
 

 

 

 
 

  

St. Barnabas’ Episcopal Church 
Advent 2020 

Advent is our time of preparation for the annual coming of Jesus into the world as a baby boy.  These 

daily offerings have been written from the heart of those here at St. Barnabas.  As you read each day you 

may want to light your Advent wreath or a candle.  After you read the scripture passage and devotional 

reading, you will want to pause and reflect on what you have just read.  Is there meaning here for your 

personal journey through life? 



 

 

 
  



 

 

 
Sunday, November 29 
Mark 13:24-37 
The coming of the Son of Man 
 
“But in those days, after that suffering, 
  
the sun will be darkened, 
and the moon will not give its light, 
and the stars will be falling from heaven, 
and the powers in the heavens will be shaken. 
  
Then they will see ‘the Son of Man coming in clouds’ with great power and glory. Then he will send out the angels, 
and gather his elect from the four winds, from the ends of the earth to the ends of heaven. 
  
“From the fig tree learn its lesson: as soon as its branch becomes tender and puts forth its leaves, you know that 
summer is near. So also, when you see these things taking place, you know that he is near, at the very gates. Truly I 
tell you, this generation will not pass away until all these things have taken place. Heaven and earth will pass away, 
but my words will not pass away. 
  

 
Julie Shires 

From the Fig Tree, Learn its Lesson 
  
Nature is very good at providing clues to what lies ahead; the signs are everywhere:, the moon in it phases, the tides 
of the ocean, the temperature changes, plants go dormant and reappear in the spring.  They are cycles we are 
familiar with and plan for.  We adjust our wardrobe, our clocks, our foods reflect the bounty of harvest. 
  
This passage focuses on the coming of Christ in Advent, but signs are more sinister, grim, less predictable, a 
darkness. COVID 19 has changed the way we observe Advent this year.  Our world has been shaken, dumped out 
and strewn around.  We are left to pick up pieces and find the meaning of the brokenness. 
  
From the fig tree, learn its lesson.  
God's presence is imagined in new ways,  
Don't be afraid; stay awake; be watchful.  

 

  



 

 

Monday, November 30 
Revelation 15:1-8 
A liturgy of glory 
 
Then I saw another portent in heaven, great and amazing: seven angels with seven plagues, which are the last, for 
with them the wrath of God is ended. 
  
And I saw what appeared to be a sea of glass mixed with fire, and those who had conquered the beast and its image 
and the number of its name, standing beside the sea of glass with harps of God in their hands. And they sing the 
song of Moses, the servant of God, and the song of the Lamb: 
  
“Great and amazing are your deeds, 
Lord God the Almighty! 
Just and true are your ways, 
King of the nations! 
Lord, who will not fear 
and glorify your name? 
For you alone are holy. 
All nations will come 
and worship before you, 
for your judgments have been revealed.” 
  
After this I looked, and the temple of the tent of witness in heaven was opened, and out of the temple came the 
seven angels with the seven plagues, robed in pure bright linen, with golden sashes across their chests. Then one of 
the four living creatures gave the seven angels seven golden bowls full of the wrath of God, who lives forever and 
ever; and the temple was filled with smoke from the glory of God and from his power, and no one could enter the 
temple until the seven plagues of the seven angels were ended. 
 
 
 

Brian Stoltey 
How do I find Advent Light shining during difficult times?  
 
In reading today’s lesson I find little comfort in the thought of a swarm of plague-carrying angels circling a flaming 
sea of glass. It feels a little too close to home in 2020. True to life though, John’s vision feels like a blend of the 
unfamiliar, the frightening, and the flat-out exultant.  
 
The faithful have turned here through ‘unprecedented times’ for centuries. For so long, we have carried the abiding 
hope of the end to disease and conflict; God active and seen, the tent opened for us to witness that which has been 
hidden; hearing the melodies of the millennia being sung.  
 
These long-held hopes are shafts of Advent light shining in the midst of our present moment. There is a constant 
refrain of Peace on Earth ringing, even while we cling to this ancient hope.  I am reminded, that in it all -- and in all 
of us -- God is God. And our trust is secure. And, ultimately, God’s light is shining on us as we walk through this 
life under the Spirit’s care.  

 

  



 

 

Tuesday, December 1 
Revelation 18:1-10 
Judgment upon human pride 
  
After this I saw another angel coming down from heaven, having great authority; and the earth was made bright 
with his splendor. He called out with a mighty voice, 
  
“Fallen, fallen is Babylon the great! 
It has become a dwelling place of demons, 
a haunt of every foul spirit, 
a haunt of every foul bird, 
a haunt of every foul and hateful beast. 
For all the nations have drunk 
of the wine of the wrath of her fornication, 
and the kings of the earth have committed fornication with her, 
and the merchants of the earth have grown rich from the power of her luxury.” 
  
Then I heard another voice from heaven saying, 
  
“Come out of her, my people, 
so that you do not take part in her sins, 
and so that you do not share in her plagues; 
for her sins are heaped high as heaven, 
and God has remembered her iniquities. 
Render to her as she herself has rendered, 
and repay her double for her deeds; 
mix a double draught for her in the cup she mixed. 
As she glorified herself and lived luxuriously, 
so give her a like measure of torment and grief. 
Since in her heart she says, 
‘I rule as a queen; 
I am no widow, 
and I will never see grief,’ 
therefore her plagues will come in a single day— 
pestilence and mourning and famine— 
and she will be burned with fire; 
for mighty is the Lord God who judges her.” 
  
And the kings of the earth, who committed fornication and lived in luxury with her, will weep and wail over her 
when they see the smoke of her burning; they will stand far off, in fear of her torment, and say, 
  
“Alas, alas, the great city, 
Babylon, the mighty city! 
For in one hour your judgment has come.” 
 
 

Melissa Biel 
Babylon was a beautiful ancient civilization, a city built along the banks of the Euphrates River. Luxurious and rich, 
it was characterized as a city of materialism and sensual pleasure. This passage from Revelation describes the fallen 
Babylon. No longer a place of beauty it is “a dwelling place of demons, a haunt of every foul spirit, a haunt of every 
foul bird, and a haunt of very foul and hateful beast.” It sounds grim; definitely a place to avoid. 



 

 

Things do not go well for Babylon, her friends, or the people who conduct business with her. In fact, in the end, the 
bad guys receive judgement, experience plagues, torment and grief. She is repaid double for her selfish deeds. But in 
the midst of all this awfulness, a voice from heaven calls out “Come out of her, my people, so that you do not take 
part in her sins, and so you do not share in her plagues…” In the midst of terror and suffering, we are provided 
with a lifeline of hope and salvation.  

God’ people are saved from judgement and mourning, torment and grief. The Lord God will judge Babylon and 
what she represents, but we are called to safety. “Don’t let your hearts be troubled, trust in God, and trust in me…I 
will come back and take you to be with me so that you may be where I am” (John 14:1,3). 

 

 
 
  



 

 

Wednesday, December 2 
Luke 21:34-38 
Be alert for that day 
  
“Be on guard so that your hearts are not weighed down with dissipation and drunkenness and the worries of this 
life, and that day does not catch you unexpectedly, like a trap. For it will come upon all who live on the face of the 
whole earth. Be alert at all times, praying that you may have the strength to escape all these things that will take 
place, and to stand before the Son of Man.” 

 Every day he was teaching in the temple, and at night he would go out and spend the night on the Mount of 
Olives, as it was called. And all the people would get up early in the morning to listen to him in the temple. 

 
 

Paula Smith 
During Advent, we await Christ’s first coming as the Baby Jesus.  In this part of the Gospel, Luke, who never knew 
the living Christ, reminds us of Jesus' teachings about his Second Coming.  We are told to be careful to not let our 
hearts be distracted by poor behavior and “the worries of this life” so his return does not catch us unexpectedly. 

Just as the First Century Christians had their worries, we today have ours.  The pandemic, social unrest, and political 
divisions we live with are easily distracting us from so many hopes and Gospel promises. But Jesus advised us to 
stay alert and pray that we can be strong and withstand the things of this earth that distract us from his Second 
Coming. 

As we await the celebration of his birth this year, we could easily be trapped by “the worries of this life” and miss 
the joy of Advent.  It will take the prayer and alertness that Jesus taught to be prepared to escape the fear, anger, 
and confusion we have been living with.  Then we can experience the joy that is ours. 

