
 

 
 

  

St. Barnabas’ Episcopal Church 
 Advent 2021 

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? 
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Sunday, November 28 

Luke 21:5-19 

5When some were speaking about the temple, how it was adorned with beautiful stones and gifts dedicated to God, 
he said, 6"As for these things that you see, the days will come when not one stone will be left upon another; all will 
be thrown down." 

7They asked him, "Teacher, when will this be, and what will be the sign that this is about to take place?" 8And he 
said, "Beware that you are not led astray; for many will come in my name and say, 'I am he!' and, 'The time is near!' 
Do not go after them. 

9"When you hear of wars and insurrections, do not be terrified; for these things must take place first, but the end 
will not follow immediately." 10Then he said to them, "Nation will rise against nation, and kingdom against 
kingdom; 11there will be great earthquakes, and in various places famines and plagues; and there will be dreadful 
portents and great signs from heaven. 

12"But before all this occurs, they will arrest you and persecute you; they will hand you over to synagogues and 
prisons, and you will be brought before kings and governors because of my name. 13This will give you an 
opportunity to testify. 14So make up your minds not to prepare your defense in advance; 15for I will give you words 
and a wisdom that none of your opponents will be able to withstand or contradict. 16You will be betrayed even by 
parents and brothers, by relatives and friends; and they will put some of you to death. 17You will be hated by all 
because of my name. 18But not a hair of your head will perish. 19By your endurance you will gain your souls."  

Brian Stoltey 

“Hey Jesus, this temple sure is pretty. I like how it is decorated.”  

Jesus replies, “It will be utterly leveled to the ground.” 

“…um Jesus, would it be possible to get a ‘heads up ’when to expect this collapse?” 

Then the litany of warnings follows: coming deceptive religion & dangerous politics, wars, insurrections, natural 
disasters, famines, plagues & pandemics, and freaky celestial events. Moreover, you will be beaten, imprisoned and 
possibly killed for your loyalty to me. Even your own family will turn on you.  

        *Gulp.  

This is a classic Jesus curve-ball. The fellas are simply enjoying the moment, admiring the temple’s architecture. Yet 
Jesus has other, more ominous, things on his mind.  

He’s known for responding in unexpected ways. What he has to say can be hard to hear, even shocking. 

_______________________________________________________ 

 What does a dystopic vision like this have to do with Advent? How does Jesus ’dire warning prepare us to celebrate 
his birth? Merry Christmas. It is all breaking loose.  

I am comforted knowing that no matter how much I want to focus on the baubles in the temple lobby, Jesus is 
cognizant of what the metaphorical building stands for – and what will ultimately bring it down. Sure the disciples 
really didn’t get what he was saying; and neither do I a lot of the time.  

But I do know that he is mindful of the hairs on my head (even as they are thinning). I am also confident that he 
gives me wisdom to speak in conflicted moments. And while his signposts can sometimes feel like a non sequitur, 
knowing that he anticipated how hard life can be reminds me that he isn’t merely a long-ago character but that his 
Spirit is present with us on the cusp of 2022.  

He is born into our hearts and minds again and again as the country and our own families become increasingly 
polarized, and as the planet strains under the weight of our behavior, and as false messiahs rise up and make 
outlandish claims.  

And in that, we are written into this passage, and into God’s narrative  
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Monday, November 29 

Matthew 21:1-11 

 

1When they had come near Jerusalem and had reached Bethphage, at the Mount of Olives, Jesus sent two disciples, 
2saying to them, "Go into the village ahead of you, and immediately you will find a donkey tied, and a colt with her; 
untie them and bring them to me. 3If anyone says anything to you, just say this, 'The Lord needs them.' And he will 
send them immediately." 4This took place to fulfill what had been spoken through the prophet, saying, 

 5"Tell the daughter of Zion, 
 Look, your king is coming to you, 
 humble, and mounted on a donkey, 
 and on a colt, the foal of a donkey." 

6The disciples went and did as Jesus had directed them; 7they brought the donkey and the colt, and put their cloaks 
on them, and he sat on them. 8A very large crowd spread their cloaks on the road, and others cut branches from the 
trees and spread them on the road. 9The crowds that went ahead of him and that followed were shouting, 

 "Hosanna to the Son of David! 
 Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord! 
 Hosanna in the highest heaven!" 

10When he entered Jerusalem, the whole city was in turmoil, asking, "Who is this?" 11The crowds were saying, "This 
is the prophet Jesus from Nazareth in Galilee." 

 

 

Nancy and Bob Taylor 

 

Why are we reading about Palm Sunday during Advent? This should be before Easter, not Christmas. During 
Advent, we are supposed to focus on the coming of Christ – both the first and second coming. But this is a story 
about the coming of Christ – into Jerusalem. We might call it the triumphant entry. The crowd along the road cried 
hail to the Son of David, but the people of Jerusalem asked “Who is this?” 

Why the disconnect? I have walked this road from the Mount of Olives to the old city of Jerusalem; it’s only about 
half a mile. The city is in clear view all the way, as one walks down into the valley and up the other side. It is so near, 
and yet, so detached. 

 According to tradition, a triumphant king was supposed to ride into the city on a horse; if the campaign didn’t go so 
well, he returned on a donkey. The people who had been following Jesus on the road and listening to his message 
knew that this was a highly non-traditional messiah. They saw a triumphant king. The people who had been in 
Jerusalem all this time did not. 

Our creeds affirm a belief that Christ will come again to judge the living and the dead. In the final verse of 
Matthew’s gospel, Jesus tells his disciples, “…remember, I am with you always, to the end of the age.” So, Jesus is 
both yet to come and already among us. You and I will certainly encounter him somewhere along our life journeys. 
Will we recognize him? I don’t know, but I certainly hope so.  
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Tuesday, November 30 

Matthew 21:12-22 

  

12Then Jesus entered the temple and drove out all who were selling and buying in the temple, and he overturned the 
tables of the money changers and the seats of those who sold doves. 13He said to them, "It is written, 'My house 
shall be called a house of prayer'; but you are making it a den of robbers." 

14The blind and the lame came to him in the temple, and he cured them. 15But when the chief priests and the scribes 
saw the amazing things that he did, and heard the children crying out in the temple, "Hosanna to the Son of David," 
they became angry 16and said to him, "Do you hear what these are saying?" Jesus said to them, "Yes; have you never 
read,  'Out of the mouths of infants and nursing babies you have prepared praise for yourself'?" 

17He left them, went out of the city to Bethany, and spent the night there. 

18In the morning, when he returned to the city, he was hungry. 19And seeing a fig tree by the side of the road, he 
went to it and found nothing at all on it but leaves. Then he said to it, "May no fruit ever come from you again!" 
And the fig tree withered at once. 20When the disciples saw it, they were amazed, saying, "How did the fig tree 
wither at once?" 21Jesus answered them, "Truly I tell you, if you have faith and do not doubt, not only will you do 
what has been done to the fig tree, but even if you say to this mountain, 'Be lifted up and thrown into the sea,' it will 
be done. 22Whatever you ask for in prayer with faith, you will receive." 

Marsha Boyer 

Upon reading the passage from Matthew, I am reminded of the Divine assertiveness of Jesus when he made his 
triumphal entry into Jerusalem and encountered the money changers in the temple. His work was not finished: he 
turned over the tables, drove out the money changers and said, "My house shall be called the house of prayer .... " 
We see here Jesus bringing judgment on the Jewish church for their hypocrisy.  

Jesus and his disciples left Jerusalem and traveled to Bethany for the night The next day Jesus was hungry and came 
upon a fig tree beside the road. This tree is symbolic of Israel; the symbology of the fig tree goes back to the 
Garden of Eden and is found throughout the Bible. I love the fig tree; as it flourishes, the fig tree represents 
prosperity and security to Israel and throughout the Middle East.  

This fig tree is different from all others, for it deceived Jesus. Jesus saw that this tree had leafed out indicating an 
abundance of sweet, ripe fruit on its branches. Upon closer examination, Jesus saw that he had been deceived by the 
tree, for it lacked fruit just as Israel lacked fruit Jesus performs a miracle by cursing the tree: "May no fruit ever 
come from you again ... " The fig tree immediately withered and died astonishing the disciples. Jesus continued 
speaking to his disciples, " if you have faith and do not doubt, not only will you do what has been done to the fig 
tree ... " Do not be as the hypocrites, but "Whatever you ask for in prayer with faith, you will receive."  

In this passage, it was difficult for me to visualize the withered tree, for I knew there is a process for bearing fruit 
and dying. This tree dies immediately. Jesus' miracle was to teach the disciples they must have faith and a 
relationship with him to bear fruit If not, they are like the hypocrites -they will be cut off.  

I have experienced the blessings of being under the protection of the fig tree. On my family's farm of 180 acres 
stood a huge fig tree in the middle of the yard. Under this particular tree people came to sit, meditate, search for 
peace, heal, accept, love. As a maturing child I experienced having lullabies sung to me in Armenian, hearing stories 
of the genocide, drinking Turkish coffee, sipping lemonade in the heat of summer, discussing the crops, estimating 
the age of the tree to be about 150 years old and tasting the sweet nectar of its fruit.  

As Christians, we can build a relationship with Jesus by meditating on him and his word, meeting him in silence, 
practicing mindfulness, praying without ceasing, being doers of the word, developing our faith -if we do these 
things, we will not be cut off as the fig tree. The fruit of the fig tree and other fruit bearing trees is obtained by 
tending to the tree and its growth. The same with our spiritual lives. The fruits of the spirit in Galatians 5 are: love, 
joy, peace, forbearance, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control. 
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Wednesday, December 1 

Matthew 21:23-32 

23When he entered the temple, the chief priests and the elders of the people came to him as he was teaching, and said, 
"By what authority are you doing these things, and who gave you this authority?" 24Jesus said to them, "I will also ask you 
one question; if you tell me the answer, then I will also tell you by what authority I do these things. 25Did the baptism of 
John come from heaven, or was it of human origin?" And they argued with one another, "If we say, 'From heaven,' he 
will say to us, 'Why then did you not believe him?' 26But if we say, 'Of human origin,' we are afraid of the crowd; for all 
regard John as a prophet." 27So they answered Jesus, "We do not know." And he said to them, "Neither will I tell you by 
what authority I am doing these things. 

28What do you think? A man had two sons; he went to the first and said, 'Son, go and work in the vineyard today.' 29He 
answered, 'I will not'; but later he changed his mind and went. 30The father went to the second and said the same; and he 
answered, 'I go, sir'; but he did not go. 31Which 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. 32For 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. 

