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 Humans early recognized the sequences of cosmic 
time—days, seasons, years—and celebrated spring 
(fertility), fall (harvest), rites of passage (birth, weaning, 
puberty, marriage, and death), and historical events 
(victories and defeats, settlements, transfers of power, 
special visitors). Many celebrations blended private with 
public and were (and are) celebrated in public form and 
space.
 Like all religions, Christianity has celebrated certain 
special times. The sequence of these times has become 
known as the liturgical year, or Christian calendar. It 
does not rival secular time, which Christians recognize 
as one of the Creator’s gifts in which they are to live in 
grateful acceptance and which they are to shape to their 
own purposes. Instead, it is intended to clear the way for 
faith, hope, and love—to promote growth in grace.
 The Christian calendar is rooted in the Jewish one 
just as Christianity is rooted in Judaism. The Jewish 
calendar was lunisolar and began in the autumn, with the 
Sabbath as the basis of its cycles. Its celebrations (feasts) 
occupied days which began on the previous evening 
and lasted twenty-four hours. Those feasts celebrated 
significant events in the story of Jewish salvation, were 
tied to prominent features of an agrarian society, and 
sometimes entailed seven days of celebration.
 The Jewish year that the early Christians knew began 
with a New Year Feast (Rosh Hashanah), which occurred 
on the first new moon after the autumnal equinox. Ten 
days later was the Feast of Atonement (Yom Kippur), 
during which the high priest entered the Holy of Holies, 
sacrificed for his own sins and those of all the people, then 
sent a “scapegoat” into the wilds symbolically carrying 
the people’s sins. On the 25th day of Chislev came the 
Feast of the Dedication of the Temple (Hanukkah), best 
known as the Festival of Lights, in celebration of the 
Maccabeean cleansing and rededication of the temple 
in 164 BC, and most specifically of the miraculous light 
from the Menorah, which burned for eight days on a 
day’s worth of oil.

 Between January and the following autumn came 
three “pilgrimage feasts”—so called because every male 
Jew above the age of eleven was obliged annually to 
journey to Jerusalem for at least one. Passover (14th day 
of the first month) and the Feast of Unleavened Bread 
(begun on the 15th and lasting a week) occurred during 
the first full moon in the spring (the beginning of the 
barley harvest) and commemorated liberation from 
Egyptian servitude. The Feast of Weeks (Pentecost) 
occurred seven weeks after the Feast of Unleavened 
Bread, was a feast of thanksgiving for the wheat harvest, 
and commemorated the Covenant at Sinai and the 
Ten Commandments. The Feast of Huts (or Booths 
or Tabernacles) began on the 15th day of the seventh 
month, was the feast of thanksgiving for the grape 
harvest, and celebrated the Torah (books of the law). 
The year’s last celebration was the Feast of Purim, a fast 
on the 13th day of the last month followed by two feast 
days, the whole commemorating the deliverance of the 
Jews from threatened extermination by Haman, who 
chose the date by casting lots (purim).
 The observances of the Christian calendar require 
participants who function as witnesses to a salvation 
meant for all and who act with a sense of responsibility 
for and commonality with fellow humans. These 
observances look to the stories of the past and to the 
promise of the future, the actions which brought 
salvation and the hope of its completion and fulfillment. 
They speak of the salvation of believers and the 
glorification of God through a constantly repeated 
encounter with the Lord who seeks us and 
accomplishes our salvation. They are a thankful 
commemoration of the saving acts of Jesus, which must 
be repeatedly celebrated if they are to perform their  
function of proclaiming salvation and making it present 
in each new here and now.
 The seasons that mark, and the holy days that 
punctuate, the Christian year have particular significance 
and are meant to develop particular attributes of the 

Christian Calendar



spiritual life. Underlying it all is a cycle of evil and 
good, dark and light, sin and salvation. At its heart, the 
calendar’s structure demonstrates the evils of the world 
from which Christ’s sacrifice offers salvation. Each major 
holy day is preceded by a time of preparation, so that 
the celebrant can experience the day’s full measure of 
meaning. By observing the liturgical calendar, with each 
new year one meets Christ anew and keeps His life and 
sacrifice fresh by living it in a very real way. What follows 
is a simplified version of that calendar in the Western 
tradition.
 All Hallow Even – October 31 – the eve of 
Allhallowmas (All Saints’ Day). 
 All Saints’ Day – November 1 – the beginning of 
the Christian year - commemorates the lives of the saints. 
 All Souls Day – November 2 – commemorates all 
the faithful departed, particularly those who have died 
during the past year.
 Advent – the four weeks (from the first Sunday in 
December) preceding Christmas. 
 Christmas – December 25 – celebration of Christ’s 
nativity. 
 Epiphany – January 6 – commemorates the 
appearance of the Magi in Bethlehem and symbolically 
the promulgation of the Gospel to the Gentiles.
 Lent (the Paschal Fast) – a 40-day fast season 
commemorating the fast of Jesus in the wilderness. 
 Ash Wednesday – the first day of Lent and 
beginning of the fasting season. Named for the custom 
of burning the fronds from the previous year’s Palm 
Sunday celebration and rubbing some of the ashes onto 
the forehead in the sign of a cross or sprinkling them on 
the head as a sign of mourning and penance.
 Holy Week – the last week of Lent. 
 Palm Sunday – the first day of Holy  
Week – commemorates Christ’s triumphal entry into 
Jerusalem. 
 Tenebrae – a special portion of morning and 
evening services during the last three days of Holy Week 

commemorates the coming of the light. 
 Maundy Thursday – commemorates the institution 
of the Lord’s Supper. 
 Good Friday – commemorates Christ’s crucifixion. 
 Easter – since the Council of Nicea, 325 AD, the 
Sunday following the first full moon after the vernal 
equinox – commemorates Jesus’ resurrection.
 Ascension Sunday – one month after Easter – 
commemorates Jesus’ ascension into heaven. 
 Pentecost – ten days after Ascension Sunday, 
the Thursday that marks the fortieth day after Easter 
commemorates the sending of the Holy Spirit upon the 
church and the missions impetus.

Hours of Prayer

As it divided the year into liturgical seasons, so the early 
church marked the passage of the day with prayer at 
specified times: most importantly morning (lauds) and 
evening (vespers), and at the third, sixth, and ninth 
hours (calculated after the Roman custom of the twelve 
hours of light commencing at 6 AM–hence, at 9 AM, 
noon, and 3 PM). After the institution of monastic 
orders, prayers were offered by the faithful at matins, 
lauds (praise), prime (6AM), terce (9 AM), sext (noon), 
none (3 PM), vespers, and compline (completion–the 
final hour that ends in darkness, but promises new light 
in the morning).

Liturgical Colors

Since the 1200s, white has been associated with the 
festivals of Christ, Mary, and the unmartyred saints; red 
with the feasts of the apostles and martyrs, the Cross and 
Pentecost; black with Advent, Lent, and services for the 
departed; and green for all other occasions. Since 1970, red 
has been assigned to Palm Sunday and Good Friday, violet 
can replace black, and “on the most festive of occasions  
the richest materials available should be used, without 
regard to color.”



Season’s Symbols & Colors

 Advent is a time of expectation and anticipation 

that prepares us for the worship, joy, and celebration 

we experience on Christmas Day. Advent observance is 

uniquely a family time characterized by lighted candles, 

good food, intimacy, worship, and inner warmth.

 Your Advent observance should begin four Sundays 

before Christmas. Usually the family gathers around the 

wreath before eating. They may sing a hymn. They look 

on while the head of the family leads a brief meditation, 

prays, and then lights the appropriate number of candles 

for that week. The candles burn throughout the meal. 

Meditations are placed in this book at the appropriate 

days for your family’s Advent observance.

 Your family is encouraged to use these devotions as 

a focus of family worship during the Advent season. In 

addition, you may want to make or purchase an Advent 

wreath. A twelve- to sixteen-inch styrofoam circle works 

well. Equally space four candles around the circular base. 

Attach evergreen cuttings to cover the base. Place a 

larger white candle in the middle of the wreath.

 The wreath’s round shape symbolizes God’s never-

ending love. The evergreens represent everlasting life. 

The candles may be any color, but traditional colors are 

usually purple, red, white, or pink. The four candles in 

the wreath represent the four weeks of Advent-one each 

for Hope, Peace, Joy, and Love – and the center candle is 

known as the Christ candle. The first candle is relighted 

each day throughout the week. An additional candle is 

lighted during the second week, then the third, then the 

fourth. The Christ candle is lighted on Christmas Eve.



