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This Christmas, dare to 

step into the margins.

Advent is a time of anticipation and preparation. It’s a time for seeking the presence of 

God in our world and watching for the “renewal of all things” (Matthew 19:28).  

Two thousand years ago, God’s presence came in the form of a tiny, helpless Middle 

Eastern baby. As followers of Jesus, we believe this child was the Messiah, and that He 

will come again to reign over a restored earth. During Advent, we turn our hearts and 

minds to the first and second comings of our King. We ponder the mystery of His advent 
and what it means for how we live here and now, in the “in-between” time. 

As we meditate on Advent, a powerful truth emerges: Christ does not save from a 

distance. He walked among us. He dwelled with us. He went to the margins. God 

became flesh (John 1:14). He became poor (2 Corinthians 8:9). He identified with the 
oppressed and the excluded. 

And He calls us to do likewise. 

We cannot love from a distance. Christ calls us to follow Him into the margins. Over the 
next four weeks, we’ll reflect on some of the traditional themes of Advent: hope, faith, 
joy, and peace. But we’ll look for them in unexpected places – in the darker corners of 

our world, where the poor and the oppressed, the broken and the lonely dwell. 

Because that’s where Christ Himself dwells. 

May you hear His call this Advent, and follow where He goes.

Prayer
Almighty God, who took on flesh and went to the margins: open our hearts during 

this season of Advent that we may hear Your call, and love others as You have loved 

both them and us. Help us to follow You to the margins, and to join with You and 

others in bringing heaven to earth by the power of Your Holy Spirit. Amen.
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in the margins.

What does hope look like in Syria? Or in South Sudan? What did it look like for those who were 
displaced by the fall of Jerusalem in 586 B.C.? 

Most who survived the siege of Jerusalem became refugees, exiled to faraway Babylon. Others were 
left to eke out an existence amid the charred rubble of a once-great city. To refugees and castaways 

such as these, Jeremiah’s words must have seemed to ring hollow: His mercies are new every morning. 

What mercies?

But Jeremiah was not living in denial. He was not painting a rosy picture in defiance of reality. His 
words appear in the middle of Lamentations – a book of mourning for the loss of Jerusalem. 

For Jeremiah, hope was steeped in heartbreak. 

Jeremiah’s God did not always lift people out of hardship, but He always entered into it. God could be 

found among His people in exile (Jeremiah 29:10-14). Centuries later, He entered into hardship with 
us in an even more profound way: He took on flesh and blood and became one of us (John 1:10-14). 
Near the end of His time on earth, Jesus told His followers He would be found among the least, the 

lost, and the last (see Matthew 25:31-46). The question today is: do we take Him at His word?  
 

God is with the poor. He is with the brokenhearted and the refugees in the midst of their lament. 

He dwells with the oppressed, showing them new mercies each morning and demonstrating His 

steadfast love. 

Wherever God goes, He calls us to follow, offering hope in the midst of heartbreak. 

The steadfast love of the Lord never ceases;

 his mercies never come to an end;

they are new every morning;

 great is your faithfulness.

“The Lord is my portion,” says my soul,

 “therefore I will hope in him.”

  Lamentations 3:22-24 (ESV)



Discovering hope near the scrapheap

Most families in the Meanchey District of Phnom Penh are 

migrants—economic refugees searching for a better life. But when 

you’re living near a dumpsite on the outskirts of the capital, hope 

can be a precious commodity. 

Many children are left to fend for themselves while their parents 

work long hours to provide for their families. These children often 

don’t have enough to eat. They’re more likely to miss school, and 

they are especially vulnerable to exploitation. 

For a time, that was 10-year-old Sophea’s story. He and his 
younger sisters had little parental supervision, sharing a meager 

lunch of noodles at home while their parents worked long hours 

selling vegetables. 

Now, he enjoys a nutritious lunch every day at the House of Christ 

Church. The meals are part of a partnership between the church 

and World Vision. “We want to make sure that children in the 
community are protected, have enough food to eat, are healthy, 

and go to school,” says Samith, a World Vision team member. 

In addition to being fed each day, children learn about good 

hygiene and how to protect themselves from exploitation. Even 

though his family are not Christians, Sophea’s father is grateful 
for the program. “Our kids will be taught good things there,” he 
explains. “Now [Sophea] knows right from wrong.” 

Together, World Vision and the House of Christ Church are 

serving up hope in the heart of Cambodia. 

Prayer
Merciful God, who enters into our hardship, give us a heart for the displaced and the 

distressed – the 13.5 million Syrians driven from their homes by conflict, the more than 

2 million displaced in South Sudan, and the many economic refugees worldwide searching 

for a better life. Grant us the will to serve in the hard places; to acknowledge, not 

ignore, the heartbreak around us; and to offer hope to the broken and the lonely. Amen.

SOURCE: State of the World’s Emergencies September 2017 
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Prayer
Compassionate God, who saw the suffering of Your people 

in Egypt, heard their cries, and came down from heaven,

send us into the world to bring hope and transformation,

to answer the greatest challenges of our day in Your name,

and help children in need to find fullness of life. Amen.

PRAYER FOCUS: SYRIA
Pray for those driven from their homes by war in Syria – 

including 6.3 million internally displaced people and nearly  

5 million who have fled to neighboring countries. 
SOURCE: State of the World’s Emergencies Sept 2017

The Lord said, “I have indeed seen the misery of my people in Egypt. 

I have heard them crying out because of their slave drivers, and I am 

concerned about their suffering. So I have come down to rescue them . . .” 

