choice of December 25th for the 
celebration of the birth of our Lord Jesus 
Christ, what is certain is that as early as 440 
AD Leo the Great had to issue a warning to all 
believers not to confuse the celebration of the 
birth of the Savior with the celebration of the 
sun. And Augustine called his congregation 
not to celebrate Christmas Day like pagans 

on account of the sun, but on account of 
him who made the sun. Clearly there was a 
pastoral issue where Christians confused the 
reason for their celebrations.

Not much has changed today, the confusions are 
different. Santa Claus has replaced Mithra and 
the traditions of the season often overshadow 
the reason for our festivities. 

Jesus was born, he entered into history, and 
the nativity is not a story or a myth. Believers 
celebrate the reality that God became man to 
dwell among us to save us from our sin. That 
is the reason that I never want to confuse the 
grace of God with anything less. 

A CHRISTMAS GRINCH
DR. ROBERT NORRIS, Teaching Pastor

ADVENT CELEBRATION 
PAIGE MALKUS, Director of Children’s Ministry


