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NOVEMBER 29, 2015

 Th e Book of Isaiah illustrates a world in which God’s people are not 
living as He has instructed. Th ey have become ruthless and corrupt. Ruin is upon 
the land and they have lost their faith in God. Sound familiar?

 What does God do? He burdens Isaiah with the task of delivering the 
message that He is angry with His People for their lack of faith. Life will get 
worse. In the same breath, Isaiah tells them that if they return to God and glorify 
Him as the one God of all humanity, He will continue to love and care for them.  
Isaiah explains that a sign of God’s presence and commitment will come. Th e 
sign, of course, is the virgin birth of the Child, Immanuel.

 After about seven centuries this prophecy becomes a reality. How did 
God’s people keep the faith for seven centuries? Did we? Today, two centuries 
after the virgin birth, as told in Matthew 1:22-24, we Christians await the return 
of the Christ Child and the time that peace will fi nally, fi nally come to this Earth 
and all of God’s creations.

 Do we ever doubt?  Of course. We so often ask ourselves, can this chaotic 
world possibly be part of a loving God’s plan? Really? But if we wait and live as 
God directs, we get a sign and are assured that God is truly with us.

Prayer:  God, as we celebrate the sign that reminds us of our love for You, we thank 
You that we were included in Your gift of creation. We can never really thank You, 
but we can show our appreciation by living as You would like us to live. Please, 
in this wonderful season of Advent, give us the strength of our convictions and the 
wisdom to give back to You and all humanity the love You have bestowed upon 
us. Amen.

Prayer Focus: SCAPC supported community ministries and the positive impact 
they have on our city. For a complete listing, visit www.scapc.org/missions/
community-ministries/.

written by Libbie Reiss

Isaiah 7:14

Th erefore, the Lord himself will give you a sign: the virgin will be with child and will 
give birth to a son, and shall call his name Immanuel.



NOVEMBER 30, 2015

 God is speaking to us. Are we listening?  Luke tells us of the message 
of God’s angel to Mary.  Can that help us understand how God speaks to us? 
Mary listened and we know the rest of the story.  Th e Holy Spirit came upon 
her and it comes upon us.  

 Th e hymnist writes “God is calling through the whisper of the 
Spirit’s deepest sighs, through the thrill of sudden beauties that catch us by 
surprise… God is calling can you hear?” (Hymn 410, “God is Calling through 
the Whisper”) Are we to be surprised by the sudden beauty of His deepest 
sighs this Christmas season?  Will we be called the Children of God?

  “But to all who received him, who believed in his name, he gave 
power to become children of God. . .” John 1:12.  We receive the word, we 
believe in His name and we have the power to become His.  Listen because 
He is speaking to us.

Prayer:  Father, Great Spirit of Love, praise Your wonderful name. Open our ears 
to hear the sighs of the spirit, open our minds to believe Your word, break our 
hearts for your children, and then open our eyes to see that the Savior has been 
sent to us, the Son of God, Jesus the Christ, Your Christmas gift to the world.  Lord 
God, help us to truly be the Children of God.

Activity Focus: Take a minute to just be still in God’s presence. Listening, rather 
than asking. 

written by Bob Smith

Luke 1:35

Th e angel answered, ‘Th e Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most 
High will overshadow you. So the holy one to be born will be called the Son of God.’



pencil & charcoal on paper by Christina Tietje Carlisle



DECEMBER 1, 2015

 Th e Bible doesn’t reveal very much about Joseph. Here we read that 
he was a righteous man and by his actions we realize he was compassionate 
and discreet. Elsewhere we learn he was a carpenter.

 Much is made about the fact that the King of Kings was born in a 
lowly manger, without any of the outward trappings of kingship. Let’s notice 
what God did provide for His Son—an honorable, kind father and a devout, 
loving mother. As we race about searching for the perfect material gifts for 
our families and friends, let’s try to remember the beauty of the intangible 
qualities embodied in Joseph and Mary.  I think we are called to do everything 
in our power to provide God’s children with these gifts.  Gifts we cannot buy, 
but ones we can pray to receive and pass on.

Prayer:  Th ank you, God, for our families and friends that love and sustain us.  
Help us reveal Your love to all of Your children. In your Son’s name, Amen. 

Activity Focus: As you wrap gifts this Christmas season, bless each gift with a 
prayer for those who will receive it. 

written by Nell Lanier

Matthew 1:18-19

Th is is how the birth of Jesus Christ came about: His mother Mary was pledged to 
be married to Joseph, but before they came together, she was found to be with child 
through the Holy Spirit.  Because Joseph her husband was a righteous man and did 
not want to expose her to public disgrace, he had in mind to divorce her quietly.  



DECEMBER 2, 2015

 In the fall of 1969, we moved to Richmond, VA where Jerry began 
his studies at Union Th eological Seminary. Gradually, we made new friends, 
but most left town for the Christmas holidays. By that time Jeanne was nine 
months pregnant. We were feeling frightened about becoming new parents, 
lonely in that we were away from family and friends, and concerned about 
world events given the war in Vietnam.
 In trying to make the best of the situation, we called St. John’s United 
Church of Christ and discovered they had a midnight Christmas Service. We 
walked into the church and our eyes were drawn to a Christmas tree decorated 
with hundreds of peace doves. Th e pastor and people welcomed us with open 
arms. Th e miracle of Christmas came alive! Our little miracle, Jamie, was 
born January 4, 1970.  Th e church soon hired us as Christian Education 
Directors. Eventually, lifelong personal and professional friendships were 
formed. Our fears were laid to rest--we were no longer “strangers in a strange 
land.”
 Fast forward to 2015.  After retirement, we moved to Diamondhead, 
Mississippi to be near Jamie (now DeFraites) and her family (John, Jack, 
Sophia). However, something was missing--a church home. Th en another 
miracle came alive Easter Sunday at SCAPC! We found ourselves blown away 
at the service of worship, welcoming spirit, social action, open mindedness, 
and excellent educational programs. Th e next Sunday we became members 
of SCAPC. May 10, Jack was confi rmed. Sophia’s art was highlighted as the 
Summer Sunday bulletin cover July 12. Our fears and uncertainties were 
again laid to rest. 

