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When will it end? Will it ever be normal again? How do we return 
to normal when disruption, the unpredictable, insecurity, fear, and 
tension has taken a foothold in our hearts? What can I grab onto 
and anchor my heart with while experiencing the kind of malaise 
that makes me fearful that my inner soul has atrophied? Will I ever 
again be able to be filled with laughter, freedom, joy, and carefree 
living? Will I ever be able to hope again? The year 2020 has planted 
uncertainty firmly in the forefront of our minds and our hearts. What 
do we do or stop doing? What do we look to or look away from? Is 
there a way out of our confusion and insecurity? What do we need? 

More than ever before we need Visitation. The kind of Visitation 
we need is one that reminds us again what our hearts are longing 
for. We are all Longing for Advent. My prayer on the next page is my 
petition to our heavenly Father that this Advent season would give to 
my dear, beloved brothers and sisters bursting joy and unwavering 
hope. I am praying that the goodness of his love, wisdom and power 
will flood your hearts with joy inexpressible.

Come, thou long expected Jesus, born to set thy people free;
From our fears and sins release us; let us find our rest in thee.
Israel’s strength and consolation, hope of all the earth thou art,
Dear Desire of every nation, joy of every longing heart.

Even so, come quickly Lord Jesus!

Michael K. Hearon
Lead Pastor

LONGING FOR ADVENT
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Sovereign God and Heavenly Father,
I ask for our Savior Jesus’ sake,
by your Holy Spirit sent to save and transform us,
for you to create in your church a sense of hope and expectancy
for Advent 2020 and the year of our Lord 2021.

Give us bursting joy and unwavering hope—so much of your goodness
that we cannot even imagine what you have in store for us.

I pray that your vision for our lives will align our dreams and longings
with great and glorious God-centered hope.
 
Be pleased, our Triune God, to give us, your church,
a glimpse of your glory for the sake of thriving as your children,
for the flourishing of our city, and for the joy and salvation
of the unreached peoples of this world.

May we venture forward together, united by
your love, your power, and your wisdom.

May we depend on your promises more and more and
look more and more to your leadership and
less and less to our control and calculations.

In the powerful name of Jesus, Amen.

—Michael K. Hearon

A PRAYER FOR ADVENT
FOR 2021, AND FOR THE FIRST PRES FAMILY
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Hope | Week 1

HOPEFUL ANTICIPATION
NOVEMBER 29

May the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace as you trust in 
him, so that you may overflow with hope by the power of the Holy 
Spirit. 

–Romans 15:13

Coming into this year, I was anticipating one of the best years ever. After 
a lot of years of hard, I was ready for a year characterized by joy. I was filled 
with HOPE. Honestly, I go into most New Year’s Days as optimistically as 
possible—only to have the excitement tempered by mid-January. 

Obviously, no one could have seen the events of 2020 coming. This year 
has felt harder than normal, and it feels impossible to try to be thankful for 
it. Because of this, I have been craving the Advent season more and more 
because I have never been so dependent on the ‘thrill of Hope’ to come so my 
weary world could rejoice. 

I have been praying daily for the Lord to come and save and heal and help. 
I cannot force this to happen, it does not hinge on me—a flippant, discontent, 
broken, selfish human. I am trying to be thankful for the disappointments, 
sadness, uncertainty, hard circumstances, and frustrations because they are 
showing me that my hope is too often misplaced. I am anxious because I am 
hoping in temporary things. I am sad because things that I should not have 
hoped in were taken away. 

This year, I am trying to cling to the fact that our hope is built on nothing 
less than Jesus’ blood and righteousness. My hope has nothing to do with me. 
I’m hopeless apart from Christ. He came. He made a way. And when I still 
fail, I am overwhelmingly grateful that it is God who will fill me with all joy 
and peace and the Holy Spirit’s power that causes me to overflow with hope. 
Beg God to do that during this season. Ache for this hope because our hope 
is Jesus, and he has come and will come again! We can trust that and bet our 
lives on it because he already did!

–Kaityln McNair
Young Adults Class
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WHEN WILL THE WAITING END?
NOVEMBER 30

But those who hope in the Lord will renew their strength. They will 
soar on wings like eagles; they will run and not grow weary, they 
will walk and not be faint. 

–Isaiah 40:31

As we enter into the season of Advent, we eagerly expect signs of 
Christmas around us. Coolness in the air, carols on the radio, gift preparation 
and giving, fellowship with loved ones and the list goes on. However, this year 
appears to show a little bit of change from the usual. Covid-19 has ushered in 
a “new normal” to our Advent season. We find ourselves living in a socially-
distanced and quarantined society. We are anxious to have concrete answers 
about the future in the midst of a pandemic, but as we learn more, we often 
find more questions and uncertainty regarding the future. It is interesting that 
in our desire for answers, God calls us to wait. 

Isaiah 40:31 encourages us that “they who wait for the Lord shall renew 
their strength,” which leads us to the question: what does it mean for us to 
wait on the Lord?

The definition of wait is to “stay where one is or delay action until a 
particular time.” Too often, we find ourselves taking matters into our own 
hands, rather than choosing to “delay action” with the purpose of allowing the 
Holy Spirit to lead us in the Lord’s plans for our day. In our culture of instant 
gratification, we expect our own plans to come to fruition quickly and with 
ease. We doubt the Lord when we feel that our desires or needs have been left 
unmet based on our earthly circumstances. This is not waiting. 

The season of Advent reminds us of God’s fulfilled promise of a Savior 
in the birth of Jesus Christ. Just as the Israelites waited in eager expectation 
for the coming of Christ, we are called to seek the Lord with the knowledge 
of his divine love for us and know that he has and will continue to fulfill his 
promises to us through Christ. 

It can be difficult to lay aside our plans, earthly expectations and 
anxieties. But when we realize that we can delay action, embrace stillness, 
and prayerfully wait on the Lord, we find that “the things of earth will grow 
strangely dim, in the light of his glory and grace.” Will you join us today in 
setting aside your personal agenda or anxious need for answers in order that 
we may more fully celebrate the coming of Christ and savor his power and 
sovereignty in our lives?

