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Advent 2017 

Arise, shine, for your light has come, and the glory 

of the Lord rises upon you. 

 

Dear Friends, 

 

This past August, like most Americans, I donned cardboard glasses 

with special lenses to watch the solar eclipse.  Watching the moon’s 

trek across the sun was amazing; to see the sun’s rays shining out in 

tendrils from behind the moon was truly awe-inspiring.  But what 

has stayed with me is not only these images of darkness and light, 

but the way we as a nation anticipated this rare event.  Groups  

gathered together, campgrounds filled up, total strangers shared 

both wild applause and silent wonder.   

 

We are now in the season of Advent – a season of anticipation.   

Advent means coming – and we await with joy the coming again of 

Jesus into our lives, and one day, in glorious return.  This Advent 

Devotional comes to you as a gift to help “every heart prepare Him 

room”.  In this Devotional you will find reflections from our own  

Liberty members and staff about how the story of Jesus’ birth, the 

story of Christmas, came alive in their hearts. These reflections are 

both ones of sadness and delight, childlike wonder and amazing 

grace, bringing gifts of both comfort and joy to us all.  

 

My prayer is that everyone experiences the light of the glory of the 

Lord this holy season.  In ways both large and small, may our  

celebrations be transformed and renewed. 

 

I would like to express my greatest appreciation to Charlotte  

Carleton, Jan Hasting, Amy King, Tracey Scott and Connie Zuga  

for all their help with this Devotional, and to Charlie Rowland for 

our cover art.   

 

In Advent’s bright light, 

Pastor Becky  



 

 
First Sunday of Advent 

Yuletide in El Olvido 

Prepare the way of the Lord! 

 

Scripture: 1 Samuel 2:1-8, Matthew 3:1-3 

 

As I sit in the humble, yet cozy, dining room of the Hernandez 

family in El Olvido, Honduras, on an October afternoon, a splash 

of gold glitter catches my eye. I turn my head to see what must 

have surely been the sun’s glare off a neighbor’s metal roof only to 

find that a pair of red cardboard Christmas stockings, trimmed in 

gold, have been hung on the door with care. As I think back, my 

recollection is that these stockings are always on the door, no 

matter what time of year I stop by their home for a visit. Later, we 

drive by a shopping mall in the city of Santa Cruz, and I see 

Snoopy and Woodstock beside a not-quite-out-of-place Christmas 

tree. A plastic portrayal of the jolly old elf himself, complete with 

red fur suit, stocking cap, and sleigh (in a tropical climate, mind 

you), decorates the landing of a staircase. I remember that I saw 

the same decorations in March, too. When we stop by another 

home to visit over a cup of coffee, they bring out the good dishes—

mugs depicting snowy, yuletide scenes-for everyone. Fortunately, 

the snow painted on the cups does not melt in the stifling tropical 

heat. I suspect that no matter when I came to drink coffee and 

catch up, the occasion would always warrant pulling out the 

Christmas dishes.  

 

Surrounded by Christmas kitsch, I am reminded that what we cele-

brate at Christmas is not of simply seasonal importance. God born 

into human history, robed in the weakness of human flesh. The 

one through whom all things were made, helpless, wrapped in 

ragged bands of cloth, lying in a feeding trough.   



 

 
The one through whom all that is wrong will be made right, 

born into a world that has no room for him. Do we not spend too 

little time celebrating what happened in a barn in Bethlehem all 

those years ago? Surely the arrival of God’s glory into the realm 

of human history deserves our attention all year round. 

 

So, this year, maybe don’t pack all the Christmas dishes away to 

wait for next December. Maybe save one or two to pull out on 

occasion, if only to remind yourself that this special boy born all 

those years ago still lives, and in him all our hopes for a healed 

world are answered.  

 

Pastor Kyle 

 

Prayer: Lord, prepare me this Advent season to celebrate the arrival of 

your son Jesus, and strengthen my hope in him not only in Advent, but 

every day of my life.  

 Joel drinking coffee in El Olvido, Honduras (October 2017) 



 

 
Monday, December 4 

A Sign of Faithfulness 

For the Lord is good and his love endures forever; 

his faithfulness continues through all generations. 

 

Scripture: Psalm 100 

 

Everyone loves Christmas, but I am one of those people who really 

loves Christmas. I will often check my calendar halfway through the 

year to count down the weeks until the season starts.  I decorate prac-

tically every room and put up three trees!  

 

Some of my favorite Christmas decorations are my annual orna-

ments.  Every year since Chris and I married we have bought an  

ornament that is dated with the year and has some important  

meaning to the year that passed.  There is an “Our Wedding  

ornament”, an “Our First Home” ornament, and, of course, “Baby 

Girl” ornaments times two - a whole box of precious memories to be 

displayed on my tree.  Chris has even gotten in on the annual  

ornament hunt. He participates even though he knows that more  

ornaments eventually will lead to more trees!  

 

Each ornament reminds me of our blessings and how far we’ve come.  

I grew up in a home where Christmas was sometimes celebrated and 

sometimes wasn’t merry at all.  As I decorate our tree with the girls I 

feel so very thankful.  Each year that passes the Lord is faithful to us. 

With ups and downs, births and deaths, I 

feel His Love is with me.   

 

Emily Mealer 

 

Prayer:  Almighty God, your presence with us 

is the greatest gift of all.  As a child knows their 

parents’ love, help us to know your love even 

more deeply this joyous season.  



 

 
 Tuesday, December 5 

The Great Blessing 

For to us a son is given 

 

Scripture: Isaiah 9:2-6 

 

The Advent season brings with it a wonderful balance of thank-

fulness for the blessings of the current year and hope for good 

tidings in the year to come.  This year, a great blessing was grant-

ed to my wife, Lindsay, and I with the arrival of our son, Finley.  

We saw God’s grace at work when Finley’s birth parents chose 

us to raise their son and Lindsay and I found ourselves caring for 

a beautiful baby boy on Easter.  Leading up to the holiday,  

the hospital maternity ward was bustling with activity as the 

medical staff delivered babies and prepared for the upcoming 

holiday.  There wasn’t room for us to care for Finley in one of the 

patient rooms, so we sat in a large office shared by many pediat-

ric nurses.  We thought we’d be in the way, but were instead 

welcomed like honored guests as nurses set up comfortable 

chairs for us and busily went about their work around us.   

Lindsay and I proudly took turns holding Finley in this simple, 

makeshift space where we did our first bonding with him.  

   

A day later, a room was found for us and we settled into this  

spacious room to feed, change, and care for Finley while taking 

turns to briefly nap.  The privacy of the room allowed the whirl-

wind of emotions to sink in within a peaceful and comfortable 

setting.  By Easter Sunday, hospital activity had slowed to a near 

standstill.  Finley’s wheeled crib was a perfect vehicle for our 

multiple walks around the maternity ward each day.  Lindsay 

held Finley close to her and a kind nurse named Donna took spe-

cial interest in showing us how to feed and begin caring for him.  

Later in the day she told us that, like Finley, she had been adopt-

ed as an infant.  



 For Easter lunch, Lindsay and I enjoyed a thick-crust pizza with 

bubbly sauce and cheese that tasted like manna from Heaven.  

Our joy and thankfulness for God’s blessing could not have been 

greater.  We will undoubtedly think back on our experience for 

years to come as a blessed moment in our lives where simple 

food and family was enjoyed in the presence of God’s greatness. 

Our prayers to become parents had been answered.  God had 

blessed us with a beautiful boy to raise and we were left in awe 

of the power that prayer and fellowship with God has in our 

lives. 

 

Rob Ryder 

 

Prayer: Amidst the turbulent world we live in, may the Advent season 

bring peace and hope for the new year.  And while our prayers may at 

times seem to be quiet whisperings inaudible to everyone but ourselves, 

thank you God that you hear each and every one. 



Wednesday, December 6 

A Special Train Ride 

For by grace you have been saved through faith.  

And this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God,  

not a result of works, so that no one may boast. 

