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 Advent has caught on in contemporary culture, and of 
course in all the wrong ways.  I have seen “Advent” calendars 
for chocolates of all sorts or Haribo candies, for dog treats and 
toys, for beer or wine, for popcorn or charm bracelet charms, for 
teas or socks, Barbies or rubber duckies.  Indeed, one website 
alone sells 55 different Advent calendars, and not one of them 
has anything to do with Jesus – his birth or his return. 
 
 None of the items listed above are bad in and of 
themselves, but Advent is the beginning of the Christian year.  It 
is about anticipation for all that God has done, is doing, and will 
do to bring peace out of conflict, hope out of fear, joy out of 
despair, and love out of hate.  That is the miracle.  This is the 
Gift that Jesus brings. 
 
 The devotions presented in this booklet are written by 
members and friends of the First Presbyterian Church of Benton 
Harbor.  The scripture passages are taken from the revised 
common lectionary passages for the four Sundays in the 
Season of Advent, year C.  I am extraordinarily grateful for the 
energy, intelligence, imagination, and love exhibited in these 
devotions and drawings. 
 
 In addition, we have an opportunity to help the hungry 
students of Lybrook Elementry in Eau Claire have food on the 
weekends in 2022 through our Reverse Advent Calendar 
program.  Truly, this is a reason for the season! 
 
 Blessings upon your lives, loved ones, and ministries 
during this Advent Season 
 
Grace and Peace, 
 
Scott Paul-Bonham, Transitional Pastor 
 

Reverse Advent Calendar 
 

Dr. Robyn Emde is the new counselor at Lybrook Elementary in 
Eau Claire, Michigan.  Upon arriving at this school, which has 
students from Benton Harbor, migrant families, and farmers, she 
learned that it did not have a weekend food bag program for hungry 
students like most other schools in the area, and she has endeavored 
to start one from scratch.  She reached out to us because of our 
reputation for local, hands-on help.  The Session has approved for our 
Reverse Advent Calendar donations this year to go to this project.  As 
you are able, please bring some of the following items to the church 
during a Sunday in Advent or on Christmas Eve, OR contact the 
Transitional Pastor for a pick up. 
 

1. Individual fruit cups 
2. Individual applesauce cups 
3. Instant oatmeal cups or bags 
4. Individual pudding cups 
5. Easy Mac and cheese box 
6. Individually wrapped Peanut butter crackers 
7. Individually wrapped cheese and cracker packs 
8. Chef Boyardee pasta bowl 
9. Bag of whole grain goldfish crackers 
10. Teddy Grahams 
11. Can of beanie weanies  
12. Individual boxes of raisins 
13. Maruchan instant soup 
14. Tuna salad kits 
15. Granola bars 
16. Individual boxes of cereal 
17. Powdered milk 
18. Pop tarts 
19. Hot chocolate packets 
20. 100% fruit juice boxes 
21. Individual boxes of milk 
22. Individual nut packets 
23. Individual popcorn bags 
24. Individual pretzel bags 
25. Individual mash potato servings (non-refrigerated) 
26. Individual chicken and dumplings (or stew) packages 
27. Fruit roll-ups 

(Please, no cookies, candy, bags of chips, or “empty” calorie foods.) 



November 28 – 1st Sunday of Advent – Scott Paul-Bonham 
Jeremiah 33:14-16 

 
14 The days are surely coming, says the LORD, when I will fulfill 
the promise I made to the house of Israel and the house of 
Judah. 15 In those days and at that time I will cause a righteous 
Branch to spring up for David; and he shall execute justice and 
righteousness in the land. 16 In those days Judah will be saved 
and Jerusalem will live in safety. And this is the name by which 
it will be called: “The LORD is our righteousness.” 
 

Fulfillment.  In one of my favorite movies, The Lord of the 
Rings: The Return of the King, there are a group of warriors who 
failed to honor their pledge to their king and fight to defend the 
realm.  That king cursed these men, and they lived for centuries 
in a purgatory state – neither alive and not at peace in death as 
“the dead army”.  An ancestor of this king, Aragon, gives these 
ghostly men a chance to honor their pledge, defend the realm, 
and be released from their curse.  They do fight, and carry the 
day.  Aragon speaks after the battle:  “I hold your oaths fulfilled.  
Go, be at peace!”  O, the joy, the ecstasy on those faces as 
their curse is lifted. 
 
 The “righteous Branch to spring up for David,” we 
believe, is the very one we anticipate being born on Christmas 
morn.  We trust that one, and that one alone, is able to 
ultimately save us – save us from ourselves, save us from our 
sinfulness, save us from death.  O, the joy, the ecstasy to hear 
the LORD say to us:  “I hold your lives to be fulfilled.  Come, be 
in my Peace.”  Who is this one . . . “The LORD is our 
righteousness” is his name. 
 
Prayer:  Dear God, some days feel purgatorial.  We are not 
complete or fulfilled.  Thank you for sending “The LORD is our 
righteousness” to make us whole and holy.  Amen. 
 
 
 
 

November 29 – 1st Monday of Advent – Ben Ackerson 
Psalm 25:1-5 

 
1 To you, O LORD, I lift up my soul. 
2 O my God, in you I trust; 
    do not let me be put to shame; 
    do not let my enemies exult over me. 
3 Do not let those who wait for you be put to shame; 
    let them be ashamed who are wantonly treacherous. 
4 Make me to know your ways, O LORD; 
    teach me your paths. 
5 Lead me in your truth, and teach me, 
    for you are the God of my salvation; 
    for you I wait all day long. 
 
Dear David, 
 

Just heard your latest song.  I think you have another hit 
on your hands. I praise God for your musical talent.  I especially 
liked the part where you sing: 
 

“Show me your ways, O Lord, teach me your paths; 
guide me in your truth and teach me, for you are God and 
my Savior, and my hope is you all day long.” 

 
Ever since that day Samuel anointed you, I have known 

that God our Father has great plans for you and your 
descendants.  I know that you and your band are traveling 
around a lot, but do you think you could make it home for 
Passover?  It would mean a lot to your mother.  She has heard 
the news of some rebels harassing the king’s troops.  She 
worries about what’s to become of this country.  She really 
needs to know that you are safe and well.   
 
