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Introduction 

Following the church calendar is 
about learning a new way to observe time. 
Most of us work from a fiscal or school 
calendar. The church calendar is about 
organizing our lives around the telling of the 
Story of God.  
 As we work our way through the 
themes and celebrations of the church 
calendar, we rehearse the movements of the 
Christian faith, allowing our lives to conform 
to the gospel.  
 Following the church calendar 
(sometimes called the liturgical calendar) 
involves the observance of seasons such as 
Advent, Lent, or Holy Week, as well as special 
days like Palm Sunday, Easter, and Pentecost. 
The calendar is organized into 3 years: Year 
A, B, and C. Each year has a corresponding 
list of Bible readings called a lectionary. The 
lectionary determines what scriptures will be 
used during worship each Sunday, as well as a 
list of daily Bible readings.  These are the 
major movements of the church calendar: 

Advent: four weeks leading up to Christmas. 
Christmas: twelve days beginning Dec. 25. 
Epiphany: Jan 6th until Ash Wednesday. 
Lent: 6 weeks from Ash Wednesday to Easter. 
Holy Week: Palm Sunday thru Easter Sunday. 
Eastertide: 50 days from Easter to Pentecost. 
Pentecost: the seven weeks following Easter. 
Ordinary Time: the rest of the year. 

 Advent is the beginning of the new 
church calendar year (this advent begins Year 
B). Advent is meant to be a time of hopeful 
preparation and anticipation for the 
celebration of the birth of Christ. 
 One common Advent practice involves 
using an Advent wreath during Sunday 
worship and in a family or community group 
setting. Traditionally, the advent wreath has 5 
candles, three purple candles for weeks 1-3, 
one pink candle for week 4, and one white 
candle for Christmas Eve. 

Using the guide 

What follows is an Advent Family 
Devotional Guide. Each weekday includes a 
reading and short devotional written by Dawn 
North.  
 Each weekend includes a guide to a 
family or group devotional time. This guide is 
for use each Sunday evening during advent, 
and involves the lighting of an advent wreath. 
The guides is meant for adults and children to 
spend time together, talking about advent, 
praying, reading the scripture, and preparing 
to celebrate Christmas. Supplies you will need 
include an Advent wreath, M&Ms, dominos, 
and playing cards. 
 Take three or four minutes at the 
beginning of your time each week to explain 
why you are engaging in a special time of 
prayer, reading, and conversation about God. 
Here are some important questions and ideas 
you might want to cover: 

- What ’s your favor i te th ing about 
Christmas? 

- What’s your least favorite thing about 
Christmas? 

- What’s God’s favorite thing about 
Christmas? 

- The word advent means “coming” or 
“arriving.” Christmas is when we celebrate 
the coming or arriving of God: first, in the 
world when Jesus was born in Bethlehem; 
second, in our hearts, our family, and our 
church as we live in Christ; third, in the 
future—somewhere down the road—Jesus 
will return to fix everything that’s broken, 
and live with us forever. Advent is what we 
call the four weeks of preparation leading 
up to Christmas. 

- Each week during advent we will spend 
time together on Sunday night, light the 
advent candle, pray, read a bible verse, do a 
short activity, and eat some food together. 
It’ll take about 20 minutes. 

- The purpose of this practice is to prepare 
our hearts to worship on Christmas Eve, so 
we can celebrate and come to see what God 
has done in a meaningful way. 

- You don’t have to understand everything. 
All you need is an open heart, and a 
cheerful attitude. Listen for God’s voice, 
and take part with a happy heart. 



ADVENT  
week one  

The Keeping of a Promise 

Introduction 

 All these years I have never really 
understood the meaning of Advent.  As a kid, 
my family didn’t recognize Advent.  Santa 
Claus was huge and my childhood Christmases 
are some of my best  memories.  But no 
Advent.  As an adult, my family went to church 
three times a week, but even there nobody 
talked about Advent.  So for the first time in 
my life, I am involved with a group of people 
to whom Advent is something sacred.  And I 
love that this church cares about Advent and 
wants to teach us to remember it.  
 Yet, I have tried the past few years to 
grasp the concept of Advent and to practice a 
different way of “doing” Christmas, but 
somehow it hasn’t worked.  I wonder if I’m the 
only one who feels this way.  Or if maybe you 
have had the same experience.  This year I 
want to dig a little deeper, try a little harder to 
grab hold of the true essence of Advent…and 
to share what I learn with you so that together, 
after the presents have all been opened and 
the house is a mess, we can take a deep breath 
and feel good that we have remembered.  
Remembered that all of this craziness has 
really been about the keeping of a promise.  
The promise of a loving God to his people.  
The promise that He would not abandon 
them.  The promise that there was hope for 
the future.  The promise of a deliverer. 

Week one preview 

 The word advent means “the arrival of 
or the approaching arrival of.”  So we need to 
keep in mind that we are celebrating an 
anniversary.  Not just a birthday.  The 
anniversary of God’s long-awaited promise 

arriving in our world.  And we are 
remembering the story of God’s people 
waiting, anticipating, believing and doubting 
this arrival.   
 Isaiah cried out to God and asked him 
how long they would have to wait for Him to 
come and rescue them.  And he admits that 
most of the people were not obeying God or 
even remembering Him.  Sound familiar?  We 
say we love God and want Him to come and 
rescue us, but in the meantime we stink at this 
faith thing.  Then Isaiah writes, “Don’t be 
angry beyond measure, O Lord; do not 
remember our sins forever.  Oh, look upon us, 
we pray, for we are all your people.”  In other 
words, he is saying that even though we 
constantly fail you, can you still love us?  Will 
you still come for us?  Don’t forget that YOU 
are our father.  Please, please, please don’t 
remember the bad things we’ve done forever.  
 The people of God, way way back then, 
weren’t really so different from me or you.  
They have always seemed so far in the past 
that I’ve never been able to relate to them.  But 
right now I’m kind of thinking of Isaiah as a 
grandpa who wanted the same thing that I 
want.  To know God.  To be close to Him.  To 
please Him.   
 God did do what He said He would do.  
He sent a deliverer, his son, Jesus.  But they 
would have to wait.  And wait.  And wait.  As 
will we, at different times in our lives.  And 
while we wait, we are reminded:  

1. He is the potter and we are the clay  
2. That injustice is all around us and we will 

have to wait for it to be made right  
3. Not to allow the anxieties of life to weigh 

us down  
4. God wants mercy more than sacrifice  
5. That God knew us before we were born 

and has set us apart. 



Sunday, week one | Family Guide 

Light the first candle (a child if 
possible). 

Prayer: “Lord we thank you for the season of 
Advent, and for this chance to prepare our 
hearts to receive Jesus, once again, as our 
Lord and as the world’s true king. Thank you 
for making us a family, and for letting us be a 
part of your family, the church. Bless those 
who are not in a warm house tonight, or who 
are hungry or struggling. Be near to those who 
are hurting and sad. Bless our time together. 
Help us to have fun together and to see how 
you are working in our world.” 

Read from Isaiah 64:1-9: This following 
reading is meant to be divided between 4 
readers, but feel free to assign parts however 
you would like. Anyone can read the 
introduction. 

Introduction: A long, long time ago, the 
people of God had been forced to move far 
away from their homes, into a foreign land 
where the people ate strange foods, spoke a 
different language, and wore funny clothes. 
God’s people were far from their homes and 
their temple, and this made them feel sad. 
They cried out to God saying, ‘Where did you 
go? Did you forget us down here?’ It almost 
seemed like God didn’t care about them 
anymore. Then one day, a man named Isaiah 
the prophet heard the voice of God. Isaiah 
spoke to his people, telling them all God 
wanted them to hear. Isaiah told them to be 
strong and patient, that God would come for 
them. God told Isaiah about God’s big plan: 
God was going to send somebody to help 
them, and take them back home again. 

Reader 1: Why don’t you tear the sky apart 
and come down? The mountains would see 
you and shake with fear.  They would tremble 
like water boiling over a hot fire. Come and 
reveal your power to your enemies, and make 
the nations tremble at your presence! 

Reader 2: There was a time when you came 
and did terrifying things that we did not 
expect.  The mountains saw you and shook 
with fear. 

Reader 3: No one has ever seen or heard of a 
God like you, who does such deeds for those 
who put their hope in him. 

Reader 4: You welcome those who find joy in 
doing what is right, those who remember how 
you want them to live. 

Reader 1: You were angry with us, but we 
went on sinning.  In spite of your great anger 
we have continued to do wrong since ancient 
times. 

