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A poignant spirit of celebration marked our Barbeque and Bluegrass event

earlier this month. The last time we feasted together was Advent Night in 2019, nearly

two years prior, just a short time before our world was upended by a degree of

destruction that was, for many of us, unprecedented in our lifetimes. This gathering

therefore shimmered like the flower depicted in this year’s cover art: a burst of color in

a worn and weary landscape.

Hope. It marks the Advent season. But as 2020 taught us all too well, hope isn’t

always easy. When tangible manifestations of hope are absent, we can do little else but

reflect upon God’s past faithfulness in order to claim God’s promises for the present

and future. However, abundance marks the day at other points in our lives, and the

landscape is nothing but color; in such times, hope feels less like a spiritual discipline

and more like a natural response to what we can touch and behold.

But there is something unique about the in-between of desolation and plenty,

those times when new life begins to surface after a dark period. These are the times

when the ravages of loss are still real enough to crystallize just how precious God’s gifts

are: in these transition times, when we just begin to peer out of the tunnel, those first

rays of light spark a particularly acute wonder and appreciation. The veil has been

thinned, and we can see a bit more clearly. As the cover art depicts, a lone red flower

stands out especially bright amidst a lifeless background.

This is where we find ourselves heading into Advent this year. We are still

wading in the ruins that Covid has wrought, yet we are beginning to glimpse seedlings

of new life. We are emerging from the tunnel. We are glimpsing the first flower after a

long winter. We are in between. And because of this, we are poised to enter Advent

with deep gratitude. For in this season we do not celebrate merely a sign of life, but the

coming of life himself: Jesus, the light who shines in the darkness and cannot be

overcome (John 1:5).

This year’s Advent devotional is a sampling of years past. And as we face this

in-between moment, I pray that these reminders of God’s presence with our

community over many years may bolster our hope in God’s continued faithfulness. I

pray that the signs of hope emerging in our church through our in-person celebrations

and services this Advent may bring us joy. And most of all, I pray that the good news of

Jesus Christ, Emmanuel, the life and light of the world coming to be with us might

bring us to our knees in gratitude.

A thrill of hope. Let the weary world rejoice. Amen.

--Tiffany Ashworth
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Advent Wreaths and Candle Lighting

At Knox, we make wreaths on Advent Night in low bowls with five candles surrounded

by evergreen branches, pinecones, and fake snow. In the wreath, four of the candles are

arranged in a circle, each candle representing one week of Advent. The fifth candle—the

Christ candle—is placed in the center of the circle. The evergreen branches  remind

Christians of the eternal and ever-renewing promises of  Christ. The lighting of candles,

spanning the season, acknowledges the deepening of our preparation and the

increasing light that bursts forth at Christmas. On each Sunday during Advent, our

Advent  devotional includes a Scripture reading and brief devotion for you to read

before lighting the candles on your Advent wreath. Perhaps this practice will take place

before or after dinner or in the morning before the worship service. We hope this time

will help you to call to mind the ways that you are engaged in preparation and

anticipation during  the season of Advent.
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Sunday, November 28th

A Reading for the Candle Lighting

The time is coming, declares the Lord, when I will fulfill my gracious promise

with the people of Israel and Judah. In those days and at that time, I will raise

up a righteous branch from David’s line, who will do what is just and right in

the land. In those days, Judah will be saved and Jerusalem will live in safety.

And this is what he will be called: The Lord Is Our Righteousness.

--Jeremiah 33:14-16

Today, we light a candle for hope. May we grow in hope as we wait expectantly for the

coming of Christ who will do what is just and right in the land. Come, Lord Jesus, come.
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ADVENT WEEK I

Noah Eriksson, 2015
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Sunday, November 28th

Luke 1:26-38

Dan Newhall, 2005

Angels, sent from God to herald his coming actions!  Some say they are only the

ancient Jewish embodiment of the New Testament Holy Spirit. No matter. God sends

his messages to people going about their business, interrupting their lives, intervening

with an announcement of something God is about to do, some new action that will

change everything.

The message comes with authority. It has to have that power. We need to know

that this is the Word of God.  Then we can let that Word invade our life and rearrange it.

Joseph in Matthew's gospel gets that word through dreams, which tell how he must

interpret this new baby being born to his beloved Mary and what he must do to keep the

child safe.

Get ready for that messenger! Watch for that angel! Listen for that Word! The

angel is very particular in his intent: he has a message just for you. Something you have

never thought of is about to occur. Some new life is about to appear in the most unlikely

way. God is about to enter your life and move it in an unexpected direction.

Gabriel is the bearer of these tidings. When he comes, receive him, rejoice at his

appearance, and prepare to follow his direction. God has created you for this moment.
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Monday, November 29th

John 3:22-30

Marianne Meye Thompson, 2010

John the Baptist was the forerunner of Jesus. It was his job to announce Jesus, to

point to him. Essentially all he had to do was say, “Look! There he is!” John was like a

direction sign on the roadside. Once people are on their way, they forget about the sign.

John points to Jesus so that people will look at Jesus, and not at him. And while that

sounds good and proper, this passage suggests that there may have been some

challenges for John along the way.

Here we read that John the Baptist and Jesus are both preaching and baptizing.

And Jesus was drawing some pretty big crowds. So John’s own disciples came to him

and said: “John, everyone’s going to Jesus!” Maybe they thought that John should do

something to attract more attention to himself, to get people to come back. But John

doesn’t seem fazed. In fact, he said, that’s the whole point. “I’m not the Messiah. I’ve

only been sent ahead of him.”

