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Isaiah 12:2-6 (NLT)

See, God has come to save me.
    I will trust in him and not be afraid.

The Lord God is my strength and my song;
    he has given me victory.”

3 With joy you will drink deeply
    from the fountain of salvation!

4 In that wonderful day you will sing:
 “Thank the Lord! Praise his name!
Tell the nations what he has done.

    Let them know how mighty he is!
5 Sing to the Lord, for he has done wonderful things.

    Make known his praise around the world.
6 Let all the people of Jerusalem shout his praise with joy!
    For great is the Holy One of Israel who lives among you.”

On this third Sunday of Advent, we celebrate joy. This day is traditionally known as 
Gaudete Sunday.  Gaudete (Gow-daytay) (or Gaw duhtay) is Latin for rejoice and it is 
signified by a pink candle which symbolizes joy in the midst of the darkness as we 
wait for the birth of the Savior.  (Phil. 4:4-5)

Joy is such a wonderful thing to have and to to openly express!  But sometimes, we 
cannot seem to express the joy we once experienced!

I am reminded of an interesting story about a conference held at a Presbyterian church 
in Omaha, Nebraska. The people were given helium-filled balloons and told to release 
them at some point in the service when they felt like expressing the joy in their hearts. 
Since they were Presbyterians, they weren't free to say, "Hallelujah, Praise the Lord." 
Throughout the service, many balloons ascended, but when it was over, 1/3 of the 
balloons had not been released. 

I'd love to call this a cute and funny story, but there's a deeper and more uncomfortable 
level to it...

At this time of the year, many of us can freely release our balloons of joy as we wait to 
celebrate the first advent of our Lord Jesus, while others of us might very well go 
through the entire season with an iron-fisted grip on the string of our joy balloons!

Why? December is a month of celebration and joy for many of us, but the season 
triggers specific painful memories for others. We have all witnessed a pandemic 
during the past two years, unlike anything we have previously experienced, along with 
disturbing new reports, rising hatred, and disturbing acts of violence all filling the 
airwaves. As I considered the sermon for this week, I thought these corporate 
experiences would have been a good reminder of the sadness many feel during 
Christmas time! But God had another idea in mind! I could be wrong, but I believe He 
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1. * Snowstorm Scooper-
Outer
6. Tell an Untruth: Tell ___
10. Like the Beatles
13. Artist's need
14. Certain undergarments, 
minus the "ts"
15. In the past
16. Jaunty rhythm in music
17. * Winter Wonderland 
Warmers
19. * Wintry Woe
21. Spooky Signs
22. Short greeting
23. Learn everything from 
___ to ___
24. Humorous
25. * Parka Part
29. Exists
31. Protein, minus the "yme"
33. * Fun time at the Winter 
lodge
36. * Word with "Ice"

41. Type of nut
42. Consumed
44. Makeup bag item
45. * Winter race
47. * Slide on a Snowy 
Slope
49. Chinese dynasty
51. Symbol for Sodium
52. Transmitted
53. * It's Worn for 
Warmth in the Winter
57. "So-So" in Strasbourg: 
Comme-___, Comme-ça
59. Achievement for a QB
61. Item seen in a 
Bathroom
62. * Winter sport
68. * Serious Slides
70. The "A" in A.D.
71. Madonna song: "___ 
Girl"
72. Units of Weight, 
briefly

73. Watercourse
74. Start to "historic" or 
"shrunk"
75. Always
76. * Winter Wonderland 
Wonder: "Is anybody 
going to put on the ___ 
so we can finally make 
that Hot Chocolate we've 
all wanted so much?"
Down 
1. Type of Book, with 
"Help"
2. Broadway musical
3. Capital of Norway
4. Docs for Doggies
5. Chicago loop train
6. Large artery
7. * What does Water do 
in the Winter?
8. AOL, for one
9. * Like it sometimes is 
in the Winter
10. Aspect
11. Broker
12. In charge too much
14. Roman Numerals for 
102
17. Heard during a Car 
Chase: "We better hurry 
up 'cuz the ___ followin' 
us!"
18. "Friend" in France
20. Calendar abbr.
25. Occurrences, for 
short
26. German car
27. Whale movie
28. Handle
30. Style of music
32. Atomic #93

