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Introduction 

 
 
Silent night, holy night, 
All is calm, all is bright 
Round yon virgin mother and child. 
Holy infant so tender and mild, 
Sleep in heavenly peace, 
Sleep in heavenly peace. 
 
Silent Night. From the carols we sing to the art on our Christmas cards, we are surrounded by 
images of the serene young Mary in clean, beautiful robes, holding a calm baby. Who is she? 
Was that what that night was really like? How did this young mother remember it in the years 
to follow? 
 
We have a picture of what that first Christmas must have been like for the young mother:  
perfect, starlit, holy. The reality, however, was not unlike our own lives. There was joy, but it 
was mixed with pain and sorrow, uncertainty and adversity. This was true throughout her life, 
with blessing and pain intermingled. 
 
This year we’ll be preparing our hearts for Christmas by looking at Jesus’ life through Mary’s 
experience. What is unique this year is how we explore her world from a ground level 
perspective and consider words that can be triggering.  If you are confused by that notion, we 
would like to define a “trigger” word as “a word that initiates a process or course of action.” 
There are a number of triggering words that impacted people both positively and negatively in 
scripture. When you consider the circumstances around Mary’s pregnancy and Jesus’ birth, 
words have a volatility that cause kings to kill babies and shepherds to become evangelists. 
They set into motion courses of action initiated by God through his son Jesus and his faithful 
servant, Mary. 
  
You will find it is a “not so silent night” experience that we encounter through the words we 
will be exploring. These are words not only for the people in Mary’s day, but for ours as well.  
My hope is this advent guide awakens the wonder of “God-with-Us” in you by contemplating 
how it happened back then - in all it’s earthiness. As a result of discovering this new awareness, 
the significance of waiting and anticipation will hopefully become very meaningful for you this 
Advent Season. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



DAY 1 
 

Pregnant 
 
 

Gabriel appeared to her and said, "Greetings, favored woman! The Lord is with you!"  
Confused and disturbed, Mary tried to think what the angel could mean.  
LUKE 1:28-29 NLT  
 
  
Mary is thirteen or fourteen years old, and she’s living in her hometown, the tiny village of 
Nazareth. Nazareth was so insignificant that it didn’t even show up on first-century maps. In 
that village, Mary was on the lowest rung of Jewish society. She was a peasant girl, not a citizen 
of Rome, not of any importance in and among her own people. It was to this girl that the angel 
Gabriel appeared, announcing that she would give birth to the long-awaited messianic king.  
 
We call this event the Annunciation. It’s a great story, not only for what it tells us about Mary, 
but for what it teaches us about God and God’s ways. Why would Mary be chosen to be the one 
pregnant with God’s son?  
 
The story begins with God’s messenger, Gabriel, appearing in this small village in a remote part 
of the Roman Empire. Gabriel, whose name means “hero of God,” appeared as a mere man—
no wings are mentioned—just an unusual man who showed up on Mary’s doorstep one day. He 
had come looking specifically for this girl, for she was about to play a monumental role in 
human history. She would give birth to the long-awaited messianic King. Today, more than two 
thousand years later, one third of the world’s population still honors him as their King. God 
chose Mary for the task of bringing this child into the world.  
 
There was no one who ever had a greater connection to Jesus Christ, no one who ever 
experienced and was a more central part of God’s plan than Mary.  But why Mary? The early 
church spoke of Mary as “Theotokos”—a Greek title meaning “God bearer” or even “pregnant 
with God” and “one who gives birth to God.” She bore God the Son in her womb. No one was 
ever closer to God. There was no one who ever had a greater connection to Jesus Christ, no one 
who ever experienced and was a more central part of God’s plan than Mary.  
 
Why this girl? Why did God send the angel Gabriel to Nazareth to find her? Gabriel didn’t 
explain God’s choice, but Mary interpreted God’s actions for us in the words of praise that she 
sang shortly after discovering she was pregnant. It happened when Mary went to stay with her 
older cousin Elizabeth for the first three months of her pregnancy. Immediately upon seeing 
her, Elizabeth felt her own baby, who would become known as John the Baptist, leap in her 
womb. Elizabeth said to Mary, “Blessed are you among women” (Luke 1:42). Upon hearing 
Elizabeth’s words, Mary broke out in song, inspired by Hannah’s song when she gave birth to 
Samuel hundreds of years before (1 Samuel 2:1-10.) 
 



And Mary said, “My soul magnifies the Lord, and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior, for he 
has looked with favor on the lowliness of his servant… 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.” (Luke 1:46-48, 51-53)  
 
Why did God choose Mary? Because God looks with favor on the lowly. He lifts them up, 
blessing the hungry while scattering the proud, bringing down the powerful and sending the 
rich away empty. Mary believed that God chose her precisely because she was not of noble 
birth. Her qualifications were that she was humble, she had a heart for God, and she would be 
willing to offer herself wholly to God.  
 
The entire Christmas story is, in part, a story about the reversal of values in God’s kingdom. 
Mary, a peasant girl, was chosen to bear the King. Jesus was born in a stable because there was 
no room in the inn. The first people God invites to see the Christ are the night-shift shepherds. 
The story is a call for us to humble ourselves before God. 
 
 
Things I’m praying for today:  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



DAY 2 
 

Reveal 
 

 But Mary treasured all these words and pondered them in her heart.   
(Read Luke 2:8–20) 
 
Mary listened as the shepherds shared all they had been told about her infant and while the 
others gathered wondered about these grand statements, Mary treasured them and pondered 
them in her heart. No doubt, as Jesus grew, Mary would return to the shepherds’ proclamation 
and that of Gabriel’s before them. God’s calling and all that call entails remains a mystery, no 
matter how long one lives into it. When raising the Son of God got complicated and painful, 
when Jesus went missing as an adolescent or when he began to get in trouble with the 
authorities, Mary must have pondered in her heart all the more, mulling over treasured up 
words to reassure her of her son’s well-being despite all the danger his mission engendered.  
What God began to reveal to her, she pondered and in time, she understood the significance 
more clearly. 
 
Like Mary, some of our lives’ twists and turns, divine messages and earthly suffering, bring forth 
pondering in our hearts, an ongoing conversation between us and the God we long to trust but 
worry we might have misheard. When we attempt to heed God’s call, to be faithful and step 
into a space we think God told us to go, one fraught with pain and upheaval, we need those 
treasured up words to ponder in order to remain steadfast.  
 
When our marriage gets rocky, we need to ponder in our heart the vows we made on our 
wedding day. When our beloved child becomes a rebellious teen, we need to ponder in our 
heart all the times this same child shared his affection without embarrassment. When a labor of 
love becomes drudgery, we call on saved up past experiences of joy and transformation and 
ponder them as a means of remembering why we got into this work in the first place.  
 
We learn from Mary to pay attention when God speaks, whether through angels or shepherds. 
We learn from Mary to treasure up those holy moments of God’s inbreaking.  
We learn from Mary to ponder in our heart the mysteries of God’s call so that we can return to 
it when we worry we may have lost our way.   
Every time God reveals himself in the variety of ways that He signals for our attention, we 
should take time to ponder it’s significance. 
 
I presume most of us would invite a divine annunciation. To have some otherworldly being 
deliver a message from the Almighty sounds like everything we've been hoping for.  
 
Maybe for you, it's your relationship with your in-laws, your finances, your dead-end job with 
its annoying micromanaging boss, or your unceasing anxiety. But it seems that revelation 
doesn't transform the places you want to transform. Instead, it often starts by transforming you 



first.  But there is a part of us that wishes God would just tell us what to do in a definitive way 
that left no question regarding our next move.  
 
It's not so hard to see that Mary's transformation could look a lot like ours. How your life would 
be. Whom you'd marry. What your wedding would be like. Your first kid's name. How people 
would think about you and your family in the community where you live. How your kids' lives 
would turn out. Your best-laid plans.  Revelation is a hard gift to receive. You must give up 
everything else to receive it like finding a treasure in a field and selling everything you have so 
you can get that treasure.  
 
But then again, she who is willing to accept the cost of revelation finds herself in the deepest of 
stories. Stories that are so mysterious, divine, and human that we still tell them today.  
 
May you receive the light of divine annunciation in the flames of your best-laid plans. It would 
be awesome to have this kind of story in your life. But if I'm honest, I'm actually afraid of 
revelation. All great stories come at a cost, and the cost of revelation is that it's going to ask 
something of us. In any divine annunciation, you receive revelation as a gift, yet at the same 
time you receive notice that all that you had planned is ending. It's all over. Everything will 
change-most of all you.   
 
 
Things I’m praying for today:  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



DAY 3 
 

Motherhood 
 

“In pain you will bring forth children.”  
GENESIS 3:16  

 
At the very beginning of the New Testament, it is Mary’s story more than any other that 
illuminates our understanding of a relationship with the living God. We can also appreciate how 
she is truly representative of all who would know and love and follow Jesus after the Spirit and 
not after the flesh. What an exemplar of faith and humility we have been entrusted in her story.  
 
From the hills of Judea, the story now picks up in the north of the country. There was no 
particularly spectacular sunrise in Galilee that morning, nor had there been any strange 
portents in the sky the night before. When Mary awoke, there was nothing out of the ordinary 
to give her a heightened expectation that this was going to be a special day. The outside 
temperature was normal for the time of year and the barometric pressure suggested no 
unusual atmospherics. It was another day of rounds and routines. She was altogether ordinary 
to all, apart from Joseph, hopefully. Why? She was his fiancé, so she was almost certain to have 
at least one nuptial thought during the day. Her family was pleased about the engagement and 
thought she was marrying “up” as he was “a descendant of David”. So, it was not as if life was 
dull because she did have something to look forward to with Joseph, like a baby.  
 
Then there was a sound like the brush of angel-wings. There was a palpable presence. Despite 
this, it is so interesting to read the almost matter-of-fact way the text gives the details, 
obviously recorded by a man, not a woman: Galilee, Nazareth, virgin, Mary. For sure, God 
knows our address and genealogy. His research and knowledge of us is perfect. When He comes 
to us, He knows what He is getting into, because He knows where we have come from and 
where we are at presently. What’s more, He audaciously asserts that He knows where we can 
go from here, and what we can be, regardless of the background check that we would have 
assumed would have eliminated us long since from any possible plans or desires of deity.  
 
As we orient to what is happening here, we are always tempted, as Zechariah was, to think that 
once again the Omniscient One has overlooked something. In retrospect, the virgin status is 
good, but would it not have been more advisable, because less tortuously complicated, to 
choose an unengaged virgin, not this “pledged” one. God, you did know she was about to get 
married? 
 
“Greetings, you who are highly favored! The Lord is with you.” I have read that line again and 
again, as if I was the one who had to say it, and I have to admit it is a real challenge. Try it at 
home. How does an archangel play it cool and low-key? How did it come across to Mary? If you 
only go by what was actually said, it should be good news, right? First, she is favored, and 
second, the Lord is with her. What more could anyone possibly want? Clearly, there is 
something irresistibly attractive to God about a humble spirituality that has no idea how pure 



and pleasing it is to God, regardless of how it is perceived by others. Again, what a relief it is to 
be reminded that the Lord knows the heart.  
 
So how did Mary respond? We are told how. She was “greatly troubled”. Yet again, we see the 
same pattern. Favor comes but fear comes too. Mary’s response to this volley of favor and 
blessing is probably not much different to that of most people, which is why we can relate so 
deeply to her. Are we not all troubled when confronted with the extraordinary grace of God 
when it seems to come from nowhere and does not treat us according to the estimations of our 
own unworthiness? She was afraid with good reason. Fear is the natural reaction. Why else 
would Gabriel then say to her, “Do not be afraid.”  
 
This might be a good time to ask what our responses are when God comes to us with the good 
news about the deeply personal relationship that He wants us to have with Jesus. Or if it can be 
put it an analogous way – when He asks us to be His mother. Do you remember Jesus’ answer 
to His self-asked question, “Who is my mother?” Pointing to His disciples He said, “Here’s my 
mother … for whoever does the will of my Father in heaven is my … mother” (Matthew 12: 48-
50). I think our responses are similar to Mary’s, and our fears and potential unbelief can 
question the conceiving work of the Holy Spirit that would simply reproduce the life of Jesus in 
us. Like Mary, we can spook for many reasons.  
 