Reader 2: All of us have been sinful.  Even our 
best actions are filthy through and through. 

Reader 3: Because of our sins we are like 
leaves that wither and are blown away by the 
wind. 

Reader 4: No one turns to you in prayer.  No 
one goes to you for help.  You have hidden 
yourself from us and have abandoned us 
because of our sins. 

Reader 1: But you are our father, Lord. 

Reader 2: We are like clay, and you are like 
the potter. You created us, so do not be too 
angry with us or hold our sins against us 
forever. 

All: We are your people; be merciful to us. 

Conversation: feel free to pick and choose 
from these discussion starters, or to make up 
your own. 

- Share a few times in your day when you 
have to wait on someone/thing.  

- What’s the longest line you’ve ever waited in 
at an amusement park? 

- What does it feel like when you have to 
wait?  

- What’s the worst part about waiting? 
- What’s something good about waiting? 
- Why is waiting good for us? Why would God 

want us to learn how to wait? 
- Name three things about the world that you 

think are so broken, that they will never get 
fixed.  

- What would it look like to expect God to do 
something about those things?  



- How you think God would want us to wait 
for those things to happen? 

- The world around us celebrates Christmas 
for a solid month. What could we do to hold 
off celebrating until Christmas Eve? 

- Over the course of Advent, we are trying to 
become more and more still, more and 
more quiet as time goes on. Brainstorm 
ways we can try to get all of our 
preparations done early in the month—over 
the next week or two—and how we can 
decrescendo, slow our pace, and quiet our 
hearts as we head toward the celebration of 
Christmas. 

Activity: Place M&Ms—10 for each person in 
your group—in a single bowl in the middle of 
the table. One person will start by picking one 
M&M from the bowl and placing it on their 
tongue. Don’t bite it or chew it, just suck on it 
u n t i l t h e c a n d y c o a t i n g h a s n e a r l y 
disappeared, then you can chew and eat it. 
Then the next person can take one M&M, and 
repeat the same process. Each person must 
wait patiently to eat their one M&M. Only 
after the previous person has swallowed their 
one M&M can the next person choose an 
M&M from the bowl. Proceed around the 
circle until everyone has eaten their M&Ms. 
For fun, you might vary the way you eat the 
M&M. Do one round where you eat it as fast as 
you can, or one in which you are not allowed 
to chew at all. Talk about the difference 
between waiting for a long time, and waiting 
for a short time. Find ways to speed it up or 
slow it down in order to identify and 
experience the sensation of waiting. How does 
waiting impact the enjoyment of the candy? 
Does it change the experience in any way? 

Food: Eat together & enjoy each other’s 
company. 

Monday, week one | Isaiah 64:1-9 

 God is the potter.  We are the clay.  Oh, 
brother, how hard it is to accept this.  Because, 
I like you, want to be my own potter and shape 
my own life.  I love to sing the song, Have 
Thine Own Way, Lord.  Have thine own way, 
Lord, have thine own way…you are the potter, 
I am the clay…mold me and make me after thy 

will, while I am waiting, yielded and still.  It’s 
one thing to sing those words in a semi-dark 
sanctuary with my hands raised.  It’s quite 
another to live them day in and day out.   
 It’s not that I don’t mean it when I 
sing.  I do.  It’s just that I don’t like it when the 
potter lops off a piece here or squeezes a little 
harder there.  It hurts.  And I don’t like to 
hurt.  
 Right now my shape is being twisted 
and pressed in so many different ways, I 
barely know what is up and what is down.  
Plus I thought at my age I was already formed 
and re-formed into a decent-looking pot, one 
suitable for practical purposes like a cup used 
for drinking (not a beauty made for holding 
red roses).  But I guess I was wrong.   
 As I sit here today, my daughter 
languishes in despair.  Images of the past 8 ½ 
years flash before her eyes.  The love, the 
laughter, her prince charming, her darling 
son.  She was living her dream.  Was…until 
three months ago.  It was then that the ground 
crumbled from beneath her and she began the 
slow fall into another dimension.  A dark place 
where her husband told her he didn’t want to 
be married anymore.  
 While her dad and I helplessly watch 
from Dimension Earth, we desperately want to 
reach into our pockets and pull out our magic 
genie named God or our lucky rabbit’s foot 
nicknamed Jesus.  And we would rub the 
genie’s bottle a million times and pet or even 
eat that rabbit’s foot if it would make 
everything okay.  But it doesn’t work that way.  
God doesn’t work that way.  He isn’t a magic 
genie.  He isn’t the God of Sunlight 24/7.  He 
is a potter working with a variety of clays.  And 
He is merely trying to make us into something 
better than we were.  Something that he sees 
as useful.  Something beautiful. 

Thought questions 
  
 Are your circumstances overwhelming 
you at this very minute?  Whatever it is, name 
it.  Face it.  Write it down.  If the pain is still 
deeply raw, you may not be able to believe that 
God can use your situation, as awful as it is, to 
shape you.  But be encouraged by others who 
have been where you are, who have cried out 
all their tears and who have come out on the 
other side.  You will not be the same as you 



used to be.  But you will be re-fitted for what 
lies ahead. 

Tuesday, week one | Psalm 79:10-12 

 While sitting at Starbuck’s January 3rd 
of 2014, I wrote in my journal (a coffee-
stained piece of paper pulled from my purse) 
that I thought my directive for the new year 
was to “do justice, love mercy and walk 
humbly with my God.”  Even though I was 
struggling with what “doing justice” looked 
like in the everyday life of someone like me, I 
had no warning that it would turn into an 
American-Ninja-caliber-obstacle course.  And, 
even if I had, my confidence that I was up to 
the challenge would have emboldened me to 
pre-register.  Nor would I have had any 
qualms about signing the death waiver that is 
required prior to participating in any extreme 
challenge event these days.  After all, I had 
just completed two years of intense training 
on the “salmon ladder”of grief and the “cliff 
hanger” of unbelief in my specially-made-just-
for-my-life gymnasium. 
 Today I find myself parked in the same 
chair at the same Starbuck’s sipping a too-hot 
tall decaf attempting to push down the 
feelings of injustice that are trying to shoot out 
the top of my head.  I am failing the mercy and 
justice test.  Big time.  This situation is 
unfamiliar to me.  Being kind and 
compassionate and forgiving does not come 
hard for me.  Usually.  So I do not know what 
to do with these feelings.   
 I realize that I must forgive.  But this 
injustice will follow me into the future, never 
completely going away.  Still I must forgive 
and move on.  But in the nitty gritty trenches 
of the mud pit obstacles, how do we pull that 
off?  When the mud is creeping into your 
cracks and crevices and sloshing in your 
shoes, how do you pretend it isn’t there?  You 
don’t, that’s how.  You admit it’s there.  You 
don’t deny it or pretend you don’t notice.  You 
confront it.  And you keep going.  You can 
complain.  Or you can quit.  But there is no 
way you can pretend you don’t see the 
messiness, feel the filth or taste the slime.  It’s 
there.  
 I know it.  You know it.  And God 
knows it.  He hates injustice more than we do.  
That was why His son threw the money 

changers out of the temple.  They were 
treating people unfairly, and they didn’t 
deserve it.  The Psalmist in today’s reading 
wanted God to “pay back…seven times the 
reproach.”  But asking God to avenge the 
wrong doesn’t change us.  We are changed 
when we delicately place the contents of our 
bulging, misshapen injustice jug in His hands 
and leave it there.  And trust that He knows 
what to do with it.  

Thought questions 

If getting justice is more important to you 
than forgiving, how do you think that affects 
you and your relationships with other people?  
How can you practice “doing” justice? 

