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ADVENT AT THE NEW YORK AVENUE PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH 
2018 

 
 
Sunday, December 2    ..................  First Sunday of Advent (Communion) 

 
 
Sunday, December 9   ……………… Second Sunday of Advent  

  Special music 
        Pageant rehearsal, 12:30pm 
 
Saturday, December 15 …………… Pageant rehearsal, 9:00am-11:30am 
      Wrapping gifts for Radcliffe Room 
        Guests, 9am-12:00noon 
      Zoo Lights – meet at Elephant House, 
        5:00pm 
         
Sunday, December 16  …...............   Third Sunday of Advent 
        Christmas pageant 
         ONE service, 10am 
        Christmas gifts for RR guests, 8:00am 
 
Friday, December 21 ………………... Longest Night Service and Lunch 
        (Memorial service for those who died  
        while experiencing homeless)  11:00am 
                  
Sunday, December 23    ................   Fourth Sunday of Advent 
         ONE service, 10am 
 
Monday, December 24 …………….. Christmas Eve Services - 5:30 
         and 8 pm (Communion) 
 
Sunday, December 30 ……………… First Sunday of Christmas 
        ONE service, 10am 
 

 



GOD KEEPS PROMISES 
Sunday, December 2, 2018       Jeremiah 33:14-16 

Psalm 25:1-10 
Luke 21: 25-36 
1 Thessalonians 3:9-13 

 
Years ago, I undertook a pre-Christmas craft project. Starting with kits for small cross-stitch panels, I 
stitched away to create small, framed, hanging Christmas ornaments for family and friends. I used a 
variety of patterns. One of my favorites included a rainbow, and the words “God Keeps Promises.” When 
I travel to spend Christmas with my family, I love unwrapping that one again, and putting it on the tree in 
a prominent place. If family and friends keep up the Christmas tree ornament tradition, I like to think 
they, too will be reminded that God Keeps Promises.  
 
As we begin Advent, Jeremiah brings good news--that God keeps promises, even with disobedient people. 
By the time of the prophet Jeremiah, Israel and Judah--the people and their political and religious leaders-
-had persistently violated the covenant the Lord made with them at Mt. Sinai. For years, Jeremiah had 
spoken the word of the Lord to the people and to three different of their rulers, warning them to trust and 
obey the Lord, but they did not heed him or other prophets. Despite prophetic warnings, they listened to 
false prophets and did not obey the Lord. They suffered from injustices of many kinds, and ultimately 
suffered dire consequences--military defeat, the destruction of the temple in Jerusalem, exile from their 
homeland, and Babylonian captivity. They were vulnerable, discouraged, unhappy, and anxious.  
 
Exile is a place of uncertainty between what was and what will be. How many, many people around the 
world live in one or another sort of exile—physical or spiritual. Now the good news. 
 
The word of the Lord came again to Jeremiah, who was himself an exile and captive. And it was an 
encouraging word. Jeremiah proclaimed that the Lord—who formed the earth and told his people to call 
to him and he would answer them and teach them—had said the days were coming when the Lord would 
fulfill the promise made to the house of Israel and the house of Judah. Despite all their disobedience and 
all that had happened, the Lord would not break the covenant. In fact, the Lord renewed the covenant with 
a new promise. The Lord would cause a righteous branch to spring forth for David, and he would execute 
justice and righteousness in the land. Jesus is that righteous branch. Under righteous leadership, Judah 
would be saved, and Jerusalem would dwell securely. What the Lord promised in the new covenant after 
exile was righteous leadership and a restoration of the kind of flourishing life the Lord had promised 
originally—one founded in love in which “The Lord is our righteousness.” 
 
When we see and sense that all is not right with the world, and the Lord’s righteousness does not appear 
manifest, we need to remember that God keeps promises, and we must as well. What the Lord requires of 
us in this renewed covenant is our trust and obedience to the righteous guidance of the Lord. As we 
journey together through this advent season, let us critically examine ourselves, and the state of the world, 
and hold fast to what is good, and just, and righteous, knowing that the Lord is our righteousness, and 
keeps promises. And let us proclaim that good news to others. 
 
Make me to know thy ways, O LORD; teach me thy paths. Lead me in thy truth, and teach me, for thou 
art the God of my salvation; for thee I wait all the day long. Be mindful of thy mercy, O LORD. 
Remember not the sins of my youth, or my transgressions; according to thy steadfast love remember me, 
for thy goodness’ sake, O LORD! Make me increase and abound in love to all. Help me seek after thy 
righteousness in all I do, and be a prophetic witness. Amen. 

 
Karen Mills 

 
 



Finding Ourselves in the Christmas Story 
 
Jeremiah 33: 19-26                  December 3, 2018 
Luke 21: 10-24 
I Thessalonians 4: 1-8 
 
Advent was a special time at North Presbyterian Church in my hometown of Elmira, NY.  Each Sunday, during this 
liturgical season, I and the rest of the congregation would eagerly await the lighting of candles on the Advent wreath.  Like 
at New York Avenue and so many other churches, lighting the candles was not only to prepare ourselves for Christmas 
and the birth of our Lord; but also as means for anticipating an already present but not fully realized beloved kingdom of 
God  
 
At North Presbyterian Church — like at New York Avenue and so many other churches — the season of Advent also often 
featured the annual Christmas pageant, complete with a myriad of angels and wisemen, of shepherds and sheep, of Mary 
and Joseph, and, of course, of a manger and the baby Jesus.  Each of these characters had special roles in the telling and 
retelling of the Christmas story.  And so do we.  For as important as the angels and the wisemen, the shepherds and the 
sheep, and even Mary and Joseph are to the Christmas story so too are we as followers of Jesus of Nazareth, the one we 
call the Christ.   
 
You see the Christmas story does not conclude with birth of Jesus; nor with his life on the edge of an empire two thousand 
years ago.  Neither does it end with his crucifixion, nor even with his resurrection.  The Christmas story continues and will 
continue until that beloved kingdom of God is completely apparent.  It continues and will continue until the day when 
wolves will lie beside lambs, when justice will roll down like flowing waters, when swords will be turned into plough shares, 
and when the first will be last and the last will be first. 
 
Yes, we have a very important role to play in this story.  As Luke reminds us, our discipleship does not come without its 
costs.  We know what to expect.  In helping usher in God’s beloved kingdom — whether that be in taking affirmative 
stances for refugees and resident aliens; in promoting tax policies and living wages that benefit all; in feeding the hungry 
and sheltering the homeless; in uplifting the marginalized and remembering the forgotten; or in the numerous other selfless 
acts required —  we may very well find ourselves persecuted or ridiculed; abandoned or betrayed.   
 
As a follower of the Jesus, what role do you find yourself playing in the Christmas story?  As a follower of Christ, what actions do you see yourself 
taking to usher in God’s beloved community?  As a follower of the Way, how will you love God with all your heart, with all your soul, with all 
your mind, and with all your strength?  And how will you love your neighbor as well as yourself?    
 
Indeed, being part of the Christmas story, Luke proclaims is not easy.  It requires endurance.  “By endurance you will gain 
your souls” he suggests.  Yet, in enduring, remember that we are not alone, for Immanuel, God is in our midst.  And we 
are not alone, because we are part of the Church — the Church which the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A)’s Book of Order so 
eloquently affirms is called to be:  
 
• a community of faith, entrusting itself to God alone, even at the risk of losing its life.  
• a community of hope, rejoicing in the sure and certain knowledge that, in Christ, God is making a new creation. This new 

creation is a new beginning for human life and for all things. The Church lives in the present on the strength of that 
promised new creation.  
• a community of love, where sin is forgiven, reconciliation is accomplished, and the dividing walls of hostility are torn down.  
• a community of witness, pointing beyond itself through word and work to the good news of God’s transforming grace in 

Christ Jesus its Lord.1  
 
Gracious God. On this day may we find ourselves part of the Christmas story.  May we find ourselves to be a community of faith, of hope, of love, 
and of witness.  May we find ourselves enduring … even as the powers that be may seek to persecute or ridicule us, even as our families and friends 
may want to abandon or betray us.  Yes, on this day, may we find ourselves being like Jesus and working as your beloved community in this place 
and this time.  Amen.         Mark Zaineddin  

 
                                                        
1 Office of the General Assembly.  The Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.. The Book of Order: The Constitution of the Presbyterian Church 
(U.S.A.).  Louisville, KY: Office of the General Assembly, 2013. F-1.0301.   



