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San Marino Community Church offers to you this
devotional for our journey together that leads to the
miraculous gift of Christmas. In these pages you will
find daily reflections written by staff members
resonating with themes of Wonder, Healing, Joy, and
Justice. You’ll find good companions here, inviting you
to actively consider the many ways that God brings the
gift of grace and love into the world in and through
Jesus Christ. 

We hope you sense a warm and heartfelt invitation into
the season of Advent. Advent literally means “arrival,”
and this season is marked by a posture of waiting for the
arrival of Jesus into the manger in Bethlehem, while also
waiting for God’s rule to come more fully into this
aching world. Waiting is not something that’s
particularly comfortable for us who are so familiar with
things arriving immediately. But wait we must; not
passively, but rather wait and watch and hope in active
expectancy for God to be at work.

We remember in Advent that God is the one who breaks
into history. The angel appeared to Mary announcing
the coming birth. Bright angels burst into the dark night
surprising the shepherds. This is how it works: God
comes to us! God enters the world and takes the plunge
into the particulars of our lives. God brings the
initiative. We are invited to respond in faith, hope, and
love. 

The invitation extended to you is to pause for a quiet
moment each day, to take in what it means that God’s
name is Emmanuel: “God with us.” In our Advent journey
together may we be inspired by our experiences of
reflection and worship. And as you are welcomed into
God’s nearness, may others feel welcome to join along
the way. 
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Advent is a season of waiting. Our children and grandchildren wait for
Christmas morning...ready to burst! They can’t wait for the moment when
they can tear the wrapping paper off their presents under the Christmas tree.
Although waiting is the focus of today’s scripture, Jesus is talking about a
different kind of waiting....active waiting. In this section of his gospel,
Matthew’s focus is not on the first coming of the Messiah, as a baby in the
manger, but on the Second Coming of the Messiah (The Christ). As Christians,
we believe that Jesus is coming back at an hour we do not know. Jesus
instructs his followers (us) to prepare for his coming by staying alert and
paying attention to what God is doing in the world, and to join God in His
greater purposes for the world. We do this by doing the things that Jesus
taught us...loving God and loving others. It sounds simple, doesn’t it? But, if we
take this call to follow Jesus seriously, it will require us to love people we find
difficult to love. So...maybe Advent is not about our passively waiting for Jesus
to come back. Maybe Advent is about God waiting for us to open the gift He
has given us in Jesus, and to love others. 

Advent Week 1: Wonder
Sunday,  November 27 

So stay awake, alert. You have no idea what day your
Master will show up.
                                               Matt. 24:42 (The Message) 

REV. DR. TOM TEWELL, PREACHER IN RESIDENCE



MONDAY, NOVEMBER 28
For he is the living God,
      enduring forever.
His Kingdom shall never be destroyed,
      and his dominion has no end.
He delivers and rescues;
      he works signs and wonders in heaven and on earth.

When I was ten years old, our elementary school teacher asked us to write our first name, age, and
school’s name on an index card. Each of us was then given a brightly colored balloon filled with
helium and were told to tie our card to the balloon. Together as a class, we walked out to the
blacktop and, on the count of three, released our balloons into the clear winter sky. 

I don’t remember why we did this. But a week later, as my dad was doing yard work, he saw a red
balloon fluttering in the height of a large liquid amber tree. I instantly knew what it was. Once it
was in my hands, I rushed to see the name on the tag, anticipating that I would recognize the name. 

But I didn’t. And I didn’t recognize the name of the school either. Unbeknownst to me, another 10
year old girl with a different teacher from a different school had also released a balloon, no doubt
watching it with a similar sense of wonder as my friends and I had on that day that we watched our
balloons disappear into the sky. 

The Dictionary of Obscure Sorrows defines the word “sonder” as a
noun—it’s the realization that each random passerby is living a life
as vivid and complex as your own. And as I held that limp, red
balloon in my hands that day, I was overcome with sonder for the
first time. The world was so much more expansive than my
comprehension could grasp. 

As we perfect our daily routines over the decades, it can be easy to
believe that there is nothing new under the sun. But the truth is that
God places infinite wonder in front of us each day. As we begin this
season of anticipation and expectation, what wonder is waiting to
be recognized and honored by you? And what wonder can you spark
in the lives of those around you?

Daniel 6:26-27 (NRSV)

PASTOR REV. JESSICA VAUGHAN LOWER
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TUESDAY, NOVEMBER 29

You are a God of wonders. But can you reach
me here?
You are a God of saving help. But can you
reach me here?
 
Lord, I have so much to do-- I’m trying to get
to my Sabbath so I can be with you… 
“Be with Me now.” 
I read the words of Psalm 88 aloud, making
the words my own, and the tears flow.
 
I wonder if people were asking those same
questions the night a little baby was born in
Bethlehem. The Wonder of all wonders,
lying there in the darkness. But few knew it
yet. 
 
Maybe you’re having a Psalm 88 moment or
season right now. Maybe it can’t be rushed.
Maybe this is where God asks us—and me--
to be with him right now. 
 
God can reach us here.

Prayer: God who listens to our desperate
cries… For now, I’m going to live in the
questions. Because right now the questions
are where I feel close to you.

Are your wonders known in
the darkness

or your saving help in the land
of forgetfulness?

                       Psalm 88:12 (NRSV)  

NATALIE MACMILLAN

DIRECTOR OF CHILDREN'S MINISTRIES

Two days ago my husband was sent to
the ER as I cared for our sick toddler. He

is home now, but our long-awaited
Sabbath week is getting shorter as we

deal with illness. There is still so much
to do. I read through Psalm 88 to write
this devotional, and I feel an odd relief

that I resonate with this “Prayer for
Help in Despondency.” 