John’s role is to be a witness to Jesus. He talks about Jesus, he points people to

Jesus, he acts in ways that will lead people to Jesus. But here’s the rub: in doing that

task, John could be forgotten. Someone who heard John preach and then heard Jesus

might just forget about John. People would discover that John didn’t do any miracles;

but Jesus did, and pretty soon they’d forget about John. John might simply slide into

oblivion.

But he didn’t disappear from memory. Here he is, in the pages of the Gospel of

John—still serving as a witness to Jesus. He isn’t forgotten: he is remembered because

he carried out the task God gave him. Of course, John didn’t know at the time that he

would be remembered. In fact, he probably expected to be forgotten. But it wouldn’t

have mattered, because John also knew one very important thing: he wasn’t the

Messiah. John couldn’t do what Jesus could do, because Jesus was God’s Messiah for

the people of Israel and all the world, and John wasn’t.

And that’s what we are called to be today: witnesses to Jesus, individually and

corporately pointing to him, in our words and deeds. We are not called to save others,

but to call them and to point them to the only one who can save them. We are not called

to carry out the messianic task, because in fact we’d probably mess it up if we tried. Our

role is to be witnesses, like John, to Jesus. So in this Advent season, we take the words

of John for our own: “Jesus must increase, but I must decrease.”
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Tuesday, November 30th

Isaiah 61:1-4

Claire Marie-Peterson, 2017

In October, while

touring Italy, I visited Santa

Maria della Scala,  founded as a

hospital in the 11th century and

now a major art  museum. As I

was marveling at the enormous

wealth of art bestowed  over

the centuries on the hospital’s

charges—not only the sick, but

the poor, the orphaned, and

pilgrims—my eye was arrested

by a  bright light from a

window facing the Siena

Duomo, across from  which the

hospital was built. Through the

window I saw the blindingly

bright mosaic above the main

door to the Duomo. What a

thrill of  hope that sight might

have given to someone in the

care of the  hospital, lying in

bed in the room where I was

standing! It is the thrill  of hope

experienced by pilgrims of all

centuries whose souls have felt

their worth through a glimpse

of God’s intervention in

history.

Isaiah 61:1–4 speaks of such a thrill of hope for God’s people in exile in Babylon:

the speaker is anointed to “bring good news to the  oppressed, to bind up the

brokenhearted, to proclaim liberty to the  captives, and release to the prisoners; to

proclaim the year of the  Lord’s favor” (61:1–2). Centuries later, when Jesus reads this

passage aloud in the synagogue of Nazareth, he says, “Today this  scripture is fulfilled in

your hearing” (Luke 4:21). It was fulfilled in the  good news of the Incarnation. It is also

fulfilled, Jesus suggests,  whenever the people of God tend the sick, feed the hungry,

succor  the orphan, and offer hospitality to the stranger (Matt. 25:34–40),  because

making visible the Kingdom of God is our joyous calling in  this exile between the

Incarnation and the Second Coming.
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Wednesday, December 1st

Luke 1:5-22;57-80

Eliza Kim (poem and art), Karen and Jae Kim, 2019

Haiku

God grants him a child.

But he can’t believe the news.

Then his voice is gone.

Mazel Tov, Zechariah!

In this passage, we are invited to celebrate the birth and naming of priest Zechariah and

Elizabeth’s son. This is the story of the bris of John the Baptist. The name John means “Jehovah has

been gracious. He has shown favor.” It is an important and auspicious day for Zechariah, Elizabeth, and

their faith community. Experiencing this passage through the eyes of Zechariah fills me with awe and

expectation of great things to come, breeding the same sense of wonder which embodies the season of

Advent.

In Jewish tradition, circumcision is a symbol of man’s covenant with God. This occasion is an

opportunity for Zechariah and Elizabeth to reaffirm their own covenant with God, and offer up their son

for His work. Through John’s naming, God restores Zechariah’s voice so he can sing his own praise. God

uses Zechariah in this moment to showcase His mercy and glory in classic New Testament splendor. For

Zechariah, this miraculous moment deepens his faith and he is proud. For the country of Judea and all

people across time, this moment embodies the grace of God and heralds the wonder of things to come.

This passage serves as a New Testament bridge to the fulfillment of God’s Old Testament promise

to His people. It harkens back to Abraham and Sarah to whom God also granted a son late in life. It sets

the stage for the fulfillment of God’s covenant with Abraham through Jesus Christ. It reminds us that

God is faithful, sending Christ in the fullness of time.

The story of Zechariah and the birth of John paint the grace of God as fresh and real. As we

celebrate with Zechariah his son who will prepare the way for Christ, let us prepare our hearts to

experience the grace of God and the birth of Christ.
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Thursday, December 2nd

Psalm 42

Eric Mulligan, 2012

Christmas Consumption

“…It would seem that Our Lord finds our desires, not too strong, but too weak. We are

half-hearted creatures, fooling about with drink and sex and ambition when infinite joy

is offered us, like an ignorant child who wants to go on making mud pies in a slum

because he cannot imagine what is meant by the offer of a holiday at the sea. We are far

too easily pleased.” – C. S. Lewis

“The good is the enemy of the great.” – Jim Collins, Business Consultant

“Our hearts are restless until they find rest in you.” – St. Augustine

In this season we anticipate many things. The more liturgically-minded among us

see the next few weeks as a time to expectantly await the coming of the Christ child, but

we all eagerly anticipate the presence of family and friends, eating outrageous quantities

of food, and sharing gifts with each other on Christmas morning. It is fair to say that

much of our life during this world consists of anticipation. We deeply feel wants and

needs which are never completely satisfied. This year’s iPhone 5 is next year’s iPhone

4GS. That relationship which brought so much joy was ultimately incomplete. Our life

feels like a continuous succession of temporary gratification.

