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| Prepare My Heart for the Manger:
Reflecting on Advent Through Poetry

Advent is a season of anticipating, waiting, and hoping.
Beginning four Sundays prior to Christmas and ending
on Christmas Eve, Advent helps us prepare for the com-
ing, or “advent,” of the Christ child at Christmas.

As Christians, we are called to prepare during this time,
in the waning light of winter. But how do we do this
important work? We wait, we notice, we see. We write
and read haiku. What? Haiku?

A few years back, some of us prepared for Advent by
writing haiku (three line poems), list poems, and even
using lines from other works to create our own. As part
of a First United Methodist Church’s 2016 Adult Acad-
emy Class, a dozen or so of us prepared our hearts for
the manger over four weeks by reflecting on Advent
through poetry. The title of the class—the same title
as this introduction—was inspired by the poem “Shep-
herd’s Song at Christmas,” in which the poet Langston
Hughes (1902-1967) writes:

What shall | bring to the Manger?

I will bring my heart

And give my heart to Him.

I will bring my heart

To the Manger.

Using poetry, and guided by Jennifer Clark, we reflected
on the Advent themes of waiting, noticing, prepar-
ing, wondering, and journeying. Advent Anticipations:



Poems for Meditations contains two dozen original
works by FUMC members and friends who participated
in one or more of these Advent poetry sessions and al-
lowed us to use their poems for this project. Thank you
Anonymous, Mollie Clements, Mary Ann Doll, Julie Doll,
Mary Whittaker Duncan, Carol Hodges, Richard Long,
Judy Ross, Dale Rowe, Jan Schoenherr, Sally Stevens,
Lisa Stucky, Mark Stucky, Andrew Vorbrich, and Shelly
Wisdom-Long.

Mark Stucky became the driving force in giving life to
these poems beyond the class. As a technical writer
with design and desktop publishing experience, he
pulled everyone’s efforts together into one beautiful
work.

Our hope is that during the waning light of winter,
these poems, ponderings, and images will serve as an
instrument that can help us prepare to experience, cel-
ebrate, and share God’s love.
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| Believe

by Jan Schoenherr

| believe that darkness comes to all of us
| believe it is possible to rest in darkness

| believe in the knowledge that darkness here
means light somewhere else

| believe that a small flicker of light has the power
to break through darkness

| believe in the light of the Christ candle on my Advent wreath

| believe that darkness
does not have the last word

| believe in the Word, the beginning of everything,
the end of darkness.

Prayerful Ponderings
What is the relationship between the dark and the light?
Are you afraid of the dark?



Waiting and Entering

by Jennifer Clark

Scattered throughout the country are keys
waiting for hands that have hidden them.

Quietly, without complaint, /
they pass the time—
resting inside faux rocks,

lounging on ledges and under dusty mats,
hanging from hooks and rusty nails,

sitting under the infamous chipped flowerpots
of this world.

When their time finally comes
thin, grooved bodies

must be pressed into remembering;
they have to be jiggled, turned, cajoled,
and convinced to crack open

this moment for which they were made.

Prayerful Ponderings
What are keys to your heart?

What opens up the Advent season for you?
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Uplclosellitldrawsiyoulin
\withoutiwordlorevenimurmuriWaiting
Forquiet)
forlovefor/deathNforlife?
(Welmovejtolit)itihaslnolname’
(Welseelit'glimmerinithelsilenceld
and)yieldjtolitslemptinesss

PrayerfullPonderings;
Whatlarelyouwaiting for?
WhatinJAdventislinviting)youlin

\Whenlyou feel/distracted/andithelworld/clamors;for
yourattention¥canjyoujtakelsomeitimeitolbelstill 3
o fillluplonlsilenceland|listenWhat'dojyoulhear?]



Blazing{®pen

Doyyoullove thisworld
Dojyoullovelyounneighbor?
Dojyoullovelyourfamily2
Dojyoullovejyourself

PrayerfullRonderings]
Whatdojyoulburn'for2dWhat'dolyouldolwithlyourlove %
Whatldoorinyourlifelneedslopening



Morning

by Judy/Ross,

Seejthelmovingisunitryingitolbreakiintollight3
[Theldarkiresists but finally/giveslin
OutsideXthelbirdsbeginlitolchirpiwithlreservation
Alcatwaits|patientlybelow thelfeeder)
lenveloped|injitslownlblacknesss
Finallylbrightness piercesithrough
JAnother{day_swhatinow?

