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Introduction

by Michael Wadsworth:Learning and Development Officer for the Eastern Region of the Methodist Learning Network

It’s Advent, that time of year where we re-tell, yet again, those old, familiar stories of angelic apparitions, controversial conceptions, inconvenient visitors and extra-special infants. 
Many of us may find ourselves trying to find new ways of performing and exploring these well-known narratives. Hoping to help our congregations and communities consider them from new angles. Desperate to keep them feeling fresh and meaningful. 
Because, if we’re honest, it can be easy to lose sight of the significance of stories as familiar as the nativity. We can feel like we know all there is to know and so end up becoming dismissive of what truth they have to offer.
Make no mistake though, the Nativity is embedded with truth. Filled to the brim with revelation. In these quaint and quirky tales about shepherds, stars, magi and mangers are deep and profound statements about the God of the universe, the world we live in and what it means to be truly human. Yet, all this profundity can be overlooked due to our often over familiarity with it all.
The same is often true of our own lives and stories. So often, we can forget that we are walking, talking testimonies, full of experiences that point to the highs and lows of human existence, the beauty and brutality of the world, and the greatness and the goodness of God. We can have the habit of playing our stories down. Maybe because they no longer seem as momentous or valuable to us as they once did. Maybe because we don’t think they have much truth or encouragement to offer to others. Or maybe because we struggle to think of them as anything other than ‘things that have just happened.’
But we should never downplay the value of stories. Not ours, nor those around us, nor those in the Bible. Because God primarily chooses to reveal themselves to us not through systematic theology essays, or songs, or sermons – though these all have their place. Rather, the primary way God reveals themselves to us is through story – our own and others. 
Nearly half the Bible is story: narratives of people, going about their lives, experiencing what they experience, feeling what they feel, finding God in the midst of it all and sharing what they’ve found with others. The Bible reveals God to us as the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, the God of Moses, the God of Israel, the God of David. If we want to know about, understand and relate to God well, a good starting point is these stories. 
God’s people have been sharing such tales since the beginning! Tales about a loving and powerful God who creates and commands the universe, who breathes humanity into existence, who is committed to cultivating a beautiful world in partnership with people who choose to say ‘yes’ to the invitation. Tales of how humanity has a terrible habit of pursuing their own ends, exploiting creation and other people in the process. Tales about broken yet brilliant individuals and communities who do give themselves faithfully to partnership with God, and who discover life, blessing and fulfilment in the process that spills over for others to enjoy too. 
Each individual tale contributes to a single broader drama from which we build what we call ‘theology’ – our overarching understanding, drawn from all these narratives, about the nature and character of God, what we believe the world is like and is meant to be like, and what it means to be truly human.
When Mathew and Luke wrote their Nativity accounts, they saw themselves as offering new episodes to this unfolding, unified, theological drama. Because it is part of the same grand-narrative, their stories are informed by, draw upon and reflect on others that have come before. They reference all sorts of previous characters, ideas and events such as Moses, David, ‘the Messiah’, the Exodus and the Exile. At the same time, they also add new ideas and insights; suggesting God can take on human form, and that true God-likeness finds its home in meekness, humility and servant-hearted love for neighbour and enemy alike. 
This is how our collective theology grows and develops. By learning the stories of the past, letting them shape our imagination and inform how we interpret our experiences today. And then adding our own stories into the mix, sharing where we have and haven’t noticed God at work in our lives and the world around us and who we have and haven’t discovered God to be. Through our sharing of stories, both ours and others, we help current and future generations of God-followers and God-seekers to learn about the God they’re pursuing.
So this Advent, let’s invest in stories. 
Let’s invest in the familiar stories about Jesus’ birth, delighting in their familiarity and appreciating again the truths they seek to tell. 
Let’s also invest in those other stories of the Bible, both those that the Nativities themselves allude to, and those that simply sit as part of the grand-narrative of the Bible, compiled in order to collectively point us towards God.
And let’s invest in our own stories, remembering that God is active and real in our lives and that what we have experienced may be of huge value to others.
My prayer is that as we share in all these stories, we will all encounter afresh the God they all seek to reveal. 
Michael Wadsworth, November 2022



Advent Reflections & Prayers: 
Sharing our Story

Compiled and edited by Justin Moulder

How to use this book 
Advent Reflections and Prayers offers a personal ‘Thought for the day’ throughout Advent written by people from the Leicester West Methodist Churches. You can just read the reflection and prayer or if you have longer you could read the other passages from the Bible for each day. 
You can use this resource knowing that many others will also do so in our local Methodist Churches and communities. We hope it will encourage us all to ‘share our story’. 
The Advent readings are from the Revised Common Lectionary Year A and complement the Sunday and festival readings: Thursday to Saturday readings help prepare the reader for the Sunday ahead; Monday to Wednesday readings help the reader reflect on and digest what they heard in worship. 
The Advent Themes this year are: 
1. Justice and sacrifice 
2. Vision and promise 
3. Expectancy and hope 
4. The coming light


Scripture quotations are mostly from the New Revised Standard Version, Updated Edition. Copyright© 2021 National Council of Churches of Christ in the United States of America. Used by permission. All rights reserved worldwide. Also fromThe Authorised (King James) Version of the Bible (‘the KJV’)the rights in which are vested in the Crown in the United Kingdom, is reproduced here by permission of the Crown’s patentee, Cambridge University press.