The   Four  Weeks of   Advent

The   First   Week of   Advent

December 1 “Lo, How a Rose E’er Blooming” Ray Granade

December 2 “Savior of the Nations Come” Lee McGlone

December 3 “Blessed Be The God of Israel” Mitzi Bass

December 4 “Sing Hosanna” Marty Shaw

December 5 “Break Forth, O Beauteous Heavenly Light” Rob Hewell

December 6 “As With Gladness Men of Old” Lisa Hill

December 7 “Sleepers Awake ((Chorale Prelude: Wachet auf, ruft uns die Stimme) by J.S. Bach)” Sue Poole

The Second  Week  of   Advent

December 8 “Angels, From the Realms of Glory” Judy Jones

December 9 “Who Is He In Yonder Stall” Brenda Sutley

December 10 “The Birthday of a King” Becky Bost

December 11 “That Boy-Child of Mary” Tiffany Pickett

December 12 “O Sing a Song of Bethlehem” Judy Harrison

December 13 “Christmas Has Its Cradle” Roberta Long

December 14 “Child in the Manger” Mike Ayres

The  Third  Week of   Advent

December 15 “Carols Sing” Bob Duncan

December 16 “Breath of Heaven” Tracey Knight

December 17 “I Heard the Bells on Christmas Day” Ellis Leagans

December 18 “Infant Holy, Infant Lowly” Peggy Dorris

December 19 “Sing We Now of Christmas” Dana Dixon

December 20 “Gentle Mary Laid Her Child” Ronnie Granade

December 21 “He Is Born” Jimmy Darby

The   Fourth  Week of   Advent

December 22  “See, To Us a Child Is Born” Nancy Harrell

December 23 “We Three Kings of Orient Are” Adam Wheat

Christmas  Eve “What Can I Give Him” Alan Greenwood

Christmas   Day “How Great Our Joy” Ian Cosh



December 1

“Lo,  How a   Rose E’er   Blooming”

 This spring we had some trees trimmed and three 

cut down. Two of those, sweetgums, extended their limbs 

skyward, higher than any around, by the time Clarence 

Thompson began building our house in 1971. One had 

been struck by lightening about three decades ago; both 

bore disease and decay in their boles. Even before our 

intervention, neither was destined to live out its 150-

year life expectancy. Felling those trees left stumps, 

holes, and bare patches in the yard. We’ve encouraged 

those stumps’ decay, filled the holes, sprigged the bare 

patches, and taken heart in signs of success on all fronts. 

But something unexpectedly seized Ronnie’s and my 

attention. Some time passed, rain fell, and as the grass 

took and the holes solidified their fill, as far as the 

tree’s roots extended into the yard small sweetgums 

sprang up! The tender stems bore fluorescent green new 

leaves, bravely and quickly reaching toward the sky with 

nature’s imperative not from roots of their own, but from 

the near-surface roots of the treeless stump. Life seemed 

determined to spring from death.

 This hymn evoked that recent experience. Like our 

trees, it is old; its earliest known version, discovered in a 

Trier monastery, dates to about 1580, its earliest known 

published version (all twenty-three verses!) to 1599, and 

its current Michael Praetorius version to 1609. Like our 

trees, it was mature when first encountered—translated 

into English in 1894, it began to appear in American 

hymnals about 1920 and peaked in popularity about 

1980. Like our trees, its use is varied: sweetgum has been 

used medicinally in a wide range of home remedies and 

recreationally in brush form by women dipping snuff; 

versions range from Sufian Steven’s banjo-focused 

to Sting’s spare track-six one on his If on a Winter’s 

Night... album. And those who study such things have 

observed that the versatile hymn lends itself equally well 

to congregational and choral singing, with and without 

harmony.

 The most obvious similarity between hymn and trees 

is biological. That similarity can be misleading because 

of the main word’s many associations, particularly with 

secrecy on the one hand and proclamation on the other. 

Cupid gives a rose to Harpocrates, Greek god of silence, 

to shield the indiscretions of Venus from revelation. 

The Latin phrase “sub rosa” (under the rose) likewise 

signifies secrecy, and the flower’s adornment of dining 

room ceilings and Catholic confessionals reminds 

those present of confidentiality. Yet the large red rose 

known as the Rose of the Virgin or the Rose of Jericho 

(Anastatica hierochuntica), also called the “Resurrection 

plant,” supposedly sprang up wherever the Holy Family 

stopped on their flight to Egypt, visually proclaiming 

their path. Hearing “rose” conjures up my father-in-law, 

who religiously wore one in his lapel on Mother’s Day to 

declare his love for a woman who no longer graced the 

earth.

 His rose’s stark delineation between the living and 

the dead shouts to me as I hear the hymn’s melancholy 

but peaceful beauty. While the rose symbolizes surpassing 

beauty, fragrance, and purity, it also reminds us of 

transience. Although Scripture implies that Enoch and 

Elijah entered heaven without dying, all humans are born 

to die. As we look back on Bethlehem, we also look back 

on Golgotha. While we rejoice at the birth, we pause to 

remember the death.

 As I embark on this year’s memorial journey to that 

long-ago birth, this hymn reminds me to partake of the 

paradox posed by the rose. It reminds me of salvation’s 

price, the price ultimately paid by the Child whose 

nativity we visit and whose Incarnation we celebrate. 

Yet, because of my summer vision of a weathered stump 

and tender shoots from invisible roots, it also reminds me 

of our imperative to life as, thanks to the Child, it springs 

afresh from death.

Ray Granade



December 2

“Savior of the   Nations  Come”

 Read:  Isaiah 49:1-7  “I will also make you a light of 
the nations.” (49:6, NAS)

Savior of the nations, come.  Virgin’s Son, make 
here Thy home!  Marvel now, O heaven and earth, 
That the Lord chose such a birth

Not by human flesh and blood, By the Spirit of our 
God, Was the Word of God made flesh—Woman’s 
Offspring, pure and fresh.

Wondrous birth!  O wondrous Child, Of the Virgin 
undefiled!  Though by all the world disowned, Still 
to be in heaven enthroned.

From the Father forth He came.  And returneth to 
the same, Captive leading death and hell—High 
the song of triumph swell!

Thou, the Father’s only Son, Hast o’er sin the 
victory won.  Boundless shall Thy kingdom be; 
When shall we its glories see?

Brightly doth Thy manger shine, Glorious is its 
light divine.  Let not sin o’ercloud this light; Ever be 
our faith thus bright.

Praise to God the Father sing, Praise to God the 
Son, our King, Praise to God the Spirit be, Ever 
and eternally.

 “Savior of the Nations, Come” is a statement 
of historic Christian faith.  It declares, along with the 
Apostles’ and the Nicene creeds that Jesus is fully God 
and, as such, is Savior of all the nations.  The hymn was 
written during the later days of the Roman Empire by 
Ambrose, an upper-class Roman who was later Bishop 
of Milan.  At the time, the early Church was greatly 
troubled by the Arian heresy which taught that Jesus 
was not fully God and that the Son was “lesser” than the 
Father.  Ambrose took a vetted stand that championed 
the unity of the Trinity.  These orthodox views are 
evinced clearly in the words of our hymn of the day.
 The Christian Church has for centuries celebrated 
the Advent Season at the beginning of the new Church 
year.  During these days we declare that Christ is present 
in and with the Church.  That Presence is known most 
clearly through the great doctrinal themes that arise 
from Jesus’ earthly life.  Each New Christian Year begins 
with Jesus’ birth (Advent and Christmas).  Then follows 

Jesus’ saving message to all people, Jews and Gentiles 
alike (Epiphany), Jesus’ call to prayer, confession, and 
repentance (Lent), Jesus’ suffering (Triumphal Entry, 
Maundy Thursday, Good Friday), and culminating with 
Jesus’ resurrection from the dead (Easter).  Then follows 
the Ascension forty days later—and then the birth of the 
Church and the coming of the Holy Spirit (Pentecost).  
Through it all, and through the ages, Christ has been 
present in the pulpit and altar, in the daily lives of 
believers, in joys and sorrows we experience, in the air 
we breathe, and in the hopes we share.  There is no place 
where God is absent!
 Thus the opening verse of this ancient hymn sets the 
tone for Advent and Christmas: “Savior of the Nations, 
Come.  Virgin’s Son, make here Thy home! Marvel 
now, O heaven and earth, That the Lord chose such a 
birth.  Not by human flesh and blood, By the Spirit of 
our God, Was the Word of God made flesh.”  “Marvel 
now,” the hymn declares.  And we do.  Speechless 
and silent may be the most appropriate posture for the 
season.  Comprehending the mystery of God is beyond 
human ability.  Yet our limitation does not invalidate 
Advent’s meaning:  God did indeed come to us, indeed 
to all the nations, in Christ—in Christ’s humble ways, in 
unmeasured mercy, and with immeasurable goodness.
 In the hurry of the season, many may well miss 
the wonder of it all.  The words of an anonymous third 
century writer declare this truth:  “Though Christ a 
thousand times in Bethlehem be born, If not born in 
you, thy soul is still forlorn.”  Perhaps quiet moments of 
reflections during the rush of our lives may bring reality to 
the eternal truth:  Though we may not always experience 
God’s Presence every moment, we may rest assured that 
God is with us, and with God’s world, in everything and 
at all times.  We are never alone.  And along with the 
hymnist, we marvel at it all.

