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I HEARD THE BELLS ON CHRISTMAS DAY
Henry Wadsworth Longfellow

I heard the bells on Christmas day
Their old familiar carols play;

In music sweet the tones repeat,
“There’s peace on earth, good will to men.”

I thought how, as the day had come,
The belfries of all Christendom

Had rolled along th’ unbroken song
Of peace on earth, good will to men.

And in despair I bowed my head:
“There is no peace on earth,” I said,

“For hate is strong, and mocks the song
Of peace on earth, good will to men.”

Then pealed the bells more loud and deep:
“God is not dead, nor does He sleep,

For Christ is here; His Spirit near
Brings peace on earth, good will to men.”

When men repent and turn from sin
The Prince of Peace then enters in,

And grace imparts within their hearts
His peace on earth, good will to men.

O souls amid earth’s busy strife,
The Word of God is light and life;

Oh, hear His voice, make Him your choice,
Hail peace on earth, good will to men.

Then happy, singing on your way,
Your world will change from night to day;

Your heart will feel the message real,
Of peace on earth, good will to men.



INTRODUCTION
MATTHEW LEROY

I heard the bells on Christmas Day
Their old familiar carols play
And wild and sweet
The words repeat
Of peace on earth, goodwill to men

This classic Christmas carol was written by the renowned American 
poet Henry Wadsworth Longfellow. And as the lyrics suggest, he crafted 
it after hearing the local church bells ringing in the celebration of 
Christmas Day. 

But here’s the thing. He wrote this on Christmas Day, 1863. In the 
throes of the American Civil War. Our nation was being torn apart and 
swallowed by turmoil. The violence and bloodshed were unthinkable. 
Too many fathers and sons were missing from the family table that day. 
Many never to return.

Longfellow’s own son was badly wounded while fighting for the Union, 
and his survival was still in question. Which is why he answers the first 
verse with the second.

And in despair, I bowed my head
‘There is no peace on earth,’ I said
‘For hate is strong
And mocks the song
Of peace on earth, goodwill to men’

These words seem more like reality. And as they spoke to the turmoil and 
chaos of those days, they ring true in our time as well. But Christians are 
strange people. In the midst of tragedy we often find ourselves reaching 
for a song. Not in naive denial. But as an act of defiance. A protest 
against the way things are. A prophetic and poetic vision of how they 
could be, should be, will be. Advent teaches us to sing in the dark. With 
the stubborn hope that the Light is on the way. 

And that’s exactly why our poet friend writes a final verse. We will give 
the last word to Mr. Longfellow and borrow his song for the season we 
find ourselves in.

Then pealed the bells more loud and deep
God is not dead, nor does He sleep
The wrong shall fail
The right prevail
With peace on earth, goodwill to men
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DECEMBER 3
THE COLLECT

Almighty God
give us grace to cast away the works of darkness, 
and put on the armor of light, 
now in the time of this mortal life 
in which your Son Jesus Christ came 
to visit us in great humility; 
that in the last day, 
when he shall come again in his glorious majesty 
to judge both the living and the dead, 
we may rise to the life immortal; 
through him who lives and reigns with you 
and the Holy Spirit, one God, now and for ever. 
Amen.



FIRST READING//
Isaiah 64:1-9

PSALM//
Psalm 80:1-7, 17-19

SECOND READING//
1 Corinthians 1:3-9

GOSPEL//
Mark 13:24-37



DECEMBER 4 // JOSH LEROY
ON WAITING

MY NAME IS JOSH, and I am not a patient person. 

If you know me, that truth is probably evident already, but I felt 
the need to go ahead and confess it anyway. I want to be a patient 
person. I hope one day to be a patient person. I would even say that I 
sense that I am slowly, and sometimes painfully, becoming a patient 
person. 

Waiting is hard, but fortunately, life is forever giving us opportunities 
to practice. Patience is not a gift that’s received in a moment, but a 
deep disposition that is cultivated through years of hard practice. 
Patience is learning to wait. 

Waiting is hard. Waiting on God is weird.

Waiting in general is hard because the object of our longing is 
absent. There’s a gap that exists between desire and fulfillment that 
can be difficult to cope with. This is why waiting on God is not only 
hard, but also weird. How do you wait on someone who is already 
present? Though we may not always feel God, we know that He is 
always with us, simply because He is God. He is the ultimate source 
within whom all existence finds its’ permission and motivation. He 
is the One who makes all life possible. If He weren’t here, then we 
wouldn’t be either! 

And yet, waiting on Him is the hardest. That’s because with God, 
we’re not simply waiting on someone to arrive. We’re waiting on 
someone who is already present to reveal Himself. 

The Advent Season is not about an absentee God who suddenly 
decided to show up. It’s about a God who found the most loving way 
possible to reveal that He had in fact always been with us. We might 
be waiting for Him, but at least we’re not waiting for Him to show 
up.



