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The Advent season begins Sunday, December 2 and continues for 4 weeks prior to 
Christmas. Please contemplate the following themes and consider writing up a few 
paragraphs for our daily devotional/thoughts for Advent.  

 

The themes are as follows:  

Living Simply – The spiritual life is a simple life – uncluttered. Yet, so many of us 
become consumed by all the matters leading up to Christmas. How will you seek to 
live simply...  

Where is God Breaking Into Your Life – Christmas is a time when we celebrate the 
Word made flesh – grace and mercy dwells among us in the person of Jesus, the 
Christ. Where do you see the in-breaking of such a spirit in your life.  

Faithfulness and Following... Advent is a season in which we consciously seek to 
follow Christ. We dress up the house, etc. How are you seeking to be faithful this 
year...  

Authenticity – we live in a culture where we often seek to impress others and they 
seek to impress us. Jesus was unaffected. He was not a ‘cultural big shot.’ He 
associated with the lowly and appearances and impressions did affect him. Where are 
you cultivating authenticity in your life during this season.  
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Dec. 3:  The In-Breaking of the Spirit 
Contributed by: Steve Wigall 

 

     Where do I look to see God active in my life?    Paul tells us, “Look closely at 
yourselves.  Don't you realize that Christ Jesus is in you?” (II Corinthians 
13:5)  Unfortunately, Paul doesn’t offer us a map with an “X” on it to show us where 
to look.  He doesn’t give clues to indicate what to look for.  I say that’s unfair.  Don’t 
ask me to figure out how Christ is in my life if you’re not going to tell me where to 
look.  And, by the way, make it easy, please. 

     I want to see clear evidence that God is active in my life.  I want the evidence on 
a tray so I can see it.  I want evidence so strong it will wipe away all my doubts; and I 
want it right now 

     John points out an answer when he writes, “My dear friends, we are now God's 
children, but it is not yet clear what we shall become. But we know that when Christ 
appears, we shall be like him” (1 John 3:2).  John’s point is that, whether we can see 
it or not, Christ’s Spirit is at work in our lives.  We don’t have project details; but we 
have the project’s goal.  When Christ’s work in us is complete, we will be like 
Christ.  Not, I take it, divine.  Not, I expect, with an altered personality. But our 
humanity will be complete.  We will be perfectly human as Christ was perfectly 
human.  

     To see where God is active in my life, I need only to ask myself, “Where in my life 
am I becoming more loving?”  “Where in my life am I becoming more just and 
fair?”  “Where in my life am I becoming more understanding and 
compassionate?”  “Where in my life am I becoming more forgiving and merciful?”    

     But if I need to see these changes in myself to see that God is at work in me, again 
I say, “This is unfair.”  Ask me about the mistakes I’ve made, not about how Christ-
like I’m becoming.  This is exactly the sort of thing I am least likely to see in 
myself.  Maybe my family or friends see it; but I’d feel like a fool asking them, “Say, 
do you think I becoming more loving, fairer, or more understanding?   I was just 
wondering if you’d tell me because, well…  ”What do I say?  “My ego needs 
stroking?!”  

     So finding evidence that God is active in my life may not be easy.  I may not find it 
clearly displayed on a tray so I can see it.  It may not be such strong evidence that it 
wipes out all my doubts.  But if others can see it in me, and I can see it in them, 
couldn’t we maybe from time to time tell each other?  That seems fair. 
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Dec. 4:  Living Simply 
Contributed by: Lolly Wigall 

 

     It can be difficult to live simply. Our little home is packed with books, dishes, 
fabric, and of course, furniture.  Then there is the stockpile of food we have stored 
on the lazy-susan.  There is canned soup, canned fruit, salsa, cereal, peanut butter, 
olive oil and spices. 

     It seems so normal to have extra food around.  But, reality hits when I look at the 
expiration dates on the food.  Oh, my, have we really had this for a year or more and 
not used it? 

     When do I schedule time to really take stock of the stockpile of hurts, 
disappointments, and pain that I have stored up?  I seem to pile them up like my 
stockpile of food.  Life would be simpler if I could just throw them out with the 
expired food. 
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Dec. 5:  The In-Breaking of the Spirit 
Contributed by: Tim Ede 

 

     Before I was confirmed, our church required us to study an extensive 
catechism.  Perhaps the lesson that has had significant meaning in my life was second 
Timothy 2.1.  That verse extols us to pray daily.  I was also taught that all prayers 
should include an expression of gratitude or Thanksgiving.  Paul taught us to be 
thankful for everything. 

     As I prayed every day, I could not help but think about all the things that I was 
thankful for.  As time went on, the list of all the gifts from God became longer and 
longer.  It began to include things we take for granted, such as sunshine, rain, 
budding trees and singing birds. 

