GROUP RETREAT
PRAYER STATIONS
ADVENT

Group Prayer Stations
I want to be Joseph…

INTRODUCTION
The attached prayer stations on the theme of ‘Advent’ are based on a poem called ‘I want to
be Joseph…’ which can be used to introduce the stations or printed out for people to read as
they enter the space. They are designed to be printed on A4 paper but you should be able to
adjust your printer settings to your local paper size.
The Stations can be set up with minimal props but from experience, they are much more
interactive and visually appealing if props are used. Photos showcasing how this can be done
are included in the comprehensive user manual which is included in this document.

SETTING UP THE STATIONS
Depending on your setting, you may like to just stick the printed sheets to the wall or you may
prefer to set up stations with fabric and props, candles etc to create an atmosphere.
You might like to have some gentle, relaxing music in the background but music tastes differ
so it’s also worth thinking about whether it is a good opportunity to engage with silence. If you
want to play Christmas music then do consider using an instrumental soundtrack from a
Nativity Film.
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Set Up Instructions
3 ways to set the project up
There are 3 ways to set this material up depending on the time, space or energy you have available!
Everything you need should be available to you either already in the church or by borrowing from your
congregation.
1.

Basic written material

If you have limited time, resources or particularly space, this may be the best option for you. You can
print out the signs for each station, the readings and the reflections and stick them around your space
without the need for any props. If you want to add the odd piece of material or whatever in the background then I always think it is more visually appealing but perhaps other groups use your space in the
week or you want to put them around the village as a trail or whatever...
2. Written reflections with props

This is where you need a bit of time for planning and setting up but it will create a more visually stunning
series of reflection stations. On the following pages are ideas for props that you can gather for each station and some photos for inspiration
3. Add some activities
If you really want to go the whole hog (and I think you should), you can also use the optional activities as
part of your stations. This makes the whole project more interactive and experiential—ideal if you’re inviting school groups or homegroups or the youthgroup etc.
Welcome and Conclusion
However you choose to set the project up, there’s a welcome section with a copy of a poem about the
nativity characters and also a concluding reflection. Also I suggest you have a visitors book for people to
leave their comments and there’s a sign for that too.

www.anewloom.org
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Set Up Instructions
Reflections
Regardless of which set up option you have chosen, you’ll need to print off a majority
of the paperwork in the attached file. The PDF includes everything you should need including the readings, station instructions, images and activity instructions for each station plus
some signage to welcome people and point them to your visitors book etc…

So the attached document has the following pages;
•

How to use these reflections sheet

•

Introductory poem

•

Readings and reflections for 6 stations (on Portrait A4)

•

Signs (on Landscape A4)

•

Activity instructions (on A5, printable as 2 on an A4 sheet)

•

Closing reflection

•

Image sheet for each station

You should just be able to open the PDF and print the whole document straight to any
colour printer. You may want to consider laminating sheets that are being fixed to walls or
could get brushed against over the course of the Advent season.
It’s also worth noting if you have a large group that they can be engaged with in any order,
I just numbered them for ease of setting up and making sure people didn’t miss any…

www.anewloom.org
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Set Up Instructions
Written Reflection Set Up
If you have chosen to set up using just the written reflections then you’ll need the following sheets;
In your welcome area
•

Welcome sign

•

How to use these reflections sheet

•

Introduction sign

•

Introductory poem

For each of the 6 stations
•

Station sign

•

Reading

•

Reflection

•

Image (optional)

Concluding Area
•

Concluding reflection sign

•

Concluding reflection sheet

•

Visitor comment book sign

•

Who to contact for further information sheet (with contact details added!)

To Get:
The only thing you need to supply if setting up this way is a visitor comment book

www.anewloom.org
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Set Up Instructions
Reflections with Props Set Up
General Comments
When setting up your stations, it is worth considering the following;
•

Will they be in the way of other services / activities / groups / the cleaners?

•

Will you still have disabled access and clear fire routes?

•

Will a wheelchair user be able to reach / see / read everything?

•

Are you using tables or props that may be needed for other purposes during advent?

•

Will it be safe if there’s no-one overseeing the building?

•

How are the stations lit once it’s dark outside?

