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The Jesus Prayer

‘Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me.’ 

This ancient prayer has been known and loved by generations of 
Christians for hundreds of years. It is a way of entering into the 
river of prayer which flows from the heart of God: the prayer of 
God himself, as Jesus continually prays for his people and for the 
world he loves. Simon Barrington-Ward teaches us how to use 
the Jesus Prayer as a devotional practice, and opens up the Bible 
passages that are crucial to understanding it.

‘Written out of long experience, Simon Barrington-Ward’s book 
is one of the clearest, practical and most timely introductions 
available.’ 

David Runcorn, author of Spirituality Workbook: A guide for 
explorers, pilgrims and seekers

The Right Reverend Simon Barrington-Ward was General Secretary of 
CMS from 1975 to 1985, became bishop of Coventry in 1985 and retired to 
Cambridge in 1997. He travelled widely, speaking on prayer and spirituality, 
and died in April 2020. 
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Introduction

After this book had first appeared – drawn out of me, to my own sur-
prise, by that remarkable woman Shelagh Brown of BRF when she 
visited me in Coventry – I found myself being invited by a growing 
number of varied church groups to go and talk to them about the 
Jesus Prayer and help them to pray it.  Since then, everywhere, the 
number of those using this way of prayer, sometimes taking a different 
phrase from the gospels or the Psalms to repeat with increasing depth 
of both joy and longing, has grown enormously. As I have gone round 
speaking at ‘Jesus Prayer’ retreats and gatherings, I have often been 
asked for a copy of this book, since it is shorter and more condensed 
than the one that Brother Ramon and I wrote together (Praying the 
Jesus Prayer Together, BRF, 2001), and gives, quite simply, more of the 
whole story of the prayer and how to pray it, in outline.

The World Community for Christian Meditation (WCCM), founded by 
Fr John Main and using the word Maranatha (‘Come, Lord’), has itself 
been spreading enormously worldwide. I went to the biennial confer-
ence of their branch in Britain recently to talk about the Jesus Prayer. 
We met at Worth Abbey in Sussex and joined in some of the monks’ 
simple times of worship in their beautiful, modern chapel. But one 
feature of the conference, which impressed me particularly, was the 
simple discipline that all WCCM members practise in their daily life. 
People were there from a wide variety of backgrounds and with a wide 
variety of forms of employment, from youngish mothers to doctors, 
businessmen, manual workers and teachers, and ranging from the 
unemployed to the retired. All of them spend half an hour every morn-
ing and half an hour every evening, out of their often very busy and 
hard-pressed lives, praying in silence. It was quite humbling to share 
that half-hour period twice a day during our gathering there together, 
in complete stillness.

I still think that it would perhaps be best for people launching into 
such prayer for the first time to ‘start small’. You could begin with ten, 
then perhaps fifteen, minutes, morning and evening. But would the 
knowledge that there are so many people from Orthodox, Roman 
Catholic, Anglican, Methodist, United Reformed and many other Chris-
tian groups and fellowships who are committed to this daily discipline 
of contemplative ‘practice of the presence’ for half an hour, morning 
and  evening, then encourage and inspire you to do likewise. 

Indeed, I hope the book will help many, many more Christians 
through out a wide variety of churches and fellowships to be drawn 
into stillness, and in that stillness, perhaps through that most ancient 
Eastern Orthodox pattern of the Jesus Prayer – the prayer of the name, 
the invocation of the Lord’s presence, his forgiveness and empowering 
– to be drawn into a deeper communion with God, in Christ, through 
the Spirit. I hope it will lead a large number of new readers to the
secret of unceasing prayer, to a whole way of praying that continues
day and night, while we are working, eating, meeting with each other 
and even while we sleep (this last in the way that Brother Lawrence
described  in his little book, The Practice of the Presence of God, as
‘letting the wind of the Spirit fill our sails even in sleep’).

In this way, it could meet the quest of members of a remarkable world-
wide group, the ‘24–7 prayer movement’ (see Red Moon Rising by Pete 
Grieg and Dave Roberts, Kingsway, 2004), through which young people 
in a growing number of locations all over the world – in Western and 
Eastern Europe, South America, Asia and the USA – are drawing many 
others to faith in Christ and into joining in prayer, day and night, in 
little huts and prayer rooms. As with those praying the Jesus Prayer, 
they have been drawn into the quest for practising the presence and 
love of God in Christ night and day, and entering worship, adoration 
and yearning intercession in union with his ceaseless prayer for us.

All of us can learn from each other and pray with and for each other, in 
worship and intercession, in ‘joyful mourning’ as John Climacus called 
it, as we seek to grow ever more deeply into union with Christ and as 
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8  the jesus prayer A first encounter with  the Jesus Prayer  9

we reach out towards the day of his final coming. I hope that this book 
will continue its work of enabling many more people to discover the 
inexhaustible riches of grace opened up to us in him. 1

A first encounter with 
the Jesus Prayer

I came across the Jesus Prayer at a time when I was travelling in differ-
ent parts of the world for the Church Missionary Society. It was those 
travels that made me hunger for a better way of praying, a way that 
would be more adequate to all that I was then encountering in Africa 
and Asia. Even on my return to this country I was becoming more 
aware than ever before of deep currents flowing in our own society.

Sometimes I could sense, underlying so many casual meetings and 
conversations across the globe, so many glimpses of the way people 
were living and striving and suffering – glimpses snatched even as I 
cycled into London, even around our offices in Waterloo – some kind 
of universal struggle. There seemed to be so many contradictions at 
every level in my life and in the whole of human society. There seemed 
to be, underlying everything, some kind of vast, inchoate yearning, 
which I could also feel, more and more of the time, in my own heart 
and which seemed to be increasingly present in everything I was try-
ing to do.