     My wife and I like to ski very much and as a result are often in the mountains 
during the winter.  Winter days are particularly variable.  Some days have a brilliant 
sun and glorious blue skies outlining snow-white mountain ranges.  Other days seem to 
be devoid of all colors except black and white.  The skies are gray.  The trees are 
black skeletons of their summer beauty.  But upon reflection I soon noted that the 
scenery has its own particular beauty. It is like a beautiful scene that has been 
photographed in black and white.  I came to realize that is also part of the beauty 
that God gives to us. 

     If you look into that black and white winter woods, you often catch a glimpse of a 
red barn or a yellow farmhouse or sometimes a brown spotted fawn.  These glimpses 
of color give me pause to remember that God is still there.  He is ready to help me in 
times of need.  It also reminds me that I should serve Him and Glorify His Name.  
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Dec. 6:  The In-Breaking of the Spirit 
Contributed by: Lolly Wigall 

 

     When I think of breaking in, my mind goes to violating, illegal activity, invading my 
personal space and stuff.  It means an unexpected or unwanted entry into my life that 
can lead to insurance hassles and replacing my stuff because someone took it. 

     I am not so sure I really want Jesus to breaking into my life.  I would prefer a 
formal dinner invitation when I can have a clean house and a nice dinner prepared. 
But, breaking in when I don't expect it seems alarming and jolting. 

     I like control.  I live with the illusion that Jesus is with me all the time.  If he is 
with me, does he need to break into my life?  Yep, probably because I am really set in 
my ways.  I need to see relationships through new eyes, Jesus' eyes.  
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Dec. 7:  Living Simply 
Contributed by: Amy Frank 

 

     I try to live my life simply.  I have an old house that we fixed up over the years.  I 
have furnished my home out of relative’s attics, garages and yard sales.  I’ve been 
known to pick through others trash to find my treasures.  During the Holidays, I make 
my neighbors, friends and family wonderfully tasty items.  I could buy them 
beautifully prepared foods, but have learned that sometimes those nicely decked out 
gifts don’t taste quite so good and I realize that I was fooled by the ‘wrapping’ and 
the ease of buying rather than taking the time to make it myself.  I’ve found that if I 
make it, I know what’s in it and I can control the end product.  My baked goods look 
homemade.  They are not ‘perfect’ in their symmetry.  They don’t have cookie cutter 
likeness.  They are unique, yummy and authentic, and I like it that way. 

     I like to give new life to an old item.   I can’t resist finding a beat up old chair on 
the side of the road.  I open the hatch on my station wagon, shove it in and bring it 
home to view ‘my find’.  I clean it up and fix all the scratches.  Finally I go to the 
fabric store and find the perfect pattern to turn my junk into a comfy, warm chair to 
be enjoyed by the entire family.  My husband and kids are amused at my ways.  They 
don’t see what I see in the beautiful, old carved wood of the chair’s bones….but once 
It’s been refreshed, they marvel at the transformation.  It would be easier to go to a 
furniture store and pick out a new chair… but where’s the challenge in that?  I 
wouldn’t get the satisfaction of sitting down in my incredibly, fabulous repurposed 
chair with a great book, cup of tea, and homemade Christmas cookie. 

     So often we are dazzled by what’s new and pretty.  I’ve found that sometimes it’s 
better to live with the old and handmade.  They are not showy or impressive, but 
they are real… and yes, authentic.  
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Dec. 10:  Faithfulness 
Contributed by:  Lolly Wigall 

 

     Faithfulness is illusive. Is Jesus faithful to me? As a long time Christian I have to 
say yes. Well, that's nice, but I may not always be open to following where he is 
leading me. 

     I am a workaholic. I love my work. I am happy there. I spend hours and energy 
planning my work. But, work is not my whole life. Family and health issues are 
looming. Eating healthier is nice, if it is convenient. Exercise is nice, if it is 
convenient. Ok, can I really change my habits to spend energy and time planning to 
make eating healthier more convenient? Can I plan to exercise and not just hope it 
will be convenient? 

     This is hard. I keep hoping. But, I know that if I don't plan it, it will not happen. 
God planned from the beginning to send Jesus to Earth to save us by dying on a cross. 
It just didn't happen. So, faithfulness means spending time and energy to shift my 
path.  
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Dec. 11:  Faithfulness 
Contributed by: Julie Hoole 

 

     I have been in a season of breaking and rebuilding, both my physical body and my 
spiritual life.  I had a rich, connected and fruitful life: living life in community with 
others, serving as Christ’s hands and feet in service to the community, leading 
Worship with heartfelt joy, and walking beside and leading others in the journey of 
growing as disciples.   And then it was gone and I found myself seemingly alone with a 
back injury and using all my energy just to getting through the day and the physical 
therapy that is ongoing.  It is a season of abiding: a time to strengthen my physical 
and spiritual muscles.  

     But frankly, I am much better at ‘doing’.  I struggle with feeling useless and not 
bearing fruit.  I felt lonely and abandoned, looking back and missing my active and 
productive life.  Then Pastor Jon preached on Exodus, and I saw myself clearly as an 
Israelite looking back to what was and not walking in faith toward the adventure of 
this new life that the Lord has brought me to.   