 Exodus 3:7-8 (NIV)

November 30

See. Hear. Act. 
The advent of Christ was not the first time God had come down from heaven. At the burning 
bush, God told Moses that the oppression of His people had stirred His heart. He did not remain 

in heaven, watching from afar. He came down to rescue them. He went with them through the 

waters of the Red Sea. He dwelled with them in the desert. He led them into a brighter future.

God’s heart is broken by oppression and poverty – and as beings made in His image, our hearts 

should break too. But it is not enough to be brokenhearted. To offer hope, we must enter into 

people’s suffering. Concern that does not lead to compassion changes nothing. But if we see 

and hear the cries of our world, and then act – we as the people of God can bring hope and 

transformation to people in the harshest places in our world. 

5   |   Week One

ONE
W E E K



Prayer
Loving God, who promises refuge to the oppressed and 

hope to the afflicted, help me to offer that refuge for 

others. Help me to extend that hope. Help me to be Your 

hands and feet, through the power of Your Holy Spirit.  

Amen.

PRAYER FOCUS: EAST AFRICA
Pray for children experiencing one of the worst droughts 

in living memory, that they will find hope and comfort in 

Christ

The Lord is a refuge for the oppressed,

 a stronghold in times of trouble . . .

 . . . God will never forget the needy;

 the hope of the afflicted will never perish.

 Psalm 9:9, 18 (NIV)

December 1

The Lord is a refuge in times of trouble. 

The Lord gives hope to the needy. 

It’s difficult to tell that to children exploited by the commercial sex trade in Bangladesh. Or to the 
millions facing hunger, disease and lack of water in East Africa.

Sometimes it feels as though God has forgotten the needy. The people of Israel toiled 400 years in 
slavery before God rescued them. Generations were born and died before the promised Messiah came. 

God operates according to His own timetable. And sometimes, He’s just waiting for His hands and feet 

(that’s us) to catch up to Him. If you’re looking around wondering how God is going to respond to the 

latest humanitarian crisis, look in a mirror – and look around your congregation. The answer might be 

right in front of your eyes.
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December 2

PRAYER FOCUS: BANGLADESH
Pray that girls might experience equal opportunity and 

fullness of life – and pray especially for an end to child 

marriage in Bangladesh, where two-thirds of girls are 

married before they turn 18. 
SOURCE: UNICEF

Prayer
God, every word You speak is perfect, and Your Word 

declares that You stand with the oppressed, protecting 

them from injustice. Help us to be stirred by the same 

things that stir Your heart. Silence our chatter so we may 

hear Your Word and follow Your call. Amen.

“Because the poor are plundered and the needy groan,  

 I will now arise,” says the Lord.

 “I will protect them from those who malign them.” 

And the words of the Lord are flawless,
 like silver purified in a crucible,
 like gold refined seven times. 
You, Lord, will keep the needy safe . . . 

 Psalm 12:5-7 (NIV)

From Exodus to Psalms, it’s clear that nothing 

stirs God to action like injustice.

It is contrary to His nature to look the other way when “the poor are plundered.” Over the 
endless chatter and meaningless talk of our world (see verses 3-4) come the words of the Lord, 
silencing every other word, declaring that people in need are under His protection.  

What stirs your heart? What sparks your sense of outrage? What motivates you to act? Is it the 
same thing that stirs God to action – providing hope to the oppressed?
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“The poor and needy search for water,

 but there is none;

 their tongues are parched with thirst. 

But I the Lord will answer them;

 I, the God of Israel, will not forsake them. 

I will make rivers flow on barren heights,
 and springs within the valleys.

I will turn the desert into pools of water,

 and the parched ground into springs.” 

Isaiah 41:17-18 (NIV)

Prayer
Generous God, who heard Hagar’s cry in the desert, who 

quenched Israel’s thirst in the wilderness, and who called His 

followers to give bread to the hungry and water to the thirsty: 

enlarge our imaginations, so that we might see how, through 

simple obedience, we, too, can make rivers flow on barren 

heights, and cause springs to burst forth in dry valleys. Amen.

PRAYER FOCUS: WATER
Pray for those who suffer disease due to contaminated water. Pray especially for women and girls in sub-

Saharan Africa, who are responsible for collecting water in nearly three-quarters of households. Pray that their 

communities might gain ready access to clean water so girls are able to spend more of their time in the classroom.

Isaiah’s prophecy was more than just metaphor. After all, God had a habit of bringing water from dry 

ground. He did so for Hagar and her son Ishmael when Abraham sent them away (Genesis 21:8-21). 

He provided water from a rock for His people as they wandered in the Sinai wilderness (Exodus 17:1-7). 
Sometimes the Lord provides hope – like water for those who thirst – through miraculous means.

And sometimes His means are far more . . . ordinary. 

Like you and me, for instance. 

When Jesus’ disciples expressed concern about the needs of a hungry crowd, Jesus turned the challenge 
back on them. “You give them something to eat,” He said (Matthew 14:16). Every day, God feeds the 
hungry and satisfies those who thirst – often through the obedient actions of ordinary people like us.
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PRAYER FOCUS: IRAQ
Pray for Christians and other minorities in Iraq who have 

been targets of persecution. Pray that God will dwell in their 

midst, and pray especially that their children will receive the 

support they need to recover and to reclaim their future. 

Prayer
Incarnate God, who dwells among the least, the lost, and the 

last, help us to find You there. Help us to see You in the face 

of every person in need – from the child refugee in Syria to 

the homeless family on our city streets. Be with us as we are 

with people in the margins. Amen.

When Jesus told the disciples, “Whatever you did for one of the least of these brothers and 
sisters of mine, you did for me” (Matthew 25:40), he might have been thinking of this proverb. 
It’s a popular verse to drive home the virtue of giving to those in need, but its more startling 

implication is often overlooked:

God dwells among the poor. 