Gradually it focused on a longing for a real deepening of prayer – and 
of the whole of my ‘life in Christ’. I was thirsting for something that was 
more universal, deeper, wider than my previous attempts at prayer. 
I was thirsting for a way of praying that genuinely embraced all the 
people and situations that still cried out to me when I paused for a 
moment, and yet at the same time came to grips more realistically 
with the frustrations and  longings of my own divided nature.

Uncorrected proofs. Copyright © BRF 2021. Not for wider circulation.
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One day a friend took me down to a Russian Orthodox monastery in 
Essex. It was just a small monastery, with both monks and sisters. 
(This happened some years ago, and before that I had never had very 
much to- do with the Orthodox Church.)

As soon as we arrived, we both went straight into the chapel, because 
the community and their guests were starting their evening Office. I 
imagined it was going to be like the Offices in most monasteries in the 
West, with some kind of traditional form like that of our own morn-
ing and evening prayer, which, after all, came out of the monastic 
tradition.

But instead they had something quite different. There was just one 
voice leading what has long been called the Jesus Prayer – a woman’s 
voice – and the others were praying it silently with her. We stood there 
in the darkened chapel, with all the icons and screens around, and 
little lights burning. I was conscious of the shapes of the brothers and 
sisters around me and of their faces – faces as striking as that of Father 
Sophrony, a remarkable bearded countenance with a great quality of 
shrewdness and humour and also radiance about it, absorbed in the 
gentle flow of the prayer.

It was as if the faces of the brothers and sisters around me were some-
how merging into the faces on the icons all round the walls, and I was 
conscious of how very easily you could find yourself one with them as 
the generations slipped back and back.

There was an icon of St Silouan, the person from whom Father 
Sophrony had learned about the Jesus Prayer. I had seen Silouan’s 
face in a photograph on the back of Father Sophrony’s book about 
him; and now, there he was, in an icon – which Father Sophrony told 
me later was a much better likeness of him than the photograph. The 
photograph was too sombre, with his heavy eyebrows, dark gaze and 
massive beard dominating. The icon showed the real lightness and 
the gleam of response which were also always there.

Through the rows of smaller icons we went back to the next genera-
tion, and back through the years to St Seraphim of Sarov, with his 
white hair and beard and his white robe, bowed with frailty but shining 
and alive with joy and risen life; then to all the great Russian saints 
before him and, before them, reaching back to the Byzantine and East-
ern Fathers and Mothers, to the desert saints, and, at the heart of all, 
the apostles and John the Baptist, after whom the monastery was 
named – back to the evangelists, to St John and to the virgin Mary and 
to the whole gospel story. Beyond us and over us was the last supper 
and above us the vision of God in heaven. It all seemed of a piece, as 
if we were all going forward together in this one great community in 
time and space and eternity.

That was the setting in which I first met the Jesus Prayer, and that 
whole setting was very important, because the prayer was already 
being said when we went into the chapel. The prayer was spoken 
mostly in English, because much of their liturgy is in English, but there 
were short stretches of time in which it was spoken in Greek and also 
in Russian. A sister who was leading at first handed over to a monk 
after a while, simply praying:

‘Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me.’

There was a pause. Then the prayer was repeated. We were lifted up 
into the steady wingbeat of the prayer. As we settled into it and began 
to be drawn into it, we felt that it became the focal theme of the whole 
community and of our own being.
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Introduction  9

Introduction
Why tell Bible stories? The Bible comes to us out of a storytelling cul-
ture. It is how Jesus taught. His stories got people thinking, asking 
questions and then trying to work it all out for themselves. It is argu-
ably the best way to learn, and we see this happening in the way chil-
dren suddenly understand something deep and personal for the first 
time. Stories allow just this sort of discovering to happen. 

Each week, most of us who work with children and families through 
church groups use a Bible story. As Christians, we believe that the 
Bible is our special book and its stories can help us learn more about 
God, more about ourselves and more about what we are meant to 
do with our lives. However, the Bible raises as many questions as it 
answers and Christians have different attitudes towards it, depending 
on their tradition and the teaching they have received. 

So what sort of book are we talking about and how do we want chil-
dren and families to fall in love with its stories? A key verse comes 
in Paul’s letter to his young apprentice apostle, Timothy. Paul wants 
Timothy to be fired up with a love for the scriptures, so he writes, ‘Eve-
rything in the Scriptures is God’s word. All of it is useful for teaching 
and helping people and for correcting them and showing them how 
to live’ (2 Timothy 3:16, CEV). The RSV says, ‘All scripture is inspired by 
God.’ I wonder what ‘inspired by God’ means and what we want our 
children and their families to understand by this all-important word.

God works to make us the very best people we can be, with all our 
gloriously different personalities (see John 10:10). In this way, together 

we might just begin to reflect the unfathomable richness that is the 
likeness of God. So this must also be true of the many writers of the 
story of the Bible. They weren’t taken over to become robot secre-
taries; every word wasn’t dictated to them; rather, their own person-
alities, family backgrounds, perspectives and idiosyncrasies are also 
there as they express, to the best of their abilities, God’s story as they 
saw it and God’s words as they heard them. By God’s Holy Spirit they 
wrote far more than they knew they were writing, while still remaining 
true to themselves.