Peace and blessings on you, son. 
 
Your proud father, 
 
Jesse  



November 30 – 1st Tuesday of Advent – Jan Ackerson 
Psalm 25:6-10 

 
6 Be mindful of your mercy, O LORD, and of your steadfast love, 
    for they have been from of old. 
7 Do not remember the sins of my youth or my transgressions; 
    according to your steadfast love remember me, 
    for your goodness’ sake, O LORD! 
8 Good and upright is the LORD; 
    therefore he instructs sinners in the way. 
9 He leads the humble in what is right, 
    and teaches the humble his way. 
10 All the paths of the LORD are steadfast love and faithfulness, 
    for those who keep his covenant and his decrees. 
 

In Psalm 25, we read that “all the paths of the Lord are 
steadfast love and faithfulness, for those who keep his covenant and 
decrees.” I find this immensely comforting. 
 

I’ve never been the sort of person who says (or even thinks) 
“The Lord told me to do such-and-such.” I’m not someone who “hears” 
God, and the ways of meditation and mysticism are utterly beyond my 
entirely practical and earthbound self. If God is talking to me, I’ve yet 
to learn the language, much to my frequent chagrin. 
 

So I stumble around, grasping at faith despite the lack of 
evidence, trusting that my decades of church and Scripture have 
given me the tools to “keep God’s covenant and decrees” even while I 
strain, in vain, to hear God’s voice. 
 

Have I taken a path that God did not intend for me? Almost 
certainly I have. I can just imagine God thinking, “Whoa. That 
was not what I was thinking, girl.” And then God shrugs, makes some 
minor adjustments, and turns my misstep into a path of steadfast love 
and faithfulness. It’s God’s specialty. 
 

I’ll tell you what I can hear, because I know what it sounds like: 
the sounds of the infant Jesus—cooing, suckling, crying. Entirely 
human, entirely God. On his own path of steadfast love that will 
eventually lead to my salvation, flawed skeptic that I am. 
 
Thanks be to God.  Amen. 

December 1 – 1st Wednesday of Advent – Isabel Jackson 
1 Thess. 3:9-13 

 
9 How can we thank God enough for you in return for all the joy 
that we feel before our God because of you? 10 Night and day 
we pray most earnestly that we may see you face to face and 
restore whatever is lacking in your faith. 
11 Now may our God and Father himself and our Lord Jesus 
direct our way to you. 12 And may the Lord make you increase 
and abound in love for one another and for all, just as we 
abound in love for you. 13 And may he so strengthen your hearts 
in holiness that you may be blameless before our God and 
Father at the coming of our Lord Jesus with all his saints. 
 
 Yes, how can we thank God for all his gifts?  But at the 
same time we ask for more.  We ask that we may see our 
members and friends.  Face to face.  And continue growing 
together in love and gratitude abounding.  May we free the love 
in our hearts. 
 
 God, we pray in faith and reverence that you restore our 
fellowship, bring us together, and lead us as a shepherd leads 
his scattered flock.  Lead us to growth and enlightenment and 
largeness of loving hearts.   
 
Prayer:  We look to you, O God, to help us release all that is 
good within each of us and among us.  May we be conscious of 
your warm and munificent love.  In Jesus’ name.  Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



December 2 – 1st Thursday of Advent – Darlene Hawkins 
Luke 21:25-28 

 
25 “There will be signs in the sun, the moon, and the stars, and 
on the earth distress among nations confused by the roaring of 
the sea and the waves. 26 People will faint from fear and 
foreboding of what is coming upon the world, for the powers of 
the heavens will be shaken. 27 Then they will see ‘the Son of 
Man coming in a cloud’ with power and great glory. 28 Now when 
these things begin to take place, stand up and raise your heads, 
because your redemption is drawing near.” 
 
 Stop, Look, Pray!  The Lord is listening.  The Lord is 
watching your reacting. 
 
 Remember He is always with you. 
 
 Pray, Pray, Pray! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

December 3 – 1st Friday of Advent – John Kittredge 
Luke 21:29-33 

 
29 Then he told them a parable: “Look at the fig tree and all the trees; 30 as 
soon as they sprout leaves you can see for yourselves and know that 
summer is already near. 31 So also, when you see these things taking 
place, you know that the kingdom of God is near. 32 Truly I tell you, this 
generation will not pass away until all things have taken place. 33 Heaven 
and earth will pass away, but my words will not pass away. 
 

I love fig trees and recently discovered, much to my surprise, that 

they can grow in Michiana. But as much as I like to look at the beautiful, 

oddly shaped fig leaves, they really don’t make my 21st century mind 

think of Spring or much else. 

Now when Jesus told this parable it was just before Passover, early 

springtime. So it makes sense for him to use a fig tree, given the agrarian 

culture he was in. When I practiced medicine it was common for migrant 

farm workers who came to the clinic to relate their history to planting 

times or harvest times, often saying that they, “started getting sick during 

apple picking two years ago.” 

 I wonder what symbol Jesus would use for 21st century crowds if he 

were here today. Would it be when swim suits came out for sale at 

Walmart? Or Christmas decorations at Meijer? Maybe when the Cubs 

start to play or when income taxes are due. But it wouldn’t be about fig 

trees I’m pretty sure. 

We are not expecting Spring right now. Instead, as winter 

approaches, we enter the weeks of waiting, of anticipation, of Advent, 

which heralds the greatest gift of all, the birth of Jesus himself. We use 

Advent candles and devotionals to remind us that the birth is near and to 

help with our anticipation. We look forward to the celebration of the birth, 

because that is what reminds us of Jesus’ ministry on earth and prepares 

us for the resurrection of Easter morning. After more than 2000 years, we 

are reminded once again, that the kingdom of God is near, as we 

anticipate the birth of the Christ child.   

May you and your family be blessed this Advent season by the Grace 

of God. 

 



December 4 – 1st Saturday of Advent – Margie Troike 
Luke 21:34-36 

 
34 “Be on guard so that your hearts are not weighed down with 
dissipation and drunkenness and the worries of this life, and that 
day does not catch you unexpectedly, 35 like a trap. For it will 
come upon all who live on the face of the whole earth. 36 Be alert 
at all times, praying that you may have the strength to escape 
all these things that will take place, and to stand before the Son 
of Man.” 
 

