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"O that you would tear open the heavens and come down, so 
that the mountains would quake at your presence." 
Isaiah 64:1 
 



Sunday November 28  
 

Maranatha 
 

John Ederton 
 

"Then they will see 'the Promised One coming in clouds' with 
great power and glory...But about that day or hour no one knows, 
neither the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but  only God, And 
what I say to you I say to all: Keep awake. "  

Mark 13:24-37  
 

The early followers of Jesus were pretty antsy after the destruction 
of the temple in Jerusalem.  Certain people kept trying to remind 
everyone that Jesus had predicted this would happen, but the last 
thing anybody wants to hear after disaster strikes is "I told you so." 
 

The temple was supposed to be destroyed, eh? You know what else 
was supposed to happen?  Jesus was supposed to come back.  
  

He was supposed to be riding on a cloud, setting right all wrongs. 
He was supposed to bring God's Reign, milk and honey and lions 
and lambs and ploughshares and pruning hooks and all   that. As 
the stones of the temple came rumbling down, along with them 
came tumbling down everything that seemed stable and secure in 
life. 
 

Perhaps your own life has tumbled into disarray, with patterns of 
living that once were sustainable now proving disastrous. Or 
perhaps you worry over your church and the line graphs at annual 
meeting that all point down. Or perhaps you see the nation, or the 
world, careening toward ruination. 
 

The gospel speaks the same challenging words of comfort to you 
as it did to those early Christians: keep awake, be ready, live like 
you know that a new world could be born any minute. Are you 
listening? All creation groans with labor pangs. 
 

Maranatha! Come Lord Jesus! If you have need of them, I 
offer you my hands and feet and mind and life as your own. 
Amen 
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Monday, November 29 
 

What Do You See? 
 

Lillian Daniel 
 

"The word of the Lord came to me: 'What do you see, 
Jeremiah?'" Jeremiah 1:11 
 

The Israeli poet Yehuda Amichai's poem, "Tourists," opens with a 
description of visitors at the Holocaust Museum and the Wailing 
Wall in Jerusalem. Later, he describes their lighter moments back 
at the hotel, washing our their linens in the sink and talking over 
their crushes on the people they have seen. 
 

Having completed their mundane chores, they are back to the 
serious business of sight-seeing, having their pictures taken and 
looking for the ruins of Roman arches. 
 

I recognized myself in Amichai's poem about the tourists. When I 
travel, I want to see all the big sites, the beautiful buildings and the 
somber markers. I don't want to miss a thing. 
 

The last section of the poem is written from the point of view of a 
local bystander, watching the  tourists rush by, craning their necks 
to see a site. 
 

Once I sat on the steps by a gate at David's Tower, I placed my two 
heavy baskets at my side. A group of tourists was standing around 
their guide and I became their target marker. "You see that man 
with the baskets? Just right of his head there's an arch from the 
Roman period. Just right of his head. " ''But he's moving, he's 
moving!" 
 

The tourists do not see the poet as anything other than an 
anonymous  man to point to in order  to see something more 
famous. But then, in the final line, the poet nails it. 
 

I said to myself redemption will come only if their guide tells them, 
"You see that arch from the Roman period? It's not important: but 
next to it, left and down a bit, there sits a man who's bought fruit 
and vegetables for his family." 
 

Dear God, I could use a better tour guide at the big sites in my 
life. Will you show me   what's really important? Because I 
don't want to miss a thing. Amen 
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Tuesday, November 30 
 

Every Expectant Second 
 

Matt Fitzgerald 
 

''How long, O Lord?" Psalm 79:5 
 

I used to work in a restaurant that did not open until 6:00 in the 
evening. I came in at 4:30 to set up the bar, polish the bottles, cut 
limes and stock the coolers. Meanwhile the cooks in the kitchen 
were chopping, toasting, dicing, and the diners were beginning to 
crowd the foyer, shuffling their feet, eager to see the time fly by. 
The focus was entirely on 6:00. How long until  dinner? We were 
all waiting anxiously, working furiously. 
 

Each night, against all of this impatience, at exactly 5:55 a line 
cook named Steve would stop and walk very deliberately out of the 
kitchen with a huge sauté pan in his hand. In the pan there   was a 
generous amount of olive oil and twelve garlic cloves rough-
chopped and sizzling. He would walk slowly through the empty 
dining room filling the air not with dinner, but with a promise. 
 

A mad rush unfolded the moment the foyer door was opened. A 
blast of two-tops and four-tops,   cocktails, credit cards, entrees 
and decaf. All of that is muddled and unclear in my memory.  
What stands out are those few moments before the promise was 
realized, when the room was hushed and empty and the smell of 
roasting garlic filled the air. 
 

We cannot wait for God to arrive in our midst. But we have no 
choice. We have to wait. While we do, it is good to know that the 
promise of Christmas is more than prelude. Indeed, the anticipation 
can be beautiful. The hushed and empty room is its own good gift. 

 
O God, as we wait for you, let the air shimmer with the 
promise of your arrival.  Let us relish every expectant second. 
Amen 
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Wednesday, December 1 
 

Nations 
 

Quinn G. Caldwell 
 

"O God, the nations have come into your inheritance. "  

Psalm 79:1 
 

A member of my church is an Indian expat, transferred by his 

company from India to far Syracuse.   
 

