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Sunday, December 1, 2002

“You are not lacking in any spiritual gift as you wait for the revealing of our Lord Jesus Christ.”   1 Cor. 1:7
Advent is a season of waiting for the rebirth of the Christ child. It’s the word waiting that gives us trouble. We are used to pre-Christmas rushing, boasting of busyness, and measuring self-importance by length of to-do lists. 
This Advent, let’s imagine ourselves in Jesus' beautiful Palestinian homeland, sitting beside the placid Sea of Galilee, watching the waves. Waiting. 
Seashells are among the shells we find in Jesus’ holy land today. They symbolize baptism, our call to faith and faithfulness. In Gift from the Sea, Anne Morrow Lindbergh writes of waiting and suggests: “The sea does not reward those who are too anxious, too greedy, or too impatient.” These impediments shrink our capacity for joy and generosity and savoring the moment. They deny the assurance that we “are not lacking in any spiritual gift.” They lead us to stop our waiting and start digging treasure for ourselves. 
And we will miss the music and drama of the waves. We will miss the face of the babe in another’s face. We will miss seeing the real gift: an opportunity to reach out to another with generosity, patience, and peace. We will miss Advent! 

Marilyn Oden, wife of Bishop William B. Oden; First UMC, Dallas

Monday, December 2, 2002

2The people who walked in darkness have seen a great light; those who lived in a land of deep darkness— on them light has shined. 3You have multiplied the nation, you have increased its joy; they rejoice before you as with joy at the harvest, as people exult when dividing plunder. 4For the yoke of their burden, and the bar across their shoulders, the rod of their oppressor, you have broken as on the day of Midian. 5For all the boots of the tramping warriors and all the garments rolled in blood shall be burned as fuel for the fire. 6For a child has been born for us, a son given to us; authority rests upon his shoulders; and he is named Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace. 7His authority shall grow continually, and there shall be endless peace for the throne of David and his kingdom. He will establish and uphold it with justice and with righteousness from this time onward and forevermore. The zeal of the LORD of hosts will do this.  Isaiah 9: 2-7.

 While considered by the culture to be the “most wonderful time of the year,” the month of December is neither trial proof or pain-free.  Indeed, in my decade and a half of pastoral ministry experience, some truly difficult, even tragic events have marked the holiday season for many a parishioner.  Some people carry these experiences and memories with them into each December, and their sense of grief can even feel magnified when contrasted with what is supposed to be a happy, festive time. 

 Last December as my own family was experiencing a season of grief, the words of the prophet as well as the comforting support of God’s light-bearing people was like a candle for us in the midst of our dark time:  Isaiah 9 came alive: “The people who walked in darkness have seen a great light; those who lived in a land of deep darkness— on them light has shined…For a child has been born for us, a son given to us.”

 Whether our current December experience seems marked by twilight or filled with joy (or somewhere in between), our hope is not ultimately in the trappings of the season.  Our hope in the One who entered our darkness to offer love, help, strength, comfort – light - to each and every one of us. In this season, let us be sensitive and prayerful for those around us who, because of grief or job loss or strained relationships or another difficulty, may be walking in a season of darkness, in need of a candle.

 Prayer:  God of comfort and love, thank you for sending a child for us.  We thank you for the light he gives, and pray that you would touch with his grace this day, that we might be instruments of light and love to all we meet.  Be particularly near to those who walk in darkness this day.  In the name of Christ we pray.  Amen. 

Tom O. Palmer, Pastor - Vista Ridge UMC, Lewisville; Equipping Disciples Team Leader

Tuesday, December 3, 2002

“And the angel said to them, “Be not afraid; for behold, I bring you good news of a great joy which will come to all the people.”     Luke 2: 10

It’s the most wonderful time of the year . . . or is it? Christmas is supposed to be a time of great joy. So why do millions of people suffer each Christmas from the holiday blues? 

So many people are seeking happiness. Christmas is not really about happiness, it is about joy. There is a difference. Happiness is about everything in our lives being O.K. It’s more about our feelings. Joy is about knowing you’re O.K. in the midst of whatever is going on in your life. It’s more about a conviction. The angels didn’t say, “We’ve got great news that will make you happy.” Rather, they proclaimed that the gift God gave to the world would bring great joy to all people. 

Several years ago at Christmas, I found myself with the seasonal blues. I was going through the motions of the season, without experiencing the meaning. I went to the Christmas music program at the church and was seated next to the children’s choir. When they finished their portion of the program they sang “Silent Night” and invited the congregation to join in. And that’s when it happened. A little hand reached up and took mine. I looked down into the face of a six-year-old with thick glasses and several teeth missing. She was singing and smiling up at me. Her name was Joy.

My heart, full of the blues, was suddenly filled with an unexplainable joy. In the middle of “Silent Night,” Joy reached up and took hold my hand. That’s exactly what God did for a tired and hurting world in the middle of a silent night long ago. Into the midst of people who were hurting, God sent the eternal gift of joy, in the form of a tiny babe in Bethlehem named Jesus Christ.

Prayer:   Dear God, thank you for the joy of Christmas.  Forgive us, Lord, for worrying so much about our happiness that we miss the joy that is all around us. We pray that you would fill us with your joyful presence, so that we may proclaim the good news of great joy for all people. In the joyful name of Jesus we pray. Amen.

