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Dear Church Family,
Amid the busyness of the weeks ahead, a December busyness that
seems to increase every year, the church has a word of stillness for
the world: Advent. It’s a season to put ourselves in the shoes of the
Israelites as they longed for the Messiah. It was a long wait of 500
years or more for them. We wait only a few weeks before celebrating
the birth of the Messiah. In that waiting we find peace amid the
hustle and bustle, calm amid the chaos, love amid the rush. In that
waiting we find Jesus when we listen for His voice.
We do not wait alone. We do not journey through Advent alone, but
in the company of Christians around the world and in the fellowship
that is our particular part of Christ’s family—that fellowship known
as Fifth Avenue Baptist Church. In addition to our worship and
activities together throughout this season, we can be together each
day through the printed word. Your fellow church members, your
sisters and brothers in Christ, have authored daily devotions for
each day of the season. You hold in your hands a family book, a book
designed to bring us closer to God and to each other.
Each day let’s read these devotions and the Scripture passages that
go with them. Let’s wait together and find the peace and stillness
that prepares us to welcome the Christ Child once again into our
hearts and our church.
Grace and peace,

Eric Porterfield

Senior Pastor
Fifth Avenue Baptist Church
Huntington, WV
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Advent Listening
The angel Gabriel, after Zechariah doubts that his wife, Elizabeth,
will have a child: “…I have been sent to speak to you and to bring
you this good news. But now, because you did not believe my words,
which will be fulfilled in their time, you will become mute, unable to
speak, until the day these things occur.” Luke 1:19-20
My friend, Bill Stanfield, leads a remarkable ministry in North
Charleston, SC. This ministry runs an after-school program for
neighborhood students that focuses on developing leadership skills
and helps local teenagers start small businesses. They also renovate
old houses, walk potential home owners through home ownership
classes, and help with the purchase of the homes.
But Bill and his wife, Evelyn, had no idea that they would be doing
these things when they first started the ministry. Instead of moving
in with a pre-set plan, they committed themselves to listening to
their neighbors, letting God use the people and the place to guide
them on how best to serve. One year of listening has produced 10
years of incredible ministry.
Zechariah doubted the angel and could no longer speak as a result.
He then spent nine months listening, and once the listening period
was over he burst forth with knowledge (“His name is John.” Luke
1:63) and with praise (Luke 1:67-79).
Bill and Evelyn spent a year listening, then God did wonderful
things in and through them. Zechariah spent nine months listening,
then God did wonderful things in and through him. As we do the
vital work of listening to God during Advent, I wonder what God
will do in and through us.

Gracious God, quiet our hearts and give us attentiveness to hear
Your voice as You speak to our hearts. We are listening. Amen.
Eric Porterfield
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Advent Signs

Hugs and Hope

Therefore the Lord himself will give you a sign: Behold the virgin
shall conceive and bear a son and shall call his name Immanuel.
Isaiah 7:14

Jesus said, “Permit little children, and forbid them not, to come unto
me; for of such is the kingdom of heaven.” Matthew 19:14

Each year we are reminded of the coming of Christmas through
signs. A feral Christmas tree ornament hidden behind the sofa,
mid-summer Christmas-themed Hallmark movies, and the preHalloween appearance of artificial spruce trees and decorations
at home goods stores. We bemoan the appearance of these signs
even before the arrival of another cherished American holiday—
Thanksgiving.
But what if we had lived several thousand years ago? Would we have
recognized a sign that an important event was coming—an event that
would alter the course of every human life? Well, for those scholars
and scribes who may have been reading the words written by Isaiah,
the Advent itself was right there in black and white.
Yes, Immanuel, or “God with us.” This prophecy of the birth of the
Christ Child took place 700 years before that seemingly impossible
event took place. That a Messiah would be born of a virgin and give
hope to the nation of Israel must have been a significant revelation
in that day, but few, other than scholars, paid attention to those
signs. Finally when the fullness of time had arrived, God sent His
messengers to Mary first and then to Joseph, informing them of this
coming blessed event. A star arose as a sign that a wonderful event
had occurred in Bethlehem and that the Savior had arrived. Would
you have noticed God’s many signs of love, peace, and hope?

Dear Lord, help us this Advent season to understand the significance
of Old Testament signs set forth in your Holy Word and rejoice in
celebration of the birth of our precious Savior. Amen.