Augustine thinks that we humans are best described as “bundles of loves” – we

are built to be desire-ers. Our dissatisfaction will not be cured by removing our desires,

but by reordering our loves. Our problem is that we so often are willing to be partially

satisfied with the good that we neglect the great – we must learn to desire rightly.

During this season of anticipation, let us see our frustrations, disappointments, and

longings as way-signs along a pilgrimage towards rest in God. Instead of ignoring or

sedating our restlessness, let it remind us of the limits of this world. Let us love and

desire God above all, and learn to love and enjoy the things of this world as God loves

and enjoys them.
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Friday, December 3rd

Luke 1:39-45

Tom McGuiness, 2008

Back to Leaping

My memory is as clear as if it happened yesterday. My younger brother and I,

decked out in new pajamas, being tucked in for a good night’s sleep (Oh, sure!) on

Christmas Eve. Sleep would come quickly for us worry-free kids of the

‘50’s … but it wouldn’t last long. We’d both wake up at three to scout the

tree area. Then we’d try to get back to sleep (Sure!) and eventually wake

up Mom and Dad at the more civil hour of six to tell them what Santa

had brought. The whole experience was a leap for joy for me.

John the Baptist was the “First Leaper for Joy” in anticipation of

the birth of Christ. Being in Elizabeth’s womb had to be helpful.  No

clutter.  No crowded malls. No stress.  This simple atmosphere allowed

John to listen as Mary told Elizabeth about the news and to respond in

such an uninhibited way. (A side question:  Exactly how did Elizabeth do

with those leaps in her third trimester?)

Over the years, with gifts, kids, and the pace of the season, I’ve

become more of a Facilitator of Joy rather a Leaper for Joy. I miss the feeling of my

childhood. Could this joy-thing be cranked up to like it used to be (albeit on a spiritual

rather than new-toys level)?

This season I’m going to try. I won’t have the options of womblike security or

childlike innocence. However, I can prepare the way by:

● Finding a quiet place to listen afresh to the Good News of the gift of the Savior

● Feeling genuine thankfulness for this Good News

● Anticipating the excitement of a journey through life and eternity with Jesus

… then responding with a leap for joy!  By the way, my little brother’s name is John, too.
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Saturday, December 4th

Psalm 145

John Thompson, 2015

The Lord is great and so worthy of praise!

God’s greatness can’t be grasped.

One generation will praise your works to the next one,

proclaiming your mighty acts.

They will talk all about the glorious splendor of your majesty;

I will contemplate your wondrous works.

Psalm 145:3–5 (CEB)

Photograph by John Thompson
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Sunday, December 5th

A Reading for the Candle Lighting

God will judge between the nations,

    and settle disputes of mighty nations.

Then they will beat their swords into iron plows

    and their spears into pruning tools.

Nation will not take up sword against nation;

    they will no longer learn how to make war.

Come, house of Jacob,

    let’s walk by the Lord’s light.

--Isaiah 2:4-5

Today, we light a candle for peace. May we grow toward peace as we wait expectantly for

the coming of Christ who reigns over nations and is our light. Come, Lord Jesus, come.
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ADVENT WEEK II

Dorothy Caimano, 2015
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Sunday, December 5th

Isaiah 9:1-7

Toby McGill, 2005

Anticipation. Such a mouthful and what meaning. What was it like for the early

Christians to wait and wait and wait for a promised Savior? How must Elizabeth and

Mary have felt as they anticipated the birth of their babies? How did Joseph and Mary's

father feel? All of us have had the privilege of never having to wait or long for the arrival

of our Savior. He has always been here for us, ready and accessible to take care of us and

offer us eternal life.

I personally have had an experience of intense anticipation, longing and waiting

in the process of becoming a parent. I cannot ever remember not wanting to be a

mommy. I "assumed" this was a given for me and others who wanted to be parents. It

was "the way things worked." Two years before trying to conceive I happily began

knitting baby blankets, booties, hats and sweaters. I was anticipating my goal.

Unfortunately my husband and I had to face the reality and trials of infertility. Each

month I anticipated with great hope that this was going to be the one. It never was and

the sadness and helplessness was unbelievable and almost unbearable. I truly would not

wish that feeling of desperation on my worst enemy.

The early Christians anticipated the coming of the Promised One with the

appearance of each new prophet. Surely, this was the one. I think I have some idea of

how they must have felt. Having no control over what will happen or when is a terrible

lost feeling when you want something so very badly. You feel that there is no hope. All I

wanted was a baby. They wanted a king, a savior. I will never forget the unlimited,

uncontrollable, unbelievable joy I experienced the first time I saw my daughter. All the

anticipation had been worth it. If I felt this much emotion over just becoming a parent,

think how the early Christians felt with the arrival of the Christ Child after anticipating

his coming for so long.
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Monday, December 6th

Psalm 131

Darlene McClain, 2017

The 131
st

Psalm imagines God as a mother with her weaned child, innocent and

quiet, close beside her. The psalmist (possibly King  David) admits that he’s been

involved in great and wonderful matters, but they all have left him hungering for

something more. So, he struggled to forget the turmoil of the world, confessed, and

turned to the Lord, his Nurturer and Creator.

We can almost know how David felt, since we too live in such tortured times. And

if we too truly desire to draw nearer to God, this psalm points us to a solution. It’s not

easy to put aside all our worries, concerns, and fears, and focus our minds on the One

who created us and still cares for us, like a mother with her very young child.