     I took it to the Lord in prayer asking his forgiveness for my self-reliance and for His 
guidance as I spent time in the Word.  And my morning study spoke loud and 
clear.  Hebrews 10:35-36 – ‘Do not throw away this confident trust in the Lord, no 
matter what happens.  Remember the great reward it brings you!  Patient endurance 
is what you need now, so you will continue to do God’s Will.  Then you will receive all 
that he has promised.’  So, I will rest and recover in the peace I have only in the Lord, 
confident that when the time is right we will together once again bear fruit.  
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Dec. 12:  Living Simply 
Contributed by: David Hempstead 

 

     Thanksgiving is a favorite holiday of mine.  Even more so these days as we have 
simplified our celebration.  We have lowered the 'requirements' and 'expectations' and 
'rules' that were needed in order to celebrate Thanksgiving.   In the past we 'had to 
visit so-and-so' or we must "travel for hours and have our feast at someone's house" or 
have a specific dish made from a specific recipe.  Nowadays we have the family 
together for the day, go run the Feaster Five, enjoy a meal together, cooked by Beth, 
and just enjoy being together.  We keep it much simpler. 

     The one issue I have with Thanksgiving today is the constant demands of 'Black 
Friday', 'Doorbusters', and '4 hour sales'.  We face the continual barrage of 'demands' 
from the TV, newspapers, and online that we MUST go shop as soon as possible, as 
often as possible, and spend as much as possible.  You cannot escape it.  You MUST 
buy that new car, new diamond jewelry, iPhone, tablet…  Everyone in my household is 
just tired of it all. 

     We will try to keep Christmas simpler.  No one really, truly needs more 
'stuff'.  Now I have the advantage that my kids are grown.  Neither has room for more 
'stuff'.  I don't have to find the latest toy or game or video game or sports equipment 
to put under the tree for them.   I cannot think of any more 'stuff' that I need.  Beth is 
saying she doesn't want/need more stuff.  Possibly the reason I'm not interested in 
more 'stuff' is because I've spent the good portion of the past year cleaning 'stuff' out 
of my mom's house.  I've spent many days digging through antique 'treasures' and 'stuff' 
stored there since I was very young.  I see how hard it is to get rid of stuff once you've 
accumulated it, and in the end it just needs to get cleaned out.  So this Christmas we 
will try to keep things simpler.  We will give a few gifts to each other.  We will spend 
time together as a family; do things together; visit some friends, and enjoy a simpler 
Christmas celebration.  
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Dec. 13:  Faithfulness 
Contributed by:   Martin Wigall 

 

     There once was a servant who had two jars. 

     There was once a servant of a wealthy master.  The master lived in the desert, in 
a large house, and had a grand estate surrounded by a wall.  The servant’s job was to 
bring water to the house every day.  To do this, the servant left the house, walked 
along a straight pathway, to a well on the edge of property, against the wall. 

     In order to carry the precious water back to the house, the servant brought with 
him two jars, one on each shoulder.  The servant would fill both jars to the brim and 
make his way back to the house as quickly and carefully as possible. 

     But, there was a problem.  The Jar the servant always carried on his right, had a 
small crack near the base.  The crack was not large, but it was big enough that the 
poor Jar could not stay full.  In fact, the walk the servant had to make every day was 
a long one, and by the time the servant was back at the house, the Jar was 
completely bone dry.  Every drop had dripped out of that crack. 

     This always worried the Jar.  It made the Jar down-right distraught. It couldn’t do 
what it was designed to do.  The job of a jar is to hold things, to be filled; and this 
Jar couldn’t do it.  Then there was having to listen to the left jar. “You are such a 
lazy jar, you can’t even hold water.” “You’re utterly useless, Big Dripper.  I don’t 
know why the master [meaning the servant who took them out to get water] keeps 
you around.” “Hey, Crack-head, what’s that sound?  Oh, yeah.  You’re so cracked, 
you can’t even hold air!” 

     The torments went on relentlessly day after day, month after month, year after 
year.  Yet the servant still used both jars for the all-important job of bringing water 
to the household using both jars, the Left Jar reveling in its usefulness. 

     Finally, one day, the cracked Jar had had enough.  While the servant was walking 
to the well, the Right Jar finally asked the servant, “Why do you use me?!”  Usually, 
when the servant reached the well, he filled the jars and immediately started back 
toward the house.  This time, however, when the servant reached the well, he filled 
the Left Jar and stopped. 

     The servant turned to the cracked Jar and said, “You wonder why I fill you with 
water when you cannot hold it.” 

“Yes,” said the cracked Jar. 

“You want to know why I use you every day instead of getting a new jar.” 

“Yes,” said the cracked Jar, becoming impatient now that it had finally voiced its 
worry. 

     The servant gestured to the pathway he walked every day. “Look along the path 
way and tell me what you see.” 
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     The cracked Jar was confused.  “I see the path.  The narrow, straight line of 
packed earth you trod every day and the stones that line it.” 