To give to people in need is to give to God Himself, because God is found in the margins, among 

the poor and oppressed. When we join Him there, we share in the transformation that takes 
place – because serving the poor doesn’t just change their circumstances; it changes us. 

If you want to draw near to God, draw near to the poor. 

Whoever is kind to the poor lends to the Lord, 

 and he will reward them for what they have done. 

Proverbs 19:17 (NIV)

December 4
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PRAYER FOCUS: CHILD LABOUR
Ask God to protect the 150 million children around the world 

trapped in the most exploitative forms of child labour. Pray that He 

will open doors for children to attend school so they can prepare 

for safe vocations that provide a stable, hope-filled future.
SOURCE: UNICEF

Prayer
Hope-giving God, who sent Your Son to proclaim good news for the 

poor, send us out to proclaim that same hope. Guide our steps into 

the margins. Let freedom and joy take root in the harshest places in 

our world as we love and serve others in Your name. Amen.

December 5

He went to Nazareth, where he had been brought up, and on the Sabbath day he went into  
the synagogue, as was his custom. He stood up to read, and the scroll of the prophet Isaiah  

was handed to him. Unrolling it, he found the place where it is written:

 “ The Spirit of the Lord is on me, because he has anointed me to proclaim good news  

to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners and recovery of  

sight for the blind, to set the oppressed free, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.”

Then he rolled up the scroll, gave it back to the attendant and sat down. The eyes of everyone  

in the synagogue were fastened on him. He began by saying to them, “Today this scripture is 

fulfilled in your hearing.”  

 Luke 4:16-21 (NIV)

Why did Jesus come?
There are many answers to that question: to save us from our sins, to bear witness to the  
truth, to show the way to God. But He also came to bring hope, especially to families in the  

margins. The poor. The oppressed. Prisoners. The impaired. 

These were not metaphors for Jesus. They were His audience. They’re what He saw when He  

looked upon the crowd packed into that tiny synagogue. A gospel that does not speak to the  

needs of the poor is an incomplete gospel. Christ’s advent brings hope and deliverance – not  

just for the next life, but for this one.
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to the margins.

Faith takes us

What good is it, my brothers and sisters, if someone claims to have faith but 
has no deeds? Can such faith save them? Suppose a brother or a sister is 
without clothes and daily food. If one of you says to them, “Go in peace; keep 

warm and well fed,” but does nothing about their physical needs, what good is 

it? In the same way, faith by itself, if it is not accompanied by action, is dead.

  James 2:14-17 (NIV)

The apostle James addressed these words to the first-century church, where poverty and  
affluence existed side by side in a way few of us today can appreciate. In many of our churches  
in the West, socioeconomic classes don’t readily mix. Most of us have never seen someone  
clothed in literal rags or on the brink of real starvation set foot in our sanctuaries. But while  

we may not see firsthand the kind of need James describes, it is no less real – and we are no  
less obligated to do something about it. 

People who live in the margins today are our neighbours, whether they’re just down the street 

or half a world away. The religious expert who interrogated Jesus about his moral responsibility 

wanted to define neighbour as narrowly as possible, thus limiting who he was obligated to care  

for (Luke 10:25-37). Jesus wouldn’t have it. He went to the other extreme, revealing that there 

is no one on earth who is not our neighbour. 

True faith is not passive in the face of need. It does not look away. It does not merely wish for 

something better; it becomes part of the answer. True faith follows the example of Christ, who 

came into our world not as a conquering king but as an impoverished child from Nazareth. He 
spent part of His childhood as a refugee (Matthew 2:13-18). As an adult, He walked among the 

poor. He did not just preach generosity; He fed the hungry and healed the sick with His own hands.

 Active faith is the only kind that does any good – for us or for anyone else.

December 6
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Father God, we are Your children. Let us stand together as a witness and sing 

out to the world of your goodness. Let us show Your great love and mercy to 

those less fortunate. Amen

I will sing the Lord’s praise

Patricia remembers when community members would see 

people from her family coming and say: “Look at that thing.” 

Because of their poverty, they weren’t even considered 

human beings. They seemed destined to continue along 

the path of generational poverty, but their fortunes took a 

dramatic turn for the better when World Vision came to 
their community of Moyo in southern Zambia. 

During that first year, World Vision worked with 
community members to identify families who faced the 

greatest need. Then, through World Vision’s Must Have 
Gifts they provided many families – including Patricia and 

her husband, Danford – with the gift of goats.

Danford says, “When I received the goats, I told myself, 
‘Here comes the freedom. This is the end of the suffering 

that my family has been going through.”

Their granddaughter, 9-year-old Rosemary, doesn’t know 

the hunger and hardship her family used to face. She knows 
only the prosperity. She knows about plenty. She knows 
about learning. She knows about sharing. She knows she’s 
free to follow her dream of becoming a chef.

“Our children and grandchildren are now able to dream 
more.” says Danford. “My faith has grown so much that I am 

always made to continue to pray and worship God because 

he has done it for us through World Vision.”

Rosemary, 9, loves to cook and dreams of becoming a chef.

Tanta malundu a Leza.Nyika ibone.Tanta malundu 
acingano, 
Nyika ibone.

Rosemary and Patricia sing this African hymn together, 

which translates to: “Climb the stairs so the world can 

know that you are a child of God. Climb the stairs carrying 

your cross to show the world that you are a child of God.” 

Rosemary’s family history of need and their present filled 
with plenty and generosity stand as a witness. And it all 

started with the gift of five goats.