Clayton Oliphint, Pastor - First UMC, Richardson; Chair - Board of Ordained Ministry

Wednesday, December 4, 2002

There is a time for everything, and a season for every activity under heaven”  Ecclesiastes 3:1

It comes every year at the same time; always on the Friday after Thanksgiving. Time to dig through the garage for the Christmas decorations. Every year I have to answer the same two questions. “Will the artificial tree last another year” and “Why don’t you pack things where you can find them.”

One item that I will not have to look for this year is the Christmas Clock. Our Christmas clock is battery operated and hangs over the door in the kitchen. Last year I forgot to pack the Christmas Clock with our other decorations. All year long the little clock has been busily reminding me of Christmas, as it chimes away “Deck the Halls.” or, “Silent Night” in the middle of summer’s heat. There is something subliminal about the little clock. I find myself whistling “We Three Kings” and can’t remember why!

Wouldn’t it be wonderful if everyone kept a Christmas clock as a reminder, every hour, of the hope of things to come? 

Prayer:   Thank you Father, for giving us time to enjoy the Season. May we be good stewards of every moment that you might be Glorified. Amen

Tom H. Hull, President, North Texas Conference United Methodist Men; First UMC, Plano

Thursday, December 5, 2002

“Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything that I have commanded you.  And remember, I am with you always, to the end of the ages.” Matthew 28:19-20
As a new District Superintendent I had the privilege of going to District Superintendent Training the last week of August at the Methodist Assembly in Lake Junaluska, North Carolina, a place very different than the piney woods of the Paris-Sulphur Springs District.  The camp is located on a lake and it is in the foothills of the Blue Ridge Mountains.  As one drives out of the camp onto the Blue Ridge Highway the mountain range climbs higher and higher.  The peaks are blue from the sun reflecting through the fog and the various shades of green from the foliage.

One evening the Assembly held a folk mountain music festival featuring the best of the mountain musicians coming together to play their instruments and sing. Much of the music was the old time religion gospel music and the songs of Zion.  One family of four young men, playing violins, dulcimer, banjo, and bass violin, and a young woman, who was soloist, started their set of music with "Go Tell It On The Mountain."  I have heard this hymn sung many times in church and remember especially on Christmas Eve when I was moved by the gift of the Savior being one with us that I had tears in my eyes.  However, this night I heard the words with new ears.  The image of one standing on a high peak of the Blue Ridge Mountain proclaiming that Jesus Christ was born -- with the good news ringing out to all those living in the cities, villages, and valleys below; the opportunity to share the experience of the Savior’s love for the world; and the difference his birth can make in our life and the lives of everyone who hears and believes touched a new cord in me.   I know that I cannot stay on the mountaintop and only listen to these beautiful words. For they call me to action – “To go and tell the good news everywhere.  To tell that Jesus Christ in born.”

You and I have been given an opportunity to tell the story of how the Savior’s birth does make a difference in our lives and the way we live.  Thanks be to God for the gift of the Christ child and for being called to share the Good News.  

Prayer:  Dearest Savior, help me to be bold, to go to the mountaintop to tell of your love for the world and each of us.  Amen

Pat Beghtel-Mahle, District Superintendent - Paris-Sulphur Springs

Friday, December 6, 2002

“Do nothing from selfish ambition or conceit, but in humility regard others as better than yourselves.  Let each of you look not to your own interests, but to the interests of others”.   Philippians 2:3-4

Within a few months during the latter half of 1997, two women died -- one as a result of an accident and the other of natural causes. This is not judgmental; I simply want to point out a study in contrasts. There are many things to admire about Princess Diana of England. She was involved in several humanitarian causes and genuinely seemed to love children especially those in desperate need. On the other hand she was born to a privileged life and never lacked for the material things the world offers. Servants, money, marriage into royalty -- seemingly everything but the love she so desired.

Contrast Princess Diana with Mother Teresa, a lady who completely disregarded selfish ambition, conceit and always regarded others as better. A woman being “fast​-tracked” into sainthood - and deservedly so. This woman gave her life to helping the wretchedly poor of Calcutta. If you have been to India you have observed the unbelievable poverty -- poverty of which Americans simply cannot conceive -- in a caste system that appears to be alive and well despite official assurances that it no longer exists.

Upon Diana’s death, people came by the tens of thousands leaving acres of flowers and mementos and deeply mourning her demise. In contrast, Mother Teresa who spent her entire life in service to others, died quietly with relatively little fanfare. Kind words of praise from some prominent people and a funeral attended primarily by the poor Indian people she had served during her life of sacrifice. And ironically, I suspect that is exactly the way Mother Teresa would have wished to be remembered! 
But I ask you - what does this adulation of the rich, famous and glamorous say of our values? I believe the contrast in our reactions to the death of these two women says volumes and proves just how human we are!

Prayer:  Loving Lord, we are weak and seemingly unable to live our lives in a Christ-​like manner. Help us please to forget our selfish actions, our ambition and conceits, in order to consider others better that ourselves and live in service to them and to You.  Amen.