His coming is unexpected. We fear the suddenness of His intervention when He asks us to 
accept His Word now, without delay. We are unprepared. We are used to silent and not-to-
eventful living. We have familiarized ourselves with the usual. We have our own versions of the 
pall of silence that hung over Israel and conditions us to have little, if any expectation.  
 
His coming was inconvenient. God seems to have consulted everything except our calendar. It 
might not be an upcoming, life-changing wedding like Mary’s, but there are plans afoot. Mary 
was too young. This is an inconvenient time. A simple check on her birth records would have 
confirmed this, and a check of her medical records would have confirmed that conception was 
biologically impossible. Maturity-wise, faith-wise, spiritual-experience wise, it is just not good 
timing. It cannot be convenient if you have not got it all together yet.  
 
The bottom line here is simple, for Mary and for all of us. Will God’s favor and blessing be 
accepted on His terms or not? It turns out that it is equally wrong to refuse and resist God’s 
acceptance of us, as it is to presume on our acceptability to Him on our terms. Instead, Mary 
simply asked, “How will this be?” It was a reasonable question, but she stayed to hear God’s 
answer, and Gabriel responds respectfully to it with as full an explanation for divine obstetrics 
as was possible. Mary catches her breath and her response now is breath taking for us. “How 
will this be?” melts into, “Let this be”. We are now asking, “Let this be, how?”  
 
Things I’m praying for today:  

 
 
 



DAY 4 
 

Vulnerability 
 

 
For you created my inmost being;  
you knit me together in my mother's  
womb. I praise you because I am fearfully and  
wonderfully made; your works are wonderful,  
I know that full well. My frame was not hidden from you  
when I was made in the secret place, when I was woven together in the  
depths of the earth. Your eyes saw my unformed body.  
PSALM 139:13-16  
 
This beautiful, mysterious, internal secret is a vulnerable relationship between two individuals. 
The forming child trusts the mother to provide all it needs-nourishment, rest, energy, 
protection —so it can be knit together to its wondrous completion. The mother offers herself to 
the forming child, trusting it will take what it needs to mature into completion while refraining 
from harming, hurting, depleting her own delicate body of what it needs to survive. Both 
parties grow together, connected at their vulnerabilities. Both parties take the risk of creating 
something new together as God has provided capacity for forming and being formed. 
 
Any real connection involves vulnerability.  
 
If you don't know anyone who has had a miscarriage, just wait. You will. And if you don't know 
of at least one person who has lost their life trying to bring another life into this world, just 
wait. You will. The risks are all too painfully real. It was not uncommon for lives in Mary’s time 
to be lost during delivery or even after the first 18 months.  Only half the children in the Roman 
empire survived past 12. 
 
Whether in marriage or friendship or even with a stranger - a relationship can progress only so 
far along the normal platitudes of boasting of our strength and accomplishments. It is only 
when we have exhausted our tales of trophy winning, when we let down our guards and speak 
to the truths about our travels, that we find that where we really connect as humans is in the 
places we have found our experiences to be shared, we walk with a limp.  
 
What does it say about a God... who's willing to be this vulnerable with us?  
 
Even in our work. We all want to attend the conference and hear the one in our same field of 
labor who built a successful and thriving enterprise. But if in the telling of that development, 
there is no mention of struggle, hardship, doubt, failing and trying again, then we won't believe 
it. Because to attempt to create anything in this world is to take a risk.  
 
All creating is an expression of vulnerability.  



 
Who's willing (if we could decide beforehand) to come into this world through the statistical 
risk of childbearing?  
 
Who's willing (if we could decide beforehand) to be attached by a placenta for nourishment and 
life to its own creation?  
 
Even in our biology. We are a culmination of wondrous systems, organs, and cellular mysteries 
that still confound us to this day. When all these parts work together, it is a delight to behold 
and a pleasure to exist in. But when they go awry, it is the fearful nightmares that prevent 
worrying hypochondriacs from enjoying a good night's sleep or the experience of chronic pain 
that endlessly grates within our days.  
 
Who's willing to wait and grow in the human womb?  
 
Who's willing to be fearfully and wonderfully made, just like we are?  
 
We are wonderfully and fearfully put together, and it is only recently through modern science 
and photography that we have even been able to witness that process. The ancient psalmist 
alludes to an interior process of knitting - a delicate intertwining of individual strands over and 
over again until eventually an elaborate and beautiful tapestry comes to fruition. We now, as 
twenty-first-century human beings, have been able to bear witness to this in-utero knitting 
through published photographs and modeled displays at our local science museums. But 
throughout the history of humanity, that knitting process remained an inside secret.  
 
Any real connection involves vulnerability because it takes the act of making oneself open to 
truly be known.  
 
God came to us floating in embryonic fluid. Slowly forming and taking shape. Embedded in the 
uterine wall of a Middle Eastern teenage woman He trusted to care for Its fragile knitting 
process.  
 
What it says about a God who's willing to be this vulnerable is that God is willing to open 
Himself up to deeply connect with us. The real question is, are we willing to do the same?  
 
May you experience grace embedded in your own hidden vulnerabilities ... and may you let that 
symbiotic mystery fuel your Advent wonder.  
 
Things I’m praying for today:  
 
 
 
 
 



DAY 5 
 

Messy 
 
 

For to us a child is born,  
to us a son is given.  
ISAIAH 9:6  
 
Does divine favor mean that things will mostly go my way? I mean if I have enough good things 
happen that my #blessed posts on social media prove to others that I have real evidence of 
God's goodness in my life?  
 
John, who wrote some books in the Bible (all bestsellers btw), said that he and his friends saw 
the glory of the unseen God in Jesus, and He was full of grace and truth.  
 
I don't know what your questions are, but abstract religious talk about unconditional love can 
leave me a little confused about what kind of affections I can expect from an invisible deity. It 
can also seem a little disconnected from the real world, if not boring and leaving me to ask, “So 
what?”  
 
What I've come to understand is that grace is the antidote to the ailment of shame. Shame 
believes one lacks what it takes to be loved and must endeavor to earn that back. It's the 
burden of perfection morally, spiritually, humanly, and it inevitably destroys our souls because 
there is never quite enough that we can produce. It's just an endless jog on the janky treadmill 
of striving. To see Jesus as full of grace means there wasn't any perfection checklist that was 
met to deserve His presence. His arrival stands against the idea that if you do it right, you get 
access to His presence. His presence was freely given. He never withheld it. Grace is presence 
not withheld. It changes our identity from “ashamed” to “beloved.” To us a son is given! 
 
Truth is perhaps most simply defined as "the actual state of the matter; seeing things for the 
way they are," and it's fascinating to me that the definition of truth entails having a clear 
perspective when looking at everything.  Something that we are not always very good at. 
 
This feels really tricky. I've spent my whole life in pursuit of a clear perspective and I'm still 
working on it. For one, I think perspective often has to do with where we are standing. We can 
place five apples on a table and say that the truth is that there are five apples. But if you are 
four years old and can only see three apples because you can't see the top of the table, you 
may conclude that adults are bad at counting.  
 
Also, personal preference always sneaks into perspective as well. The actual state of the matter 
is that (in my opinion) a lot of country music is annoying. But sold - out stadiums worldwide tell 
me I probably got this one wrong. I know I'm oversimplifying a huge concept, but I think the 
“truth” is seen more toward the end of the journey toward having a clear perspective. It takes 



work to uncloud our vision and see things for what they are.  It's interesting that those who 
spent time with Jesus consistently described Him as being "full of truth." Having a clear 
perspective. Seeing the real. To us a son is given, seeing him helps us to see what’s real. 
 
My experience is that many people lose their faith because of their fundamental belief that 
who they really are is based less on God’s point of view and more of their own. It’s not because 
we believe Him, but more so the personal data of our own relational failures throughout our 
lives. Through the failures and shortcomings like expressions of anger, lying, grumpiness, and 
unkindness—we experience the loss of presence of others because our shortcomings have 
pushed them away and severed the human connection. We remember too well someone not 
calling you back, walking out of the room, ghosting in your social spheres. It's easy to project 
these conclusions onto our relationship with an invisible deity.  
 
This shame we experience can be easily woven into our religion the rhythms, rituals, and 
practices that become, not a remembrance that we are loved, but the very accomplishable 
works we perform to earn back that love. A religion based on trying to earn love inevitably fails, 
because works can never truly heal the fear of never being fully approved of and accepted. 
 
Which leads us to grace. Grace can be theologically defined as "the freely given unmerited favor 
and love of God," which as a definition is beyond fantastic. There’s certainly a lot more to grace 
than this, but it is always sourced in the generous nature of a loving God – directed towards 
humans who are sketchy by comparison. 
 
Matthew's account of Jesus' genealogy, starting with Abraham and running through a lot of 
other biblical names was written to anchor Jesus' story in the history of the Jewish people. A 
literary "this is one of our guys" retelling of the story they found themselves in. It's also 
intentionally showing that Jesus is a descendant of David, tying Him to the prophecies of a 
coming Messiah from the line of one of Israel's favorite kings.  
 
The messy part of the genealogy is the comforting part. It's the opposite of a polished résumé 
that is expected to win the job of being the true religion and rightfully part of it through birth. It 
seems like it's just a list of names, but if you get into the story of each one, it's a who's who of 
misfits throughout the Jewish tradition, with some pretty juicy parts involving weird 
relationships and murder. It's honest about the family Jesus is birthing into, the real human 
family, and it's refreshingly relatable to us today.  
 
The Son given, filled with Grace and truth is the invitation to see God and be seen by Him in 
approving ways – despite the skeletons in our closets and in our family trees.  Each one of us, in 
a way, is a genealogy of all kinds of histories that are worthy of both celebration and regret. We 
are a culmination of holy moments and sketchy moments too. It is this paradox of a 
questionable pedigree that we carry into the season of Advent, wondering if Christ could come 
into our complicated midst as well. 
 
Things I’m praying for today:  



DAY 6 
 

Unease 
 

 
"Let it be to me according to your word."  
LUKE 1:38 ESV  
 
There was a moment for Mary when the presence of God was felt as the unease of morning 
sickness.  
 
I’ve heard (speaking as a male) nothing can ruin the euphoria of discovering you're pregnant 
faster than the need to vomit. Although not confined to the beginning of the day, morning 
sickness is the term we use to describe the nausea and vomiting that affects four out of five 
mothers in their first trimester of pregnancy. Whether it stems from an increase in hormonal 
activity or a reduction in blood sugar, physicians and scientists are not completely clear on why 
this happens. The main hypothesis is that it's the body's learned biological strategy to protect 
the growing child from any unhealthy food and drink the mother may typically eat. It's a 
discomfort that women know is leading them to a new life, and it's bearable because of that 
deep hope of joy this forming child creates. 
 
It's not written in the gospel texts, but it's plausible to suggest there was a period in Mary's 
journey when she too went through this same uneasy trimester. I can imagine the moment it 
hit, ending the spiritual high of angelic announcement and welcoming her into the uneasy, 
queasy feeling of actually having to go through the physical details of this divine calling. That's 
the rub of all divine proclamations, isn't it? The announcement that you are going to grow.  
 
The process of growth is always uneasy, because growth never comes through ease. It comes 
through the stretching and expanding of one's own capacity to push on ahead.  
 
And often the change that needs to happen in order for you to grow may leave you dry heaving 
on the sidelines. Like when you run until you feel like throwing up as you prepare for the day of 
the marathon. Or the anxiety nausea of packing up your worldly possessions and moving to a 
part of the world that is unknown to you. Or the risk of starting a new career. The uneasiness is 
not a sign you're doing it wrong. In fact, just as with pregnancy, it's a sign you're on the right 
track.  
 
The difficulty in letting God grow you is the trust that is asked of you when you aren't quite 
clear what the outcome looks like. When you intentionally do more sit-ups or eat less meat 
lovers pizza, you may have an image in your mind of what it might look like to feel more 
comfortable in those clothes you long to wear. But when you say to the Giver of your life, "I 
want my life to be meaningful. I want to serve you with my life. May it be so according to what 
you desire," you have no idea what secret unseen strategies have been put into play to answer 
that request.  Careful what you wish for! (However, it is worth it!). 



