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Here are some adaptable prayer and worship ideas that you might like to use throughout Advent and Christmas. At the end there are some song suggestions on the theme of Hope in the Waiting.
These ideas have been designed with a wide range of settings in mind, including gathered worship, fresh expressions, chaplaincy contexts and prayer groups. Many of the ideas are designed to work with people at different stages of faith and familiarity with the Christmas story.
Feel free to adjust them for your local setup, whether that is around tables, in small groups, during larger times together … whatever church looks like for you! May these ideas help your community embrace Hope in the Waiting, as you prepare to welcome the Christ Child.

The ideas are split into reflective, interactive and creative. Within each group, they are ordered by the level of preparation:
· This idea is simple to set up (*)
· This idea requires a bit of preparation (**)
· This idea may need some extra time to prepare (***)

Reflective Ideas

Imaginative Bible Reading (*)
You could use this idea to help people engage all their senses in Scripture and encounter God in a fresh way. It can be especially powerful if they would benefit from engaging with God’s word with all their being (not just intellectually).
During the Bible reading, intentionally pause between each line to allow people’s imagination to run wild. Invite people to involve all their senses as they bring the passage ‘to life’ in their mind, filling in the gaps and putting themselves in the scene.
You might like to offer the following prompts:
· What can you see?
· What can you hear?
· What can you smell?
· What can you taste? 
· What can you touch?
This is a great way to allow God to speak through Scripture, empowering people to personally encounter the hope found in him.

A Minute of Waiting (*)
This is a simple way of experiencing waiting as a community. You could stretch the timer if you feel the group would be OK with this.
Set a timer for one minute.
Ask everyone to sit in complete silence.
Afterwards, ask:
· Did that feel short or long?
· What happened in your mind?
· What happened in your body?
· Was the overall experience positive or negative?
You can then connect this to Advent and Christmas as a season of waiting.
If you wanted, you could also turn this into a game by inviting people to close their eyes and indicate when they think one minute has passed. This could be done by an individual with a timer out of their sight (but visible to everyone else), or by the whole group.
Afterwards, reflect on what the experience reveals about our attitudes towards waiting, including impatience, restlessness and unease.

Prayers to Read (*)
Here is a little collection of prayers linked to Hope in the Waiting, written by people from Church history.
They are assembled in chronological order, and could be read out as people listen and reflect.
You could also put the words on a screen, or print them and use them as ‘takeaways’ for people to pray with throughout Advent and Christmas (clearly referencing the writer).
‘Our Hope and Our Heart’s Delight’ by Anselm of Canterbury
O God,
you are life, wisdom, truth,
bounty, and blessedness,
the eternal, the only true good,
our God and our Lord,
our hope and our heart’s delight.
We acknowledge with thanksgiving
that you have made us in your image,
and that we may direct our thoughts to you.
Lord, make us to know you aright,
that we may love, enjoy, and possess you
more and more;
through Jesus Christ our Lord.
Amen.
Source: acollectionofprayers.com/2016/07/27/our-hope-and-our-hearts-delight/ 

‘My Hope and Refuge’ by Thomas à Kempis
Ah, Lord God,
holy Lover of my soul,
when you come into my soul,
all that is within me will rejoice.
You are my glory and the exultation of my heart.
You are my hope and refuge in the day of my trouble.
Set me free from all evil passions,
and heal my heart of all inordinate affections.
Cure and cleanse me within,
that I may be made fit to love,
courageous to suffer,
steady to persevere.
Nothing is sweeter than love,
nothing more courageous,
nothing fuller nor better in heaven and earth;
because love is born of God,
and cannot rest but in God,
above all created things. 
Let me love you more than myself,
and love myself except for you; 
and in you all that truly love you,
as the law of love commands,
shining out from yourself.
Amen.
Source: acollectionofprayers.com/2019/03/24/my-hope-and-refuge/

‘Our Hope Is in You’ by Christina Rossetti
O Lord, our hope is in you.
Remove far from us empty hopes
and presumptuous confidence.
Make our hearts so right
with your most holy and loving heart,
that hoping in you we may do good,
until that day when faith and hope
shall be abolished by sight and possession,
and love shall be all in all.
Amen.
Source: acollectionofprayers.com/2016/07/18/our-hope-is-in-you/ 

‘I Will Light Candles This Christmas’ by Howard Thurman
I will light candles this Christmas:
Candles of joy despite all the sadness,
Candles of hope where despair keeps watch,
Candles of courage for fears ever present,
Candles of peace for tempest-tossed days,
Candles of grace to ease heavy burdens,
Candles of love to inspire all my living,
Candles that will burn all year long.
Amen.
Source: spirituschristi.org/i-will-light-candles-this-christmas/ 

