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Dear Harvesters- 

I love the way Luke begins his gospel, with the stories of people. Particularly 

the stories of Zechariah and Elizabeth, or Mary and Joseph, of the shepherds, 

of Anna, and of Simeon. We know their names. We know something about 

them. All because they are a part of the birth story of Jesus Christ.  

But these people were really nobodies. They were not rich. They were not 

famous. They were not popular. They had no positions of great authority. They were people 

who were waiting for God to do something in their lives. 

I have always been fascinated by Zechariah and Elizabeth, and not just because my wife 

bears that name. There is something about their story that draws me in, that makes me pause, 

that stirs up both wonder and hope. In fact, I once preached an entire sermon on Zechariah 

without saying a word, based on the fact Zechariah was speechless after his encounter with the 

angel.  

Luke mentions that Zechariah and Elizabeth were old. Well, “old” is 

a relative term. I used to think 30 was old! How old were they? I came 

across this recently. 

The New Testament does not give an age for Zechariah, only that 

he, according to his own words “I am an old man” Luke 1:18. Using 

the Old Testament as our commentary, according to Numbers 8:24-

25, the age of service for the Levitical priests was 25 to 50 years of 

age.  

24 “This applies to the Levites: Men twenty-five years old or 

more shall come to take part in the work at the tent of meeting, 25 but at the 

age of fifty, they must retire from their regular service and work no longer. 

(Numbers 8:24-25) 

Fifty (50) being the mandatory retirement age, Zechariah would have been a 

maximum of 49 at his visitation. If his retirement was within the next 9 months he 

would have been 50 at John’s birth. 

So in our day, they are not that old. Unless you are a teenager! The point is not their age, 

however. The point was that they were righteous in the sight of God, and childless. These are 

two contradictory realities in their lives. To have children was seen as a blessing from God. 

Not to have children was popularly seen as an aberration, and perhaps a sign of God’s 

displeasure. We no longer believe this, of course, but there is within this story, and the lives of 

Zechariah and Elizabeth, a tremendous tension. An agonizing tension. How do we keep serving 
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God, how do we keep faith in God, when God seems to be against us? 

Luke tells us that the answer to this tension is two-fold. First, that Zechariah and 

Elizabeth pray. They pray for their country, their city, their neighbors, their friends. But they 

also pray for a child. Even at their advanced age, past the age of child-bearing, they kept 

praying. It is a challenge to us, is it not, to keep praying when nothing seems to be happening? 

It is easy to pray when things are going well. But it is hard to pray when things are not going 

well. This is what the faithful Zechariah and Elizabeth do. They pray. 

Second, Luke says that the angel who appeared to Zechariah in the temple tells him, 

“God has heard your prayers.” I can hardly imagine the relief, the joy, that Zechariah would 

have felt. God has heard his prayers. In that moment, that is enough for him. Soon enough, he 

will begin to question the “how” of the angel’s announcement that they would have a child, a 

son. But the assurance that God has heard their prayers (plural) is a comfort beyond words. 

God does hear our prayers. That is great news, and a great encouragement. But God 

cannot hear our prayers if we don’t pray. That is our challenge. May we take time during this 

Advent season to pray. To pray for our own growth. To pray for the church’s witness to Christ. 

To pray for God’s kingdom to come. To pray for violence to cease. To pray for the hope, peace, 

joy and love of Advent to become real in our lives. And to pray to know God more.  

As a reminder, we do gather to pray every Monday night at 6:00 p.m. in the Youth Room 

to pray. We pray for about 30 minutes. Some of us pray aloud. Others pray silently. But we 

seek God’s blessing on our lives and the church, and this area. Would you join us?  

SDG  Pastor Jim 

Notes: 

1) We’ll be gathering to sing Christmas carols to various people on Sunday, December 13th at 

4:00 p.m. Come join us for the fun, and bring your voice! 