 
I look to how the psalm ends: “…your dread

assaults destroy me….” No optimism here.
We’re still in the darkness. But the

questions from earlier in the psalm stay
with me: “Are your wonders known in the

darkness? Or your saving help in the land
of forgetfulness?”

 
And suddenly it hits me. The question I

hear ringing out from the psalm and from
my own heart. “Can you reach me here?”



In the Old Testament, this Psalm was recited when the new year began

and during passover as a testament of joy and happiness. David recited

this verse when he returned the Ark of the Covenant, King Solomon used

the same verse when he built the temple, and Ezra when he rebuilt the

temple. All three men used this song to remind themselves of the

goodness of the Lord in different areas of their lives. Today, we continue

to do the same when we glorify and thank the Lord for his never ending

love and goodness. 

As I was reading this verse, reflecting upon it, and truly taking it in, I

began to see it in a different light. To me, this verse highlights the

everlasting and unconditional love the Lord has for us. 

Regardless of your circumstances, the situations in your life, or even the

mountains you are facing, there will always be a safe place for you in the

arms of the Father where there will be everlasting love. 

I reflected upon my own life and my own mountains, and I saw all the

times in which I felt that I was unlovable, broken, and down. I saw how

the Lord was faithful and never failed to fulfill his promise of having

enduring and steadfast love.

As the year begins to wrap up, we should take this time to sit in the love

of the Lord and allow him to work through us. We are eternally loved and

chosen in his home and this is something I learned from reflection on

this verse. 

JIHAN MASSOUD,

COMMUNITY CHURCH NURSERY SCHOOL DIRECTOR

O give thanks to the Lord of lords,    
   for his steadfast love endures forever;
who alone does great wonders,
   for his steadfast love endures forever
                                          Psalm 136:3-4 (NRSV)

Wednesday, November 30



Joel’s words read like a divine vision board put into words. They articulate

a promise set by the Holy One for a people who may have forgotten how

to hope, to vision, and to dream. These words offer comfort,

encouragement, and promise; they assure the children of the covenant

that they are still God’s people. The One who formed them into a people

unifies them, keeps them, and will deliver them. 

How did Israel feel hearing this prophecy? When in the thick of grief,

comforting words often fall flat. This, I think, is partly because one

person’s experience of comfort may not adequately speak to the unique

loss of another. Or, words of comfort sometimes might fail to meet

someone in their particular stage of grief. Did the first hearers of these

words scoff at them? Were they reluctant to believe in God’s promise? Did

they nod their heads in agreement, while their souls languished in

resignation? 

Centuries after these words of hope and encouragement, God’s people

endured another period of despair. During this time, God seemed to have

gone silent, to have forgotten or to have rejected Israel. Once again,

another imperial power, Rome, oppressed Israel. It was hard to hope, to

have faith, and to believe. And yet, in the midst of their suffering, “The

Word became flesh and lived among us” (John 1:14a). Finally, the promises

of generations were finding fulfillment. God’s redeeming hand was at

work, overcoming Israel’s despair: “The true light, which enlightens

everyone, was coming into the world” (John 1:9).

THURSDAY, DECEMBER 1

I’ll even pour out my Spirit on the servants,
   men and women both.
I’ll set wonders in the sky above
   and signs on the earth below. 
                                                             Joel 2:30 (NRSV)

CP BONG BRINGAS



The truths communicated in this psalm took on immense nuance and tenderness when

I became a mother. Do we know that God’s creation is “good?” Of course! But this

psalm reveals that we are not just a source of wonder in our first moments. Throughout

this passage, we are told of the degree to which God is always with us. We’re up, down,

here, there, and He never leaves. He is aware of every shortcoming, failing, and struggle

before they even happen – and He still calls us “wonderfully made.” I might not believe

it, except that I know it to be true as a mother. If I, with my weakness and shortcomings,

feel this kind of indefatigable, unconditional love for my child, how much more must

God love me and celebrate me in wonder?

FRIDAY, DECEMBER 2

A week later, things didn’t feel so perfect. Days were nights,

nights were days, he was always hungry and never wanted me

to sleep or shower or be a human apart from him. He needed a

lot. But was I going anywhere? Heavens no. Was he any less

perfectly made to me? No way. I came to love even his cries!

No amount of tears or pain or exhaustion could keep me from

trying to be everything he needed, and delighting in him. The

same is true today.

I praise you, for I am fearfully and wonderfully made.
   Wonderful are your works;
that I know very well.
                     Psalm 139:14 (NRSV)

The moment the nurses laid my firstborn son, Beckett, on my chest, is one I’ll never forget.

There were tears and kisses, and whispered “I love you’s,” to be sure. But what startled me

most was the utter surprise I felt in looking at him. I had never seen a baby that looked

like him. I’m sure that sounds silly and somewhat obvious, but it was a beautifully

disorienting feeling. I traced my finger along his slightly upturned nose, stroked his

chubby cheek, and then gasped as he moved his mouth and I saw it for the first time: a

dimple. Right in the middle of his left cheek. I couldn’t stop staring in wonder. He was

perfectly made. 

VICTORIA SMITH

DIRECTOR OF COMMUNICATIONS & DEVELOPMENT



SATURDAY, DECEMBER 3

The Psalms offer a special resonance in

Advent. They were the songs of

Israel when they were forced into exile and

longed for their return.

Covid has forced us into different forms of

exile: loneliness, cut off from

children, grandchildren, and friends. We

long for the return of the way it was

before March 2020, yet we know we need

to learn to live in a different world.

At 176 verses, Psalm 119 is the longest

Psalm. It has often been titled “The

Glories of the Law.” In many different

ways the Psalmist reminds his hearers

both

of an indicative--the wonders of the law—

and an ethical imperative—the need to

keep the law. Thus, the single verse for

today is a marvelous summation of the

balance between God has given us

wonderful decrees and that my soul needs

to keep God’s laws.

