ADVENT BAGS 2007
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.  Questions?  Contact us at stjohn53105@sbcglobal.net
Places we shop include


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


Crafts stores such as Hobby Lobby for all kinds of goodies, they have many Christian items


 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 (2 December) open one each day.  Each gift is marked to let you know which day to open it.   Enjoy yourself as you respond to the questions.  There is no test and no failing grade for not answering all of them.
As you anticipate the arrival of Christmas, may Christ’s love and presence be revealed to you in a special way.

God’s blessings, 
From your parish family at St. John the Divine

A huge “thank you” to Soul Sisters and Meg Gladkowski for helping with this gift. 

Please note: you will want to keep this bag out of small hands and safe from any pets.
WORDS FOR ADVENT:  Believe, Faith, Love

“Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly;…and whatever you do, in word or deed, do everything in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through him.”  Colossians 3:16-17

We can live in the certainty that we have  

God’s gifts of faith and love so that we might believe in him.

“Although you have not seen him [Jesus Christ], you love him; and even though you do not see him now, you believe in him and rejoice with an indescribable and glorious joy, for you are receiving the outcome of your faith, the salvation of our souls.”    1 Peter 1: 8, 9

Each household received (randomly) one of these Advent Words:  Believe, Faith, Love.

Questions:  Think about the word you received, what might it look like or feel like or taste like?  Can you recall a time you experienced this word in your life? 

Bonus Questions:  

How do you live out this word in your life?  And in the life of your household or extended family?  And in the world around you?

Of the three words, would you have preferred a different word?  If so, what word and why?

Imagine Question:  What do think God might say about this word?
SLOW DOWN.  QUIET.  IT’S ADVENT!

Twenty-three days to wake up to 

Jesus in your life and in the world!

Advent Poster for 2007

“For thus said the Lord God, the Holy One of Israel:  In returning and rest you shall be saved; in quietness and in trust shall be your strength.”  Isaiah 30: 15

Advent is a time when we are invited to slow down and be quiet; to wait rather than become absorbed in the frantic, hectic commercialism of our culture this time of year.  Yet sometimes we can forget that our ability to be quiet is a gift from God.  In our quietness we can make room for God to dwell within us.

Question:  This Advent Poster is one with a wisp of whimsy.  May it remind you that God delights in all of us and all of his creation when we make time for relationship with him.   Name 5 things about yourself that you think God delights in?  This isn’t bragging rather it is naming and claiming some of the unique gifts God has knitted together in you.

Bonus Question:  What makes it easier or more difficult for you to be quiet?  

Wonder Question:  How might your relationship with God be different, if at all, if you were to spend time (or more time) in quietness with God?

Angel Floating Duck

Mark 4:36-40

“And leaving the crowd behind, they took Jesus with them in the boat, just as he was.  Other boats were with him.  A great windstorm arose, and the waves beat into the boat, so that the boat was already being swamped.  But he was in the stern, asleep on the cushion; and they woke him up and said to him, “Teacher, do you not care that we are perishing?”  He woke up and rebuked the wind, and said to the sea, “Peace! Be still!”   Then the wind ceased, and there was a dead calm.  He said to them, “Why are you afraid?  Have you still no faith?”

Jesus tells his disciples that in stormy times we are to hold fast to our faith, we are not to give in to fear and despair.  May this angel duck remind you that Jesus is with us in the storm and that, like ducks, we are called to remain calm and ride out the stormy and windy times in our lives.   

Questions:  Have you ever watched ducks on water in stormy weather?  What do they do?  Have you ever been in a storm where you, like the disciples were afraid?  What did you do?

Bonus Question:  In stormy times how might you turn to God and have faith?

Wonder Question:  Do you think ducks are afraid in stormy weather?

BOOKMARK

Just as a bookmark helps us remember where we are in a book, we are called to remember where we are in our relationship with God.  May this bookmark help you remember that you belong to God.  Use it to find your place, to guide you to the right page.   May it remind you that God’s word is our guide.

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

Psalm 119:105

Questions:  Do you like to read?  If so, what do you like to read? How do you like to mark your place in something you are reading?   

Bonus questions:  What is one of your favorite books you have read?  What makes it so special for you?  

