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Advent 2021: Signs of Christmas, Signs of Christ

Introduction

“Therefore the Lord himself will give you a sign. Look, the young woman is with child and shall bear a 
son, and shall name him Immanuel.” Isaiah 7:14

Signs are everywhere. They give us instructions, point us in the right direction, attract our atten-
tion, and offer general guidance. Throughout the scriptures, we find that God uses signs for these 
same purposes, and even more so for the purpose of drawing humankind back to God. During 
Advent, we once again prepare to receive God’s greatest sign, and most significant gift - God’s self, 
the Word made flesh.

Rev. Dr. Sam Wells has said that the most important word in the Bible is with. So it is fitting that 
one of the names of this gift, this sign, is Emmanuel, which means God is WITH us. Jesus is the 
sign of God’s constant presence. He is the light that shines into darkness, and life that never 
ends. 

We invite you to open this booklet each day of the Advent and Christmas seasons and allow it 
to be a part of your devotion time, your study and worship. Share it with your household, family 
members, or neighbors, and allow the messages within it to point you towards this most wonderful 
gift, God with us. We are grateful to all who have shared their words, art, and prayers within this 
devotional. You have helped to guide us along the journey towards Christmas. May an Advent of 
Hope lead us to Christmas Joy.

In Christ’s Love,

Avery



Sunday, November 28                        1st Sunday in Advent                         Jesse B. Caldwell, III

The Voice of God’s Signs

“And it shall come to pass, if they will not believe thee, neither hearken to the voice of the first sign, that 
they will believe the voice of the latter sign.” Exodus 4:8 (KJV)

The Bible is full of a multitude of signs God has given all humanity to signal, signify and symbolize God’s 
will, love, and grace. Examples include the sky’s rainbow after the great flood, Gideon’s dew-filled fleece, 
and the assurance that the Bethlehem shepherds will know they are seeing the Christ child if the baby they 
find is wrapped in cloths and lying in an animal feeding trough.

God still sends signs every day and night. While some signs, like the image of the cross, have a universal 
meaning, others are given to particular people for specific reasons. In his book When God Winks at You, 
Squire Rushnell writes that the tangible signposts or “Godwinks” we receive from the Almighty convey 
personal messages that comfort us, drain worry, chart our path, and help us better sense God’s eternal 
loving presence. Perhaps during this Advent season the memory of a Christmas past, the sight of a 
homeless woman pushing a grocery cart containing all her worldly belongings, or the bell of a Salvation 
Army Santa may help you discover a message our Lord has sent just to you.

It is up to each of us to recognize and interpret God’s signs. The art of semiotics is the study of signs and 
symbols and their use and meaning. Dr. Leonard Sweet even leads a PhD. degree program in semiotics at a 
major seminary. But we don’t need to be a doctorate-level semiotician to sense and savor the message and 
meaning of the signs with which our Lord blesses us every day. I believe an open mind, heart, and eyes are 
usually all that are necessary.

But how about open ears?

While we may typically expect to identify God’s signs by what we see, the fast pace and packed calendars 
of Advent may somewhat crowd them out. Maybe we should also be attuned to listen to “the voice of the...
sign,” as described in Exodus 4:8. What is God saying in His signs? Who knows, even in something as 
seemingly insignificant as the smell of a freshly-peeled tangerine, the spicy taste of a Moravian cookie, or 
the arrival of a festive holiday card from a forgotten friend, our Lord may be speaking to you. The voice of 
the Spirit may nudge you to phone someone from your past, to make an unplanned contribution to a cause, 
or to look at people or things in a more Christ-focused fashion. I mean, it was Jesus who in Matthew 11:15 
said, “He that has ears, let him hear.”

So, what will you hear in the “Godwinks” that our triune God is sending you today. Bless you as you serve 
and glorify our creator and sustainer.

Precious Jesus, please help us not just to see, but to hear the calls, cries, and songs in the voice of the 
signs that you send us throughout this cherished Advent season and Christmas, and even forever. Amen. 



Monday, November 29                        Janice Gray

“But Jesus called them unto him and said, ‘Suffer little children to come unto me, and forbid them not: for of such is 
the kingdom of God.’” Luke 18:16-17

When I asked Jake if he would like to help me write a Christmas Advent devotion, he pursed his lips and said 
thoughtfully, “One of the things I have always loved about church is seeing the little children run down the aisles for 
children’s time.” He continued, “They are so innocent and trusting of God’s love.”

Wow! I could not top that. My teacher genes kicked in, and I researched three versions of the scripture: Matthew 
19:14, Mark 10:13-16, and our favorite, Luke 18:16-17.

Commercial signs of Christmas are already bombarding us as we shop, watch television, and listen to Christmas 
music. Right after Halloween! We are being urged to buy Christmas presents early, as there may be shortages. Buy 
those toys and gifts now! Yes, we all see these signs of Christmas, but where are the signs of Christ? 

They may not be so obvious, but one of the best places to find them is in our churches. First United Methodist 
Church of Gastonia has exhibited signs of Christ for 151 years. Countless little children have come unto Jesus on 
Sunday morning and have undoubtedly contributed to the kingdom of heaven here on Earth. We may not always 
have visual signs of Christ, but we have to trust that this early foundation in faith enriches our world and provides 
hope for the future. For such is the kingdom of heaven.

Heavenly Father, thank you for the signs of Christmas that we see, and thank you for the signs of Christ that we 
may not see. Jesus came to us as a child at Christmas. Help us trust completely in the love of Christ and focus on the 
promise it brings. Amen.
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Tuesday, November 30            John Crane
  

“The disciples of John reported all these things to him. So John summoned two of his disciples and sent 
them to the Lord to ask, ‘Are you the one who is to come, or are we to wait for another?’ When the men had 
come to him, they said, ‘John the Baptist has sent us to you to ask, “Are you the one who is to come, or 
are we to wait for another?”’ Jesus had just then cured many people of diseases, plagues, and evil spirits, 
and had given sight to many who were blind.
“And he answered them, ‘Go and tell John what you have seen and heard: the blind receive their sight, the 
lame walk, the lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, the poor have good news brought to 
them.’” Luke 7: 18-22

The signs of Christmas seem to be appearing earlier and earlier each year. It seems as soon as Halloween 
has passed—and sometimes even before then!—stores begin to be filled with wrapping paper, ribbons and 
bows, stockings, Christmas trees, and Christmas lights. Radio stations shift to their all Christmas music, all 
the time formats. And, this year, retailers began offering their traditional Black Friday sales during the first 
week of November.

But if we pause to think about it, we really should be able to see the signs of Christmas all year round!

We know the magic and the mystery of Christmas lies not in the decorations, the gifts, the parties, the 
family gatherings, the carols, the special worship services, or any of the other traditional signs of the 
holiday. The true magic and the mystery of Christmas comes in the form of a baby, wrapped in swaddling 
clothes and lying in a manager. It is the magic and the mystery of God coming to be with us to give us 
hope and to bring salvation. It is the magic and the mystery of  Immanuel: God is with us!

When John the Baptist sent his disciples to inquire of Jesus as to whether or not Jesus was the Messiah, 
Jesus responded by pointing out to them the signs of transformation that were taking place: “the blind 
receive sight, the lame walk, the lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, the poor have 
good news brought to them.” These were the signs of Christmas, the signs that proclaimed to the people, 
“God is with us”!
As United Methodists, we are called to live into our mission: to make disciples of Jesus Christ for the 
transformation of the world. To a world that is looking for hope, we have the opportunity—and the 
responsibility—to be signs of Christmas. We get to be the signs in the life of others that shows them that 
God is with them.

Perhaps for someone their sign of Christmas will be a meal brought to them when they are sick. For others, 
that sign may be the help they receive in finding a job, or paying for a car repair, or managing an addiction, 
or finding a safe place to live. Maybe the sign of Christmas will be someone who walks with them through 
a time of grief and sadness. Maybe the sign of Christmas is a relief worker who helps them rebuild their 
home and their life after a natural disaster. For another, the sign of Christmas may be the volunteer who 
utors them each week to make sure they understand their schoolwork. We have the privilege of being a sign 
of Christmas for others, not just during the Christmas season, but year-round. So, let us sing with joyful 
abandon all year long, “It’s beginning to look a lot like Christmas…”

Loving God, thank you for the ways that you continue to work in our world to remind us of your presence 
in our lives and for allowing us the opportunity to be a representation of your love and mercy in the lives of 
others. May we be faithful signs of Christmas that point others to your abiding presence and the joy that 
comes from knowing you are with us, now and always. Amen.



Wednesday, December 1                                        James & Jane Smith

“The heavens declare the glory of God; And the firmament shows His handiwork.” 
Psalm 19: 1.

They appear in deep oranges, bright yellows, and brilliant reds. They splash forth from God’s palette, these 
clusters of fall colors lighting up our pathways, road sides and wide landscapes. They appear to brighten 
the sky with a new declaration of the glory of God. Jane and I have remarked countless times in this season 
that we do not remember such brilliance in the tress. Perhaps God sees we need a little additional 
brightness in our days of isolation and uncertainty with the past months’ illnesses; perhaps some bright 
glow is needed from recent days of doubt and fear; maybe an added reminder that says ”I am God, and 
here I am as always, for you!” And perhaps the beauty we see is a sign of a new awakening, new birth, a 
reminder that the Christ child came into a world of doubt and uncertainty and comes for us today with the 
ever-constant promise of grace, hope and forgiveness. It is as though the sunset spills through the majestic 
colors to say: “Christ is coming! Christ is coming!” As Charles Wesley penned: “Come, thou long-expected 
Jesus.” And surely, He is coming. 

As the brilliant colors of fall become the vibrant reds, greens, blues and golds of Christmas lights, the hope 
that the Christ child brings fills the world with new light and glory. Our prayer for this Christmas season is 
that our hearts will be renewed and warmed as the celebration of Christ’s coming into the world stirs again 
the remembrance of God’s promise to us of His everlasting grace.

Our Father, we pray that you will continue to shine in the brilliance of your creation that we may be 
reminded of your glory and your love through the birth of your son. Amen.
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Thursday, December 2                                                    Clara Harris

“In that region there were shepherds living in the fields, keeping watch over their flock by night. Then an 
angel of the Lord stood before them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them, and they were terrified. 
But the angel said to them, ‘Do not be afraid; for see—I am bringing you good news of great joy for all the 
people: to you is born this day in the city of David a Saviour, who is the Messiah, the Lord. This will be a 
sign for you: you will find a child wrapped in bands of cloth and lying in a manger.’ And suddenly there 
was with the angel a multitude of the heavenly host, praising God and saying, ‘Glory to God in the highest 
heaven,  and on earth peace among those whom he favours!’ When the angels had left them and gone into 
heaven, the shepherds said to one another, ‘Let us go now to Bethlehem and see this thing that has taken 
place, which the Lord has made known to us.’ So they went with haste and found Mary and Joseph, and 
the child lying in the manger.” Luke 2:8-16

Christmas is coming soon. I know because Hobby Lobby says it is! Every aisle spills over with ornaments, 
wreaths, lights, and all kinds of decorations. I also know Christmas is coming soon because the town of 
McAdenville is busy making sure all the thousands of tree lights are working! Yes, today we find many signs 
that the Christmas season is approaching. At the time of Christ’s birth, however, the signs of his coming 
were few. 