[image: ]1st Sunday of Advent: Week One – Justice and Sacrifice
Sunday 27 November: Psalm 122
[bookmark: _Hlk117349687]Additional readings: Isaiah 2:1-5•Romans 13:11-14 • Matthew 24:36-44
		Peace be within your walls,
		and security within your towers. (Psalm 122:7)
Peace be within your walls 
What a privilege to write the first reflection in our Circuit Advent booklet which comprises so many voices and faith experiences of friends across the Circuit churches. 
As some of you know, I come from a family of good singers but, until relatively recently have had little confidence in my own ability to sing. I love choral music of all kinds as so much reminds me of my Mom, Dad and beloved Grandpa. The Anthem ‘I was glad’ by Sir Hubert Parry is one of my favourites and directly quotes the opening verse of today’s set Psalm. Written for the Coronation of Edward VII, it was premiered as the King approached the doors of Westminster Abbey. Unfortunately, the cue to start the music was given prematurely and in the end the choir sang the anthem twice as the King processed down the aisle.
More importantly, however this is a Psalm that talks about peace - ‘Peace be within your walls’ - and therefore is the perfect start to our Advent reflections on the themes of hope, peace and looking forward to the birth of the Prince of Peace. I think we will all be praying for peace during this season, not just for the devastating war in Ukraine but also for other conflicts worldwide, in our own communities and families this Advent. As we begin our reflections together may the peace of the Lord be with you.
Prayer
Holy God, we pray for peace this Advent. May your love reign in every broken heart and your message of hope burn brightly in the darkness of these days. Amen

Revd. Helen Bell on behalf of friends at Enderby Methodist church

[image: ]Week one: Justice and Sacrifice
Monday 28 November: Psalm 124
Additional Readings: Genesis 8:1-19 • Romans 6:1-11
	Our help is from the LORD,
		who made heaven and earth.(Psalm 124:8)
What if the Lord had not been on our side
Though born a Christian, I have not always been devout. One particular time I was experiencing a down in life was when one of my children died. Prior to this incident, I went occasionally to church, but was not committed to Christianity. I stopped going to church after losing my child and distanced myself from God because I thought I wasn’t important enough for him to care about. I’d never read the bible and had no interest in doing it. 
But about 6 weeks after the tragedy, a thought came in my head. Try reading the bible. So, I picked it up and looked at the first place I randomly opened the bible to. It was the book of Job. I read through it and thought Job was an exemplary man and yet he had so many trials in his life before eventually he was blessed by God who had loved him the whole time. 
I was not even a committed Christian, what hope did I have of a happy ending to all this. However, many years later after many blessings from God I can truly say our help is from the Lord.
Prayer
Father God, sometimes, life can seem dark, bleak and overwhelming, but in time, just like the way the earth was formed, if we let you in, the chaos in our lives turns to rhythmic waters and we bask in the sea of your love. Please stay ever-present with us. Amen

Anon


[image: ]Week one: Justice and Sacrifice
Tuesday 29 November: Hebrews 11:32-40
Additional Readings: Psalm 124 • Genesis 9:1-17 
And what more shall I say? I do not have time to tell about Gideon, Barak, Samson and Jephthah, about David and Samuel and the prophets, who through faith conquered kingdoms, administered justice, and gained what was promised… (Hebrews 11:32-33)
Weakness turned to strength
Hidden in the list of Old Testament characters whose faith enabled them to do remarkable things is a short phrase which leapt off the page to me. All these were people ‘... whose weakness was turned to strength.’
It is easy to be overawed by Moses, Abraham, David, Gideon and the rest, and to be intimidated by stories of unnamed believers who went through indescribable suffering for God’s sake. However, the author of Hebrews doesn’t go into such gory detail to discourage his readers, but to build up their faith!
The idea of weakness turned to strength has always resonated with me and helped me to persevere when everything in me just wants to bury myself under the duvet. Literally! During the past year I’ve been experiencing anxiety attacks like never before and have retreated to bed on numerous occasions to attempt to shut the world out. 
What helps most is knowing that ‘God’s strength is made perfect in weakness’ (2 Cor 12:9-10). During Advent we remember that God entered this world in weakness as a tiny baby, not forgetting that the greatest work Jesus accomplished came through being pinned helplessly to a cross to save us all. 
	Prayer	
	Lord of all power, I give you my will,
in joyful obedience your tasks to fulfill.
Your bondage is freedom, your service is song;
and, held in your keeping, my weakness is strong.  (StF 449)

Judith, New Parks

[image: ]Week one: Justice and Sacrifice
Wednesday 30 November:Matthew 24:23-35
Additional readings: Psalm 124 • Isaiah 54:1-10 
Then the sign of the Son of man will appear in heaven, and then all the tribes of the earth will mourn, and they will see ‘the Son of man coming on the clouds of heaven’ with power and great glory. … But about that day or hour no one knows, not even the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father.(Matt: 24: 30, 36)

An Advent-ure
Advent like Lent is one of those times in the Christian calendar reserved for ‘preparation’ and yet, don’t we need to be always prepared to meet Christ. I know most of us are not and perhaps this was in the minds of those who created the said calendar. 
In Advent as we prepare once more to celebrate the birth of Christ perhaps we can take time to reflect on our relationship with God and through Christ and the power of the Holy Spirit we can renew and refresh that relationship. 
Back in 1986 I was a regular Sunday worshipper and inspired by the words and actions of another I was inspired to meet Christ for the first time. Perhaps our words and actions through Advent could do the same for someone else, changing for both, Advent into Advent-ure.God be with you, Fred.

Prayer 
Almighty, and generous God. As we advance in time through this period called Advent, may we see in ourselves the areas of our lives, as Christians, that need to be renewed and refreshed, and through the power of the Holy Spirit might our relationship with you, through Christ our Saviour, be made good in your sight. May our actions and words be a help to others in their seeking your guidance and love. This we ask in the name of your Son, our Lord, Jesus Christ. Amen.
Fred, Glenfield

[image: ]Week one: Justice and Sacrifice
Thursday 1 December: Ecclesiastes 3:1-8
Additional readings: Psalm 72:1-7, 18-19 • Isaiah 4:2-6 • Acts 1:12-17, 21-26
For everything there is a season and a time 			for every matter under heaven. (Ecclesiastes 3:1)
Embrace the day
I was asked to prepare this reading for a youth group session. This was the first real piece from the Bible I had taken and worked through. Not wanting to paraphrase other commentaries of the passage, six months on, these are my learnings from this piece:

1.	Reading a bible commentary can help with understanding 
2.	Preparing to lead a group ensures you have grasped the sentiment
3.	I am still moved by the message and have used the text in quite a few situations. 

