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Introduction        Rev. Dr. Matthew Burton 
 
 
 
Some years ago, one of NASA’s astronauts was asked before a moon mission, “What’s the 
most dangerous part of this flight?” He answered, “The part we overlooked in our 
preparation?” The Boy Scout’s official motto is, “Be prepared.” It’s is hard to be prepared in 
every situation and for all of life’s contingencies. Were any of us prepared for a once-in-a-
lifetime pandemic? How could we prepare for the three Ws—wear a mask, wait six feet apart, 
and wash your hands? It’s hard to be totally prepared, especially when the worst happens. 
 
Winston Churchill said to “Let our advance worrying become advance thinking and planning.” 
John the Baptist would certainly agree with that statement. With strong and forceful language, 
John tells us to be prepared for the coming of the Lord. Yes, this has been a difficult year, but 
like every year before it since Jesus’s birth, we are being asked to prepare, to get ready. 
 
Retired United Methodist pastor Donald Shelby told the story of the small Methodist church in 
Latvia pastored by Rev. Alexander Krums. Rev. Krums was ordered by the government to 
disband the church and to stop preaching. He refused. He was arrested and incarcerated for 
five years. The government figured they had wiped out the church by imprisoning its pastor. 
When released, pastor Krums came back to a church five times larger than when he was 
arrested. 
 
Pastor Krums and his people were prepared for difficult times. They prayed, studied, and 
believed in the promises of God. When we can only see the future dimly, when we are 
uncertain, we need to stay close to God and ask Him to prepare us for whatever may come 
our way. God is always close and will keep His promise as He kept His promises in Jesus 
Christ. 
 
As you read these devotions by members and friends of First United Methodist Church, 
remember that God, even in the most difficult circumstances, keeps His promises. God is 
preparing us for a new birth. God is asking us to believe in His promises. Think about it. 
 
 
Peace, hope, love, and joy to all, 
 
Matthew 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Sunday, November 29 First Sunday in Advent   Juta Carpenter 
 
 
“For God alone my soul waits in silence; from him comes my salvation.” Psalm 62:1     
 
 
I believe when our life experiences are put on hold or pause, this time can become a time to 
prepare and better equip ourselves for the future. 2020 has brought to us the challenges of 
Covid-19. We have a stronger awareness of racism in our country, a better education about 
the effects of global warming, and a very divided country. Solutions to these challenges will 
come.  
 
As we wait, we can do small things to make a difference and remain strong in our faith.  
We have been forced into a time of waiting. We can choose to use this time to find the hope, 
faith, joy, and peace that God promises for us in his word. 
 
Personally, I have enjoyed and have been blessed by the experience of creating a “Covid–
Pause” journal. I have been taking pictures of nature and many other positive things around 
me. I print them and put them in a journal. I write a statement, word, or scripture to capture 
my thoughts and feelings. This exercise has been an amazing way to find the hope, faith, joy, 
and peace, all around me, even in a time of isolation. I feel God’s presence as I create this 
journal of affirmations. Praise be to God as we celebrate Advent—a time of waiting, reflecting, 
and celebrating his coming. 
 
 
Heavenly Father, we are grateful for these days of pause and waiting, for you are with us in 
new and different ways. We hope for better days. We share our faith in ways that we can. We 
find joy in simple pleasures. We abide in peace because of your grace. 
May we always seek ways to be your hands and feet, as we wait. Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 



Monday, November 30     Richard Abernethy & Stephanie Elliott 
 
 
“Be still and know that I am God.” Psalm 46:10 
 
 
It has been hard to be still during this year of so many unknowns. For us personally, this year 
has been full of stress, upheaval, and fear. We have faced many challenges together as a 
family, and upon reflection we see God in every one of those moments. 
 
 
Our year started out like most: full of resolutions, promise and more importantly personal and 
professional schedules that were already too full. When COVID first appeared in the news, 
we were still busy and planning. As it was for most families, the shutdown was a shock for 
us. Our calendars were suddenly empty. Family gatherings, vacations, celebrations, 
professional meetings, and church were all gone from our daily lives. We prayed, watched the 
news, tried new recipes, and cleaned out closets. We sent cards to friends and family 
members to stay in touch. In these anxious moments, we found peace in our relationships 
and the time alone together. Slowing down and being still gave us time together we would not 
have otherwise had. 
 
We think about Mary and Joseph during the time they waited for Jesus to be born. Could they 
have been still and trusted in God’s plan for them? They too lived in a time of uncertainty with 
political and social unrest. Bringing a baby into the world under such circumstances, with the 
stresses they certainly faced, would have required much courage. They were still and listened 
to God. During the last year, we’ve heard God, too, in the moments together while we waited 
to see what the latest news on COVID would be, while we quarantined at home, while we 
celebrated differently for birthday, graduation, and new college experiences. We heard God 
ask us to trust and stay steady during a contentious campaign season locally and 
nationally. Our hearts have been broken, and yet God was there with us in the dark and scary 
times. We have learned to listen for God’s voice to us, and we could only hear it once we 
slowed down.   
 
May we take a moment this Advent season to remember the faithfulness of Mary and 
Joseph. They were still. They listened. And they heard God.  
 
 
Lord, help us to be still and listen and to trust Your voice. Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Tuesday, December 1        John Goforth 
 
 
“Indeed, God did not send the Son into the world to condemn the world, but in order that the 
world might be saved through him.” John 3:17 
 
 
During the Advent season: 
 
I believe even when the murder rate has reached new heights. 
I believe even when mainline churches are decreasing in membership. 
I believe even rioting and looting seem acceptable. 
I believe even when foul language seems acceptable. 
I believe even when pornography and lewd behavior seem acceptable. 
I believe even when a virus makes us fearful to leave our houses. 
 
I believe because God sent His son that whosoever believes in him have everlasting life. 
Although Satan seems to be winning, God is still in control. We do not know God’s plan, but 
our faith directs us to believe in His grace and mercy. 
 
At the end of our waiting in Advent, our hope is confirmed. 
 
 
Dear God, we believe; help us with our unbelief. Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Wednesday, December 2       Gracie Radford 
 
 
“Trust in the Lord with all your heart and lean not on your understanding; in all your ways 
submit to him.” Proverbs 3:5-6 
 
 
I believe in God even when I am scared. Even when I am frustrated. Even when I’m looking 
up at the sky and asking God who I am and why I’m here in this place today.  
 
When I was smaller I found myself down by the pond in my neighborhood. I, my sister, and 
my closest friend at the time were playing, and we saw a couple boys down there also. When 
we got close they started to tease us. We never said anything back and instead ran off, but I 
find myself thinking about that a lot. I never understood why I had to experience that or why 
they thought they should do that in the first place. It’s stuck with me for the longest time. Why, 
I’m not sure, but I do know that lots of times it makes me angry. Angry that I never stood up to 
them, angry that I couldn’t confront them afterwards, but mostly angry because I never knew 
why. I never understood why.  
 
I never have found the answer to why that happened, but I think that it’s stuck with me for a 
reason. I think that, even if I never realized it, that instilled in me values that shaped me to 
who I am now. What they did was never good and never will be in my opinion, but at least I 
have knowledge and I can move forward throughout my life.  
 
Maybe I should stop asking why and accept that God saw that happen and let me grow as a 
person. Now I know that I believe in God, because he’s helped me through that and so much 
more. He’s watching and helping. Throughout my pains, defeats and triumphs I know he’s 
here to help me as well as everyone else grow as a person and look up to the sky, not in a 
perfect harmony but with a range of emotions negative and positive that will help us all grow 
as people. Now I ask you to come with me, and we’ll pray together.  
 
 
God, thank you. Thank you for the time we have together and the time apart, the emotions 
both negative and positive we feel every day that help us grow as people. Help us to know 
that we shouldn’t ponder our confusion or pain but should know that you are here to help us 
grow even if that may be difficult. Help us all to see the pains and understandings of others 
and help us to be better worshipers of you. Thank you, God. Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Thursday, December 3        Marti Sell 
 
 
“In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.  In Him 
was life, and the life was the light of all people. The light shines in the darkness, and the 
darkness did not overcome it.” John 1:1, 4-5 
 
 
I believe even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death. 
 
When out walking recently, I noticed my shadow. It occurred to me that when the sun was 
behind me the shadow loomed large and dark before me. Turning toward the sun caused it to 
diminish. As I lifted my face directly to the sun the shadow all but disappeared. 
 
There have been valleys of shadows along the path of my life. I know I am not alone.  
Darkness has threatened to overwhelm and overcome me: the sudden dense, dark shadow 
of the death of a child; the slow, relentless death of dreams of how life was supposed to be; 
the ever-threatening shadows of fear, guilt, doubt, uncertainty, rejection, failure, loneliness 
and—most recently—separation and isolation. 
 
My shadow is unique, as is yours. Daniel 2:22 tells us God knows all hidden things, for He is 
light, and darkness is no obstacle to Him. This is my light.   
 
When the shadows threaten, often through tears I lift my face to The Son and hear: 

“Your Word is a lamp to my feet and a light to my path.” Psalm 119:105    
“And the Word became flesh and lived among us and we have seen His glory, 

glory as the only begotten of the Father full of grace and truth. “ John 1:14 
  “People living in darkness have seen a great Light” Isaiah 9:2 

“The Lord is my light and my salvation, whom shall I fear? The Lord is the 
stronghold of my life, of whom shall I be afraid?” Psalm 27:1 

“I am the Light of the world. So if you follow me, you won’t be stumbling through 
the darkness, for living Light will flood your path” John 8:12 (Today’s Living Bible) 
The Word of God. When I turn my face to the son, the Word made flesh, the light of His 

word dispels the darkness and the shadows fade. Praise be to God! 
 
 
As we face the valleys of shadows together, will you pray with me: 
Lord, You are Light, and in You there is no darkness at all. We praise You, Father God 

for sending us the light of the world in Your son. Thank you, Jesus, for becoming like us and 
bringing your light to our darkness. Your grace and truth illumine our hearts. The light of your 
word brings hope to our days! In this season of Advent may we, with all people, rejoice as we 
arise and shine…for our Light has come!  In the name of him who is light, the Lord Jesus, we 
pray. Amen. 
 
 
 
 



Friday, December 4   Samantha, Bill, Camille, Thomas, and Felix Young  
 
 
“Whoever does not love does not know God, because God is love.” I John 4: 8 
 
 
We believe even when the cats are fighting. 
 
We never thought we would be a cat household. We have always been a dog household, and 
we’ve been without a dog—or any other pet for that matter—for a few years now.   
 
Camille has always wanted a cat.  Bill vowed that he just could not love a cat; he was a dog 
person. I’ve always been sort of in the middle about the whole thing. I like cats, but never 
really saw myself owning one; that is, until Thomas came into our lives. 
 