In Luke 2:8-16, we learn of a sign angels brought to some shepherds tending their flocks at night. I can 
imagine the shepherds watching over and protecting their sheep just as they did every other night—in 
silence and darkness, with only the bleating of their flock to keep them company. 

On the night that Christ was born, the silence and darkness were broken when an angel appeared with a 
great light! The shepherds were terrified, but the angel calmed their fears and proclaimed the birth of the 
Messiah in Bethlehem. Suddenly, a great company of heavenly host appeared with the angel, praising God, 
and saying, “Glory to God in the highest heaven, and on earth peace to those on whom his favor rests.” 

Immediately the shepherds went to Bethlehem to seek what the angel told them. They traveled to 
Bethlehem and found Mary and Joseph, and the baby, who was lying in the manger. These humble 
messengers of God then went out to spread the news of the Messiah’s birth, and all who heard it were 
amazed at what the shepherds said. 

Have you heard the message of light and joy the angels brought that night? “I am bringing you good news 
of great joy for all the people.” The good news of Christmas is that darkness, whatever its cause—fear, 
hunger, unrest, violence—will be dispelled by the Living Light of Christ. The darkness of anxiety, 
loneliness, and uncertainty may be overcome. 

My prayer this Advent is that we will go and share Christ’s light and joy to those around us by proclaiming 
the good news the angels brought to the shepherds that dark night long ago. Like the shepherds, may we 
bring the joyful message of Mary and Joseph, and the baby wrapped in cloths, lying in a manger. 

Dear heavenly Father, we praise you for the love you sent to earth that Christmas night years ago. Lord, 
forgive us when we become so caught up in the noise and busy-ness of shopping and decorating that we 
cannot hear your voice. Help us listen for your message of the hope of all the world that was born in that 
manger under that star. We pray for comfort and peace for those around us who are living in darkness. Like 
the shepherds, help us to spread the joy and light of Christ our savior. In Christ’s name we pray, amen.



Friday, December 3                           Samantha Robison-Young

The Good News is Here!

“Light in a messenger’s eyes brings joy to the heart, and good news gives health to the bones.” Proverbs 
15:30 NIV

Turn on the news or scroll through your favorite news source, and you’re bound to see a great deal of bad 
news and very little good news, depending on the day. I’m a news junkie, but even I need to see some good 
news once in a while.

Fortunately, for Christians, the good news is all around us, especially this time of year. Family visits get us 
excited and make us feel a little closer to one another. Good food on the table reminds us to be thankful 
for all we have and to help those that aren’t as blessed as we are. The signs of Christ and Christmas are all 
around us, as long as we are willing to look and see.

We have been cleaning and straightening the house in preparation for the season. Like most southerners, 
we’ll have those lights blinking the weekend after Thanksgiving (I hope!), a true sign of the season. I’ve 
already been shopping and can’t wait to get presents under the tree, another sign.

The biggest sign of Christ I see in our house comes from the snuggles and purrs of our newest family 
member, Maximilian, a 5-month-old kitten. Between him and Felix, we are unconditional love personified, 
and it really doesn’t get any better than that!

The signs of Christmas: good news, lights, gifts, and love. What more in life do we really need?

Dear Lord, thank you for all the many gifts you bestow upon us, both those we can see and those we can’t. 
Help us to always be grateful and humble in your presence. Help us see your unconditional love in 
everything that surrounds us. In your name we pray, amen.
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Saturday, December 4                                         Susan Stacey

“Be still and know that I am God. I will be exalted among the nations. I will be exalted in the earth.” 
Psalms 46:10

As I prepared to write this Advent devotion, Psalms 46:10 continued to be on my mind and in my heart. 
God certainly knows how to convict us where we need it. Being still, quiet, prayerful, and patient are not 
qualities that come easily to me. I have to be intentional about putting these into practice. Good grief, 
I have to be intentional about being intentional!

Being blessed with a Type A personality, lots of energy (before 8:00 pm), and the attention span of a gnat 
can actually be assets. A lot can be accomplished in a short amount of time. However, during our liturgical 
season of Advent, God is constantly reminding me to be still, quiet, and patient while waiting on the Lord. 
He does this when I am driving in heavy traffic on I-85, scurrying through SouthPark or waiting in line at 
Harris Teeter. As I exit the highway, I see countless people standing in the medians begging. At the 
shopping centers and supermarkets, families with small children are playing instruments and asking for 
help. For me, this is God’s reminder that Jesus came to help the least of us. No matter how we feel about 
what led these people to this way of life, it has been a difficult time for many families.

I found it very comforting to learn that Biblical scholars interpret “be still” in the scripture not to mean a 
call to rest, but rather to be in awe of God and His creation. The season of Advent is a time of preparation 
for God’s greatest gift. We are commanded to be patient and in awe as we prepare for the birth of Jesus. 
We should also be watching while we wait. We are to be ready. We are to be working and living like Jesus 
is coming back tomorrow or we may have to wait a thousand years for Him to come again.

Dear God, help us to be in awe as we prepare for the birth of Jesus. Guide and direct our daily lives as we 
work and wait for Jesus’ birth and His return. Please help those of us who are so blessed to be 
ever-mindful of how we should help the less fortunate. In Jesus’ holy name, amen.
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Sunday, December 5               2nd Sunday in Advent                      Juta Carpenter
   

Angels–Messengers of Hope, Love, Joy, and Peace

  
“Then the angel said to them, do not be afraid, for behold, I bring you good tidings of great joy which will 
be for all people.” Luke 2:10

Angels played a significant role in the birth of Jesus. They were messengers of good news and peace. The 
Biblical word “angel” comes from a Greek word angelos, meaning “messenger,” as in “evangel,” the “good 
news” or “good message.” Many of the angels’ messages include “Do not be afraid.” Gabriel is the Advent 
angel, the angel of Annunciation. During Advent, we prepare for Jesus’s birth by turning our attention to 
Mary and Joseph, and everyone else who first heard “the good news of great joy.”  Gabriel announced to 
Mary that she would be the mother of Jesus and then said to her, “Do not be afraid.”

I have placed angels in different areas in our home. Most of them have special meaning because they were 
gifts from others. Each one has a message of its own and holds the memories of those who have gifted 
them to me. Each unique angel is a symbol of love and friendship shared with other believers. My angels 
will be “Advent Angels” this year. As I see them in different areas in our home, I will remember their 
messages of Hope, Love, Joy, and Peace, for the Advent season.

As we prepare our hearts and minds for the Advent season, we find ourselves in a world of masks, 
distancing, turmoil, climate change issues, and many challenges. We must not live in fear. In God’s word, 
we find hope and peace in the promises made for all people. All of us are called to be messengers of Hope, 
Love, Joy, and Peace in our changing world today. 

As we participate in the Advent journey, may we sing with joy today: “Hark the Herald Angels Sing!” 

God of hope, who brought HOPE into the World,
Be the hope that dwells between us.
God of love, who brought LOVE into the world,
be the love that dwells between us.
God of joy, who brought JOY into the world,
be the joy that dwells between us.
God of peace, who brought PEACE into the world,
Be the peace, that dwells between us.
God of light, LIGHT our path, and show us ways
to be your hands and feet, to those we meet, 
each and every day. Be the light that dwells between
us. Love and peace. Amen.

Photo drawn by: 
Maggie

Photo drawn by: 
Penelope



Monday, December 6                                               Matt Smith

“A shoot shall come out from the stock of Jesse, and a branch shall grow out of his roots.
The spirit of the Lord shall rest on him, the spirit of wisdom and understanding,
the spirit of counsel and might,    the spirit of knowledge and the fear of the Lord.
His delight shall be in the fear of the Lord.

“He shall not judge by what his eyes see, or decide by what his ears hear; but with righteousness he shall 
judge the poor, and decide with equity for the meek of the earth;
he shall strike the earth with the rod of his mouth, and with the breath of his lips 
he shall kill the wicked. Righteousness shall be the belt around his waist, 
and faithfulness the belt around his loins.

“The wolf shall live with the lamb, the leopard shall lie down with the kid,
the calf and the lion and the fatling together, and a little child shall lead them.
The cow and the bear shall graze, their young shall lie down together;
 and the lion shall eat straw like the ox. The nursing child shall play 
over the hole of the asp, and the weaned child shall put its hand on the adder’s den.
They will not hurt or destroy on all my holy mountain;
for the earth will be full of the knowledge of the Lord  as the waters cover the sea.”
Isaiah 11:1-9

We read from the prophet Isaiah about the coming of Christ: who Christ’s forebears are, what righteous 
works he will do, what peace shall come because of his presence and his mighty works. I think it would 
be fair to say that the first century Jewish folk were not expecting a tiny baby to fulfill the wisdom, 
understanding, counsel, might, and knowledge that Isaiah had foretold. Nor did they expect many of the 
things that Jesus did in his life and death. But he did fulfill Isaiah’s prophecies in his unique Christlike 
way. 

We should take a lesson from this. Christ often doesn’t show up the way we think he’s going to. Like the 
thief in the night that we read of in Matthew 24 (my favorite book, for obvious reasons) we must be 
watchful for the signs that Christ is coming and that Christ is present with us. 

When your seven-year-old offers some of his candy to his school buddy, Christ’s kindness is there. When 
your father-in-law helps repair your car, Christ’s goodness is there. When your niece breaks her attention 
from her phone to give you a huge hug, Christ’s love is there. When your friend admits they can’t pay you 
back this month, Christ’s humility is there. When a stranger stops to help change a tire, Christ’s 
compassion is there. When a neighbor responds with a smile and hug when your daughter backs over 
their mailbox, Christ’s gentleness is there. When your teenager cleans his room without you asking, Christ’s 
obedience is there. When your workout buddy whom you have neglected for months calls you out of the 
blue, Christ’s honesty is there. When your wife stops to pray with the homeless man, Christ’s prayerfulness 
is there. (OK, I could signify her in all of Christ’s attributes to be honest!) In this season where the signs 
are usually Christmas trees, Nativity scenes, wreaths, sleigh bells, presents, and candles, let’s all look for 
those unexpected signs of Christ’s presence with us. Look for Christ in everyone around you and I’ll bet 
you’ll see a bit of Isaiah’s prophecy too. 

Holy Child of Bethlehem, reveal yourself to us in your unique and wonderful ways. Show us signs of your 
glory in others around us. Help us to live each day the way you taught us. Thank you for becoming one of 
us so that we might understand the Father’s will. Jesus, we love you! Amen.



Tuesday, December 7                                                              Julie Heath 
    

I Believe
 
“Then Jesus said, ‘Did I not tell you if you believe, you will see the Glory of God?’”
John 11:40
 
It is one of my favorite sightings of the Christmas season: Santa kneeling at the foot of the cross on Union 
Road in front of Firestone Wesleyan Church.