In this Advent season as you and I marvel

at the coming of Christ, I suggest

this single verse can be memorized, thus

becoming part of our mind and heart.

Your decrees are wonderful;
   therefore my soul keeps them.
                             Psalm 119:129 (NRSV)

CP BONG BRINGAS



During my college years, I spent a week in Virginia helping my roommate lead a

summer church camp. For two years we had lived together, taken classes, and been

involved in student fellowship, but never shared in leading any meaningful

ministry.

Imagine the surprise when my writing/organizing skills were put into service with

his gregarious, up-front leadership. It was an early defining moment in the

shaping of what my eventual ministry of administration was to become.

John the Baptist knew his role: “preparing the way of the Lord.” Imagine HIS

delight, knowing his skills were being put to use setting the stage for his cousin,

Jesus. He points out that while his ministry is getting people on the road to

spiritual awakening, Jesus would be the one providing motivation, and the spiritual

fuel to help make that journey to wholeness.

In the Kingdom of God, we have both a job to DO and a life to BE. John announced

that the coming messiah would transform us from the inside out. This is the

healing that Christ brings: that we not only find our place and our role(s), but a

peace and fulfillment that fill us up for service to others

Advent Week 2: Healing

Sunday, December 4

“I’m baptizing you here in the river, turning your old life in for a kingdom life. The real action
comes next: The main character in this drama – compared to him I’m a mere stagehand – will
ignite the kingdom life within you, a fire within you, the Holy Spirit within you, changing you
from the inside out.”

SKIP OBER MILLER, BUSINESS MANAGER

Matthew 3:11 (The Message)



But he was wounded for our transgressions,
   crushed for our iniquities;
upon him was the punishment that made us whole,
   and by his bruises we are healed.                                                                     
Isaiah 53:5 (NRSV)  

In Elie Wiesel’s harrowing autobiographical novel, Night, he
recounts his experience surviving the concentration camps in Nazi
Germany. At one point, he describes an especially excruciating
scene where he is forced to watch the hanging of a young child.
While witnessing this darkest of injustices, a man near him
repeatedly pleads “For God’s sake, where is God?” And as he listens
to the man and watches the scene unfold, he hears an answer arise
from within: “Where is He? This is where–hanging from this here
gallows…”

Our faith is not centered upon pain avoidance. We have a God who
dives headlong into the most heinous atrocities and unspeakable
sufferings. And the great paradox and mystery of our faith is that
somehow–in the very depths of pain, grief, and misery–new life
emerges. It’s important to remember, however, that new life comes
not because of suffering but despite it. We can cling to the promise
of new life in suffering not because suffering is redemptive, but
because Jesus shone resurrection light into such injustice: by
refusing violence in a world of violence, he suffered the only power
the world could muster against him and emerged victorious. 

Suffering is to be lamented and protested. But our lament and
protest can be girded with the confidence that, on the other side,
life awaits. 

Monday, December 5

TIFFANY ASHWORTH,

PASTORAL INTERN, FALL '22



TUESDAY, DECEMBER 6

While I know we have a God who heals, physical healing is something I continue

to wrestle with. However, I do know that the healing of a broken heart is possible.

While this is not a faith-based camp, I have seen God work in ways I never

thought were possible. I still experience joy, peace, and hope in a community

where all of that seems lost. I have seen kids with cancer fill the room with their

energy just days after chemo treatment, and teenagers laugh until they cry just

months after losing a sibling. That is evidence of God’s healing. When we hear

that God is close to the brokenhearted, it’s not just for those who practice faith;

it’s for all God’s children, and I am honored to not only witness it in others but

experience it as well.

The Spirit of the Lord is upon Me,
Because He has anointed Me
To preach the gospel to the poor;
He has sent Me to heal the brokenhearted.
                                                 Luke 4:18 (NKJV)

Every summer I attend a camp for kids with cancer and their siblings. I used to

attend as a camper with my brother, Sam, who passed away in August of 2016. It’s

a time when kids get to be kids, without cancer taking over. The week is filled

with what we call outrageous fun; and for a space that was created for kids who

are suffering, it is ironically where I have experienced the deepest healing.

Camp UKANDU knows that physical

healing is not always an option for

campers. More than 60% of survivors

live with at least one chronic health

condition. Instead, we focused on

something we know is possible: healing

of spirits.

NATALIE DAY,

DIRECTOR FOR YOUTH MINISTRIES



WEDNESDAY, DECEMBER 7
Then your light shall break forth like the morning,

Your healing shall spring forth speedily,
And your righteousness shall go before you;

The glory of the Lord shall be your rear guard.
Isaiah 58:8 (NKJV)

Many Old Testament prophetic Scriptures are brought to completion in the New Testament
and many people in Old Testament times are identified as being a “prototype” of Christ, or
their teachings and experiences are made manifested through Christ’s mission and ministry.
 
The prophet Isaiah promised that those who were poor in spirit, gentle in heart, hungered for
righteousness, mourned for their sin, and trusted God's Word would be comforted and blessed
by the Lord. They would receive mercy and grace in time of need, and be granted God's
gracious healing and spiritual wholeness:
 
Isaiah likens the faith of Israel’s remnant to the wonder breaking forth in the first rays of
morning light rising from the blackness of night, heralding in the fast-approaching warmth
and hope that daylight brings. Although they may have to wait for their renewal and
restoration, it will come at the appointed time without delay as promised: "It will spring forth
speedily," and further guarantee that "their righteousness would go before them."