We at Knox have exceptional opportunities to see such loving  examples every

Sunday with the many tiny new lives who have  arrived—as Wordsworth wrote, “trailing

clouds of glory,” in our midst.  There’s nothing quite like a baby’s solemn gaze to arouse

feelings of peace and hope for the future.

I think of this psalm when I read what Jesus says in Mark 10:14b-15,  “the

kingdom of God belongs to such as these. Truly, I tell you, whoever does not receive the

kingdom of God like a child shall not  enter it.” Thankfully, Jesus goes on to say in verse

27, that “with man  this is impossible, but not with God; all things are possible with

God.”

So, we are called to put aside the great matters of our modern world, both happy

and tragic, and focus only on the Maternal God who  cares for us and demands our

humble allegiance. As David sang, putting our hope and trust in the Lord alone, as an

infant looks to its mother, is the key to a lasting internal peace, whatever the world may

bring.
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Tuesday, December 7th

Isaiah 28:16-17

Corrie Covell, 2009

A Sure Foundation

Lately, I’ve been in a season of life where a lot of the future is uncertain and

beyond my control. I often feel like the success of my career depends on people whom I

can’t always rely on. On other days, I put my hope in my own imperfect efforts and get

frustrated when I find that I am all-too-human!

It seems like the typical American success story venerates a self-reliant hero who

accomplishes extraordinary feats by sheer determination, hard work, and persistence.

And while these are worthy values, I often find myself trusting this cultural message.  I

put my hope in my own ability to make things happen.

The prophet Isaiah spoke words thousands of years ago about a different kind of

hope.  He said God is laying a firm foundation which is “a valuable cornerstone proven

to be trustworthy; no one who trusts it will ever be disappointed.” (CEV) Another

translation says “the one who relies on it will never be stricken with panic.” (TNIV)

It’s a valuable lesson which continues to sink into my heart with new freshness

each time I read the words. My own efforts, or my dependence on others, will inevitably

lead to disappointments. As imperfect humans, we’re bound to disappoint ourselves and

each other at times. In fact, when we trust entirely in our own human efforts, it’s about

as reliable as living in a house of cards...the rains will come and sweep it away! But One

is coming who is a sure foundation, a tested stone. This new Hope is reliable, proven,

trustworthy. It is a sure place where the one who relies on it need not fear the future.
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Wednesday, December 8th

Luke 2:8-20

Jeanie Riddell, 2015

Angels We Have Heard On High

—Anonymous, from roots in a Medieval Latin chorale, 18th c. English and 19th c.

French tune, to today’s version, first printed in 1916.

Angels have been characterized as the “ministering servants of God, continually

being sent to help and protect us.” Certainly their most important task was announcing

Jesus’ birth to ordinary shepherds in their fields, shepherds who were simply

“abiding”—hanging out, sharing stories, watching their sheep. And suddenly, the angels

burst into the picture with the now-treasured announcement: “Do not be afraid, for

behold! I bring you good news of great joy! For unto you has been born this day in the

City of David a Savior, who is Christ the Lord!” This must have been the most beautiful

music the shepherds had ever heard, and the message itself was absolutely the most

joyous news they’d ever heard! They “made haste” to Bethlehem to worship the Babe.

Their ordinary lives were transformed as they became part of the story Christians have

shared for thousands of years.

A bit of Music Appreciation 101 might help us to understand a little of what the

music is inviting us to express. The chorus, “Gloria in Excelsis Deo”—Glory to God in the

Highest—is a melismatic passage. A melisma is the singing of many notes on one

syllable. In a slight stretch, it can be thought of as a kind of filibuster. Just maybe the

angel singers couldn’t, and we who sing today can’t stop singing

“Glo-o-o-o-o-o-o-o-o-o-o-o-o-o-o-o-ria!” to express our joy!

A time for reflection: God still loves to speak to ordinary people and transform

their lives through His grace. In what ways has God come to you and spoken to you? By

what actions (encouraging? sharing? giving?) can you “announce” Jesus’ birth in the

places where you spend most of your time?
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Thursday, December 9th

Psalm 146:5–10

Linda Peacore, 2015

Matt and I often say that we learned to wait while living in London. It was in that

crowded, bustling city that we became experts as we passed countless hours waiting for

various forms of public transport. Rather than being a frustrating burden, the time and

space involved in waiting became an opportunity to grow in unexpected ways and to

gain access to uncluttered moments where a person could think and pray and be.

Advent season is about waiting. And rather than seeing this period of the church

calendar as a hurdle to climb or an obstacle course to get through, Advent creates time

and space for God’s people to reflect on the gift of God’s presence with us. During this

season, the church waits in expectation and readiness for the coming of Christ. We sing

the beloved Advent hymn, “O Come, O Come, Emmanuel,” which expresses the desire of

God’s people to have Christ near. But the very request for Christ to come means that he

is not here.

Therefore, waiting is special during Advent because we are reminded that Jesus

came once before. Throughout the Advent season we await Christ’s first coming,

remembered on December 25, but we also wait in the knowledge that he will come again

at the fullness of time. At Advent we practice a kind of waiting between times—between

Christ’s first coming and his return.

What shall we do while we wait? Prompted by Psalm 146, we can wait for Christ’s

coming by remembering who God is and what God will do. The Psalm tells us that God

is the creator of all things, and that those who trust in God are blessed. God is not only

the creator of the world, but the one who remains faithfully committed to it. Verses 7–9

describe God’s faithfulness particularly to those in need of help. The people described in

this passage are not in a position to help themselves, thus reminding the church that a

righteous life is one lived in fundamental dependence upon God.

