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What is a holy Advent?  

Christmas has been hijacked. What should be 
the celebration of the birth of a baby who 
would be the Savior of our world has turned 
into a materialistic holiday with a focus on 
spending money. The season of Advent has 
been traded in for a time to work ourselves 
into a frenzy trying to create a picture perfect 
Christmas. Many who participate in this craziness have an awareness that Christmas 
should be something different, but may not know how to do things differently. Those of 
us in the church who minister to others, especially to children and families, can help 
show them a better way. 
  
To reclaim Advent and Christmas, we need to start with some information about these 
seasons of the church year. We can share this in worship services, Sunday school 
classrooms, and other gatherings, as well as providing written information or posting 
information on our church’s website or Facebook page.   
  
Some basic information about Advent includes that it begins on the fourth Sunday 
before Christmas and ends on Christmas Eve. Traditionally, the color for Advent has 
been purple which symbolizes repentance, but more and more churches are now using 
blue for Advent, as it symbolizes hope. Both colors also symbolize royalty.  
  
The word “Advent” is derived from the Latin word adventus, meaning “arrival” or 
“coming,” which includes both Jesus coming to earth as a baby as well as the Second 
Coming of Jesus. It’s a time of waiting and preparation for God to come not only into 
our world but into our hearts. It is a time of asking ourselves what we can do as 
believers in Jesus Christ to share the gift of love that was given to us on that first 
Christmas. Advent should be a time of hopeful longing, joyful expectation, and spiritual 
preparation. 
 

Advent worship and programs 
 
Many churches have the lighting of the Advent wreath candles each Sunday and have 
families involved in this. There are many liturgies available in books and online, such as 
this one from Discipleship Ministries of the UMC. 
 
Another worship service which is appealing to both children and adults is the Hanging 
of the Greens. As the sanctuary is decorated, the history and symbolism of the various 
decorations is explained. The Journey Box Media website offers a free script and video 

https://www.umcdiscipleship.org/resources/advent-candlelighting-liturgy
https://journeyboxmedia.com/christmas-idea-hanging-greens-service/
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clips for this service. As with any worship service, you may need to adapt this one to fit 
your church’s theology.  
 
The Worshiping with Children website also has ideas for worship in Advent when 
children are present. 
 
You could also offer intergenerational programs which focus on Advent. Lifelong Faith 
Associates has a page of Intergenerational Faith Formation Programs for the Church 
Year. There are two programs for Advent with suggested activities. There are also 
handouts so you can give each family a home kit which includes such things as daily 
prayers for Advent, a blessing for a Christmas crèche, a spiritual reflection, and an 
Advent sharing list. Loyola Press also offers a free intergenerational Advent program 
online called Waiting for Jesus. These programs are for Roman Catholics but can be 
easily adapted for other churches.  
 
Traditionally, Christmas carols weren’t sung in church during Advent, but with the 
Christmas music we hear become increasingly secular, it seems like a good idea to set 
aside this tradition. Children can learn the meaning and history of the songs as they 
learn to sing them. The Worshiping with Children website has an article called Singing 
Christmas Carols in Worship with the Children. It’s also a nice idea to schedule caroling 
in your community or perhaps at a nursing home or hospital.  
 
Offering service and mission projects gives families an easy way to teach children about 
giving at this time of year. 
 
Having a Fair Trade Fair at your church gives the congregation an opportunity to shop 
for meaningful gifts while supporting those in developing countries. Two organizations 
that offer fair trade items are SERRV and Equal Exchange. Cokesbury, the United 
Methodist publisher, also offers a Fair Trade catalog. 
 
 

 

http://worshipingwithchildren.blogspot.com/2013/08/year-planning-for-advent-and-christmas.html
http://www.lifelongfaith.com/church-year-resources.html
http://www.lifelongfaith.com/church-year-resources.html
http://www.loyolapress.com/advent-intergenerational-parish-event.htm
http://worshipingwithchildren.blogspot.com/2012/12/singing-christmas-carols-in-worship.html
http://worshipingwithchildren.blogspot.com/2012/12/singing-christmas-carols-in-worship.html
https://www.serrv.org/
http://www.equalexchange.coop/
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Sunday school connects to home 
 
Instead of an Advent calendar decorated with Santa and filled with chocolate, how 
about one with meaningful activities for each day? The Discipleship Ministries website 
doesn’t have its Children’s Ministry Advent Calendar for 2017 up yet, but you can still 
see their one for 2016.  
 