Waiting Rooms (**)
You could use this idea to reflect on the different emotions that come with waiting. It would work especially well with those who have a more visual or tactile learning style.
Display images of waiting rooms, such as:
· A doctor’s waiting room
· An airport departure lounge
· A bus stop
· A job interview reception
· A school office
· A local example – perhaps a nearby roundabout that is effectively the area’s largest open-air waiting room?
Instead of images to represent the different places, you could also play short looping videos from a site like Pexels; or even try and recreate a physical waiting room for some volunteers to experience.
Ask:
· What emotions do these places stir up?
· What are people there waiting for?
· What are you waiting for at the moment?
Reflect that the Christmas story begins in a waiting room of sorts. God’s people waited centuries for the Messiah.

Advent Jazz Vespers (***)
For a musical reflection, you might consider this resource which provides the space to gather, stop and wait over the busy Christmas period.
This candlelight and musical gathering is interspersed with carols, Advent-themed artwork and reflective readings.
It is on the theme of Wonder in the Waiting, so would tie neatly into the theme of Hope in the Waiting.
You can find the resource here: www.salvationist.org.uk/resources/key-dates/advent-jazz-vespers 



Interactive Ideas

Conversation Starters (*)
You could use these starters to encourage conversation around the topics of waiting and hope. You could share them however suits your context – as slides on a screen, as folded printouts in a bowl, as table-top cards … 
Encourage people to use the following conversation starters in groups of three to five:
· What is worth waiting for?
· When has waiting taught you something important?
· What gives you hope when life feels uncertain?
· Who helps you when you are struggling?
· What are you looking forward to this Christmas?
Add your own if there are other conversations that would nourish the people in your setting.
You could also use the following questions as responses to the weekly Bible passages (suggest that people stay focused solely on the passage and not other parts of the Bible, to keep the conversation accessible for those with less biblical knowledge):
· What do you notice in the passage?
· What surprises you?
· What might this reveal about hope?
Again, feel free to add your own.

Empty Chair (*)
To encourage people to think about the truth of Immanuel, God with us, you could use this interactive illustration. This could work at the front of a service, or in a more intimate setting such as around a table.
Take two chairs and position them next to each other, somewhere everyone can see them. Invite a volunteer to sit on one of the chairs.
Say something along these lines:
Have you ever waited alone for something? It can feel like an eternity.
Here, you could ask the person sitting on the chair what it would be like if everyone left the room right now, and they had to sit – completely alone with no devices – for one hour.
Then invite another volunteer to sit on the second chair.
Say something like this:
What about waiting with someone else? Doesn’t it often feel like time goes more quickly?
At this point, you could ask the two volunteers what they could do to pass the time – for example:
· Have a conversation
· Share stories
· Play a game
· Solve a puzzle together
· Make plans for the week ahead
· Share something they are looking forward to
· Talk about a challenge they are facing
· Sit quietly and simply enjoy each other’s company
After a few responses, say something along these lines:
Waiting doesn’t necessarily become shorter when someone is with us, but it often feels different.
In Advent, we remember that God’s people waited a long time for the Messiah. At Christmas, we celebrate that God came among us as Immanuel, meaning ‘God with us’. We may still experience seasons of waiting, uncertainty or unanswered questions, but we never wait alone.

Prayer Matters (*)
Why not integrate The Salvation Army’s UK and Ireland (UKI) Prayer Rhythm in your setting over Advent and Christmas.
Use Prayer Matters throughout Advent and Christmas to join the weekly intercessory rhythm and daily prayer prompts.
During this season, Prayer Matters will lean into Hope in the Waiting – so there will be a natural link through to the theme.
You could pray the prayers corporately, send them out via online channels, or find another way of integrating them into your setting. Perhaps you could start a Prayer Furnace, or join with other churches in your area around prayer.
Find Prayer Matters here: www.salvationist.org.uk/resources/discipleship/prayer-matters 

Hope Washing Line (**)
You could set this up in your space during Advent and Christmas, for people to add to when they want. Alternatively, you could offer this idea as something to do all together, during gathered worship.
It is designed to help people bind together the things they are waiting for with their past experiences of God’s faithfulness.
String a line across the space. Give each person two pegs and two different coloured and/or different textured cards.
On one card, invite them to write:
What are you waiting for?
On the other, invite them to write:
Where have you experienced God’s faithfulness before?
As they attach the cards to the line, the washing line becomes a visual reminder that while we may still be waiting for answers, breakthroughs or change, we never wait without hope.
You might like to conclude with something like this:
At Christmas we celebrate Immanuel, God with us. By looking back to the God who has been faithfully with us, we can look forward to whatever we are facing with assurance and hope.