 

Scripture: Ephesians 2:8-10 

 

For the students of Liberty Preschool, the Christmas season is an 

amazing time of wonder, excitement and joy.  They are excited to 

see the snow and touch the fallen flakes.  As they practice their 

Christmas Program songs you can hear the loud voices when 

they finally know all the words.  Every day teachers are blessed 

to receive a hug or a smile from these amazing little people. 
 

This year, our Christmas program features a train ride through a 

year of celebrations. The trip begins on New Year’s Day, and 

continues through Valentine’s Day, St. Patrick’s Day, Easter, the 

Fourth of July, Halloween, Thanksgiving and ends with Christ-

mas. At each “train stop” the children will share a bible verse 

and a song. 
 

While each holiday provides something to celebrate, Christmas 

offers children a chance to exchange gifts with one another in the 

spirit of the season. One song that we will sing, “Jesus was the 

Present”, reminds us of the wonderful gift God gave to us in the 

form of His Only Son.  The sweet voices of the children share this 

message: 

 

Jesus was that present God sent that very first  

Christmas night. 

God sent Him to us, His Son, so precious in his sight. 

That’s why we celebrate, that’s why we sing. 

Of all the blessings we could get, Jesus is the very best thing,  

Jesus was the present! 

 

 



 

Paul, in a letter to the Church at Ephesus, penned the words 

above as he sat in a Roman prison. Overcoming the conditions of 

his imprisonment, he reached out in joy to his fellow believers to 

share his insights on what it meant to be a Christian in faith and 

in practice. The children’s train trip across the year reminds us 

that throughout the year we travel with a God that watches over 

us with love.  

 

We live in a busy world.  The hustle and bustle of our busy lives 

often obscures the miracle of living. Sometimes we forget to 

share God’s grace with others each day of the year.  We need to 

remember to pause and give thanks every day for all that God 

has given us. A grateful heart keeps our focus on God, and helps 

us to remember that we serve a mighty God who is in control of 

our life.  

 

Tracey Gascon, Liberty Early Education Center Director 

 

Prayer: Help us to remember what God has promised to do and what 

God has done throughout time. Help us to remember that God is always 

with us, that He loves us, and that He has given us the gift of faith to 

remain close by His side forevermore.  



 Thursday, December 7 

An Easter Kind of Christmas 

For my ways are higher than your ways… 

 

Scripture: Isaiah 55:6-9, John 14:1-4 

 

As I reflect on Christmas in my memory there were many stages.  

When I was little it seemed like the magical time took way too 

long to arrive but once upon us it was nothing short of fantasy 

and wonder. From my view it all just came about in a blink of an 

eye.  As a mom myself, it held that same wonder as I viewed it 

through the eyes of my children, but I quickly realized that the 

decorations, special food and “Santa” took more than a little 

effort.  To keep the kids from seeing how tired a parent can get at 

that time of year is a job in itself. I stayed up many nights into 

the wee hours just to keep the magic and fantasy alive. 

 

Thirty-seven years ago, I accepted the invitation to have a  

personal relationship with Jesus just after the birth of my third 

child.  The shift in my life and in my view of Christmas began to 

happen to me and my family as my eyes were opened to the real 

meaning of Christmas. What began as a slow walk, overtook my 

heart, mind and soul.  Even though I grew up in a church, it was 

not personal for me at that time, or maybe my heart and mind 

were just not open or ready for what Jesus’ birth in a manger  

really meant.  Over the years He has taught my heart and 

stretched me in directions I never thought I would take.  I used 

to think that since I am following Jesus, nothing would happen 

to break my heart.  But that was not the case as I reflect on this 

third anniversary of my daughter Jodi’s passing.  But what He 

continues to teach me is how different His ways are than mine.   

 

 

 



 Isaiah 55:8-9 says, 

“For my thoughts are not your thoughts, 

    neither are your ways my ways,” 

declares the Lord. 

“As the heavens are higher than the earth, 

    so are my ways higher than your ways 

    and my thoughts than your thoughts.” 

 

Through these verses I am reminded that suffering and devasta-

tion in a situation are just part of a million other things that are 

happening for good in the big picture of His ways. Understand-

ing how God sent Jesus to be born to a virgin on Christmas 

morning and then to be my sacrifice on a cross is hard to neatly 

explain, but I choose faith and trust in His love.  It’s hard for me 

to talk about Christmas without mentioning Easter and Easter 

without Christmas. But in thinking of either, I have joy that He 

would love me that much to provide a way to live eternally with 

Him and those I love in that perfect place someday.  With that 

promise, no matter what my circumstance may be, I can have 

nothing other than a Merry Christmas! 

 

Nina Banks 

 

Prayer: Oh Lord, this season can be so hard...Help me to hold onto the 

truth that through the  cross and resurrection you have made a perfect 

place where my loved ones are in your arms, and someday, we will all 

be together.  



 

Friday, December 8 

Messes and Magic 

In humility 

 

Scripture: Micah 5:2, Philippians 2:1-11 

 

For the last two years, I have hosted a table at Liberty’s annual 

Women’s Christmas Tea. I was not very ambitious the first year 

and bought a centerpiece from FTD. I was more ambitious last 

year, though. I decided to build a gingerbread village.  

 

I bought three kits—two villages and a third kit that would 

make a train to hold treats. The pictures on the boxes showed 

beautiful little gingerbread villages and colorful train cars.  The 

gumdrops had been expertly cut and arranged as panes in 

stained glass windows. The icing was drizzled to perfectly  

resemble snow caught in the roof tiles.  

 

The smiling, happy family pictured on the back of the box was 

not flushed with frustration because the icing would not hold 

the walls together. They were not grumbling as they tried to cut 

the gumdrops into equal portions so that they would lie flat and 

pretend to be stained glass windows. After the first hour, I gave 

up on perfect and just hoped for something that would stay  

upright and hold onto its candy decorations.  

 

Finally finished, I carefully loaded the fragile buildings and train 

cars into the car. I shook my head as I arranged them on the  

table, hoping that people would not notice where the gumdrops 

had fallen off.  

 

As soon as the tea began, however, it was impossible to think 

about the imperfect village. I felt filled with the Christmas spirit 

as I listened to the conversation and laughter around the table. It 



 was a magical afternoon in spite of my messy gingerbread  

centerpiece creations. 

 

I remind myself that my life has been messy, and often the mess-

es are of my own well-intentioned creation. But God’s love is 

perfect, and the gift of his only Son, magical.  

 

Susanna Robbins  

 

Prayer: Please, Lord, bless our well-intentioned messes and help us to 

remember Your magical and perfect love this Christmas as we prepare 

for the gift of Your Son. 



 Saturday, December 9 

A Light Display 

I am the Light of the World 

 

Scripture: John 8:12, 2 Peter 1:19 

 

My dad had this thing about Christmas lights. I’m not sure why. 

Maybe it was because he worked for the General Electric Lamp 

Plant in our hometown. Whatever the reason, when the Christ-

mas season was nearing, out came the boxes and boxes of  lights. 

He lit up both the inside and outside of our humble abode. With 

help from his buddies in the shop at GE (Dad was the financial 

guy and was afraid of electricity), we had a variety of state-of-the

-art, custom-built illuminating displays: bells and a big bow that 

swayed back and forth, “Season’s Greetings” that hung from the 

eves, and multicolored Christmas trees, just to name a few. Dad 

and I would work for hours hanging lights, running extension 

cords and plugging in timers—and that was just outside! We also 

were in charge of putting up the tree inside. Every year, I would 

wait for Dad to come home with the latest and greatest lights 

from the GE employee store. His face would light up as he 

proudly showed off his annual purchase. “Ames, no one else has 

lights on their tree like these!” Some years, I could definitely 

agree, as the latest and greatest were pretty ugly! 

 

The fondness of the lights didn’t end at our house. It was a  

tradition that after Christmas Eve church, Dad would drive us all 

around town to look at everyone else's Christmas lights. Who 

had the best display? Who really overdid it? Who needed more? 

And every year (to our surprise) he concluded that ours looked 

pretty darn good. Enjoying the lights of the season and our time 

together was always such a special time that we shared as a family.  