DECEMBER 5 // WILLIAM SOFIELD
Psalm 80:1-7

MUSICIANS IN THE SOUTHERN Kingdom of Judah likely wrote 
this Psalm about the (perhaps imminent) destruction of Samaria of 
the Northern Kingdom.  They are shocked that a huge majority of 
Israelites would be conquered.  Could God really allow that?  They 
were afraid that this left their little country exposed to the Assyrians.
 
In the first verse we see two pictures of God: 1) a Shepherd, guiding 
the sheep of Israel, and 2) the sovereign majesty of God on his 
heavenly throne.  And of course he is both.  This gives Psalmist 
confidence to bring his complaints to God in a most vulnerable way.  
He accuses God of being angry with his people.  God’s anger has 
caused the people to taste their own tears as both their food and 
drink (vs. 5).
 
But notice the chorus of this sad/angry song (vs. 4 & 7 are almost 
identical, see also vs. 19).  Spiritual renewal is the cry of his heart.  
The idea of God’s face shining on us follows the Aaronic blessing 
from Numbers 6.24-26, “The LORD make His face to shine upon 
you.”  It is an overwhelming experience of his love and grace.  And 
that is the basis of his salvation.
 
We hide our tears with laughter.  We hide our doubts with 
distractions.  We hide our fears with activity.  Advent is a time to 
slow down and pay attention to our tears, our doubts, and our fears.  
It is a time for an honest conversation with God, and probably with 
our friends and family, too.  
 
Life is not the way it is supposed to be, and everything is broken.  My 
life is a mess.  In some ways, it is my fault.  In other ways, I have been 
completely innocent and others have wounded me deeply. I’m sure 
this is true for you, too.
 
For whatever is wrong in the world, God’s shining face is the answer.  
He spoke the world into existence by his powerful Word.  “Let there 
be light!”  And there was light.  Into this broken world, God spoke 
his final Word: Jesus, the Word made flesh to dwell among us.  Jesus 
is the shining face of God.
 
The day is coming when our food and drink will no longer be stained 
with our tears, because he will wipe our tears away, and serve us at 
the Marriage Supper of the Lamb . . . Lord Jesus, come quickly; 
restore us! 



DECEMBER 6 // GARRETT LANGEBARTELS
Psalm 80:16-18

TODAY, IN THE MIDDLE of the first week of advent, we continue 
our meditation on the often forgotten voice of hope. We draw our 
attention and focus to the impossible voice that endures fires and 
wars, disaster and dismay. It is the prophetic voice that sees us as we 
are and somehow stirs us to become who we were meant to be. Hope 
is the voice that calls out in the night and wakes us in the morning. 
For many, it is a voice that is rarely heard. 

Psalm 80 is a Psalm of heartache. It is a cry from the dark night of 
the soul. Life is full of periods of transition and tension. It is in this 
space that we often find ourselves wondering, “where is God?” It 
is likely this Psalm was written during the transition of the israelite 
exile. It poetically speaks of a grape vine that has become vulnerable 
and in its vulnerability has been slowly destroyed to the point of 
being lit on fire. It would not be unreasonable for a person in this 
situation to give up hope, but the Psalmist finds it in him/herself to 
look beyond the possible to the seemingly impossible.  

As readers, we are invited into the story of longing, tension, 
transition, hopelessness, and then it redirects our minds from the 
pain of the present to the hope of the future.This verse expresses 
the shared human longing for a savior. It is a longing for a catalyst, 
prophet, priest, king. This author has every reason to be hopeless 
and yet there is something within them that intrinsically knows there 
is a reason to hope. When life gave them every reason to become 
cynical, hateful, and rebellious, they found themselves believing in 
the reality that God’s love reaches into the darkest places and calls to 
life even the dead. That love is a person and it is in this season that 
we remember and rehearse the tension of waiting for the promised 
full restoration of our humanity. 

Today, remember hope, not as an abstract concept but as the reality 
that it is rooted deeply in the person of Jesus, the love of the Father 
and it is guaranteed in by the work of the Holy Spirit. Our hope is 
in a promise that is not from ourselves but rather the God that is as 
close as our breath. 



DECEMBER 7 // SARA RENNEKAMP
Acts 1:1-9

THE HOLY SEASON OF ADVENT invites us to meditate deeply 
on what we as a Christian community have been doing since the day 
Jesus ascended to His Father 2,000 years ago: Longing for Jesus to 
come back and bring us home to Him. Two thousand years is a very 
long time to wait. And what have we waited through? These very first 
followers of Christ endured horror after horror, trial after trial, 
death after death as they lived and died proclaiming Christ crucified 
and risen from the dead, waiting for Him to come again. 