Last year, I asked him if he would be a Scripture reader at our 

candlelight Christmas Eve service. Like many people living 

abroad, he has developed a tight community of friends and 

colleagues from home, so I wasn't surprised that, when he arrived, 

an Indian friend walked in behind him. But then came another. 

And another, and another, and another. I couldn't help counting; 

almost thirty people had come to support him—not one of them, I 

would later learn, Christian.  After he did his reading, his friends 

all shook his hand and patted him on the back as he sat  down in 

the pews. 
 

The time for communion rolled around, and I gave my 

congregation's "everyone is welcome, no matter what" invitation. 

All of our guy's friends—every one of them-took me up on the 

offer. As I handed each the bread, I realized that they had been 

careful to research the religious customs  of the locals before 

coming that night: each of them-every one-responded to my "The 

body of Christ" by smiling as they took the bread and saying, 

"Merry Christmas!" 
 

The Psalmist thinks it's bad news when non-believers receive 
God's inheritance. I think that last Christmas Eve, somebody 
granted us a vision of the Kingdom of God. 
 

Dear God, make this Advent full of earnest offers and 
awkward acceptances, serious rituals and hilarious moments, 
and goodwill all around. Amen 
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Thursday, December 2 
 

When Love Sticks Around 
 

Emily C. Heath 
 

"Your love is like a morning cloud, like the dew that goes away 
early." Hosea 6:4 
 

Hebrew was my worst seminary class. I tried, but I preferred the 
structured New Testament Greek I studied to the more fluid (and 
written right-to-left) Old Testament Hebrew. And yet, there's one 
Hebrew word that I learned and have not forgotten: Chesed. 
 

Chesed, generally speaking, means love. But it's a particular kind 
of love. It's been translated as "mercy'' or "loving kindness" or 
"loyal love." In short, it's the steadfast love that all of us want, 
and want to give, but that only God manages to consistently 
achieve. 
 

Hosea uses this word when he tells the people that their love is 
often found wanting. Theirs is more ephemeral, like the quickly-
disappearing morning dew, than rock-solid. It's there when we  
start the day with the best of intentions, but by sundown it's often 
long gone. 
 

Have you ever felt that way this time of year? Maybe you look 
around and see the ways we treat the world with a little more 
kindness. We talk about "hope" and "joy'' and "peace" and "love." 
We give a little more generously. We celebrate a little more 
freely. And, if we're really doing it right, we come closer to being 
chesed people. 
 

And have you ever known that come December 26th that was all 
going to change? 
 

What if it doesn't have to? What if this season could be just the 
start? What if our love didn't disappear like the morning dew, but 
stuck around covering the world with renewal even after the  
season ends? It can. And Advent is the perfect time to start 
practicing. 
 

God of Steadfast Love, this year help us to do things 
differently. When we pack up the ornaments, may we forget 
to pack away our love for another year. And this year, may 
we  open it up again, day after day, like the greatest present 
we have ever received. Amen 
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Friday, December 3 
 

Pray Constantly 
 

Martin B. Copenhaver 
 

"Rejoice always, pray without ceasing." 1 Thessalonians 5:16 
 

In order to "pray without ceasing," as the Apostle Paul urges, it is 
not enough to set aside time to pray. In order to pray constantly, 
prayer has to be something other than an isolated   activity. It has 
to be woven into the fabric of your life. 
 

Jimmy Carter once estimated that he prays a hundred times a day. I 
imagine that few of those prayers are with eyes closed and that few 
begin with "Dear God," and end with "Amen."  Rather, I      
imagine that his life and his prayers are so interwoven that you 
cannot separate the two. 
 

This is what a day of praying without ceasing might look like: you  
wake up in the morning and, with God, you think about what 
awaits you in the day ahead. You pre-live the day as a kind of 
prayer. At the breakfast table, you open up the newspaper-another 
day of horrific stories of violence and disaster-and, as you read, 
you simply think, "God, be in that place, be with those people." 
You get in your car and the traffic is terrible, so you say to God, 
"The  traffic... " and you don't need to say any more because God 
knows that the way that sentence ends is, "and the traffic always 
makes me tense, because I hate to be late." When you arrive, there 
is a message from your mother. She sounds more confused than 
ever, so before you pick up the phone you say to yourself, "God, 
you've got to help me here." And on like that through the day. 
 

Dear One, accompany me through my day. Be with me             
constantly, as I seek to be constantly aware of you. Amen 
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Saturday, December 4 
 

Back Home, but Not the Same 
 

Kenneth L. Samuel 
 

"I will give you a new heart--and put a new spirit within you. . . 
I will bring you home again to Israel, and rebuild the ruins."  
Ezekiel 36:26-33 
 

After the fall of Jerusalem in 587 B.C., the prophet Ezekiel issued a 
clarion call for the return to Israel of the Jewish exiles, who had 
been captive in ancient Babylon for some 70 years. You can 
imagine the great anticipation and the great relief that consumed the 
Jews as they prepared to go back home after decades of 
displacement in foreign lands. 
 

But to be sure, the Israelites would not be going back home the 
same as they were when they left. Ezekiel prophesied that they 
would be  going back home as a much different people. The long 
and arduous exile had forged new hearts within them. They no 
longer took the blessings of life and liberty in their native land for 
granted. And no longer were they neglectful of the deep bonds of 
their covenanted relationship with God and with one another. 
 

