Walking through Advent, 2010

The Christmas season is the high point of the year for many people around the world.  The preparation for Christmas---the decorations, the music, the celebrations, the worship observances, the giving and receiving of gifts, and gathering of families---all these rituals mark this important event in the life of our faith.  Christians have been observing Advent since the Fourth Century as a time for preparing for the coming of Christ at Christmas.  As a matter of fact, Advent prepares for two different comings: the first is Jesus’ birth at Bethlehem more than two thousand years ago, and the second is his final coming at the end of time.  The many themes of Advent lead us back and forth between these two poles:  the fact that God has already acted decisively on our behalf in Jesus’ birth and the acknowledgement that there is still much work to be accomplished to bring the kingdom to completion.

The thought of adding time for spiritual reflection during the Advent season might seem overwhelming.  We need this time to slow down, to open our ears to God’s quiet voice in order to guide us through the chaos of the materialist culture that Christmas has become.  The Advent season offers us the opportunity to take time to prepare ourselves spiritually for the coming of the Christ child.  That’s what Advent is all about---preparing our hearts and minds and spirits for God’s coming.

God challenges us during this season of preparation to take time out from our busyness to be with Him.  This is the time we can benefit ourselves and others with reflection, contemplation, meditation, prayer, and scripture study of the mysteries of Jesus’ birth and what it means to all of us.  As frantic as our culture may be, in our busy lives, and during this frenzied season of the year, we can learn to spend time with God.

A health ministry’s purpose is to promote physical, mental, and spiritual health through Jesus Christ for the benefit of our faith community as well as our larger community.  The Walking through Advent program is designed to give every participant the opportunity to set aside time to spend with God as we prepare our hearts, minds, and spirits for God’s coming.  The program affords you to attend to your spiritual health while you enhance or maintain your physical and mental health through an exercise program of your choice, the most common being walking or running.  As you clear your mind of chaotic thoughts and overwhelming holiday planning, walking will give you quiet time for contemplation and reflection on the meaning of Advent.

How to Begin the Program 
1. Register as a walker on the sign-up sheets located by the mailboxes in the Chapel (running, jogging, biking [ stationery or otherwise], swimming are also included; 20 minutes of exercise=1 mile.
2. Use the daily guide for prayer, learning, and record keeping.

3. Invite others to walk with you, which provides an opportunity to include others in the mission of the church.

4. This program is guided by words of Scripture, topics for reflection and contemplation, the wholistic/wellness tradition of the church, and the need always to find quiet time to spend with God, which keeps the experience of the Holy Spirit alive in our midst.
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Come, thou long expected Jesus,

born to set thy people free;

From our fears and sins release us,

let us find our rest in thee.

Israel’s strength and consolation,

hope of all the earth thou art;

dear desire of every nation,

joy of every longing heart.

Words: Charles Wesley, 1744

Music:  Rowland H. Prichard, 1830
Walking Through Advent
Sunday of the First Week


It is so easy to procrastinate during the busy holiday season on things that, in our hearts, we know we should do.  That’s especially true when it comes to spiritual things such as reading God’s word or getting serious about praying.  It is also easy to put off starting an exercise program, to making the commitment for improving our holistic health.

Reflection 

Our life consists of millions of unique moments, each one an opportunity that will never come again.  How might you use Advent to make yourself more aware of these special opportunities in your own life?  Is there some decision or task that you have been putting off that you could address right now as a response to Advent’s urgent call?

Scripture

“Take heed, watch; for you do not know when the time will come.” (Mark 13:33)


Miles:____ or Steps:_____ or Time(min):_____
Monday of the First Week

Come---a command, a verb, a word of invitation, a welcoming.  This word of hospitality begins the Advent journey, when we prepare to welcome a long-awaited, special guest into our lives and our hearts.  During these weeks when forces all around seem to accelerate, try slowing down the parts of life you can control.  Remember to keep Christ at the heart of this season, and practice the spiritual discipline of looking for God in unexpected places.

Reflection


For the next week, keep before you the practices of simplicity and seeing God in the ordinary.  At the end of the week, reflect on whether or how this awareness affected you.

Scripture

“Therefore gird up your minds, be sober, set your hope fully upon the grace that is coming to you at the revelation of Jesus Christ.” (2 Peter 1:13)

Miles:_____ or Steps:_____ or Time (min)_____

Tuesday of the First Week

This time of year you will see various people standing on the corner in the cold, ringing a little bell as they collect for the Salvation Army.  A man in a worn, dark overcoat and a white scarf pauses at the Salvation Army bucket.  Reaching into his pocket he pulls out a bill and some change and drops them in.  Actually, he looks as though he would more likely be a recipient of charity.  He receives a pleasant “thank you” from the bell ringer.  Generous people, such as this man, are good reminders to move beyond the mere, warm, charitable feelings of “the Christmas spirit” to real works of charity.

