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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. 
 
November 29 – a pair of gloves or mittens 
November 30 – a can of tuna (dolphin safe if possible) 
December 1 – a package of spaghetti 
December 2 – a child’s book 
December 3 – a can of soup 
December 4 – a tube of toothpaste 
December 5 – a warm hat 
December 6 – a box of Jiffy mix 
December 7 – a box of cereal  
December 8 – a small toy 
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December 9 – a box of macaroni and cheese 
December 10 – a bar of soap 
December 11 – a can of green vegetables 
December 12 – a bag of rice or beans 
December 13 – a box of dried milk 
December 14 – a can of fruit 
December 15 – a box of dried potatoes 
December 16 – a box of crackers 
December 17 – a jar of peanut butter 
December 18 – a jar of jelly 
December 19 – a pair of socks 
December 20 – a box of oatmeal 
December 21 – a bottle of shampoo 
December 22 – a warm scarf 
December 23 – a pack of diapers 
December 24 – anything you feel called to provide 
 
 

The First Sunday of Advent, November 29, 2020 
 

 “A shoot shall come out from the stump of Jesse, 
and a branch shall grow out of his roots. 
The spirit of the LORD shall rest on him, 
the spirit of wisdom and understanding, 

the spirit of counsel and might, 
the spirit of knowledge and the fear of the LORD.” 

Isaiah 11:1 – 2 (NRSV) 
 

In the Paul-Bonham family quest to visit all the National Parks, we have visited the first 
National Park in the world, Yellowstone, several times.  When I first visited with my nuclear family as 
a boy of seven, in 1969, the lodgepole pine forests seemed vast and endless.  I wept as I watched on 
television when the Yellowstone forest fires of 1988 burned almost 800,000 acres, 36% of the park.  
Our first Paul-Bonham family trip to Yellowstone was in 2007, much of the forest was young and short 
to my eyes, which had seen what the forest was like before 1988.  Donna, Andrea, and Nathan 
noticed old burnt snags in the young forest.  Five years later, we were back to drop Andrea off at 
Yellowstone for a summer with A Christian Ministry in the National Parks.  Any old snags were now 
hard to see.  The lodgepole pine forests were thicker, taller, and healthier.  God-willing, I will see 
Yellowstone one more time.  The forest of my childhood memory is back.  Yes, it has taken 33 years, 
but out of all those ashes, new life – a stronger, healthier forest – was born.   

Isaiah saw a lot of destruction during his life and ministry.  He was a witness to total war.  The 
Assyrian army had no mercy.  All who were not killed were taken captive and dragged into exile, 
literally, by their noses.  Only Jerusalem, of all the cities and towns in Judea, was spared.  And yet, 
Isaiah foresaw new growth, and particularly a new leader, one who embodied all the very best of 
Judah’s hopes and dreams.  This leader would connect the spiritual with the physical, connect 
wisdom with righteous power, connect intelligence with piety.  The ministry of this perfect leader 
among human beings would have a direct, powerful, and redemptive effect upon all creation.   

As Christians, we proclaim that Isaiah’s perfect leader is our Messiah, Savior, and Lord, Jesus.  
This Jesus, born on December 25 or whatever day he was born, is the only one who had fulfilled 
Isaiah’s 700 year old promises.  Out of the ashes of countless civilizations, Jesus has come.  It is 
enough.  Jesus is more than enough.  Come, Lord Jesus.  Come! 
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Prayer:  Dear God, your people are so bound up in time.  We are often thinking things have taken too 
long or lasted to short.  Help us to live and rejoice in your present, in this day, in this hour, in his 
moment.  Bolster our confidence, that everything you do is done “in the fulness of time” (see 
Galatians 4:4) for both the sake of the world and for our lives.  In the name of Jesus the Messiah I 
pray.  Amen. 
 
Rev. Scott Paul-Bonham 

 
 

The First Monday of Advent, November 30, 2020 
 
Exodus 
34-35 The Cloud covered the Tent of Meeting, and the Glory of God filled The Dwelling... 
 
36-38 Whenever the Cloud lifted from The Dwelling, the People of Israel set out on their travels, but if 
the Cloud did not lift, they wouldn’t set out until it did lift... 
 
When the Children of Israel were in the desert, God gave Moses instructions to construct a tent 
Dwelling for God’s presence with them.  When The Dwelling was completed, God’s presence covered 
The Dwelling as a Cloud,  As long as God’s presence was in their midst, the people stayed where 
they were.  But when the Cloud lifted and moved forward, the people followed it.   
 
Sometimes I feel as though a cloud is covering my life,  I know God is present, but don’t see anything 
to “do.”  When my kids were young, I was an at home Mom with no time to volunteer in the 
community or serve in my church; when my parents were old and needed my care, my job came to 
an end and I needed to find another job but couldn’t leave them; now with the pandemic we are all 
quarantined and not able to help in ways we would like.  But then the cloud lifts  . . . my kids started 
school and I had time to work in my church; my parents passed and I was offered a job in Michigan.  
The pandemic will end and there will be more work to do once again.   
 
I believe that we live in the presence of God.  Sometimes that Presence is a cloud that covers us and 
directs us to stay put . . . to rest, to learn, to grow, to heal, to prepare.  And sometimes that Cloud lifts 
and leads us forward into uncharted territory.   
 
Prayer: 
1.  Be quiet and know you are in God’s presence, 
2. If the cloud is covering your life right now. 
3. When the cloud lifts, follow it knowing that God is leading you forward. 
 