 

 



 

When I was in my late twenties, my dad decided to give my  

siblings and me some of his Christmas lights. He gave me the six 

white wooden trees with the multicolored bulbs and many 

strings of large colored lights. I was so happy to have them to 

decorate my yard, but at the same time, sad to not have them at 

our family home anymore. Dad said he wanted us to enjoy them 

at our houses with our families. Maybe he knew that his light 

was fading. He died of cancer a week before my 30th birthday. 

My light was gone. My life forever changed.  I still cherish the 

wonderful gift of my dad and the light he brought to my life.  

I still display the little white trees in our yard with pride, and I 

imagine him looking down and thinking they look pretty darn 

good. I know that his bright light will always warm my heart and 

keep him near in spirit. Merry Christmas, Dad.  

  

Amy Howard King 

  

Prayer: Dearest Lord, may there be a festival of stars and angels at the 

birth of your Son, the Emmanuel, the Light of the World. 



 

The Second Sunday of Advent 

Of Kings and Shepherds 

The Lord is my shepherd… 

 

Scripture: Psalm 23, Romans 1:1-6 

 

It starts with a shepherd.  The Shepherd David to be exact; the 

youngest son of Jesse, and the one who not only becomes Israel’s 

greatest King, but the forbearer of Jesus. As Paul reminds us in 

Romans 1: 

God promised this Good News long ago 

through his prophets in the holy Scriptures. 

The Good News is about his Son. 

In his earthly life he was born into King David’s family line, 

and he was shown to be the Son of God…. 

 

When we think of what David and Jesus had in common, it’s the 

title of King that usually comes to mind. We know that it was 

Jesus, the “Son of David”, whom God sent to rule his kingdom 

forever. But King is not what comes first to my mind when I 

think of David and Jesus.  Shepherd comes to mind, especially in 

this season of Advent. We first meet David as that brave shep-

herd boy who takes on Goliath with a slingshot as the rest of  

Israel’s bravest cower in the background.  He then shepherds his 

people, and writes perhaps the most beloved of all the Psalms: 

“The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want….” (Psalm 23). 

 

For all his power and majesty, and the many titles that He could 

claim as His own, Jesus often describes himself as “the good 

shepherd” (John 10:11) and describes His calling as that of a shep-

herd searching for his lost sheep, one by one. And to whom do 

the angels first reveal Jesus’ birth but to shepherds on a hillside, 

warming themselves by a fire and watching their sheep under a 

night sky?  



 

So maybe we need to sit by a hillside this Advent, or by a warm 

fire, and ponder just what it means to follow the One true  

Shepherd, to faithfully and humbly live in His flock and under 

His care.  That might just be the greatest Christmas gift of all. 

 

Pastor Becky 

 

Prayer:  The Lord is my Shepherd, I shall not want…May I dwell in 

the house and the care of the Good Shepherd forever.  



Monday, December 11 

The Prosperity of Service 

But be sure to fear the LORD and serve him faithfully  

with all your heart; consider what great things he has done for you. 

 

Scriptures: 1 Samuel 12:24, Romans 12:2 

 

I pray in the mornings.  It is quiet, I have started the coffee maker 

and I am able to concentrate on my conversation with God.  

Long ago, I made “rules” about my prayers.  One of them is that 

I ask nothing for myself – apart from forgiveness for my many 

shortcomings – largely because I have been given so much.  First 

Samuel 12:24 is very meaningful for me.  I have experienced op-

portunity and seen much of the world.  I have been granted the 

gift of two loving marriages; Patricia being the miracle I received 

at Liberty three years after the passing of Anastasia.  My life has 

been blessed with two healthy children, six healthy grandchil-

dren and a healthy great-grandchild.  I have been granted  

success and been taught through the pain of failure.  I have  

sufficient abundance and – despite some vicissitudes of aging – 

good health.  Thus, my prayers are for my ever-extending family, 

including my Liberty family, that they may take comfort  

in God’s continuing grace, live in peace and experience His  

prosperity of service.   
 

Somehow, sometime in the not too distant past, I found myself 

using that phrase – prosperity of service.  What it means to me is 

that through giving we are enriched.  Wealth is not in its acquisi-

tion or hoarding, but in giving of what you have in time,  

resources and the gift of talent, whatever that may be.  
 

Each of you should use whatever gift you have received to serve others, 

as faithful stewards of God’s grace in its various forms.  - 1 Peter 4:10 
 

Advent is the anticipatory season, a time when we await a mo-

mentous event, the birth of Christ.  There is more to this anticipa-

tion than counting the days until Christmas.  Now, for me, it is  



 that time when I think about, pray about, how I will share in the 

prosperity of service in the coming year.  I will use this time to 

seek that opportunity to share my abundance with others.  As 

three traveling kings brought gifts to the manger, I will pray 

about what my gift will be to honor Christ in the coming year. 

 

Liberty Presbyterian Church has provided me with numerous 

opportunities to find the joy in prosperity of service – as it has 

for so many others.  As the candles on the Advent wreath are lit, 

I will be praying that each of the four Sundays will bring me 

closer to realization of how and what I will give back.  The  

reward is also something deeply spiritual as well as a personal 

intellectual quest.  I am continuously learning as I find the path 

for my giving.  Through this process, an exchange will be made 

through prayer, contemplation and honor to the Living God.  My 

path may be singular if not unusual, but in it I find my reward 

and the joy of contentment. 

 

Joseph A. Koncelik 

 

Wisdom is a shelter as money is a shelter,  

but the advantage of knowledge is this:  

Wisdom preserves those who have it. -Ecclesiastes 7:12 

 

Do not conform to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the 

renewing of your mind.  Then you will be able to test and approve what 

God’s will is – his good, pleasing and perfect will.  -Romans 12:2 

 

Prayer: Make me a servant Lord, and show me how to make a differ-

ence in my corner of the world.  

http://www.biblestudytools.com/ecclesiastes/7-12.html
http://www.biblestudytools.com/ecclesiastes/7-12.html
http://www.biblestudytools.com/ecclesiastes/7-12.html
http://www.biblestudytools.com/ecclesiastes/7-12.html


 Tuesday, December 12 

Remember Them 

I will never leave you or forsake you 

 

Scripture: Hebrews 13:1-6 

 

The best gift I received last year came during Advent, during Blue 

Christmas: Compassion. 

 

“I’m so sorry that you’re hurting so badly,” was all she said as she 

hugged me. She had watched me from the stage, singing through 

my tears. Breath shaking, nose dripping. Pathetic and unexpected. 

 

How could I find the words to explain? That holiday music always 

brings me to tears. That music has always been the soul of my fond-

est memories. Symphonic band. French horn. Twirling. Dance. 

Show choir. Competition. College. The sound of my sister’s flute.  A 

high brass note. Carol of the Bells. Silent Night. 

 

She didn’t know how much music meant, or how I used to love the 

holidays. Advent calendars, windows opened slowly, one at a time 

with the promise of something new to look forward to every day. 

 

She had no idea how big our Christmas Eves were. Traditional 

Catholic Italian Feast-of-the-Seven-Fishes-sized Christmas Eves. 

Rollicking festivities that grew so large, we eventually had three 

seatings, including a second seating for the church musicians from 

across the street, so that they had somewhere to be, and something 

besides cookies to eat, between services. 

 

I couldn’t explain the dread of turning over my daughter once 

again, at noon every Christmas Day, then being alone, door shut, 

holidays suddenly over. It wasn’t even the first time, and yet, the 

sting never quite subsides. 

 

I couldn’t vocalize that the Catholic church was of no help, but that 

the first sight of the words “I will never leave you”, carved over the  

door, is what firmly planted me here at Liberty. And that the music  

 

 



 

 

and the warmth of its people are what keep bringing me back, even 

if we don’t look like the other families. 

 

“I’m so sorry that you’re hurting so badly.” She didn’t try to fix any-

thing. Didn’t offer advice. She didn’t tell me it would be ok. Didn’t 

try to get me to put on a smile. She couldn’t possibly have under-

stood. But in that moment, she gave me the gift I needed most: 

Compassion. 