A friend I teach with moved last year to be closer to her parents. She had two cats; however, 
her mother absolutely despised cats, so she was having to re-home the more affectionate of 
the two. Camille and I were going to her house to pick up some woodworking items she was 
giving Camille. I mentioned that she had a cat to re-home, knowing what was going to 
happen. Thomas and Camille fell in love on sight, so we left her house with a band saw, lots 
of antique tools, and a cat carrier containing a very confused cat. 
 
I know I used the terms cats in my opening, and I’m getting to that. Thomas adjusted well, 
soon becoming king of the house, completely spoiled, spending his days sleeping on my desk 
as I worked or in Camille’s bed. It took about two days for him to win Bill over, which is no 
surprise to me. My children are their granddaddy Bill Robison made over. Every living thing 
loves them, just as they love every living thing. 
 
The problem for me was I, too, was getting attached to the old guy. And Camille would 
eventually move out and take him with her. I had no choice. I had to adopt a kitten of my own. 
Enter Felix, a six-week-old black and white rascal, who quickly became the crown prince to 
King Thomas.  
 
There was some concern about bringing in a kitten, as Thomas is twelve years old, but they 
eventually worked it out. We’ve even decided that Felix keeps Thomas young as they fight, 
roll around and chase each other throughout the house. Of course, the next moment, they 
can be found eating out of the same bowl and snuggling in Camille’s bed or on my desk. And 
let us not forget Bill, who can often be found cradling Felix like a baby while scratching 
Thomas behind the ears with his free hand.  
 
Our cats symbolize the unconditional love and strong faith that has always been present in 
our home. They may not always agree, but in the end, they still love each other. Yes, we can 
still believe in an ever-present God, even as the cats are fighting. Even when we disagree, or 
are confused, there will always be love. 
 
 
Dear Lord, during this beautiful Advent season as we celebrate the birth of your son, help us 
always to show love to every living thing around us. May each of us be a true reflection of 
your love to others. In Christ’s Holy name, Amen. 



Saturday, December 5        Allison Windley  
 
 
“For I know the plans I have for you, declares the Lord, plans to prosper you and not to harm 
you, plan to give you hope and a future.” Jeremiah 29-11 
 
 
I believed even when my arms were empty. 
 
This has been a year of patience, praying, pausing, but ultimately believing in what I could not 
see. I always had envisioned I would fall in love, get married and then start a family. In 2015 I 
fell in love, in 2017 I got married, and in 2018 we were ready for kids. However, this part of 
my life plan was not falling in to place. My husband and I had the desire in our hearts to be 
parents and were ready after a year of marriage, but after two miscarriages and two failed 
rounds of in vitro fertilization, we were left grieving and feeling empty. Why was God having 
us go through the loss of children? Why was IVF failing? Why is having a child so hard for 
us? We had to remember the words of Proverbs 3:5: “Trust in the LORD with all thine heart; 
and lean not unto thine own understanding.” 
 
I did not know at the time that my journey of infertility would be God’s plan to draw my heart to 
him. Through the grief, heartache, and pain I found myself believing that the Lord had a plan 
for me, a plan for me to be a mom and for us to parents. I found myself praying to God for a 
healthy child, but no longer was it my vision of life but praying that in His timing he would 
make us parents. I did not know how or when our hearts’ desire would be fulfilled, but I knew 
as long as we kept faith God already had a plan for Will and me. 
 
In 2020 God brought our long journey of grief to a place of joy and celebration. We finally 
heard the words after our third round of IVF in July 2020, “Congratulations! You are pregnant 
with a healthy baby.” Our journey to becoming parents was not what I thought it would be, but 
I now understand it happened in God’s timing, the perfect timing.  
 
 
For this child I have prayed, and the Lord has granted the desires of my heart (Samuel 1:27). 
Amen. 
 
 



Sunday, December 6 Second Sunday in Advent  David E. Poston 
 
 
“He said therefore, ‘What is the kingdom of God like? And to what should I compare it?” 
Luke 13:18 
 
 
This fall, I was part of the small group study “Short Stories by Jesus.” As we discussed lost 
sheep and lost coins, good Samaritans and mustard seeds, I was struck by the way Jesus 
typically began his storytelling. “The kingdom of heaven is like…,” he would say, not will be. 
Was he not talking about the hereafter, about heaven? Was he trying to shape our 
understanding about how to live in the here and now? That tiny grammatical difference 
greatly puzzled this retired English teacher. 
 
Then I began reading N.T. Wright’s Surprised by Scripture and found an explanation that 
managed to both comfort and convict me. It took some effort to wade through the theology, 
and my understanding of dispensationalism and eschatology is still pretty blurry, but here is 
what spoke to me. We are called, not just “to the foot of the cross…” says Wright, but also “…
to bring God’s wise order into the world.” As Christians, we have work to do here and now to 
help heal and redeem this fallen world. 
 
In the way he introduced his parables, I believe Jesus was reminding us that even though we 
may groan under the weight of this world, we were put here to do more than pine for the world 
to come. In the season of Advent, as we rejoice over the birth of Jesus, let’s remember that 
he did not come here just to redeem us through his sacrifice, wonderful as that is. He came to 
redeem this world as well, to show us that the kingdom of heaven is here.  
 
It’s about putting theology and faith and love into action, isn’t it? There’s plenty to do and no 
time for hating, for haranguing, for arguing with and complaining about each other. What we 
do every day matters in this, the kingdom of God. Helping the least of these, loving our 
neighbor, being good stewards of this tiny blue planet—that’s why we’re here. Believe that 
and you have a reason to get up every morning. 
 
 
God, help us to be the hands and feet of Jesus and to serve the kingdom of heaven here and 
now. Amen. 
 
 



Monday, December 7        Emily Graham 
 
 
“The steadfast love of the Lord never ceases, his mercies never come to an end; they are 
new every morning; great is your faithfulness.”  Lamentations 3:22-23  
 
 
We all know that 2020 has been a year filled with a lot of ambiguity and challenges, at least 
for me. It seems like it is always one thing after another. Even though we may feel like we are 
constantly getting an additional challenge thrown at us, “The steadfast love of the Lord never 
ceases, his mercies never come to an end; they are new every morning; great is your 
faithfulness” (Lamentations 3:22-23). It is important to recognize the countless blessings we 
have been given, even through the toughest times.  
 
When my dad passed away in June, I was confused as to why God would take him. Despite 
the fact that this was the most challenging time in my life, I still tried to see and focus on my 
many blessings. I was constantly reminded that I am blessed with amazing family and friends. 
I have never received so much love or support in my life. God knew that I needed these little 
reminders to help me through. My family and friends did so much for me during that tough 
time and I thank God for them every day. It is important to take a step back and be thankful 
for everything God has given you. It is a blessing just to wake up healthy and safe every day, 
especially during times like these. It is incredibly easy to get caught up with everything that is 
going wrong.  
 
Join me during Advent in taking the time to pause and reflect on the endless blessings God 
has placed in your life. Let’s use this Advent season to be grateful for all that we have and to 
find Joy in the love God has for each and every one of us. 
 
 
Dear God, thank you for everything you have blessed us with. You are constantly showing 
your love for us, even in bad times. Help us to pause and reflect on our blessings and to not 
get to caught up in the bad things. Forgive us for often being selfish and ungrateful. Allow us 
to change our perspective this Advent season and be thankful for everything we have. In your 
name we pray, amen.  
 
 



Tuesday, December 8         Fran Sitton 
 
 
I Believe Even When I Cannot See God 
 
 
“Because you have seen me, you have believed; blessed are those who have not seen and 
yet have believed. (John 20:29) But these are written, that ye might believe that Jesus is the 
Christ, the Son of God; and that believing ye might have life through His name.” John 20:31 
 
 
I taught first grade for ten years. It was my favorite age level to teach. Children were first 
learning to read and write. When asked why I would choose that grade, I would always say it 
was because first graders believe in Santa Claus, the Tooth Fairy, the Easter Bunny, fairies, 
and leprechauns. That suited me just fine, because I believed in those characters, too! 
 
They believed in these magical, childhood entities even though they never saw them when 
presents or money or eggs were delivered. What made them believe without seeing? Their 
childlike innocence? The convincing actions of parents who stealthily pulled off each 
mysterious mission? The hope that such lovely characters that bring pleasure do exist? 
Children want to believe even when other children tell them it is fake. Sometimes they are 
told, “If you do not believe, you will not receive.” 
 
We live in a cynical age. We seek people who tell the truth but less and less expect the truth 
to be told. Truth simply does not seem to matter as much. And so, we are skeptical, cynical. It 
is hard to believe anything unless it is staring us straight in the face. In a culture like this—
how could I possibly believe in a God I cannot see? He sounds like one of those mythical, 
magical characters from our childhood. 
 
One of the wonderful gifts from God is that he never leaves us in the dark. He does not tell us 
where to go without telling us how to get there, and the same is true for faith. Consistently, 
throughout the Bible, God teaches us that seeing is not believing; hearing is believing. There 
were witnesses to the birth of Jesus, but before they got to the stable, they—the shepherds 
and the wise men—were believing they would find the King of the Jews in the form of a baby. 
They heard the glad tidings and believed. The star in the east led them to the Christ child.  
 
John’s writing was to believers who never got to see what he saw. He was asking his first 
readers to do what we must do today—to believe without seeing. It sounds impossible. Jesus 
knows that the world will not accept him, and he knows that it has nothing to do with whether 
they see him and his miracles or not. The real reason that the world will not believe in Jesus 
is that he does not sing to the world’s tune. This is so liberating because you do not need to 
look anywhere else. You do not need anything more. You can believe in God without seeing 
Him. Faith comes through hearing. And those who hear and believe will be blessed. 
 
If you do not believe you will not receive. 
 
 
Dear God, our Father, as we listen to the scripture readings and rejoice over the good news 
that was proclaimed that holy night, let us not forget to thank You for Your gift of grace in the 
person of Christ Jesus, knowing that he was sent to earth, so that by believing in him we will 
be blessed. Amen. 



Wednesday, December 9       Patty Neinast 
 
 
Now faith is being sure of what we hope for, and certain of what we do not see. 

          Hebrews 11:1 
 
 
I believe when our world is in the middle of multiple crises that most of us could not 

have even imagined a year ago, God brings us opportunity to grow in our faith and gives us 
gifts we would never have otherwise.  

 
Let’s be honest, 2020 has felt like being dropped into an advanced, upper-level college 

math exam when we don’t have the textbook, didn’t know to study for it, and frankly, are 
pretty sure we didn’t even sign up for the class. Daily routines, the familiar pattern of 
relationships, and knowing what information to trust have all been altered. But in the middle of 
the chaos and confusion, there is also an opportunity to find God…to find that which is good 
and solid and true. A time to seek out facts over opinions, foster unity and kindness over 
diversity and division, and seek faith over fear.  

 
One of my friends posed the question, “What good has come out of the pandemic lock-

down for you?” For me, the answers were unexpected and treasured time with one of my 
children coming home for several weeks, time to reconnect with friends that I often don’t have 
during our normal “busy-ness” even if the connection had to be virtual, and time to reflect and 
establish better faith habits. There has also been the opportunity to have deep conversations 
with people of different backgrounds and races that have helped to open my eyes to their 
experiences and thoughts. I believe that the gift of these unplanned moments might never 
have happened if 2020 had gone according to, well, my plans.  