Many years ago a family member, who committed 
unspeakable vile acts upon his immediate family and others, 
was on his death bed. I was RAGING inside that this person 
had damaged his own flesh and blood without ever paying ANY 
price. Minutes after l penned a poisonous  letter to him, Lindy, 
my treasured little sister from the Big Sisters program called me. 
I read  the letter to her. She paused a few seconds and calmly 
said, "Margie, do not let your bitterness and hatefulness toward 
him interfere with your OWN standing to enter the gates 
of  eternal life. Maybe you could just sit on this letter a bit before 
you send it ."I immediately placed it in my Hoosier. After two 
weeks, l reread it, prayed fervently, and never sent it.  I have 
pondered, in my heart, the wise words of this young woman 
dozens of times over the years since.  
 
In loving memory of Lindy Howe (August 1, 1970 – October 15, 
2021) who now has stood victorious before the Son of Man. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

December 5 – 2nd Sunday of Advent – Jeannette Holton 
Luke 3:1-6 

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

John the Baptist gives us the call to prepare ourselves this 
Advent. He invites us to submit ourselves to a change of mind and 
heart that can wash away the results of how we have resisted and 
limited God in our lives.  

 
We might want to ask John, “How exactly do we prepare?” 

Although we don’t have any record of the sermons John preached, 
Luke tells us his message was foretold by Isaiah. Isaiah foretold John 
as one who calls us to “prepare the way of the Lord” and “make his 
paths straight.” We can make those paths straight into our own being 

•  by filling every valley of grief, disappointment, and suffering 
with gratitude;  

• by making low every mountain and hill of our own self-reliance 
and renewing our trust in God;  

• by making straight all the crookedness of an intellectual faith 
that lacks a loving relationship with God to guide it; and 

• by smoothing out all our rough ways of cynicism and self-
righteous anger and loving even our enemies. 

 
Prayer:  Jesus, we choose this Advent to visit the wilderness, even 
just for a few moments, to hear the voice that is calling us to 
transformation. May we find you there.  Amen. 

 



December 6 – 2nd Monday of Advent – Roger Hoge 
Malachi 3:1-4 

 
See, I am sending my messenger to prepare the way before 

me, and the Lord whom you seek will suddenly come to his temple. 
The messenger of the covenant in whom you delight—indeed, he 
is coming, says the LORD of hosts. 2 But who can endure the day of 
his coming, and who can stand when he appears? 
For he is like a refiner’s fire and like fullers’ soap; 3 he will sit as a 
refiner and purifier of silver, and he will purify the descendants of 
Levi and refine them like gold and silver, until they present 
offerings to the LORD in righteousness. 4 Then the offering of Judah 
and Jerusalem will be pleasing to the LORD as in the days of old 
and as in former years. 
 
 Malachi chapter 3 beginning with verse 1 reads:  “Behold, I 
will send my messenger to prepare the way before me.”  John was 
that messenger who came to prepare the way for Christ.  He was 
doing just that, and people were coming from all over to hear and 
see him.  But, he said that there was none coming whose sandals 
he was not even worthy to untie.  Then his life was taken away 
from him.  The way was prepared, as Jesus began his teaching.  
Like John, people came from all over to see and hear Him.  Then, 
His life was taken.  Before he left, He said that He came to serve, 
and to to be served.  The word “serve” got me thinking about a 
hymn that I really like written by Bill Gaither. 
 

I will serve Thee because I love Thee. 
You have given life to me. 

I was nothing before you found me. 
You have given life to me. 

Heartaches, broken pieces, ruined lives 
are why You died on Calvary. 

Your touch is what I longed for. 
You have given life to me. 

 
 So, the way was prepared for Jesus, and He prepared the 
way for us.  So, does that mean we should be preparing the way 
for others?  I guess that’s something to think and pray about. 

 

December 7 – 2nd Tuesday of Advent – Terry Allen 
Luke 1:68-71 

 
68 “Blessed be the Lord God of Israel, 
    for he has looked favorably on his people and redeemed them. 
69 He has raised up a mighty savior for us 
    in the house of his servant David, 
70 as he spoke through the mouth of his holy prophets from of old, 
71     that we would be saved from our enemies  
       and from the hand of all who hate us. 
 

Zechariah’s Song - the Benedictus – is both prophecy and 
confirmation of the power of faith in God.  Zechariah was made silent 
by the angel Gabriel because of his lack of belief at the news that his 
wife Elizabeth was to bear a son, whom he was instructed to name 
John. 
 

And, just as Gabriel had said in the temple when he gave 
Zechariah the news of the coming birth of John (the Baptist), it was 
only when Zechariah wrote on the tablet “His name is John.” at the 
time of the circumcision of the new baby, that his “tongue was loosed 
and he began to speak,” praising God. 
 

Just as the Holy Spirit enabled Elizabeth and Zechariah to 
prophesy and to spread the Word, may we be made further able to 
spread the “good news of great joy” of the anticipated arrival of our 
Savior, Jesus, as we celebrate this Advent Season. 
 
Prayer:  Dear God, Please strengthen my faith in the redemption that 
comes from true belief, and help me to tell others of the Good News of 
your Son, Christ the Lord, to all who need to hear it during the coming 
days.  Amen  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



December 8 – 2nd Wednesday of Advent – Scott Paul-Bonham 
Luke 1:72-75 

 
72 Thus he has shown the mercy promised to our ancestors, 
    and has remembered his holy covenant, 
73 the oath that he swore to our ancestor Abraham, 
    to grant us 74 that we,  
    being rescued from the hands of our enemies, 
    might serve him without fear, 75  

     in holiness and righteousness before him all our days. 
 