Gloria Winn 
 
 

The First Tuesday of Advent, December 1, 2020 
 
Pop Quiz: 
 
Q: In the biblical account of the birth of Christ, which person(s) said:  “I think I am going to die!”? 
 

A. The Shepherds. 

B. Mary. 
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C. Joseph. 

D. All of the above. 

E. None of the above. 

A: E.  None of the above.  Although it is easy to imagine each person saying “I think I’m going to die!” 
those words are not recorded. The angels, messengers from God, interact with each as if they had 
voiced their emotional fright.  Each person was about to take action based on the perceived threat to 
their life.  God and his messenger’s interventions are recorded for us to be informed and be 
comforted.  To Mary, the angel Gabriel said “Do not be afraid…”; to Joseph, an angel in a dream said 
“…do not fear to take Mary as your wife…”; to the shepherds, an angel of the Lord said “Fear not…” 
 
Just think how important it was for Mary, Joseph and the Shepherds to not act on their fears, but act 
on God’s direction.  God knew of their fears and gave them each a vision for their future; a course of 
action, that was greater than fear.  Joseph took Mary to be his wife; Mary gave birth to the child 
conceived of the Holy Spirit; and the shepherds told how the angels proclaimed that our savior, 
Christ, was born. 
 
Prayer:  Dear Lord, thank you for listening to our fearful emotions.  Help us to listen to you and your 
messengers.  May we have the courage to act on your will rather than our fears.  Thank you for 
sending Jesus Christ to be our savior.  Amen.  
 
Ben Ackerson 
 
 

The First Wednesday of Advent, December 2, 2020 
 
Hebrews: 11:1  “Now faith is the substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things not seen.”  
(New King James Version) 
 
In matters of looking forward, consider doing so without fear.  Love is the opposite of fear. Instead 
anticipate that Gods’ love and plan for our future will be sufficient.  Awaiting the entrance of the divine 
presence with the eagerness of a child.  Christmas! 
 
For me, words to a remembered childhood song remind:  In looking forward to the future, to do so 
with an eye to God’s word: the Bible. 
 
Song by Don Cornell 
Have faith, hope, and charity 
Have faith, hope and charity  
That's the way to live successfully 
How do I know, the Bible tells me so 
Do good to your enemies 
and the Blessed Lord you'll surely please 
How do I know, the Bible tells me so 
Don't worry bout tomorrow 
Just be real good today 
The Lord is right beside you  
He'll guide you all the way 
Have faith, hope and charity  
That's the way to live successfully  
How do I know, the bible tells me so.  
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The words to this song: Faith, Hope, and Charity are simple words, but concise,  
and so very true.  
 
Positive anticipation.  God’s will.  God’s protections.  Faith in God’s divine interventions—are like 
none other!  And, yet another song comes to mind: 
Bob Marley:  Don’t Worry ‘ bout a thing—Every little thing gonna be all right.  (A little positive reggae 
song!) 
Faith is the key to looking forward to the future.  Love—the highest form of charity.  
Lord:  Thy will be done.  (Through us)  Amen! 

 Sharon Hurse, October 22, 2020 
 
 

The First Thursday of Advent, December 3, 2020 
 
Now is the time to prepare our hearts for Christmas, the revealing of God's care for humankind. And it 
is a time for centering, for silencing the busy-ness of our thoughts, for imagining SILENCE. 
 
The world stands silent 
waiting for the next thing 
no motion, still 
receptive, ready 
not restless 
quietly animated 
here, now 
Hear 
 
READING:  Psalm 31.   Can you make verses 19 - 24 your own personal prayer? 
 
Hear the words of the hymn, "I Will Come to You," No. 177 in our hymnal,  
GLORY TO GOD.  This is God's promise: 
 
"I will come to you in the silence; 
I will lift you up from all your fear. 
You will hear my voice; I claim you as my choice, 
Be still and know I am here. 
 
Do not be afraid, I am with you. 
I have called you each by name. 
Come and follow me, I will bring you home. 
I love you and you are mine." 
 
Isabel Jackson 
 
 

The First Friday of Advent, December 4, 2020 
 
 “Where there is no vision, the people perish:  

but he that keepeth the law, happy is he.”  Proverbs 29:18 (KJV) 
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 I’ve known I wanted to be an author since I was seven years old. I was reading one of the 
books from The Magic Tree House series, and realized I wanted to enchant readers with stories the 
same way Mary Pope Osborne enchanted me. From that day on I studied the lives and techniques of 
current and classic authors. I kept a journal. I went to Writer’s Camps (Thanks again, Mom & Dad! I 
had a blast!). Most importantly, I wrote! I filled notebooks and computer files with the slivers of ideas 
and scenes I was certain would spiral out into magnificent sagas!  

Alas, most of my early work rarely surpassed five pages.  
 As I got older, taking writing courses in high school and college, I became quite good at writing 
short stories, but some skill needed to write a full-length novel, or even a 20,000 word novella, 
continued to elude me. As much as I enjoyed reading and writing short stories, I feared I would never 
be able to write the novels for children and teenagers I’d fantasized about publishing throughout my 
childhood.  
 Fortunately I was given a subscription to Masterclass last Christmas, and I received an 
invaluable lesson from an unexpected corner. No fan of frights, I’d never read any of the 
Goosebumps series by R.L. Stine, but I knew he was good at writing for mid-graders, so I watched 
Stine’s lessons. He read aloud from one of his outlines, which was far more elaborate than a mere list 
of events. Like me, Stine crafted stories linearly, and laid them all out complete with dialogue and 
motivations, so characters were developed at the same time as the plot. At long last I had a means of 
crafting a full-length novel! I made it my mission to write my own extensive outline, a task assisted by 
being able to set up my office space in my grandmother’s basement earlier this year, staying with her 
and my parents throughout the beginning months of COVID.  
 Embracing this new means of exercising my creativity, I fully understood these words from 
Proverbs: Where there is no vision, the people (or in my case, writing projects) perish: but he that 
keepeth the law, happy is he.  

