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Dear friends in Christ, 

 

This booklet was written by members and friends of the 

First Presbyterian Church of Benton Harbor for your use 

during this Advent season. Amaurei Whiteside created the 

beautiful art on the cover! We are especially thrilled with 

the artwork contributed by our children. We hope and pray 

you will use it each day as you contemplate the miracle of 

Emmanuel—God with us. 

 

The Spiritual Life Committee 

 

 

 

from Mary’s Song 

by Luci Shaw 

 

Blue homespun and the bend of my breast 

Keep warm this small hot naked star 

Fallen to my arms (Rest… 

you who have had so far 

to come.) Now nearness satisfies 

the body of God sweetly. Quiet he lies 

whose vigor hurled 

a universe. He sleeps 

whose eyelids have not closed before. 

 

Now native to earth as I am, nailed 

to my poor planet, caught that I might be free, 

blind in my womb to know my darkness ended 

brought to this birth 

for me to be reborn 

and for him to see me mended, 

I must see him torn. 

 

 



 

 
 

REVERSE ADVENT CALENDAR      

A suggestion for blessing someone’s Christmas: each day, add 

an item to a box.  On Christmas Eve, bring the box to church. 

 

December 1 – a pair of gloves or mittens 

December 2 – a can of tuna 

December 3 – a package of spaghetti 

December 4 - a child’s book 

December 5 – a can of soup 

December 6 – a tube of toothpaste 

December 7 – a warm hat 

December 8 – a box of Jiffy mix 

December 9 – a box of cereal 

December 10 – a small toy 

December 11 –  a can of cranberry sauce 

December 12 – a bar of soap 

December 13 – a can of green vegetables 

December 14 – a bag of rice or beans 

December 15 – a box of dried milk 

December 16 – a can of fruit 

December 17 – a box of dried potatoes 

December 18 – a box of crackers 

December 19 – a jar of peanut butter 

December 20 – a jar of jelly 

December 21 – a pair of socks 

December 22 – a box of oatmeal 

December 23 – a bottle of shampoo 

December 24 – a warm scarf 

December 25 – a pack of diapers 

 

 

 



 

FIRST SUNDAY IN ADVENT: DECEMBER 1, 2019 

 

“The Word became flesh and blood and moved into the 

neighborhood.” ~John 1:14 (The Message) 

 

Through every season of the church year—Advent, Epiphany, 

Lent, Eastertide and Ordinary Time. Through every season we 

experience in nature—in snowy times, when it is raining, 

when the daffodils are popping up and when the leaves are 

falling. During my ten years as pastor at First Presbyterian 

church, in every season, I would walk into our sanctuary and 

see the banner with these words from John’s gospel.  

 

These words always remind me that God’s love is so grand 

that God donned flesh and blood and came to be among us to 

show us what love looks like. These words always remind me 

that no matter what season of life I am in personally or what 

season of life our church and community are in, Christ’s 

presence is not far off, but is indeed very near. The nature of 

Jesus, the mission of Jesus, one of the main reasons Jesus was 

born, was to bring the presence of God near to us—smack dab 

in the middle of our lives and our world.  

 

Whatever is happening in your life as you begin this season of 

Advent, hold tightly to that reality. As you begin an Advent 

season of waiting, which is often filled with more questions 

and emptiness than answers and fullness, hold tightly to the 

truth that Jesus has come to hang out with the likes of us in 

our loveliness and in our messes. May we be given the grace 

to receive that comfort and hope today. 

 

As you read this, I will be starting my new position at 

Westminster Presbyterian in Grand Rapids. Wherever I go, the 

words of the banner from First Presbyterian Church in Benton 

Harbor will be seared into my heart and mind and life. It is my 

comfort and hope knowing that Jesus moves into any 



neighborhood I am a part of. And it is my call—our call—to 

move into the neighborhoods where God plants us.  

 

Prayer: Gracious God, thank you for sending Jesus to be flesh 

and blood in the world. Please open me to his presence in my 

life in new ways this Advent. And give me the openness and 

courage to bring that love and hope into the neighborhoods of 

my life. Amen.  

 

Pastor Laurie Hartzell 

 

Monday, December 2, 2019 

 

It was my line in my first Christmas pageant. I was about 7, 

wearing my bath robe and a dishtowel. At the right time in the 

script, in my shepherd boy character, I pointed at the tin foil 

and cardboard star and said, “Oh look!”  

 

That line took practice: the director had to model the look and 

sound of awe I was to portray. During the performance, I gave 

it my best: loud enough to startle, cute enough for smiles from 

parents and their friends. 

 

Later in the pageant, the “Oh Look” line would be repeated 

silently as I along with the other “shepherds” gathered around 

a box of straw and a light bulb.  

 

Over the years, I have had a hand in many Christmas pageants. 

I have watched my daughters and now a granddaughter 

perform the stories that capture the sense of awe and wonder 

of God’s love.  

 

Now is a great time to share the Christmas experience and 

message. Take a minute to look to the signs and messages of 

Christ. Don’t hesitate to point and say, “Oh look!” 

 

Ben Ackerson 

 



picture by Jeremy Ealy 

 

Tuesday, December 3, 2019 

 

“God is our shelter and strength, always ready to help in 

times of trouble.” ~Psalm 46:1 

 

When I ponder this verse, I think back to the time I was 

grieving my father. I was young, hurt, and lost in what felt like 

relentless waves of grief and loss; the feeling was so profound 

that I was drowning in it. It took time to find the right rhythm 

and pace to move on, but I crept forward. I wish I could say it 

was quick and easy, but I stumbled often, and it’s only with 

hindsight that I can see God’s hand helping me. The strength 

to persevere through yawning stretches of hopelessness and 

crawl up from the depths over and over again. The shelter to 

pause in my struggles, rest, and look back at the work I’d done 

with fresh, grateful eyes. 