2) Our Christmas Eve service will be on, well, Christmas Eve, December 24th, at 7:00 p.m. 

Join us for familiar Christmas songs and the reading of the Christmas story from the Bible. 

Bring the family. 

3) An anonymous donor has volunteered to match any extra year-end gifts up to a total of 

$5,000. This means that your year-end gift of $50 would actually turn into 

$100! Just put “year-end” on the memo line of your check. Please 

prayerfully consider making an end of year contribution to God’s work here 

at Harvest. Ending strongly in 2015 means a strong beginning for 2016. 

4) Please consider giving to the Christmas Joy Offering. This is a very 

important source of blessing for many retired pastors and mission workers who have served 

overseas, and are now retired here in the USA. 
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10:30 a.m.—

Worship 

10:00 a.m.—

Bible Study at 

Kuglin’s  

12:00 p.m.—

Deacon’s 

Meeting 

10:00 a.m.—

Bible Study at 

Kuglin’s  

6:00 p.m.—

Mariners 

10:30 a.m.—

Worship 

6:00 p.m.—

Church Prayer 

Meeting 

10:30 a.m.—

Worship 

11:45 a.m.— 

Potluck 

6:00 p.m.—

Church Prayer 

Meeting 

Sun Mon Tue Wed Thu Fri Sat 

   1 2 3 4 5 

6 7 8 9 10 11 12 

13 14 15 16 17 18 19 

20 21 22 23 24 25 26 
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5:30 p.m.—

Praise Practice 

6:30 p.m.—

Choir 

6:00 p.m.—

Church Prayer 

Meeting 

5:30 p.m.—

Praise Practice 

6:30 p.m.—

Choir 

6:00 p.m.—

Church Prayer 

Meeting 

9:30 a.m.—

Alpha Circle 

5:30 p.m.—

Praise Practice 

6:30 p.m.—

Choir 

10:30 a.m.—

Worship 

4:00 p.m. —

Caroling 

10:00 a.m.—

Bible Study at 

Kuglin’s  

7:00 p.m.—

Christmas Eve 

Service 

6:00 p.m.—

Youth Movie 

Night 
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ADVENT: A SEASON OF BLESSINGS 

By Jim Hawkins 

Yuletide rush 

For many people, the Christmas season has already begun. This 

Friday is so-called Black Friday, when stores kick off their 

official Christmas sales and many people flock to malls, 

downtowns and shopping centers festooned with Yuletide 

decorations. Next week is Cyber Monday, when online retailers will have sales of their own and 

some online shoppers will be busy looking for deals. Television Christmas specials, school 

Christmas concerts, work-related Christmas parties and more Christmas events fill calendars for 

the next several weeks. 

Yet in the midst of the rush, Advent beckons us to remember the blessings of this often overlooked 

season. While the blessings of Advent are numerous, this article will focus on five: patience, 

perspective, hope, service and opportunity. 

Patience 

Advent is a season of waiting. We gradually light the candles of the Advent wreath, adding a new 

candle each week until all four candles are lit over the course of four weeks. If your family has an 

Advent calendar, you mark the slow, daily progress of the season. These and other Advent 

symbols arrive in their fullness over time. All this symbolic waiting has roots in the theological 

significance of Advent. 

In Advent, we remember Jesus’ first coming as a baby born in Bethlehem. If your congregation 

follows the lectionary, you’ll notice that the Old Testament lessons during worship feature 

prophets who proclaimed that God would fulfill the promise: the coming of the Prince of Peace, 

the righteous branch of David’s line, the Messiah. Later in the season, the Gospel lessons focus on 

John the Baptist proclaiming the coming of the Messiah and an angelic visitor telling Mary and 

Joseph of Jesus’ coming. 

