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ADVENT AT NEW YORK AVENUE PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH 
2016 

 
 
Sunday, November 27    ..................  First Sunday of Advent  

 
Tuesday, November 29 ………………    Care package assembly 
           Dewhurst’s 10am-12 noon 
 
Sunday, December 4   ……………… Second Sunday of Advent  
         (Communion) 
        Annual Congregational  
        Meeting, Part 1 follows 11am 
        Service 
 
Saturday, December 10 …………… Pageant rehearsal, 9am-11am 
         
Sunday, December 11  …...............   Third Sunday of Advent 
        Christmas pageant 
         ONE service, 10am 
 
Sunday, December 18    ................   Fourth Sunday of Advent 
         ONE service, 10am 
         Choral presentation 
 
Wednesday, December 21 ………… “Longest Night Service” to  
        remember homeless who died 
        during 2016, 12 noon 
 
Saturday, December 24 .............   Christmas Eve Services - 5:30 
          and 8 pm (Communion) 
 
Sunday, December 25 …………… Worship Service, 10am 
 

 



SWORDS	AND	PLOWSHARES	
	

Isaiah	2:1-5	 	 	 	 	 	 	 								November	27,	2016	
Psalm	122	
Matthew	24:36-44	
Romans	13:11-14	
	
	 It’s	hard	to	think	about	todays	reading	without	contemplating	the	results	of	our	recent	
election.			
	
	 First,	we	have	the	prediction	in	the	Isaiah	passage	that	all	nations	will:	
	

Beat	their	swords	into	plowshares	
And	their	spears	into	pruning	hooks.	

	
Yet	we	wonder	if	the	new	administration	will	rather	follow	the	prescription	in	Joel	3:10:	
	

Beat	your	plowshares	into	swords	
And	your	pruning	hooks	into	spears.	

	
	 Second,	we	have	Isaiah’s	predictions	that:	
	

Nation	shall	not	lift	up	sword	against	nation,	
Neither	shall	they	learn	war	any	more.	

	
Yet	we	wonder	if	aid	will	be	denied	to	countries	that	do	not	increase	spending	on	their	armed	
forces.	
	
	 Third,	Isaiah	predicts	that:	
	

The	Lord’s	house		
Shall	be	established	as	the	highest	of	the	mountains…;	

All	the	nations	shall	stream	to	it.	
	

Yet	we	wonder	if	new	restrictions	will	be	placed	on	immigration.	
	
Prayer	

Come,	Thou	long	expected	Jesus,	
Born	to	set	Thy	people	free;	

From	our	fears	and	sins	release	us,	
Let	us	find	our	rest	in	Thee.	

																																																											Charles	Wesley	
Phil	Hanna	

 
 
 



November 28, 2016 
Acts 1:6-11 
 
The disciples seem to spend a lot of time waiting. They’re eager to follow Jesus and to 
be a part of his ministry, but they get a bit impatient. In the Acts passage for today, it 
seems like they’ve reached their limit. And really, who could blame them? They’ve been 
through a lot by the time we reach this point of the story.  
 
“Lord,” they say, “is this the time when you will restore the kingdom to Israel?” 
 
They’re so ready, so full of hope and anticipation for the outcome they think is coming.  
 
But Jesus replies, “It is not for you to know the times or periods that the Father has set 
by his own authority. But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon 
you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to the 
ends of the earth.”  
 
After he says this, he ascends into heaven, leaving the disciples on the ground. Two 
men in white robes appear to them and chastise them, saying, “Men of Galilee, why do 
you stand looking up toward heaven? This Jesus, who has been taken up from you into 
heaven, will come in the same way as you saw him go into heaven.” 
 
With this new season of Advent, we enter into a season of anticipation. We come to this 
place after a draining year that has made more apparent the divisions that have always 
existed amongst us. The new year has begun: a fresh start to spread kindness, love, 
and hope through our actions and words. But I wonder if others are feeling as I am 
feeling, stuck with my head looking up at the heavens because it’s too discouraging to 
look at the brokenness of the world as it is. Jesus’ words to the disciples are a challenge 
I’m taking to heart.  
 
“You will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of 
the earth.” 
 
As we anticipate the coming of Christ into the world, we must not get stuck with our 
eyes looking up. We are the witnesses of Christ, and thus we are called to be with those 
that Christ loves: sitting in the brokenness, shining a little light in the darkest places, and 
loving others as we want to be loved. 
 

Sarah Dianne Jones 
  
 
 
 



“For Such a Time as This”  
Advent 2016, Washington DC  

 
Isaiah 2: 12-22; Matthew 25: 14-30; 1st Thessalonians 5: 1-11    November 29, 2016 
 
In the aftermath of the 2016 Presidential election, drafting my Advent submission has proven 
more challenging than I envisioned. Advent evokes precious memories of lighting candles at 
Christmas Eve services. It brings to mind lovely scents of freshly cut pine and spruce branches, 
which mingle with aromas of cinnamon, nutmeg and gingerbread baking in the oven. Advent 
revolves around singing favorite hymns and carols about the birth of Jesus Christ, our Lord and 
Savior. I love the deep longing and anticipation made audible when we sing “O Come, O Come 
Emmanuel.” I relish the abiding faith and love reflected in the words to “In the Deep Mid-
Winter.” In “Mid-Winter’s” final verse, I confess that I change “If I were a wise man” to “wise 
woman” before concluding with “… give him my heart.” I yearn to hear the children’s insistent 
voices when they sing “Rise up Shepherds and Follow.” Rather than parse some of the scriptural 
passages I’ve been assigned, I’d prefer to dwell on the beautiful images and feelings called forth 
when singing “Angels We Have Heard on High.” Please forgive me for the tinges of anger 
expressed below. Illuminating sermons by Pastors Roger and Alice as well as continuing support 
from the Peace and Justice Committee and engaged spirituality prayer group will undoubtedly 
help me put some of this anger to productive use.      
 
Isaiah 2: 12-22 cautions us not to place our trust in people, whose false pride, feigned loftiness 
and arrogance belie our mortality. Rather than recognizing and celebrating the gift of divine 
breath, we take the “air in our nostrils” for granted. As Shakespeare’s character Puck states in the 
third Act of “A Midsummer Night’s Dream”: “Lord, what fools these mortals be.” Despite 
overwhelming scientific evidence, many U.S. politicians deny we now face a dangerous 
trajectory of extreme climate change triggered by over-consumption of fossil fuels, especially in 
the developed nations. They deride the notion that grievous injuries to God’s good creation on 
land, in the air and at sea imperil many creatures – polar bears, frogs, non-human and human 
primates – extolled in the doxology we sing each Sunday.  
 
Too many of us choose to ignore the historic 2015 Encyclical from Pope Francis, “Laudato Si’, 
On the Care of Our Common Home.” In the dialogue which the Pope hopes this encyclical will 
promote, he shines a spotlight on the myriad ways in which global warming, pollution and 
environmental degradation are connected to hyper-consumerism, relentless technological 
development and global inequality. Super-technocratic development is inextricably tied to the 
social ills of poverty and the exploitation of indigenous and other marginalized peoples 
worldwide. As Pope Francis reminds us, the Bible teaches that human life is to be grounded in 
our intertwined relationships with God, the neighbor(s), and planet Earth.   
 
Likewise, the passage in Isaiah reminds us that the Lord of hosts has a day when humans – in all 
our haughtiness – shall be humbled. Despite the incoming Administration’s stated plans for new 
fortifications, the Lord has a day when the walls and fences on our southern border will not hold. 
On that day, the denizens of gilded hotel towers as well as members of gated communities and 
exclusive country clubs will be brought low. Moreover, assorted idols and artifacts of gold, silver 
and electronic devices will lose their luster on the day when the Lord alone is exalted.   
Matthew 25: 14-30 relates the “Parable of the Talents,” in which prior to a lengthy journey, a 
master gives differing shares of his property to three workers. The first worker receives five 
“talents.” The second worker receives two “talents” and the third receives only one such “talent.” 



After much time has elapsed, the master returns to settle his accounts. By trading, the first 
worker is able to return the original 5 talents plus 5 additional talents to the master. Likewise, the 
second worker doubles the value of talents from 2 to 4 and returns all 4 to the master. The third 
worker confesses the fear that led him to bury his sole talent in the ground when he returns it to 
the master. What happens next makes this my least favorite parable in the gospels. After 
applauding the first two workers for their industriousness and tangible results, the master 
severely chides the third worker for his fear and laziness. As the master angrily asserts, had the 
third worker put the talent in the bank, it would have earned interest. The master then takes the 
third worker’s talent away and gives it to the first worker.  
 
Despite valiant efforts to wrestle with this parable during a prior NYAPC All-Church Retreat, I 
still consider it to be what Dr. Frances Taylor Gench terms “tyrannical text.” In light of our 
national election results, however, it may be fitting that this parable was included as relevant 
scripture for Advent. After all, proponents of so-called “prosperity theology” interpret this 
scripture to reflect divine approval of acquiring worldly wealth. Moreover, “prosperity 
preachers” like Joel Osteen equate their respective status as multi-millionaires as “proof” that 
God rewards “true believers” with worldly riches. It is important to note that The Presbyterian 
Church (USA) profoundly disagrees with such “prosperity” interpretations.            
 
1st Thessalonians 5: 1-11 reminds us as children of God, we are also children of the day and 
light over darkness. In his first letter to the Thessalonian church, Paul encourages them to put on 
an “armor” of faith and love and the “helmet” of salvation through our Lord Jesus Christ. Paul’s 
words ring as true for us today as they did all those years ago for the Thessalonians.  
 
This Advent, I promise to do more to “lift up the broken-hearted, stand with the oppressed, and 
let all that I do – all of it – be in love,” as Pastor Roger reminds us to do every Sunday during the 
Benediction. I wish everyone a focused, fruitful and blessed Advent season.   
  

Marsha E. Renwanz   
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



November 30, 2016 
 
Matthew 25:  31-46  2 Peter 3: 8 -18  Isaiah 3: 8-15 
 
I have trouble with the Apocalypse.  The thought of facing Jesus and being separated from the 
world, being deemed a sheep or a goat, sends me into denial.  I can only comprehend these 
words so much.  I’m among those whom Peter addresses when he says “There are some things in 
them [Paul’s letters] hard to understand.” 
 
In theory, there’s no reason to fear the Second Coming.  Jesus, and Peter, give us plenty of 
warning about how to be ready for the Apocalypse.  They instruct us very clearly as to how we 
should live:  with urgency, because “the day of the Lord will come like a thief.”  Jesus spells out 
how to live in a parable we all know, in words we carry with us. Everyone in the world will be 
judged according to how we have treated other people, even those who are most unlike us, those 
who have done awful things.  It’s as simple, and as radical, as that. 
 
Peter’s words – “the Lord . . . is forbearing toward you, not wishing that any should perish, but 
that all should reach repentance”—emphasize God’s wish that everyone do the right thing.  
Peter’s words remind me of my residential school’s disciplinary compact with our students.  
They must all sign the Code of Conduct.  In theory, they all know that if they smoke marijuana, 
they can be expelled from this prestigious school on the first offense.  They face their own 
apocalypse, and they’ve had clear, sufficient warning. Our message to them is that we want them 
all to succeed and live healthily.  We don’t wish that any of them should fail.  But there is zero 
tolerance for some things. 
 