     The servant sighed and smiled.  “If you look to the left of path, what do you see? 
You see barren earth.  Dust and sand.  Nothing grows there, because it is too starved. 
Now, if you look to the right of the path, what do you see?  You see life.  To the right 
of the path is a garden.  It is the garden that feeds the entire household.  You 
wondered about your crack, little broken Jar.  Your crack is what allows the 
household to eat.  Through your crack, you water the earth, and allow plants to grow.  
I need you, little broken Jar.  Your crack keeps us all alive and well.” 

     Can it be that God uses what we perceive to be our imperfections to bring grace 
and life to others?  
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Dec. 14:  Living Simply  
Contributed by: Steve Wigall 

 

     Because I know that I haven’t arrived, there is one thing I do.  I forget what is in 
the past and try as hard as I can to reach the goal before me: the finish line where I 
will receive prize to which God in Christ Jesus is calling me upward. (Philippians 3:13-
14) 

      I love this verse because I can’t imagine how Paul did what he says he did.   I get 
the part about not having arrived personally or spiritually.  However, I’ve discovered 
that I’m not very humble about not having arrived.  To be honest, I’ve discovered I 
like this idea because I’m particularly irritated by religious people who think they’ve 
arrived.  I like to remember this verse when I’m around them so I can feel superior.  I 
like being able to say to myself, “You may be perfect; but Paul and I haven’t arrived 
yet.”  

      But Paul goes on to say what only wish I could say, “There is one thing I do.”  I 
usually feel like there are 15 things I am trying to do, and that I am leaving 10 of 
them unfinished.   I’d love to know what it feels like to have one thing I’m 
doing.   I’ve read about Paul’s life.  He was plenty busy, and dealt with all kinds of 
responsibility.  But he was focused.  He kept his eye on one goal.  I seldom get from 
morning to night without feeling like I am going in several directions at once.  Paul 
had simplified his life so that everything he did led him in the same direction. 

     In this verse, Paul explains two secrets of a simplified life.  

Secret One:  Paul had one BIG goal that swept up everything he did into a single 
purpose.  During Advent, I want to ask myself, “What BIG goal does God have for me 
that can bring together everything I do, all day long, in pursuit of one BIG 
purpose?   What is the one thing God is calling me to do in this life? 

Secret Two:  Paul says he was able to forget about yesterday and focus his efforts on 
TODAY.  Clearly, he didn’t lose his memory.  The amazing thing I read here is that 
Paul neither reveled in his successes nor wallowed in his failures.  I do both.  But 
maybe I don’t have to.  If I knew Jesus forgave all my failures and appreciated all my 
successes, and was ready to help me use both to strengthen me for today as I reached 
out for the BIG thing God called me to do, maybe I could learn to say, “There is one 
thing I do.”  Again, “What is the one thing God is calling me to do in this life?”  
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Dec. 15:  Authenticity 
Contributed by: Mark Hebeisen 

 

     I found myself a week ago wondering why I entered the 2nd week of December 
feeling less in the "Christmas Spirit" than in previous years.  Was it the fact that I 
missed out on "Black Friday" shopping with my sister for the first time in about 6 
years?  Nope... that was a blessing (thank you online shopping!)  Perhaps I am working 
too hard at the office -- struggling to complete the things that I committed to do 
before I head home for an extensive holiday break?  Yes.....that surely is part of 
it.   Perhaps it's that we have no snow on the ground due to mild start to 
December?  Whatever the reason, I came into this past weekend feeling a bit empty 
and knew I had to turn the tide.  Something has been missing, and I hoped something 
would happen soon to change my outlook.  Well, something great did happen, and it 
touches on the "authenticity" theme Pastor Jon has been highlighting in recent 
sermons.  We live in a culture with a lot of "cultural big shots" -- everyone trying to 
impress one another with social-butterfly events... Christmas parties where "everyone 
is going to be there"... holiday concerts... and the like.  Nothing wrong with those 
things, so long as they come in moderation.  But Jesus was anything but a "cultural big 
shot" who looked to impress.  He associated with the needy, some might call the 
"lowly". 

     So, rather than go out shopping... or hit yet another holiday party... or watch 
Christmas Vacation one more time, I worked my Saturday at Habitat for 
Humanity.  This organization was such an important part of my life for the past few 
years -- most notably when I stepped away from the Corporate world about 4 years 
ago and decided to focus on community service in my pseudo retirement.  I became a 
regular member of the "Thursday" crew at the Lawrence outfit of Habitat, working 
alongside some "salt of the earth" people that have worked tirelessly to donate their 
time and talents to Habitat -- some of them for decades.  They took me under their 
wing and taught me things I never knew about home improvement.  But more than 
these skills, they taught me how to give of myself to people who are down on their 
luck... who don't have the financial means to build a home on their own... and who 
often remain nameless and faceless.  I think I've always tried to be a great father, a 
giving son, a good coach to kids in my community.  But until I began working at 
Habitat, I had never really given myself to folks I didn't personally know.  That is the 
true nature of "selfless giving" -- when folks outside of your normal circle are the lone 
recipients of your grace.    