 

Leslie Campbell 

After reading this passage several times, my thoughts went down a few different avenues. Because of the question that 
Jesus asks the chief priests and the elders about John the Baptist, and the nature of their debate about how to answer 
him, I thought a lot about the roles the chief priests, the elders (and the Pharisees) played in Jesus mission and ministry, 
in profound contradiction to that of John the Baptist. The religious authorities of the day banded together against Jesus, 
constantly antagonized him, and tried to ‘trip him up.’ They were would-be stumbling blocks in Jesus ’ministry, ultimately 
intending him harm and seeking his death. They tried to silence the one who was bringing the Kingdom of God to the 
people. They were motivated by fear, power and greed. John the Baptist’s mission, in stark contrast, was to prepare the 
way, to clear the path, to open peoples ’minds and hearts for the coming of Christ. John was filled with the Holy Spirit 
and doing God’s appointed work. Often, in scripture, Jesus does not hide his disdain and anger towards those with 
religious authority, “You brood of vipers! How can you speak good things when you are evil?...” Matt 12:34 Whereas his 
utmost reverence and praise are expressed for John. 10“This is the one about whom it is written. ‘See, I am sending my 
messenger ahead of you, who will prepare your way before you. ’11“Truly I tell you, among those born of women no 
one has arisen greater than John the Baptist…”. Matt 11:10-11 

I pondered the above relationships recounted throughout the Gospels. But ultimately, my reflection led me to 
repentance, and that is the message I took away from this passage. Repentance was John the Baptist’s call to the people. 
It was also, I believe, an admonishment from Jesus (below). The word in Hebrew for repentance translates to mean “to 
return” or “turn back.” In Greek the word for repentance is “metanoia, Metanoia means a change of mind, thought, or 
thinking so powerful that it changes one’s very way of life.” (Oxford Languages) 

Jesus tells the chief priests and the elders a story, and then asks them a question about it. v. 28-31 They get it right. These 
are people who know what is right, but choose not to do what is right. However, as angry as Jesus is towards them, 
especially here in regards to John the Baptist, he does not completely close the door to the possibility of their 
redemption. He does not tell them that they will be forever forbidden from entering into the Kingdom of God, although 
he tells them it will be very difficult for them. And, I believe that Jesus here offers a ‘warning ’to them, and by way of 
that, an opportunity for repentance. “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.” Matt 21:32 

There it is, ‘change your minds.’  I believe that Jesus is telling them that they can still change their minds and repent. 
Even these perpetually conniving doers of evil.  Even those who put stumbling blocks in the way of the peoples’ 
faith.  Even those who will seek Jesus’ own death. 

And I believe that Jesus is telling us that too. It is never too late to repent, to change our minds, to return, ‘turn back’, to 
God.  

Lord, during this season of Advent, may I see clearly those things of which I need to repent, and, with your help, do so.  And, like John, may I 
make the path clear and prepare the way for you to come into my heart.  Amen  
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Thursday, December 2 

Matthew 21:33-46 

  

33‘Listen to another parable. There was a landowner who planted a vineyard, put a fence around it, dug a wine press 
in it, and built a watch-tower. Then he leased it to tenants and went to another country. 34When the harvest time 
had come, he sent his slaves to the tenants to collect his produce. 35But the tenants seized his slaves and beat one, 
killed another, and stoned another. 36Again he sent other slaves, more than the first; and they treated them in the 
same way. 37Finally he sent his son to them, saying, “They will respect my son.” 38But when the tenants saw the son, 
they said to themselves, “This is the heir; come, let us kill him and get his inheritance.” 39So they seized him, threw 
him out of the vineyard, and killed him. 40Now when the owner of the vineyard comes, what will he do to those 
tenants?’ 41They said to him, ‘He will put those wretches to a miserable death, and lease the vineyard to other 
tenants who will give him the produce at the harvest time.’ 

42 Jesus said to them, ‘Have you never read in the scriptures: “The stone that the builders rejected has become the 
cornerstone;* this was the Lord’s doing, and it is amazing in our eyes”?  

43Therefore I tell you, the kingdom of God will be taken away from you and given to a people that produces the 
fruits of the kingdom.* 44The one who falls on this stone will be broken to pieces; and it will crush anyone on whom 
it falls.’* 

45 When the chief priests and the Pharisees heard his parables, they realized that he was speaking about them. 46They 
wanted to arrest him, but they feared the crowds, because they regarded him as a prophet. 

Phil West  

These scripture verses as in all scripture verses can be applied to our own lives. We can be many if not all the 
characters depicted in the parables. If I am to apply this parable to my life, this is what I see. God has provided me 
with a purpose in life by constructing a what, where how and why. My life has been set up with all the structures 
needed. It is the school of life. I have choices that I have and will make in this life. Undoubtedly, I have and will 
make mistakes, bad choices, moral and not so moral decisions. School is on. The matrix is complicated, and the 
lessons are often not clear. However, what is certain is the consequences (product of lessons) that change my life’s 
outcome. My life is to produce fruit is God’s point. 

In the parable it is an implied obligation to give a legitimate portion of what I do in my life back to the benefactor 
who provided it in the first place. This is only fair and just. However, the temptation is to wrongly believe that 
possession of my skills and talents are mine to use without regard for how I originally obtained them. If I give into 
this erroneous belief, I really go off the deep end and want to take revenge. The function of retaliation is the vain 
attempt to avoid the vulnerability of gratitude. My selfish thinking dismisses any idea that God gave me the gift of 
life, an ability to produce, and a means to share. A demonstration of the “off the deep end” behavior is to give 
credence to the belief that there is no God. This belief brings me to the conclusion I am on my own and I get what 
I get with pure self-interest and self-motivation.  

I wonder if this temporary position of thinking has been entertained in most of our life experiences in developing 
our faith. God is there. I have experienced His presence. Jesus Christ is there to come to me and collect the fruit of 
my life. Only with God’s help, do I have the desire to meet Him with open arms and rejoice in giving the Father His 
due. The Landowner’s servants represent my figuring out what is the true value of my existence. The servant 
analogy is my lesson of how I treat God’s love as I grow in spiritual maturity. God’s love is amazing. I see Him as 
the perfect teacher only when I am willing to accept God’s help. Consequence for my immature behavior is not 
punishment but parental love. As an adult, I am tempted to dismiss God as the Parent. The lesson to be learned has 
been named with such terms as born again or in recovery. The destruction of the unappreciative tenants is 
analogous to the death of unhealthy thinking. It is the ultimate belief that a loving Father, a redeeming Son and a 
motivating Holy Spirit are not so bad, after all. The personal transformation of my being is the ultimate gift from 
God. 
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Friday, December 3 

Matthew 22:1-14 

  

22 Once more Jesus spoke to them in parables, saying: 2‘The kingdom of heaven may be compared to a king who 
gave a wedding banquet for his son. 3He sent his slaves to call those who had been invited to the wedding banquet, 
but they would not come. 4Again he sent other slaves, saying, “Tell those who have been invited: Look, I have 
prepared my dinner, my oxen and my fat calves have been slaughtered, and everything is ready; come to the 
wedding banquet.” 5But they made light of it and went away, one to his farm, another to his business, 6while the rest 
seized his slaves, maltreated them, and killed them. 7The king was enraged. He sent his troops, destroyed those 
murderers, and burned their city. 8Then he said to his slaves, “The wedding is ready, but those invited were not 
worthy. 9Go therefore into the main streets, and invite everyone you find to the wedding banquet.” 10Those slaves 
went out into the streets and gathered all whom they found, both good and bad; so the wedding hall was filled with 
guests. 

11 ‘But when the king came in to see the guests, he noticed a man there who was not wearing a wedding robe, 12and 
he said to him, “Friend, how did you get in here without a wedding robe?” And he was speechless.13Then the king 
said to the attendants, “Bind him hand and foot, and throw him into the outer darkness, where there will be 
weeping and gnashing of teeth.” 14For many are called, but few are chosen.’ 

 

 

Mary Ann Hjalmarson 

 At first glance this parable has some confusing aspects if the king in the story is God: why would invited guests not 
come to a banquet and instead go to work or commit violence, why would God be enraged to the point of mass 
destruction, then invite people who are not worthy, but throw someone out because he has on the wrong outfit? 
The final sentence is really discouraging, “For many are called, but few are chosen.” Sounds like a friend who says 
“Sorry, you are wearing flip flops to my formal dinner. Please go home.” 

 One way to soften the message of this parable is to remember Jesus is talking to some hostile Pharisees who are 
trying to trip him up. Jesus is reminding them who is in charge: God. The king has invited the guests, who decide 
they have better things to do. Jerusalem is utterly destroyed at the hands of the Romans. Jesus ’contemporaries 
would not have that information but the readers of Matthew would understand that destruction. The image of a 
wedding cloak can be understood as a person who is righteous, therefore, although there were good and bad 
individuals ultimately invited to the celebration, it is righteousness which will determine worthiness to enter the 
kingdom of heaven. 

 The image of the kingdom of heaven being a banquet is appealing as is the idea of being among those who are 
invited to the celebration. Then the message for us becomes more difficult. Everyone is included in the invitation 
into the kingdom of heaven, however it is not our worldly status which will be the key to entry but God’s 
judgement of our righteousness. Righteousness can be understood as our relationship with God. We work on that 
relationship our entire lives confident that as long as we look for God and are obedient God will maintain a 
relationship with us. We cannot control the ultimate outcome except by faith throughout our earthly lives. 
Acceptance of our lack of control is the first step in a relationship with God. Continuation of that relationship 
depends upon our faith in God’s desires for us. Jesus ’statement, “For many are called, but few are chosen”, while 
seemingly discriminatory, is also a declaration that God maintains a relationship with us as long as possible. We will 
learn about a broken relationship hopefully in time to repair it. When the man without the wedding cloak was 
thrown out of the party Jesus doesn’t say that he wouldn’t be included next time nor that he can’t find the correct 
cloak to put on. Remembering again that Jesus is making a point to a group of Pharisees, he offers the same loving 
response of redemption to them as he does to us. Everyone has the opportunity for a relationship with God. 
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Saturday, December 4 

Matthew 22:15-22 

 

15 Then the Pharisees went and plotted to entrap him in what he said.16So they sent their disciples to him, along with 
the Herodians, saying, ‘Teacher, we know that you are sincere, and teach the way of God in accordance with truth, 
and show deference to no one; for you do not regard people with partiality. 17Tell us, then, what you think. Is it 
lawful to pay taxes to the emperor, or not?’ 18But Jesus, aware of their malice, said, ‘Why are you putting me to the 
test, you hypocrites? 19Show me the coin used for the tax.’ And they brought him a denarius. 20Then he said to them, 
‘Whose head is this, and whose title?’ 21They answered, ‘The emperor’s.’ Then he said to them, ‘Give therefore to 
the emperor the things that are the emperor’s, and to God the things that are God’s.’22When they heard this, they 
were amazed; and they left him and went away. 

 

Melissa Biel 

Then the Pharisees went and plotted to entrap Jesus in what he said. 

This scenario plays out over and over again in our lives. I find myself caught up in and worried about people 
plotting to entrap others in:  

• The Presidential election 

• School Board discussions 

• COVID vaccination debates 

• The Governor’s recall 

• Supreme Court decisions 

and the list goes on. 