Welcome Area
In your welcome area you will need the following things printed;
•

Welcome sign (also could be used on doors etc)

•

How to use these reflections sheet

•

Introduction sign

•

Introductory poem

If you have a table or something you can set these things out on then it will make people feel like it’s the
start of a journey and make then feel more at ease as they’ll know what they are looking for…
If you have volunteers overseeing proceedings then you may like to have a few candles lit or fairy lights to
give some atmosphere and a visual focus as people arrive. This is especially worth considering if you are
opening in the evenings.
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Set Up Instructions
Reflections with Props Set Up
Station 1 - Shepherds
In this area you will need the following things printed;
•

Station 1 sign

•

Station 1 Reading

•

Station 1 Reflection

•

Shepherds Image (optional)

When setting up this station you are trying to emphasise the characteristics of the shepherds. You may
want to use material that looks like grass or find some astroturf. Finding some large plants works well.
Props could include sheep, a shepherd’s crook, a sheepskin rug or something that represents a fire. Think
about how to make it feel like it’s outside.
If you are using the activities you will also need copies of the colouring sheet and pencils or pens.

www.anewloom.org
8

“I want to be Joseph…”
A series of reflections on the Nativity Characters

Set Up Instructions
Reflections with Props Set Up
Station 2 - Magi
In this area you will need the following things printed;
•

Station 2 sign

•

Station 2 Reading

•

Station 2 Reflection

•

Magi Image (optional)

When setting up this station you are trying to emphasise the characteristics of the magi. You may want to
use bright colours and oriental looking fabrics. Borrowing a large telescope is great. Props could include
maps of the stars, camels, gifts, metal jugs and metal candle holders.
If you are using the activities you will also need blank postcards and pens.
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Set Up Instructions
Reflections with Props Set Up
Station 3 - King Herod
In this area you will need the following things printed;
•

Station 3 sign

•

Station 3 Reading

•

Station 3 Reflection

•

King Herod Image (optional)

When setting up this station you are trying to emphasise the character of King Herod. You may want to
use royal colours and rich looking fabrics. Props could include a bowl of plastic tropical fruit, tropical
plant, metal plates or dishes, a crown and a throne.
If you are using the activities you will also need a tray and some play sand.
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Set Up Instructions
Reflections with Props Set Up
Station 4 - Mary
In this area you will need the following things printed;
•

Station 4 sign

•

Station 4 Reading

•

Station 4 Reflection

•

Mary Image (optional)

When setting up this station you are trying to emphasise the character of Mary. You may like to think
about the fact she was poor so using fabric such as hessian or plain grey / brown. You could use a piece of
light blue fabric as that is traditionally how Mary is represented. Props could include an angel, things from
a kitchen or a house plant. You could include an icon. Think about natural materials like wood and pottery
If you are using the activities you will also need a mirror incorporated into the design.
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Set Up Instructions
Reflections with Props Set Up
Station 5 - Joseph
In this area you will need the following things printed;
•

Station 5 sign

•

Station 5 Reading

•

Station 5 Reflection

•

Joseph Image (optional)

When setting up this station you are trying to emphasise the character of Joseph. You may like to think
about the fact he was a carpenter, probably running his own workshop. You could use a wooden table or
hessian and sawdust to create the right atmosphere. Props could include tools (but make sure these are
safe!), some pieces of wood, a container of nails, a map to Bethlehem.
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Set Up Instructions
Reflections with Props Set Up
Station 6 - Elizabeth
In this area you will need the following things printed;
•

Station 6 sign

•

Station 6 Reading

•

Station 6 Reflection

•

Elizabeth Image (optional)

When setting up this station you are trying to emphasise the character of Elizabeth. You may like to think
about hospitality as the theme here. You could use a table cloth to create a homely feel. Props could
include tea pot, cups/mugs, house plant, candle (if safe to do so), maybe a comfy looking blanket.
If using the activities you will also need a bunch of tea bags that people can take.
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Set Up Instructions
Concluding Area
In your concluding area (which you should set up however you’ve chosen to do the rest of the stations),
you will need the following things printed;
•

Conclusion sign

•

Concluding reflection

•

Visitor book sign

•

Who to contact sheet

When setting up this space, think about how people may be feeling as they finish their journey…
would they like somewhere to sit and reflect?
Is there an opportunity to speak to them about their experience?
Is the comments book in an obvious place?

This is also where you can advertise your Christmas services or leave associated literature.

www.anewloom.org
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Other Ideas
Schools
This project could easily be used in a school context. Here’s a few idea…
•

Set up stations around the hall and have a class at a time come and explore them. This could be
fairly free flow or you may want to ask ‘I wonder’ questions about the different characters.

•

Get each class to design and make one of the reflection stations then have a journey around the
school visiting each one. Children could write or draw associated works to go on the display.

•

Get some volunteers to dress up and sit in each station so children can ask them questions about
their character’s experience.

Trail
If you want to widen the project out into your community then you could find shops or people’s living
room windows or other public spaces in which to create the stations. Make a map of where they are and
invite people to participate either in their own time or arrange a walk for the youth group etc.

