ADVENT BAGS 2005
These came to our parish from a new parish member from Northern Wisconsin.  They were from a large parish with many shut-ins and this was a gift to their shut-ins.  We are a smaller parish and decided to create Advent Bags for every household.  We do about 120 bags.   It is a lot of work, takes planning and much time.  It is also a lot of fun for those involved in selecting, finding scripture and writing thoughts – not to mention wrapping and packing of the bags.  The first year we began at Thanksgiving – way too late.  Now we plan beginning in September but that is still pushing.  We do find things throughout the year especially watching for sale items.  We let help us make our selections. In wrapping, we use colored paper for the inserts of scripture and thought.  We have since added questions for conversation and reflection for each item.  We wrap all in white tissue paper as it is cheapest.  We use small return labels for the date the item is to be opened.  Items that are one per household are the easiest.  We wrap those first followed by those requiring household specific numbers (number of items = number of children with or without infants or number of items = total number in household with or without infants).  For example with candy we put in total number in household without infants.  The cost is hard to gage but perhaps the smallest amount would be $10-$15 per bag.  We put the bags out beginning two Sundays before 1 Advent.  On 1 Advent we deliver bags that have not been taken home.

Places we shop include


Walgreen sale items such as votive candles for 10 cents each. 


Hobby Lobby for all kinds of goodies, they have many Christian items


Crafts stores 


Communication Resources for booklets other meditative items

Amsterdam Printing   www.amsterdamprinting.com    1-800-833-6231

U.S. Toys   www.ustoy.com  1-800-255-6124

Oriental Trading Company   www.orientaltrading.com    1-800-228-2269

The key is to be creative and have fun. And, parish members, young and old love the fun and appreciate being remembered.  Also, purchase items and then create the reflection.  That way you can take advantage of sales.  We seem to begin with a magnet, followed by the candle.

This is hung on the outside of each bag with the name and address of the specific household.
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This Advent gift includes small symbols and gifts focusing on journeying with God who is Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  May each light your way this Advent.  

Starting on the Sunday of 1 Advent (27 November) open one each day.  Each gift is marked to let you know which day to open it.  

As you anticipate the arrival of Christmas, may Christ’s love and presence be revealed to you in a special way.

God’s blessings,

Deacon Nancy Hodge

Birgit Moxon, Parish Nurse

Deacon Hazel Red Bird

Priest Joanne Skidmore 

Please note: you will want to keep this bag out of small hands and safe from any pets.

Christmas Card for Mailing

In this season we are called to share the Good News of Jesus Christ with others.  We are to remember especially those who are alone or suffering, those that are forgotten.  

Read Matthew 25: 31-40.

Question:  who is someone you know that is alone, suffering, grieving or someone who might be forgotten?  Someone you would not normally send a Christmas card.  Send this card to them.  

BELL

Praise the Lord!  Praise God in his sanctuary; praise God in his mighty firmament.  Praise God with trumpet sound; praise God with lute and harp! Praise God with tambourine and dance; praise God with strings and pipe!  Praise God with clanging cymbals; praise God with loud clashing cymbals! Let everything that breathes praise the Lord!  Praise the Lord.  Psalm 150: 1, 3-6.

Bells are used in many ways to praise God.  Here are just a few examples.  Bells can be used to call us to worship.  They can be used to remind us in communion that Jesus Christ is with us at the table.  They can be used to send us out into the world.  They can used to proclaim ‘Christ is Risen.’   And they can toll for those who have died, sending them home to God.

Question:  How do bells remind you of God or of worship?

Bonus Question:  As you think of how bells are used, how might your life be a living bell in this world?

BOOKMARK

This bookmark is to help you find your place, to guide you to the right page.  It reminds us that God’s word is our guide.

“Thy word is a lamp to my feet, and a light to my path.”

Psalm 119:105

Question:  How does God’s word light your path?  

Bonus question:  How will you let God’s word form you in the season and in the coming year?

CANDLE

This candle is to remind us that we carry the light of Jesus Christ with us.  