The first time I saw him he was screaming and wildly flailing his
arms, with no tears. Obviously seeking attention, and “I want my
way.” I have no training in dealing with these problems, so I steered
clear.
The second time I saw him, he was doing the same.
He was probably about age four, with beautiful brown eyes. I couldn’t
put the scene out of my mind, and that night I prayed, “Father, what
can I do? I have no training. Let someone who knows what to do
help.”
Then I remembered what I overheard the mother say, “This church
is friendly, and I feel I’ve found friends who care.”
Okay, I guess I could at least speak to her and to this wild child. I
walked over, and he grabbed for my necklace. I was too quick for
him. He grabbed my shirt, and I grabbed his hand and looked into
those deep brown eyes. He quieted, and I did, too. I said, “Want a
hug?” and gave him one. Know what he said? “Again!” With tears in
my eyes, he got a second hug.
I’m no artist, but with crayons I drew a round head on the paper
tablecloth. He said, “Draw my eyes. They are brown.” I drew a
mouth, and he said, “I’m smiling. Use red for the smile.”

Thank you, Heavenly Father, for hearing me. Now I have another
request. Help me know the right things to do and say. Amen.
Becky Godbey

Gus and Debby Drum
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The Faith of Mary

A Child Changes Everything

The angel said to her, “Do not be afraid, Mary, for you have found
favor with God. And now you will conceive in your womb and bear a
son, and you will name him Jesus.” Luke 1:30-31

You will conceive and give birth to a son, and you shall call him
Jesus. Luke 1:31

One of my favorite individuals in the Nativity story is Mary. In
the hustle and bustle of the season, Mary’s story reminds us of the
wonder of Christmas. A young woman, engaged to be married, is
told she will have the Son of God and the Savior of the world. Her
response is a lesson in faithfulness and submission to the will of
God. She acknowledged her servanthood simply and directly—“may
it be so.”
We see similar traits in other characters. Joseph demonstrates
courage in the face of scorn when his betrothed is asked to carry the
child of God. The angels provide reassurance, and the wise men offer
reverence and worship. Mary stands as a beacon of commitment,
willing to live faithfully in the face of disdain by those who don’t
know (or want to know) the real story of Mary’s expectancy and
motherhood.
Only God knows what Mary knew and felt when she first held Baby
Jesus. One of the gifts of Christmas is wrapped in Mary’s obedience.
Mary’s son was born to bear our sins so we might walk closer to
God. Through Baby Jesus we are given hope; in Jesus the Son, we
find our peace and joy; and in the risen Jesus, we are blessed with
grace and redemption.

Father God, give us thankful and obedient hearts. Let our response
to Your calling be simple and pure—may it be so. Amen.

Before becoming a mother, I heard people say, “Having a child changes
everything.” Despite the warnings, the difference between holidays
surprised me and, admittedly, I spent much of Eliza’s first Christmas
acting more like a child than a parent, tears and all. (“It’s like it’s just
(sniff)…just (sniff)…TUESDAY to her! I still have to change diapers,
make bottles, and get her to sleep—on CHRISTMAS!”) I’m not sure
what I expected; maybe an elf to do the day’s dirty work of parenting,
or for Eliza to understand that this was her FIRST CHRISTMAS?!
But years passed, and my attitude improved. Motherhood HAD
changed me and had tied my heart to Mary’s.
Every year when we watch The Nativity Story, I weep during the scene
where, after Joseph and Mary have escaped peril after peril, Jesus
quietly arrives; for an intimate moment, these obedient teenagers
are the only two who have witnessed the fruit of God ’s centuriesold promise. Then, the first visitors—the shepherds—arrive, and I
remember how protective I was over my babies in their first days.
I’d painstakingly carried them for eight months, suffered through
labor, and was now responsible for their every breath—sharing them
was the LAST thing this Mama Bear wanted! So when Mary invites
the hesitant shepherds to come near, saying, “He is for all the world,”
tears continue. How could this young mother’s spirit be anything
but miraculous? Her heart would be pierced, this she knew. But for
one silent night, the weary world rejoiced as a Child had, indeed,
changed everything.

Lord, may we be as generous as Mary and share the greatest Gift
with a world that so desperately needs hope. Amen.