     Well, flash forward a couple years, and I am back in the high-tech Corporate world 
again -- and loving it.  I promised myself that when I went back to work, that I would 
NOT lose my community service connections.  I've honored that promise to a 
large degree -- but recognize I can always do more.  I have less time to donate to 
places like Habitat and My Brother's Table -- but when I do, I think I appreciate how it 
"refills my cup" ....perhaps even more than when I had more time on my hands.  As 
now, such time is even more challenging to fence off.  So this weekend, I avoided the 
commercial lure of "Christmas" -- the parties, the malls, the glitz and glamour.  And 
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instead, I worked to renovate an old brick convent in the heart of Lawrence, MA.  I 
was part of the original crew that began gutting that building (see attached photo) 
some 2.5 years ago, and I am proud of the progress it has made since then....and 
during difficult economic times, when donations from the Lowe's and Home Depots 
have been weaker than in the past.  During this magical Saturday, I felt the spirit of 
Christmas filling my heart once again.  I reconnected with old friends....I got dirty, 
messy, battered and bruised a bit.  I worked alongside a great crew of Faith Lutheran 
friends who I have formed an even stronger bond with thanks to Habitat.  While we 
worked, we talked about our faith....our church....our blessings and our 
heartaches.  It brought me closer to these special friends, while our team of 
volunteers made substantial progress on bringing this old building one step closer to 
creating 10 apartments for low income families.  I smile when I think someday I will 
drive by this charming building and see kids and families playing outside....enjoying 
themselves in what will probably be their first homes.  

     While some might not see the nail pounding, saw-cutting, and insulation-laying as 
connecting with the true meaning of Christmas.  I beg to differ.... 

     Thank you, Habitat.  And thank you, Faith Lutheran, for being the original "spark" 
that connected me to Habitat and other community outreach programs that have 
made such a difference in my life....my faith.  
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Dec. 16:  The In-Breaking of the Spirit 
Contributed by: Tammy Van Ryzin 

 

     Several years ago, a couple months prior to Christmas time, Alex's seizure activity 
increased greatly.  It was all of a sudden for no apparent reason.  I was exhausted. I 
was depressed.  I was frustrated.  I was mad I was trying hard to act "oh, another day 
in the life", but that didn't work out too well.  I was trying to be strong for Alex and 
his brothers.  We requested prayers.  WOW.  We received prayers, we received visits, 
we received meals, we received hugs, (and you all know how much Alex LOVES hugs), 
the out pouring of human kindness... the people who cried with me, wow.  We did not 
receive a "cure" for seizures, but we did receive God's peace. 

     One of Alex's teachers, after working all day, drove into Boston to tutor him.  
God's presence?  Yes. (Months later after Alex's surgery and after he returned to 
school, that same teacher re-did his MCAS test to submit to the state because she 
noticed that he was doing so much better in school.  God's presence continues....) 
Someone also anonymously gave us tickets to the play "A Christmas Carol" complete 
with a limo to and from.  Alex was thrilled!!  After the play was over, someone had 
alerted the cast of Alex's situation.  The cast members were looking for him!  They 
wished him well and sad they would pray for him.  God's presence yes, once again. 
God was so very present in our lives then as He is today and will be tomorrow.  All I 
have to do is be still.  
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Dec. 17:  The In-Breaking of the Spirit 
Contributed by: Steve Wigall 

 

     The apostle John makes a radical statement when he writes, “Dear friends, let us 
love one another, because love comes from God.  Whoever loves is a child of God and 
knows Go; for God is love.” (1 John 4:7-8) John is saying that not only is God love; but 
God is the source of all the love I receive!  He is even saying that, anyone who really 
loves “is a child of God and knows God.”  

     Oh, really!?  This answer used to anger me.  Being a Christian has always seemed 
pretty demanding to me.  I find it hard work to always say, “No” to the wrong things; 
and, “Yes” to the right things.  I couldn’t understand how John reduced being a Child 
of God to just loving.  I thought John was letting folks off too easy!  I thought John 
was giving love too much credit.  I didn’t understand how hard and rare love is.  

     I’m now past 60 years of age; and I find John’s statement about love both 
comforting and frustrating.  I’m thankful for the family members and friends who love 
me.  I’ve come to recognize that each one is a gift of God.  Still, loved ones more 
often cause me heartache and irritate me than strangers do.  Love is kind of a mixed 
blessing that way. 

     Still, I’m glad I don’t live surrounded by strangers.  My life would be frightening 
and empty without family and friends who love me.  But I’ve learned that love is a 
hard and bumpy road.  Love doesn’t prevent accidents or even crashes on life’s hair 
pin curves.  Love does allow me to go on with the support of good company – after the 
accidents and crashes.  Family and friends who give me the gift of their love comfort 
and strengthen me.  This is true, even though love is hard and people are irritating.   