When we open up the Bible with children and families, we need to rec-
ognise how the characters of the writers had an influence on what was 
written. These writers were fallible human beings who wrote down 
what happened to themselves, their families and their nation. They 
were limited human beings, trying to make sense of what God was 
doing, what God was like and what God was saying to them in their 
generation. It is therefore no surprise to find that they were influenced 
by their culture, by tribalism, nationalism and even paganism. Their 
view of God was not complete but, remarkably, although trapped 
within their own time in history and their own particular mindset, they 
were again and again gifted to see greater truths than they could have 
imagined on their own. Their history and geography meant that they 
often wrote about a God who was exclusively on their side – a God 
who delighted in the destruction of their enemies, whose nature they 
described with the military and triumphant metaphors of their day. 
Yet their writing was nonetheless inspired because, mixed in with this, 
there is something more: a movement towards a truer picture of a God 
of infinite mercy, who forgives his enemies, who is for the whole world 
and not just for a small collection of tribes – a God who is wonderfully 
inclusive, not merely nationalistic.

The Bible’s stories are recorded by writers who, like you and me, were 
growing up into the knowledge of God. We are joining them on a jour-
ney to discover more of who God is, who we are and what we may 
become. This is what makes this precious story inspired. It inspires 
us to search for the truth of God and our own true self, fulfilled in 
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God. The inspiration of scripture often lies in between the words of 
the story, drawing us ever onward into the likeness of Christ, who is 
the true direction and fulfilment of all scripture.

Bible stories can inspire us to seek after God, to learn from others’ 
recorded experiences of God, to try to step out of our own cultural and 
historical limitations and enter more fully into the mystery that is God, 
and to become all that we are created to be, renewed and restored by 
the love of God to us in Jesus.  

Most of us need just one good idea to get us started, and this book 
has ideas in abundance. My prayer is that, with the help of the Holy 
Spirit, the following wealth of creative ways to tell any Bible story will 
become tools for you to use as you open up the Bible with the children 
and adults with whom you work.

How to  
use this book 

This book proposes a tried and tested approach to telling Bible stories, 
which BRF’s Barnabas Children’s Ministry team has been developing 
for many years. 

There are three main sections:

• The way in: ideas for opening up a Bible story.
• The way through: suggested methods for telling the story.
• The way out: a collection of techniques for exploring the meaning 

of that story, including space for reflection about how to apply the 
story to our lives today. 

In addition, in the appendices you will find: 

• a selection of over 30 key words or phrases offering ways in which 
connecting threads might be explored.

• a suggested year’s programme of Bible stories explored with ideas 
taken from the book.

• a chronological index of all the Bible stories in the text, which will 
enable users to find material for a particular session with children 
and families or for an all-age church service. 

With each generic idea in the first three sections, there are linked 
examples using particular Bible stories so that the suggestions can 
be worked out in practice. The aim of each idea is always to offer a 

Uncorrected proofs. Copyright © BRF 2021. Not for wider circulation.



12  creative ways to tell a bible story How to use this book    13

way to lift the Bible story off the page and into the hearts and minds 
of children and adults. 

The pattern of introducing, telling, exploring and reflecting on a Bible 
story gives the story space to breathe so that everyone can hear God 
for themselves speaking from the Bible. It does not, on the whole, 
need a lot of props; nor is it dependent on craft activities, with all 
the preparation that they usually entail. The main preparation for this 
approach lies, rather, in getting to know the Bible story well. 

The book can be explored in several ways. 

• The Bible passages presented in the text as examples of ways to 
introduce, tell, explore or reflect on a story can be used as they are 
or as templates to help you create your own examples.

• You could select one idea from each of the first three sections 
to put together a tailor-made way to introduce, tell, explore and 
reflect on any Bible story of your choosing.

• When sharing Bible stories in church or in school, you could vary 
the way the story is presented by trying out new approaches 
drawn from the three sections. 

By trying out different styles of introducing, telling, exploring and 
reflecting on the Bible, you will be developing your own gifts as a 
storyteller. In addition, by making sure that you always use one idea 
from each of the first three sections of the book, you will be keeping a 
check on the balance of your storytelling and helping your audience 
to reflect on the story for themselves and draw their own conclusions 
about applying it to their lives. By always including the key elements 
of introducing, telling, exploring and reflecting, we equip people with 
a framework that will help them to grow in their faith and to delight in 
the Bible throughout their lives.

Once you become more confident as a Bible storyteller, you may wish 
to develop this gift further, and the key words and phrases in appendix 
1 are designed to facilitate this. They offer connected themes across 

the Bible that you can use to shape new and exciting stories of your 
own.

Finally, this book offers a programme of Bible stories for a whole year. 
This is designed to help people to see the big story of the Bible as a 
coherent whole. Each week’s Bible story is unpacked in line with the 
principles found in the book – offering a way in, a way through and a 
way out of the story. Each of these in turn draws on ideas taken from 
the first three sections.
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Introduction

‘I cling to you; your right hand upholds me.’
PSALM 63:8 (NIV)

One hundred years ago the western world was emerging 
from a pandemic known as Spanish flu. It has been esti-
mated that up to 50 million people died; in fact, it’s often 
forgotten that this represents many more deaths than 
occurred throughout the whole of the 1914–18 war which 
had only come to an end four years previously. Almost 
everyone in the UK at that time could name a family mem-
ber who had been killed in conflict or as a result of the 
contagion. And yet it was at such a time as this that the 
Bible Reading Fellowship was born in a church in Brixton 
in south London, attracting people to join Bible study and 
prayer groups supported by published daily notes. It was 
in such groups that people began to find faith and hope 
again in the God of peace who sent Jesus Christ to break 
down the dividing walls of hostility between us, offering to 
all a life beyond death that starts here and now.