 

 
 
  



 

 

Thursday, December 3 
1 Thessalonians 1:2-10 
Paul thanks God for the Thessalonians 
  
We always give thanks to God for all of you and mention you in our prayers, constantly remembering before our 
God and Father your work of faith and labor of love and steadfastness of hope in our Lord Jesus Christ. For we 
know, brothers and sisters beloved by God, that he has chosen you, because our message of the gospel came to you 
not in word only, but also in power and in the Holy Spirit and with full conviction; just as you know what kind of 
persons we proved to be among you for your sake. And you became imitators of us and of the Lord, for in spite of 
persecution you received the word with joy inspired by the Holy Spirit, so that you became an example to all the 
believers in Macedonia and in Achaia. For the word of the Lord has sounded forth from you not only in Macedonia 
and Achaia, but in every place your faith in God has become known, so that we have no need to speak about it. For 
the people of those regions report about us what kind of welcome we had among you, and how you turned to God 
from idols, to serve a living and true God, and to wait for his Son from heaven, whom he raised from the dead—
Jesus, who rescues us from the wrath that is coming. 
 
 

Rev Deacon Susan Arnold 
The Episcopal Diocese of San Joaquin’s logo includes the phrase: “Called to Be”. It references that Christians are 
always in discernment about how their love and works are to be at work in the world around us. Called to be is not 
static. It is ever changing. 

What never changes, is the call to love. What those early Christian Thessalonians were captured by was the power 
of the love message that Paul preached. No matter what was happening in the world around them, they understood 
the power of love to sustain them. 

Two thousand years later, I experience that same love at St. Barnabas Episcopal Church, Arroyo Grande. Members 
of the community of St. Barnabas are continually in discernment about what they are “called to be” next. What is 
clear and evident is that their love is the impetus, the foundation of the work they do. Their love and works are not 
hidden; they are an inspiration to the wider community. This is living the Gospel of Love that Christ Jesus taught.  

As the world around us is in turmoil, Christians are sustained and strengthened by the love of Christ, who is, who 
was, and is to come. And I thank God for you at St. Barnabas because you model and share that love always.  

 

  



 

 

Friday, December 4 
Acts 11:19-26 
The new community called “Christian” 
  
Now those who were scattered because of the persecution that took place over Stephen traveled as far as Phoenicia, 
Cyprus, and Antioch, and they spoke the word to no one except Jews. But among them were some men of Cyprus 
and Cyrene who, on coming to Antioch, spoke to the Hellenists also, proclaiming the Lord Jesus. The hand of the 
Lord was with them, and a great number became believers and turned to the Lord. News of this came to the ears of 
the church in Jerusalem, and they sent Barnabas to Antioch. When he came and saw the grace of God, he rejoiced, 
and he exhorted them all to remain faithful to the Lord with steadfast devotion; for he was a good man, full of the 
Holy Spirit and of faith. And a great many people were brought to the Lord. Then Barnabas went to Tarsus to look 
for Saul, and when he had found him, he brought him to Antioch. So it was that for an entire year they met with the 
church and taught a great many people, and it was in Antioch that the disciples were first called “Christians.” 
 
 

David Ottesen 
In this passage from Acts we catch up with Barnabas as he visits the new community of Christians who are 
scattered following the martyrdom of Stephen.  The situation facing these people is not too unlike our own 
predicament in 2020 while we remain fragmented and isolated as we seek to avoid the silent spread of the 
coronavirus.   

Luke uses the words “for he was a good man, full of the Holy Spirit and of faith” to describe Barnabas, and I had 
the nagging feeling that I had seen them very recently.  And of course, I had!  Just as Barnabas encounters the new 
Christians in a new and strange location, I encountered these words on entering our church building.  The St. 
Barnabas banner that is usually tucked up against the back wall has been moved to the foot of the main aisle and as 
you pass it, you see these words stitched on the back.  In all the years that I have attended our church I never 
realized this phrase was present until the extraordinary circumstances that have recently rearranged our lives. 

The central message of Advent is to be prepared and watchful.  In this time of pandemic, it can be very unsettling 
to encounter people we do not know—even our friends and relatives can be almost unrecognizable behind their 
ever-present masks.  Nevertheless, it is our duty and responsibility to reach out to others in love, as we are able, 
while we wait for the coming of the Lord.  I would like to close this devotion with the words of the beautiful carol 
by Alfred Burt ©: 

 
I met a stranger yest’-er’en. 
I put food in the eating place, 
Drink in the drinking place, 
Music in the listening place, 
And in the name of the Triune, 
He blessed myself and my house. 
My cattle and my loved ones. 
And the lark sang in His song: 
Often, often, often goes 
The Christ in the stranger’s guise. 
Often, often, often goes 
The Christ in the stranger’s guise.            Amen 

 

  



 

 

Saturday, December 5 
Mark 11:27-33 
Jesus a prophet like John the Baptist 
  
Again they came to Jerusalem. As he was walking in the temple, the chief priests, the scribes, and the elders came to 
him and said, “By what authority are you doing these things? Who gave you this authority to do them?” Jesus said 
to them, “I will ask you one question; answer me, and I will tell you by what authority I do these things. Did the 
baptism of John come from heaven, or was it of human origin? Answer me.” They argued with one another, “If we 
say, ‘From heaven,’ he will say, ‘Why then did you not believe him?’ But shall we say, ‘Of human origin’?”—they 
were afraid of the crowd, for all regarded John as truly a prophet. So they answered Jesus, “We do not know.” And 
Jesus said to them, “Neither will I tell you by what authority I am doing these things.” 
 
 

Jeff Diehl 
Gotcha!  

Upon first reading, and especially through the lens of the recent elections, Jesus seems to ask a clever question just 
to trick the chief priests, scribes, and elders. This reminds me of the “Gotcha” questions that one hears so often in 
political debates. In the context of the debate, that the question was asked is more important than any possible 
answer that may follow. The broader context in this passage from scripture is that the temple authorities are trying 
to expose Jesus as an enemy of the government and then seize him for punishment. Jesus de-escalates the situation 
by revealing the lack of actual authority held by the religious leaders of the day. To me, on the surface, Jesus comes 
across as slightly smug  and arrogant. 

But, I think, there must have been more to the story. As I imagine the encounter, just before Jesus makes his final 
reply, I see him sigh and look down at the ground. If we truly believe in Jesus as the Son of God, then we have to 
believe that Jesus loved the temple authorities just as much as he loves you and me. Jesus knew that if the temple 
priests would just recognize Jesus for who he truly is, then they would also understand the potential for life-giving 
love to transform their society. All they had to do was admit that true authority comes from God, not the Roman 
government. This must have broken Jesus’ heart that they were blind to such a great gift. In this light, his final reply 
comes across more as sorrow than arrogance. 

Finally, I also have to believe that Jesus would never waste an encounter with anyone beloved by God, whether it 
was recorded in the scriptures or written on our hearts in our daily lives. As they debate among themselves, you can 
sense that Jesus has planted a seed of redemption and reunion with God in the hearts of the temple authorities. 
God only knows how long it will take to germinate, but we are reassured that all hope is not lost. These same seeds 
are being planted in our hearts everyday through our encounters with others, through our prayers, through our 
worship, and through our meditations on the scriptures. Where has God revealed life-giving love in your lives? 

 

  



 

 

Sunday, December 6 
Mark 1:1-8 
John appears from the wilderness 
  
The beginning of the good news of Jesus Christ, the Son of God. 
  
As it is written in the prophet Isaiah, 
  
“See, I am sending my messenger ahead of you, 
who will prepare your way; 
the voice of one crying out in the wilderness: 
‘Prepare the way of the Lord, 
make his paths straight,’” 
  
John the baptizer appeared in the wilderness, proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins. And 
people from the whole Judean countryside and all the people of Jerusalem were going out to him, and were baptized 
by him in the river Jordan, confessing their sins. Now John was clothed with camel’s hair, with a leather belt around 
his waist, and he ate locusts and wild honey. He proclaimed, “The one who is more powerful than I is coming after 
me; I am not worthy to stoop down and untie the thong of his sandals. I have baptized you with water; but he will 
baptize you with the Holy Spirit.” 
 
 

Anonymous 
John the Baptist lives rough. He eats locusts and honey, he wears animal skins like the beasts he lives among, and 
he’s running out of time to get us to listen to what he has to say. But can we? If we were to encounter anything like 
John in our tidy well kept world, would we be willing to hear him out? Could we get over the sight of him, or the 
look of him, and if we could somehow overcome all that, would we be able to take to heart what he was saying? 