Arts Based
It might be that you have a particularly arty congregation? There’s two ways you can engage them in this
project… Firstly, get them to contribute to designing the stations—perhaps someone wants to create portraits of each character as a centerpiece for your stations? Secondly, you could think about different activities for each station that are more creative than reflective. Could people try to artistically represent
each character or build up an image during their journey that summarises their experience?

Got your own ideas?
If you have a brilliant way to use this material that others may not have thought of, please do share your
stories with James Fox Robinson (Prayer & Spirituality Enabler) so we can share them across the diocese!

www.anewloom.org
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Introductory Poem
I want to be Joseph in our nativity play
And I believe I’ve an excellent chance
Angel Gabriel was never an option for me
‘cos for him you’ve to know how to dance
I did think I might be a shepherd
But mum says I’m allergic to sheep
And I don’t fancy being King Herod
Because you see he’s a bit of a creep
Me and Jim auditioned as soldiers
But Jim giggled and tripped over my feet
So our teacher said no which was a bit of a blow
As the helmets were really quite neat
Perhaps I could be one of the wise men
Though I didn’t do well with my SATS
And they don’t appear ‘till right at the end
So I don’t think I’ll bother with that
Of course, there’s always the donkey
And he’s in nearly all of the play
But the costume is scratchy and tattered
And smells worse than a cat’s litter tray
I asked Miss if I could be Mary
Because that’s the best part to be had
But she said that even in this day and age
Mary’s not a role for a lad
So you see that only leaves Joseph
And I’m not being funny or weird
But I know that I’m the best one for the job
Because I look really good with a beard
verses from
‘I want to be Joseph’
by Roger Hurn 2011
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Station 1
Shepherds
Luke Chapter 2, Verses 8 – 16 (NRSV)
8 In that region there were shepherds living in the fields, keeping watch over
their flock by night. 9 Then an angel of the Lord stood before them, and the
glory of the Lord shone around them, and they were terrified. 10 But the angel
said to them, “Do not be afraid; for see—I am bringing you good news of great
joy for all the people: 11 to you is born this day in the city of David a Savior,
who is the Messiah, the Lord. 12 This will be a sign for you: you will find a child
wrapped in bands of cloth and lying in a manger.” 13 And suddenly there was
with the angel a multitude of the heavenly host, praising God and saying,
14 “Glory to God in the highest heaven, and on earth peace among those
whom he favors!”

15 When the angels had left them and gone into heaven, the shepherds said to
one another, “Let us go now to Bethlehem and see this thing that has taken
place, which the Lord has made known to us.” 16 So they went with haste and
found Mary and Joseph, and the child lying in the manger.
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Station 1
Shepherds
We are often told that the shepherds in the nativity were a representation of
the poor. That when they visited baby Jesus it was a symbol that God had not
just sent his Son for the rich or powerful or privileged but for everyone
including the lowest of the low. However, the shepherds in the nativity have far
more significance and carry a much greater weight in their representation. If
we look at the Old Testament we find example after example of shepherds, and
who are they? God’s people, the Israelites. The shepherds in the nativity story
are not just an illustration of the poor, they are a picture of God’s chosen
people… When the shepherds went into Bethlehem it was all about God
showing his people that the messiah had come, something they had been
waiting for, for 400 years. When the heavenly hosts visited the shepherds on
the hill that night, they interrupted the ordinary… they brought news of Jesus’
birth during the everyday activity of the shepherds.

Reflection
Spend a few moments thinking about when God has interrupted the ordinary
in your life.

Prayer
Lord, Thank you for the times when you have interrupted my life, to give
guidance, love and support as I try to follow a righteous path. Please help me
to recognise when you are speaking to me. Amen.
www.anewloom.org

Shepherds

Section of ‘Annunciation to the Shepherds’, Taddeo Gaddi, church of Santa Croce, Florence
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Station 2
Magi
Matthew Chapter 2, Verses 9 – 12 (NRSV)
9 When they had heard the king, they set out; and there, ahead of them, went
the star that they had seen at its rising, until it stopped over the place where
the child was. 10 When they saw that the star had stopped, they were overwhelmed with joy. 11 On entering the house, they saw the child with Mary his
mother; and they knelt down and paid him homage. Then, opening their treasure chests, they offered him gifts of gold, frankincense, and myrrh. 12 And having been warned in a dream not to return to Herod, they left for their own
country by another road.
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Station 2
Magi
Kings, Magi, Astrologers, Wise Men—whatever you want to call them these are
important characters in the nativity story. A group of men, who took a risk,
followed a star for thousands of miles and gave strange gifts to Mary and
Joseph. These were not people who travelled alone, they were companions.