–Abbey & Andre Fields
Young Marrieds Class
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NONE LIKE OUR GOD
DECEMBER 1

Who is a God like you, pardoning iniquity and passing over the transgression 
of the remnant of his heritage? He does not retain his anger forever, because 
he delights in mercy. He will again have compassion on us, and will subdue 
our iniquities. You will cast all our sins into the depths of the sea.   
                       –Micah 7:18-19 

We have a God that delights in loving us unconditionally and a God who 
continues to show compassion on us. Our God is willing to beat and crush our 
wrong acts against him so that we worship him, the one that created us. Wow! 
None like our God! 

“He will again have compassion on us; he will tread our 
iniquities underfoot. You will cast all our sins into the depths 
of the sea.”  (Micah 7:19)

Did you know the deepest part of the sea on earth is called “The Challenger 
Deep”? According to National Geographic, the sea is about seven miles deep, 
and the bottom of the sea is cloaked in darkness. Also, water pressure at the 
bottom of the sea is 1,000 times the standard atmospheric pressure at sea level 
and scientists think that bones would literally be crushed and dissolved. God 
casting our sins into the depths of the sea is not just him throwing them into 
the sea. He threw our sins to the depths of the sea—crushed, dissolved, and 
defeated them.

Our hope is in God, who gives us victory over sin and death through our 
Lord Jesus Christ. Our hope is in a God who continues to show compassion 
on us. Our hope is in a God that delights in loving us. Our hope is in a God 
who does not leave us, but continues to pursue us in spite of our sin. Our hope 
is in a God who will defeat and end the injustice in the world. Our hope is in 
a God who will come back and redeem everything back to how it was meant 
to be. There is none like our God. AMEN! 

–Debbie Fredenberg
Young Adultsl Class
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OUR HOPE IS IN HIS FAITHFULNESS
DECEMBER 2

Yet this I call to mind and therefore I have hope: Because of the Lord’s 
great love we are not consumed, for his compassions never fail. They 
are new every morning; great is your faithfulness.     
                         –Lamentations 3:21:23

Every night when I tuck my kids into bed we sing the hymn “Be Still My 
Soul.” One of my favorite lines in the song says, “In every change he faithful 
will remain.” This idea of God’s enduring faithfulness in all circumstances is 
both amazing and hard to comprehend. 

Comparatively, our faithfulness is fickle and often dependent upon our 
current circumstances. We change our minds daily. We let people we love 
down. We’re inconsistent with our actions. Because our tendency is toward 
unfaithfulness, we may find ourselves thinking Christ relates to us in a similar 
way. 

Yet, all over Scripture we are reminded of the resounding faithfulness 
of our God. He does not change. He does not take back his promises. His 
love and compassion for us will never fail, and he will never let us down. 
These verses in Lamentations 3 remind us of that truth, “This I call to mind, 
therefore I have hope” (v. 21). We are reminded to recall what is true about 
our Heavenly Father: that is, we can have hope because God is faithful. His 
“steadfast love never ceases” and “his mercies never come to an end” (vs. 22). 
Regardless of what life circumstances we walk through, our hope cannot be 
shaken because it is secure in Christ. During this advent season, no matter 
what your circumstance may be, remember that the ultimate expression of 
God’s faithfulness is that he sent his Son to stand in our place. He is faithful. 
For this reason alone, you can have hope! 

–Sarah Williams
Young Adults Class
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THE HOPE A CHILD BRINGS
DECEMBER 3

But the eyes of the Lord are on those who fear him, on those whose hope 
is in his unfailing love, to deliver them from death and keep them alive in 
famine. We wait in hope for the Lord; he is our help and our shield. In him 
our hearts rejoice, for we trust in his holy name. May your unfailing love 
be with us, Lord, even as we put our hope in you.     
              –Psalm 33:18-22

Our journey started exactly one year ago when we walked into a clinic 
to begin the IVF process to start a family. We know a child is a gift from 
God and we had been hoping, and praying that God would bless us with 
such a gift. As we enter the Advent season, we remember that an earthly baby 
born to ordinary people is a small glimpse of the glory of God’s son born on 
Christmas Day. 

The hope that we read about in this passage gives God the glory and points 
our hearts to wholly depend on God. These five verses perfectly describe the 
attitude we should adopt while we wait upon and hope in the Lord. A baby is 
a gift from God, and it is his to give. We are reminded to reorient our hearts to 
revere God, to believe that he is our good Father who loves us dearly—a Father 
who protects us from the evil one and guides us through hardships. In today’s 
world, we have the luxury of not facing death daily, nor do we wonder when 
our next meal will come. However, all of us face personal hardships that only 
God can deliver us from. When our Father carries us through the difficulties 
in our lives, we rejoice that our trust and hope has not been misplaced. 

So now a year later, after all the medicines, shots, trips to the doctors, 
COVID-19, scheduling errors, and other difficulties, we are on the cusp of 
potentially receiving an earthly gift from God. However, whether this gift is 
given or not, we know our hope is already secured through THE child of God, 
Jesus Christ.

–Debbie & Daniel Huang
Young Adults Class
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OUR REST, SALVATION, AND HOPE
DECEMBER 4

Truly my soul finds rest in God; my salvation comes from him. Truly 
he is my rock and my salvation; he is my fortress, I will never be 
shaken. Yes, my soul, find rest in God; my hope comes from him.  
                    –Psalm 62:1-5

Hope can seem like a nebulous term. In Psalm 62, the psalmist gives us 
some clarity. Salvation and hope are spoken of in similar terms—they both 
come from God (vv. 1, 5). Just as we look away from ourselves and to God for 
salvation, we are to look to God as our hope. What are you tempted to look to 
for hope instead of the Lord? Be encouraged to remind your soul of God’s past 
deeds in times of uncertainty.

In verse 2, the strength and security of the Lord are emphasized with the 
words rock, salvation, fortress, and never be shaken. The psalmist seems to be 
saying that our salvation (and our hope) are as secure as a rock or a fortress. 
As we often sing, “All other ground is sinking sand.” What are practical steps 
that you can take to continue to build your life on the Lord, our Rock, and 
abide in him?

