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The setting for Two Steps Forward: A Story of Persevering in Hope is the season of Advent, a season that invites us to keep watch and remain attentive to all the ways Christ comes into our world and our lives. Advent is a season of prayerful preparation, a season to practice hope—not the kind of hope that’s synonymous with “wishing for” certain outcomes, but a hope firmly rooted in the person, work, and promises of God in Jesus Christ.


Sybil MacBeth, author of The Season of the Nativity: Confessions and Practices of an Advent, Christmas, and Epiphany Extremist, writes,




During Advent we are reminded of the paradoxes and incongruities of life: light and darkness; faith and fear; joy and sorrow; vulnerability and power; weakness and strength; done, but not complete; already and not yet. These pairs of contrasting ideas are not just for Advent. They are the daily themes and dilemmas of ordinary, everyday Christians—the people who believe that an embodied, flesh-and-blood Messiah has already come, but that the transformation of the world is not yet complete.





We are called to be Advent people, to live in a posture of readiness and expectation, every day of the year.


This study guide is not an “Advent guide” (though it could be adapted for use during Advent), but rather an eight-week journey in spiritual formation, using the book’s characters as windows and mirrors for better understanding our own life with God, our receptivity and resistance, our longings and fears, and our two steps forward and frequent steps back. Each week you’ll find daily Scripture readings and reflection questions as well as a spiritual practice to integrate into your rhythm of life. This guide also includes group discussion questions and exercises to explore and practice in community. (Please note, if you are using the guide with a group, week seven is an invitation to serve together, which may require advance planning.)


You can decide whether to read Two Steps Forward first in its entirety and then return to do a slow study with the guide, or to read it a section at a time, matching your pace to the daily questions. I recommend keeping a travelogue of your journey. Even if you aren’t in the habit of using a journal, you’ll benefit from having a record of what you’re noticing as you move forward.


Not every question will resonate with you. That’s okay. You don’t need to answer every question every day. But do watch for any impulse to avoid a question because it agitates you or makes you feel uncomfortable. That’s probably the very question you need to spend time pondering! If you don’t have time to answer the questions you want to reflect on, simply mark them and return on the review days. If something in the chapter speaks to you and isn’t addressed in a question, spend time journaling and praying about it.


Christ has come. Christ still comes to us. Christ will come again. May the Spirit prepare and enable you to receive Christ daily, in the midst of the challenges and the joys, with wonder and gratitude and hope.


Sharon Garlough Brown




Now to him who is able to do immeasurably more than all we ask or imagine, according to his power that is at work within us, to him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus throughout all generations, for ever and ever! Amen.


(EPHESIANS 3:20-21)
























Reading for Week One:


Prologue and Chapters One and Two


SPIRITUAL PRACTICE: BREATH PRAYER




Meg practices breath prayer as a way to center herself in God’s presence and to be continually reminded that God is with her. This week practice matching a short prayer to your rhythm of breathing. You might choose a verse and divide it into an inhale-exhale pattern. For example: “Be still [inhale], and know that I am God [exhale]” (Psalm 46:10). Or choose a name for God from Scripture and then express a brief declaration of faith, petition, or desire. Examples: “Emmanuel [inhale], you are with me [exhale].” “Author of life [inhale], renew me in your love [exhale].”


Spend time listening for a prayer. How is God inviting you to name him? What does God invite you to declare about who he is or what you need? As you breathe, receive the very breath of God enlivening you. Practice being attentive to your breathing throughout the day so that prayer becomes habitual.




Week One: Day One
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PROLOGUE (P. 9)





Scripture Meditation: Hebrews 10:24-25


Slowly read the text out loud a few times, listening for a word or phrase that catches your attention and invites you to linger with it in prayer (lectio divina). How does this particular word or phrase connect with your life? How does it comfort or confront you? Talk with God about your response to this word, your thoughts and feelings that arise. Then listen for God’s invitations to you. Finish with a time of silence, resting in God’s presence.








For Reflection and Journaling




1. Who are your trustworthy companions on the spiritual journey? Give God thanks for the gift of community and for the ways you have been shaped, encouraged, and challenged (even provoked) by others.











2. How is God inviting you to pray for your fellow travelers? Who do you need to release to God’s care today?











3. If you have struggled to find or connect in community, offer your longings, fears, or hurts to God in prayer. Ask God to guide you toward someone who can walk with you.






















Week One: Day Two
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CHAPTER ONE: MEG AND CHARISSA (PP. 13-25)





Scripture Meditation: 1 Peter 5:7


Read the verse aloud a few times. Then match it with the palms down/palms up prayer (described in Sensible Shoes). With your palms down, release your cares and concerns to God. With your palms up, receive God’s care and concern for you.








For Reflection and Journaling




1. What comes to mind when you think about the word hope? What helps you persevere in hope? As you move forward with this study, light a hope candle when you pray as a declaration of God’s presence with you.











2. How do you feel about detours and surprises? Recall a significant detour in your own life. How did you navigate it? How did God reveal himself in the midst of it (or afterward)?











3. In what ways do you struggle to let go of control and trust God? What helps you practice this?






















Week One: Day Three
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CHAPTER ONE: HANNAH AND MARA (PP. 26-39)





Scripture Meditation: Romans 15:13


Read the verse slowly and prayerfully several times. Which word or phrase catches your attention and invites your pondering and response to God?







For Reflection and Journaling




1. Hannah has spent years being overly responsible, hiding behind her busyness, thriving on being needed, and finding her security and significance in her work. Do you share anything in common with her? Speak to God about what you notice.











2. Do you regularly practice rest and play? If not, spend time identifying both the external and internal obstacles to practicing it. How might you incorporate celebration and rest into your rhythm of life?











3. Mara looks at the landscape of her life and wonders, “What can be born in a place like this?” Spend time considering the landscape of your own life. How are you welcoming Christ’s presence into chaos, trials, or mess?






















Week One: Day Four
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CHAPTER TWO: MEG (PP. 40-47 AND 53-60)





Scripture Meditation: Matthew 1:21-23


Read the verses aloud several times. What does it mean for you to call Jesus “Immanuel”? Spend time quietly receiving him as “God with us.” What is your prayer?







For Reflection and Journaling




1. Meg contemplates the ways God provides for her through the kindness of strangers—even a stranger she was ready to dismiss as strange. Bring to mind some situations in which God has demonstrated his care and provision for you (perhaps in unexpected ways). How has God shown that he is “God with you”? How might remembering this affect the ways you trust that God is with you now?











2. Recall a time when you experienced profound disappointment. What were the circumstances? Are you able to see any ways God met you in the midst of them, demonstrating he was “God with you”?











3. Meg prays, “O come, O come, Emmanuel, and ransom me from my captivity.” In what ways are you captive? In what ways are you longing for freedom? Offer Emmanuel what you notice, and ask for his rescue.
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