 

When we think of things like strength, we often think of using 

it to conquer something. When we think of shelter, we 

sometimes consider it a place to hide from trouble. In that 

tumultuous period of my life, God’s strength helped me keep 

going through something that could not be overcome; it could 

only ever be endured. The shelter He provided could not hide 

me from grief it could only provide me with respite on a 



journey that would take many years. There are trials and 

tribulations in this life that cannot be avoided, but there’s also 

a level of faith and hope that is awesome because it is dredged 

from raw, painful places. God will always give you what you 

need when you need it most. You might even receive an 

unexpected blessing in the process: a beautiful, radical, and 

unwavering faith. 

 

God, I know You are always with me, protecting me, and 

supporting me through challenging times. Please, help me 

nurture the kind of faith that comes from having You hold me 

so close to You that I radiate with Your love in even the 

darkest places. Amen. 

 

Claudia Pozo 

 

 

Wednesday, December 4, 2019 

 

Ever since I was a child, I have begun every prayer with “Dear 

God,” as if I was writing a letter to a far-away friend. I never 

thought about this until reading the theme of this year’s 

Advent devotional: Emmanuel—God With Us. This idea is 

not new to me. I have always believed that God is with me all 

of the time, every minute of every day and night. However, for 

me “Dear God” isn’t a very good reflection of that belief. 

After putting some thought into it, I now begin my prayers 

with “Ever-Present God...” 

 

Libby Globensky 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Thursday, December 5, 2019 

 

“Who has believed what we have heard?  

And to whom has the arm of the LORD been revealed?  

For he grew up before him like a young plant,  

and like a root out of dry ground; 

 he had no form or majesty that we should look at him, 

 nothing in his appearance that we should desire him. 

 He was despised and rejected by others;  

a man of suffering and acquainted with infirmity; 

and as one from whom others hide their faces 

he was despised, and we held him of no account. 

Surely he has borne our infirmities and carried our 

diseases; 

Yet we accounted him stricken, struck down by God, 

and afflicted. 

But he was wounded for our transgressions, crushed 

for our iniquities; 

upon him was the punishment that made us whole,  

and by his bruises we are healed. 

All we like sheep have gone astray, we have all turned 

to our own way, 

and the LORD has laid on him the iniquity of us all.” 

~Isaiah 53:1-6 

 

This entire chapter makes my heart swell in gratitude 

and hope every time I read or hear it recited or sung. This 

prophetic poetry was penned more than 500 years before 

Jesus’ birth, death, and resurrection, and yet I know of no 

other writing that encapsulates what Jesus’ sacrificial death 

accomplished for all people. Isaiah 52:13 – 53:12 is labeled 

the Fourth Servant Song. It has been contended by some 

scholars, that without these amazing verses, the earliest 

Christians, all Jews, could never have comprehended a 

“Suffering Messiah” like Jesus. Certainly the predominant 

vision of Messiah at that time was of a conquering Warrior 

King like David; and yet, there were those beloved Servant 

Songs in Isaiah.  



When the young David was anointed as told in 1 Samuel 16, 

the LORD said to the prophet Samuel about one of David’s 

older brothers, “Do not look on his appearance or on the 

height of his stature, because I have rejected him; for the 

LORD does not see as mortals see; they look on the outward 

appearance, but the LORD looks on the heart.” (verse 7) 

Nonetheless, in the very same chapter we have this 

description: “Now [David] was ruddy, and had beautiful eyes, 

and was handsome.” (verse 12) Conversely, Jesus is never 

described in any canonical biblical book. We do not know his 

height or how dark his skin was. Still, people speculate. One 

young Christian woman in my Alma College Chapel group 

almost four decades ago commented: “I bet Jesus was a 

hunk!” Personally, I hope not. It is not all jealousy on my part. 

I believe Isaiah: “[The servant] had no form or majesty that we 

should look at him, nothing in his appearance that we should 

desire him.” Many of our heroes are externally beautiful, but 

when we are caught off guard by the grace within someone 

else, it can be awe-inspiring, transformative. No grace is more 

awe-inspiring or transformative than that which is in Jesus. It 

took his earliest followers by surprise. It still does now. Praise 

God if we worship an “ugly” Messiah, for he has made ALL 

the difference in our lives! 

 

Prayer: Lord God, so much of our world and our own hearts 

is fixated upon external beauty. May we have your vision of 

deep and abiding grace, that our eyes see true beauty and our 

hearts perceive real loveliness in others, and especially in 

Jesus. Amen. 

 

Pastor Scott Paul-Bonham 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Friday, December 6, 2019 

 

Life can be lonely. Family has meetings, school activities, 

clubs, jobs. God with us. 

 

Relationships change, friends move away, people die. God 

with us. 

 

An addiction pulls, the fight is real, but too humiliating to 

discuss openly. Besides, people might judge and not 

understand. God with us. 

 

Finances are tight, always wondering how needs will be met. 

God with us. 

 

Divorce, job loss, betrayal, terminal illness, mental illness, no 

end in sight. God with us. 

 

A loved one is deployed in an undisclosed area for an 

indefinite amount of time. God with us. 

 

Loneliness and desperation. God with us. 

 

"I lift my eyes to the hills - where does my help come from? 

My help comes from the LORD, the maker of heaven and 

earth." ~Psalm 121:1-2 

 

"Hear my cry, O God, listen to my prayer; from the ends of the 

earth I call to you when my heart is faint. Lead me to the rock 

that is higher than I, for you have been my refuge, a strong 

tower against the enemy. Let me dwell in your tent forever! 

Let me take refuge under the shelter of your wings!" ~Psalm 

61:1-4  

 

God with us. 

 

Though we may feel lonely, we are certainly not alone. The 



God who has numbered each hair on our heads is always with 

us, sheltering us, protecting us, loving us. 

 

O come, Thou Day Spring, come and cheer our spirits by 

Thine advent here. Disperse the gloomy clouds of night and 

death's dark shadows put to flight.  