 

I ask that you remember them -- those cursed with the perceived 

disease of divorce. It’s painful, but I assure you, they aren’t conta-

gious and they do still have happy days. Invite them, encourage 

them, but understand that being the extra wheel at the holidays 

hurts as much as it heals.  

Allow them grace. 

 

Remember them, those in a far worse place than any divorce can 

create. Remember those like my Grandma Louise, who are now fad-

ing in their 90’s and separated from their spouse or best friend by 

the necessity of assisted living. Give them time. 

 

Remember them, the ones who experienced such tragic, unimagina-

ble loss and now an impending first anniversary of that loss. First 

holidays without. First holidays different…even when surrounded 

by a multitude of family and friends. Give them love, and allow 

them space.  

 

Remember them, those who sit in the pews at Blue Christmas, find-

ing comfort in strangers, a hand held, a prayer passed, a hug given. 

Remember them, finding comfort in stillness, in candlelight, in music.  

 

Jill Bryan 

 

Prayer:  Loving God, make room in our hearts for people who need us, es-

pecially in these coming days. We thank you for friends who cared for us 

when we were lonely, afraid or exhausted.  May we remember others with 

tenderness and compassion, and may we be ready to share the good news 

that You were born to share: that You will never (ever!) leave us. 



Wednesday, December 13 

A Blue Christmas 

The Lord will be your everlasting light 

 

Scripture: Isaiah 60:1-3, 19 

 

When I was a young graduate student, I lived in a two-room apart-

ment near campus. The small complex was perched on the edge of a 

ravine and wrapped in nature’s wooded splendor. I returned home 

from work one afternoon to find smoke billowing from the apart-

ment above mine. A fireman asked me a question that I have never 

forgotten: What do you have that is precious? My clothes and books 

could be replaced, so I quickly replied, “only the quilt on my bed.” 

Grandma Audrey had helped me stitch the remnants of my  

well-worn clothes into a patchwork quilt before I moved to Tucson 

and began my career as an oncology nurse. The fireman retrieved it 

for my—a gift beyond measure! 

 

Nearly thirty-five years later, I began having a recurring dream in 

which I suddenly moved from a large house into a two-room apart-

ment. I was visiting many Liberty members in condos, retirement 

centers or nursing homes, where space and belongings are more 

limited. These Brothers and Sisters in Christ graciously shared the 

practical considerations and emotional adjustments that come with 

downsizing and major life transitions. It was such a blessing to hear 

first-hand how their faith journeys sustained them during the ever-

changing seasons of their lives. 

 

Last summer, this recurring dream turned into a real-life nightmare. 

A dark secret that had been concealed for a decade was revealed.  I 

was no stranger to loss and grief (miscarriage, house fire, death of 

both parents to cancer), but this was devastating.  My personal life 

was shattered, and I was broken open. Family and friends helped 

me absorb the shock. Liberty pastors mopped up my tears and fears 

with scripture and prayer. Every hand squeeze and reassuring hug 

during the Sunday church services and Emmaus share groups 

helped me re-center myself on holy ground.  

 
 

 
 



As summer yielded to autumn, I found myself once again tucked 

away in two rooms and wrapped in nature’s wooded splendor.  

I pieced together some well-worn treasures from my old life...some 

things that are precious. Perched snugly in an enchanted nest, I 

could hear the morning birdsong and gaze at the evening stars. In 

this sanctuary filled with God’s love and grace, I allowed myself to 

grieve, to find joy and peace, and to begin healing. 

 

Last December I helped with Liberty’s first Service of Remem-

brance, but wondered how I would personally endure my own 

“Blue Christmas”.  I spent a lot of time on my knees throughout the 

Advent season. With the lighting of each candle, I saw flickers of 

hope and felt the flames gently soften the edges of my grief. I was 

soothed by piano chords and Christmas carols. Then I received a 

gift that moved me deeply: a statue of Mary, Joseph, and baby Jesus. 

Masterfully carved in stone; simple yet sturdy; elegant and poignant. 

The statue is protected under a glass cloche on my bookcase where I 

see it many times each day. It reminds me to keep Christ at the  

center of my life and all that I do as a Christian.  It is not what we 

have in our lives that matters, but rather - who we have in our lives 

that is precious. We are all broken people. It is only through Christ 

that we are made whole which is truly a gift beyond measure! 

 

Linda Johnson, Parish Visitor 

 

 

 

 

Prayer: Gracious and loving Father, thank you for the everlasting gift of 

your unfailing love. During Advent and throughout all the seasons of our 

lives, remind us to breathe deeply, pray deeply, and trust deeply. We rejoice 

in you and all your faith-filled shepherds who walk alongside as we endure 

the pain of brokenness. We trust you to put the jagged fragments back to-

gether in a way that creates new beauty in our lives and glorifies You. 

Transform our greatest hurts into our most meaningful ministries. As we 

rest in the light and warmth of Your radiant presence, may Your love shine 

through our lives to serve and comfort others.  We offer this prayer in your 

precious and holy name! 



Thursday, December 14 

My Dog’s Christmas Blessings, Part 2!  

…Endurance produces character 

and character produces hope… 

 

Scripture: James 1:2-4, Luke 2:18-19 

 

This year we had to say goodbye to our darling dog, Bengal.  He 

was immensely lovable but the biggest troublemaker in the family. 

Life was never dull with him around!  You might remember my  

story about him eating our Advent Wreath.  In his memory, I 

thought I would share another “Christmas blessing” from Bengal.  
 

One of our family traditions is baking sour cream Christmas cook-

ies.  It is a painstaking process.  You must measure ingredients  

exactly, making sure each is added at the correct time. To perfect the 

dough, it is necessary for the sour cream to first set-up and then cool 

overnight. Each section of dough, once rolled, needs to be a precise 

width, baked on specific cookie sheets for the exact time. If you cook 

too long, they burn; if you make them too thin, they burn and if you 

make them too thick, they do not cook at all.  However, if you  

follow all the steps correctly, these cookies are heavenly.   
 

Each batch makes approximately 8 dozen cookies.  I took a day off 

from work to do the baking. My children would be home from col-

lege soon and we would ice them together.  I had just finished my 

last dozen, fresh out of the oven and all were cooling on a high 

counter.  I was certain they would be ‘safe.’  After all, Bengal was 

older, and his days of jumping were over… or so I thought.  
 

I left the kitchen for 5 minutes, literally.  What did I find on return-

ing?  Bengal was devouring the remaining crumbs on the floor of 

what was 8 dozen cookies.  How did he do it?  Instead of being an-

gry, I was amazed at his gobbling tech-

niques.   
 

 

I cleaned up the floor and started over. 

 

 



  

 

So, what does this have to teach us about our faith in God?  Life is a 

bumpy journey. We can choose to be upset with the trials, or we can 

view God’s detours as a practice to grow in grace.  Paul puts it 

plainly, “we rejoice in our sufferings, knowing that suffering produces 

endurance, and endurance produces character and character produces hope 

and hope does not put us to shame, because God’s love has been poured into 

our hearts through the Holy Spirit who has been given to us.” 

 

Reading from the book of Luke, Mary did not choose her journey, 

yet “she pondered” it all in her heart. The book of Matthew explains 

that Joseph was not ready to follow through with the marriage but 

after his midnight visit, he “took Mary home as his wife.”  God  

creates detours to display His strength and provide blessing. For 

Mary and Joseph, that blessing was our gift, Jesus.  
 

This Christmas without Bengal, along with facing family dynamics 

as my children become adults, is challenging. Yet, I am at peace  

because God promises each trial, whether trivial or pivotal, as an 

experience to find His hope and love through the work of the Holy 

Spirit. 

 

Dawn Parr 

 

Prayer: God of all, by the 

grace of your Spirit may we 

experience the birth of Jesus 

anew this Advent, and may 

we open our hearts in even 

the most challenging times 

to the gifts of hope and 

peace that only He  can 

bring. 



Friday, December 15 

The Christmas Rush 

…those who hope in the Lord 

    will renew their strength. 