 
My hope is that God is using this time to prepare us to witness miracles on a scale we 

can’t imagine. For many of us, our faith is our source of peace, even while the world around 
us seems to be spinning faster and faster out of control. Our challenge is to use this season 
to grow our trust and reassurance in God’s perfect plan and find ways to bring others to 
Christ.  

 
Dear Father, as we journey through this Advent season in a year like none of us have 

ever experienced, please open our eyes and hearts to see that you are still with us in the dark 
days, there is still joy to be found, and to remember that you are always in control while the 
world feels like chaos. Amen. 
 
 



Thursday, December 10        Kevin Church 
 
 
Make God Laugh 
 
 
Jeremiah 29:11 “For I know the plans I have for you,” declares the Lord, “plans to prosper you 
and not to harm you, plans to give you hope and a future.” 
 
 
“If you want to make God laugh, tell him about your plans.” I heard this quote recently, in the 
airport, during a planned fishing trip with old friends I had not seen since before COVID.  I did 
a quick Google search on this quote and learned it’s attributed to Woody Allen. But the origin 
of it comes from a Yiddish Proverb, saying, “We plan, God laughs.” I had planned to drive to 
Navarre Beach, Florida, that day for a guys’ fishing weekend with some buddies of mine. 
However, the drive was nine hours and, being a working musician, I keep hours that go late 
into the night.  
 
My girlfriend strongly encouraged me to fly. So, as a procrastinator, I booked a last-minute, 
cheap flight the day of and was in the air in two hours. My friends agreed to pick me up at the 
airport, and I was able to rest and be in Florida four hours earlier. I couldn’t help but smile 
throughout the flight, that quote in the back of my mind, relieved that I could relax and not 
have to make the long drive. 
 
Another concern I had, was that Navarre was supposed to have a tropical storm on the day of 
our arrival, which would clearly put a damper on our trip. The storm moved east and moved 
quickly, and so instead of a wet weekend, I got to see aqua green, clear, Gulf water, with sun 
shining on it. I saw dolphins shepherding schools of fish swarming both sides of the pier, 
stingrays stealing bait and tricking fisherman into thinking they caught the big fish or a great 
white. All I could think of that weekend is throughout my life, God has always had my back. I 
may be a free spirit, with choices to make, but, He’s always been there, and I was comforted 
in that thought. 
 
When leaving Florida, my friend Heath agreed to take me to the airport, which was an hour 
away. When we got to the airport, he helped grab my guitar and backpack out of the van. 
Luckily, it was there, and he noticed I dropped a hundred-dollar bill at my feet. I thanked him, 
hugged him, bid him adieu, and walked into the airport. My flight wasn’t for another four 
hours. At check in, I asked if I could catch an earlier flight and they said I could. This gave me 
enough time to catch a ride upon landing, without having to Uber, or taxi home.  
 
When I boarded my flight home, I sat next to a lady who lived in Charleston too. We talked 
about how much it’s grown and the history there. She also told me she was a prayer warrior. 
And that “a Bible verse kept coming” to her. She recited Jeremiah 29:11 “For I know the plans 
I have for you, declares the Lord, plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you 
hope and a future.” When she told me this, I was stopped dead in my tracks. I told her that I 
heard this verse recited by another prayer warrior twenty years ago and that this verse has 
had a lot of significance to me. She said, that’s what she kept hearing and encouraged me to 
“keep serving the Lord with my talent.” I thanked her and shared my father’s Advent entry, 
which he had just finished.  



She said she “felt so honored” and we agreed to keep in touch as the plane landed. And there 
it was, like clockwork. Full circle, back in Charleston, two days later, four hours early, and 
rested after a relaxing weekend. 
 
When I agreed to write an entry for Advent, I didn’t have anything to say yet. No Bible verse, 
no ideas, no words. I thought I may not even make the deadline. But God laughed, for He had 
plans. During this holiday season and moving forward I think we should keep in mind that 
God is and has always been in control. 
 
 
Lord, Thank you for your blessings of family, friends, livelihoods, health, and most of all your 
son, Jesus Christ. Continue to help us prosper with a hope and a future. Thank you for loving 
us enough to make you laugh, and teaching us what you’ve planned, in Jesus’ name, amen. 
 
 



Friday, December 11       Rich Wyatt 
 
 
“Immediately the boy’s father cried out and said, ‘I do believe. Help me with my unbelief’.” 
Mark 9:24 
 
 
I believe even when we doubt, God works in us. The word doubt seems to be a word that 
people are often reluctant to use. Perhaps we are afraid that it denotes a weakness of some 
sort. But I would dare say that doubt has been an occasional element in all of the meaningful 
relationships we’ve had in our lives. There are several famous quotes from prominent 
Christians concerning doubt. Below are a few: 
 
As Martin Luther once said: “Knowledge and doubt are inseparable to mankind. The sole 
alternative to ‘knowledge-with-doubt’ is no knowledge at all. Only God and certain madmen 
have no doubts.”   
 
C.S. Lewis once stated: “If ours is an examined faith, we should be unafraid to doubt. If doubt 
is eventually justified, we were believing what clearly was not worth believing. But if doubt is 
answered, our faith has grown stronger. It knows God more certainly and it can enjoy God 
more deeply.”   
 
Scottish author and clergyman George MacDonald (1824-1905) once put it this way: “Doubt 
can be a tool in God’s hand wielded, in the lives of those who allow it, for the strengthening, 
not the destruction of faith.” 
 
One origin of doubts we have in a Christian context comes from the fact that we have finite 
knowledge. We don’t always understand why certain events transpire or what God’s plan for 
us is in certain situations. In the ninth chapter of Mark, we find a first-century father that is 
bringing a demon-possessed child to Jesus. We know little about the boy’s condition, but we 
do know that his health situation was dire, and the father cared very much for him and was 
desperately seeking help. In verse 23 of chapter 4, the father says, “If you can do anything, 
please help.”  
 
Jesus repeats the question back to him, “If you can? All things are possible to those who 
believe.” Notice that Jesus does not seem to be appalled at the man’s doubt. He does not 
berate the man at all. God knows that doubt is part of our human condition. Faith, hope, joy, 
love, anger, fear, and doubt are all aspects of our human experience. God not only wants us 
to be honest about our doubts but to come to him with them. In doing that, we’ll have a 
deeper relationship with God, baring our desires, our thanksgiving and even our fears. 
Throughout Scripture and throughout incidents I’ve witnessed in my own life and in the lives 
of others, God helps comfort us in our doubts and often answers many of the questions that 
we have in this life. God welcomes us with open arms as we approach him and earnestly say. 
“I do believe. Help me with my unbelief.” 
 
 
Father God, you are God above all of our anxiety and doubt. Please be with us in the midst of 
the things that we struggle with and help us to feel you ever near. Amen. 
 
 



Saturday, December 12        Anna-Taylor Harbin              
    
 
“For now we see in a mirror dimly, but then face to face. Now I know in part; then I shall know 
fully, even as I have been fully known.” 1 Corinthians 13:13 (ESV) 
 
 
I believe even when I don’t understand. In my journey to become a physician, the road was 
never straight ahead. If I had not had faith in God and in the journey, I would have given up a 
long time ago. When I had lost a lot of hope in my own abilities, God gave me a chance to 
interview at the medical school I wanted to attend. It is easy to look back on the journey and 
say it was all worth it, but in the middle of it, it requires immense faith to hold on.  
 
I am currently in my first year and I can say it is all worth it, but it required a lot of leaning on 
God during my lowest points of confidence. I look toward the words of Paul, who states “For 
now we see in a mirror dimly, but then face to face. Now I know in part; then I shall know fully, 
even as I have been fully known” (ESV). I think of this verse as reminding me to have faith in 
the journey and trust in God even in the midst of trial and difficult times.  
 
 
Gracious and loving God, help us to remember that You know the end of our journey and to 
trust that You are watching  over us every step of the way. Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Sunday, December 13  Third Sunday in Advent   Leigh Smith 
 
 
“The Lord said to Abraham, ‘Why did Sarah laugh, and say, “Shall I indeed bear a child, now 
that I am old?” Is anything too wonderful for the Lord? At the set time I will return to you, in 
due season, and Sarah shall have a son.’” Genesis 18: 13-14 
 
 
I have felt Sarah’s pain. The inexorable anguish of wanting a child yet unable to carry one in 
the womb. I imagine Sarah visiting the red tent for her monthly courses as a sign of defeat. 
The red tent of shame, if you will. Months passed, years passed, and as the grey hairs and 
wrinkles increased, Sarah’s hopes of having a child decreased. Hopes of bearing a child, 
hopes to carry on the family, and hope in God, who had promised Abraham that through him 
a great nation would be brought forth.  
 
Chapters 17 and 18 of Genesis describe the story of when God came to Abraham and Sarah 
with the news she would be a son. Her response? She laughed. I know the sound of this 
laugh, its sharp edges, crushing weight, and hollow glee. Not a funny laugh, but one of 
despair and mistrust. A laugh of exasperation and disbelief. How would this time be different? 
How would these words of prophecy and encouragement be any different than the countless 
attempts of the past?  
 
We all find ourselves in the midst of despair and mistrust during these times of pandemic, 
masks, social distancing, sickness, and for some, death. When we mention political isolation, 
racial injustices, inequality, and ongoing refugee crises any hope and positivity can easily be 
lost.  
 
And yet, I believe.  
 
I believe because God did keep his promise to Sarah and Abraham as Jeremiah 32:27 
records, “Is there anything too hard for me?” God is still in the midst of every heartache, joy, 
and disappointment we all face. He is there when we cry out to him during our quarantines or 
even 2,000 years ago in the cultural quarantine of the red tents for women.  
 
I believe because of God’s kept promise to Sarah and to mankind through the birth of Christ, 
the Savior. I have tasted the bitter taste of defeat and wept for joy at triumph. Because of 
God’s kept promises I can reach for the cherished baby—the Christ child— 
and cling to Him for hope, love, and everlasting life.  
 
 
Heavenly Father, we thank you for the gift of your son, Jesus Christ, who was born to bring us 
deliverance, to disrupt our comfort, and convict our actions towards those in need. Help us, O 
God, to turn our eyes, ears, and hopes to you. We know there is a Balm in Gilead to make us 
whole even in our seasons of disbelief. During this Advent season let us travel towards the 
light, healing, and hope that is the birth of the Promised Child. Amen. 
 
 



Monday, December 14       Don Church 
 
 
“You are like the clay in the potter’s hand, and I am the potter.” Jeremiah 18:6  
 
 
I believe even when God seems to be doing nothing for me. 
 