There are things you can make in Sunday school to help families have a holy Advent. 
One of them is to have the children make an Advent wreath to bring home. You can 
make a simple one of paper or make a more elaborate one using a purchased base. 
Don’t forget to send home a simple litany for when the family lights the candles; if 
possible, model this for the children in class. You can find one on the Crosswalk website 
or on the Upper Room website. 
 
As churches realize that children’s faith formation is most impacted by what happens in 
the home, they are partnering with parents by sending home materials which will help 
families to talk about and live their faith when together.  
 
One of these tools is an Advent take home box. An article on the Building faith website 
has suggestions for what to include in the take home box and notes that the items are 
“reflective and active, silent and silly, individual and group-oriented.” The article 
includes links to directions for making an item or a link to a website where the item can 
be purchased. Some of the items are a paper Advent calendar, paper Advent wreath, 
magnetic Advent wreath, Christmas story cubes, flat Saint Michael, and prayer 
bookmarks.  
 

Family devotional time 
 
Advent might be a good time for families to start having regular devotional times, if 
they don’t already. It’s easier to commit to this for a short amount of time, such as the 
four weeks of Advent. Churches may want to provide families with devotional 
materials or provide information about where to purchase them.  
 
Channing Bete has numerous resources available for purchase on their Faith Guides 
website. Creative Communications for the Parish is another company which sells 
Advent devotionals and resources for both children and adults. Christian Tools of 
Affirmation sells seasonal resources for children and families, as well as gifts to show 
appreciation to ministry volunteers. 
 
FAITH5, which stand for Faith Acts In The Home, is a simple practice which can be 
done at bedtime for 5-15 minutes each night. The FAITH5 website has instructions on 

https://www.umcdiscipleship.org/resources/2016-ministry-with-children-advent-calendar
http://www.sweetlittleonesblog.com/2015/11/family-advent-wreath-craft-for-kids.html
https://www.autom.com/product/Evergreen-Advent-Wreath-4-pk-VC603
http://www.crosswalk.com/culture/books/a-family-worship-service-for-the-four-sundays-of-advent-1235928.html
http://devotional.upperroom.org/issues/nov-dec2012/prayer_workshop
https://www.buildfaith.org/advent-in-a-box/
http://shop.faithguides.com/onlinestore/store.html;jsessionid=F7688F91BFED856D266CA4F078F65FF3?cid=2752&r=y
http://shop.faithguides.com/onlinestore/store.html;jsessionid=F7688F91BFED856D266CA4F078F65FF3?cid=2752&r=y
http://www.creativecommunications.com/
http://www.ctainc.com/
http://www.ctainc.com/
http://www.faith5.org/
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using the five steps which are: sharing highs and lows, reading a Bible verse or story, 
talking about how the Bible reading might relate to your highs and lows, praying for 
one another, and blessing one another.  
 

Advent and Christmas storybooks 
 
There are so many wonderful Advent and Christmas storybooks. You might want to 
put together a list to share with the families in your church or perhaps you have a 
number of them which you could loan out to families during Advent. 

 
There are two new books which I’d like to focus on. One is called 
Look! A Child's Guide to Advent and Christmas and is written by Laura 
Alary. It takes us from the people of the Bible who waited for 
redemption to the people of the church today who are still waiting. It 
introduces children to the powerful symbolism of Advent, such as 
light and darkness, and talks about Advent as a time for spiritual 
practices such as journaling, painting, using prayer beads, and 
serving others.  

 
 
The other book is ‘Twas the Evening of Christmas written by Glenys 
Nellist. It focuses on the true meaning of Christmas, the birth of Jesus, 
but uses the familiar rhythms and phrasing of Clement C. Moore’s 
“‘Twas the Night Before Christmas.” I can envision a family on 
Christmas Eve reading Moore’s poem and following that with a 
reading of ‘Twas the Evening of Christmas. 
 