I love the image John presents, hopping from boulder to boulder, pleading and shouting at anyone who will listen, 
trying with every ounce of his wildman energy to get us to accept what he knows –– the world and who we are in it 
is about to change.  

That the world is about to be made materially different is the astonishing message announced by this wild character. 
What’s changing is that because of the “one more powerful than I,” we, you and I, have been brought into right 
relationship with God. We have become integral to God’s kingdom, we have been made essential to God and to 
each other to see that no one is left outside of the circle Jesus has drawn. 

That fragile little child born in a barn has undeniably changed the world, let us hope we can follow in what he 
began.  

 

 

 

  



 

 

Monday, December 7 
Acts 2:37-42 
Baptism in the name of Jesus 
  
Now when they heard this, they were cut to the heart and said to Peter and to the other apostles, “Brothers, what 
should we do?” Peter said to them, “Repent, and be baptized every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ so that 
your sins may be forgiven; and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. For the promise is for you, for your 
children, and for all who are far away, everyone whom the Lord our God calls to him.” And he testified with many 
other arguments and exhorted them, saying, “Save yourselves from this corrupt generation.” So those who 
welcomed his message were baptized, and that day about three thousand persons were added. They devoted 
themselves to the apostles’ teaching and fellowship, to the breaking of bread and the prayers. 

 

 Joy Stefoni Fisher 
This passage tells of the first conversion at Pentecost. The Holy Spirit has just come to apostles, and Peter has 
preached the first sermon. We read that those who heard were “cut to the heart” and asked what they should do. 
Peter responds with the two demands that we all faced at our conversion. Repent and be baptized. If they do so, 
they are promised freedom from their sins and the presence of the Holy Spirit. Three thousand people chose to 
follow Christ! Wow! The final verse is a description of what it means to be the Church: learning, fellowship, the 
Eucharist, and prayer.  

There are so many aspects of this passage that are worthy of our reflection. Read through and see if one is 
particularly relevant. We can reflect on our own conversion. We can reflect upon our sins. What do you need to 
repent of? We can reflect upon the promises of God: freedom from our sins and the presence of the Holy Spirit. 
Are those promises alive for you? We can reflect upon what it means to be the church. This passage is at the heart 
of the formation of the utopian early church. Are you experiencing all that it means to be part of the church?  

Advent is a time of preparation as we wait with hopeful anticipation for the birth of Christ and also for God’s 
future revelation. Advent is the dark night before the dawn of Christ’s birth. It feels especially relevant for me this 
year. Sickness and death rage around us. The political scene is fraught with uncertainty and conflict. We feel 
isolated, fearful, and anxious about the future. This year more than any other I am desperate for the hope offered in 
this passage. I reflected upon the gift of the Holy Spirit. The Holy Spirit is our comforter and gives us peace in 
difficult times. Who could use some comfort and peace?  I also reflected on the hope offered to us in the church. It 
is so easy to feel isolated during this pandemic, but we are not alone! We have our St Barnabas community. Don’t 
be afraid to reach out to others and to find a meaningful way to participate despite the virtual strangeness of the 
pandemic. We cannot follow Christ without each another.  

God of all comfort, Remind us that we are not alone, that you are walking with us through every moment and that 
you will be there in the moments to come. You are Emmanuel, God with us, and you will not let us go. 

 
  



 

 

Tuesday, December 8 
Acts 11:1-18 
John and Peter baptize 
  
Now the apostles and the believers who were in Judea heard that the Gentiles had also accepted the word of God. 
So when Peter went up to Jerusalem, the circumcised believers criticized him, saying, “Why did you go to 
uncircumcised men and eat with them?” Then Peter began to explain it to them, step by step, saying, “I was in the 
city of Joppa praying, and in a trance I saw a vision. There was something like a large sheet coming down from 
heaven, being lowered by its four corners; and it came close to me. As I looked at it closely I saw four-footed 
animals, beasts of prey, reptiles, and birds of the air. I also heard a voice saying to me, ‘Get up, Peter; kill and eat.’ 
But I replied, ‘By no means, Lord; for nothing profane or unclean has ever entered my mouth.’ But a second time 
the voice answered from heaven, ‘What God has made clean, you must not call profane.’ This happened three 
times; then everything was pulled up again to heaven. At that very moment three men, sent to me from Caesarea, 
arrived at the house where we were. The Spirit told me to go with them and not to make a distinction between them 
and us. These six brothers also accompanied me, and we entered the man’s house. He told us how he had seen the 
angel standing in his house and saying, ‘Send to Joppa and bring Simon, who is called Peter; he will give you a 
message by which you and your entire household will be saved.’ And as I began to speak, the Holy Spirit fell upon 
them just as it had upon us at the beginning. And I remembered the word of the Lord, how he had said, ‘John 
baptized with water, but you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit.’ If then God gave them the same gift that he gave 
us when we believed in the Lord Jesus Christ, who was I that I could hinder God?” When they heard this, they were 
silenced. And they praised God, saying, “Then God has given even to the Gentiles the repentance that leads to life.” 
 
 

Liza Navárro Zúñiga Nichols 
I grew up in an Indigenous and Mexican-American family in San Antonio where the teachings of the Roman-
Catholic Church were central to the way we were supposed to live. I passively learned that it was okay to criticize or 
“other” anyone who was not Catholic, because (as my Tia Carmen would often say) the Catholic Church is the “one 
true church”. This is what I was supposed to believe - I was to be like the believers in Judea, but it felt like I was 
asked to behave like those who discriminate against me because of my ethnicity. 

I became increasingly aware of the anti-LGBTQ+ rhetoric, the fact that not everyone was invited to receive the 
eucharist, and the lack of leadership roles for women in the church. I also began to learn more about the real history 
of my Indigenous roots, and how the colonial concepts of Catholicism were used as tools for oppression of my 
ancestors who had been in what is now Northern Mexico and South Texas for thousands of years. I innately knew 
(call it the HolySpirit?) that all of this was in direct conflict with teachings about the love of God that I had sought 
out for myself in the process of examining what it meant to be a person of faith. I saw more and more how 
insidious it was that love had to be qualified and reserved only for certain people. 

The love of God is for everybody, and loyalty to God means loyalty to all our siblings, not in spite of our 
differences, but because of them. We can invoke Peter by removing barriers to experiencing God through the love 
we show, by fostering a climate of radical inclusion and other actions rooted in community care. 

 

  



 

 

Wednesday, December 9 
Luke 1:5-17 
The messenger in the temple 
  
In the days of King Herod of Judea, there was a priest named Zechariah, who belonged to the priestly order of Abijah. 
His wife was a descendant of Aaron, and her name was Elizabeth. Both of them were righteous before God, living 
blamelessly according to all the commandments and regulations of the Lord. But they had no children, because Elizabeth 
was barren, and both were getting on in years. 

Once when he was serving as priest before God and his section was on duty, he was chosen by lot, according to the 
custom of the priesthood, to enter the sanctuary of the Lord and offer incense. Now at the time of the incense offering, 
the whole assembly of the people was praying outside. Then there appeared to him an angel of the Lord, standing at the 
right side of the altar of incense. When Zechariah saw him, he was terrified; and fear overwhelmed him. But the angel 
said to him, “Do not be afraid, Zechariah, for your prayer has been heard. Your wife Elizabeth will bear you a son, and 
you will name him John. You will have joy and gladness, and many will rejoice at his birth, for he will be great in the sight 
of the Lord. He must never drink wine or strong drink; even before his birth he will be filled with the Holy Spirit. He will 
turn many of the people of Israel to the Lord their God. With the spirit and power of Elijah he will go before him, to 
turn the hearts of parents to their children, and the disobedient to the wisdom of the righteous, to make ready a people 
prepared for the Lord.” 

 
 

Todd R. Long 
What’s the point of this story about Zechariah and Elizabeth?  You can easily read it as a nice, inspirational story about 
how good things happen to good people (you know, the ones who are righteous before God, living blamelessly, obeying 
God in everything).  Good for you, Zechariah and Elizabeth.  But, what does this have to do with me?  I blew the living 
blamelessly part a long time ago.  I bet you did, too.  Alternatively, you can read it as Luke’s attempt to impress us with 
the prophet John’s credentials:  John’s the real deal, you see, and you can tell because he was literally a miracle baby.  Ho 
hum.  I used to be impressed with these prosperity gospel readings, but I can’t generate enthusiasm for them anymore.   