Bill Hunter, Creating Congregations Team Leader; Spring Valley UMC, Dallas

Saturday, December 7, 2002

Isaiah 51:1-8

Seven years ago on this day I had open-heart surgery (at age 45).  I had been having what I now know to be angina for a couple of months.  After procrastinating long enough that I got scared and without telling anyone, I finally went to my family doctor for a checkup.  He looked me over and did some preliminary tests and quickly sent me to a cardiologist for a stress test.  I failed it miserably and one thing led to another.  A few days later I entered the hospital for an angiogram - angioplasty at worst - and ended up having a triple bypass early the next morning.

I was fortunate.  I did not suffer a heart attack.  (The cardiologist and surgeon both told us afterwards that because of the extent and the location of the blockages, I would certainly have died if I had!)  There was no damage to my heart.  Through the marvels of medical science, I was given the gift of new life. 

In the words of the prophet, “Listen to me, you that pursue righteousness, you that seek the Lord” (Isaiah 51:1 NRSV).  This Advent/Christmas season God offers each of us the gift of new life in the Child who comes.  Are you ready to receive it?  

Prayer: Come to us, O God of our salvation and our deliverance.  Give us new life that we might be Your faithful people and share Your love with others.  In the name of Christ, our Savior and Lord, Amen.  

Marvin Guier, Director of Administration - North Texas Conference 

Sunday, December 8, 2002

“And she gave birth to her firstborn 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

One of the first jolts for those entering ministry in the local church is the discovery that traditional family holidays are never the same again.  Before I began my ministry 25 years ago, Christmas was primarily family time.  The main challenge was how to divide our time between various close kin who wanted us to be with them for this special time of year.  I don’t know why it was a shock to me to learn that I was expected to work on Christmas Eve night.  In prior years I certainly expected ministers and staff to be at the church for my family and me.  Nevertheless, the realization came with a jolt. I knew that Christmas would never be the same again, and indeed, I was right.  

Through the years, my family and I adapted, and in the process, have many good stories to tell.  One of my favorites happened a few years ago when I was pastor at Christ UMC, Farmers Branch.  My daughter, Cheramie, and her husband were driving to Texas from their home in Mobile, Alabama.  I left the key under the mat.  I, most unfortunately, also followed my routine and set the alarm as I left the house.

Our first service was at 4:30 p.m. and was tailored to the needs of families with children.  Just as this family service got underway, a staff member slipped in and handed me a note.  It read, “Your daughter just set off the alarm at the house.”  I responded by jotting down the code to disarm the system and our password.  A moment later the staff member reappeared.  “The police are at your house,” she said.

There wasn’t much that I could do at that point.  When the service ended with Silent Night, I bolted for the nearest phone.  My daughter answered and told me what transpired between her and the Carrollton police.  When the officer came to the door, Cheramie explained that she was my daughter.  “Come inside and I’ll show you my picture on the wall,” she explained.  The policeman looked at Cheramie, paused, and replied: You don’t look like a burglar.  Merry Christmas.”    Needless to say, this has become one of our classic family stories.  A few hours later, Cheramie and my son-in-law came to the late service.  We celebrated the holy time together, then went home for a few hours of sleep before our family time on Christmas Day.

If our Christmas Eves have been somewhat less than serene, there is precedent.  Luke’s Gospel paints a difficult, conflicted scenario for Mary, Joseph, and her firstborn son.  Unlike my daughter, who claimed her rightful place through quick wit, there was no comfortable place for the Baby Jesus.  However we might romanticize the scene, being born in a barn and laid in a feed trough is a rough beginning.  Luke’s text is blunt.  It was a busy time.  The village inn was full.  There was no room for the baby.

Looking back at the last 25 years, I realize that there are worse things than having to build my family’s Christmas around worship of the baby for whom there was no room.  It puts things in context.  The babe – the Christ child – only has room when we open our hearts and our lives, when we give up our place and our space to “prepare him room,” to borrow a phrase from Joy to the World.
Another Advent and Christmas season approaches.  May we yield ourselves, our place, our space, to prepare room for the child who comes.

Prayer:  Dear God, amid the flurry and preparation of the season, draw us out of our preoccupations.  Help us yield place and space to prepare room for the Holy Child.  Amen.

Joan LaBarr, Director of Communications - North Texas Conference

Monday, December 9, 2002

“Greetings, favored one! The Lord is with you.”  Luke 1:26-38

On Christmas Day I saw what my parents hoped for my future through their gifts. A world map jigsaw puzzle said enjoy each piece of life and learn how you fit with your neighbors. A surprise accordion said share your keyboard gifts with gusto! Beautiful skirts sewed by mom said go places! They wanted my sister and me to learn, share and go into the world. What we did was drop everything and ride our new bicycles.  

In the gift of the coming Christ child I see through Mary’s experience what God hopes for our future, “and now!” What catches my eye in God’s gift of life is the immediacy of God’s favor and presence with Mary saying receive the gift and its promise and preciousness for I am with you right in this place and time. Incredibly, in the impossibility of her situation, Mary says, “Here I am.”  

Through God’s immediate presence with Mary and her trusting response, we see the Messiah at hand, bearing our future. We will surely learn, share and go from this place as Jesus Christ leads. Yet today, maybe we will simply drop everything and serve as our loving God asks now. A bicycle might help.   

Prayer:  O God of all life and new life, thank you for your gift of immediate presence helping us to begin anew. Forgive my waiting for tomorrow; let me start today what you ask of me and trust my future is with you in the Christ child. Amen. 