Prayer
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PRAYER FOCUS: ZAMBIA
Pray that God will help provide families with their immediate 

needs and also help them find longer term solutions to break the 

cycle of generational poverty in Zambia.

Prayer
Ever-present God, who walked in the garden with Adam and Eve, 

who went with the Israelites into the wilderness, who took on 

flesh and dwelled among us, help us to embody Your incarnation 

– to be a tangible presence among children and families in need. 

Help us to give not just of our resources but of ourselves, that we 

might learn to love others as You love us. Amen.

“ Then I will dwell among the Israelites and be their God. They will know 

that I am the Lord their God, who brought them out of Egypt so that I 

might dwell among them. I am the Lord their God.”

 Exodus 29:45-46 (NIV)

December 7

“The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us ...” (John 1:14, NIV). That’s the 
greatest mystery of Advent – that God would dwell with us. And yet we see Him do it over  

and over again throughout the Bible’s narrative. 

Before humanity’s fall, God dwelled with Adam and Eve in the garden (see Genesis 3:8). In the 

book of Exodus, He didn’t just rescue the Hebrews from slavery; He journeyed with them as 

they stepped into the unknown – quite literally a forbidding wilderness. 

We are called to follow God’s example. 
Faith demands more than the occasional act of charity. Christ calls us to reorient our lives 

around Him and His kingdom. If we are bold enough not just to believe Jesus but to follow Him, 

we will find ourselves among the poor and the oppressed – listening to them, learning from 

them, and carrying their burdens. To believe is to act. 

TWO
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PRAYER FOCUS: ETHIOPIA
Give thanks for increased agricultural production and 

improved access to water and training in Ethiopia – and 

pray that more families will benefit from greater food 

security and economic opportunity.

Prayer
Life-giving God, who makes all things new, breathe Your 

Spirit into the margins of our world – with every well  

dug, with every child educated, with every prayer answered. 

Transform every barren field and refresh every weary  

heart. Amen.

Give thanks to the Lord, for he is good;

 his love endures forever . . .

He turned the desert into pools of water

 and the parched ground into flowing springs;
there he brought the hungry to live,

 and they founded a city where they could settle.

 Psalm 107:1, 35-36 (NIV)

December 8

The psalmist’s vision is brought to life every time a new well is dug, providing safe, clean water to a 

village that once had only a filthy, stagnant pond. It bursts forth every time a community is equipped 
with the tools, knowledge, and seeds for sustainable farming so they can transform arid wastelands

into verdant, life-giving fields. 

These inspiring images have been replicated thousands of times over in World Vision’s work across
the globe, from Ethiopia to Costa Rica.

The miracle of transformation does not come easily or quickly.
It comes only through extended partnership with communities in need – relationships that often last 

10 to 15 years or more. We see the biblical illustrations painted by the psalmist echoed in the present 
day. They are reminders that when we follow God into the harshest and most desolate places, He can 

transform them into places of abundant life. 
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PRAYER FOCUS: GIRLS
Pray for girls trapped in sexual exploitation and forced labour,  

including over 11 million girls from ages 5 to 17 worldwide who 

work as domestic labourers. Pray that exploitation will be brought 

to an end and survivors will find healing.
SOURCE: ILO.org

Prayer
Giver of every good thing, You have blessed us that we might 

bless others. Help us use what we have to love, to serve, and to 

bring Your abundant life to the margins of Your world. Give us 

the privilege of offering help to people in need, that we might be 

transformed along with them. Amen.

The author of this proverb does not say how you will be blessed when you serve the poor, 

simply that you will be blessed. It’s common to hear those who give of themselves say they 

never realized how much they would get back – not in terms of money or material goods, 

but something far less tangible, and far more valuable. 

Whether it’s the connection forged with a sponsored child, the insight that comes from 
looking at the world from another’s point of view, or simply the fulfillment found in being 
part of God’s kingdom coming to earth – 

you cannot help but be transformed 

when you serve others.

The generous will themselves be blessed,

 for they share their food with the poor.

 Proverbs 22:9 (NIV)

December 9
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Prayer
God, our Refuge and Shelter, You are ever present among us. 

And You are ever present among the poor, with whom Your 

heart dwells. Guide us as we seek to follow Your example 

by giving of ourselves, that we too might be present among 

people in need. Amen.

PRAYER FOCUS: WEST AFRICA
Pray for plentiful rain and abundant harvests in this 

drought-prone region, where as many as one in three  

child deaths are linked to malnutrition. 

December 10

You have been a refuge for the poor,

 a refuge for the needy in their distress,

a shelter from the storm 

 and a shade from the heat . . .

 Isaiah 25:4 (NIV)

The prophet Isaiah praises God for His “perfect faithfulness” (verse 1), which includes – 

among other things – being a refuge for the poor and needy. Being a refuge for someone 

else requires presence. It demands intentionality. 

You don’t necessarily have to travel to a remote village to be present with people in the 

margins. You can forge a relationship with one child through sponsorship. Or you can learn 
about the challenges of poverty in one community or country, and commit to supporting 

smart, effective ways of helping the people there to thrive. 

16   |   Week Two

You can cross oceans with your love. You can 

be a refuge for the poor with your presence.
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PRAYER FOCUS: SYRIA
Pray for the 3 million children under age 6 in Syria who have only 

ever known war, that they might know peace in their lives.

Prayer
Gracious God, You have called Your people to seek the prosperity 

and well-being of everyone around us. Give us the strength to go 

into the world and transform it. Help us to remember that Your 

church exists first for the benefit of others – above all, the lost and 

the vulnerable. Bless those affected by poverty and oppression

as we share our abundance with them. Amen.