 
The Bible and the Newspaper 

 
Isaiah 42: 5-9         Tuesday 
Mark 13: 14-23         December 4, 2018 
1 Thessalonians 4: 9-18 
 
 In the spirit of Karl Barth, who reportedly reminded us to read and interpret both the 
Bible and our newspapers concurrently, today’s Scripture passages especially present the 
opportunity to apply his insight. 
 
 Upon first reading, the Mark passage is about the “end days,” which most of us are 
inclined not to worry about since God has told us that only God knows when such days will 
actually occur. Yet Jesus instructed his disciples that such days will be marked by much 
suffering from which God’s people are to flee if they can and even “the disgusting and destructive 
thing standing where it shouldn’t be ….” Newspapers report orders to evacuate whole cities and 
surrounding areas in the path of ravaging hurricanes and wild fires. Scholars tell us that Mark’s 
original reference to the “disgusting and destructive thing” was probably to a statue of the 
Roman Emperor Caligula that he ordered placed in the Temple. Who or what is today’s 
“disgusting and destructive thing”? 
 
 Indeed, isn’t it obvious that while details change from era to era, the basic conditions 
Jesus confronted thousands of years ago persist through the ages and even today? Thus, the 
current timeliness of Jesus’ warning to his disciples (both those hearing him in person and even 
his current followers);  
 
  Then if someone says to you, “Look, here’s the Christ,” or 
  “There he is,” don’t believe it. False christs and false prophets  
  will appear, and they will offer signs and wonders in order 

to deceive, if possible, those whom God has chosen. But you,  
watch out! I’ve told you everything ahead of time. 
 
 

 Indeed, we have been told by the prophet Isaiah that Creator God has made a covenant 
with all God’s people and that we are called for good reason – to be a light to the nations, to 
open blind eyes, to lead the prisoners from prison and those who sit in darkness from the 
dungeon. “I am the Lord; that is my name. I don’t hand out my glory to others or my praise to 
idols.”  
 
 Paul reminds the Thessalonian church community and us that “You don’t need us to 
write about loving your brothers and sisters because God has already taught you to love one 
another.” 
 

Dare we interpret current events – the actions of our leaders and ourselves - without 
heeding what these Bible passages plainly teach us? 
 
Prayer: Gracious and loving God, thank you for sending Jesus to show all your people 
how to honor your sovereignty over the universe by living faithfully, working for a just 
social order and honoring the poor. Open our eyes and empower us daily to claim your 
promises to love and protect us and to resist the temptations that surround us.  Amen. 
              
       -- John H. Quinn, Jr. 



Wednesday, December 5 
Malachi 1:1-5, Mark 13:24-37, 1 Thessalonians 5:1-11 
 
“Therefore, keep watch because you do not know when the owner of the house will come 
back…If he comes suddenly, do not let him find you sleeping. What I say to you, I say to 
everyone: ‘Watch!’” Mark 13:35-36 
 
“Now, brothers and sisters, about times and dates we do not need to write to you, for you know 
very well that the day of the Lord will come like a thief in the night…. He died for us so that, 
whether we are awake or asleep, we may live together with him. Therefore encourage one 
another and build each other up, just as in fact you are doing.” 1 Thessalonians 5:1-2, 10-11 

 

 
Did your parents ever tell you “Don’t do anything you wouldn’t want published in the 
newspaper?” What about “Santa’s elves might be watching?” Regardless of wording and 
context, the general message was always the same – do what you know is right, even if you 
might not get caught.   
 
The excerpt from Mark uses the example of a servant being caught off guard upon his master’s 
return to illustrate a similar concept in relation to Christ’s return. Essentially, act as you’d want to 
act if you knew Christ was going to return today. Paul has a slightly different message when he 
tells the Thessalonians that Chris died for us so that we may live together with him, regardless 
of when he comes again. My personal interpretation is that doing the right thing and acting 
kindly towards others is not a way to earn good favor with God or to be “ready” when he returns, 
but a way to express gratitude for the gift we’ve already been given.  
 
There are some days when it can seem difficult to be kind to truly everyone. Showing kindness 
to those who share the same values is often much easier than showing kindness to those who 
are cruel or unkind themselves. In these moments, I often think back to the simpler stories and 
poems about kindness that I heard growing up.  I’ll end today’s entry with one of my favorites, 
called “-Ations,” by Shel Silverstein: 

 
If we meet and I say, "Hi," 
That's a salutation.  
If you ask me how I feel, 
That's a consideration. 
If we stop and talk a while, 
That's a conversation. 
If we understand each other,  
That's a communication.  
If we argue, scream and fight,  
 
 
 
 
 
 

That's an altercation.     
If later we apologize,     
That's reconciliation.     
If we help each other home,    
That's a cooperation.    
And all these actions added up    
Make Civilization.     
(And if I say this is a wonderful poem,  
is that exaggeration?) 
 
 
 
 
Abby   Rosenson



December 6, 2018                         Malachi 1:6-14 
Mark 1:1-8   

1 Thessalonians 5:12-28 

 

Encouragement and Exhortation: Just What We Need 

 

 My annotated Bible describes First Thessalonians as “a friendly exhortative letter of 
encouragement.”  Paul offers his love and praise for the church of the Thessalonians early in the letter.  
He repeatedly addresses the church members with the familial phrase “brothers and sisters.”  Paul 
concludes with encouraging exhortations, particularly in the verses from today’s reading.  He charges the 
community to respect those who “labor among you, have charge of you in the Lord and admonish you.”  
He further urges them “to admonish the idlers, encourage the fainthearted, help the weak, [but] be patient 
with them.” 

 Paul realizes that the Thessalonian church is a work in progress, just like we, as a church, are a 
work in progress.  The commentary states that with “friendly and exhortative tones … the letter 
encourages a community that is facing social pressures and perhaps outright persecution.”    

 For us, it seems like the social and political pressures are reaching a breaking point.  It’s hard to 
escape the polarization, tribalism, recriminations, and cynicism all around us.   

In his book, Celebrating Abundance, Walter Brueggemann, writes that Advent is about turning 
back to God’s unfinished business.   Rather than getting caught up in the world’s agenda, we refer our 
lives back to God who has given life to us “ceding ourselves over to God in gladness.”  “[W]hen our lives 
are set in God’s great drama,” Brueggemann writes, “we have a quite different agenda.” 

Thus, the work of Advent is to extract ourselves from the current cultural paradigm and immerse 
ourselves in the good news of God’s incarnation in Jesus Christ.  Or to put in more bluntly, we can turn 
off the cable news and look to the gospel for inspiration in how to live our lives.     

Paul describes the “different agenda” of “God’s great drama” in his final exhortation to the 
Thessalonians:  “See that none of you repays evil for evil, but always seek to do good to one another and 
to all.  Rejoice always, pray without ceasing, give thanks in all circumstances; for this is the will of God 
in Christ Jesus for you.”   

Brueggemann says that the question to ponder in Advent is “Are you ready, yet?”  “Are you ready 
with overflowing love?  Are you ready with knowledge and insight?  Are you ready with purity and 
blamelessness?  Are you ready with a harvest of righteousness?” 