 Prayer: Father of all mercies, grant that this day we will 
listen to your Spirit who draws us closer to you.  Grant to 
your people everywhere a quiet and sincere heart.  Encourage 
us, we pray, to live each day in honor of your noble grace.  
We give thanks for this season of the year and ask that you 
guide our thoughts in it.  May your Holy Name be forever 
praised—and among all the nations.  Amen.

Lee McGlone



December 3

“Blessed   Be  The  God  of   Israel”

Blessed be the Lord God of Israel, from everlasting 
to everlasting. Let all the people say, “Amen!” 
Hallelujah.

—Psalm 106:48 (CSB) 

 The words to our hymn for today, paraphrased 

by Michael Perry from the “Benedictus” or “Song of 

Zechariah” (Luke 1:68-79), and author information are 

found on the umcdiscipleship.org website.

 The last words of today’s hymn encourage us to 

bless, praise, worship, extol, and honor God Almighty 

with songs that never cease.

 We sing because of the gifts we have been given—

gifts of mercy, rescue, release, peace, and our eternal 

home—through Jesus Christ, our Savior!

 Have you ever had a tune in your head that just 

won’t go away? Have words to songs come to mind in 

times of great joy or great concern?

 “Sweet Hour of Prayer,” “Amazing Grace,” “What 

a Mighty God we Serve,” or “Holy Spirit, Rain Down” 

name only a few possibilities.

 How many times has the FBCArkadelphia choir, 

along with gifted instrumentalists, brought us to the 

Throne of Grace? How often do the thrilling voices blend 

with our Winds of Praise orchestra to call us to worship? 

Don’t we feel closer to Heaven when our handbell ringers 

chime from above? And, I wish all could see our 3,4, and 

5 year-old choir members fold their hands and bow their 

heads and sing, “Thank you, God, for music; Thank you, 

God, for our friends; and Your son, Jesus Christ! A-Men!”

 Sing without ceasing to bless, praise, worship, extol, 

and honor our God and Savior!

 And all the people said: “Amen! Hallelujah!”

Mitzi Bass



December 4

“Sing   Hosanna”

 “Sing Hosanna” is a celebratory hymn having its 

origin in Jesus’s triumphant entry into Jerusalem. As 

Matthew recorded this event, Jesus rode into the city 

on a donkey, an act symbolizing a king coming in peace. 

He was introduced to the crowd as the Messiah, and 

the people shouted, “Hosanna to the son of David!...

Hosanna in the highest heaven.” (Matthew 21:9 NIV) 

“Hosanna” is a Hebrew word meaning both “save now” 

and “praise.” Jesus’s entrance was followed by His 

cleansing of the temple.

 The lyrics of “Sing Hosanna” consist of four short 

stanzas of a repeated phrase: (1) “Give me oil in my lamp, 

keep me burning;” (2) “Give me joy in my heart, keep 

me praising;” (3) “Give me peace in my heart, keep me 

resting;” (4) “Give me love in my heart, keep me serving.” 

Each stanza is followed by the refrain “Sing Hosanna to 

the King of Kings.”

 As we approach this holy season and celebrate the 

birth and entrance of our Savior, may we focus on the 

message of “Sing Hosanna.” Help us prevail in holding 

on and promoting Christian principles; let us replace our 

despair, resulting from the evil all around us, with joy in 

Christ’s redemption; help us pursue peace rather than 

contention, violence, and war; and fill our hearts with 

love to counter the hate which seems to surround us. We 

sing to our Savior, “Praise to the King of Kings, deliver 

us!”

Marty Shaw



December 5

“Break   Forth, O  Beauteous  Heavenly   Light ”

 Lights, bright and not so. Everywhere you look this 

time of year. ’Tis the season, you know. We’ve got lights. 

Dozens of them. Strings of them.

 On our houses,

 in our trees,

 across the mantle,

 as pretty as you please.

 We have them stored away for most of the year but 

just about now we’ve redeemed them from their hidden 

places and allowed them to live again and spread some 

cheer. The ones that sadly do not survive the hibernation 

are quickly replaced with newer strands.

 The Bible tells us of lights. In the beginning, the 

great lights—one for the day and another for the night. 

And then the stars, oh my, a galaxy full of them beyond 

knowing and understanding. Lights.

 And darkness. Powerful. Oppressive at times, restful 

at others. Yet we get hungry. To see. To know. To live. To 

grow. Light. Life.

 John tells it well: “in him [Christ] was life, and the 

life was the light of all people. The light shines in the 

darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it.” (John 

1:4-5 NRSV)

 This Light—preeminent, superlative, eternal—

is the truest of true lights. Herein is the gospel. Christ 

himself a light to the nations, and so also we who live in 

this eternally life-giving Light.

 Hear, then, the good news of a light so glorious that 

it touches creation and changes eternity.

Break forth, O beauteous heav’nly light,
and usher in the morning;
O shepherds, shrink not with affright,
but hear the angel’s warning.

This Child, now weak in infancy,
our confidence and joy shall be;
the pow’r of Satan breaking,
our peace eternal making.

Break forth, O beauteous heav’nly light,
to herald our salvation;
He stoops to earth–the God of might,
our hope and expectation.

He comes in human flesh to dwell,
our God with us, Immanuel;
the night of darkness ending,
our fallen race befriending.

(Original German text by Johann von Rist, 1641; 

translated by John Troutbeck, 1873.)

Rob Hewell



December 6

“As  With  Gladness   Men  of  Old”

As with gladness men of old did the guiding star 
behold;

As with joy they hailed its light, leading onward, 
beaming bright;

So, most gracious God, may we evermore be led 
to thee.

As with joyful steps they sped to that lowly cradle-
bed,

There to bend the knee before him whom heav’n 
and earth adore;

So may we with willing feet ever seek thy mercy 
seat.

As they offered gifts most rare at that cradle rude 
and bare;

So may we with holy joy, pure, and free from sin’s 
alloy,

All our costliest treasures bring, Christ, to thee, our 
heav’nly King.

Holy Jesus, ev’ry day keep us in the narrow way;

And when earthly things are past, bring our 
ransomed souls at last

Where they need no star to guide, where no clouds 
thy glory hide.

In the heav’nly country bright need they no created 
light;

Thou its light, its joy, its crown, thou its sun which 
goes not down;

There forever may we sing alleluias to our King.

 Christmas. The most wonderful time of the year. Yet 

it can become so stressful that it is easy to forget what 

the season is all about. Gifts, cards, parties, decorating. 

Sometimes Christmas has come and gone before I even 

stop to truly reflect on the glorious gift of Jesus and the 

cherished blessings of family and friends.

 Last year, on Christmas Day, my family gathered in a 

hospice room for what would be our last Christmas with 

my sweet daddy this side of heaven. It was such a special 

time, as together we all laughed, cried, exchanged gifts, 

and shared memories. Together we read the Christmas 

story from Luke’s gospel and celebrated our greatest 

blessing, life with Christ. We talked, as we so often did, 

about heaven and the joys awaiting us there. Daddy 

loved to talk about heaven! In those moments, it was as 

if time stood still. And I realized that this was Christmas 

as it was meant to be.

 William Dix’s hymn, “As With Gladness Men of 

Old,” points clearly to the heart of Christmas. The Magi 

sought Jesus with exceeding joy, and when they found 

Him, they fell to their knees in worship, presenting Him 

with their greatest treasures. They recognized Him as 

Lord and King.

 In the same way, we can worship our Messiah with 

adoration and great joy this Christmas and every day. We 

can seek Him with all our hearts, and He promises we 

will find Him when we do so. We can give Him our souls, 

our hopes, our dreams, our future, our very lives. We 

can entrust all we are to Him, allowing Him to lead us. 

And we can look forward with great anticipation to that 

glorious day when we see His face and live in His light 

forevermore, singing our alleluias to our mighty King!