Jesus said, “You are the light of the world.  … No one after lighting a lamp puts it under the bushel basket, but on the lampstand, and it gives light to all in the house. In the same way, let your light shine before others, so that they may see your good works and give glory to your Father in heaven.”  Matthew 5: 14-16.

Question:  Where do you let the light of Jesus Christ shine out in your life?  Where might you be hiding it under a bushel basket?

Candle wrap

As we prepare for Emanuel, God is with us, we are preparing for the birth of Christ.  There is no greater gift of love that we can ever receive. As a baby, Mary wrapped Jesus in bands of cloth and laid him in a manager.  (Luke 2:7).  

Place this around your candle so that you might see the light of Christ shine forth reminding you of God’s hope, peace, joy and love.

Just as Jesus was wrapped so gently and lovingly by Mary, and just as your candle is wrapped in this holder, may you be wrapped in God’s embrace.   And may you, as you travel through this season, know God’s hope, peace, joy and love.

Question:  Pick one word from the four words for the Sunday’s in Advent:  hope, peace, joy and love.  What do you like about the word?  What do you imagine when you hear the word?

Bonus Question:  How might you offer to others God’s _______?  (fill in the word you selected).

Chocolate

“How sweet are your words to my taste!  They are sweeter than honey to my mouth.”  Psalm 119: 103

There is something decedent in eating rich chocolate.  The chocolate is something to savor*, as we eat it and as the taste lingers in our mouth and even longer in our memory.  And that is how God’s words should be for us!

*Savor:  “the power to excite interest and zest; to be the source of flavor.”  Webster’s New World College Dictionary, fourth edition.

 Question:  As you savor this chocolate, how are God’s words sweeter than honey, more delicious than rich chocolate?

A CHRISTMAS CARD

Christmas cards are a special way of being told that 

“Christ is the Heart of Christmas.”

“For behold, I bring you good news of a great joy which shall be for all the people; for today in the city of David there has been born for you

 a Savior, who is Christ the Lord.”

Luke 2: 10-11

May you have a blessed and wondrous Christmas, 

wrapped in God’s abundant love for you.

The First Living Manger Scene Ornament

We know about St. Francis of Assisi mostly because of his love for animals and for God’s creation.  Francis was the son of a prosperous merchant of Assisi and was born in 1182.  He lived a life appropriate for a young man born into wealth.  As a young man, encounters with beggars and lepers moved him to decide to embrace a life devoted to poverty and serving others in great need.  Despite his father’s intense opposition, Francis totally renounced all material values, and devoted himself to seeking out and serving the poor. (adapted from Episcopal Lesser Feasts and Fasts)

But there is more to the story.  Read the back of the ornament to learn something else about St. Francis of Assisi.

Question:  Francis gave up all material wealth and possessions that he had to follow Jesus, seeking out and serving the poorest of people.  What do you think that might have been like for him?

Bonus question:  If you were to give up something and offer it to someone in need, what might it be?  Why did you select it?  Can you offer it to someone in need?

ERASER

This eraser is to remind you that Jesus forgives all our sins, no matter how great or small.   Through Jesus’ great love for us, all our sins can be wiped away.  We can start each day with a clean slate!

“God made you alive together with him, when he forgave us all our trespasses, erasing the record that stood against us…”

Colossians 2:14

Question:  how does it feel knowing our sins are forgiven, that they are wiped away?  Can you remember a time you sinned and asked for forgiveness?  

Fruit (ornamental)

“No good tree bears bad fruit, nor again does a bad tree bear good fruit; for each tree is known by its own fruit.”  (Luke 6: 43-44)

Throughout the Gospels, Jesus calls his disciples to live a life that produces good fruit.  And the way for them to produce good fruit is to live a life of discipleship, following in Jesus’ footsteps.  

May this piece of fruit remind you that you are to be a bearer of good fruit.

Question:  What kind of fruit is your life producing?

Heart

“Thus say the Lord God:… I will sprinkle clean water upon you, and you shall be clean from all your uncleannesses, and from all your idols, I will cleanse you.  A new heart I will give you, and new spirit I will put within you; and I will remove from your body the heart of stone and give you a heart of flesh.  I will put my spirit within you, and make you follow my statues and be careful to observe my ordinances. … you shall be my people and I will be your God.”  Ezekiel 36: 25-27; 28b

This heart is to remind you that God is giving you a new heart and a new spirit.