That post-war and post-pandemic year of 1922 was a 
moment of opportunity that God used a century ago to 
give birth to an organisation that is still with us today. And 
one hundred years later, in 2022, BRF is once again being 
used by God, in the wake of our own global pandemic, 

to resource and encourage churches and individuals ‘to 
get a move on’ spiritually – to borrow the words of BRF’s 
founding father, Revd Leslie Mannering. The call to study 
the Bible as God’s word and to deepen our life of prayer 
has never been more urgent now as it was then.

Almost all the BRF prayers collected in this book were 
written over the two years of our present pandemic. They 
were inspired as a response to a crisis in a time of need, 
and indeed prayer often works like this. Of course, as 
Christians we know that regular times of prayer, whether 
extem porary or liturgical, are vital for healthy, Christian 
discipleship. However, the truth is we often forget to pray 
until a crisis comes and we are brought to our knees. While 
God does not cause the pain and the sadness that are part 
and parcel of life, he can use it to wake us up to what mat-
ters and bring us home to a safe place of love and grace.

The prayers in this book are a selection from a larger 
number that were posted on social media or published in 
the four-monthly BRF Prayer Diaries between March 2020 
and the end of 2021 – throughout those Covid months and 
whose long shadow is still with us. Although they come 
from that moment in time, they have also proved to be a 
prophetic and timeless source of comfort and inspiration 
to those who have used them. And the positive feedback 
to these prayers has encouraged us at BRF to make them 
available in this centenary book.

The book opens its collection with a new prayer written 
for the BRF centenary. In a few short, memorable phrases, 
it offers us words to express our thankfulness and won-
der at the way in which the Lord has used BRF to grow 
God’s kingdom, both in this country and overseas, since 
1922. BRF’s publications, Bible reading notes and online 
resources, along with new ministries that encourage God’s 
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work among children, families, the elderly and those who 
are hearing the gospel for the first time, are all referenced 
in this prayer of celebration and praise.

For convenience of use, the 100 new prayers that follow 
are divided into five sections, offering individuals and 
churches words to use in prayer: 

– to help us come close to God

–  to call out to God when we face the challenges of our 
Christian pilgrimage

–  to support mission and ministry across the 
generations

–  to praise God at festival times and on special 
occasions

–  to use as we open up God’s word and apply its truths 
to particular issues facing us today.

It is our hope that these prayers will be widely used, in 
both private and public worship. And finally, conscious 
that we often need encouragement to pray, we have 
included a selection of original thoughts on prayer at 
intervals throughout the book along with quotations from 
recent BRF publications.

Prayer has always been at the heart of the movement 
of God’s Spirit that has sustained the work of BRF over the 
past 100 years. Many of you will perhaps have only come 
across BRF through its Bible notes and books, but none 
of these would be possible without the faithful prayers of 
those who ‘pray with us’ for this ministry. And so in recent 
years, we have nurtured a growing re-emphasis on this 
ministry of prayer. With this in mind, we hope that this 

collection will both enrich your own prayer life and help 
you to ‘pray with us’ for all that God has in store for BRF 
in the future. And, adapting words from the centenary 
prayer, we pray that the prayers will encourage you ‘to be 
ambitious for God’s glory’.

Martyn Payne
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—  Part 1  — 

Approaching God

W
Come near to God and he will come near to you.

JAMES 4:8 (NIRV)
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   1312 approaching god

1.

Thank you, Lord, for the gift of another day 
in which you call us: 
to bless our neighbour, 
to welcome the stranger, 
to pray for our enemies, 
to look after your world, 
to share the good news of your love, 
and to become more like Jesus, 
through the power of your Holy Spirit in us 
Amen

2.
Thank you for welcoming us 

into your kingdom through the cross of Christ: 
a kingdom where 
the unforgivable are forgiven, 
the undeserving rewarded 
the unloveable loved 
the wayward rescued 
the poor are rich 
the last are first 
and the least are honoured, 
because in each one of these 
we can meet with you, Christ Jesus. 

Christian prayer is... a face-to-face, heart-to-
heart, Spirit-to-spirit connection with him who is 
the first and the last, the beginning and the end, 
the king of  kings, and the lover of  your soul.
Lyndall Bywater

Prayer isn’t a silver bullet to solve our problems, 
nor a magic wand to make everything turn out 
well, it is our lifeline to God so that whatever 
happens we and God are in it together.
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—  Part 3  — 

Seasons of the Christian year

W
Seek the Lord and the strength God gives.

PSALM 105:4 (NIRV)
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Harvest

1.

Hope-giving God, 
thank you for creating a world full of seeds 
that testify to your loving investment

in the land and in our lives. 
Just as you rejoice to see those seeds bear fruit, 
we come to you at this festival time 
with the fruit of praise and thanksgiving 
for your goodness and faithful love. 
Amen

2.
Lord, as tenants of your kingdom,
you have committed to us 
the harvesting of our fields and of our faith.
Forgive us for the failed harvests that are our 

responsibility,
and help us to respond better to your cultivation 

and care
by bringing forth the fruits of faith, hope and love,
that alone can transform this world and bring joy 

in heaven.
Amen

As we turn in prayer to God, the great Creator, 
we become vessels of  creative energy and desire. 
We long to give expression to the gift we have 
received, and as we do so, the act of  creation 
becomes a prayer in itself.
Daniel Wolpert

In prayer we bow before:
The love that can’t stop loving. 
The gift that can’t stop giving. 
The light that can’t stop enlightening. 
The blessing that can’t stop blessing. 
We kneel before our God who never changes.
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Wild and wilderness!
Aaron Jenkyn 

Aim: to explore different ways to enter into the wilderness to encounter 
God, and the ways in which a time of wilderness helps us cultivate the 
wildness within.