What things have attempted to shake you this year? COVID and social 
distancing are obvious causes, but perhaps there are secondary things that 
may be just as significant. Be encouraged that though you may feel shaken, 
Scripture instructs us that we are secure (v.2).

To persevere over the long haul, we need to “find rest in God” (v. 5). It is 
often difficult in our household, and we frequently consider how we can look 
to God to be recharged and revived. What are some practical steps to take to 
be recharged and revived this Advent season? We can find deep rest in God 
because he is sure and strong. As a church family, let us find rest together in 
God, who is our salvation and hope! 

–Lauren & Tom Wieme
Young Adults Class
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POWERFUL FAITH
DECEMBER 5

“‘If you can’?” said Jesus. “Everything is possible for one who 
believes.”

–Mark 9:23

Mark 9:14-23 details a scene in which a father comes to Jesus on behalf of 
his son who has been possessed by an evil spirit since childhood. The father 
pleads with Jesus saying, “But if you can do anything, take pity on us and help 
us.” This is where Jesus replies, “If you can? Anything is possible for one who 
believes.” Commentary on this passage explains that the father’s response isn’t 
doubting Jesus’ compassion, but rather Jesus’ power to drive out this spirit. 
Jesus’ response is exhorting the power and necessity of faith.

As I reflect on this passage, I empathize with the father. So often I 
doubt God’s power. Does Jesus really have the power to change unbelieving 
hearts? Does Jesus really have power over this world where division and 
hate are commonplace? Is Jesus’ power really at work to redeem all things? 
Commentator Alexander MacLaren explains Jesus’ response as this, “faith is 
nothing in itself, but it is that which attaches us to God, and then his power 
flows into us; only faith is the way by which the connection is established 
between the fullness of God and the emptiness of man.” 

How wonderful is that good news! Our faith links us to the power of 
the Almighty God; one who rebukes impure spirits, drives out demons, and 
who can heal our diseases! What is more, our faith is a gift from God as 
well (Ephesians 2:8). Jesus in his compassion, grace, and mercy gives us the 
gift of faith. In this Advent season, where our hearts are preparing room to 
celebrate the coming of our Lord Jesus, let us remember that in Jesus’ coming, 
he is coming to give us faith, and that faith connects us to his power, where 
anything is possible. Let us rejoice in that hope! 

–Mackenzie Oskin
Young Adults Class
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THE SECOND LAW OF THERMODYNAMICS
DECEMBER 6

All this I have spoken while still with you. But the Advocate, the Holy Spirit, 
whom the Father will send in my name, will teach you all things and will 
remind you of everything I have said to you. Peace I leave with you; my 
peace I give you. I do not give to you as the world gives. Do not let your 
hearts be troubled and do not be afraid. 

–John 14:26-27

My dad and I were talking about entropy recently. The law of entropy 
states that all things trend toward disorder. Do you feel it? I sure do. You see, 
my Dad and I are both fixers; we scan our environments for problems and 
quickly go about the task of trying to solve them. He has a list approximately 
30 items long of all the things he has fixed in the last six months. It’s true! 
Ask him to show you. And feel free to give him a call if you need something 
repaired (sorry Dad). For fixers, there is much work to be done! Yet, even as 
we try, we both recognize our inability to hold back the bedlam. 

The year 2020 has brought this concept to a whole new level; the bulk of 
this year has felt like the second law of thermodynamics is on hyper-drive, like 
some sinister kill-joy has pounded the cue ball smack into the neatly stacked 
triangle of our existence and scattered it into the four corners of the globe. 
We fixers are concerned. I recognize acutely my inability to get the job done 
and the need for an ultimate fixer. Thankfully, in the midst of the chaos, God 
speaks. The world gives us entropy, but Jesus declared, “I do not give as the 
world gives.” 

He gave an advocate who fights for us in the midst of the chaos: the Holy 
Spirit, sent from the Father as Jesus’ representative, who resides not beside us 
but within us as believers. He teaches us all we need to know and reminds us 
of what is true. He graciously informs us that all we hope for, accumulate, and 
accomplish are but vapors that quickly dissipate, and that the neatly stacked 
triangle may not have been so neatly stacked after all. But he does not leave us 
alone in the valley as the mist clears. 

Jesus, by giving us himself, gives us his peace: a peace that is powerful, 
eternal, and able to bear the weight of our disappointments. His peace comforts 
us and allows us to trust him as he says, “Do not let your hearts be troubled 
and do not be afraid.” How can we trust him? Because he met the chaos head-
on. He condescended that first Christmas and entered the mayhem to live the 
life that we could not, and die the death that we deserve, in order to place his 
peace in our hearts. I am thankful for that kind of fixer.

–Katie Driver
Sojourners Class
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INCOMPREHENSIBLE PEACE
DECEMBER 7

How beautiful on the mountains are the feet of those who bring good 
news, who proclaim peace, who bring good tidings, who proclaim 
salvation, who say to Zion, “Your God reigns!”
                 –Isaiah 52:7

This text is prophesying the return of the people to Jerusalem from the 
Babylonian exile. The people are waiting for a messenger who will announce 
the return of the Lord and their release from exile. The text says the person 
bringing this good news will proclaim peace and salvation. Cyrus the Great 
was the messenger chosen by God to bring the good news and release the Jews 
from exile, instructing them to return to their land and rebuild the temple. I 
cannot imagine how they felt when they heard the news.

The year 2020 has been a challenging year for me as I know it has been 
for a lot of people. Anxiousness and the need to control my circumstances 
has crept into my heart more frequently than I would like to admit. The 
anxiousness and need for control are my exile. Despite these tendencies, the 
Lord is faithful and has continually reminded me that he is in control of all 
things and in the silence of the night that promise has brought me peace that 
was incomprehensible. I’m sure the Jews felt the same incomprehensible peace 
as they were in exile and waiting for God to return them to Jerusalem. 

During this Advent season, we know that we have this gift of peace 
because we have God’s gift of salvation. God sent his son to earth as a baby 
to live as a sinless man among us and give his life for our sins so that we may 
have eternal life. We have peace with God and access to him through what 
Jesus did for us on the cross. We must take God’s great message of salvation to 
others so that they too can experience the incomprehensible peace that only 
comes from the Lord.