This is a prayer in my own words that will help keep this piece as part of my daily journey 

Prayer
Lord, thank you for letting me sleep
Thank you for allowing me to wake
Thank you for the day ahead
I will endeavour to savour the moment
I will embrace the day
I will not bemoan my misfortune
I will work with others to gain peace and contentment
Today is today, tomorrow is yet but a whisper on the wind
Lord, help me stay strong and again thank you for being…

David, Huncote


[image: ]Week one: Justice and Sacrifice
Friday 2 December: Isaiah 30:19-26
Additional readings: Psalm 72:1-7, 18-19 • Acts 13:16-25
Although the Lord gives you the bread of adversity and the water of affliction, yourteachers will be hidden no more; with your own eyes you will see them. (Isaiah 30:20)

Wisdom through adversity
It’s interesting that affliction and adversity are described as bread and water! Bread and water would have been staple food stuffs of the day and would have been desirable. It is also interesting to see that these things are given to us by God. The gift of adversity and affliction!?!
This reading leads me to believe that God gives us adversity and affliction, but He gives it to be consumed like bread and water. How else can we get the nutrients unless we consume it, digest it, and absorb the goodness that comes from it? We must work our way through it, not run from it!
As God is good, then what he gives us must have goodness in it. It may not taste nice, it may taste disgusting, but often that is where you will find the most nutrients – consider brussels sprouts and cod liver oil; gross in my opinion, but no doubt good for me once digested!
So, when you have had your fill of adversity and affliction and you have digested it and the nasty taste is no longer in your mouth, how will you use the goodness that comes from it? How can you nourish others using the gifts of wisdom, compassion and understanding that comes from adversity and affliction?
Prayer
Lord, guide us to share your wisdom and encouragement that you have shared with us through our suffering. Help us to be beacons of hope and fonts of love to support those who are currently suffering. Amen

Rob, Glenfield

[image: ]Week one: Justice and Sacrifice
Saturday 3 December: Isaiah 40:1-11
Additional readings: Psalm 72:1-7, 18-19 • John 1:19-28
Comfort, O comfort my people, says your God. Speak tenderly to Jerusalem …He will feed his flock like a shepherd; he will gather the lambs in his arms and carry them in his bosom and gently lead the mother sheep. (Isaiah 40:1,11)
Speak tenderly
Reading this powerful passage from Isaiah I feel a yearning tobe a comforterlike God, to be one who speaks tenderly to people who arelonely, unnoticed, struggling.So sometimes I make an effort at work to chat to the cleaners or security, to be available for anxious young people, or men out of work in New Parks. What I find wonderful is that those I come to ‘help’ so often speak tenderly to me and so both of us feelcomforted!
I don’t always get it right of course. There have been times when my children have had minor accidents and I'm ashamed to say that sometimes my response hasn't been very sympathetic. More fool me!
How can we become more tender-hearted people then? I have found it useful beingpreparedto simply ‘be’ with people. Listening, rather than giving opinions, learning more of that person’s story and asking God to show me how Goddelights in and loves them. Let our daily goal be to make room in our hearts for God's gentle presence. 
Prayer
Dear God, help us generously spend time with people like Jesus did, not trying to change or control them but simply, like Jesus, to delight in them as people made in the image of God and to speak tenderly to them. Help us make room in our hearts for your gentle presence. Amen

Justin, Circuit Mission Enabler

[image: ]Second Sunday in Advent. Week Two: Vision and promise
Sunday 4 December: Isaiah 11:1-10
Additional readings: Psalm 72:1-7, 18-19 • Romans 15:4-13 • Matthew 3:1-12
The lion will lie with the lamb
For someone who has never been admitted to a hospital, who has never complained about any ailments except cold and flu symptoms, what I was experiencing was something else I had never felt.
My GP suggested a referral to a blood specialist. After numerous tests I was told that I had a blood disorder and that the condition was rare and that there is no cure for the condition but to keep monitoring the blood so that I would not go above certain levels. I was advised that I would live my life as normal but only to religiously take a blood thinner medication every day. I give thanks to God that it could have been worse. As I discovered through colleagues and the extensive reading what I suffer from though untreatable can remain stable and I can live my life as normal. I felt that God had a say in this and thank him for His endless mercies.
Isaiah 11 talks of a time when things which would normally be harmful will be no longer be a problem – ‘The lion will lie with the lamb’. Therefore, during this period of Advent I am kindly asking God for his continued protection whilst we expectantly wait and prepare for the celebration of the Nativity of Jesus Christ and prepare our hearts for his second coming. I am personally hoping for better health, for better peace of mind and joy encompassed by God’s love. I believe God wants us to open our hearts by showing genuine love towards each other despite our individual differences and treating others with dignity and respect. (God looks beyond our words and Christian activities like reading the bible, going to church, giving money). Do our actions agree with our words?  
Prayer	Dear God, help me to trust you at all times and in every situation. I pray that things which could cause me harm will have no power over me. May I see you come to me afresh as we await your coming at Christmas. Amen	
Ellen, St Andrews, GRE

[image: ]Week Two:  Vision and promise
Monday 5 December: Psalm 21
Additional readings: Isaiah 24:1-16a • 1 Thessalonians 4:1-12
For the king trusts in the Lord; through the unfailing love of the Most High he will not be shaken. (Psalm 21:7)
Are you there God?
About 23 years ago I went through a very scary experience. I felt cut off from God, unable to pray. I knew God was still there but I felt unable to reach Him. Thankfully this only lasted a few days but I remember vividly the anguish I was in at the time. A life without God in it made me feel helpless and frightened.
In Isaiah 24, people have turned away from God in their rebellion and disobedience. Isaiah warns that this will result in a world of devastation and desperation, without joy and music. It will be the same for all, no matter what or who people are, rich or poor, high or low.
In Psalm 21, David recognises that he is where he is, only because of God. He is king, has been victorious, his very strength and answers to prayer are all because of God's blessing upon his life. In verse 7 David says:
“For the king trusts in the Lord; through the unfailing love of the Most High he will not be shaken.”
Our late Queen certainly placed her life and service into God's hands and reigned largely successfully for 70 years.
Prayer
1 Thessalonians verse 4 encourages us all to draw close to God and through the help of His Holy Spirit, to live a holy life. My prayer is that we all draw closer to God this Advent and recognise that He is our source and strength and that through His unfailing love, we will not be shaken.