 

May we seek His face and be filled with His presence in every 

season of our lives. 

 

Cheryl Schadler 

 

 

Saturday, December 7, 2019 

 

Hmmm—Emmanuel—God with us. Seems pretty simple. 

Heard it many times before. As a Christian, this seems to be 

pretty basic and simple. But it really isn’t. When I stop to 

think of all the messes I’ve created, all the wrongs I’ve done, 

and the times I’ve done the opposite of what I knew was good 

and right—that God would oversee all of this and still be with 

me?! Yet alone love me! I have experienced his love and grace 

as he helps me to learn from my mistakes. So when I think of 

this simple statement “Emmanuel—God with us”—it’s huge 

in my life and a true gift from God.  

 

What a comfort it is to go to bed at night and wake up every 

morning knowing that God is with me! 

 

Debbie Charleston 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



SECOND SUNDAY IN ADVENT: DECEMBER 8, 2019 

 

In the Advent season of 2000, Ben and I had just brought our 

18-year-old daughter, Jericho, home after a month in the 

hospital. In late October, she’d been horseback riding with 

some college friends when her horse had spooked and 

galloped out of control, eventually throwing her. The fall 

shattered her spine and damaged her spinal cord, and our 

vibrant Jericho was suddenly paralyzed from the waist down. 

 

She came home on the day before Thanksgiving, and we had 

lasagna for our holiday dinner. Nothing else was normal—

would ever BE normal again—so why should our 

Thanksgiving meal be the same as always? 

 

We settled into a new pattern of life that Christmas season. 

Physical therapy three days a week ... a new kitten whose 

function was to provide some cheer but who mostly hid 

behind the Christmas tree ... Scrabble tournaments... daily 

shots in the belly for Jericho, something I never imagined 

myself doing. I took a semester off from my teaching job in 

order to take Jericho to her various appointments and to tend 

to her needs. 

 

At some point early in December, my mother called, and I 

couldn’t tell if she was laughing or crying. My younger 

brother with Down syndrome who lived with them was very 

concerned about Jericho. He had an idea for what he thought 

would be a great Christmas present: “I’m going to get her 

some stilts!” he said. Well, he meant crutches, thinking that 

those would help Jericho to walk again, and we all had a rare 

laugh at the absurd image. But I started thinking about 

Christmas and gifts, and imagined the well-meaning presents 

that others might get her that would be absolutely devastating. 

Please, I told the relatives. No lap robes, no wheelchair gloves, 

no reacher grabbers. Nothing that says “this is your life now.” 

 



I spent those weeks between Thanksgiving and Christmas 

mostly numb. For Jericho’s sake, I was cheery and optimistic, 

but I was at the beginning of a spiritual crisis that would last 

for years. Why this lovely girl? Why had she not been healed 

when hundreds of people had prayed for her? Where was God 

when that horse was galloping madly through the woods? 

 

I’ll tell you the truth—I didn’t find answers that Christmas, 

and although I’ve come to a place of peace with this horrible 

event, there are times when my heart is broken all over again. 

I still don’t usually have the answers, although occasionally I 

catch a glimpse. But here’s a tiny take-away for this Advent 

season: 

 

That squalling baby in Mary’s arms is God-with-us. He is the 

Creator of the universe, but he can’t walk ... he has no control 

of his bodily functions ... he depends on his family to meet all 

his needs. Just like Jericho during Advent of 2000. Wait a few 

years, and he’ll be Teacher, Redeemer, King. But right now, 

he is helpless, and he’s learning what that feels like, so that 

when my daughter feels helpless, he can whisper in her ear, “I 

know, my beloved. It’s really hard, isn’t it? I remember what 

that was like. Let me share your discomfort.” 

 

And when spiritual paralysis creeps over me, it is God-with-us 

who comforts me, saying “I remember how it was when the 

only way I could communicate was by crying. Hush now. I’m 

here. Hush.” 

 

Jan Ackerson 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Monday, December 9, 2019 

 

Christmas is probably my favorite holiday. But there is more 

to it besides having a “White Christmas.” There is more to it 

besides getting together with friends and family, although that 

is important. It is the great story that goes with it. “O Come O 

Come Emanuel” tells us that Jesus is coming. Then, “It Came 

Upon A Midnight Clear” that “Away In A Manger” a child 

was born. “O Little Town Of Bethlehem” how you must have 

celebrated to be that special town. But the “Silent Night, Holy 

Night” was interrupted because “As Shepherds Watched Their 

Flocks By Night” “Angels We Have Heard On High” came 

singing with the glorious news. The shepherds hurried to 

Bethlehem to see the “Child In A Manger” and returned to 

their flocks and to “Go Tell It On The Mountain.”  

 

That's why Christmas is so special to me. This will be the fifth 

Christmas that my wife, Judy, will not be with us. But there 

are great memories of when she was here. Like Luke writes in 

Luke 2:19 “But Mary kept all these things and pondered them 

in her heart.” And I do, too. 

 

Roger Hoge 

 

picture by Taylor Wilson 

 



Tuesday, December 10, 2019 

 

The LORD speaking to Joshua: 

“Only be strong and very courageous, being careful to act in 

accordance with all the law that my servant Moses 

commanded you; do not turn from it to the right hand or to the 

left, so that you may be successful wherever you go. This book 

of the law shall not depart out of your mouth; you shall 

meditate on it day and night, so that you may be careful to act 

in accordance with all that is written in it. For then you shall 

make your way prosperous, and then you shall be successful. I 

hereby command you: Be strong and courageous; do not be 

frightened or dismayed, for the Lord your God is with you 

wherever you go.” ~Joshua 1:7-9 

When I was in middle school, my father told me we were 

moving. I was not sure what to think. Even though we only 

moved four miles away, there would be a new school and a 

new neighborhood. We would be moving from the country, 

where we had ten acres of land, to a subdivision, where we 

had a (relatively) small lot. My school went from one that had 

16 people in the entire grade to one that had three classes of 30 

each. I was in culture shock. 