David Campbell

Allison Kays
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The Greatest Commandment

The Gift of Christ’s Light

Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul
and with all your mind and with all your strength. This is the first
commandment. And the second, like it, is this: You shall love your
neighbor as yourself. There is no other commandment greater than
these. Mark 12:30-31

Every good and perfect gift is from above, coming down from the
Father of the heavenly lights, who does not change like shifting
shadows. James 1:17

We are often presented with an “American Gospel” that proposes
as long as we go to church when it fits into our schedules or at least
on holidays, and we occasionally ask forgiveness for our sins, we’re
covered to live a life for ourselves. It tells us we should love and help
our neighbor unless it inconveniences us, and we should turn away
from them if they have wronged us. Are we getting caught up in the
“American Gospel” and forgetting to love others the way Christ did?
Do we miss the fact that we were rude to our neighbor?
Jesus came to save the world but, reflecting on His life, we don’t
see Him organizing events to spread His name. We never read in
Scripture where He teams up with the Pharisees to plan an event for
the temple. We see Him spending time with the least of these—the
tax collectors, the fishermen, the drunkards, the prostitutes, and
the sinners.
How do we allow Scripture to make a dent in our lives? Before
anything else, we pray that serving God is more important than
working our personal agendas. After giving God our hearts and
minds, we then serve and love Him and others to the best of our
abilities.

Father, we pray that we love and serve You, and others, more than
we love and serve ourselves. Amen.
Dylan Bentley

Growing up, and to this day, my parents always put red lights in
the windows at Christmastime. I remember falling asleep in my bed
with the candle in the window casting a red glow across my room. I
remember how safe I felt and my excitement for the coming holiday.
Decades later, I remember returning home as an adult with a family
of my own and finding myself alone in a dark room as that red glow
fell on me. I had to stop and take a moment. I had no idea how much
feeling that red glow stirred in me—the warmth, the nostalgia and
the gratitude because I grew up with parents who not only gave
their two children wonderful memories of Christmas, but who gave
us the light of Jesus.
That Light has gotten me through every difficult time. Jesus has
never shifted, never failed to provide the strength I've needed to
carry on, or comfort when I have felt alone. He has always held that
candle I need to find my way through the darkness and take the next
right step. I am beyond grateful to my parents for making sure I
learned about Jesus and for demonstrating His love a million times
throughout my life.
Every kindness is that light. May we never miss a chance to pass that
light on, whether in the form of a coffee mug with a perfect Bible
verse, or a calming, supportive presence to someone who needs a
friend.

Lord, help me seize every opportunity to give and to be the light of
Jesus to others. Help me fulfill my role in passing on Your love and
light so that it may never grow dim. Amen.
Jean Hardiman
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Peace

Surrender All. Find Peace.

Let the peace of Christ rule in your hearts, since as members of one
body you were called to peace. And be thankful. Colossians 3:15

Do not be anxious about anything, but in every situation, by prayer
and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God. And
the peace of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard
your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus. Philippians 4:6-7

Every day, every moment, of our lives is filled with something. From
the moment our alarms go off in the morning until we rest our heads
at night, there is something demanding our attention. Ask yourself,
“How do I find peace?” As a church, we are called each week to
devote our time, talent, and treasure to ourselves and one another
in worship. But, ask yourself this, “Am I really devoted to that time?
Do I set aside all the noise of the world and give myself over to my
church family and God?” We all have innumerable concerns, some
trivial and some dire. But when do we get to say enough?
Advent calls us to prepare for something truly great—something
beyond our own understanding. Certainly, something far beyond
the mundane things in our own lives. When you find yourself in
worship with your brothers and sisters, be with them. That hour
is the one hour that is sacred beyond reproach. It’s when you do
get to say enough! Let your phone go; Facebook will wait. That
peppermint mocha from Starbucks? Yep…it’ll wait, too. We are
members of one body, and we are called to peace. If your hands are
full of distractions, so too is your heart. Take this Advent season to
learn true peace so that you may find joy, hope, and love.

Almighty God of Peace, we ask that You grant us grace in our time
together as a church family to truly hear Your will. Instill in us
that peace which passes all understanding this Advent season and
forever. We ask this in the name of Jesus Christ, our Lord. Amen.
Jon Brannon

Christmas 1973. My most memorable Christmas ever.
I was 13 and overjoyed to find the top two items on my Christmas list
sitting under the tree—an aqua Miami Dolphins team jacket with orange
(faux) leather sleeves and an electronic Monday Night Football game.
My parents let me have about an hour of euphoric playing time
before breaking the news to me. They were checking me into the
hospital later that afternoon because it was believed I was suffering
from a brain tumor. Devastation. And on Christmas, no less.
For what seemed like days, I went through a battery of tests. Then
one last test was scheduled in which radioactive dye would be
injected into my brain to definitively reveal whether I had a tumor.
Going into that test, I clearly remember praying hard, accepting that
I was not in control of the situation and turning it all over to God.
And at that moment, I felt a palpable sense of peace that I had never
felt before. I knew, with all confidence, that everything would be okay.
As it turned out, everything was okay. My severe headaches had
been caused by a much less serious and more treatable condition
called pseudotumor cerebri.
Since then, Christmas has never been the same, as it always vividly
reminds me that to find real peace, you have to surrender all.