 
You may very well find yourself in an uneasy situation, just like everyone else in the Bible. Look 
at the chorus of human beings in this Christmas story, and you will see the same song being 
sung by all of them to trust in the goodness of God in uneasy situations, just as we are invited 
to sing. The only difference is that we see their whole story played out in the pages of Scripture, 
whereas we're right in the middle of our stories being sung and have no idea if this is a catchy 
tune or a musical train-wreck. Because of this, when we find ourselves in an uneasy place in life, 
our question to God is, “Why are you doing this to me?" Partly this is to check to see if God 
perhaps has gotten distracted with more pressing global concerns and left us to fend for 
ourselves. And partly it's to express the disappointing conclusion that our request that God do 
what He desires in our lives has not brought about the journey of ease we had hoped for.  
 
If you ask a newly pregnant mother, racked with morning sickness, why it's worth going through 
all this hardship, she will probably let you know, "For love. It's worth it because I love this 
child." The answer to our question to God is surprisingly the same. Just like morning sickness, 
the unease is a strategy of the soul to protect you from doing all the things as usual that could 
harm this new life being grown in you. It's for love that you have been moved from what is 
known to what is unknown. It's for love that you have been moved from your comfortable 
place so you can be enlarged by a different perspective. It is for love that you have been broken 
open so a larger capacity of faith, hope, and love can be built inside you. For love. It's because 
you are loved.  
 
Things I’m praying for today:  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



DAY 7 
 

Virgin 
 

"How will this be," Mary asked the angel, "since I am a virgin?"  
LUKE 1:34  
 
 
Virgin birth.  
 
Honestly... it feels a bit beyond anything I’m qualified to weigh in on.  
 
If you were to ask me how it happened, I'd say, "I don't know." I mean I am the father of three 
children, so I can explain the steps two humans take to make a baby. But how that happened 
between a finite person and the Infinite God, I don't know. If you were to ask me if I believe it 
happened, I'd say, "I'm believing so" - because that is the most honest answer I can give in 
dealing with a mystery and over time I’ve learned to trust Him for a variety of other reasons. 
 
Throughout our lives, we will encounter paradox - two seemingly contradictory truths existing 
in the same space and time. Like a catch-22, you know the Cretan saying, “All Cretans are liars.” 
Or the deeper mysteries, like what’s beyond the end of the universe? Or one I’ve heard in my 
house on occasion by a person who can't get a job because of their lack of real work 
experience—"But how are you supposed to get real work experience if you can't get a job?"  
 
At the heart of the Christ story is a mystery. The paradox is Jesus being fully God and fully 
human - two seemingly contradictory truths existing in the same space and time. This is the 
mystery that continues to capture the hearts and minds of millions of true believers throughout 
the world. Yet that mystery was birthed out of another paradoxical mystery-one where the 
finite and Infinite wove together salvation in the belly of a Middle Eastern young woman, who’s 
never experienced a procreative act. 
 
Why I think that writing about the virgin birth is beyond my capacity is because this part of the 
Christmas tradition will remain a mystery and may never be fully explained.  And that's okay ... 
because the function of a paradox is not to find the solution to seemingly opposing truths, but 
to be open to being transformed by living in the middle mystery of them.  
 
Your transformation throughout life will be a paradox. One truth is that you have agency to 
make decisions to change and transform the parts you wish. The choice to do daily sit-ups and 
refrain from milkshakes will create a transformation in your abdominal area. Gratitude and 
thankfulness are choices you can make to transform your perspective in every situation you 
find yourself in from that of scarcity and fear. You have a choice in transformation.  
 
And yet there are other parts of your transformation that are like a virgin birth—in the way that 
you're not in charge of any of it. It's less about your mustering up the strength to accomplish 



something and more about your being open to the transformation that God wants to do in you. 
It begins quietly and deeply within you. A divine new beginning in the deepest place where your 
truest life is birthed. Surely you have experienced this unanticipated change. Like a nagging 
knowing that it's time to move on from your comfortable situation. Or a deep desire to try that 
thing that scares you the most. Or that unexpected longing for prayer. Or the revelatory 
conclusion that the best way forward is to be kinder to weaknesses you won’t admit are there. 
Or a persistent invitation to forgive someone you feel hurt or offended by.  
 
This is the place where the Divine begins new life in us. And newness of life is what we all 
desire. This is the work the Spirit began in Mary, and this is the work the Spirit is wanting to do 
in the soul womb of all humanity to bring Christ's participation into fullness within you. To bring 
you into the fullness of the participatory life of Christ.  
 
"For nothing will be impossible with God" was the answer Mary received from the messenger 
when inquiring about the mystery of how this could happen, and I believe we get the same 
answer about the mysterious transformation of our own lives. Most of us will not have an angel 
announce those words to us. But I do think all of us can whisper the statement that the Divine 
is looking for to do deep transformation and restoration: "Let it be to me according to your 
word."  
 
Things I’m praying for today:  
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



DAY 8 
 

Forgotten 
 

 
"But why am I so favored, that the mother of my Lord should come to me?"  
LUKE 1:43  
 
 
It's assumed that Mary rode on a donkey, but we forget the Bible doesn't say she did.  
 
It's assumed there was an innkeeper, but we forget it doesn't mention one anywhere.  
 
It's assumed there were three Magi, but we forget it doesn't give a number of those who 
showed up.  
 
It's assumed there was a star overhead when Jesus was born, but it doesn't say that either.  
 
It's assumed that Jesus was born in a stable, but all it says is that He was laid in a manger—and 
that could've been any number of places.  
 
Christmas comes with many assumptions—some helpful, some not so much. Our spiritual life 
also comes with many assumptions, and the ones that fail us are the ones we make about what 
we think it's supposed to look like, who is worthy for it to happen to, and what kind of outcome 
it's supposed to have for us. Assumptions like ...  
 
You should be more than you are now to be pleasing to God.  
 
Your weaknesses are in the way of God's plan for your life.  
 
Your lack of religious fervor is a disqualifier for divine participation.  
 
You're probably not doing it right.  
 
Other spiritual people have something you don't have.  
 
Our assumptions hinder our spiritual journey in all kinds of ways, and the antidote to 
assumption is surprise. The surprise of Christ's incarnation is that it happened in Mary's day as 
it is happening every day in your lack of resources, your overcrowded lodging, your unlit night 
sky, your humble surroundings.  
 
It's a surprise that life can come through barren places.  
 
It's a surprise that meek nobodies partake in divine plans.  



 
It's a surprise that messengers are sent all along the hidden journey of life to let you know you 
are not alone.  
 
It's a surprise that you will be given everything you need to accomplish what you've been asked 
to do.  
 
It's a surprise that nothing can separate you from the love of God.  
 
Nothing can separate you from love.  
 
Your assumptions believe there must be something that can ...  
 
But surprise! Nothing can, Read the end of Romans 8 if you don’t believe it! 
 
May you thank God today with joyful surprise at how much you have assumed incorrectly.  
 
Things I’m praying for today:  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



DAY 9 
 

Breath 
 
 

"I am the Alpha and the Omega—the beginning and the end," says the Lord God. "I am the 
one who is, who always was, and who is still to come—the Almighty One."  
REVELATION 1:8 NLT  
 
Breathe in. Breathe out. Breathe in. Breathe out.  This was the mantra of the Lamaze class we 
took when we were expecting our first child.  We were told it would make the delivery 
experience easier to go through.  I will let my wife tell you whether that ended up being true or 
not. 
 
Paying attention to our breathing can be helpful to monitor as we pray.  There is a calming 
effect prayer has and even more so when we consider our rate of breathing as we pray. If you 
have ADHD like me, it is amazing how prayer and breathing in a certain rhythm directs my 
thoughts in a more linear fashion.  
 
Our minds love to distract us by racing through future plans or revisiting past memories when 
we're attempting to quiet ourselves. My mind's favorite move is to look up a reference that 
strikes me as interesting or find a song lyric that I just can’t quite figure out. This is just the 
gateway to distraction. It knows that five minutes later, If I take the bait, I'll be looking up the 
weather forecast for my next day off and purchasing a new book I’ve convinced myself I needed 
in order to round out my understanding of something. By contrast, I’ve found focusing on the 
movement of breath in and out of your body anchors you to the present moment and slowly 
calms down that distracted mind.  
 
The Hebrew language has a word for breath – “ruach.” Some pronounce it “roo-auck.” It's the 
same word for wind and Spirit. It appears throughout Scripture:  
 
as the Spirit hovering over the deep in the beginning,  
as the breath God breathes into Adam,  
as the Spirit of counsel and wisdom prophesied in Isaiah, and  
as the Spirit that came to rest on Jesus in the form of a dove.  
 
It's a multifaceted word alluding to the hidden animating Spirit from whom all life emanates. To 
participate in this world, with the seen and unseen, is to breathe in and out the air that gives 
life to our bodies, and with that breathing to become aware of the Spirit who gives life to that 
deep hidden side of us as well. Another great mystery the Scripture leaves us to figure out.  
 
Throughout the Scriptures, the place to meet the Deity has taken many forms. From a wrestling 
match, to a bush, to a mountain, to a tent, to a trunk, to a temple—but probably the most 
expected would be in the very lungs of a baby.  



One of the most amazing experiences is holding a sleeping baby on your chest. Sitting, doing 
nothing other than feeling their little lungs move in and out ... in and out... partaking in the 
same ruach rhythm as you do. We can control our breathing, but mostly it is an involuntary 
action. It's something that sustains our living while our attention is elsewhere. Same with our 
heartbeat. It's happening without our attention. We're not in charge of our heartbeats. We are 
not in charge of our breathing. So much of living is not up to our willpower.  
 
Imagine being Mary or Joseph ... holding your newborn baby. Silently together. Listening to His 
little breaths. Aware of your own breaths. Three sets of inhales and exhales braided quietly 
together. The sound of a new family.  
 
In.  
Out.  
In. 
Out.  
 
What does it say about a God who is willing to be this present with us? A God who is 
everywhere at once, a God whom the world cannot contain, yet who has been present with 
humanity in a box (ark of the covenant), in a body (skull and heart), in a blessing (cup and 
cross), and in our very breath. "Look, the baby will become the Lamb of God, who takes away 
the sin of the world!" 
 
Maybe the place we can experience the wonder of this season is in the moments we stop and 
listen to our very own breathing. To pay attention to the rhythm of ruach already inside us... 
and to realize that the Deity with us is not in a building we must journey to, but is in the 
animating breath of what makes us alive. The work expresses in the creation narrative that is 
the very work of God’s Spirit bring life. 
 
May you awaken to the inseparable love of God by the very breathing that is also not of your 
own choosing.  
 
Things I’m praying for today:  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



DAY 10 
 

Omega 
 

"I am the Alpha and the Omega-the beginning and the end," says the Lord God. "I am the one 
who is, who always was, and who is still to come—the Almighty One."  
REVELATION 1:8 NLT  
 
I'm embarrassed to admit I started my journey as a Christian reading end-times books like “The 
Late, Great Planet Earth,” A New York times bestseller that hardly anyone takes serious today.  
This was my initial “end times” education. It shaped my view of the future and regard for the 
earth and its creational purpose. 
 
If you're not familiar with "end-times education," its curriculum is essentially based in confident 
declarations over the details of the timeline of the end of the world. Using ancient scriptural 
texts (out of context), it's a culture of escapism that has enamored religious folk with promises 
of victory and vindication in a world that feels scary and out of control. It was the bee's knees 
for many who were fearful of nuclear annihilation.  Thankfully, my pastor was able to re-direct 
my course to a healthier view of the biblical story.  
 
It took some years however to unlearn all the assumptions that this end-times literature had 
about the future and the world.  
 
Gratefully, my perspective has been transformed through careful study and by reading capable, 
discerning bible scholars who are in healthy conversations with communities of scholars like 
them.  They are respected because they are good at drawing the lines where the voice of 
scripture leaves off and human voices project ideas onto the text. I have come to see these 
passages not as a proclamation of coming doom but as a revelation of coming redemption. All 
this to say that I think we all must be aware of the baggage we bring to any “future” talk.  
 