Carole, Epworth


[image: ]Week Two:  Vision and promise
Tuesday 6 December: Psalm 21
Additional readings: • Isaiah 41:14-20 • Romans 15:14-21
Your blessings are with him forever and your presence fills him with joy … We praise you, Lord, for your great strength! We will sing and praise your power. (Psalm 21: 6,13)

In His hands 
In the Psalm we learn of God’s great strength and power. Each day I am saddened by the atrocities that are happening in our world and the constant reporting of bad news and though I may not be praising God for victory in a fierce battle, as in the Psalm, I am reminded that God’s strength can be felt in other ways. 
In recent months even a health scare and the thought of surgery didn’t daunt me too much as I knew I was in His hands. Talking and listening to others who keep their strong faith in God throughout difficult times is always encouraging.
In my everyday life there is always something good to be thankful for. And so, whilst pondering what to write it occurred to me that this morning, I had woken up relatively pain free for the first time in several weeks. I immediately felt much more energised and ready to face the day and gratefully sent up a silent prayer of thanks. The older I get and the further along my journey, the more I appreciate and am thankful for God’s many blessings, however small or however simple. 
Prayer
Thank you Lord that you are with us in the ordinary things of life but are strong enough to help us through the more difficult times.

Julie, Epworth


[image: ]Week Two:  Vision and promise
Wednesday 7 December: Matthew 12:33-37
Additional readings: Psalm 21 • Genesis 15:1-18 • Matthew 12:33-37
A good person brings good things out of a treasure of good things. (Matthew 12:35)
My treasure box
This got me thinking about what may have been in my treasure box growing up. We were an ordinary working-class family; we didn't have many luxuries, no car, phone or foreign holidays. What we had was worth more than that! Parents who loved each other and valued and respected each other’s roles within the family. They loved and cared for us, provided food and a warm home for us and our friends to come back to after school.
They taught us respect as we got older by respecting our views and feelings and letting us voice our opinions. They never forced us to accept their beliefs but always provided an excellent example of Christian living.
Looking at the birth of Jesus, God didn't make any mistakes when he chose his earthly family. He knew that Jesus would grow up in a family full of faith, love, kindness and caring. He grew up around working people, he understood ordinary people like you and me. He came to show us his Father's love no matter how insignificant we may feel, we are important to God. How wonderful!
Prayer
Father God, we thank you that you sent Jesus into a loving family. We pray for strength for families who are struggling in so many ways. We pray for children who don't feel they are loved. Help them to know that you love them and they are special.
Amen
Mary, Epworth


[image: ]Week Two:  Vision and promise
Thursday 8 December: Ruth 1:6-18
Additional readings: Psalm 146:5-10 • Ruth 1:6-18 • 2 Peter 3:1-10
Love and loyalty
This short passage is a story of how two selfless women want to support each other and how they are both truly blessed by the decisions they took.
Naomi’s husband and two sons had died whilst living in the land of Moab. When famine struck the land she decided to return to Judah, where food was plentifuland to be with her relatives. She tried to persuade her two daughters-in-law, Orpah and Ruth to return to their homeland as they were both Moabites and would have an opportunity to remarry and have children. After a lot of begging and persuading Orpah agreed to go but Ruth was determined to stay with Naomi. She wanted to journey back with Naomi to support and look after her even though she would be considered a foreigner. Ruth’s words were ‘Where you stay, I will stay. Your people will be my people. Your God will be my God.’
Ruth showed a great depth of love and loyalty towards Naomi. The bond between them seemed unbreakable. She obviously recognised that life would not be easy in an alien land but had learnt so much from Naomi about the faithfulness of her God and trusted that he would also meet her needs.  I almost imagine that she may have felt that this was a new adventure that she was embarking on and that during those moments of trepidation there was an excitement and new challengeand that God would provide the strength that she would need.
Personally I have found this story very encouraging in challenging situations and feel that God blesses us even when things seem impossible. It highlights courage, faith, love and determination.
The story ends on a lovely note. Ruth marries Boaz a relation of Naomi’s and they have a baby son named Obed who in turn brings so many blessings to Naomi and Ruth and continues the family line which leads to the birth of Jesus.
Prayer 	Dear Lord,we thank you for your unfailing love and compassion. We pray that you will help us to recognise our responsibilities and give us that gift of love and loyalty for others.Amen			Wendy, Epworth

[image: ]Week Two:  Vision and promise
Friday 9 December: Psalm 146:5-10
Additional readings: Ruth 4:13-17 • 2 Peter 3:11-18
Blessed is he whose hope is in the Lord ... (Psalm 146:5)
Life’s curve balls
Life has a habit of throwing us a curve ball. It’s usually when we least expect it, and that makes it even harder to deal with. Who do we turn to when this happens to us? When something unexpected, unwelcome and disruptive turns our life upside down? The Psalmist tells us to ‘Hope in the Lord.’ 
With our three children at university, Mick and I were looking forward to the next stage of our life together when the curve ball hit, SLAM! Matthew was diagnosed with a progressive neurological condition. The future had to be rethought, the feelings of unfairness, resentment and anger had to be dealt with. No one else could help, we put our trust in the Lord. We have found that God never disappoints those who hope in Him. There is no one else who has the power to sustain, to strengthen and encourage us.
We live in a broken world where disappointment, disease and injustice are all around us. The message of Advent is that God’s kingdom is different. As Christians we look forward in hope for the time when God will dwell with His people, when He will wipe away every tear from our eyes and there will be no more death or mourning or crying or pain.
Prayer
Lord, we praise you that we can safely put our hope in you because you are a faithful God. You are the powerful creator of all things and yet you care about each one of us. Help us to put ourselves and our situations into your hands, trusting in you and waiting in hope and expectation for the coming of your kingdom. Amen. 