Dear Father, help me to know that which I can change…and to be at
peace, trusting You with the things I cannot change. Amen.
Doug Sheils
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God with Us

We Wait

Look, the virgin shall conceive and bear a son, and they shall call
him Immanuel, which means, “God is with us.” Matthew 1:23

In him was life, and the life was the light of all people. John 1:4

These words found in Matthew’s gospel remind us that Jesus came
not only to die for us but to share life with us and to teach us how life
should be lived. They remind us that Advent is a time to reflect upon
this aspect of what it means to welcome the Christ Child.

We wait for the coming of a Baby.

Each week of Advent brings its own focus—peace, hope, joy, and love.
Each of these is a gift brought by God who became human to live
and walk with us. This baby grew into a man, a pretty complicated
man, who attracted many who responded to His offer of peace, hope,
joy, and love. But, He also attracted many who misunderstood Him,
and later even abandoned Him.
Jesus became Immanuel, became God among us, so that all who
will, might learn from Him and become like Him. His gifts of joy,
peace, hope, and love are received only through obedience to Him
and His purposes. Immanuel stated His mission as “to bring good
news to the poor, proclaim release to the captives, recovery of sight
to the blind, to let the captives go free, and to proclaim the year of
the Lord’s favor” (Luke 4:18-19).

Gracious and loving God, who sent Jesus, Immanuel, may this
season of Advent encourage us to become like Jesus in thought and
word and action. Help us to accept and to reflect Your gifts of peace,
hope, joy, and love to a world which desperately needs to encounter
Immanuel. Amen.
Hubert Harvey

We wait.
We wait for the return of a King.
Advent reminds us of both. We love to gather around the manger
and “ooh” and “ah” over Baby Jesus, but we should also tremble—in
anticipation as much as in fear—at the thought of the return of the
Messiah Jesus who will judge and rule over all.
We wait.
But we do not wait passively. Oh, no, we wait with a will. We look
deep inside to invite the Spirit to shape us into the image of Christ.
We actively engage the world around us, a world that desperately
needs the Good News of God’s love as expressed in Jesus. We strive
in advocacy for “the least of these,” in opposition to those who would
oppress others with addiction or mistreatment or policy or power,
sometimes even turning over the Temple tables.
We wait.
In worship we get a glimpse of heaven. In work—which is also worship—
we anticipate the time when “God’s will is done on earth as it is in heaven.”
We wait.
Even so, come, Lord Jesus.

Lord, in this in-between time, we remember Your coming as a baby and
Your life, ministry, death, and Resurrection. In this in-between time,
we anticipate the day when You will come again to reign in splendor
in a new heaven and a new earth. In this in-between time, help us to
seek Your Lordship in our own lives. Help us to wait, not patiently, but
actively striving under the leadership of Your Spirit to bring Your light,
Your life, into this dark world. In Jesus’ name, Amen.
Dr. John W. Campbell
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Home Economics 101

Laughter Is the Best Language

My children, our love should not be just words and talk; it must be
true love, which shows itself in action. 1 John 3:18

Then our mouths were filled with laughter, our tongues sang for
joy. Then it was said among the nations, “The Lord has done great
things for them.” Psalm 126:2

Every time I think of Christmas, my mind and heart always go
straight to my mom. She made sure every stocking was hung
with love, every goodie was baked to sweet perfection, each family
gathering was filled with laughter, and that Jesus was at the center
of all of our celebrations. I realize, though, that my best Christmas
memories aren’t about myself or my family.
My mom was a home economics teacher, known to her students as
Mrs. Lewis. Each Christmas, she and her classes would adopt a
family for whom they provided everything needed for Christmas.
Not just a few things, but a Christmas tree and an entire Christmas
meal, as well as gifts for both the children and the parents. There
are many families I remember, but one that particularly stands out
lived in an abandoned school bus. From a young age mom took me
along on her Christmas missions, and I continued to participate
until I graduated from high school. Each year I felt honored and
humbled as I witnessed my mom and her students bringing hope,
joy, peace, and love to families—even if it was just for one Christmas.
Although my family always had a perfectly decorated tree and the
tastiest Christmas dinner in town, my mom’s display of selfless love
will always be what I hold closest in my Christmas memories. This
example of love is what I hope my own children cling to throughout
their lives.