Matthew and Peter’s words are our code of conduct: Jesus has zero tolerance for treating any 
person without care and respect.  We all want to believe that we can do this.  And yet, this simple 
task is difficult.   In fact, it’s impossible not to slip up and ignore a homeless person, to stay 
unaware of the thousands of people in jail in our country.  No wonder Jesus’ coming is 
frightening!  It seems we may all be doomed because we are fallible. 
 
I taught Yeats’s poem, “The Second Coming,” recently.  Yeats presents an equally terrifying 
vision of the coming of the next era in human history.   He asks, “And what rough beast, its hour 
come round at last, / Slouches towards Bethlehem to be born?”  Although Jesus’ hour has passed 
in Yeats’s Second Coming, there’s no mention of what might happen to humanity. We could all 
still be around to live under the “rough beast,” however uncertain that existence may be.  I can 
wrest a glimmer of control out of Yeats’s spine-tingling apocalypse. 
 
My comfort in Jesus’ words comes from the positive side of his reckoning:  at least, he has given 
us our code of conduct.  We know what it is.  We await a babe in a manger, not a rough beast.  
We know what we have to do, and until He comes, we have an opportunity every day to do the 
right thing. 
         Amy Garrou	

	
	
	
	
	
	



Thursday,	December	1,	2016	
Isaiah	4:2-6	
	John	1:6-13		
Acts	10:9-16	
 
The	New	Testament	texts	today—one	about	animal	purity,	the	other	about	the	victim-Logos—speak	to	
the	tribal	brokenness	of	humanity.		
 
Peter’s	Vision.		Peter’s	vision	in	Acts	10:9-16,	concerning	the	impurity	of	certain	animals,	is	really	about	
human	tribalism.		Peter	is	praying	on	the	rooftop	when	he	falls	into	a	trance	and	sees	heaven	
opened.		Out	of	heaven	comes	a	sheet	with	every	kind	of	beast,	reptiles	and	all.		Thrice	a	heavenly	voice	
tells	Peter	to	kill	and	eat;	thrice	Peter,	as	a	good	Jew,	refuses,	for	the	beasts	are	impure	per	the	book	of	
Leviticus.		See,	e.g.,	Leviticus	11.		But	the	heavenly	voice	insisted:	“What	God	has	cleansed,	do	not	call	
impure.”		Acts	10:15.		Although	the	voice	erased	only	the	pure/impure	boundary	concerning	meat,	Peter	
heard	its	implication	for	human	communities.		So	Peter	enters	Cornelius’s	house—which	his	Jewish-
Christian	friends	disparages	as	the	“house	of	the	uncircumcised”	in	Acts	11:3—and	declares	to	his	new	
gentile	friend:	“You	know	that	it	is	unlawful	for	a	Jew	to	have	dealings	with	foreigners	or	enter	their	
houses,	but	God	has	shown	me	not	to	call	any	person	profane	or	impure.”		Acts	10:28	(emphasis	
added).			
 
Peter’s	vision	about	animal	purity	implicated	not	only	the	tribalism	of	the	Jew-gentile	rivalry;	if	you	read	
the	rest	of	chapter	10,	you’ll	see	that	the	vision	reflected	his	understanding	of	the	crucifixion—a	theme	
foreshadowed	in	our	text	for	today,	in	which	a	voice	thrice	instructed	Peter,	and	Peter	thrice	
refused.		When	was	the	last	time	Peter	experienced	something	in	batches	of	three?		That’s	when	Peter	
denied	Jesus	three	times	in	the	High	Priest’s	courtyard,	under	the	influence	of	a	crowd	suspicious	of	or	
hostile	to	Jesus.		Caught	up	in	the	tribal	bon	fire,	Peter	was	unable	to	overcome	his	fear	of	sharing	the	
Otherness	of	Jesus.		But	in	Acts	10,	Peter	has	come	to	understand	and	confront	the	tribal	fear	and	
hostility	by	which	we	draw	arbitrary	boundaries	to	build	solidarity	at	the	expense	of	an	Other—who	is	
also,	as	Peter	realized,	Jesus	himself.	
 
The	Victim-Logos.		The	prologue	to	the	Gospel	of	John,	like	the	Acts	reading,	unveils	the	tribal	
foundation	of	human	culture	and	its	antithesis:	the	Logos	of	love.		The	Logos	of	love	rejects	violence	and	
cares	for	the	oppressed.		For	this	reason,	the	tribal	way	of	human	culture	must	expel	it:	“He	was	in	the	
world,	…	and	the	world	knew	him	not.		He	came	unto	his	own,	and	his	own	received	him	not.”		John	
1:10-11.		But	the	Logos	of	love	establishes	a	new	community	of	love	and	self-sacrifice	by	putting	up	no	
resistance,	allowing	itself	to	be	expelled,	and	offering	forgiveness	to	its	persecutors.		
 
Reflections.		The	Gospels	have	increased	our	awareness	of	tribalism	(or	what	we	might	call	
scapegoating),	but	this	awareness	can	be	perverted.		We	see	victims	everywhere	and	denounce	their	
oppressors,	but	we	don’t	feel	personally	influenced	by	a	tribal	mentality.		It’s	difficult	to	admit:	“Sorry,	I	
didn’t	realize	that	I’ve	been	living	out	my	tribal	mentality	in	how	I	treat	(or	avoid)	my	neighbors.”		How	
might	we	become	more	self-aware,	and	act	accordingly?		Separately,	Jesus	in	Mark	7,	after	declaring	all	
food	clean,	spoke	of	the	impurity	and	violence	that	come	out	of	human	hearts.		How	do	these	texts	
shape	our	understanding	of	purity	and	human	relationships?		
	
	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 Yongo	Ding	
	
	

	



OF	LIONS	AND	LAMBS	
Scripture:	Isaiah	5:1-7,	John	1:19-28,	Revelation	5:1-10	 	 Friday,	December	2,	2016		
	 	 	

Rarely	do	objects	speak	to	me;	but	every	now	and	then,	something	demands	notice	and	refuses	to	be	
ignored.	So	it	was	in	the	weeks	leading	up	to	this	Advent	season	when	David	and	I	engaged	in	a	favorite	pastime	of	
going	to	antique	shows	that	a	clock	chimed,	claiming	my	attention.		

Described	as	“an	early	American	survivor,”	the	rosewood	beehive	timepiece	was	made	in	1842-43	at	the	
start	of	the	clock-making	partnership	of	Theodore	Terry	and	Franklin	Andrews	in	Bristol,	Connecticut.	The	shelf	
clock	featured	its	original	manufacturing	label,	brass	springs,	pendulum	bob,	and	painted	dial	and	spade	hands.	But	
what	particularly	drew	my	interest	were	the	lion	and	the	lamb	decorating	the	clock’s	front.	Also	original,	the	
reverse	glass	painting	clearly	reflected	Edward	Hicks’s	iconic	Peaceable	Kingdom,	which	the	Quaker	preacher	first	
composed	in	1820	and	reproduced	in	some	100	versions	during	the	balance	of	his	life.	

This	clock	as	a	keeper	of	time	and	its	picture	of	a	world	in	which	people	live	in	harmony	with	creation	
symbolizes	for	me	the	scriptures	for	this	day	in	Advent.	Throughout	our	history	and	the	Bible,	humankind	yearns	
for	the	peaceable	kingdom	of	God	and	decries	the	wilderness	in	which	we	so	often	find	ourselves.	Yet	we	
consistently	reject	what	God	asks	of	us	to	realize	that	kingdom.	We	demonize	the	other,	whatever	we	perceive	
“other”	to	be.	We	despoil	the	creatures	and	the	environment	entrusted	to	our	care.		

The	beautifully	constructed,	but	unfruitful	vineyard	in	the	ancient	song	from	Isaiah	yields	only	“wild	
grapes”	and	so	is	laid	waste	by	its	maker.	Why?	Because	“the	vineyard	of	the	Lord	of	hosts	is	the	house	of	Israel,	
and	the	people	of	Judah	are	his	pleasant	planting;	he	expected	justice,	but	saw	bloodshed;	righteousness,	but	
heard	a	cry!”	

In	the	scripture	from	the	Gospel	of	John,	the	Pharisees	send	priests	and	Levites	from	Jerusalem	to	
question	John	the	Baptist:	“Who	are	you?”	He	tells	them	what	he	isn’t:	not	the	Messiah,	not	Elijah,	not	the	
prophet.	When	pressed,	John	exclaims,	“I	am	the	voice	of	one	crying	out	in	the	wilderness,	‘Make	straight	the	
way	of	the	Lord.’”	Asked	why	then	he	baptizes,	John	foreshadows	the	coming	of	Christ.	“I	baptize	with	water.	
Among	you	stands	one	whom	you	do	not	know,	the	one	who	is	coming	after	me;	I	am	not	worthy	to	untie	the	
thong	of	his	sandal.”	

Finally,	in	Revelation	5,	“no	one	in	heaven	or	on	earth	or	under	the	earth”	is	able	to	open	and	look	into	
the	end	time—the	“scroll	written	on	the	inside	and	on	the	back,	sealed	with	seven	seals.”	No	one,	that	is,	but	the	
Christ,	who	is	at	once	“the	Lion	of	the	tribe	of	Judah,	the	Root	of	David”	and	“a	Lamb	standing	as	if	it	had	been	
slaughtered.”	Those	present	sing	a	new	song:	“You	are	worthy	to	take	the	scroll	and	to	open	its	seals,	for	you	were	
slaughtered	and	by	your	blood	you	ransomed	for	God	saints	from	every	tribe	and	language	and	people	and	nation;	
you	have	made	them	to	be	a	kingdom	and	priests	serving	our	God,	and	they	will	reign	on	earth.”	

	
Prayer:	Dear	God,	as	we	wait	once	more	for	your	gift	of	Jesus,	the	Lion	and	the	Lamb	sent	to	redeem	us,	may	we	
remember	that	all	people,	creation,	and	time	belong	to	you.	May	we	do	all	we	can	to	prepare	the	way	for	your	
peaceable	kingdom,	until	it	comes.		

~Edith	Holmes	Snyder	
	
	
	

																														 																																		 	
	



Isaiah	5:8-12,	18-23	 	 	 	 	 	 Saturday,	December	3,	2016	
Romans	3:21-31	
John	1:29-42	
	
	

Today’s	passage	from	John	talks	about	the	first	disciples	of	Jesus.	Two	of	John’s	disciples	
are	standing	with	him	as	Jesus	walks	by	and	John	exclaims,	“Look,	here	is	the	Lamb	of	God”,	
they	immediately	leave	John	to	follow	Jesus.	When	Jesus	realizes	that	they	are	following	him,	
He	invites	them	to	come	along,	and	they	spend	the	day	with	Jesus.	Then	Andrew,	one	of	the	
disciples,	goes	to	find	his	brother	Simon	Peter	to	bring	him	to	Jesus.		