Paulette, Trinity

[image: ]Week Two:  Vision and promise
Saturday 10 December: Luke 3:1-18
Additional readings: Psalm 146:5-10 • 1 Samuel 2:1-8
		All humankind shall see the salvation of God. (Luke 3:6)
Be Prepared
It could be said that Christmas ‘preparations’ began early for our family. On September 23rd we made plans for a very special pre-Christmas holiday for our Grandchildren. We even managed to plan our Christmas food and place an order with a supermarket ready for us to collect on Christmas Eve!
In our passage today John the Baptist speaks of a very different type of preparation.  His mission is to prepare the way for the coming of Christ, fulfilling the prophecy of Isaiah that ‘All mankind will see God’s Salvation.’
As the crowds flock to the Jordan to be baptized, John’s message is quite clear. ‘You brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the coming wrath? Produce fruit in keeping with repentance.’
This is not an easy message for many of those listening but the advice given is clear. Be fair, share with those in need, don’t cheat, don’t abuse power. Turn away from what is evil and maintain what is good.
A message which is as relevant today at Advent and always.
Prayer
Loving Heavenly Father, be with us now as we watch, wait, prepare and check our priorities as we await the coming of Jesus. Amen

Dorothy, Epworth

[image: ]Third Sunday in Advent. Week Three: Expectancy and hope
Sunday 11 December, 2022: Matthew 11:2-11
Additional readings: Isaiah 35:1-10 • Psalm 146:5-10 • James 5:7-10 •
When John heard in prison what the Messiah was doing he sent word by his disciplesand said to him, “Are you the one who is to come or are we to wait for another? Jesus answered them, “Go and tell John what you hear and see: the blind receive their sight, the lame walk, those with a skin disease are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised and the poor have good news brought to them.And blessed is anyone who takes no offence at me.”… See, I am sending my messenger ahead of you who will prepare your way before you.(Matthew 11:2-6,10)
Where is he who has been born king of the Jews? For we saw his star at its rising and have come to worship him. (Matthew 2:2)
Follow me guys!
The story of John and of the Wise men are stories of Jesus’ messengers. They remind me of when my 6-year-old daughter was playing the part of the star in our Church Nativity play. She had a non-speaking part and her role was to lead everyone into church dressed in black and carrying a silver star a loft … but Ruth decided otherwise.
As the procession got nearer to the manger she said, “I am the star leading wise men to see the baby Jesus, so follow me guys!" The memory of this always makes me smile even though Ruth is now 38.
Prayer
Lord,help us as your disciples to follow you in every thought, word and deed. Teach us to follow without fear, knowing You are always with us, leading the way. Help us to listen to the call of “Follow me guys!” just as a little child in faith.
Amen 
Jane, Anstey

[image: ]Week Three:  Expectancy and hope
Monday 12 December: Psalm 42
Additional readings: Isaiah 29:17-24 • Acts 5:12-16
As a deer longs forflowing streams, so my soul longs for you, oh God … Why are you cast down, O my soul, hope in God … I say to God my rock, “Why have you forgotten me?” (Psalm 42: 1,5,9)
Well I wish he would get on with it!
In Psalm 42 the psalmist is reviewing his current bleak predicament and his hope for the future. He reminds us of his steadfastness to God whilst at the same time hears his neighbours ask,“Where is thy God?”Does anything change? 
We are tempted to avoid watching the news, of closing our minds to the reality of our troubled world or even becoming members of the Victor Meldrew Society.The psalmist wants nothing of this.He addresses God his rock, questions his doubts and reiterates his hope in God.
We are however human. I sympathise with the response of the person who being assured that God will sort it all out in the end, responded “Well I wish he would get on with it!”
The highly contemporary message of the psalmist this Advent in the real world is to renew our hope for ‘We Shall yet see God.'
Prayer
Our God, in the complexity of the real world we are tempted to lose our vision and future hope in you and switch off. Teach us to constantly see through the darkness and see our abiding and ultimate light. Grant us a vision of a guiding star and a strength and resolution to follow it. 'God is our rock and we shall yet see him.' Amen

John, Anstey

[image: ]Week Three:  Expectancy and hope
Tuesday 13 December: Jude 1:17-25
Additional readings: Psalm 42 • Ezekiel 47:1-12
Worldly people, devoid of the spirit … are causing divisions. But you, beloved, build yourselves up on your most holy faith; pray in the Holy Spirit; keep yourselves in the love of God; look forward to the mercy of our Lord Jesus Christ that leads to eternal life. (Jude 1:19-21)
Love is truth
It is believed that Jude was one of the Lord’s brothers called Judas. His older brother was James the famous leader of the Jerusalem church. Like his brothers, Jude didn’t believe in Jesus before the resurrection.
Like St. Paul, Jude was dealing with a region troubled by false teachers who were denying the teachings of Jesus.
Our news in recent years has been full of people who openly deny the truth and peddle their beliefs to innocent people. Whether this is the killing of innocent children, denial of the benefits of MMR or Covid vaccines or false accusations against innocent people?
In 2000 years things don’t appear to have changed much.
Jude reminds us that the apostles predicted that there would be ‘scoffers who follow their own ungodly desires’. Men ‘who follow mere natural instincts and do not have the Spirit’.
Jude encourages us to build ourselves up in our most holy faith and pray in the Holy Spirit.
Prayer
Let us pray to be kept in God’s love as we await the mercy of our Lord Jesus Christ to bring us eternal life. Amen