This believing remnant was not only promised spiritual renewal and
restoration, but that "the glory of the Lord would be their rear guard."
The assurance of God's glorious presence, power, protection, and
providence is to be their eternal reward. It is also to be ours – yours
and mine, as we renew our faith in remembrance of the coming of
Christ, the promised Messiah. Once again, revealed to us this Advent
Season.
 
Prayer:

Gracious God, help us to be open to the wonder of your love as we are
reminded, once again, of Your indescribable gift, our Lord and Savior, Jesus
Christ. Amen.

REV. MARILYN MANNING



Music has always been a source of healing for me. When I was
younger and in a time of need, I would listen to “Requiem” by
Spanish Renaissance composer Victoria. Stress and anxiety
would eventually be replaced with a sense of inner peace. As I
grew older, I would realize that it is through music, that I would
experience God’s healing presence.
 

When I read this scripture, the hymn, ”We Come to You for
Healing, Lord” comes to mind. I am reminded to explore the
healing and deliverance that we find in God’s word.

THURSDAY, DECEMBER 8

You called out to God in your desperate condition;
      he got you out in the nick of time.
He spoke the word that healed you.
                                                      Psalm 107:20 (The Message)

The Lord understands our depths of pain. He 
knows what our hearts need to see us
through our greatest trials. Reach out to God
this Advent season. Whether it be physical,
spiritual, or mental healing, 
God is there for us!

We come to you for healing, Lord,
of body, mind, and soul,
and pray that by, your Spirit’s touch,
we may again be whole.

DR. PETER GREEN,

DIRECTOR OF TRADITIONAL WORSHIP



FRIDAY, DECEMBER 9
Tis the season for gift giving. Carefully

wrapped presents sit beneath the tree;

stockings are hung by the chimney with care.

Even the coolest gadgets, the most

anticipated toys and all those matching

pajama sets will eventually lose their luster.

By next Christmas, you may have completely

forgotten what Santa brought you last year.

The gifts that God offers us put Santa to

shame.

This Advent season we are invited to unwrap

a whole new set of gifts–gifts that we can

carry with us for a lifetime and into eternity.

This list from 1 Corinthians only begins to

scratch the surface: wisdom, understanding,

patience, the gift of speech, the gift of

comforting those around you, faithfulness,

gentleness, generosity. Each of us is uniquely

gifted by God. The Spirit of God is ready to

activate, cultivate and grow these gifts within

us for the glory of God and the good of all.

What gifts do you uniquely possess? Perhaps

you’ve been given the gift of a listening ear,

an analytical mind, a keen awareness of your

surroundings, hospitality, or a creative

approach to life. This season, let us delight in

both the gifts and the Giver just as God

delights in us. 

All kinds of things are handed
out by the Spirit, and to all

kinds of people! The variety is
wonderful: wise counsel, clear

understanding, simple trust,
healing the sick, miraculous

acts, proclamation,
distinguishing between spirits,

tongues, interpretation of
tongues. All these gifts have a

common origin, but are handed
out one by one by the one Spirit

of God. He decides who gets
what, and when.

 

1 Corinthians 12:9
(The Message)

 

WILLOW STEPHENS,

DIRECTOR OF CONTEMPORARY WORSHIP



SATURDAY, DECEMBER 10

But for you, sunrise! The sun of righteousness will dawn on those who
honor my name, healing radiating from its wings. You will be bursting

with energy, like colts frisky and frolicking. 
Malachi 4:2 (The Message)

Colts frisky and frolicking! What an irresistible image! Just reading those words puts a
smile on my face. They remind me of my 1 ½ year old daughter Emily. When she sees a dog,
she bounds ecstatically across the grass happy-shrieking “Dog! Dog!” until she can bury her
hands and face in its fur, then laughs with delighted abandon when the dog rolls around on
the grass. She-- like the frisky, frolicking colts-- is the epitome of pure joy to me.
 
Yet we are in the week of healing – joy comes next. And that sounds about right to me.
Part of why Emily’s joy can be so uncensored is because she senses she is safe and cared for.
Mama and Dada are nearby, the sun is shining, the dogs are rolling, and all is right with the
world. There is a feeling of wholeness, shalom. I think that is something we all long for. We
long to be no longer striving and pushing, no longer trying to earn approval or money, no
longer in captivity to our wounds or traumas. We long to be healed. Deep healing leads to
deep joy.

It’s easy to think of healing as an ending: ‘I am recovered, the
pain is over.’ But the language here is of beginning: sunrise,
dawn, bursting with energy—feeling totally present and alive,
now able to enter fully into joy. We get tastes of that joy now.
But I think nothing will compare to when God delivers full
healing, restoration, and freedom. What a beginning that will
be! What a sunrise!

As we journey into the growing light of Advent, I wonder if
there is a particular heart wound that needs healing? Can we
expose it to the dawning light of the Son?

NATALIE MACMILLAN,

DIRECTOR OF CHILDREN'S MINISTRIES



When I graduated high school I won the senior superlative for “Most Optimistic”. I

have always been one to look on the bright side of things, to find the joy in every

day, and to always think positively. One of my go-to questions with students is

‘what was one good thing that happened this week?’. Unfortunately, our world has

shown us how easy it is to focus on the broken things rather than the joyful things.

One thing I love about Jesus is how he speaks the truth of what is happening in the

moment. From acknowledging strangers in a crowd to holding Judas accountable,

Jesus is a call it how it is kinda guy. That being said, I love the present tone of this

passage. We talk a lot about what’s to come and what we can look forward to and

the positive changes happening, but here Jesus is telling us ‘look! These things are

happening right now. The blind see and the lame walk and the deaf hear, don’t

miss it!’.

We can get so comfortable becoming pessimists because it is so easy to do that.

However I don’t want to ever miss an opportunity to see the good that is happening

in our lives and in our world right now. 