These days when I read the Bible (or anything else, for that matter) I’m looking for good news for not-so-perfect people 
living not-so-perfect lives.  Suppose we read the story of Zechariah as a story about getting opportunities for flourishing 
we didn’t have before.  When I think back on my life, I realize that opportunities for new growth and new creative 
pursuits—the stuff that is the juice of life—tend to come under certain conditions but not others.  These life-giving 
opportunities rarely just appear out of the blue. They come to us when we’re prepared to make use of them.  Indeed, 
without the right preparation, you might not even recognize something as an opportunity.  When I was in high school it 
never entered my mind that I would become a doctor of philosophy.  At that time, there was no such opportunity 
available to me; it wasn’t something I even considered; but, I did have the opportunity to apply for college, and I took it.  
Of course, I had no clue what going to college would do to me.  It took me out of my comfort zone and challenged me 
to do things I had never attempted before.  I gained new skills, new interests, and new desires, one of which was a desire 
to become a professional philosopher.  Each new opportunity for moving forward toward reaching that goal built on 
prior preparation.  That’s how it works. 

I now read Zechariah’s story in a similar way.  Although he wasn’t an ordinary guy, you know that fathering “the greatest 
among those born of women” was not on his radar in those early days when he and Elizabeth were just trying to avoid 
their society’s shame in not having a child.  Suppose we take Luke’s telling us that Zechariah and Elizabeth lived 
according to all the commandments of God not as veneration of them but rather as a statement of their preparation.  
You don’t get to be the parents of a guy like John the Baptist—you don’t raise a child with the wisdom, courage, and 
moxie that John had—without some serious preparation.  See what opportunities that preparation opened to them!  It 
took a while, a long while.  They couldn’t see where it was heading for most of their lives, and obstacles and 
disappointments were part of the journey.  But that’s how growth happens.  That’s what it takes for new opportunities to 
arise.  That’s how it works. 

Advent’s a season of anticipation for something very good to come into our lives, a good that requires preparation.  
Have I prepared to receive it?  Have I searched my heart for my deepest desire?  Will I do the things I can do right now, 
things I know are required for my deepest desire to be realized?  Will I put myself out of my comfort zone so that good 
opportunities I can scarcely imagine might open up for me? 



 

 

Thursday, December 10 
Philippians 3:7-11 
The righteousness that comes through faith 
  
Yet whatever gains I had, these I have come to regard as loss because of Christ. More than that, I regard everything 
as loss because of the surpassing value of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord. For his sake I have suffered the loss of all 
things, and I regard them as rubbish, in order that I may gain Christ and be found in him, not having a 
righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but one that comes through faith in Christ, the righteousness 
from God based on faith. I want to know Christ and the power of his resurrection and the sharing of his sufferings 
by becoming like him in his death, if somehow I may attain the resurrection from the dead. 
 
 
 

Tricia Ottesen 
St Paul is often difficult for me to understand, so I turned as I often do, to The Message (The Bible in 
Contemporary Language by Presbyterian minister Eugene H. Peterson): 

The very credentials these people are waving around as something special, I’m tearing up and throwing out with the trash—along with 
everything else I used to take credit for. And why? Because of Christ. Yes, all the things I once thought were so important are gone from 
my life. Compared to the high privilege of knowing Christ Jesus as my Master, firsthand, everything I once thought I had going for me is 
insignificant…. I didn’t want some petty, inferior brand of righteousness that comes from keeping a list of rules when I could get the 
robust kind that comes from trusting Christ—God’s righteousness. 

I remember during one of our Biblical Roundtable study discussions one statement really surprised me:  The whole 
purpose of the law (all the rules) is to help us see that no one, not one of us, can really be perfect (righteous) in all 
ways.  The point is that once we see this, we understand that the ONLY way is through God’s grace and love.  And 
then the most amazing thing:  all that is required is our consent, our acceptance and welcoming of Christ’s gift, our 
faith and trust!  

As we prepare for Christ coming to us at Christmas, our own hymnal has some really inspiring poems (lyrics) that 
remind us of many passages in scripture.  We all know “Joy to the World” by Isaac Watts (1674-1748) and will be 
singing those words soon, maybe at our Christmas Eve Service!  But he has written several other poems of grace 
worth learning and keeping adrift in your memory.  Hymn 474  

When I survey the wondrous cross paraphrases this passage in Philippians: 
When I survey the wondrous cross where the young prince of Glory died, 
My richest gain I count but loss, and pour contempt on all my pride. 
Forbid it, Lord, that I should boast, save in the cross of Christ my God: 
All the vain things that charm me most, I sacrifice them to his blood. 

Many things that used to seem important to me, fade in their importance when I remember and take seriously our 
task of preparing a place for Christ to come dwell in our hearts.  We pray “Thy Kingdom come”.  Let me do my 
part to help, by trying each day to share your love and care for every one of my neighbors:  those I know and those 
I don’t know; those like me and those different from me; those who talk like me and those who speak another 
language; those who are near and those who are far.  Come Lord Jesus! 

 

  



 

 

Friday, December 11 
Philippians 3:12-16 
The prize of God’s call in Christ 
  
Not that I have already obtained this or have already reached the goal; but I press on to make it my own, because 
Christ Jesus has made me his own. Beloved, I do not consider that I have made it my own; but this one thing I do: 
forgetting what lies behind and straining forward to what lies ahead, I press on toward the goal for the prize of the 
heavenly call of God in Christ Jesus. Let those of us then who are mature be of the same mind; and if you think 
differently about anything, this too God will reveal to you. Only let us hold fast to what we have attained. 
 
 

Caroline and Marc Goldsmith 
As working parents to a young and busy toddler, it’s so easy for us to get caught up in the endless “to do’s,” so 
much so that we sometimes forget to sit and be grateful to God. Grateful that he loved us so much, he sent his only 
son to be a beacon of hope, forgiveness, and eternal life to all who let him into their hearts.  

This passage reminds us just how much God is responsible for the many blessings in life—our families, our 
vocations, and, yes, even our “to do” lists that sometimes feel like they’re on an endless loop. At the end of the day, 
though, what holds us back from moving forward toward the heavenly call of God and being more in tune with his 
Truths? Clinging to the past is one suggestion in this passage. For Marc, it’s the stress of the COVID-19 pandemic 
at his work and the never-ending political speculation about the presidential election. For Caroline, recently it has 
been feeling sorry over missed experiences with Lela— like trips to visit her grandparents across the country, so 
they can learn to know and love her. During these times when we lose focus on that heavenly call, what a comfort it 
is to know that God awaits us and will continue to reveal His blessings along the way on each of our spiritual 
journeys.  

 

 

 

 

  



 

 

Saturday, December 12 
Matthew 21:28-32 
Resistance to God in the present generation 
  
“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?” They said, “The first.” 
Jesus said to them, “Truly I tell you, the tax collectors and the prostitutes are going into the kingdom of God ahead 
of you. For John came to you in the way of righteousness and you did not believe him, but the tax collectors and 
the prostitutes believed him; and even after you saw it, you did not change your minds and believe him.” 
 
 

Janette Sofranko 
This reminds me that actions speak louder than words.  While the son who initially rejected his father’s request did 
the work, the other son who told his father he would do the work, did nothing.  It does matter what we say, because 
words are important.  But more important than what we say is what we do and how we do His will while on earth. 
 
We all make mistakes and at times don’t do what we should.  But if we realize the path we have chosen is wrong, it’s 
not too late to change and do the will of God.  On the other hand, just because we go through the motions of being 
religious like proudly saying we are Episcopalians or attending church services or proclaiming bible verses, we can 
be the hypocrites that Jesus was talking to, the ones in flowing robes that thought they were the answer and better 
than the lesser of us. 
 
Even if we don’t get it right the first time, there is time to reflect and to change.  It’s never too late to take the path 
of loving our neighbors, helping those in need and doing the work that our Father asks of us. 