Wonder questions:  I wonder what God’s favorite Bible story might be.  What do you think it might be and why?  

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.

Questions:  How might someone be the light of Christ for others?  What might it mean to hide one’s light?

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

Imagine Question:  Imagine yourself as a light.  What does it look like, feel like?  Where do you see the light shining?

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).  

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.   

Place this around your candle so that you might see the light of Christ shine forth reminding you as you travel through this season, to listen, prepare, behold, and rejoice.  And, like this candle wrap, may Christ’s light shine forth from your life.

Questions:  Pick one word from the four words for the Sunday’s in Advent: listen, prepare, behold, and rejoice.  What do you like about the word?  How might God be speaking to you through that word?

Bonus Questions:  Which of the four words, if any, challenges you?  How does it challenge you?

Sharing Christ’s Light with Others

Christmas Card for Mailing

In this season we are called to share the Good News of Jesus Christ with others.  That Good News is the gift of God’s mercy, hope and abundant love for us.  It’s the gift of Christ’s light in the world.  In this time of allowing Christ’s light to light our way, you are invited to extend that same light to others.  

“Your steadfast love, O Lord, extends to the heavens, your faithfulness to the clouds.  Your righteousness is like the mighty mountains; your judgments are like the great deep; you save humans and animals alike, O Lord.  How precious is your steadfast love, O God!  All people may take refuge in the shadow of your wings.  They feast on the abundance of your house, and you give them drink from the river of your delights.  For with you is the fountain of life; in your light we see light. “     Psalm 36:  5-9
Questions:  Advent is a time of hearing from friends and loved ones, some we hear from regularly and some just once each year.  Do you like to receive Christmas cards or notes from others?  What is it about these cards and notes you receive that you like (or don’t like)?  Who is someone (or some animal) you want to be certain to send a note to this Advent?  Who is someone (or some animal) you might want to surprise by sending a card?  Here is a card you can use express your steadfast care.  

Bonus Question:  Have you ever sent a card to an animal?  What was that like?  Have you ever received a card from a pet?  What was that like?

Christmas Cross Craft

“An angel of the Lord appeared to Joseph in a dream and said, ‘Joseph, son David, do not be afraid to take Mary as your wife, for the child conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit.  She will bear a son, and you are to name him Jesus, for he will save his people from their sins.”  

Matthew 1:20-21

In this time of Advent we prepare our hearts once again for Jesus.   But it is not only the baby that we are preparing to welcome but Emmanuel, which means “God is with us.”  In this season we are called to remember Jesus’ journey, his calling of disciples and the saving grace of Jesus giving himself even to death for our salvation.  For without the gift of the cross and empty tomb, his birth would be not be remembered at all.  May this cross help you remember not only the wondrous child in the manger but his gift to us of the cross.

Question:  In this season how might you remember the gift of the Jesus’ journey on earth?  

Bonus Question:  How might you remember the gift of the cross and the empty tomb in this time of remembering baby Jesus and the manger?  

Wonder Questions:  What might God have wondered when he sent part of himself, his son, to be with humans on earth?  What might God be wondering right now as we prepare for Christmas?

CLOTHSPIN 

“My soul clings to the dust; revive me according to your word.  When I told you of my ways, you answered me; teach me your statutes.  Make me understand the way of your percepts, and I will meditate on your wondrous works.  My soul melts away for sorrow; strengthen me according to your word.  Put false ways far from me; and graciously teach me your law.  I have chosen the way of faithfulness; I set your ordinances before me.   I cling to your decrees, O Lord; let me not be put to shame.”

Psalm 119:  25-31

Just as clothes cling to a line with a clothespin so they do not fall into the dust, so we are to cling to God’s word.  May this clothespin be a reminder that we are called to hang on God’s clothesline, hang on God’s word.  

Questions:  What might it mean to cling to God’s decrees (words)? 

Bonus Question:  What do you find challenging in clinging to God’s word?

Imagine Question:  What might God’s clothesline look like?  

HOSPITALIZATION CONTACT CARD

“Are any among you sick?  They should call for the elders of the church and have them pray over them, anointing them with oil in the name of the Lord.”  