December 11

“Seek the peace and prosperity of the city to which I have 
carried you into exile. Pray to the Lord for it, because if it 

prospers, you too will prosper.”

 Jeremiah 29:7 (NIV)

The people of Israel spent seven decades in exile after Jerusalem fell in 586 B.C. Though 

their home had been destroyed, they still had a mission to fulfill. From the beginning, God 
called Israel to be a “kingdom of priests” (Exodus 19:6), a light to the surrounding nations. 

Even in exile, they could still be that light – by seeking the prosperity of others. 

As followers of Christ, we too live in 

an exile of sorts.

We are sojourners in a world that doesn’t quite feel like home. Yet we are called not to 
remove ourselves from the world, but to transform it. The church does not exist for its 

own blessing but rather for the benefit of the most vulnerable in our world. We are called 
to give ourselves with abandon to the great needs of our time – to pave the way for every 

child in need to experience fullness of life.
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Prayer
Gracious God, who sends us out to proclaim good news to the 

world, let Your kingdom come. Make all things new. Help us share 

Your kingdom with all, that those who are far away may be brought 

near, and that together Your people may be restored. In the name 

of Your Son, Jesus Christ. Amen.

PRAYER FOCUS: WORLD VISION STAFF
Pray for World Vision’s staff and thousands of volunteers worldwide, 

that God will work in and through them to bring help and hope to 

those in need.

In Luke 10, Jesus sent His followers ahead of Him to every town and village on the way to 

Jerusalem. After the resurrection, He sent them even farther afield. Geographically, they were 
to go to “the ends of the earth” (Acts 1:8). More importantly, they were sent to the margins of 

society, to people written off as “unworthy” or “unimportant.” 

Far and near, the message is the same: God’s kingdom is coming. And wherever that kingdom 

appears, the sick are cared for. The hungry are fed. New relationships are forged. Old 
inequalities are cast aside. The advent of the kingdom transforms and renews. 

Faith takes us to the margins, 

but the margins also come to us.

Those who were once kept out are brought near. God’s kingdom creates a new humanity where 

old dividing walls disappear, where we stand alongside people everywhere – as equals.

“The harvest is plentiful, but the workers are few. Ask the Lord of the harvest, 

therefore, to send out workers into his harvest field . . . When you enter a 
town and are welcomed, eat what is offered to you. Heal the sick who are 

there and tell them, ‘The kingdom of God has come near to you.’ ”

 Luke 10:2, 8-9 (NIV)

December 12
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Joy will come
to the margins.

It’s easy to believe that God is with us when life is good. 

Every year, the people of Israel observed the Feast of the Tabernacles, which doubled as a 

commemoration of their sojourn in the wilderness and as a celebration of the annual harvest – 

neither of which would have been possible without God’s provision.

It would have been one thing to celebrate if you had collected a bumper harvest. But imagine how 

difficult it would have been if, like the psalmist, you were in the middle of “the darkest valley” – if 

your crops had failed or if you had been driven from your home, for example. 

Yet God insisted that His provision – and His joy – were to be shared by everyone. According 

to Deuteronomy 16:13-14, everyone was to be included in the feast. Everyone was to benefit – 

not just established landowning families, but their servants and those at the margins of society: 

refugees, orphans, widows. 

In some ways, the Feast of the Tabernacles was a foreshadowing of Advent, when – as John notes 

in the introduction to his gospel – Christ came and dwelt among us (1:14). The Greek word 
John used can also be translated “tabernacled.” Christ came to live among us and to bring joy for 

everyone, especially the poor and the oppressed. 

God is with them in their darkest valley, and that’s where we should be, too – because joy comes 

to the margins when we share God’s abundant provision with all. 

Even though I walk

 through the darkest valley,

I will fear no evil,

 for you are with me . . .

 Psalm 23:4 (NIV)
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Prayer
God of all joy, You share Your provision with the poor. 

Give us the strength to work for a world where everyone can thrive, where refugees, 

orphans, and widows can celebrate abundant life, and where everyone can taste joy. 

Amen. 

Every day, Amani* wakes up and walks through her own “darkest 

valley.” As she hurries out of her house made of sticks and banana 

leaves, she repeats to herself, “Get to the farm. Get to the farm.”

Amani is just 7 years old, but she’s had to be the family 
breadwinner ever since she and her grandmother fled the violence 
that engulfed their village in the Democratic Republic of the Congo 

(DRC). Now, they live in a makeshift community along with other 

displaced families. Amani works in the nearby fields to survive. 

Within minutes of waking up each morning, she’s out the door 
and off to work. She runs past hundreds of other similar, hastily 
built shelters. She has no time to dream about attending school or 
having clean clothes. Her parents died when she was young, and 

her grandmother is unable to do physical labour. 

Amani’s story is a common one; she is one of 4 million children in 
the DRC who are orphaned, and one of many who must work as 

farm laborers or as domestic servants. 

World Vision is helping those displaced by conflict in the DRC, but 
there are significant challenges. As violence spreads, the displaced 
population continues to move. Sometimes, simply locating those in 
need is difficult.

Still, God is with Amani in her darkest valley, and that’s where 
we’re called to be too.

* Name changed to protect identity

STATISTIC SOURCE: UNICEF

Searching for joy in the darkest valley

20   |   Week Three



21   |   Week Three

PRAYER FOCUS: EXPLOITED CHILDREN
Pray for the 300 million children worldwide who are subjected to 

hazardous physical labour, commercial sex exploitation, and child 

trafficking. Pray for God to protect children from those who would 

prey upon them. 

Prayer
God of all comfort, who turns our sadness into joy, bringing life and 

hope where there was none – fill us with Your joy, that we might 

radiate it to others, especially those who suffer oppression and 

injustice. Clothe us with joy, that we might clothe others with it as 

well. In the name of Christ. Amen.