When I worked in marketing, God told me we were moving. I 

was not sure what to think. Even though we only moved four 

hours away, there was a new school and a new neighborhood 

here in Louisville. We moved from a small town with Lake 

Michigan, to a bigger city with the Ohio River. (Huge 

downgrade there!) From the north to the south. I was in 

culture shock. 

Yet in both of those scenarios, one thing was constant. God 

was (and is) with me. Much like the reassurance that Joshua 

needs to take over for Moses and lead the Israelites into the 

Promised Land, we need the reassurance that God is with us. 

We need to be strong and courageous. We need to seek the 

prosperity and success of the people of God. We need to 



follow the law we were given. Joshua could have easily 

looked for God's promises for just himself. But he knew 

better. He knew that when God speaks of prosperity and 

success, it is for all people, and that is the law God has given 

us. We are in the unique position to have seen the glory of our 

God, we walk the same earth that Jesus Christ (fully God, 

fully human) walked, and we know that God was (and is) with 

us.  

Be strong and courageous. Seek the prosperity and success for 

all people, following the law of God. God is with us, wherever 

we go. 

Prayer: God, you were with Joshua. Jesus, you walked this 

earth with us. Holy Spirit, you remain within us and with us 

even today. Let us seek you and live as you want us to. Amen. 

Daniel VanBeek 

 

Wednesday, December 11, 2019 

Close your eyes. Listen. 

Hear all the sounds that are present. 

Hear the clutter of thoughts in your head.  

Listen with all your being 

as if your whole body is an ear. 

 

Wherever you are find the still center within, 

within yourself, and listen. 

Listen.  Sit, stand, walk along the shore, 

in reality, in mind or in imagination and listen. 

The nearer you are to moving water, 

 

the more present is its voice, 

present and persistent.  Listen 

to the voice, the music of waters; 

let the sounds of creation 

supplant the noise of thoughts. 



 

Drink in the quiet, the rhythm, 

the all-encompassing dependability -- 

continuing music, motion, stillness. 

God's Spirit moving across the deep. 

Listen.  Immanuel, God with us. 

 

 

End your quiet time by meditating on Psalm 139: 1 - 18. 

 

Isabel Jackson 

 

 

Thursday, December 12, 2019 

 

1990 started out with the classic fulfillment of our dreams. I 

finished school, we both had good jobs, and we were planning 

to build a new, larger home big enough for all six of our 

children. We were ready to live happily ever after.  

 

And then there was trouble in the Middle East. Kuwait, to be 

more exact. And we were going to war. To be more precise, 

our son Abe, who was in the Navy, and my husband in the 

Army Reserve. His unit out of Lafayette, Indiana, was ordered 

to prepare for deployment. Reservists and spouses were to 

report for two days of “readiness activities” which included 

such things as wills and directives in case of death. The 

reservists were given physicals and various inoculations by 

medical staff. Soldiers and their spouses also spent lots of time 

with the military lawyers to make wills and other 

arrangements before leaving the states.  

 

During this time, we also made arrangements for paychecks to 

be sent to spouses at home. I was grateful for that, because our 

income was cut 80% overnight when he left his civilian job. 

We went home to wait and hope that they would not be called 

up. I was informed that if I received a phone call that said 



‘Raging Bull.’ I was to let him know immediately. The next 

day, we drove to Lafayette to his reserve center, where I 

kissed my soldier goodbye as they all boarded the bus for Fort 

Sheridan. From there, they would ship out to Saudi Arabia. He 

was 51 years old. 

 

Every single reservist would be at risk in Saudi Arabia as well 

as Kuwait, but Ron had another risk that his comrades did not 

have. He is Jewish. By law, Jews are not allowed in Saudi 

Arabia. The penalties are severe. He was instructed to wear 

nothing that would identify his faith. That meant that the 

camouflage yarmulke I had made for him was left at home. 

Before the war started, I overheard a phone call between Ron 

and his son in the Navy, discussing what religion they were 

going to put on their dog tags. They had the choices down to 

Unitarian or ‘Other.’ They decided not to disavow their 

religious heritage and did not change the religion on their tags. 

Proud of them? Yes. Afraid for them? Very much so. 

 

The next day, I reported to a new job. God gave me several 

angels to watch over me. I could not possibly have been in a 

better place.  

 

In the weeks that followed, I had to secure my house because 

of threats to my safety. There were a few ugly incidents like 

that, but God never left my side. Ron’s close friend from 

India, who as the male was the head of his family, said that 

Ron was like a brother to him and that I was now a member of 

his family. If I needed anything, I was to call on him. Ronny’s 

second grade teacher sent her support and prayers. A mentor 

called and asked if I would lead a support group. Yes, I cope 

better when I am busy being useful. When the ground war 

began, I was at home watching the TV when my son and four 

of his friends walked in and sat down around me. The boys 

said that they had decided that I should not be alone on that 

night. So they all watched and waited with me.  

 



There is so much more that I could write or say, but this is 

enough for me to remember that God is with us always, even 

when He does not particularly appear to be very god-like. 

 

Prayer: God, thank you for your grace when we especially 

need it. Help us to see it in the ‘everyday’ of life, from people 

and even events we never expected. And Lord, help us to be 

those ordinary, everyday people who are used and entrusted 

by you to comfort, support, and be present when we are 

needed to act for you. 

 

Catherine Ravitch 

 

 

Friday, December 13, 2019 

 

Answered prayer is a testimony to God's unfailing 

faithfulness. I can say without a doubt that prayer works! If 

you will lift up the concerns of your heart in prayer as the 

Holy Spirit leads you, and look to God to be the source of all 

you want to see happen in your life, great things will happen. 

Don't worry about how He will answer. Just know you can rest 

in Him. 

 

I know not the way He leads me, but well do I know the 

Guide. 