–Ashley Roach
Sojourners Class
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PEACE IN FALLEN WALLS
DECEMBER 8

For he himself is our peace, who has made the two groups one and 
has destroyed the barrier, the dividing wall of hostility. 

–Ephesians 2:14

There they stood, an army facing a walled city. Walls so large that it 
seemed they could never break through or climb over them. Hostile walls, 
separating them from the victory that God had already declared for them. 
How silly it must have seemed to those inside those walls, who watched those 
men march around them for three days and nights. They probably laughed, 
ridiculed, and dismissed them as pests that would be easily crushed. They 
thought their barriers would protect them. Oh, how wrong they were!

The year 2020 has brought a lot of these walls to our collective attention, 
having been in a sense, a year of barriers. Physical, relational, political, social; 
between the pandemic and the social unrest, the political divisions and the 
uncertainty of what is to come, it is as if America has its own walls, erected 
straight through the middle of our beloved country. For example, barriers 
to equal justice and equal health care, even financial stability for certain 
populations, are suddenly disturbingly exposed. 

Fellowship and relationships have been casualties of the pandemic. Even 
the holiday season is altered. Our ability to travel and reunite with family is 
stunted. In my case, having compromised immunity, boarding a plane to visit 
my family would border on insanity. Our usual celebrations are diminished, 
for the safety of ourselves and those we love. Our peace, this year, has in many 
ways been shaken.

And yet, is it not like a metaphorical Jericho? Gloriously, God has already 
intervened, and has told us in his Word that he is our peace. He has already 
torn down the heavenly barriers that would separate us. Did you catch that? 
We are already one. One race. One people, one church. What wonderful 
news! The world will continue to divide us with walls of hostility, so friend, 
remember that in Christ, we already have peace.

–Nicole Novak
Restorers Class
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PEACE AND PROVIDENCE
DECEMBER 9

Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give 
you rest. Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for I am gentle 
and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my 
yoke is easy and my burden is light. 

–Matthew 11:28-30

In July of 2019 I found myself in the city of Dresden, Germany, somewhere 
I’d never dared to dream of going. I was there for a mission trip to work at a 
sports-English youth camp. For 12 days I saw the Lord teach and transform 
me through this experience. I’ll never forget it. When it was time to travel back 
home, I got lost. By myself. In a non-English speaking foreign country. I had 
gotten off the bus too soon and was at the wrong airport. Uncharacteristically, 
I did not panic. I simply thought, “Okay Lord, it’s just you and me now. Let’s 
get home.” 

As God always has, he provided for me every step, and I was able to get to 
the correct airport, with plenty of time to spare, thanks to the wise planning 
of my missionary host who had us wake up very early that day!

I think back to that trip and beam with adoration at God’s peace and how 
he never fails in taking care of us, even when we make silly mistakes. I felt 
safe and protected even while wandering alone in an unfamiliar country. I 
was weary and burdened with the huge problem of not knowing where I was, 
but God calmed my mind and allowed me to rest in his goodness. Even if 
things had turned out differently and I had missed my flight, God still would 
have provided whatever was needed. It’s such a comfort to know that he is in 
control, that we can look to him for anything and everything. 

It is my prayer this Christmas season that we can all rest and have peace 
in the One who is our Prince of Peace. May he renew us with the story of his 
birth and remind us that one day he will truly bring peace on earth.

–Joanna Caruso
Restorers Class
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IN HIM ALONE
DECEMBER 10

Truly he is my rock and my salvation; he is my fortress, I will not 
be shaken. My salvation and my honor depend on God; he is my 
mighty rock, my refuge. Trust in him at all times, you people; pour 
out your hearts to him, for God is our refuge.   
         –Psalm 62:6-8

Where are we finding our Peace? In whom are we looking for Peace? 

It is easy to look back on this past year and think of the many issues 
that we have all been uneasy about. Whether it is the ongoing health crisis, 
political instability or our personal insecurities, we can all agree that we long 
for peace to be found. I am sure we all have a bit of anxiety, anger or even fear 
over these issues. These reactions are normal; however, we must find refuge 
in him alone. So why do we choose to go elsewhere to find our peace other 
than in him? Are we afraid that he is not going to love us when we reveal our 
uncertainties and anxieties?

God is tangible, present, and ever loving. May we rest in the assurance 
that our peace is found in him as our salvation, fortress, and refuge. The 
Christmas season is a great time to take our minds off the cares of this world 
and meditate on the birth of our Savior Jesus Christ! “Trust in him at all times, 
you people; Pour out your heart before him; God is a refuge for us.” (Psalm 
62:8)

Our prayer is that each of us may take this season of hope and peace and 
continue finding rest in him throughout the entire year. The days ahead will 
truly be constant reminders that this is not our home, but we can find peace 
in knowing our Father has prepared a perfect eternal home in Heaven. And 
when the days are tough and we want to give up, may we run to him to find 
strength. “In God is my salvation and my glory; the rock of my strength, and 
my refuge, is in God.” (Psalm 62:7)

–Caroline & Dustin Wright
Restorers Class
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THE UNEXPECTED HARP
DECEMBER 11

LORD, you establish peace for us; all that we have accomplished 
you have done for us. 

–Isaiah 26:12

Knock! Knock! Knock! Knock! Knock! Bong! Bong! Bong! Bong! Bong! 
Bong! Bong!

This is not the sound of peace. Each year, for an hour and a half I lay in an 
MRI machine while it beeps, bangs, knocks and clanks. With earplugs, layers 
of blankets, and what I like to refer to as the “Hannibal mask,” I find myself 
sliding back into a machine that I am sure is not up to the standards of the 
Geneva Convention except that the information it’s extracting is supposed to 
help me. 

Just as the machine starts making a whirring sound around me and I hear 
the tick, tick, tick, of it setting its place, I hear the technician remind me not 
to move for the next hour. About that time, I’m realizing I have an itch on my 
nose, something’s poking me in the back, and I really want to ask somebody 
“Are we there yet?”