Wednesday, week one | Luke 21:34-38 

 Be careful.  How many times have you 
heard those words?  From a mom?  A dad?  A 
friend?  And, as a mom or a dad, how many 
times have you spoken those words?  It’s quite 
likely a huge number, maybe a hundred or a 
thousand or even a million.   But when and 
why do we say it?  I think usually we are 
reminding people that we love to remember 
what we’ve taught them.  Things like:  

- don’t drive too fast 
- look both ways while crossing the street 
- don’t talk to strangers 
- don’t drink or do drugs 
- don’t fall asleep while driving 

 It goes against my nature to say this, 
but I’m not sure it does any good to holler, “Be 
careful,” when the kids are running out the 
door.  We think with maybe one last reminder, 
it’ll kick in and they will “get it.”  Because we 
know that they already know what we are 
saying.  And I think maybe God does it for the 
same reason.  In Luke 21 Jesus says, “Be 
careful, or your hearts will be weighed down 
with dissipation (pursuit of pleasure or 
wastefulness), drunkenness and the anxieties 
of life…”  Why does Jesus say it if we already 
know it?  I think he knows that it’s going to be 
tough not to worry.  And when worry 
overtakes us, we usually need something to 



help us cope or to forget about it for a while.  
And that’s where the drinking and the 
pleasure-seeking come into the picture. 
 I speak with quite a lot of authority on 
this subject.  No, I am not a psychiatrist.  I am, 
however, a professional in the field of carrying 
anxiety.  I packed it around with me for years 
until it became too heavy and knocked me 
down.  Once down, it was almost impossible to 
get up.  But I did get up.  With the heIp of 
God, doctors, friends and little white pills, I 
was able to regroup and move on.  God knows 
that worrying about all the things we can’t 
change or fix will break us.   
 Anxiety flows deep and wide during 
the holiday season.  So much to do, buy, bake 
and pay for, in addition to our everyday 
responsibilities, can lead us close to the edge.  
So be careful and watch out for the signs…
obsessive list-making, trying to control 
outcomes, fear and hyperventilating, just to 
name a few.  Take a break even if everything 
isn’t done.  Don’t be a perfectionist, you’ll 
drive yourself (and everybody else) crazy.  Just 
try to grab hold of each moment and pull it 
into yourself and hug it for a little while before 
you move on to the next one. 

Thought questions 

 What are your biggest worries today?  
Is there anything you can do to make them 
less worrisome?  If the answer is yes, then do 
it.  If it is no, then let it go.  What is something 
you can do when you start to worry? 

Thursday, week one | Hosea 6:6 

 In this verse, God is speaking through 
the prophet, Hosea.  This is what He says, “For 
I d e s i r e m e r c y , n o t s a c r i f i c e , a n d 
acknowledgment of God rather than burnt 
offerings.”  Hmmmm.  I think this was what 
Jesus tried to get across to the Pharisees.  But 
their focus was not on mercy.  They were too 
busy peeking out from behind corners to see if 
they could catch one of their own breaking a 
law.  You weren’t going to get any compassion 
out of them.  Or kindness.  Or forgiveness.   
 It was much easier to throw an offering 
on the “barbie,” even if it was a costly piece of 
livestock, than to open up the heart to God 

and people.  And it disgusted Jesus.  He 
confronted the Pharisees time and again over 
their rigid adherence to laws of the Sabbath, 
hand washing, fasting and eating with 
“sinners.”  In Matthew 23:23, Jesus scolds 
them by saying, “Woe to you, teachers of the 
law and Pharisees, you hypocrites!  You give a 
tenth of your spices…but you have neglected 
the more important matters of the law – 
justice, mercy and faithfulness.” 
 The past few years my husband and I 
have “done” a lot of soul work.  To be honest, 
it has been more of an “undoing.”  We had 
been so sure about who God was, who we 
were, how life worked…and now we are not 
sure about many things.  Barbara Brown 
Taylor says of a similar experience, “I cannot 
say for sure when my reliable ideas about God 
began to slip away, but the big chest I used to 
keep them in is smaller than a shoebox now.”  
That is me. 
 It seems so many of the things that I 
was taught about God had more to do with 
what we shouldn’t do rather than what we 
should.  And pretty much most of those were 
visible from the outside only.  If you grew up 
in an evangelical church, you know what I 
mean.  No smoking, no drinking, no dancing, 
no movies and those are just the ones that 
come to mind quickly.  And we judged others 
by those same standards.  If one witnessed 
those behaviors on the outside, then one could 
assume their spiritual lives were in disarray or 
non-existent.  But Jesus said that cleaning the 
inside of the cup was more important than 
cleaning up the outside. (Matthew 23:25).   
Oh, Lord, help us to desire mercy instead of 
sacrifice. 

Thought questions 

 Which is more important to you…
mercy or sacrifice…cleaning the inside of the 
cup or the outside?  Let us use this time of 
Advent to check our hearts.  Let us be brave 
enough to “undo” any of the old ways that 
don’t fit anymore. 



Friday, week one | Jeremiah 1:4-10 

 Okay, I don’t know about you, but this 
verse blows my mind.  It is something I can’t 
get my finite head around. How could God 
“know” Jeremiah before He formed him in the 
womb?  And He isn’t just talking to Jeremiah.  
He was talking to me and to you.  Go ahead.  
Ponder it for a minute.  See what I mean?  
How does that work?  And then it says that He 
sets us apart.  In other words, He chooses us.  
 The concept of being chosen by God 
has baffled me on and off throughout the 
years.  Does that mean that others aren’t 
chosen?  Does it mean that I am more special 
to God than those around me?  Recently while 
reading Life of the Beloved by Henri Nouwen, 
I was drawn to his explanation of being 
chosen.  He said, “To be chosen does not mean 
that others are rejected.  It is very hard to 
conceive of this in a competitive world such as 
ours.  All my memories of being chosen are 
linked to others not being chosen…To be 
chosen as the beloved of God is something 
radically different.  Instead of excluding 
others, it includes others.  Instead of rejecting 
others as less valuable, it accepts others in 
their own uniqueness.  It is not a competitive, 
but a compassionate choice.  When I write to 
you that, as the Beloved, we are God’s chosen 
ones, I mean that we have been seen by God 
from all eternity and seen as unique, special, 
precious beings.” 
 When God reminds Jeremiah that he 
knows him and has set him apart to be used as 
a prophet, Jeremiah had reasons why he 
would not be very good at it.  He told God that 
he was just a kid and that he didn’t know how 
to speak.  But God knew what God was doing.  
In the same way, He has a special purpose for 
you because you are unique.  And even if you 
don’t think you can do it, God knows what 
God is doing.  Because He has known you for a 
long, long time. 

Thought questions 

 God has chosen you as His Beloved.  
What is it that he sees in you as being unique?  
And don’t forget as you look at others to 
appreciate their uniqueness.  

 

ADVENT 
week two 

Preparing 

Introduction | Isaiah 40:1-11  

 God was making preparations for the 
deliverance of Isaiah’s people.  But, at the 
same time, He was preparing them to receive 
it.  So, while they were waiting, He was getting 
them ready.  Do you remember what 
happened when Moses led the Hebrews out of 
Egypt?  Before they entered the promised land 
flowing with milk and honey?  They went 
through the wilderness. It is no different for us 
today.  We despise these times because they 
are lonely and bumpy and foggy and we can’t 
see where we are going.  But this is where the 
gospel comes to us.  This is where the miracles 
happen.  This is the place of manna and water 
gushing from rocks. 
 It is during this preparation time that 
God wants us to remember: 1) even in trouble, 
He will keep us and hide us, 2) we are all 
acceptable in His eyes, 3) He has always had a 
plan and has been organizing the details, 4) 
we prepare by descent, not ascent, counting all 
that we have going for us as unimportant 
compared to knowing Him and 5) He wants us 
to press on and look to the future, not focus on 
the past. 

Sunday, week two | Family Guide 

Light the first, and second candles. 

Prayer: “Lord we thank you for the season of 
Advent, and for this chance to prepare our 
hearts to receive Jesus, once again, as our 
Lord and as the world’s true king. Thank you 
for making us a family, and for letting us be a 
part of your family, the church. Bless those 
who are not in a warm house tonight, or who 
are hungry or struggling. Be near to those who 



are hurting and sad. Bless our time together. 
Help us to have fun together and to see how 
you are working in our world.” 

Read Isaiah 40:1-11 This reading requires a 
Narrator, the Voice of God, and Isaiah the 
Prophet, but feel free to assign parts however 
you would like. 

Introduction: The Bible teaches us that God 
pays special attention to the sound of the 
human voice. God can hear our voices, and 
God actually cares deeply about what we say—
when we sing for joy, or cry out in sadness. It’s 
not as easy for us to hear the voice of God. 
There are so many other sounds to listen to, 
they can sometimes make it hard to hear 
God’s voice. The prophet paid such careful 
attention to God, that they could actually hear 
God speak very clearly. The prophet’s job was 
to tell the people what God had to say 
concerning their lives. Isaiah 40:1-11 is a 
conversation between God and Isaiah the 
prophet.  This was Isaiah’s call to be a 
prophet, but it also speaks to us today. Hear 
the word of the Lord. 