Question:  What might it mean for your heart to be made more of flesh and less of stone?  

Or:  In this time of preparing, this time of making room in our lives for Christ Jesus, how will you make room for God in your heart?

JESUS IS THE BEST GIFT KIT

As we prepare for the birth of Jesus, our Savior, we invite you to spend time creating your own nativity scene.

“But the angel said to the shepherds living in the fields, ‘Do not be afraid; for you 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 Savior, who is the Messiah, the Lord.  This will be a sign for you:  you will find a child wrapped in bands of cloth and lying in a manger.’”

Luke 2:10-12

Question:  How is the birth of Jesus ‘Good News’ for you?  For God’s creation?  

Bonus Question:  Just as the angels told the shepherds the Good News, we are to tell others the Good News of Christ.  What might you say to someone to tell them the Good News?

 “Jesus is the Light and the Way” Flashlight

Jesus said, “I am the light of the world.  Whoever follows me will never walk in darkness but will have the light of life.”  John 8:12

Just as we can use a flashlight to light up the darkness ahead of us as we walk along a path, we are to walk the way of Christ, following the path that he lights for us.

Have you ever walked in the woods in total darkness?  It can be scary because you don’t know where things are – there are trees to bump into, stumps to trip over, and holes in the ground to fall into.  And it is easy to get lost because you can’t see anything to help you stay on course to where you are headed.  In times like that, having a flashlight lighting the path ahead will guide you so that you travel safely, navigating all the dangers and pitfalls.

Question:  How does Jesus light your path?

Bonus question:  Have you ever ignored the light and gone off in darkness?  What was that like?

Lord make me an instrument of your peace

These words come from a prayer attributed to St. Francis of Assisi.   While the words of the key fob do not come directly from scripture, it captures in many ways the essence of faith.  God’s peace is not about feeling good but doing and about becoming, becoming an instrument.  Being an instrument of God’s peace means we strive to live out our baptismal promises at all times, when it is easy and when it is tough, when we feel up to it and when we just don’t feel like it.  It is a choice, a decision we make either to be an instrument of God’s peace or to be an instrument of something else. 

Question:  How might you be an instrument of God’s peace?

Bonus Question:  There are five baptismal promises.  Can you remember what they are about?  Hint:  Each begins with “Will you…”  And then we respond, “I will with God’s help.”  You can find them in your Book of Common Prayer (BCP).  Don’t have a BCP?   See Priest Joanne.

KNIFE

Jesus said, “I am the true vine, and my Father is the vinegrower.  He removes every branch in me that bears no fruit.  Every branch that bears fruit he prunes to make it bear more fruit.”  John 15: 1-2

Over and over in scripture, prophets and leaders reminded the people that God cuts off that which is wicked, evil or wrong.  Jesus repeatedly spoke about pruning, cutting off that which does not bear fruit.  So, like a surgeon wielding a scalpel, God carves a new creation in us, cutting off that which is not pleasing.  And in doing so, makes room for new growth and abundant fruit.

May this knife be a reminder that as we grow in faith, we too must be willing to carve out from our lives that which causes God pain and carve into our lives room for God.

Question:  How do you or might you carve into your life room for God?

Bonus Question:  What might you need to let God cut from you so that you might bear abundant fruit?

WHOSE BIRTHDAY IS IT ANYWAY

Amid the noise, it can be hard to remember ‘the reason for the season.’  Maybe something in this will help.

“Now this is how the birth of Jesus Christ came about.”  Matthew 1:18

Question:  What helps you remember whose birthday it is?

The First Living Manger Scene Ornament

We know about St. Francis of Assisi mostly because of his love for animals and for God’s creation.  Francis was the son of a prosperous merchant of Assisi and was born in 1182.  He lived a life appropriate for a young man born into wealth.  As a young man, encounters with beggars and lepers moved him to decide to embrace a life devoted to poverty and serving others in great need.  Despite his father’s intense opposition, Francis totally renounced all material values, and devoted himself to seeking out and serving the poor. (adapted from Episcopal Lesser Feasts and Fasts).  But there is more to the story.  Read the back of the ornament to learn something else about St. Francis of Assisi.