	
When	I	first	read	this	story	and	the	other	stories	about	the	disciples	following	Jesus,	it	

amazed	me	that	they	would	stop	their	lives	to	follow	Jesus	no	questions	asked.	To	me,	this	was	
crazy	to	think	about	and	something	I	thought	I	would	never	be	able	to	do.	It	takes	an	incredible	
amount	of	faith	to	trust	that	following	Jesus	was	what	they	should	be	doing.	I	grew	up	in	a	small	
town	in	North	Carolina	surrounded	by	family.	It	didn’t	take	long	for	me	to	know	the	people	who	
lived	in	my	neighborhood,	went	to	the	same	school	as	I	did,	or	attended	the	same	church.	I	
always	knew	people	wherever	I	went.	So	this	idea	of	following	someone	you	hardly	know,	was	
one	I	couldn’t	understand	until	about	a	year	ago.	Last	fall	I	was	applying	for	jobs	and	decided	to	
apply	for	a	job	at	the	U.S.	Census	Bureau	really	because	I	figured	it	couldn’t	hurt.	After	the	
interview,	I	was	unsure	about	what	I	should	do.	The	job	sounded	really	neat	and	was	something	
that	I	was	interested	in,	but	I	was	very	nervous	about	picking	up	my	life	and	leaving	behind	
everything	I	knew	to	move	to	DC.	After	lots	of	prayer	and	conversations	with	family	and	friends,	
I	decided	to	take	the	job	knowing	that	God	had	this	in	control.	This	was	a	job	that	was	too	good	
to	pass	up.	So	six	months	ago	I	moved	to	DC	to	start	my	new	job.	Moving	from	a	small	town	in	
North	Carolina	to	the	nation’s	capital	was	a	huge	move	for	me.	I	only	knew	a	few	people	in	the	
city	and	moving	so	far	away	from	what	was	home	was	scary,	but	I	knew	that	God	was	pushing	
me	to	make	this	move.	So	I	followed	that	calling	knowing	that	God	would	take	care	of	me,	and	I	
haven’t	looked	back	since.		
	
	 Now	I	understand	how	the	first	disciples	of	Jesus	didn’t	hesitate	to	follow	Him.	They	
heard	he	was	the	Lamb	of	God	and	wanted	to	learn	from	Him.	It	is	my	hope	that	when	we	hear	
God	calling	us	to	do	something	that	seems	crazy	and	terrifying,	we	will	do	it	anyway	because	
God	will	never	leave	you	alone.	God	has	you	always.	
	
	
	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 									Sarah	McGinnis	
	
	

	
	



Sunday,	December	4,	2017	
	
Isaiah	11:1-10;	Psalm	72;	Matthew	3:1-12;	and	Romans	15:4-13	
	
“The	royal	line	of	David	will	be	cut	off,	chopped	down	like	a	tree,	but	from	the	
stump	will	grow	a	shoot—yes,	a	new	branch	from	the	old	root.		And	the	Spirit	of	
the	Lord	shall	rest	upon	him,	the	Spirit	of	knowledge	and	of	the	fear	of	the	Lord.	
His	delight	will	be	obedience	to	the	Lord.		He	will	not	judge	by	appearance,	false	
evidence,	or	hearsay,	but	will	defend	the	poor	and	the	exploited.		He	will	rule	
against	the	wicked	who	oppress	them.		For	he	will	be	clothed	with	fairness	and	
with	truth.”		Isaiah	11:1-3	
	
	
As	we	prepare	for	the	celebration	of	the	birth	of	our	Lord,	I	am	reminded—
again—that	the	Lord	does	not	build	from	strength,	but	from	brokenness.	He	
demonstrates	his	power	by	taking	the	least	of	us	and	creating	the	greatest	of	us.		
At	Christmas,	we	recall	that	through	the	choosing	of	the	mother	of	his	son—a	
young,	single	woman—powerless	by	every	single	definition	of	the	day.		Secure	in	
her	faith	and	the	love	of	her	God,	she	brought	forth	her	firstborn	son.		Emmanuel.	
When	we	are	cut	to	the	ground,	shaken	and	rattled	in	our	disappointments,	we	
should	remember	a	new	shoot	will	appear;	we	just	need	faith	to	see	it.		With	
obedience,	and	our	eyes	on	the	Lord,	we	stand	sentinel	in	this	place	and	time—
neither	to	judge	nor	forecast	doom,	but	to	stand	in	faith	to	speak	for	the	poor	and	
exploited,	and	to	continue	to	seek	and	tell	the	truth.	
	
Let	us	pray	
Lord—thank	you	for	this	time	of	preparation,	and	the	pause	that	it	gives	us	to	
focus	on	our	inner	lives	and	your	spirit.	Help	us	to	remember	that	we	are	not	
called	to	be	fearful,	we	are	called	to	love;	we	are	not	called	to	be	fearless,	we	are	
called	to	be	obedient;	we	are	not	called	to	be	all-knowing,	we	are	called	to	
believe1,	and	overall,	we	are	called	to	serve	you	and	proclaim	your	name	and	the	
victory	of	Christ	over	every	death.		Amen	

Laura	Asiala	
	
	
	
	
 
 
 
																																																								
1 Extracted from the Litany of Affirmation, World Alliance of Reformed Churches, Seoul Korea, August, 1989 



Isaiah 5:13-17, 24-25 December 5, 2016 
John 3: 22-36 
Acts 10:34-43 
 
 

“John also was baptizing … because water was abundant there ...” 
 

I love this reason for baptism. As if it’s the obvious choice. With so much water, you could drink 
it, cook with it, water your crops and your livestock, save it for a rain-less time. But here in the 
gospel of John, what do you do with so much water? You baptize. 
 
But even this abundance of water causes concern. As John’s disciples tell John: This man Jesus 
is baptizing too and everyone’s going to him! Is this OK? Isn’t there a rivalry here?  It’s easy for 
me to judge them, but an abundant outlook isn’t easy for us humans. How many times have I 
struggled with a question, limiting my vision to only one possibility?  
 
I’m in good company. Think of what Peter needed in Acts before he could declare, “I truly 
understand that God shows no partiality.” He needed a vision of a whole blanket of unclean 
foods and a voice telling him to eat before he could accept Gentiles as believers, before his 
scarcity outlook could be overcome. Peter’s vision breaks down the barriers that were in his 
mind, and it’s amazing what happens once he publicly declares his new understanding. Even 
while Peter is speaking, the Holy Spirit pours out onto the Gentiles. Talk about abundance! 
 
Today’s Isaiah passage addresses a different kind of barrier to abundance: that of class and 
injustice. Sinful living has led to judgment. Nobles go hungry; the haughty go down into Sheol. 
Isaiah says “My people go into exile without knowledge.” What knowledge do they lack? That 
“the Lord of hosts is exalted by justice, and the Holy God shows himself holy by righteousness.”  
 
As John says to his disciples: “The one who comes from above is above all,” above all our 
barriers. Looking at the baptismal scene again, I see all kinds of barriers being crossed. John is in 
northern Samaria; Jesus is in Judea. Jesus has just finished his conversation with Nicodemus 
under cover of night; next he will meet the Samaritan woman at the well at high noon. This story 
of abundant water forms a bridge between Judea and Samaria, between night and day.  
 
But how can water form a bridge? There’s another abundance in this passage: people. “People 
kept coming and were being baptized” by John, and over in Judea people are lining up for 
baptism too. I imagine streams of people, flowing over hillsides. Water can’t form a bridge, but 
working together, people can.  
 
Dear God, When am I like Peter, like John’s disciples, like the people of Ancient Israel? When 
do I focus on scarcity instead of abundance, when do I fail to see possibility? When do my own 
concerns put up barriers to others, put up barriers to you? Help me to remember that I am not 
alone. Let me step into the river of people flowing from yesterday into tomorrow. Help me to 
play my part in this flow, and to form a bridge for others. Amen.  
 

- Meg Hanna House 
	
 
 



Tuesday, December 6, 2016       Isaiah 6:1-13 
          John 5: 30-47 
          Revelation: 22: 16-20 
 
 
 
 

The Bright Morning Star 
 
The reading from Isaiah describes a vision of the Lord enthroned and guarded by Seraphs in a 
huge and smoke-filled temple.  It is a dark and terrifying vision, especially so since I thought 
Seraphs were Seraphim (angels with six wings) but my commentary defined them as winged 
cobras in Egyptian art!  Isaiah is purified by a burning coal placed on his mouth and commissioned 
to prophesy but in a way contrary to most Old Testament prophets.  “Make the mind of this people 
dull, and stop their ears, and shut their eyes, so they may not look with their eyes, and listen with 
their ears, and comprehend with their minds, and turn and be healed.” (Isaiah 6:10) 
 
This is to continue until the entire land is destroyed and laid waste.  Only then can the “Holy seed” 
be planted.  My only glimmer of recognition is that, perhaps, this is an “over the top” way of 
expressing the New Testament idea that one must lose oneself or shed worldly attachments to 
truly be born again to follow in God’s light. 
 
The Gospel of John, my commentary describes, is a spiritual and symbolic literature set apart 
from the other Gospels.  This passage appears to be written about 70-80 CE and is directed to a 
specific group of new Christians struggling to separate itself from the traditional and Pharisee -
directed Jewish community.  These people were being urged to see Jesus and his teachings as 
the one true path to salvation.  “You search the scriptures because you think that in them you 
have eternal life, and it is they that testify on my behalf.  Yet you refuse to come to me to have 
life.” (John 5: 39-40)   
 
Jesus also cites the witness provided by John the Baptist and by Moses in predicting His coming.  
It seems the point is that only through accepting and knowing Jesus, rather than reading scriptures 
or heeding prophesies, can one find the way to eternal life. 
 
The third reading is from the Revelation to John,  and is actually the last set of verses in the Bible. 
The “John” who wrote this is believed to be separate from either the John of the Gospels or the 
author of the Letters of John. “It is I, Jesus, who sent my angel to you with this testimony for the 
churches.  I am the root and the descendant of David, the bright morning star.” (Revelation 22:16)  
My interpretation is that one can only obtain Truth through Jesus and not depend upon self, others 
or scriptures, perhaps a thread that ties these readings together. 
 
 
 
Eternal God, Who was, Who is and Who will be our bright morning star:  As we contemplate our 
hopes, fears and beliefs during this season symbolized by the Star of the East, may we be 
reminded that Thou loves us even though we lose sight of the star and try to hide our brokenness 
in the resulting darkness.  Bring us our own healing and peace and help us contribute to peace 
in others and in our world.  Amen. 
 

Spencer Gibbins 
 
 
 



Keep on, Keeping on 
 
Isaiah 7: 1-9          December 7, 2016 
Matthew 11: 1-6 
Galatians 6: 1-10 
 
Pauses.  Have you ever thought about the importance of pauses?  With our often hectic and harried lives, 
we need pauses.  Pauses to relax; pauses to rejuvenate; pauses to reflect.  To reflect on where we have been; 
on where we were are; and on where we are going.  To reflect on who we are and on whose we are.  Yes 
… we need pauses.  We need pauses as individuals.  We need pauses as communities.  We need pauses as the Church.  
 