 Donna and I have the same primary care physician.  She 
asked us to do the 23andMe genetic test so that she could look 
at our raw genetic data.  Of course, we also received genetic 
ancestry data as well.  I have found some of the results 
fascinating.  While my ancestry is mostly German, 
Scandinavian, and Irish (my father it seems is one of the many, 
many men descend from Neill of the Nine Hostages, a 4th 
century Irish warlord), I am also one-half of one percent West 
African.  Donna has a trace of Native American in her mostly 
British blood.  Amazingly, Donna has more Neanderthal genetic 
material in her than I do, even thought that was one of my 
nicknames in high school.   
 To ponder all our genetic lines all the way back to Africa 
is awe inspiring.  Any break at any point in millennia upon 
millennia, and you and I would not exist.  Our spiritual ancestry 
is equally amazing.  Most of us are not genetically connected to 
Abraham or his seed, but spiritually, he is Father Abraham.  We 
are heirs of God’s promises made to him and to Sarah, and their 
offspring. 
 For all our sakes, God “has shown the mercy promised to 
our ancestors, and has remembered his holy covenant.”  The 
purpose of this ancestry is so that we may serve God fear all the 
days of our lives.  Praise God for such a lineage as that. 
 
Prayer:  Thank you, God, for our genetic and our spiritual 
ancestry.  Both give us life and the opportunity to serve.  Please 
help us live up to the effort and faith of those who have gone 
before.  In Jesus’ name.  Amen. 

December 9 – 2nd Thursday of Advent – Jan Ackerson 
Luke 1:76-79 

 
In Luke 1, Zechariah is filled with the Holy Spirit and prophesies about 
his son, John the Baptist, saying: 
 
76  
And you, my child, will be called a prophet of the Most High; 
    for you will go on before the Lord to prepare the way for him, 
77  
to give his people the knowledge of salvation 
    through the forgiveness of their sins, 
78  
because of the tender mercy of our God, 
    by which the rising sun will come to us from heaven 
79  
to shine on those living in darkness and in the shadow of death, 
    to guide our feet into the path of peace.” 
 

Reading this made me think—what might the Holy Spirit have 
told my dad to prophesy before I was born? Probably something like: 
 

“You will be a person in whom doubt and faith constantly 
battle. You will enjoy words the way most people enjoy breathing. You 
will derive considerable sustenance from coffee and sweet pastries.” 
 

And what might the Holy Spirit have had me prophesy about 
my own daughters? Maybe this, which would work for either of them: 
 

“You will be faithful to me through many griefs and hardships, 
and I will comfort you often, for you are my cherished daughter.” 
 

Well, let’s take this one step further. We do know what our 
Heavenly Father has said about us, in Jeremiah 31:3:  
 

“I have loved you with an everlasting love; I have drawn you 
with unfailing kindness.” 
 

During this Advent season, while we wait for the Holy Child, let 
us ponder the everlasting love and unfailing kindness of God, and let 
us do what we can to be worthy of those most precious gifts. 
 



December 10 – 2nd Friday of Advent – Scott Paul-Bonham 
Philippians 1:3-7 

 
3 I thank my God every time I remember you, 4 constantly praying 
with joy in every one of my prayers for all of you, 5 because of your 
sharing in the gospel from the first day until now. 6 I am confident of 
this, that the one who began a good work among you will bring it to 
completion by the day of Jesus Christ. 7 It is right for me to think 
this way about all of you, because you hold me in your heart, for all 
of you share in God’s grace with me, both in my imprisonment and 
in the defense and confirmation of the gospel.  
 
 I am confident that in this Christian Year that began with the 
Season of Advent on Sunday, November 28, 2021, the Pastor 
Nominating Committee of the First Presbyterian Church of Benton 
Harbor will propose a candidate to be the called pastor of this 
wonderful congregation, and that this congregation will call a 
pastor this year. 
 
 When this pastor is duly installed by the Presbytery of Lake 
Michigan, I will need to leave the scene.  This pastor, whomever he 
or she is, will need to bond with you, grow with you, serve with you 
in all aspects of ministry.  For me to be around would only 
complicate this process unnecessarily.  For some of you, I have 
become a pastor.  For others, I have become a hindrance.  My 
hope is that all of you will connect with your new pastor in positive 
and productive ways. 
 
 It has been an honor and joy to serve as your Transitional 
Pastor for over two years (not what any of us expected, except 
God).  Like the Apostle Paul, I hope God calls me into new fields of 
service somewhere, somehow.  Be assured, I will pray for you!  
This congregation, the most diverse and ministry-oriented I have 
ever had the privilege to serve, is imprinted indelibly on my heart.  
“I thank my God every time I think of you!”   
 
Prayer:  Lord, bless the First Presbyterian Church of Benton 
Harbor.  Bless them with just the pastor they need, and help that 
pastor to grow to love and serve them as you desire.  Amen. 
 

December 11 – 2nd Saturday of Advent – Allene Smith 
Philippians 1:8-11 

 
8 For God is my witness, how I long for all of you with the 
compassion of Christ Jesus. 9 And this is my prayer, that your 
love may overflow more and more with knowledge and full 
insight 10 to help you to determine what is best, so that in the 
day of Christ you may be pure and blameless, 11 having 
produced the harvest of righteousness that comes through 
Jesus Christ for the glory and praise of God. 
 
 Without my trust in God, I would have nothing.  God 
walks in front of me, God walks beside me, and God walks 
behind me. 
 
 My life is full of God’s Goodness!  I hold his hands in my 
life at all times. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



December 12 – 3rd Sunday of Advent – Libby Globensky 
Zephaniah 3:14-16 from The Mesage 

 
So sing, Daughter Zion! 
  Raise your voices, Israel! 
Daughter Jerusalem, 
  be happy! celebrate! 
God has reversed his judgments against you 
  and sent your enemies off chasing their tails. 
From now on, God is Israel’s king, 
  in charge at the center. 
There’s nothing to fear from evil 
  ever again! 
Jerusalem will be told: 
  “Don’t be afraid. 
Dear Zion, 
  don’t despair.” 
 

I am not a terrific singer. Just ask my husband Mark. 
When we’ve got the radio on in the car, I ruin any number of his 
favorite songs by adding my voice. However, when I am in the 
car alone, my preferred audience of one (me) thinks I’m 
fabulous, no doubt because of my enthusiastic volume, my 
expressive vocals, and my added dramatics. 
 

When I read that Zephaniah said, “So sing, Daughter of 
Zion!” because “God is Israel’s king,” I imagined him saying, “So 
sing, Daughter of Del and Merla Sinn!” because Jesus is 
coming, and “there is nothing to fear from evil ever again.” 
 