Unexpected things come up in the writing process, as they do in life. Keeping the law, or 
following an outline, doesn’t mean one should ignore new ideas and inspirations, but having a law 
and outline to follow helps one hold to a course. My church family, make sure your stories have a 
steadfast foundation! 
 
Prayer:  Dear Author of all that is, was, and will be, Thank you for the vision that keeps us on track, 
even when life throws us for a loop as it did this year. Grant us the strength and courage to follow the 
laws, the outlines of the real world, that You would have us follow. In your name we pray, Amen. 
 
Andrea Paul-Bonham 
 
 

The First Saturday of Advent, December 5, 2020 
 

“Forward Ever; Backward Never!” 
 
That was the motto of the graduating class of 1956 of Stevensville High School.  I don't believe that 
means forget about past memories.  I believe God has given us a mind to remember good memories.  
But we should not be thinking about something that has happened to us whereby we would think:  “If 
only I had done something different.”  What has happened is, as the saying goes, “that's water over 
the dam.”  It is over and there is nothing we can do about it.  This year, 2020, has certainly been a 
memorable year.  Sure, there were some bad things that has happened; family and friends were 
afflicted with the virus.  But all of those I knew, came out of it ok.  When my wife, Judy, went to be 
with the Lord five years ago, that was a bad memory.  But I try to think of the good times we had 
together, the great children we have, and of her now walking with the Lord.  That's good memories 
and some! 
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Prayer:  Father, I thank you for memories, both good and bad.  Help us to dwell on the good ones.  
And we look forward to Christmas, when we celebrate the best memory of all, the birth of Jesus.  
Amen 
 
Roger Hoge 
 
 

The Second Sunday of Advent, December 6, 2020 
 
"Even youths grow tired and weary..." Isaiah 40:30 

Like you, I'm tired and weary of 2020. Many have lost wages or can't work at all. Friends and 
loved ones have died unexpectedly, others are fighting terminal illness. Schools are so very different 
now. Many are virtual, others remained self-contained in their classroom, having little or no contact 
with others. Smiles of encouragement used to go a long way, but are no longer discernable behind 
mandatory masks. And just when we began to see a glimpse of normal, the second wave of Covid hit 
hard. When will it ever end? 
You and I don't have the answer, and God hasn't provided us with a finite timeline. However, God 
knows our frustrations and disappointments, and hasn't forgotten us.  
 
"I will refresh the weary and satisfy the faint" Jeremiah 31:25.  

I find myself wondering what it takes to be refreshed and satisfied. As an admitted sugar addict 
with major clinical depression, I can tell you what doesn't work. Stress eating, stress shopping and 
hibernating do not have a healthy impact on weariness. They simply compound matters. So how can 
we navigate this crazy time in a positive way?  
 
"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. He will not let your foot slip--he who watches over you will not slumber..." Psalm 
121:1-3.  

For me, a long walk with uplifting music is an uninterrupted conversation with God, where I can 
pour my heart out. I hear His response through the Holy Spirit's prompting, the lyrics, and enjoy His 
handiwork in nature. This may not be your ideal quiet time, but I bet you know what is.  
 

As the holidays approach us, adding their own demands to an already stressful situation, let us 
all remember to look up. Look for God. Seek him out. Raise your arms and let Him pick you up.  
"Do not be anxious about anything, but in every situation, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, 
present your requests to God. And the peace of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard 
your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus" Philippians 4:6-7. 
 
Then pealed the bells more loud and deep, God is not dead nor doth he sleep 
The wrong shall fail, the right prevail, With peace in earth, good will to men. 
 
Cheryl Schadler 
 
Note:  ZOOM Congregational Meeting to elect Ruling Elders at 1 p.m. (no outdoor worship) 
At 7 p.m. a Blue Christmas Service of Worship, also on ZOOM. 
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The Second Monday of Advent, December 7, 2020 
 
You were taught, with regard to your former way of life, to put off your old self, which is being 
corrupted by its deceitful desires; to be made new in the attitude of your minds; and to put on the new 
self, created to be like God in true righteousness and holiness. 
EPHESIANS 4:22-24 
 
This Advent season we look forward to the Christmas Day in a different way than we might usually. 
Not available to us are the Christmas Carols, the candlelight Christmas Eve service, or the large 
gatherings of friends and family. We wish for the "normal" ways of life prior to this pandemic, prior to 
the stark divisions of reality we see in our national discourse, prior to our awakenings to the extents to 
which our country's longstanding racial injustice has and seems to continue to pervade. Yet we have 
tried to "bring back" those days of old, when we long for the past, we can silently yearn for those bad 
things too. 
 
Yes, we don't want to wear our masks anymore. Yes, we don't want to be cooped up inside. Yes, we 
want to travel and spend the holidays with family and friends. Yes, we want to worship in our 
churches and sing with all of our hearts.  
 