I am so weary of the disagreements. We are not resolving our disputes. In fact, we are becoming more antagonistic 
and divided.  

In Matthew 22, Jesus prevails and overcomes the challenge from the Pharisees and the Herodians. My reaction when 
I read this passage is always one of relief and triumph. Yay! my side, my team, the good guys won this dispute.  

But maybe I have been focusing on the wrong thing? When I take a step back from this encounter Jesus has with the 
Pharisees and the Herodians, it occurs to me that it is really not at all about who won the “throw down.”  

The message is to stop spending energy, resources, and time fretting about who won the latest debate. Jesus is telling 
us to turn our focus away from the endless bitter disagreements and focus instead on the things that are God’s. 
Whatever is true, whatever is noble, whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is admirable--if 
anything is excellent or praiseworthy--think about such things (Philippians 4:8). This has been the message all along.  

 

“The question is not what a man can scorn, or disparage, or find fault with, 
but what he can love, and value, and appreciate.” 

         – John Ruskin 
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Sunday, December 5 

Luke 1:57-68 

  

57 Now the time came for Elizabeth to give birth, and she bore a son.58Her neighbors and relatives heard that the 
Lord had shown his great mercy to her, and they rejoiced with her. 

59 On the eighth day they came to circumcise the child, and they were going to name him Zechariah after his 
father. 60But his mother said, ‘No; he is to be called John.’ 61They said to her, ‘None of your relatives has this 
name.’ 62Then they began motioning to his father to find out what name he wanted to give him. 63He asked for a 
writing-tablet and wrote, ‘His name is John.’ And all of them were amazed. 64Immediately his mouth was opened 
and his tongue freed, and he began to speak, praising God. 65Fear came over all their neighbors, and all these things 
were talked about throughout the entire hill country of Judea. 66All who heard them pondered them and said, ‘What 
then will this child become?’ For, indeed, the hand of the Lord was with him. 

67 Then his father Zechariah was filled with the Holy Spirit and spoke this prophecy:  

68 ‘Blessed be the Lord God of Israel, 
 for he has looked favorably on his people and redeemed them. 

 

 

Stephen Lloyd-Moffett  

When my son Basil was three months old, we moved to a small village in rural Greece on Fulbright fellowship to 
study an important Greek Orthodox bishop. It was near the ancient city of Nikopolis, where the Apostle Paul had 
spent a winter. At times, it seemed like little had changed since Apostolic times. Among the traditions that were still 
adamantly adhered to was the naming practices: names were given at baptism (which usually occurred around 2 
years old) and prior to that time, everyone just called babies “Baby” until the godfather chose a name at baptism. 
Despite the lack of a name and entrusting the naming process to someone other than the parents, everyone knew 
the name because your first son always received the name of your paternal grandfather; the second son would be 
given the name of the maternal grandfather and likewise for the girls. Social convention was strong and rarely not 
adhered to. 

During our year, however, a scandal had broken out in the town since a friend of mine who was the godfather of 
his nephew broke social convention and named his nephew after a great uncle, rather than his grandfather. While 
the parents had called their son “baby” for two years, they had always thought of him as Demetrios after his 
grandfather, right up until my friend announced during the baptism service that their son would be known as Nikos 
for the rest of his life. The whole service stopped as an awkward silence engulfed the church. No one in the village 
had ever recalled such a public breach of social protocols. All eyes turned to Demetrios, the paternal grandfather to 
gauge his reaction. He smiled and nodded, since my friend had first cleared his decision with his father. Demetrios 
already had four grandsons named after him, but his brother Nikos could never have children. Naming this child 
Nikos honored the life of his brother, who was beloved throughout the community for his kind and giving nature. 
While convention was broken, a higher virtue was upheld. 

I think of this story whenever I read this rather odd account preserved in Luke. I am sure most readers are thinking 
to themselves: Why would Luke bother to include the account of a family argument over the name of a child? Why 
would choosing to name him John over Zacharia be such a scandal?  

Perhaps it can remind us that while many social conventions are grounded in important virtues that are worthy to 
uphold, sometimes the most godly action is to flout them. Like my friend in Greece, sometimes we can reveal 
God’s image more through breaking the rules than by following them. However, the critical aspect of such a 
decision is the motivation: if one is merely acting contrarian to raise attention to oneself or if a pattern of disrespect 
emerges so that one gains a reputation as always being a difficult person, then perhaps humbly following convention 
is warranted. However, if there arises an opportunity where breaking a social convention is edifying and uplifting—
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and one can articulate such an intention easily—then divinely-inspired contrarianism has a place. In fact, sometimes 
the most memorable declarations of virtue occur when social conventions are broken. 

In this story, flaunting of the naming convention had a distinct higher purpose. In Hebrew, Zacharia comes from 
the term “God remembers.” However, God inspires them to switch the name to John, which in Hebrew means 
“Grace of God.” Like many times in the Gospels, this episode becomes a literary signal about the meaning of the 
advent of Christ, for it foreshadows that we are moving into an era defined primarily by the grace of God. John will 
be the first clarion call of this new promised land. Here, then, the breaking of social convention of naming meant 
that the world would never be the same, and that is truly good news. 
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Monday, December 6 

Matthew 22:23-33 

 23 The same day some Sadducees came to him, saying there is no resurrection;* and they asked him a question, 
saying, 24‘Teacher, Moses said, “If a man dies childless, his brother shall marry the widow, and raise up children for 
his brother.” 25Now there were seven brothers among us; the first married, and died childless, leaving the widow to 
his brother.26The second did the same, so also the third, down to the seventh. 27Last of all, the woman herself 
died. 28In the resurrection, then, whose wife of the seven will she be? For all of them had married her.’ 29 Jesus 
answered them, ‘You are wrong, because you know neither the scriptures nor the power of God. 30For in the 
resurrection they neither marry nor are given in marriage, but are like angels* in heaven. 31And as for the 
resurrection of the dead, have you not read what was said to you by God, 32“I am the God of Abraham, the God of 
Isaac, and the God of Jacob”? He is God not of the dead, but of the living.’ 33And when the crowd heard it, they 
were astounded at his teaching. 

 Judy Gilbert 

“The crowd was astounded.” Me too. 

“You are wrong, for you know neither the scriptures not the power of God.”  

You ask the wrong question. The Hebrew customs and laws of the time dealt with earthly things. A man married his 
brother’s widow to maintain the line of land inheritance. The children of that marriage would inherit from the first 
brother. Women’s role was to bear children. They did not inherit nor own land. 

The Resurrection is not about earthly things. It is about the spiritual world, where men do not marry, and women 
are not given in marriage. I would add, they do not need to be concerned with social expectations or maintenance 
of physical bodies. Instead, people become like angels: like messengers of God, completely in God’s service.  

Hmmm…LIKE angels, not exactly angels. In the resurrection, people are not transformed into angels. They just 
become LIKE angels.  

I dreamed once, a long while ago, of a large, powerful, masculine angel. He was totally naked, and his body and 
wings were golden and glowing. Though he was naked, I could not see his private parts. They weren’t covered, just 
not visible to me — because they were private! Even within the dream, I recognized the pun. 

His message was simple, “Choose life.” I was going through some psychic struggles at the time and had family 
members who were struggling with addictions. I thought at first the message was for those people, and I passed it 
along.  

But, I came to believe the message was for me: make choices based on what enhances life, for myself and others. 
Live simply, appreciate people, don't take myself too seriously, laugh, be proactive, give up control, accept what is, 
find joy. Love God, love my neighbor, trust God to love me.  

I’m still working on it. That is why I call myself a “Practicing” Christian. I also call myself an “Empirical” Christian. 
Because I’ve noticed, when I actually practice Christianity, my life is better.  

But I digress. It astonishes me that this passage brought up that memory. Let’s go back to the scripture.  

‘As for the resurrection … what was said to you by God, “I am the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the 
God of Jacob”? He is God not of the dead but of the living.’ 

… And the God of Moses, the God of Ruth and Naomi and Boaz, the God of Job, the God of Isaiah and Jeremiah, 
the God of John the Baptist, the God of Mathew, Paul, Lydia, Philemon and Onesimus. The God of me, the God 
of YOU. 

All of these and more (You could add to my brief list) bring God’s messages to us. Jesus spoke in the present tense. 
As if Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob are still living. Maybe, in God’s time, in the resurrection, — the resurrection that 
was, and is, and is to come — they are living.  

Maybe “God’s Time” is not linear! That is astounding. Now, we only see through a glass darkly, living with 
ambiguity, trusting God.   
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Tuesday, December 7 

Matthew 22:34-46  

34 When the Pharisees heard that he had silenced the Sadducees, they gathered together, 35and one of them, a lawyer, 
asked him a question to test him. 36‘Teacher, which commandment in the law is the greatest?’37He said to him, 
‘ “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind.” 38This is the 
greatest and first commandment. 39And a second is like it: “You shall love your neighbor as yourself.” 40On these 
two commandments hang all the law and the prophets.’ 

41 Now while the Pharisees were gathered together, Jesus asked them this question: 42‘What do you think of the 
Messiah?* Whose son is he?’ They said to him, ‘The son of David.’ 43He said to them, ‘How is it then that David by 
the Spirit* calls him Lord, saying,  

44 “The Lord said to my Lord, 
‘Sit at my right hand, 
 until I put your enemies under your feet’ ”?  

45If David thus calls him Lord, how can he be his son?’ 46No one was able to give him an answer, nor from that day 
did anyone dare to ask him any more questions. 

 

 

Liza Navárro Zúñiga Nichols 

A lesson passed down through the generations from the knowledge keepers of my people, who are indigenous to 
what is now south Texas and northern/central Mexico, is that love is a sacred manifestation of the Creator. All of 
the most profound experiences of God in my life have been through acts of love - Active mercy, emotional bond, 
solidarity, accountability, offering and accepting help, conscious divestment, feeding and being fed, care for the 
land. 

Matthew’s writing about Jesus confronting the ruling class of the time reminds me of two personal tenets of love. I 
am reminded of my people’s sacred directions when reading about how love of God, love of neighbor, and love of 
self are all woven into one. I am also reminded that love is what we have to give to one another when we have 
nothing else, and is the foundation of transformational justice. Acts of love are often outside our comfort zones.  