 

Scripture: Isaiah 40:28-31 

 

Bill and I are known among our friends as always packing in as 

much possible.  One fall Saturday while we were dating, we attend-

ed the Buckeye game, the Crew game and Oktoberfest all in the 

same day.  This trend has continued even after having kids.  On a 

Sunday in September this year, the family ran from church to hock-

ey practice to a soccer game then downtown to attend Fan Fest for 

the Blue Jackets. 

 

Last Christmas Eve was no different and we had Landon who was 

just 1 month old.  We were asked to light the Advent Wreath at the 

beginning of the 6 pm service.  We were honored to do it but that 

would make for a late evening for Lucky (12), Liam (4), and Logan 

(2) as we usually attend the 4 pm family service.  We decided that 

we would still attend the family service, light the candles on the  

Advent Wreath at 6 p.m., and sneak out the back right after to get 

home to eat dinner and try to get the kids to bed at a decent time 

because we still had lots of wrapping to do. 

 

After rushing home on Christmas Eve afternoon from visiting Bill’s 

Mom in Toledo, we managed to get everyone through the bath and 

shower to get to church on time for the 4 p.m. Family Service.  We 

knew the kids would be hungry while waiting between the services 

so we had brought some snacks for them. That no longer seemed 

like a good idea once they started getting crumbs all over their nice 

clothes, and we still had yet to get up in front of the entire church. 

 

As the 6 o’clock hour approached, we met up with Todd who was to 

help get us where we needed to be in order to light the Advent 

Wreath at the beginning of the service.  As the church began to fill 

up, we were amazed at how many people were there.  Todd was  

 



sharing a story about someone he had met at a past Christmas  

Eve service who admitted that he only attended church on Christmas 

Eve and “what was that other holiday?” when we realized we were 

supposed to be heading up to the platform to light the candles but 

were still standing in the back corner of the sanctuary.  We hurried to 

the front as quickly as the 6 of us could.  Of course, we had trouble 

with the candle lighter and then tried blowing out the flame when 

we were done rather than pulling the taper back.  All in all, we took 

much longer than anticipated to light the wreath as the music was 

beginning for the next carol and the singers were anxiously waiting 

for us to clear the platform so they could lead everyone in song. 

 

At the time I was thinking that perhaps we had taken on too much 

and tried to include too many activities for the day and that lighting 

the Advent Wreath had turned into such a disaster that we would 

never be asked again.  Now looking back, it is actually a great 

memory of doing something meaningful with my family that kept 

Christ at the center of the season when too often all of the shopping, 

wrapping, gift giving, baking, and family commitments can become 

the focus. 

 

Liz Leininger         

    

Prayer: Amid the rush of these December days, help me to take the time to 

sit at your feet this Christmas, Lord Jesus, and to worship You with all my 

heart.  



Saturday, December 16 

Beautiful Memories & Brand New Traditions 

Thank God for His Son – a gift too wonderful for words! 

 

Scripture: Romans 15:13, 2 Corinthians 15:9 

 

This year will be the first year that my husband and I will  

celebrate the holidays without our parents. It's hard to think 

about; harder to talk about. It feels a little like drowning - I'm a 

little panicky and feel like I'm clutching for something I can't 

grab onto. We have no children and our siblings are either too far 

away or too busy with kids and spouse's families or work to get 

together for Christmas. Richard and I have talked about what 

traditions to keep (jingling my grandfather's sleigh bells on 

Christmas morning, decorating our tree with ornaments from 

our childhood, baking cookies and breads to share with the 

neighbors) and what new traditions we should create to help get 

us through it (dinner out on Christmas eve, Christmas eve  

service at Liberty instead of the church I grew up attending,  

Fantasy of Lights tour, marathon Christmas movies on Christmas 

day).  

 

Christmas was always a big deal in my family with lots of tradi-

tions handed down from my parents' parents and expectations of 

out-of-town family making the effort to be at their house by 

Christmas day. In 2015, my parents hosted their last get-together 

at their apartment a few days before Christmas and my dad 

planned everything - Christmas dinner at the retirement center, 

all the homemade cookies that they'd always made while we 

were growing up, the rental of the center's bus to give us a  

private tour of the Christmas lights around town. It was a fun 

time, what with their kids, grandkids, and great-grandkids pre-

sent. Unfortunately, as everyone was leaving to return home, my 

dad had to be rushed to the hospital and passed away the day 

after Christmas.  

 
 



So this year, more than ever, we're focused on the meaning of 

Christmas: the peace, joy, and hope that Christ's birth promises 

to the world. We'll decorate our tree and send out our cards. 

We'll bake my Dad's Stöllen, and ring my Mom's sleigh bells. 

We'll make some long-distance phone calls and mail out some 

packages. And we’ll thank God for His greatest gift.   

 

Kris Hyland Kolb 

 

Prayer: God of peace and joy, may those who mourn know your deep 

peace and unstoppable love this holy season, and may each of us un-

wrap the greatest gift of all in the coming days: the gift of the Emmanuel, 

God with us.  



 The Third Sunday of Advent 

Getting Real 

That Christ will make his home in our hearts 

 

Scripture: Ephesians 3:16-19, John 1:1-5, 14 

 

There is no more fun place to hang out than an airport interna-

tional arrival terminal. It's just one great reunion after another 

because it's not just some tourists returning from sight-seeing 

trips -- it's families being re-united, it's long-separated friends 

brought together again.  You can't help but smile at the  

international arrival terminal, as you watch lovers sprinting  

towards each other and embracing, brothers from overseas  

crying for joy, children returning safely to their parents -- it's a 

constant scene of unbridled joy and love. 

 

I remember once waiting for the arrival of a friend from England 

at the international terminal at Newark airport.   My favorite 

scene involved a young woman in her late twenties, who walked 

out of Customs with a woman friend her same age.  My first 

guess was that these two friends had taken a pre-Christmas  

getaway-from-the-madness trip to somewhere fabulous. 

 

But then I noticed who was waiting for them.  There were two 

young husbands and, in a baby stroller, a cute little girl, about 

seven months old.  And their story became clearer -- this had 

been a post-pregnancy, post-birth, post-colic, one-last-chance-to-

be-young getaway. 

 

But when the mom finally spotted her little girl… Well, you 

should have seen it.  She came up to her little girl slowly at first, 

almost tentatively, and knelt down right in front of her, with this 

big smile on her face, saying the baby's name, "Julie, it's Mom-

my".  And when Julie finally locked in -- well, you could have lit 

up the runway with their smiles.  And the mom took Julie in her 

arms, and hugged her, and held her so close.  

 



Paul writes these words to the Ephesians: 

 
 I pray that from his glorious, unlimited resources he will em-

power you with inner strength through his Spirit.  Then 

Christ will make his home in your hearts as you trust in him. 

Your roots will grow down into God’s love and keep you 

strong.  And may you have the power to understand, as all 

God’s people should, how wide, how long, how high, and how 

deep his love is.  May you experience the love of Christ, 

though it is too great to understand fully. Then you will be 

made complete with all the fullness of life and power that 

comes from God.  (Ephesians 3:16-19) 

 

Isn't this what all of us are looking for in our faith?  That "God will 

empower us with inner strength through his Spirit"?  That "Christ will 

make his home in our hearts"?  That “our roots will grow down into God’s 

love"?  That we might “have the power to understand how wide, how 

long, how high, and how deep God’s love is"?  That we might be filled 

“with all the fullness of life”?  

 

But the question is this -- how do we come to know, really know, all 

this stuff that Paul is talking about?  How do all these things  

become real to us? 

 

The answer is -- that’s what Christmas is all about.  Because the 

things we long for -- our inner self being strengthened by the Spirit, 

being rooted and grounded in love, grasping the full measure of 

God's love -- all of these become real for us, and concrete for us, and 

tangible for us, at Christmas.  Because at Christmas, God got real 

with us, as an infant, as one of us, Jesus Christ.   

 

Pastor John 

 

Prayer: Gracious Lord, we thank you for making all your promises for us 

real and tangible and concrete at Christmas.  We thank you for incarnating 

your love for us, and giving us the gift of Jesus Christ.  May the immensity 

of your love for us light up our lives this Christmas.   