34. * Wondrous 
Wonder in the 
Wonderland of Winter
35. "The Addams 
Family" (TV) 
character
37. * Add them to 
#17A
38. * Racing Sled
39. Eddie or Patrick or 
Richard
40. Portable shelter
43. Long time
46. Not you
48. Spa Spots
50. * Wintry eaves 
dangler
53. Something on an 
envelope
54. * Some may 
choose to warm up 
with an extra ___ at 
night during the Winter
55. Mindful
56. Belief in 
Supernatural Powers 
or Beings, for short
58. Godly fluid
60. Execute
63. Buzzers, without 
the "B"
64. Haul
65. Something in a 
rope
66. Organic compound
67. Fitted part on a 
garment
69. Cosmetic Cream, 
minus the "ea"
73. Live
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December 2021 News and Announcements 
Happy December 19th, 
2021!  We had many great 
Advent and Christmas 
celebrations this past week.  
Here are a few photos from 
our Children’s Choir this 
past Wednesday! Thanks to 
Shelly Burgess and the 
many other chi ldren’s 
leaders who made this sweet 
night possible! 

Volume 3 Issue 45

Crossword Puzzle Solution - 
“Winter”
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wanted me to experience the sorrow and despair that some of our neighbors might be filling in the season of Love, 
Hope, Peace, and Joy!

What did I experience? Nothing earth-shattering, but a strange and unwelcome shift in my outlook made me feel 
absolutely miserable with almost non-stop feelings of hopelessness, despair, and a gross lack of joy. Where was my joy 
balloon?  It got popped somewhere along the way! 

Everything seemed to be going wrong, from computer problems to car problems to Little Rock traffic to 
logistical issues elsewhere, along with a few other embarrassing problems, and it started to get to me!

Our passage from Isaiah speaks about joy, but what do you do when your joy gauge is reading empty?  In simple 
terms, your joy has seemingly disappeared!

I was reminded of the words of King David from Psalm 51:12 where he wrote, 
“Restore to me the joy of your salvation,

    and make me willing to obey you.”

I needed to pray that simple prayer!  Maybe you do too!

Please notice that King David did not pray to restore his salvation. He did not need to do so, for he did not lose his 
salvation. What he lost was the joy he once experienced from his salvation!  

There is usually a trio of related losses for many in this world that go together. There can be a loss of peace;  The feeling 
is that there is something that does not feel quite right in our personal world. With that feeling can come a loss of joy, 
and then compounding things, there is a feeling of hopelessness! I was treated to this delightful trio over the past week, 
and poor Melissa got to have a front-row seat to it!

What do you do when this trio of emotions hits you like a ton of bricks? As for me, I followed King David’s first 
recommendation of seeking God in prayer!

Please note: When you are in the midst of such emotional states, the thought of prayer often goes overlooked.  Handy 
Hint:  Don’t overlook it!

“Restore to me the joy of your salvation,
    and make me willing to obey you.”

I. Prayer:

(a) Pray to God  I prayed to God for the restoration of my joy!

(b) Recognize the source  I recognized that this was as much, or even more, of a spiritual battle that had no other 
purpose than to try to ruin my day, week, month, year, and life. I have experienced this demonic torment before, so I 
prayed even more!  James 4:7-8a says, “So humble yourselves before God. Resist the devil, and he will flee from 
you. 8 Come close to God, and God will come close to you.”

(c) Spiritual Warfare, you say? Yes! In Ephesians 6:10-12, the Apostle spells it out for us, “A final word: Be strong in 
the Lord and in his mighty power.11 Put on all of God’s armor so that you will be able to stand firm against all 
strategies of the devil. 12 For we are not fighting against flesh-and-blood enemies, but against evil rulers and authorities 
of the unseen world, against mighty powers in this dark world, and against evil spirits in the heavenly places.”

(d) Prayer Warriors  I had Melissa in prayer as well - 



5 of 8 The Magnolia Messenger

Advent 3 — The Sunday of Joy
Volume 3 Issue 45

Continued on Page 6

If you have lost your joy, pray and ask Jesus to restore it to you. If you have not ever prayed and asked Jesus to 
come into your heart and become your Savior, then do that today.

Then live out Isaiah 12:2-6….

See, God has come to save me.
    I will trust in him and not be afraid.

The Lord God is my strength and my song;
    he has given me victory.”

3 With joy you will drink deeply
    from the fountain of salvation!

4 In that wonderful day you will sing:
 “Thank the Lord! Praise his name!
Tell the nations what he has done.

    Let them know how mighty he is!
5 Sing to the Lord, for he has done wonderful things.

    Make known his praise around the world.
6 Let all the people of Jerusalem shout his praise with joy!

    For great is the Holy One of Israel who lives among you.”