Last year I paid extra attention to the decorations as I had the privilege to be a part of a new tradition: 
Holiday Yard of the Week, sponsored by Keep Gastonia Beautiful. What joy it was to hear the stories behind 
the inspiration of decorating! Our community did an awesome job showing their spirit, and I couldn’t be 
prouder to be from Gastonia!

I love the old-fashioned decorations in downtown, the truck with Santa in front of the Lifesaving Crew 
building, and the star lit up over the Loray Mill. Christmas decorations from a long time ago provide a 
certain kind of comfort.

So as I made my way from downtown via Union Road, I decided to stop and take a picture of Santa and the 
cross. As I walked closer I thought, “Wow, he looks so real!” And then his hands moved. Should I have ever 
had any doubt? I was always taught to believe.

Last year during a pandemic brought an unusual Christmas season. I tried to see the blessings amongst the 
fear, sorrow, and disappointment. I missed raising a candle at our Christmas Eve Service and seeing all of 
the families reflected in the candlelight in such a beautiful sanctuary. But the night I saw Santa kneeling 
at the cross I was given a gift. Seeing him at the foot of the cross gave me such a sense of peace for the 
years ahead.

I am excited to get back in our sanctuary this Christmas Eve. I BELIEVE. 
Prayers to you and your families, and Merry Christmas!

Lord, remind us in times of fear, sorrow, and disappointment to open our eyes and focus our hearts on you 
so that we too will always BELIEVE. Amen.
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Wednesday, December 8                                     Royce and May Robinson
   

A New Beginning

“Therefore encourage one another and build up each other, as indeed you are doing. But we appeal to 
you, brothers and sisters, to respect those who labour among you, and have charge of you in the Lord and 
admonish you; esteem them very highly in love because of their work. Be at peace among yourselves. And 
we urge you, beloved, to admonish the idlers, encourage the faint-hearted, help the weak, be patient with 
all of them. See that none of you repays evil for evil, but always seek to do good to one another and to all. 
Rejoice always, pray without ceasing, give thanks in all circumstances; for this is the will of God in Christ 
Jesus for you. Do not quench the Spirit. Do not despise the words of prophets, but test everything; hold 
fast to what is good; abstain from every form of evil.” 

“May the God of peace himself sanctify you entirely; and may your spirit and soul and body be kept sound 
and blameless at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ. The one who calls you is faithful, and he will do 
this.” I Thessalonians 5:11-24. 

Advent is the preparation for and the expectation of the birth of Christ, the most influential person in 
history—at least that is what those of us in the Christian world believe. It was the beginning of a life that 
lives on. The first day of Advent is November 28. There was a new beginning in our church on October 31, 
the day we celebrated our 150-year anniversary. The attendance was the best we have seen since group 
worship was suspended, for reasons on which words need not be wasted. People were worshiping, 
socializing, and finally reconnecting after so many months of health concerns, social distancing, and (for 
many) isolation. Worship is not and has never been about sitting at home and observing a service on-line 
from a distance. We truly believe that the best way to return our church to the energy and spirit’s fire we 
have known over these 150 years is for us to re-energize our small groups, serve in church and community 
projects, support our staff, and encourage one another to return to worship services.

Members, many of whom have not been in months, are starting to return to church. Visitors and former 
members are now entering our doors curious about what is happening these days at FUMC. Many are 
missing the social contact, the group worship; some asking about the new ministers, activities, classes 
offered and children’s programs.

Advent is the beginning of the liturgical year on the Christian calendar. Our new beginning was the October 
celebration. It is perfect timing for us to re-energize—not just return to normalcy—to be better. There was 
much joy and celebration on that day. Let’s not quench that spirit’s fire.

Heavenly Father, our doors are open. Help us to enter with open hearts and open minds. The Holy Spirit 
will be our guide. In the name of Christ we pray. Amen.         
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Thursday, December 9                                               Lezlie Hill
    

“For unto us a Child is born, unto us a Son is given; and the government shall be upon His shoulder. And 
His name shall be called Wonderful, Counselor, The Mighty God, The Everlasting Father, The Prince of 
Peace.” Isaiah 9:6

Signs that Christmas is coming are all around us, sometimes starting as early as October: decorations, 
lights, Santa, baked goodies, gifts, parties, crowds, traffic, and Black Friday sales. It seems the hustle and 
bustle of Christmas begins earlier every year.

Christmas at my house is not as busy as it was when my children were younger. I don’t decorate every room 
of the house like I used to. I’m not driving them around to Christmas parties and events anymore. Despite 
life slowing down some for me, I see signs of Christ every day around me during this time of year. 
A beautiful fall day, the leaves changing colors, a newborn baby, a friend recovering from a near-death 
surgery, a kind deed from a neighbor, a warm hug from my husband, a call from one of my kids to say they 
miss me, and wonderful memories of the loved ones in my life who have passed away; these are all 
moments I treasure which occur year-round and not just at Christmas.

The presence of the season is among us; however, I will strive to keep that wonderful spirit of Christmas all 
through the year.

Dear Lord, please help us remember the true meaning of the season. Please help us to identify meaningful 
moments of Christ in our lives all year long. In Your name we pray. Amen.
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Friday, December 10                                                      Linda McConnell

“Be still and know that I am God.” Psalm 46:10

  
Wow! Another year come and gone. It really is true that the older you are, the faster life goes! And this has 
been a year for the books with continuation of Covid, economic ups and downs, unemployment, worker 
shortages, and political unrest and division, just to name a few. It’s easy to feel overwhelmed, hopeless, 
and overall humbuggish about this supposedly joyous season. We often long for the good ole days, simpler 
times, when Christmas seemed more about families together with just a few gifts. I remember upending 
our stockings to find an orange, candy cane, some nuts, and that sought-after book of Lifesavers! Now, 
it’s hard to think of anything we need because we already have everything! We still get together, but often 
spend that time looking at our phones, watching the clock to make sure we leave in enough time to get to 
the next place to eat more, open more presents, and repeat! By the time we are home for the night, we are 
already thinking about taking the tree down and headed out for after Christmas shopping! Who knows? We 
may soon need two storage units at the local storage facility! 

How long can we keep this up? How many things will we miss out on in life trying to keep up with everyone 
and everything? Why has it become so difficult to be still? Work and busy-ness along with accumulation of 
stuff have become badges of honor—but with consequences that we may not realize are detrimental. God 
doesn’t care if we have the latest  smart phone,  where we buy our clothes, or how many states or countries 
we have traveled to. God isn’t impressed by our golf or tennis club memberships, our PSLs, our trips to the 
Masters. God is interested in how we treat others—especially those who are not like us, those who struggle, 
those who have made decisions that we disagree with and live lifestyles we don’t understand. 

As we approach this Christmas season, it won’t be easy, but make an intentional plan to spend some time 
being still. That doesn’t mean staying at home, binge watching the Hallmark Channel, or even sadder, 
cheering on the Panthers, but time to notice what’s going on around you. Notice families doing things 
together, how the younger members holding an arm or hand to help their matriarch/patriarch walk steadier; 
take time to sing some carols and songs, helping the little ones to learn about some of the traditions that 
may soon be forever lost. Cookie baking as a family is priceless; sharing these cookies with others is even 
more valuable. If your family unit is small, maybe even just you, invite a neighbor or co-worker to drop by 
and share old memories or make some new ones.

Life moves pretty fast. If you don’t stop and look around once in a while, you could miss it (Thanks, Ferris 
Bueller).

Dear God, please help us take time to be still and pay attention to those around us who need so much 
while we have much more than what we need. Let us not judge their 
circumstances and choices, but look at them through God’s eyes, with love, and act accordingly. Amen.
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Saturday, December 11                                                            Bob Lowder

“For a child has been born for us, a son given to us;
authority rests upon his shoulders; and he is named
Wonderful Counsellor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.” Isaiah 9:6

The first part of this verse is well known and heard throughout this season of the year. Whether as scripture 
read at Christmas or heard as a chorus in Messiah, it is the message of the season. For me, it is more than 
just a message or sign of the season.

Signs of the Christmas season are all around us. They are mostly secular and mostly forgettable. Perhaps 
we react happily and with anticipation to the first Christmas decorations we see in the fall, but the more 
and more we see of them, the less memorable they become. They just get lost among the others. Even the 
signs that remind us of the coming of Christ, a star, a manger scene, shepherds with sheep, even wisemen 
can seem so repetitious or cliched that their meaning is diminished. 

Advent is a special time to again remember his coming. For me, our church is the main vehicle for making 
us all aware of that coming. Through scripture readings, Sunday School lessons, music, visual displays, 
and even more, we build toward a celebration of His coming. If I am honest, much of this does not reach 
into my heart. Music is a big part of my being. It is more than just hearing or performing. It can stir my 
soul. But even music can become somewhat superficial. 

I need something, a sign, to break through my own indifference. There are things that do cause my heart 
to open; to let Jesus in. Things that cause me to accept and proclaim him as my savior once again. I recall 
one instance in particular. In the early 1980s we lived in Sanford. Our children were grammar school age. 
It was coming up on Christmas, and we were all looking forward to it. The local children’s theater put on 
the play The Best Christmas Pageant Ever. It was a good production, very entertaining, and played to a full 
house at every show. Our daughter, Lauren, was one of the background characters. As that story goes, it 
fell to the Herdman children to teach everyone about the real meaning of Christmas, which they did very 
well. Then came the part that hit me and opened my heart once again to the real Christmas. It was Gladys 
saying “Hey! Unto YOU a child is born”! I do not know why exactly, but the word “YOU” struck me squarely 
and sunk deeply. Jesus came to save ME. It was a sign—a true sign. One that I will never forget. One that 
will never be a cliché. 

Dear Lord, thank you for signs that open our hears and allow You in. Whatever they are, wherever we find 
them, and whenever they are revealed, they are truly a gift from You. Help me to recognize and celebrate 
these gifts with everyone. Amen.
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Sunday, December 12                                                                             Dr. James Macomson
 

Waiting to be Wanted

“But you, Bethlehem Ephrathah, though you are small among the clans of Judah, out of you will come for 
me one who will be ruler over Israel, whose origins are from of old, from ancient times.” Micah 5:2

Prologue
Memories…always they have and will be the genesis, the beginning of our life’s repetition of the 
celebration: the birth of Christ, Christmas. One of God’s greatest gifts, memories have immense power, the 
power to recall an infinite number of human experiences.