But let us never forget that even in our relatively Christian-friendly 
society our hearts ache for our Savior. We attempt to slake this ache 
with the creature comforts of a prosperous life: a comfortable home, 
money in the bank, constant entertainment, instantaneous access to 
just about anything at the touch of a screen nestled in the palm of 
our hands. It is all too easy to forget the sad reality that we actually 
live: We are strangers in a foreign land. We are far from home. While 
our Lord remains close to us through His promised Holy Spirit, we 
are separated from Him and will remain so until we die or He comes 
again, whichever comes first.

In the rare moments of real honesty that we allow ourselves, we 
groan for our Savior. Along with the apostles we ask Him, “Lord, 
are you now going to restore the Kingdom?” How long, Oh Lord, 
must we be separated from you? When will you return to us and 
bring us home?

Jesus longs for us all the more. He suffers the pain of separation 
from His precious children. He waits with us. He keeps vigil. And 
because Christ suffers with us, our time of exile, our perpetual 
Advent, can be sanctified. Every single one of our broken hearts, 
moments of sadness or times of trial are opportunities to come 
closer to our Lord in His longing for His lost children.

Advent is a time to allow our hearts to groan for Jesus. This Advent, 
dear friends, strip away some of the creature comforts of your life 
for this brief period of time (fasting is not just for Lent, after all). In 
a moment  of boredom or discontent, reach for your Bible instead 
of a smart phone. In a moment of trial, sit in silence with the Lord 
rather than reach out for immediate comfort. Allow the longing that 
our hearts deeply endure all the time to come to the surface. Allow 
the desire for Our Savior to be kindle and flame up once again. 
Let us all, together, cry out with billions of Christians across the 
centuries: Maranatha! Come, Lord Jesus!

Reprint from 2016



DECEMBER 8 // ELLEN SNOW
Mark 13:24-37

THE END OF TIMES is not an easy topic to read about and thinking 
about it can be very unsettling.  Reading what Jesus says about the 
end of times, I am the first person to admit, is stressful.  Jesus has a 
definite tone of urgency within his words here, but like everything 
Jesus does, there’s a reason.  Jesus’s convicting words grab his 
listener’s attention.  He’s saying there are big things to come when 
he returns but before that, there are a lot of things to do and little 
time to do it.  Jesus warns us not to miss big signs of His coming but 
I’m thinking, “How can I miss stars falling out of the sky?”  

Then I start to think about all of the things we miss trying to be the 
“Best Christian”, the person who can love God, loves his neighbor, 
and be able to have the highest paying job, well-rounded kids, and 
still able to post about all of it on Facebook.  Those are all good 
things but we often miss our reason for being here: to follow Jesus’ 
example by being loved and actively loving others.  

Advent is a time for preparing our hearts for when God entered into 
the world and gave us a Savior.  Advent also takes place during the 
busiest time of the year, even if most of the items on your planner 
are church related, we all are busy.  Just like every day life, what we 
are busy doing or thinking about are not bad things but we almost 
miss the main event.  We have countdowns and candles until the day 
but I cannot tell you how many times I have heard, “I love Christmas 
but I’m ready for it to be over so things can settle down.”  

Jesus is telling us in Mark 13:24-37 about everything that we should 
expect for his return but when we hear it we begin to feel stressed 
out and unsettled.  Whether we have all of the presents bought, all 
of the cards sent out, all of the events planned, are our hearts and 
minds prepared for the main event, the coming of Christ?  Our 
focus during advent is to turn our attention onto the coming of the 
Messiah and our focus after advent is to do the same.  

After December 25th, we have to try to remember to not just put 
our nativity scene back into a box along with all of the signs saying 
“Peace”, but keep our heart, mind, and soul focused on Love who 
became man and will come again.
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DECEMBER 10
THE COLLECT

Merciful God, 
who sent your messengers the prophets 
to preach repentance 
and prepare the way 
for our salvation: 
Give us grace to heed their warnings 
and forsake our sins, 
that we may greet with joy the coming of Jesus Christ 
our Redeemer; 
who lives and reigns with you 
and the Holy Spirit, one God, now and for ever. 
Amen.



FIRST READING//
Isaiah 40:1-11

PSALM//
Psalm 85:1-2, 8-13

SECOND READING//
2 Peter 3:8-15a 

GOSPEL//
Mark 1:1-8



DECEMBER 11 // AMANDA HELD OPELT
ON JESUS’ ARRIVAL

WHAT DOES IT MEAN to long for the presence of the Lord?  
During the season of Advent, we reflect on the long and anguished 
anticipation that Israel faced as they waited for their Messiah, 
their Emmanuel, their “God With Us.”  And now we in turn wait 
for the appearing of our beloved Savior Jesus.  In the meantime, 
we participate in activities that facilitate in the process of drawing 
near to the Lord....things like, communion, prayer, and scripture 
reading.  But how often do we forgo these things in pursuit of other 
activities?  A wise friend recently challenged me.  “Amanda, I am 
concerned that you may have oriented your life around activities 
for God, rather than love for God.”  She knows me to be an 
anxious person, always overly busy, always running around- often 
frustrated, frequently overwhelmed.  But my activities are hard 
to walk away from because I feel that these pursuits are kingdom 
building activities.  Unfortunately, I’ve found that being with God 
often takes a backseat to doing for God.  