The answer is that we’re not ready yet, but under way “to the day of great fullness.”  So, during 
Advent, we wait in grateful anticipation of God’s gift of Jesus Christ, who has shown us the way of love, 
knowledge, blamelessness, and righteousness.  And, as we wait, we can re-dedicate ourselves to God’s 
unfinished business for us in this life.  
  

            Adam Bain 



Awaiting the Day 
	
Malachi	2:1-9		 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 Friday,	December	7	
Luke	1:57-66		
Revelation	1:4-8.		 	 	 	  
 
Does it seem that so much is spinning out of control in these days and nights of breaking news confusing 
us from all directions?  Too bad we have more pundits on TV than prophets in the wilderness to explain 
what it all means.  And how do we tell real prophets from the fake ones?  It’s not easy especially if the 
“prophetic leader” is predicting what you want to hear and believe.  Absent a bright star overhead it is 
hard to tell. 
 
Each of today’s scripture passages has an element of prophecy, of looking into the future and coming 
back with a startling message.  In our skeptical, science-tested culture, grand predictions are quickly, 
laughingly rejected.  That’s why Advent is such a jolt into a different frame of mind.  It is a time driven by 
many prophecies – “A virgin shall conceive… He’ll be called a Nazarene… He’ll be King of kings.”  With 
eyes of faith, it is a time to marvel, to escape our narrow, adult skepticism and to wait for all these 
prophecies to come true.  And wonderfully they do. 
 
In Luke, old, childless Zachariah is told by an angel that he and Elizabeth, his wife of many years, will 
have a son who must be named John.  He doubts this happy news and is struck dumb.  Months later, 
when his son is born, people ask, “What will you name him?”  Still speechless, Zachariah writes, “His 
name is John.”  The prophecy comes true and the father regains his voice.  Everyone marvels at this 
sudden release from the punishment as he reveals his renewed faith.  And so the prophet John, the 
Baptist, is born and named inside a prophecy. 
 
Malachi, the messenger, or “one who speaks for God,” condemns both Israel and Judah for living 
extravagantly and ignoring God’s laws.  He tells them that God’s former blessings will now become 
curses.  They have no idea what’s coming, but they are at the beginning of 400 years of invasions, 
enslavement and all of “God’s chosen” will be punished.  The Hebrew Testament ends with this bleak 
prophecy. 
 
Revelation is a book I rarely venture into.  There are too many beasts with too many eyes.  They are re-
enforced with strange Seals, bowls, thrones and trumpets blasting out fire.  It is a book of extraordinary 
prophecies.  Yet in the midst of all the fire, confusion and apocalyptic visions, God’s words to Malachi 
are clear, “I Am the Alpha and Omega…Who is and…Who was and…Who is to come…the Almighty one!” 
(Rev. 1:8).  So God can and will break into our world.  Kairos comes.  Jesus’ birth is evidence that the 
Divine breaks into our broken world.  An amazing gift for all time. The curse of the Roman Empire will 
turn into the blessing of the reign of Christ.  The last book of our New Testament ends with this life-
saving Good News. 
 
Prayer: Lord, give us the faith to believe in Your peace-filled Kingdom that will come.  Amen. 
 
          Tom Dunlap 
 
 
 



Malachi 2:10-17         December 8 
Luke 1:67-80  
1 John 1:1-4 

 
 

I grew up the (fortunate) son of a history buff. You know the kind of father that I’m talking about: 
the one who never passes a Civil War battlefield, who always stops to read the entire historical marker 
and who purchases the ‘must have’ audio tour. Dad’s hobby drove my sister crazy, but instilled in me a 
love of the past, and of connecting those lessons to the present.  

 
 Of all the battlefields I’ve visited, Pearl Harbor stands out, and has relevance today (77 years after 
the world woke up shaken by the attack.) Heather and I visited Pearl Harbor a few years ago.  I won’t 
soon forget looking at the USS Arizona, amazed at the oil still rising from the depths. The crystal-clear 
water is permanently tainted –an almost visceral connection to our past.  
 
 While I’ve been long familiar with the story of Pearl Harbor, I only recently learned of another 
story of WWII heroism-- that of Army Sergeant Edward Carter. Since enlisting, Carter hoped to be on the 
front lines of combat. However, in a segregated WWII Army, Black soldiers were often prohibited from 
serving in combat roles.  However, as the war waged on, the Army dwindled, and black soldiers were 
finally permitted to fight (only after being demoted to private). Carter willingly volunteered, and 
ultimately led a team of three other black soldiers into an open field to scout an enemy’s position, ahead 
of his white comrades. After being overcome by fire, Carter ran towards the gunner, shielding his men, 
and was wounded 5 times.  Quite simply, he risked his life for his brothers and a country that saw him as 
inferior.  In him was life, and that life was the light of all mankind.  The light shines in the 
darkness, and the darkness has not overcome.  Despite his conspicuous bravery, it was thought that no 
black soldier could deserve the nation’s highest decoration. Carter only received the Medal of Honor 
posthumously, as one of seven black WWII soldiers decorated during the Clinton administration. His is an 
uncommon story of heroism, amidst a common thread of injustice and discrimination.  
 
Do we not all have one Father? Did not one God create us? The roots of injustice run deep in this 
country--- from a Black Medal of Honor recipient who took 50 years to recognize to the struggles of 
contemporary America. Edward Carter’s story is our story. As is Travon Martin’s. As is Freddie Gray’s. 
How many more are out there? Who are the heroes in our midst, past and present? What unheard 
stories must we unearth and share with future generations?  
 
Father, On this the 77th anniversary of FDR’s famous address, let us remember our history and how it 
shapes our present. Edward Carter’s story is our nation’s story. Let us strive to look to the past for 
inspiration and to the present as an opportunity to elevate the marginalized. Let us look to finally tell 
their story, that we may be grateful for your ‘tender mercy’ which “shine[s] on those living in 
darkness…and guide[s] our feet into the path of peace.” 
Amen  
 
Travis Mitchell (with love, proofreading, and finally approval from Heather).  
 
 
 
 
 
 



 



December 10, 2018            Malachi 3:6-12  
John 3:22-36 

1 Corinthians 1:10-17 
Unchanging God, Unchanging Justice 

 
In today’s lectionary passage of Malachi 3:6 God says, “I the Lord do not change.” This to me is not 
exactly comforting. After all the God of this Bible is the same God that destroyed two cities, traded 
woman for cattle, gave slaves to their masters, and let his people be conquered by various powers 
throughout the ages. This is juxtaposed with the God whose love gave us the birth of Christ, the new 
covenant. The one the prophet John in 3:22-26 calls the “bridegroom” and us the “bride”.  
 
So how do we reconcile the unchanging God, the question of evil, and the birth of Christ? Simple. God is 
unchanging, but the evils of man necessitated the birth of a savior. God’s justice and mercy is unchanged 
through the ages and our prescription to what this justice looks like falls flat in reference to God’s 
perfect justice. It was not God who destroyed Sodom and Gomorrah, it was man’s inability to act justly. 
It is not God who trades away girls for cattle, condemns the LGBTQIA+ community, or promotes sexism. 
It is men who changed the narrative of God to suit their often-fallen needs.  
 