Although God continually works miracles in our lives, there are still those times when things 
happen that we don’t understand. That’s called living. When we hit a rough patch, it is easy to 
look for a reason something bad might happen. We might even question if God is really doing 
anything for us. 
 
Pauline and I will be married fifty-four years by the time this is printed. From the beginning we 
have tried to do things for each other. She has been my cook, companion, confidant, and 
comforter through a lot of good and rough times. As we grow older, we continue to try, but it 
gets harder to do things for each other. However, instead of feeling disappointed and 
complaining (under my breath), I find myself thinking more and more about what she does to 
me. There are times when I am sitting alone and think of her, and a sudden smile comes 
across my face. I think of how great it is that her voice is the first thing I hear each morning.  
The effect she has on my daily life is immeasurable. The Beatles said it so well, “Changing 
my life with the wave of her hand, nobody can deny that there’s something there.”  
  
When we were born we were all equipped with a strong instinct for survival. It is certainly not 
as necessary as it was with the hunter-gatherers of old, but I don’t think it has changed much 
over time. As we become more comfortable, that instinct is still within us and may push us to 
think only of ourselves and not see God’s real wonders around us. This is where God does 
something special to us.  He touches our hearts and lets us see that the people who make up 
the rest of the world are not pawns placed here for our convenience. They are living, 
breathing individuals with similar hopes and fears as those we have. God gives us the interest 
to share the joys of others, and the empathy to comfort those in need. What is amazing is that 
when we comfort another person, we somehow wind up feeling comforted as well. A hug is 
never one-sided.  
 
God is with us during all the twists and turns of life. He is the potter, and we the clay. If we let 
Him, He will help us make decisions which may lessen the pitfalls that unfortunately make up 
a good part of our life. We must let Him do to us in able for Him to better work for us. To 
paraphrase the Beatles, changing my heart with the wave of His hand, nobody can deny that 
there’s something there. 
 
 
Father, thank you for not giving up on me. Please continue to work on me, to mold me to do 
your will. Amen.   
 
 



Tuesday, December 15       Janice Gray 
 
 
Hope, Faith, Joy, Peace 
 
 
“Trust in the Lord with all thine heart and lean not unto thine own understanding. 
In all thy ways acknowledge Him, and He shall direct thy path.” Proverbs 3:5-6 
 
 
This favorite Bible verse of mine reminds me that God is always in charge, even when it 
seems that our entire planet is being challenged by natural disasters, a pandemic, and a 
modified lifestyle. Instead of looking at the many negative effects of these events, I have tried 
to think of positive ways to view them. 
      
Fires and hurricanes have caused tremendous destruction this year, but new ways of 
managing them are being utilized.  People are working together to deal with the damages 
done by forces of nature. 
      
The COVID virus had kept us from seeing our loved ones, but it has also raised our 
awareness of how precious friends and family are to us. It seems that the more we are apart, 
the more we long to be together. I know that I long for the time when our church can worship 
together.   
      
Having to stay at home more has been a challenge but it has helped me accept and realize 
that I can survive with fewer things and activities. 
      
During this Advent season, I realize that I do not have to understand why these things are 
happening. I just need to trust in the Lord with all my heart and acknowledge that He will 
direct my path.   
 
 
Heavenly Father, it is during times such as these that we need to place our faith in you and 
never lose hope. Help us to find peace with our circumstances and be secure in the 
knowledge that you have never failed us. Amen. 
 
 



Wednesday, December 16      Jane Smith  
 
 
"For unto us a child is born; unto us a Son is given! And He shall reign forever and ever! 
Hallelujah!" Isaiah 9:6 
 
 
The guidelines for this Advent book reminded us of the four foundations and candles of 
Advent: hope, faith,  joy, and peace. They referred to some things I believe we've all been 
feeling.  We all just want 2020 to end! But Advent reminds us to pause, prepare,  
and be aware of the promises God has for our lives. Even in the midst of bad news,  
God is great, and we need to stay anchored in His love!!  
 
Wow! What a year for believing even when...! None of us can believe how strange this whole 
year has been, and it's not over yet! We are all experiencing this pandemic, we've had 
hurricane after hurricane, we've had a NC earthquake, we've had a friend's son 
murdered, we've had the worst fires ever in the West, and we’ve had the strangest 
presidential election ever! Seems the news goes on and on with strange events in these ever-
changing times. Over 270,000 Americans have lost their lives to the virus, and children can't 
attend school full time. We are all at loose ends, it seems! 
 
May I get personal for a minute? In June 2020, James and I celebrated fifty years of 
marriage. We had talked about it and planned all year for a special celebration. We were 
going to do it up right with a fabulous cruise. Well, I don't need to tell you what was happening 
in June! Of course, we could not travel, and we certainly couldn't cruise! (Just ask Pat and 
Steve Quinn!) To say we were disappointed is mild. I was really angry inside, but that 
accomplished nothing. The situation was not going to change. 
 
Then came July 4th weekend and we, along with many friends, were to celebrate the lives of 
Ellen and George Gray and Tracy Ormand with an ash-scattering up on Seven Devils 
Mountain. Oops! Couldn't do that either! No July 4th celebrations! I sulked, but just like you, 
we stayed home.  
 
I found solace at our  neighborhood pool. I began swimming laps and getting myself in a little 
better physical shape. Then at the end of August, I was excited to go for my annual well visit 
to my doctor. I was twelve pounds lighter and feeling great. Lo and behold, she discovered I 
had A-fib, and after tests and visits to my new best friends (cardiologists), a stint in my heart, 
2 TEEs, a cardioversion, and a pharmacy of new medicines, I had to adapt to some new life 
changes! 
 
That gets me to what I believe, even when… 
 
Even when we couldn't travel, we still celebrated our love with carry out dinner on the patio by 
candle light. Even when we couldn't scatter ashes, we celebrated in our hearts the lives of our 
friends and made plans for next year. Even when I thought swimming was my life for a while, I 
had to drop back a few weeks to get my heart straightened out, and it saved my life! Even 
when my new doctors told us I could have died at any moment from the blockage in my 
heart, I didn’t! Now it's repaired!  
 



I'm here to tell you that even when life does not go the way we want, even when there are 
disappointments and setbacks, even when we are unsure of what tomorrow will bring, even 
when life is a roller coaster ride, I believe God is on the throne! I believe He is in control. I 
believe He will never leave us or forsake us. I believe His Word is our Sword of the 
Spirit,  and we must depend on His Word and prayer to get us through life on this earth! 
 
We've all been dealt some tough blows in 2020, none more difficult than our friends, Robin 
and Bill Banks, but we have a Savior, Jesus Christ, who walks every step of this life with us. 
He gave up His home in heaven to come to earth as that “Sweet Little Jesus Boy" in a 
manger, to give us hope for every tomorrow! 
 
I believe... even when there's a pandemic raging,  even when we don't get to celebrate 
holidays the way we want, even when our hearts almost give out, even when it seems like life 
will never get back to normal. 
 
I believe in that baby, who is God's only Son. And I believe that He came to give us the 
promises of forgiveness of sin and life everlasting with Him—forever, in a place with no 
pandemics, no fears, no disappointments, and no broken hearts! 
 
I believe we can and will make it through if we hold on to that promise. 
 
 
Precious Lord, as we move through this Advent season, help us to hold on to your promises. 
Help us to look beyond our circumstances and the news and to see the hope that you hold 
out to us in your son, Jesus. Help us to ponder that hope in our hearts and to be brave 
enough to keep stepping out in faith to serve You and love You more every day. In Jesus’s 
name, amen. 
 
 



Thursday, December 17        Rev. Angela Hollar  
 
 
“For he will command his angels concerning you to guard you in all your ways. On their hands 
they will bear you up, so that you will not dash your foot against a stone.”   
         Psalm 91:11-12 
 
 
It was the third week in March 2020, and I was told I could no longer come back into 
Morningside to see Mama because of the Covid-19 virus. I remember crying all the way home 
knowing how much Mama depends on my daily visits to reassure and comfort her especially 
on days when her anxiety is high. She was accustomed to seeing me four or five days out of 
seven. These visits for her brought hope, peace, love, and joy. When I entered her room she 
would say, “There’s my sunshine.” The smile on her face put everything into perspective even 
when I was having a difficult day. I lost my daddy only six months before the pandemic, and 
now it seemed I was losing my mama. I felt so helpless. Eight months later I still feel helpless, 
but God is so faithful. Immanuel takes on new meaning for me this Advent because: 
 
I believe and know God is with us even when I can’t hold and hug Mama.  
 
God is with us despite the separation. His angels are watching over both of us. Three 
wonderful angels from Helping Hands Nursing Service sit with Mama every day for nine 
hours. They hold her hand when she feels insecure and give her hugs that I cannot give. 
They encourage her and assist her in eating. One sitter sings hymns with her. They all read 
daily devotions to her. They also make it possible for us to see Mama through FaceTime. Not 
only these three sitters but the CNAs and med techs see that Mama is well taken care of. 
One med tech texts daily to give Mama updates. God is with us! On days when my heart 
aches that is typically when my best friend sends a text, email, or phone call to see how 
things are going. She is my angel watching over me.  
 
Amanda, my two-year-old granddaughter, is another angel watching over me. Her hugs and 
kisses, beautiful smile and loving nature lift my spirits and give me the hope, peace, love, and 
joy to carry on. This Advent Immanuel takes on new meaning in my life. For God is with us 
just as he always has been and always will be, but his angels are now more real to me than 
ever before. “For he will command his angels concerning you to guard you in all your ways.” 
Take time this Advent to recognize your angels and give thanks and praise for each of them.  
 
 
Immanuel, you are always with us even when we feel so helpless and alone. Thank you for 
the gift of angels in our lives, those we recognize, those we sometimes overlook, and those 
whom we are unaware. We give you thanks. May we be your instrument of hope, peace, love, 
and joy for someone this Advent and Christmas. Amen. 
 
 



Friday, December 18        Stephanie Jenkins     
   
 
“But seek first his kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as 
well.” Matthew 6:33 
 
 
I believe even when…we fall on hard times. Many years ago, my dad’s business went 
bankrupt and he was doing what he could to earn an income and provide for our family.  I 
remember one particular Christmas, when I was around nine years old, he would stand on a 
box in Sears at the local mall and sell jewelry to busy shoppers. My favorite was the gold 
zipper necklace. My siblings were embarrassed by his peddling sales gig, but I loved my dad 
and his charismatic way of getting by. No matter what job my dad had (and he had many 
throughout the years), he always found a way to provide for us. It makes me think of one of 
my favorite scriptures, Matthew 6:25-34, about how we worry and how God provides for us. 
Jesus tells us that God knows our needs. If we seek God first, our needs will be met.  I’ve 
seen God provide through our congregation in giving food to Crisis Assistance Ministry, in 
offering hope through cards to shut-ins, and by sharing joy in Facebook comments during 
online worship. 
   