Heavenly Father, remind us throughout this Christmas season that
loving You and others first will provide us our own hope, joy, and
peace. Amen.

Right now I am on a plane coming home from Disney World. On
our first day there, we talked about how we would see many people,
big crowds, and might run into people who were in a hurry and
maybe a little rude. We decided to try, no matter how hard it was, to
always let the light of Jesus shine through us. While I was walking
through the crowds and waiting in lines, I heard a lot of different
languages, and I never knew what they were saying. Throughout the
days I realized something I did understand was that, no matter what
language they spoke, I knew when they were laughing. Laughter
has no language! Hearing them laugh made me also smile to know
that they were feeling happy. This Christmas season, I will think of
these laughs as a way to find peace because even when I didn’t know
why they were laughing, I knew there was some type of joy in their
hearts. I hope you can also let joy and laughter find their way into
your heart so that the light of Jesus can shine through you!

Dear God, I pray that this Christmas all the people in the world will
have joy in their hearts because Jesus Christ was born for them and
then died for their sins. Every time we hear laughter, I pray we will
remember we were all created equal by You, and we will have joy in
our hearts even through the hardest times. Amen.
Suzana Gibson, age 10

Rachael Gibson
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From Bethlehem to Jerusalem

A Welcome Visit

I am the Alpha and the Omega, the First and the Last, the Beginning
and the End. Revelation 22:13

The angel went to her and said, “Greetings, you who are highly
favored! The Lord is with you.” Luke 1:28

Several years ago, Tony and I were blessed with the opportunity
to visit the Holy Land. Both Bethlehem and Jerusalem were on the
list of tours, but we chose the more in-depth tour of the larger city.
It was the most inspiring and fulfilling trip I’ve ever experienced.
Jesus was born in Bethlehem and died in Jerusalem, the beginning
and the end.

Sarcastic, fretful, accusatory—I was on the verge of an all-day pity
party. Where did I get such thoughts? I picked up my daily devotional
book and the Scripture was short, just a portion of Psalm 37:1. “Do
not fret.” Oh my! God had my attention, and He began to feed me
verse after verse from His Word assuring me that together we could
make this dark day bright.

It has occurred to me many times that where Jesus was born and
under what circumstances is not nearly as significant as what He
became as an adult. We each have a “Bethlehem,” and we will each
have a “Jerusalem.” Where we come from and how we got to where
we are now isn’t as important as where we’re headed and how we go
about getting there.

The angel appeared to Joseph in a dream saying, “You are to give
Him the name Jesus, because He will save His people from their
sins” (Matthew 1:21). Isaiah the prophet wrote, “The virgin will give
birth to a son and will call him Immanuel” (Isaiah 7:14). Immanuel,
God with us, reached down in His love and infinite wisdom to pick
me up from this pit and rescue me.

Are we putting our past behind us? Are we embracing the “brothers
and sisters” of our faith? Are we adding to the flock by witnessing?
Are we encouraging each other?

Thankful for being rescued and feeling God’s hand of compassion,
I began to sing a song I learned years ago. “I have the joy of Jesus
down in my heart.” By the time I got to the second verse, “I have
the love of Jesus down in my heart,” He had changed my focus and
provided another gentle reminder. JOY: J—Jesus first, O—others
second, Y—you third. My “I” sight began to change. Prayers for
those hurting or those without our Savior, notes to friends grieving,
and a visit to a lonely neighbor made for a beautiful day lived in the
love of Christ.

Yes, Bethlehem, the birthplace of our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ,
was an important beginning, but only because it led to a spectacular
ending in Jerusalem!

Heavenly Father, help us remember that You are the Beginning and
the End. May we strive to make our time on Earth be worthy of You.
As we travel through the highs and lows of this life, help us keep our
eyes on the prize, the New Jerusalem. Amen.
Mary Lou Williams

It’s true! Love came down at Christmas. Jesus wants to be a part
of our daily lives. How have you made room for Him? How will you
handle your next pity party?