Here I am again. Laying there, motionless for the machine, reminding 
myself of the truth of my situation. The LORD establishes peace for me (Isaiah 
26:12). He keeps me in perfect peace when I trust in him (Isaiah 26:3). He is 
my peace (Micah 5:5). I do not have to be out of peace because it is peace-less 
around me. 

Then it happens. It’s happened every year for 15 years. The knocks, bangs, 
bongs, and clanks start to string together into a melody. I can hear rifts of 
songs I’ve known all my life. It plays over and over until I fall asleep—the most 
peaceful sleep.

What is the Lord allowing in your life as an MRI into the soul? Penetrating, 
obtrusive, but necessary for his glory and your healing. How can focusing on 
his peace keep us peaceful when it is peace-less?

–Shannon Williams
Sojourners Class



16

Peace | Week 2

A CHRISTMAS CROSS STITCH
DECEMBER 12

I have said these things to you, that in me you may have peace. 
In the world you will have tribulation. But take heart; I have 
overcome the world. 

–John 16:33

I have been cross stitching a Christmas tablecloth that my grandmother 
started for me before she died 18 years ago. As I stitch, I remember sitting at 
Brandon Wilde, she and I talking about her fears of aging. I remember the 
Lord calling me to pray and share Scripture with her. She always told me how 
much peace our prayers and me reading Jesus’ words brought her. 

I’ve seen that same peace in my dad as he and I have prayed together over 
the last 10 years and specifically the recent night he suffered a major heart 
attack. As he has struggled with his fears about health and aging (trouble in 
this world), prayer brought that same peace to him. In his hospital room, I 
shared John 16:33 with him and peace visibly washed over him. Over the last 
year, and even in that difficult week, tears would well up in me, fears would 
come, and my community would reach out and speak peace to me and pray, 
and I would be reminded that the people of God are always speaking Jesus’ 
peace to me and reminding me to take heart! Jesus’ words in John brought 
peace to his disciples, to my 90-year-old grandmother, to my 88-year-old dad 
and to me. 

In 2020, this Advent when peace is needed more than ever, I know the Lord 
will show us his peace through the body of believers. Throughout Advent, as 
I continue to work on Grammy’s cross stitch tablecloth feeling a real urgency 
to finish it, each push and pull of the needle brings me peace and reminds me 
of the peace he promised in John that he brings to and through his people; the 
peace that Grammy and I and my daddy shared. I am going to be faithfully 
praying for each of us during Advent, that we would be emissaries of peace to 
those around us and be open to receiving his peace from others.

–Gaby Brucker
Restorers Class
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THE RULE OF A LOVING GOD
DECEMBER 13

The people walking in darkness have seen a great light; on those living in 
the land of deep darkness a light has dawned. For to us a child is born, to 
us a son is given, and the government will be on his shoulders. And he will 
be called Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of 
Peace. Of the greatness of his government and peace there will be no end. 
He will reign on David’s throne and over his kingdom, establishing and 
upholding it with justice and righteousness from that time on and forever. 
The zeal of the Lord Almighty will accomplish this.       –Isaiah 9:2, 6-7

We do not always equate authority with love. Often, we resist authority 
because we are sure that we know better than those placed over us. What would 
it be like to be ruled by a perfect King? A King so wonderful and wise that we 
never have to doubt that what he dictates is the absolute best for us and for the 
entire kingdom. A ruler so righteous and just that we never have to worry about 
favoritism or preferential treatment of one person or group over another. Can 
we even imagine such a ruler?

“The government shall be upon his shoulders.” Ruling well is a heavy burden 
to bear. Out of love for humanity, God wisely gave us an eternal ruler because he 
knew that sinful humans cannot rule well. In order to bring glory to himself, he 
provided humankind with a perfect King. King Jesus has qualities that ensure 
that all who submit to him thrive.

Wonderful Counselor—Jesus, in his earthly life, always spoke truthfully. His 
words were timely, sensitive, specific, and life giving. His wisdom is wonderful! 
It inspires pleasure, delight, and admiration from those who hear and heed it.

Mighty God—He is mighty because that is his nature. He not only wills 
outcomes; he has the power to carry them out. He has the resources to work 
for the good of the entire world. Even more amazing, he transforms individuals 
from the inside out.

Everlasting Father (Father of Eternity)—Christ existed before creation and 
spoke creation into being. He is the beginning and the end. As eternal ruler, he 
shows the fatherly characteristics of tender care, provision and protection.

Prince of Peace—Christ offers peace with God through his sacrifice and offer 
of salvation. He also offers peace in a broader sense, which brings harmony, 
unity and absence of division. Do we embrace Christ’s authority in our lives as 
the loving act of a good God? As we anticipate his future rule and reign, which 
will have no end, how are we learning to live under Christ’s authority now? 
In what ways do our lives reflect the peace, justice, and righteousness that will 
characterize his forever kingdom? –Julie Brashear

Cornerstone Class
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A PRESENT & FUTURE HOPE BASED ON LOVE

DECEMBER 14

See what great love the Father has lavished on us, that we should be called 
children of God! And that is what we are! The reason the world does not 
know us is that it did not know him. Dear friends, now we are children of 
God, and what we will be has not yet been made known. But we know that 
when Christ appears, we shall be like him, for we shall see him as he is. All 
who have this hope in him purify themselves, just as he is pure. Everyone 
who sins breaks the law; in fact, sin is lawlessness. But you know that he 
appeared so that he might take away our sins. And in him is no sin.             
                              –1 John 3:1-5

What are you hoping for? What are you placing your hope in? 

This year has reminded us just how uncertain life has always been, but in 
our busyness and hurriedness to get this or that done we probably were not 
thinking too much of that uncertainty. It has been a blessing to slow down for 
many of us. Yet in the slow down we may have felt the fear and uncertainty of 
change. Routines have changed. Work and school have changed. We cannot 
do as we have in the recent past and we do not know what the future will look 
like. It is not surprising that we can feel a bit of fear and be anxious. 

However, we have a sovereign God who is in control of our present 
circumstances to the smallest detail. He is certain. He knows the number of 
hairs on our heads. For me that number is declining, yet he even knows how 
many I am losing! This is marvelous news for today. When we feel out of 
control, we look to the Father who is in control of everything at every moment. 