So how are we to understand the Lamb "who is still to come"? How can we find wonder in the 
unknown and let go of a narrative of certainty that has to do with being on a winning or a losing 
side based on fancy end-times charts and graphs? 
 
Starting at the personal level, we obsess so much about controlling the future narrative 
because it's a comforting practice in the face of all the things we have no control over. Sure, we 
have the responsibility and agency to make choices that affect our life now and in the future. 
I'm not dismissing that important reality. Floss, put on sunscreen, and start saving for 
retirement are some of the “yeses” you should be making on behalf of your future self. But 
none of us are in control of this weekend's weather forecast, the callback from that job 
interview, our teenage kids' choices, that bald spot or forehead crease that's forming, our job 
security, and so forth, and none of us are in charge of the inevitable future - I'm talking about 
the 100 percent death rate for humankind. None of us are in control over this ultimate future 
or when that transformation will happen to us.  



 
If and when you ponder the inevitability of your mortality, it can be deeply frightening. Besides 
the great unknowing of what's on the other side, what is frightening is not knowing if the 
powers greater than me that will carry me to the other side are charitable, merciful, full of 
grace and love. That’s where its helpful to start with the one who is called The End, “Omega” 
(Jesus). 
 
"Look," John the Baptist proclaims, "the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world!" 
  
"Who is" ... fully present with us now.  
"Who always was" ... full of intention to love us – and he did, as well as still does (see “Who is”). 
"Who is still to come" ... fully restoring us to God by taking away the sins of the world and 
making all things new.  
 
If I can be biologically candid, Jesus' entrance by way of the human birth canal is the 
annunciation of this forever restoration. We see His life, death, and resurrection through the 
Gospels. He is in many ways the “Second Adam” that Paul talks about.  The one who will cause 
things to end in much better ways than how the “First Adam” got things started (Genesis 3).  
 
Jesus’ entrance into the world and eventual ascension to the Father again, triggered the the 
Spirit to give himself to all who believe, this created a community of faith (the church) who 
would in turn become the physical body of Christ in the world - as told throughout the New 
Testament. We see at the end of Revelation a vision of a new Jerusalem (and new Eden) coming 
together, and God making His dwelling among us, removing all that separates us from God, and 
ruling (crown) with love and justice (shepherd staff and scales). Hallelujah! Come Lord Jesus!  
These are truly divine triggering effects we can celebrate! 
 
But the reality of our lives is we can be present with the Lamb who is, and we can study about 
the Lamb who always was, but our human lives most likely will end before we witness the Lamb 
who is still to come. This is the part of Jesus that remains unknown to us. This is the part of 
Jesus we must trust through the testimony of scripture that: he is the resurrection and the life, 
that he has gone to prepare a place for us, that to be absent from the body is to be present 
with him. 
 
Do you trust the Omega to make is so?  
 
Things I’m praying for today:  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 



DAY 11 
 

Alpha 
 

 
"I am the Alpha and the Omega—the beginning and the end," says the Lord God. "I am the 
one who is, who always was, and who is still to come—the Almighty One."  
REVELATION 1:8 NLT  
 
I’m not totally clear on how God's sovereignty works. I’m honestly not. I don’t always see 
clearly where the line of free will crosses over to God’s determination, and how that all plays 
out. I sometimes am not sure if that is even the best way to frame the topic.  I just know that 
the Lord of the Universe is really really really detailed in His working with us—and anytime I'm 
awakened to this intentionality, I'm filled with wonder regarding the platform of free will and 
agency I operate from and how it rests on a much larger platform of His sovereign purpose.  
 
There's a section in the Scriptures where John the Baptist - you know, Jesus' cousin who leaped 
in the womb when in-utero when Jesus was near in Mary’s womb, sees his cousin Jesus walking 
down the street and says, "Look, the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world!"  
 
Kind of an odd comment to make about your relative unless you were steeped in Jewish 
tradition. The lamb had been a symbol of sacrificial atonement from the earliest days in the 
Jewish identity. Abraham tells Isaac on the way up the mountain that God will provide a lamb 
for the sacrifice (Genesis 22:8). The Israelites are asked to wipe the blood of a lamb on their 
doorposts in Egypt to be passed over by the messenger of death, which then led to the yearly 
practice of the Passover lamb (Exodus 12:3-7). Isaiah prophesies that God's coming Messiah will 
be like a lamb being brought to slaughter (Isaiah 53:7) And then John, explaining later that the 
One who sent him revealed this truth to him, declares that Jesus is this ultimate offering for 
God's restoration plan for the world (Revelation 1:8). For John, God's plan had moved from 
lamb to man, from abstract to physical, from cosmic to personal. And that is the invitation for 
us this Advent too.  
 
In the book of Revelation, there's a line that reads, “I am the Alpha and the Omega ... who is, 
and who was, and who is to come," which seems to cover pretty much all the things. It's the 
"who was" part that catches my attention because it means that Who has been around for 
everything up until now. Who has been paying attention. Who comes into this universe, this 
time, and this world, as the Lamb who takes away the sins of the world. But Who also comes to 
us personally, today, as the answer to our deepest question:  
 
Who cares?  
 
If we're honest, isn't that our real question during this Advent season? Not "What was the 
overarching theological plan of Christmas?" but "Who cares?" Has the Lord of the Universe 
been paying attention to what's going on with us, with us here, with us up until now? 



Conversations about God's sovereignty always feel removed from the minutiae of our lives 
because these conversations are always about big overarching narratives and doctrines 
involving ancient customs, geographical miracles, cosmic courtroom scenes, and cryptic 
symbols to be deciphered by "end-times experts" on cable television.  
 
They remain safe in big abstract ideas because it's harder to decipher divine sovereignty in the 
bills, break downs, cancer scares, layoffs, and other challenges of an everyday life. But it's 
exactly in those details that God's all-powerfulness is to be found. I think the capacity for 
wonder is to be found when we move from obsessively figuring out cosmic plans to observing 
God’s intentionality in the details of where we actually are.  
 
I’m not clear how sovereignty works, but I do know that God is very, very detailed with our 
lives. And when we awaken to that intentionality, it will fill us with wonder.  
 
Things I’m praying for today:  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Day 12 
 

Good 
 

Out of the ground the LORD God made to grow every tree that is pleasant to the sight and 
good for food, the tree of life also in the midst of the garden, and the tree of the knowledge of 
good and evil. Genesis 2:9  
 
The back-story for Mary, Jesus, Israel and us is that God made the creation to be good.  His 
hope was for heaven and earth to co-exist together in a way that peace between God and us 
could be realized.  The Tree of Life in the center of the garden was a non-human symbol 
indicating the goodness and provision of God.  It also represented life, vitality, beauty and 
sustainability of all life.  It truly was Edenic in every sense of the word, because it represented 
everything in creation that was good.  It was good because heaven and earth met together, 
harmoniously on earth in a place know as “Eden.”  Everything was good – even very good, 
because God and His creational purposes were manifest with them. 
 
“God is good, all the time.” This familiar refrain resounds through sanctuaries when the 
preacher and the congregation feel compelled to praise the Lord and affirm God’s goodness 
regardless of present circumstances. The leader shouts, “God is good!” Those gathered 
respond, “All the time!” The leader then says, “All the time!” The congregation affirms, “God is 
good!” Being in the middle of an energetic group carried away with this proclamation elevates 
the spirit, energizes the soul, encourages faithful bravery in the face of all that attempts to be 
skeptical of God’s goodness. Recognizing the foundational truth of divine goodness allows 
people of faith to call out evil and even dare to combat it with proactive love.  
 
From the beginning, the very beginning, the creation account beginning, God is good. God 
creates goodness. God’s performative word names the goodness of all God makes. God’s 
goodness is extravagant, over-the-top, unnecessary. The Lord God made to grow every tree 
that is pleasant to the sight and good for food. Divine provisions move well beyond just 
practical value and economics – as we’ve come to know things in the 21st century.  
 
Walking through the woods or a city park or even driving on a busy interstate, the diversity and 
glory of God’s work cannot be missed if one is open to looking up and out. When I look out my 
window, I see a dogwood tree, tall pines, stocky maples, oaks, and tulip trees. We have growing 
on our property blueberry bushes. I planted none of these. I water none of these. These 
pleasant bushes were here long before me and will remain long after I am gone.  
 
Seeing the glory, tenacity, longevity, variety of the trees that surround me reveals God’s 
goodness, all the time, when I am awake enough to pay attention to them.  In many senses the 
tree of life in Genesis exists not only in the garden of Eden, but in my backyard as well as all 
over the world. God’s good creation provides and sustains life, abundant life, not mere survival. 
Trees clean the air and water, they provide shade and produce fruit, they mark the seasons and 
time, and they are pleasant to the sight. They are life-giving reflections of our life-giving God. 



They persistently dot the landscapes around us and remind us that God is good, all the time, all 
the time, God is good. God desires goodness, all the time, all the time, God desires goodness.  
 
This season many of us will put up a tree within the walls of our homes, string it with lights, and 
decorate it with ornaments for no purpose other than to enjoy its superfluous beauty. Why go 
through all the effort? What’s the point? Perhaps we yearn to participate in God’s creative, 
lovely, life-affirming, good creation in a way that defies whatever conspires to overtake the 
light and love of the One who sends Jesus Christ not to condemn the world but to save. Maybe 
we too, want to be over-the-top in our expression of beauty that signals those with eyes to see 
that God is good, all the time.  All the time God is good.  Mary trusted God’s goodness with her 
life. She committed herself to His plan to restore the good back to creation and those who bear 
God’s image - through the agency of her son, Jesus, and so should we.  
 
Things I’m praying for today:  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Day 13 
 

Seen 
 

He grew up before him like a tender shoot,  
and like a root out of dry ground.  
He had no beauty or majesty to attract us to him,  
nothing in his appearance that we should desire him.  
ISAIAH 53:2  
 
“Incarnation” is the process of God becoming seen. To be seen is to allow yourself to be known. 
To be known is to risk being loved... or not.  
 
There is an approach to Christianity that operates out of the belief that one flourishes by 
earning love, by having a transactional relationship with God.  That if I do this—but mostly 
focus on don't doing that! —then I'll be loved. Then I'm in the heavenly club, and my club 
membership is safe and secure—well, until I do that thing I'm not supposed to do and I break 
the agreement, thus nullifying the value I brought to the club. Then I feel guilty, and I need to 
admit my wrongdoings before the club president and ask for his forgiveness, and then I'm back 
in the club. But then the next day, I do that thing I'm not supposed to do, and I have to go back 
to the club president and start all over again. Also, unfortunately, this happens pretty much 
every day ... so my membership is constantly in question. It's a very anxious relationship to the 
“club president” that I seem to carry with me. Best if I’m not seen by him and just fly under the 
radar.  
 
Then there's another approach to Christianity that is based on the notion that it's actually not 
through earning but through receiving that one flourishes. A life that has dug down deep and 
found the wellspring of love that never ends and rooted itself in that eternal source. This way of 
the Christian life is lived out based on the understanding that love is something you can never 
be taken away from, that love is the animating source of incarnation. This love - despite the 
reality of our own shortcomings. Love that reminds us that other sources for life will never 
satisfy like this one does. 
 
In fact, one of the main story arcs of a human life is the revelatory moment when reality strong-
arms you into admitting, "Okay, okay, this is who I really am!" and then you embrace that truth 
with kindness and sympathy. Just visit any AA meeting, ask what that “first step” is all about.  
 
Why is being seen so hard? It's hard because when you decide to live into your true self - your 
strengths and weaknesses, your light and shadow, your superpowers and your kryptonites - you 
are revealing yourself to the world, and you can now be touched, loved, rejected, embraced, 
ignored ... and all the other complicated interactions that come with human relationships. This 
is the exciting and terrifying proposal in an everyday life, so that some of us are questioning 
whether revealing yourself is worth it.  It certainly is a lot easier to project to everyone that you 
have it all together, but everyone knows that is just a fantasy. 



One of the invitations of Advent is the contemplation of God being seen, which is to say, 
incarnation. What does it mean for the Unseen Holy Mystery to be seen? And because seen, to 
also be touched, loved, held, known? You might think God in flesh would be the most all-
encompassing, attractive Being there ever was with no risk of rejection, but the answer to that 
assumption is a big biblical “Nope!”  
 