Why does this happen?  How does this happen?  How can I embrace 
Advent and pray for His coming, and yet forgo the gift of His 
presence in my life?  Many times the Kingdom building activities I 
participate in are tied to our own reputation.  Am I doing activities 
for the Lord, or am I building my own reputation, and spiritual 
resume?  My friend challenged me that if I wanted to steady my heart 
and alleviate the anxiety brought on by busyness, I should consider 
whether or not I am pursuing the presence of the Lord.

So how do I know if my life is oriented around a love for God, rather 
than pursuit of my own glory or righteousness?  I must continually 
ask myself:  Do I love the presence of God?  Am I seeking Him in the 
quiet place, behind closed doors where no one can see me.  Matthew 
6 talks about the religious leaders who showboat their giving to the 
needy and their prayers.  This leveraging of Godly acts for personal 
gain is evil and leads to nothing but endless striving for more 
attention.  But seeking God in the quiet indicates a true love for the 
presence of the Lord, and facilitates a life of peace and rest.  I must 
ask myself also if I love His law?  Am I willing to follow even the 
hardest commandments,the most demanding.  And to do so when 
no one is looking?  I must ask myself if I love His fame.  Do I love 
when His name is lifted high, when He gets the glory rather than 
me.  Do I long to see others call upon the name of the Lord?

This advent, I want to orient myself around a deep deep love for the 
presence of God, and bypass the busyness of my so-called righteous 
life to truly soak in His glory and goodness.



DECEMBER 12 // STEPH SIRCAR
Isaiah 40:1-11

THIS PASSAGE SEEMS TO show so clearly how frail and temporary 
our lives are, and how strong and eternal God is.  It seems so obvious 
that our only hope is to put our trust in Him. And yet I think this is 
one of the things we struggle with most.  

The chapter before this one is about Hezekiah, who was a king of 
Judah that throughout most of his life was known as one that did 
“what was good and faithful before the LORD” (2 Chronicles 31). 
But eventually he became consumed with his own wealth and success 
and Isaiah warned him that a day was coming when everything he 
had would be lost. But Hezekiah didn’t care, because he felt sure 
there would be only “peace and security in his lifetime” (Isaiah 
39). In other words, it seems he came to trust too much in worldly 
security and forgot to put his trust in God.

Trusting the Lord was once described to me as someone repelling 
down a mountain. The person must put their weight in the 
harness and kick off the mountain repeatedly in order to get to the 
bottom.  The harness represents the Lord and the way we have to 
trust Him as we walk through life. So often, though, I find that, like 
Hezekiah, I tend to want to trust my own strength. I’d rather try and 
climb down the mountain on my own, so to speak, and then if all 
else fails, I hope the harness (God)  will catch me. I try to use Him 
as a safety net and miss out on the chance to lean on His strength 
instead of my own.

But one of the things that’s so encouraging about this passage is 
that it’s full of God’s gentleness and mercy. It starts with the Lord 
saying, “Comfort, comfort my people,” and goes on to describe 
how He tends his flock and holds us close to His heart. I think a 
good starting place for practicing trust is reflecting on the Good 
Shepherd and trying to trust him (whatever that might look like for 
you) just one day at a time. And we’ll do it imperfectly but then we’ll 
try again tomorrow, and the more we practice, the more we get to 
experience the comfort that comes from trusting God and leaning 
on his strength instead of our own.



DECEMBER 13 // AARON GOLDEN
Psalm 85:1-2

THERE IS NOTHING MORE oppressive than having the boom of 
guilt dropped on your head. At Christmas, this seems to be the ever 
looming idea that permeates our parenting. Whether ill-intended 
or not, our employment of terms like, “Santa is watching” or 
“you’re on the naughty list” are meant to plead the case of behavioral 
modification and ultimate acceptance. We propose the idea that 
good deeds will merit right standing in a hope and effort to curve 
the actions of our children towards what is good. Like me, you may 
find that this tactic only produces momentary guilt, momentary 
correction, and no power to produce any lasting goodness or heart 
change in our children. The reality is, their actions will never be 
“good” enough to deserve our good gifts. 