The Message
September. Fall. Seasons began to change. I waited. We all waited for the first signs and, to be sure, they 
appeared: commercials—not many, just a smattering, the first attention getters with the words “Holiday” 
and “Christmas Season” as titles of their propulsive advertising. I plead guilty to falling for some of this 
by thinking and doing so much that excludes the reason we exist and want to exist eternally. Most, if not 
all, who read this are perhaps partially guilty by commercialism. How then can we, misguided mortals, 
seek and find the signs that will take us to the reason that guarantees the comfort, serenity, and security of 
earthly and eternal life? The answer is a map, where God desires us to go, to our heart, waiting to be 
wanted, directed by our memory. But…

Memories of and at Christmas can create emotions and feelings of melancholy, languor, and sadness. Such 
are the results of the loss of joy and happiness. If this happens, let your mind, your memory, turn on the 
power of your heart and trust it, propelled by the grace of God. It can resurrect joy and happiness and let 
them rule, for they are the foundation of the most important of all feelings: love. Love and doing good is 
Christmas, is Christ—all that God wants of us comes from the reason.
 
I leave you with words from Christmas Renaissance: 
“Christmas is a season of sovereignty and spirituality, one that evolves an ever-increasing accordion of 
experiences and emotions that can be unfolded, renewed, and lived over and over, year after year. How? 
Because memories, stored in the mind, through an ethereal metamorphosis to the heart, can bring forth 
the very marrow of man and the immortal essence of life, the soul.” Noel.

Lord, help us to be appreciative of the greatest gift of all, given through your son Jesus Christ. Help us to 
focus on the true reason for this joyous time of both memory and renewal. Amen.
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Sunday, December 13                        3rd Sunday in Advent                                    Leigh Smith 

A Mary Heart with A Martha Mind

“Now as they went on their way, he entered a certain village, where a woman named Martha welcomed him 
into her home. She had a sister named Mary, who sat at the Lord’s feet and listened to what he was saying. 
But Martha was distracted by her many tasks; so she came to him and asked, ‘Lord, do you not care that 
my sister has left me to do all the work by myself? Tell her then to help me.’ But the Lord answered her, 
‘Martha, Martha, you are worried and distracted by many things; there is need of only one thing. Mary has 
chosen the better part, which will not be taken away from her.’” Luke 10:38-42

I love Christmas and all it represents for my family and my faith. I also love looking at Christmas lights, 
sending Christmas cards, decorating the Christmas tree, attending special family gatherings, church 
services, and more. What I don’t love is how my Martha mind sabotages my Mary heart during this time of 
the year. In the blurry of the special activities and have-to events, my mind and my to-do list seem to take 
over and my heart and my ache for the story of Jesus take a back seat. Instead of spending  more time in 
the Word or enjoying small and precious moments with my family, I feel rushed and pressured to check off 
those events from my lists. 

Perhaps you remember the story from the Gospel of Luke in chapter 10, verses 38-42. Jesus and his 
disciples were traveling through a village where a have-to kind of gal, Martha, opens her home up to not 
only Jesus, but the disciples as well. (Martha can add polite hostess to her list of accolades as well.) 
The passage tells us that Martha continues to make herself busy with preparations, for thirteen men, while 
her sister Mary sits at the feet of the Lord and is listening to him. Fed up and likely exhausted and 
resentful, Martha comes to rebuke the Lord by saying, “Lord, don’t you care that my sister has left me to 
do the work by myself?” “Tell her to help me!”
 
The Lord answers, “Martha, Martha, you are worried and upset about many things, but few things are 
needed or indeed only one. Mary has chosen what is better and it will not be taken away from her.”

Excuse me, what? 

Lord, you must not understand. I am carrying the weight and workload of your visit. Don’t you care about 
eating? What about these other men? What would you all think if I didn’t do everything I thought I needed 
to? Am I not doing the right things for you? How is this fair? Why does Mary get a break and I don’t?

Here’s the rub for those of us who battle with a Mary heart and a Martha mind. Mary knew that being in the 
true presence of Jesus Christ was the thing that she needed to do. She knew she needed the connection, 
the relationship with the One that could never be taken away from her. Once the Holy Spirit descends upon 
your soul, the have-tos seems to take a second place to checklist items that fuel the Martha mind. When I 
find myself struggling with plowing through the tasks that have to be done, I often miss the precious and 
rare moments that the Holy Spirit is inviting me to focus my attention on. I can’t imagine not feeding Jesus 
or the disciples, but I can imagine Martha not allowing herself to take a break and hear some of the good 
news that was shared in her own home. Said another way, sometimes we miss the forest for the trees. 

Continued on next page...



During this Advent season I will continue to battle the Mary heart with the Martha mind, and perhaps many 
of you do as well. May we all continue to seek the true source of Light that can transcend our attitudes and 
turn our eyes towards Jesus who loved both Mary and Martha. 

Let us pray that, like Mary, we can bask in the presence of Jesus and the good news and allow it to get into 
our bones and inform our hearts, but let’s also help the Marthas so they can hear it too.* Amen.

*Fran Pratt. (2016, July 14). Litany for Mary, Martha, & the Mess. Fran Pratt. Retrieved November 13, 
2021, from http://www.franpratt.com/litanies/2016/7/14/litany-for-mary-martha-the-mess. 
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Tuesday, December 14                                           Patty Neinast

The Gift of Christ’s Presence

“I have told you these things, so that in me you may have peace. In this world, you will have trouble. But 
take heart! I have overcome the world.” John 16:33

Have you ever had the gift of feeling Christ’s presence during your darkest moments? Sounds ironic, 
doesn’t it? When we’re the most scared—devastated, fearful—we sometimes receive the greatest blessing, 
feeling the arms of Christ wrap around us and hold us tight. If you’ve ever felt that blessing, you know you 
feel it with every cell of your body, and you know that it is truly a gift. Maybe you’ve felt it as you stood by 
a loved one’s hospital bed. Or maybe it was in those moments of despair when you’d hit rock bottom with 
whatever temptation Satan had thrown your way. 

I’ve thought a lot lately about how we so often receive the greatest gifts—Christ’s loving, palpable 
presence, his strength to shore up our own lagging efforts, and his arms holding us together when we’re 
falling apart—in the middle of the worst moments of our lives. In those holiest moments when we’re 
broken, when we realize that, nope, we really can’t make it on our own, Christ is there to surround us with 
that peace that we can’t even comprehend. At those darkest moments, His light shines the brightest!

In the last couple of years, most of us have faced challenges we couldn’t have previously imagined. We’ve 
lost loved ones, we’ve felt the division amongst friends, we’ve had to navigate a much different world than 
the one we use to comfortably recognize. Some of us have faced our own health challenges. Some have 
faced the end of long-term relationships. In the passage above, Jesus tells us that we WILL have trouble in 
this world. Not maybe. Not just possibly. But that we WILL face challenges that sometimes seem too big 
to overcome. As a friend told me recently, “We grow in our relationship with Christ in the valleys and on 
the way back up the mountain, not when we’re standing on the peak.” But the best part is that when we 
call out to him from the bottom of that valley, he gives us the peace of his presence. And that is one of the 
greatest gifts we can ever receive. 

Dear Father, we thank you for gift of your on. We thank you for those loving arms that wrap around us in 
those dark moments and that Christ overcame this world so that we may know peace. Amen.
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Wednesday, December 15                                      Mary Massey

“Suddenly there was with the angel a multitude of the heavenly host, praising God and saying, ‘Glory to 
God in the highest, and on earth peace, goodwill to all.’” Luke 2:13-14
    
Do you love to hear Christmas carols? When are you ready to hear them—while shopping, on the radio, in 
church, from Alexa? To me one of the most meaningful signs of Christmas involves the music that we all 
associate with the birth of Jesus. Coming from a musical family, I have always had Christmas carols as an 
integral part of my Christmas memories. Some of my earliest  memories are of our family gathered around, 
reading the account of Jesus’s birth in Luke and singing all the familiar songs of Christmas: “Away in a 
Manger,” “Silent Night,” “Joy to the World.” One of my personal favorites is “There’s a Song in the Air.” 
Over the years our family has gone Christmas caroling together in our neighborhood, at the hospital, in a 
nursing home. Last year we caroled at the homes of several church members who were quarantined 
because of Covid-19. Such a blessing for us and for them! One year we caroled on the hall of the hospital 
where our grandmother was. Unbeknownst to us, Martha Caldwell was on that same hall, and she often 
recalled how she felt when she “heard a choir of angels singing in the hallway.”

Our church has a tradition of taking vanloads of members to carol for those among us who are homebound. 
I will never forget the year that my mother was living with Branson and me, and our yard was filled with our 
church carolers singing “O Come All Ye Faithful” as my mama, a lifelong singer herself, sang along with 
every note, her eyes bright and her smile shining as she received that special gift of song that she had 
given to so many others over the decades.

For me and my family nothing heralds the birth of our Savior like joining with the heavenly host and 
singing, “Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace, goodwill to all.”

 There’s a song in the air! There’s a star in the sky;
 There’s a mother’s deep prayer and a baby’s low cry.
 And the star rains its fire while the beautiful sing, 
 For the manger of Bethlehem cradles a King!
 
 There’s a tumult of joy o’er the wonderful birth, 
 For the virgin’s sweet boy is the Lord of the earth.
 Ay! The star rains its fire while the beautiful sing,
 For the manger of Bethlehem cradles a King!

 In the light of that star lie the ages impearled;
 And that song from afar has swept over the world.
 Every hearth is aflame, and the beautiful sing
 In the homes of the nations that Jesus is King!

 We rejoice in the light, and we echo the song
 That comes down through the night from the heavenly throng.
 Ay! We shout to the lovely evangel they bring,
 And we greet in his cradle our Savior and King! 
 (Josiah G. Holland, 1874)

Dear heavenly Father, I thank you for the gift of music that allows us to join our voices with the heavenly 
choir as we sing forth the good news of the birth of your Son! 
In the blessed name of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ, we pray. Amen.
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Thursday, December 16                                        Eleanor Wixson

“The people who walked in darkness have seen a great light.” Isaiah 9:2a

Lights in windows, lights on trees, luminaries lining neighborhood streets, McAdenville all aglow—as 
Christmas approaches, lights come on everywhere: tiny white flickers, shiny bulbs of red, green, and 
blue—lights shining in the night, pushing back the darkness.

In a recent small group, we reflected on the topic of Christianity’s surprise. As a part of our group study, we 
learned that  when the disciples and the early Christians understood that Jesus was truly the “light of the 
world” (John 8:12), they began to share the good news of that light earnestly and swiftly and in so doing 
changed the world for all times.  In their known world where  people such as widows, orphans, slaves, and 
the poor were regarded as  less than human, the early Christians saw them in the light of Christ’s image, 
as fellow human beings who deserved care and love, education and encouragement.  These sharers of the 
light traveled, wrote, taught the scriptures, and soon began to establish communities of faith out of which 
grew institutions that had never before existed: hospitals, orphanages, and others. As they surprised the 
Greek and Roman world by spreading the light of the good news, they withstood and endured 
discouragement, even torture and death.

We may take the results of the sacrifices and achievements of the early Christians for granted, but in the 
midst of our Christmas lights, we can reflect on these ancestors of our faith who began the journey to show 
Jesus as the True Light who shines in the darkness.