 

 

  



 

 

Sunday, December 13 
Luke 1:46b-55 
The Mighty One raises the lowly 
  
“My soul magnifies the Lord, 
and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior, 
for he has looked with favor on the lowliness of his servant. 
Surely, from now on all generations will call me blessed; 
for the Mighty One has done great things for me, 
and holy is his name. 
His mercy is for those who fear him 
from generation to generation. 
He has shown strength with his arm; 
he has scattered the proud in the thoughts of their hearts. 
He has brought down the powerful from their thrones, 
and lifted up the lowly; 
he has filled the hungry with good things, 
and sent the rich away empty. 
He has helped his servant Israel, 
in remembrance of his mercy, 
according to the promise he made to our ancestors, 
to Abraham and to his descendants forever.” 
 
 

Debbie Manville 
My thoughts draw directly to our 3 children, young adults actually, who are 18-22 years old. They are at a time in 
their lives when they are becoming fully independent. They are moving out on their own and taking responsibility 
for their decisions and their actions. They know what it is to fail and to have to deal with the consequences, they 
understand joy, pain and sorrow in their relationships. They celebrate achievement and successes, and yet they know 
that life, while opportunity lies at their feet, holds deep water and their futures can feel unsure.  
 
As the parents of these three, we must trust in God that we have done and will continue to do the best parenting we 
possibly can for them. We also have to trust that each of them knows we will always be there for them.  
 
This passage reminds me that God is always there for us. He is a strong safehaven and a place on which to lean 
when life is hard or unsure, when we fail, are prideful, experience loss and sorrow, and even when we celebrate 
blessings. He will take care of us and show us his mercy and love. We understand what a humble and blessed 
servant is every time we need those strong arms to wrap around us.  
 

 

  



 

 

Monday, December 14 
Ephesians 6:10-17 
The armor of God against the powers 
  
Finally, be strong in the Lord and in the strength of his power. Put on the whole armor of God, so that you may be 
able to stand against the wiles of the devil. For our struggle is not against enemies of blood and flesh, but against 
the rulers, against the authorities, against the cosmic powers of this present darkness, against the spiritual forces of 
evil in the heavenly places. Therefore take up the whole armor of God, so that you may be able to withstand on that 
evil day, and having done everything, to stand firm. Stand therefore, and fasten the belt of truth around your waist, 
and put on the breastplate of righteousness. As shoes for your feet put on whatever will make you ready to proclaim 
the gospel of peace. With all of these, take the shield of faith, with which you will be able to quench all the flaming 
arrows of the evil one. Take the helmet of salvation, and the sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God. 
 
 

Sam Byrd 
If you find yourself engaged in ongoing social justice work, you may initially be put off by this reading as this 
exhortation is the most vivid portrayal of the Christian spiritual struggle enveloped in the metaphor of warfare.  For 
many of us, we recognize that war and the propagation of the military-industrial complex is a product of imperialist 
and expansionist ideologies, a radical form of power and control. "Militarism" for example is the belief structure 
that the state should maintain strong military capacities to aggressively expand national interests and/or values.  It 
has a long history that feeds directly into primitive drives of the reptilian brain surrounding territoriality, promoting 
"we vs. them" thinking that go back until the dawn of civilization.  Our individual and collective need to maintain 
control sits at the very root of this belief system where actions often lead to our inner fears and rage being 
discharged in forms of mass destruction.  As with many systems of oppression (like racism, sexism, heterosexism, 
classism, etc), they are intrinsically connected and at the core there are economic drivers that perpetuate the system. 
So, the metaphor of "warfare" brings all this up for me.  
 
This text has been attributed to the Apostle Paul while he was imprisoned in Rome (around AD 62) but new 
scholars believe it may have been compiled later by another writer.  For the early Christians, the Roman Empire 
often served as a contextual backdrop and in many instances as an adversary, so the metaphor makes sense in 
context.  Though ironically in the years that follow, Christianity's marriage with empire itself lead to its own radical 
distortion and expansion throughout the world becoming a tool of oppression becoming a weapon in its own 
ways.  One of which was the very controlling rural independent Baptist Church social climate I grew up in, where 
texts like this were used to perpetuate "we vs. them" mentalities by preparing youth with the "Armor of God," 
memorized scripture, rigid absolutism, and self-righteous attitudes to combat "Satan's ways of the world" and 
anyone who may look, think, believe, or live different.   
 
In conclusion, I personally still wrestle with this text and its meaning for me as a follower of Jesus.  I personally do 
not like the metaphor of warfare... I do not find it helpful but rather distracting with that baggage.  However, 
this  time when I read this text I thought of the following....  1) the Christian life is not easy, its can be hard to 
follow in the ways of Christ.  As we grow in relationship we need a spiritual makeover in God to learn to be the 
hands and feet of Jesus in this world without giving into the evil that surrounds us.  2) There are no super-
Christians. We all make mistakes, but this metaphorical armor is a mindset to help us be prepared Christians for the 
mission before us.  3) Evil doesn't always take the form of a Devil.  Sometimes it exists very close to home (maybe 
even in that reptilian brain), in those thoughts, words, and deeds, in our systems or institutions, and our ways of 
being. God wants us to be attentive, ready, and firm. 4) Sometimes we must think of more abstract spiritual 
concepts within the context of our own lived experiences.  In this way, we can remember and embody those ideas 
in a way that is applicable to our day-to-day lives.  5). This armor is more than a list of virtues to aspire to... it is 
about a transformed nature, remodeled and grounded in the presence of God.   



 

 

Tuesday, December 15 
Acts 3:17—4:4 
Peter preaches about the prophets 
  
“And now, friends, I know that you acted in ignorance, as did also your rulers. In this way God fulfilled what he had 
foretold through all the prophets, that his Messiah would suffer. Repent therefore, and turn to God so that your 
sins may be wiped out, so that times of refreshing may come from the presence of the Lord, and that he may send 
the Messiah appointed for you, that is, Jesus, who must remain in heaven until the time of universal restoration that 
God announced long ago through his holy prophets. Moses said, ‘The Lord your God will raise up for you from 
your own people a prophet like me. You must listen to whatever he tells you. And it will be that everyone who does 
not listen to that prophet will be utterly rooted out of the people.’ And all the prophets, as many as have spoken, 
from Samuel and those after him, also predicted these days. You are the descendants of the prophets and of the 
covenant that God gave to your ancestors, saying to Abraham, ‘And in your descendants all the families of the earth 
shall be blessed.’ When God raised up his servant, he sent him first to you, to bless you by turning each of you from 
your wicked ways.” 

While Peter and John were speaking to the people, the priests, the captain of the temple, and the Sadducees came to 
them, much annoyed because they were teaching the people and proclaiming that in Jesus there is the resurrection 
of the dead. So they arrested them and put them in custody until the next day, for it was already evening. But many 
of those who heard the word believed; and they numbered about five thousand. 

 
 

Stephen Lloyd-Moffett 
This passage, on the surface, seems to link the presence of Jesus in our lives to the repentance of God’s people.  For 
many of us, the conditional character of the Messiah’s arrival makes us uncomfortable, for the idea of repentance 
evokes images of a penitent man groveling in front of a stern judge just before a final sentence condemns him to 
the death chamber.  We prefer the Jesus who blesses the poor, hugs the children, and weeps in empathy, not the 
one who began his ministry with “REPENT, for the Kingdom of Heaven has come near.”  This passage might 
make us uncomfortable for it clearly states that only repentance opens the door to Jesus in our lives.  Who among 
us wants to tie our faith walk to an image of groveling before a judge calling out our original sin and every sin after 
it? 

Fortunately, this image is not the meaning of repentance in the original context.  The term we translate repentance 
is metanoia in Greek.  This word has two parts: meta means change (as in metamorphosis, to change form). Noia, 
the second part, comes from the Greek nous, which is usually translated as “mind” in most translations but really is 
a faculty of the human person that filters our sense perceptions.  Thus, repentance in Greek is the idea of re-
orienting the way we see the world.  When Jesus calls on us to repent, the context is not juridical but 
transformational.  He is asking us to choose to refocus on the life-giving parts of our world rather than the life-
denying ones; to remember the gifts God has given us, rather than the things we wish we had; to restore the original 
beauty of the vision of Eden, where God is found in everything, always.  A life of repentance involves a continual 
reframing of our existence to see the world through the lens of Christ’s love rather than our own baggage, the 
consumerist ideals we see on TV, or the antagonism that marks our political realm.  The secret of the prophets is 
that Christ comes into focus when we change where we look. 