So... what’s one good thing that happened for you this week?

Advent Week 3: Joy

Sunday, December 11 

Jesus told them, Go back and tell John what’s going on:
       The blind see, The lame walk,
       Lepers are cleansed, The deaf hear, The dead are raised,
       The wretched of the earth learn that God is on their side.
                                                               Matthew 11:4-5 (The Message)

NATALIE DAY,

DIRECTOR OF YOUTH MINISTRIES



When I first read this verse, I was struck by the command to share

our blessings with others and receive the joy of the Lord. How

wonderful! I can get behind that! Then my eyes landed on those

words, “do not be grieved.” Wait a minute. Why was anyone grieved?

What happened? As is often the case, the context of this verse adds to

its power.

 

Nehemiah had gathered the people on a holy day. The altar had been

set up and people began to offer sacrifices, likely for the first time

after coming out of captivity. Nehemiah invited Ezra, a great teacher,

to teach the law to anyone who wanted to understand it. Men,

women, and children all came together and understood the law,

perhaps for the first time. Their hearts were tender and they were

overcome with the grief of their shortcomings before God. Then

Nehemiah said these words – not only of encouragement, but of

instruction. 

 

I was so moved by this. When we encounter God’s “law” with a

tender heart, we cannot help but feel overcome by our inadequacies.

But God never leaves us there. We are instead invited into a holy

celebration, invited into sharing our abundance with others, and

invited to participate in our redemption by leaning on the generous

strength of the Lord.

MONDAY, DECEMBER 12

Go your way, eat the fat and drink sweet wine and send
portions of them to those for whom nothing is prepared, for
this day is holy to our Lord, and do not be grieved, for the joy of
the Lord is your strength.
                                                                                                      Nehemiah 8:10 (NRSV)

VICTORIA SMITH,

DIRECTOR OF COMMUNICATIONS & DEVELOPMENT



Your words were found, and I ate them,
   and your words became to me a joy
   and the delight of my heart,
for I am called by your name,
   O Lord, God of hosts.
Jeremiah 15:16 (NRSV)

One of the ways that my family communicates love for one another is

through food. 

When I would return home from university or visit my parents for the

holidays, my mother would make sure that my childhood favorite meal was

on the table at some point during my stay. When we would visit my

grandmother in Indiana in the summers, my grandma would inevitably call

me into the kitchen to help her make her famous, homemade egg noodles,

which were a family favorite. And when we would gather at my aunt and

uncle’s house for a holiday meal, there was always chilled shrimp and

cocktail sauce on the appetizer table and a smile on my uncle’s face as he

watched the shrimp tails pile up on my plate. 

Being served a favorite meal can evoke the feeling of being seen and known.

When someone serves us something we love, we are reminded of all of the

memories we have shared over that meal over the years: the celebrations

made, the comforts offered, the hopes expressed, the wounds healed.

Someone can only serve you your favorite meal if they know you well. 

That joyful feeling of being known, of having a reserved seat at the table, and

of being tended to is the feeling that God longs for each of us to experience.

Each time we come to the table for communion, we are gathering around

God’s favorite meal. Each time we meet God in prayer, around our family

tables or elsewhere, we are face to face with someone who sees us, knows us,

and seeks to provide us just what we are needing. 

Tuesday, December 13

REV. JESSICA VAUGHAN LOWER



WEDNESDAY, DECEMBER 14

This man was hospitalized with a type of cancer that would require months of

treatment and significant changes in his lifestyle. The man was discouraged. “

I don’t know if I’m strong enough to make these changes that the Doctor is

asking of me,” the man said. I’ll never forget Dr. Kelsey’s response: “You don’t

have to be strong. In fact, you can’t be strong.... on your own power. God is

inviting you to accept the strength that God is more eager to give than you are

to receive.”

May you be made strong with all the strength that comes from
his glorious power, so that you may have all endurance and
patience, joyfully giving thanks to the Father, who has enabled
you to share in the inheritance of the saints in the light.
                                                                 Colossians 1:11-12 (NRSV)

As a student at Princeton Seminary years

ago, I worked part time at a church in

Summit, New Jersey. One of my

assignments was to accompany the

Associate Pastor, Dr. Robert Kelsey, on a

hospital visit. Dr. Kelsey and I called on a

successful business leader. 

That phrase “accept the strength” has stuck with me over the years. One of the

challenges of Advent for people like that businessman or those of us who like

control (like me!) is that we like to fix things and solve problems. This Advent,

God is inviting us to receive the savior not try to be the savior. Ouch! That is

the secret of the Christian life. If we think of what God asks of us in this verse:

“ to endure everything with patience,” it seems overwhelming. But if we think

of ourselves as a conduit of God’s strength, God’s joy, God’s patience, and

God’s light...it changes everything! That is why God sent us a Savior! And that

is the meaning of Christmas.

REV. DR. TOM TEWELL,

PASTOR IN RESIDENCE



“Push out into deep water and let your nets out for a catch,” says Jesus to

the exhausted Simon Peter in the fishing boat. 

 “Master, we’ve been fishing hard all night and haven’t caught even a

minnow. But if you say so, I’ll let out the nets,” he replies. And in the next

moment their nets bulge way past capacity and their boat struggles to stay

afloat filled with the sheer mass of that writhing haul: Filled above and

beyond. 

There’s a lot of ways to be filled. Filled with good food. Filled with bad food.

Filled with fatigue. Filled with anxiety. Filled with longing. Filled with

ecstasy. Filled with purpose. 

Paul’s prayer in this Romans passage summons God to be the active party

in filling us “with all joy and peace in believing.” It strikes me that being

filled with all joy is not an act of some solitary individual drumming up

enough gumption to put on a smile and face another day. With God as the

active party, the posture we take is that of recipients; believers whom God

is filling up! It’s not a painted-on smile. It’s the palpable, contagious

pulsing of a warm heart filled with joy and peace.