What have I to fear? 

     ~Martin Luther 

 

Prayer: Lord, help me to rest in the assurance of answered 

prayer. 

 

Marge Anderson 

 

 

 

 

 



Saturday, December 14, 2019 

 

“.. the Word became human and made his home among us. He 

was full of unfailing love and faithfulness…” ~John 1:14 

(NLT) 

 

During the time of my father’s funeral in June, I did some 

thinking about what counts, what lasts. I have noted that it is 

in the investing in others, “making our home with others” that 

our lives live on. The ultimate example is God sending Jesus 

to live with us. 

 

I have had two human examples as well, my Grandpa Treece 

on my father’s side and my mother’s aunt Esther. 

 

Before I started kindergarten, Grandpa was my babysitter. He 

had a routine that was safe and comforting, held me, read to 

me and taught me to fly a kite and ice skate. As I grew older, 

he listened to me play the piano and read. I was just nine when 

he died but I recall the community stories of the relationships 

he built as an educator, quiet examples of tutoring, mentoring 

and assisting all students regardless of race or income. 

Likewise, at my mother’s Aunt Esther’s funeral when I was 

12, I saw street people seated next to women in fur coats in a 

packed church. I learned that during and after the Great 

Depression she would feed and clothe people out her back 

door. My mother spoke with gratitude that after her dad died, 

Aunt Esther brought Christmas to my mother’s childhood 

home. My daughter Chelsea Esther is named for this great 

aunt. 

 

These two examples in my family inspire me to follow their 

example. I hope you also have human examples that 

encourage you. Regardless, we have a God that loved us 

enough to come here, be with us and love us. 

 

Prayer: Thank you, Jesus, for making your home among us, 

for understanding what it is to be human, for teaching us to 



invest in others and to draw on the strengths of those around 

us. Thank you for your unfailing love and faithfulness in our 

lives. Amen 

 

Nancy Thompson 

 

 

THIRD SUNDAY OF ADVENT: DECEMBER 15, 2019 

 

God has always been with us. God was there at the 

Creation…however it happened… God is our Creator and 

Sustainer. Acts 17:28 tells us that it is in God that we live and 

move and have our being. 

 

However, we often get caught up in our day to day living, the 

problems, the concerns, the issues, the worries and we forget 

that God is here, in our neighborhood, in our home, as God 

always has been. 

 

The land around Nazareth was hard scrapple dessert. Most of 

the people were poor farmers or tradesmen eking out a living 

as best they could. They worried about when the rain would 

come, why the sore on brother-in-law’s leg wouldn’t heal, 

how they would feed another kid, and how would they pay the 

taxes that Rome imposed on them. They heard the scriptures 

read in the synagogue, but couldn’t see how those old stories 

had anything to do with them. 

 

Then there was this kid growing up down the street … he was 

a smart kid and he seemed to understand what those scriptures 

meant, he was strong and a good worker, everybody liked him. 

As he grew older, he drew some friends to him and they 

walked the roads talking to people about God who loved them. 

A God who created them to love one another … share a meal, 

shelter the homeless, care for the widow, accept the friendship 

of the Greek, the Jew, the slave or free, rich or poor. 

 



Also, he began to point out the injustices in the community, 

and with the religious and governmental powerful. He was 

eventually tried on trumped up charges and put to death. But 

the power of his words and his ideas didn’t go away. The 

community of his friends and believers met together and 

talked and shared in the loving ways he had taught. They acted 

to bring more justice into their communities. They told each 

other stories of how they had met him and what he had said to 

them.  

 

After a while the people who had known Jesus in person 

began to die and were no longer around to tell about him. So 

someone said … I will talk to the elders and I will collect the 

stories and I will write what we know of this Jesus and the 

power of his example and his words.  

 

As the writer began writing, he thought about how to describe 

this one who meant so much to them. He remembered the boy 

promised as a sign of God’s deliverance to King Ahaz was 

called Immanuel – God with us. And so he wrote about this 

Jesus, the one whose example and teaching of God’s love 

meant so much to him … they called his name Immanuel … to 

remind the people that still God is with us and always will be. 

 

Prayer: God, it is in you that I live and move and have my 

being. Thank you for the example and words of Jesus that call 

me to remember Immanuel – God with us. 

 

Gloria Winn 
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Monday, December 16, 2019 

 

“Look, the virgin shall conceive and bear a son and they shall 

name him Emmanuel,” which means, “God is with us.” 

~Matthew 1:23 

  

 As I reflected on Matthew 1:23, the hymn How Great Thou 

Art washed over me . . . 

 

“O Lord my God, when I in awesome wonder . . .” flowed 

through me as I considered the spiritual reality that GOD 

WANTS TO BE WITH HIS PEOPLE. God created humans 

with this relationship in mind, breathing God’s own life into 

us, creating in us God’s image, and placing a God shaped 

space within us so that we may, and need to, commune with 

God. How awesome! How mind-blowing! God took on human 

form and became one of us . . . walked among us, ate, laughed, 

cried, slept, and felt tired, angry, happy. The Creator of the 

world was willing to do whatever it took, humbling himself to 

the point of death on a cross – to forgive our sins that we 

might be with him forever . . . 

 

“And when I think of God, His Son not sparing; sent Him to 

die, I scarce can take it in . . .” Us – who live messy lives, 

who are ungrateful, who are caught up in our own schedules. 

This year during Advent I, and I hope that you will too, pledge 

to take time each day to respond to God’s Emmanuel by 



spending time in God’s presence, worshiping the Lord. Even if 

it is just for two minutes, setting aside the craziness, placing 

all our burdens at his feet, and taking a few minutes to just . . . 

Be. With. God. God longs for us and waits for us. Emmanuel. 

  

Prayer: Emmanuel, we are humbled by how you love us! 

Forgive us for being so caught up in our own lives that we 

lose sight of your awesome love, your amazing grace. Speak to 

us as we spend time with you, and shine through us into our 

communities each day. Amen. 