 Lisa Hill



December 7

“Sleepers   Awake” 

 Have you ever thought that you were prepared for 
something only to find at the last minute that you were, 
in fact, not ready? Perhaps you realized too late that 
you had spent time on details that were not essential or 
failed to grasp the significance of the moment. I have a 
recurring dream that I’ve signed up for a class then, for 
some unknown reason, I don’t actually go to the class or 
read the text. The dream always ends as the final exam 
is being handed to me and I am awash with a heart-
pounding realization too late: I could have prepared for 
this, but I didn’t. Since I earned my last diploma decades 
ago, I know it’s not really a dream about school; it’s a 
dream about careless unreadiness.
 “Sleepers Awake” is a lovely Bach prelude 
recognizable by those Baptists who still attend churches 
with pipe organs. The hymn lyrics, however, are not 
well known to us as it has never been included in our 
hymnal. This hymn is not about the First Advent of 
Christ featuring Bethlehem, Mary, a baby, shepherds, and 
angels. “Sleepers Awake” is based on Jesus’ description 
of his Second Advent found in Matthew 25:1-13 in the 
Parable of the Ten Virgins. Jesus uses the familiar imagery 
of a wedding celebration where the Bridegroom arrives 
and welcomes into the wedding feast those who are 
waiting and ready. The foolish ones arrive late after the 
door is shut and bang on the door, but the Bridegroom 
turns them away saying, “I don’t know you.”
 God’s love relationship with his people is described 
in marriage imagery throughout Scripture. In the Old 
Testament, God is a faithful husband to Israel and in 
the New Testament Jesus is Bridegroom to the Church. 
In the parable of the Ten Virgins, Jesus makes the point 
that those invited to the wedding feast must be ready 
in advance. The bridesmaids do not know exactly when 
the Bridegroom will arrive. The foolish and wise wait 
together in the darkness and the only thing dividing 

them is their readiness. The careless one assumes she 
can get it together at the last minute: “He’s coming, but 
it’s probably not tonight. I’ll get ready later.” When the 
Bridegroom arrives, the foolish maid scrambles to get 
ready and begs the wise maid to share her oil. Sadly, it’s 
too late. Readiness is not something that can be shared 
with another person.
 The wise maid knows and believes that the Beloved 
is coming because He promised. She acts on that belief 
and gets ready. When the shout goes up, she takes her 
light and runs joyfully through the darkness to meet 
Him. Like the wise maid, kingdom people are prepared 
and ready people. They know He is coming and with joy 
they expectantly hope it will be this very night! Are you 
ready?

“Sleepers, awake!” A voice astounds us;
The shout of rampart guards surrounds us:
“Awake, Jerusalem, arise!”
Midnight’s peace their cry has broken,
Their urgent summons clearly spoken:
“The time has come, O maidens wise,
Rise up and give us light;
The Bridegroom is in sight.
Alleluia!
Your lamps prepare and hasten there,
That you the wedding feast may share!”

Zion hears the watchmen singing;
Her heart with joyful hope is springing;
She wakes and hurries through the night.
Forth he comes her Bridegroom glorious
In strength of grace, in truth victorious:
Her star has risen, her light grows bright.
Now come, most worthy Lord
God’s son, Incarnate Word,
Alleluia!
We follow all and heed your call
To come into the banquet hall.

Sue Pool

(Chorale Prelude: Wachet auf, ruft uns die Stimme) by J.S. Bach



December 8

“Angels,  From the   Realms of  Glory”

Angels, from the realms of glory, Wing your flight 
o’er all the earth; Ye who sang creation’s story, 
Now proclaim Messiah’s birth.

Shepherds, in the fields abiding, Watching o’er your 
flocks by night, God with man is now residing, 
Yonder shines the infant’s Light.

Sages, leave your contemplations, Brighter visions 
beam afar; Seek the great Desire of nations, Ye 
have seen the Infant’s star.

 One of my favorite Christmas carols is “Angels from 

the Realms of Glory,” which was written on Christmas 

Eve, 1816, by James Montgomery. Montgomery was 

reading the second chapter of Luke as these verses 

jumped out and inspired him to write a poem: “And 

suddenly there was with the angel a multitude of the 

heavenly host praising God, and saying, Glory to God in 

the highest, and on earth peace, good will to men.” (Luke 

2:13-14, KJV) He quickly started writing the poem and 

it was published in the newspaper that very Christmas 

as “Angels from the Realms of Glory” and later put to 

music. It spoke to different groups: angels, shepherds, 

and wise men were addressed in the first three stanzas.

 The first stanza is about angels who “sang creation’s 

story.” Now here they are proclaiming the birth of Christ. 

Don’t you love stories about angels? You can feel the 

angels’ excitement as they were messengers “o’er all the 

earth” sharing this good news! Remember that angels 

always reported “Fear not: for, behold, I bring you good 

tidings of great joy.” (Luke 2:10, KJV) With what joy 

they got to announce the news of the birth of baby Jesus, 

the long awaited Savior!

 Stanza two is about shepherds watching over their 

flocks in the fields. They were drawn into the nativity 

just as the angels were. They left their flocks to follow 

the “infant Light” and to see this “God with man” who 

was now abiding. Both angels and shepherds were told to 

“Come and worship, Come and worship. Worship Christ 

the newborn King.” What an invitation!

 Then we have stanza three inviting the sages or wise 

men to come from afar to worship the newborn King. 

They, too, heard the precious words: “Come and worship, 

come and worship.” You can see the players—newborn 

baby Jesus, angels making the exciting announcement, 

shepherds leaving their flocks to go see the miraculous 

birth, and wise men coming from afar. This carol does not 

stop with only these characters. The great news is that 

we, too, are invited!

 This hymn focuses on some of the key players in the 

Christmas story, calling them from wherever they are to 

join in worshiping the newborn baby Jesus. The angels 

were called from all over the earth, and the wise men 

were called from far away. The shepherds were probably 

not far away but they were called from their work in 

the fields. The great news is that along with the angels, 

shepherds, and wise men, we too are invited to worship! 

As the hymn is sung, think about where you are coming 

from as you come to worship this Christmas season. 

Wherever you are, physically and spiritually, COME 

AND WORSHIP, COME AND WORSHIP, COME 

AND WORSHIP! What a glorious invitation and what 

special words to us as believers! Friends, near and far, 

hear together and let us all heed these words: COME 

AND WORSHIP, COME AND WORSHIP. WORSHIP 

CHRIST, THE NEWBORN KING!

Judy Jones



December 9

“ Who is   He in  Yonder  Stall”

 Benjamin R. Hamby poses an intriguing question in 

this 1866 hymn. From the time of Jesus’ birth, many have 

asked over the centuries the same question: Who is he?

 Please take the time to listen to this hymn as you 

ponder in your heart…who is He?

 Simply go now to your search engine and type in: 

Who is He in Yonder Stall video by BYU men’s chorus.

Who is He in yonder stall?
At whose feet the shepherds fall?
Who is He in deep distress,
Fasting in the wilderness?

Refrain
‘Tis the Lord, O wondrous story!
‘Tis the Lord, the King of glory!
At His feet we humbly fall,
Crown Him, crown Him Lord of all!

Who is He the people bless
For His words of gentleness?
Who is He to whom they bring
All the sick and sorrowing?

Refrain

Who is He that stands and weeps
At the grave where Laz’rus sleeps?
Who is He the gath’ring throng
Greet with loud triumphant song?

Refrain

Lo! At midnight, who is He
Prays in dark Gethsemane?
Who is He on yonder tree
Dies in grief and agony?

Refrain

Who is He that from the grave

Comes to heal and help and save?
Who is He that from His throne
Rules through all the world alone?

Refrain

 Who is He, this babe in a lowly manager, who lived 

thirty-three years as a simple carpenter from Nazareth, a 

first-century Jewish preacher and religious leader, yet is 

to become the King of glory and Lord of all?

 Who is He to you today? Baby? Teacher? Preacher? 

Healer? Miracle worker? Messiah? Savior?

 In Philippians 2:5-11 (NLT), Paul writes about 

who He is and His humility and exaltation: “You must 

have the same attitude that Christ Jesus had. Though 

he was God, he did not think of equality with God as 

something to cling to. Instead, he gave up his divine 

privileges; he took the humble position of a slave and 

was born as a human being. When he appeared in human 

form, he humbled himself in obedience to God and died 

a criminal’s death on a cross. Therefore, God elevated 

him to the place of highest honor and gave him the name 

above all other names, that at the name of Jesus every 

knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the 

earth, and every tongue declare that Jesus Christ is Lord, 

to the glory of God the Father.”

 Who is He to you today?

 May each of us triumphantly say
‘Tis MY Lord, O wondrous story!
‘Tis MY Lord, the King of glory!
At His feet I humbly fall!
Crown Him, crown Him Lord of All! 

Brenda G. Sutley



December 10

“ T he   Birthday of a   King”

(Suggestion: Listen to the Brooklyn Tabernacle Choir 

sing this on Youtube)

In the little village of Bethlehem
There lay a child one day,
And the sky was bright with a holy light
O’er the place where Jesus lay.

Refrain: Alleluia! O how the angels sang
Alleluia! How it rang!
And the sky was bright with a holy light,
‘Twas the birthday of a king.

‘Twas a humble birthplace, but O how much
God gave to us that day.
From the manger bed what a path has led,
What a perfect, holy way.

Refrain

 Simple words set to a beautiful melody embody this 

Christmas hymn. The title is a huge understatement. 

Not just “a” king, but “THE KING” was born. 

 Jesus came as a baby that holy night, but He existed 

before the world was created. He has always existed. He 

laid aside his throne and crown and entered the world He 

himself created as a tiny, vulnerable baby in the lowliest 

of circumstances. It was the plan before time began. Part 

of that plan was that human beings would have an innate 

desire for God—a leader King. But we have generally 

looked for that king in all the wrong places. 

 The Israelites implored Samuel to ask God to give 

them a king like all the nations around them. They 

rejected God as their King in favor of a human one. 

Just read the rest of the Old Testament to see how that 

worked out for them.