Reflection

As we await during Advent God’s ultimate act of compassion, the coming of our Savior, we have plenty of opportunities to be compassionate to others.  Think of one or two steps you might want to take to put compassion into action during Advent.  You may want to ask God to point out to you someone who especially needs your help during this holy season.
Scripture

“Now by chance a priest was going down that road; and when he saw him, he passed by on the other side.  So likewise a Levite, when he came to the place and saw him, passed by on the other side.  But a Samaritan while traveling came near him; and when he saw him, he was moved with pity.  He went to him and bandaged his wounds, having poured oil and wine on them.  Then he put him on his own animal, brought him to an inn, and took care of him.” (Luke 10:31-34)


Miles:____ or Steps:____ or Time (min)____

Wednesday of the First Week

Wreaths are some of the favorite holiday decorations and have been a symbol since earliest times.  In ancient Greece, wreaths made of laurel leaves were awarded to winning athletes in the Olympic Games, and perhaps it was a victorious athlete that first hung his wreath on the wall.  The athlete’s wreath became an important image for the earliest Christians.  Paul tells the Corinthians, “Athletes exercise self-control in all things; they do it to receive a perishable garland [wreath, crown], but we an imperishable one” (1 Cor. 9:25).  Christmas wreaths are double reminders: they recall our Savior’s victory over death, and they challenge us to lead our earthy life in a way worthy of the heavenly crown that has been laid up for us.

Reflection


Christmas wreaths can serve to remind us to lead a life worthy of the “crown of life” that is waiting for you in heaven.  Think of some practice you might undertake during Advent, or one you are already doing: perhaps extra prayer each day, or an effort to be especially kind to someone you find difficult to get along with.  Then every time you see a Christmas wreath, let it remind you of your Advent resolution and of the victor’s wreath in heaven that has your name on it.

Scripture

“Blessed is anyone who endures temptation.  Such a one has stood the test and will receive the crown of life that the Lord has promised to those who love Him.” (James 1:12)


Miles _______ or Steps ______ or Time (min) ______

Thursday of the First Week


For most of us, much of the holiday season is spent getting ready: decorating the house, buying presents, planning family get-togethers, and arranging dates to visit friends.  Far from being a distraction from our keeping of Advent, however, these preparations can remind us that Advent is meant precisely to be a time for preparing for the coming of Christ at Christmas.  Isaiah tells us of “the voice of him that crieth in the wilderness, Prepare ye the way of the Lord, make straight in the desert a highway for our God.  Every valley shall be exalted, and every mountain and hill shall be made low: and the crooked shall be made straight, and the rough places plain” (Isa. 40: 3-4).

Reflection
 Ask Jesus to help you this Advent to prepare his way.  Think of a couple of rough places in your life that need to be smoothed out to allow the Lord easier entry into your life.  What about some heights that need to be lowered or a certain valley that needs to be filled in?  Is one of these a project that might need to be worked on all year long?
Scripture


“Then the King will say to those at his right hand, ‘Come, O blessed of my Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world’.” (Matt. 25:34)


Miles _____ or Steps_____ or Time (min) _____

Friday of the First Week 

Memories are a crucial part of the holiday experience, and, in the same vein, they are essential to our life as Christians.  During Advent, the church remembers the messianic predictions of the prophets: “Therefore the Lord himself will give you a sign.  Look, the young woman is with child and shall bear a son, and shall name him Immanuel” (Isa. 7:14).  Remembering is at the heart not only of Advent but of the Christmas season as we retell and meditate on the marvelous story of Christmas.  Retelling the stories also helped the early Christians to gain perspective on their own lives.  And today, our own remembering of the prophecies and of the words and deeds of Jesus helps us make sense of our own experiences as well.

Reflection

Your life is an integral part of the wider story of God’s infinite, ongoing love for the world.  Think of some personal memories that you associate with Christmas time, and ask how these fit into the story of your relationship with God.

Scripture

“Long ago God spoke to our ancestors in many and various ways by the prophets, but in these last days he has spoken to us by a Son, whom he appointed heir of all things, through whom he also created the worlds.  He is the reflection of God’s glory and the exact imprint of God’s very being, and he sustains all things by his powerful word.” (Heb. 1:1-3)


Miles _____ or Steps _____ or Time (min) _____

Saturday of the First Week

A scene frequently seen at Christmas may be a child looking in the window of a store’s toy display, with such a rapt, transfixed pose that it may stir up your own memory of a powerful emotion:  wanting a certain something for Christmas and wishing for it so hard you would start to ache inside. Actually, this makes a good image of the basic human need that underlies Advent:  all of us, whether we know it or not, are longing and hoping for something to fill our emptiness.  Wanting is simply part of being human---it comes with not being God, being incomplete.  We are always searching relentlessly, sometimes even desperately, to fill the void inside of us.   Unfortunately, under the spell of advertisers, political demagogues, and others, we get caught up in a frenzied, frantic seeking after created things such as material possessions, power, or comfort.  Ironically, this misguided passionate searching is most apparent during the pre-Christmas shopping frenzy, which occurs during Advent.  The message of Advent has never been more needed than it is now, when so many people are caught up in a frantic but misdirected search for happiness.
Reflection

It has been written that all of our longings and desires are actually part of the one single desire for the Divine.  Think of some passionate longings of yours, such as your love for a specific person, or a certain goal you are striving for.  Reflect on each of these, asking yourself how this longing helps you in your quest to get closer to God.  Is your longing for God as intense and passionate as this particular desire?

