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The 4 weeks leading up to Christmas is known in the Christian calendar as the Advent
season. Advent means „coming‟ and it is a time for Christians to remember God‟s plan
throughout history and to prepare our hearts and lives again for the coming of Jesus
whose birth we celebrate on Christmas Day. Too often though, these more
contemplative preparations get lost in the hustle and bustle of Christmas - presents,
Santa, parties, holidays, food. How can we help children and adults to remember and
celebrate the real Christmas? Some of our churches are taking Advent traditions and
re-modelling them into celebrations that are breathing life and expectation into families
at this time of year. Jane Davis of Kids Friendly Highgate Presbyterian Church, Dunedin
has shared how they did this in 2009.
Be inspired! Take some or all of these ideas to help your families anticipate and
celebrate the hope, joy, peace and love of Christmas.

-

’

1.

OUR JOURNEY STARTS HERE
By Jane Davis, Children’s Minister, Highgate Presbyterian

Highgate did a number of activities during Advent aimed at helping children and adults
focus on the Christmas story.
These activities were not „one package‟ so any of the ideas in this resource could be
taken and adapted, used separately or together or with other Advent ideas you have.
The important theme was one of journeying towards Christmas and in that process
each person took time to prepare their hearts and lives again to receive the wonderful
GOOD NEWS of Jesus coming as……………………………..

–
There are 3 main events or activities described in this resource:
 The Advent prayer walk, including a shared meal.

This took place on an evening just prior to the beginning of Advent.
(usually late November depending on what day Christmas falls)

 The Jesse tree family devotions

These were given out to families as a resource that evening and were also
offered to others who couldn‟t be there.

 Four Sunday morning Advent reflections and activities

These were designed for the whole congregation to participate in as they arrived
in the church foyer each Sunday of Advent.

A.

ADVENT PRAYER WALK

ORGANISATION
This event took place in an evening just prior to the beginning of Advent. This would
usually be at the end of November as there are 4 Sundays of Advent prior to Christmas
Day. For example in 2009, the first Sunday of Advent was 29th November and the
Advent prayer walk event took place on Saturday 28th November. The event went as
follows:
1)

Shared tea together at 6pm

2)

Advent candle decorating to be used in conjunction with Advent daily readings.
-

Cheap candle holders and 6cm diameter candles (from the Warehouse) were
given to each household.
We used permanent markers to write and draw on the candle.
Candles could also be set in play dough on a small plate and decorated with
fresh or artificial greenery and small Christmas decorations.

3) An Advent prayer walk was set up around the church sanctuary.
4)

5)

Paper footprints showed the way
Quiet Christmas music was playing.
Lighting was low and appropriate at each station.
People were invited to set off in their own time giving gaps between each group.
(e.g. a young child and parent, two older children together, adults alone.)
Reflection posters were read at each station and an activity completed before
moving on.
There was quite a lot of reading on some of these so there was an adult helper at
each station to help children.
We also produced adult reflections for each station as quite a few adults came
without children.

Christmas cake and carols.
- When people finished the prayer walk, they came into the hall for a drink and
Christmas cake and then joined in singing Christmas Carols until everyone had
completed the walk.
Advent devotion and closing
The evening finished with a short Advent devotion.
We handed out Advent booklets containing the daily devotions (based on the
Jesse Tree. See details in section 4).
- People were invited to light their candle every evening after dinner and do the
devotion and activity.
- We also offered adults the “Advent Couples Journey” booklet” available from
www.copperhousepress.com/advent_journey_08/index.html
-

ADVENT PRAYER WALK POSTERS
Below are examples of the posters that we used. The originals are A4 size but were too
big to include in this document. However, they are FREE for you to download from the
Kids Friendly website: http://www.presbyterian.org.nz/national-ministries/kidsfriendly/-kids-friendly-resources/resources-log-in if you are a network member or if not
contact jill@kidsfriendly.org.nz, or cheryl@kidsfriendly.org.nz

Posters 1, 2, 3 - introducing the prayer walk:
The first 3 posters set the scene at the beginning of the walk. As children look into the
box it increases anticipation and settles and prepares them to enter the church for a
very special quiet activity.

BASIC EQUIPMENT NEEDED AT EACH STATION
Beginning:
- Poster 1 displayed at start of prayer walk.
- A box covered in Christmas coloured paper with poster 2 attached to the
front of it.
- Cut a star shape as a peephole in the box.
- Attach poster 3 to the back wall of the box for all to read.
Station 1: A hoop (hanging portable clothesline decorated with tinsel and
streamers is good), streamers hanging from pegs, felt pens,
Station 2: A large piece of wood, big nails, hammers
Station 3: Incense burning, gift tags, pens
Station 4: Wild locust pictures, honey pot, spoons (enough for each person)
Station 5: Stones, old suitcase, bin
Station 6: Strips of cloth, crib
Station 7: A manger with baby Jesus/nativity scene characters, large Christ
candle, tea light candles in shape of cross with Christ candle as centre, matches,
tray or cardboard for all to sit on

Children’s Advent Prayer Walk Posters

Adult’s Advent Prayer Walk Posters

B.