Prayer:  Like Joseph, may we “be not afraid” while keeping our hearts and minds 
open to discover new miracles during this Christmas season and throughout the 
year. Peace and Amen.        

Prayer Focus: Take a moment to pray for the areas of SCAPC ministry that help 
bring warmth and joy to your Christmas season.

written by Jerry and Jeanne Schumm

Matthew 1:20-21

But after he had considered this, an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream and 
said, ‘Joseph son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary home as your wife, because 
what is conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit.  She will give birth to a son, and you 
are to give him the name Jesus, because he will save his people from their sins.’ 



DECEMBER 3, 2015

 During Advent, we remember and celebrate the incarnation as an 
historic event: the birth of God in human form to a unmarried woman who 
had no desire beyond that of a modest life with her husband-to-be, who 
had no will except to follow the ways prescribed by Jewish law, who had no 
ambition other than to be a servant of God.

 We tend to look upon this miraculous birth as a one-time occurrence, 
which historically it is. Spiritually, however, this birth happens again and 
again. Historically Mary was a virgin in that she was sexually inexperienced. 
Spiritually she was a virgin in that she was an empty vessel waiting to be fi lled 
with divine love, a blank slate ready to receive the Word. Whenever we let go 
of our vain, ego-driven preoccupations, we too become spiritual virgins.

 Medieval theologian Meister Eckhart expresses the secret yearning 
we all feel, “What good does it do me if the birth of the Christ-child takes 
place unceasingly if it does not take place inside me?” Phillips Brooks echoes 
this same longing in his familiar hymn, “O Holy Child of Bethlehem, be 
born in us today!” How does God come to us? For most of us today, satisfi ed 
only with rational explanations, this question is superfl uous because it is 
unanswerable. But for one wise woman of faith writing long ago, the question 
was essential, the answer was perfectly simple: “How does God come to us? 
Like the dew of the fl owers, like the song of the birds! Yes, God gives himself 
in all his creatures wholly to me!” 

Prayer: O Holy Child of Bethlehem, be born in me today! Amen. 

Prayer Focus: Th ose in desperate situations who seek to change their lives, including 
the women living at Eden House.

written by Beth Poe

Matthew 1:22-23

All this took place to fulfi ll what had been spoken by the Lord through the prophet:  
‘Look the virgin shall conceive and bear a son, and they will name him Emmanuel’ 
which means, ‘God is with us.’ 



DECEMBER 4, 2015

 To obey a dictum of an Angel, given in a dream, that is directly 
antithetical to contemporary Hebrew tradition would require great faith.  
Yet subsequent events vindicate Joseph’s obedience.  Th e same could be said 
about a seemingly sensible entreatment that my father disobeyed at the end 
of WWII.  

 I was a young child who, along with my sister and parents, had 
recently escaped from our home, the Baltic country of Latvia. We left to 
avoid the horrors of the Communist invasion of Eastern Europe. By late 
1944, with great diffi  culty, my father was able to get us to Germany. Th e war 
was ongoing, with Allied bombing still in progress. Th ousands of displaced 
persons were searching for a safe haven.  My father had a friend who knew of 
a safe-house in the Black Forest where we could wait out the war. Th e friend 
agreed to pick us up in a truck the following day. Th e next morning we were 
ready to leave with our two suitcases, our only baggage upon escaping Latvia.  
Th e friend and his family arrived, and he implored my father to immediately 
get us into the truck.  My father then bent to pick up a suitcase, but he could 
not lift it. Something was preventing him from doing so. His friend called, 
“We must go now, hurry!”  But some unknown force prevented our getting 
into the truck.  My father replied, “I don’t know why, but I cannot go with 
you.”  His friend then left us there.  We learned later that a stray bomb fell on 
that house and all within perished. Was my father’s intransigence a message 
from Joseph’s Angel?

Prayer: Dear Heavenly Father, please help us to increase our awareness of your 
messengers. Amen.

Prayer Focus: Community ministries that serve the homeless, including Crescent 
City Café, the New Orleans Mission, and FPC’s Program of Hope.

written by Auseklis Ozols

Matthew 1:24

When Joseph woke up, he did what the angel of the Lord had commanded him and 
took Mary home as his wife.
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DECEMBER 5, 2015

 Our family journeys into the vast mountains of Colorado each 
winter.  After we clamber out of our car—weary and aching from our 20-
hour drive—we unpack, collapse onto our beds and quickly slip into a deep 
sleep.  When we awaken preparations are to be made because Christmas is 
tomorrow.  After fi nding no tree at the barren and deserted lot, no decorations 
due to our late arrival, no time to bake cookies or meet with friends, we nestle 
down by the fi re. Th e hearts of the children long for a tree or gifts, for the 
scents of gingerbread to be wafting through the air and for carols to ring 
through the inky night sky speckled with shimmering stars. Yet it doesn’t 
matter that we have no traditional Christmas decorations or culture, for at its 
core Christmas is about Jesus. Not presents. Not reindeer. Not cookies. Not 
Santa. Jesus.

 We should be exuberant in His birth, and God’s great sacrifi ce 
of His only child. God loved us more than anything, so in an act of sheer 
compassion and kindness towards us, He gave the best Christmas gift—His 
son—our savior.

 On that Christmas we had no cookies or decorations, but we had 
Jesus. And Jesus was enough.

Prayer:  Dear God, thank you for the gift of Your son Jesus, on Christmas and 
every day. Amen.

Activity Focus:  Take time during the day to consider blessings in your life. Make 
a written list of at least fi ve things for which you are especially grateful. 

written by Bella Frankowski, age 14

Isaiah 9:6

For to us a child is born, to us a son is given, and the government will be on his 
shoulders. And he will be called Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting 
Father, Prince of Peace.



DECEMBER 6, 2015

 During my very fi rst Carrollton Christmas Camp experience (and 
the fi rst overall!), I was facilitating an activity with a group of seven and eight-
year-olds to create their own ocean world. Each was asked to draw his or her 
own mermaid. Eyes lit up and crayons immediately began to scrawl across the 
pages they had been given. Several minutes later pages popped up in the air to 
share their mermaid portraits. All but one camper had drawn a mermaid with 
bright and fl owing red hair, a blue tail, and a fi shy best friend almost exactly 
out of Disney’s 1989 mermaid feature fi lm.