They were going back home, but they were going back home with 
different hearts. George Bailey didn't realize how blessed he was in 
Bedford Falls, NY, but when he got back home, he was never more 
grateful for his "wonderful life" in that little hick town. The prodigal 
son left his home with a haughty sense of entitlement, but he came 
back with a profound respect for grace and mercy. Dorothy 
journeyed all the way to the land of Oz, only to discover that all she 
could ever dream of was right there at home. 
 

Home is much more than an address. It's a habitation of the heart. 
 

Lord, this Advent Season, make our hearts new so that our 
homes may be revived with  gratitude and sustained in grace. 
Amen 
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Sunday, December 5  
 

Poinsettias 
 

Donna S. Schaper 
 

"The grass withers, the flower fades but the glory of the Lord 
endures forever. ”  Isaiah 40:1-8 
 

In many congregations, the sign-up sheet for the Christmas 
poinsettias is already on the bulletin board. Some will be memorial 
gifts, others just gifts. When amassed, they will make for one of 
the familiar Christmas sights. A flood of  emotions will attend the 
flowers. A few weeks after Christmas, the custodian or the flower 
chairperson will throw them away. 
 

Sometimes a scavenger, like me, will take them and hide them 
away for the possibility of a re-bloom. Once in Miami, I saved 
several dozen and planted them and they took over my entire yard 
and doubled in size. The same thing happened to the Easter lilies 
that year. Often the "women's fellowship" or the church's chief 
aesthetician is in charge of the flowers, or "the lovelies" as I have 
heard them called. Sometimes way too much attention is given to 
the lovelies and way too little to the glory of the Lord. We do like 
to substitute details for depth.  Still, and all, Advent begs us to 
prepare for the coming glory. Flowers are our props. 
 

Others prepare for the glory of the Lord by fixing the universe, 
despite itself. Still others prepare for the inevitable glory of God's 
arrival as a baby with Advent calendars, opening small doors on 
large mysteries. I prepare by checking on last year's poinsettias, to 
see if they had the courage to bloom again. 

 
Glorious God, drown us in traditions of color and flower and 
let this Advent make us less afraid of the wilting and the 
fading. Amen 
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Monday, December 6 
 

OMG, Isaiah! 
 

Matthew Laney 
 

"Ah you who are wise in your own eyes, and shrewd in your 
own sight! You who are heroes in drinking wine and in mixing 
drinks, who acquit the guilty for a bribe and deprive the 
innocent of their rights," Isaiah 5:23 
 

I can imagine several reactions to this Advent reading. One goes 
like this: 
 

"OMG, Isaiah. You sure know how to ruin a good holiday party. 
Isn't this the time to be of good cheer and raise a glass in 
gratitude for our blessings? And who isn't wise in their own 
sight? That's called having self-esteem, Isaiah, and mine's 
eroding with every word you say. And how dare you insinuate 
that I partake, indeed that I benefit from, pardoning criminals and 
denying rights. You don't know anything about me! If I hear one 
more person whining about their rights, I'm going to puke. 
Hollywood and the media are killing this country and all you can 
do is get judgmental about a little wine tasting?!" 
 

Here's another: 
 

"So Isaiah, is it possible I have flattered myself into believing I 
am a blessed, independent, self-made person, but that is proved 
hollow by the fact that I do so very little for the vulnerable and 
oppressed beginning with simply listening to their stories? Am I 
drunk with my own ego? Am I among the guilty ones I am so 
willing to acquit?" 

 

Here's still another: 
 

"Thanks, Isaiah. I needed that. May God forgive me. Come Lord 
Jesus." 
 

How does Isaiah strike you today? The first, second, third, all 
three or something else entirely? 
 

Holy God, make me ever-vigilant of my need for repentance, 
and allow me to catch sight of your glory in our newborn 
king. Amen 

11 



Tuesday, December 7 
 

Is Your God Too Small? 
 

Richard L. Floyd 
 

"If then God gave them the same gift that God gave us when we 
believed in the Lord Jesus Christ, who was I that I could hinder 
God?" Acts 11:17 
 

Years ago the Bible translator J.B. Phillips wrote a wise little book 
called Your God Is Too Small. He described how we use God as "a 
convenience, a prop, a comfort, for our own plans." We cut God 
down to our size instead of expanding our views to God's size. 
 

The eleventh chapter of Acts tells the extraordinary story of Peter's 
vision of "clean and unclean" animals, and how he came to realize 
that the beloved community God has in mind was much bigger 
than the one Peter imagined. 
 

Like Peter, many of us have come to the realization that our 
previous understandings of God's acceptance and embrace are too 
small. 
 

The scope of God's love challenges every barrier that separates and 
divides, but our world still struggles under the weight of fear and 
violence. Daily we hear about "wars and rumors of wars," many of 
them fueled by religious hatred. 
 

The language of Advent is the language of longing for a coming 
realm of peace, where "swords are beaten into ploughshares," and 
all are welcome and unafraid. 
 

What acts of holy imagination can we envision to make our world 
more like God  intends? 
 

O God of all nations and people, expand the horizon of our 
love that more and more it may conform to yours. Amen 
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Wednesday, December 8 
 

Neither Victim nor Victor 
 

Molly Baskette 
 

"Teacher, this woman was caught in the very act of committing 
adultery"... [He] said to them, ''Let anyone among you who is 
without sin be the first to throw a stone at her." Jesus was left 
alone with the woman standing before him. "Has no one 
condemned you?" She said, "No one, sir." And Jesus said, 
"Neither do I condemn you. Go your way, and from now on do 
not sin again." John 8:3-11 
 

An estimated 40 percent of married people have cheated or will 
cheat on their spouse. Even allowing for the fact that you, gentle 
readers, are people of faith, it doesn't mean you are immune to 
these temptations. 
 