 Monday, December 18 

A Renewed Home 

In all this you greatly rejoice, though now for a little while you may 

have had to suffer grief in all kinds of trials.  These have come so that 

the proven genuineness of your faith-of greater worth than gold, which 

perishes even though refined by fire-may result in praise, glory and 

honor when Jesus Christ is revealed.  

 

Scripture: I Peter 1:6-7 

 
On September 6th, 2016, at 12:02 a.m., my cell phone rang. Waking 

out of a sound sleep, I heard a voice say in my ear, “this is the secu-

rity company, please check your home for smoke”.  As we walked 

through our home, floor by floor, we could not find any smoke, but 

something just didn’t smell right.  After the smoke alarm went off 

for a second time and my cell phone rang again, we stood below the 

access panel to the attic.  As soon as my husband pushed the panel 

up, the hallway was flooded with smoke.  By 12:30 a.m. we were 

yelling for the kids, grabbing the animals and running out the front 

door. 
 

With everyone gathered, all we could do was sit at the table on our 

back patio and watch the flames take over the roof.  We were told 

that there were ten fire trucks and over 40 fire fighters on our prop-

erty.  We never saw them, all we did was watch the fire.  You hear 

all the time that life can change in an instant.  For us it was less than 

twenty minutes. 
 

“It is just a house.  Everything is replaceable.  We are all fine.”   
 

That was what we told our two teenage children who were left with 

only the clothes on their backs.  A difficult thing to say to my 

daughter when she had lost the sanctuary of her room.   How to say 

that to your son when he does not even have shoes to wear to 

school the next day.   And, just counting our blessings that our old-

est son was away at college since his room was directly above the 

area where the fire had smoldered for two hours. 

 



Over and over I kept telling myself, “God is in control, God is in 

control.”  In the last 15 months through frustrations, setbacks and 

disappointments, my husband and I have seen over and over God’s 

provision in our family’s lives.  We believe that every event in life 

has a purpose for the “good” and we have faith that God’s plan  

for us is always sweeter than we could have ever imagined for  

ourselves.   

 

This year we look forward to celebrating Christmas back in our 

“renewed” home and it will be especially sweet, a new beginning.  

A time to reflect upon the new beginning graciously given to us 

through the birth of our Savior, Jesus Christ.  This Advent season, 

our family will remember that this holy birth is God’s ultimate and 

perfect plan for all of mankind. 

 

Dana Meeker 

 

Prayer:  Dear Lord, even in times of struggle, help us to stop and remem-

ber that you are in control and that all things are worked together to give 

you the glory. 



Tuesday, December 19 

From Grief to Joy 

He has sent me to bind up the broken-hearted 

 

Scripture: Isaiah 61:1-3, John 3:16 

 

I LOVE Christmas. I always have. Many of my earliest childhood 

memories are fond recollections of all the events surrounding 

Christmas. I remember baking and icing homemade cookies with 

my mom, crafting from scratch gingerbread houses with my sister 

and best friend, Sethley, decking the halls with family decorations, 

singing Christmas carols, cutting down the family Christmas tree, 

and the presents! A few of my favorite gifts from Santa included a 

baby talks-a-lot, and baby hug-a-bunch doll.  
 

My sister and I would wake early on Christmas morning and hang 

out in the bathroom for hours (or at least if felt like hours) until the 

appointed time when we were allowed to wake our parents. My 

dad first had to start the coffee pot and grab the old video recorder 

before we were allowed to race into the room where Santa left our 

loot. We first picked apart our stockings, and then moved on to the 

rest of our presents. We left the wrapping paper on the floor until 

everything was opened, which inevitably meant at least one gift 

was left unopened until we cleaned everything up. We then moved 

on to homemade hot chocolate and breakfast. 
 

The excitement of Christmas never left me, even when I became an 

adult. This meant: listening to Christmas music on the radio as soon 

as it started playing; decorating the house as soon as Thanksgiving 

was over; and putting up Christmas lights on Black Friday. When 

Thad and I learned we were expecting our first child, who was due 

December 8th, I was over the moon for this new Christmas baby. I 

was so excited, I bought newborn Christmas onesies, and began 

planning how we would start our own family traditions.  
 

Our son, Tyler, would not know his first Christmas. He was born 

prematurely on August 18, 2008 and passed away shortly after he 

was born. We would not have our Christmas baby. I was  

  

 

 



 devastated, so much so, I boycotted Christmas that year. No cards, no 

tree, no cookies, no family traditions.  
 

How could we celebrate this Christmas season, this miracle birth of the 

baby Jesus, when our baby was not in our arms at home? Emptiness 

and grief filled our days that season. Thad and I avoided family, and 

left town for the holiday. We didn’t acknowledge the 25th took place 

that year.  
 

God, through the Holy Spirit, is an amazingly powerful gift. Somehow, 

through our grief, we attended church, we sat in the back and I cried a 

lot. But God never left us. When I was unable to move forward, He  

carried me through the hard days whenever they occurred. I don’t  

remember this time as being a period I was incredibly faith-filled. I was 

a mess. I didn’t know up from down, truth from falsehood. The only 

way I can understand what happened during those months after Tyler 

died, was leaning on God, and feeling that I was being upheld. God 

held me up.  
 

Our next Christmas, we did have a baby to celebrate this miracle  

season with, our son; Ryker, was our rainbow baby. We began our 

Christmas family traditions with him. We cut down our Christmas tree, 

decorated the house, baked cookies, opened presents. We also  

remembered the empty stocking, which hung on the mantle. Our new 

family tradition includes visiting Tyler’s stone on Christmas Eve. We 

decorate a small Christmas tree for him to spend time together as a 

whole family. Our Christmas mornings are now filled with happy 

shouts of excitement from our three kids opening presents, from dolls 

to train sets. 
 

During this Christmas season, remember that God will meet you where 

you are; in your joy and thanksgiving or in your grief and broken-

heartedness. Thank you, God, for tending to my heart in all seasons. 

My joy and Christmas spirit has been renewed. 
 

Karen Turano 

 

Prayer: Jesus, we know that you bind up our broken hearts, and turn our 

mourning into joy.  Please heal the hearts of all  those who are struggling this 

holy season.  



Wednesday, December 20 

My Christmas Song 

I heard the bells on Christmas Day 

Their old familiar carols play, 

And wild and sweet 

The words repeat 

Of peace on earth, good-will to men! 

 

Scripture: Psalm 96, Luke 2:13-14 

 

Music has always been pleasurable to me, but none more than 

Christmas carols. Carols are easy to sing and easy to remember. 

Their uplifting messages make Christmas both reverent and grand. 

For me, carols call up all the memories of Christmases past and the 

promises of Christmases to come. 

And thought how, as the day had come, 

The belfries of all Christendom 

Had rolled along 

The unbroken song 

Of peace on earth, good will to men! 

I never heard what came to be my favorite carol until I was adult. It 

must not have been so popular during World War II; just why has to 

be conjecture. My early church experiences were in fundamentalist 

churches, and they might not have known the song or maybe it 

clashed too much with “Onward Christian Soldiers.” The first time I 

heard it was in the middle 1950’s at a Methodist church in the west-

ern hills of Cincinnati. The poetry was set to Jean Baptiste Calkin’s 

melody. An oboe accompanied by a harp etched the tune on my 

heart and mind; none of the newer melodies move me as much. 

How magnificently the sound reverberated through that Norman 

Rockwell structure on that cold Christmas Eve! The tune and the 

words immediately became part of my traditional Christmas. 

And in despair I bowed my head; 

"There is no peace on earth," I said; 

"For hate is strong, 

And mocks the song 

Of peace on earth, good-will to men!" 

  

 
 



The next time I heard the poem read was on a Christmas Eve during 

the Vietnam War. A new minister read it dramatically against back-

ground music played on a nineteenth-century pipe organ in my 

hometown Presbyterian church. The magnificent instrument had 

been purchased about the time of the Civil War after the original 

buyer refused to take shipment; its deep throats accentuated Long-

fellow’s grief for his dead son and reverberated through each verse. 