Scripture

“As a deer longs for flowing streams,

so my soul longs for you, O God.


My soul thirsts for God,


for the living God.


When shall I come and behold


the face of God?” (Ps. 42: 1-2)


Miles _____or Steps_____ or Time (min) _____

Sunday of the Second Week

A familiar sight at Christmas are street decorations, holiday banners on the telephone poles and light posts which form a colorful corridor of candles, snowmen, and giant snowflakes.  The practice of decorating streets for special occasions, which goes back to a custom in the Greek world before the time of Christ, is one of the direct reminders of the real meaning of Advent.  In the New Testament, the word coming came to refer to what was to become one of the most important themes of the Advent season, the second coming of Christ as King at the end of time.

Reflection

It is difficult to maintain the kind of awareness that you should have as though you knew that Christ were about to arrive.  You might take the opportunity right now to ask yourself if there is some behavior you need to change, or some unfinished business that you have been postponing.  Let the holiday decorations you see along the street remind you that one day Christ will indeed return in glory---you just don’t know when.

Scripture

“Now may our God and Father himself and our Lord Jesus direct our way to you.  And may the Lord make you increase and abound in love for one another and for all, just as we abound in love for you.  And may he strengthen your hearts in holiness that you may be blameless before our God and Father at the coming of our Lord Jesus with all his saints.” (1 Thess. 3:11-13)


Miles _____ or Steps _____ or Time (min) _____

Monday of the Second Week    


Have you ever been caught in a traffic jam, or maybe a driver in the lane to your right turns sharply and starts to squeeze his car into your breathing space?  Instead of becoming enraged or irate, it has been suggested that we try the “gentle” approach to life’s situations: we admit that we cannot control the undesirable situation, and, accepting it as a given, simply make the best of it.  It is what it is.  What does the gentle approach to life have to do with Advent?  Some of the stories in the Bible are not exactly gentle talk, such as John the Baptist calling for leveling mountains and filling in valleys that were in the way.  However, Mary, the mother of God, is a model of gently acceptance, courageously choosing to do whatever the Lord’s will is for her, telling the angel, “Here am I , the servant of the Lord; let it be with me according to your word” (Luke 1:38).  To lower your blood pressure and relax your muscles, try saying a little prayer that you may be able to share a little of the courageous, gentle acceptance of life---even in such a mundane situation as a traffic jam.

Reflection

In what situations or with what people are you most able to take a “gentle” approach and accept a situation you cannot change?  Think of some stressful situation that is likely to come up during the holidays.  How might you handle it with a “gentle” approach? 

Scripture

“[Paul and Timothy] traveled through the Phrygian and Galatian territory because they had been prevented by the Holy Spirit from preaching the message in the province of Asia.  When they came to Mysia, they tried to go on into Bithynia, but the Spirit of Jesus did not allow them, so they crossed through Mysia and came down to Troas.  During [the]night Paul had a vision.  A Macedonian stood before him and implored him with these words, ‘Come over to Macedonia and help us.’  When he had seen the vision, we sought passage to Macedonia at once, concluding that God had called us to proclaim the good news to them.” (Acts 16: 6-10)


Miles _____ or Steps _____ or Time (min) _____  
Tuesday of the Second Week

You have probably stood before a display of dozens of kinds of Christmas wrapping paper, daunted by too many colors and designs and by having to choose one of them.  You want to make an appropriate choice because the paper can tell someone how you feel about him or her, or how you want your gift to be taken---seriously or lightheartedly.  Studying all this wrapping paper might cause you to reflect that unwrapping hidden things is a normal part of life.  Our future, for example, is wrapped in mystery and only reveals itself with the unfolding of each new day.  Every person around us is a mystery as well: we can never get to know someone completely---there is always more to be discovered.
Reflection

Think of some way or ways in which God has come into your life recently and revealed to you something in the divine nature.  What did you learn about God?  To what extent do you leave yourself open to the Lord in your prayer, and to what extent do you hide or hold back?  What about your relationships with others?  Might God’s self-revealing action at Christmas have a message for you with regard to either of these areas?