1  Wilderness pilgrimage – a very simple walk  
to one place

In an indoor and familiar space

(You might start at your church or in a home) Introduce the idea of the wilder-
ness with your own version of these thoughts: being in the wilderness gives 
us the opportunity to see things in a new way. It can help us find closure 
for major events in our lives or help us build courage to enter into the next 
big thing. A time in the wilderness can create space – space to wonder and 
ponder and pray, without the baggage of everyday life weighing us down. 

Being in the wilderness is a bit different from just being outside in nature. 
There is an intentionality to being in the wilderness – being in the wilder-
ness means stepping away from our everyday lives for a time, it could be for 
just ten minutes or an hour, a day or a week or longer. When you enter the 
wilderness, you leave everything behind, the distractions of daily life, the 
responsibilities for the people and animals and buildings and things you 
care for every day, your own thoughts and doubts and ideas of how things 
are supposed to stay behind too. 

Photocopying for churches

Please report to CLA Church Licence any photocopy you make from this publication. Your church 
administrator or secretary will know who manages your CLA Church Licence.

The information you need to provide to your CLA Church Licence administrator is as follows:

Title, Author, Publisher and ISBN

If your church doesn’t hold a CLA Church Licence, information about obtaining one can be found at  
uk.ccli.com
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By taking nothing, we create a space where we can encounter the Holy Spirit 
and find a sense of courage and resilience for the journey ahead. We’re going 
to explore that idea today.

As you spend time in nature, whether on a local hiking trail, in the woods, 
along a community path or a walk around your neighbourhood, these activi-
ties and discussion questions will help you draw closer to God. If you think 
that you don’t have any wilderness around you, then think again. Are there 
bits of grass sneaking up through the pavement? Are there birds nesting on 
the roof tops? Or a park bench on a quiet street? The wilderness is a place in 
which plants and animals and beings grow and survive on their own, com-
pletely dependent on God and nature. 

Pack your bag

To begin – provide bags, stash of soup cans, rocks or wooden blocks (objects 
should be heavy, but manageable in size – something you can write on or 
adhere masking tape to) and a supply of masking tape. Have participants 
tag the objects with the things that they are carrying with them – they’re 
going to represent the burdens we carry every day, the messages we receive 
from ourselves, the world around us, and the things that are getting in the 
way of connecting with God more deeply. For example: worries, heartaches, 
responsibilities, appointments, lessons and classes, jobs, school, budget and 
money concerns, wants, needs, pop culture messages, being different from 
everyone else, bossy parents, naughty siblings, nosy neighbours, bullies, 
schools too hard, etc.

Let people be honest and let them be private if they want to be; it is their 
burden. You can pre-tag some items to help people get started. Everybody 
should have a minimum of three to five items, more if they get into it. Give 
everybody a bag or box to carry the items on, it’s okay (good even) if the bags 
are heavy, burdensome, or unruly. You can laugh about it, people can even 
share their burdens with others, but make sure everybody takes all their 
burdens with them as you set out on your wilderness pilgrimage. 

An obvious threshold place

Walk together to a starting point, preferably the start of a hiking trail, park 
entrance, garden, woods, or other natural setting. Enjoy each other’s com-
pany, notice the world around you as much as you can, but continue to carry 

the bags. 

Once you arrive, pause at the threshold and talk about the ways that Jesus 
found time to connect with God the Father through spending time in the wil-
derness. Ask people if they remember any stories of Jesus out in the wilder-
ness, on land or on the water. Jesus’ encounters with nature often preceded 
or followed times in his ministry that were really challenging – healings, 
miracles, intense periods of teaching, as he waits for his death on the cross. 
At some of the most intense moments of Jesus’ story we see him retreat to 
the wilderness again and again. Jesus is modelling for us how we need to 
restore, rejuvenate and refresh our bodies and minds from time to time, 
especially when we find ourselves facing hard challenges or significant losses. 

Into the wilderness

You might have a line, sign, arch or hula-hoop to represent entering into 
a time and place of wilderness. Just before participants cross the thresh-
old, have participants lay down their burdens, literally leaving them on the 
ground or a table, as they take nothing and set off to explore the wilderness 
area alone. Describe the boundaries, if you need to. Let them know how long 
they have and invite them simply to explore and notice.

It might be that participants need a piece of paper and/or pen to draw or 
write down what they experience, or they might just wonder and pray, or 
explore this new area. Trust that whatever they are doing is what they need 
to be doing in that moment. Encourage people to enter into this exploration 
solo or in small groupings. There may be people who complain of being 
bored, or who might finish before the rest of the group; you might suggest 
they focus smaller, look down, closer to the ground to see what mysterious 
and wonderful things lie at their feet.

If your group is less comfortable outdoors, you could offer a scavenger hunt 
of noticing: 

• How many colours can you see in the sky? 
• How many colours can you see on the ground? 
• What is the smallest living thing you see?
• What is the largest living thing you see?
• Can you hear the wind? What are three words that describe what it 

sounds like? 
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• Can you find: 
• Something soft
• Something that feels rough 
• Something with stripes 
• Something strange/curious 
• Something old 
• Something new 
• Something that gives you hope 

After a set amount of time, or when you feel the group is ready, call everyone 
back together using a bell or call. 

Celebration

Talk about the experience – you might use the prompts below: 

• What was it like to put down your burdens?
• What was it like to step into the wilderness alone? 
• Is there anything from your scavenger hunt that you want to share? 
• What were some of the things you did to help you notice the wilderness 

around you? 
• As you return, are there burdens, objects that you can leave behind? 
• Are there objects that don’t carry the same weight as they did when you 

first started? 