This is the reality revealed to us through these few lines written by 
the sons of Korah. They have realized the depths of their depravity 
and iniquities against their father. Their behavior has been immoral 
and gross, their sins have been great. What is apparent to us is 
that this admission is moved not by a means of oppressive guilt or 
a command to be good. Rather, it is compelled by an outpouring 
of love and grace. God had restored them in the face of their sins, 
in the face of their iniquity, in the face of their rebellion. Despite 
their actions, God did not withhold His goodness from them. He 
abundantly gave because of His character and ultimate affections 
towards them. 

Like our children and the sons of Korah we have no ability to 
change our heart’s root. A command to “be good” in an effort to 
produce lasting change is futile. If left to our own works and deeds 
to produce the gift of salvation, we would find nothing but coal in 
the stockings of our lives. Yet, in like manner of the provision for 
the sons of Korah, God has ultimately provided His good gift to 
us in the face of our iniquities, sin, and rebellion. He has given us 
everything we never deserved. He has given us His best because of 
His love for us. We celebrate this season because apart from it we 
are crushed by the boom of guilt. We celebrate because Jesus was the 
gift we never deserved, yet the gift that God knew we needed and 
wanted. We celebrate because in Jesus God has deemed us favored, 
not based on how “good” we are or have been, but based on how 
good His love is for us. 

Jesus has covered your sin. Celebrate this truth this season.



DECEMBER 14 // SARAH PAXSON

MY HUSBAND HAS NEVER received a Christmas present from 
me on Christmas Day. I buy him presents, but I give it to him a 
week early. Or two weeks. The earliest he’s ever received one from 
me is Thanksgiving. I love picking out gifts for the people I love 
and, once in my possession, I love wrapping it and then handing 
it off as quickly as I can. I am not someone who likes to wait for 
something good. Being that I am not someone who wants to wait 
for something good, Advent has always felt like a hiccup in the path 
to Christmas. Why celebrate waiting for Jesus when we could just 
celebrate Jesus coming? Advent actually translates into “coming.” 
It’s the period where we wait for our Savior to come. Shauna 
Niequist writes, “Advent is about waiting, anticipating, yearning. 
Advent is the question, the pleading, and Christmas is the answer to 
that question, the response to the howl.”

I have a picture from the day I found out I was pregnant for a second 
time. I found out a week after celebrating five years of marriage with 
my husband. I was home alone when I took the pregnancy test and 
it was only by an act of God that I didn’t tell Joshua over the phone 
at the first chance I had. We had been hoping to get pregnant again 
for a few months, so when I finally told him that evening his face 
lit up. It was at my first doctor’s appointment that I found out I was 
going to lose the baby. A couple weeks later, after an endless parade 
of doctor’s appointments, blood draws, ultrasounds and ultimately, 
surgery, I finally did lose the baby. I grieved throughout and after 
and still now. At my two week checkup, I took the escalator up to 
the second floor of the University of North Carolina’s Women’s 
Hospital. There in the waiting room were three young, pregnant 
black women. On the television was coverage of Philando Castile’s 
murder the week before. I thought about how scary it must be to be 
pregnant and black in a world where Philando Castiles and Michael 
Browns can just be killed. And I, along with them and countless 
others around the country and the world, grieved. Throughout and 
after and still now.

Sometimes it feels like no one’s coming for us. We are waiting and 
longing and longing and waiting as the world falls at our feet and it 
feels like maybe God forgot about us. We are shrouded in injustice 
and surrounded by darkness and it’s oddly consuming. But Romans 
13 reminds us that “the night is nearly over; the day is almost here.” 
Advent can feel like an interruption,because we’re tired of waiting. 
We just want to cut ahead to the joy. The Messiah promised to bring 
us light, but we forget that it is the darkness that gives the light its 
wonder. When the world is asking us to swallow our pain, Advent is 
asking us to feel it.

Reprint from 2016



DECEMBER 15 // NATALIE BURKE
LUKE 19:28-30

WE’VE ALL SEEN IT, or maybe we can even remember back to 
the kindergarten playground. Five year olds playing with toys in a 
sandbox. Two kids want to build a sandcastle, but there’s only one 
shovel. Of course, the first builder doesn’t share the shovel with his 
friend and his friend gets angry in response. He expected him to 
share, but he didn’t. Tears erupt.

As adults, we are not surprised when we see a child refusing to share
with his classmate. We know that five year olds are self–focused and 
competitive. How silly of a child to expect his friend to share with 
him?! But even as adults, perhaps we’re not so different from the 
expectant friend. We expect much of others. We expect co–workers 
to be on time to our meetings, friends to read our minds when a 
significant life event occurs, family members to give us exactly the 
right advice when we have an issue. And they let us down. It’s a fact.