In the Christian calendar, we have built in pauses.  Advent is but one of those.  The season of Advent is a 
period of anticipation, but it is also a time for contemplation.  In Advent, we pause as we yearn for that day 
when swords will be turned into plowshares; when wolves will lay beside lambs; and when justice will roll 
down like waters and righteousness like an overflowing stream.  We pause as we yearn for one that we call 
the Prince of Peace.   
 
But, in Advent, we also pause as we consider how we might reorient ourselves.  In this season, we are asked 
to take a step back and consider the ways in which we have been obstacles to the ushering in of God’s 
beloved kingdom.  And, then, we are charged with thinking about how we might reorient ourselves: reorient 
ourselves towards God, towards our neighbors (known and unknown), towards our environment, and 
towards our true selves.  Yes, we need Advent, for we need the pause. 
 
But with the pause comes a call for action.  As we anticipate, as we contemplate, and as we reorient, we 
must not get bogged down in what seem to be overwhelming burdens.  We must not become complacent. 
We must not become sapped.  We must not lose hope.  Paul, in his letter to the Christian communities of 
Galatia, reminds us of this.  He calls on them to not grow weary in doing what is right.  He calls on them, 
whenever the opportunity arises, to work for the good of all.   
 
And so must we.  In this age, we too must not grow weary.  We too must work for good of all.  As the 
immortal muse of soul and social activist, Curtis Mayfield, sang, we too must keep on, keeping on … 
 

We who are young, should now take a stand 
Don't run from the burdens of women and men 
Continue to give, continue to live 
For what you know is right 

     Most of your life can be out of sight 
     Withdraw from the darkness and look to the light 
     Where everyone's free 
     At least that's the way it's supposed to be  

We just keep on, keeping on. 
      We just keep on, keeping on. 

 
 

God of Grace.  God of Mercy.  On this day, during the season of Advent, may we pause.  May we pause to relax. 
May we pause to rejuvenate.  May we pause to reflect.  And then may we act.  And, in our actions, may we not become 
weary.  May we not become overwhelmed.  May we not lose hope.  May we not lose hope of finding our own individual 
and communal ways to be that beloved community, that community you call us to be.  Yes, may we keep on, keeping 
on.  Keep on, keeping on as we help to usher in Your kingdom on earth this day and beyond.  Amen. 
 

 - Mark A.  Zaineddin 
 
 
 



December 8, 2016                Isaiah 7:10-25 
Matthew 11:7-15 

Hebrews 10:32-39 
 

Being Led by the Holy Spirit 
 
 
‘I will send my messenger ahead of you, who will prepare your way before you.’  
                                                                                                               - Matthew 11:10 - 
 
You need to persevere so that when you have done the will of God, you will receive 
what he has promised.                                                                          - Hebrews 10:36 - 
 
 
Without any doubt, I believed Hillary was a well prepared and well trained, God chosen 
next President of United States. But the election result got me confused.  
 
I believe God is trying to take good care of all of us, who lives in US, outside of US, 
even the people who have never heard of the Gospel.  
 
I have lived in three countries, grew up in China and went to college in S Korea, came 
to America to study English, to become more useful workforce and get a better Job. I 
feel very fortunate for what I have now. I was taken good care of by God all my life, 
especially after I left China, when I was baptized and converted to Christian. I’m so 
grateful for the prayers and wishes that were granted, and also grateful for the ones 
denied, which made me wait, to receive the ones that God had prepared for me, rather 
than what I had asked for.  
 
I believe in Evangelism, I have an obligation to spread the Gospel, the love of God. I 
wasn’t born in Christian family, never attended Sunday School as a child, I would have 
never experienced God’s unconditional love and guidance, unless Mrs. Kim who had 
invested hundreds of hours, to plant the seed of the faith in me. I feel that I owe it to 
Mrs. Kim who was a patient Evangelist, and God who has been there with me ever 
since.  
 
I try to understand the world that I’m living in, discern God’s will, God’s plan for his 
people, and the purpose of my life. Endure, wait for God’s time and his way is what I 
can do now.  
 
Prayer: Dear Lord, I want to be led by the Holy Spirit, show me the challenges walking 
with you, help me turn away from the ways of the world, ways seem to be the easier 
paths, but the ways to darkness.  Lead me in the light of your presence, lead me in 
wisdom and grace.                                                                                                                               
                                                                                              - ShuXian McKenna – 
 
 



I Thessalonians 5: 5      December 9, 2016 
 

What Does it Mean to be “Children of the Light”? 
 

“No, you are all children of light and children of the day:  we do not belong to the night or 
to the darkness, so we should not go on sleeping, as everyone else does, but stay wide 
awake and sober.” 
 
 Let’s do something a little different.  Please picture the text above from Paul’s first 
letter to the Church at Thessalonika in the very center of this page with various stories, 
anecdotes, poems and commentaries surrounding it, commenting on the passage and 
talking with it and with one another, all trying to elucidate what it means to be “Children of 
the Light”.  In one corner, imagine this story recounted by Krista Tippett in her book 
“Becoming Wise”: 
 

….  In the beginning there was only the holy darkness…, the source of life.  In the 
course of history, at a moment in time, this world, the world of a thousand thousand 
things, emerged from the heart of the holy darkness as a great ray of light.  And 
then, perhaps because this is a Jewish story, there was an accident, and the vessels 
containing the light of the world, the wholeness of the world, broke.  The wholeness 
of the world, the light of the world, was scattered into a thousand thousand 
fragments of light.  And they fell into all events and all people, where they remain 
deeply hidden until this very day. 

 
Now… the whole human race is a response to this accident.  We are here because we 
are born with the capacity to find the hidden light in all events and all people, to lift 
it up and make it visible once again and thereby to restore the innate wholeness of 
the world.” 
 
Now move to the very opposite corner of this page of commentary and place this 

story: 
 
A farmer had three sons.  The two older ones always bragged to the younger brother 
about how much stronger they were.  When the boys grew up, their father built a 
brand-new house and said, “Whoever can fill this house will be the one to own it.”  
The oldest son was sure he could fill it up.  He brought in a horse, a cow and a pig, 
but they only took up one corner of the house.  The second son smiled to himself 
because he was sure that he would win the house.  He brought in bale after bale 
after bale of hay, but they only filled half of the house.  It was the youngest 
brother’s turn.  He brought in a small sack.  His brothers laughed and laughed when 
they saw it.  He then took a candle out of the sack and lit it, and the whole house 
was filled with light.  In the end it was the youngest son who got the house. 
 
Go to the right uppermost corner and add William Blake’s famous line, “And we are 

put on earth a little space/ That we may learn to bear the beams of love”.  Finally, move to 
the left bottom-most corner and add Paul’s comforting conclusion to his discussion of the 
children of light and darkness:  “God destined us not for retribution, but to win salvation 
through our Lord Jesus Christ, who died for us, so that, awake or asleep, we should live 
united to him.”  You might want to add a complementary verse from Psalm 139:  “… even 
darkness to you is not dark, and night is as clear as the day.”  Now mix and serve. 

 
       Paul B. Dornan 

 
 
 



Saturday, December 10, 2016     Isaiah 8:16-9:1   Matthew 17:9-13 Romans 13:8-14 
 
Untitled 
 
O dear words – come out of me, I beg you.  
Let me hear your fluency raised in praise to the One who hears all. 
 
+++ 
 
The mountaintop has inspired. 
The commands to love are clear. 
And yet we fumble around in the dark, yoked to each other by fear (like it or not), 
consulting ghosts and spirits for sanction of our woes. 
 
Lord, deliver us! 
For you know what time it is, how it is now the moment for us to wake from sleep. 
 
We hang upon a vision from the mountaintop – Moses? Elijah? 
But I am thinking of our day and the prophet who said, “I have a dream.” I am thinking of this 
day, indeed this moment, and how I can make an iota of difference at the turning of the tide. 
 
Here is what I know to do: 
I rise from sleep. 
I turn on music. 
I bathe myself. 
I get the coffee going. 
I layer underwear (Light), pants (Light) and a flowy top (Light) for daily work. 
With age, the ritual takes longer, and I pause now as I dress,  
listening intently for the morning to reveal itself. 
 
Armor donned, heart washed clean, clear, ready to literally touch people –  
Lord make me an instrument of your peace – I step outside my door. 
 
O dear God, what is your message for these days? 
Is it to go deeper into the goodness and fullness of our lives so that out of that well we can: 
listen well 
walk beside ‘other’ well 
stand for what is right well 
and be beacons of Light for a deeply hurting world…? 
 
I know that I am a part of the suffering mess. 

       But I/we also know to put on the Lord Jesus Christ. 
Therefore, by the grace of God, by sheer grace, let us wholeheartedly 

Put on the Lord Jesus Christ. Amen. 
 

Kathryn Sparks 
 
 
 



Advent Reflection for Sunday, December 11 
Third Sunday of Advent 

 
And Mary said, 

‘My soul magnifies the Lord,  
   and my spirit rejoices in God my Saviour,  

for he has looked with favour on the lowliness of his servant. 
   Surely, from now on all generations will call me blessed;  

for the Mighty One has done great things for me, 
   and holy is his name.  

His mercy is for those who fear him 
   from generation to generation.  

He has shown strength with his arm; 
   he has scattered the proud in the thoughts of their hearts.  

He has brought down the powerful from their thrones, 
   and lifted up the lowly;  

he has filled the hungry with good things, 
   and sent the rich away empty.  
He has helped his servant Israel, 
   in remembrance of his mercy,  

according to the promise he made to our ancestors, 
   to Abraham and to his descendants for ever. 

Luke 1:46b-55 
 
Mary’s song, the Magnificat, is so familiar that we let its familiarity mask its scandal. It is 
a story captured in the imagination of Hollywood, a story that we remember in nativity 
scenes and Christmas pageants every year.  Mary, the star character, is the favorite of 
our imagination. She is the subject of the most beautiful art from the Renaissance to 
the Middle Ages to more modern portrayals. She is the subject of the operatic 
masterpiece "Ave Maria" after the words from Elizabeth that she is "Blessed among 
women."  
 
She is held up as a symbol of model faith.  She is the chosen one, the single human 
that will bear the Son of God, the Son of Most High, the Messiah.  In our common 
imagination, she is beautiful, gentle, and mild.   But there is more. What I think we 
sometimes forget is that Mary was also a bold woman, a prophet.   
	
She comes from humble beginnings; she is a young woman with virtually no position 
in society. If this were all unfolding today, maybe we'd find Mary as a young girl 
without access to education who every day has to stand up for herself and her family 
against the bullies that come to her door.  For Mary then, it was the bullies and the 
threats from the Roman Empire;  for today, perhaps it would have been the bullies 
targeting her for being an outsider, for her status, or the color of her skin.   
 



Despite all of the worldly forces coming against her, she is a young woman of great 
faith and strength.  She calls herself a "servant of the Lord " not because she will be 
quiet, but rather because she recognizes that she is part of something larger. The 
angel Gabriel commissions her as a mother, as a mother who will be a prophet for her 
Son.   

 
She sings a song of Praise that we know as the Magnificat, which includes a patchwork 
of Jewish scripture with phrases from the psalms and remarkably similar language 
from Hannah's song found in 1 Samuel.   Mary sings about a God who blesses lowly 
nobodies and turns the tables on the power brokers.  Kings wait on tables while 
servants feast.  Mary sings about a God who is delivering on a promise made 
centuries before to Abraham and Sarah.   
 