VOICE OF GOD: “Comfort, oh comfort my 
people. I wish to speak softly and tenderly to 
Jerusalem, my city, but I want to make it very 
clear that she has served her sentence, that her 
sin is taken care of—it is all forgiven! She’s 
been punished enough and probably more 
than enough, but now it’s over and done with.” 
“Thunder in the desert! Prepare for God’s 
arrival! Make the road straight and smooth, 
like a highway fit for our God. Fill in the 
valleys, level off the hills, Smooth out the ruts, 
and clear out the rocks. Then God’s bright 
glory will shine and everyone will see it.” 

NARRATOR:  The prophet heard the voice of 
God shouting, “Cry Out!” 

ISAIAH THE PROPHET: And I said, “What 
shall I cry out? I will say that our lives are a bit 
like the grass; we are about as reliable as the 
flowers that grow wild in a farmer’s field. The 
grass withers and turns brown, the flower 
fades if the breath of God so much as puffs on 
it. That might be true, people’s lives are surely 
at least a little bit like the grass, and he grass 
will wither, and the flower will fade; but even 

so the word of our God stands firm and 
forever.” 

VOICE OF GOD: “So, you better get up on 
your feet, start climbing to high ground—to 
the top of a high mountain, the Mountain 
called Zion. It’s time to sing songs about good 
news. Come on everybody, lift up your voices 
loud and clear, don’t be shy or timid. Tell the 
cities of Judah, “Look! It’s your God! God, the 
Master, comes in power, and he’s ready to go 
into action. He is going to pay back his 
enemies and reward those who have loved 
him. Like a shepherd, he will care for his flock, 
gathering the lambs in his arms, Hugging 
them as he carries them, leading the nursing 
lambs to good pasture.” 

Conversation: feel free to pick and choose 
from these discussion starters, or to make up 
your own. 

- Name everything you do each day to 
prepare to go to work or to school. 

- How much time does it take to get ready? 
- What’s the worst thing you could forget to 

do in your preparations for each day at 
work or school? 

- Name all the things that have to be done in 
preparation for Christmas, like shopping, 
wrapping presents, decorating the house, 
cooking, cleaning, traveling). 

- What do you think God might want us to do 
to prepare our hearts, minds, and souls to 
celebrate Christmas? 

- Would your preparation be more about 
adding or removing something from your 
schedule? 

- Pick 3 things you will add or remove for 
advent. 

- When you are tired, or sad, or grumpy, or 
upset, what words do you like to hear from 
others? 

- If God were going to say encouraging things 
to God’s people, what would it sound like? 
How can you encourage others to take 
heart, to have hope, to look to God for help? 

Activity: You will need a set of dominos and a 
timer for this exercise. Let one person set up 
all of the dominos on their ends in a line 
around the table about an inch apart. Time 
how long it takes them to prepare the dominos 
in this way. Let another person tip the first 



domino over, setting off a chain reaction that 
knocks all the dominos down. Time how long 
it takes them to all fall over. Take turns doing 
a different design & shape. Let each person 
have a chance to do the preparation, and the 
celebration (setting off the chain reaction). 
Talk about what’s fun about preparation—
things like creativity, expectation, precision, 
planning, and hopefulness. Talk about what’s 
fun about watching them fall. 

Food: Eat together & enjoy each other’s 
company. 

Monday, week two | Psalm 27 

  No matter what happens to us in the 
wilderness, we can take courage from Psalm 
27.  It says that “…in the day of trouble he will 
keep me safe in His dwelling and He will hide 
me…”  Tim Suttle, in his book, Shrink, calls 
this wilderness place “terra incognita,” the 
unknown land.  I like to think about 
Christopher Columbus and the people he 
pulled together to set out for an unknown 
land.  These guys were either nuts or very, 
very brave.  They didn’t know what was out 
there.  But no matter what it was, it would be 
dangerous.  And Suttle reminds us that 
whatever explorers came up against, there 
would be no one to come and rescue them.  
They would have to find their own way out. 
 It is the same with us.  I think that our 
whole life is “terra incognita.”  Because we 
don’t know what will happen tomorrow.  We 
can plan.  And we should.  We can organize.  
And we do.  But no matter how good we are at 
those things, something can happen tomorrow 
that makes those plans irrelevant, at least for 
awhile.  And we will have to find our own way 
out.  
 I remember Christmas of 2011.  For the 
first time ever, my whole family came to 
celebrate the Stanley Christmas with us.  By 
this time, a family of five (my mom, dad, two 
brothers and me) had grown into a family of 
23.  And it was awesome!  My niece even fitted 
us all into a grin-infested family photo which 
sets on my family room shelf.   
 With this as a backdrop, it was nearly 
impossible to believe that six weeks later my 
mom was diagnosed with stage 4 lung cancer.  
Something like that leaves a person feeling 

lost, as if what is going on around you isn’t 
real.  Especially because my mom didn’t 
smoke.  Ever.  But this type of cancer was not 
related to tobacco.  It was a sea serpent, 
jumping up out of the water, to devour her.  
We were in “terra incognita.”  And there was 
nothing I could do.  Doctors couldn’t fix it.  I 
couldn’t fix it.  And God didn’t fix it. 
 Three weeks a f ter get t ing the 
diagnosis, I was hanging out with my mom in 
a cozy room with a fireplace.  It was not her 
home, but a hospice house.  At about 6:00 that 
Tuesday night, I ordered a meatball sandwich 
from a place down the street.  I planned on 
leaving about 6:25 to pick it up.  But I never 
did.  You see, about 6:15, my mom began to 
have trouble.  45 minutes later she died. 
 That whole time I never felt God’s 
presence.  Nobody came to rescue me.  I 
couldn’t go over it.  I couldn’t go under it.  I 
couldn’t go around it.  I had to go through it.  
It was during the next year that my whole 
belief system was questioned, doubted and 
almost thrown away.  But God did not leave 
me in the day of trouble.  He was just silent for 
a while.  And it was during that silence that He 
prepared me for the rest of my journey.  

Thought questions 

 What name do you give to your current 
wilderness?  What are the hardest things 
about it?  You probably can’t see where you 
are going.   But you have to go through it.  You 
can’t go over, under or around it.   

Tuesday, week two | Acts 11:1-18 

 From the beginning, God’s plan was 
intended to be all-inclusive.  Some people just 
didn’t read the fine print.  The disciples fell 
into this category, thinking the Gospel was 
only for the Jews.  But God made it clear to 
Peter in these verses that this wasn’t the case.  
He told Peter, “Do not call anything impure 
that God has made clean.”  Just as Peter 
needed to hear this to understand that God’s 
love extended to the Gentiles and the 
Samaritans, we need to be reminded that His 
l o v e e n c o m p a s s e s p e o p l e i n o t h e r 
denominations, immigrants and the poor.  



God made all of us in His image.  And it is 
good. 
 Every Sunday morning at Redemption 
Church in Olathe twenty or thirty men and 
women who live in tents arrive in two white 
vans ready to join their friends in worship.  
They make their “homes” on the outskirts of 
society.  Most have no job, no close family, no 
car and very little money.  It is people such as 
these that Jesus went out of His way to help 
and to heal.  People on the margins.  The quiet 
voices on the edges that get drowned out by 
the rest of us.  And He charged His followers 
to take over this job before He left.   
 We haven’t been very good at it.  
Maybe because it’s messy or inconvenient or 
uncomfortable or hard.  But Redemption 
Church has decided it’s worth it.  We take 
Jesus’ command seriously.  On any Sunday 
morning, the poorest of the poor can not only 
grab a coffee and donut, but also a shower 
(sprinkled with love) served with a large cup of 
dignity.  Mother Teresa said, “There is more 
hunger in the world for love and appreciation 
than for bread.”  It is this that the poor among 
us crave.  And this, that we at Redemption, try 
to give them.  No judgment.  No 
condemnation.  No pressure to change.  In this 
place, grace comes without a price tag.  It is 
free. 
 In this sweet spot of redemption, lives 
are changed.  There are no trumpets, no mega 
signs, no television ads announcing to the city 
what is happening here.  It is a quiet 
transformation.  And it is holy.  This is as it 
should be.  And it is what God intended all 
along. 

Thought questions 

 Do you put people into categories?  Us 
– Them.  In – Out.  Fat – Skinny.  Rich – 
Poor.  If so, what can you do to re-shape this 
belief? 