Scripture

“Although I am the very least of all the saints, this grace was given to me to bring to the Gentiles the news of the boundless riches of Christ, and to make everyone see what is the plan of the mystery hidden for ages in God who created all things; so that through the church the wisdom of God in its rich variety might now be made known to the rulers and authorities in the heavenly places.” (Eph. 3: 8-10) 

Miles _____ or Steps _____ or Time (min) _____

Wednesday of the Second Week


Perhaps you have viewed a Festival of Trees, either locally or in Washington, DC.  These trees, decorated with such joy and exuberance, reminds us that the first Christmas tree symbolized the paradise tree in the Garden of Eden and was hung with various foods and flowers.  In the 16th century in Germany, various Christmas traditions were combined, and the Christmas tree changed from being the paradise tree to representing Christ himself as the “tree of life.”  What a wonderful idea:  putting Christ, who came into our midst at Bethlehem, right in the middle of your living room, right where he wishes to be, in the center of your family’s life!

Reflection

Picture an imaginary Christmas tree representing Christ at the center of your life.  How would you want to decorate it?  Try hanging on its branches not only your victories, the things of which you are most proud, but also the faults and problems that Christ helped you with.  If you were to include pictures of people, whose pictures would you hang first? 

Scripture

“You are in our midst, O Lord, your name we bear; do not forsake us!” (Jer. 14:9)


Miles _____ or Steps _____ or Time (min) _____

Thursday of the Second Week

As you are working your way through the Mall, notice the variety of faces, but many of them have something in common---a preoccupied, worried look.  Perhaps it will occur to you that as the Christmas holidays get closer, people get busier and busier and have more things to worry about.  As though foreseeing the hectic busyness of the time before Christmas, Jesus warns us that worries can draw our attention away from watching for the day of his return: “Take heed to yourselves, lest your hearts be overcome with…the worries of this life, and that day catches you unawares” (Luke 21:34).  But the New Testament reminds us that there is a second kind of worrying that actually makes us better Christians---the anxiousness that is a natural part of loving and caring about someone.  If these are the kinds of worries you have, then, far from taking your attention away from what is truly important, they will help you focus even more on the meaning of Advent.  We pray, “Come Lord, and save your people.”

Reflection

Think of one specific worry of yours that you might “be cast upon the Lord” during the busy holiday season.  Then think of someone you worry about and lift that person up to the Lord as well.  As part of your Advent preparation, ask yourself if there is someone you worry about too much.  On the other hand, is there someone else for whom the Lord may want you to feel more concern than you do? 
Scripture

“But strive first for the kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well.  So do not worry about tomorrow, for tomorrow will bring worries of its own.  Today’s trouble is enough for today.”  (Matt. 6:34)


Miles _____ or Steps _____ or Time (min) _____

Friday of the Second Week

On Christmas Eve in 1223, near the town of Greccio, in Italy, St. Francis of Assisi, along with a number of his brethren and a crowd of townspeople carrying torches and singing joyful songs, came in procession to the first manger display.  What do you think about when you see the image of a baby lying on the straw in the poor stable.  Do you see just another baby born, like many of McKean County’s babies, in obscurity and destitution.  But it is hoped that you will learn to see something else beneath the poverty and powerlessness in today’s world:  God’s mysterious love unfolding in a strange and marvelous way.  We pray to the infant of Bethlehem that everyone who views a nativity scene might see the beautiful message it bears: that the kingdom of God will be built not of power, wealth, or fame, but of humble, self-giving love---something that is within the reach of each one of us.
Reflection

As you think of Jesus’ choosing to be born into poverty in Bethlehem, ask yourself if there may be something which you are being called to let go of during this a Advent season.  Maybe new circumstances are forcing you to let go of some comfortable situation or some pleasant relationship, or perhaps age or illness is taking away a certain physical or mental ability you used to enjoy.  Think of this deprivation as share in the voluntary poverty of Jesus in Bethlehem, and offer it to him as a gift.

Scripture

“And she brought forth her first born son and wrapped him in bands of cloth, and laid him in a manger, because there was no place for them in the inn.” (Luke 2:7)


Miles _____ or Steps _____ or Time (min) _____

Saturday of the Second Week

You probably have family and friends who use Christmas cards to stay in touch with you each year, especially the ones with the latest family photograph on the front and all the children looking a year older.  Think of the thousands of Christmas cards being mailed and processed, which calls to mind some lines from a poem by Walt Whitman: “I see something in God each hour of the twenty-four, and each moment them,…I find letters from God dropt in the street, and every one is signed by God’s hand.” What a wonderful thought that is to imagine letters from God dropped at our feet.  It reminds us that God is everywhere and is always trying to communicate with us, waiting for us to listen attentively and look carefully.

Reflection


Think of one or two ways in which God has “dropt a letter at your feet” recently.  Did you recognize it right away?  Was its message a welcome one?  How did you respond to it?  When has the Lord used you to deliver a message of love and concern to someone?         