Prayerful[Ronderings,
Withinlyoudwhatstillresists Whatineedsto/givelin



Let Thy daylight come

by Anonymous

Let;Thy,daylight.come down
and[cease my,running around town

Hear,the|birdsand songs of trees
Remind me to take/a knee

Itlis;thosewho surround|
from\whom|l need to hear; their,sound

Humble]me;jdear;Lord/and friend,|
to,focus/onjyou;to the end:

Prayerful Ponderings

What do you hear? What are you focused on?

Can you stop your business for a moment? What helps
you feel centered?



feaves!

lby/Dale]Rowe]
Blowingileaves;tolcurbside]
Noiseland/actionlallloutside)
Trackileaves!in)Thanksgiving}

Erost

bySallyStevens
[The frostithisimorning;
\Whitelcrystalslon'stiffibrownweeds}
Hazygair howstill

PrayerfullPonderings,

(canlyoulnoticeyourselfliving thismoment Jfeelyours
e breathe M ana ot Wmand out Lok arounayend|
Rt oot See Aea s mell AW hat Doeit fee ke to

[belpresentYtolopenthis\gift,of,themoment?

Whatlisithe'synergybetweenlactionland stillness AWhich]
[dojyoulpreferandiwhy 2



lbylianlSchoenherrd

The jeurney of fmmigrants
Pilgrimns of the soul

Reach out and respone
Welcome the emenging gifts
Weatelh, linger

Dwell in Goels peace.

[PrayerfullPonderings;

Why,wastherelnolroom'forMaryand]
Posephlatithelinn AWholarejwelkeeping]
out?

Whatcanlweldojtolbelmore;welcoming %
[How/canlwelmake]room'for;others %



Neighbors

bylLisa/Stuckyj

Brick tower of nefghlbors
Kingcom village
Emerging pilgrim
Journey not cone
Reach out

Respone

[How/has/God[reached]out;tolus %
[How dolwelrespond %

[How/canlwelgivexalcupjoficold]
watergto thosewho thirst 2



malelandlitsimate®

andlalselsevenlofieveny;
by Mary,Whittaker;Duncan]

possiblelconcernlandiworryj
burdenlmy]
traversingitheterrainlof,

disappointment

back of(progressland ;time?

PrayerfullPonderings]

[How,can]welbelexpected,to
lhave/hopejorsucceed/atajtask]
whenlnothingmakessense %

What/bringslhope'forthe'future?
[How/dowelattainlahigherperspective?,



“Thousands of deaths”*
by Shelly Wisdom-Long

Just turn on the news,

open the web,

read the latest blog,

view the tweets of the world...
Death is everywhere.

In violence and accident,

and yes, even in blessing and joy.

*From The Big Book of Exit Strategies by Jamaal May.

Prayerful Ponderings

In the news, how connected do you feel with the many
strangers who die...and their families?

How do we grieve many deaths?

Is death always something bad?



In[VIyAVIind ™
lbyshellywisdomiLong

Inlmy;mind]I/seelpossibilities;
Inlmymind]l/strugglelwithlreality
In[my;mind]i/play/Mozart;]
Inlmy;mind[ilheariHanon}{badly3
Inimy;mind]Ilknow/great;fear;)
Inlmy/mind|llrealizejthelcomfort/ofjfamily
Infmymind]llknow/peace;}
Inlmy;mind]I/still feel tension
Inlmymind|l/say,nozitcanjtibe®
etinlmy heartiGodisaysives.

PrayerfullPonderings;

Whatlislinjyourmind
Whatiis/in[God/s/mind foryou?