Wednesday, week two | Luke 1:5-17 

 The two things that hit me when I read 
today’s verses are these:  

1. God is making preparations to deliver His 
people 

2. He is preparing His people to receive what 
He has planned.   

 One of those preparations was 
arranging for a son to be born to Elizabeth and 
Zechariah.  Another part of His plan was that 
the baby should be named John.  An extra 
detail was that John shouldn’t drink wine or 
other fermented drinks.  And John’s main 
assignment would be to go before the Lord “in 
the spirit and power of Elijah.”  It’s apparent 
that God loves details.  So far Luke has been 
telling about the preparations that God is 
making for us.  The final one given here is that 
He is also preparing us by using John to turn 
the hearts of the people back to righteousness, 
“…to make ready a people prepared for the 
Lord.” 
 I t ’ s the detai ls that make the 
difference.  Let’s say a friend has asked you to 
come for dinner.  It’s the week before 
Christmas.  You walk through the door to the 
sound of Andy Williams singing “…chestnuts 
roasting on an open fire…”  There’s a hint of 
cinnamon in the air and you glimpse the faint 
flames of candles from the corner of your eye.  
The table is set with matching dishes, the 
host’s reindeer collection in the center with 
sugar cookie stars and Santas at each place 
setting holding name cards.  Your host is 
definitely tuned in to details.  And it isn’t to 
impress, but to welcome, you.   
 Wade back into the cobwebs of your 
holiday memories to a time when someone 
made preparations for your arrival.  You were 
expected and anticipated.  You may have even 
said, “You shouldn’t have gone to so much 
work.”  But the other person wanted to do it, 
and you were glad she did.  Because you felt 
warmed and wanted.  She had a plan and 
carried it out.  And she did it all for you.   
 When I think about all the details 
(known and unknown) that went into God’s 
plan for us, my head goes a little haywire.  And 
in the midst of all this organizing and 
arranging, God had an underlying purpose.  
The hidden agenda was that while it looked 
like He was doing all of this work for us, in the 
meantime, He was working in us, shaping us 
into a gracious and expectant people. 
 It makes me want to say to God, “You 
shouldn’t have gone to so much work.”  But 
He wanted to do it.  He had a plan and carried 
it out.  And He did it all for us. 



Thought questions 

 How is God preparing you to receive 
Him?  And how are you preparing for His 
arrival?  Remember, the difference is in the 
details. 

Thursday, week two | Philippians 3:7-11 

 Humility.  This word sums up all five 
verses.  At least for me.  Paul is saying that the 
former confidences he had about himself were 
not important in serving Christ.  What 
interests me is that most of the things he 
mentioned were out of his control.  He 
inherited them.  He was circumcised, which 
meant that his parents made that decision.  He 
was a Hebrew from the tribe of Benjamin, 
something else he didn’t decide.  Paul, 
evidently, was raised by his family with a 
ridged adherence to the law.  And he used 
himself as an example by saying that if 
anybody should be proud of who he was, it 
should be him.     
 Unlike Paul, many of us use a similar 
list to puff ourselves up.  And, like Paul, the 
majority of those things are not something 
within our control.  Things like: white, 
American, raised in church, middle class, 
graduated high school, etc.  Think about it.  
We didn’t control most of those things.  But 
those are the things that lead to pride.  And 
most of the time they are so much a part of 
who we are that we don’t even realize they are 
shaping us.  But Paul saw through it.  He could 
have been a cocky Hebrew Christian.  Feeling 
he had “one up” on the other disciples of 
Jesus, who were from humble backgrounds.  
But he chose a different way. 
 He chose the way of descent, not 
ascent.  Saying all of that stuff was worthless.  
It meant nothing.  In going forward, as a 
follower of Christ, it had no place.  It’s the 
same path Jesus chose.  Son of God, messiah, 
deliverer, born of a virgin, special…yet he 
chose to live a humble life.  And He is our 
example. 
 This is a part of our preparation.  
Unless we are humble, we can never accept 
that a baby born in Bethlehem is the promised 
redeemer.  Unless we are humble, we can 
never admit that our hope is built on a 

carpenter from Nazareth.  Unless we are 
humble, we will not acknowledge that we are 
weak and in need of a savior. 

Thought questions 

 Often a lack of humility is difficult to 
see in ourselves.  Be brave and ask a trusted 
friend for some feedback on how you are 
doing.  And then listen to and ponder what 
he/she says. 

Friday, week two | Philippians 3:12-16 

 Paul is telling the people in Philippi 
that he is forgetting what is behind him and 
pressing on toward his goal.  And Paul had a 
lot of junk in his closet that could have 
hindered him.  As a fervent fanatic of the 
Jewish faith, he had pursued and punished 
new believers in Jesus.  Remember…Paul was 
the guy who held Stephen’s coat while others 
heaped heavy rocks on him.  Until he was 
dead.  How do you get over something like 
that?  He was an accomplice to murder!  Yet 
he became one of Jesus’ most devoted 
disciples. 
 Paul uses the word forget here.  That 
doesn’t mean he gave an I Dream of Jeannie 
blink and a nod and it magically disappeared 
from his memory.  No, it meant that he made 
a choice to “disregard” or “not dwell on” what 
had taken place.  He refused to let the past 
determine his future.  He couldn’t change 
what was, but he could change what would be. 
I love the movie City Slickers.  Mitch (Billy 
Crystal) and his friends, Phil and Ed, sign up 
for a cattle drive hoping to get in touch with 
their 40-year-old selves.  In a campfire scene, 
Phil dredges up all the depressing details of 
his life.  It’s like a line of dominoes in that 
each thing effects the next and the next and 
the next.  And he is lamenting what he had 
even though what he had wasn’t that great.  
It’s here that Mitch says, “It’s a do-over.  You 
have a chance to change your life.”  I think 
that is what Paul is getting at.   
 We can’t change what has happened in 
our past, but we can choose to make the future 
different.  We get a do-over.  And the cool 
thing is that it isn’t a one-time deal.  Jesus 



makes a do-over available to us whenever we 
need it. 
 Paul said that he was pressing toward 
the goal.  That’s the same direction we’re 
going.  So put the past behind you and keep 
looking ahead, putting one foot in front of the 
other, in front of the other, in front of the 
other.  That’s how to finish the race…eyes out 
in front, wind in your face, never giving up. 

Thought questions 

 Are you hanging on to something in 
your past that you should let go of?  We all 
have “stuff” that gets in the way of where we 
want to go.  Remember that it is our choice to 
make.  But if we just get started, it gets easier. 

ADVENT 
week three 

Hoping 

Introduction | Isaiah 61:1-4, 8-11 

 Isaiah speaks hope into the hearts of 
the people in this chapter.  He tells them what 
God told him to do: bind up the wounds of the 
brokenhearted, release prisoners from the 
darkness and comfort those who mourn.  He 
was also to tell them that just as surely as 
sprouts would grow from seeds, that the Lord 
would make righteousness and praise spring 
up before the nations. 
 I had a friend who became super 
excited when she saw little bitty blades of 
yellowish-green grass growing in the ditches 
around her house.  It wasn’t so much that she 
loved the buzz-cut look of the grass, but rather 
she loved what the grass meant.  It was a sign 
of what was to come.  It was the hope of 
spring.  In a similar way, Isaiah didn’t want 
the people to merely love the signs, but what 
the signs signified about what was coming 

down the road.  And what was coming down 
the road was deliverance.   
 In this third week of Advent, let us be 
reminded to hope in what God has for us by: 

1. Standing in spite of difficulties 

2. Believing that God is who He said He was 

3. Knowing that what you believe is 
everything  

4. Believing grace is enough  

5. Remembering that we have an Abba 
Father who loves us just as we are. 

Sunday, week three | Family Guide 

Light the first, second, and third 
candles. 

Prayer: “Lord we thank you for the season of 
Advent, and for this chance to prepare our 
hearts to receive Jesus, once again, as our 
Lord and as the world’s true king. Thank you 
for making us a family, and for letting us be a 
part of your family, the church. Bless those 
who are not in a warm house tonight, or who 
are hungry or struggling. Be near to those who 
are hurting and sad. Bless our time together. 
Help us to have fun together and to see how 
you are working in our world.” 

Read Isaiah 61:1-4; 8-11; This reading 
requires the Voice of God, and Isaiah the 
Prophet, but feel free to assign parts however 
you would like. 

Introduction: When Isaiah the prophet prayed 
to God, and listened to the voice of God, he 
believed that God was planning to send a 
deliverer to Israel. God was finally planning to 
bless the people who were having a hard time 
in life. Those who were struggling were about 
to receive help. The announcement of this 
message was called good news, or gospel. 
When Isaiah told the people these things, they 
began to live with a sense of hope about their 
future. Many years later, when Jesus preached 
his first sermon ever in the synagogue at 
Nazareth, he read these verses out loud for all 
to hear. 