I’ve seen God provide in my own life. I saw God through First UMC when they rallied around 
me, supporting me through the care and loss of my grandmother last year. I saw God through 
family and friends who cared for my daughter years ago when I went through a medical 
procedure after a miscarriage. I saw God open doors with other job opportunities coming 
available after my husband was laid off from work many years ago right after we found out we 
were pregnant with Ellen. All of these would be characterized as hard times, but God walked 
alongside us each step of the way. Our faith is what got us through.  
 
 
Dear Lord, as we anticipate and celebrate the arrival of baby Jesus and the hope He offers to 
us, may we continue to look up to you instead of inwards towards ourselves. With time as one 
of the most treasured gifts we can give, help us to not waste it by worrying about what will be. 
Let us seek You, in Your Kingdom and Your righteousness first. We are thankful that You 
provide us hope each day through Jesus Christ. Amen. 
 
 



Saturday, December 19        Mary Massey 
 
 
Faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen.  
Hebrews 11:1 
 
 
I believe… 
…even when we are in the middle of a pandemic; even when my friend is in the 
hospital alone, struggling to breathe. 
…even when God is silent, when I pray fervently for answers, and no answer 
comes. 
…even when the answer is no; when I thought I knew what I was being called to 
do, but God clearly answers with closed doors. 
…even when it’s dark, and I cannot see; when I lose two babies who were 
prayed for and loved; even when my husband of twenty years chooses to leave; 
even when my nephew dies in an accident, and my niece is taken off life 
support. 
…even when I’m diagnosed with an incurable disease. 
 
I believe… 
…because Jesus loves me. This I know, for the Bible tells me so. 
…because God is the same yesterday, today, and forever. 
…because Jesus came to earth as a tiny baby to show us who the Father is and 
what love looks like. 
…because God, the creator of the universe, loves me, unconditionally, 
extravagantly, abundantly, more than I can even imagine! 
…because I have seen God’s hand at work in my life, redeeming, saving, 
restoring, reclaiming me over and over again. 
…because God has promised He will never leave me nor forsake me. And He 
hasn’t. And He won’t. 
 
I believe! 
 
 
Dear God, thank you that You are always with me, that You love me and show 
me who You are every day. Love came down at Christmas—glory in the highest! 
Halleluiah!! Dear Lord, I believe. Help my unbelief. In the name of your son 
Jesus, amen. 
 
 



Sunday, December 20  Fourth Sunday in Advent  Carol Elliott 
 
 
“For I, the Lord your God, hold your right hand; it is I who say to you, ‘Do not fear, I will help 
you’.” Isaiah 41:13 
 
 
In these challenging and unpredictable times, it is easy for me to lose hope and focus on the 
negative, yet these words of Isaiah always give me comfort. Another symbol of hope is the 
picture below. I found a little sapling lying in my yard, neglected and nearly dead. I planted it, 
but all its leaves fell off until it was just a stick. Weeks later I looked at the stick and, lo and 
behold, it was sprouting...my little, nearly dead sapling wasn’t dead at all, but full of new life!  
 
In this season of waiting and wondering, we may find new symbols of hope if we only look. 
There are so many reasons that I believe even when everything that the TV media, the 
newspapers, elected officials, and even other people recite over and over is about how 
doomed we are. The songs of the birds, the warmth of the sun, the beauty of a sunset, the 
smiles of children—even behind a mask I am reminded that our God is there no matter what! 
 
Our precious Jesus was also born in a scary, tumultuous time. His parents faced an arduous 
and dangerous journey to fulfill the promise of God. Despite all of the fear that was present 
then, the angels announced, “Fear not, I bring you tidings of great JOY!” This season may 
look and be different, but God has promised He will never leave us! Hallelujah! 
 
  
Heavenly Father, help us to recognize the signs and symbols of hope you send us every day. 
You never tire of showing us your love. We are so thankful that you sent your Son in the most 
humble way possible to save us and our world. May our hearts be made ready to receive this 
gift each and every day. Amen. 
 
 



Monday, December 21        Paul Heath 
 
 
“Immediately the boy’s father exclaimed, “I do believe; help me overcome my unbelief!”  

Mark 9:24  
 
 
I believe even when the world tells me differently.  
 
I am tired. I am tired of the news, I am tired mentally, I am tired physically, I am tired of the 
pandemic, and I am tired of being tired. I bet you feel the same way. It has been a tough year 
for all of us. 
 
The Bible provides many examples of people who have believed when life has been tough. 
Mary believed when she was just a teenager and found out that her Son would be the Savior 
of the world. Job believed when countless tough circumstances came his way. Jesus believed 
when he was in the garden on Maundy Thursday and knew what was coming his way. 
 
God has provided these examples of people believing, even when the world was telling them 
to not believe. If they can believe in their dark circumstances, why can’t we? I believe in our 
church, God’s church universal, the Kingdom of God, Jesus Christ, the Holy Spirit, and in God 
Almighty.  
 
Belief takes faith, faith in some something larger than oneself and one’s current 
circumstances. My faith in the Holy Trinity provides this for me. 
 
If I examine this past year, there have been unexpected blessings. My wife and I have been 
blessed by having more time with our adult children. We have spent more time outdoors and 
enjoying nature. We have benefitted from a slower pace of life. These things have been 
unexpected bursts of joy in tough times. 
 
 
Life can be tough. Help us to believe even when the world tells us differently. Help us to 
believe in You and to abandon our unbelief. Life also brings blessings, and thank You for 
those blessings. This Advent season, help us to prepare for the Savior of the world. In Jesus’ 
name, amen. 
 
 



Tuesday, December 22        Catherine Greene 
 
 
I Believe in God, Even When March Madness Is Cancelled  
 
 
“There is a time for everything, and a season for every activity under the heavens…”  

         Ecclesiastes 3:1 
  
 
In early March of 2020, I returned to Knoxville, from the Southeastern Conference 

Tournament in Greenville, South Carolina, to await our NCAA Tournament fate.  Selection 
Monday had been circled on the Lady Vol Calendar for months, almost to signify a destination 
or end goal.  It was on that night that ESPN would reveal the tournament field and we would 
learn our seed and next opponent.  This is the moment you work for, to reach the Big Dance, 
in hopes of playing for a national championship.  It’s especially important to the people on 
Rocky Top and the team I had just joined, and I looked forward to sharing in their special 
moment. 

 
As we were sitting in the locker room, preparing for the afternoon’s practice, we started 

seeing breaking news on all the television monitors; men’s basketball conference 
tournaments were being cancelled left and right. I couldn’t believe my eyes or the constant 
Twitter notifications I was receiving. Then we allowed our minds to wonder, Would the NCAA 
Tournament be next?!  Surely it wouldn’t!  They wouldn’t cancel March Madness! But within 
days, it was announced the NCAA Tournament had, in fact, been cancelled due to the 
growing threat of the Coronavirus (COVID-19). 

  
Needless to say, my game plan quickly changed, and I became fixated on ensuring our 

players and team were safe. In the blink of an eye, the SEC Tournament and hopes for a 
successful NCAA Tournament run became a distant memory, and—honestly— 

insignificant. I worked diligently to learn and understand the virus so I could better 
handle the situation. However, we quickly understood there was so much we didn’t know 
about the virus or how it impacted individuals. Still, it was my job to adapt and figure out the 
best practices for our program, in that given moment. What prepared me, and what sustained 
me, were the basics. It wasn’t anything extravagant, but I could calmly navigate the next 
moments and months with our team because of my faith, relationships, trust, dedication, and 
hope. 

 
Wow! Those sound familiar, don’t they? The foundation of our faith. We all like to circle 

Christmas on the calendar and quickly obsess about the perfect present or what to wear for 
Christmas Day. We make plans for gatherings or when we will travel home for the holidays. 
The candlelight Christmas Eve service is my absolute favorite! And yes, Christmas is a 
special time in the life of the church, but it’s not the only thing. 

   
During the season of Advent, we are charged with waiting patiently for the birth of a 

king! The waiting is hard, but it’s necessary. That’s where we dig deep in our faith, relying on 
those fundamental principles of faith, hope and love. Yes, the greatest of these is love. 

 
 



I equate Advent to our pre-season practices. Those days are long and, in the moment, they 
aren’t quite as fun as when the bright lights are on. But those are the moments that count, 
that prepare us for what lies ahead. And this summer, we cultivated a stronger connection 
with our team because all we had was a computer and Zoom, with all of the players away 
from Knoxville. We stripped the basketball away and talked about the important things: 
mental health, racial injustices, and them as people, not just athletes.  We had hard but 
important conversations. After months of quarantine, I can look back on this time and see the 
value and growth during this unprecedented time. Maybe we didn’t get the opportunity to 
compete for a national championship in March, but what we worked for is something that will 
sustain us much longer. 
   
One of the blessings of sheltering in place was learning to wait as part of the rhythm of life. In 
that time, I held tight to my faith and spent more time in scripture, prayer, journaling, and 
devotion. Likewise, I hope you found during this unplanned season that you grew stronger in 
your faith, too. As I am reminded in one of my favorite hymns, “There’s a dawn in every 
darkness, bringing hope to you and me…unrevealed until its season, something God alone 
can see.” 
 
Remember, it’s not just about the season, because that can change or get cancelled.  What 
remains, in all seasons of our life, is God’s love, and that’s never cancelled. Ecclesiastes 
demonstrates we live in a world of changes; therefore, we must make the best of it and keep 
our eyes fixed on Jesus.  
 
So, in a year that’s seemed so dark, let your Christmas light shine, not just on Christmas Eve 
but throughout the year, because light drives out darkness. And use Advent as a way to 
prepare your heart and mind for those moments will sustain you. 
 
 
God of all seasons and of all people, thank you for loving us and sustaining us. You are our 
light and our North Star, even when our world seems broken and dark. You are the source of 
our hope. May we radiate that light to others, in all ways and at all times. Let us use the 
season of Advent to prepare our hearts and minds for the Savior we need, the only one who 
is constant and ever-present. We give you thanks for this gift. Amen. 
 

 

 



Wednesday, December 23       Becki Lowder 
 
 
“The true light that gives light to everyone was coming into the world. He was in the world, 
and though the world was made through him, the world did not recognize him. He came to 
that which was his own, but his own did not receive him. Yet to all who did receive him, to 
those who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of God—children born 
not of natural descent, nor of human decision or a husband's will, but born of God. The Word 
became flesh and made his dwelling among us. We have seen his glory, the glory of the one 
and only Son, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth.  
            John 1:9-14 
 
 
The world was waiting, waiting. And God did not disappoint, He fulfilled the prophecy. 
Actually, he over-fulfilled the prophecy! Little did anyone know while waiting for the Messiah 
that not only did he come for his own people, but that he came for those not considered his 
people, those who believed in him nonetheless. 
 