JESSE TREE DEVOTIONS

There was lots of positive feedback about this devotional activity from Highgate‟s
families. Read Judy Goroncy‟s story in this resource.
Even the older boys really loved doing it and a 12 year old said:” I think we should do a
Bible reading every dinner time, not just during Advent!”
We found this resource on a website from the Reformed Church of Americahttps://www.rca.org/sslpage.aspx?pid=1628 and used very much as is.
Below are some photos and a short explanation and samples.
We photocopied the pages onto different colours of paper and assembled them into an
attractive booklet with a multicoloured cover. The paper symbols were also downloaded
from the same site, printed on card and attached with blutak into the booklet so they
could be removed, coloured, cut out and hung on the Jesse tree.
Families of all ages LOVED watching the tree/branch/poster become decorated with
symbols that told the story of Jesus own family tree and God‟s story from creation to
Jesus birth.

Making a Jesse Tree
Some ways to make a Jesse Tree:
1) Choose a tree branch without leaves, two to three feet high, that has a main branch
with lots of smaller branches attached to it. Place the branch in a bucket of dirt or rocks
and cover the bucket with green fabric, felt, or paper.
2) Cut a tree with branches from brown felt. Glue it to a piece of green felt, 24" x 36".
Glue on small wooden pegs to hang the ornaments. Or attach Velcro to the backs of the
ornaments for attaching to the felt Jesse Tree.
3) Make a mobile using a tree branch. Use fishing line to hang the branch from the
ceiling. You'll need to make sure the symbols are balanced when you hang them on the
branch so that the branch will remain level.
Making Jesse Tree Ornaments
Included with the booklet is a paper ornament for each day of Advent that you can
colour and hang on your Jesse Tree. However if you want to get more creative you can
add extra bits to it: A list of things you might need are included below:
Pieces of
bark

Felt

Coloured
clay

Canvas
scraps

Dowel or
straws

Gummi or
plastic
worms

Wiggle
eyes

Pieces of
rope

Wheat
seeds

Pipe
cleaners

Fake fur

Cotton
wool balls

beads or
sequins

December 7th sample

December 7th
Scripture:

Genesis 37:1-36; 50:15-21

Reading:

Sometimes even love cannot protect us from bad things. Joseph was loved
very much by his father, Israel (Jacob), but Joseph's brothers hated him.
And so they sold him to a man who made him a servant and even put him in
prison.
But God had given Joseph a special gift of understanding dreams, and
Joseph was able to use his special gift to help others. He was rewarded
for his help by being given a very important job. While he was doing this
job, he again met his brothers, who did not recognize him. Even though
Joseph could have been mean to his brothers, he chose to help them. He
knew that even though he had gone through some terrible times, God had
been with him through everything, and God still expected him to do good
things.

Talk about:

Who can you be kind to today?

Prayer:

God of forgiveness, help us to be kind even to people who make us angry.

Activity

Colour the picture or fill in the stripes on the coat with fabric or felt
strips. Attach it to your Jesse Tree.

Use this link: https://www.rca.org/sslpage.aspx?pid=1628
to take you to the RCA website where you can copy and make the whole
resource. Please acknowledge source.

C.

ADVENT JOURNEY SUNDAY REFLECTIONS
-

-

The journey through Advent was created in the foyer of the church each week
with an activity and readings relating to the text for the day.
The foyer was cleared out and noticeboards were blacked out.
Each week a banner made by the children during the year was displayed. The
banners themes were hope, joy, peace, love. (If you want to make banners for
each week you should start making the Hope banner in your Kids time
programme one week before Advent so it is ready to hang in the first week, then
work on the 2nd banner that week and so on for the 4 weeks.)
A poster saying “THE SEASON OF ADVENT. YOUR JOURNEY STARTS HERE” was
displayed on the outside door to the church entrance.
The theme for each week had to do with journeying towards Advent and people
were invited to use the reflection and activity to help them ie.
Week
Week
Week
Week

1
2
3
4

Tree branch- add a leave and watch it come alive in hope
Stones creating a path
Footprints- a way in the desert
Candles –the light of Christ

Advent Foyer Posters
These are available as downloads from the Kids Friendly Website:
look for „Advent Foyer Posters All‟ on: www.presbyterian.org.nz/nationalministries/kids-friendly/-kids-friendly-resources/resources-log-in

Week 1

Week 2

Week 3

Week 4

3. ONE FAMILY’S EXPERIENCE
Judy Goroncy shares how the Highgate Advent activities helped her family prepare for
Christmas in really significant ways.
The word „Christmas‟ evokes many responses – holidays, presents, hot, family
gatherings, being in too many places at once, eating too much, Santa, monotonous
carols in shopping centres, the list goes on. A joyful celebration!! What? Did I miss
that??