Mary sings about her own vindication by God, who protects her and her child, 
recognizing this child as God's Son and Messiah.  Through her very experience of role 
reversal, she anticipates Jesus resurrection.   But the point of Mary's song is not that 
she is lowly, humble, or insignificant to the mighty God.  Rather, Mary sings praises to 
God preaching as a prophet of the poor. 
 
Mary, the bearer of God, is the prophet of the great work God has done and the great 
work that God continues to do.   
 
Today, we still have mothers and prophets and prophetic mothers called, chosen, and 
graced by God to live among us and teach us the new way of God's kingdom.  We 
have the mothers in Chile and Argentina who cry out every year for the loss and 
disappearance of their children.  At the Dakota pipeline, we have women crying out 
for the rights of their children and their children’s children.  We have the women 
across the world standing up for their right to vote and to hold public office.  We have 
women standing up declaring that bullying and threats of the vulnerable are wrong 
and must be stopped.   
  
And of course, these prophetic roles are not only occupied by women but also by all 
oppressed people and those who fight for the oppressed.  Mary’s song is precious for 
its vision of concrete freedom from systemic injustice - from oppression by political 
rulers on their "thrones" and by the arrogant and rich.   
 
My prayer is that Mary's courage, faith, and might magnify in your hearts today. My prayer is 
that you will be changed by Mary’s song and act to provide food to the hungry, to stand with 
the oppressed, and turn to each other in love as God has first done for us.   May the peace of 
God that passes all understanding be with you today.      Alice Tewell  

	
	
	
	
	
	



Isaiah	9:1-7	 	 Matthew	21:23-32	 					Hebrews	12:18-29	 	 December	12,	2016	
	
For	the	yoke	of	their	burden,	and	the	bar	across	their	shoulders,	the	rod	of	their	oppressor,	you	have	broken	as	on	
the	day	of	Midian.	For	all	the	boots	of	the	tramping	warriors	and	all	the	garments	rolled	in	blood	shall	be	burned	as	
fuel	for	the	fire.	For	a	child	has	been	born	for	us,	a	son	given	to	us;	authority	rests	upon	his	shoulders;	and	he	is	
named	Wonderful	Counselor,	Mighty	God,	Everlasting	Father,	Prince	of	Peace.		Isaiah	9:4-6	

	
“For	John	came	to	you	in	the	way	of	righteousness	and	you	did	not	believe	him,	but	the	tax	collectors	and	the	
prostitutes	believed	him;	and	even	after	you	saw	it,	you	did	not	change	your	minds	and	believe	him.”		Matthew	

21:31-32	
	

This	phrase,	“Yet	once	more,”	indicates	the	removal	of	what	is	shaken—that	is,	created	things—so	that	what	
cannot	be	shaken	may	remain.	Therefore,	since	we	are	receiving	a	kingdom	that	cannot	be	shaken,	let	us	give	

thanks,	by	which	we	offer	to	God	an	acceptable	worship	with	reverence	and	awe;	for	indeed	our	God	is	a	
consuming	fire.		Hebrews	12:27-29	

	
A	few	days	after	the	presidential	election,	I	was	on	my	way	into	our	local	CVS	in	Silver	

Spring,	and	there	was	a	woman	sitting	outside	the	store	holding	her	very	young	daughter.	It	
was	cold	and	damp	outside,	and	the	woman	and	her	child	were	huddled	against	the	wall	of	the	
store	sitting	on	an	overturned	crate.	A	man	walking	ahead	of	me	apologized	to	her	for	not	
having	any	cash	and	proceeded	into	the	store.	I	considered	the	contents	of	my	wallet,	
remembered	that	I	only	had	one	dollar,	and	decided	that,	rather	than	give	her	that	dollar,	I	
would	go	into	the	store,	buy	what	I	needed	for	my	own	daughters,	and	take	out	some	extra	
cash	from	the	register	to	give	her	before	returning	to	my	car.	But	by	the	time	I	left	the	store,	
probably	having	spent	too	much	time	mulling	over	last-minute	impulse	purchases,	the	woman	
had	left	her	crate.	I	walked	the	length	of	the	adjacent	alley	to	see	if	she’d	gone	to	another	
store,	but	I	didn’t	find	her.	So,	I	stuffed	the	two	five-dollar	bills	crumpled	in	my	hand	back	into	
my	coat	pocket	and	went	home,	disappointed	and	irritated	with	myself	for	reasons	I	can’t	
adequately	explain.			

I	thought	of	this	woman	periodically	for	the	rest	of	the	evening	and	again	when	I	read	
today’s	passages,	particularly	the	Parable	of	the	Two	sons	from	Matthew.	I’ve	wondered	what	
God	expected	of	me	in	that	moment	of	confrontation.	I’ve	pondered	what	matters	more:	my	
intentions	or	my	actions.	I	honestly	meant	to	give	her	the	extra	cash	I’d	procured,	but	maybe	it	
would	have	been	better	for	me	to	give	her	what	I	had	at	the	time,	even	though	I	didn’t	think	it	
was	sufficient.	Maybe	it	would	have	been	better	for	me	simply	to	acknowledge	her,	to	ask	if	she	
was	okay,	to	find	out	what	she	needed,	instead	of	presuming	I	knew	what	was	best.	Maybe	she	
would	have	preferred	that.	Maybe	God	would	have	preferred	that.	Maybe	I	misread	the	
situation	entirely.	Maybe	I’m	overthinking	things.	Maybe.		

All I know is that too often I feel overburdened by what I believe are my responsibilities 
to my family, my job, my most immediate concerns, and I get distracted from what God wants – 
for me to listen and be present for Him, to recognize both the gifts He’s bestowed in my life and 
the humanity of the most vulnerable in our midst. These passages tell us is that we no longer 
must walk in darkness, that God is there to remove our burdens, that He can shake loose those 
things that seem so pressing to us yet that are impermanent – our fears, our insecurities, our 
need to maintain control of the challenges that so often consume our lives. He asks us to join 
that unshaken New Covenant, to believe and follow Him. My prayer for us this advent season is 
that, during these days of uncertainty and anxiety, we will remain open, we will listen, we will 
see one another, remembering that God’s kingdom is all of ours, so long as we are willing to 
receive it.         

Rachel Browning 



Tuesday,	December	13	2016		
Advent		
Isaiah	9:8-17 	
Matthew	18:1-6 2		
Thessalonians	2:1	-	3,	13	–	17	
	
I	knew	I	should	have	written	this	before	election	day.		

My	heart	is	now	afraid	of	an	apocalyptic	future	that	is	a	not	too	distant	one.	Isaiah's	
words	are	of	anger	and	vengeance	and	comeuppance	for	those	who,	by	one	interpretation,	
construct	vain	temples	to	themselves	of	“dressed	stones”	and	consume	the	God	given	treasures	
of	the	earth	wantonly,	thinking	perhaps	that	we	can	do	a	good	job	of	recreating	creation	-	“the	
sycamores	have	been	cut	down,	but	we	will	put	cedars	in	their	place.”		

The	headlong	rush	to	acquire	and	the	utter	disregard	for	equitable	distribution	of	
wealth	and	natural	resources	has	always	seemed	to	me	to	be	an	unsustainable	path	leading	to	
inevitable	revolution	of	some	kind.	With	violent	responses	to	violent	oppression	and	ill-
considered	attempts	to	identify	those	responsible	for	the	obscene	inequality,	with	trust	left	on	
the	sidelines	and	ignorance	guiding	the	identification....who	is	your	ally	in	addressing	these	
immense	issues?	Paul	says,	“Let	no	one	deceive	you	in	any	way;	for	that	day	will	not	come	
unless	the	rebellion	comes	first	and	the	lawless	one	is	revealed,	the	one	destined	for	
destruction.”		

Isaiah	offers	words	seemingly	in	support	of	Paul's	assertion	to	the	Thessalonians,	and	
parallels	are	evident	in	current	events,	that	“the	coming	of	our	Lord	Jesus	Christ	and	our	being	
gathered	together	to	him”	would	be	preceded	by	a	revolution.	He	says	that	“the	Lord	raised	
adversaries	against	them,	and	stirred	up	their	enemies”	and	that	“the	Lord	cut	off	from	Israel	
head	and	tail,	palm	branch	and	reed	in	one	day—elders	and	dignitaries	are	the	head,	and	
prophets	who	teach	lies	are	the	tail;	or	those	who	led	this	people	led	them	astray...”	“For	all	
this	his	anger	has	not	turned	away;	his	hand	is	stretched	out	still.”	Could	this	be	the	needed	
“rebellion”	to	which	Paul	refers?		
	
I	suppose.		

As	I	think	about	this	very	difficult	question	I've	come	again	to	the	conclusion	that	Christ	
is	our	needed	ally.	As	we	read	in	the	citation	from	Matthew	the	words	of	Jesus,	”Truly	I	tell	you,	
unless	you	change	and	become	like	children,	you	will	never	enter	the	kingdom	of	heaven.	
Whoever	becomes	humble	like	this	child	is	the	greatest	in	the	kingdom	of	heaven.	Whoever	
welcomes	one	such	child	in	my	name	welcomes	me.”		

I	commit	myself	to	this...to	strive	harder	to	move	closer	to	the	Christ	by	fuller	emulation	
in	love	and	humility	and	childlike	trust/faith	that	I	will	not	be	“led	astray”	and	“left	in	
confusion.”	To	continue	to	learn	to,	”always	give	thanks	to	God	for	you,	brothers	and	sisters	
beloved	by	the	Lord,	because	God	chose	you	as	the	first	fruits	for	salvation	through	
sanctification	by	the	Spirit	(emulation	of	the	Christ	Spirit)	and	through	belief	in	the	truth.	For	
this	purpose	he	called	you	through	our	proclamation	of	the	good	news,	so	that	you	may	obtain	
the	glory	of	our	Lord	Jesus	Christ.”		
	
Peace	and	Love,	
	Nathan	Moon		



THE SON OF GOD 
 
 

Isaiah 9:  18—10:4      Wednesday, December 14, 2016 
John 10:  31-42 
Hebrews 10:  19-25 
 
 
Towards the end of the 10th chapter of John, the Jews seek to stone Jesus because 
He has been claiming to be the Son of God.  Jesus says that because He is doing 
God’s work, He is the Son of God.  And that we are all sons and daughters of God. 
 
Regarding Son of God and sons and daughters of God, C.S. Lewis, in The Joyful 
Christian, refers us to a section of the Nicene Creed: 
 

We believe in one Lord Jesus Christ, 
      the only Son of God, 
      begotten from the Father before all ages, 
           God from God, 
           Light from Light, 
           true God from true God, 
      begotten, not made; 
      of the same essence as the Father. 
      Through him all things were made. 

 
There’s those “begats” again! 
 
The difference between Son and sons and daughters of God, Lewis says, is that 
Jesus was “begotten.” He is the Son of God in the same manner that we are sons 
and daughters of our earthly parents.  God begets God; humans beget humans.  
Jesus is the essence of God, and He is continually doing the works of the Father.  
We are God’s creations, made in the shape and likeness of God.  We are little 
statues of God, and can come to life when we do God’s work. 
 