The most wonderful quality of Jesus to think of in these difficult times for me is that He loves 
us, that he is inclusive, not exclusive. He takes us as we are, where we are. He offers grace, 
forgiveness, peace. And all we have to do is believe, to ask for it. Some of us were born into 
families where Jesus was known and recognized from our birth. We were taught about his 
birth, life, and death, and we never questioned the story. It was as natural as breathing to 
believe in Jesus as the Messiah. Others knew nothing of Jesus until later in their lives when, 
somehow, He was made known to us. It doesn't really matter how this happened, just that it 
did, and that we recognized Him. His love is offered, it is there for the taking. It isn't hidden, it 
is in the open for all to know about, to see, to experience. It matters not what race, color, 
creed, or nationality we might be. Jesus was born for all of us who receive him. 
 
So, all believers are children of God, no matter how we got there. Could anything be better? 
We wait to celebrate once again our Savior's birth. But we also wait for his return, another 
kind of Advent. God always makes good on his promises, so while we wait for Christmas, we 
must remember that other Advent, too. It will surely come! Praise be His holy name! 
 
 
Father God, thank you for sending your son to be the light of the world. Grant us the patience 
to remember the promise and the love he represents, even in these difficult times. In Jesus’s 
holy name, amen. 
 

 

 



Thursday, December 24       John Crane 
 
 
“Then there appeared to him an angel of the Lord, standing at the right side of the altar of 
incense. When Zechariah saw him, he was terrified; and fear overwhelmed him. But the angel 
said to him, ‘Do not be afraid, Zechariah, for your prayer has been heard. Your wife Elizabeth 
will bear you a son, and you will name him John. You will have joy and gladness, and many 
will rejoice at his birth, for he will be great in the sight of the Lord. He must never drink wine or 
strong drink; even before his birth he will be filled with the Holy Spirit. He will turn many of the 
people of Israel to the Lord their God. With the spirit and power of Elijah he will go before him, 
to turn the hearts of parents to their children, and the disobedient to the wisdom of the 
righteous, to make ready a people prepared for the Lord.’ Zechariah said to the angel, ‘How 
will I know that this is so? For I am an old man, and my wife is getting on in years.’ The angel 
replied, ‘I am Gabriel. I stand in the presence of God, and I have been sent to speak to you 
and to bring you this good news. But now, because you did not believe my words, which will 
be fulfilled in their time, you will become mute, unable to speak, until the day these things 
occur.’” 
           Luke 1: 11-20  
 
 
I believe even when God’s plan seems unbelievable.  
 
In our modern scientific age, one of the most challenging things for a Christian can be to hold 
to beliefs that seem too supernatural to believe in light of our understanding of the world. For 
many who do not share our faith, the Bible seems to be nothing more than one long fairy tale: 
creation in six days, the plagues of the exodus, a shepherd boy slaying a giant, people being 
thrown into fires without burning, mouths of lions being sealed shut…not to mention a virgin 
birth of God Incarnate, three years of ministry marked by miracles both public and private, 
and a resurrection!   
 
Luke’s Gospel tells us that the story of the birth of Jesus was not just about Mary and Joseph; 
it starts with the angel Gabriel informing Zechariah that his barren wife, Elizabeth, was going 
to have a child. Zachariah was a devout priest who had spent his life serving and worshipping 
God, and still he found God’s plan unbelievable. Zechariah said to the angel, “How will I know 
that this is so? For I am an old man, and my wife is getting on in years.” (Luke 1:18) 
 
His response reminds us of how Abraham reacted when God told him that Sarah would give 
birth to a son in their old age (Genesis 17:17). And it foreshadows the disbelief that Mary 
experiences when she learns she is to give birth to the Son of God (Luke 1:34). However, in 
each of these situations, God’s word proved to be true. 
 
I take comfort in knowing that these people, who were righteous enough to be key players in 
God’s story of redemption, were still perplexed by God and questioned God’s plan. It reminds 
me that having faith does not mean having no doubts, and that God can use even those of us 
who experience doubts in powerful ways. 
 
 
 

 

 



As Christians, we may have different interpretations of scripture, and so our understanding of 
the events and miracles contained in the Bible may vary. I may doubt some things in the 
Bible, but I believe whole-heartedly the thing that may be the most unbelievable of all: that an 
all-powerful, all-knowing God loves us and wants a relationship with us!   
 
During Advent, as we prepare ourselves again for the arrival of Christ anew in our lives, may 
we cling to the truth of God’s unbelievable love for us. 
 
 
Father, thank you for loving us so much that you make the impossible—our ability to 
experience your love, grace, power, and mercy—possible, through the birth, death, and 
resurrection of your Son, Jesus Christ. Amen. 
 
 
 

 

 



Friday, December 25       Ellen Downey 
 
 
“Your word is a lamp to my feet and a light to my path.” Psalm 119: 105 
 
 
I believe even when surrounded by darkness. 
 
During my youth, I participated as a camp counselor at a church camp in the Tidewater region 
of Virginia. It was an adventure in primitive camping, fellowship with counselors and campers, 
and learning new skills while honing others. That summer we lived in hogans, took three-day 
canoe trips, ate trail food, and slept under mosquito nets. One skill I learned to depend upon 
was using a lantern and changing the mantle in the lantern quickly and efficiently. “Let there 
be light!” My lantern was always by my side, dusk to dawn. It was a light not only on my path, 
but also a light on the path for the campers in my care. I fondly remember the faces of those 
wonderful children as together we enjoyed all of the camp activities: cooking, crafts, 
swimming, canoeing, singing, folk dancing, and worshipping. Lifetime friendships were 
formed.  
 
Now, we wait for the light of the world, Emmanuel, the baby Jesus, to be born again to us. We 
again look for the light—in the eyes of our own children, our family members, our loved ones, 
friends, and yes, in the eyes of perfect strangers whom we meet. More than ever, we try to 
show the light of Jesus as we look, gaze, speak with our eyes. We have always 
communicated this way, but now more than ever.  
 
When Mary was holding baby Jesus, she saw the light in his eyes, even in that dark, musty 
stable. She and Joseph may have been guided by moonlight and stars as they came to the 
stable. Her loving look was at just the right distance to see him as she cuddled her child, 
knowing that he was the son of God. Joseph also looked on with pride, and the animals in the 
manger joined in the adoration. We know the story so well and yet, each Advent, we yearn to 
hear it again and live it in our lives as we wait for the light.  
 
 
Our good and gracious God, fill us with your light as we anticipate again the birth of Jesus. 
For in Him there is no darkness at all. Amen. 
 
 
 

 

 



Saturday, December 26       Eleanor Wixson 
 
 
“O give thanks to the Lord, for he is good, for his steadfast love endures forever. 
O give thanks to the God of gods, for his steadfast love endures forever. 
O give thanks to the Lord of lords, for his steadfast love endures forever.”  

Psalm 136: 1-3 
 
 
My family would probably consider me to be an optimist; no matter, I try to see the good side 
of the person, the situation, the mishap, the adventure—when I do have times of  feeling 
down or insecure, I hold to the promise of God's steadfast love. Psalm 136 is one example of 
this phrase that is repeated in many books of the Old Testament.  "Oh, give thanks to the 
Lord, for He is good; his steadfast love endures forever." 
 
As I thought about this year's Advent prompt, "I believe even when…," I realized it is that 
steadfast love that underlies my optimism and my faith. My adult life has been blessed with 
the promise of God's enduring love that holds us up even when... 
 
Remembering a very serious auto accident that left me unscathed one month before our 
wedding is one example that makes me aware again and again of that steadfast love. 
Even when loved ones pass too soon through heaven's gate, even when disease attacks or 
accidents occur or friendships fade... Even when old insecurities arise and doubt creeps in... 
Even when I have tried to put God aside for a while...  
 
Steadfast love comes down at Christmas time—the birth of the babe tells me to learn again 
that goodness and innocence exist, that the glory of the Lord can shine in the darkness. Even 
when we have read the full story and know that Herod's henchmen will bring weeping and 
woe to Bethlehem, in the moments at the manger, the time is holy and a voice declares, "Be 
still and know that I am God." Even when we know the gifts of frankincense and myrrh are 
symbols of a death, we see in the cross and the empty tomb the promise of steadfast love 
that endures forever. 
 
 
Thank you, Lord, that your steadfast love anchors us in days of doubt and uncertainty. Even 
when we are weak, we feel your abiding presence holding us up. Even when we are isolated 
or frustrated or afraid, you are nearby. We are awed by your promises; we become as still as 
the shepherds in the fields hearing the angel voices. We are humbled by the magnitude of 
your gift of the Christ Child. Thank you, Lord. Amen. 
 
 
 

 

 



Sunday, December 27 First Sunday of Christmas  Jesse Caldwell 
 
 
When this perishable body puts on imperishability, and this mortal body puts on immortality, 
then the saying that is written shall be fulfilled: 
 
“Death has been swallowed up in victory.” 
“Where, O death, is your victory? Where, O death, is your sting?”  

1 Corinthians 15: 54-55  
 
 
I believe, even when burying a loved one. 
 
As I write this devotion, less than three weeks before Advent, my family and I have just 

concluded the arrangements for the celebration of life service for my mother, Martha Gunter 
Caldwell. 

 
The death of a parent, child, or spouse is surely one of the most traumatic events 

anyone can experience. During this time, it is not unusual for people to question their faith in 
God, or even have that faith severely shaken. Burying a loved one is physically, emotionally, 
and psychologically draining. It can be a time of great depression, despair and even 
devastation. 

 
In thinking about Mother’s earthly passing, I find myself logically thinking of death’s 

bookend: life. Not just her grand and glorious life of 103 years, but the eternal life into which 
she has now entered in the presence of our Lord. And in reflecting on that transition from 
earthly to heavenly life, how can I then not then think of the reason that we have this gift of 
forever life whenever our earthly journey is over? And that reason, of course, is the death and 
resurrection of Jesus Christ. 

 
Christmas is the celebration of the birth of Christ, which is the earthly beginning of that 

holy plan of God’s redemption of humanity. And Advent is that season during which, with 
great excitement and anticipation, we prepare for and anticipate the celebration of the coming 
of Emmanuel at Christmas, much as parents prepare for the birth of their child during 
pregnancy. A baby is not born the day after conception; God planned for a time of preparation 
for the child’s entrance into the world. Similarly, we view Advent as a time for prepare for our 
commemoration of Jesus’ entrance into the world as a baby. 

This truth of God’s grace and redemption, plus reviewing the inspiring and meaningful 
scriptures and hymns Mother selected for her “Homecoming Service”, have helped re-affirm 
and re-enforce my long-held beliefs about God’s gift of eternal life. 

 
It is because of all this that I can say to you today, without equivocation or reservation, 

I believe, even when burying a loved one. 
 
 
Holy God, we thank you that in death we begin a new kind of life in Your presence that 

never ends, because you sent your Son into the world. As we look forward to Christmas Day,  
when we again celebrate the birth of our Lord Jesus, we pray that in this Advent period before 
that celebration  that you will help us prepare and hearts and minds for the true significance 
and meaning of Emmanuel, “God coming near.” In His name we pray, amen. 