There was even a prophetic voice who came long before (Isaiah) to let everyone know it wasn't 
going to go down that way, that the Son of God would have no special magnetic look or charm 
to draw us to Him. 
 
What we see in the chronicles about Jesus' life is that being seen was complicated for Him too. 
His incarnation was not without lots of hardship and heartbreak. He was misunderstood by 
many in His community. His family was skeptical of His new vocation, even thought he might be 
crazy. His cultural spiritual leadership thought He was the spawn of Satan. He even had a friend 
who sold Him out because he stopped believing the hype. If Jesus' incarnation had been fueled 
by the belief that love is something that must be earned, these failures at earning love through 
approval would have been devastating to the spiritual life He was living.  
 
But what we see in Jesus is a quality of spirit that is grounded in the never - ending spring of 
love that was the source of everything He did… 
 
It was the source that enabled Him to forgive the haters.  
It was the source that drove Him to meet others in their pain.  
It was the source that ignited Him to speak hope in a culture desperate for a new way.  
It was the source that empowered Him to lay down His own life for those He loved ... which is 
all of humanity.  
 
May it be known that the Giver of existence took the same risk we all have to take daily  
- to be seen and known as the person we really are. The risk of incarnation is the risk of love. 
And love risks heartbreak, rejection, and being sold out by your friends, because love is also the 
animating source that brings about all the wonderful things in an incarnation, like 
companionship, joy, healing, wholeness, and being seen and known in the world.  
 
Things I’m praying for today:  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 



DAY 14 
 

Sacred 
 

"My eyes have seen Your salvation,  
Which You have prepared in the  
presence of all peoples."  
LUKE 2:30–31  
 
I spent a minute in Amsterdam when I was in my twenties. While there we decided to visit an 
ancient church. If you have ever been to one of these awe-inspiring buildings, everything about 
them is on some spiritual purpose. From the high ceilings meant to lift your gaze heavenward, 
to the cross shape of the building that brings all to the center altar, to the wooden kneeling 
benches meant for you to feel the mortal bones in your body. It's all constructed to create a 
physical experience of the story of God-with-Us that has happened, is happening, and will keep 
happening forevermore. It is built in a way to let you know you're entering something sacred.  
 
What I also love about these old cathedrals is that they were constructed during a time when 
most of the population was illiterate, so the majority of the communication devices are pictorial 
and symbolic. There are some inscriptions and obviously a sacred text somewhere in the 
building, but mostly it is sculpture, paintings, and stained glass that are the preachers of these 
sacred stories. And they are amazing! Beautiful! Intricate! Yet they're surprisingly consistent in 
their style and interpretation of these ancient stories. Partly it was because of the artistic style 
at the time. Partly it was the expectation of what sacred art is supposed to look like.  
 
How are you supposed to depict something sacred? To make something sacred is to give 
reverence to the weight of its importance. Something significant happened in our seemingly 
ordinary world - a meeting between the earthy and the heavenly that changes the way we 
understand the reality we find ourselves in. So, to not forget it, we memorialize it. We set it 
apart. We honor it and maybe add some shiny gold leaf in an attempt to let its message 
transform us still today. This is a helpful and necessary work that human beings have practiced 
since the beginning of existence. It is a way reflecting and remembering the epic truths of life. 
 
My only problem in the process of making something sacred is that we usually cut out  
all the really human stuff that is equally part of these divine happenings. (The bible does not). 
 
Especially in the art depicting the birth of Jesus. Most paintings of the newly born baby Jesus 
are of Him sitting upright, clean and clear-eyed with a shiny halo around his head. And I get it. 
This kind of depiction looks way better in a painting than the newly born alien-faced baby the 
doctor hands to you in the delivery room. That baby, until she pinks up, you say under your 
breath, “Help me to love her despite how she looks.”  And in the art depicting pregnant Mary as 
well. It's honoring to portray her as well-rested and dressed in her Sunday best rather than just 
waking up in the morning with an achy back and uncombed hair.  
 



We will always take our most important stories and sacredly set them apart so we remember 
them for the rest of time. But this process becomes unhelpful when we separate our own fleshy 
humanity from the humanity found in these sacred stories. Because when we dismiss the aches 
and pains, the fluids and hair, the naked fleshiness under all the fancy clothing, we can dismiss 
ourselves from being ones who could also find ourselves in a sacred story. It's the meeting place 
where the Spirit of God meets every person in all our messiness, - in all our physical bodies.  
 
If the incarnation insists on anything, it insists that our physical bodies matter to God. Our social 
realities matter to God.  Everything we experience in this world matters to God.  Jesus was 
crucified naked. This was an intentional move, since nakedness was shameful, and the Roman 
soldiers were going after His humiliation. But honestly, none of us want to see the genitalia of 
the King of Kings when we enter into a communal worship space. So, I get it. And I don't think 
we need to change the art. There is a holy reverence that implores us to put a loincloth on His 
beaten and pierced body, to return dignity and honor to so precious a form. But to be clear, this 
is editorializing the story. Even if it is only in our mind's eye, we must hold to a vision of an 
incarnate God crucified for all to mockingly see or we will miss the deep, deep wonder of 
witnessing a God who shared the fullness of our naked vulnerabilities.  
 
Mary is worthy to be revered because she was asked to bear in her body the weight of sacred 
motherhood, and we will always whisper the wonder of that story. But let's not forget that 
sacred motherhood unfolded in her physical body with third-trimester heartburn, swollen feet 
and ankles, insomnia, and fatigue.  
 
Let's give kindness to her body, and kindness to our bodies as well. Because your body, with all 
its fleshy, sweaty, hairy, nausea-prone, heartburn-prone, gloriousness, will be a part of the 
sacred story you will one day find yourself in – (although fully redeemed and glorified one day 
for sure!) 
 
Things I’m praying for today:  
 
.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



DAY 15 
 

Humiliated 
 

In your relationships with one another,  
have the same mindset as Christ Jesus:  
Who, being in very nature God,  
did not consider equality with God  
something to be used to his  
own advantage; rather, he made himself nothing  
by taking the very nature of a servant,  
being made in human likeness.  
And being found in appearance as a man,  
he humbled himself by becoming obedient to death,  
even death on a cross!  
PHILIPPIANS 2:5-8  

 
Mark 10:45 
For even the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a 
ransom for many. 
 
A close study of the Gospels reveals that the most common title Jesus used for Himself is “Son 
of Man.” In fact, He used it eighty-one times in the Gospels though no one else used it to refer 
to Him. 
 
When the Jews heard Jesus call Himself the “Son of Man,” their minds would have immediately 
leapt to Daniel 7. In this prophecy, Daniel writes about the end times, when “one like the Son of 
Man” will come with authority to judge the world. Jesus was claiming that title for Himself and 
communicating to His first hearers that He has the right to judge humanity.  
 
But this title also refers to Jesus’ own humanity. Think of the humility Jesus endured in 
becoming the Son of Man: God eternal and magnificent “made himself nothing by taking the 
very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness. And being found in appearance as a 
man, he humbled himself and became obedient to death—even death on a cross!” (Phil. 2:7–8).  
 
Jesus emptied Himself of heavenly glory, while still retaining His deity, and submitted to the 
humiliation of becoming a human. From His position as Lord of the universe, He stooped down 
to become a servant, washing His disciples’ dusty feet. He set aside all His privileges and 
became like one of us, bound by time and space, trading all the riches of heaven and becoming 
poor in both the literal and figurative sense. This Son of Man was unlike any other son or 
daughter of man. Fully God and fully man, Jesus entered our physical existence and 
experienced the joys and anguishes of being human, yet without sin. What could possibly 
motivate Him to do this? Love. 



That is the beauty of the doctrine of incarnation: God invisible, glorious, and untouchable took 
on flesh. For us. In one of the most touching scenes in the Gospels, Jesus humbles Himself to 
wash His disciples’ feet. 
 
I would encourage you to read John 13:3–17. Make a note of what Jesus knew going into this 
scene, how He responded to the different disciples (including Peter and Judas), and why He 
acted as He did.  
 
Jesus’ example calls us to a posture of humble service. After Paul wrote Philippians 2 about the 
humiliation of Jesus, he then gave us Philippians 3, which describes his own humiliation.  Why 
do you think this became such a value for people who were called to follow Christ? Isn’t it 
better to strive for social value and worth so that you can show others that you have greatness 
and are worthy of the esteem and accolades of others?  Or is there now a deeper place we can 
go to find worth and esteem and significance?  I think Mary and her Son knew that place, do 
you? 
 
Prayer for today:  Lord show me who I can serve today? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Day 16 
 

Counselor 
 

It's obvious, of course, that he didn't go to all this trouble for angels. It was for people like us, 
children of Abraham. That's why he had to enter into every detail of human life. Then, when 
he came before God as high priest to get rid of the people's sins, he would have already 
experienced it all himself—all the pain, all the testing—and would be able to help where help 
was needed.  
HEBREWS 2:16-18 – The Message  
 
"For to us a child is born, to us a son is given ... And he will be called Wonderful Counselor."  
Isaiah 9:6 
 
In 1965, a series of monumental films in the world of psychotherapy was released titled Three 
Approaches to Psychotherapy I, II, and III, later dubbed "The Gloria Films." Directed and 
produced by noted psychologist and psychotherapist Everett L. Shostrom.  The films consist of 
three therapeutic sessions, with three different therapists meeting with one woman known as 
Gloria. The films were made to lift the shroud of secrecy that had permeated professional 
psychotherapy. Textbooks gave loads of information on theories and such, but there was a 
scarcity of literature on what therapists actually said to clients during sessions. These films let 
the viewer in on real sessions between a therapist and a client, and they've been a source of 
education and discussion since their release.  
 
Before his session with Gloria, acclaimed therapist Carl Rogers laid out his philosophy on 
creating a particular climate necessary for good therapy to occur. He said that good counselors 
must ask themselves a series of questions before they start:  
 
1. Can I be real in the relationship with the client?  
 
Real refers to a quality of genuineness that lets the client know that the counselor is not hiding 
anything, he is authentic in his responses, trustworthy and therefore safe to open up to.  
 
2. Will I find myself prizing this person?  
 
The wording here is very humanizing – “prizing,” because the invitation is for the counselor to 
value the person as they truly are and recognize their dignity as human beings all with the hope 
of helping them to become healthy again. 
 
3. Will I be able to understand the inner world of this individual?  
 
Can the counselor move around the client's world and see life through their eyes?  
The goal of the counselor is to know the client's world of thought and how he feels about 
different life experiences.  Essentially, what it's like to be them.  



I would never claim to be a therapist in my pastoral role, however I have received counsel from 
pastors and psychologists. My experience with good direction is that the counselor has taken 
these types of questions to heart. Every good counselor has a heart of empathy for one's 
situation and how they got there, but also a call to help the individual to become healed from 
deep trauma and to walk down the road to a restored, healthy self. At least that's what I’ve 
always thought they were supposed to do.  
 
These questions remind me of the brilliantly ordered meditations in the book of Hebrews, 
where the author uses the metaphor of a high priest in his interpretation of Jesus' life. A high 
priest was one who was selected every year to offer the atoning sacrifices for the entire nation 
of Israel. He had to take on the mantle of awareness of wrongdoing and be the confessor in 
hopes of restoration between the people and YHWH (God). A heavy burden to bear, for sure.  
 
What is interesting in the connections that the author makes between the high priest and Jesus 
is the qualities of such a go-between.  
 
The author states that the high priest "can deal gently with the ignorant and misguided, since 
he himself also is beset with weakness."  He says Jesus was tempted like we are, so "He is able 
to come to the aid of those who are tempted." The author adds that "we do not have a high 
priest who is unable to empathize with our weaknesses"— and thank the Lord we don't, 
because how could we ever experience deep therapy with One who could not understand what 
it's like to move around in our world and see it through our own eyes? It sounds like the goal of 
a good therapist and the goal of a successful high priest are the same—to prize the ones who 
are being healed and understand their world as much as possible. 
 