We are often called to pray in situations of oppression or tragedy - an inward act of devotion and love, but is it 
enough? This passage reminds me that while, like Matthew, I am a follower of Jesus, I am also a product of my 
historical and socio-economic context; I find the two difficult to separate. Working to affect real change in the lives 
of systematically marginalized people, and care for the environment, even in the smallest ways, is a daily practice 
that can result in significant gestures of love sent in the sacred directions which bring us closer to God, our 
neighbors, and ourselves. 
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Wednesday, December 8 

Matthew 23:1-12 

  

23 Then Jesus said to the crowds and to his disciples, 2‘The scribes and the Pharisees sit on Moses’ seat; 3therefore, 
do whatever they teach you and follow it; but do not do as they do, for they do not practice what they teach. 4They 
tie up heavy burdens, hard to bear,* and lay them on the shoulders of others; but they themselves are unwilling to 
lift a finger to move them. 5They do all their deeds to be seen by others; for they make their phylacteries broad and 
their fringes long. 6They love to have the place of honor at banquets and the best seats in the synagogues, 7and to be 
greeted with respect in the market-places, and to have people call them rabbi. 8But you are not to be called rabbi, for 
you have one teacher, and you are all students.* 9And call no one your father on earth, for you have one Father—
the one in heaven. 10Nor are you to be called instructors, for you have one instructor, the Messiah.* 11The greatest 
among you will be your servant. 12All who exalt themselves will be humbled, and all who humble themselves will be 
exalted. 

 

 

Janette Sofranko  

I especially love this teaching because for me, it is simple and direct. Jesus talks to the crowds and to his disciples 
and I’m guessing that as direct as he was, some still walked away without embracing his message.  

We are called by Jesus to walk the walk, to do, to practice what we have been taught. He doesn’t want us to be seen 
showing off, saying “Look at me and how important I am. Let me tell you what you should do”. He calls us to go 
out and be his hands and feet of and lift up those who need help with the burdens they carry. He also reminds us to 
love our neighbors. 

 

“All who exalt themselves will be humbled, and all who humble themselves will be exalted.” Let’s make this season 
of Advent one where we humble ourselves and lift up those who are in need. That’s what we are called to do. 
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Thursday, December 9 

Matthew 23:13-26 

  

13 ‘But woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you lock people out of the kingdom of heaven. For you do 
not go in yourselves, and when others are going in, you stop them.* 15Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! 
For you cross sea and land to make a single convert, and you make the new convert twice as much a child of hell* as 
yourselves. 

16 ‘Woe to you, blind guides, who say, “Whoever swears by the sanctuary is bound by nothing, but whoever swears 
by the gold of the sanctuary is bound by the oath.” 17You blind fools! For which is greater, the gold or the sanctuary 
that has made the gold sacred? 18And you say, “Whoever swears by the altar is bound by nothing, but whoever 
swears by the gift that is on the altar is bound by the oath.” 19How blind you are! For which is greater, the gift or the 
altar that makes the gift sacred? 20So whoever swears by the altar, swears by it and by everything on it; 21and 
whoever swears by the sanctuary, swears by it and by the one who dwells in it;22and whoever swears by heaven, 
swears by the throne of God and by the one who is seated upon it. 

23 ‘Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you tithe mint, dill, and cumin, and have neglected the 
weightier matters of the law: justice and mercy and faith. It is these you ought to have practiced without neglecting 
the others. 24You blind guides! You strain out a gnat but swallow a camel! 

25 ‘Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you clean the outside of the cup and of the plate, but inside 
they are full of greed and self-indulgence. 26You blind Pharisee! First clean the inside of the cup,* so that the outside 
also may become clean. 

 

 

 

Robert Merritt 

Jesus once again turns his attention to the religion-scholars and leaders in the synagogue and calls them frauds. 
Apparently they have been inventing rules that serve their purposes and not God’s purpose! He calls them out 
explicitly, he tells them that they refuse to enter God’s kingdom by refusing to live by justice, and mercy and faith 
but instead live by made-up laws that make the less powerful feel that they are not welcome in God’s kingdom. By 
way of example he says they haven’t loved their neighbors by honoring some promises but instead come up with 
clever rules that they point to and say, oh that promise wasn’t valid because it was made using the wrong language. 

Wouldn’t it be nice if this bad behavior was only found in scholars and leaders? Identifying the good guys and bad 
would be so much easier. And I would sure be happier if I didn’t have the feeling that Jesus was staring me straight 
in the eye and calling me out for the times I have promised to do something and then invented silly reasons to 
excuse myself when I fail to follow through. 

More alarming is the thought that I may have led someone astray and hindered them along their faith journey. 
That’s one of the things Jesus is accusing the scholars and leaders of doing! I am finding that this idea is so painful 
that I’m having a hard time even considering it. Have I ever blurted out my condemnation for a particular act 
without giving it enough thought? Could I have done this within earshot of someone who thought I might be 
talking about them? Have I left them feeling that they are not worthy of God’s Kingdom? Oh, Lord I pray this is 
not so, but I’ll definitely have to reflect on this. 

Pray for me and others that struggle to be more self-aware. 
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Friday, December 10 

Matthew 23:27-39  

27 ‘Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you are like whitewashed tombs, which on the outside look 
beautiful, but inside they are full of the bones of the dead and of all kinds of filth. 28So you also on the outside look 
righteous to others, but inside you are full of hypocrisy and lawlessness. 

29 ‘Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you build the tombs of the prophets and decorate the graves 
of the righteous, 30and you say, “If we had lived in the days of our ancestors, we would not have taken part with 
them in shedding the blood of the prophets.” 31Thus you testify against yourselves that you are descendants of those 
who murdered the prophets. 32Fill up, then, the measure of your ancestors.33You snakes, you brood of vipers! How 
can you escape being sentenced to hell?* 34Therefore I send you prophets, sages, and scribes, some of whom you 
will kill and crucify, and some you will flog in your synagogues and pursue from town to town, 35so that upon you 
may come all the righteous blood shed on earth, from the blood of righteous Abel to the blood of Zechariah son of 
Barachiah, whom you murdered between the sanctuary and the altar. 36Truly I tell you, all this will come upon this 
generation. 

37 ‘Jerusalem, Jerusalem, the city that kills the prophets and stones those who are sent to it! How often have I 
desired to gather your children together as a hen gathers her brood under her wings, and you were not willing! 38See, 
your house is left to you, desolate.* 39For I tell you, you will not see me again until you say, “Blessed is the one who 
comes in the name of the Lord.” ’ 

 

Paula Smith 

Now we are about half way through Advent. The world has dressed itself for the coming holiday. Advertisers are 
teaching us what a wonderful, beautiful and loving season it is, especially if we celebrate by buying and giving the 
most perfect gifts (the products they are selling, of course.) For worshiping Christians, the liturgy, music, and 
Gospel stories bring beauty to our wait and anticipation of the greatest miracle renewed. 

Then we read today’s scripture. Why this one? Why get into all this anger the grownup miracle is spewing out on 
people of his time? Where is Advent’s beauty and joy? 

Six times in Matthew 23 Jesus says, “Woe to you scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites!” He calls them abusers and 
murderers. He calls them vipers. He calls them lawless. He compares them to tombs that have been painted clean 
and white, but still contain filth. Jesus is clearly calling religious authorities of his time to look at the disparity 
between how they try to appear to others and the evil he sees inside them. They had waited for him, but did not 
recognize him. 

But, still, where is the Advent we yearn for? 

Jesus, in a wonderfully motherly way, reminds the people how badly he wants to gather them together and protect 
them. He is calling everyone home. He left his position of ultimate power to be made man. Like us, he came here as 
a baby, but the baby has grown. He is now calling us to show we have found him. The wait for salvation is over. 
The Pharisees believed people have free will. Jesus is angry because they are not willing to follow him after waiting 
and anticipating him. 

“ Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord,” we will say 

when our hearts are open-when our minds and behavior are congruent, and we are willing to gather under his 
wings. The wait is over. Jesus is already here.  
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Saturday, December 11 

Matthew 24:1-14  

24 As Jesus came out of the temple and was going away, his disciples came to point out to him the buildings of the 
temple. 2Then he asked them, ‘You see all these, do you not? Truly I tell you, not one stone will be left here upon 
another; all will be thrown down.’ 

3 When he was sitting on the Mount of Olives, the disciples came to him privately, saying, ‘Tell us, when will this be, 
and what will be the sign of your coming and of the end of the age?’ 4Jesus answered them, ‘Beware that no one 
leads you astray. 5For many will come in my name, saying, “I am the Messiah!”* and they will lead many astray. 6And 
you will hear of wars and rumors of wars; see that you are not alarmed; for this must take place, but the end is not 
yet. 7For nation will rise against nation, and kingdom against kingdom, and there will be famines* and earthquakes in 
various places: 8all this is but the beginning of the birth pangs. 

9 ‘Then they will hand you over to be tortured and will put you to death, and you will be hated by all nations because 
of my name. 10Then many will fall away,* and they will betray one another and hate one another.11And many false 
prophets will arise and lead many astray. 12And because of the increase of lawlessness, the love of many will grow 
cold.13But anyone who endures to the end will be saved. 14And this good news* of the kingdom will be proclaimed 
throughout the world, as a testimony to all the nations; and then the end will come. 

 

 

Julie Shires 

Nobody likes a hypocrite. 

In Matthew 23, Jesus says six times, “Woe to you scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites!” 

I have friends who have left the church because of hypocrisy. Matthew 23:23 speaks to hypocrites who tithe but 
“neglected the weightier matters of the law, justice, and mercy and faith; these you ought to have done, without 
neglecting the others.” 

This was unsettling to the disciples who, in Chapter 24, were able to finally meet with Jesus privately on the Mount 
of Olives, to seek consolation and instruction about the end of the age. But Jesus ’response was far from reassuring. 
All wars, famines and earthquakes are only the beginning of suffering. And these signs have repeated themselves for 
over 2000 years. 

I find the North American version of the “end times” to be short sided and incomplete. Unless one is able to walk 
in the shoes of brothers and sisters around the world, through the centuries, our view of the end times is very 
narrow swatch of North American history and events. A former professor at my college wrote a book. The title says 
it all: The Last Days Are Here Again: A History of the End Times (Richard Kyle) 

Though tempting it might be to weigh world events in light of scripture, I find that Matthew 24: 11-13 to be pivotal. 
“ And many false prophets will arise and lead many astray. And because wickedness is multiplied, most men’s love 
will grow cold. But he who endures to the end will be saved.” 

Jesus makes it very clear that when the “end times” theology dominates our conversation, and it is not a time to 
“ignore the weightier matters of the law”. We are called to speak the truth when false prophets lead many astray. 
And to love even more when wickedness is multiplied. But we who keep our hypocrisy in check, who endure, will 
be saved. 

 

 

  



 Page 17 

Sunday, December 12 

John 5:30-47 

30‘I can do nothing on my own. As I hear, I judge; and my judgement is just, because I seek to do not my own will 
but the will of him who sent me. 

31‘If I testify about myself, my testimony is not true. 32There is another who testifies on my behalf, and I know that 
his testimony to me is true.33You sent messengers to John, and he testified to the truth. 34Not that I accept such 
human testimony, but I say these things so that you may be saved. 35He was a burning and shining lamp, and you 
were willing to rejoice for a while in his light. 36But I have a testimony greater than John’s. The works that the 
Father has given me to complete, the very works that I am doing, testify on my behalf that the Father has sent 
me.37And the Father who sent me has himself testified on my behalf. You have never heard his voice or seen his 
form, 38and you do not have his word abiding in you, because you do not believe him whom he has sent. 