I[Make™

by Richard Long

[Imakelthe'starstand morny

makellightandimistandhadow

Imake(thelSpirit:self)

I[makefallithatiis™

IImakelwind

Imake]silence}

Imake thesmellofearthYlingering
Inlthelwind

[Prayerful[Ponderings;
Wholmadejyou

[Howarelyoulusing the ifts
thatGoalhasormed]inlyou
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| am from...
by Dale Rowe

I am from Flint, Michigan.
From General Motors and post war industrial recovery,
I am part of a generation booming
out of our parents’ need to produce,
from love—a family
and a new car every year.
I’'m from Christmases celebrated in new subdivision homes,
and churches, Protestant and Catholic near each
other,
From neighborhoods filled with kids
bursting schools (some temporary), playgrounds and
live nativity scenes,
From singing carols with my father and mother,
brother and sisters sitting out of the cold in our
Chevrolet.
I’'m from six people living and growing in a three bedroom,
one bath home,
And from a boy impatiently dreaming
of my success, and getting out!
traveling the world’s oceans and continents,
oblivious to my idyllic childhood.

i
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Prayerful Ponderings 2 W oLy

Where are you from ? What things|in chlldh\ood did you
take for. grante-d ? When should we stay...and/exit?, How
has’ hope shaped your Ilfe? Your relahonshlp? .

TRES

4



InterpretingfActions

lby/Dale]Rowe;

[Allosslofjinterestiinlinterpretingithelactionslofiothers?
Thislis’aifault/ofitheldoctorinimey

Thislisalresult/ofithelelections}
ThislisTa]purposelof survival’
Thislisinotalwaysiaiway tolwinifriends3
Thislislalwayloflovingothers3
[This'cannot’belconsuming?

Thislis foreverwithme's
(Canll'stoplinJAdvent?

(Can[I{Can]IAwill[I?
Herelllamlinterpreting;thelactionslofimyself

PrayerfullPonderings]

What/actionslare](ofarelnot)lyoulinterpreting AWhat;
consumesyouJWhatithingslarelrestricting)you4Whatj
[canjyou/stopland|let/golof,during’Advent?



@n]havingitwoladulchildren
ﬂmam]]

g & prelenzsa ol seardn
by/Mary,WhittakegDuncan]

Ilseeithatywelget frustrated

andjthat’spacelisjtight3
I'seejthatywelrarely/have]
I'seethat'onelbathroomlislnotlenoughy

Ilseeithattimelwillchange howllusedito'see’

I'seejthat/closelquarters)
tightenlconnection!
I'seejthat/mealsleatenitogethenlongloutlast

thelappealofianleasy lunch}
Isee;thatiliwill'grievelwhenlonelbathroomlislenough®

[PrayerfullPonderings
Whatburdensinjyourlifejwerelblessingslinldisquise 3
[How,canlyoulreframe;thelchallengeslinlyourlife %




Incarnation - God Speaks
by Mary Ann Doll

“That sucks” you say
Being born in the hay.

“Why this way?” you say.

“It’s my way” | say.
Ponder.

Growth

by Julie E. Doll

Kicks inside my womb
interrupt my task at hand
three lives, intertwined

Prayerful Ponderings

Are you open to it being God’s way, not your way?
Can you peacefully accept the journey and travel with
your and your loved ones’ pain, loneliness, and joy?

How is God working in your life? What is kicking inside
of you? What tasks in your life need interrupting?



Injhisfown]reflection®
an EERCRY
lbyYjudyRoss

WelseeSbutdowelreally?

Perhaps helalsocomestastalittiechildy
[ostiand]looking¥aloneYbutialready)
knowingihis presence
can'seelyoulclearlynow)
inhereyest

[PrayerfullPonderings]

What/dolyousee 4What]
“lookilike’4to
fyou4What(dolyou/seelin]
the]peoplelaround,you 4

Whatelarifies\vision



| Wonder

by Mollie Clements

| wonder
if the mistakes | made as a mother

can ever be redeemed.

| wonder

how the passion for loving the world
allowed me to exclude my children

to the extent of their being the sacrifice

and not myself.

| wonder
when the beckoning of globality
became overbearing to the

simplicity of utter compassion.

Prayerful Ponderings

What is balance between family and others, between
local and global?

Is there something you have not forgiven yourself for?
Something you have done, or not done, that causes you
pain? Can you forgive yourself and let it go? What can
redeem your mistakes?



Preparations;

Christmas lights

and decorations,

Trips to the attic)again and again,
Should the nativity set go here

or,there?

