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LEADER GUIDE: WAKING UP 
 
 
BELOW IS THE WEBLINK & PASSWORD  
TO ACCESS THE STUDY RESOURCES 
 
 
 
 
 

 
WEBLINK: https://prayerbench.ca/waking-up-advent-small-group-study/ 
 
PASSWORD: Advent#Awake21 
 
 
Welcome to this Prayer Bench Small Group Study. We are many small groups, from many parts 
of the world, and I am grateful we meet here at the Prayer Bench.  
 

Things to think about in Planning Your Sessions: 
 
• This process is designed for use in person and is adaptable for a platform like Zoom.  

 
• This session is designed for one hour with a recommended group of 6-8 participants. You 

will need more time for a larger group. Giving participants the time they need and 
maintaining a schedule is always a balancing act. Go through the process and decide what is 
important to you to include. Assign approximate times and then you can be flexible and listen 
to where the Spirit is leading. Suggested direction for Leaders is in italics. 
 

• Using the Check-out gives participants opportunity to name aloud what they are taking away 
or what might be stirring in them. It will give you information about the session and how 
participants are feeling.  A check-out practice can take less than a minute -- and it can take 
much longer. You, as leader, will need to decide whether to let stories be told rather than 
simple words shared.   

 
The design of the content and process is by Janice MacLean, Host of the Prayer Bench.  
 
All your resources are on the WAKING UP study webpage. Here is my email. Please be in touch 
if you have questions or issues accessing the resources. janice@prayerbench.ca             
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Preparation for Session 1 
Living Teacher, Living Wisdom  

 
 
Leader Notes and Preparation for Session 1  
 
 
Creating Your Space: 
 
• It is helpful to have a circle of chairs for participants and a small table or bench to create a 

focal area. You may want fabric/cloth for your focal table in the colour of the liturgical season: 
purple or blue for Advent. Or you may choose to use another fabric or scarf of your liking.  
 

• You may also want a candle or Advent wreath if you wish to light one during the session.  
 

• You might also consider other signs of symbols of “waking up” like an alarm clock, a cup of 
coffee, pictures of stretching, a sunrise, etc.  
 

• You will need: a bible: the scripture sentence is included from the NSRV translation, but you 
might choose to use a different translation.  
 

 
Things to do Before You Gather: 
 
• Decide if you want to gather with a cup of tea/coffee or another beverage.  

 
• Download Audio Recording #1 from the Study webpage. Test to see if you need speakers for 

your laptop so all can hear.  It is highly recommended you download the audio recordings even 
if you have internet in the meeting space. See the Study webpage for direction.  
 

• Download and print a copy of Script #1 from the Study webpage for each participant. The 
scripts and session papers are also in the back of this Guide. Some participants appreciate 
following along using the script.  
 

• Download and print Participant Sheet #1 from the Study webpage if you chose to use them. 
These sheets are also printed in this Leaders Guide. They offer the Prompts for Discussion and 
a take-home meditation for further reflection.  
 

• Read over the Group Spiritual Practice. The song is on the study webpage. You might also 
consider buying it to support the artist. If you can’t or choose not to use the song, you can use 
another one of your choice, or sing a carol together and use the process. If you prefer, you can 
also use the scripture meditation in Participant Sheet #1.  
 

• Read over the Benediction and be familiar with it so you can be led in your own voice and 
from your heart. 



4 
A Prayer Bench Small Group Study| Advent 2021 

 

www.prayerbench.ca | Janice MacLean | Janice@prayerbench.ca 
 

Session 1: Living Teacher, Living Wisdom  
 
 

Gathering 
 
Advent is a season of many tastes. You may want to welcome participants as they arrive with a 
cup of tea/coffee or a hot apple cider. Maybe you’ll have a cookie together or a piece of fruit 
cake. Enjoy sharing hospitality as you settle round your altar-table and while you check-in.  
 
You may also decide to light a candle or the first candle in a wreath and offer this word.  
 
Listen:  
“We speak God’s wisdom, secret and hidden, which God decreed before the ages for our glory.” 
–1 Corinthians 2:7 
 
 

Check-In 
 

This is a time for participants to check in, make themselves present to the group and share their 
voice. If the group does not know each other well, begin by sharing names. Remind the group 
that in check-in, we go around the circle and each one has a chance to speak. There is no 
crosstalk or discussion. It is often very helpful if you as leader begin. Here is a prompt.  
 
“Waking up” is an Advent theme. We never know where or when God might appear in the 
ordinary moments of our days and in the special times. We need to be awake.  
 

• What is your ideal way of waking up and entering the day?  
 
 

Norms 
 

Take five minutes as a group to discuss the norms or expectations that would make this group a 
good experience for all. Ask questions like these: What helps you get the most out of a group like 
this? What helps you feel comfortable in a small group? What agreements help make this time safe 
and the best it can be for all of us? Record the responses.  
 
 

Breathing Space  
 
The leader might say something like this:  
Let’s make a breathing space together before listening to the audio recording. Being still is a gift 
in this season. Here is a breathing meditation called 4:7:8 that helps settle us, calm our minds and 
increase our ability to concentrate. Teach the technique and then practice in silence for 2-3 
minutes.  
 
Inhale through your nose for 4 seconds  
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Hold your breath for 7 seconds  
Exhale through your mouth for 8 seconds. 
 
The leader ends by saying Amen. 

 
 

Listening to the Audio Recording  
 
Before listening to the Audio Recording #1, you may wish to ask the group if they want 3-5 
minutes of silence at the end of the recording for journaling or jotting down notes. 
 
 

Prompts for Discussion  
 

Choose one or two questions most relevant to your group or invite participants to respond to a 
question of their choice. The questions are printed on the Participant Page.  
 

1. What did you hear that feels particularly meaningful to you right now, either in your own 
journey or in your community of faith or our global experience? 

2. Janice spoke of staying with the Sayings in the Gospel of Thomas (or in our traditional 
scriptures) until they sprout like living seeds. Recall a time when you felt compelled to 
keep at something until a way opened. Advent is a time when we expect a “breaking 
forth.” Might there be something calling you to further study or action, to deeper 
reflection or prayer? 