But no, we don't want to spread the virus. But no, we don't want to continue to be divided by finger 
pointing and lies. But no, we don't want to allow injustice and violence in service to white supremacy. 
 
We see how we have all been corrupted by deceitful desires. We see how many times we have 
turned aside from seeing the bad in our society, only to focus on the good. To hold onto what we 
believe is important and sacred, we have often had the position to cling to what we love and what is 
comfortable about our lives. 
 
Yet, we were taught to put off our old self. To be made new in the attitude of our minds, created to be 
like God in righteousness and holiness. Truly. Following Jesus means being redeemed and 
reimagined by the resurrected Christ. Looking forward to what we can be in the service to our God, 
renewed in our minds and in our hearts by the Holy Spirit. Only the truly incredible inbreaking of 
God's own self into the realm of humanity in the person of Jesus Christ provides a truly new reality 
into which we might live. 
 
As we look forward and wait, for Christmas and for Christ to return, we see in one another the face of 
a child of God, created in the image of God, and loved deeply by God. As we wait, let us live into that 
new self we have been given by the redemptive power and grace of Jesus Christ. Amen. 
 
Daniel Van Beek 
 
 

The Second Tuesday of Advent, December 8, 2020 
 
Isaiah 40:12 NIV 
Who has measured the waters in the hollow of his hand,  
or with the breadth of his hand marked off the heavens? 
Who has held the dust of the earth in a basket,  
or weighed the mountains on the scales and the hills in a balance? 
 
My favorite part of Sunday mornings when I was a kid was when we went into the sanctuary for song 
time. I have always loved to sing and my favorite songs were always the ones where we could belt 
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out a Hallelujah and challenge the other side of our split group. A favorite song that remains is "Whole 
World in His Hands". I love reaching up high and clasping my hands imagining our great big world 
and then reaching out in front of me extending my hands focusing on the great God that made me 
and this world. All of the intricacies from the huge mountains to the tiny veins that keep our blood 
surging through our bodies. God is holding us. Many things in our lives, communities, and world may 
not make sense to us, but they make sense to God. I love this quote by Barbara Brown Taylor, 
"Whoever you are, you are human. Wherever you are, you live in the world, which is just waiting for 
you to notice the holiness in it". Throw your arms up today and clasp your hands together and gather 
in all of the holiness of God and God's creation today. Peace and love to you all this advent season. 
 
Dear Provider, 
You are my Shepherd. Guide me in my actions and my words as I look forward. Remind me to rest in 
the knowledge that you hold me in your hands today and always.  Amen  
 
Jen Van Beek 
 
 

The Second Wednesday of Advent, December 9, 2020 
 
Matthew 25:40 40"The King will reply, 'Truly I tell you, whatever you did for one of the least of these 

brothers and sisters of mine, you did for me.  

I think of this often, and also of the song with these words. I try to remember this when I am not sure 

what to do. This is definitely a Mantra worth keeping in mind, at all times, not just during the 

Christmas season.  

Jean McIlvenny 
 
 
 

The Second Thursday of Advent, December 10, 2020 
 

Looking Forward 
 
The year 2020 has brought us many challenges: a contentious presidential election, the corona virus, 
business closures, social distancing and others.  There is a heavy pall all around us that smothers our 
lives. 
I am “Looking Forward” to the year 2021 and find that singing the old hymns that have stood the 
test of time really lifts my spirit.  Here is one of my favorites: 
 
Oh, God Our Help  
Oh, God our help in ages past (God has helped us through past trials) 
Our hope for years to come (He will always be there for us) 
Our shelter from the stormy blast (He can keep the world’s troubles away) 
And our eternal home. (Heaven is ours) 
  
Lois Peeples 
 
 
 

http://www.biblica.com/en-us/bible/online-bible/niv/matthew/25/
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The Second Friday of Advent, December 11, 2020 
 
"For I know the plans I have for you . . . to give you hope and a future" Jeremiah 29 :11 
 
When I moved back to the Midwest, in 2015 from New York City, I realized I would need to purchase 
a car, the first car in 32 years. The first year or so, I was pulled over several times by police officers. 
Just to see the flashing lights approaching would send a chill down my spine and my hands would be 
shaking. The first time it was a Michigan State police officer who stopped me on Main Street just right 
around the corner from church.  I begged to know why I had been pulled over.  He said I was not 
wearing a seat belt. I showed him that I was indeed wearing one. He said, "you only have it around 
your waist and not over your shoulder."  I told him that it hurt my shoulder to wear it. He gave me a 
warning to wear it or I would be ticketed next time.  
 
The second time, that I was stopped, was on the St. Joe bridge on the way to Bible study.  This time it 
was for not having a functioning light on my license plate.  The last time I owned a car, over 3 
decades ago, I barely had lights let alone one on the license plate. Again I received a stern warning, 
but only a warning. And again I was physically shaking as I pulled away from the officer, drove around 
the block, pulled over and sobbed for minutes. I had not been issued a ticket because of my white 
privileges.  Each time I sobbed because I knew if my Abby had been stopped the outcome could have 
been very different.  I thought of Sandra Bland, who ended up dead in a jail cell, three days after 
being pulled over for not using her turn signal to switch lanes. 
 
When my baby girl of color was first placed in my arms at 25 days old, I prayed for her protection. I 
knew as long as I was holding her in my arms or onto her little hand she would be safe. The day 
would come however, that she would be walking without me. How can it be fair that I should be 
treated better than my precious daughter or her three amazing Godparents of color, or ANY person of 
color?  I have pondered this in my heart for years. 
 