And here we can return to our passage for today: in Advent, we prepare for the coming of God’s light into the 
world amidst one of the darkest days of the year.  The precondition to embrace that light is to turn toward it, to 
have metanoia, repentance.  The Messiah comes into our heart when we consciously orient ourselves to the light, 
especially in times of darkness.  This has always been the perennial message of the prophets, those who speak for 
God.  It is also the message for our day. 



 

 

Wednesday, December 16 
Mark 9:9-13 
Questions about Elijah 
  
As they were coming down the mountain, he ordered them to tell no one about what they had seen, until after the 
Son of Man had risen from the dead. So they kept the matter to themselves, questioning what this rising from the 
dead could mean. Then they asked him, “Why do the scribes say that Elijah must come first?” He said to them, 
“Elijah is indeed coming first to restore all things. How then is it written about the Son of Man, that he is to go 
through many sufferings and be treated with contempt? But I tell you that Elijah has come, and they did to him 
whatever they pleased, as it is written about him.” 
 
 

Rachel Mann 
In this passage, the "they" are the disciples Peter, James, and John who have just summited a mountain. They have 
witnessed their beloved friend and teacher, Jesus, transfigured into a glorious glowing being. They have encountered 
their revered prophets Moses and Elijah. They have even heard God's voice from the clouds call Jesus God's 
beloved son. 

It sounds like quite a trip. The writer of Mark has made it the centerpiece of their Gospel narrative, exactly halfway 
between Jesus' baptism and his empty tomb. 

Jesus tells the disciples not to talk about what has happened until after he is raised from the dead. To make sense of 
all of this, they turn to the ancient story of Elijah. Recall that Elijah himself never died at all, but instead was carried 
off into heaven in a whirlwind via fiery chariot and horses. Jesus helps them examine Elijah's story for new 
meaning, in light of what is happening in real time. 

Lately, I've become more aware of how much I draw on the Bible stories I learned as a child. I see now that my 
parents gave me a tremendous gift to help me cope and find hope as I journey through strange times.  

No matter when you responded to God's call to the way of Jesus, these stories are a gift for you, too. May we 
receive and open them with joy. 

 

 



 

 

Thursday, December 17 
Hebrews 1:1-4 
In the last days God speaks by a son 
  
Long ago God spoke to our ancestors in many and various ways by the prophets, but in these last days he has 
spoken to us by a Son, whom he appointed heir of all things, through whom he also created the worlds. He is the 
reflection of God’s glory and the exact imprint of God’s very being, and he sustains all things by his powerful word. 
When he had made purification for sins, he sat down at the right hand of the Majesty on high, having become as 
much superior to angels as the name he has inherited is more excellent than theirs. 
 
 

Judy Gilbert 
Today, we might characterize the words of a prophet as third-hand hear-say. A prophet speaks God’s words, but 
how do we tell a true prophet from a false one? How do we know that even a true prophet got the message exactly 
right? We’ve all played that game where a message is whispered from person to person, and we laughed at how the 
message changed.  

But Jesus…. Jesus Christ is simultaneously God’s son, God’s perfect image, fully human, fully divine, an essential 
part of the Trinity that is God. The words, actions, and teachings of Jesus are those of God. We can explore the 
depths of the parables and find layers of truth, but there are no distortions. Through Jesus, what God wants of us is 
directly communicated. This is the hope and the gift we await during Advent. 

And what did Jesus say is most important? To love God and love your neighbor as yourself. 

To love God who loves us unconditionally, forgives our sins, and comforts us in times of distress — that is pretty 
easy! To remember to express our gratitude to God — that is self-reinforcing.   

To love our neighbor can be more difficult, especially when the neighbor is being difficult, i.e., disagreeing with us! 
Even when a neighbor is cordial, it is sometimes easier to build a boundary wall than to extend love.  

In this time of Coronavirus, there is a simple way to love our neighbor. We express love for our neighbors every 
time we put on a face mask. Each time, we are protecting everyone we may meet.  

Is it “I’ll wear a mask if you will?” No, it can be a unilateral outreach of love. If someone else does not wear a mask, 
just keep distance or make the encounter short. Brief encounters don’t spread disease. 

Jesus did not say, “Love your neighbor if he treats you well.” Jesus said, “Love your neighbor.” 

 

 

 



 

 

Friday, December 18 
Hebrews 1:5-14 
The advent of one higher than angels 
  
For to which of the angels did God ever say, “You are my Son; today I have begotten you”? 
  
Or again, “I will be his Father, and he will be my Son”? 
  
And again, when he brings the firstborn into the world, he says, “Let all God’s angels worship him.” 
  
Of the angels he says, “He makes his angels winds, and his servants flames of fire.” 
  
But of the Son he says, 
  
“Your throne, O God, is forever and ever, 
and the righteous scepter is the scepter of your kingdom. 
You have loved righteousness and hated wickedness; 
therefore God, your God, has anointed you 
with the oil of gladness beyond your companions.” 
  
And, 
  
“In the beginning, Lord, you founded the earth, 
and the heavens are the work of your hands; 
they will perish, but you remain; 
they will all wear out like clothing; 
like a cloak you will roll them up, 
and like clothing they will be changed. 
But you are the same, 
and your years will never end.” 
  
But to which of the angels has he ever said, 
 “Sit at my right hand until I make your enemies a footstool for your feet”? 
 Are not all angels spirits in the divine service, sent to serve for the sake of those who are to inherit salvation? 
 
 

Amy Hart 
After reading through this passage multiple times, something finally stood out. The impermanence of most things, 
as opposed to the permanence and changelessness of Jesus, took center stage as the overriding message here. Those 
of us living today are always changing, “they will all wear out like clothing.” This is a hard reality to deal with when 
we are particularly attached to those still here with us. I felt this most succinctly with the recent passing of Ruth 
Bater Ginsberg. I didn’t want her to leave us—too soon, too close to an election. I clung to her life as though I 
could keep a life from leaving when it was time for it to go.  

But the changeableness of this world—paired with the stability and timelessness of Jesus in this passage—should 
ultimately comfort us. While the good fades away, so, too, does the bad. This constant shifting, cycling, and 
pendulum-swinging we all experience is perhaps best represented by the seasons. While we are currently living in 
Fall, heading for Winter, we know that the Spring and Summer will come again. One poet who captured the 
connection between our life cycles and the cycles of the seasons best is Mary Oliver. Here she writes of her desire to 
make the most of this life that will, eventually, wear out like clothing. She ties this desire to the season of Summer:  

 
  



 

 

“The Summer Day”  
 

Who made the world? Who made the swan, and the black bear? Who made the grasshopper? This grasshopper, I 

mean— the one who has flung herself out of the grass, the one who is eating sugar out of my hand, who is 

moving her jaws back and forth instead of up and down-  
who is gazing around with her enormous and complicated eyes.  
Now she lifts her pale forearms and thoroughly washes her face.  
Now she snaps her wings open, and floats away.  
 

I don’t know exactly what a prayer is. I do know how to pay attention, how to fall down into the grass, how to 

kneel down in the grass, how to be idle and blessed, how to stroll through the fields,  

which is what I have been doing all day.  
 
Tell me, what else should I have done?  
Doesn’t everything die at last, and too soon?  
 
Tell me, what is it you plan to do  
with your one wild and precious life? 
 
 
 



 

 

Saturday, December 19 
John 7:40-52 
The Messiah, David, and Bethlehem 
  
When they heard these words, some in the crowd said, “This is really the prophet.” Others said, “This is the 
Messiah.” But some asked, “Surely the Messiah does not come from Galilee, does he? Has not the scripture said 
that the Messiah is descended from David and comes from Bethlehem, the village where David lived?” So there was 
a division in the crowd because of him. Some of them wanted to arrest him, but no one laid hands on him. 

 Then the temple police went back to the chief priests and Pharisees, who asked them, “Why did you not arrest 
him?” The police answered, “Never has anyone spoken like this!” Then the Pharisees replied, “Surely you have not 
been deceived too, have you? Has any one of the authorities or of the Pharisees believed in him? But this crowd, 
which does not know the law—they are accursed.” Nicodemus, who had gone to Jesus before, and who was one of 
them, asked, “Our law does not judge people without first giving them a hearing to find out what they are doing, 
does it?” They replied, “Surely you are not also from Galilee, are you? Search and you will see that no prophet is to 
arise from Galilee.” 