What a reason to sing, ALL daughters and sons, no 
matter the quality of voice, and sing I will! 
 
Prayer:  Father God, during this season of Advent, we rejoice at 
the arrival of your Son, Jesus Christ. Please help us to sing with 
our loudest voices so we can let the world know what an 
exciting and miraculous time this is.  Amen. 
 
 

December 13 – 3rd Monday of Advent – Jan Ackerson 
Zephaniah 3:17-18 

 

17 The LORD, your God, is in your midst, 
    a warrior who gives victory; 
he will rejoice over you with gladness, 
    he will renew you in his love; 
he will exult over you with loud singing 
18     as on a day of festival.  
I will remove disaster from you,  
    so that you will not bear reproach for it. 
 

My dad was a man who liked big, grand gestures. Several 
years ago, he donated a set of tympani to his large church, and he 
was thrilled whenever they were able to include the tympani in the 
morning worship service. He died right in the middle of the COVID 
pandemic, and his funeral was by necessity small and quiet—but if we 
had been able to hold the grand funeral for him that he would have 
wanted, we certainly would have figured out a way to incorporate that 
set of tympani. Can’t you just imagine it? 
 
Rock of ages, cleft for me (BOOM boom BOOM boom BOOM boom) 
Let me hide myself in Thee (BOOM boom BOOM boom BOOM boom) 
 
  Dad’s favorite verse was Zephaniah 3:17, and I think some of 
that had to do with the fact that it features a loud and dramatic 
appearance of God: 
 
The LORD, your God, is in your midst, 
a warrior who gives victory; 
he will rejoice over you with gladness, 
he will renew you in his love; 
he will exult over you with loud singing 
as on a day of festival. 
 
  In this season when we sing songs like Silent Night, and we 
sing of Bethlehem “how still we see thee lie,” this particular verse 
gives a nice counterpoint. Emmanuel, God with us, is certainly in our 
midst—but loud and victorious, rejoicing and exulting and singing over 
us with love. Christmas is coming, and it’s a day of festival, folks! 
 
Bring on the tympani. 



December 14 – 3rd Tuesday of Advent – 
Zephaniah 3:19-20 

 
19 I will deal with all your oppressors at that time. 
And I will save the lame and gather the outcast, 
and I will change their shame into praise 
    and renown in all the earth. 
20 At that time I will bring you home, 
    at the time when I gather you; 
for I will make you renowned and praised 
    among all the peoples of the earth, 
when I restore your fortunes 
    before your eyes, says the LORD. 
 
 Please ponder what devotion you would have written, 
inspired by these verses in Zephaniah 3. 
 
 
 
Please pray for the oppressors and the oppressed. 
Please pray for the lame and the outcast. 
Please pray to the Lord to restore our fortunes before our eyes. 
God’s will be done.  Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

December 15 – 3rd Wednesday of Advent – Scott Paul-Bonham 
Isaiah 12:2-6 

 
2 Surely God is my salvation; 
    I will trust, and will not be afraid, 
for the LORD GOD is my strength and my might; 
    he has become my salvation. 
3 With joy you will draw water from the wells of salvation.  
4 And you will say in that day: 
Give thanks to the LORD, call on his name; 
make known his deeds among the nations; 
    proclaim that his name is exalted. 
5 Sing praises to the LORD, for he has done gloriously; 
    let this be known in all the earth. 
6 Shout aloud and sing for joy, O royal Zion, 
    for great in your midst is the Holy One of Israel. 
 
 Have you heard the story of a hiker on a path through a dry 
desert.  The hiker did not bring enough water, and drank the water 
brought too quickly.  This hiker’s thirst was ravenous.  Then, 
alongside the trail, was a water pump.  At the base of this pump was a 
gallon of cloudy water in a capped plastic milk jug.  The water was 
hot, of course, but it was water.  Then the hiker noticed the sign on 
the water pump. 
 

This pump will provide abundant cool, clean water, 
BUT it must be primed with the whole gallon. 

Pump smoothly as you pour in the whole gallon slowly. 
The water will come.  Enjoy.  Refill the jug before you leave. 

Blessings. 
 
 What will the hiker do.  The gallon is enough to survive the 
desert, maybe.  But then what about the next hiker?  It sure would be 
wonderful to have cool water, but what it the pump does not prime?  
The water pump is a gift, a god-send, as is the water.  The decision is 
a matter of faith.  Prime the pump, and have abundant cool water, for 
oneself and for the next traveler, or take the hot water for one’s self. 
 
 We may not be desert hikers, but every day we have the same 
choice before us.  In faith, prime the pump, and be blessed with joy 
from the well of salvation, or to try to survive on our own.  Trust in 
God.  God loves you, and the one who follows after you. 



December 16 – 3rd Thursday of Advent – Martha Momany 
Philippians 4:4-7 

 
4 Rejoice in the Lord always; again I will say, Rejoice. 5 Let your 
gentleness be known to everyone. The Lord is near. 6 Do not 
worry about anything, but in everything by prayer and 
supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known 
to God. 7 And the peace of God, which surpasses all 
understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ 
Jesus. 
 
 During this time of year we are often very busy.  We 
experience the pressure of buying gifts, planning the perfect 
Christmas dinner and trying to keep our families healthy.  We 
worry and ask ourselves will everyone enjoy their gifts, will the 
dinner be to everyone’s liking, am I doing enough to keep my 
family healthy and safe?  Many people feel the pressure of the 
hustle and bustle of this time of year.  But just STOP!  Rejoice!  
Don’t worry about anything.  Instead, pray about everything.  
The peace of God will guard your heart and you mind in Christ 
Jesus. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

December 17 – 3rd Friday of Advent – Scott Paul-Bonham 
Luke 3:7-14 

 
7 John said to the crowds that came out to be baptized by him, “You 
brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the wrath to come? 
8 Bear fruits worthy of repentance. Do not begin to say to yourselves, 
‘We have Abraham as our ancestor’; for I tell you, God is able from 
these stones to raise up children to Abraham. 9 Even now the ax is 
lying at the root of the trees; every tree therefore that does not bear 
good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire.” 
10 And the crowds asked him, “What then should we do?” 11 In reply he 
said to them, “Whoever has two coats must share with anyone who 
has none; and whoever has food must do likewise.” 12 Even tax 
collectors came to be baptized, and they asked him, “Teacher, what 
should we do?” 13 He said to them, “Collect no more than the amount 
prescribed for you.” 14 Soldiers also asked him, “And we, what should 
we do?” He said to them, “Do not extort money from anyone by 
threats or false accusation, and be satisfied with your wages.” 
 