The author of Hebrews summarizes his comparison of Jesus and the good high priest with an 
invitation: "Let us then approach God's throne of grace with confidence, so that we may receive 
mercy and find grace to help us in our time of need.” Maybe this Advent, we can see the 
incarnation of Jesus as the very way He is answering these questions as a Wonderful Counselor. 
He became human so we would know He had nothing to hide. He lived in a complicated world 
so He could relate to the complexity of being in our world. His name is “God-with-Us” so we 
would know we are prized and in that feeling of being prized would come to a deeper prizing of 
ourselves.  This can only happen in a healthy way as we are healed and transformed by our 
connection with Him. 
 
May grace for human weakness allow you to become who God meant for you to be in the first 
place.  Jesus became human so we would know He had nothing to hide. He lived in a 
complicated world so He could relate to the complexity of being in our world. His name is God-
with-Us so we would know we are prized by what he’s done.  He eventually died to win the 
prize and rose to claim the prize – forever. 
 
Things I’m praying for today:  

 
 



DAY 17 
 

Mighty 
 
 
"For to us a child is born, to us a son is given ... And he will be called ... Mighty God." 
Isaiah 9:6 
 
If you live long enough, your life will begin and end with someone cleaning you up and dressing 
you. From vulnerability to vulnerability we live ... that is to say, weakness will be a companion 
throughout our lives. It will take different forms at various stages of development, but the irony 
is that it may come full circle at the end with very similar kinds of care that you started with.  
 
Your life starts as a baby in complete vulnerability. Existence is accomplished only with the help 
of others. But as you get older, you learn: where and how to do your business, that training 
wheels need to come off in order to go faster, and the world gets much, much larger and more 
complicated than you could ever imagine.  You learn to adapt, become competent, and maybe 
start to become proficient at something. 
 
Then puberty hits without your knowing it, and no one tells you that the vulnerability of this 
time is the complete displacement from everything you've learned about the world, others, and 
even yourself. It pretty much redefines your short career on earth.  Then, young adulthood is 
filled with vulnerabilities in love, relationships, finances, career, and the sense of who you want 
to be in the world. The good news is that you'll probably look the best you'll ever look in your 
life.  
 
Your thirties and forties give you a deeper sense of self, but this gift is intertwined with the 
vulnerabilities of marriages not working out, careers ending abruptly, and life not turning out 
the way you thought it would. Oh, also, when you turn forty, you may start to think life is 
slipping by too fast. Then, the vulnerabilities ahead seem to involve the heartbreak of children 
moving on, the unknown of what happens after retirement, a continued diminishment in 
physicality, and a growing familiarity with obit columns and even conversations about your 
“arrangements.” 
 
I'm aware that this is a gross summation of a human life, but it's important to hit on at least 
some of the highlights when we come to the title of Mighty God.  
 
What do we think about when we hear the words Mighty God? Mighty is another word for 
strength, and there are plenty of stories of the strength of God in the Bible. Strength over the 
elements and armies and powers—it's not hard to understand how our idea of God can start to 
resemble a superhero theme. Less spandex and more finery, mind you, but I think when most 
people imagine God, they imagine a kind of Superman version of God - One who is able to 
conquer the enemies, cast out the evil spirits, and make more wine for the party in a single 
blow!  



But if Jesus is a vision of the invisible Almighty, what does His incarnation tell us about a Mighty 
God? Is “mighty” referring to His physicality, personality, spirituality?  
 
I know there's the one story where Jesus knocks over some tables, but otherwise you don't see 
mightiness embodied in physicality very much in His story. In fact, the opposite is often true—
images of One who is a suffering servant, who is like a lamb being led to slaughter, who is 
obedient to death, as Paul writes to the Philippian believers - because mightiness isn't 
necessarily something that physically overcomes so much as it is the strength to go through.  
 
Most superhero stories end with powerful heroes fighting, throat-punching, and kicking other 
powerful foes into submission to bring about an end to something terrible. Granted, the 
terrible forces of comic books are mostly giant lasers or building-crushing giants, which is not 
exactly real life. The typical pattern is built on weightlifters with amazing hair who look 
awesome in colorful spandex outfits.  
 
If Jesus embodied mightiness through an overcoming by sheer physicality, He would've 
appeared in appropriately themed costume, ripped like a CrossFit trainer, kicking the can of 
anyone in His way. But instead, we find a humble servant wrapped in human vulnerability who 
is obedient to that limitation all the way to death, even if it happens to be death on a cross. 
Jesus is mighty not because of His capacity to overcome hardship but because of His willingness 
to go through human hardship, like we have to do. It is this compassionate empathy which 
identifies with us so profoundly that has the power to transform our untrusting human hearts.  
 
How does God restore what He loves? By being with what God loves. 
 
How does Love defeat our enemy, death? By accepting it and going through it.  
 
How does God show Himself to be mighty?  God humbles Himself and owns being human.  
 
God accepts the humility and weakness of being born. God accepts the humility and 
vulnerability of eventually dying. It is this mighty ground that God saves the world through.  
 
Could it be that the doorway to experiencing God-with-Us this Advent is the particular 
susceptibility we find ourselves facing? Whether it's in health, heart, or home, our lives will 
always have a particular vulnerability in them. May we not see this vulnerability as the place of 
failure because of our inability to over come it, but as the very invitation to partner with Mighty 
God through it.  May your present stage of life be the mighty ground for His divine 
participation.  
 
Things I’m praying for today:  
 
 
 

 



DAY 18 
 

Father 
 
 

 
"For to us a child is born, to us a son is given ... And he will be called ... Everlasting Father." 
Isaiah 9:6 

 
No one really knows what happened to Jesus’ dad Joseph. He’s around at the beginning when 
Jesus is a kid, but then he’s absent from the story during Jesus’ ministry years. He most likely 
died. There are legends and rumors and such . . . but no one really knows. It seems like it’s only 
in the telling of the story of Jesus’ birth that we get any real picture of Joseph. He cares for 
Mary, and his plan to separate from her secretly was so he wouldn’t disgrace her name. We 
know he’s got some royal blood, being in the Davidic line, and that’s what brings them to 
Bethlehem during the census. He listens to the voice of God and makes life-altering decisions 
because of this. He’s a tradesman, an artisan, and a provider to a family of many kids. He seems 
like a great guy. I wonder what Jesus thinks of him . . . It’s a simple fact that everyone has 
parents. I know not everyone has two parents around, but we are all the by-product of two 
people—and that comes with a lot of wonder, weirdness, and weightiness. 
 
It’s a wonder that we are our own person, but we can see so much of our parents in ourselves 
in the way we act and look. Their imprint is unquestionable, whether we like it or not. It’s weird 
because family is something you don’t get choose beforehand. You just appear one day and 
assume a connection with these other people for the rest of your life. You can have closer 
relationships with other individuals, but it’s only a very small group of people in all the world 
who will be your family, and an even smaller group you will call your parents. They will 
eventually die (like everything), but they’re always your parents.  
 
Also, if you partake in child producing activities, well, you may become a parent yourself. You 
will quickly feel the immense weight of that responsibility. It’s scary, wonderful, risky, 
completely humbling and decentering, and at times, all-consuming. But one thing never 
changes—you have parents forever and may be a parent forever. You are connected to the two 
people you are a genetic combination of until the end of time, and if you produce life and 
become a parent, you will forever be relationally connected to that life you made. You can 
never stop having parents. And if you have children, you will never stop being a parent. 
 
Jesus Christ died as a single man with no kids. And yet this prophetic word calls Him 
“Everlasting Father.” I don’t know if the mystery of this title will come to any full understanding 
anytime soon but let us sit with the wonder at His name: Jesus—the One who is, and who was, 
and who is to come. Then consider that he is forever relationally a child of parents. He had 
parents. He has parents. They will forever be His parents. And . . . Christ is forever a parent to 
all of creation. In his first chapter, the gospel writer John proclaims, “All things came into being 
through Him, and apart from Him nothing came into being that has come into being.” 



Everything is relationally tied to Him. Including us. We can never not be tied to Him. Therefore, 
the incarnation of Jesus Christ is the answer to our deepest question . . . Am I an orphan to this 
existence? His twofold answer comes in the record of His life lived out in ancient Palestine and 
in His very cosmic presence now through which all things were made. He can never stop having 
a father, and He can never stop being a Father. And out of all the titles we could have given 
Him, apparently “Father” was one of the ones we needed the most. 
 
Things I’m praying for today:  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Day 19 
 

Peace 
 

“For to us a child is born, to us a son is given, and the government will be on his shoulders. 
And he will be called . . . Prince of Peace.   
Of the greatness of his government and peace there will be no end.” 
Isaiah 9:6-7 
 
A government is a system of rule that implements the strategies and policies created to 
propagate healthy and workable ways of doing life together. I just made up that definition, but I 
think it’s not too far off the mark.  I do know that it is a stabilizing presence that Paul 
encourages us to respect and pray for (Romans 13). However, keeping that stabilizing peace is 
one of government’s perennial challenges. “Peace” in any government can be accomplished a 
few ways. You can destroy everyone who has differing opinions about your way—eradicating all 
innate agency and uniqueness found in the world—and end up with a government based on the 
rule of compliance and the threat of shameful destruction. A kingdom of fear.  
 
Or in the case of what Isaiah describes you can love people in extraordinary ways by eternally 
offering your vulnerable yet Father-surrendered-self in a loving way that overcomes fear, 
selfishness, greed, and death (Jesus).  Only because God takes care of all of those needs for him 
as Provider. This is the foundation for his Kingdom rule. A kingdom from and of heaven. 
 
This second government was illuminated on the shoulders of a naked newborn prince. The 
announcement scared the powers so much that they killed innocent baby boys in the hope of 
eradicating this incarnation. Later on, the powers successfully killed this incarnation in the hope 
that this way of being in the world would never catch on. Two thousand years later, the powers 
are still trying to kill that way of being in the world. Two thousand years later, the kingdom of 
heaven still lives. May Your kingdom, Jesus, be on earth as it is in heaven and your peace that 
passes all understanding reign accordingly. 
 
Things I’m praying for today:  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Day 20 
 

Change 
 
 

Because we are creatures of habit who come to rely on rituals and routines so that we don’t 
have to think about those vital activities too much, our brains can pay attention to other things 
that require more conscious effort.  If these default rhythms are working properly they free up 
mental bandwidth for other non-routine activities.  They include everything from brushing your 
teeth - to going to church and can easily be set to “automatic.”  This is actually a good and nice 
thing because it frees us up to do new things while staying healthy. However, this only works as 
long as we keep honoring those good practices that we have learned to do habitually.  The bad 
news is that when disrupters like Covid-19 show up at your doorstep, they can effectively 
change your relationship to every rhythm and routine that you found sacred if not essential.  
Who hasn’t experienced that in the last 18-20 months? 
 
There are many powers, forces, presences that impact our lives daily, and there is nothing we 
can do to stop that impact. For example, cosmically . . . the sun will burn out all of its hydrogen 
approximately five billion years from now, and there is nothing you can do about it. Don’t take 
it personally. It’s just the nature of huge burning orbs of gas. As much as we try to put our 
worlds into some kind of order that involves predictable and manageable routines, those forces 
still can derail it all. 

 
On a smaller scale, though, the seasons change outside of our control. Toddlers turn into 
teenagers. Then it gets kinda weird if not annoying.  A song that holds a personal history for you 
pops on the radio, and suddenly you feel sad. You get blindsided by a distracted driver on a 
Thursday. You get caught in the rain with all the groceries still in the car. You experience a holy 
moment. Your hair turns gray. Your parents die. The sun rises. You fall in love. There is so much 
we don’t have control over, and it will change us no matter what. What we do have is the 
agency to respond to these forces. The ability to decide how we are going to let them change 
us—for better or for worse.  
 
A baby named Jesus came, and there is nothing you can do about it, but you do have the 
agency to respond to that coming, which is partly why I think you are reading this devotional. 
But I think a deeper question we can contemplate in this season is this: Does God want to 
change us for the better or for the worse through the gift of this incarnation? Through the gift 
of God-with-Us? And if for the better, how so? 
 
The answer to how we move toward the better is found in the word “change.”  
 
There’s a prophetic word about the coming Messiah in the book of Isaiah that says, “Out of the 
stump of David’s family will grow a shoot—yes, a new Branch bearing fruit from the old root.” 
It’s an encouraging visual—new life emerging from something that had been cut down—and it 
fits beautifully in the overarching metaphor of a tree at the heart of union with God. 