     So, where do I see God active in my life?  I see God as the source of the love I 
receive, in every loving relationship I have.   I’ve learned that each loving relationship 
is a gift from God, and a gift of God.   However, in order to see God in the people 
who love me, I’ve had to change what I’m looking for.  

I’ve learned that love which comes from God is a rare thing and demanding – hard to 
give and hard to receive.  I’ve learned that real love, the love which comes from God, 
comes through the love of real people.  And real people are both comforting and 
frustrating.  This is actually a good thing because I’ve also learned that, as much as I 
try to be a comfort to those I love, I often irritate and frustrate them. 

     Today I know that God’s love is active in my life when I am loved by family and 
friends who both comfort and irritate me.  I know that God brings real love into my 
life when I am able to feel both joy and heartache.   I find that real love, God’s kind 
of love, makes my life both meaningful and frustrating.  It fills my life with peace as 
much as it invites me to struggle and doubt and grow.   Today, if my life became 
suddenly easy and without hard relationships, I think I would start to wonder where 
God had gone.  
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Dec. 18:  The In-Breaking of the Spirit  
Contributed by: Chris Colford 

 

     A little over a year ago, I emerged from a struggle with Generalized Anxiety 
Disorder.  It was a very disturbing time in my life, particularly because my usually 
reliable "going inward" with prayer was failing me, big time.  It was like being lost in 
the desert.  I was afraid, dying of thirst, and had no way out.  But the gift of comfort 
through prayer and contemplation eventually returned to me. 

     Now I'm no contemplative.  The cares AND joys of life blind me at every turn.  I'm 
rarely able to open myself up to the reality of God's presence.  My ego is a constant 
attention-grabber.  Yet lately, sometimes, when I notice the confusion and distress 
my inherent "loss of focus" causes, I've managed to ask myself a simple question: 
"what is your REAL source of joy?"  The answer for me is very clear.  I'm so fortunate 
to have that answer. It grounds me and refocuses me, at least for a moment.  My 
trouble is in the asking, seeing beyond what's visible and remembering to ask myself 
that simple, yet far-reaching question. 

     In this season of Advent, I pray that we find the presence of God within us.  If we 
look beyond what can be seen, quiet our minds and open our hearts, I'm convinced 
we'll hear that tiny whispering sound (I Kings 19: 11 - 13) and know our true source of 
joy.  
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Dec. 19:  Living Simply 
Contributed by: Kris Girrell 

 

     In an age of instant gratification, Advent comes as an almost outmoded idea.  In 
traditional terms Advent is a time for slowing down (not speeding up to get to the 
next mall), and a time of waiting (not drumming my fingers as my 64 gig processor 
downloads the most complex program ever invented in a few seconds more than I 
expect or have come to demand).  Slowing down and waiting?  But, I protest, I am a 
results-oriented guy; a get-it-done guy.  And besides, I don’t know about you, but I 
don’t think I could slow down or even know how to do that in the first place! 

     Yet that is the message presented at this time of year, so allow me to try on that 
coat for a moment and see if it fits. True, I live in the fast lane – most times if I’m in 
my car, you’ll find me on the inside lane on 128. So thinking of slowing down and 
waiting is kind of foreign to me.  I tried it out yesterday, literally driving 55 (that is 
the speed limit on 128 you know) all the way down to Needham, and I noticed a few 
things: I held the steering wheel a little less firmly, my breathing was more relaxed, I 
had time to look at what was left of the old Polaroid building, I noticed the mist over 
the reservoir made it look almost like some movie set – and I noticed others passing 
me making faces at this slow poke in the right lane. 

     I started reflecting on times when we have to “wait” in life.  My niece just 
delivered her first child – a miracle of waiting not just the nine months, but the many 
years until she found and finally married the right man. And at 44 she had less than a 
2% chance of a healthy pregnancy!  But life is like that – life is on its own terms and 
we have to be willing to sit and wait for some of the really special moments.  I 
remember wanting to catch a picture of the sunlight slicing through the trees on a 
summer morning while hiking the Appalachian Trail.  I probably shot three rolls of film 
(before digital days) over a full week of hiking to get that one special shot.  It wasn’t 
just going to appear because I had a vision of it – I had to wait. 

     And that is what I am reminded of this Advent.  I can’t demand instant spirituality. 
I can’t just Google up God and download a dose of the Divine!  That’s not how it 
happens.  But it does happen, when we least expect it, and where we least think it 
should happen.  God’s love breaks in to our way-too-busy lives and demands that we 
stop in our tracks and take it in.  It happens when I stop to talk with that homeless 
guy – it just breaks in as a wonderfully lucid conversation about family.  It happens 
when we turn everything off and actually get to eat dinner together.  It happens when 
one of our kids does something totally giving and unexpected.  But most of all it 
happens EVERY time I slow down enough to pay attention, mainly because it is always 
there waiting to be the peace or the love that breaks in to balances out our craziness 
of daily living.  So I wait and open my eyes and wonder what surprises are next.  
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Dec. 20:  Faithfulness 
Contributed by: Jenny Vanasse 

 

Isaiah 9:2 

New International Version (NIV) 
2 The people walking in darkness 
    have seen a great light; 
on those living in the land of deep darkness 
    a light has dawned. 