3. What favourite words of scripture help “wake you up”?  
4. Talk about your images of Jesus. Who is he to you? In what ways does the image of Jesus 

as Wisdom Teacher speak to your experience or longing?  
5. Advent is a time of waking up to the presence of God in the ordinary and in the special 

times. What helps you “open and activate a place inside you?” What practices assist you 
in waking up to the Presence of the Divine within and all around you?  

6. Sometimes naming an intention helps support our waking up. What words would you use 
to name an intention for this Advent season? What practices might support your Advent 
intentions?  

7. Another way of asking #6: How might you find a way to embrace the busyness of this 
season with gratitude and with a spirit of gentleness toward yourself?  

 
 

Group Spiritual Practice 
Love Make Your Way  

 
Alana Levandoski is a Canadian song writer, and her work is steeped in wisdom tradition. Listen 
to this Advent song. https://youtu.be/2lA-nLRZo1k  (The video is on the Advent study webpage.) 
 

• Listen to her song “Love Make Your Way” and simply absorb word and music.  
• Listen with your eyes closed and enjoy it.  
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• Listen again and allow a word or phrase to “choose” you and hold it as a prayer this week 
in Advent.  

• Go around the circle of participants and invite each one to share their “word.” At the end, 
pause for a moment and invite people to hold one another in prayer during the week.  

 
If you can’t listen to Alana’s song, then listen to another carol or sing a carol as a group. Pay 
attention to the words and listen to where they may be beckoning you. Alternatively, you may 
choose to use the scripture meditation on the Participant Take Home Page as a group practice. 
 
 (See the study webpage for a file of all Participant Pages and they are also included in this 
Guide.) 

 
 

Benediction  
 

We set our face to the East 
We rise, stretch, and greet the radiant dawn. 
We are filled with Presence. 
O Living One  
We breath in. 
Be thou our wisdom, 
We breath out.  
We are awake. (JM, 2018) 

 
 
 

One Minute Check Out  
 

The leader can say something like this:  
 
Take a moment to rest in the wisdom shared during this gathering. Allow whatever prayers are 
praying in you to rise. What is waking in you? Name for yourself a learning, a wondering, or a 
question given for you as a gift for this Advent. (Silence) 
 
Go around the circle and ask participants to share one word or phrase without explanation.  
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Preparation for Session 2 
Waking Up to the Divine Now  

 
 
Leader Notes and Preparation for Session 2  
 
 
Things to do: 
 
• Set up your space as before to welcome participants. One of the images for this session is that 

of a circle so you might want to have a wreath this week or other images of circles (embroidery 
hoops, candies in shape of a circle, round stones, buttons, sand dollars, etc. 
 

• The scripture passage is printed in the guide, but you may want to read it from the Bible or in 
another translation.  
 

• Download Audio Recording #2.   
 

• Download and print a copy of Script #2 for each participant. You will find it on the study 
webpage on in this guide. You might want to have pens or markers if you chose to invite 
participants to highlight or underline phrases important to them, or to draw an exclamation 
point(!) by a new or surprising thought. 
 

• Download and print Participant Sheet #2. Participant sheets include all the “Prompts for 
Discussion” and a take home suggestion for further reflection. The Participant take home pages 
are in a file on the Study webpage and printed in this Leaders Guide.  
 

• Read over the Group Spiritual Practice (Art Expression) to be familiar with it so you can be led 
in your own voice and from your heart. Set up small tables or spaces so participants can gather 
in groups of 3-4.  
 
Here is what you need for each table: Blanks sheets of paper, lots of words (newspaper pages, 
magazines, letters, old books etc., glue sticks.  
 
Even if you are not completely comfortable with Art Expression introduce it with confidence. 
Many participants are unsure of their creative ability, yet this is one of the ways God speaks 
the Word of Life to us. Reassure participants that they are invited to share their words made 
from the words of others with their small group, but only if they want to.  
 

• Read over the Benediction and be familiar with it so you can read it in your own voice and 
from your heart.  
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Session 2: Waking up to a Really Big Story 
     

Gathering 
 

As you prepare space for this session, you might want to bring your wreath to your altar-table or 
gather up other circles that are meaningful to you. Welcome returning and new participants.  
 
You may want to say something like:  
 
Time is shaped in a circle in Advent. We have end-times and beginning-times. In the 
Christmas story the past is present. The future is here now yet still to unfold. Advent time 
only makes sense if you think of it as a circle. In a circle, the end is the beginning. The last 
can be first. There is deep mystery in the circle of the Advent wreath. Advent is circle time. 
(From the Prayer Bench Living Nativity Small Group Study.) 
 
Listen: “There is one body and one Spirit, just as you were called to the one hope of your 
calling, one Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God and Father of all, who is above all and 
through all and in all.” – Ephesians 4:4-6 
 
 

Check-in 
 

Check-In is a time for participants to make themselves present to the group and share their 
voice. Remind the group that in check-in, we go around the circle and each one has a chance to 
speak. There is no crosstalk or discussion. The Leader may begin and model brevity! 
 

• Name one activity that is helping to nourish or ground you these days? 
 

 
Norms 

 
Review the norms. Ask if there are any that need to be added or adjusted. You may want to 
review the norms each session.  
 
 

Breathing Space  
 

The leader may want to introduce this practice with words like this:  
Today we will join in a Breath Prayer based on Ephesians 4:6.  
 
On the in-breath, we will silently pray the words: The All 
On the out-breath, we silently prayer the words: in all. 
 
The All 
In all  
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When thoughts, worries or lists enter your mind, and they will, simply and gently return to your 
breath prayer.  
 
Let’s sit in silence together and pray our Breath Prayer: (inhale) The All (exhale) in all.  
 
Breath together for a few moments. (It is always good practice to say how long – one minute, 30 
seconds, 2 minutes so participants know. There are varying degrees of comfort with silence.) 
 
After the Amen, you might want to say something like this: Remember you can always make up 
your own Breath Prayer with your own words and practice it while waiting in lines, waiting for 
the timer on the oven, or when you need space before you say something that is neither kind, true 
or necessary or when you are going to sleep. 
 