The church’s historical abolitionist roots merged seamlessly into the 

Asian war to make the poignant Christmas message as ageless as 

Longfellow intended. Against the backdrop of the Vietnam War, the 

song rang a hopeful message. 

Then pealed the bells more loud and deep:  

"God is not dead; nor doth he sleep! 

The Wrong shall fail, 

The Right prevail, 

With peace on earth, good-will to men!" 

I listened bewitched by the venue, the sound, and the song that 

made Bethlehem’s angels as current as the evening news. Or the 

news as timeless as the angels’ song 

Till, ringing, singing on its way, 

The world revolved from night to day, 

A voice, a chime 

A chant sublime 

Of peace on earth, good-will to men! 

 

Bill Wayson 

 

Prayer: May your Spirit of peace be born anew this year in each of us and 

in a waiting world. 



Thursday, December 21 

Having Grace 

“I am the Lord’s servant,” Mary answered.                                              

“May your word to me be fulfilled.” Then the angel left her. 

 

Scripture: Luke 1:26-38   

 

One of the reasons I love Christmas music so much is that it’s a  

really easy way to get into the spirit. You don’t have to wrap, bake, 

decorate, clean, or mail anything to enjoy it. Just flip a switch, and 

there it is—instant transport into the magic of the season.  

 

The classics have always been my favorites—Hark! The Herald  

Angels Sing, Away in a Manger, O Come All Ye Faithful. Those familiar 

lyrics have a way of calming my spirit and reminding me what the 

season is all about. Recently, I’ve come to love the song Mary Did 

You Know? Each time I hear it, it makes me imagine how Mary must 

have felt that first night, holding her infant Son, probably overcome 

with emotion at all that she knew His future would hold.  

 

Last Christmas, I connected with this song on a new level. In  

February 2016, my youngest daughter was born. We learned in the 

delivery room that she has Down syndrome.  

 

No. I didn’t know.  

 

I remember praying so hard that first night that the doctors were 

wrong. After all, God was the only one who really knew how many 

chromosomes she had, and surely He had given her the right num-

ber. Then somewhere in the wee hours of the morning, when I knew 

the doctors would be coming soon, I asked Him, if this is how he 

made her, if this was His plan, that He would somehow give us the 

strength, courage, and grace to embrace it.  

 

That first year, my husband and I were told by countless doctors, 

geneticists, and therapists what my daughter’s future may look like. 

We had binders of notes and carefully followed all the advice. We 

  



still do. And, although we named her Grace to be a reminder to 

trust in God, there are times when we just get caught up in the 

overwhelming-ness of the day-to-day.  

 

Then December rolled around, and those familiar carols started 

playing once again.  This time, when I heard Mary Did You 

Know,? it made me think not just of that first Christmas Eve, but 

also of Mary’s response to the angel Gabriel when he gave her 

the news that would change not only her life, but the course of 

the entire world:  

 

“May it be to me as you have said,” was her answer.  

 

Wow. Talk about faith, courage, and grace.  

 

The reality is - life is going to throw us curveballs. When it does, 

even when we’re reeling from the shock, trusting in God’s plan 

can help us all have the grace and the strength to look beyond 

the moment and to believe in His promise for the future.  

 

Jenny Gatchell 

 

Prayer: Dear Lord, help us find new ways to connect with You and 

rejoice in Your love for us this season. Help us to believe that even 

when life doesn’t go according our plans, that You have a greater plan 

for us. And, like Mary, give us the strength and the grace to say “Yes” 

to all You have in store. 



Thursday, December 22 

A Christmas Tradition 

You will go out in joy 

 and be led forth in peace; 

the mountains and hills 

    will burst into song before you 

 

Scripture: Isaiah 55: 11-12, 1 Peter 1:8-9 

 

My Christmas season has always been full of special events.  We 

put up the tree, bake cookies, watch sappy movies.  There are 

parties with family and friends.  One big annual event that has 

happened since my childhood is going to the Nutcracker Ballet.  

  

My Mother took me to live performances at a very young age 

and I loved them all.  She told me that right before the curtain 

rises, when they take the lights down and the theater is dark, is 

the time where you don’t really know what you will see, but the 

excitement of possibility is present.  We saw many performances 

of the Nutcracker over the years in Columbus and Cleveland, 

but my favorite memory was of the New York City Ballet at  

Lincoln Center.  The tree grew bigger, the sleigh with Clara and 

the Nutcracker flew, and the snow scene was pure magic.  Next, 

it was time to share this holiday tradition with my family.  I took 

granddaughter Katie, at age three, to the BalletMet Nutcracker.  I 

was worried she wouldn’t be able to sit still and watch the whole 

long performance.  But she sat on my lap enraptured with the 

sets, costumes, dancing and sparkle of the Nutcracker. I loved 

sharing that moment with her, and I watched as she became a 

theater lover for life.   

 

This past year it was a new memory of sharing the Christmas 

Nutcracker.  I was invited to take a group of teen moms and 

dads, from Youth for Christ, to see the show on a Sunday.   They 

were all amazed with the beauty of the stage, ceiling, and  

theater.  For most of them, this was their first time going to a live 

    



performance.  I was tickled how interested they were with 

the facts of the story, the history of the theater, and what they 

were about to see.  I shared my mother’s story about the feel-

ing before the show when the lights dimmed, and the teen 

next to me whispered she could feel it too!  What was a quiet 

group of teenagers before, by intermission were a gabby 

crowd!  Even the dad had to admit how athletic the male 

dancers’ leaps were, and wonder how could those ballerinas 

twirl on pointe and not fall over?  I loved the fact that they 

shared how much they wanted to come back and see some of 

the upcoming performances.  

 

Yes, I get carried away with the Santa hats, lights, songs, 

food and fun of the Christmas Holiday.  But it is with that 

same quiet excitement I wait to see and feel a special moment 

during the children’s pageant, or during a song from our 

twin pianos.  At these special moments, I celebrate the joy of 

this season, the birth of our Lord.          

   

 May you and your family find that moment of excitement 

which sings to you of joy and peace, knowing, that Christ is 

born for us.    

  

Annette Diller 

 

Prayer: Help us to share the wonder of your amazing love, O God, 

especially as we approach the day when you made your love for us 

incarnate in Jesus, the Emmanuel.  



Saturday, December 23 

Living into the Nativity 

Look, I stand at the door and knock.                                                         

If you hear my voice and open the door,                                                       

I will come in, and we will share a meal together as friends. 

 

Scripture: Matthew 1:18-23, Revelation:3:20  

      

Before our daughters were born, my husband’s parents gave us a 

fifteen-piece ceramic nativity set, beautifully hand painted and 

fired by cousin Barbara. Each December, I carefully placed the 

precious, fragile figures on a tall chest where they could catch the 

light just right for all to view this fine replica of Christ’s 

birth…...and where the figures couldn’t be bumped and broken 

or played with by curious little fingers. Over the years, we  

collected or were gifted a variety of other nativities, one with 

straw figures, another inside a large lit tree ornament and a 

sweet, small set made from powdery plaster of Paris by our three

-year-old Jewish neighbor at his day care center. 

 

We loved them all, but the nativity set that really took us on a 

journey to Bethlehem was found at a garage sale one October 

morning. By this time Brad and I had two young daughters who 

had been properly taught not to come too close to precious 

things like ceramic figures of Mary, Joseph and Jesus. That fall 

morning we came home with a real treasure, one they could play 

with ‘til their hearts were content. This treasure consisted of  

plastic nativity figures, some were nearly two feet tall, and a 

wooden crèche for baby Jesus.  

 

We created a stable in our living room out of a tent support and 

pieces of burlap and soon the girls and I were using the plastic 

dolls to act out the gospel story of the birth of Jesus. A quilted 

cloth angel was found to fly in to shouts of, “I bring you glad  

tidings of great joy!” Various stuffed lambs, a camel and even a 

stable dog came into the scene. Eventually, our living room  

 



became Bethlehem central! Each day before Christmas that year 

and for several subsequent advent seasons, our young daughters 

immersed themselves in telling the beautiful story repeatedly of 

how God sent Jesus to be the light of our lives. Eventually, the 

paint was loved off the plastic baby Jesus and the girls became 

more interested in telling the story through acting in the Christ-

mas pageant at Liberty-with shining faces and the love of Jesus 

firmly planted in their hearts.  