Question:  Francis gave up all material wealth and possessions that he had to follow Jesus, seeking out and serving the poorest of people.  What do you think that might have been like for him?

Bonus question:  If you were to give up something and offer it to someone in need, what might it be?  Why did you select it?  Can you offer it to someone in need?

SLIDE FLUTE

Play your slide flute with delight.  God delights in our joy and worship, for we are his people.

“Make a joyful noise to the Lord, all the earth.

Worship the Lord with gladness; come into his presence with singing.

Know that the Lord is God.  It is he that made us, and we are his;

We are his people, and the sheep of his pasture.

Enter his gates with thanksgiving, and his courts with praise.

Give thanks to him, bless his name.

For the Lord is good; his steadfast love endures forever, 

And his faithfulness to all generations.”

0

Question:  How do you express your love for God?

Snowflake Notepad

“Make sure you don’t forget God, your God, by not keeping his commandments, his rules and regulations that I command you today.  Make sure than when you eat and are satisfied, build pleasant houses and settle in, see your herds and flocks flourish and more and more money come in, watch your standard of living going up and up – make sure you don’t become so full of yourself and your things that you forget God, your God.”  Deuteronomy 8: 11-14, (from The Message:  the Bible in Contemporary Language by Eugene Peterson).

When we have something very, very important to remember, we often write a note to remind us.  Sometimes it is hard to remember God, that we belong to God and that all that we are and have are gifts from God.  For some it may be hard to see improvements in life yet life for most everyone has improved due to medical discoveries, safer transportation and buildings, and if one chooses, healthier eating and exercising habits.  This passage reminds us to always remember God, to never forget we belong to God.  Just perhaps we need to write a note to ourselves to remember.

Question:  If you were to write a note to yourself to always remember you belong to God, what would you write?

Bonus Question:  What note would you like God to write in the tablet of your heart to help you remember?

Pencil

“My child, keep my words and store up my commandments with you; keep my commandments and live, keep my teachings as the apple of your eye; bind them on your fingers, write them on the tablet of your heart.”  Proverbs 7: 1-3

May this pencil remind you to write God’s commandments in your heart.   The first commandment is to the love the Lord your God with all your heart and mind and soul, and the second is to love your neighbor as yourself.

Question:  What do these two commandments mean to you?

Bonus Questions:  How do you show your love for God?  How do you show your love for your neighbor?  How do you show your love for yourself?

Pinwheel

“In the beginning, when God created the heavens and the earth, the earth was a formless void and darkness covered the face of the deep, while a wind from God swept over the face of the waters.  … And God said, ‘Let there be lights in the dome of the sky to separate the day from the night; and let them be for signs and for seasons and for days and years. … God made the two great lights – the greater light to rule the day and the lesser light to rule the night – and the stars.”  Genesis 1: 1- 2; 14, 16

In Eucharist (10 a.m.) in Advent, we pray, “At your command all things came to be:  the vast expanse of interstellar space, galaxies, suns, the planets in their courses, and this fragile earth, our island home.” 

The pinwheel is decorated with stars and planets to remind us of God’s creative powers and gift.  When you blow on it, may you be reminded of God’s Spirit (wind) that brought forth life.

Question:  All of creation is sacred as it comes from God.  How do you honor God’s gift of our fragile earth, our island home?

PREPARE 

Your first gift is a magnet for you to place in a prominent place.  Let it remind you that God calls us to spend this season of Advent preparing our hearts and lives for the coming of Christ Jesus.  

Mary opened her heart to God’s Spirit and said “yes” to the Angel.  During the first Advent, she pondered what she had been told by the Angel regarding her pregnancy:  how this would change her; who her son would be.  

And Mary made a home for God in her heart and life.  

Today we too must prepare for the celebration that is too come:  the coming of Christ Jesus.  We are to ponder in our hearts, making a home for Emmanuel – God with us.  