But perhaps we’re expecting perfection from imperfect people, 
wholeness from broken people. As believers in Christ, we receive 
many blessings on Earth. But we all know life isn’t perfect. 
Fortunately, we can expect greater blessings that are to come 
when God restores the world. For example, we can receive peace 
with Christ while on Earth, but we still get anxious at times. God 
promises complete peace without suffering or tears in the New 
Earth. The Christian life is about rejoicing that God loves us and 
saved us from eternal suffering; yet we still suffer on this Earth. We 
are not promised an easy or comfortable life when we accept Christ 
into our lives. God actually tells us that we will suffer—even suffer in 
the name of Jesus.

However, the beautiful blessing we receive is that we can rejoice 
in the suffering because we can have a greater hope, a hope that 
Jesus will come back to Earth and restore creation to its’ intended 
purpose. And we can put our hope in this because God promises 
that restoration will happen. Beyond that, we can trust that God 
will keep His promise because He is faithful. So in this season of 
expecting, amidst the suffering or tears, let us put our hope in the 
one thing that is guaranteed—Jesus’ resurrection and the Father’s 
restoration of the world.

Reprint from 2016
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DECEMBER 17
THE COLLECT

Stir up your power, 
O Lord, 
and with great might come among us; 
and, because we are sorely hindered 
by our sins, 
let your bountiful grace and mercy 
speedily help and deliver us; 
through Jesus Christ our Lord, 
to whom, with you and the Holy Spirit, 
be honor and glory, now and for ever. 
Amen.



FIRST READING//
Isaiah 61:1-4, 8-11

PSALM//
Psalm 126

SECOND READING//
1 Thessalonians 5:16-24

GOSPEL//
John 1:6-8, 19-28



DECEMBER 18 // AARON SHUFORD
ON JESUS’ FUTURE COMING

ON AUGUST 21, A total solar eclipse was visible from coast to coast 
in the United States. People flocked to zones of totality, hoping 
to catch a glimpse of one of the rare celestial event. Thousands 
gathered at eclipse parties hosted in parks, bars, college campuses, 
and libraries. Like clockwork, the eclipse also spawned a host of 
prophetic predictions and warnings. Some claimed that the event 
was a harbinger of impending judgement on America, if not the 
entire earth. Others saw the same eclipse as a sign of hope—a symbol 
of light rising from of darkness. 

God’s Word is clear. Jesus, God who put on human flesh and dwelt 
among us, will visibly return “with power and great glory.” The same 
Jesus, who entered this world through a young virgin girl, will return 
again to gather his sons and daughters—and execute judgement on 
wickedness and even death itself. There is a day coming when every 
eye will see Him and every knee will bow before the crucified and 
risen Lord. There is a day coming, when our earthly sojourn ends 
and sorrow, striving, and sin ceases to be. Do you long for that day?
 
Waiting for the second advent of Christ is so much more than 
watching news headlines, tracking celestial bodies and global politics, 
or stockpiling your doomsday bunker. It is the longing of your heart 
to see the One you love. It is the longing of refugees for home, or a 
bride for her wedding day after a long betrothal.  It is also a longing 
for resurrection life to swallow death whole and trample wickedness, 
injustice, racism, sickness, and death. Wherever we see injustice, let 
it pierce our hearts with the sorrow. But let it also stir up longing for 
Jesus—for His perfect justice and His kingdom to come. 

As we sojourn through his world, sharing the Gospel, loving our 
families, serving the needy, enjoying God’s creation, working 
faithfully at our jobs—let us remember that we are, “waiting for our 
blessed hope, the appearing of the glory of our great God and Savior 
Jesus Christ.” Hebrews 9:28 says that Jesus “…will appear a second 
time, not to deal with sin but to save those who are eagerly waiting 
for him.” 

Come, Lord Jesus, and until that day, we wait with eagerness and 
hope.



DECEMBER 19 // ALLISON OTWELL
Isaiah 61:1-4

I WONDER HOW THE people of Israel would have received the 
words of Isaiah in chapter 61. In them, Isaiah declares “the year of 
the Lord’s favor” is coming for the people of Israel. These words 
are spoken to those currently in exhile, whose lands are held captive 
by their enemies. Any hope for salvation has long left their minds. 
Instead, they have seen God’s judgement and justice against them 
as he allowed them to be overtaken by their enemies. Isaiah and 
prophets before him warned that if they continued their sinful 
ways and their worship of foreign gods that this would happen. So, 
here they are living out that reality, experiencing the consequences 
of their actions, when suddenly Isaiah comes again prophesying, 
this time bringing promises of God’s favor upon them. Would 
they celebrate and praise God? Would they even believe this good 
news? I imagine them like child thick with shame over a wrongdoing 
whose parent comes offering grace in response. The child is able 
to understand sin and punishment, but forgiveness and love in 
spite of their failings is so much harder to understand. Aren’t we so 
much like that ourselves? It is so easy to understand our sin and the 
consequences of our sin, but truly receiving the forgiveness and love 
of God is difficult. 