 For two decades I was in law enforcement.  I was part of the 
United States Department of Justice in the Federal Bureau of Prisons 
(FBOP).  Since I was not eligible to serve my country in the Coast 
Guard, as I had hoped, because of total hearing loss in my left ear, I 
felt proud to serve my country as a FBOP Chaplain. 
 
 Of course, this new role gave me new eyes with which to see.  
Many of the prison staff with whom I worked were military veterans, 
and not a few of the inmates were too.  I still marvel that military men 
came John the Baptizer asking what they should do to get right with 
God.  I have to wonder, were these Roman soldiers who were 
occupying the land.  If so, wow!  John answered them:  Don’t abuse 
your power!  Be satisfied with doing your job and the pay you get.  To 
abuse power is tempting, even for Chaplains in the FBOP, but God 
will have none of it.  We all have more power than we realize.  Let us 
be careful. 
 
Prayer:  Lord God, we pray for everyone in the military, in law 
enforcement, and those who have positions of power.  We pray for 
their safety.  We also pray they use their power righteously and do not 
abuse it, creating more victims in the world.  As us citizens of this 
country and world, give us courage to hold those in power to account.  
Amen. 



December 18 – 3rd Saturday of Advent – Gloria Winn 
Luke 3:15-18 

 
15 As the people were filled with expectation, and all were questioning 
in their hearts concerning John, whether he might be the Messiah, 
16 John answered all of them by saying, “I baptize you with water; but 
one who is more powerful than I is coming; I am not worthy to untie 
the thong of his sandals. He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and 
fire. 17 His winnowing fork is in his hand, to clear his threshing floor 
and to gather the wheat into his granary; but the chaff he will burn with 
unquenchable fire.” 
18 So, with many other exhortations, he proclaimed the good news to 
the people.  
 

Have you ever had tickets for a show that you were really 
eager to see?  You take your seat ready to watch or listen to a 
masterful performer.  And then you have to sit through the 
performance of the “warm-up” act.  The person or group is 
good.  They have the right words and the right notes…but not the 
power of the headliner. 
 

I have gone to Spring Training baseball games and enjoyed 
watching the up and coming minor league players.  They know the 
rules; they are developing skills, but they don’t have the assurance of 
the major league players. 
 

I have tried to learn a computer program from a co-worker who 
just recently learned it themselves.  And I have had my questions 
answered in greater depth from the one who developed the program. 
 

John is telling the people…and us…that he is like the warm-up 
act, the minor leaguer, the rookie computer trainer.  He does not have 
the power, or the assurance, or the depth of the One who is 
coming.  John can only tell folks how to change on the outside.  The 
One who is coming has the fire to change them from within. 
 

After Jesus was baptized, God spoke to the people and said, 
“This One is my Son.”  And I would imagine John from off stage, or in 
the dugout, or scratching his head in front of the computer telling the 
people…and us…“Yes, he’s the One.  Follow him.” 
 
 

December 19 – 4th  Sunday of Advent – Andrea Paul-Bonham 
Micah 5:2-5a 

 
2  But you, O Bethlehem of Ephrathah, 
    who are one of the little clans of Judah, 
from you shall come forth for me one who is to rule in Israel, 
whose origin is from of old, from ancient days. 
3 Therefore he shall give them up until the time 
    when she who is in labor has brought forth; 
then the rest of his kindred shall return to the people of Israel. 
4 And he shall stand and feed his flock in the strength of the LORD, in 
the majesty of the name of the LORD his God. 
And they shall live secure, for now he shall be great 
    to the ends of the earth; 
5 and he shall be the one of peace. 
 

“And they shall live secure,” what a marvelous promise that is! 
So much of what plagues us stems from what is insecure. The 
sudden, jarring collision of a careless driver into the side of your car. 
Soul-deep concerns over the physical and mental health of our loved 
ones, and ourselves. Extensive unforeseen delays during stressful 
transitional periods, like moving. Now, of course, we can all add the 
horrors experienced during a swiftly spreading pandemic to that list of 
things that keep us from feeling secure.  

My anxiety, only a minor irritant of unsettling thoughts back 
when I was younger, soared to new heights in 2020. Fortunately I 
found a therapist who specialized in helping her clients cope with 
anxiety. She taught me techniques to quell my anxiety and ground me 
in what I could control. This was necessary because, as my therapist 
pointed out, anxiety strikes when we are beset by a feeling of 
helplessness. There are so many things that we frail humans are 
helpless against. That was as true when the scriptures were written as 
it is today. 

Imagine waking up tomorrow and all major and minor things 
that torment you with insecurity have been washed away. What a 
transcendent sense of peace that would be!  

“And they shall live secure, for now he shall be great to the 
ends of the earth; and he shall be the one of peace.”  

This verse promises us security and peace. What a priceless 
gift!  

I wish you all security and peace, this holiday season and 
always!  



December 20 – 4th  Monday of Advent – Jeannette Holton 
Psalm 80:1-7 

 
1 Give ear, O Shepherd of Israel, you who lead Joseph like a flock! 
You who are enthroned upon the cherubim, shine forth 
2     before Ephraim and Benjamin and Manasseh. 
Stir up your might, and come to save us! 
3 Restore us, O God; let your face shine, that we may be saved. 
4 O LORD God of hosts,  
    how long will you be angry with your people’s prayers? 
5 You have fed them with the bread of tears, 
    and given them tears to drink in full measure. 
6 You make us the scorn of our neighbors; 
    our enemies laugh among themselves. 
7 Restore us, O God of hosts;  let your face shine, that we may be saved. 
 

As we enter this week of Christmas, we might expect our Bible 
readings to be building on the excitement of the season, but instead, our 
reading is from a Psalm of Lament. It is good for us to take a pause and 
remember that amid the colorful lights and joyous carols, there is also 
sadness and pain in our world.  