 

 

Other Advent resources to share with families 
 
Some other resources you might want to suggest for families who want to celebrate a 
Holy Advent include Sybil MacBeth’s book The Season of the Nativity. This is a visually 
beautiful book with lots of suggestions to make Advent a meaningful time of year. 
MacBeth is the author of Praying in Color and suggests using this spiritual practice in 
Advent; she also offers free resources for Praying in Color during Advent on her 
website. 
 
The Hundred Dollar Holiday offers “suggestions on how to rethink Christmastime, so that 
our current obsession with present-buying becomes less important than the dozens of 
other possible traditions and celebrations.” 

https://www.paracletepress.com/Products/8661/look.aspx#.WageSXHb7Zk.facebook
https://smile.amazon.com/Twas-Evening-Christmas-Glenys-Nellist/dp/0310745535/ref=sr_1_1?keywords=%E2%80%98Twas+the+Evening+of+Christmas&qid=1559690823&s=gateway&sr=8-1
https://smile.amazon.com/Season-Nativity-Confessions-Practices-Christmas/dp/1612614108/ref=sr_1_1?keywords=the+season+of+the+nativity&qid=1559690887&s=gateway&sr=8-1
https://prayingincolor.com/tag/advent
https://smile.amazon.com/Hundred-Dollar-Holiday-Joyful-Christmas/dp/1476754799/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1507063415&sr=8-1&keywords=hundred+dollar+holiday
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Ideas for Reclaiming Advent and Christmas is a free downloadable booklet from the 
Presbyterian Mission Agency with tips to help people have a “life-giving, simple, and 
Christ-centered holiday season.” It includes a suggestion to use outside decorations 
which are edible, such as pinecones coated with peanut butter and seeds, as well as 
garlands made out of popcorn. Children can watch the birds and other wildlife enjoying 
the decorations. There are also ideas for meaningful gifts and a list of resources for 
further study.  
 
The Illustrated Children’s Ministry website sells illustrated coloring pages and posters, 
as well as illustrated worship resources, curriculum, and family resources. They have a 
product called An Illustrated Advent for Families. They are working on the 2017 edition 
but the 2016 edition sold for $10 and included Family Devotions, Coloring Pages, an 
Advent Calendar, and Build-a-Nativity. The product is a downloadable PDF document 
which you can share with your families.  
 

Family Advent activities 
 
Decorate the dinner table for Advent with your Advent wreath or a small manger 
scene. Use purple or blue napkins for the season of Advent. Find a place nearby for a 
box that the kids decorate and use it to collect food or other items for those in need. 
Help children simplify by going through clothes and toys and donating unused ones. 
 
How about having Advent Angels instead of Secret Santas? Each family members picks 
the name of another family members and becomes his or her Advent Angel who prays 
and does little acts of kindness for them.  
 
Families can make simple Advent prayer beads using directions provided online by 
Faith United Methodist Church of North Canton, Ohio. There are also devotions for 
both adults and children to use with the beads.  
 
The Star from Afar can be used instead of, or along with the Elf on the Shelf. It’s a game 
which includes a hardcover book and full wooden nativity set. The Star is hidden every 
day and the children play hide-and-seek to find it. Once they have found it, they move 
all Three Wise Men to its location. The Wise Men reach the stable with the baby Jesus on 
Christmas morning. The activity book also includes scripture to use throughout the 
month. The kit is available in two skin tones and in Spanish.  
 