Reflection
Spend a few moments thinking of people that have travelled with you during
your life journey. It may have been for a short time or you may know people
who have been alongside you for many years.
The Magi spent a long time travelling, they entered the unknown to pursue the
sign they had been sent. Are there times in your life when you have had to
journey into the unknown?

Prayer
Lord, Thank you for providing people to travel alongside me, I ask that you
would continue to provide such people to care for and encourage me. Thank
you that you never ask me to do anything or go anywhere that I can’t manage
in your strength, please help me to recognise that taking risks is part of my faith
journey.
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Station 3
King Herod
Matthew Chapter 2, Verses 1 – 8 (NRSV)
The Visit of the Wise Men
In the time of King Herod, after Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea, wise
men from the East came to Jerusalem, 2 asking, “Where is the child who has
been born king of the Jews? For we observed his star at its rising, and have
come to pay him homage.” 3 When King Herod heard this, he was frightened,
and all Jerusalem with him; 4 and calling together all the chief priests and
scribes of the people, he inquired of them where the Messiah was to be born.
5 They told him, “In Bethlehem of Judea; for so it has been written by the
prophet:
6 ‘And you, Bethlehem, in the land of Judah,
are by no means least among the rulers of Judah;
for from you shall come a ruler
who is to shepherd my people Israel.’”

7 Then Herod secretly called for the wise men and learned from them the exact
time when the star had appeared. 8 Then he sent them to Bethlehem, saying,
“Go and search diligently for the child; and when you have found him, bring me
word so that I may also go and pay him homage.”
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Station 3
King Herod
Reflect
Sometimes there are barriers in our lives—hurt and pain that stops us from
recognising God in our lives.

Herod did not give honest help as his guests might have expected. He said he
wanted to worship the messiah but he had much darker thoughts to keep him
on the throne. He betrayed the Magi and went on to slaughter hundreds of
innocent children. Sometimes people lie or hurt us and it feels like we’ve been
betrayed - sometimes it is in small ways because we all make mistakes but
sometimes it is in painfully large ways.

Prayer
Lord, I’m sorry if I have blamed you for any hurt or pain I have suffered. Please
help me to realise that you are always there and you want to be part of the
healing process. Amen.
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Station 4
Mary
Luke Chapter 1, Verses 26 – 38 (NRSV)
26 In the sixth month the angel Gabriel was sent by God to a town in Galilee
called Nazareth, 27 to a virgin engaged to a man whose name was Joseph, of
the house of David. The virgin’s name was Mary. 28 And he came to her and
said, “Greetings, favored one! The Lord is with you.”29 But she was much perplexed by his words and pondered what sort of greeting this might be. 30 The
angel said to her, “Do not be afraid, Mary, for you have found favor with God.
31 And now, you will conceive in your womb and bear a son, and you will name
him Jesus. 32 He will be great, and will be called the Son of the Most High, and
the Lord God will give to him the throne of his ancestor David. 33 He will reign
over the house of Jacob forever, and of his kingdom there will be no end.”
34 Mary said to the angel, “How can this be, since I am a virgin?”35 The angel
said to her, “The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most
High will overshadow you; therefore the child to be born will be holy; he will be
called Son of God. 36 And now, your relative Elizabeth in her old age has also
conceived a son; and this is the sixth month for her who was said to be barren.
37 For nothing will be impossible with God.” 38 Then Mary said, “Here am I,
the servant of the Lord; let it be with me according to your word.” Then the angel departed from her.

www.anewloom.org

“I want to be Joseph…”
A series of reflections on the Nativity Characters

Station 4
Mary
Reflect
Mary can represent so many different things; purity, trust, hearing from God.
Mary was chosen for a special task and yet she was immediately despised, outcast and ostracised. Spend a while thinking about the fact God asked Mary to
do something and she gave him her ‘yes’ in the full knowledge that it was going
to be incredibly difficult.
At what points in your life has God asked you to do something and you’ve given
him your ‘yes’? It may not have been an easy decision. You may know the
‘footprints in the sand’ poem and as you reflect, you may recognise that God
has carried you through some situations and you didn’t know you’d given him
your ‘yes’…
•

Perhaps you’ve been asked to move somewhere else to live?

•

Perhaps you’ve been called to change what you do for work?

•

Perhaps God’s asked you to change where you worship?

•

Perhaps you’ve made changes to who you spend time with?

•

Perhaps the challenge for you has been the responsibilities you take?