Joan Humphries, Pastor - Bells UMC; Equipping Disciples Team - Singles Ministries

Tuesday, December 10, 2002

1In the fifteenth year of the reign of Emperor Tiberius, when Pontius Pilate was governor of Judea, and Herod was ruler of Galilee, and his brother Philip ruler of the region of Ituraea and Trachonitis, and Lysanias ruler of Abilene, 2during the high priesthood of Annas and Caiaphas, the word of God came to John son of Zechariah in the wilderness.   3He went into all the region around the Jordan, proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins, 4as it is written in the book of the words of the prophet Isaiah, "The voice of one crying out in the wilderness: 'Prepare the way of the Lord, make his paths straight.   5Every valley shall be filled, and every mountain and hill shall be made low, and the crooked shall be made straight, and the rough ways made smooth;  6and all flesh shall see the salvation of God.'"  Luke 3: 1- 6

Prepare!  Be Alert!  We hear these words a lot these days in the context of homeland security and terrorist threats.  We are urged to be ready for a crisis and to be alert and watchful for suspicious signs or people.  But after a while our awareness dulls and our readiness languishes.  We can't stay on high alert all the time, even for something so dramatic as a terrorist attack.  

During Advent we are also reminded to prepare and be alert; not for terror, but for wonder.  Despite the difficulty in maintaining watchfulness, our country has put great effort into readiness because we have taken the threat seriously.  As Christians, we must take the promise of wonder at least as seriously as we take the threat of terror.  We have a great opportunity to prepare ourselves and our churches for a spectacular event—the coming of the living God into the world!  We have an opportunity to share with those around us, in fields and parks, homes and offices, schools and stores, the word that the angels gave to the shepherds: Do not be afraid; we bring you tidings of great joy.  

Prayer:  Gracious God, during this season of Advent, let us prepare ourselves, not for terror, but for wonder.  Let us be filled not with fearful waiting, but with joyful anticipation of the coming of your Son among us, in whose presence we find our hope and security.

Martha Myre, Pastor - Oak Grove UMC, Aubrey; Equipping Disciples Team - Children’s Ministries

Wednesday, December 11, 2002

Luke 1: 46-55

During Advent of 2000 I was serving as Associate Pastor at Meadowbrook United Methodist Church in Fort Worth.  On the last Sunday before Christmas our morning worship service was composed of scripture, stories and music. The story I chose to share was The Year of the Perfect Christmas Tree, an Appalachian story that takes place during World War I.  In the spring little Ruthie’s Papa takes her high in the mountains to tie her red hair ribbon on top of a perfect balsam tree they will give to the village for Christmas.  Not long after, Papa leaves “for the war.”  Mama assures the pastor that their family will still provide the tree.  Late one night, singing “I Wonder As I Wander,” Mama and Ruthie find and cut down the balsam tree.  The next morning the villagers see the tree on the church steps and remember hearing angels singing in the hills the night before.  Meanwhile Ruthie is to play the angel in the Church Pageant, but doesn’t have a costume.  That night Mama cuts up her beautiful wedding dress.  At the Christmas pageant Ruthie makes a beautiful angel and receives her angel doll from St. Nick.  When she walks outside her Papa, who has just returned from the war, picks her up and hugs her.  

Upon hearing this story one of my dearest friends shared a story about her “perfect balsam tree.”  In 1954 she was a student at Perkins School of Theology, working two jobs and living in a two-bedroom, one-bath Methodist parsonage with her parents to save money.  Her brother, a medical student, was living at home as well.  Her sister, a college student, was home for the holidays. Her father was serving “his last appointment before retirement” to a small, struggling church.  She tells it this way…

 …As Daddy approached the Christmas season, he struggled to make it special for this little congregation: sans choir, organ, candle-lit stained glass windows, banners and needlepoint cushions.  In addition he was trying hard to help the church ‘pay out’ its apportionments.  If any of us thought about Christmas in a personal way, it was dismissed.  Somewhere in his busy schedule, Daddy remembered that he hadn't gotten a Christmas tree for the parsonage.  Shortly before the Christmas Eve Service, he scurried out and got one.  An exhausted father it was who carried that little tree into the house late that night.  The right size to fit on the lamp table beside the sofa, surely it was the tiniest tree we had ever had.  But its outward extending branches bristled thickly with short, deep green needles.  Each branch junction boasted a little rosebud cone no bigger than your fingertip, amber burnished with gold.  Its conical symmetry led upward to a perfect single branch reaching out the top.  Its fragrance filled the too-small house and drew us out of our wearied slump.  Someone began to sing, "Oh Christmas Tree."  Nothing more of that Christmas lingers except the tree, dear Daddy and that moment.  For nearly fifty years I've searched for a balsam tree.  This year I found my tree supplier at a not-so-busy moment and asked the same question.  "Did it have little gold cones?" he asked.  "Yes! Yes!" I shrieked.  He told me I was describing the native balsam - very rare.  A southern tree but it can't survive our heat.  He said, "You are really lucky to have seen one.”  He'll never know.

Prayer: Loving God, may we always remember and share with others stories of how your loving light has shone through the darkness and led us to the good news of your Son Jesus Christ.  May your light shine through us today, tomorrow, forever.  Amen.