After the horrific death of George Floyd, around the world people began marching, 
praying, examining their own hearts, and developing ways to have deeper discussions, about racial 
inequalities.  I am so encouraged as I drive through the streets of St. Joe and see numerous Stronger 
Together signs. To quote Dr. Martin Luther King from the “I have a dream” speech, “ l look to a day 
when people will not be judged by the color of their skin, but by the content of their character.” Made 
in God’s creation, we are all loved  and beautiful. Thank you Jesus for dying for the entire human 
race. 
 
Margie Troike 
 
 

The Second Saturday of Advent, December 12, 2020 
 

Let There Be Peace on Earth 
Songwriters:  Jill Jackson and Sy Miller 

 
“Let there be peace on earth, and let it begin with me. 

Let There Be Peace on earth, the peace that was meant to be. 
 

With God as our Father, brothers all are we. 
Let me walk with my brother in perfect harmony. 

 
Let peace begin with me.  Let this be the moment now. 
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With ev'ry step I take let this be my solemn vow, 

To take each moment and live each moment in peace eternally. 
Let there be peace on earth and let it begin with me.” 

 

 
Photo:  Margie Troike’s hand at 56.  Her daughter Abby’s hand at 5. 

 
 
 
 
 

The Third Sunday of Advent, December 13, 2020 
 

The Grace of an Empty Openness 
 
“Greetings, favored one, the Lord is with you!” (Luke 1:28, NRSV) 
 
These are pretty amazing words that the angel Gabriel said to Mary on that day. Favored one? She 
was too young to have accomplished much. She was too poor to have any kind of true worldly 
security. She was a female, and in that culture her livelihood depended on having a man around to 
give her the resources to survive. Favored one? Really?  
 
Especially in American Christianity we can tend to connect the favor of God with the values of the 
world—accomplishments, wealth, power. But God’s sending Gabriel to this poor teenager on that day 
tells us that God’s favor may be something very different.  
 
What Mary had was an empty openness to God. Nothing about Mary suggests that she can be 
anything other than who she is apart from God. She may have wondered, as many of us do, “Who am 
I, really?” And the answer is, “Favored one!”  
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This Advent of 2020 finds us at the end of a year of many losses because of a global pandemic. 
Many people have lost loved ones; some have lost jobs and livelihoods. We have lost the chance to 
celebrate graduations, weddings and even funerals in our accustomed ways. Yes, so many losses. 
 
I wonder if I have the courage to allow those losses to open up empty places in me. I wonder if I have 
the courage to not try to fill those places too quickly with Internet binges, food, and more. I wonder if 
in that empty place this Advent, I, too, may hear God say to me, “You are favored!” I’m not being 
asked to give birth to baby Jesus, of course, but God may have other ways He may use me to birth 
Love into the world. May I have the grace to be empty enough. 
 
Prayer:  Ever-loving God, this Advent give me the grace and the courage to let go of the false 
identities of my life that I may hear you calling my name in newer and deeper ways. And, by your Holy 
Spirit, may I be used to birth Love into our world. Thank you, Jesus! Amen.  
 
Pastor Laurie Hartzell, Westminster Presbyterian Church, Grand Rapids, Advent 2020  

 
 

The Third Monday of Advent, December 14, 2020 
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The Third Tuesday of Advent, December 15, 2020 

 
This is artwork by Piper Earley, Ben and Jan Ackerson’s granddaughter, who is 11. 

 
 

The Third Wednesday of Advent, December 16, 2020 
 

“A toy company is making an action figure of you.  What two accessories come with it?” Jan 
Ackerson, a fellow member of First Pres, is posting another question on Facebook.  Fifteen of her 
friends have already responded.  I want to post something flippant like “A recliner and a cell phone,” 
but one of Jan’s friends, Brenda Kern, has already responded with, “A bed and a TV.  And maybe it 
would start a new sub-genre, the inactive figure.”  Ok, her response is funnier than mine.  So let me 
think of a different idea while I scroll through a few more post-election rants.  

But then I see that another First Pres friend, Margie Troike, responded with “A baby on each 
hip.” Margie ran a home childcare in Manhattan before she retired back to Michigan.  She spread love 
every day in her work, and that love continues to echo in the hundreds of children she cared for. She 
is a super-hero deserving of an action figure—with a huge, muscular heart bulging out of her chest, 
and a smiling baby on each hip. 

So, what if I tried to give a serious answer to Jan’s question?  After all, an action figure of me 
wouldn’t really be in a recliner.  My days at the substance use disorder treatment program where I 
work are terribly busy with reviewing time sheets, filling gaps in staffing, and sending out memos 
about new COVID-19 procedures.  Throughout the day, staff and clients interrupt me continuously 
with their needs.   

Maybe my action figure accessories are a desktop computer and—what?  A telephone?  A 
clipboard? An Excel spreadsheet? A clock? My days are so full of busyness and these action 
accessories help me stay organized, but I can hardly claim to be a superhero of time management.  
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Making decisions, prioritizing, saying yes, saying no, motivating, always having a plan B—these seem 
to be how my superhero action figure wins the day.  But what accessories go with that? An email 
program? A two-way radio?  A post-it note on my door that says, “Emergencies only, please?” 