 
 

Anonymous 
In this passage, half the crowd is convinced, absolutely 100% sure, there’s no way Jesus could be the Messiah. Look, 
they say, it’s written right here in black and white.  Jesus, who had just moments before told the people “Whoever 
believes in me, rivers of living water will flow from within them,” poses such a threat to so many that the authorities 
had to discredit him. Why is it we fear movements that tend to be about our freedom?  

The author of John asks us to consider just how much Jesus’ teaching was disrupting the balance of power. It’s easy 
to imagine the authorities feeling threatened by someone who was teaching that God’s Spirit was somehow already 
within them, not just contained there but ‘flowing’ out for others.  The Pharisees were right to wonder – how are 
we going to keep control of a crowd liberated by the truth of their own worthiness?  No wonder we, along with 
those believers in the first century, are called ‘accursed.’ We can wear it as a badge of honor. We are made free when 
we see ourselves as Jesus does, that it is we who are the source of flowing waters, and it is by way of us that God’s 
Kingdom becomes reality. 

Let’s all hope we can embrace our accursedness, relishing the truth that love overcomes fear and that God’s Spirit is 
alive and flowing within and out from each of us. 

 



 

 

Sunday, December 20 

Luke 1:26-38 
The angel appears to Mary 
  
In the sixth month the angel Gabriel was sent by God to a town in Galilee called Nazareth, to a virgin engaged to a 
man whose name was Joseph, of the house of David. The virgin’s name was Mary. And he came to her and said, 
“Greetings, favored one! The Lord is with you.” But she was much perplexed by his words and pondered what sort 
of greeting this might be. The angel said to her, “Do not be afraid, Mary, for you have found favor with God. And 
now, you will conceive in your womb and bear a son, and you will name him Jesus. He will be great, and will be 
called the Son of the Most High, and the Lord God will give to him the throne of his ancestor David. He will reign 
over the house of Jacob forever, and of his kingdom there will be no end.” Mary said to the angel, “How can this 
be, since I am a virgin?” 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. And now, your 
relative Elizabeth in her old age has also conceived a son; and this is the sixth month for her who was said to be 
barren. For nothing will be impossible with God.” Then Mary said, “Here am I, the servant of the Lord; let it be 
with me according to your word.” Then the angel departed from her. 
 
 

Katie Coleman 
If history has a crux, a moment where Before becomes After, this is surely it, this wild announcement from Gabriel: 
“God is coming, and coming to you, and not in some abstract way but as a human, a specific human growing in a 
specific womb, cell by cell, sinew by sinew, literally taking on flesh just as we all do.”  Here is where God, who 
created us, begins to know, experientially and not just theoretically, what it is to be us, to irritate our parents and be 
irritated by them, to be frustrated by those who would destroy or defile what we hold dear, to drink good wine at a 
wedding, to weep at the grave of someone we loved.  And God also, in this moment, far beyond just telling us that 
we are valuable, shows us.  This skin, this humanness, it’s good, so good that God can inhabit it and still be 
God.  Who God is, who we are--it’s all here.  Every year I try to wrap my mind around this incredible claim, this 
incredible story, that is at the heart of Christianity, and every year I know I have grasped only the very edges of it, 
only dimly begun to understand the ways that it changes everything. 

That to say, it’s a safe bet that none of us will ever live through a scene as momentous as the one Mary lives through 
here.  Still, the broad movement in this passage is one that we see throughout scripture, and can also likely see in 
our own lives.  It starts with Gabriel, as God’s agent, naming Mary, in her relationship with God.  “You are favored; 
God is with you.”  She receives this as a strange greeting, understandably--it’s hard, I think, to believe not only that 
God is with you but that God actually likes you.  Favors you, even.  And even if you can manage to believe that 
God favors you, that God thinks you’re cool and wants to hang out with you, your response to the idea that God 
has a special job just for you is likely to be, “Are you sure you’ve got the right person?” 

To give a few examples: 

To an old, childless man: “Abraham, your offspring will be as numerous as the stars!”  

To a murderer who stutters and mostly hangs out with sheep: “Moses, lead my people out of captivity and into the 
Promised Land.”   

To a virgin: “Mary, bear God.” 

In their own ways, they all say, “God, of all the jobs in the world, this is the one I’m the least qualified for.  This, in 
fact, is impossible.”  To which God responds, calmly, “I got this.”  And then the last movement, the hardest, is 
believing that God does in fact know what God is doing, is the “let it be with me according to your word” the “I’m 
in”, the surrender to the glorious impossible that God is bringing about, and bringing about in part through the 
willing cooperation of your own highly favored but totally unqualified self.  So here we are, battered and imperfect, 
living through this agonizing Year of Our Lord 2020.  What impossible good is God inviting us to participate 
in?  How are we being asked to bear the light into the deep and disquieting dark?



 

 

Monday, December 21 

Hebrews 9:1-14 
Christ comes as high priest 
  
Now even the first covenant had regulations for worship and an earthly sanctuary. For a tent was constructed, the 
first one, in which were the lampstand, the table, and the bread of the Presence; this is called the Holy Place. Behind 
the second curtain was a tent called the Holy of Holies. In it stood the golden altar of incense and the ark of the 
covenant overlaid on all sides with gold, in which there were a golden urn holding the manna, and Aaron’s rod that 
budded, and the tablets of the covenant; above it were the cherubim of glory overshadowing the mercy seat. Of 
these things we cannot speak now in detail. 
  
Such preparations having been made, the priests go continually into the first tentto carry out their ritual duties; but 
only the high priest goes into the second, and he but once a year, and not without taking the blood that he offers 
for himself and for the sins committed unintentionally by the people. By this the Holy Spirit indicates that the way 
into the sanctuary has not yet been disclosed as long as the first tent is still standing. This is a symbol of the present 
time, during which gifts and sacrifices are offered that cannot perfect the conscience of the worshiper, but deal only 
with food and drink and various baptisms, regulations for the body imposed until the time comes to set things right. 
  
But when Christ came as a high priest of the good things that have come, then through the greater and perfect tent 
(not made with hands, that is, not of this creation), he entered once for all into the Holy Place, not with the blood 
of goats and calves, but with his own blood, thus obtaining eternal redemption. For if the blood of goats and bulls, 
with the sprinkling of the ashes of a heifer, sanctifies those who have been defiled so that their flesh is purified, how 
much more will the blood of Christ, who through the eternal Spirit offered himself without blemish to God, purify 
our conscience from dead works to worship the living God! 
 
 

Matt O’Connor 
Tents, altars, arks, urns, the labyrinthine steps required of the priests and high priests in this passage seem to stand 
in contrast to the phrase, “. . .  until the time comes to set things right.”  We in our Church have our own rituals and 
customs, and just as first century Jews found meaningful symbolism in their practices, we do also.  But the author of 
Hebrews is asking us to consider a different standard, one where we move from ‘dead works,’ to live with and 
worship ‘the living God.’ This sounds much more like relationship to me, which we all know is demanding and 
often humbling, but defines, the author writes,  “. . .  the good things that have come”  

Those “good things” are the “Holy Place,” the “greater and perfect tent,” initiated by the event of Christ, where our 
relationship with God is less about ritual and more about participation.  Because of what Christ began, we are asked 
to recognize how different this reality is from one where our focus is stuck on regulations or hollow practices. 
Worshipping a “living God” means we don’t just mail it in, but we get to engage with and encounter a God who 
seeks us out where we are, who embraces us in a relationship of love which Christ ushered in.   

Asking more of us, to be sure; but offering “good things,” mutuality, solidarity and relationship, all of which ask of 
us to jump in with both feet. 

 
  



 

 

Tuesday, December 22 
Hebrews 8:1-13 
The mediator replaces the sanctuary 
  
Now the main point in what we are saying is this: we have such a high priest, one who is seated at the right hand of 
the throne of the Majesty in the heavens, a minister in the sanctuary and the true tent that the Lord, and not any 
mortal, has set up. For every high priest is appointed to offer gifts and sacrifices; hence it is necessary for this priest 
also to have something to offer. Now if he were on earth, he would not be a priest at all, since there are priests who 
offer gifts according to the law. They offer worship in a sanctuary that is a sketch and shadow of the heavenly one; 
for Moses, when he was about to erect the tent, was warned, “See that you make everything according to the pattern 
that was shown you on the mountain.” But Jesus has now obtained a more excellent ministry, and to that degree he 
is the mediator of a better covenant, which has been enacted through better promises. For if that first covenant had 
been faultless, there would have been no need to look for a second one. 
  