As with so many things with God, this is an act that comes from outside of

ourselves. The God of hope is the one that is doing the filling here. And

what does it mean to be filled with all joy? Well, joy is a lot different than

the more fleeting emotions of happiness or pleasure. Joy has a way of

sticking around in the deeper parts of our souls, not contingent upon our

relative security or prosperity (to borrow a CS Lewis insight). To reverse the

definition, joy is the very thing God fills us with. And peace, of course. So

that in believing, we may come to put our hope in the only thing really

worth putting our hope in. 

THURSDAY, DECEMBER 15

May the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace in
believing, so that you may abound in hope by the power of
the Holy Spirit.

Romans 15:13 (NRSV)

ASSOCIATE PASTOR REV. DR. ERIK WIEBE



FRIDAY, DECEMBER 16

God ultimately made that possible by sending Jesus to the cross. Jesus walked on earth and
experienced life. He knows how we feel. We have been given grace to cope with all of the trials
and tribulations that life brings our way. When Jesus rose from the grave, we were given the
Holy Spirit to dwell in us -- if we invite the Spirit to take up residence in our hearts. The Spirit
will fill us with peace even in the midst of crisis and God will bless us with JOY!

God sent me to announce the year of his grace—
   a celebration of God’s destruction of our enemies—
   and to comfort all who mourn,
To care for the needs of all who mourn in Zion,
   give them bouquets of roses instead of ashes,
Messages of joy instead of news of doom,
   a praising heart instead of a languid spirit.
                               Isaiah 61:3 (The Message)

Isaiah is a prophetic window into the future of our promised Messiah, Jesus Christ. The
prophet is speaking these words to the Jewish exiles that have just returned to Jerusalem
from captivity. Having been defeated by the Babylonians, Cyrus decided to allow the Jewish
people to return home to Jerusalem, along with funds to finance the rebuilding of their
temple. Yet, this would not be an easy task. As the exiles experience joy in their freedom, they
mourn the destruction of their lives, and the ashes of their despair are weighing them down.
So God sends Isaiah with a loving promise to the people. “God will give them bouquets of
roses instead of ashes.”

So when you are sitting in a pile of ashes, believe in this promise. Take a step of faith! God
promises to walk with you through all that you are going through. God wants to take your
mourning and replace it with the oil of gladness, to take your spirit of despair and turn it into
a garment of praise.
 

Prayer: Dear God, Thank you for Your promise to give us beauty for ashes. Help us to
surrender our life to You, and give you our despair and pain, to give You our ashes. Fill us
with expectancy of You redeeming our situation. Give us a renewed passion to study Your
word and to trust that You are working in all our life situations. So that You will cause good to
come out of our trials.  Amen.

REV. MARILYN MANNING



And my soul shall be joyful in the Lord;
It shall rejoice in His salvation.
All my bones shall say,
“Lord, who is like You,
Delivering the poor from him who is too strong for him?”
Psalm 35:9 (NKJV)

When graduating from college and seminary, there was pride, but also
uncertainty about what was to come next.
When my daughter Lauren was born, there was relief at a successful
labor, but also abject terror that this tiny life was entrusted to me.
When falling in love, there was happiness, but not the soul-filling
rejoicing that the Psalmist describes.

Singing the words to an old familiar hymn as the organ swells and the
congregation raises its voice to God in thankfulness. Or when the band
takes us into another level of praise.
Church members expressing how much some act of kindness, or
thoughtfulness, or generosity of spirit has touched their lives, making
God real in their hour of need. 
Witnessing changes lives from a mission grant, or a particularly
effective ministry of the church, or someone experiencing a deepening
faith. 

Have you ever felt deep joy? Down deep in your bones?

 Reflecting on key times…

 Honestly, the deepest joys come at church:

The Psalmist’s bone-deep joy comes from God’s salvation. From seeing
God’s hand at work, intervening for those who need deliverance.

May we find ways to be part of this joyful salvation this Advent season and
in the year to come.

Saturday, December 17

SKIP OBER MILLER, BUISINESS MANAGER



When my husband and I learned that our first child was going to be a boy, we

were disappointed. We wanted a girl. From the moment I became pregnant, I

had visions of replicating my own fond memories of moments with my sister

and mom. But this was just the start of my coming to learn that parenting is a

gift, and gifts come in unexpected and surprising packages. Now, of course, I

couldn’t imagine nor would ever wish for my son to be anyone other than who

he is. 

Gifts require letting go of how we picture things ought to be and making space

to receive and be transformed by what is. Joseph is ready to run and dismiss

Mary quietly when he learns of her pregnancy, but here we see God inviting him

to open himself to this unexpected gift. Israel’s long-awaited Messiah did not

come in a way anyone envisioned: a baby, a carpenter, poor, killed? The Messiah

was to come in might and wield the sword against Rome! From the first, his

presence in the world astonished. Justice would not come through might. Justice

would come from the margins. Justice would unexpectedly spring from the

humble, loving, healing light of a baby born in a manger.

Advent Week 4: Justice

Sunday, December 18

She will bear a son, and you are to name him Jesus, for he will
save his people from their sins.
                                            Matthew 1:21 (NRSV) 

TIFFANY ASHWORTH, PASTORAL INTERN



MONDAY, DECEMBER 19

And then, one Sunday, her church commissioned a couple to go up
North as missionaries and were taking an offering for them. In many
African and African American church settings, those receiving the
offering dance along the aisle during the collection. It can take awhile.
And so, as people were singing and dancing during the offertory, the
woman sat at the back of church weeping. She was crying because she
had no money to give–she had never even touched a coin! But then,
suddenly, her face lit up. She came dancing down the aisle, took off her
sandals, and put them in the offering plate. And as she did so, she said,
“ My feet are too tired to join you in spreading Jesus’ love up North.
Could you sell my sandals so that this young couple can go on my
behalf?”