Mike Wright-Chapman, Coordinator of Youth & Campus Ministries - North Texas Conference

Thursday, December 12, 2002

“And my God will meet all your needs according to his glorious riches in Christ Jesus”.   Philippians 4:19 

When I was a little boy, 7 or 8 years old, I wanted a red bicycle for Christmas.  I decided that I would achieve my desire by following a three-point plan.  I would ask my Mother, I would ask Santa Claus, and finally I would ask God.  I felt there was no way this plan could fail and so I did all three.  I waited eagerly for my red bicycle to be under the tree on Christmas morning.

On Christmas morning, there was no red bicycle under the tree.  There were other gifts, nice gifts, but no red bicycle.  I asked my mother why?  Why did I not get a red bicycle?  Her answer was simple and loving,  “Son you did not need a red bicycle”!

God never says that all we want will be supplied.  Paul in the Philippians 4:19 passage says God will supply what we need.  We need forgiveness for the ways we have damaged ourselves and others.  We need a sense of belonging to God and God=s family that gives us our true identity.  We need a purpose for our lives, which will enable us (with God=s help) to reach the fullest potential for our lives and also enable us to make the maximum contribution to the lives of our brothers and sisters of the human family.  We need to know that God is always with us!  These and many more God will supply!  My God will supply all that you need!

Prayer:   Help us to see that you do give us all that we really need for our lives. Especially we pray that we will accept our thanks for the gift that is greatest of all, Christ Jesus our Lord. In His name we pray, Amen. 
Gene Gordon, District Superintendent - Wichita Falls

Friday, December 13, 2002

“Therefore, as we have opportunity, let us do good to all people, especially to those who belong to the family of believers.”  

Gal. 6:10   

There is little doubt that few times of the year that focus our attention on family more than the Advent and Christmas season. From the children who await the exchange of gifts to the general feeling of care and concern for others, Advent draws us into a greater understanding and appreciation of what the word “family’ truly means. 

The dictionary defines family as “a group of persons of or regarded as of common ancestry, a group of usually related persons living in one house and under one head”. As Christians, we believe that Christ is the head of our family and that remembering His coming is a time for reflection on our stewardship to all the members of our family. Advent should also remind us that we are of a common ancestry, that we do live in the house of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ, and that we serve Him as the head of our lives.

Take this season as an opportunity to show your love, care, and concern for all of the members of your family – both those living in our house and those in the greater body of Christ.

Prayer:   Heavenly Father, we thank you for the gift of your Son whose life gives us the perfect example of what it means to be in a caring and loving family. Please lead us to greater service of others and stewardship of the blessings you have given us. In Thy Son’s name we pray, Amen.

Elliott Stephenson, Equipping Disciples Team – Stewardship; St. Luke Community UMC, Dallas 

Saturday, December 14, 2002

“…because he was of the house and lineage of David.”  Luke 2:4

I think of the different Christmas trees I had while I was growing up.  There was the one that barely had any branches.  We kept turning it to try to find it’s good side and finally decided there was no good side.  I don’t know where we hung the ornaments.  There was the tree that had to be tied to the curtain rod to keep it standing.  Then one year we had a flocked tumbleweed decorated with blue ornaments.  Only in West Texas!  And, of course, there was the tree that almost caught fire on Christmas Eve.  But that’s another story.

The thing these trees all had in common is that they were family trees.  Because we had so little money Daddy always waited until Christmas Eve to buy our trees.  We loaded up in the car and drove over to Clovis, NM or the other direction to Hereford, TX to get our trees.  It was a family event.  And then we set them up and decorated them as a family.  Daddy and my sister set it up because they were the tallest.  Mama got out the old and new ornaments.  My other sister, the artist, told us where the ornaments would look best.  I put on the icicles.  With each ornament that was hung Mama told, yet again, the story of her own family Christmases.

My family Christmas celebration has changed a lot since those days. My sisters won’t be here and my parents are deceased.   But now a new family - two sons and their wives, a daughter, and two grandchildren - will gather in our new home around a new tree, adding more stories, more ornaments and lights that glow a little brighter.

Family is so important.  We are who we are because of family.  And we are who we are because God has claimed us as God’s very own children.  May your family tree remind you that in Christ we are all family all year through, and that our family extends to the ends of the earth.

Prayer:   Holy God, create in each of us the sense of belonging, security and assurance that we each so desperately need.  And help us reach out to others, who though different from us in so many ways are part of your family, too.  Bind us together in the light of your love so that we may see each and every person as a part of the family tree.  AMEN

Kathy McLean-Davis, Executive Director - Texoma Conference Center

Sunday, December 15, 2002

“And Mary said, ‘Behold, I am the handmaiden of the Lord.  Let it be to me according to your word,’ and the angel departed from her.”  Luke 1:38
Recently, my family and I took a vacation to Germany, Austria, and Switzerland.  During our travels, we visited many cathedrals and museums.  As a Protestant, I was struck by the emphasis the ancient church had for Mary, the mother of Jesus.  It became clear to me that United Methodists need to consider Mary, particularly during this season of Advent. 

Luke’s story gives us insight about Mary and her relationship to God.  