Scripture

“Long ago God spoke to our ancestors in many and various ways by the prophets, but in these last days he has spoken to us by a Son, whom he appointed heir of all things, through whom he also created the worlds.  He is the reflection of God’s glory and the exact imprint of God’s very being. And he sustains all things by his powerful word.”  (Heb. 1:1-3)


Miles _____ or Steps _____ or Time (min) _____

Sunday of the Third Week

This is the third Sunday of Advent, traditionally called Gaudete Sunday, “Rejoice Sunday,” celebrating the fact that we are halfway through Advent.  The readings, prayers, and music invite us to reflect on the Christian gift of joy.  “Joy” is one of the most familiar of our “season’s greetings.”  All through the nativity stories in the gospel, the word “joy” appears to describe the settings, the events and the feelings of all those in attendance.  Matthew tells us that when the star that the magi had been following came to a stop over the place where the child was, the wise men literally “rejoiced with joy” (Matt. 2:10).  Jesus will continue to be a source of joy to others throughout his public life, as he announces the kingdom and performs miracles.  In the last sentence of Luke’s gospel, the disciples, after watching Jesus ascend into heaven, “returned to Jerusalem with great joy” (Luke 24:52).

Reflection

Think of someone you know who radiates Christian joy.  What is it about that person that makes you think of him or her as joyful? Think of some ways you might show that same joy to others during this holy season.

Scripture


“For the kingdom of God is not a matter of food and drink, but of righteousness, peace, and joy in the Holy Spirit.”  (Rom. 14:17)


Miles _____ or Steps _____ or Time (min) _____

Monday of the Third Week

Think of how Christmas time makes us more aware of our homes.  We clean them, decorate them, and welcome people into them.  “Home” surely had a special significance for certain early Christians because, before there were church buildings, the community would gather in their homes for worship.  We modern Christians, too, would do well to see our own homes as sacred places where we encounter God in the love of our families and friends, in quiet moments of rest, and even in the struggles with illness and disappointment.

Reflection

Reflect on your home as a sacred place n which you encounter the Lord.  Take a few minutes to name the various ways in which you meet God there: relaxing with family members, sharing meals, praying, and so on.  What might you do during Advent to make you and your family members more aware of this sacredness?  What might you also do during Advent to celebrate your membership in the wider household of God, the church?

Scripture

“So then you are no longer strangers and sojourners, but you are fellow citizens with the holy ones and members of the household of God, built upon the foundation of the apostles and prophets, with Christ Jesus himself as the capstone…In him you are also are being built together into a dwelling place of God in the Spirit.” (Eph. 2:19-20, 22)


Miles _____ or Steps _____ or Time (min) _____

Tuesday of the Third Week

“Pax,” Peace is a word closely associated with Christmas.  This is not an advertisement for the reality of things around us, even in the best of times, but rather peace is our goal in life.  Our goal is not the total absence of stress or an idyllic life free from difficulties.  Instead, what we work at as individuals and as a faith community is what someone has aptly called “peace under pressure.”  One great help toward keeping a sense of peace and joy in the midst of rushing around is to cultivate a sense of true humility: when you admit that you are not God, then you should no longer expect to accomplish everything you want, or to control every event or person around you.  Humility can take a lot of the pressure off.  During Advent, remember the importance of the principle of internal motivation when, for example, we can think of hectic Christmas shopping as a way of loving the people for whom we are buying gifts.  The pressure will still be there, but so will a certain peace of heart that comes from living a life of self-giving love.  How better to prepare for Christ’s coming than all the ways we can show our love for others?

Reflection

Are there things that you have to do during the holidays which you usually look at as being done out of love?  Think of some holiday task or obligation you do not particularly enjoy, and try looking at it as something you do out of love for others.

Scripture

“Come to me, all you that are weary and are carrying heavy burdens, and I will give you rest.  Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me; for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls.  For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light.” (Matt. 11:28-30)

Miles_____ or Steps _____ or Time (min) _____

Wednesday of the Third Week

Santa Claus is a classic and familiar figure of the Christmas season.  He is a composite of several historical and imaginary figures: Father Christmas, Thor, Kris Kringle, and Saint Nicholas; and he is beloved by children everywhere.  Saint Nicholas, particularly, was known for his kindness to the poor, his generosity to the needy.  Sadly, Santa Claus has come to represent the secular, consumerist side of the Christmas season, distracting many of us from Jesus, the true center of the feast, and, ironically, focusing our children not on Saint Nicholas’ generous giving but on greedy present-getting. 
Reflection

If Saint Nicholas imitated Christ’s self-giving by being good to the poor and the needy, how are you called to do the same in your life?  Is there some person or group you might be called to help during this holy season?  How might you be called to imitate Saint Nicholas, not just during the holidays, but throughout the year?