  

     I like how the advent wreath grows from one lighted candle to four lighted candles 
as the advent season progresses and we grow nearer to Christmas and Christ’s birth. 
Christmas Eve service growing up in southern Pennsylvania would conclude at 
midnight with the entire congregation holding lighted tapers and singing Silent Night. 
The light from all the tapers illuminated the church with a brilliant warmth and glow. 

     It has been a difficult year for our family.  Jon lost his job last thanksgiving and 
continues to seek work.  Going through times like these are challenging.  There are 
plenty of experiences that test your faith.  You realize the difference between your 
wants and needs.  You are reminded that life is change and change is constant, 
something that we need to embrace and re-embrace.  Faith helps us focus on the 
moments in our life that bring us peace and often joy.  If we trust in the Lord and 
have faith, he will get us through even the darkest times. 

     Christ brings light into our daily lives.  Christ is a great light.  He shines through 
our darkest hours.  We just need to be faithful to his calling, and hold onto hope.  
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Dec. 21:  Living Simply 
Contributed by: Dawn Colford 

 

An Advent Carol 

  
The sun today is a cup of gold 
held by gray hands, 
wispy fingers sifting the light, 
here on this cusp of Christmas, 
with dusk in the middle of the day. 
  
And the sun today is a chakra, 
a well of meaning; 
the truth is right here, known and unknowable. 
Suddenly I am afraid and full of peace 
all at once, 
like a holiday, a holy day, 
like my late aunt coming to me in a dream 
and telling me she is doing beautifully. 
  
And the sun today is a communion of saints, 
The Whos down in Who-ville 
holding hands. 
Like the orange lights in sconces 
in my living room when I was growing up; 
we only used them at Christmas 
to play carols by, 
my sister and I at the piano, 
and my mother, listening. 
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Dec. 22:  Living Simply 
Contributed by: Sue Eliasen 

 

     The spiritual life is a simple life – uncluttered.  Yet, so many of us become consumed by 
all the matters leading up to Christmas.  How will you seek to live simply... 

     So I had to laugh, Jon, when you picked me to write something about this.  Have you not 
known me long enough to know that living simply is not something I do well at Christmas or 
for that matter the rest of the year.  Even when I think I am simplifying things in my book - it 
still seems complicated or cluttered to others. :) 

     The trouble is I enjoy all the "stuff" that leads up to Christmas - the decorating, the 
shopping, the baking - one because it reminds me of growing up and the wonderful memories 
I have; and I want to make the same memories and traditions for my kids; and two I love to 
see the smiles on my friends faces when they receive their yearly goodies, or the excitement 
in the boys while wrapping presents, singing carols and decorating the tree.  Although, I 
havee been known to get frazzled when I cannot do everything I did last year or if I forget a 
family tradition.  Finding a balance is always difficult!! 

     The challenge for me is letting each Christmas be its own Christmas and not trying to 
replicate what happened last year. Not labeling the holiday as you said today but living it as it 
comes. 

     So I thought a lot about this living simply today and here is what I did - Chose two things 
that I wanted to get done today  - boxes out of the attic and decorating the outside - instead 
of aiming for 10.  I was able to enjoy the time outside with Greg and did not stress when the 
greens where facing the wrong way around the door. :) Instead, I was thankful that Greg gave 
up the Patriots game to help with the decorating.  We actually had fun! (well maybe "fun" is a 
little strong - but definitely enjoyable)  ;) 

     When we did our weekly family Advent devotional (which we are usually rushing through 
because the boys have homework or we need to get ready for the week) - Jason was insistent 
on finding the music for O Come, O Come, Emmanuel so we could sing it.  At first I told him 
we did not have time and argued with him as he searched for the music, then tried to play on 
the piano, then looked for the guitar.  Then I realized that this is what living the spiritual life 
is all about - taking the time and slowing down to worship together as a family.  This was 
important to Jason - so we waited until he figured out the chords and then all sang.  And then 
when the dishes were done and Alex wanted a hug - instead of a quick one and pushing him 
off to do all his homework - I stopped and hung on to the hug a little longer. 

     I think living simply is not just about being uncluttered in the physical things that we are 
always busy doing but being uncluttered mentally as well so that we can stop and appreciate 
what is going on around us in the present.  Taking the time to see the many blessings that 
God gives us every day.  I think you can still do the baking, the decorating, wrapping, etc.as 
long as you are keeping your focus on God and the meaning of the season - the birth of Christ.  
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Dec. 23:  Living Faithfully 
Contributed by: Steve Wigall 

Finding a way to live faithfully    

 There’s an experiment I’m planning for ADVENT.  I’ll do my best to explain it.  If it 
sounds interesting, maybe you’d like to try it with me.    It begins with praise and 
thanksgiving.  I Thessalonians 5:16, “In all things give thanks.”   Philippians 4:6, “Pray 
about everything … with thankful hearts.”  Surely a heart filled with thanks and praise 
will make for faithful living.  This is an experiment for me; I’m not sure it will work. 