Prayer
Lord, you are in control. Thank you for guiding me even when it feels like a
challenge. Please help me to recognise your hand on my life and to give you my
yes when you call me to times of change.
www.anewloom.org
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Station 5
Joseph
Matthew Chapter 1, Verses 18 – 25 (NRSV)
18 Now the birth of Jesus the Messiah took place in this way. When his mother
Mary had been engaged to Joseph, but before they lived together, she was
found to be with child from the Holy Spirit. 19 Her husband Joseph, being a
righteous man and unwilling to expose her to public disgrace, planned to dismiss her quietly. 20 But just when he had resolved to do this, an angel of the
Lord appeared to him in a dream and said, “Joseph, son of David, do not be
afraid to take Mary as your wife, for the child conceived in her is from the Holy
Spirit. 21 She will bear a son, and you are to name him Jesus, for he will save
his people from their sins.” 22 All this took place to fulfill what had been spoken by the Lord through the prophet:
23
“Look, the virgin shall conceive and bear a son,
and they shall name him Emmanuel,”
which means, “God is with us.”
24 When Joseph awoke from sleep, he did as the angel of the Lord commanded
him; he took her as his wife, 25 but had no marital relations with her until she
had borne a son; and he named him Jesus.
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Station 5
Joseph
Reflect
Why do we focus on Mary so much more than Joseph? He was chosen just the
same as Mary was for the incredible task of being a parent to the Son of God.
He made a very tough decision to stay with Mary even though he knew it
would bring shame on himself and his family. He accepted the consequences he chose to man up and took a hit for the team, he chose to stand by someone
who needed his help, his companionship , his love and his care.
Who have you stood by who needed your help? Perhaps you give to a certain
charity or support a child through compassion. Maybe you’ve raised money
through running a marathon or sitting in a bath of baked beans. Some of you
may have been on a mission trip to support a church or project in another
country. Perhaps you support fair trade, buying products that you know give
producers a fair wage. God calls us to the orphans and the widows - we need to
get involved in issues of social justice.

Prayer
Lord, you call us to stand with those who are less fortunate than ourselves, we
pray you will guide us in how to spend our time, energy and money in
supporting those in need. Amen.
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Station 6
Elizabeth
Luke Chapter 1, Verses 39 – 45 & 58 (NRSV)
39 At that time Mary got ready and hurried to a town in the hill country of Judea, 40 where she entered Zechariah’s home and greeted Elizabeth. 41 When
Elizabeth heard Mary’s greeting, the baby leaped in her womb, and Elizabeth
was filled with the Holy Spirit. 42 In a loud voice she exclaimed: “Blessed are
you among women, and blessed is the child you will bear! 43 But why am I so
favored, that the mother of my Lord should come to me? 44 As soon as the
sound of your greeting reached my ears, the baby in my womb leaped for joy.
45 Blessed is she who has believed that the Lord would fulfill his promises to
her!” 58 Mary stayed with Elizabeth for about three months and then returned
home.
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Station 6
Elizabeth
Reflect
We don’t often focus much on Mary’s trip to visit to her cousin Elizabeth, yet it holds such
value in the wider narrative of God’s story. Mary needed to escape, to find a place of safety and somewhere she could think about all that was happening. Elizabeth provided that
environment, she offered hospitality at a time when no one else would. She accepted
Mary for who she was with love and kindness.
You may have heard the phrase ‘thin place’, somewhere it seems easier to connect with
God, where heaven and earth seem a little closer that normal—it may even be the building
you are stood in. I suspect that Elizabeth’s home was a thin place for Mary, somewhere she
could connect with God and work through all that was going on.
Where are the thin places in your life?
Perhaps it’s a building or someone’s home or a mountaintop or retreat center, perhaps it’s
or a particular forest with beautiful surroundings…
Where have you received great hospitality?
It could be somewhere you’ve been on holiday or your nanna’s for Sunday lunch, a church
community or a mate’s house…
Lastly, who are the people who have taken you under their wing?

Particular family members or friends, church members or even teachers, that crazy uncle
or the person who gave you’re your first job…

Prayer
Lord, we thank you for providing us with places of safety, of comfort and of rest. We pray
that you will continue to bring people alongside us who give us acceptance and love.
Amen.
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Closing Reflection
Spend a moment bringing all your thoughts together;
-

The times God has found us in the ordinary
The people who have travelled with us
The times we’ve given God our ‘yes’
When God has carried us through times of challenge
Times we have come alongside others
The people and places that have shown us hospitality

Prayer
Lord, Thank you for the opportunity to reflect on the Christmas story and
the characters we find there. We ask that you daily remind us of your
guiding hand on our lives. Amen.
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