 We repeat this same mistake when we look to 

government, institutions (even church), and ourselves 

to provide what only our ONE TRUE KING longs to 

give us. When we submit to our King, He not only gives 

us eternal life, He provides peace, comfort, assurance, 

provision, strength, and much more for daily living. 

Abundant life with an Eternal King is what God offers us 

in Jesus.

 Billy Graham said it this way in a Christmas sermon: 

“You may say, ‘I believe in Christ.’ But you have never 

made Him King of your heart. He is not Lord of your 

heart. He does not have complete control of your life. 

Thousands of people who have their name on a church 

roll have never surrendered their will to Him as King.”

 We have a King who knows us intimately and waits 

to reveal himself to all who respond to Him. As we kneel 

before His Majesty, he bestows His best gift upon us—

Himself! From the manger to the cross and back to His 

heavenly throne, he fulfilled the plan. “From the manger 

bed, what a path has led, what a perfect, holy way!”

 As I pray over the readers of this devotional book, 

my prayer is that you will examine yourself. Is Jesus your 

King? Have you surrendered to His call to become His 

child? Absolutely nothing is more important than this. 

Will you enter the Kingdom of Christ and start to live?

 He was born in Bethlehem to die on the cross for 

you and me. “Oh how much God gave to us that day.”

Becky Bost



December 11

“That   Boy-Child of   Mary”

That Boy Child of Mary was born in a stable, a 
manger His cradle in Bethlehem.

 I’m not sure that the humanity of Jesus is ever more 

present than in the scene of His birth.

 A stressed Joseph probably felt like a failure because 

he couldn’t find a more suitable place for his wife to have 

the baby than in a place where animals take shelter. Even 

in first century Israel, I can’t imagine that a barn was an 

ideal place to take your wife to have a baby.

 Sweet, exhausted Mary valiantly gave birth without 

the comforts of home or family. Being as young as she 

was, without her mom or sisters with their experience 

and encouraging words, must have been truly terrifying.

 And newborn Jesus, crying with hunger and 

exhaustion as newborns do, snugly wrapped in whatever 

cloths they had, lay in a manger.

 What better scene of what it means to be human: 

utter chaos!

What shall we call Him, child of the manger? What 
name is given in Bethlehem? His name is Jesus, 
God ever with us, God given for us in Bethlehem.

 But as human as this red-faced crying baby is, He is 

also divine. “God ever with us.”

 It’s always been hard for me to grasp the paradox of 

Jesus being fully divine and fully human. How can this 

baby, needing a diaper change and a 2 A.M. feeding, be 

the One who would save us from our sins?

 But at the same time it’s comforting to know that 

Jesus experienced the same humanness that we all do. 

From the manger to the cross, Jesus lived a fully human 

and fully divine life. The same ugly, beautiful, stressful, 

chaotic experiences of humanity that we experience, 

Jesus did too.

 We live in very human days of anxiety because of 

injustice, poverty, and hurt around us in our world and 

in our community. And in these dark days of waiting, of 

hurt, of injustice, of Advent, we hold on to the truth that 

God is ever with us.

Tiffany Pickett



December 12

“O Sing a Song of   Bethlehem”

 As anyone who has ever stood by me during worship 
can attest, I am not a singer. As my mother used to say, 
“I can’t carry a tune in a water bucket.” I grew up belting 
out words to favorite hymns, unaware of the cacophony 
coming from my vocal cords. Eventually, I became less 
concerned with how I sang and more attuned to the 
meaning of each song’s lyrics. Lyrics became expressions 
of worship, not just words. My lips may not move, but 
there is a song of worship in my heart.
 One such hymn, “O Sing a Song of Bethlehem,” 
written in 1899 by hymnologist Louis Fitzgerald Benson, 
has withstood the test of time and remains in many 
modern hymnals. The song’s four stanzas call for a 
celebration of the birth, childhood, ministry, death, and 
resurrection of Christ. The first stanza illustrates the 
joyous account in Luke 2 of the angels announcing Jesus’ 
birth to the shepherds.

O sing a song of Bethlehem,
of shepherds watching there,
and of the news that came to them
from angels in the air.
The light that shone on Bethlehem
fills all the world today;
of Jesus’ birth and peace on earth
the angels sing alway.

 The second stanza is omitted in some hymnals 
because its words are not based on Scripture. Who, 
however, has not wondered about the childhood of 
Jesus? What was He like growing up in Nazareth? Was 
He a peacemaker? A bearer of joy? News of a sinless child 
would surely travel, no matter how hard it might be to 
believe:

O sing a song of Nazareth,
of sunny days of joy;
O sing of fragrant flowers’ breath,
and of the sinless Boy.
For now the flowers of Nazareth
in every heart may grow;
now spreads the fame of his dear name
on all the winds that blow.

 As Jesus traversed the countryside, his fame began 
to grow. Noting people’s need for hope and beauty 

among desolate surroundings, Jesus called himself the 
Rose of Sharon and the Lily of the Valley. His sweetness 
still softens barren hearts, as the “flowers of Nazareth” 
brighten barren soil.
 The third stanza calls us to sing during times when 
we do not feel like singing. All of us go through times 
when we are burdened, hurting, grieving, or feeling 
hopeless.

O sing a song of Galilee,
of lake and woods and hill,
of him who walked upon the sea
and bade the waves be still.
For though like waves on Galilee,
dark seas of trouble roll,
when faith has heard the Master’s work,
falls peace upon the soul.

 When trouble rolls in my life, I find peace knowing 
that God has already given us the “big” picture. We 
already know how the story ends, so we have every 
reason to praise God in all circumstances. I trust that the 
One who can calm the seas can calm my troubled soul.
 Finally, stanza four calls us to praise Jesus for our 
salvation. He willingly suffered and died as a sacrifice 
for our sins, so that we might live. Instead of dismay at 
the finality of Calvary, we have the promise of salvation 
and the joy of everlasting life with Him, the Christ, our 
Savior, our Lord because He “is risen” from the grave.

O sing a song of Calvary,
its glory and dismay,
of him who hung upon the tree,
and took our sins away.
For he who died on Calvary
is risen from the grave,
and Christ, our Lord, by heaven adored,
is mighty now to save.

 Today my mother is celebrating her 107th birthday 
in Heaven, while I am celebrating my 70th. Although 
our birthday reminds me of how much I miss her, I know 
that she is praising her Heavenly Father “in tune” in the 
Heavenly Choir. Until I join her, I will be singing songs of 
praise in my heart—a little off-key.

Judy Harrison



December 13

“Christmas   Has its  Cradle”

I glorified you on earth….  I have manifested your 
name to the people whom you gave me out of the 
world.

—John 17:4a, 6a (ESV)

 “Christmas Has Its Cradle” is a relatively unfamiliar 

hymn with text by Rae E. Whitney (1980) and music by 

Stan Pethel.  Its message brings thoughts of the cross to 

the manger and poses thoughtful questions, such as

Had His Father warned Him
None would grant Him room
Save in the Christmas cradle
And in the Easter tomb?

 Many come faithfully to adore the baby in the 

manger at Christmas, stand in reverent sorrow at the 

Savior’s cross, and joyfully celebrate His victorious 

resurrection on Easter.  But what heart-felt response is 

devoted to emulating the life the Incarnate Word lived 

between the cradle and the cross?  His humble birth 

brought hope and His death and resurrection brought 

eternal life in His presence, but it is through His day-to-

day life on earth that the Father’s glory and message are 

best portrayed.

 The manger made room for the child sent to redeem 

us, a borrowed tomb room for the perfect sacrifice, but 

what room do my heart and life make for God incarnate 

who lived as son, brother, friend, teacher, mentor, 

counselor, advocate, accountability partner, and prayer 

warrior?

 Am I grounded in humility, loving and serving the 

neglected and marginalized?  Do I cherish the uniqueness 

in all people?

 Do I anchor myself daily in the Father’s presence 

through prayer?

 Do I greet each day with a joy-filled, grateful heart 

and an overwhelming desire to join the Father in what 

He is doing?

 Do I practice patience, forbearance, and kindness?

 Do I respond with grace, mercy, and carefully chosen 

words and lead the way in forgiveness, peacemaking, and 

granting second chances?

 Am I practicing integrity, being always true and 

faithful to my word?

 Do I give quietly and generously, keeping an outward 

focus and resisting self-promotion?

 Do I see interruptions as opportunities?

 Am I loving God with all I am and others 

unconditionally?

 What room do I make for lessons represented by the 

dash between the cradle and the cross?  What difference 

is the Word who walked among men making in my life 

today?

 Prayer:  Jesus, thank you for leaving the perfection of 
Heaven to put hands, feet, and heart to the Father’s glory.  
Please give me your eyes to see the best in others; your heart 
to be kind, gentle, and gracious; and your arms to embrace 
those who hurt.  Teach me to stand for peace and to practice 
forgiveness.  Renew me daily and help me yield to your 
molding so I might reflect the Father’s love and character as 
I live out His good news to those around me.  May there 
always be room for You in the cradle, on the cross, and living 
victoriously in my day-to-day walk.  In Your name and 
strength, Amen.