At this time, we also remember that Jesus promised to come again in the future. We’re reminded 

of that promise in the lectionary passages in the early weeks of Advent. We live in this time of 

waiting, when we’re between the inauguration of the kingdom of God and its culmination, 

between the already of Jesus’ first coming and the not yet of his return. During Advent, we also 

remember we don’t know exactly how long the wait will be. We’ve been waiting for the Kingdom 

to come in its fullness for nearly 2,000 years; the wait may be over soon — or it may be thousands 

of years from now. 

The blessing of Advent patience teaches us to let go of anxiety. We can’t make Jesus’ return come 

any sooner. What we can do is live by the values of the Kingdom in the here and now. 

 

Perspective 

We can easily get caught up in the jolly frenzy of the world around us. We can be seduced into 

believing we have to make this the best Christmas ever for ourselves and our loved ones. We may 
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get caught up in the quest to buy the perfect gift or in the desire to receive the thing we most crave. 

We may become outraged over people who say “Happy Holidays” or “Season’s Greetings” instead 

of “Merry Christmas,” or threaten to boycott companies we believe aren’t focusing enough on 

Christmas, be it in their decorations, their advertisements, or their coffee cups. 

Advent is a reminder of what’s really important. We are to live by the values of the Kingdom. In 

what will be the Old Testament lesson the first Sunday of Advent next year, the prophet Isaiah 

uses the image of the mountain of the Lord’s house becoming the highest of the mountains. In that 

time, we’ll pray to learn God’s ways, to walk in God’s paths. We’ll beat swords into plowshares 

and spears into pruning hooks, turning implements of war into tools for caring for the earth and 

nurturing life. Nations will no longer wage war. While we wait for that promised future to come in 

fullness, we’ll walk in the light of the Lord (Isaiah 2:1-5). 

Advent reminds us of the Christian perspective that walking that path, loving God and loving our 

neighbor, is where our focus should be. 

Hope 

We’re entering into the darkest time of the year, with the sun gradually setting earlier and rising 

later each day until the winter equinox next month. All the world’s focus on spending time with 

family and friends during this season can be depressing for those who are alone. Newspapers and 

news broadcasts are often filled with bad news around the world and closer to home. All these 

factors and more can lead us to believe that things are hopeless. 

Yet during Advent, we remember the hope we have in God. We remember the prophets who lived 

in much more challenging times than ours, times when their nations were on the brink of 

extinction, when many wondered if God still loved them. Yet Jeremiah, Isaiah, Malachi, 

Zephaniah, Micah, and others remind us that nothing is impossible with God. The light of God 

continues to shine, even in the deepest darkness. And as a people of hope, our mission is to reflect 

that light so others can hope. 

Service 

This time of year provides numerous opportunities to proclaim the love of Jesus Christ with our 

actions. Many nonprofit organizations have seasonal service projects that individuals and church 

groups can join. Or you or your group can plan a short-term project. Some ideas: 

 Go caroling at a hospital or a retirement community. Be sure to ask for permission in advance. 

 Host a party for family, friends, or neighbors, and ask each guest to bring a nonperishable food 

item for the local food pantry. Contact the pantry to discover their food needs and then pass 

them on to guests.  

 Bake cookies and give them to teachers and staff at a local school or daycare center. Check 

with an agency that works with people who are homeless to learn about how you can help 

during this season. You may find your service becomes the start of an ongoing commitment.  

Opportunity 

The end of the year provides opportunity to share God’s love with others. While the Christmas 
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frenzy surrounding us can be overwhelming, it can also open doors. Even a person who rarely 

thinks about attending worship, engaging in Bible study, or praying understands that this season 

is at heart a celebration of God’s love. The weeks of Advent can provide the perfect opportunity 

for you to extend the blessings of the season to other people. 

You may find that your friends, co-workers, neighbors, and family members who aren’t part of a 

church family may be open to an invitation to join you for worship, either on a Sunday morning 

during Advent or on Christmas Eve. You could organize a caroling outing as an opportunity to 

invite neighbors to your church’s seasonal events. To prepare for caroling, make song sheets with 

the lyrics for several well-known carols as well as information about your church’s events to offer 

to those who hear you carol. I have organized caroling outings in neighborhoods, a downtown 

shopping district, and a mall (though be sure to ask for permission when caroling on private 

property like a mall). 

