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 Preface

 


For many years, I found it difficult to become
excited about Christmas.

I would greet the decorations in mid-autumn with a
certain disdain, groaning at their imposition into my favorite
season. They would be my first reminder that I was in for another
year of memories of years' past when certain loved ones were still
around. They would also remind me that it was almost time for
ministry activities that had aided in turning what used to be a
treasured time into a slog of obligations in my role as a local
church pastor.

I have only recently begun to process that latter
point. I didn't realize how much my ministerial responsibilities in
the month of December had an effect on my heart's slide into
melancholy when garlands and lights began to appear and carols
began playing in stores. There were other factors, of course, but
this was one unexamined for most of the time that I undertook the
planning of special worship services and other events. Had I been
honest with myself and others sooner, perhaps it could have been
salvaged.

I am happy to report that things have improved the
past few years as I have undertaken a different path in my
vocational life, one that does not bring such obligations during
the last month of the year, other than a felt need to give plenty
of support to those still needing to oversee these special events.
I was, I must be quick to say, generously taken care of and shown
appreciation by my congregations around Christmastime. These
gestures were crucial to my ability to wake up Christmas morning
and greet the day with the joy that eluded me for most of the month
prior.

Many people experience Christmas in this similar
manner. It usually is not due to pastoral responsibilities, but
there may nevertheless be responsibilities to family that must be
tended. And so for that reason, this sense of stress is quite
widespread. For many others, it may be the reminder of who will not
be celebrating with us this year due to death or distance. For
still others, this holiday amplifies feelings of loneliness,
sadness, anxiety, or grief.

But that's also why we have Advent. Far from being
just a month-long prelude to Christmas, it is a time to acknowledge
our deepest needs as we anticipate new birth. This is the season
for those despairing, in need of hope, feeling abandoned,
struggling with loss. It's a season for us to name what is keeping
us from becoming caught up in the celebration in which everyone
around us already seems to be partaking.

Advent is when we name what's weighing us down, in
the hope that Christmas will lift us up.

The reflections that follow were written over a
period of many years. Most of them were written while I was a
pastor. My struggle in ministry related to this season will be
quite apparent. But you will also see the signs of reassurance that
I was able to find along the way. My hope is that reading about
mine might help you find your own.

This book is divided into a week's worth of entries
for each week of Advent. Each week also follows the traditional
themes of the four candles around the Advent wreath: hope, peace,
joy, and love. I set it up so that, if you choose, you can use it
like a traditional devotional, reading one entry per day. You are
also free to read it at a different pace if you like. There is also
an entry each for Christmas Eve and Christmas Day.

However you use this book, I pray that you find what
you are looking for this Advent season. I hope that you are able to
be honest with what you need most, and that the arrival of
Christmas provides an opening for you to find it. And I hope that
in some small way, this book will help you do that.
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First Sunday of Advent:
Greens

 


Near the beginning of Advent, my hometown church
always had a Hanging of the Greens service. This was a special
service during which the decoration of the sanctuary for the season
would be woven into the liturgy, with each piece of garland and
every strand of holly and ivy accompanied by a reading explaining
what they symbolized, followed by a few verses of a song as it was
hung somewhere around the room.

I generally remember it as a meaningful time; a fine
introduction to this special time of year that I in my junior high
through college years could appreciate.

The church in which I served my third year of
seminary had this type of a service as well. What I remember most
from this was not the songs or the scriptures or the descriptions,
but the organization and the stress.

This was a larger church in an affluent suburb of St.
Louis, where things happened on time and with great efficiency. In
the lead-in to this service, people needed to be assigned
decorations to be paraded in and readings to give. They needed to
be lined up in just the right way outside the sanctuary alongside a
series of rectangular tables with every wreath numbered and
labeled. And they needed to walk in at just the right time, go to
just the right place, and hang them in just the right way.

This service was a great source of anxiety for the
ministry staff. Whether they put it on themselves or whether
members of the congregation impressed it upon them, there was an
expectation that Hanging of the Greens needed to be The Perfect
Beginning of the holidays. Things running smoothly during this
service would bring tidings of comfort and joy to those who
attended, which is what some not only expect but even demand from
this time of year.

For as long as I was in full-time ministry, I
consider myself fortunate that I never had to organize such a
service. The two churches I pastored preferred to have volunteers
showing up the day before Advent began in sweatshirts and jeans to
pull down boxes from high places and hang things at a leisurely,
less demanding pace. There were sometimes arguments about how best
to space the ornaments on the tree and there was sometimes some
confusion as to where certain things went, but we could figure that
out without the eyes of the congregation upon us and without even
our own inner voices willing us to feel happy or reverent as we
fumble to arrange the nativity set on the altar just so.

People come to this season with a lot of different
expectations. We may expect to adhere to certain traditions or sing
certain songs or feel certain feelings. These activities are what
help make this time what it is for us. And depending on how high
those expectations are, our holiday experience is always under
threat of ruination if things don't happen in just the right
way.

I admit that I have some of those expectations for
myself, although they've been tempered by various things over the
years, enough that I can hold them loosely enough while adhering
more closely to hope. I can hope in the underlying spirit of carols
and get-togethers and silly movies and Linus's speech and the looks
on my children's faces as our own decorations go up without
fanfare.

I can hope that this season will bring comfort and
joy, less from having things go precisely the way I want, and more
in the midst of--and sometimes despite--the imperfection of what
actually happens.

 


 



 


First Monday of Advent:
Blueberries

 


My grandmother used to make muffins from scratch. She
made a lot of things this way; she wasn't much for processed or
frozen food. But for whatever reason, I especially remember the
muffins.

Her way with ingredients was to use real stuff
with every step: butter instead of margarine, actual eggs instead
of that yellow stuff that comes in a milk carton. In her
kitchen you weren't going to score much that was low-fat
or that had the words "substitute for..." on the
package. 

You come to Grandma Nelson's house, you better come
expecting to gain some padding for the winter. Hashtag sorry not
sorry.

Blueberry seemed to be a favorite of hers. To be
honest, I don't remember her making other kinds of muffins very
often, if at all. The pans she used had cup sizes that allowed you
to eat one or two in a few bites, and the berries themselves tended
to sink to the bottom of the mixture as they baked, so once you got
to those last few mouthfuls your taste buds were awash in buttery
blue heaven.

Grandma had a love of cooking, and she cooked because
she loved. Food was one of her ways of expressing affection to
family and friends. Whenever she insisted that we grab another
helping, we tended to chalk it up to her being a child of the
Depression where sustenance was much more precious
and harder to come by. But I look back
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Reflections for Advent