I see this in the Church today. In our church, at NYAPC. Where upon we often coalesce to lesser forms of 
justice to suit our own comforts. Where upon because of our often-privileged world view we refuse to 
step out of comfort zones and listen to what the oppressed need. My friend recently compared this to 
giving a person a broken leg some Advil, rather than a crutch and cast. We give what we want, not what 
is requested and needed by God’s unchanging justice. The majority of this church is wealthy, white, and 
thus understandably complacent. We have failed to live out the absolute and radical unchanging justice 
of God. Many of us have put conditions on the just actions this church has been asked to carry out. We 
get uncomfortable when confronted with the reality that we rob our minority brethren. By becoming 
lukewarm arbiters of justice we rob God of his due tithes. It is thus unsurprising when in Malachi 3:8 God 
points out, ““Will a mere mortal rob God? Yet you rob me.” And then in verse 10 “Bring the whole tithe 
into the storehouse, that there may be food in my house”- in this case act out justice to its extreme, not 
just the parts you and I are comfortable with. 
 
1 Corinthians 1:13 asks, “Is Christ divided?” Looking at the world, this country, and yes even parts of this 
church one might be tempted to answer yes. With our world in such chaos and the rise of racism, 
homophobia, ableism, nationalism, and classism we twist God to fit our needs rather than those of the 
most oppressed. We divide this church between those who are willing to live out the life of the radical 
God and those that don’t.  Increasingly this division has been those with privilege and those without. 
The same passage commands us, “that you be perfectly united in mind and thought.” This Advent 
season I ask the church to take careful reflection to be united mind and thought with the oppressed, 
rather than with ourselves. When your POC, LGBTQIA+, and poor brethren ask, give to them what God 
demands.  
 
As we move forward in Advent, let us move forward without delay toward the never changing, never 
ending, and steadfast justice God demands and sealed in the birth of our savior and the savior’s eventual 
return.  
 

Edward Walrod 



 
Tuesday, December 11, 2018               Malachi 3:13-18 

Matthew 3:1-6 
2 Thessalonians 2:1-12 

 
Preparing the Way 

 

After hearing I recently joined New York Avenue Presbyterian Church, a friend of mine forwarded an 

excerpt from the book, What God Wants to Know, by Bruce Larson.  The story, whose historical accuracy 

is ambiguous, captures an encounter in which President Abraham Lincoln’s aide, John Hay, asked the 

President for his thoughts following an evening sermon delivered at our church by Rev. Dr. Phineas 

Gurley.   

 

Lincoln responded, "The content was excellent, and Dr. Gurley spoke with great eloquence. It was 

obvious that he put a great deal of work into that sermon."   

 

"Then you thought it was a great sermon, Mr. President?" the assistant asked.   

 

"No, I did not say that.”   

"But Sir, you said it was an excellent sermon." 

Lincoln replied, "No, I said that the content was excellent and that the preacher spoke with eloquence. But 

Dr. Gurley, on this night, forgot one important matter. He forgot to ask us to do something great.”  

When John baptized people in the Jordan River, he called them to repent, to make drastic changes in their 

lives.  There is a responsibility that comes with being a child of God.  What matters most is what we do 

and how we live.  We are sent from the font to serve and care for others, especially those who are 

vulnerable.  Society says the mark of greatness is personal gain and prestige; however, as children of God, 

we are called to live our lives differently.  The season of Advent reminds us of the charge to ready 

ourselves for the coming of the Messiah—to truly examine ourselves, to recognize our brokenness and 

follow the example Christ so selflessly provided.   

          Linsey Ogden 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
To My Fellow Inchworms 

 
Malachi 4:1-6         Wednesday, December 12, 2018 
Matthew 3:7-12 
2 Thessalonians 2:13-3:5 
 
 
You should be reading a meditation by Adlai Amor today.  I always look forward to Adlai’s pieces.  He writes well 
and tells interesting stories, often involving Filipino culture.  As I write this, though, Adlai is in the Philippines, 
having rushed back to be with his family after the murder of his nephew and godson, Dr. Avelex Amor.  Dr. Amor 
chose to serve poor people in rural Philippines.  He was courageous in rooting out corruption in government 
hospitals so that underprivileged people could receive the best medical care possible.  He was responsible for 
implementing medical reforms to aid in that mission and, unfortunately, faced death threats.  So very, very sad. 
 
So the opening words from today’s Malachi passage are striking a chord with me: “Surely the day is coming.  It will 
burn like a furnace.  All the arrogant and every evildoer will be stubble, and that day that is coming will set them 
on fire,” says the Lord Almighty.  “not a root or a branch will be left to them.” (Mal. 4:1) 
 
We know who those people might be, right?  Most of us could readily give God a list of those who qualify to be 
stubble.  What goes through the mind of someone who kills a doctor because his scheme has been discovered?  
What corruption of rectitude prompts someone to order the gassing and separation of families at our border?  
What perversion of thought drives young men to march with torches, chanting, “Jews will not replace us” (as if 
they would want to!)?  For that matter, why would people staging a counter-protest, ostensibly against hatred, 
bring clubs and other weapons?  My list is quite long. 
 
The thing is, though, that a little thought brings to mind words spoken, acts committed, attitudes displayed that I 
am not proud of; that really would qualify me as stubble.  This kind of reflection is what the season of Advent is 
for:  realizing how far we fall short of who we are intended to be, of what we have been called to do.  A poem I 
learned long ago puts it like this: 
 
  An inchworm measuring by the inch, puffed out with pride at an inch and a half. 
  He turned to see the other worms flinch, as their worm-ness only measured an inch, 
  But they only started to laugh. 
  And then even he was forced to smile, when he measured his inch against a mile. 
  Now is it so odd that I, too, squirm, like the measuring worm, when measured by God? 
         (For Heaven’s Sake) 
 
Now we wait to celebrate the coming of Jesus, God’s mile, into the world.  This time of waiting makes it possible 
to appreciate anew the glorious gift that Jesus is; God’s love made flesh/poured out – for us! 
 
“May our Lord Jesus Christ himself and God our Father, who loved us and by his grace gave us eternal 
encouragement and good hope, encourage your hearts and strengthen you in every good deed and word.”  (2 
Thessalonians 2:16-17) 
 
Holy God, let it be so.   
          Miriam Dewhurst 
 
 
 
 



 
Thursday, December 13, 2018 
       
Scripture 

• Amos 2:1-8 
• John 1:6-13 
• James 5:7-12 

This is what the LORD says: “For three sins of Judah, even for four, I will not relent. Because they have rejected 
the law of the LORD and have not kept his decrees, because they have been led astray by false gods, the 
gods[c] their ancestors followed, I will send fire on Judah that will consume the fortresses of Jerusalem.”  
        Amos 2: 4-5 
 
Reflection: It is so much easier to start the Advent devotional with the New Testament.  I read Amos, 
and thought, “Merry Christmas?  How does this possibly fit into the narrative of the birth of Christ? 
What good news is this?” 
 
The good news is there; you just need a little more context.  In that passage, Amos starts with Moab, 
the long-time enemy of Israel, and indicts the tribe with their sins. Anyone in Israel, would have nodded 
their head in affirmation. Those people were so evil. They deserve damnation.  But he doesn’t stop there.  
He goes on to indict Judah, and all of Israel. Even God’s chosen people are not without blemish, without 
sin. They are also sentenced. Who can redeem, pay their ransom, or at least post bail? 
 
The answer lies, of course, in the New Testament, with the birth of our Lord. That’s the good news—
not only for Israel and Judah, but also for Moab—and all that they represent—the world beyond God’s 
chosen people. 
 
This redeeming love is so perfectly foreshadowed in the story of Ruth, and the story of Lot—
redemption all the way back to the beginning—to Genesis.  Remember? Lot splits from Abraham, and 
eventually destitute, survives with his daughters in a cave, during which he becomes drunk and 
impregnates them. The oldest daughter bears a son, Moab (that Moab). See Genesis 19:36. 
In Ruth, we see that Naomi returns to her home with her daughter-in-law Ruth, a Moabite. Boaz 
redeems Naomi’s husband’s property and marries Ruth (Ruth 4:9-10), giving Ruth a husband and Naomi 
a son. They go on to have a son, Obed, the father of Jesse, the father of David, and now you know the 
rest of the story (Ruth 4:18-22). 
 