 

Listening to the Audio Recording  
 

Hand around copies of “Session 2: Script for Recording #2: Waking Up to the Divine Now.  
 
At the end of the recording, invite participants to take a moment or two to highlight or underline 
phrases important to them, or draw an exclamation point(!) by a new or surprising thought. 

 
 

Prompts for Discussion  
 
Choose one or two questions most relevant to your group.   
 

1. Invite participants to share one or two highlighted/underlined phrases and why they noted 
them as important. Where were the exclamation points marking a new or surprising 
thought? What invitations might you be hearing in these exclamation points? 

 
2. What is usually going on for you when you say, “I don’t feel very Christmassy.” What is 

the one thing that would signal to your heart that there is something in the Christmas 
Story that is just for you this Advent?  

3. Janice says, “Incarnation is the story of God embodied in all matter; God indwelling in all 
created material.” Talk about a time when you realized incarnation was bigger than the 
birth in Bethlehem and you saw God (or Divine Radiance) in something around you or 
between you and another or within you? 

4. Here is Logion 77 from The Gospel of Thomas, an ancient Christian text: 

“Jesus says 
I am the light shining upon all things. 
I am the sum of everything, 
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for everything has come forth from me 
and towards me everything unfolds. 
Split a piece of wood, and there I am. 
Pick up a stone, and you will find me there."  (Lynn Bauman translation) 
 
What word or phrase leaps out at you?  
Splitting wood is a mundane activity. What is your most mundane activity? Imagine doing 
it and hearing, “Here I am.”  
How might you train your inner ear to hear this?  
Stone is a common element. What will you hold in your hands today? How might you 
remind yourself to hear “You will find me there.” 

5. What does “The All in all” mean to you after reflecting on incarnation and the waking up 
to the Divine Now.  

 
Group Spiritual Practice 

Art Expression  
 

Invite participants to gather around in small groups around small tables. Make sure there is a 
blank sheet of paper in each place and a pile of magazines, newspapers, old letters etc. with 
scissors and glue sticks.  

The leader might say something like this to introduce the practice:  

There are magazines, newspapers, old letters waiting for you at the table. You are invited to cut 
out words or phrases that inspire or resonate for you.  

Once you have a pile of words, use the glue to create: 

• a visual collage with your found words (gluing your words in a pattern that pleases you.)  
• or you might find a poem for yourself in the words of others,  
• or perhaps an Advent prayer card for yourself or a friend.  
• You might create a visual intercession, a prayer for a place or situation in our world, 
• or you might make a story.  

Just get started and see where it goes. There is no right or wrong way to create and gently silence 
the critic in your head if you need to. Be open to surprise or a word that comes to you from the 
Word of Life. 

The small groups may want to share their art expressions with one another.  
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Benediction 
 

We keep coming back to Christmas, O God,   
even though we’ve been here so many times.  
We’ve been to Bethlehem.  
Year after year, we make the journey because the story is in us.  
And we will come again,  
as long as we imagine what can be and isn’t yet. 
 
We come again to light the candle of Hope. 
We celebrate the Hope that is already here.  
And we imagine all the ways Hope is still needed in our unfinished world. 
and we pray for Hope still to come.  
 
We come again to light the candle of Peace. 
Peace is here. All the Peace we need.  
And we imagine all the ways Peace is still needed in our unfinished lives (or world). 
so, we pray for Peace still to come.  
 
We come again to light the candle of Joy. 
Joy is here. All the Joy we need.  
And we imagine all the ways Joy is still needed in our unfinished lives (or world). 
so, we pray for Joy still to come. 
 
We come again to light the candle of Love.  
Love is here. All the Love we need.  
And we imagine all the ways Love is still needed in our unfinished lives (or world). 
so, we pray for Love still to come. 
 
We keep coming back to Christmas, O God, 
because our prayers are needed.  Amen.  (JM, 2018) 
 

 
One Minute Check Out  

 
The leaders can say something like this: 
Take a moment or two to rest in the wisdom and love offered to you in this session. Allow 
whatever prayers are praying in you to rise. What is waking in you?  Name aloud for yourself a 
learning, wondering or question that you carry home with you.  

Go around the circle and ask participants to share their word or phrase without explanation.  
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Preparation for Session 3 
Waking Up (again) 

 
Leader Notes and Preparation for Session 3  
 
Reflect on how the Check-in question is working. Is it giving participants an opportunity to find 
their voice? Does it feel like the responses are opening the group conversation and warming the 
space? You know your group best. If the question I offer isn’t working, feel free to try another. 
And you can always re-use one that really worked from a previous session.  
 
 
Things to do: 
 
• Set up your space as before to welcome participants. You might want to set out some toys or 

other images of play or have play doh, spinners, pipe cleaners or other playful materials for 
participants to handle and enjoy playing with during the session. Make this playful and not 
“childish.” 
 

• The scripture passage is printed in the guide, but you may want to read it from the Bible or in 
another translation.  
 

• Download Audio Recording #3.   
 

• Download and print a copy of Script #3 for each participant. You will find it on the study 
webpage on in this guide.  
 

• Download and print Participant Questions Sheet #3. Participant sheets include all the “Prompts 
for Discussion” and a take home meditation for further reflection. The Participant take home 
pages are in a file on the Study webpage and printed in this Leaders Guide.  
 

• Read over the Group Spiritual Practice. You will need to decide whether to divide into three 
groups or choose one story for the whole group. You will need bibles or print copies of the 
story or stories. Use Bible Gateway to look up and make print copies. You can even print 
different translations for each story if you wish. A suggested process for reflecting on the story 
is found in this Guide. It is a good idea to print this practice for the participants or at least one 
for each group. See the webpage for this resource.  
 

• Read over the Benediction and be familiar with it so you can read it in your own voice and 
from your heart.  
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Session 3: Waking Up (again)  
 

Gathering 
 
Welcome returning and any new participants. You might want to set up your space with symbols 
of play. Invite participants to pick up something to play with during the session if they wish. (See 
Leaders Notes for suggestions.) 
 