 Th e diff ering mermaid told its own story. Th is mermaid had three 
tails, all colored in bright purple with streaks of blue. Her hair, while also 
bright, was an emerald green. In the place of Flounder or Sebastian the Crab, 
there was a sunglasses-wearing octopus, which was this mermaid’s sidekick. I 
was admiring the camper’s artwork when his proud smile quickly faded into 
a worried gaze. I noticed that the other campers were commenting on this 
mermaid—“Th at’s not a mermaid” and “Don’t you know what mermaids 
look like?” Before I could counter these statements with support, another 
camper looked at her own drawing and proudly stated, “You know, I wish my 
mermaid had pink hair!”

 When planning camp activities and just going about my day-to-day 
adventures, I am constantly reminded of this moment and how it displays 
the bravery a person possesses when we celebrate the essences that make us 
unique and when we are not afraid to jazz it up a little.

Prayer:  Let us give thanks to the essence that runs through each of us and for the 
ability to truly view the world’s uniqueness and wonder. Amen.

Prayer Focus: Carrollton Christmas and Summer Camps

written by Sean Tate, Carrollton Camp Director

Isaiah 9:7

Of the increase of his government and peace there will be no end. He will reign on 
David’s throne and over his kingdom, establishing and upholding it with justice and 
righteousness from that time on and forever. Th e zeal of the LORD Almighty will 
accomplish this. 



“Falling” encaustic by Candy Ulmer Cranch



DECEMBER 7, 2015

 You probably enjoy the self-satisfaction of listing things you need to 
do, want to do, need to read, want to read or places to visit. Making a list, 
writing a proposal, registering for a conference or a class, or applying for a 
grant comes easier than accomplishing the listed items because the possibility 
of the end result energizes us.  

 Imagine, however, how Joseph and others approached their journeys 
to register for the census. With joy? With hope? Or with dread or annoyance 
because they preferred to get crackin’ on their lives instead of focusing on 
their places of origin?

 Often we are so obsessed with self-improvement that we miss our 
inner geography and avoid noticing what wants to be noticed. Lately when I 
pray, I focus more on where I am.  Should I stay and get to know this place 
more intimately so that I notice things I’ve missed? Should I revel in the 
gift of feeling deeply? Instead of going deep, we often go wide. We miss our 
refl ection in the loving gaze of God. Sometimes there’s a holiest of holies 
within each of us that is so tender that even we are reticent to see it.  

 As Pedro Arrupe, S.J. wrote, “Nothing is more practical than fi nding 
God, than falling in love in a quite absolute, fi nal way. What you are in love 
with, what seizes your imagination, will aff ect everything. It will decide what 
will get you out of bed in the morning, what you do with your evenings, how 
you spend your weekends, what you read, whom you know, what breaks your 
heart, and what amazes you with joy and gratitude. Fall in love, stay in love, 
and it will decide everything.”

Prayer: Lord, help us to notice and to follow what enlarges love in our lives. Amen.

Prayer Focus: SCAPC Small Groups. For a complete listing, check the Sunday 
bulletin or visit www.scapc.org.

written by Cathy Rogers Franklin

Luke 2:1-3

In those days Caesar Augustus issued a decree that a census should be taken of the 
entire Roman world. (Th is was the fi rst census that took place while Quirinius was 
governor of Syria.)  And everyone went to his own town to register. 



DECEMBER 8, 2015

 Th e Christmas season so often entails loading up the car and 
venturing to meet family, whether it is across state lines or just across town. 
Amidst the hustle and bustle of the season, these voyages can too easily be 
stressful--did we remember the presents? Th e side dish? Th e kids?

 Today, we are given a picture of the journey of Mary and Joseph 
to Bethlehem, about the same distance as St. Charles Avenue Presbyterian 
Church to Baton Rouge. Th ey were traveling on foot to somewhere they 
likely were not excited to go, surrounded by the questions of their relationship 
and Mary’s pregnancy, yet still proceeding in the glow of God. Not only were 
there internal strains on their travel, but Mary and Joseph would have had 
to cross the mountains of Canaan and then pass through the Wilderness 
of Judea (the setting for the Good Samaritan story). As much as we love to 
complain about the I-10 traffi  c on a trip to Baton Rouge, I don’t quite think 
it compares to Mary and Joseph’s journey to Bethlehem!

 Looking forward to our own travel plans this season, how can we use 
them to bond with those closest to us? What opportunities do these times 
together grant us for growth in our relationships? How do we use these trips 
to refl ect on the journey to Christmas, rather than think about everything left 
on our to-do list?

Prayer: Holy God, in this season of journeys, grant us peace, serenity, and refl ection. 
Amen. 

Activity Focus: In the midst of this busy and overwhelming season of life, take a 
moment today to stop “regular” activity. Sit down and pray for God’s peace in your 
life. Read Psalm 23 and refl ect on its comforts.

written by Seth Hagler

Luke 2:4-5

So Joseph also went up from the town of Nazareth in Galilee to Judea, to Bethlehem 
the town of David, because he belonged to the house and line of David.  He went 
there to register with Mary, who was pledged to be married to him and was expecting 
a child.



DECEMBER 9, 2015

 I am by nature an organized planner.  I like to look ahead, anticipate 
what will happen, make contingency plans, and create lists. All of this helped 
me to feel more secure in my world and prepared to handle all that came 
my way. I found it diffi  cult to adjust when my plans didn’t go as intended.  
My children have been my ultimate teachers in helping me overcome this 
character fl aw by providing many opportunities for me to learn from them.  

 Having achieved certain academic and career goals, my husband and 
I successfully put our plan into eff ect to start our family.  As I imagine it was 
for Mary, my pregnancy too was a time of wonder, dreaming, anticipation, 
worries, prayers, and a host of other emotions. Certainly she did not envision 
a stable as part of her birth plan. My own expectations included a pretty 
delivery room rather than the stark operating room I ultimately had.  Near my 
due date, we learned that our child was positioned folded in half in a bottom 
fi rst breach making traditional childbirth dangerous for both of us. After my 
initial disappointment over having a cesarean section, I eventually came to 
realize that how and where my child arrived made very little diff erence.  What 
mattered most is that she arrived into this world healthy and surrounded by 
our love just as Jesus came to Mary.  