Our Lord is indeed full of compassion and mercy.  He sends his son into the world to redeem the whole 
world—all the people, none of whom deserve it. Hallelujah! 
 
Prayer: 
 
Dear Lord, help me to remember today that you sent Jesus to redeem the whole world, every child of 
yours who resides within it. We are all yours.  Even those who we may cast as enemy, who we may 
think guilty of unforgivable sin. We know that there are many among us who also hold themselves as 
unforgivable. Let your love and grace shine through to all of them. Amen  
 
           Laura Asiala 
 
 



 
Amos 2:9-16         Friday, December 14, 2018 
John 1:19-28 
1 Timothy 1:3-11 
 
“As I urged you when I went into Macedonia—remain in Ephesus that you may charge some that they 
teach no other doctrine, 4 nor give heed to fables and endless genealogies, which cause disputes rather 
than godly edification which is in faith. 5 Now the purpose of the commandment is love from a pure 
heart, from a good conscience, and from sincere faith, 6 from which some, having strayed, have turned 
aside to idle talk, 7 desiring to be teachers of the law, understanding neither what they say nor the things 
which they affirm.8 But we know that the law is good if one uses it lawfully, 9 knowing this: that the law is 
not made for a righteous person, but for the lawless and insubordinate, for the ungodly and for sinners, 
for the unholy and profane, for murderers of fathers and murderers of mothers, for manslayers, 10 for 
whoremongers, for them that defile themselves with mankind, for menstealers, for liars, for perjured 
persons, and if there be any other thing that is contrary to sound doctrine, 11 according to the glorious 
gospel of the blessed God which was committed to my trust.” 1 Timothy 1:3-11 

 
Reflecting on the Power of Faithfulness 

 
Advent serves as a time for peaceful reflection and anticipation of the arrival of Christ, Son of God.  
While reflecting on the words that Paul spoke to Timothy, we immediately began to draw parallels 
between the Scripture and the current state of our world.  We live in a time when many of those in 
positions of power lead through blinded actions.  They use false narratives to increase their influence and 
act not out of faith but out of fear and prejudice.  In our world today, superiority and power are claimed 
based on race, gender and/or privilege.  Currently, political leaders in this country attempt to manipulate 
laws to falsely criminalize our brothers and sisters seeking refuge from violence and poverty.  But upon 
further reflection, we realize that the opposite is also true.  Those with good and faithful hearts are using 
the law and love of God to help their neighbors, friends, families and country.  Those with pure intentions 
fight to oppose the injustices of the world. 
 
During this Advent, take time to reflect on the words of Paul to Timothy.  Reflect not only on the current 
disparity and divisiveness in our country, but also on how we as people of faith can change the narrative.  
To be faithful is to be powerful and we are all powerful and worthy in the eyes of God.  Use that God-
given power, not dictated by man, to call attention to the false narratives and unjust acts around the world.  
    
Lastly, remember what is good and right in the world.  Spread the love and spirit of God not only to those 
with whom you will celebrate the holidays but also to your neighbor.  Rejoice in the unconditional love 
that God gives to us.  As we await and celebrate the birth of Christ, let’s anticipate the arrival of a new era 
in our country and world.  We will continue to walk in faith and pray that you do too. 
 

Philippe and Candace Rouchon 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Saturday, December 15, 2018 

Amos 3:1-11 
Matthew 23:23-28 
1 Timothy 1:12-17 

 
“I am grateful to Christ Jesus our Lord, who has strengthened me… the grace of our Lord overflowed for me with 
the faith and love that are in Christ Jesus.”  - 1 Timothy 1:12-14 
 
“Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you tithe mint, dill, and cummin, and have neglected the 
weightier matters of the law: justice and mercy and faith… You blind guides! You strain out a gnat but swallow a 
camel!” - Matthew 23: 23-24 
 
Today’s readings immediately evoked for me the concept and practice of prayer. My prayer practice has always been 
a sore spot for me -- I’ve tried devotional books and prayer journals, set aside specific times of day and places in my 
house, but despite my efforts, I’ve never settled into a groove with prayer. I recently read a collection of letters sent 
by the prolific theologian, Fr. Henri Nouwen (Love, Henri: Letters on the Spiritual Life), which was wonderful, and 
which reignited in me a desire to create a deeper practice of prayer. 
 
In one of the sessions at the all-church retreat this year, Roger led a discussion on prayer and we broke into small 
groups, one group penning a prayer of thanksgiving, another a prayer for discernment, one a prayer of lamentation, 
and so on.  And I’ve been reflecting on that exercise as I pray before bed with William, our almost 3-year-old. It’s 
amazing how thinking about God and prayer through a preschooler’s eyes can illuminate my own prayer journey. As 
William and I pray, I’ve been having him tell me one thing he’s grateful to God for and one thing he wants to ask God 
for help with or someone he wants God to remember. It’s obviously a simplistic approach, but I feel like it’s a good 
place to start.  
 
I often find myself starting my own prayers seeking wisdom, guidance, and discernment, asking God to help me know 
how to best serve God’s children. And confession is always top of mind for me; the ways I’ve fallen short, my 
impatience, my tendency to overlook need around me, to hurry to complete a task or get to a destination without 
ministering to those around me. Discernment and confession feel front-and-center in the Matthew 23 reading, as we 
are admonished not to be like the “blind guides” who “strain out a gnat but swallow a camel!” I just love this phrase 
and I’m trying to reflect on all the camels I’ve swallowed, so to speak. How can I confess to God my failings, the 
details I’ve been sure to attend to while neglecting something major, like the injustice that’s baked into my daily life 
or the things I take for granted? 
 
And in the midst of unprecedented political turmoil, attacks on our most fundamental democratic institutions, 
devastating natural disasters and rapidly accelerating climate change, I sometimes feel an overpowering sense of 
toxicity, negativity, defeat. How do we find the Lord in the midst of so much pain and brokenness? I often feel this 
potent and problematic paradox: uncertainty about how to follow God’s path and conviction that I’m in the right place, 
working on the right projects, on the right side. Am I being self-righteous? Is my cup actually full of “greed and self-
indulgence” even if it looks clean from the outside? How in the world are we supposed to know?  
 
I suppose prayer is a good place to start, or return, as always. Prayers of discernment, prayers for wisdom, prayers 
for strength to face uncomfortable realities about ourselves and our world. With so much heaviness on my heart, I’m 
so grateful to be reminded that “the grace of our Lord overflowed for me with the faith and love that are in Christ 
Jesus.” 
 

Kristin Ford 
 
 
 



 

2018 Advent Meditation-Sunday December 16th  

Zephaniah 3:14-20; Psalm 19; Luke 3:7-18; Philippians 4:4-9  

This year has been extremely difficult. It continues to be.  

The passings of two dear friends and a personal medical emergency with long term 
consequences and high instability of housing. Completely overwhelming at times and enough to 
shake anyone’s faith I suppose. I seem to be in constant challenge if not crisis of my faith. I don’t 
lose it completely but have to constantly reaffirm. Advent is for me an opportunity for 
reaffirmation. But I’m in a state of hypervigilance most of the time.  

Zephaniah writes “The king of Israel, the Lord, is in your midst; you shall fear disaster no more.” 
“The Lord, your God, is in your midst, a warrior who gives victory; he will rejoice over you with 
gladness, he will renew you in his love;”. I try to remember as I write this these promises.  

Sometimes I feel presumptuous to be asking God, who is the source of all good, for more. As I 
see the decorations and advertisements urging greater consumption I often feel less of a person 
for the lack of resources to do so. The gifts of God seem lost amid the onslaught.  