There are times when we are simply dropped into Joy. There is a sense of one-ness, a heart-burst, 
a point of glory. Sometimes it is led by children, especially this time of the year.   
 
Listen:  
 
“People were bringing little children to him in order that he might touch them; and the disciples 
spoke sternly to them. But when Jesus saw this, he was indignant and said to them, “Let the little 
children come to me; do not stop them; for it is to such as these that the kingdom of God 
belongs.  Truly I tell you, whoever does not receive the kingdom of God as a little child will never 
enter it.”  And he took them up in his arms, laid his hands on them, and blessed them.”  
                    – Mark 10:13-16 
 
 

 
Check-in 

 
Check-In is a time for participants to check in, make themselves present to the group and share 
their voice. Remind the group that in check-in, we go around the circle and each one has a 
chance to speak. There is no crosstalk or discussion. The Leader may begin. 
 

o As an adult looking back, what toy or game made your heart happy as a child?  
 

 
Breathing Space  

 
“When God is a child there's joy in our song. 
The last shall be first and the weak shall be strong, 
and none shall be afraid.”  - Brian Wren 

You might want to sing or listen to Brian Wren’s song, “When God is a Child.” (See the study 
webpage for a video: https://youtu.be/RD6rx1XxJeQ)  
 
Alternatively, you can choose another carol the group enjoys or sing a verse or two of a few 
favourites.   
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Listening to the Audio Recording 
 
Listen to Audio Recording #3. If desired, allow 3-5 minutes of silence at the end of the recording 
for journaling or jotting down notes.  
 
 

Prompts for Discussion  
 

Choose a few questions most relevant to your group.  
 

1. I wonder what you found most interesting about the sharing you just heard. 
 

2. Janice says, “We are not called to be a child. We are called to be fully alive.” What does 
the image of being a “human fully alive” mean to you? 

 
3. Use your imagination and the wisdom of your years to discuss why the Incarnation of 

God is found in a tiny child? What do children know about Life’s Source that we may 
have forgotten?  
 

4. The writer Philip Clayton says: “When our eyes are open, we feel wonder; when our 
souls are open, we feel awe; when our hearts are open, we feel reverence for all that is.”  
When you recall your journey of faith are there moments of oneness or wholeness or 
wonder that stands out for you?  

 
5. Sometimes we hear (or might even say) “Christmas is for children.” What causes people 

(or us) to say this?  What helps remind you that the Divine Infant is born to awaken Joy 
in all of us?  
 

6. In this season, what are the practices of playfulness that help awaken wonder, gratitude, 
or awareness in you and help you get ready for the Mystery of Christmas? 

 
 
 

Group Spiritual Practice 
Advent Bible Story Sacred Reading 

 
If you have decided to work with all three Advent scripture stories, then divide the group in three 
and assign one reading to each group: It usually works to divide by birthday. Those with 
birthdays in January, February, March, April | those with birthdays in May, June, July, August | 
those with birthdays in September, October, November, and December.  

Here are the three stories. 

• Mary’s song which opens a new way of being in the world. (Luke 1:46-55)  
• Zechariah’s silence before it turns to a canticle of praise. (Luke 1:68–79).  
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• Joseph’s whole-hearted non-action which opens up a new relationship with Mary. 
(Matthew 1:18–25). 

You may want to print the stories on a piece of paper for each one in the group or provide a 
bible for each participant. (See Bible Gateway to print the stories.)  

Here is a short Sacred Reading process for each group to use. It is a good idea for each 
participant to have this process to refer too. 

1. Each participant will read the story assigned silently and imagine you are hearing it for 
the first time. 

2. Notice a word or image that resonates for you, stirs you or catches your attention.  
3. Share your word or image with your group. This is not the time for a long conversation. 

Just offer the word with a sentence or two.  
4. Read the story aloud in your small group.  
5. Take a few minutes of silence to recall a brief story of how this story touches your 

experience, raises a memory, or reminds you of a news story today.   
6. Share your stories in your group. What is it about this story that resonates with 

something in your experience? What part of this story reminds you of an experience you 
had in your life or in the life and work of your community of faith? In what ways does 
this story touch upon recent headlines or news stories?  

If there is time, bring the groups together. There is no need to take a “report” from the groups; 
each experience in the group is complete. You might want to sing a carol or close with a silent or 
spoken prayer or simply move to the benediction and the check-out, which invites prayer. 

 
Benediction 

 
Here now, sings Mary in her song. Here now. 
Here now a world shaped by Joy, in Joy, for Love.  
Borderless, expansive and over-abundant Joy. 
Here now, sings Mary in her song. Here now. 
Here now a world shaped by Joy, in Joy, for Joy. 
Borderless, expansive, and over-abundant Joy. 
Here now, Joy growing, warming, rising, and leaning into Mystery. 
Mary’s Joy Song is for now.  
Here now on Earth we have everything we need to share, to include, and to turn this world to 
Joy. We have everything we need. Can you see it? Can you hear it?  (JM) 
 
 

One Minute Check Out  
 

The leaders can say something like this: 
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Take a moment or two to rest in the wisdom and love offered to you in this session. Allow 
whatever prayers are praying in you to rise. What is your prayer for this moment in Advent?   

Go around the circle and ask participants to share their prayer in a word or phrase without 
explanation.  
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Preparation for Session 4 
Waking Up to Carry the Light Within 

 
Leader Notes and Preparation for Session 4  
 
 
Things to do: 
 
Set up your space as before to welcome participants. You might want to set out an icon of Mary 
and baby Jesus if you have one or find a picture online you like. Alternatively, you might 
look through a newspaper and cut out a picture of a mother and child for your focus. 

 
The scripture passage is printed in the guide, but you may want to read it from the Bible or in 
another translation.  
 
Download Audio Recording #4 from the Study Webpage.  
 
Download and print a copy of Script #4. for each participant. You will find it on the study 
webpage or in this guide.  
 
Download and print Participant Questions Sheet #4. Participant sheets include all the “Prompts 
for Discussion” and a take home suggestion for further reflection. The Participant take home 
pages are in a file on the Study webpage and printed in this Leaders Guide.  