 Th e setting of Jesus’s arrival may have been humble, but God’s plan 
for Mary was the same for all parents--to love and care for the world’s children 
and to teach them to trust in Him especially when our own plans go awry.

Prayer:  May we always remember that what we see as our challenges are actually 
opportunities on the amazing path You have created ahead for us.  Amen.

Prayer Focus: Presbyterian Women

written by April Noele Christian Weiser

Luke 2:6-7

While they were there, the time came for the baby to be born, and Mary gave birth 
to her fi rstborn, a son. She wrapped him in cloths and placed him in a manger, 
because there was no room for them in the inn.



DECEMBER 10, 2015

 We all can see the beauty of the Lord when we see a perfect rainbow, 
a gorgeous sunrise or a sunset.  Th at beauty is seen in the birth of a child;  and 
many found it evident when the Saints won the Super Bowl!  

 But what about the times when we are scared? Have you ever thought 
back to the time when a loved one survived a car crash, or after a loved one 
has died unexpectedly?  You were terrifi ed to think how life would be without 
them.  After being fi red from a job it is scary to think about the future. But 
during these unpleasant times, God is always right by our side. God will take 
our fears away, if we allow Him to do so. Th e shepherds were terrifi ed because 
they had never seen anything like the angel that was before them. Th ey were 
scared of the unknown.  

 If we put trust in God, we no longer need to be terrifi ed of the 
unknown, because faith can confront and eliminate our fear.  From Exodus 
14:13 to the Psalm 27:1, and further to the prophet Isaiah in verse 41:10, 
God’s people have received the message, “Do not be afraid.” Consequently, 
we too can join the shepherds in moving from fearfulness to faithfulness. 

Prayer:  Heavenly Father, please help me realize Your presence, not only during 
the pleasant times in my life, but during the unknown times as well.  Give me 
strength and courage to put my trust in You. Amen.  

Activity Focus: Have there been diffi  cult and scary times that God has led you 
through? Take a moment to refl ect on these experiences and focus on the good that 
ended up coming from seemingly “bad” times.

written by Bobby Segal

Luke 2:8-9

And there were shepherds living out in the fi elds nearby, keeping watch over their 
fl ocks at night.  An angel of the Lord appeared to them, and the glory of the Lord 
shone around them, and they were terrifi ed.  



pastel on paper by Hailey Teske, age 3, SCAPC Nursery School Lunch Bunch



DECEMBER 11, 2015

 When I was in second grade Sunday School we had to memorize 
the Christmas story as written in the opening verses of Luke 2, King James 
version. Th anks to my mother, who delicately interpreted the words and 
phrases I stumbled over (like “espoused” and “great with child”), I learned 
the whole thing and earned a gold star.

  Fast-forward some 6 years later to my father, a deacon in our church, 
First Presbyterian on South Claiborne Avenue, who got the bright idea to 
create a living Nativity scene on the lawn between the church and educational 
building for two weeks before Christmas. It was a concept that, as far as 
anyone knew, had not been entertained in New Orleans before. It was an 
all-hands-on-deck eff ort right down to the life-sized wooden painted sheep. 
Th e manger was a sturdy lean-to and we had real bales of hay and straw. Th e 
angel stood on a platform just below the top of the manger accessed via a tall 
stepladder. All players had to stand/kneel/sit still for three 30-minute shifts 
as carols played over a sound system. Th e angel’s outstretched arms rested on 
a thin cable. Finding people to play various roles those two weeks was not 
a problem; Mary, Joseph, and the angel were the most popular, especially 
the angel. Having an “in” with the director, my best friend at church and 
I got the coveted role as the alternating angels on Christmas Eve. Th e last 
carol fi nished playing at the stroke of midnight. Th e spotlights dimmed as I 
climbed down the ladder. Christmas had come.

  I can still recite most of what I learned as that seven year old.  “And 
it came to pass….”

Prayer:  Be not afraid, for the Lord is with you!

Prayer Focus: New Elders and the SCAPC Session

written by Jennie Steele

Luke 2:10-12

But the angel said to them, ‘Do not be afraid. I bring you good news of great joy that 
will be for all the people.  Today in the town of David a Savior has been born to you; 
he is Christ the Lord.  Th is will be a sign to you: You will fi nd a baby wrapped in 
cloths and lying in a manger.’ 



DECEMBER 12, 2015

 Th e angels in this passage aren’t speaking to some king or noble hero 
of the land—they’re telling a group of lowly shepherds that the baby Jesus 
is there to be seen. In most cases, the son of God would be honored by 
the richest, most infl uential people in the world. In a modern sense, what 
happened was that Jesus was shown to a fast food worker, not to Bill Gates.  
And that sends a message of love that can’t be understated.

 I am a young kid, so I can’t rule nations and I can’t vote, but I can 
still spread God’s word. Th ese shepherds weren’t much older than I am, but 
they were trusted with an amazing gift.  And that brings up another point—
everyone gets the chance to praise Jesus and to be blessed by Him. I have 
less life experience than most, so I’m used to people not listening very well.  
But Jesus listens, and He helps all of us, no matter what. Jesus cares about 
everyone, not just kings.

Prayer:  Dear Lord, please guide us in our ways, and help us to be more like the 
shepherds. No matter how low we are, may we still be loved.  Amen.

Prayer Focus: Th ose children who will be receiving gifts as part of the SCAPC 
White Gift program.

written by Aiden Morriss, age 12

Luke 2:13-14

Suddenly a great company of the heavenly host appeared with the angel, praising 
God and saying, ‘Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace to men on whom 
his favor rests.’  



“Light in Darkness” acrylic & gold leaf on canvas by Anne Barton Rucker



DECEMBER 13, 2015

 After crossing rivers and extreme terrain on horseback all day, the 
teenaged boys who were considered at-risk youth back in town were feeling the 
possibilities of breaking through their perceived limitations. Th e emotional 
and physical work in the wilderness was taxing for campers and counselors, 
but the boys were choosing to trust and engage. As the small group sat in 
fellowship around a fi re, the Northern Lights began to dance across the sky. 
Th e feeling of being cradled in creation united them further and the words 
“God’s country” left their lips.