You might set goals for yourself to find ways to set down your burdens and 
visit the wilderness more often. You might check in with Messy Church fami-
lies between sessions to see how they are doing with this challenge or begin 
your next session by checking in with each other. 

Prayer

In Mark 1, Mark writes that straight after Jesus was baptised, the Holy Spirit 
sent him out into the wilderness. Jesus went to listen to God without any 
burdens. Let’s name the ways we’ve heard or seen God today in our wilder-
ness. Whoever has this (stick… flower… stone or other object) gets to speak 
– either silently or out loud. Then pass it on to the next person. So… how 
have we seen or heard God today in our wilderness?
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6  sharing the christmas story Introduction  7

Introduction

One hundred years ago, in 1922, at a church in south London, the 
Fellowship of St Matthew was begun in response to a congregation’s 
eagerness for informed and helpful support in building a habit of 
daily Bible reading. In 1926, it became known as the Bible Reading 
Fellowship (BRF) as its influence spread and more and more church 
communities subscribed to the notes and prayers which were offered.

Today, BRF resources people and groups as they grow in faith, encour-
aging them to deepen their relationship with God and to share the 
good news of Jesus Christ with others.  

These Advent reflections are written in response to BRF’s vision of 
‘Sharing the Story’, by looking at the events surrounding the birth 
of the Messiah. They will take you on a journey through familiar and 
un familiar parts of the Bible, reading and reflecting on our Christian 
faith.

This journey does not involve a traditional, chronological approach 
but rather explores each week one of the themes of Advent and Christ-
mas. Beginning with God’s promises, shared with us by the prophets 
throughout the Old Testament, we see how the incarnation is the ful-
filment of all those promises. The ‘light of the world’ has descended 
from heaven to live among us, and we explore the nature of that light 
and of all that it has brought to those who live in the darkness of fear, 
sickness or mourning. Our explorations will not take us far, however, 
before we engage in the mystery of the overshadowing of Mary by the 
Holy Spirit, and the wonderful complexity of Jesus Christ, fully divine 
and fully human. However, the love which surrounds us, offering us 
healing and comfort, support and encouragement is made real at the 
moment of birth – something we can trust in and depend upon when 
the challenges of life threaten to overwhelm us.

In week 5, the issues which surround the nature of peace are engaged 
with as we both recognise the gap between the ‘now and the not 
yet’ but also celebrate the gift of peace which Christ’s life, death and 
resur rection makes available to us. Finally, we look forward in hope 
to all that Christ’s birth brings to humanity and the final reconciliation 
which will take place in heaven and on earth.

Each of these themes is explored through a daily focal point, beginning 
with a closer look at some the prophecies made by both Old and New 
Testament prophets. The nativity story is one of journeys – to and from 
towns and cities, friends and relatives, distant lands, hostile powers. 
Often these journeys are triggered by signs of change, announcements 
of the birth of the Messiah, and these too are explored. Although 
 obviously the birth of Christ is the fulcrum around which the narra-
tives are centred, there are other births of babies both named such 
as John, and also unnamed such as those who were slaughtered by 
Herod.  Thousands of untold hymns, poems and stories have been 
woven around Christ’s birth, and on Fridays and Saturdays we take a 
look at Biblical examples of these. Finally, at the end of each week, we 
look at conversations which take place – with friends, with relatives, 
with God and with our innermost hearts.

The birth of Christ is a golden point in the overarching narrative of 
God’s relationship with his children. By looking both back and forward 
as we move towards this point we can truly appreciate the antici pation 
with which this event was greeted, the nature of its happening and the 
transformation which was its result. Then we can turn and share with 
our neighbour our joy and hope in the future of God’s kingdom. 

Sharing the Christmas story as an individual

Every week in Advent you will be introduced to a different component 
of the nativity, gradually building a picture of all that the birth of Christ 
means to humanity and the world. A short Bible passage is followed 
by a reflection, a prayer and some questions to help you reflect for 
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8  sharing the christmas story Introduction  9

yourself on the passage.

You might like to read the passage out loud, slowly and carefully, 
allowing time to let the words sink in, pausing at the end of each sen-
tence. You might take one sentence or word which stands out for you 
and learn it by heart, holding it in your thoughts throughout the day, 
perhaps journalling what it has come to mean for you by the evening. 
At the end of each week there is a suggestion for a creative prayer and 
further questions, which can be used by both groups and individuals.  

Sharing the Christmas story as a group

The readings and reflections in this book have been set out so that 
a rhythm of daily study and prayer can be established. In this way, a 
habit of daily encounter with God, which will build us up in our faith 
and encourage us on our journey, can be formed, renewed or rein-
forced. I have also tried to encourage the habit of theological reflection 
by including questions to think about at the end of each day’s reflec-
tion. These questions can be used by individuals, but also as a group 
to reflect on the theme of the week.

The readings and reflections in this book can be used in different ways 
by all sorts of groups. They can form the basis for a weekly Advent 
group or provide topics of discussion at Advent lunches or suppers. 
They can be used as conversation-starters for groups that already 
meet, such as midweek fellowship groups, Mothers’ Union meetings 
or men’s breakfasts. If a new group is beginning and is meeting in 
person, it is a good idea to include refreshments with each meeting 
– some groups find an evening meal with discussion round the table 
very popular, while others feel that drinks and biscuits or cake are 
more appropriate. This kind of hospitality can break down barriers 
and introduce people to each other in a relaxed way, which in turn will 
lead to a livelier, more fruitful discussion. If you are leading or joining a 
group, remember that everyone will need their own copy of the book 
well before the beginning of Advent.