Roberta Long



December 14

“Child in the   Manger”

 We know that Mary M. Macdonald composed the 

words to this song, thought to have originally been 

meant as a Christmas song for Scottish children, in 

Gaelic sometime before 1872. The original version had 

four verses, though currently only three remain in use. 

Nothing indicates when or why the original second verse 

was dropped, though students have identified thirteen 

scripture passages with the song’s original wording. Much 

about this song remains speculation.

 Speculation invites more speculation. Surely Mary, 

like most mothers, sang to her child—probably a song 

like this. While the Bible does not say directly that Mary 

sang to Jesus, I just have to believe that Mary, even after 

that miraculous birth, resembled any other mother and 

took care of baby Jesus just like any other infant. Singing 

happens to be one of the best communicators to a young 

infant—or anyone for that matter. The music, even with 

words the young cannot yet understand, seems to have 

a calming and bonding affect to it. We tend to think of 

Jesus only as a boy or a grown man and ignore His early 

childhood, left to our own imaginations as to His life 

from birth to the young boy in the temple.

 In today’s actions, a mother sings to her unborn 

and newborn, using music as a learning instrument for 

memorization and ease of understanding. When we sing 

songs, they are usually stories being told, and music is 

an easier way to remember and learn about our past, 

heritage, and other things. “Child in the Manger” tells 

the story of Jesus from His birth, the One who inherits 

all our transgressions. Even though He is most Holy, He 

still lives with us below and is victorious over each foe. 

The last verse recalls that prophets foretold Him, Angels 

beheld Him, and all of His own are happy.

 With music being the universal language of the 

world, it only seems right and proper that baby Jesus 

should be sung to by His mother. I visualize it right now 

with this song’s tune going round and round in my mind. 

If you do not know this song, here is the first verse to 

start learning. The tune should be familiar, but connected 

with a different song. In 1931, Eleanor Farjeon wrote 

“Morning Has Broken” and set it to the tune of “Child in 

the Manger.”

Child in the manger!
Infant of Mary,
Outcast and stranger,
Lord of all!
Child who inherits
All our transgressions,
All our demerits
On him fall.

Mike Ayres



December 15

“Carols Sing”

 “Carols Sing” is a recent carol written by Michael W. 

Smith. It is new to me. I found it interesting to learn this 

simple carol and to reflect on how music can reorient us. 

Music and poetry remarkably penetrate memory. We can 

remember words put to melody that would absolutely 

escape us otherwise. This carol seems well-suited for 

helping children as well as adults sing and learn the 

Christian faith. The melody has a cadence that feels 

like taking short anticipatory breaths and, as a result, 

captures the reverence inspired by the mystery of the 

Christ.

 So, I found myself reoriented once again as “Carols 

Sing” brought a new combination of words and music to 

this stunning story that God disrupted history to make a 

new start. How desperately we need to believe that story 

to be true and, if it be true, to believe that God can still 

disrupt history right now to bring this same life-changing 

power to our hopelessness and helplessness! Too often I 

get stuck in thinking that my way of thinking is the only 

way to think and I need to be reoriented again and again 

to remember that the power and love of God are the real 

news and that my pretensions to power and control are 

really fake news. Don’t we all need that reorientation?

 Read the lyrics of “Carols Sing” and enjoy. Better 

still, slow down, take a little more time, listen to it on 

your favorite device, and let it sink in more deeply. 

Carols sing to the King,
Jesus Christ our Savior.
Born this day, angels say,
In a lowly manger.
He came down to the earth
Bringing us new birth.
Carols sing to the King,
Jesus Christ our Savior.

Tidings bring!
Hail the King!
Shepherds did adore Him.
From afar, by the star,
Wise men sought and found Him.
Son of God, Son of man,
All in all I see.
Carols raise, His name praise,
He shall reign eternally.
Carols sing to the King,
Jesus Christ our Savior.

Bob Duncan



December 16

“Breath  of   Heaven”
 I remember the first time I heard this song. Tim had 
taken the kids to Big and Soso’s (his parents), so I had an 
unusual two days at home to bake for Christmas. I’d just 
splurged on Amy Grant’s Home for Christmas cassette 
tape as a treat. I remember rewinding and listening to 
it at least twenty times as I moved cookies in and out of 
the oven. As I imagined what Mary could have felt, how 
favored yet lonely, and that a desperate plea for the Holy 
Spirit was her lifeline, it was a sacred time of worship in 
our little kitchen that I’ve never forgotten.

I have traveled many moonless nights
Cold and weary with a babe inside
And I wonder what I’ve done. 
Holy father you have come
 And chosen me now to carry your son.
I am waiting in a silent prayer.
I am frightened by the load I bear
In a world as cold as stone. 
Must I walk this path alone? 
Be with me now. 
Be with me now.
Do you wonder as you watch my face 
If a wiser one should have had my place? 
But I offer all I am
For the mercy of your plan.
Help me be strong. 
Help me be. 
Help me.

 But did you know that “Breath of Heaven” wasn’t 
originally written as a Christmas song? A quick Google 
search reveals that English songwriter Chris Eaton wrote 
it with a different focus. Amy, seven months pregnant 
with her daughter, was gathering songs for her holiday 
album and asked her good friend, Chris, if she could use 
the song—with revisions. He agreed; she rewrote the 
verses and kept the chorus. Yet Eaton’s version reveals 
the same desperate dependence on the breath (Spirit) of 
God for comfort and strength.

You are harvest
You are golden sun
You are cool rain
ou are all in one.
And in all my deepest thoughts
And in all my battles fought
You are within.
You are within.

You are crimson
You are midnight blue
You have called me to discover You 
You have warmed my heart of stone 
You have borne my pain alone. 
Speak to me now, 
speak to me now, 
speak to me now.
I am waiting in a silent prayer
I am longing to be with You there
And with every fading fear
There is healing in my tear
Now I belong | now I belong
now I am strong

 In Scripture, the Old Testament Hebrew term ru’ah 
and the New Testament Greek term pneuma are both 
sometimes translated as “breath” but are more often 
translated as “spirit.” Not to get into the weeds since I 
am neither a Hebrew nor a Greek scholar, but there is a 
beauty and elegance to these words and their meanings 
that make sense to me. Just as our physical bodies must 
have breath to live, we cannot be alive spiritually without 
the Spirit of God.
 As believers, the Spirit of God—the very breath of 
God—is our life. The breath of God created life within 
us when we were spiritually DEAD, and it sustains us 
every moment after, filling us with strength, peace, joy, 
comfort, and everything we need.
 In the release of her book Breath of Heaven, Amy 
Grant shared, “It is a prayer that fits a lot of people’s 
circumstances, because it is a cry of mercy. Some nights 
on stage I can hardly get through the song for knowing 
all of the collective, unspoken pain of the lives in front of 
me. And so the words become my prayer for the listener... 
as well as the singer.”
 Whether we can empathize with a young, lonely 
pregnant teenager or not, every day we can realize 
the desperate dependence on the Holy Spirit to get us 
through life’s circumstances and seasons. And this could 
be our prayer:

Breath of heaven, Hold me together, Be forever 
near me, Breath of heaven.

Breath of heaven, Lighten my darkness, Pour 
over me your holiness, For you are holy. Breath of 
heaven….

Tracey Knight



December 17

“ I   Heard  the   Bells on  Christmas   Day”

I heard the bells on Christmas day
Their old familiar carols play,

And wild and sweet the words repeat Of peace on 
earth, good will to men.

I thought how, as the day had come, The belfries of 
all Christendom

Had rolled along th’unbroken song Of peace on 
earth, good will to men.

And in despair I bowed my head: “There is no 
peace on earth,” I said,

“For hate is strong and mocks the song Of peace on 
earth, good will to men.”

Then pealed the bells more loud and deep:  “God is 
not dead, nor doth he sleep;

The wrong shall fail, the right prevail, With peace 
on earth, good will to men.”

Till, ringing, singing, on its way, The world revolved 
from night to day,

A voice, a chime, a chant sublime, Of peace on 
earth, good will to men!

 The ringing of bells in the towers of church buildings 

is a tradition that dates back many centuries.  As customs 

have changed, perhaps we do not hear them as much 

as was once the case.  Traditionally bells communicated 

something.  It seems now that in many places, electronic 

media, phones, and the printed page have displaced the 

sounds of the bells.

 I grew up in rural North Carolina in mid-20th 

century.  Our church was one that was founded in 1772.  

Of course it had been through several buildings over the 

years, but some things remained unchanged.  The bell in 

the church tower, which required being rung manually, 

remained an integral part of the community.  It was rung 

to announce that service time or Sunday School time 

was a few minutes away.  It was rung to alert all that the 

last Amen of the service had been said.  It was rung when 

there was a wedding.  It was a community signal that 

someone had died.  In other words, it communicated a 

message.

 When Henry Wadsworth Longfellow penned the 

words for the five-verse poem that became the hymn “I 

Heard the Bells on Christmas Day,” I am sure that he was 

accustomed to hearing village church bells ring as they 

heralded the beginning of worship opportunities.