The Hope Menu (**)
This idea is designed for use around the table (for example at a community meal), but it could easily be adapted for corporate worship.
Create a mock menu. You could then use this to prompt conversation around the table.
The idea is that the questions get deeper as the meal goes on, and people naturally open up. Feel free to adapt for your context:
Open-ended:
· Starter: Share a memory of waiting for something exciting.
· Main course: What are you waiting for now?
· Dessert: What gives you hope?
Faith-based:
· Starter: When have you experienced God’s faithfulness this past year?
· Main course: Which of this year’s Advent/Christmas characters do you most relate to: Elizabeth, Zechariah, Mary, Joseph, the shepherds, Anna, Simeon or the wise men? Why?
· Dessert: What promise of God would you like to hold on to as you leave today?

Prayer Request Postbox (**)
This activity offers a simple way for people to share the things they are carrying as they wait, and to support one another through prayer. It could integrate into your pre-existing rhythms of prayer – whatever that looks like in your setting.
Place a ‘postbox’, basket or decorated box somewhere accessible, for people to add to during Advent and/or Christmas. Provide slips of paper and invite people to respond to one of these prompts (feel free to add your own):
· While I wait, please pray that I would …
· While I wait, I need God’s help with …
· While I wait, I am asking God for …
Explain that people can choose how much information to share. They may:
· Leave their prayer request anonymous.
· Include their name if they would welcome others praying for them by name.
Invite people to post their slips into the box. Then offer these requests in prayer. Here are two possible ways that you could do this:
1. At a suitable point in worship, gather the slips together and pray collectively for the people, situations and needs represented. You may wish to read some requests aloud (with permission) or simply acknowledge that God knows every story and every circumstance.
2. Invite people to draw a slip from the postbox and commit to praying for that person or situation throughout the week.

Open the Box (***)
This is a great way of engaging people of all ages, as you explore Hope in the Waiting through curiosity, discovery and anticipation. There are two versions – one if you want an interactive idea to thread through the series, and one if you want a one-off idea.
To thread through the series:
Find six differently-sized boxes and put objects inside them that represent the weekly themes – for example:
· First Sunday of Advent – something that represents Elizabeth and Zechariah’s hope in silence, for example earplugs or noise-cancelling headphones
· Second Sunday of Advent – something that represents Mary’s hope for a better world, such as a globe or atlas
· Third Sunday of Advent – something that represents Joseph’s hope in uncertainty, for example half of a map or an incomplete picture
· Fourth Sunday of Advent – something that represents hope made real for the shepherds, such as a Nativity figure of Jesus in the manger
· Sunday After Christmas – something that represents Anna and Simeon’s hope for the long haul, for example photo albums going a long way back or a ‘time capsule’ from a different era
· First Sunday of the New Year – something that represents the wise men’s active hope, such as a map of the stars or a diary for the new year
Wrap up the boxes in colourful Christmas wrapping paper and display them throughout Advent and Christmas.
Invite someone different each week to open the relevant box, and use the object inside either as a bridge into that week’s theme or as a response to the sermon.
As a one-off idea:
Find several differently-sized boxes and put objects inside them that all represent hope – for example:
· A seed or bulb to represent the hope of new life
· A light source (eg a candle, torch or fairy lights) to represent light in darkness
· A compass or map to represent direction when life feels uncertain
· A key to represent doors opening to new possibilities
· An anchor to represent hope in the storms of life
· A paper aeroplane to represent dreams and aspirations
You may have your own ideas, and there may be some objects that are relevant to your setting. For example, is there an initiative, mission or ministry that is offering hope to those in your community? What object could succinctly represent this?
Wrap up the boxes in colourful Christmas wrapping paper and hide them around your space.
Invite people to find the boxes and reveal what is inside to everyone. You might like to say something like this to tie into the theme:
Before these boxes were opened, we knew something was inside, even though we couldn’t see it. Hope often works like this. 
We may not always see what God is doing, but Advent and Christmas remind us that he is at work, even in the waiting.
As each box revealed a symbol of hope, we are reminded that Christmas reveals the greatest hope of all – Immanuel, God with us.