     To be honest, my heart is not often full of thanks.  I’m temperamentally like 
Eeyore, Christopher Robin’s donkey.   When I see clouds in the sky, I expect 
thunderstorms.  All my attempts at praise and thanksgiving seem short lived.  I enjoy 
services of praise when they take place in church; but on a daily basis, I am on alert 
for thunder and rain. 

     There’s one thing I’ve done which I know does not work for me.  I’ve tried praying 
and singing hymns and praise songs.   I’ve tried playing Christian music during the 
day.  What I’ve discovered is that I quickly lose interest in the music, and tune it 
out.  This disappoints me.  I’ve heard from so many people that Christian hymns and 
praise music help them focus on God.  I’ve had to conclude that I need a different 
plan. 

     I read this past year that a person will always like best the music they heard and 
enjoyed as a teen.  For me this includes songs by Seals and Croft; Crosby, Stills, and 
Nash; Judy Collins; Frankie Valle; Bread, England Dan and John Ford Coley; the sound 
track for “Easy Rider;” Karen Carpenter; The Association.  In these songs, I still hear 
idealism, playfulness, the beauty of the earth, the wonder of love, and the mystery of 
Life’s journey.  I’m experimenting with my list. 

     The idea is to make a “play list,” maybe one to use on your portable digital 
device, of songs that capture the music of your youth: songs that were playing when 
your health and hormones were all tuned up.  Recall songs that remind you of days 
when the sun was warm; days when no matter the pain or disappointment, joy was 
near-by; happy days spent “out of your mind” in love; wonderful days enjoying your 
favorite places; delightful days of adventure with your best friends.   Remember 
moments when you felt REALLY ALIVE, and recall the songs that were playing.   

     Not many, or any, of the songs on our lists will be religious.  But for you and me, 
they will be songs of faith.  C. S. Lewis defines faith as remembering what you 
believed when your belief was vivid and passionate.  We will pick songs that vividly 
recall the strong feeling that Life Is Good.  These songs will stir up memories of our 
sturdiest passions, brightest dreams, and liveliest adventures. They will recall feelings 
of being abundantly alive.  Even if we didn’t know then to offer our feelings of 
ALIVENESS to God in thanksgiving and praise, we can retrieve those feelings from the 
past, and offer them to God now.     

     This is my experiment.  This is the discipline of praise and thanksgiving I’m 
choosing for Advent.  Feel free to join me.  We can experiment together.  
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Dec. 24:  Living Simply 
Contributed by: Steve Wigall 

 

     Advent announces that God’s King, Christ Jesus, is ready to rule our lives.  Good 
News!  Jesus says he is a gentle ruler, and easy to follow (Matthew 11:29 – 30).  Good 
News?  Well, sort of Good News.  If we want clear instructions for every situation, the 
rule of Jesus might not be so good.   I’m pretty finicky about rules.  I want the rules 
I’m given to be easy to follow, to provide clear guidance in hard situations, and allow 
me to complain when the rules themselves get too hard.  The difficulty is that Christ 
isn’t the kind of ruler who rules with rules. 

     God wants our lives to be ruled by Christ's love (2 Corinthians 5:14).  Sometimes I 
find God’s love comforting, other times I find it unsettling.  It can be comforting to 
realize that God loves me enough, not only to want my trust, but to trust me in 
return.  For example, God trusts me to decide the right thing to do.  Scripture says 
that no one else has the right to tell me whether I’m doing the right thing (Romans 
14:4).God wants me to determine in my own heart how to live for Christ, to have 
faith in my decisions, and to give myself approval for doing what I decide (Romans 
14:22 – 23).  In fact, if I do not trust my own convictions, and follow through on what I 
believe, my failure to be true to myself is just about the worst thing I can do (James 
4:17). 

     In this case, God’s love can also be unsettling.  I start to wonder, “Why does God 
trust me to make good and right decisions?  Why is God confident in my ability to 
follow Christ?  Isn’t God worried I will mess things up?”  I’m not sure I always trust 
myself that much. 

     However, one meaning of Advent is, “Beginning.”  So yes, God trusts you and me 
to make good decisions.  God even insists we live and act with confident boldness 
(Joshua 1:9).  But God knows that in life’s journey, we are always just beginning.  In 
this life, it is always Advent for us.  We’re always beginners, always making mistakes, 
always learning.  In this life, we’ll always need God’s help, God’s forgiveness, and 
God’s ability to hit the restart button for us, and give us another new beginning.  

     Part of the Good News message of Advent is that, as we learn to accept God’s rule 
in our lives, we learn to follow Jesus, who does not burden us with meaningless rules, 
but instead calls us to a life-long journey of learning to love, a journey in which we 
are always people of Advent, always people who are beginners at love, always people 
who can receive from God another new beginning. 
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