Place your complete trust and faith in Jesus for your deliverance, hope, love, joy, and peace! Count your blessings 
and name them one by one, as the classic hymns suggest! Oh, and by the way, the Apostle Paul has some 
good advice in Philippians 4:8-9. “Summing it all up, friends, I’d say you’ll do best by filling your minds and 
meditating on things true, noble, reputable, authentic, compelling, gracious—the best, not the worst; the 
beautiful, not the ugly; things to praise, not things to curse. Put into practice what you learned from me, what you 
heard and saw and realized. Do that, and God, who makes everything work together, will work you into his most 
excellent harmonies.” 

Please remember that there are no easy answers for some of life's problems!

So, remember that worldly happiness might be fleeting and that the answer we get to our prayers might not 
always be to our liking. Still, godly joy can continue to reign in our lives through difficult times if we allow God's 
Spirit to take our hearts and transform them into reflections of the heart of Christ. As we do so, His lasting joy can 
arise as we come to the full realization that we will one day be restored to the newness of life and reunited with 
our loved ones in glory for all eternity!

I don't know where your personal joy levels are sitting this morning. They might be filled up or nearly empty. 
From personal experience, I know that if you fill your life with God's presence, surround yourself with loving 
Christian believers, and allow the fruit of the Spirit to develop in your life, you will start to experience the real joy 
of the Lord this Christmas Season.  

If you’re already experiencing that joy, then go onward for a deeper level of joy by sharing it and words of 
comfort with everyone that you meet this week.  

If you don’t know that joy, then come to Him and be filled with His presence, peace, hope for the future, 
and His joy!

Remember that you have been blessed to be a blessing.  So be one!

Pastor Gary
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Did Christmas Really Start as a Pagan Holiday?
Every year, around this time, along with the endless “War on Christmas” debates, you’re bound to find a 
new spin on an old line: that Christians stole December 25 from pagans and turned it into Christmas. 
Occasionally, this argument goes even deeper, deconstructing various holiday traditions into their roots 
in various arcane mythologies. Eventually, some articles find nothing at the bottom of the Christmas 
barrel besides a Frankenstein’s monster made up of different traditions from around the world.

Now, this isn’t totally false. It is definitely true that December 25 is an unlikely candidate for the Jesus’ 
actual birthday. But to say Christmas is a pagan holiday co-opted by Christians is a little simplistic.

By the third century, Christians were very into trying to figure out the dates of Jesus’ conception, birth 
and death, but the Gospels didn’t give them many clues to work with. Still, March 25 had become a 
popular contender for Jesus’ crucifixion thanks to Hippolytus’ “Easter calculation calendar.” A historian 
by the name of Dr. Sarah Bond has some background on and even some pictures of that calendar here. 
March 25 was the date of the vernal equinox, so it was pretty attractive as a date of cosmic significance 
for the early Church. Famous early Christian historian Tertullian was also into the March 25 date.

Now that the Church had selected a date for the crucifixion, they started to work backwards to figure out 
the day he was born. In ancient times, many Christians believed that the saints lived symmetrical lives 
— born and dying on the same day. This was an idea they had borrowed from Jewish tradition, which 
taught that prophets lived “a whole number of years.” The idea that Jesus was conceived on the same 
day he was crucified took off and, wouldn’t you know it, December 25 is nine months after March 25. 
You can read more about some of the work that went into this tabulation here and here.

So December 25 was looking good. It was the date of the Roman winter solstice (although not the date 
of the actual solstice, when the earth’s pole reaches its maximum distance from the sun). This also 
squared with early Christians’ belief that the life of Jesus would coincide with dates of great, cosmic 
importance in the calendar. By the time of Saint Augustine, it looked like the December 25 date had 
been more or less settled, since he references it as Jesus’ birthday “according to tradition.”

It is probably true that Sol Invictus, the Roman sun god, was being celebrated on December 25 
concurrently with early Christmas celebrations. But this has more to do with an ancient religious tug of 
war between which deity got which important dates. The winter solstice was a big deal in the ancient 
calendar and making it “your” holiday was seen as a pretty big get in the culture war. Some things never 
change.

But it’s incorrect to say December 25 was an established religious holiday that Christians appropriated. 
It’s probably better to think of December 25 as a day that held a lot of significance for a lot of different 
people and Christians were one group in a big wrestling match to dive on the football and claim it for 
their team.

For an entertaining breakdown of some of the bad history that goes into attributing Christmas to a pagan 
holiday, check out this piece by Tim O’Neill, an atheist historian who is clearly very irritated by some of 
the misinformation out there, which he calls “a mangled mish-mash of confused myths, pseudo history 
and total nonsense.” Merry Christmas! 