As I have gone through surgery and chemo this year following my 
breast cancer diagnosis, I have had a deeper empathy for those who cry, 
“How long?” While there is every reason to expect that I will finish chemo 
next year and will be cancer-free, with an answer to my question, so 
many others are suffering from the trauma of war, from chronic pain, or 
from the ache of grief with no end in sight.  

How do we faithfully hold this lament for them—and ourselves—
even as we celebrate the coming of our Savior? If Jesus has come to 
save us, why do so many suffer? Why do I suffer? 

Through bouts of chemo nausea and fatigue I have asked these 
questions, and sometimes I have cried my own tears of lament. But when 
the fogginess of my brain has lifted enough so I could read, I have slowly 
made my way through Barbara Brown Taylor’s book, God in Pain. Her 
words remind me of the truth that in every cry of our lament, we are 
crying God’s tears. 

“Christianity is the only world religion that confesses a God who 
suffers. . . We prefer a God who prevents suffering, only that is not the 
God we have got. . . God’s power is not the power to force human 
choices and end human pain.  It is, instead the power to pick up the 
shattered pieces and make something holy out of them.” 
 
Restore us, O God of hosts; let your face shine, that we may be saved. 
Take the shattered pieces we have to offer. Make them holy.  Amen 

December 21 – 4th  Tuesday of Advent – Scott Paul-Bonham 
Hebrews 10:5-10 

 
5 Consequently, when Christ came into the world, he said, 
“Sacrifices and offerings you have not desired, 
    but a body you have prepared for me; 
6 in burnt offerings and sin offerings 
    you have taken no pleasure. 
7 Then I said, ‘See, God, I have come to do your will, O God’ 
    (in the scroll of the book it is written of me).” 
8 When he said above, “You have neither desired nor taken 
pleasure in sacrifices and offerings and burnt offerings and sin 
offerings” (these are offered according to the law), 9 then he 
added, “See, I have come to do your will.” He abolishes the first 
in order to establish the second. 10 And it is by God’s will that we 
have been sanctified through the offering of the body of Jesus 
Christ once for all. 
 
 The quotation in Hebrews 10:5 – 7 is from Psalm 40:6 – 
8 (in the Septuagint, the Greek translation of the Hebrew Bible).  
The writer and quoter says to God: “In burnt offerings and sin 
offerings you have taken no pleasure.” 
 
 During Advent, a number of people including Christian 
people, take no pleasure in this season.  The decorating, the gift 
shopping and gift-giving, the foods, the music, all of these are 
just overwhelming for some people.  The goal of these sufferers 
is just to get through 
 
 I am sure God takes no pleasure in many of the cultural 
trappings of Christmas.  We seem far from “God’s will that we 
have been sanctified through the offering of the body of Jesus 
Christ once for all.”  (Hebrews 10:10) 
 
 Please know, we have Blue Christmas Service of 
Worship, just for you, along with and to be held at Fairplain 
Presbyterian at 7 p.m. tonight.  Come for the scriptures and 
prayers, the music and candles, and be refreshed in this 
season. 



December 22 – 4th Wednesday of Advent–Andrea Paul-Bonham 
Luke 1:39-45 

 
39 In those days Mary set out and went with haste to a Judean town in the 
hill country, 40 where she entered the house of Zechariah and greeted 
Elizabeth. 41 When Elizabeth heard Mary’s greeting, the child leaped in 
her womb. And Elizabeth was filled with the Holy Spirit 42 and exclaimed 
with a loud cry, “Blessed are you among women, and blessed is the fruit 
of your womb. 43 And why has this happened to me, that the mother of my 
Lord comes to me? 44 For as soon as I heard the sound of your greeting, 
the child in my womb leaped for joy. 45 And blessed is she who believed 
that there would be a fulfillment of what was spoken to her by the Lord.” 
 
 “You talk about your cousins more than anyone I know,” my best 
friend from college once pointed out. I have six cousins, and I’m 
immensely proud of all of them and their varied gifts and talents. Most of 
them are younger than me by five years or more, so I’ve had a vantage 
point of watching them grow up, juxtaposing the children they were with 
the adults they’re becoming. And then there’s Emma, the one cousin 
who’s older than I am, by a whole year and a half. I have never known 
the world without her. Growing up I was always fiercely glad she was my 
cousin, because I knew friends could move away or grow apart, but that 
Emma would be in my life forever because we were related. I couldn’t 
imagine a bond stronger than that. 
 Cousins know you in a different capacity than anyone else. 
They’re much more your peers than your parents are. You tend to fight 
less with them than you do with the siblings who are always underfoot. 
They know and understand your family better than the friends you make 
in school and in the years that follow.  
 That’s why I think it’s important that Mary went to Elizabeth during 
what was almost certainly, the biggest challenge she’d yet faced. Despite 
their considerable age difference, they were in the same boat: both 
miraculously pregnant with sons who would go on to live lives far outside 
the norms of their societies. The Bible tells us nothing of Mary’s parents, 
or any other family members. We don’t know what kind of home she grew 
up in, if she had siblings. All we know is that she had one cousin she 
trusted to be on her side, to welcome her with open arms. Mary had 
never known a world without Elizabeth. Elizabeth, in her turn, goes above 
and beyond. Without hesitation she speaks the words God put in her 
heart, words that resonate through the ages. I still can’t imagine a bond 
stronger than that of a family member who put in the work and the love to 
truly understand you.  

 
 

December 23 – 4th Thursday of Advent – Cheryl Schadler 
Luke 1:46-55 

 
46 And Mary said, “My soul magnifies the Lord, 
47     and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior, 
48 for he has looked with favor on the lowliness of his servant. 
    Surely, from now on all generations will call me blessed; 
49 for the Mighty One has done great things for me, and holy is his name. 
50 His mercy is for those who fear him from generation to generation. 
51 He has shown strength with his arm; 
    he has scattered the proud in the thoughts of their hearts. 
52 He has brought down the powerful from their thrones, and lifted up the lowly; 
53 he has filled the hungry with good things, and sent the rich away empty. 
54 He has helped his servant Israel, in remembrance of his mercy, 
55 according to the promise he made to our ancestors, 
    to Abraham and to his descendants forever.” 
 