 

Donna Paul-Bonham 

 

 

Tuesday, December 17, 2019 

 

One More Member 

 

There were eight members in my family: girls, ages 11, 10, 

and 8; boys, ages 6 and 2 ½; two parents; and one more 

member. 

 

Mother was out working—making a sofa slip cover for a 

customer’s home. Dad had taken Mother there because she 

was a non-driver. He wasn’t back right away, so we kids 

assumed he was visiting friends or practicing his drumming. It 

was Saturday.  

 

At home, the girls’ job was to watch the boys and bring in the 

laundry off the clotheslines before rain. Meanwhile, we 

children were in the back room, entertaining ourselves by 

taking turns singing. David (age 2 ½) chose to sing his song, 

the words of which were “de bah sha cah,” as he rocked back 

and forth, standing on the basketball backboard Dad was 

anticipating erecting outdoors as soon as possible.  

 

Suddenly, David tripped and fell on the board. Blood was 

spurting from a spot on his forehead. We all struggled to do 



what might be done to save his life. Responding to our phone 

call, Dad and Mother arrived home, in what seemed to them to 

be a flash, to pick up and head to the hospital with David. 

 

What we children did was pray and cry, then go to the 

clotheslines, beat the rain, then cry and pray while folding 

laundry indoors.  

 

In what seemed like forever, Mother and Dad returned home. 

They had David alive with them. We kids stopped crying, but 

we did not stop praying (not ever). 

 

“God is our refuge and strength, a very present help in 

trouble. ~Psalm 46:1 

 

Delcie Southall 

 

 

Wednesday, December 18, 2019 

 

The words of the hymn “Come, Emmanuel” say it all: 

 

Come and speak to us 

Come and renew us 

Come and live through us 

 Emmanuel 

 

Grace to implore us 

Ever before us 

Come and restore us 

 Emmanuel 

 

Love that begins us 

Pardons and wins us 

Come and reign in us 

 Emmanuel 

 

 



Come and speak to us 

Fill and renew us 

Come and live through us 

 Emmanuel 

 

~Twila Paris 

 

Jeanine Rogers 

 

 

Thursday, December 19, 2019 

 

I pray that the eyes of your heart may be enlightened in order 

that you may know the hope to which he has called you, the 

riches of his glorious inheritance in his holy people. 

~Ephesians 1:18 (NIV) 

 

I recently read the book by Barbara Brown Taylor, Learning 

to Walk in the Dark. One of the quotes that has stuck with me, 

“I have learned things in the dark that I could never 

have learned in the light, things that have saved my life over 

and over again, so that there is really only one logical 

conclusion. I need darkness as much as I need light.” 

 

I enjoy going out at night and walking in the dark. I can feel 

my pupils try to adjust to the darkness. If you haven't tried it 

before it is pretty cool how our bodies adapt to the dark.  

 

When Daniel and I worked at camp and we would go out for 

walks I would always bring my flashlight along. One of our 

first walks across the swamp walk he suggested trying it 

without the flashlight. There is a part of the walking in the 

dark that starts with trust. Trusting your body and what God 

has given you. Late night walks sometimes mirror those dark 

emotional times. I am reminded of my dilated the eyes and the 

ability to open my heart to being receptive to God.  

 



In our Advent waiting as the day today turns to night, God is 

with us. God is with us in the light and in the dark. God made 

our eyes to dilate and your heart to be open even in the 

darkness. 

 

Prayer: God in heaven, Spirit of truth guide our hearts and 

minds today as we learn more about you and your world. 

Open our eyes, give us a spiritual awareness of your presence 

that we learn your will for us today. Amen 

 

Jennifer VanBeek 
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Friday, December 20, 2019 

 

My Undoubting Faith 

 

Standing in position to pay my bill at Walmart, joking with the 

clerk, saying, “I only came to purchase one item. but look at 

all I have to pay for.”  

 

The lady next to me at the checkout said, “You don’t have to 

pay. Let me.”  

 

As I was saying no, she slid a hundred-dollar bill in my 

register, telling me to accept my Blessing. I hugged her with 

tears. saying “Thank you for giving me a Truly Blessed day.” 

 

I believe this was God’s way of showing me there are good 

people in his world. 

 

Prayer: Lord, thank you for the blessing of good people. May I 

be a blessing in someone’s life in this Advent season. 

 

Allene Smith  
 
 
Saturday, December 21, 2019 

 

Therefore the Lord himself shall give you a sign; Behold a 

virgin shall conceive and bear a son, and shall call his name 

Emmanuel. ~Isaiah 7:14 

 
It is so easy to believe Emmanuel--God with us during advent 

season. You sense that God is with us when you look at all the 

beautiful decorations; when you anticipate the giving and 

receiving gifts on Christmas morn; when you hear the 

beautiful music that resonates through our homes and 

communities keeping our spirits lifted up and singing for joy. 

 



But many ask, “Where is God?” when life delivers us a 

knockout blow: an accident, death, illness, loss of job, betrayal 

by a trusted friend. Whenever I need reassurance of 

Emmanuel – God is with us, I think of one song in particular, 

God Will Take Care of You. It was one of my mother’s 

favorite hymns. The verses and chorus speak to any challenge 

I could have and I make it my Christmas song all year long. 

Whenever I feel out of sync, I sing the words softly or silently 

in my mind and soon find myself smiling and buoyed up 

again.  

  

I hope that everyone first has a scripture and then a song that 

will reinforce Emmanuel--God with Us.  

  

Lois Peeples 

 

 

FOURTH SUNDAY IN ADVENT: DECEMBER 22, 2019 

 

“Don’t panic. I’m with you. There’s no need to fear for I’m 

your God. I’ll give you strength. I’ll help you. I’ll hold you 

steady, keep a firm grip on you. ~Isaiah 41:10 (MSG)  

 

Through the years we have been faced with a chaotic life with 

small children, cancer diagnosis, aging parents, uncertain 

career choices and much more. The promise of God’s 

unfailing presence has been both a hope and mainstay. It is 

often not until the ‘dust has settled’ and we looked in the ‘rear 

view mirror’ that we could truly appreciate how God was 

present with us through it all.  