What do Christmas preparations in December often look like?
Despite our best intentions, our December time gets bombarded with „essential‟
shopping trips and parties, and, however hard we try to avoid it, a 3½ year old girl
(mine) singing all about Santa Claus with his „big black boots‟. Our „secular‟ world
seems to have a lot to say about Christmas.
Despite having grown up in the church, very little emphasis had been placed on the
lead up to, or preparation for Christmas, both in the church and in our family life, and
we almost stumbled into Christmas Day, remembered Jesus for the morning, and then
rushing off to other things. As a Christian, how do I prepare for Christmas? Where do I
spend my time and energy in this crazy time?

What made December 2009 different?
2009 saw a very different Christmas period for me, and also for my family. Having a
3½ year old learning and comprehending for the first time what Christmas is, the
message I wanted to send to her was not one of Santa, business, etc but one of Christ
and His amazing birth, life and death. Was this a message that I could simply say on
Christmas Day? Could this possibly outweigh the time spent at kindergarten preparing
for Santa to come? No, it is a message that needs to be lived, breathed and shown as
that which has an eternal impact on our lives.
Advent; an expectation, looking forward, hopeful, waiting, to reach for.
Highgate‟s Advent event was an evening at the beginning of Advent that encouraged us
to think about how we prepare to welcome Jesus. Reflecting on characters in the story
of Jesus‟ birth allowed opportunity to not only contemplate the story of Jesus‟ birth,
and think about what God had called these people to do, but also encouraged us to
reflect on what these promises still mean, our response to them and what is being
asked of us.
For example: Mary was faced with an amazingly difficult task. Her response was one of
obedience. Was this an easy thing for her? What was the waiting like for her? What is
the waiting like for us? Joseph too had a huge responsibility. Did he want this
responsibility? Are there things that we feel anxious about that we don‟t want to do?

Family devotions
Each household also decorated a candle. This had the days of Advent marked on it. Our
„Journey through Advent‟ began. Each night at our house, the candle was lit and a
reading, reflection and prayer were said. A picture was coloured in (and put on a chart)
that reflected the Bible story for that evening. The Bible stories told the story of Jesus‟
family tree, God‟s salvation plan (throughout the Old Testament) and the coming of the

Messiah. When visiting friends, our daughter yells out „They have the same pictures as
us!‟ This was not just our family event, but our wider church family event. The
discipline of having a set reading on a set day was fantastic for us. Despite attempting
to have a family devotion after our meal each night, meetings, lack of sleep etc.
seemed to often over ride the importance of the devotion. However, in the month of
December, there were only 2 evenings that we were unable to do the devotion and we
then did them at lunch time the next day. Having the visual symbol of the candle
sitting on the table throughout Advent ensured that we remembered that this time was
a special time, in preparation for a very special event.

Sunday activities
As well as the Advent Event, each Sunday in Advent, the church foyer was set up with
a symbol, activity and reflection that related to the reading for the day. The focus was
once again on the journey and where you are in this Advent journey. You could not
help but notice the dead tree that came alive with leaves, the stones and footprints
that lead you through the wilderness and the candles that remind us of Christ. To see
the banners of hope, peace, love and joy as they were put up each week, to put a leaf
on a tree, to place a stone to create a path, to put a footprint down on the floor and
light a candle allowed active participation, visual stimuli and tangible things to remind
us of this journey and focus on this baby that has come.
The Christmas pageant that the children presented at church in the 3rd Sunday of
Advent not only told the story of Jesus‟ birth but similarly, to all the other events,
reflected the response of the characters in the story and our response of needing to be
ready for the unexpected. To have the oldest (through congregational responses) to
even the smallest child (dressed up as an animal) being involved in this pageant
created a wonderful sense of community, anticipation and excitement as the
celebration of the birth of Jesus was approaching.
It was not one specific event that has allowed our family to continue to talk about
Advent and Christmas for months past Christmas, but the living and experiencing of it
throughout December. To know that my 3½ year old still wants to be called Mary, and
wants her Dad being called Joseph and somehow me, being called the camel, is a
refreshing thought that she lived and breathed the true meaning of Christmas.

4.

Other resources

For lots of other wonderful Advent/ Christmas ideas see these
websites:

www.sa.uca.au –lots of sound children’s ministry ideas for Advent and
Christmas
www.childrensministry.com – for heaps of ideas on Christmas activities
and family events
www.rca.org/sslpage.aspx?pid=1628 link to lots of ideas on Jesse
Tree resources from the Reformed Church of America
www.cresource.org/jessehtml - for more Jesse tree ideas
www.alternativity.org.uk/ - offers fantastic resources and ideas for
focussing on the hope, joy, peace and love of Christmas.
www.presbyterian.org.nz/national-ministries/kids-friendly/-kidsfriendly-resources/resources-log-in - to download Kids Friendly
Christmas resources:

-

– ideas for including children in Advent
worship, children’s talks and Sunday School lessons
– 4 Sunday School lessons

-

Jill Kayser, Kids Friendly Coach
Presbyterian Church of Aotearoa New Zealand
Tel: 09-5850959, 027-2103784
Email: jill@kidsfriendly.org.nz

Cheryl Harray, Kids Friendly Advisor
Synod of Otago and Southland
Tel: 03 476 3932, 027-4896153
Email: cheryl@kidsfriendly.org.nz