39‘You search the scriptures because you think that in them you have eternal life; and it is they that testify on my 
behalf. 40Yet you refuse to come to me to have life. 41I do not accept glory from human beings.42But I know that 
you do not have the love of God in* you. 43I have come in my Father’s name, and you do not accept me; if another 
comes in his own name, you will accept him. 44How can you believe when you accept glory from one another and 
do not seek the glory that comes from the one who alone is God? 45Do not think that I will accuse you before the 
Father; your accuser is Moses, on whom you have set your hope. 46If you believed Moses, you would believe me, for 
he wrote about me. 47But if you do not believe what he wrote, how will you believe what I say?’  

 

 

Katherine Frame Coleman 

In case you missed it, this passage opens with Jesus (in very nature God, begotten not made, of one being with the 
Father … that Jesus) making the extraordinary statement, “I can do nothing on my own.” Really? Coming as we do 
from a culture that values independence and sells “Embrace your Power” t-shirts to children, this statement (one 
more time, did you catch that it is coming from Jesus?) seems to fall somewhere between absurd and embarrassingly 
self-denigrating (perhaps someone should gift him one of those embrace your power shirts? Poor fellow hasn’t 
really gotten very far along on his journey toward self-actualization). What can he possibly mean?  

When Jesus makes these statements, he’s in trouble for giving new life to the man who had sat by the healing pool 
at Bethesda for thirty-eight years, in trouble because he gave that new life on the wrong day, the Sabbath. To which 
criticism his first response was, essentially, “God’s my father and he doesn’t stop his work on the Sabbath, so 
neither do I.” Unsurprisingly, this defense did not exactly help his case--not only is this guy breaking the rules, he’s 
claiming he can do it because he’s so much like God? Who exactly does he think he is? (Lest we be too quick to 
judge the Pharisees for their self-righteousness, consider that, unless you know Jesus is who he claims to be, this 
sure does look like the kind of narcissism we are usually wise to avoid, especially in our religious or political leaders.) 
So now, here we are, a few verses later, and he’s claiming, confusingly, that he can do nothing on his own. He does 
not select his work, including his healing-on-the-sabbath-work on his own (God does); he does not prove himself 
trustworthy on his own (John, God, and Moses all testify on his behalf). And one more thing he can’t do on his 
own, more implied than stated here … he can’t change the minds of these, his stubborn (or perhaps wise, 
depending on your perspective) accusers. He can reason with them; he can provide them with visual, tactile, real-life 
examples of what God wants to do in the world (Heal people against all the rules! Eat with sinners!); he can call 
them whitewashed tombs; but he can’t change their minds because (Weirdly? Stupidly? Daringly?) God has made a 
world in which human beings must cooperate in the changing of their own minds.  

Which brings me to a couple of ways this passage dovetails, I think, with our lives now: It is possible consider, in its 
light, both how we know something or someone is trustworthy and how we meet our own limits, particularly our 
limits when it comes to changing the minds of people we believe to be dreadfully, consequentially, tragically wrong 
on matters of great importance. First, the trustworthiness. There are multiple tests implied here for assessing that: 
Does this person seem to be in it for the glory? Is the primary cause they are promoting themselves? In running for 
this office/creating this social media platform/writing this article, are they pointing at their own greatness, or at 
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something larger? Do they seem fit for the work they are doing? Are they trained? Are they willing to look at the 
issue they are addressing in multiple ways, to see possible contradictions or inconsistencies? Are they considering 
the implications, the real human cost or benefit, to what they are doing or promoting? Is what they are telling me 
consistent with sources I know, from long and deep association, to be trustworthy? (Careful here, though: this 
passage also shows us that, while the sources themselves may in fact be trustworthy--Moses-level trustworthy, even-
-our reading of them may not be. It behooves us to retain some sense of our own fallibility, and a corresponding 
openness to surprise, even to a radical change in position, as we respond to them.) While there’s certainly food for 
thought there, the harder thing for me to puzzle through is how to manage it when people, stubbornly, don’t 
change their minds, despite the trustworthy evidence in front of them. In political life, in our response to COVID 
or climate change, in a million other issues we could all name, we seem to quickly run into walls of resistance when 
we present what seem to us to be irrefutable arguments. Infuriatingly, it sure seems to be true that ultimately we can 
do nothing on our own, when it comes to changing minds. At least this passage shows us we are in good company.  

What do we do with all of this? It helps me to picture Jesus ’face when he says, “You refuse to come to me to have 
life.” I don’t see it as angry, but as sorrowful. Life is available! All you have to do is come! But you have to do it, and 
to do it you have to change how you are willing to see. If I could suggest a couple of questions for you (for me) to 
sit with this day of Advent, I would suggest these: 

Think of someone whose mind (you are sure) needs changing, for their own good or for that of others. What does 
it feel like to imagine them face to face with Jesus in this passage, to imagine his frustration, sorrow, love, as he says, 
“You refuse to come to me to have life”? 

Now imagine that face turned toward you. In what situation might you be refusing the life he offers? 
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Monday, December 13 

Matthew 24:15-31 

15‘So when you see the desolating sacrilege standing in the holy place, as was spoken of by the prophet Daniel (let 
the reader understand),16then those in Judea must flee to the mountains; 17someone on the housetop must not go 
down to take what is in the house; 18someone in the field must not turn back to get a coat. 19Woe to those who are 
pregnant and to those who are nursing infants in those days! 20Pray that your flight may not be in winter or on a 
sabbath. 21For at that time there will be great suffering, such as has not been from the beginning of the world until 
now, no, and never will be. 22And if those days had not been cut short, no one would be saved; but for the sake of 
the elect those days will be cut short. 23Then if anyone says to you, “Look! Here is the Messiah!”* or “There he 
is!”—do not believe it. 24For false messiahs* and false prophets will appear and produce great signs and omens, to 
lead astray, if possible, even the elect. 25Take note, I have told you beforehand. 26So, if they say to you, “Look! He is 
in the wilderness”, do not go out. If they say, “Look! He is in the inner rooms”, do not believe it.27For as the 
lightning comes from the east and flashes as far as the west, so will be the coming of the Son of Man. 28Wherever 
the corpse is, there the vultures will gather. 

29‘Immediately after the suffering of those days 
the sun will be darkened, 
  and the moon will not give its light; 
the stars will fall from heaven, 
  and the powers of heaven will be shaken.  

30Then the sign of the Son of Man will appear in heaven, and then all the tribes of the earth will mourn, and they 
will see “the Son of Man coming on the clouds of heaven” with power and great glory. 31And he will send out his 
angels with a loud trumpet call, and they will gather his elect from the four winds, from one end of heaven to the 
other. 

 

Jeff Diehl 

The first time I read through this passage, I thought to myself, “What can I possibly say about this?” The passage 
seems bleak and void of hope or joy; hardly the sort of feelings we associate with Advent and the coming of the 
Christ child. I needed some context. 

Matthew 24 is set on the Mount of Olives overlooking the Temple in Jerusalem. Jesus is in a private conversation 
with his disciples and he is foretelling the horrible events that are soon to come, including the destruction of the 
Temple. He talks of lawlessness and false prophets and betrayals. His language is apocalyptic and reminds us of 
passages in the Revelation. Apocalyptic in this sense doesn’t mean the end of the world, but is intended to uncover 
or reveal the true nature of something that you couldn’t see before. In this case, the true message is the return of 
Jesus Christ. And here is where we find a truth that can be of use to us on our Advent journey. 

Advent is a journey of preparation and waiting. This passage helps me understand that preparation includes the 
necessity for self-assessment and inward change. I need to focus less on the concerns and busyness of my temporal 
life and prepare room for the coming of the Christ child in my heart.  
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Tuesday, December 14 

Matthew 24:32-44  

32‘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. 33So also, when you see all these things, you know that he* is near, at the very gates. 34Truly I tell 
you, this generation will not pass away until all these things have taken place. 35Heaven and earth will pass away, but 
my words will not pass away. 

36‘But about that day and hour no one knows, neither the angels of heaven, nor the Son,* but only the Father. 37For 
as the days of Noah were, so will be the coming of the Son of Man. 38For as in those days before the flood they 
were eating and drinking, marrying and giving in marriage, until the day Noah entered the ark, 39and they knew 
nothing until the flood came and swept them all away, so too will be the coming of the Son of Man. 40Then two will 
be in the field; one will be taken and one will be left. 41Two women will be grinding meal together; one will be taken 
and one will be left. 42Keep awake therefore, for you do not know on what day* your Lord is coming. 43But 
understand this: if the owner of the house had known in what part of the night the thief was coming, he would have 
stayed awake and would not have let his house be broken into. 44Therefore you also must be ready, for the Son of 
Man is coming at an unexpected hour. 

 

 

Steve Jerrick 

There are quite a number of interesting things to consider in Jesus' instructions here.  

First, it was directly to His disciples.  

Second, He says that we should know from the signs given that His return is near. Our predictions may not be 
specifically accurate, but can we have some approximation?  

Third, He emphasizes the element of surprise, even terrifying surprise. The impression is that the universe will be 
taken completely by surprise.  

Fourth, the overall point of this instruction is that by being alert to the signs and taking advantage of them, we 
should be ready.  

The fifth is a final warning in verse 44, because He feared that even the attention, the alertness of His disciples, 
would be threatened. 

Should we be anxious about Christ’s return? What if our point of view—the perspective we are looking from—is 
not correct? We might be alert, diligently and sincerely looking in a direction that we have decided is correct. Think 
of a soldier on guard duty, apparently alert to what is going on around him; but looking in the wrong direction. He 
is surprised by Life, by truth and ultimately by God from his personal blind spot that he did not notice; a direction 
he had earlier refused to look, or had discarded as unimportant. Despite that fact that he was looking so intensely in 
a direction he felt was important, he was wrong. 

The budding of the fig tree illustrates a point about His Second Coming. Jesus warns that we will only know the 
approximate time of His return; that is, that it is close. We believe that time is quickly approaching, but we have no 
idea how soon it will be. The best approach is contained in the Apostle Paul's admonition to the Romans: "And do 
this [live Godly], knowing the time, that now it is high time to awake out of sleep; for now our salvation is nearer 
than when we first believed." If we live as if Christ will come tomorrow, we will always be prepared for it. If you 
live life as a truly good person, loving God and loving your neighbor as yourself, you will always be prepared for the 
Coming of Jesus Christ, regardless of when that might be. 
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Wednesday, December 15 

Matthew 24:45-51  

45‘Who then is the faithful and wise slave, whom his master has put in charge of his household, to give the other 
slaves* their allowance of food at the proper time? 46Blessed is that slave whom his master will find at work when he 
arrives. 47Truly I tell you, he will put that one in charge of all his possessions. 48But if that wicked slave says to 
himself, “My master is delayed”, 49and he begins to beat his fellow-slaves, and eats and drinks with drunkards, 50the 
master of that slave will come on a day when he does not expect him and at an hour that he does not know. 51He 
will cut him in pieces* and put him with the hypocrites, where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth. 