Father, may You always be welcome in our hearts and our homes.
Amen.
Gwen Craddock
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An Encounter with Joy

The Joy of Christmas

I have told you this so that my JOY may be in you and your JOY may
be complete. John 15:11

But the angel said to them, “Do not be afraid. I bring you good news
of great joy that will be for all people.” Luke 2:10

Bounding with energy around the dealership reception area, I figured
the young boy to be about seven years old. JOY radiated from every
fiber of his small frame. It was only four days after Christmas, yet
I was depleted physically and emotionally. The obvious exuberant
JOY of this young child could not escape notice. Out of curiosity, I
decided to engage him in conversation.

CHRISTMAS IS COMING! Even the ring of it brings back the
child in each of us, and we are joyful. Joy! Joy! Joy!

“Did you have a good Christmas?” I inquired.
“Oh, the best!” he quickly responded.
“What was your favorite gift?” I asked.
“Spending time with mom and grandma,” he replied.
“Great answer!” I said, wondering the details of his family situation.
“I bet you’re a good student,” I remarked next.
“Oh no,” he admitted. “I’m not.”
As a teacher, my heart went out to him. Nonetheless, JOY emanated
from deep in his soul, and I yearned to know its source.
A cell phone provided by his mother then appeared in his hand.
“Look at these apps my mom got me for Christmas!” he exclaimed.
As I peered down at the phone, I discovered several apps, each having
to do with Scripture. Then I knew. The source of his JOY was his
relationship with JESUS and his love for GOD’S WORD.
As we parted, tears welled in my eyes. In that moment, I knew I had
been touched by God through this child.
May we, this Advent season, each grow closer to JESUS through HIS
WORD so that our lives, in turn, may emanate with this deep, abiding JOY.

FATHER, as YOUR WORD dwells within us, may others see the
JOY which only comes from YOU. Amen.

In Charles Dickens’ A Christmas Carol, following the “Bah!
Humbug!” speech in which Scrooge expresses his disgust with
the frenzy of people preparing for Christmas, he asks, “What
right have you to be merry?” Scrooge’s nephew responds, “…I have
always thought of Christmas time as a good time; a kind, forgiving,
charitable, pleasant time; the only time in the long calendar of the
year, when men and women seem by one consent to open their shutup hearts freely, and to think of people below them…and therefore,
uncle, though it has never put a scrap of gold or silver in my pocket,
I believe that it has done me good, and I say, God bless it!”
It is true. Some are excited about Christmas for secular reasons.
However, Christians are awed by the miracle of the coming of Jesus,
God’s only begotten Son. God orchestrated a joyous celebration that
night with Mary and Joseph, a light, a star, angels, songs, a manger,
animals, wise men, gift giving, and shepherds.
Let us approach Christmas with joy as we arrange the Crèche, hang
the lights, place an angel or star on the tree top, listen to Christmas
carols, and give gifts. Remember, this is a day set aside to celebrate
Jesus’ birthday!

Glorious God, fill us with the spirit of worship so that we might
celebrate the birthday of Jesus with great joy! In His precious name
we pray, Amen.
Margaret A. Worsham

Cindy Jeffords
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Christmas for the Busy Mom

The Longest Night

So they hurried off and found Mary and Joseph, and the baby, who
was lying in the manger. Luke 2:16

The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it.
John 1:5

Presents. Cards. Pictures. Dinners. Parties. Decorations. Christmas
memories. It’s so easy to feel overwhelmed, as if our schedules will
explode during the Christmas season. And you, my friend, are
the keeper of the schedule. You are the one who makes sure the
Christmas memories are fulfilled year after precious year. That’s
a lot of pressure. How do you do it all but still manage to make
time for yourself, your husband, your church, and most importantly,
for Jesus? The quick answer…you can’t keep doing it all. According
to Scripture, even the shepherds hurried to see Jesus. But as my
grandpa used to say, you can’t always be in a rush. We need to slow
down and enjoy the simple pleasures this life gives. Pay attention to
the joy you find in the Advent season. Picking out that special gift
for the one you love; hanging ornaments with your husband while
the kids nap; making cookies with your kids for a neighbor. Stop
what you’re doing. Right now! Take a minute and find the joy that
Jesus brings.

Advent is a time of wonder and excitement. For many it’s a time
of joyful anticipation as hearts and homes are being prepared for
Christmas. Christmas decorations appear before we have eaten our
Thanksgiving turkey, and holiday songs have filled the air since
Halloween. We gather in the pews to sing traditional carols and hear
the Christmas story. There’s no escaping the jubilant celebration.
But for some, Christmas can be a harsh reminder of life that once
was. The stocking that is no longer needed, the empty chair at the
table, the too quiet house. Many find that Christmas preparations
feel less like joyful anticipation and more like a cloud of despair.