Scripture

“People were bringing little children to him in order that he might touch them; and the disciples spoke sternly to them.  But when Jesus saw this, he was indignant and said to them, ‘Let the little children come to me; do not stop them; for it is to such as these that the kingdom of God belongs.  Truly I tell you, whoever does not receive the kingdom of God as a little child will never enter it.’  And he took them up in his arms, laid his hands on them, and blessed them.” (Mark 10:13-16)

Miles _____ or Steps _____ or Time (min) _____

Thursday of the Third Week

We have all been bent on a mission to find just the right gift for someone, going from store to store, and even town to town---if I can’t find it in Warren, maybe I should try in Buffalo.  This could be reminded of how often the Scripture and the Christian spiritual tradition talk about “seeking God,” “searching for Ultimate Meaning,” and “finding salvation.”  Jesus, for example, tells the story of a merchant looking for fine pearls who, one day, finds the pearl of great price (Matt. 13:45).  In the same period during which Christmas shopping finds us searching, seeking, looking for exactly the right gift to give, Advent celebrates the world’s longing, humanity’s search for God.
O holy night!  The stars are brightly shining,
It is the night of the dear Savior’s birth.

Long lay the world in sin and error pining…

But who is pining for whom?  Christmas is not about our pining for God, it’s about God’s pining for us so intensely and passionately that He takes on our flesh and comes to walk with us.

Reflection

In your relationship with God, do you see yourself more often as the seeker or the one being sought?  What are some of the ways in which you seek God?  Think of some ways in which God may have been seeking you lately.  What do you think you might need to change during these holy days in order to allow the Lord to catch up with you?

Scripture

“In the morning, while it is still very dark, he got up and went out to a deserted place, and there he prayed.  And Simon and his companions hunted for him.  When they found him, they said to him, ‘Everyone is searching for you.’” (Mark 1:35-37)


Miles _____ or Steps _____ or Time (min) _____

Friday of the Third Week

For most of us, whether we like them or not, crowds are part of the holiday experience.  We meet them in the mall, at Christmas programs, and even at the Christmas Eve services.  Although there may be barely space to move, no one really seems to mind, they are caught up in the contagious, festive mood, an atmosphere of celebration.  And we think to ourselves that, even if we dislike crowds, it’s hard to avoid being caught up in the spirit of celebration.  Maybe this was what it felt like in the enthusiastic, shouting throngs that followed Jesus.  Remember that all during Advent, we have been preparing for Christ’s second coming at the end of time.  Recall John describing it in his vision: “After I looked, there was a great multitude that no one could count, from every nation, from all tribes and peoples and languages, standing before the throne and the Lamb, robed in white, with palm branches in their hands.  They cried out in a loud voice, saying, ‘Salvation belongs to our God who is seated on the throne, and to the Lamb’” (Rev. 7:9-10)! Imagine standing in this crowd and thinking of all the struggles and sorrows, sufferings and trials of you all, and rejoice in the thought that one day, when all our sufferings are behind us, we will all be part of the throng singing God’s praises in heaven.

Reflection


Think about one of the various crowds you may encounter during the holidays.  Reflect on these facts: each person in that crowd is personally known and loved by God, and each of them is likely to wind up in that heavenly throng with you.  In that world there will be no more walls of fear or animosity to separate us from one another.  Look into your own heart for any walls that you may have placed there, which separate us from one another.  Think of one specific thing you might do during this holy season to start breaking down one of those walls ahead of time.
Scripture


“Then I looked, and heard the voice of many angels surrounding the throne and the living creatures and the elders; they numbered myriads and myriads and thousands of thousands, singing with full voice, ‘Worthy is the Lamb that was slaughtered to receive power and wealth and wisdom and might and honor and glory and blessing!’” (Rev. 5:11-12)


Miles _____ or Steps _____ or Time (min) _____

Saturday of the Third Week

Poinsettia plants are among the loveliest of Christmas decorations.  In the Mexican legend about these plants, a small girl offered it as a gift to the Infant Jesus, as insignificant as everyone around them thought it was.  Suddenly, the green top leaves of her weeds burst into star-shaped flowers of brilliant red, and soon the whole manger was surrounded by the same beautiful crimson stars. Her little brother told her these kind words, “Even the most humble gift, if you give it out of love, will be acceptable in his eyes.”  From that day on, the deep red flowers would bloom each year during the Christmas season and would become known as Flores de Noche Buena, “Christmas Eve Flowers.”
Reflection

The little child found out what God can do with a gift that is offered with love.  Think of someone whose sincere efforts may not live up to your expectations; do you perhaps need to see those efforts the way God sees your own---as something not only acceptable but beautiful?  Perhaps one day the sight of poinsettias may encourage you not to give up, even when your efforts seem inadequate or the results disappointing.