Monday, December 28        Lezlie Hill 
 
 
Seek the LORD and his strength, seek his face continually. 1 Chronicles 16:11 
 
 
This Bible verse has always been comforting to me. After my mother passed away, I found 
handwritten Bible verses all over her house.  Some of them I had seen before, like the ones 
she had in her kitchen. Others were in different places around her house not so obvious to 
me but where she frequented, such as her computer desk and kitchen pantry.  It was such a 
blessing for me to find these little reassurances from my mom that the Lord is always there for 
me. She always used to tell me that in times of uncertainty and trouble, one must immerse 
herself in the spirit of the Lord. Reading the Bible, praying daily, daily devotionals, Christian 
music, small group studies, Sunday School, and attending worship were some of the things 
my mother would do to immerse herself in the Holy Spirit.  
 
This past year has been one we will never forget. COVID-19 and political dissension among 
parties, to name just two, have caused fear, anxiety, unrest, anger, sadness, isolation, 
uncertainty, and depression among millions of people across our nation. I have tried to look to 
the Lord for strength as my mother taught me to do by her example. I believe in the power of 
love, compassion, acceptance, and the Lord’s redemption. I encourage everyone to “Seek 
the LORD and his strength, seek his face continually.”  
 
 
Dear Lord, please be with us during this time of unrest and anxiety. Ease our uncertainties 
and guide us to seek Your face always. In God’s name we pray, amen.  



Tuesday, December 29        Linnea Jurs 
 
 
“The Rock, his work is perfect, for all his ways are justice. A God of faithfulness and without 
iniquity, just and upright is he.” Deuteronomy 32:4 
 
 
I believe even when the society we live in seems to benefit some while disadvantaging 
others. As a first-grade teacher, I often question my faith when I see children, whom I believe 
are also God’s children, not being granted the same opportunities as I was as a child. As a 
twin and (kind-of) middle child, fair has always been a buzz word in our household. No one in 
my house could get more attention or material items without my parents hearing “That’s not 
fair!” For example, when Mom and I went shopping, she would often tell me to hide my 
shopping bag from my brother so there would be no “that’s not fair” outcries. My parents 
always tried to be as fair as they could with their time and money, so that we felt that they 
loved us three equally.  
 
When I think of God in the parent role of our “Heavenly Father,” I am often perplexed at how 
this world is so unfair. How is it that I have students that cannot afford a pencil or notebook for 
school while others have pencil pouches galore? How is it that some need to be back in 
school so that they can receive two nourishing meals a day? How is it that one in five children 
in Charlotte is living in poverty? It is easy for me to doubt God when I am in my classroom 
thinking daily about these questions. Despite the questioning, I believe in God and believe he 
is a fair and just God. The inequity in our world is human-created and not aligned with God’s 
vision for all his children. He loves us all equally and shows no favoritism. The Advent season 
is a good time to reflect on what we can each do to make our world better for all of God’s 
children, whether that’s sponsoring an angel child, volunteering our time at a local nonprofit, 
or advocating for public policy that helps those in need. As the Bible instructs, “Maintain 
justice and do what is right, for my salvation is close at hand and my righteousness will soon 
be revealed. Isaiah 56:1.” 
 
 
God, please help us maintain faith when faced with the inequity in our world. Inspire us to 
create a more equitable world where all of God’s children can thrive. Amen. 
 



Wednesday, December 30       Linda McConnell 
 
 
“Have I not commanded you? Be strong and courageous. Do not be frightened, and do not be 
dismayed, for the Lord your God is with you wherever you go." Joshua 1:9 
 
 
I believe that even when everything seems to be going wrong and there is not much hope in 
sight, there is no more perfect time to turn to God. Almost certainly, everyone has 
experienced this feeling at one time or another in his/her life and for many, this seems to be a 
constant state of affairs. It’s hard not to dig deep and see what we are able to do on our own 
to fix whatever the problem or problems so we might be able to move past this tough time of 
life. But often the tough times are out of our control or may be something that will not pass, 
and we have scary, helpless, and hopeless feelings.  We lie awake at night and are unable to 
focus on work or on our family, and nothing seems quite right. Our physical and mental health 
may be affected. We may even pull out the special occasion prayer, promising to never do 
this or that again if only God will see us through it!   
 
This is the time to remember that God is with us. God doesn’t promise to make things okay or 
to answer all of our prayers. He does promise to be with us, and there is comfort in that.   
 
 
Dear God, please hold us, your children, closely. So many of us are struggling. This has been 
an especially sad year, with senseless tragedy affecting our church family and our entire 
community. Sickness and death, broken relationships, loneliness, anxiety, and just the 
general uncertainty that the pandemic and all of 2020 has brought to our world have made 
easy to feel hopeless. We worry about ourselves, our families, our friends, our jobs, our 
health, our community, and our world. There are so many things that cannot be fixed, and it is 
hard to think about letting go of these worries and trusting in you. Please help us to 
understand that you can be trusted to be with us and to accept your answer, even though it 
may not be the answer we prayed for or one that we can even begin to understand. Knowing 
that you love us and are with us is enough. Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Thursday, December 31       Caroline Haney 
 
 
“Yet you, Lord, are our Father. We are the clay, you are the potter; we are all the work of your 
hand.” Isaiah 64:8  
 
 
If we can all agree on one thing, I think it would be that this past year has given us all the 
challenge to be flexible, malleable even. Malleable; there’s a word!  “(Of a metal or other 
material) To be hammered or pressed permanently out of shape without breaking or 
cracking.” This sums up much of 2020 for me! Among other many challenges, this past year 
has brought a pandemic, an election, and other happenings which have led to social 
disconnections and tensions, and personal hardships for many. How do we, as Christians, 
manage this? Hold that thought for a moment. 
 
In the past year, I have also revisited a love that has been unrealized for years.  I bought 
some clay. Then, something amazing happened. I began making pots and mugs and other 
trinkets in the garage on Sunday afternoons while listening to worship music.  At some point I 
realized during this clay time, I had accidentally fallen into a conversation with God about life; 
my challenges, my blessings, my attitude. One afternoon, I recalled the obvious hymn that 
sings, “I am the potter, you are the clay.  Mold me and make me, this is what I pray.” Such a 
beautiful prayer. What an incredible act of faith to be that open to the hands of God! 
 
It is that act of faith that echoes as we say “I believe, even when…” For me, this past year, it 
has been the daily recommitment of: I believe, even when it means being malleable. 
 
Which brings us back to our challenge of being malleable. What is it God wants to mold us 
into? Galatians 5 talks about living life by the Spirit. Verse 22 tells us the fruits of the Spirit are 
love, joy, peace, forbearance, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control. 
How might this year have been different for me if I had welcomed every moment with those 
virtues? How might next year? 
 
 
Lord, help me embrace being malleable. With your potter’s hands, mold me into signs of the 
fruits of the Spirit so that I may be to others a living vessel of your love. Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Friday, January 1         Bee Wetzell Poston 
 
 
“The Lord has promised good to me 
His word my hope secures; 
He will my shield and portion be, 
As long as life endures.” 
 
 
I remember it well. I was in the car, driving in the dark of night listening to music, and I heard 
“Amazing Grace.” But this one verse; it was like I had never heard it before—"the Lord has 
promised good to me”? This wasn’t “good!” 
 
I was going through a horrible, difficult emotional struggle. It didn’t feel good or look good. But 
the phrase “The Lord has promised good to me” kept going over and over in my head. 
 
Then it moved to my heart…and tears flowed. Do I believe this?  
 
Then I remember God’s many promises in His word. Again, do I believe them? 
 
His good may not be a healed relationship, a physical healing, the job I prayed for… 
but it is His good for me. 
 
He promised a savior would be born. His promise is fulfilled in Jesus, the savior born for us 
all. Jesus brings good to my life, He brings healing to me in my heart, and that is good. His 
word is my hope ! I can rest in that hope as long as my life endures! 
 
 
Our Lord God, we come to you with so many mixed feelings. We confess our confusion and 
our lack of understanding when it comes to your promises. You do promise good for us. But 
God, good doesn’t always feel good or look good. Help us as we choose to believe your 
promise for us. In the midst of turmoil, chaos, and hurt, remind us of who you are. You are = 
love come down among us. Love to live in us. You sent your son, just as you said in your 
word. You always keep your promises. We pray you help us each day to remember that—and 
to choose to believe that…even when it doesn’t feel good. Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Saturday, January 2       Royce and May Robinson  
 
 
We Found the King  
 
 
“Simeon took him in his arms and praised God, saying, ‘Master, now you are dismissing your 
servant in peace, according to your word; for my eyes have seen your salvation which you 
have prepared in the presence of all peoples, a light for revelation to the Gentiles and for 
glory to your people Israel.’” Luke 2: 28 
 
 
 
Our contribution to this year’s Advent devotion, for the most part, will be the words from a 
song, I wrote several years ago but could never quite finish. It tells the story of the season as 
perhaps being told by a minstrel or troubadour from the Middle Ages. These musical poets 
roamed from village to village, kingdom to kingdom, with their stories of history, fantasy, and 
news of the day----for you younger readers this was a few years before the internet and 
Facebook. I chose to write this piece in the present and not past tense, as if the listener is 
watching it as it is happening. This story is the Good News for all time and—as you will read 
in my words—“evergreen, everlasting, destined forever to never grow old.”  
 
As stated by Simeon in the second chapter of Luke—in my final verse—"may the thoughts in 
our hearts be revealed” in this season of Advent and Christmastime.  
 
 
On a Judean hillside, there shepherds abiding, angels appear in the night  
 
To bring glad tidings from the City of David, good news to all Israelites  
 
  Alleluia, Alleluia Hark! Hear the mighty hosts sing  
 
  Alleluia, Alleluia, Alleluia! They herald the King  
 
 
Magi from the east now faithfully follow the star and the story it tells  
 
For the prophets did speak of the Shepherd of Israel, the coming Immanuel  
 
  Alleluia, Alleluia treasures and blessings they bring  
 
  Alleluia, Alleluia, Alleluia! They seek the King  
 
   The greatest of all stories that’s ever been told  
 
   Evergreen, everlasting destined forever to never grow old   
 

 
 



The angels still guide us, the star shines inside us, in that place where the truth lies 
concealed  
 
Be you mighty or lowly, come humble and holy may the thoughts in our hearts be revealed  
  
  Alleluia, Alleluia, hear the bells of the Christmastide ring!  
 
  Alleluia, Alleluia, Alleluia! We Found the King  
 
  Alleluia! We Found the King 
 
 
 
Lord, we thank You for Jesus, the light of the world. Alleluia! Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Sunday, January 3        Charlene Swilling 
 
 
For this reason I remind you to fan into flame the gift of God, which is in you through the 
laying on of my hands. For God has not given us a spirit of fear, but gives us power,  
love and self-control. So do not be ashamed of the testimony about our Lord or of me his 
prisoner. Rather, join with me in suffering for the gospel, by the power of God. He has 
saved us and called us to a holy life—not because of anything we have done but because of 
his own purpose and grace. This grace was given us in Christ Jesus before the beginning of 
time, but it has now been revealed through the appearing of our Savior, Christ Jesus, who 
has destroyed death and has brought life and immortality to light through the gospel. And of 
this gospel I was appointed a herald and an apostle and a teacher. That is why I am suffering 
as I am. Yet this is no cause for shame, because I know whom I have believed, and am 
convinced that he is able to guard what I have entrusted to him until that day. 2 Timothy 1:6-
12       
 
 
I believe even when I don’t understand and feel helpless and fearful. 
 