But there is a further temptation in today's story of sin and 
forgiveness: to suddenly shift our blame from the woman to the 
men who were judging her, because Jesus himself went after them. 
There is a strong disposition in us humans to locate all wrong in 
one person or group, to divide the world into victims and victors. 
 

I can imagine the woman, rescued from death by her protector, 
repurposing her fear as righteous anger and saying to Jesus: 
"Thank you for saving me from those hateful monsters!" And 
going her way, vindicated in her love affair. 
 

But Jesus didn't let her. He held everybody accountable. 
 

"Neither do I condemn you. Go your way, and from now on do not 
sin again." Jesus forgives her, which is different from letting her 
off the hook. 
 

Jesus empowers the woman to accept that she has acted of her own 
volition-and can act differently in the future. 
 

What would it be like if, in our own lives, we took refuge neither 
in victim nor victor status? What if we acknowledged the truth of 
our past, really allowed ourselves to receive God's forgiveness, and 
emboldened by that holy love, embraced a different future, one 
where we would choose, more often, a better path? 
 

Jesus, see me. Jesus, protect me. Jesus, forgive me. Jesus, help 
me to live a new life, one choice at a time. Amen 
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Thursday, December 9 
 

Apocalypse Not Now 
 

Vince Amlin 
 

"We beg you, brothers and sisters, not to be quickly shaken in 
mind or alarmed, either by spirit or by word or by letter, as 
though from us, to the effect that the day of the Lord is already 
here," 2 Thessalonians 2:1b-2 
 

In 8th grade, I joined the track team in a vain attempt to impress 
my more athletic girlfriend.  Having no particular skills, I was 
assigned to run the mile: four laps around the track. In my first 
race, to my great surprise, I managed to stay in the center of the 
pack. As I hit the final straightaway, I kicked into a sprint, until I 
collapsed across the finish line. There were still plenty of kids on 
the track. Maybe I wasn't so bad after all. Suddenly, my coach was 
hovering over me. "What are you doing?" he said. "You only ran 
three laps!" 
 

The church in Thessalonica is winded and has a bad case of shin 
splints. They believed themselves to be running a sprint, not a 
marathon. They figured when Jesus said he was coming back that 
meant ... soon. Paul's answer: there's a lot more race to run. 
 

In our own time, there is a sense that time is winding up. Whether 
you're a Pentecostal preacher or a climatologist, it's certain we 
can't go on long this way. If I think about it too hard, I want to 
collapse and watch things fall apart from a soft place in the grass. 
Paul's words wake me from my cynicism and send me out to live 
in such a way that all creation will have a few more laps. 
 

The signs and portents don't look good, God. Grant me a spirit 
of endurance. Teach me to live for the long haul. Amen 
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Friday, December 10 
 

Noisy Advent 
 

Mary Luti 
 

"God shook the earth; God made the nations tremble. The 
eternal mountains were shattered. . ." Habakkuk 3:6 
 

In Advent we walk on tiptoe, a finger to our lips. A mystery is 
unfolding in a womb. Contemplation is in order now. Let us be 
still. 
 

Yet a quiet Advent is at odds with its typical scriptures. They 
suggest a ruckus, not a retreat. Stars fall, moons collide, nations 
groan. God rips open the heavens. Torrents of justice hit parched 
earth with ear-splitting force. Mountains quake, fire erupts, seas 
boil. It's a season for insomniacs: wake up, stay awake, watch out, 
heads up, on your feet! The Baptist cries out, heralds announce on 
mountaintops, the Daughter of Zion's loud exultation keeps her 
neighbors tossing and turning into the wee hours. God clears the 
threshing floor, sleeves rolled up. Sweaty blacksmiths beat swords 
into plowshares. Heavy equipment is lined up to bulldoze, level, 
straighten, build. 
 

If we ever imagined that our healing would be a gentle, quiet thing, 
the Advent scriptures correct us. It's noisy heavy-lifting. So if we 
grow quiet in Advent-if we use our indoor voices and walk on 
tiptoe-let it be so that all the world might better hear this divine 
rumpus that saves us, the crashing and banging God's ancient 
promises make as one by one they all come true. 
 

In the quiet of Advent, O God, our ears of faith hear you at 
work for us and our salvation.  By this loving commotion, swell 
our hope and make us glad.  Amen 
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Saturday,  December 11 
 

Grace 
 

Donna Schaper 
 

"What do you think? A man had two sons; he went to the first 
and said, 'Son, go and work in the vineyard today.' He answered, 
'I will not'; but later he changed his mind and went. The father 
went to the second and said the same; and he answered, 'I go, 
sir';· but he did not go. Which of the two did the will of his 
father?" Matthew 21:28-32 
 

The dutiful son and the rebellious son give us a great example of      
Advent's advance. One says yes to the father; the other does not.  
Jesus uses the occasion of mixed obedience to argue that obedience 
is not the frame for God. Instead, God initiates a love of humanity 
that excuses sin and prefers the prostitute and the lawbreaker. We 
respond to that love in a different key than that of work in the 
vineyard. The parable is dense and confusing and also about grace. 
 