 

Prayer from Thomas Merton: 

“My Lord God, I have no idea where I am going. I do not see 

the road ahead of me. I cannot know for certain where it will 

end. Nor do I really know myself, and the fact that I think that 

I am following your will does not mean that I am actually 

doing so. But I believe that the desire to please you does in 

fact please you. And I hope I have that desire in all that I am 



doing. I hope that I will never do anything apart from that 

desire. And I know that if I do this you will lead me by the 

right road, though I may know nothing about it. Therefore will 

I trust you always, though I may seem to be lost and in the 

shadow of death. I will not fear, for you are ever with me, and 

you will never leave me to face my perils alone.” 

 
Dave & Janet Puzycki 
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Monday, December 23, 2019 

 

Today, a friend we met in 1973 went home with the Lord. As 

the child of an alcoholic father, he had many hang-ups and 

faults, (like all "normal" persons) but he was a faithful 

follower of Jesus, however imperfectly. Glenn's wife died at 

age 42 from complications due to breast cancer, and three 

years later he remarried a woman 15 years his junior. Never an 

overly attentive or supportive father, now a new couple, they 

developed a life that estranged them from Glenn's three sons 

and their families. The marriage itself was the first tear in the 

fragile family relationship, as they announced the marriage, 

(after a 9-month courtship) and quickly planned it just two 



weeks prior to Glenn's oldest son's wedding which had been 

planned for more than a year. Over the years the resentment 

and hurt only increased as there was little to no 

communication or contact between the parties. This 

estrangement went on for 25 years. Where was Emanuel, God 

with us, all those years? 

 

Working! 

 

After church this past Sunday, we traveled to Dayton because 

Glenn was in the hospital again, but this time it looked 

different. Thursday, the sons had contacted us, believing that 

their dad would not make it through the night. Well, the 

old "Energizer Bunny" pulled through one more time and even 

had an increase in bodily functions! Hope bloomed, and we 

decided to make the trip, overnighting to allow us to stop by 

the hospital Monday morning before returning to Michigan. 

 

God has always prompted us to visit our sick friends while 

they are still living, Emmanuel at work. This time, we barely 

made it, and Glenn was not able to communicate orally. He 

was intubated and on an assortment of IVs, but the doctor told 

us that he could hear us and understand what we were saying. 

We both told him we loved him and released him to the Lord, 

giving him permission to stop fighting. He still needed to hear 

that from Katie, his wife, so there was still work for the Holy 

Spirit to accomplish, since Katie had told us upon arrival that 

she needed her Glenn back! Thankfully, Bobby, Glenn's oldest 

son and wife, Wendy, were there. 

 

Our relationship to Bobby (we have called him that for 46 

years) and Wendy has always been good, so we sat down for a 

while to discuss Glenn's future. All four of us agreed that he 

would not be leaving the hospital alive, but we struggled for a 

way to approach Katie and gently communicate that fact to 

her. After sleeping on it, we returned Monday morning to the 

same situation and discussed what we needed to do. Pat 

pushed for a social worker, so I asked the charge nurse to call 



one in. Bobby, Pat and I went out of the ICU and intercepted 

Suzie, a fellow Christian, and the three of us explained the 

situation and the lack of financial resources. To our surprise, 

Katie came into the waiting room and sat down and actually 

joined the discussion. She expressed her fear and for the first 

time in twenty-five years, she and Bobby looked each other in 

the eye and communicated from the heart. Bitterness seemed 

far away and hope seemed to be developing as Suzie led us in 

prayer. 

 

We returned home Monday, keeping in touch primarily with 

Bobby, but with Pat talking to Katie periodically. Tuesday, 

Katie called the youngest son, Mike, and turned over her 

authority for Glenn to him. She asked him to make all of the 

decisions, so Mike went in and discussed the future with the 

doctors and Katie, who also told Glenn that he could go with 

Jesus. The decision was to pull the breathing tube after a 48-

hour period in case Katie changed her mind. They had no 

advanced directive , so it was a mandatory delay. They pulled 

the tube this morning, and Glenn was gone in twenty minutes. 

 

A horrific disease brought the right combination of people 

together and allowed the Holy Spirit to work in the hearts and 

minds of persons who have been at odds for 25 years. Now, 

we pray that the Spirit is allowed to continue this work and 

reunite a family that so desperately needs to come together in 

Love. God is with us, if we will only open our hearts to Him 

and listen for His whispering in our ears. 

 

Bob and Pat Barrett 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Tuesday, December 24, 2019 

CHRISTMAS EVE 

 

I am a brain cancer survivor of nine years! God was with me 

through the 65 days in the hospital, especially the 17 days 

when I couldn’t speak due to a stroke.  

 

Where unimaginable things become routine 

 

The painful tapping on full veins reminds me of why I’m not a 

junkie. A 23-year-old tech shoots me up in the hand, because 

she can’t find the vein in my arm. She seems to have done this 

for a long time. So I ask her. Three and a half years, she 

replies. 

 

Then comes the machine guns. These all too familiar sounds 

cause me to almost sleep. I remember my father’s prayer and I 

start to cry. The other technician asks me if I’m okay. I can’t 

wipe my tears, so I suck it up again. Three more minutes on 

the next one, he states.  

 

Then my arm goes numb and the familiar taste of bile in my 

mouth. Then the warm urge to pee and then it’s suddenly all 

over and they pull me out.  

 

Thank God I only have to do this every year. 

 

May Emanuel be with you this season.  

 

Arianne Baker 
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Wednesday, December 25, 2019 

CHRISTMAS DAY 

 

“This is what you are to look for, a babe lying in a manger.” 