Choose Joy! 
"I’m bursting with God-news; I’m dancing the song of my Savior God."  

Luke 1:46 from The Message (MSG) 
 

Newly pregnant, Mary made an 80 mile trek to Judea, to visit her relative. I 
would imagine that Mary spent much of her journey contemplating her pregnancy and 
replaying Gabriel's words in her mind. Likely tired and weary, she arrives at her 
destination eager to see Elizabeth.  

Although Mary heard about Elizabeth's condition from Gabriel, it is not likely 
that Elizabeth was aware of Mary's. Elizabeth was rather far along in her pregnancy, 
but Mary was not. In those early days of gestation, Mary's pregnancy would not be 
noticeable to the eye. Yet the moment Elizabeth sees Mary, Elizabeth herself is filled 
with the Holy Spirit, and the baby inside of her jumps with joy! Immediately, she is 
aware that Mary is carrying the Messiah.  

As Elizabeth verbalizes this new knowledge, Mary's reaction is one filled with 
joy. Being an unwed mother, Mary could have been stressed for a variety of reasons. 
No income, embarrassment to the family, uncertain future. And yet she chose joy. 
"I'm the most fortunate woman on earth! What God has done for me will never be 
forgotten…" MSG 

She could have been filled with doubt and uncertainty. Instead, her faith and 
knowledge of the coming Messiah shines through. "He embraced his chosen child, 
Israel;  he remembered and piled on the mercies, piled them high. It’s exactly what he 
promised, beginning with Abraham and right up to now." MSG 

Mary could have viewed her situation as a cumbersome burden, yet she 
chose to celebrate and magnify God.  

God calls us each to serve Him in various ways. When we are placed in 
unknown circumstances, will we like Mary sing God's praises? Will our trust in God 
outweigh our fear of the unknown? 
 

"I choose joy 
I'll never let the problems keep me down 

'Cause I know the Lord will work things out 
For my good, I choose joy, joy" 

Larnelle Harris 



December 24 – Christmas Eve – Scott & Donna Paul-Bonham 
Titus 2:11-14 

 
11 For the grace of God has appeared, bringing salvation to all, 
12 training us to renounce impiety and worldly passions, and in 
the present age to live lives that are self-controlled, upright, and 
godly, 13 while we wait for the blessed hope and the 
manifestation of the glory of our great God and Savior, Jesus 
Christ. 14 He it is who gave himself for us that he might redeem 
us from all iniquity and purify for himself a people of his own 
who are zealous for good deeds. 
 
 Titus is one of the three “Pastoral Epistles” of the Apostle 
Paul (along with 1 & 2 Timothy).  These are not read as often as 
Paul’s other letters or books in the New Testament, but there 
are some amazing passages in it.  These four verses brings 
together both the beginning and end of Christianity, that is the 
first and second appearances of Jesus.  We are encouraged to 
look back at his incarnation and to look forward to his return. 
 
 Living in the in-between times as we are, we experience 
the “already” of grace and salvation and the “not yet” of 
complete redemption and resurrection.  We are not to “live” in 
either the past or the future, but the present.  In the present, we 
are to live self-controlled, godly, and upright lives, because that 
is the way that Christ lived among us.  By living in the joy of the 
Lord Jesus, we show forth the blessed hope that is in us. 
 
 The “world” may take a brief pause on Christmas Eve 
and celebrate on Christmas Day, but the day after that for most 
is back to the grind, same-o, same-o.  It is not to be that way 
among us.  We know ourselves to be Christ’s own.  Therefore, 
with gratitude for all Jesus has done, is doing, and will do, we 
may be zealous for good deeds – always pointing in word and 
deed to the one who makes us whole, and someday, holy. 
 
Prayer:  Joyful, joyful we thee adore, God of glory, Lord of love!  
May our lives show forth your joy and love every day.  Amen. 

 

December 25 – Christmas Day – Jeannette Holton 
Luke 2:1-7 

 
In those days a decree went out from Emperor Augustus that all the 
world should be registered. 2 This was the first registration and was taken 
while Quirinius was governor of Syria. 3 All went to their own towns to be 
registered. 4 Joseph also went from the town of Nazareth in Galilee to 
Judea, to the city of David called Bethlehem, because he was descended 
from the house and family of David. 5 He went to be registered with Mary, 
to whom he was engaged and who was expecting a child. 6 While they 
were there, the time came for her to deliver her child. 7 And she gave 
birth to her firstborn son and wrapped him in bands of cloth, and laid him 
in a manger, because there was no place for them in the inn. 
 

Mary and Joseph packed up their belongings in her ninth month 
of pregnancy and made a trip as long as from Benton Harbor to Grand 
Rapids because the emperor decreed it.  The couple may seem like the 
main characters in this part of the Christmas story, but there are two 
other characters who reveal the story’s true meaning.  

The emperor, Caesar Augustus, is the first of these characters. 
Using the wealth and might of Rome, he killed his rivals and brought 
nations into submission. He created the Pax Romana, the Peace of 
Rome, through humankind’s long-used tools of violence and greed, 
dominance and fear. 

The other character who tells us the meaning of the story is, of 
course, the soon-to-be-born baby who jostled along the road to 
Bethlehem to be born in a makeshift baby bed made from a feed bin.  

The emperor’s decree signaled that peace would come through 
his control, but Jesus set aside his power as the Prince of God’s true 
peace. His peace came not from self-protection and material goods, but 
through the trustworthiness of God’s love for us.  

While the emperor unjustly ruled without regard for the needs of 
the ruled, Jesus gathered all into God’s merciful justice. He proved that 
no ruler of the world could control their hearts.  

The emperor issued a decree that all people must align with the 
rule of the empire, but the God of the Universe uttered God’s Word of 
true power and might. That Word, Jesus, emptied Himself to 
powerlessness and aligned Himself with the God-starved. His love burst 
forth across the world, not destroying but restoring, not overpowering but 
overflowing, and satisfying all who were hungry for God’s love to fill them. 
 
Prayer:  My heart shall sing of the day you bring. Let the fires of your 
justice burn. Wipe away all tears, for the dawn draws near, and the world 
is about to turn.    - Rory Cooney 