Suggestions for group meetings

The group leader may or may not also be the group host. Either or 
both of these roles may be fixed for the whole of Advent or rotate 
among the group. If the group leader and host are different people, 
they should liaise beforehand to ensure arrangements are in place, the 
time and date are fixed and refreshments are available. 

Introduction
Make sure each person has a copy of the booklet and that spares are 
available for those who do not. Introduce newcomers to the group and 
make them feel welcome. Remind everyone that they do not have to 
contribute to the discussion if they don’t want to, but that convers-
ation will be livelier if they do!

Opening prayer
Use a prayer within the traditions of the group; this will help put 
people at ease, and those who are familiar with the traditions will 
lend confidence to those who are not. A song or hymn can be sung.

Discussion 
If the group is large, split into twos or threes to discuss reactions to the 
week’s reflections. Allow time for each person to share, if they wish. If 
discussion is slow to start, suggest that each member offers one word 
or sentence that sums up their reaction.

Forum 
As one group, try to discern some themes that are common to most 
members. If it helps, write these down and circulate them among the 
group. 

Reflection 
Study the group questions and spend some time in silence so that 
individuals can reflect on the theme personally. Come together to 
discuss the questions. Again, if the group is large, it is helpful to split 
into smaller groups.
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Plenary
The leader draws together the themes arising from the discussion and 
sees whether they mirror those from the week’s reflections. Again, 
these can be noted for later distribution. 

Prayer
It can be helpful to begin your prayer time with silence, in order to 
meditate on the results of the discussion. Suggestions for creative 
prayer can be found at the end of every week – these can be used in 
a group or as an individual. This can be followed by open prayer. Be 
flexible, allowing time for each person to contribute if they wish.

Closing prayer

Week 1 | Thursday 1 December–Sunday 5 December

Promise

Introduction

In these first few days of Advent, we look at the promises of the 
season. Promises are powerful things – they take looking forward 
seriously and make claims for the future that can be depended upon. 
Human promises might be more fragile, but those made by God to 
human beings are certain – lives can be built upon the foundation 
of God’s promises. Some of those that are explored are reminders of 
promises made long ago by God which have almost faded from the 
human memory – but are still being honoured by God. Others are 
minted new for this season, so that we are able to join in with Mary to 
celebrate the imminent arrival of the Messiah as we prepare ourselves 
for the transformation of the world. 
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| Thursday 1 December

Signs

Isaiah 11:1–5

A shoot will come up from the stump of Jesse; 
    from his roots a Branch will bear fruit. 
 The Spirit of the Lord will rest on him— 
    the Spirit of wisdom and of understanding, 
    the Spirit of counsel and of might, 
    the Spirit of the knowledge and fear of the Lord — 
    and he will delight in the fear of the Lord.

He will not judge by what he sees with his eyes, 
    or decide by what he hears with his ears; 
 but with righteousness he will judge the needy, 
    with justice he will give decisions for the poor of the earth. 
He will strike the earth with the rod of his mouth; 
    with the breath of his lips he will slay the wicked. 
 Righteousness will be his belt 
    and faithfulness the sash around his waist.

 4  Reflection

For forty years the Assyrian armies had ravaged the cities and lands of 
the people of Israel. They captured the inhabitants of the plains and 
hills of the fertile northern kingdoms and transported them back to 
their own territories as slaves. Others had their farms and settlements 
ransacked, their means of livelihood destroyed. It seemed as if God 
had forsaken his chosen people. Alone and abandoned, they were 

left to suffer at the hands of harsh rulers, their own kings defeated 
and scattered.

Living through the midst of these tragic events, surrounded by pain 
and suffering, it would not be surprising if the prophet Isaiah was loud 
in his lamentation. How hard it is to peer out into the night and see 
anything but darkness, devoid of hope or light! Isaiah presents us with 
the image of a mighty tree, grown tall and strong through years of 
sunlight and rain, enduring storms and gales, but now defeated not by 
the actions of nature but by a greedy and rapacious humanity, which 
seeks only to exploit everything it can and destroy that which remains. 
Nothing is left of seasons of growth but the stump, bare and useless, 
a symbol of all that has been lost. All that can be done is gaze at the 
tree rings, tale bearers of winds and sunshine, markers of the events of 
many years. All that can be done is remember and grieve for lost times.

But the story is not told; the tale is not complete. As the prophet looks 
in mourning at the sad remains of a mighty nation, he sees signs of 
hope. ‘A shoot will come up from the stump of Jesse.’ Barely visible 
amongst the wreckage, a sapling is slowly emerging. It is fragile and 
thin, a direct contrast to the mighty tree from which it comes, but still, 
it is gaining in strength. The roots of the tree were not destroyed when 
it was felled; they remain deep underground, providing nutrients and 
support for new growth. This Branch will be filled with the Spirit of 
God, we are promised. A new way of living and being will be demon-
strated in the life of this small, humble product of a former mighty age.

For those of us who live in the western hemisphere, the season of 
Advent does indeed take place in darkness. The days are short and 
cold; summer is a distant memory and spring is many months away. It 
can be hard indeed to look forward in hope – easier to settle ourselves 
disconsolately on the tree stumps of our hopes and dreams and look 
back in regret at golden seasons long past. But this is not the work 
of Advent; this is not the task which we are set by the prophet as he 
accompanies us on our journey to the birth of the redeemer. Not for 
us to linger in a place of nostalgia and sadness. The past is not for 
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inhabiting but learning from, not for seeking to reconstruct but for 
use as foundation stones for the new and the better. Isaiah reminds 
us of the promises of God to his children that he will never forsake us 
and holds out to us the hope of a redeemer, one who will see with the 
eyes of God and not of a corrupt and broken humanity; one who will 
hear those who speak truth and not be confounded by the lies of the 
false. We are offered righteousness and justice, strength and support, 
a hope and a future.