You have turned my mourning into joyful dancing.

 You have taken away my clothes of mourning and clothed me with joy,

that I might sing praises to you and not be silent. 

 O Lord my God, I will give you thanks forever! 

 Psalm 30:11-12 (NLT)

December 14

Rescuing the oppressed from slavery. Giving children to those well past childbearing age. Sending 
rain on a parched land. Bringing the dead back to life. 

Throughout the biblical story, we see  

God taking delight in transforming  

mourning into joy. 

While He does not prevent sadness, He does not let it have the final word. Perhaps one 
reason God allows us to experience difficult circumstances is so that we might know the joy 
of being delivered from them. The psalmist writes of his inability to keep silent about his own 

transformative experience – spreading the knowledge of God’s ability to bring joy. 

God turns our hardship into joy so that we might share the same transformation with others.  

As Jesus said, “Freely you have received; freely give” (Matthew 10:8, NIV).
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Prayer
Ruler of the earth, we give thanks to You, our King. We  

shout for joy and praise Your name. Help us to be your hands 

and feet, that others, too, might know your joy. Amen

PRAYER FOCUS: UGANDA
Pray for Uganda’s children – who make up more than  

55 percent of the country’s entire population – to experience 

health, well-being, and joy.

God has ascended amid shouts of joy,

 the Lord amid the sounding of trumpets.

Sing praises to God, sing praises;
 sing praises to our King, sing praises.
For God is the King of all the earth;
 sing to him a psalm of praise.

 Psalm 47:5-7 (NIV)

December 15

God is king of the earth. Every corner, every sliver, every margin belongs to him. This, according to 

the psalmist, is cause for joy – a response so overwhelming people cannot help bursting into song. 

But the reign of God will only bring this kind of joy if we show what kind of king God is – by how 

we love and serve others (see 1 John 4:11). God’s kingdom spreads as we stand with people who 
have been oppressed by the kingdoms of this world. His kingdom spreads as we help provide 

lasting solutions to the root causes of poverty. God’s kingdom spreads as marginalized people 

discover they are remembered and loved. 

And as God’s kingdom spreads, joy follows.
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PRAYER FOCUS: SOUTH SUDAN
Pray for the million refugees crossing the border from war 

torn South Sudan, many children arriving alone as orphans, 

that they might receive the nutritious food and medical care 

they need to recover and grow strong.

Prayer
God of Abraham, who chose one family to bless the world,

choose us to be Your means of blessing others. Fill us with 

Your Spirit, that we might share Your inheritance – life in all 

its fullness – with those in need. Help us to act justly and to 

always do what is right. Amen.

Praise the Lord.

Give thanks to the Lord, for he is good;

 his love endures forever.

Who can proclaim the mighty acts of the Lord
 or fully declare his praise?
Blessed are those who act justly,

 who always do what is right.

Remember me, Lord, when you show favor to 

 your people,

 come to my aid when you save them,

that I may enjoy the prosperity of your 

 chosen ones,

 that I may share in the joy of your nation

 and join your inheritance in giving praise.  

 Psalm 106:1-5 (NIV)

December 16

In the Old Testament, God chose a particular family, in a particular corner of the world, to bless. 
That family grew into a nation – chosen by God “out of all the peoples on the face of the earth” 

(Deuteronomy 7:6, NIV). To be God’s “chosen one” is certainly cause for joy. But it’s cause for 
something else, too.

Israel was not chosen purely for their own benefit –  

and neither are we.

They were chosen to be a “kingdom of priests” (Exodus 19:6) and a “light for the Gentiles”  

(Isaiah 42:6). They were to extend God’s love to others, especially to the marginalized: the poor, the 
foreigner, the fatherless, the widow. This is what it means to “act justly,” to “always do what is right.” 

It is to share the prosperity and joy we have so that others might join in God’s inheritance.
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PRAYER FOCUS: HUNGER
Pray for children whose growth and development are threatened 

by chronic hunger. Ask God to protect them from irreversible 

physical and mental damage caused by malnutrition and to 

provide both short-term relief and long-term food security. 

Prayer
God of comfort, there are so many in our world who sow with 

tears – the broken and the lonely, the oppressed and the sick. 

Remember them, Lord. Help us to stand with our neighbors in 

need, and make it possible for them to reap with songs of joy. Amen.

Those who sow with tears

 will reap with songs of joy.

Those who go out weeping,

 carrying seed to sow,

will return with songs of joy,

 carrying sheaves with them.

 Psalm 126:5-6 (NIV)

December 17

Metaphors in the Bible are rarely just metaphors. True, reaping with “songs of joy” can refer to 

the spiritual fulfillment God provides. But the writers of the Hebrew Scriptures were especially 
concerned with the everyday affairs of this life. When you’re only one harvest away from 
starvation – or one missed debt payment from having to take your kids out of school – sorrow 

and joy are tangible things. The difference between them is the difference between a failed 

harvest and a bumper crop. 

We can help those who have “sowed with tears”  
to “reap with songs of joy.” 

And we don’t need to wait for the hereafter. We can, and must, do so in the here and now. 
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PRAYER FOCUS: DISCIPLESHIP
Ask the Lord to inspire godly leaders who will step 

forward and teach the next generation how to lead and 

love others in His name. 

Prayer
God of resurrection, thank You for new life. We pray 

for the resolve to bring Your salvation to the earth, that 

those who live in the shadow of death may come to life, 

and that we might live together as You intended. Amen.

We were with child, we writhed in labour,
 but we gave birth to wind.