Many families have a Christmas crèche or manger scene which they put up each year. 
You can purchase ones which children can play with; we had one made of fabric when 
our children were small; there are a number of them on Amazon’s website, including 
one made by Fisher-Price. A variation on the manger scene is a Manger of Love, which 

https://www.presbyterianmission.org/wp-content/uploads/Just-Living-Advent-Christmas.pdf
https://store.illustratedchildrensministry.com/collections/illustrated-family-resources/products/an-illustrated-advent-for-families
https://faithumchurch.wordpress.com/2012/12/07/advent-prayer-beads/
https://smile.amazon.com/s/ref=nb_sb_noss_2?url=search-alias%3Daps&field-keywords=star+from+afar
https://smile.amazon.com/s/ref=nb_sb_noss_1?url=search-alias%3Dtoys-and-games&field-keywords=nativity+set+for+kids
http://www.craftelf.com/Craft_Elf_Holiday_Christmas_Manger%20of%20Love.htm#axzz4ueeM0YOt
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you can make in Sunday school and send home. The manger is made out of wood or 
another material; a bowl with straw stands next to the manger. Whenever the child does 
a good deed or says a prayer, he or she places one straw in the manger. The idea is to 
create a nice soft place for the baby Jesus by Christmas. You could also give the children 
small baby figures to place in their mangers on Christmas Day. 
 
You can hang a stocking for Jesus. When someone in the family does a good deed, it is 
written on a piece of paper and put in the stocking. These add up each day as birthday 
presents for the newborn baby Jesus. You can take out the pieces of paper and read 
them on Christmas Day or save them and read them on the first day of Advent next 
year.  
 
We can remind children of the true meaning of Christmas by using prayers and 
blessings when doing various Advent activities, such as decorating the Christmas tree. 
You can find one on the Loyola Press website or make up your own. 
 
Advent Prayer Cards can be created for the 24 days leading up to Christmas. At the 
beginning of Advent, take 24 index cards and write down the names of people, 
countries, and other prayer concerns on each one. Choose a different card each day and 
pray for the person or need on the card. You can also create an Advent prayer chain by 
taking piece of colored construction paper and writing three prayer concerns on three 
pieces of paper each day. You can choose someone you know, someone you don’t know 
(a child in a foreign country), and a goal you have, such as being kind to others. You 
put all the pieces of paper together to form a chain and by the time Christmas comes, 
you have a chain to wrap your tree in prayer.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.loyolapress.com/our-catholic-faith/family/holidays-and-special-occasions/advent-and-christmas/blessing-the-family-christmas-tree
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Connecting Santa with St. Nicholas 
 
Santa Claus is an important Christmas figure for children, but many of them don’t 
know about his origins in St. Nicholas. The Saint Nicholas Center website has lots of 
information about the precursor to Santa along with activities, crafts, handouts, scripts, 
recipes, a section for teachers, and a section for children.  
 
The website lists reasons to celebrate St. Nicholas Day on December 6 including “to 
learn about the true Santa Claus…St. Nicholas, a man of faith who lived his life in 
devotion to Christ,” and “to focus on giving more than receiving: St. Nicholas cared for 
the needy.” 
 
There’s an article about reconciling Santa Claus with St. Nicholas called Can Jesus and 
Santa Get Along? which states that “Jesus and Santa can get along. We can see Santa, in 
his red robe, beard, and hat as a person that teaches about the St. Nicholas story and 
who embodies the message of Jesus Christ: selfless love.” 
 
You’ll also find a skit called “Santa Meets God--Again” which is a dialogue between 
Santa and God; it tells the story of how Santa started out as St. Nicholas and encourages 
people to celebrate the true reason for the season.  
 
There are some books about St. Nicholas, including St. Nicholas and the Mouse of  Myra, 
which is a graphic novel about St. Nicholas, and The Legend of St. Nicholas.  
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http://www.stnicholascenter.org/pages/home/
http://www.stnicholascenter.org/pages/jesus-and-santa/
http://www.stnicholascenter.org/pages/jesus-and-santa/
http://www.stnicholascenter.org/pages/santa-meets-god-again/
https://smile.amazon.com/Saint-Nicholas-Mouse-Myra-Stoeckl/dp/1612614701/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1475788309&sr=8-1&keywords=st.+nicholas+and+the+mouse+of+myra
https://smile.amazon.com/Legend-St-Nicholas-Christmas-Giving/dp/0310731151/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1475788507&sr=8-1&keywords=mackall+the+legend+of+saint+nicholas