And so, we turn to embrace this season of watching and waiting, of 
quiet preparation. We look again at our roots and reassure ourselves 
of their sturdiness. We hold fast to the promises of God and wait for 
signs of a new beginning. We trust that beneath the cold dark soil of 
today there hides the green shoot of tomorrow, still tender and frail 
but offering new life to all who will accept it.  

 5  Questions

What are the ‘stumps’ of your life – the good things which perhaps 
happen no more, the new ventures which failed to materialise? Give 
them space by naming them, then put them aside in thanks for what 
they have brought you, but in recognition that their place in your life 
has ended.

What are the ‘shoots’ of your life – the early beginnings of adventures 
in mind or body? How might you nurture them?

 1  Prayer

‘Advent is patience it’s how God has made us a people of promise, in 
a world of impatience.’ Stanley Hauerwas

Lord, give me patience in times of darkness. Help me to remember 
that although it seems as if nothing is happening, beneath the 
surface of the earth a new shoot is growing. Release me from 
expectation this Advent, so that I may experience this watching 
and waiting with my whole heart as I look for your coming. Amen
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| Friday 2 December

Poems

Luke 1:46–55

And Mary said:
‘My soul glorifies the Lord
     and my spirit rejoices in God my Saviour,
 for he has been mindful
    of the humble state of his servant.
From now on all generations will call me blessed,
     for the Mighty One has done great things for me –  
    holy is his name. 
His mercy extends to those who fear him, 
    from generation to generation. 
He has performed mighty deeds with his arm; 
    he has scattered those who are proud in their inmost 
thoughts. 
He has brought down rulers from their thrones 
    but has lifted up the humble. 
He has filled the hungry with good things 
    but has sent the rich away empty. 
He has helped his servant Israel, 
    remembering to be merciful 
to Abraham and his descendants forever, 
    just as he promised our ancestors.’

 4  Reflection

So here they are, two ordinary women in extraordinary situations. 
One of them has lived a long life and a good one. She has been faithful 

in her religious and domestic life, but although this has brought the 
reward of stability, love and the satisfaction of knowing she has done 
her duty to God, her husband and her community, she still lacks that 
most precious gift of all – a child, and she suffers for this. For her and 
her husband, the time of hope is past and she must live with her dear-
est longing unfulfilled. But then extraordinary things happens: her 
husband is struck dumb and she is with child. What a swirl of dis-
belief, of joy, of hardly dared hoped-for happiness she must be living 
in! How many times a day must her feelings change – from excitement 
to  anxiety and then once again to pure joy at her changed circum-
stances. Then in the sixth month of this emotional rollercoaster she 
has a  visitor – her cousin Mary. Mary, another ordinary person, but 
young, very young. She is not yet married, but she is pregnant, and 
overwhelmed by this news has hurried to share it with her older, wiser 
cousin. An angel has visited her and told her she will be the God-bearer 
– and her life will never be the same again.

And as Mary hurries over the hills and plains to give and receive 
comfort and company, in her head is a song. It is not a song of fear 
or anxiety. It is not a song of self-concerned preoccupation about 
how changed her life has been. It is not the song of an oppressed 
people, suffering under the reign of their conquerors, forced to live 
under Roman occupation. It is not a song which will be sung to the 
mighty and the powerful. Mary sings a song of praise for her crea-
tor, the one who loves her and her people so much that he has come 
down to live among them, to show them how to live. Mary sings a 
song of thanksgiving for her life and for the life of the one she carries. 
Mary sings a song of prophecy, looking forward to a time when wrongs 
will be righted, when the good will triumph, the poor will suffer no 
more and mercy will flow down from the hills to flood the plains with 
righteousness.

Prior to Mary’s visit, Elizabeth had shut herself away: ‘After this his wife 
Elizabeth became pregnant and for five months remained in seclu-
sion. “The Lord has done this for me”, she said. “In these days he has 
shown his favour and taken away my disgrace among the people.”’ 
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(Luke 1:24–25, NIV). She recognises that God has done a wonderful 
thing and perhaps she needs time to reflect on this and prepare for the 
birth. But Mary breaks in on her isolation, just as her song breaks into 
the perceived status quo of occupied Israel. Things will forever after be 
different. The news of God breaking into the world is broken between 
two women in a nondescript town in an occupied country. The estab-
lished order is turned upside down. But this does not happen in one 
time or place. Mary speaks in the aorist tense, the past tense. She is 
acknowledging the action of God through the ages, the God who has 
been on the side of the oppressed and downtrodden since the time 
of their slavery in Egypt, the one who has been making and keeping 
promises since the time of Abraham. What has happened in the past 
will become the template for the future, and Mary is part of the path 
which leads towards the redemption of all people.

When we sing this song – whether it is a frozen few gathered in the 
chilly pews of a tiny rural church on a cold winter’s evening, or whether 
the sound of the words drifts up into the golden rafters of a magnifi-
cent cathedral as hundreds of people join together in glorious praise 
– when we sing this song, we echo Mary’s prayer of thanksgiving and 
rejoicing in the first stage of God’s plan for his children. We celebrate 
all that has been achieved and look forward to all that will come, and 
we wait for the redemption of the world. 

 5  Questions

Which part of Mary’s song resonates with you most? Which part do 
you find most challenging?

 1  Prayer

Heavenly Father, help me to join in with Mary’s song. Give me the 
courage to hope in a better future and the strength to work for it. 
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