Lord, we are constantly surprised by your steadfast love which shines and shines and is not dimmed. As we 
enjoy the lights of this season, help us to continue the sharing of the Light—at Christmas and all through 
the year. Amen.
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Friday, December 17                                        Paul Heath

“A voice of one calling: ‘In the desert prepare the way for the Lord; make straight in the wilderness a 
highway for our God. Every valley shall be raised up, every mountain and hill made low; the rough ground 
shall become level, the rugged places a plain. And the glory of the Lord will be revealed, and all mankind 
together will see it. For the mouth of the Lord has spoken.’” Isaiah 40:3-5

Over the years, the traditions of Christmas have evolved. Celebrating Christmas in 2021 certainly looks 
different than it did when I was growing up. Along with the changing traditions, the signs of Christmas’s 
approach have also morphed.

In no particular order, all of the following at some point in my life have told me that Christmas is on the 
way: the arrival of Christmas cards, decorating the house, cookies and sweets that are not around at other 
times of the year, Christmas specials and the associated commercials on television, picking out a 
Christmas tree, parties, Christmas vacation from school, a decorated church sanctuary, Christmas music, 
marketing at stores, and so on. The list is long. What are the signs that remind you that Christmas is on the 
way?

No matter what tells us that Christmas is on the way, the fact remains that the day is approaching. We are 
celebrating the birth of our Savior. So, despite all the marketing, is not the birth of our Savior all we need 
to get into the Christmas spirit?

Prepare your hearts. Jesus Christ is born.

Father, thank you for this special time of the year. As we encounter all the wonderful signs of Christmas, 
remind us that they are signs of love from you. You sent your son to be our savior. Thank you for that. We 
pray for all your children and ask for your help in serving you. In Jesus’s name, amen.
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Saturday, December 18                                          Charlene Swilling

“Israel, the LORD who created you says,
‘Do not be afraid—I will save you.
    I have called you by name—you are mine.
When you pass through deep waters, I will be with you;
    your troubles will not overwhelm you.
When you pass through fire, you will not be burned;
    the hard trials that come will not hurt you.
For I am the LORD your God,
    the holy God of Israel, who saves you…..
You are precious to me…I love you and give you honor.
Do not be afraid—I am with you!’” Isaiah 43:1-3,5

One of the great truths that I have learned in choir: messages set to music stick in your mind and stay on 
your heart (That truth has been borrowed by people who write commercials!). What a great way to 
remember God’s words!

I have a friend that I sing with in choir. Her family was going through an incredibly rough patch, dealing 
with several heart-rending health issues at the same time. Her mother-in-law had a massive stroke and was 
in the hospital. A stepdaughter was hospitalized, struggling to recover from breast cancer that had 
metastasized to the brain. A nephew who had been in a wheelchair since an automobile accident when he 
was seventeen passed away. What can you say to someone who is trying to cope with so many disasters at 
the same time? Can there be any comfort? Where is hope?

From deep in my music memory, I found myself singing Craig Courtney’s anthem Be Not Afraid, based on 
Isaiah 43:

Be not afraid, for I have redeemed you.
Be not afraid, I have called you by name.
When you pass through the waters, I will be with you.
When you pass through the floods, they will not sweep over you.
When you walk through the fire, you will not be consumed.
You are mine. You are precious in my sight.
My love for you is everlasting.
My love for you shall have no end…
You are mine. You are precious in my sight.

Having nothing else to offer, I sent her the words to that anthem that we had sung together in choir not 
long ago. The words and the tune were rekindled in her mind and heart. She shared it with her family. The 
song offered comfort that I could not. God was present.

Sometimes when you pass through the floods and the fires of life, it is hard to see God’s presence and feel 
any comfort. A song can remind you, “Be not afraid. You are mine. You are precious in my sight.”

Dear Lord, thank you for the gift of music that sticks in my mind and heart, which can remind me of your 
promises and provide comfort through difficult times. Thank you for loving me with a love that is 
everlasting. Thank you that I need not be afraid. Amen.
      



Sunday, December 19             4th Sunday in Advent                     Natalie Tindol

“My Grace is all you need. My power works best in weakness.” 2 Corinthians 12:9

“Don’t worry about anything; instead, pray about everything. Tell God what you need and thank 
him for all he has done. Then you will experience God’s peace which exceeds anything we can 
understand.” Philippians 4:6-7

Life tends to be overwhelming, even on a normal day. Personal issues, family challenges,
business concerns, national frustrations, global threats; it seems at every turn we find more needs 
and worries that demand our attention. And then we throw the Christmas season on top of all that! 
We have so much to do that it seems to spin out of control. 

When I feel inefficient or aggravated or that I just can’t handle one more thing, I reflect on the two 
verses above. What I typically hear when I reflect is “Shhh…I’ve got you. Don’t worry about all that 
noise. Listen to Me and it will all be fine.”    

But my nature is to always be prepared for anything. My mind races: What’s our next move? How 
will we cope? What is the worst-case scenario? And these thoughts play over and over in my mind 
and create anxiety. I reflect, and God says “Shhh…I’ve got you. You have my grace. That’s all you 
need.”  

My to-do list is arm’s length long and requests come tumbling in and everybody needs something 
right now and its hurry-hurry-go-go. I reflect and hear: “Shhh…I’ve got you. Don’t worry, just pray 
and accept my peace.”  

All the noise becomes faint in prayer. Weakness becomes a blessing because it forces me to 
depend on God. Jesus turns my attention to the beauty of the moment, enjoying the blessing of 
today, and relaxing about the challenge of tomorrow. HIS strength, not mine. HIS will, not mine. 
The only thing Jesus asks of me is to give Him my heart. 

It is so amazingly complicated that it’s delightfully simple. The simplicity of the nativity scene
reminds me to be quiet, pray, listen, and enjoy the peace. This simplicity is the secret to 
happiness.

Dear Lord, I’m so grateful for your Word, so thankful for your guidance, and so dependent on your 
grace. Thank you for the simplicity of your humble birth and the simplicity of what you require to 
have immeasurable peace. Amen.
 



Monday, December 20                                     Lucy Penegar & Ginger P. Rowe

Sheep and Their Shepherd

“And there were in the same country shepherds abiding in the field, keeping watch over their flock by 
night.
And lo, the angel of the Lord came upon them, and the glory of the Lord shone round about them: and they 
were sore afraid.
And the angel said unto them, Fear not: for, behold, I bring you good tidings of great joy, which shall be to 
all people.” Luke 2: 8-10

Having been overcome by the Bicentennial fever of 1976, our family found an old house to restore and to 
call home. It was in the country and would allow us to keep our two ponies just outside our back door. Our 
two little city dogs could run and play in their new much bigger yard.

After some fence repairs, we added a few young cows and eventually, eight Cotswold sheep. We took some 
teasing about being modern day shepherds. We figured out how to manage the cows because they were 
similar to the ponies. But truth be known, we had no idea how to care for sheep. We had heard that they 
prefer to drink from still water and that they will not defend themselves from predators. We had a lot to 
learn to be true shepherds; and we took the job seriously, knowing our responsibility to keep them safe.

Our experience with these sheep had its ups and downs, but it gave us a better understanding of 
Psalm 23 and the shepherd “leading the flock beside still waters.” The shepherds abiding in the field near 
Bethlehem were keeping watch over their flock. How easy it is to imagine Jesus as the Good Shepherd 
watching over all of us. Oh, that we would respond as the sheep do to their shepherd’s voice and put our 
trust in Him to protect and guide us.

In this wonderful season, as we read the Christmas story, may we be filled with the belief that our Savior is 
with us and that we need to put our trust in Him. Amen.
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Tuesday, December 21                                                  Stephanie Elliott

Looking for the Light

“And the light shines in darkness; and the darkness cannot overcome it!” John 1:5.

When I was a child, we started the tradition of using electric candles to decorate our windows during the 
Christmas season. The first year, it took me a few nights to get used to the light in my room when it was time 
for bed. I looked forward to it year after year:  that small light, giving me comfort during the first darkness of 
winter. It was comforting, warm and peaceful. Some nights after my parents went to bed, I would even sneak 
into our living room to see the Christmas tree twinkling in the dark. I loved the way our home felt during 
Christmas time. 

As I became an adult and started to keep a home, one of the first decorations I purchased was those same 
window candles. My son grew to love them too. I gave him the task of putting them in our windows, and later 
of setting up the timers. One of my favorite memories of his childhood was laying with him one 
Christmas Eve to get him to go to sleep. A little too much sugar and the excitement of Santa was enough to 
throw off his normal nightly routine. As I lay with him in the stillness, the warm light from the window candle 
fell across the room, and on to his peaceful, beautiful face. I began to think about Mary and Joseph in a dark 
stable, and the night sky above them being lit brightly by the star. Follow the light to the Christ child. The 
star, shining in the darkness, leading us to our Savior. I’m sure the light was much brighter than my window 
candle, but it warmed all of humankind just the same.

As we enter the darkness of winter, let us continue to shine our light to those who are in darkness. Christ 
came to bring us out of the darkness. Let’s keep his light bright. Remember the children’s song “This Little 
Light of Mine” and its lyrics:  “This little light of mine, I’m gonna let it shine.” Let’s shine in the darkness 
around us by spreading joy and hope to all those who need it.

Lord, help us to shine your light of hope and joy throughout the year. Amen.
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Wednesday, December 22                                           Grey Radford

“Thanks be to God for His indescribable gift!” 2 Corinthians 9:15
 

So, we all know what the signs of Christmas are in our own way. Whether it be songs you both love and 
hate playing in the supermarkets that are filled with red and green or a favorite seasonal flavor that just 
rolled around on ads, the Christmas signs are so prominent in the world. Signs of Christ appear in the 
world around us just like the signs of Christmas; all we have to do is look for them.
 
When Christ was born, many signs appeared. An angel appeared to the people in the fields, and the wise 
men followed the star to find Jesus Christ. The world around us, made by God, shows us the signs of Christ 
in our everyday world. In our modern day, it is easy to pass by without noticing the small signs of life that 
God has planted. The red and yellow leaves covered up by frost in the morning, the cold, dry, windy air 
nipping at your face before you go and warm up inside with friends, family or otherwise. The small joys of 
life all around us were created by God to be observed and enjoyed as we prepare for the season when Jesus 
Christ was born. All we need to do is take the time we need to slow down and to observe what is around us. 
From the frozen dew on trees to the soft frozen layer overtop the birdbath, the small sights of winter show 
us something beautiful that God has created.
 
So next time you’re outside in the cold, take the time you need to look around and take in the sights that 
God has created for people like you and me.
 
Dear God, thank you for the amazing gifts you give to us. However we see the signs of Christmas every year, 
help us to see the signs of Christ just as easily. Help us to appreciate what it is that makes it so beautiful. 
Help us to slow down and to see you and your creation in everything. Amen.
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Thursday, December 23                                                         Marti Sell

“For unto us a child is born, unto us a son is given and He shall be called Wonderful, Counselor, Prince of 
Peace, Mighty God.” Isaiah 9:6

Can you hear the beautiful melody to which these lyrics are sung early in Handel’s  Messiah? Christmas 
is not complete for me until I hear this amazing work. I grew up singing it in church choirs and have fond 
memories of hearing my mother sing “He shall feed his flock like a Shepherd.” The day after Thanksgiving 
I bring out an old CD of the complete work sung by a marvelous choir, play it at full volume, and sing along 
with all my heart. Yes, there is something missing for me about Christmas without the Messiah. There was 
something missing in my life as a twenty-year-old until I made a decision to surrender my life to the one 
whose story Messiah tells. 