When I was a child, the idea of believing something that I didn’t understand seemed illogical 
(stupid). The Methodist practice of baptizing infants seemed stupid; infants couldn’t 
understand what baptism was about. When I joined the church at Confirmation, I didn’t really 
believe, because what they were teaching didn’t make sense to me. Then God got my 
attention when two people who loved me sat me down and explained that my understanding 
was not required. God had already done all the work to reach me, to love me, to keep me—all 
I had to do was let go and let God drive. So I started my journey with trust and faith 
infinitesimally smaller than a grain of mustard seed.   
 
Years passed, and I brought my own children for baptism. I realized that even though I didn’t 
understand, and baby Sara holding a bottle certainly didn’t understand, I was bringing her as 
an act of faith. This was something God did, and I needed Him, and I needed for Sara to be 
His. I was now a parent and I needed help! Baptism meant entrusting my child to the living 
God who loved me in spite of myself. I wanted Sara to know that love too. I committed Sara to 
God. 
 
More years passed. My children were baptized, went through Confirmation, and joined the 
church. They became teenagers and young adults, facing the “dangers, toils, and snares” that 
are normal to teenage and early adult years. I lived with anxiety and fear, knowing how little 
control I had over their decision-making and how little I could do to protect them from the 
consequences of their actions. I felt helpless. 
 
 
Instead of indulging in fear, I found myself claiming 2 Timothy 1:12—a prayer of power.   
A prayer claiming the promise made at their baptism. A prayer that I could sing, an example 
of how “scripture set to music is always ready on your heart.”   
 
 



 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
Amen. 

 
 

Hymn #714, “I Know Whom I Have Believed” 

 

I know not why God’s wondrous grace 
To me He hath made known, 
Nor why, unworthy, Christ in love 
Redeemed me for His own. 
 
I know not how this saving faith 
To me He did impart, 
Nor how believing in His Word 
Wrought peace within Heart. 

Refrain: 
 
But I know Whom I have believed, 
And am persuaded that He is able 
To keep that which I’ve committed 
Unto Him against that day. 



Monday, January 4        Andy Jurs 
 
 
The Gift of Uncertainty 
 
“The heart of the discerning acquires knowledge, for the ears of the wise seek it out.” 
Proverbs 18:15 
“For everything that was written in the past was written to teach us, so that through the 
endurance taught in the Scriptures and the encouragement they provide we might have 
hope.” Romans 15:4 
 
 
I believe even when I am uncertain about the existence of God; in fact, it is recognizing and 
embracing this uncertainty that makes me more comfortable, confident, and committed in my 
own belief. If there’s one thing that I have learned over the years, it is the truth of the 
comment that “It ain’t what you don’t know that gets you into trouble. It’s what you know for 
sure that just ain’t so.” Although this statement has been incorrectly attributed to Mark Twain, 
it captures an essential truth, namely, that unfounded certainty about something can be more 
dangerous than ignorance. We have an obligation to question the world around us, to do the 
hard work of learning, and to make our own decisions about what we believe in light of this 
knowledge. 
 
That is why I am so proud, and glad, to be a Methodist. Never having been a member of a 
church growing up, I had a natural resistance to organized religion and the idea of 
committing, no questions asked, to something. But then I learned that Methodism, as 
expressed in a hymn by Charles Wesley, sought to “unite the pair so long disjoin’d, 
knowledge and vital piety – learning and holiness combined.” (6-8s. A Prayer for Children). In 
other words, spiritual growth cannot happen without intellectual rigor and questioning. They 
are not mutually exclusive, but instead depend on each other. 
 
I am heartened by the idea that this process of researching and testing is lifelong. I continue 
to look for opportunities to learn more about my faith. Usually, these lessons occur when we, 
as a church, put our faith into action, whether it is through our Sunday School programs, our 
missions, and our youth programs. I have been a member of FUMC-Gastonia for twenty-six 
years, but I know that I have more to learn, and when asked about my faith, I am perfectly 
happy to call it a work in progress.  
 
 
God, please bless us with both learning and holiness. Let us acquire knowledge to perceive 
truth and grow in compassion, to understand the world and ourselves, and to know You. 
Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 
_________________________ 
As a Duke University graduate, I am embarrassed that I did not know until now that the founders of the university were so 

taken with this exact phrase, and its underlying sentiments, that they translated them into Latin and cast them as the 

university’s motto. Knowledge and vital piety became Eruditio et Religio.  



Tuesday, January 5        Loren Radford 
 
 
“She is clothed with strength and dignity: she can laugh at the days to come.”  

Proverbs 31:25 
 
 
“I believe in the sun, even when it is not shining. I believe in love, even when I do not 

feel it. I believe in God, even when God is silent.” 
 
These words were written on the wall of a cellar by Jewish people in hiding during 

World War II. These words immediately popped into my head when I heard the theme of this 
year’s Advent devotional book. Very talented composer Mark Miller took these words and 
created a beautiful song that I use frequently to remind myself who to turn to when it’s dark, 
when I don’t feel loved and when I am struggling.  

 
You see, unfortunately, like forty million other Americans (over 18% of the population) I 

suffer from depression and anxiety. Through a lot of hard work and by the grace of God, I’ve 
learned to manage my condition but as with all chronic illnesses, my symptoms ebb and flow. 
This song with these words is kind of like my first line of defense. It’s the very definition of 
faith. The sun is always there, love is always there, God is always there; it just takes faith to 
believe it when things aren’t quite obvious.  

 
Recently I received a gift from a dear friend. She gave me a bracelet with the words 

“Proverbs 31:25 Elle Est Forte” stamped on the inside. That gift meant more to me than she 
could have ever imagined. I’ve been looking for something tangible that reminds me of my 
faith, my strength and ultimately my resilience.  

 
After the upheaval of 2020 and as we work through this different Advent season, we all 

need to remember that as long as we trust in our faith in God, we are strong, and we will 
overcome whatever we are struggling with at any given time.  

 
 
Dear God, please help us to remember You in the darkness. Please help us to 

remember that You love us unconditionally. Thank you for always being there, even if You 
need to be silent. Amen. 



Wednesday, January 6  Epiphany    Hannah Coleman 
 
 
“Be strong and courageous; do not be frightened or dismayed, for the Lord your God is with 
you wherever you go.” Joshua 1:9 
“For I am sure that neither death nor life, nor angels nor rulers, nor things present nor things 
to come, nor powers, nor height or depth, no anything else in all creation, will be able to 
separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.” Romans 8:38-39  
”Draw near to God and He will draw near to you.” James 4:8 
“Never will I leave or abandon you.” Hebrews 13:5 
“The Lord your God is in your midst, a mighty one who will save; He will rejoice over you with 
gladness; He will quiet you by His love…” Zephaniah 3:17 
 
 
“I believe in the sun even when it’s not shining. I believe in love even when I don’t feel it. I 
believe in God even when God is silent.”  
 
 
God is always there. God will never break these promises. When it seems as though God is 
silent, sometimes it may not be that God isn’t speaking but that we don’t know how to listen. 
Waiting is hard and uncomfortable. The call to wait invites us to trust and have hope. It 
requires the belief that someday, even if not today, God will make things right. Trusting God 
when we don’t hear Him strengthens our faith. In times of waiting, we must learn to listen, to 
block out all of the noise going on around us. God has already spoken, and His words can be 
found in one of our greatest sources of encouragement, love, and truth: the Bible. If we lean 
on Him while we wait, keep opening His word and praying to Him, God will reveal Himself to 
us.  
 
“Even when the sun isn’t shining, we know it’ll come back out.  
Even when we don’t feel love, we believe it’s out there.  
Even when it feels as though God is silent, He is always there.” 

“I Believe” by Mark A. Miller, sung by Harmonium Choral Society 
 

Take some time today to look up this song on YouTube. Allow yourself those four minutes to 
sit, be still, and listen. Then go dive into God’s word—His truth and His love! 
 
 
Let us pray these scriptures: 
“To You I call, O Lord my rock; do not turn a deaf ear to me. For if you remain silent, I will be 
like those who have gone down in the pit. Hear my cry for mercy as I call to you for help, as I 
lift my hands toward your Most high Place.” Psalm 28:1 
“O God, do not keep silence; do not hold your peace or be still, O God!” Psalm 83:1 
“God, for you alone my soul waits in silence…my hope is from You.” Psalm 62:1, 5 
Amen. 



Thursday, January 7 Until Advent Comes Again  Bill and Nancy Moore 
 
 
“For he is our peace; in his flesh he has made both groups into one and has broken down the 
dividing wall, that is, the hostility between us.” Ephesians 2:14 
 
 
I believe, even when the craziness of our world continues. 
 
Nancy and I were driving down the road when I saw it. We were going to see my mother 
through a glass door, the only means of safely visiting during the pandemic. I smiled out loud, 
even though I wasn’t sure of the politics of the person who placed it in the yard. The red-white
-and-blue lettering jumped out at me from all the other yard signs during this crazy, messed-
up, coronavirus-ridden, politically-divided election year. It read:   
     “JESUS 2O2O!”  
Mom and I have not always agreed on candidates, but even divided by that glass barrier, we 
could both embrace “JESUS 2020!” In that moment, such differences dissolved. 
 
We’ll all be glad once the political season is finally over, but the craziness will continue.  In 
2020’s hindsight, the elections, viruses, hurricanes, etc., have seemed to rage on, with fewer 
breaks between the usual seasonal cycles. This year has felt like the end-days described in 
the book of Revelations. Clearly, every generation was supposed to get the message to live 
each day like it might be the last. There is one leader you can believe in; one cure you can 
count on; one harbor of safety from the storm. He is the One whose message is not of hate, 
or divisiveness, or personal judgment; the one who can bring peace, love, and joy to this 
crazy, messed-up world. He’s that innocent little baby, born in a barn, who would live and die 
and return for all of us, with the single message: love. Love ourselves, our neighbors, our 
enemies (and, yes, even those in the other political party). This, my friends, is a true Messiah, 
a leader for all time. There are no term limits for this front-runner, no voter registration, only 
the choice to love. 
 
 
Dear God, we thank you for giving us the hope to see past the craziness of this world and to 
elect love. Help us to choose Jesus in 2021 and to keep Him in our hearts as our true leader 
this year and every year, for the glory of your Kingdom. Amen. 



Merry Christmas and Happy New 
Year from everyone at   

First United Methodist Church 
Gastonia, North Carolina! 