This is the right-making activity of God. This is our Christian calling
and purpose. And so, this Advent, may we be fueled with God’s passion
to see people freed by this extravagant, right-making love.

Give justice to the weak and the orphan;
   maintain the right of the lowly and the destitute.

Rescue the weak and the needy;
   deliver them from the hand of the wicked.

Psalm 82:3-4 (NRSV)

This Psalm captures a pervasive theme of the Hebrew scriptures: God takes sides. But not as we
humans do. We favor one tribe over another, esteem one political party above others, pit family
against family. God doesn’t take sides in this way. No, the Creator stands staunchly against the
wicked and for the vulnerable. This is the dividing line God draws, a truth reflected in the
Hebrew meaning of justice: the right-making action of God, the attainment of shalom.

There’s a woman in Southern Chad, who was kidnapped by a group of merchants as a young teen
and sold as a slave to a family in the North. She became the concubine of a Muslim merchant and
was forced to bear him four children. After this, however, he no longer needed her and so freed
her at the age of 29. She walked seven hundred miles back to her village in the South, disgraced,
penniless, and homeless. Her church and village welcomed her back: they built her a hut, gave her
chickens, and bought her first pair of sandals. She had never owned shoes before. Over time, she
thrived because of their nurturing embrace, because they made life right for her. 

CP BONG BRINGAS



TUESDAY, DECEMBER 20
But as for you, return to your God;

   hold fast to love and justice,
   and wait continually for your God.

Hosea 12:6 (NRSV)

Hurry up and wait. 

We were told that we needed to be by the bus on the hour so that we could leave on time. Several minutes
before the hour, our mission partners started to get anxious and frenzied. They started calling to those of
us who were meandering toward the bus, urging us to hurry up in getting our belongings on board, raising
our collective stress level to the point where we wondered if something was going wrong. 

At the top of the hour, we were all on the bus, feeling satisfied with ourselves, eager to get started on our
mission trip. Several minutes went by with all of us chatting before we realized that the bus hadn’t turned
on yet. Over the next 20 minutes, our excited chatter died down into resentful mutters as we waited and
waited, not moving. Finally, inexplicably, the bus started to move and we were on our way.

There are few things more frustrating in our culture than the instruction to ‘hurry up’ and then be kept
waiting. It doesn’t matter if we are at the DMV or waiting for the airplane to push away from the gate—
hurrying to be somewhere, only to wait, often leaves us feeling anxious and resentful.

“Hold fast to love and justice!,” Hosea urges the nation Israel. “Hurry up! Get
ahold of it and don’t let it go!” Only to be followed with, “And wait
continually for your God.” Hosea wanted Israel to be ever-prepared for God’s
arrival and intervention, wanted to keep the nation perpetually on its toes, so
that they could not miss responding to God when the time came. Given the
amount this instruction is repeated in scripture, it’s safe to assume that
urgency a requirement in meeting God’s expectations of God’s people in the
world. 

It’s the same calling we have in this season of Advent—to hurry in grasping
hope, peace, joy, and love and not loosen our grip while we wait for the arrival
of our infant king. And it sounds easier to do than it is. So easy, in fact, that
we might be tempted to decrease the urgency a bit, to assume we’ll be enough
ready when the time comes, to believe that God will wait for us if we happen
to be unprepared when the crucial moment arises.

But God’s calling is often and clear. Hurry up and wait. You won’t regret it in
the end.

REV. JESSICA VAUGHAN LOWER



In Isaiah 30:18, Isaiah addresses

the need for us to wait for God’s

timing, not our own. God is waiting

on us to wait upon Him, not in the

sense of passing time, but in the

sense of patiently waiting for and

trusting God’s promise.  

 

Let us not fear failure. Instead, seek

to learn lessons from our previous

failures, so that we will not make

the same mistakes by hardening

our hearts to God’s voice.

 

“For the Lord is a God of justice,

blessed are all those who wait for

him” – this is a promise that should

help us to be more patient in

waiting for answered prayer. It is a

reminder that we need to rely on

God’s help and not be so 

self-focused. God rewards the

faithful!

 

May we all be reminded to wait for

God patiently and not be so 

self-focused this Advent season.

DR. PETER GREEN,

DIRECTOR OF TRADITIONAL WORSHIP

“There’s a wideness in God’s

mercy” is a great hymn of

the Church. It reminds me

to trust in the justice of God.

The hymns first verse says,

 

“There’s a wideness in God’s

mercy, like the wideness of

the sea.

There’s a kindness in God’s

justice, which is more than

liberty.

There is no place where

earth’s sorrows are more felt

than up in heaven. 

There is no place where

earth’s failings have such

kindly judgement given.”

WEDNESDAY, DECEMBER 21

Therefore the Lord waits to be
gracious to you;

   therefore he will rise up to
show mercy to you.

For the Lord is a God of justice;
   blessed are all those who wait

for him.
Isaiah 30:18 (NRSV)



THURSDAY, DECEMBER 22
If we confess our sins, he who is faithful and just will forgive us our

sins and cleanse us from all unrighteousness.
1 John 1:9 (NRSV)

If you could have either God’s mercy or God’s justice, which one would you choose? 

The late preacher Hans Peter Royer once asked this question to a group of college students. The
response was plain: in a room of over 1,000 students, only a dozen or so people wanted justice over
mercy. When he asked some of the majority why they preferred God’s mercy over justice, they
responded as though the answer was obvious. 