Ian, St Andrews LFE

[image: ]Week Three:  Expectancy and hope
Wednesday 14 December: Psalm 42
Additional readings: Zechariah 8:1-17 • Matthew 8:14-17, 28-34
Thirsty for God
Whenever I come back home from the office or from church on Sundays, I feel exhausted and weak. I feel reluctant to move and walk around inside my room. Even getting up for a glass of water in the kitchen suddenly feels like climbing a mountain. I like to just sit on my sofa and rest my head for some time. During those times, I feel like a deer panting for water from the streams. I’m definitely thirsty in the natural sense. But even spiritually I’m drained out and I need a touch from God. ‘As the deer longs for flowing streams, so my soul longs for you, O my God.’(Psalms 42:1)
After I gave my life to Christ there were occasions when I slipped up and stumbled back in my faith. There were moments when I could not resist the temptations that were coming my way. But the reason why I’m continuing in my walk with God is because God is faithful. In Zechariah 8 God said he would be faithful to the nation of Israel even after they spent many years in rebellion against him and worshipped other gods. God said that he would bring them back from the far ends of the earth and establish them again as a people in Jerusalem. That gives me hope because I'll admit that I haven't lived the Christian life properly. I have failed to live up to God’s standards. But because of God’s faithfulness and his forgiving nature I can still fellowship with him and have hope that I will one day see him in heaven. 
Prayer
Father, help me to resist the temptations of this world
Help me to turn away from the pleasures and attractions of this world 
And drink from the living water you provide
Thank you for being faithful even though I let you down many times
May your light shine bright upon me, in me and through me
To you be the glory forever. Amen.		
Vineet, New Parks
[image: ]Week Three:  Expectancy and hope
Thursday 15 December: Psalm 80:1-7, 17-19
Additional readings: 2 Samuel 7:1-17 • Galatians 3:23-29
		Show us your mercy,
And we will be saved. (Psalm 80:19)

The Listening, Caring God
Advent is a time when we remember God's fulfilment of a promise to his people, one which in our society is particularly associated with children. I have a childhood memory of a gift from God.
When I was five years old, my grandfather, with whom we lived, took me to the old Fishmarket inLeicester and I chose a black and white kitten from the pet shop. Although this cat was semi-feral, I was very fond of him and it was my responsibility to feed and care for him.
When I was eight, this cat went missing and I was very upset. After eighteen months he was still missing and during this time I had been thinking about God; was God real? Was he interested in me? I had several conversations with my mother about God and one night I decided to ask God to bring back my cat.
I said to God, “God, if you are really there, please bring my cat back.”
You may imagine my surprise when I woke while it was still dark to find my cat curled up on my bed purring.
I was filled with awe and dread. How could I not believe in God now he had answered my prayer.
Although I have experienced God's goodness many times in my life, whenever I have doubts regarding faith, I remember this childhood experience which has remained with me throughout.
Prayer
Father God, may your Holy Spirit help us listen and live in the way Jesus taught us. Amen.

Stuart,Markfield

[image: ]Week Three:  Expectancy and hope
Friday 16 December: Galatians 4:1-7
Additional readings: Psalm 80:1-7, 17-19 • 2 Samuel 7:18-22
God has sent the Spirit of his son into our hearts, crying, “Abba! Father!”So you are no longer a slave but a child, and if a child then also an heir, through God. (Galatians 4:6-7)
Child, all is forgiven
On a recent visit by the family, my 2-year-old granddaughter, clutching a book pleaded “Granddad, can I come up for a story?” Reaching out to assist her onto my knee I noticed her twin quietly sobbing in the corner and on enquiring realised her sister, unseen, had taken the book she was reading and had given it to me to read. 
Cajoling the offending twin to return the book to her sister I watched as the book was returned with an apology and a hug, which pleased me greatly, but I was then severely admonished by a finger-wagging 2-year-old. “My mummy says it is good to read books”, but as I pointed out, “Not when your sister is reading the book you want and don't point that finger at me young lady or I might cut it off”. 
After but a moment's forethought and crossing the room to me, taking my hand in hers she said, “Sorry Granddad”, and puckering up for a kiss said,“Love you Grandad, but you won't cut my finger off, will you?” I melted and all was forgiven. 
Paul assures us that the wrath of God is countered by his unconditional love and forgiveness, shown by the giving of his son Jesus Christ for all humankind.
Prayer
I pray that as you prepare your celebrations for this festive season you remember ‘there is no Christmas without Christ.’


Ian B, Markfield

[image: ]Week Three:  Expectancy and hope
Saturday 17 December: John 3:31-36
Additional readings: Psalm 80:1-7, 17-19 • 2 Samuel 7:23-29
He whom God has sent speaks the words of God, for he gives the Spirit without measure. (John 3:34)
Who am I?
‘Who am I’ is a song from Les Miserables and tells us of Jean Valjean’s struggle with his identity. He has become very popular with the people he employs but his past is that of a convict who is now on parole. He tries to hide his identity and succeeds until someone else is accused of being him and is destined to be put back in prison. Will he save this man or will he continue to hide?
Jesus wasn’t concerned about his own identity but did want to know how others saw him. He asked the disciples “Who do you say that I am?”  Peter replied, “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God,”
The reading challenges our belief as to who Jesus is. John the Baptist tells us that the testimony of Jesus is trustworthy because he has come from Heaven and is above all. He speaks the word of God, he is loved by the Father as His son and He has placed everything in his hands.
Who do I say Jesus is? Well, I believe he is a prophet and a great teacher, which most people wouldn’t argue against. But as a Christian I believe he is much more. He is what Peter said – the Christ, the Son of the living God. He is not only human, he is Divine.
Prayer
Loving God,you came to our world in Christ. Help us to recognize you as our friend and our divine Saviour.Amen.