 
Read over the Group Spiritual Practice so you can introduce it in your own words. Decide if you 
want to have tealights for participants to light as part of the prayer.  
 
There is a Group Evaluation you can adapt and use on the study webpage. Please use the online 
Leader feedback form to share your experience with me. It helps me to hear from your 
experience.  
 
After the evaluations are completed, you might want to end with a familiar carol or have a look 
at these, which might not be familiar, but carry the theme of this session. See we Study Webpage 
for videos, such as “A Weary Couple” | Arr. Tony Alonso. The tune will be hauntingly familiar. 
Listen to the words. Let it be prayer.  https://youtu.be/DSaqFxno6Xo   
See the study webpage for the video. You might choose to sing a familiar carol instead.  
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Session 4: Waking Up to Carry the Light Within   
 

Gathering 
 

Place on your altar-table an icon of Mary and Jesus if you have one or find a picture online 
you like. Alternatively, you might look through a newspaper and cut out a picture of a 
mother and child for your focus. 
 
You may also want to light a candle or the candles on your wreath.  

Listen:  
“I am the vine; you are the branches. Abide in me as I in you.” – John 15:5 

 
 

Check-in 
 

Check-In is a time for participants to check in, make themselves present to the group and share 
their voice. Remind the group that in check-in, we go around the circle and each one has a 
chance to speak. There is no crosstalk or discussion. 
 

• What one activity helps nourish or ground you these days? 
 

 
 

Breathing Space  
 

The leader might say and might want to pause and read a second time:  
This is an ancient prayer that invites us to ponder the Advent mystery. Saint Symeon is an early 
Christian monk (949–1022) canonized in the Eastern Orthodox Church.  
 
“What is this wondrous mystery   
unfolding within me?   
I have no words to name it,   
for that One is above all praise,   
transcends all words  
my reason sees what has happened,   
wishes to explain,   
yet can find no words to tell you.   
What it sees is invisible,   
simple, pure, unbounded in its majesty.   
I have seen the totality, received not in essence but by participation.   
As when you light a flame from a flame, the whole flame you receive.”  
              —Saint Symeon the New Theologian  (Public Domain)  
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Listening to the Audio Recording 
 
Listen to Audio Recording #4. If desired, allow 3-5 minutes of silence at the end of the recording 
for journaling or jotting down notes.  
 
 

Prompts for Discussion  
 

Choose a few questions most relevant to your group.  
 

1. What stood out for you in the reflection you just heard? 
 

2. Tell the story of someone you know who you would name as “deeply inhabited.” What 
are the qualities that make them so? 
 

3. Recall a time when you fully arrived at Christmas and inhabited that space as fully as you 
could. These are moments of conscious presence. We remember them in our body. We are 
awake. We carry the Light within. What practices help us wake up?  
 

4. Incarnation is the story of carrying the Divine Light within. Janice says, “Incarnation is 
not a one-time that we re-enact or re-create each December 25th. The story is still 
unfolding. Take a moment to recall your past year. When were you fiercely carrying the 
Light within? What gift do you most need for the year ahead that will support the Light 
within and help you abide on the path of Love? 

 
 

Group Spiritual Practice 
Praying the Future into Being  

 
The Leader may introduce the practice by saying something like this: 
 
We carry the Light within. We are divine-bearers of hope, peace, joy and love. Today we pray.  
 
The biblical scholar and activist, Walter Wink writes: “Intercession is spiritual defiance of what 
is, in the name of what God has promised.” He also said: “History belongs to the intercessors 
who pray the future into being.” 
 
We pray the future into being. What is your prayer for this moment in Advent?  
 
Invite participants to pause and recall the prayers that are praying in them. Perhaps they will 
reflect on images from the news or situations of violence and hardship. Let prayers rise in you.  
 
You might have tealights and can invite participants to offer their prayers in work or silence. Or 
you might choose to go around the circle and invite participants to pray in work or silence, 
ending their prayer with the words, “We carry the Light within.”  
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When time for prayer naturally ends, you might say something like: “God is arriving through 
each of us.” End with the words from St Symeaon or The Lord’s Prayer or offer a prayer in your 
own words.  
 

One Minute Check Out  
 
Invite participants to take a moment to reflect on the Advent series and allow one word or phrase 
rise in their heart that describes the feeling they are taking home. Go around the circle and ask 
participants to share their word or phrase without explanation. 
 
Invite participants to complete the Group Evaluation.  

End with the carol suggested or one familiar to the group. 
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Scripts from Recordings or Papers for All Sessions 
 
 
 

You will also find these scripts and papers in four separate PDF documents on the  
Study Webpage. 

You might prefer to download and copy them from there. 
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SCRIPT for Session 1: Living Teacher: Living Wisdom  
By Janice MacLean  
 
Let me begin by reading you the first saying from the Gospel of Thomas: 
 

“I who write this am Thomas, the Double, the Twin. 
Yeshua, the Living Master spoke, 
and his secret sayings I have written down. 
 
I assure you, whoever grasps their meaning 
will not know the taste of death.” 
 

In 1945, a farmer digging in the ground of the Egyptian desert found a large clay jar containing 
the manuscripts of ancient texts. The collection came to be known as “The Nag Hammadi 
Library.”  Nag Hammadi was the name of the nearest settlement.  

Many centuries before this, the manuscripts were most likely hidden by monks from a nearby 
monastery to protect them during a time of controversy.  

The full manuscript of The Gospel of Thomas, written in Coptic, was recovered from the 
earthenware jar and the first English translations were offered in the early 1960’s. There are now 
many translations.  

The manuscript contains 114 saying (or Logions, which is a word meaning “short sayings.”) 
They are considered some of the most original sayings of Jesus of Nazareth and may have been 
written down before, or around the same time, as the gospels we know.  

The first saying declares that the these are the secret saying of “The Living Jesus” written down 
by “Thomas, the Double, the Twin.” Scholars don’t know who this Thomas was. He might be the 
apostle we sometimes (unfairly) call “Doubting Thomas” or perhaps a close disciple of Thomas. 

Many sayings are familiar and are found in the Gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke or John. Some 
are familiar but have a different sense about them. Others are new sayings, hard sayings; some 
are described as resembling Zen Koans.  