James 5: 14

It can be easy to turn inward when we are sick or in trouble or in the hospital.  We can be so focused on day to day issues of whatever we are dealing with that we forget to call the church.  Yet we know that God is with us in these times and we can experience God’s presence through prayer and through anointing.

In today’s world hospitals no longer contact ministers or churches when someone is hospitalized.  You must do it yourself, have a loved one call or be able to communicate to the hospital your desire to have your church contacted.  

May this contact card be a reminder for you and your family to let the church know when you are sick.  Place it in your wallet with your driver’s license or medical insurance information as a reminder.

QUESTIONS:  How might someone experience God’s healing?  How might the church be present for those who are sick or in need?  How might you extend God’s healing love to others?

BONUS QUESTION:  Have you ever extended God’s healing love to another person and if yes, what was that like?  

FEATHER 

Jesus said to his disciples, “Therefore I tell you, do not worry about your life, what you will eat, or about your body, what you will wear.  For life is more than food, and the body more than clothing.  Consider the ravens:  they neither sow nor reap, they have neither storehouse nor barn and yet God feeds them.  Of how much more value are you than the birds!  And can any of you by worrying add a single hour to your span of life?  If then you are not able to do so small a thing as that, why do you worry about the rest?  ...  Do not be afraid, little flock…”



Luke 12: 22-26, 32

May this feather be a reminder that we are called to choose to let go of worry and fear.  We are to live our lives with fearlessness, even in the midst of fear.

Questions:  Do you think birds worry about food or life or anything?  Why might they or might they not?

Bonus Question:  When have you been more like a bird in a time of fear or concern?

Imagine Question:  What might God be calling to you to let go of, what worry or fear, so that you might be more like the birds?

FISH

“As Jesus passed along the Sea of Galilee, he saw Simon and his brother Andrew casting a net into the sea – for they were fishermen.  And Jesus said, ‘Follow me and I will make you fishers of people.’  And immediately they left their nets and followed him.  As Jesus went a little farther, he saw James son of Zebedee and his brother John, who were in their boat mending the nets.  Immediately he called them; and they left their father Zebedee in the boat with the hired men, and followed him”


Mark 1:16 -20


Like Simon, Andrew, James and John, Jesus calls us where ever we are and whatever we are doing.  No believer is exempt!!! And, like with Simon, Andrew, James and John, we are called to take a leap of faith, to take a risk so that we might also follow, so that we might also tell others of the Good News.  

Question:  What might it mean to follow Jesus?

Bonus Questions:  How might you be called to follow and to tell others about Jesus in your life?  Just as Jesus asked Simon, Andrew, James and John to leave behind things and people of importance, what might Jesus be asking you to leave behind?

Imagine Question:  What might Simon, Andrew, James and John thought as this man approached them and called them to follow?  Do you think they knew who Jesus was?  How would the might the story be different if they did or did not know who Jesus was?
CLAP YOUR HANDS

“Clap your hands, all you peoples; shout to God with loud songs of joy.  For the Lord, the Most High, is awesome, a great king over all the earth. … Sing praises to God, Sing praises; sing praises to our King, sing praises.”  

Psalm 47:1-2, 6

Our hands were created for worshipping God and for serving others.  In this time of Advent, let us remember God’s gift to us of our hands.  Our hands are the only hands God has in this world.  May your hands offer to others God’s love, mercy and generosity.

Questions:  What might it mean for us to be God’s hands in the world?  How are we at St. John the Divine being God’s hands in the world?  

Bonus Question:  When were you God’s hands in the past week (or 2 or 3)?  

Imagine Question:  If God has hands, imagine what they might be like.  Describe what you imagine using the various senses (see, smell, feel, hear, taste).

Wonder Question:  What might happen if during worship, you or others were to clap your hands in joy and in songs of praise to God?  

Jelly Beans 

God, who caused all Holy Scriptures to be written for our learning:  grant us so to hear them, read, mark, learn and inwardly digest them, that we may embrace and hold fast to the blessed hope of eternal life.

The Book of Common Prayer 

In order to hear, mark, learn and inwardly digest, we must pay attention to God’s words.  They can come in many ways including on jelly beans.