These verses also remind us that God’s justice comes with Christ’s coming. Jesus

the Messiah is God’s ultimate embodiment of God’s way. We trust not in human rulers,

but in Christ alone, the one who enacts God’s will. At Advent we remember that we wait

for no one less than God.
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Friday, December 10th

Isaiah 11:1-10

Shirleen Chang, 2012

The spirit of the LORD shall rest on him,

the spirit of wisdom and understanding,

the spirit of counsel and might,

the spirit of knowledge and the fear of the LORD.

His delight shall be in the fear of the LORD.

The wolf shall live with the lamb,

the leopard shall lie down with the kid,

the calf and the lion and the fatling together,

and a little child shall lead them.
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Saturday, December 11th

Mark 1: 1-11

Elisabeth Pollnow, 2013

"Behold, I send my messenger before thy face,

who shall prepare thy way; A voice of

one crying out in the wilderness:

‘Prepare the way for the Lord,

Make his paths straight.’"

Celebrating Advent follows the beautiful

journey of Christ being born into the

world. And it begins in the desert with

John the Baptist calling for repentance

and preparation.

Allow John's voice, Isaiah's voice, to

echo in your mind... "Prepare the way."

Listen to their call towards solitude in

reflection of the coming King.

Begin to allow the stress of life to drop

away... time demands, relational

difficulties, financial pressures, traffic

noise... dim for a while. And as these

voices are quieted, a holy space is

entered. Here, the spaces of the day so

filled with noise, image and activity are

overcome with stillness.

John's voice calls us into the desert to

meet with this solitude.

Today, make space and time to hear the

voice that calls you to prepare the way of Immanuel.
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Sunday, December 12th

A Reading for the Candle Lighting

God is indeed my salvation;

    I will trust and won’t be afraid.

Yah, the Lord, is my strength and my shield;

    he has become my salvation.”

You will draw water with joy from the springs of salvation.

And you will say on that day:

“Thank the Lord; call on God’s name;

    proclaim God’s deeds among the peoples;

    declare that God’s name is exalted.

-Isaiah 12:2-4

Today, we light a candle for joy. May our joy increase as we wait expectantly for the

coming of Christ who is our strength and salvation. Come, Lord Jesus, come.
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ADVENT WEEK III

Asher Jones, 2019
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Sunday, December 12th

Hebrews 6:13-20

Pam King, 2017

Hope. Like dope, changes how we feel. Unlike dope, it’s not  addicting, though it

can become a habit. The writer of Hebrews  reminds the readers that they “have fled to

take hold of hope!” This  suggests that hope is not passive. Just as the original readers of

the  Book of Hebrews had fled…we too have fled. We have fled the ways  of this world

and are now living under the reign of God.  Sometimes we need to remind ourselves

about this reality. I don’t  know about you, but especially at Advent when the lists are

longer— additional festivities, activities, shopping, year-end deadlines added  to the

many and scattered sticky notes with which I attempt to hold  the fullness of family life

together—I need to remind myself about our  new reality and that my hope is anchored

not in checked-off lists on  sticky notes, but in the God who has promised. In Hebrews,

we are  reminded…you have fled…now take hold of hope as an anchor.  The field of

positive psychology has demonstrated through numerous  studies that practicing virtues

such as gratitude and patience actually  strengthens one’s capacity to experience more of

that virtue—and  increases life satisfaction too! It’s like working a muscle. I suspect the

same is true with hope. The more we take hold of hope and remind  ourselves that our

hope is in the One with an unchanging purpose for  us, in the One who entered the Holy

of Holies as our high priest, the  more we will live in peace and calm as a ship anchored.

Our hope is  not an unmoored hope. Our hope is anchored in God, who does not  go

away and abandon. Our hope is anchored in the One who knows  and sees and holds all

of who we have been, are presently, and will  become. He’s holding our lifeline.

In this way, we can take hope, because even when our lives feel like  they are

unraveling, we can know that the God who holds all things  and whose purposes do not

change holds onto us and anchors us in  him. Our hope is so much more than optimism

or a positive outlook; it  is more than confidence in the future. Our hope is deeply rooted

in  the God who does not let go. The God who’s got us. No matter what.  This Advent,

take hold of hope, and as those around you are tossed  around by the waves of anxiety

and the franticness of the holidaze,  be God’s incarnate presence and allow them to

experience a hope  anchored in God, through your patience, kindness, and own hope

which is moored to Christ.
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Monday, December 13th

Phillippians 2:1-11

Richard Terry, 2005

This question might well be followed by asking:  What on earth happened?  That

is: What happened on earth?

This was a cosmic event, presented in the most commonplace fashion.  For what

is more commonplace than a human birth – God’s means of guaranteeing that the

highest expression of God’s creative force continues?

The tiny red-bodied, squalling infant was God’s way of bringing a flawed creation

into communion with the creator.  The desire of all humans to steer their own course, no

matter how destructive, is ever with us.  History is one long, discouraging, repetitive

account of our self-gratifying and self-defeating urges.  We just can’t seem to get it right!

Even the most high principled and self deprecating among us ultimately falls short of

God’s design.  The results are before us every day as we confront war, cruelty, hatred,

starvation, homelessness, fear, greed, hypocrisy and betrayal.

What child is this?  This child is the beloved message from God to all of creation.

This child is God’s way by which we can find the ability to steer a life course reflecting

the creator’s design.  The Rev. Alexander Coyle put it this way:

God, with daring and dangerous abandon

Bared his heart to men in Bethlehem,

Laying himself open to accident and disease

To insanity and poverty,

To human ridicule and rejection

And wounding and killing.