 Th e shepherds were on the fringe of society when everyone else in 
the world was being counted in their hometowns, but they received a message 
sent from above when God chose to involve this small group in the miracle of 
Christ’s birth. His divine gesture of inclusivity was so glorious that it inspired 
the shepherds to abandon their worldly limitations and faithfully follow His 
Word, seeking out the Truth.

 Jesus faithfully followed the Word of our Father and was the prime 
example of Truth born to this world. He saw beyond the narrow fl ock and 
took all nations into his heart, basing His teachings upon the great universals 
of spiritual life. Anyone was, and is, worthy to earnestly seek and fi nd Him. 

Prayer:  Lord, we hail with gladness the signs You send us of Your advancing 
Kingdom here on Earth and thank You for the freedom to pursue Your Word--the 
Truth--uniting us in faith and fellowship with other believers throughout our 
adventures to and with You. Amen.

Prayer Focus: Ministries supported by SCAPC that address the needs of children 
and young people, including STAIR, Victories in Service, and Liberty’s Kitchen.

written by Sarah Whicker

Luke 2:15 

When the angels had left them and gone into heaven, the shepherds said to one 
another, ‘Let’s go to Bethlehem and see this thing that has happened, which the Lord 
has told us about.’



DECEMBER 14, 2015

 When we think about Th e Christmas Story, I am sure we all 
remember that the angels appeared suddenly, unexpectedly, to the shepherds.  
Th e angels understood what the birth of Jesus meant to the world and they 
shared this Good News with the shepherds. So the shepherds went to see this 
King for themselves.

 Can you imagine being there with the shepherds when SUDDENLY 
the sky was FULL of angels! Th e shepherds must have been terrifi ed at fi rst 
(we would have been too), but an angel said to them,  “Fear not, for behold, 
I bring you good news of great joy. . . ”.   Of course the shepherds wanted to 
see this miracle for themselves!!

 When we visited Bethlehem over 2000 years later, on a SCAPC/
Temple Sinai trip, we felt so excited and in awe to see the place where Jesus 
was born.  Imagine what the shepherds felt that night when they saw Mary, 
Joseph, and the baby, Jesus.  Th e “Good News” the angels told them was real.  
God HAD sent his Son to be the Savior!!!

 So the shepherds, I’m sure, felt like they had to share the news and 
“all who heard it were amazed. . . ”. Shouldn’t we continue to be amazed and 
continue to spread the good news to the world?!

Prayer:  Th ank you Father for appearing to the least, the lowly, and the lonely, 
and for giving the shepherds the desire and ability to spread your “good news of 
great joy.” Now please lead us to continue to spread the news too. In Jesus’ name 
we pray, Amen.

Prayer Focus: SCAPC’s partner churches in Cuba, El Fuerte and Juan G. Hall

written by Betty & John Hope

Luke 2:16-18

So they hurried off  and found Mary and Joseph, and the baby, who was lying in the 
manger.  When they had seen him, they spread the word concerning what had been 
told them about this child, and all who heard it were amazed at what the shepherds 
said to them. 



DECEMBER 15, 2015

 Advent:  a time to pause, to ponder. . . . In Luke 2:19, the word 
‘sunballousa’ is translated “pondered.” Th is is Greek for “placing together for 
comparison.” Did Mary learn the practice of pondering, this act of thoughtful 
comparison, from her religious education? As a child had she memorized 
Psalms 119:97 (MSG),  “How I love all You have revealed, I reverently ponder 
it all day long?”
 Mary has been visited by an angel and shepherds. She was almost 
put aside by Joseph and taken in by miraculously pregnant cousin Elizabeth.  
Mary has made the trip to Bethlehem and given birth in an unfamiliar place 
without her family there. Does Mary ponder how the world is beyond her 
control, yet safely held in God’s hands? Where does she fi nd the balance 
between public shame and the possible knowledge that she is God’s chosen 
vessel for the Messiah? 
 As we compare a sense of Mary’s “blessedness” with her pain and 
suff ering, can we pause to ponder what sentiments and thoughts fi ll our own 
hearts? Are we honest enough to ponder the great blessings that surround us 
each day and refl ect on the impact of such consumerism on God’s world? 
When pondering the joys of this holiday season are we sensitive to intensifi ed 
loneliness and depression that many experience? Are we brave enough to be a 
vessel for God? Are we humble enough to do God’s work in our daily world?
  Th ere is so much to ponder.

Prayer:  Dear God, Th ank You for all You give us. Please help me remember that 
both the challenges and the grace to meet them come from You. Grant me the 
courage to do Your work, trusting always that gratitude attracts new graces, new 
capabilities, and greater faith. In the name of the greatest blessing of all, Your son 
Jesus Christ, Amen.

Activity Focus:  Take a moment to ponder the sentiments and thoughts fi lling your 
heart this Christmas season. 

written by Ann Maier

Luke 2:19

But Mary treasured up all these things and pondered them in her heart.  



DECEMBER 16, 2015

 How poignant is it that the announcement of Jesus’s birth came fi rst 
to the Shepherds! Shepherds were looked down upon by the religious elite---
they often had diffi  culty maintaining the strenuous rituals of cleanliness and 
ceremony. And yet these were the fi rst people invited to visit the Savior and 
witness the miracle fi rst hand. No wonder they were “glorifying and praising 
God for all the things they had heard and seen!” 

 How often in our own lives do we feel unworthy to meet Jesus? 
Often I feel that communion with the Lord requires some sort of  “special 
ceremonial cleaning” from the dirt of our everyday lives. Th e Bible states the 
Shepherds “hurried on and they discovered Mary and Joseph, and the babe 
lying in a manager,” Luke  2:16. It does not reference any special cleaning 
before visiting Jesus--just a willingness to heed the call of angels and hurry 
when we hear the voice of God. 

 Following their visit with Jesus, Mary, and Joseph, the men fi rst “told 
everyone about the word which had been spoken to them about this child,” 
then returned to their fl ocks and continued to praise God. During this advent 
season, we should seek to share the news of the Savior’s birth, not just in the 
presence of miracles, but in our daily lives.