God, help us slow down. You sent us joy in a tiny manger thousands
of years ago; we hurried to see it then, and we’re still hurrying now.
Let us slow down and soak in this Advent season. Help us truly
understand the reason for Your season. Amen.
Stephanie DeRose

Today is the Winter Solstice, an astronomical phenomenon marking
the day with the shortest period of sunlight and the longest period
of darkness in the year. This day often reflects our life as we face the
death of a loved one and the grief that follows. The darkness feels
much stronger than the light. It doesn’t matter if the loss was recent
or if it has been part of our life for years. We wonder, “Where is the
joy?” Christmas doesn’t mean everything is okay.
Christmas did not end the pain and sadness of this world. Christmas
doesn’t end the dark, but it gives hope for the dawn. Tomorrow night
will be shorter.
On Christmas morning God broke through the world’s darkness
and sent a light so strong that nothing can overcome it. Not even
death. The despair of death is real, but know you are not alone. The
Christ Child will come and His light and love endure forever.

May the peace of Christ that surpasses all understanding be with you.
Amen.
Ann Niday
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December 23

The Journey to Peace and Joy

Christmas—What Is Really Important

So Joseph also went up from the town of Nazareth in Galilee to
Judea, to Bethlehem the town of David, because he belonged to the
house and line of David. He went there to register with Mary, who
was pledged to be married to him and was expecting a child. While
they were there, the time came for the baby to be born, and she gave
birth to her firstborn, a son. Luke 2:4-7

Now it came about in those days that a decree went out from Caesar
Augustus. Luke 2:1

Recall Snow, the snow scene in the first act of The Nutcracker.
The dance begins slowly with all of the dancers calmly entering
the stage facing the Queen. But as the dance goes along and the
music grows faster, the dancers create a snowstorm by traveling
in dizzying motions across the stage. Although the dancers never
stop, the Queen remains center. She is a calm constant throughout
Snow for the audience. When the dance comes to a close, the dancers
begin to slow down. Snow finishes with all the dancers, finally calm,
still looking towards the Queen.
Imagine the stress and difficulties Mary and Joseph felt as they
headed towards Bethlehem with Mary in labor. The journey
towards Christmas is always the hardest part. For me, I spend
December preparing for The Nutcracker and, when that finishes,
preparing for finals. Though the journey is hard, remember—
like the Queen in Snow—Christ is constant. Look to the joy and
peace of the birth of Christ at the end. Look to the joy of the
Savior coming into the world, even when surrounded by chaos.

Caesar Augustus’ real name was Gaius Octavius. His mother was
a sister to the great Roman soldier Julius Caesar. Since Caesar
was childless, he adopted Gaius as his son. Gaius rose to command
all Roman forces. The Roman Senate conferred on him the title
“Augustus,” which in Latin means “exalted.” Hence, his family name
was “Caesar,” and his title was “Augustus.”
Augustus reigned for 41 years (27 BC to AD 14) as emperor. Augustus
boasted that he found Rome built of brick and left it built of marble.
He became a living legend in his own time and was worshiped as a
god. What could possibly be more important than Rome? History
was being made by mighty Caesar Augustus. Or was it?
At Augustus’ earthly pinnacle of power, children were being born
throughout the Roman Empire. But who was interested in babies and
blankets, cribs and cradles? Who was interested in a carpenter named
Joseph and his wife Mary as they made a difficult trek from Nazareth?
What was significant about a lonely pilgrimage of a Jewish couple? Who
was interested in a baby born in Bethlehem? Really now, who cared?

Dear God, I pray this Christmas season we remember that, even
when it is stressful and chaotic, You are still with us. Help us
remember the joy and the peace of the season, even when we cannot
see it. Amen.

God cared! God cared! Without knowing it, mighty Augustus
became just an errand boy for the fulfillment of Micah’s prophecy.
A mere pawn in the hand of Jehovah. A speck of lint on the stage of
world history. While Rome was busy building an empire, guess what
happened? God arrived! What appeared to be terribly important in
the Roman world of AD 1 wasn’t really important after all. And
what appeared to be insignificant was the genesis of a new era.