Prayer:  Loving Father, thank you for giving us your Son, Jesus.  May we always 
try to do God’s work with Him as our model. 
 

Ella Cleveland 
 
 
 
 
 



Isaiah	10:5-19		 	 	 	 	 	 	 December	15,	2016		
John	4:1-15	
Romans	4:1-8	
	

Leaving	the	Echo	Chamber	
	

 A term that’s become more widely used during our recent political season is the “echo 
chamber,” defined as a situation in which information, ideas, and beliefs are amplified and 
reinforced by transmission and repetition inside an enclosed system.   

We enter an echo chamber when we watch the cable television news channel or read the 
newspaper columnist most closely reflecting our own pre-existing political beliefs.  We create an 
echo chamber when we “unfriend” those on social media who express opinions contrary to our 
own.  Our church can even be an echo chamber if we fail to listen to and respect those with 
different ideological and theological perspectives.   

	 The	echo	chamber	makes	us	feel	comfortable	and	bolsters	our	self-esteem,	as	we	nod	
our	heads	in	agreement	with	each	other.		But	the	echo	chamber	also	leads	us	to	demonize	
those	with	whom	we	disagree.		“They’re	not	like	of	us,”	we	say.		The	consequence	is	
polarization	and	Balkanization.	
	
	 Ironically,	the	increasing	ease	of	access	to	information,	rather	than	bringing	us	closer	
together	by	reducing	ignorance	of	the	“other,”	seems	to	have	actually	driven	us	further	apart.		
Now	we	can	choose	to	expose	ourselves	to	only	information	sources	(viewpoints)	that	we	
desire.		We	can	watch	only	the	news	channel	that	supports	our	political	perspective	and	refine	
our	social	network	feed	to	send	us	only	viewpoints	that	agree	with	our	own.				
	
	 Jesus	shows	us	a	different	way.		The	story	of	Jesus	and	the	Samaritan	woman	at	the	well	
from	John	4:1-15,	demonstrates	that	God	welcomes	us	all.		Jesus	didn’t	stay	in	his	“echo	
chamber,”	ministering	only	to	like-minded	individuals.		Rather	Jesus’s	love	for	the	outcasts	of	
Jewish	society	–	Samaritans,	tax	collectors,	lepers	–	shows	us	that	all	people	are	valuable	to	
God,	and	Jesus	wants	us	to	love	everyone,	even	our	enemies.									
	
	 To	follow	the	example	of	Jesus	in	this	story,	we	need	to	leave	our	echo	chamber	and	
reach	out	to	those	with	whom	we	disagree.			We	need	to	listen	to	them,	respect	their	views,	
and,	most	importantly,	love	them.		It’s	a	hard	thing	to	do.		We	often	become	so	enclosed	in	the	
echo	chamber	that	it	takes	real	effort	to	find	people	who	disagree	with	us.		Also,	by	leaving	the	
echo	chamber,	we	expose	our	vulnerabilities	to	others.	
	
	 But,	by	doing	this,	we	reflect	the	grace	of	God.		As	Martin	Luther	King,	Jr.	said,	“Love	is	
the	only	force	capable	of	transforming	an	enemy	into	a	friend.”								
	

Prayer:			Dear	God,	Help	me	to	love	those	who	disagree	with	me	as	I	love	those	who	
share	my	views.	Give	me	the	strength,	patience	and	wisdom	to	listen	to	others	and	appreciate	
their	perspectives.			Amen	

Adam	Bain	
	



Astonished Speaking 
 

a found poem in three parts 
by Gwenn Gebhard 

 
Friday, December 16, 2016 

Isaiah 10: 20-27     John 4: 16-30     Romans 4: 9-15 
 

 
 
 

1. Isaiah      2. Romans 
The remnant –     promise the world 
 and the survivors –    not through law 
will lean on the Lord.     but faith 
 
Truth will return    3. John 
to the mighty God     Come back! 

like the sand of the sea   What is true 
 overflowing     is worshipped on this mountain 
 the earth.                 and worshipped in Jerusalem. 
 
Do not be afraid.     You do know 
My anger will yield a whip               the spirit and the truth 
 over the sea,       seek God. 
Lifting burdens from your shoulders.  
       The hour is coming. 
       The Messiah is coming. 
           “I am.” 
 
 

Prayer:  Dear Lord, As we prepare the way for the Messiah, walk by our side. Please guide 
our eyes and our feet as we strive to live the truth of our faith in you. Amen. 
 

	
 
Found poetry is the literary version of a collage. Poets select a source text or texts — anything from traditional texts like books, magazines and 
newspapers to more nontraditional sources like product packaging, junk mail or court transcripts — then excerpt words and phrases from the 
text(s) to create a new piece.  “By entering a found text as a poem, the poet doubles its context. The original meaning remains intact, but now it 
swings between two poles. The poet adds, or at any rate increases, the element of delight.” Annie Dillard 
 
 

Gwenn Gebhard 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Sustaining	Faith	

	
Isaiah	11:1-9;	Matthew	1:1-17;	Romans	4:16-25;	Psalm	80																																																		Saturday,	December	17	
	
After	many	years	of	waiting,	perhaps	a	normal	lifetime,	Abraham	and	Sarah	have	a	child,	
Isaac.		This	is	the	promised	child	whose	descendants	would	be	as	“many	as	the	sands	of	the	
beach	or	the	stars	in	the	sky	(Gen	22:17).”		After	all	of	their	wandering	and	hardships,	they	
show	great,	amazing	faith,	their	unshakable	belief	in	God’s	distant	promise	that	they	would	
have	a	child	and	hence	a	legacy.		In	fact	they	create	a	whole	race,	the	Hebrew	nation,	and	
through	Ishmael,	the	nation	of	Islam.		Paul	calls	Abraham	“the	father	of	us	all	(Romans	
4:16).”		The	first	Patriarch.	
	
Above	all	Paul	praises	his	faith.		He	is	Paul’s	great	example	of	righteousness	through	faith.		
This	is	not	self-righteousness;	Abraham	led	a	life	of	humble	waiting	and	patience,	waiting	
on	God.		This	is	righteousness	meaning	“being	right	with	God”	–	of	following	God’s	will	as	
well	as	he	could.		Paul’s	judgment	is	that	sustained	faith	is	the	best	path	to	righteousness.	
	
Abraham	lived	in	the	dark	and	humbly	waited.		And	in	our	impatient	and	over-stressed	
days,	taking	time	to	patiently	wait	is	a	gift	and	a	skill	we	often	lack.		We	need	time	to	slow	
down,	count	our	blessings	and	to	wait	on	God,	to	be	mindful,	to	trust	God	fully.		Do	we	do	
that?		One	way	to	do	this	is	to	step	back,	take	a	break	and	perhaps	go	on	a	pre-Advent	
Retreat.	
	
Going	out	to	Meadowkirk	on	the	All-Church	Retreat	gave	a	number	of	us	a	chance	to	slow	
down	and	to	check	out	our	neighborhood,	that	is	the	celestial	neighborhood.		Through	
amateur	telescopes	we	saw	the	rings	of	Saturn,	the	bright	sparkle	of	Venus,	the	red	glow	of	
Mars	and	the	distant	dot	of	Uranus.		Four	planets	drifting	silently	across	the	night	sky.		And	
there	were	stars	without	number	with	the	Milky	Way	Galaxy	stretched	out	overhead.		What	
an	amazing	sight	and	all	we	needed	were	some	borrowed	telescopes,	a	place	away	from	the	
city	lights,	a	clear	night	and	time	to	see	the	stars	and	planets	that	are	always	moving	out	
there.	
	
The	idea	in	this	ramble	is	that	in	this	darkest	time	of	year,	there	is	a	great	light	coming	our	
way	if	we	have	sustained	faith	and	wait	for	what	is	still	unseen.		In	a	wonderful	way	our	
faith	reveals	that	we	are	already	looking	in	the	right	direction.		And	vice	versa.		Our	faith	
assures	us	that	God	hears	ours	prayers	and	blesses	us:	
		 	 	

Restore	us,	O	God	Almighty,	
	 	 Make	Your	face	shine	upon	us,	
	 	 That	we	might	be	saved	(Psalm	80).				
Prayer:	O,	Lord,	in	an	uncertain	time,	prayer	is	a	great	resource.		We	can’t	know	what	is	
coming,	so	we	pray	for	strength,	for	Your	face	to	shine	upon	us.		And	love	shines	brighter	in	
the	dark.		Praise	the	Lord,	our	savior.	
	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 Tom	Dunlap	
	
	



Isaiah	7:10-16	 	 	 	 	 	 December	18,	2016	
Psalm	24	
Matthew	1:18-25	
Romans	5:1-7	
	
	
As	I	write	this,	two	people	are	contending	to	be	elevated	to	the	
highest	office	in	our	country.		One	will	spend	the	next	four	years	
having	trumpets	and	Secret	Service	signal	her/his	arrival,	while	the	
other	will	become	the	answer	to	a	trivia	question.				Each	would	be	
wise	to	take	today’s	scripture	to	heart:		“The	earth	is	the	Lord’s	and	
the	fullness	thereof,	the	world	and	those	who	dwell	therein:“			
		
The	Psalmist	recognizes	not	just	God’s	sovereignty,	but	sets	forth	
characteristics	that	are	vital	to	a	national	leader	–“clean	hands	and	a	
pure	heart,	who	does	not	lift	up	his	soul	to	what	is	false,	and	does	
not	swear	deceitfully.”			
	
We	can	only	hope,	in	this	time	of	transition,	that	we	have	elected	a	
leader	who	will	declare,	as	did	the	psalmist,	“the	Lord	of	hosts.		He	is	
the	king	of	glory.”		Into	our	new	leader’s	hands	falls	the	
responsibility	of	being	a	primary,	but	temporary,	steward	of	God’s	
earth,	with	so	many	implications.		My	farmer	grandparents	
understood	that	responsibility.			Without	it,	no	crops,	no	food,	no	
income.		We	see	the	results	of	our	failure	to	be	worthy	stewards	of	
God’s	good	gifts	in	the	environmental	degradation	of	our	natural	
resources	from	over-use	and	misuse.	
	
God	has	entrusted	to	us	the	wonders	of	His	creation.			It	is	
incumbent	on	us	to	respond,	to	heal	creation,	to	adopt	the	
watchword	of	medical	professionals	–	First,	do	no	harm.	
	

Mary	Krug	
	
	
	
	



December	19,	2016	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 John	1:	14-18	 	
	 	 	 	 “	Grace	Upon	Grace”	

As	I	sit	down	to	write	this	devotion	it	is	only	a	couple	of	days	after	the	Presidential	election	in	which	
I,	as	one	of	the	urban	elite,	believed	all	the	exit	polls;	I	was	certain	I	would	celebrate	the	election	of	the	
first	woman	President	of	the	United	States	of	America.	I	was	shocked,	devastated	and	sad!	And	I	can	
imagine	what	Hillary	Clinton	must	be	feeling	for	I,	too,	thought	I	was	the	person	(happening	to	be	a	
woman	:>)	for	a	Maryland	church	seeking	a	pastor,	head	of	staff	position	in	the	early	1980’s.	I	was	
surprised,	yes,	and	hurt,	I	was	not	chosen.	(I	was	the	token	female	in	their	final	five	candidates.)	