Questions:  How did you pick the first piece (or only piece) you ate?  (Even if you won’t eat one, pick one out).  Perhaps you wanted a certain color.  Perhaps you hoped for a certain flavor such as cinnamon or orange or lime.   Was it by the word?  Was it the last one left?  

Bonus Question:  God’s words can come in many ways, how might the color of the first jelly bean speak to you of God?  What about the flavor?  The word on the jelly bean?  

Wonder Question:  I wonder what God might think or feel or experience when someone says they love him but find excuses to not read his sweet love letter to them.  What do you think? 

LIFE SAVERS

On ships there are rings that one must throw into the water if someone falls overboard.  These rings are made so someone could grab them and hang on, floating until someone can get to them and rescue them.  Perhaps this is where the idea for Life Savers came from.  May this Life Saver remind you that Jesus is our Life and Salvation.  That we can hold onto him when we have ‘fallen overboard’ or when we are in rough waters.  

“Jesus said, “I am the resurrection and the life; everyone who believes in me shall live.  Everyone who lives and believes in me shall never die.”

John 11: 25-26

Questions: What is one of your favorite stories about Jesus?  What do you like about that story?

Bonus Questions:  Remembering there are no right or wrong answers, who is Jesus in your life right now:  a friend, a savior, a teacher, someone at a distance or something else?  What would you like, if anything, to be different in your walk with Jesus?

Just for fun question:  Imagine Jesus as a candy life saver…what color or flavor would the life saver be and why?  For example, would the life saver be sweet or tart?

Crunch bar

A crunch a day will keep you strong 

in faith and discipleship!

“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?

Bonus Questions:  How often do you crunch down on scripture? What do you find challenging in reading scripture … the words, the time, the interest?   What might motivate you to crack open the Bible and crunch on scripture?

PUZZLE

“Examine yourselves to see whether you are living in the faith.  Test yourselves.  Do you not realize that Jesus Christ is in you?”

2 Corinthians 13: 5a

When we do puzzles, we must reconfigure the pieces of the puzzle so they fit together and make sense.  When completed we see the intended picture.  In life, God calls us to over and over reconfigure the pieces of our lives so that we look more and more like Christ in the world.  And at the end of our lives, our pieces will create a clearer picture of who we are and what we believe.

QUESTIONS:  What are some of the pieces of your puzzle that you use to make your every day life?  What might be some of the pieces someone could use to create a clearer picture of Jesus Christ alive today?  

BONUS QUESTIONS:  What pieces of your life speak to others about your faith?  What pieces might cloud the picture of Christ’s light shining from you?  

IMAGINE QUESTION:  What might God see right now in the way the pieces of your puzzle  have been slid together?

WONDER QUESTION:  What do you hope your final puzzle picture will look like to God when you go home to God?

SAFETY PIN CROSS

“Our soul waits for the Lord; he is our help and shield.  Our heart is glad in him, because we trust in his holy name.  Let your steadfast love, O Lord, be upon us, even as we hope in you.”

Psalm 33:  20-22

In this season we are called to remember that our hope is in God, not in ourselves, our possessions, our careers, our family or in others.  May this safety pin cross be a reminder that we are called to place all our hope in God and his steadfast love.  

Question:  What might it mean to place your hope in God?

Bonus Question:  What might make it hard to place your hope in God?

Imagine Question:  As God watches us, his children, placing our hope in all kinds of places, things, or people, what do you imagine God thinking or feeling?  
Send a note of thanks

Jesus Cleanses Ten Lepers

“On the way to Jerusalem Jesus* was going through the region between Samaria and Galilee.  As he entered a village, ten lepers* approached him. Keeping their distance, they called out, saying, ‘Jesus, Master, have mercy on us!’  When he saw them, he said to them, ‘Go and show yourselves to the priests.’ And as they went, they were made clean.  Then one of them, when he saw that he was healed, turned back, praising God with a loud voice.  He prostrated himself at Jesus’* feet and thanked him. And he was a Samaritan.  Then Jesus asked, ‘Were not ten made clean? But the other nine, where are they?  Was none of them found to return and give praise to God except this foreigner?’  Then he said to him, ‘Get up and go on your way; your faith has made you well.’ “

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.  Yet often, many of us are more like the nine who didn’t say ‘thank you.’