What does God want from me as the child of God, not just during Advent but all year round, in 
order to be worthy of the simple gifts I have need of? Why the simple gifts of God, knucklehead! 
“Let your gentleness be known to everyone. The Lord is near. Do not worry about anything, but 
in everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving, let your requests be made known to 
God.  And the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and your 
minds in Christ Jesus.”, we read in Philippians. As well, “Finally, beloved, whatever is true, 
whatever is honorable, whatever is just, whatever is pure, whatever is pleasing, whatever is 
commendable, if there is any excellence and if there is anything worthy of praise, think about 
these things. Keep on doing the things that you have learned and received and heard and seen 
in me, and the God of peace will be with you.”  

In prayerful humility I ask in the Psalmist's words “Let the words of my mouth and the 
meditation of my heart be acceptable to you, O Lord, my rock and my redeemer.”.  

Loving prayers for you as you read this. You are God’s gift to me. I’m very grateful.  

Nate Moon, Advent 2018  

“And the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and your 
minds in Christ Jesus.” 

 



 
December 17, 2018 

SET THE WORLD ON FIRE    
 
Amos 3: 12—4:5 
Matthew 23:  29-39 
Romans 12:  1-8 
 

“Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewal of your mind, that by 
testing you may discern what is the will of God, what is good and acceptable and perfect.”    

Romans 12:2 (ESV) 
 

 “Be who God meant you to be and you will set the world on fire.”   
 --Saint Catherine of Siena 
 
In our reading from the twelfth chapter of Romans, we learn that we are members of one body in Christ 
and that we have different gifts from God to share as members of that body. 
 
On a recent retreat, there was a large chalk outline of a body drawn on the floor.  We were directed to 
stand on the part of Christ’s body that represented the way we serve others as part of the body of Christ.  I 
remember standing on the hands, because I thought I served others mostly with my hands, by playing the 
piano at their retirement homes, shelters, churches, and hospitals.  There were people standing on each 
part, explaining how they felt part of the body of Christ and acted it out.  It was a great exercise! 
 
On another retreat, we were asked to share the nature of our gifts and how we used these gifts in the 
world.  I remember that most retreatants could not identify their gifts and said that they would have to 
learn what they were in the future.  Is this an issue for you?   
 
What are your gifts?  St. Paul gives us some ideas in Romans 12:  6-8.  You may be able to prophesy, 
minister, teach, exhort, or heal.  Or, you may be a good listener, or someone who brings joy to others.   
How can you determine your gifts?   Where are you standing on the body of Christ?  Do you serve Him 
with your hands, feet, heart, brain, or ……? 
 
Don’t wait too long to discover your gifts!   Spend this Advent in meditation and resolve to act in the New 
Year as your part of the body of Christ.  Help to set the world on fire! 
 
Prayer—Loving God, thank you for creating us with gifts and talents, and help us to realize and act on 
them. 
 

Ella Cleveland 
 

 



Tuesday, December 18, 2018 Amos 4:6-13 
 Matthew 12:30-37 
 Romans 2:3-11 
 
People staggered from town to town for water but did not get enough to drink, yet you have not returned 
to me. – Amos 4:8 
For by your words you will be acquitted, and by your words you will be condemned. – Mathew 12:37 
To those who by persistence in doing good seek glory, honor and immortality, he will give eternal life. – 
Romans 2:7 
 
Advent is a season deeply grooved with rituals and patterns of thought and feeling. My first association is 
with the coming of Christmas and all of the fun things centered on that. I’m old enough now to see the 
complex overlay of family dynamics, the good and bad of traditions and travel, and to-do lists that occupy 
so much time and mental energy. But overall, this is a time of happy expectations. It’s nice, and 
somewhat easy, to slip into a feeling of relaxed reverie as the season unfolds.  
 
Growing up, I associated this time of year with a seasonal maturation. If I finally accepted that Fall’s 
strategy of attrition was successful against my free time and daylight itself, I could join the rest of the 
people around me in genial recitation, singing, and bundling up against the coming deep freeze, 
culminating in an early morning payoff in late December. Advent was the peak of this transitional time.  
 
Of course I knew why the celebration of Christmas was so profound, and recognized the deeper 
expectation and hope. The hymns turned more richly anticipatory to help bring the point home. And as I 
got older, I came to see that it’s not possible to have only happy expectations this time of year. Some of 
those deep and familiar grooves worn into our hearts are painful even as they are faithfully renewed, 
sometimes in reluctant pilgrimage and sometimes inside the inescapable calendar of memory. I am lucky, 
and still young enough to have mostly good memories.  
 
In any case, all of this can begin to have the feel of familiar and cyclical routine. What we do this time of 
year may be out of the ordinary, but becomes its own routine nonetheless. The passages today are jarring 
in this context and enough to startle me out of my own seasonal trance. Amos seems to describe a culture 
of injustice and, I think, relative comfort and security – but also of repetition in the face of failure, and 
those he addresses ignore the obvious lesson. The exasperation is apparent. In the passage from Romans, 
the whole point is again succinctly put. It’s not a commitment that’s being asked for.  From the passage in 
Matthew I’m reminded of the words I speak in my own head as much as the words I speak out loud to 
others. 
 
Maybe this time of year is a good time to fixate not just on the message of these passages, but on their 
urgency. That urgency should be a counterweight to my natural desire for regimen and comfort. Nothing 
lulls you into a false sense of comfort like routine, whether good or bad routine.  
 
The urgency of these passages stands in stark contrast to my usual approach to the holiday season, to 
Advent and even Christmas. It’s a good time to re-examine some of those rituals and begin new ones, as 
we wait with happy expectations.   
 
          Zack Parsons 
 
 
 
 
 



December 19, 2018                                                                                     Amos 5:1-17 
 

 
“Seek the Lord and live!” 

  
 

This scripture is a lament, a funeral song.  BUT in the midst of Amos’ lament of the death of 
sanctuaries, (and this death is exile for the Israelites), Amos speaks positive words about what the 
Lord requires - justice.  He calls the people several times: 
“Seek me and live.” (vs.4) 
“Seek the Lord, that you may live.” ( vs. 6).   
“Seek good and not evil, that you may live.” (v.14) 
 
For Amos what it means to seek the Lord is “to hate evil and love good.” (vs. 15)  
What is good is to “establish justice in the gate.”(vs.15b) 
Dr. Donald Gowan in his commentary notes: ”the imperative to seek good and not evil is paralleled 
by the imperatives “hate evil and love good.”  The verbs “love” (ahab) and “hate” (sane) in Hebrew 
often refer very specifically to decisions and not merely to feelings. …so the imperatives call for 
action and not merely attitude.” 
 
“hate evil and love good” poses this question for me: Do I hate the evil more or do I love the good 
more?  If I hate the evil more, then I become the evil I hate.  If I love the good more then I become 
the love I want to see. 
The Apostle Paul says, “Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good.” (Romans 12: 21) 
 
In this season when we sing “Love came down at Christmas,” the truth of it is powerful! This birth 
we prepare to celebrate is the incarnation of love in humanity. Jesus is incarnate love.  And he 
showed us a new and challenging way of life that love and justice are inseparable! “Hate evil and 
love the good – justice at the gate.” 
 
The present atmosphere in our national culture is filled with hateful rhetoric. We are pitted against 
each other, to hate one another -- the other who is different or thinks differently or looks different 
or has a different opinion. If we are going to pull ourselves and others out of this negative divisive 
malaise, it is because we love the good more.  We seek God more. We believe more in the incarnate 
Jesus who has overcome evil and we are going to follow Him  -- more --intentionally!  
 
PRAYER: Oh God, who came to us in the person of Jesus, lead us to embody his life of love and 
justice in new and creative ways for the living of these days.  Empower us to live in faith that good 
does overcome evil. Amen. 
 