“Prepare the way of the Lord, make his paths straight.”  Luke 3: 4b

Question: This Advent, how might you prepare the way for Jesus?

GEM

Jesus called his disciples to see in new ways -- to look with new eyes.  

As you look at this gem, there are many angles through which we can look.  If we hold it up in the bright sun light it may look different than if we look at it in the light of the moon.  We can hold it at arms length to look at it or up close to our eye to peer through it.  There are many ways to look at this gem.

 In the same way, this season, we are invited to look again at God.  We are invited to see God in a new way.  

Question:  What might it mean to look again at God?

Send a note of thanks

Dig out your Bible and read the story of the lepers who were healed (Luke 17: 11-19).  

Each of us has been grateful for those who have taught us, supported us, blessed us in many and various ways.  

Question:  Who is one of these people in your life?  How did this person bless your life?

Why not write a note to one of these people?  Parents of small children might want to write the note and have the child draw or mark in some way on the card.  Such thoughtfulness and expressions of gratitude will not only bring joy to them, it will do something for our own spirit as well.

SLIDE FLUTE

“The flute and the harp make sweet melody, but a pleasant voice is better than either.”  Sirach 40: 21.

Go ahead, make sweet melody praising God with your slide flute.

We are all called to make sweet melody to God.  We are also called to tell others about God and God’s love for them.

Question:  How might you use your pleasant voice to make sweet melody that lets others know of God’s abundant love for them?

SNOWFLAKE ORNAMENT

The psalmist writes:  “You [God] shaped me first inside, then out; you formed me in my mother’s womb.  I thank you, High God – you are breathtaking!  Body and soul, I am marvelously made! … You know me inside and out, you know every bone in my body; you know exactly how I was made, bit by bit, how I was sculpted from nothing into something.  Like an open book, you watched me grow from conception to birth; all the stages of my life were spread out before you.  The days of my life all prepared before I’d even lived one day.”   (Psalm 139: 13 -16, from “The Message: The Bible in contemporary language” by Eugene H. Peterson)
Like snowflakes, we are all unique.  God knew each of us from before we were even conceived.  God watched over us as we grew in our mother’s womb and still watches over us as we live out our lives. 

Question:  what is something nice about you that makes you uniquely you?  

Bonus question:  if you are doing this with others, have each person name something nice about each of the others that makes them uniquely them.  

STRAW HAT 

The Lord is your keeper; the Lord is your shade at your right hand.

The sun shall not strike you by day, nor the moon by night.

The Lord will keep you from all evil; he will keep your life.

The Lord will keep your going out and your coming in

from this time on and forevermore.  Psalm 121: 5-8

Just as a hat can keep the sun from striking us by day and the moon by night, may this straw hat be a reminder that God is keeping us at all times.

What does the word ‘keep’ mean for you?  How does God keep you?

Bonus question:  How might we join God in keeping others and/or creation?

Surprised by hope

Daily reflections for the seasons of Advent and Christmas

With magnetic strip on back

In this season and the season of Christmas we are invited to make room in our lives for, Emmanuel, God with us.  In God’s presence, we can experience God’s love for us and we can embrace the hope that comes only from Jesus Christ.  May you be surprise by hope throughout Advent and Christmas. 

Questions:  

Can you remember a time you were surprised (in a good way) by someone?  How did you feel?  

Have you ever been surprised by God’s hope and love?  

Bonus question:  How might you surprise someone else by offering love and hope?

SWEETARTS

To help sweeten tart words.

“Encourage one another and build each other up.”

1 Thessalonians 5:11

Question: How might you encourage someone with sweet words?

Bonus Question:  If you find yourself about to utter tart words, what might you do to stop yourself?

Testamints

Let the words of my mouth and meditation of my heart be acceptable to you, O Lord, my rock and my redeemer.  Psalm 19:14

Mint candies are used to refresh our mouths after dinner.  Restaurants often serve them at the end of the meal or have them by the exit for people to indulge.

May these testamints refresh your mouth and remind you to guard what you say and think.

Practice:  For the remaining time in Advent, why not start each day praying Psalm 19:14. Or write the words somewhere you will see them throughout the day to remind you to guard your thoughts and words.
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