Ian L, Markfield

[image: ]Fourth Sunday in Advent. Week Four:  The coming Light
Sunday 18 December: Isaiah 7:10-16
Additional readings: Psalm 80:1-7, 17-19 • Romans 1:1-7 • Matthew 1:18-25
Is it not enough to try the patience of mortals, will you try the patience of God also? (Isaiah 7: 13)
Look, the virgin shall conceive and bear a son, and they shall call him“Emmanuel”, which means, “God is with us.” (Matthew 1:23)
Give me patience
How are you with patience? 
I once observed young children taking the famous Marshmallow Test. A child is given one marshmallow and told that they can have a second after fifteen minutes if they do not eat the first.  Even now I would take the one and leave instantly to get on with more important jobs (say, working on Theo’s train layout.)
Patience is one of the gifts of the Spirit but I seem to have been given a smaller piece than many of you and I need to be patient for, er, patience! There’s a good reason why I still find the old joke-prayer amusing which goes, ‘Lord, give me patience and make it snappy’.
The promise of Isaiah 7:14 was finally fulfilled in Matthew 1:23; a gap of seven hundred years. We expect the return of that same Lord to planet Earth after two thousand.  I think I would need to join our earlier believers in fasting for Advent.  Perhaps not if it was for more than fifteen minutes though!
Prayer
Lord, give me patience, but even so, Lord, come back quickly: Maranatha!   

Tom, Glenfield

[image: ]Week Four:  The coming Light
Monday 19 December: Galatians 4:8-20
Additional readings: 1 Samuel 2:1-10 • Genesis 17:15-22 
My little children, for whom I am again in the pains of childbirth until Christ is formed in you. (Galatians 4:19)
In the pains of childbirth
As parents, we have hopes and expectations for our children. Paul talking to the Galatians describes himself as “being in the pains of childbirth until Christ is formed in you”. He has hopes and expectations for the Galatians- his spiritual children. He is eager to see them becoming more Christ-like and more mature in their faith. 
Advent is about waiting for the coming of Christ.Being pregnant and then subsequently enduring labour, is also about waiting for the birth of a child. We cannot predict when these things will happen but we have to trust that they will and that there will be a good outcome. Our son was eleven days late and our daughter was 6 days early – God’s timing is perfect!
Life isn’t always easy; we have to wait for things (and I’m not particularly good at that). But perhaps God uses our time of waiting to shape us and mould us and to prepare us for the future. 
I remember a few years ago, I was away in New Zealand, God challenged me about some of my prejudices. Little did I know how much this was a time of preparation for what I now face. Enjoy the time of waiting and expectation as God is forming us into his likeness and image and preparing us for what lies ahead. 
Prayer 
Dear Lord, help me to be patient as you work to change me into your likeness and may I also be more patient with others who have their own and yet different journeys. Amen
Revd. Joy Langford

[image: ]Week Four:  The coming Light
Tuesday 20 December: Galatians 4:21-5:1
Additional readings: 1 Samuel 2:1-10 • Genesis 21:1-21
Longing for Jesus’ return
Sarah had longed for a child for many years; she had heard – and believed – God's promise of a child, but as time went on, she began to lose heart. 
I wonder if we have lost sight of the reality that Jesus will return? We believe Scriptural promises, and yet Jesus’ return seems such a long time in coming!
We know the exact timing has been set, known only to God, however, we are encouraged to, as it were, get ready, to not lose hope.
‘Therefore, with minds that are alert and fully sober, set your hope on the grace to be brought to you when Jesus Christ is revealed at his coming...  But just as he who called you is holy, so be holy in all you do; for it is written: “Be holy, because I am holy.”’ (1Peter 1:13-16)
Did you notice that little word, ‘hope’? Biblical hope speaks of something certain but not yet seen. Sarah let go of the hope God had given them, because they could not see its fulfilment. 
Have you let go of the hope – the certainty – of Jesus’s return?  If so, can I encourage you to look in your Bible and find references to just how amazing that day will be, let the Scriptures speak to you and excite your soul.  Use this time of Advent as an opportunity to tune your heart again to the heavenly music, to the Hallelujah chorus.
Prayer 
Lord Jesus, fill me with the HOPE of your return.  Amen

Anthea, St Andrews GRE

[image: ]Week Four:  The coming Light
Wednesday 21 December: Matthew 1:1-17
Additional readings: 1 Samuel 2:1-10 • Genesis 37:2-11 
Waiting
The English have a reputation for queuing as was demonstrated recently by the lying-in state of the Queen’s coffin, but on the whole, we don’t like waiting. When our son was three, he discovered Christmas, and his excitement and wonder at the magic of it all as it unfolded remains a very happy memory. The following year he turned into the child from hell because he remembered and just couldn’t wait for it to happen all over again.
The first chapter of Matthew’s Gospel lists Christ’s antecedents, culminating in verse 17 which summarises the preceding sixteen – ‘So all the generations from Adam unto Abraham are fourteen generations; and from David unto the carrying away to Babylon fourteen generations and from the carrying away to Babylon unto the Christ fourteen generations.’
The Jews had to wait for forty-two generations for the promised Messiah, and then they didn’t recognise him. Mary had to wait for nine months for the baby’s birth but even she was not truly aware of his destiny. By now, we have only four days to go, knowing the Christmas story so well, yet we are still impatient for the big day to arrive. 
We tend to regard the days of waiting as an irrelevant waste of time, keen to reach that special event. So, as we await the dawning of Christmas Day may we be mindful that this is a time to prepare, not just the turkey and mince pies, but also our hearts for the coming of the Christ into the world. 
Prayer
Lord God, help us to see that every day is special as we wait to celebrate that day when heaven came down to earth and nothing has ever been the same since.  Amen

Louise, St Andrews GRE

[image: ]Week Four:  The coming Light
Thursday 22 December: Luke 1:46b-55
Additional readings: Isaiah 33:17-22 • Revelation 22:6-7, 18-20
He has brought down the powerful from their Thrones and lifted up the lowly; He has filled the hungry with good things and sent the rich away empty. (Luke 1:52-53)
Giving God your ‘Yes’
I have always loved this passage, whether reading it, or singing it (in ‘Tell out my soul’ or Bach’s ‘Magnificat’), but recently it has come to resonate even more strongly. It’s the song of a woman praising God through her surprise at being called, wondering what she’s just said yes to but stepping out in faith. 
When God called me into ministry, I was excited but thought “Are you serious?”, being all too aware of my ‘areas for development’. Yet God has equipped me in often surprising ways, just as was the case for Mary.
But I also love this passage because Mary realises that with her ‘Yes’, a quiet revolution has started. God will use her, and her Son, to cut down to size those whose use of power harms others. Her ‘Yes’ is a milestone in the journey towards God’s Kingdom of love and justice, where food and wealth are shared fairly, those who have been shouted down can speak and be heard, and differences become something enriching, not a threat. In today’s divided and often violent world, this spirit of love, peace and justice is needed more than ever.
Prayer
Loving God, as you called Mary just as she was, you call us just as we are. May we, like Mary, have the courage to say Yes. May we, like her, sing your song of love, peace and justice, enabling all to join in, and know fullness of life. Amen.