Rev. Beth Braxton  
 
 
 
 



Thursday, December 20, 2018 
 
 
Amos 5:18-27 
Romans 8:1-6 
 

Inviting Christ into our Daily Time 
 
The season of Advent provides us the opportunity to live in two spaces at once: anticipating  
Christ’s return with the fulfillment of His promise and celebrating the model He has set for 
us in this inbetween time. While traditionally we focus on His return, these passages 
challenge us to concentrate on the daily fulfillment of Christ’s model through our intent 
instead of merely our actions. We are reminded to invite Christ into our daily practice apart 
from the rote actions of ritual unconnected to the Spirit. 
 
Amos 5:18-27 discounts for our actions to appease God. Not our songs, not our offerings, 
not our solemn assemblies will be honored. “As if someone fled from a lion, and was met 
by a bear”, pursuing acceptance of God instead of living in his model meets us with 
darkness. Romans 8:1-6 similarly challenges us not to focus on the tangible but the 
intangible. “For those who live according to the flesh set their minds on the things of the 
flesh, but those who live according to the Spirit set their minds on the things of the Spirit.” 
 
Combined, these passages challenge me to actively invite Christ into my daily life, my daily  
decision making. To not only meditate but to pray, to not just serve but to worship, to not 
only reflect but to actively ask for guidance. Let us walk with Christ in this Advent season 
inviting Him into our daily time. 
 
                                                                               Matt Webster 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 



December 21, 2018 
Amos 6:1-14 
Luke 1:5-25 
Titus 1:11-15 
 
It seems important to note that our gospel passage today is the very first story Luke chooses to tell.  
 
The priest Zechariah and his wife Elizabeth, both of auspicious heritage, have lived “righteously,” and 
followed commandments “blamelessly,” but remain childless into their old age, disgraced. One evening, 
Zechariah is chosen to burn incense before and after the offering at the temple, as priests are called to do 
from time to time. In the temple, an angel Gabriel approaches him and tells Zechariah he will be a father of a 
son called John, who will be a “joy,” and a “delight to you.” To this, Zechariah might have responded, “thank 
you,” or “praise be to God,” and instead wonders aloud whether what Gabriel tells him can possibly be true. 
Gabriel promptly silences Zechariah, I suspect so Zechariah won’t misinterpret what he’s been told to 
others. Elizabeth subsequently discovers her pregnancy and thanks God that she is no longer “disgraced,” 
(the name “John” we are told, means “God’s grace.”) 
 
From Gabriel we learn that the son, John, will be filled with the holy spirit and that his charge is important. 
This well-connected, well-behaved couple has, in advanced age, brought forth this entirely unexpected, 
literally off-the-map person who must begin the work of God’s reconciliation. 
 
What is his primary task? 
 

“He will bring back the many of the people of Israel to the Lord their God. And he will go on before 
the Lord, in the spirit and power of Elijah, to turn the hearts of the parents to their children and the 
disobedient to the wisdom of the righteous – to make ready a people prepared for the Lord.” (Luke 
1:16-17, NIV) 

 
It seems to me that Luke has chosen these words very deliberately; they suggest that John speaks to people 
who have gone awry in the most fundamental ways. As a group, Israel’s relationship to God has broken, 
despite it being core to the people’s very identity. Parents have turned away from their children, a kind of 
cross-generational disconnect that happens as new circumstances arise. Disobedient people not only 
disobey but seem unable to discern wisdom that would help them right themselves. There has been an 
earthquake of instability – dispersion across regions, Roman subjugation, the passing of generations, a new 
focus on personal rather than institutional piety. The people have responded with brokenness at all levels. It 
is not solely national, or relational, or personal; it is all three, and it is well-known to us and all people who 
encounter profound change. Corporate brokenness begets relational and personal brokenness, and vice 
versa, and we lose our wisdom in discerning the path forward. 
 
So John emerges, a truth teller. We get the sense from this story that he will come to these problems with a 
unique perspective, likely grounded in his family’s tradition but unencumbered by status. Soon we learn that 
he lives in the wilderness, the Bible’s source of reconnection to the core of God’s presence. With clear eyes, 
voice and words, he will put out the first call to the people that there can be a new way. 
 
This story is what Luke thinks is important for us to hear first: like Zechariah, we may be overwhelmed by 
logistics. With this showstopper of an opening scene, Luke suggests that these stories may challenge us. 
They will strain credulity. But he also suggests we are stepping into something new, and that breaking old 
thinking liberates us. We can look for new truthfulness. We can believe that the brokenness that troubled 
Israel, and that troubles us, can be healed. That is the straight path that John will clear. 
 
Lord, help me listen to you and to people who are helping me prepare for Jesus. Amen. 
 

Rebecca Davis 
 
 



 
December 22, 2006      Amos 6:1-14 
         Luke 1 5-25 
         Titus 1: 11-15 

 
“Do not be afraid, Zechariah, for your prayer has been heard.” 

       (Luke 1: 13) 
 

Isn’t 20-20 hindsight wonderful?  As we look back on the warnings of Amos and the other 
prophets, we wonder what those stubborn, rebellious Israelites could have been thinking.  How 
many times do they have to be told that God will oppress or destroy them before they believe 
it?  Why do they continue to break their covenant with God and ignore the warnings against 
self-indulgence and self-satisfaction?  And then they ask for forgiveness yet again!  We certainly 
can see the patterns as we read our Bibles. It’s right there in front of our noses. 
 
Which prophets am I ignoring today?  What will my actions of today look like in five, ten, or a hundred 
years?  How many times have I broken my promises and begged for forgiveness? 
 
And think about poor Zechariah!  We know how this story turns out, too.  When Gabriel 
announced the coming birth of a son, Zechariah expressed doubt.  Shouldn’t he, a priest 
performing his duties in the sanctuary, have known better?  Hearing this wonderful news, this 
answer to his prayers, even he questioned God’s plan.  He wanted to be sure he understood 
exactly how this would, or even could, happen. 
 
Have I ignored God’s messenger?  Do I want God’s plan for my life to make sense or am I ready for a 
miracle?  Can I let God be in control and answer my prayers?  
 
Paul warns Titus and the church in Crete to beware of false teachers.  Don’t listen to rebellious 
people, idle talkers or deceivers.  They are not teaching the truth!  Yes, of course, we know 
better than to listen to messages that are corrupt. 
 
To whom am I listening?  Is it the prophet or the false teacher?  Whom am I allowing into my mind and 
conscience? 
 
         Kris Golden 
 
Lord, thank you for your patience and your grace.  We so often are unable to hear your 
messengers because we are busy making our own plans.  Open our ears to your prophets, our 
minds to your plan, and our lives to your love.  During this time of celebration, open our hearts to 
the miracle of your Son.    Amen 
 
 
 
 



 
Micah 5:2-5a December 23, 2018 
Luke 1:39-55 
Hebrews 10:5-10  

 
Finding Hope 

 
Sometimes I just want to turn away. As I putter in the kitchen, stacking clean dishes in our cabinets, I 
listen to the radio’s news reports on wildfires, refugees, floods, shootings. The bad news seems to go on 
and on. Sometimes I feel as though my listening is in some way bearing witness to the tragedies, but 
sometimes it is too much, and I change the station.  
 
Prophets like Micah don’t turn away. Micah’s words come out of hard times: The Assyrians have 
conquered the Northern Kingdom of Israel, they’ve ravaged Judah’s countryside, and they’ve laid siege to 
Jerusalem. King Hezekiah must pay tribute to the Assyrians to save the city. But refugees from the north 
and the countryside stream into Jerusalem, and Hezekiah’s religious and economic reforms benefit only 
the elite. Micah doesn’t mince words in his assessment of the situation. In the early chapters of Micah, he 
denounces both Israel and Judah in verse after devastating verse. 
 