Prayer:  Dear Lord, help us to hurry to you when called. Help us to return to our 
own fl ocks with glory and praise in our hearts, telling everyone the good news of 
Jesus’s birth. Amen

Prayer Focus: SCAPC 20/30s Group

written by Matthew Carlisle

Luke 2:20

Th e shepherds returned, glorifying and praising God for all he things they had heard 
and seen, which were just as they had been told. 



“A Child is Born” silhouette applique by Th elma Stalcup



DECEMBER 17, 2015

 New Orleanians have a special affi  nity for Epiphany, that’s clear.

 I have always been fascinated by the exotic fl avor the Th ree Magi 
bring to the Christmas story. Very often this shows up in music, such as 
the Arabian-sounding movement about the Th ree Kings in Ralph Vaughn 
Williams splendid cantata, Hodie, sung by the Chancel Choir a couple of 
Christmases ago. Th e music is both otherworldly and threatening at the same 
time.

 Th ree Kings from far-off  lands--“Wise Men” able to foresee the 
future--are somewhat scary if you’re a kid.

 Actually, I’m still sort of afraid of them myself.

 Th e Th ree Magi seem almost dangerous because of the hint of their 
supernatural power and especially their “foreign-ness.” We are often afraid of 
the unfamiliar. Yet they, like the peaceful and simple shepherds, have come 
to worship the Christ Child, because they know for a fact that His birth has 
changed the world forever.

Prayer:  Creator of spirit, especially during this Advent season, let me be open to 
wisdom from unexpected sources.  With amazement and gratitude, I look forward 
to a world of new possibilities at Christmas. Amen!

Prayer Focus: Th e music program at SCAPC including Th e Chancel Choir, the 
Cherub Choir, and the Ringers and Singers.

written by Julie Nice

Matthew 2:1-2

After Jesus was born in Bethlehem in Judea, during the time of King Herod, Magi 
from the east came to Jerusalem  and asked, “Where is the one who has been born 
king of the Jews? We saw his star in the east and have come to worship him.”  



DECEMBER 18, 2015

 In our everyday lives we can receive messages, demands or dictates 
that can at once be both a cause for joy and a cautionary tale. Life, as it were, 
is full of contradictions. When King Herod called all the people together so 
he could learn where Jesus was to be born, he pretended that he, too, wanted 
to go and worship Jesus. His real intention, however, was to do just the 
opposite--to kill Him. While others imagined a sense of hopefulness through 
the birth of Jesus, Herod imagined in him a threat to his power.

 We have often been disturbed by many things in our lifetimes, but 
we seek God’s grace and guidance so that we are not led to commit dastardly 
acts of retribution. Instead, we want to commit acts of good deeds. We 
go through our daily lives trying to be ever mindful of the contradictions 
confronting us in every aspect thereof, whether in spirituality, politics, caring 
for our fellow humankind, or a range of social and interpersonal interactions. 
What do we do? We implore God to give us wisdom to make right decisions.

 Th is season of Advent is a time of hope. Hope that all will seek 
“favorable and confi dent expectation and the happy anticipation of good.” 
In the Bible are many examples of hope and goodness, and our favorite can 
be found in Titus 2: 13-14(NIV):  “. . .while we wait for the blessed hope-
-the glorious appearing of our great God and Savior Jesus Christ, who gave 
himself for us to redeem us from all wickedness and to purify for himself a 
people that are his very own, eager to do what is good.”

Prayer:  Dear God, we thank you for your son Jesus Christ and the wonder of hope 
and goodness in our lives. Amen.

Prayer Focus: SCAPC 40/50s and Senior Adults’ Ministries

written by Henrietta & Walter Harris

Matthew 2:3-4

When King Herod heard this he was disturbed, and all Jerusalem with him. When 
he had called together all the people’s chief priests and teachers of the law, he asked 
them where the Christ was to be born.



“Th e Unmistaken Child” painting by Nevada Paxton



DECEMBER 19, 2015

 It is one thing to predict a “ruler” will emerge to lead people, 
but another for a person to actually become an eff ective leader—one who 
motivates others to accept and refl ect his/her message and to accomplish 
positive things.
 While “ruler” is initially used, it is key that Matthew switched to 
“shepherd” in the prophecy. What are the characteristics of an eff ective leader?  
Th ose who speak of strong, willful executives “running” companies, mainly 
by imposing their goals and approaches for achieving them, should consider 
the skills and techniques of the Shepherd.
 Like all eff ective leaders, Jesus:

• Clearly and consistently articulated problems and His vision for 
addressing them;

• Repeatedly demonstrated serious concern for the welfare of His fl ock;
• Knew that eff ectuating major changes was diffi  cult and since His 

thinking was long-term, He was not discouraged by short-term failures 
and setbacks;

• Knew the pain and value of personal sacrifi ce–-instead of enriching 
Himself, He lived as His fl ock did, practicing what He preached, thereby 
becoming an excellent role model; and

• Above all, provided hope. When conditions were bleak and tomorrow 
looked no better than today, He instilled hope for the future.

 Leaders today with big bonuses and abundant egos, who issue 
orders to employees, should consider emulating a Leader who has favorably 
infl uenced millions of people over two thousand years.

Prayer:  Dear God, Th ank you for the lessons your Son has taught us. Help us to 
listen, to gain understanding, and to actually live by them. Amen.

Prayer Focus: SCAPC Staff , Pastors, and Christian Education teachers

written by Bill Banta

Matthew 2:5-6 

‘In Bethlehem in Judea,’ they replied, for this is what the prophet has written: ‘But 
you, Bethlehem, in the land of Judah, are by no means least among the rulers of 
Judah; for out of you will come a ruler who will be the shepherd of my people Israel.’ 



DECEMBER 20, 2015

 Whom do I seek to emulate at this Christmas time? Do I follow the 
Magi searching for Christ hoping only to be “joyful” in His light and love?  
Or, do I follow Herod while making hollow eff orts to “worship” Christ, but 
instead turn my focus to the materiality and commercialism of this season? 
Do my actions, like Herod’s, in essence foster an elimination of Christ’s spirit 
and love rather than celebrate the true meaning of His birth? 