ISAIAH THE PROPHET: “The Spirit of God, 
the Master, is on me because God anointed 
me. He sent me to preach good news to the 
poor, heal the heartbroken, announce freedom 
to all captives, and pardon all prisoners. God 
sent me to announce the year of his grace—a 
celebration of God’s destruction of our 
enemies—and to comfort all who mourn, To 
care for the needs of all who mourn in Zion, 
give them bouquets of roses instead of ashes, 
Messages of joy instead of news of doom, a 
praising heart instead of a languid spirit. 
Rename them “Oak Trees of Righteousness” 
planted by God to display his glory. They’ll 
rebuild the old ruins, raise a new city out of 
the wreckage. They’ll start over on the ruined 
cities, take the rubble left behind and make it 
new.” 

VOICE OF GOD: “Because I, God, love fair 
dealing and hate thievery and crime, I’ll pay 
your wages on time and in full, and establish 
my eternal covenant with you. Your 
descendants will become well-known all over. 
Your children in foreign countries Will be 
recognized at once as the people I have 
blessed.” 

ISAIAH THE PROPHET: “I will sing for joy in 
God, explode in praise from deep in my soul! 
He dressed me up in a suit of salvation, he 
outfitted me in a robe of righteousness, As a 
bridegroom who puts on a tuxedo and a bride 
a jeweled tiara. For as the earth bursts with 
spring wildflowers, and as a garden cascades 
with blossoms, So the Master, God, brings 
righteousness into full bloom and puts praise 
on display before the nations.  

Conversation: feel free to pick and choose 
from these discussion starters, or to make up 
your own. 

- Do you ever hope you’ll wake up tomorrow 
to so much snow, that they’ll cancel school/
work? 

- What does your body, or mind, or heart feel 
like when it hopes for something like a snow 
day? 

- Why does God want his people to be 
hopeful? 

- What do you think God hopes for our 
world? 

- Name a few things you hope for in your life. 

- One by one, tell each person in your group 
one hope you have for their life, take turns 
doing this. 

Activity: Take a deck of cards and try to make 
a house out of cards by stacking them. See 
how many you can get to stand at once. Try to 
make a second level or a third. Notice the way 
you start to feel after you have a lot of cards 
standing. Take turns placing cards, and 
talking about how it feels when you add a card 
to the house. Do you feel fear that yours will 
be the card to knock the whole thing down? 
Do you feel hopeful that your card will make 
the house bigger and stronger? What’s the 
difference between the sensation of fear and 
the sensation of hope? What are ways we can 
choose to be a people who hope instead of 
fear? 

Food: Eat together & enjoy each other’s 
company. 

Monday, week three | Ephesians 6:10-17 

 When I was teaching sixth grade at a 
Christian elementary school, I remember the 
activity I used to teach the students about the 
armor of God.  Each one drew an outline of a 
person on a 12” x 18” sheet of construction 
paper.  After we discussed each piece of 
equipment, it was added to the drawing and 
labeled creatively.  The results were pretty 
astonishing.  And we hung them in the 
hallway.  It wasn’t just the drawings that were 
beautiful, it was also the hearts of these kids.  
We focused on the inner qualities of the 
armor…the belt of truth, breastplate of 
righteousness, shield of faith and the sword of 
the spirit.  And they got it.  We said it wasn’t 
about fighting, it was about being ready to face 
whatever came our way. 
 More recently, I approached my family 
about the battle we are currently in against 
“one who must not be named.”  It went 
something like this: 

We are going into battle.  Pulling on the 
armor.  Sharpening the blade.  Polishing the 
breastplate.  Lacing up the boots .  
Accumulating plenty of ammo.  It is this last 
one that concerns me.  We are not 
accustomed to fighting battles on other 



people’s terms.  We are not experienced in 
cutting throats or devising treacherous traps.  
And the reason we are not experienced in 
those things is because we have chosen NOT 
to “do battle” that way.  We have always 
chosen another way.  The way of peaceful 
reconciliation.  Of turning the other cheek.  
Pulling out the big guns may not make a 
difference.  And, even if it does, are we still 
going to like who we are?  We must ask 
ourselves, “Is it worth it?”   

 Tim Suttle, in his book Shrink, puts it 
another way.  He says, “…we are not an assault 
team; we are an army of resistance, and our 
job is to stand.”  He reminds us that all of the 
armor listed is for defensive purposes except 
the sword of the spirit, which is dependent on 
God’s power.  
 God wants us “to stand.”  To stand 
while waiting.  To stand while going through 
the wilderness.  To stand while we hope for 
what He has planned.   
Thought questions 

What do you think it means “to stand?”  What 
does it look like in everyday life? 

Tuesday, week three | Acts 3:17 – 4:4 

 Peter and John, in the name of Jesus, 
had just healed a man who had been crippled 
from birth.  This caused quite a scene.  And it 
gave the two disciples an opportunity to teach 
the crowd about God’s plan for His people.  
Many believed, but the priests and the temple 
guards did not and threw both of them into 
jail. 
 Before one can have hope, there must 
be a belief system in which one can have hope.  
Shane Lopez in his book, Making Hope 
Happen, says that hopeful people conjure a 
vision (belief system) that sustains them and 
that causes them to go to work, accept 
setbacks, etc.  But first…one must believe in 
something. 
 It wasn’t so long ago that I was 
struggling with what I believed about God.  
Sometimes believing He was there.  And 
sometimes believing He was not.  About a year 
passed while I remained stuck betwixt and 

between.  Finally one day I had had enough.  
So I said to God…  

Here’s what I’ve got…I wanted to believe…
that you loved me, that you had a plan and a 
purpose for my life, that you had written me 
in the palm of your hand…who wouldn’t want 
to believe that?  And here is what God 
impressed on my heart…Dawn, you want to 
believe.  Isn’t that enough?  Doesn’t that tell 
you something?  When have you wanted to 
believe things that aren’t true?  I know you.  I 
know what you have believed.  What you 
believe now.  I have written you in the palm 
of my hand. Why would I, who cares for you 
more than you could ever know, let you go on 
believing something that wasn’t true.  I 
wouldn’t.  If it were not true, I would have 
told you. 

 There’s more.  But, basically, God said 
believing was enough.  He said the bottom line 
was that I didn’t have to convince anybody 
else that it was true.  And I didn’t have to 
prove it was true. He said it doesn’t matter 
what anybody else thinks, as long as I believe 
him to be true.   
 I guess what I’m talking about is faith.  
Faith is all about what you believe to be true, 
without knowing or seeing.  And hope springs 
up when we cling to our beliefs no matter what 
life looks like on the outside. 

Thought questions 

 Each of us must determine what we 
believe.  Nobody else can do the work for us.  I 
heard this idea once from a pastor: Make two 
columns on paper, one for what you believe 
about God and in the other column list your 
doubts about God.  This will give you a 
starting point. 

Wednesday, week three | Psalm 125 

 The dictionary definition for hope is: a 
desire accompanied by confident expectation.  
In my duct-taped American Heritage 
paperback from the days of writing journalism 
pieces for The Daily Kansan, it is surrounded 
by words like hoodoo, hoodwink, hooey, 
hookah, hookworm, hootenanny and 



horehound.  To my way of thinking, unfitting 
partners for a star-studded, power-packed, 
dynamite-caliber word like hope.  The most 
famous diamond in the world bears its name.  
Also a perfume, said by one devoted fan that 
when wearing a splash behind the ears was 
like being transported to another time and 
place.  Come on…there should be rays of light 
shooting out from between the pages.   
 Hope is powerful.  Those were not just 
catchy phrases used as a ploy to make the 
reader smile.  In his book, Anatomy of Hope, 
Jerome Groopman says that belief and 
expectation (associated with hope) have an 
impact on the nervous system which sets off a 
chain reaction that makes improvement and 
recovery more likely.  That is what accounts 
for the placebo effect, which is created by 
hopeful outlook.  You know the studies where 
some of the participants are given a horse-
sized tablet from the latest medical research 
and the others are unknowingly given a horse-
sized tablet of sugar.  In many of the trials, 
those who were given the sugar tablets gained 
as much progress as those who swallowed the 
real drugs.  The reason?  Hope. 
 The writer of today’s psalm says, 
“Those who trust in the Lord are like Mount 
Zion, which cannot be shaken but endures 
forever.”  When our hope is in God, we are 
strong.  It is a strength that is spiritual, 
emotional and physical.  Shane Lopez, author 
of Making Hope Happen, says that hope may 
buffer us from stress, anxiety and the effects of 
negative life events.  I already knew that.  I’ve 
tried it.  And so have you.   
 The bottom line is that without hope 
we lose sight of the good things that await us.  
The Hebrews in the wilderness lost hope even 
in the midst of manna and water flowing from 
rocks.  As we will at times when we are 
walking through unknown territories.  The key 
is to remember.  Remember…the promise of a 
deliverer, the promise that He will hide you 
and keep you, the promise that He knew you 
before you were born and that He has a 
purpose for you. 