 

 

Todd R. Long 

Today’s reading—the parable of The Wicked Slave—is among the hard sayings of Jesus. For much of my life it has 
frightened me with its harsh tone and violent language. This parable and its nearby cousins in Matthew 25 tell of 
people who blow it, squandering golden opportunities and then being left abandoned and wretched. I can’t read 
them without being unnerved: am I one of them? 

The hard-saying parables also discomfit me in how opposed they seem to be to pleasanter biblical presentations of 
Jesus. In these parables there is no hint of “gentle Jesus, meek and mild”. Here the stories are not of one who will 
draw all people to himself. These are stories of people being shut out and left behind, of weeping and grinding of 
teeth. 

But, now I see something in these parables that eluded me before about the Kingdom of God. They reveal 
something we might easily miss if Jesus’s only good news had been that everyone is forgiven and invited to the 
Kingdom: we’re already forgiven and invited; but, we’re plainly not living in God’s peaceable kingdom. What the 
hard-saying parables show us is Jesus’s moral seriousness. Our actions really matter, Jesus is saying. Does God forgive 
me? Yes. Does God invite me into his Kingdom? Yes. But, to live there in the Kingdom of God, I must be someone 
who can actually live there. I must be someone whose character has been so shaped that I can live in peace with all 
those who will be gathered “from the four winds, from end to end of the heavens” (Matthew 24:31). 

Today’s parable of The Wicked Slave has something important in common with the next two parables (The Ten Virgins 
and The Parable of the Talents). In each story someone has been given all the resources needed to carry out an 
assignment, which, if completed, will bring blessing and bliss; but in each story someone squanders the opportunity. 
In our story the slave is charged by his master to do a relatively simple task: give the other servants their food at the 
proper time. But, he gets impatient and violent. If only he had stuck it out and completed his servant mission, he 
would have been put in charge of all his master’s possessions. The point is obvious once you see it: the simple task his 
master gave him was the very means for him to become fit to obtain a greater blessing. 

The key to all the parables in Matthew 24-25, I see now, is revealed at the end of chapter 25. Those suited for the 
Kingdom of God are those whose characters have been shaped by doing what Jesus did: welcoming the stranger, 
feeding the hungry, clothing the poor, healing the sick, caring for the prisoner. It is those who give themselves in 
service to others who will be fit to live in God’s peaceable kingdom. What I now see is that Jesus is not being cruel 
in telling these parables. It’s more like someone knocking you out of the way of an oncoming car: it jars you but 
saves your life. Jesus is sounding an alarm, alerting us to the moral seriousness of our lives. Every day we are either 
doing things that will fit us for the Kingdom of God or we are not. These parables shake us because we need 
shaking; they are Jesus’s wake-up call to us. 

This advent I will be meditating on my life in light of The Wicked Slave parable. What am I being called to do with 
the resources and talents I’ve been given? What is my part to play in service to others? And will I do it? 
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Thursday, December 16 

Matthew 25:1-13  

25‘Then the kingdom of heaven will be like this. Ten bridesmaids* took their lamps and went to meet the 
bridegroom.* 2Five of them were foolish, and five were wise. 3When the foolish took their lamps, they took no oil 
with them; 4but the wise took flasks of oil with their lamps. 5As the bridegroom was delayed, all of them became 
drowsy and slept. 6But at midnight there was a shout, “Look! Here is the bridegroom! Come out to meet 
him.” 7Then all those bridesmaids* got up and trimmed their lamps.8The foolish said to the wise, “Give us some of 
your oil, for our lamps are going out.” 9But the wise replied, “No! there will not be enough for you and for us; you 
had better go to the dealers and buy some for yourselves.” 10And while they went to buy it, the bridegroom came, 
and those who were ready went with him into the wedding banquet; and the door was shut. 11Later the other 
bridesmaids* came also, saying, “Lord, lord, open to us.” 12But he replied, “Truly I tell you, I do not know 
you.”13Keep awake therefore, for you know neither the day nor the hour.* 

 

 

Eleanor Helms Zoller 

I’ve always preferred stories with happy endings. I want there to be one more line in this one, where after leaving 
the foolish bridesmaids outside for a bit to reflect on the importance of preparedness, they get let in and they all 
have a good laugh. You really can’t carry too much oil to these weddings, am I right? 

If they don’t get a happy ending, then I’m angry at the five wise bridesmaids. Did they really not have any oil to 
spare – enough to get their foolish companions in the door? Once inside, I presume, there’s plenty of light for all; it 
no longer needs to be rationed out. Couldn’t the wise ones have reminded the others what to pack or, knowing their 
friends and their foolish way, brought extra oil on their behalf? 

David Foster Wallace ends the essay “Up, Simba!” with the simple line, “Try to stay awake.” Bible characters are 
famously bad at this. Peter and the disciples fall asleep and miss key moments in Jesus ’life; Elijah needs several 
naps before God will talk to him (1 Kings 19:5), and Samuel has to be woken up several times before he responds, 
“Here I am.” (1 Samuel 3). (And fair warning: Sleeping among enemies can get you a tent peg through the head 
(Judges 4:21).) Staying awake is one of the few things we can’t do for someone else. We can keep watch with or on 
behalf of someone, as the bridesmaids wait for the groom and the disciples tried to do for Jesus; but being awake or 
asleep is something each one of us is or does alone, within our own bodies and minds. Moving from sleep to 
wakefulness is a change in one’s inner being, a change of being. It’s a metaphor for the difference between existing 
and not. There’s a danger in falling into a “sleep of death”—that is, to lack wakefulness—as we go through each 
day. Maybe the story’s not about who’s to blame for the missing oil but a revelation of the kind of thing we’re all 
supposed to be doing: Keep awake! 

Our task is even harder than the bridesmaids’. We‘re not trying to stay awake for an hour, or a night, but from here 
on out, until further notice. And we don’t know how to recognize what we’re waiting for. The story itself is 
supposed to tell us. “Then the kingdom of heaven will be like this.” We know more about how the kingdom of 
heaven comes than what it is when it gets here. It comes like a late bridegroom, like a thief in the night, like a 
treasure hidden in a field. The bridesmaids at least knew it was oil that they should take. What should we have on 
hand to find the door open? Where should all my efforts of preparation and planning be directed? Where should I 
cast light to be sure of being known? 
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Friday, December 17 

Matthew 25:14-30  

14‘For it is as if a man, going on a journey, summoned his slaves and entrusted his property to them; 15to one he gave 
five talents,* to another two, to another one, to each according to his ability. Then he went away.16The one who had 
received the five talents went off at once and traded with them, and made five more talents. 17In the same way, the 
one who had the two talents made two more talents. 18But the one who had received the one talent went off and 
dug a hole in the ground and hid his master’s money. 19After a long time the master of those slaves came and settled 
accounts with them. 20Then the one who had received the five talents came forward, bringing five more talents, 
saying, “Master, you handed over to me five talents; see, I have made five more talents.”21His master said to him, 
“Well done, good and trustworthy slave; you have been trustworthy in a few things, I will put you in charge of many 
things; enter into the joy of your master.” 22And the one with the two talents also came forward, saying, “Master, 
you handed over to me two talents; see, I have made two more talents.” 23His master said to him, “Well done, good 
and trustworthy slave; you have been trustworthy in a few things, I will put you in charge of many things; enter into 
the joy of your master.” 24Then the one who had received the one talent also came forward, saying, “Master, I knew 
that you were a harsh man, reaping where you did not sow, and gathering where you did not scatter seed;25so I was 
afraid, and I went and hid your talent in the ground. Here you have what is yours.” 26But his master replied, “You 
wicked and lazy slave! You knew, did you, that I reap where I did not sow, and gather where I did not 
scatter? 27Then you ought to have invested my money with the bankers, and on my return I would have received 
what was my own with interest. 28So take the talent from him, and give it to the one with the ten talents. 29For to all 
those who have, more will be given, and they will have an abundance; but from those who have nothing, even what 
they have will be taken away. 30As for this worthless slave, throw him into the outer darkness, where there will be 
weeping and gnashing of teeth.” 

 

 

Debbie Manville 

My father has always been a huge supporter of people using their “God given talents.” When my sister and I were 
teenagers, my father made sure we took aptitude tests to help us realize our talents, which I like to also think of as 
“gifts.” It’s a hard thing to figure out at that age. The possibilities for your life’s future can seem endless. How do 
we know what our gifts are? While the aptitude test was helpful, I started my college career down the wrong 
path...thinking I was supposed to be a nurse, but the biology and chemistry classes told me otherwise.  

In my heart, I knew I always wanted to be an interior designer. So a year and a half into my undergraduate studies I 
took an “about-face” and declared art as my major. I loved it. I loved the projects, materials, patterns, painting, 
drawing, color theory, etc. I loved using my hands to create things, and I had found my passion. To this day I feel 
blessed to have figured that out. What the aptitude test tried to tell me was that I wanted to help people. I help 
people by creating surroundings, dwellings and spaces that are functional and beautiful. It brings me great 
satisfaction to know I am using my gifts, to the best of my ability, to bring them joy and peace. 

I think people go through their entire lives ignoring their God given talents for money and other various reasons. 
This is such a disservice to themselves (and their loved ones) and I believe it can result in misery, depression, anger, 
and frustration. I also believe anyone at any time in their lives can do an “about-face,” and should if they feel their 
life is unfulfilled by their work, or by their lack of work. I believe we can double our worth when we live through 
our gifts. What can you contribute to the world, your family, your partner, your community that will bring you 
fulfillment? What are your talents and gifts? What is your passion? If you don't know, I urge you to figure it out. 