God became vulnerable on Christmas Day –

As do all who say, “I love you.”
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Tuesday, December 14th

Psalm 25:1-5

Janice Peters, 2018

To you, O Lord, I lift up my soul.

O my God, in you I trust;

do not let me be put to shame;

do not let my enemies exult over me.

Do not let those who wait for you be put to shame;

let them be ashamed who are wantonly treacherous.

Make me to know your ways, O Lord;

teach me your paths.

Lead me in your truth, and teach me,

for you are the God of my salvation;

for you I wait all day long.

This Thanksgiving was a poignant one for me. I spent it with a small group of relatives and

friends. We all had particularly good cause to be thankful, in the light of loss and ongoing

threats to the families we love.

The last thing I did before returning home was to accompany one of these family members

to her weekly chemo treatment.

No doctor has ever said to her, “We can cure you.” Yet she remains determined to live,

enduring not only her condition but also its violent treatment, in the confidence that God would

not allow her to have this sickness unless God knew she could beat it.

Advent invites us all to consider our condition, personally and communally, and to

persevere in hope. We have this confidence: that God can, and has, and will, defeat all our

suffering and sickness.

Wherever God leads us, whatever path God takes us down, we can endure patiently and

faithfully. Our hope is in God, the God of our salvation.
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Wednesday, December 15th

Revelation 21:1-5

Matthew Colwell, art by Lucy Colwell, 2017

Each Advent we

look ahead to the blessed

future God has in store.

Christian churches have

traditionally described

that future with four

words: hope, peace, joy,

and love. Each of those

words accompany one of

the four candles on the

Advent wreath and mark

the successive four

Sundays of Advent.

But Revelation

21:1-5 adds another word

to that list. This passage

imagines that the new

heaven and the new earth will be marked by beauty. The legendary city of God will be

restored and renewed, and  it will come down from heaven like a bride on her

wedding day. Here we have not the peaceful prophecy of a wolf dwelling with the lamb

(Isaiah 11:6). Nor do we have the joyful vision of the wilderness and dry land

celebrating with song (Isaiah 35:1). We have a picture of a bride who has prepared

herself for her groom on their wedding day. While there is love in this portrait,

implied with the marriage metaphor, there is visual beauty as well, with the bride

“adorned” for  her beloved.

I am grateful that beauty alone does not describe God’s future, as we  yearn for

more than a mere glorious sight to behold when our Lord  comes again. But I am

grateful that among the brief and treasured  references in scripture to God’s promised

future, we have not only  hope, peace, joy, and love to look forward to, but profound

beauty as  well. The ugliness of violence, oppression, injustice, and inhumanity  will

finally come to an end. I have often wondered, glimpsing the  purple heather on the

Cairngorms of Scotland, or a sunset over the  Pacific Ocean, or wildflowers blooming in

Anza Borrego desert,  would not the world include such beauty—and more—when all is

finally as God would have it be?

Beldon Lane once wrote, "divine love is incessantly restless until it turns all

woundedness into health, all deformity into beauty, and all  embarrassment into

laughter."

This and every Advent we await God’s glorious and beautiful future,  saying,

“come, Lord Jesus!”
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Thursday, December 16th

Jeremiah 31:10–13

Tod Bolsinger, 2018

Paul lies in a bed as Advent approaches. His grade-school children  and his

valiant wife come into his room every day. They touch his  hands, they caress his face,

and he smiles back at them. The cancer  is steadily moving to its unavoidable

conclusion, but still they comfort  each other. Paul’s life is a heartbreaking reminder of a

world that is  still under “Satan’s power” suffering the dismay of mortality. Around  me

fires are ravaging our state, and a nearby city is still reeling from  a mass shooting, and

we have Jeremiah calling to mind a season in  the life of Israel when they suffered exile

and slavery praying for a  day of comfort and joy.

Comfort and joy.

Comfort is what we experience in those moments when all is right with the world.

It is the quiet of a moment that causes us to take a  deep breath and smile serenely at all

that is good. The release of worry. The tenderness of a loved one’s touch. The taste of

good  food. The gentleness of love that lets us fall safely to sleep.

Happiness, like comfort, is rooted in the word happenings, and is  often linked to

life circumstances. Joy, however, is an in-breaking of  hope and celebration while the

world is still incomplete. Joy, C.S.  Lewis taught, is a dissatisfaction that is better than

any satisfaction. It is both a longing for and foretaste of heaven at the same time. It is a

tangible but fleeting assurance that someday everything will be the  way it’s supposed to

be. Comfort is care in the midst of brokenness;  joy is the assurance that someday

healing will be the final word.

In a day when young dads die, fires rage, and the freest nation in  history clings to

its guns, we need tidings of both comfort and joy: We need both a human touch and

God’s presence, both the reminder  that we are not alone in what we are going through

and the assurance that someday it will be—blessedly—different indeed.
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Friday, December 17th

1 Corinthians 12:4-11

Vince Caimano, 2014

At this time of year when people discuss “spirit” they are commonly  referring to

“Christmas spirit” and when there is mention of “gifts” it is  all about the presents we

exchange. How different this is than what  this passage from 1 Corinthians tells us about

God’s Spirit working  through us via a variety of gifts. God’s gifts are obviously so much

more precious and important than the presents we may give or  receive. Through this

text we are called to look to the Spirit to be  both open to God’s gifts and opportunities to

use them.

I am struck by the diversity of gifts that I see in the people that I know. Some of

us are good conversationalists and some are good  listeners, some are great musicians

and some are appreciative  audiences, and the list can go on and on.

In each of the many roles of which God makes use, we have the opportunity to be

of service to Him by ministering to those around us  – often in ordinary and day-to-day

interactions.