 The lyrics of this poem point us both to the past and 

to the present.  The appeal for peace on earth and good 

will to men is one that was proclaimed in Palestine more 

than 2,000 years ago as the Incarnation of Jesus Christ 

became reality.  The heavenly host presented this ideal 

and hope to the shepherds in their field as they watched 

flocks of sheep.  It is a message that has been repeated 

ever since.  It serves as a beautiful thought.  It is a noble 

goal.  And it is indeed possible—in the power of God.

 The third and fourth stanzas focus especially on the 

1863 reality of the US Civil War when Longfellow wrote 

it.  How highly relevant it remains for our 2019 world.  

Today it seems that “hate is strong and mocks the song of 

peace on earth, good will to men.”  But the message does 

not end there, as the bells resound more deeply:  “God 

is not dead, nor doth He sleep; the wrong shall fail, the 

right prevail, with peace on earth, good will to men.”

 Amid our despair, uncertainty, and feeling 

overwhelmed, how wonderful it is to be reminded that 

the victory belongs to God through Jesus Christ. 

Ellis Leagans



December 18

“ Infant   Holy,   Infant   Lowly”

 How was it that Jesus Christ, the King, the Son 

of God, was born in such poverty and in such a lowly 

manner?  He was born not in Jerusalem but in Bethlehem, 

not in a palace but in a cattle shed; laid not in a nice crib 

but in a manger; dressed not in fine princely clothing but 

in swaddling clothes.  He was born in poverty and was 

an outcast, rejected of men.  He was born in Bethlehem, 

a small village in Judah instead of Jerusalem, the nearby 

larger capital city, home to the temple.  Jesus lived a 

lonely life!  He was rejected in so many ways and remains 

rejected today by so many.

 We might ask the question, “Why then do we 

worship Him and commemorate His birth, death, and 

resurrection?”  The answer is that we believe that He 

was BORN TO SAVE!  He is Messiah, Prophet, Priest, 

and King, who was anointed by God to save us—He was 

and is Holy.

 He was born lowly, in order to save, and in Him 

alone all salvation is found.  We say, at this season of the 

year, “Thanks be to God for His unspeakable gift.”

Peggy Dorris



December 19

“Sing  We   Now  of   Christmas”

 “Sing We Now of Christmas” is a traditional French 

carol.  In France, the nativity or crèche is the focal point 

of the season.  Some villages would deliver the crèche 

to the church in a procession with the villagers dressed 

as shepherds and children bringing rocks, branches, and 

moss to complete the scene.  The villagers dressed in 

traditional attire so that they could be part of the crèche 

and sang carols like this in the procession. 

 The words of this carol actually tell the story of that 

night in Bethlehem and then the arrival of the three wise 

men:

Sing we now of Christmas,
Noel, sing we here!
Hear our grateful praises
to the babe so dear.
Refrain:
Sing we Noel, the King is born, Noel!
Sing we now of Christmas, sing we now Noel!

Angels called to shepherds,
“Leave your flocks at rest,
journey forth to Bethlehem,
find the lambkin blest.”
Refrain

In Bethlehem they found him;
Joseph and Mary mild,
seated by the manger,
watching the holy child.
Refrain

From the eastern country
came the kings afar,
bearing gifts to Bethlehem
guided by a star.
Refrain

Gold and myrrh they took there,
gifts of greatest price;
there was ne’er a place on earth
so like paradise.
Refrain

 The word “Noël” comes from the word for news and 

newness.  This Christmas season, I want to find newness 

in the story and tell the news about Jesus.  I don’t want 

to lose my focus during Christmas and only focus on gifts 

and food.  Our focus should be Jesus and the love that 

He has for us.  Let us not rush through this Christmas 

season; let us take time to enter into the nativity scene 

and find our place as worshipers of the King.

Dana Dixon



December 20

“Gentle   Mary   Laid   Her  Child”

 When I was a little girl growing up in the 1950s, baby 

dolls were very popular.  I was no exception and loved 

them dearly.  At ten years of age, like many children of 

that era, I heard the doctor say that I needed my tonsils 

removed.  Evergreen, Alabama had no hospital, or even 

a clinic, so the procedure would be done in Montgomery.  

The afternoon before surgery, Daddy took me to a toy 

store downtown, where I fell in love with a baby doll the 

size of a newborn.  The next day after surgery, Daddy 

came to my hospital room and presented me with the 

doll I had seen the previous afternoon.

 I loved taking care of Ricky, as I named the doll.  

I bought Ricky clothes, including Easter attire at the 

appropriate time, and delighted in dressing him to go 

out, to play, or to go to bed.  I fed Ricky periodically.  At 

night I would gently place him in a cradle and cover him 

with a small doll quilt.  The next day I would wake him 

and we would face the day together—after breakfast and 

dressing.  When I sang the carol and voiced the words 

“Gentle Mary laid her Child lowly in a manger,” I felt 

close to Mary and loved singing her song.  In caring for 

Ricky, I mimicked her actions.

 My reaction to the hymn would have pleased its 

author.  In 1919, the Methodist Church of Canada 

sponsored a contest through its Christian Guardian 

magazine.  It offered a prize to whomever could write 

the Christmas carol deemed best by the magazine’s 

staff.  Methodist minister Joseph Simpson Cook, born in 

Durham County, England sixty years earlier, decided to 

enter.  He had emigrated to Canada as a youth, and his 

education at Wesleyan College and McGill University in 

Montreal, like his years spent as a pastor, had convinced 

him that Protestant carols neglected Mary.  He would 

later say that he had set out to give her proper honor.

 As I grew older, I realized that the song’s theme is 

not Mary, but her Child.  I reached the same conclusion 

as those who analyze hymns.  Mary gets mentioned twice, 

at the beginning of the first and third verses—but so do 

the angels.  Shepherds and wise men garner a mention 

each.  But Mary’s unnamed child is mentioned five times 

in the first verse, thrice in the second, and five more in 

the last.  Mary’s child, Jesus, is the hymn’s focus.

 A Center for Church Music article concludes that its 

themes point to the Child’s importance.   The first verse 

asks if the Child can be the world’s savior and provides 

an affirmative answer.  The second lists witnesses to His 

divinity who offer tribute to the glorious incarnation:  

angels, wise men, shepherds, and even a star (inanimate 

creation).  The last verse proclaims agreement with all 

that has gone before; the Child, now known and still 

undefiled, is God’s Son.

 We customarily categorize this gentle Christmas 

carol as a children’s hymn.  The Christ Child’s humility 

may be its most important theme:  humble beginnings for 

a Baby who would have more power than King Herod.  

When we are tempted to seek praise for ourselves, or 

to heap praise on others, let us not forget the hymn’s 

concluding words:  “Praise His name in all the Earth, hail 

the King of Glory.”

 When Cook died in 1933, almost fifteen years after 

his carol took first place in the contest, it was already 

much beloved and held a place in numerous hymnals 

and hearts of English- and Spanish-speakers around the 

world.  As beloved then as it continues to be today.

 But did Cook fail to offer Mary her proper honor?  

Despite what logic may tell us, I think not.  Cook shows 

us Mary caring for her Child just as God cares for us, 

and just as we are to care for each other in His name.  

I’ve come full circle.  This year, as I sing this carol, I will 

again find comfort in mimicking Mary’s actions, finding 

in her gentle caring for her Child the example of caring 

for God’s children just as He gently cares for us.

Ronnie Granade



December 21 

“ He  is   Born”

 The simplest things in life often bring the greatest 

joy—a warm chocolate chip cookie, a good book, happy 

children at play.  These are all perfect.  There is no room 

for improvement; one simply needs to enjoy them.

 And we are likewise called upon to enjoy the 

Christ child.  While we cannot fully understand the 

mystical, supernatural aspects of the Incarnation, we 

can appreciate God-in-the-flesh. While we cannot 

understand infinity, we can appreciate a newborn baby.

 Jesus came to us in a manner that we would be able 

to understand.  Even a young child who knows nothing 

about the Trinity can appreciate and love the baby Jesus.  

He simplified Himself for us, and He is perfect.

 While it is good to ponder the mysterious ways of 

God, it is also good to just stop on occasion and enjoy 

Him.  One may take a freshly baked chocolate chip cookie 

into a test kitchen and analyze it in order to determine 

its ingredients and the process by which it was made, and 

this might be a worthwhile endeavor.  But to only study 

the cookie without ever tasting it and enjoying its sweet 

flavor would be to miss the point.

 After a lifetime of reading the Christmas story and 

hearing countless sermons analyzing the birth of Christ 

from every possible angle and vantage point, I sometimes 

wonder if we don’t sometimes miss the point.  Consider, 

ponder, and study His birth, but don’t forget to worship 

Him.  Let yourself be moved by joy.  Perhaps even sing a 

little.

 He is born.  So much is contained in those three 

simple words.  In those three simple words we find cause 

to celebrate.

 Merry Christmas!