Addison Bird

Lord, may we celebrate the true meaning of Christmas—the birth of
our Savior, Christ the Lord. Amen.
Tony Williams
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December 24

Christmas Day

A Christmas Gift

Ponder and Praise

The virgin will conceive and give birth to a son, and they will call
him Immanuel, which means God with us. Matthew 1:23

But Mary treasured all these words and pondered them in her heart.
The shepherds returned, glorifying and praising God for all they
had heard and seen, as it had been told them. Luke 2:19-20

It seems like just yesterday I was a little girl experiencing the rush
of excitement that comes with Christmas Eve. Specifically, I have
always loved Christmas Eve service because of the sense of unity
it brings to the church. As I sit with the congregation under the
glowing candlelight, I feel the love that unifies our church family in
the heart of the sanctuary.
After each Christmas Eve service, my family would drive my sweet
great-grandfather, whom many of you may remember, back home.
I vividly remember him folding his fingers together during each
car ride as he gazed out the window, looking at many parts of
Huntington. He would quietly say, “It always amazes me that every
year the world stops for the birth of Jesus Christ.”
His wisdom continues to resonate in my heart as I navigate the many
challenges and triumphs I face throughout my spiritual journey.
Often times I hear my great-grandfather’s sweet voice and know
that he is with me, just as God is with each of us. Because of the
birth of Jesus Christ, God’s Eternal Love will always guide us along
our spiritual journey. I believe that is a gift we all must celebrate
not only this Advent season, but also every season of our daily lives.

Lord, during this Advent season, I pray that we are able to feel
Your presence as You guide us in our daily lives. I pray that we are
attentive to Your spirit, and that we all celebrate Your greatest gift
of them all, the gift of Your Eternal Love. Amen.
Emily Wilmink

It’s HERE! After weeks of Advent preparation, two-plus months of
commercials, and countless cards, parties, and cookies, Christmas
Day is here. Christ has been born in Bethlehem! The heavens rejoice!
The shepherds come running to see the baby!
In a matter of minutes, gifts that took hours to pick, purchase and
wrap get unwrapped. The big Christmas meal that took days to plan
and prepare disappears by the spoonful. Baby Jesus lies safe and sound
in the manger scene. The day speeds by in a flurry of gatherings and
laughter, interspersed with quiet moments of snuggling with children
or gazing into a crackling fire after the dishes are put away.
I appreciate the juxtaposition of verses 19 and 20, with Mary quietly
pondering, treasuring these things in her heart and the shepherds
returning home glorifying and praising God. Every Christmas
Day, I experience both verses as truth: the energized celebration
of rejoicing partnered with treasuring the wonder of God-withus. We need both. This high and holy day allows us to ponder and
praise, treasure and rejoice, engage and reflect. The wonder of the
Incarnation deserves no less.
As we celebrate this Christmas Day, may the fullness of verse 19 and
verse 20, the gift of pondering and praising, be ours. In the laughter
and in the quiet, may we hear the voice of our God.

You have come, Lord Jesus, to serve us and save us. Give us hearts
centered fully on You, hearts that love You through pondering and
praising so that our lives reflect the fullness of who You are. In Your
holy name we pray, Amen.
Alicia Porterfield
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Looking to the New Year

New Year, New Possibilities
Jesus said, “With God all things are possible.” Matthew 19:26
Jesus said, “If thou canst believe, all things are possible to him who
believeth.” Mark 9:23
Keeping these Scriptures in mind as we approach the New Year, let
us never settle for that which is too limited. We must learn to accept
the big things that life has to offer to those who have a large faith
in a God of greatness. So practice thinking bigger thoughts of faith
that venture out beyond your depth. Do not hug the safety of the
shore; do not fear high heights. But whoever seeks and loves Jesus
with an open, loving, giving heart will be blessed by His presence
in their life. If we believe and follow the good news of the gospel, we
will be blessed with the Lord walking with us in times of joy and
sorrow.

Dear Heavenly Father, we meet as a group joined in efforts to make
our community, our state, the nation, and indeed the universe a
more desirable place to live. But all our efforts will avail us nothing
if Thou art not present. Yet with Thee all things are possible,
so be with us, inspiring us to greatness, strengthening us in our
weakness, guiding us in perplexities, and revealing to us how we
may best serve our community, while serving Thee. Deliver us from
half-heartedness, O God, but grant that we do it with dedication
and responsibility, all to the glory and honor of Thy name. In Jesus’
name we pray, Amen.
Courtney Arnold, from a devotion written 50 years ago by her
great-great-Aunt Glenna Legg
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