Scripture

“Now standing there were six stone jars for the Jewish rites of purification, each holding twenty or thirty gallons.  Jesus said to them, ‘Fill the jars with water.’  And they filled them up to the brim.  He said to them, ‘Now draw some out and take it to the chief steward.’  So they took it…The steward tasted the water that had become wine, and did not know where it came from (though the servant who had drawn the water knew).” (John 2:6-9)

Miles _____ or Steps _____ or Time (min) _____   
Sunday of the Fourth Week


As Christmas draws near, you begin to notice signs that shout out to you, “Final Week of our Holiday Blowout Sale!” or “Only five days left to Christmas, Act now before it is too late!”  Then you start hearing the church’s urgent Advent warnings: “Now is the time to rise from sleep” and “The kingdom is at hand!”  Certainly John the Baptist’s familiar cry, “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand” (Matt. 3:2), helps to heighten the sense of expectation as we get closer to Christmas.  According to the Greek translation, John is not forecasting some future event but is saying the kingdom has already arrived.  There is no time left for thinking things through or for getting used to the idea of possibly committing ourselves.  The message demands an immediate, decisive response to commit to Christ.
Reflection

Read the account of the preaching of John the Baptist in Matthew 3:1-12.  Try to feel the urgency of the past tense of “to draw near” in the expression “the kingdom has already appeared in your midst!”  Let it give you a more urgent attitude toward some difficult decision you have been putting off or some change you need to make.

Scripture

“In those days John the Baptist appeared in the wilderness of Judea, proclaiming ‘Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has come near.’  This is the one of whom the prophet Isaiah spoke when he said, ‘The voice of one crying out in the wilderness: Prepare the way of the Lord, make his paths straight.’” (Matt. 3:1-3


Miles_____ or Steps _____ or Time (min) _____

December 20

Think how important food is for celebrating the holidays, especially when it comes to ethnic dishes and family traditions.  Perhaps you remember when your mother tried out a new recipe for turkey stuffing.  This unexpected break with tradition may have caused such consternation around the dinner table that the following year she went back to making it the “right” way.  And somehow, store-bought cookies never taste quite as good as homemade ones.  Maybe the biggest reason holiday food tastes so good is because someone has painstakingly prepared it with a lot of time, work, and loving care.  In the Old Testament “loving care” refers to God’s consistent, ever-faithful, relentless, lavish, and unrestrained love for Israel.  In the New Testament it refers to the boundless, unconditional love that Jesus showed throughout his life, and which he calls us to imitate.  Paul calls this love agape, the greatest of gifts: “Love is patient; love is kind; love is not envious or boastful or arrogant or rude.  It does not insist on its own way” (1 Cor. 13:4-5).  Agape is what lies behind the whole Christmas event, “For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son” (John 3:16).
Reflection

Think of someone you know who seems to enjoy cooking for people as a way of loving family and friends, with no expectation of return.  Do you ever have opportunities to love without expecting something in return?  Think of how you might use such an opportunity during the season of Advent or Christmas.

Scripture

“I pray that you may have the power to comprehend, with all the saints, what is the breadth and length and height and depth, and to know the love of Christ surpasses knowledge, so that you may be filled with all the fullness of God.” (Eph. 3:19)

Miles _____ or Steps _____ or Time (min) _____

December 21


Isn’t it interesting that as you drive through the community in the afternoon, it can look a little dreary, even though we are in the middle of 
Advent.  But as dusk falls, the Christmas lights begin to come on.  The closer we get to Christmas, the more brilliant the neighborhoods seem to be.  There is almost an exultation about all these lights!  The lights seem to be closely allied with a powerful parable about Advent and of all of Christian life.  Matthew reminds us of Isaiah’s prophesy, “The people who walked in darkness have seen a great light; those who dwell in a land of deep darkness, on them has light shined” (Isa. 9.2, cited in Matt. 4:16).  Jesus proclaims, “I am the light of the world; he who follows me will not walk in darkness, but will have the light of life” (John 8:12).  As we light the candles of the Advent wreath, each candle offers its light to others, contributing to the brightness of the whole.

Reflection

When you put up lights as holiday decorations or see them in various places this Advent, ask yourself how you might be more of a light to those around you, especially in your home and in your workplace.  Meditate on the verses from the prologue to John’s gospel that follow, in which the word light appears seven times.  

Scripture

“What has come into being in him was life, and the life was the light of all people.  The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it.  There was a man sent from God, whose name was John.  He came as a witness to testify to the light, so that all might believe through him.  He himself was not the light, but he came to testify to the light.  The true light, which enlightens everyone, was coming into the world.”  (John 1:3b-9)


Miles _____ or Steps _____  or Time (min) _____

December 22  


Even before Christmas, the holy days of Advent are a time for welcoming relatives and friends into our homes for holiday parties, visits, and special meals.  In fact, it is at this time of year, more than any other, that we come to appreciate something of the Bible’s sense of the sacredness of hospitality, of welcoming others into our homes.  The author of Hebrew admonishes his readers with, “Do not neglect to show hospitality to strangers, for by doing that some have entertained angels without knowing it” (Heb. 13.2).  As we wait to welcome guests to our homes, it feels as though we are echoing the church’s longing for the arrival of our Savior.  Receiving visitors is a foretaste of the day when we will welcome Christ, for whom we wait with longing and to whom we have been praying during Advent: Come Lord Jesus!