By the absence of references to her personal spirituality, we know she was an ordinary person in her world.  Luke tells the story of Mary in the context of her progressing pregnancy.  Through her Magnificat, we know she had to rely on the Holy Spirit to understand her role and to complete her pregnancy.  Finally, Mary faced the paradox of her predicament.  On the one hand, she had been called to the glorious role of the mother of the One chosen to save the world.  On the other hand, she had become aware of the fate her son would face as the Savior of the world.  

So there you have it – a young ordinary woman who was a humble servant, facing the uncertainty of a pregnancy ordained by God living out her role as mother of the One to save the world.  

Prayer:   Dear God, thank You for the example of Mary who, although ordinary in our sight, became extraordinary through your choosing.  Help us to know as we live our lives that, by Mary’s example, You don’t choose the mighty but choose the ordinary to do your might works.  Amen.

Tom S. Talbert, Lay Leader - North Texas Conference; Floral Heights UMC, Wichita Falls

Monday, December 16, 2002

"What are we doing, during our watch?"  Luke 2:8-20

We all have jobs to do, careers to manage, schools to attend, and families to care for.  During this Advent season be encouraged to reflect a moment on the question "What am I doing on my watch?"

I believe this passage provides a good model of sharing the extraordinary news of the birth of Christ to ordinary people.  The watchful shepherds were fearful at the presence of the Lord; yet, God's angels provided them assurance not to be afraid.   During this Advent season may we be watchful and not afraid to share the great news of the birth of Christ no matter what situation, or position we might find ourselves in.


Now consider Mary's response to the great news of this joy to the world.  As Mary heard the wonderful things that were said about her son, she treasured those thoughts in her heart. She took it all in and placed great value in those moments.  I believe those treasured thoughts assisted her to carefully watch over, and love her son as he became a man. Mary's ministry as mother and caretaker of this very special family has been a blessing to the world.   As she watchfully reflects on that moment, silent, yet strong, it encourages us to take a moment and do the same.  


Will we respond to our call to be in ministry to families in our community this Advent season?  As with Mary, I am certain that watching those first days in the life of her child helped her deal with the last days before, and after the resurrection of the Son of God. Our children need more than the latest toy on the market.  They need us to share our lives and for us to tell them what joy they bring to our world. Mary leads the charge to treasure all the wonders of the birth of Christ Jesus.  While it is our watch, let us lead the charge of sharing the treasure of being a member of God's family.


Prayer:   Eternal God, giver of life, and creator of every good and perfect gift, thank you for watching over us during this Advent season. Lift us from our comfort zones to share the great news of the birth of Jesus Christ to the entire world.  Help us to remain mindful, like Mary, to treasure up the extraordinary good news in our ordinary hearts.  Strengthen us, to be empowered to care for our families in a very special way during this Advent season and beyond.  We pray this prayer in the matchless name of Christ Jesus.  Amen

Todd G. Bristow, Equipping Disciples Team - Family Ministries; First UMC, Richardson

Tuesday, December 17, 2002

“Beware, keep alert; for you do not know when the time will come.”  Mark 13: 33  

But most of us do think that we do know “when the time will come.”  “The time” that is coming is December 25th and, for many of us, today is important as preparation for that big day.  

This text from the Advent Gospel lessons reminds us that God’s work is not accomplished according to our calendars.  It reminds us that each day is a day in which God is already at work and that we are called to be alert for signs of that work each and every day.  We are called to live today not just in preparation for another but as a gift from God, to be cherished and appreciated.

So, even in this season in which the church prepares for the celebration of the birth of Jesus, we live in the presence of God and are invited to share in God’s work in establishing the holy kingdom.  Being alert to that truth might well mean consciously relaxing and uttering a small prayer of thanks. And maybe, if we “keep alert” today and all the days of Advent, we’ll find ourselves more ready for Christmas than we’ve ever been before.  

Prayer:   Holy God, thank you for the gift of this day and for your work in my life and in the world today.  Grant me the grace to be alert for signs of your presence, so that I can bear witness to your great love even today.  Amen.  

Katherine Lyle, Pastor - St. Mark’s UMC, Mesquite; Equipping Disciples Team - Spiritual Formation       
Wednesday, December 18, 2002

“After Jesus was born in Bethlehem in Judea, during the time of King Herod, Magi from the east came to Jerusalem and asked, ‘Where is the one who has been born king of the Jews?  We saw his star in the east and have come to worship him.’”  Matthew 2:2  

For several years it has been a custom at our church to have a Live Manger Scene for a few days before Christmas.  To be able to stand in the Scene as a shepherd or wise man has always been a pleasure for me because it allowed quite time to meditate on the true meaning of Christmas.

One year there were three young boys who lived in the neighborhood and, to my knowledge, did not attend any regular activities at our church.  Somehow they heard that we were to have a Live Manger Scene and they insisted on being a part of it.  One of the boys, about 10 years old, stood by me dressed as a shepherd boy during our shift.  He motioned to the cardboard star covered with glitter that had been suspended above the manger and asked, “What is that star for and why is there a baby in the straw?” As I shared the customary Christmas story with the boy I wondered how many of us give real thought to “what that star” is for.  And, how many live in our neighborhoods that have any idea about what a church is for.

The Magi needed the star, Christ’s star, to show them the way so they could worship him.  Let us take time to ponder the meaning of following his star and how we can worship him. As Disciples of Christ, isn’t our responsibility to tell the story of the star?