Thought questions 

Think about how hope has saved you when 
you were in a dark place.  And if you are in a 
dark place now, make a list of the good things 

in your life (even if it seems there are few).  
Add one more to the list each day.  And start 
the chain reaction that leads to recovery. 

Thursday, week three | Ps. 89:1-4, 19-26 

 God wants to make a covenant with 
me.  With us.  Really?  God, the creator of 
everything and everyone, desires me and you?  
And it must mean that He doesn’t just like us.  
People don’t get married because they like 
each other.  It’s because they are crazy in love.  
Marriage is the best example of a current-day 
covenant that I can think of.  A covenant is a 
binding agreement between two people/
entities.  A promise can be made by one, but in 
order to have a covenant or contract there’s 
got to be two.  And it says that His covenant 
will never fail.  His grace is forever. 
 I wonder how long He knew that, 
ultimately, all would be grace.  Did he know it 
from the beginning, or did he think of it after 
the fall of Adam and Eve?  Before or after 
Abraham?  Moses?  Maybe someday I’ll ask.  
Or maybe I won’t.  Because when really isn’t 
important. 
 The important part is that grace is.  It’s 
not up for discussion, debate or dibs.  It is.  
And it is for all of us.  Nobody gets “dibs” on 
grace.  The Pharisees in Jesus’ time thought 
they had grace in the bag.  Or, at least, they 
thought they had God’s favor in the bag.  I’m 
not sure grace was a part of their vernacular.  
“Religious” people tend to feel they have 
earned God’s pleasure.  Because if it wasn’t 
earned that puts them on level ground with 
everybody else.  And they don’t want to be just 
one of the masses.  They want to be on top, 
looking down.  It was that way when Jesus 
came, and it is no different today. 
 Henri Nouwen says that good church 
folk are like the older brother in the story of 
the prodigal son.  They both look down their 
noses, arms crossed, pouting and refuse to go 
to the celebration for one who once was lost 
but now is found.   Because this whole time 
they’ve been “good”; they didn’t go out into 
the dark night looking for love in all the wrong 
places; they stayed home.  And nobody threw 



them a party.  Nobody applauded.  Nobody 
noticed.  
 But grace isn’t about fairness.  If it 
were, Jesus would not have traded his life for 
ours.  THAT wasn’t fair.  But He did it anyway.  
Brennan Manning repeated it for more than 
fifty years, “God loves you unconditionally, as 
you are and not as you should be, because 
nobody is as they should be…Grace is 
sufficient even though we huff and puff with 
all our might to try to find something or 
someone it cannot cover.  Grace is enough…”  

Thought questions 

 What do you think about grace?  Do 
you believe it is free of charge?  Or do you try 
to constantly fix yourself, to try not to be 
broken, to work up to a level where Jesus will 
like you better? 

Friday, week three | Hebrews 1:5-14 

 Abba Father.  The God we hope in isn’t 
a grouchy old man with a white unruly beard.  
He is not a Hitler-like ruler looking for 
soldiers with pure ancestral lineage and blue 
eyes.  Neither is He a cold, thin-lipped elderly 
lady looking down her nose and clucking her 
tongue because once again the kids failed to 
perform up to her expectations.  No, He is 
none of these.  Rather He is like the patient 
expectant father in the story of the prodigal 
son.   
 It is this Abba Father that loved us so 
much that He chose to give up His son for our 
benefit.  And it is this father and son and 
brother who are the focus of Henri Nouwen’s 
book, The Return of the Prodigal Son.  
Nouwen sees himself as first the son who left 
everything to find nothing, then the older son 
who stayed home like a good boy and finally as 
the gentle father who never gave up on his 
child.  In one place he says of the father, 
 …But the father couldn’t compel his 
son to stay home.  He couldn’t force his love 
on the Beloved.  He had to let him go in 
freedom, even though he knew the pain it 
would cause both his son and himself.  It was 
love itself that prevented him from keeping his 
son home at all cost.  It was love itself that 
allowed him to let his son find his own life, 

even with the risk of losing it.  Here the 
mystery of my life is unveiled.  I am loved so 
much that I am left free to leave home.  The 
blessing is there from the beginning.  I have 
left it and keep on leaving it.  But the Father is 
always looking for me with outstretched arms 
to receive me back and whisper again in my 
ear, ‘You are my Beloved, on you my favor 
rests.’  
 We are the beloved.  Even when we run 
away from obligations, traditions or wise 
counsel.  Even when we look for happiness on 
the other side of the fence, in a trip to Disney 
World or a warm amber liquid.  The Father 
loves us enough to take us back.  But, then, He 
isn’t really taking us back because he’s never 
given us up.  And never will.  Because we are 
Abba’s children. 

Thought questions 

 How do you “see” God?  Not how you 
think you should see him or how others see 
him…but what picture is in your mind before 
you consciously think about Him… 

ADVENT 
week four 

Submitting 

Introduction | 2 Samuel 7:1-16 

  I love these verses because I see me in 
them.  David says, “Here I am, living in a 
palace of cedar, while the ark of God remains 
in a tent.”  It seems a good thing for David to 
realize the injustice in the living quarter 
arrangement and in deciding that he needed 
to build a better house for God.  But God 
raises his hand immediately to the “halt” 
position.  And says to David (my paraphrase)
…You are going to build me a house…am I 
hearing you right…if I wanted a house, I could 



build it myself…no, you are not going to build 
me a house, I will build you a house. 
 Barbara Brown Taylor in her book, An 
Altar in the World, says “For years and years, 
the Divine Presence was content with a tent…
which was not where God lived full-time but 
where God camped out with people who were 
also on the move…the tent suited God just fine 
for hundreds of years.”  And then David came 
along and wanted to fix it.  To do something 
big for God. 
 Time warp back to my first mission 
trip.   A lot of us from Redemption Church 
drove to Lake Shore, Mississippi, to help with 
rebuilding the community after Hurricane 
Katrina.  The idea of doing something big for 
God appealed to me…rebuilding a house, 
replacing a house, seeing people’s lives put 
back together.  That trip taught me a lot about 
myself.  We didn’t do big things.  We didn’t 
build a house. Or rebuild one.  I didn’t even 
meet any of the people we were helping.  
Instead we picked up trash from an empty lot.  
Removing sticks, rocks, paper and plastic and 
cutting down weeds.  I know it was important.  
But it didn’t feel important.  It wasn’t big.   
 Deep down in a place we aren’t even 
aware of lies a subtle, innocent-looking speck.  
It’s a speck of pride, of independence, of 
wanting to do something big so that we can 
feel good about ourselves and so others will 
notice and be impressed.  I have one.  David 
had one.  And so do you.  God says the same 
thing to us that He said to David…You are 
going to do what?  No, no, no, no, no…I am 
going to do this for you…  In these 16 verses, 
God informs David about a dozen times of 
what He is going to do for him.   
 During this final week of Advent as we 
wait, prepare and hope, may we also submit.  
Submit to a God who loves us more than we 
can ever imagine, who loves us just as we are 
and not as we should be and who has kept His 
promise.  Let us remember that  

1. He uses ordinary people 

2. He blesses those who trust him  

3. Our expectations can get us into trouble  

4. Everyone who calls on the name of the 
Lord will be saved  

5. We should rejoice and be glad for He has 
brought redemption. 

Sunday, week four | Family Guide 

Light the first, second, third, and fourth 
candles. 

Prayer: “Lord we thank you for the season of 
Advent, and for this chance to prepare our 
hearts to receive Jesus, once again, as our 
Lord and as the world’s true king. Thank you 
for making us a family, and for letting us be a 
part of your family, the church. Bless those 
who are not in a warm house tonight, or who 
are hungry or struggling. Be near to those who 
are hurting and sad. Bless our time together. 
Help us to have fun together and to see how 
you are working in our world.” 

Read Luke 1:46-55 (Use a female reader if 
possible).  