We have not brought salvation to the earth,
 and the people of the world have not  

 come to life.

But your dead will live, Lord;

 their bodies will rise

let those who dwell in the dust

 wake up and shout for joy

your dew is like the dew of the morning;

 the earth will give birth to her dead. 

 Isaiah 26:18-19 (NIV)

December 18

As Isaiah looked out on Judah, it must have seemed like a failed experiment. The southern 

kingdom of Israel was in decline. Its people had not kept their covenant with God; they had 

not lived up to their original purpose. Namely, they had “not brought salvation to the earth.” 

The people of the earth had not come to life as God intended. It was as if they were all dead, 

and the future was no more. There is a lesson for us in Israel’s story:

If we are not bringing life to others, we are not truly 

alive ourselves. 

But there is hope. Even when we were spiritually dead, God breathed new life into us 

(Ephesians 2:5). And now we can return to our original purpose: to bring hope and blessing  

to others (Ephesians 2:10).
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PRAYER FOCUS: SPIRITUAL NURTURE
Ask God to nurture a hunger for His Word in the hearts of 

children all over the world – that their minds and hearts may  

be transformed.

Prayer
Lord Jesus, who came bringing good news of great joy for all,

come into our hearts again. Help us to bring Your joy to all – to 

see no one as unloved or unworthy, to see no one as outside 

your reach or concern. Amen.

But the angel said to them, “Do not be afraid. I bring you good news 

that will cause great joy for all the people.”

 Luke 2:10 (NIV)

December 19

“All the people.” 

At first the shepherds must have thought the angels meant all the people of Israel. After all, 
Jesus was the Messiah, the Son of David, the promised deliverer of the Jewish nation. 

Well, He was all of that – and more. 

As the story continued in Luke’s second volume, Acts, things took a startling turn. Suddenly, 
“all the people” included Gentiles. Outsiders. Those in the margins. Anyone formerly dismissed 
as “unclean” or otherwise deemed unfit for membership in God’s kingdom. Suddenly, there 
were no more “outsiders.” There were no places beyond the reach of Christ’s good news for 

the poor (Luke 4:18-19). 

The great joy of Jesus’ advent is for all people, everywhere. No exceptions. 
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Peace will reign
in the margins.

This was the blessing that the priests of Israel were instructed to give the people. The peace they 

pronounced was more than just an inward sense of well-being. It was the all-encompassing shalom 

of God. It meant safety, security, welfare, and harmony with God and with one another. 

It must have seemed like such an elusive vision then, as it does now. But this is what God’s people 

do: we speak an impossible blessing to a peace-starved world. And we don’t just speak this 

blessing with our lips. We pronounce it – we bring it into being – through our actions. 

Centuries after this blessing was first uttered, angels appeared outside Bethlehem announcing the 
birth of a child who would bring peace. It must have sounded just as implausible then as it does 

now. But that has never stopped followers of Christ from proclaiming peace in His name.

A few decades after Christ’s birth, Paul wrote about peace in his letter to the Philippians, 

promising it would guard those who follow Christ (4:7). But he also taught that in order to receive 
God’s peace, we have to give it away. “Let your gentleness be evident to all,” Paul wrote just a few 

lines before one of the most popular verses in his epistles (verse 5). Then the peace of God will 

guard your hearts. 

What does it look like to pronounce peace in the war-torn regions of our world?  
What does it look like to embody the blessing of Numbers 6 in Syria or South Sudan?

To be a follower of Jesus is to wage peace in the margins.

“The Lord bless you

 and keep you;

the Lord make his face shine on you

 and be gracious to you;

the Lord turn his face toward you

 and give you peace.”

 Numbers 6:24-26 (NIV)
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Prayer
God of peace, spread Your shalom across our war-torn world. Be present in the refugee 

camps and burned-out cities. Speak peace to those who have known conflict. Give us 

the strength to turn swords into plowshares and to repay evil with kindness. Amen. 

More than 2 million people have been displaced by the ongoing 

conflict in South Sudan. Some have taken refuge in United Nations 
peacekeeping bases or neighboring countries; others have fled to 
the countryside, carrying almost nothing. One of them is Lucia, a 
widowed mother of five. 

When the fighting engulfed her hometown of Malakal, Lucia’s 
home was looted and destroyed. She and her children sheltered in 
a nearby U.N. base, but cramped conditions drove her onward – 

across the Nile River, then 40 miles upstream to the town 

of Kodok. 

About half of the people in Kodok are from somewhere else – 

like Lucia, displaced by the fighting. Lucia’s family took shelter in a 
crowded health center, then moved in with another family. But in 

tight quarters, relations between children and adults alike became 
strained. “Life was difficult,” Lucia says, “but since we had nowhere 
to go, I had to be patient.”

 

For Lucia, the gift of peace came in the form of plastic sheeting 

and poles. The government allocated land for displaced families 

and with building materials provided through World Vision’s Must 
Have Gifts, Lucia’s family and many others too were able to settle 

in Kodok permanently.

“I thank God for this shelter,” Lucia says. “This is now home.” The 

conflict has left deep emotional scars; Lucia says she is unable to 
think clearly because of what she experienced in Malakal. But as 

World Vision and others work for peace in South Sudan, Lucia is 
able to start building a new life for her family. 

Pursuing the elusive gift of peace
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PRAYER FOCUS: SYRIA
Pray for an end to the conflict in Syria, now in its sixth year. 

Ask God to protect those making treacherous journeys in 

search of a better life, and to move the nations of our world  

to respond with compassion.

Prayer
God of our future, guide us as we seek peace in the face of 

seemingly endless conflict. Give us wisdom and gentleness.