Prayer: Lord God, thank you for the gift of your son to whom we give special laud and honor during the Christmas season.  Give us wisdom and courage to tell the story and follow the Christ star so we may not stray from the path you have set for us.  Amen

Lu Hester, President - North Texas Conference United Methodist Women; Axe Memorial UMC, Garland 

Thursday, December 19, 2002 

“Behold, I make all things new”
Revelation 21:5 

The cover of the slick brochure from the cleaning company yelled “Life’s too short to clean your own house”. We think ourselves too busy to take care of our own homes, wanting to resort to hiring others to do the dirty work. And we think ourselves too busy, especially during this holy time of Advent, to take care of our own souls. We say we’re getting ready for Christmas, frantically focusing on the parties, decorations, and shopping on our to-do lists. We fail to focus on (pardon the cliché) the “reason for the season”.  The season of Advent is too short not to prepare us for the celebration of the birth of Christ. We need to be tending our souls - opening ourselves to the mystery and miracles that await when we are prepared for the coming of the Christ child into our lives. 

Make time this Advent season to slow down - to take time for prayer, devotion & worship. Life’s too short not to have Christ to enter into your heart and soul in a new way this Christmas and allow God’s transforming grace to change your life!      

Prayer:   Gracious God, we thank you for your amazing gift of Jesus Christ. Help us to focus on Christ, and allow our hearts and souls to be transformed by your amazing grace. Amen. 

Susan Bryan, Equipping Disciples Team Coordinator - North Texas Conference

Friday, December 20, 2002

Psalm 148

Praise the Lord!  Advent is an awesome season of celebration.  With joy we recall Christ in our midst and our mundane lives are awakened and transformed into great time of festivity.  The year-end is upon us and we are preparing for new beginnings in January.  Stop! Pause the action for just a few minutes and reflect with me on the words of Psalm 148.  The writer believes now is the time to praise the Lord.  No special occasion, but praise God for created order.  It was out of chaotic conditions that God called the world into existence. 

Holidays and times of sharing with friends are often times of chaos.  Either time is too short, or, we are depressed because plans did not workout. Perhaps we need to stop and give God praise.  We are invited to see God in the heavens, which are only hidden by storm clouds; in the stars, which twinkle on the darkest night; and the mountains, which jut their way through rugged terrain and praise God by standing.  Open your mouth now and praise God.  An African American proverb says, “When praises go up, the blessings of the Lord come down.”  Blessing for new beginnings begin with Praise the Lord!

Prayer:  Most Holy God, thank you for leading me to praise when there is no special occasion. You prepare our hearts and give us a spirit to pray even in our thoughtless times. Omnipresent and ever listening God we offer you praise in the name of Jesus.  Amen.

Ouida Lee, Associate Pastor - Hamilton Park UMC, Dallas; Sending Servants Team Leader

Saturday, December 21, 2002

Roman 16: 25-27

Everybody hates “secrets”.  Everybody loves a “secret”.  How interesting!

Isn’t it a bit unsettling to realize that people around you are not including you in the discussion?  What’s wrong with me?  Am I not capable or trustworthy?  Feeling left-out is not exactly a joyous realization.  I hate secrets!

On the other hand...doesn’t it feel good to have someone say, “can you keep a secret?” or

 “this needs to stay between us!”   You feel so special...so trusted and important.  It feels good to be one of the chosen.  I love secrets!

During this season of Advent I invite you to reflect on your own response to “secrets”.  During this wonderful time of the year do you feel included or excluded?  Do you include others, or exclude others?  How do you relate to those around you?  Are you open and available or quiet and alone?

Please remember that God made a decision a long time ago.  God would no longer be hidden or secretive.  God chose to become available to all.  God chose to include us in an event, which would change the world. “The mystery that was kept secret for long ages... is now disclosed.”

What a gift from God!   We’re in!

Prayer:  O God, thank you for creating me, guiding me and loving me.  Thank you for reveling yourself to me.  Help me to include others in the circle of your love as you have included me.  Glory be to you.      Amen

Jim Dorff, District Superintendent - Dallas Denton
Sunday, December 22, 2002

"For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes in him may not perish but may have eternal life."  John 3:16

  If Jesus Was Born Today - Fifteen truckers stand in a gas station garage around Maria, Jose, and a baby. There is a dense snowstorm off I 70 in Kansas. Jim says, "Well, I was going down I 70 trying to reach anybody I could on the CB and all the sudden this voice comes blaring out that I will find a baby wrapped in grease rags and lying in the bottom drawer of a stack on tool chest. I said, 'Where in mmm would I find a baby in a storm like this?' and the voice came back, 'Look for the star.' So I came here, cause you're the only Texaco station anywhere around these parts." Then a ruff, scarred old trucker knelt down in front of the chest, looked at Maria and asked, "What's his name, M’am?" the trucker's eyes never left Maria. "What did the angel say to name him?"  

Maria responded, "Jesus." 

"Thank God, now I can die forgiven." 

 A single tear ran down his cheek and as Jose looked round the room they all had taken a knee and were staring at the Son of God.

Prayer:   Dear God, Thank you for the gift of your Son, Jesus Christ. Help us to pay attention to Christ's presence with us today. In His name, Amen.