Creative Ideas

Video Discussion (*)
Film can open up discussion and prayer, especially for those with a more visual learning style.
Play the short, reflective film linked to the theme of Hope in the Waiting on the Advent and Christmas Resources page: www.salvationist.org.uk/resources/key-dates/advent-resources 
You could use the video as a starting point for discussion and prayer.
Conversation starters:
· What image, sound or word stood out to you?
· What did the video reveal to you about waiting?
· What did the video reveal to you about hope?
Prayer prompts:
· Is there something in the video that resonates with your own experience?
· What is there about this experience that you want to bring to God in prayer?

Musical Advent Calendar (**)
People often have strong emotional connections to music. This idea invites them to share their experiences of hope, through the songs that mean a lot to them. It could be a good way of honouring the people in your setting, and helping people know more about one another. 
Invite people to share a hymn or Christmas song that brings them hope.
Do this a few weeks before Advent begins, so that you have time to assign a song (or two) to each day of your ‘musical Advent calendar’.
Aim to have all 24 days covered. If you need to fill some of the days, you could use songs at the end of this document.
Find a way to share these songs with your community throughout Advent:
· Create a playlist that you share digitally.
· Share the daily songs (and who chose them) in your church newsletter.
· Use the songs for that week as background music as people are coming to your service or event (perhaps with a slide sharing who chose them).

Found Artwork (**)
Many people don’t see themselves as artists. This idea is designed to challenge that, by using pre-existing materials and enough of a framework to help people get started.
Invite people to create their own collages or poems reflecting on the theme of Hope in the Waiting, or on one of the figures from the Advent and Christmas story.
The twist is that they can only use pre-existing materials:
· For the collage option, provide lots of old magazines/newspapers, scissors and glue. People can cut out images and assemble them on a piece of card, with no expectation that the finished composition needs to be lifelike or in a particular style.
· For the poetry option, use the same concept – but instead of images, people are invited to cut out words from magazine/newspaper headlines and assemble them into a poem. Remind people that their poem does not need to rhyme or fit a particular format – it can be whatever they want it to be!
Find a way of displaying the finished ‘found artworks’, or invite people to take them home as prompts for prayer.

Creative Prayer Space (***)
This is a great way of raising the spiritual temperature in your setting, inviting people to bring situations, people and places before God whilst reflecting on the theme of Hope in the Waiting. By offering different ‘ways in’, you are more likely to appeal to the different ways people pray.
Create a central display featuring a lantern, Advent candle, manger, star or another symbol of hope.
Put out beanbags, fabric and other soft furnishings to make the space feel inviting and comfortable. Low, warm lighting might help set the tone.
You might like to put on some soothing background music. The following albums could be a helpful starting point:
· Advent Songs by The Porter’s Gate
· Advent to Christmas by Page CXVI
· A Choral Christmas by VOCES8
· Christmas Songs by Fernando Ortega
· The Light Came Down by Josh Garrels
Around the space, offer a variety of self-guided creative prayers. People can engage in whichever way feels most meaningful, or simply wait on God without the expectation of doing anything.
Here are some ideas – but as you discern what is needed where you are, you may be led to entirely different ideas!
Hope on the journey
· The waiting is a journey, and God’s presence travels with us.
· Provide luggage tags.
· Invite people to write: What reminder do I need while I wait?
· People can then attach the tags to a suitcase display.
Hope through the keyhole
· Hope may feel distant, but Advent and Christmas remind us that Jesus can open doors and hearts that seem closed.
· Provide keyhole shapes on pieces of paper or card.
· Invite people to draw or write what they hope to see on the other side of a difficult situation, within the keyhole.
· For example: reconciliation, healing, peace, freedom, new beginnings.
· Display the keyholes around the space.
Hope in brokenness 
· Hope is not the absence of brokenness. It is trusting that God can create something beautiful from it.
· Provide broken pottery pieces (making sure that the edges are sanded down), torn paper or scraps of fabric.
· Invite participants to create something new from them.
Seeds of hope
· Seeds spend time hidden beneath the soil before growth becomes visible. Similarly, God’s work often takes place before we can see the results.
· Provide seeds and a tray of seed compost.
· Invite people to plant a seed whilst offering a prayer for a person, place or situation where hope is needed.
A tree in winter
· Winter may look lifeless, but growth is still taking place. In the same way, there may be places of waiting which feel lifeless – but God is still at work.
· Create a bare tree display.
· Invite people to add colourful, textured paper leaves containing prayers and hopes.
· By the end of Christmas, the tree will be full with life.
The unfinished story
· Our stories may feel incomplete, but Advent and Christmas remind us that God continues to work even when the picture is unfinished.
· Provide blank jigsaw pieces or jigsaw piece-shaped cards.
· Invite people to write or draw a prayer, concern or hope on to a piece.
· Add them to a growing puzzle picture throughout Advent and/or Christmas.
Waiting for dawn
· The first signs of dawn appear long before the sun rises. This season challenges us that hope often appears before situations are fully resolved.
· Provide a large image of a night sky.
· Invite people to add stars representing moments where they have seen hope.
· Each star could contain a word or phrase: A sign of hope I have noticed is …
What are you waiting for?
· Just as God’s people journeyed towards the coming of Christ, we bring our own hopes and longings to God, trusting that he walks with us on the way.
· Provide cards in the shape of footprints.
· Invite people to write: What are you waiting for?
· Invite people to place the footprints in a path that leads towards the central display.
You could also integrate the prayer station printouts from the Advent and Christmas Resources page, for a simple way of engaging with the weekly themes and people in the Christmas story.
For more prayer station ideas, you could also draw from the resource A Sense of Advent: www.salvationist.org.uk/resources/worship/advent-prayer-stations 