My son keeps asking me obnoxious questions. His favorite 
question these days goes right to my heart. "Mom, what would you 
do if you could do anything you wanted to do?" I won't tell you my 
answer but I will ask you his question. It is the same one the 
parable asks. 
 

We are saved by grace and not obedience. We may have broken 
too many rules. We may have "dissed" our parents. Our resume 
may be dated. We may not have scored high on the credit rating or 
the SAT's. Even so and nevertheless, we get to work in the 
vineyard. We don't have to work in the vineyard to prove anything. 
We get to work in the vineyard. We are allowed to enter the 
vineyard and put a grape into a basket or turn one into wine. 

When Advent preparations pound us into a place far from grace,  
imagine the preposterous notion that we are already prepared. 
 

Creator of the vineyards, thank you that we can do what we 
want to do and not what we have to do. Amen 
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Sunday, December 12 
 

Jesus Goes to Hell 
 

Martin B. Copenhaver 
 

"My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?" Psalm 22:1 
 

To be sure, I have never experienced the kind of suffering Jesus  
endured on the cross, but you do not have to experience pain on 
that scale to ask God, as Jesus did, "Why have you forsaken me?" 
Life being what it is, at one time or another, in one form or       
another, everyone has occasion to ask that question. What Jesus' 
question says to me is that even my feelings of being abandoned by 
God are not foreign to God. 
 

The Apostle's Creed contains this affirmation about Jesus: "Jesus 
Christ was crucified, dead and buried. He descended to hell." The 
last part of that statement always used to trouble me, until one day 
someone told me that, for her, it is the most treasured part of the 
creed. When I asked why, she answered, "Because hell is where I 
spend much of my life." Hell: a sense of being forsaken, the 
absence of God, a place of despair. We have been there. And Jesus 
has been there. And having been there, Jesus transformed it. 

One who would rescue those trapped in a mine shaft sometimes 
must enter into the danger and darkness of that place himself. How 
else can those who are trapped be saved, if the one who knows the 
way out is not willing to be trapped with them? 
 

The good news of this season is that we await the birth of the one 
who is willing to enter our darkness so that he might usher us into 
the light. 
 

Holy One, thank you for your willingness to share in human 
defeat, so that we might, in turn, share in your victory. Amen  
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Monday, December 13 
 

Imperfect Love 
 

Matt Fitzgerald 
 

"Do good, O Lord, to those who are good." Psalm 125 
 

"Pray for your enemies." Only God knows what such prayer might 
do for those people, but if you've tried it, you know that Jesus' 
prayer kills the enmity that lives inside your own heart. It may be 
the closest we ever get to being Christ-like. As Kierkegaard says, 
"Perfect love means  to love the one through whom one became 
unhappy." 
 

But such prayer is agony. It kills us. So Psalm 125 brings relief. It 
issues no challenge, just asks God to be good to those who are 
good. I love this. Christianity doesn't need constant effort. 
Sometimes it is easy. Pray for those who are good. 
 

I live across the street from a middle school. At recess the tweens 
separate themselves into castes and cliques. They are too old to 
play. They act cool. Except for one girl who wears unfashionable 
long skirts and runs across the playground, bursting into one group 
after another. She suffers from some disability. It's obvious. Yet 
each time she runs into the middle of a group—the Goth kids, the 
gossips, the athletes, the introverts—they all  make  room for her. 
They give her a pound or a shoulder hug. They smile. She smiles. 
Then she turns to run toward some other group. 
 

I think back to the cruelty of my adolescence and I am simply 
amazed at the goodness on  display. 
 

Oh God, give goodness to that good child who refuses the 
boundaries of adolescence. And pour goodness over all those 
good children who see her with eyes of love. And give more 
goodness to the parents who have shaped them. And rain 
goodness down on our world as it changes for the better. Amen 
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Tuesday, December 14 
 

Making Room for Joy 
 

Emily C. Heath 
 

''Repent therefore, and turn to God so that your sins may be 
wiped out ... that God   may send the Messiah appointed for you, 
that is,   Jesus" Acts 3:19-20 
 

Let's be honest. Advent is kind of a drag. 

Outside the church doors Christmas has been in full swing since 
late November. There are trees and carols. Parties and lights. 
Cookies and A Charlie Brown Christmas. Inside the doors we have 
a wreath with some candles. And Advent hymns. So we have that 
going   for us. 
 

The reality is Advent has long been a solemn season for the 
church. In previous generations celebrations like weddings were 
forbidden during Advent, and fasting was encouraged. Many have    
compared Advent to a "mini-Lent" when we are called to repent. 

It's hard to feel like what's happening inside the doors of the 
church stands in such strong contrast to what's going on outside. 
And yet, there's something about Advent that can serve to increase 
our joy this time of year, not lessen it. 
 

The church observes Advent not because we hate joy. Instead, we 
prepare so that we can become more joyful people. Advent is about 
cleaning our spiritual house so that we can make room for the joy 
that is coming. And it's also about being ready to truly celebrate 
Christ's birth while many are packing their joy away long before 
the twelve days of Christmas end. 
 

So, play carols, put up the tree, drink the eggnog. But don't settle 
for that being enough. Go deeper. Pray. Prepare. Reflect. Make 
room for joy. Jesus didn't come to make us a dour bunch of            
kill-joys. But he didn't come for us to settle for fleeting joy either. 
Because Advent is about choosing a joy that lasts, and not just a 
seasonal sugar-high of happiness. 
 