God finds fault with them when he says: 
  
“The days are surely coming, says the Lord, 
when I will establish a new covenant with the house of Israel 
and with the house of Judah; 
not like the covenant that I made with their ancestors, 
on the day when I took them by the hand to lead them out of the land of Egypt; 
for they did not continue in my covenant, 
and so I had no concern for them, says the Lord. 
This is the covenant that I will make with the house of Israel 
after those days, says the Lord: 
I will put my laws in their minds, 
and write them on their hearts, 
and I will be their God, 
and they shall be my people. 
And they shall not teach one another 
or say to each other, ‘Know the Lord,’ 
for they shall all know me, 
from the least of them to the greatest. 
For I will be merciful toward their iniquities, 
and I will remember their sins no more.” 
  
In speaking of “a new covenant,” he has made the first one obsolete. And what is obsolete and growing old will 
soon disappear. 
 
 

Mary Ann Hjalmarson 
After several chapters to describe the role of priests who still have human frailties, Hebrews 8 quotes Jer 31:31-34 
to show that Jesus is not the same kind of priest because he wouldn’t be a priest if he were on earth. Instead he is 
the “mediator of a better covenant”, which has “better promises”.  The idea of a new covenant may seem startling 
to us but the writer of Hebrews quotes Jeremiah who prophesized a new covenant because the Lord had looked 
away when the old covenant was broken.  Jesus is the mediator of this new covenant.  God’s new promise to us is 
each individual’s sins may be forgiven. The other difference in this new relationship is that it is written on people’s 
hearts not on a scroll nor a stone tablet.  It is portable and personal and does not depend upon following rituals 
correctly. In contrast to the old covenant exclusively with the Israelites, the new covenant is available to everyone 
regardless of status.  According to the writer of Hebrews, God’s love is open to everyone and even when the 
relationship is damaged by sin, the relationship can be mended and strengthened.  



 

 

Wednesday, December 23 
Mark 11:1-11 
Jesus enters Jerusalem 
  
When they were approaching Jerusalem, at Bethphage and Bethany, near the Mount of Olives, he sent two of his 
disciples and said to them, “Go into the village ahead of you, and immediately as you enter it, you will find tied 
there a colt that has never been ridden; untie it and bring it. If anyone says to you, ‘Why are you doing this?’ just say 
this, ‘The Lord needs it and will send it back here immediately.’” They went away and found a colt tied near a door, 
outside in the street. As they were untying it, some of the bystanders said to them, “What are you doing, untying the 
colt?” They told them what Jesus had said; and they allowed them to take it. Then they brought the colt to Jesus and 
threw their cloaks on it; and he sat on it. Many people spread their cloaks on the road, and others spread leafy 
branches that they had cut in the fields. Then those who went ahead and those who followed were shouting, 
  
“Hosanna! 
Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord! 
Blessed is the coming kingdom of our ancestor David! 
Hosanna in the highest heaven!” 
  
Then he entered Jerusalem and went into the temple; and when he had looked around at everything, as it was 
already late, he went out to Bethany with the twelve. 
 
 

Shirley Holgate 
In this part of today's message what struck me immediately was the willingness of the two disciples to take a colt as 
Jesus commanded. Now maybe there's more to this story, but basically they followed Jesus' request, even if it might 
have put them in danger. And the crowd allowed them to borrow the colt when they heard Jesus' explanation! 

I began to think about how often I lack the courage to follow Jesus' commandments. It's fairly easy to know what 
they are. We are to obey His words (Love God and your neighbor, feed the hungry, seek the Kingdom) and emulate 
His actions as much as possible. Recently two acquaintances told me our church is wrong to be so inclusive; that 
we're not “biblical.” I disagreed but should have forcefully cited several instances when Jesus accepted people 
shunned by His contemporaries. When my neighbor repeated a lie about a minority group very dear to me, I soon 
stopped arguing when he said something preposterous, shaking my head and retreating. I had the feeling nothing I 
could say would make any difference, but I could have been bolder, like the disciples in the passage. 

This Advent, as we welcome God amongst us, let us all pray for the courage to be His hands and eyes in the world. 

 

 

 



 

 

Thursday, December 24 
James 1:17-18 
God gave us birth by the word of truth 
  
Every generous act of giving, with every perfect gift, is from above, coming down from the Father of lights, with 
whom there is no variation or shadow due to change. In fulfillment of his own purpose he gave us birth by the 
word of truth, so that we would become a kind of first fruits of his creatures. 
 
 

Linda Flynn 
My first response when I read this scripture is to be moved beyond thinking about the words, to a bodily stillness 
and interior silence. The place in me that knows God’s presence within me is touched and moved to be still and 
listen. Listen to the Light. In me. Listen to the birth by the word of truth. In me.  

Poets and song writers through the centuries have written about the awesome stillness that is the night before 
Christ was born. Oh, Holy night!, we sing. When this explosion of Light, from the Father of lights, burst upon and 
within the human race. Birth! New dawn! 

What is this new birth? It is the birth of the Divine Indwelling within us and amongst us. It’s as if God in heaven 
reached down and scooped up all of humanity through this baby Jesus and pulled all of humanity into God’s heart 
forever. It is summed up in Jesus saying, “I came forth from the Father, and am come into the world; again, I leave 
the world and go to the Father.” John 16:28. Christ’s birth is God’s embodied self-revelation and personal invitation 
to each of us to embody Divine union with and in him. Christmas is the celebration of the gift of Light and new 
birth! 

This passage invites me to sit in stillness this Advent season and savor the light from the Father of lights, perhaps 
waking up early and watching the stars or the early morning dawn on our beautiful central coast, as a reminder of 
that first still night that exploded with Light upon the world forever!  

Come, Lord Jesus, come! In us and in our world. Amen. 

 
 



 

 

Friday, December 25 
Luke 2:1-20] 
God with us 
  
In those days a decree went out from Emperor Augustus that all the world should be registered. This was the first 
registration and was taken while Quirinius was governor of Syria. All went to their own towns to be registered. 
Joseph also went from the town of Nazareth in Galilee to Judea, to the city of David called Bethlehem, because he 
was descended from the house and family of David. He went to be registered with Mary, to whom he was engaged 
and who was expecting a child. While they were there, the time came for her to deliver her child. And she gave birth 
to her firstborn son and wrapped him in bands of cloth, and laid him in a manger, because there was no place for 
them in the inn. 
  
In that region there were shepherds living in the fields, keeping watch over their flock by night. Then an angel of 
the Lord stood before them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them, and they were terrified. But the angel 
said to them, “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. This will be a sign for you: you will find a child 
wrapped in bands of cloth and lying in a manger.” And suddenly there was with the angel a multitude of the 
heavenly host, praising God and saying, 
  
“Glory to God in the highest heaven, 
and on earth peace among those whom he favors!” 
  
When the angels had left them and gone into heaven, the shepherds said to one another, “Let us go now to 
Bethlehem and see this thing that has taken place, which the Lord has made known to us.” So they went with haste 
and found Mary and Joseph, and the child lying in the manger. When they saw this, they made known what had 
been told them about this child; and all who heard it were amazed at what the shepherds told them. But Mary 
treasured all these words and pondered them in her heart. The shepherds returned, glorifying and praising God for 
all they had heard and seen, as it had been told them. 
 
 

Rev Rob Keim 
The birth of Jesus changed the universe forever.  From before the beginning of time, the first emanation from God 
was the Christ - this perfect union of spirit and matter.  And, with the creation of the universe, and its expanse and 
evolution, the Christ is across all of time and space.  Two thousand years ago, perhaps when humanity was finally 
ready for it, Jesus was born into this world as a baby boy - a perfect union of human and divine.   

That is a big thing, for the birth of Jesus was not a plan-B to fix things that had gone wrong.  The good news is that 
the coming of Jesus was planned from the beginning.  And, in ways I do not understand, if there is life on other 
worlds, then that life was changed by the birth of Jesus.  Ten thousand years from now, the world is different 
because of what happened two thousand years ago.  Whether you are a follower of Jesus or have never heard his 
name, your life and death were changed forever by the birth of the baby Jesus in a backwater part of the Roman 
Empire called Palestine.  I may not understand why but my heart sees Jesus, embraces his birth, and celebrates what 
his birth has done for us.  Merry Christmas! 
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