Still trying to find an answer for Jan’s Facebook question, I mentally scan my office.  What’s in 
here that is the essential accessory for my superpower?  A desk. A file cabinet.  I sigh.  Is this really 
what I have become?  A bureaucrat whose legacy is a pile of papers?  
And then I remember the chairs.   

One chair for me, of course, but also an empty one.  Throughout the day, people come to my 
office.  A therapist who needs a strategy for a client who is ready to give up. Another staff member, in 
recovery herself, who just learned of the death of someone she tried to help. A strong and capable 
direct care worker who grapples with keeping those masks on the clients. A client who just came into 
treatment for the first time and is afraid.  “Why don’t you sit down for a moment?” I say.  “Tell me 
what’s going on.” I’m sure I don’t have the answers, but I can be present to their worry and grief. I can 
draw deep from the love of God in me and in them, and just maybe help God’s love feel more real for 
them.  God’s love moves through me to them, and then back to me.  Somehow, this child of God in 
my second chair finds strength, and I do, too.  Again, I’m reminded of the truth of what Pastor Doug 
Petersen used to say: “Listening is a powerful act.”  Even perhaps, a super-powerful act.  

 
Jeannette Holton 
 
 

The Third Thursday of Advent, December 17, 2020 
 

Looking Forward 
 
On a day too raw to be outdoors, I trudge the shoreline 
Shivering, but I have felt too long confined. 
A north wind makes me earn every step, 
The roar too loud to even hear my thoughts. 
A darkening afternoon foretells the coming solstice. 
But the miracle seems lost amid the sickness and the fear. 
 
As I turn to head for home,  
A single beam of light 
Escapes the clouds. 
And the roiling waves flash Silver! 
For only just an instant. 
But it was just enough. 
 
Dave Baker 

 
 
 



 15 

 
 
 
 
 
 

The Third Friday of Advent, December 18, 2020 
 

Looking Forward:  Choose Hope 
 

“Why are you cast down, O my soul, 
and why are you disquieted within me? 
Hope in God; for I shall again praise him, 

 my help and my God.”  Psalm 43:5 
 
 Do you talk to yourself in your head too? 
 
 For me, the running commentary never stops, and it is not always helpful, especially in a year 
of a pandemic and a presidential election.  The tone of my inner monologue depends on what I have 
been reading or listening to.  If I have been reading scripture and listening to worshipful music, I am 
more likely to be kind to myself or to give myself at least a helpful instructive word.  But if I’m paying 
attention to too much social media or news, there is not telling what negative phrases will bounce 
around in my brain.  I almost have to rescue myself from myself and purposefully fill my mind with the 
goodness of God. 
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 The psalmist is speaking to his own soul, seeking to discover the root of his unhappiness, and 
he reminds himself of the appropriate response – to once again place his hope in God.  This was the 
solution for the psalmist, and it is the solution for us too.  Ruth Duck wrote a hymn based on Psalms 
42 and 43 she entitled, As Pants the Deer for Living Streams.  The third verse strikes me particularly 
powerfully. 
 
 “Deep calls to deep, the billows roar;  they cover me with pain. 
 I cry for healing and for home; God, show your love again! 
 Without your people, who am I!  Without you I will die. 
 Take courage now, my trembling heart, for God will take your part!” 
 
Prayer:  God, when we struggle, remind us that our hope is in you alone!  Amen. 
 
Donna Paul-Bonham 
 
 

The Third Saturday of Advent, December 19, 2020 
 
“But Mary treasured all these things and pondered them in her heart”.  Luke 2:19 
 

This verse comes right after common shepherds came to visit Mary’s child, sharing how angels 
had appeared sharing that a Savior, the Messiah, had been born and that they would find him 
wrapped in swaddling clothes lying in a manger.  
We know that Mary had previously had an angel appear to her telling her to “Fear not”, informing her 
she had found favor with God, would conceive a child, a son, who would be the son of the Most High.  
She then traveled to see her cousin Elizabeth who recognized her situation by saying, “Blessed are 
you among women, and blessed is the fruit of your womb”. Elizabeth went on to prophesy that Mary 
was the mother of “my Lord”. Mary’s response was of praise and glory to God for recognizing her with 
favor to bless generations. 

We know that Mary and Joseph made a hard journey to be counted and that Mary was far from 
home and her community of women who would have helped her deliver her first child. 

What was Mary to think? She could have tried to return to the safety and security of who she 
knew herself, her God and her world to be before the angel Gabriel came to her. Isn’t that a natural 
thing to want to do? To return to what we know (like how things used to be before Covid 19, before 
the year 2020’s changes)?  
Yet, “Mary treasured all these things and pondered them in her heart.”  
We can imagine Mary leaned into her faith and as she questioned, treasured and experienced all 
these changes, her world view changed, her love deepened as did her faith. 

We, like Mary can ponder these things. We can dig our roots deeper into our faith and continue 
to reach out to others knowing God is still here reassuring, leading and guiding. 
 
Prayer:  Thank you for looking upon us with favor, for loving us and for being faithful to bless each 
generation. Help us to continue to trust in you, Holy One.  Amen 
 
Nancy Thompson 
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The Fourth Sunday of Advent, December 20, 2020 
 

Believing in the Unseen Because What is Unseen is Eternal 
 
Walking through a path in the Allegan State Forest, there were pine cones fallen from white pines 
mixed in with yellow candle bursting sassafras. The leaves were more lime green with yellow pocked 
marked along the trail. So many trails. At one point, the path became a dune trail, sandy soil to my 
ankles. I had to step aside as I heard the snort of chestnut horses now trampling in single file. The 
riders in their dressage were silent as they passed by, but smiled. You do not have to find the center 
of the forest at Allegan. Any few feet you can find the core of the woods. That moment will make you 
feel as if you are in the invisible, that the invisible accepts you. 
 