Joyful God, we long to be your Christmas people. But first, 
help us to be your Advent people. Teach us to prepare our 
hearts for a joy we can only imagine. And when that joy comes, 
help us to hold onto it all year long. Amen 
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Wednesday, December 15 
 

How Can I Forget? 
 

Kenneth L. Samuel 
 

"Then those who feared and loved the Lord spoke often of the 
Lord to each other. And the Lord had a Book of Remembrance 
drawn up in which were recorded the names of those who feared 
the Lord and loved to think about the Lord." Malachi 3:16 
 

It is said that people often forget what you say to them, but people 
never forget how you make them feel. Words are powerfully 
impactful, but only in as much as they convey our deepest 
convictions, sentiments and devotions. Words are often forgotten, 
but the feelings they convey last a lifetime. 
 

Among those who openly disparaged God, derided God and      
denounced God, there was a group of people whose faithfulness 
remained steadfast. The believers in this faithful group spoke to 
each other often about their love for God and their hope in God-
despite their disappointments and predicaments. 
 

God overheard their conversations and was so overjoyed by the 
deep devotion of their dialogue that God compiled a Book of 
Remembrance. This book did not necessarily record everything the 
believers said, but it did record the names of every believer. This 
book embossed the lives of every believer into the joyful essence 
of the divine presence throughout eternity. 
 

Most of us can't recall everything told to us by our loved ones, but 
their names alone ignite feelings of love and affection that will  
never be forgotten. 
 

Blessed be the names of ... 

 
"May the life I've lived speak for me,  

 May the life I've lived speak for me  

When I'm resting in my grave, And there's  

 nothing that can be said 

May the life I've lived, speak for me." 

 Amen 
  Sullivan Pugh, the Consolers 
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Thursday, December 16 
 

I Must Stop Christmas From 
Coming. . .But How? 
 

John Edgerton 
 

"You brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the wrath to 
come?'' Matthew 3:1-12 
 

Church, can I confess something? I think I might hate the week 
before Christmas. Because at C-minus one week, all I can see is 
the wrath to come. 
 

It is the wrath of express shipping on extra candle drip protectors,  

and office parties that make an audit seem painless by              
comparison. 
 

It is the wrath of frantic and unpleasant shopping trips that leave 
me kicking myself for sleeping in on Black Friday... again. 
 

It is the wrath of the deeply depressing annual rematch of that 
culture war classic-the war on Christmas. And honestly? I'm not 
sure where I come down on that one. After all, if you are involved 
in putting together Christmas Eve services, then you know the 
truth. You can either keep the Christ in Christmas, or you can keep 
the sleep in Christmas. 
 

"Sleep? You'll have to ship that. It will arrive on the 26th,"         
estimates my Mental Postmaster General. 
 

But then I remember the sweet ache in my throat from straining to 
hit the high notes in Silent Night, and how careful kids are when 
they are holding their own candles for the first time, and the sound 
of my grandmother's voice at the other end of the telephone. I   
remember what we use the Christmas offering for, and I remember 
Dylan Thomas' A Child's Christmas in Wales, and I remember that 
I really love giving surprising gifts to my wife. 
 

I remember that it's just one more week, and I can hardly wait. 
 

God, please forgive me for my "grinchy" ways and help me to 
make this week a joyful one.  Amen 
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Friday, December 17 
 

Say It Again 
 

Mary Luti 
 

"For God is like a refiner's fire and like fullers' soap; God will 
sit and refine them until they present offerings to the Lord in 
righteousness." Malachi 3:3-4 
 

Every Advent, the prophets remind us that God is disgusted by 
piety divorced from justice. But because we keep divorcing them, 
God has to sit down (because it's going to take a lot of time and                                                                 
patience), fire up the furnace, and burn away our dross. And God 
has to scrub us with harsh soap until we carry out, without                
separation, right worship in church and right action in the world. 
 

Year after year, it's the same message: if you're indifferent to your 
neighbor, you sing, sacrifice, and pray at your peril. We know that. 
We've heard it before. And we're trying, Lord, we're trying. 
 

So why does the church keep saying it year after year? 
 

For the same reason you tell family stories over and over-so that 
you'll memorize what matters most, so that you'll remember who 
you are, so that your children will know who they are. 
 

And because if the church doesn't say it, fewer and fewer people 
will say it, until there's only silence. Ask someone struggling for 
justice about the terror of that silence, the awful things that       
happen when no one utters a word. 
 

And because there's knowing, and then there's knowing. One kind 
fills your head with interesting ideas. The other penetrates, aims 
for your fault lines, and leaves you so shattered you require divine 
rearrangement. 
 

You could hope for nothing more than to find yourself in shards 
like that; for Scripture also says that God will not pass by a      
broken heart. 
 

Say them over and over to me, wonderful words of life. Let this 
be the year they break my heart. Amen 
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Instead of being provided for by his congregation, John lived in the 
desert. His lifestyle made average ascetics look like wannabes. 
That way he felt perfectly free to serve the raw truth for Christmas: 
Turn or burn. 
 
Season's greetings to you too, John. Jeepers. 
 