Not only is the Father in control of our circumstances, 1 John 3 reminds 
us that God lavishly loves us and that we are his children!! But the news gets 
better. We will see Jesus and we will be like him. The Father is going to make 
us like Christ. How exciting and marvelous is this news?! The antidote to fear 
is hope. Hope for today and hope for the future. As we think about Advent, 
remember the love, the hopes, the promises, and the gifts we have in Christ.

–Jason Adams
Cornerstone Class
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CHOOSE WISELY
DECEMBER 15

But after that the kindness and love of God our Savior toward man 
appeared, not by works of righteousness which we have done, but 
according to his mercy he saved us, by the washing of regeneration, 
and renewing of the Holy Ghost; which he shed on us abundantly 
through Jesus Christ our Savior.        
                 –Titus 3:4-6 (KJV)

Do you believe in providence? Maybe you have examples in your own life. 
Let me share a brief account of something I consider more than a coincidence. 
I was excited when asked to help with this devotional guide. What verses 
would they give me to cover? Would they be pertinent to my life so I could 
write from the heart?

The assigned Scripture turned out to be Titus 3:4-6. You may know it well: 
“... not by works of righteousness which we have done, but according to his 
mercy he saved us ... .”

The verse immediately jumped out at me because my word study last 
month was about verses that used the word but. In my mind, the conjunction 
creates drama. It’s used to introduce a secondary phrase that contrasts with 
the previous phrase. With the way God uses but in Scripture, “contrast” is 
sometimes an understatement. Think of “the wages of sin is death, but the gift 
of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord.”

That describes great disparity between what our life would look like 
without God as opposed to with him.

The thought that led to my study is, how easy is it to misunderstand 
our spiritual choices and the serious consequences? It appears to be very 
clear. One might think they are “good enough” to get to heaven, but Titus 
dispels that idea. So it follows that our belief brings about radically different 
consequences.

As CEO of the universe, our God is certainly a God of action. He is 
personally involved in our well-being and this is demonstrated by several 
different words in these three verses, including kindness, love, mercy, and 
saved. We can brag about “works ... we have done,” but it’s the unique gift of 
God that saves us.

For other examples, check out Ephesians 2:1-5 and Romans 5:8.
–Alan Walters

Cornerstone Class



21

Love | Week 3 

LOVE
DECEMBER 16

This is how God showed his love among us: He sent his one and 
only Son into the world that we might live through him. This is 
love: not that we loved God, but that he loved us and sent his Son 
as an atoning sacrifice for our sins. 

–1 John 4:9-10

God is love.

Have you ever been in love? An all-consuming, wrapped-up-in kind of 
love when you can hardly think of anything else but the person your heart has 
chosen? When you want to spend all your time, every waking moment with 
your beloved?

Emmanuel—God with us—is that kind of love. Creating us wasn’t enough. 
Giving us a garden to tend, animals to name, and sun, moon, and stars to light 
our way didn’t fill up God’s deep heart which longed for us, pined for every 
moment of our time, our thoughts, our love. We are his beloved. 

So he came to us as a Babe wrapped in swaddling clothes, lived among 
us in our messy world full of pandemics, illness, broken relationships, loss, 
struggles to put bread on the table, hard work, and harder knocks. He cared 
enough to get down in the trenches with us! We are his beloved…what a 
thought!

You’ve heard the song, “Mary, did you know?” I wonder if she knew as 
she held the King of kings and Lord of lords that one day he would be nailed 
to a tree. She knew her Son was someone special as Gabriel had told her, but 
I doubt she knew the whole story … but she trusted God every step of the 
way because she knew of his faithful love. Her babe grew up; the Son of God 
bled and died, to give us LIFE—“that we might live through him.” We are his 
beloved.

O, what love!

“O come to us, abide with us! Our LORD… Emmanuel!”

God is with us! God is love, personified. We are his beloved!

–Laurie Cordaro
Cornerstone Class
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UNFAILING LOVE
DECEMBER 17

For the mountains may depart and the hills be removed, but my 
steadfast love shall not depart from you, and my covenant of peace 
shall not be removed, says the Lord, who has compassion on you.  
      –Isaiah 54:10

Our friend Mashua told us of a young boy in a small Zambian village who 
had become aware that his mother was hideously different from the other 
boys’ mothers. The boys teased him — he was the son of the ‘ugly one.’

One day he couldn’t take it anymore, so he asked his mother why her face 
was so scarred. The tears welled up in her eyes as she told him to sit down. 

“One day when you were still a baby,” she began, “I went down to the river 
to draw water. I left you asleep in the hut. While I was at the river, a boy came 
running to tell me that the grass roof of our hut was on fire.

“Forgetting about the water I was drawing, I dropped my buckets and ran, 
thinking only of you. When I got there, not only was the roof on fire, but the 
walls were, also. People told me that I shouldn’t go in but I ignored them. I ran 
in and picked you up but, as I was running out of the doorway, the burning 
roof fell and hit me in the face. The pain was terrible and I fell. But I got up 
with you still in my arms and ran out. By some miracle, you were not harmed. 
Ever since, I have had this scar on my face. It is because I love you very much 
that I look like this.”

“Thank you, Mother; I love you,” was all he could say. The boys taunting 
never hurt him again. 

The prophet reminded Israel of how deep God’s love for them was as he 
had sent them into exile and called them back. The Incarnation of God as man 
and his Passion 33 years later remind us today of how deep God’s love for us is, 
though the mountains and the hills of life try to tell us otherwise. 

–Sherri & Steve Letchford
Cornerstone Class
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THE ADVENT OF HIS UNFAILING LOVE
DECEMBER 18

Let the morning bring me word of your unfailing love, for I have 
put my trust in you. Show me the way I should go, for to you I 
entrust my life.