We read these words of Isaish during the advent season, because we 
believe them to foreshadow the redeeming love of Christ. For just 
as the words of the prophet claim, Jesus comes, “to bring good news 
to the oppressed…to proclaim liberty to the captives, and release 
the prisoners.” (Compare this passage to the words of Jesus in Luke 
4:18).  This good news is the arrival of Christ, the establishment of 
God’s church, the coming of the Kingdom, and the sacrificing love 
that covers all sin. These promises cover God’s promises in Isaiah 
and beyond. I think the trouble with promises is that we find them 
hard to trust, especially if we don’t feel we deserve them. It is easier 
to trust in our own guilt and live in punishment. Like a child, we 
find comfort in a simple system of justice- the bad guys get their 
due. In Christ, however, this system is turned upside down. It is 
God’s love that wins in the end despite our sin and our failure. 

The challenge for us today is to receive this promise with grateful, 
not guilty, hearts. We are only free to love like Christ if we are first 
free to receive Christ’s love. 



DECEMBER 20 // JOSEPH SIRCAR
Psalm 126

THIS PSALM, the “Song of the Ascents”, is a passage that is both 
a song of praise in times of joy and words of comfort in times of 
sorrow. When I read this Psalm, I see both the deep reality of pain 
and the the promise of the deliverance given to us by Christ.
 
At the beginning of the passage, the psalmist references fortunes that 
have been lost and restored. This loss, this emotional and physical 
pain, is the backdrop from which these images of restoration speak 
to us. The central message I hear is that those who go out weeping, 
carrying seed to sow, will return with songs, carrying an abundant 
harvest.
 
Depression is something that has run in my family. At some point in 
life, we find ourselves either walking through depression or walking 
with others who are experiencing it. When people close to me are 
depressed, I often go to a very helpless, frustrated spot. Depression 
can feel like a famine that comes up in an instant, taking away a 
joyful moment without warning. It feel like something that takes, 
and takes, and takes  and never gives back. It doesn’t pay attention 
to timing or emerge “when it is convenient”, and can’t be dissipated 
through your efforts or the efforts of a person experiencing them. 
It feels like the world around you begins to turn to ash and dry up.
 
A beautiful encouragement I hear from this passage is that 
depression and grief, something that we never fully escape in this 
life, can be redeemed. While I’m not sure that the hard things from 
this life always come “from God,”I believe that  God using them and 
redeeming them.
 
In this passage sorrow is seen not as a fruitless activity, but 
something that yields a rich harvest. Similar to how a forest ravaged 
by fire provides rich soil for new growth, the psalmist seems to be 
saying that restoration isn’t just coming in spite of the sorrow, but 
somehow God is bringing forth light and life through and because 
of the sorrow itself.
 
I pray that in this season we receive the strength from Our Lord to 
walk through seasons of sorrow, and be faithful in planting the seeds 
that God can use to bring life to us and those around us. I pray that 
we adopt a patient and hopeful posture for those around us who 
are walking through seasons of depression, that rather than trying 
to rush them through it or defeat it through force or will, we are 
able to acknowledge the reality of sorrow and wait for the harvest, 
however long the season of planting lasts. God wants joy for us. The 
harvest is His.



DECEMBER 21 // DAN LEROY
1 Thessalonians 5:16-24

ADVENT IS ALL ABOUT the waiting. The church established the 
season of Advent as a time of spiritual preparation for the celebration 
of Christmas. The four weeks of waiting are representative of the 
400 years of ‘silence’ between the closing of the Old Story and the 
opening of the New Story. But we don’t like to wait. Our culture 
disdains waiting. We run all over HalloweEn, not to mention 
Thanksgiving, to get to the tree as fast as we can. Now even special 
delivery by those little brown trucks isn’t fast enough for us. Drones? 
Really?

They waited for 400 years for the promise to be fulfilled. We get 
aggravated if the slow driver in front of us makes us have to sit 
through an extra cycle of the traffic light on our way to cash in our 
Kohls cash. But in the economy of spiritual growth and maturity – 
in the realm of the things that really matter – waiting seems to be an 
irreplaceable ingredient in the formula.

Paul speaks of the wait in this way. “May God himself, the God of 
peace, sanctify you through and through. May your whole spirit, 
soul and body be kept blameless at the coming of our Lord Jesus 
Christ. The one who calls you is faithful, and he will do it.”

So what’s he saying? God’s plan for us from the beginning is that 
we be like Christ. But that’s going to take some doing. And in 
his wisdom, knowing us as he does, he has chosen for that to be 
a process. A slow purifying process. We’re crock pots, spiritually, 
but we live in a microwave world. In peace, then, we need to wait 
through the process the Lord is using to make us more and more like 
Christ and less and less like the persons we used to be. That takes 
time. We need to give him room and time to work in our lives.