[https://www.relevantmagazine.com/current/nation/did-christmas-really-start-as-a-pagan-holiday/] 
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By Crystal Caviness — ‘Tis the season when United Methodist sanctuaries around the world bloom 
into shades of red created by poinsettias, the most popular Christmas plant. With leaves shaped like the 
Star of Bethlehem, the poinsettia has been a decorative staple for decades.

While most people associate the poinsettia with Christmas, what may get overlooked is how the 
poinsettia actually represents not only the birth of Jesus, but also Christ’s resurrection.

“I can’t imagine not having the poinsettias in the church,” said the Rev. Donna Friddle, senior pastor at 
Sandy Ridge and Northwood United Methodist churches in High Point, North Carolina. “The plants are 
a visible reminder for us of Christ’s birth and His death and the meaning behind those events.”

Symbolically, we have Jesus’ life story in one plant. The leaves symbolize the star that led the Wise Men 
to the newborn Jesus, the red leaves are a reminder of the blood of Christ shed during His crucifixion 
and the white leaves represent Christ’s purity. 

When it comes to decorating, churches typically place poinsettias around the front of the altar, a location 
that also has significance. 

“As we move forward to the cross, we move through this space that is decorated with poinsettias,” says 
the Rev. Patrick Lewis, senior pastor at Palisade and Fruita United Methodist churches in northwest 
Colorado. “We move through the birth of Christ to get to the cross.”

A beautiful legend — The history of the poinsettia is as colorful as its flowers, which are actually a 
special type of leaves known as bracts. Native to the southern Mexico region of Taxco del Alarcon, the 
earliest known facts about poinsettias indicate that ancient Aztecs used the leaves to make dyes for 
clothes and cosmetics and used the sap to treat fevers.

How the poinsettia and Christmas became linked centers around a bit of Mexican folklore involving a 
poor girl named Pepita. In the legend, Pepita had no present to offer baby Jesus at the Christmas Eve 
service. As she walked to church, she noticed weeds growing alongside the road. She gathered a bouquet 
of weeds (some accounts say she did this at the urging of an angel). When Pepita laid her bouquet at the 
feet of the Christ Child, the weeds burst into bright red flowers. From that night on, the poinsettia was 
known as “Flores de Noche Buena,” or “Flowers of the Holy Night.”

Fast forward from the time of the ancient Aztecs to 1828 when Joel Roberts Poinsett, the U.S. 
ambassador to Mexico, first visited the Taxco area of the nation. An amateur botanist, Poinsett sent 
samples back home to the United States of a plant he discovered that had red blooms. Less than a decade 
later, the poinsettia (named for Poinsett) was being grown in nurseries around the United States. Today, 
tens of millions of poinsettias are sold during the Christmas season.

A symbol of resurrection — Legend and history aside, the poinsettias most enduring quality may be of 
the memories evoked because of the tradition of placing them in churches to mark the Advent season.

“There is a legend behind the flower that involves a little Mexican girl,” says Peter Van Eys, 
senior pastor at Crievewood and Glendale United Methodist churches in Nashville, Tennessee.  

The Poinsettia: Jesus' Life Story in a Plant
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Lectionary Texts for this Week
December 19, 2021

4th Sunday of Advent                  
Lectionary Texts:

Micah 5:2-5a,                                                  
Luke 1:47-55 (UMH 199),                      

Hebrews 10:5-10,                                            
Luke 1:39-45 

Liturgical Color: Blue or Purple
Purple can symbolize pain, suffering, and 
therefore mourning and penitence. It is the 
liturgical color for the Season of Lent.  It is also 
the color of royalty, so traditionally has also been 
used for Advent and is still used in Catholic 
churches, although Blue Violet is also 
used. However, Blue is replacing purple for 
Advent in many Protestant churches.

The Poinsettia: Jesus' Life Story in a Plant

“I would imagine that not as many people know that legend. What they do know is that flower 
had been in the sanctuary every year when they come for Christmas Eve service or Advent 
services. There’s a comfort level to the tradition and expectation.”

Lewis, now a pastor, fondly remembers his own family’s tradition with poinsettias.

“Each year, we used to take them after the service on Christmas morning,” Lewis said, recalling 
his church in Wyoming. “We would take them home and try to kill them each year. And my mom 
would nurture them all summer long, then throw them in a closet in October. Early December, 
she would pull them back out and they would be this beautiful red plant.

“We don’t talk a lot about the resurrection story with the plant. You can regrow the plants every 
year, but it requires putting them away in a dark place. For me, the message is that no matter 
what happens to somebody, Christ is there.”

The message is an important one that Lewis says he works to remember each year.