 

Tracey Scott 

 

Prayer: Dear God, don’t let us be content with leaving Jesus fragile and 

untouchable on some high shelf. In these last days before Christmas, 

help us to know the great joy of bringing Jesus wholeheartedly into our 

lives.    



Sunday, December 24 

A Cold Night on the Farm 

And she laid him in a manger 

 

Scripture: Isaiah 7:14, Luke 2:1-7 

 

I grew up on a dairy and crop farm in northwestern Ohio just 

west of Toledo and just south of the Michigan state line.  The 

farm was part of the Black Swamp of Ohio area. It is a fairly flat 

region that, in order for crops to grow, must be tiled to drain the 

rainwater into a system of deep ditches which eventually drain 

into the Maumee River. 

 

Our crops included clover and alfalfa hay.  The hay when mature 

was cut, raked into windrows, sun dried and put up in the hay 

mows either loose or in bales.  One of my duties each evening 

was to go up into the hay mow and push the hay down a chute 

into the hay manger in the covered yard.  I also put straw from 

the straw mow down the straw chute which I would spread out 

on the floor as bedding. 

 

After the milking chores were finished, the cows were let back 

into the covered yard.  The fresh milk having been strained into 

ten-gallon cans to be cooled, we could then go to the house and 

eat our supper. 

 

Dad would always go back to the barn after supper to check on 

the cows with our dog, Jill, and me tagging along.  Checking on 

the cows became my job as I grew older.  We did not have a 

barnyard pole light so the moon, stars and snow on the ground 

in the winter would light the way.  I have great memories of  

doing the barn check with our dog, who gave the impression her 

duty was to escort me. 

 



walking to the barn through the snow and pushing hard against 

the barn door to get it opened and closed.  What a contrast  

between the outside cold and the warmth inside the covered 

barn.  I remember the sweet aroma of the hay as some of the 

cows were standing at the manger eating, mixed with the odor 

of the clean straw bedding.  Other cows were lying down and 

chewing their cuds with the dog very close by.  This memory 

also includes the sounds that dairy cattle make.  The peaceful-

ness of God’s world was on full display. 

 

I am reminded of God’s plan for Joseph and Mary to find room 

in a stable that wondrous star - guiding night, when Mary gave 

birth to the Christ Child.  As I think back to that night on the 

farm, I remember the feeling of total peace and serenity. 

 

Jack Baker 

 

Prayer: Almighty God, lead us once again to the manger. May we be 

so overwhelmed that we fall on our knees, filled with gratitude for your 

gift of love in Jesus, the Emmanuel.  



Monday, December 25 

Christmas Day 

Great Joy! 
 

And there were shepherds living out in the fields nearby, keeping watch 

over their flocks at night.  An angel of the Lord appeared to them, and 

the glory of the Lord shone around them, and they were terrified.  But 

the angel said to them, “Do not be afraid. I bring you good news that 

will cause great joy for all the people.  Today in the town of David a 

Savior has been born to you; he is the Messiah, the Lord.  This will be a 

sign to you: You will find a baby wrapped in cloths and  

lying in a manger.” 
 Suddenly a great company of the heavenly host appeared with the an-

gel, praising God and saying, “Glory to God in the highest heaven, and 

on earth peace to those on whom his favor rests.” 

When the angels had left them and gone into heaven, the shepherds said 

to one another, “Let’s go to Bethlehem and see this thing that has hap-

pened, which the Lord has told us about.” 

So they hurried off and found Mary and Joseph, and the baby, who was 

lying in the manger. When they had seen him, they spread the word 

concerning what had been told them about this child, and all who heard 

it were amazed at what the shepherds said to them.  But Mary treasured 

up all these things and pondered them in her heart. The shepherds re-

turned, glorifying and praising God for all the things they had heard 

and seen, which were just as they had been told.  ~Luke 2:8-20 

 

         May each of you know  

joy and the peace this Christmas 

at   

the birth of this holy Child. 

With warmest Christmas blessings,  

Becky & John 

 



Epiphany 

Walking Foreign Lands 

… and the star, which they had seen in the east, went on before 

them until it came and stood over the place where the  

Christ child was. 

 

Scripture: Matthew 2:1-9 

 

       The backstory of the Magi is speculative at best.  They came 

from the east which could mean from an area now in Iraq, Iran, 

Saudi Arabia or Yemen.  Since they followed the stars religious-

ly, they were men of learning although today we would call 

them astrologers and not astronomers discovering black holes.  

They probably were very rich, could offer lavish gifts, and had 

societal status.  And… even though we visualize the Magi as 

“Three Kings,” we really don’t know their number, actual titles 

or the size of the entourage accompanying them.   

 

    We do know, however, they risked following a new star 

(comet? supernova, conjunction of planets?)  to worship a new-

born.  But why should they waste expensive gifts on a baby if 

they were the ones high up in their country’s echelon?  And…

how could they be so certain he was to become King of the Jews 

if that was their inspiration?  

    

    Part of their backstory may be they were also just travelers at 

heart – wanting a rich cultural experience in exchange for the 

money they would infuse in another country’s local economy.  

When they set out, however, they didn’t know they would also 

meet Herod in his well-appointed palace, worship the Christ in a 

common man’s house, and receive a dream from God to change 

their homebound itinerary. 

 

     During this Christmas season, I think about my travels and 

my urge to walk foreign lands just like the Magi did, but travel 

isn’t cheap and a hotel room near Mt. Everest with only an 



electric blanket to keep me warm at the end of a long day is  

challenging.  Traveling to an unknown land can also be a big  

mistake, no matter who you are.  Journeying beyond safe and 

known boundaries can change a person at the hands of the 

“uncontrollable unknown”…for better or for worse.  Sure, I can 

wax poetically about the soul-reaching reverberations of monks 

chanting at Bhutan’s Tiger Next monastery, but what am I to think 

when this same third world country describes itself as the  

conscience of the world and when its people really do serve each 

other in the spirit of kindness, justice, and equality?  Am I really so 

privileged? 

 

    Traveling to a distant land challenged the Magi to define who 

they really were beyond just a cloak of privilege just as my travel-

ing to a foreign country can save me from the bondage of self. I 

know we all can’t travel.  We all don’t have to.  Essential lessons, 

however, can be learned right here at home as we round any  

corner in our lives even during this epiphany season.  The Magi’s 

faith filled journey– showing us the way– is the true backstory of 

these “Three Wise Men,” even if such a moniker is just a pageant 

part in the Christmas epiphany.  

 

Bev Graves 

 

Prayer: 

Father, who sent the Son, 

Birth promise in my heart. 

Spirit, who guided the magi, 

Direct my wanderings. 

Word, who became flesh, 

Engrave your script within. 

Father, Spirit, Word, 

Be forming Christ in me. 

 

-A Celtic Prayer 

 



 ADVENT 2017 

 

 

December 3—First Sunday of Advent 

Lighting of Advent Candle 

7 p.m.—Advent Homecoming Concert 

 

December 10—Second Sunday of Advent 

Lighting of Advent Candles 

9 & 11 a.m.—Children’s Christmas Pageant 

7 p.m.—Advent Mark Wade & Larry Griffin Concert 

 

December 13—Service of Remembrance 

7 p.m.—Chapel 

 

December 17—Third Sunday of Advent 

Lighting of Advent Candles 

Adult Choir sings 

7 p.m.—Advent David Tolley Concert 

 

December 24—Fourth Sunday of Advent 

10 a.m.—Service 

Lighting of Advent Candles 

 



 

Christmas Eve at Liberty 

Family Service  at 4:00 p.m. 

Candlelight Services at 6:00 & 8:00 p.m. 

Candlelight & White Gifts at 10:00 p.m. 

 

“Joy to the world, the Lord is come! 

Let earth receive her King; 

Let every heart prepare Him room 

And heaven and nature sing.” 

- Isaac Watts 
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