Shopping for,food and things)

Scheduling the visitors,

Tests to take and worry about.

Place reservations to secure,

Who will sleep where?

It’s my favorite time of year,

With all the preparation)or,none at all,

magic happens,

J
i

Prayerful Ponderings

Whatlisthelmagiclof/Advent 2Whatipreparationsiare;
limportant™and\whatarelnot %

ISince'somelofithelbestigiftslaren;tipurchased fromlaj
o eanyoukhallengelyourseland perhaps family
Imembersland friends)[to/givela/gift;thatiis bornifrom]
thelhearticreated|rathenthanlpurchased?



The Jesus e preaduer (el me
aboutithelsummerilwast'ay
by Carol/Hodges)

[Theluncomfortableliesus)
[Thelrebelljesusy

That{cousinitolcrazy/lohnithe|Baptist;
Thellesusjwho'showsluplon]December43

PrayerfullPonderings]

How/did)youlexperiencellesuslasiachildHow;hasthat]
[changed|ovenrthejyears 4Wholreallyjisthis)esus?

Whatlis;thelconnectionlbetweenYAdventand/Easter %



SEr of Wenelering
lby/varicstucky

PrayerfullPonderings]
Whatlareithegphysicsgofiwonder?

[Doesy'explanationgofiakmiracleg
help™or/hinder?,

Whatldoes;thelstory/(in]Matthew;2)]
lof,thelmysterious starYa/guiding)light
linltheldarknessfmean'forus;today 7



(uminousimysterylinthelnight
arelyoulsupernaturalllight?
inliconic'constellations?

(Orjalcometwithlradiant;tail)

leadingjWesternlalprocession?

spunifrom[mythland]legend
[Twolmillennialpassed/sincelyounvisit}

vet'stilllwejrelwondering

about)yourphysics3
Astronomicallanomaly

Merelmistiofimyth?
O dawnlofidivinity
EirstChristmaslstar;
\werelstillwonderingswhatyyoulareX
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Additional Ponderings

We find ourselves in the waning light of winter. We
experience growing darkness, and darkness can be
seen as a limitation. Yet, God calls us to be an Advent
people: a people who see limits as possibilities to go
beyond. How do we approach limitations? Can we see
possibilities in the limitations?

Months before Bethlehem, in learning she is chosen by
God to give birth to the Messiah, Mary received both

a blessing and a burden. To receive God’s blessing is
also to accept the burden of it, the necessary sacrifices.
What are our burdens? Can we see them as blessings?

During Advent, we prepare for a spiritual journey to
Bethlehem. As with any trip, we must leave things be-
hind. What will we shrug off and leave behind? What
will we take?

In Bethlehem, the divine light found a resting place in

a manger. The word “manger” comes from a Latin root
meaning “to eat.” As we journey toward the promise
of the manger—to be fed with acceptance, love, and
peace—do we reach out and seek nourishment from
others? Do we offer acceptance, love, and peace to oth-
ers as they, too, journey?

Bethlehem was visited by shepherds on a mission.
Shepherds weren’t considered important, but God in-
vited shepherds to welcome the baby Jesus. In our time,
who is not considered important? How can we welcome
them and let them know they are part of God’s family?



We have all experienced burdensome times. Advent
season reminds us that when hard times hit, we aren’t
called to play it safe. Like Mary and the shepherds, we
are called to step out of our comfort zone.

Outside our comfort zone, we prepare for God to do
something new in and through our lives. What is unfa-
miliar and different, can feel scary. What scary new gift
is given to you this day? What will you do with it?

As we prepare and wait, we hope. What do you hope
for yourself? For your friends and family? For your
church? For the world?

Today, try praying a new way. If you usually pray qui-
etly, pray aloud. If you pray timidly, be bold. Pray in a
different location or at a different time. Do you use your
hands to pray? If not, give your hand permission to
write a prayer.

An Advent Prayer

As Christians, we are called to be expectant, not just
during this Advent season, but every day:

God, you are light and life. As we wait expectantly,
help us be children of light in the midst of darkness.
Help us lean into our limits and see where you are
taking us. God, give us the courage to venture like
you, into this messy, fleshy world.

Amen.
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