In some churches that I have attended, this passage was about our  roles in

church. In some of those, it was focused on speaking in  tongues. I have come to take the

scripture less literally. It seems to  me that while the writers of the Bible were clearly

inspired by God,  they also wrote within a cultural and historical framework that is not

the same as what we are experiencing today.

Today, this passage reminds me that Advent 2014 can be so much  more than a

wish for “happy holidays” or even the politically incorrect  “merry Christmas.” Advent

can be a time that we look to God to  guide the use of the gifts with which he has blessed

us, and to  minister to those around us who are hurting. How many people near  us are

putting on a good face while struggling with the relationship,  financial and mental

health issues that the holidays can bring on?  Our culture says it’s not okay to express

these difficulties – all is  supposed to be “merry and bright.”

Lord, help us to be your light, or whatever else is needed, to those  we are called

to serve during Advent.
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Saturday, December 18th

1 Corinthians 1:18-31

Lisa Blackwell (poem) & Clovis Blackwell (art), 2019

k2tog YO slip 1:

alien terms,

unknown symbols

yielding a language

of hope that,

faithfully followed,

knits a promise
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Sunday, December 19th

A Reading for the Candle Lighting

During all their distress, God also was distressed,

    so a messenger who served him saved them.

In love and mercy God redeemed them,

    lifting and carrying them throughout earlier times.

Isaiah 63:9

Today, we light a candle for love. May our love overflow as we wait expectantly for the

coming of Christ who loves us with a steadfast love. Come, Lord Jesus, come.
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ADVENT WEEK IV

Susan Chesney, 2016
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Sunday, December 19th

Matthew 2:1-8

Josh Modrzynski, 2007

King of Kings, Lord of Lords.

This is the beginning of a misunderstanding about Jesus that will follow him all

the way to his death. At this point, everyone sees the Christ as a new political ruler, one

who will turn the tables for the Jews. He is to be the new Jewish king who has been

prophesied about for ages. It comes to no surprise that Herod is not exactly excited

about this. As a matter of fact, v. 3 tells us that all of Jerusalem is disturbed by this

news. So out of fear Herod attempts to trick the magi into returning to him and

revealing the location of this Christ who has been born.

The great part about reading this piece of scripture is that we know Herod does

not find Jesus, and even better than that, Jesus was not just a great political king. He

was and is the king of kings and lord of lords, the Son of God incarnate. There would be

people who would discover this about him. They would put their faith in him as their

Messiah and Lord and learn that he was so much more than just an earthly leader. He

would be more to them than they could ever have dreamed; he would become known as

God. But this is what Jesus has always done and continues to do: exceed our boundaries

of who He is.

As we come into the season of Advent let us hope and pray to be surprised by

Jesus. Let us be glad that he is so much more than we can grasp, and no matter what

depth or length we have known Him, HE will always be capable of surprising us with the

majesty and awe of His character and love.
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Monday, December 20th

Romans 5:1-15

Carrie Hofmann, 2017

Whenever I read this passage, it always strikes me how we are told  to “boast” of

our suffering. In this era of social media, I daily see people proudly sharing the positive

things in their lives, or often complaining about their struggles, but I don’t see much

boasting about suffering. My attitude toward this verse changed dramatically as I

watched my dad during his final years of life. The silver lining in a terminal cancer

diagnosis is that he lived his days with the knowledge that they were fleeting. I watched

him use his time so wisely by loving his family, serving his church, and volunteering to

play piano at a  hospice facility. As Paul says, “we also boast in our sufferings,  knowing

that suffering produces endurance, and endurance produces  character, and character

produces hope” (v. 3-4). Although he was never one to boast at all, my dad was walking

proof of the truth found in this verse: his suffering was more character-building than

anything else in his life.

A couple days after my dad’s passing in August, I stumbled upon  some very

special words he had written in a journal entry in 2005, fifteen years after my mom had

beaten breast cancer and a decade before my dad himself would be diagnosed with

terminal cancer. He wrote, “all of us are seeking our moments of peace in the midst of

dubious responsibilities. We must count our blessings: (1) We are still  here; (2) we are

healthy; (3) we have hope. That seems to be the Big  Three. It is not so clear to me that

these same three affirmations hold for the world at large.” I cried as I read those words,

because (1) my  dad was NOT still here and (2) he was NOT healthy…but there was also

immense comfort in that final part, because we do still have  HOPE. And as this passage

says, “hope does not disappoint us, because God’s love has been poured into our hearts

through the Holy Spirit that has been given to us.” (v. 5). During this Advent season,

amidst the bustle of Christmas preparations, may you too experience the thrill of hope

found in God’s promise to us through the birth of his son, Jesus.
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Tuesday, December 21st

Luke 1:46-55

Anna Givens, 2014

And Mary said, “My soul magnifies the Lord, and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior,

for he has looked with favor on the lowliness of his servant. Surely, from now on all

generations will call me blessed; for the Mighty One has done great things for me, and

holy is his name. His mercy is for those who fear him from generation to generation.

He has shown strength with his arm; he has scattered the proud in the thoughts of

their hearts.  He has brought down the powerful from their thrones, and lifted up the

lowly; he has filled the hungry with good things, and sent the rich away empty. He has

helped his servant Israel, in remembrance of his mercy, according to the promise he

made to our ancestors, to Abraham and to his descendants forever.”

The stars around Mary are

the descendants promised

to Abraham.

The hands lift up lowly

Mary and perform mighty

deeds.

The Temple sits to the right

pointing to the removal of

rulers from  their thrones.