Gifford Long, Pastor - Sulphur Springs UMC; Equipping Disciples Team - Evangelism

Monday, December 23, 2002

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

It seemed darker than usual as I walked into the front yard of the parsonage just before time to leave for our church choir's Christmas concert.  It was a foggy night.  A night that seemed more appropriate for a London street in a Sherlock Holmes movie.  The surroundings took on a fuzzy appearance as seen through the misty air.   The unusual dreariness was not, however, the result of the fog.  I stood looking into the darkness for a while before I realized that our neighbor's Christmas lights were not on.  For years, anyone driving by the parsonage between Thanksgiving and New Years was treated to our neighbor's Christmas wonderland.  A sleigh with three reindeer spanned the width of the front yard.  A ladder stretched to the roof on which rested a jolly "HO HO HO".  All made out of bright white lights.  The unusual darkness was created by the lack of light to which I and many others had become accustomed to seeing coming from my neighbor's yard.

As I investigated further, I realized that the reindeer and sleigh were gone.  The ladder still rested against the roof and the "HO HO HO" remained on it, but neither radiated the light of the season.  "It was the work of vandals", our neighbor told me.  They had cut the wires to the display and what was once a brilliant proclamation of Christmas joy was now the lifelessness of a lawn in winter.


How could anyone gain pleasure from such destructiveness?  It is a question, which I guess will never be answered.  At least it has not been answered since we human beings have been struggling with the dark side of our nature.  Philosophy aside, as I stood in that yard, I felt the darkness surrounding me and I longed for the light. 

I went to the choir concert and heard the Christmas story sung by combined choirs.  I read to the congregation those familiar verses from the Gospels of Matthew and Luke.  I heard myself reading the prophesy from the 60th chapter of Isaiah:

"The sun shall be no more your light by day, nor for brightness shall the moon give light to you by night; but the Lord will be    your everlasting light, and your God will be your glory." As I sat down after reading, I knew my Christmas had come. For I realized at that moment St. Paul was right; "Nothing can separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord."  Sure enough the next day my neighbors were out in their front yard putting their reconstructed sleigh and reindeer up again and reconnecting the cut wires.  That night I was reminded the light still shines in the darkness and the darkness will never overcome it.

Prayer: Lord of Light, overcome the darkness we experience and that we create out of our lives.  Enable us to illumine the light of your Word.  Amen.

John Mollet, Pastor - First UMC, Lewisville; Equipping Disciples Team - Campus Ministries

Tuesday, December 24, 2002

“So they went with haste and found Mary and Joseph, and the child lying in the manger.  When they saw this, they made known what had been told them about this child; and all who heard it were amazed at what the shepherds told them.  But Mary treasured all these words and pondered them in her heart.”  Luke 2: 16-19  

Wrappings removed revealed “Transformers,” the toys that “transformed” from robots into cars, planes and trains.  Four-year-old McCrae was delighted with each one.  They were all he had talked about for months, all he had asked for.  Every friend and relative had honored his request, and it was thrilling to see his excitement this Christmas morning.

Like other parents of young children who attended our church, we had struggled with finding the right balance between the demands of cultural traditions and the church’s celebration of Christ’s birth.  We were grateful for our church’s emphasis on the Advent season, and the materials that were provided for family devotions.  Lighting the Advent wreath, reading the Christmas story from Luke’s gospel, singing cherished Christmas carols…all were important rituals as we anticipated Christmas Day.   We were especially appreciative of the Christmas pageant, which featured the children enacting the story of the birth of Christ. 

Yet with all of our intentional efforts to place the birth of the Christ Child at the center of our celebration, the excitement around new gifts and toys was overwhelming.  So now, on this Christmas morning I wondered…would the true meaning of Christmas be lost

and forgotten?

Then, suddenly, amidst the toys and crumpled wrapping paper, McCrae looked up at me and said,  “Momma, Baby Jesus is born in my heart today.”

“Yes, McCrae,” I replied softly.  “Baby Jesus is born in our hearts today.”

 It was a “Transformer” Christmas!  

Prayer:  Loving God, we give you thanks for your greatest gift, the gift of your son, Jesus Christ.

May He truly be born in our hearts today!  Amen. 

Mary Brooke Casad, Director of Mission - North Texas Conference

Christmas Day, Wednesday, December 25, 2002

“Glory to God in the highest heaven, and on earth peace”  Luke 2:14

Marilyn and I stood at “Ground Zero” in New York City. Like so many, we felt “a hole in our soul.”

I looked across the leveled land where the Twin Towers once stood. There was a billboard. It showed praying hands with words underneath that proclaimed a very special message.

Later on, I learned about a letter to the editor that appeared in the New York Times travel section. The letter was from a woman who described her own experience visiting “Ground Zero.” She wrote about her and her family’s feeling of profound sadness; but she also noted that when she looked up and saw The United Methodist Church’s billboard, which was the same sign that we saw, and the message underneath, “Fear is Not the Only Force at Work in the World Today,” hope came into her heart.

This is the right message at the right time, which is the essence of Christmas.

The message was first given to terrified shepherds: “Fear not; we bring good tidings of great joy. For unto you this day a savior is born.”

The message now is to a terrified world:

“Glory to God in the highest. On earth, peace, goodwill!”

Bishop William B. Oden
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