I am grateful for the way that the Gospel of Thomas changes my life. They bring me into a new 
relationship with Jesus as Wisdom Teacher. I found them difficult at first but studying them and 
contemplating them brings me to a new way of seeing life, the kingdom of God, and death. 
Studying them is a calling on the wisdom path and it helps inform my work and spiritual 
practice. They brighten the Gospels of Mathew, Mark, Luke and John and made them accessible 
in new ways. 
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I like what the scholar John-Yves LeLoup says, “If we allow them to penetrate into the ever-
grinding cogs of our ordinary mental apparatus, they will sprout like living seeds and grow there 
…. a transformation of consciousness.”  (p. 2 Le Loup, The Gospel of Thomas) 

This collection of sayings is written in the Wisdom tradition. The Sayings value the spiritual 
search for meaning and truth. They are words that invite us to discover God deep in ourselves. 
They are meant to wake us up and pay attention and to bring us to a new consciousness of 
“kingdom of God” which is among us, between us, within us and beyond us. There is living 
wisdom in the words. There is a spiritual energy in these early sayings. They are living seeds 
with the “potential of growing a fully conscious human being.” (John-Yves LeLoup)  the 
Sayings invite us to find the spring of wisdom in our own life.  

This ancient Christian text is living wisdom from a living teacher.  

Jesus is a wisdom teacher, not just back then, but now. It’s not just his teachings that have a 
spiritual energy, but Jesus is abiding-in-us (John’s gospel) and supporting us on the path his 
teachings invite.  

To engage the sayings as more than an intellectual exercise, the scholar Lynn Bauman writes, 
“You need to be assured that you are in personal, living contact with Jesus as the Teacher of 
wisdom… you must open and activate a place inside yourself through an act of choice, courage 
and will." (p.3,Baumann,  In Trouble and in Wonder, A Spiritual Commentary)  

Logion 1 ends with the words, “I assure you, whoever grasps their meaning will not know the 
taste of death.” (Bauman)  

When I am “tasting death” I am usually future oriented, filled with worries, anxieties and sighs. 
When I am “tasting life” I am more rooted in the present moment, connected with my inner core, 
more softened in body, and closer to the stream of joy that is always coursing through us though 
we are often not in the inner space to pause and drink. This joy is the inner spring of wisdom. We 
all have it. We are tasting incarnation.  

“O Come, O Wisdom from on high, 
who orders all things mightily, 
to us the path of knowledge show, 
and teach us in her ways to go.” (From the carol, “O Come, O Come Emmanuel.”) 

 
The sayings in the Gospel of Thomas call us to a fullness of Life. They call us into the Divine 
Now, where God is indwelling in all things. They call us to wholeness, where we see with a new 
heart, and they call us to carry the Light within. These will be our themes as we move through 
this series. We are waking up. We are getting ready. We are watching and waiting. These are our 
traditional Advent verbs. Let us taste the fullness of Life in our Advent wisdom.   



24 
A Prayer Bench Small Group Study| Advent 2021 

 

www.prayerbench.ca | Janice MacLean | Janice@prayerbench.ca 
 

SCRIPT for Session 2: Waking Up to the Divine Now 
By Janice MacLean  
 
“I don’t feel very Christmassy.”  Have you said that? I have. Perhaps I say it every year.  

We bring big expectations to the journey to Bethlehem. And that is a good thing. It means we 
have seeds of hope in us. We expect this story to touch something in us. We know this nativity 
will inspire or support us on our life journey — if only we can connect with it. So, every year we 
invest ourselves in those things we hope will usher us into “the Christmas feeling.” 

We have our traditions. We have our unique ornaments. We have our special recipes. We have 
our favourite carols. We await our most-loved movies. We anticipate visits with our beloveds. 
We go to church for a Silent Night. We light candles.  

And it is all good. It is very good. It helps us get ready.  

And yet, it is often not quite enough. Our longing stretches to a thin place of disappointment. Our 
desires for a meaningful journey dissipate in the busyness that can overwhelm us. Our special 
intentions become, somehow, routine. The familiarity of tradition becomes drab. The lights 
aren’t perfect enough and the hope and dreams are upset by life that happens. And there is 
always that one carol we are not fond of, and we hear it unendingly!  

Perhaps we forget that the story of incarnation is not just about a birth in Bethlehem. There was 
Divine Radiance at the moment of creation and Presence entered matter. Incarnation is the story 
of God embodied in all matter; God indwelling in all created material. 

When I first read Logion 77 in the Gospel of Thomas my heart leaped.  

“Jesus says 
I am the light 
shining upon all things. 
I am the sum of everything, 
for everything has come forth from me 
and towards me everything unfolds. 
Split a piece of wood, and there I am. 
Pick up a stone, and you will find me there."  (Lynn Bauman translation) 

This is such a beautiful saying reminding us that everywhere we look is a burning bush, sacred 
ground, holy fire, the great I AM speaking forth. This is incarnation.  

But there’s more.  
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What incarnation is saying is that the I AM Presence dwells, not only in creation’s burning 
bushes — not only in Jesus, but in all. All in all.  

Everything belongs. Even the disappointments, the not-quite-perfects, the special intentions gone 
awry, and the annoying carols. Seriously, incarnation is happening all around us. Every moment.  

And that’s why we come to every Christmas so full of hope. We know this. We know that the I 
AM became conscious in Jesus. It takes the story of a Child born in a manger, to wake us to the 
possibility that this moment, this mundane moment is afire, alight, with potential.  

We’ll probably say it again, ““I don’t feel very Christmassy.”  And isn’t that great!  

We can use that moment to pause when we hear ourselves saying it to remind ourselves:  
This is incarnation. This is real. Everything belongs. Everything can be consciously transformed.  