Remember, in an ancient context, you received nourishment from trees. There was no grocery 
store, save for trees, where you could squeeze all of the avocados to find the ripest one. The 
symbol of the tree is the symbol of sustaining life. The Genesis story has a tree at the center of 
the garden whose fruit gives life to all who eat of it. Then, in the very last chapter of the vision 
in Revelation, there is a tree whose fruit is used for the healing of everyone. From the beginning 
to the very end, the symbol of the tree in our midst is the promise of sustaining life everlasting.  
 
That tree is always with us. Change will come, but we can roll with it if we abide in the life-
giving connection we have in Jesus. How wondrous is it to contemplate in this season that the 
tree of life was at one time connected to another tree of life? That changes in life are disruptive 
but not fatal if we have Him with us while we go through them.  With Him, they actually can be 
transformative in the best ways possible. 
 
Things I’m praying for today:  
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Day 21 
 

Room 
 

And so it was, that, while they were there, the days were accomplished that she should be 
delivered.  And she brought forth her firstborn son, and wrapped him in swaddling clothes, 
and laid him in a manger; because there was no room for them in the inn. 
Luke 2:6-7 
 
There was no room for them in the inn is possibly one of the most confused and convoluted 
distortions in the the telling of this part of Jesus’ beginning moment. What?  
 
The misunderstanding comes from years of evolving storytelling and the great distance we are 
on the historical timeline from an ancient Middle Eastern Moment.  Their society did not run 
like our twenty - first century does.  Our traditional telling, fueled mostly by Renaissance 
paintings and children’s plays at church, would have us believe that pregnant Mary had “no 
speaking lines” while she and Joseph are hurriedly making their way to Bethlehem because this 
baby is about to start life in this world.  But because of the Roman census, all the Holiday Inn 
Express hotels and Hampton Inns were booked.  Thankfully, one kind hotel manager had a big 
enough heart to offer his stable to them (rate-free) so Mary could give birth to the baby Jesus 
while a donkey and an ox watched from their hay-filled beds.  Oh, and some shepherds showed 
up later for the inaugural baby visit and brought along their sheep who also have no speaking 
lines in the play but look really cute in their cotton-ball costumes. 
 
Although this story line works pleasantly in a thirty-five-minute, small-budget church Christmas 
production, it’s most likely not the way it went down. Mary and Joseph did go to Bethlehem for 
the census, but they were not in a hurry. The text says, “While they were there, the days were 
completed,” meaning they were in Bethlehem for a while waiting for the baby to come in His 
own time. And they weren’t alone. In this ancient society, family stayed with family—especially 
pregnant ones.  
 
We exist in a highly individualized society where it’s normal not to stay overnight in your aunt 
and uncle’s guest room/office, but hospitality and familial connections were of first priority 
back then. Honor and shame meant something, so you didn’t turn down travelers seeking 
lodging for the night. This is where we get tripped up with the word, “inn.” Traditional 
translations have obscured the meaning, but the Greek word “kataluma” refers more to a guest 
room than a hotel room.  
 
So rather than being turned away from hotels, Joseph found his relatives’ house crammed with 
visiting family who were likely there for the census. The couple didn’t come face-to-face with 
closed doors; they just had to make arrangements in the lower level of the house, which in an 
ancient setting was also a place that often housed livestock overnight to protect them from 
theft or harm. This lacks the theatrical tension of our modern way of summing up the story, but 
you can see that Mary and Joseph more likely delivered Jesus at an unplanned family reunion. 



 
And yet the writer wants you to know there was no room for them in the usual place you would 
host pregnant family members. I mean, are you telling me that not one cousin, aunt, or uncle 
was willing to offer their (better) room to their family member’s pregnant wife-to-be? That 
feels pretty inappropriate. Something else was going on, and I believe “no guest room available 
for them” not only alludes to that but brings to the surface something deeply personal in us as 
well. We all come from families—and I say this knowing the word family has many different 
definitions.  
 
No matter how wonderful that relational dynamic is, everyone collides with the expectations 
that just naturally form in familial relationships from time to time. How you’re supposed to act 
at the dinner table. What kind of career you should have. How successful you should be. What 
kind of person you should marry. What beliefs you should have. What political party you should 
support. How you should wear your makeup. Whether or not you should get tattoos. In the 
best light, these expectations occur because people love one another and want the best for the 
ones they care for. But we also know that we are love-insecure, and part of finding our love-
security is checking off the list of what I’m doing right in order to have other people’s approval. 
There is a pressure to represent the family name in a way that maintains family standards for 
the sake of family pride. 
 
Maybe changes in your life have not been fully accepted by family. Maybe at the next gathering 
they decided to put out the No Vacancy sign hoping you could read between the lines that 
they’re not approving of your new ways. Some of us have awakened to conclusions about our 
identity that make loved ones we’ve known our whole lives uncomfortable or silently distant. 
Some of us have transformed so much from what we once were, that we don’t even know how 
to talk the same way we did back then.  
 
It’s interesting that the way Jesus came into the world didn’t please everyone. He didn’t come 
through the traditional way that appeased the family and cultural standards. While it’s true that 
His incarnation was sung by a chorus of angelic hosts, His incarnation uncomfortably 
confronted many societal assumptions as well. Your “new, changed” incarnation—the 
beginning of who you will become—may happen in the small town where no one expects 
anything like that to be birthed, but it will not go unnoticed by the heavenly hosts. In fact, they 
may even sing over it! A small group of people, possibly farm workers, will witness it and dance 
a little because of it. And later on, in a way you least expected, international travelers may offer 
you precious gifts to carry you to the next phase of your life.  Some happy, others not so much. 
 
The story of Jesus’ incarnation did not come without complications, but God provided room—a 
room—and the Giver of your incarnation will provide room for you too. It may not be the one 
you imagined. Or the one that pleases everyone. But it is the incarnation you have been given, 
and it comes with good news of great joy.  
 
Things I’m praying for today:  
 



Day 22 
 

Darkness 
 

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. 2 He 
was in the beginning with God. 3 All things were made through Him, and without Him 
nothing was made that was made. 4 In Him was life, and the life was the light of men. 5 And 
the light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not comprehend it. 
John 1:1–5  
 
In recent years, the world has felt very dark. Millions stricken with the physical and social 
effects of a relentless virus; millions struggling to make ends meet, many of them failing to do 
so and wondering how they will pay their rent, feed their children, get the medical care they 
need; natural disasters seemingly ever present; violence both local and between nations 
refuses to subside.  
 
Sadly, the previous sentence could be written on any day in any decade. The particulars change, 
intensity varies, the people inflicted are different, but the suffering remains. Sin, evil, and our 
creaturely limits remain, generation after generation. Our need for the light that no darkness 
can overcome does not ever go away. The coming of Immanuel does not alter our immediate 
circumstances so much as upend how we navigate and understand them, because we now do 
so with Him alongside us. 
 
The first time I came to Ohio I remember seeing a billboard that read, “Travelers, Prepare to 
Meet Thy God.” I couldn’t help but consider what a person - who was never part of any church 
experience - would be thinking about that message?  It’s warning seemed dark and foreboding.  
It kind of sent a chill down my spine and I wondered if such a person like I was imagining, really 
had any idea what God was like? Who Jesus really was? And after reading that sign, did they 
even want to go there?  I then reflected on what effect it would have had on me before I came 
to know Jesus in a deeply personal way. 
 
I was told shortly after I started reading the bible on my own, without any direction, that the 
place to start wasn’t Genesis, Leviticus or Lamentations, but the book of John. Going there, I 
quickly discovered through that reading that God was taking shape in my mind and heart, and 
the cast over my life was shifting from dark to light.  John’s pastoral tone behind his telling of 
Jesus’ story warmed me up to the notion of moving closer to the reality of this man called 
Jesus. Very soon I had the soul-sensation of a light that turned on and tilted my way. After 
travelling through John’s sequence of “billboard” messages, I felt much better prepared to 
meet Thy God.  To my pleasant surprise, what I discovered was not simply “better ideas,” but a 
“Who” named Jesus.  Meeting Him in those pages was weirdly the start of a friendship I never 
thought possible. His presence hasn’t left me since that time, however my darkness continues 
to disperse to this day. 
 



Jesus helps me in my problems, provides hope, strength, fidelity and courage for the living of 
this day and hour and even minute. More than just an answer for my problems, He is 
profoundly, inexplicably, Immanuel, God with us, God for us, the Savior of the world who knows 
our human suffering and refuses to turn away from it – no matter how much the dark has tried 
to snuff out our soul.  He even at one point, not through the invitation to “do your worst,” but 
by facing off with malevolent, malignant darkness, he endured the worst it could offer.  All of 
this - so that as our constant companion and Lord - nothing we face would be unknown or off-
limits to His indescribable light-bearing grace.  
 
As I conclude this, the One bearing the Light does not provide us always with immediate 
answers so much as he remains with us and guides us as we wrestle with the most perplexing 
of life’s questions. While we may want the clarity of a billboard, Jesus, the light of the world, 
offers us the unexpected beauty of a Shepherd who gently directs us on the path we are called 
to travel.  With His help this traveler is better prepared to meet thy God and know what to 
expect when he does. 
 
Things I’m praying for today:  
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Day 23 
 

Light 
 
The Word gave life to everything that was created,  
and his life brought light to everyone.  
The light shines in the darkness,  
and the darkness can never extinguish it.  
JOHN 1:4–5 NLT  
 
I learned sometime in my mature age that we see “through” light, and we see colors as light 
waves bounce off of surfaces that vary in texture. Weird. I thought we “saw” light and coloring 
was about color molecules or something, not texture modification. I probably should have been 
a scientist...Nope! 
 
I learned in my younger age, firsthand, that people come into the world already made. Sure, we 
are a culmination of body parts eyes, ears, noses - enabling sights and sounds and smells and all 
other sensory experience, but there is a deeper, unseen part of us too. We use words like soul 
and spirit to describe that untouchable part. It's this essence that's hard to put a finger on, 
although when you look deep into someone's eyes you can kind of see it.  
 
Who we are is deeper than where we find ourselves in this moment. Jesus illuminates that 
deeper identity. It is the hidden part of the child you must pay attention to in parenting. It is 
also the same part in ourselves that we must bring to our Advent meditation.  
 
John writes that the Word (the Christ!) gave life to everything and everyone. And then this 
Word's life (Jesus) brought light to everyone. Another way to say it is there is a Giver of this life. 
And then the Giver of this life joins that life, and His life brings light to all life. Hopefully you can 
follow this attempt to summarize how it works. Put simply, the function of light is to help us see 
more clearly. For this purpose, it is the light that shines through Jesus' life that helps us see our 
own lives more clearly.  
 
The Franciscan friar Richard Rohr writes extensively on topics relating to managing our soul and 
our spirit. He describes the landscape for these hidden parts in this way: "The physical world is 
the doorway to the spiritual world, and the spiritual world is much, much larger than this one.” 
His tradition believes there is a much larger reality, a reality hidden from our senses, a reality 
where God is easily seen and known, and this larger reality is only accessible through this 
limited physical one. While this idea is not directly out of a particular bible passage, it does 
resonate with what we call “apocalyptic” literature like we find in Daniel and John’s Revelation. 
The point being that accessing spiritual landscapes where God is seen and known can keep our 
souls healthy and aligned for the purposes in which they were made. Jesus is the means by 
which we access those spiritual landscapes, i.e. the Kingdom of Heaven. No one can go to the 
Father, except through him. 
 



There are many ways this happens, and many clues are found in the gospels, especially the 
sermon on the mount (Matthew 5-7) and Jesus’ teaching about the Kingdom of Heaven. The life 
that he lived and the teachings he gave were two very effective ways of showing us how light 
works – and how darkness takes hold. 30 years after his arrival he began to unfold his light for 
everyone to see. Some ran from it, some were drawn to it, some tried to extinguish it. For 
some, the kingdom of this world is all that matters and matters of the soul are not that 
important. For others it was liberating to finally come out of the darkness. 
 