Jimmy Darby



December 22

“See,  To   Us  a  Child  is   Born”

See, to us a Child is Born
Glory breaks on Christmas morn!
Now to us a Son is giv’n
Praise to God in highest heav’n!

On His shoulder rule shall rest
In Him all the earth be blest!
Wise and wonderful His name
Heaven’s Lord in human frame!

Mighty God, who mercy brings
Lord of lords and King of kings!
Father of eternal days
Ev’ry creature sing His praise!

Everlasting Prince of Peace
Truth and righteousness increase!
He shall reign from shore to shore
Christ is King forevermore!

 Having never encountered this hymn before, my first 

impressions included triumph, joy, and overwhelming 

hopefulness.  This isn’t your quiet, reflective tune, sung 

in the midst of lighted candles and dim surroundings.  In 

my mind’s eye, this song is best accompanied by sunlit 

windows, jubilant voices, and some serious organ playing!

 A few phrases stood out to me:

 “Glory breaks on Christmas morn!” comes as 

good and welcome news, particularly after the waiting 

of Advent.  While Christmas morn is often spent 

exchanging and delighting in gifts—all good things!—

let’s make room for Glory breaking, the joyful fulfillment 

of God with us.

 “On His shoulder rule shall rest” offers comfort 

and hope, a reminder that it’s not our responsibility to 

hold the world together, whether our small worlds or the 

earthly world.  Jesus rules, and He is the only true ruler.  

Jesus’ shoulders are broad and up to the task; may we 

trust Him with the administration of our own lives, the 

lives of those closest to us, and the larger world.

 And finally, “Christ is King forevermore!”  Christmas 

offers us the chance to celebrate Jesus’ already-won 

victory over sin and death.  Truly, Christ is King!  Today, 

may we acknowledge that truth and rejoice in our King:  

a loving, peaceful, truthful, righteous, merciful, wise, and 

wonderful ruler.

Nancy Harrell



December 23 

“We   Three   Kings  of  Orient   Are”

Born a King on Bethlehem’s plain
Gold I bring to crown Him again
King forever, ceasing never
Over us all to reign

Frankincense to offer have I
Incense owns a Deity nigh
Prayer and praising, all men raising
Worship Him, God most high

Myrrh is mine
Its bitter perfume breathes
A life of gathering gloom
Sorrowing, sighing, bleeding, dying
Sealed in the stone-cold tomb

 Three gifts.  Very different gifts.  Each for a different 

type of person.  Gold for a king to reign.  Frankincense 

for a deity to inspire.  And myrrh…for a corpse to bury.  

Most people considering a group who showed up to a 

child’s birthday with such strange, practically useless 

offerings would likely not refer to the givers as “wise.”

 Surely they were only silly fools to base a quest on 

nothing more than a nighttime anomaly.  And surely they 

were only impetuous adventurers to leave home without 

really knowing where they were going.  And surely they 

were only ignorant foreigners to stop and ask directions 

from the cruelest sovereign around.  They might have 

been any of these, but they weren’t “only” anything.  No 

person, no item, no circumstance is just one thing only.  

If we look (if we care to), there are always other aspects 

beyond what immediately presents itself.

Glorious now behold Him arise
King and God and Sacrifice!
Al-le-lu-ia, al-le-lu-ia
Heaven to earth replies

 Just as a star can guide without clear instructions, 

and just as a journey with no set destination can end in 

the perfect place, and just as a selfish, vicious ruler can be 

a source of helpful information, so can the hardest parts 

of your life teach you the most valuable parts of God.

 Jesus Himself was one third of the One True God, 

and His very deity made Him able to be the human 

and the sacrifice we needed.  His plan—revealed in 

Scripture—is one of restoring what was broken and 

divided.  When we dislocate parts of our own bodies, 

it is not without considerable pain.  Yet we so doggedly 

endeavor to dissect our life experiences into the good, 

the bad, and the ugly of our own designation and are 

shocked when such categorizing seems only to increase 

our discomfort.

 Perhaps we are trying to keep things separated which 

were meant to be understood together, and perhaps we 

cannot see them clearly because—like the sun—we are 

looking at them too directly.

We three kings of orient are
Bearing gifts we traverse afar
Field and fountain, moor and mountain
Following yonder star

O star of wonder, star of night
Star with royal beauty bright
Westward leading, still proceeding
Guide us to thy perfect light

 It is easy to get distracted by the trappings of this 

life—whether pleasant or painful.  They loom large in 

our vision because they carry pieces of Truth and are 

more immediate and significantly more touchable than 

the Truth Himself.  But we must remind ourselves of 

their proper place:  the star was never the destination.

 Though it held the wonder of a God who deserved 

frankincense, though it led through a night darker than 

could be masked by myrrh, and though it glittered with 

royal beauty beyond gold, it was still only a small star, 

a guide.  So as you look around at the people and the 

presents and the problems this season (and every season) 

brings, remember that they are but leading the way to the 

Perfect Light, who then—in His time—reveals their true 

and eternal worth.

Adam Wheat



Christmas Eve

“ What   Can   I  Give   Him”

What can I give Him, poor as I am?
If I were a shepherd, I would bring a lamb;
If I were a wise man, I would do my part;
Yet what can I give Him?
Give Him my heart.

 Christina Georgina Rossetti wrote “What Can I 

Give Him?” in 1872 during a life as a poet in which she 

regularly sought relief from personal disappointments 

and poor health.  In the hymn, Rossetti invites the reader 

to offer a personal gift to Jesus in the same way that the 

shepherds and wise men have done.  The ultimate gift we 

are to offer up comes in the form of our heart.

 According to Tim Keller, the great human struggle 

for the Greeks and Romans was between the mind and 

the passions.  For us today, the great struggle is the 

temptation of believing that our feelings are “who we 

really are” and the temptation that we must not deny our 

feelings.  Scripture teaches neither—but rather that the 

human struggle happens in the heart.  The great battle is 

how you decide to direct your heart’s greatest love, hope, 

and trust.  Every heart has an inclination that guides it, 

and this direction controls everything—feeling, thinking, 

decisions, and action. (Proverbs 3:5)  In the end, we do 

what the heart wants the most. (Matthew 12:33-34)

 Certainly, God knows this about us, and has brought 

deliverance from ourselves through Jesus.  In the selected 

hymn for today, the poet draws from the biblical story in 

Luke 2:8-20, where the glory of the Lord is shone with 

good news of a Savior.  Just a few decades earlier, the 

birth of Emperor Augustus had been declared similarly as 

good news of a savior.  Augustus was admired for bringing 

stability and peace in the Roman Empire through the Pax 

Romana.  The deliverance that Jesus brings His people, 

however, is true peace and not just stability.  Jesus brings 

us that which we could not produce on our own.  As 

mature followers of Jesus who have heard the narrative 

of Jesus’ birth many times over, it is possible to get lost in 

the details and forget the focal point of the story.  God 

is bringing deliverance to His people and Jesus ushers in 

salvation for all mankind—“seeking to save that which 

was lost.” (Luke 19:10)  A proper response on this day is 

to praise God for sending Jesus.  Let us praise Him today 

with the desires of our heart and find peace in what Jesus 

has done and continues to do.

Alan Greenwood



Christmas  Day

“ How  Great  Our  Joy”

 This year I have been thinking a good deal about 

two realities:  the ragged world of each person’s life 

and the well-intentioned, but high-sounding, rhetoric 

of institutional Christian life.  There is a natural and 

profound reason why we are called to live in the tension 

between the perfect and the imperfect, between the 

now and the not yet, that is designed by God to help us 

to manage these two realities and find meaning in the 

tension.

 Christmas is my favorite holiday and a time when 

my two worlds of reality seem to collide in a magical 

way.  It is a time that touches all of my senses in the most 

delightful way:  bright lights, sweet smells, joyful sounds, 

happy smiles, and hearty laughter.  It is a day when I tend 

to forget about my imperfections and my inadequacies 

and just enjoy the moment.  It is a time when heaven 

touches earth, even if momentarily.

 Christmas is a time when we get to revisit the 

weighty reality that the Incarnation represents—the 

bringing of heaven and earth together in human flesh—a 

reality that sets our imagination on fire.  The Incarnation 

is about matter and spirit uniting and heaven and earth 

coming together in Christ.  The sheer brightness of the 

season prompts us to put forth our best efforts, to ramp 

up our sense of being alive by giving gifts, eating food, 

and reaffirming that we are indeed blessed.  Happiness, 

delight, pleasure, enjoyment, and bliss are all component 

parts of this sense of joy that we cherish on this important 

day.

 Many of us can remember a birth day that was 

celebrated with joy within our own family—a day when 

our loved ones felt that heaven and earth met in the 

wonder of birth.  So too, on this special birth day, God 

took on human flesh to live among us and let us know 

that He is for us, and if He is for us, then no wonder we 

describe this heaven-sent sense of joy as great!

 What a great day, what a great gift, what a great 

Savior!  Merry joyful Christmas!

Ian Cosh
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