~Luke 2:12 

 

When dignitaries come to visit, we usually put them up in 5-

star hotels and serve them the finest meals. A king, a prince, a 

queen, a president, a prime minister – any kind of leader 

visiting another country or another place will surely have the 

red carpet rolled out for them and be given only the best. But 

when Jesus, the son of God, the King of Creation, the Lord of 

the Universe come to Earth he is given the lowliest 

accommodations. A manger is his bed. The sounds of flea-

ridden animals are the music that welcome him into the world. 

And the first to visit him are outcast shepherds in desperate 

need of a shower and a shave. No wonder the angels had to 

tell the shepherds what to look for. Who would have thought 

that the King of the Universe would show up in an animal 

trough as the son a poor, single mother? But that is indeed 

how and where God chose to birth love into this world. 

 

So today, as you get ready for Christmas, remember that 

Christ is longing to be born into this world and there is no 



place too lowly, too smelly or too sin ridden for him to be 

born. Look inside your own life. You know the darkest 

corners of your experience and actions. You know your 

doubts, places of shame and fear. As you get ready for 

Christmas Christ may e longing to be born into those places, 

ringing new life and new hope and, of course, ever present 

love. 

 

Prayer: Gracious God, thank you for sending Jesus to our 

world to show us what you look like and to show us what love 

looks like. Give me the grace to receive him anew into my life 

this Christmas – not just the pretty places that are nice and 

well kept. Help me receive him in the secret shame-filled and 

fearful places of my life as well. And, in return, I will you a 

Christmas gift, my heart and my life. Thank you and Merry 

Christmas, God. Amen.  

 

A very Merry Christmas to you all, 

 

Pastor Laurie Hartzell 

 

 

Thursday, December 26, 2019 

 

Luke 10:25-37 The Good Samaritan 

 

A few years ago, my mom and I were at Applebee's. There 

was a man and a woman with their baby. They had no money 

and no car and they were stuck in Benton Harbor. Their 

friends were on their way but they wouldn't be here till the 

next day. So, they had to stay overnight. My mom did not 

want to help them, but I got this feeling in my gut like God 

was guiding me, telling me we should help them. So I told my 

mom they're not going to cause too much trouble, we can help 

them out. My mom decided to pay for their night in a motel. 

 



From what I see, God may not always be there to help you out, 

but He will push you in the right direction when its needed. 

Also, sometimes He will show you someone you can help. 

 

Prayer: Thank you, God, for pushing us in the right directions 

and showing us when we can help someone. 

 

Aaron Stone 

 

 

Friday, December 27, 2019 

 

Opportunity 

 

What comes to mind when you think of that word? If you are 

like most, visions and ideas of success, wealth building, and 

the freedom to explore, learn and grow—to do something big 

and important— fill your thoughts.  

 

I want to focus on a different opportunity we all have. We 

have the opportunity to approach the King of kings and have a 

real heart to heart relationship with him. We have the 

opportunity to slow down, and just be. We have the 

opportunity to close our eyes, quiet our minds, and breathe.  

 

What a gift! I hope you take a moment today to be. I hope that 

in that moment, you hold on to the truth that God is indeed 

with us.  

 

Prayer Song (In the Calm, by Jennifer Deibler) 

There's a thirst in my soul 

For Your wisdom divine 

I long for the peace 

And life that I find 

 

In the calm of Your presence 

I am listening, Lord 

I am still, I am quiet 



I am Yours 

 

Julie Kelly 

 

 

Saturday, December 28, 2019 

 

Jesus, the Light of the World 

 

Imagine being unable to see your way in the darkest of 

nights. So black—so dark you can barely glimpse your hand 

before your face. Then a light appears. 

 

A story of long, long ago tells 

About a special starlit night; 

 

A star obsessively glowing in the sky 

lighted the way of shepherds. 

 

Shepherds who travelled far from home 

seeking baby Jesus in Bethlehem. 

 

The light—brightest of stars—led shepherds. to sweet baby 

Jesus. 

 

Behold! Behold! Behold! The Christ child was born in a 

manager. 

 

Jesus became the light within! 

 

Again Jesus spoke to them, saying, “I am the light of the 

world. Whoever follows me will not walk in darkness, but will 

have the light of life.” ~John 8:12 (ESV) 

 

Sharon Hurse 

 

 

 



Sunday, December 29, 2019 

 

She asked me for a poem about Emmanuel, 

  

  waiting for Emmanuel, 

  for the Advent calendar, 

but should I tell her I am a Universalist, a Unitarian, 

  and how could I begin, 

  when I have waited for so much, 

  for the ones who passed on, or one who disappeared, 

  homeless, dispossessed, following 

  his own personal diaspora--- 

but that day I ran into Cordell, 

  dragging his garment bags full of returnables, 

  trying not to step on them with his gimp leg, 

  who didn’t ask me for anything-- 

  but told me the cans and bottles 

  bought him candles 

  for warmth, 

  who never asked for spare change, 

  or even sympathy, 

but just listen to today’s walk, today’s journey 

 for candles: 

Be sure they are not LEDs, 

 I said, 

their light drifting 

ruminations 

not something (or someone) 

 that strikes a match to stay warm 

 (like Emmanuel). 

Janice Zerfas 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

First Presbyterian Church 

475 Green Avenue, P.O. Box 186 

Benton Harbor, Michigan  49022 

 

269-925-7075 

 

Email address: firstpresbh@gmail.com 

Website: FirstPresBH.org 

Facebook page: First Presbyterian in Benton Harbor 

 

ROOTS DOWN! BRANCHES OUT! 

 

The love of Jesus is stronger than anything that divides us! 

 

We are rich, poor, black, white, young, old, straight, gay, 

educated, uneducated, conservative, liberal, and everyone 

in between. All are welcome. Really! 

 

Christmas Eve service: 6:30 p.m., December 24 
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