They wanted God’s mercy because they didn’t want to get what they deserved. They feared that
God’s justice would hold them personally responsible every self serving action and every dark
thought. They knew they had racked up a debt, and they didn’t believe they could ever repay. Only
mercy could spare them.

So Royer replied with a story. Imagine you show up at a diner, order a cup of coffee, and when
you’re finished, you realize you don’t have any money to pay. You ask for the server’s mercy—you
promise you will pay next time—and they agree to let it slide. Now imagine that you do this
multiple times over multiple months, asking for mercy from the same server each time. The server
might let you go a second time, even a third, but after awhile the mercy gives way. The server will
eventually stop serving you.

But then imagine, Royer said, that your spouse knew how forgetful you could be, and knew how
much you loved coffee, and so they went to the shop and paid the server a large sum of money in
case you were to come in and ask for a coffee and not be able to pay. If that were the case, then each
time you came in, the server would happily serve you as much coffee as you liked without
reservation or resentment. Your bill had been paid before you even incurred it. 

Royer said that second scenario is a metaphor for God’s justice. Your bill had already been paid—
there was no resentment to fester, no mercy to give way. You were free from creating a deficit
because someone else had ensured you would never go into debt. 

When Christians talk about Jesus absolving our sin, they are talking about God’s justice making us
whole. God’s mercy was given to us in the person of Jesus—and Jesus was the one who made God’s
justice complete by paying our sinful debts, even before we incurred them. No longer do we have
any sin to fear, no longer must we resist confessing our brokenness. God’s justice makes us whole in
the person of Jesus Christ. 

PASTOR REV. JESSICA VAUGHAN LOWER



Here is my servant, whom I have chosen,
   my beloved, with whom my soul is well pleased.
I will put my Spirit upon him,
   and he will proclaim justice to the gentiles.
Matthew 12:18 (NRSV)

Matthew the gospel writer is quoting here the prophet Isaiah, tying together
ancient threads that have spanned years and years of expectant waiting for
the Messiah. Look! Says Matthew, “all these things we’ve been waiting for are
now coming to pass!” 

What I love here is that it is God’s pleasure and delight that begins the
poetry of these prophetic phrases. This Jesus who comes to turn an upside-
down world right-side up with the proclamation of justice is not the cold
iron fist of a powerful earthly ruler. Rather, Jesus is the embodiment of God’s
delight in humanity; a warm, welcoming, blazing fire that will set things
right. 

God’s people had waited a long time to see the world set right. And so it’s a
bit scandalous that even people (gentiles) unfamiliar with what that long wait
will have the privilege – the joy – of this proclamation of justice. The
message about God’s way of engaging the world will extend in the way it was
always meant to extend: the blessing will pour out in abundance in order
that it may pour out more widely and all the more. 

Justice is a powerful thing. It’s the sentencing portion of the trial where
everything is laid bare and all of our actions, both personally and
communally, are called to account: Understandably, we feel rather
vulnerable at the prospect of having our dirty laundry aired. And when
justice is served, we fear having that iron fist serve it to us like revenge: cold. 

But God’s justice is a radical thing. The way God sets things right is in and
through Christ in whom God delights. The glowing voice of love that formed
the world now proclaims justice so filled with abundant grace the world, in
hearing it, cannot help but transform. 

Friday, December 23

ASSOCIATE PASTOR REV. DR. ERIK WIEBE



Read the headlines or have a conversation with a neighbor
and it is much easier to see suffering and sorrow than it is to
see evidence of good news and great joy. These days my
heart defaults to fear and anxiety easily and often. What
hope does Christmas have to offer us in the face of looming
despair and an uncertain future? Where can we find this
good news of Wonder, Healing, Justice and Joy proclaimed so
long ago by a host of angels?

Just as the light shines in the darkness and the darkness
cannot overcome it, joy cannot be extinguished. It hopes, it
anticipates, it lifts our eyes to something wonderful that has
come near to us and that has yet to come. God came down in
the form of a baby. The Almighty and eternal entered into the
messy, vulnerable details of fragile human life. We have a
savior who is Emmanuel, God with us. We do not walk alone
through whatever we are facing. The God who is with us is in
the business of healing and restoring us and all of creation.
That is good news for all of us. Do not be afraid. 

CHRISTMAS EVE
SUNDAY, DECEMBER 24

Do not be afraid, for see, I am bringing you good news of
great joy for all the people: to you is born this day in the city
of David a Savior, who is the Messiah, the Lord. 
                                                                                    Luke 2:10-11 (NRSV)

WILLOW STEPHENS,

DIRECTOR OF CONTEMPORARY WORSHIP



SUNDAY, DECEMBER 25
The writer offers a Psalm of
protection. It speaks of God’s
providence. The
Psalmist assures us that we
do not walk alone. The maker
of heaven and earth
walks with us. The God who
comes in the human form of
a baby, this God wants
us to know that he
understands our human
journey.

On December 25, as we look
back at all the verses lifted
up in Advent, the
cumulative message is that if
God has protected us in the
past, this same God will
protect us in the present,
and into the future. The
Psalm closes with this
wonderful
promise upon which we can
stake our lives and our hopes
on this Christmas day.

The Lord will keep
   your going out and

your coming in
   from this time on

and forevermore.
Psalm 121:8 (NRSV)

 

Our verse for today is
the eighth and final verse

of Psalm 121. One of the
most famous Psalms, it

begins:.

I lift up my eyes to the hills

from where will my help come?

My help comes from the Lord,

who made heaven and earth.

REV. DR. RON WHITE,

SCHOLAR IN RESIDENCE



This Devotional is also available as a daily podcast! 
You can enjoy these reflections any time during your day.
Just scan the QR Code above with your phone to listen or

subscribe through the app of your choice.  