 Th e path of the Magi was not an easy one and would seem today 
to be no less diffi  cult for us. Th e Magi traveled for hundreds of miles over 
arduous terrain and through alien lands to fi nd a spiritual king of kings who 
they had no proof even existed. I, however, have the benefi t of over 2000 years 
of Christian faith and teaching to guide me on this journey.  Nevertheless, it 
seems all too easy for me to become distracted by the trappings of a secular 
Christmas. 

 Perhaps this is the year I can return to the true meaning of Christmas 
and exchange love rather than things. Perhaps I should put more emphasis 
on giving to those who have very little rather than buying gifts for those who 
already have more than they can use. O’Henry’s famous short story “Th e Gift 
of the Magi” may have expressed this idea best when he revealed that the 
greatest gift is love, not silver hairbrushes or golden watch fobs.

Prayer:  Lord help me to see that Your love and grace are all that is needed for my 
true happiness in this life and thereafter. Amen.

Activity Focus: Take a few moments throughout the day to think about how you 
can exchange love this Christmas season. 

written by Elizabeth Artigues

Matthew 2:7-8

Th en Herod called the Magi secretly and found out from them the exact time the star 
had appeared. He sent them to Bethlehem and said, ‘Go and make a careful search 
for the child. As soon as you fi nd him, report to me, so that I too may go and worship 
him.’  



DECEMBER 21, 2015

 Distractions, distractions! 
 
 Like the king asking questions when the wise men just wanted to get 
on with their journey, distractions seem inevitable for us at Christmas time.  
Presents and parties and sugarplums for the children are distractions—and 
just the pressure to do everything perfectly, from decorating the house to 
being the perfect host.

  And as we get closer to the Big Day, the pressure and the distractions 
increase. Th ere is a deadline to get all those presents wrapped . . .and mailed!  
Th e list has to be re-checked. Did we forget to get cranky Uncle Cletus a tie 
in his favorite color? How about picky Aunt Suzie?

 And don’t even mention the cooking.

 But it is important to keep looking out for the star, hard as it is with 
all the distractions of this fun and frantic season.

 What is your star? What leads you to the manger . . .to Christ?  What 
do you follow to fi nd your centering spot of joy, real joy, that only fi nding 
Christ in your life can bring?

 Make time in these next few days to fi nd the spot in your life where 
you, like the wise men, can be overjoyed.

Prayer:  Father of us all, lead us on our journey to discover what You want from 
us and for us. Help us this Christmas season, and always, to seek You amidst the 
distractions of our lives. Amen.

Activity Focus: Make time today to put distractions aside and center your day on 
the joy of Christ. 

written by Frances McCall

Matthew 2:9-10

After they had heard the king, they went on their way, and the star they had seen 
in the east went ahead of them until it stopped over the place where the child was.  
When they saw the star, they were overjoyed.   



DECEMBER 22, 2015

 Th e story of the “Wise Men” visiting Jesus after his birth is so well 
known that we happily acknowledge and overlook the erroneous material 
that has become attached to it. We don’t know how many visitors there were, 
the number three being derived from the three gifts. We don’t know exactly 
who they were. Most translators seem to prefer “Magi” over “Wise Men,” few 
call them “Kings.” We don’t know where they were from (except the “east”). 
We don’t know how or what the “star” was that guided them. Some have 
questioned the nature of the “gifts” of the Magi—are the references to gold, 
incense and myrrh symbolic rather than actual?

 While we may never know the exact meaning and impact these 
three gifts had upon the ancient peoples, we should appreciate at least one 
important truth from this story--we are often known and remembered by our 
gifts and how we share them. In fact, it is the gifts that we remember, even in 
the recount of the visit of the Magi. Th e gifts have spawned stories like “Amal 
and the Night Visitors,” a wonderful Christmas “Opera” that drives the point 
of the gift and the giving even more squarely home. Th e marvelous thing 
about gifts is that we have little control over receiving them, only over how 
we will use them. Critically, we have total control over what we will give to 
others. To receive the gift of God in Jesus Christ is to receive grace and love 
as the cornerstone of life. To share that grace as gift to others is to live within 
it.

Prayer: Father, please help us to accept Your gift of Jesus Christ, to make Your grace 
and love the the cornerstone of our lives, and to share them with others. Amen 

Activity Focus:  Take a moment to refl ect on ways that you can devote your time 
and talents to share your gifts with others in the coming year.

written by former SCAPC Interim Associate Pastor, Rev. Jim Stayton

Matthew 2:11

On coming to the house, they saw the child with his mother Mary, and they bowed 
down and worshiped him.  Th en they opened their treasures and presented him with 
gifts of gold, frankincense, and myrrh.



crayon on paper by Logan Lanier, age 7



DECEMBER 23, 2015

 Th e fi rst time I drove to Clarksdale, Mississippi was the summer I 
turned eighteen. I found the cemetery easily, but looking over the acres of 
gravestones, I realized that I had no idea where his grave lay. I spent an hour 
wandering, tears streaming down my cheeks. Th e summer heat pushed my 
emotions into a  frenzy, and it took several miles of open road to calm down. 

 One of my closest friends, Will, passed away when I was seventeen. 
He went into a burning house to rescue a friend and never made it back out. I 
craved the closure of fi nally seeing his resting place, getting to say “goodbye.” 

 It took three years to return to Clarksdale on a crisp fall day. I found 
the headstone resting under leaves. I said my peace, but as I left and looked 
out over the cotton fi elds, I realized that closure isn’t real. Th ere’s no point 
that you stop missing someone, no point that death doesn’t hurt. I still see 
things that remind me of him, and I still have days that I wish we could talk 
again. 

 Th e truth is that even when you know the destination of your 
journey, you’ll never know what you’ll fi nd on the way. I found pain and 
peace in mine, but I also found healing. I’m still putting one foot in front of 
the other eleven years later.    

Prayer: Dear Lord, please help us to follow your light and look to you for strength 
and guidance. Give us hope that we will fi nd our way through the darkness. 
Amen.

Prayer Focus: RHINO and Camp RHINO

written by Caroline Cottingham, RHINO Ministry Director

Matthew 2:12

And having been warned in a dream not to go back to Herod, they returned to their 
country by another way.