Introduction: “Jesus’ mother, Mary, wasn’t 
very old when the angel came to her and told 
her that she had been chosen to be the mother 
of Israel’s king and Messiah, and the mother 
of the world’s true Lord and king. There was 
apparently some opportunity for her to refuse 
the job. The way the story is told in the Bible, 
it seems like she could have said, “Nah, I don’t 
really want to have to do this job!” But Mary 
agreed to do what God was asking her to do. 
This is called submitting. Sometimes 
submitting to God or to each other can be 
really difficult. But often, it involves a great 
deal of happiness and joy. Mary sang song to 
express the joy she experienced in submitting 
to God’s plan for her life.” 

Female Reader: And Mary sang, “I’m bursting 
with God-news; I’m dancing the song of my 
Savior God. God took one good look at me, 
and look what happened—I’m the most 
fortunate woman on earth! What God has 
done for me will never be forgotten, the God 
whose very name is holy, set apart from all 
others. His mercy flows in wave after wave on 
those who are in awe before him. He bared his 
arm and showed his strength, scattered the 
bluffing braggarts. He knocked tyrants off 
their high horses, pulled victims out of the 
mud. The starving poor sat down to a banquet; 



the callous rich were left out in the cold. He 
embraced his chosen child, Israel; he 
remembered and piled on the mercies, piled 
them high. It’s exactly what he promised, 
beginning with Abraham and right up to now. 

Conversation: feel free to pick and choose 
from the discussion starters, or to make up 
your own. 

Activity: Play a game of Simon Says. Now 
have the same leader (the same Simon), give 
the same kinds of commands without actually 
saying “Simon Says,” before each one, with the 
players still following all of the commands. 
What is different about playing the game when 
the leader uses the words, “Simon Says,” and 
when they just bark out the orders? Which is 
more fun, and why? Talk about the difference 
between submitting with joy, and submitting 
without joy. Take turns being Simon, and 
having fun playing the game together. 

Food: Eat together & enjoy each other’s 
company. 

Monday, week four | Luke 1:46-55 

 Mary.  Sweet Mary.  I would like to 
have known her.  Not because she is the 
“Blessed Virgin Mary.”  Even though she was.  
But because she had to be special in God’s 
eyes.  Otherwise He would not have chosen 
her to be the mother of His son.  It bothers me 
when Mary is raised up high onto a saintly 
pedestal.  That wasn’t her style.  Nor is it 
God’s. 
 Mary was a small-town girl.  An 
adolescent.  A peasant, not a princess 
(History’s Women).  But one who knew the 
Jewish scriptures, as is evident in Luke’s 
writings.  And, without doubt, one who loved 
God.  An ordinary person chosen by an 
omnipotent God can do extraordinary things.  
And she did. 
 I am an ordinary person.  A small-town 
girl.  Closer to a peasant than a princess.  One 
not raised to know the scriptures.  At one time, 
an adolescent who “swore like a sailor.”  And, 
yet, I was chosen by God.  Not to birth His 
son.  But to walk in His ways.   
 Some years back, Ray Boltz sang a 
song that I played over and over and over.  

Thanks to YouTube, I found out that it can still 
make me cry.  The name?  Shepherd Boy.  I 
even sang that chorus to a bunch of adults 
who were in a class I was teaching  I couldn’t 
help but see myself in this song.  There was 
nothing special-looking about me from the 
outside, but God was using me in some pretty 
cool ways.  For no reason other than…well, 
just listen to the song… 

When others see a shepherd boy, God may see 
a king; Even though your life seems filled 
with ordinary things. In just a moment, he 
can touch you, and everything will change. 
When others see a shepherd boy, God may see 
a king. 

 God looks at our hearts.  And I’m glad.  
Because even though years have passed since I 
was moved by that song, God hasn’t changed.  
He still sees princesses, when others see 
peasants.  And He sees kings, when society 
sees shepherds.  It’s true.  Ordinary people are 
his specialty. 
 At this time in my life, it is Richard 
Rohr that I read over and over and over.  It is 
he who tells me that everything belongs and 
nothing is wasted.  It is he who says, “It’s a gift 
to joyfully recognize and accept our own 
smallness and ordinariness.  Then you are free 
with nothing to live up to, nothing to prove, 
and nothing to protect…no grandstanding is 
necessary.  Any question of your own 
importance or dignity has already been 
resolved once and for all and forever.” 

Thought questions 

 In what ways are you comfortable with 
your “ordinariness?”  In what ways are you not 
comfortable with your “ordinariness?”  What 
do you think God sees in you that others 
don’t? 

Tuesday, week four | 1 Samuel 1:1-28 

 Hannah  Who was she, really?  Hannah 
was the wife of Elkanah and she was barren 
and very distraught about her situation.  One 
year she traveled with her husband to offer 
their annual sacrifice to the Lord.  While 
there, she began praying fervently to God in 



what seemed like a state of extreme 
desperation.  Hannah told God that if He 
would give her a son, she would then give him 
back to the Lord for all the days of his life.   
  
 God did give her a son, and she named 
him Samuel.  But Hannah did not ignore or 
pretend she didn’t remember her promise.  
After he was weaned, (which some sources 
believe meant that he wasn’t merely weaned 
from his mother’s milk, but was also weaned 
from his mother’s teaching about God) she 
took Samuel to live with the priests in Shiloh.  
He was probably 5 or 6 years old.   
  
 That is faithfulness.  And that is 
something I cannot even imagine.  I was 
thinking about how many times we have heard 
about Abraham being willing to sacrifice his 
son, Isaac.  And how few times we have heard 
about the sacrifice of Hannah.  This was a 
faithful woman. And God not only blessed her 
with five more children, but also made Samuel 
a great prophet.   
  
 C. S. Lewis says, “Faith, in the sense in 
which I am here using, is the art of holding on 
to things your reason has once accepted, in 
spite of your changing moods.”  Hannah’s 
mood had to have changed after giving birth to 
her son.  Yet she held on to what her reason 
had already accepted.  She remained faithful. 
  
 How do you do what’s right before God 
when you just don’t feel like it?  When your 
mood changes?  Sometimes you don’t.  But 
sometimes you do.  And that’s what keeps you 
going.  Remember when you take two steps 
forward and one step back, you’re still making 
progress.  And God blesses those who trust 
Him even when they can’t see. 

Thought questions 

 What is the thing that constantly trips 
you up?  The thing you should do differently, 
but just don’t feel like doing?  Is there 1 or 2 
things you could do to make it easier? 

Wednesday, week four | Mark 11:1-11 

 “Blessed is he who comes in the name 
of the Lord!” (Mark 11:9)  While some shouted 
Hosanna, others probably slammed their 
doors shut, cursed or spit at the humble king 
riding on a donkey.  How different from what 
they expected.  The Jewish people had been 
waiting a long time for a deliverer.  For years 
they had been gazing at the horizon, hands 
raised over their eyes shielding them from the 
sun.  Watching.  And waiting. 
  
 A white horse, an armor-wearing king 
and an army of angels were most likely 
expected.  But it was not to be.  And when 
reality didn’t match their expectations, there 
was denial.  And unbelief.  And trouble.   

 Expectations hold a powerful grip on 
us.  And, most of the time, we fail to realize it.  
Think about your marriage, your friendships 
or your children.  Be brave and think about 
times you hurt each other the most.  Most 
likely, someone didn’t do or say what the other 
person expected them to do or say.  I know 
because I’ve been there.   
  
 As a very young wife and mother, I still 
had the notion that life was like a fairy tale.  
My feelings were hurt a lot.  Not so much 
when my husband told me he really couldn’t 
eat one more bite of tuna noodle casserole or 
when he bought me an alarm clock for our 
first anniversary.  It was other things.  
Thinking he should talk to me more.  Feeling 
that he should notice me more.  Hold my hand 
more often.  Should.  Should.  Should.  
“Shoulds” will get you into all kinds of trouble.  
And it did.   
  
 One of the things that saved me during 
those early years was Psalm 62:5.  In the King 
James Version it goes like this, “My soul, wait 
thou only upon God; for my expectation is 
from him.”  Whenever I noticed my 
expectations getting in the way, I would read 
this verse and remind myself that God would 
take care of what I needed.  And it would help 
me to relax and allow Him to work in my life. 
  
 The Christmas season is jam-packed 
with expectations.  Spending holidays with 



relatives can turn volatile.  Relaxing your 
expectations of mom and dad and grandma 
and grandpa will not only change you, but 
those around you. 
  
 Please don’t expect other people to 
meet all of your needs.  It’s impossible.  And 
it’s not their job.  Only God can meet all of our 
needs.   

Thought questions 

 I’m asking you to take 10 minutes and 
think about some of the things that you expect 
from other people.  And then ask yourself if 
they cause trouble between you and the people 
you care about. What can you do differently?