Well	–	just	a	year	later,	I	was	surprised	by	God’s	grace!	I	was	called	to	be	pastor	/	head	of	staff	of	
Burke	Presbyterian	Church	(the	first	woman	called	to	a	solo	pastorate	in	the	National	Capital	
Presbytery).	Attentive	prayer	and	attentive	openness	to	God’s	grace	has	been	a	primary	spiritual	
discipline	for	me	leading	the	way.		And	grace	upon	grace	it	was		--	a	women’s	retreat	led	by	my	spiritual	
director,	a	personal	letter	written	by	a	woman	from	Burke	attending	another	retreat	led	by	the	same	
leader,	I	learned	that	the	Burke	Church	was	looking	for	a	pastor,	a	youth	group	trip	to	Washington	DC	in	
time	for	an	interview	–	pieces	fell	in	place	grace-fully!		

Looking	back	over	the	forty-two	years	of	ministry,	as	I	am	doing	for	this	weekend’s	Adult	Sunday	
School	class	on		“Work	and	Vocation”,	now	I	see	it	has	been	“grace	upon	grace”	through	all	the	
challenges,	disappointments	and	gifts.	From	Jesus,	whose	incredible	birth	we	celebrate	in	this	season,	I	
have	received	“grace	upon	grace!”	It	is	through	Jesus’	life	story	that	I	have	experienced	his	
transformative	gift	of	forgiveness	and	love	in	my	life.	I	could	fill	pages	upon	pages	of	stories	of	God’s	
grace	–	like	becoming	a	Parish	Associate	of	NYAPC	after	looking	for	a	year	and	attending	many	churches	
of	our	presbytery.	

And	as	I	celebrate	my	birthday	today,	:>),	the	19th	of	December,	I	give	thanks	for	God’s	grace	that	
has	sustained	me	in	Jesus,	“the	Word	become	flesh!”	

Today	read	with	me	aloud	these	verses	in	John’s	Gospel	from	The	Message,	by	Eugene	Peterson	
and	let	the	words	sink	deep	into	your	soul:	

	
The	Word	became	flesh	and	blood,	

And	moved	into	the	neighborhood.	
We	saw	the	glory	with	our	own	eyes,	

The	one-of-a-kind	glory,	
Like	Father,	like	Son,	

Generous	inside	and	out,	
True	from	start	to	finish…	

	
We	all	live	off	his	generous	bounty,	

Gift	after	gift	after	gift.	
We	got	the	basics	from	Moses,	

And	then	this	exuberant	giving	and	receiving,	
This	endless	knowing	and	understanding	–	

All	this	came	through	Jesus,	the	Messiah.	
No	one	has	ever	seen	God,	

Not	so	much	as	a	glimpse.	
This	one-of-a-kind	God-Expression,	

Who	exists	at	the	very	heart	of	the	Father,	
Has	made	him	plain	as	day.	
	
Prayer:	Loving	God,	in	this	Advent	season	give	me	grace	to	cast	away	the	works	of	darkness	–	

cynicism,	arrogance,	negativity	that	block	your	gifts.		Open	me	to	the	transforming	surprises	of	your	grace	
that	lets	in	the	Light	that	guides	my	path	–	our	path.		Amen	 	 	 	 Beth	Braxton	



December	20	–		
John	3:1-8	(also	Isaiah	13:6-13;	Revelation	12:10-17)	
	
	

Moved	by	the	Spirit	
	

	
In	this	passage	Nicodemus	approaches	Jesus	under	cover	of	night.	As	a	Pharisee	and	member	of	
the	Jewish	ruling	council,	it	is	risky	for	him	to	be	seen	speaking	to	Jesus	as	a	teacher	or	leader.	
When	Jesus	tells	him	that	"no	one	can	see	the	kingdom	of	God	unless	he	is	born	again,"	
Nicodemus	seeks	a	very	concrete	understanding	of	what	Jesus	means,	wondering	quite	literally	
how	an	old	man	might	be	born	from	the	womb	again.		
	
Jesus	then	directs	him	away	from	things	of	the	physical	world	-	the	flesh	-	to	the	ephemeral	
realm	of	water	(baptism)	and	the	Spirit.	"Flesh	gives	birth	to	flesh,	but	the	Spirit	gives	birth	to	
spirit."	The	kingdom	of	God	(spirit)	is	only	available	through	baptism	and	faith.		
	
The	image	that	Jesus	then	paints	of	the	spirit	is	quite	poetic,	equating	it	to	the	wind	that	"blows	
wherever	it	pleases.	You	hear	its	sound,	but	you	cannot	tell	where	it	comes	from	or	where	it	is	
going."	Those	who	believe	-	who	live	in	the	Spirit	-	have	been	liberated	from	the	worldly	
preoccupations	that	most	certainly	would	have	been	at	the	center	of	a	Jewish	ruling	council	
member's	life.	For	people	born	of	the	Spirit,	it	doesn't	matter	where	they	came	from	or	who	
their	parents	are	because	they	have	been	born	into	a	new	relationship	with	God.		
	
In	this	Advent	season,	we	anticipate	Jesus	coming	into	the	world	as	flesh,	but	we	can	also	
anticipate	the	opportunity	articulated	by	Jesus	to	be	born	again	through	the	Spirit.	As	we	look	
for	God	to	take	human	form	and	be	physically	present	with	us,	we	simultaneously	have	this	
moment	to	enter	a	Spirit-driven	communion	with	each	other	and	God	and	leave	behind	our	
worldly	and	cultural	preoccupations.	
	

Courtney	Spearman	
	

	
	

	
	



Wednesday, December 21, 2016 
 
Isaiah 28:9-22 
John 3:9-21 
Hebrews 2:1-9 
 
“Therefore the word of the Lord will be to them, 
    ‘Precept upon precept, precept upon precept, 
    line upon line, line upon line, 
    here a little, there a little.’ (Isaiah 28:10) 
 
Reading this passage and sorting through the seemingly topsy-turvy nature of the world right now, I 
wonder why we can’t just be smacked upside the head and given the clarity we need to understand that 
we are hurting one another and falling far short of God’s vision for us and for the world.  I for one would 
like to be able to truly accomplish the kind of vaulting progress I think we all aspire to, rejecting the lies 
we tell ourselves to avoid the responsibility God sets before us.   As we face so much uncertainty for our 
nation and world, I take solace in the prophet’s words: 
 
“See, I am laying in Zion a foundation stone, 
    a tested stone, 
a precious cornerstone, a sure foundation.” (Isaiah 28:16) 
 
When in doubt, we can be assured that the foundation has been laid. While our footing is not always sure 
and perhaps we can’t see the whole blueprint, God has made us this promise: 
 
“And I will make justice the line, 
    and righteousness the plummet; 
hail will sweep away the refuge of lies, 
    and waters will overwhelm the shelter.” (Isaiah 28:17) 
 
In a political season marked by unprecedented levels of fear mongering and a rhetoric deeply divorced 
from facts, this language about “lies” and “falsehoods” jumped out to me every time I read the passage. 
But regardless of your political convictions or thoughts about Donald Trump, I suspect we all have lies 
we take refuge in and falsehoods that provide us shelter. I think of the shortcuts I allow myself, 
sometimes metaphorically and sometimes literally, to avoid looking in the eyes of a person in need, 
convincing myself that someone else will step up or that they don’t actually need help.  Now more than 
ever, we need to be reminded of God’s love for us and what we are called to do and be: 
 
“For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes in him may not 
perish but may have eternal life.” (John 3:16) 
 
In living out our faith in God, our gratefulness for the gift of Jesus, and our willingness to learn, even 
little by little, I hope we can recommit to stand up for all God’s children.  I pray we will be steadfast in 
our conviction to reject any attempt to marginalize or demonize and that we will pledge to always live out 
the light of God in times of darkness. 
 
Prayer: God, thank you for sending your son to be our Savior, the light of the world, and for teaching us 
your ways.  Help us to reject lies and falsehoods, to strive for truth, and to bear witness to your love in all 
that we do.  Amen. 
         Kristin Ford 
 
 
 



So	Now	What?	--	Radical	Empathy!	
	
Isiah	29:13-24	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 December	22,	2016	
John	5:	19-29	
Titus	1:	1-16	
	 	
	 Many	of	us	have	had	to	confront	major,	faith-challenging	loss.	How	do	we	respond?	Especially	when	the	
loss	is	the	result	of	injustice	or	random	bad	luck	or	some	other	clash	between	Right	and	Wrong,	and	the	“Right	side”	
(one’s	 own	 side)	 loses,	 how	 do	 victims	 of	 such	 behavior	 or	 fortune	 responsibly	 respond?	 The	 much-maligned	
conventional	 wisdom	 calls	 us	 to	 resilience	 through	 positive	 thinking,	 “getting	 involved,”	 meditation	 and	 deep	
breathing	–	all	of	which	are	to	lead	to	reemergence,	at	least	in	some	form,	with	the	pre-loss	daily	life.	Such	advice	
and	techniques	no	doubt	are	useful,	but	they	don’t	help	us	interpret	the	loss	or	restore	the	confidence	we	need	for	
living	blessedly	in	the	world	God	has	created	for	us	and	in	which	God	yearns	for	all	of	us	to	live.		
	
	 How	can	we	live	blessedly	in	the	world	God	created	for	us	in	the	face	of	major	loss?		If	God	really	yearns	for	
us	to	live	in	a	just,	abundant	world	in	which	we	respect	and	even	love	one	another,	why	do	we	suffer	unexpected,	
seemingly	unwarranted,	faith-challenging	loss?		
	