Advent offers many blessings. When we worship during this season, sing Advent hymns, read the 

lectionary texts, light the candles of the Advent wreath, slowly reveal the days of the Advent 

calendar, serve others, and take the opportunity to share God’s good news, we receive the 

blessings of Advent and offer those blessings to others. 

http://www.ministrymatters.com/all/entry/6500/advent-a-season-of-blessings 

Youth Kick-off Event December 19th 

(grades 7th-12th) 

On December 19, 2015 at 6:00 p.m. we will be hosting an out-

door movie night for youth from grades 7 to 12 to kick off the 

new youth group (started by Brandy Meyer). We will be watch-

ing “Elf” on the front lawn of the church. Bring warm clothes, 

blankets, chairs, and pillows! Pizza, hot chocolate, and popcorn 

will be served. This event will happen rain or shine, though we 

will move inside in the case of rain. There won’t be any childcare 

provided as it is for those from 7th grade to 12th grade. Invite an-

yone you know from the surrounding area who would enjoy a fun 

night watching “Elf” under the stars! 

http://www.ministrymatters.com/all/entry/6500/advent-a-season-of-blessings
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 Regular Prayer List 

Assisted Living:   

 Mabel Cronan—The Stratford Place 

Donna McRae— Golden Age Home Care,  

(memory care) 

 Dorothy Nelson—Turlock Residential 

 Mildred Vine— Paramount Court 

Health Issues:  

 Patti Arbizu (knee) 

 Florence Bloemendaal 

 Cyndy Cawley (ankle) 

 Virginia Irons 

 Margaret Kuglin (eye) 

 Roger Morrow 

 Bill Sperry 

 Alice Visser (English Oaks) 

 

Stockton Presbytery Prayer List  

for December 2015 

December 6– Harvest Presbyterian Church 

Pastor: James Stochl 

AND: Archie Marston, HR 

 

December 13– First Presbyterian Church 

Colombia, CA 

Pastor: Janet Russell 

AND: Cindy Hamilton 

 

December 20– Covenant Community P.C. 

Vacaville, CA 

Pastor: Julia Leeth (Interim) 

AND: Bill David 

 

December 27– Committee on Preparation for 

Ministry 

Stockton Presbytery 

AND: Carrie Lane 

  

Ceres School’s Prayer List  

for December 2015 

December 6- Walter White Elementary 

 Principal: Edith Narayan 

 

December 13– Walter White Elementary 

 Assistant Principal: Melissa Adams 

 

December 20– Westport Elementary 

 Principal: Jennifer Cervantes 

 

December 27– Whitmore Charter School 

 Principal: David Viss 

If your birthday or  anniversary has not  been 

listed,  please call the office and  let us know. 

1-Judy Salyer 

2-Patricia Cousins 

7-Florence 

Bloemendaal 

11-Virginia Bathe 

17-Roger Morrow 

24-Anette Arias 

26-Art Johnston 

27-Linda Sherman 

27-Clark & Deborah 
Pearson 

27-John & Betty 
Baughman 



Church Information 
Church Office Phone: (209) 537-3519  

Church Fax  (209) 537-1869  

Website:     www.harvestpres.org 
 

Emails: 
Pastor Jim Stochl— harvest.pastor.jim@gmail.com 

General Email— harvestpres@att.net 
Prayer Requests—prayer@harvestpres.org 

Brenda Collins— secretary@harvestpres.org  

POSTAGE HARVEST PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH 
1813 Moffet Road 
Ceres, CA 95307 

Mission Statement ~ With God in control, the mission of the Harvest Presbyterian Church is to 
proclaim and bear witness to the gospel of Jesus Christ and nurture the faith of our church family. 
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