We listen and hear our Living Teacher say: “Here I am. You will find me even here. You will 
find me in the good news and bad, in the hope and in the pain, in the joy and in the sorrow, in all 
of life. All in all.”  
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SCRIPT Session 3: Waking Up (again) 
By Janice MacLean  
 
“When God is a Child” I like that carol. I think there is a Divine Child in our core self. The 
mystics have expressed this in different ways. Thomas Merton calls it the “Point Vierge” and 
saw it as a point or spark within that belongs entirely to God. “It is the pure glory of God in us.” 
(Thomas Merton, Conjectures of a Guilty Bystander, p. 158) 

This core self, some call it the true self, is deep in our being. It is an echo of the place we come 
from, life’s source. It beckons us toward a return to wholeness, to waking up, to healing, to 
beauty, to truth, and Joy.  

When there is this folding together of the inside and outside, we taste wholeness, oneness, the 
kingdom of God, the Living Mystery. This is Inner Awakening. 

Jesus says, 
A person of advanced age  
must go immediately and ask  
an infant born just seven days  
about life’s source.  
Such asking leads to life  
when what is first becomes last.  
United they become a single whole. (Logion 4, Lynn Bauman, In Trouble & in Wonder.) 

One of the great themes of the Gospel of Thomas is this call to unity or becoming a single whole.  

The person of advanced years and the child of seven days are part of a circle of life and each one 
completes the other as a single whole. We are not called simply to return to childhood or to a 
state of simple naiveté. We are not called to be a child. We are called to be fully alive. Awake. 
And the human being fully awake is one who returns to life’s source in a new, ancient state.  

I wonder if it is the pure joy of the children who are so in the moment and brimming with 
anticipation that can help remind us. I think that is what Thomas is getting at in this saying and 
what Mark and Luke are getting at when they speak of Jesus and the children. (See Mark 10:13-
16 and Luke 10:21.) We don’t become a child. We became more our whole selves. We wake up 
to wholeness.   

Perhaps it is this desire for wholeness that draws us to Christmas every year. Each year we come 
with fresh hope and bold expectation that there is something in this story we desire, something 
that touches a divine naiveté deep inside us.  



27 
A Prayer Bench Small Group Study| Advent 2021 

 

www.prayerbench.ca | Janice MacLean | Janice@prayerbench.ca 
 

If we find ourselves saying that “Christmas is for children” let us be clear, we are included. This 
is for us.There is something about the Divine Infant that awakens our own child within, and 
reminds us of our original state of oneness. Advent is the journey home through the years of  
a lifetime.  

We come to Christmas, again and again, and we are reminded of the Child who makes us more 
of ourselves. We need Christmas to stir our longing for wholeness and our desire to be more 
fully awake. 

Those moments of oneness, those times when the outside of us folds inward upon the ancient Joy 
(or Peace or Hope or Love) are gift. They are grace. Yet, there are practices of wonder, 
awareness, thanksgiving and play that help us get ready.  
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SCRIPT for Session 4: Carrying the Light Within 
By Janice MacLean 
 
“It is lovely to meet an old person whose face is deeply lined,  
a face that has been deeply inhabited,  
to look in the eyes and find light there.”  
     — John O’Donohue, Anam Cara: A Book of Celtic Wisdom 
 
 
Pause a moment and recall faces that have been “deeply inhabited.”  They need not be the faces 
of an “old person.”  We know children with “deeply inhabited” faces. We know youth with light 
in their eyes.  
 
I love this phrase. I want to keep saying it … a face that is “deeply inhabited.”  
 
Christmas offers us the gift of being “deeply inhabited.” This is incarnation. We talk about Jesus 
being born in our hearts and this is it, yet it is so much more. We speak of it in wisdom tradition 
as “inter-abiding.”  
 
In her book, The Wisdom Jesus, Cynthia Bourgeault writes: “When Jesus talks about Oneness, 
he is not speaking in an Eastern sense about an equivalency of being, such that I am in and of 
myself divine. Rather, what he has in mind is a complete, mutual indwelling: I am in God, God is 
in you, you are in God, we are in each other.” 
 
Jesus says:  
I am in God,  
God is in you,  
you are in God,  
we are in each other. 
 
Here is Logion 24, translated by Lynn Bauman and I am quoting it from his spiritual 
commentary, In Trouble and In Wonder, page 109. 
 
His students said to him, 
"Take us to the place where you are, 
since we are required to seek after it." 
 
He answered them, 
"Whoever has an ear for this should listen carefully! 
Light shines out from the center of a being of light 
and illuminates the whole cosmos. 
Whoever fails to become light is a source of darkness.” Logion 24 
 
 
In this saying from the Gospel of Thomas, Jesus’ students ask him to take them “to the place 
where you are.” It’s not his civic address they are curious about, they want to know about the 
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spiritual place of his abiding. It reminds me of John 14 where Jesus talks about the house with 
many dwelling places. It is Thomas who says, “Lord, we do not know where you are going. How 
can we know the way?” 
 
“Take us to the place where you are.” It sounds like a prayer to me. 
 
The teaching is emphasizing that the divine light is within. We are carrying the Light within.  
 
We are carrying the Light within, and it shows on our faces. We are deeply inhabited when we 
embody the great energy in the Story of Incarnation.  
 
Something in us knows that this Story has the power to support us on the path of Love. 
Incarnation is not a one-time event that we re-enact or re-create each December 25. We are in a 
different place this year than last year.  The Story is still unfolding. So, we come again to the 
place of this story. Come as you are. Allow yourself to be deeply inhabited for we are carrying 
the light within. The Light is in our eyes. 
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Participant Sheets with Questions  
 
 
 
 
You will also find these Participant/Take-Home Sheets in one document on the Study Webpage. 

You might prefer to download and copy them from there. 
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Participant Sheet #1  
Session 1: Living Teacher, Living Wisdom  

 
 

Prompts for Discussion  
 

1. What did you hear that feels particularly meaningful to you right now, either in your own 
journey or in your community of faith or our global experience? 

2. Janice spoke of staying with the Sayings in the Gospel of Thomas (or in our traditional 
scriptures) until they sprout like living seeds. Recall a time when you felt compelled to 
keep at something until a way opened up. Advent is a time when we expect a “breaking 
forth.” Might there be something calling you to further study or action, to deeper 
reflection or prayer? 