Our invitation to Advent is quickly moving from anticipation to expectation to arrival. Thank 
goodness for this annual drama that we can participate in. Revisiting this story is especially 
helpful in 2021, because being here now feels really complicated. And hard. And sad at times. 
With a lot of loss. Right? It hasn't been that long since we all lost a normal way of life. Some of 
us are still recovering and redefining what we lost. There’s some darkness in the land. 
 
But what gives me hope in this Advent season is the reminder that everything can be taken 
away except that hidden part of me. Whether I lose my savings, my house, my title, or my very 
livelihood, what is un-takeable is the part of me that Jesus illuminates. It’s my soul, the deeper 
self that was woven into this world but is anchored in a much larger world. In the gift of God’s 
Son is the only doorway to a much larger reality. And Jesus is also the Light that shows me the 
way.  
 
Things I’m praying for today:  
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Day 24 
 

Patterns 
 

“Where is the newborn king of the Jews? 
We saw his star as it rose, and we have come to worship him.” 
Matthew 2:2 
 
Experience tells us that nothing can be truly known through observation. Only through 
participation, through doing, do we truly understand something.  If we understand something 
really well, we will recognize all kinds of patterns connected to that understanding. Here’s what 
I’m talking about... 
 
The Bible tells us very little about the Magi. They are described as mysterious visitors from the 
east who have come to Jerusalem, looking for the child whose star they observed at its rising. 
They have an awkward run-in with King Herod, who knows nothing about this development, 
but now is plotting this baby’s exit from his world. They follow the star to Bethlehem, where 
upon seeing baby Jesus, they kneel down and worship Him, presenting Him with their three 
famous gifts of gold, frankincense and myrrh. They return home, never to be heard from again, 
and their identity has remained veiled in mystery to this day. Since AD 200 speculation has 
occupied much discussion about the Who? What? When? Where? How? And Why? 
 
A popular theory is that these Magi (Likely more than 3) were a sort of upper-class, wealthy, 
star-watching celebrity priesthood most likely based in Persia.  The Magi would have been 
familiar with the prophecies of a coming God-as-Man savior from the captivity of the Israelite 
slaves several hundred years earlier in Babylon. So when they saw the unusual star in the west-
maybe a supernova, a conjunction of planets, or some kind of supernatural manifestation, they 
made the long journey to find the king. Perhaps it was divine prompting that sent them, or 
perhaps it was wealthy people with time and resources looking to chase down something 
interesting. We don’t really know why? 
 
What we do know is that these guys were good at pattern recognition. They were paying 
careful attention to what was around them – the world, the sky, the stars. Ancient stories and 
present day phenomena. With their religious bent, they were paying attention to how those 
external patterns relate to patterns inside their hearts and soul. This is not unusual for the 
people of God, because the Jewish people are not only good at understanding words but 
recognizing patterns and their significance. Jesus even went so far as to say by their fruit (i.e. 
patterns of behavior) you will know them. The bible is full of patterns like mountains and what 
they typically represent or gardens and other natural phenomena that are full of spiritual 
significance. These guys from Persia were those kind of thinkers as well. 
 
If I were one of the Magi and I had their resources and time, a road trip would have been a 
great reason to go on an adventure. But I hope, because of the nature of the road trip, that a 
deeper desire to connect with the Jewish God, the creator of all things would motivate me to 



discover something in that layer as well.  Observing the skies and remembering the stories the 
Jews brought with them in their “book,” they wanted to move from observation to 
participation as they pursued knowing what it meant.  There was no promise that they were 
going to find the prophesied incarnation of God-as-Man. However they must have had a deep 
desire to know God since they were willing to trust the signs in the sky to go and see. 
 
Have you ever witnessed something like a bird or butterfly exhibiting a weird pattern and then 
you heard your soul whisper, “I think Someone is trying to get your attention”? I know I have. 
While I’m careful about giving significance to things that are cryptic like that, if the investigation 
leads me into something the later reveals it to be a “God signal,” I’m will to at least see where it 
takes me. Perhaps their divine nudge was, “Take gold, because my Son and his family will have 
to flee to Egypt – soon!” “Take frankincense, because they will need it as a healing oil.” Take 
myrrh, because my son will die before he is able to reach an old age and will need it for 
embalming.” No one knows for certain, but these are plausible reasons for divine promptings. 
 
Pay attention to the details of Advent.  Ask questions regarding the significance of the things 
you start to see. Recognize patterns that have God’s handprint on them and follow the thing 
that leads you to His Son. Read the story again and ask God to show you how it can direct your 
heart as well. 
 
Things I’m praying for today:  
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  



Day 25 
 

Unexpected 
 
And there were shepherds living out in the fields nearby,  
keeping watch over their flocks at night. 
Luke 2:8 
 
You may not know it, but a debate has been going on the last few years about how we’re 
supposed to think about shepherds. The shepherd is an occupation found throughout the Bible.  
Many patriarchs of the Old Testament were shepherds at one time or another. The psalmist 
refers to the Lord as a shepherd.  Even the prophets refer to the coming Messiah as a shepherd.  
So being a shepherd is good, right? 
 
But in Jesus’ day, the shepherd had moved from hero to zero. If you were a shepherd, you were 
not the owner of the flock but the hired hand charged with taking care of the flock. One line of 
recent scholarship suggests that the opinion of shepherds in Jesus’ day was that they were 
dishonest and thieving. Shepherding in a desert region required them to move around the land 
to find food and water, thus entailing their absence for long periods of time. Therefore, many 
claims were made against shepherds of pilfering other people’s properties for resources, 
dealing in stolen sheep to grow flocks, and being religiously unclean for dealing with animals 
and breaking Sabbath law. 
 
All that to say, shepherding was not the dream job of first century Jewish children. In fact, most 
Jewish boys at the time began learning the Torah at a young age in the hope that they would 
become some kind of religious teacher when they go older. It was a hard road, and few made it. 
If you couldn’t cut it in religious studies, you would learn the trade of a family member and do 
that the rest of your life. Like being a fisherman or carpenter. Either it was your lot in life or you 
happen to be unsuccessful at a lot of things in order to become a shepherd. 
 
Yet it was shepherds to whom the angels were sent to announce the birth of Immanuel.  Why? 
Because in true YHWH (God) form, the Giver constantly uses people we ignore to reveal the 
Giver’s ways. 
 
Sometimes it is through professional ministers, artists, authors, and sages that were hear a 
divine invitation. If they’re phonies, we’ll quickly see through it, but mostly these men and 
women are fellow humans who have lived, learned, processed, and translated their experiences 
into a tangible wisdom that can be shared. We’ve heard their story and it rang true. We buy 
their books, attend their conferences hungry for the godly insight they have to share.  These 
people pay attention, work hard to test the wisdom of things and then strive to communicate 
well what they’ve gained. Though beneficial, this is all very predictable if you’ve gone down 
these roads long enough. But shepherds? Really? As Preachers? 
 



A transformation was required for the townspeople to hear the proclamation of divine birth 
coming from the mouths of failed religion school shepherd dropouts. A transformation was 
required for shepherds to believe they had been invited to be preachers of divine birth to their 
familiar neighbors. It was all very unpredicted and unexpected. But so was the sudden 
appearance of angels when the shepherds first became aware that something epic had just 
taken place – Heaven opened up and a divine concert was happening. Right there. In their field! 
Then they saw Him, the baby and that was enough to change the course of their lives. God will 
use him to change yours as well because He’s in the the transformation business. Don’t be to 
surprised when you take His message seriously that you find yourself doing something that 
didn’t follow the script! 
 
Things to pray for today: 
 
   
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Day 26 
Waiting (Room) 

 
It was not a silent night in 1816, when an Austrian priest named Josef Mohr wrote the words to 
a Christmas carol for his own congregation, to be sung on Christmas Eve. The carol became so 
popular that it was translated into virtually every language and is perhaps most beloved of all 
carols. 
 
Silent night, holy night,  
all is calm, all is bright  
round yon virgin mother and child.  
Holy infant, so tender and mild,  
sleep in heavenly peace,  
sleep in heavenly peace.  
 
These words have shaped the way we imagine that first Christmas. It was idyllic. It was lovely. It 
was wonderful. It was joyous. It was perfect. Other Christmas carols capture much the same 
idea. In “Away in a Manger” we sing,  
 
“The cattle are lowing, the baby awakes,  
but little Lord Jesus, no crying he makes.” 
 
The challenge for us is that our own Christmases seldom measure up to this ideal. They’re not 
perfect. They’re messy. They’re stressful. They’re difficult. In our world there’s adversity. 
There’s darkness. There’s pain and suffering. So on the one hand we have the perfect Christmas 
with Mary and Joseph and the baby. And then there’s our Christmas, and it’s far from perfect.  
Our Christmas isn’t much like the first Christmas. Or is it?  
 
Consider that fact that it was likely not so silent in Bethlehem...  
 
Several years ago, Andrew Peterson wrote a wonderful song describing the first Christmas more 
realistically, called “Labor of Love.” It described the difficulty of that first Christmas and noted 
in its opening line,  “It was not a silent night.”  
 
For Mary, that first Christmas was fraught with pain and disappointment. Think about it: if all 
were calm and bright in the world, Christmas wouldn’t be necessary. Christmas came because 
the world is broken. We wrestle with sin and are plagued by tragedy. We are confused about 
what really matters and how we’re meant to live. Pain and disappointment like to show up at 
everyone’s doorstep. 
 
Luke tells us that Caesar Augustus, emperor of Rome, decreed that a census be taken and that 
everyone return to the ancestral village of the head of the household. Mary and Joseph were 
living in Nazareth, but Joseph’s ancestral village, his hometown, was Bethlehem. The Roman 
authorities did not care that Mary was nine months pregnant. She and Joseph were forced to 



make the eighty – to - ninety - mile journey from Nazareth to Bethlehem, which might have 
taken nine or ten days for a pregnant woman on foot. (Modern-day illustrations often show 
Mary riding on a donkey, but the Scriptures are silent on that point.) The first few days the 
terrain is flat. After that it’s uphill, traversing mountains and valleys for days. It’s likely that on 
the trip, tears were shed. If Mary was like any other expectant mother, she would have felt 
anxious and probably fearful. And then there were the questions that must have been running 
through her mind: Where will we stay? Who will help with the birth? Will my child survive?  
 
Mary had been planning to have her child in her home, likely in a room that may have been 
added to her parents’ home in Nazareth. There was little to mitigate the pain of childbirth in 
that day except for the comfort of her mother, close friends, and a good midwife. It’s not hard 
to imagine Mary’s disappointment in being forced to travel to Bethlehem to have her child 
without any of those. Not withstanding the potential family tensions we talked about earlier. 
 
The disappointment got worse when they arrived in Bethlehem. First-century birthing practices 
in the best of circumstances were quite different from what we experience today. By 
comparison, here is a description of a modern birthing room from one hospital website:  
 
Each room feels far more like a resort spa than a hospital. Relax in the whirlpool tub. Stretch out 
in a queen-size bed (for your partner to share, if you wish). Admire your newborn sleeping 
nearby in the in-room crib. Enjoy the attention of nurses who pamper the entire family. Pop your 
favorite CD in our entertainment center. 
 
Now let’s look at Luke’s description of Mary’s birthing room:  
 
The time came for her to deliver her child. And she gave birth to her firstborn son and 
wrapped him in bands of cloth, and laid him in a manger, because there was no place for 
them in the inn.  (Luke 2:6-7)  
 
As to a “silent night,” the Scriptures don’t mention it. After all, on that first Christmas Mary 
gave birth and I can’t imagine it was silent. It would have been filled with noise, not just the 
sound of the donkeys but the clamor and cries surrounding childbirth. It was a far cry from the 
peaceful sounds of CD players and the comfort of queen-sized beds.  
 
Keep in mind that Mary was blessed by God, chosen as his handmaiden, and given the most 
important task any human being would ever have. Her child was the King of kings. She would be 
the mother of Jesus Christ.  She was in the midst of the most profound thing God would do in 
the history of humankind. And Mary had to bring forth this child under less than ideal 
conditions, in a place she didn’t want to be. God does not promise that life will be easy, that all 
will be calm and bright. God promises that in the midst of the animal dung and the noise and 
the disappointment, He is with us and He is at work! 
 
Things I’m praying for today:  
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 