Help us to turn away wrath with love. Give us the courage  

to imagine a future where peace reigns and then to work  

for it. Amen.

Consider the blameless, observe the upright;

 a future awaits those who seek peace.

 Psalm 37:37 (NIV)

December 21

It’s easy to despair at the violence in our world, from the crime in our own country to unrest 

in the Middle East and elsewhere. It seems that of the making of war, there is no end. 

But Scripture reveals an important truth: there is no future in violence. As Jesus told Peter 
on the night He was arrested, “All who draw the sword will die by the sword” (Matthew 

26:52, NIV). Those who seek peace have a future, perhaps because they use their God-given 
energies to create a future rather than destroy it. 

To be a Christian is to work for peace.  

To be a peacemaker is to work for a future. 

When we promote peace over conflict, we create a hope-filled future for both  
ourselves and others.
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PRAYER FOCUS: SOUTH SUDAN
Pray for peace in South Sudan, the world’s newest and most  

fragile country. Pray especially for the 1.8 million displaced people 

–  and ask God to reunite children who have been separated from 

their families.
SOURCE: State of the world’s emergencies 2017

Prayer
God of peace, You do not hide your face from the hardest places 

in our world, where conflict reigns and violence is a part of life. 

When others stir up conflict, make us a voice for peace. Cause us 

to remember and care for any who have been displaced by war, 

and help us all to work for a better, more peaceful future. Amen.

Too long have I lived 

 among those who hate peace.

I am for peace;

 but when I speak, they are for war.

 Psalm 120:6-7 (NIV)

December 22

This passage doesn’t make it onto most people’s lists of favorite Bible verses. The psalmist is 

weary of war, much like the millions of refugees and internally displaced families in places like 

South Sudan and the Central African Republic. Those who make war may promise peace, but 
somehow they never seem to deliver. 

As troubling as passages like this may be, we need to hear the psalmist’s cry.

It’s the cry of everyone who has been displaced by war.

Most of us have only seen war from a distance; we have not lived through its brutal reality or 

consequences. 

May the cries of people in the war-torn margins compel us to listen . . . and to work for peace. 
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PRAYER FOCUS: CENTRAL AFRICAN REPUBLIC
Pray for children and families in the Central African Republic, where fighting has killed thousands and forced 

about a million people to flee. Pray for aid groups working under difficult and dangerous circumstances. 

Ask God to draw more attention to the conflict and to provide more resources to protect the vulnerable. 

Prayer
Mighty God, use Your power to bring peace to our 

world. Help us to be the peacemakers Your Son calls 

us to be – in our families, in our communities, and in 

the margins of our world. Of the greatness of Your 

reign and Your peace, let there be no end.  Amen.

Every warrior’s boot used in battle

 and every garment rolled in blood

will be destined for burning,

 will be fuel for the fire.
For to us a child is born,

 to us a son is given,

 and the government will be on

 his shoulders.

And he will be called

 Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God,
 Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.

Of the greatness of his government  
 and peace there will be no end . . . 

 Isaiah 9:5-7 (NIV)

December 23

Jesus came to bring peace in every sense of the word: peace between us and God, as well as 

peace between us and our neighbours.

The instruments of war – every war – are destined for the fire.
While this vision will not be fully realised until Christ’s second advent, it began with His first. 
During His earthly ministry, Jesus called peacemakers “God’s children.” He taught His followers  

to subvert the violence of the world with compassion (Matthew 5:9, 38-48). 

When Christ returns, He will bring peace to the war-torn margins. All conflict will cease.  
The question is: will He find His followers already working for peace, or standing in the way?
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Prayer
Incarnate God, who came to dwell among us, let Your peace 

reign in the margins and in every corner of our lives. As we 

celebrate the gift of Your Son, help us to dedicate ourselves 

anew to making Your fullness of life possible for every child  

in need. Amen.

PRAYER FOCUS: PEACE
Pray for peace in all the war-torn regions of our world. Pray 

that the vision of Isaiah 2 might come to pass, that nations 

will “beat their swords into plowshares.” Ask God to bring 

reconciliation and healing wherever there is conflict. 

Suddenly a great company of the heavenly host appeared with the angel,
praising God and saying,

 “Glory to God in the highest heaven,

  and on earth peace to those on whom his favor rests.” 

 Luke 2:13-14 (NIV)

December 24

The popular Christmas refrain “peace on earth, goodwill toward men” is more accurately 

rendered “peace to those on whom His favour rests.” Which begs the question:

Where does God’s favour rest? 
Luke’s narrative offers a few clues. An impoverished teenage girl was God’s chosen vessel 

to bring the Prince of Peace into the world. The unremarkable town of Bethlehem was His 

chosen setting for the Messiah’s advent (see Micah 5:2). The heavenly proclamation was 

made not to the religious elite or the nobles of Jerusalem but to shepherds (Luke 2:8-9).

It is clear that God’s favour rests on the poor and oppressed, on the broken and the lonely. 

Peace is their inheritance – the all-encompassing shalom of God that brings safety, health, 

and fullness of life.
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Give joy by sharing 

big dreams.

Over these four weeks of Advent, we’ve looked for God’s presence in the margins. 
We’ve found hope among the poor and oppressed. We’ve been challenged to let 
our faith take us to the least, the last, and the lost. We’ve dared to dream of a world 
where joy and peace thrive among people living in the hardest places on earth.

These are big dreams. But we can share them – and we can help bring them to pass.

If you would like to know more about how your church can stand with and bring 

hope to the world’s most vulnerable children, please do get in touch with us at 

churches@worldvision.org.uk - we would be delighted to hear from you.  

Learn more at  

worldvision.org.uk/christian-engagement
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