–Psalm 143:8

The Advent season is an expectation of celebrating Christ’s birth and in 
the same way Psalm 143:8 speaks of the advent of the new morning. It is a 
desiring, an expectation and the hope in the dawning of the morning that 
the Lord would bring us his Word of unfailing love because, like David, we 
have put our trust in him. Our plea with the Lord is our faith: if we are relying 
upon him, he promises not to disappoint us. “In thee do I trust” is a sound and 
unfailing promise from God. 

The year 2020, with the arrival of the worldwide pandemic, political 
division, and other social issues has brought so many uncertainties for our 
future, sometimes causing much fear and anxiety. Over and over again in the 
Psalms, when David was in any difficult situation, he lifted his soul toward 
God himself seeking God’s wisdom and direction. It was then he knew that he 
could not go very far wrong. Certainly, the God to whom he strived to lift up 
his soul would show him what he would have him to do. Let us follow David’s 
example, and when our heart is low, let us heartily lift it up with expectation.   

During these uncertain times, we have been given opportunities to walk 
in faith and to put our trust in the unfailing love of God. In the morning let 
us seek him, trusting that he will direct us in the way we should go. We must 
not allow our hope to sink, but we must strive to get up and rise out of our 
daily fears. 

“I will trust in God’s unfailing love.” (Psalm 52:8) As we anticipate this 
year’s Advent season and the hope, peace, joy, and love it brings, let us know 
that his unfailing love is new every morning and we need not be afraid as we 
trust him with all the details of our lives. 

–Shirley & Tony DiRenzo
Cornerstone Class
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GOD'S LOVE MOVED FIRST
DECEMBER 19

Know therefore that the Lord your God is God; he is the faithful God, 
keeping his covenant of love to a thousand generations of those who 
love him and keep his commandments.
      –Deuteronomy 7:9

A few years ago, our son, David, came across a homeless puppy wandering 
the streets. She was a mess: scrawny, dirty, weak, with a chunk of her ear 
missing. There wasn’t anyone to tell us her story, but we knew she had one, 
and it wasn’t good. David brought her home. We fed her, bathed her, got her 
medical attention, gave her a warm, safe place to sleep, named her Chelsea—
most importantly, we loved her. What did she do to merit all this attention? 
Nothing; she was just lost. What is Chelsea like now? Well, she is still a mess 
at times, and doesn’t always obey commands, but she is a precious, grateful 
little thing. When we are home, all she wants to do is lay at our feet, follow us 
around, be where we are.

In a very rudimentary way, this is a picture of the love God expressed to us 
at Christmas—the love described in Deuteronomy 7:9. God’s love motivated 
him to choose us, for no other reason than because he loved us (Deuteronomy 
7:6-8). He calls us his treasured possession, lavishes us with his love (which 
moved him to send his Son to die for us), and will keep doing so throughout 
the generations. What did we do to merit all this attention? Nothing. And 
what is to be our response? Lay at his feet, obey his commands (even though 
that’s messy sometimes), follow him, be where he is—all because God’s love 
moved first.

–Beth & Jeff Westergreen
Cornerstone Class
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BE JOYFUL ALWAYS
DECEMBER 20

You will go out in joy and be led forth in peace; the mountains and 
hills will burst into song before you, and all the trees of the field 
will clap their hands.” 

–Isaiah 55:12 

It is not always easy to be joyful. But it is possible; because we have a 
secret strength—we have hope.

Several years ago, I had attended a ladies conference when I was really 
discouraged and felt all alone. A friend had given me the gift to go to the 
conference for my birthday. I really did not want to go. Yet, in God’s providence, 
I found myself sitting alone among women I did not know. The speaker, a well-
known singer, led us in a joyful song. She shared her story of being abused as a 
child, how she lost her first child and was in a strained marriage. Yet she spoke 
of “Being joyful always.” At the end of the two-day conference she challenged 
each of us to STOP before we got out of bed to whisper, to speak, to even 
shout: “Thank you, Jesus.” That is when I began writing in my journal every 
day 1 Chronicles 29:10-13. It has been a great exercise for my heart, attitude, 
mind and soul. Later I added 1 Thessalonians 5:16-18.

Who would have known that in the winter of 2020 we would all find 
ourselves in a long, intense, difficult trial? Some would lose jobs, some would 
experience reduced income, some would face fear, some would lose a loved 
one, some would face illness, stress—the list could go on and on.

The verses in 1 Chronicles 29:10-13 have been such a strong reminder 
of the hope God gives us. I continue to write them in my journal as I wait, 
continue waiting for restored fellowship, for hugs, and peace. We are still 
called to “Be joyful always.”

I repeat: It is not always easy to be joyful. But it is possible! Remember 
what the angel said to the shepherds, “Do not be afraid. I bring you good news 
of great joy that will be for all the people. Today in the city of David a Savior 
has been born to you; He is Christ the Lord…” Luke 2:9-11

God invites us to have joy this Christmas even when we face times when 
we wonder, “Will we ever laugh again?”

Prayer: Father, give me the grace to stand firm in the midst of stress, 
temptation, and hardship to be joyful. Give me a clearer vision of YOU and all 
that you have me to do.

–Kathy Jones
Covenenters Class



27

Joy | Week 4 

JOYFUL IN GOD
DECEMBER 21

“The LORD your God is with you, the Mighty Warrior who saves. 
He will take great delight in you; in his love he will no longer 
rebuke you, but will rejoice over you with singing.” 

–Zephaniah 3:17

Zephaniah, one of the minor prophets, was a contemporary of Jeremiah. 
Zephaniah prophesied between 640 and 619 BC. 

In the beginning of his book, he is preaching about the day of judgment on 
Judah. Judah had not kept faith, they had allowed remnants of idol worship to 
invade their lives, and even their worship. He is warning Judah of the coming 
day of the Lord—he even says it is near, and will come quickly. In chapter 2, he 
moves to prophesying of the coming judgment on Judah’s enemies. Chapter 
3 opens with a warning to Jerusalem. The people haven’t trusted nor kept a 
relationship with God. 

Then Zephaniah turns, and declares that God will act to preserve a 
remnant. The remnant will be a lowly and humble people; and he continues, 
now speaking of the joy that is to come: The King of Israel is in your midst. 
He will celebrate with singing. He will rejoice over us, not because of anything 
we have done, but because he loved us, provided a savior for us, and brought 
us to himself.