3. What favourite words of scripture help “wake you up”?  
4. Talk about your images of Jesus. Who is he to you? In what ways does the image of Jesus 

as Wisdom Teacher speak to your experience or longing?  
5. Advent is a time of waking up to the presence of God in the ordinary and in the special 

times. What helps you “open and activate a place inside you?” What practices assist you 
in waking up to the Presence of the Divine within and all around you?  

6. Sometimes naming an intention helps support our waking up. What words would you use 
to name an intention for this Advent season? What practices might support your Advent 
intentions?  

7. Another way of asking #6: How might you find a way to embrace the busyness of this 
season with gratitude and with a spirit of gentleness toward yourself?  

 
 
 

Take-Home Meditation 
 

“I who write this am Thomas, the Double, the Twin. 
Yeshua, the Living Master spoke, 
and his secret sayings I have written down. 
 
I assure you, whoever grasps their meaning 
will not know the taste of death.” – Logion 1, The Gospel of Thomas.  

 
Logion 1 Thomas refers to “secret” teachings. Explore teachings in Paul’s writing where he 
writes about teachings that are “hidden in mystery.”  Spend time with 1 Corinthians 2:6-7 and/or 
Ephesians 3.  
 
Sit with a phrase from scripture that calls to you.  
 
In what ways might your Living Teacher, who is not just back then but present now, be using 
these texts to teach you about “waking up.”  
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Participant Sheet #2 
Session 2: Waking Up to a Really Big Story 

 
Prompts for Discussion  

 
1. Invite participants to share one or two highlighted/underlined phrases and why they noted 

them as important. Where were the exclamation points marking a new or surprising 
thought? What invitations might you be hearing in these exclamation points? 

 
2. What is usually going on for you when you say, “I don’t feel very Christmassy.” What is 

the one thing that would signal to your heart that there is something in the Christmas 
Story that is just for you this Advent?  

3. Janice says, “Incarnation is the story of God embodied in all matter; God indwelling in all 
created material.” Talk about a time when you realized incarnation was bigger than the 
birth in Bethlehem and you saw God (or Divine Radiance) in something around you or 
between you and another or within you? 

4. Here is Logion 77 from The Gospel of Thomas, an ancient Christian text: 

“Jesus says 
I am the light shining upon all things. 
I am the sum of everything, 
for everything has come forth from me 
and towards me everything unfolds. 
Split a piece of wood, and there I am. 
Pick up a stone, and you will find me there."  (Lynn Bauman translation) 
 
What word or phrase leaps out at you?  
Splitting wood is a mundane activity. What is your most mundane activity? Imagine doing 
it and hearing, “Here I am.”  
How might you train your inner ear to hear this?  
Stone is a common element. What will you hold in your hands today? How might you 
remind yourself to hear “You will find me there.” 

5. What does “The All in all” mean to you after reflecting on incarnation and the waking up 
to the Divine Now.  

Take-Home Meditation 
 
Spend time with Matthew 2:1-12. Meditate on the ways the trek of the Magi is like your journey 
through Advent this year. Wonder about the connection between the starlight and the light in 
their hearts.  
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Participant Sheet #3 
Session 3: Waking Up (again)  

 
Prompts for Discussion  

  
1. I wonder what you found most interesting about the sharing you just heard. 

 
2. Janice says, “We are not called to be a child. We are called to be fully alive.” What does 

the image of being a “human fully alive” mean to you? 
 

3. Use your imagination and the wisdom of your years to discuss why the Incarnation of 
God is found in a tiny child? What do children know about Life’s Source that we may 
have forgotten?  
 

4. The writer Philip Clayton says: “When our eyes are open, we feel wonder; when our 
souls are open, we feel awe; when our hearts are open, we feel reverence for all that is.”  
When you recall your journey of faith are there moments of oneness or wholeness or 
wonder that stands out for you?  

 
5. Sometimes we hear (or might even say) “Christmas is for children.” What causes people 

(or us) to say this?  What helps remind you that the Divine Infant is born to awaken Joy 
in all of us?  
 

6. In this season, what are the practices of playfulness that help awaken wonder, gratitude, 
or awareness in you and help you get ready for the Mystery of Christmas? 

 
Take-Home Meditation 

 
Nurturing thanksgiving with our hands. Pomanders were used in olden times as a way of 
providing a fresh fragrance in a kitchen, closet, or pantry. They were made in winter from 
oranges and cloves, and they lasted for a long time.  

Use a whole, fresh, blemish free, orange. Tie a ribbon around the middle, from top to bottom. Tie 
another ribbon so that it appears your orange is now quartered.  In each quarter you will be 
pressing in whole cloves.  

Pierce the skin of the orange by pressing a nail or toothpick into the orange. Then press a whole 
clove into the hole. As you press each clove, pray a thanksgiving prayer to God.  The smell of 
orange and cloves will fill the air.  

When you have finished your pomander, sprinkle it with cinnamon powder and wrap it in tissue 
paper for about a month. Alternatively, to quicken things up, dry it in an oven on the lowest 
temperature for about an hour. When it has dried out, hang it in the kitchen or inside a cupboard 
where the smell will continue to fill the air for a long time to come. Continue to give thank. 
(Credit: Carolyn Bindon. See:  https://kererupublishing.com/) 
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Participant Sheet #4 
Session 4: To Carry the Light Within    

 
Prompts for Discussion 

 
 

1. What stood out for you in the reflection you just heard? 
 
2. Tell the story of someone you know who you would name as “deeply inhabited.” What are 
the qualities that make them so? 
 
3. Recall a time when you fully arrived at Christmas and inhabited that space as fully as you 
could. These are moments of conscious presence. We remember them in our body. We are 
awake. We carry the Light within. What practices help us wake up?  
 
4, Incarnation is the story of carrying the Divine Light within. Janice says, “Incarnation is not 
a one-time that we re-enact or re-create each December 25th. The story is still unfolding. 
Take a moment to recall your past year. When were you fiercely carrying the Light within? 
What gift do you most need for the year ahead that will support the Light within and help you 
abide on the path of Love? 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Take-Home Meditation 
 
Give yourself the gift of space to sit quietly and read one of your favorite Christmas stories from 
the bible, a Children’s book, or recall a fond story from your childhood.  