My father is still constantly learning about himself and strives to become a better human every day. Does he fall 
short sometimes? Of course; but he is 76 years old and still working on himself. It’s pretty cool to watch the guy get 
better as he ages. I hope to do the same. Everyday.  
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Saturday, December 18 

Matthew 25:31-46  

31‘When the Son of Man comes in his glory, and all the angels with him, then he will sit on the throne of his 
glory. 32All the nations will be gathered before him, and he will separate people one from another as a shepherd 
separates the sheep from the goats, 33and he will put the sheep at his right hand and the goats at the left. 34Then the 
king will say to those at his right hand, “Come, you that are blessed by my Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for 
you from the foundation of the world; 35for I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me 
something to drink, I was a stranger and you welcomed me, 36I was naked and you gave me clothing, I was sick and 
you took care of me, I was in prison and you visited me.” 37Then the righteous will answer him, “Lord, when was it 
that we saw you hungry and gave you food, or thirsty and gave you something to drink? 38And when was it that we 
saw you a stranger and welcomed you, or naked and gave you clothing? 39And when was it that we saw you sick or 
in prison and visited you?” 40And the king will answer them, “Truly I tell you, just as you did it to one of the least of 
these who are members of my family,* you did it to me.” 41Then he will say to those at his left hand, “You that are 
accursed, depart from me into the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels; 42for I was hungry and you gave 
me no food, I was thirsty and you gave me nothing to drink, 43I was a stranger and you did not welcome me, naked 
and you did not give me clothing, sick and in prison and you did not visit me.” 44Then they also will answer, “Lord, 
when was it that we saw you hungry or thirsty or a stranger or naked or sick or in prison, and did not take care of 
you?” 45Then he will answer them, “Truly I tell you, just as you did not do it to one of the least of these, you did not 
do it to me.” 46And these will go away into eternal punishment, but the righteous into eternal life.’  

 

 

Janis Johnson  

The beginning of this passage begins with a scene of great majesty and magnificence and brings to mind lyrics from 
one of our great Advent hymns:  

Lo! He comes with clouds descending… 
thousand thousand saints attending swell the triumph of his train:  
Alleluia! Christ the Lord returns to reign… 
Every eye shall now behold him, robed in dreadful majesty… 
Yea, amen! Let all adore thee, high on thine eternal throne.  
Alleluia! Thou shalt reign, and thou alone. (Hymn 57) 

After many parables, teachings, and warnings concerning troubles and persecutions in the last days, Jesus now gives 
us the bottom line, as it were, as to who will receive eternal punishment or eternal life. Everyone from every nation 
will be judged by the King. It is a scene of separation, no middle ground. To the just and upright he says “Come”, 
to the evil he says “Depart!” Our exam is simple and stark: if we have fed and clothed and welcomed and visited the 
least of His brothers, in the estimation of people, we have done it to Him and will inherit the kingdom prepared 
from the foundation of the world. If not, the picture is frightening: eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels. 
Thus life and death, good and evil, the blessing and the curse, are set before us, that we may choose our way; and so 
shall our end be.  

Hymn 481 sums up the very end of this passage beautifully: 

Rejoice, the Lord is King! Your Lord and King adore!  
Mortals, give thanks and sing, and triumph evermore.  
Rejoice in glorious hope! Our Lord the Judge shall come,  
and take his servants up to their eternal home.” 
Lift up your heart! Lift up your voice! 
Rejoice, again I say, rejoice! 
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Sunday, December 19 

John 3:16-21 

16‘For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes in him may not perish but 
may have eternal life. 

17‘Indeed, God did not send the Son into the world to condemn the world, but in order that the world might be 
saved through him. 18Those who believe in him are not condemned; but those who do not believe are condemned 
already, because they have not believed in the name of the only Son of God. 19And this is the judgement, that the 
light has come into the world, and people loved darkness rather than light because their deeds were evil. 20For all 
who do evil hate the light and do not come to the light, so that their deeds may not be exposed. 21But those who do 
what is true come to the light, so that it may be clearly seen that their deeds have been done in God.’*  

 

 

Amy Hart 

The first verse in this passage is one of the most quoted in the Bible. It seems somewhat straightforward: Jesus was 
sent by God to offer eternal life to those on earth, and it is up to the people on earth to choose to believe in this 
message. But reading the rest of this passage imbues the first verse with a deeper meaning than that which can be 
gleaned by reading that first sentence alone. These next sentences describe in detail exactly what this life offered by 
Jesus entails, and what a life devoid of belief in him entails as well. The message seems to become more complicated 
than that of an afterlife available to all who believe in Jesus’s message (or even just in his existence?), but now also 
mentions the suffering in this life that occurs as a result of ignoring Jesus ’message. Those who hate “the light” are 
condemned already, in this life. Their choices indicate their love of “darkness,” of evil deeds, of a life that keep 
them far from the light. In contrast, those who are doing what is  

“true” love the light and gravitate towards it. The “light” can be interpreted here as Jesus and his message, which 
people are moving toward by following Jesus ’teachings, while rejecting those teachings constitutes a move further 
away from the light, toward “darkness”.  

What type of life indicates a love of the light (of truth), and hatred of the darkness? We can look to Jesus ’ministry 
for guidance. Throughout his life, Jesus demonstrated a love of the poor and of those who serve the poor. He 
celebrated the meek and those who treat everyone as their brother and neighbor. These are the people we are to 
emulate. By doing so, we are believing in Jesus ’message, turning toward the light, and receiving life, as opposed to 
perishing in darkness.  

Happiness studies published by social scientists over the past decade support this ancient wisdom. Those who 
report being the happiest and most fulfilled with life are often involved in meaningful work that helps others; they 
are not the richest in society, and they often give a good portion of their earnings away to charities. These actions 
reflect the teachings given by Jesus 2,000 years ago. Though we might not recognize much of Jesus ’world if we 
could travel to first century Palestine, we can still recognize the universal traits of generosity, humility, and kindness. 
These qualities, then as well as now, indicated that a person came toward the light, believed in the truth of Jesus ’
message, and emulated it. If we all acted in such a way the world may indeed be saved. 
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Monday, December 20 

Luke 1:1-25 

1Since many have undertaken to set down an orderly account of the events that have been fulfilled among us, 2just 
as they were handed on to us by those who from the beginning were eyewitnesses and servants of the word, 3I too 
decided, after investigating everything carefully from the very first,* to write an orderly account for you, most 
excellent Theophilus, 4so that you may know the truth concerning the things about which you have been instructed.  

5In 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. 6Both of them were righteous before 
God, living blamelessly according to all the commandments and regulations of the Lord. 7But they had no children, 
because Elizabeth was barren, and both were getting on in years. 

8Once when he was serving as priest before God and his section was on duty, 9he was chosen by lot, according to 
the custom of the priesthood, to enter the sanctuary of the Lord and offer incense. 10Now at the time of the 
incense-offering, the whole assembly of the people was praying outside. 11Then there appeared to him an angel of 
the Lord, standing at the right side of the altar of incense. 12When Zechariah saw him, he was terrified; and fear 
overwhelmed him. 13But 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. 14You will have joy and gladness, and many will 
rejoice at his birth, 15for 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. 16He will turn many of the people of Israel to the Lord their 
God. 17With 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.’ 18Zechariah said to 
the angel, ‘How will I know that this is so? For I am an old man, and my wife is getting on in years.’ 19The angel 
replied, ‘I am Gabriel. I stand in the presence of God, and I have been sent to speak to you and to bring you this 
good news. 20But now, because you did not believe my words, which will be fulfilled in their time, you will become 
mute, unable to speak, until the day these things occur.’ 

21Meanwhile, the people were waiting for Zechariah, and wondered at his delay in the sanctuary. 22When he did 
come out, he could not speak to them, and they realized that he had seen a vision in the sanctuary. He kept 
motioning to them and remained unable to speak. 23When his time of service was ended, he went to his home. 

24After those days his wife Elizabeth conceived, and for five months she remained in seclusion. She said, 25‘This is 
what the Lord has done for me when he looked favorably on me and took away the disgrace I have endured among 
my people.’ 

Shea Scheuer 

It is the season of gift giving. Zechariah and Elizabeth were given the gift of a son. A blessing.  

The news came to Zechariah while he was in God’s sanctuary, a privilege only few priests experienced. Another 
blessing.  

It wasn’t his wife who told him the news over a candlelit dinner. No, it was an angel, Gabriel, who terrified 
Zechariah so much that his disbelief cost him his voice. 

A curse? 

Yes, in the midst of this powerful and magnificent exchange, Zechariah’s voice was taken away. So what did he do? 
He continued to serve (Luke 1:23). 

Most often, unlike Zechariah, we do not know when a blessing or gift is coming our way.  

Think of the times you serve anyway... 

You are working, tooth and nail--ceaselessly for a cause--whether it would be to put healthy food on your family’s 
table, or as you lovingly listen to a neighbor who sees the world as you don’t and probably won’t. 

God. Sees. Your. Effort. 
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And when your gift comes, because it will, how will you respond? God’s gift to Elizabeth and John was opened first 
through the angel Gabriel’s message, again in John’s birth, again as John reconciled families and hearts unto God, 
and even today as we read and share about it in holy Scripture. 

Let us receive with an overwhelming sense of gratitude that we shake in our boots as Zechariah in the temple, and 
may we pray that in our giving love is found many times over. 
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Tuesday, December 21 

Luke 1:26-38  

26In the sixth month the angel Gabriel was sent by God to a town in Galilee called Nazareth, 27to a virgin engaged to 
a man whose name was Joseph, of the house of David. The virgin’s name was Mary. 28And he came to her and said, 
‘Greetings, favored one! The Lord is with you.’*29But she was much perplexed by his words and pondered what sort 
of greeting this might be. 30The angel said to her, ‘Do not be afraid, Mary, for you have found favor with 
God. 31And now, you will conceive in your womb and bear a son, and you will name him Jesus. 32He 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. 33He will reign over the house of Jacob for ever, and of his kingdom there will be no end.’ 34Mary said to the 
angel, ‘How can this be, since I am a virgin?’* 35The 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. 36And 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. 37For nothing will be impossible with God.’ 38Then 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. 

 

 

Matt O’Connor 

I often try to imagine the young woman, really still a girl, Mary was when she agreed to sign on to God’s plan. It 
really was an appeal from God, one Mary could have chosen to decline; after all, her position with Joseph, with the 
dominant culture, really with every aspect of her survival was going to be imperiled by her ‘yes.’ But ‘yes’ she did 
say, choosing to risk all of it in her response to God –– what does that say about this woman? And for us, can we 
look to Mary to find a similar audacity within ourselves to respond with our own ‘yes’ when God’s Holy Spirit 
comes calling? 

Mary is portrayed in this passage to have said, “ . . . let it be with me,” another version describes her saying “ . . . let 
it be done in me.” Both set the stark terms of what the angel Gabriel was proposing, and both disclose the 
embodied nature, specifically in her body, of what was being asked of her. Upon what did this young woman draw 
that led her to agree to such a plan. 

Mary’s true nature is revealed as the author of the gospel writes, “ . . . the power of the most high will overshadow 
you.” Instead of running away, instead of cowering in fear, this insignificant backwoods young woman engages and 
contends with a winged angel of God. And it wasn’t because she felt she had nothing to lose, but because she knew 
her own stature, knew she was courageous, knew she possessed a dignity rooted in her sense of herself. She had a 
self awareness that instead of fearing losing herself by being ‘overshadowed,’ trusted that being ‘overshadowed’ by 
the ‘power of the most high’ brought her into alignment with the fullness of who she was created to be.  