Reflection

Think of people you are expecting as guests---and who should be received as Christ.  Are some of them easier to welcome than others?  Who are the guests in whom you find it easiest to see Christ?  Are there some in whom you find it difficult to experience the presence of Christ?  You might pray that you would be able to see and welcome Christ in each one of them.

Scripture

“Let your loins be girded and your lamps burning, and be like men who are waiting for their aster to come home from the marriage feast, so that they may open to him at once when he comes and knocks.” (Luke 12: 25-36) 


Miles _____ or Steps _____ or Time (min) _____



 December 23

In any case, planned or otherwise, visiting is an important part of the holidays.  It is also a rich biblical image full of meaning for both Advent and Christmas.  The Old Testament speaks of God as actively involved in the history of the Israelites, as “visiting” various individuals.  When the Lord “visits,” the verb has the dual sense of “visit” and “be concerned about.”  God promises the Jews in exile, “I myself will look after and tend [“visit”] my sheep” (Ezek. 34:11).  The image of God’s visiting the world carries over to the New Testament. When Zachery, the father of John the Baptist, is filled with gratitude at the birth of his son, he sings a hymn of praise of this God who visits (Luke 1:68). Jesus promises that, ultimately, our entrance into the kingdom will be decided on the basis of how well we have imitated the God who “visits”: “Come, you who are blessed by my Father…For I was…sick and you visited me” (Matt. 25:34,36).  We need to become “visitors” to be God’s healing hand, God’s consoling voice, God’s calming presence in the midst of the world’s chaotic clamor.
Reflection

Think of some visits you have made during the holidays (or perhaps some that are yet to come), and reflect on them in terms of the wider biblical sense of “visit.”  When do your encounters with others tend to be life-giving and healing for you or for the other person?  When do they sometimes fall short?

Scripture

“ Blessed be the Lord, the God of Israel, for he has visited and brought redemption to his people.” (Luke 1:68)


Miles _____ or Steps _____ or Time (min) _____

December 24

As you are shopping this holiday season, perhaps you will see a man struggling across the mall parking lot with a huge box in his arms, and printed on it the obvious but ominous phrase, ASSEMBLY REQUIRED.  You think to yourself, “Good luck!”  It might occur to you that life is something like that: God gives us all the pieces we need and then expects us to make something beautiful out of them.  We have to fashion our lives from our talents and predispositions, our experiences and our physical abilities or disabilities, and our personality traits.  We don’t get a diagram to work from, only general guidelines such as “Do everything out of love” and Let peace be your aim.”  For the most part we’re not quite sure how the details are supposed to work---some assembly is required.  Think of Jesus, Mary, and Joseph in the stable at Bethlehem.  Each of them is a model of faithfulness, of how to live in faith while trying to figure things out, when it is not exactly clear what God wants.  Their lives were like ours---the pieces are all there, but assembly required.

Reflection

Have you ever experienced having to make a significant decision about your life without being sure it it was the correct one?  Think of some important question or decision facing you, and ask Jesus to give you the grace to put all the pieces together correctly.  Reflect on the verse cited below.  Try to imagine what Jesus is feeling and thinking as he baptizes people in Jordan, imitating his cousin, John the Baptist, who is baptizing a few miles away.  What questions might Jesus be asking himself?  What is he asking of his heavenly Father?

Scripture

“After this, Jesus and his disciples went into the region of Judea, where he spent some time with them baptizing.” (John 3:22)


Miles _____or Steps _____ or Time (min) _____

December 25

When you were a child, on Christmas morning, did you have to wait until the adults were ready before you could run and see what Santa had brought you?  Likely, you hardly noticed the beautiful scent of the pine tree or the Christmas music playing in the background; you headed right away for the presents lying underneath the tree.  When you think about all those gifts you received but had never asked for, think about all the gifts God has given you, and realize that most of them you never asked for at all: your family, your faith, your friends, your talents.  The list of gifts should flow easily, making you realize once again how good God has been to you.  Every time you go out of your way to help someone, you are making yourself into a gift to them.  The very first and most important Christmas was given when God gave us the Christ Child: “For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him should not perish but have eternal life” (John 3:16). 

Reflection

On this Christmas Day, think of the gifts that God has given you over the years.  Make a list of several of them and, as you look at each one, ask yourself some questions: Did you ask for this gift?  How have you shown God that you appreciate this gift?  Is God perhaps expecting you to do more with it?

Scripture

“A shoot shall come out from the stock of Jesse, and a branch shall grow out of its roots.  The spirit of the Lord shall rest on him, the spirit of wisdom and understanding, the spirit of counsel and might, the spirit of knowledge and the fear of the Lord.  His delight shall be in the fear of the Lord.” (Isa. 11:1-3)


Miles _____ or Steps _____ or Time (min) _____

Beloved, I wish above all things that thou mayest prosper and be in health, even as thy soul prospereth (3 John 1:2).
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