Recently I was deeply moved by a devotion from Paul David Tripp’s book New Morning Mercies. He says, 
“Here’s the bottom line: if you’re Gods child, your life is never, ever out of control…The story that is your 
life has been included by grace in the greater story of redemption. Because your story is woven into the 
fabric of the redemption story, there is meaning, purpose and direction to every part of it.” My story woven 
into His. History: His story. The story told through Handel’s Messiah. I am part of His story, and so are you 
if you are a disciple of Jesus Christ. Our stories are woven into the very fabric of God’s plan of redemption. 

How beautiful that the first solo of Messiah quotes Isaiah speaking God’s words: “Comfort ye my people, 
saith your God” (Isaiah 40:1). His people needed the comfort of knowing He had a plan for them. Surely 
I need that comfort when God’s will confuses me at points and I don’t understand all that I face. But the 
threads of God’s redemption story are intricately woven from the first pages of Genesis through the last 
pages of Revelation, and it is in His Word I find the most reassurance and hope. This year when I hear 
Messiah, I pray I will hear it with new ears and a deeper awareness of His sovereign care over my life story.

It is my hope that we as the body of Christ may find renewed life, comfort, healing, strength, meaning, 
purpose, and oneness in taking our unique place in His story. May we be found saying with Job, “I know 
that my Redeemer liveth and that He shall stand at the latter day upon the earth” (Job 19:25).

Loving Father, thank You for Your story of redemption! Thank You that my life story is never out of control, 
but full of meaning and purpose within Your sovereignty. Thank you, Jesus, for your willingness to come to 
this earth and live as one of us. We look to the day when you will make all things right; the day when there 
will be no more loss, tears, pain nor evil; the day when we will sing with the angels, “Hallelujah! For the 
Lord God Omnipotent reigns forever and ever! King of Kings and Lord of Lords! Hallelujah!” Amen.
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Friday, December 24                                       Richard Abernethy

“Bear one another’s burdens, and so fulfill the law of Christ.” Galatians 6:2

Since I was a child, Christmas has always been a festive time of music, decorations, gift
giving and joy. My family always observed Christmas in a big way. My father played Christmas carols 
at the piano and we would sing and play and decorate our tree and revel in the coming of Christmas Day. 
We played Christmas records on the stereo and sang the Hallelujah chorus. I have wonderful childhood 
memories of Christmas and still celebrate this way.

I was lucky. I had three siblings, and my parents were able to provide for us abundantly. We loved each 
other and we were taught the meaning of Christ’s birth and about the importance of loving and caring for 
others. One Christmas when I was about 10 years old, our parents took us to the grocery store with a 
shopping list for a family we were told we were going to visit. We bought a wide variety of food for a 
wonderful Christmas dinner and some gifts for children, all for a family we didn’t know. As my father drove 
us to their home, we realized that we were going to a part of town where we’d never been before. The 
further we went, the more run down and humble the homes became. When we pulled up to the house, 
I was a little afraid to get out of the car. My parents said “Come on. We have gifts to deliver.” The four of 
us crawled out of the back seat, grabbed bags from the trunk, and headed in. 

We met a black family who greeted us at the front door with “Merry Christmas!” They invited us inside 
and we spread the food out in the kitchen and put the gifts for the children on the table. We could see 
that they were moved by the gifts, and I realized that this poor family would have had nothing if we had 
not brought it. My father told them that we also wished them a Merry Christmas and that we hoped they 
enjoyed their dinner. After a few minutes, we said good night, got back in our car, and we headed home. 
Home, where we had an abundance of everything.

We were taught early in life to always try to help meet the needs of others, but especially at Christmas 
time. There are so many who dread the holidays because of the pains of life: poverty, divorce, death, 
separation from family, lack of friendships, sickness, grief, and loneliness. The hurt is always there, but 
this time of year magnifies the pain. Over and above the lights, the music, and the presents, Christmas 
is especially a time for us to show love and care to others. Helping them bear their burdens gives us the 
greatest gift of all: sharing with others the love God has shown for us. 

Jesus is coming. Let us make our paths straight by loving one another as we welcome him! Amen.
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Saturday, December 25                                             Catherine Greene

Christmas List

“In that region there were shepherds living in the fields, keeping watch over their flock by night. Then an 
angel of the Lord stood before them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them, and they were terrified. 
But the angel said to them, ‘Do not be afraid; for see—I am bringing you good news of great joy for all the 
people: to you is born this day in the city of David a Saviour, who is the Messiah, the Lord. This will be a 
sign for you: you will find a child wrapped in bands of cloth and lying in a manger.’ And suddenly there 
was with the angel a multitude of the heavenly host, praising God and saying, ‘Glory to God in the highest 
heaven, and on earth peace among those whom he favours!’ 
Luke 2:8-14 (NIV) 

“Then Herod secretly called for the wise men and learned from them the exact time when the star had 
appeared. Then he sent them to Bethlehem, saying, ‘Go and search diligently for the child; and when you 
have found him, bring me word so that I may also go and pay him homage.’ When they had heard the king, 
they set out; and there, ahead of them, went the star that they had seen at its rising, until it stopped over 
the place where the child was. When they saw that the star had stopped, they were overwhelmed with joy. 
On entering the house, they saw the child with Mary his mother; and they knelt down and paid him 
homage. Then, opening their treasure-chests, they offered him gifts of gold, frankincense, and myrrh. And 
having been warned in a dream not to return to Herod, they left for their own country by another road.” 
Matthew 2:7-12 (NIV)

One of my most treasured Christmas decorations is a framed Santa letter I wrote when I was a child. In the 
beginning of the note, I rattled off the hottest items of the season that I wanted: Guess Who? Game, CD 
player, nail polish and a phone; but then I turned to what I wish for in this world: take away guns, help the 
homeless and Camp Sunshine. Honestly, from an early age, that has and always will be my ultimate wish 
for our world. I want peace to find its way to every boy and girl.

For as long as I can remember, I have the most joy during Christmas when I am thinking of others. As a 
child, it was selecting an angel from the tree at FUMC and my parents taking me shopping for gifts. I still 
remember the pure excitement I had as I purchased items to fulfill the list of a child my age. Then, as a 
youth, it was participating in the Camp Sunshine Christmas party. Oh, what fun we would have re-telling 
the Christmas story, making crafts, and selecting teacher gifts from Kirby’s store! It was the party I looked 
forward to most! Now, as an adult, it is our basketball team adopting a family during the holidays! Seeing 
our team get so excited about shopping for another family leaves me beaming with pride. They, too, are 
understanding the true meaning of the season and the gift of serving others. My Christmas begins as we 
welcome the family for a meal and open presents together! 

As I’ve gotten older, our world has become more complex, but I still believe in the simplicity of the 
message I wrote nearly thirty years ago! It’s just now this has become my grown-up Christmas list! To take 
an excerpt from this song:

 
So here’s my lifelong wish
My grown-up Christmas list
Not for myself but for a world in need
No more lives torn apart
That wars would never start

Continued on next page....

And time would heal all hearts
And everyone would have a friend
And right would always win
And love would never end, no
This is my grown-up Christmas list



God, the eternal source of hope, is where we receive this unending love. He is who we turn to in our 
darkness, and he is our strength in times of need. He’s also the one who allows us to be a light for others 
in this world.

Luke’s account of Jesus’ birth focuses on Mary and the shepherds, whereas Matthew’s focus is on Joseph 
and the Magi. It is significant that the angels extended peace to the shepherds and Magi. This Jesus will 
show God’s love to all those willing to come to him. Jesus continues to surprise us today with his gifts of 
love, hope, peace, and joy.

When people think of Christmas, they often think of gifts. But those gifts are there because of the greatest 
gift of all, Jesus, born as a baby in Bethlehem. 
 

 
“Blessing the Way”

With every step
You take,
This blessing rises up
To meet you.

It has been waiting
Long ages for you.

Look close
And you can see
The layers of it,

How it has been fashioned
By those who walked
This road before you,

How it has been created
Of nothing but
Their determination
And their dreaming

How it has taken
Its form

From an ancient hope
That drew them forward
And made a way for them
When no way could be seen.

Look closer
And you will see
This blessing
Is not finished,

That you are part
Of the path
It is preparing,

That you are how
This blessing means
To be a voice
Within the wilderness

And a welcome
For the way.

A Book of Blessings for the 
Seasons: Circle of Grace, by 
Jan Richardson



Sunday, December 26            1st Sunday of Christmas                            Alyssa Overcash

“Welcome one another, therefore, just as Christ has welcomed you, for the glory of God.” Romans 15: 7

Signs of Christmas? Well, the first thing I think of when I hear that phrase is literally a sign, a big sign that 
can be recognized anywhere. It’s made up of big yellow squares with black block letters spelling out 
W A F F L E   H O U S E. 

It may sound crazy to you, but this restaurant has always been a sign of Christmas for me and my family. 
Where I grew up in metro Atlanta, there was a Waffle House on every corner. We would frequent the one 
closest to my childhood home often, and you could always find us there on Christmas Eve. 

Waffle House has taught me a few things, the first being  that you give to others because God has given us 
so much. Not for the glory or recognition, but to show others a small glimpse of Jesus. 

How did I learn this? Well, every Christmas Eve we would go to church for the candlelight service. After the 
service there would be no doubt where we were eating dinner. We would wear our fancy attire (some years 
tacky Christmas sweaters) and squeeze into a sticky booth ready for our yearly tradition. We would eat to 
our hearts content, and then my dad would leave a very nice tip as a gift for our server. It was a thanks for 
being open on a holiday but also to spread some cheer and happiness on a day we loved so much. When 
we were much younger, my brothers and I would argue over who would get to give it to the worker. We loved 
seeing their excitement. But not my dad; he would go to the car and never waited for a thank you or 
acknowledgement. 

One year we didn’t have a very big Christmas, and we knew it had been a tough year for my parents 
financially. Christmas Eve came around, and my dad still left a large tip. When I asked him why, his 
response was because we were called to give, even in the hard times, even when it hurt. We still had all 
we needed that Christmas, and that was a lesson that will stick with me forever. 

My husband, Ronnie, is not a big fan of Waffle House so I regrettably don’t eat there as often. Now that 
we’re all older and are starting our own families, traditions have changed. It’s been a hard transition for 
all of us, but I think we especially miss Christmas Eve. for someone working at a church, Christmas Eve is 
one of the busiest days of the year. It is still one of my favorite days, but much more exhausting. Because 
I work all day on Christmas Eve, we tend to travel on Christmas Day down to Atlanta to see my family. It’s 
a great day to travel because most people are home with their families. However, everything is closed! Did 
you know that there are no restaurants open on Christmas day? Except one. 