Is there an audacious part of you lurking somewhere in there, waiting only for an invitation to participate in God’s 
possibilities? Like Mary, we’re asked to take a risk on this God, which is really taking the risk that we are worthy, 
that we want to be overshadowed by the power of the most high, and especially, that we are enough, right now. 
And again looking to that brave young woman, can we choose to embody our relationship with God? 
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Wednesday, December 22 

Luke 1:39-56 

39In those days Mary set out and went with haste to a Judean town in the hill country, 40where she entered the house 
of Zechariah and greeted Elizabeth. 41When Elizabeth heard Mary’s greeting, the child leapt in her womb. And 
Elizabeth was filled with the Holy Spirit 42and exclaimed with a loud cry, ‘Blessed are you among women, and 
blessed is the fruit of your womb. 43And why has this happened to me, that the mother of my Lord comes to 
me? 44For as soon as I heard the sound of your greeting, the child in my womb leapt for joy. 45And blessed is she 
who believed that there would be* a fulfilment of what was spoken to her by the Lord.’ 

46And Mary* said, 
‘My soul magnifies the Lord,  
47  and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior,  
48 for he has looked with favor on the lowliness of his servant. 
  Surely, from now on all generations will call me blessed;  
49 for the Mighty One has done great things for me, 
  and holy is his name.  
50 His mercy is for those who fear him 
  from generation to generation.  
51 He has shown strength with his arm; 
  he has scattered the proud in the thoughts of their hearts.  
52 He has brought down the powerful from their thrones, 
  and lifted up the lowly;  
53 he has filled the hungry with good things, 
  and sent the rich away empty.  
54 He has helped his servant Israel, 
  in remembrance of his mercy,  
55 according to the promise he made to our ancestors, 
  to Abraham and to his descendants for ever.’ 

56And Mary remained with her for about three months and then returned to her home. 

 

 

David Ottesen 

The essence of this passage for me is Mary’s willingness to say “Yes” when God asks her to bear a son, Jesus. I 
suspect that all of us have similar moments where we are confronted by a God-given choice, although certainly not 
in such a dramatic a fashion.  

One such moment came for me in my early thirties shortly after I had just landed my first permanent job. My young 
family was installed in a newly purchased home, I was working long hours to establish myself as a scientific 
researcher, and I was happily singing in the local church choir. 

One day (about this time of the year) our choir director came to me and, out of the blue, asked me to take over the 
position—I believe her words were, “I just can’t work with that man anymore (referring to the Rector).” After a 
terrifying moment or two, I worked up my courage and agreed to give it a try. 

The first year was excruciating as I clawed my way up the learning curve. It turns out that singing in a choir (even 
for a very long time) offers very little in the way of preparation for directing one. Nevertheless, I managed to hang 
in there and for the next 15 years our band of stalwart singers made some beautiful music together—enjoying our 
time in fellowship as well as enhancing our church’s worship service. 

Along the way I picked up some valuable skills in other professions: librarian, social director, psychologist, 
mediator, and cheer leader. While it proved to be a time-consuming challenge with the demands of home life and a 
professional career, the experience turned out to be formative in my journey to becoming a mature Christian. When 
all was said and done, I was very glad to have said, “Yes.” 
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Thursday, December 23 

Luke 1:57-66  

57Now the time came for Elizabeth to give birth, and she bore a son.58Her neighbors and relatives heard that the 
Lord had shown his great mercy to her, and they rejoiced with her. 

59On the eighth day they came to circumcise the child, and they were going to name him Zechariah after his 
father. 60But his mother said, ‘No; he is to be called John.’ 61They said to her, ‘None of your relatives has this 
name.’ 62Then they began motioning to his father to find out what name he wanted to give him. 63He asked for a 
writing-tablet and wrote, ‘His name is John.’ And all of them were amazed. 64Immediately his mouth was opened 
and his tongue freed, and he began to speak, praising God. 65Fear came over all their neighbors, and all these things 
were talked about throughout the entire hill country of Judea. 66All who heard them pondered them and said, ‘What 
then will this child become?’ For, indeed, the hand of the Lord was with him. 

 

 

Shirley Holgate 

This passage from Luke is about miracles. In an incident that foreshadows the birth of Jesus and perhaps prepares 
the people of Judea for unusual births guided by God, Mary’s relative, who is considered barren, has a son. As the 
son is circumcised, Mary chooses to name him “John,” rather than a traditional family name. Shocked, the people 
gathered there ask the father, who is temporarily mute, to name him. “John” he writes on a nearby tablet. The Bible 
says Elizabeth's husband immediately regains his speech because he listened to God's advice. John, eventually the 
great John the Baptist, is named by God and belongs to God.  

I am reminded of a time when my husband Tom and I desperately prayed for a child. Married young four years 
before, we had finished college and were so ready- and a pregnancy would also keep Tom out of the military so he 
could start his career. Right after he signed up for OTS, I became pregnant. God's time; not ours. Ironically, Tom's 
four years in the air force were among the richest of his life, introducing him to people of diverse cultures and 
backgrounds and leading him to a different career. 

Fast forward a generation, and our first grandchild was being baptized at another mainline church. Only 2 ½, she 
listened intently to most of the ceremony, but she became excited when the minister said, “Maya, child of God, you 
are blessed by the Holy Spirit and sealed by the sign of the cross forever!” Over and over she kept repeating, “Maya, 
child of God- forever!” For weeks she kept saying this – in stores, to strangers, etc. Although only 2, she somehow 
grasped the essence of baptism or naming; she is God's child forever.  

That is the most important name for each of us, too. Each of us is God's child forever. (Now the question is - how 
best to serve our Father.) 
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Friday, December 24 

Matthew 1:18-25 

18Now the birth of Jesus the Messiah* took place in this way. When his mother Mary had been engaged to Joseph, 
but before they lived together, she was found to be with child from the Holy Spirit. 19Her husband Joseph, being a 
righteous man and unwilling to expose her to public disgrace, planned to dismiss her quietly. 20But just when he had 
resolved to do this, an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream and said, ‘Joseph, son of David, do not be 
afraid to take Mary as your wife, for the child conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit. 21She will bear a son, and you 
are to name him Jesus, for he will save his people from their sins.’22All this took place to fulfil what had been 
spoken by the Lord through the prophet:  

23 ‘Look, the virgin shall conceive and bear a son, 
  and they shall name him Emmanuel’, 

which means, ‘God is with us.’ 24When Joseph awoke from sleep, he did as the angel of the Lord commanded him; 
he took her as his wife, 25but had no marital relations with her until she had borne a son;* and he named him Jesus. 

 

 

The Rev. Deacon Susan Arnold 

I am a dreamer. I have vivid and colorful dreams. I don’t often remember the content—just that I dreamed 
something. Whether it was a pleasant or an unpleasant dream, the plausibility of the scenario is pretty much next to 
nil. It is fascinating to me how reality can be so distorted and yet seem so real.    

The Gospels tell very little about the person of Joseph. But they do give us clues that he was a well-known man in 
Galilee. With that we can presume that he was a man of known faith and obedience to The Law of Moses. 
However, it is only in Matthew that we learn of his propensity toward dreaming.  

The Scriptures are filled with stories of dreamers. Many of the dreams recorded were of life and death importance. 

I believe this dream of Joseph was of that kind of importance. I wonder about the details. 

When he laid his head upon his bed and closed his eyes did he feel sadness and regret for his plan to dismiss Mary? 
Was his wrestling between his love for Mary and his belief that she had betrayed him a predisposition for his dream? 
What was the scenario in which the Angel appeared. 

I can scarcely imagine his great joy when he awakened knowing that he did not have to give up Mary and her child. 
I can see his eyes twinkle with the thrill that Mary and her child were a gift from God. Maybe it was something like 
the scene in Fiddler on the Roof when Motel receives permission to marry his beloved Tzeitel—wonder of 
wonders, miracle of miracles! 

His dream became reality and became the light and life of the world! Emmanuel—God is with us! Thanks be to 
God! 
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Saturday, December 25 

John 3:31-36 

31The one who comes from above is above all; the one who is of the earth belongs to the earth and speaks about 
earthly things. The one who comes from heaven is above all. 32He testifies to what he has seen and heard, yet no 
one accepts his testimony. 33Whoever has accepted his testimony has certified* this, that God is true. 34He whom 
God has sent speaks the words of God, for he gives the Spirit without measure. 35The Father loves the Son and has 
placed all things in his hands. 36Whoever believes in the Son has eternal life; whoever disobeys the Son will not see 
life, but must endure God’s wrath. 

 

 

The Rev. Rob Keim 

Last night the universe was changed forever by the birth of the baby Jesus. All of heaven and earth rejoice. Now it 
is Christmas Day. Mary is healing from the labor and delivery. Jesus is learning how to latch onto Mary’s breast so 
that he can eat. They are in a Bethlehem stable rather than the family home, and Joseph is probably tending to his 
wife and learning how to care for a baby. He has to make sure they have food and water. Perhaps Joseph is earning 
their lodging by caring for the animals in the stable. This is what I think of with Christmas Day. Not, this reading 
from the Gospel according to John. Not, this comparison that John the Baptist makes between himself and Jesus. I 
want to know what happened to the baby, but that is not the reading for Christmas Day. Here is one person’s take 
on why. 

The Gospel according to John was written 25-50 years after the other Gospels, and it is considered the most dense. 
It introduces advanced theological topics about Jesus than we don’t see in the other New Testament writings. So 
instead of describing the scene on Christmas Day, the gospeler, John, gives is the reason that the birth of the baby 
Jesus changed the universe forever. And, the gospeler uses the older cousin of Jesus, John the Baptist to give us the 
explanation. Here is my retelling and embellishing of those words. 

Christ, the second part of the Trinity is throughout all of time and space as the perfect union of spirit and matter. 
Two thousand years ago, the Christ came into the universe in a new way, as a baby boy. Jesus was born on this earth 
as a human being, though as John the Baptist tells us, Jesus is different than all other humans. As his followers, 
we believe that Jesus is the perfect union of human and divine (though John calls this below and above). Jesus is 
Christ. Christ is in all people and around all, but Jesus is the first to be this perfect Christ in a human body. Now, in 
Jesus we see the beauty that is already inside each and every one of us. Christ is in us, though we are not a perfect 
union like Jesus. Jesus comes from God (from above) to tell us what God intends for us. God loves Jesus and by 
extension God loves us. Jesus reveals that eternal life is our birthright. For most of us this seems too good to be 
true. We doubt what Jesus shows and tells us. However, we are all made in the image of God and even death will 
never separate us from God. This is the gift we have on Christmas Day. Believe this Good News. Trust it. Know it. 
You have the beauty of God. And, Merry Christmas! 

 

 

 

 
 301 Trinity Avenue, Arroyo Grande, CA 93420 

 Office (805) 489-2990 | FAX (805) 489-1221 

 E-mail Address: saintbarnabasag@gmail.com 

 http://www.saintbarnabas-ag.org 

 

http://www.saintbarnabas-ag.org/