 
John wasn't worried about losing his job. He wanted to lose it, the 
faster the better. He hoped his current sermon would be his last. He 
had a fierce hankering to see a new family tree spring up from the 
deadwood of Jesse; a family made up of redeemed belly-crawlers 
who eat from the    tree of everlasting life and dance on the heads 
of serpents, one in particular. 
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Sunday, December 19 
 

Flame 
 

Quinn G. Caldwell 
 

"The angel said to her, 'The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and 
the power of the Most High will overshadow you; therefore the 
child to be born will be holy; he will be called Son of God.'" 

Luke 1:35 
 

Admit it: you love fire. Even though you're a little scared of it, 
there's a part of you that loves it, that's drawn to it like a moth to a 
you-know-what. 
 

There are fireplace people. Backyard bonfire people. Campfire  
people. Woodstove people. Scented     tealight people. Barbeque 
people. Gas stovetop people, who would never dream of cooking 
on an electric range. And don't forget religious people throughout 
the world, who set fire to millions of things every week, which we 
call "candles." 
 

Have you noticed how the fire-setting kicks into high gear around 
this time of year? Advent candles on wreaths, bayberry candles in 
the windows, chestnuts roasting on open fires (although, seriously, 
has anybody ever actually done that?). And don't forget the lights 
on your Christmas tree, which are really just a form of safety fire 
that's less likely to burn the house down. 
 

And all of it to proclaim this: Like the sun consenting to come out 
of the sky and warm up your living room by burning merrily in the 
hearth. Like a nuclear reaction reining itself in until you can bake 
cookies with it. Like a blue-white star diminishing itself until it can 
burn at the end of your wick while you sing "Silent Night," the 
Creator of Heaven and earth came to us one day as a human baby, 
who was the Light of the World. 
 

You oughta set something on fire today to celebrate. 
 

Thank you, God for fire. For diminishing yourself until you 
could show us the way without blinding us, warm us without 
burning us, and hold us without consuming us, thank you. 
Amen 
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Monday, December 20 
 

A Chorus of Trees 
 

Richard L. Floyd 
 

"Then shall all the trees of the forest sing for joy before the 
Lord; for he is coming."  Psalm 96:12,13. 
 

No, this is not a reflection on the spiritual significance of your 
Christmas tree, but it is about trees. In the Bible trees are 
sometimes not the staid objects we take them for, but lively 
participants in a great celebration. 
 

For example, at our wedding we heard this from Isaiah 55:12: "All 
the trees of the field shall clap their hands." And in today's verse 
"all the trees of the forest sing for joy." 
 

What are these excitable trees singing and clapping about? They 
are celebrating the coming of God, a coming worth getting       
excited about, full of promise for the restoration, judging,    
cleansing and healing of all things. And this coming will not be 
only for people and nations, but for all that belongs to the Creator, 
"the whole earth and everything in it." 
 

Which means that our Advent hope for the coming of God is not a 
private "spiritual" matter, but a hope of quite cosmic           
proportions. 
 

And if that is the scope of God's redeeming love, how should we 
regard not just "the trees of the forest" but also all the other living 
things that God has made? Because someday we may be            
celebrating, singing and clapping, right alongside them. 

 
Creator God, let us care for your good earth that on the Day of 
your coming the great chorus will be complete.  Amen 
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Tuesday, December 21 
 

A New Name 
 

Molly Baskette 
 

"On the eighth day they came to circumcise the child, and they 
were  going to name him Zechariah after his father. But his 
mother said, 'No; he is to be called John.' They said to her, 
'None of your relatives has this name.'" Luke I:59-63 
 · 

Scripture often gives little clues that first-century families were 
just like us. In the story of John the  Baptist's bris, the clue comes 
in the form of the infamous "they," as in "They said, 'none of your 
relatives has this name.'" 
 

Do you have any Theys in your family? People whom you love, 
but who think it is their business to pooh-pooh any attempt you 
may make to be different from the family culture-even in what you 
name your kid? 
 

Names have incredible power to shape who we are, what we will 
do, and how people see us. I have known people who gave     
themselves a new name as adults-not just as a shallow attempt to 
rebrand, but as a spiritual rite of claiming themselves and the   
person God intended them to be. It was also a way of separating 
from their family of origin in a healthy way-so they didn't have to 
separate in an unhealthy way. 
 

Elizabeth and Zechariah's break with tradition is a sign that   
something entirely new is happening. There has never been anyone 
named John in their bloodline. So, maybe John has a family that is 
bigger than the one the Theys can imagine. 
 

Likewise baby Jesus received his own name from his Parent in   
heaven.  And the grown Jesus had some choice nuggets for those 
who would privilege blood family over God's family. Such as 
when he told the crowd within earshot of Mary and his brothers, 
"Who is my family? Whoever does the will of God is my mother 
and siblings..." 
 

So this Christmas, when you sit down to the table, and the beloved 
but annoying Theys start in on your haircut, your parenting style or 
your career choice, gently (and lovingly!) remind them: 
 

I love you. And we are different. And that's just how God 
made us to be. Amen 



Wednesday, December 22 
 

Christmas in the Swamp 
 

Vince Amlin 
 

"For waters shall break forth in the wilderness, and streams in 
the desert; the burning  sand shall become a pool and the thirsty 
ground springs of water; the haunt of jackals shall become a 
swamp, the grass shall become reeds and rushes."  
Isaiah 35:6b-7 
 

There will be no white Christmas in Gainesville, Florida, on   
Saturday. No frosty snowmen. No children lying on the ground, 
waving arms and legs in angelic impressions. We will sing "Jingle 
Bells" and "Winter Wonderland," but some images will be lost on 
kids that have never seen a flake of the white stuff. 
 