I walked back to the path, after listening to the crestfallen leaves making a river current above me. 
Someone had charred the edge of the path-and left trash remains there.  Of all things, a bread maker. 
I picked it up with gloved hands, hoping my caution did not imagine an incendiary or a left over meth 
making tool or the possibility of Covid. Rainwater filled the bread pan. At home, I would be making a 
funnel in the Wondra flour for the yeast. In the woods, I picked up more forest darkness and green to 
smell, to consider. The bread maker had become a rain gauge. So strange—do I dare say for a dear 
young relative, an essential worker in a Detroit hospital, who is in quarantine right now for Covid, the 
unseen leads to good, to wellness? I do not know, but I do believe in the invisible. I believe in the 
unseen presence. If it envelops us with healing tender mercies, please hold her—and all of us--with 
the same love and healing power.  
 
Janice Zerfas 
 
 

The Fourth Monday of Advent, December 21, 2020 
 

Prayer for Looking Forward:  Peace and Progress 
 
Peace within the bodies of those afflicted with the coronavirus, 
Progress for the scientists working toward a cure. 
 
Peace for those who fear succumbing to Covid-19, 
Progress for the scientists working toward a vaccine. 
 
Peace to our country divided in so many ways, old and new, 
Progress to our leadership as they strive to unite us. 
 
Peace to the protestors making sure their voices are heard, 
Progress to making their positive messages become realties. 
 
Peace of mind for the immigrants, who may now feel the need to hide, 
Progress in the minds of Americans as we remember that America is where 
   “huddled masses yearn to breathe free.” 
 
Peace between the races, 
Progress in greater understanding, especially in the White privileged. 
 
Peace as we turn to God with our gratitude and concerns, 
Progress in our growth in faith that He will always answer us. 
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Accompanying Bible verse: Psalm 51:12-15 (from The Message): 
“Soak me in your laundry and I’ll come out clean, scrub me and I’ll have a snow-white life. Tune me in 
to foot-tapping songs, set these once-broken bones to dancing. Don’t look too close for blemishes, 
give me a clean bill of health. God, make a fresh start in me, shape a Genesis week from the chaos 
of my life. Don’t throw me out with the trash, or fail to breathe holiness in me. Bring me back from 
gray exile, put a fresh wind in my sails! Give me a job teaching rebels your ways so the lost can find 
their way home. Commute my death sentence, God, my salvation God, and I’ll sing anthems to your 
life-giving ways. Unbutton my lips, dear God; I’ll let loose with your praise.” 
 
Libby Globensky 
 
 

The Fourth Tuesday of Advent, December 22, 2020 
 
“Now John was clothed with camel’s hair, with a leather belt around his waist,  
and he ate locusts and wild honey. 
[John] proclaimed, ‘The one who is more powerful than I is coming after me; 
I am not worthy to stoop down and untie the thong of his sandals.”  Mark 1:6 – 8 (NRSV) 
 

It will be a great and glorious day when we will look back upon the COVID-19 pandemic, and 
reflect how it changed our culture and how it changed us in any permanent way.  Will we eat at 
restaurants as often as we did pre-COVID, or will we eat at home more or continue to do take out?  
What about our wardrobe.  Since many are working from home more, dress has certainly been more 
casual, especially the parts not normally viewed on Zoom.  Late night talk show hosts always used to 
wear stylish suits to do their monologues and interviews, but now they are all wearing button-downs 
or polos or pull-overs.  Clothes make a statement.  Most “influencers” are very conscious about the 
“statements” their clothes are making.  Was John the Baptizer, who was certainly an “influencer” in 
his own day, cognizant that his clothing choices harkened back to the old-school prophets like Elijah 
and Elisha?  I suspect he was.  Yet, if his clothing and culinary choices gave him prophetic credibility, 
or at the very least notoriety with the crowds, his message was all future-oriented and humility.  John 
the Baptizer was a finger-pointer, in the best possible sense.  He was pointing to the powerful one to 
follow him, whom John later specified was Jesus.  The relative rank between Jesus and himself, John 
makes abundantly clear when he states that he, John the Baptizer, is not even worthy to perform the 
humblest slave’s duty when it comes to Jesus, namely, untying and removing his sandals.   

We know that truly great and confident human beings never point to themselves or to their own 
accomplishments.  Great leaders, great presidents for example, always point to the contributions and 
the helpful abilities of others.  Abraham Lincoln was renowned in his own time for his magnanimity – 
putting his political rivals in positions of great power and authority, forgiving them when they 
overreached, as almost all of them did, and setting them on a productive course again.  May we soon 
see such statesmanship in all levels or government once again.   