Wait on God. Be engaged in the process of receiving the blessing 
he has for you, but be patient to allow him to give that blessing in 
his time. Have the courage to wait on God. In the same way that the 
people of faith waited for the First Advent of the Lord Jesus, we are 
to wait patiently for his Second Advent. But should that not happen 
in our lifetime, we are still called to allow the process of God’s work 
to work in us. Should he come or call, we are to be ‘being made 
continually blameless’ by the transforming grace of God in our lives.

Allow the peace of God to rule in your life, as you patiently experience 
the process of the power of God working to purify your heart and 
life until it is time for you to be presented in his presence blameless, 
a miracle only God himself can perform. And he will do it. Adopt a 
posture of waiting with expectation as he works in your life.  



DECEMBER 22 // SHEA LANGEBARTELS
John 1:6-8,19-28

ADVENT IS A TIME OF anticipation and preparation for the 
coming king. It is easy to prepare ourselves and become excited 
about something that already happened. Something as sure as God 
sending his son to earth as a baby. But what if also, during this time, 
we could prepare ourselves for something unseen and yet to come. 
Something as unsure and crazy as the second coming of Christ. 

To me, this passage is a call to soul preparation. A time to look at the 
garden of our hearts and see what has taken root. Just as a gardener 
daily tends to her garden, we too should be in daily check with our 
souls. Sin left unchecked begins to cloud not just our private lives, 
but our work, family, and community lives. Just like a weed can 
spread through a garden, our sin life easily crosses borders of our 
compartmentalized selves. 

On the other hand, a gardener who daily tends to her garden knows 
it well. She knows where weeds tend to pop up and she can even 
PREPARE by spraying those areas with weed killer. In this garden, 
the weeds are few and the fruits, vegetables, and flowers are growing 
in abundance. 

Today, ask yourself the question: How is my soul? How is my truest 
self? The parts that people can see, and the parts that are unseen by 
others. 

Maybe it’s easy to think of yourself as a garden. What weeds have 
taken root? Has one small sin overtaken the garden? Is there one 
purple flower standing tall? If so, what does that purple flower 
symbolize in your life? Write it down, draw a picture, or tell a close 
friend. Then be sure to come back tomorrow and tend to the garden 
of your soul. 

Let’s prepare ourselves for the coming king by checking in with 
where we are as we daily walk towards light and away from darkness. 
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DECEMBER 24
THE COLLECT

Ever faithful God, 
through prophets and angels, 
you promised to raise up a holy child 
who would establish a household 
of peace and justice. 
Open our hearts to receive your Son, 
that we may open our doors 
to welcome all people 
as sisters and brothers, 
and establish your household 
in our time. 
Amen.



DECEMBER 25 // MATTHEW LEROY

Let’s complete our Advent journey together the same way we started it. 
With a song.

Today, the world is filled with music. As Christ draws near, our joy 
takes the familiar shape of song and carol. What other season is so tied 
to melody? What other event in human history has sparked so much 
music? And for good reason. The arrival of Jesus at Christmas gives us 
something worth singing about.

It’s always been this way. The first two chapters of The Gospel of Luke 
read like a hymnal, recording the responses of Zechariah at the birth 
of John of Baptist, the ‘Magnificant’ of Mary when she learns of Jesus’ 
coming, and the chorus of the Angels filling the skies with brilliance 
and glory.

Why songs? They are not essential. They are not very practical. There 
are far more efficient and clear ways to communicate an idea. Songs 
are not essential, but instead they are extravagant. The overflow of the 
excess of the heart. They are a means of expressing the heart when mere 
words won’t do the trick. 

Songs are a senseless act of beauty. And what better way for us to respond 
to the senseless act of beauty that we find in Christmas? 

Because when there’s nothing you can say to capture the power of a 
moment, sometimes you have to let the lyrics speak for you. Sometimes 
you have to let the melody translate what is happening in your soul. 
Sometimes you have to raise your voice and hands. Sometimes all you 
can do is sing.

Reflect on these lyrics and join in the song of Christmas…



Long lay the world in sin and error pining
’Til he appeared and the soul felt its worth
The thrill of hope, the weary world rejoices
For yonder breaks a new and glorious morn
———-
Mild he lay his glory by
Born that we no more may die
Born to raise us from the earth
Born to give us second birth
———-
No more let sin and sorrow grow
Nor thorns infest the ground
He comes to make his blessings flow
Far as the curse is found
———-
Come thou long expected Jesus
Born to set thy people free
From our fears and sins release us
Let us find our rest in Thee
Israel’s strength and consolation
Hope of all the Earth thou art
Dear desire of every nation
Joy of every longing heart
————
Born thy people to deliver
Born a child and yet a king
Born to reign in us forever
Now thy gracious Kingdom bring
By thine own eternal spirit
Rule in all our hearts alone
By thine all sufficient merit
Raise us to they glorious throne