Revd. Judith Lincoln
[image: ]Week Four:  The coming Light
Friday 23 December: Luke 1:46b-55
Additional readings: 2 Samuel 7:18, 23-29 • Galatians 3:6-14
Joy and wonder in all of life
Like Mary I feel full of hope and praise at Christmas for the gift that God gave us in sending us his son. Giving the world a message, that God is with us and has remembered us. 
As a young teenager I longed for a dress that was in mum's club book. I knew that it was unaffordable. Christmas morning, there it was hanging up in the lounge.  I get that feeling of joy and wonder as I did that Christmas morning but multiplied, every Christmas morning, with the gift of Jesus Christ. 
Barbara, Ratby
Mary’s song of joy so wonderfully illustrates how I felt when I first realised God was truly in my life. As I looked back over many years and saw where he had guided and strengthened me through the storms, then comforted and healed me in the aftermaths I almost cried and felt so thankful he had called an ordinary person like me. Seeing him work in my life and the lives of others has built my trust and faith. In the future I don’t want to stray from His path – but being human, I do – Mary was much better than me in her obedience. 
Life hasn’t been easy – full of hard knocks and pain, physical and emotional – but like Mary – with God as my father, I can get through the deep valleys without cracking.
I’m so grateful He chose me to live this life enriched with happiness and an inner joy that comes from Him – finding beauty and humour in the simplest things. I cannot imagine how empty and desolate life must be without his presence. I cannot thank him enough.
Prayer	Jesus, I thank you for being there for me in the most difficult times and the best of times. Thank you for your constant love and strength, for the inner joy and peace and for calling me.
Thank you Lord for being in my life and watching over me.Amen
Margaret, Ratby

[image: ]Week Four:  The coming Light
Saturday 24 December: Luke 2:1-14, (15-20)
Additional readings: Isaiah 9:2-7 • Psalm 96 • Titus 2:11-14
The Angel said to them, “Do not be afraid; for see -I am bringing you good news of great joy for all the people: to you is born this day in the city of David, a saviour, who is the Messiah,the Lord.” (Luke 2: 10-11)
Do not be afraid
ALL new babies are precious, and as they grow up they remain precious; the bond of a mother and baby is precious too.
As a mother you are hard-wired to love and protect your child, so sadly when that child’s life is under threat from disease, you lose all control over the outcome and have to put your faith in the medical professionals and in God.
In one of the darkest, fearful times of my life, as my precious 18year old daughter battled with stage 4 lymphoma, l felt helpless, desolate, impotent and very much alone.Infront of my brave daughter l maintained an air of strength and coping, but on my own l cried with fear and hopelessness.
One morning, I was totally enveloped by what l can only describe as a warm, soft, comforting gauze-like blanket and at that moment l knew that l was being comforted, cherished, loved and strengthened. I was no longer alone (and never had been!) and knew that whatever the outcome, I would be given the strength to cope.
The words in Luke to the shepherds, ‘Do not be afraid’, are so poignant when our control is taken away, as God is there to share our burden and help us to feel safe and loved.
Prayer
Loving God, thank you that in our darkest, doubting times, you are there to comfort, strengthen and enable us to keep going in the knowledge that we are never alone. Amen.
Alison, Ratby
[image: ]Christmas Day 
Sunday 25 December: Luke 2:1-14, 15-20
Additional readings: Isaiah 9:2-7• Psalm 96 • Titus 2:11-14  
		For unto us a child is born, 
Unto us a son is givenKJV (Luke 2:6)
Unto us a son is given
This passage from Isaiah was always part of our grammar school Christmas Carol Service. It was read from the Authorised King James translation, and I loved the words and the pictures they created in my mind’s eye. In my final year at school, I was thrilled to be chosen to read the passage.
However, now in later years, as a mother and grandmother, I am drawn to a particular verse, verse 6 “For unto us a child is born, Unto us a son is given”
I am overwhelmed by the thought of God’s gift of His son to a sinful world – given whilst knowing that He must watch his beloved son face rejection and suffer the cruellest of all deaths. Yet given freely so that we might understand the immensity of His love for us. How can we understand this?
Imagine if someone gave you their son for safe keeping. Jewish parents did this during the Second World War entrusting their children into a stranger’s hands, praying their children would be treated with kindness. Parents of refugee children today are showing amazing love by sending their children away despite the great risks in the hope that their son or daughter might have abundant life somewhere else. 
Or think of young adults who as they grow up feel a sense of calling to work in impoverished neighbourhoods or unsafe situations as nurses, youth workers, teachers. Do their parents learn to graciously let them go and send them off with love to bring hope and light into dark places?
Prayer
Father God,
As I celebrate Christ’s coming as a baby this Christmas, may I understand the magnitude of your love for us and seek to offer you and my neighbour my love in gratitude.
Gill, Ratby
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Advent Reflections & Prayers offers a personal ‘Thought for the
day’ throughout Advent, written by people from the Leicester
West Methodist Churches.

‘... we should never downplay the value of stories. Not ours,
nor those around us, nor those in the Bible. Because God
primarily chooses to reveal themselves to us ... through story —
our own and others ... what we have experienced may be of
huge value to others.’

Michael Wadsworth,
Learning & Development Officer with the Methodist Church





image1.jpeg
Advent Reflections 2022
SWW‘Q’

Leicester Wést Methodist Churches




image2.png




image3.png
Advent Reflections and Prayers

chawing oW 7