Instead, all over town, citrus boughs are drooping. Soon, if I'm 
lucky, someone will drop off a sack of sweet Satsumas, a local 
orange too delicate or too tasty to ship up north. 
 

Instead, on Paynes Prairie, hundreds of Sandhill cranes, our guests 
from Thanksgiving to Valentine's day, are dancing and singing 
prehistoric carols to the lazy winter sun. 
 

Instead, around Alachua Sink, hundreds of alligators are basking 
on the banks, the herons and egrets stepping warily around their 
snouts as the birds stalk the shallows for fish and frogs. 
 

Instead, in the cobalt blue springs that surround us, manatees are 
escaping the chilly Gulf and floating peacefully in the year-round 
72-degree waters. 
 

For residents of north Florida, Isaiah provides a more accurate 
vision of the world into which we welcome Love Incarnate. A land 
of green, wet and fertile; a land of flowers, and springs, and 
swamp; a land of life's abundance to host Abundance come to life. 
 

There is no bleakness in our midwinter, just a creation bubbling, 
and buzzing, and bursting in grateful anticipation of Emmanuel. 
 

God-with-us in snowy field and bare branch, in green palm 
and grinning gator, wherever    you reveal yourself, reveal  
yourself as love.  O come, O come... Amen 
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Thursday, December 23 and Friday, December 24 
 

“For unto us a child is born…” 
 

Rev. Dr. Anna V. Copeland 
 

I’ve been thinking lately that we may need an attitude adjustment 
about Christmas. We’ve become pretty attached to our idea about 
what that first Christmas was like. Any one of us could describe 
the disappointment on Joseph’s face when the innkeeper turned 
him away, the gratitude at least for warmth among the animals for 
a birth. We picture ourselves standing outside, rubbing our hands 
against the night chill, looking up at the cataclysm of light across 
the milky way that sang shepherds to the birthing place.  
 

We join the angel song in response to this Holy night, singing 
“Silent Night, Holy Night, all is calm, all is bright”, raising our 
candles to the Prince of Peace whose light will overcome the 
world’s every darkness. Not a Christmas passes that I am not in 
tears standing before a dimly lit church, with faces aglow in the 
warmth and promise of what God has done and will do. 
 

Yet before that, there was suffering. The half of us who have 
delivered children keenly understand the pain and peril of 
childbirth, the incredible risk of doing so in a situation that was 
less than sanitary and far from the comforts of home. Mary’s face 
shines in beatific glory at every nativity, when in fact she would 
have been crumpled, bloody and drenched in sweat. 
 

Perhaps this is the nativity we need to remember this year. We’ve 
all been touched by suffering this year. We’ve known loss: of life, 
of work, of opportunity, of time with family. My own grandson 
was born a year ago, and now past the age of one, we’ve met just 
once. I will forever have missed his babyhood entirely. You have a 
story of your own. We’ve all lamented. 
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Thursday, December 23 and Friday, December 24  
 

"For unto us a child is Born..." 
 

Rev. Dr. Anna V. Copeland 
 

Into the pain and the suffering and the grief of our world, Christ 
is born. Without the sorrow, there can be no contrasting joy. 
Without the disruption of powers and principalities, there is no 
need for the Prince of Peace. Without incredible darkness first 
brooding over the face of  the earth, there comes no celebrated 
dawn. 

 

The new life of resurrection is already present in the manger, the       
suffering of the cross at labor in the near-death risk of birth. As we  
can’t get to Easter without going through Good Friday, so too, we   
can’t get to Christmas without going through certain pain. Only 
then can we with glad and grateful hearts, sing “Glory to God in 
the highest, and on earth, peace.” 
 

We give you thanks, God of Creation, Lord of Life, for the gift 
of your own self birthed into the world. We experience your 
power and your presence in tangible ways that see us through 
our deepest sorrows and exalt with us through our greatest 
joys. Your fingerprints of heaven cover everything. We rejoice!  
Amen 

(con't) 
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Saturday, December 25 
 

Treasure 
 

Mary Luti 
 

''But Mary treasured all these things and pondered them in her 
heart." Luke 2:19 
 

The Savior is born! 
 

A thousand angels broadcast the news. They fill the sky and sing. 
A gaggle of shepherds praise the Lord. They scurry around, they 
come and go and tell. Christmas dawns bustling and loud. 
Everyone has something to say, noisy and glad. 
 

Mary doesn't say a thing, but the door of her heart stands       
dangerously open. It all comes in: gladness, hope, consequences. 
Inwardly, she turns the prism of each sight and sound, each 
extraordinary thing, every possible meaning. With each turning, 
new light, greater affection. 
 

She is the still point in the resounding amazement.  
 

Oh, the things she knows ... 
 

She is the field in which God buried a treasure. And someday, 
when we're paying attention, we will stumble upon it. Someday 
our hearts will leap at its worth. Someday we will sell all we have 
for it. 
 

Maybe today. 

 
On Christmas Day, Saving God, move us to adore and rejoice; 
but grant us also the stillness of Mary, her open door, the art of 
treasuring, and a glimpse of the things she knows.  In the name 
of her newborn Child, we pray.  Amen 
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Notes: 
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