That’s right, you guessed it, the good old awful Waffle is open 24 hours a day, 7 days a week, 365 days 
a year. So last year we ate there for breakfast, lunch, and dinner. Our stomachs hated us, but my heart 
was so full! It reminded me of all the Christmases spent in those booths, and I made sure to carry on my 
dad’s tradition. This time Waffle House taught me that even with all the changes in life, some things never 
change, and for that I am thankful. 

Continued on next page....



I believe that the church needs to be more like a Waffle House. At Waffle House all are welcome. No matter 
what you look like, what you’re wearing, your political affiliation, or your credit score. It’s a place to gather 
with no judgement. Waffle house is transparent and honest. You can see your food being cooked right 
before your eyes. No gimmicks or tricks. A Waffle House is always open. You may have to wait a bit, but 
there is always room for you. And at a Waffle House, everyone leaves full. Can we say the same things 
about the church? 

These aren’t lessons I thought a place that sells waffles would teach me, but what I’ve come to realize 
is that God uses everything for his glory. He uses this church, he uses me, and he even uses the Waffle 
House. During this season of Advent, I challenge you to slow down, and seek out what God is using in your 
life to glorify Him. It may be something or somewhere totally unexpected. 

Merry Christmas from Alyssa and Ronnie Overcash.

Lord, help us to be welcoming, open, loving, and giving 365 days a year. Amen.
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Monday, December 27                                              Ellen Downey

“Now at the dedication of the wall of Jerusalem, they sought out the Levites in all their places, to bring 
them to Jerusalem to celebrate the dedication with rejoicing, with thanksgivings, and with singing, with 
cymbals, harps, and lyres.” Nehemiah 12:27

“Praise him with trumpet sound; praise him with lute and harp! Praise him with tambourine and dance; 
praise him with strings and pipe! Praise him with clanging cymbals; praise him with loud clashing cymbals. 
Let everything that breathes praise the Lord! Praise the Lord!” Psalm 150: 3-6

One of the pictures in my mind during the season of Advent is an angel, holding and playing a harp. 
When I was a child growing up in Charlotte, our family were friends with a woman in our neighborhood 
who taught music, specifically piano and harp, in her home. Seeing the lovely harp in the living room, 
when accompanying my sister for piano lessons, was a visual treat, all year long. And hearing it played 
was certainly an auditory treat. 
 
In more recent years, my husband and I have enjoyed attending many Charlotte Symphony performances. 
Often we have heard Andrea Mumm Trammell, who holds the Dr. Billy Graham principal harp chair. Glori-
ous music indeed!
 
So, what do we know of harps in today’s world?  Harps have forty-seven strings, which must be tuned every 
single day, and the harp plays six and one-half octaves.  The strings are made of steel, sheep’s gut, and 
nylon. The frames can be fashioned from maple, spruce, or rosewood. The earliest references to harps date 
back to 2500 BC in Egypt. 
 
A meaningful reference is found in the Old Testament, in Nehemiah 12: 27. To me, these verses describe a 
grand finale, a service of celebration, purification, and dedication. The initiative comes from the people in 
the community, and together they signal that Jerusalem is the holy city. 
 
To me, the verses from Psalm 150 mean that our lives begin and end with praise for our savior, as this 
psalm signifies.
 

Dear Lord, during this Advent season, may our heartstrings be tuned to your love and your grace, poured 
out for us. Amen.
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Tuesday, December 28                                                     Carol Elliott 

‘Therefore, brothers and sisters, you must be patient as you wait for the coming of the Lord. Consider the 
farmer who waits patiently for the coming of rain in the fall and spring, looking forward to the precious fruit 
of the earth.” James 5:7 CEB 

As I look back at the many months of 2020 and before, when life has been upended, I ask why? What is 
to be learned? There are so many lessons for those who are watchful: patience, self-reflection, compassion, 
flexibility, and more, not to mention the flip side of all this: frustration, loneliness, heartbreak; the list 
could be endless. 

As we approach Advent, I am reminded of all the centuries God promised He would come, and where was 
He? The people of the Old Testament spent their whole lives waiting for the Messiah with great hope that 
He would arrive. I experienced a small taste of that myself. 

This summer, determined to raise monarch butterflies, I diligently raised milkweed plants, watering, 
fertilizing, and watching carefully. Each day when I went out to my garden there was no evidence of the 
caterpillars that begin this metamorphosis. After several weeks of waiting and watching, lo and behold 
there was the familiar yellow & black caterpillar that I hoped would become a monarch. I covered the 
milkweed and this creature in a mesh habitat. Then there was more waiting and watching, and all the while 
I was thinking of how we were forced to live in a totally foreign way during this pandemic: masks, vaccines, 
isolation, anxiety. Yet here was God’s creature doing what it was programmed to do from the beginning of 
time. There was a lot more waiting and watching until eventually I saw a beautiful butterfly emerge, dry its 
wings, and fly away! In that moment I felt the presence of God. 

Signs and wonders are what we associate with the humble birth of Jesus. Foretold for centuries, finally in 
Bethlehem in a stable Jesus would begin a metamorphosis that would change the world from that point 
forward. There were many skeptics and naysayers, but those who were watching knew in their hearts that 
finally the wait was over. 

During this blessed season, may we all watch for signs and wonders that Jesus indeed is with us and that 
through His love may we be a light to others that are waiting and watching. 

Heavenly Father, thank you for sending Jesus to our broken world. He is the source of love and hope that 
we need to make sense of the chaos that often surrounds us. Yet, Lord, if we wait and watch, even in the 
worst of times, we will see hearts and souls come near to You. I pray that this Christmas we may rejoice in 
all the blessings that surround us, both large and small. Amen.



Wednesday, December 29                                        John Goforth

“God did not send His son into the world to condemn the world, but that the world might be saved through 
him.” John 3:17

When Jesus came some 2100 years ago, he did not come as a king. He came in humble circumstances, as 
a baby, so he could experience human experiences. He came to live with us so we could learn to live like 
him. He showed his love by healing the blind, the lame, and the afflicted and by forgiving the sinful. When 
he left to return to heaven, he told the disciples to go and preach the gospel to all people. He told Peter, 
“On this rock I will build my church.”

The foundation of the church is Jesus Christ. The church is the tie that binds Christians to each other. It is 
sad that the tie is not as tight as it used to be in the mainline churches. Attendance at Sunday services is 
down substantially. This the opposite of what Jesus expects of his followers. Pray that this Christmas 
season will bring a spiritual awakening that changes people’s hearts to the way that leads to life eternal.

Thank you, Lord, for sending Jesus, who is the truth and the way. Help us to see the light. Amen.
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Thursday, December 30                                          Hannah Coleman

“The night is far gone; the day is at hand. So then let us cast off the works of darkness and put on the 
armor of light.” Romans 13:12

“The world waits for a miracle. The heart longs for a little bit of hope. O Come, O come, Emmanuel…And 
can you hear the angels singing? Glory to the light of the world. Glory, the light of the world is here…He is 
the song for the suffering. He is Messiah, the Prince of Peace has come. He has come, Emmanuel…For all 
who wait, for all who hunger, for all who’ve prayed, for all who wonder. Behold your king, behold Messiah, 
Emmanuel, Emmanuel…Glory to the light of the world.” (“Light of the World,” by Lauren Daigle) 

One of my favorite signs of Christmas is Christmas lights: twinkly lights on trees, colored lights on houses, 
candles illuminating windows. To me, Christmas lights have always given a sense of hope, comfort, and 
warmth. After a quick Google search, I found that the custom goes back to when Christmas trees were 
decorated with candles, which symbolized Christ being the light of the world. (No wonder I’m filled with 
hope, comfort, and warmth when I see them!) This custom was borrowed from pagan Yule rituals that 
celebrated the return of light of the sun as the days grow longer after winter solstice. In both these 
Christian and pagan traditions, light is celebrated, and darkness is dispelled. 

Jesus came to earth to dispel darkness. His birth is the great light. On that first Christmas night, light 
shone in the darkness (John 1:5). Jesus who was the true light, which gives light to everyone, [had come] 
into the world (John 1:9). He said, “I am the light of the world. Whoever follows me will never walk in 
darkness, but will have light for life” (John 8:12). He is light. He is hope. He is peace. He is love. 

How can we live by the example of Jesus and be a light to our neighbors? Romans 13:12 says, “So then 
let us cast off the works of darkness and put on the armor of light.” Do not conform to the darkness of 
the world, but be a part of bringing light into it. Invite those around you into the light; share the light with 
them. Matthew 5:16 reminds us, “Let your light shine before men in such a way that they may see your 
good works and glorify your God in heaven.” Bring light, love, comfort, hope, and warmth to your 
neighbors—all neighbors, not just the ones you agree with or the ones who live like you. Go out of your way 
to be a light for the glory of God. 

Thank you, God, for Your everlasting light, for sending Jesus to cast out the darkness and to show us how 
to be a light to others. Lay upon our hearts ways we can be a light to our neighbors. Open our eyes and our 
hearts to see your sons and daughters, our brothers and sisters, as you see them and to love them as you 
love them. Help us to slow down, to notice the Christmas lights and to remember the reason for the season, 
the light of the world coming to us. We are grateful for the ultimate gift, your son Jesus Christ. We love you, 
God. Amen. 
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Friday, December 31                            Kelly Zukaitis 

The Word

“Be still, and know that I am God; I will be exalted among the nations, I will be exalted in the earth.” 
Psalm 46:10

In this very busy season, God reminds us to also be still, as in not fearful, fretful, impatient and restless 
but instead to quiet our minds, to be attentive to the will of God and to expect the appearance of Jesus. 
This verse also says that He will be exalted in the earth. He will remove our fears and troubles. He was 
born to serve and lived a life of example to all. 

So what are signs of Christ’s presence in our lives? It’s easy to see, or even imagine, them during the 
Christmas season. Stars and nativity scenes are found everywhere from tree ornaments to bumper stickers. 
We have additional church, community, and family activities reminding us of the birth of Jesus. But what 
about other times of the year?

Are we being still enough to recognize His presence? It may not be a lightning strike or an ah-ha moment, 
but rather a whisper that we need to be still enough to hear and recognize. It may come in the form of an 
opportunity to recognize another’s need or simply not to react in today’s reactionary world. It may be 
shutting down our electronics long enough to listen to and hear our children or aged parents. It may 
include breaking our normal routine to include another or starting a new routine to increase our own 
self-awareness. 

I have tried many different things to increase my own self–awareness of Christ. Being still is rarely easy 
and time can be hard to find. I have found, though, that there is no substitution for reading my Bible. 

Scripture IS God. His Word IS Jesus. 

Devotionals are abundant. There are phone apps and books of devotions for every kind of person with any 
amount of time. Long readings and super short readings. But the thing that they all have in common is a 
scripture passage. 

If there’s no scripture, then it’s called self-help, not a Bible devotional! 