John pointed to Jesus, and exclaimed, “He is the one!”  Jesus pointed to God the Father, 
saying “Why do you call me good?  No one is good but God alone.”  (Mark 10:18)  Confident in God’s 
love and care for us through Jesus the Messiah, we need not point to ourselves.  We too can lift up 
others.  We can be gracious when others commend us for work well done.  We can, and should point 
everyone to the Father, the Son, the Holy Spirit – the Creators, the Redeemers, and the Sustainers – 
of our lives and our love, our hope and our faith. 
Prayer:  Lord Jesus, help me to be a finger-pointer in the best sense today.  Show me when and how 
to point out the goodness and graciousness of others.  Help me to always see and point to the 
ultimate goodness, our loving God, just as you did.  In your name I pray.  Amen. 
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Rev. Scott Paul-Bonham 
 
 

The Fourth Wednesday of Advent, December 23, 2020 
 
Anyone who has held a tiny baby will appreciate that it is made entirely of potential. We say things 
like, “Oh, I wish she could stay a baby forever,” but we don’t really mean that; even when the baby is 
only minutes old we look forward to see what he might become, what she will look like once she gets 
some hair, whether he will be kind or adventurous or funny, if she will someday make a world-
changing discovery. 
 
Mary and Joseph must have done some looking forward, too, as they held tiny, squalling baby Jesus. 
What would he become? They knew a bit, by God’s grace, but they couldn’t possibly really know, 
could they? 
 
I’m not a person who naturally looks forward. I look instead at the half-empty glass in front of me, 
anxious and depressed. 
 
I once asked a pastor why prayers for the healing of a loved one had not been answered, and he 
gave me a wise answer that I haven’t forgotten in twenty years. “We don’t know why God hasn’t seen 
fit to heal her,” he said, “but we do know that she will be healed for eternity.” 
 
Just let that sink in for a bit. Healed for eternity. For eternity, she will walk in God’s presence. For 
eternity, my anxieties and depression will be gone. For eternity, my two autistic granddaughters will 
think and speak and feel with peace. 
 
And if you have a chronic illness or disability—or if someone you love does—those will be healed for 
eternity, too. Because Jesus, that squalling baby, looked forward, over his parents’ shoulders, and 
into the eyes of the God of eternity. 
 
2 Corinthians 4:17-18 For our light and momentary troubles are achieving for us an eternal glory that 
far outweighs them all. So we fix our eyes not on what is seen, but on what is unseen, since what is 
seen is temporary, but what is unseen is eternal. 
 
Jan Ackerson 

Christmas Eve, Thursday, December 24, 2020 
 
My paternal grandfather grew up in the Austro-Hungarian Empire.  He was a noted architect in 
several countries in Europe.  He recognized early in the twentieth century that the country he loved 
was becoming increasingly anti-Semitic.  He urged his family to come, along with him to the United 
States, but they were comfortable and quite affluent.  They stayed home. Grandfather last heard from 
them before World War II. 
 
They were not heard from again and were thought to have all perished in the Holocaust. 
For you see, they were Jews. 
But they did not all perish.  Some survived. 
Among them was Cousin Agnes and her husband. 
She and her husband managed to escape from behind the “Iron Curtain” in late 1957 and to emigrate 
to Canada. 
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What Agnes and her husband did not know when they managed to escape was that, after many 
years of childlessness, she was pregnant.  She gave birth to a son two days after arriving in Canada.  
I vividly remember Agnes saying over and over, “He is Canadian.  He is Canadian.  He is Canadian.  
They cannot touch him.” 
 
At the age of 14, I learned more about real freedom and what it really means from those who had 
never previously had it.  And my life has been incredibly enriched because of it. 
 
In some ways, this too is a Christmas story.  A married couple, far from home in a strange land.  
Among strangers.  Homeless.  Jobless.  The wife giving birth among strangers who did not even 
speak her language.  And, o yeah, Cousin Robert’s a nice Jewish “boy”. 
 
Those of us who were brought up with many years of Sunday School and Vacation Bible School in 
the summer all know that Jesus was born and lived and died for each of us personally.  We were 
taught that early.  Jesus is our personal Savior.  But sometimes that seems misleading, because it is 
rather like thinking that my personal Savior belongs to me alone.  And that is not quite true.  He 
belongs to each of us and all of us.  A bit of a mystery I suppose.  But, we need a good spiritual 
mystery to ponder now and again. 
 
Prayer:  So, we ask this of you Lord, that we be open to the “Christ” in others around us; not just 
when we like what we see or hear, but when we particularly don’t like what we see or hear and that 
we welcome them in the light and warmth of the Savior.  Amen. 
 
Catherine Ravitch 
 

NOTE:  Outdoor worship at First Presbyterian at 5:30 p.m. 
FaceBook Live Christmas Eve Service at 6:30 p.m. 

 
 

Christmas Day, Friday, December 25, 2020 
 
Yearning 
  
Oh how I yearn to be back singing His praises in our choir,  
for peace, political oneness, racial equality, and many other things. 
  
When I think of Looking Forward, I'm reminded of Psalm 121: (1 ...7-8) 
  
    “I look to the mountains; where will my help come from?  
    My help will come from the Lord, who made heaven and earth... 
  
    The Lord will protect you from all danger; he will keep you safe. 
    He will protect you as you come and go now and forever.” 
  
This reminds me of my favorite choir hymn, "Total Praise," by Richard Smallwood.  
  
Lord, I will lift mine eyes to the hills 
Knowing my help is coming from You 
Your peace, You give me in time of the storm 
You are the source of my strength 



 21 

You are the strength of my life 
I lift my hands in total praise to you 
You are the source of my strength 
You are the strength of my life 
I lift my hands in total praise to you 
Amen.   
  
Peace to you this Advent season  
 
Arianne Baker 
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ROOTS DOWN!  BRANCHES OUT! 
 

We are rich, poor, black, white, young, old, straight, gay,  
educated, uneducated, conservative, liberal,  

and everyone in between. 
All are welcome.  Really! 
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