Questions:  Why do you think the others didn’t say thank you?  Can you come up with nine reasons?  What about the one who did – why might he have done so?  Who are you more like?

Who is someone you might surprise with a thank you?  What would you thank that person for?

Why not write a note to that person and share your thanks with them? 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.

Stained Glass Ornament

“Teach me your way, O Lord, that I may walk in your truth; give me an undivided heart to revere your name.  I give thanks to you, O Lord my God, with my whole heart, and I will glorify your name forever.”

Psalm 86: 11-12

Stained glass windows were created to tell the many stories of the Bible and of the Saints in times when many people could not read.  Colors took on specific meanings as did various symbols.  All helped people know their story as the people of God.  May this ‘stained glass’ ornament help you know that same story.  

Question:  In looking at the ornament, what Bible story, teaching or saint comes to mind and why?  Or, what might God be saying through the symbol of this ornament?

Bonus Question:  While the colors in your ornament do not have particular meaning, what do you see in the colors or how do they ‘speak’ to you?

Thanks to Soul Sisters for painting this ornaments.

STRESS BUSTING GINGERBREAD

“Therefore I tell you, do not worry about your life, what you will eat or what you will drink, or about your body, what you will wear.”

Luke 6:25

In this time of Advent, we can easily get caught up in worrying and stress.  We can wrap ourselves around concerns:  are we getting the right gift for someone?  Are we spending enough on this person or that person?  In pursuing getting more, we can become stressed … about how we will get it all bought in time, wrapped in time (and perhaps mailed too), and then, how will we pay for it all.

Jesus is clear we are not to get caught up in these things, we are not to worry or stress over things that others worry and stress over. And yet we are so very human and so we might find ourselves worrying and stressing.  And when that happens, we often become very prickly like this gingerbread person.  So if you should find yourself worrying or stressing, give this stress busting gingerbread person some squeezes to help you remember Jesus calls us to not worry about our life.

QUESTION:  What can cause you stress and worry in this time of Advent and Christmas?

BONUS QUESTION:  What might you hear Jesus saying to you when you are stressed or worried?  

WONDER QUESTIONS:  How might God see us in this season of Advent?  Is God smiling with pleasure, is God shaking his head or is God sad?  

TAKE TIME TO ENJOY THE SIMPLE THINGS IN LIFE MAGNET 

When Mary found she was pregnant, she went to see Elizabeth in a Judean town.  And she remained with Elizabeth for three months before returning home.  



Gospel of Luke
In this season of Advent we are invited to slow down, to take time as Mary did when she visited Elizabeth.  One can only imagine what these two pregnant women did, Mary a young woman and Elizabeth, a very, very old woman.  However, it is likely they enjoyed sharing their time together, doing the simple things in life such as washing clothes, caring for animals, conversations as well as silence.

May this magnet remind you to enjoy the simple things in this season marked by hecticness and noise.

Questions:  What might it mean to embrace simple things in this season?  What might you do differently?

Bonus Question:  What might you want to give up so you might experience the gift of simplicity?

Imagine Question:  What do you think Mary and Elizabeth might have done during those three months?  

TRAIN

“Train yourself in godliness, for, while physical training is of some value, godliness is valuable in every way, holding promise for both the present life and the life to come.  For to this end we toil and struggle, because we have our hope set on the living God, who is the Savior of all people, especially of those who believe.”

1 Timothy 4: 8, 10

In this season of waiting and preparing, we are invited to train our hearts and minds and our bodies on God and the gift of his Son, our Savior, who comes to reconcile all creation unto God.  May the sweet taste of this train treat be a reminder to focus yourself on the wonder and sweetness of Jesus Christ so that you might grow in discipleship.

QUESTIONS:  What stories of Jesus tell us about training ourselves in the way of godliness?  What might it mean to train one’s mind and heart and body on Jesus?  

BONUS QUESTION:  Is there anything you might need to do differently so you can be more godly?

WONDER QUESTION:  I wonder what God thinks and feels when we are less than godly…what do you think God might think and feel?
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