Song Suggestions

As well as all the ‘classic’ songs of Advent and Christmas, here are some video suggestions linked to the theme of Hope in the Waiting. After each one, there are three adjectives to help you decide if the song is right for your service:
· ‘The Candle Song’ by Graham Kendrick: www.youtube.com/watch?v=teZaQUKjx24 (serene, calming, minimal)
· ‘Come, Thou Long Expected Jesus’ by Charles Wesley, from Celtic Worship: www.youtube.com/watch?v=5lwtbnU-1Tw (hopeful, traditional, soothing)
· ‘Cornerstone’ by Hillsong Chapel:
www.youtube.com/watch?v=55-EQXrDgtA (steadfast, confident, grounding)
· ‘Emmanuel (God With Us Forever)’ by Bryan and Katie Torwalt:
www.youtube.com/watch?v=3op19xTt0Ms (comforting, worshipful, tender)
· ‘Hope Has a Name’ by River Valley Worship:
www.youtube.com/watch?v=jTYsapLrOto (joyful, contemporary, uplifting)
· ‘Jesus, Hope of the Nations’ by Brian Doerksen:
www.youtube.com/watch?v=pppyU0H7gWA (global, missional, stirring)
· ‘Light of the World’ by Lauren Daigle:
www.youtube.com/watch?v=jHy_wsCFBqk (warm, reflective, Christ-centred)
· ‘O Come, O Come Emmanuel’, sung by Chris Tomlin:
www.youtube.com/watch?v=UH7asSGxAxA (longing, atmospheric, Advent-focused)
· ‘O Holy Night’ by Placide Cappeau:
www.youtube.com/watch?v=xrWX2RzjYlw (swirling, awe-filled, moving)
· ‘O Little Town of Bethlehem’ by Phillips Brooks, sung by Nat King Cole:
www.youtube.com/watch?v=EHKORmpW4Cg (quiet, poetic, heartfelt)
· ‘Yet Not I But Through Christ in Me’ by CityAlight:
www.youtube.com/watch?v=rNXd0KQaYXg (faithful, persevering, dependable)
· ‘Wait for the Lord’ by Taizé:
www.youtube.com/watch?v=37k20ZZ9h-A (cyclical, mesmerising, layered)


Additionally, here are some thematically relevant songs on Salvation Army Music Index (for section leaders):
· ‘All the World Is Waiting’ composed by Howard Davies (brass):
samusicindex.com/brass/all-the-world-is-waiting/6145 
· ‘Christmas Waits’ composed by W. Gilks (vocal):
samusicindex.com/vocal/christmas-waits/4734 
· ‘Come, Thou Long Expected Jesus’ arranged by Ray Steadman-Allen (brass):
samusicindex.com/brass/come-thou-long-expected-jesus/5249 
· ‘Everlasting Hope’ arranged by Paul Sharman (brass):
samusicindex.com/brass/everlasting-hope/9162 
· ‘Hopes and Fears’ composed by Thomas Mack (vocal):
samusicindex.com/vocal/hopes-and-fears/11423 
· ‘O Come, Immanuel’ arranged by Steven Kellner (brass):
samusicindex.com/brass/o-come-immanuel/11807 
· ‘To Us a Child of Hope Is Born’ by W Jackson (vocal):
samusicindex.com/vocal/to-us-a-child-of-hope-is-born/3099 
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