Most any longtime devotional junkies will say that if a verse from a devotional jumps out on that day at that 
moment, then highlight it in your Bible. Write a couple of words in the margin as a reminder of what the 
verse meant on that particular day.  

As months and years go by, the same verses may be highlighted many times. So, are those verses God’s 
Word particular to you? You bet that they are! Be still and pay attention to them; it’s God’s will, and he’s 
whispering. His presence is right there. Be attentive to them and expect the appearance of Jesus. 

Lord, help us to be still and listen for Your whispers. Help us to leave behind our fear, impatience and 
restlessness and instead use your example and be your Light. Lead us to new and exciting devotion and 
scripture, not only during the Christmas season, but also throughout the remainder of the year. Surround 
us with your love, guidance and protection as we struggle to stay in your Word. Amen.



Saturday, January 1                                    David E. Poston

“When they kept on questioning him, he straightened up and said to them, ‘Let anyone among you who 
is without sin be the first to throw a stone at her.’ And once again he bent down and wrote on the ground. 
When they heard it, they went away, one by one, beginning with the elders; and Jesus was left alone with 
the woman standing before him.” John 8:7-9

“When they had finished breakfast, Jesus said to Simon Peter, ‘Simon son of John, do you love me more 
than these?’ He said to him, ‘Yes, Lord; you know that I love you.’ Jesus said to him, ‘Feed my lambs.’” 
John 21:15

Another Christmas season has come and gone; another new year has begun. Putting the decorations away 
in our home each year includes taking the figures from the nativity set my mother hand painted and 
snapping them back into the quilted bags she made to keep them safely stored. That nativity set is one of 
my most cherished possessions. Each year I think of my mother when I take the figures out and when I put 
them away: every shepherd, every lamb, the wise men, the camels, the angel with a safety pin glued to its 
back so it can hang above the stable. Mary, with her head tilted, kneeling Joseph, and the little baby in the 
manger—I look at each of them for a moment.

We love to look into the eyes of that beautiful baby, and we should. The most sacred part of Christmas is 
adoration of that child. 

The thing is, of course, that the baby didn’t stay in the manger. For the next three decades he lived the 
kind of life most every one of us has: quiet and obscure, unrecorded in history. Then in three years’ time 
he changed the world forever, but not just by his miracles and sermons preached to thousands of listeners. 
He also did it by face-to-face encounters; over and over again we have the stories of lives changed forever 
when someone spoke with Jesus, when they looked into his eyes. 
 
Now that we’ve put away our beautiful holiday trappings, what if we start the new year by looking into the 
eyes of the grown-up Jesus? 

That might make us feel more scared than sacred, more defensive than devoted. Think of Peter hearing, 
“If you love me, feed my lambs.” Think of the crowd, each holding a stone, when Jesus looked up at them 
after writing in the dust. Could we gaze into those eyes as easily as we smile at the child in the hay?

Think, now, about the woman who remained after those who condemned her had slinked away. She looked 
into the eyes of Jesus, and there was no condemnation. What there was—for her and for Peter—was the 
challenge to live a different kind of life. The grown-up Jesus makes tough demands. Did the woman 
manage to sin no more? About as likely as us keeping our New Year’s resolutions. Was it easy for Peter to 
serve a risen Savior?

But while the mob melted away from Jesus’s gaze, the woman stayed. The glorious, grace-full thing is, 
Jesus looked at everyone he met—from Pharisee to pariah, from rich young ruler to fisherman—the same 
way. And he offered them the same love and forgiveness. We don’t have to be without sin; we just need to 
look, listen, and not turn away. Rejoice and be glad in that!

Lord Jesus, we give you thanks for your teachings, your example, your love, and most of all, for your saving 
grace. Thank you for seeing into our hearts, for standing by us, and for inviting us to walk with you. Amen.



Sunday, January 2                                                     Ashley Whitesell

 “What does the Lord require of you but to do justice, and to love kindness, and to walk humbly with your 
God?” Micah 6:8 

Micah 6:8 is one of my favorite pieces of scripture. I am always singing this verse in my head, as it is a 
favorite of mine as a choral arrangement. It sounds like a pretty simple request on how to approach living 
one’s life and is something that I strive to do, one day at a time.

Trying to figure out how to balance work, family, and all that life brings can be challenging, especially 
during the holiday season. As a new mother with a full-time job, that has taken on a whole new meaning 
for me. I know everyone can relate, in one way or another, to having a life changing event that alters how 
you go about your day-to-day routine. Whether it is having a new baby, becoming a primary caregiver for a 
family member or friend, losing someone, work responsibilities changing, the list can go on and on. The 
realization that there is always prayer and God’s love for support makes all the difference. 

Adjusting to change takes time. I have found that knowing I can always reach out to God through prayer 
has been a huge comfort to me while I am learning how to be a parent, a veterinarian, a spouse, a daugh-
ter, a sister, and a friend. I have learned that God doesn’t expect me to have a formal prayer with specific 
words from the Bible for my prayer to be meaningful. He just wants my undivided attention for a personal 
conversation any chance I get, for however long I can. Jesus is present whether I am enjoying amazing 
moments with my daughter, sharing her pure joy in everything she does, to when I am helping a family say 
goodbye to their beloved four-legged family member. Having God in my heart helps me balance life’s highs, 
lows, and everything in between. 

Hopefully, as I learn how Jesus would want me to live, I can pass that on to my daughter and share God’s 
love with her and everyone I get to experience life with. Keeping in mind God just wants a personal 
conversation through prayer, I will end with a simple prayer that can be offered any time. 

God, help me see the world through your eyes and love as you loved through your son Jesus. Amen.
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Monday, January 3                                                             Jennie Stultz

Following the Star

“After they had heard the king, they went on their way, and the star they had seen when it rose went ahead 
of them until it stopped over the place where the child was. When they saw the star, they were overjoyed. 
On coming to the house, they saw the child with his mother Mary, and they bowed down and worshiped 
him.” Matthew 2: 9-10 

It was Christmas 1985. My challenge was to create the Sunday School lesson for twenty-five rambunctious 
first-, second-, and third-graders on the Sunday before Christmas. A scavenger hunt for the Baby Jesus 
seemed like a good idea, using yellow paper stars as clues throughout the church. 

We gathered in the assembly room where we found the first yellow star clue, which sent us to the 
sanctuary—a large, beautiful, worshipful place where God’s people gather to sing, pray, and hear his good 
news. No baby Jesus there, but there was another star clue on the Chrismon Tree. This clue took us to the 
chapel, a smaller, warmer place. It seemed cozy enough for the Christ Child. We only found another star 
clue taped to the side of a pew. It led us to the nursery. We tromped downstairs but halted to our tiptoes as 
we approached the busy nursery where sleepy and fretful babies are rocked and cuddled while their parents 
escape to their spiritual respites. But we found no baby Jesus there. Our next clue led us to the choir room, 
where we heard the songs of angels that told of the precious Christ-child’s birth. But there was no newborn 
Jesus there. As we left the choir room, one of the children spotted a star on the furnace room door. None 
of the children had ever ventured there. It was dark, damp, noisy and had treacherous, dark steps. Our star 
clue led us inside. 

When we opened the door and crept down the creaky dark steps, there was a collective gasp. For there in 
the corner of this dusty, dank room, was a small wooden manger with the baby Jesus asleep in the hay. 
We all fell to our knees and knew something really special was happening here. From a tiny window in the 
crawl space of this basement, a beam of light streamed down upon the manger and Christ Child. We all 
personally knew then how the wise men, shepherds and angels must have felt when they beheld a similar 
sight over 2000 years ago. This baby wasn’t in the comfortable, warm, and happy places where we 
naturally sought him. He was in an unfamiliar, cold, and dark place. 

Each time I hear “Away in a Manger,” I relive that moment with a rowdy group of searching children and it 
reminds me that even though I staged the search, planted the star clues, and placed the baby Jesus in his 
secret place, something far more divine happened when the children and I entered that furnace room and 
witness the beam of light above us all. 

Each new year brings us uncertainty, unfamiliarity, and a degree of awkwardness, especially as we move 
forward through this time of pandemic. No matter how hard we try to set the stage, we must be confident 
in knowing that divine beams of light and opportunity will be there in those cold scary places, if we just 
keep searching. 

Jesus, Star of Hope, as we continue into the third millennium since you came to earth, continue to teach 
us to share the new words of the stories of our lives transformed by the old, old story of your birth. Amen.



Tuesday, January 4                                                     Don Church

Hands

“He shall wipe away every tear from their eyes, and there shall be no more death, neither sorrow, nor cry-
ing, neither shall there be any more pain.” Revelation 21-4

It was an early morning call we all dread to get. “It doesn’t look good,” my sister-in-law Judy said. Our 
mom had been dealing with congestive heart failure for several years. We knew it was getting progressively 
worse, but the call was still a surprise. We had seen her weather several bouts with her condition, only to 
bounce back after medical treatment. It appeared the bounce back was not in the cards this time.

When Pauline and I got to the hospital in our home town my brothers were waiting for us in the parking lot. 
“She’s waiting for you,” one of my brothers said. Her room was full of family hoping for the best but 
knowing this was probably the last time we would see her alive. Mom was still herself, taking time to talk 
with everyone, and spreading her optimism in the room. I remember her telling her grandson’s beautiful 
young wife, “April, you’re going to make a wonderful nurse.”  

We shared a time with her, always a blessing, but she began to slip away. Sensing this, her Hospice nurse 
Diane asked if she could share a prayer. It was beautiful, and just as she finished, Mom breathed her last. 
Daddy, by her side as always, asked, “Is she gone?” We all knew she was, and each moved into our own 
grief. There was milling around the room, hugging, and crying.  

The only one not to leave the bedside was Daddy. He had been by her side for over sixty years. Five years 
earlier her doctor had said she needed constant care and that she should leave her home for the safety of 
assisted living. Daddy said “No.” When asked who would provide her the care she needed, he simply said 
“I will.” And he did.
  
Whatever was necessary to make their home whole, he did, never complaining or asking for help.  He made 
their lives as normal as possible. Without his efforts there would have been no marathon gin rummy games 
at the kitchen table, no long conversations about children, grandchildren, and great grandchildren. I think 
they were closer than at any other time in their lives.

As I stood in silence, I heard Daddy say, “There’s not a line in her face! She looks so young.” He was right. 
All her lines were gone. Although there is always a medical explanation for this, I like to think that when 
Daddy released her from his hands she was pulled by a much stronger set of hands, one that pulled her 
from her suffering body, removing the lines as she left. These were the same hands that were on Daddy’s 
shoulders during the previous years, giving him the good health to be able to care for the love of his life. 
They were also the hands that took him away five years later.

The Advent season has been a time of renewal, not only for birth and rebirth, but for remembering the 
promises God made to us and we to Him. Thankfully he keeps his a lot better than we do. He has 
promised, so he will “wipe away every tear.”

Father, thank You for the peace that comes with knowing You keep Your promises. Please help us to keep 
our promises to You as well. Amen.   
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