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Some Thoughts on Advent and the Christmas Season 
 

"O come, O come, Emmanuel And ransom captive Israel That mourns in lonely exile here" 
 

It was not until recently that I really came to appreciate Advent. I guess that it is part to do with growing up, 
and I think it also has to do with recently becoming a member of a church who takes the liturgy and the Christian 
calendar seriously. Advent is a time of contemplation, not so different from Lent. Growing up, Advent seemed like 
the time that we spent before Christmas. Kind of a supplementary religious time for the festive holiday season, but 
Advent is not supposed to be festive, its supposed to be sad. its supposed to be a season that reminds us that we 
cannot save ourselves with our own will. We are in exile. We need saving. We need to be reconciled. 

Israelis and Palestinians are people of exile in need of saving. (I am going to pause here and say that this 
saving does not mean Jesus/Christianity.) Israeli Jews see themselves as a people who have been exiled from their 
home for nearly 2000 years, and faced the most inhuman discrimination imaginable. Even here where they established 
a home in their "ancestral homeland" they struggle do find a "home." The Palestinians has also been here. This land is 
their home, but over the past 100 years they have been forced out of their homes and denied recognition. 

This exile narrative reminds me of the Advent hymn above O come O come Emmanuel. its a lament. It reminds 
us of the ancient Israelites who were in exile from their home. " And ransom captive Israel / That mourns in lonely exile 
here." Like the Palestinians the ancient Israelites had their home ripped out from under them. It feels as if the whole 
world has given up on them, even God.  

On the first weekend of December, Bethlehem had its Christmas tree lighting. Before the festivities I was 
poking around the shops in Bethlehem when I happened upon a couple of friends who work at the Lutheran World 
Federation. While we were looking at traditional scarves, the shop keeper told us that the festivities this year had 
raised a bit of a controversy. This fall has been tough. Several young men and boys from the area have been killed by 
Israeli forces in clashes in Palestinian territory. Also many more have been injured. Some argued that the Christmas 
Tree lighting festivities should be cancelled because they are in a state of morning. Why should we be celebrating? But 
in the end, the celebrations happened and it was beautiful. This local controversy taps into one of the key insights of 
the Advent season. How dare we celebrate, when we are so lost, in so much pain? 

I think that the Advent season is a time to remind ourselves how absurd the whole world is, and that we need 
saving. We need some grace. We need something to live for. In this hymn we are reminded that for Christians, we are 
awaiting our Savior, the Son of God, Emmanuel (God with us), Jesus. 

Advent is not all lament though. We are mended of this hope, our light in the darkness that is the absurdity of 
this world, or wilderness. For Christians, this season reminds us why we need Jesus, and why Christmas is such a 
celebration. 

 
"Until the Son of God appear, Rejoice! Rejoice! Emmanuel, Shall come to thee, O Israel." 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



2015 and Looking Forward to a New Year 
 

 2015 was a pretty big year. It began with my final semester 
in college. It began with not even thinking about this year of 
service. I have to thank one of my closest friends, Timothy for 
bringing it up in casual conversation, because that one day in early 
January, was the start of a major change in my life. After 
Graduating, it was time to start preparing for my adventure here. It 
is amazing how much has happened since I have gotten here. 
Arriving a little more than three months ago, it seems like more 
has happened than I could have imagined. A year ago I probably 
couldn’t have imagined a weekly routine that might include, a trip 
to Jerusalem’s Old City, being a daily witness to occupation, 

getting to live, work, and 
grow with the amazing Palestinian people. In these three months I traveled 
with the other YAGM volunteers to Nazareth and the Galilee, I got to 
become a member of a congregation whose congregants are filled with 
passion, love, and hospitality. I also spend four days a week working with 
more than half of the students at Dar Al-Kalima School in Bethlehem.  This 
year could not have been capped much better. My Dad came to visit for 
Christmas, but even better we were invited to house of one of the teachers I 
work with for Christmas lunch. It was an enormous privilege to share such a 
personal look into the lives of the people I am called to accompany. Not to 
mention the amazing food.  
  Insha’Allah (God Willing in Arabic) many of these blessings will 
continue into this next year. One of my biggest resolutions for the rest of this 
2016 YAGM year is to be a better study in Arabic. Its been though, and 
requires a little bit more personal attention from me. My teacher is amazing, 

and I want to make the most out of my time immersed in the language. One of the teachers that I work with very 
closely, Ms. Liza, has been a wonderful friend, and I really enjoy working with her. This month she will be leaving for 
maternity leave, and will be having her fifth child. She works just as hard as an educator, as she is as a mother, and has 
been an inspiration day after day. I know that I will miss her during the more than two months she will be absent. 
This new year, and new semester for that matter, will 
bring new and interesting challenges at school as I will be 
working with the students who have been selected in the 
English bowl. It will be an exciting new challenge.  
 There are about six and a half more months 
here, and it seems like things are just flying by. For 2016, 
at least the first half, one of the biggest things that I will 
be trying to do is savoring the time I have with these 
wonderful people I am accompanying.  

  
	

Keep Updated On My Journey Through 
my Blog! 

patrickmcclain192.wordpress.com 
 

     On my blog I try to dig deeper into the situation 
here. Also in this space, I have no limit on how many 
words can be placed on a page. I would encourage 


