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Church isn’t just sitting in a pew. It can be anywhere. Church happens when we 
reach out to those who are hungry, sick or forgotten. When we stand together for 
justice and inclusion. And when we open our hearts to those who are struggling. 
Putting beliefs into action: That’s what it means to Rethink Church. 

We find the true meaning of Christmas when giving our time gives someone new 
hope; when opening our hearts inspires joy, and when we remember where it all 
began.

This year, United Methodist Communications and its Rethink Church initiative 
are joining with well-known pastor and author Mike Slaughter of Ginghamsburg 
Church in Ohio in challenging local churches across the country to partner in com-
passionate action and sacrifice on behalf of global refugees.

“Wars, conflict and persecution around the world have forced more people to 
flee and seek refuge elsewhere in recent years than has previously existed at any 
other time in recorded migration history... One in every 122 human beings is now 
either a refugee, internally displaced or seeking asylum on Planet Earth. This is 
simply incredible,” Slaughter writes,citing figures from the United Nations.

Although recent attention has focused on Syrian refugees in the Middle East and 
Europe, this truly is a global crisis, he explained. The U.N. reports that 15 conflicts 
worldwide have erupted or reignited in the past five years -- including eight in 
Africa, three in the Middle East, three in Asia and one in Europe. The Americas 
are also impacted, with Central Americans fleeing to the U.S.

Slaughter’s Ginghamsburg Church has been addressing the refugee crisis in Darfur 
and South Sudan with 
the United Methodist 
Committee on Relief 
(UMCOR) since 2004. 
Through an annual 
Christmas Miracle 
Offering and other 
efforts, they have built 
safe water programs, 
schools and sustainable 
agriculture that permit 
people in Darfur and 

Offering Hope in Advent

The Journey Continues...
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I told that story in church that night.  It warmed my heart to once again remember 
a long-standing tradition in my life.  But what really warmed my heart happened 
several months later.

In the spring, we were hosting our annual Confirmation Tours at the Conference 
Center.  Young people from across the conference come as a part of their confirma-
tion experience.  One of the groups was from the church where I had preached the 
previous Christmas Eve.  

I talked with the groups in my office, as I always do.  At the end of my sharing, a 
confirmation student from that church stood up and said, “I have something to give 
to you.  Last year at the Christmas Eve Candlelight service, you told us how you kept 
your candle burning so that you could light the candles in your home with the light 
of God.  I did that last year.  I kept my candle burning all the way home.  I wanted 
to give you this to let you know that I remembered what you said.”  The young girl 
handed me a very tiny nub of a candle.

Today that nub of a candle sits on my desk.  When I move from Western Pennsylva-
nia next year, it will sit on the desk where I am assigned as well.  That confirmation 
student remembered to keep the light of God burning in the darkness so that the 
light could be shared with others.  Her gift is my reminder to always do the same.

As I prepare to say farewell to you, over the next few months I will be sharing with 
you in these articles a few reminders for the journey that lies ahead.  Today’s re-
minder is simply this:
     Keep the light burning so that the light can be shared with others.

     May it be so.

Joyful



South Sudan to stay in their homes and 
villages; served refugees in displaced 
persons camps; and helped  returnees 
from Darfur integrate back into South 
Sudan.

In Western Pennsylvania, we have an 
unprecedented opportunity to work 
through our long-standing partnership 
with the East German Conference to 
help churches in towns like Dresden, 
Zwickau, Leipzig and Chemnitz, where 
congregations are ministering directly 
to thousands of refugees, most of them 
from Syria.  

Our East German partnership churches, 
which still have economic challenges 
from their time behind the Iron Curtain, 
are opening doors and assisting with 
ministries of cultural adjustment help, 
medical care, clothing, food, and more. 
Germany has set the bar for receiving 
and adopting people into a new home-
land. Western Pennsylvania churches 

have been asked to receive a special 
offering sometime before the end of the 
year to help. To learn more and get up-
dates on the efforts of our East German 
partners, visit wpaumc.org.news. 

As Slaughter puts it: 
“Christmas is not our birthday – it’s 
Jesus’ birthday. How can we each give 
sacrificially for the one who sacrificed his 
all for us?

The season of Advent marks the beginning of the Christian year.  We move through the 
cycle of Advent, Christmas, Epiphany, Lent, Easter, Pentecost, and Ordinary Days as a way 
of providing certain significant markers in the journey of our God with God’s people.

While Advent is the beginning of an annual journey, this year, for me, it marks the 
beginning of the final sprint in what has been a marathon. The nostalgia that resides 
deep within my soul reminds me that this will be my last Advent and Christmas here in 
Western Pennsylvania.

Looking back over the last 12 Advent/Christmas seasons, I remember wondering such 
simple things as where the bishop worships on Christmas and experiencing the very 
strange feeling of being called the “spiritual leader” of an area, but not having a pulpit 
from which to preach on what is arguably the most 
wonderful time of the year.

Those longings were addressed several years ago 
when one of our pastors invited me to preach at 
the Christmas Eve Candlelight service.  It was quite 
a sacrifice for him to give up his pulpit.  But being 
hungry for proclamation, I gladly jumped at the 
chance.  

I was like a kid in a candy store as I stood in front 
of the congregation that night.  And in those mo-
ments, my nostalgia kicked in once again. 

I told the congregation that, for me, Christmas 
Eve Candlelight was the most meaningful worship 
service of the year.  

My family would decorate our tree and then 
embark on delivering packages to our relatives.  
We would end up at our church for the 11 p.m. 
service.  The service was always filled with the long-
anticipated songs of Christmas and good preaching 
about the “real reason for the season.”  

At the end of the service we lit our candles and 
sang “Silent Night.”  Each time the name of Jesus 
was mentioned in the song, we lifted our candles high in tribute to the newborn King.

When the song ended and the benediction was offered, everyone blew out their 
candles.  Everyone, that is, except me.  My mission each year was to keep my candle lit 
so that I could go home and light the candles in our home with the light of God from the 
worship service.

News and Notes

How to Help 
Special offering funds and other dona-
tions can be sent to the WPAUMC 
Treasurer’s office designated for the 
WPAUMC-East German Partnership  
(WPA Advance #SS003500E) efforts.

Gifts to Global Refugee/Migration, 
Advance #3022144 help UMCOR 
respond to the needs of those affected 
by the situation around the globe.continued on page 4

Offer Hope to Refugees 
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Scripture Marathon
To mark the reopening of their sanctuary 
after a devastating fire, members and 
friends of Hill Top UMC in Pittsburgh read 
the entire Bible aloud from the pulpit 
over 76 hours from Nov. 15 to 22. Learn 
more at wpaumc.org/news.

Keep Up with UMC News
Want to follow developments as the 2016 
UMC General Conference approaches? 
Find the latest news on UM News Service’s 
social media pages. Go to Facebook.com/
umnews or @UMNS on Twitter. 

Advent Resources
Looking for Advent and Christmas ideas? 
Or other resources? Visit wpaumc.org/
resources.

What is Advent?
The season of Advent, which comes from 
the Latin word adventus, meaning “com-
ing” or “visit”, begins four Sundays before 
Christmas and ends on Christmas Eve. 
During Advent, we prepare for and antici-
pate the coming of Christ. We remember 
the longing of the Jews for a Messiah and 
our own longing for, and need of, forgive-
ness, salavation and a new beginning. 
We then celebrate the birth of Jesus in a 
humble stable in Bethlehem.

Advent Quiz
See how much you know about the tradi-
tions and symbols of the Advent season 
by clicking on daily questions at umc.org/
what-we-believe/advent-quiz-2015.