We may rejoice over our children or grandchildren, not because of 
anything they have done, but simply because we love them, have loved them 
even before they were born. And God loves us, his children, whom he has 
saved.

This Advent season, may we live in joy, because of the gift of our 
salvation. There is a choral arrangement by Martin Shaw, who lived from 
1875-1958:

With a voice of singing declare ye this, and let it be heard, Alleluia.  
Utter it even unto the ends of the earth.  
The Lord hath delivered his people. 
O be joyful in God, all ye lands,  
O sing praises to the honor of his name,  
Make his praise to be glorious 
Declare ye this and let it be heard, Alleluia! –Martha Killian

Covenanters Class
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A HYMN OF FAITH
THE BOOK OF HABAKKUK: "THE ONE WHO EMBRACES AND CLINGS TO GOD"

DECEMBER 22

“Though the fig tree does not bud and there are no grapes on the vines, 
though the olive crop fails and the fields produce no food, though there are 
no sheep in the pen and no cattle in the stalls, yet I will rejoice in the LORD, 
I will be joyful in God my Savior. The Sovereign LORD is my strength; he 
makes my feet like the feet of a deer, he enables me to tread on the heights.”  
            –Habakkuk 3:17-19

Background  
Josiah the king who was responsible for spiritual reforms in Judah had 
been killed in the late 7th century. Jehoiakin had replaced Josiah and 
had overturned many of the spiritual reforms resulting in violence and 
wickedness to again prevail in the land.

This was a time of murder, strife, conflict, and sexual immorality. 
Habakkuk had taken his case to God asking him to intervene with a revival or 
at least some type of natural punishment.

To Habakkuk’s dismay, God foretold of the coming Babylonian invasion 
that would sweep Israel into slavery. Grieved, Habakkuk could not understand 
why God would use a nation so evil to punish his own people.

Faith 
Habakkuk accepted the will of God and penned Habakkuk 3:17-19. God’s 
judgment of evil will happen and is still being worked out today as we await 
the second coming of the Lord. The righteous will live through faith.

Spurgeon 
No faith is so precious as that which lives and triumphs in adversity. Tried 
faith brings experience. You could not have believed your own weakness had 
you not been compelled to pass through the rivers; and you would never 
have known God’s strength had you not been supported amid the water-
floods. Faith increases in solidity, assurance, and intensity, the more it is 
exercised with tribulation. Faith is precious, and its trial is precious, too.

“Trials must and will befall— 
But with humble faith to see  
Love inscribed upon them all;  
This is happiness to me.” –Rusty Joiner

Covenanters Class
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PERSEVERANCE THROUGH PRAYER
DECEMBER 23

Consider it pure joy, my brothers and sisters, whenever you face 
trials of many kinds, because you know that the testing of your 
faith produces perseverance. 

–James 1:2-3

It was a normal, uneventful pregnancy with no indication of any potential 
problem. We felt only joyful anticipation at the birth of our second child. Julie, 
our four-year old daughter, was ecstatic over having a baby brother or sister. 
On March 5, 1979, Scottie was born. He had Spina-Bifida in its severest form. 
The doctors’ prognosis was very bleak.

Our faith was shaken to the core, as we attempted to understand: why 
did this happen to our family, how do we explain this to Julie, and how do we 
face the many unknown challenges of caring for our son? Amidst the shock, 
denial, loneliness, and intense pain we experienced, we both reached out to 
God through prayer in a way we never had before. Prayer became our lifeline: 
we prayed and prayed some more.

In the days following Scottie’s birth, God was unmistakably present. We 
received such an all-encompassing love that it could only have come from 
God. Family, close friends, neighbors, and many new friends were always on 
hand to help us. The outpouring of love from our church was overwhelming.

Twenty-nine days after his birth, Scottie died. We were surrounded by 
family and friends. It was our daughter who reminded us we would see Scottie 
again in heaven. What comfort in these words from our child!

At the time we had no idea of the future trials that were sure to come. 
What we did have was a growing faith that God would not fail to give us the 
strength and perseverance to face whatever challenges life brought us.

Forty years after Scottie’s birth, we reflect on our life during this Advent 
season and give thanks to God for the gift of his Son, Jesus. Joy to the World!

–Sue & Jim Downing
Covenanters Class
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THAT'S MY DADDY!
DECEMBER 24

“You make known to me the path of life; you will fill me with joy in 
your presence, with eternal pleasures at your right hand.” 

–Psalm 16:11

I’ll never forget that day. Our 2-year-old granddaughter had been visiting 
with us for a few days, and now it was time for her to return home. We were 
sitting in a restaurant waiting for our son to join us for lunch and take Abby 
back home. She looked out the window and saw her father walking toward 
us. Her face lit up like a Christmas tree as she cried out with sheer joy and 
delight, “That’s my Daddy!” What was the source of her joy? She knew her 
father’s love for her. 

In Psalm 16, David is expressing his confidence and trust in the Lord in 
all the trials of life. By faith, he knew the Lord was at his right hand always. 
“You have made known to me the path of life; you will fill me with joy in your 
presence, with eternal pleasures at your right hand.” He knew and trusted in 
his heavenly Father’s love and provision in all his trials and troubles. 

Alexander MacLaren in his commentary on the Psalms said, “The only 
thing that will secure life-long gladness is a heart satisfied with the experience 
of God’s love.” In other words, nothing can fully satisfy our hearts ultimately 
but God. What’s the source of your joy? “Though you have not seen him, you 
love him. Though you do not see him now, you believe in him, and rejoice 
with joy that is inexpressible and filled with glory.” (I Peter 1:8) By faith we 
are children of our heavenly Father. We are loved with an everlasting love. 
“Behold, what manner of love the Father as for us, that we should be called 
children of God … and one day we will see him as he is...” 

What’s the source of your joy? Hear the words of the hymn, 

Come, Thou long-expected Jesus, born to set thy people free;  
From our fears and sins release us; let us find our rest in thee. 
… Hope of all the earth thou art,  
Dear Desire of every nation, Joy of every longing heart.

–Jim Knight
Trinity Class
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