The bird above Mary holds a

leaf like the dove that

brought the olive  branch to

Noah demonstrating how

God rescued his people.

The blood dripping from the

Lord’s fingers symbolized

Jesus giving  his life for us

on the cross.
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Wednesday, December 22nd

2 Peter 3:8-14

Jill Colwell, 2010

The Promise, Deferred

What happens to a dream deferred?

Does it dry up

Like a raisin in the sun?

Or fester like a sore--

And then run?

When Langston Hughes posed this question in his poem of 1951, it echoed as a

protest against the continual postponement of justice and equality for

African-Americans in this country. Patience, our black brothers and sisters were often

scolded at that time. Just wait. Change happens slowly. But what are the consequences

of this ongoing wait on those who are oppressed by the way things are? How much

damage and destruction to lives, well-being and goodness itself is worth the pragmatic

agony of waiting on the world to change?

This passage reminds us that we, too, have been waiting—waiting on God to

change the world. After all, wasn’t the birth of the Savior supposed to mean the start of

something new? And yet, “all things continue as they were from the beginning of

creation!” (v. 4). Where, indeed, is the promise of his coming? What happens to a

promise deferred?

Unlike a dream, a promise is not the projection of our own desires and hopes, but

something that comes to us from outside of ourselves. The promise of God is something

that has been given to us by one whose word is a creative word, which makes that which

it guarantees (v. 5). God in the past gave us the present of our future, and this is the

promise that we cling to and for which we wait and hope.

In this time of waiting, 2 Peter counsels us to peace, but not to patience. Rather,

it is God who is patient—patient with us. It is because of God’s great love that this

ultimate fulfillment is postponed: God is waiting on us to change. As we wait for his

coming, we are not to throw up our hands or be idle, but rather to ask “what sort of

persons ought we to be?” (v. 11). Living in the tension of these in-between times does

not make us passive, but calls us to action and transformation. This promised future,

where “righteousness is at home” (v. 13), is precisely that which shapes our dreams and

gives them wings in the present. Such a promise deferred is not our despair but our sure

hope and our salvation.
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Thursday, December 23rd

Zephaniah 3:14-20

Lisa Lamb, 2008

A whole lot of singing goes on at this time of the year. While we get just a wee bit

tired of the pumped-in music at the mall, for the most part, we love it that way. Songs

pervaded the events of Jesus’ birth: Mary sang to magnify the Lord; angels burst forth

with songs in the night sky.

But-- God singing? Now that’s hard to get our minds around. Zephaniah does not

picture God as a tuxedoed gentleman singing a motet with elegant restraint. No, this is a

warrior out in a field, exulting over his victory in battle, belting out some kind of wild

victory chant- love song, like the crowd at the end of a hard-fought football game. It’s a

raucous scene—God goes a little crazy over us here!

What does God’s song sound like? How can we hear it?  It’s a concept that begs

for skin; we want to hear it, see it, to be there for it.  Zephaniah’s vision must have

enticed his listeners; it surely filled them with longing.  The Israelites of his day could

use some serenading. God seemed distant, while enemies and oppressors were all too

close at hand. Various disasters seemed to loom on the near horizon, leaving them

anxious and weary, harassed and vulnerable. In the midst of all this, Zephaniah urges

them to sing—and not just a little, but exuberantly, like joyful carolers warming the

night. They are to sing, now, not because the current reality really calls for it, but

because a day is coming when their enemies will be scattered and their fortunes

restored.  Most of all, they sing because God is singing over them. Can you hear it?

Listen closely. Let God sing the verses, but join in on the chorus. Joy… to the world.
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Friday, December 24th

Matthew 1:18-25

Tommy Givens, 2012

To our ears, Matthew’s Gospel story of Jesus the Messiah does not start off very

promising. Jesus’ royal past is full of questionable figures and marked by a

centuries-long exile in Babylon. And it goes downhill from there with Jesus’ birth: He

was conceived out of wedlock, his mother’s engagement saved only by an angel who

visits her fiancé in a private dream. Yet, this is indeed the story of promise.  Has not

God’s history with Israel taught us to expect God’s power precisely here in his people’s

humility and weakness? Precisely here is God with us.

But we are prone to forget it. We are prone to despise weakness and to trust the

strong for our salvation. This Advent season, let us hear afresh the story of the fatherless

child of God the Father, of the power of the Spirit to conceive where we would see only

hopelessness and shame. This is the story of the humble one who came to save his

people from their sins, to save them from a life without love for one another, to be their

king by living a life of hope and dying a death of love.

To hear this story is often to wait humbly in silence when the noise of a hopeless

world urges us to claim as our own more than we can, to reach for false assurances in

the face of loss and shame. Through such silent waiting, perhaps we can hear the truth

of Christmas and find the words to speak it ourselves. As the birth of the Savior

approaches this year, consider Mary’s husband, Joseph the son of David. He refused to

claim the Christ child as his own but waited for him to be born of a virgin, as perhaps

only he and Mary knew. And then he named him “God saves.” He named him Jesus. The

silences of the Christmas season are sometimes unsettling amidst relationships broken

by bitterness or death. But let us cherish the silences of Advent as the womb of God’s

word. And may we find that word to be joy.
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Saturday, December 25th

Romans 8:31–35; 38–39

Beth Bolsinger, 2018

Christmas Day Love

In the beginning was the Word

and the Word was with God

and the Word was God.

The Word was with God in the beginning.

Everything came into being through the Word,

and without the Word

nothing came into being.

What came into being

through the Word was life,

and the life was the light for all people.

The light shines in the darkness,

and the darkness doesn’t extinguish the light.

John 1:1-14
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