DECEMBER 24, 2015

 So it was prophesied that a child would be born, and that child 
would be the hope of the people. Over 2000 years ago a woman in a stable 
waited for a child to be born, a child that prophesy said would be the hope of 
the world.
 Tomorrow, on Christmas day, over 350,000 children will be born 
unto us--children who can become presidents, ship captains, mothers, 
teachers, junkies, thugs, bus drivers, bankers, bums.  Each child has a mother 
and a father, sisters, brothers, aunts, uncles, cousins, neighbors, teachers, 
grandparents, or godparents --a web of life that spins out and interconnects 
in countless and unknown ways.
 Each time we choose grace over anger, we strengthen the net that 
supports that child. Each time we choose generosity over greed, kindness over 
indiff erence, the awaited child lives in a better place. Everyone for whom we 
smile, lend a hand, or forgive a debt, may go home and be a better parent or 
brother or friend to this child.
 In Matthew it is said: “Truly I tell you, whatever you did for one 
of the least of these brothers and sisters of mine, you did for me.” For the 
precious child. . .
 Don Frampton closes Sunday service with this verse from Philippians 
4:8: “whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is just, whatever is 
pure, whatever is pleasing, whatever is commendable, if there is any excellence 
and if there is anything worthy of praise, think on these things.”

Prayer: Th ink on these things, act on these things, and know that we are the hope 
of the world. Amen.

Prayer Focus:  Children who attend SCAPC Nursery School, participate in the 
SCAPC Children’s Programs, Youth Group, or have been baptized at SCAPC.

written by Nevada Paxton

Micah 5:2

But you, Bethlehem Ephrathah, though you are small among the clans of Judah, out 
of you will come for me one who will be ruler over Israel, whose origins are from of 
old, from ancient times.



DECEMBER 25, 2015

 In the middle of the night some years ago the security system in 
our home suddenly started beeping and a mechanical voice woke us up 
continually repeating, “Warning, Low Battery, Kitchen Sensor 8.”  Naturally, 
I had been in the deepest of sleeps and it took a few moments to realize that 
this unwelcome noise was not going to stop on its own. But then things got 
worse.
 Th e phone suddenly rang. It was a church neighbor calling to say 
that I had better get down to the offi  ce right away. Th e Fire Department was 
waiting at the door, axe in hand. Th ey had mistaken “Sensor 8” for an alarm 
in the church kitchen, and they were about to follow through with their 
sworn duty.
 I quickly changed and dashed down to the church. Now let me tell 
you, the sight of a minister at 1:22 in the morning is something no one needs 
to see! Barefoot, without contacts, tee shirt inside out, the fi rst thing the 
neighbor said to the fi reman was, “Believe it or not, this is the minister!”
 Th e whole thing, of course, was one huge mistake, as 99.9% of 
alarms probably are. But there I was, now fully awake, heart still pounding, 
and for the rest of the night unable to get back to sleep.
 Christmas is like that for us—a “wakeup call” to the very coming of 
God into the world.  Don’t let the gentle story of mangers and shepherds lull 
you into thinking that this, the birth of Jesus, is a small deal. It is huge. It is 
history.  It is our history and now our story.  God became one of us to reunite 
us with God. Th at simple. I hope this news does, in fact, make our hearts 
pound!

Prayer: Dear Lord, wake me up to Your eternal, everlasting presence, this day and 
all days. In the name of Christ, Amen.

Prayer Focus: All the family and friends with whom you have spent this Christmas 
season. 

written by Don Frampton

Micah 5:4-5

And he shall stand and feed his fl ock in the strength of the Lord, in the majesty of the 
name of the Lord his God. And they shall live secure, for now he shall be great to the 
ends of the earth; and he shall be the one of peace.



-



MAKE SCAPC YOUR NEW YEAR’S RESOLUTION!

Here are some ideas of how you can get more involved in the life of SCAPC this year:

• Join a small group! Check out the bulletin or our website (www.scapc.org) for 
current listings. We have prayer groups, Bible and book study groups, social 
groups, groups for MOMs, 20/30s, something for everyone!

• Volunteer with RHINO!  Host a RHINO group for dinner, help alongside 
RHINOs at the worksite, bring them breakfast on an early Saturday morning, 
there are many ways you can get involved! Contact Caroline Cottingham, 
rhino@scapc.org, to learn more about ways to help. 

• Make a difference through one of our many community ministries! Serve 
breakfast to the homeless on Saturday mornings at Cresent City Café, help 
tutor children through STAIR, support the women at Eden House, there are 
many ways you can help make a difference! Check out our SCAPC supported 
community ministries online at: www.scapc.org/missions/community-
ministries/.

• Help out with our worship services!  We can always use more liturgists, 
children’s message presenters, and ushers! If your schedule is flexible, funeral 
ushers are needed on short notice, as well. Contact Emily Fleshman, emily@
scapc.org to get plugged into one of these spots!

• Come to Wednesday Night Out! Wednesday Night Out is a great way to have 
a wonderful dinner and fellowship with other SCAPC members! Sign up each 
week at: www.scapc.org/wno.

• Join a Sunday school class! We have classes on Sunday mornings for everyone! 
Children and youth classes, 20/30s Bible/book study, and many adult classes! 
Check out the complete listings online at: www.scapc.org/worship/sunday-
school/.

• Check out a book from the Phifer Library! Did you know that you can check 
out books from our library? Stop by and browse on Sunday mornings or Mon-
Fri from 8 a.m. - 5 p.m.! For more information on available books, contact 
library@scapc.org.

• Attend a retreat or mission trip! Presbyterian Women have their annual 
retreat in January, the men have their retreat in March, and the Youth have a 
retreat in the Fall and Montreat in the Summer. SCAPC also has mission trip 
opportunities to Cuba available throughout the year. These are always a great 
opportunity to refresh your faith!

• Volunteer with Hard Hats! Are you pretty handy? Do you have various repair 
and construction skills? There are always small (and sometimes large) projects 
happening around the church that we could use help with! To volunteer, contact 
Wayne Willcox, wayne@scapc.org, or 897-0101 x115. 

• Invite a friend to worship with us! Faith can be most meaningful when shared 
with someone else. Invite a friend to come with you to a worship service, small 
group, or WNO!

Check out our website, www.scapc.org to learn more. Want to sign up to get 
involved? Contact Camille Zander, camille@scapc.org. 