	 Isaiah	answers:	“You	have	everything	backward!	Should	the	potter	be	thought	of	as	clay?	Should	what	is	
made	 say	of	 its	maker,	 ‘He	didn’t	make	me?’	 Should	what	 is	 shaped	 say	of	 the	one	who	 shaped	 it,	 ‘He	doesn’t	
understand’?”	(Isaiah	29:	16	CEB)	
	
	 The	Apostle	Paul,	“To	Titus,	my	true	child	 in	common	faith,”	answers:	“In	 fact,	 there	are	many	who	are	
rebellious	people,	loudmouths,	and	deceivers	.	.	..	They	must	be	silenced	because	they	upset	entire	households.	They	
teach	what	they	shouldn’t	to	make	money	dishonestly.	Someone	who	is	one	of	their	own	prophets	said,	 ‘People	
from	Create	are	always	liars,	wild	animals,	and	lazy	gluttons.’	This	statement	is	true.	Because	of	this,	correct	them	
firmly,	so	that	they	can	be	healthy	in	their	faith.	They	shouldn’t	pay	attention	to	…	myths	and	commands	from	people	
who	reject	the	truth.	Everything	is	clean	to	those	who	are	clean,	but	nothing	is	clean	to	those	who	are	corrupt	and	
without	faith.	Instead,	their	mind	and	conscience	are	corrupted.	They	claim	to	know	God,	but	they	deny	God	by	the	
things	that	they	do.	They	are	detestable,	disobedient,	and	disqualified	to	do	anything	good.”	(Titus	1:	4a,	10-16	CEB)	
	
	 Jesus	answers:	“I	assure	you	that	the	time	is	coming	–	and	is	here	–	when	the	dead	will	hear	the	voice	of	
God’s	Son,	and	those	who	hear	it	will	live.	Just	as	the	Father	has	life	in	himself,	so	he	has	granted	the	Son	to	have	
life	in	himself.	He	gives	the	Son	authority	to	judge,	because	he	is	the	Human	One.	Don’t	be	surprised	by	this,	because	
the	time	is	coming	when	all	 in	their	graves	will	hear	his	voice.	Those	who	did	good	things	will	come	out	into	the	
resurrection	of	life,	and	those	who	did	wicked	things	into	the	resurrection	of	judgment.	I	can’t	do	anything	by	myself.	
Whatever	I	hear,	I	judge,	and	my	judgment	is	just.	I	don’t	seek	my	own	will	but	the	will	of	the	one	who	sent	me.”	
(John:	5:	25-30)	
	
	 These	passages	remind	us	as	the	Advent	season	comes	to	a	close	that	God	has	radical	empathy	for	all	of	
God’s	creation,	including	each	one	of	us.	Both	Paul	and	Jesus	are	direct	in	teaching	us	about	God’s	nature	and	will:	
God	is	just	and	loving	and	in	the	end	of	the	day	will	not	permit	loudmouths	and	deceivers	to	prevail.	Our	sense	of	
loss	and	our	lack	of	understanding,	do	not	signal,	much	less	dictate	or	control,	the	ultimate	outcome	of	our	own	
lives,	much	less	God-given	Life	itself.	Jesus	calls	us	to	be	radically	empathetic	–	intentionally	to	seek	to	understand	
and	care	 for	 -	 each	other	and	with	 the	 rest	of	God’s	 creation	 too	 -	 in	order	 for	all	of	us	 to	experience	 fully	 the	
promised	gift	of	God-given	Life.	That	is	our	real	challenge.	Can	we	muster	the	faith	to	meet	it?	
	
	 	
Prayer: Gracious and loving God, thank you for the steadfast love that has sustained humanity and blessed 
me with life and all that has made life possible. Give me the courage and discipline to so live each day that 
my thoughts and actions are consistent with your strategic plans for all of your creation. In the name of Jesus, 
who was from the beginning part of your strategic plan and who faithfully continues to implement it.  Amen.  
         -- John H. Quinn, Jr.  

 



A	Meditation	on	the	Joy	of	Incarnation	
Isaiah	33:17-22	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	
Psalms	15	and	48		 	 	 	 	 	 	 Friday,	December	23,	2016	
John	6:27-34;	Titus	2:1-10	
	
We prepare to remember, celebrate, and welcome anew the birth into human form of Jesus, 
Beloved Son of God, God incarnate, Emanuel—God with us. In the PCUSA Brief Statement of 
Faith, we profess: “We trust in Jesus Christ, Fully human, fully God.” During his incarnate 
ministry, Jesus taught us to use the gift of our own incarnation to strive for God’s kingdom, and 
not to worry about worldly things, or be afraid. (Luke 12:22-34)  God gifted us with the 
incarnation of Jesus, and with our own incarnation. Both are sources of great joy! 
	
In October, Miroslav Volf, Professor of Theology at Yale Divinity School, visited New York 
Avenue Presbyterian Church as a McClendon Scholar. In his lectures and sermon, he focused on 
themes of joy and trust.  He reminded us that God created us and all that is for us and for others 
and for all creation to flourish. To discover or rediscover that is a great joy!  
 
Volf encouraged us to trust God with our very existence, and trust the way of life God has 
designed for us. Creation describes a relationship between us and God and all of creation. Volf 
urged us to ponder the question, “Do you trust God more than anything else around you?” He 
described trust as “reaching into the future” and “stretching ourselves out to be” who God 
intends us to be. Psalm 48 proclaims that God will be our guide forever. Jesus said, “Do not 
work for the food that perishes, but for the food that endures for eternal life.” (John 6:27).   
   
Volf challenged us to listen for God’s call to live trusting God and loving God and others, 
including those with whom we may disagree. As we strive for right relationship with God and 
others, Jesus can give us a proper sense of identity and morality that preserves space for right 
relationships. Volf suggested that, knowing that God intends all to flourish, we can enter into 
truth-seeking, not truth-claiming conversations with people who feel they are not flourishing.	
	
Trusting God entails risk, yet Volf reminded us that trusting God with your very existence is 
reassuring when your life turns out differently than you expected, or even when all normal 
securities of life are pulled out from under you. You needn’t fear because God is with you. Volf 
counseled us to not let any worldly outcomes rob us of the joy of being, and encouraged us to 
cultivate joy in being. It may not change things, but it provides a sound foundation for living out 
our call.  Have you discovered the joy? Do you need to rediscover it? Do you cultivate it? 
 
My own awareness of the blessing and joy of incarnation and of God’s presence with me was 
heightened by recovery 10 years ago from near death. Every morning when I awake, I celebrate 
my own continued incarnation, with thanks to God for life, breath, heartbeat, organs, senses, 
mind, ability to move, a new day, and so much more. I trust God with my very existence. And I 
remember my father saying to me, as I emerged from a coma with a prognosis still uncertain, 
“God still has work for you to do.” What work is that? I’m always asking, and praying for 
guidance, and when my spirits flag, I seek to remember and cultivate joy in being, thanks to God. 
	
May this hymn be our prayer: “Praise to the Lord, the Almighty, the King of creation!... Praise to the Lord, who 
hath fearfully, wondrously, made thee! Health hath vouchsafed and, when heedlessly falling, hath stayed thee…. 
Ponder anew What the Almighty can do, Who with His love doth befriend thee…. Praise to the Lord! Oh, let all 
that is in me adore Him! All that hath life and breath, come now with praises before Him! Let the Amen Sound 

from His people again; Gladly for aye we adore Him.”    Karen Mills  



Christmas Eve, December 24 
Isaiah 9:2-7  

Luke 1: 1 – 20; Titus 2: 11-14 
 
The people who walked in darkness have seen a great light; those who dwelt in a land of 
deep darkness, on them has light shined… (the nation) rejoices before thee as with joy 
at the harvest…. For unto us a child is born, unto us a son is given, and his name will be 
called “Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.”  (Isaiah 
9:2-7) 
 

Never have these words spoken as brightly to me as this time, the Winter of 2016, in the wake 
of November 8’s election. Isaiah looked ahead 700 years to be heartened by the birth of the 
Messiah, so how am I to be disheartened by the challenges of the coming four years? 
 
E.J. Dionne spoke to us at NYA recently, urging those who are dismayed about the U.S. 
election result to engage in two responses: reconciliation and resistance.  That is, listen and 
perhaps empathize with some Americans who voted for this change, but also resist future 
policies which violate our own moral and spiritual beliefs.   
In taking this to heart, both acts are supported by the faith in change reflected in Isaiah 9.  
Isaiah’s words encapsulate the process for a world of despair and darkness to be transformed 
into one of righteousness and justice.  It is a theme of many a sermon and prayer that we 
experience every week, but here are three striking themes in Isaiah’s passage.  
1. It’s done by God and not me.  Verse 4 refers to God’s use of Gideon to defeat the Midianites 

even with a small army, due to the strength imparted by God.  This does not take me off the 
hook to work for justice, but ultimately the success of the effort rests on the power of God.  If 
I believe “the arc of the moral universe is long, but it bends toward justice,” then the neither 
the burden nor credit of success rests on me. Something of a relief! 
 

2. It is not easy or quick. Those who would see the fruits of justice must expect to go through 
hard work, as the husbandman does before receiving the joy of harvest. There is frustrating 
and uncomfortable work for us to do for the reconciliation-resistance response to this 
election, but that is required if we are sincere in our pursuit of justice. (Volunteer at NYA on 
Jan. 20?) The Jews were delivered from the yoke of many oppressors through history, but 
deliverance was not quick.  How impatient we are in the modern world to see immediate 
results! 
 

3. It is certain. Even though Isaiah is looking ahead 700 years, he uses the present tense when 
declaring: “For to us a child is born, to us a son is given.” It’s a striking statement of faith that 
Isaiah is not only certain this wonderful counselor will be born, but the reality of this Messiah 
is already present with the people of Israel. 

May we take heart this Christmas season in the fundamental faith message we have heard so 
much over the years, and now have a moment in history calling us to truly believe! 
 
Reflection:  “Look at the facts of the world. You see a continual and progressive triumph of the 
right. I do not pretend to understand the moral universe, the arc is a long one, my eye reaches 
but little ways. I cannot calculate the curve and complete the figure by the experience of sight; I 
can divine it by conscience. But from what I see I am sure it bends towards justice.”  Theodore 
Parker, Unitarian minister, writing in 1853. 

 
Martha Davis 

 
 



Messengers	
December	25,	2016	

Isaiah	52:	7-10	
Luke	2:8-20																																										
Hebrews	1:	1-12	
	
	
Don’t	we	love	to	read	Luke’s	account	of	the	birth	
of	Christ?		No	Christmas	is	complete	without	that	
humble	and	mystical	scene,	one	that	touches	us	
deeply.	In	today’s	passage,	the	shepherds	hear	the	
glad	tidings.	We	imagine	a	cold,	lonely	night,	a	sky	
full	of	stars,	when	they	were	suddenly	surrounded	
by	the	glory	of	the	Lord	as	an	angel	shared	the	news	of	the	Messiah.	As	I	read	or	
hear	this	story	every	year,	I	often	get	lost	in	imagining	that	scene.		What	must	it	
have	been	like	trying	to	stay	awake,	maybe	chatting	with	friends,	and	then	seeing	
such	a	sight?	To	hear	the	Angel	of	God	giving	directions	to	the	manger?	
	
These	days	we	can’t	fathom	such	an	event	any	more	than	those	shepherds	could	
have	imagined	our	lives.		Now,	Facebook	brings	glad	tidings	of	births;	Christmas	
cards	wish	us	Peace	on	Earth;	phone	calls	offer	encouragement;	text	messages	
give	directions	on	how	to	find	friends	and	places;	and	Twitter…well,	I’m	not	
certain	what	Twitter	does,	but	I’m	pretty	sure	it	fits	in	with	this.	
	
Whatever	your	mode	of	sharing	messages,	take	time	today	to	hear	and	celebrate	
the	Good	News.	Spread	that	news	to	family	and	strangers,	friends	and	enemies,	
the	homeless	and	the	prisoner,	the	sick	and	the	discouraged.	
	
Our	Father,	Father	of	our	Savior,	today	we	celebrate	the	birth	of	your	son,	your	
gift	to	us.	We	celebrate	the	messengers	in	our	lives	and	ask	you	to	use	us	as	
messengers	of	your	Glad	Tidings.	Amen.		
	
Merry Christmas! Glory to God in the highest and, on 
Earth, Peace and Good will toward all! 

Kris Golden 
 
 