And yet, he proclaims today’s beautiful words of hope. Micah sees the hand of God in the Assyrian 
destruction, and he sees hope, hope for the disruption of a wicked system, hope for a nation to make itself 
right again. This is such clear-eyed hope. Hope that really sees what’s wrong. Where does this kind of 
hope come from? Micah’s hope comes from God’s promises. The one who is to come is from old, from 
ancient days, from the house of David, to fulfill the promise God made to David, “and he shall be the one 
of peace.”  
 
Micah looks back to find this hope, but he also looks forward: The fulfillment of this promise will come 
in expected and unexpected ways. This ruler will come from the countryside and not from Jerusalem (the 
unexpected), but also from Bethlehem, David’s birth place (the expected). Micah finds hope in God’s 
promises of old, fulfilled in a new way. In today’s Luke passage, Mary too sings of hope that comes out 
of her experience of God, hope that comes from God’s unexpected actions in the world. I’m struck by the 
tense of her song. Her spirit rejoices in the Lord because of what God has already done.  
 
Where can we find hope today? On this day before Christmas Eve, with our trees decorated, our bellies 
full of cookies, our ears filled with holiday music, we still live in a broken world, and we need to bear 
witness to what is wrong. With Micah, we need to see what’s wrong with clear eyes, even as these same 
eyes turn toward the surprise of a Messiah in the manger. We bear witness to what is wrong even as we 
bear witness to what God has already done and to what God is still doing. And we sing with Mary, “My 
soul magnifies the Lord, and my spirit rejoices in God my savior.”  
 
Dear God, Sometimes I want to turn away. Help me to see the world with your eyes.. Help me to see 
what’s wrong, but also to see your work, here in the world, and to rest my hope in your promises, coming 
even now, in the unlikeliest of  places. Amen.  
 

- Meg Hanna House 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Signs and Wonders    

                              
 
Isaiah 9:2-7; Luke 2:1-20; Titus 2:11-14      December 24, 2010 
 

Christmas Eve draws us to the precipice of hope and expectation. Practically speaking, we may be 
anticipating the arrival of guests or a journey to celebrate the holidays.  Gifts have been wrapped, stacked 
beneath evergreen trees topped with golden stars. So often, the days preceding Christmas unearth magical 
thinking, excitement, and joyful anticipation.  We recall childhood days, lying awake on Christmas Eve, eagerly 
awaiting the arrival of Santa and the promise of white snowfall and frosty winds.  At some level, this element of 
wishful yearning never completely leaves us because the Christmas story evokes similar feelings – the promise of 
new birth and miracles. 

Traditionally, Christmas Eve centers on the story of Mary and Joseph, having been turned away by the 
innkeeper, giving birth to a son in a manger. But other Bible verses allude to unprecedented miracles about to 
occur. In Isaiah, we learn that those walking in darkness will see a great light.  A babe will be born who will be 
deemed to be a Wonderful Counselor, a Mighty God, and an ambassador of peace.  In Luke, God answers the 
prayers of Zechariah and Elizabeth with the news that they will bear a child who “will be great in the sight of the 
Lord.”  And Paul’s letter to Titus assures him and the Cretans that the “grace of God will appear, bringing salvation 
to all.”  We open our hearts to the unexpected at this season.  Hymns tell us of angels singing, stars shining 
brighter than ever, roses blooming amid the bleak midwinter.  In Bethlehem, the “hopes and fears of all the years 
are met in Thee tonight.”  Signs and wonders abound, perhaps making even skeptics reconsider their impervious 
stances for one amazing night. 

We can easily get swept up in the holiday festivities, feeling hopeful and optimistic, maybe even 
stretched, as we journey through the season.  Candlelight services, familiar music, seeing old friends and family all 
can be part of a joyful celebration.  Imagine how excited and abashed the shepherds felt in the fields as angels 
appeared in the sky, and how awed those who witnessed the star in the east must have been.  Signs that confirm 
the existence of a Mighty Counselor who will bring peace to a warring world must have been met with 
wonderment, curiosity, and excitement.   

But how do we live the rest of our lives – the days that no signs appear in the clouds, telling us which way 
to turn?  The Reverend Craig Barnes recently wrote an article for the Christian Century suggesting that signs don’t 
always lead to the joy we’d hoped for, or perhaps signs do not even appear at all.  Many of us have large decisions 
to make in our lives and while we long for a sign pointing us in the direction we want to go, sometimes that simply 
doesn’t happen.  We wonder if we should retire to a new location, or take a job that we’re not sure about; we 
long for angels or bright stars that will lead us.  But we walk in darkness; we do not see the great light!  Barnes 
suggests that our faith will be tested in situations like these.  We will have to act without signs; we will have to 
have the courage to move forward without clear directions or great promises that everything will turn out well.  
Sometimes we have to wander in a “wonderless” desert. 

Therefore, we must rely on the witness of God’s great mercy, as shown through repeated Biblical texts, to 
propel us forward.  Dark days may cover our earthly existence, but sooner or later, we will reap a bountiful 
harvest.  The yoke upon us will be broken. Righteousness and justice will ultimately reign.  The community of faith 
will shelter us, rejoice with us, and keep our crooked paths straight. 
 
Prayer:  God, keep our eyes open to the signs and wonders of your kingdom.  When we walk in great darkness, 
carry us across the chasms of despair.  Shore up our faith this Christmas season and in the days that follow.  
Amen. 
        Elizabeth Young  
 
 
 
 



 
Shepherds, Awake! 

 
Luke 2: 1-20         December 25, 2018 
 
 It was early one Christmas morning.  Barb and I had been up late helping Santa get ready for 
Christmas, so, when we first heard the children stirring, we sunk our heads deeper in the pillows.  When 
Josh and Molly decided they had waited long enough, they encouraged their little brother Andrew to 
serenade his parents with a trumpet solo directly outside our door.  Somehow, I wish I had been more 
accepting of that noisome Christmas greeting. 
 
 I personally haven’t had much experience with shepherding.  It is true that we have a dog who is 
mainly Australian shepherd and that I was a shepherd in my seventh-grade school pageant – when 
public schools still celebrated Christmas – and I still remember how drafty and scratchy that burlap 
costume was.  Perhaps, though, my closest association with shepherds was all the cowboy shows I 
witnessed as a kid.  From those vivid experiences, I picture shepherds gathered around a fire, having 
finished off the end of the beans, the last of the evening’s so-so self-entertainment over, stretching out 
on the hard, cold ground trying to locate just enough comfort to find sleep.  The picture is lowly, 
uncomfortable boredom.  Yet it was the shepherds to whom the angels sang, as it was the women to 
whom the risen Christ revealed himself.  Why do those lowly shepherds get to be first responders? 
 
 I suspect it might be because their very lowliness opened them up to experiences that didn’t 
even register on the eyes and ears of their statelier neighbors.  When Walter Brueggemann analyzes the 
passage in Micah 6 that refers to “walking humbly with our God”, he contrasts the strutters who sense 
they need no one with whom to walk with the humble walkers who understand that walking with others 
on the path of life is both necessary and inescapable.  The shepherds are alive to the message of the 
angels, and so the angels appear to them.  I can only pray that I and we answer willingly the angel alert, 
the trumpet call. 
 
Prayer [with American poet Janet Lewis]:  “At His birth as at His death/ A fearful darkness held the 
earth,/ But bright His star and radiant host/ Proclaimed the joy and not the cost./ How dark the earth 
since that far day!/  Of broken stone, and rough, the way!/  Guide us, fair star, the hard way home/ 
Sweet heavenly Child, Thy kingdom come!”  Amen 
 
          Paul B. Dornan 
 
 
 

 


